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Chapter 7 
Into the Night: Inner Emigration: 1935–1945 

Renuncio Berlin. Renuncio mundi: Hanover, 1935–1937 

Benn’s life in Berlin had become impossible. On 18 November 1934, he wrote to Oelze telling him that 
he had received from within the “Reichswehr” the offer of a commission in an “Ersatz” (auxiliary) 
medical army division stationed in Hanover. As he later explained, “in order to affect a retreat, there 
was only one way open to me: back into the army. A number of comrades with whom I had studied had 
found posts in the One Hundred Thousand Army, and now occupied positions of influence. I got in 
touch with them and enquired whether I could re-enlist”.i In particular, Benn had contacted the Chief 
of Staff of the Army Medical Inspection Corps in Berlin, Walther Kittel, whom he had known in his 
days in the Kaiser-Wilhelm Academy prior to the First World War (both had graduated in 1905). Kittel 
was at midpoint in his career; he would later go on to become Chief Medic of the 1, 12 and 6 Armies 
before being promoted Senior Quarter Master Department of Staff HQ Don in Russia. But by 1934 he 
was already a senior figure within the War Ministry. It was a timely utilisation of an old-school network 
upon which Benn would have further cause to rely, when times would be even darker.  

As Benn made clear to Oelze, the offer came at a critical turning point in his life: “everything lies 
already so far behind me in the past. It all seems now such a waste, so infantile. It’s likely that I will 
have to give up everything: apartment, my practice, Berlin, and return to the army, since someone there 
has made me a very favourable offer. Then I might possibly have some financial serenity, but would be 
compelled to dissolve all the commitments that I have here, including that to the Academy. But that is 
precisely what I want: away from everything”. And Benn then coins a phrase that would become famous 
(or, for some, infamous): “joining the army is the aristocratic form of emigration. A difficult decision, 
to leave Berlin, but perhaps I will do it”.ii  

Benn did do it, but not until March the following year, taking advantage (ironically) of the “Law 
to the Restoration of Military Sovereignty and Military Independence” that had been introduced by the 
Hitler government on the sixteenth of that month. In the meantime, he went on with a normal lifes as it 
had existed prior to 1933, “fully back” as Loerke noted on 2 February 1935, “into a rational mode of 
thinking”.iii Ties were strengthened with his daughter, Nele. Following her strained visit in August 
1934, when she came replete with anti-German sentiment and determined to argue with her tongue-tied 
father, he now visits her in Denmark for Christmas, and sends back postcards of snow and fjords to his 
friends. Book reviews are written, pride taken in the fact that he is to be a subject of a lecture at the 
Sorbonne, and he writes off to publishers to secure unpaid royalties. But he also comments: “my raw 
animal spirits are exhausted, my inner resources expended”.iv  

The causes were both physical and mental. In the absence of false idols (the savage gods of National 
Socialism), Benn must burrow deep within himself to locate a new path through life. He finds it in the 
unlikely shape of the Italian polymath Julius Evola. A mystic, a Futurist and a supporter of fascism, 
Evola had recently published his Revolt against the Modern World (Rivolta contro il mondo moderno), 
and Benn had been commissioned to review the German translation by “his” journal, Die Literatur. The 
review appeared on 13 February 1935. It was to be his final publication before he rejoined the army the 
following month. It is a case of the right book at the right time.  

The intellectual paths of the two authors were remarkably similar. Like Benn, Evola had fought in 
the First World War, as an artillery officer on the Asiago plateau. After the war, he joined Marinetti’s 



Futurist movement, before adopting a more Dadaist direction in his writing with contributions to the 
Modernist journal, Revue Bleu. At the same time, Evola’s thinking developed towards what he termed 
“trans-rationalism”, an eclectic philosophy that drew upon the occult, alchemy, magic and Oriental 
studies.v  

But Evola had another side to him. Since the early 1920s, he had felt drawn to Mussolini and 
fascism, particularly its promotion of the imperialist values of classical Rome, and had expounded its 
cause in a variety of articles and speeches. A break with the party came, however, in 1930, when Evola 
became disillusioned with its increasingly populist direction. In that same year, he launched Torre, a 
biweekly review, where he promulgated an elitist conservatism that he now felt was necessary to combat 
the decline of Italian and Western civilisation into mass society. It is within this spirit that he published 
his Revolt against the Modern World in 1934. 

Very much as Spengler had done before him, Evola posited an organicist and qualitative model of 
historical change that saw nations going through a perpetual process of cultural growth and decay, a 
process driven by the attainment of aristocratic traditions and then the degeneration of the same. 
Drawing upon Nietzsche’s concept of the “Übermensch”, Evola celebrated “l’uomo differenziato”, the 
“noble man” who both accepts this cycle and holds himself distant from it through moral asceticism. 
The superior soul keeps these traditions of the “Overworld” alive within himself, even as he sees them 
being destroyed in the broader field of human endeavour. As Evola explains, “once all the dross and 
obstructions are removed (opus remotionis), participation in the Overworld takes place through vision 
or enlightenment”. And he adds, the human subject experiences “this eminent sense of superrational 
enlightenment or liberating knowledge as in a ‘waking up’ from sleep, slumber or hallucination”. Far 
from effecting a passive response to the world, this state of renunciation is that of “a virile and 
aristocratic type and is animated by an inner strength; it is not dictated by need but is consciously 
willed”.vi 

These were words that gave sustenance to Gottfried Benn at this critical juncture in his life. Evola’s 
philosophy allowed him both to make sense of his predicament within the course of history, and more 
specifically, to view his belated rejection of the Third Reich and the Hitler government as an act of 
aristocratic distantiation from a lower world. Evola’s support for fascism is strategically recognised in 
Benn’s review but (if we take the subtle hints that he gives us) he also makes it clear that Evola’s 
idealism has not been justified by the march of events. As Benn explains, the modern age denies the 
aristocracy of the spirit in favour of the promotion of the values of mass society. The inherently restless 
spirit of the latter represents the eruption of “low life”, and “that is always covetous life, ignoble life, 
‘becoming’, pushing into the future and serviceable, propped up on positions of power – life that 
attempts to transform”.vii And he adds, “the lower form of life moves through rushing streams, 
restlessness, rapaciousness, anxious longing for oneness and self-realisation in unconsciousness”.viii 
The epithets are thrown down without further qualification; in 1935, that would have been unnecessary: 
they clearly appertain to the Third Reich and its hyperactive masters. Benn had shared much of this 
ethos, but now sees the empty core within. That world belongs to pure “power”; it is violent and 
impotent at the same time.  

In its place, Benn, following Evola, reaches out to the other realm, that of “Sein”, of pure being, 
whose tenets are “discipline, purity, fasting, being-within-oneself, and consecration”.ix Here nothing is 
“becoming”, nothing is “having an effect”; “seclusion, isolation are its attributes, the principle of mental 
centrality”. Both Evola and Benn are clear that adopting this philosophy of internal balance must have 
consequences for behaviour in the social and civic world. The transcendent leads for “l’uomo 
differenziato” to a certain ethos of comportment: “what remains for us today is just one thing: elitism, 
retreat to an Order, and silence. Thus teaches this exclusive, aristocratic book”.x From Spengler, then, 
historical fatalism; and from Evola, asceticism of the soul. Benn would need both to survive in the Third 
Reich. 

But first he must leave a place that has provided his intellectual and emotive centre for a quarter of 
a century: Berlin, his “home”, “this city of struggle, of wounds and love”.xi Berlin, it is true, had often 
figured as a negative trope in the poet’s early work, its materialism, anonymity and brash amoralism 
both attracting and repelling the Lutheran son. But by 1935, he had absorbed all the good and the bad 
into himself. When in August of that year his new friend, F.W. Oelze, expressed his disapproval of, or 



perhaps even his disgust for the metropolis, Benn was quick to countermand him: “no, I can’t share 
your distaste for Berlin. Today as never before, one sees how much the land needs this capital, this 
monster of a city, this metropolis, even its most decadent asphalt filth. Only here is refinement bred”.xii 
Now compelled to move to the provinces, Benn acquires a respect even for the seamy underside of the 
city. As he wrote later that year after a brief return, “I spent the weekend in Berlin. How this city moved 
me once again, the Saturday evening hours between 5 and 6, its monstrous mechanisms of desire, its 
self-confidence, its murderous visage, its cold shattering of everything provincial, of paltry wishful 
thinking. Here the message is: create form and perfect it”.xiii 

Benn arrived in Hanover on 10 March 1935 to take up his post as an officer (supervisor of Section 
IVb) in the Military Sanitation Inspection Unit for the Hanover region. His office was in the Ernst-
August-Palais in No. 2 Adolfstraße, a nineteenth-century building just beyond the city centre. The staff 
here took orders from HQ (“Gruppenkommando 2”) in Kassel. This was a “reserve” army, made up 
from an ageing group of professional reservists. For the first six months the forty-nine year old Benn 
was employed on a probationary basis, which allowed him to wear civilian clothes. The task of his unit 
was to put in place policies, mechanisms, techniques and equipment relating to health and sanitation, 
including “Musterung”, medical examinations for new recruits, which would later support the regular 
army in the case of war. Benn’s unit was responsible for “Wehrkreis XI”, a large area in northwest 
Germany that included Hanover, but also covered Braunschweig, Celle, Göttingen, Goslar, Hameln and 
Hildesheim.  

Benn had been in the army before; but 1935 was not 1914: there is no euphoria propelling this leap 
into the dark.xiv At the beginning, things looked promising: “the people that I have got to know, i.e. 
those to whom I had to report were all very convivial. Everyone tells me that I am in for a lot of work. 
Well, that’s only to be expected at the start, but I haven’t seen much of it so far”.xv And he later adds, 
“it’ll take me two to three weeks to get into the job, but then I’ll be given my own office, be my own 
boss with my own staff, typewriters, telephone, filing cabinets. I’ll be completely independent, and able 
to choose my own office hours”.xvi Benn was further comforted by the fact that his immediate superior, 
Surgeon General Dr Erich Hippke (two years his junior), had like Benn received his training at the 
Kaiser Wilhelm Academy. “So the prospects don’t look bad at all”, he optimistically concludes. 

Such brave sentiments could not, however, hide deeper doubts within. As the poet observed to Paul 
and Elsa Fleischmann on 31 March, “now comes a complete break with all that I have become used to. 
This naturally has brought about a serious crisis. I am not certain that I have done the right thing, but 
my other way of life was no longer viable either. I must wait and see what will happen, whether it will 
work, whether I will be able once again to find a new existence. Tomorrow my duties start – I’m curious 
to see what will happen. It is not possible to begin a new life in a more sceptical, more sober way, and 
more lacking in expectations than I am at the moment”.xvii 

After his first full week, Benn is able to offer a preliminary overview of his situation to Oelze, its 
daily routines, noting the “cold atmosphere of the impersonal, the purely functional: orders are given 
and must be carried out without hesitation or reservation”.xviii Such an environment is not foreign to 
Benn (indeed, he initially finds it “comfortable”), and he is relieved to discover the political influence 
of National Socialism so minimal: “the atmosphere is good here”. No ideological kerfuffle”.xix His 
colleagues, particularly those of senior rank, would have voted for Hindenburg not Hitler. The 
unrelenting pressures of his duties, however, soon start to take their toll. Within a month he writes, “the 
duties are demanding. They completely turn you inside out, mentally and physically, and they are of 
course very taxing, debilitating. I go to bed most nights at 9 o’clock, completely exhausted”.xx “For that 
reason, in order to make it all possible, I live like a monk: eat little, live on fruit, no alcohol”, “I do this 
partly, at least, just to be able to bear it all physically, just to keep myself from going under from the 
enormous demands on my inner strength that this new change of life has brought about”.xxi  

To survive in this environment necessitated a complete re-modelling of self. Benn was under no 
illusions about what was required. As he explained to Oelze, “to make any headway here, I must, and 
intend to, entirely reinvent myself, completely renovate my mind, my perspective, milieu, my way of 
living. I have not undertaken this course of action naively or solely for financial reasons. This is the 
final stage of my existence that I am entering on”. If he is not to go under, ambitions must be abandoned, 



future plans reigned in, his lifestyle reduced to the very basics. As Benn sees it, this is “a form of inner 
preparation, inanition, asceticism, preparation for deep inner renewal but also possibly for death”.xxii  

The spirit of self-deprivation is mirrored in the spartan conditions of his accommodation in 
Hanover. On arrival, he finds a meagre furnished room, with shared bathroom and kitchen, on the 
second floor of 11 Hohenzollernstraße, in a boarding house run by a Frau Mia Sattler. It is situated on 
the edge of the old city with a view onto the Eilenriede Park opposite. The aristocratic street name 
conceals a plebeian reality: “my first impressions of the flat are miserable. (1) There is no telephone! I 
am told it is about to be installed! (2) The curtains in the bedroom, in spite of assurances, are not dark 
and do not keep out the light, (3). Frau S. is talkative, old, pimply, and has seen “better times”. All in 
all: very primitive”.xxiii To make matters worse, he is not supplied with a house key. He must ring the 
bell every time he wishes to enter. And worse still, as he tells Elinor Büller, not once but twice, there is 
no toilet paper. He must supply his own.  

 And then he notices for the first time the picture (a print) above his bed. It has a French title. He 
is suspicious and writes to Elinor Büller, asking her to look up the title “Épanouissement” (“unfolding”, 
“ripening”) in a French dictionary: “please find out what it means. The name is written on the picture 
above my bed, which depicts an almost naked woman, at least naked from the waist up, her bosom 
bursting out. It is obviously meant to be sensual and sexually arousing”. Benn is a man of the world, 
and he knows exactly what has been going on here: “this indicates to me that the room on occasions is 
or has been rented out “by the hour” “. The boarding house, or at least his bedroom, has been used as a 
brothel. It is not worth, Benn quickly decides, the seventy-five marks a month that he is paying. 

Within four weeks he leaves, finding a flat in 28 Breitestraße, above a milliner’s shop run by an 
elderly woman, Fräulein Else Hoppe: “she is not an oil painting but she’s nicer than the present blood-
sucker: a very basic person, but that is here [in Hanover] the norm”.xxiv The flat is close to the city 
centre, which is loud and busy, and it reminds him of Belle-Alliance-Straße. It is also within walking 
distance of his office. 

And Hanover itself? At the beginning, Benn’s responses are positive. “Charming”, he describes the 
city to Frank Maraun.xxv And to Elinor Büller he notes that “it has made a favourable impression on 
me”, “good shops, and nice streets”.xxvi Hanover may not have been Berlin, but in 1935 it had a sizeable 
population of 450,000. It was the capital of Lower Saxony, a medieval city overlaid with modern 
industrial architecture, department stores and residential quarters, many built in the Bauhaus or 
Constructivist style. Prior to 1933, Hanover could boast of a thriving artistic community. The Dadaist, 
Kurt Schwitters, lived and worked here, as did the novelist, Theodor Lessing. Local painters such as El 
Lissitzky and Theo van Doesburg had their work well represented at the “Landesmuseum”, which was 
notably sympathetic to Modernist art. The politics of the city inclined towards Social Democracy, and 
Gustav Noske, one of the early Socialist leaders in the Weimar Republic, had been president of the 
province since 1920 (a fact that did not prevent the arch conservative Paul von Hindenburg from 
choosing to live here). It was also well served with theatres and breweries. 

After 1933, however, the cosmopolitan character of the city began to deteriorate. Noske was 
dismissed and replaced by the leader of the SA in the Ruhrgebiet, the erstwhile post-office official, 
Viktor Lutze, and the Modernist artists had fled. This was, as Benn later noted, “a community on its 
way down”.xxvii

xxviii

 Benn ate in a different restaurant every night to get a feel for the town. The venues 
change, but the people don’t. He goes out one Sunday to the theatre (the “Gypsy Baron” – “quite good”, 
“nice opera house”), and then moves on for a little light refreshment to a noted café, the “Kröpcke”: 
“it’s always impossibly full there. It has a good menu but the clientele is provincial. I receive the same 
impression wherever I go. It is as if there is no cultured society here, only the down-at-heel 
bourgeois”.  To Oelze, he is even more dismissive. Hanover is provincial and depressing: “bad 
climate, boring surroundings, all flat, immensely dreary”. And its social life? “I have received six 
invitations this season. That means six times oxtail soup, and then six times roast veal or roast beef with 
vegetables”.xxix  

This is perhaps the wrong sort of asceticism, one based on the humbling of self rather than its 
elevation. Benn himself seems to have realised as much. In writing to Oelze the following year, when 
the novelty of Hanover had entirely worn off, he penned the following bleak overview of his existence: 
“whenever I take a good look at the life I lead, this modest, quiet, paltry life in three small rooms, with 



exactly appropriated tasks, cheap food and drink, restrictions of all kinds, because I am helping, have 
to help another person [Benn means his gifts of money to Elinor Büller, “Mor”], who was good to me, 
and for whom things are going much worse than they are for me. And yet I often don’t know why I 
actually put up with these constant struggles, torments, which are nothing short of persecutions. I’m 
certainly not doing this for my sake. Why then?’xxx 

Benn was constantly preoccupied with money during his time in Hanover. On 15 April, after two 
weeks of service, he received the first half of his wages for the month: 200 marks. It did not go far, and 
Benn had to refine his accountancy skills to make sure that he did not fall into debt: “my expenditure: 
22 marks to Nele. Taxes to Berlin 26 marks. Gas is 26 marks. Settling debts in Berlin 6 marks. To 
Gerson [person unknown] 15 marks (a debtor in Berlin is paying a further 15 marks for me). Still to 
pay: the remaining electricity bill (not here yet). Also I have to purchase: 1 pair of brown shoes = 15 
marks; 2 shirts = 12 marks; 1 set of underwear = 6 marks. That’s 33 marks in all”.

xxxii

xxxi Benn watched 
films in the cheapest cinemas (near the station, a ticket costed 70 pfennig), and knew where the most 
economical pints of beer were to be found. Money even interfered with his love life. When Elinor Büller 
suggested a visit, Benn pointed out the cost: “3 days staying in the guesthouse “Uhde”, room + morning 
coffee = 15–18 marks; the journey third class here and back is 10 marks each way (= 20). Then, going 
out to restaurants since I’m not able to cook at home. That’s also quite expensive. It will probably come 
to a good 50 marks. Can we afford that?’   

Money became an issue between Benn and his daughter. “She is very expensive”, he confided to 
Tilly Wedekind.xxxiii

xxxiv

 He sent her a regular allowance, often via Elinor Büller, and gifts (in September 
white gloves as a present for her twentieth birthday), but it never seems quite enough and she rarely 
writes back to thank him. She does, indeed, seem to be a spoilt young lady: “Nele would like a handbag, 
in the style of Inge. She’s sent me a picture of the type. Also matching gloves and stockings. Could you 
pass on to her 10 Marks from me again? She says otherwise she is going to become a thief. I’ll send 
you the money tomorrow. Please do this as a favour”, he writes to Elinor Büller.  

At weekends, Benn escaped into the countryside. “On Sundays”, he later tells us, “I used to go in 
one of those big coaches into areas around the Weser, the Heath, and Sollings, or to Hameln, Celle, 
Wolfenbüttel, which I had never visited before. All very interesting places”.

xxxvi

xxxvii

xxxv Interesting, but for all 
the wrong reasons. The average day-tripper may have found this countryside bucolic and full of rustic 
charm; Benn, however, only found triteness and depressing banality. Provincial Germany is Hanover 
al fresco: “and one further thing becomes clear when one travels through the provinces as I am doing: 
what a population! what human kind! Or perhaps this is the wrong way of putting it. It is better just to 
say: how unspeakably thin the elite is spread over this country, and how shallow the upper layer is, in 
thinking, in real being, in expression”.  What the Third Reich has brought about, he concludes from 
these jaunts amongst the “Volk”, is a type of “backward Darwinism”.  But the countryside itself, 
once it is devoid of people, reveals an impressive stark dignity. Its muted sobriety mirrors Benn’s 
melancholy moods (or perhaps the former is a product of the latter). As he writes to Oelze in July: “I 
travelled in a bus to Externsteine and the Hermann memorial. What a pleasantly wretched, 
expressionless, grey-green no nonsense landscape!”  

