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Borchert's use of the violet dusk merely intensifies the 

readers' foreboding. They know all along the violet dusk's 

significance. 

"Existentialism" 

Earlier in this investigation I discussed the advent 

of existentialism as the foremost approach applied by the 

"young" writers in presenting the times and their view of 

life. The structure of the "Kurzgeschichte" enabled these 

"young" writers to freely express themselves and, 

simultaneously, to consider the individual's plight as they 

envisioned it. As a result, this existential element 

evolved as an essential factor for the "Kurzgeschichte" of 

"TrUmmerliteratur". 

To reiterate and explain a bit further what 

existentialism i nvo 1 ves, I wou 1 d like to quote from a 

definition taken from a study on "Existenzphilosophie": 

"Wir verstehen unter Existentialismus zunachst die 

allgemeine Oberzeugung, daB der einzelne Mensch die 

Fahigkeit besitze, sich selbst in seinem innersten 

Wesen charakteristisch zu einem besondern Dasein zu 

machen, das wohlunterschieden ist vom Dasein der 

anderen Dinge und Wesen." (Bense, p. 2) 

While the four selected stories do not always resemble each 
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other exactly in themes and structure, they do, however, 

share common ground in that they all contain elements of 

"TrUmmerliteratur" and this existential aspect. 

"Nummer 432" in "Die Hundeblume" teeters on the edge 

of reality. The reader finds him not only physically 

imprisoned but also metaphorically trapped within the 

monotony of the daily routine, loneliness, and fear. When 

the doors open, he enjoys a short-lived feeling of freedom. 

But this, too, palls quickly, and his concentration shifts 

to his "Vordermann", 

actua 11 y hates him. 

"die PerUcke" to the point where he 

His hatred of this man seems as 

pointless as the meaningless existence he leads in his 

cell. Then, he spies a dandelion. 

It is this small flower (weed) which provides "Nummer 

432" with a reason to remain within the bounds of reality. 

It serves as a catalyst for him to find within himself the 

will to strive for something and, therefore, to endure. 

Despairing though Helene's situation in "Er hatte ... " 

may appear, she has something to cling to as well. It is 

not so much what Hermann says that wi 11 a 11 ow Helene to 

continue believing her husband will come back, but rather 

what she does not know. In other words, as long as she has 

no concrete evidence, i.e. official notice, the husband's 

remains, etc. , Helene can make herse 1 f hang on to this 

pipe-dream. 
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The closing paragraph of "Er hatte ... ", it seems to 

me, indicates Borchert's wish to provide this support for 

Helene. He cou 1 d have cone 1 uded the story simply with 

Helene's last words,: 

"Aber manchmal sagt sie noch: 

war was." (p. 226) 

Das war was. Das 

emphasizing the hopelessness of continuing to expect the 

husband's return. But, Borchert did not end it this way. 

Instead, he added on an extra paragraph, which could have 

been an afterthought: 

"In einem fremden Land gibt es ein Dorf. Es hat 

einen Acker. An einer Stelle ist die Erde etwas 

hoher als anderswo. Ungefahr einen Meter achtz1g 

lang und einen halben Meter breit. Aber die 

Schwester von Herrn Lorenz kennt das Land nicht. 

Das Dorf nicht. 

(p. 226) 

Den Acker nicht. Das ist gut." 

This concluding paragraph announces and finalizes the 

husband's fate. For Helene, however, it stresses that as 

long as she remains in the dark about the details of her 

husband's fate, life still has some meaning for her. 

"Vier Soldaten" differs from the aforementioned 

stories in that the existential element revolves not just 

around one or two individuals. Again, Borchert paints a 

very bleak picture. Death surrounds the four soldiers; 
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their fate manifested by the grave motif. What they talk 

about, though, implies that none has really thought about 

dying. Their conversation bypasses the present situation 

and reaches into future concerns: 

"Meine GUte. Hier braucht im FrUhling aber nicht 

gepflUgt zu werden." (p. 171) 

Between them they believe there is something beyond their 

plight: 

"Aber zum Beispiel, wie findet ihr Radieschen? Die 

ganze Ewigkeit Radieschen?" (p. 171) 

What is perhaps comforting for them is that none of 

them has to face the outcome a 1 one, shou 1 d it resu 1 t in 

death. Unconscious 1 y, they support each other by not 

referring to what is going on above them. A cognitive link 

between them reveals itself in a remark made by one soldier 

to himself: (my underlinings) 

"Und der in der Ecke dachte: Keiner ist unter uns, 

keiner, der nicht zittert." (p. 172) 

To which another replies out loud: 

"Der Zigarretendreher aber sagte: Ja, man zittert 

den ganzen Tag." (p. 172) 

The four soldiers together share the same terrible fate and 

yet, concurrently, have each other to help themselves to 

cope and endure despite everything. 

