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Resümee 
 

Die vorliegende Dissertationsschrift behandelt die Texte britischer Schriftsteller_innen, die sich 

zur Zeit der Weimarer Republik, also zwischen den Jahren 1919 und 1933, in Deutschland 

aufhielten und ihre Erfahrungen mit Deutschland und den Deutschen literarisch verarbeiteten. 

Dabei schließt die Arbeit sowohl Texte ein, die während der Jahre 1919–1933 entstanden sind, als 

auch solche, die in den Jahren zwischen dem Ende der Weimarer Republik und dem Ausbruch des 

Zweiten Weltkrieges (1933–1939) rückblickend die Erfahrungen in der Weimarer Republik 

behandeln. Die wissenschaftliche Auseinandersetzung mit den Texten britischer 

Schriftsteller_innen zur Weimarer Republik beschränkte sich bisher sehr stark auf die Texte von 

Christopher Isherwood, sowie seiner Freunde W. H. Auden und Stephen Spender. Diese drei 

jungen Schriftsteller lebten in den späten 1920er und frühen 1930er Jahren in Deutschland, 

vorwiegend in Berlin, und ihr Blick auf Deutschland war stark von der Vorstellung geprägt, dass 

sich in Deutschland aus der Krise der Nachkriegszeit eine neue, junge, dynamische Gesellschaft 

entwickelt hatte, die durch sexuelle Experimentierfreudigkeit, Konsumverzicht und Hinwendung 

zur Natur gegen die bürgerlichen Werte der Vorkriegsgesellschaft rebellierte. Die Texte dieser drei 

Schriftsteller über die Weimarer Republik entstanden zum Großteil nach der Machtübernahme 

durch die Nationalsozialisten und behandeln dementsprechend die Entzauberung des britischen 

Blicks auf das vermeintlich fortschrittliche Deutschland im Angesicht des Dritten Reichs.  

Durch die vorwiegende Beschäftigung mit den Erlebnissen von Isherwood, Auden und Spender 

legt die Forschungsliteratur zu britischen Schriftsteller_innen in der Weimarer Republik einen 

großen Schwerpunkt auf die Erfahrungen junger homosexueller Männer im Berlin der letzten Jahre 

der Weimarer Republik und vernachlässigt sowohl andere Aspekte der Erfahrungen dieser 

Schriftsteller, als auch die Perspektiven der zahlreichen anderen britischen Schriftsteller_innen, die 

die Weimarer Republik erlebten und aufgrund ihrer Herkunft, ihres Alters und der Beweggründe 

für ihren Aufenthalt sehr unterschiedliche Erfahrungen machten.  

Zudem wird in der bestehenden Forschungsliteratur keine hinreichende Unterscheidung zwischen 

Berichten aus der Zeit der Weimarer Republik und retrospektiv entstandenen Berichten, sowie 

zwischen fiktionalen und nicht fiktionalen Texten gemacht. Die Entwicklung des britischen Bildes 

der Weimarer Republik in Abhängigkeit von dem politischen und historischen Kontext, in dem die 

Erfahrung berichtet wird, wird dadurch ebenso wenig berücksichtigt, wie der Einfluss der 

literarischen Imagination auf das britische Bild der Weimarer Republik.  

 



In der vorliegenden Arbeit wird erstmals eine breitgefächerte Untersuchung unterschiedlichster 

Perspektiven vorgenommen, die sowohl die biographischen Erfahrungen der Schriftsteller_innen 

einbindet, als auch den Fiktionalisierungsprozess dieser Erfahrungen in unterschiedlichen Phasen 

der Zwischen- und Nachkriegszeit erläutert. Die Arbeit ist in drei chronologische Kapitel 

gegliedert, die jeweils eine Phase der Weimarer Republik behandeln. Dabei werden in jedem Kapitel 

exemplarisch sowohl fiktionale als auch nicht-fiktionale Texte behandelt. Kapitel I behandelt die 

Frühphase der Weimarer Republik in der unmittelbaren Nachkriegszeit (1919-1923), in der 

britische Besucher_innen vorwiegend über die Situation im besetzten Rheinland und in der 

Hauptstadt Berlin berichteten. Kapitel II behandelt die politisch und finanziell vergleichsweise 

stabile Phase der Jahre 1924-1929, die zurecht als kulturelle Blütezeit der Weimarer Republik gilt. 

In diesem Kapitel werden die Auseinandersetzung britischer Schriftsteller_innen mit 

verschiedenen Phänomenen der Weimarer Moderne analysiert, darunter die britische Faszination 

mit der deutschen Jugendbewegung die die vornehmlich ablehnende Haltung der Besucher_innen 

gegenüber der Unterhaltungsindustrie Berlins.  

Kapitel III behandelt die Jahre 1929-1933, die Phase des Übergangs von der parlamentarischen 

Demokratie zur nationalsozialistischen Alleinherrschaft Dabei wird zunächst untersucht, wie diese 

Zeit in nicht-fiktionalen Texten britischer Besucher_innen in den Jahren 1930-1933, sowie 

rückblickend in der Zeit zwischen 1933 und dem Ausbruch des Zweiten Weltkriegs im Jahre 1939 

und schließlich nach Ende des Krieges dargestellt wird.  

Im zweiten Teil von Kapitel III widmet sich die Arbeit der Darstellung des Endes der Weimarer 

Republik in Romanen von britischen Schriftsteller_innen, die diese Zeit selbst erlebten und deren 

Romane in den Jahren zwischen 1933 und 1939 entstanden. Diese Romane stammen aus einer 

Phase, als den Schriftsteller_innen noch nicht mit Sicherheit bewusst sein konnte, dass das 

nationalsozialistische System, dessen Entstehung sie selbst erlebt hatten, Deutschland in einen 

weiteren Krieg gegen Großbritannien führen würde.  

Wie in der Arbeit gezeigt wird, neigten britische Besucher_innen in retrospektiven Darstellungen 

dazu, sich selbst als früh gut informierte Augenzeug_innen von Deutschlands Hinwendung zum 

Faschismus darzustellen. Sie zeichnen das Bild eines Landes in ständiger Krise, stellen die deutsche 

Moderne als trügerischen Glanz dar, der eine tief verwurzelte „Barbarei“ verdeckt, und kreiren 

deutsche Charaktere, die den Aufstieg des Faschismus erleichtern, indem sie angesichts der 

zunehmenden politischen Spannungen passiv bleiben. Dem heutigen Leser, der mit dem Wissen 

um den Zusammenbruch der deutschen Demokratie ausgestattet ist, erscheint diese Version der 

Weimarer Republik authentisch, weil sie unser Wissen über die historischen Entwicklungen, die ihr 

folgten, ergänzt. Die wissenschaftliche Rezeption der Erfahrungen britischer Schriftsteller in der 

Weimarer Republik und der darauf basierenden literarischen Texte hat zur Plausibilität dieses Bildes 



beigetragen, indem sie sich auf die Erfahrungen einer kleinen Gruppe britischer Besucher 

konzentriert, fiktionale Darstellungen für bare Münze nimmt und nicht zwischen zeitgenössischen 

Eindrücken, die von britischen Besuchern aufgenommen wurden, und späteren Texten, die die 

„Weimar-Erfahrung“ im Nachhinein wieder aufgreifen, unterscheidet.  Dies schafft nicht nur ein 

irreführendes Bild davon, wie die Weimarer Republik vor ihrem Untergang von britischen 

Schriftstellern wahrgenommen wurde, sondern erweckt auch den Eindruck, dass das Deutschland 

der Weimarer Republik ein Land war, das von britischen literarischen Besucher_innen aus 

vorsichtiger und kritischer Distanz beobachtet wurde, obwohl einige von ihnen von dem, was sie 

als den „neuen Geist“ Deutschlands wahrnahmen, so begeistert oder von der Ungerechtigkeit der 

deutschen „Unterdrückung“ nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg so überzeugt waren, dass sie die Nazi-

Bewegung vor 1933, und in einigen Fällen sogar darüber hinaus, lediglich als Fortsetzung eines 

lobenswerten Versuchs ansahen, das deutsche Volk aus der Nachkriegsmisere zu führen.  

 

Die Arbeit analysiert die diversen literarischen Versionen der „Weimar-Erfahrung“ britischer 

Schriftsteller_innen, um aufzuzeigen, wie diese Erfahrung in Fiktion umgewandelt wurde, wie die 

persönliche Auseinandersetzung mit Deutschland rückblickende Erzählungen kompliziert und wie 

diese Komplikationen in fiktionalen Texten ausgespielt werden. Das Bild der Weimarer Republik, 

das sich aus diesen Texten ergibt, ist fragmentarisch und instabil. Trotz der Vielfalt der vertretenen 

Ansichten lassen sich aber einige übergreifende Themen ausmachen: Frühe zeitgenössische 

Berichte britischer Schriftsteller_innen, die die Weimarer Republik besuchten, konzentrieren sich 

eher auf die deutsche Opferrolle und die deutsche Widerstandsfähigkeit gegenüber den 

Ungerechtigkeiten der Nachkriegszeit. Die instabile politische Lage und die Offenheit des Landes 

gegenüber „internationalen“ Einflüssen sowie Armut, Prostitution und Drogenkonsum werden als 

Folgen der Niederlage im Krieg und des „ungerechten“ Versailler Vertrages angesehen. In den 

zeitgenössischen Berichten von Mitte der 1920er bis Anfang der 1930er Jahre werden ähnliche 

Themen beibehalten, aber jetzt werden die Deutschen nicht nur als Opfer, sondern zunehmend als 

junges, modernes und dynamisches Volk dargestellt. Während die zeitgenössischen Darstellungen 

dazu neigen, die kulturellen Innovationen der Weimarer Zeit zu ignorieren und Berlin als eine Stadt 

abzutun, der die Tradition und das kulturelle Gewicht von London oder Paris fehlt, wird in den 

retrospektiven Darstellungen der Kontrast zwischen der „guten“ und der „schlechten“ Weimarer 

Republik durch kulturelle Phänomene der Zeit verstärkt. Sie beschreiben die Mitte bis Ende der 

1920er Jahre als eine aufgeklärte, moderne, zukunftsweisende Zeit in Deutschland und stellen 

dieser Zeit den Schock der frühen 1930er Jahre gegenüber, als die britischen Besucher erkannten, 

dass das, was sie für „das wahrhaftige Deutschlands“ gehalten hatten, wie die Schriftstellerin 



Madeleine Kent es formulierte, in Wirklichkeit ein kurzes und trügerisches Zwischenspiel gewesen 

war, das durch die Rückkehr des alten Feindbildes ersetzt werden sollte.  

Um die Vision der (trügerisch) fortschrittlichen Weimarer Republik mit der Vision der 

erschreckenden Rückkehr der deutschen „Barbarei“ in Form der Nazis zu verbinden, interpretieren 

rückblickende Darstellungen Phänomene der Weimarer Moderne als Symptome eines deutschen 

„Wahnsinns“, der knapp unter der Oberfläche der Republik lauert: Elemente der 

Lebensreformbewegung wie der Nudismus werden zu Symptomen der „Hysterie“, deutsche 

expressionistische Bilder deuten dunkle „heidnische“ Instinkte an, die die deutsche Seele 

beunruhigen, und die wandernden Jugendlichen der 1920er Jahre werden als Vorboten von Nazi 

Kundgebungen gesehen. Zu jedem Zeitpunkt wird in diesen Texten somit nicht nur die britische 

Wahrnehmung von Deutschland und den Deutschen reflektiert, sondern auch die britische 

Selbstwahrnehmung verhandelt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Abstract 

 
The dissertation treats the texts of British writers who spent time in Germany during the Weimar 

Republic era, i.e. between 1919 and 1933, and who wrote about their experiences with Germany 

and the Germans. The study includes texts that were written during the years 1919-1933 as well as 

texts that deal retrospectively with experiences in the Weimar Republic and were written in the 

years between the end of the Weimar Republic and the outbreak of the Second World War (1933-

1939). Scholarly engagement with the texts of British writers on the Weimar Republic has so far 

been very much limited to the texts of Christopher Isherwood and his friends W. H. Auden and 

Stephen Spender. These three young writers lived in Germany in the late 1920s and early 1930s, 

mainly in Berlin, and their view of Germany was strongly influenced by the idea that a new, young, 

dynamic society had developed in Germany out of the post-war crisis – a society which rebelled 

against the bourgeois values of pre-war era through sexual experimentation, rejection of 

consumerism and a return to a more natural lifestyle. The texts by these three writers on the Weimar 

Republic were largely written after the National Socialists came to power and accordingly deal with 

the disenchantment of the British view of the supposedly progressive Germany in the face of the 

Third Reich. 

By focusing predominantly on the experiences of Isherwood, Auden and Spender, the existing 

research on British writers in the Weimar Republic places a strong emphasis on the experiences of 

young homosexual men in Berlin in the final years of the Weimar Republic and neglects other 

aspects of these writers' experiences as well as the perspectives of the numerous other British 

writers who experienced the Weimar Republic and had very different experiences due to their 

background, age and motivations for their stay. 

Moreover, existing research does not sufficiently distinguish between accounts of the Weimar 

Republic period and retrospective accounts, or between fictional and non-fictional texts. The 

development of the British image of the Weimar Republic in accordance with the political and 

historical context in which the experience is reported is thus not considered, nor is the way the 

literary imagination shaped the British image of the Weimar Republic. 

For the first time, this study undertakes a wide-ranging investigation of diverse perspectives, which 

both analyses the biographical experiences of the writers and explains the fictionalisation process 

of these experiences in different phases of the interwar and post-war period. The study is divided 



into three chronological chapters, each dealing with a phase of the Weimar Republic. In each 

chapter, both fictional and non-fictional texts are taken as examples.  

Chapter I deals with the early phase of the Weimar Republic in the immediate post-war period 

(1919-1923), in which British visitors mainly reported on the situation in the occupied Rhineland 

and in the capital Berlin. Chapter II covers the politically and financially comparatively stable phase 

of the years 1924-1929, which is rightly considered the cultural heyday of the Weimar Republic. 

This chapter analyses British writers' engagement with various phenomena of Weimar modernism, 

including the British fascination with the German youth movement and the visitors' predominantly 

disparaging attitude towards Berlin's entertainment industry. 

Chapter III deals with the years 1929-1933, the period of transition from parliamentary democracy 

to National Socialist dictatorship. It first examines how this period is portrayed in non-fictional 

texts by British visitors in the years 1930-1933, as well as retrospectively in the period between 

1933 and the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, and finally after the end of the war. The 

second part of Chapter III is devoted to the representation of the end of the Weimar Republic in 

novels by British writers who lived through this period and whose novels were written between 

1933 and 1939. These novels were written at a time when the writers could not have been certain 

that the National Socialist system, which they themselves had experienced, would lead Germany 

into another war against Great Britain. 

As shown in the study, British visitors in retrospective accounts tended to portray themselves as 

early, well-informed eyewitnesses to Germany's turn towards fascism. They paint a picture of a 

country in perpetual crisis, portraying German modernity as a deceptive glitter masking a deep-

rooted 'barbarism', and creating German characters who facilitate the rise of fascism by remaining 

passive in the face of increasing political tensions. To today's readers, equipped with knowledge of 

the collapse of German democracy, this version of the Weimar Republic seems authentic because 

it adds to our knowledge of the historical developments that followed it. The scholarly reception 

of British writers' experiences of the Weimar Republic and the literary texts based on them has 

contributed to the plausibility of this image by focusing on the experiences of a small group of 

British visitors, taking fictional accounts at face value and failing to distinguish between 

contemporary impressions recorded by British visitors and later texts that revisit the 'Weimar 

experience' after the fact.  This not only creates a misleading picture of how the Weimar Republic 

was perceived by British writers before its demise, but also gives the impression that Weimar 

Germany was a country observed by British literary visitors from a cautious and critical distance, 

even though some of them were so enthusiastic about what they perceived as the ‘new spirit’ of 

Germany, or so convinced of the injustice of German ‘oppression’ after the First World War, that 



they saw the Nazi movement before 1933, and in some cases even beyond, as merely a continuation 

of a laudable attempt to lead the German people out of post-war misery. 

The study analyses the diverse literary versions of the ‘Weimar experience’ by British writers in 

order to show how this experience was transformed into fiction, how personal engagement with 

Germany complicates retrospective narratives, and how these complications are played out in 

fictional texts. The picture of the Weimar Republic that emerges from these texts is fragmentary 

and unstable. Despite the diversity of views represented, however, some overarching themes can 

be discerned: Early contemporary accounts by British writers who visited the Weimar Republic 

tend to focus on German victimhood and German resilience in the face of post-war injustices. The 

unstable political situation and the country's openness to ‘international’ influences, as well as 

poverty, prostitution and drug use, are seen as consequences of the defeat in the war and the ‘unjust’ 

Treaty of Versailles. In contemporary accounts from the mid-1920s to the early 1930s, similar 

themes are maintained, but now the Germans are not only portrayed as victims, but increasingly as 

a young, modern and dynamic people. While contemporary accounts tend to ignore the cultural 

innovations of the Weimar period and dismiss Berlin as a city lacking the tradition and cultural 

weight of London or Paris, retrospective accounts reinforce the contrast between the ‘good’ and 

the ‘bad’ Weimar Republic through cultural phenomena of the time. They describe the mid-to-late 

1920s as an enlightened, modern, forward-looking time in Germany and contrast this period with 

the shock of the early 1930s, when British visitors realised that what they had thought was "the 

essential Germany", as writer Madeleine Kent put it, had in fact been a brief and deceptive interlude 

to be replaced by the return of the old enemy image. 

To link the vision of the (deceptively) progressive Weimar Republic with the vision of the terrifying 

return of German "barbarism" in the form of the Nazis, retrospective accounts interpret 

phenomena of Weimar modernity as symptoms of a German "madness" lurking just below the 

surface of the Republic: Elements of the Lebensreform movement such as nudism become symptoms 

of "hysteria", German Expressionist imagery hints at dark "pagan" instincts troubling the German 

soul, and the wandering youth of the 1920s are seen as harbingers of Nazi rallies. At all times, 

therefore, these texts not only reflect British perceptions of Germany and the Germans, but also 

negotiate British perceptions of themselves. 
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Introduction  
  
When the warring nations of Europe laid down their arms in November 1918 after more than four 

years of bloodshed, Anglo-German relations had undoubtedly reached a historic low-point. And 

yet the democratic German state – later referred to as the Weimar Republic1 – formed in the wake 

of the abdication of Kaiser Wilhelm II on the 9th of November 1918, soon became an attractive 

destination for British travellers. A number of these visitors wrote about their encounters with 

Weimar Germany, and thus the British ‘Weimar experience’ is captured in a variety of texts – from 

journalistic articles and memoirs to novels, short stories and poems.  

While some published their impressions during or immediately after their stay, the majority of 

literary visitors chose to revisit their ‘Weimar experience’ in the years between the end of the 

Weimar Republic in 1933 and the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939. This was a time 

when the Nazi regime’s suppression of dissenting political voices, the beginnings of the systematic 

persecution of German Jews and Germany’s increasingly aggressive foreign policy plunged Anglo-

German relations into a renewed crisis, and it seemed more urgent than ever to enquire into the 

nature and the intentions of the German government and its people. Since the new German leaders 

proclaimed that their Third Reich was based on opposition to the values of the democratic system 

that had preceded it, first-hand experiences of the Weimar Republic naturally became more 

prescient than ever after Hitler’s rise to power. British writers used their ‘Weimar experience’ to 

address general British questions and concerns about Germany: How and why had Weimar 

democracy failed, what role had the post-war peace settlement played in the downfall of the 

Republic and had the political and cultural innovations of the 1920s and early 1930s been a 

reflection of the ‘true’ nature of the Germans or merely a brief, deceptive interlude followed by a 

return to ‘barbarism’? 

Scholarly reception of the ‘Weimar experience’ in British literature has overwhelmingly focused on 

a small part of such retrospective accounts, namely on the works of Christopher Isherwood and, 

to a slightly lesser extent, Isherwood’s friends and travel companions W.H. Auden and Stephen 

                                                            
1 German historian Sebastian Ulrich traces the first mention of the term Weimarer Republik in print to a 
newspaper article by Adolf Hitler from March 1929. As Ulrich explains, the term was not widely used during the 
Weimar Republic era. It was a disparaging term used by right-wing opponents of Weimar democracy in the final 
years of its existence. The more commonly used terms were Deutsches Reich or Deutsche Republik. Only with 
the formation of the second German Republic in West Germany (also referred to as the Bonner Republik) in 1949 
did the term Weimarer Republik enter into common usage. See: Ulrich, Sebastian; ‘Mehr als Schall und Rauch. 
Der Streit um den Namen der ersten deutschen Demokratie 1918-1949’, in: Föllmer, Moritz and Rüdiger Graf 
(eds.); Die „Krise” der Weimarer Republik. Zur Kritik eines Deutungsmusters, 187-208. 
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Spender.2  While there are numerous studies dedicated to these three writer’s experiences of Berlin 

during the last years of the Weimar Republic, the fictional depiction of the Weimar Republic in 

their works is often eclipsed by an interest in details of their private lives and a particular focus on 

their experience of the gay nightlife of Berlin.  

Meanwhile, the contributions of numerous other British visitors who wrote about life in the 

Weimar Republic in the 1920s and 1930s have been overlooked – this is especially true for women 

writers. Furthermore, as I will explain in more detail below, the few existing studies on the British 

‘Weimar experience’ fail to make a critical distinction between the perception of the Weimar 

Republic during the time of its existence and retrospective accounts of the Weimar Republic 

written after its demise. They also fail to distinguish between the image of the Weimar Republic 

captured in non-fictional accounts and the treatment of the ‘Weimar experience’ in British fiction.  

 
 
The Visitors 
 
John J. White describes the renewed interest in all things German among British writers who visited 

the Weimar Republic as “a reaction against the destructive hostilities of the fathers’ generation; 

some measure of disquiet at the vindictiveness of the Versailles conditions; misgivings about 

contemporary French culture (…) but above all rejection of the stuffiness of contemporary 

England.”3 This claim holds true for Isherwood and his friends,4 but certainly not for all British 

literary visitors to the Weimar Republic. While it is difficult to make a general assessment of the 

reasons that brought British writers to Germany during the Weimar era, what can be said is that by 

no means all of them sought out Germany because of a pre-existing affinity for the culture of the 

Weimar Republic. Some ended up in the country more or less by accident as they were sent to 

Germany as newspaper correspondents or diplomats or accompanied a spouse whose occupation 

required a stay in Germany. There were those whose interest in Germany had been roused by an 

amorous encounter with a German in Britain or whose British love interest moved to Germany. 

There were the bohemian ‘bright young people’, constant travellers floating through Europe 

between the wars and occasionally passing through Berlin on their way to Paris, Rome or a 

                                                            
2 See for example: Hynes, Samuel; The Auden Generation: Literature and Politics in England in the 1930s (1976); 
Page, Norman; Auden and Isherwood: The Berlin Years (1998); Izzo, David G.; Christopher Isherwood: His Era, his 
Gang and the Legacy of a Truly Strong Man (2001). 
3 White, John J.; Sexual Mecca, Nazi Metropolis, City of Doom: The Pattern of English, Irish and American 
Reactions to the Berlin of the Inter-War Years, in: Glass, Derek, Dietmar Rösler and John J. White; Berlin: 
Literary Images of a City, 124-145, 125. 
4 Auden: “I knew no German and no German literature, but I felt out of sympathy with French culture, partly by 
temperament and partly in revolt against the generation of intellectuals immediately preceding mine, which was 
strongly Francophile.” Carpenter, Humphrey; W.H. Auden: A Biography, 84.  
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mountain resort in Austria. Some who came to Germany to undergo psychotherapy and others 

who were interested in German classical music or painting. Some developed a keen interest in 

Germany’s flourishing film industry, and others came because they had heard exciting things about 

the nightlife of Berlin. Some literary travellers felt pulled towards the country by German ancestry 

or fond childhood memories of pre-war Germany. Some effortlessly read Goethe and Freud in the 

original German while others ran into language difficulties when ordering a meal.  

Only a handful of British writers relocated to Weimar Germany with the expressed intention to 

mine the country for literary inspiration in the way that Christopher Isherwood did in 1929. 

Nevertheless, right from its inception after the end of the First World War, British writers took a 

keen interest in the new Republic and travelled to the country to meet their former enemies and 

observe the situation of the civilian population, as well as the numerous problems facing the fragile 

German democracy.  

The ‘Weimar experience’ of the writers discussed here was of course shaped by their background 

and their motivation for travelling to Germany, which determined their expectations and 

perception of the country, their travel routes, the length of their stay and how their experience of 

Germany influenced their work. While Isherwood certainly was not the first writer to visit Weimar 

Berlin, he is widely believed to be the first to open up 1920s Berlin to a British readership. As Peter 

Firchow puts it:  

Other English writers, like Harold Nicolson, who resided in Berlin for even longer than 
Isherwood, might as well have been living on the moon for all the difference it made to 
their creative work. […] It was their own little private world of British friends and British 
gossip that mattered exclusively to them, almost as if they had been colonial Sahibs sipping 
their gin and tonics at the club while looking down their noses at the curious antics of the 
“natives.” 5 

 

Leaving aside the fact that Harold Nicolson actually lived in Berlin for less than two years (between 

1927 and 1929), whereas Isherwood’s stay lasted for more than three years (between 1929 and 

1933), Firchow is accurate in his assessment of the lack of impact the ‘Weimar experience’ had on 

visitors like Nicolson. However, he oversimplifies the issue by disregarding the sheer number of 

writers who came to Germany during this period and the variety of their experiences. Between 

Nicolson lunching with fellow diplomats at the Adlon hotel and Isherwood deliberately seeking 

out the most squalid living quarters of Kreuzberg, there is a whole range of versions of the ‘Weimar 

experience’ and a whole range of literary texts that capture these experiences.  

Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind that the perspective on Weimar Germany presented 

                                                            
5  Firchow, Peter Edgerly; Strange Meetings: Anglo-German Literary Encounters from 1910 to 1960, 132f. 
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in this study is that of an intellectual elite which constituted a minority among the total number of 

British visitors to Weimar Germany. The experiences of British soldiers, craftsmen, merchants or 

‘ordinary’ tourists travelling the country during this period, had they been recorded and published 

to the same extent, would most likely provide a very different picture.  

While not all of the writers discussed in this study necessarily crossed paths while in Germany, 

most of them were connected by an intricate network of personal and professional relationships 

and can be said to have belonged to the literary establishment of Britain. Martin Green’s Children 

of the Sun illustrates the close personal connections within the British literary scene of the period 

and the fact that whatever political affiliation British intellectuals chose in the 1930s, most of them 

belonged to the same group of privileged privately educated individuals that had dominated the 

British intellectual scene of the 1920s. The discrepancies between political allegiances and personal 

connections is illustrated by the fact that in the mid-1930s former ‘bright young thing’ and frequent 

visitor to Weimar Germany Brian Howard,6  by then a convinced left-winger and author of a 

number of articles warning of the dangers of National Socialism, was still mingling socially with 

the likes of Unity Mitford,7 an ardent supporter of the Nazi Party and personal friend of Adolf 

Hitler. Howard’s plan to interview Hitler for the left-wing journal The New Statesman was foiled 

when he got into a quarrel with Mitford at a party, and she reportedly exclaimed: “Just for that, 

Brian, I won’t introduce you to the Fuehrer!”8 

To give a few examples of the multiple personal and professional links between the writers 

discussed in this study, we could, for instance, begin with Stephen Spender. Spender knew Virginia 

and Lennart Woolf personally and published at Hogarth Press, their London publishing house. He 

                                                            
6 Brian Howard (1905-1958), British poet and journalist. Howard was born to American parents in England and 
educated at Eton College and Oxford University. As a member of the group of young socialites known as the 
‘bright young people, he was involved in pranks such as the 1929 ‘Bruno Hat’ hoax, a faked art exhibition set up 
in London to promote the unknown German painter Bruno Hat, who was played by Tom Mitford, and whose 
paintings were works by Brian Howard. During the Second World War, Brian Howard took part in the Dunkirk 
evacuation and briefly worked for MI5. After the war, Howard continued to write sporadic journalistic articles 
but spent most of his time travelling through Europe with his boyfriend Sam Langford. In the post-war years, he 
developed a serious drink and drug habit and after Langford’s accidental death in 1958, he committed suicide in 
Nice.  
7 Unity Mitford (1914-1948), British socialite, daughter of David Freeman-Mitford, second Baron of Redesdale, 
and sister of the writers Nancy and Jessica Mitford. Mitford became obsessed with Adolf Hitler and the Nazi 
movement in the early 1930s. In 1934 she was introduced to Hitler in Munich and became close to the inner 
circle of the Nazi government. She published an article in the Nazi newspaper Der Stürmer in which she called for 
England to follow the example of the Nazis persecution of Jews and declared herself a „Jew hater”. Mitford’s 
sister Diana (who in 1936 married the British far-right politician Oswald Mosley in the Berlin home of Nazi 
Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels) and her brother Tom Mitford (who studied law in Berlin in the late 1920s) 
shared Unity Mitford‘s admiration for Nazi Germany and attended several important Nazi party events in the 
1930s, including the 1937 Nuremberg rally. When Britain declared war against Germany on the 3rd of September 
1939, Unity Mitford attempted suicide in Munich by shooting herself in the head. She survived and was able to 
return to Britain but remained severely disabled and died at the age of 33.  
8  Lancaster, Marie Jaqueline; Brian Howard: Portrait of a Failure, 204. 
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was also a close friend of Christopher Isherwood whose enthusiasm for Germany inspired 

Spender’s move to the country in the late 1920s. During his time in Germany, Isherwood became 

friendly with the oldest children of the German novelist Thomas Mann, Klaus9 and Erika Mann,10 

who were making a name for themselves as essayists, playwrights and novelists. Erika Mann later 

married Isherwood’s friend and fellow Weimar traveller W. H. Auden in order to emigrate to the 

US after the Nazi government had revoked her German citizenship. The Mann siblings also 

befriended another British literary visitor to 1920s Germany, Brian Howard, who would in 1934 

briefly share a flat in Amsterdam with both Klaus Mann and Isherwood.11 Howard was first 

tempted into visiting Germany when his friend and sometime lover James Stern began an 

apprenticeship at a bank in Frankfurt. Stern would later abandon banking to write short stories and 

translate German literature into English. During his time in Germany, Isherwood wrote an article 

on the German youth movement, which was published in the right-wing magazine Action, a 

publication of the British Union of Fascists.  The publisher of this magazine was Harold Nicolson, 

a friend of the Woolfs. Nicolson had become interested in post-war German politics through the 

stories of Geoffrey Moss, another British visitor to the Weimar Republic, and contributed a 

foreword to a later edition of Moss’ collection of short stories set in the Weimar Republic.12 When 

Nicolson lived in Berlin as a diplomat, he was visited there by Virginia and Lennart Woolf in 

January of 1929. Virginia Woolf was at the time having an affair with Nicolson’s wife, Vita 

Sackville-West. While in Berlin, Vita Sackville-West was also romantically involved with American 

journalist and novelist Margaret Leland-Goldsmith, who was married to Frederick Voigt, Berlin 

correspondent for The Manchester Guardian.13 Vita’s cousin, the novelist and critic Edward Sackville-

                                                            
9 Klaus Mann (1906-1949), German writer. The son of German novelist Thomas Mann grew up in Munich and 
published his first novels, plays and essays in the 1920s, followed by his first memoir Kind dieser Zeit in 1932. 
Mann was an early outspoken critic of the Nazi party and had to leave Germany for Paris in March 1933 to avoid 
arrest. He spent the following years in France, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary editing 
the exile magazine Die Sammlung and writing political essays and works of fiction, including his best-known novel 
Mephisto: Roman einer Karriere (1936) which charts the rise of an actor under the Nazi regime and is based on 
the career of Mann’s former close friend Gustaf Gründgens. In 1938, Mann, along with his parents and siblings, 
emigrated to the US. In 1941 he joined the US-Army. He wrote his second memoir Turning Point (1948) in English. 
In 1949, shortly after having completed the German translation of Turning Point and while working on his final 
novel The Last Day, Mann committed suicide in Cannes, France. 
10 Erika Mann (1905-1969), German writer and actress. Between October 1927 and July 1928, she travelled with 
her brother Klaus Mann to the US, Japan, Korea, China and the Soviet Union. The account of their journey 
Rundherum (1929) was Erika Mann’s first foray into writing. In the early 1930s she worked as a theatre and 
actress and also appeared in a small role in the film Mädchen in Uniform (1931). In January 1933, she founded 
the political cabaret Die Pfeffermühle but was forced to leave Germany and emigrate to Switzerland in March 
1933 in order to escape persecution by the Nazi regime. During the war, Mann worked for the BBC and broadcast 
reports in German from London. After the war she reported from the Nuremberg trials and continued her 
political activism by writing and lecturing on the developments in Europe from her home in the US. In the early 
1950s, she followed her parents to Switzerland, where she died in 1969. 
11 Mann, Klaus; Der Wendepunkt, 333. 
12 Moss, Geoffrey; Defeat. 
13 Glendinning, Victoria; Vita: the Life of V. Sackville-West, 191–196. 
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West, visited the Nicolsons in Berlin several times, including during Virginia Woolf’s 1929 visit. 

He had previously spent several months in Freiburg and Dresden and had befriended Mopsa 

Sternheim,14 who was, in turn, a close friend of Klaus and Erika Mann.  

While there are multiple connections between the writers of the ‘Bloomsbury group’ and the 

members of what Samuel Hynes termed the ‘Auden group’ (meaning young, male, university-

educated writers such as W. H. Auden, Christopher Isherwood and Stephen Spender), there is 

another group of writers who visited Germany during the Weimar Republic period whose 

perspective has long been ignored, possibly because they were somewhat removed from the British 

literary establishment. The group in question is that of middle-class women writers who had come 

of age bef 

ore the First World War. Raised in Victorian Britain, writers like Vera Brittain,15 Winifred Holtby, 

Cicely Hamilton,16 Phyllis Bottome, Storm Jameson17 and Rebecca West18 had to overcome 

                                                            
14 Dorothea “Mopsa” Sternheim (1905-1954) born Elisabeth Dorothea Löwenstein in Oberkassel, was a German 
stage and costume designer. She was the daughter of the playwright Carl Sternheim and the writer Thea 
Sternheim. Sensing the danger posed by the Nazis early on, the Sternheim family left Germany for Paris in 1932. 
Through her friendship with Sackville-West, Mopsa Sternheim was able to publish articles on Nazi Germany in 
the Manchester Guardian. From 1942 onwards she was an active member of the French resistance, which led to 
her arrest and torture by the Gestapo in 1943. She was interned at Ravensbrück concentration camp until April 
1945. After the war, she returned to Paris where she lived until her death in 1954. 
15 Vera Brittain (1893-1970), born in Newcastle-under-Lyme as the daughter of a paper manufacturer. In 1915, 
Brittain interrupted her studies at Oxford University to work as a VAD nurse. Upon her return to university in 
1919, she met Winifred Holtby with whom she moved to London in 1921. Her first novel The Dark Tide was 
published in 1923, followed by numerous novels and autobiographies. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, she 
became a regular speaker for the League of Nations Union and joined several pacifist organisations. She 
contributed regularly to the pacifist magazine Peace News. In 1944, she caused controversy by condemning the 
Allied bombing of German cities in the booklet ‘Massacre by Bombing’. Her war-time diary of the years 1913-
1917 was published as Chronicle of Youth in 1981. 
16 Cicely Hamilton (1872-1952). Born in London as the daughter of an army officer, Hamilton spent a year of 
her schooling in Bad Homburg, Germany. She went on to work as a teacher before spending ten years working 
as an actress with a theatre touring company. In 1908 her first play Dianna of Dobson’s was published. She 
became involved in the campaign for Women’s suffrage and wrote the influential essay Marriage as a Trade 
(1909), as well as the words to the “March of the Women”. During the First World War she worked for the 
Scottish Women’s Hospital and for a theatrical touring company that entertained British troops on the frontline 
and in occupied Rhineland. During the war she worked on her first novel, William an Englishman (1920), which 
is a critique of the British pacifist movement. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Hamilton wrote several plays, 
numerous journalistic articles and a series of books documenting her travels throughout several European 
countries, including Germany, France, Italy, Austria and Sweden. 
17 Margaret Storm Jameson (1891-1986), British novelist and journalist. Born in Yorkshire, Jameson studied at 
English the University of Leeds and European Drama at King’s College London, from where she graduated in 
1914. During her early years in London, she became actively involved in women’s suffrage campaigns and 
published her first journalistic articles on theatre and literature. In the 1920s, she became a prolific novelist and 
throughout her life published more than forty novels and numerous non-fiction books on the subjects of 
literature, theatre and European politics. In 1939, Jameson became the president of the British branch of PEN 
and an active supporter of refugee writers. 
18 Rebecca West (1892-1983), British novelist and journalist, born Cicely Isabel Fairfield in London. She was 
educated at George Watsons’s Ladies College in Edinburgh and later moved to London to train as an actress, 
where she took on the name Rebecca West. She became an activist in the women’s suffrage movements and 
began to work as a journalist for feminist publications. Beginning in 1913, she had a 10-year relationship with 
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considerable difficulties to be able to make a living from writing. The majority of these writers had 

no university education, few connections within London’s highbrow literary circles and no family 

money or wealthy husband to fall back on – a fact which naturally had an impact on their literary 

production. They wrote to earn a living, which explains why most of them produced journalistic 

articles, book and theatre reviews, essays and travel writing in addition to novels, plays and poetry. 

Most of these writers were extremely well-travelled and interested in a wide range of political 

issues.19 They were loosely grouped around the magazine Time and Tide and maintained an interest 

in Germany and German politics throughout the 1920s and 1930s. As Cicely Hamilton’s 

biographer Lis Whitelaw points out, Time and Tide, founded by suffragette activist Lady Rhonda in 

1920, was a remarkable publication in its time as it “was owned, managed and written entirely by 

women and was totally independent of any political party.”20 For these women writers, many of 

whom had worked as nurses on the frontlines of the First World War and had lost friends and 

family members, their war experience constituted a personal and political turning point that 

informed all of their writing and, inevitably, their views on Germany. Many, like Vera Brittain and 

Winifred Holtby,21 believed that an international pacifist movement, such as the League of Nations 

Union,22 could prevent future conflicts. Others, like Cicely Hamilton, believed that the “optimistic 

                                                            
the writer H. G. Wells, with whom she had a son, the writer Anthony West (1914-1987) West rapidly 
established her reputation as a critic and political commentator with essays and reviews for the New 
Statesman, The New Republic and The Daily Telegraph, among others. Beginning in the 1920s, West regularly 
travelled to the United States to give lectures. In 1948, she was awarded the Women’s Press Club Award for 
Journalism by President Truman. West also published several novels, beginning with The Return of the Soldier 
(1918) about a shell-shocked soldier’s return to civilian life, as well as numerous non-fiction works, including 
Black Lamb and Grey Falcon (1941), an account of her travels through Yugoslavia in 1937.    
19 Their travels were not limited to Europe but in some cases took them to far-flung corners of the world. See 
for example Phyllis Bottome’s travels to Jamaica (Lassner, Phyllis; Colonial Strangers: Women Writing the End 
of the British Empire, Chapter 4: ‘Island Strangers: Phyllis Shand Allfrey and Phyllis Bottome’) or Winifred 
Holtby’s visit to South Africa in 1926 and her subsequent campaigning for black trade unionism in the country 
(Regan, Lisa; ‘Winifred Holtby and “The Long Bred Inferiority Complex”: Motherhood, Nation, and Empire’, in: 
Lisa Regan (ed.); Winifred Holtby: “A Woman in her Time”. Critical Essays, 205.) 
20 Whitelaw, Lis; The Life and Rebellious Times of Cicely Hamilton, 184. 
21 Winifred Holtby (1898-1935), British novelist and journalist. Holtby grew up on her family’s farm in rural 
Yorkshire. She passed the entrance exams for Oxford University in 1917 but put off her studies to work for the 
Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps in France during the First World War. In 1919, she met Vera Britain at Oxford 
University and the two moved to London together, where Holtby wrote a number of novels during the 1920s, 
including The Crowded Street (1924). In the late 1920s and early 1930s, Holtby established herself as a prolific 
journalist, writing for Time and Tide and the Manchester Guardian and lecturing for the League of Nations 
Union and the feminist Six Point Group. In 1931, Holtby was diagnosed with Bright’s disease, of which she 
would die four years later. Her best-known novel, South Riding, was published posthumously in 1936. 
22 The League of Nations Union (LNU) was founded in Britain in October 1918 and was to become the most 
influential pacifist organisation in Britain throughout the 1920s and 1930s. The LNU emerged from two older 
organisations, the League of Free Nations Association and the League of Nations Society. The objectives of the 
LNU included international disarmament and a transparent system of international relations and human rights. 
The ideals were based on those of the League of Nations, which was established in January 1920, following the 
signing of the Versailles Peace Treaties in Paris. By the early 1930s, the LNU had close to half a million British 
members, but membership fell rapidly throughout the 1930s. After the Second World War, the LNU was 
incorporated into the United Nations Association (UNA), which had been founded to promote the work of the 
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pacifism” of the Union and similar organisations ignored the reality of life in post-war Europe, the 

essential differences between its nations and the very real threat of a new military conflict.23 

Whatever their views on the likely success of an international pacifist movement, these writers 

agreed that Germany was the country to watch. The attitude towards Germany that prevailed in 

this group is aptly summed up by Storm Jameson in her autobiography: “What in the ‘thirties I felt 

for Germans was not dislike, not fear, it was a cold passion of curiosity. I began to think it useless 

to look in my dear France for an answer to questions about the future. If anywhere, they were in 

Germany”.24 Jameson and her contemporaries did not come to Germany to reinvent themselves 

or to stake a literary claim as visitors like Spender, Auden and Isherwood did. Nor did they spend 

much of their time in Germany angrily noting all the ways in which the country was not like Britain, 

as visitors like Harold Nicolson, Vita Sackville-West and Virginia Woolf tended to do. Their 

engagement with Germany was not connected to a fundamental doubt about their personal British 

identity or an unshakable sense of superiority. Rather, they enquired into Germany with the 

curiosity of journalists and saw it as their task to provide their countrymen and -women with 

information about the realities of the country of the former enemy. While they were as a group 

connected through professional relationships and friendships, they did not belong to the British 

literary establishment of the London-centric modernists and while the young writers of the ‘Auden 

group’ were welcomed into the Bloomsbury salons, the same cannot be said of middle-class writers 

who produced journalism and ‘popular’ fiction.25  

Notably, a number of these women writers became actively involved in humanitarian efforts to 

help Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany in the 1930s.  The inclusion of the ‘Weimar experience’ 

                                                            
United Nations (UN), the successor organisation of the League of Nations Union, which had been founded in 
1945.  
23 Hamilton, Cicely; Life Errant, 24. 
24 Jameson, Storm; Journey to the North. Vol. I, 266. 
25 Virginia Woolf in particular seems to have been disinclined to engage personally with this group of writers. 
Winifred Holtby angered Woolf by writing a biography of Woolf, whom she admired deeply, in which she pointed 
out Woolf’s privilege of having grown up in an educated household with access to a library (Virginia Woolf: A 
Critical Memoir, 1932). In a letter to her sister Vanessa Bell, Woolf called Holtby, who had visited her in her 
London home, “a Yorkshire farmer's daughter, rather uncouth, and shapeless”. Phyllis Bottome, another ‘middle-
brow’ writer who admired Woolf, met Vita Sackville-West in Berlin in the spring of 1928 and asked Sackville-West 
to pass on to Woolf a short story she had written in which she imagined a meeting between her and the admired 
author. This request created much amusement between Sackville-West and Woolf: “Hitherto I have always 
pronounced her name as the part one sits on, but I now learn that the correct pronunciation is Bo-tòme”, 
Sackville-West writes to Woolf, adding that Bottome “apparently is a bestseller”, even though prior to their 
meeting neither Sackville-West nor Woolf had ever heard of her. (Vita to Virginia in a letter sent from the British 
embassy in Berlin on 8th March 1928 (DeSalvo, Louise (ed.); The letters of Vita Sackville-West to Virginia Woolf, 
260.)  
It remains unclear if Sackville-West ever passed on the short story which Bottome eagerly sent to Berlin from her 
home in Switzerland and if Woolf ever read it. More than five years later, in November 1933, Woolf asked 
Sackville-West in a letter: “Do you know a woman called Phyllis Bottome?” (DeSalvo, 387) The reply suggests that 
Sackville-West did not remember her 1928 encounter with Bottome in Berlin either: “No, I don’t know Phyllis 
Bottome, except by name as a writer of (I think) magazine stories.” (DeSalvo, 388)  
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of these writers offers a different perspective to Isherwood-centric previous studies since their war-

time experience and pacifist activism meant that they had a different investment in Germany. This 

investment was less personal than that of Isherwood and his friends, less connected to their self-

conception as artist and more related to an interest in wider European politics, women’s rights and 

class politics. British perceptions of Weimar Germany, therefore, were influenced by gender as 

much as class, and the intersection of these two categories produces distinctive texts, which reflect 

positions on the political questions surrounding Weimar Germany and on the role of the visiting 

writer as a political commentator that have not been sufficiently explored in previous studies.  

Despite a certain division between the ‘middle-brow’ women writers described above and the 

modernists of the ‘Bloomsbury group’, the paths of British writers visiting the Weimar Republic 

frequently crossed, and if they did not know each other personally, most of them at least knew of 

one another. While many of these connections had been established in London, there were also 

places in Germany where British writers gathered. One such place was the home of the American 

Berlin correspondent Dorothy Thompson, the first female journalist to head a news bureau. 

Thompson, a friend of Rebecca West, regularly held salons, which became a gathering place for 

foreign correspondents and British and American writers living in Berlin.26 Lilian and Edgar 

Mowrer, who lived one floor below Thompson at 8 Händelstr., were regular attendees. Edgar 

Mowrer was an American journalist and correspondent for the Chicago Daily News and an early 

outspoken critic of the Nazi regime.27 His wife, the British writer Lilian Mowrer, wrote about their 

time in Berlin in her 1937 memoir Journalist’s Wife. 

In his 1969 memoir, The Way It Was With Me another British visitor to Germany, Gerald 

Hamilton,28 who is assumed to have inspired the character of Mr Norris in Isherwood’s novel Mr 

Norris Changes Trains, recalls further encounters between British writers in Berlin. Isherwood and 

Hamilton were first introduced by British author and mystic Aleister Crowley29 who at the time 

was also residing in the German capital. Hamilton recalls how through Isherwood he met Jean 

                                                            
26 Hertog, Susan; Dangerous Ambition. Rebecca West and Dorothy Thompson. New Women in Search of Love and 
Power, 12. 
27 Edgar Mowrer wrote Germany puts the Clocks Back, a best-selling account of the rise of Nazism first published 
in 1933. 
28 Gerald Hamilton (1890-1970), British writer and critic. In the early 1930s, Hamilton lived in Berlin where he 
worked as the German sales representative for The Times, temporarily sharing his accommodation with Aleister 
Crowley. Similar to Isherwood’s Mr. Norris, Hamilton was involved in various espionage activities, working as a 
fixer the German Communist political activist Willi Münzenberg and as an informer for agencies such as Sinn Fein 
and the British Military Mission in Berlin. He was imprisoned several times for charges including bankruptcy, theft 
and being a threat to national security. During the Second World War, he was temporarily interned because of 
his known Communist sympathies and outspoken opposition to the war.  Hamilton is best known for his memoirs 
Mr Norris and I (1956) and The Way it Was With Me (1969).  
29 For more on Aleister Crowley’s visits to Berlin see: Churton, Tobias; Aleister Crowley: The Beast in Berlin. Art, 
Sex and Magick in the Weimar Republic. 
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Ross,30 who at the time shared a Berlin apartment with Isherwood31 and was to become his 

inspiration for the character Sally Bowles in Goodbye to Berlin, as well as several other British literary 

visitors: 

We generally met for lunch at a pension where for a very small sum an excellent meal was 
provided. Amongst those who occasionally came to this table was Beatrix Lehmann,32 who 
was not then as famous as she was later to become. Her brother John Lehmann33 also often 
came to Germany to visit us. I think Claud Cockburn34 also honoured this pension with 
his somewhat untidy presence.35  

 

The journalist Claud Cockburn, who was also friendly with Edgar Mowrer and his wife Lilian, was 

at the time working as the Berlin correspondent for the London Times and he and Jean Ross would 

go on to marry in England in the mid-1930s. 

While Isherwood and his fellow British writers gathered at inexpensive German pensions and 

mixed with the locals in gritty bars, professional journalists and foreign correspondents who were 

looking for information rather than inspiration often preferred slightly more high-end meeting 

places. In the mid-1920s one of these places was the Adlon hotel right by the Brandenburg Gate: 

                                                            
30 Jean Ross (1911-1973), British cabaret performer, writer and political activist. Ross was born in Alexandria, 
where her Scottish father worked as a cotton expert of the Bank of Egypt. Ross was sent to boarding school in 
Surrey, England and, like Sally Bowles in Isherwood’s novel, got herself expelled by pretending to be pregnant. 
She finished her education at a boarding school in Switzerland and subsequently attended the Royal Academy of 
Dramatic Art (RADA) in London. She left after one year and in 1931 moved to Berlin where she worked as a model 
and cabaret singer and performed in the chorus of Max Rheinhardt’s production of The Tales of Hoffmann. Ross 
left Berlin in the spring of 1933 and in 1934 began a relationship with Claud Cockburn and took up journalism. 
During the Spanish Civil War, she reported from Madrid for The Daily Express and The Daily Worker. Ross was a 
committed Communist and outspoken political campaigner and disliked Isherwood’s portrayal of her younger 
self in the frivolous figure of Sally Bowles. During the war she used her knowledge of German (which unlike her 
fictional alter-ego Sally Bowles she spoke fluently) to assist German and Austrian exiles, including the director 
Berthold Viertel with whom she worked on his 1934 film production Little Friend. She also worked as a film critic 
for The Daily Express, writing under the pseudonym “Peter Porcupine”.  
31 Hamilton, Gerald; The Way It Was With We, 44. 
32 Beatrix Lehmann (1903-1979), British actress and writer, sister of the novelist Rosamond Lehmann and the 
writer and publisher John Lehmann. Lehmann was a RADA trained actress, who appeared in, among others, the 
1965 film version of John Le Carré’s novel The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, directed by Martin Ritt. She also 
wrote short stories and several novels, including Rumour of Heaven (1934).  
33 John Lehmann (1907-1987), British poet, novelist, journalist and publisher, founder of the periodicals New 
Writing and The London Magazine, managing director of the Hogarth Press 1938-1946. Whispering Gallery (1955) 
is the first of Lehmann’s three-volume autobiography (followed by I Am My Brother (1960) and The Ample 
Proposition (1966)) The novel In The Purely Pagan Sense (1976) is a semi-autobiographical account of Lehmann’s 
homosexual love affairs in England and Weimar Germany. Other works include biographies of writers such as 
Virginia Woolf and Rupert Brooke.  
34 Claud Cockburn (1904-1981), British journalist and novelist. In the 1920s and early 1930s, Cockburn worked as 
a foreign correspondent for The Times in Germany and the United States, before founding the newspaper The 
Week which in the late 1930s reported critically on Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement politics towards Nazi 
Germany. From 1936 Cockburn reported from the frontlines of the Spanish Civil War for the Daily Worker. After 
the Second World War, Cockburn lived in Ireland and published several novels (among them the 1951 thriller 
Beat the Devil) and three volumes of autobiography, which were revised and re-published as I, Claud… in 1967.  
35 Hamilton, The Way It Was With Me, 45. 
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 Because few natives could afford the Adlon’s prices, British and American journalists saw 
it as a refuge from the war-ravaged crowds of the city. It was a place to exchange 
information and share one’s views, you could always count on a poker game, day or night. 
(…) Berlin had become the nexus for journalists moving west toward Paris and London, 
and east toward Prague, Budapest and Moscow.36  

 

As we will see in Chapter III, Christopher Isherwood would later use his Berlin novels to contrast 

his autobiographical narrator’s personal involvement with Germany with the cool detachment of 

the foreign correspondents to whom, as the novels seem to suggest, the collapse of the German 

Republic was primarily ‘good copy’.   

Foreign correspondents not only had contacts within the British literary scene but were often part 

of an illustrious international set of intellectual travellers. One example for this is the Christmas 

party that was hosted by Dorothy Thompson and her husband, the American novelist Sinclair 

Lewis, in December 1932. The pair had invited several friends to their rented villa in the Austrian 

town of Semmering for a ten-day celebration. Among those friends were Phyllis Bottome37 and 

her husband, Ernan Forbes-Dennis (who worked as an undercover agent for the British Secret 

Service) as well as Lilian and Edgar Mowrer. According to Bottome’s biographer Pam Hirsch, the 

gathering also included  

political figures, such as First Secretary Haddow of the British legation in Vienna and 
Nicholas Roosevelt, American ambassador to Budapest, and a scattering of aristocrats such 
as Prince Paul Sapieha of Poland (and an American writer called Virgilia Peterson, who was 
to become his wife) and the Baron Laci Hatvany and his wife. Baroness Hatvany’s nom-de-
plume was Christa Winsloe, and she was the author of Mädchen in Uniform.38  

 

The ‘Weimar experience’ of the various writers discussed in this study often overlapped, both 

chronologically and spatially. Particularly in the case of visits to Berlin, and many shared 

experiences can be found in various accounts. For example, Cicely Hamilton, Auden, Lilian 

Mowrer and Isherwood all attended early performances of Brecht’s Dreigroschenoper. Woolf and Vita 

Sackville-West enjoyed the artificial wave pool at the Lunapark in early 1929, a place that 

                                                            
36 Hertog, 10. 
37 Phyllis Bottome (1884-1963), British writer. Born in Kent to an American father and an English mother, she 
married the British diplomat Ernan Forbes Dennis in Paris in 1917. They moved from France to Vienna in 1919, 
where Forbes Dennis worked undercover as MI6 Head of Station for Austria, Hungary and Yugoslavia. From 
1924, they run a school in Kitzbühel, Austria, before moving to Munich in 1930. Throughout the 1930s and 
1940s, Bottome made frequent visits to the United States to give lectures on Adlerian psychology, literature 
and politics. In 1933, Bottome and Forbes Dennis left Germany and settled in Britain. Bottome wrote more 
than thirty novels during her lifetime and enjoyed particular popularity in the United States. Her first significant 
literary success was the novel Private Worlds (1934), which is set in a psychiatric clinic and was made into film 
by the same name, directed by Gregory La Cava, in 1935. 
38Hirsch, Pam; Phyllis Bottome. Constant Liberal, 182. 
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Christopher Isherwood would later visit with one of his German lovers.39 The Tiergarten in Berlin 

was the place where Lilian Mowrer went running with her husband, (who pretended to be her 

trainer because, according to Mowrer, most Berliners were still taken aback by the sight of a lady 

running for pleasure in the mid-1920s)40 but it was also the place where Isherwood and his friends 

picked up male prostitutes. For Isherwood, the Cosy Corner, a small working-class gay bar in the 

Schöneberg neighbourhood, took on an almost religious significance. As he later recalled, upon his 

first visit, as Auden guided him through a heavy leather curtain into the bar, he felt that he had 

entered “a mysterious temple of initiation.”41 British writer Brian Howard, who had visited the bar 

only a year earlier was, by contrast, distinctly unimpressed with the quality of the “beastly little 

boys” he encountered there.42  

Many of the writers discussed here paid several visits to Germany during the Weimar Republic 

years. If they decided to stay a bit longer, lodging with a German family was a popular option. 

Those who stayed for several months or even years, usually rented rooms in a lodging house or an 

entire flat, depending on their budget. For the impoverished English gent or lady, teaching English 

to young Germans was a way of gaining extra funds. Living in Germany did not mean abandoning 

Britain completely. Even those visitors who, like Isherwood, had decided to make Germany their 

new home or who, like Nicolson, were forced to consider Germany home for some years, usually 

made frequent visits back to Britain during their stay.  

Of the writers discussed here, those who were living in Germany during the last months of the 

Weimar Republic left very soon after Hitler was appointed chancellor in January 1933. While some 

returned for brief visits just after the war or in the decades thereafter,43 most British writers who 

had witnessed the downfall of the Weimar Republic turned their backs on Germany for good soon 

after Hitler’s rise to power. This does not mean, of course, that there were no visits by British 

writers to Germany after 1933. Visits by both British intellectuals and ‘ordinary’ tourists continued 

until the outbreak of the Second World War and writers such as Patrick Leigh Fermor44 and Samuel 

                                                            
39 Bettinger, Elfi; Virginia & Vita in Berlin, Der Tagesspiegel 25.01.2009; Isherwood, Christopher and His Kind, 6. 
40Mowrer, Lilian; Journalist’s Wife, 218. 
41 Isherwood, Christopher; Christopher and His Kind, 29. 
42 Letter from Brian Howard to James Stern, sent from Berlin, Hospiz der Berliner Stadtmission, Königgrätzer Str. 
45, am Anhalter Bahnhof, undated [autumn 1927]: The British Library, Western Manuscripts Add MS 80860, 
Letters to James Stern from Brian Howard: 1927-1955. 
43 For accounts of returns to Germany in the aftermath of the Second World War see  for example Stephen 
Spender: European Witness (1946), James Stern: The Hidden Damage (1947), Claud Cockburn: I, Claud … (1967); 
see also Lara Feigel’s 2016 study of British visitors to post-war Germany: The Bitter Taste of Victory: In the Ruins 
of the Reich.  

44 Patrick “Paddy” Leigh Fermor, then 18 years old, took a boat to Rotterdam, walked across the Netherlands and 
crossed the border into Germany in December 1933. He visited, among others, Düsseldorf, Cologne, Coblenz, 
Heidelberg, Stuttgart, Augsburg and Munich, before crossing into Austria and on to Hungary and Romania and 



 13 

Beckett45 chronicled their travels through the country during the early years of the Nazi regime. 

Others, such as Christabel Bielenberg,46 wrote about their experiences in Hitler’s Reich in 

retrospective autobiographical accounts.47 Julia Boyd’s 2017 study Travellers in the Third Reich gives 

an account of (predominantly British and American) visitors to Germany in the inter-war years 

with a focus on the period after 1933 and includes the experiences of writers as well as ‘ordinary’ 

tourists, exchange students, diplomats and journalists.48 

Meanwhile, as we will see in Chapter III, many of the writers who had travelled or lived in Weimar 

Germany chose the early years of the Nazi regime - the period between the downfall of German 

democracy and the beginning of the war -  to publish their ‘Weimar experience’ in the form of 

memoirs or (often autobiographical) fiction. This was a period in which a considerable part of the 

British public was still inclined to view the Nazi takeover of Germany’s democracy as a positive 

development, as evidenced by the accounts of innocent British tourist travel to Germany in Julia 

Boyd’s above-mentioned study. Between 1933 and 1939, the Nazi regime also enjoyed public 

support from a number of British intellectuals, as detailed in Richard Griffiths’ study Fellow Travellers 

of the Right: British Enthusiasts for Nazi Germany, 1933-1939.49 It is important to understand that the 

retrospective 1930s accounts of the Weimar Republic and its downfall, which are discussed in 

                                                            
continuing his journey across Europe until he reached Constantinople. He published his impression decades later, 
in the 1977 travel book A Time of Gifts. His biographer Artemis Cooper writes of Fermor’s German journey: 
“Although he was walking through Germany at one of the most significant moments in its modern history, 
Paddy’s head was full of the romance of Germany’s past. ‘If only I had less of a medieval passion, more of a 
political sense,’ he admitted in a notebook entry thirty years later, ‘I would have drunk in, sought out so much 
more.’ […] Yet, despite his political myopia, what he saw of Nazism in those few weeks of 1933 was enough to 
fill him with abhorrence.” Cooper, Artemis; Patrick Leigh Fermor: An Adventure, 44f. 
45 Beckett had previously visited Germany several times during the Weimar Republic period. His aunt Cissie 
Beckett had married William A. Sinclair, a Jewish antiques dealer and expert in modern German art who had 
moved with Cissie and their children to Germany just after the First World War, „where he hoped to inject a new 
vitality into the business by shipping German antiques and paintings to the shop in Dublin and writing articles 
and monographs on emerging forms of art and rising new artists.“ (Bair, Deirdre; Beckett, 61f.) Samuel Beckett 
did not have much contact with the „German“ branch of his family throughout his childhood but in the late 1920s 
he had had met his now grown-up cousin Peggy Sinclair in Dublin and was fascinated by the „cool, green-eyed 
beauty who always wore green and was openly artistic and unorthodox in her behaviour.“ (Bair, 59) Beckett first 
stayed with the Sinclairs in their home in Kassel for a month in the autumn of 1928 and began a romantic 
relationship with Peggy. He returned for several visits until the relationship ended in 1931 but he remained 
friendly with Peggy until her death in of Tuberculosis in 1933. His romance with Peggy inspired his debut novel 
Dream of Fair to Middling Women which he wrote in Paris in 1932 but which was only published posthumously 
in 1992.  
 
47 Christabel Bielenberg (1909-2003), born Christabel Mary Burton in London. In 1934 she married the German 
Peter Bielenberg and lived with him in Hamburg and Berlin. The couple was involved in the German resistance 
against the Nazi regime. After the failed assassination attempt on Hitler in July 1944, Peter Bielenberg was 
imprisoned in Ravensbrück concentration camp before being sent to a criminal unit of the Wehrmacht, from 
which he deserted. Christabel and Peter Bielenberg moved to Ireland in 1948.  
48 See also: Reisen ins Reich, 1933 bis 1945 : Ausländische Autoren berichten aus Deutschland, a collection of 
impressions by a variety of foreign visitors to Germany between 1933 and 1945 edited by Oliver Lubrich. 
49 See also Firchow, Peter; Strange Meetings, Chapter 4: ‘The Attractions of Fascism for the Literary Avant-Garde 
in Britain between the Wars‘, 99-152. 

http://explore.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/display.do?tabs=moreTab&ct=display&fn=search&doc=BLL01015435487&indx=8&recIds=BLL01015435487&recIdxs=7&elementId=7&renderMode=poppedOut&displayMode=full&frbrVersion=&frbg=&&dscnt=0&scp.scps=scope%3A%28BLCONTENT%29&vl(2084770704UI0)=any&tb=t&vid=BLVU1&mode=Basic&srt=rank&tab=local_tab&dum=true&vl(freeText0)=Oliver%20Lubrich&dstmp=1564591953763
http://explore.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/display.do?tabs=moreTab&ct=display&fn=search&doc=BLL01015435487&indx=8&recIds=BLL01015435487&recIdxs=7&elementId=7&renderMode=poppedOut&displayMode=full&frbrVersion=&frbg=&&dscnt=0&scp.scps=scope%3A%28BLCONTENT%29&vl(2084770704UI0)=any&tb=t&vid=BLVU1&mode=Basic&srt=rank&tab=local_tab&dum=true&vl(freeText0)=Oliver%20Lubrich&dstmp=1564591953763
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Chapter III, were written in the historical context of the early years of the Nazi reign. They were, 

therefore, making a political statement at a time when British opinion on the Third Reich and the 

future of Anglo-German relations was still divided, a fact that previous studies have neglected.  

 

The Weimar Myth 

Located as it is between two of the darkest chapters in German and European history, it is 

practically impossible to approach the Weimar Republic without thinking about the devastating 

war from which it emerged and the totalitarian regime that followed it. This has led many scholars 

to approach the Weimar Republic as an experiment, which was doomed from the start and to 

inquire to what extent Weimar politics and Weimar culture might have been responsible for 

Germany’s shift to the extreme right. The narrative that has long dominated both the German and 

the Anglo-American perception of the period is that of the Weimar Republic as a brief, highly 

chaotic interlude between two sinister eras of military aggression: the Wilhelmine Empire and the 

Third Reich.  

In the past years, however, there has been a noticeable shift in historians’ treatment of the Weimar 

Republic. Publications such as Anthony McElligott’s Rethinking the Weimar Republic. Authority and 

Authoritarianism, 1916-1936 (2013)50  and Beyond Glitter and Doom. The Contingency of the Weimar Republic 

(2012),51 edited by Jochen Hung, attempt a re-examination of the familiar stereotype of the Weimar 

Republic as a time of crisis and excess. In his introduction, Hung partially blames Isherwood’s 

‘Berlin novels’ and the literary image of Germany they present for an over-simplified view of the 

Weimar Republic in the Anglophone world:  

 

Only a few years after the collapse of Weimar democracy, Christopher Isherwood’s 1939 
novel Goodbye to Berlin, with its flighty flappers, fey gents and Nazi thugs, set the tone, 
its subsequent adaptations for musical theatre and film cementing the place this stock cast 
held in the popular imagination over the following decades.52 
 

As will be shown in an overview of the research that has so far been done on British writers and 

the Weimar Republic, Isherwood’s novel and its incarnations as a popular play (I am a Camera, 

1951), a hit musical (Cabaret, 1966) and a Hollywood film (Cabaret, 1972) had a significant influence 

not only on the popular imagination but also on the academic exploration of the period. Hung is, 

therefore, by no means overstating the importance of what could be called the ‘Isherwood effect’.  

                                                            
50  McElligott, Anthony; Rethinking the Weimar Republic. 
51  Hung, Jochen (ed.); Beyond Glitter and Doom. 
52 Ibid., 9. 
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Part of the reason why Isherwood’s novels remain so popular is that they seem to foreshadow the 

devastating consequences of the end of German democracy and thus correspond to a comfortable, 

linear view of history. What is frequently overlooked, however, is the fact that these novels are not 

reports from Berlin in the early 1930s, but fictional reconstructions of the author’s experiences 

written from the vantage point of the late 1930s which, through their autobiographical narrator, 

provide a complex commentary on the role of the writer as eye-witness to historical events.   

 

 

Literature Review 
 
To date, very little research has been done specifically on the experiences of British writers in the 

Weimar Republic and the texts, both fictional and non-fictional that capture these experiences. 

Academic studies that comment on the ‘Weimar experience’ of British writers can be divided into 

three categories: General studies about the history of the Anglo-German relationship, which often 

mention a few well-known writers who visited Germany and use excerpts from their fictional and 

non-fictional texts to illustrate British attitudes towards Germany; studies on the image of Germany 

and the Germans in British fiction and, finally, studies on the experiences of British intellectuals in 

the Weimar Republic.  

General studies on the Anglo-German relationship often span several centuries and usually depict 

the Anglo-German relationship as a history of mutual stereotyping, using a large variety of sources, 

such as newspaper articles, paintings and caricatures, letters and diaries of British intellectuals 

travelling or living in Germany, and the occasional fictional text that features Germans. It is worth 

noting that such studies are almost exclusively written by British scholars. Hence the underlying 

premise often seems to be an enquiry into British national identity and the significance of the 

historically fraught relationship between Britain and Germany in the context of the increasing 

political and economic unification of Europe. One of the older studies, John Mander’s Our German 

Cousins. Anglo-German Relations in the 19th and 20th Centuries (London, 1974), opens by quoting a 

recent survey conducted in Britain which ranked the Germans as by far the least popular 

Europeans. Mander notes that the prime German characteristic of “unfriendliness” revealed by the 

survey was not at all what his grandfather’s generation would have thought of the “German 

Michel”,53 setting the tone for a narrative of the Anglo-German relationship as one that has turned 

from mutual admiration and cultural affinity into rivalry and hatred and has been in sharp decline 

ever since the German unification of 1871. The political premise of Mander’s history of the Anglo-

                                                            
53 Mander, John; Our German Cousins. Anglo-German Relations in the 19th and 20th Centuries, 4. 
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German relationship is that “we shall be safer with a healthily patriotic Germany than with a 

Germany that is forever swinging between the extremes of nationalist arrogance and anti-

nationalist self-abasement.”54  

While Mander writing in the 1970s, identifies an unstable German identity as the problem at the 

heart of Anglo-German relations, the tone has changed notably in John Ramsden’s 2006 study 

Don’t Mention the War. The British and the Germans since 1890. Ramsden asks why Britain at the 

beginning of the 21st century still seems to be somewhat obsessed with the idea of Anglo-German 

rivalry, even if it is mainly exercised on the football pitch. According to Ramsden, at the heart of 

the problem lies an English identity crisis. While the Welsh and Scots have historically defined 

themselves largely by resistance to England, the English, Ramsden believes, needed an antagonist 

to strengthen their core identity and found it in the Germans.55 As can be glimpsed from these 

examples, broad studies about the history of Anglo-German cultural relations are usually driven by 

very strong pre-existing ideas about the nature of Germany and Britain and their attitude towards 

one another and fitting quotes are assembled from a large variety of sources to support these ideas. 

They are also often noticeably coloured by the author’s attitude towards his or her nationality, as 

can be seen in Richard Milton’s Best of Enemies. Britain and Germany: 100 Years of Truth and Lies, a 

study of ideas that focuses on the role that propaganda played in the 20th century in alienating the 

two nations that had previously been closely linked not just by economic ties but by shared ideas 

and values. Milton emphasises the extent to which British thinkers influenced German ideas about 

race, eugenics and class and how British writers such as D. H. Lawrence and George Bernhard 

Shaw propagated such ideas. In dismantling the idea that the school of thought which lay the 

groundwork for the Nazi atrocities is something inherently German, Milton’s study is clearly 

intended as a critique of the way war-time propaganda shaped the British sense of history and 

national identity and the extent to which a British national identity crafted by war-time narratives 

of heroic British resistance to the German threat still resonates today.  

In most broad studies such as the ones mentioned above, the brief period of the Weimar Republic 

is something of a blank space, possibly because it is difficult to convincingly include this complex 

and eventful period in a narrative that makes a case for a steady decline in Anglo-German relations 

from 1871 onwards, culminating in the outbreak of the Second World War. If these studies do pay 

attention to the period between 1919 and 1933, they inevitably mention the experiences of one 

particular group of British writers, namely Isherwood, Auden and Spender, who spent several 

months and years, respectively, in Berlin and Hamburg in the late 1920s and early 1930s.  

                                                            
54 Ibid., 8. 
55 Ramsden, John; Don’t Mention the War. The British and the Germans since 1890. 
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In Ramsden’s study, for instance, a chapter about the First World War entitled ‘When the English 

learned to hate: 1914-1918’ is immediately followed by the chapter ‘The Germans are unchanged: 

Good Germans and Nazis in the age of Adolf Hitler’. Only a few pages are devoted to with the 

Weimar Republic, and these are filled with the observations of Isherwood, Auden, Spender and 

Brian Howard, another young upper-class Englishman of the post-war generation. Their 

experiences, particularly their excursions into the nightlife of Berlin, dominate the depictions of 

this period, while other writers who travelled or lived in the Weimar Republic, are very rarely 

mentioned. This one-sided portrayal aids the popular but extremely oversimplified notino of the 

Weimar Republic as a mere blip of hedonistic madness in between two cruel militaristic regimes 

and two World Wars.  

The second category of studies that utilise the experiences of British writers in the Weimar Republic 

consists of publications that deal with the depiction of Germany and the Germans in British fiction 

throughout the decades. Most notable among these are Peter Edgerly Firchow’s studies The Death 

of the German Cousin: Variations on a Literary Stereotype, 1890-1920 (Lewisburg 1986) and Strange 

Meetings: Anglo-German Literary Encounters from 1910 to 1960 (Washington 2008) which detail how 

fictional portrayals of Germany and the Germans reflect the changing nature of the Anglo-German 

relationship.  

In the first study, The Death of the German Cousin, Firchow describes how the German unification 

and the increasing threat that the growing German military power presented to British interests in 

the late 19th and early 20th century is reflected in a development from a ‘female’ German stereotype 

to the stereotype of the German ‘male’ aggressor: 

Prior to 1870, the most prevalent male characteristic of the Germans, as far as the British 
were concerned, seems to have been a taste for beer. For the rest, Germans were associated 
with the more “feminine” activities of music, romantic poetry, picturesque landscape, and 
unintelligible idealistic speculation. Queen Victoria´s German consort, Prince Albert, is 
typical for this earlier conception.56 

 

This image of the Germans was influenced by and reflected in literary depictions of the country. 

British writers such as Ford Maddox Ford, E. M. Forster and Elizabeth von Arnim spent a 

significant amount of time in Germany before the First World War and had close personal ties to 

the country. Their literary texts, such as Forster’s 1910 novel Howards End, which features Anglo-

German protagonists and discussions of the nature of the Germans of increasing military and 

commercial rivalry between the two countries, reflect the changing nature of the German 

                                                            
56 Firchow, Death of the German Cousin, 78.  
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stereotype.57  

About the significance of the image of ‘the German’ in English literature, Firchow writes:  

It is essential to grasp that in their changing view of the qualities that distinguished the 
Germans from themselves, the English were defining, though only to a small degree 
consciously, the changing conception of their own national identity. Looking at the literary 
reflection of Germans, the English were peering, with increasing fascination, horror and 
contempt, at the image that seemed to teach them what not to be. This image, initially that 
of a “racially” related country cousin, harmless though clumsy, deteriorated progressively 
until, at the outset of the Great War, it revealed unmistakably the utterly alien features of 
the Hun. In the end, the image would be entirely emptied of the self and become the very 
embodiment of the other.58 

 

This literary image of the German as the “embodiment of the other” produced before and during 

the First World War does, of course, come into play in the analysis of literary images of Germany 

and the Germans during the period of the Weimar Republic. As will be shown in this study, writers 

who wished to convey a positive image of Germany during this period tended to either imbue their 

fictional Germans with ‘British’ characteristics or to resurrect the positive pre-war stereotype of 

the friendly, scholarly and harmless ‘German Michel’. Fictional texts addressing the end of Weimar 

democracy and the rise of German fascism, on the other hand, rely on the war-time stereotype of 

the barbarous German ‘Hun’, which is made visible beneath the apparent modernity of Weimar 

Germany.  

By analysing the changing literary image of the Weimar Republic over the relatively short period 

between 1919 and 1939, and by contrasting contemporary reports by British visitors with later 

literary reconstructions of the same period (sometimes written by the same authors), my study will 

illuminate the process through which the literary image of a country emerges from personal 

experience to fulfil an aesthetic function that becomes progressively removed from the actual 

experience of the British visitor and can be adapted to fit current British conceptions of their own 

national identity. 

In Peter Firchow’s second study on the image of Germany in British literature, Strange Meetings, the 

discussion of the Weimar Republic is again limited to the Berlin experiences of Isherwood, Auden 

and Spender and he focuses more on their autobiographical accounts of life in the metropolis than 

                                                            
57 For more on Forster’s connection to Germany and allusions to German culture in Howards End, see: Firchow, 
Peter; Germany and Germanic Mythology in Howards End, in: Comparative Literature, Vol. 33, No. 1 (Winter, 
1981), Duke University Press, 50-68. 
58 Firchow, The Death of the German, 28f. 
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on the literary texts that these experiences produced.59 However, in a section entitled ‘Views of 

Berlin: Hindsight vs Foresight’, Firchow gives an important impulse for my research by pointing 

out the marked discrepancies between the positive view of the city by these writers during their 

stay and the image they created in retrospect – both in fictional and non-fictional accounts. As will 

be shown in this study, such retrospective accounts tended to portray the British literary visitor as 

someone who was able to perceive well before the Nazis assumed power that the Weimar Republic 

was heading towards its demise.60   

Petra Rau’s 2009 study English Modernism, National Identity and the Germans 1890-1950 examines the 

representation of Germany, or more specifically German modernity, in English modernist fiction 

and aims  

to show […] that the cultural response to Germany was not uniformly characterized by 
hostility, and that it was crucially connected to a larger discourse about modernity that was 
highly ambivalent about its uses and its meanings, and about the consequences on England 
and Englishness of an international, even foreign modernity.61  

 

While the study contains relatively little material from, or referring to, the Weimar Republic period, 

the chapter ‘“The Soldiers of Modernism”: The Lure of Fascist Corporeality in Travel Writing and 

Fiction’ examines how Isherwood and other visitors to Germany immediately before and after the 

Nazi ascent to power described the increasing German obsession with creating the ‘ideal’ body 

through sport and military exercise. This is a subject I will return to in my study since the youthful 

German body is a recurring theme in British writing about the Weimar Republic. 

 The third and smallest category of studies which use the accounts of British literary visitors to the 

Weimar Republic consists of publications that deal more specifically with the experiences of British 

writers in Germany during the Weimar Republic. This category comprises one study by German 

art historian Wolfgang Kemp and one by British historian Colin Storer. Kemp’s Foreign Affairs. Die 

Abenteuer einiger Engländer in Deutschland 1900-1947 (2010)62 is, as the title suggests, a highly readable 

collection of anecdotes rather than a critical study. The chapter on the Weimar Republic years once 

again focuses on Auden, Isherwood and Spender. In his introduction, Kemp distances himself 

from the purely literary studies mentioned above. He does not want to produce another book about 

the “Deutschlandbild der Engländer” (English image of Germany), another addition to the already 

                                                            
59 The same is true for Gisela Argyle’s 2002 study Germany as Model and Monster: Allusions in English Fiction, 
1830-1930. 
60 Firchow, Strange Meetings, 141-151. 
61 Rau, Petra; English Modernism, National Identity and the Germans, 9. 
62 Kemp, Wolfgang; Foreign Affairs. Die Abenteuer einiger Engländer in Deutschland 1900-1947. 
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abundant “Vorurteils- und Stereotypenforschung” (research on prejudices and stereotypes).63 

Instead, he focuses on British intellectuals with a special relationship with Germany. Kemp wishes 

to consider only the experiences of those who came to Germany “mit einem speziellen, 

persönlichen Anliegen” (on a special, personal mission) and were not just vacationing in Germany 

or passing through the country on the way to another destination. He also excludes “professionelle 

Vermittler” (professional mediators) between England and Germany such as journalists, diplomats 

and soldiers stationed in Germany.64 However, he immediately dissolves these categories, stating 

that Harold Nicolson can be included because he was not just a diplomat but also “eine Figur der 

Literaturgeschichte” (a figure of literary history) and an important port of call for a variety of British 

visitors to Berlin during his time at the British embassy.65 Similarly, his categories of nationality are 

flexible enough to include Elizabeth Arnim and Katherine Mansfield, both “Engländerinnen aus 

dem Commonwealth” (Englishwomen from the Commonwealth), as well as Americans who 

developed their artistic sensibilities in London, such as Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot.66 As for the 

impact that the German experience had on the visitors, Kemp adds the rather vague criterion: “Es 

muss in dieser Zeit »etwas« geschehen sein. Und dieses Etwas muss sich in einem Werk mitteilen.” 

(“Something” must have happened during this time. And that Something must have made itself 

known in a piece of work.)67 This “Werk” in Kemp’s definition can take on a variety of forms, 

mostly novels, poems, travel writing, essays, but also radio broadcasts.68 Kemp’s study, while 

immensely engaging, makes several generalising claims about the relationship between British 

intellectuals and Germany, some of which are not supported by his material. For example, he states 

that the Anglo-German encounters during the period he is examining (1900-1945) did not have 

any significant influence on the British visitors, a claim I hope to refute, at least for the period of 

the Weimar Republic. He writes:  

Deutschland ist nicht das Land, das mit der Seele gesucht wird. (…) Nach Deutschland zog 
es unsere Engländer und Engländerinnen, wenn sie ein uneheliches Kind zur Welt bringen 
wollten, wenn sie die günstigere deutsche Familiengesetzgebung nutzen und sich scheiden 
oder verheiraten lassen wollten, wenn sie ein neues Leben anfangen wollten, wenn sie billig 
leben wollten, wenn sie sich sexuell austoben wollten, wenn sie sich heilen lassen wollten, 
in Bädern oder Psychotherapien.69  

[Germany is not the country they were searching with the soul. (…) Our Englishmen and 
-women were drawn to Germany when they wanted to give birth to an illegitimate child, 
when they wanted to take advantage of the more favourable German family law to obtain 

                                                            
63 Ibid., 23. 
64 Ibid., 11. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid., 10. 
68 Ibid., 11. 
69 Ibid., 21. 



 21 

a divorce or get married, when they wanted to start a new life, when they wanted to 
experiment sexually, when they wanted to be cured in spas or psychotherapy sessions.] 

 

This statement might hold true to some extent for those who came to Germany before the First 

World War, but Kemp contradicts it with his analysis of the experiences of Christopher Isherwood 

and Stephen Spender. These writers could not have made it clearer in their letters, diaries and 

memoirs that Germany was to them, at least briefly, indeed the country they had been “searching 

with the soul” and that the space for sexual experimentation that Germany provided was in their 

imagination closely tied to the idea of what could be called a ‘spiritual awakening’ that included 

rejecting their birth nation, finding a new place of belonging and prospering as writers.  

Finally, Colin Storer’s Britain and the Weimar Republic. The History of a Cultural Relationship (2010) is 

the only study to date that specifically deals with the relationship of British writers with the Weimar 

Republic, and it is also the one notable exception from the focus on Isherwood, Auden and 

Spender. Like Kemp, Storer does not only contemplate the experiences of writers but those of 

intellectual visitors to Weimar Germany more generally. He uses a variety of sources such as 

newspaper articles, tourist guidebooks, letters, diary entries, travel writing and autobiographies to 

analyse the experiences of these visitors. 

Storer takes into account the development of British travel and tourism to the Weimar Republic in 

general, the experiences of British visitors in the occupied Rhineland after the First World War, 

the ‘Berlin experience’ of the late 1920s and early 1930s and the reactions of the British press to 

the rise of the Nazi party. He also dedicates one chapter of his book to British women writers in 

the Weimar Republic – a group which previous studies ignored entirely – but maintains that there 

is a lot more research still to be done in this field.70  

Storer addresses the overemphasis on Isherwood, Auden and Spender in other studies, and asks if 

British fiction about the Weimar Republic or, more specifically, the limited scholarly perception of 

British fiction about the Weimar Republic has led to the creation of a “Weimar Stereotype”. 

Referring to the famous “I am a camera” passage in Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin Storer writes:  

This statement has often led subsequent generations to read the novel and its companion 
Mr Norris Changes Trains (1935), as works of contemporary reportage, or even of history, 
rather than fiction. They have come to be regarded as the archetypal vision of the Weimar 
Republic in English literature […].71  
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The chapter on the ‘Weimar Stereotype’ gives a brief overview of other fictional representations of 

the Weimar Republic published in the inter-war period. However, Storer does not distinguish 

between fiction that was informed by the author’s experience of living in Germany and fictional 

representations of Germany and Germans that were not based on personal experience (such as 

those in several of John Buchan’s spy novels). He also does not make a clear distinction between 

fiction that was published during the time of the Weimar Republic (such as Geoffrey Moss’ 

collection of short stories Defeat) and fiction that was written after the beginning of the Nazi terror 

and under the evident threat of another war with Germany (such as Christopher Isherwood’s 

Goodbye to Berlin).  

 

Storer identifies  

two major surges in the number of British intellectuals visiting the Weimar Republic, in 
1923-24 and 1929-33. These high-water marks in British travelling to Germany coincided 
with periods of crisis in the political life of the Republic and it is natural that British 
comment on the German situation includes an increased interest in extremist groups such 
as the Nazis.72  

 

The underlying premise that these were the years that saw a spike in British interest in the Weimar 

Republic is flawed since throughout his study Storer disregards the chronology of his sources. Texts 

written during the first years after the First World War, for instance, are placed alongside texts 

which look back on the same period from the vantage point of the 1930s, 1960s or 1980s without 

critically assessing the factor of hindsight. In retrospect, the crisis points of the Weimar Republic 

were indeed the periods that British writers focused on the most, as they attempted to recreate 

their ‘Weimar experience’ in a way that made sense of the Nazi regime, the Second World War and 

the Holocaust. In his chapter on British reactions to the rise of the Nazi party, which relies almost 

exclusively on journalistic sources, Storer concludes that many British newspaper correspondents 

in Berlin in late 1932 still did not perceive the Nazi party as a credible threat to German democracy. 

In contrast “later writings of figures such as Spender and Isherwood […] liked to present an image 

of the Republic as in a state of inevitable decline during their visits to Berlin, as evidenced by the 

‘decadence’ that they chronicled.”73 I propose that this apparent disconnect between contemporary 

accounts of the situation in Germany and the way later autobiographical and fictional accounts 

recalled the same period requires a more thorough investigation, which this study will deliver. 

Storer further points to a “contradiction […] in British conceptions of Weimar Germany: British 
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intellectuals felt that the Republic was inherently and dangerously (if excitingly) crisis-ridden and 

unstable, yet they did not at any time realistically expect its demise.”74 This study will argue that the 

British perception of the instability of Weimar Germany appears predominantly in retrospective 

accounts, which must be read as a reconstruction of the author’s experience and his or her role 

within the historical context, rather than a reflection of British writers’ actual impression of the 

Weimar Republic during the time of their stay.  

Storer’s study is a highly necessary contribution, which offers a wide variety of British views on the 

Weimar Republic, but it is not – and does not set out to be – a study of literature. It does not 

sufficiently define how the experience of living and travelling in Germany during the years of the 

Weimar Republic shaped British literary texts about Germany both in the years of the Republic 

and in the years leading up to the Second World War. Nor does it enquire into the differences 

between fictional and non-fictional representations of the ‘Weimar experience’ and it only touches 

upon the significance that these works hold for the understanding of the changing role of the 

author as a political commentator in the 1930s. Storer stresses that the texts he has examined are 

“only the tip of the iceberg”, that there are many more fiction and non-fiction texts dealing with 

Weimar Germany and that “to assess in detail the full import of even the few most significant and 

interesting of these works would require an extensive study in itself.”75  

 

Aims and research questions 
 

As the above summary has shown, the scholarly discussion of the relationship between Britain and 

the Weimar Republic still lacks a thorough analysis of the role that the travels of British writers to 

Germany have played in this context. Specifically, it asks for a study that not only reflects the variety 

of writers who spent time in the Weimar Republic, their reasons for being there and their individual 

experiences but also critically examines how the literary image of the Weimar Republic was shaped 

by the historical context in which the literary texts inspired by encounters with Weimar Germany 

were produced and how fictional and non-fictional representations of the British ‘Weimar 

experience’ differ in the specific requirements they were able to fulfil in these contexts. The aim of 

my dissertation is to produce just such a study. 

This study discusses a wide variety of texts that reflects the variety of the experiences of British 

writers who came to Germany at different stages of the Weimar Republic. Instead of focusing only 

on the ‘Auden group’ and their experiences in Berlin, the study includes the experiences of British 
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visitors in different parts of the country in the period between the end of the First World War and 

the establishment of the Nazi reign. The central questions will be how the texts portray the ‘Weimar 

experience’ at different points during the inter-war period and what messages about Germany and 

the Germans this portrayal is sending to an Anglophone readership during this period. Two points 

that are especially important in this context are the reassessment of the Anglo-German relationship 

after the end of the First World War and the notion of what might be called the unfulfilled promise 

of the Weimar Republic, i.e. the question how the British visitors assessed elements of ‘Weimar 

modernity’, such as the German youth movement, the Neue Frau (new woman), the Lebensreform 

(life reform) movement, modern German art, literature, theatre, film and architecture, and how 

their perception of these phenomena changed after the Nazi party’s rise to power in 1933. 

Some of the texts used in this study have been previously discussed in different contexts in other 

studies. For example, the writings of Storm Jameson, Phyllis Bottome and Vera Brittain have been 

discussed in the context of inter-war women’s writing, and the novels of Auden and Isherwood 

have been discussed in the context of the Berlin experience of the ‘Auden group’. Stevie Smith’s 

experience of Weimar Germany captured in Novel on Yellow Paper (1936) has been discussed by 

Smith scholars like Romana Huk,76 but apart from Margaret Schuchard’s essay which compares 

Smith’s images of Germany to those of Christopher Isherwood,77 Smith’s fiction has not been 

analysed in the wider context of British literary travels to the Weimar Republic. Some of the literary 

texts discussed here (such as the memoir of Lilian Mowrer, the travel writing of Cicely Hamilton 

and Geoffrey Moss’ novel I Face the Stars) are quoted in Colin Storer’s Britain and the Weimar Republic 

but as mentioned above, Storer only provides a cursory analysis of his quoted literary texts. 

My study puts these texts in the context of a wider discussion of the literary texts produced by the 

British ‘Weimar experience’  and adds to the bulk of material unearthed by Colin Storer by including 

unpublished diaries and letters (such as Eddy Sackville-West’s Dresden diary or Brian Howard’s 

letters to James Stern), as well as the unpublished manuscript of Stephen Spender’s novel The Temple 

and fiction and memoirs by British writers in the Weimar Republic which have previously been 

ignored by scholars (such as the 1938 memoir I Married a German by Scottish writer Madeleine 

Kent, Robert Byron’s mid-1920s account of travelling in Germany or Geoffrey Moss’ 1927 short 

story The Three Cousins.) 

The focus of this study is on non-fictional and fictional texts which emerged from the author’s 

personal experience of Germany during the Weimar Republic era. This includes texts written 

during the Weimar Republic’s existence (1918-1933), as well as texts which retrospectively revisit 
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the ‘Weimar experience’ in the years between the Nazi Party’s ascent to power in 1933 and the 

outbreak of the Second World War in 1939. 

The study therefore follows two lines of enquiry: The first concerns the differences between 

contemporary and retrospective writings, i.e. the question how British writers portrayed the 

Weimar Republic at various points during its existence (when they could not yet have known what 

a short-lived experiment in democracy it would turn out to be) and how they viewed their ‘Weimar 

experience’ in retrospect (when they knew that they had witnessed a ‘doomed’ republic).  

Some British writers who spent time in the Weimar Republic returned to their experiences in 

autobiographies written after the end of the Second World War (such as, for example, Storm 

Jameson, Claud Cockburn, Stephen Spender and Christopher Isherwood). With the full knowledge 

of the atrocities of the Second World War and the Holocaust, these retrospective accounts feature 

a narrative of political instability, chaos and palpable ‘doom’, even if the writers had only 

experienced the Weimar Republic some years before its eventual demise. However, to find out 

how retrospective narratives of the ‘Weimar experience’ were formed, the more interesting and 

fruitful period of enquiry is that of the years between 1933 and 1939, a time when the writers could 

not yet know with certainty where Germany was headed under its new Nazi rulers and when their 

insider knowledge of Weimar Republic Germany (and, in some cases, their intimate personal 

relationship with Germany), collided with the current political debate about the nature of the Nazi 

regime and the future of Anglo-German relations. The period of 1933 to 1939 saw the publication 

of a number of memoirs dealing with the British experience of the last years and months of the 

Weimar Republic.  

The second line of enquiry running through this study is that of the differences between fictional 

and non-fictional portrayals of the ‘Weimar experience’. The premise of the study is the enquiry 

into the ‘Weimar experience’, meaning that only texts by authors who personally experienced 

Germany during this period are of interest. This selection criterion does not leave us with a lot of 

fictional texts published during the years of the Weimar Republic. Geoffrey Moss’ short stories 

discussed in Chapter I are among the few examples of fictional texts inspired by visits to the 

Weimar Republic during the time of its existence. However, the dramatic end of the Republic 

inspired a modest ‘boom’ in novels about the British ‘Weimar experience’ in the years between the 

Hitler’s rise to power and the outbreak of the Second World War. Four of these novels are 

discussed in Chapter III. 

As will be shown in the analyses of fictional texts produced both during the Weimar Republic 

period and in the years between 1933 and 1939, fictional texts fulfil aesthetic functions that are not 

available to non-fiction texts. They can give insight into the thoughts and feelings of German 

characters, evoke sympathies or antipathies by recurring to positive (or negative) stereotypes or 
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creating German characters with ‘British’ traits. They can simplify a complex political message in a 

way that makes it accessible to a wide audience by fulfilling or subverting narrative conventions, 

such as the romance plot.  

Since most of the fictional texts on the British ‘Weimar experience’ are recognisably based on the 

author’s personal experience, they can also walk the line between a purported ‘eye-witness’ status 

and the creative freedoms that come with the genre of the novel or short story, claiming a certain 

amount of credibility without having to be factual. Finally, and this is particularly important when 

it comes to fictional texts dealing with the downfall of Weimar democracy and the rise of fascism 

in Germany, fictional texts can reflect the in-between position of the author caught between 

personal involvement with Germany, the desire to turn his or her experiences into gripping fiction 

and the need to assume the role of a political commentator in a time of crisis.  

Particularly in the case of authors like Isherwood and Spender, whose experience of the Weimar 

Republic was deeply entwined with a personal mission to distance themselves from their British 

upbringing and to reinvent themselves as artists in a new national context, the fictionalisation of 

the ‘Weimar experience’ hovers somewhere between fiction and autobiography.  

An important source for my deliberations on the fictionalisation of the ‘Weimar experience’ and 

on the differences between contemporary and retrospective images of the Weimar Republic is the 

manuscript of Stephen Spender’s The Temple, which will be discussed in Chapter II.7. This 

manuscript, which has so far been ignored by scholars, was produced in Germany between 1929 

and 1931 but not published at the time. Spender did not return to the text until almost six decades 

later, and finally published an extensively altered version of the novel in 1988. While Spender writes 

in the introduction that his 1988 novel is based on a manuscript written during his first visit to 

Weimar Germany in the summer of 1929, no comparison of the original draft and the published 

novel has previously been undertaken. By comparing the manuscript version of The Temple with 

Spender’s recollection of his time in Germany his 1951 autobiography World Within World and the 

1988 version of The Temple, I am able to show how Spender adapted the same elements of his 

‘Weimar experience’ to convey drastically different images of Weimar Germany in the different 

political contexts of the late 1920s, the 1950s and the 1980s and how he used the freedoms of 

fiction to alter not only the timeline and details of his ‘Weimar experience’ but also to manipulate 

of the role of his British narrator/protagonist (who has clear autobiographical traits) as a foreigner 

in Germany.  In contrast to Isherwood, whose ‘Weimar experience’ was first captured in his 1930s 

novels (which already give a retrospective view) and then commented upon in later 

autobiographical writings, Spender’s manuscript captures the first stage of fictionalisation of the 

‘Weimar experience’ produced as the writer was living in Germany and could not yet have had any 

knowledge of the impending demise of the Weimar Republic and the rise of the Nazi regime.  
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The Weimar Republic, which emerges from the texts discussed here, is, of course, a construct. 

What we can hope to learn from these texts is not what life in inter-war Germany was really like 

for Germans or for British visitors, but which version of the Weimar Republic the authors decided 

to present in light of the political situation in Europe before, during and after the rise of National 

Socialism in Germany and how these various representations of the British ‘Weimar experience’ 

function in fictional and non-fictional texts. The texts must be read in the context of the political 

situation in Europe during the 1930s and the heightened political significance of the ‘German 

question’ throughout the inter-war period.  

The study will separate contemporary depictions of British writers’ ‘Weimar experience’ from later 

reconstructions of these experiences and demonstrate that retrospective memoirs and retrospective 

fictional accounts, including Isherwood’s Berlin novels, are governed by two overriding impulses: 

the desire to create an image of the Weimar Republic which explains its eventual decline (and, in 

some cases, calls for a political reaction in a British readership) and the desire to create an image of 

the British visitor to Weimar Germany as a critical observer, finely attuned to the changes 

happening in German society over the last years of the Republic and not blinded, as many British 

literary visitors in fact were, by the idea that Germany’s right-wing movements were merely an 

expression of laudable efforts of national renewal.  

 

 

Outline of study 
 

The most commonly applied historiography of the Weimar Republic divides the period into three 

phases: the crisis-ridden post-war years of 1919-1924, a middle-period marked by relative stability, 

approximately 1925-1929, and a renewed period of crisis from 1930 to 1933, the beginning of 

which is marked by the crash of the US stock market in the autumn of 1929 and which culminates 

in the appointment of Adolf Hitler as chancellor of Germany on the 30th of January 1933 and the 

rapid dismantling of the Weimar Republic’s democratic structures over the following months. This 

study follows this chronology in three chapters, which will discuss how the Weimar Republic was 

perceived by visiting British writers in each of these periods and how their experiences were 

presented in fictional and non-fictional accounts. While this historiography is based on economic 

markers and not necessarily related to cultural production, by placing the British writer’s accounts 

within this structure, the discrepancies between contemporary accounts and retrospective 

narratives are illuminated. For example, the contemporary accounts do not show a sharp 

delineation between the period of the later 1920s and that of the early 1930s. When writing about 
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their experience in retrospect, however, most British visitors follow the common historiography 

and mark a profound break between the Weimar Republic of the mid-to-late 1920s (progressive, 

modern) and that of the 1930s (crisis-ridden, volatile).  

During the first period of the immediate post-war era, the interest of British writers was focused 

mainly on the occupied Rhineland as an area of direct contact between German civilians and British 

troops and on the capital Berlin, where the economic aftershocks of the war and the establishment 

of a highly contested parliamentary democracy led to regular violent clashes between opposing 

political parties. As will be discussed in Chapter I, British interest in Germany during this period 

was linked to the question of war guilt, the legitimacy of the post-war settlement stipulated by the 

Versailles treaty and the true nature of ‘the Germans’, i.e. the question of how much the ordinary 

citizens of the occupied territories resembled the war-time image of ‘the Hun’. British literary 

visitors to Berlin mainly wrote about the contrast between the rampant poverty and unemployment 

in the country (which was further exacerbated by the hyperinflation of 1923) and the seemingly 

relentless swing of Berlin’s entertainment industry, which was fuelled partly by visitors who 

profited from the low exchange rate and whose visits provided a much-needed source of income 

for the struggling citizens of Berlin.  

Chapter I discusses various non-fiction accounts of British travels in the early years of the Weimar 

Republic, as well as Robert McAlmon’s and Geoffrey Moss’ short stories set in Berlin and the 

occupied Rhineland as examples of fictionalizations of the early British (and in McAlmon’s case 

American) ‘Weimar experience’, written without the knowledge of how the history of the young 

German republic would unfold. McAlmon’s stories, inspired by the author’s visits to Berlin in 

1921/22, explore being a comparatively privileged foreigner in a city reeling from the aftershocks 

of war and deconstruct the escapist fantasy of Berlin as the city of reinvention and a haven for 

social outsiders as it was evidently perceived by English and American visitors even shortly after 

the end of the First World War. They not only show that Berlin’s reputation for ‘decadence’ long 

predates Isherwood’s exploration of the city, but that the engagement of literary foreign visitors 

with Weimar Berlin was marked by tensions between the escapist promise the city held for 

foreigners and the political and economic reality of life in Germany long before the Nazi party 

posed a serious threat to the country’s political system.  

Geoffrey Moss’ depictions of Berlin in the same period focus not on visiting foreigners but on the 

German victims of the post-war economic crisis and of Berlin’s ‘vice’. His stories perpetuate the 

idea of German victimhood and of Berlin and the Rhineland as places of danger and adventure 

which can be found in British press reports from the period. They also question the legitimacy of 

the young German democracy by presenting members of the right-wing German resistance to the 
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post-war settlement as heroic defenders of German sovereignty. Moss’ fiction gives the appearance 

of veracity by alluding to historical events and his narrators’ status as eyewitnesses and is thus able 

to transport Moss’ political message by appealing to his readers’ emotions (through the insight into 

the thoughts and feelings of German characters) while maintaining the position of a seemingly 

neutral observer. His stories feature characters which correspond to positive pre-war stereotypes 

of Germany, thereby counteracting the negative image of ‘the Hun’ produced by war-time 

propaganda.  

In period of the mid-to-late 1920s, which is the focus of Chapter II, British literary visitors were 

concerned with the rapid changes that Germany was undergoing and with the cultural phenomena 

which can be subsumed under the term ‘Weimar modernity’. In contrast to previous studies which 

portray this period as one in which Weimar Germany, and specifically Weimar Berlin, was 

perceived as the rising cultural centre of Europe whose elevated status was widely accepted, this 

study demonstrates that many British literary visitors remained sceptical of the new status of the 

German capital and criticized the international aspects of Berlin’s cultural scene and the increasing 

commercialization of the city’s entertainment venues. Simultaneously, many of the same visitors 

embraced a different aspect of ‘Weimar modernity’: the Weimar of the Jugendbewegung (youth 

movement) which Peter Gay describes as “[f]light into the future through flight into the past, 

reformation through nostalgia” which made  “adolescence itself into an ideology.”78 This was the 

vision of Germany that initially attracted Isherwood, Auden and Spender – a fact that is neglected 

in the critical reception of their work due to the focus on their urban experience of Berlin and their 

explorations of the gay subculture of the German capital. 

As mentioned above, a break between the period of the relatively stable late 1920s and the renewed 

crisis of the early 1930s is evident in hindsight but difficult to trace in British writer’s accounts of 

the period. As shown in Chapter II and III, it is at this point that the benefit of hindsight begins 

to play a significant role in British writers’ fictional and non-fictional accounts of the period. 

Looking back decades later, Stephen Spender would declare that the Weimar Republic ended in 

the autumn of 1929, that in fact Spender’s first summer in Germany, the summer of 1929, was the 

“Indian summer of the Weimar Republic”, the last moment before the 1930s began, making his 

‘Weimar experience “pre-thirties and pre-political”.79 It does not appear, however, that Spender or 

any of the other British writers visiting Weimar Germany were aware of a seismic shift between 

the 1920s and the 1930s at the time or that they were particularly attuned to matters of German 

politics in general.  
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Spender’s novel The Temple, which is discussed in Chapter II.7., exists in a manuscript version 

written between 1929 and 1931, as Spender was living in Germany, and a revised version published 

in 1988. The comparison of the original manuscript with the published version of the novel and 

Spender’s autobiographical writings on his time in Germany in the 1950s illustrates the ways in 

which portrayal of the autobiographical experience is transformed by time and by genre 

conventions. While the manuscript deals with events up until the summer of 1929 and contains no 

mention of the Nazi movement, the published 1988 version contrasts the golden summer of 1929, 

the “Indian summer” of Spender’s Weimar Republic, with the increasing threat to German 

democracy by the Nazi party in the last months of 1932. These dramatic events had previously 

been described in several novels by British literary visitors published in the mid-to-late 1930s, four 

of which are analysed in Chapter III. 

Chapter III focusses on the early 1930s, the last years of the Republic, as they were portrayed in 

contemporary and retrospective non-fiction accounts by British writers (Chapter III.1.) and in 

fictional accounts published between the end of the Weimar Republic in 1933 and the outbreak of 

the Second World War in 1939, looking back at the British ‘Weimar experience’ at a time of growing 

political tensions between Britain and Germany.  

Even informed and careful observers of a left-leaning political disposition, such as the British writer 

Cicely Hamilton held on to the idea that Germany had been unfairly punished by post-war Allied 

policies well into the 1930s and were prepared even as late as 1933 to view the Nazi movement as 

an unpleasant but inevitable consequence of Germany’s post-war misfortune, while expressing 

admiration for the Nazi’s determination to lift the country out of the new misery of the economic 

crisis of the early 1930s. Some British literary visitors, such as Wyndham Lewis, had already in the 

early 1930s wholeheartedly embraced the Nazi movement and its call for an end to Weimar 

democracy. As will be shown in Chapter III, it was only in retrospect, specifically in memoirs and 

novels published between 1933 and 1939, that British writers who had experienced the end of the 

Weimar Republic first-hand reflected critically on the German turn to Fascism and presented the 

final years of the Weimar Republic as a period of acute instability during which the looming 

downfall of the Republic could be felt even – or indeed especially – by foreign visitors.   