Benn was not impressed by the picturesque, and far less by the sublime. As he observed to Oelze 
in August of that year, “now there may be individuals who are inwardly touched by looking down on 
an area with rivers and hills: I’m not one of them”.xxxviii

xxxix

 Indeed, nature itself is “enormous humbug”: all 
show and no substance. As he later observed, “snow, even when it is not thawing, evokes no verbal or 
emotional motifs in me. Its indubitable monotony can be grasped by the mind even when one stays at 
home […] Forests likewise are completely devoid of inspiration. Everything under 1500 metres has 
been superseded since I had the chance of seeing the Piz Palu and the expedition to Mount Everest, with 
musical accompaniment, for just 1 mark in my cinema. [It showed] hills that were continually rising, 
distant views that merged into one another, perspectives that one had never seen before”.  

What Benn really looked for in nature was not the sublime or the exotic but a point of stasis, and 
this he found not in the countryside but in formal arrangements: in floral bouquets, in gardens, parks, 
in nature that was composed, structured: the still-life, in short (“nature morte”, in French). This is what 
first attracted him to Hanover’s “Stadthalle”, an imposing domed building built in the early years of the 
century in a semi-Baroque style, and which lay to the east of the city centre in the so-called Zoo quarter, 



close to the Eilenriede. It is here that Benn started to write again, sitting on its terrace, on the edge of 
its impressive grounds, surrounded by floral displays and ponds. He came across it in June of his first 
year in Hanover, and enthusiastically told Oelze of his discovery, “I was in the “Stadthalle” last Sunday 
evening, as I am almost every evening. It’s my latest passion. To the left, there is a beer and wine 
terrace, in the middle a band plays to a few people, and in front of one there is an unchanging picture 
of a pond with a couple of swans. Everything is surrounded by paths and flowerbeds, ‘dissolving into 
the distance’, spacious perspectives. Every evening I take a deep breath when I sit down there. You can 
reach it on tramline no. 6 (direction Kleefeld), which stops at the café Kröpcke”. It is, above all, the 
artificial lakes that attract him, for, as so often, it is water, the horizontal principle, the topos of 
expansion, which “awakens and demands faith”.xl 

Benn begins to write poetry again, and in doing so starts to gain a distance not only from the 
sometimes challenging, sometimes demeaning exigencies of life in Hanover, but also from past actions 
that his decision to enter the army had up to now allowed him to repress. This is the case in the first 
poem he writes, “Day that ends the summer” (“Tag, der den Sommer endet”), composed in August, in 
a moment during one of his habitual visits to the “Stadthalle” (it is written on the back of a luncheon 
menu). Formally, the poem inaugurates a new classical style in Benn’s verse, with four stanzas of 
alternating masculine and feminine endings, and regular rhyme. It was a conservative form that Benn 
exploited throughout this period, whenever he sought equipoise within the historical confusion 
surrounding him: 

Day that ends the summer, 
the heart to which the sign did fall, 
the flames have been sent, 
the floods and the game. 
 
Images become paler, 
divorce themselves from time, 
they are still reflected in water,  
but this water too is distant. 
 
You have survived a battle, 
still bear its storms, its flight, 
while the hordes, the gangs, 
the armies move continually on. 
 
Roses and the archer, 
arrow and flame afar. 
The signs sink, the banners: 
irrevocabable 

The advent of autumn was a recurrent trope within fin de siècle poetry. Both Stefan George and Rilke 
had used it as a way of capturing the subdued mood of nature caught between fruition and decay. Here, 
however, Benn uses it to connote a more personal and historically specific plight: that moment in his 
immediate past when the poet came to a realisation that the Nazi state, far from embodying ideals of 
national renewal and spiritual rebirth, was promoting a ruthless pragmatism founded on violence and 
common thuggery. The promise offered by the new state is now seen simply as a “sign”, an ignus fatuus 
that was the product of rhetoric and vacuous triumphalism. The poet consequently takes leave of the 
heady emotions that had once seduced him: the “flames”, “flutes” and “games” that constituted the 
aesthetic appeal of Nazism in its hey-day. Overwhelmed by fate, he retrospectively assesses his false 
optimism in a mood of quiet resignation. 

When Benn sent a copy of the poem to Oelze, he asked his friend not to write to him for ten days, 
so that he could concentrate on his writing. Oelze did not oblige, writing on 4 September to thank Benn 
for the poems. The divine afflatus was broken, but only temporarily. Four weeks after the first poem, 
Benn wrote “Asters” (“Astern”), in which the same confrontation with the past takes place, but here it 
is caught within a vision of time suspended: 

Asters – smouldering days, 



past magic, captive: 
the gods halt the scales 
for one hesitating hour. 
 
Once again, the golden flocks: 
the sky, the light, the bloom. 
What is the old season hatching 
beneath its dying wings? 
 
Once again, the longed-for, 
the rapture of the roses: you! 
Summer stood and rested, 
Its gaze to the swallows turned. 
 
Once again, supposition 
where certainty had longed reigned. 
The swallows are skimming the waters, 
drinking their flight and night.xli 

Flowers occupied a special place in Benn’s iconography (“they bear the sun, the summer and the night. 
I find them completely tragic”).xlii Asters are celestial flowers (after “star” in Greek). In this poem, they 
act as a catalyst for a meditation upon time and identity, permitting the positive elements of the past to 
return for Benn’s persona: the “golden flocks, the sky, the light”, the “longed-for”, and a “simple 
supposition”. In spite of its autumnal mood, “Aster” expresses a confidence in the future, represented 
in the concluding stanzas by the birds, symbols for poetic creativity. It is true, as with the other key 
images in the poem, their presence is framed by a negative qualifier (“night”). The way forward, the 
poet seems to be saying, will not be easy. Yet the energy of the birds is unmistakable, as they “skim the 
waters”. The night that surrounds them is a night that they will fly through.  

In October, Benn’s period of probation came to an end. He now wore a uniform, and enjoyed the 
rank of a senior army doctor (“Oberstabsarzt”). His immediate superior was Generalmajor Ferdinand 
von Zepelin, and Benn established a rapport with him that would secure his survival in the crisis that 
was swiftly approaching. Benn’s duties in the army were becoming increasingly onerous, although he 
dealt with them efficiently (his superior described him as “first-rate”).xliii His official designation was 
“Head of Section I, Military Unit XI”, a section overseeing the sanitation standards for army units in 
northwest Germany, from latrines to medical matters relating to disease and poor hygiene. His role was 
also instructional. As he noted in May, “I’ve begun to read avidly about military matters. I find it 
interesting. I am going to try and wangle further books from the publishers. The war of the future. 
Motorization of the army, etc. As a matter of fact, I have to give this winter a number of courses and 
lectures as part of the further education of the Reserve Sanitations officers”.xliv 

Above all, the army provided Benn with material security. Not only was he guaranteed a regular 
income and paid vacation leave, but even in death, it would look after him, as he noted, in mock macabre 
tones, to Oelze on the day of his confirmation of tenure: “after twelve midnight, I will be cared for in a 
fully bourgeois way: broken legs and head wounds won’t cost me anything any more. I can have my 
body wrapped up in a hospital at the cost of the state, and in the case of death, there will be a salvo over 
my grave”.xlv 

In order to survive, however, Benn must keep his public image intact. It required an exacting 
process of subterfuge and dissimulation, “a continual struggle to hide my face from people in 
conversations, on stairways, in the street, in the office”, as he notes to Oelze.

xlvii

xlvi It is during this Hanover 
period in the army that the concept of a “double life” (“Doppelleben”) has its origins. It involved 
projecting one image of himself in public and living quite another in private. As he explained in the 
same letter: “good camouflage means a freedom to act within, I tell myself, only then can I cope with 
things”. As he later notes to Elinor Büller, “sometime I feel that there exists here a delicious opportunity 
for leading a double life and for demonic magic. During the day, it is a matter of “yes, certainly”, “as 
you order, sir”, as I bow low. But in the evening, it is miscegenation and outrage […] During the 
daytime, I am Baldur, devoted to light; at night, I am Loki, the rat piper”.  



Benn became adroit at assessing the personalities of his colleagues and superiors. He tells Elinor 
Büller, “I’m getting on quite well with the new commander. But I hear from my colleagues that he is 
not to be trusted. My instinctive impression of him is that he is an enormously touchy, vain man who 
should be treated with kid gloves. That is exactly what I do. I’m extremely cautious, not a word too 
much, and really because deep down I couldn’t care less”.xlviii Benn plays the Simple Simon, “not 
knowing anything and pretending as if one doesn’t know anything is the most advisable course of action. 
I am forever playing the naïve newcomer: a curious role”.xlix Benn’s antipathy toward the Nazi state is 
not a problem, although he does not flaunt it: his views are shared by his Prussian and largely aristocratic 
colleagues and superiors. Do not worry about the obligatory Hitler-greeting, his superior tells him, just 
mumble something in the morning, and leave it at that. In fact, his independence of mind and natural 
reserve are admired.  

Benn was at home in this milieu because the great majority of his colleagues were of the same 
generation and had gone through the same schooling at “Pépinière”. They were not fervently nationalist 
but innately conservative. That had its advantages (political) and disadvantages (social). As Benn was 
later to recall, “in this section of the officer corps the old Prussian rules and regulations prevailed […] 
and I noticed, above all, coming straight from Berlin, how strict matters were relating to romance and 
marriage […] I was the only bachelor in this circle and often had visitors at the weekend, whom I would 
take out for dinner to one of the few decent inns. On the Monday, I was often asked, “Herr Doctor, so 
you are engaged?” “No”, I would say, “I just had someone to visit”. This was met with silence”.l 

He finds himself a frequent guest at the households of his fellow officers, particularly his 
commanding officer, von Zepelin. He tells of one such occasion in December, and he goes into detail, 
clearly impressed by the Who’s Who component of the evening: “present were: Herr and Frau von Z., 
a cousin of theirs, a Baronet von Busche, who obviously owned an estate in the area. A massive woman, 
full-bodied, blonde, our age, stout, and an uncle of theirs: Colonel von Gustedt, who lived with them. 
A nice old cavalier, member of the Unions Club with accompanying wit (“the German woman, the 
English horse and French champagne”). That was everybody. All were well dressed; the rooms were 
very elegant. We ate pheasant with pineapple trimming, cabbage and potato puree, then a magnificent 
chocolate dessert with whipped cream, and cheese sticks, and wine. Then came coffee, cognac and beer. 
The guests were all uncommonly nice, and we entered into lively conversation. Topics were: social 
matters, Berlin … and, above all, the theatre. They were extremely knowledgeable about these things, 
but we also pursued topics that bordered on areas that were risky. I came out of my shell on a number 
of occasions, but quite carefully. Beside the Jewish, the aristocratic milieu is my favourite”. Benn leaves 
the dinner party early, but he is sure he has made a good impression. “I have now become a cultivated 
bon vivant and conversationalist – one of my new masks”.li 

Nevertheless, this was not Benn’s world. As he tells Oelze, “I absolutely detest the uniform. Am 
completely unhappy wearing it. It changes one’s personality more that I thought possible. It is a very 
clever means of psychological control”.lii The uniform is a mark of difference: Benn no longer belongs 
to the artistic world. “You cannot appreciate how completely isolated I am, without connection of any 
intellectual kind to those around me”.liii And he adds, “carrying out my duties, I find myself in a constant 
state of tension, for the atmosphere is extremely volatile. At any moment, it can explode; you have to 
monitor every word you say (even privately)”. “To allow your real self to be seen can be dangerous”. 
“I am forever playing the ingénue and the simpleton – a strange role for me”.liv But he plays it well. 
Benn must present papers at conferences, organise private celebrations for his colleagues, give jovial 
speeches and engage in repartee: “one chatters away, notes polite comments, “throws a question or two” 
into the conversations (totally inane ones), feigns to be surprised or moved, and while participating all 
the time thinking if only one could be by oneself, where one feels most comfortable: alone”.lv 

As an officer, Benn was required to be more than just an amiable guest; he must also be a host, and 
this necessitated finding suitable accommodation where he could entertain his colleagues. Until he did 
so, he had to make use of commercial venues like the “Wolf’s Tavern” (“Weinhaus Wolf”), an inn close 
to the centre of town. It is here that he gave his “Einstand”, a collegial party to celebrate his confirmation 
of tenure and commencement as a proper officer, in October. It was a “Herrenabend”, a drinking 
occasion for men, and a duty rather than a pleasure. It was also, for the impecunious Benn, an expensive 
one to boot, as he explained to Oelze, “I discovered on the first floor of a local ‘Weinhaus’ a few old 



rooms, in which a Guelphic Generals’ club had once met, which according to the members’ roll had 
included a number of English people […] I ordered furniture, some old chairs and glasses. Cold buffet, 
schnapps, beer. A great success. Most of the guests were soon a bit unsteady on their legs and slowly 
became incoherent. A funny sight, drunken men. Funny also the way that they all lost their inhibitions, 
completely and totally, shaking hands, promising to stay in touch, exchanging views on the world”.lvi 

But this was a temporary measure: Benn needed to find alternative accommodation. His apartment 
in the Breitestraße simply did not meet the quality standards for an officer in the German army. After 
much looking, he located in December his third and final place of abode in Hanover, a three-room 
apartment in 3 Arnswaldtstraße, near the city centre. As he explained. “something about it attracted me; 
it is cave-like, secluded. I also liked the narrow rooms, which are close to one another. I don’t know 
what to do with large rooms – haven’t got the furniture for them anyway”.

lviii

lvii Benn was pleased his 
search was over. As he wrote to Oelze, “I’m moving into my new apartment today […] three rooms, 
recently refurbished, all looking out towards the back of the house onto the rear courtyard, and I also 
like its location in the town, very quiet, private, on the first floor. I don’t like walking up steps. All in 
all more a cave for monks and misanthropes than a Renaissance dwelling, but I am tired of looking”.  

His furnishings are modest, in keeping with his meagre salary. Pride of place is taken by a statue 
of Buddha, which is a house-warming present from Oelze: “a divine piece. The balance of forms 
perfected. One might say that the balance of forms has been fully integrated”.lix Benn was taken by its 
enigmatic smile: “its smile [which it finds] difficult to make and even more difficult to hide. A smile of 
yes and no”.lx The statue provides Benn with an opportunity to discourse further on the wonder of the 
Asian spirit. Describing his gift to Elinor Büller, Benn observes, “it is not big, about 25–30 cm high, 
but wonderfully proportioned and beautiful, and with something ineffable that often emanates from it: 
the East”.lxi Self-containment and equipoise were values that Benn would soon urgently need to find 
himself. 

Benn was looked after by a charlady, a Frau Schild, who sees to the cleaning, heating and meals, 
and who comes to him on the recommendation of his previous landlady, Frl. Hoppe. Schild is “a little 
proletarian flea, thirty years old, husband works at Hanomag, no children. So far, she’s been very tidy, 
efficient, quick and intelligent. I’m very happy with her. Comes about 7.30, makes the coffee and does 
the rooms. She then goes back home by bicycle and returns at 12.30, remains until about 5. She charges 
10 marks a week”.lxii She works Monday through to Saturday, and on Sunday for an hour, if Benn pays 
a furether mark. Frau Schild is, however, prone to illness, leaving the house unkempt and unheated, and 
Benn must fend for himself in the kitchen. She will later, indirectly, come to play a part in a major turn 
in his private life. 

The pressures of life in the Third Reich had, temporarily at least, been suspended, displaced, but 
as a mental presence they continues to oppress Benn. Even on his rare holiday jaunts, he is struck by 
the glaring discrepancy between the master race propaganda of the Third Reich and the actual stature 
of the ordinary German, “the average massif, the coarse, immobile, obdurate, seedy”.lxiii Its low 
intellectual niveau is evident in everything it does, even in sport. As Benn notes in February 1936 to 
Elinor Büller (regarding the hype around the Winter Olympic Games held in that month), “this Olympic 
sauce that one finds served up everywhere in the newspapers makes me feel ill”.lxiv Benn is out of place. 
Alienation verges on self-pity: “I’m completely displaced, past it and, regarding everything that I once 
was and thought, belong to a previous era. How futile it all is. Now one has to be happy that one lives 
in the provinces with some sort of income, and choke back the aggravation at work and the lethargy 
and fatigue. A misery to have reached my age! I am really at my lowest level, even physically. I have 
been tired, tired for weeks”.lxv 

Benn was, however, able to take refuge in his writing, and he added to the poems of August of that 
year another series, written from September onwards through the remaining months of 1935, and 
published as a single volume in December. They included “The white sails” (“Die weißen Segel”), “On 
the edge of the Nordic Sea” (“Am Saum des nordischen Meer’s”), “Yours is –” (“Dein ist –”), “Oh, the 
sublime” (“Ach, das Erhabene”), “Day that ends the summer” (“Tag, der den Sommer endet”) and 
“Entire” (“Das Ganze”). A number of these poems are confessional, dialogues with the self. They come 
as close as Benn will ever come, even in his later autobiography, A Double Life, to an admission of guilt 
and even shame for his words in 1933. Two poems, in particular, come into that category: “Yours is” 



and “Entire”. In January 1936, Benn, sitting alone one night in his room, experienced an intense sense 
of guilt regarding his past actions: “immeasurable shame for my decline and overly long life, my 
protracted survival [“Über–leben”], immeasurable sadness concerning the betrayal that I intended to 
perpetrate upon myself, completely disconcerted me”.lxvi This was a rare admission. The reasons he 
gave in his autobiographical The Life Journey of an Intellectualist for his decision to remain in Nazi 
Germany had been largely “Ausreden”, he now realises, ways of talking himself out of his predicament. 
They were evasions, failures of self-confrontation. “Yours is”, begun in 1934 but not finished until 
March 1935, seeks to undo that moment of bad faith, as it moves towards a stocktaking of the past, 
foregrounding experiences that have brought neither material nor artistic gain:  

Yours is: oh, no reward. 
Do not ask what use it is. 
You suffer, and suffering governs 
anonymously and is inviolable. 
 
You see : oh, nothing new created  
Out of that that bent you low. 
You see a glowing and a cooling, 
but not what it will spawn. 
 
You bear: oh, not the sign 
from which the legends were. 



There comes from higher spheres 
a king and a child, 
 
in which the insufficient 
and what appeared as death 
now unite to a wondrous 
mien of happiness. 
 
Yours is the dream, the deception, 
and when it breaks you apart, 
on the ground, amongst euphoria: 
a countenance of glass. lxvii 

“Yours is” is a poem of self-interrogation. The things that led Benn to lend his support to the new state, 
the possibility for advancement and reward, and the prospect that his art (“the sign, from which the 
legends were”) would make an impact on the community, proved to be fantasies. What have remained 
from those days are abstract emotions, “a glowing and a cooling”, which are bereft of any clear potential 
for the future. The vision of a mysterious king and a child, a quasi-religious visitation that promises to 
redeem the poet, does, it is true, conclude the poem. But, as the final verse make clear, this vision has 
grown out of deception and self-deception and leaves the poet confronting his fate with a countenance 
of glass. 