This is what typifies Borchert's stories. Borchert 
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gives his characters something to hold on to in the face of 

adversity while he conveys to the reader that the situation 

is hopeless. He offers, at least, a lifeline. Whether the 

characters grasp it or not is their own responsibility. An 

example where the characters have shirked this 

responsibility and, for one reason or another, are 

incapable of accepting that lifeline can be found in "Der 

Kaffee ist undefinierbar". 

While the three men argue, the girl slips away 

unnoticed. Though they make comments about her wish to 

commit suicide, the girl is, to intents and purposes, 

forgotten. In fact, it seems her declaration is not taken 

seriously, and she is simply passed off as "eine 

Verruckte". Subsequently, the conversation becomes 

concentrated on the grievances of the three men. 

The on 1 y one who does seem to show the s 1 i ghtest 

interest in the girl is "der Buchmann". Initially, he 

takes her side against criticism of the other two: 

"Wiese, sagte der mit dem Buch, sie sagt doch nur, 

was sie denkt. Das ist doch nicht komisch. Das 

ist doch sehr schon sogar. !ch finde das sehr 

schon." (p. 197) 

However, this flicker of interest is quickly diverted by 

the ensuing complaints voiced by both "der Soldat" and "der 

Brothandler", and "der Buchmann" is caught up in his own 
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concern of proving he occupies a higher intellectual 

position than the other two. 

Despite the total preoccupation with the conversation, 

"der Buchmann " is, interestingly enough, the first to 

notice the girl's disappearance: 

"Aber da riB er den Mund auf zu einem furchtbar 

Schrei. ( ... ) Der Buchbesitzer starrte auf den 

vi erten Stuh 1 , wo das Madchen gesessen hat. Der 

Stuhl war leer." (p. 200) 

He shows a bit of remorse for not having paid more 

attention to the girl, : 

"Vielleicht war sie einsam? 

e i nsam?" ( p. 200) 

Sie war sicher zu 

while the soldier maintains she was crazy, and the bread 

handler remarks that she could not have been lonely because 

he and the others had been there the whole time: 

"Sie war verrUckt, sagte der Soldat frohlich, sie 

war verrUckt, sag ich doch immer. ( ... ) Einsam, 

schimpfte der Brothand ler los, wieso denn einsam? 

Wir warn doch hi e r. Wir warn doch die ganze Zeit 

hier." (pp. 200-201) 

The realization that the girl has disappeared (and has 

probably committed suicide) comes too late. Since none had 

paid enough attention to her problem in the first place, 

even the girJ's presence becomes quickly a fading memory. 
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The circumstances surrounding her suicide no longer demand 

further consideration. 

I believe Borchert intended the girl's impending 

suicide to act as a basis for the others to establish 

contact with one another and, thereby, alleviate the 

meaningless existence they lead. Collectively, they could 

have sympathized with her and helped her in retracting her 

decision. Their inability to affect this is rooted in the 

problem that they themselves were experiencing their own 

existential dilemmas. Where at the beginning each had the 

responsibility to himself, and to the others, to react with 

concern to the girl's plight, by the end each has evaded 

this responsibility and now bears part of the blame for her 

suicide (Klarrnann, cf. "universal existential guilt", p. 

11 9) . 

Borchert did not allow his characters in this story to 

react in a constructive way. His reason for doing this 

was, perhaps, to call the reader's attention to the human 

defect of being self-centered and, at the same time, 

i 1 lustrate how some people were incapable of corning to 

terms with life after the war. 

-
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I have tri e d through these four relatively unknown 

stories to show that the themes and structure a nd style 

found in Borchert's "Kurzgeschichten" agree with the 

literary elements associat e d with "TrUmmerliteratur" as 

outlined in this investigation. Given the facts that 

Borchert's work is enclosed within the years between 1945 

and 1947, that he d i d no t live long enough to develop his 

writing furt he r or to be infl ue nced by literary, political, 

social, or economic changes after 1947, and that even his 

lesser known stories reflect a dequately the phenomenon of 

"TrUmmerliteratur", I believe ·i t s afe to say that 

Borche rt's prose wo rk are re presentative of 

"TrUmme r literatur". 
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