
This volume is an indispensible 

resource for anyone interested 

in postwar German culture and 

politics. Martin Walser is one of the 

most prominent German writers 

and public intellectuals of recent 

decades, and his 1998 Peace-Prize 

speech ignited one of the stormiest 

debates of the postwar era — a 

discussion that changed the ways 

Germans address their country’s 

recent past. Tom Kovach’s splendid 

translation of Walser’s speech and 

a variety of related speeches and 

essays as well as his insightful 

introduction and commentary 

provide a significant addition to  

our understanding of German 

cultural memory. Kovach’s book is 

bound to inform anyone interested 

in the politics of memory in our time.

— Amir Eshel, Stanford University

he German novelist Martin 

Walser’s 1998 speech upon  

acceptance of the Peace Prize of 

the German Book Trade remains 

a milestone in Germans’ recent  

efforts to come to terms with the Nazi 

past. The day after the speech, Ignatz 

Bubis, the leader of Germany’s Jewish 

community, attacked Walser publicly for 

inciting dangerous right-wing sentiments 

with passages such as the notorious 

statement that “Auschwitz is not suited 

to be a moral bludgeon,” thus igniting 

the protracted public battle of opinions 

known as the “Walser-Bubis Debate.”  

The speech continues to play a major role 

in Germany’s struggle to acknowledge 

responsibility for Nazi crimes yet escape 

from what is felt by some to be a  

suffocating burden of remembrance. But 

in spite of its notoriety, little attention 

has been paid to the actual text of the 

speech, as opposed to the public outcry 

and debate that followed in its wake.

The Burden of the Past fills several needs. 

First, it presents the text of the Peace-Prize  

speech, as well as those of several of 

Walser’s other essays and speeches on 

the Holocaust and its impact on modern 

German identity, in English translation. 

Second, it examines these works as texts; 

especially in the case of the Peace-Prize 

speech, this involves a discussion of its 

literary complexities and an attempt to 

distinguish what may be considered a  

valid critique of some aspects of Germany’s 

culture of remembrance from what might 

justifiably be seen as problematic. Third, it 

places this examination of the text in the 

contexts of Walser’s and other postwar 

German writers’ and intellectuals’ attempts  

to deal with the Nazi past, of German-

Jewish relations in the postwar era, and of 

the once hidden and now — due in part 

to Walser’s speech — increasingly open 

discourse about Germans as victims  

during and following the Nazi era.

THOMAS A. KOVACH is professor 

of German Studies at the University of 

Arizona. He is author of Hofmannsthal 

and Symbolism: Art and Life in the Work 

of a Modern Poet (1986), and editor of 

A Companion to the Works of Hugo von 

Hofmannsthal (Camden House, 2002).

MARTIN WALSER has been one of 

Germany’s most prolific and acclaimed 

writers of the postwar period. He was 

awarded the Büchner Prize in 1981 and 

the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade 

in 1998.

Front cover: Martin Walser, 2001. 
Photograph © Uwe Meinhold/ddp. 
Back cover: The Berlin Holocaust Memorial 
© Tom Tomczyk, 2008

Cover Design: Frank Gutbrod (Continued on back flap.)

Walser.indd   1 8/12/08   6:36:16 PM



The Burden of the Past 
 
 
 



 

 

Studies in German Literature, Linguistics, and Culture 

 
 
 



 

 

 
 

The Burden of the Past 
__________ 

Martin Walser on Modern German Identity 
 

Texts, Contexts, Commentary 
 
 
 
 
 

Thomas A. Kovach 
and 

Martin Walser 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CAMDEN HOUSE 
Rochester, New York 



 

 

Copyright © 2008 Thomas A. Kovach and Martin Walser 

All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under current legislation,  
no part of this work may be photocopied, stored in a retrieval system,  

published, performed in public, adapted, broadcast, transmitted,  
recorded, or reproduced in any form or by any means, 
 without the prior permission of the copyright owner. 

First published 2008 
by Camden House 

Camden House is an imprint of Boydell & Brewer Inc. 
668 Mt. Hope Avenue, Rochester, NY  14620, USA 

www.camden-house.com 
and of Boydell & Brewer Limited 

PO Box 9, Woodbridge, Suffolk  IP12 3DF, UK 
www.boydellandbrewer.com 

ISBN-13: 978–1–57113–368–7 
ISBN-10: 1–57113–368–2 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Kovach, Thomas A., 1949 
 The burden of the past : Martin Walser on modern German identity : 
texts, contexts, commentary / Thomas A. Kovach. 

p. cm. — (Studies in German literature, linguistics, and culture) 
Includes bibliographical references and index. 
ISBN-13: 978–1–57113–368–7 (hardcover : alk. paper) 
ISBN-10: 1–57113–368–2 (hardcover : alk. paper) 
 1. Walser, Martin, 1927–  — Political and social views.  2. Germany 
— History — 1933–1945.    I. Title.   II. Series. 