Benn had described his retreat into the army as an aristocratic form of “inner emigration”. The term 
was a pregnant one, and would be later used to typify an entire generation of writers who had remained 
in Germany after 1933 but had not espoused the Nazi cause.lxviii They included Ernst Wiechert, Werner 
Bergengruen, Elizabeth Langgässer, Wilhelm Lehmann, Oskar Loerke and, most notably if not 
unproblematically, Ernst Jünger, whose On the Marble Cliffs (An den Marmorklippen, a thinly-veiled 
allegory of power struggles within the Nazi Party, published in 1939) is arguably the most famous text 
within that genre. These writers were compelled to use what came to be called “Slave language” 
(“Sklavensprache”), to employ modes of expression that on the surface possessed no political message 
but whose symbolism could, nonetheless, be read as a protest against the Third Reich. For many, Benn’s 
right to be included amongst this group of writers had been compromised not only by his strident 
advocacy of the “new” Germany in 1933, but also by his retreat into the army, into an institution that 
was sympathetic to National Socialism and would eventually, in 1939, become the vehicle in a war of 
annihilation. But 1935 was not 1939, and the army at that time was by no means Nazified. Indeed, as 
subsequent events prove, some of its senior members would come to Benn’s rescue when factions 
within the Nazi Party sought to exploit his Modernist past, hoping to discredit him and force him out of 
the country.  

The poems Benn wrote in the Hanover period are amongst the most pointed and self-searching 
examples of inner emigration literature written in the Third Reich. In fact, the poet took risks in his 
publications that few other writers dared to take. In the same year as Benn was composing his Hanover 
poems, Oskar Loerke published the volume, Forest of the World (Der Wald der Welt, 1936). It included 
“To the Deeper Powers” (“An die Grundmächte”): 

It matters not to you that I suffer pain. 
The willow remains silent, 
when I strip and cut it to a flute. 
Yet still I suffer and not rebel, 
and what I let sound forth from within,  
the dialogue with you: that matters.lxix 

The poem celebrates the poet’s determination to continue his work (carving his flute) in spite of the 
indifference of the deeper powers that govern the world. It is a brave gesture but, as one commentator 
has noted, whilst the poet “suffers he does not rebel against this suffering. On the contrary, he seeks 
exactly in this dimension of suffering to prove its capacity for sublimation, which requires the ‘dialogue’ 
with the ‘elemental powers’ ”.lxx “To the Deeper Powers” preserves a quiet interiority, a characteristic 
of Loerke’s verse, and makes its statement without engaging with the external causes of the poet’s inner 



plight. Its pathos comes from a sensibility that does not, cannot belong to the world, and this is how the 
poem would have been understood by Loerke’s readers in 1936.  

 In his Hanover poems, Benn likewise wrote obliquely, but there is a more robust quality about his 
work, and a greater openness of expression that goes beyond the impersonal ethereality of Loerke’s 
poetry. This is the case in “Entire” (begun in December 1934, but not completed until several months 
later). It is an extended dialogue with the self, or more accurately a debate between two aspects of his 
identity, one of which belongs to guilt, the other to the reclaiming of guilt through conscience: 

A part in a daze, a part in tear: 
in many hours was a light, and more, 
in these years was the heart, and in this 
were storms, – whose storms, – who? 
 
Never in happiness, rarely with companion, 
mostly veiled, for these things happened deeply, 
and all the streams flowed freely on,  
and everything external mattered only when it touched the inner realm.  
 
One saw you harshly, the other saw you more kindly: 
he was constructive, the other destroyed. 
But all who looked on saw only half images, 
because only to you did the whole belong. 
 
In the beginning it was clearer what you wanted: 
your aspirations were a virtual faith. 
But then when you finally understood, 
looking down upon the whole with stony gaze, 
 
then hardly a glow, hardly a fire, 
in which your glance, the final one, might lose itself, 
then only a naked head, bloody, monstrous, 
on whose eyelash a tear did hang. lxxi 

Benn found a publisher for these new poems in the shape of Heinrich Ellermann, the editor of the 
recently established journal Das Gedicht: Blätter für die Dichtung. The preceding volumes had included 
verse by Wilhelm Lehmann, Elisabeth Langgässer and Albrecht Goes. The format was modest, closer 
to a pamphlet than a book (a mere eighteen pages), but this suited Benn. As he wrote to Oelze on 9 
December 1935, shortly before its publication, “I must, if I am going to publish at all, be inconspicuous. 
I wouldn’t like my department to know much about it”. The volume carried the inscription “To Herr 
F.W. Oelze of Bremen, Hartwigstrasse. – ‘darker than a cross, a post bears the words: you know’. G.B.” 

The format of Benn’s latest book may have been modest and its publishing origins provincial, but 
it did not go unnoticed or unappreciated. In April the following year, a review appeared in the 8-Uhr-
Abendblatt, written by Frank Maraun, a Berlin journalist whom Benn had known since 1925. Maraun 
praised Benn’s accomplishment: “these poems have the sweet weight, the wealth and finality of 
someone who is in the full maturity of a talent that one rarely encounters today. They serve neither the 
immediate needs of the day nor are the product of a desire to give expression to mere feelings and 
moods”. They represent “a form of classical Expressionism”. And alluding to the recent personal history 
of the author, Maraun concluded, these are “the confessions of a lonely spirit, who is, with absolute 
integrity, capable of confronting and affirming his fate”.lxxii It seemed as if Benn had entered a new 
stage in his career. And, indeed, he had, but a dangerous one. 



“Refinement, Decline, Sorrow” 

Benn’s slim volume also impressed other readers wth its integrity and the quality of the poems. Karl 
Pagel, an editor at the “Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt”, a publisher to which Benn had moved after leaving 
Kiepenheuer in 1933, was one. In December 1935, Pagel approached Benn with a view to producing a 
more substantial collection of his poetry to coincide with the poet’s fiftieth birthday on 2 May the 
following year. Benn accepted the proposal and immediately went to work on the selection. It was a 
brave venture for both publisher and poet alike.  

In the early days of the Third Reich, Benn had hoped that a space could be found for Modernist 
writing in the cultural reconstruction of the new state, and had in his essay on Expressionism made an 
eloquent plea for this. But by 1935 it had become abundantly clear that this was not to happen, and that 
the entire face of German belles lettres had changed: the literary culture of the Weimar Republic had 
been destroyed and its major writers, notable Modernist figures including Thomas Mann, Alfred Döblin 
and Bertolt Brecht, forced into exile. Cultural policy in the Third Reich, which was largely dictated by 
Alfred Rosenberg who had won over Hitler to his ideas, came increasingly to favour a host of minor 
writers such as Friedrich Griese, E. G. Kolbenheyer, Hans Friedrich Blunck and Hermann Stehr, all of 
whom lent vociferous support to the new state.lxxiii Benn could only watch as the careers of his erstwhile 
enemies flourished. Some, such as Blunck, were promoted to positions of influence within the cultural 
establishment, in his case as President of the then recently founded “State Literary Chamber” 
(“Reichsschrifttumskammer”), whilst others, including Hermann Stehr, were transformed into 
unofficial poet laureates, prophets of the new “Volksgemeinschaft”. Still others yet received accolades 
and important prizes: Friedrich Griese, for example, the Brinkmann-Prize in 1936, and Kolbenheyer 
the Frankfurt Goethe-Prize in 1937.lxxiv  

Benn was fully aware of these changes. Writing in October 1935 to Oelze, he bemoaned the 
declining quality of German literature and the press, including the “better” journals: “newspapers – just 
read them! Journals – all of them pure community dilettantism”.

lxxvi

lxxvii

lxxv As he declared with frustration in a 
letter written to Frank Maraun in April 1936, “I have to tell you that I can’t go on participating in this 
subaltern cultural policy. I am 50 years old – they should shoot me. What is promoted and lauded as 
literature today is pure rubbish”.  The literature of the “new” Germany was accompanied by aesthetic 
guidelines and principles. Articles in the Völkischer Beobachter encouraged writers to celebrate a 
German Romanticism of the Volk (“deutsche Volkstumromantik”), and to banish all modes of artistic 
introspection in favour of “völkischen Substanz” and “the healthy”.  What this meant was spelled 
out by Professor Karl Julius Obenauer who, in his The Problematic of the Asesthetic Man in German 
Literature (Die Problematik des ästhetischen Menschen in der deutschen Literatur) published towards 
the end of 1933, made it clear that “it is political i.e. national-socialist education that is of importance 
today, not the aesthetic. That is our priority, and just as it puts the emphasis on ethical values, on the 
new ethos of work, on character formation and formation of the will and intellect, which alone will 
make possible a hard breed prepared for heroic sacrifice, so correspondingly the pathology of the 
aesthetic type will increasingly disappear”.lxxviii 

Benn knew full well about this new direction in literary policy. On 21 October 1935, Oelze had 
sent him a copy of a speech that Hans Hinkel, the Chairman of the “State Cultural Chamber” (the 
“Reichskulturkammer”), had given just a few days earlier. In it, Hinkel triumphantly announced that 
the “purification” of German culture was in full progress: “the seven chambers of the State Cultural 
Chamber will see to it that German art and culture, clean, healthy and flawless, will come into its own. 
To it has fallen the duty, within the framework of the process of purification, of freeing German art and 
culture from the germs of dissolution”.lxxix A clear, indeed, brutal line had been drawn between the 
Modernist art of the past and the “völkisch” art of the future. In March 1936, Benn made the mistake 
of crossing that line with the publication of his Selected Poems.  

Initially, Benn was optimistic about the project and entered into a dialogue with Oelze regarding 
the best title for the volume. Should it be “In spite of all, hold firm the sword”, or “Your lot is to suffer 
and to think” (“Dein ist Leiden und Denken”), or possibly “You must to yourself give all”?lxxx Such 
speculations were, however, a luxury that Benn could not afford, for he had seriously underestimated 



the “völkisch” ethos that confronted him, and had miscalculated the vehemence with which those who 
held to this ethos would pillory all who deemed to challenge it.lxxxi

lxxxii

lxxxiii

 It was a mysterious decision by 
publisher and author alike.  Once again, Benn is let down by his understanding of Realpolitik: in 
1933, the Third Reich will bring about a renewal of mankind; in 1936; the Third Reich will welcome a 
publication by an out-and-out Modernist. Benn had already warned Oelze not to fuss about the 
publication of the poems published in Das Gedicht. The less publicity the better. And now he is starting 
to have uncomfortable premonitions. As he muses in a letter to Elinor Büller on 21 December, “is it 
possible that these poems could cause difficulties for me? The editor wrote saying how enthusiastic he 
was and will remain so, even if a storm of protest is unleashed against him. Why should there be a storm 
of protest, I ask myself? Everything is possible in this lousy public arena. But I am facing things calmly. 
I am used to storms”.  

The poet asked Oelze to help him make a selection from his previous volumes. Reading through 
them one evening, Benn came face to face with his former self, an artist who had exploited his freedom 
for self-expression to the full, who had pushed his creative talents into areas of startling originality and 
intellectual acumen. This encounter with the past was both uplifting and demoralising: “I got down 
yesterday evening to the new volume. I read the first part, poems that I had not read for ten years. I was 
lost for words, was confronted by something inexplicable, namely, how at one time thoughts of such 
originality, almost of genius, were so much a part of my mind and thoughts, and at the same time, deep, 
deep sorrow that all of this, and particularly that which was most truly original, that pointed to new 
connections and extra layers of feeling, I would now have to completely disown, erase, omit. I sat long 
into the night and wanted to give up the project of the book. The infinite shame at my decline and at a 
life that was too long, my survival, and infinite sorrow for the betrayal that I was planning to commit 
on myself, left me shattered”.lxxxiv  

In spite of the darkness of such sentiments, Benn’s moment of pained introspection helped give 
rise to a poem of startling complexity and depth, “Valse Triste”, which prefaces the new volume. Benn 
intended it as a statement, as “a rhymed world-view that was completely in opposition to the present 
cultural hierarchy and to everything that today is regarded as art and edifying culture”.lxxxv

lxxxvi
 It is a poem 

that is “totally rejecting, individualistic, tragic, absolute and introspective”.  The opening words 
encapsulate its repertoire of themes: “refinement, decline, sorrow”; but these three sombre substantives 
arguably also encapsulate the trajectory of Benn’s past, a life hat has culminated in the compromised 
indeed abject position in which he now finds himself. He now can do nothing more than relativise his 
sorry fate against the broader sweep of history:  

Refinement, descent, grief: 
the rages of nature, 
and those of the nations, the shudders of terror, 
follow a different course: 
thrown forth by the victories and thrones, 
that majestic scene on the Nile, 
where the commander of the Pharaohs 
succumbed to the song of a slave girl. 
 
Through the Isthmus: Grecian, past guards, 
sling, shield and stone,  
a skiff is driven by the Zephyr 
into ever deepening seas: 
the bright gods of the Parthenon, 
their time, their coming into being, 
which already contained decline, 
and foresaw the sacrilege of Hermes. 
 
Refined cortices, weak spots.  
Close to madness and death-discoloured, 
the foreign, abrupt and great, 
which the century has inherited. 
Danced out of temples and portals, 
silently in lonely being, 



heirs and ancestors lost: 
No one’s: yours! 
 
Danced in front of the Finnish cliffs: 
valse triste, dreams from the womb, 
valse triste, only your tones grant 
this single fate: 
roses, which bloomed and faded 
and whose colours flowed into the sea. 
Blue, deep-blue, breathe the shadows, 
and the night is in deep hesitation.  
 
Danced in front of the one, the rarely 
bleeding chalice of mystery 
that on the edge of the worlds 
opens identity:  
once conjured by verses, 
once in the marble of stones, 
once chosen to sound: 
No one’s: his! 
 
No one’s: lower, lower 
your head in thorns and sloe bush. 
In blood and wounds 
create form, the resurrection, 
wrapped in cloth, as balm 
the sponge with vinegar on the reed. 
Thus out of the stones, out of the grave 
the Ascension comes. lxxxvii 

“Valse Triste” unfolds a perspective on the dialectical relationship between cultural achievement and 
historical decline, and stages in that evolution, from the Egyptians and Greeks, are evoked through a 
wealth of cryptic imagery. What is remarkable about the poem is its final stanza, which represents 
Benn’s most developed use of Christian symbolism in a text. The powerful images testify both to the 
poet’s continuing respect for religion as an ethos that is a vital part of (if no longer a pursuable reality 
within) the human condition, and to his increasing personal need to find a vantage point above the 
debased political conditions that surround him. 

The initial reviews of the Selected Poems were positive but cautious, even from his adherents, Egon 
Vietta and Carl Werckshagen. But this was understandable. As Benn realistically noted on 29 April, 
“the first reviews of my book arrived today. All very circumspect, but quite nice. What else can they 
write! These petit bourgeois non-entities who now pass themselves off to the public as representatives 
of German art make sure they stop any discussion of a serious kind”.lxxxviii

lxxxix

 One review in particular 
touched Benn, and he came across it in an unlikely context. Sitting in a café one evening in Hanover 
shortly before his fiftieth birthday, he caught sight of an article written by an old friend, Erich Pfeiffer-
Belli (a writer and critic based in Munich) that had appeared on 30 April in the Berliner Tagblatt. Benn 
glanced over the shoulder of the man reading it, and experienced “a bolt from the blue. That other, 
concealed world, suddenly broke through into this one, with its demons, its struggles, torments, 
perversities, neuroses, confinements and its animalistic compulsion to find egress in the only way it 
can: through words”.  

As with other reviewers, Pfeiffer-Belli is forced to be circumspect in his assessment of the volume. 
We are in the realm of “slave language”, the characteristic discourse of the writers of the inner 
emigration, and Pfeiffer-Belli must encapsulate his appreciation of the poet within a framework of 
apparent criticism. And this he does. Benn’s book is filled with “the great problematic of this man”, a 
man whose motto is “live in shadows, create art”. Benn tackles the darker themes of life, which re-
emerge through his mind as a “painfully filtered world”. Pfeiffer-Belli calls this world “tragic”, 
carefully avoiding Benn’s own designation of it as “nihilistic”. But once Pfeiffer-Belli has put distance 
between himself and the poet, he is able to move into a more positive mode for, far from being an act 
of despondency, Benn’s tragic vision should be seen as something positive. As Pfeiffer-Belli explains, 



“it requires courage and integrity to recognise the situation without seeking to profit from it, which 
Benn would be doing if he were to deny his past and simply produce stimulation for the present. If there 
are a number of poems that even to the studied reader remain somewhat orphic, there exist nevertheless 
in the hundred pages of this black-silver volume sufficient testimonies of the clearest, most crystalline 
sensibility and lyrical talent”.xc 

Benn himself recognised the complex problematic that Pfeiffer-Belli was referring to. Just a few 
weeks before his book appeared, he wrote to Elinor Büller after re-reading his early poems: “what an 
inferno! This is always my main impression when I read them. What a hotchpotch of paganism, 
Christian inwardness, faith and hatred, scattering and gathering: exactly, an inferno. But it has sense if 
and only if it was ruthlessly genuine and was or is a part of me. The only thing that is valid is the 
absolute. Only that counts”. And he adds “destruction, because oneself is being destroyed”.xci 

These were prophetic words (although Benn would have wished that they had remained in the 
realm of the metaphorical) for, with the publication of his Selected Poems, the poet had seriously 
misjudged the ideological climate in which he was writing, and had failed to recognise the new 
puritanism that had installed itself, as it does with any revolution. On 7 May an article appeared in the 
SS paper Das schwarze Korps condemning the “degenerate” subject matter of Benn’s poems. Benn 
received a copy of the review through the post, with an anonymous note that simply said: “lecherous 
pervert”. Provocatively titled “The Self-Arouser” (“Der Selbsterreger”), its author denounces Benn as 
the producer of “smut” and “evil-smelling excretions”. The hostile, indeed defamatory tone of the 
review is set from the very first sentence: “for some people writing is a kind of digestive process during 
which evil smelling vapours inevitably well up”. The poet is condemned for his focus upon the 
degenerate body, his eroticism, and his obsession with deviance. Such topics are “contrary to nature”, 
and out of place in the new Germany.  

The anonymous reviewer quotes at length from Benn’s volume, and he chooses well. The poems 
“The Self Arouser and “Express Train” are given in full, and choice extracts from “A Man and Woman 
walk through a Cancer Ward” and “Synthesis” are cited. The evidence is damning: the title of “The 
Self-Arouser” connotes masturbation, “Express Train” includes the line “a woman is good for a night”, 
and the opening stanzas of “A Man and Woman walk through a Cancer Ward” talk of “rotten wombs” 
and “putrid juices” in an environment in which “beds stink beside one another”. When we come to 
“Synthesis”, obscenity reaches its unspeakable peak according to the reviewer, who cannot bring 
himself to reproduce the final lines of the first stanza of that poem: “what even women permit 
themselves, / … (cannot be reproduced [it refers to onanism])”.  

What the review represented was not simply an adverse piece of literary criticism. There were 
implications for Benn that were quite concrete and immediate, and these are made quite clear. The 
reviewer does not equivocate: Benn belongs with all the other “degenerates” (Alfred Kerr and Kurt 
Tucholsky, both Jewish authors of a left-wing persuasion, are mentioned), who have been either forced 
to emigrate or are in concentration camps. Action must be taken against someone who is a “successor 
of those who were kicked out because of their perverse obscenities”.xcii The ire of Benn’s critic, who 
picks up Benn’s volume with the greatest reluctance and with “tiefen Ergriffenheit” (“deep emotion”, 
of the wrong sort), is fuelled by the fact that the volume is prefaced by words from the publisher praising 
the poet as a “manly combatant” (the Nazi-resonant “Kämpfer” is used), and as a “tragic-heroic man”, 
a follower of Nietzsche. This was indeed an act of inconceivable naivety and, as the reviewer rightly 
notes, quite out of keeping with the non-heroic idiom of Benn’s verse: “what is amazing is the 
recklessness of the ‘Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt’, which dares in the year of 1936 to bring such rubbish 
to the people and, on top of that, to describe the author as a German hero”. 