These texts are attempts to establish a narrative that combines British visitors’ positive view of 

many aspects of the Weimar Republic, their sympathies with German efforts of national renewal 

and, in some cases, their deeply felt personal connection with the country, with the increasing alarm 

and confusion they experienced in the face of the political practices of the National Socialist state 

established in 1933. In the analysis of four novels which look back on the last years of the Weimar 

Republic from the vantage point of the mid-to-late 1930s, this study will demonstrate how these 
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fictional texts retrospectively construct a narrative of the Weimar Republic which does not reflect 

the actual experience of the authors but rather the authors’ attempts to re-evaluate their ‘Weimar 

experience’ in a way that makes sense of the rise of Nazism and of their own ambiguous role as 

writers of fiction who became eyewitnesses to history.  
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I. “Strange, darkened country” (1919-1923)  
 

I. 1. Introduction 
 

In his 1943 essay Looking Back on the Spanish War, George Orwell mused that “official war-

propaganda, with its disgusting hypocrisy and self-righteousness, always tends to make thinking 

people sympathize with the enemy.” According to Orwell, the “systematic lying of 1914-17” by the 

British press, was to blame for what he perceived as an “exaggerated pro-German reaction” after 

the war: 

During the years 1918-33 you were hooted at in left-wing circles if you suggested that 
Germany bore even a fraction of responsibility for the war. In all the denunciations of 
Versailles I listened to during those years I don't think I ever once heard the question, 
‘What would have happened if Germany had won?’ even mentioned, let alone discussed.80 

 

Writing in 1943, after having lived through the German air raids on London in the early 1940s, any 

British inter-war sympathies with the Germans must have seemed absurd to Orwell. Although the 

quoted passage displays his tendency to generalize and exaggerate when attacking his colleagues of 

the British intellectual left, it can’t be denied that there was a willingness among British intellectuals 

in the post-war years to sympathize with the defeated enemy and to focus their commentary of the 

situation in Germany on the flaws of post-war Allied politics, rather than the acts of aggression 

committed by Germany during the war.  

In the engagement of British writers with the Weimar Republic, the experience of the First World 

War – either as active participants or as members of a generation who came of age just after the 

war – played a hugely important role as a disruptive and traumatizing experience for those on the 

‘winning’ side as well as for the ‘losing’ Germans. For many writers who lived through it, the war 

also led to a reassessment of what it meant to be a writer – not merely a storyteller but a political 

commentator and a public intellectual.  

After the fog of battle had lifted and the propaganda machines had stopped spinning, the enormous 

human and economic cost of the war became palpable. In the post-war economic slump of the 

1920s, numerous British intellectuals began to question if the death of millions of young men might 

have easily been avoided and publicly addressed their fears that the peace settlement between 

Germany and the Allies would not last.  

A critical reassessment of the war necessarily meant a critical reassessment of the enemy. Were the 

Germans really a naturally aggressive and cruel people? Or had they fallen victim to incompetent 

leaders and the dangerous power-play of European rulers? And even if it was true that Germans 
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were sable-rattling nationalists naturally prone to military aggression – would a severe punishment 

of the German people, such as the Versailles treaty set forth, not provoke new conflicts? And were 

not the Germans, even after all they had done, still a more natural ally to Britain than the French? 

As we will see, denunciations of the Versailles treaty were not limited to intellectuals of the left or 

to the generation of writers who were too young to have participated in the war effort. In the case 

of writers who had actively experienced the First World war, pro-German tendencies were usually 

tied to the idea of a shared Anglo-German war-experience and an opposition to the perceived 

humiliation of Germany in the post-war years. In younger writers of Orwell’s generation (born in 

1903 he was only one year older than Christopher Isherwood), pro-German feelings were more 

often connected to an image of Germany as a place that offered greater personal and artistic 

freedoms than Britain and in which despite post-war gloom and economic depression a ‘new spirit’ 

had emerged – a spirit that to some, as will be explained in Chapter II, seemed to signal a way into 

the future by harking back to virtues of a pre-industrialized age.  

 

The following chapter will discuss the first years of the Weimar Republic, a period during which 

British literary visitors to Germany focused their attention mainly on two areas of the country: the 

capital Berlin, where an international party scene had begun to flourish in the midst of one of the 

worst economic crises in German history; and the Rhineland area, which was under Allied 

occupation from December 1918 onwards and quickly became a focal point of the hotly debated 

question how Britain, France, Belgium and the United States should proceed in their treatment of 

Germany in order to ensure lasting peace in Europe.  The Versailles Treaty of 1919 inflicted a 

variety of punitive measures on Germany, including reparation payments and a drastic reduction 

of the country’s troops. Most importantly, it contained article 231, known as the ‘war guilt clause’, 

with which Germany accepted full responsibility for “all the loss and damage to which the Allied 

and Associated Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a consequence of the war 

imposed on them by the aggression of Germany and her allies."81 This article was perceived, not 

just by Germans but by many British observers, as an unnecessary humiliation of the defeated 

nation.  

Colin Storer writes that the post-war Allied occupation of the Rhineland “became a central issue 

in the tangled relationship between Britain, Germany and France in the interwar period, not least 

because it highlighted (and helped to widen) the cracks in the Anglo-French entente.”82 The French 

had been instrumental in pushing for an occupation of the Rhineland, which contained some of 

Germany’s key industrial centres, as a means to guarantee reparations payments. 
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The British zone of occupation was established in December 1918. It centred around Cologne and 

in the beginning contained 3.5 million soldiers, a number that rapidly diminished throughout the 

eleven years of occupation and had shrunk to just 8,118 men by 1926.83 Even larger than the British 

zone of occupation was the territory occupied by France which covered the area between the Mosel 

river and Strasbourg. American troops occupied a smaller area around Koblenz, and the Belgians 

established themselves along the Dutch border.84  

Each nation administered its own occupation zone,85 but from 1919 onwards an international body, 

the Inter-Allied Rhineland High Commission, based in Koblenz presided over the occupied zone 

as a whole.86 From the beginning, there were disagreements between the French and British 

representatives on the High Commission on how best to administer the occupation.87  Storer names 

the French support of Rhenish separatism as the “most consistent source of tension between the 

Allies”.88 This support was based on French hopes that if the region successfully declared 

independence from Germany it might be brought permanently under French control. British writer 

Cicely Hamilton, who in July 1919 attended a parade held by the French Army of Occupation in 

Mainz to celebrate the signing of the treaty of Versailles, later recalled that “those were the days 

when the French still hoped that Mainz might again be Mayence; if not, as in the early eighteen-

hundreds, the chief town of a French department of Mont-Tonnerre, then one of the chief towns 

of a new buffer state that had cut itself away from the Reich.”89 

In 1923, the already tense situation among the Allied Forces escalated further when French and 

Belgian troops occupied the Ruhr area. This extension of their occupation zones was a reaction to 

the German government repeatedly defaulting on reparation payments. In their handling of this 

crisis, the differences in French and British official attitudes towards defeated Germany once again 

became apparent. While the French government pushed for an occupation of the Ruhr in order to 

forcibly extract reparation payments from Germany in the form of natural resources,90 the British 

suggested that payments should be lowered to better fit Germany’s needs.  

French prime minister Raymond Poincare expressed his exasperation with the British attitude 

towards Germany in a letter to the French ambassador in London. While the French, Poincare 
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writes, understand that the Germans are still unconvinced of their own defeat and will therefore 

not oblige with the terms of the Versailles Treaty unless forced to do so, “the English, who are 

blinded by their loyalty, have always thought that the Germans did not abide by their pledges 

inscribed in the Versailles Treaty because they had not frankly agreed to them.”91  

It is important to keep these fundamental disagreements between the French and the British 

occupying forces in mind to understand that sympathetic British narratives of life in the occupied 

territories were not just concerned with evoking British sympathies for the Germans but also with 

establishing a self-image of the British as the ‘better’ occupying power. On a fundamental level, 

narratives about a wretched and humiliated Germany recorded by some early literary visitors’ 

appeal to a British self-conception as a nation that values fairness and does not ‘kick a man when 

he is down’ or, in this case, seek to humiliate a defeated nation. Such a generous attitude towards 

a former enemy is, of course, much more easily upheld if one believes that the enemy shares these 

high moral values and that the wounded German national pride is not much different from what a 

British person would feel in the same situation. As will be shown in the analysis of Geoffrey Moss’ 

fiction set in the early years of the Weimar Republic in this chapter, one way to achieve this effect 

is to focus not on questions of territory and war guilt but on the effect the war and its aftermath 

have on traditional values, family structures and on the German people’s sense of self and 

nationhood. Colin Storer’s study stresses how the British reports from the occupied territories 

influenced the perception of Germany and the Germans in the British popular imagination. By 

focussing on German suffering and the consequences of the Allied blockade, they started “a 

process by which the recent enemy was increasingly seen as the victim of an unjust peace 

settlement”,92 a perception that began to replace the image of the fearful ‘Hun’ created by wartime 

propaganda and, it can be argued, laid the ground for the enthusiasm for Germany which a number 

of British writers displayed in the mid-to-late 1920s. These writers, whose contributions will be 

discussed in Chapter II and III, were usually too young to have participated in the war effort but 

to some of them embracing the former enemy became symbolic of a rejection of the values and 

fears that governed their parents’ generation. As Christopher Isherwood, the most well-known 

literary chronicler of Weimar Germany, would explain in a 1939 article: “[...] after the War, the 

younger generation reacted against the blind chauvinism of the war years. Because the older 

generation claimed that the Germans were barbarians, they younger inferred that they were the 

most civilized people in Europe.”93  
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I.2. Sketches of the occupation 
 

As British articles and books on Germany published in the first years after the war reveal, public 

opinion in Britain was split over the nature and extent of Germany’s war guilt and her post-war  

suffering and the ‘German question’ was a frequently and often emotionally debated issue. This is 

summed up in the first paragraph of the 1923 book Germany in Transition by Morgan Philips Price, 

who worked as the German correspondent for the Daily Herald from 1919 until 1923 would go on 

to become a Member of Parliament for the Labour Party:  

 

Germany is a country about which passions can still be aroused, although it is five years 
since the end of the war. But these passions are rather different from those which once 
prevailed. In the minds of some Germany is now the fraudulent bankrupt, whose failure to 
pay is the cause of the chaos in Europe and of the righteous indignation of France. In the 
minds of others she is the innocent lamb, offered upon the Versailles altar to the God of 
militarism and hate, who has shifted his abode from Potsdam to Paris.94  

 

Price sets out to show that neither of these positions holds true, that in fact “Germany is inhabited 

by people who are very much like the people of other European States, having (…) neither hoofs 

and horns nor angelic wings sprouting from their shoulders.”95 

Reports from Germany written in the first years after the war often address the persisting fears 

among the British population that Germany, having surrendered without suffering a decisive 

military defeat, was not only unrepentant but had in fact not incurred any significant damage during 

the war. In January 1919 a correspondent for the Manchester Guardian reporting from Cologne had 

to remind his British readership that the first glimpse of the city could be deceptive: “Living in the 

best hotels and seeing the shops and the crowded Höhestrasse,96 [sic] visitors to Cologne might 

hastily conclude that the city is running over with prosperity”. This impression is far from correct, 

the correspondent explains: “Let them go among the workers or consult the civic authorities, or 

even study the prices of provisions in poor quarters, and it will be hard, except for the resolutely 

blind to maintain an optimism which may perhaps irritate their sense of just retribution.”97 Indeed, 

he continued,  there were fears of a “Bolshevik revolution in the iron district of Essen, Elberfeld, 

and the Ruhr basin”, because “unemployment and hunger may produce the usual consequences, 
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in spite of the British army’s presence”, meaning that “the crowds of unemployed may turn to 

violence.” The reason for the lack of work in the region, the correspondent explains, was that under 

Allied occupation trade with the rest of Germany had all but ceased.98   

The question if the German government was in the right when it repeatedly claimed to be unable 

to make reparation payments is addressed in Is Germany Prosperous?, a 1922 book by the British 

historian and economist Sir Henry Penson in which he records his impressions of a journey to 

Coblenz, Wiesbaden, Mainz, Frankfurt and Cologne in January of the same year. 

Penson writes that it was the contradictory discussion of the ‘German question’ in Britain that 

prompted him to record and publish his impressions:  

The difficulty of judging between the very conflicting reports which correspondents and 
others were contributing to the daily Press was forcibly brought home to me one morning 
[…] when in one paper I read of ‘the poor and impoverished Germans’ and in another I 
found a graphic account of Germany’s prosperity and the profusion, extravagance and 
dissipation which marked the life in the bigger towns.99 

 

Specifically, the report Penson read shortly before he set off on his German travels described New 

Year’s Eve festivities in Berlin during which, the article claimed, “every theatre and every restaurant 

is crammed and champagne is being drunk like water.”100 

During his travels, which, as he emphasises, covered only a small part of the country, Penson 

witnesses no such abundance and in his book he addresses explicitly what is only implied in other 

reports about post-war amusement in Germany: the fact that an extravagant entertainment industry 

was not just associated with a surplus of money but also with a lack of morals. Penson’s impression 

is that Germans “were taking life seriously and that there was nothing boisterous or coarse even 

about their amusements.” He adds that while Berlin might be “not very different from Paris and 

other big cities,” it would be “a very unsafe generalization to suggest that because the less reputable 

places of entertainment and refreshment in Berlin are nightly crowded this in any way represents 

the moral standards of the people generally.”101 

Penson writes that, as a British visitor, he experienced no bitterness or hostility from the German 

people, instead, he was faced with friendly indifference, which leads him to believe that those 

English visitors who remain suspicious of the German population might have trouble 

understanding the German mentality:  
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The state of mind of the ordinary German seems to be so different from what ours would 
have been if we had been in the position of the conquered party that we do not readily 
grasp, what I believe to be an undoubted fact, that the friendly, disinterested, helpful way 
in which Germans meet English people has no selfish motive behind it. They feel well 
disposed towards one and they show it.102 

 

Penson concedes that there might be “a considerable amount of bitterness” regarding the outcome 

of the war among “the military and Junker classes [meaning the land-owning German aristocracy]” 

but admits that he has not met any members of these classes on his journey.103 The Germans he 

observes are a plainly clothed, friendly, industrious people driven by a love of work “which, as a 

race, has characterized them almost since the days of the Romans [and which] they still possess 

and even to an enhanced degree.”104 

Like many British observers during the early period of occupation, Penson attributes his positive 

experiences with the German people at least partly to the behaviour of the British occupying forces. 

“The British occupation of Cologne is far less obtrusive than that of the Americans in Coblenz, 

but it is none the less effective.”, he proudly reports. “It is a guarantee of order and of the equitable 

relations between the German inhabitants and the British troops quartered amongst them.”105 The 

French, he observes “seem to take up an entirely different attitude towards the native population 

and to follow in their occupation a different policy and a different plan from the other Allies.”106 

According to Penson, the German population reacted accordingly: “the goodwill so noticeable in 

Coblenz and Cologne was distinctly wanting in Mainz.” This, he assures his readers, should not be 

regarded as a result of the centuries of violent conflict between France and Germany, “but rather 

from the way in which the French administer the territory they occupy.”107 Specifically, “the 

indignity of having coloured troops [meaning the French colonial troops deployed to the French 

zone of occupation] quartered amongst them and the harshness generally of the French regime 

have caused a good deal of irritation and have aroused throughout Germany a sense of injury and 

humiliation.”108 

As an economist, Penson goes to great pains to prove with calculations and examples that while 

life in Germany might be extremely cheap for visitors from Britain, due to the ever-decreasing 

value of the German currency, this does not apply to someone earning a German wage. He also 
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points out that increase in cost of food, rent, electricity, clothes and other expenses between 1913 

and 1922 has not been matched by an appropriate increase in salaries and that the average German 

middle-class family would therefore “have to exercise very much more self-denial in the matter of 

clothes and the many little comforts that go to make life pleasant than was necessary before the 

war.”109 Such deprivation, of course, hardly equates to poverty and Penson concedes that his 

impressions of Germany were of a hard-working and reasonably prosperous country despite the 

German government’s plea of poverty. Nevertheless, he advocates for more careful investigation 

of this matter and a long-term plan to overhaul the reparation system which would also have to 

include a reform of the German tax system.110 Caution is necessary, he warns, because  

Germany has all the outward appearances of prosperity, but this prosperity has very little 
solid foundation. She is rather like a convalescent patient recovering from a very serious 
illness who has regained something of colour and appetite, but is liable to relapse if care be 
not taken. The patient has naturally to pay the cost of the operation and a big doctor’s bill, 
which it is agreed shall be paid in instalments, but the amount that can be paid and the 
interval between the instalments depend on restoration to health and the date of return to 
full work.111 

 

While Penson consults economic experts and statistics but does not include the opinions of 

ordinary Germans in his argument, reports that paint Germany as a victim of post-war injustice, 

tend to focus more closely on how the occupation impacted the German civilian population. One 

concern frequently voiced in such reports is that of a loss of German identity as the culture of the 

occupying armies slowly encroaches upon the civilian population. On a visit to Coblenz in 1921 

the American journalist J.  Bennett Nolan writes: 

The city of Blücher and Moreau is ludicrously Americanized, to those who knew it in other 
days. Chewing gum and Camel cigarettes are displayed in the windows. The street gamins 
pester one in very tolerable English slang. A baseball schedule is displayed on the great 
bulleting board in the Schloss Platz […].112 

 

This theme is taken up again when British writer Geoffrey Moss revisits the occupied German 

territories of 1923 in his 1933 novel I Face the Stars (see Chapter III.2) and describes how signifiers 

of a vaguely Americanized internationalism begin to appear outside the walls of the traditional 

German home of the upper-middle-class von der Meldegg family. In Moss’ narrative, it is 

particularly the young daughter of the family who is in danger of being corrupted by these 
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influences and the instability and weakness of the Weimar Republic’s democratic government 

receive part of the blame for the family’s inability to uphold their traditional way of life.   

Travelling on to Wiesbaden in the French occupation zone, Nolan meets an esteemed eye doctor 

that he had known before the war. Now “thin and pallid”, “his clothes (…) shiny and worn”, the 

doctor tells the American visitor of life under the occupation: “The French take our all and we are 

powerless to prevent it. If the French commandant wishes my house, my goods, my wife, he can 

do as he pleases.” The doctor goes on to voice another common concern of reports from the 

occupied zone, the corrupting sexual influence of the foreign armies: 

You remember how clean and decent this city used to be? Now it is full of official brothels 
and low dance halls. They have garrisoned us with African troops, who know no law but 
their own lust. Only last week a young girl was found raped and murdered outside of their 
barracks. Their officers make inquiries, but it seems no one is punished.113  

 

Nolan’s report ends with a description of a German nurse silently looking on with tears in her eyes 

as French colonial troops perform military exercises on the “medieval” market square of 

Wiesbaden. As he observes the “Algerian infantry, in red fezes, with abnormally long bayonets”, 

the “trumpets and shrill African bagpipes”, the pennons “embroidered in Arabic characters” and 

the “barbaric strains of ‘Sidi-Brahim’”, the author concludes that before his eyes “[a] nation’s cup 

of gall was being drained to the bitter dregs.”114 It is worth noting that there is, in fact, nothing 

“medieval” about the market square of Wiesbaden, which Nolan evokes for his readers, as the 

buildings surrounding it were constructed in the 19th century. However, contrasting the foreign 

element of the colonial troops with a mental image of ancient German architecture heightens the 

impression of the country’s traditions being under threat in the post-war era.  

Nolan’s descriptions are mirrored in accounts by British visitors to the occupied zone in which the 

Germans are looked on with more sympathy than the French who, while officially allies, are 

perceived as too demanding and imposing in their treatment of the civilian population. In addition, 

the presence of the French colonial troops is perceived as an unnecessary measure that further 

humiliates and endangers the German civilian population. In the French zone of occupation, the 

imperial model was suddenly reversed. Western cities and their predominantly white inhabitants 

were administered by armed people of colour, a fact that made many British observers profoundly 

uncomfortable. Despite their position of authority, the African troops were still perceived by many 

as possessed by savage sexual instincts, and their mere presence was regarded as a threat to German 

womanhood. As Colin Storer points out, “British observers had a marked tendency to exaggerate 
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the scale of the ‘Black Terror’ and misrepresent the racial origins of the colonial units stationed in 

the Rhineland.”115 While the colonial troops were routinely accused of sexual violence against 

German women, according to Storer, there is little evidence to suggest that such allegations were 

true: 

Claims of wrongdoing were exhaustively investigated as the propaganda war between Paris 
and Berlin over the issue of the occupation intensified. The French authorities noted that 
in general ‘non-white troops behaved better than white occupation forces in pre-war 
German garrisons’, and many British and American officials grudgingly agreed.116 

 

An American investigation found that the German press had deliberated misrepresented the 

behaviour of French colonial troops “to play to racial prejudices and stir antipathy to France 

abroad”. A resulting report by Major General Henry T. Allen, commander of the American troops 

in Germany states that “[t]he wholesale atrocities by French negro Colonial troops alleged in the 

German press, such as the alleged abductions, followed by rape, mutilation, murder and 

concealment of the bodies of the victims, are false and intended for political propaganda.”117  

One of the first book-length British accounts of the occupation was written by Violet Markham, a 

writer and social reformer whose husband Lieutenant-Colonel James Carruthers was sent to 

Cologne as chief demobilisation officer for the British Army of the Rhine. Markham spent a year 

in the British zone of occupation with him and in 1920 published her impressions under the title 

A Woman’s Watch on the Rhine. Markham’s account of life under occupation is largely positive. She 

visited not just the British but also the French and American zones and stresses that she never 

experienced hostility from the German population. On the eve of her departure from Germany in 

August 1920, she reflected on the experience in a letter to Elizabeth Haldane, clearly struggling to 

reconcile her overwhelmingly positive personal experiences of the Germans with her wartime 

image of the country and its inhabitants: 

The year I have spent here has been so worth while in any way. If anybody had told me 
two years ago I should be leaving Germany & a variety of humble German friends with 
something perilously like a lump in my throat – how mad I should have thought such a 
person! But oh the tragedy of the war – the great and horrible tragedy that it ever happened. 
And I come home horribly baffled about the Germans. I can’t understand how these decent 
self respecting people for whom one has such real liking & regard can have these sinister 
& brutal sides […]. 
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Markham goes on to voice concern about future developments in the region:  

The whole European situation makes one almost despair. What will the Poles do with their 
victory & in what further folly will they engage? And here in Germany the feeling between 
the Germans & the French grows more bitter daily. There is little feeling against us. The 
Occupation is run on just fair lines & we don’t irritate the people. But as for the French 
their attitude is impossible.118   

 

Despite these early concerns, Markham does not go into more details about the attitude of the 

French soldiers and officials in A Woman’s Watch on the Rhine. She writes that “[m]any Germans are 

convinced that France intends to spring some annexationist coup upon them”119 but seems to 

regard this mainly as a paranoid suspicion on the part of the Germans.  

What makes Markham’s book especially interesting in the context of this study is the fact that she 

comments extensively on the effect that the occupation, in her opinion, had on Anglo-German 

relations. “If an Occupation following on a war has any moral value”, she writes, “it is that 

necessarily it brings the enemies of yesterday in touch, and so helps to break down a certain amount 

of prejudice and to soften bitter feelings. […] It is easy to hate the abstract entity Germany. It is 

less easy to hate individual Germans”.120 She also stresses that a shift in Allied attitudes towards 

the Germans is necessary because “Peace is not a question of documents and treaties.”121 While 

many British visitors take a clear pro- or anti-German stance, Markham’s account is perhaps more 

honest and realistic in disclosing the author’s uncertain position towards Germany. Markham is 

openly opposed to the measures of the Versailles treaty, stating that it is “foolish to kick a man 

repeatedly in the face and then to complain that he does not behave like a gentleman. If the spirit 

of hatred is to rule in Europe we are heading straight for another war.”122 She stresses that Germany 

must understand and acknowledge “the part she has played in the world catastrophe provoked by 

her rulers” and that until this is done “she cannot regain her place in the fellowship of nation” but 

she adds that in light of the flawed peace settlement, “the Allies are hardly in a position to preach 

sermons to her day in and day out on moral failures”.123 Instead of finger-pointing, Markham calls 

for common sense: “The practical fact which confronts us all is that the world is in ruin, and that 

where the politicians have failed hopelessly the decent people of all nations have to get together 
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and make it habitable again.”124  

In order to promote this unity among ‘decent people’ Markham reminds her readers that branding 

all Germans as bad people is “as absurd as the wholesale indictment of a class.” There are only two 

types of people in the world, she writes, “those who behave decently and those who do not. People 

of the first type have a common kinship whatever their race or colour, and the need for asserting 

that kinship was never more urgent than at present.”125 This beautiful sentiment seems to be all 

but forgotten in the next chapter of the book in which she reports on the hostile depictions of 

England and the English that she came across in German school books and voices her exasperation 

at the German refusal to acknowledge the destruction that the war has brought upon other 

European countries: “They are conscious, painfully conscious of the misery of Germany to-day. 

But that civilisation as a whole is staggering under the blow they dealt it – this aspect of the situation 

apparently never strikes them.”126 This “vast moral myopia” is in Markham’s opinion connected to 

some “real points of failure in the German character”127 Despite her previous insistence that people 

of one nation should not be tarred with the same brush, she writes:  

During the war they [the Germans] haunted our imaginations as wily and strenuous children 
of the devil. In fact they are a very stupid, very insensitive, very docile people. […] The 
average German, for all his powers of hard work and his marvels of applied science, is at 
bottom little better than a stupid child.128 

 

Later, Markham, who was so offended by critical depictions of England in German school books, 

adds: “Never was there a nation more exasperatingly devoid of the spirit of self-criticism. 

Everything German is perfect in the eyes of a German.”129 For all her laudable attempts at 

investigating the real conditions of the occupation and imploring her readers not to condemn the 

Germans as a nation, Markham continuously applies opinions voiced by individual Germans to the 

whole nation. What seems to offend her most are Germans who display prejudices against the 

English or blame England for the outbreak of the war:  

I have heard recently of Germans meeting pre-war English friends with personal feelings 
quite unchanged. The English found, however, to their bewilderment that the Germans, 
out of delicacy to their feelings, would not discuss the war – it must be, so they hinted, 
terrible for them to realise the crimes England had committed in her practical conduct of 
the war.130 
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While she does not support the punishments inflicted by the Versailles treaty, Markham does not 

question the notion that the German ruling elites bear the responsibility for the war. The German 

refusal to acknowledge this responsibility is in Markham’s opinion particularly widespread among 

the German upper-classes, which makes her sympathize with German socialist movements: 

“Though the Bourgeoisie may clasp their hands tightly over eyes and ears, the Socialists at least 

have no illusions as to the crimes and follies of the Imperial Government.”131  

When Violet Markham arrived in the British zone of occupation in July 1919, another early literary 

visitor, the aforementioned Cicely Hamilton, was already there. In Modern Germanies as seen by an 

Englishwoman, published in 1931, Hamilton looks back on her stint in Germany during the first 

months after the proclamation of the Weimar Republic and counters the allegation made by other 

observers that Germans did not believe in their own defeat: “I was in Occupied Germany during 

the spring and summer of 1919, reading steadily and avidly both German newspapers and 

pamphleteering literature, and I cannot remember any suggestion, in pamphlet or newspaper, that 

the Reich had not suffered defeat.” Writing in 1930, she adds: “To-day, I wonder, could one make 

the same assertation in spirit and in truth?”132 “To-day”, in 1930, Hamilton along with many other 

British observers was worried about a new rise of German nationalism, not because she assumed 

that Germans had believed themselves to be undefeated just after the war, but because she felt that 

the ‘humiliation’ and unduly harsh punishment of the post-war settlement and years of economic 

hardship had allowed feelings of resentment to arise in a new generation of Germans who had not 

fought in the war. In Modern Germanies, Hamilton writes that of the “many blunders and disastrous 

mistakes” that were committed when drawing up the Treaty of Versailles, “none was more foolish 

than that embodied in Article 231 of the Treaty, the wringing from Germany a signed confession 

of her war-guilt. Which, whatever it meant to the rest of the world, to her was a lie, extorted on 

the rack of necessity.”133 

While the British forces might, as a rule, have behaved more considerate towards the German 

civilian population, the occupation established a society in which members of the occupying 

nations received preferential treatment, which led some British visitors to reflect on their own role 

of members of the victorious nations. In a 1930 article for Time and Tide, Hamilton quotes from 

notes she made during her time in the occupied zone in 1919 which detail feelings of guilt over the 

fact that, as a British citizen, she was put up in houses of Germans who were forced to take in 
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British visitors.134 In addition, Hamilton soon discovered that her German hosts lacked basic 

supplies which she could easily obtain from the storages of the British Army. Her interactions with 

the Germans around her were facilitated not only by her knowledge of German but also by small 

gifts of luxury items such as soap, which she refers to as a “means to repair Anglo-German 

relations”.135 During a visit to the opera in Cologne, Hamilton observed that the English people in 

attendance were seated together, separated from the German audience by a partition which was 

lifted when the performance began: “In any theatre that is a moment of anticipation, but here it 

was something more; for as the house went dark, so there faded out the division between the two 

races. We were audience; not English, not German, just audience.”136 

Having experienced the brutal reality of war as a nurse working near the frontline, Hamilton was 

interested in the stories Germans told of their own war experience. In her autobiography, she 

recalls her visits to a German bookshop during her time in Cologne in 1919. At this point, 

according to Hamilton, “all English publicists, playwrights, and novelists were warned by their 

publishers, managers and editors that whatever they wrote about, it must not be the war, as the 

public was sick to death of it”. In Germany, however, “the bookshops of Cologne, in 1919, bristled 

with literary products of the war.” Hamilton muses that this might be “a symptom of that German 

thoroughness which we have sometimes been bidden to fear and sometimes to admire; of an 

analytical habit of mind which refuses to suffer misfortune without inquiry into its causes.”137 

Deliberately or not, Hamilton seems to shift any associations her British readers might connect 

with ‘German thoroughness’ away from the battleground and onto the field of intellectual dispute. 

Where other observers might have seen an unhealthy German obsession with their military defeat, 

Hamilton returns to the more positive pre-war stereotype of the studious, inquisitive German.138 

The obsession with war literature in the occupied territories seems to have waned in the post-war 

years, at least according to Henry Penson who recorded that during his visit to the region in 1922, 

“in the bookshops religious literature was very prominent, evangelical as well as catholic, and books 

on philosophy, music and art were evidently much in demand.”139 
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Of the British visitors to the occupation zone discussed in this study, Vera Brittain is the one who 

is best remembered today, thanks to the popular success of her 1933 memoir Testament of Youth, 

which covers the years 1900 – 1925 with a focus on Brittain’s traumatic experiences during the war 

that cost the lives of her brother, her fiancé and several male friends. Interest in Brittain has revived 

with the centenary of the war and a cinema adaptation of Testament of Youth released in 2014.140 The 

surge in interest surrounding the centenary has also led to a first German translation of Brittain’s 

memoir, which was published in 2018.141  

Like Cicely Hamilton, Brittain and her friend and fellow writer Winifred Holtby, who accompanied 

Brittain on her trip to Germany in 1924, had experienced the First World War in France, working 

as an auxiliary nurse. Holtby and Brittain had met at Oxford University in 1919 and bonded over 

their shared war experiences and their writing ambitions. They became lifelong friends and until 

her early death in 1935, Holtby shared a house with Brittain, Brittain’s husband George Catlin and 

their children. During her time as a nurse with the Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD), beginning 

in 1915, Brittain had worked at military hospitals in London, Malta and France. In France she spent 

six weeks in the German ward of a field hospital, tending to severely wounded German soldiers. 

According to Britta Zangen, it was this experience that laid the foundations for Brittain’s lifelong 

pacifism. She later noted in Testament of Youth that wartime propaganda had taught her to fear the 

Germans as monsters who had “crucified Canadians, cut off the hands of babies, and subjected 

pure and stainless females to unmentionable ‘atrocities’.”142 Coming face to face with German 

soldiers helped her to overcome this fear of the German masses and perceive them as individuals 

whom she comforted during what were often the last moments of their lives. In Testament of Youth 

she describes sitting at the bedside of a young German officer and thinking “how ridiculous it was 

that I should be holding this man’s hand in friendship when perhaps, only a week or two earlier, 

Edward [her brother] up at Ypres had been doing his best to kill him”.143 

Both Brittain and Holtby joined the League of Nations Union in 1922144 and began to travel Europe 

on speaking assignments for the League. It was on the return journey from a visit to the League of 

Nation’s Geneva headquarters that they visited Germany in 1924. Holtby had clearly been 

interested in the country for some time before their visit: In January 1922 she wrote to a friend that 

she was studying German daily, despite finding the language difficult and unpleasant.145 Unlike 
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Hamilton who came to Germany with a theatre company and Markham who made the journey 

because of her husband’s professional obligations, Brittain and Holtby came specifically to see the 

effects of the post-war peace settlement and the Allied occupation for themselves.  

In Testament of Youth, Brittain quotes form a diary she kept during her trip to Germany: “I wonder 

how we should like being a conquered people,” she had written at the time. „It makes me miserable 

to be in the midst of a whole population who feel bitterly towards me …War, especially if one is 

the winner, is such bad form. There is a strange lack of dignity in conquest; the dull, uncomplaining 

endurance of defeat appears more worthy of congratulation.”146  

Like Cicely Hamilton, Brittain records encounters with Germans who regard the British visitors 

with suspicion or display resentment, making them uncomfortably aware of their position as 

members of the occupying forces. One such German was the director of the Krupp metal works 

in Essen who had been told to show the visiting English writers around his factory. As Brittain 

recalls, he “quite obviously regarded us with hatred. Here were these inquisitive, officious, 

domineering English again, and this time, what was worse, merely two young women”.147 

Answering to the director´s inquiry if she has been to Germany before, Brittain nervously recounts 

here experience caring for injured German soldiers as a VAT nurse, upon which leads the director’s 

behaviour changes significantly and he who behaves more openly, even friendly towards his 

English guests: The shared personal experience of suffering turns enemies into friends.  

In Testament of Youth Brittain displays a sense of foreboding about a new armed conflict. She puts 

these feelings of uncertain dread in direct relation to a conversation she and Holtby had with a 

young German officer on a train journey from Düsseldorf to Berlin. This young man, according to 

Brittain “seemed quite surprised to learn that England and France had suffered at all, and expressed 

his hatred of the French with a cold cynicism more dreadful than passion. […] ‘One day,’ he 

exclaimed exultantly, ‘we will make war upon them and treat them as they have treated us! I am 

longing for that war!’”148 Brittain recounts this conversation some ten years after it took place and 

adds: „I did not then realise that the menacing future, […] would dedicate its diminishing recourses 

and its keenest scientific brains to developing even more maniacal forms of aerial warfare”.149 

Colin Storer writes of Brittain’s recollections of her visit to Germany that “her abiding view was 

of a resentful and vengeful nation […] a very different view from those who came to regard 

Germany as a modern country of artistic innovation, increased personal freedom, or decadent 
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nightlife.”150 This is, of course, hardly surprising if we take into account that Brittain’s experience 

of Weimar Germany was very brief and limited to the occupied territories and that in Testament of 

Youth Brittain re-visits her experiences in Germany nine years after her journey and in the 

knowledge of the Nazi’s rise to power (Testament of Youth was first published in London by Victor 

Gollancz in late August 1933). The narrative of Germany in this memoir serves a particular 

purpose: to remind the readers of the miseries of war and the post-war era and to promote pacifism 

and European unity. Unlike Cicely Hamilton, who would go on to extensively travel in Germany 

in the late 1920s and early 1930s and would comment on positive aspects of ‘Weimar culture’, 

Brittain did not experience Germany beyond her short stay in the British zone of occupation and 

any hostility and misery she remembered from this visit could in 1933 have easily be incorporated 

into a narrative of Germany as a “resentful and vengeful” nation as this served to explain the rise 

of the Nazi party. However, this is not an entirely apt description for Brittain’s portrayal of 

Germany. Both Brittain and Holtby came away from their journey with the impression that the 

Germans, like the British, were victims of a senseless war and they suspected that the impact of 

defeat and post-war suffering would be felt in Germany for a long time to come. The bitterness in 

Brittain’s report arises not from a negative view of the German people but from the fact that the 

encounter with Germany confirmed her suspicion that the terrible German enemy whom her 

brother and her fiancé had died fighting had, in fact, never existed.  

This realization can be felt in both Brittain’s and Holtby’s descriptions of their first outing after 

arriving in Germany, a visit to Cologne Cathedral for Sunday service. In a letter sent from Germany 

to a friend on October 6th 1924, Winifred Holtby describes the service that had taken place the day 

before:  

It was packed. Nearly every yard of the huge floor was covered with standing people. It 
was a day, cloudy, with sudden bursts of sunlight that came through the delicately tinted 
window – not vermilion and cobalt as in Italy, but mauve and green, and cyclamen colour, 
all subdued and softened. The congregational singing is like a great cry, rising higher and 
higher till it frees itself from the drab-coloured people with stolid, set faces, and rises as 
though of its own motion to the shadowy arches of the roof. There is no triumph in their 
singing, but endurance, sorrow and a great longing. Strange, darkened country. I do not like 
wars, Rosalind. They are so much worse when they are over than when they are in 
progress.151 

 

Holtby’s experience of the church service and her written recollection of it are clearly marked by 

preconceived ideas of the situation of the German people and of the way their war experience has 
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affected them. In order to relate to the people she encountered in Cologne, she automatically drew 

upon her own wartime experience. 

Nine years later, Vera Brittain described the same event in Testament of Youth: 

we stood unobserved beneath the high, pallid windows amid the packed congregation of 
shabby, heavy-eyed men and women, their sunken faces stoically devoid of emotion as they 
sang in harmony with the exquisite music which rolled through the vibrating arches above 
our heads. As I stood in that pale crowd of Germans, all singing, it seemed incredible that 
the world could have been as it was ten years ago; whatever evil was here, I wondered, that 
Edward and Roland had died to destroy? What enemy could there have been whose 
annihilation justified the loss of even one soldier? It was best, after all, that our dead who 
were so much part of us yet were debarred from our knowledge of the post-war world and 
never even realised that we ‘won’, could not come back and see, upon the scarred face of 
Europe, the final consequences of their young pursuit of ‘heroism in the abstract’. How 
futile it had all been, that superhuman gallantry!152 

 

Brittain’s recollection, which features no sunlight or colourful stained-glass windows, is 

incorporated into a narrative which links Brittain’s personal experience of the loss of her brother 

Edward and fiancé Roland to the collective British experience of war, invoked through the phrase 

“our dead”. In the same way that Edward and Roland come to represent the collective identity of 

British men killed on the battlefield, the “sunken faces” of the German churchgoers come to 

represent the “scarred face of Europe” and the British observer is left to contemplate what it means 

to ‘win’ a war that, in Brittain’s opinion, should never have been fought.  

As George Orwell observed in 1943, inter-war accounts reflecting on the futility of British sacrifice 

during the First World War, such as Brittain’s memoir, seldom address the question what would 

have happened if the Germans had been victorious. The optimistic idea that all warfare could and 

should be avoided in future was much better served by a narrative that focused on the German’s 

position as victims of an unnecessary war and an unjust peace settlement.  

As can be seen from the examples quoted above, the impressions of British visitors to the Allied 

occupation zones differed both in their assessment of the nature and behaviour of the German 

people and in the question of how Germany should be treated. While Sir Henry Penson and Violet 

Markham stressed the friendly indifference with which they were treated by the German civilian 

population, Cicely Hamilton and Vera Brittain in their retrospective accounts (based on notes that 

they had taken during their visits) describe how they appeased German bitterness towards the 

British with material gifts and tales of shared war suffering, respectively. While very early visitors 

such as Cicely Hamilton did not dwell on the differences between the British and French zones of 
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occupation, from about 1922 onwards most British reports from the occupation zone contain a 

veiled or direct attack against the French treatment of German civilian, the presence of French 

colonial troops and especially French support of German separatist movements.  

What can be concluded from early reports from the occupation zones is that in the first years after 

the war, the Weimar Republic was an object of British hopes and fears regarding future peace in 

Europe. The occupied territories and the Germans living in them were eyed nervously, and while 

most visitors quickly came to realise that the Germans they encountered were very different from 

the ‘Hun’ they had come to fear during the war, there was a lot of uncertainty regarding the German 

character. This uncertainty usually led to sweeping generalisations – from Cicely Hamilton’s 

observations on German intellectual thoroughness to Violet Markham’s charge that Germans, as 

a rule, were ‘stupid’. In these early reports explorations of the German character are always linked 

to the question how the Germans should be treated by the Allies and, in contrast to later attitudes 

towards Germany, there is no suggestion whatsoever that the young Weimar Republic had any 

cultural or political innovations to offer to the British visitor. In fact, Germany’s first parliamentary 

democracy only appears to be of interest to British observers insofar as Germany’s reactions to the 

post-war settlement are concerned.  

Overall, Germany serves as something of a blank canvas, onto which British attitudes towards the 

recent war experience are projected. The image of ‘the Germans’ shifts according to the author’s 

experiences before and during the war and his or her attitude towards future Anglo-German 

relations. As can be seen in the retrospective account of Vera Brittain’s visit to the occupation 

zone, narratives of personal encounters with post-war Germany could be made to serve specific 

political purposes, both during the time of the occupation and when recalled a decade later.  

 

I.3. Geoffrey Moss’ Weimar Fiction  
 

The British writers who visited Germany shortly after the war seldom wrote fictionalised accounts 

of what they had seen there. More commonly, these early encounters with Germany were recorded 

in newspaper articles and travel writing such as Markham’s A Woman’s Watch on the Rhine or they 

were revived after the end of the Weimar Republic, usually in autobiographical accounts such as 

Cicely Hamilton’s Life Errant (1935) and Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth (1933). In such 

retrospective accounts, the personal encounter with Germany is presented in the context of both 

the experience of the First World War and an awareness of the looming danger of a new armed 

conflict with Germany.  
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Among the few examples of fictional texts based on the personal experience of post-war Germany 

is an unpublished short story by Winifred Holtby, examined by Colin Storer in his study Britain and 

the Weimar Republic. As Storer points out, Holtby’s story is remarkable because it told from the 

perspective of a German character, a little boy called Paul, and features German and French 

characters, without however vilifying the French in the same way that most British reports of the 

occupation do: 

Paul […] has been evacuated from his home by the French authorities and misses the family 
cow. He fears that she has been killed or otherwise mistreated by the occupiers, so he runs 
away and makes his way back to the family farm at Büdheim, where he finds the animal 
safe and well in the barn. When discovered by the French couple who now live on the farm, 
he explains to them that he is there because he feared for the safety of the cow. The couple 
understand ‘more deeply than the clash of language fundamentally the loyalty of the men 
who live by the soil to the beasts who serve them’ and send him back to his mother with ‘a 
certificate of safety of dottschen [sic!], the Cow. It was a peace-treaty, between two peoples 
of the soil.’153  

 

As Storer explains, the sympathetic behaviour of the French couple presents a marked contrast to 

other British representations of the occupation and corresponds to the unusually positive 

impression of the ‘prosperous’ French zone of occupation recorded by Winifred Holtby in a letter 

to a friend.154  

Similar to Holtby’s story (but not mentioned in Storer’s study), James Stern’s155 short story Our 

Father, first published in the London Mercury in 1936, looks at post-war Germany through the eyes 

of a German child. It is set at an unspecified time shortly after the First World War and is told 

from the perspective of a young boy whose mother begins a relationship with her missing 

husband’s best friend who has returned from the war as an invalid. Just when the narrator and his 

brother begin to accept the friend, referred to as ‘the Major’, as a replacement for their missing 

father, the real father unexpectedly returns. The story focusses on the emotional impact of the war 
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on the children, the mother (whose reactions are observed through the child narrator’s eyes) and 

the invalided ‘Major’, thereby framing the impact of war as a universal human experience. While 

the protagonists are marked as German by their names (the narrator’s brother is called Hans), 

appearance (the mother is tall and blonde) and minor details (the boys play with a model ship called 

the Stuttgart), the intrusion of war into a world of childhood innocence is not presented as a 

specifically German experience. Stern himself did not experience Germany in the years immediately 

after the war but moved to Frankfurt in 1927. Stern was a friend to several other literary visitors to 

the Weimar Republic, including W.H. Auden, Christopher Isherwood, Samuel Beckett and Brian 

Howard to whom he dedicated a 1938 collection of short stories which includes Our Father.156 While 

his ‘Weimar experience’ did not include the immediate post-war years, Our Father shows an interest 

in the effect the war had on Germans of his own generation. Stern was born in 1904, making the 

war and its aftermath part of his childhood memories.  

The only known British writer whose experience of the first years of the Weimar Republic resulted 

in published fiction is Geoffrey Moss who, after having travelled the country in the early 1920s, 

wrote a number of short stories set in Germany and later revisited the subject in his 1933 novel I 

Face the Stars. Although he seems to have enjoyed some popularity in the 1920s and 1930s, Moss’ 

works are today forgotten and long out of print. Storer briefly discusses Moss’ fiction as an example 

of British post-war narratives of German victimhood but does not elaborate on the ways in which, 

while thematically similar to the depiction of Germany in some non-fictional accounts of British 

visits to the occupied Rhineland, Moss fiction adds a different dimension to the British ‘Weimar 

experience’ of the first years after the war, providing a more intimate view of German suffering by 

letting the reader observe the thoughts and feelings of German characters. Furthermore, Moss’ 

fiction deliberately employs positive pre-war German stereotypes and creates a collection of 

recognizable types – characters that are presented as German but that have a familiar British 

equivalent, making their struggles more relatable to a British readership.   

In contrast to the other authors discussed in this study, most of whom have left behind extensive 

autobiographical accounts of their lives, little is known about Moss and the details of his ‘Weimar 

experience’. Born in 1886 as the son of an army officer and educated at Sandhurst, Moss served 

with the Grenadier Guards from 1905 and during the First World War commanded a battalion of 

the Gordon Highlanders. In 1919, having reached the rank of major, he retired from military 

service in order to dedicate himself to writing.157 In the early years of his post-military life, Moss 
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travelled through Europe and spent some months in Germany in 1923.158 In the same year, his first 

novel was published. Sweet Pepper, a romance set in Austria in the aftermath of the war that became 

a bestseller. In 1924, Moss followed up with Defeat, his collection of short stories set in Germany. 

Three of his six stories are concerned with the occupation of the Rhineland and Ruhr, while the 

other three are set in Berlin. 

Some scholars of the Spanish Civil War have shown an interest in Moss’ account of the siege of 

Alcazar (The Epic of Alcazar, 1937) but only recently has his fiction set in Germany been unearthed 

as a subject of interest by Colin Storer (Britain and the Weimar Republic, 2010) and Ann-Marie 

Einhaus’ The Short Story and the First World War (2013).159  As we will see, Moss’ take on Germany 

suggests sympathies for right-wing conservatives and Germany’s upper-classes and a profound 

aversion to communists, anarchists and left-wing politics in general. This political position is also 

reflected in his account of the Spanish Civil War. The Epic of Alcazar is based on three months of 

research and interviews Moss conducted with survivors of the siege leaves little doubt about his 

support of Franco’s fascist forces whom he hails as heroes while referring to the Republican army 

as ‘the enemy’.160 Nevertheless, as Christopher Othen points out, Moss’ support for Franco must 

not be equated with support for Nazi Germany, and while Moss “came close to propaganda” with 

his account of the siege of Alcazar, he later wrote “an unambiguously anti-Nazi work” in Standing 

Up to Hitler (1939), a non-fiction account of his travels through Hungary and the region then known 

as Ruthenia on the eve of the Second World War.161 

As he reveals in the introduction to the 1925 edition of Defeat, Moss’ literary treatment of post-war 

Germany was inspired by an article he read in The Times about a German policeman being beaten 

to death by ‘twenty French Cavalrymen led by a dozen men of the “Reinwehr”[sic]’in Düsseldorf162 

on the 30th of September 1923. The Rheinwehr was one of many small paramilitary units that 

supported the separatist movement in the French zone of occupation which in October 1923 
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briefly declared an independent Rheinische Republik. The republic was briefly recognized by the 

French president of the High Commission Paul Tirard before French support for Rheinisch 

separatism had to be withdrawn in the face of protests from the German and British governments.  

Moss states in the introduction to Defeat that when he read about the incident, he was in Berlin 

“overseeing the work on a little sailing yacht which was being built for him on the lakes which 

fringe the city.”163 Gripped by the Times story, Moss felt the need to write a fictional version of the 

incident. In doing so, he saw himself engaging in a proud tradition of influencing real-life politics 

through the literary imagination: 

The reader knows his Maupassant, his Daudet, and he may have reflected on the 
extraordinary and enduring influence of their stories, of the Franco-Prussian war and its 
consequences, upon the minds of the following generations. Those who read Daudet’s “La 
Derniere Classe” took the pathetic story of the old Alsatian schoolmaster giving his last 
lesson in French, as unshatterable fact. And for them the Alsace remained eternally a 
French province, wrested from France by Prussian greed. And, when the War of 1914 
came, few on the Allied side questioned this view.164  

 

To Moss, post-war Germany presented the chance to have a similar impact. Writing about himself 

in the third person, he states in the introduction: “He would write the tale of the murdered Green 

Policeman: he would do for a vanquished, disowned and outraged Germany what Daudet had done 

for France.”165 In other words, Moss recognized that fiction, by creating characters that appear to 

embody something essential about a nation, is able to simplify political messages and appeal to the 

emotions of the readership in ways that non-fictional reports never could,  while at the same time 

giving the reader the impression that what they are presented with is “unshatterable fact”, since the 

fiction is set in a context that is familiar to the reader from newspaper reports and written by an 

author who stresses his personal knowledge of the situation in Germany, not only in the 

introduction to the stories but also through the positioning of his narrator. 

In Moss’ description of how he came to be preoccupied with German politics, there is a clear sense 

of personal responsibility mixed with a nose for literary opportunity. His intention seems to have 

been not only to shed light on the reality of life in Germany but to distil the complicated political 

situation into simple images of human endurance, similar to Daudet’s schoolmaster in the story La 

Derniere Classe, which is set in the early 1870s. This suggests that Moss did not only perceive the 

situation in the Rhineland as one that should be written about but, specifically, as one that was just 

waiting to be turned into gripping fiction. Like Daudet’s fictional schoolmaster, who symbolizes 
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the quiet dignity of ordinary French citizens’ resistance against Prussian rule, Moss set out to create 

fictional characters to represent the German post-war spirit. In all six stories contained in Defeat, 

(the collection alternately presents a Berlin story and a story set in the Rhineland), Moss’ German 

characters share the same fate: All of them have lost their previous status and are struggling to 

retain their dignity in the post-war world.  

The aim of Moss’ narrative is to create sympathies for the Germans and fire up resentments against 

the Allied post-war politics, particularly against the French, as well as against the leadership of the 

young Weimar Republic. The author’s sympathies lie not with the current German government but 

with the old elites who have been disenfranchised by war and the newly formed republic. One 

admirer of Moss’ stories was the British diplomat and writer Harold Nicolson, who wrote a 

foreword to a 1932 edition of Defeat in which he credits Moss with giving him insight into the 

political situation in Germany: “We should endeavour to recollect the degree of suffering imposed 

upon the German nation between 1914 and 1925 […] and we should feel impressed and stimulated 

by the quality of human endurance which, under such terrible provocation, the German nation 

displayed.”166 Nicolson picks up on the insights Moss gives into the emotions of his fictional 

German characters and presents these as a true reflection of the emotional toll the war took on the 

German people. He adds that “[b]ooks like Major Moss’ ‘Defeat’, books like Ernst von Salomon’s 

‘Die Geächteten’, help to remind us of these tragedies and to awake our pity and our terror.”167 Die 

Geächteten is the 1930 memoir by the far-right Freikorps member Ernst von Salomon, who in the 

1920s served a prison sentence for his involvement in several political murders, including that of 

the liberal politician and German Foreign Secretary Walther Rathenau in 1922. By comparing Moss’ 

fiction to Die Geächteten, Nicolson seems to suggest both that Moss’ fiction presents a similarly 

authoritative voice on German matters as an account of the post-war years written by a German, 

and that the highly reactionary and that British readers should regard the anti-democratic stance 

that is displayed by both Moss and von Salmon as a justified position.  

In 1927, three years after Moss’ stories were first published, Nicolson himself set off for Germany 

after having received a call to the British embassy in Berlin. In 1929, after his time in Berlin had 

come to an end, Nicolson reflected in his diary: “I was able to perfect my knowledge of the German 

character: in other words, to make quite certain that I did not understand them in the least.”168 It 

is no surprise, perhaps, that Nicolson, confused by the reality of life in Germany, endorsed the 

1932 re-print of Moss’ stories, since the vision of Germany that Moss presents is a pleasingly simple 
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one in which the destabilization of the old power elites through the war and the 1918 revolution 

has triggered a steady process of moral decline.   

Several of Moss’ stories feature Germans from old upper-class families with a strong tradition of 

military service, a sense of duty, patriotism and a nostalgic longing for the glory days of pre-war 

Europe - values with which Moss, and presumably also Nicolson, could identify. The title story 

Defeat makes this connection to British conservative values explicit in the friendship between the 

British narrator and his German friend, a Graf (Count) von Koekritz who hails from an “ancient” 

German family. Their friendship was established in pre-war days, and they are bonded by similar 

upper-class backgrounds and a shared history of military service. Like the author himself, both his 

narrator and Graf Koekritz are retired officers who fought the same war, albeit on different sides, 

and whose friendship has not been tainted by the experience. As in Moss’ later novel I Face the 

Stars, in which this set-up is repeated, class trumps nationality: the English gentleman and the 

German gentleman share the same set of values and the same enemies. Germans like Koekritz, 

Moss seems to say, have fought the war with just as much conviction and bravery as their British 

counterparts. Since then, however the Germans have fallen victim to an unjust peace settlement 

which not only brought poverty and the humiliation of being ruled by foreign troops but also 

destroyed German family structures and century-old traditional ways of life and left German society 

vulnerable to corrupting ‘international’ influences and revolutionary uprisings from the left.  In the 

conversations between the British narrator and his German friend, Defeat explicitly points out 

similarities between the German and British character, in contrast to the French who are perceived 

as an alien race of utterly different temperament.  

At the end of the story, the British narrator has to witness his German friend being brutally beaten 

to death by German separatists supported by French troops in a scene that echoes the story about 

the murder of the German policeman Moss read in The Times. Koekritz dies a tragic and 

unnecessary death which is being nonetheless presented as an act of heroism, leaving the noble 

German “at last beyond defeat.”169  

In the short story The Souvenir Moss adopts a French perspective on the situation in the occupied 

German territory. His narrator, a French officer in Germany, spends an evening with a French 

lieutenant who was until recently stationed in the occupied Ruhr territory. The lieutenant reveals 

to the narrator a golden matchbox that he took as a “souvenir” from a German. He tells the 

narrator how he arrested and killed the former owner of the matchbox, Count Plenivitz of 

Pomerania, a former officer and member of the German nobility.  The following day the French 
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lieutenant leaves on a train but, as the narrator later learns, he mysteriously vanishes from his 

compartment in the middle of the night and is later found on the tracks with a broken neck. When 

the body is examined, no sign of a struggle can be found, and the only thing missing from the 

lieutenant’s possessions is the golden matchbox. The story contrasts the brashness and 

incompetence of the French lieutenant and his men, who taunt, threaten and eventually accidentally 

shoot their German prisoner, with the quiet dignity of the captured German nobleman who refuses 

to give his captors any information about German resistance activities. Moss paints an impressive 

picture of this resistance movement: quiet but deadly the German fighters move to revenge their 

comrade’s death. The body of the French lieutenant is found with all his belongings, including a 

large sum of money, still in his pocket. Only the matchbox, symbol of the unjustified violence 

against civilians, has been taken. The Germans of this story resort to violence not out of greed but 

because their honour and tradition are under threat. The matchbox itself – made of gold and 

engraved with the crest of the Plenivitz family – symbolises the former wealth and status of 

Germany’s aristocratic military elite whose power is crumbling in the new democratic system and 

for whom the presence of the occupying armies is a constant source of humiliation. 

In the third story, entitled Moi, Je Suis Francais, Moss takes up an issue that, as mentioned above, 

concerned not just Germans but also a number of British intellectuals at the time: The deployment 

of French colonial troops to the occupied German territory. In a more subtle form, the fear of the 

‘uncivilized’ African is also present in Moss’ story. It is told from the perspective of a French soldier 

from the African colonies called M’Poo. Unlike the portrayal of the African troops in non-fictional 

accounts, M’Poo is portrayed not as a savage and potential rapist but rather as a simple-minded 

individual with a childlike pride in his status as a Frenchman. M’Poo unquestioningly accepts 

everything he is told by his superiors, including the notion that Germans are inferior to the French 

and not to be trusted. Out of a misguided sense of duty he eventually kills the German electrician 

he is supposed to supervise and unwittingly sabotages his own troops’ power supply. The elderly 

electrician is portrayed as the embodiment of German studiousness and skilfulness – qualities that 

the French around him are lacking. They are the victorious nation, and yet they are unable to 

effectively rule over the country without the cooperation of the Germans.  

A reviewer for The Spectator remarked about Moss’ stories: “Psychologically, several of them are 

spun on the same theme—that of a woman in dire straits being driven to sell herself.”170  One such 

story is Lottchen of the Nacht-Lokal, which takes on the theme of prostitution in post-war Berlin. The 

British narrator tells the reader about Lottchen, a young German woman he met in a Berlin bar 

and relays Lottchen’s story of how she ended up in such an unsavoury place: Having grown up in 
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the countryside Lottchen is sent to Berlin to earn money for her struggling family. She ends up as 

an underpaid office worker whose wages are further diminished by Germany’s rampant inflation. 

Lottchen is portrayed as childlike and naïve. She longs for a decent dress and enough money to 

spend Christmas with her family, but she is not able to win the battle against the scarcity of 

employment opportunities and inflation and eventually turns to prostitution due to a combination 

of economic necessity and pressure from a suitor. Again, the reader learns that post-war economic 

conditions have destroyed the German nuclear family and long-held traditions and have forced 

young women to leave the protective realm of the family in order to enter the urban space of Berlin 

and a work environment which holds a multitude of dangers. Lottchen is not an emancipated ‘new 

woman’ of the modern age but a tragic victim of the post-war economic crisis.  

This message is repeated in the story Isn’t Life Wonderful in which a formerly middle-class family is 

reduced to poverty after having to flee their hometown. As the family gathers around the dinner 

table in a house on the outskirts of Berlin to eat a sparse meal, their conversations reveal their 

precarious living situation. The father has lost his professorship because his university is now in 

Polish territory. His eldest son Hans is working in a shipyard, the middle son Theodore is dreaming 

of an academic career but must support himself throughout his studies by working in a ‘Nacht-

Lokal’ where he serves expensive meat to American visitors while his family lives on the brink of 

starvation. The youngest son is still in school but has fallen in with a bad crowd and is exposed to 

the children of “low people”.  “To think that the boy’s father [was] a professor and his grandfather 

was a general!”, laments his grandmother as she urges her son, the former professor, to take better 

care of his youngest child. “We have to live like workpeople now, but you might have pride enough 

to keep our family as decent as they are, and honest, at least.”171 The former professor, however, 

is resigned to his fate: “It’s the same with our entire class. We’re finished. Our civilization and our 

culture are finished. We’re in a state the most destitute weren’t in before, and we lack the requisite 

knowledge that the poor have. We haven’t their psychology.”172 It is the middle-classes, Moss 

suggests, who are hit hardest by the post-war economic crisis. This is made explicit in a scene in 

which the eldest son Hans and his fiancé Inga, who are desperately trying to save enough money 

to be able to afford to marry and live in a house of their own, are robbed by a mob of hungry 

workers. The struggle to adapt to the new conditions puts a strain on family relations and opens 

rifts between the older generation and their children and grandchildren. (This is, again, a theme 

which Moss takes up in more detail in the novel 1933 novel I Face the Stars.)  The main message of 

the story, however, is that of noble German resilience in the face of adversary. “Isn’t life 
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wonderful?”, the young couple Hans and Inga keep asking each other, even in the face of existential 

threats.  

While the German characters in the other stories are victims of the post-war conditions, The Wrong 

Receipt introduces a German who profited from the economic turmoil of the post-war era: Berlin 

businessman and film producer Jacob Löwenstein. Löwenstein has acquired great wealth through 

various business ventures and married a beautiful young dancer named Freya. When Freya meets 

the dashing young Graf Otto von Waldeck, an impoverished nobleman, the two begin an affair 

behind Löwenstein’s back. Löwenstein’s Jewishness is never made explicit in the story, but there 

are good reasons to assume that Moss meant this character to be read as Jewish. Not only was 

Löwenstein a very common name among the German Jewry, but the character is imbued with all 

the stereotypical characteristics of the ‘international’ Jewish businessman. He has made money 

during the war by speculating on food and in the young republic he has found a myriad of new 

business opportunities: “Films were by no means the producer’s only interest. He controlled a 

steamship company, some coalmines, two daily papers”. We also learn that Löwenstein “had never 

been a victim of those racial passions which have played such havoc with Europe. Indeed, he had 

always been ready to do business with anyone, if the terms had been suitable. And after the war his 

ventures benefitted several countries beside his own.”173 Löwenstein’s lack of “racial passions” is 

not portrayed as a positive trait. He is German but places his business interest above any notions 

of patriotism.  

The reader is asked to sympathize with Graf Waldeck who, because of his “good looks, nice 

manners, […] fine pedigree”174 is the man who deserves to be with Freya. The war (in which he 

fought bravely and sustained a limp) and the post-war economic crisis have erased Waldeck’s family 

fortune. In Isn’t Life Wonderful poverty prevents Hans and Inga from setting up house together. 

Similarly, in The Wrong Receipt, the love story between two Germans of good ‘pedigree’ is 

complicated by the post-war economic conditions. Like Waldeck, Freya is a victim of economic 

circumstances: Her impoverished mother put her on the cabaret stage when she was a little girl, 

and while dancing in nightclubs as a young woman she caught the eye of Löwenstein. Her mother 

encouraged the marriage, and both mother and daughter are now financially dependent on 

Löwenstein. The message that this story conveys is that Germany’s post-war economic turmoil has 

thrown society off balance and has allowed for the ascend of materialistic and unpatriotic 

individuals like Löwenstein into positions of power which rightfully belong to people like Graf 

Waldeck who is cultured, charming, handsome and of “good pedigree”. There is a happy end for 

                                                            
173 Ibid., 92. 
174 Ibid., 101. 



 60 

the lovers when Freya’s mother dies and Freya, freed from familiar obligations, decides to leave 

Löwenstein and marry Waldeck. They live happily with little money, while Löwenstein continues 

his destructive amassing of fortunes: 

He is one of those who, while profiting by its calamities, have bankrupted his country and 
have cheated its creditors: who have ruined every class except their own: who have paid 
starvation wages and sold their merchandise for its world price: who have invested in 
proceeds out of reach: who are save from the Government which they control.175 

 

The image of the Jewish profiteer who puts his own interest first and feels no loyalty towards his 

country and who uses his power to coerce beautiful young women into becoming his mistresses 

was to become an important element of the Nazi party’s anti-Jewish propaganda and is already 

fully formed in Moss’ portrayal of Löwenstein.  

The structure of Moss’ short stories is highly conventional. Apart from Isn’t Life Wonderful, which 

could be described as a slice-of-life narrative which consists predominantly of conversations 

between the family members, each story has a clearly defined narrative arc and closes on a moral 

message. In most of the stories, Moss employs a narrative technique that provides the reader with 

insights into his German characters innermost thoughts and feelings while at the same time creating 

the impression that the events, he is relaying are based on verified eye-witness accounts.  Defeat 

features a clearly identified British narrator, a friend of the German family who has been asked by 

the sister of Graf Koekritz to tell the story of the death of her brother and who, as he explicitly 

tells the reader, is qualified to faithfully portray the fate of the family because of his long-standing 

connection to Graf Koekritz. The story is told from the perspective of the narrator, who witnesses 

everything first-hand. (“I saw Koekritz spin round suddenly and throw himself furiously upon one 

of his assailants.”176) Lottchen of the Nachtlokal and The Wrong Receipt both feature a narrator who, 

while not identified as foreign or British, is clearly a visitor to Berlin. In both stories Moss uses this 

narrator to introduce his main characters. In Lottchen of the Nachtlokal, he meets Lottchen in a Berlin 

bar (“[…] when I first saw her, she was seated at the end of the dim room, discreet behind her 

table and cigarette smoke.”177) She begins to tell her life story, at which point the narrative shifts 

the third-person and the reader follows Lottchen through her the unhappy experiences that 

brought her to the Nachtlokal, occasionally entering her thoughts (“A sense of infinite loneliness 

came to her. There was no one here in Berlin who …But there was no good making the worst of 

things”.178) Only in the very last sentence of the story does the original narrator appear again to 
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remind the reader that the story is based on a ‘true’ account: “That was what Lottchen told me at 

the Nacht-Lokal.”179  

Similarly, in The Wrong Receipt, the love affair between Freya and Graf Waldeck, too, is witnessed 

by a narrator who is visiting Berlin, but here the narrator is further removed from the action. The 

story is not related to him by the main characters but by mutual acquaintances in Berlin. He knows 

of Löwenstein’s reputation as a “rubbish pig” (presumably a direct translation of the German word 

‘Dreckschwein’) and he observes Freya and her husband from afar at the Adlon hotel. Again, the 

narrative perspective is not limited to what this outside observer is able to witness. As is the case 

in Lottchen of the Nacht-Lokal, after a short exposition that establishes the existence of an eye-witness 

to the story that is about to be told, the narrative shifts to a mixture of an omniscient narrative 

perspective through which the reader is able to observe Freya and Waldeck on secret dates and 

enter the house Freya shares with Löwenstein (a perspective which is clearly not realistically 

available to the first-person narrator who appears at the beginning of the narrative), and multiple 

internal focalizations, through which the reader observes the thoughts and emotions of several 

German characters. As in Defeat and Lottchen of the Nacht-Lokal, the primary function of the 

intermittently appearing first-person narrator-visitor is to create the impression that Moss’ stories 

are not completely fictitious but rather slightly embellished eyewitness reports of real events. The 

fact that The Souvenir is told from the perspective of a Frenchman, rather than a British observer, 

only enhances the message of the superiority of the German resistance, as even the French narrator 

is left baffled and impressed by the revenge killing. “Voici le conte. Here is the story”, begins the 

narrative. “One offers no explanation. It is very possible that if one knew more there would remain 

nothing mysterious in the affair.”180 This exposition is reminiscent of a murder-mystery-story: The 

reader is addressed by a French narrator who announces that he is about to relay a mysterious tale 

and hints that there might be something that he, the narrator is missing about the mystery of the 

French lieutenant who is murdered in a secured train compartment, something that the readers 

might be able to guess for themselves.  

The reviewer for the Spectator (whose name is not given) professed slight disappointment with the 

literary quality of Moss’ short stories which he felt lacked the quality of his first work Sweet Pepper 

(“as a novel, it was good, as a first novel it was extraordinary”). However, the reviewer recognises 

that in the case of Moss second publication, the “chief purpose (and, as a matter of fact, a very 

laudable one) is didactic.” The stories, the reviewer writes, “are intended to give (and do give) a 

very vivid picture of the state of affairs in that whole region”.  The reviewer also stresses that Moss’ 
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accounts of the state of affairs in Germany are “far more easily assimilated by the imagination than 

any number of reports of Committees on Atrocities” and finds that “the moral is inserted so deftly, 

with so little emphasis, as to make them palatable as well as medicinal.”181 Impressed with the 

message of the stories but unhappy with the literary execution, the review concludes that it will be 

up to Moss’ next literary attempt to prove whether the author has decided “to become a 

propagandist, a fiction-merchant, or an artist”. 

Despite Moss’ own doubts about their marketability, the stories enjoyed success both in Britain 

and the United States.182 In 1926, two years after the publication of the first English edition, a 

German translation was published in Berlin. In his introduction the translator E. J. Devaux explains 

how during his stay in Germany Moss was astonished to see that most of what he had learned 

about Germany and the Germans back home in England had been false and how his “profound 

sense of justice” (ausgeprägter Gerechtigkeitssinn) led him to do his best to counter “the false 

opinions which are widespread in the countries of the former enemies” (die in den früher 

feindlichen Ländern verbreiteten falschen Anschauungen). Devaux also claims that a growing 

longing in Britain and America to learn the truth about Germany, as well as Moss’ proficiency as a 

writer, meant that in Britain and America Defeat was sold in numbers that were almost 

unprecedented for the short story genre.183 While it is unclear if the commercial success was as 

great as Devaux claims, in the introduction to the 1932 edition of Defeat Moss alludes to a certain 

disappointment with the critical reception of the stories. The introduction suggests that by 1932 

Moss was beginning to suspect that his stories would not be able to stand the test of time in the 

way that the works of Maupassant or Daudet had done and that despite his early success as a 

novelist he would struggle to establish himself in his preferred genre, the short-story: “Alas, in real 

life things like that do not happen. We are not all Chekhovs or Gorkis by wishing it; or, if we are, 

the fact is not as a rule quickly recognized.”184  

While Moss’ critical reputation would never come to rival that of Chekhov or Gorki, his stories are 

nevertheless an important document of Anglo-German relations in the post-war period and more 

specifically of the emergence of the Weimar Republic as a setting for fiction. Here was a nation 

which had gone from feared enemy to being humiliated in defeat, a nation whose people had 

suffered through the same war and whose society had been put through a similar turmoil as Britain 

had. However, the Germans had to deal not only with the economic after-effects of the war but 
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also with an unstable democracy forged in revolution, the end of the monarchy and the rapid loss 

of power of the former elites, as well as the ‘corrupting’ influence of foreign occupation. While 

non-fiction accounts of the period are concerned with delivering facts about the economic and 

political condition in Germany and elicit the appropriate political response from the British 

government, Moss fiction does not suggest a strategy to deal with Germany or contemplate the 

question of war guilt. Instead, he focuses on the human condition and asks his readers to identify 

with his German characters, who are not much different from the British, to see the Germans as 

small-scale heroes – ordinary people who carry the burden of defeat with dignity. 

Moss’ stories left a lasting impression on at least one young British reader who devoured them in 

the early months of 1924. This reader was the future novelist Graham Greene, then a 19-year-old 

student at Oxford University. Greene already had some knowledge of life in Germany through his 

older brother Raymond who had spent the summer of 1923 in Bavaria as an English tutor.185 

Gripped by the injustices against the Germans portrayed in Moss’ stories and the tales of brave 

resistance fighters, Greene and his university friend, the future Times journalist and foreign 

correspondent Claud Cockburn, decided to see the situation in Germany for themselves. In hopes 

of procuring some money for their journey, Greene contacted the German embassy. As he recalled 

in a letter to his mother, he “described pro-French feeling in Oxford, & offered to write a series of 

articles in the University papers, if they would put me up in the Ruhr.”186 To his surprise, Greene 

was contacted by a member of the German secret service, Count Albrecht von Bernstorff, who 

was working for the German embassy in London and who would later become an opponent of the 

Nazi regime who helped smuggle German Jews out of the country and as a consequence was 

arrested, tortured and murdered by the Gestapo in April 1945. During a covert meeting at a musical 

comedy performance in London, von Bernstorff provided Greene and Cockburn with twenty-five 

pounds to finance their trip to Germany.187 Thus Greene, the future author of spy thrillers, was 

introduced to the world of espionage. Together with Greene’s cousin, who spoke German and was 

brought along as a translator, Greene and Cockburn visited Cologne, Essen, Bonn Trier and Mainz 

in the spring of 1924. When they came to Bonn, the young men, according to Cockburn, “followed 

a Senegalese soldier in the hope of witnessing a rape”, having had their imaginations stoked by 

British reporting on alleged crimes committed by French colonial troops. 188 

According to Greene’s biographer, the German adventure nearly set the young man up for a career 

as a secret agent working for the Germans: 
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For some months after his German trip, Greene was certainly preparing himself to become 
a secret agent, his intention being to return to the French zone of Germany, get in touch 
with the Separatist leaders and try to obtain information about their plan for the future. 
[…] Count von Bernstorff and the Berlin Foreign Office obviously had him marked out as 
a possible recruit and kept in touch with him […].189 

 

However, with the formulation of the Dawes plan in 1924,190 the tensions in the Ruhr eased, and 

before Greene had a chance to act on his plans, his services were no longer required. Greene’s 

travel companion Claud Cockburn would later return to Germany as a foreign correspondent for 

The Times and, as mentioned above, during his time in Berlin in the early 1930s he would cross 

paths with several other British literary visitors, including Christopher Isherwood.  

Between the publication of Defeat and the 1933 novel I Face the Stars (see Chapter III.2), Geoffrey 

Moss took up the subject of Germany again in the 1928 short story The Three Cousins. While 

published later, it is set around the same time as the stories in Defeat, in the early 1920s. Similar to 

the short stories in Defeat Moss uses a family constellation to illustrate the lingering effects of the 

war on Anglo-German relations. The Three Cousins features three men, a Dane named Andorsen 

and his two cousins whom he invites to join him for a cruise on his yacht. His paternal cousin 

Wade is an Englishman, his maternal cousin Greifswald is German. Andorsen has not seen his 

cousins since before the war, and Wade and Greifswald have never met. Both cousins are officers 

who served their respective countries in the war and now find themselves stuck in a confined space 

with the former enemy and Andorsen as the neutral observer. In this highly artificial narrative set-

up Moss again tells of an Anglo-German post-war encounter between two men who share a similar 

background and career. The boat runs into trouble on the sea and in a heavy-handed metaphor for 

the troubled European relations the three men must navigate the choppy waters off the German 

coast together. Wade and Greifswald are forced to spend a dramatic night on deck battling the 

elements together. 

While the set-up in some respects closely resembles that of Defeat (and later I Face the Stars), the 

roles of the two officers are reversed. While ‘Defeat’ and I Face the Stars see the German character 

struggling with his loss of status in the post-war era, in ‘The Three Cousins’ it is the Englishman 

who finds it difficult to overcome the experience of war and his antipathy towards the German: 

“Greifswald remembered the war professionally, Wade nationally – even personally: and there was 
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no reconciling the two points of view.”191 Greifswald admires Wade and has “not the slightest 

feeling of resentment towards him”, while the Englishman feels a “racial dislike” for Greifswald.192  

Wade is described through the eyes of the German:  

Greifswald watched him admiringly. How calm and assured he was. He knew what to do: 
he did it quietly, efficiently, without a vestige of self-consciousness. Sport! Training … that 
was what produced it. One had seen them in other and very different circumstances. They 
were like that the English! Wonderful! Matters theoretical they disdained: they did not 
theorise, ponder or prepare, and yet in some way or other they were prepared – had been, 
even then. If only they had the industry, the … He became lost in a maze of speculation.193  

 

Moss offers the English reader a view of the Englishman through German eyes, a view that 

enhances English qualities of restraint and calm, a view full of admiration and without resentment. 

He contrasts this with a view of the German through the eyes of the Englishman. Greifswald does 

not match the image of Germans that has formed in Wade’s mind under the influence of war-time 

propaganda: “He hadn’t got the bull-neck, the crafty little pig-eyes, the square head, the loose, 

brutal lips. He was thinner, with grey, rather watery eyes, a narrow chin. One couldn’t say he was 

aggressive, not in the least”.194 In his portrayal of Greifswald through the eyes of Wade, Moss refers 

back to the pre-war stereotype of the Germans as being impractical and overly theoretical but 

essentially harmless. 

By battling the storm with him all night, Greifswald eventually earns Wade’s respect and even 

admiration. When the German goes overboard, the Englishman risks his life to rescue him. But 

Wade’s rescue of Greifswald does not inspire more admiration in the German, on the contrary: 

While Wade becomes genuinely fond of Greifswald, the German feels condescended to and begins 

to retreat into nationalistic antagonism: 

For that Englishman I am only something he saved from drowning […]. For him I am like 
a lost dog one has taken home. One is not by first instinct brave as he is, but ... but … Yes, 
…when one remembered the traditions which one loved and the race from which one 
came, it was possible to do most things which the Englishman would.195 

 

While the German was able to forgive Wade’s initial coldness toward him and respect, even admire 

him, as soon as he is made to rely on Wade’s help, Greifswald’s resentment rises, and his patriotic 
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feelings deepen. As he disembarks from the boat, Moss provides the reader with another insight 

into the German’s mind:  

About him was the forest which was his home: his; the little part of the earth to him sacred. 
The Englishman had come there, had looked around him, had seen its loneliness, its poor 
soil, its sandy tracks … and had pitied him. And that was the man to whom he owned his 
life! Better … far better to have … He checked himself. No! … No! That wasn’t true … 
Only pride. Pride! Pride! And again Pride! He closed his eyes and leant his face against the 
tree-trunk. For a long while he stood so. Then without another glance to the sea he turned 
and went towards his home.196 

 

While the German characters in the collection Defeat, with the notable exception of Löwenstein, 

are all portrayed as honourable people with high moral standards who have fallen on hard times 

through no fault of their own and whose national characteristics can hardly be distinguished from 

those of the English, in ‘The Three Cousins’, Moss begins to explore the possibility that there are 

after all essential differences between the English and the German national character. As 

Greifswald walks away from the sea, the setting of his shared adventure with Wade, and into the 

forests of his homeland, the author seems to suggest that any attempt to treat the Germans as 

equals can easily backfire, that they are fiercely proud but also easily intimidated by worldly 

Englishmen and liable to retreat into jingoistic resentments when they feel disempowered. As we 

will see in Chapter III, the image of a retreat into the forest is also used by D. H. Lawrence and 

Stevie Smith to voice anxieties about a German return to aggressive nationalism.  

Moss’ early short stories, published in the collection Defeat, introduce types that are clearly marked 

as German but at the same time transferable to a British context: Lottchen, the working girl in the 

big city, trying to financially support her family and thus becoming vulnerable to sexual 

exploitation, the ‘international’ exploitative businessman Löwenstein, the newly impoverished 

middle-class family, the nobleman who feels his authority slipping away – none of these characters 

would have been unfamiliar to readers in 1920s Britain, as the country struggled with the economic 

and political aftershocks of the war. In the quiet and dignified way in which Moss’ German 

characters attempt to find their way in the confusing post-war world, they counter the stereotypes 

of Germans established during the war. The warmongering ‘Hun’ is replaced by the honourable 

officer, the skilled worker and the diligent intellectual. The pre-war stereotype of the German as 

someone who is predominately interested in matters of the mind is revived. This is especially 

apparent in Moss’ portrayal of the German mechanic in Moi, Je Suis Francais and the impoverished 

professor in Isn’t Life Wonderful?. 
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Moss’ early stories also, especially in Lottchen of the Nachtlokal and Isn’t Life Wonderful? paint a picture 

of the city, specifically Berlin, as an unnatural place to dwell for the nature-loving Germans, a place 

where young, impressionable individuals are subjected to destructive influences. This opposition 

between German city and German countryside is made far more explicit in Osbert Sitwell’s 

reflections on his travels through Germany in the early 1920s, which were published in Discursions 

on Travel, Art and Life (1925). Discursions predominantly deals with travel in Italy, but in the last 

quarter Sitwell adds a chapter entitled Teutonic variations about his time in Germany. It is an account 

of travels through various cities in South Germany, including Bayreuth. In his descriptions of the 

country, Sitwell exclusively focusses on architecture and landscape, and it is impossible to tell if he 

has met or spoken to a single German along the way. Sitwell’s commentary on the social and 

political situation in Germany takes the form of flowery musings that he contrasts with his memory 

of visiting a particularly beautiful, artfully structured German Garden:  

Steeped in this stolid, peaceful life that must have lasted through countless centuries, it was 
possible for the first time for many days to forget for a while the tragedy of this blundering, 
tactless, over-obedient yet kindly people. How far away the cities seemed, with their over-
heated restaurants and cabarets full of fur-clad harpies, each one of whom engrosses the 
food of about one hundred starving people a day!197 

 

Yet, thoughts on the political situation enter the tranquillity of the garden like visions. Sitwell is 

reminded of the suffering of the German middle-classes, and he chooses an image that is very 

reminiscent of Geoffrey Moss’ use of the German middle-class family home in both the short story 

Defeat and the 1933 novel I Face the Stars:  

To them [the German middle classes] it is like living in a house which was formerly 
comfortable, but where one wall has completely disappeared and cannot be built up again. 
There is nothing to look at beyond it, nothing to hope for; only an infinite emptiness is 
there, out of which sometimes issues an icy wind, sweeping over the boundless flat plains 
of Asia, where the starving people die, and over the frozen steppes of the Russia that was 
called European.198 

 

The icy wind issuing from Russia is a clear allusion to the revolutionary turmoil engulfing Russia 

in the early 1920s and the potential for a Communist uprising in Germany.  “[…] what will happen 

in Germany when the starvation comes to the working man as well as to the middle classes?”,199 
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Sitwell asks,  “Meanwhile we read in the English papers such things as “A Fat Land – German 

Prosperity” or “Those Junkers Will Cheat You Yet.”200 

Like Moss, Sitwell sees the German middle-classes, “in which are contained all the journalists, 

writers, teachers, philosophers and brain-workers”,201 silently accepting their fate with an attitude 

“[t]ypical of pre-war German docility”.202 The German city with its “cabarets full of fur-clad 

harpies” contains the danger of social unrest and if the Germans are to survive the current crisis, 

it must be through a return to their rural roots: “It is only in the country, in this peace and solidity 

of a traditional life, that any hope for the future seems to lie hidden …”203 

If we compare Moss’ fictional Germany with early non-fictional British reports, the crucial 

difference that emerges is that in Moss early stories neither German hostility towards the British 

nor German refusal to accept defeat are mentioned and the question of war guilt is similarly 

omitted. In fact, the war itself is never addressed directly. Moss’ characters only make vague 

allusions to what things were like “before”. Moss’ Germans are defeated, but they bear their lot 

with dignity. When they display sadness and bitterness over the outcome of the war it is connected 

to personal misfortunes and not directed against the British or connected to a desire to swap places 

with the conquering nation. As Moss’ characters quietly struggle through adversity, the author 

makes clear that it is not the war itself so much as the Versailles settlement and the newly formed 

republic which are to blame for their continued suffering. As I will discuss in Chapter II, fictional 

and non-fictional depictions of the Weimar Republic by British visitors in the second half of the 

1920s also tended to laud the Germans for their admirable behaviour in the face of post-war 

economic and political chaos, but the focus in the second half of the 1920s shifted to the ways in 

which the Germans had “snatched victory out of defeat”, as British writer Madeleine Kent204 would 

put it,205 by, in a few short years, progressing from post-war gloom to a ‘new’, modern, youthful 
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society which was perceived by many British visitors as far more dynamic and progressive than 

Britain. In Moss’ stories, however, there is no suggestion that the new republic could lead Germany 

into a brighter future. Moss’ attitude towards post-war German politics becomes especially 

apparent in his treatment of his female fictional characters. Whereas, as will be discussed in Chapter 

II, British women writers were quick to recognize the opportunities that the republic afforded for 

the emancipation of women, Moss presents women as victims of the post-war conditions who do 

not have any agency.  In the short stories of Defeat, women’s ‘virtue’ and their ability to reproduce 

with a suitable partner both fall victim to the post-war crisis. Along with the control over their 

borders and resources, German men have lost control over German women and, like land and 

resources, women fall to the victor. In the short story ‘The Wrong Receipt’, this victor is the 

businessman Löwenstein, a profiteer of the new Republic, who is able to essentially buy Freya from 

her mother in exchange for offering money and shelter to both mother and daughter, even though 

(as is insinuated) Freya should rightfully belong to a non-Jewish German of “good pedigree”, such 

as Waldeck, who has lost his pre-war status.  

In Moss’ conception of the Weimar Republic, national interests are represented by men, while 

women can’t be trusted in their allegiances. This is made explicit in The Three Cousins when the three 

men spend a few days in a German Kurort (spa town) on the coast and socialize with some local 

women. The German Greifswald notices that “All the women were after the English fellow”, 

something that he explains not just with Wade’s good looks and pleasant manners but with the fact 

that “all women loved a conqueror. They were oddly international beings. For one particular man 

they might be ready to die, but for one particular country? – not at all!”206 The same sentiment is 

repeated in the 1933 novel I Face the Stars when the main German protagonist, Max von der 

Meldegg, tells his English friend, the narrator, that his young daughter’s fondness for the 

Englishman is a typical female reaction towards an Englishman, since women are “only too ready 

to be carried off by the victors”.207  

The fate of the conquered nation is the unifying theme of all of Moss’ fiction set in Germany, 

specifically, the ways in which the traditions, the sovereignty and the national and racial integrity 

of the conquered nation is undermined by various outside influences which are able to take hold 

of the Germans, especially the younger generation, because the old power structures have been 

dismantled through war, revolution and the punitive measures of the post-war settlement. 

While Moss reveals these intentions plainly in the introduction to the 1932 edition of the stories, 

he also concedes some doubts about the position he took in 1923, when he writes“[t]he author of 
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these tales  was younger in 1923 than he is to-day, and more credulous”,208 and that he was 

“[p]erhaps too close to it all to see the thing in its just perspective.”209 There is a strong suggestion 

in the introduction that Moss, in the eight years since the stories were first published, has been 

accused of inventing atrocities committed by the French, especially the brutal murder of the 

German officer depicted in the title story Defeat. To counter such suggestions, he goes into great 

detail to prove not only that a very similar incident involving a German policeman was reported in 

The Times, but to trace how this report, first recorded by a British colonel staying in a hotel in 

Düsseldorf, was smuggled out of the French zone of occupation and passed on to the Paris office 

of The Times in the autumn of 1923. The 1932 introduction reflects Moss’ ambiguous position as a 

writer who is claiming the authority of the eyewitness while also demanding to be granted the 

artistic freedoms of a writer of fiction – a duality that applies to several of the fictional texts that 

will be discussed in this study.  

 

I.4. Post-war Berlin  
 

Weimar era Berlin has come to embody the best and worst elements associated with the Weimar 

Republic: innovative artistic endeavours and unprecedented personal liberties, as well as chaos, 

poverty, depravity and political instability. In the Anglophone world, Christopher Isherwood’s 

novels set in 1930s Berlin on the cusp of totalitarianism, have done much to cement the image of 

Berlin as a mad, exciting and dangerous place dominated by a sense of impending doom – as 

Isherwood’s narrator in Goodbye to Berlin puts it: the “dress-rehearsal of a disaster”.210 

Isherwood’s ‘Berlin stories’, written after the collapse of the Weimar Republic, were not the first 

to establish the literary image of Weimar Berlin as a place where excessive parties are held against 

the backdrop of political and economic instability.  Early reports by British and American observers 

show that even in the period immediately following the war, the city could present a deceptively 

hedonistic face to the foreign visitor and not everyone was able or willing to glimpse behind the 

glamorous façade to witness the struggles of the impoverished citizens. 

As seen above, there was a tendency in early reports from post-war Germany, to use Berlin’s 

entertainment industry as evidence that Germany had not only suffered no significant damage from 

the war but was, in fact, an affluent nation where champagne was drunk “like water”. One early 
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visitor to post-war Berlin was the American journalist Hayden Talbot. In his book After ‘The Day’, 

which was first published in 1920 and bears the subtitle Germany Unconquered and Unrepentant, he 

documents a visit to Germany in the summer of 1919. Talbot travels to Berlin via Cologne and 

Ostende and finally makes a detour to Munich to see his old friend Count von Bernstorff, who 

secured Talbot’s visa for the visit. Johann Heinrich von Bernstorff (not to be confused with his 

nephew Albrecht von Bernstorff, who funded Graham Greene’s trip to Germany in 1924) had 

been German ambassador to the US until 1919.  

In Berlin, Talbot stays at the Adlon and visits ‘Nelson’s Kunstlerspiele,211 one of the smart cabarets 

in the Kurfurstendamm [sic].’ There, “[t]he audience consisted largely of demi-mondaines and war 

profiteers” who are “more smartly gowned” than visitors of similar establishments in Paris. 

Looking around the room, Talbot finds it “unbelievable that one was in defeated Germany. Beside 

every table was a champagne bucket. Money was being spent in handfuls.”212 Talbot criticizes 

American and British newspaper correspondents for letting their reports from Germany be 

influenced by German “propaganda”.213 While Talbot freely admits that he does not speak a word 

of German and does not think that this may impede his perception of the country (“[…] I can’t 

see what good purpose is served, in so far as getting at the truth is concerned,  by being an intimate 

of Huns!’”214), he encounters several Germans who speak enough English to have conversations 

with him. From these conversations he draws the conclusions that “[t]here is no German living” 

who believes in the defeat of the German army,215 who doubts “the good old German maxim that 

might is right” and who would not support another German war of aggression.216 “Almost every 

German”, according to Talbot, harbours a desire for revenge but has “subordinated his hatred of 

England and America in order to more emphatically centre all his hate on France.”  Relations 

between the French and Germans are further undermined by the fact that “fraternization between 

the British and American armies of occupation and German civilians is universal”.217  

In Talbot’s opinion, the Germans are, almost without exception, secretly or quite openly 

harbouring revenge fantasies and do therefore not deserve the sympathetic treatment shown by 

the British and American troops. In a chapter of his book entitled “An Epic Instance of Colossal 

Insolence”, Talbot describes how upon arrival at the Adlon Hotel in Berlin, the clerk hands him a 

booklet entitled “An Open Letter to an English Officer and Incidentally to the English People.” 
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The booklet, which to Talbot appeared to be “probably the most virulent attack on England ever 

penned”,218 was written six months after the Treaty of Versailles was signed and “calls on the 

German people to repudiate the actions of their Governmental representatives at Versailles.”219 

Talbot assumes that the contents of the booklet were never reported in the British press, even 

though “every newspaper correspondent in Berlin, to my positive knowledge, received a copy”220 

of what Talbot considers “vile screeds emanating from the lowest German-Socialist sources”.221 

While he does not see any danger of a German revenge attack in the near future, he also does not 

share the “pacifists’ confidence that Germany is helpless”. On the contrary, thanks to their work 

ethic: “the German people, handicapped as they are, are up and coming”.222  

Clearly, Talbot let his war-time resentment of the Germans and his fleeting impressions of Berlin 

wealth overrule any sympathies for the German people. Other visitors to post-war Berlin came to 

a very different conclusion. In an article entitled ‘SOS-Europe to America’, published in the 

American magazine The Atlantic Monthly in February of 1921,223 the British philosopher and political 

scientist Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, a founding father of the League of Nations Union, 

described a visit to Germany in November of 1920. “I found [Germany] slowly and undramatically 

perishing, in the prison into which the Treaty of Versailles has shut her”,224 he writes. Dickinson 

assumes that the extent of the crisis might not be obvious to every foreign visitor since Germans 

are not “dying on the streets”. In what reads like a direct response to reports like After ‘The Day’, 

Dickinson writes that in fact, a visitor to Berlin might be fooled into thinking that the German 

nation is thriving:   

He will see shops full of goods, theatres and concerts crowded, hotels luxurious, profiteers 
unashamed. And if he be that sort of man, he will write to the newspapers to explain that 
Germany is recovering rapidly and can easily afford to pay the whole cost of the war.225 

 

 Dickinson goes on to describe his own experience of being shown around Berlin’s poorer 

neighbourhoods by the ‘American Society of Friends’ (located at 2 Dorotheenstraße) and 

witnessing “crowds of little children, pale rickety, undersized, receiving from the gifts of Americans 

the only square meal they get in the day.”226 According to the estimates of the American relief 
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organisation, 400,000 children in cities all over Germany were living in similar conditions with the 

numbers expected to rise dramatically in the near future. The article, aimed at an American 

readership, calls for greater American involvement in Europe’s future, for the US to join the League 

of Nations and to consider monetary relief efforts for the embattled European economies: “For, 

in Germany, as in Austria, in Poland, and elsewhere in ruined Europe, Americans and a few British 

Friends are the only pioneers of hope, perhaps the only saviours of civilization.”227  

Talbot’s and Dickinson’s accounts are just two examples from a wealth of reports by American 

and British visitors to post-war Berlin which illustrate the point that a visitor’s preconceptions of 

Germany, knowledge of German culture and the German language, as well as the places he or she 

decided to visit along with the political message they wanted to convey to their readers back home 

could produce vastly different pictures of Germany. What neither Talbot nor Dickinson factor into 

their arguments is the fact that foreign visitors carrying stable currency provided one of the few 

assured sources of income in post-war Berlin and that the luxury shops along Berlin’s central 

boulevard Unter den Linden and the night clubs were kept open not primarily for the citizens of 

Berlin but largely for the benefit of such visitors. An English language guidebook to Berlin 

published in Germany in 1922228 is keen to promote the city’s cosmopolitan status while at the 

same time gently pointing out to the anglophone visitor that the life that he or she will experience 

in Berlin is not shared by the average Berliner. “In a remarkably short time Berlin has developed 

from a large city to a metropolis and this development has by no means come to a standstill as yet,”229 

the introduction reads.  

As Berlin is thronging with foreigners, a number of first class hotels have been newly 
opened, to suit the most modern taste. The five o’ clock tea at these hotels may be specially 
recommended to strangers. Despite the many offered amusements Berlin is one of the most 
hard working cities of the whole continent. […] Only one principal street in Berlin is an 
exception to this beehive activity, that is its “Via Triumphalis”, the historical street “Unter 
den Linden” […]. Here are people who have time to enjoy life. For a large part they consist 
of strangers; they stroll along the Southern side (the right side from the Brandenburger 
Tor), glancing at the elegant shops, the passengers and the carriages.230  

 

In the early 1920s, Berlin attracted not only politically minded visitors like Talbot and Dickinson 

but also what might be termed ‘party tourists’, among them a number American and British artists 

and writers who were looking for inspiration and diversion. Many of them travelled to Berlin from 

the bohemian quarters of Paris, where they had begun to congregate in the aftermath of the First 
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World War. The Paris scene included such illustrious names as Ernest Hemingway, James Joyce, 

Ezra Pound, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Salvador Dali and Gertrude Stein. To some exiled bohemians, 

however, the Paris cafés began to feel crowded as they bumped into their countrymen at every 

turn. Money was often tight, and the picturesque surroundings did not necessarily produce the 

desired flow of creativity. Berlin, with its reputation for cheap and wild entertainment, became a 

tempting alternative.  

One Paris resident who spontaneously decided to relocate to the German capital was the American 

photographer Berenice Abbott. Then a sculpture student in her early twenties, Abbott moved to 

Berlin in the autumn of 1921 and reported back to her friend, the American sculptor John Storrs, 

who was still in Paris. In an enthusiastic letter, she told him that Berlin was “clearly more healthy 

than Paris. Dry – cold – fresh” and that “One does not see a fifth or a hundredth of the number 

of Americans here.”231 Of her life in Paris she writes: “The fact was that the circumstances in 

Montparnasse were deplorable. I couldn’t do anything there.” To Abbott, Berlin was a more than 

satisfactory alternative: 

This is the first place I have been thrilled with – thrilled to tears. It is a joy and I am 
enthusiastic beyond words. Everything seems to be developed more than anywhere. Energy 
– force – abounds in the air. The newer architecture excellent. Streets big and clean. Shops 
handsome – original and all the material advantages without any of the stamp of grossness 
or commerciality that spoils everything in U.S.A. Theatres – music – photography years 
ahead.232  

 

An important aspect of Berlin’s attraction in the early years of the Weimar Republic was the 

financial advantage it offered to American and British visitors. In the years between the end of the 

war and the period of economic stabilization that began in 1924, the favourable exchange rate 

enabled visitors in possession of American dollars or British pounds, to live in Germany at a 

fraction of the expense of their home countries. While the American dollar stretched further in 

Paris than it did in New York, it had even more spending power in Berlin. Before the war, a dollar 

had been worth approximately four marks, a pound 20 marks. In early 1920, a pound could be 

exchanged for 340 marks, 17 times the amount of its pre-war value, while a dollar at about 100 

marks was worth 25 times as much as before the war. Over the following years these numbers 

steadily increased until 1923 when the collapse of the German economy and the complete 

devaluation of the German mark let prices soar into billions. 
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Another American residing in Paris, the writer Robert McAlmon, first travelled to Berlin in the 

autumn of 1921 and found half of his Paris acquaintances already there: 

I went to Berlin and there, or soon to be there, were Thelma Wood (sculptor), Marsden 
Hartley (painter), Djuna Barnes (writer), Berenice Abbot (photographer), Harriet Marsden 
(dancer), two musicians whose names I have forgotten, [the dancer] Isadora Duncan, and 
quantities of others, and everybody ready to step out. No one knew from one day to the 
next what the dollar would bring in marks, but everybody knew that, whatever happened, 
the dollar bought in Berlin as much as much as ten or twenty dollars would buy elsewhere. 
It made for wildness.233 

 

A friend of McAlmon, the British artist, poet and novelist Mina Loy came to Berlin a short time 

later, in 1922, since she had heard that “the arts were as lively as the nightlife and the cost of living 

negligible.”234 Loy also took the opportunity to send her daughter to school in Potsdam to “cure 

her of her provinciality”. The school was run by the sister of famed dancer Isadora Duncan, and 

the pupils were trained in Duncan’s technique in the hopes of later joining her dance company.235 

Mina Loy’s biographer suggests that this first flourishing of international bohemian culture in post-

war Berlin was short-lived:  

By November [1922], after his triumphant march on Rome, Mussolini had formed a new 
government. In Berlin even the most apolitical foreigners found their lives changed when 
the French occupied the Ruhr Valley to protest the Germans’ cessation of war payments, 
which had the immediate effect of cutting off coal supplies.236 

 

When Robert McAlmon arrived in the autumn of 1921, however, the Berlin expat party was in full 

swing. A few years previously, McAlmon had entered a marriage of convenience with the English 

writer Annie Winifred Ellermann, better known by her penname Bryher (who will make an 

appearance in Chapter III). The pair settled in Paris in 1921 and McAlmon remained in Europe 

until 1940, using Paris as a base but travelling widely, including visits to Spain where he attended 

bullfights with Ernest Hemingway. Several of his trips in the 1920s brought him back to Berlin.237 

During his first stay in Berlin in 1921, McAlmon rented a spacious room at In den Zelten 18,238 in 

the same street as the Hirschfeld Institute (at In den Zelten 10) where Christopher Isherwood 

would find his first Berlin accommodation in March 1929.239 Shortly after his arrival, McAlmon 
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received a letter from another literary visitor of the young German Republic, the British writer and 

painter Wyndham Lewis who had left Berlin a few hours before McAlmon arrived. According to 

Lewis’ biographer, in the letter dated October 14th Lewis “seemed perturbed that McAlmon had 

found ‘resources of information and help in Berlin that were denied to [him],’ and said that the 

next time he came to Berlin, he would seek lodging in den Zelten as well.”240 Lewis had lived in 

Munich before the First World War and had travelled to Berlin in the hopes of selling some of his 

paintings but had failed to make the necessary connections. To make matters worse, he had not 

been able to locate the scandalous Berlin nightlife venues he had heard about in England and left 

the city disappointed.241 Lewis’ engagement with Germany did not end in the early 1920s. He will 

make another appearance in Chapter III as a visitor to Berlin in the later years of the Weimar 

Republic and author of two infamous essays about Hitler and the National Socialists.  

While Berenice Abbott’s short enthusiastic description of Berlin paints a picture of a modern, clean, 

even ‘healthy’ city full of energy, McAlmon’s Berlin, as he recalls it in the 1938 memoir Being Geniuses 

Together,242 is a city of recklessness and excess in which a set of international visitors seek diversion 

at the expense of the impoverished German population. McAlmon’s primary interest lies in the 

nightlife of Berlin: 

From Russia, Poland, the Balkan States, from Scandinavia, England, France and South and 
North America, visitors flocked into Berlin, and even hardened Berlin night-lifers could 
not tell with certainty how the tone or quality of any night club might change from week 
to week.243  

 

The ability to experience a variety of different establishments in one night, McAlmon recalls, was 

ensured by the fact that “[d]opes, mainly cocaine, were to be had in profusion at most night 

places”.244 McAlmon himself sampled the Berlin nightlife, “several times” returning to his room 

“at eight in the morning accompanied by a retinue of various sexes”.245 The American writer Djuna 

Barnes had taken a room next door but, as McAlmon recalls “Djuna those days was working and 

did not, as did most of the others, do nightlife. After several weeks she went to Freiburg to gather 
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material for an article on twilight sleep.”246  

Djuna Barnes’ productivity was clearly an exception among the visitors. More representative, it 

seems, is McAlmon’s description of the American painter Marsden Hartley,247 who because of 

Germany’s favourable exchange rate could briefly forget about his money troubles and who 

appeared at a night club with an orchid pinned to his lapel which he had picked up from “one of 

the finest flower shops in the world” next to the Hotel Adlon.248 “He was weary of reality and 

intended enjoying the divine trivialities”, McAlmon explains. “He liked young people and there 

were a quantity of them about, and particularly the young German boys and girls were glad to sit 

with him, telling of their troubles.”249 Through Hartley, who had previously visited Berlin before 

the war, McAlmon was introduced to some German artists who did not strike him as interesting 

or especially productive: “There was an occasional exhibit at the art galleries, but there could hardly 

have been much incentive to work then, because nobody had money with which to buy and 

‘Auslanders’ [sic] passing through were not looking for art.”250 Nor did the ‘Auslanders’ produce 

much meaningful work while they were in Berlin, since they “preferred a café to painting in those 

days”.251  

Berlin did not fulfil its promise of escapism for McAlmon, who was struck by the poverty he 

encountered in Berlin and in his retrospective account seems uncomfortably aware of the 

imbalance of power between the suddenly wealthy foreign visitors and their German acquaintances 

who would frequently steal from them: “An American in Berlin then had a right to expect this 

from virtually starving natives.”252 McAlmon’s retrospective descriptions present a sharp contrast 

to the impressions recorded by Hayden Talbot, who also commented on the high crime rate in 

Berlin and “the disappearance of certain articles of underclothing from [his] hotel room”.253 To 

Talbot German criminality, as well as the “incomprehensible gaiety and abandon” he witnessed on 

a night out in Berlin among people “supposedly vanquished and crushed under utter defeat”254 

were a sign of German moral degeneracy and merited no pity or compassion from the visiting 

foreigner.  
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McAlmon, by contrast, realized that the American visitor’s experience of Berlin’s outrageous 

nightlife was reliant on the fact that “normal Germans were doing anything, from dope selling to 

every form of prostitution, to have money for themselves and their families.”255 As he recalls in 

1938, for a few weeks, he was accompanied on his explorations of Berlin in the early 1920s by a 

German girl called Fritzi who “certainly was of a good family, well educated, intelligent and well 

dressed; but she was taking cocaine recklessly.”256 When he returned to Berlin at an unspecified 

time “years later”, he caught a glimpse of Fritzi on Unter den Linden in the company of a wealthy-

looking gentleman and wondered what her life was like in the now more politically and 

economically stable Germany: “If she had come through to some kind of settled comfort she surely 

did not care to remember those crazy, despairing days, when there was no gaiety or joy, only 

recklessness.”257 In 1922, after a few months in Berlin, the city with its “innumerable beggars, 

paralytics, shell-shocked soldiers, and starving people of good family became at last too violent a 

depressant”.258  After a short trip to Munich, of which he has nothing to remark but that the 

“Bavarians hated foreigners, particularly Americans, it seemed”,259  McAlmon left Germany for 

Rome.  

 

I.5. Foreigners in Berlin: Robert McAlmon’s short stories 
 

While the focus of this study is on British writers, a closer look at McAlmon’s ‘Weimar experience’ 

is instructive, since the predominantly American discovery of Berlin as an escape location for artists 

and writers in the early 1920s predates the ‘discovery’ of Berlin by the ‘Auden group’ by almost a 

decade, and in his short stories set in Berlin, McAlmon prefigures several elements of Isherwood’s 

literary portraits of Berlin. The two men’s real-life experiences of the city also show significant 

similarities. Not only did they find their first Berlin lodgings in the same street but McAlmon, like 

Isherwood, visited the Hirschfeld Institute for Sexual Research to see the ‘shocking’ patients for 

himself.260 Like Isherwood and other British literary visitors, McAlmon frequented gay bars and 

encountered transvestites (“At nights along the Unter den Linden it was never possible to know 

whether it was a woman or a man in woman’s clothes who accosted one.”261). He dined at the 

Adlon, where Isherwood’s fictional creation Sally Bowles would meet with her lovers, and his 
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stories are dominated by the sense of aimless boredom and world-weariness that hangs over so 

many of Isherwood’s fictional Berlin inhabitants.  