PT2685.A48Z74 2008 
838'.91409—dc22 
       2008031161 

A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library. 

This publication is printed on acid-free paper. 
Printed in the United States of America. 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For my daughter, Leah 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Contents 

Acknowledgments ix 

Introduction 1 

Our Auschwitz (1965) 5 
 Context 5 
 Martin Walser: Our Auschwitz (1965) 7 
 Commentary 19 

No End to Auschwitz (1979) 23 
 Context 23 
 Martin Walser: No End to Auschwitz (1979) 25 
 Commentary 30 

Handshake with Ghosts (1979) 35 
 Context 35 
 Martin Walser: Handshake with Ghosts (1979) 37 
 Commentary 48 

Speaking of Germany (A Report) (1988) 55 
 Context 55 
 Martin Walser: Speaking of Germany (A Report) (1988) 59 
 Commentary 75 

Experiences while Composing a Sunday Speech: The Peace  
Prize Speech (1998) 81 

 Context 81 
 Martin Walser: Experiences while Composing a Sunday  

Speech (1998) 85 
 Commentary 96 



viii  CONTENTS 

 

On Talking to Yourself: A Flagrant Attempt (2000) 107 
 Context 107 
 Martin Walser: On Talking to Yourself: A Flagrant  

Attempt (2000) 109 
 Commentary 122 

Conclusion 129 

Suggestions for Further Reading 135 

Index 139 

 
 



 

 

Acknowlegments 

 WOULD FIRST LIKE TO THANK my editor Jim Walker for his advice 
and support throughout this project — he has been a pleasure to work 

with at all times. I’d also like to think Sue Innes, the copy editor, whose 
very thorough and astute reading has helped with several difficult pas-
sages in the texts. 

Then I’d like to thank Martin Walser himself for his helpful re-
sponses to several of my questions regarding the translations. Also, I’d 
like to thank his biographer Jörg Magenau for providing an extremely 
thoughtful and stimulating account of Walser’s life and career, one that 
has greatly informed my commentaries. 

I’d also like to thank my colleagues Albrecht Classen, Barbara Kosta, 
and Mary Wildner-Bassett for their helpful suggestions regarding some 
problematic passages in the translation of Walser’s texts. I would like to 
thank the University of Arizona for granting me the sabbatical leave that 
enabled me to finish the project in timely fashion. 

As always, I want to thank my wife Candy for her love, support, and 
patience with me. 

And finally, I want to thank my daughter, Leah, to whom this vol-
ume is dedicated, for inspiring me with her wonderful musical and intel-
lectual accomplishments. 

Thomas Kovach 
Tucson, Arizona 

June 2008 

I 



 

 

 
 
 



 

 

 

The Burden of the Past 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 



 

 

Introduction 

N OCTOBER 11, 1998, MARTIN WALSER, one of the most promi-
nent of the postwar generation of German writers, gave a speech at 

St. Paul’s Church in Frankfurt am Main as he formally accepted the 
“Peace Prize of the German Book Trade.” This speech, which took place 
in a historically weighty setting — the church had been the site of the 
German National Assembly during the 1848 revolution, arguably the 
first (albeit short-lived) democratic institution in German history — 
addressed what Walser called the exploitation of the Holocaust, the use 
of Holocaust remembrance by unnamed individuals to keep Germans in 
a perpetual state of guilt. The speech was received by the assembled 
notables with a standing ovation, with one significant exception: Ignatz 
Bubis, the president of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, attacked 
Walser in the press the next day for making incendiary comments de-
signed (in Bubis’s view) to stir up ultra-nationalist and antisemitic ele-
ments among the general public. This led to a rather ugly public debate 
between Walser and Bubis, one that to this day remains a milestone in 
the troubled history of Germany’s struggle to come to terms with the 
Nazi past. Despite Bubis’s attempts to defuse the acrimony, finally even 
withdrawing his comment about the incendiary nature of the speech, a 
bitter aftertaste remained. 

Shortly before his death in August of the following year, Bubis, who 
had devoted much of his adult life to strengthening the position of the 
Jewish community in Germany and insisting on the possibility of post-
Holocaust Jewish life in Germany, lamented in an interview that his life’s 
work had been in vain, and requested that he be buried in Israel. 

In 2002, Walser published his novel Tod eines Kritikers (Death of a 
Critic), in which the corrupt central character was a thinly veiled portrait 
of the German-Jewish literary critic Marcel Reich-Ranicki; this led even 
many of those who had defended him earlier (notably Frank Schirrmacher 
of the leading daily, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung1) to attack him 
for displaying an antisemitic agenda. 