Benn had suddenly gained notoriety. On 13 May, he travelled to Göttingen on official business. On 
arriving, he had an unpleasant surprise. As he tells us, “Das Schwarze Korps was available in every 
newspaper stand and it was being widely read. I had a number of things to do at the university, where 
there were copies of the paper all around, and students were standing there reading it during their break. 
Had they suspected how close the devil in person was to them they would have lit candles”.xciii The 
review represented a crisis for Benn, as he fully recognised: his career, livelihood and even personal 
liberty were at stake. To make matters worse, it was republished in the much-read Völkischer 
Beobachter, which increased the publicity of the review ten-fold. The matter could not be ignored. As 



he wrote on 9 May, “I have been summoned today for an official interview with the general. It is quite 
possible that I will be forced to quit! These scoundrels and skunks will then have destroyed yet another 
of their hated artists: I am in a terrible position. I’ve turned to H[anns]J[ohst], to see if he will provide 
me with a character reference. Otherwise I will have to face the inevitable disciplinary court (3 senior 
majors or so) with a doubtful outcome”.xciv Johst had, in fact, supported the poet before in similar 
circumstances, in December 1934, by underwriting his application to re-enter the army.xcv But the 
ideology of the Third Reich had hardened since then, and the career-focused Johst had hardened with 
it. Now, Benn harboured doubts about Johst’s sympathies. “He’s like the rest of them”, he noted to Tilly 
Wedekind on 9 May.xcvi Benn was almost certainly right in general terms, but on this occasion his 
doubts were unfounded, and Johst once again was able to use his growing position of power within the 
cultural establishment, and on 15 May sent Benn a positive telegram.  

But it was Benn’s superiors in the army who provided the staunchest support. The “Reichswehr” 
had helped Hitler to power in 1933, but the “Führer” knew only too well that his seizure of power had 
been tolerated, not actively welcomed. Senior ranks, in particular, who had careers reaching back to the 
First World War and even further, into the aristocratic milieu of Wilhelmine Germany, looked askance 
at the populist antics of the new German leader and distrusted his promotion of the para-military SA 
(indeed, on the Night of the Long Knives, in June 1933, they had sought to undo its influence). Both of 
Benn’s commanding officers, Generalmajor Ferdinand von Zepelin and Surgeon General Walther 
Kittel, now came to his aid. On 11 May 1936, Benn sent the latter a copy of the review from the Das 
Schwarze Korps and nervously awaited the response. He tells us later in his autobiography what 
happened when he finally faced the General: “just leave the newspaper there”, he was told, “and let me 
have a look at a few of your books and their reviews. Come back in forty-eight hours to get my reply. 
The tone was abrupt, but the outcome positive. His decision was: ‘Das Schwarze Korps is a filthy rag. 
It has no right to defame an officer – if they had praised you that would have been different– the matter 
is settled, you’re staying’ ”.xcvii 

But matters had not been settled, not quite. As Benn revealed the following day to Frank Maraun, 
as a condition of his continuing employment in the army he was compelled to write to Headquarters in 
Berlin testifying that he was not homosexual. Benn was under no illusions about how he was perceived 
(and he uses the same terms of abasement of the review): “Ich bin ein öffentlicher Ferkel” (“publicly, I 
am regarded as a pariah”).xcviii He attempted to stop further printings of his volume, but he was 
persuaded by his publisher, the “Deutsche Verlags Anstalt”, that the worst was over. In fact, they were 
planning a second edition, but this time without the offending poems that had been identified in the 
review. “Man and Women…”, “Express Train”, and “Synthesis” were excised along with “In the 
Subway” (“Untergrundbahn”), and “Oh Night–:” (“O, Nacht–:”). In their place came a number of 
poems that Benn had composed between 1935 and 1936. The revised second edition appeared in May 
with the new poems “Whoever is alone” (“Wer allein ist”), “Late in the Year” (“Spät im Jahre”) and 
“Never so lonely” (“Einsamer nie”), together with some that Benn had already published in Das Gedicht 
the previous year: “Day that ends the Summer” (“Tag, der den Sommer endet”), “Yours is” (“Dein ist”) 
and “White Sails” (“Die weißen Segel”).  

Largely elegiac in tone, the poems added to the second edition focus on the transgressions of the 
past, the passing of time, and the relationship between selfhood, art and reality. Typical of their 
introspective hue is “Late in the Year”: 

Late in the year, deep in silence, 
to the one who belongs solely to himself, 
glances will descend, 
new glances, unbroken. 
 
No one helped in your destiny, 
no one asked after the result. 
Edge of wounds, edge of roses –: 
distant glances, summer late. 
 
Strewn from you; to you bound, 
you hidden, and you revealed –: 



Edge of roses, edge of wounds –: 
final glances, self-redeemed.xcix 

The central trope of the earlier poem, “Entire”, the laying bare of the self in its entirety, also provides 
the focus of this poem, but now the self evoked is a much more integrated entity. In “Entire”, the poet 
appeared as a fragile, tentative creature, highly vulnerable, and sensitive not only to the march of events 
but, and more importantly, aware of his pained involvement in those events. “Late in the year –” is more 
clear (and this clarity is reflected in its sparse form and restrained mood) that some kind of deliverance 
is possible. The poet has regained contact with his inner self and no longer feels compelled to pay his 
dues to external forces. On the contrary, he is now the beneficiary of a new way of perceiving himself 
and his relationship to the world, although these “glances” will, it is true, do little more than open up 
insights into the polarity of pain and artistic self-possession (the “edge of roses, edge of wounds”) that 
will continue to demarcate his life. 

The revised edition of the Selected Poems attracted a number of positive reviews, but Benn himself 
would remain a target for criticism, as he well knew. As he wrote to Oelze, “it [the persecution] will 
continue, my publisher has told me. Rosenberg and the “Government Office for the Promotion of 
German Literature” (“die Reichsstelle zur Förderung deutschen Schriftums”) will continue to pursue 
the book and, therefore, me […] I don’t want to continue. I can no longer tolerate this in my present 
situation. But where should I go? Abroad? Where? Perhaps before things come to a head everything 
will be settled by a bullet from an SS man on a street, and then I’ll be over it […] I am sick of this filth, 
this German filth”.c Benn did not have to wait long for further attacks. They came this time directly 
from within the Nazi cultural establishment. On 4 August, Karl Heinz Hederich, a high-ranking official 
of the Party Commission for the Surveillance of the National Socialist Worldview (“Parteiamtliche 
Prüfungskommission zum Schutze des NS-Schriftums”), wrote to the “Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt” 
stressing that under no circumstances could the Party endorse the publication of Benn’s volume: “I am 
convinced that this work is likely to do great harm to the goals of National Socialism. In their cynicism 
and pathological soiling of the individual, many of these poems remain unsurpassed even by the ones 
written by those former big names who have in the meantime been denaturalised and forced into exile”. 
In particular, Hederich took offence at the publisher’s injudicious description of Benn as “the warning 
voice of a prophet and leader [“Führer”] in a new ‘Gemeinschaft’ ”. “That must then”, Hederich 
continues, “be seen as a questionable sign of his understanding of the new will that is embodied in 
National Socialism. I request a reply and details on the extent of the print-run of this book. Heil Hitler”.ci 
The pressure was mounting. Hederich’s communication was followed less than four weeks later by an 
article in the broadsheet, SA Mann, which lumped the “obnoxious scribbling of a Gottfried Benn” in 
with the work of other Expressionist artists (Ernst Nolde, Kurt Tucholsky and Ernst Toller are 
mentioned), who have been “thoroughly cleansed” from the “Volksgemeinschaft”.cii  

The letter from Hederich concluded by asking the question: “does [Benn] seriously think that he 
has made a contribution to German culture?” The question was rhetorical: Hederich clearly expected 
the answer “no”. Benn, however, had other ideas and replied through his editor, Pagel, with a considered 
non-rhetorical response, although it is heavy in irony. He made one simple point: that culture and art 
are not coterminous. The latter often offends against prevailing good taste, and he invoked two 
examples: Kleist’s “Penthesilea” (who kills her lover, Achilles, and then tears at his corpse with her 
teeth), a play that is obviously “of little value to the edification of the people”, and Hebbel’s play 
“Judith” (whose heroine sleeps with a man for political reasons and then kills him), also “from the point 
of view of the “Volksgemeinschaft” unacceptable”. Benn did not need to add (or perhaps he did) that 
both are classics of the German theatre. As far as his contribution to German culture was concerned, 
Benn simply pointed to the numerous reviews his work had received both before and during the Third 
Reich, and he listed the prestigious newspapers and journals which had expressed “recognition, indeed 
praise for his poetry”.ciii That Hederich was not persuaded by Benn’s arguments subsequent events 
would show. 

The attacks on Benn appeared to have been orchestrated from a single source. As he noted to Oelze 
on 16 September, “there is absolutely no doubt that a new offensive against the remaining artists and 
intellectuals who have stayed in Germany is being directed from a central location”. Faced with this 
apparently relentless barrage of criticism, Benn formulated his own blueprint for survival: a pragmatic 



stoicism whose principles he enumerated in a letter to Oelze two weeks later: “(1) recognise your 
situation, (2) assess your defects, (3) remain reserved in those areas that have been allocated to you [he 
means the army], (4) do not desire anything which opposes the situation, and then (5)  just put up with 
life”. It was a modest philosophy of survival, a personal credo that grew out of Benn’s recognition of 
his precarious situation. Modest as it might have been, it would be sorely tested by coming events. 

Criticism of Benn, however, also came from beyond the confines of the Third Reich, in the shape 
of reviews, articles and even fictional studies penned by exiled writers. In the last category, by far the 
most incisive critique came, once again, from Klaus Mann. His novel, Mephisto: The Novel of a Career 
(Mephisto: Roman einer Karriere), published in Amsterdam in June of that year, 1936, was a satirical 
study of the careerism and ethical double standards that had permeated the cultural life of the Weimar 
Republic. Mann’s main target was his former brother-in-law, the actor and now Head of the State 
Theatre, Gustaf Gründgens (thinly disguised as the thespian careerist and social arriviste, Hendrik 
Höfgen). But amongst the many characters in this roman à clef is the poet Pelz, who compromises his 
artistic integrity by coming to terms with the Nazi government, justifying its “Machtpolitik” through a 
philosophy that espouses the rejuvenating power of the primitive and the irrational. Pelz is a thinly 
guised portrait of Gottfried Benn, as any contemporary reader would have recognised.  

This was not the first time that Klaus Mann had vented his ire against Benn in a work of fiction. In 
1932, he had published Meeting Point in Eternity (Treffpunkt im Unendlichen), a novel that centres on 
the peripatetic lifestyle of the sensitive, gifted young man, Sebastian (alias Klaus Mann). Mann’s coterie 
of family and friends appears in the novel as thinly disguised characters, from Pamela Wedekind to Carl 
Sternheim, who tried to prevent the publication of the novel. And Gottfried Benn also appears, in the 
shape of the unsavoury Dr Massis. The parallels between Massis and Benn are unmistakable and 
denigrating. Massis occupies a three-bedroom apartment in Berlin that is “furnished with petit 
bourgeois taste” except for the exotic masks and other primitive objects that surround him.civ He had 
begun his career as a psychiatrist but now is a part-time doctor. Of “half Gallic, half Hun” extraction, 
the dark-haired, stocky Massis espouses his views on art and life in terms that are, at times, taken 
verbatim from Benn’s writings. As Massis states at one point, “it will never be a futile business to 
concern oneself with the pathological. The pundits on health may say what they want. The pathological 
is intensified life and when properly viewed can be seen as more representative of life than the 
normal”.cv Benn’s relativism, his nihilism and often paradoxical points of view are turned against the 
poet, and presented as wilful obscurantism: “his ambition was to appear many sided, which was not 
difficult given his Talmudic shiftiness. Whatever he was expounding, he always hinted at secret layers 
to his thought. Ultimately, it was never possible to be quite certain where his real views lay”.cvi 

In Mephisto, Pelz is a more public figure, a central figure in the intellectual infrastructure of the 
Nazi state. The parallels between Pelz and Benn are striking (and cruel): Pelz is “a stocky little man 
with cold light-blue eyes, pendulous cheeks and a thick-lipped sensuous mouth” whose “obscure, 
rhapsodic verse had delighted to the point of ecstasy a generation of young people” (and Mann was 
including himself here).cvii Once again, Mann draws on Benn’s own writings and ideas in his projection 
of Pelz, providing at one point in the narrative an incisive pen sketch of the poet’s philosophy. It is a 
caricature, but a highly perceptive one: “our beloved Führer is dragging us towards the shades of 
darkness and everlasting nothingness. How can we poets, we who have a special affinity for darkness 
and the lower depths, not admire him? It is absolutely no exaggeration to call our “Führer” godlike. He 
is the god of the Underworld, who has always been the most sacred of all for those initiated in black 
magic. I have boundless admiration for him, because I have boundless hatred of the dreary tyranny of 
reason and the bourgeois fetish of the concept of progress. All poets worthy of the name are sworn 
enemies of progress. Poetry itself is, in any case, a reversion to the sacred primitive state of humanity, 
before it became civilised. Poetry and slaughter, blood and song, murder and hymns – they are 
inseparable. Yes, I love catastrophe”.cviii  

Klaus Mann sent Benn a personal copy of the novel with the dedication: “Those whom you 
abandoned, they are still breathing”. Benn was in no doubt that he was the model for the infamous 
opportunist, Pelz. Writing shortly later, he observed, “I take the whole thing more as an act of 
attachment than as a threat”, but he stays up to three in the morning reading the book: “intellectually 
very weak, the content stale, critically unprofitable”. Benn returns to an argument that he had made 



three years earlier: that the German situation can be judged only by those who have remained: “the 
emigrants see the situation in a false light, and relate everything much too much, and much more than 
we did, to their own issues. They come to no conclusions, do not see the cross sections of the world, 
the areas of struggle”.cix  

In particular, Benn took issue with his Pelz model, agreeing on the convergence of physical 
characteristics (Pelz is noticeably overweight), but rejecting the accusation of social climbing attributed 
to the latter: “I never visited fine houses, never received invitations from the same, never entered a 
ministry or a palace, attended no soirées, no receptions”.cx Benn, however, makes no mention of the 
ideological support he provided for the Nazi state, and this is the real critical focus of Mann’s novel. It 
will take fifteen years, and the publication of his autobiography in 1950, for Benn to admit that Klaus 
Mann had been right in 1933 and that he, Gottfried Benn, had been wrong. 

“Open Your Eyes Only to the Night” 

By 1936, both the complex game of “double living” that Benn had entered into when he had rejoined 
the army, and the ongoing personal attacks from the Nazi press, were beginning to exert an unbearable 
strain on his nerves. He complained to Elinor Büller about “the continuing state of tension in which one 
finds oneself, for the atmosphere is highly charged; it can explode at any time. You have to consider 
your every word, to whom you speak and in front of which people and on which topic, even privately”.

cxiii

cxi 
These pressures were to increase further. On 6 October 1936, Benn’s division was incorporated into a 
new “XI Armeekorps”. It was to be based in Hanover, and placed under the command of a General of 
Artillery, Wilhelm Ulex, who was later to play a major role in the invasion of Poland. The changed 
circumstances meant a loss of independence for Benn and his colleagues. As he explained to Tilly 
Wedekind, “at work, there is a good deal of tension and volatility, because the new general in charge is 
now sitting on our backs and everyone is shaking”.cxii With Ulex came a new commanding officer, 
Surgeon General (“Oberstabsarzt”) Hans Mantel. Although he too was a product of the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Academy (he was in the same year as Benn and on “du” terms with him), clashes of personality soon 
developed: “the new boss has already made himself uncomfortably felt. He’s a big mouth and a showy 
charlatan, whom the men hold in low esteem”.  The two enjoyed a certain social contact, but this does 
little to mollify Benn’s low opinion of his superior: “unpleasant official frictions have developed here 
with M, with whom both my general and I have had serious disagreements. M. is a dilettante and 
professionally incompetent. I am standing between two fires”.cxiv 

The complex web of emotional and intellectual pressures to which Benn was subject found outlet 
in his major prose work of this period: Wolf’s Tavern, begun in April 1936 and finished in June the 
following year. The meditative quality of the memories and reflections of the narrator, recounted in the 
shape of an inner monologue, remove the story from any exact location or point in time, but the setting 
is clear from the title. Benn was a doyen of the inn, restaurant and café culture of Hanover. Within days 
of his arrival, he had started exploring its hostelries: it was one way of experiencing the city. He drank 
in the “Bürgerbräu” (aptly situated in Adolf-Hitler-Straße), and when Oelze came to visit he was 
accommodated in Hanover’s most elegant hotel, the Hotel Kasten. With his officer colleagues, Benn 
had a “Stammtisch” in Knickmeyer’s “Restaurant und Weinkeller”, in the centre of town. More 
cosmopolitan was the “Kröpcke” on the “Theaterplatz”, perhaps the most popular café in Hanover, 
where newspapers could be read and where people went to meet.  

But when Benn moved to a new apartment in December 1935, he discovered the “Weinhaus Wolf”, 
situated a few metres from his dwelling, in 32 Große Aegidienstraße. It was both a 
“Weingrosshandlung” and a “Weinstube”, and was run by Friedrich Wolf and his sixty-year-old wife, 
who were assisted by their two sons and their wives.  The Frack style of the building with its medieval 
hues appealed to Benn: “a very famous house, furnished in the old style”.cxv It was here, on the first 
floor of the building, in “a sort of room for Tabakskollegium”, that Benn entertained his fellow officers 
when occasion dictated, and it is here that Weinhaus Wolf is set. 



The short text (barely twenty-two pages in the Stuttgart edition) defies exact definition; it is part 
fictional memoir and part essay, and in its compression of imagery frequently takes off into the ambit 
of prose fantasy. The writing is condensed and elliptical, and follows at times a stream of consciousness 
technique, as the anonymous narrator, sitting at his table in the inn, speculates on what he is seeing 
before him and its broader implications for contemporary history. The narrative draws on Benn’s 
experiences and those of Oelze. As he confided to his friend in April 1937, as the manuscript was 
nearing completion, “actually it is really only a compilation of what we have written about in our letters, 
the Hanover letters of the last two years”.

cxvii

cxvi Oelze, in one important sense, is indeed a part of the text. 
His values and career (the narrator has spent his life working in “colonial and consular circles” and has 
harboured, as Oelze had, ambitions of becoming a writer) merge with Benn’s own to produce a 
composite narrative persona, whose distinctive voice is evident from the opening lines of the text: “a 
certain period in my life was spent in a middle-sized town, almost a city. Bad climate, boring 
surroundings. Everything was flat and immensely dreary. My profession had never meant anything to 
me, and here it mattered least of all. Just at that point where cultured, eminent men were enjoying the 
public relevance of their professions, whether politically or in intellectual terms, seeing their work being 
taken up in the ideas of their contemporaries, my interest in my profession came to a sudden end”.  

The narrator’s engagement with the social realm has, however, not ceased entirely, but his 
participation is something artificial, a performance in which his real self is hidden. When he enters 
society, it is simply to play a role: “I went regularly to social evenings, raised my glass to the health of 
my hosts, discussed with the ladies all the usual topics, and never forgot to buy from the flower girl a 
bouquet of flowers, whatever was in season, for the lady beside me. I don’t think that it would have 
occurred to anyone to find me improper. Of course, there was a great deal of calculation and 
dissimulation involved in all of this”.cxviii  

The narrator is an Einzelgänger and, as so often with Benn’s personae, he is a static observer who 
views human endeavour from a distance, with patient disgust, using his visits to the local inn as his 
vantage point: “my evening walk often led me to a little tavern, frequented by the locals. The landlady 
knew her customers, would every now and then engage in conversation with them: a pleasant woman”. 
And there he sits viewing and assessing the other patrons, “a company of white men”, “those chosen 
by the present age”: what they do (they eat: “mussel ragout”, their knives and forks “always on the 
move”) and what they say (“one is going to the Rhineland. Wink, wink: he’s doing the rounds, out for 
a good time”).cxix “Incomprehensible why they sat there so taut with interest, when their talk led simply 
nowhere at all”, observes the anonymous Benn-cum-Oelze narrator. They promote themselves as a 
“Herrentum” (a concept that echoes the Nazi notion of “master race”, but the broader application is to 
the imperial white peoples, in general), but what have they really contributed to wealth of world history 
and its culture? “What has given these people the right to lead everyone else? This was what I wondered. 
What had they to show in this respect? What inner vision of man had they advanced? Into what depths 
of being have they penetrated and onto what external reality had they been able to impose form? Where 
could you find their most transcendent, purest minds? What coldness of judgement, what severity of 
moral decision had the masses achieved under their imperial leaders?”cxx 

The answer is nothing (or none, depending upon the question). On the contrary, the world has been 
governed and continues to be governed by those with “the jaws of Caesars and the minds of 
troglodytes”.

cxxii

cxxi This “Herrentum” judges all higher values in terms of the mechanical criteria of its 
own absurd and myopic priorities: “with respect to Christianity, they would enquire whether it is 
sustainable in terms of taxation policy. And how the record and flag industry would benefit from 
Buddhism. With Mohamed, whether the banana harvests would suffer. And regarding art, whether it 
would mean the end of the market in new homes”. Such types are the products of “history”, and possess 
a mindset (and Benn’s persona shows a grim prescience here) that is capable of justifying “mass murder, 
pillaging and its transfiguration – the mechanism of power”.   