Published in 1925 under the title Distinguished Air: Grim Fairy Tales (an allusion to both the American 

slang term ‘fairy’ for a gay man, commonly used at the time, and the often gruesome German folk 

tales collected by the Brothers Grimm), the three stories Distinguished Air, The Lodging House and 

Miss Knight capture with brutal honesty a very particular set of Berlin-dwellers: young, restless 

international would-be artists who float into Berlin from the States or their previous domiciles in 

other European capitals and who drift through the city in a haze of cocaine, champagne and 

expensive dinners. The ‘distinguished air’ they breathe is of a different quality to that available to 

the ordinary Berliner. It is the sort of detached existence that Isherwood strenuously tried to avoid 

when during his own time in Berlin almost ten years later he attemoted to experience the life of 

‘ordinary’ Germans by deliberately living below his means and sympathising with German 

socialists.  

More experimental in style than Moss’ short stories (which were published a year earlier), 

McAlmon’s stories feature no clearly defined narrative arch, opening without expositions (such as 

in the first sentence of the Lodging House: “The Landlady came to the door.”) and trailing off 

without a conclusion. This ‘slice of life’ narrative technique, which offers the reader a seemingly 

random glimpse into the continual party circuit of Berlin, lets the readers share in the aimlessness 

of McAlmon’s American drifters.  Distinguished Air features a first-person narrator who takes the 

reader through a day and a night in Berlin, beginning with a chance encounter with an acquaintance 

(like the narrator an American visitor to Berlin) in the Tiergarten and ending in the afternoon of 

the following day at the Adlon hotel, where, after a night of dancing and drinking in various bars 

and clubs, the severely hungover narrator announces his intention to get out of Berlin as soon as 

possible and recover in the countryside.262 The reader experiences the world of Berlin’s 

international party scene through the eyes of the narrator, who similar to Isherwood’s purported 

“camera” perspective in Goodbye to Berlin, records everything around him, mainly extensive 

conversations between the foreign visitors.  

The Lodging House features a third-person narrator named Files, another American visitor, but this 

time the reader gets some insight into the inner life of both Files and an American woman named 

Hilda, with whom he begins a short affair in the lodgings they share. The Lodging House prefigures 

a well-known element of Isherwood’s stories, the large Berlin apartment in which each room is 

inhabited by a different questionable character, presided over by an all-knowing landlady. However, 
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Isherwood’s gossiping landlady in her stained morning coat appears positively jolly when compared 

to McAlmon’s version of the lodging house, run by a grim German woman struggling to finance 

her cocaine addiction. There is no friendly banter, no attempts on the part of the visitors to partake 

in the lives of the Germans whose apartments they share. McAlmon’s lodging house is, even more 

explicitly than Isherwood’s, a place that houses people who would not be deemed acceptable in 

most other establishments, including “two Englishmen that are lovers staying down the hall”.263  

McAlmon treats themes like drugs, homosexual love and transvestism without any of the 

evasiveness that would later characterize Isherwood’s narrative position, meaning that McAlmon’s 

fiction was from the beginning doomed to fall foul of British and American censorship laws. 

Accordingly, the slim volume of short stories set in post-war Berlin was only published in an edition 

of 115 copies by his own small Parisian publishing house, Contact Editions, and failed to make an 

impact beyond the world of the American ‘expats’ in the French capital. McAlmon’s friend, the 

American poet William Carlos Williams, called them “a brilliant piece of work”, which was, 

unfortunately “all but unpublishable due to the nature of the material”.264 “And so”, Ed Lorusso 

writes, “despite talent, connections, and the guts to write about life, McAlmon became a forgotten, 

unpublished writer before he was forty.”265 The stories were re-published in 1963 under the title 

There Was a Rustle of Black Silk Stockings (New York: Belmont Books, 1963) and again in a 1992 

edition of McAlmon’s short stories entitled Miss Knight and other Stories, edited by Edward Lorusso, 

which is used for this thesis.  

It is important to stress that despite the similarities in their Berlin experience, Isherwood and 

McAlmon did not experience the same city. McAlmon’s stories are set in the early 1920s, 

Isherwood’s in the early 1930s, McAlmon describes post-war Berlin at a time when he could have 

no knowledge of the eventual demise of the Weimar Republic, while Isherwood looks back on pre-

Hitler Berlin from the vantage point of the pre-war 1930s. McAlmon came to Berlin because the 

drinks were cheaper and the parties more inhibited than in Paris. Isherwood came to Berlin, at least 

partly because he thought that in Weimar Germany a new and better world was in the making. 

While Isherwood’s Berlin fiction (which I will discuss in more detail in Chapter III) resembles 

McAlmon’s stories in some aspects of the depiction of the life of foreign visitors to Berlin, writing 

post-1933 Isherwood reframes the Berlin experience of the foreign visitor in light of the downfall 

of Weimar Republic. Isherwood’s stories are therefore caught somewhere between the author’s 

interest in Berlin’s international drifters, who also feature prominently in McAlmon’s stories, and 

                                                            
263 Ibid., 69. 
264 Knoll, 221. 
265  McAlmon, Miss Knight, xxiv. 



 81 

an attempt to make a political statement about the rise of fascism in Germany and the reality of 

the life of the Germans around him.  

In very different ways, both Geoffrey Moss and Robert McAlmon are early literary chroniclers of 

the living conditions in post-war Germany and of the uneasy relationship between foreign visitors 

from the victorious Allied nations and the civilian population of Germany. While Moss enters the 

private sphere of German life – the impoverished family huddled around the dinner table in ‘Isn’t 

Life Wonderful’, the boudoir of the unhappily married Freya in The Wrong Receipt, the decaying 

upper-class home of Graf von Koekritz in Defeat - McAlmon’s perspective is always that of the 

visitor. His stories are set in the spaces where foreigners meet, lodging houses, hotel lobbies and 

night clubs, and the constant stream of familiar faces confronting the narrator, the endless flow of 

conversation, as well as the reappearance of the same characters in different stories creates the 

claustrophobic feeling of being stuck in a never-ending party with variations of the same character 

– a privileged, aimless, bored American (and occasionally British) traveller delighting in the 

‘decadence’ of Berlin: “Lay off the chatter […] If you can stand so much repetition and boredom, 

I can’t.”, the narrator of Distinguished Air tells his American friend Foster Graham when the latter 

boasts about another male prostitute that he has “picked up along Unter den Linden this 

morning.”266  

Germans are described only as they appear to the visitors, they rarely speak, and the reader is never 

privy to their thoughts or feelings. McAlmon’s characters move almost exclusively in their own 

circles, their interactions with German locals are governed by money and unequal power relations. 

In all three stories collected in Defeat, the visitor’s drunken antics are occasionally interrupted by 

the presence of unglamorous Germans: a “heavy set, phlegmatic” landlady who overcharges for 

her rooms to fund her drug habit,267  a “surly Prussian” who is annoyed at finding a drunk American 

girl in men’s clothing ringing his doorbell in the middle of the night268 and a variety of malnourished 

young men and women who approach the foreign visitors in bars and clubs in the hopes of being 

paid for their company.  

Geoffrey Moss’ stories are expressly political and advocate a recognizable stance in a current 

debate. By contrast, McAlmon’s stories do not explicitly tell us about the connection between 

Germany’s defeat, the post-war settlement and the poverty that can be observed in Berlin, but 

through their relentless ‘recording’ of the behaviour and conversations among the foreigners in 

Berlin, McAlmon exposes the ways in which Germans are sexually and financially exploited and 
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reduced to the status of ‘props’ in their own city. He thereby reveals the “incomprehensible gaiety 

and abandon” of a people “supposedly vanquished and crushed under utter defeat,”269 as Hayden 

Talbot put it, to be not a specifically German flavour of moral degeneracy but part performance 

out of economic necessity, part coping mechanism of people who have been displaced, be it 

geographically, socially or both, and who have lost the ability to envision a better future. 

McAlmon’s stories explore what it means to be a foreigner in Berlin, what it is about this particular 

city that attracts foreigners, in particular, American and British bohemians, and how the myth of 

Berlin depravity and excitement is ultimately just another wildly embellished tale shared among 

international travellers along with the boring and repetitive stories of their latest sexual conquests 

and their latest futile plans to give their lives a new direction. 

McAlmon’s stories establish an image of Weimar Berlin that re-appears in Isherwood’s ‘Berlin 

stories’, namely the image of Berlin as a space of performance and re-invention. In McAlmon’s 

Berlin, people are not as they seem, boundaries have broken down, opening spaces for ‘queer’ 

people who do not fit in anywhere else. Like Isherwood’s character Sally Bowles (a middle-class 

girl from England pretending to be a Berlin demi-monde), McAlmon’s characters have come to 

Berlin to re-invent themselves, and they are constantly performing their new identity. However, as 

I will explain in more detail below, in McAlmon’s stories these performances reveal the stark limits 

of the escapist fantasy of Berlin. Gay visitors can perform differently (i.e. more openly camp) in 

Berlin than in Paris, and transvestites find that they are not only allowed but required to give an 

over-the-top public performance. Their existence is accepted, but only if it is performed in the right 

spaces, the spaces that are associated with Berlin ‘vice’. For heterosexual characters, too, an element 

of performance and reinventions is required, as becomes clear in the description of Hilda, an 

American character in The Lodging House getting ready for a night out on the town:  

She put a silver and black band with a small orchid on the side of her head, and after having 
applied makeup to her eyes, cheeks and lips, a sense of being able to make a picture of 
herself began to dwell within her again. She must exaggerate beyond the usual exaggeration 
of artificiality, and achieve a more shining glitter, a harder hardness.270 

 

In McAlmon’s stories, Berlin is as a non-place, a stage that his characters drift through. Everyone 

has just arrived from somewhere and is about to go somewhere else. “I wonder how I shall like 

Berlin after Monte Carlo”, Hilda muses in The Lodging House. “I have been hearing such tales of the 

brilliance of life here. One gets so bored and restless, doesn’t one? I feel as though I might stay 

                                                            
269 Talbot, 171. 
270 McAlmon, Miss Knight, 76. 



 83 

here a long time – two weeks at least.”271 The visitors arrive hoping for a thrill but end up craving 

a retreat “somewhere quiet”, a stay in the countryside or, as Steve, an American lesbian, puts it in 

The Lodging House: “I want to go by the seaside and cut out the booze.”272 The narrative, one 

suspects, would hardly be different if these characters had come together in New York, Paris or 

London, instead of Berlin. The only thing that sets Berlin apart is that it is presented as a city that 

has the reputation of being more exciting than any other and that therefore holds the promise to, 

at last, break the cycle of boredom. It is therefore especially disappointing when the visitors 

inevitably realize that this city, too, cannot relieve the emptiness they feel.  What is more, the misery 

of the native Berliners, which McAlmon very occasionally allows his readers to glimpse in the 

background of his protagonists’ movements through the city, provides an especially grim backdrop 

to the visitor’s excessive parties. McAlmon’s stories portray the relationship between Germans and 

international visitors to Berlin as one of mutual exploitation. American visitors in particular, 

suddenly made rich by the plunge in the German currency, drift from bar to bar and on their way 

encounter a multitude of Germans and European displaced by the war. Germans have learned to 

exploit foreign visitors and theft is a common occurrence. The economic disparity between the 

visitors and the ‘natives’ presents a gulf that cannot be bridged.  

McAlmon’s characters are aware of their privileged position and even occasionally feel a tinge of 

guilt when faced with the suffering ‘native’ population of the city, yet they remain completely 

inactive and detached from the realities of the country they live in.  In Distinguished Air, an American 

acquaintance of the narrator, Carrol Timmons, complains about “the awful rats who have come to 

Berlin because of the low exchange. Just too tiresome most of them are. I just feel as if I would 

have to give up seeing people altogether.”273 Timmons, whom McAlmon based on the orchid-

wearing Marsden Hartley,274 continues his exploration of the ‘expat’ condition:  

And with this after-war atmosphere, and the poverty amongst the few really likable 
Germans one knows. It´s all too tragic, I suppose, but I just can´t feel any further about 
that sort of thing. People will starve to death; people will die; or kill themselves, or drink 
themselves to death. […] And when there are such lovely window displays to see in the 
shops I can´t be bothered by people who bore me. But I suppose the natives can´t buy. 
How they must hate us foreigners. Of course they know me – from before the war.275 

 

While Timmons reveals a certain awareness for the desperate economic situation many Germans 

are in, there is no sense of personal responsibility. Like his fellow visitors, Timmons seeks 
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distraction in conspicuous consumption, after all the “lovely window displays” of Berlin’s shops 

are aimed at people like him. By recording the ‘expat’ commentary on life in Berlin, McAlmon 

reveals the morally questionable position of the American visitors, but his stories present no 

solution to the problem and no alternative approach to life in Berlin. All that is left to his characters 

is to move on to another city, in the futile hope that things will be different there. It is not Berlin 

which provokes the feeling of being lost and displaced, rather it is the inherent condition of a 

generation of young American and British post-war drifters and Berlin is merely the place in which 

they gather for a short time, before being dispersed again to Rome, Paris or New York.  

The stories suggest what might be called an ‘expat topography’ of the city: Everyone ends up at 

the same places. The narrator of Distinguished Air abandons plans to go to Der Sturm galleries276 or 

to “the American Express where Ruth might be calling for her mail” 277 because he does not want 

to run into any more acquaintances. Another gathering place for foreigners is the Adlon, where the 

narrator enters on his aimless stroll through the city: “I’d decided I might as well have a cocktail or 

two, have dinner, more wine and then take what the night offered me in the way of diversion: a 

show; a dance hall visit; or a cabaret, perhaps.”278At the Adlon he meets “Rudge Kepler, a 

cartoonist, who was in Berlin seeing what he could pick up from Simplissimus.”[sic]279 Kepler is the 

only protagonist in McAlmon’s stories who shows any interest in German culture, albeit in a one-

sided and exploitative fashion. 

After a sumptuous dinner at the Adlon, the narrator and two friends decide ‘against the gold-

digging dance places’ and instead go on to explore “the queer cafés.”280 Even in the supposedly 

off-beat entertainment venues, they “felt sure that people someone of the three of us knew would 

drift in: from England, France, Scandinavia, Italy, or America.”281 Just as Christopher Isherwood 

and W. H. Auden would do in the late 1920s and early 1930s, McAlmon’s American expat 

characters pick up young male prostitutes and develop feelings for them. “Of course he is German, 

and has no money, and has to do things he doesn´t want for money,” Carol Timmons tells the 

narrator about one of his partners. “Must support his mother, you know. One of those tragic cases; 

a well established family before the war.”282  Fuelled by cocaine and accompanied by various 
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American acquaintances, the narrator visits a string of night clubs and in the course of the night 

encounters a variety of foreigners stranded in Berlin, including an Englishman and his English-

German girlfriend, a Russian refugee who used to be a ballerina, a young man from Poland whose 

family fortune was lost in the war and a German cocaine addict. During these night-time 

encounters, the boundaries between amorous advances and prostitution become blurred. As they 

head to another nightclub, the narrator tells his companion Kepler that there will be “plenty of 

girls to dance with […] and if you slip them fifty cents’ worth of marks that will seem a fortune to 

them.”283 At the nightclub, he observes a fellow visitor he identifies as an American ‘prep school 

boy’ accosting a German woman:  

He noticed a plump, buxom, blonde girl, in a floppy peach-red hat, standing nearby, and 
reached out to pull her hat. “Was den?” [sic] she said, haughtily offended. “That´s all right, 
kid,” the prep school boy exclaimed. “Someone who speaks Dutch tell her that it’s all right. 
I just wanted to offer her a drink. Here – see this – fifty thousand marks – take this – an’ 
come on, kiddo. Get chummy.284  

 

Through such observations, McAlmon’s narrator reveals the ignorance of the American visitor 

(who confuses German and Dutch) and the possessive behaviour they display towards the German 

locals. As the narrator dryly observes: “This hand-me-down, quick order, bargain variety, 

wholesale, that one sees in Berlin certainly doesn´t give sex an aspect of luxury.”285 

Male visitors are not the only ones to be propositioned by Germans. In the short story The Lodging 

House the American narrator Files one night encounters an American woman with a boyish haircut, 

“dressed like a man in every detail with the exception of a skirt.”286 She tells him that she goes by 

the name Steve Rath. “When I was in America it was Stephanie, and I wasn’t wise, but that isn’t it. 

I’m not a girl, but it took Berlin to teach me what the trouble with me was. I always knew something 

was wrong.”287 Together, they visit a lesbian bar were Steve is clearly the main attraction. She tells 

the narrator that she is “fed up with having these German bitches try to get off with her simply 

because she was a foreigner, and they thought she was wealthy.”288  

Like all of McAlmon’s characters, Steve is miserable in Berlin: 

[…] I was restless in America, and in London, too, so I thought I’d take a chance on this. 
I liked the first month because it was so wild, and anything could happen without questions. 
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But I don’t know. What to hell? I can’t stand people. I guess I’d better coke and drink 
myself to death about as quickly as possible.289 

 

Of McAlmon’s three Berlin stories, Miss Knight is the most compelling and unusual. According to 

Robert E. Knoll, it was “highly regarded by both Ezra Pound and James Joyce and was translated 

into French at the latter’s suggestion.”290 Again, the narrative centres around an American in Berlin. 

While Distinguished Air and The Lodging House feature bored wealthy visitors who dabble in Berlin’s 

gay nightlife and its seedier venues in between champagne dinners at the Adlon, the main 

protagonist of Miss Knight has a humbler background. ‘Miss Knight’ is a transvestite performer 

from small-town Illinois who declares herself to be “common as horseshit” and feels 

uncomfortable in “elegant” society.291  

The story features a mixture of third-person narration and occasional internal focalization on Miss 

Knight, through which the reader is able to observe Miss Knight as she is viewed by the world 

around him, while at the same time gain glimpses into her thoughts and feelings. In the first physical 

description of Miss Knight McAlmon gives, we see her arriving in the German capital, drifting 

“into a Berlin café one night, looking to strangers much like a heavy-set, be-barbed traveling 

salesman from Holland or America.”292 Joining a table of other Americans, she announces “that 

she wished to learn where some of these queer cafes that she’d heard were all over Berlin located,” 

before informing the table that she has just arrived from Italy and has spent some time in Paris.293 

Miss Knight feels “a trifle ill at ease” at the table because the strangers she is with are not 

“recognizable types” to her “and she couldn’t judge whether they were queer or not”.  However, 

as the conversation progresses, she becomes aware that “all of the party were quite aware of her 

biologic type, and were also ready to laugh at her rough comedy, without disapproving of her 

presence.”294 

As we will see in Chapter II, the ‘shocking’ encounter with a transvestite regularly features in 

accounts by British literary visitors to Weimar Berlin. These accounts, especially those written by 

male visitors, stress the duplicitous nature of the transvestite in the public sphere. More often than 

not, the observer is tricked – or claims to be tricked – into believing that the transvestite is a “real” 

woman. Seemingly attractive when observed at a distance, the transvestite is upon closer inspection 

revealed as an ugly creature in an unconvincing disguise, as the narrator overcorrects the initial 
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moment of attraction. McAlmon himself employs a transvestite character in this way, as a slightly 

grotesque element of local colour in the short story Distinguished Air:  

While we were there an elderly fairy, well known to various psychoanalysts in Germany, 
came into the place. This night he was dressed as a blond-haired doll, and his fat old body 
looked in its doll’s dress much like that of a barnstorming burlesque soubrette grown a 
generation or so too old for the part she played.295 

 

In ‘Miss Knight’, however, McAlmon puts a transvestite at the centre of the narrative, 

acknowledging the character’s identity struggles and the fact that his/her transvestitism is more 

than playful dress-up or shock tactics. At the same time, he reveals the prejudices of the supposedly 

open-minded Berlin bohemian circles who can tolerate queerness in the commercial context of the 

city’s entertainment venues but become uncomfortable when they witness queer identities being 

performed in a private setting.   In his introduction to Miss Knight and Other Stories, Ed Lorusso 

writes that “It is McAlmon’s achievement that Miss Knight does not come across as sordid or evil; 

rather he appears to be adrift in an alien, corrupt society where his very eccentricities allow him to 

live. The reader feels sympathy for Miss Knight”.296 While it is true that to some extent it is Miss 

Knight’s very otherness that “allows him to live” in Berlin, McAlmon’s stories also explore the 

limits of the permissiveness of Berlin’s society and show that people like Miss Knight contribute a 

certain entertainment value to Berlin’s colourful nightlife but are not allowed to fully live their 

authentic selves.  

Miss Knight is a character who is looking for a space to be herself and, while she is fond of putting 

on a show in public, she is still constantly wary of other peoples’ reactions. She spends much of 

her time in Berlin bars, consumes large quantities of cocaine and  tends to “converse in monologue, 

as though eternally playing to an audience”.297 Lorusso writes that “Miss Knight is a breakthrough 

character in American literature because he never apologizes for his differences, nor does he camp 

only in private (…), nor does he see the error of his ways as Radclyffe Hall’s infamous lesbian, 

Stephen Gordon, does in The Well of Loneliness. Miss Knight simply is.”298 Miss Knight’s gender 

identity is constantly questioned by the narrative voice which employs changing pronouns to 

describe the character: While out and about in Berlin, Miss Knight wears men’s clothes, but is 

referred to as “she”. When she gives a Thanksgiving dinner at her flat, she feels comfortable enough 

with her guests to swap the men’s clothes for “a glittering garment” and a wig. From the moment 

when the guests arrive, Miss Knight is referred to by the narrator as “he”. The pronoun changes 
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back to “she” when the narrator tells of Miss Knight’s visit of a masked ball in the costume of 

Madame Recamier299 and several more switches occur throughout the narrative, sometimes midway 

through a sentence. Through this technique, the text itself gives room to both identities and allows 

the character to exist without being confined to one gender.  

However, the ways in which Miss Knight “simply is”, as Lorusso puts it, are severely limited. Berlin 

holds the promise of being a haven for people like Miss Knight, but ultimately her otherness is 

only accepted if it can be presented as part of a public performance. During her time in the city, 

Miss Knight is financially supported by acquaintances who “liked her professional gaiety as a relief 

from the after-war Berlin atmosphere.”300 Among the foreign visitors, the narrator tells us, “her 

presence was permitted as a relief from pretentious intellectuality, personal antagonisms, and the 

morbid personalities of escaped Americans who were trying to make nihilism a cover for their 

ineffectuality.”301 In these circles, the rules of the society Miss Knight and the other “escaped 

Americans” grew up in do not apply, and therefore the presence of someone like Miss Knight can 

be accepted, even welcomed. This permission only stretches so far, however, as “some of the 

people who were ready to encounter her in cafes which they had visited ‘to see Berlin night-life’ 

said it was a bore to have her greet them so familiarly in more respectable gathering places: the 

Adlon Hotel lobby, or semi-fashionable dance-rendezvous.’302 

While the reader learns that Miss Knight is a performer, we do not see her on stage. The full 

performance of her feminine identity only happens during the Thanksgiving dinner she hosts in 

the privacy of her own home. Here, Foster Graham makes another appearance, “bringing with him 

a new soldier lover that he had picked up on the street in the afternoon”.303 Most of the characters 

who attend Miss Knight’s dinner are unhappy misfits. One of them, Kate Matthews, is described 

as “a harmless soul, driven to drink and dope for company, expression, and to escape eternal 

depression” who “seemed to invite arrest. Already she had been arrested in most of the world’s 

great cities – New York, Chicago, London, and once already in Berlin. A born defect in her gait 

made her look suspicious.”304 A defect, it is insinuated, that may make Kate Matthews look like a 

man dressed up in women’s clothes. Another guest, Anne Simpson, “a lumberjack-looking lesbian” 

is heartbroken over the fact that her girlfriend, described as “an elaborately double-lived person”, 

has left to marry a man in Paris. “[…] in consequence, Anne had taken six decks of cocaine and 
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uncounted cognacs – which she declared was the only safe drink to take when breathing snow.”305 

As it turns out, the queer subculture of Berlin cannot be easily transported into a private bourgeois 

setting. Miss Knight struggles to contain her unruly guests as she attempts to serve a traditional 

turkey dinner “with housewifely pride”.306 A German couple leaves the party early “because, they 

explained later, though they did conduct a café for queer men they did not like seeing Foster being 

unduly familiar with his soldier lover in front of them.”307 

Like all the other visitors in McAlmon’s stories, Miss Knight has to realize that her life in Berlin is 

not leading anywhere and like all the other visitors, she soon moves on. As Miss Knight realizes in 

her darker moments, she has “No money; no luck with her lovers; no friends, only people who 

thought she was a clown, but didn’t want her around at decent places with them.”308 McAlmon’s 

stories suggest that Berlin, despite its exciting reputation and relative permissiveness, is ultimately 

governed by money. Sex is offered out of desperation, not lust, drugs and alcohol are used to numb 

boredom and hunger, and while the Adlon-dwelling foreign visitors lead a privileged life in 

comparison to the Germans around them, their freedom of expression is still severely restricted. 

As Richard E. Zeikowitz writes, McAlmon’s characters “attempt to construct their (homo)sexual 

identities; yet their constructions are informed by – and limited to – signs of queerness already in 

circulation.”309 While Berlin offers characters like Miss Knight, Steve Rath in The Lodging House and 

Foster Graham in Distinguished Air “the freedom to be queer”, it also “‘confines’ them to a 

degenerate, self-destructive lifestyle”,310 a lifestyle that is not necessarily chosen by them but 

determined by the fact that “to be queer in the Berlin of the text means living in this world of 

excess”,311 the world of night-time entertainment, and “none of the characters successfully 

performs queerness in the respectable, productive daytime world.”312 Rather than providing the 

characters with the freedom to act as they choose, Berlin requires a conscious performance of 

queerness “seemingly creating a queer identity, yet at the same time drawing on established cultural 

codes that mark him or her as queer in normative society’s eyes.”313 Miss Knight’s failed 

thanksgiving dinner is an example of the queer characters‘ inability to bridge the gap between the 

sanctioned manners and spaces of performative queerness and the world of ‘ordinary’ people: “He 

attempts to stage a ‘respectable’ queer social event that is located outside of the Berlin nightlife. 
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[…] But Knight cannot re-create an American family dinner in Berlin because he and his guests 

cannot extricate themselves from the degenerate lifestyle which informs their queer identities.”314  

At the end of Miss Knight, the central character leaves Berlin and her friend Kate receives a letter 

from New York which is signed “Charlie Knight”, a name that ‘Miss Knight’ had never used in 

Berlin, suggesting, as Zeikowitz writes, that ‘Miss Knight’ was a performance of queerness specific 

to Berlin and that ‘Charlie Knight’ is now “performing another type of queerness”.315 As Zeikowitz 

concludes,  

McAlmon’s Berlin, which, of course, does not necessarily represent the ‘real’ Berlin, seems 
oddly unreceptive to denaturalizing heteronormativity. The only possibility for queers to 
be queer otherwise (i.e., not replicating normatively defined queerness) is outside the 
‘liberating’ world of Berlin in an undefined space elsewhere.”316  

 

While it remains questionable, if ‘Charlie Knight’ has indeed found a space to perform “another 

form of queerness” outside of Berlin or if he was not forced to abandon any public performance 

of queerness altogether, Zeikowitz is right in his assessment that McAlmon’s stories do not present 

the ‘Berlin lifestyle’ as a liberating experience for foreign visitors and reveal the economic and social 

power relations governing the city’s seemingly uninhibited night-life – a subject that British literary 

visitors to Berlin would pick up on again in the mid-to-late 1920s (see Chapter II).  

McAlmon’s short stories have received very little critical attention and only Colin Storer’s Britain 

and the Weimar Republic discusses them in the context of the experiences of British writers in the 

Weimar Republic. Storer gives a short analysis of both Geoffrey Moss’ short stories and those of 

Robert McAlmon and concludes that both authors were “contributing to the creation of a new 

German stereotype, an image of Weimar Germany and its inhabitants that was distinct from 

previous notions and images of the country.” In Storer’s opinion, both authors “to some extent, 

portrayed the Germans as victims” but also “contributed towards the creation of the most common 

and most enduring of the interwar British stereotypes of the Germans: that of a youthful, modern 

and active nation, a people open to new ideas, which had thrown off the shackles of its past and 

was moving forward.”317 This conclusion, however, is neither supported by my reading of the 

stories nor by Storer’s own analysis. Storer is correct when he writes that Moss’ short stories are  

populated […] by characters who have become tied up with the image of the Weimar 
Republic in the English-speaking world: war profiteers and cabaret artists, movie moguls, 
impoverished aristocrats and professors, hard-eyed fallen women and ordinary people 
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pushed into extraordinary actions by economic, social and political forces beyond their 
control.318 

 

However, Storer makes an unjustified leap when he writes that the stories of Moss and McAlmon 

contributed to an imaged of the Germans “as no longer slaves to authority, order and convention, 

but socially, culturally and (perhaps above all) sexually free, free to  experiment in art, literature and 

life.”319 This was an image which, as will be shown below, began to emerge in British accounts of 

the Weimar Republic in the mid-to-late 1920s and was often revisited in retrospective accounts 

which contrasted the seemingly progressive Germany of the Weimar Republic with the rise of 

Nazism. In Moss’ and McAlmon’s stories, however, the German characters are not “sexually free” 

so much as forced to in a performance of sexual permissiveness out of necessity (such as the young 

prostitute Lottchen in Lottchen of the Nachtlokal or Freya, the cabaret dancer in The Wrong Receipt or 

the various Germans accosting and being accosted by foreign visitors in McAlmon’s stories). Nor 

is there any notion of experiments ins “art, literature and life”. In McAlmon’s stories, not even the 

foreigners who call themselves artists are able to produce anything in Berlin. 

As we will see in Chapter III, some themes of McAlmon’s stories are repeated in Christopher 

Isherwood’s novels, which are set in the early 1930s. Like McAlmon, Isherwood experienced Berlin 

at a point when its entertainment industry was attracting throngs of international visitors while the 

deteriorating economic situation plunged countless Germans into poverty. McAlmon’s stories 

establish conflicts that are taken up later by Isherwood: the conflict between the expectations of 

the visitor and the reality of life in Berlin, between underground and mainstream culture, between 

Weimar ‘modernity’ and Prussian traditionalism and between a deliberate cultivation of an 

‘outsider’ status and a desire to find a ‘tribe’ to belong to.   
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II. “Land of Light and Hope” (1924-1929)  
 

II.1. Introduction 
 

The period of the mid-to-late 1920s is often described as the ‘golden age’ of the Weimar Republic. 

By the mid-1920s, the measures introduced by the Dawes plan had put an end to hyperinflation 

and brought about a moderate economic boom. While the political situation remained volatile with 

seven chancellorships between 1924 and 1930, the moderating influence of Gustav Stresemann, 

who served as foreign minister from 1923 until 1929, resulted in vast improvements in Anglo-

French relations and in Germany joining the League of Nations in 1926. In retrospect, many 

foreign observers of this period described having had the impression that Germany had left its old 

ways and war wounds behind and had settled into its new forward-looking existence.  

Looking back in 1937, Lilian Mowrer writes of the period: 

Germany offered so many thrilling experiences that it was difficult to realize that, under 
the peaceful surface of the Republic, forces were already at work which threatened it with 
destruction. So tranquil was the scene that certain disturbing incidents had no more effect 
than summer lightning or stage thunder; I certainly never guessed their significance, 
although, looking back, they now seem like prophetic warnings of an un- 
mistakable character.320  

 

Retrospective accounts by British visitors tend to portray this period of the Weimar Republic as a 

time of extraordinary progressiveness, while also hinting – as Mowrer does here – that this golden 

version of the Weimar Republic would be short-lived. 

In his 1951 autobiography, Stephen Spender writes of Germany in the late 1920s:  

Modernism in this Germany was (within certain limits of which I was not then aware) a 
popular mass-movement. Roofless houses, expressionist painting, atonal music, bars for 
homosexuals, nudism, sun-bathing, camping, all were accepted, and became like bright, 
gaudy, superficial colours in which the whole country was painted. Surrounded by this 
superficiality there were also serious artists, indignant Protestants, vengeful nationalists, 
Communists, many private tragedies, and much suffering. But such intense expressions of 
will and feeling were obscured by the predominant fashionableness of advanced attitudes. 
It was easy to be advanced. You only had to take off your clothes.321 
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Retrospectively, Spender portrays Weimar modernity as a deceptive superficial gloss which 

distracted foreign visitors like himself from the serious problems which lay at the heart of the 

German Republic. As will be shown in the analysis of Spender’s ‘autobiographical fictionalizing’ of 

the Weimar Republic in Chapter II.7, the author struggled for decades to reconcile his early 

attraction to Germany as a country of progressiveness and modernism with his knowledge of the 

atrocities committed by the Germans under Nazi rule. 

Numerous British writers travelled to Germany during the second half of the 1920s, and while 

some of them continued an observation of developments in Germany with an eye to the future of 

European politics, Germany now assumed a new role for writers such as Spender who were too 

young to have participated in the First World War. Far from being only the sick man of Europe 

and a potential danger, the country became a place that offered freedoms which could not be found 

in Britain, a place for artistic and personal development and, last but not least, an opportunity to 

distance oneself from the generation of parents who fought in the war and still harboured anti-

German resentments. As Peter Firchow puts it when writing about the attraction Germany held 

for British poet W.H. Auden and his friends: 

The enemy of one’s enemy […] is one’s friend. […] What is more, it followed logically that 
if one’s parents and their generation were habitually given to misunderstanding oneself and 
one’s friends, they might well have committed the same error with respect to the Germans 
a decade or two earlier.322 

 

Although a remarkable number of British writers visited Germany during this period, and some 

spent a considerable amount of time in the country, these visits did not lead to a significant literary 

output at the time. The ‘Golden Twenties’ inspired fewer novels, short stories, poems and memoirs 

than the post-war crisis in the Rhineland and the squalor of post-war Berlin had done, and far 

fewer than the rise of the Nazi party would do in the 1930s. Many of the British writers who had 

experienced Germany in the mid-to-late 1920s and early 1930s only felt compelled to record their 

‘Weimar experience’, be it in the form of fiction or non-fiction, in the years between the end of the 

Weimar Republic and the beginning of the Second World War. Others waited until after the end 

of the war to revisit the period in memoirs and autobiographies. Such retrospective accounts – the 

most famous being Christopher Isherwood’s ‘Berlin novels’ published in the second half of the 

1930s and his 1976 autobiography Christopher and his Kind – have contributed much to the image of 

Weimar Germany, and especially Weimar Berlin, as a society under constant threat from political 

upheavals, a place where people partied to excess in the face of looming disaster.  
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This chapter will examine British writer’s reactions to different elements of Weimar modernity 

during the mid-to-late 1920s. The reactions to such phenomena were far more varied than previous 

studies have suggested and will become relevant in the analysis of the retrospective fictional 

accounts of the British ‘Weimar experience’ in Chapter III. In these fictional accounts, the British 

experience of phenomena like the German youth movement, the Neue Frau (new woman) of the 

Weimar Republic, Berlin’s entertainment industry and innovations in the arts are recounted to form 

a retrospective narrative of the Weimar Republic that attempts to make sense of both the dramatic 

decline of German democracy and the role of the British observer in this historical context.  

 

II.2. Modern Travel 
 

As Colin Storer’s study illustrates, in the inter-war period the number of visitors fluctuated 

according to the economic and political situation in Europe, but overall Germany became a popular 

holiday destination during the 1920s and early 1930s, perhaps surprisingly so, considering how little 

time had passed since the end of the war. Storer points to a general shift in travel methods. Luxury 

travel, such as the Orient Express to Istanbul or the Train Bleu to the South of France was still in 

use, and civilian air travel was on the rise, “but the interwar period saw the further democratization 

of travel, as technological developments and social and economic changes made foreign travel 

more available to more people than ever before.”323 

As Storer writes, “[a]rrivals and departures abound in the literature of the 1920s and 1930s. Travel, 

movement and speed were hallmarks of modernity and modernism, symptoms of the restless spirit 

of the age.”324 The railway connection between England and Germany features prominently in texts 

on British visits to Germany in the 1920s. As early as 1912 poet Rupert Brooke, miserably stranded 

in Berlin and missing the English countryside, was cheered by the prospect of a swift exit. In his 

poem Grantchester, Old Vicarage, written at the Café des Westens in Berlin, the narrator exclaims: 

“God! I will pack, and take a train / And get me to England once again!”  

In accounts from the 1920s, the train connection features less as a quick means to escape German 

strangeness. Instead, it is used to emphasize the geographical closeness of Britain and Germany 

and the potential blurring of national identities that occurs with frequent border-crossings. Rail 

travel in the post-war era was not just faster but also cheaper than ever before, enabling more 

people, including struggling writers, to make the journey. “The fare 2nd class, via Ostend, to Berlin 
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is £4.76, about the same as it is to Cornwall,” British writer Wyndham Lewis325 remarked somewhat 

defensively in a 1921 letter to his former partner Iris Barry who was relying on his financial support 

for herself and their two young children.326 Travel to Europe was no longer the preserve of the 

rich, and the emerging younger generation of British intellectuals might have seen their second-

class train journeys from London to Berlin as a means of distancing themselves from the pre-war 

‘grand tour of Europe’ travel of the upper-classes.327  

The democratization of travel also meant that more women than ever before had the opportunity 

to travel independently and for pleasure. Stevie Smith’s autobiographical heroine Pompey Casmilus 

(Novel on Yellow Paper, 1936) is an example of this new kind of woman traveller. Like Smith herself, 

Pompey works as a secretary in a London office and uses her two-week holiday to travel to 

Germany. A working woman without a university education or family money, she is nevertheless 

enabled to partake in a cosmopolitan experience, and she delights in exploring the new identity that 

is opened up to her and deliberately creates an ambiguous Anglo-German persona for herself. 

The speed of travel brought discomfort and excitement in equal measure. In his unpublished 1924 

diary, Edward ‘Eddy’ Sackville-West described his first trip to Germany: “Vile train at night. Went 

tremendous pace. Very much frightened – rocked about. Got some literary impressions, 

however.”328 In Novel On Yellow Paper Stevie Smith’s narrator Pompey Casmilus addresses the strain 

of modern travel and short stints abroad, the “awful cramping weariness of long journeys, and no 

sooner there than back you have to come again.”329 She describes the sensation to the reader: 
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What it is like is this. It is like you were an elastic band hooked on to Bahnhof Zoo at one 
end and stretched right over to Liverpool Street Station at the other end, and gradually, oh 
at first you feel so tensed you could die, but then bit by bit the nearer you get to Bahnhof 
Zoo the less tensed you get, till you’re just about ready for tea when you get in to Berlin. 
Phew.330 

The train is not simply an anchor which roots Pompey to her London home, but rather a 

connection that ‘hooks’ her to both London and Berlin, hinting at a sense of belonging to both 

cities. As will be discussed in Chapter III, Pompey’s final dissociation from Germany and from her 

German love interest Karl also takes place on a train journey, and the train serves as an in-between-

space in which she is able to retain elements of an ambiguous Anglo-German identity before she 

returns fully to being English.  

Most famously, perhaps, the opening chapter of Christopher Isherwood’s first ‘Berlin novel’ Mr 

Norris Changes Trains uses the train as an in-between-space of mysterious encounters and identity 

confusion in the meeting of the narrator and fellow Englishman Mr Norris which forces the two 

strangers into close proximity and leaves them “confused” and feeling “exactly as though we had 

collided with each other bodily in the street”.331 The narrator spends the shared journey attempting 

to decode Mr Norris’ identity, and the reader begins to suspect that the latter might be involved in 

habitual border-crossings and shifting of identities as a smuggler or spy. Mr Norris’ parting words 

to the narrator at the end of the journey are a mixture of English familiarity and German formality 

and reflect the in-between-state of the train which hovers between the two nations: “Auf 

Wiedersehen, my dear boy. Auf Wiedersehen.”332  

Germany, in the 1920s, was increasingly easy to reach for British visitors and yet far enough from 

home to be exotic. The trains as intermediaries between the two countries provided the British 

visitors with the opportunity to prepare themselves for the country they were about to enter. “I 

got my first taste of Germany from the advertisements in the dining-car”, the poet Brian Howard 

noted in his diary in 1927. “The Zeiss one is good. A man wearing spectacles. He looks like a poet 

or a professor. The sort of man who would wear Zeiss spectacles.” He seems pleased to find that 

the German adverts correspond to his stereotypical idea of a German, adding: “In England he 

would have looked like a second lieutenant in the Guards, with a touch of hermaphrodite, and the 

spectacles would have been almost invisible.”333 

Trains were moving not just between King’s Cross and Berlin, of course, but all across Germany 

which due to its central location on the European mainland became a thoroughfare for Britons on 
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their way to other destinations such as Austria, Italy or even Russia. Lilian Mowrer, a British writer 

who lived in Berlin during the second half of the 1920s with her husband, the American journalist 

Edgar Ansel Mowrer, recalls in her memoir how mid-1920s Berlin “reminded me of a huge railway 

station; it was the stopping-off place between eastern and western Europe; everyone travelling 

from Paris to Moscow, sooner or later, came there.”334 Similarly, the American musician Michael 

Danzi recalled: “Berlin was truly the capital of Europe – all the railroad tracks from any European 

city ended up in Berlin.”335 In Walther Ruttmann’s experimental documentary Berlin – Die Symphonie 

der Großstadt, shot in 1927, this idea is visualised as the film opens with the camera following a 

steam train speeding through the outskirts of Berlin and into the heart of the city. The status of 

Berlin as a transportation hub, a place at the heart of Europe where the paths of countless travellers 

cross, is reiterated in Harold Nicolson’s 1929 essay The Charm of Berlin. Nicolson opens his 

description of the city with the trains he can see passing by his window. The “local electric trains 

jingle past [him], like virgins going to school”, while “the great European trains […] flap up from 

the main station like storks of herons […]. For they are off to the smell of leather which greets one 

at Eydkühnen,336 or the smell which greets one at Bentheim of a proximate and salted sea.”337 As 

the night falls on Berlin, Nicolson looks out across his dark garden and sees nothing but the passing 

trains:  

The electric trains soar upwards as they pass me, they are chariots of gold, they are the 
rockets which carry people, who have been to tea at Rummelsburg, back to supper at 
Charlottenburg, they are the comets on which the intellectuals of Wilmersdorf are borne 
enchanted to the no less cultured homes at Weißensee.338  

 

Nicolson’s essay captures the sense that Berlin, which throughout the Weimar Republic period 

emerged as the most important destination for British travellers to Germany, was not only at the 

centre of a network of travel routes that span all of Europe but also a city of mobile, modern 

citizens who whizz from one part of the city to another and back again on a daily basis. Only a few 

years earlier, in 1921, the exiled Russian writer Ilja Ehrenburg, had used a similar analogy to make 

a very different point: “The Germans were living as though they were at a railway station no one 

knowing what would happen the next day” Ehrenburg wrote about Berlin in the grips of post-war 

political and economic chaos.339 Thus the image of the speeding train is able to illustrate two 
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essential elements of Weimar Berlin as it emerges from the accounts of visiting writers. It is both 

a place of modernity, excitement and opportunity and a place where changes occur at a 

disconcerting speed and of which the visitor can only catch glimpses without being able to grasp 

the full meaning of their experience. As Isherwood’s narrator puts it at the beginning of Goodbye to 

Berlin: “Some day, all this will have to be developed, carefully printed, fixed.”340 

To the reasonably affluent traveller of the 1920s and 1930s, frequent European border crossings 

had become part of the modern lifestyle, and borders that could so easily be crossed were perceived 

as more of a nuisance than an obstacle. This carefree attitude, of course, would soon be a thing of 

the past but for a brief time in the late 1920s and early 1930s, the borders between Britain and 

Germany must have seemed increasingly insignificant to young visitors. In her 1938 memoir I 

Married a German, English writer Madeleine Kent recalls her last days in England before moving to 

Dresden with her German fiancé Hans Döhring in the spring of 1931. When she makes an 

appointment for her and Hans to be married at a London registrar's office, the bride-to-be receives 

a stern warning from an English official who asks her if she has fully realised that with her marriage 

to a German she will be signing away her British citizenship: “The point for you to grasp clearly is 

that you cease to be British, and that whatever difficulties you may encounter in the future, this 

country is not responsible for you.”341 The change of her nationality from British to German, which 

Kent perceived as “a tiresome formality” and “a bit of a joke even, like acquiring a stage name”342 

was to take on great significance within less than two years after her marriage to Hans who, as a 

social democrat, became one of the outcasts of the Nazi Reich. In 1931, however, the prospect 

seemed rather glamorous and exciting to the young Englishwoman:  

I saw myself in foreign trains and hotels mystifying the average tripper by the combination 
of my German passport and my unmistakably English accent. And there was, too, 
something enlarging about having a claim to two nationalities. Like many of my generation, 
I liked the idea of Wells' Open Conspiracy343 and thought it a finer thing to be a citizen of the 
world than a patriot.344  

 

Writing in the late 1930s, Kent is, of course, aware of how soon after the episode in the London 

registry office the differences between a British and a German citizenship would become relevant 

again.  
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Retrospectively, the train connection between the two countries takes on a darker meaning in 

Stephen Spender’s semi-autobiographical novel The Temple, the first draft of which he wrote in 

Germany in the late 1920s, but which remained unpublished until the 1980s. His protagonist Paul 

experiences the in-between-space of the train as an English traveller who is in Germany and yet 

excluded from it as he rolls through the darkening city: 

The manuscript reads: 

Seeing the lights appearing in the windows of the homes, I had a feeling of intense 
loneliness, as though each light that appeared mocked my foreignness, and each time a 
blind was drawn I was shut out. The train clanked over the vast bridge and as we slowed 
down to enter the darkness of the station, I regretted intensely that I had left home.345 

 

In the published novel, this scene is altered to read: 

Arriving by train at Hamburg in the evening when the first lights showed through windows 
of rooms in which Germans were standing alone, or seated together eating meals and 
talking to one another, or putting children to bed, or perhaps even making their German 
love, was an eerie sensation. […] He experienced a pang of intense loneliness, as though 
each German light that shone in a window mocked his Englishness, each drawn-down 
blind shut him out.346 

 

In Spender’s retrospective re-imagining of his ‘Weimar experience’, the more general feeling of 

foreignness upon arriving in a new place and the first pangs of homesickness are transformed into 

a clear conflict between the protagonist’s “Englishness” and the “Germanness” of his 

surroundings. The train serves to emphasise a palpable distance between the English narrator and 

his German surroundings, which reflects the author’s later take on his naïve first encounter with 

the Weimar Republic.  

 

II.3. Modern Berlin 
 

II.3.a. The ugly Metropolis 
 

As discussed in Chapter I, Berlin’s reputation for being a ‘city of vice’ where wild parties were held, 

and social norms were transgressed featured strongly in British reporting on Germany in the years 

immediately following the war. Foreign press reports certainly played a part in creating this image 
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and spreading it abroad, sparking a mixture of outrage and curiosity in their readership. In his study 

on American eyewitnesses to the rise of the Third Reich, Andrew Nagorski writes that in 1921 

German-born American journalist Karl Henry von Wiegand was urged by a colleague in Paris to 

write about cocaine use and the “alleged degeneracy” of the German capital, in order to “get the 

whole of the American continent afire with indignation … and greedy longing!”347 Scandalous 

stories sold newspapers and Berlin’s outrageous reputation naturally only made it more appealing 

to adventurous young visitors. Christopher Isherwood, who first visited the city in 1929, later 

recalled:  

One of my chief motives for wanting to visit Berlin was that an elderly relative had warned 
me against it, saying that it was the vilest place since Sodom. For months I had been 
daydreaming of it as unrealistically as a child dreams of the jungle; he hopes to meet tigers 
and pythons there, but doesn’t expect them to hurt him.348 

 

The enduring appeal of 1920s Berlin is of course to a large extent based on the idea of Weimar era 

Berlin as the embodiment of a unique spirit that can never be recreated after the Nazi reign 

destroyed the cultural scene of 1920s Berlin and the war destroyed much of its physical landscape. 

At the same time, much of the spirit of the period survived in the work of exiled German scientists, 

artists and intellectuals who in exile, predominantly in the United States, influenced new 

movements in their respective fields.  Retrospectively, the knowledge of its imminent demise only 

enhances the perceived significance of the period. Otto Friedrich, an American cultural historian 

and son of the German political theorist Carl Joachim Friedrich, describes the Weimar Berlin of 

our present imagination as “a doomed city – as doomed as Pompeii – even at the height of its 

flowering under the benevolent glare of the Weimar eagle.”349 In retrospect, the knowledge of 

things to come makes the image of the feverishly exciting, almost hysterical city ‘dancing on the 

volcano’ appear fitting and it is easy to imagine that visitors to 1920s Berlin might have been 

gripped by a sense of dark foreboding.  

Apart from a being associated with innovative movements in the arts and sciences, Weimar 

Germany, and particularly Weimar Berlin, is frequently associated with unprecedented sexual 

permissiveness. Colin Storer and Peter Firchow both trace the enduring image of the ‘wicked’ 1920s 

Berlin back to the popularity of Christopher Isherwood’s ‘Berlin novels’ and the success of the 

musical Cabaret.350 While Isherwood’s treatment of Berlin ‘vice’ in Goodbye to Berlin is comparatively 
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tame, the musical production and film not only turn the character of Sally Bowles from a sometime 

singer into the star of a raunchy cabaret show, they also link Berlin’s ‘vice’ to the rise of National 

Socialism. This is made explicit in the 1972 film version, as well as more recent Broadway 

productions when scantily clothed cabaret dancers goose-step across the stage in high heels wearing 

Swastika armbands and giving the Nazi salute. 

The idea that Weimar Germany was a place of complete liberation is often left unchallenged by 

studies on British literary visitors to the Republic, such as – for instance – David Leeming who 

writes in Stephen Spender: A Life in Modernism: “Germany was a place where homosexuality, for 

instance, like all sexuality, was accepted and even celebrated. In the bars and on the beaches, there 

was a 1930s version of the flower children – hippie movement of the 1960s and ‘70s.”351 Peter 

Firchow writes that “Germany and Berlin were fantasy destinations for Oxbridge graduates long 

before Auden and Isherwood went there.” Quoting from the recollections of British journalist 

Goronwy Rees, Firchow continues:  

Since the inflation young Englishmen had visited Germany in greater and greater numbers, 
and they returned to us in Oxford with wonderful travellers’ tales of this land of freedom 
and, even better, licence; where one could be on the right side, the proletarian side, in 
politics, and at the same time take advantage of the fact that social approval has ceased to 
exist […] morals had been discarded as bourgeois prejudice […] sex was permitted, indeed 
encouraged, to take any form it chose […].352 

 

It is important to stress that the notion that the Weimar Republic accepted and celebrated sexuality 

in all its forms is a construct based on the limited experience of a particular group of visitors and 

has little to do with the reality of life in the Weimar Republic. While in some respects, the sexual 

politics of the Weimar Republic were certainly progressive for their time, legally, sex was neither 

permitted nor encouraged “to take any form it chose”, and the  liberated lifestyle of the 1920s was 

far less widespread and inclusive than British visitors’ recollections suggest. Such portrayals of the 

Weimar Republic create the impression that in 1933 a country of liberated “flower children” 

suddenly fell under the spell of Fascism, or that in fact the Nazi movement was a reaction against 

a thoroughly liberated Weimar Republic rather than a continuation of ideas and political forces that 

had maintained their influence throughout the Weimar era.  

In her 2015 study Sex and the Weimar Republic, Laurie Marhoefer explains that the degree of sexual 

liberation afforded by the Weimar Republic has frequently been overestimated. Marhoefer’s study 

counters the long-held notion that there is a link between Weimar Germany’s supposed ultra-liberal 
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attitude towards sex and the triumph of fascism, a notion which, as she writes, “was luridly 

illustrated in popular culture: the 1972 film Cabaret [based on Isherwood’s novel Goodbye to Berlin] 

is a prime example. […] Yet in fact, sexual politics played no major role in the Republic’s 

collapse.”353 Marhoefer sets out to show that the Weimar Republic, for much of its lifespan was “a 

functioning democracy, even when beset by bitter struggles among an array of political actors with 

dizzyingly divergent and conflicting ideas about sexuality”.354 In what Marhoefer calls the “Weimar 

settlement”, moderately progressive and moderately conservative forces battled over sexual politics 

and achieved a number of important reforms which awarded freedoms to the German homosexual 

emancipation movement – freedoms which came at a price:  

It meant liberation for some men who had sex with men. That liberation came at the 
expense of other men who had sex with men. It also meant liberation for gay men, lesbians, 
and transvestites at the price of agreeing to curtail public representations of queerness. Yet 
even under these restrictions, gay male, lesbian, and transvestite subcultures were allowed 
limited public space in publications and in certain urban centres. This albeit constrained 
public sphere was indispensable to the growth of gay male, lesbian, and transvestite 
subcultures and political movements.355 

 

However progressive the Weimar Republic’s sexual politics were in their own time, it would be 

wrong to assume that queer subjects were free to live their sexuality without restraints outside of 

very limited spaces, such as the Hirschfeld Institute for sexual research, where Christopher 

Isherwood “came face to face with his tribe”.356  

And yet, the actual degree of permissiveness and the perception of this permissiveness are two 

different things. While the freedoms of queer subjects were severely restricted, queerness was 

certainly more visible and more commented upon in Weimar Berlin than in other European 

capitals. As George Mosse writes, in the case of Berlin, “[i]t was the visibility rather than the mere 

existence of a homosexual and lesbian subculture that was important, for London and Paris also 

contained such a culture, but in Berlin it was more readily inspected, photographed, and written 
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about.”357  It is therefore not surprising that  the connection between Weimar ‘vice’ and the rise of 

the Nazis was one that British writers made early on. Stevie Smith, who visited Germany twice in 

the late 1920s and early 1930s, has the narrator of her 1936 Novel on Yellow Paper comment on how 

“Hitler cleared up the vice that was so in Berlin […]’, and how this ‘vice’ was replaced by  ‘[…] 

how many uniforms, how many swastikas, how many deaths and maiming, and hateful dark 

cellars.”358 It is not known if Smith ever experienced any of Berlin’s ‘vice’ during her visits to the 

city, but by the early 1930s, the city’s ‘sinful’ reputation was established far beyond the German 

borders. After the Nazi’s rise to power numerous British observers of the last years of the Weimar 

Republic suggested that Weimar Germany’s, and especially Weimar Berlin’s, attitude towards 

sexuality had been a symptom of an underlying German ‘madness’ beneath the deceptively 

progressive surface of the republic – a ‘madness’ which had now manifested itself in the Nazi state. 

However, it is important to stress that this connection was made in retrospect and that 

contemporary accounts paint a different picture.  

The idea of the connection between sexual liberation and the downfall of the Weimar Republic is 

perpetuated in Colin Storer’s study about British writers in the Weimar Republic. In his chapter on 

Berlin, entitled ‘Sexual Mecca, City of Doom’, Storer suggests that the majority of British 

intellectuals who visited Berlin during the Weimar period were lured to the city by its reputation 

for ‘vice’: “There was a popular perception amongst Britons that Berlin was a city given over 

entirely to pleasure, where life was one long round of frenetic activity, as if the Berliners had 

collectively gone mad and were participating in one enormous non-stop orgy.”359 Storer adds that 

that this perception is a “caricature” of actual life in Weimar Berlin, a caricature which “persists as 

the popular and generally accepted picture of Weimar Berlin in the English-speaking world, even 

today”,360 suggesting, therefore, that the stereotype of ‘sinful’ Weimar Berlin was created, at least 

in part, by British visitors. While Storer admits that not every account of British visits to Berlin 

features the city’s ‘vice’, he writes that “[o]ne thing on which it is safe to say that all British 

commentators on Berlin were agreed was Berlin’s status as a cultural centre and a home to the 

latest ideas in the arts and sciences.”361 This assessment, however, is flawed.  It might well be true 

that a majority of British visitors lauded Weimar Berlin’s status as a centre of cultural and scientific 

innovation after this culture had been destroyed by the politics of the Third Reich. In the case of 

the British writers who visited Berlin in the mid-to-late 1920s and early 1930s, however, the voices 
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that praise Berlin’s scientific and cultural innovations are drowned out by those visitors who found 

Berlin to be severely lacking in terms of its cultural offerings. When it comes to Berlin’s 

entertainment industry, far from believing that Berliners were partaking in a “non-stop orgy”, most 

British literary visitors viewed the city’s nightlife not as a genuine expression of liberated sexuality 

but as a carefully calculated commercial venture designed to shock and amuse visitors. 

While towards the end of the 1920s the ‘Auden group’ began their enthusiastic discovery of Berlin, 

many British literary visitors remained distinctly unconvinced of the merits of Berlin, not because 

they conceived it as a doomed city on the brink of disaster but because they found it to be too 

focused on the future, too superficial, too fast-paced, too ‘American’ and “somewhat too clean”, 

as the poet Basil Bunting put it, and at the same time still somewhat stuffy and provincial -  a 

Prussian town dressed up as a metropolis. The focus had moved away from the German people’s 

suffering, but their apparent recovery, and the boom of Berlin’s entertainment industry that went 

along with it, were regarded with disdain by a number of British writers who did not quite know 

what to make of the newly confident, modern ‘Huns’ and their capital. 

Just as it is not accurate to claim that British visitors were unanimous in their appreciation of 

Weimar Berlin as a cultural centre, it is also not accurate that, as Colin Storer puts it, “[p]olitics was 

ever-present in Weimar Berlin, and was never far away even in the writings of even the least 

politicised of foreign visitors.” Storer goes on to quote Claud Cockburn’s 1967 autobiography in 

which the journalist recalls a feeling of “impermanence, of foolish vulnerability in the face of 

inimical and indifferent forces of destruction”, the feeling that in Berlin “deluge was always just 

around the corner.”362 Indeed, looking back after the catastrophe of the Second World War and 

the Holocaust, nearly every British observer who experienced Berlin during the final years of the 

Weimar Republic, as Cockburn did, claimed to have experienced this ominous feeling of “doom”. 

Only rarely did a British literary visitor admit in retrospect that they “understood very little of what 

was happening politically in Germany”,363 as novelist and critic Bryher364 did in her 1961 
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autobiography. Bryher, who frequently visited Berlin between 1928 and 1932 and became 

immersed in the German film industry, recalls how experiencing Germany in the diverse and 

international circles of avant-garde artists, writers and filmmakers she moved in gave her a false 

sense of security: “We were certain that obedience for obedience’ sake had been broken by the war 

and it was not until 1931 that we realised that the barbarians had broken through our undefended 

outposts.”365  

Storer’s assessment of British reports on Berlin focuses on observations from the early 1920s and 

early 1930s, both periods of great economic and political strain, during which negative depictions 

of Berlin’s ‘vice’ were used to pass a moral judgment on the Weimar Republic as a whole. He also 

frequently uses retrospective accounts, such as the one by Cockburn quoted above, which proclaim 

a sense of impending doom. This selective use of sources paints a picture of political and social 

instability that does not emerge from accounts by British literary visitors written before the end of 

the Republic. 

Looking at accounts from the mid-to-late 1920s, it seems fair to say that politics did not take 

precedence in British writers’ explorations of Berlin. Writing about literary images of 1920s Berlin, 

John J. White claims that “foreign visitors show a far greater tendency to see the capital as 

representatively German than one finds among the Germans’ images of their own city.”366 This 

again seems to me to be an assessment based on retrospective accounts. The image of Berlin that 

emerge from British writers’ accounts of the mid-to-late 1920s and into the early 1930s is that of a 

city that is perceived as decidedly odd and at odds with more established images of Germany – not 

typically German so much as a strange German attempt at being ‘international’, ‘modern’, or, as 

some observers put it: ‘American’.   

The few British writers who sang Berlin’s praise at the time seem aware that they would have to 

overcome a deeply entrenched prejudice in their readership. In her 1931 travel book Modern 

Germanies as seen by an English Woman, which is based on her travels through the country in 1929 

and 1930, Cicely Hamilton notes that Berlin is brimming with American tourists but that “our 

countrymen are infrequent in restaurant and café”. This “British rarity”, according to Hamilton, is 

nothing new:  

Even in the pre-historic days before the War when we entered Germany without let of 
passport or unfriendly hindrance, the capital was never an attraction to the Englishman 
bent on a holiday. To such the attractions of a German holiday meant, nine times out of 
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ten, the Rhine, and if he went further than the Rhine and its neighbourhood it was to the 
Black Forest or a spa, such as Kissingen or Homburg.  

 

This preference, Hamilton believes, is partly due to the fact that the German “has sung of his Rhine 

and belauded his Rhine till the average Briton takes him at his word” but also due to the visual 

appearance of Berlin which, according to Hamilton, had always struck the British visitor as “a 

militarized and upstart city: adorned at intervals with somewhat boastful monuments, and with 

none of the charms, and few of the traditions of the elder capitals of Europe.”367   

To the established Bloomsbury intellectuals and to the “bright young things”, the literary dandies 

of the 1920s who travelled frequently all over Europe and beyond, Berlin in the 1920s did not 

present itself as an exciting epicentre of modernity, nor was it perceived as the most desirable 

destination within Germany. At best, Berlin was thought to be somewhat boring and “second-

rate”, as Harold Nicolson put it, at worst it was, in the words of Brian Howard, “unbearably ugly 

and quite, quite awful.”  

The city’s ‘ugliness’ was often the first thing literary visitor noted. In the spring of 1924, Eddy 

Sackville-West, cousin of Vita Sackville-West and future heir to the title of Baron Sackville, made 

his first brief visit to Berlin while he was undergoing psychoanalysis in the South German city of 

Freiburg. He had been struggling with family problems, writer’s block and his unreciprocated love 

for a male friend. As Sackville-West’s biographer Michael De-la-Noy points out: “Psychoanalysis, 

on almost any pretext, was at this time extremely fashionable, almost, for some patients, a hobby. 

There were no serious sources of counselling available for young men unable to cope with the 

emotional effects on an unhappy homosexual affair.”368  

The unpublished diary which Sackville-West kept during his stay in the country captures a mild 

disgust with the Germans, especially if encountered en masse, as well as his enjoyment of the 

landscape around Freiburg. “Divine day”, he noted on the 8th of February 1924. “Walked miles on 

the upper slopes of the Günterstal […] taking photographs. Woodcutters, snow, sun, Bächlein, 

smell of pine trees. […] Sense of satisfaction in life.” Walking through the German town, on the 

other hand, filled him with dread: “Inferiority complex. Feel the people hate me. Cross the road to 

avoid groups who might laugh.”369 A rare close encounter with the German masses was recorded 

on March 3rd: “Horrible ball in the hotel. Noise & fuss. Everything so ugly & squalid. The 
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clothes!”370  

In March 1924 he decided to venture on a trip to Danzig with a British friend, Edward Gathorne-

Hardy.371 The two Edwards’ trip to Danzig necessitated a stop-over in Berlin to get the visa required 

to pass through the ‘Polish corridor’. The first impression of the German capital recorded in the 

diary is far from enthusiastic: “Small town Berlin. So featureless & like a provincial Paris. None of 

the charm of Vienna. Not one street except Unter den Linden.”372 A “tour round Berlin in a taxi” 

undertaken on their first day in the city was deemed a “[w]aste of time”. However, Sackville-West 

had to concede that the Adlon was a “very comfy hotel” and that the performance of Richard 

Strauss’ Ariadne auf Naxos he caught in the evening was “[t]oo exquisite for words.” His diary entry 

for the following day already strikes a more conciliatory tone: “Liked Berlin better. Grim & 

impressive. Saw the Nibelungen film at the Ufa Palast. The best film I’ve ever seen. Quite lovely 

& very well acted, especially by Kriemhild.”373  

After being detained in Berlin longer than they had anticipated due to difficulties in acquiring their 

visas, they were on their way to Danzig, but things did not go as planned. Because they had been 

issued the wrong visa, they were forced off the train in the middle of nowhere. The hastily scribbled 

diary entry reads:  

Passports wrong! Shot out onto the Steppe at Lauenburg, awful little town on the Polish 
frontier. We were heroic! Vile, expensive hotel. Plumeaux!!! Walked in the snow & fell into 
water. Oh what misery! The hideous homes & the ugly, unreal people! The hollow voices & 
empty air!374 

 

Sackville-West’s descriptions of his early encounters with Germany read like a parody of the British 

dandy abroad. Germany and especially the German people are a constant source of discomfort and 

anxiety. There are no records of conversations with Germans or encounters with German 

individuals. Instead the “ugly, unreal people” are perceived as a vaguely threatening mass. Lack of 

style and comfort in hotels, travel methods and people are constantly decried, and if there is beauty, 

it is found in high culture, in nature or in a resemblance to Britain. Accordingly, when the two 

travellers finally make it to Danzig, Eddy is consoled by the city’s beautiful architecture, which 

features “Houses like English Elizabethan, with gables & dark red bricks”, the “divine” Krantor 
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and the “indescribable” cathedral.375 He marvels at “How Albert Rutherstony the houses are!”, 

referring to the decorative style of the British painter. On the same day, the 13th of March, however, 

he already showed signs of Danzig-fatigue, stating that “one exhausts this town in three days. I 

don’t want more, unless I were to live here.” The next day, they set off back to Freiburg. A week 

later, on the 21st of March, Sackville-West’s mood had reached a low-point: “Depressed about 

writing. […] I want to go back to England. It isn’t that I don’t like being here, with opera & 

concerts, etc. but I have heimweh.”376 Another week later, his psychoanalyst discharged him. As 

we will see, Sackville-West would return to Germany several times, including a stint of several 

months in Dresden in 1927/28, but in keeping with his early explorations, his relationship with the 

country would continue to be informed mainly by an interest in German high-culture of the pre-

war era, rather than the cultural innovations of the Weimar Republic and his later writings give 

little indication that the German people became any less “unreal” to him through subsequent visits. 

In 1925, a year after Sackville-West’s first exploration of Berlin, the travel writer Robert Byron, 

who like Sackville-West had been educated at Eton and who had recently completed his eighth 

term at Oxford University,”377 visited the German capital as part of a road trip through Europe 

with several friends. Byron had a much milder reaction to the city:  

Berlin had a pleasant atmosphere. Unlike Paris, it is far enough away from London to feel 
as if it were somewhere else. The Unter den Linden is magnificent. Whereas in Vienna the 
famous ‘Rings’ are entirely spoilt by the rows of plane trees that obscure them, this is wide 
enough to carry its double avenue. The traffic is sparse and slow. […] The Brandenburger 
Tor, surrounded by the palaces of the nobility, compares favourably with the unruined ruin 
at Hyde Park Corner or the flamboyance of the Arc de Triomphe. And the people are 
friendly – far more friendly than in France or Italy.378 

 

This, of course, is the language of the Englishman on a ‘grand tour’ of Europe. Byron’s description 

of Berlin projects familiarity with other European capitals and great ease with travel in general. 

Byron and his travel companions stay at the Adlon and embark on what reads like an obligatory 

exploration of the famous Berlin nightlife. They drive “out to Charlottenburg to a musical comedy. 

Byron reports that ‘[t]he tunes were delightful’ but the plot, which involves a woman trying to hide 

her noble birth ‘snobbish’. He judges the leading lady not so much by her performance but by her 
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costume: “Her clothes were 1923. The phenomenal idea of an evening scarf attached to the dress 

had reached Berlin in the same breath as it had gone out of fashion elsewhere.”379 

After the performance, the group returns to the Adlon bar to meet two Germans who “were to 

show us the Berlin underworld.” This underworld “was some way away and we went in a taxi, the 

driver of which was ashamed of us.”380 They arrive at an “orange door in the slums” beyond which 

lies a bar “that resembled the lounge at a station hotel in the Midlands”. This, presumably, was a 

rather tame version of Berlin’s underworld, recommended by the Adlon to their wealthy foreign 

visitors. “At one table in the back”, Byron reports, “David espied his friend, Henry 

Featherstonhaugh, attaché in Prague, seated with the son of a member of the German Cabinet, and 

some other more beautiful companions.”381 In such illustrious company, they spend the evening, 

“finally returning to bed about half-past one”.382  

The next evening is spent at a slightly more up-scale establishment, the ‘Elysium’, where Byron and 

his friends cause a commotion by ordering champagne: “We were in evening dress and felt that we 

were raising the tone of Berlin.”383 The manager of the bar is so taken with his English guests that 

he convinces them to come to his house after hours where the reluctant English visitors are forced 

into an encounter with the life of ordinary Germans as they inspect the manager’s “three rooms 

and a bathroom-kitchen on the ground floor of a large tenement building”. They are appalled to 

see dirty laundry, unwashed dishes and distasteful décor and the next morning wake up in their 

hotel rooms “with a slight feeling of nausea, which decided us to leave Berlin at once.”384 

Neither Sackville-West’s nor Byron’s descriptions from the mid-1920s suggest that Berlin had 

acquired a reputation in British intellectual circles for boasting a particularly exciting cultural scene 

or unusual nightlife. In these reports, Berlin is judged by the standards of more established 

European capitals like Paris or Vienna and found to be “provincial” and severely lacking in 

excitement. Towards the end of the 1920s, however, a new reputation begins to emerge from the 

reports of British literary visitors: Berlin is now, once again, known for its outrageous nightlife (as 

it was in the years just after the war) and particularly for its queer entertainment venues. While 

most British literary visitors, regardless of their sexual orientation, begin to seek out such venues, 

most of them emerge from the experience somewhat disillusioned.  

One such visitor is the poet Brian Howard, a friend of Robert Byron who was meant to accompany 

                                                            
379 Ibid., 32. 
380 Ibid., 34. 
381 Ibid. 
382 Ibid. 
383 Ibid. 
384 Ibid., 35. 



 110 

Byron on a trip to Greece in the autumn of 1927, but instead was convinced by his mother to travel 

to the south of Germany to undergo psychoanalysis.385 Today, Brian Howard is mainly 

remembered as a frivolous dandy figure who instigated numerous infamous pranks and parties with 

the “bright young people” and as the real-life inspiration for the character of Anthony Blanche in 

Evelyn Waugh’s novel All the Conspirators. Despite being considered a poetry prodigy in his school 

and university days, Howard never became a successful writer and only published one collection 

of poetry, God Save the King (1930). In keeping with the perception of a gifted man who never fully 

realised his artistic potential, the only biography written about him is entitled Portrait of a Failure. 

Brian Howard’s first encounter with the Weimar Republic shows remarkable similarities to that of 

Eddy Sackville-West described above. Like Sackville-West, Howard first came to Germany to 

undergo psychoanalysis. Like Sackville-West, he was twenty-two years old at the time and involved 

in a complicated romantic relationship with a male friend, and like Sackville-West he was, at least 

at first, distinctly unimpressed with Germany in general and with Berlin in particular. He had 

written to a friend that he was to go to Frankfurt ‘to see a doctor about my lungs’386 but the real 

purpose of the trip was to undergo therapy with Dr Hans Prinzhorn, a famed German psychiatrist 

(and collector of modern art). The trip to Frankfurt also gave him the opportunity to reunite with 

James Stern, a budding writer with whom Howard had been friends since their school days at Eton. 

Sometime in the summer of 1926 their friendship had begun to blossom into romance387 but in 

May 1927 Stern, who had been working as a bank clerk in London, was sent to Frankfurt for an 

apprenticeship with a German bank. A number of unpublished letters, kept at the British Library’s 

manuscript archive, capture a stormy relationship that unfolded during and after Howard’s stint in 

Frankfurt 388 

Brian Howard, it seems, was advised by a friend to sample Berlin’s homosexual nightlife while he 

was in Germany. In October 1927, while he was staying in Frankfurt, he went on an excursion to 

the capital. In an undated letter sent from Berlin to James Stern, who had stayed behind in 

Frankfurt, Howard describes his first encounter with the German capital which appalled him from 

the outset: „The Unter den Linden is awful”, he reported, “Everything is noisy, vulgar, 
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overcrowded and commercialised. The busses go at 50 mph and are veritable deathtraps.”389 He 

goes on to describe a foray into the famed nightlife of the city. He begins his evening at the Café 

des Westens because it is where “where Rupert Brooke wrote ‘Grantchester: The Old Vicarage’” 

and is disappointed to find “nothing of him there”. Next, he visits the Cosy Corner where, with 

some difficulty due to his lack of German, he propositions a good-looking young man. 

The Cosy Corner is familiar to readers of Christopher Isherwood’s autobiography Christopher and 

his Kind as an institution of Berlin’s homosexual nightlife to which Isherwood retrospectively 

ascribed an almost mythical quality. Isherwood’s first came to Berlin for a short visit in March 

1929, encouraged by W.H. Auden who had lived in the city since the previous autumn and sampled 

the gay nightlife. It is in the context of the erotic phantasy of Berlin, which was nourished by 

Auden’s letters that Isherwood in his autobiography makes the statement: “Berlin meant boys.”390 

He goes on to recall the “delicious nausea of initiation terror which Christopher [Isherwood] felt 

as Wystan [Auden] pushed back the heavy leather curtain of a boy bar called the Cosy Corner and 

led the way inside.”391 For Isherwood more than for any other British writer, the experience of 

Berlin was linked to his identity as a writer and his personal progression from the outsider trembling 

with anticipation at the threshold of the Cosy Corner to the German-speaking insider. As Norman 

Page points out in Auden and Isherwood: The Berlin Years, Isherwood went on to introduce another 

British writer, his friend John Lehmann, to the Cosy Corner and Lehmann captures this event in 

his 1976 autobiographical novel In the Purely Pagan Sense:  

This Lokal was a sensational experience for me, a kind of emotional earthquake […]. Things 
unimagined by me in all my previous fantasies went on there. The place was filled with 
attractive boys of any age between sixteen and twenty-one, some fair and curly-haired, some 
dark and often blue-eyed, and nearly all dressed in extremely short lederhosen which 
showed off their smooth and sun-burnt thighs to delectable advantage […].392 

 

Isherwood’s and Lehmann’s accounts, both written more than thirty years after their respective 

first encounters with the Cosy Corner elevate the small bar to a gateway into ‘their’ Berlin, a 

landmark which, as Norman Pages puts it, “looms considerably larger than the Brandenburg Gate 

or the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church.”393 The Berlin that Isherwood encountered had already 

been fictionalised through Auden’s accounts and through his own imagination and it would take a 

few weeks for the reality of the city to break the illusion. As he writes in Christopher and his Kind, 
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once he had settled in the city: 

For Christopher, the Cosy Corner was now no longer the mysterious temple of initiation 
in which he had met Bubi [Isherwood’s first German lover]; Berlin was no longer the 
fantasy city in which their affair had taken place. Their affair had been essentially a private 
performance which could only continue as long as Wystan [Auden] was present to be its 
audience. Now the performance was over; Berlin had become a real city and the Cosy 
Corner a real bar.394  

 

For Brian Howard, it seems, the Cosy Corner was very much “a real bar” from the beginning and 

a disappointing one at that. Continuing his exploration of Berlin’s gay nightlife in his 1927 letters 

to James Stern, Brian Howard describes how on the way to the Post Hotel, he and the “young 

gentleman” he had solicited at the Cosy Corner stop off at another gay bar called the Adonis Café, 

“where there was the dirtiest, ugliest crew I ever laid eyes on. Two beastly little boys who kept 

kissing one another, and the worst pianist in the world. The Cosy Corner itself was little better.”395 

Howard writes that his own conquest “was the only one in the least possible” but that the boy 

“spoilt it all by trying to get twice as much money out of me afterwards as he should have done.”396 

Although Howard offers no further details of his exchange with the German, a clue as to why the 

evening ended in disappointment can perhaps be found in what Christopher Isherwood wrote in 

his autobiography many decades later:  

The behaviour of many Cosy Corner clients was ugly because it was sentimental. Not 
content with hiring the boys’ bodies – which was at least a straightforward commercial 
transaction – they sentimentally expected gratitude, even love, thrown into the bargain. Not 
getting either, they turned nasty, called the boys whores and begrudged the money they had 
spent on them.397 

 

Several things are remarkable about Howard’s account. For one, his vain attempt to find something 

of Rupert Brooke in the Café des Westens illustrates how he, much like Isherwood, had travelled 

to Berlin with a certain image of the city already formed in his mind and that this image was based 

on a literary tradition. Howard doesn’t explain what it was he had hoped to find, but one can 

assume that the café that he encountered in 1927 had little resemblance with the melancholic 

atmosphere conjured by Brooke when he sat at the cafe in 1912 and penned his love poem to the 

English countryside. Crowded by German bodies and stifled by Prussian regulations the narrator 
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of Brooke’s poem The Old Vicarage, Grantchester (Café des Westens, Berlin, May 1912) longed for the 

place where  

“Unkempt about those hedges blows  
An English unofficial rose;  
And there the unregulated sun 
Slopes down to rest when day is done,  
And wakes a vague unpunctual star, 
A slippered Hesper; and there are  
Meads towards Haslingfield and Coton  

  Where das Betreten's not verboten.”398 
 

Rupert Brooke, like Brian Howard, was a poet in his early 20s when he visited Berlin in 1912 (after 

having spent some months in Munich the previous year), and like Howard, he had recently suffered 

a mental health crisis.399 Three years later, at the age of 27, Brooke died while serving in the Royal 

Navy during the First World War. Perhaps Brian Howard expected the presence of one of 

England’s most famous war poets to be commemorated in some way in the German café which 

Brooke had so longed to escape. But the statement that he found “nothing of him there” could 

also relate to the changes that had been made to the café in the 15 years since Rupert Brooke had 

walked out its doors. By the time of Howard’s visit, the pre-war heyday of the Café des Westens 

had long passed. The café had closed in 1915, but in the 1920s an attempt at a revival was made. 

In August 1928, the Berlin correspondent for the Manchester Guardian reported on the failure of this 

venture under the headline “Berlin’s homeless bohemians”. He called the café “one of Berlin’s 

landmarks, and certainly the one, apart from great national buildings, best known to English 

people”, a place where “[m]any literary men before and after Rupert Brooke have sat.”  

The article gives some indication of the post-war changes to the café that might have contributed 

to Brian Howard’s disappointment:  

The old marble-topped tables were scrapped, and dainty rococo furniture and hangings, 
with scrolled sofas and secluded alcoves, installed in their stead. The prices were raised after 
eight o’clock in the evening, and smartly-dressed couples revolved in the small space 
between the table to the strains of a jazz band. In the storey above a cabaret was opened. 
The bohemians fled across the road to a café where there was no jazz, and where they could 
still spend an entire evening for the price of a cup of coffee borrowed from the waiter. 

 

                                                            
398 Brooke, Rupert; The Collected Poems, 245-249. 
399 See Jones, Nigel; Rupert Brooke: Life, Death and Myth; Chapter 16: ‘Madness’, 214-226. 



 114 

Now, in 1928, this second incarnation of the café had to close its doors as well, a development that 

the correspondent views as indicative of the general state of Berlin’s culture and entertainment 

industry:  

Rents have become so high for business houses that no café proprietor can continue to 
exist unless his establishment is very large and very popular. […] The West End is being 
filled with branch establishments […]. Great new shopping centres are becoming 
established, and small cafés either dainty or literary must be sought elsewhere. The unhappy 
bohemians have been driven from their new home owing to the ever-growing film industry. 

 

In this new Berlin of glitzy ‘international’ entertainment, the article concludes, “[t]he poet-dreamer 

has no place […] and, if rumour is right, the whole genus is dying out in Berlin for want of a proper 

habitat and methods of culture.”400  

While Brian Howard concluded during his first visit to the German capital that “[t]he homosexual 

life of Berlin is fantastic from a psychologist’s point of view but dreary from the point of view of 

a human being”,401 by the late 1920s, Berlin’s homosexual nightlife had reached a certain 

international reputation and beckoned British writers to inspect it for themselves. Prior to the 

arrival of Isherwood, Auden and Spender, however, it seems that few writers were fascinated 

enough with this particular aspect of the city to put up for long with what they perceived as Berlin’s 

lack of cultural life and its severe ugliness. “I have decided to spend the winter in Berlin.”, Edward 

Sackville-West,402 who was living in Dresden at the time, noted in his diary on January 5th, 1928. 

“Why? Because it is unrelievedly ugly & squalid. It is a mere affectation in me to pretend that I like 

beautiful towns to live in. Ugly country annoys me terribly, but an ugly town, if large enough, I find 

inspiriting. There is nothing to take one’s attention off one’s mind.”403  

He did find some distractions, that were specific to Berlin, however: “I was dragged at night from 

one homosexual bar to another”, he wrote in a letter to E.M. Forster. “The behaviour is perfectly 
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open. There are even large dancing places for inverts.”404 Reflecting on the ugly city that 

nevertheless exercised such a peculiar pull on him, he found “no way of describing it except to 

refer someone to Ulysses – especially the play-section. It has all Joyce’s rhetorical power & 

variousness & buried insight, as well as his chaos & obscurity & disgust”. He concludes: “Perhaps 

half the excitement of life in Berlin lies in the fact that so much of it is quite meaningless.”405 Still, 

he returned in the autumn of 1928 to spend another winter in the city and to indulge in more 

aspects of Berlin’s homosexual night-life. Describing his exploration of the city in the company of 

his new lover Freddy Chilton, he wrote in a letter to Raymond Mortimer: “The other day, in a 

mood of gaiety, he led me with a dog-lead in the street (at night), as we were on our way to dance 

at a Lokal: I nearly expired with ecstasy.”406  

The Berlin that emerges from Sackville-Wests short descriptions is a disturbing, chaotic and 

thrilling place hidden beneath a façade of boring and ugly buildings, a place that in all its chaos and 

“disgust” offers freedoms that can’t be found in the baroque palaces and concert halls of Dresden. 

Whereas in Dresden, as we will see below, Sackville-West is filtering his German experience 

through classical music, romantic poetry and baroque architecture, he struggles to make sense of 

the immediacy of the ‘meaningless’ pleasures of Berlin. 

In his Berlin diary, passages of which are quoted in Portrait of a Failure, Brian Howard gives dramatic 

depictions of Berlin’s ‘vice’ and his own discomfort as a foreigner in the city. A theme that appears 

throughout his description is that of the encounter with someone who is not as they appear to be 

at first glance.  In one episode from the diary, Howard, during a Saturday night out on the town, 

meets a respectable looking German whose sartvilleorial markers and command of the English 

language at first make him appear trustworthy: “Fifty, silvery, rather rich-looking, with a dark blue 

bow tie spotted with white, a dark blue suit, with a sparkling white shirt. […] He seemed cultivated 

and agreeable, and had been in England.”407 Howard agrees to accompany the stranger to the 

American Dance Palace, which he is told is a place “typical of modern Berlin nightlife”.408  In the 

vast ballroom, they watch crowds of dancers, including “[t]wo Bavarian peasants dancing some 

kind of folk-dance. One, an elderly man, and the other, the largest lady I have ever seen. Huge, 

rippling with fat […] I was astonished when he [Howard’s German companion] turned to me in 

an interval and told me that she was a man.”409 While at first, Howard finds the whole thing “rather 
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amusing”, he then describes how suddenly, and to his horror “I became aware of the true nature 

of my companion and surroundings.”410 He realizes that he can see “only men dancing together” 

and when he points out the only girl in his field of vision to his companion, the latter answers 

“absent-mindedly”: “Yes […] they say she is a sailor from Hamburg […].”411 In a mild panic, 

Howard flees the dance hall: “In the street, I stopped to breathe, angrily, a breath of ordinary 

unpainted air. I felt suddenly extremely masculine and unaccountably angry.”412 It is at this moment 

that Howard is approached by a male prostitute, an encounter he describes as a nightmarish 

scenario. Alerted to the presence of the other by a “long, white finger” pressing his shoulder, he 

turns to face a “creature”: “All that I can say is that it was male, neither to any intent or purpose, 

but male. And thin, thin as some worn, flexible piece of old rope. […] ‘Bitte’ … ‘Please’, it said. 

‘Bitter’, it said. Bitter, I suddenly felt, the whole world was. Rancid and cancerous, and crawling.”  

Howard strikes out at the “creature”, “because I knew I must destroy this thing”, and runs away, 

leaving the “little evil of black rope at my feet”.413 Underneath this diary entry, he adds a short 

“P.S.” to explain that while the episode might “suggest an attitude of puritanical protest […] As if 

I had been ‘shocked’”, he is in fact “quite familiar with the existence of such phenomena in modern 

city life” and finds them “as significant, and as interesting as a museum.” His panic, he assures 

himself and any potential readers, merely arose from the fact that “[p]rostitution is disgusting. Male 

prostitution most disgusting of all. It is the full, the final human disaster.”414  

Unlike Aldous Huxley, who claimed in a letter that his dance with a man during a visit to Berlin 

gay bar in October 1931 had filled him with sobering horror,415 the homosexual Brian Howard did 

not fear close encounters with male bodies and it seems very unlikely that Howard would have 

been morally outraged by dancing male couples, transvestites, or the concept of male prostitution. 

What does seem to have shocked him, however, was the public aspect of all these phenomena 

when encountered in Berlin, as well as the fact that some participants were driven by poverty and 

despair rather than a desire to live out erotic fantasies. In the wake of his encounter with the male 

prostitute, he is clearly struggling to reconcile his self-image as the worldly dandy familiar with all 

aspects of “modern city life” with his genuine disgust at the close personal encounter with poverty 

and misery. The “creature” who solicited him on the street not only exposed him publicly as a 
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client of male prostitutes but also robbed him of any illusion about the social reality that lay behind 

the phenomenon of male prostitution in Berlin. His declaration of disgust at the “human disaster” 

of male prostitution in the ‘German diary’ rings hollow next to the complaints about the quality of 

the male prostitutes at the Cosy Corner in his letters to James Stern, written during the same visit 

to Berlin.  

He again strikes a tone of outrage in a passage of his diary entitled ‘Cocaine, at first sight’. 

Announcing that he has just seen “a drug fiend, for the first time in my life”, he goes on to describe 

how he witnesses a man inhaling a large quantity of cocaine at a table in a Berlin café, in full view 

of his fellow guests and the proprietor. Again, what is shocking, Howard implies, is the public 

nature of the act, the fact that “[t]he other patrons of the café took no notice of him whatsoever” 

and that the man “looked as if he might be a retired Prussian General, certainly an Herr Oberst-

something”.416 As the proprietor informs him, the man has come over to Howard’s corner of the 

café to take cocaine because “His vife ant chilrunn is rround de korrner.”417 Sure enough, when 

Howard later glances around the corner into the backroom of the café:  

There he was embattled behind four Fürstenbraus, with a vast, blonde wife like a Zeppelin, 
and two little boys with shaved heads, and khaki Norfolk jackets. Herr Oberst out for the 
evening with his family. And to think that tucked away in one of those capacious pockets 
lay a little folded slip of paper, a little bottle, containing all the sugars of hell.418 

 

While Howard himself did not consume drugs to the same recklessness extent as some of his 

literary colleagues in the 1920s and 1930s,419 it is very unlikely that the episode in Berlin really was 

his first encounter with a “drug fiend”. While his moral outrage may have been overplayed with an 

eye on a possible publication of the diary, Howard is certainly unused to the brazenness of the 

scene he has witnessed. As with his well-dressed companion at the American Dance Palace, he is 

startled by the combination of respectable exterior and transgressive behaviour in public. While in 

the London-centric social circles of the ‘bright young things’, debauchery was encouraged, 

celebrated and consciously performed, Howard does not seem to believe that the standards of his 

upper-class friends should apply to ‘ordinary’ and ‘respectable’ people. On a purely visual level, the 

couple of “Bavarian peasants” he witnesses in the American Dance Palace and the “Herr Oberst-

something” in the company of his “vast wife”, drastically break with the aesthetics of debauchery 

cultivated by the ‘bright young people’.   
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Comparing Howard’s private letters with the Berlin diary he wrote with an eye towards publication, 

it appears that the narrator of the diary is actively engaging with an assumed knowledge of his 

readership about Berlin’s reputation for ‘vice’ and deliberately playing up to this reputation. 

Whereas the Brian Howard of the letters actively partakes in this ‘vice’ and finds it to be rather less 

exciting than he had imagined, the Brian Howard of the diary stumbles upon it as an innocent 

observer who reports from the half-involved, half-distanced position of the travel writer.  

When Howard had begun to find his bearings in Berlin, he undertook several outings to museums 

and art galleries, including the Kaiser Friedrich Museum (today known as the Bode Museum) “which has 

the famous Holbeins, Dürers, Botticellis, and Cranachs of the world. Also the finest 13th, 14th and 

15th century sculptures I have ever seen, and far earlier embroideries”, as he reports in a letter to his 

mother. The letter reflects Howard’s astonishment at the fact that he had never heard of the 

treasures of the Kaiser Friedrich Museum before stumbling upon them accidentally on his visit: 

[…] there are also some excellent modern masters in Germany who, of course, are utterly 
unknown in England. Liebermann, the doyen of them all, of course is known. Otherwise, 
who has heard of Corinth, Slevogt, what of Kokoschka and the earlier 19th century ones, 
van Marees and Feuerbach?420 

 

Howard attributes his lack of knowledge of German art to the fact that Berlin is generally ignored 

as a travel destination: “The thing is, no one ever goes to Berlin. I believe it is the most unvisited 

city in the world. This is, of course, because there is absolutely nothing there except music and this 

one museum.”421 Commenting on this remark, Peter Firchow points out that at the time of 

Howard’s visit Berlin was the third-largest city in the world and in 1926 it had attracted more than 

one and a half million foreign visitors. It also boasted “forty-nine legitimate theatres (more than 

any other city in the world), three opera houses, three variety theatres, seventy-five cabarets”.422 

Furthermore, the city was the centre of the European film industry: “In 1927 241 films were made 

in Germany, versus seventy-four in France and forty-four in Britain.”423  In 1927, the year of 

Howard’s visit, Berlin had welcomed around 1,7 million foreign visitors. Among these US 

Americans made up the largest portion with more than 30.000 visitors, while around 15.000 Britons 

travelled to the German capital that year,424 and the numbers were rising, somewhat weakening 

Cicely Hamilton’s claim of the “British rarity” among visitors to Berlin in 1929 and 1930. In the 
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context of 1920s travel, these numbers make Berlin anything but an “unvisited city”.  It is unlikely 

that Howard’s remarks were made jokingly since, as Peter Firchow points out, “the pompous and 

utterly unironic tone of the remarks in his diary generally at this time suggest more a foot in the 

mouth than a tongue in the cheek.”425  

Presumably, what Howard meant to infer was that no one in his social circle ever went to Berlin. 

While this was, of course, also untrue, Berlin was not part of the ‘grand tour of Europe’ favoured 

by the cultured British upper-classes, and its attraction did not lie in a reputation for high culture. 

In the same letter, Howard conceived of a plan to rectify this: “My goodness, if I had the money 

I’d organise a German art exhibition at the R.A. tomorrow. ‘German Art: 1827-1927’. It is an 

exhibition which is more needed and would create more interest, than any of the possibilities now 

remaining.”426 Howard never did organise an exhibition of German art at the Royal Academy, and 

had he done so it seems questionable how many paintings of the Weimar Republic period he would 

have included since the works that fascinated him firmly belonged in the pre-war era. Howard’s 

visit to the Gemäldegalerie is not an exploration of Weimar culture but rather an unexpected 

encounter with worthwhile pieces of art in a city that is otherwise perceived as somewhat of a 

cultural desert, dedicated to cheap thrills, rather than artistic endeavours.   

Despite the rapid period of recovery and modernization that Berlin underwent in the mid- and late 

1920s, Berlin’s reputation seems not to have improved much in British intellectual circles. The 

diplomat and publisher Harold Nicolson, for one, was far from thrilled when he received a call to 

the Berlin embassy on the 14th of October 1927. He noted in his diary: “Get a letter from Walford 

Selby saying he can’t manage to send me to Rome, but will I please at once go to Berlin. There are 

few things that I would dislike more […] So I accept, gloomily.”427 His wife Vita Sackville-West 

took the news even harder. On the same day she wrote to Virginia Woolf: “Darling, this is a letter 

written in a hurry and a furious temper to say that Harold is going to Berlin next week […] We are 

so cross, but it appears to be inevitable. […] Berlin for 3 years! Good Lord deliver us.”428  

Virginia Woolf would certainly have agreed with Brian Howard’s first assessment of Berlin: “quite, 

quite awful”.429 Woolf spent less than a week in Berlin in January 1929. She and her husband 

Leonard Woolf arrived on the 16th to visit Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson and were 

joined two days later by Vanessa Bell, Quentin Bell and Duncan Grant who were on a tour of the 
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picture galleries of Germany and Austria430 (suggesting that despite Brian Howard’s earlier 

astonishment at the hidden treasures of Berlin’s museums, some British intellectuals were aware of 

Germany’s contribution to painting). Vita’s cousin Eddy Sackville-West had already arrived in 

Berlin a few weeks earlier and joined the group for their Berlin outings.  

Shortly before Woolf’s arrival, Vita had written from Berlin:  

Your coming is quite the most exciting thing that has ever happened to me in Berlin. Do 
you speak German? i.e. will you want to go to the theatre? Oh God, I don’t believe, I can’t 
believe that you’ll ever arrive. That I shall ever see you get out of the train at 
Friederichstrasse [sic]. […] Your coming is simply saving my life and my reason.431  

 

Two days earlier, Vita had attempted to entice Virginia with tales of Berlin’s entertainment industry:  

I went to the sodomite’s ball. A lot of them were dressed as women, but I fancy I was the 
only genuine article in the room. A very odd sight. We also went to a bicycle race which 
lasts for 6 days and 6 nights, round and round a banked-up track under arc-lights.432 There 
are certainly very queer things to be seen in Berlin, and I think Potto [Sackville-West’s 
nickname for Woolf] will enjoy himself.433 

 

Unfortunately, Potto did not enjoy himself at all. The Woolfs returned to London on the 21st of 

January, and Virginia Woolf promptly fell ill for six weeks. She had disliked Berlin so much that 

she attributed her illness directly to the city’s lack of charm. In a letter to Katherine Arnold-Forster 

written on February 13th 1929, she recounts the visit and its aftermath: “[…] I suppose Berlin, 

which is the ugliest of cities, did me in somehow […]”434 In an earlier letter to Vita Sackville-West, 

Woolf lamented Sackville-West’s fate of being trapped in the ugly German capital: “And what 

about Vita? poor poor Vita lying like a beautiful cat in a cage – and not a plain cage either, but a 

cage like the Albert Memorial. Lord! how the ugliness of Berlin remains with me!”435 But it is a 

short remark in a letter to Ethel Sands in April of the same year that seems to capture most 

succinctly what many literary visitors at the time disliked about Berlin: “It was hideous and highly 

respectable in the midst of all its vice”.436 Not only was Berlin full of “hideous” monuments and 
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buildings but there was, Woolf seems to have felt, something insincere about the city’s claim to be 

a place of immorality and transgression.  

Woolf does not specify what the “ugliness” of Berlin consists of. Her image of the city as “a cage 

like the Albert memorial” suggests that it was the ornate Wilhelmine architecture, rather than the 

new bare facades of the Neue Sachlichkeit, which offended her eye. Writing to her sister Vanessa 

Bell in February 1929, Woolf conceded that “[…] Berlin was great fun in many ways – humans and 

pictures. Never again though.” Still bedbound, she added: “Even what I see of London from the 

window has an incredible distinction.”437 Berlin, on the contrary, had no such distinction and did 

nothing to inspire the writer who was so fond of walking the urban landscape of London.  

A year after her visit, Woolf returned to the subject of Berlin in a letter to Virginia Isham, who had 

just arrived in the German capital: “It seemed to me the ugliest town in the world but that’s all the 

more reason why they should have good theatres. We spent most of our time at the opera, but it 

was in the middle of the great frost, and life was difficult.”438 Life was difficult, not just because of 

the harsh Berlin winter and Woolf’s generally frail health. There was also the complicated issue of 

Woolf’s love affair with Vita Sackville-West, which would go on to occupy her mind for several 

years. It seems that she professed her feelings for Vita, possibly for the first time, while the two 

were dining in the restaurant atop the Funkturm (radio tower) in Berlin. This then ultra-modern 

restaurant opened in 1926, offered (and still offers) a panoramic view over Berlin from a height of 

55 meters (180 feet). A letter from Sackville-West to Woolf written on the 25th of January 1929 

refers to “those feelings to which you gave such startling and disturbing expression in the 

Funkturm”, suggesting that Sackville-West was not prepared for whatever declaration Woolf 

made.439  

Even though in Woolf’s letters nothing but ugliness lingered, accounts by the other members of 

the party reveal that the group packed a lot into the short stay and that Vita annoyed the group by 

whisking Virginia off to Sanssouci castle in Potsdam.440 For Sackville-West, Woolf’s visit helped 

to relive some of Berlin’s ugliness: “Formerly, the whole of Berlin was pure loathsomeness to me”, 

she wrote to Woolf on the 25th of January, “now, there are just a few places which are invested 
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with romance. Prinz Albrecht-strasse [where the Woolfs stayed], Potsdam, the Funkturm; even 

Brücken-allee [where Harold Nicolson’s flat was located] holds something of your flavour.”441 

Despite Woolf’s visit, Sackville-West never came to like Berlin, “that filthy, filthy place”442 and she 

refused to move there for the length of Harold Nicolson’s placement, choosing to travel back and 

forth from England instead. But, as Peter Firchow points out, “she did nevertheless know enough 

of the German language and care enough about German culture to produce a translation of Rilke’s 

Duino Elegies in 1931.”443 This suggests that similar to her cousin Eddy, Vita was able to separate 

admiration for certain aspects of German culture from her impressions of the German people and 

the country itself.  

After two years in Berlin, Harold Nicolson resigned from diplomatic service in September 1929, a 

decision that saved him from having to complete his three-year placement. “I am glad that 1929 is 

over;” he wrote in his diary. “Not a very happy year for me, since it has entailed being separated 

from Vita and living a rather hugger-mugger existence in Berlin.”444 If read in conjunction with the 

negative impressions of Berlin and the Germans that he recorded in his diary and personal letters, 

Nicolson’s oft-quoted essay The Charm of Berlin appears less complimentary than its title might 

suggest. The essay is frequently misdated to 1932 but first appeared in the German magazine Der 

Querschnitt in May 1929, while Nicolson was still living in Berlin.445 The magazine regularly featured 

works by non-German contributors (including Wyndham Lewis), which were published in English.  

In the essay, even while ostensibly setting out to deliver a piece of writing in praise of Berlin, 

Nicolson cannot suppress a sense of wonder that he as an Englishman should have taken a liking 

to the city. Observing the passing city trains from his window, Nicolson imagines what the 

Berliners looking out of the train windows might think of him: 

They look down on me and see an English diplomatist (stout and amiable) tying his white 
tie. They think, if they have time to think “That man is a foreigner and as we passed him 
he was tying a white tie.” They think, if they have time to think, “What is it that prevents 
us Germans from being able to tie a white tie?” But I, for my part, who am by then putting 
on my waistcoat, I think only, “What on earth is it which gives this town its charm?”446  

 

By referring to his evening wardrobe of a waistcoat and white tie (which, as Nicolson and his 

readers knew well, was only worn in the upper echelons of society), Nicolson creates a distinct 
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distance between himself, the calm, elegant Englishman in the window who adheres to the rules of 

British tradition, and the modern Germans rushing past in their train compartments. What was it 

that prevented these Germans from being able to tie a white tie? Maybe it was not a specifically 

German inability to dress with style, as Nicolson seems to suggest, but rather a lack of money and 

opportunity in a city which was largely populated by people who worked long hours for small 

wages. In the case of the upper-class Germans Nicolson would have encountered in his position 

as a diplomat, he might have found that the republic had relaxed formerly rigid dress codes. Lilian 

Mowrer noted this as a positive aspect of her Berlin experience. „Social life was informal but had 

a rare intensity of interest,” she wrote in her 1937 memoir. “People were keen about so many 

subjects and there was no nonsense about its being bad form to show enthusiasms. When I 

remembered the emptiness of Italian social life and the inhibitions of the English, I found Germany 

doubly attractive.”447 Mowrer feels that the disappearance of the German royal court has had a 

positive effect on society gatherings, now that there was no monarchy „to set the tone” in Berlin 

society, gatherings became friendlier and less pretentious: „Always the essential human feeling 

swamped any sense of style.“448  

Even if Nicolson’s descriptions of Berlin are meant as a tongue-in-cheek comment, his attitude is 

not untypical of British intellectuals in Germany at the time, particularly those of the pre-war 

generation, who saw themselves as distinctly different creatures from the Germans (and therefore 

assumed that the average German would be able to discern their innate foreignness just by catching 

a glance of them from a passing train). Nicolson’s essay takes the popular complaints British visitors 

had about Berlin: its speed, commercialisation, lack of sophistication and superficiality and turns 

them into positives:  

London is an old lady in black lace and diamonds who guards her secrets with dignity and 
to whom one would not tell those secrets of which one was ashamed. Paris is a woman in 
the prime of life to whom one would only tell those secrets that one desires to be repeated. 
But Berlin is a girl in a pullover, not much powder on her face, Hölderlin in her pocket, 
thighs like those of Atalanta,449 an undigested education, a heart that is almost too ready to 
sympathize, and a breadth of view that charms one’s repressions from their poison, and 
shames one’s correctitude.450  

 

Berlin’s charms, as the imagery of the young girl suggests, lie in her flaws, in her lack of 

sophistication that distinguishes her from ‘grown-up’ cities like Paris and London. To Nicolson, 
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Berlin is faster and more modern than other European capitals; the intensity and speed of life are 

both exhilarating and exhausting: 

Movement and frankness. The maximum irritant for the nerves corrected by the maximum 
sedative. Berlin stimulates like arsenic, and then when one’s nerves are all ajingle she comes 
with her hot milk of human kindness;451 and in the end, for an hour and a half, one is able, 
gratefully, to go to sleep.452 

 

The letters and diary entries of Nicolson and Vita Sackville-West suggest that during his placement 

in Berlin he experienced a lot of what the city had to offer, be it endless bar hopping with Stephen 

Spender and Christopher Isherwood, transvestite entertainment, bicycle races or a “Puccini Abend 

at the Staats Oper,” of which he reported to his wife: “It really was very good. I enjoyed it hugely. 

In the intervals Ivor [Novello]453 and I ate more and more sausages.”454  

Overall, however, Nicolson resolutely opposed the idea that Berlin had developed into the new 

European cultural centre. The Germans, he told Clive Bell in a letter sent from Berlin in 1928, 

have no sense of quality. There is nothing in Berlin therefore (except perhaps the music of 
which I know nothing) which is not, at least potentially, better somewhere else. Their stage 
work is so interesting that one says, ‘How I should like to see this in Paris.’ Their control 
of traffic is so elaborate that one says, ‘How I should like to see this in London.’ Their films 
make one yearn for Vienna, their architecture makes one yearn for Passy, for Moscow or 
for New York; their pictures make one yearn to just go away.455  

 

Nicolson acknowledges Germany’s cultural innovations, but he cannot help but feel that such 

innovations should not be made in Berlin of all places. London, Paris, Vienna, New York - those 

were the established centres of cultural and technical progress. By contrast, as Nicolson puts it, “[a] 

dreadful sense of the third-rate hangs over Berlin”.456  Much of Germany’s classical music and 

some of its pre-war literature, philosophy and painting seem to have been accepted into the 

intellectual canon of the Bloomsbury intellectuals, but the country’s attempts at cultural relevance 

in the post-war era were eyed with suspicion.   
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II.3.b. ‘Hauptstadt of Vice’ 
 

Throughout the late 1920s, Berlin’s entertainment industry was growing rapidly, and the city’s bars 

and dancehalls did their best to accommodate the expectations of visitors. The visibility of Berlin’s 

queer subcultures was greatly advanced by the fact that by the second half of the 1920s savvy 

entrepreneurs had discovered that there was good money to be made from Berlin’s reputation for 

decadence. To cater to the increasing influx of tourists from other parts of Germany and all corners 

of the globe, parts of Berlin’s queer entertainment culture were modified for a heterosexual 

audience who wanted to take a glimpse at the ‘scandalous’ nightlife of the German capital without 

having to leave their comfort zone.457  

An interesting example of this kind of business venture is the Eldorado transvestite club, where 

transvestite performers provided the entertainment in the form of cabaret shows and dances with 

customers. The term “transvestite” as it was used in the 1920s, would now be understood to cover 

transvestites as well as transgender people, a distinction that was only beginning to emerge in the 

scientific literature of the time.  