An outside observer might easily conclude that an apparently “re-
spectable” postwar German author had been exposed as a closet Jew-
 

1 Subsequently referred to as FAZ. 
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hater and/or right-winger, and this has indeed been the view taken by 
some in the years since. And yet, as Walser’s defenders have pointed out, 
it is rather problematic to make such charges against a man who in the 
1960s was noted for his left-wing political engagement (including a brief 
flirtation with the German Communist Party) and who, even more 
significantly, had taken the lead among German intellectuals in dealing 
not only with the Nazi past in general but specifically with the issue of 
the Holocaust; in his 1965 essay “Our Auschwitz,” written in response 
to the Frankfurt Auschwitz trials, he spoke explicitly of collective German 
responsibility for the Holocaust and expressed his disdain for those who 
sought to evade this responsibility by focusing all the blame on the 
individuals on trial. How is it that the same person who in the 1960s 
seemed a model for his generation in dealing with the Holocaust and 
calling on his fellow Germans to acknowledge their share of respon-
sibility for Nazi crimes, in the 1990s and since emerges as someone 
complaining about the burden imposed by Holocaust images and attack-
ing the Berlin Holocaust Monument, then still under discussion, as a 
“nightmare”? 

In the volume that follows I do not pretend to offer a definitive 
answer to this question. Rather, by presenting this and several other of 
Walser’s speeches and essays dealing with issues of the German past in 
English translation, and by providing historical context and commentary 
on these texts, I hope to give readers a perspective from which they may 
begin to consider the issues that, as will become clear, concern not only 
Walser as an isolated figure but all of German society, East and West, in 
its ongoing struggle to deal with the Nazi past and its own conflicted 
feelings regarding that past. 
 

* * * 
 
Martin Walser was born in the town of Wasserburg, on Lake Constance 
in the south of Germany, in the year 1927. He himself was later to assert 
(in the essay “Handshake with Ghosts”) that the fact of his being a Ger-
man born in the year 1927 is more significant than any ideological 
orientation he may have displayed as a postwar intellectual. By this it may 
be assumed he meant that he was of the generation too young to bear 
any responsibility for the rise of Hitler or for crimes committed by the 
Nazi regime — he was a six-year-old child when Hitler came to power in 
1933, and eighteen when the war ended in 1945 — but old enough to 
have witnessed, if only from the perspective of a provincial town, the 
realities of life under the Nazi regime, and to have served in the army as a 
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young recruit. He thus entered adulthood under the shadow of his coun-
try’s catastrophic defeat (in fact spending several months as an American 
POW at war’s end), but, even more significantly, under the shadow of 
the postwar revelation of the horrors perpetrated by the German state. 

After his release he completed his secondary-school studies and then 
began his university studies, first at the University of Regensburg, then 
(from 1948 onward) at the University of Tübingen, where he received 
his doctorate in 1952 with a dissertation on Franz Kafka. His choice of 
topic is worth noting, given the accusations of antisemitism that have 
been leveled at him in recent years, and the fact that in 1950 Kafka’s 
place in the pantheon of major twentieth-century writers was nowhere 
near as secure as it is now. During Walser’s student years he was heavily 
involved in student theater, and after his arrival in Tübingen he began 
working with the Süddeutsche Rundfunk (Southern German Radio2) in 
Stuttgart. His first literary efforts were in fact radio plays written to be 
broadcast over the SDR. 

Walser was not involved at the start with the writers who formed the 
famous Gruppe 47, an organization of young German writers who set out 
to make a clean break with the Nazi past, favoring realistic prose an-
chored in the present. But he won the group’s prize in 1955 with his 
short story “Templones Ende” and was henceforth associated with the 
group and some of its well-known members, such as Günter Grass and 
Heinrich Böll. In 1957 he published his first novel, Ehen in Phillipsburg 
(Marriage in Phillipsburg, 1961), for which he received the Hermann 
Hesse Award. The previous year he had left his job with the SDR in 
Stuttgart and returned with his wife to the Lake Constance region, 
where he has lived ever since. At the same time he traveled widely, nota-
bly making several trips to the United States, the first in 1958 to par-
ticipate in the Harvard International Seminar at the invitation of Henry 
Kissinger. His 1960 novel Halbzeit (Half Time), the first of the so-called 
Anselm Kristlein trilogy and still regarded as one of his major works, 
brought him greater renown. However, his primary focus in these early 
years remained the drama. Interestingly, his 1964 play Der schwarze 
Schwan (The Black Swan) is widely regarded as one of the first literary 
texts by a German author to deal with issues of German national guilt for 
crimes of the Nazi era; its young protagonist is driven to suicide by his 
discovery of his father’s involvement in wartime atrocities. 
 

 

2 Subsequently referred to as SDR. 