But their false idols – history, progress and materialism – have reached their nadir: “that epoch had 
finished; the earth has been scorched, flayed by lighting. The tiger bites”. The gentlemen whom the 
narrator satirically scrutinises may try to stave off the inevitable through new types of political and 
mythic organisation (and here the narrator alludes unambiguously to the Third Reich and its 
Gemeinschaft cults), but ultimately there is only one way for this breed to go – downwards. Indeed, 



Wolf’s Tavern is enthused by an energy that moves back and forth between a caustic Zeitkritik, infused 
with an often macabre humour, and a pressing sense of the apocalypse. “Decomposition is palpable, a 
return to earlier conditions [Benn’s swipe at Blut und Boden ideology] impossible, the substance is 
spent”. Kairos, the god of time, has condemned those who act, and these are doomed.  

A small minority, however, have resisted assimilation into this world of gargantuan banality. They 
are the “esoteric, the degenerates [the “Zersetzte”, literally “decomposed”, “demoralised”, but also 
“those capable of subversion”], who move in coteries, the destructive ones, outsiders, asocial types, 
lonely souls, intellectualists, those marked by fate”, who have stood aside from the mayhem and moral 
vacuum of history.cxxiii

cxxiv
 It is these who are productive, who are capable of obscuring through art or 

philosophy “the abyss, the void, the unsolvable, the cold, the inhuming element”, nihilism, in short.  
They are the harbingers of form, of the Olympian illusion nurtured by Nietzsche. Their artefacts will 
survive. Although their work is without practical use, being simply a matter of style without content, it 
is nonetheless eternal: a bright moment of transcendence in a world without purpose or value. Let us 
embrace these solitary ones and their ethos: a stoicism of aesthetics, Benn’s fabulatory essay exhorts, 
coming full circle: “only: do not act! Know and be silent. Asia is deeper, but hide that! Face things in 
the spirit; it will go on, helping to shape existence. Open your eyes only to the night. During the day, 
raise your glass to the health of your hosts, discuss with the ladies all the usual topics, and never let the 
flower girl go by without buying a bunch of flowers. Live and observe to the end. But think always: 
transformation! Even we have signs. One must be very great to cease expressing anything. Be silent, 
and pass away”.cxxv  

“You Are My Only Companion” 

The anonymous narrator of the Wolf’s Tavern speaks with a lonely and disaffected voice. Bereft of a 
community, he never says “we”, except when it comes to identifying himself as one of those ascetic 
souls who, like Nietzsche and Evola before him, face fate with a defiant stoicism. Such an attitude 
reflected Benn’s own growing sense of isolation in the Third Reich, and his growing disenchantment 
with army life. But it did not reflect his personal life, which was undergoing a radical change. Towards 
the end of November 1936, Benn, in desperate need of someone to help him with his domestic regime, 
had become acquainted, possibly through an officers’ soirée, with a a thirty-year old year old woman, 
Herta von Wedemeyer, the unmarried daughter of an ex-army officer.cxxvi

cxxvii

cxxviii

 With Tilly Wedekind and 
Elinor Büller, she becomes the third woman in his life. Indeed, if we look more closely into Benn’s 
private sphere, we must expand that number. When he tells Elinor Büller on 1 July 1935, “you are my 
only companion”, he is not telling the truth. Throughout his time in Hanover, Benn had supplemented 
his regular relationships with a series of briefer liaisons in fulfilment of a simple sexual philosophy: 
“love is a crisis within our organs of contact. If one acts accordingly, then one will be happy”.  These 
liaisons meant nothing to him, he later told Tilly Wedekind: “the women in Hanover – well, this is just 
a little bit of flirtation, a chat over this and that, but absolutely nothing serious. Just passing the time, 
and seeing whether the old rascal can still have an effect”.  And the old rascal did have “effect”. 

Benn gives away little in his letters; they were written, after all, to two different girl friends, but 
the signs are there, and Tilly Wedekind, in particular, seems to have picked up on them. Throughout 
their correspondence, Benn is compelled to make reassurances that he is behaving himself. It is only 
when his relationships with Tilly Wedekind and Elinor Büller (both living in Berlin, and conveniently 
distant from Benn in Hanover) were coming to an end that he felt able to reveal the truth of his 
wandering and apparently insatiable libido: “it would be idiotic for me to tell a lie. I am, after all, not 
impotent. I am essentially always on the prey, roaming around ‘Kröpke’, seeing what’s going at 
‘Schwoof’. I normally can find nothing in this dump of a town, or I just take the second best, exchange 
small chat, and then leave again”.cxxix 

Benn was a “Frauenkenner”. Even when the ultimate goal was not obviously erotic (although 
Benn’s tastes were broad in terms of age and social background), he knew how to empathise with and 



manipulate what he would have termed the “feminine mind”. On 7 June 1936, he writes, “yesterday 
evening, I spent some time with Frau Hippke [the wife of his commanding officer] in the ‘Bürgerbräu’. 
I was very well behaved and polite. She entertained me with her conversation, and I directed the 
conversation into the areas that interested me, and then I found out what I wanted [he doesn’t tell us 
what he wanted]. This is a good place in which to observe naïve people. The ladies are happy to talk 
about their lives before marriage. A photo on the wall: “yes, that is the garden where I spent a lot of 
time as a child, and it was also there that we got engaged”. “Oh, how lovely! What a nice picture. (She 
slightly embarrassed, a shy smile from the lady, that was twenty years ago)”.cxxx Benn’s words are 
condescending, but they are honest: they reflect the austere male mind negotiating the soft and fuzzy 
realm of middle-aged female sensibility.  

Benn, in fact, enjoyed the company of the daughters and wives of his military superiors and that of 
other young women from the Hanover upper class. Jaunts into the surrounding countryside were 
undertaken in their expensive cars, day trips to Steinhude, where they would take lunch or drink coffee. 
As he observed to Oelze, “it is amazing how unaffected and closed this circle is in its life, socialising 
only with people from that circle, knowing only their names and nicknames (“Ulla” and “Vicky” and 
“Manni” and “Locko”)”. They are not Benn’s type: “nice ladies but completely uncultured, also quite 
superficial. It’s my past-time, a way of killing time this summer and seeing some of the lakes and 
cornfields”.cxxxi 

But it was, above all, amorous encounters that Benn sought. He frequents the inns of Hanover, 
particularly the Café Kröpke: “good coffee, big city atmosphere, music, prostitutes, newspapers, good 
food”, he tells Tilly Wedekind. And then, perhaps realising what he has written, quickly adds in 
parenthesis (“I don’t have much to do with the prostitutes, only arabesques”). He even visits the zoo, 
where he assures Tilly that he is not a “flirt”. The problem for Benn is that Hanover is a provincial town, 
as he frequently reminds us (and for “provincial” read a place where it is difficult to meet women.) 
Even politics intervene. The young women of Hanover have been thoroughly indoctrinated, Benn 
laments, by the Nazi policy of marriage and, above all, motherhood. “Either become a whore or get 
married at once – that is the provinces”.cxxxii

cxxxiii

 This is not what Benn wants. As he explains to Oelze: “the 
type of woman that we return to again and again through our lives is not, I have found, the mother type 
but confectionary”.  They are difficult to find, but Benn has his successes.   

At the end of 1935, he meets two women who work in a department store: “big women with good 
figures, who dress impeccably, even down to their shoes. You can go out with them in public. As so 
often in my changing life: I have two girl friends. A pure blond with all the accoutrements, and a well-
equipped brunette”, he tells Oelze in the same letter Benn, and then he adds (providing the somewhat 
otherworldly Oelze with perhaps more detail than he might have required): “we meet three to four times 
– and then sex, the most natural thing in the world. This is the way it has often been in my past: at the 
same time with both of them. It is silly women wanting us all to themselves”. 

But it was his relationships with Tilly Wedekind and Elinor Büller that were the centre of Benn’s 
libidinous life. He called the former his “earthly love” and the latter his “heavenly”. As he explained to 
Oelze, “for 5-6 years, neither has known of the existence of the other”. His relationship with the two 
women was managed with consummate tactical skill and discretion, a practice that Benn summed up in 
one of his famous maxims: “good organisation is better than fidelity”.cxxxiv 

The letters that he sent to his two lovers during the Hanover period are crammed with details 
concerning the cost of living, accommodation problems, work routines and professional 
dissatisfactions, his favourite pubs, his eating habits, minor illnesses and even the public transport 
system. It is almost as if the surface of life is being shed, purged, in trivial correspondence so that the 
essence of life, his poetry, and speculations on art, philosophy and history could be retained in an 
uncontaminated form, and communicated in his letters to Oelze. But these trivial details also delineate 
a personal identity. What Benn describes are ephemeral structures, but structures nevertheless. He 
cannot live without routine, and the defining pressures that it brings. He mocks it; but he needs it. The 
circumstantial details of life provided Benn with boundaries and a shell, which he knew were important 
to retain. The bohemian does not retain them, and loses himself in dissipation. As he was later to note, 
with some pride, he was the only surviving member of the Expressionist generation. He was continuing 



to write, indeed, was writing his most classically perfect verse, where Heym, Trakl, Stramm  and others 
were no more. All had become victims of inner or outer destruction.cxxxv 

Benn wrote regularly and profusely to Tilly Wedekind and Elinor Büller. The tone and style 
differed according to the addressee, even when the content of the letters was largely the same. He writes 
to Elinor with greater affection and intimacy; to Tilly he is more restrained, laconic even, and she seems 
to follow Elinor in succession, often receiving truncated accounts of events that the latter has already 
had in greater detail. They exchange small gifts and bouquets of flowers.cxxxvi 

It is Tilly Wedekind, however, who shows the greater insight into the reality of Benn’s private life. 
She knows that things are not quite as he describes them. And she is right. Benn’s letters to her are 
replete with excuses for not meeting, prevarications and insistent assurances of monogamy. At times, 
Benn overplays his hand. Soon after he arrives in Hanover, he tells her, “I haven’t seen any pretty 
women here, and what would I be supposed to do with them? No idea. What does one do with women 
anyway? I no longer have a clue!”cxxxvii

cxxxviii

cxxxix

cxlii

cxliii

 Tilly wishes to believe that Benn is faithful (indeed, she harbours 
hopes to marry him), but she is not stupid. We do not have her letters, but Benn’s responses hint at her 
ongoing suspicions about his behaviour: “now, Tillerchen, I get extremely angry when you keep on 
doubting that what I say in my letters is true”.  He seeks to put her mind at rest: “I went to the 
theatre yesterday, of course by myself, you silly little monkey”.  He is being a good boy, he 
repeatedly tells her, “well-behaved and proper”.cxl “Well-behaved, decent and true”.cxli But he 
condemns himself by default: “you are a charming person and a delightful woman. That is a declaration 
of love, and one made not out of a bad conscience”.  “A bad conscience”? Why, Tilly would have 
surely thought to herself, should he have a bad conscience? The constant pressure of surveillance from 
afar begins to annoy Benn: “you don’t need to write every day. Every second will do”.   

And Tilly would like to visit Benn, something that would seriously compromise his lifestyle. He 
puts her off: “next week isn’t convenient. It’s terrible: invitations, work and …” And what? We can feel 
the pen poised as Benn attempts to think of further reasons. They are not good ones: “… a lot of other 
things”.cxliv Tilly complains and in his following letter Benn must dig more deeply to keep her at arm’s 
length: “I have no intention of ‘giving you up’, none at all, and you shouldn’t talk like that. You know 
full well how dear you are to me and how much I enjoy seeing your face and giving it kisses all over! 
But you must also consider the internal struggles that I must go through to retain my intellectual 
concentration, for without it nothing would exist, none of the things that I write, think and do, and they 
make up my inner purpose”.cxlv There is no mention of the ladies from the department store. 

Tilly Wedekind and Elinor Büller do, however, visit, but once again Tilly receives the more cursory 
hospitality. Benn must make sure that there is no overlap in their visits. Nevertheless, when he comes 
to organise Tilly’s trips to Hanover, such as one to his new apartment in Arnswaldtstraße in early 
January 1936, his tone is cool, almost officious: “pack your bags and come for a few days. That would 
be delightful. The apartment isn’t quite ready yet, but it will suffice for a short visit. You can stay here 
for two days, if that is enough for you. Come on a Saturday or a Sunday, if that’s suitable. Tell me 
when. You’ll have to make it here from the station by yourself; I can’t come and collect you. Ring the 
bell where my name plaque is, and I will let you in from upstairs. You mustn’t be seen by anyone who 
lives in the house. So perhaps you need to think again about the visit. But if you come you must 
absolutely understand that you can’t stay here for more than two days. Longer is not possible…”.cxlvi

cxlvii

 
Clandestine games to titillate erotic expectations? Or simply a reluctant host? Benn far prefers to visit 
his women in Berlin, and he makes one such visit just before Christmas 1935: “Just four more days and 
then I’ll be back home [in Berlin]! What a joy. In Tilly’s nice little bed!”.  

“Just wait. Everything will turn out fine”, he tells Tilly in November.cxlviii

cxlix

 But things do not turn 
out fine. The tensions increase and reach crisis point in early 1936, and he writes to her, “you shouldn’t 
put yourself through this torment and be so lonely. It would be better for you to find yourself a lover, 
and you appear to have your eye on one, so follow the voice of your heart”.  And he adds in a 
following letter, “I can’t put up with your bad moods”.cl The relationship drags on. Tilly becomes more 
possessive; Benn more evasive. He has clearly had enough of her prying, and her attempts to control 
him from afar by phoning him at inconvenient times lead to absurd situations. Benn is forced to justify 
his every move, even his telephone calls. As he sarcastically observes in November, after Tilly has 



obviously tried to contact him, “the telephone operator was wrong. A quarter of an hour before you 
rang, I had a long-distance call, an official call, from a fellow officer: a male one”.cli  

Tilly’s suspicions border upon the neurotic, but she was right to feel that Benn’s affections were 
not what they seemed. At the end of November 1936, Benn had (as we have seen) met Herta von 
Wedemeyer, a woman working for a local company (presumably as a typist: Benn calls her “rose 
finger”). They entered into a relationship, which would eventually lead to marriage the following year. 
It was far from being a romantic matter. Benn later divulged matters to Tilly: “Frau Schild has been 
sick for quite a while, and can only do half her jobs, and now she has to go to hospital. I simply do not 
have the time to worry about torn blankets and the like. I need someone who is decent and with whom 
I can discuss all my matters. My isolation here, both internally and externally, has taken on an existence 
that is making me unwell, and is starting to deaden my mind. Look, this is not a thing of passion, or 
even of happiness! It is purely a need for order, for a companion and conversation”.clii 

From the very beginning, then, Herta is regarded as a companion rather than as a lover, as someone 
who would support Benn without interfering in his life. And this is how she appears in his letters of the 
period, as a shadowy figure, a self-effacing facilitator in his world, given to migraines and early nights. 
Even in his bereavement following her death, he confessed that “his relationship [had not been] one of 
passion”.cliii But by 1937, the year in which he married Herta, it is clear that Benn’s “passion” (what he 
called his “Puk” eroticism) had gone from his life. The very fact that he must insist in a letter sent on 
10 January to “Mor” that he is not “impotent” surely reveals a crisis in Benn’s sexuality that is being 
elided through his marriage to his new wife.cliv  

That is not how Tilly saw matters and terminated their longstanding relationship, although she 
remained in contact for a further twelve months through occasional letters, which stopped when Benn 
told her of the impending marriage. Benn, however, had been entirely frank: this was, indeed, a matter 
of convenience, not a great love affair (Herta is called in the same letter my “little chum”). Herta is 
useful: she is a good worker and will organise Benn’s domestic matters. Personal attraction remains 
within the realm of the pragmatic. Indeed, in his most extended description of her physical appearance 
(sent to Elinor Büller), Herta comes across as less than prepossessing: “she is far younger than I am, 
just thirty. Not in the least pretty, in the manner of Elida and Elisabeth Arden. A very good figure, but 
her face is Negroid. Also a very good family, but no money. She has a job similar to Helga’s, well paid, 
can write two hundred syllables a minute, a perfect typist.clv From our point of view, i.e. from the point 
of view of our generation, she is uneducated, since she grew up in the chaotic years after the War. 
Trained as a dancer. She is enormously self-effacing, makes no demands. Perfect in social graces: her 
father was an officer of the Guards, was killed in the War. Thrifty, makes everything herself. Can sew 
on buttons, mend, makes her own clothes. Very concerned about money. Will never try in the least to 
interfere in my life, doesn’t make contact with it in any area that I don’t want her to”.clvi  

Tilly receives the facts; but Elinor receives a hint at a deeper reason for the termination of their 
relationship. As Benn writes on 10 January, “I would say that in our relationship the erotic dimension 
has abated and even with efforts on both sides will not come back. We cannot overlook this fact or 
downplay its importance. It is not a new or singular experience for me in my life that as the human 
contact with a woman increases the erotic disappears”.clvii 

Benn’s correspondence with Elinor Büller dragged on for a further six months, and then it stopped. 
Their relationship was the more intimate one, and her pain goes deeper. Afterwards, when everything 
was over, she wrote a letter (unposted) that gives vent to her sense of betrayal. Addressing Benn as 
“Dear Fata”, her letter combines justified, if strident indignation with a shrewd analysis of Benn’s 
character. It begins, “I would like to say to you today as your ‘youthful’ friend (someone who has a 
status that is close to a male friend, which you are sorely lacking in your life) that I feel that you have 
been living your life in a more than self indulgent way, and that you are possessed by an egotism that 
is highly unpleasant. Your life! Your ego! You, you, you!!! For years it has been the same, without a 
break, it has always been about your erotic impulses or habitual emotional needs”.clviii Elinor refuses to 
be drawn into Benn’s “longing for tragedy” and attempts to retain her equilibrium. But there is no 
denying the impact of Benn’s betrayal, as she sees it, on her life: “with one single blow you have 
destroyed a longstanding edifice, namely our friendship that was carefully built through pain and shared 
experiences”. And the letters ends with advice that had been given to Benn before (notably by Thea 



Sternheim but also, indirectly, by Klaus Mann) that Benn should free himself from his attachment to 
his immediate circumstances, from his need for absolute control over the present, which does not 
empower but disempowers the holder: “you really ought to find ways that will take you out of yourself 
to new things, to a new life”. clix  

For Benn had, ultimately, fallen victim to a paradox of his own making: the Modernist voice of 
liberation, the archetypal critic of the Spiessbürger, was now holding on anxiously to a life-form that 
contradicted all he believed in. As Elinor Büller perceptively observed, “you cling desperately to a 
straw, hoping to continue living as you have always done, and this is where the contradictions arise that 
you will not confront […] One cannot be a prophet who preaches one direction and lives another”.clx 
Elinor left Berlin for good on 17 August 1937, four weeks after Benn had arrived to take up his new 
duties there. She went to Bavaria and continued as an actress, playing small roles in provincial theatres. 
The material hardships, the poverty, continued. Elinor Büller died in Grossrhuden am Harz in July 1944. 