Berlin businessman Ludwig Konecny opened the first Eldorado in 1924 in Charlottenburg. 

Konecny had purchased the building in 1920 and had clearly been searching for a lucrative business 

idea. Initially, he had opened a Russian bar, in the hope of profiting from the numerous Russian 

exiles who had settled in the area.458 The new concept of transvestite entertainment proved far 

more successful, and in 1927 he moved the Eldorado to a bigger and better location on 

Lutherstraße in Schöneberg. In 1931 he opened a second Eldorado just one block away on the 

corner of Motzstraße and Kalkreuthstraße, this one even grander than the first.459 By then Berlin´s 

queer entertainment venues had become part of the city’s international appeal and according to 

Curt Moreck’s Führer durch das ‘Lasterhafte’ Berlin, Cook´s travel agency even specialized in tours of 

Berlin´s sexual underworld.460  

From the beginning, the Eldorado catered to a heterosexual audience, advertised in mainstream 

newspapers and tried to attract anyone with money to spend. One year, Konecny specifically 

targeted farmers who were in Berlin for the agricultural fair Grüne Woche and let them know that 

a visit to the Eldorado would surely give them plenty to talk about in their local pub back home.461 
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In 1931, Curt Moreck described the Eldorado on Lutherstraße as a place that took everything to 

the point of extreme: “Everything here is artificial and only the very naïve believe that any of it is 

real. Even the genuine transvestites who put their perversion on show for profit become comedians 

here.”462 Moreck’s guidebook, whose title puts the word ‘lasterhaft’ (‘wicked’ or ‘naughty’) in 

quotation marks, is in itself a comment on the rapid commercialization of Berlin’s supposedly 

unique underground culture, as Suzanne Smith points out: “By simultaneously refuting and 

perpetuating the idea of “naughty” Berlin, Moreck´s guide pokes fun at those who naively buy into 

the advertising slogans or the cinematic stereotype of the metropolis as site of sexual decadence 

and danger.”463  

British literary visitors seem to have been very aware of the manufactured nature of many of these 

queer venues. The experience of Berlin’s ‘vice’ Lilian Mowrer records in her memoir – a visit to a 

transvestite venue, probably the Eldorado, with a visiting journalist friend - leaves her unimpressed. 

In fact, Mowrer’s recollection confirms Moreck’s assessment that Berlin’s nightlife, at this point, 

was consciously playing up to its reputation, a reputation that stemmed from the days of the post-

war economic collapse:  

Not that these shows exhibited anything like the depravity of the days immediately 
following the war when disillusion and despair tore down all veils. The revolution and all 
its erotic adventures belonged definitely to the past; in the boom of this thoroughly 
convalescent Republic there remained only memories of that old sexual outbreak. These 
places were being exploited commercially; there was nothing ‘felt’ or sincere in any of these 
cafes.464 

 

Looking back on her stint in Berlin in 1932 in her 1969 autobiography Journey to the North, Storm 

Jameson reports of her visit to “the only night club, open to all, whose habitués were inverts”, 

[meaning homosexuals] which likely refers to the Eldorado. Like Mowrer, Jameson was left 

disappointed by the venue, a room “which would have been considered a little dull for a Methodist 

tea”. Jameson strongly associated the venue with international tourism and was surprised to find a 

German audience: “I had supposed that these places were kept up for the benefit of foreigners 

who had been assured that Berlin was the most immoral capital in Europe. Not a bit of it: the small 

tables round the dance floor were all occupied by stolid Germans and their wives or secretaries”. 
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While Jameson does not recognize these Germans as “foreigners”, her German friend assures her 

that the audience is made up of visiting “provincials”, rather than genuine Berliners.465  

While Jameson found the transvestite performance intolerably boring, she recalls that her German 

friend, the young socialist Lilo Linke466 proudly listed the “invert” night club as one of the 

outstanding innovations of Berlin which, in Jameson’s recollections, made Linke think of Berlin as 

“the centre of Europe, all roads led to it”. Linke listed the club alongside more conventional tourist 

attractions which she felt were unique to Berlin, such as “the only swimming bath in which the 

artificial waves were as rough as at sea” (the artificial wave pool at Luna Park near Halensee in 

West-Berlin, at the time the biggest amusement park in Europe), “the only museum with a 

complete reconstruction of an Assyrian palace” (the Pergamon altar at the Pergamon museum), 

“the only restaurant where each table was linked by telephone to all the others” (presumably the 

Resi casino and ballroom near Alexanderplatz, not the only Berlin establishment to feature table 

telephones but certainly the most famous) and “the only production of the Tales of Hoffmann 

with a real horse and cab on the stage” (presumably the 1931 production at Großes Schauspielhaus 

directed by Max Reinhard in which, incidentally, Christopher Isherwood’s friend and literary muse 

Jean Ross participated as a chorus girl).467 Far from an underground venue, the Eldorado, in 

Jameson’s recollections, is regarded as a place of mainstream entertainment for visitors from 

abroad and from the German provinces.  

Arguably, some of the British literary visitors to Weimar Berlin had more of a natural affinity for 

places of ‘vice’ than the average tourist. For visitors such as Christopher Isherwood, Brian Howard 

or Edward Sackville-West or Howard Nicolson, Berlin’s gay entertainment venues were part of 

what drew them to the city. This does not mean, however, that they necessarily had a positive view 

of the visibility of queer subjects in certain spaces within Berlin or of the exploitation of the city’s 

underground culture for mainstream entertainment. As noted above, Brian Howard described 

public encounters with transvestites and male prostitutes as disturbing, and Christopher Isherwood 

recalls his intense discomfort during his first visit to the Hirschfeld Institute, where he was faced, 

for the first time, with a man in female clothing: “He had pictured transvestites as loud, screaming, 

wilfully unnatural creatures. This one seemed as quietly natural as an animal and his disguise was 
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accepted by everyone else as a matter of course.”468 Isherwood recalls being shocked not so much 

by the phenomenon of transvestitism itself but by its visibility and acceptance within spaces such 

as the Institute: “[…] the Hirschfeld kind of respectability disturbed his latent puritanism. During 

those early days, he found lunch at the Institute a bit uncanny.”469  

Eddy Sackville-West, who actively engaged in Berlin’s homosexual nightlife, was nonetheless 

disturbed by the transvestites he encountered in Berlin bars, describing them as “huge men with 

breasts like women and faces like Ottoline, dressed as female Spanish dancers.”470 Comparing male 

transvestites to Lady Ottoline Morrell, a notable British patron of the arts, seems to have been 

something of a Bloomsbury in-joke. In a letter to Duncan Grant, Harold Nicolson complains about 

the “excessive” Berlin nightlife: “But do I care for boys of seventeen dressed up like Ottoline 

Morrell. No, I DO NOT.”471 This might refer to his introduction to Berlin’s nightlife at the Eldorado 

club which he describes in a letter to his wife Vita Sackville-West dated the 3rd of November 1927: 

“It took some time to realise that they were men and not women. There were a lot of hearty old 

men in plus fours, and it took some time to realise they were women and not men. We sat at a table 

and had beer. I was rather shocked and disgusted; these people danced together.”472  

Nicolson and his wife Vita Sackville-West both had multiple same-sex love affairs and 

relationships. During a trip to France in the 1920s with her then-lover Violet Trifusis, Sackville-

West regularly dressed up as a man to accompany Trifusis on excursions into the Parisian nightlife. 

Orlando, Virginia Woolf literary portrait of Sackville-West, lauds this androgynous quality by letting 

the protagonist transition effortlessly and overnight from male to female. Despite an open-minded 

attitude towards questions of sexuality and gender identity, neither Vita Sackville-West nor her 

husband could warm to Berlin’s overt display of its transvestite culture. The reason for this may 

have been the perceived a lack of subtilty and taste with which this culture was presented but it 

could also point to the fact that the lifestyle of the Bloomsbury bohemians was not, in fact, as 

radical and modern as they would like to believe, at least not when viewed in a German context.  

By the late 1920s, it seems, some form of performative ‘vice’ had become an almost inescapable 

part of a visit to Berlin. Now it was not so much the ‘vice’ itself but its sheer ubiquity and 

calculatedness that British literary visitors found shocking. British visitors were not alone in being 

irritated by the scale of Berlin’s night-time entertainment. Austrian born novelist and journalist 

Joseph Roth, who had been living in Berlin since 1920, wrote in 1930 about the “standard Berlin 
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nightclubs” and their “industrialized merriment”.473 The “mechanism by which fun is produced 

and communicated these days”, according to Roth, “succeeded in producing in all the cities of the 

world one standardized type of night owl”, leading to the “indescribable monotony of international 

nightlife”.474 Roth also acknowledges the big business behind the supposed freewheeling 

decadence: 

In a city like Berlin there are stock companies that are capable of satisfying the 
entertainment needs of several social classes at once, catering to the “cosmopolite” in the 
West End, providing “solid bourgeois” pleasures in other parts of the city, and in a third 
supplying that part of the lower middle class that wants to have some inkling of the “grand 
monde” with its very own “third-class establishments”.475 

 

Reporting on the Berlin “Festival of Lights” (Berlin im Licht) in October 1928, the correspondent 

for The Observer wrote: “Laying claim with justification to be the most American town in Europe, 

Berlin, after a feverish review of its pre-war places of amusement, can now offer the most varied 

assortment of “nightlife” on the Continent.”476 Like Roth would do a few years later, the 

correspondent makes out three categories of nightlife: the “legitimate evening business of countless 

popularity-priced restaurants and cafés”, “the vast pleasure haunts for the middle class, bent on 

family rejoicings” and finally “private clubs”, open to members only that will not be known to the 

average tourist and “the great bulk of the middle-class populace”. The tone of the article leaves 

little doubt that its author did not consider being “American” in terms of night-time entertainment 

a desirable quality for a European capital and that he perceived Berlin’s offerings plentiful but 

somewhat vulgar and second-rate: “Berlin is laid out on a grand plan devoted to the spectacular 

and magnificent, and the intimate little cabaret cannot flourish in the pretentious atmosphere, nor 

can the hotel ballroom or dancing establishment show anything approaching the elegance of 

Paris.”477  

British poet Basil Bunting, who spent some weeks in Berlin in the winter of 1928, seems to have 

taken an intense dislike to the city in general and to its entertainment industry in particular. As he 

explained in a letter to a friend in 1932, he had been struggling to make a living as a poet in England, 

so he “took advice and went to Berlin and it was the worst thing I ever did.”478  
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Unlike most other literary visitors, whose dislike of Berlin confined itself to the pages of letters and 

diaries, Bunting was inspired to write a long poem, Aus dem Zweiten Reich (published in 1931),479 

which captures the irritation that many literary visitors felt at being confronted with the fact that 

Berlin was “highly respectable in the midst of all its vice”, as Virginia Woolf put it. The poem 

begins with impressions of Berlin’s West End, where “Women swarm in Tauentsienstrasse” and 

“Clients of Nollendorferplatz cafés, / shadows on sweaty glass, / hum, drum on the table / to the 

negerband´s faint jazz.” The scenes are accompanied by “Efficiently whipped cream, / efficiently 

metropolitan chatter and snap, / transparent glistening wrapper / for a candy pack.”   

Far from a representation of ‘vice’ and decay, the scene is “Automatic, somewhat too clean, / Body 

and soul similarly scented, / on time, / rapid, dogmatic, automatic and efficient, / ganz modern.” 

We follow the British narrator on a cinema date with a German woman (“Kiss me in the taxi, twist 

fingers in the dark. / A box of chocolates is necessary. / I am preoccupied with Sie and Du.”) 

Because “’Sturm über Asien’ is off” they watch “some other flicker”, featuring an actress 

“contrived to dress in her shorts and a widenecked shirt with nothing underneath / so that you see 

her small breasts when she often bends towards the camera.” The narrator admits that like the rest 

of the mostly male audience he is “teased” and that he likes “this public blonde better than my 

brunette.”  Sturm über Asien, the epic 1928 silent movie by Russian avant-garde director Wsewolod 

Pudowkin which is set in 1920 and depicts the fight of a young Mongolian partisan against British 

occupying troops during the Russian Civil war, is depicted as just  another “flicker” to Berlin 

moviegoers, interchangeable with the performance of the “public blonde”, suggesting that Berlin 

cinema goers are not artistic connoisseurs so much as mindless consumers of cheap and superficial 

visual stimulation.  After the screening is over the narrator and his companion make their way “past 

the Gedächtnis Kirche / to the loud crowded cafes near the Bahnhof Zoo” and later move on to 

“find a consolingly mediocre / neighbourhood without music, varnished faces / bright and 

sagacious against varnished walls”. Again, the narrator is surrounded by smooth, shiny surfaces 

which remind him of the “transparent glittering wrapper for a candy pack”, superficially attractive 

but artificial and contrived. 

The second stanza features a Berlin local advertising Berlin’s ‘vice’ to an English visitor:  

Herr Lignitz knows Old Berlin. It is near the Post Office 
with several rather disorderly public houses. 
‘You have no naked pictures in your English magazines. 
It is shocking. Berlin is very shocking to the English. Are you                                                         
shocked? 
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Would you like to see naked cabarets 
in Jaegerstrasse? I think there is  
nothing like that in Paris. 
Or a department store? They are said to be 
almost equal to Macy´s in America’. 
 
The reader is in on the joke, a joke at the expense of Herr Lignitz, the provincial Berliner who takes 

pride in his city’s “naked cabarets” and second-rate department stores. The Berlin of Bunting’s 

poems is a city that is shamelessly trying to ingratiate itself with its visitors, to appear ‘modern’ and 

‘shocking’ but that is lacking in real substance and history, as evidenced by the fact that “old Berlin” 

consists of nothing but “several rather disorderly public houses”. Herr Lignitz takes pride in his 

city’s ‘wicked’ reputation. It is the same pride that Storm Jameson noted in her friend Lilo Linke 

and that Claud Cockburn recalls as he looks back on his time in Weimar Berlin in his autobiography 

In Time of Trouble and remembers a Berlin bookseller who  

took genuine civic pride in the countless cafes and cabarets in the neighbourhood which 
were frequented exclusively by homosexuals, male or female, and the little dance halls 
where all the male dancing partners were dressed as girls. When a new one opened he would 
take me to see it. “I bet you wouldn’t see a thing like that anywhere but in Berlin”, he would 
say with satisfaction. “What a bunch of perverts, eh?”480 

 

The third stanza of Bunting’s poem reveals that underneath the cheap thrills of the movie theatre, 

the “glistening wrapper” of modernity, the “somewhat too clean” surface of this new worldly 

metropolis something much darker is lurking. We meet “The renowned author of /more plays 

than Shakespeare” who is honoured for his work and 

Who talked about poetry, 
and he said nothing at all; 
plays, 
and he said nothing at all; 
politics, 
and he stirred as if a flea 
bit him 
but wouldn’t let on in company; 
and the frost in Berlin, 
muttered: 𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘𝖘 

 

Like the title of the poem, Aus dem Zweiten Reich (From the Second Reich), the Prussian typescript 

of the world “schrecklich” (dreadful, terrible) points the reader to the persistent presence of the 
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‘old’ Germany. Berlin’s modernity has a sinister quality because it is merely a performance. The 

German Reich has not ended with the fall of the German monarchy and the proclamation of the 

republic – it is still alive, and so is one of its literary luminaries, the “author of more plays than 

Shakespeare” who in the final stanza of the poem is honoured with “Viennese bow from the hips, 

/ notorieties / contorted laudatory lips, /wreaths and bouquets surround / the mindless 

menopause / Stillborn fecundities, / frostbound applause.”  

According to Don Share, editor of the collection The Poems of Basil Bunting, these lines refer to the 

German writer Gerhart Hauptmann who was in his sixties when Bunting visited Germany. 

Hauptmann had been awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1912. In the comparison of 

Hauptmann’s output to that of Shakespeare, we can again hear the bragging voice of Herr Lignitz, 

trying in vain to impress the English visitor. In Bunting’s poem, Hauptmann, the representative of 

the pre-war German intelligentsia, has nothing to say about poetry and plays and is irritated by the 

subject of politics. Berlin’s modernity, Bunting seems to say, is something that is exercised with 

Germanic efficiency – “rapid, dogmatic, automatic and efficient, / ganz modern” - but it takes 

place only on the surface level of commerce and amusement. Between the inconsequential old 

figure of Hauptmann and the vapid blonde siren of the cinema screen, there is a “dreadful” void.  

The poem captures an atmosphere that most other literary visitors were only able to articulate years 

or decades after their time in Germany: the feeling that there was an uncanny aspect to the gloss 

of modernity that had settled over a city which underneath still bore all the markers of Prussian 

militarism and that there was something aggressive in the country’s pursuit of the ‘new’. 

What the narrator of Bunting’s poem observes is what Janet Ward refers to as the “surface culture” 

of Weimar Berlin, which encompasses  

the transformation induced by modern architecture and the latter’s relation to parallel 
metamorphoses in fashion; the interrelation of outdoor electric advertising with the city 
street; the evolution of the Weimar film industry, with its movie palaces and film set designs 
[…] and the display of actual commodities in shrinelike store display windows.481  

 

The urban symbiosis of entertainment and commerce is expressed in events like the above-

mentioned Berlin im Licht festival. The event was staged by a Berlin retail association (‘Verein der 

Kaufleute und Industriellen’) and took place in October 1928. For four nights, Berlin’s major 

monuments, as well as commercial buildings were illuminated: 

‘Light is life,’ proclaimed the Osram electric company’s adornment of the Siegessäule 
(Großer Stern), which was clad with a six-foot-high surface of electric light, admired by a 
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journalist as a ‘tower of pure fire’. Trees on Unter den Linden were decorated with 
thousands of light bulbs, and there was even a Bauhaus light-sculpture in front of the 
Brandenburg Gate.482  

 

When Bunting came to Berlin, he was in his late twenties and had spent a few years restlessly 

drifting across Europe after dropping out of the London School of Economics in 1923.”483 He 

soon left Berlin for Italy where he stayed with Ezra Pound. According to his biographer Keith 

Aldritt, Bunting later often said that he had been sent to Berlin by The Times,484 which is not true 

but indicates that like so many other British writers Bunting may have become retrospectively aware 

of the historical significance of the period he had experienced. Although Basil’s experience of 

Germany was very brief and he “didn’t like the Germans at all”, he still proclaimed at a reading in 

1977 in reference to Isherwood’s vision of Berlin that he “got in before the novelists did”485, thus 

laying claim to Berlin as his literary territory in much the way that Isherwood had with his Berlin 

novels in the 1930s.  

Two years after Bunting’s short Berlin stint, in November 1930, Wyndham Lewis spent “some 

weeks” in Berlin “on business”,486 and was so impressed with what he learnt about the recent 

political success of the Nazi Party487 that he wrote a book-length essay, simply entitled Hitler (1931), 

in which he urges British readers to turn their attention to “the so-called Nationalsocialism”, which 

“might very well be a deciding factor in the political life of the world”.488 In the sub-chapters ‘Berlin 

im Licht’ and ‘The Berlin Eldorado’, Lewis explicitly connects the British visitor’s discomfort with 

the assault on the senses provided by Berlin’s commercialized entertainment venues with an 

endorsement of National Socialism.  

Lewis’ essay omits the fact that the entertainment venues of West Berlin had numerous precursors 

in Berlin’s history and instead claims that they were “thrown up by the War out of the earth’s 

bowels, as it were, from sweated cellars, traps, and gutters.” According to Lewis, Berlin’s 

entertainment business “established itself overnight in the Kurfürstendamm, Nollendorf Platz, 

Wittenberg Platz, Motzestrasse [sic], Tauentzienstrasse, and so forth”.489 The Berlin im Licht festival, 

which took place two years before Lewis’ visit, is described as the “final touch”, “the electrical 
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drum-fire, the high-volted light bombardment from all sides”490 illuminating “[t]he spurious 

germanism of the colossal Wagnerian Vaterland of Kempinski [The Haus Vaterland on Potsdamer 

Platz], along with a thousand other night-circuses, Negertanz palaces, naktballeten, flagellation-

bars, and sad wells of super-masculine loneliness”,491 which “most luridly light themselves up and 

flaunt their names in fashionable electricity, to such good effect that, although Berlin cannot 

emulate the perpendicular night-scenery of New York City, it yet does decidedly convey an air of 

heavy and louche brilliance”.492 Like other British visitors before him, Lewis is irritated by the fact 

that Berlin seems to take some pride in its ‘sinful’ reputation: “No city has anything on it as regards 

the stark suggestions of being the Hauptstadt of Vice […] and that is what Berlin wanted, if by 

Berlin is meant that gilt-edged limelit fraction that enjoys Berlin im Licht.”493  

Lewis goes on to contrast the West End entertainment palaces which provide amusement to a 

small privileged fraction of the population with the fact that “gang-violence in Berlin abounds”494 

and that “Marxist murder-gangs and […] other extreme left-wing political sects”495 roam the streets 

and stage attacks on National Socialists. This street violence, which in Lewis’ account is one-sidedly 

conducted by the Left, is “not suppressed by iron decrees of supreme authority, as one would 

expect.”496 Lewis puts forth the theory that the lack of force against left-wing violence is state-

sanctioned, since “the Communist helps the police to beat and shoot the Nazis.”497 Throughout 

the essay, Lewis bases his arguments on an extremely one-sided selection of sources, namely Nazi 

newspapers and other Nazi propaganda literature, and it is likely that theories such as the police 

support of Communist violence are lifted straight from the pages of Der Angriff, a Nazi newspaper 

frequently quoted throughout the essay. (Der Angriff was the official newspaper of the Berlin Gau 

of the Nazi Party and was edited by Berlin’s Gauleiter Joseph Goebbels. It’s founding in the summer 

of 1927 was part of Goebbels’ aggressive, and ultimately highly successful, propaganda campaign 

aimed at establishing support for the Nazi Party in Germany’s ‘red’ capital which had traditionally 

been a bulwark of the Left.498)  

Returning to the subject of Berlin’s nightlife, Lewis writes: “Berlin - it’s western Babylon – is as 

everybody knows […] the Perverts’ Paradise, the Mecca of Lesb and So.”499 Despite the fact that 
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the connection between these ‘perversions’ and the political instability erupting in street violence 

implicitly runs throughout the two sub-chapters, Lewis is keen to assure his readers that the Nazis 

are not overly concerned with the capital’s display of ‘vice’ as “they have something better to think 

about”500 and are not “sex-moralists” which Lewis takes as “a very good mark indeed, politically 

and otherwise.”501 After all, “[t]he sex-moralist is not only a bore, but should, I think always be 

suspect.”502 Lewis argues that the Nazi’s lack of interest in public morality springs from the fact 

that the Nazi Party has understood that “[t]he Bank is more important that the Backside.” In other 

words, that the real danger to Germany emanates from the influence of the international finance 

industry and that the entertainment industry is aimed at distracting the citizens from this fact. This 

“fundamental truth”, Lewis claims, is something which “the young Nationalsocialist has firmly 

grasped […] in a manner that no average political Anglosaxon would – who always allows his 

pocket to be picked provided you fix his attention upon something that is ‘wicked’ or naughty.”503 

The fascination with Berlin’s commercialized ‘vice’, therefore, is not a specifically German but also 

a British problem and, in Lewis’ opinion, the British could learn from the Nazi attitude towards 

this phenomenon.  

Nevertheless, Lewis then deems it necessary to “take up the functions of a guide and quickly 

conduct the reader around a characteristic Nachtlokal,”504 since in Berlin’s “‘Eldorados […] are 

within cat’s call of its Reichstag”505 and therefore, presumably, what goes on there is relevant to an 

essay on German politics. Lewis describes in great detail how in “the ‘Eldorado’ of the Motzestrasse 

[sic]”, a venue which may at first sight appear “depressingly normal”,506 an elegant young woman 

will reveal to the shocked “sightseer” that she is actually a man, and assures his reader that in 

Berlin’s nightlife “every variety of Perversion is properly and adequately represented.”507 However, 

the “young german [sic] politician”,508 by which Lewis means a young National Socialist, “does not 

go to such resorts”, and if he were to enter such a venue, which to him represents the “paradise of 

the Schiebertum” (fraud),509 he would respond to it with an exclamation of “‘Juda verrecke!’” (an 

anti-Semitic chant used by the Nazis which can be translated as “death to Jews”) and it would 
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evoke in him the desire to return to “his Sturmabteilung – to roll this nigger-dance luxury-spot up 

like a verminous carpet, and drop it into the Spree”.510 

Leaving aside the fact that in his breathless descriptions of Berlin’s “western Babylon”, Lewis could 

well be mistaken for a “sex-moralist” himself, his claim that the Nazis have more noble concerns 

than the ‘vice’ of Berlin is somewhat undermined by this fantasy of the Sturmabteilung (Storm 

Troopers) extinguishing an entertainment venue like the ‘Eldorado’. Lewis was clearly unaware that 

the Eldorado on Motzstraße was, in fact, frequented by members of the Sturmabteilung (SA), 

including the SA commander Ernst Röhm. In a his 1962 autobiography, British journalist Sefton 

Delmer, who befriended Röhm during his time in Berlin, recalls that Röhm’s homosexuality and 

his frequent visits to Berlin’s gay establishments were open secrets.511 The owner of the Eldorado, 

Ludwig Konecny,  was a close friend of Karl Ernst, who became SA commander of East Berlin in 

1932 and in 1933 would take over the command of all SA forces in the capital. Ernst’s 

homosexuality, too, was well-known and he had allegedly even worked as a waiter in the Eldorado’s 

old location on Lutherstraße before embarking on his SA career.512 While the Eldorado was 

eventually closed down by the Nazi government in 1933, the crackdown on Berlin’s queer 

entertainment venues had already begun before the Nazis took power, namely with the election of 

Kurt Melcher, a member of the national liberal Deutsche Volkspartei (German People’s Party) as 

Chief of Police for Berlin in July 1932 and many venues were forced to close by the end of 1932. 

The relationship between Berlin’s ‘vice’ and the ‘upstanding’ young men of the SA was, therefore, 

far more ambiguous than Lewis suggests. The British discomfort with Berlin’s modernity described 

in Bunting’s Aus dem zweiten Reich, has in Lewis’ Hitler found a cure in the form of the Nazis who 

will return order to the ‘Hauptstadt of vice’ and the young storm trooper Lewis conjures up for his 

readers should be understood as a projection of the author’s feelings towards internationalism, left-

wing politics and sexual liberation, which were informed by a British context, rather than the result 

of a profound study of the political situation in Germany. 

 

II.3.c. The arrival of the ‘Auden group’ 
 

In March 1929, while Harold Nicolson was contemplating Berlin life from his window and Virginia 

Woolf was still recovering from her encounter with the German capital in her London bedroom, 

Christopher Isherwood set foot in Berlin for the very first time. It was his second visit to Germany 
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after a brief excursion to Bremen with an older relative in May 1928, during which according to 

Norman Page, the 23-year-old “fell under the spell of Germany and received a vision of it as a 

Promised Land of liberation and fulfilment, a spiritual homeland.”513 As described above, previous 

British literary visitors found Berlin ugly, disturbing, exciting in an unsettling way, overly 

commercialized and lacking in culture and traditions, a place where norms were challenged, and 

people were frequently not as they appeared to be at first sight. The city was a spectacle but certainly 

not a place that one wanted to call home. And yet, to the aspiring writers of the ‘Auden group’, 

this city seemed to provide the ideal counterpoint to their middle-class upbringing in England and 

a potential source of inspiration for a new kind of literature. 

If we consider the British experience of Berlin in the mid-to-late 1920s in spatial terms, it becomes 

apparent that visiting British writers began to move beyond the Adlon-centric experience of the 

early 1920s but most of them still only moved within a relatively small part of the city centre, 

seldom venturing further east than Alexanderplatz or further west than the Zoologischer Garten. 

The area around Hallesches Tor, for instance, was considered a working-class ‘slum’, making 

Christopher Isherwood’s decision to move there an act of rebellion against the conventions of 

British middle-class travel to Berlin. Yet, his accommodation was only a 30-minute stroll, or a few 

stops on the underground away from the Adlon hotel on Unter den Linden, where more affluent 

and less adventurous literary visitors like Robert Byron and Edward Sackville-West still chose to 

reside. The majority of literary visitors during the second half of the 1920s were likely to experience 

the commercialised entertainment venues of the West End as the epitome of Berlin nightlife since 

it required some local knowledge to discover more authentic establishments. They were unlikely to 

see what the city looked like outside of the small central area described above. This became 

especially relevant after the American stock market crash of 1929 ended the short period of relative 

prosperity and plunged Germany into a new economic crisis. In his 1972 autobiography Without 

Stopping, the American writer and composer Paul Bowles (a Berlin acquaintance of Isherwood 

whose last name the author borrowed for his character Sally Bowles in Goodbye to Berlin) describes 

how influential a short glimpse of Berlin’s outskirts had been on his perception of the political 

situation in Germany. In 1931 he made the acquaintance of some Berliners who told him over 

dinner “that Hitler was the only hope for cleaning out the rot that had attacked the German 

people’s spirit.” Back then, Bowles admits, he had no conception of Nazism, so to him “they were 

only crazy Germans.” While he was able to brush off the incident, what changed his perception of 

Berlin and made him think of the city as “sinister” was a ride on the Ringbahn, the train line that 

encircles the inner districts of Berlin:  
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With the exception of the quarters I already knew, the city was a gigantic slum, a monstrous 
agglomeration of uninhabitable buildings. Merely to see its geographic extent and the 
degree of unrelieved poverty it represented made me uneasy. The aura of desperation that 
I had found stimulating suddenly seemed ominous.514  

 

When Isherwood arrived in Berlin, his friend W. H. Auden had already been living in the city since 

October 1928. In contrast to previous British literary visitors, Auden did not care about the quality 

of Berlin’s picture galleries or the “industrialized merriment” of its large-scale entertainment 

venues. During his stay, he delighted in visiting the same working-class gay bars that had 

disappointed Brian Howard a year earlier and proceeded to send enthusiastic reports of his sexual 

exploits back to Isherwood in England.  

At the time, Isherwood had abandoned his University studies in Cambridge and had embarked on 

a medical degree at King’s College London, “a less than half-hearted venture that lasted only two 

terms”.515 Auden was to stay in Berlin – with some interruptions for visits to England and other 

parts of Germany – until the summer of 1929. After his first visit in March, during which Auden 

introduced him to the Cosy Corner, Isherwood returned to Germany again in the summer of 1929 

and then, finally, as he writes in his autobiography:  

On November 29, Christopher set out on his third visit to Germany that year. Only, this 
time, he wasn’t putting any limits on his stay. […] When the German passport official asked 
him the purpose of his journey, he could have truthfully replied, ‘I’m looking for my 
homeland and I’ve come to find out if this is it.’516  

 

Stephen Spender followed his friends Isherwood and Auden to Germany in 1929. He spent the 

summer in Hamburg, following the invitation of a German student he had met at Oxford. Spender 

returned to his studies in September but was back in Germany by the end of November. He 

returned to Oxford after Christmas and finally settled in Germany in the summer of 1930.517  

The gradual arrival of the ‘Auden group’ in Germany between the autumn of 1928 and the summer 

of 1930 coincided with what could in retrospect be called the calm before the storm. The Reichstag 

election of May 1928 saw the Nazi party establish itself as the dominant right-wing force among 

the numerous political parties competing for votes. The party only received a seemingly 

insignificant 2.6 per cent of the votes and 12 seats in the Reichstag (compared to 153 seats held by 

the Social Democrats (SPD) and 54 seats held by the communist party (KPD)) but the 1928 
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election marked a significant shift in the party’s strategy which saw them focus on international 

politics and start a propaganda campaign that would turn Adolf Hitler from one of many small-

time agitators into a significant political figure within the next few years. At the same time the 

party’s paramilitary wing, the ‘Sturmabteilung’ (SA), steadily expanded and was strategically used to 

increase the presence of the Nazis on the streets, frequently staging raids and attacks on communist 

groups in Berlin and other German cities. As mentioned above, in Berlin, the party’s activities were 

presided over by Gauleiter Joseph Goebbels, who would later become Hitler’s Minister of 

Propaganda.  

In the autumn of 1929, just as Christopher Isherwood was settling into his indefinite stay in Berlin, 

the effects of the crash of the US stock market at the end of October plunged Germany into a 

renewed economic crisis, which threw the government into crisis and provided a fertile breeding 

ground for political extremists. The next federal elections in September 1930 saw a significant drop 

in votes for established moderate parties such as the social democrats (SPD), whereas the Nazi 

Party received an increase of almost 16 % in their vote share. They now occupied 107 seats in the 

Reichstag, making them the second-strongest party after the SPD. 

Despite the fact that Auden, Isherwood and Spender were far from the first British writers to 

‘discover’ the Weimar Republic, their ‘Weimar experience’ has been written about far more 

extensively than that of any other writer. Part of the reason for this is probably to be found in the 

way they enthusiastically embraced the German strangeness they discovered. Their starting points 

were Berlin’s homosexual nightlife and the opportunities it afforded especially Auden and 

Isherwood in overcoming any doubts about their own sexual preferences. Auden had been engaged 

to a woman when he first travelled to Berlin, a union that was quickly broken off after his return. 

Christopher Isherwood would later write that he had never felt able to fully live his sexuality in 

England and with members of his own class. The encounters with young working-class Germans 

in bars such as the Cosy Corner were a liberating experience.518 Both Auden and Isherwood learned 

much of their German from their early Berlin lovers. In stark contrast to some of the other visitors 

introduced above, who felt a connection to German culture in opera houses and museums but 

found the close encounters with German bodies unsettling, to Auden, Isherwood and Spender the 

German body – specifically the young male German body – was the starting point of their discovery 

of Germany and came to symbolize their vision of Weimar modernity. While some other British 

literary visitors, such as Eddy Sackville-West, took pride in being able to read Goethe and Rilke in 

the original German, Auden and Isherwood’s approach to the German language was radically 

different. Isherwood worked as an English tutor for the sons and daughters of wealthy German 
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families in Berlin and in his autobiography, he recalls feeling frustrated by his pupils’ attitude 

towards the English language:  

How could he possibly explain himself to these people? They wanted to learn English for 
show-off social reasons, or to be able to read Aldous Huxley in the original. Whereas he 
had learned German simply and solely to be able to talk to his sex partners. For him, the 
entire German language […] was irradiated with sex.519 

 

In a 1987 interview, quoted in Norman Page’s study Auden and Isherwood: The Berlin Years, Stephen 

Spender stated that “sex with the working-class of course had a political connotation. It was a way 

in which people with left-wing sympathies could feel they were getting in contact with the working 

class.”520 Page rightly points out how problematic this statement is and quotes Peter F. Alexander’s 

biography of William Plomer, in which he put forth the notion that in fact, the opposite might 

have been the case: “for writers like Auden, Spender, and Isherwood, left-wing politics offered the 

chance to get close to the working-class that so attracted them sexually’”521 After the initial thrill of 

the “fantasy city”522 had begun to wear off, Spender and, to a lesser extent, Isherwood became 

more aware of political and social problems that plagued Berlin and the whole of Weimar Germany 

but initially their experience “seems to have been totally immersed in more subjective and 

hedonistic matters”, as Norman Page writes about Auden’s first months in Berlin. “And after the 

evasions and subterfuges and disapprovals of England, it was not surprising that the atmosphere 

of late Weimar Berlin should have gone to his head.”523 

As we have seen above, Brian Howard preceded both Auden and Isherwood in his discovery of 

Berlin’s gay bars. Both Howard’s and Isherwood’s recollections of homosexual venues like the 

Cosy Corner display a mix of fascination and discomfort with the working-class foreigner. Whereas 

Howard was openly appalled by some of the German boy’s “beastly” appearance, as well as their 

lack of English, and perceived the encounter with Berlin’s sexual underworld as a loss of control, 

Isherwood was intrigued by the fact that the German boys in venues like the Cosy Corner “showed 

few signs of vanity” and “didn’t seem able to picture themselves as objects of desire”.524 Isherwood 

constructs a colonial fantasy around his first encounters with the “speechless” Germans, forgetting 

that it is him, not them, who lacks the appropriate language skills for the country they are in. The 

interaction with the German other, made inferior by his muteness, is sexually liberating: “In the 
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bars, Christopher used to think of Francis [Isherwood’s friend Francis Turville-Petre, a British 

archaeologist who lived in Berlin from 1928 until 1931] and himself as being like traders who had 

entered a jungle. The natives of the jungle surrounded them – childlike, curious, mistrustful, sly, 

easily and unpredictably moved to friendship or hostility.”525  

While Howard’s diary and letters display disappointment with the reality of the Berlin nightlife that 

had been recommended to him, Isherwood’s mind on the matter seems to have been made up 

before he had even set foot in Berlin. This was to be his place of personal and professional 

reinvention and the more immersed he became in all aspects of German life, the quicker this goal 

could be reached, and the definitive novel about Berlin could be written: “I am doing what Henry 

James would have done, if he had had the guts”, he announced in a letter to a friend back home in 

England,526 without elaborating which aspect of the life or work of Henry James he was referring 

to. It seems likely, however, that Isherwood believed his approach to Berlin to be a new and more 

authentic mode of being an expatriate writer in Europe.  

On his frequent visits to England, Isherwood enjoyed being able to entertain the London literati 

with tales of his wild existence in Berlin. “It was fun to be both the self-exiled mysterious ‘Man 

from Berlin’ and the socially welcome novelist whose next book was ‘awaited,’ even if not very 

anxiously, in Bloomsbury circles”, he later recalled.527 The book in question, The Memorial, was 

published in 1932. It was Isherwood’s second novel and while he wrote parts of it in Berlin, it is 

set in England in the aftermath of the First World War. Throughout his time in Germany 

Isherwood recorded events and characters sketches in his diaries with the intention of turning his 

experience into an epic novel with the title The Lost. His experiences in Berlin inspired a large 

number of characters which he by his own admission could not have convincingly contained in 

one novel: “What I actually produced was an absurd jumble of subplots and coincidences which 

defeated me whenever I tried to straighten it out on paper,”528 he recalls. Isherwood’s inability to 

contain his Berlin experiences in a conventional narrative seems to echo Edward Sackville-West’s 

comparison of the city to Joyce’s modernist epic Ulysses with all its “rhetorical power & variousness 

& buried insight, […] chaos & obscurity & disgust”. Only after the Nazis had assumed power and 

Isherwood had left Berlin did he produce the ‘Berlin novels’ Mr Norris Changes Trains (1935) and 

Goodbye to Berlin (1938) and like Spender’s novel The Temple (in the form in which it was finally 

published in 1988) Isherwood’s novels do not reflect the dream Germany of his early imagination 

so much as the dramatic destruction of this dream during Hitler’s rise to power.  
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In his book Strange Meetings, Peter Firchow contemplates the question why, despite the fact that so 

many British literary figures visited Berlin in the late 1920s and early 1930s, no significant British 

literary response to Weimar Berlin was produced during this period. He refers to the example of 

Herbert Frank Bishop who had moved to Berlin in 1931 with the expressed purpose of writing a 

novel: “He chose Berlin because ‘it was cheap and would provide him with the solitude in a crowd 

that he liked. He talked excellent German and up to a point liked the Germans, though he was 

keenly aware of their faults and made mocking fun of them’” Bishop made friends, chiefly among 

the German nobility, but never wrote his Berlin novel. Firchow attributes this to the fact that “Like 

virtually all of the other British literary visitors to Berlin – except for Isherwood and Auden – he 

suffered from an apparently incurable superiority complex.”529  

While it is true that many British literary visitors were hampered in their engagement with Germany 

and the Germans by their prejudices and sense of superiority, Firchow’s assessment excludes the 

voices of visitors, such as Cicely Hamilton or Lilian Mower who wrote positive, albeit non-fictional, 

retrospective accounts of their time in Weimar Berlin. It also ignores the fact that neither 

Isherwood nor Auden produced a significant literary response to Weimar Berlin while the Weimar 

Republic was still in existence. What Isherwood did produce, in his two Berlin novels written in 

the years leading up to the Second World War, was a literary response to the experience of the 

traumatic rupture that occurred when the Germany he had constructed in his imagination and 

which he perceived to be intimately tied to his personal and artistic development, turned out to be 

something altogether different.  

 

II. 4. Wandervögel and Children of the Sun: British writers and the 
‘new spirit’ of Germany 
 

Part came from Lane, and part from D.H. Lawrence; 
 Gide, though I didn’t know it then, gave part. 
 They taught me to express my deep abhorrence  
 If I caught anyone preferring Art  

To Life and Love and being Pure in Heart 
I lived with crooks and seldom was molested 
The Pure-in-Heart can never be arrested. 

     (W.H. Auden, Letter to Lord Byron Part IV, 1937)530 
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II.4.a. British writers and the German Youth Movement 
 

Before he ever set a foot in the country, W. H. Auden had become convinced that Weimar 

Germany was a place where a new philosophy was lived, a land where a young generation, faced 

with the collapse of their country after the First World War, had seized the opportunity to free 

themselves from the constraints of bourgeois morality and chosen life, health, simplicity and 

freedom. This “New Germany [was] represented by a charming blond girl or boy who strode with 

open-necked shirt, harmlessly hiking through the Black Forest”, Isherwood would write in 1939.531 

It was a country of “harmlessly hiking” youths, as opposed to the youths who were marching in 

formation under the Nazi regime when Isherwood recalled this early impression in 1939. Germany, 

as Stephen Spender told his friend and fellow writer John Lehmann in 1930, was a country where 

“youth had started to live again, free of the shackles of the past, a life without inhibition, inspired 

by hope, natural humanity and brotherhood in the springs of being.”532 This vision of Germany is 

what Martin Green refers to as “the gospel of naivete, of the Holy Land of Weimar Germany, 

handed down from Auden to Isherwood, from Isherwood to Spender, and from Spender to 

Lehmann.”533 The aspect of this “gospel of naivete” which is most discussed by scholars of the 

‘Auden group’ is the possibility of fulfilling homosexual desires and the freedom to artistically 

express such desires. As Stephen Spender writes in the 1988 introduction to his novel The Temple:  

Censorship, more than anything else, created in the minds of young English writers an 
image of their country as one to get away from: much as, in the early Twenties, Prohibition 
resulted in young Americans like Hemingway and Scott Fitzgerald leaving America and 
going to France or Spain. For them, drink; for us, sex.534 

 

Spender describes the feeling of being on an artistic mission in Germany and belonging to a group 

of writers who inspired each other. He recalls that while working on The Temple, his first (and only) 

novel, in Hamburg in 1929, “I had the sense of sending home to friends and colleagues dispatches 

from a front line in our joint war against censorship.”535 To the ‘Auden group’, the Germany that 

they began to explore in the late 1920s, was not a country of crisis and decline but the country of 

the future. Looking back on his time in Germany in his 1951 memoir World Within World, Stephen 

Spender offers an idealized vision of the German youth he encountered: 

To these young Germans […] the life of the senses was a sunlit garden from which sin was 
excluded. […] The sun […] was a primary social force in this Germany. Thousands of 
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people went to the open-air swimming-baths or lay down on the shores of the rivers and 
lakes, almost nude, and sometimes quite nude […]. Their lives flowed easily into the 
movements of art, literature and painting, which surrounded them.536 

 

The vision which Spender conjures is that of a generation of young people who have abandoned 

old-fashioned morals in order to indulge in the “life of the senses” and to reconnect with nature 

by seeking out fresh air, water and sunshine. At the same time, Spender suggests, they are strongly 

connected to the new cultural movements of the Weimar Republic, having not abandoned cultural 

pursuits but reinvented them to reflect the new spirit. 

In a passage that does not appear in the manuscript of The Temple written during Spender’s time in 

Germany but was added during Spender’s rewriting of the novel in the 1980s, his protagonist Paul 

Schoner asks his German friend Joachim: “Is young people living their lives the new Germany? Is 

that the Weimar Republic?”537 Joachim explains the lasting impact of the inflation years on German 

society: 

The new generation doesn’t want money in the same way as their parents did. Of course, 
just to do what we want, we have to have some money. But what’s the use of accumulating 
a lot of money, if it can all disappear overnight? […] All we want is to live, not to acquire 
things. And sun and air and water and making love don’t require a great deal of money.538 

 

Paul wants to know what will happen to these young Germans, whom Spender dubs “children of 

the sun”, in the future: “But how will it end?”. Joachim predicts “perhaps something marvellous – 

an understanding of the values of living, nothing but living, for its own sake, life, a new world […] 

Or perhaps not that at all, perhaps something terrible, monstrous, the end!”539 With the knowledge 

afforded by hindsight, Spender was able to scatter dark hints throughout the narrative, to establish, 

as he puts it in the introduction to the novel, “some sense of terrible events to come which cast 

their shadows over my young German characters.”540 As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 

II.7, the manuscript of The Temple, written between 1929 and 1931, does not suggest that the author 

was aware of a “sense of terrible events to come” during his first years in Germany. Retrospectively, 

however, Spender seems to enforce the idea that the German youth movement was an experiment 

that could have transformed the world but instead was met with a catastrophic backlash in the 

form of Nazi fascism. The more accurate version of events, according to which the youth 
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movement itself was influential in creating the conditions for the Nazi party’s success, seems to 

exist on the periphery of Spender’s vision of Germany but it is never spelt out. Instead, he 

retrospectively presents the characters that most confirm with the ideal vision of the youth 

movement as being possessed by some dark, ‘barbaric’ pre-modern spirit.  

The focus on the urban experience and the homosexual exploits of the ‘Auden group’ in Germany 

has somewhat distracted critics from other elements contained in the ‘new philosophy’ that drew 

them to Germany. John J. White argued in a 1989 essay: 

[…] Isherwood did not scurry off to the Black Forest in hot pursuit of this leather-
trousered ideal; he went to Berlin, as did Auden and (for a while) Spender. And it was their 
Berlin, and not their Rügen-inspired myth of the Nordic, which was to impress itself on 
the literary imagination: primarily through Isherwood’s Mr Norris Changes Trains and Goodbye 
to Berlin, but also through Auden’s ‘Letter to Lord Byron’ and Spender’s World within World.  
Moreover, in recent years a caricature of the Berlin of this period has percolated down, in 
diluted form, to a far broader public: via I am a Camera and, above all Cabaret.541 

 

While it is true that Auden and Isherwood’s work predominantly references Berlin, the narrator of 

Spender’s The Temple (which was published in 1988 and which John J. White might not have taken 

into account when he wrote the above-quoted essay) never sets foot in the German capital and, as 

I will show in my analysis of the novel in Chapter II.7, the ideal of the ‘new’ German youth does 

play a central, if not the central role in Spender’s narrative. Possibly due to the fact that it was not 

released until half a decade after Isherwood’s Berlin novels, critics tend to subsume Spender’s The 

Temple under what might be called the ‘Auden group’ experience of Germany, instead of treating it 

as a separate and independent literary contribution, a gap which I will fill with my analysis of both 

the published novel and the original manuscript on which it was based. 

While most British literary visitors to the Weimar Republic commented on the German youth 

movement, few experienced the sense of foreboding that Spender retrospectively inserted into his 

narrative. Prior to 1933, most British literary visitors perceived the German youth movement as a 

wholly positive phenomenon, an admirable indication of Germany’s ability to get back on her feet 

following the devastation of the First World War. “Germany’s hope in her next generation is not 

only a matter of emotion and belief in original virtue”, writes Cicely Hamilton in 1931, “she has 

been training her Jugend, hardening it in body and mind, endeavouring to fit it for its task of national 

reconstruction.”542 
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Few British writers investigated deeply into the nature and origins of the German youth movement. 

In British reports and recollections, the term Wandervögel (or the singular Wandervogel) is frequently 

used as a collective term for both hiking German youths in general and any sort of organized youth 

movement. As we will see in Chapter III, in Phyllis Bottome’s 1937 novel The Mortal Storm, 

Wandervogel becomes a term that encompasses both the heroine’s independent spirit and her status 

as a refugee from Nazi Germany – without any indication that she belongs to a formal youth 

organisation. 

The original Wandervogel was a hiking youth club founded in Berlin-Steglitz which soon established 

branches all over Germany that “promoted hiking among the generally higher educated boys and 

(since 1906) girls from middle-class families.”543 It was characterized by a romanticizing of nature, 

Heimat and rural life, as well as opposition to urban civilization and the sterile norms of Wilhelmine 

society. In this early incarnation, the German youth movement did not seek any involvement in 

politics.544 The movement became hugely popular in pre-war Germany and spawned a number of 

sub-groups. 

Some of the most influential figures of the original Wandervogel movement lost their lives in the 

First World War, and its surviving members returned from the war disillusioned and deeply 

traumatized. From the rapidly disintegrating original Wandervogel emerged the far more political 

youth movements of the Weimar Republic period, the so-called Bündische Jugend or Bünde. These 

movements were characterized by a more uniform and militarized appearance and an increasingly 

political mission. As Ursula Büttner writes, the quest for independence was replaced by a yearning 

for unity. Wandervogel gatherings introduced uniform clothing and replaced flutes and folk songs 

with drums and marching music – symbols of a new longing for unity and political influence.545  

This desire was undoubtedly linked to the event that this generation of Germans had to live 

through. Writing about generational conflicts in the Weimar Republic, Büttner explains that the 

generation born between 1902 and 1918 who had experienced the material deprivations of war and 

post-war period in childhood and adolescence, tended to display a strong urge of belonging to a 

Volksgemeinschaft (national community) and often admired the old Frontkämpfer (front line fighters) 

generation as heroes. At the same time, the dominance of the pre-war generation on the job market, 

combined with a string of recessions and lack of economic growth resulted in high youth 

unemployment rates. Young people realised that they were superfluous on the job market. From 
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1930 onward, this generation would become the most significant contributors to the Nazis’ 

electoral successes.546 

While the young people of the Weimar Republic were economically disadvantaged, great attention 

was paid to them in other respects, and particularly in big cities these young Germans enjoyed more 

freedoms than previous generation. Novels and plays were written about them; psychologists 

studied youth and childhood and advertising companies began to target young people as a specific 

consumer group. There were growing concerns about spreading ‘Americanism’ among the German 

youth, meaning increased sexual liberty, modern fashion and haircuts, Hollywood films and boxing 

matches, and veneration of film stars and sporting idols547 – concerns that can be detected in 

Geoffrey Moss’ stories set in the Weimar Republic, as mentioned above.  

According to Peter Gay, what lay at the heart of the German Youth movement was a “hunger for 

wholeness”, the desire for unity and a sense of belonging. The movement offered “[f]light into the 

future through flight into the past, reformation through nostalgia – in the end, such thinking 

amounted to nothing more than the decision to make adolescence itself into an ideology.”548 

Robert-Jan Adriaansen distinguishes three different narratives within the historiography of the 

German youth movement, “which correspond to different interpretations of the movement’s 

‘Romanticism’”. The first narrative is one of emancipation: “the idea that the German youth 

movement initiated a Romantic revolt of German youth against the petrified petty-bourgeois 

culture of Wilhelmine Germany.”549 The second narrative is one of “anti-modernism”. This 

narrative informs Walter Laqueur’s widely read study of the German Youth movement, Young 

Germany, which argues that the Wandervogel had the option of either adopting “a progressive 

ideology of social revolution that would take society beyond bourgeois modernity, or a reactionary 

stance against bourgeois modernity.” Since the Wandervogel was made up of middle-class youths who 

were unwilling to embrace Social Democracy, they instead manifested their revolt against bourgeois 

German society in a “Romantic idolization” of the past. 550 The third narrative, finally, which 

emerged in the decades after the Second World War, is that of the German youth movement’s anti-

modernism as an intellectual predecessor and ‘Wegbereiter’ of the Nazi movement, based on the 

fact that it was “intellectually inspired by the same völkisch and otherwise right-wing authors as 
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the Nazis” and that the Nazis deliberately copied the structures and aesthetics of the Bündische Jugend 

in their own youth organisation - the Hitler Youth. 551  

As we will see, the majority of British observers followed the first narrative described by 

Adriaansen, that of the youth movement as a successful emancipation of the younger generation. 

They did notice a tendency for the glorification of the past but in combination with what they 

perceived as the many thoroughly forward-looking aspects of the Weimar Republic, such as the 

well-organized system of youth hostels, modern sport facilities open to the general public and the 

general cult of exercise, the majority thought of this idealised view of Germany’s past as a positive 

force, one that, somewhat paradoxically, had helped Germany move on from the devastations of 

war. 

In 1933, all parts of the Bündische Jugend were banned, and all German youth groups subsumed 

under the Hitler Youth. Historians are in dispute over the role that Wandervogel and the right-wing 

sections of the Bündische Jugend played in facilitating the victory of the Nazi party. Some argue that 

the Bündische Jugend encompassed a variety of movements, not all of which were situated in the 

right-wing political spectrum, that some of them placed a great emphasis on individuality and that 

the generally elitist nature of the Bündische Jugend was ad odds with the Hitler Youth’s mass appeal.552 

On the other hand, elements of Nazi thought can undoubtedly be found in the philosophy of the 

Bündische Jugend and even the original Wandervogel movement. This includes anti-Semitism, a 

fetishization of the young body, concerns about the health of the Volkskörper (national body) and, 

linked to all of the above, a peculiar strain of anti-intellectualism. As will be shown below, all of 

these elements appear in the original manuscript of Spender’s novel The Temple as part of what 

attracts the young British narrator to Germany, leading me to conclude that the “gospel of naivety” 

that drew young British intellectuals to Germany in the late 1920s and early 1930s contained at the 

very least echoes of the ideas which were to form the ideological foundations of the Nazi state. 

The young British writers of the ‘Auden group’ could undoubtedly identify with the uncertain 

position of the post-war generation of young Germans who were glorified in some respects and 

severely neglected in others. In his 1951 autobiography, Stephen Spender writes about his 

upbringing in post-war England: 

The war had knocked the ball-room floor from under middle-class English life. People 
resembled dancers suspended in mid-air yet miraculously able to pretend that they were 
still dancing. We were aware of a gulf but not of any new values to replace old supports. 
What was new seemed negative: the immorality of the “young people”, the drinking, the 

                                                            
551 Ibid., 11. 
552 Niemeyer, Christian; Die dunkle Seite der Jugendbewegung: Vom Wandervogel zur Hitlerjugend. 



 149 

short skirts, the pillion-riding, all of which my father deplored. We knew vaguely but surely 
that our generation would inevitably have less than this.553 

 

In order to understand the shift in attitudes towards Germany in the young writers of the ‘Auden 

group’, it is helpful to recall again the Weimar experience of Eddy Sackville-West (born 1901) who, 

while very close in age to Auden (born 1907), Isherwood (born 1904) and Spender (born 1909), 

seemed to belong firmly to the world of the 1920s ‘bright young people’. Like Robert Byron (born 

1905), Sackville-West was fascinated by some aspects of Weimar Germany but on the whole 

maintained a critical distance to the country. Similar to Spender in the above quote, Auden would 

later seek to distinguish his own generation of writers from the ‘bright young people’: 

 We were the tail, a sort of poor relation 
 To that debauched, eccentric generation 
 That grew up with their fathers at the War 
 And made new glosses to the noun Amor.554 
 
The frivolous pursuits of the ‘bright young people’ did not offer any answers for writers of Auden’s 

generation, especially if they lacked the comforts of an upper-class background. To such writers, it 

seemed that Germany was the country in which the meaning of ‘youth’ was being redefined, a 

country in which young people had taken their fate into their own hands.  

British writer Madeleine Kent recalls in her 1938 memoir I Married a German how she first visited 

Germany in 1926: “Everywhere in Germany in those years foreigners were welcomed, especially 

by the young. Everywhere war was spoken of as an outmoded absurdity.”555 The members of the 

German youth movement with whom she hiked through the forests of Thuringia “were impatient 

even of war memories.”556 Much like Spender and many other British visitors, Kent viewed this 

attitude as “typical of the New Realism, which frowned on sentiment and introspection” and 

considered it “in the circumstances a heroic attitude”.557 Instead of contemplating their losses, this 

young generation “wasted no time dreaming of the life they might have had” and “started to build 

a new life for themselves, a life that for all its enforced simplicity was far from being narrow or 

joyless.”558 Kent perceived the Wandervögel she encountered in the mid-1920s as a very practical 

breed: “The old Wandervögel movement [of the pre-war era] was idealistic and aesthetic. It was a 
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revolt from luxury and conventionality on the part of boys of the public-school class. Their 

successors, drawn from all classes, were not revolting from luxury: they had never known it.”559 

Kent recalls a conversation with a young man repairing a youth hostel who tells her he will become 

a professor of theology. “In England, so far as I am aware, budding professors do not spend their 

vacations mixing mortar, either for their own or other people's benefit”, she muses “and it was 

such evidence of grit and adaptability that made those of my generation who visited Germany for 

the first time a few years after the War feel that these people had snatched victory out of defeat.” 

To the young English woman who stepped out of a youth hostel in the early morning to 

contemplate the dazzling sunrise over the forest of Thuringia this ‘new’ Germany felt like “a land 

of light and hope”560 and like the very opposite of her home country:  

In England we were all cynical and bored: peace had not come up to our expectations. We 
could not rediscover the life that had beckoned us so rosily before the War and then been 
blackened out, and we took revenge on our elders by calling what they had had and we had 
missed a mirage.561 

Recalling the deep impact that this first hiking holiday in Germany had on her general attitude 

towards the country, Kent writes in 1938: “I could not realise that all I had seen was a land wearing 

for a few immortal moments ‘the beauty of the morning.’ I thought it was the essential 

Germany.”562  

Despite the fact that Brian Howard could be described as a prime member of the “debauched 

eccentric generation” from which Auden later distanced himself, and despite the fact that, as 

described above, the aspects of Berlin that most attracted the ‘Auden group’ repulsed him, Howard 

too felt that there was something going on in the life and thought of Germany’s young generation 

that might yield an answer to his chief problems: his constant struggle to write and his conflicting 

feelings about his homosexuality.  

In Children of the Sun, Martin Green describes the philosophy of the ‘Auden group’ as that of the 

“naïf”.  Brian Howard, according to Green, was a prime example of the British dandy of the 1920s 

but his outlook underwent a transformation around the time he first visited Germany: 

 

In 1927-28, then, we see the dandy intoxicated with a new philosophy, which demanded he 
build himself a new temperament. This new philosophy and temperament were […] 
profoundly different from those of the dandy […]. In order to become a life-worshiping Child 
of the Sun, Brian would have to become a naïf. This is what Auden and Isherwood were 
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soon to try to do, with somewhat more success than Brian Howard. They called the naïf 
the “pure-in heart” […].563 
 
 

The first inklings of this transformation can be found Howard’s letters to his mother written during 

his stint in Frankfurt in the final months of 1927, in which he credits his therapist Hans Prinzhorn 

with giving him “much heart and strength” and “confirming instinctive opinions of mine”. He lays 

out his newfound approach to life, a philosophy that very much resembles the later comments on 

the attractions of Germany by the ‘Auden group’: 

 

I have always felt, most deeply – really deeply, but blindly, the supreme war-cry of his and the 
new German philosophy. Which is that nothing in this earth matters two pins but the one 
necessity of getting into contact with Life. The Life that there is pulsing out of the Sun and 
the Mountains. The Life that is the rhythm behind the great money exchanges. The Life 
that animates great music. It is all we have on this earth. There is only that. Once one feels 
it, devotes oneself to it – one is right, to a certain extent, whatever one does. Even if one 
happens to devote oneself to it by committing murder – almost. Because one is doing. To 
do with the mind is nothing. To do with the soul, which is Life, is everything.564 

 

While Brian Howard, despite persistent money worries, never disowned the lifestyle, mannerisms 

and aesthetic ideals of the dandy,565 Isherwood and Auden, in particular, refashioned their image 

during their stints in Germany in the late 1920s and early 1930s, they “set about the business of 

proletarianizing themselves”, as Martin Green writes, “Auden wore a worker’s cap, dropped his 

“aitches”, and ate his peas with a knife; Isherwood drank bad tea and ate chocolates, in order to 

ruin his too-good teeth”.566 In World Within World Spender recalls Isherwood’s squalid living 

conditions and poor diet during his time Berlin and adds that “at that time Auden and he were in 

full revolt against all forms of hygiene. If you were 'pure in heart' you could not catch a disease 

with which you came into contact.”567 While his admiration for his older friends, particularly for 

Isherwood, drove Spender to emulate them, he could not commit to this new lifestyle quite so 

radically and during his visits to Berlin occasionally had to slip away for a decent meal.568  
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One of the few critical descriptions of the German youth movement by a British visitor appears in 

Robert Byron’s 1926 account Europe in the Looking-Glass. It is also, somewhat surprisingly 

considering Byron’s general aloofness, the most intimate portrayal of German youths by a British 

visitor. Byron tells his readers how he and his travel companions picked up two German Wandervögel 

on their tour through Europe and decided to give them a lift to Athens. The encounter constitutes 

a collision of two very different spheres: A motorcar full of highly privileged British youths recently 

graduated from their country’s top universities who spend a few months joyriding through Europe 

is joined by two dishevelled German hikers who take pride in conquering Europe by foot and on 

a tiny budget. In Byron’s account, the inhabitants of Germany mostly appear literally “in the 

looking-glass” - as insignificant figures shouting after the English car which speeds through 

roadblocks that these Germans have dared to put in its way. As we have seen in the above 

descriptions of Byron’s stay in Berlin, personal encounters with Germans were not high on the 

visitors’ list of priorities. Now that he finds himself in close proximity with two Germans, Byron 

has an opportunity to make a study of the German youth movement which he previously only 

perceived from afar as a mild annoyance when the smell of the hiking youths offended him while 

he was taking in sights in Bavaria.569 

After a few weeks of travelling with the Germans, Byron views the German Youth Movement 

neither as a resurgence of some genuine romantic spirit, nor, as later British observers did, as a 

resurgence of German militarism. Instead, he recognises the ‘freedom’ of the young post-war 

generation of Germans as the result of a lack of opportunities: 

It was Schiller, more than a hundred years ago, who first instilled into the younger 
generation of his countrymen that artificial restlessness which can only find expression in 
forsaking all and setting out upon a walking-tour. Under the disruptive influences of the 
immediate post-war years, with the fluctuations of the mark, the uncertainty of 
employment, the threat of starvation, and the consequent break-up of many homes, the 
vagrant impulse of every young German has been accentuated.  

 

Byron claims to have spotted wandering German youths “Throughout the whole of northern 

Europe, with the exception of France” and describes them as “bare-kneed, khaki-clad figures, dirty, 

smelly, golden-haired and, perhaps, but probably not, redeeming their sordid exterior by the joint 

possession of a guitar”.570 Despite only being 21 years old himself, Byron does not seem to relate 

to the German youth’s vagrant impulse and observes the phenomenon with detached cynicism: 

„In these days, the glorification of YOUTH in capital letters has displaced that universal admiration 
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of MANHOOD which characterized our parents”,571 he muses as he recalls a Cambridge 

University  publication entitled “Youth” which claimed that  “in the youth movements of modern 

Germany […] lay the only hope for modern Europe,”572 a notion clearly not shared by Byron. 

The long journey gives Byron the opportunity to get to know the two Germans, and he presents 

his readers with a detailed picture, including their names, Herbert Fleischmann and Ludwig 

Schwert, and biographical details. Having met during their student days at the University of 

Heidelberg, they have set out on their Weltreise (trip around the world) after Fleischmann was struck 

by an unhappy love affair, financial ruin and a series of deaths in the family. Byron notes that the 

dynamic between the two, the brash and assertive Fleischmann and his devoted friend Schwert, 

who offered to travel the world with him when the former had ruined his future in Germany, 

“reproduced many of the more commonplace aspects of the English public school”.573  

The two young Germans are “absolutely without funds” but equipped with photographs of 

themselves “arrayed in their elaborately Wandervögel garb, and posed in manly attitudes before a 

studio backcloth of classical urns and foliage.” Such photos, Byron explains, are “part of the 

equipment of every professional young German beggar.” They announce, in a variety of languages, 

the youth’s mission to travel around the world and are used to convince the people they come 

across to support their travels with free food or lodging. “It was indeed their real intention to beg, 

borrow or steal their way over all the five continents”, Byron writes. The two travellers hoped to 

conclude this mission by 1936, at which time they would be in their mid-thirties. “[A]nd what 

then?” Byron asks.574 While his assessment of his German travel companions is largely negative, 

Byron does not present their behaviour as an inherent flaw in the German psyche, so much as 

behaviour dictated by circumstance. “In England they would have gone out to the colonies”, he 

observes, “As Germans, the call to perpetual Youth had transformed them into parasites.”575 While 

most British observers credited the German youth movement with reviving the nation’s spirit and 

giving the German youth a new aim and perspective, Byron views it as a delusion, a way to distract 

an entire generation from the fact that they are facing a bleak future. Byron’s take on the German 

youth movement proves remarkably immune to any sense of a German spiritual renewal as he 

concludes his account of his encounter with the Wandervögel by questioning whether his 

observations will be of interest to his readers:  
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Perhaps in days to come, the memory of this couple of young men, floating fortuitously 
over the surface of the earth, will serve to recall not only the miserable tragedy of a 
European war, but also the unsettled mentalities and bitter disappointments created by the 
Peace that followed.576 

 

The Cambridge University magazine YOUTH, whose praise of the German Youth movement 

Byron recalls while contemplating his two new German acquaintances, was during Byron’s time at 

Cambridge edited by Rolf Gardiner, a sometime poet better known as a rural revivalist, who was 

an early British enthusiast for the ideas of the German Youth Movement. During Gardiner’s 

editorship, the magazine introduced the ideals of the German youth movement to its British 

readership, beginning in 1923 with an article about the Wandervogel.577  During his editorship, 

Gardiner also published articles which “attacked the ‘Bloomsbury and King’s’ literary 

establishment and proclaimed [D. H.] Lawrence as his cultural hero – ‘the torch leader of my 

youth’”.578 The connection between the British enthusiasm for the German youth movement and 

the writings of D. H. Lawrence is an important one, which I will return to below.  

In 1929, Gardiner wrote an article entitled ‘The Outlook of Young Germany: The 

Jugendbewegung’ for The Times Literary Supplement.579 In it, Gardiner charts the development of the 

German Youth movement from its pre-war beginnings, marking a distinctive change of direction 

in the post-war era. The original movement, Gardiner explains, was a reaction against bourgeoise 

morality and status symbols, “a flaming protest of the ‘soul’ against the omnipotence of ‘intellect’, 

a violent outbreak of movement in a world corroded with objects and possessions.” 

Gardiner describes how the “boys and lads” of the Jugendbewegung, which in his conception seems 

to be entirely male, “sought a new type of manhood, a new race; they felt themselves to be the sons 

of gods, a race of heroes returning to conquer the kingdoms of the world.” 

The post-war era saw the remnants of the movement become radically politicised:   

[…] those who returned knew the rottenness which imbued the governing class and system 
of Germany. The discovery and the immediate travail of the nation aroused them to a sense 
of mission not merely in eternity but in the immediate world. In the turbulent months of 
the Revolution they flung themselves into the forefront of the extreme parties, left and 
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right, Communist and Nationalist, only to taste the same bitter cup of disappointment 
there. 

 

By 1919, according to Gardiner, “the Jugendbewegung seemed dead in spirit,” amidst the chaos 

and starvation of the immediate post-war era. Shortly thereafter, however, a different version of 

the movement arose in the Bünde, which Gardiner calls “semi-Fascist associations”,  

free corporative bodies grouped around a leader or a conclave of leaders mostly ex-soldiers; 
and their ethic was that of voluntary obedience, Herrschaft und Dienst, authority and 
service. They no longer sought the personal liberty and development of individuality 
wrestled for by the old Wandervogel, but rather the protective warmth and, above all, the 
volitional energy of the group rhythm. 

 

There is, Gardiner suggests, an entirely different force at play within the movement by the time he 

is writing his article in early 1929: 

The determination not to forgo the future and indeed the fear of forfeiting it through an 
excessive romanticism, has been very present to the leaders of German youth during the 
last year or two. They have recognised that their task is first and foremost the conscious 
education of a new aristocracy of substance and ability, fitted to make history. (…) In this 
sense it represents a German variant of Fascism. The whole of young Germany is training 
for the assumption of authority.580 

 

Gardiner sees the possibility of a coup d’état led by the Bünde: “If the Dawes Plan is not revised and 

Germany becomes financially annexed to America, revolution is possible.” He views it as more 

likely, however, that the Bünde will gain enough influence in Germany’s cultural, political and 

educational institutions that they will be able to carry out their new vision of Germany without a 

revolution. This new vision, which Gardiner described in 1929, reads like an astonishingly accurate 

prediction of the Nazi state. Gardiner assumes that once in a position of genuine influence, the 

leaders of the Bünde and their followers will   

seek to divert German energy and resources eastward in a reclamation and recolonization 
of Eastern Europe […] to refashion the State, to build a Reich embracing all German-
speaking peoples of Europe, governed by an aristocracy of men who have the confidence 
and devotion of their followers, to overthrow the Jewish financiers and the influence of 
Americanism and to establish a Germanic State […].581  
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Gardiner’s short assessment of the German Youth movement is helpful in order to analyse British 

literary visitors’ position on the movement because he emphasizes the shift that the movement has 

undergone in the post-war era, away from the pursuit of individual freedoms and towards mass 

uniformity and leader worship.  

Very few British observers seem to have understood as well as Gardiner the changes that the 

German youth movement had undergone since the war or the political dimension of its activities. 

Instead, the majority of British observers in the 1920s still referred to German youths as members 

of the Wandervogel and describe their ethos in terms of romantic rejection of bourgeois ideals, which 

did apply to the pre-war incarnation of the youth movement, but which by the 1920s had been 

replaced by a more organized and more political movement.  

The idea that in the Weimar era youth movement, the longing for individual freedom was replaced 

by a longing for conformity, or, as Peter Gay puts it, a “hunger for wholeness”,582 is important in 

order to understand the fictional depictions of German youths in the novels of British visitors like 

Christopher Isherwood, Stevie Smith and especially Stephen Spender. In Spender’s novel The 

Temple, his protagonist is torn between the desire to become an artist (which he equates to being 

an outsider to society) and the desire to belong to a group; between the desire to pursue a life of 

the mind and the desire to give in to the pleasures of the body. The lifestyle of the German youths 

he encounters appears to hold the answer to his struggle, but he gradually discovers that at the 

heart of their seemingly liberated mindset lies a new version of unhealthy conformity.  

In December 1931 Christopher Isherwood, who lived in Berlin at the time, contributed an article 

entitled ‘The Youth Movement in the New Germany’ to the magazine Action, the party publication 

of Oswald Mosley’s New Party. Mosley, who was later to become the leader of the British Union 

of Fascists, had been a junior minister in Ramsay MacDonald’s Labour government before he 

rebelled against the Labour party and formed the New Party. Action, edited by Harold Nicolson, 

ran for only three months from October 1931583 but during this short time featured contributions 

from well-known writers such as Osbert Sitwell, Raymond Mortimer and Alan Pryce-Jones, as well 

as a column on gardening by the editor’s wife, Vita Sackville-West. As Alastair Hamilton writes, it 

was most likely Nicolson, and not Mosely himself, who persuaded a number of British intellectuals 

to contribute to the magazine.584  
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Martin Green explains the closeness of many established British intellectuals to the early 

incarnation of the Mosely party:  

Byronic, Napoleonic, Nietzschean, Mosely was certainly the nearest thing to a political 
leader that the British Sonnenkinder found, and his politics expressed their temperament, in 
its emphasis on athletics and fighting, and uniforms, military comradeship, contempt for 
squeamish liberalism and ineffectual intellectualism, rough practical jokes, the worship of 
young male heroes and nostalgia for a primitive past. This is what the intellectuals of the 
time were looking for, a young man’s politics, and in many ways the appeal of Communism 
and its affiliated groups during the 1930s was very similar.585 

  

Isherwood contributed to Mosely’s publication despite the fact that his friend Edward Upward, 

who had just joined the British Communist Party, had informed him that the New Party contained 

“the dirtiest lot of scum in England”.586 Peter Firchow writes that Isherwood “probably was not 

aware that on founding the New Party, Mosely had openly referred to his new organization […] as 

‘the British equivalent of the Nazi Movement’.”587 There is, on the other hand, no real evidence to 

suggest that Isherwood had, at this point, formed a solid anti-Nazi stance or any solid political 

stance for that matter. The article is typical of the largely uninformed and somewhat naïve attitude 

of British visitors towards the German youth movement and certainly does not indicate that 

Isherwood perceived the right-wing tendencies within the German Youth Movement as a 

significant danger. 

In introducing the Wandervogel to a British readership, Isherwood paints a dreary picture of the pre-

war Germany out of which the movement emerged around the turn of the century: “Small-town 

family life in the German Empire of 1900 was a bourgeois Chamber of Horrors with all the exhibits 

on view”, he claims, and goes on to describe  

the pompous bewhiskered fathers of families, the ample, stuffy mothers, the awkward crop-
headed sons in their thick black suits and suffocating stiff collars, the heel-clicking, the 
parade-ground patriotism […]. And behind all these more or less laughable phenomena 
was the ugly mental squalor they stood for, the dead, stupid materialism, pride, avarice, 
hypocrisy, funk and a nasty, half-scared half-smirking attitude towards sex.588  

 

Of course, Isherwood had no personal knowledge of pre-war Germany, but it is not unlikely that 

this vision of life in the German Empire and his enthusiasm for the Wandervogel movement was 
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influenced by his personal attitude towards his English upbringing and the similarly restrictive 

Victorian values which governed his childhood and adolescence. It also corresponds to the British 

war-time view of Germany as a Prussian “chamber of horrors” and strengthens Isherwood’s 

argument about Germany’s generational renewal in the post-war era.  

He goes on to explain that the aim of the Wandervogel in its pre-war heyday was to ensure that 

each of us become a real living being, a man, instead of passing our lives as useless screws 
in a broken-down machine. And let Germany become a real living nation, instead of a 
drearily flashy, cheap department of the European Woolworth’s Stores. They were, in fact, 
fighting against that utterly soulless, commercialised Train Bleu brand of internationalism 
in Life and in Art. And to this end they reintroduced the old folk-songs and folk-dances, 
the only kind of Art which they felt to be truly national. 

  

Isherwood concedes that the German Youth Movement has changed drastically during the Weimar 

Republic era and that at the time of writing “[t]he political organisations, particularly the National-

Socialists and the Communists, have absorbed a great deal of the German Youth.” However, he 

seems determined to uphold his positive view of the German youth, stating that “the legacy of the 

earlier rebels has not been lost and all their gains have been consolidated.” He points out that now, 

in 1931, “the entire Youth of Germany travels on foot” and that the more than 2100 hostels all 

over Germany offer an amicable meeting place for young people of different political convictions: 

“[…] all these boys and girls mix quite amicably at the hostels, where alcohol, smoking and political 

discussion are forbidden.”589 

Isherwood’s vision of the German Youth Movement is explicitly romantic. The founding of the 

Wandervogel is described as German youths “[heading] for the lakes and forests, shedding their hated 

Sunday clothes behind them” and despite the political infiltration he describes the Youth 

Movement of the early 1930s as “bare armed, bare legged, twanging their mandolins and singing 

as they march, school-children singing about the Homeland, Young Pioneers singing about the 

Soviet, young Fascists singing in Italian”. He sees their most important impact in the early 1920s 

and credits them with lifting the German spirit in the aftermath of the First World War:  

There seemed a chance that out of the anarchy something might be created. The old system 
lay revealed in all its moral bankruptcy; a new breath must bring the bones to life. Parties 
of Wandervögel visited hundreds of towns and villages, singing, dancing and preaching 
their message.590 
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Like many British observers of the Youth Movement, Isherwood is keen to sever the movement 

from its political affiliations and portray it as an expression of an inherent German quality of 

resilience in the face of adversity, a quality that supersedes any political purpose, even going so far 

as to make it an example for the British youth to follow: “German boys and girls will grow up to 

be real men and women, whatever their party. […] They will live to become brave and worthy 

citizens of their country. It is to be hoped that we can say as much for our own younger 

generation.”591 

Cicely Hamilton dedicated a long section of her Modern Germanies to the Youth Movement and its 

history. Talking about the original founders of the Wandervogel movement, she writes that they 

“looked upon themselves as successors and disciples of the wandering scholars of the Middle Ages 

who sang and fiddled and begged their way from one seat of learning to another.” And that “[t]heir 

impulse was romantic – one might say, romantically barbarous”.592 While  Isherwood hardly 

acknowledges the presence of women in the movement and Gardiner explicitly excludes them by 

writing about the “boys and lads” who founded the movement and about its current ambition to 

create a “new man”, Hamilton acknowledges the idea that the youth movement offered 

opportunities for sexual encounters as “young men and maidens tramped off in company for days 

together” and that in the immediate post-war period when “the gypsying habit became a national 

institution” the “observance of strict moral codes” was widely discarded. It is a vision of the youth 

movement that is reminiscent of D. H. Lawrence’s descriptions of Lady Chatterley’s first amorous 

encounters in pre-war Germany. However, as Hamilton remarks, “Those days of licence, if they 

ever existed – (and I have argued only from probabilities) – must long have been a thing of the 

past.” Similar to the mythical pleasures of Berlin’s nightlife in the immediate post-war era which  

by the mid-1920s had been usurped by a gigantic entertainment industry, the freewheeling, sexually 

liberated German youths, if they had ever really existed, had disappeared by the time Hamilton 

travelled Germany in the late 1920s and early 1930s: “[…] the Jugendbewegung in all its branches 

is now supervised and organized with thoroughness and the welfare of migratory boys and girls is 

a matter of careful concern to a State department”593  

With the new outlook on Germany came a new obsession with the German body, specifically the 

youthful, tanned bodies of young Germans roaming the countryside or sunbathing in the nude. 

German bodies feature heavily in accounts by British travellers from both before and after the First 

World War, but they usually appear as threateningly large and static objects. “The grossness of the 
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race is astonishing”,594 Virginia Woolf noted during her first visit to Germany in 1909, “monster 

men and women drink great jugs of beer and eat meat.”595 D.H. Lawrence’s letters written during 

visits to his German in-laws during the Weimar Republic era feature similar observations. In August 

1929, for example, he complained in a letter to a friend in England about “these huge German 

women sitting round one like mountains that would never even know if they sat on one”. Perhaps 

feeling emasculated by the physical strength of these well-nourished Germans, he added: “I’m sure 

their bottoms would be too tough for my poor pinching – they simply give me the horrors.”596 

Petra Rau examines these comments and the British obsession with the German body and German 

appetites in a chapter of her book English Modernism, National Identity and the Germans, 1890-1950, 

explaining that “In much Edwardian and early modernist fiction, Germans are represented as 

gargantuan gluttons, constantly eating and occupying too much space.”597 Rau views the German 

body in English modernism as a “collectivized corpus onto which representational and national 

anxieties about the body were projected” and adds that “the Jewish body, the homosexual body 

and the Irish body were subject to similar forms of ambivalence.”598 At the heart of the aversion 

to the German body, according to Rau, are fears and insecurities about the English body and its 

insufficiencies, making the German body “both a symptom and a focus for a particularly anxious 

discourse about modernity.”599 

While Eddy Sackville-West and Brian Howard during their first outings in Germany were still very 

much concerned with keeping German bodies at a safe distance, to the ‘Auden group’, the German 

body became an object of desire. As W. H. Auden’s biographer Humphrey Carpenter explains, 

during his university days, Auden came to believe in a relationship between physical appearance 

and inner qualities:  

Deformities were visible signs of the struggle between instinct and will. Abnormal tallness 
such as Stephen Spender’s was an attempt to reach heaven. […] All these things could be 
avoided, Auden told Isherwood, by being ‘pure-in-heart’. Isherwood was initially irritated 
by ‘this annoying and priggish-sounding phrase’, as he called it, but soon began to use it 
freely himself. ‘The pure-in-heart man became our new ideal,’ he said. ‘He was essentially 
free and easy, generous with his money and belongings, without worries or inhibitions … 
He was entirely without fear … and without sexual guilt … Above all, he was profoundly, 
fundamentally happy.’600 
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The German Youth’s obsession with exercise and sunbathing to the ‘Auden group’ became the 

physical embodiment of the state of mind of a ‘free’ generation that was not held back by overly 

analytical thought and had understood that, as Brian Howard had put it, “[t]o do with the mind is 

nothing. To do with the soul […] is everything.”601 To Paul, the hero of Stephen Spender’s 1988 

novel The Temple, the encounter with young German bodies is akin to a kind of awakening: 

He watched the young Germans. They had a style which he thought of as excitingly 
‘modern’. The fashions that they wore were sun and air and their bronze skin. The boys 
gentle and soft, the girls sculptural, finely moulded. There was something brave about the 
show of happiness they put on. He liked them.602  

 

While visitors like Eddy Sackville-West, Brian Howard, Robert Byron and Lilian Mowrer 

complained about the German lack of ‘chic’, Spender’s Germans have moved beyond fashion and 

other materialistic trappings and are ennobled by their simplicity. In Weimar Germany, as 

envisioned by Spender, concerns with class and image have been lost in the post-war upheaval, 

poverty has brought freedom and a determined focus on the future rather than the past.  

Petra Rau refers to this new type of German body as “soldiers of modernism”, a quote from an 

observation in Anthony Bertram’s 1931 travel memoir Pavements and Peaks in which Bertram 

ascribes the phrase to the “slim and golden-brown and muscular” bodies of young Germans he 

observes. Rau points to the British fascination with this “new” German body which can be found 

in reports by British visitors well into the early years of the Nazi regime:  

[…] while foreign observers noticed what the fascist body beautiful looked like, they 
responded to what it represented: vital strength and fitness, ethnic homogeneity, virility, 
sense of duty, sacrifice and purpose, order and discipline. It is this symbolic value of the 
German future that invoked the British imperial past and thus a British desire for 
palingenesis.603  

 

According to Rau, Isherwood’s Berlin novels and Stevie Smith’s Over the Frontier entertain the 

possibility that “the English body could be Nazified though fascist aesthetics and cultural practice.” 

Rau goes on:  

Neither Smith nor Isherwood supported fascism or demonstrated a proto-fascist stance 
but their novels’ highly self-conscious narrators rely on traditional notions of Englishness 
to establish a clear boundary between political and moral values in Germany and in 
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England. The Anglo-Saxon character, however, turns out to be a rather weak defence 
against the seductions of fascism.604 
 

I will return to the notion of the German body as an object of desire and the seductive powers of 

the “fascist body beautiful” in my analysis Stephen Spender’s The Temple in Chapter II.7.  

 

 

 

 

II.4.b. The influence of D. H. Lawrence 
 

„Only one English writer has so far approached the point to view of young Germany”, Rolf 

Gardiner wrote in his above-quoted 1929 article on the German Youth Movement, “and that is 

the Mr D. H. Lawrence who wrote ‘The Plumed Serpent’.”  

Gardiner sees the intellectual foundations of the German Youth movement reflected in the works 

of Lawrence: 

Both he and the Wandervogel share a faith which makes the achievement of world peace 
and the organization of world order of entirely secondary importance. Both are hostile to 
the ideology current to Western idealism, and both are mystics and religious. Mixed with 
the State-building qualities of young Prussia-Germany are the elements of Slavic mysticism 
and otherworldliness. Like “Quetzacoatl”, the Wandervogel is the founder of a new 
Church. But it will not be like Churches in the past. […] The new religion is not a creed 
but a mode of action. Its own allegiance not merely to God but to the Gods, to a Power 
beyond and to Powers within, to both starlight and darkness, the brightness of the sun and 
the invisibility of the blood.605 

 

The influence of D. H. Lawrence is palpable in those young British writers who visited the Weimar 

Republic in the late 1920s and early 1930s and who felt that a new movement was in the making 

there. W.H. Auden acknowledged in Letters from Iceland that part of his generations outlook came 

from D. H. Lawrence. Brian Howard noted that he had taken Lawrence’s Women in Love with him 

on his first journey to Germany. Stevie Smith, who visited Germany in 1929 and 1931, and revisited 

her ‘Weimar experience’ in Novel on Yellow Paper (1936) has her protagonist Pompey Casmilus read 

Lady Chatterley’s Lover and declare her love for Lawrence’s work during a train journey from Berlin 
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to London. Christopher Isherwood’s narrator in Goodbye to Berlin reads Lady Chatterley’s Lover with 

his German students. When Paul, the protagonist of Stephen Spender’s 1988 novel The Temple first 

arrives in Hamburg, he takes from his suitcase “one of the two or three books he had brought with 

him and continued reading from the place where he had left off in the boat train. It was of essays 

by D. H. Lawrence.”606 According to David Leeming, Stephen Spender’s phase of homosexual 

experimentation which followed his first visit to Germany, was deeply intertwined with his interest 

in Lawrence: “He was learning much of the “world of the body” from his reading of D. H. 

Lawrence, about whom he argued constantly with his tutor, who, like everyone else at Oxford, it 

seemed, laughed at his ‘craze’ for Lawrence.”607 As Martin Green writes, Brian Howard developed 

a similar obsession with Lawrence following his first stint in Germany in 1927/28: 

Brian now read D. H. Lawrence enthusiastically, and on the party invitations for the Great 
Urban Dionysia of 1929 [an illustrious party Howard organised for his 24th birthday on the 
4th of April608], where he listed a number of items under J’accuse and J’adore, we find 
Lawrence, Intuition, Germany, Spengler, Yes, Love and Nietzsche under J’adore […] and 
Intellect, No, Elgar, Belloc, Anglo-Catholicism, and Nationalism under J’accuse.609 

 

D. H. Lawrence himself, who was married to the German baroness Frieda von Richthofen, had 

lived in Germany before the war and spoke the language fluently, travelled to the country 

throughout the Weimar era to visit his wife’s family. He had left England in 1919 and never 

returned there permanently, spending the 1920s in the United States, Mexico, Italy and France, 

where he died in 1930. In his rejection of inter-war England, his romantic longing for pre-war 

innocence and his denunciation of mechanisation and scientific progress, Lawrence’s vision 

complemented the world view of the young literary Englishmen who thought that in Weimar 

Germany they had found a land of sun, freedom and simplicity. As Petra Rau explains: 

Like [E. M.] Forster and [H. G.] Wells, Lawrence responds to this ‘bad’ modernity of the 
mechanistic age, of which Germany is increasingly seen as an aggressive and hyperbolic 
manifestation. But he also takes into account German counter-impulses, which, from the 
1890s onwards, demanded the liberation of the body from industrial instrumentalization 
through the life reform movement, Freikörperkultur, physical culture and the Wandervogel 
youth movement. We need to see his rejection of mechanical modernity in the context of 
a nostalgic return to a pastoral, non-mechanistic age that is a reaction to the cataclysm of 
war (that other symptom of disastrous modernity).610 
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Rau also points out that “In Britain […] those modern and anti-modern impulses were never 

galvanized into the genuinely popular, organized mass phenomena that would characterize German 

corporeal modernity in the 1920s, reaching across classes and political affiliations.”611 Many British 

literary visitors to the Weimar Republic felt that these peculiar German phenomena, such as the 

Wandervogel and the various life reform movements, which were somehow modern and anti-modern 

at the same time, would lead the way out of the long post-war depression and into a brighter future.  

One of Rolf Gardiner’s contributions to the Cambridge student magazine YOUTH, quoted by W.J. 

Keith, reads:  

To live means to be part of the sensual rhythm of life, with its birth, marriage, parenthood 
and death, with spring, summer, autumn and winter: to try and live in pure thought is to 
live in death. Directly a people gets life into its head, its members alienate themselves from 
it and become part of the anti-life.612  

 

As Keith writes, “[w]e hardly need an epigraph from Lawrence at the head of the article to 

recognize the origin of Gardiner’s inspiration”,613 and it is plain to see that the ‘Auden group’s’ 

desire to become ‘pure-in-heart’, the desire of Spender’s narrator/protagonist in The Temple to 

abandon his intellectualism in favour of physical pleasures (see Chapter II.7.) and Brian Howard’s 

wish to get into contact with “[t]he Life that there is pulsing out of the Sun and the Mountains”, 

are fed by the same source. 

There is fierce debate among Lawrence scholars on the subject of what Peter Firchow calls 

Lawrence’s “protofascism”614 and while there is no evidence for Lawrence’s support of the Italian 

fascists or the budding Nazi movement in Germany, it can be argued that Lawrence’s  ‘philosophy’ 

shared many commonalities with that of fascist thinkers. Indeed, Bertrand Russel wrote of 

Lawrence that he “had developed the whole philosophy of Fascism before the politicians had 

thought of it.”615 

Allen Guttman writes on the relationship between Lawrence and fascist thought that, if Fascism is 

to be understood as “the rediscovery of the 'wholeness' lost in modernity's pervasive division of 

labour, the recovery of aristocratic values, and the creation of an 'organic' community under the 

inspired leadership of Duce, Führer, or Caudillo”, as well as “a glorification of the human body, 

especially the proudly naked, virile, muscular male body”, then it follows that the political vision 
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put forth in some of Lawrence’s fiction, such as Aaron’s Rod, Kangaroo and The Plumed Serpent, “was 

indeed an authoritarian irrationality, a belief in charismatic leadership on the basis of 'blood 

knowledge', that was closely akin to the Fascisms that spread like a virus through European culture 

in the 1920s and 1930s.'616  

The German youth movement of the 1920s and early 1930s already contained numerous elements 

which mark a similarity to Guttman’s definition of Fascism. It is therefore not surprising that young 

British writers found that the words of D.H. Lawrence complimented their romantic vision of 

Germany or, vice versa, that they perceived the youth of Germany as the embodiment of 

Lawrence’s vision. Peter Firchow writes that the “protofascist” Lawrence “paradoxically did 

exercise a tremendous influence on several committed antifascists such as Stephen Spender”, but 

Lawrence’s influence on Spender seems less paradoxical if we consider that at the time the young 

writer fell under the spell of Lawrence’s prose, he was not a committed anti-fascist, nor was he, it 

seems, particularly politically aware in general. While he later developed an anti-fascist stance, no 

doubt partly due to his experiences in Germany, his admiration for Lawrence’s prose is not 

necessarily a contradiction to such a commitment. In fact, it may be that the fascination with 

Lawrence contributed to an anti-fascist stance in writers who in the early 1930s became 

uncomfortably aware of the fact that some aspects of Lawrence’s aesthetics and thought that they 

had admired and seen reflected in the German youth movements were now taken to a horrifying 

new extreme. It may have been the awareness of the attraction of these ideas, rather than a complete 

remoteness from them, which led Spender to place himself clearly in opposition to the Nazi 

ideology and to, in retrospect, distance the autobiographical narrator/protagonist of The Temple 

from the lifestyle and attitudes of the young Germans of the Weimar Republic.  

 

While his young literary disciples crafted a philosophy from Lawrence’s writings, a philosophy that 

supported their positive view of the German youth movement and its calls for national renewal, 

fetishization of youth and longing for mass conformity, D. H. Lawrence himself never seems to 

have held a wholly positive view of the Weimar Republic and of the ‘new’ German youth that it 

brought forth. Lawrence, who never stayed longer in Germany than his obligations towards his 

German wife and her family required him to, observed the Wandervogel phenomenon in Italy, where 

he lived for much of the 1920s. Two essays written in the first half of 1927, capture his observations 

of German youths in Italy. Lawrence’s Wandervögel are only observed from afar and become 

symbols of ‘the German’ moving through an Italian landscape. Observing young Germans outside 

their own country leads Lawrence to a conclusion that prefigures a discomfort with the German 

youth movements that many other literary observers did not experience until much later:  
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When I am in Germany, then Germany seems to me very much like anywhere else, 
especially England or America. And when I see the Wandervögel pushing at evening out 
of the Por Santa Maria, across the blaze of sun and into the Ponte Vecchio, then Germany 
becomes again to me what it was to the Romans: the mysterious, half-dark land of the 
north, bristling with gloomy forests, resounding to the cry of wild geese and of swans, the 
land of the stork and the bear and the Drachen [dragons] and the Greifen [griffins].617 
 
 

The figure of the Wandervogel here becomes an embodiment of both a romantic fascination with 

Germany and the British observer’s vague fear that somewhere within the ‘new’ Germany, which 

appears much like any other modern Western democracy, there still lurks something ‘barbaric’ and 

uncontrollable. It is a sentiment that is repeated some years later in Stevie Smith’s Novel on Yellow 

Paper (1936) when the narrator Pompey Casmilus expresses her fear that under Nazi rule Germany 

will descend into “that dream darkness like the forest had got hold of them again, and the Romans 

calling their Legions back along the Via Aurelia.”618 

This element of the primitive and dangerous lurking behind German modernity was, as we will see 

in Chapter III, frequently attributed after the Nazi party’s rise to power in 1933. 

 

Lawrence seems to have sensed a change in the German ‘spirit’ even earlier than 1927. In a letter 

written sometime in 1923 or 1924 he writes: "Germany is queer - seems to be turning - as if she 

would make a great change, and become manly again, and a bit dangerous in a manly way. I hope 

so ... there is a certain healthiness, more than in France, far more than in England, the old fierceness 

coming back."619  

While there seems to have been a period in the mid-1920s when Lawrence looked with hope upon 

the ‘new spirit’ reigning in Germany, his view of the country was always tinged with uneasiness. 

His 1924 ‘Letter from Germany’ envisions the eventual retreat of the country into some form of 

‘barbarism’ and suggests that there is a dark primeval impulse in the German nature that urges the 

country to turn away from the European community of nations. While Lawrence did not live to 

see the Weimar Republic crumble, the letter seems to make an eerily accurate prediction of the 

events that would unfold in the early 1930s. In October 1934, some ten years after Lawrence’s 

letter was written, German writer Thomas Mann noted in his diary that he found the letter 
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“admirably insightful”, written as it was “about Germany and its return to barbarism – when Hitler 

was hardly even heard of as a factor.”620 

The letter describes Lawrence’s 1924 journey from France into Germany and through the parts of 

the Rhineland which are still devastated by the consequences of war and occupation:  

 
Immediately you are over the Rhine, the spirit of place has changed. There is no more 
attempt at the bluff of geniality. The marshy places are frozen. The fields are vacant. There 
seems nobody in the world. […] It is as if the life had retreated eastwards. As if the 
Germanic life were slowly ebbing away from contact with western Europe, ebbing to the 
deserts of the east. […] The moment you are in Germany, you know. It feels empty, and, 
somehow, menacing. So must the Roman soldiers have watched those black, massive round 
hills: with a certain fear, and with the knowledge that they were at their own limit. A fear 
of the invisible natives. A fear of the invisible life lurking among the woods. A fear of their 
own opposite.621 
 

 Lawrence goes on to describe the economic hardships of the German people, the rise in prices 

after the introduction of the Rentenmark, the continuously high unemployment: “Nobody buys 

anything, except absolute necessities. The shop-keepers are in despair. And there is less and less 

work.” Behind these tangible miseries, there lurks, Lawrence feels, a far greater danger: 

 

The old spell of the old world has broken, and the old, bristling, savage spirit has set in. 
[…] The old flow, the old adherence is ruptured. And a still older flow has set in. Back, 
back to the savage polarity of Tartary, and away from the polarity of civilized Christian 
Europe. This, it seems to me, has already happened. […] “Not that the people are actually 
planning or plotting or preparing. I don't believe it for a minute. But something has 
happened to the human soul, beyond all help. The human soul recoiling now from unison, 
and making itself strong elsewhere. The ancient spirit of prehistoric Germany coming back, 
at the end of history.622 

 

The end of history, the end of Western history at least, was an idea that had been gaining rapid 

influence among European intellectuals in the years after the First World War and which found its 

popular expression in the German historian Oswald Spengler’s treatise Der Untergang des 

Abendlandes, the first volume of which was published in 1918, followed by a second in 1922. An 

English translation was published in 1926 under the title The Decline of the West. Both versions 

proved an enormous success and, as Neil McInnes points out, achieved “sales so incongruously 

large in relation to its length and density that one is bound to question […] how many of those 
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who bought the book actually read it.”623 (As mentioned above, Brian Howard listed Spengler on 

his 1929 party invitations under the heading  J’adore alongside Lawrence, Intuition, Germany, Yes, 

Love and Nietzsche, suggesting that the majority of the party guests would have heard of the name, 

even if they may not have studied the lengthy volumes in depth.)  

The central thesis of Spengler’s work is that history is a cyclical process of the rise and fall of 

cultures. “Such cyclical theories are as old as the Greeks and Romans, but what was original to 

Spengler was his suggestion about what it was that rose and fell: a culture.” A culture, in Spengler’s 

view, encompasses “a whole group of societies over a long period, and which was expressed in or 

symbolized by everything they did, from music to mathematics, from economy to architecture.”624  

Western culture, which according to Spengler has its origins in Western Europe a thousand years 

ago and was, at the time he published his treatise, in its last stage of decline, is referred to as the 

“Faustian culture”. The final stage of a culture “told the same tragic story in each case, and Spengler 

called it by a familiar German pejorative, ‘civilization’ - the age of the big city, war, democracy, and 

finally, Caesarism.”625   

Neil McInnes explains the enormous popularity of Spengler’s theories as follows: 

[…] its appeal to Germans humiliated by defeat and wracked by revolution and inflation 
was the message that a similar fate awaited the arrogant victors, including that so-called 
"young" nation, America. Western culture was dying, and the way cultures die is by 
deteriorating into urbanized, machine-dominated civilizations, rent by warring states, 
anarchic democracies, until a Caesar rose to dominate them all. Cold comfort for Germans, 
but no one was promising better - certainly not Weimar's feeble democracy. There were 
even hints in the book […] that in this twilight era of uncultured civilization there could be 
a special role for Germany, provided she was no longer "the people of poets and thinkers" 
but became the land of engineers, industrialists, technicians - and ruthless, anti-democratic, 
socialist dictators. Culture was finished, passé; the last centuries of Western civilization were 
to be the time of ruthless realists. […] As early as 1921 Spengler wrote, "We Germans will 
never bring forth another Goethe, but a Caesar, yes." The foundation stone of his 
extraordinary reputation as a prophet was laid.626 

 

While Spengler was highly critical of the government of the Weimar Republic and was initially 

courted by the National Socialist government, he later “decided Hitler was a Dummkopf who had 

nothing of the coming Caesar. He found the Nazis' racism stupid, their economic policies short-

sighted, and their "socialism" far removed from the old-fashioned Prussian state-capitalism 
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Spengler intended by that name.” His books were eventually banned by the Nazis, yet he was widely 

considered to be implicated in the rise of Nazism, as Theodor Adorno explained: “In Germany he 

was ostracized as a pessimist and a reactionary. […] Abroad he was considered one of those 

ideologically responsible for the relapse into barbarism.”627 

Stephen Spender, whose novel The Temple will be analysed below, retrospectively inserts Der 

Untergang des Abendlandes into the narrative. While in the original manuscript, Joachim’s ultra-

modern Bauhaus-designed apartment, which the English narrator visits shortly after his arrival in 

Hamburg, contains “a great many books on art, some novels in German, French and English, and 

some books on philosophy”,628 in the published novel, Joachim’s library has shrunk to “a few books 

on the Far East, and African art”, a copy of Decline of the West and a copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, 

illustrated with “crude, sinister” expressionist woodcuts.629 Thus Spender plants hints of the 

impending drift towards ‘barbarism’ in the apartment which embodies his narrator’s initial naïve 

appreciation for ‘Weimar modernity’. 

To return to Lawrence’s letter on Germany, it remains to be said that at the end of it, Lawrence 

envisions a European civilization which was formed “from the fusion of the dark-eyed with the 

blue. The meeting and mixing and mingling of the two races has been the joy of our ages.” Now, 

however, he feels that “the Latin and southern races are falling out of association with the northern 

races, the northern Germanic impulse is recoiling towards Tartary, the destructive vortex of 

Tartary. It is fate; nobody now can alter it.” And yet, as Lawrence adds in the last sentence: “At the 

same time, we have brought it about ourselves - by a Ruhr occupation, by an English nullity, and 

by a German false will. We have done it ourselves. But apparently it was not to be helped.”630  

The ending of Lawrence’s letter reflects at a central question that British literary visitors asked 

themselves about Germany in the inter-war period: Was it fate, i.e. is there some unchangeable 

element to the German nature that lead the country into ‘barbarism’ under its last emperor and 

which would inevitably do so again? Or have we brought it about ourselves, i.e. are socio-economic 

conditions and political decisions to blame for Germany’s behaviour? While some of Lawrence’s 

young followers felt, as Brian Howard’s list illustrates, that Germany belonged on the side of 

“Lawrence”, “intuition”, “yes” and “love”, rather than on the side of “intellect” and “nationalism”, 

Lawrence himself had profound doubts about the German ability to live a life of feeling and 

intuition. On July 22, 1929, he wrote to G. Orioli:  
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The Germans are most curious. They love things just because they think they have a 
sentimental reason for loving them--das Heimatland, der Tannenbaum, das Brünnele, das 
Bächlein - the very words send a German into a swoon of love, which is as often as not 
entirely false. They make up their feelings in their heads, while their real feelings all go 
wrong. That's why Germans come out with such startling and really silly bursts of hatred. 
It's the result of never living from their real feelings, always from the feelings they invent in 
their heads. And that's why as a bourgeois crowd, they are so monstrously ugly. And it's 
because they never live direct from their spontaneous feeling, except in the matter of eating 
and drinking.631 
 
 

At the time Lawrence made this assessment, Stephen Spender had just arrived in Hamburg for his 

first visit to Germany and while Lawrence himself appears to have been apprehensive about 

Germany’s apparent renewal, young literary visitors like Spender were encouraged by Lawrence’s 

romantic vision of pre-war Germany to believe, at least briefly, that the youth country they 

encountered in the late 1920s, had discovered a way of life that they should emulate. “Now I shall 

begin to live,” reads the first sentence of the 1929 manuscript of Spender’s Hamburg novel The 

Temple. In order to be able to believe that he was about to leave his unhappy adolescence behind 

and begin his life as a true artist, 20-year-old Spender had to believe that Germany was a new 

country which had left behind the past and was heading for a bright future. The fascination with 

the German youth movement and role that Weimar Germany played as a foil for the authors’ 

personal and artistic development is crucial to understanding retrospective fictional and non-

fictional accounts of Weimar Germany in the 1920s and early 1930s, most prominently among 

them those written by Spender and Isherwood. 

 

II. 5. Working girls and Sportmädel: British writers and the ‘new 
woman’ of the Weimar Republic632 
 

As mentioned above, the healthy suntanned young German body became an object of fascination 

for British literary visitors to the Weimar Republic in the second half of the 1920s and the early 

1930s. This body, however, was almost inevitably a male body and as well as an element of sexual 

desire, there is a reactionary element to the admiration heaped upon it by British visitors. The new 

German body is turning away from society’s constraints and towards nature and a more elementary 
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masculinity. There is a frequent implication, particularly in the novels of Isherwood and Spender, 

that the German who is ‘all body’, can cure the overly intellectual, overly civilized Englishman of 

his neuroses even. As Isherwood would later write about ‘Otto’, the fictional version of one of his 

young German lovers in Goodbye to Berlin: “Like many very animal people he has considerable 

instinctive powers of healing”.633 

Female bodies are almost entirely absent from male writers’ observations on the ‘new’ German 

youth. British women writers did comment on the ‘new woman’ of Germany, but they do not 

portray matters of the body and matters of the mind as two opposing elements. To them, the new 

female body means increased visibility of women in public spaces, increased mobility, better health 

and a willingness to compete with others, all of which are encouraging women to assert themselves 

in spaces that were previously the domain of men. Like the Wandervogel, the Sportmädel, the physically 

active young German woman, becomes a symbol for change in texts by British women writers and 

many were tempted to believe that Germany, of all countries, had found a way out of post-war 

depression and chaos by encouraging physical exercise and community spirit.  

