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    Exile and ‘Heimat’: Tensions in Lion Feuchtwanger’s Historical Fiction and Drama 1933-1951.


     


    The rise of National Socialism in Germany and the subsequent events of the mid-twentieth century transformed the literary landscape as well as that of the political. Feuchtwanger’s work from 1933 onwards is noticeably characterised and coloured by his status as an Exile author: his somewhat strained relationship with both homeland and adopted country, the United States, comes to the forefront in his writing. There is a convincing argument to be made that that Feuchtwanger’s development of the historical novel was essentially a didactic exercise, mastered against the backdrop of the rise of Nazism and the later political dynamics of the 1950s with the onset of the Cold War and the Red Scare in the United States. The author had as his purpose to convey the lessons of history and, by extension, to afford the reader the opportunity to apply these lessons to the political affairs of the present, all the while maintaining a steadfast belief that the reason would prevail over unreason – an unwavering faith in the eventual enlightenment of man.


     


    The liberal artistic climate of the Weimar Republic came to a sharp and final end with Hitler’s seizure of power in January 1933, which inevitably led to the mass Exodus of many Jewish intellectuals and in 1930, when Feuchtwanger made the observation that Berlin was populated by future exiles, Goebbels added that Feuchtwanger had earned his place among them.[1] Of Hitler’s stance on Jewish intellectuals as early as 1933, Longerich quotes the Völkischer Beobachter of 7 April 1933, reporting a speech made my the Chancellor at a reception for senior medical officials.


     


    It was necessary to satisfy Germany’s natural right to its own unique brand of spiritual leadership, and to do this via the imminent eradication of Jewish intellectuals from the cultural and spiritual life of Germany.[2]


     


    The reasons behind exile are clear: even before the passing of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935 – a series of denaturalisation laws – measures against Jews were commonplace any literary works deemed incompatible with the principles of National Socialism were targeted by the student-organised book burnings of 10 May, 1933 and more than 25,000 volumes of ‘un-German’ books were burned, with Feuchtwanger’s work specifically included alongside those of authors such as E.M. Remarque. Such early demonstrations of aggression acted as precursor to the strict censorship and official Nazi control of the German cultural sphere, spearheaded by Goebbels as head of the Reichsministerium für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda, which existed with the express purpose of regulating German culture and society through the dissemination of National Socialist ideology. In the light of a comprehensive purge of all dissenters and the persecution of German Jews, it is hardly surprising that during twelve years of Nazi rule nearly 300,000 Germans and Austrians emigrated to the USA to find shelter. As a rule, these exiles were generally from the higher social classes and predominantly intellectuals, a far cry from generations of German immigrants of previous decades. These exiles, Feuchtwanger one of their number, experienced a huge culture shock in this new environment, a shock for which they were, for the most part, very ill prepared. In order to make the international community more aware of the situation, Feuchtwanger’s work developed a more pronounced political dynamic, “confess[ing] to a clear political agenda in his writing of historical novels”[3], using a didactic mechanism to appeal to society’s sense of reason.


     


    Feuchtwanger’s earlier novels – including Erfolg (1930) and Die Geschwister Oppermann (1933) – overtly opposed Hitler and the National Socialists, and accordingly his German citizenship was revoked in the first list published by the official Nazi Reichsanzeiger on 25 August 1933. While he was touring the United States in late 1932, the authorities in Berlin confiscated and ransacked his house in the capital, destroying much of his library, manuscripts and collected works, in the process. From this point on the author was never to return to his homeland. When he returned to Europe, it was to join his wife, Marta in Sanary-sur-mer in the south of France. After the German invasion of France in 1940, Feuchtwanger was captured and placed in an internment camp – Camp des Milles – until his wife helped him escape with the help Varian Fry and Hiram Bingham, the US vice-consul in Marseilles. After travelling to New York in 1940, he found asylum in the USA and settled in Southern California.


     


    The historical novel is the literary genre that predominantly comes to mind whenever Feuchtwanger’s name is mentioned. Indeed, it was not without considerable difficulty that Feuchtwanger succeeded in completely “modernizing the nineteenth-century historical novel by using historical facts as allegorical material for his literary analysis of contemporary issues”.[4]  Traditionally, the idea of historical fiction is often met with the accusation that it cannot be deemed a serious intellectual pursuit on account of an alleged tendency towards the banal. Feuchtwanger, more than aware of this prejudice, defended his point of view in vehemently disputing this preconception in Centrum Opuscula. Moltschanova quotes him on the subject:


     


    Ich verstehe das Vorurteil gegen diese Literaturgattung, aber es ist ein Vorurteil.
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