“Walls of Stone, Walls of Glass” 

At one point in his exuberant discourse, the narrator in Weinhaus Wolf pauses for thought to comment 
upon the direction that his life is taking: “it is not a question here of a process of cultivation that may 
take place in the future. That is no longer to be expected, neither can it be evaluated. It is rather a case 
of a disposition that I must adopt towards a definite present, which I can only experience in an abstract 
manner”.

clxii

clxiii

clxi In an abstract but painful manner, Benn might have added. Any novelty that his sojourn in 
Hanover may have possessed had decidedly worn off by his second year, when the frisson of role-
playing, his double life, was wearing thin, but was still necessary. Benn’s letters through 1936 into early 
1937, like the one written on 13 January 1937, tell of the increasing pressures of army life: “everyone 
is feeling the same thing: walled in by operative requirements and by accommodations to the system of 
the power apparatus”.  Writing to Oelze three months later we read: “I am writing almost nothing. I 
am worn out and not feeling well. I feel old and used up by two professions, working in them till I drop, 
and always there are anxieties and up-hill struggles. I sleep badly and lie awake for hours with pain, 
and cry in my dreams”.   

The dreams themselves speak volumes. On 25 January 1937 he tells us about one in a letter. It 
starts with fantasies about his Berlin mistress, “Mor”, with whom Benn was still in contact, and then 
goes over into “a sort of chain of dreams, in which I often find myself, which brings together images 
from medical institutions in a pell-mell fashion, hospitals in which I used to work and live, whose 
stairways I used to walk up. I was filled throughout by worry about where you might have got to,” he 
tells “Mor”, “and where I might find you”.clxiv

clxvi

clxvii

 And six nights later, perhaps even more revealing: “I 
dreamt last night that I was sinking in a boat. It wasn’t so bad. It plumbed right down to the bottom of 
the sea. My final thought was: “if you had been drunk, you wouldn’t have noticed any of this”. And I 
heard someone calling after me: ‘well, that’s the way you wanted it’. Dreams”.clxv Benn’s role playing, 
his double life, double standards, the introversion permanently turned extrovertedly inside-out, had 
started to produce symptoms of paranoia, as is clear from one further dream: “I dreamt last night that 
the police were pursuing me on account of associating with Jewish women! That’s what I dreamt. 
Grotesque. […] Detectives are lying in wait everywhere”.  Benn is starting to give signs of schizoid 
behaviour. “I have become”, he notes late one night on a railway platform, suddenly aware that he is 
wearing a uniform, “an alien, split personality. Very impersonal, anomic, boozed, tired: neither G.B. 
nor anything else”.  

With every month, Benn’s moods noticably darken. In February 1937, he writes to Oelze, 
expressing the premonition that he will not survive, mentally, physically, the coming spring: “I have a 
certain feeling that I won’t see many springs again, perhaps none. I have reached the age when my 
mother, whom I resemble a lot, died, and a number of members of her family died at this age”.clxviii But 
these premonitions were not new; they had accompanied him all his life, and would resurface again.clxix 
Benn’s professional frustrations are sublimated into amorous adventures. Now that the break has been 



made with the two women in Berlin, he can admit to his philandering: “perhaps I’ll go down to the 
“Stadthalle” in the afternoons and dangle my rod and a worm to see what I can catch. You really must 
keep in good sprits in these sorts of towns. They are so unspeakably boring”. Finally, Benn decides to 
cut the Gordian knot. Whatever happens he will leave Hanover: “on 1 July I’ll finally give up the 
tenancy of this flat. But I’ll do things sensibly not impulsively”.clxx 

On 17 June 1937, Benn travelled to Berlin and spoke directly to the Army Personnel Office in the 
Ministry of War. He was encouraged here, no doubt, as he had been in 1934, by his friendship with 
Kittel. But even without this personal preferment, he would almost certainly have secured a post: his 
superiors had long recognised that Benn was a highly efficient and hard-working colleague. Even he 
was forced to admit, with some surprise, that he was very good at this job.clxxi

clxxii

 On 26 June, Benn wrote 
his last letter from Hanover, in which he took stock of his duties there and the effect they have had on 
his character: “even moving out of here and finalising details fills me with a touch of sorrow. These 
filthy files in my office; what a lot of hours, ink and even thinking I have ploughed into them. The time 
I have spent on them has turned me so much into myself. I am essentially quieter than I was, and even 
more impersonal. This is an environment that makes a lasting impression and imposes itself on the 
personality of people through a gradual, impersonal wearing-down process”.  

On 1 July, Benn took up his new duties as a senior doctor with the III Army Division (Department 
Provisions and Claims for Compensation) (“Oberstabsarzt beim III. Armeekorps: Abteilung 
Versorgung, Wehrdienstschäden”), based in the Kurfürstenstraße (Berlin SW 62). His role was to access 
claims for medical insurance and pension payments. As he explained later in some detail in his 
autobiography, “my duties with the army from 1937 took place in the “Versorgung” [“maintenance” 
and “support”] Section. That means I was concerned with the technical appraisement of injuries 
incurred by staff whilst on “service”, later renamed “operational service”. I had to assess how much of 
a pension those involved were entitled to, how serious the degree of disablement was, whether someone 
was entitled to a course of treatment at a spa, whether his remedial care was adequate. There were 
orthopaedic questions and dental problems to be dealt with. In short, my activities began as soon as 
people had been discharged at the end of military campaigns and battles. It was a fascinating scientific 
occupation, which involved me drawing upon expert opinion from the leading university clinics. It 
brought me into contact with problems that I had previously been unaware of, thus greatly enriching 
my medical knowledge. This state of affairs lasted through the entire war”.clxxiii  

If, however, Benn thought that such a secure position would protect him from further attacks on 
his person and his work he was wrong. In June, a book appeared by the painter and author, now turned 
art historian, Wolfgang Willrich, with the title Cleansing the Temple of Art: A Culturally-Political 
Critical Publication for the Purging of German Art through Nordic Means (Säuberung des 
Kunsttempels: Eine kunstpolitische Kampfschrift zur Gesundung deutscher Kunst im Geist nordischer 
Art). Willrich was a minor figure in German art circles, but a political fanatic. In his autobiography, 
Benn described him thus: “the author was, as far as I was able to ascertain, an SS man of the most 
zealous type. He was by profession a painter with the talent of an obscure dilettante, who painted 
Germanic heroes and blonde women. I was now to be thoroughly cleansed from his temple as a cultural 
Bolshevik, as a miscegenist who had addressed obscene love poems to Else Lasker-Schüler, and so on. 
In short, he was energetically proceeding on all fronts with the ideology of the ‘Volk’ ” .clxxiv 

 Prior to this publication, Willrich’s sole output had been two illustrated pamphlets: The Peasantry 
as Preserver of German Blood (Bauerntum als Heger deutschen Blutes), and The Living Space of the 
German Race: Pictures and Thoughts on the Racial Question (Vom Lebensraum deutscher Art: Bilder 
und Gedanken zur Rassenfrage), both published in 1935 by the same publisher, the “Blut und Boden 
Verlag”, Goslar. But Cleansing the Temple of Art was a more substantial work, and published by a 
recognisable publisher, J.F. Lehmann (Munich). Lehmann had founded in 1905 the Archive for Racial 
and Social Biology, which later, retitled “Volk und Rasse”, became the organ for the German Society 
for Racial Hygiene. He had made a reputation in the Weimar republic by promoting authors such as 
Hans F.K. Günther, whose Racial Study of the German People (Rassenkunde des deutschen Volkes, 
1922) was a pioneering work in racial, and racist, typology. Lehmann was officially recognised for his 
efforts by being awarded by Hitler, to whom he sent many of his publications, the “Adlerschild” and 
the “Golden Parteiabzeichen”. 



Willrich’s book appeared in conjunction with the Munich Exhibition of Degenerate Art that had 
opened on 19 July, to which it acted as a supplement to the catalogue proper. The exhibition put before 
the German public paintings, sketches and written texts drawn from Modernist artists. Abstract and 
cubist paintings were chosen which depicted the human shape in a non-representational way, with 
“distorted” or “disfigured” bodies. What were conceived of by the original artists as experiments in 
perspective were now presented as attempts by “degenerate minds” at a literal transcription of reality, 
as if the Cubists actually saw the real world in terms of cubes. The work of artists of the rank of Otto 
Dix, Max Beckmann and Paul Klee was displayed in a clustered and confusing way, and exhibited to 
the public within the rubrics “The insolent Mockery of the Divine”, “Revelation of the Jewish racial 
Soul”, “An Insult to German Womanhood”, “The intellectual Cretin and the Whore”, “The Jewish 
Longing for the Wilderness reveals itself”, “In Germany the Negro becomes the racial Ideal”, “Madness 
becomes Method”, and “Nature as seen by sick Minds”.clxxv 

Benn is decried throughout as a “cultural Bolshevik” given to “perverse discharges”.clxxvi

clxxvii

clxxviii

 The poet 
was by now used to attacks on his work and person, but the vindictive ire of this attack superseded all 
others and not least because Willrich cites the poet’s own writings, and most notably the essay “Genius 
and Health” (“Genie und Gesundheit”, 1930), quoting phrases such as “the pathological is a 
characteristic of genius”, against him. Willrich reinforced his quotations from Benn’s work with 
paintings, sketches and sculptures taken from the “decadent” artists, depicting prostitutes, the insane 
and other “unhealthy” specimens. Willrich’s book was brought to the attention of Benn’s superiors in 
the War Ministry, who stipulated that he should take steps to ensure that the offending passages be 
excised from any subsequent editions. Accordingly, Benn wrote to the publisher, Lehmann, and asked 
him to do this, accusing Willrich of “intellectually irresponsible dilettantism”.  On 14 August, Benn 
received a reply from Lehmann, in which the poet’s request was dismissed in careful but damning terms. 
Lehmann had personally consulted Benn’s works in order to judge the probity of Willrich’s criticisms: 
“I ordered your works, Flesh, the poems in the volume Twilight of Mankind, ‘The modern Self’ and 
‘After Nihilism’, from the Bavarian State Library. You will imagine my surprise when I was told that 
these books could only be lent with permission of the relevant authorities in the Party and that they were 
not permitted to be read by the general public. I received permission, and I now understand why the 
library authorities had to take such measures. You will find in my attachment a number of sheets which 
cite passages from your work that fully confirm the accusation of cultural Bolshevik that Willrich has 
brought against you”.  

In his letter, Benn had drawn attention to the writings he had published in 1933 and 1934 as 
evidence of his support for the “new Germany”. But this did not impress Lehmann. On the contrary 
(and the irony would surely not have been lost on Benn), Lehmann found these essays little different 
from those written by the opponents of the government. As Lehmann argues, Benn has worked within 
precisely the same discourse: your writings “are so framed in the language of these opponents and so 
written from the point of view of intellectualism that they are for our kind completely valueless”. Benn, 
in other words, is deep down no different from the emigrant writers that he had supposedly castigated. 
In Lehmann’s conclusion to this letter, cultural condemnation (although all his comments are framed in 
careful, quasi-legalistic terms) soon turns into a veiled personal threat: “finally it is up to your superiors 
to decide to what extent you compromised the honour of an active sanitations officer in the war through 
the publication of poems in Die Aktion in 1917”. clxxix  

Soon after, on 27 August, Benn received a letter from Willrich himself, similar in style and tone. 
He takes it as read that the poet is a cultural Bolshevik. There is no need for proof. Willrich is just 
amazed how Benn has survived so long. Describing the poet’s verse as “porno poetry”, Willrich adds, 
“I cannot imagine how and with what support you, with your literary past, have managed, and not only 
as a poet, to find a readership in the Third Reich, but also to retain the position of Senior Army Doctor. 
The paintings exhibited in the exhibition are no more than illustrations of your loathsome ideas”. About 
Benn’s next course of action, Willrich had little doubt: “I am sure that you will prefer to visit your 
respected Heinrich Mann abroad rather than await the reply of the Führer”.clxxx 

The situation was critical. As Benn wrote to Tilly Wedekind on 12 September, “I’m certain that 
this time I will have to go”.clxxxi But Willrich had made one crucial tactical mistake. Throughout his 
tirade against Benn, he makes reference to Hanns Johst, not only as a supporter of the poet (Willrich 



calls him Benn’s “Genosse”, “comrade”), but also as someone who himself has sailed close to the 
cultural bolshevist wind by publishing in Die Aktion before the war.clxxxii Willrich is aware that Johst 
has supported Benn on previous occasions, but this time he is convinced that Benn’s patron will not be 
able to exert his influence in what is a clear case of cultural decadence: “at any rate, one thing is certain: 
if anyone can be named as spiritus rector of the bolshevist revelling in the disgusting, someone who 
has celebrated the organs of decadent art, then it is you, and you have a right to be pilloried as being on 
top of the list, irrespective if that is with or without the testimonies of Herr Johst”. On the very same 
day that he sent his letter to Benn, Willrich also wrote to his benefactor, Richard Walter Darré, Minister 
for Food and the Rural Economy who was, like Willrich, a “Blut und Boden” fanatic. Willrich sent 
Darré a copy of the correspondence, and made it quite clear that he viewed the poet, without any sense 
of its absurdity, as a “danger alike for the SS and the “Reichsbauernrat”, an advisory body of farmers 
who assisted Darré on practical and ideological matters.clxxxiii  

But Willrich had misjudged the complex, indeed inscrutable power network around Hitler, who 
followed a policy of divide et impera, consolidating his control by allowing, indeed encouraging, his 
power-hungry deputies to construct competing spheres of influence.clxxxiv It was, in fact, precisely Hanns 
Johst who came to Benn’s defence once again, this time drawing upon the good will of no less a figure 
than Heinrich Himmler (whom he termed a “big brother”). Himmler, clearly recognising that Willrich 
was being used by certain factions in the Party, and most notably by Walter Darré, in an internal power 
struggle, sent Willrich a personal letter on 18 September: “I am fully familiar with Benn’s case, and 
regard your attempts to open it up again as completely unnecessary”. He went on, “Benn has behaved 
from a national point of view since 1933, and behaved before that date, in a completely irreproachable 
manner. To run amok against him now, against someone who has in an international context acted 
entirely without blemish, is completely unnecessary and foolish. I have ordered my entire department 
not to involve themselves in Benn’s affairs in any way at all”.clxxxv Benn had survived once more, but, 
as he knew, the writing was on the wall. He had made powerful enemies, and they would return.clxxxvi 



Domestic Resolutions 

Between arriving in Berlin and the conclusion of the Willrich affair, Benn had lived a withdrawn life, 
in a state of uncertainty about his future, occupying a rented room in a house in 28 Kaiserallee (today 
the Bundesallee). On 1 December, he moved into an apartment on the first floor of 20 Bozener Straße, 
in the somewhat run-down suburb of Berlin-Schöneberg, south of the city centre. Benn’s new home 
had been found by Erich Reiss, who knew the poet‘s preferences well, including his dislike of stairs. 
The apartment, which remained Benn’s home for the rest of his life, was modest. As he later wrote, it 
contained “four rooms, one for my practice, one for my wife [his third wife, the dentist Ilse née Kaul], 
a shared waiting room and a rear room (‘Hofzimmer’), where we led our private lives. When people 
visited which, thank goodness, was rare, they were shocked by the rear room (“parterre”) and the 
backyard, where the washing for the entire building was hanging out and the chickens cackled”.clxxxvii  

There were two things about the apartment that struck the few visitors that Benn invited: its lack 
of sunlight and its meagre furnishings. As Oelze noted in a later reminiscence, “none of his apartments, 
none of the rooms from which he worked, received direct sunlight. He found bright daylight almost 
physically unbearable”.clxxxviii Oelze also mentions the “meagre, impersonal atmosphere” of this and 
other Benn apartments. Benn was aware of these shortcomings. When in July 1949, he invited his new 
friend, Margaret Boveri, to visit him, he prepared her for the worse: “you must do me the honour”, he 
writes, “of coming to drink coffee in my “‘Hofzimmer’”. You will, however, be horrified: there is no 
beautiful garden or views, just laundry on the line and a chicken that spends all its time scratching”.clxxxix 
But this is how Benn preferred to live. The apartment reflected his values and his temperament. It was 
a solid shell for the inner man. As he wrote to Astrid Claes in 1954, Bozener Straße with its rear room 
is “the only place I feel secure”.cxc  

The Berlin in which Benn was now living had changed dramatically since his departure two years 
earlier: “Berlin is certainly beautiful, but it is different, more desolate. Most of the people I know have 
left; those who have stayed are not hospitable, and I have to be careful in associating with them”.cxci 
Most of his friends had either fled or like Oskar Loerke withdrawn entirely into themelves. (And the 
Jewish Erich Reiss was soon to suffer even greater displacement, arrested by the Gestapo in November 
1938 and sent to a concentration camp). Benn spent some time with the sculptress Renée Sintenis; with 
Ringelnatz’s widow, Leonharda (known as “Muschelkalk”); and Hans Flesch, the former director of 
Berlin Radio and brother-in-law of Paul Hindemith. But essentially, Benn was alone, and his thoughts 
now turned to the only woman left in his life: Herta von Wedemeyer. He had left her in June as 
brusquely as he had done with the other women in his life: “I saw Frl. Herta briefly”, he notes regarding 
his final days in Hanover. “I told her that I had been transferred to Berlin. Since then, she has been ill, 
and spends a lot of time in bed, but she sends me nice and very friendly letters. Perhaps she is happy 
that it is all over. Perhaps things had become too complicated and dangerous for her. Strange”.cxcii  

The couple had stayed in touch following Benn’s departure from Hanover, and now he needs her 
in a way that he did not need her six months earlier. Writing to Tilly Wedekind, he describes his plight 
thus: “I have been living since December in my own apartment, and my future is such that I will 
absolutely have to remain in my present position because I have no prospect of work anywhere else and 
the persecution could start again any day now. I must, therefore, consolidate my life and seal myself off 
from the outside world. I need order, peace and support. I am old and very tired and cannot go on alone. 
I have decided to marry, and indeed soon. There is no passion involved, no illusions, just a need for 
order, comradeship and mutual support. I have to have someone who will look after the apartment, since 
I spend the entire day away from it, someone whom I can talk to, who is interested in my existence both 
internally and externally. I am taking the young woman from Hanover. She is twenty years younger, a 
good worker, intelligent, comes from a military background and is familiar with that milieu”. And Benn 
adds, “you, dear and sweet Tilly, I cannot marry. You know why”.cxciii (Benn never explains why). 

Benn renewed his relationship with Herta. She came to Berlin and they were married on 22 January 
1938 in the registry office of Berlin-Schöneberg with Benn’s brother, Ernst-Viktor, as best man. It is 
difficult to know who needed the other more. Prior to their wedding, Benn had posted the following 
announcement in a newspaper: “I would like to announce my marriage to Miss Herta von Wedemeyer, 



daughter of Captain Adolph von Wedemeyer, who fell on the Field of Honour serving the Kaiser Franz-
Garde-Grenadier-Regiment Nr. 2, and his wife Herta, née von Eisenhart-Rothe”. It was signed 
(properly, with studious formality): “Dr. Med. Gottfried Benn. Medical Major (E), Supplementary 
Officer to the High Command of the Army”.cxciv Benn thus makes his credentials quite clear: he has 
married into the aristocracy of the Prussian army. His military contacts are now personal as well as 
professional. 