In a chapter of Modern Germanies entitled ‘The New Athleticism – The Sportmädel’, Cicely 

Hamilton emphasised the relationship between women’s emancipation and the growing cult of 

games and physical exercise in the later years of the Weimar Republic. Hamilton saw the 

engagement of women in competitive sports as an important development which provided girls 

with confidence and new opportunities: “There must be many German lasses at school to-day who 

are employing in hard physical exercise the energies which their mothers, in their school days, 

expended in dreaming of a ‘not impossible he’”, she writes, adding that many of the young women 

of Germany “would rather shine as a Sportmädel than win praise as a housewife or a cook.”634 

Hamilton also commented on the positive press coverage, and public admiration women athletes 

received in Germany. Lilian Mowrer confirmed this observation in her recollection of going for 

runs in the Tiergarten in Berlin with her husband in the mid-1920s. Because a woman running on 

her own  at this point in time “still caused comment and laughter”, she asked her husband to run 

next to her with a watch in his hand, creating the impression that she was an athlete running with 

her trainer, which was acceptable to onlookers.635 The writings of Holtby and Hamilton in 

particular show great enthusiasm for the idea of the Neue Frau (new woman) of the Weimar 

Republic, the modern, emancipated women who wore their hair and dresses short or opted for the 

‘manly’ fashion of shirts and trousers, drove cars, smoked, earned their own money, travelled and 

engaged in competitive sports just like their male contemporaries. The Neue Frau that emerges from 
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the reports of British visitors is a version of the ‘new woman’ that is perceived as distinctly German 

and very different from the fashion-conscious, frivolous and consumerist ‘flappers’ of the 1920s. 

While the flapper, who danced to jazz music, wore heavy make-up and indulged in alcohol and 

drug use, was an international phenomenon, spawned by an expanding consumer society and 

entertainment industry and could be found in Berlin as well as in London, Paris or New York, the 

Neue Frau of 1920s Germany is described as a healthy, athletic, sun-tanned creature who shuns 

consumerism and luxury and embraces a simple but liberated lifestyle.  

 

The fact that the Weimar Republic in its early years underwent rapid development in women’s 

emancipation, allowing women to become involved in political and cultural issues to an extent that 

was not yet possible in most other European countries, was seldom noted by male writers but 

female visitors, such as Vera Brittain, Winifred Holtby, Madeleine Kent, Cicely Hamilton and Lilian 

Mowrer found the phenomenon remarkable. In Modern Germanies, Cicely Hamilton emphasised the 

role of Germany as a trailblazer in the struggle for equal opportunities:  

All the world over, the last few decades have brought about changes in the outlook and 
position of women; new possibilities have opened to them, socially, economically and 
politically; and nowhere, perhaps, have these changes been more marked than in Germany. 
Things have moved fast and things have moved far since ex-Kaiser William proclaimed to 
the world that her Children, her Church and her housewife´s art of Cookery were the only 
interests befitting a good German woman.636 

 

 Looking back on her time in Germany, Lilian Mowrer wrote that in the Weimar Republic “a 

woman could do what she liked”, noting that in 1924 there were 36 female representatives in the 

Reichstag, as well as a rapidly increasing number of female students entering German universities.637 

Relatively speaking, however, this still meant that women were severely underrepresented in the 

political life of the Weimar Republic, holding 8.6% of seats in the 1919 national assembly with 

representation steadily dropping to 7% in 1930, the year the all-male fraction of the National 

Socialist Party won almost a fifth of the seats.638 Regardless of their party affiliation, the work of 

women representatives during the Weimar Republic was confined to the traditionally female 

domains of family, education and social care.639  
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In her 1934 essay ‘Herr Hitler Finds a Cure of Unemployment’, Winifred Holtby quoted directly 

from the 1918 German constitution, which granted women the same civil rights as men, equality 

before the law and eligibility for public office.640 She credited German women with making the 

most of these new opportunities, pushing into the workforce and running for political office: “They 

took part in international conferences. They explored, with unusual earnestness and deliberation, 

the social implications of economic independence. They entered with immense enthusiasm into 

the new athletic movements.”641 However, as the title of her essay implies, at the time when Holtby 

was taking stock of this remarkable development, women’s emancipation in Germany was already 

experiencing a steep decline. One of the first measures of the Nazi government was to provide 

financial incentives for women to leave their jobs and return to being housewives and mothers, 

thereby freeing up jobs for unemployed men and helping to manipulate Germany´s unemployment 

statistics.642  

The Neue Frau of the Weimar Republic seems to have made a striking impression on visiting British 

women writers. In her 1934 essay, Holtby describes what she perceived as the typical ‘modern girl’ 

of post-War Germany”:  

[…] a lean young creature, browned with sunbathing, muscular, vigorous, who earned her 
own living, held theories about free love which shocked her parents, who spent her holidays 
tramping across country in shorts and shirt, and believed that Communism might 
inaugurate an early paradise. But the background of her life was far from happy. The 
German heart was sick with hope deferred; eleven million women might be employed. […] 
The humiliations of Versailles persisted. The country remained unarmed in an armed 
continent.643  

 

British writer Storm Jameson, too, was deeply impressed with her encounter with one of Weimar 

Germany’s modern young women, as she recalls in her 1969 autobiography. She had met the young 

German Socialist Lilo Linke at the Labour Party Conference in Scarborough in 1931, and when 

Jameson travelled to Berlin in the following year, the two were reunited.644 Linke, who was just 25 

years old in 1932, was a founding member of a small left-wing party called the Radikaldemokratische 

Partei (Radical Democratic Party). Recalling their friendship, Storm Jameson repeatedly expresses 

her astonishment at the fact that Linke, who was “[b]orn in East Berlin, the second child of a very 

minor civil servant”, seemed to be completely independent and fearless in her political activism 

and not bound in any way by “the stiff respectability of her lower-middle-class family” and that she 
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was free of bourgeois morality: “It did not occur to her to refuse to sleep with the young comrade 

she fell in love with at sixteen. To make any fuss about so simple a gesture!”645 What British women 

writers admired about the young women of Germany, it seems, was that they appeared to have 

overcome outmoded restrictions based on class structure and tradition and live by their own rules. 

These young women appeared to embody a new and distinctly German version of the ‘new 

woman’, not just in their behaviour but in the way they dressed, carried themselves and combined 

their personal fight for liberation with political activism on a larger scale.  

In reality, however, women like Lilo Linke remained the exception, even in Germany.  Ursula 

Büttner writes that the emancipated Neue Frau of the Weimar Republic was a phenomenon that 

largely applied to young upper and middle-class women living in big cities and it was often a phase 

of experimentation between school and married life, rather than a serious lifestyle choice.646 While 

the numbers of young women in employment rose drastically after the First World War, the reality 

of working life for young German women was often bleak and had nothing to do with the 

glamorous independent image of the modern woman of Germany described by Winifred Holtby. 

The jobs available to young women without a good education were usually low-paid office work.   

Many of these Büromädel (office girls) lived with their families and handed the majority of their 

salary over to their parents.647 In general, women’s employment was not expected to lead to a 

professional career spanning several decades. Rather, as Ursula Büttner explains, it was seen as a 

way for women to pass their time before marriage or the arrival of the first child or as a necessary 

means to supplement their husband’s income.648 The novels of German writer Irmgard Keun, 

particularly Gilgi: Eine von uns (1931) and Das Kunstseidene Mädchen (1932) provide a critical 

commentary on the phenomenon of the ‘new woman’ of the Weimar Republic from a German 

perspective. Keun’s heroines are young working-class women who are surrounded by promises of 

the new ways of life opening up to women but ultimately have no chance of significantly altering 

their fortunes because economic circumstances and societal expectations are aligned against them.  

In Lilian Mowrer’s opinion, part of the reason why the Neue Frau turned out to be a short-lived 

phenomenon was that the ‘old school’ German feminists who took political office as soon as it 

was granted to them after the war had little in common with the young, Amazonian Sportmädel of 

the mid- to late 1920s. As Mowrer noted, “there was a difference of almost two generations, and 
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neither made any effort to bridge the gulf.”649 Lilian Mowrer sought contact with female German 

politicians in order to find out the reasons for the regression in women’s emancipation:  

‘Emancipation of women came all too quickly in Germany,’ said Gertrude Baeumer, 
Cabinet Minister in the Home Office, when I was discussing this subject with her. ‘The 
Weimar Republic gave us everything we wanted, before we had had time to prepare the 
rank and file. There was no long fight, no popular demand for women's suffrage, as in 
England and America’.650  

 

Mowrer also recalls how politician and society lady Katinka von Oheimb told her how envious she 

was of the support female parliamentarians enjoyed in England, saying: “In this country a clever 

woman has all the stupid men against her”.651 Mowrer observed that while women’s emancipation 

in Germany was failing politically,  

I did not find that the women were so downtrodden socially as I had imagined. I had come 
prepared to champion them against their male oppressors […] But bless me, they did not 
need my sympathy or support. German women adore their men and make no bones about 
showing it. […] The mutual satisfaction was undeniable and very reassuring.652 

 

In the observations of visiting British women writers, it becomes obvious that to them the position 

of women in society is indicative of that society’s level of democracy, and that one of the biggest 

perceived threats of fascism was the backlash against women’s rights. Observing the British Fascist 

movement centred around Sir Oswald Mosley, in 1934, Winifred Holtby wrote: 

At present I feel and think as a citizen and an individual; if the Blackshirts were victorious, 
I should be expected to think only as a woman. ‘The part of women in our future 
organisation will be important, but different from that of the men’, wrote Sir Oswald in his 
last book, The Greater Britain, “we want men who are men and women who are women.” The italics 
are his. They are characteristic of a creed which, wherever practised, has resulted in attempts 
to segregate the sexes.653  

 

Similar to the way in which some gay and bisexual male writers viewed the relative permissiveness 

of Weimar Germany, compared to Britain, with regards to the right and visibility of queer subjects, 

as a sign of progress, British women writers saw the increased political representation and the 

greater visibility of a progressive model of femininity in Weimar Germany as a sign that the country 

had left its dark past behind and was moving in a direction that should be acknowledged, even 
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emulated by Britain. Accordingly, it was the threat that the Nazi party posed to queer subjects and 

its reactionary view of women that convinced most British literary visitors to the Weimar Republic 

to place themselves in opposition to this emerging political movement. 

 

II.6. Excursions into Weimar Culture  
 

“Even before the ‘great’ war had come to make it an article of faith, German art – apart from 

German music – was suspect to us.”, writes Osbert Sitwell in Discursions on Travel, Art and Life 

(1925). “For to the untravelled Englishman it suggested the vagaries of the Prince Consort’s taste 

– tartan carpets, over-gilded furniture, antlers, the Crystal Palace, and cairngorms”.654  

Those English people who did not share these preconceptions and were interested in German art 

could, according to Sitwell, be divided into three different groups: 

Firstly there were those who admired Berlin as the perfect modern city, were taken in by 
all the second-rate glitter, thought the Kaiser the summit of European society, and were 
thrilled by the square-heads and rattling sabres of his army. Secondly there were those 
people now scornfully referred to, we believe, as “high-brows” – that is to say, learned men 
and women studying education and housing […]. Thirdly appear those arty-crafty folk who 
visited Germany to see Nüremberg and Rothenburg, seriously admiring black-and-white 
houses clustered together, glaring down into gloomy, factory-fed rivers, or instruments of 
torture, iron-virgins and their like, seeing in them not the ancestors of Big-Bertha and gas-
shell, but merely dear, decorative bits of old wrought-iron.655 

 

While Sitwell is talking about pre-war conceptions of Germany, similar tendencies can be observed 

in British visitors to the Weimar Republic. There were still those who thought of Berlin as “the 

perfect modern city”, even though the city’s “second rate glitter” was viewed with increasing 

scepticism. There were those who were studying innovations in education and housing and believed 

that Britain had much to learn from new forms of German architecture, design and the ways in 

which culture was made available to the masses. And, like the “artsy-crafty folk” of pre-war days, 

some British visitors were still prone to romanticise German nature and German folklore, choosing 

to replace the wartime image of the ‘Hun’ with that of the sun-kissed German youth, a creature 

that was at once entirely modern and strongly tied to Germany’s pre-industrial, pre-imperial past. 
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In this chapter, I want to elaborate on the variations in British approaches to ‘Weimar culture’, in 

order to show that they paint a far more varied picture than the previous focus on the Berlin 

experience of the ‘Auden group’ suggests.  

As discussed above, the culture of 1920s Berlin, which is today often seen as a lost ‘golden age’ in 

German history, left many British literary visitors unimpressed.  It is difficult to pinpoint whether 

this is due to lingering anti-German resentment caused by the war or whether cultural innovations 

during the Weimar period simply developed too fast and were too radically for comfort. I believe 

that a combination of both factors comes closest to explaining the reluctance to embrace the 

particular aspects of Weimar modernity that could be encountered in Berlin: Germany had been 

the object of sympathy during her post-war despair. Now, however, with Germany back on her 

feet, its seemingly radically changed society and culture was perceived as too new, too brash, and 

somehow disingenuous. Few wanted to see the country utterly defeated, but an overly confident 

Germany, be it in the military or cultural domain, was not desirable either. Another aspect worth 

considering is the fact that many of Weimar Germany’s cultural contributions involved mass 

entertainment and technical and social innovation, which aimed to make culture accessible to the 

many rather than the select few. This is true not only for Weimar Berlin’s film industry but also 

extends to theatre and various forms of low-brow entertainment. As I will show in this chapter, 

some visitors, like Cicely Hamilton and Lilian Mowrer, embraced this phenomenon 

wholeheartedly, some condemned it and some, like Eddy Sackville-West, chose to ignore it almost 

completely and focus on the more established aspects of German high culture. 

  

II.6.a. Eddy Sackville-West in Dresden 
 

During his stay in Freiburg, Sackville-West saw numerous performances of classical music and 

opera and liked to forage for music by German composers in a local record shop. This immersion 

in high culture continues in an unpublished diary which he kept during a five-month stay in 

Dresden from October 1927 to March 1928. The Dresden diary, which is held in the British 

Library’s manuscript collection, is entitled ‘A Commonplace Book’ and contains diary entries on 

the left-hand side of each double-page, which are accompanied by a selection of quotations in 

English, French and German on the right. Neatly written out in green ink, Sackville-West quotes 

Goethe, Hölderlin, Büchner, Novalis, Fichte, Schiller and others in the original German. In the 

diary section he comments on German theatre performances he attended, such as Goethe’s Iphigenie 

auf Tauris, and on novels by Dostoevsky which he read in the German translation. “I had always 
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heard that D. was bad in German”, he notes on the 21st of January 1928, “on the contrary I thought 

it better than in any other language.”656  

The diary records Sackville-West’s journey through German literature of the Romantic, numerous 

visits to classical music concerts and opera performances, as well as his admiration for Dresden’s 

Baroque architecture. It is the diary of a visitor who views German composers and thinkers as part 

of a grand concept of European high-culture (which also encompasses Russian contributors), but 

it contains barely a hint of anything that could be described as ‘modern’ or as an example of 

‘Weimar culture’. 657 

Contemporary Germany and contemporary Germans only appear on the very periphery of 

Sackville-West’s notes. The German family he lodges with is barely mentioned. In a letter to 

Desmond MacCarthy from November 1927, Sackville-West described the German family’s home 

as “large and wastefully built & hideous, hideous!” The family itself consisted of a husband who 

was “an old father (type 1850)”, a “talkative & motherly” wife with “a very red nose”, and a son, 

“spotty & with a voice like a turkey but quite nice.”658 For the amusement of his friends back home, 

the English dandy surrounds himself with caricatures of German strangers. Many years later, in a 

1951 radio broadcast, Sackville-West’s recollections of his German hosts are still bemused and 

impersonal: “That winter in Dresden, with its centrally heated family life – so strange, so endlessly 

amusing – its evenings of amateur chamber music, interrupted by exclamations of ‘Wunderschön!’ 

and ‘Herrlich!’ between mouthfuls of Schinkenbrot”.659  

The Dresden diary records only one encounter with the harsher realities of life in the Weimar 

Republic. On December 6th, 1927 Eddy notes that while he was perusing recordings of classical 

music in one of his favourite record shops, 

an old pedlar came in & offered bootlaces & things to the young shopman, who was nasty 
to him. It was pathetic to see the way the old man offered one thing after another, 
waveringly & hesitatingly, as if saying: “Don’t you even like this? It is quite good.” I felt sad 
about it; but the feeling was no doubt sentimental & I bought nothing myself, though I was 

                                                            
656 Sackville-West, Dresden diary 21st January 1928, British Library Western Manuscripts Collection, Add MS 
68906, Edward Sackville-West Diaries 1927-1928. 
657 On two occasions Sackville-West quotes from Walther Rathenau’s Zur Mechanik des Geistes, a 1913 treatise 
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as a politician in the Weimar Republic or his assassination by far-right Freikorps members in 1922, nor does it 
draw a connection between Rathenau’s thought and the political situation in Germany. 
658 De-la-Noy, Eddy, 112. 
659 Sackville-West, Edward; The Romantic Travellers, 297. 
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not solicited to do so. Have begun Goethe’s Tasso. The quietness & slowness of his classical 
plays is very beautiful.660  
 

The appearance of the “old pedlar” presents a disturbance within the hermetic vision of Germany 

that Sackville-West creates in his commonplace book, the Germany of Goethe, Hölderlin and 

Beethoven. He is perturbed enough to record the incident but is clearly not prepared to 

permanently turn his attention away from Goethe’s plays and towards Germany and the Germans 

around him.  This method of exploring Germany earned Eddy Sackville-West the criticism of 

“Harold”, presumably Harold Nicolson, the husband of Eddy’s cousin Vita Sackville-West, who 

had just begun his stint at the British embassy in Berlin. On the 3rd of March 1928, Eddy notes in 

the Dresden diary: 

Harold abuses me for deliberately limiting my field of vision. I answer that this is the 
[author’s note: word indecipherable] when a self-respecting novelist must do this. It is no 
time for analysis; the present civilisation is not worth analysing. Synthesis is what is wanted 
– a new religious synthesis for an age which has lost its soul. 661 
 
 

In 1951, Eddy Sackville-West recalled his “spur of the moment” decision to spend time in Dresden 

in the above-mentioned radio broadcast on the “Romantic travellers” of the 1920s. He places his 

German experience in the context of coming of age in the 1920s, a period of “violent 

Romanticism”662 and being a member of a generation of writers and artists who shared in a 

“cosmopolitan spirit” and “were in a position to explore the treasure-house of Europe, and did 

so”663 The centre of this treasure-house, however, was the “cosmopolitan world of London, Paris 

and the Riviera”, where one could “drink aperitif with Mr. Aldous Huxley at Sanary, lunch with 

Edith Wharton at Hyères, […] drink cocktail with H.G. Wells near Grasse, and dine with Mr. 

Somerset Maugham at Cap Feret”664  To Sackville-West, the cosmopolitan spirit of the 1920s, in 

other words, meant meeting Britain’s literary elite at luxurious French beach resorts rather than in 

the drawing rooms of London.  

In Germany, according to Sackville-West, things were markedly different, for “the concept of chic, 

which seems to me an essential ingredient in civilisation, is also one which the Germans have never 

understood or been able to realise in fact.”665 In this 1950s reassessment of his German experience 
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the tone is still one of condescension, the Germans are still essentially considered strange, but the 

trip is presented as part of a process of education:  

As a writer I wanted to learn the German language thoroughly; as a musician I wanted 
closer contact with the German musical world; as a novelist I was keenly interested (and 
here again I was by no means alone in my generation) in German life and character. But, 
unlike the young men of past and future periods, we of the Twenties considered ourselves 
free to take what was grist to our mills and leave the rest.666 

 

Sackville-West’s interest in the German language, the German musical world and German literature 

can clearly be traced in his diaries, even if this interest is not directed at any cultural contribution 

made in Germany after the First World War, but if he had any interest in the “life and character” 

of his German contemporaries, he chose not to record it at the time. It can be assumed that “the 

rest” he felt free to leave was politics, which, according to Sackville-West, the “romantic travellers” 

of the 1920s “hardly considered a subject at all”. By the “young men of […] future periods”, 

Sackville-West presumably meant more politically engaged British novelists and poets of the 1930s.  

The “romantic travellers” of the 1920s, as envisioned by Sackville-West, seem to be identical with 

the ‘bright young people’: expensively educated young men and women from upper-class 

backgrounds whom politics were at best of secondary interest. 

Aside from the unpublished diaries, Sackville-West’s ‘Weimar experience’ does not seem to have 

had an influence on his writing, but a curious reference to the Weimar Republic is made in his 1931 

novel Simpson: A Life. The novel chronicles the life of Ruth Simpson who grows up as one of seven 

children of a working-class family in late Victorian England and through caring for her younger 

siblings discovers her calling as a nanny. The novel follows her through her service for several 

families whose children she raises. Completely dedicated to her profession, nanny Simpson 

considers it her duty to accompany the children in her care until they are ‘finished’ and ready to 

cope without her. She is sent to Germany to care for a particularly delicate boy, but the outbreak 

of the First World War forces her to return to England and leave behind the ‘unfinished’ German 

boy. So strong is Simpson’s dedication that immediately after the end of the war she ignores 

multiple warnings and travels back to Germany to resume her duties. Before she can be reunited 

with the German boy she is accidentally caught up in a street fight during the Kapp-Putsch in 

Berlin and killed.667 In the novel the war ruptures the Anglo-German ties between Simpson and 

the family she serves and the political upheaval that accompanied the birth of the Republic violently 
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ends a life spent in utter dedication to service, a life that must, even at the time Sackville-West 

wrote the novel, have seemed like it firmly belonged to a bygone age. 

While the ‘Auden group’ certainly took a different approach to Germany than Sackville-West, they 

too, at least initially, felt “free to take what was grist to our mills and leave the rest.” What 

distinguished Auden and his friends from visitors like Howard and Sackville-West, Peter Firchow 

writes, was “that they genuinely tried to live in Berlin as Berliners and with Berliners. Sometimes 

they even succeeded, or at any rate Isherwood sometimes did.”668 It is worth mentioning, however, 

that they sympathized with some Berliners more than with others. While Auden first stayed with a 

middle-class German family in the prosperous Nikolassee area on the outskirts of the city, he soon 

began to actively and enthusiastically seek out Berlin’s underbelly:669 “Auden much preferred the 

company in the Cosy Corner to that of his middle-class hosts in Nikolassee. ‘The German 

proletariat are fine,’ he wrote [to a friend], ‘but I don’t like the others very much, so I spend most 

of my time with Juvenile Delinquents.’”670 

Colin Storer points out that the Muthesius family who took in Auden did not actually fit his 

conceptions of a typical upper-middle-class family:  

Anna Muthesius, the matriarch of the family, was a former professional soprano who 
designed her own clothes and extolled feminist principles. The widow of Anglophile 
architect Hermann Muthesius […] she had close links with Berlin’s social and cultural elite, 
and she and her family were apparently well aware of Auden’s sexual preferences and 
tolerant of them. However, to admit this would not have suited the image that Auden 
wished to present of himself as a bohemian and rebel against his own very conventional 
middle-class upbringing.671 

 

As we will see, Auden’s selective representation of his German hosts bears a striking resemblance 

to Stephen Spender’s fictional treatment of the bourgeois German family he lived with during his 

first visit to Hamburg. 

As described above, Eddy Sackville-West, too, liked to frequent Berlin gay bars, but unlike Auden 

he had no inclination to adapt his lifestyle to his Berlin surroundings, nor does it appear that he 

made the connection between the Weimar Republic’s sexual licence and the country being in 

general “excitingly modern”, as Stephen Spender did.672  
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II.6.b. Lifestyle and Lebensreform 
 

Cicely Hamilton opens her account of her travels through Germany in 1929 and 1930 with a 

chapter entitle “The Cult of the Bare”. Modern Germany, to Hamilton, is a country that is taking 

a simple and sensible approach to many areas of life, from clothes to exercise to architecture. 

Hamilton sees this modern German spirit reflected in such simple things as the fact that in Berlin, 

as opposed to London, she is not admonished for taking off her coat in public in the middle of 

summer and it is not unusual to observe men working in a field “bare from the trouser-belt 

upwards” or men playing football “in nothing but shorts.”673 This behaviour reflects not just “a 

desire to be cool and comfortable”, Hamilton is convinced,  

it is symptomatic of a tendency, an urge to get rid of the unnecessary which prevails 
throughout the life of modern Germany … A tendency which expresses itself in the starkest 
forms of buildings, the straitest [sic] forms of furniture – and even in such minor matters 
as the shaving of the masculine heads!674 

 

Hamilton sees this trend as a natural consequence of the shock of war and the economic constraints 

which Germany has suffered but admits that the German love of bathing in the nude or in a “very 

attenuated species of trunks”, the likes of which she has never seen before, is taking the trend to 

an extreme that is still shocking to the average British visitor. There can be no doubts in Hamilton’s 

mind, however, that the relaxed attitude to clothing is healthy and sensible, especially when it comes 

to raising children: “How sorry, how sorry you feel for the stuffy little Londoners in their boots 

and their coats, when you see the little Berliners, merry and brown and running around in their 

bathing kit.”675 Somewhat surprisingly to the modern reader whose vision of Weimar Germany is 

based on black-and-white photographs, Hamilton describes Germany of the late 1920s and early 

1930s as a remarkable colourful country, much more so than England, France or Switzerland. The 

new Siedlungen ( “[…] the equivalent of our subsidy buildings; huge blocks of flats, erected in the 

suburbs on the latest principle and inhabited by business and professional men as well as the artisan 

class.”676) are painted in “mauve-striped, pink-striped, blue striped” and Hamilton observes a 

German love of colourful clothing.677 
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If we compare Hamilton’s account, published in 1931, with the retrospective account written in 

1937 by Lilian Mowrer who experienced the same period of German history, we can again see how 

the markers of Weimar modernity are retrospectively employed to signal the future threat of 

fascism: “Nudism”, according to Mowrer’s recollections, “was another of the symptoms of 

Germany’s “advanced” chaotic existence – or was it one of the results?”678 In other words: were 

Germans stripping naked as part of their advanced state of mind, or because the chaos of the post-

war era had driven them mad? In Mowrer’s retrospective assessment, written four years into the 

Nazi reign, the latter seemed more likely. Far from advanced, German nudity now appeared like a 

throwback to pre-civilised times.  

It is also worth noticing, of course, that while Cicely Hamilton was fluent in German and very 

knowledgeable about the country’s history, her impressions were based on several long journeys 

through the country, rather than a prolonged stay.  At the time Hamilton published her impressions 

of the new German architecture, British writer Madeleine Kent and her German husband were 

living in Dresden in one of the modern Siedlungen described by Hamilton. In her 1937 account, one 

of Kent’s first memories of her domestic life in Germany is of her neighbours demanding that she 

put up “proper curtains”, meaning curtains of white lace instead of the velvet and silk variant she 

had bought in a fashionable London shop. In her retrospective account, Kent uses this seemingly 

insignificant incident to mark the beginning of her slow realization that the ideas of the ‘new’ 

Germany that had fascinated her since the mid-1920s had had little impact on the average German 

citizen. “Finding this attitude in the very country responsible for so many of the new ideas on 

interior decoration, I thought at first that they had merely not yet penetrated to working-class 

homes”, she writes about the curtain dispute, “I soon realised that was understating the case. All 

those beautifully produced German books and periodicals devoted to colour schemes and “simple 

line” furniture had made no impression on the masses whatever.”679 Similarly, Kent could not see 

the fashions of the charm of the androgynous, athletic Neue Frau presented in German magazines 

replicated in reality:  

It was in keeping that the mistresses of these homes should wear their hair piled high on 
their heads, scorn face powder, and appear at evening parties in woollen jerseys. Anything 
approaching elegance in them would have destroyed the late-Victorian atmosphere of their 
homes.680 
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The popularity of nude swimming and sunbathing was one of the many ways in which the 

Lebensreform (life reform) movement, which had its origins in mid- 19th century Germany, continued 

its influence in the Weimar Republic. Manifestations of this movement included alternative 

medicine, vegetarianism, the so-called Freikörperkultur which promoted nudism, experiments in 

alternative living (such as communes) and reform schools.  

British visitors usually only took note of the most visible manifestations of Lebensreform, namely 

hiking German youths and naked sunbathers. Lilian Mowrer is one of the few British literary 

visitors who retrospectively commented on the more dubious aspects of the movement when she 

wrote about the German enthusiasm for miracle healers and sect-like communities which preached 

an alternative way of life. "Do you think Germans are madder than any other peoples?" Mowrer 

recalls asking her husband. "They seem so unbalanced ... so hysterical." Mowrer had discovered 

that her cook belonged to “the Weissenberg sect, followers of a religious fanatic in Berlin who 

made ‘miraculous’ cures by the application of soft white cheese and the laying on of hands.” 

Mowrer’s husband diagnosed the Germans with a lack of “coherence”: “they are so rich in intellect 

and poor in common sense. And there is almost nothing they cannot persuade themselves to 

believe.”681 Mowrer names another example for „the odd beliefs that flitted bat-like through the 

German mind in spite of its boasted Sachlichkeit [objectivity]”: 

Louis Hausser [sic], a long-haired be-sandalled figure, who looked like a lithograph of Jesus 
Christ and preached the wildest political heresies, nearly won enough votes to send him to 
the Reichstag in the 1924 elections. […] his intention being to behead those disagreeing 
with his views on the expropriation of capital. Hindenburg, incidentally, was to do the 
beheading! Yet thousands voted for Hausser.682 

 

Ludwig Christian Haeusser, as he was called, was indeed part of a peculiar phenomenon which 

arose in Germany in the early 20th century, the popularity of so-called Wanderprediger (travelling 

preachers), also known as Inflationsheilige (inflation saints). Haeusser’s attempts at a political career 

were continually stunted, he was sent to prison multiple times, diagnosed with a psychopathic 

disorder and his movement suffered rapid decline in the mid-1920s. Nevertheless, the fact that 

figures like him found any public approval in post-war Germany, is retrospectively employed by 

Mowrer to hint at an inherent trait within Germans which makes them susceptible to the preaching 

of ‘mad’ political leaders.   
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II.6.c. Painting and Architecture 
 

In his 1951 radio broadcast, Sackville-West retrospectively takes into account some of Weimar 

Germany’s cultural innovations, stating that he found Germany’s cultural life “dominated at that 

time by the characteristically teutonic movement known as Expressionism – an aesthetic creed 

which, like the Romantic movement of the early nineteenth century, affected the quality of urban 

life almost as much as it did the theatre and the novel.”683 

The broadcast gives the impression that more than 20 years down the line, Sackville-West felt the 

need to justify his narrow vision when it came to the cultural life of the Weimar Republic. He calls 

The Cabinet of Dr Caligari a “film of genius” and “a time bomb which did not go off in London until 

the ‘thirties, and in in Paris until the ‘forties” and acknowledges that “German stagecraft the 

‘twenties was the most adventurous in the world, and its influence was profound and inescapable.” 

But, he adds, German Expressionism, “however exciting it might be in its native setting, was not 

found suitable for export” and in any case “the visual arts were too completely held in the dazzling 

spell of the French School to cast even a glance at the lurid and provincial muse of German 

painting.”684  

Lilian Mowrer, who had only begun to learn German shortly before leaving Italy for Germany in 

1924, was fascinated by what Eddy Sackville-West would later dismiss as the “provincial muse” of 

German painting.  As she recalls in her memoir, the first flat she and her husband rented in Berlin, 

belonged to “a German painter of some importance”685 and was filled with large canvases produced 

by this painter: “[...] female nudes in the violent tones and formless composition of the German 

Expressionist school; massive torsos, mountainous backsides.” At first glance, Mowrer found this 

unfamiliar style of painting disturbing: “As if we don't see enough horrors in the street," I said 

bitterly, turning [the paintings] face to the wall.”686  

Soon, however, she was intensely drawn to Expressionist art, realizing that “In Italy […] I had been 

living, artistically, entirely in the past.”687 Something about the atmosphere of Berlin seems to have 

offered Mowrer an appreciation for a school of painting that did not shy away from breaking 

traditional moulds and taking on painful subject matters. Mowrer found “this strange new ugliness 

[…] wonderfully exciting”,688 identifying it as something particular to the German mindset, “the 
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restless questioning German soul that was far too exuberant and dynamic to be confined within 

classical forms.”689 As will be shown in the analysis of Stephen Spender’s novel The Temple (Chapter 

II. 6) and Stevie Smith’s Novel on Yellow Paper (Chapter III.3.), some British literary visitors 

retrospectively portrayed such ‘disturbing’ new forms of German painting as a sinister 

foreshadowing of the resurgence of German ‘barbarism’.  

 

II.6.d. Theatre690 
 

British writer Lilian Mowrer had aspired to become an actress during her student days but never 

joined a theatre company because “my people were uncompromisingly against it. Marrying an 

American journalist was bad enough”.691 In her memoir, she calls German theatre of the Weimar 

Republic era “the most vital in Europe” and writes extensively about the high standards of 

performance she encountered in the “perfectly equipped playhouses” with their “magnificent 

foyers and super-modern scenery”. She also notes that in the years following the stabilization of 

the German currency, theatre and opera tickets were “monstrously expensive”, which led her to 

become a drama critic for an English newspaper in order to be able to make up for her expenses. 

Her love of German theatre took her on journeys all around the country, “for excellent work was 

not confined by any means to the capital”.692 When comparing what she saw in German with British 

theatre, Mowrer was not only impressed by the larger scale and better quality of German 

productions, but also by the audience she encountered: “Without doubt Germans were the greatest 

theatre-goers in Europe, and their approach to a play the surest.”693  

Like many British visitors, Mowrer was initially bewildered by the fact that German theatre goers 

entered performances in their street clothes and consumed large quantities of beer and sausages 

during intervals.694 This relaxed approach did not bother her for long since she found that it was 

combined with a genuine enthusiasm for and understanding of the art form. Even the German 

theatre critics seemed to Mowrer to be superior to their British counterparts since they were “men 

of wide culture and sound literary ability; creative writers, not reporters”.695 
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Mowrer’s remarks about the “middle-class frumpiness” of German theatre audiences are echoed 

by several other foreign visitors. In Germany, these visitors found, the spaces reserved for the 

consumption of “high culture” were being invaded by masses of “ordinary” people. Visitors who 

perceive themselves as members of a cultural elite were forced into close contact with people in 

ordinary clothes eating ordinary food. Beer and Skittles: A Friendly Guide to Modern Germany, a 1932 

American guidebook aimed at female visitors to Berlin, remarks that “Opera is not a social event 

in Dresden – practically nobody dresses for it and women wear scarfs on their heads as we used to 

for high school dances at home. Besides everybody eats sausage sandwiches in the buffet between 

acts.”696  

On her travels around the Weimar Republic, Lilian Mowrer was impressed by the international 

element of German theatre productions, as she saw numerous new plays from other countries 

translated into German, as well as foreign theatre companies touring the country with their own 

productions, leading her to declare in retrospect: “Nowhere in the world was there such hospitality 

to foreign talent as in Germany”697 German treatment of foreign material made an equally 

favourable impression on Mowrer, including an innovative German production of the Macbeth 

which managed to modernize the work of Shakespeare with “[a] bit of scenic horror very far 

removed from the plush and cardboard lollipops seen on the framed ‘picture-stage’ in sweet Will's 

own country.”698 A similar observation is made in the early 1930s by Cicely Hamilton, who 

describes how German productions of Shakespeare plays provided her with a new understanding 

of their text, by emphasising comical aspects which were lost on her in the English productions 

she had seen.699 During her travels through Germany, Hamilton, a former actress who had a 

professional interest in the stage, did “a fair amount of theatre-going; miscellaneous theatre-going, 

in provincial centres as well as in Berlin, and usually with no object save my personal interest and 

amusement.”700 One of the main differences between German and English theatre, according to 

Hamilton, was that English productions tended to lack a strong female lead, an actress who is not 

only good-looking but also talented. “The German producer, on the other hand, seems to have at 

his command (by luck or by judgment) a supply of young women […] who are artists on stage, 

possessed by both talent and charm.”701 
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 Hamilton highlights the popularity of plays which carried a strong political message and which in 

some cases transformed the theatre into a space for interaction and debate between actors and 

audience. She describes seeing a play called Paragraph 218 performed in Stuttgart. Written in 1930 

by Carl Credé, a German writer who had trained as a doctor, the play tackled the dangers of the 

criminalisation of abortions, which was determined by paragraph 218 of the Weimar constitution. 

Hamilton found it hard to imagine a similar performance in Britain: “Quite apart from the nature 

of its central theme, there would be but small chance of Paragraph 218 getting past our British 

Censor of Plays. There are scenes an English producer would shrink from, since they deal with 

aspects of motherhood not usually depicted on the stage”.702 

In her memoir, Lilian Mowrer praises the democratic aspect of German theatre, which is 

exemplified in the Berlin Volksbühne, a society founded in 1890 which boasted half a million 

members who could enjoy high-quality performances at an affordable price.703 According to 

Mowrer, this open-mindedness also pertained to what she refers to as the Judenfrage (Jewish 

question): 

Although the Berlin theatrical world showed a predominating number of Jewish directors 
and artists, this was not so in the provinces, nor was there the least discrimination on the 
part of the audience, one way or the other, about them. Werner Krauss and the blonde 
Kaethe Dorsch were every bit as popular as the great Pallenberg or Elisabeth Bergner. [Max 
Pallenberg and Elisabeth Bergner were Austrian actors of Jewish descent and celebrated 
stars of German theatre during the 1920s.]704  

 

One play that is frequently mentioned by British literary visitors is Bertolt Brecht’s Dreigroschenoper 

which premiered in Berlin in August of 1928. W.H. Auden went to see it soon after his arrival in 

Berlin, and according to Wolfgang Kemp, Brecht’s influence can be detected in Auden’s 

unpublished German love poems. Auden would later become a translator and promoter of Brecht’s 

work in the English language.705 Eddy Sackville-West mentions the play in his 1950s radio 

broadcast and both Mowrer and Hamilton reported being impressed by the Dreigroschenoper which 

became one of the most popular plays of the late Weimar years, not least due to Kurt Weill’s 

musical score. To English observers, the play was first and foremost an adaptation of John Gay’s 

18th century classic The Beggar´s Opera, which they found transformed almost beyond recognition. 

“It would, I am sure, be entirely possible for an English playgoer, unfurnished with a programme, 

to sit through a performance of the Dreigroschenoper without even suspecting that here was a variant 
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of the light-hearted opera of Hammersmith!”, Cicely Hamilton writes.706 Initially dismayed at this 

transformation, Hamilton is left “splendidly enthralled” by the end of the play. “Even to the 

stranger unlearned in German politics, it was obvious that the play had been given a modern 

political bias and that the bias was strongly, very strongly, to the Left.”707 

 

II.6.e. Cinema 
 

In her memoir Lilian Mowrer, obviously used to a certain division between the “highbrow” art of 

theatre and “lowbrow” mass entertainment at the cinema, recalls her surprise at her German cook’s 

reaction after Mowrer had given her cinema tickets. “‘Ach, gnaedige Frau,’ the cook would tell me 

the next morning, ‘it was very good of you to let me have them, but it was such a silly plot. I much 

prefer a good play or opera’.”708 It is an attitude that Mowrer clearly did not expect in a member of 

the working classes, and it prompts her to take a closer look at German cinema habits. She claims 

that in general, Germans paid less attention to films than the British and were in no danger of 

neglecting live performances in favour of the screen: “Picture houses opened only at seven in the 

evening (at five on Saturdays and Sundays) and no one under eighteen was allowed in, unless it was 

a specially licensed picture for children.”709 This impression is confirmed by Cicely Hamilton who 

writes in Modern Germanies: “It is only on high days and holidays that the average cinema theatre 

opens its doors before the evening, our pre-lunch-continuing-till-midnight performances seem to 

be quite unknown”.710 

Like Mowrer, Hamilton observed that the popularity of theatre in Germany was unaffected by the 

rise of cinema. However, she took a special interest in German war films, not because she found 

them particularly well-made, but because she was interested in the popular patriotic myths 

surrounding the First World War on the German side.711 She discovered that a German film about 

a submarine battle incorporated scenes from a British war film but gave the story an entirely 

different perspective. As Hamilton perceived it, part of the intention was to dispel the accusation 

that the Germans waged an ‘inhumane’ war: 

To us who are English the rights and wrongs of the submarine war are already a matter of 
history, and with history we only concern ourselves occasionally; to the German who 
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desires revision of the Treaty of Versailles – (and what German does not?) - those rights 
and wrongs are not yet history; they are still, very largely, present politics.712 

 

Both Mowrer and Hamilton noted that the arts were closely intertwined with political 

developments in Weimar Germany. Literature, film, theatre and art provided a form of social 

commentary. In contrast to Stephen Spender’s enthusiastic descriptions of the ‘mass movement’ 

of German modernism, recorded in the 1950s, Lilian Mowrer recognised that there was also 

significant opposition among Germans to various modern movements in the arts. She noted that 

“hostile critics” liked to use the term Kulturbolschewismus to describe what they perceived as 

destructive and “foreign” tendencies in all areas of German culture. Mowrer also acknowledged 

that political tensions and social discontent were the driving forces behind German Modernism: 

Certainly there was ferment enough in the national life: it was one of the reasons you felt 
so intensely alive in Germany. The political crust was beginning to swell ominously, 
threatening a crack, and the social system was exhibiting similar uncertainties and signs of 
disintegration.713 

 

In contrast to observers like Eddy Sackville-West, who hardly acknowledged modern cultural 

developments in Germany during his visits and observers like Basil Bunting and Harold Nicolson, 

who perceived modern developments in German culture as “third rate” and mindlessly 

consumerist, Cicely Hamilton and Lilian Mowrer noted and praised the political nature of much of 

Weimar culture. Mass entertainment to them did not constitute a threat to ‘high art’, but rather a 

manifestation of the State’s effort to make culture and education accessible to people of all income 

groups.  

 

II.7. Stephen Spender’s ‘autobiographical fictionalizing’ of the Weimar 
Republic 
 

II.7.a. The evolution of Spender’s ‘Weimar experience’ 
 

Despite the fact that numerous British writers visited the Weimar Republic during the mid-to-late 

1920s, this period did not produce a notable fictional response in the way that the early 1920s and 

early 1930s did. One young British arrival to Germany, 20year-old Stephen Spender, did produce 
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a draft for a novel during two visits to Hamburg in the summer and autumn of 1929, but this early 

work was not published until the late 1980s, when Spender finally revisited the manuscript and 

published The Temple, a heavily revised version of the original novel.  

Spender produced three literary versions of this first summer in Hamburg: The original manuscript 

of The Temple (written in 1929 and revised in 1931), the published version of The Temple from 1988 

and a chapter on Germany in his 1951 autobiography World Within World. The following chapter 

will discuss the development of Spender’s literary ‘Weimar experience’ throughout these three 

texts. In doing so, this chapter lays the groundwork of Chapter III.3., which discusses with the 

retrospective fictionalization of the collapse of the Weimar Republic in four British novels written 

during the first years after the Nazi’s rise to power.  

Whereas in these four novels the British experience of the last years of the Republic is recalled with 

the knowledge of the Republic’s impending demise but without the full knowledge of the 

catastrophic consequences of the Nazi party’s takeover of Germany, Spender’s German summer 

is recalled three times from three different historical vantage points: Once during the late 1920s 

and early 1930s when he was spending at least half of every year in Germany, once just a few years 

after the end of the Second World War when the scenes of apocalyptic destruction he had 

witnessed as a visitor to post-war Germany were still fresh in his memory, and once from the 

vantage point of the late 1980s when six decades separated the young author of the novel’s 

manuscript from the author who was taking on the task of revising it for publication. In every 

incarnation, the experience of Hamburg in 1929 and the role of the young British writer within this 

context changes to adapt to the historical situation in which the text is produced.   

In his introduction to The Temple, written in 1987, Spender explains that the novel was originally 

drafted between 1929 and 1931 and that he had sold an early manuscript to the University of Austin 

in 1962 “during some financial crisis of the kind to which poets are liable”.714 It was only when a 

friend mentioned seeing the manuscript in the University’s archive some twenty years later that 

Spender decided to revisit the text and rework it for publication. Using these “pages of what was 

more draft than novel”, Spender changed the narrative from the first person to the third person, 

gave his autobiographical protagonist the name ‘Paul Schoner’. The manuscript sees the narrator 

return to Hamburg in November 1929, shortly after his first visit during the summer. In the 

published novel, Spender moves this second visit to the autumn of 1932, the final months of the 

Weimar Republic.  
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In stark contrast to the original manuscript, the scenes set in 1932 are mainly preoccupied with the 

impending rule of National Socialism, and the violent destruction of the idyllic vision of Weimar 

Germany established in the first part of the novel. While, as he writes in the introduction, Spender 

has “drawn extensively on the manuscript in rewriting the opening section and also that about the 

journey along the Rhine [which his protagonist undertakes with two German friends in September 

1929]”, he claims that he  “scarcely glanced at the rest because my own memory, combined with 

the exigencies of narrative and the perspectives of hindsight, wrote or rewrote most of the book 

for me.”715 This suggests that while the narrative of The Temple is still, at least in large parts, 

autobiographical, the reader is given impressions of Germany not as they presented themselves to 

Spender in 1929 but as he reconstructed them nearly 60 years later.  As will be shown, the published 

novel’s portrayal of the Weimar Republic does indeed differ from that of the manuscript in many 

significant ways.  

In the introduction to the published novel, Spender considers the reasons for the long delay in 

publication, as he recalls sending a slightly later version of the 1929 draft to friends (among them 

Auden and Isherwood) and to his publisher Geoffrey Faber: 

Faber pointed out that there could be no question of publishing a novel which, besides 
being libellous, was pornographic according to the law at that time. In the late Twenties 
young English writers were more concerned with censorship than with politics. The Wall 
Street crash which was to spread shock waves of economic collapse and unemployment 
throughout the world and which would soon make Germany the scene of struggle between 
Communist and Fascist, did not happen until 1929. 1929 was the last year of that strange 
Indian Summer – the Weimar Republic. For many of my friends and for myself, Germany 
seemed a paradise where there was no censorship and young Germans enjoyed 
extraordinary freedom in their lives.716 

 

In the retrospective reconstruction of his ‘Weimar experience’, Spender is interested in the moment 

just before the liberal utopia of the Weimar Republic which he had created in his imagination gave 

way to a brutal dictatorship. He presents this liberal country as being tied to his own development 

as a writer, his own struggles against censorship and his desire to portray the themes that interested 

him, including explorations of homosexual desire, in writing. The sun-drenched, light-hearted 

“Indian Summer” he experienced during his first visit to Germany between July and September of 

1929 comes to symbolize the Weimar Republic itself – a brief moment of light before a descend 

into darkness. Accordingly, the first part of the novel is entitled Children of the Sun, while the second 

part bears the tile Towards the Dark. The introduction to the novel and the novel itself are documents 
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of the author’s struggle to reconcile his positive impressions of Weimar Germany with the 

knowledge, granted by hindsight, of what end the Republic would come to.  

Reflecting this conundrum, Spender makes contradictory statements in the introduction. He is keen 

to preserve his vision of the Weimar Republic as a place of unprecedented freedoms where young 

Germans were living according to new values and where young Englishmen could escape from the 

repressiveness of British society. Spender claims that he wishes to avoid presenting Weimar 

Germany and the young Germans he met in 1929 through the filter of the impending doom of 

Fascism, which is why he does not take his narrative beyond 1932: 

To have advanced Part Two to 1933, would have been effectively to have transformed 
them [the Germans he met] by extinguishing them. The political interpretation of 
everything preceding 1933 by everything succeeding it would have made them and German 
youth during the period of the Weimar Republic seem irrelevant to the post-1914 violent 
and war-torn twentieth century. The Temple is pre-thirties and pre-political.717 

 

Spender´s insistence on presenting 1929 as a crucial turning point in German history and, 

effectively, as the end of the Weimar Republic, the end of a brief but important interlude of peace 

between two wars, gives an interesting insight into the nature of retrospective accounts of the 

Weimar Republic. Spender’s timeline, according to which the end of the Weimar Republic 

coincided with the end of Spender’s first German summer, intertwines the historical reality of the 

economic crisis which began to take effect in the autumn of 1929 with the personal experience of 

Spender’s slight disenchantment with Germany as his first visit came to an end. As I will explain 

in the following analysis of the manuscript of The Temple, the slight dip in Spender’s enthusiasm for 

Germany, or more specifically for the group of friends he had met in Hamburg, had little to do 

with politics. In retrospect, however, the Germany of Spender’s early naïve enthusiasm is declared 

to be the ‘real’ Weimar Republic while the Germany of his later, more critical and informed 

observations is presented as already being removed from the golden Weimar era, a country on the 

path to Fascism.  

Spender did not experience Germany prior to 1929 and his early perception of Germany as a liberal 

paradise was certainly influenced by Christopher Isherwood’s and W. H. Auden’s fascination with 

the country, as well as the fact that Spender was living with a wealthy and extremely cultured family 

in Hamburg and moved among well-educated, open-minded and comparatively carefree young 

Germans of the urban Bürgertum. In the introduction to the published version of The Temple, 

Spender writes of his protagonist Paul: 
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In the first part of The Temple Paul believes that he is sharing a 'new life' with German 
friends – a happiness to be found in Weimar Germany. There is bitter irony then in the fact 
that he should do so in that country which within four years was to be taken over by the 
Nazis who imposed on it, through their tyranny, the most rigid censorship. There is, 
however, in the first half of the novel some sense of terrible events to come which cast 
their shadows over my young German characters.718 

 

These shadows were inserted during Spender’s reworking of the novel and do not appear in the 

manuscript. On the one hand, Spender declares the narrative of his novel to be “pre-thirties and 

pre-political” and recognizes the problem of erasing the positive narrative of the Weimar Republic 

by interpreting “everything preceding 1933 by everything succeeding it”. On the other hand, by 

adding a second part set in 1932 and by scattering hints about the impending darkness throughout 

the first part (set in 1929), he does exactly what he claims to want to avoid – he presents his early 

experience of Germany through the lens of “everything succeeding it”.  

Like Isherwood’s Berlin, Spender’s Hamburg is a complex palimpsest of several layers of 

autobiographical fiction. The first published account appears in his 1951 autobiography World 

Within World. He begins the description of his time in Germany with a look at the Hamburg he 

encountered when he returned to Germany in the summer of 1945:  

All legends of the living city have been superseded by the legend of the dead one. In a great 
air raid, when fire bombs were dropped in a ring around the centre of the city, the immense 
heat of the fire caused a whirlwind in which flames rushed from building to building, and 
thousands of people were roasted alive.719 

 

Standing, so to speak, amidst the rubble of the destroyed city, Spender reflects on his first summer 

in Hamburg in 1929 and on the impossibility of salvaging his original impressions of the city from 

the devastation of war:  

In all my memories of Germany these great wrecks rise up between me and my past. […] 
and now it is difficult for me to think of my first evening in Hamburg […] without 
remembering that then I was conscious of a wrecked city in the future, as now I am 
conscious of an undamaged one behind today’s ruins.720 

 

The two published versions of Spender’s ‘Weimar experience’ – the chapter on Germany in World 

within World and the version of The Temple published in 1988 – both heavily imply the young author’s 

awareness of “a wrecked city in the future” even as he was enjoying a long lazy summer of parties, 
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hiking and sunbathing with his German friends in 1929. As is the case with Isherwood’s multi-

layered autobiographical writings, it is important to remember that Spender’s autobiography World 

Within World is no less a conscious construction of his own story than his autobiographical novel 

The Temple. In the 1987 introduction to The Temple, Spender writes that he has previously used the 

original manuscript of the novel for the Hamburg sections of World within World and while 

reworking the novel, he has in turn drawn on his autobiography. On the process of character 

development for the published novel he comments: “I found that I could not invent purely 

fictitious characters to fit into an autobiographical novel. I could draw only on memories of people 

I knew, developing their characters according to the requirements of fiction and of hindsight.”721 

He goes on to explain that the novel, as it would be published in 1988, is “a complex of memory, 

fiction and hindsight.”722 Hindsight, he writes, made him realize that the manuscript referred back 

to the First World War and how “1929 was the turning point of the entre deux guerres, something 

of which I seemed prophetically conscious in the poem ‘In 1929’ which I wrote that year.”723 This 

explanation is particularly interesting because there is, in fact, hardly any reference made to the 

First World War in the manuscript, whereas in the reworked version of the novel, Spender scatters 

reference to the war throughout. With hindsight, of course, what little mention there is of the war 

in the manuscript might appear like a premonition of new wars to come. Unlike the manuscript of 

The Temple, Spender’s poem In 1929 does indeed contain an eerily accurate prediction of a possible 

war to come in ten years from 1929, although, as I will further explain below, the poem is less 

accurate in its prediction of the potential aggressor in such a war.  

It is impossible to know how much of Spender’s Germany is ‘real’ in the sense that it reflects the 

author’s true feelings towards the country at the time he lived there but I argue that we can arrive 

at a better understanding of his process of autobiographical writing and re-writing by comparing 

the published versions of Spender’s ‘Weimar experience’ from the 1950s and 1980s with the earliest 

surviving draft: the unpublished manuscript of The Temple kept at the Harry Ransom Centre in 

Texas. It consists of a diary (presumably a slightly reworked version of Spender’s original diary 

from the summer and autumn of 1929), as well as several literary sketches of people he met during 

his time in Hamburg. The manuscript differs from later accounts in many crucial aspects. Most 

importantly, there is no sense of impending doom, no consciousness of “a wrecked city in the 

future” to be found and while there is a slight hint of a budding awareness of the political situation 
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in Germany, this is subsumed under the overarching theme of a young man looking for his place 

in the world and does not constitute a central theme of the narrative. 

In order to sort through the layers of Spender’s literary depictions of the Weimar Republic, it is 

helpful to first establish the autobiographical facts of his time in Germany. Sometime in early 1929, 

while he was a student at Oxford University, Spender was introduced by friends to a young man 

from Germany, Erich Alport,724 a former Cambridge student who was six years older than Spender. 

Alport invited Spender to visit him at his family’s home in Hamburg over the summer. In his 1951 

autobiography World within World, Spender writes that his connection to Germany long predates 

this first visit. After the early death of his mother, he was raised mainly by his maternal 

grandmother, who encouraged his interests in modern art and modern literature. She was of 

German descent and her husband, Spender’s grandfather, had been a German Jew. Her sympathies 

with the Germans, Spender writes, instilled in him a sense of his German and Jewish heritage which 

he retrospectively uses to explain his sensitivity and introversion which at times made him feel like 

an outsider at school.725 Spender also credits the reports of W. H. Auden and Christopher 

Isherwood, who had visited Germany a few months earlier, with sparking his interest in the 

country, although in contrast to the published novel, which features fictional versions of Auden 

and Isherwood, the manuscript of The Temple does not mention them or their influence, nor is the 

narrator’s German-Jewish heritage mentioned.  

Spender arrived in Hamburg in late July 1929 and returned to England in September, after a trip 

to the Baltic seacoast and a walking tour along the Rhine. He was back in Hamburg by November 

of the same year and stayed until the end of the year. In the summer of 1930, he returned to 

Germany and spent some months in Berlin with Christopher Isherwood. Between 1930 and 1933, 

Spender spent “about 6 months out of every year” in Germany.726 

All versions of Spender’s first Hamburg visit – the 1929/1931 manuscript, his 1951 autobiography 

and the 1988 published version of The Temple - mention his uncomfortable relationship with his 

German host (who had developed unrequited romantic feelings for his visitor) and Spender’s 

general dislike for the family he was staying with. In their various literary guises, Spender portrays 

the Alport family as stuffy, repressed, snobbish and bourgeois. His portrayal of the lady of the 
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house and her close relationship with her son are especially negative. Her husband is not mentioned 

in the manuscript and only makes a brief appearance in the published novel.  

In real life, the Alport family consisted of Leo and Valery Alport and their two children, Anna, 

born in 1894 (whom Spender does not mention) and Eric, born in 1903. The Alports were a 

wealthy, assimilated and influential Jewish family. Valery Alport was co-owner of the Beiersdorf 

group, one of the biggest manufacturers of personal care products in Germany. Her husband Leo 

Alport was chairman of the board. Before the First World War, Valery Alport had studied art 

history in Paris where she had begun to buy expressionist paintings. By the time Spender visited 

Hamburg, she had amassed an impressive collection of modern art, including paintings by Chagall 

and Van Gogh. She was also a collector and supporter of the painters of the Hamburgische Sezession, 

a group of young German expressionists formed in 1919. Valery Alport especially supported the 

German-Jewish painter Anita Rée (who in 1933 was driven to suicide by the Nazi government’s 

defamation and persecution of Jewish artists) and regularly hosted cultural events at the Alport 

family home in Hamburg.727 

Spender does not mention the real identity of the Alport family or anything about their life after 

his visit in his autobiography or the introduction to the published version of The Temple. The only 

character whose real identity he unveils is “Joachim”, the character based on Herbert List, who by 

the time of the publication of The Temple had found international fame as a photographer. List was 

the son of a Hamburg coffee merchant and was introduced to Spender by Erich Alport. In 1929 

List was working in the family business and pursuing photography as a hobby. As an opponent of 

the Nazi regime, he left Germany for Paris in 1935 and began to work full-time as a photographer. 

In the introduction to The Temple, Spender states that he did not see List “Between 1929 and the 

early 1950s” and adds: “The later passages about Joachim are invention.”728  

Herbert List is referred to as “Joachim” in the various versions of Spender’s account, while 

Spender’s host Erich Alport becomes “Dr Jessel” in World within World and “Ernst Stockmann” in 

The Temple. These synonyms are already used in the manuscript of The Temple, in which the Alports 

become the Stockmanns and List becomes “Joachim”, while the narrator is referred to as “S.”. The 

name “Stockmann”, which literally translates to “stick man” is perhaps an allusion to the Ernst 

Stockmann’s discomfort with his body, which the narrator observes. It is difficult to tell, however, 

if Spender’s knowledge of German was at the time sufficient to make such allusions deliberately.  
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The question of when exactly The Temple was originally written also proves difficult to answer. 

Spender scholars agree that a first draft was finished in Germany in November 1929729 and that 

several rewrites occurred in the following years. The only known surviving manuscript version is 

the one that Spender sold to the Harry Ransom Center. While the manuscript is dated 1929 in the 

archive’s database, it contains an epilogue written by Spender in 1931, which reveals it to be a 

reworked version of the 1929 original, compiled in 1931. The extent of his reworking, however, 

remains unclear.  

 Surprisingly, neither John Sutherland, author of Spender’s authorized biography, nor other 

Spender scholars such as David Leeming or scholars of the ‘Auden group’, such as Norman Page, 

seem to have consulted the manuscript, an oversight which may have contributed to the confusion 

over the question when the novel was written. David Leeming claims that in 1930 Spender rewrote 

the novel and called it Escaped730 and that during a long stay in Berlin in the spring and summer of 

1932, Spender was working on the novel again, this time calling it The Soldier’s Disease.731 This last 

claim at least is contradicted by a look at the manuscript kept in Texas. The backs of some pages 

of the handwritten manuscript of The Temple contain drafts for several short stories and what could 

be the beginning of a novel entitled The Soldier’s Disease, also handwritten by Spender and carefully 

crossed out, presumably when he compiled the pages of The Temple in 1931. None of the drafts 

contains themes or characters similar to those of The Temple, which suggests that Spender was 

working on several different pieces of fiction during his time in Germany, some of which have 

subsequently been mistaken for early versions of The Temple.  

In the introduction to the published novel, Spender recalls “typing out several copies of a slightly 

later version of The Temple [i.e. later than the handwritten 1931 manuscript], which I sent to 

friends, among them Auden, Isherwood, William Plomer certainly – to get their views about it  - 

and a copy to Geoffrey Faber, my publisher.”732 According to David Leeming another friend of 

Spender, the writer Rosamond Lehmann, also “read it and suggested changes”733 and according to 

Spender himself, ''Virginia Woolf  read it, was fascinated by it, and told me to scrap it. So I did. She 

said that nobody should publish before the age of  30.''734 

Spender himself later suspected, not unreasonably, that when Isherwood advised him not to 

publish his autobiographical debut novel, he was trying to prevent Spender from claiming Germany 
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as his literary territory before Isherwood could finish his own Berlin fiction. In fact, while the 

published version of The Temple follows a conventional narrative structure, the manuscript, with its 

diary sections interspersed with literary portraits of the people Spender encountered, bears a 

remarkable resemblance to the structure of Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin (1938), suggesting that 

Isherwood might have taken some inspiration from the work whose publication he had 

discouraged. This impression is strengthened by the resemblances between the walking tour along 

the Rhine during which Spender’s protagonist Paul observes the relationship between Joachim and 

his much younger working-class lover Heinrich and the trip to Rügen island described in Goodbye 

to Berlin during which Isherwood’s narrator observes a similar relationship between his English 

friend Peter and Peter’s young German lover Otto. (Confusingly, Isherwood’s version of the 

holiday was actually based on a trip he took with his young German lover and his friend Stephen 

Spender, who in reality inhabited the position of an observer that Isherwood gives to his 

autobiographical narrator in the novel.) 

As John Sutherland explains, the manuscript seems to have undergone significant changes during 

the early 1930s. In a letter written to Isherwood in the winter of 1934, Spender announced  

that he was ‘going to completely rewrite The Temple. I have a really good idea of it now’: 
The point about The Temple is that it is a legend. The characters must have no nationality, 
the scene must be invented as the book goes along, because it is their dream. What I realized 
in my new vision of this book is that the walk down the river represents an attempt to 
return to their childhood. Obviously,  this must be contrasted with some sort of an attempt 
to have sex with a woman in Part One and Two. It is the reaction from that. The hero must 
be the kind of person who has invented some external standard of criticism which is so real 
that everything he does seems fantasy. Like the Marxist criticism of bourgeois art. He must 
end the book by violently rejecting the whole world of fantasy. I think he must decide to 
take a job, perhaps to be the assistant to a factory inspector. That really exactly suits his 
social position: it fits him into the machine of wealth, work and Happiness.’”735 

 

Sutherland comments that “[t]he proposed ending is so grotesque that one wonders whether 

Stephen is pulling his friend’s leg or clowning.”736 

While it is impossible to say how serious Spender’s plans for the novel were, it does not seem 

improbable to me that he contemplated these changes in earnest in the early years of the Hitler 

regime. This 1934 vision of The Temple completely rejects any sympathies for or fascination with 

the spirit of the German youth movement, their nostalgic reverence for the past and rejection of 

mechanical progress. What seems most striking about this vision of The Temple is the possibility 
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736 Ibid., 93. 



 200 

that in 1934, a year after the Nazi’s violent rise into power, Spender contemplated erasing the 

nationality of his characters. The manuscript is remarkably unconcerned with the question of 

nationality, while the narrative of the published novel emphasizes the differences between English 

and German characters and creates a palpable distance between Paul the Englishman and ‘the 

Germans’. If Spender’s 1934 idea is to be taken seriously, he seems to have initially moved the 

focus of the plot even further away from questions of nationality and from the political realities of 

the Weimar Republic. 

The manuscript at the Harry Ransom Center consists of 177 continuously numbered handwritten 

pages and another 33 handwritten pages that contain a very slightly altered version of one section 

of the first 177 pages. For the first 177 pages, which I will be referring to as “the manuscript” 

hereafter, Spender provides the following list of contents: 

Part One.  A Journal (July 1929)  
Part Two. (Four Dreams) (July -August 1929):  

1) Ernst Soliloquizes 
2) The Trip to the Baltic 
3) Joachim Soliloquizes 
4) Variety 

Part Three. (September 1929) 
1) Köln 
2) The Tour Down the Rhine 

Part Four. (November 1929) 
1) From my Journal 
2) Joachim and Heinrich 
3) Ernst and Willy 
4) From my Journal 
5) Joachim 

Part Five. Epilogue (1931)737 
 

While the 1931 version begins with the narrator’s arrival in Hamburg, the published novel begins 

with an “English prelude” which tells the story of the narrator Paul Schoner’s unhappy infatuation 

with one of his fellow students during his time at Oxford University. Through this prelude, the 

novel contrasts the ease in both hetero- and homosexual encounters the narrator observes among 

                                                            
737 In the last section, the two-page epilogue dated “Berlin, July 1931”, Spender describes how he recently “read 
through bits of my old journal, my notes for fiction, and some scraps about my life in Hamburg, in 1929, when I 
first came to Germany (…)”. He adds that the effect of reading his old notes was so strong that “(…) I felt I could 
not proceed with my other work until I had rewritten them and put them together into some sort of unity. The 
result of my work during the past few weeks is this book.” It remains unclear if the 33 pages that follow the 
epilogue and which present a slightly altered version of “Part Four (November 1929)” are part of the original 
1929 draft or an alternative version produced during the 1931 rewriting. If they do belong to the 1929 original 
this would suggest that, at least in the case of “Part Four”, Spender’s 1931 alterations were mostly stylistic and 
that the contents of the original 1929 version were not changed significantly.  
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the young Germans in Hamburg (and partakes in himself) with the sexual and romantic frustration 

the narrator experiences during his university days in England. Following the prelude, the novel is 

divided into two parts, entitled “Children of the Sun” and “Towards the Dark”, a division that 

does not occur in the manuscript. The second part is based on Part Four of the manuscript, but 

instead of November 1929 the plot is now set in November 1932, and Spender lets the characters 

he has introduced in Part One face the looming prospect of Nazi rule over Germany, a notion that 

is entirely absent from the manuscript.  

Large parts of the manuscript feature a first person narrator called S. who, in the sparse physical 

and autobiographical details that he reveals about himself, resembles Stephen Spender. The literary 

sketches in Part Two and Four of the manuscript, which do not appear in the 1988 version of the 

novel, are written in the third person, with the exception of ‘Joachim Soliloquizes’ and ‘Ernst 

Soliloquizes’. Here Spender enters the perspective of Ernst and Joachim respectively and lets the 

characters reflect on their lives and relationships, as well as on their feelings about “S.”, the visiting 

Englishman.  

In the published version of the novel, the lengthy diary sections of the manuscript which record 

(or claim to record) the developing events in Hamburg with great immediacy are turned into a 

third-person past-tense narrative, with only occasional quotations from “Paul’s journal”. 

Part One of the published novel is a rewriting of Parts One and Three of the manuscript, i.e. of 

the 1929 diary of the narrator’s first weeks in Hamburg and of the two later diary-style sections 

that describe the excursion to Köln with Joachim and their walking tour along the Rhine. 

Additionally, Spender uses an excerpt from Part Two of the manuscript, the description of the trip 

to the Baltic, in Part One of the published novel, albeit in a heavily altered version.  

In the following I will take a closer look at the treatment of the portrayal of the Stockmann family 

and of the narrator’s friendship with Joachim in both the manuscript and later version of the same 

narrative published in Spender’s autobiography and in the published version of The Temple, as they 

are crucial to understanding how in re-writing the novel nearly six decades after the first draft, 

Spender re-positions his autobiographical narrator/protagonist to turn him from a naïve visitor 

who is fascinated by the Germans he encounters and who is preoccupied with the question how 

emulating these Germans might help his personal development, into a critical observer of the social 

and political conditions in Germany who instinctively senses a dark future on the horizon.  

 

II.7.b. The Stockmann family  
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John Sutherland writes about the difference between Spender’s approach to Germany and that of 

his friend Christopher Isherwood:  

[…] Spender was less exercised than Isherwood to reject the English bourgeoise – in the 
form of middle-class family and social intercourse. One of the attractions of Berlin for 
Isherwood, and his diet of ‘lung soup’ and boys, was that it confirmed his utter repudiation 
of a background which, however hard he tried to scrub it off, was indelibly ingrained into 
his being.738 

 

While Spender never went to the same extremes as Isherwood to try to erase his middle-class 

background and his Englishness by consciously performing working-class Germanness, his literary 

treatment of his Hamburg hosts, the Alport family, suggests that in the manuscript, which was 

dedicated to W. H. Auden, he was trying to pay tribute to Isherwood’s and Auden’s discomfort 

with the lifestyle, tastes and morals of the bourgeoisie.  

In his autobiography, Spender admits that the time he first discovered Germany fell into a period 

of “about three years” of his life which “I realize now, were lived precariously off the excitement 

of being with Isherwood.”739 He recalls how Isherwood’s overt rejection of intellectualism made 

him doubt his friendships with people who did not meet Isherwood’s approval, such as Gisa 

Soloweitschik, a young woman of Jewish-Lithuanian descent whom Spender had met as a student 

on a skiing holiday in Switzerland and reconnected with in Berlin. Gisa served as the model for 

Natalia Landauer in Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin, one of several unflattering portrayals of 

intellectual German Jews in the novel.740 In World within World, Spender recalls the uncomfortable 

encounters between Soloweitschik and Isherwood and his sense that “a struggle went on between 

them, with Gisa standing for Art and the things of the spirit, Christopher for human relationships 

and for war against all self-conscious aesthetic and intellectual pretensions.”741 Isherwood, it seems, 

fully expected his younger friend to follow his example:  “In his mood of hating intellectualism, he 

disapproved of my going to concerts, was bored when I attempted to discuss ideas, and was cold 

about friends with whom I shared intellectual interests.”742 

Living with a wealthy intellectual family such as the Alports provided Spender with the opportunity 

to produce a literary caricature of the German bourgeoisie that would meet Isherwood’s approval. 

However, in his later reworkings of the novel, the naïve condemnation of the ‘old’ Germany and 

the appreciation of the ‘new’ lifestyle of its young inhabitants had to be qualified somewhat, since 
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741 Spender, World within World, 128. 
742 Ibid. 
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the author was aware that many of these ‘new’ Germans would soon be supporters of the Nazi 

state and that German-Jewish families such as the Stockmanns would be persecuted and murdered.  

In both the manuscript and the published novel, soon after the narrator/protagonist’s arrival in 

Hamburg, Mrs Stockmann takes him on a tour of one of Hamburg’s most important art galleries, 

presumably the Kunsthalle. After admiring Picasso’s portrait of an absinthe drinker (according to 

the vivid description in the novel it must be Buveuse Assoupie (1902), a painting which belonged to 

the Alport family before it was confiscated by the Nazi regime, a fact that is not mentioned by 

Spender.), in a scene that does not appear in the manuscript, the protagonist moves on to a room 

of modern German art: 

Here were paintings in primary yellows, reds and blues – some of them crudely sketched 
on the bare canvas like graffiti on white walls – of jagged men and women grasping at each 
other’s jagged bodies in jagged pine-tree landscapes. They were pictures of the new 
Germans living their primitive lives of primitive passions, like ancient Saxons in tents with 
skins painted blue in woad and tearing out each other’s hearts. There was one man with 
penis erect like a spear approaching a bushy woman crouching against a backdrop of 
transparent crimson flames.743 

 

Mrs Stockmann implores Paul not to look at “those monstrosities” and calls them “disgusting, a 

disgrace to Germany that they should be there. Ein Skandal!”,744 before making Paul leave the 

gallery. Within the logic of the novel itself, it makes little sense that as an art collector Mrs 

Stockmann should be surprised and outraged by the presence of these modern paintings in the 

gallery. It is even less likely that this scene was based on an experience Spender had with the real-

life model for Mrs Stockmann, Valery Alport, since she was a well-known patron of artists whose 

style was not far removed from the paintings described in the novel. Nor is the style of painting 

described here typical of the ‘new Germany’ of the Weimar Republic, as Spender seems to imply. 

Rather, the primitive nudes with “jagged bodies in jagged pine tree landscapes” call to mind the 

artists of pre-war German expressionism, especially those of the group Die Brücke, such as Ernst 

Ludwig Kirchner, Erich Heckel and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff whose bold experiments in style and 

colour had been on display in German galleries for more than twenty years by the time Spender 

arrived in Hamburg. Like Eddy Sackville – West, who claimed to have found the cultural life of 

1920s Germany “dominated […] by the characteristically teutonic movement known as 

Expressionism”, Spender seems unaware that the artistic innovations of the Weimar Republic were 
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to be found not in pre-war expressionist escapism but in more obviously political movements such 

as DADA and Neue Sachlichkeit.  

The association of the depicted figures with the “new Germans, living their primitive lives of 

primitive passions, like ancient Saxons in tents” reflects the fear that the social liberation of the 

Weimar Republic might herald a German return to barbarism, a fear that was voiced by other 

British observers, including D. H. Lawrence, as discussed above, but one that Spender seems to 

have introduced into his narrative only in retrospect. In doing so he, on the one hand, heightens 

the contrast between the liberated German youth and their parent generation – the former being 

embodied by Joachim and his ultra-modern Bauhaus style apartment, the latter by Mrs Stockmann 

and her house filled with heavy dark furniture and pre-war paintings - and on the other hand he 

enforces the idea that the British observer of the time could perceive a sense of impending doom 

overshadowing the Weimar Republic, a feeling that there was something dangerous and savage 

about these ‘new’ Germans and their “primitive passions” and that the country would sooner or 

later turn to savagery.  

Looking back on her first impressions of Germany in the mid-1920s, Madeleine Kent noted in 

1938: 

As I look back, I see very clearly why so many of us found post-War Germany exhilarating. 
Not only a new democracy but a new world seemed to be in the making there, and the 
people who were making it were too ardent and vital to be introspective. There was 
something primitive in them which kept them free from doubts as to whether what they 
were doing was worthwhile.745 

 

Here, the dynamic spirit of the young Republic, which Kent experienced in the mid-1920s, is 

retrospectively labelled “primitive” because it was focused on action rather than introspection. 

With the knowledge of hindsight, the spirit that attracted writers like Kent to Germany in the first 

place now appears sinister.  

As mentioned above, a central theme of Spender’s manuscript is the narrator’s difficult relationship 

with his German host Ernst Stockmann. The manuscript contains dozens of pages of analysis of 

Ernst’s character, his actions and the potential reasons for why the narrator is so repelled by him. 

The verdict that the narrator arrives at is that it is Ernst Stockmann’s need to impress people 

combined with his lack of any genuine talent that annoys him, as well as the fact that in his hopeless 

devotion to the narrator, Ernst reminds S. of his own behaviour towards “Marston”, a boy he fell 

in love with while at University. The unhappy relationship with Marston is only briefly alluded to 
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in the manuscript, whereas the “English prelude” of the published novel gives a more detailed 

account. The rejection that the narrator suffers in England is thereby contrasted with the sexual 

liberation he experiences in Germany. Here the published novel again diverts from the manuscript, 

in which the only erotic encounters between the narrator and his German acquaintances, are an 

unsolicited kiss by Ernst, a dance with a German girl called Irmi at Joachim’s party and a kiss with 

Joachim on their excursion to Cologne.   

In the manuscript, S. is so repulsed by Ernst that during a trip to Altamunde [sic] on the Baltic sea, 

he decides to spend the night sleeping in a forest by the beach, rather than share a room with Ernst. 

In the published novel, the same trip to the seaside culminates in two sexual encounters. Like S. in 

the manuscript, the protagonist Paul is less than thrilled by the idea of sharing a room with Ernst, 

but he does not refuse to do so, and neither does he reject Ernst’s advances during the night. Paul 

has sex with Ernst, his first sexual encounter ever, which leaves him feeling “like a prisoner” and 

like, despite the physical closeness to Ernst, he “could not have felt more separate from him had 

he been in Hamburg and Ernst in Altamunde.”746 After Ernst has fallen asleep, Paul leaves the 

room to go for a swim. By the sea he meets Irmi and has sex with her on the beach. This second 

sexual encounter is described in much more erotic terms than the awkward tryst with Ernst, and it 

leaves Paul “exultant” with happiness. As David Leeming puts it, the scene creates the sense that 

Spender lets his character have “cleansing ‘normal’ sex” following the homosexual encounter with 

Ernst.747  

It is not known whether Spender had an affair with Erich Alport or anyone else during his summer 

in Hamburg. In a letter to Christopher Isherwood sent from Hamburg in August 1929 he writes 

cryptically: “I was sort of a prostitute to my host in Hamburg. That is an exaggeration. Love, 

Stephen.”  In his 1951 autobiography, Spender distances himself from any real involvement with 

the sexual experimentation the ‘new’ Germans were prone to:  

I went to the bathing places, and I went to parties which ended at dawn with young people 
lying in one another’s arms. This life appeared to me innocuous, being led by people who 
seemed naked in body and soul, in the desert of white bones which was post-war Germany. 
Yet I walked through all this curiously unscathed. There was something about my 
appearance at this time, so inhibited, preoccupied, and physically nervous, that it prevented 
these young Germans from being drawn to me as they were drawn to one another. They 
looked at me and said: ‘Nicht schön, sondern interessant,’ or ‘unschuldig.’748 
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Again, this description differs significantly from the manuscript. Whereas the narrator of the 

manuscript berates himself for being too cerebral and awkward to fully join in with the lifestyle of 

the young Germans he encounters, Spender now frames this fact as a lucky escape from the only 

seemingly “innocuous” Germans for whom he was too “unschuldig” (innocent). The “desert of 

white bones” of post-war Germany evokes a bleakness and desperation which is in no way match 

the bourgeoise homes and lazy summer days spent by the swimming pool described in the 

manuscript of The Temple. The assertion that the Germans were more attracted to each other than 

to the foreigner marks the English visitor as an outsider to the world of the ‘new’ Germans of the 

Weimar Republic, a notion that is echoed in the published version of The Temple.  

In both the manuscript and the published version of the novel, the Stockmann’s fascination with 

English customs is presented as another detail that irritates the narrator / protagonist. Not only do 

Ernst’s careful use of the English language and his near-perfect accent annoy him, he also notes 

how ridiculous Ernst looks in his Cambridge blazer which he has kept from his University days in 

England and wears proudly despite having slightly outgrown it. In the middle of a party at Joachim’s 

apartment, which they attend together and which to the narrator of the manuscript represents 

everything “excitingly modern” about Germany, Ernst tells him that he in some ways prefers 

“English customs” and that his time in Cambridge was “perhaps […] the most wonderful 

experience of my life.”749 In his admiration of the narrator and his attempts to give himself a slightly 

English appearance, Ernst does, of course, present a mirror image to the narrator’s own attempts 

to escape his nationality, just as his clumsy romantic obsession with the narrator mirrors the 

narrator’s behaviour towards “Marston”. Both Ernst and the narrator project a desire to be 

different, to escape their own nationality, onto an image of the German or British ‘other’. In both 

cases image of the ‘other’ is a cliché (the impeccably dressed British gentleman in his Cambridge 

blazer, the sun-tanned, nature-loving German freed from social constraints) and in their encounter 

they are both uncomfortably confronted with the fact that the imagined ‘other’ is an unattainable 

construct.  

Frau Stockmann, too, has a traditional conception of Englishness and, in the published novel, is 

shocked when she learns that Paul associates with ‘modern’ young Germans like Joachim: “I always 

thought an English poet – such nice poetry they write, the Engländer, so admired in Hamburg – 

would not want to meet gemeine Leute – low people. In Hamburg we think of the English as so 

clean, upright, so respectable”.750 To Frau Stockmann, the young bohemians with their 

“decadence” are everything that is wrong with Germany: “Always going about naked! That’s what 
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began it all! In canoes at the end of this garden, boys and girls like those expressionist pictures we 

see in that Art Gallery!”751 The Stockmann’s upper-class conception of Englishness encompasses 

precisely the values from which that the narrator wishes to disassociate himself, whereas Ernst’s 

German friends, particularly Joachim and Willy, reveal to the narrator a new way of life that seems 

much more appealing.   

A small but important alteration that Spender made to the manuscript when he reworked it for 

publication concerns his narrator’s attitude towards the Stockmann family’s Jewishness. In the 

published version of The Temple, the narrator Paul Schoner repeatedly mentions his own Jewish 

heritage, and while Paul is repulsed by Ernst Stockmann’s advances, Ernst’s lack of physical charm 

is never associated with his Jewishness. By contrast, in the manuscript there is not a single mention 

of the narrator’s own Jewishness but in his description of Ernst Stockmann, Jewishness plays a 

prominent role. In the manuscript, S. is overcome with an uncanny sense of disgust from the very 

moment he meets Ernst on the platform in Hamburg and suddenly perceives him to be quite 

different from the young man he remembers meeting in Oxford: “[…] now for one moment, 

instead of seeing him as my suave, cultured, and harmless German-Jewish host, I saw him as 

someone whom I definitely dislike, despise, pity and am rather afraid of.”752  

In the taxi that takes them to the Stockmann’s home, the narrator contemplates Ernst Stockmann’s 

face:  

He is certainly intelligent. He speaks English almost perfectly, and in a careful way which 
makes one feel wary towards him. I looked at his face carefully in the half-light of the taxi. 
It is Jewish, of course, for the Stockmann’s are Jews, but it has a certain masked, aristocratic 
quality which Jewish faces sometimes have. It is refined, pale, sensitive, the nostrils, lifted 
half fearfully, half disdainfully, are almost decadent.753  

 

From the beginning, Ernst Stockmann is presented as somehow untrustworthy, as someone who 

appears to be one thing when he really is something else. His face is “refined” and “aristocratic” 

despite being Jewish. In his descriptions of the perceived hints of disdain and decadence in this, to 

the narrator, visibly Jewish face, Spender’s descriptions of Ernst Stockmann resemble Christopher 

Isherwood’s portrayal of the Jewish Bernhard Landauer in Goodbye to Berlin, whose smile is “soft, 

and yet curiously hostile” and to whom Isherwood’s narrator attributes the “arrogant humility of 

the east”. In both instances the narrator claims to perceive some uncanny otherness in the German-
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Jewish face, a sense that they are faced with a mask which serves to hide the ‘real’ nature of the 

person they are contemplating.  

This passage in which the narrator assesses Ernst’s face is missing from the published version of 

the novel and is replaced by a different discourse on Jewishness which does not appear in the 

manuscript: When he first arrives at the Stockmann household, Paul Schoner is questioned about 

his family and reveals that he had one paternal Jewish grandfather, who hailed from Germany (a 

detail which explains the protagonist’s Germanic surname ‘Schoner’). Mrs Stockmann immediately 

fixates to this aspect of the Schoner family tree, asking him if his grandparents go to Synagogue 

and when he answers that this is not the case, that in fact his grandfather is dead and his 

grandmother is a Quaker, Mrs Stockmann tells him: “‘Well, then you do not have to worry, they 

are not Jews […] Your family is English. In Germany here what count as Jews are from Eastern 

Europe […] not Germans who have been here a great many years.’”754 

In contrast to the manuscript, in the published novel Mrs Stockmann is not Jewish, but her husband 

hails from an assimilated Jewish family, making Ernst “technically, partly a Jew”755 and the target 

of anti-Semitic insults, as he tells the narrator in Part Two of the novel.756  Despite the fact that she 

was based on the Jewish Fanny Alport, in the published novel Mrs Stockmann not only loses her 

Jewishness but becomes a character who voices disparaging sentiments about the place of Jews in 

German society, prompting the English narrator to emphasize his own Jewishness. 

In the manuscript, Ernst is described in contrast to his friends Willy and Joachim as too cultured 

and cerebral and somewhat artificial in his manner. There is, the narrator seems to suggest, 

something almost deceitful about his ability to speak several languages perfectly. In Part One of 

the manuscript, Ernst Stockmann’s friend Joachim tells the narrator: 

You know, what you have always to remember with Ernst is that he’s a Jew. Therefore, I 
think, too, he is an actor. He acts always, you know, in everything he does, hoping that he 
may make you like him.” 

“In many ways I feel sorry for him,” I said hypocritically. 

‘You feel sorry for him?’ Joachim said, looking cooly at me. ‘Why? Surely he is clever 
enough to look after himself.’  

‘I am sorry for him too, Joachim,’ said Willy. ‘It’s that he is clever but he seems able to do 
nothing to make himself happy, with all his cleverness.’” Joachim ends the conversation by 
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pointing out: “‘He is clever, he has money, he has friends, he has everything. What more 
could he want?’757 

 

Ernst’s “cleverness” is linked to his Jewishness and presented as a trait that excludes him from the 

uncomplicated happy lifestyle of his friends. In the published novel, Joachim utters the same 

sentiment about the connection between Ernst’s character flaws and his Jewishness, but in this 

version the protagonist Paul Schoner does not join in with the condemnation of Ernst, answering 

instead: “‘I am partly Jewish – half-Jewish in fact.’” 

“‘Oh, we don’t believe you, Paul!’”, answers Joachim’s lover Willy, “‘You are the most English 

Englishman I have ever met!’”758 By emphasizing his own Jewishness, the narrator of the published 

novel casts both Ernst and himself as outsiders in the ‘new’ Germany. Whereas in the manuscript, 

the narrator, Joachim and Willy are united by their dislike and mistrust of what they presume to be 

Ernst’s “Jewish” character traits, in the published novel the same scene becomes one in which the 

English narrator sees himself confronted with German anti-Semitism and counters it by revealing 

that he, “the most English Englishman” is also Jewish.  

Two pages on, Spender quotes an “Entry from Paul’s Notebook”, that is an excerpt from Part One 

of the manuscript. In it the narrator concedes that he has a far less liberated attitude towards his 

own body than some of the young Germans he has met and that in fact, in his love of intellectual 

pursuits he has a lot more in common with Ernst than with Joachim or Willy. “Of the people I 

have met here, the one with whom I have most in common is Ernst”, the note reads in both 

versions of the novel, but the published version adds a sentence that does not appear in the 

manuscript: “He and I are both Jewish.”759 Within a few pages, Paul Schoner has gone from having 

one paternal Jewish grandfather to being “half-Jewish”, to being “Jewish”. 

In the manuscript chapter “Ernst soliloquizes”, which is absent from the published novel, Spender 

enters the head of Ernst Stockmann and lets him reflect on his life and on his feelings towards his 

English visitor “S.”. Contemplating his physical weaknesses, including a congenital heart condition, 

Ernst is overcome by self-pity: 

‘And then I am a Jew’, he thought. ‘Have I had a chance?’ Combined with heart-failure, the 
picture of himself as a Jew was so touching that it reached out arm of self-pity [sic] which 
embraced the whole world and all the centuries. For a moment Ernst regarded himself as 
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the eternal, suffering, persecuted race in person – and the race suffering from heart-failure. 
It was too much.760  

 

The narrator of the manuscript clearly perceives Ernst Stockmann’s social awkwardness, his overly 

studied manner and his preoccupation with his health as typical of the ‘suffering, persecuted race’ 

and in his mocking portrayal sets him up as the polar opposite of his non-Jewish friends who 

inhabit their athletic bodies without shame and whom the narrator admires. In his original portrayal 

of Ernst Stockmann, Spender displays a preoccupation and discomfort with Stockmann’s 

Jewishness, which makes it seem likely that Spender felt the same discomfort towards the real-life 

Erich Alport. The manuscript constructs the character of Ernst Stockmann as a permanent outsider 

and emphasizes his Jewishness as a feature that makes him physically and spiritually different from 

his friends. At the same time, the narrator of the manuscript repeatedly mentions that he feels, or 

rather fears, that in his own true nature he resembles Ernst much more than he does Joachim or 

Willy. 

It is, of course, not surprising that in a reworking the material decades after the Second World War 

and in full knowledge of the atrocities that the Germans committed against Europe’s Jewish 

population, Spender chose to remove his autobiographical narrator’s anti-Semitic sentiments from 

the narrative. He goes even further by giving his protagonist a distant Jewish heritage (similar to 

Spender’s own) and letting him react to German anti-Semitism by embracing his own Jewishness. 

This creates a sense of a specifically German preoccupation with Jewishness, which the manuscript 

does not reflect, and it helps to distance the English protagonist from the Germans he encounters. 

In retrospect, Spender repositions his fictional alter-ego in the historical context of the Weimar 

Republic in such a way that his opinions reflect the knowledge and sensitivity of the author in the 

1980s, rather than in the 1920s.  

The absence of any reference to the author’s own Jewish heritage in the manuscript of The Temple, 

also calls into question the above-mentioned sections of his 1951 autobiography in which he links 

his interest in Germany to his distant German-Jewish heritage, a heritage that he also uses to explain 

his feeling like an “outsider” in England. More likely, Spender’s Jewish heritage assumed 

importance in his self-conception in the early 1930s, as he witnessed the Nazi’s rise to power. In 

the face of Nazi atrocities, the idealized image of Weimar Germany which he had fashioned for 

himself – a Weimar Germany in which the Jewish Ernst Stockmann was already an outsider – 
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needed to be reassessed and in taking a stance against fascism throughout the 1930s, Spender begun 

to look upon his own Jewish heritage as a mark of distinction rather than a source of discomfort.  

In his autobiography, Spender speaks of his “feeling, especially during the 1930’s, that I was 

Jewish.”761 The recognition of his Jewishness is portrayed as a deliberate choice: “Having mixed 

blood really puts one in the position of being able to choose whether or not to think of oneself as 

a Jew. One has the power, more or less, to become what one thinks.”762 According to Spender’s 

autobiography, during his childhood, the fact that his family was “at least a quarter Jewish” was 

“passed over in silence or with slight embarrassment”.763 During his school days, Spender perceived 

himself as having “more in common with the sensitive, rather soft, inquisitive, interior Jewish boys, 

than with the aloof, hard, external English.”764 Part of his Jewish qualities, Spender claims, are “a 

vulnerability, a tendency to self-hatred and self-pity, an underlying perpetual mourning amounting 

at times to spiritual defeatism, about my own nature”. He also admits that “although I was never 

antisemitic, I despised some of these qualities in myself which I thought of as Jewish, and my 

feeling for the English was at times almost like being in love with an alien race.”765  

The narrator of the manuscript of The Temple, too, is “in love with an alien race”, only that in this 

case it is the Germans, not the English, whom he admires.  The narrator struggles with what he 

perceives as his own over-developed intellectual side and underdeveloped physicality. The 

encounter with Ernst’s friends fills him with the desire to belong to this group, to conform with 

their norms and abandon his individuality. At the same time, he is disgusted with Ernst’s efforts to 

do the same. Ernst’s attempts at physical fitness are ridiculed by the narrator, and his naked body 

is observed as an alien entity between the bodies of his friends.  In Ernst the narrator sees his own 

failings reflected, Ernst is the extreme version of his own qualities which he is trying to escape.  

 

II.7.c Joachim and Heinrich 
 

The party at Joachim’s flat, which Ernst and the narrator attend shortly after his arrival in Hamburg, 

is a pivotal scene of the published novel which also appears in the first diary section of the 

manuscript and in Spender’s autobiography World with World. In this scene, Spender establishes the 

aesthetic of his ‘new’ Germany. Joachim’s flat, located on the eighth floor of an apartment building, 
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is sparsely equipped with steel furniture and decorative objects “especially made in Dessau”,766 

where at the time the Bauhaus school of design was located. It is flooded with light and presents 

an aesthetic counterpoint to the darkness and bourgeois clutter of the Stockmann mansion.  

If the apartment itself is the embodiment of the look of the ‘new’ Germany, then the party Joachim 

holds in it embodies its spirit. Looking at his fellow guests, the narrator muses: 

In this room they all had an appearance which I at once excitedly commended as ‘modern’. 
They were bronze-skinned, dressed softly and daintily; the boys seemed girlish, whilst the 
girls were masculine. For all this there was something courageous in their appearance and 
none of them seemed to me the least vulgar.767  

 

Through the course of the night, they drink absinthe, talk, dance and share kisses without 

inhibitions. Some, like Ernst and the narrator, are attracted to both men and women, while others, 

like Joachim and Willy, share what the narrator thinks of as an “ideal friendship”, i.e. a homosexual 

relationship that goes beyond the physical sexual act.  

In the manuscript, the party is described as a wholly positive experience. Despite his continuing 

irritation with his host Ernst Stockmann, the narrator S. is fascinated by Ernst’s friends and their 

lifestyle, especially by the enigmatic Joachim and his boyfriend Willy, who is described as blonde, 

bronzed and athletic – the physical embodiment of what the narrator perceives to be the ‘new’ 

Germany. In the published version, however, Spender introduces a party guest who is not present 

in the manuscript and who breaks the idyllic mood of the manuscript version: “Paul, you must 

meet Fedi,” Joachim tells him. “He is a heroic Zeppelin commander, shot down by the wicked 

English when he was innocently bombing their contemptible little island – weren’t you, Fedi?”.768 

As Paul and Fedi talk about Fedi’s experiences during the war, Paul is reminded that he saw a 

German zeppelin fly over his parents’ house in Sheringham when he was seven years old. “Ja, that 

must have been us”, Fedi says, putting his arm around Paul.769 “Paul was English and Fendi was 

German, but now ten years after the War all the hatred between nations had leaked away like the 

gas from the airship’s envelope”, Spender writes.770 This reference to the war contributes to an 

image of the Weimar Republic as a fleeting moment of peace between two Anglo-German 

conflicts, a notion that is absent from the original manuscript.  

As mentioned above, in the manuscript, Joachim’s apartment contains “a great many books on art, 
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some novels in German, French and English, and some books on philosophy”. Joachim tells the 

narrator that he does not read much anymore: “After my day’s business, I bathe always with Willy, 

or some other friends. Then, for the weekends I go away, too. I like the sun mostly, and doing 

things, not reading.”771 As mentioned above, in the published novel Joachim’s sparse library 

contains a copy of Grimm’s fairy tales illustrated with “black woodcuts of forests, castles, maidens, 

knights, horses, heraldry and monsters done in the expressionist style, clear, crude, sinister, printed 

very black.” Joachim tells Paul: “Often I lie down late at night and look at the woodcuts and think 

they are about the lives of people I know. The illustrations seem to fill my head as though it were 

a cavern with them on its walls.”772 This reference to Grimm’s fairy tales does not appear in the 

manuscript. Joachim’s attachment to the stories retrospectively enforces the idea that the atrocities 

of the Nazi state were made possible by a particular German inclination to cruelty to which 

Grimm’s fairy tales had made a long-standing cultural contribution. Following this notion, the 

Allied Forces banned the Grimm stories from German curricula and school libraries after the 

Second World War, as part of their effort to ‘re-educate’ the German nation.773 Like Paul’s 

encounter with the paintings of the ‘new Germany’ in the Hamburg art gallery, this scene again 

links the movement of German expressionism with a return to a dark and ‘sinister’ German past. 

Standing in the middle of his light-filled, ultra-modern Bauhaus apartment, Joachim’s mind is quite 

literally filled with dark shadows of Germany’s past. The fact that to Joachim the illustrations 

represent not ancient stories set in imaginary kingdoms, but the reality of people he knows creates 

the image of a young Germany that beneath all its apparent lightness and modernity is hiding dark 

urges and the scars of recent battles.   

In the manuscript, S. is impressed by the lifestyle of Ernst Stockmann and his friends who spend 

their days swimming and sunbathing and their nights partying in Joachim’s modern apartment or 

in the bars of the Reeperbahn. Everything about their life seems light and uncomplicated and lying 

in the sun by the swimming pool, S. experiences an epiphanic moment: 

The whole train of my consciousness, the funeral procession of worry which accompanies 
me always, the separate life of thought which unfolds independently of physical [ word 
indecipherable] and of all my acts, was now blotted out by this enormous light, in the same 
way as across a photograph a blur of white will dissolve the substantial image of a house or 
of a man. Physically the sun seemed to penetrate to my very bones. I felt it as though it 
sucked the poisonous moisture from me and drew me towards it. I was no longer an 
individual but part of the radiance diffused through all the universe.774  
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Initially, S. thinks that if he could be more like these Germans with their relaxed attitude towards 

work, love, sex and the future and their lack of preoccupation with matters of the mind, if he could 

abandon his individuality to become part of this group, he might be happier. “I see now that I am 

more consciously happy in Hamburg that I have ever been before”, he notes soon after his arrival. 

“I feel as if a completely new life has begun for me.” This new life, he feels, will help him overcome 

his discomfort with his own physicality: “Perhaps after all I may become a complete person: not 

merely a cultured person who has been forced to overdevelop the spiritual side of him because he 

is incapable of being really human and possessing a body as well as a soul.” 

Soon, however, the narrator grows somewhat annoyed with the young Germans’ preoccupation 

with the body and their obsession with exercise: 

I must say that now, after I have been in Germany for only about two months – I am 
beginning to tire of the self-conscious insistence of so many of these people on the body: 
of their worship of it, as though it were a temple. Why can’t people be natural? Why can’t 
they accept themselves for what they are?775 

 

Observing a group of Germans, their skin leathered by the sun, exercising during his trip to 

Cologne, the narrator begins to feel that there is something ridiculous about the adherence to the 

cult of the body and the group conformity that comes with it. Towards the end of the manuscript, 

he arrives at the conclusion that a happy medium must be possible – that one can be social and 

outgoing and still dedicate oneself to intellectual pursuits.  

In later reworkings of his Hamburg experience, Spender uses the sun as a symbol for a whole 

generation of German’s attitude towards life. In World within World he writes: “The sun – symbol 

of the great wealth of nature within the poverty of man – was a primary social force in Germany.”776 

He goes on to claim that for the young Germans of the Weimar Republic: 

The sun healed their bodies of the years of war, and made them conscious of the quivering, 
fluttering life of blood and muscles covering their exhausted spirits like the pelt of an 
animal: and their minds were filled with an abstraction of the sun, a huge circle of fire, an 
intense whiteness blotting out the sharp outlines of all other forms of consciousness, 
burning out even the sense of time. During their leisure, all their powers of thought were 
sucked up, absorbed into the sun, as moisture evaporates from the soil.777  
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Here, the moment of contentment experienced by the English narrator of the manuscript, who 

feels like the sun beating down on Germany during the summer of 1929 has healing qualities and 

alleviates him of all his worries about the future, is transformed into an attitude applied not to 

Spender himself but to a whole generation of Germans who let their critical thought be erased by 

an all-consuming fixation on the sun, which can be read as a fixation on pleasure. It suggests a 

country that, as a consequence of its war-time exhaustion, chose to focus only on the present and 

unknowingly slid towards fascism. The description of the sun as a “huge circle of fire” also echoes 

Spender’s description in the same chapter of his autobiography of the effects of the air raids on 

Hamburg, “when fire bombs were dropped in a ring around the centre of the city”, and “thousands 

of people were roasted alive.”778 The “abstractions of the sun”, which filled the minds of Spender’s 

Weimar Republic youths call to mind the Nazi’s Hakenkreuz (swastika) symbol, derived from an 

ancient Hindu symbol for the sun. The healing sun of the manuscript has become a sinister and 

destructive force. While in the manuscript of The Temple it penetrates the narrator to the bones and 

sucks “poisonous moisture” from his body, in World within World, it shines over a Weimar Republic 

described as a “desert of white bones”, a reference to the dead of both the war past and the war 

soon to come. 

As mentioned above, decades before the publication of The Temple, Spender used a section of the 

manuscript in his 1951 autobiography World within World. Spender’s description of a party he 

attended at the modern apartment of Joachim (aka Herbert List) in World Within World is taken 

almost word for word from the 1931 manuscript of The Temple. He also uses excerpts of the 

manuscript description of the walking tour along the Rhine but retrospectively offers a very 

different account of his own feelings about the excursion. At the start of their trip, Joachim and 

the narrator meet Heinrich, a beautiful German working-class youth whom Joachim instantly falls 

in love with. The narrator of the manuscript, who is himself attracted to Joachim, is initially jealous 

but grows to like Heinrich.  “Joachim and Heinrich started singing German songs all the time that 

we were walking.”, reads the 1931 version. “By now I had entirely forgotten my feelings of jealousy 

and I derived a new pleasure from being with them both when they were so happy.”779 

In Spender’s 1951 autobiography he draws on the manuscript to describe his walking tour along 

the Rhine, but the above passage is altered to read:  

Heinrich and Joachim walked along in an exalted mood, singing in turn the songs of Hamburg 
and of Bavaria. (Heinrich was from Bavaria.) I could not join in these songs and I realized that 
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after all there was something exclusive about this Germany which included the bronzed, the 
athletic, the good-looking and the smart, but shut out the old, the intellectual and the ugly.780 

 

Notably, Spender continues to use the fictional names he has given to Herbert List (Joachim) and 

his real-life companion Franz Büchner (Heinrich) in his autobiography. In the 1931 manuscript, 

the episode of the walking tour along the Rhine focusses on interpersonal relations, on the 

narrator’s attraction to Joachim and his feelings of inadequacy in the face of the young attractive 

Bavarian who joins them. During the Rhine episode, as throughout the entire novel, the narrator 

is caught between his desire to cast off the shackles of intellectualism and introspection and live 

only for the moment, as Joachim, Willy and their friends seem to be able to do, and his desire to 

be a writer and pursue a life of the mind. Initially, he is full of admiration for the ‘new’ German 

way of life, but in time the constant preoccupation with the body and the rejection of the intellect 

strike him as shallow. There is, however, no indication in the 1931 manuscript, that this ‘new’ 

Germany is about to “shut out the old, the intellectual and the ugly”. Looking back with the 

knowledge of the rise of the Third Reich, in Spender’s autobiography, Joachim’s rejection of the 

narrator for a blonde young German is interpreted as a foreshadowing of Nazi politics.  

The transformation of the character of Heinrich from the manuscript to the published novel can 

be used to further illustrate the changes in Spender’s approach to the Weimar Republic. In the 

manuscript, Heinrich appears at a moment when the friendship between S. and Joachim is 

promising to turn physical, and the narrator initially observes Joachim’s increasing infatuation with 

Heinrich with dismay. He has to admit that Heinrich is beautiful, but there is something about him 

he does not trust: “When he was talking, as I watched his face I was reminded of a photograph in 

which behind the real image, there was a scarcely discernible second image, a ghost image. The 

ghost image I saw behind Heinrich was that of someone old and cunning and commonplace.”781 

In the manuscript, these initial feelings about Heinrich dissipate along with the narrator’s jealousy 

as he mentally begins to distance himself from Joachim and the ideas that Joachim and his friends 

have come to represent for him. “I was living in a world of my ideas about people, not of real 

people,” he thinks as he realizes that his devotion to Joachim has much resembled Ernst 

Stockmann’s devotion to him that he so despises.782 Being able to distance himself from Joachim 

means that the narrator now feels able to embrace his future as a writer. Joachim, he feels, has 

taught him the importance of living fully within ones surrounding and in the present but he feels 

that he is now on the path to surpass Joachim: “[…] I want to go further than Joachim. I want to 
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be a human being and to do something as well. I want to prove that I need not be alone, and yet, 

that I can be an artist.”783 This thought leaves him “so exalted that I was almost sorry for Joachim 

and his little ‘affair’ with Heinrich.”784 

As they continue their walk along the Rhine, the narrator becomes more interested in Heinrich. He 

is surprised to hear the young man, who hails from a poor Bavarian working-class family, describe 

himself as a Communist, and he notices that “Joachim was in some way irritated at the idea of 

Heinrich having a serious opinion.” Joachim’s dismissive attitude towards Heinrich’s politics 

further contributes to the narrator’s loss of admiration for Joachim: “[…] for the first time I realized 

how silly Joachim was in some ways.”785 Heinrich is the first working-class German with whom 

the narrator comes into contact and the encounter helps to widen his perception of the country 

and leads him to view his rather bourgeois and sheltered Hamburg friends in a more critical light.  

In World within World, Spender provides a completely different assessment of Heinrich. Here the 

young blonde Bavarian is a Nazi-prototype. Of his backstory, which is only alluded to in the 

manuscript, Spender writes: 

 It was nothing more than a story of wanderings, misfortunes, bad beginnings, in which his 
own disasters were inseparably confused with those of all the other boys who were his 
comrades. It was a fragment of the saga of all this German youth which had been born into 
war, starved in the blockade, stripped in the inflation – and which now, with no money and 
no beliefs and an extraordinary anonymous beauty, sprang like a breed of dragon´s teeth 
waiting for its leader, into the centre of Europe.786 

 

Heinrich comes to represent the entirety of ‘German youth’ and his future as a Nazi supporter is 

foreshadowed, even though there is not a hint of such political leanings in the portrait of Heinrich 

in the manuscript. “Even in those first few days I would sometimes notice a strange expression in 

Heinrich´s eyes: not just shrewd or calculating but vengeful and spiteful.”, Spender writes in his 

autobiography.787 The look in Heinrich’s eyes that the narrator of the manuscript perceives as 

“cunning and commonplace” – a judgment that primarily seems to arise from the narrator’s 

suspicion that Heinrich is interested in Joachim for his money – now becomes the mark of a 

“vengeful and spiteful” young man who is only waiting for a leader to channel his destructive 

energies. “His body was like carved polished wood, rather emaciated, and yet strong and lithe.”, 

writes Spender in his autobiography, “He seemed some saint made by an artist who has fallen 
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sensually in love with his own carving, and produced a pagan instead of a Christian image.”788 Again 

the type of “Germanic” male beauty, which is idealized in the manuscript is linked to a threatening 

return of a ‘pagan’, barbaric Germany.  

The artist who has “fallen sensually in love with his own carving”, might as well be Spender himself, 

who originally created an admiring portrait of the beauty of German youths like “Heinrich” and 

“Willy”, or the real-life “Joachim”, Herbert List, whose photography captured beautifully lit erotic 

images of young athletic men swimming, playing and sleeping nude or semi-nude in the sun. In 

1988, the year of the publication of The Temple, Stephen Spender edited a collection of photographs 

by Herbert List, aka “Joachim”, entitled Junge Männer (young men). “Beginning in 1929,” Spender 

writes in the introduction, “Herbert List began to photograph the young men he knew and travelled 

with throughout Greece, Italy, and Germany. He captured the innocence of their beauty and 

physical prowess before Hitler’s politics commandeered those qualities for his own bleak 

purposes.”789 The comment entails both the idea that the desirable German body of the Weimar 

Republic would eventually morph into the Nazi body beautiful and the idea that there existed a 

state of “innocence” before the advent of Nazism, an idea that is reflected in the split of the 

published novel into the 1929 and 1932 section.  

In the published novel The Temple, Spender completes Heinrich’s transformation into a member of 

the Nazi party who in a fit of rage destroys Joachim’s apartment, a symbol of the progressive spirit 

of the Weimar Republic. Since Spender stresses in the introduction that the later scenes concerning 

Joachim in the novel are an invention, and states that after his visit in 1929 he did in fact not meet 

Herbert List, aka Joachim, again until long after the end of the Second World War, it is safe to 

assume that Heinrich’s turn towards National Socialism and the destruction of Joachim’s apartment 

were invented by Spender in the 1980s. In doing so, he retrospectively subverts the fetishization 

of young bronzed blonde German youth which runs throughout the manuscript of the novel. The 

beautiful Heinrich now becomes, as Joachim puts it in the published novel, “a dark angel of 

destruction”.790 Much like Spender’s Weimar Republic, the Heinrich of the published novel has 

carried this destructive potential underneath his appealing surface from the very beginning.  

As mentioned above, Spender writes in the introduction that while the first part of the novel closely 

follows the manuscript, for the second part he “scarcely glanced at the rest”, relying instead on 

“my own memory, combined with the exigencies of narrative and the perspectives of hindsight”.791 

The beginning of Part Two is based on the later diary section of the manuscript, which records the 
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narrator’s thoughts on Hamburg and his German friends during a return visit in November 1929. 

Upon his return, S. finds that after a summer of continuous sunshine, Hamburg is much altered 

due to stormy November weather and torrential rains. Eschewing the comforts of the Stockmann 

mansion this time around, S. lives in a depressing room in a pension and spends his days writing, 

meeting up with the friends he made over the summer, and pursuing an affair with a young 

working-class German named Kalla (presumably a misspelling of “Kalle”), an affair that, much like 

the one between Peter and Otto in Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin and the relationship between 

Joachim and Heinrich, is overshadowed by the fact that Kalla, expects to be given gifts and 

“loaned” money in exchange for his affections. 

In the manuscript version, S. finds that his fascination with Joachim and his friends has somewhat 

waned since the summer. He has become more confident in his decision to become a writer and 

does not feel the need to impress these modern young Germans as strongly as he did over the 

summer. Through his acquaintance with a working-class boy, he is also beginning to develop an 

awareness of the multitude of social and political problems Weimar Germany which, weeks after 

the US stock market crash of October 1929, are set to become even more serious. While the literary 

sketches of Ernst, Willy and Joachim in Part Four of the manuscript still attest to a somewhat 

obsessive interest of the author/narrator in these young German men and their friendships and 

love affairs, there seems to be a beginning awareness that the group of privileged, well-educated 

middle-class youths that Spender was introduced to through his friendship with by Erich Alport 

are not typical representatives of the German nation as a whole.  

 “I have also now, through my friendship with Kalla begun to realize how awful social conditions 

are here in Germany, and my first vision of a country springing into re-birth has been qualified.”, 

the narrator reports at the beginning of November 1929 section, going on to describe how this 

realization has changed his perception of Hamburg: 

I used to think of the port as a place where we occasionally went for amusement, always at 
night, but one day last week I visited San Pauli [sic] in the daytime, and now I have a picture 
in my mind of hundreds of young people with absolutely nothing to do. […] They have 
absolutely no resources, like reading or writing and all the things that fill up my day. 
However much we try to re-state the fact, they were, in effect, bred simply in order to 
provide slave labour, and now that the class which bred them in order to exploit them can 
give them no more work, they are as derelict and haggard as unused machinery.792 

 

While undoubtedly true, this observation is of course not specific to late 1920s Germany. Spender 

could have observed similar misery in Britain or elsewhere (as George Orwell did when he spent 
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much of 1929 working menial jobs in Paris and befriending the homeless in London). In the case 

of Spender, it was in Germany that the young poet, after a sheltered upbringing, was first brought 

face-to-face with the living conditions of the working classes. The manuscript of The Temple 

captures the dawning realization that the progressiveness of the ‘new’ Germany only affected a 

small privileged part of the population.  

Despite the fact that Spender seems to have been aware as early as November 1929 that his initial 

positive impression of Germany was mistaken, in rewriting The Temple in the 1980s, he again 

resurrects the image of a progressive, sun-soaked nation as a dramatic contrast to the darkness into 

which he lets his German characters descend towards the end of the novel.  

In the published novel, Spender uses the sense of disenchantment and the bad weather that 

dominates the November 1929 diary section of the manuscript and constructs a drastically different 

narrative of his protagonist’s return to Hamburg (which now takes place in the autumn of 1932). 

The darkness of the storm that rages over Hamburg in November now become symbols of the 

political darkness encroaching on Germany two months before the beginning of Hitler’s 

chancellorship.  

Not only does the narrator discover upon his return to Hamburg that Joachim’s lover Heinrich has 

become a Nazi, he learns that Joachim’s former lover Willy has also undergone a dramatic change.  

In the manuscript version, S. meets up with Willy when he returns to Hamburg in November of 

1929 and Willy tells him that he has spent the months since their last encounter in a small village 

in Bavaria. S., who idolized Willy and Joachim as a couple, is taken aback by how little Willy seems 

to be affected by Joachim’s new relationship with Heinrich but there is no suggestion that Willy 

has changed his lifestyle or his sexual preferences. In the published version of the novel, however, 

Willy tells the English protagonist Paul that during his stay in the countryside he has met a blonde 

woman who wears braids and is an avid supporter of the Nazi movement. The woman, whom 

Willy is now engaged to, is the embodiment of the Nazi’s vision for Germany, down to her hairstyle 

which contrasts with the androgynous look of young women such as Irmi, whom S. used to dance 

with at Joachim’s parties. The narrator is shocked to hear Willy describe his Braut: “All memory of 

the past was instantly wiped out. The pictures in Paul’s mind of Willy at the first party in Joachim’s 

studio, and of Willy throwing a ball to Joachim at the Schwimmbad, had vanished.”793 

In both the manuscript and the published novel Willy represents the physical ideal of the ‘new’ 

German youth of the Weimar Republic: blonde, bronzed, with an uncomplicated, carefree attitude 

towards life and love and devoted to his relationship with Joachim. In the published novel, this 
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ideal is now co-opted by the Nazi creed. Willy betrays Spender’s vision of the Weimar Republic by 

beginning a conventional heterosexual relationship with a woman who represents the dark future 

that is beckoning for Germany.  

In the manuscript, the narrator finds upon his return to Hamburg in November that Joachim is 

still in a relationship with Heinrich, the working-class boy they met walking along the Rhine. It is 

a relationship that is troubled by the differences in age and class and by Joachim’s need to dominate 

his younger partner. In the published novel, by contrast, Heinrich has become a Nazi stormtrooper 

who, along with his former political beliefs, represses his sexuality, claiming that Joachim 

“perverted” him “taught him to drink wine and spirits and raised his standard of living above those 

of his class.”794 As mentioned above, the conflict between Heinrich and Joachim culminates in 

Heinrich’s violent destruction of Joachim’s apartment and possessions after the latter disrespects 

Heinrich’s Nazi uniform. In turning Heinrich into an active Nazi and Willy into a character who 

quietly tolerates his new fiancé's politics, Spender actively deconstructs the erotic image of the 

young German men he builds up in the manuscript. It is the blonde, blue-eyed, beautiful young 

men, the ones who most correspond to the Nazi ideal of the ‘Nordic’ type who first support the 

new regime - as if they had only been waiting to be recruited. 

 

II.7.d. Memory, hindsight and invention 
 

Eveline Kilian writes about Christopher Isherwood’s autobiographical fiction (which I will further 

analyse in Chapter IV.2) that “[i]t is difficult, not to say impossible, to distinguish between 

Isherwood’s autobiographical and fictional writings since the dramatization of self is central to all 

his works.”795 I would argue that this also holds true for Stephen Spender’s literary treatment of his 

‘Weimar experience’. In the context of the literary treatment of the Weimar Republic as a specific 

period in history, the three texts in which Spender depicts his ‘Weimar experience’ can’t tell us 

what exactly the author experienced in Germany but they can tell us how he used his ‘Weimar 

experience’ as a tool of self-dramatization at different stages of his literary career. A comparison 

between the three versions of his time in Germany that Spender presents in the manuscript of The 

Temple, in the published novel and in his autobiography, reveals the tension between the author’s 

desire to maintain a certain autobiographical authority, i.e. present the text as something that is 

based on his own personal experience and therefore ‘true’, and  his competing desire to shape the 
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narrative for dramatic purposes, to improve both the literary quality of the text and the 

autobiographical protagonist’s own position within the historical situation to which he has become 

an eye-witness.  

In the epilogue to the manuscript, written in Berlin in July 1931, Spender reflects on his feelings 

while re-reading the original 1929 version of The Temple. “This book is not at all 

autobiographical”, he writes, “but it is entirely about myself. It is the description of how Ernst (the 

evil, spiteful side of me), Joachim (my sex and my tallness), Willy (my femininity) and S. (myself, 

the synthesis of all these different selves), came to the decision that I could put aside my old diaries 

and notebooks and write poetry.”796 Some pages later he adds, rather dramatically:  

Goodbye Ernst, Willy, Joachim and Heinrich, I am now epochs out of date and the pulse 
of your lives races miles away beyond my record. My notes record only a small [illegible] 
where we met for a moment and then our lives sprang apart again. I moved away because 
I became less interested in the history of individuals. I was more interested in the struggles 
of our society, the great rifts in which destroy or momentarily elevate individuals [sic], but 
which deprive individual lives of the historic interest which they have had in safer times.797 

 

Having moved to Berlin and begun to develop an awareness of the social and political challenges 

of his time, the young writer was now interested in experiences that were “not personal, but 

universal”.798   

In its manuscript stage, The Temple is essentially a Künstlerroman, depicting a young men’s quest to 

distance himself from his upbringing and to discover new territories in order to determine what 

kind of man and what kind of artist he wants to be. Weimar Germany serves as the background 

and catalyst for the English protagonist’s development from student to poet, but the novel is not 

about Germany as much as it is about the Englishman abroad and the author’s development as an 

artist.  

Like Isherwood, Spender had come to Germany not just on the promise of uncomplicated love 

affairs and in order to escape his University studies, but also with the intent of turning what he 

would find there into fiction. In the published version of The Temple, this attempt to fictionalize 

Germany is addressed directly by the protagonist Paul Schoner. Because he suspects his German 

host Ernst Stockmann of secretly reading his journal, ‘S.’ / Paul Schoner confronts him by writing 

a letter addressed to Ernst in the journal. In the published novel, Paul later directly confronts Ernst 

about his snooping and the latter reacts calmly, freely admits that he has been reading Paul’s notes 
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and  gives his appraisal of Paul’s descriptions of the Stockmann household, which he perceives as 

a young writer “trying out his powers”.799 Ernst adds: “Here and there I noted touches of 

journalistic observation  […] quite amusing I suppose, if published in an undergraduate magazine 

– the Granta for example.”800 This scene reveals Ernst to be a willing participant in his own 

fictionalization. It simultaneously affirms that the descriptions of Hamburg are based on real 

people and events and that there is a certain artificiality to them, because “Paul” is using them to 

hone his skill as a writer. Ernst’s calm reaction to his own (rather negative) portrayal in the diary 

astonishes Paul: 

Here was an irony which took Paul aback. It was as though some character who existed for 
him as written about – a character in the novel describing the Stockmanns of which he was 
all the time thinking – suddenly stepped out of the projected printed page and announced 
in his own voice that he was real, the proof that he existed being speech that issued out of 
the present moment and not words written or typed or printed after the event. Paul had to 
admit that until now he thought of everything Ernst said as lines of print in Paul Schoner’s 
novel, mentally written for the eyes of William Bradshaw [Christopher Isherwood]. Now 
the words describing The Trip to Altamunde, which, as soon as spoken, Paul saw flowing 
into ink which dried, black and white, on paper in his Notebook for this fiction, suddenly 
dissolved into the ever-changing, never-fixed unpredictable stream of spoken language like 
the salt in that sea beyond the beach.801  

 

By letting the character of Ernst Stockmann step off the page and speak out for himself, Spender 

confronts the reader with the unreliable nature of his “autobiographical” narrative. Ernst’s calm 

and ironic appraisal of Paul’s writing seems to signal to the reader that the English visitor, who, 

after all, is just an undergraduate student making his first serious attempts at writing, might not, in 

fact, have understood much about Germany and about the family he was living with. At the same 

time, Spender’s introduction to the novel asks the reader to read Paul as an alter ego of the author, 

making the narrator’s reflection on Paul’s unreliable narration a reflection on the unreliable nature 

of the author’s memories and of the attitude that his younger self had towards Germany and the 

Germans he met. In this aspect, Spender’s narration in The Temple resembles Christopher 

Isherwood’s commentary on the autobiographical narrator of his Berlin novels which he offers in 

his 1976 autobiography Christopher and his Kind. In it, Isherwood points out the various ways in 

which the narrator of his Berlin novels is falsifying Isherwood’s true feelings and experiences at 

the time. Thereby he not only simultaneously confirms the autobiographical nature of the novels’ 

narrative and emphasizes aspects of fictionalization within it but also establishes a new 

autobiographical narrator, the “old Christopher”, whose voice his readers should trust over that of 
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the “young Christopher” who narrates the Berlin novels. There is, however, nothing to indicate 

that this “old Christopher” is the more reliable narrator, other than the fact that he is now speaking 

from the pages of a book labelled an autobiography, rather than a novel. 

The Temple, as it was published in 1988 bears all the stylistic markers of a novel (even baring the full 

title The Temple. A novel), but through the introduction is declared to be not a work of fiction but a 

reworking of an “autobiographical novel in which the author tries to report truthfully on his 

experiences in the summer of 1929.”802 Through the reflection in the introduction on the role of 

hindsight and the creative liberties the author took, especially in Part Two of the reworked novel, 

the reader is made aware that what he is being presented with is on the one hand based on a 

document that was written much closer to the events described, namely the manuscript in which 

the author tried to “report truthfully on his experiences”. On the other hand, the author declares 

his own disregard for this manuscript in favour of memory, hindsight and invention. The author 

declares the novel to be set in a specific place and time that he himself experienced, i.e. Germany 

in the late 1920s and early 1930s, only to then ask the reader not to scrutinize historical details too 

carefully by adding that “[the] geography […] is left vague here, because this Germany is really a 

country of Paul’s autobiographical fictionalizing. There are distortions of history to suit the author’s 

youthful mood throughout The Temple.”803 By pointing out that he has previously used parts of the 

manuscript in his autobiography and has used parts of his autobiography while reworking the 

manuscript for publication, Spender further blurs the lines between autobiography, the 

“autobiographical novel” in manuscript form and the final published version of The Temple. This 

unreliability is further enforced through the quotations from his protagonist’s journals and his 

protagonist’s thoughts on his own fictionalization of his Weimar experience.  

Read in conjunction, Spender’s three versions of his Weimar experience in the 1931 manuscript, 

the 1951 autobiography and the 1988 novel, attest to the author’s struggle to accept the limited 

abilities of his younger self to accurately assess the situation he encountered in Germany. Nowhere 

does this become more apparent than in Spender’s attempt to retrospectively present a poem he 

wrote in 1929 as an accurate prediction of events to come. This poem, often referred to as ‘In 

1929’, was originally entitled ‘Written Whilst Walking Down the Rhine’.804 It was first published in 

May 1930 in the Oxford Outlook805 and begins:  

A whim of Time, the general arbiter, 
Proclaims the love, instead of death, of friends. 
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Under the domed sky and athletic sun 
Three stand naked: the new, bronzed German 
The communist clerk, and myself, being English. 

 
Yet to unwind the travelled sphere twelve years 
Then two take arms, spring to a soldier's posture: 
Or else roll on the thing a further ten, 
The third - this clerk with world-offended eyes— 
Builds with red hands his heaven: makes our bones 
The necessary scaffolding to peace. 

 

As mentioned above, the prediction of a new conflict “a further ten years” from 1929 indeed has 

a prophetic quality. However, it is clearly not the “new, bronzed German” but the “communist 

clerk” with “world-offended eyes” who might bring about the destruction of the other two, the 

bronzed German and the English “I”. The poem continues: 

Now, I suppose, the once-envious dead 
Have learned a strict philosophy of clay 
After long centuries, to haunt us no longer 
In the churchyard or at the end of the lane 
Or howling at the edge of the city 
Beyond the last bean rows, near the new factory. 

 
Our fathers killed. And yet there lives no feud 
Like Hamlet's, prompted on the castle stair: 
There falls no shadow on our blank of peace, 
We three together, struck across our path, 
No warning finger threatening each alone. 

 
Our fathers' misery, their spirits' mystery, 
The cynic's cruelty, weave this philosophy: 
That the history of man, traced purely from dust, 
Is lipping skulls on the revolving rim 
Or war, us three each other's murderers - 

 
Lives, risen a moment, joined or separate, 
Fall heavily, then are ever separate, 
Sod lifted, turned, slapped back again with spade. 

 

As John Sutherland writes, Spender sent a copy of the poem to his grandmother, along with the 

following explanation of its content: 

I wrote it last August when I was with Herbert [List, aka Joachim], and it was meant to be 
very experimental. The idea is that I was thinking how if we had been our age ten years ago, 
Herbert and I would probably have been shooting each other instead of devoted to each 
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other: and I dare say that in ten years we may be fighting our common friend, a young 
communist, in a Revolution.806 

 

The “common friend” probably refers to Franz Büchner, aka Heinrich, who in the 1931 manuscript 

tells the narrator that he is a Communist. It is, of course, not surprising that a young English visitor 

should in 1929 have contemplated the threat of a Communist uprising in Germany and ignored 

the possibility of a Hitler government, a notion that would have seemed absurd even to most 

Germans at a point in time when the Nazi party had received a meagre 2.6 per cent of the vote at 

the last general elections in 1928.  

In his autobiography, Spender describes the astonishment that both he and Isherwood felt upon 

hearing in 1932 that Isherwood’s friend Edward Upward (referred to as ‘Chalmers’ in Spender’s 

autobiography – the name of one of Isherwood’s fictional characters who was based on Upward) 

had joined the Communist Party. “Communism to us was an extremist, almost unnatural cause, 

and we found it hard to believe that any of our friends could be Communists.”807 While both 

Spender and Isherwood  became more sympathetic towards the Communist cause as they became 

more politically aware in the 1930s, it is likely that when writing about the “Communist clerk” in 

1929, the young poet Spender considered a revolution from the left to be the most likely source of 

the next war in Europe.  

Nonetheless, in the 1980s rewriting of The Temple, Spender desperately tries to present his poem as 

an accurate prediction and a sign that he was, at least on a subconscious level, aware of where 

Germany was headed. During his second visit to Germany in the autumn of 1929, Paul Schoner 

meets up with Joachim and presents to him the poem he has written about their trip down the 

Rhine. He feels that it is vitally important that Joachim understands the meaning behind it and 

grows frustrated when his German friend begins to question the first two lines. Paul explains: 

The “whim of time” in the poem is not really a whim, it is human history, “the general 
arbiter”, which may seem whimsical, though, in deciding that in 1917 young Germans like 
you and young English like me must be occupied in killing each other: whereas in 1929, it 
permitted us to be friends. Perhaps in 1929 we loved each other all the more, because in 
doing so, we unconsciously felt ourselves to be the resurrected bodies, the fleshy ghosts of 
those killed in 1917 or perhaps as they will be killed in 1939.808  
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When Joachim still doesn’t seem to understand, Paul goes on “in a lecturing voice that seemed to 

fill the restaurant” to tell him about Wilfred Owen and his poem “Strange Meeting” which imagines 

a meeting between a fallen English soldier and his German enemy in the afterlife: “The poem ends 

with the line, “I am the enemy you killed, my friend”; bringing together the idea of their being 

enemies, conscripted by mechanized killing, and that of their being friends, and loving each other 

had there been peace, making love to each other perhaps.”,809 Paul explains, increasingly agitated 

by Joachim’s silence and feeling as though his voice has “the effect of silencing, with his penetrating 

English, the German spoken at neighbouring tables.”810 When Joachim wants to know who the 

Communist clerk of the poem is meant to be, Paul replies: “I suppose I was thinking about 

Heinrich, though it isn’t really about him. The point is that the poem requires, for what it says, a 

character who kills the other two in a revolutionary war in 1939 – a completely new situation”.811 

Joachim refuses to engage in this interpretation, calling the notion that the poem is somehow about 

Paul, Heinrich and himself an “absurd idea”. Eventually, Paul admits defeat: “Well, then the poem 

is not about us. It is just a poem.”812 Handing the poem back to Paul, Joachim then reveals that the 

“Communist clerk” could not have been Heinrich anyway, because Heinrich is now a Nazi. 

Thereby he reveals to the reader that Paul, or rather Stephen Spender, was right all along when he 

cast Heinrich as the one who might bring the current period of peace between Britain and Germany 

to an end in 1939. 

This scene, which does not appear in the manuscript, resembles the moment in the published novel 

when Ernst Stockmann confronts the protagonist with his fictionalization of the Stockmanns. 

Spender creates an imaginary confrontation between his autobiographical protagonist, the 

fictionalized version of his friend Herbert List and the poem he, Spender, wrote about the walking 

tour with Herbert List along the Rhine. In doing so he provides the reader with an interpretation 

of his 1929 poem which fits the general sense of foreboding that prevails throughout the novel and 

suggests that Spender in writing the poem, somehow sensed not only that a new conflict between 

Britain and Germany would arise in 1939, but also that it was not, in fact, Communism, but 

Heinrich, the future Nazi, who would bring about this conflict. Through his protagonist’s 

references to the poetry of the First World War, Spender frames his attraction to Germany and 

young Germans, the act of an Englishman and a German man “loving each other […] making love 

to each other perhaps”, during what Spender in the introduction calls “the Indian summer of the 

Weimar Republic” as a half-conscious reaction against the horrors of war, as a futile attempt to 
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prevent another conflict by embracing the enemy. Joachim’s utter refusal to engage in this line of 

thought suggests that the English visitor possesses an awareness of the fragility of the peace 

between Germany and Britain which eludes his German friend. This is underlined by the sudden 

discomfort Paul experiences as an Englishman in a German environment, becoming painfully 

aware of his voice and his outsider status.  

Notably, the second and third stanza of the poem, which can be read to contain the promise of a 

better future in which the Englishman, the German and the “communist clerk” can break the circle 

of history and stand together without any “shadow on our blank of peace”, are not discussed in 

the novel.  

The explanation that Spender’s protagonist eventually finds for the phenomenon of National 

Socialism in the published version of The Temple is somewhat unsatisfactory. He knows about 

Germany’s troubled history, yet his personal experiences of life in the Weimar Republic as a space 

of social and sexual freedoms make it difficult to understand why young Germans would reject the 

status quo and turn to militarism, discipline and violence. The only conclusion left to him is that 

there must be some sort of inherent evil in those Germans who are attracted to National Socialism. 

Thinking about Heinrich, he concludes: 

Certainly he and his similars are victims: victims of the Peace Treaty, victims of Reparations, 
victims of the Inflation, victims of their starved and battered childhoods; but they would 
have been what they are without all these, most of them, most of them (perhaps there are 
exceptions) because already they were that. Injustices only serve to provide them with 
excuses for being what they already were, excuses for them, the sludge at the bottom of the 
world, to rise to the top and cover the surface with brown slime.813 
 
 

Both Isherwood and Spender in their various treatments of their ‘Weimar experience’ emphasize 

their own status as writers in Weimar Germany and their literary treatments of the Weimar Republic 

are caught somewhere between fiction and autobiography. To both of them, the Weimar Republic 

was from the very beginning a field of literary experimentation, the place that would allow them to 

form their identity as writers. This identity as a collective of ‘new’ writers, which the members of 

the ‘Auden group’ consciously established, had more to do with an escape from British conventions 

and restraints than a deep enquiry into German politics. In his 1987 introduction to The Temple, 

Spender describes the feeling of being on an artistic mission in Germany and having a strong sense 

of belonging to a group of writers who are inspired by each other. “Writing The Temple, I felt that 

I was very much one of my generation, exploring new territory of living identified with a new 
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literature.”, he writes of his original draft of the novel.814 This early enthusiasm soon collided with 

the political reality of 1930s Germany. In World Within World, Spender writes: 

 Christopher and I, leading our life in which we used Germany as a kind of cure for our 
personal problems, became ever more aware that the carefree personal lives of our friends 
were facades in front of the immense social chaos. There was more and more a feeling that 
this life would be swept away.815 

 

In his autobiography, Spender recalls the time he was living close to Christopher Isherwood in 

Berlin in the summer of 1930 and how he visited his friend in his bedsit where he lived “surrounded 

by the models for his creations”,816 the real-life people who would later be portrayed as Sally 

Bowles, Bobby the bartender or Fräulein Schröder, the landlady in Goodbye to Berlin.  Walking 

through the Schöneberg neighbourhood, where they both lived, or along the lakeside in the leafy 

“Grünewald” [sic] neighbourhood at the edge of the city, Spender, in his 1950s recollection, felt 

that he was able to observe the creative process through which Isherwood turned Berlin reality 

into iconic fiction: “Day after day, against the backdrop of the pine trees, lakes or streets, I 

witnessed that transformation taking place in his mind, where the real becomes the malleable, the 

people who are garrulous and shabby in real life become the crystal entertainers of fiction.”817  

Spender also remembers how from the beginning of his time in Germany, and long before his 

‘Berlin novels’ were written, let alone published, Isherwood was creating a private fiction of himself 

as an adventurer abroad in the letters that he sent to his friends back home: “During months in the 

winter of 1930, when I went back to England, I corresponded with him in the spirit of writing 

letters to a Polar explorer. I thought of him in the centre of the northern European plain, gripped 

in icy cold, across the stormy and black channel.”818 A letter from Isherwood quoted by Spender 

illustrates that the former actively encouraged this perception of himself as the explorer of a wild 

and unknown city and, in the words of Spender “consciously overacting his own role”: “the 

positions is absurdly terrible. The ice is cracking on the capitalist Wannsee like pistol shots and the 

doomed skaters in tights and Hessian boots are at least a kilometre from the beer house on the 

shore.”819 

The fact that while the young Englishmen were seeking cures for their “personal problems” and 

acting out personal fantasies in Germany, historical events of momentous importance were 
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unfolding in the background, makes the “autobiographical” part of their autobiographical fiction 

infinitely more complicated than if they had witnessed a less turbulent time in German history. 

Had Spender chosen in 1988 to publish The Temple as it appears in the 1931 manuscript and without 

any of the extensive alterations described above, this version of the novel would have run counter 

to the by then well-established narrative of the fragile and crisis-ridden Republic and it would have 

made its author seem oblivious to the by then well-known historical developments, including the 

assimilation of large parts of the German youth movement into the Hitler Youth, the Nazi’s 

persecution of homosexuals and the catastrophic extent of German anti-Semitism.  

Just like Spender’s various ‘autobiographical fictionalizations’ of his Weimar experience, the 

Weimar fiction of Christopher Isherwood and Stevie Smith, which will be discussed in Chapter 

III.2., falls into a complicated, contested space between the genres. These texts are autobiographical 

without being autobiographies and fictional without being strictly fiction. They are rooted in the 

authors’ personal experience, as well as in a wider historical context, but they are also part of a 

conscious process fashioning and re-fashioning of the author’s public self. Similar to Geoffrey 

Moss’ Weimar fictions discussed above, they emphasize the authors’ eyewitness status and utilize 

the credibility that this implies while at the same time retaining the freedom to retrospectively alter 

the autobiographical narrator/protagonist’s role within the historical context. Spender’s tortuous 

attempt to have his autobiographical protagonist retrospectively influence the reader’s perception 

of Spender’s early poetry in order to better fit the narrative the older Spender would like to project 

of his own younger self in Germany is a fine example of the convoluted narrative practises that 

occur in the space between autobiography and fiction. 

The experience of the rise of Fascism over the country that they had seemed to them a spiritual 

homeland could be classified as a traumatic historical experience for Spender, Isherwood and, 

perhaps to a lesser extent, Stevie Smith, producing a fragmented narrative that tries to combine the 

idealized vision of German, the actual experience of life in the country and the knowledge of the 

historical events that followed after 1933. In contrast to Isherwood’s 1938 novel Goodbye to Berlin, 

and the other 1930s narratives which will be discussed in Chapter III.2., in the case of Spender’s 

The Temple, this includes the knowledge of the Second World War and the Holocaust. This 

difference becomes evident in their treatment of Jewish characters. Both novels feature similar 

bourgeoise German-Jewish families – the Landauers in Goodbye to Berlin and the Stockmanns in The 

Temple – and both the narrator of Spender’s manuscript and Isherwood’s novel reveal their 

antipathy towards Ernst Stockmann and Bernhard Landauer, respectively. This antipathy is 

grounded in qualities, which, in the eyes of the narrators are linked to Stockmann’s and Landauer’s 

Jewishness which distinguishes them from both the English narrator and the other Germans.  In 
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the published version of his novel, however, Spender has significantly softened his portrayal of 

Ernst Stockmann and in addition has equipped his protagonist with a Jewish identity which he uses 

to counter German anti-Semitism. The 1988 version of the novel, therefore, reshapes the narrative 

to reflect the author’s position towards Nazi Germany’s anti-Semitism, a position that he, most 

likely, had not yet consciously assumed in 1929. 
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III. Weimardämmerung (ca. 1930-1933) 
 

III.1. Introduction 
 

Knowing as we do today the events that would be triggered by the collapse of German democracy, 

it is hard to believe that the dismantling of Germany’s democratic institutions in the wake of 

Hitler’s appointment as chancellor in January 1933 did not cause wide-spread alarm in Britain at 

the time. Yet, as Richard Griffiths writes in his study of ‘British Enthusiasts for Nazi Germany’, it 

is important to remember that even after the Nazi regime had been successfully established, 

“Germany was not necessarily on the forefront of everyone’s mind.” While the Nazi’s rise to power 

had “ caused a certain superficial concern” and reports of violence against Jews and political 

enemies “brought the new regime into considerable disrepute with British public opinion”, there 

was “ little lasting urgency to such views, for there was little grasp of the potential importance of 

Nazi Germany (just as there had been little realisation, before 1933, that the Nazi Party was 

anything other than one more European extremist party).” As Griffiths study shows, public 

support for the Nazi regime in Britain actually increased throughout the mid-1930s with pro-Nazi 

sentiment peaking in the years 1936 and 1937 before declining  “until, at the outbreak of the war, 

it was confined to extremist groups and isolated outcrops of specially motivated approval.”820 

Griffiths further explains that not even the introduction of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935, which 

enshrined German anti-Semitism into law and laid the foundation for the persecution and eventual 

murder of millions of people, could “disturb the calm of the British public […], they might express 

strong distaste, but Germany was, after all a foreign country.”821 

A foreign country to ordinary British citizens and most of the intellectuals whose public statements 

Griffiths analyses in his study, but what about the British writers who had lived or travelled in the 

Weimar Republic, who had some insight into the life and character of the Germans and who had, 

in some cases witnessed the demise of the Republic first-hand? One would assume that these 

writers were far more attuned to the true nature of the political changes happening in Germany 

and the potential dangers the new regime held for the world. However, as this chapter will show, 

things are not quite as straight-forward. The personal experience of the Weimar Republic did not 

necessarily lead to greater insight into German politics and in some cases the British writers’ 
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‘insider’ position and strong connection to Germany meant that they were not prepared to outright 

condemn the Nazi movement early on.  

As described in the introduction, previous studies that comment on the ‘Weimar experience’ of 

British writers often fail to critically observe the chronology of the texts they use and the fact that 

the same experience could be presented in radically different terms, depending on whether the text 

was written before or after the downfall of the Weimar Republic. The benefit of hindsight is 

especially relevant when it comes to descriptions of the final years of the republic and the transition 

from democracy to fascism. In his essay on the “English, Irish and American Reaction to the Berlin 

of the Inter-War Years”, John J. White describes a sense of doom felt by literary observers of the 

final months of the republic. The texts he quotes as examples were all written after the Nazi party’s 

rise to power, many of them decades after the outbreak of the war, yet White treats them as 

historical documents. He writes that Christabel Bielenberg’s account of Berlin in 1944 is marked 

by a “sense of devastation” which “is hardly surprising by the last winter of the War, but there is 

already an atmosphere of doom to John Lehmann’s description of his stay in the city eleven years 

earlier.”822 However, Lehmann’s account of Berlin in early 1933, appears in his autobiography The 

Whispering Gallery, written in 1955, while Christabel Bielenberg’s memories of Berlin in 1944 appear 

in her 1968 autobiography The Past is Myself. Both writers recalled their time in Berlin with the 

knowledge of the full extent of the devastation of the war and the atrocities committed by the Nazi 

regime, a knowledge that was not fully available in 1944 and much less so in 1933. It is implausible 

to assume that this knowledge did not influence how the writers, in hindsight, recalled their time 

in Berlin. This is not to say that these authors engage in wilful deception of the readership or 

deliberately misrepresent their experiences. They are, however, even in their non-fictional texts, 

engaged in processes of fictionalization, of editing their recollections for dramatic effect. In many 

cases, there is also an element of self-stylization that should be considered. In recalling their 

experience of the end of the Weimar Republic, writers were also recalling their own role within this 

historical context and retrospective texts allowed for an adjustment of their own behaviour within 

this context (as we have seen in Spender’s autobiographical narrator/protagonist in The Temple who 

in the retrospective re-writing of the novel in the 1980s distances himself from the Germans around 

him.) 

In the first part of this chapter, I will enquire into the changing depiction of the last years of the 

Weimar Republic and the downfall of German democracy in autobiographical accounts by visiting 

British writers at different stages during and after the Weimar Republic. As will be shown, it is 
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difficult to find texts written during the final years of the Weimar Republic that support the idea 

that visiting British writers felt a sense of impending doom hanging over the country at this point 

in time. Indeed, it is difficult to make out a shift from the relatively calm late 1920s to the renewed 

economic and political uncertainty of the early 1930s in contemporary texts from the early 1930s 

– a shift that appeared so clearly defined in retrospective accounts. 

Unsurprisingly, the period between Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 and the outbreak of the Second 

World War in 1939 saw a surge in interest in the ‘Weimar experience’. It was then that many British 

literary visitors to the Weimar Republic chose to revisit their experiences of German in the form 

of memoirs and fictional texts. Four novels published during this period will be analysed in the 

second part of this chapter. It is important to keep in mind that during these first years of the Nazi 

regime, public opinion in Britain had by no means decidedly turned against the Hitler state. 

Whereas most British writers who had experienced the final years of the Weimar Republic first-

hand were highly alarmed by the developments in Germany, diplomatic relations between the two 

nations resumed undisturbed, as did British travel to Germany. In fact, as Julia Boyd points out, 

after a dip in the early 1930s, British tourism to German increased after Hitler came to power823 

and, as Boyd’s study shows, right up to the outbreak of the Second World War, British visitors, 

including high-profile figures like former prime minister David Lloyd George in September 1936 

and the Germanophile Duke of Windsor who visited with the Duchess in October 1937, returned 

from visits Nazi Germany full of praise for the new regime.  

Therefore, British writer’s accounts of their experience of the Weimar Republic and of the dramatic 

collapse of German democracy published during this period also functioned as political messages 

to their British readership to take a stand against the Nazi regime.  

 

III.2. Accounts of the end of the Weimar Republic in non-fiction 
 

“The really surprising thing about the Weimar Republic is not that it lasted only fourteen years, but 
that it lasted so long. True, the rest of us did not do a great deal to help it elude its murderers.” 

(Storm Jameson)824 

 

 

                                                            
823 Boyd, 113. 
824 Jameson, 274. 



 235 

III.2.a. Before 1933: ‘Are they mad? Or what?’ 
 

“Hitler is not without intelligent support in England”, Wyndham Lewis wrote in 1931, remarking 

how just the other day “a man very prominent in the social world of London” had told him that 

the Germans,  “ostracized throughout the world since the conclusion of the war – with a vast class 

suddenly impoverished by Inflation – had suffered from a growing inferiority-complex.” Hitler, 

the unnamed Londoner opined, was the cure for this affliction: “Eventually, he believed, Hitler 

would succeed in restoring her soul to Germany, intact.”825 Lewis himself evidently held similar 

hopes for a restoration of Germany under a Nazi government and, more importantly, for a British 

emulation of Nazi policies. His short visit to Berlin in the autumn of 1930 had inspired him to 

write a book-length essay on the subject in which he discussed the failures of the Weimar Republic 

and the potential benefits of the ‘Third Reich’ already envisioned by the Nazi Party, the ‘Jewish 

question’ and the ‘sinful’ nightlife of Berlin (as mentioned in Chapter II). While Lewis would 

change his mind in the course of the 1930s and in 1939 release a second essay entitled The Hitler 

Cult, in which he attempted to pass off his earlier endorsement of the Nazis as a position of political 

neutrality, he was nonetheless unusually perceptive when it came to gauging the importance of the 

Nazi movement in the early 1930s, and (perhaps because he based his arguments largely on the 

Nazi’s own narrative of their future success) showed much more foresight than other British 

writers visiting the Weimar Republic.  

As described in Chapter II, Christopher Isherwood wrote an article on the German Youth 

Movement for Oswald Mosley’s Action in 1931, the same year in which Wyndham’s Hitler essay 

was released.  Isherwood did at the time not perceive the fact that the majority of the youth 

movement had been usurped by political organisations, including the Nazis, as alarming and 

insisted on promoting the qualities of German youth to the magazine’s British readership. This 

attitude, along with the fact that Isherwood would even publish in Mosley’s magazine, might seem 

dangerously naïve today but was not in the least unusual for the attitudes of British literary visitors 

to Germany in the period leading up to the Third Reich. While Wyndham Lewis was hoping for a 

Nazi revolution that would do away with the German democratic system, those British literary 

visitors who were generally fond of the Germans and admired the Weimar period’s 

progressiveness, like Isherwood or Cicely Hamilton, were reluctant to admit that Germany’s post-

war ‘rejuvenation’ was taking a sinister turn.  

The new decade brought a reminder of the beginning of British engagement with the Weimar 

Republic. In June 1930 the Allied occupation of Germany came to an end when the last French 
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troops were withdrawn from the Rhineland, the last British soldiers having already left by the end 

of the year 1929. The end to the occupation was followed by an outburst of patriotism with 

German nationalists celebrating the ‘year of liberation’ and the end of the ‘Locarno era’ of 

diplomatic negotiations under foreign minister Gustav Stresemann (who had died in October 

1929). Cicely Hamilton witnessed the end of the French occupation in Wiesbaden. In Modern 

Germanies (1931) she recalls coming across a “bitter little book” which “dealt with the sufferings of 

the Wiesbaden district between 1918 and 1930”: 

I confess I turned with some apprehension to the pages headed Engländerzeit. It was 
comforting to observe that these pages were not many, a slim section of the book; the list 
of severities and malpractices could not, therefore, be lengthy. And it was still more 
comforting to note that the illustrations which adorned that section included no example 
of violence wrought, or populace tyrannized by guns; and that the most prominent among 
them depicted the march past of the Goat of the Welsh Fusiliers! … If you dislike people 
intensely, you do not waste the space that might be given to valuable invective by publishing 
portraits of their goats.826 

 

Like many British visitors who had experienced German suffering in the post-war era, Hamilton 

was, even in 1930, still concerned with the role that Britain played in the ‘humiliation’ of Germany 

in the post-war era and seemed to think that strong Anglo-German relations would prevent another 

European war. The Nazi party’s calls for national renewal and a German abandonment of the 

Versailles treaty were viewed by many British observers as an understandable reaction to the post-

war settlement.  

In the early 1930s, Brian Howard (who, as discussed in Chapter II, became an early disciple of the 

‘new spirit’ of Weimar Germany without ever committing to it to a similar extent as Auden, 

Isherwood and Spender did) became an early outspoken British critic of National Socialism, after 

he was educated on the phenomenon by German friends. In 1931 he attended a luncheon-party 

hosted by Thomas Mann where, according to his biographer, “people laughed at an inadequate 

remark of his about Hitler”.827  As he recalls in a notebook he kept in the 1940s: “Forthwith, I 

determined to fathom the German political scene. I succeeded, and I despaired of it.”828  

Howard had entered the German intellectual circles through his friendship with Thomas Mann’s 

son Klaus whom he met through his therapist Dr Prinzhorn.829 Both Klaus and his sister Erika 

were politically active writers and performers and outspoken opponents of the Nazi movement.  

                                                            
826 Hamilton, Modern Germanies, 216. 
827 Lancaster, 191. 
828 Ibid. 
829  “Meanwhile Brian Howard had made friends in Germany in 1931 with Klaus Mann (a friend of Dr Prinzhorn’s), 
then with Erika Mann and the whole Mann family. He was still intoxicated with Prinzhorn’s ideas and reading 
Nietzsche and Lawrence.” (Green, Children of the Sun, 266) 
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According to Martin Green, “Erika […] described [Brian Howard] as the first Englishman to 

recognize the full immensity of the Nazi peril and to foresee, with shuddering horror, what was to 

come.”830 As Green points out, following his embarrassment at Thomas Mann’s party, Howard  

“immediately became an ardent left-winger”, telling his mother in a letter that “The whole capitalist 

system is beginning its death-throes,”  and that “Russia is the one beacon of progress.”831 While 

the incident might have been what prompted Brian Howard to investigate deeper into German 

politics, he seems to have been confronted with the Nazi party as early as the summer of 1929. In 

Klaus Mann’s autobiography The Turning Point, written in English and published in New York in 

1942 during Mann’s American exile, the German writer recalls how, at Howard’s insistence, he had 

taken him to a Nazi rally on the Theresienwiese in Munich. Twenty or thirty thousand people, Mann 

recalls, had gathered to hear the Nazi speakers and among them was Brian Howard, who could not 

believe what he was seeing: 

“The Jews!” hurls the barking voice, in a monotonous paroxysm of fury. “Those filthy 
Jews have done it, who else?” […] The crowd snickers and guffaws. „Dear me!“ whispers 
our English friend who was so eager to attend this lurid affair. “He is a paranoiac.” “Who 
dominates this so-called Republic?” bellows the voice. And the chorus responds: “The 
Jews!” “How extraordinary!” whispers the English friend. “He is positively demented. 
Don’t they notice it? Or are they crazy themselves?” He looks aghast with surprise.832 

 

The speaker goes on to condemn the League of Nations, the press, the Kremlin and the Catholic 

Church as institutions dominated by Jewish influence and ends on a call to “Hang the Jews!” 

“Are they mad? Or what?” our friend keeps asking. He repeats his question in various 
idioms, finally in German. “Sind Sie toll, mein Fräulein?” he inquires politely of a buxom 
Hitler maiden sitting next to him. Happily, she is too excited even to hear his question […]. 
But the British observer insists, with merciless courtesy: “I beg your pardon, Madam. Did 
you ever consult a really good psychiatrist?”833 

 

This reaction, Mann writes, is typical of Howard, whom he in the American edition describes 

simply as „a young writer from London”. In the revised German edition, which Mann completed 

just before taking his own life in 1949, he makes a more positive assessment of Howard, calling 

him a  

Schriftsteller seines Zeichens, Mitarbeiter an liberalen Revuen, Vorkämpfer des 
europäischen Gedankens. Er liebt Deutschland, kommt jeden Sommer nach Bayern […]. 
Aber je mehr einem das deutsche Schicksal am Herzen liegt, desto greulicher muss einem 
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diese Stimme sein – die Stimme des Lügners, des Prahlers, des Fanatikers, des 
Kriminellen.834 

[A writer, contributor to liberal magazines, a campaigner for the European idea. He loves 
Germany and visits Bavaria every summer. (…) But the more invested one is in the German 
fate, the more dreadful this voice must sound – the voice of the liar, the boaster, the fanatic, 
the criminal.] 

 

While it can be questioned how accurately Mann was able to recall the details of the incident more 

than a decade later, in recounting the episode on the Theresienwiese, he uses “the English friend” 

as the foreign element within the German madness who provides a comical contrast and highlights 

the absurdity of what is happening in Mann’s home country. Howard is presented as the epitome 

of Britishness, polite to a fault and self-possessed – in contrast to the fanatical Germans around 

him. Howard, Mann assures his readers, could never be convinced to join in the mass hysteria or 

be cowed by Nazi thugs: “He doesn’t care a straw about people hissing at him and piercing him 

with their looks. […] Frail but plucky, he wouldn’t mind a scrap with great big Göring himself.”835 

In the German edition, Mann heightens the contrast by adding that this liberal, worldly visitor had 

a special love for Germany, a Germany that has now turned away from all the ideals he held dear.  

During the 1930s, Howard became a “prolific contributor to the New Statesman”.836 His articles 

dealt mainly with the threat of National Socialism. As Martin Green points out, “His articles were 

sufficiently committed and knowledgeable for the German embassy in London to serve notice on 

him not to return to Germany unless he changed his attitude.” 837 While the accounts of his early 

visits to Germany (see Chapter II) show very little interest in contemporary culture, by the time 

the Nazis had become a powerful threat to the Republic in the early 1930s, Howard had clearly 

learned to embrace many of the cultural innovations of the Weimar Republic and saw the urgent 

need to defend them. For an article entitled The Nazi Looks At Art which was published in the New 

Statesman in April 1933 Howard recalls a conversation he had in 1932 at the Braunes Haus (Brown 

House), the headquarters of the Nazi party in Munich, with Hitler’s press chief and social secretary 

Ernst “Putzi” Hanfstaengl.838 The article, which misspells the name of the interviewee as 
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intellectuals, artists and diplomats from Britain and the United States who took and interest in the Hitler 
movement.  
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“Haufstaengl”, reflects a similar bemused attitude towards the Nazi cause as Brian Howard 

displayed in Klaus Mann’s recollections when he wandered around a Nazi rally.  

Howard opens the interview by telling Hanfstaengl that Hitler “is considered abroad, at least, 

principally a military figure. It is hard for us to think of him as taking any real interest in Germany 

as regards art, for example.” Hanfstaengl, clearly understanding the implication, assures Howard 

that his boss is not “a stupid man” and adds: “Why, I play him the Gretchen am Spinnrad of 

Schubert on the piano – frequently. Almost every day. And he enjoys it very much.” But he later 

admits that Hitler is “not literary, only artistic.” When Howard presses him on the point, he states 

rather vaguely that Hitler is “interested in a great many things that mere army officers are not. 

Remember that.” 

When asked what modern literary work he considers to be most representative of the Nazi ideal, 

Hanfstaengl’s response is: “Peer Gynt. It is the greatest thing written since Faust. It is blond. 

Spengler knows. Houston Chamberlain knew. Germanic.” “I see”, answers Howard and goes on 

to ask “a more delicate question”: “Why this hatred of Jews?” 

Hanfstaengl responds:  

“Jews? Jews! Because they’ve never produced anything at all. Because they made the 
English and American theatres into sewers. Ours, too. All women and nakedness. Look at 
Reinhardt. Muck (where I put the word “muck” Dr. Haufstangl [sic] must be understood 
to have used the word “scheiss”). […] Besides, they aren’t blond. Not Germanic. They are 
not Germans. They have never produced anything except muck.”  

 

Under Howard’s questioning Hanfstaengl goes on to condemn Thomas Mann as “darling of the 

Jews”, Bruno Frank as “superficial”, German films as “conscienceless” and Einstein’s theories as 

“Jewish propaganda.” The interviewer does not have to add much commentary to this exchange 

to make it clear to the reader that this representative of the Nazi party is crude and uncultured. The 

Nazi, the article seems to imply, looks at art and sees nothing but a reflection of his prejudice.  

Again, it is important to remember that Howard’s clear anti-Nazi stance, which it seems might not 

have come about without the education he received from members of the liberal German 

intelligentsia, was not the norm among British intellectuals in the early 1930s. Peter Firchow writes 

that throughout the 1920s and 1930s, “fascism was not perceived as the genocidal menace that we 

know it to have become, but merely as one powerful and, for a few important literary intellectuals, 

potentially attractive alternative to democracy.” It was a movement which, “for almost all – if not 
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actually all- of the major modernist writers in Britain […] continued, albeit in different and usually 

more extremist forms, many of the basic impulses of their own intellectual tradition and society.”839 

In his 1951 autobiography, Stephen Spender recalls how during one of his stays in Germany in the 

early 1930s, he began to wonder if there might be something to Nazi cause. “Nearly all the German 

intellectuals whom we [Spender and Isherwood] knew accepted and practised a kind of orthodoxy 

of the Left. This attitude influenced the theatre, the novel, the cinema and even music and 

painting,” he recalls.840 Spender began to wonder if perhaps these intellectuals were mistaken. 

“After all, the Nazis, whom they so hated, claimed to be socialists and were opposed to the 

treatment of Germany by the Allies, which I was opposed to also.”841 Spender decided to educate 

himself about this new German political phenomenon and writes that after studying the Nazi’s 

political programme and a selection of propaganda literature he quickly came to the conclusion 

that he hated the movement for the “blatant cynicism and brutality” with which it set out to 

manipulate German voters.842  

As mentioned above, Wyndham Lewis drew very different conclusions from his own perusal of 

Nazi propaganda pamphlets during his Berlin visit in the winter of 1930. Lewis had lived in Munich 

before the war and, as discussed above, had made a brief and disappointing visit to Berlin in 1921. 

During his visit to Berlin in 1931, he found himself  

at once encompassed by a strange political unrest. Generally inattentive to politics, I found 
it impossible to escape from these – not so much because I agreed with the matter or the 
tone of them […] as because there was an unmistakable accent of passion and of impressive 
conviction in this particular agitation that I had not met with before upon the European 
scene.843 

 

Whereas the “strange political unrest” of the last years of the Weimar Republic made literary 

visitors like Isherwood, Spender or Brian Howard more susceptible to the politics of the Left, 

Lewis, who was already an active critic of what he, similar to Spender, perceived to be a left-wing 

orthodoxy in British cultural life, wholeheartedly embraced the Nazi movement as a credible 

alternative. While most British writers only published their ‘Weimar experience’ after 1933, which 

makes it difficult to discern if and how their attitude towards Weimar Germany changed after 

Hitler’s rise to power, in Wyndham Lewis we have a rare case of an author offering up the same 

                                                            
839 Firchow, Strange Meetings, 216. 
840 Spender, World within World, 131. 
841 Ibid., 132. 
842 Ibid. 
843 Lewis, Hitler, 5. 



 241 

first-hand ‘Weimar experience’ twice within the space of a few years and interpreting it differently. 

As Paul O’Keeffe points out, in Lewis’ second take on National Socialism, 

[t]he same eyewitness impression recorded then [in Hitler, 1931] were now [in The Hitler 
Cult, 1939] subtly altered by hindsight. Sitting in the balcony of the Berlin Sportpalast, in 
November 1930, Lewis had heard Goebbels and Goering speak. The fervour of the 
audience had gained his respect, even his admiration, certainly his tacit approval. Nine years 
later, the event was recalled as a far more ugly phenomenon. A peppering of emotive 
vocabulary transformed the rally into a fearsome spectacle […].844 

  

In 1931, Lewis had tried to convince his readers that Hitler was “a man of peace”. If Hitler “had 

his way”, he explained, he would be unlikely to seek a military conflict with Germany’s neighbours. 

“He would, I am positive, remain peacefully at home, occupied with the internal problems of the 

Dritte Reich [sic]”, Lewis writes and adds that “as regards, again, the vexed question of the 

‘antisemitic’ policy of his party, in that also I believe Hitler himself – once he had obtained power 

– would show increasing moderation and tolerance.” An example of such “moderation and 

tolerance” would, in Lewis’ opinion be to acknowledge the work of a world-famous physicist 

despite his Jewish heritage: “In the Dritte Reich, as conceived by Hitler, that great Jewish man of 

science, Einstein, would, I think, be honoured as he deserves.”845 The few lines quoted here are 

indicative of Lewis’ style of argument throughout the book which relies heavily on what the author 

thinks, feels and believes about the Nazi movement on the basis of a short visit to Berlin and which 

uses Nazi newspapers and propaganda literature, as well as some British newspapers, as source 

material. Apart from Nazi newspapers and pamphlets, Lewis does not include the voices and 

opinions of Germans, be they supporters or opponents of the Nazi cause, in his analysis. The 

reader is, therefore, asked to take the opinions offered on German politics for fact on the simple 

basis that an Englishman has briefly seen the country, or at least its capital, with his own eyes.  

What is of interest, in the context of this study, is the question why a British writer of considerable 

intellectual ability offered himself up as a mouthpiece for a political movement he did not fully 

understand, and which was gaining popularity in a country he knew very little about. He was, of 

course, not addressing potential Nazi supporters in Germany but his own countrymen and -women 

when he called the Nazi movement “a phenomenon that deserves a great deal of attention. It might 

very well be a deciding factor in the political life of the world”.846 Based on what he observed during 

a short stay in Berlin, Lewis proposes to know not only that Hitler is the politician who will lead 
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Germany away from ruin, but also that at least some of his policies should be emulated by the 

British. 

As mentioned above, Lewis comments on the German capital’s by then widespread reputation as 

a ‘city of vice’ which he hopes will be ‘cleansed’ by the Nazis. He is also keen to salvage the 

reputation of the Nazi Storm Troopers: “These hefty young street-fighting warriors have not the 

blood-shot eyes and furtive manners of the political gutter-gunmen, but the personal neatness, the 

clear blue eyes, of the police”, he assures his readers, linking ‘Germanic’ facial features such as 

“clear blue eyes” to a vision of a law-abiding and functioning state: “The Anglo-Saxon would feel 

reassured at once in the presence of these straightforward young pillars of the law.”847 As discussed 

in Chapter II, the German youth movement and the Weimar Republic’s exercise cult exerted a 

certain fascination on a number of British visitors and youthfulness and physical fitness were 

frequently linked to the idea that the country was undergoing a renaissance – lifting itself out of 

the misery of the post-war era by sheer physical effort. The idea that Germany, after being 

humiliated by the Allied powers, had made a laudable effort to recuperate and was now on a path 

to a bright future was one that sympathetic British observers were reluctant to abandon, even as 

they watched the growing influence of the Nazi party in Germany.  

Published in the same year as Lewis’ Hitler, Cicely Hamilton’s Modern Germanies as seen by an 

Englishwoman (1931), which is based on her travels through the country in 1929 and 1930 offers a 

far more informed view of the late Weimar Republic, while also failing to fully comprehend the 

threat of National Socialism. Unlike Wyndham Lewis, Hamilton had a thorough knowledge of the 

history and politics of Germany, spoke German fluently, and was determined to offer her readers 

insight on a variety of topics, some of which, such as the youth movement, the Neue Frau, German 

cinema and theatre, I have already discussed above. 

While Hamilton’s account is dominated by the author’s enthusiasm for the social and cultural 

innovations of the Weimar Republic, she is clear-sighted in her assessment of German anti-

Semitism. In a chapter dedicated to the phenomenon of German  “Jew-Baiting”, she writes that a 

traveller who wanders through Germany as a mere tourist and limits himself to “the sights and 

excursions advised by Herr Baedeker” may return to Britain without a suspicion of the division 

between Jews and Gentiles in Germany.  
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But let him once get away from his tourist beat into private houses and private lives; let 
him make personal acquaintance even of the slightest; and the chances are that it will not 
be long before it is made plain to him that there is a Jewish problem and that Anti-Semitism, 
in Central Europe, is a force both widespread and dangerous.848 

 

Writing about the Nazi party, Hamilton concedes that 

it is a fact that cannot be ignored or evaded that, at the last General Elections six and a half 
million German citizens cast their votes for a party which is so furiously anti-Semite in its 
tenets that it would deprive the Jew of his right to German nationality. National Socialism, 
under Hitler’s leadership, has made no disguise of its intentions; on the contrary, it has 
shouted them from the housetop.849 

 

However, like many of her fellow British visitors to Germany at the time, Hamilton tells her 

readership that Hitler, even if elected, will surely not follow through with his threats against the 

Jewish population. She further argues that the German “Judenhetze,” (Jew baiting) while “perhaps 

the ugliest of human passions,” is motivated by feelings of envy and that these feelings are, to some 

extent, excusable: “A people that has suffered and is bitterly poor sees a race that climbs and 

flourishes upon the ruin of its own fortunes; small wonder if envy does stir in its heart and it snarls 

accusations of profiteering against all who belong to the race.”850 The implicit argument here is that 

German anti-Semitism is merely a response to the recent post-war ‘misfortunes’ of the German 

people, rather than a phenomenon that is deeply rooted in German political and cultural history,851 

and that it is sure to diminish or disappear once the political and economic situation in the country 

improves. What follows from this is that it is excusable for Germans to vote for an overtly anti-

Semitic party if this party also promises to bring order and prosperity to the nation. Furthermore, 

by separating the Germans (“a people that has suffered”) and the German Jews (“a race that climbs 

and flourishes”), Hamilton uncritically repeats the Nazi categorization of Jewish Germans as a 

separate racial entity which does not belong to the German Volk. Like Geoffrey Moss did much 

earlier in his portrayal of the ruthless ‘international’ profiteer Löwenstein in the short-story ‘The 

Wrong Receipt’, Bottome presents the German people and “the Jews” as two separate entities – 

one of them the victims, the other the profiteers of Germany’s post-war economic problems.  

In the autumn of 1933, Hamilton added a chapter entitled “A Postscript on the Nazi Regime” to 

her book. “Things have moved swiftly in Germany of late,” she tells her readers, describing how 
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“only a year or two” ago she observed Berlin policemen “dealing none too amiably with a lad 

whose sole offence was the hawking of a Nazi newspaper” and how back then the German press 

had nothing but scorn for “Adolf Hitler, the would-be Mussolini – against whom to-day no editor 

may publish a word.”852 In the light of the new developments she reassesses some of her earlier 

musings on Weimar Germany:  

In an earlier chapter, dealing with the Youth Movement, I wrote of ‘increased pride in 
discipline’ as a characteristic of the post-War generation in Germany. That pride in 
discipline, I take it, is what has made the Nazi revolution possible; and it has developed (as 
I pointed out it might) into thoroughgoing military spirit.853 

 

Hamilton goes on to criticise the anti-feminist nature of Nazi politics but, drawing a line from the 

Youth Movement of the 1920s, which she admired, to the Hitler Youth marches of 1933, she 

remains full of understanding for the enthusiasm with which young Germans participate in the 

movement and full of hope that this enthusiasm will remain contained by military parades and not 

lead to actual warfare. On June 28, 1933, she observes a parade to mark the anniversary of the 

signing of the treaty of Versailles and as she recalls watching “the lads and lasses of the Hitlerjugend 

marching in their thousands along Unter den Linden”, she asks herself: 

Where is it going, this younger generation that is just coming into its own? This younger 
generation that can dimly remember the agony of Germany, in defeat, revolution and 
poverty; that has grown in an atmosphere of resentment and partisan strife and that has yet 
been trained in all bodily fitness, and belief in itself and its future!”854 

 

Despite her objections against the new regime, Hamilton ends her post-script on a positive note, 

voicing the hope that Germany’s youth will “work off its combative energies – as Mussolini’s Black 

Shirts have so far worked them off – in drilling, reviewing and manoeuvring” and that once the 

nation has “let off its youthful steam, it will tread with us the paths of peace!”855 In late 1933, 

presumably in full knowledge of the Nazi state’s campaign against its ‘enemies’, Hamilton still 

seems determined to rescue elements of the “modern Germany” she admired a few years earlier 

but she begins to acknowledge that a fundamental change has taken place: the young Germans of 

1933 are still full of belief in the future, but they now believe in a triumphantly German future. It 

is a vision that no longer includes the British visitor or any other outsider.  
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III.2.b. 1933-1939: “An evil smell” 
 

Even in the mid-to-late 1930s, after the Nazi government had expelled, incarcerated or murdered 

its political opponent and passed the Nuremberg race laws which provided the legal groundwork 

for the discrimination, persecution and eventual murder of the country’s Jewish population, 

opinion on the new regime was still divided among British intellectuals. 

In a film clip dated 1935, the playwright and essayist George Bernard Shaw, addressing a British 

audience, describes the Nazi revolution in Germany as “the very best news that we have had since 

the war.” The Allied powers, Shaw explains, “kept sitting on Germany’s head” after the country 

had already suffered defeat in the war, until “there came a very intelligent gentleman named Adolf 

Hitler and he, knowing perfectly well that the powers would not fight, he snapped his fingers at 

the treaty of Versailles. That’s what got him a vote of 95 per cent of the whole of the population 

of Germany”. Had England been treated in a similar way, Shaw is convinced, English voters would 

have done the same: “[…] the first man who had the gumption to see that we might get up on our 

legs and defy all those old treaties, he would be the most popular man in England.” Shaw seems to 

think that if there is any danger in the new German ruler, it arises not from his hunger for power 

but from the possibility that other nations will not accept the new German government: “There 

can be no peace in the world until there is peace between England, France, Germany, Russia, the 

United States and all the big powers of the West. Now, take that home and think about it and don’t 

be frightened anymore about the Germans.”856  

Personal encounters with the new German regime did not necessarily produce a more critical 

response. In 1937, British journalist and author Norman Hillson published I speak of Germany: A 

Plea for Anglo-German Friendship, an account of a recent journey he undertook through what he 

perceived as a new and vastly improved Germany, happily united under Nazi rule and working 

towards a better future. It is also an appeal to his government and British countrymen to not only 

accept but, at least in some aspects, emulate the changes made by the National Socialist regime, to 

seek a close relationship with Nazi Germany and to stop “backing the wrong horse” by supporting 

France.857 The Germany Hillson encounters around 1937 makes him think of previous visits, and 

he states that this new Germany is 

all so different from the Germany just after the war, when men and women were dying of 
starvation and murder was committed for a tin of bully beef or a bar of soap. It was 
different from the Germany of that wild, vicious time after the inflation, when money was 
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dissipated with almost criminal folly and the vicious dancing halls of Berlin´s 
Kurfürstendam [sic] became synonymous with the lowest depths of human depravity.858 

  

Hillson´s account reduces the Weimar Republic to two aspects that still dominate many accounts 

of the period today: political chaos and poverty. A contemporary reviewer of the book rightly stated 

that “In small things, as in great, Mr Hillson shows serene indifference to accuracy”,859 and we can 

easily see today that Hillson displays a remarkable lack of critical reflection when, for instance, he 

tries to convince his readers that the fact that the Goethehaus in Frankfurt has never been better 

looked after is a sure sign of the Nazi´s respectful attitude towards German culture or when he 

doesn´t find it in any way concerning that Jewish people simply seem to have disappeared from 

the city´s streets. However, it is also safe to say that his positive view of the “New Germany” still 

found many supporters in Britain at the time his book was published.860  

For British writers who, like Brian Howard, had developed a personal interest in Weimar Germany 

and had witnessed the end of the Republic first-hand, it was difficult to remain passive in the face 

of Germany’s aggressive efforts of expansion. In the late hours of the 10th of March 1938, less than 

two days before German troops marched into Austria, an Anglo-German group of writers sat 

around a table at Café de Flore in Paris discussing the impending annexation, as Klaus Mann recalls 

in his autobiography:  

Our table […] is piled with newspapers. I am with a crowd of English friends – Brian 
Howard, Nancy Cunard, Sybil Bedford, James Stern, and three or four others. Brian is all 
flurry and agitation. He loathes Hitler much more than do most Englishmen – I mean, than 
most Englishmen used to do at that early point. For Brian had lived in Munich and Salzburg 
and Vienna: he knows what it is all about.861 

 

At the time when Howard, Mann and James Stern, another literary visitor to Weimar Germany, 

gathered at Café de Flore, other writers who had visited the Weimar Republic, such as Storm 

Jameson and Phyllis Bottome, had already become actively involved in efforts to help Jewish 

refugees escape Germany and to call on the British government to abandon their appeasement 

politics. 
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Their ‘Weimar experience’ had laid the groundwork for their anti-fascist political activism. In 

December 1938, Bottome published a letter entitled ‘I Accuse’ in the New Republic. In a deliberate 

reference to Emile Zola’s famous 1894 letter ‘J’Accuse’, in which he accused the French 

government of anti-Semitism over the conviction of Alfred Dreyfus, Bottome decried the British 

government’s appeasement politics towards Hitler’s Germany.862 Bottome also went on a tour of 

public speaking engagements across the US to call for action against the Nazi state. Storm Jameson 

was named president of PEN in October 1938, a role in which “[t]ogether with Hermon Ould, the 

International Secretary of PEN (…) she put all her energy into helping writers escape from 

Europe” and, among other activities, lobbied on behalf of German refugees who were interned as 

enemy aliens in Britain after the outbreak of the Second World War.863 

The period between Hitler’s takeover and the outbreak of the war in 1939 saw a number of 

publications by British writers who had personally experienced the last days of the Weimar 

Republic. The full historical impact of the downfall of the Republic would only be felt after the 

end of the Second World War, but accounts of the last years of the Weimar Republic published 

between 1933 and 1939 already present the British ‘Weimar experience’ in a way which aims to 

explain the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the rise of German fascism. After all, what writer would admit in 

1938, as a new war with Germany was looming, that they had visited the country in 1932 but had 

not paid particular attention to German politics as they were looking at 18th-century paintings, 

hiking through the forests of Bavaria or drinking champagne in Berlin night clubs? Who at this 

point wanted to read about the experiences of a British visitor to Germany in the 1920s who had 

found the country neither appallingly depraved, nor excitingly modern and who hadn’t felt the 

heavy hand of history on their shoulder as they climbed aboard the train back to Britain? 

Retrospectively, indifference or ignorance was not an option.  

In 1939, Wyndham Lewis once again spoke up on National Socialism in The Hitler Cult, his second 

book on the subject after Hitler (1931). In this second take, Lewis unconvincingly attempts to 

reframe his previous endorsement of Hitler as political neutrality,  calling himself “one of the only 

‘neutrals’ Germany has ever had in this country”,864 only to then admit that he has engaged “in 

efforts at ‘appeasement’ beside which those of Mr Chamberlain pale in comparison.”865 Lewis is 

keen to point out that his earlier take on National Socialism in what he calls “the first Hitler book 

ever written”866 was based on an unusually mild-mannered attitude towards the Germans:  

                                                            
862 Hirsch, 237. 
863  Birkett, Jennifer and Chiara Biganti (eds.): Storm Jameson: Writing in Dialogue, 6. 
864 Lewis, Wyndham; The Hitler Cult, vii. 
865 Ibid., viii. 
866 Ibid., 20. 



 248 

Truer to type, I venture to think, than many of my Anglo-Saxon contemporaries, the 
spectacle of an utterly broken and defenceless Germany provoked my sympathy. National 
Socialism apart. The ‘Versailles shackles,’ designed to immobilize the stricken German 
giant, seemed unnecessarily galling and oppressive. To-day that is all over. Germany is 
blusterously imperial once more […].867 

 

Sympathy with post-war Germany was, of course, not at all unusual among Lewis’ contemporaries, 

as we have seen. What was unusual was the full-throated endorsement of the Nazi party as early as 

1931. In 1939, Lewis admits that his short stint in Berlin in the winter of 1930 might not have 

provided him with enough information to write a book on German politics: “I feel to-day I saw 

nothing at all in Berlin in 1930. Of the potentialities for sustained nonsense implicit in Herr Hitler 

and his friends I had no suspicion.”868 

Whereas his previous essay downplayed the threat of German anti-Semitism, in 1939 Lewis takes 

a more decisive stance and goes so far as to claim that he had been keenly aware of the differences 

between anti-Semitism in Britain and anti-Semitism in Germany ever since his student days in 

Munich. “Anti-Semitism in Great Britain is a pastime”, he writes, “it is in the nature of a parlour-

sport. A political ping-pong. With us it is associated with a rather stupid type of retired army man, 

who is disposed to regard the Jew as not ‘white’ and as suspiciously ‘clever.’”869 In Germany, on 

the other hand, the phenomenon is much more serious and had been so even before the war: “The 

Englishman who has never visited Germany is inclined to think that Hitler invented anti-Semitism. 

That is not the case. Rather, […] anti-Semitism invented him.”870 

Clearly worried about being caught on the wrong side of the political debate about Germany, Lewis 

mentions that his first essay on the Nazi Party has been translated into German and that his 

German publisher has since informed him that Hitler and Goebbels had been shown his book and 

that it “had displeased them.”871 As mentioned above, in 1931 Lewis indulged in fantasies of virile 

blue-eyed young Storm Troopers cleaning up Berlin’s dens of ‘vice’, such as the Eldorado Club. In 

1939, his political turnaround on the Nazi Party went hand in hand with an endorsement of the 

benefits of a certain measure of ‘decadence’: “Whether French, Turks, Spaniards, Slavs, or what 

not, we are all rather a happy-go-lucky, ‘decadent’ lot to-day, thank goodness. Only Prussia and 

Japan aspire to be virile. In stupid and stiff-necked fashion they stalk about with glassy eyes, their 

chest stuck out.”872  
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Lewis is in the unusual position of having recorded his views on the Nazi party before their rise to 

power and therefore has to spend much of his 1939 essay reframing his previous judgments, 

claiming for example that when he attended a Nazi rally at Berlin’s Sportpalast in 1930 (of which 

he gave an enthusiastic account in Hitler), he actually saw  “no possibility of a serious German 

come-back” and was “rather amused” by the whole thing.873 

Accounts of visits to Nazi rallies feature prominently in retrospective autobiographical accounts of 

the last years of the Weimar Republic and in the accounts of visitors who, unlike Lewis, never held 

sympathies for the Nazi party, they are frequently framed as a moment of sudden revelation. In 

her 1937 memoir Journalist’s Wife, Lilian Mowrer recalls a Nazi rally she attended at the Berlin 

Sportpalast in 1930. She recalls it as an event that changed her perception of Germany and the 

German people in an instant: 

These are the people my brother and cousins died fighting,” I suddenly realized. "These 
Nazis hate everything I love and love what I abhor. This is the enemy." There it was, in my 
mind, for the first time since we came to the country. I had been eight years in Germany 
and had talked with every kind of person, discussing war and the origins of war with types 
as different as the Moltkes, the Hindenburgs, the Socialists and the Pacifists. Never had I 
felt any personal rancour or emotion. But this atmosphere was something I had never 
encountered before, and as immediately recognizable as an evil smell.874 

 

Writers who had felt a strong personal affinity to the culture and people of the Weimar Republic 

now felt a need to explain or deny this attraction, and writers who had come to Germany for purely 

personal reasons found that their experience of Weimar Germany was suddenly regarded with 

urgent interest. Madeleine Kent, who had visited Germany in the 1920s and lived there from 1931 

until and 1936 and whose recollections of her 1920s encounters with the German Youth movement 

and observations of everyday life in Dresden during the early 1930s I have quoted in Chapter II, 

published her experiences in 1938 under the title I Married a German. The memoir was clearly 

marketed as providing the reader with a unique insider-perspective to the ‘German question’: 

“What is day-to-day life like in Germany now? How did the present state of affairs come about?” 

asks the sleeve of the December 1938 edition.875 “This is an intelligent woman´s account of her life 
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since 1931. It is also a first-rate narrative, by a woman who can write”, the blurb promises and goes 

on to points out that despite the fact that she was not officially licensed to report from Germany, 

Kent’s perspective should still be taken into account, since “[n]ewspaper correspondents do not 

live the daily life of the German hausfrau, who saw events intimately through her kitchen and sitting-

room windows, and was also well aware of the wider issues involved.” 

In addition to providing insights into German everyday life, the memoir is presented as the story 

not only of a lucky escape from Nazi Germany but as the tale of a woman who was deceived by 

the brief thawing in Anglo-German relations in the Weimar Republic period and found herself 

caught on the wrong side when the Nazi reign began in 1933: “The writer is a London woman who 

fell in love with Germany and with a young German she met on an ordinary holiday. (Reader, it 

might have been you!) That was in the period of courageous striving to bridge the gulf left by the 

Great War.”876 The December 1938 edition, the fourth to be printed in the short time since the 

book’s release just a month earlier, bears the title emblazoned in red letters across a menacing 

looking black and white photograph of marching Nazi Storm Troopers, their swastika armbands 

clearly visible.  

As mentioned above, throughout her account, Kent places her experiences in Germany, where she 

lived with her German husband from 1931 until 1936, in the context of her previous impressions 

of Germany as a “land of light and hope” during a hiking holiday in the Harz in 1926 and a stint 

working as an au-pair for a German family near Mannheim in 1928.877 As the cover blurb suggests, 

the 1938 memoir presents these impressions of Weimar Republic Germany as a mirage, a deceptive 

image of progress which is successively dismantled as the author settles in Germany in the early 

1930s. Kent describes how her perception of Germany changed from the moment she drove into 

the country by train from London with her new husband knowing she would have to live in the 

country for the foreseeable future: “I had never before noticed the formidable solidity of German 

houses, or if I had it had been merely to note what good builders the Germans were. Now it seemed 

to me that we were hurtling past rows of fortresses.”878  

Kent chronicles her attempts of trying and failing to reconcile the image of Germany she had built 

up in her mind with the realities of the country she encountered. She is taken aback by the “squat 

ugliness” of her newly built marital home in a Dresden Arbeitersiedlung: “But this example of the 

New Realism, designed in illustration of the theory that a house should be merely a machine to live 

in, was to Hans [Kent’s German husband] a veritable Hansel and Gretel cottage.”879 Here, the 
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British writer’s romantic image of what Germany should look like collides with the tastes of her 

German husband who eagerly embraces the austere architecture of the Weimar Republic era. 

Shortly after Kent’s arrival in Germany a hiking holiday in the Erzgebirge introduces her to a grim 

landscape and impoverished rural communities which provide a sharp contrast to the image of 

Germany’s natural beauty formed during her earlier hiking holidays in the mountains of Thuringia 

in the 1920s. Living in a worker’s settlement in Dresden, she witnesses the effects of the economic 

crisis of the early 1930s first-hand: “It was not until 1931 that the full force of the slump fell on 

Germany. Until then wages had been remarkably high and unemployment kept within bounds. 

Now, half the men in the settlement were out of work and the remainder struggled along on 

reduced wages.”880 In an interesting contrast to other British reports of the crisis, which, especially 

in retrospect, tend to draw a straight line between Germany’s post-war suffering and the economic 

downturn of the early 1930s and portray the Weimar Republic years as a continuous struggle,  Kent 

compares the situation in 1930s Germany with her experience of post-war England. Coming “fresh 

from the slump” of her home country, she is amazed to see how “completely bowled over” the 

German workers of her settlement are by the economic crisis: 

For years past the Republic had more than lived up to their hopes, giving them high wages, 
increased insurance, new schools and parks, cheap holidays. Now, in face of this first great 
disaster, they were like a herd of stampeding cattle that, when at length brought to a 
standstill, remains dazed and quivering.881 

 

Kent’s account emphasizes her difficulties of shedding her English identity and fully settling in 

German, despite the early enthusiasm which saw her abandon her British nationality at the London 

register office in preparation for her wedding to Hans. She does not make many close friends in 

Germany and continues to be introduced as “die Engländerin” (the Englishwoman) on social 

occasions.882 After the initial disappointment, in the autumn of 1932, Kent recalls, she “felt happier 

[…] than I had been at first. If less romantic, I was more philosophical. Not only had I at last given 

up trying to make the people around me fit into the fancy picture I had once had of Germany; I 

had realised that at present they were in too great a flux to fit into any picture.”883 Instead, Kent 

concentrated on “the little cosmopolitan circle that exists in all German cities”, preferring to 

socialize with other foreigners.884 She has moved from someone attempting to become an ‘insider’ 

to the position of a deliberate outside-observer of the unfolding political events.  
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After the Nazi’s rise to power in 1933, the British author’s German stint turns into a nightmarish 

scenario as Kent and her husband face increasing threats and persecution. Kent claims that after 

being accused of being a political opponent of the regime, she only managed to evade detainment 

in a concentration camp, “because several witnesses swore that they had heard me attack England 

and compare it unfavourably to Germany”.885 Following this ordeal, the couple left Germany in 

1936 and settled in England.   

Kent’s memoir is the story of her gradual uncovering of the ‘real’ Germany beneath the deceptive 

vision of Weimar progressiveness. It is not the story of a country being taken over by an evil regime 

but that of a British writer being duped into believing that the Germans had changed for the better 

only to discover that she had been sadly mistaken. “What is wrong with the Germans?” asks the 

December 1938 review of Kent’s book in the Spectator, written by British historian Alfred Leslie 

Rowse. Throughout history, Rowe remarks, “one seems to see a dichotomy in the German soul: a 

struggle between […] reason and moderation, civilisation and a willingness to play their part in the 

greater whole that is Europe, and […] the elements of unreason, of belief in force […] a retrograde 

nationalism, an ultimate barbarism.” Rowse sees this struggle reflected in Kent’s memoir: “Its 

underlying rhythm is again this conflict in our own time between the hopes of social progress and 

peaceful, international co-operation raised by the Weimar Republic, and the relapse into barbarism 

with the Nazis […]. Since the Germans are Germans, it is not surprising that the latter won”886 

As Kent recalls her time in Germany, scenes of everyday life take on symbolic importance, 

foreshadowing the eventual complete disintegration of Kent’s original romantic vision of 

Germany. For example, Kent describes a visit to Munich in the early 1930s, before Hitler had 

assumed power, during which she saw the Braunes Haus (Brown House). In a public garden near 

the Nazi headquarters, Kent and her husband encounter “a young man, pale, thin, and shabbily 

dressed but with the calm brow of a scholar, rummaging anxiously through the wire waste-paper 

basked beside the path. He was evidently searching for food”. He finds nothing edible but instead 

discovers “a half-faded rose amongst the litter and this he gently disentangled and carried away. 

[…] It was as though he, who in his extremity could see in a drooping flower something worth 

cherishing, despised himself for needing food.” This, in Kent’s opinion, makes the nameless man 

“much richer than the Storm Trooper strutting up and down in the next street. I can see now that 

bowed, slender figure retreating into the oncoming night with only a relic of beauty to solace him. 

I see him as Germany´s last poet, a gentle ghost from the discarded past.”887 
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Retrospectively, the starving ‘poet’ comes to signify a vision of Germany that Kent once believed 

in, that “sleeping, dreaming, happily dreaming Germany” as Stevie Smith put it in her 1936 Novel 

on Yellow Paper, (see Chapter III.2.) and which Kent had to what disappear before her very eyes, 

just as Brian Howard saw the landscapes of Bavaria disappear before his eyes, as he began to focus 

on the political realities of the late Weimar Republic.  

 

III.2.c. After 1939: “A country of diabolic energy” 
 

The influence of hindsight on retrospective accounts of the ‘Weimar experience’ of British writers 

did, of course, only grow more prominent in the years after the end of the Second World War, 

when the full scale of the atrocities committed by the German people and their government became 

known. As discussed in the analysis of Stephen Spender’s 1988 version of The Temple, the problem 

with such retrospective accounts is not only the fact that the writer interprets the events he or she 

has witnessed differently in retrospect. There is also the desire of writers to insert themselves into 

a historical narrative – to establish a connection between their personal story and the historical 

events their readers are familiar with, even if such a connection was not obvious at the time.  

Walking through Berlin’s shattered streets, as Isherwood did when in 1952, he returned to the city 

for the first time after the war, 888 anyone would have asked themselves if they should have foreseen 

in the early 1930s that this was where Germany was headed. Any writer who witnessed the rise of 

the Nazis and failed to write about it in the most dramatic fashion would have felt disingenuous in 

1939, let alone 1952.  

Writers who experienced Germany in the early 1930s became accidental witnesses to historical 

events and retrospectively tried to do justice to the significance of the moment. An example of this 

can be found in John Lehmann’s aforementioned autobiography The Whispering Gallery (1957). 

Lehmann, a poet, writer and publisher, came to Berlin in the first weeks of 1933 to visit Christopher 

Isherwood. Lehmann’s prime motivation for the visit was to experience the city’s gay nightlife, 

which he later described in his autobiographical novel In the Purely Pagan Sense (1976). In his post-

war autobiography, however, he skirts over his reasons for travelling to Berlin and emphasises the 

fact that he was witness to a pivotal moment in German history. “I arrived at the end of January, 

and within a very short time found myself in the midst of the last agony of the Weimar Republic”, 

Lehmann writes.889 “The crucial elections were approaching, and bloody conflicts between the 
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Nazis, the Communists and the Social-Democrats were taking place almost every day in some part 

of the ice-bound city that was laid out like a patient about to undergo an operation without any 

anaesthetic at all.”890 The imagery makes it abundantly clear that Lehmann is writing from the 

perspective of someone who knows full well how crucial the time he witnessed would be to world 

history. He recalls walking through the icy Berlin streets with Isherwood and observing that “All 

over Berlin, especially in the middle-class shopping and residential districts, huge pictures of Hitler 

were displayed at night in windows illuminated by devout candles.”891 He continues:  

A few nights later I was in a bar near the Zoo, when a friend who had been to a cinema 
came in, and said ‘The Reichstag’s on fire!’ I followed him outside and could see the glow 
of flames eastwards against the black sky …It is not my intention to tell again here the story 
that is known so well, of the Nazi putsch that followed the trumped-up crime and Hitler’s 
inevitable triumph and appointment as Chancellor after the hollow voting had taken place 
[…].892  
 
 

This description evokes a vivid image of the last days of the Weimar Republic and Lehmann’s 

position as a witness, but it does not stand up to scrutiny. Ironically, Lehmann’s version of the 

“story that is known so well” confuses the historical sequence of events. If he arrived at the end of 

January, he would have been in Berlin at the time of Hitler’s appointment to the position of 

Chancellor, which took place on the 30th of January, nearly a month before the Reichstag was set 

alight on the night of the 27th of February. Despite the wave of suppression of the Nazi’s political 

opponents following the Reichstag incident, the Nazi party narrowly missed an absolute majority 

in the “hollow voting” of the March election, and it was the Ermächtigungsgesetz (enabling act) passed 

by the Reichstag on March 23rd which finally afforded Hitler dictatorial powers.  

It is easy to see why a writer would want to portray the Reichstag fire as the beginning of the Nazi 

revolution - the dramatic imagery of the seat of government going up in flames is irresistible.  As 

we will see in Chapter III.3, Phyllis Bottome’s novel The Mortal Storm, which again uses the burning 

of the Reichstag as the catalyst for the Nazi “revolution”,  also alters the historical timeline of 

events by moving the Reichstag fire to May 1933, presumably in order to create enough time for 

the relationship between the main protagonist Freya and her communist lover to develop before 

he is killed in the aftermath of the Reichstag incident. Both Lehmann’s autobiography and 

Bottome’s novel portray the Nazi’s rise to power as the result of a violent coup rather than a failure 

of the Republic’s democratic institutions which enabled the appointment of Hitler as Chancellor.  
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In the process of turning their personal and, naturally, often limited experiences into a story that 

would ideally convey some general ideas about Weimar Germany to a British reader, many writers 

embellished the facts. In some cases, this process might have been a deliberate choice to create 

more dramatic tension (as Isherwood has openly admitted), in others, it might just reflect how the 

writer remembered the events several years later. Naturally, slightly blurry timelines could also make 

their German narratives seem more pertinent and exciting. For example, Similarly, Storm Jameson 

claims in her 1966 autobiography that on the day she left Berlin in March 1932 the election had 

confirmed Hindenburg as president893 when in reality the result was inconclusive, and the election 

had to be repeated. While it is impossible to tell if the admission is deliberate, in the context of 

Jameson’s narrative it is more effective to claim that she left behind a country that she believed to 

be safe in the hands of Hindenburg. This creates an element of dramatic tension since the reader 

of her retrospective account already knows that Hindenburg would go on to help Hitler into office.   

Stevie Smith, whose Novel on Yellow Paper will be discussed in detail below, only took two short trips 

to Germany in 1929 and 1931 and was nowhere near Berlin when Weimar democracy collapsed. 

Yet, she later told her friend, the writer Kay Dick, that she had caught “the first last of the last 

trains”894 out of Berlin and in her fictionalized account of the visits in Novel On Yellow Paper (1936) 

her protagonist’s final departure from Berlin is recalled through the prism of the violent rule of the 

Nazi regime and the knowledge of “how [the Germans] are giving themselves up to this sort of 

cruelty and viciousness, how Hitler cleared up the vice that was so in Berlin.895 Similar to Basil 

Bunting, who despite his intense dislike of Berlin was still keen to stress that he had been there 

‘before the novelists’, Smith’s ‘Weimar experience’ took on a striking significance when recalled 

with the knowledge of the events that were to follow and the writer’s authority needed to be 

underlined by her status as eyewitnesses.  

Autobiographical accounts by British visitors to the late Weimar Republic written after the end of 

the Second World war inevitably paint the early 1930s as a period of extreme uncertainty and 

perpetual crisis. Looking back on her 1932 visit to Berlin, Storm Jameson wrote in the 1960s: 

No other capital city I knew gave me this sense of improvisation and uncertainty: it was 
like a house the week before the family is due to move out because of an impending 
bankruptcy or divorce – dust, cracks in the ceiling, nothing quite in its proper place, an ugly 
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feeling of exposure. As in a cubist portrait, all the fragments of a dismembered body were 
there. The disorder, the chaos, the distortion, had its significance, like a fever patient’s 
chart.896  

 

Yet, Jameson writes it “never entered my head that a people so in love with exaggeration, so quick 

to turn everything into an object of hatred or worship, so little in possession of itself, might begin 

to dream of possessing Europe.” And, she adds, “who could have imagined Auschwitz?”897 She 

did not then, Jameson muses, understand German history as she does at the time of writing when 

she knows Germany to be “a country of diabolic energy where anything, any contrast, any self-

contradiction, is to be expected.”898 

“It was the Weimardaemmerung”,899 is how Stephen Spender in his 1951 autobiography describes the 

last years of the Weimar Republic, a period of “permanent unrest, the result of nothing being fixed 

and settled”, in which Germany “reeled from crisis to crisis within a permanent crisis”.900 

Retrospectively, Spender describes this permanent crisis as something that had been unfolding in 

the background during his entire time in Germany but of which he only became aware around the 

year 1931. Weimardaemmerung beautifully embodies in a single word Spender’s take on this period, 

making it appear like a quasi-mystical inevitable occurrence, rather than the result of concrete 

events. The use of Dämmerung (dusk) connects the end of the Republic to Spender’s vision of its 

height: his first summer in Germany, which was blessed with continuous sunshine. Of course, the 

word is also reminiscent of the ‘Götterdämmerung’, the last final piece in Wagner’s Nibelungen-

cycle, which ends in the final defeat of the Norse Gods in an apocalyptic scene of destruction. 

From his descriptions of German expressionism as a manifestation of “primitive Germans living 

their primitive passions”, to his depiction of the beautiful young German Heinrich as resembling 

a carefully carved pagan statue, Spender in his retrospective accounts of Germany uses imagery 

that suggests the inevitability of a German turn to a form of mystic, barbaric, pre-civilised existence. 

Nazism, this again seems to suggest, was the outward manifestation of something lurking at the 

core of the German nature, a “diabolic energy”, to use the words of Storm Jameson. 

 

III.3. The end of the Weimar Republic in fiction 1933-1939 
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III.3.a. Introduction 
 

As discussed in Chapter II.7, the knowledge of the demise of German democracy and the rise of 

the Third Reich led Stephen Spender to significantly alter his fictional representation of the Weimar 

Republic when he published a reworked version of his 1929 manuscript of The Temple in 1988. 

While Spender waited until long after the end of the Second World War to revisit the fictional 

version of his ‘Weimar experience’, other British visitors to the Weimar Republic began to 

fictionalize their own experience of the end of the Weimar Republic long before the historical 

impact of it could be fully understood.  

This chapter will analyse the process of turning the ‘Weimar experience’ into fiction at a time when 

Germans were persecuting the ‘enemies’ of their new regime in their own country but had not yet 

begun their crusade of world domination. It was a time in which such ‘enemies’ were stripped of 

basic rights and, in many cases, their German citizenship, imprisoned and tortured or forced to flee 

the country, brutally beaten to death or shot in nightly raids, on the basis of their race, sexuality or 

political opposition to the regime.  It was also a time in which the Nazi regime could still count on 

foreign dignitaries and visitors from all over the world to attend the 1936 Berlin Olympics. The 

appeasement politics of prime minister Neville Chamberlain, who took office in 1937, were 

regarded by the majority of the British establishment as a sensible course of action and, as Frank 

McDonough writes, “[t]he desire to appease Nazi Germany became something of a fashion within 

British high society”, which included frequent visits to Nazi Germany, personal contact with 

leading Nazi politicians and press reports seeking to reassure voters back home in Britain that 

Germany had not intention of embarking on another war.901  

During the 1930s, the Nazi state apparatus was laying the ground for the mass-murder of Jews, 

homosexuals, people with physical and mental disabilities, political opponent and ‘antisocial 

elements’, but the death factories of Auschwitz, Treblinka and Sobibor had not yet been 

constructed and the Wehrmacht and SS troops had not yet begun their war of aggression against 

Germany’s European neighbours. Up until, and even beyond, the German annexation of Austria 

in 1938 and the occupation of parts of Czechoslovakia by German troops in the spring of 1939, 

numerous British intellectuals remained convinced that Hitler was, as Wyndham Lewis had put it 

in 1931, “a man of peace.”  

Faced with such positions of denial, which insisted that the Nazi’s rise to power was the fulfilment 

of Germany’s quest to shake off the shackles of the Versailles Treaty and re-join the community 
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of nations, British writers who had first-hand experience of Weimar Republic Germany and of the 

Nazi regime’s brutal crackdown on the freedoms awarded by Weimar democracy, began to offer a 

counter-narrative in the form of novels reflecting on the shift from Weimar democracy to Nazi 

totalitarianism. 

My case studies are four novels published in the period between the consolidation of the Nazi 

government in the spring of 1933 and the beginning of the Second World War in 1939: Geoffrey 

Moss’ I Face the Stars (1933), Stevie Smith’s Novel on Yellow Paper (1936), Phyllis Bottome’s The Mortal 

Storm (1937) and Christopher Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin (1939). All four novels are based on the 

authors’ personal experience of Germany during the last years of the Republic and are concerned 

with the transition from Weimar democracy to Nazi fascism.  

Three out of the four novels discussed in this chapter feature a British first-person narrator who 

shares many of the author’s traits and - in the case of Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin – even his name. 

Despite the sense of narrative authority that this approach invokes, like Stephen Spender’s 

“autobiographical fictionalizing” discussed above these literary texts must be viewed not as 

documents of historical events, but as documents of an imagined construct of the Weimar Republic 

presented by British authors. They are also documents of a struggle to find a literary voice and a 

form that would help to make sense of the ‘Weimar experience’ in a time of deep uncertainty and 

be able to combine the personal and the political, namely the artistic ambition of the writer, which 

was in some cases bound up with a strong attraction to Germany, and the desire to convey a 

political message to  the readership.  

The Weimar Republic that is depicted in the novels is a country that has bred Fascism and the 

novels can, to a varying degree, be read as a warning to British readers about the nature of the Nazi 

state and its attitudes towards women, minorities and foreigners. Particularly in the case of Smith 

and Isherwood the novels also have a deeply personal component that re-examines the author’s 

initial attraction to Germany, explores the tensions between the British self and the German ‘other’ 

and enquires into concepts of national identity. All four novels use the late Weimar Republic as a 

setting which allows them to articulate anxieties about race, gender, class and war that plagued not 

just Germany but also British society during the inter-war years. Although they are stylistically very 

different, all four novels can be read as attempts to articulate political subjectivity in a society that 

is facing another European war. 

As mentioned above, Isherwood’s vision of Berlin in the late 1920s and early 1930s proved to be 

the most enduringly popular British literary take on the Weimar Republic, not least because of the 

popularity of the musical Cabaret, which is based on Goodbye to Berlin. While the musical makes the 

connection between Weimar ‘decadence’ and the rise of fascism explicit, this connection is already 
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hinted at in the novel and is, as we will see, an expression of the Isherwood’s ambiguous position 

towards his past as a passive eye-witness to the rise of fascism.  

Stevie Smith’s Novel on Yellow Paper caused a stir in British literary circles upon its publication in 

1936 and earned its author a reputation as an exciting young modernist writer but with its 

idiosyncratic narrative style it was never destined for a mass audience, nor does it carry an easily 

decipherable political message about the future of British relations with Germany.  

Geoffrey Moss’ and Phyllis Bottome’s take on the ‘Weimar experience’, by contrast, are written in 

an accessible style and carry their political message on their sleeves – quite literally so in the case 

of Bottome’s The Mortal Storm. The novel was first published by Faber & Faber in autumn 1937 

and in 1938 was re-published in the new series of ‘Penguin specials’ – the now iconic orange 

paperbacks that were printed in large numbers and sold at a low price to make literary texts available 

to a broad readership. The cover of the Penguin edition of The Mortal Storm announced:  

This is the first work of fiction to be published as a Penguin Special. The original edition 
was published only at the end of last year, but the theme of the story is so urgent, so 
pertinent to the present political upheaval in Europe, that the author and the original 
publishers, Messr. Faber & Faber, have cooperated with us to make this early cheap edition 
possible. 

 

Geoffrey Moss’ I Face the Stars, published in 1933, carried a similar, somewhat more pessimistic 

disclaimer of the novel’s political urgency. It was “[d]edicated to those who have stood for the 

Polish corridor and for the war guilt clause in the treaty of Versailles and to the sons of the reader 

of this book who in consequence will lose their lives in the next great war.”  

Any writer who decided to fictionalize their ‘Weimar experience’ after 1933 was faced with two 

specific challenges: How to portray the Germany they had experienced, given the drastically 

changed context of a Germany now under Nazi rule, and how to portray the British 

narrator/protagonist within the German context, given that he or she could now be perceived as 

a witness to an important moment in European history. As the following analysis will show, the 

literary treatment of the late Weimar Republic and Germany’s slide towards totalitarianism by these 

authors not only addresses the question of national identity and redraws the lines between the 

British self and the German ‘other’. It is also a reassessment of an attraction to Germany in the 

context of the political situation of the 1930s and an exploration of the future of Anglo-German 

relations.  In the retrospective depiction of the final years and months of the Weimar Republic, 

written at a time when a new war with Germany seemed increasingly likely, old German stereotypes 

resurface and enter into dialogue with the newer, often positive, visions of ‘modern’ Germany that 

emerged during the Weimar Republic era. The Anglo-German relationship is addressed in two 
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ways: by having characters discuss the perceived differences between ‘the English’ and ‘the 

Germans’ and, in a more coded fashion, through the German as an object of romantic or erotic 

desire for the British narrator or a British protagonist.  

 

III.3.b. The decline of the German family: Geoffrey Moss’ I Face the Stars (1933) 
 

As discussed in Chapter I, Geoffrey Moss’ literary engagement with Weimar Germany began in 

the early 1920s when, while travelling through Germany, he was struck by what he perceived to be 

the grave injustice of the Allied occupation of the Rhineland, and specifically of French attempts 

to ignite separatist upheaval in the area. His early short stories, particularly the title story Defeat, 

emphasize the similarities in lifestyle and values as well as the shared history of the German and 

the English, but in the 1927 story The Three Cousins Moss begins to contemplate the possibility that 

fundamental differences in German and British character might be a hindrance to a long-term 

peaceful coexistence of the two nations, embodied in this story by two former officers trying to 

navigate a ship through a storm.  

In December 1933, as Germany’s first year under Nazi rule was drawing to a close, Moss’ novel I 

Face the Stars was published. In it the author returns once more to the field of German politics. 

Because so little is known about his life, it is unclear to what extent Moss himself experienced 

Germany in the last years of the Weimar Republic or the first months of Nazi rule. His portrait of 

the German von der Meldegg family in I Face the Stars is strikingly similar to that of the von Koekritz 

family portrayed in Defeat, the title story of the 1924 collection. Like this early short story, I Face the 

Stars tells the story of a German upper-class family in the occupied Ruhr territory from the 

perspective of a British visitor. However, the novel sees the narrator make a return visit to Germany 

ten years later, in the spring of 1933. 

In the first part of the novel, the British narrator is passing through Düsseldorf in the spring of 

1923 when he decides to look up his old friend from pre-war days, Maximilian, “Max”, von der 

Meldegg, a former officer in the German army who like the narrator has retired from military 

service. Düsseldorf is located in the Ruhr area which in 1923 was occupied by French and Belgium 

troops. Due to an injury, the narrator ends up staying at the Meldegg’s house for more than two 

months and develops a friendly relationship with three generations of the family. The 1923 part of 

the novels focusses on Max von der Meldegg’s involvement with the active resistance against the 



 261 

French and Belgium occupying powers which culminates in the arrest and execution of one of his 

fellow conspirators, Albert Leo Schlageter,902 by French troops.  

In the second part of the novel, the narrator returns to Germany ten years later, in the spring of 

1933, weeks after the Nazis have consolidated their political control over Germany.  By then Max 

von der Meldegg has died but the time and circumstances of his death remain as obscure to the 

reader as the narrator’s occupation and his activities and whereabouts between 1923 and 1933.  

In 1933, Max von der Meldegg’s sister “Tante Trüdchen”, calls on the narrator, who is in England 

at the time, to help settle an inheritance dispute within the family. When he returns to Germany, 

he finds the von der Meldegg children grown up and the family deeply divided between the younger 

generation, who are ardent Nazi supporters, and the older family members who view the recent 

developments in German politics with scepticism. The narrator himself displays little sympathy for 

the Nazi movement, but he feels bound by personal loyalty to the family of his late friend Max von 

der Meldegg.  

The novel constitutes an attempt to combine the vision of the Weimar Republic that Moss 

established in his early short stories with the political events of the year 1933. In the first part of 

the novel, the narrative focusses on the members of the older generation of von der Meldeggs and 

their struggle to adapt to Germany’s defeat and life under allied occupation. In the 1933 part, the 

now grown-up children of Maximilian von der Meldegg become the focus, as their allegiance to 

the Nazi movement threatens and ultimately destroys the family unity and alienates the British 

narrator from the German family. While the first part of the novel sees the British narrator and the 

German family united in their disdain of the French occupying forces and their treatment of the 

German civilian population, the Anglo-German friendship begins to crumble in the second part of 

the novel, the realignment of personal allegiances reflecting the changes in European politics. Very 

little reference is made to the years between 1924 and 1929 when the Weimar Republic experienced 

a period of relative prosperity and political stability. Thus, the novel creates an uninterrupted 

                                                            
902Albert Leo Schlageter (1894-1923), grew up in the Black Forest as the son of a Catholic family of farmers. Before 
the war, he had planned to become a priest. Schlageter served in the German military from December 1914 until 
the end of the First World War. After the war, he joined several Freikorps units, among them the Freikorps 
Petersdorff, which supported the Kapp-Putsch (an attempted military coup to overthrow the Weimar Republic 
in March 1920) in Breslau. He also became a member of the right-wing Großdeutsche Arbeiterpartei, which had 
been founded in Berlin in November 1922 as a replacement of the banned National Socialist Party. During the 
occupation of the Ruhr, Schlageter led a group of resistance fighters who attempted to sabotage the 
infrastructure in the French occupation zone with explosives. Schlageter was arrested by the French authorities 
and sentenced to death in May 1923. His death provoked outrage in Germany and since the French authorities 
were keen not to create more ‘martyrs’ for the resistance, he remained the only resistance fighter to be 
executed.  
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narrative of crisis and links the post-war grievances about the Versailles treaty and the 1923 

occupation of the Ruhr directly to the rise of the Nazi party.  

The novel features a small cast of characters and an extremely confined setting. Moss uses the 

German family and the German family home as metaphors for the state of the German nation. 

The fact that the narrative illuminates two periods of crisis, the period of Allied occupation in the 

early 1920s and the Nazi’s rise to power in 1933 while skipping the ten years in between, leads to 

an extremely ambiguous and indecisive narrative position. Throughout the novel, Moss maintains 

the vision of heroic German resistance against Allied occupation and the ‘humiliation’ of the 

Versailles treaty, which he established in his early short stories. In the second part of the novel, 

however, Moss struggles to combine this narrative of German victimhood with an obvious dislike 

and mistrust of the politics of the Nazi party. The result is an attempt to portray the rise of the 

Nazi party as the consequence of both the failures of the Weimar Republic (which are based on 

the failures of Allied post-war politics) and some form of inherent German ‘barbarism’ that cannot 

be contained. While being critical of the Nazi movement, the novel fails to make explicit the 

historical connection between the ‘Ruhr fighters’ of the early 1920s (who are portrayed as heroic 

figures both in Moss’ early short stories and in his 1933 novel) and the members of the Nazi party. 

While the novel touches upon the violent opposition of German paramilitaries (the Freikorps) not 

just to the occupation of the Ruhr area, but to Weimar Germany’s parliamentary democracy, Moss’ 

narrative fails to analyse the connections between these violent anti-democratic forces within the 

German Republic and the eventual rise of the Nazis.  

The inclusion of Moss’ 1933 novel I Face the Stars in my analysis is especially important because it 

offers a different political perspective on the Weimar Republic. As will be shown, Christopher 

Isherwood and especially Phyllis Bottome, in a reflection of their own political sympathies, 

populated their fictional Weimar Germany with likeable Communists and placed Jewish characters 

at the centre of their narrative. Stevie Smith’s narrative does not address German party politics but 

does condemn challenge conservative attitudes towards marriage and family life. All three authors, 

to a varying degree, address the threat that the Nazi regime poses to the Weimar Republic’s 

progressive attitudes towards women and minorities. 