But in the Third Reich nothing is constant. Circumstances rapidly change and, most importantly, 
so does personnel. As war approaches, the hard liners are able to push through in all areas. Army 
generals are replaced, ministers sacked, and policies sharpened. As Benn explains to Tilly Wedekind, 
“times have become so dark and the world so empty that one must live entirely for oneself and just try 
and survive: a chain on the door and bars in front of one’s face and one’s words”.cxcv As he well knew, 
Benn had been neither forgotten nor forgiven. His prescience was justified by events. On 18 March 
1938, he received an edict from the President of the “State Literary Chamber” 
(“Reichsschrifttumskammer”), which stated that: “In agreement with the Minister for Enlightenment 
and Propaganda, I am excluding you on the basis of Article 10 of the Primary Executive Decree of 1 
November 1933 (R.G. Document. I, pg. 797) from the Literary Section of my Chamber, because I am 
no longer in a position to recognise the necessary suitability of your literary activities. The order is to 
take immediate effect. As a consequence of this decision, you hereby forfeit the right to any further 
exercise of your profession within the jurisdiction of the State Literary Chamber. Should you contravene 
this decision, penal provisions authorised by State Literary Chamber will be brought against you”.cxcvi 

Once again, as Benn noted to Oelze soon after, he was being compelled to fight for his life: “I must 
really get going, put together references, certifications, affidavits, supporting documents etc, and submit 
them to my superiors. Terrible!”cxcvii But he is by now skilled at self-defence, and his portfolio of 
testimonies is at hand. Benn is kept waiting for weeks for a decision from his military superiors. And 
then it comes: “the ‘Heeressanitätsinspektion’ may retain me, but I am excluded from upper career 
paths, cannot occupy any position of command and cannot be responsible for staffing matters”. Once 
again Benn has been protected by the conservative element within the army, those senior officers 
suspicious of Nazi radicalism who “have been able to assert their views over the Party line and are able, 
as in my case, to protect their subordinates”.cxcviii The truth is that Benn, in 1938, with his experience 
and technical competence, is needed. War is coming.  

Finis Civitas Germanicae 

Germany’s “Anschluß” with Austria was implemented in the same month as Benn received his 
exclusion from the State Literary Chamber. The Sudeten crisis followed in September. Neville 
Chamberlain tried and failed to find a solution, surrendering Czechoslovakia to Germany in March 
1939. Appeasement was not a success: war between England and Germany came in September. For 
those involved in its preparation, cultural conflicts of the past recede from view; earlier complications 
are forgotten. Even decadent poets with medical expertise are needed. On 1 September, Benn is 
promoted by the Commander-in-chief of the Reserve Army to lieutenant-colonel (“Oberfeldarzt”), and 
is now active in the most senior divisional office of his regiment. A note of pride cannot be repressed: 
“my office is in the Bendlerblock, between the Tirpitzufer and the Tiergartenstraße, the famous abode 
of Higher Command. If I don’t volunteer to go anywhere else, I’ll probably be staying here. My 
activities naturally are of no particular importance, but they are in the centre”.cxcix We must not talk of 
enthusiasm but temporarily at least Benn’s thinking runs within something approaching a militarist 
mindset. Even the death of his father in October draws from the poet praise of a paternal figure who 
supplied the country with five soldiers for his country, “just like a man should”.cc 

Such positive sentiments, however, do not last. As so often with Benn, this is a projection of an 
ideal into reality, and then identification with that ideal. The disillusionment that followed 1933 is 
matched by a similar psychological disposition after 1939. A new breed of commanding officer comes 



to the fore. The old guard represented by General Field Marshals von Blomberg and von Fritsch is 
replaced by a younger generation who, trained in the early years of the Third Reich, now reach 
prominence. The war that is about to begin is no ordinary war; it is driven by an ideological and racist 
mission, whose goal is the extermination of ethnic groups east of the Oder. As Benn wrote later in a 
short piece simply titled “On the Theme of History” (“Zum Thema Geschichte”), “until 1938 the 
German army represented the final elite and the last core of integrity within Nazi Germany. To join the 
army was, as I said at the time, an aristocratic form of emigration. The end began with the expulsion of 
General Major Freiherr von Fritsch. What now remained or came to the fore was base. Finally, there 
appeared that decree that specified that when details were being provided about the qualifications of an 
officer, not only had it to be made known whether the officer in question expounded the ideology of 
National Socialism, but also whether he was able to put it into practice zealously”.cci 

One of Benn’s duties was to assess the probity of claims made by soldiers for compensation and 
for a pension on the basis of injuries that they had sustained on active duty. The criteria for these 
entitlements had been laid down in the Military Welfare and Provisions Law of August 1938, but 
interpretation of the criteria was not always straightforward. The work was exacting and often 
demoralising: “even a single sentence requires so much detachment and seclusion, not to mention an 
entire paragraph or a chapter! It’s quite unbearable”, Benn wrote to Oelze on 31 March 1940.  

In late August of that year, it was deemed necessary to revise and clarify the conditions for 
compensation. Benn spent weeks perusing existing laws and medical data, the contents of which he 
summarised together with his recommendations in a fourteen-page document.

cciii

ccii The synopsis of the 
report concluded with a section on “Suicide and Injury in the Army”, which determined that suicide did 
not fall within the parameters of the law, because “an injury that has been self-inflicted is not recognised 
by the Military Welfare and Provisions Law as valid”. The commentary, written by a certain Senior 
Medical Officer, Otto Wurth, maintained that “normal people do not possess a drive to self-extinction. 
Nothing in life is stronger than the will to self-preservation”.   

Benn penned a reply to Wurth’s conclusions questioning the latter’s assumptions about the causes 
of suicide. He wrote it in his capacity as Senior Military Doctor in the WFC II, but he made it quite 
clear that these were his personal opinions. In offering them, Benn was breaking one of his cardinal 
rules for survival in the army. Writing to Oelze just six months earlier, he had proffered his friend, who 
had just been called up to serve in the Information Service, the following advice: “(1) Do not deal with 
anything other than what lands on your desk and is without complications. (2) Do not concern yourself 
with anything other than what you have been officially instructed to carry out at that moment. (3) Do 
not make deliberations by yourself. (4) Never make personal observations. (5) Never assume that any 
of your private views or opinions will be found important or interesting by your immediate superior. 
(6) But do gaze into the garden in front of your window and anticipate the hour when you can return to 
it. If you observe all of these, after four probationary months you will become a lieutenant in a central 
office and receive the corresponding recompense of higher pay”.cciv 

But in his written response to Wurth, Benn did not follow his own advice. He could not refrain 
from formulating thoughts on a subject that had personally engrossed him for years, and he knew from 
experience that suicide was a more complex phenomenon than that described in the official handbook, 
and that the easy equation “wanting to live, not wanting to live” was a false one. In his prose fantasy, 
“Primal Visage”, published in 1929, he had declared “life seeks to prosper; but life also wishes to go 
under”, and witnessing the fate of others close to him, such as Lili Breda, had confirmed him in this 
belief. Benn had also read the statistics carefully and had noted certain recurring features in the suicide 
data: that Protestants outnumbered Catholics 4:1; that fifty years of age was the most common age; and 
that most suicides took place in June. Benn summarised his insights shortly afterwards in December in 
a paper called “On Suicide in the Army”, which he submitted to the relevant authorities. He pointed out 
that in the case of suicides only 3-20 per cent could be attributed to an identifiable cause; for 30-70 per 
cent no such cause could be found, and doctors examining such cases were forced to use nebulous 
categories, most notably “vice”, “passion” and “alcohol”, as terms of explanation.ccv And he added: 
“suicide exists essentially beyond the issue of context”. It is a “metaphysical problem, “a fact of human 
existence”. Benn’s conclusion was that “every suicide is the result of a depression, there is no greater 



cause than deep depression, for it transcends all the criteria of psychological assessment and 
comparison”. In short, suicide may be irrational, but it is normal. 

Benn continued to perform his duties, but the constant routine and unflagging contact with 
superiors and subordinates alike eventually produce a familiarity that breeds contempt. Working on a 
daily basis with his colleagues, he finds himself increasingly struck by the pervasive petty ambition and 
mediocrity, the sheer lack of idealism that underscores the war effort. “I am gaining once again”, he 
writes in July 1941, “a deep understanding for the secret of our victories: annihilation as a standard and 
the number of corpses as a measure of success. Behind all of it lies less a desire to kill than illimitable 
smugness and stupidity”.

ccvii

ccvi Such insights gave rise to broader philosophical speculations: “life is a 
sickness of the spirit”. To look too closely at it is to subject oneself needlessly to “the sorrow of being”. 
Benn’s inherent propensity for the apocalyptic asserts itself. After three years of fighting, the prognosis 
is severe: “Finis Civitas Germanicae; the end of us all, above all, the end of the middle-classes”. And 
yet, all is not loss. He devices strategies of compensation, ways out of and beyond history. For as Benn 
adds elsewhere, “the factual world is always chaotic. Only its expression, its realisation in an intellectual 
form possesses sense and survives”.  

As the war intensifies and becomes more brutal, survival for Benn becomes a matter of retaining 
an inner calm and distance. He registers the events of these years, even the personal ones (Oskar Loerke 
dies in February 1941; Benn’s own half-brother, Hans-Christoph, in action near Moscow, in October 
of the same year) with a detachment that borders on apathy. In August 1941, he is moved to another 
section, this time in the Command Headquarters of the III Army, still in Berlin. During this period, 
cures are taken in Thuringia, contact made with erstwhile colleagues from the Weimar Republic, and 
domestic discomforts negotiated. The tone of Benn’s writing remains constant, oscillating between 
stoicism and melancholy, between a work ethic and recognition of the futility of the same. As he tells 
Oelze, “I have become totally indifferent to everything. I also am doubtful whether I will be able to 
regenerate myself: my depressions are too deep. I have a proper clinical depression, which originates 
in my arteriosclerosis. It is completely obvious to me that I am at the beginning of the end of my life. 
But you can be rest assured that I will meet that eventuality with full composure”.ccviii 

The war has started to take a turn for the worse for both the German army and the German people. 
Bombing raids have increased over civilian areas, and the massive offensive against Russia has failed, 
German hopes crushed in the battle of Stalingrad (July 1942 to February 1943). Benn’s letters to Oelze 
are now increasingly filled with observations on the bombing raids of the British and Americans. 
Cologne, Dortmund and Wuppertal have all suffered, but Berlin, because of its distance from Allied 
aerodromes, has remained largely unscathed. This changed on 1 March 1943, when the city experienced 
a massive bombardment that cost more than seven hundred lives and made sixty-five thousand people 
homeless. Benn’s own dwelling and Benn himself, there on a rare visit, narrowly miss destruction. As 
he related to Oelze two days later, “during an air attack on 1 March we were right in the middle of two 
centres of devastation: the Prague and the Innsbruck Squares. Two duds went off just ten metres from 
the desk at which I was sitting instead of being in the cellar in the garden in front of the house, and did 
indeed destroy the curtain-rails beside me, but desk and thinker remained intact”.ccix 

Benn had no doubt about how the war would end: “as for the present situation, one thing is of 
crystal clarity: there will be no surprises. The way in which events will develop cannot be foreseen, but 
the outcome is glaringly obvious”.ccx Benn’s penchant for the apocalyptic, an endemic trait of his 
worldview, no longer required metaphors for its articulation. The tropes lay all around him in dust and 
rubble. As he wryly observed, alluding to one of his mentors, Oswald Spengler: “the third volume of 
his main work [Decline of the West] will not appear on paper, but as a battlefield and as a General Staff 
map”.ccxi 



“And Mocks All Action and the Spite of Time” 

Even during the demanding early years of the war, Benn had preserved an inner space for his writing, 
and in December 1940 he was able to send Oelze a number of new poems. They included “Wave of the 
Night” (“Welle der Nacht”), “When you at the end…” (“Wenn dir am Ende…”), and “Whoever knows 
the Return in Dreams…” (“Wer Wiederkehr in Träumen weiss…”). Recondite, esoteric even, they are 
meditations upon culture, its transitory fate, and the place of the lonely self within the larger epic 
framework of time. But there is one poem that is not written in that idiom, and in its ferocity is unrivalled 
in Benn’s work. Gross and textually ungainly, it has all the signs of the spontaneous overflow of 
undigested malevolence. It is called “Monologue” (“Monolog”), and was written in April 1941 and 
distributed anonymously amongst his friends. The poem is on lambast of Adolf Hitler, a trenchant 
caricature of a “clown” who styles himself as a descendant of Alexander the Great but is simply  a 
common demagogue. The false messianic message of National Socialism, its ideological léger de main 
of rhetoric and propaganda, its forceful subjection of the masses and the grandiose self-image of its 
unwholesome leader are pilloried in a series of short, paratactic lines. The repellent subject matter 
precludes even the use of metre and rhyme. Its first stanza reads:   

His bowls nourished on snot, his mind with lies – 
chosen people, the dupes of a clown, 
in hoaxes, pie in the sky, the movement of birds, 
deciphering its own excrement! Slaves, 
from cold lands and from burning ones, 
more and more slaves, heavy with vermin, 
starving, masses subdued by the whip, 
then he himself swells up, his own fuzz, 
scrofulous, forms the beard of a prophet!ccxii 

Other poems of this time cultivate a greater distance from the events of the war and are without the 
biting odium of “Monologue”. Benn calls them Biographical Poems (Biographische Gedichte), and 
sends them to Oelze with that title. They are a cycle of seven poems, which include the earlier “Verses” 
(“Verse”), and new works: “Poems” “(Gedichte”), “Images” (“Bilder”), “Inapplicable” 
(Unanwendbar”), “You bear” (“Du trägst”), “A Word” (“Ein Wort”), and “Departure” (“Abschied”). 
They are not biographical in any self-evident way; in fact, details of Benn’s personal life are notably 
absent. A number are written in praise of “Logos” (the Greek but also Biblical word for sublime reason, 
faith, ultimate truth), and posit the redemption of the individual through the power of poetry and art. 
These alone stand fast in the murderous narrative of history, as “Poems”, written towards the end of 
1941, makes clear: 

In the name of Him who grants our hours, 
within the fate of the race to which you belong, 
you have turned the glance from your unquestioning eye 
into an hour that destroys the glance. 
Things coldly pierce the visions 
and tear themselves away from old ties. 
There is but one means to reunion: in the poem 
to transfix the world through the mystery of the word. 
 
By the stone rubble of the world’s great ruin, 
on the Mount of Olives, where the deepest soul did suffer, 
past the Posilipp of the Anjouine, 
past the Stauffer clan and their act of revenge: 
a new cross, a new court of execution, 
but a place without blood or the hangman’s rope. 
It swears in verse, passes judgement in poems. 
The spindles turn quietly: the Fates have sung. 
 
In the name of Him who grants our hours, 



divined only when he passes in a shadow  
that concludes another year, 
but indefinable remains the song of the hours: 
a year in the stone rubble of world history, 
the rubble of the Heavens and the rubble of power. 
And now the hour, yours: in poetry, 
the monologue of pain and night.ccxiii 

Benn had once written, “one can view world history from within or from without, suffering it or 
observing it”.ccxiv The poem is an embodiment of this philosophy. It argues that a perspective on “the 
stone rubble of history” is possible for the poet but only if he keeps faith with his artistic medium, the 
Word. And faith is the key term here, for this process involves a communion with the mysterious “Him”, 
the divine afflatus (God, the presiding deity of Logos or the poetic muse), who is invoked in liturgical 
terms: in nomine patris … He is entreated to inspire the poet, turn his gaze away from history and grant 
him a position beyond time. The anonymous figure may make the process of poetic transfiguration 
possible; but He cannot complete it. That is a task for the individual poet, and it is a solitary task. For, 
if the poem begins with the poet looking outwards and upwards, it ends with him looking inwards, 
towards the moment of literary creation. Here, the extended durées of historical time are reduced to a 
single “hour”, a brief, intense moment where the “magic” of the Word is mobilised through “a 
monologue of pain and night”.  

In the poem “A Word”, also from 1941, the historical context is shorn away to allow the 
metaphysical power of the formed utterance to shine forth: 

A word, a phrase –: out of signs 
arises recognised life, sudden meaning. 
The sun stands still, the spheres fall silent, 
and all things concentrate towards it. 
 
A word –, a radiance, a flight, a fire, 
a leap of flame, a stretch of stars –, 
and darkness once again, enormity, 
in empty space around world and self.ccxv 

The Word is the centre of the universe, replacing the sun as it brings all within its gravitational orbit. It 
does not need to act in order to exert its influence (there are few main verbs in the poem). The Word 
simply is: a thing of pure Being. It alone lights up the darkness of the world (and surely Benn was 
thinking of the historical chaos that surrounded him). “A Word”, in its brevity and with its terse 
structure, reads like a credo, an article of faith, whose religious sanctity is established by its allusion to 
the opening words of John I:I: “In principio erat verbum…”, the Word here being understood as 
“Logos”, not only the source of meaning but also of life. It is a temporary absolute, but an absolute 
nevertheless, representing a brief but intense moment of transcendence from a world moving towards 
destruction. 

Benn’s major prose work of this period was “Art and the Third Reich” (“Kunst und Drittes Reich”, 
1941), an exuberant meditative essay that contrasts the cultural wealth of previous centuries with the 
contemporary wasteland that is the Third Reich. Benn begins by sketching the shocking profusion and 
gargantuan hedonism of late nineteenth-century culture: “the religious and eschatological hue of the 
feeling for eternity disappeared into the geographical and the descriptive. Now around 1900 luxury was 
added to it, and what had sprung from necessity became a source of sensual experience and 
enjoyment”.ccxvi

ccxvii

 Baedeker took over from the Bible. And in his description of this world, Benn loads 
one excessive detail on top of another: “the formal dinners with their fourteen courses and wines 
(jeroboams of Lafite and Yquem), which had to be carried from Bordeaux on the knees of their couriers 
so that they did not disturb their deposits; hotels that surpassed city halls and cathedrals in size and 
significance; fortunes that were made through the concoction of new liqueurs; and casinos that 
continued to flourish even during major European wars, their spell so great they attracted even the most 
ascetic of souls, such as Dostoyevsky”.  



In his earlier essay “The Modern Self” (1920), Benn had stressed the vacuity of this aristocratic-
bourgeois nouveau riche culture, its spurious optimism and its empty opulence. But now his tone has 
changed: “capitalism can afford a public. It does not compel valuable components of the nation to 
emigrate. Its ambit of influence [“Lebensraum”] does not limit itself to torture and extermination”.ccxviii 
The age of rampant cosmopolitanism was also the age of great art, indeed of great Modernist art. Along 
with the Pullman carriages, racehorses and interminable explorations in Thomas Cook comfort of 
distant climes came Van Gogh and Picasso, Kipling and Conrad, D’Annunzio and Turgenev, Diagalev 
and Stravinsky. Benn now sees Modernism as representing the culmination rather than the demise of 
the nineteenth century.  

It is a radical change of perspective in Benn that has been brought about by the advent of the Third 
Reich and its cultural arbiters. As he explains, “only against this background can one see what is special 
about the German “upheaval” “. The cultural niveau of his fellow Germans receives summary dismissal: 
“a people mainly without any discernible taste, on the whole untouched by the moral and aesthetic 
refinements of neighbouring civilised countries, philosophically of a confused idealistic worldview, 
prosaic, slow-witted, coarse, a practical people that knows, as its evolution testifies, only a biological 
path to spirituality, i.e. through myths or universals”. The Germans are not only the victims of self-
delusion; they have sought to impose their false myths on others through force. And Benn concludes, 
“within a Europe of great brilliance and shared intellectual goals, the internal German Versailles 
develops: the Teutonic collective on the basis of a criminal society”.ccxix

ccxxi

ccxxii

 Needless to say, the artist 
cannot survive, is not permitted to survive, in such an environment: “whoever maintains that a certain 
amount of inner freedom is a necessary precondition for artistic production is dragged before the 
courts”. As Benn ironically notes (and he is surely thinking of his own experiences here): “tragic, 
sombre, extravagant themes are a matter for the Security Police; subtle, highbred, languorous ones for 
the Court of Racial Hygiene”.ccxx Delicate wit, in Benn’s drastic portrait of the ignominy of culture in 
the Third Reich, soon turns into more trenchant defamation: the apparatchiks of this new regime have 
the “morality of a protoplasm and the sense of honour of hotel rats”. They are “vindictive underlings”, 
with an “urge to illiteracy”.  But the latter, although apparently triumphant, belong to the transience 
of history; they have nothing to do with art, which transcends the grossly violent terrain of “mass 
murders, lootings and blackmail”. And Benn ends his essay with a testimony to the liberating potency 
of art, expressing his conviction that “there will, some day, be a European tradition of the mind, which 
Germany too will also enjoin, and from which it will learn, and having learnt, will continue to 
foster”.  