By contrast, Moss’ vision of Germany presents the Weimar era not as an enlightened interlude but 

as part of Germany’s uninterrupted downfall which began with the First World War. Moss’ narrator 

clearly sympathizes with conservative and right-wing politics and views the republic as destructive 

to German sovereignty and traditional values. Through the narrator’s conversations with the von 

der Meldegg family, the novel presents Weimar Germany as a defeated country that has been 
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humiliated by the Versailles treaty, threatened by Communists and Jewish profiteers, first illegally 

occupied by French and Belgian troops, then run by corrupt politicians and foreign investors. 

The fictional von der Meldegg family is connected to several historical figures of the Weimar 

Republic. As a Ruhrkämpfer, Max fights against the French occupation alongside Albert Leo 

Schlageter, a real-life member of the German Freikorps who was executed by the French troops for 

sabotage and who became a martyr figure within the German far-right. Moss’ narrator witnesses 

Schlageter’s execution in 1923 and in 1933 is present at a Nazi rally to commemorate the 10-year 

anniversary of Schlageter’s death. This rally, too, is a historically accurate detail and took place on 

the 28th of May 1933 at the Schlageter-Nationaldenkmal in Düsseldorf, but it is not known whether 

Geoffrey Moss himself attended the event or if he learned about it from press reports. In the novel, 

Maximilian von der Meldegg’s brother Ruprecht, who lives in Berlin, works for Gustav Stresemann 

in the 1923 section of the novel and is later revealed to have been involved in the murder of 

communist revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg in 1919. Luxemburg’s murderers were members of the 

Freikorps, which suggests that the fictional Rupprecht von der Meldegg progresses from far-right 

revolutionary to moderate right-wing member of the democratic Weimar government and later 

makes a half-hearted concession to Nazism. Just as he insisted in the introduction to his short 

stories, which I have quoted in Chapter I, that his depictions of German life under occupation 

were at least partially based on real events (namely on a Times report about the murder of a German 

policeman), Moss adds validity to his narrative by letting his fictional German characters engage 

with real-life figures and events which his British readers may know from newspaper reports on 

the political upheavals of the Weimar Republic era. 

Moss’ British narrator further establishes his narrative authority by twice telling the reader that the 

daughter of the von der Meldegg family, Freya, has asked him to tell the story of her family. He 

also emphasizes his long-standing connection to the family through his friendship with Max, which 

reaches back to the days before the First World War. The narrator’s viewpoint is that of a member 

of the pre-war generation who has vivid memories of Europe before the First World War and who 

sympathizes with the grievances of the older generation of Germans he meets. 

Within the confines of the von der Meldegg home, I Face the Stars recalls a pre-war vision of 

Germany, full of servants, afternoon teas and garden strolls. The idea of Weimar modernity only 

enters at the periphery, through Max’s brother Rupprecht’s reports about life in Berlin. The 

confined setting of the 1923 part of the novel illustrates how the threat of occupation and political 

unrest forces a formerly worldly German family is forced to retreat into itself. The physical layout 

of the house which features a wall of ‘blind’ windows facing the outside world, enforces this feeling 

of isolation. This is especially striking in the 1923 part of the novel, during which the narrator is 
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largely confined to his room due to his injury and can only guess at Max von der Meldegg’s 

involvement with the resistance fighters from what he can observe through his window. In 1923 

the von der Meldegg family, the embodiment of Kaiserreich values, is living under siege, threatened 

by the French and Belgium troops, by potential Communist uprisings and by the new democratic 

government in Berlin. Only Max regularly ventures outside and his political activities begin to 

infiltrate the house which becomes a place for the conspiratorial Ruhr fighters to exchange secret 

messages or store stacks of dynamite in kitchen cabinets.  In the 1923 section, political activities 

are being played out in the background, while in the foreground the bourgeois conventions of 

family life continue. In the 1933 section, by contrast, political divisions increasingly threaten the 

haven of family life.  

In 1923, the interior of the house shows no hints of modernity and is dominated by visual 

reminders of the Meldeggs long and proud family history. However, Max von der Meldegg is aware 

that the world outside the family home has changed and tells the narrator of his concerns for his 

children and for the youth of Germany in general: 

The young people of twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two, they feel it as well. Nothing German 
for them! It takes them differently. They want only foreign films, foreign books, foreign 
drinks. If you want to make a bar go in the town now, it’s got to be called ‚Piccadilly‘ and 
the barman’s got to talk English to them, even though he’s a German. Hang up some 
pictures of coaching inns and a French picture of a woman undressing. Call the drinks 
cocktails and whisky-soda, and they’ll go. They’re made of local spirits, but the young 
people think they’ve got away from Germany at last.903  

 

Meldegg’s daughter Freya, whom the narrator dubs a “materialist” confirms her father’s concerns 

when she tells the narrator that she wants to become an actress and live in America: “It’s no good 

staying in Germany. I shall have a motor-car, a white one.”904 

On his second visit in 1933 the narrator discovers one significant change within the house: the now 

grown-up daughter of the house, Freya von der Meldegg, has had the guest room, in which the 

narrator has stayed during his convalescence in 1923, converted into a bedroom for herself, 

decorated in a modern style that differs drastically from the rest of the house with its antique 

furniture, silk lampshades, framed photographs and knick-knacks: “The walls were covered in 

canvas now, in pastel-coloured squares, pink and blue and grey. The chairs were of tube aluminium, 

the other furniture of silvered wood, geometric, without mouldings.”905 The room prompts Tante 

Trüdchen to remark: “So you see just what she’s like, your little goddaughter, don’t you? She’s a 
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darling child, but they’re so different now.”906 Not only has Freya, in imposing her own taste on 

her parents’ house, taken a liberty that to a woman of Tante Trüdchen’s generation would have 

been unthinkable and has decorated it in a style reminiscent of modern movements such as the 

Bauhaus, she has also symbolically banished her father’s old English friend, the narrator, by taking 

over ‘his’ room in the house.  

Moss uses a family narrative to illustrate the divisions that run through German society, dividing 

the country along the lines of generation, class, gender and political affiliations. As we will see, a 

similar narrative is employed by Phyllis Bottome in her novel The Mortal Storm, albeit with a different 

political message.  Both novels feature a strong family unit that is torn apart by the Nazi creed that 

forces its members into absolute obedience to the state and teaches them to value their Führer over 

their closest friends and relations. 

Moss’ heavy reliance on recognizable elements of upper-class culture not only emphasize the values 

and traditions which the von der Meldegg family is attempting to uphold, but also seems designed 

to invoke the sympathies of his British readership for the German family in distress.  In the first 

part of the novel the narrator carefully establishes the von der Meldeggs as a harmonious family 

whose habits and customs hardly differ from those of any upper- or middle-class British family. 

His emphasis on small differences - the heavy German deserts, the “good German tea of which I 

am so fond, a tall samovar and a tray arranged with those single slices of bread and butter spread 

with smoked salmon, raw ham, gherkin and the like”,907 and the tiled stoves that warm the German 

home instead of the open fires preferred by the British – only serve to impress upon the reader the 

close cultural affinity between the narrator and these utterly civilized Germans. The older von der 

Meldeggs speak excellent English and both Max and his brother Rupprecht have been to England 

before the war908 and the outbreak of the First World War found Rupprecht von der Meldegg at 

Oxford University, from where he had to rush home to Germany to fight his British University 

friends on the battlefield.909  

The members of the Meldegg family represent a variety of political beliefs. Max von der Meldegg 

is a member of the right-wing Freikorps that tries to undermine both the occupying powers and 

the new democratic system and longs for the return of the Kaiser. His brother Rupprecht is a 

moderate conservative who works for the Stresemann government in Berlin and believes that 

Germany’s future lies within the League of Nations and who therefore grudgingly concedes that 

cooperation with the occupying forces is necessary to return Germany to her old power and 
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prosperity.910 In the second part of the novel he has joined the Nazi movement, not out of the 

fervent conviction that his niece and nephews display, but because, as a political opportunist, he 

thinks it is “the only thing to do” since “a strong movement is what’s needed”.911 Like her brother 

Max, ‘Tante Trüdchen’ longs for the good old days of the Kaiserreich and mistrusts the Nazi 

movement. Uncle Lex is a liberal pacifist, who reads British and French newspapers, rejects any 

form of nationalism and steadily retreats from the political reality to dedicate himself to his 

collection of fossils. Finally, the Meldegg children, who are too young to voice political opinions 

in 1923, are committed members of the Nazi party when the narrator returns in 1933. 

The harmonious relationship between the British narrator and the German family in the first part 

of the novel is mirrored in the relationships between the Meldegg family members. Despite their 

differing political views, there is no open conflict in the first part of the novel.  The narrative 

establishes the family home as a place of peaceful encounters and productive discussions that is 

threatened by the rise of the Nazi state. In the second part set in 1933, Max is dead and the 

narrator’s link with the family is weakened both by the absence of his old friend and by his 

scepticism towards the Nazi movement. When the narrator returns to the Meldeggs in 1933, the 

generational conflict within the family is marked by the prolonged absences of the Meldegg 

children. While the children Max-Egon, Bodo and Freya are constantly engaged in Nazi Party 

activities, Uncle Lex and Tante Trüdchen remain confined to the house in a state of nervous 

confusion and have taken to using sleeping pills to calm their worries. The family home’s new 

position as a battleground of conflicting ideologies is made manifest when Bodo and Uncle Lex 

fight over a Nazi flag that Bodo wants to run up the flagpole on the roof of the house. Uncle Lex 

eventually orders the pole to be cut down rather than allowing the family home to be placed under 

the insignia of the new regime.  However, Uncle Lex’s resistance to the political changes in 

Germany is gradually worn down by the conflicts with his nephews. After a visit to a Nazi rally, he 

makes a desperate attempt to remedy the situation by signing up to the Nazi party himself. On the 

way to the local party headquarters he is cruelly mocked by young party members who tell him that 

they have no need for an old man like him. The encounter leads to a nervous breakdown and Lex 

attempts to take his own life.  

The British narrator’s emotional connection to the Meldegg family is not only a product of 

friendship and affinity created by a similar background and life experience. It is also linked to a 

physical attraction to Freya, who is his goddaughter and seven years old when they first meet in 

1923. The narrator admits that he is not keen to return to Germany when Tante Trüdchen asks for 
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his help in 1933, since ‘the Nazi government had been established a few weeks, its acts had turned 

English sympathies strongly against Germany, and my own sympathies had turned with the rest.’912 

It is the photograph of the now 18-year-old Freya that accompanies Tante Trüdchen’s letter that 

convinces the narrator to make the journey. The young Freya of the 1923 section of the novel is 

presented, as Colin Storer puts it, “coquettish and prematurely sexualized”913 due to growing up in 

a Germany devoid of traditions and corrupted by ‘modern’ foreign influence. While the narrator 

seems to share his friend Max’ worries for the future of the Meldegg children, he seems to fully 

expect the now 18-year-old Freya to make herself sexually available to him in 1933. The narrator’s 

proprietorial attitude reads like an echo of a conversation between the narrator and Max in 1923, 

in which Max equates his daughter’s affection for the narrator to women being “only too ready to 

be carried off by the victors”.914 The patriarchal structure is never challenged by the narrator, and 

even though he emphasizes that it is upon Freya’s insistence that he writes the story of the Meldegg 

family, the reader does not learn much about Freya beyond her physical qualities.  She is portrayed 

as a victim of corrupting ‘international’ influences on the one hand and of the Nazi’s false promises 

to women on the other hand. Towards the end of the 1933 section, she reveals to the narrator her 

disillusionment with the Nazi cause, having realized that despite her activism for the cause, the new 

regime will not allow her the same opportunities as her brothers.  

The unity of the von der Meldegg children, who initially share an enthusiasm for the Nazi 

‘revolution’, is further threatened when Max-Egon falls in love with Irma Singer, the daughter of a 

Jewish professor. Despite her own disillusionment with some aspects of the Nazi movement, Freya 

joins her brother Bodo in condemning Max-Egon’s romantic choice. Both place their loyalty to 

the Nazi party above family ties.  

It is important to point out that the narrative of I Face the Stars is not concerned with the 

consequences that Nazi politics will have for the Jewish population of Germany. Instead, Max-

Egon’s relationship with a Jewish woman is presented as yet another element which threatens the 

integrity of the German family. The British narrator largely reports the anti-Semitic opinions voiced 

by different members of the Meldegg family without comment and only in the second part of the 

novel is it suggested that he considers the vicious anti-Semitism running through Germany as 

destructive to the unity of the Meldegg family and German society as a whole. “He is a Jew, of 

course.”, Freya von der Meldegg informs the narrator in 1933 about the lawyer that he has decided 

to consult on the matter of the family inheritance dispute. The narrator’s reaction has no impact 

on Freya: “‘How terrible!’ I mocked and glanced at her. Her eyes were wide and serious. “It would 
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be too difficult to change him now,’ she explained.”915 While consulting the lawyer, the narrator is 

uncomfortably aware of anything that could be construed as prejudice on his own part: “He bowed 

me to the door, where he shook hands. His hand was plump, a little damp. I wiped mine with a 

handkerchief, going down the stairs, and was annoyed that I had done so.”916 The narrator clearly 

considers the kind of German anti-Semitism he encounters on his second visit distasteful and 

unnecessary and is keen not to appear to share the prejudices of Freya, Bodo and Rupprecht von 

der Meldegg. However, he displays no particular sympathies towards the German Jews he 

encounters, nor does he seem to be aware of the seriousness of their situation. He has witnessed 

the professional boycott of Professor Singer, Irma’s father, and the anti-Semitism of the Germans 

around him. Yet, when Max-Egon tells the narrator that he will leave the country with Irma and 

that her father might come with them, the narrator’s only concern is for his nephew who will be 

forced to leave his family and country behind: 

I could not bear the thought of this boy, my friend’s son, drifting off to live nowhere in 
particular, with the girl whose photography I had seen, and this father I had never met. 
They would take with them their bitterness and their racial indignation. And Max-Egon 
would have to live with such things around him.917 

 

The narrator’s description of Irma Singer confirms his own anti-Semitic prejudices: “Her figure 

was good but already rather full, and her calves had that air of having slipped a little, so 

characteristic of her race. In ten years she would be too full, in twenty she would be gross. I felt 

very sorry for the boy.”918  

The family conflict over Max-Egon’s relationship with Irma marks the point in the narrative at 

which the narrator becomes aware that he, as an outsider, no longer has any influence over the 

German family. He tries to mediate in the conflict between the von der Meldegg children and 

appeals to Max Egon’s brother Bodo to listen to the older, more moderate members of the family, 

asking him if his opinion on the matter would change if the narrator were to tell him that Uncle 

Lex and Tante Trüdchen did not think that the Max-Egon’s relationship with Irma Singer should 

be forbidden. “Why should it?” Bodo answers.  

And if I added your uncle Rupprecht, would that make any difference?” “None.” “Still the 
three of them are representative of the family, of your father’s generation of it and your 
grandfather’s. It would be two generations against one. The elders and more experienced 
against immature youth.919 
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Bodo rebukes this argument by saying that the whole thing “isn’t a family matter”, but a “matter 

of honour”.920 While the narrator is able to have lengthy discussions with the older family members 

about their various political positions, for Bodo the principles of the Nazi party are not to be 

questioned and his loyalty to the cause supersedes any family loyalties. The narrator’s appeals for 

reason in the family dispute are finally met with open hostility from Rupprecht who during a 

drunken outburst uses the narrator’s status as a foreigner in Germany to reprimand him: 

Just another case of those damned Germans and their anti-Semitic prejudice! Think of the 

terrible things they do! You wouldn’t do things like that, would you, you brave Englishman, 

you with your horn-rimmed Bloomsbury Jews with evening clothes and gloves, who you 

could ask to dinner […]. Yes, but you never had Lithuanian Jews seeking refuge in the War, 

finding the empty jobs, gaining a mark on every shell we fired. You haven’t come back to 

find them. Looking down at your shabby suit out of foreign luxus [sic] motor-cars.921 

 

Through the voice of Rupprecht, Moss connects German anti-Semitism to the economic situation 

after the war, delivering an implicit denunciation of British politics in the post-war era and explicit 

criticism of the British media reporting on Nazi Germany in 1933: “You gloat over them. Your 

journalists meet in a place I go to, in Berlin, every night and ‘swap atrocities’.”922 While it is delivered 

through the mouth of a German character, this perception of the British press echoes that of 

Christopher Isherwood’s narrator in Goodbye to Berlin who, as we will see, also observes the 

gathering of foreign correspondents who are eager to report on the next Nazi atrocity, making 

Isherwood’s narrator, as someone who feels a personal connection to Germany, aware of his far 

more ambiguous position towards the new regime. 

In Moss’ novel, the enduring friendship between Max and the narrator, on which the war seems to 

have had no impact, was formed in a pre-war Europe of powerful empires, which is presented as 

a glorious lost past. The friendship between the narrator and the Meldeggs is shaken neither by the 

war nor by the Allied occupation of the Ruhr, during which the narrator sides with the German 

family against the French and Belgium occupiers. Only as the von der Meldegg family begins to 

fall apart over their political differences in 1933 does a rift between the Germans and the English 

narrator become apparent. Rupprecht von der Meldegg bluntly tells the narrator that, as an 

Englishman, he will never be able to fully understand what the Meldeggs are going through:  

                                                            
920 Ibid., 294. 
921 Ibid., 275. 
922 Ibid. 



 270 

You have no sense of family, you race of splendid individualists. I know, I know. We used 
to tell the tale at Oxford – we, the foreigners – of an Englishman who goes into his club. 
He sees his brother standing there, back to the fire, of course; his brother who has been in 
India and whom he has not seen for four years. ‘Hullo!’ he says. ‘Hullo!’ says the second 
brother. ‘Been home long?’ asks the first. ‘Best part of three months’, says the other, ‘and 
I’m off tomorrow:’ ‘Well, so long’, says the first and goes out. That’s you, you rascal, isn’t 
it? A great race but like that.923 

 

The passage reveals that in England, Rupprecht used to marvel at the British, their open fires and 

their stiff upper lip in the same bemused yet fascinated manner that the narrator has been observing 

the Germans, their tiled stoves and their sentimentality. For all the similarities in their upbringing 

and lifestyle, the two men are suddenly separated by a gulf of national stereotypes. Rupprecht’s 

outburst does not come as a surprise to the reader, since in the first part of the novel, Moss has 

introduced him as the embodiment of a certain kind of ‘German madness’: 

I sometimes think that Germany, under its comfortable surface of theories and regulations, 
of sentimentality and naivete, has a streak of madness. It is a country which appears so 
homely and matter of fact, but in which at last resource, anything may happen. And 
Rupprecht von der Meldegg, with his urbanity, his moderate councils, his real belief in 
conciliation, had under all this a vein of stark savagery. He is a type never absent in a 
German crowd and his entry may, perhaps, help to round off the picture of the Germany 
of that time.924 

 

 As a supporter of the Stresemann government, Rupprecht von der Meldegg can be read as 

representation of the Weimar Republic during its most stable phase in the mid-to-late 1920s: 

seemingly moderate, urbane and reasonable but underneath the surface there still lurks the 

unpredictable German savage who despite all his outward similarities to the Englishman is 

fundamentally ‘other’. 

 In the 1933 part of Moss’ novel, Rupprecht goes on to claim that Allied politics after the war and 

the establishment of the Republic benefitted only “the Jews”: 

Now is the new age. You have swept away all that. You said, ‘It is dangerous and we do 
not like it.’ Instead? A republic; talkers and greedy little men. Everyone equal. Wonderful! 
Wonderful! […] Rank is nothing. Pedigree is nothing – obviously. No one wants those 
worn-out things any more. What do they want instead? Money. […] Who were the rulers 
even then? […] who had the factories, who controlled the finance, who owned the press 
[…]. Who were they? The Jews, my friend, the Jews, the Jews.925  
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The narrator, who has already diagnosed Rupprecht with a “streak of madness”, does not engage 

further in debate and remains in the position of a passive observer until the end of his stay in 

Germany “All mad”, he thinks as he contemplates his room  in the Meldegg house for the last 

time, “now all mad.”926  

Moss’ narrative presents a German family that after centuries of proud heritage and passed-down 

traditions has fallen apart within a mere ten years. The fault for this, the novel suggests, lies mainly 

with outside forces, which include the Allied governments and their troops, the conditions of the 

Versailles treaty, foreign investors and the Jewish businessmen who make deals with them, 

Communist agitators and an ineffectual democratic system. In the younger generation, lack of 

opportunities and corrupting foreign influences have created resentment against their elders, and 

the Nazi party has offered them a new moral code to adhere to.  In addition, it becomes apparent 

in the second part of the novel that, while pre-war Germany had attained a standard of civilization 

comparable to that of Britain - as evidenced by the von der Meldegg family and their bourgeois 

way of life – there is still some uncanny quality to the Germans as a people which can be contained 

by no amount of civilizing measures and which, although it has been lying dormant for some years, 

is becoming visible again in the new Nazi regime: “We are in our souls, what we have always been”, 

Rupprecht von der Meldegg tells the narrator in a moment of drunken honesty, “barbarians beyond 

the Rhine; often nice, musical, well-intentioned barbarians. That is what we have been once and 

what we can easily become again, if we are driven back upon our own resources.”927 Here, once 

again, the threat of a German retreat into ‘barbarism’ is suggested, the same idea that had 

preoccupied D. H. Lawrence as early as 1924. It is a notion that is already suggested in Moss’ 1927 

short story The Three Cousins, which emphasizes his German protagonist's ties to the soil of his 

homeland by having him retreat into the forests of Germany in the final scene.  

It is crucial to the message of Geoffrey Moss’ novel that the narrator’s remarks about the German 

“streak of madness” that he observes in Rupprecht are followed by Rupprecht’s own diagnosis of 

the Germans as “barbarians”. British stereotypes and judgments about the Germans are presented 

to the British reader through the mouths of German characters and confirmed by a British ‘eye-

witness’ narrator who is further legitimized in his judgment by the fact that he has a close personal 

relationship with the Germans he observes and that it was Freya von der Meldegg who asked him 

to write down the story of her family.  

Despite the narrator’s opposition to the new regime, the novel conjures the image of a Weimar 

Republic in which the old elites have, through no fault of their own, been replaced by greedy Jewish 
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businessmen and in which German traditions are threatened by international influence is essentially 

the same that Moss himself introduced in his earlier short stories, such as The Wrong Receipt. The 

novel reveals an uncomfortable correlation between the British narrator’s own conservative views 

and sympathy for German right-wing politics and the rise of the Nazi regime. However, this 

correlation, as well as the connections between the Ruhrkämpfer and Freikorps units of the early 

1920s and Nazi revolution of the early 1930s are never explicitly addressed. Instead, an inherent 

German “streak of madness” is called upon to explain the German shift to fascism and to 

emphasize the sudden distance between the British narrator and his German friends.  

As mentioned in the introduction, the dedication that Moss put at the beginning of the novel, 

seems to suggest that as early as 1933 he was convinced that another war with Germany was 

inevitable but that he blamed this coming war not on the Germans but on everyone who supported 

the Versailles sanctions against Germany and the post-war annexation of German territory. In the 

novel itself, his take on the political situation seems to echo the much earlier verdict of D. H. 

Lawrence: it was inevitable, and yet we have brought it upon ourselves. In other words, the war 

and the post-war treatment of Germany have allowed for the inherent ‘madness’ of the Germans 

to resurface and find its most threatening expression yet in the Nazi movement.  

 

III.3.c. Anglo-German romance: Stevie Smith’s Novel on Yellow Paper (1936)928 
 

Stevie Smith, who is today best remembered for her poetry, was working as a secretary in London 

when she wrote her debut Novel on Yellow Paper, published in 1936. The novel’s narrator Pompey 

Casmilus tells her story in an erratic voice that jumps back and forth in time, intermittently 

returning to Pompey’s desk in a London office where she types her address to her “dear reader” 

on yellow paper in “this year of 1936”. Several times during the course of the novel, Pompey’s 

thoughts stray back to her brief relationship with Swiss-German student Karl, whom she has met 

in London several years prior, and to her visits to Germany at a time that is vaguely classified as 

“before the Hitler campaign, or leastways it was just getting on the way”.929 Pompey’s turbulent 

weeks with Karl in England and her visits to Germany are reminiscent of Stevie Smith’s real-life 

relationship with a Swiss-German student named Karl Eckinger, whom she met in London in 

November 1928.930 Karl Eckinger was engaged when he met Smith, and the letters he sent from 
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England to his fiancé in Munich, reveal his tendency to complain about England and the English,931 

a behaviour also displayed by the Karl of Novel on Yellow Paper when he lectures Pompey on the 

faults of England and the superiority of German culture. Nevertheless, the encounter with 

Eckinger inspired Smith to take German lessons and she subsequently visited the country twice, in 

1929 and 1931. On both occasions she only stayed in Germany for two weeks, visiting Dessau, 

Berlin and a holiday resort on the Baltic seacoast,932 the same locations that are mentioned by 

Pompey in Novel on Yellow Paper.  As Peter Firchow (who briefly mentions Smith in his study Strange 

Meetings) points out, Smith by all accounts found her visits enjoyable and did not at the time share 

“that awful feeling” by which her narrator Pompey is overcome on her last visit to Germany. The 

relationship with Eckinger seems to have soured before Smith’s first visit to Germany, but in 1931, 

she met Eckinger by chance in a Berlin museum and their friendship experienced a brief revival. 

This unplanned Berlin encounter, too, is replicated in the novel.  

Smith was not a ‘typical’ British intellectual visitor to Germany. During her early years as a novelist, 

Smith was something of an outsider to the London literary scene and cannot be counted as a 

member of any of the groups mentioned in previous chapters. Although her visits to Germany 

were undoubtedly inspired by intellectual curiosity and had a huge impact on her early writing, what 

drove her to Germany seems to have been neither the “cold passion of curiosity” about the political 

situation that Storm Jameson would write about in the 1960s,933  nor the desire to seek some kind 

of spiritual renewal and a personal literary territory that drove visitors like Christopher Isherwood 

or Stephen Spender. Nor was she one of the romantic travellers of the 1920s described by Eddy 

Sackville-West, who were free explore the cultural treasures of Europe at their leisure. Instead, 

Smith was what in Germany would have been called a Büromädel, a young, single woman of modest 

means without a University education who was earning her own money as a secretary in the city of 

London.  

Smith told a friend in the 1950s that “it was of course my peculiar mixed feelings for Karl that 

drove me deutsch-wards”934 and similarly it is her affection for Karl that leads Pompey in Novel on 

Yellow Paper to explore German culture and become caught between her attraction to the positive 

vision of Germany that Karl tries to impress upon her and the vague feelings of patriotic anger 

that his dismissal of all things English inspires in her. As I will argue in the following, the Karl-

Pompey romance plot is vital to Smith’s take on the Anglo-German relationship and her vision of 

the Weimar Republic period in Novel on Yellow Paper.  Karl is Pompey’s key to Germany. The 
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encounter with him shapes her perception of the country before she ever travels there, and their 

romantic connection makes Pompey eager to assume a second identity—a German identity.  

When discussing the novel’s depiction of the Anglo-German relationship, it is important to 

understand that Pompey’s musings on race and nationhood are partially linked to her romantic 

attraction to Germany. Looking back on her German experience in 1936, the memories of her 

romantic feelings for Karl and his country complicate Pompey’s take on present-day Germany 

under Nazi rule.  Her recollections of Germany are sparked by the memory of her former love 

interest: “Oh my sweet Karl, how I can see you now, though this is already a long time ago.”935  

The melancholy and longing in Pompey’s description of her relationship with Karl are easily 

overlooked as they are frequently upstaged by the acerbic wit of her critical comments on Germany 

and the Germans. Romana Huk, for example, sees Karl as a character “our speaker tells us about 

only glancingly and without much but tongue-in-cheek feeling”, and who “functions less 

importantly as a romantic interest in the novel than as a spur to Pompey’s cultural conscience.”936 

However, by dismissing the romance aspect of the Karl-Pompey plot, we run the risk of 

overlooking important nuances in the novel’s take on the Anglo-German relationship which is as 

much about interwar affinity and a longing for closeness as it is about the rise of far-right politics 

in Germany.  

In the novel, Pompey Casmilus’ experience of Germany is largely set at tourist destinations, such 

as Sanssouci castle in Potsdam and the Nationalgalerie in Berlin. Pompey presents her relationship 

with Karl as defined by their nationalities from the beginning and accordingly, the scenes of their 

romance are set in surroundings that give picture-postcard glimpses into their respective countries. 

During their time together in England they ramble through a landscape of “damp fields and sad 

woods and queer looking Victorian castles” in Hertfordshire.937 In London they hold hands on the 

underground and Karl kisses Pompey at the foot of the Duke of York column. During a visit to 

Germany at an unspecified time, Karl shows Pompey the death beds of Goethe and Schiller in 

Weimar and they make a romantic excursion by horse-drawn carriage to an old castle where in a 

comical enactment of German clichés they consume “cups of coffee and cream, and cream 

cakes”.938 Karl takes her to Potsdam where they “slipped round Sans Souci in felt slippers, and 

laughed till we cried”.939 They are sans souci – without worries – for a brief moment at this 

eighteenth-century Rococo castle.  
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Like Phyllis Bottome (as will be shown below), Smith harks back to a 19th-century literary vision of 

Germany.  Colin Storer describes this as a period during which “much British (and some American) 

literature saw Germany as a Romantic, often Gothic place, in every sense: a country of mountains, 

rivers and gloomy pine forests, of graveyards and fairytale castles, of superstitious peasants, of 

romance, adventure and melodrama.”940  

While Christopher Isherwood in the ‘Berlin novels’ gives intimate close-up views of private homes, 

so intimate, in fact, that the reader learns about the exact origins of stains left in his room by former 

lodgers in the narrator’s room and about the various odours of “cooking and bad drains” in the 

Nowak family’s crowded attic flat,941 Smith’s vision of Germany remains very much on a surface 

level. As Pompey recounts her final trip to Germany - a stay in Berlin with excursions to Potsdam 

and the Baltic Sea coast - she provides the reader with a few place names such as train stations, 

tourist attractions and vague areas of Berlin and alludes to previous stays in Dessau and Weimar 

but her map of Germany remains blurry. Her Germany, as she recreates it in 1936, is to a large 

degree a country of the mind, made up of ideas she discussed with Karl and of a jumble of 

associative memories from her visits. None of the places Pompey Casmilus visits, nor the cultural 

artefacts she encounters, conjure a vision of Weimar modernity. The German children she meets 

are being raised on Grimm’s fairy tales and in a novel full of intertextual references, there are no 

references to contemporary German texts.  

Pompey constructs her vision of Germany around places and objects that are associated with 

German high culture of the pre-war era. This is Karl’s Germany, the “sleeping, dreaming, happily 

dreaming Germany”942 Pompey can see in his blue eyes. But as Pompey tells the story of her travels 

in 1936 this vision is undercut by the militaristic, violent elements of German history. Pompey’s 

Germany, therefore, consists of two interpretations of German pre-war culture, a positive one 

provided by Karl and a negative one that Pompey arrives at through her knowledge of what is 

happening in Germany in “this year of 1936”. The Weimar Republic, its culture, its politics and its 

specific spaces, however, exist only in a void that the narrative encircles but never directly 

addresses.  

 

On one of her visits to Berlin Pompey encounters Karl by chance at the Nationalgalerie, where he 

is looking at Franz Marc’s painting Der Turm der blauen Pferde. The exuberant expressionist work 

was painted in 1913, not long before Marc was drafted into the German Army in 1914 and killed 
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on the battlefields of France less than two years later, aged 36.943 In Novel on Yellow Paper the painting 

provides a fitting backdrop for Karl and for the vision of pre-war Germany Pompey perceives 

through his eyes. Even though Pompey’s visits presumably take place in the late 1920s or early 

1930s, the Germany Karl presents to her seems to feature no art of the Weimar Republic. This 

becomes even more apparent if we consider the contrasting use of German art in the opening 

scene of Smith’s second novel Over the Frontier, which continues the story of Pompey Casmilus. At 

the beginning of the novel, we again encounter Pompey at an art gallery, this time in London. 

Again, a German painter is on display, but this time it is one who is the very embodiment of the 

art of the Weimar Republic: George Grosz, a post-war painter of the Neue Sachlichkeit movement 

whose visual style was significantly influenced by his experiences on the battlefield and who 

changed his name from Georg Groß to George Grosz in protest of the German nationalism and 

anti-British propaganda of the war years. Grosz grotesque sketches and paintings of life in the 

metropolis, of cripples, prostitutes and thugs have a strikingly different visual effect than the virile 

shapes and colours of transcendental beauty that mark the work of Franz Marc and his fellow 

painters of the German expressionist movement Der Blaue Reiter. Grosz was a political artist in 

constant conflict with the authorities, a caricaturist and painter of crisis and despair, a product of 

the Weimar Republic. In 1933 he escaped arrest by the new Nazi government and settled in the 

United States. In Over the Frontier, Pompey contrasts the elegant London gallery with the suffering 

depicted in Grosz’s Weimar Republic paintings. She fixates on a painting of a horse and rider that 

to her seems symbolic of Grosz’s abandonment of his native country: 

 

 So he has created this laughing and ferocious horse, this so classical animal with his wide 
wide eyes that are so full of passion and integrity, oh this high-stepping horse that is so 
high up and arrogant […] and what is there still to say about the rider? […] what is he 
doing? I think he is doing this, with great application and concentration this is what he is 
doing, he is forgetting to remember the shame and dishonour the power of the cruelty the 
high soaring flight of that earlier éclaircissement, that was that pale éclair dans une nuit 
profonde, […], this he is very actively forgetting and instead he will think of the easy 
generous light-running laughter of the English and Americans, and he is thinking of that 
American nationality that shall come dropping down dropping like a curtain to shut off 
from him forever that sad, sad situation, that already perhaps he is a little ashamed to have 
seen once […].944 
 

Pompey’s initial fascination with the painting turns to disgust as she contemplates it in the context 

of Grosz’s emigration to America. Grosz, who has witnessed the war and the post-war agonies of 
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Germany, who has seen “the black heart of despair of the situation”, is, in Pompey’s imagination, 

“very actively forgetting” as he turns to his exile and the “light-running laughter of the English and 

Americans”. Grosz paints Weimar Germany as a vision of despair, “forgetting to remember” not 

just “the shame and dishonour the power of the cruelty” but also the “soaring flight of that “earlier 

éclaircissement, that was that pale éclair dans une nuit profonde”.  It is difficult to say what Pompey 

is referring to here. If “shame and dishonour the power of the cruelty” refers to the war, she seems 

to suggest that there was a period of light that preceded it. If it refers to the present situation in 

Germany in the late 1930s, the period of light which preceded it would be the Weimar Republic 

era. In any case, Pompey seems deeply concerned with the role of the artist as a political 

commentator and the potential of art to influence national narratives.  

Pompey urges the reader not to turn away from “the tearing seering [sic] suffering of Germany 

after the war, the disintegration and diminution the backward journeying the fear the cringing 

corroding terror of poverty and hopelessness”945 which is reflected in the paintings presented in 

the elegant London gallery. “For me there shall be no curtain”,946 she goes on in reference to the 

curtain of the American nationality which has shut the emigre Grosz off from “that sad, sad 

situation”947: “no curtain at all, to come dropping dropping dropping down, to be in this way my 

America, my New-found-land, my sanctuary, my salvation and escape.”948 Pompey, through her 

‘Weimar experience’ still feels intimately linked to the fate of Germany, even, or indeed especially, 

in view of the horrifying changes the country is undergoing.  

While Pompey, as the reader knows, has been to Germany herself, it is difficult to tell how much 

of the “sad, sad situation” she has witnessed herself and how much she imagines in retrospect. In 

Novel on Yellow Paper, the only palpable sign of the impending rule of National Socialism that 

Pompey seems to encounter on her visits to Germany is a swastika scrawled on the doorpost of 

her Jewish friends in Berlin.949  As with all her observations of Germany it is hard to tell whether 

‘that hateful feeling’950 Pompey recalls having on her last visit to Germany is a reflection of the 

events during that time or of the developments that have occurred since then, since ‘Hitler cleared 

up the vice that was so in Berlin [.…] And how many uniforms, how many swastikas, how many 

deaths and maiming, and hateful dark cellars.’951] 
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The idealized vision of Germany to which Pompey is initially attracted is an illusion of innocence 

which cannot be upheld any more in 1936 when a personal affinity to Germany has become 

inseparable from politics. Retrospectively, Pompey emphasizes Karl’s defensiveness while he was 

in London and their frequent arguments over the merits of German versus English culture. 

Seemingly unrelated subjects, such as Goethe’s Faust or the desecration of the tomb of the Mahdi 

by British troops in Sudan, become fuel for what Pompey calls their “winter campaign of love and 

strife”.952 By linking their arguments to warfare, Pompey implies that their quarrels are a way of 

deflecting from the one big event in recent Anglo-German history that remains curiously 

unaddressed: The First World War. The only reference to the war is made when Pompey recalls 

how during their London arguments Karl refused to believe that German soldiers would be capable 

of committing the cruelties of which they were accused. Pompey tells the reader that it was “those 

classical scenes in Faust and the bones of the Mahdi that finally drove the rift between me and that 

sweet boy Karl”,953 a comment which can be read as a tongue-in-cheek acknowledgement of the 

tensions caused by the unmentioned past. 

While Pompey cannot help but challenge Karl in his arrogant dismissal of the English character, 

part of her is longing for peace and “wishing to forget the bones of the Mahdi were scattered and 

[…] not at all anxious to read my Faust again”.954 Karl, however, seems unable to accept Pompey’s 

Englishness, which in turn makes her increasingly unable to separate him from his German-ness. 

His declaration of love comes outside the German embassy, literally on the border between British 

and German territory, and with a dubious compliment attached: “Oh I love you so much, Pompey, 

you are looking like a German girl with the hair behind your ears”.955 As he criticizes her country, 

he assures her that she is “not much not so much so English.” “Oh, were you ever so furious?”, 

Pompey fumes.956 Still, she insists that “while there is strife there is hope”,957 for when Karl and 

she were quarrelling in London there was still hope for a peaceful coexistence of England and 

Germany, a prospect that seems increasingly unlikely at the time when Pompey recalls these events. 

As Pompey recalls this conversation to the reader in 1936, Karl is exposed as a naïve romantic who 

has fashioned his own identity along the lines of pre-war stereotypes of Germany and England. 

While there is some satisfaction in retrospectively discovering that Karl, who was so ruthless in his 

assessment of England, was wrong about Germany, Pompey’s overall positive depiction of “that 

sweet boy Karl” also displays a degree of understanding for this German longing for a positive 
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national identity in the inter-war era and acknowledges the vital differences between Karl’s vision 

of Germany and that promoted by the ‘Hitler campaign’.  

The novel’s tendency to recall scenes from the past through the filter of the present appears to me 

to be made explicit in Pompey’s memory of a romantic evening with Karl in a Berlin restaurant 

where he presents her with a bouquet of red roses. Pompey is dressed in black and white and recalls 

“How red those roses were against the black and the white and the silvered oak tables, with no 

other colours at all”.958 Red, white and black, of course, were the colours of German imperial flag, 

later adopted by right-wing parties, including the Nazis whose flag featured a black and white 

swastika symbol on a red background. It is, of course, impossible to tell whether this association 

was intended by Smith or whether is one that only suggests itself to today’s reader in whose mind 

the colours are intrinsically linked to German fascism. Romana Huk suggests that in setting 

Pompey’s romantic memory of Karl in a Japanese restaurant, Smith is “widening our focus, 

perhaps, to suggest pre-war Germany’s gathering alliance with Japan”.959 This notion, at least, can 

be dismissed, since Smith wrote the novel in late 1935, a full year before the Anti-Comintern Pact 

marked the beginning of what could be called a ‘gathering alliance’ between Japan and Germany.  

The red roses appear again in Smith’s poem The Broken Heart, published in 1942, which she called 

a “truly sad love poem, of desertion, I wrote in Berlin between the wars.”960 The first stanza reads: 

“He told me he loved me / He gave me red roses / Twelve crimson roses /As red as my blood.”961 

This suggests that despite Pompey’s insistence that things are “ganz platonisch” between her and 

Karl by the time of her last visit to Germany962 things might not have been quite so resolved 

between Stevie Smith and Karl Eckinger, and that Smith, at least retrospectively, perceived their 

relationship as a somewhat tragic romance overshadowed by both the war that had passed and the 

war that was about to come. 

 

It is important to note that while Karl’s dismissal of Pompey’s Englishness infuriates her, it also 

prompts her to experiment with a different identity. By implying that she is essentially more 

German than most English people, Karl opens the door to a potential new identity that Pompey 

delights in exploring. She takes German lessons, has German pen-friends, enjoys showing off her 

language skills to her English friends and presents herself as a seasoned traveller to Germany who 

tells the reader “[w]henever I travel this way I always seem to be the only person”963 and wonders 

                                                            
958 Smith, Novel, 192. 
959 Huk, 118. 
960 Spalding, 83. 
961 Smith, Stevie; Mother, What Is Man? Poems and Drawings, 55. 
962 Smith, Novel, 100. 
963 Ibid., 87. 



 280 

whether she has seen a painting of St. Anthony “in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum, Berlin, or in 

London? I just forget.”964 Throughout her travels, she enjoys playing identity-games until on her 

final train journey back to England she has to admit to a fellow passenger who tries to guess her 

nationality: “Leider bin ich nur englisch.” Unfortunately, I’m only English.965 

Pompey employs this experimental German identity to repeatedly cross the border into Germany 

in her mind as she writes her novel. Recalling her visits to Germany while sitting in her London 

office, her first-hand experience of pre-Hitler Germany becomes entangled with her second-hand 

knowledge of what is going on in the country now, in 1936. She might not be physically present in 

Nazi Germany, but she deliberately uses her past experiences to create a narrative position of 

insight and authority. This narrative position is much more complex than that of a British observer 

who simply condemns what she has experienced in Germany. Pompey repeatedly refers to herself 

as two-faced and as someone who is always coming and going:  

 

That is what I am being all the time. I visit and visit and visit, my darling friends, my less 
darling friends, my acquaintances. […] Under what tutelary deity shall I place myself? Under 
Mercury, double-facing, looking two ways, lord of the underworld, riding on the white 
horse, riding through hell, opener of doors; Hermes.966 
 

Smith’s second novel Over the Frontier again picks up this exploration of Pompey’s German identity, 

and the ability to transgress borders that comes with it, and takes it to a new extreme in the form 

of a spy narrative that sees Pompey change her outer appearance in order to cross into a foreign 

country. In Novel on Yellow Paper, meanwhile, Pompey’s flirtation with a new identity is most notable 

in her use of the German language. While some critics have perceived Pompey’s use of German as 

one element in “a mixed bag of languages present in several instances of modernist collage: a 

medley of Latin, Italian, German, French and English, compounded by blending high and low 

culture”,967 I argue that there is a distinct German voice running through the narrative, a voice that 

reflects Pompey’s close emotional connection to Germany. “Double-facing, looking two ways” she 

is able to use her English and her German voice almost simultaneously. When Pompey tells the 

reader about her encounters with the “cruel and neurotic” Germans, her anti-German narrative is 

constantly undermined by her use of German words and phrases, as well as by her overuse of the 

gerund, a ‘foreignism’ that she notices and ridicules in German English-speakers968 but which then 
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begins to creep into her own voice in statements like: “Yes certainly I can get on with everybody, 

but I am never wanting to get on with them for very long.”969 

The use of German on its own could already be called a destabilizing method of narrative distortion 

within a novel aimed at British readers but Smith makes matters even more confusing by using 

German words that describe abstract feelings or concepts, such as “a withdrawal into the Ewigkeit.” 

(Eternity)970 or feeling “stormisch and sad”971 or “sad and stürmisch”.972 Stürmisch could be 

translated as stormy, wild or tempestuous and point to Pompey’s confused emotional state. But 

the German word carries additional connotation of both romanticism and militaristic might, due 

to the Sturm und Drang, a German literary movement of young Romantic poets (including Goethe) 

in the late 18th century; as well as the use of the word Sturm for Special Forces in the German 

military during the First World War and the infamous Sturmabteilung (SA) during the early years of 

the Hitler regime. 

Some words, such as Unterdenlindengefühl (Under-the-linden-feeling, or: the feeling of walking along 

Unter den Linden, a boulevard in Berlin) are poetic creations of Smith and at times her use of German 

is perhaps unintentionally poetic, for example when she recalls Karl calling her ungründlich, a word 

that literally translates as ‘un-thorough’ but is not commonly used in German and makes the 

German-speaking reader wonder if what he actually called her was unergründlich (inscrutable, 

unfathomable). Especially striking is the use of Heimat, a German word that is only vaguely 

translated with the English word home. “Ich fand etwas zu Berlin was mich anheimelte” (I found 

something in Berlin that made me feel at home), Pompey tells the reader.973 Smith again uses a 

variation of the word in the poem Freddy when she writes: “I don’t anheimate mich in the ha-ha 

well-off suburban scene”. 974 As well as a physical, Heimat also has a social, cultural and spiritual 

dimension. It is thus perfectly possible to have a Heimat that is far removed from the place where 

one is born or spends most of one’s life. Like the words Sturm and Ewigkeit, the word and concept 

of Heimat feature heavily in the art and literature of German Romanticism and has a long history 

of being abused by German right-wing politics. The influence of Romanticism is also a central 

theme in British literary engagement with Germany in the early 20th century. As Carl Krockel writes: 

‘English writers regarded it as the cultural source of German militarism in the First World War, 

and this impression persisted into the Second World War’.975 
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In one of her many interjections into the narrative which seem to come out of nowhere, Pompey 

quotes Goethe’s dictum “Das Klassische nenne ich das Gesunde und das Romantische ist das 

Kranke” (The classical I call healthy and the romantic is sick) as “Klassisch ist das Gesunde, romantisch 

das Kranke” (The classical is healthy, the romantic is sick). Through her German voice, veiled 

references to Romanticism keep surfacing, both indicating a possible connection between the 

continued influence of Romantic thought and the rise of German fascism as well as the possibility 

that Pompey, through her experimental German identity, has become implicated in this process. 

Pompey’s recollections of Karl and her German travels are limited to a few pages, but the German 

voice stays with her throughout the novel. It resurfaces when she remembers the trauma her friend 

William sustained during the war and how his experiences led him to a ‘withdrawal into the outside 

of himself and of time, a withdrawal into the Ewigkeit’.976 It classifies her relationship with William 

as ‘quite platonisch’.977 And it is very much there in the passages when she returns to the present 

time in which she is writing the novel while feeling ‘sad and stürmisch’978 after the breakup with her 

English boyfriend Freddy has left her ‘with a pain in my heart that was sehr aktuell’ (very, very 

current).979 It is the German voice that cries: ‘Ach Freddy, Freddy, warum quälst Du mich so?’ (Why 

do you torture me so?).980 The fact that Pompey turns to German whenever she tries to articulate 

difficult emotions is another indicator that the deep attachment to Germany that emerges from the 

relationship with Karl should not be dismissed.  

Pompey’s use of German might seem arbitrary at first glance but there is a method in the madness. 

The German references begin as Pompey opens up to the reader about her emotional state and 

just before she first begins to reminisce about the time she spent with Karl in England.981 In a later 

passage, Pompey tells the reader how she crafted the above-quoted sentence “Ich fand etwas zu Berlin 

was mich anheimelte” from a sentence in the German version of a Tolstoi play that reads:  “er fand 

etwas bei den Zigeunern das ihn anheimelte” (among the gypsies, he found something which made him 

feel at home).982 When Pompey goes on to explain “Well you have to think: Now, Zigeunern, das geht 

nicht, and you have to think and change it round to suit”, the reader can’t help but wonder who is 

speaking here. The voice that thinks that Zigeunern will not work is a German voice, a German 

command that intercuts Pompey’s thoughts and directs her use of language. Pompey continues: 

 

And that’s where this method trips you up. For sometimes, like we all suffer from brain fag 
sometimes, you might let it run on, and it might give a wrong impression, because, when 
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the accent’s o.k. and the words are o.k., and fine current German, you get held responsible 
for the meaning. It’s not like showing off to your English friends, that don’t know German 
anyway, and get thinking you do, the way you run on so fluent das heisst fliessend.983 

 

The passage emphasizes the playful nature of Pompey’s explorations of the German language and 

the pleasure she takes in ‘showing off’ her German identity to the English. But it also points to the 

confusion created by this double identity, and there is a suggestion that the German voice has the 

ability to take over and that if Pompey lets it ‘run on’, she might lose control over it. In fact, when 

Pompey tells her readers ‘now look how it runs with the uniforms and the swastikas’,984 she might 

be referring not only to Nazi Germany but also to her German voice. In the last sentence of the 

passage the German voice cuts in again, commenting on the last English word, fluent: “das heisst 

fliessend”. This German interjection can be translated in two ways, as ‘that means fliessend (fluent)’ 

or ‘it’s called fliessend’. It is either a German voice translating the English word into German or a 

German voice correcting Pompey’s English voice and urging her to speak German. Either way it 

emphasizes the schizophrenic quality of the narrative voice and suggests that Pompey is not always 

in control, that her English identity has been compromised. Pompey might appear dismissive and 

glib about the ‘neurotic’ Germans on the surface, but in the construction of her narrative voice 

there is a struggle between an English and a German identity. 

Pompey’s German voice operates not only through the use of the German language. It also 

undermines her negative recollections of Germany through obvious and often humorous 

contradictions in her observations. She finds herself sitting opposite a typical German on a train 

only to discover that he is actually English. She ridicules the way Germans speak English but is 

shocked to discover that the Germans with whom she stays in Berlin only speak German which 

she then puts down to the fact that they are “of English extraction, back a long time ago” and 

therefore have inherited an English aversion to foreign languages.985 She fears the possible 

consequences of German antisemitism but adopts Nazi vocabulary when she describes an 

acquaintance as a “peasant type” with “a slightly unaryan slant to her face”986 and at the beginning 

of the novel celebrates the “happy accident of [her own] Nordic birth”.987 

 

Pompey’s recollection of her final train journey out of Germany reveals a clue to the understanding 

of the Anglo-German narrative that has frequently been overlooked. Having said her good-byes to 

Karl at the station, Pompey is overcome by anxious premonitions: “I was very sad, very low in my 
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feeling then, leaning out of the window waving good-bye to Karl, very full of a feeling of all the 

cruelty in the world, very full of a vision of cruelty like when I trod on that snake on the hill-top 

near Hythe in Kent”.988 Even though as she recalls it, this final journey out of Berlin is already years 

in the past, Pompey hints to the reader that she was fully aware of the imminent danger posed by 

pre-Nazi Germany. She reports how she “suddenly warmed up to” her Jewish friends in London 

when thought about how the Nazis might treat them.989 Thinking of her Jewish friend Leonie and 

her little daughter and exclaims: “Oh how frightful if they ever got coming to Germany 

nowadays”.990 Again, it remains unclear if this “nowadays” is the perspective of Pompey on the 

train, leaving Berlin some time before the Nazis came to power or Pompey recalling this journey 

in the year 1936.  

As the train takes her towards England, Pompey becomes “so unquiet and distracted I began to 

cry like I would never stop”.991 As mentioned above, she finally consoles herself by reading Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover. The novel, which D. H. Lawrence completed just after a visit to Weimar Germany 

in 1927,992  has a peculiar relevance to Pompey’s situation. It opens with the description of young 

Constance Reid’s (later to become Lady Chatterley) adventures at boarding school in Dresden 

before the First World War. Constance and her sister spend their days with young Germans, hiking, 

singing the songs of the Wandervogel and engaging in heated discussions. Both girls find their first 

lovers among the group of young German men. The idyll is abruptly and cruelly interrupted by the 

outbreak of the war; the sisters are rushed back to England and their German lovers are both killed 

within months. Germany before the war is presented as a space of freedom, sexual experimentation 

and, most importantly, discussion and intellectual exchange. It is the place where the girls first 

experience “[t]he amazing, the profound, the unbelievable thrill there was in passionately talking 

to some really clever young man”.993 In the context of Pompey’s final departure from Germany, 

these first paragraphs of Lady Chatterley’s Lover read like an echo of the happy days Pompey has 

spent walking and arguing with Karl in romantic settings in England and Germany, and they also 

foreshadow the finality of her departure. Like many young writers who visited the Weimar 

Republic, the fictional Pompey is an avid reader of Lawrence’s work who has “great respect for 

D.H.”994 Through the oblique Lawrence reference, Smith inscribes herself into a narrative tradition 

of English engagement with Germany and German thought, which further suggests that the Anglo-

German theme of the novel goes much deeper than a simple condemnation of Nazi Germany. 
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Despite the novel’s often humorous and satirical tone, it is evident that there is real pain and 

struggle at the heart of Pompey’s relationship with Germany. Her memories of Karl are full of 

quarrels but also full of laughter and tenderness. There are instances when Pompey recalls the time 

they spent together with a melancholy completely devoid of cynicism, cherishing the moments 

when they did not feel the need to establish their respective nation’s superiority and “we could 

stand up free of each other’s exasperation and irritation and aggravation and sickness and love”.995  

Faust and the bones of the Mahdi may have temporarily driven them apart but their last meeting 

in Berlin is entirely harmonious: “He was easy and laughing, and made me laugh, and there was 

none of that censorious grumbling about the British”.996 When Pompey decides that “the heart had 

gone out of it all and […] I just could not bear Germany but was panting to get out”,997 Karl says 

that he understands and waves her goodbye with the words “Good-bye Pompey, Komm bald zurück” 

(Come back soon).998 Karl’s use of both German and English here reads like an echo of Pompey’s 

own idiosyncratic narrative voice, suggesting that he acknowledges her double identity, and the 

good times they have shared in both England and Germany, in this parting moment. 

In essence, Karl functions not as a Nazi-prototype within the novel; rather, he is an embodiment 

of interwar Germany struggling with its national identity and the consequences of the war. 

Pompey’s connection to Germany through Karl means that her subjectivity is always already 

historically rooted through her ambivalent longing for the German ‘other’. It is against the 

backdrop of this longing and her own experimentation with a German identity that we must read 

Pompey’s fury when she writes in 1936: “Ah, how decadent, how evil is Germany to-day.”999  

 

While Pompey Casmilus forms a romantic attachment to Germany through her relationship with 

Karl, it is important to note that “that sweet boy Karl” seems to possess almost no physical 

presence. All we learn about his appearance is that he has blue eyes, that he “only had two suits of 

clothes over here”1000 in England and that he is “six feet two inches” and “not plump”.1001 Karl, 

the sentimental scholarly admirer of Goethe who condemns the “cruel cynical flippant frivolous 

pragmatical English of the upper governing classes” as “the enemies of philosophy and music and 
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of every high abstract idea.”1002 is not one of those Germans who are exercising their bodies, 

marching and ‘running mad’ in the 1930s.  

Like most British visitors to the late Weimar Republic, Smith’s fictional visitor Pompey is acutely 

aware of the German cult of the body, as she recalls in the novel’s only explicit reference to what 

could be called an element of ‘Weimar culture’, rather than a pre-war phenomenon: 

 

 Well I had that feeling in Germany, like the people were stripping themselves too naked, 
and doing it with oh such lovey-dovey yearning, yes, and saying: Is there anything more 
beautiful than the naked body? Oh, yes thanks, right off without any call to hard work, I 
can think of things that are a whole lot more beautiful than the naked body. Well this 
nakedness of Germany, with all its whimpering lovey dovey get-all-together, and with its 
Movements, and Back to Wotan, and Youth Youth Youth, it makes you feel: God send the 
British Admiralty and the War Office don’t go shuffling on with their arms economies too 
long-o. Ugh that hateful feeling I had over there, and how it was a whole race was gone 
run mad. Oh heaven help Deutschland when it kicks out the Jews, with their practical 
intelligence that might keep Germany from all that dream darkness like the forest had got 
hold of them again, and the Romans calling their Legions back along the Via Aurelia.1003  

 

To Pompey Casmilus, looking back on her time in Germany and her ambivalent romantic feelings 

for Karl, the youth movements and body cult of the late Weimar Republic signify a retreat from 

civilization, from Christianity and from reason. The overemphasis of feelings and of the physicality 

of the body is frightening and must be contained. This vision of Germany and its inhabitants 

combines several contrasting images: the “lovey-dovey yearning” and “whimpering lovey dovey 

get-all-together” imply sentimentality and a German nation that expose itself too much for 

conservative British tastes, both physically and emotionally. But the stripping and “get-all-together” 

can also be read as an allusion to unrestricted sexuality, which is emphasized by Pompey telling the 

reader that “that feeling” she had in Germany reminds her of how she felt when her boss, Sir 

Phoebus, made a sexually suggestive joke about a squirting fountain pen.1004 Finally, the retreat of 

Roman troops invokes the Germanic tribes that succeeded in fighting off the invading forces of 

the Roman Empire, most famously in the battle of the Teutoburg forest. This image, reminiscent 

of the fear that overcame D.H. Lawrence upon crossing into Germany, recalls both ferocious 

Germanic warriors, ‘barbarians’ in the eyes of the Romans, and the forests of German fairy tales, 

where evil lurks. In the paragraphs leading up to her comments on German nakedness, Pompey 

quotes several of Grimm’s fairy tales as examples of the disturbing narratives that “neurotic” 

                                                            
1002 Ibid., 47. 
1003 Ibid., 102f. 
1004 Ibid., 102. 



 287 

German parents pass on to their children when they tell them how “eventually Snowdrop is cast 

off into the forest, with all the other little German fairystory princesses.”1005  

The German youth movements with its focus on exercise and community spirit, perceived by so 

many British observers of life in the Weimar Republic as an entirely positive and explicitly modern 

phenomenon, are retrospectively inscribed with the familiar German stereotypes of the sentimental 

romantic and the barbaric warrior. In Pompey’s vision, the barbarian and his “dream darkness” 

which is still lurking somewhere deep within the Germans, can only be contained by force and, in 

absence of the Romans, this task falls to the British Admiralty and the War Office. 

As Pompey looks back on Weimar Republic Germany in 1936, she knows that the German “lovey 

dovey yearning” and fixation on the naked body is only a precursor to attacking those who are 

perceived as not corresponding to the new ideal.  

While all four novels discussed in this chapter address the issue of British attitudes towards German 

anti-Semitism, Stevie Smith’s novel adds a different dimension by using the Nazi party’s 

persecution of Jews not as a central focus of the ‘German narrative’ but as the backdrop for the 

narrator’s musings on the positions of Jews within British society, thereby further complicating the 

novel’s take on Anglo-German relations. 

Just as the romance element of the plot of Novel on Yellow Paper, and with it Pompey’s temporary 

attraction to a romantic vision of Germany has been overlooked by scholars, Pompey Casmilus’ 

anti-Semitism is frequently treated as an expression of humour or a deliberate shock tactic with the 

aim of warning against anti-Semitism instead of promoting it. Thereby any uncomfortable 

similarities between the English heroine Pompey and the Germans “running mad” in “this year of 

1936” are dismissed out of hand, but as shown above in the analysis of Pompey’s ‘German voice’, 

the narrative position is far from unambiguous. 

Pompey Casmilus tells the ‘dear reader’ at the beginning of the novel of her delight in being “the 

only goy” at a London party1006 and continuously returns to the subject throughout the novel when 

describing her own social circle in London. By revealing these feelings to the reader, she makes the 

reader complicit: “I have a lot of Jewish friends. It makes me feel januslike, doublefaced.”, Pompey 

tells us conspiratorially. “Nobody knows but me what I think about that thing.”1007 Pompey 

acknowledges that she cannot publicly take credit for the “happy accident of Nordic birth” and 

imagines how she would say what must not be said if she were allowed to voice her thoughts: 
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I can’t apologize for being so superior and clever: I can’t help it really my dear chap, you 
see I’m a goy. It just comes with the birth. It’s a world of unequal chances, not the way B. 
Franklin saw things. But perhaps he was piping down in public, and apologizing he was a 
goy. And there were Jews then too. So he put equality on paper and hoped it would do, 
and hoped nobody would take it seriously. And nobody did.1008 

 

Phyllis Lassner writes that Smith’s writing “forcefully expresses her feeling that Britain’s 

ambivalence towards the Jews is part of the hypocrisy and complacency that gives licence to Hitler’s 

world conquest”.1009 Reading the novel today, with knowledge of the murder of millions of 

European Jews by Nazi Germany, it is tempting to believe that Smith deliberately created an anti-

Semitic narrator and in doing so, as Lassner writes “challenges her readers to react against her and 

thus discover their own politics”1010 but I believe that this is an altogether too generous reading. At 

the time of the novel’s publication, Smith’s Jewish acquaintances certainly did not read its take on 

Jewishness as a clever double-bluff. Instead, many of them were horrified by what they recognized 

to be anti-Semitic caricatures of themselves in Novel on Yellow Paper and refused to socialize with 

Smith after the publication of the novel. This anecdotal evidence is turned on its head by Frances 

Spalding who views the shock and offence felt by Smith’s Jewish friends not as proof that the text 

is full of anti-Semitic statements but as proof that Smith did not act openly anti-Semitic and 

therefore could not have been a true anti-Semite, even though through the voice of Pompey in the 

novel, Smith explores precisely the position of being the silently gloating, secretly ‘superior’ goy 

among Jews. “Stevie´s anti-Semitic barbs are a part of her shock tactics at the start of the book”, 

writes Spalding:  

Not only does she undercut conventional expectations of the novel with her flippant, self-
reflexive style, she also confronts the inadmissible: that Jews, despite her friendship with 
them, are somehow alien to Pompey. It is important always to distinguish between Stevie 
and her persona, and not to elide the two. Though Stevie may have felt in some part of 
herself a similar sense of alienation, and had in her possession a copy of Hilaire Belloc´s 
anti-Semitic tract, The Jews, published in 1928, she never displayed anti-Semitic tendencies 
in her life. Hence her friends´ surprise and shock at some of the remarks at the start of 
Novel on Yellow Paper. No truly anti-Semitic writer would have made Pompey the focus for 
anti-Semitic sentiments as Stevie does. She did so, perhaps because she wished to explore 
an aspect of her nature which, though she knew it to be discreditable, was a part of her 
life.1011 
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Spalding fails to acknowledge that Pompey’s reflections on her feelings toward her “Jew friends” 

are linked to her recollections of her time in Germany and her knowledge of the increasingly violent 

nature of German anti-Semitism. The theme of Jewishness in the novel, therefore, goes far beyond 

the narrator feeling slightly alienated among her Jewish friends at London parties. Far from being 

used as “shock tactics at the start of the book”, Pompey’s concern with Jewishness is a constant 

feature throughout the narrative. 

The novel does not give Jewish characters a voice to address their situation, we only encounter 

them as a collection of judgments made by the narrator: “Leonie is a Jewess, but slim, and has a 

sense of chic. She is looking very elegant. She has a yellow pullover and fawn jodhpurs and a fawn 

felt hat.”1012 What she describes are not Leonie’s actual looks but merely the aspects of her 

appearance which do not correspond to an implied stereotype of ‘the Jewess’. Thereby the 

description of Leonie’s physical appearance only serves to emphasize her otherness. Pompey’s “Jew 

friends” in Berlin, who let her stay in their house in Charlottenburg1013 never appear in person and 

are not even given a name. Their fate, like the appearances of Pompey’s Jewish friends in London, 

serves only as a catalyst for the narrator’s discourse on her national identity. Pompey does not like 

them and her fear for the consequences that the rise of the Nazis might have for them is obviously 

insincere:  

[…] I got back to thinking how they might treat dear Rosa. And oh how I suddenly warmed 
up to Rosa thinking of her and Herman, and yes even Lottie, yes and even I’ll go further 
and say that husband of hers, whose name I forget, though you’ll find it written if you turn 
back a page or two.1014 

 

In fact, the reader has to turn back about 50 pages to find out that Lottie’s husband is called Horace 

Beit and that “Lottie was mean and thrifty and Horace was too, and fat, and underneath greedy 

and cruel”.1015 On her last train journey out of Germany, Pompey goes on to worry what the Nazis 

might do to  

Leonie whom I truthfully like and no whittling it down, whom I certainly like, respect and 
admire, Leonie and her little girl. Oh how frightful if they ever got coming to Germany 
nowadays, which they certainly wouldn’t, having that practical common sense which is so 
the mark of their race.1016 

 

                                                            
1012  Smith, Novel, 10. 
1013 Ibid., 99. 
1014 Ibid., 108. 
1015 Ibid., 60. 
1016 Ibid., 109. 
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Even though Pompey might feel genuine sympathy for Leonie, whose appearance is so far removed 

from her ideas of a “Jewess”, her attitude towards the essential differences between Jews and 

“goys” like herself never changes. A few pages on, she condemns her friend’s marriage to a Jew, 

well aware that “after all I’ve said about Germany what black treachery and perfidy this is.”1017 

Not only did Pompey’s friend marry a Jew, but “the sort of Jew not like Herman or Bennie that 

has an artistic temperament working overtime on all cylinders, but just a plain ordinary safe 

business-man of a Jew with a whole hell of a great idea about money.”1018 Like Leonie in her riding 

costume, this Jewish man has made a feeble attempt to hide his Jewishness: “[…] he had chosen a 

Scotch name like they do”.1019 Earlier we have learned about another Jewish character, Lottie’s 

husband Horace Beit, that he is “an American gynaecologist” and has “a German name like they 

do”, as well as “a flat in Curzon Street.”1020 His wife Lottie appears to be German since she 

“couldn’t do English very well” and the couple also resides in “Berlin Charlottenburg-

Nussbaumallee Nummer etwas”1021 (Lottie and Horace might be Pompey’s “Jew friends” in Berlin, 

but this is never made explicit). Smith’s Jewish characters are not individuals so much as 

accumulations of stereotypes. They are either interested only in business or only in the arts, vaguely 

international and constantly trying to appear as something other than their true self.  

Pompey’s obsessive concern with her own racial identity becomes apparent long before she recalls 

her last train journey from Berlin, when she tells the reader about a game of dress-up with her 

friends Rosa, Lottie, Horace and Herman, all of whom are Jewish. Lottie tells Pompey that she 

should “dress with more chic”,1022 a clear allusion to Leonie, the ‘Jewess’ with a “sense of chic”.  

Pompey reluctantly lets Lottie put a hat, coat and fur stole on her and then counters the humiliation 

of being called not chic enough by Lottie who, as Pompey has told the reader earlier, “always wore 

evening dress, very fat and tight, and a hat to go with it”1023 by telling her:  

Oh Lottie isn’t it fun dressing up, you never quite know how funny you look until you put 
somebody’s clothes on, and people who are feeling full of wicked bounce should put 
somebody else’s clothes on, and stand in front of a long thin mirror, with a Rosa and a 
Lottie beside, as if it was Christ crucified between thieves.1024 

 

                                                            
1017 Ibid., 119. 
1018 Ibid., 119 
1019 Ibid, 120. 
1020 Ibid., 59. 
1021 Ibid., 60. 
1022 Ibid., 61. 
1023 Ibid., 59. 
1024 Ibid., 61. 
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The scene then shifts into a macabre fantasy as Pompey arranges herself in front of the mirror in 

various poses while holding a glass of tea:  

And my face was dark and brilliant and laughing, and Lottie’s face was calculating, and then 
the calculations died, and the eyes were dead. And Rosa was frightened, and then the fright 
died and the eyes were dead. And I tiptilted the glass still further over, and I let the tea fall 
on to careful Lottie’s carpet. I let the tea fall drop by drop till there was not any left in the 
glass at all, and I said: Blessed are they that shall not be offended.1025  

 

Pompey envisions herself as a Christ-like figure, laughing and resplendent, and her two Jewish 

friends, ‘calculating’, then ‘frightened’ as dying thieves at her side. She, the “lucky goy” emerges 

victorious from this scene. Pompey goes on to tell the reader: 

Oh how glad I am I am not Lottie Beit, and how glad I am I am not Rosa, though I am 
fond of Rosa too, in a certain way, but not the way I am fond of Harriet and Topaz and 
Freddy and my aunt, and my sister and William and Anna and Josephine. I often think of 
Alice, and how she was glad she was not Mabel, and how for one dreadful moment she 
thought she was going to be Mabel. But that is just one thing we don’t have to worry about. 
In our calm and reasonable moments we don’t have to worry about that. There are hazards 
enough in Life and death, but Alice can never be Mabel.1026 

 

This is an allusion to the second chapter of Lewis Carrol’s Alice in Wonderland, in which Alice briefly 

wonders whether she has changed overnight into one of the other little girls she knows: “‘I’m sure 

I’m not Ada,’ she said, ‘for her hair goes in such long ringlets, and mine doesn't go in ringlets at all; 

and I’m sure I can’t be Mabel, for I know all sorts of things, and she, oh! she knows such a very 

little!”1027 Pompey is glad not to be Lottie or Rosa, not only because she believes in the superiority 

of the ‘goy’ and is not as fond of Lottie and Rosa as she is of her non-Jewish friends and her family, 

but also because in 1936 being Jewish is a hazard, one that Pompey does not have to worry about, 

even though dressed up in Lottie’s hat and coat she might briefly have looked like her. But just like 

clever Alice can never be Mabel, Pompey, the “clever goy that knows everything on earth and in 

heaven”1028 will never be Lottie and will never have to suffer the possible consequences of being 

Lottie in “this year of 1936”. More importantly still, it is a hazard that “we” need not worry about, 

suggesting that the “dear reader” that Pompey is addressing is a “clever goy” like herself with whom 

she forms an implicit bond.  

Smith’s treatment of Jewish characters is troubling, precisely because she portrays individuals as 

caricatures. As Mia Spiro writes in her study Anti-Nazi Modernism. The Challenges of Resistance in 1930s 

                                                            
1025 Ibid., 62f. 
1026 Ibid., 63. 
1027 Carroll, Lewis; Alice’ Adventures in Wonderland, 32. 
1028 Smith, Novel, 10. 
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Fiction,1029in many instances modern discourses on the Jew in literature replaced the lived reality of 

Jewish people: “[…] it was specifically that “non-appearing” or “erasure” of the conditions of 

Jewish life that prepared the ground for the apathy toward National Socialism’s policies against 

European Jewry, or, at worst, the active support of genocide.”1030  

Spiro writes that an examination of Jewish characters in modernist novels “importantly reveals not 

only the ways in which Jews were alienated through discourse but also how conceptions of 

‘belonging’ were articulated in 1930s Britain and Europe, even among liberal intellectuals.” In doing 

so, these texts are testing “the limits of accepted ideas regarding community, national character, 

and self-identity.”1031  

In Pompey’s view, Jewish people are defined not by their nationality, but by their race. The Nazi 

threat towards Jews is real, Pompey tells us, but it is confined to Germany. Just like Pompey 

experiments with a German identity through her narrative voice, Pompey’s self-conscious anti-

Semitism is a way of testing the boundaries of national identity: The narrative poses the question 

what makes the British distinct from the Germans but also who is included in the category of 

Britishness. Pompey does not want to see her Jewish friends persecuted by the Nazis, but she also 

does not want her ‘goy’ friends to marry Jews. Her antipathy towards Jews conflicts with her 

antipathy towards Nazi Germany. Pompey’s defiant celebration of herself as the ‘clever goy’ should 

be read as a reflection of a historical moment in which the belief in the ‘superiority of the goy’ was 

beginning to be called into question by the fact that in the name of this belief deplorable crimes 

were committed in Germany. It is a dawning realization that is especially complicated for Pompey 

as someone who has used her attraction to Germany and her insider knowledge of the country as 

a means to distinguish herself in her British friends, including her ‘Jew friends’.  

Is there anything more Pompey could do than hope that those friends listen to “the practical 

intelligence that is so the marker of their race” and don’t travel to Germany anytime soon? Alice 

can never be Mabel and Pompey can never be Jewish but do her negative thoughts about Jews, 

which make her feel “real wicked” have the potential of “swelling the mass of all the evil and cruelty 

in the world?1032 And is there not a part of Pompey that still longs to be in Berlin with Karl, to be 

“looking like a German girl” and be elevated by Karl’s ideas of German superiority?  Novel on Yellow 

Paper gives no definite answers to these questions. Instead, both Pompey’s ‘German voice’ and her 

musings on ‘goys’ and Jews are means with which the novel explores the narrator’s confusion over 

                                                            
1029 Spiro, Mia; Anti-Nazi Modernism. The Challenges of Resistance in 1930s Fiction. 
1030  Ibid, 140. 
1031 Ibid., 141. 
1032 Smith, Novel, 107. 
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her own national identity, triggered by her erstwhile romantic attachment to a country which, as 

she is recording her thoughts, is “running mad” with nationalistic violence.  

The novel represents an in-between state, rather than a defined stance of anti-fascist opposition or 

a warning towards the British readership about their own implication in the fascist discourse. 

Pompey’s narrative voice presents a constant back-and-forth between attraction to Germany and 

repulsion, between pride in her British heritage and resentment of certain British institutions, 

between the celebration of her feelings of superiority towards her Jewish acquaintances and her 

fear for their future.  

The opinions of Pompey Casmilus should of course not be equated with the opinions of Stevie 

Smith. However, by implying that the anti-Semitism of the narrator is, in fact, a sign of the author 

being unusually attuned to the dangers of anti-Semitism in the 1930s and deliberately using a 

provocative anti-Semitic narrator to make her readers aware of their own prejudices, both Lassner 

and Spalding read a political positioning into the novel that is not supported by the text. From the 

position of today’s reader Pompey’s condemnation of Nazi Germany and her own anti-Semitic 

statements may present a clear contradiction (which could lead to the conclusion that the anti-

Semitism must be a “shock tactic” and actually part of the condemnation of Nazi politics), but they 

would not have necessarily been perceived as a contradiction in the 1936, when the British public 

was only just beginning to realize that German anti-Semitism was moving far beyond the forms of 

anti-Semitism that were common and acceptable in Britain.1033  

 

III.3.d. The escape of the Wandervogel: Phyllis Bottome’s The Mortal Storm (1937) 
 

Phyllis Bottome (1884-1963) was one of the most prolific British writers of her time. Her oeuvre 

includes thirty-two novels, several biographies and numerous short stories, essays and articles.1034 

Four of her novels, including The Mortal Storm (1937) were turned into Hollywood movies.1035 

Bottome has long been overlooked by scholars of 1930s literature, which her biographer Pam 

Hirsch puts down to the fact that her realist style diverges from the more widely discussed 

modernist fiction of the period. Quoting Phyllis Lassner, Hirsch writes that, “ at the same time that 

Bottome was self-consciously polemic and propagandist, modernist writers were questioning the 

possibility of constructing a coherent political statement.”1036Along with writers such as Rosamond 

                                                            
1033 See also: Julius, Anthony; Trials of the Diaspora: A History of Anti-Semitism in England. 
1034 Hirsch, xvi-xvii. 
1035 Ibid. 
1036 Lassner, Phyllis, Colonial Strangers: Women Writing the End of Empire, 177;  quoted in Hirsch, xvi.  
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Lehmann or Storm Jameson, Bottome is usually considered a member of a new group of 

‘middlebrow’ women writers which emerged after the First World War. Hirsch sees Bottome’s 

work as part of “the so-called New Women fiction,” novels which featured single women 

characters “living in flats and boarding houses separate from their families, were attempting to find 

an independent way of life.” In doing so, Hirsch argues, writers like Bottome were “already 

advocating, right at the beginning of the twentieth century, what was to become the mantra of 

1960s´ feminism – that the personal is always the political.”1037  

In Fascism and Anti-Fascism in Twentieth-Century British Fiction, Judy Suh argues that Bottome was in 

fact “a writer between the popular and the modernist – a consummate middlebrow”.1038 Middle-

brow literature of the 1930s is, according  to Nicola Humble, seen as having “a particular 

concentration on feminine aspects of life, a fascination with domestic space, a concern with 

courtship and marriage, a preoccupation with aspects of class and manners” that follows the 

practices of “the mainstream novel throughout the nineteenth century.”1039 As Suh points out 

Bottome’s “oeuvre demonstrates the capacity of middlebrow culture, which is often regrettably 

dismissed as provincial or regional, for a cosmopolitan political perception and class mobility 

important for twentieth-century feminists.”1040 I agree with this assessment and would add that 

while the realist style of Bottome’s depiction of the Weimar Republic differs drastically from that 

of a modernist writer like Stevie Smith, it is important to include novels like The Mortal Storm in the 

discussion of the British ‘Weimar experience’, precisely because of its popular success and the fact 

that ‘middle-brow’ writers like Bottome through their fiction were able to transport a complex 

political message to a wide audience.  

In Intermodernism Kristin Bluemel’s includes Bottome among writers to whom she applies the 

retrospective label “intermodernists” in order to distinguish their work from modernist and 

postmodernist writers. According to Bluemel, intermodernists “tried to speak to and for 

community, in the language of the people, but thereby risked the period´s dismissive label of 

‘middlebrow’. According to Bluemel, women writers like Bottome (as well as Storm Jameson, 

Winifred Holtby, Rosamond Lehmann and others) “can be regarded as intermodernists who for 

years were placed beyond the pale of scholarly study, even during the heyday of academic feminism, 

due to the legacy of interwar debates over brows.”1041  

                                                            
1037 Hirsch, xvif. 
1038 Suh, 70. 
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1040 Suh, 70. 
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Like Bluemel, Phyllis Lassner places Bottome in the same category as Storm Jameson, arguing that 

both writers 

create a historical relationship between modernist and realist narrative traditions by plotting 
a political literature through women’s struggles to construct pathways to ethical coherence. 
Instead of subordinating individual consciousness to the collective class struggle, they 
depict women working both singularly and collectively for political consciousness and self-
determination.1042 

The above definition of a woman working “for political consciousness and self-determination” 

certainly applies to Freya Toller, the heroine Bottome created in her 1937 novel The Mortal Storm. 

Bottome’s literary take on the Weimar Republic is included here because in keeping with the above-

stated features of ‘intermodernist’ fiction, she transforms her own ‘Weimar experience’ into a 

fictional portrait of Weimar Germany which aims to transport an urgent political message to the 

British (and American) readership of the late 1930s using accessible language, conventional plot 

structures, and recognizable, sympathetic tropes of ‘Germanness’ (which are subverted to create a 

positive image of the “new woman” of the Weimar Republic). While Spender, Isherwood and 

Smith grapple with the role of the British author/narrator within the historical context of the 

Weimar Republic and the challenge to combine modernist aesthetics and political commitment, 

Bottome aims to engage a broad readership in the fate of her German characters and the real-life 

consequences of the newly formed dictatorship. For this, The Mortal Storm received praise from 

prominent early refugees from Nazi Germany, such as Klaus and Erika Mann, who called the novel 

“[e]ine der spannendsten und realistischsten Schilderungen des Nazi-Terrors” (one of the most 

exciting and truthful descriptions of the Nazi terror),1043 as well as from ‘ordinary’ German-Jewish 

refugees who wrote to her expressing their admiration for the way her novel expressed the 

complexities of Jewish life in early 1930s Germany.1044 

Bottome and her husband, the British diplomat Ernan Forbes Dennis, spent much of the 1920s in 

Austria, where they founded a school in the Austrian town of Kitzbühel in 1924. Among their 

students was Ian Fleming, author of the James Bond novels. Bottome instructed the young Ian 

Fleming in the art of writing fiction and it has recently been argued that she should, in fact, be 

credited with the invention of the character of  James Bond.1045 While in Austria, Bottome’s 
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husband worked undercover as MI6 head of station for Austria, Hungary and Yugoslavia. Both 

Bottome and her husband were students of the Austrian psychologist Alfred Adler, and they moved 

to Munich in 1930 mainly in order to engage in a long-term analysis with one of Adler’s students, 

Dr. Leonard Seif.1046 Their stay in Germany lasted until May 1933 and was interrupted by frequent 

trips abroad. They did not return to Germany after 1933 but continued to travel to Austria to 

collect material for Bottome´s biography of Alfred Adler1047 until the country was annexed by Nazi 

Germany in 1938.1048 While Bottome had long been vocal about social and political issues, it was 

her experience of living in Europe that turned her into a prolific political activist who gave lectures 

and wrote articles that focused on European fascism and the failure of British politics to engage 

with the fate of persecuted minorities. Like Storm Jameson and a number of other British 

intellectuals who had lived in Germany before Hitler came to power, she was actively involved in 

helping German and Austrian Jewish refugees escape their countries and rebuild their lives in exile. 

Bottome’s own political views were liberal, and while she felt slightly more sympathetic to extreme 

left-wing politics than to the far-right, she insisted: “I could not be a Communist because I could 

not agree in my mind to any form of dictatorship.”1049 Bottome began writing The Mortal Storm 

when she returned to Britain in 1935 after decades of travelling and working abroad. Her 1934 

novel Private Worlds had been a considerable success in America and was turned into a Hollywood 

film the following year. As she recalls in her 1962 autobiography, she “had lived out of England 

for thirty-five years of my life and for so long in Europe that my own speech sounded strange in 

my ears.”1050 Her experience of life in Europe and especially Germany had made her acutely aware 

of the threat of fascism on the continent and upon her return to Britain she realized that she was 

“a premature anti-Nazi, and as such highly unacceptable.”1051 She was shocked not just by British 

appeasement politics but also by the general attitude of the people she encountered: 

I simply could not believe in the easy nonchalance of London. When I met Conservatives, 
they stared at me in bewilderment. ‘Oh, but we like Hitler!’ they said. ‘Besides, of course 
no one could expect us to fight for Czecho-Slovakia!’ When I met Liberal or Labor [sic] 
friends, they did indeed exclaim, ‘How awful about the Jews!’ And almost in the same 
breath, ‘But of course, we mustn’t dream of going to war! That would be terrible. Perhaps 
Hitler will settle down and leave the Jews alone.’1052 
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Like so many British literary visitors to the Weimar Republic, Bottome in retrospect decried not 

only a lack of awareness on behalf of the British but also the apathy of the Germans she 

encountered.  In Individual Countries, a collection of essays on Western politics published after the 

Second World War, Bottome writes of her time in Germany:  

I lived in Munich among a most intelligent group of part Jewish, part Liberal, individual 
psychologists and both before and after Hitler´s rise to power, their amazing retreat from 
their own most deeply held convictions was one of the most ironic of this astonishing hour 
in history. (…) the percentage of Germans who at this time, before speech or action was 
wholly debarred from them, resisted Hitler was pitifully small.1053 

It seems, however, that Bottome’s own opposition towards Nazi Germany was not quite as decisive 

as she later recalled it to be. In a lecture entitled Seven Countries I Have Lived in, which was written 

during the first years of the Hitler regime (a manuscript is held at the British Library), Bottome 

reflects on her experiences in Germany and calls for an open-minded attitude towards the country, 

despite the many flaws of the new regime and promotes the possibility of a peaceful coexistence 

with the Nazi state.  

Yet Bottome also finds “a dangerous unanimity about all German emotions”, a German tendency 

to seek strong authoritarian leadership.  “This habit of intuitive obedience rather than self-reliant 

independent thought and action is what this very powerful nation with its splendid characteristics 

of courage, cleanliness, order and co-operative living – most suffers from,” Bottome continues, 

adding, in an assessment that displays the influence of Adlerian psychology on her political thought, 

that “Germany is like an over-controlled child – helpless when it’s parents are not there – and a 

danger to itself and to others should its parents be unwise or antisocial people.” The danger of 

Germany, as Bottome diagnoses, is “that within her own Kingdom, she co-operates far too blindly 

and uncritically; and worse than co-operates: She submits with a complete mental and spiritual 

submission like a savage to his Deity.” 

She adds that despite her misgivings about the German character, she does not necessarily dislike 

all Germans: “Some of the best and wisest friends I have ever had, and some of the best people I 

have ever known are Germans, but they are not of the herd-instinct type, and if they are living in 

Germany today, they would be reluctantly accepting authority rather than blindly agreeing with it.”  

Despite this critical assessment of the new German regime, Bottome does not, at this point in time, 

call for active resistance against it:   

One may have very great sympathy with Germany just now. […] She has faced defeat and 
disaster with unequalled patience and energy. She is fighting the grimmest kind of fight 

                                                            
1053 Bottome, Phyllis; Individual Countries, 32. 



 298 

against poverty and unemployment with the self-sacrifice and uncomplaining endurance of 
a nation of heroes. […] Her young people are splendid physical specimens, and though her 
women are momentarily handicapped, and their prestige lowered by a militaristic regime 
[…] still the need for the cooperation of every being in Germany, in order to surmount her 
economic crisis, prevents German women from being over-whelmed by this temporary 
inferiority. […] One thing we can be quite sure of, the more friendliness we can show 
Germany, the greater trust we can have in her potentialities, the safer and surer will be the 
path of European prosperity and peace.”  

 

Here Bottome’s views much resemble those of George Bernard Shaw quoted above Germany’s 

turn to Fascism is depicted as an understandable consequence of her economic suffering and ill-

treatment after the war, and British cooperation with the Hitler regime is suggested as the most 

sensible path. In a continuation of the British admiration for the Weimar Republic’s youth 

movements, it is in Germany’s young people and their vigorous spirit of renewal in which Bottome 

asks her readers to place their trust. 

In contrast to this apparent promotion of non-intervention in Germany’s affairs in the early years 

of the Nazi reign, Bottome’s 1937 novel The Mortal Storm puts the focus on the victims of Nazi 

policies within Germany, implicitly warning its readers not to underestimate the threat of National 

Socialism while at the same time promoting the idea that there are still Germans who are “not of 

the herd-instinct type”, Germans who want and need the help and sympathy of their European 

neighbours. The novel tells the story of the end of the Weimar Republic from the point-of-view of 

a German-Jewish heroine. Unlike Smith, Moss and Isherwood, who present Germany through the 

eyes of the British outsider, Bottome writes from an exclusively German perspective. She not only 

lets her German protagonists speak to each other at great length about their motivation to join or 

oppose the Nazi cause, but she also gives her reader insights into her characters’ inner struggles 

that defy any simple good-evil dichotomy. Thus, the novel conveys to the British reader not only 

the historical and political events of the period but, on the basis of Alfred Adler’s theories, attempts 

a psychological reading of fascism and its powers of seduction that is applicable beyond the specific 

case of 1930s Germany.  

Adler’s concept of Individual Psychology is based on “his recognition of the importance of human 

society, not only for the development of individual character, but also for the orientation of every 

single action an demotion in the life of a human being.”1054 The development of the individual is 

determined by how he or she perceives themselves in relation to the “community”. Naturally, this 

self-perception is first formed in childhood, based on the child’s perception of themselves in 
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relation to the community presented by the family. Adler coined the term “family constellation” to 

explain how a child’s position within the family, for example, his or her position in a line of siblings, 

can influence their self-conception and their behaviour into adulthood. If a child is “spoilt” or 

“snubbed”, i.e. treated with too much or too little attention, this, according to Adler, will lead the 

child to develop “a feeling of his own relative inferiority, which causes him to resist the rules of 

the community and to adopt a hostile attitude to the community. […] The natural community 

feeling of every human being reaches its limits when feelings of inferiority arise.”1055 The Adlerian 

term for a persistent feeling of inferiority is “inferiority complex”. The “family constellation” 

introduced by Bottome in The Mortal Storm, shows how feelings of inferiority caused by rejection 

from the “community” of the family can lead to a rejection of family ties in favour of a different 

community, in this case that of the National Socialist Party. Freya Toller’s half-brother Emil, who 

displays a case of an Adlerian “inferiority complex” due to perceived rejection suffered in 

childhood chooses to submit to the authoritarian rule of the party, whereas Freya, the product of 

a happy marriage who was neither spoilt nor snubbed as a child, can summon the willpower to 

fight for her family at the expense of her own personal comfort and happiness.  

Set in and around Munich between the last months of 1932 and the winter of 1933/1934, the novel 

presents the tumultuous transition from Weimar democracy to Nazi rule through the impact it has 

on the life of 20-year-old medical student Freya Toller. Freya is the daughter of Johann Toller, an 

eminent Jewish physician who holds lectures at the university. Her mother Amélie hails from an 

Austrian noble family and has two sons from a previous marriage to a German aristocrat. These 

sons, Olaf and Emil von Röhn, live with the Toller family which also includes Rudi, the youngest 

son of Johann and Amelie Toller.  It seems likely that Bottome chose the family name Toller as a 

nod to Ernst Toller, the left-wing Jewish playwright who briefly held the presidency of the Bavarian 

Soviet Republic in 1919.1056 The name of the character Freya Toller, therefore, combines the name 

of the Norse goddess of love and beauty with a reference to the left-wing German-Jewish 

intelligentsia. In the American version of the novel (published in 1938) as well as in the 1940 

Hollywood film the name of the main protagonist was changed to Freya Roth, in an apparent 

attempt to avoid associations with the German left-wing revolutionary. 

The second family that is depicted in the novel, the von Mabergs, are deeply conservative Prussian 

aristocrats. Their children Fritz and Sophie are childhood friends of the older Toller children and 
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the relationship between the families seems to reach back at least one generation, as it is mentioned 

that Freya’s Jewish paternal grandfather once saved the Maberg family from financial ruin. 

However, it becomes apparent during the course of the novel that the Count and Countess von 

Maberg have never fully accepted Amelie Toller’s Jewish second husband or their children Freya 

and Rudi as their social equals. The families are linked by several romance-subplots: Olaf von Röhn 

and Sophie von Maberg are engaged to be married, Fritz von Maberg is in love with Freya Toller 

and his father has been harbouring secret romantic feelings for Freya´s mother since their youth.  

This complicated web of family relations provides the backdrop for the main romance plot: Freya 

Toller’s doomed relationship with Hans Breitner, whom she meets at the beginning of the novel. 

Hans, a bricklayer’s apprentice, is the son of ‘peasants’1057 from a remote village in the Alps and a 

member of the Communist party. Despite the fact that Dr Toller is a Jewish social democrat and 

Olaf and Emil are both members of the Nazi party, the Toller family union is initially presented as 

harmonious, but things quickly fall apart when Freya´s brothers and her jealous admirer Fritz von 

Maberg (who is also a Nazi supporter) learn of her relationship with the young communist Hans. 

Their threats against Hans and Freya expose the political differences in the Toller household, as 

well as the unspoken tensions between the Tollers and the von Mabergs.  

This somewhat artificial character set-up serves to introduce Bottome´s readers to three different 

sections of German society: the ultra-conservative Prussian Junker class represented by the von 

Mabergs, the enlightened humanistic Bildungsbürgertum represented by the Toller family and the left-

leaning section of the working class represented by Hans and his friends. As members of the 

aristocracy, Freya´s mother and older brothers are caught between the world of the Junker class 

and that of the Toller family. When the rise of the Nazi party forces them to choose between the 

two, both Olaf and Emil ultimately side with the Nazis, while Amelie Toller stands by her Jewish 

husband and her – according to Nazi race categories - ‘half-Jewish’ children Freya and Rudi.  

The novel features a conventional chronological structure, as the reader follows the heroine Freya 

Toller through her struggles against the Nazi regime that ultimately forces her to flee Germany. In 

The Mortal Storm Germany’s transition from democracy to fascism coincides with the transition of 

the novel’s heroine from child to responsible adult. The collapse of the Weimar Republic serves as 

the catalyst for the main protagonist’s political education and her exploration of what could be 

called a form of feminist resistance that ultimately leads her to break away from German society.  

                                                            
1057 It must be remarked here that Bottome’s use of the word “peasants” is probably an attempt to find a 
translation for the German word Bauer which does not have the negative connotations that the word “peasant” 
has in the English language. 
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The struggles of the German society are mirrored in the, to employ an Adlerian term, ‘family 

constellation’ of the two German families portrayed in the novel, the Tollers and the von Mabergs. 

As Judy Suh puts it, “(…) the multigenerational, multi-class and multiracial focus on three families 

enables a range of attitudes towards Nazism in Germany to emerge.”1058 

It is notable that while the historical context provides the catalyst for the drama, the novel is not 

concerned with the precise details of the Nazi’s rise to power and it contains a number of historical 

inaccuracies. For example, at the beginning of the novel, a few weeks before Christmas of 1932, 

Freya’s brothers and other Nazi supporters are looking forward to an election which they are 

convinced will bring a Nazi victory. Historically, the Nazi party had just suffered a devastating loss 

of support in the November 1932 national elections that led to a severe crisis within the party, and 

it could not be foreseen at this point that Hitler would be appointed chancellor in January and new 

elections would be held as soon as March 1933. 

The narrative skips the early months of 1933 and picks the story up again sometime around Easter, 

when Hitler has already seized control of the government. The novel moves the burning of the 

Reichstag, which took place on the night of the 27th of February, to early May 1933, perhaps in 

order to allow some time for the romance between Freya and Hans to develop before his fatal 

attempt to flee the country due to the (historically accurate) wave of arrests of Communist party 

members following the Reichstag fire. Considering that Bottome lived through the events of late 

1932 and early 1933 in Germany, such disregard for historical accuracy is most likely a deliberate 

choice. The novel is not concerned with the political details of the Nazi takeover of Weimar 

democracy but with the appeal that their ideology had long before they came to power and the 

ways in which this creed quickly eroded German society, once they were given the freedom to 

implement their vision for the country.   

The novel’s narrative varies between external and internal focalisation and crucially the internal 

focalisation is not restricted to the main protagonist Freya Toller. The reader is given insights into 

the thoughts and feelings of all the major characters, including the young Nazi supporters. Through 

this narrative technique, Bottome creates multi-layered characters whose actions are presented as 

rooted in their individual history and experiences. For example, the reader observes Freya through 

the eyes of the Countess von Maberg, who disapproves of the young woman’s professional 

ambition but, as we learn, is deeply unhappy in her marriage and her position of housewife and 

mother. The reader is also able to observe the conflicting feelings of Count von Maberg towards 

                                                            
1058 Suh, 74. 



 302 

Freya’s mother Amelie Toller, whose marriage to a Jew is offensive to him not just because of anti-

Semitic prejudice but because he has been secretly in love with her since he was a young man. 

Through the narrative voice, political positions and actions are not presented as given but explained 

as strongly influenced by personal experience and personal choices. 

Similar to the Germany of Geoffrey Moss’ I Face the Stars, Phyllis Bottome’s Germany, as depicted 

in The Mortal Storm, contains no visual traces of Weimar modernity, of modern architecture and 

design, of the entertainment industry or of Weimar ‘decadence’ in the form of night clubs, jazz or 

cabarets. Instead, the novel features bourgeoisie mansions and country estates on the one hand 

and on the other hand the wild landscape of the Alps and the bucolic simplicity of the Breitner 

farm, where Freya Toller’s lover Hans lives with his family. Freya’s encounter with the ‘peasant’ 

Hans begins to threaten the rigid divisions between the classes which are clearly marked by the 

novel’s settings. Freya’s world is the city while Hans belongs in the countryside. They meet in the 

open mountain landscape somewhere between Munich and the Breitner’s remote farm on the 

Wetterstein. The landscape of the Alps provides a neutral realm where people from different social 

spheres can meet as equals and enjoy freedoms, they wouldn´t have in the city. Hans points this 

out to Freya when they first meet: “But here on this mountain we are both skiers – and there in 

Munich I shall be a peasant and you a Fräulein.”1059 Freya quickly begins to identify herself by her 

profession, rather than by her birth and responds to Hans ‘doubts about visiting the Toller home: 

“You are a workman and so am I – not a Fräulein! We Tollers are all free people. You will be very 

welcome!”1060 Hans is breaching the boundaries between the mountains and city life when he takes 

up an apprenticeship in the city but it is made clear that he will always belong to the mountains as 

he envisions his future with Freya in a “little house in the fields near enough to the city for their 

work, but away from the streets, and looking towards the mountains.”1061 The characters of the 

novel are all marked by their closeness to or distance from nature: The von Mabergs live in a Schloss 

and are waited on hand-and-foot by their servants. Their surroundings are extremely artificial, and 

their lives are dictated by rigorous adherence to social rules and conventions. The Tollers live in 

the city, but Freya and her brothers frequently venture into the surrounding mountains. The 

Breitners, finally, live fully in harmony with nature. All the pivotal scenes, Freya’s first meeting with 

Hans, their lovemaking, his death, her realization that she is pregnant, take place outside. The 

implied negative view of civilization and extreme romanticizing of nature that run throughout the 
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novel are in keeping with Alfred Adler’s assertion that “no human being is entirely free from 

neurosis, least of all the modern city dweller”.1062 

The Mortal Storm combines this critique of urban civilization with a socialist critique of the class 

system and the continued influence of the old elites in the new German republic. The Wetterstein 

farm presents a nostalgic vision of a pre-industrialized Germany, but it is also a form of egalitarian 

utopia in which “outcasts” from the urban society find a home and from which the young 

Communist Hans Breitner emerges to carry his ideas of social revolution into the bourgeois home 

of the Toller family.  

The “outcasts” of the Wetterstein farm include Anna, whose lover left her alone with their child, 

and Hans’ brother Michel who has a disability that affects both his body and his mind. We are told 

that “[i]n the hurried crowded world below, looked at as a monster and treated as an idiot, Michel 

would have been both stupid and ugly, […] but upon these solitary heights […] he was a most 

beloved and respected member of his family.”1063 Similarly, the unmarried Freya’s pregnancy is no 

cause of concern on the Wetterstein, on the contrary: “It was curious to think that up here, alone 

with nature and her laws, the fact of Freya´s unmarried motherhood gave her fresh dignity and 

strength, while down below – in her own social world – the same fact would make her feel ashamed 

and despised.”1064 At the end of the novel it is Michel who assists Freya as she gives birth to her 

baby which as Pam Hirsch puts it, “will combine the best of Germany, namely hard-working 

peasant stock with that of the Jewish intellectual.” Yet in the new order created by the Nazis, this 

baby and his parents are no more welcome than Michel. Through the character descriptions, the 

novel systematically counters the idea of a correlation between physical appearance and strength 

of character and thereby undermines the Nazi ideal of “Germanic” beauty.  

The threat to Bottome’s romanticized vision of Germany, encapsulated in the Wetterstein farm, 

arises not from corrupting influences of ‘Weimar modernity’ but from the continued influence of 

pre-war aristocratic elites, namely the Prussian Junker class and unhindered German militarism.  “It 

is out of Prussia that all evil has come to us Germans!”, Hans’ brother Karl exclaims when he learns 

that Hans has to flee Germany.  

First Bismarck – then the Kaiser – now this man Hitler – Austrian, though he is – has the 
Prussian mind – and we know that the Junker are behind him. They, and the great 
industrialist, would sell their live country to a shark for his meal, in order to keep more gold 
than anyone needs, in their own pockets! Blood and iron is their harvest!1065 
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The political situation of the Weimar Republic is mentioned only in passing during Freya’s 

formation of her political consciousness: 

She had accepted, as the majority of medical student had accepted, the social democratic 
state. They felt themselves powerless members of this new and rather stagnant republic, 
full of splendid privileges and no traditions, run by uneager and anxious men, who had 
never been trained to authority but had been brought up instead to obey the sharp short 
orders of their betters.1066 

 

Again, it is the Prussian influence and a German deference for authority, which hinders the 

successful progression of Weimar politics and which fails to provide adequate spaces for political 

participation of the young. This vision of the Weimar Republic resembles that of Geoffrey Moss 

in the assessment of the Republic as lacking in tradition and plagued by an ineffectual governing 

body, but where Moss sees a lack of influence of the old upper-class elites in the new republic as 

its chief weakness, Bottome on the contrary diagnoses the continuing power of these elites as the 

root cause of the Weimar Republic’s failure. 

Both I Face the Stars and The Mortal Storm feature a plotline familiar to readers of novels set within 

the British upper-class, namely a family member who falls in love with someone outside his or her 

class. Here, however, the conflict arises not from the fact that Freya Toller and Max-Egon von der 

Meldegg fall in love with people of a lower class, but from the fact that their lovers are a Communist 

and a Jewish girl, respectively. This use of traditional plot elements and settings of the Victorian 

novel is essential for the delivery of the novels’ political message. As Judy Suh writes about The 

Mortal Storm, it is precisely the use of the familiar romance plot that enables readers “to grapple 

with Freya’s challenges as a German Jewish woman during the beginning of the Third Reich with 

regard to sex-gender systems, class and race. Recognition of plot and character conventions, in 

other words, is necessary for full esteem of the novel’s political weight.”1067As mentioned above, 

Bottome sets up multiple romance plots but denies the conventional resolution of a happy union. 

Instead, each romance illustrates an aspect of modern Germany’s divisions along the lines of class, 

gender, race and generations. 

Like the von der Meldegg family in Moss’ I Face the Stars, the Toller family differ in their political 

affiliations but manage to maintain a harmonious family life prior to Hitler’s rise to power. Freya 

Toller, who prior to her encounter with the communist Hans “had thought politics a vague interest 
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involving a specialized group of older people”,1068 initially holds as much love and admiration for 

her Nazi brother Olaf as she does for her Jewish father but as she becomes politically aware and 

makes a deliberate choice to oppose Nazi politics, she also begins to hold her brothers accountable 

for their actions.  

 

The reader of The Mortal Storm closely follows the inner life of the central character Freya Toller 

and experiences the end of German democracy from the point of view of a person who finds 

herself suddenly rejected by her country, because she is a student of medicine, a woman with 

ambitions beyond marriage and motherhood, Jewish (by Nazi standards), liberal in her political 

outlook and in love with a man who supports her and views her as an equal but who belongs to 

the ‘wrong’ political camp. Freya Toller, in many ways, embodies the type of young German woman 

that British observers viewed as a phenomenon specific to the Weimar Republic. She is described 

as smart, fearless and physically active. In contrast to Sophie von Maberg who is obsessed with her 

looks and whose only ambition in life is an advantageous marriage, Freya is focused on intellectual 

achievements and pursues a career in medicine.  

Raised in a wealthy and intellectually stimulating household, Freya is one of the few women 

privileged enough to successfully live the “new woman” dream, a position of which she makes full 

use. Again, Bottome emphasizes Freya’s ambition through the character of Sophie von Maberg, 

who is equally privileged but uninterested in expanding her knowledge and experiences beyond 

fashion and homemaking. The novel draws a close connection between the feminist struggle 

against patriarchal oppression and the fight against Fascism and stresses women’s personal 

responsibility to defend their freedom when Professor Toller explains in the (slightly amended) 

US-edition of the novel that 

[p]hysical inferiority is always stressed rather than relieved by a militaristic rule; so that it 
would not surprise me to find that the half of the human race that produces and trains the 
other half, will be once more degraded! One must not forget that many women will like it 
better. For one pets what one degrades; and one has to support what one has enfeebled. 
Many women who have not tasted the joy and rigour of freedom, prefer to be petted and 
supported […].1069  

 

While the novel does not mention that the freedoms enjoyed by Freya were only available to a 

relatively small number of privileged German women during the Weimar Republic era, Bottome 

does emphasize the fact that these freedoms were new and hard-earned. Freya’s mother, Amelie 
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Toller, fiercely defends her daughter´s relationship with Hans and as the narrative unfolds, it 

becomes clear that she had to endure an abusive first marriage and that this experience has shaped 

her political views.1070 Her dislike for the Nazis is based on their treatment of women as inferior 

beings, even more so than on their anti-Semitic policies. When Emil suggests that Freya should be 

married to Fritz von Maberg, her mother recalls her own traumatic experience of being married 

off against her will:  

Another girl is to be tortured – to have the life of her soul frozen – and her senses seared 
with shame! I thought we had escaped from the world where women were at a man´s mercy 
– considered only as his tools or his toys! You are a man, Emil – your body is your own! 
Your strength is free! How little you know or imagine what it is to be a human being, at 
the mercy of another human being to whom you owe intimacy without love!1071 

 

Judy Suh points out that the novel still advocates an essentially patriarchal system by illuminating 

“the virtues of the liberal patriarchal home for women by insisting on its capacity to protect them 

from sexual vulnerability and to nurture their labor outside the home.”1072 However, I would argue 

that while the Toller family is ruled by patriarchal structures, the end of the novel defies this: Freya 

loses both her lover and her father, and while her brothers regret their actions and ask for her 

forgiveness, it is clear that she is cut loose from all male ties. She repeatedly refuses Fritz von 

Maberg and the protection that marriage to him would provide and even decides to leave her new-

born son behind in order to pursue a career in medicine in the United States. In the final part of 

the novel she turns down another marriage proposal from one of Hans’ friends, despite the fact 

that it could enable her to stay in Germany and see her son grow up. In the end, she is utterly alone 

but liberated. This decision is foreshadowed earlier on in the novel when Freya tells her brother 

Emil:  

Is it my fault if wicked men persecute and injure my family because of me? You say that a 
girl cannot act alone. That is another of the Nazi lies! Girls, like men, live and die alone; 
they bear children alone; and it is alone that their hearts are broken. No one can rob us of 
our loneliness!1073 

 

The feminist theme of the novel culminates in the protagonists’ reactions to Freya’s pregnancy. 

While in the eyes of her brothers and the von Mabergs, an unmarried mother is a disgrace, to Freya 
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the realization that she is pregnant, which comes at a moment of deep despair after Hans’ death, is 

a wholly positive and life-affirming event that gives her a new sense of purpose. Neither Hans’ 

family nor her parents think to blame her for it, and her father even goes so far as to tell the family 

that Freya’s love affair with Hans, a man in mortal danger, is a sign of great bravery.1074 From her 

decision to have a sexual relationship with Hans to choosing to leave her baby behind, Freya is 

always portrayed as active, capable and self-determined, which makes her brothers attempts to 

‘protect’ and thereby control her seem all the more misguided.  

The feminist narrative in The Mortal Storm is contrasted by the theme of the hyper-masculinity 

promoted by the Nazi party. Just like she traces Freya’s independent upbringing through her 

mother’s experiences, here too, Bottome presents a psychological approach that provides a 

semblance of inner logic to the behaviour of her Nazi characters. Olaf and Emil are initially 

presented through their relationship with Freya. Emil, who is closer in age to Freya, is jealous and 

begrudges his sister the affection she receives from both parents, while the eldest brother Olaf is 

kind and generous and worshipped by his sister. However, their characters undergo a significant 

development as the conflict over Freya’s relationship with Hans unfolds. Bottome’s biographer 

Pam Hirsch writes that “Perhaps Phyllis’s cleverest trick in this novel is to show how it could come 

to pass that Freya’s half-brother Olaf, a young man who prides himself on his high honour, could 

become a Nazi murderer.”1075 

In the very first pages of the novel, it is established that Freya adores her handsome brother Olaf 

and associates him with the Germanic hero Siegfried. Her encounter with the young ‘peasant’ Hans 

Breitner not only makes her more aware of the political changes going on around her, she also 

develops a new male ideal. When Freya first meets Hans she compares his physical appearance to 

that of Olaf: “It was, Freya thought flushing – an indignity in her – even to compare them; and yet 

for the first time she had compared Olaf to another man.”1076 The American version of the novel, 

which was published in 1939 with minor alterations to the first edition, makes the shift of Freya’s 

conception of the male ideal even more explicit when it describes her first encounter with Hans: 

“She turned to face her deliverer; but he was no Siegfried, only a stout, dumpy-looking young 

fellow, with a wide mouth, a turned-up nose, and merry ice-blue eyes”.1077 As Judy Suh points out, 

through the encounter with Hans, Freya’s “idealization of her brother Olaf, associated in her mind 

throughout the text with Siegfried, is debunked.”1078 Olaf’s behaviour is informed by the German 
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aristocracy and its “premodern cultural attitudes, especially in valorization of militarism and the 

chivalric suppression of women”.1079 His attitude towards Freya is caring and protective but their 

relationship requires her to be inferior to him, while the relationship between Hans and Freya is 

one of equals. Just as Olaf is replaced in Freya’s mind by Hans, Olaf tells Freya at the end of the 

novel that he struggled to accept her decision to have a child out of wedlock, because it did not fit 

with his idea of her as “a symbol of something holy in our German womanhood”. 1080 In Sophie 

he chooses a partner who could not be more different from his sister but who shares his ideas 

about traditional gender roles. As Pam Hirsch points out, Freya “makes political rather than 

romantic choices”1081 when she chooses Hans and rejects Olaf’s idea of manliness: “The Mortal 

Storm uses Siegfried as a metaphor for a false kind of courage. When Olaf kills Freya’s Communist 

lover, Hans, he believes he is doing the right thing as a good Nazi, but according to the wise 

Professor Toller he was shooting a ‘mythical monster’.”1082  

 

Freya Toller’s older brothers cannot accept her relationship with a Communist, and they fail to 

defend their beloved stepfather Johann Toller when he is persecuted for being Jewish. Similar to 

Freya and Bodo von der Meldegg in I Face the Stars, they have been convinced that the Nazi party 

must always take precedence and that even family relationships must be sacrificed. However, 

Bottome’s novel paints a far more nuanced and sympathetic picture of the German youth than 

Geoffrey Moss does in I Face the Stars. Like Moss, Bottome grapples with the question what made 

the Germans susceptible to the “madness” of Nazi rule. While Moss hints at a vague “German 

madness” inherent in the national character, Bottome, no doubt inspired by her study of Adlerian 

psychology, tends to use family relations to explain her German character’s actions.  For example, 

it is revealed that Amelie Toller has always been less affectionate towards Emil than towards her 

other children because he physically resembles her abusive first husband. While unsure of the 

reason, Emil is painfully aware of his mother’s coldness, which increases his sense of alienation 

from the family: “Mother! Mother! Mother!’ He sometimes thought that behind everything else he 

asked for was that blind cry. Nothing had ever filled the hole left in his unfurnished heart by the 

lack of his mother’s love. Beauty was less beautiful to him because of it – joy was less joy.1083 

Such descriptions of Emil’s inner life and his inferior standing within the family aim to make the 

reader understand why he would be attracted to the Nazi’s cult of ruthless masculinity and that the 

idea of relinquishing personal relationships and personal responsibilities to the greater good would 
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appeal to him: “For us – there are no private lives – not even our own!”, he exclaims. “We are 

simply parts of a machine – and move, or should move, like a smoothly-running piston – any speck 

of dust or grit has to be ruthlessly cleared away!”1084 

Olaf displays a textbook case of what Alfred Adler called männlicher Protest (masculine protest), 

rejecting his own feminine side and his dependence upon his mother. The männlicher Protest is 

described as an overcompensation to an inferiority complex in the form of an aggressive display 

of masculinity.  While Bottome features characters who display männlicher Protest but does not use 

the term in the novel, the notion of männlicher Protest is explicitly applied to German society by 

Pompey Casmilus, the narrator of Smith’s Novel on Yellow Paper. Recalling an encounter with a 

German acquaintance in Berlin, Pompey states:  

She certainly looked all on edge and was always coming out with bits about unser liebes 
Vaterland, and Our Happy Family at the Wohnung, and all cosy and warm-o, like it was 
protesting too much, like it was what all Germany was suffering from, the männlicher Protest, 
that they invented themselves.1085 

 
In contrast to the von der Meldegg children in Geoffrey Moss’ I Face the Stars, whose behaviour is 

linked to their upbringing in a politically unstable and morally corrupt Weimar Republic, Bottome’s 

focus on the psychological attractions of fascist ideology carries the message that the principles 

underlying Nazi politics are not a German phenomenon but a  universal threat. When she decides 

to flee Germany, Freya’s brother Emil, who is still a member of the Nazi party, and Seppel, the 

communist ‘peasant’ friend of her murdered lover Hans, come to see her off. “There isn’t much 

difference between them”, she thinks to herself as she contemplates these two young men who 

could not be more opposed in their political views, “They’ve got the same sound hearts – the same 

hot generous blood – they’re both Germany!”1086 

The novel’s last sentence describes Freya, who enters a mountain hut after having safely escaped 

Germany into Austria (from where she wants to travel on to the United States), as a “Wander Vogel 

blown in out of the storm”, linking her explicitly to the German youth movement which, as 

described above, to many British observers had become synonymous with a progressive Weimar 

Republic youth culture. In Freya, Bottome creates a character that is able to salvage positive aspects 

of German culture and German womanhood from the storm of Nazi aggression and carry them 

abroad.  
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While Freya von der Meldegg in I Face the Stars is depicted as frivolous, prone to romantic fantasies 

that border on hysteria, snobbish, viciously anti-Semitic and unable or unwilling to stand up to the 

Nazi regime, despite her doubts about their treatment of women, Bottome describes Freya Toller 

as intelligent, brave, ambitious, morally incorruptible and fiercely independent. While at the end of 

I Face the Stars an unhappy Freya von der Meldegg is left behind in a Germany that holds no future 

for her and has to entrust the British narrator with telling her story, Freya Toller at the end of The 

Mortal Storm breaks out of Germany as a survivor and as the person who will carry on her  father’s 

scientific legacy abroad. Since both narratives imply that the qualities of the two women stem from 

their upbringing during the Weimar Republic era, a comparison of the two Freyas shows just how 

much the novels differ in their overall assessment of the Weimar Republic and the kind of young 

Germans it produced.  

By focussing her German narrative on the fate of a German-Jewish family, Bottome was, of course, 

making a political statement at a time in which the persecution of German Jews had long become 

public knowledge in Britain and Jewish refugees were leaving the country in their thousands. Out 

of the four novels discussed in this chapter, The Mortal Storm is the only one that allows Jewish 

characters to address their own situation and their feelings about the political changes in Germany 

directly, without depicting them through the othering glance of a British observer.  Amid the 

mounting pressures of Nazi state’s anti-Semitic policies, the members of the fully assimilated Toller 

family are suddenly forced to take a position on their Jewishness. “What is being a Jew?” the 

youngest son Rudi asks of his father. Professor Toller explains that “to be a Jew is to belong to an 

old harmless race that has lived in every country in the world; and that has enriched every country 

it has lived in.”1087 He continues: “It is to be wise against ignorance, honest against piracy […] 

industrious against idleness, kind against cruelty! It is to belong to a race that has given Europe its 

religion; its moral law; and much of its science – perhaps even more of its genius – in art, literature 

and music.”1088  

While the narratives of Moss, Smith and Isherwood all depict Jewish characters as people who 

either question their own place in European society or who are portrayed by the British narrator 

as insincere, mysterious and somehow “foreign”, Bottome’s Jewish characters proudly claim their 

place in German and European history. As Pam Hirsch writes, Bottome’s choice to place Jewish 

characters at the centre of the narrative was a direct response to the “damaging complacency of 
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most of the British press and the BBC” which, with a few notable exceptions (such as The Manchester 

Guardian), had downplayed the Nazi campaign against Jews up until 1936.1089 

Phyllis Bottome would remain outspoken in her opposition to anti-Semitism in articles and public 

lectures. She also challenged other intellectuals on their position, including her friend Ezra Pound, 

whom she asked in a letter: “It is natural for lazy-brained people to hate Jews, but why should a 

person with a full active brain, mind any other race?”1090 

Through the Toller family, The Mortal Storm chronicles the gradual exclusion and degradation of 

German Jews. Bottome describes the small humiliations of anti-Semitism, the way in which the 

status of eminent Professor Toller is slowly diminished as students stop attending his lectures and 

friends turn away from him.1091 In comparison to the space given to Jewish voices and the 

descriptions of both big and small injustices committed against Jews in Germany in Bottome’s 

novel, the absence of this perspective in the novels discussed above becomes even more apparent. 

Both Geoffrey Moss and Stevie Smith focus on the discomfort felt by the British narrator when 

confronted with German anti-Semitism which forces them to consider their own views on Jewish 

people, but they hardly let their Jewish characters speak, let alone address their discrimination by 

the Nazi regime.  

The Toller family is completely assimilated into German society, and there is no mention of any 

Jewish religious practise. The Toller’s apparent abandonment of the Jewish faith and of any Jewish 

traditions was certainly not untypical for a Jewish German family at the time, and their assimilation 

serves to emphasize the absurdity of the Nazi party’s racial politics. In a conversation with his 

father about what it means to be a Jew, Rudi Toller compares himself to another Jewish boy in his 

class, Isaac Cohen, who not only bears a recognisably Jewish name but, as Rudi explains “has a 

bigger nose than mine, and his hair shines, and his skin is dark!”1092 Ostracised by his non-Jewish 

classmates, Rudi finds himself forced into an allegiance with this other Jewish boy whom he 

dislikes. While Bottome’s portrayal of the Tollers as Jews who do not correspond to Jewish 

stereotypes might seem problematic to the modern reader (as it seems to imply that there are 

different ‘degrees’ of Jewishness and that antipathy towards someone like Isaac Cohen is more 

justified than antipathy against Rudi Toller), in the context of the 1930s her decision to focus on a 

family like the Tollers carries an important message about the nature of the Nazi’s anti-Semitic 

policies, namely that it did not matter to the new regime how assimilated, wealthy, well-educated, 

                                                            
1089 Hirsch, 206. 
1090 Ibid., 195. 
1091 Ibid., 219. 
1092  Bottome, The Mortal Storm, 133. 
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blonde or small-nosed Jewish people were. As can be seen from numerous reports by British 

writers and other foreign travellers visiting Germany during the Weimar Republic era and even 

during the first years of the Nazi reign, many foreign observers did not understand (or did not want 

to understand) that Nazi anti-Semitism was different from the kind of socially accepted anti-

Semitism practised in Britain and that it posed a mortal danger to all Jewish people in the German 

sphere of influence.  Neither conversion to Christianity nor inter-marriage could shield them from 

Nazi Germany’s campaign of racial hatred which explicitly claimed that what made ‘the Jew’ 

dangerous was his ability to adopt the appearance and habits of the non-Jew.1093  

As mentioned above The Mortal Storm aimed to educate a British readership on the dangers of the 

new German regime and offer a counternarrative to the British government's appeasement 

rhetoric. Only a few lines in the novel mention England explicitly, but they clearly establish how 

diametrically opposed the new German regimes values are to British values. Freya tries to defend 

her relationship with Hans, a Communist, against her brother Olaf, by calling on British values: 

“Look at the English – whom you and Emil are always praising. They think what they like – and 

say what they like – are they any worse for it?”1094 Freya then discovers that in their new and 

absolute adherence to the Nazi creed, her brothers have abandoned their former admiration for 

British sovereignty and freedom of expression. “The English have been brought up differently 

from us,” Olaf counters, “and I in no way wish to see a good German get too like them.”1095 He 

goes on to explain that while the English are “a strong and resolute people – in some ways 

resembling ourselves”,1096 they have a certain “carelessness that is most regrettable”.1097 In a thinly 

veiled threat to Bottome’s British readers, Olaf muses that “they must by now realize that their 

island is no longer safe”1098 and states that they would do good to “learn from us the virtues they 

are lacking in”1099 and implement greater discipline. This scene helps to establish the fundamental 

differences between the Nazi creed and what Bottome presents as “English” virtues, and it also 

                                                            
1093 Since the majority of the German Jewry could not be visually distinguished from their non-Jewish fellow 
Germans, Nazi propaganda imagery focussed on the so-called ‘Ostjuden’, recent Jewish immigrants from Eastern 
Europe, many of whom could, due to their Orthodox practise, be easily recognized as Jewish. Nazi propaganda 
explicitly claimed that these Jews, whose ‘foreignness’ was easily recognizable, were the physical embodiment 
of ‘the Jew’ and that assimilated German Jews who looked and behaved just like their non-Jewish neighbours 
were merely hiding their Jewish nature and their essential otherness from the ‘real’ Germans. See for example: 
Barkai, Avraham and Paul Mendes-Flohr; Deutsch-Jüdische Geschichte in der Neuzeit. Band IV Aufbruch und 
Zerstörung 1918-1945, 219.  
1094  Bottome, The Mortal Storm, 28. 
1095  Ibid. 
1096  Ibid., 28f. 
1097 Ibid., 28. 
1098 Ibid., 29. 
1099 Ibid. 
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marks the moment when Freya begins to consciously fight for these values, a struggle that 

ultimately forces her to leave Germany.  

The message of Bottome’s narrative is twofold: she illustrates the immediate deadly danger that 

Germany’s Jews and the political opponents of the Nazi regime find themselves in in the late 1930s 

and also makes a wider point about the way in which a fascist ideology curtails the rights of women 

and thereby corrodes family relationships, eventually harming even those whom it does not exclude 

on the grounds of race or political affiliation. Bottome’s Germans are not governed by an inherent 

German “madness” or a mysterious collective throwback to “barbarism” which makes them 

blindly follow their “Führer”. Instead, her characters’ behaviour is the result of personal 

circumstances and individual choices, thereby suggesting that anyone, including the British reader 

of the novel, could under the right circumstances fall victim to the seductive powers of Fascism 

and that a courageous effort is required to oppose this seduction. Freya Toller’s brave choice to 

leave her country and her family rather than sacrificing her ambitions and beliefs not only 

emphasizes to a British readership that there are many Germans who need and deserve a chance 

to escape from the Nazi regime (a poignant message admit the waves of German refugees arriving 

in neighbouring countries at the time of the novel’s publication), it emphasizes the imminent 

danger of the Nazi terror spreading beyond the borders of Germany.   

 

 

III.3.e Dress-rehearsal of a disaster: Christopher Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin (1939) 
 

Along with the lion’s share of scholarly attention, Christopher Isherwood has also received 

considerable criticism for a lack of political involvement displayed during his time in Germany.1100 

Both of Isherwood’s Berlin novels feature a narrator who, while he undeniably shares many of 

characteristics of the author, remains somewhat obscure. In Mr Norris the Englishman in Berlin is 

called William Bradshaw (Isherwood’s middle-names), in Goodbye to Berlin he is called Christopher 

Isherwood, but we first learn his name through the Germans he encounters and to whom he is 

‘Christoph’, ‘Herr Christoph’ or ‘Herr Issyvoo’. From the outset, the narrator presents himself as 

a foreigner whose British identity has already been slightly compromised by his prolonged stay in 

Germany and his closeness to the Germans who have given him these German-English monikers.  

                                                            
1100 See for example: Monickendam, Andrew; Goodbye to Isherwood: The Rise and Fall of a Literary Reputation, 
134: “The greater the importance of Isherwood’s homosexuality becomes in accounts of his Berlin books, the 
less he is seen as a socially committed writer. There is no reason why this should be so, why public and sexual 
politics should become irreconcilable, but this is the pattern criticism has followed, as the work of Page and 
Cunningham illustrates.” 
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The narrator’s life in England is only alluded to, and his reasons for coming to Germany remain 

mysterious since he gives a different answer every time he is asked and at the same time signals to 

the reader that none of these answers is truthful. The narrator’s homosexuality is remarked upon 

only in coded form and in both novels, Isherwood the author projects his own erotic encounters 

with Germans onto other English characters. His narrator does not participate in these encounters 

but instead becomes the spectator of Mr Norris’ debauchery in Mr Norris Changes Trains and of his 

British friend’s unhappy romance with a German boy and Sally Bowles’ various love affairs in 

Goodbye to Berlin. While the narrator in both novels appears to be a cool, somewhat distant observer 

who rarely loses control over his emotions, in Christopher and his Kind Isherwood later revealed 

himself to have been insecure and vulnerable in his encounter with Germany and the Germans. 

He also emphasizes the sexual component of his ‘Weimar experience’ and compares his conquest 

of young German boys to being able to “possess the entire nation” of Germany.1101 

The version of his ‘Weimar experience’ that Isherwood presents in Christopher and his Kind has 

frequently been used to criticize his ‘Berlin novels’ for their lack of political involvement. Valentine 

Cunningham seems to read an almost malicious intent into Isherwood’s evasiveness regarding his 

narrator’s sexuality when he writes: “Ordinary readers of Mr Norris and Goodbye to Berlin weren’t 

informed, of course, that Isherwood had travelled to Berlin specifically for permissive sex with 

boys, nor that he had naturally fetched up lodgings next door to Hirschfeld’s notorious sex-

clinic”.1102  In this context, it is important to remember that Isherwood’s evasive treatment of 

homosexuality was at least in part a commercial decision he was forced to make by John Lehmann 

in order to ensure that his novels could be published by Hogarth Press and would not conflict with 

British censorship laws.1103 In any case, the fact that Cunningham refers to the Hirschfeld Institute 

as “that black museum of sado-masochistic gear, hospice for sexual freaks, mecca of 

homosexuals”1104 suggests that he would not have viewed Isherwood’s novels any more favourably 

if their autobiographical narrator had addressed his homosexuality more frankly. 

Criticism along the lines of Cunningham’s, which condemns Isherwood for having travelled to 

Berlin for the ‘wrong’ reasons, reveals a deeper issue with fictional accounts based on personal 

experience. As someone who was an eyewitness to the end of German democracy, Isherwood is 

retrospectively criticised for not having been interested in Germany in the ‘right’ way. After the 

end of the Second World War, his writings on Germany have come under scrutiny not just from 

literary critics, but from Isherwood himself. Among the writers who chronicled their ‘Weimar 

                                                            
1101 Isherwood, Christopher and His Kind, 4. 
1102 Cunningham, Valentine; British writers of the 1930s, 394. 
1103 Spiro, Anti-Nazi Modernism, 221 
1104 Cunningham, 394. 
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experience’, Isherwood provides by far the most extensive reflection on his own use of Weimar 

Germany as a source for literary material, the process of fictionalization and the relationship 

between autobiography and fiction.  

Both in his 1976 autobiography and the introduction to the 1954 edition of his Berlin novels, 

Isherwood writes about a feeling of inadequacy when he contemplates the gap between his literary 

depiction of Germany and all the things that he might have written, had he been able to fully 

comprehend the importance of the historical moment he lived through. “I don’t blame Christopher 

the amateur observer for his lack of foresight”, he writes in Christopher and his Kind, “I do condemn 

Christopher the novelist for not having taken a psychological interest, long before this [Hitler’s 

appointment as chancellor in 1933], in the members of the Nazi high command. Even as late as 

1932, it would have been possible for him to meet them personally.”1105 Looking back decades 

later, Isherwood felt that because of his fluency in German and the fact that he was not Jewish and 

“belonged to the Nazis’ favourite race”, he could easily have reported on the rise of the Nazi party 

as a freelance journalist. “What inhibited him? His principles? His inertia? Neither is an excuse. He 

missed what would surely have been one of the most memorable experiences of his Berlin life.”1106 

Isherwood’s regret, it seems, is not so much about a lack of political engagement, a missed chance 

to join the chorus of voices who were warning about the dangers of the Nazi ideology in the early 

1930s, but rather about a missed literary opportunity. Admired during his visits to London in the 

early 1930s as the “man from Berlin”1107 who entertained with scandalous stories, he nevertheless 

had missed the opportunity to chronicle the downfall of the Republic as it was happening.  

In Christopher and his Kind, the older Isherwood gently scolds the young Isherwood for his ‘colonial 

attitude’1108 towards his young German lovers and his fictional exploitation of real-life people, such 

as his British friend Jean Ross, who served as inspiration for Sally Bowles in Goodbye to Berlin, and 

the Anglo-German Jewish businessman Wilfrid Israel, who inspired the character of Bernhard 

Landauer. He also reflects on the fact that his literary creations, particularly Sally Bowles, have 

taken on a life of their own through the adaptation of Goodbye to Berlin for the theatre and musical 

stage. The success of the musical and the Hollywood film starring Liza Minelli as Sally Bowles have 

further removed the literary creation from Isherwood’s actual ‘Weimar experience’. So much so, 

that not even the author himself can recall the ‘truth’ behind the fiction. “I wish I could recall what 

impression Jean Ross […] made on Christopher when they first met. But I can’t”, he writes in 

Christopher and his Kind.  

                                                            
1105 Isherwood, Christopher and his Kind, 124. 
1106 Ibid. 
1107 Ibid., 112 f. 
1108 Isherwood, Christopher and His Kind, 33. 
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Art has transfigured life and other people’s art has transfigured Christopher’s art. What 
remains with me from those early years is almost entirely Sally. […] And both Sally and 
Jean keep being jostled to one side of my memory to make way for the actresses who have 
played the part of Sally on the stage and on the screen. 1109 

 

Of the writers discussed in this study, Christopher Isherwood is the one whose experience of the 

Weimar Republic is most tightly linked to his personal and artistic development. He viewed Weimar 

Germany as a refuge from the stuffiness and old-fashioned morality of his upbringing and his 

affinity towards Germany as a rebellion against his parents’ generation’s dislike for the Germans in 

general, and against his mother in particular, who blamed the Germans for the death of her 

husband in the war. Living in Germany was also a way to rebel against what Eddy Sackville-West 

would later call the “romantic travellers” of the 1920s - upper-class British intellectuals whose idea 

of sophisticated European travel included visits to the South of France and Italy, but in whose eyes 

Germany and particularly Berlin, had little to offer to the sophisticated visitor. 

Perhaps most importantly, Germany functioned as a space of sexual experimentation. In Berlin, 

Isherwood was, as he later put it, “brought face to face with his tribe. Up to now, he had behaved 

as though the tribe didn’t exist and homosexuality were a private way of life discovered by himself 

and a few friends.”1110 In Christopher and his Kind, Isherwood writes about the threat that the Nazis 

presented not only Communists and Jews, but also to homosexuals.1111 While his politics were by 

all accounts somewhat naïve at the time he was living in Berlin, his homosexuality and his sexual 

attraction to young working-class men meant that he continually came into contact with people for 

whom the rise of the Nazi party spelt catastrophe. Isherwood had only just discovered his “tribe”, 

when he had to witness the Nazi’s violent crackdown on Berlin’s gay bars, the destruction of the 

Hirschfeld Institute and the public burning of progressive publications on sexuality. While 

Isherwood, as a non-Jewish, politically inactive, comparatively wealthy holder of a British passport  

was never in any serious danger of becoming a victim of Nazi aggression, the fact that his 

experience of Germany was so strongly linked to his sexuality meant that he developed a deep 

personal identification with Germany and the Germans and a willingness to emerge himself 

                                                            
1109 Isherwood, Christopher and his Kind, 61. As Janet Montefiore points out: “Jean Ross, who was actually a 
tough, emancipated and politically dedicated woman and a lifelong Communist, was a complete contrast to the 
‘Sally Bowles’ in the book and its stage and film adaptations.” Montefiore, Janet; Men and Women Writers of 
the 1930s: The Dangerous Flood of History, 29). 
 Sarah Cockburn, daughter of Jean Ross and Claud Cockburn, later commented that in negating her mother’s 
political and intellectual interests, Isherwood was following “the reader’s expectations of life – expectations 
based not only on experience but on the conventions of existing literature… Convention does not permit an 
attractive young woman to have much in the way of intellectual accomplishments, and Isherwood follows it 
loyally.” Sarah Caudwell (Sarah Cockburn), New Statesman, 28 October 1986, pp.3-4, quoted in Montefiore, 29. 
1110 Isherwood, Christopher and his Kind, 16. 
1111 Ibid., 18.  
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completely in all things German that is absent from most other British writers’ accounts. As he 

writes in Christopher and his Kind: “He wanted to be in constant contact with Germans and Germany 

throughout the day, not shut up alone.”1112 Isherwood’s conscious assumption of a part-German 

identity and his deliberate attempts to distance himself from his English heritage meant that he was 

not in the position to judge Germany as an outsider in the way that Brian Howard did when he 

marvelled at ecstatic Nazi supporters in Munich. Isherwood was caught up in his self-fashioning 

project, too busy being “the man from Berlin” and too concerned with what this would mean to 

his friends and family back home to be able to make a clear assessment of what was happening 

around him. 

It must be stressed again that in the case of Auden, Isherwood and Spender the fascination with 

Germany initially existed as an intellectual construct that was not based on actual experience of the 

country so much as on a phantasy of an enlightened ‘new’ Germany as the counterpart to the 

perceived stasis of inter-war Britain. Stephen Spender was still a student at Oxford when Isherwood 

first told him about the joys of the mythical “new” Germany:  

He recalled walking in Hyde Park one summer evening in 1929, listening to a diatribe from 
Isherwood against Oxbridge and all it stood for, the middle-class world and its worn-out 
values. “He spoke of Germany as the country where all the obstructions and complexities 
of this life were cut through.” At the time Isherwood was basing this observation on (at 
best) a week in Berlin and a fortnight in the Harz Mountains, but this did not diminish its 
impact on Spender […]1113 

 

Isherwood describes in Christopher and his Kind  how he came to Berlin to write was and throughout 

his time in Germany collected characters and locations that would be suitable for literary treatment. 

As Paul Piazza points out in Christopher Isherwood: Myth and Anti-Myth, what made Berlin the ideal 

location for Isherwood’s literary explorations was that “Berlin answered not only his quest for 

intellectual and sexual freedom, his desire to shock the Others, but also, and more importantly, his 

need for the bizarre and  the grotesque”.1114 Piazza draws a connection between Isherwood’s Berlin 

stories and the largely unpublished fantastical stories he wrote with his friend Edward Upward 

when they were both students at Cambridge. These were set in a fantasy town called Mortmere, an 

“autistic feast of surrealist violence”,1115 populated by a host of nightmarish characters. “When 

[Isherwood] boarded the train whose final stop was Berlin’s Zoo Station, he found the vital 
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connection between reality and fantasy, fact and fiction. Rather than to an impasse, fantasy led 

Isherwood to a Germanic – but, in the end, intensely personal – Mortmere.”1116  

As Isherwood’s autobiography makes abundantly clear, during his Berlin years he and his literary 

friends were still trying to find their voice and were consciously working on their personal myth as 

artists. For example, in Christopher and his kind Isherwood claims that he has always been attracted 

to blond men and writes: “John Layard would have encouraged me to invent an explanation, never 

mind how absurd it sounded. He would have said that anything one invents about oneself is part of 

one’s personal myth and therefore true.”1117 In the same chapter Isherwood recalls W.H. Auden 

signing the guest book on a tourist boat in Amsterdam with “a quotation from Ilya Ehrenburg’s 

poem about the Russian Revolution [The Sons of Our Sons, 1919]: Read about us and marvel! / You 

did not live in our time – be sorry!”1118  To twenty-something Auden and Isherwood, their amorous 

adventures in Europe might have seemed a revolutionary act comparable to the overthrow of 

Czarist Russia, but their actual involvement in politics at this point was minimal: 

[…] Isherwood’s communist sympathies were usually confided to “romantic” gestures such 
as the ones he describes in Good-bye to Berlin. Much the same was also true for most of his 
English literary friends in Berlin. Auden, for example, though expressing occasional pro-
communist sentiments in his poems and plays […] showed his left-wing sympathies in 
Berlin primarily by wearing a worker’s cap, dropping his aitches, and eating his peas with a 
knife.1119  

 

An important part of Isherwood’s personal myth was his self-fashioning as the literary discoverer 

of Weimar Germany. In Christopher and his Kind, Isherwood recalls his annoyance when he heard 

that Stephen Spender had told some of Isherwood’s favourite Berlin anecdotes to their mutual 

London friends before Isherwood himself had the chance to do so, and how he proceeded to 

discourage Spender from making a permanent home in Berlin, a city that Isherwood felt should be 

his to write about.1120 As Peter Firchow points out, neither John Layard, who inspired W.H. Auden 

to come to Berlin, nor Auden himself, who in turn inspired Isherwood to make the trip to 

Germany, make a fictionalised appearance in Isherwood’s Berlin novels:  

It is almost as if Isherwood had deliberately sought to erase the results of Auden’s initial 
‘discovery’ of Berlin. It is, one is led to conclude, almost as if he wished to create the 
impression that in Berlin he encountered a world that he could take credit for exploring 
entirely on his own.1121 
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Throughout his stay in Berlin, Isherwood kept a diary and worked on literary sketches for a novel 

set in Berlin tentatively entitled The Lost, which he envisioned as a “huge, tightly constructed 

melodramatic novel, in the manner of Balzac.1122 It is unlikely that Isherwood at this point intended 

to become the chronicler of political developments in Germany. However, as he began to work in 

earnest on his novels after having left Germany in 1933, his Mortmere-Berlin was necessarily 

confronted with the political reality of the time. As Colin Storer points out, the famous “I am a 

camera” passage at the opening of Goodbye to Berlin has frequently led readers and scholars to assume 

that Isherwood´s Berlin novels are works of “fact or contemporary reportage, rather than 

fiction.”1123 I would like to argue that what the passage actually captures is Isherwood´s acute 

awareness of the impossible situation he found himself in as he was writing his long-planned Berlin 

fiction while a violently oppressive and increasingly militarized German state was gearing up for 

war. The collector of bizarre stories and characters who had amused his Bloomsbury friends with 

reports of his exotic existence in Germany, had now become an eyewitness to history, his artistic 

freedom was compromised but he was not yet willing to abandon his own advice, given to Stephen 

Spender after reading an early draft of The Temple: “You are right down in the scrum with your 

characters, not up in the grandstand, as you ought to be.”1124 The passive ‘camera-like’ narrative 

perspective, should be read as a flawed and inconsistent attempt to reach a ‘grandstand’ from which 

to make sense of the author’s experience and his conflicting feelings towards Germany. 

Isherwood’s narrator proclaims himself “a camera […] quite passive, recording, not thinking” and 

he knows that as he is recording Berlin with his eyes “some day, all this will have to be developed, 

carefully printed, fixed.”1125 Yet the form of the novel itself is testament of the impossibility to 

“develop” and “fix” the narrator’s impressions. “I am a camera”, implies that what we are shown 

through the narrator’s eyes is a truthful ‘recording’ of the city and yet, at the same time, we are told 

that what we are seeing is an in-between state, an undeveloped, unfixed impression of the narrator’s 

time in Berlin. “Some day” a conventional framing of the narrative, perhaps a novel of the kind 

that Isherwood had in mind when working on The Lost, might be possible but in Goodbye to Berlin 

the narrative is still caught between the ambition to provide some form of documentation of the 

political and social developments that led to the end of Weimar democracy and the ambition to 

use Berlin’s colourful inhabitants to create entertaining fiction.    
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The form of the novel reflects this tension: Three ‘diary’ sections, A Berlin Diary (Autumn 1930), 

On Ruegen Island (Summer 1931) and A Berlin Diary (Winter 1932-3), written largely in present tense, 

alternate with three past-tense chapters that detail the narrator’s encounter with Berlin characters: 

Sally Bowles, The Nowaks and The Landauers. Frequently, characters appear in both the ‘diary’ sections 

and the sections told in retrospect, which creates the impression that the narrator is somehow both 

recording the events as they happen and at the same time looking back on them from some 

distance.  

The chapters cover events between autumn 1930 and spring 1933 with frequent overlaps, going 

over the same period with an emphasis on different events. After A Berlin Diary (Autumn 1930), 

Sally Bowles returns to autumn 1930 and covers events up until autumn 1931. In the middle of the 

chapter, the narrator leaves Berlin for a vacation on the Baltic Sea coast, but the reader is not told 

what happens there until the next chapter, On Ruegen Island (Summer 1931). The Nowaks covers the 

autumn and winter of 1931. The next chapter, The Landauers, takes the narrative back to the very 

beginning, October 1930, and all the way up to May 1933, when the narrator leaves Berlin. Finally, 

A Berlin Diary (Winter 1932-3) takes the narrative back to the last weeks of the Weimar Republic 

and mentions the establishment of Hitler’s regime as an afterthought: “Only a week since I wrote 

the above. Schleicher has resigned. The monocles did their stuff. Hitler has formed a cabinet with 

Hugenberg. Nobody thinks it can last till the spring.”1126  

Each chapter within itself follows a chronological structure and occasionally mentions dates and 

historical events but the overall composition means that the reader is taken back over the same 

period again and again. This narrative loop not only attests to the narrator’s inability to ‘develop’ 

and ‘fix’ his experiences, it also corresponds with Isherwood’s treatment of Weimar politics which 

he portrays as merely a method of delaying the inevitable catastrophe. While the narrator is 

attending a party at Bernhard Landauer’s lakeside house during election night in the summer of 

1932, he remarks: “Over there, in the city, the votes were being counted. […] However often the 

decision may be delayed, all these people are ultimately doomed. This evening is the dress-rehearsal 

of a disaster. It is like the last night of an epoch.”1127 The narrator is present at the party in 1932 

and at the same time equipped with the knowledge available to the author who wrote these lines 

some years later, the knowledge of what will occur in the future, the knowledge that he is indeed 

experiencing if not “the last night of an epoch”, at least the last months of a distinct period in 

German history. As the narrator tells his story, the Weimar Republic that he knew and the people 

in it are already irretrievably lost and when the novel was published in 1939, months before the 
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outbreak of the Second World War, most readers must have been acutely aware that the threat that 

the Nazi regime presented to Isherwood’s ‘lost’ Berliners could easily extend across Germany’s 

border.  

The last paragraph of the novel emphasizes the narrator’s inner split when it comes to Germany. 

He is in Berlin and yet already gone, the city is all around him but at the same time, already a distant 

memory. It has “an air of curious familiarity, of striking resemblance to something one remembers 

as normal and pleasant in the past – like a very good photograph.” He catches his reflection in a 

mirror and notices: “[I] am shocked to see that I am smiling.” It remains unclear if this shock is 

that of the 1933 or of the narrator looking back on his younger self, shocked to see that he was 

smiling in 1933. In this scene, two versions of the narrator collide, the one who is in Berlin and still 

has access to the version of the city that appears “normal and pleasant” and the one who is telling 

the story a few years later and recalls his time in Germany through the filter of what has occurred 

since then and who ends the novel with the sentence: “Even now I can’t altogether believe that 

any of this has really happened.”1128   

Isherwood’s image of Berlin in the early 1930s being “like a very good photograph” echoes an 

observation Brian Howard was to make in 1940, recalling the moment when his blossoming 

awareness of German politics began to impact his “pleasure in things quite removed from politics 

- […] the Bavarian landscape, for example.” Howard continues: “Soon I was not only unable to 

enjoy it; I couldn’t see it properly. (To understand the inside of any country is to cease to observe 

the outside.) Austria followed. In the end the whole of central Europe looked, to me, like a faded 

photographic negative.”1129 Howard describes the fading away of the image of Europe untainted 

by the knowledge of its politics. His awareness of the ‘true’ nature of the countries he observes 

puts an end to his superficial enjoyment of their beauty and makes his previous impressions of 

them appear somewhat unreal. 

After the publication of his Berlin novels, Isherwood destroyed the diaries he kept during his time 

in Germany. In Christopher and his Kind, he comments on this decision:  

His private reason for doing this was that it was full of  details about his sex life and he 
feared that it might somehow fall into the hands of  the police or other enemies. 
Christopher´s declared reason for burning his Berlin diary was unconvincing. He used to 
tell his friends that he had destroyed his real Past because he preferred the simplified, more 
creditable, more exciting fictitious Past which he had created to take his place. This fictitious 
Past, he said, was the Past he wanted to ´remember´. Now that I am writing about 
Christopher´s real Past, I sadly miss the lost diary and have no patience with this arty talk. 
The Berlin novels leave out a great deal which I now want to remember; they also falsify 
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events and alter dates for dramatic purposes.1130 
 

As this passage reveals, the ‘Berlin novels’ capture a moment in which the author’s artistic project, 

namely the self-conscious fashioning of his personal myth and the ambition to write an epic novel 

about Berlin’s odd characters, collided with the political reality of the 1930s. Isherwood had a 

literary subject, namely that of the Englishman in a foreign place, but this subject got out of hand 

when it became clear that Berlin in the early 1930s was not just any foreign place but a place where 

history was in the making. Looking back in the 1970s, the older Isherwood longs to access the 

earlier version of his Berlin experience which has been erased and re-inscribed with the fictionalized 

account rendered in the novels. The lost Berlin diary is now perceived as an important historical 

document – a meaning that it obviously did not carry when its author destroyed it in the 1930s 

because he deemed its content too personal.  

In Goodbye to Berlin, the narrator’s shifting position between outsider and insider is reflected in his 

efforts to reveal to the reader the ‘real’ Berlin behind the performance that is being put on for the 

entertainment of visitors. A scene from the first chapter of the novel illustrates this ability to view 

Berlin both from the perspective of a British outsider and a German insider: The narrator visits his 

flatmate Bobby, a German bartender who has given himself a ‘fashionable’ English name, at the 

Troika bar. At first, we experience the scene through the eyes of the visiting foreigner. The narrator 

finds the bar “much larger and grander than I had expected”.1131 He notices a “commissionaire 

braided like an archduke”1132 and a “smart cloak-room girl”1133 and self-consciously comments on 

his own shabby appearance. After a short conversation with the German bartender Bobby, the 

narrator adjusts his perspective, his camera lens, if you will: “I looked the few guests over, trying 

to see them through Bobby’s disillusioned eyes.”1134 Suddenly, the first impression of the bar begins 

to unravel as the narrator allows the reader to glimpse behind the scenes of Berlin’s performance 

of glamour and decadence. A “particular elegant” girl who from afar has “quite a cosmopolitan 

air” is revealed to speak “broad Berlin dialect”.1135 When paying guests enter the bar, the narrator, 

using the gaze of the disillusioned German, understands that the “decadent” Berlin nightlife 

experience is just a well-choreographed act geared towards keeping the paying customers 

entertained: “In an instant, the Troika was transformed.” Everyone assumes their places around 

the customers and “[w]ith absurd, solicitous gravity, the dancers performed their intricate 
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evolutions, showing in their every movement a consciousness of the part they were playing.”1136 

More depressingly still, the performance does not even have the desired effect on the audience: 

“[…] the two flaccid gentlemen chatted to each other, probably about business, without a glance 

at the night-life they had called into being; while their women sat silent, looking neglected, puzzled, 

uncomfortable and very bored.”1137 

The narrator’s outsider-insider position also allows him to unmask the various performances that 

Berlin’s inhabitants engage in, be it Sally Bowle’s femme fatale act or the performance of his German 

friend Rudi, who plays at being a Communist and of whom the narrator remarks, looking back: 

“Rudi’s make-believe, story-book game has become earnest; the Nazis will play it with him. The 

Nazis won’t laugh at him; they’ll take him on trust for what he pretended to be. Perhaps at this 

very moment Rudi is being tortured to death.”1138 As the political situation begins to escalate, his 

in-between position between his personal involvement with Germany and his desire to be the 

writer who chronicles life in Germany, a stance which requires a certain detachment, condemns 

the narrator to passivity as he observes Berlin’s many individual performers being swallowed up by 

the horrifying mass spectacle of fascist unity. From his diary perspective, still in Berlin, the narrator 

records the events as they unfold while he sits in an artist’s café and observes the increasingly 

panicked exchanges between Berlin writers, as well as the role of his fellow foreign visitors: 

 The foreign newspaper correspondents dine every night at the same little Italian restaurant, 
at a big round table, in the corner. Everybody else in the restaurant is watching them and 
trying to overhear what they are saying. If you have piece of news to bring them – the 
details of an arrest, or the address of a victim whose relatives might be interviewed – then 
one of the journalists leaves the table and walks up and down with you outside, in the 
street.1139  

 

Again, the narrator is located somewhere between the German artists and writers gathered at the 

café and the foreign correspondents who are actively engaged in recording the crimes committed 

by the new German regime and informing the world about the political developments. He, too, is 

a writer but he belongs neither to the German writers who are having to choose between their 

artistic freedom and their lives, nor does he belong to the British writers who use their craft to 

inform the world of the developments in Germany. The discrepancies between the view of the 

novelist and the view of the journalist are already alluded to in Isherwood’s first Berlin novel Mr 

Norris Changes Trains (1935, published in the US under the title The Last of Mr Norris) in the form of 
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the character Helen Pratt. The narrator introduces this Berlin acquaintance, who is “Berlin 

correspondent to one of the London political weeklies” as a “fragile-looking girl, hard as nails, who 

had been educated at the University of London” and “could drink most of the English journalists 

under the table”.1140 With her straightforward analytical approach to the people and politics of 

Berlin, Helen “who dealt in statistics and psycho-analytical terms”1141 provides a counterpart to the 

narrator’s flights of the imagination when it comes to his mysterious British acquaintance Arthur 

Norris: “Perhaps Helen Pratt had been right about me. Stage by stage I was building up a romantic 

background for Arthur, and was jealous lest it should be upset.”1142 Paul Fussell writes “that there 

came a time in the mid-thirties when the mediating role once played by the literary traveller is taken 

over by the foreign correspondent, when literature is ‘captured by events’”1143 During his last weeks 

in Berlin, Isherwood’s narrator in Goodbye to Berlin finds himself in a position were as a writer of 

fiction he is being overtaken by the political developments and by the journalists around him whose 

craft enables them to engage with events as they are happening.  

In the first half of the novel, namely in the chapters ‘Sally Bowles’ and ‘On Ruegen Island’, the 

‘outsider’ perspective dominates the narrative. We see the narrator in interaction with other 

foreigners, such as Sally Bowles or his British friend Peter while the political and social realities of 

the Weimar Republic are moved to the background. In the second half of the novel, the narrator 

increasingly assumes an insider perspective, as he temporarily moves in with the German working-

class Nowak family, strikes up an uneasy friendship with the bourgeois Jewish Landauer family and 

develops an interest in the German Communist party and their struggle against the Nazis.  

While the subsequent incarnations of Sally Bowles on the musical stage and the silver screen have 

made her the central element of Isherwood’s Berlin vision, in the novel she is serves mainly as a 

catalyst for the narrator’s development from a detached visitor preoccupied with his own future to 

an increasingly critical observer of the political and social realities of the Weimar Republic.  

In order to better understand the role of Sally Bowles within Goodbye to Berlin, it is helpful to think 

back to Robert McAlmon’s short stories discussed in Chapter I. Sally Bowles embodies a particular 

mode of being a foreigner in Weimar Berlin, one that resembles the American visitors of 

McAlmon’s stories. Like McAlmon’s characters, Sally Bowles is constantly performing. She is a 

middle-class English woman who is putting on the act of a Berlin bohemian. Sally is presented only 

through the gaze of the narrator. His English eye is keen to expose her act, to reveal the decent 

English girl underneath the scandalous facade. When his friend Fritz Wendel first mentions Sally 
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and describes her as “an English girl, an actress” and “hot stuff”1144 the narrator responds: “That 

doesn’t sound much like an English girl, I must say”1145 and when Sally makes her appearance the 

narrator immediately decides that she is not as she seems. He observes her fashionable dress, her 

green fingernails and her face, which is “powdered dead white” with drawn-on eyebrows and 

“brilliant cherry lips”.1146 He notices that beneath her extravagant manicure, her hands are “much 

stained by cigarette-smoking and dirty as a little girl’s”.1147 In contrast to Fritz, who is full of 

admiration for Sally, the narrator immediately begins to unmask her and calls attention to the 

artificiality of her behaviour when he describes how he and Fritz sit “watching her, like a 

performance at the theatre”, 1148 how she poses her body in a very deliberate manner and laughs “a 

silvery little stage-laugh”1149. 

During their second encounter, the narrator discovers another side to Sally that makes her a lot 

more compelling. He visits her in her run-down accommodation, which provides a sharp contrast 

to her elegant demeanour, and listens to her life story. Not only is Sally at nineteen years old much 

younger than the narrator had assumed but far from being a glamorous girl-about-town, she is a 

rather tragic figure, living in precarious circumstances. Sally might not seem “much like an English 

girl” when she puts on her theatrical display but to the narrator she reveals her solidly middle-class 

upbringing as the daughter of “an heiress with an estate” and a Lancashire mill owner who is “a 

terrible snob”.1150 Upon arriving in Berlin she dropped her double-barrelled surname Jackson-

Bowles (“of course I can’t possibly call myself that on stage.”)1151 and invented a partial French 

heritage to appear more exotic. Sally came to Berlin on the vague promise of work within the Ufa 

film industry, but far from being a budding starlet she has since been substituting the allowance 

she receives from her parents with odd nightclub appearances and by sleeping with wealthy men.  

Sally’s ‘modern’ lifestyle and her laissez-faire attitude towards sex leave her with no shortage of 

admirers. However, she comes to realize that she serves only as an escapist fantasy and that her 

lifestyle is not compatible with society’s expectations in the long run. “[...] I believe I’m a sort of 

Ideal Woman, if you know what I mean”, she tells the narrator after, yet another lover has suddenly 

disappeared from her life. “I’m the sort of woman who can take men away from their wives, but I 

could never keep anybody for long. And that’s because I’m the type which every man imagines he 
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wants, until he gets me; and then he finds he doesn’t really, after all.”1152 This realization comes not 

long after Sally’s German lover Klaus has left her for a “beautiful and intelligent young English girl 

named Miss Gore-Eckersley” who he has met in England and who is “related to an English 

lord”.1153 He abandons Sally Bowles, the Berlin nightclub singer with the dubious French heritage, 

for someone not unlike Sally Bowles-Jackson, the daughter of an heiress and a businessman from 

Lancashire. Sally’s behaviour points to the limitations of Berlin’s promise of reinvention. She has 

adopted the demeanour of the “new woman” as she might have seen it represented in films and 

advertisements. She talks about putting her work first and treating love affairs like business 

relationships. But, despite her exuberant fantasies of riches and stardom and her bohemian 

affectations, she can never quite let go of her middle-class upbringing and bourgeois ideas about 

romantic love and family life, and she cannot envision a future in which she is not dependent on 

men.  

In the fantasy Sally has created for herself, the German people and German politics are of very 

little relevance, and Sally seems to have no particular attachment to Berlin. In this, she resembles 

the expat characters of Robert McAlmon’s post-war Berlin stories to whom Berlin is primarily a 

potential escape from the boredom and restraint of their lives in America. 

Initially, the narrator enjoys Sally’s flights of fancy, in which she elevates both herself and the 

narrator above their current circumstances and the ‘ordinary’ people around them:  

When the weather was fine, and I hadn’t any lessons to give, we strolled as far as the and 
sat on a bench in the sunshine, discussing the people who went past. Everybody stared at 
Sally, In her canary yellow beret and shabby fur coat, like the skin of a mangy old dog. “I 
wonder”, she was fond of remarking, “what they’d say if they knew that we two old tramps 
were going to be the most marvellous novelist and the greatest actress in the world.1154  

 

When he and Sally befriend an American millionaire, the narrator briefly envisions himself escaping 

into a life of luxury. As they make plans to leave Berlin, Germany, even Europe behind, the three 

foreigners passively observe the funeral procession of German politician Hermann Müller, twice 

chancellor of the Weimar Republic, whose death in March 1931 dealt a considerable blow to the 

Social Democratic Party. The idea of an imminent departure from Germany into a life of travel 

and luxury leads the narrator to think:  

We had nothing to do with these Germans down there, marching, or with the dead man in the 
coffin, or with the words on the banners. In a few days, I thought, we shall have forfeited all 
kinship with ninety-nine per cent of the population of the world, with the men and women 
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who earn their living, who ensure their lives, who are anxious about the future of their 
children.1155 

 

Exhilarated, the narrator declares: “I’ve done it, now. I am lost.” Everyone in Isherwood’s Berlin 

is engaging in their own little performance to avoid facing the political menace that is on the rise. 

Being ‘lost’ equates to the ability to leave one’s past behind, to withdraw from society’s obligations 

and to escape the consequences of the political developments in Germany and their inevitable 

effect on all of Europe by creating an alternative reality. However, while both the narrator and Sally 

might have come to Berlin with the desire to become ‘lost’, the political reality that is slowly 

unfolding in the background of Isherwood’s Berlin stage makes this ambition appear increasingly 

preposterous. 

Like McAlmon’s characters, who leave Berlin disillusioned to continue the search for the next thrill, 

Sally Bowles disappears overnight to continue her listless travels, as evidenced by the postcards the 

narrator receives from Paris and Rome.1156 Unlike McAlmon’s narrators, however, Isherwood’s 

narrator remains in Berlin to examine his own feelings towards the city and his behaviour as a 

foreigner in Germany. With the decline of their friendship and Sally’s eventual departure from 

Berlin, the narrative moves away from fantasies of the future and towards the political present. 

Here, as in the scenes on Ruegen island in which the narrator observes the relationship between 

his British friend Peter and his young German lover, Isherwood’s narrative bears a resemblance to 

Spender’s The Temple (which at the time when Isherwood published Goodbye to Berlin was still an 

unpublished manuscript). Like Spender’s narrator, the narrator of Goodbye to Berlin is caught 

between his intense interest in the people he meets in Germany and the observation of their 

behaviour and relationships and his desire to gain a critical distance and dedicate himself to his 

work as a writer. While Spender’s narrator has to distance himself from his bourgeoise German 

friends and the fantasy of a progressive, eternally youthful nation he has built around them, 

Isherwood’s narrator has to distance himself from Sally and her affectations of Berlin bohemia in 

order to be able to engage with what is happening around him.  

The fact that Sally Bowles has become the embodiment of Isherwood’s Berlin is certainly partly 

due to the fact that subsequent reincarnations of the Sally Bowles character on the musical stage 

and on screen have added a visually pleasing glamorous surface to the character that does not exist 

in the novel in which Isherwood’s narrator presents Sally’s elegant appearance as a flimsy cover 

that he can see right through. “I noticed how old her hands looked in the lamplight”,1157 he remarks 
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and generally places a lot of importance on Sally’s unhealthy lifestyle, her strange eating habits, her 

incessant smoking and drinking and the artificiality of her make-up and demeanour. “[…] 

sometimes her eyes looked awful, as though they had been boiled.”, the narrator observes. “Every 

day the layer of make-up on her face seemed to get thicker.”1158 Referring to Harold Nicolson’s 

depiction of Berlin as a young woman who does not wear make-up, hikes through the woods and 

shocks her parents with theories about free love, Mia Spiro argues that Isherwood’s novel uses the 

female body in a similar fashion and that his female characters “manifest both the appeal and moral 

barrenness of life in the city”.1159 As Spiro observes,  

[Sally’s] artificiality is presented with more vehemence when it coincides with the crisis of 
Weimar politics that precipitates the emergence of the Third Reich. Suddenly, the 
playfulness with which the narrator treats Sally’s vampishness is reversed and inscribed 
within a troubling historical framework through a series of antisemitic references. […] The 
shift of attitude toward her character is paralleled by a transition in the narrator’s 
relationship to Berlin.1160 

 

The deconstruction of Sally’s glamorous surface is the deconstruction of the fantasy of Berlin. Not 

only does Sally’s utter lack of political involvement drive the narrator to become more politically 

aware and focused on his writing. In her, he also sees his own insincerities and his penchant for 

play-acting reflected. He views her as his intellectual inferior from the moment they meet and is 

horrified when she criticizes the quality of his writing and his lack of ambition: 

It was no use telling myself that Sally had the vocabulary and mentality of a twelve-year-old 
schoolgirl, that she was altogether comic and preposterous; it was no use – I only knew that 
I’d been somehow made to feel a sham. Wasn’t I a bit of a sham anyway […] with my arty talk 
to lady pupils and my newly-acquired parlour-socialism? Yes, I was.1161  

 

The conflict between Sally and the narrator can be read as a reflection of the struggle between the 

young writer Isherwood who is scouting Berlin for erotic adventures and literary inspiration in the 

late 1920s and early 1930s and the slightly older Isherwood who is writing the novel in the mid- 

1930s and who, in the knowledge of the importance of the historical moment he has lived through, 

perceives his younger self as an inadequate observer, as “a bit of a sham”.  

While in the novel Sally Bowles serves as a catalyst for the narrator’s increasing engagement with 

the political reality of the Weimar Republic, she is also a character who (in contrast to the narrator 

who remains evasive about his sexuality) embodies a sexual licence which is portrayed as specific 
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to Weimar Berlin and which in later incarnations of the Sally Bowles character on stage and screen 

has been increasingly portrayed as linked to the rise of fascism. In her study Divine Decadence: Fascism, 

Female Spectacle and the Makings of Sally Bowles, Linda Mizejewski argues that the various incarnations 

of Sally Bowles in the novel and on stage serve a particular function within the enduring horrified 

fascination with National Socialism in the Anglophone world: 

In each adaptation, a male writer-protagonist who witnesses the rise of Nazism is 
temporarily fascinated with both Sally and the “wildness” of Berlin in the early 1930s; and 
in each version of the story, Sally’s sexuality converges with “wild Weimar Berlin” to 
represent the threat and – more explicitly in the later adaptations – the historical horror 
that the writer must denounce. The political disavowal is enacted as sexual repudiation, and 
a particular heroism is made available for the protagonist. As a writer, he will serve as both 
witness and prophet, through whose authority we will come to understand Sally’s “divine 
decadence” – as Sally herself cannot – as the moral corruption of a culture that is about to 
embrace the Third Reich.1162 

 

I argue that this is a severe misinterpretation of the link which Isherwood’s novel makes between 

Sally’s ‘wild’ sexuality and the rise of the Nazis. Sally, like most of Isherwood’s characters, is part 

of a group of Berlin ‘outsiders’ whose existence is under threat from the rise of the Nazi party. 

They are not part of the “culture that is about to embrace the Third Reich”, rather they are the 

culture that is about to be extinguished by the Third Reich. Isherwood’s writer-protagonist does 

“serve both as witness and prophet” in the sense that he is able to witness the dangers facing 

Berlin’s outsiders and in retrospect decry their apathy, ‘decadence’ and unwillingness to engage 

with the political reality around them but the novel does not suggest that this behaviour has caused 

the rise of the Third Reich. The narrator’s brief fascination with what Mizejewski calls Sally’s 

“divine decadence” and his subsequent critical deconstruction of her behaviour must be 

understood as a critique of the behaviour of foreigners in the late Weimar Republic (not least 

Isherwood’s own behaviour), not as a suggestion that sexual licence paves the way for Fascism.  

Isherwood appears to have been somewhat irritated at the fact that the success of the film version 

of Cabaret and Liza Minelli’s interpretation of the character turned Sally Bowles into the central 

character of ‘his’ Berlin. As John J. White points out, the 1975 Hogarth Press edition of 

Isherwood’s Berlin novels, in a nod to the success of the stage and screen versions of Cabaret and 

it’s female star, bears the title The Berlin of Sally Bowles but in his introduction Isherwood questions 

the legitimacy of Sally’s claim to the city and draws a comparison between Sally Bowles and the 

character of the German landlady Frl. Schroeder in Goodbye to Berlin. He argues that the what the 

novel depicts is not the Berlin of Sally Bowles, who, according to Isherwood, knew nothing of the 
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city except “the beds in it – the ones she kept hopping into”, and who to whom “Berlin was, at 

best, a stepping-stone to other cities with grander, more golden prospects; at worst a temporary 

refuge, preferably only to the horror of respectability at her English home,” but the Berlin of Frl. 

Schroeder, who “was fated to remain there throughout the Third Reich, to witness its fiery end 

and the arrival of the Russians.”1163 Here, Isherwood is clearly keen to stress the ‘reportage’ quality 

of his fiction by emphasizing the fact that he was not just concerned with the lives of ‘frivolous’ 

visitors such as Sally but also chronicled the everyday lives of ordinary Berliners.   

When Isherwood revisited his ‘Weimar experience’ once again in his 1976 autobiography Christopher 

and his Kind, in which he revealed the extent to which his interest in Berlin was driven by the city’s 

gay culture and the opportunities for sexual experimentation it offered, this can also be read as an 

act of reclaiming the autobiographical experience which had, in the form of the fictional Sally 

Bowles and her silver screen incarnation in the 1973 film Cabaret, taken on a life of its own. In 

Christopher and His Kind the figure of Sally Bowles is carefully separated from her model Jean Ross 

and the various changes made by the creators of the play, musical and film versions are laid bare. 

Three decades after the end of the war, Isherwood was ready to reveal details of his own youthful 

fascination with the “wildness” of Berlin and the ways in which he behaved much like his creation 

Sally Bowles. However, this period of being a carefree foreigner in Berlin is, in the retrospective 

account, carefully limited. It lasts from his first visit in the spring of 1929 until August of the 

following year when, following a visit to Berlin by his friend Edward Upward, a writer and member 

of the British Communist party, Isherwood “became increasingly aware of the kind of world he 

was living in. Here was the seething brew of history in the making […]. The Berlin brew seethed 

with unemployment, malnutrition, stock-market panic, hatred of the Versailles treaty, and other 

potent ingredients.”1164  

In the second half of Goodbye to Berlin, the narrator’s growing interest in German politics is further 

fuelled by a string of anti-Semitic riots he witnesses in Berlin in October 1930, shortly after the 

elections. The riots, in which Nazis “manhandled some dark-haired, large-nosed pedestrians, and 

smashed the windows of all the Jewish shops” are deemed “not, in itself, very remarkable” by the 

narrator. He does, however, acknowledge this event as his “first introduction to Berlin politics”. It 

is under the impression of these events and out of a sudden feeling of solidarity that the narrator 

decides to contact the Jewish Landauer family, using a letter of introduction he has received in 

England. 
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The narrator of Goodbye to Berlin emphasizes the dangers of anti-Semitism by recounting several 

incidents of anti-Semitic violence in Berlin and the largely indifferent reactions of German 

onlookers. Yet, as Mia Spiro points out, Isherwood’s Jewish characters rely on a plethora of anti-

Semitic stereotypes. Spiro writes of the Jewish characters in the novels of Isherwood, Woolf and 

Djuna Barnes that  

the most striking similarity in the various textual representations is that these Jews do not 
identify themselves with Judaism in any particular way, self-consciously “perform” their 
Jewishness, or engage in any acts of Jewish tradition. The only thing that identifies them as 
Jews is how the narrator and the other characters perceive their difference.1165  

 

This is true for the Jewish characters in Novel on Yellow Paper and I Face the Stars, as well as Goodbye 

to Berlin. In Isherwood’s novel, the only character who could be said to “self-consciously ‘perform’ 

their Jewishness” is Bernhard Landauer’s mother, whom we encounter only through her son’s 

recollections: 

After my brother had been killed, my mother scarcely ever left this house and its grounds. 
I think she tried to forget that such a land as Germany existed. She began to study Hebrew 
and to concentrate her whole mind upon ancient Jewish history and literature. I suppose 
that this is really symptomatic of a modern phase of Jewish development – this turning 
away from European culture and European traditions. I am aware of it, sometimes, in 
myself […].1166 

 

This equation of an active interest in Jewish culture with a “turning away from European culture 

and European traditions” and from the German nation shows the fragility of the concept of 

Jewishness in Isherwood’s novel. His Jewish characters are outsiders lingering on the threshold of 

Europeanness but not fully committed to it and, crucially, they are not fully committed to a German 

identity at a time when Nazis and Communists are fighting each other on the streets over the future 

of the country. 

Isherwood’s narrator finds the Landauers fascinating but also frustrating in their otherness. He 

cannot read them and feels vaguely inferior to them, as if he is continuously disappointing their 

expectations. His encounters with Natalia Landauer are a constant series of miscommunications 

and Bernhard Landauer is presented as an enigmatic eccentric who refuses to reveal himself to the 

narrator. Landauer’s home features “[f]our doors to protect Bernhard from the outer world”,1167 
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he has travelled the world but in Berlin lives among his books and artworks, seemingly isolated 

from the harsh realities of life in Germany.1168 “He is sympathetic, charming”, the narrator records.  

But his gestures, offering me a glass of wine or a cigarette, are clothed in arrogance, in the 
arrogant humility of the East. He is not going to tell me what he is really thinking or feeling, 
and he despises me because I do not know. He will never tell me anything about himself, 
or about the things which are most important to him. And because I am not as he is, 
because I am the opposite of this, and would gladly share my thoughts and sensations with 
forty million people if they cared to read them, I half admire Bernhard but also half dislike 
him.1169 

 

Bernhard Landauer clearly personifies what Mia Spiro calls, “the ‘uncanny’ associated with slippage 

between self and Other”.  Bernhard, whose mother was English, later admits that he has similarly 

ambiguous feelings towards the narrator:  

Yes, there is some quality in you which attracts me and which I very much envy, and yet 
this very quality of yours also arouses my antagonism. … Perhaps that is merely because I 
also am partly English, and you represent to me an aspect of my own character. … No, 
that is not true, either.1170 

 

The tension between Bernhard and the narrator and the narrator’s vague dislike of Bernhard for 

what he perceives to be his “arrogance”, resembles the relationship between Spender’s narrator in 

The Temple and his German-Jewish host Ernst Stockmann. “You are so very English sometimes, 

Christopher. Do you realize that, I wonder?” Bernhard tells the narrator when he is overly 

rational.1171 “You bring out the English side of me, I think”, the narrator answers. Sensing the 

narrator’s discomfort, Bernhard mockingly tells him:  

Remember that I am a cross-breed. Perhaps, after all, there is one drop of pure Prussian 
blood in my polluted veins. […] You, Christopher, with your centuries of Anglo-Saxon 
freedom behind you, with your Magna Carta engraved upon your heart, cannot understand 
that we poor barbarians need the stiffness of a uniform to keep us standing upright.1172 

 

Bernhard is consciously playing with the British stereotype of the German ‘barbarian’ in uniform, 

which portrays German military aggression as being linked to an uncivilized ‘madness’ at the heart 

of the German character, and which appear in so many British retrospective accounts of the 

‘Weimar experience’, as described above. Bernhard is both English and German and yet he is 

neither. Even though the narrator and Bernhard are both in their own way outsiders in Berlin, there 
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is no common ground between them. “His smile was soft, and yet curiously hostile”, the narrator 

observes. “It had the hostility of something ancient. I thought of one of the Oriental statuettes in 

his flat.”1173 The scene contains a double-, perhaps even a triple-othering: Bernhard is the Jewish 

“other” to the narrator’s non-Jewish Englishness, but also the Jewish “other” to the narrator’s 

perception of what it means to be German. At the same time, by being part-English, Bernhard is 

able to confront the narrator with his own Englishness, his own “otherness” in the German 

contexts and with the futility of his attempts to become German. After all, Bernhard, who seems 

so removed from his German surroundings, may at least have “one pure drop of pure Prussian 

blood” in him, while the narrator is undeniably British to the core. Again, this constellation is 

reminiscent of Spender’s othering of Ernst Stockmann in The Temple, particular of his attitude 

towards Ernst’s Anglophilia and his attempts to appear more British, which uncomfortably remind 

the narrator of his own outsider status as he is attempting to leave his British identity behind.  

In May 1933, after the Isherwood’s narrator's final departure from Berlin, he overhears two men, 

a German and an Austrian, in a Prague restaurant talking about how the heir of the famous 

Landauer department store has died of “heart failure”. But, as we learn from this overheard 

conversation, “There’s a lot of heart failure […] in Germany these days” and “anyone’s heart’s 

liable to fail, if it gets a bullet inside it.”1174 One of the men goes even further: “You mark my words: 

they’re going to clear the Jews right out of Germany. Right out. […] Concentration camps […] 

They get them in there, make them sign things … Then their hearts fail.”1175 Isherwood uses the 

death of Bernhard Landauer to deliver a message about the nature of the Nazi’s anti-Jewish policies 

and about the extent to which these policies were public knowledge early on, as evidenced by this 

frank conversation in a public restaurant. However, the ‘otherness’, arrogance and passivity of 

Bernhard Landauer and his friends, which the reader perceives through the narrator’s gaze, 

combine to form an image of Berlin’s Jewish population that emphasizes their separateness from 

the rest of German society and depicts them as either quietly leaving the country, as Natalia does, 

or passively awaiting their fate, as Bernhard does.  

Similar to Sally Bowles, Bernhard Landauer displays a certain decadent indifference towards the 

world around him. It is Bernhard who holds a lavish party on the night of the 1932 elections and 

he and his guests are seemingly unaware of the looming danger while the narrator, in his role as, as 

Mizejewski puts it “both eyewitness and prophet” who benefits from the author’s hindsight, knows 
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that  “[h]owever often the decision may be delayed, all these people are ultimately doomed”, that 

the evening is “the dress-rehearsal of a disaster”.1176.  

This portrayal of Bernhard Landauer is especially problematic since Isherwood based the character 

on his real-life acquaintance Wilfrid Israel who, like his fictional counterpart, was heir to a large 

departments store but who, quite unlike Bernhard Landauer, was very much engaged in political 

matters and through philanthropic efforts and covert rescue missions helped several thousand 

persecuted Jews escape from Nazi Germany. He died in the summer of 1943 onboard a plane that 

was shot down by the Luftwaffe en route from Lisbon to Bristol.1177 The distant behaviour of 

Bernhard Landauer towards the narrator seems to be a reflection of Israel’s behaviour towards 

Isherwood and Isherwood later stated that he suspected that the “discreetly homosexual” Israel 

disapproved of Isherwood’s sexual adventures.1178 However, as Isherwood’s biographer Peter 

Parker explains, this is unlikely to be true:  

It is more likely, however, that Israel, if he condemned Isherwood at all, condemned him 
as a frivol. Israel’s active involvement in international affairs certainly made Isherwood’s 
political commitment seem dilettante. He appears to have discussed politics with [Stephen] 
Spender in more depth than he ever did with Isherwood […] This would explain why in 
Goodbye to Berlin Bernhard Landauer is portrayed as a passive fatalist rather than someone 
who was quite as aware as anyone else of what the rise of Nazism meant for Germany and 
its Jews, and was quietly but determinedly trying to do something about it.1179 

 

Similar to Spender, who retrospectively equipped his autobiographical narrator with a clear position 

on German anti-Semitism and an instinctive mistrust of the young Germans, such as Heinz, who 

would later succumb to the Nazi creed, Isherwood retrospectively gives his narrator an awareness 

of the disastrous future which is in store for the Weimar Republic, a vision that distinguishes him 

from the Germans around him who are too caught up in their various performances to understand 

the threat.  

In his autobiography World Within World, Spender recalls how on long walks with Isherwood 

through Berlin in the early 1930s, he was able to observe the creative process through which 

Isherwood turned Berlin reality into iconic fiction: “Day after day, against the backdrop of the pine 

trees, lakes or streets, I witnessed that transformation taking place in his mind, where the real 

becomes the malleable, the people who are garrulous and shabby in real life become the crystal 

entertainers of fiction.”1180 Much of the entertainment value of Isherwood’s fiction arises from the 
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fact that real-life characters are stripped of ambiguities and depths and of behaviours that 

emphasize their rootedness in their historical context (such as the humanitarian and political 

activism of Bernhard Landauer or the left-wing activism of Jean Ross). Instead, their remoteness 

from their political circumstances, their strangeness in the eyes of the narrator and the futility of 

their performances are emphasized to create an image of a society lethargically drifting towards 

catastrophe. The active characters in Goodbye to Berlin are the Nazis marching  in the streets, guarding 

the Jewish shops, exercising menacingly in the forests next to the beach on which the narrator and 

his friends sunbathe; the older brother of Otto Nowak, who attends Nazi Party meetings while 

Otto grooms himself in front of the mirror and seems unconcerned about anything but his own 

pleasure. Yet, for much of the novel, the narrator’s ‘camera’ is deliberately focused on the “crystal 

entertainers” in the foreground, while he lets the activities of the Nazis become a blurry menace in 

the background.  

Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin does not celebrate a hedonistic vision of Weimar Berlin, but neither 

does it provide a clear analysis of the political situation in the early 1930s. Mia Spiro argues that 

Isherwood’s novel engages in what she calls “subversive strategies of anti-Fascist resistance”. In 

her above-quoted study Spiro argues that subversive narrative strategies employed by modernist 

novels of the 1930s should be read as a form of anti-Fascist resistance. Using as her case studies 

Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin, Djuna Barnes’ Nightwood and Virginia Woolf’s Between the Acts, Spiro 

writes: 

What makes these authors especially fascinating subjects for a study of this kind are the 
ambiguities and problematic elements that result from their use of a modernist mode of 
artistic resistance that only indirectly and obliquely uncovers the insidious elements of 
Nazism. By encrypting their messages within experimental texts to avoid being polemical 
or ‘propaganda-like’, these writers risked being obscure to the point that their meanings 
may have been difficult to decipher.1181  

 

While The Mortal Storm and I Face the Stars might appear polemical or even “propaganda-like” in 

their approach to portraying the end of the Weimar Republic, Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin and 

Stevie Smith’s Novel on Yellow Paper are certainly more coded in their political positions. This leads 

to ambiguities, for example in the portrayal of Jewish characters, which, particularly in retrospect, 

appear problematic. In the case of Isherwood’s and Smith’s narratives of the end of the Weimar 

Republic, I do not read their narrative strategies as deliberate “encryption”, so much as reflections 

of an inability to form a simple narrative from their ‘Weimar experience’, an inability which results 

from the complex position in which British literary visitor to the Weimar Republic who had 
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developed a personal affinity to Germany found themselves in the early years of the Third Reich. 

In the case of Isherwood, this inability is compounded by the fact that he is a writer whose artistic 

mission, so to speak, is to re-write his English self, the self which “bears the imprint of his 

upbringing, his family, a specific set of values and code of conduct characteristic of the English 

upper-middle class”.1182 As Eveline Kilian explains, Isherwood’s “work not only betrays an 

awareness of the instability of the subject but uses it as the very basis for the creation of a malleable 

linguistic self that re-emerges differently in each textual space it inhabits”.1183 Isherwood’s Berlin is 

a literary space of self-construction, but his self-construction is not tied specifically to Berlin. 

Rather, it follows a general modus operandi which is continued in his later autobiographical 

writings, forming “a kind of palimpsest, a number of superimposed texts that produce an infinite 

regress or mise-en-abime which constantly defers the truth about the autobiographical subject”,1184 

making Isherwood’s self-construction “indifferent to the idea of ‘truth’”.1185 As an example for 

Isherwood’s constant self-projections, Kilian quotes Isherwood’s recollections in Christopher and his 

Kind of how in his early days in Berlin he projected upon his German lover Bubi the idea of the 

“essence of Germanness”, the “whole mystery-magic of foreignness”, a projection which was 

reliant the language barrier which inhibited their communication. When they met again three years 

later and Isherwood’s German is good enough to have conversations with Bubi, the German 

immediately loses his magic foreignness.1186 He is turned from an empty canvas onto which 

Isherwood can project his ideas of “Germanness” into an individual who does not correspond to 

the author’s ideas and wishes. Similarly, Isherwood’s projection of the magical country of Weimar 

Germany (which he had created in his mind before even setting foot there) and of what this country 

means to him comes undone as, during the rise to power of the Nazi party, he witnesses Germans 

behaving in ways which he cannot understand and which do not correspond to his idea of the 

country. The answer is to attempt to revert back to the detached position of the outside observer, 

a feat which, as we have seen, is only partially successful.  

A comparison of the four novels analysed above demonstrates the variety of British writers’ 

conception of the Weimar Republic and how the fictional portrayal of Germany is inevitably bound 

up in their own personal ‘Weimar experience’ – informed by encounters with the German 

bourgeoisie and the study of Adlerian psychology (Phyllis Bottome), by an unhappy Anglo-German 

love affair (Stevie Smith), by an admiration for the German resistance to post-war occupation 
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(Geoffrey Moss) or the youthful desire to exchange an upper-middle-class English identity for the 

more appealing persona of the bohemian “man from Berlin” (Isherwood).  

Two elements that all four novels discussed above weigh against each are the historical and political 

circumstances, i.e. the living conditions during the Weimar Republic on the one hand and the 

inherent character traits of “the German” on the other hand. If it is assumed that the former is to 

blame, this implies that British post-war politics and attitudes are at least partly responsible for the 

Nazi menace. If the latter is responsible, however, this puts those British writers who felt a strong 

affinity to Germany during the Weimar era in a very uncomfortable position. In the 1930s, as the 

walls of nationalism, prejudice and old resentment were being drawn up once more between Britain 

and Germany, the novels discussed above attempted to portray the ‘Weimar experience’ in a way 

that would help both the authors and their readership make sense of Germany’s current situation 

and perhaps to salvage something of the inter-war affinity with Germany. All four narratives engage 

with the political context of their time and challenge a reaction in the British readership. This is 

particularly obvious in Moss’ novel, which tells its readers in its final lines that “it may already be 

too late” to stop another war1187 and in the far more proactive stance that Phyllis Bottome takes 

when she tells the story of Freya Toller’s life in an attempt to inspire political resistance to Nazi 

Germany’s ambitions and to provoke sympathies for German refugees.  

In contrast to non-fiction texts written from a British perspective, the novels are all to varying 

degrees able to implicate their readers in the depiction of Germany and confront them with their 

own prejudices and ambiguous feelings about foreigners, minorities and the concept of Britishness, 

by lacing the British narrative voice with a German counter-narrative, as Smith does, by letting 

British anti-German prejudices be voiced by German characters, as Moss does, by stripping back 

all the supposed ‘vice’ of Berlin to unveil an unhappy middle-class girl from England, as Isherwood 

does in the character of Sally Bowles and by having a ‘half-Jewish’ German protagonist praise 

English freedoms, as Bottome does.  

Of the versions of the British ‘Weimar experience’ discussed here, that of Christopher Isherwood 

proved to be the most popular and enduring. Viewing Isherwood’s literary vision of Weimar 

Germany in the wider context of British writer’s engagement with the Weimar Republic makes it 

easier to pinpoint why this particular British ‘Weimar experience’ found its way into the popular 

imagination while other texts on the same subject have been forgotten. Writing the ‘Berlin novels’ 

in the years leading up to the Second World War, Isherwood could not have known with certainty 

that another war would reduce much of ‘his’ Berlin to rubble and that some 20 years later he would 
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be walking the ruins of an irreversibly altered city. Nonetheless, his novels already present Berlin 

as a lost place. So tightly is Isherwood’s experience of Berlin intertwined with his mission to 

become the literary chronicler of the city that the moment Isherwood the author leaves Berlin 

behind, his literary Berlin slips away into the past. Just as Spender’s Weimar Republic ends with 

the moment in which the author’s enthusiasm for Germany dipped in the autumn of 1929, 

Isherwood’s Berlin is forever lost from the point of his departure. More so than other British 

literary visions of Weimar Germany in the 1930s - more than Freya Toller’s hopeful flight into 

American exile, the von der Meldegg families generational conflicts or Pompey and Karl’s Anglo-

German bickering – Isherwood‘s vision of Weimar Berlin appears to confirm what we know today: 

that the downfall of the Weimar Republic heralded  a catastrophe.  

Isherwood’s fiction is unconcerned with specific enquiries into German history or politics. Instead, 

the reader is presented with the “crystal entertainers of fiction” which Isherwood fashioned out of 

people who were “garrulous and shabby in real life”. Isherwood‘s portrayals of Berlin dwellers such 

as the international con man Mr Norris, the working-class hustler Otto, the young communist 

Rudi, the neurotic Jewish businessman Bernhard Landauer, or the hard-working housewife Frau 

Nowak dying of tuberculosis, highlight the diversity of a city  and the threat of a fascist uniformity 

which rejects all of these individuals, albeit on different grounds. Because the premise of 

Isherwood’s Berlin is that everyone in it is already doomed, his entertaining figures function outside 

of the context of the inter-war years. After the war, with the full knowledge of what the downfall 

of the Weimar Republic led to, the inhabitants of his doomed city continue to fascinate in their 

various reincarnations on the musical stage. „I can’t altogether believe any of this has really 

happened”, Isherwood’s narrator tells the reader at the end of the novel.1188 The musical version 

of Isherwood’s Berlin evokes a similar sense of unreality when the main protagonist tells the 

audience: 

There was a Cabaret. And there was a master of ceremonies. 
And there was a city called Berlin in a country called Germany.  
It was the end of the world. And I was dancing with Sally Bowles.  
And we were both fast asleep.1189 
 

In the musical version, the Kit Kat Club,1190 a cabaret where much of the action is set, is a harbour 

for the bohemian outcasts (including Bradshaw and Sally), while outside the Nazis are gaining 
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control. While the novel criticises the disingenuous nature of Berlin’s commercial entertainment 

venues, the musical celebrates the night club as the refuge for Berlin’s outcasts. This, along with 

the heightened glamour and sexual overtones of the musical version, strengthens the idea that the 

lost Berlin of the Weimar period was a place of unprecedented liberties in defiance of an impending 

fascist takeover. It turns the story of Berlin’s despondent bohemians into a romantic tale of brave 

but ultimately futile resistance, a tale which resonated within the context of the 1970s gay rights 

movement and led Isherwood to revisit his days in Berlin in his 1976 memoir.  
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Conclusion 
 
In his study on American eyewitnesses who experienced the end of the Weimar Republic and the 

early years of the Third Reich, Andrew Nagorski writes: 

Today, it’s conventional wisdom that Hitler’s intentions were perfectly clear from the outset 
and that his policies could only result in World War II and the Holocaust. Most people find 
it hard to imagine that in the 1920s and right through the 1930s, [Americans] living in or 
passing through Germany wouldn’t have all instantly seen and understood what was 
happening before their eyes. After all, they had ringside seats, providing them with an 
unparalleled view of the most dramatic story of the twentieth century.1191 

 

The same is true for the perception of the British experience of the Weimar Republic. As shown 

above, British writers’ retrospective accounts often overstate their ability to sense where Germany 

was heading politically. They paint a picture of a country in perpetual crisis, portray German 

modernity as a deceptive gloss which covers a deep-rooted ‘barbarism’, and feature German 

characters who facilitate the rise of fascism by remaining passive in the face of rising political 

tensions. To today’s readers, equipped with the knowledge of the collapse of German democracy, 

and its consequences, this version of the Weimar Republic seems authentic because it complements 

our knowledge of the historical developments which followed it. The scholarly reception of the 

literary texts based on the ‘Weimar experience’ of British writers has often contributed to the 

plausibility of this image by focussing on the experiences of a small group of British literary visitors, 

taking fictional portrayals at face-value and failing to distinguish between contemporary 

impressions recorded by British visitors and later texts that revisited the ‘Weimar experience’ with 

the benefit of hindsight.  

This does not only create a misleading image of how the Weimar Republic was perceived by British 

writers before its demise. It also creates the impression that Weimar Germany was a country which 

British literary visitors were able to observe from a cautious and critical distance, when in fact a 

number of them were so enthused with what they perceived as the ‘new spirit’ of Germany or so 

convinced of the unfairness of Germany’s ‘oppression’ in the aftermath of the First World War 

that, prior to 1933 and in some cases even beyond, they perceived the Nazi movement as merely a 

continuation of a laudable effort to lead the German people out of the post-war misery.  
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As Nagorski puts it, “[t]he unfolding of history only looks inevitable in retrospect”,1192 and it has 

been the object of this study to separate the layers of the ‘Weimar experience’ of British writers in 

order to better understand how this experience was transformed into fiction, how the personal 

involvement with Germany complicates retrospective narratives and how these complications are 

played out in fictional texts.  

As discussed in Chapter I, during the first years of the Weimar Republic, non-fiction accounts of 

British visits to the Weimar Republic explored the question of war guilt, the legitimacy of the post-

war settlement stipulated by the Versailles treaty and the true nature of ‘the Germans’, i.e. the 

question of how much the ordinary citizens of the occupied territories resembled the war-time 

image of ‘the Hun’. In contrast, fictional accounts of the British ‘Weimar experience’ of the early 

1920s, specifically the short stories of Geoffrey Moss discussed in Chapter I, take a different 

approach to the subject by avoiding the question of Germany’s guilt and the validity of the negative 

British war-time perception of the Germans. Instead, they actively shape a new narrative of 

Germany by focusing solely on the effects that the post-war settlement had on German society. By 

retelling the well-known story of the occupation and of post-war economic misery from a German 

perspective, they help to cement the idea of German victimhood while simultaneously resurrecting 

positive pre-war German stereotypes.  

Non-fiction accounts of post-war Berlin either focus on the dire situation of the civilian population 

or again concentrate on the question of guilt, implying that the post-war entertainment industry is 

indicative of German moral failing and a sign that the country has not suffered sufficiently during 

the war. The fictional portrayal of post-war Berlin in Robert McAlmon’s short stories offers a 

different perspective by foregrounding the experiences of American and British visitors who profit 

from the dire economic situation and lead a life of boredom and indulgence against the backdrop 

of a city in the throes of a severe economic crisis. While the focus is not on the Germans, McAlmon 

exposes Berlin’s reputation as a ‘decadent’ city as being partially a construct that has sprung from 

the imagination of foreigners and is catered to by Germans out of economic necessity.  

Chapter II has focused on the period of the mid-to-late 1920s, which is often referred to as the 

‘golden age’ of the Weimar Republic, due to its relative political and economic stability and a 

flourishing of new cultural movements. Whereas previous studies on British intellectual 

engagement with the Weimar Republic have generally assumed that Germany, and especially Berlin, 

were during this period accepted as the rising cultural centre of Europe and as a place where politics 

played a ubiquitous role in public life, contemporary accounts by British writers who visited the 
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Weimar Republic during this period reveal surprisingly little engagement with avant-garde cultural 

movements in Germany and even less commentary on German politics. While some writers, such 

as Cicely Hamilton, wrote enthusiastically on such varied aspects of ‘Weimar modernity’ as German 

political theatre, large-scale sports events, the design of “Arbeitersiedlungen”, automatic restaurants, 

the fight to legalize abortion and the “cult of the bare” (which encompasses everything from the 

stripped-back practical design of buildings and everyday items to comfortable children’s clothes 

and naked sunbathing), the majority of visiting British writers did not, it seems, embrace ‘Weimar 

modernity’ quite so willingly. Contemporary accounts by British literary visitors do not mention 

the rising popularity of the Nazi party (with the notable exception of Wyndham Lewis’ 1931 essay 

Hitler) and rarely mention German politics at all. Apart from dismissive remarks about Berlin’s 

‘international’ entertainment industry, which, in the eyes of many British observers, had sprung up 

in a city which was at its heart rather stuffy, ‘Prussian’ and provincial, most British literary visitors 

show little regard for what we would today consider the important cultural movements of the 

Weimar Republic, such as the architecture and design of the Bauhaus school, the cinematic 

innovations of directors like Fritz Lang, the theatre of Bertolt Brecht and the art and literature of 

the Neue Sachlichkeit.  

This may be a testament to the astonishing speed of cultural developments in Germany during the 

Weimar Republic period which could only be fully appreciated in hindsight, but it is also important 

to keep in mind that the above-mentioned phenomena were expressions of avant-garde 

movements within Germany,  which were by no means embraced by German mainstream society 

and therefore might have appeared less prominent to a British visitor than we might imagine today. 

Once the Nazi regime forced Weimar Germany’s cultural innovators to scatter across the globe, 

their work was internationally noticed and embraced as the cultural opposition to the Third 

Reich.1193 As far as British literary visitors were concerned, few seem to have been ready to celebrate 

Weimar Germany as the new cultural epicentre of Europe prior to 1933.  

While there was a general reluctance to embrace the urban forms of Weimar modernity, a number 

of British writers who came to Germany in the mid-to-late 1920s viewed Germany as a country 

which, while beaten and humiliated in the war, possessed a more vital ‘spirit’ than victorious Britain. 

The Weimar Republic’s various youth organisations with their romantic longing for a simple 

lifestyle and preference for outdoor activities appeared to many British visitors, who did not fully 

understand the extent to which the German youth movements had been politically radicalized in 

                                                            
1193 See for example the 1938 exhibition Twentieth Century German Art held at the New Burlington Galleries in 
London which featured over three hundred works of modern art by German artists whose work had been 
declared “degenerate” by the Nazis. The exhibition was recreated in the Berlin Liebermann Villa in the winter of 
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the post-war era, to be an admirable attempt to rejuvenate German society and therefore “snatch 

victory from defeat”, as Madeleine Kent put it.  

In hindsight, British visitors would depict the comparatively calm and prosperous period of the 

mid-to-late 1920s as already containing the catalysts for the catastrophic development of the early 

1930s. Given the discrepancy between contemporary and retrospective depictions of the period, 

the ominous mood of impending doom that many British visitors reported in retrospective 

accounts is most likely projected onto their experience in hindsight. An analysis of Spender’s 

original manuscript for his novel The Temple (written between 1929 and 1931 and published in an 

extensively revised version in 1988) reveals how impressions of the period were altered in 

retrospect and how the position of the British observer was manipulated to fit Spender’s later 

perception of the role of the Weimar Republic within German history. Spender’s early vision of 

the Weimar Republic, as depicted in the manuscript, combines impressions of bourgeois urbanity 

in Hamburg in 1929 with a notion of romantic renewal, which is expressed in the lifestyle of the 

young Germans his narrator encounters. Everything from modern architecture and design to the 

young Germans’ uninhibited attitude towards sex is seen as an expression of a generation that has 

managed to undergo a spiritual renewal in the wake of the First World War and is facing the future 

with optimism. Recalling Spender’s attitude towards Germany in the late 1920s, John Lehmann 

wrote:  

In his view Germany, because of defeat and ruin, had escaped from the mortal sickness of 
Western civilization, and there youth had started to live again, free of the shackles of the 
past, a life without inhibition, inspired by hope, natural humanity and brotherhood in the 
springs of being. In England we were chained still by guilt, ossifying bourgeois conventions, 
and philistinism.1194 

 

In the manuscript, Spender’s narrator longs to submerse himself in this new German spirit, which 

may allow him to find a balance between his intellectual and his physical side. Despite growing 

more sceptical towards his German friends in the course of the manuscript, there is hardly any 

reference to the Weimar Republic’s economic and political problems, nor is there any notion of 

the threat of the German far right or the impending downfall of Weimar democracy. By contrast, 

the version of the novel which was published almost six decades later features an altered historical 

setting (with the second part of the novel moved to the autumn of 1931), as well as continuous 

foreshadowing of  looming  disaster and a complete shift in the position of the autobiographical 

protagonist from a visitor eager to become an insider to Weimar Germany to a sceptical outsider 
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hovering on the periphery and critically observing the political apathy, self-involvement and casual 

anti-Semitism of the young Germans he encounters which signal the beginning of the country’s 

turn to fascism.  

The element of hindsight becomes even more prescient in depictions of the years 1930-1933, which 

are the focus of Chapter III. There are few contemporary texts by British visitors that deal with 

these final years of the Weimar Republic. In the texts that do exist, no dramatic changes can be 

detected compared to depictions of the mid-to-late 1920s, even though after a period of relative 

stability the early 1930s saw Germany facing another economic crisis and increasing political 

tensions within the country. There are, however, numerous texts by British visitors which describe 

this particular period in retrospect and the vast majority of these texts produce a narrative of 

perpetual crisis and ominous foreshadowing of fascism (similar to that which Spender 

retrospectively added to his ‘Weimar experience’ of the late 1920s).  

The second part of Chapter III has focused on retrospective fictional portrayals of the end of the 

Weimar Republic that were written between 1933 and 1939. This period is especially fruitful for an 

investigation into the changing depiction of the British ‘Weimar experience’, as the true nature of 

the Nazi regime and Britain’s future relationship with Germany was still contested in the years 

between Hitler’s rise to power and the outbreak of the Second World War. The four novels 

analysed in this chapter display the influence that the authors’ personal involvement with the 

Weimar Republic and the historical circumstances under which they revisited this experience had 

on their Weimar fiction.  

The form of the novels, to an extent, reflects their authors’ involvement with European politics at 

the time of publication.  Isherwood’s Goodbye to Berlin, which was published in 1939, the year its 

author controversially moved to the United States and began to disengage from European politics, 

features a closed vision of Weimar Germany, a country that only exist in the author’s memory, 

whose inhabitants are already doomed and whose remoteness is emphasized by the cyclical 

narrative of the novel. By contrast, Phyllis Bottome’s A Mortal Storm features a forward-moving 

narrative which propels her heroine Freya Toller out of Germany and into a hopeful future in exile. 

In keeping with her own anti-fascist activism at the time, Bottome’s narrative is concerned with 

the political present of the late 1930s and with the fate of Germans fleeing their country, while 

Isherwood’s narrative is concerned with the role of the British narrator as an observer of the 

Weimar Republic on the brink of collapse.  

Whereas contemporary accounts tend to ignore the cultural innovations of the Weimar period and 

dismiss Berlin as a city which lacked the tradition and cultural gravitas of London or Paris, 

retrospective accounts employ cultural phenomena of the period to heighten the contrast between 

the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ Weimar Republic. They describe the mid-to-late 1920s as an enlightened, 
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modern, forward-moving period in German history and contrast this time with the shock of the 

early 1930s, when British visitors came to realize that what they had believed to be “the essential 

Germany”,1195 as Madeleine Kent put it, had in fact been a brief and deceptive interlude, which was 

about to be replaced with the return of, in the words of Lilian Mowrer, “the enemy”.1196  

In order to combine the vision of the (deceptively) progressive Weimar Republic with the vision 

of the terrifying return of German ‘barbarism’ in the form of the Nazi party, retrospective accounts 

reinterpret phenomena of Weimar modernity as symptoms of a German ‘madness’ lurking just 

below the surface of the republic: Elements of the life reform movement, such as nudism, become 

symptoms of  ‘hysteria’, German expressionist paintings hint at dark ‘pagan’ instincts troubling the 

German soul and the hiking youths of the 1920s are seen as a foreshadowing of Nazi rallies. 

The retrospective reconfiguration of the ‘Weimar experience’ is particularly palpable in fictional 

accounts, which even transform the image of the progressive Weimar Republic on a visual level. 

For example, the Berlin that emerges from Isherwood’s novels during the second half of the 1930s 

does not feature any of the beautifully simplistic modern design, and sleek, airy buildings that were 

praised in contemporary texts from the late 1920s and early 1930s, such as Cicely Hamilton’ Modern 

Germanies and the manuscript for Spender’s The Temple. Instead, Isherwood’s Berlin is full of 

allusions to imminent catastrophe and decaying remnants of the Prussian Empire. As the narrator 

takes the reader around his room in the first chapter, he contemplates the “unnecessarily solid, 

abnormally heavy and dangerously sharp” objects therein and has a premonition that these objects 

“will probably remain intact for thousands of years: people will treasure them in museums. Or 

perhaps they will merely be melted down for munitions in a war”.1197 Once again, it is implied that 

the Weimar Republic is merely a fleeting illusion and that what is lurking underneath is the German 

Reich with its militaristic ambitions, ready to rise again.  

The gloomy imperial clutter that fills Isherwood’s Berlin rooms includes a cupboard with stain-

glass portraits of Bismarck and the King of Prussia, “three sham mediaeval halberds (from a 

theatrical touring company?)” and in Sally Bowle’s room a “faded picture of an eighteenth-century 

battle, with the wounded reclining on their elbows in graceful attitudes, admiring the prancings of 

Frederick the Great’s horse”.1198 It calls to mind an overloaded stage production. While most 

characters in the novel are engaged in some sort of dress-up-game and play-acting (Sally paints her 

nicotine-stained fingernails emerald green, Rudi puts on his “little peasant blouse” in an affectation 

of communist politics), the city provides the theatrical backdrop that reflects the past glories which 

the Germans are hankering after and silently points out to the reader where things are headed. The 

                                                            
1195 Kent, 23. 
1196 Mowrer, 261. 
1197 Isherwood, Goodbye to Berlin, 2. 
1198 Ibid., 26. 
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only modern building referenced in Goodbye to Berlin is the home of the Bernsteins who live “in the 

Grünewald [sic], in a house built almost entirely of glass.”1199 It features “metal-studded doors […] 

modernist lamps, designed to look like pressure-gauges, thermometers and switchboard dials”.1200 

This interior evokes a similar sense of danger as the narrator’s room at Frl. Schröder’s house with 

its sharp and heavy objects, but the menace here is of a modern, industrial kind. Far from 

embracing the austere design, which the narrator assumes must have been ordered “from a popular 

avant-garde architect in a moment of recklessness”,1201 the Bernsteins have filled the house with 

old-fashioned furniture and covered the walls with “highly varnished nineteenth-century 

landscapes in massive gold frames.”1202 Sparse modern architecture and design may be fashionable 

for the moment, but they appear unnatural in this environment and cannot replace the 

representations of former glories that Germans like to surround themselves with. Similarly, the 

Bauhaus apartment described in Spender’s The Temple, which in the manuscript serves as the perfect 

backdrop for the thoroughly “modern” young Germans the narrator encounters,1203 is in the 1988 

version equipped with allusions to the coming catastrophe in the form of German copies of 

Grimm’s Fairy Tales and The Decline of the West, and at the end of the novel literally destroyed by the 

Nazis in the form of Heinz and his party comrades. Retrospectively, the surface of Weimar 

modernity is revealed to be an insufficient cover for the true nature of Germany.  

The menacing nature of Isherwood’s Berlin interiors was immediately recognized and taken up by 

Wyndham Lewis, who in the chapter ‘Hitler as a Fairy Tale’ of his second essay on National 

Socialism (The Hitler Cult, 1939), quotes the description of the narrator’s room in Goodbye to Berlin 

and goes on to argue that in Germany “[t]he Gothic past still lives: it is not only tolerated 

sentimentally, but it is energetically preserved, upon equal terms with the Present.” In 1939 Lewis 

sees Hitler (whom he had praised as a political innovator and “man of peace” in his 1933 essay 

Hitler)  as someone who “is not quite real […] a peasant with a ‘soul’; the embodiment of ‘Ye Olde 

Germanie,’ as archaic as a Christmas card”.1204 He is an “irrational” throw-back “[i]n the midst of 

the petrol age”, “an emanation of the old many-schlossed, spiky and bosky landscapes, the feudal 

valleys of the Oesterreich” who “did not ‘put the clock back,’ as Mr Edgar Mowrer [the American 

journalist and husband of the above-quoted British writer Lilian Mowrer] said he did. For him it 

had stood still: it had never moved or scarcely at all.” 1205  

                                                            
1199 Ibid., 14. 
1200 Ibid. 
1201 Ibid., 15. 
1202 Ibid. 
1203 Spender, The Temple: Manuscript, 20. 
1204 Lewis, The Hitler Cult, 47. 
1205 Ibid., 49; see also: White, 141. 
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While in Isherwood’s novel the ‘gothic’ past lurks close beneath the surface of the young Weimar 

Republic which originally attracted the narrator, in Smith’s Novel on Yellow Paper it is the German 

past which initially attracts the British narrator: the Germany of Goethe and Schiller which is 

presented to Pompey by her love interest Karl as being culturally superior to Britain. As Pompey 

recalls her visits to the Weimar Republic in 1936, she struggles to reconcile this image of Germany 

and her own brief but intense attraction to Karl, to ‘his’ Germany and to the possibility of herself 

being, in Karl’s words, “not so much so English”, with her knowledge of the current political 

situation.  

Finally, Phyllis Bottome and Geoffrey Moss employ the imagery of “Ye Olde Germanie”, as Lewis 

put it, to signal something different yet again. In The Mortal Storm, the “old many-schlossed, spiky 

and bosky landscapes” and “the feudal valleys” and romantic images of ‘peasant’ life of Bavaria 

serve to deliver an image of an essential soundness of the German people. In Geoffrey Moss’ I 

Face the Stars, the family home of the von der Meldegg family, which provides the setting for most 

of the novel, is full of remnants of a proud family past governed by tradition and military duty, as 

well as scholarly ambition (in the form of Uncle Lex and his collection of books and fossils). It is 

not from this past, however, that the threat emanates, as it does in Isherwood’s interiors, but from 

the present developments outside the family home: the Allied occupation and the new democratic 

system in the first part of the novel and the rise of the Nazi Party in the second part. In Moss’ 

novel the intrusion of the modern world into the family home (symbolized by, among other things, 

Freya von der Meldegg’s Bauhaus style bedroom) signifies a fundamental threat to the fabric of 

German society.  

Reading the four novels in conjunction, we can see that they are a testament to an ongoing debate 

about the true nature of Germany and the reasons for the German turn to fascism and how each 

author’s conception of the Weimar Republic is adapted according to where they positioned 

themselves in this debate. The fictional Weimar Republic can therefore fulfil several contradictory 

functions, depending on the political context.  

As mentioned in the introduction, studies of the history of the Anglo-German relationship often 

neglect the period of the Weimar Republic. If it is referred to at all, the focus lies on the experience 

of the ‘Auden group’, especially Isherwood, in Berlin and their retrospective descriptions of the 

city’s scandalous nightlife, which is often directly or indirectly linked to political instability and the 

imminent threat of a breakdown of German democracy.  

As shown in the analysis of the retrospective accounts of the end of the Weimar Republic, the 

image of a politically unstable and ‘decadent’ country, which is particularly linked to Weimar Berlin, 

is something that emerges almost immediately after the end of the republic. During the republic’s 

existence, however, this ‘decadence’ is generally not perceived as something out of control and 
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menacing, but rather as something slightly ridiculous and annoying, a strange German attempt to 

become ‘modern’ and relevant.  

To understand the changing attitudes of British writers towards Weimar Germany, we should not 

rely on retrospective autobiographical accounts alone. Careful analysis of such texts, as well as of 

contemporary sources and fictional accounts of the British ‘Weimar experiences’ from various 

stages of the period reveal the complexities involved in the production of the British literary image 

of the Weimar Republic. They show that British writers were often less aware of political 

developments and, in some cases, more enamoured with their vision of a ‘new’ Germany than they 

would later like to admit. This is especially true when it comes to some writers’ fascination with 

phenomena such as the German youth movement, which at times places the British admirer in 

uncomfortable proximity to German right-wing movements. 

Generally speaking, British writers tended to project their own fears and desires onto the Weimar 

Republic. They were using it, to varying extents, as a “cure for our personal problems”, as Spender 

put it. Whether it was Isherwood’s desire to lose his sexual inhibitions by “possessing” the German 

other in the form of his working-class lovers, Stevie Smith’s unhappy love affair with a German 

who wanted her to be a little less English and a little more German, Wyndham Lewis’ notion that  

the Nazi movement could serve as an example to a British society which he viewed as dominated 

by left-wing intellectuals, Cicely Hamilton’s admiration for the progressive stance of the German 

government on feminist issues which led her to ignore the reactionary tendencies of the German 

far-right or Madeleine Kent’s hope that her move to Germany would mean an escape from gloomy 

post-war England to a “land of light and hope”, only to realise that the ‘modern spirit’ she had 

observed during her German hiking holidays in the 1920s had not penetrated the life of most 

ordinary Germans: British writers’ depiction of the Weimar Republic was informed by deeply 

personal motives, as well as by their political stance and their previous experiences.  

The flexible nature of the British image of the Weimar Republic presented by the texts in this study 

and the retrospective inscriptions of menace into phenomena of ‘Weimar modernity’ also goes 

some way to explaining the enduring popularity of image of ‘decadent’ Weimar Germany, and 

especially Weimar Berlin, as a place of unusual sexual permissiveness  – an image which prevails 

not only in the musical Cabaret but also in German and English language crime fiction – most 

recently in the highly successful German TV production Babylon Berlin, based on the novels of 

crime writer Volker Kutscher. Isherwood’s vision of Weimar Berlin (and, by extension, Weimar 

Germany) as a doomed place originated as a literary portrayal of the loss of Isherwood’s personal 

utopia but in its later incarnations on the stage it continued to resonate with the knowledge that 

much of the culture and physical landscape of Berlin of the 1920s and early 1930s had been 

obliterated during the Nazi reign and the Second World War. Of the many versions of Weimar 
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Germany portrayed by British literary visitors, Isherwood’s vision of the last months of the Weimar 

Republic as a macabre enactment of freedom performed against the background of rising 

oppression best fits the popular notion that Weimar Germany was a uniquely wild and exciting 

place and that by engaging in the freedoms it provided, its people somehow sparked their own 

downfall.   

This study has been concerned with British writers’ engagement with the Weimar Republic and the 

meaning their ‘Weimar experience’ took on in the face of the growing threat emanating from Nazi 

Germany in the 1930s. Beyond the questions addressed in this study, there is a significant amount 

of research still to be done on the engagement of British writers with Germany during the Weimar 

Republic era and beyond. As this study has shown, the personal engagement with Weimar Germany 

and personal contacts between British visitors and German intellectuals motivated a number of 

British literary visitors to speak out publicly against British appeasement politics and in support of 

refugees from Nazi Germany. Beyond the ‘Weimar experience’, the engagement of British writers, 

and British intellectuals more generally, with Nazi Germany, not necessarily as visitors to the 

country but as voices in the political discourse around Britain’s position towards the Nazi regime 

and the treatment of German refugees, is a field into which this study could only provide glimpses 

and which certainly warrants further investigation.  
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