Midway through “Art and the Third Reich”, the author repeats the tenets of a philosophy that has 
guided him thus far: “one can view world history either from within or from without, as a sufferer or as 
an observer”.ccxxiii

ccxxiv

 His activities in the army allowed him scope for both modes. As 1941 gives way to 
1942, Benn continues to comment on the “progress” of the war with his own dark humour. On 1 
February 1942, Oelze writes, telling Benn that his house with all its belongings in Bremen has been 
destroyed by Allied bombing. It is, of course, a matter of great regret but, as Benn soberly notes, “it 
must be as clear to you as it is to me that this is just the beginning. It is the sound of the violins; soon 
we will hear the full orchestra playing fortissimo in our ears”.  

There is one poem from this time that offers an epic perspective on the wider, indeed, metaphysical, 
implications of Benn’s predicament and the fate of his nation: “Lost Self” (“Verlorenes Ich”) written in 
May 1943 and part of a collection of poems, the Twenty-Two Poems (Zweiundzwangig Gedichte) that 
Benn circulated in clandestine fashion in October of that year: 

Lost self – burst asunder by the stratospheres,  
victim of the ion –: gamma-ray-lamb –: 
particle and field –: chimeras of infinity 
on your grey stone of Notre-Dame. 
 
For you the days pass without either night or morning, 
the years go by without snow or fruit, 
the infinite, threateningly concealed: 
the world as flight. 
 



Where do you end, where do you dwell, where 
do your spheres extend to –, loss, gain –: 
a game for beasts: eternities, 
you flee past their cage. 
 
The gaze of the beast: the stars as entrails, 
death in the jungle, the foundation of creation and being: 
mankind, world wars, Catalaunian fields, 
down into the gorge of the beast. 
 
The world thought into pieces. And space and time 
and what mankind wove and weighed: 
mere functions of infinities: 
the myth lied. 
 
Where from, where to? Neither night nor morning, 
no Evoë, no requiem. 
You would like to borrow a cue: 
but from whom? 
 
Oh, when once everything inclined towards a mean, 
and even thinkers thought just of God, 
and joined themselves with lamb and shepherd, 
when the chalice blood had made them pure, 
 
and everything flowed from the selfsame wound, 
and broke the bread consumed by all –,  
Oh, distant compelling accomplished hour, 
which once embraced the lost self too. ccxxv 

“Lost Self” has a universal setting but the predicament it describes is personal: the individual lost in 
time and space, without direction or values. It was a problematic that Benn had explored in the early 
phase of his inner emigration, in “Entire” and “On the Parapet”. “Lost Self” is also an “I’-’you” poem, 
in which the poet is involved in a process of self-enquiry, as he asks himself where life, as a productive 
entity, begins, and ultimately, as some form of destination, where it ends. Once again, as in “The Late 
Self”, it is the analytical mind that has done the damage (“the world thought into pieces”), destroying 
the traditional sense of community tha oncet tied individuals together, which cannot be regained by the 
false gods of the political present. In “Lost Self” the intoxication of the vision (Benn of the 1920s) has 
been replaced by the pathos of resignation (Benn of the 1940s); the suffering individual must remain in 
gloom and solitude. But, as Benn would later add: “resignation is not pessimism; it takes its perspective 
right to the edge of the dark, but it retains its deportment even in the face of darkness”.ccxxvi 

Gottfried Benn: Phenotype 1944  

In July 1943, Benn was transferred to the Military Welfare and Provisions Office (“Wehrmachtfürsorge- 
und Versorgungsamt”) Berlin-Brandenburg in Fredericiastraße 14-15, Charlottenburg, a “low-set, 
faceless structure”, but for Benn it was” a jewel box” because he could come and go as he pleased, 
unobserved.ccxxvii It was a new position but that did not lessen the painful monotony of his existence. 
But then, within a month, matters abruptly changed. In August, to remove his unit from the increasing 
devastation of Berlin, he was transferred yet again, this time to Landsberg on the Warthe in the province 
of Mark Brandenburg (now Gorzów Wielkopolski in Poland), one hundred and thirty five kilometres 
to the east of Berlin. Just prior to his departure, Benn sent Oelze a manuscript, a volume of essays 
written during his years in Berlin. It was marked “World of Expression” (“Ausdruckswelt”), and to 
mislead the censor passed off as “papers on the German hospital system by deputy doctor Dr Werff 
Rönne, died XII Stalingrad”. The grim humour of this nom de plume did not obscure the fact that Benn 



had continued to remain a persona non grata, was well aware that had his writing, and most notably 
the poem “Monologue”, have fallen into the wrong hands, it would have meant his end. Conveying his 
poems into the custody of Oelze confirmed the latter as more than just a confidant; he was now Benn’s 
archivist, the guardian of the poet’s work. It was a great responsibility, a fact of which both were fully 
aware.  

In Landsberg yet further possibilities for thought and reflection became available. After a short stay 
in rented rooms in the city (which were difficult to find. The 53, 000 inhabitants had been supplemented 
by a further 21, 000 evacuees), Benn and Herta moved into two rooms on the first floor of a building 
consigned to Second Company, Block II.ccxxviii

ccxxix

 Benn wrote to Oelze on 30 August describing his new 
environment: “I am living in a barracks, high on a hill, with a magnificent view over the town and the 
river basin in the valley, the eastern one, the Warthe and Netze marshland. But you have to climb one 
hundred and thirty-seven steps before you get to the top to see all of this. Views aren’t everything; a lift 
would come in handy”.  

Landsberg provided a point of equilibrium within the phrenetic activity of wartime Germany. Here 
Benn was able to attain a perspective on the war (quite literally, by looking out of the window of his 
room at troop movements taking place beneath him). As he explained, “there is nothing more dream-
like than these barracks! Room 66 looks onto the parade ground. In front of it, there are three small 
rowan trees. Their berries not yet purple, and their leaves are as though stained with brown tears. It is 
the end of August. The swallows are still flying, but already preparing for their great migration. A 
battalion band is practising in one corner of the grounds, the sun gleaming on its trumpets and the drums. 
They play “Sing to the Heavens” and “I shoot deer in the wild forest”. It is the fifth year of the war, and 
this is a completely secluded world, a kind of beguinage. The shouts of orders seem to come from 
beyond; inwardly, everything is very muted and still”.ccxxx

ccxxxi

 One type of unreality is surrounded by 
another. When Benn descends into town, he registers its unique atmosphere: “in front of the wall of a 
house, its garden completely wild, three blue lyre-shaped rose bushes are growing. In the morning, the 
town is bathed in a peculiarly soft, aurora-like light. Here, too, there reigns throughout a sense of the 
unreal, of two-dimensionality, a stage-prop world”.    

The barracks were an imposing constellation of buildings, built in typically military style. And yet 
even they exuded an air of transience, a “sense of the unreal”, that Benn found everywhere. Above the 
entrance to the building, the so-called “Ehrenhalle”, the name of a First World War general was 
inscribed, and Benn tries to find out who he was, in vain: “for three days, I asked the sentries on charge: 
who are these barracks named after? Who was General von X? I never received a reply. General von X 
was completely unknown. Forgotten. Gone his pennant, the standard on his limousine, and the retinue 
of the staff that buzzed around him. Less than two decades later all of this has been forgotten. One is 
very aware here of mortality, the ephemeral, false values, the distorted”.ccxxxii  

Benn was the oldest officer of his rank, and enjoyed the respect of his colleagues. He also enjoyed 
the freedom to choose his own hours to carry out his duties, which largely consisted of dealing with 
“certificates, questions relating to pensions, provision for the injured”, as stipulated by the Military 
Welfare and Provisions Law Decree of 11 October 1943.ccxxxiii

ccxxxiv

ccxxxv

 The duties were not taxing. As Benn 
explained to Carl Schmitt, this was a “pleasant break from real work, a dolce far niente in 
Warthegau”.  Cut off from the HQ in Berlin, the Division was subject to few rules, and ran along 
the lines of organised chaos. As Benn noted to Oelze, “disorganisation asserts itself pleasantly”.   

Herta was also employed in the Division in a secretarial capacity, and whilst Benn found his time 
at Landsberg rewarding and productive, the opposite seems to have been true for her. There were, 
naturally, good times. She cooks, writes up her husband’s notes, and they go for walks together, into 
the officers” garden behind the barracks where they can look down on the roofs of the city below. “They 
are often covered with a brown glow”, she notes, adding that they remind her of the paintings of 
Corot.ccxxxvi  

But the diary that she kept during this time tells of her boredom and preoccupation with petty 
routines. It also tells, indirectly at least, of strains within the marriage, due to Benn’s lack of 
conviviality. She is effectively alone for most of the day, and she supplements her marriage by friending 
with a French prisoner of war, a Monsieur Demoulin, who brings her flowers and chocolate. But the 
strains had another source. Herta was often ill and suffered from rheumatoid arthritis, and she attempted 



to still the pain through morphine, acquired from her doctor-husband). Within a short period of time, 
she had become addicted.ccxxxvii The same morphine would later be responsible for a crucial, indeed, 
fatal turn in her life. 

It is in Landsberg that Benn is able to observe the war effort grinding pointlessly on. He had 
recognised it in theory in Berlin; but Landsberg provides one example after another of its futility. The 
main function of the barracks was to process new recruits; they arrived through one door (we might call 
it life), and leave (mostly to the Eastern Front) by another. As Benn observes, “there are two types [of 
recruit]: the sixteen-year-olds, under-nourished, paltry, pathetic Labour Service types, nervous, 
submissive, but keen. Then there are the old ones, the fifty-to-sixty-year-olds out of Berlin. On their 
first day, they are still the bosses. They wear civvies, buy newspapers, and walk at a brisk pace that 
says: we are corporation lawyers, independent business reps, insurance brokers. We have pretty wives 
and central heating: this temporary state of affairs doesn’t concern us; in fact, we find it quite amusing. 
On the second day, they are put into uniforms, and their name is mud. Now they must scurry through 
the corridors when a corporal barks, hurry out onto the parade ground, lug boxes around, squeeze on 
their steel helmets. The period of training is short: two to three weeks. It is interesting that they practise 
target shooting from day two: something that used to take from four to six weeks. Then, one night, they 
line up in full kit, with rolled-up coats, a blanket for the tent, gas mask, submachine gun and rifle – 
almost a hundred pounds of weight. And off they go, shipped out into the darkness. This departure in 
the dark is uncanny. A band, which one can’t see, goes on ahead, playing marches, jaunty tunes, behind 
which trails the silent procession of men, heading for permanent oblivion”.ccxxxviii 

Landsberg was, above all, a sanctuary, a place where Benn could write. There was no need to hide 
poems under documentary registers, to squeeze art in between bureaucratic tasks. As he explained to 
Oelze in May 1944, “here I am able to think and scribble almost without interruption. I allocate certain 
times in the day during which people may disturb me (I work in my living rooms, which are also my 
office), but beyond these times I am not to be contacted or disturbed. Yes, I am living in a land-bound 
balloon or in seclusion”.ccxxxix And what does Benn write? In October 1943, he published in a small 
press a clandestine volume simply called Twenty-Two Poems, copies of which he distributed amongst 
his friends. The Landsberg period, however, was largely devoted to a different kind of writing, which 
does not fit easily into any standard literary genre. As he explained in the same letter to Oelze, “what at 
the moment is coming out of this is a surprise to me also. Namely, something that no longer belongs to 
a volume of essays, because it has already left this far behind, but something that brings out a new side 
of me. It is a prose work of an improvised sort. The name is enigmatic: Novel of a Phenotype”.ccxl 

Written largely in 1944, but not published until 1949 and subtitled a “Landsberg Fragment”, Novel 
of a Phenotype (Roman des Phänotyp) is not a conventional novel. As Benn explained once more to 
Oelze in May 1944, “it is, of course, not a novel in any recognisable sense. There is no love interest 
whatsoever. It is a novel of inner life, a novel of the actual inner levels within us. These, however, are 
not analysed but expressed, and presented in their actuality, in which naturally content and form are 
once again identical […] The whole thing is not long, perhaps a hundred pages. It is, in short: a colourful 
pot pourri”.ccxli  

Novel of a Phenotype is, indeed, a loosely assembled work, a mosaic of aperçus, philosophical 
digressions, cultural judgements and anecdotal material: a single extended intertext.ccxlii

ccxliii

 Benn was an 
avid reader and plundered bookshops and libraries for material for his writing, using it not just as a 
factual source (on the primitive mind, gardens, and mythology, for example), but as a philological entity 
in its own right, often borrowing, adapting, transforming the written originals. And he was eclectic, 
using “cultural timetables or historical tables, historical novels, anthologies of letters, travelogues and 
reports on expeditions, memoirs, biographies, art histories or the occasional supplements from Sunday 
newspapers”.  

The title of the novel is taken from the biological sciences and refers to a “set of observable 
characteristics of individual or group as determined by genotype and environment” (OED). The 
phenotype is the particular in contrast to the general; something that grows out of the latter but retains 
its individual identity. The phenotype is someone who speaks for his time and place. He has been 
produced by the age but is not a part of it, and these two close but diverging identities constitute his 
polymorphous character. His voice is both personal and impersonal. It belongs to no one, yet is intimate 



in its values and discourse. As Benn explains, “whenever such a man finds his modes of expression, 
there speaks out of him the point of intersection between inherited function and his own silent but ever-
actual germ cell”.ccxliv  

Benn’s novel is a series of attempts to uncover the political, historical and aesthetic identity of this 
phenotype. It is no easy matter; for one of the defining characteristics of the phenotype of the present 
age is that he is the site of conflicting, indeed quite contradictory mental states and attitudes. Committed 
to the life of the spirit, he is aware of the geographical-historical limitations of the same; although 
dedicated to the purity of formal expression, he sniggers at his dependency upon the fortuitous and the 
transitory; at times, he feels the longevity of the atavistic mind, at other times he is obliged to deny its 
existence. “Thus, half play acting and half suffering: forty per cent Adam and Eve, thirty per cent 
Antiquity, twenty per cent Palestine, ten per cent Central Asia, the phenotype strides, on the whole 
euphorically, through the hours of those great battles that destroy continents”.ccxlv 

The phenotype is, of course, Gottfried Benn. He watches old age approaching, bringing with it “the 
days of stocktaking, and those moments when one knows with certainty that no one will come any more 
to interpret or to advise. Nothing will come to explain what one cannot explain oneself”.ccxlvi

ccxlvii

ccxlviii

ccxlix

 In 
particular, Benn as the phenotype finds history, in its “magnificent monotony”, “a wonderful pageant 
of the recurrence of the same”, entirely inscrutable.  Or rather, it is “scrutable”, but only as a 
conglomeration of random events, the details of which the phenotype reconstructs in his novel in vivid 
detail, in the spirit of a jocular amor fati, playfully deprecating historical “progress” with “its regular 
and fruitful rhythm [which] goes on building one epoch out of another. Out of Persian rubble it erects 
the Parthenon, turning the temples of Antiquity into the building blocks of the Quattrocento. Under its 
outspread wings, forums reappear as slopes for goats to graze on, and capitols as pasturage for cows”. 
“One must quietly observe all of this; to appreciate its colossal rhythm, one must stand back from it all, 
observe, be in a good mood, then the galleys burst into leaf, wounds are healed by the maggots they 
breed, and world history becomes miraculous”.  Attaining such a perspective is for the phenotype 
a question of achieving psychological equilibrium, of being a part of history and yet beyond it. 
Ultimately, the goal is, Benn tells us elsewhere, “to establish the ego as a fully experienced and 
intellectually proven entity, with an attitude that can greet in a positive way alien experiences, and will 
harbour no fear of the end”.  

As he was writing his novel, Benn sheered off shards from within its narrative, little episodes, 
scenes and character studies that eventually became poems. Between August 1943, when he arrived in 
Landsberg, and January 1945, when he returned to Berlin, Benn wrote fourteen such poems, which he 
sent immediately before his departure from Landsberg to Oelze for safekeeping. He calls them “static”, 
because they are written in a style that articulates an emotive disengagement from the world. Some are 
nature poems, such as “September” and “Wet fences” (“Nasse Zäune”); others, like “St. Petersburg – 
Middle of the Century” (“St. Petersburg – Mitte des Jahrhunderts”), are historical vignettes, or, as in 
“Chopin” and “Clemenceau”, character studies. Irrespective of their style, all are sustained by a certain 
“Gelassenheit”, a relaxed distance from events, and by irony even. And in their apparently loose, almost 
conversational idiom (Benn called it “parlando”), they break with the conventions of the poetic text, as 
in “Chopin”: 

Not particularly forthcoming in conversation: 
opinions were not his strength. 
Opinions talk around the subject. 
Whenever Delacroix expounded his theories, 
he became ill at ease. For his part,  
he could not provide a rationale for 
his nocturnes. 
 
A poor lover, 
a shadow in Nohant, 
where George Sand’s children 
refused to accept his advice 
on their education. 
 
Consumptive, of the kind 



with bleeding and scar formations: 
a protracted ailment 
and a quiet death, 
in contrast to one 
with paroxysms of pain 
or one by a rifle salvo. 
They brought his grand piano (an Erard) to his door, 
and Delfina Potocka sang the song of violets 
in his final hour. 
 
He travelled to England with three grand pianos: 
a Pleyel, an Erard, a Broadwood; 
played a quarter of an hour every evening  
for twenty guineas 
for the Rothschilds, the Wellingtons, in Strafford House 
and to numerous garters. 
Downcast through fatigue and the approach of death 
he returned home 
to the Square d’Orléans.  
 
Then he burnt all his sketches 
and manuscripts. 
No drafts, no fragments, no notes should remain: 
those insights that betray. 
At the end he said: 
“my efforts were in perfect proportion to that 
which was in my power to achieve”. 
 
Every finger was to play  
in accordance with its strength. 
The fourth was the weakest 
(mere Siamese twin to the middle finger). 
When he started playing, they came to rest  
on E, F sharp, G sharp, B, C. 
 
Whoever has heard him play any of his Preludes, 
whether it was in a 
country house 
or a mountain retreat 
or from the opened terrace doors 
of a sanatorium, for example, 
will hardly forget them. 
Never composed an opera, 
a symphony neither. 
Only those tragic progressions 
out of artistic conviction, 
and with a slender hand. ccl 

“Chopin” is a “Künstlergedicht” in the manner of “The young Hebbel” (1913), but the Expressionist 
penchant for self-dramatisation evident in that earlier poem is here replaced with a quiet pathos and an 
implacable stoicism that are the defining features of the “static” poem. Writing to Oelze in January 
1945, Benn indicated that with his “static” poems he had reached a important stage in his poetic 
development: “what I really wanted to do was bring new themes, new realities into the insipid state of 
the German lyric, and get away from mood and sentiment to objects, and to fill these with their own 
image”.ccli Benn believed he had reached that goal with “Chopin”, a poem in which a “career stands by 
itself, exists only as expression and curve, as – tendril (“following the law of the tendril”)”, as he 
explained in the same letter, quoting from his earlier poem “Static Poems”. Its theme is personal 
vulnerability and its overcoming through art. Chopin was a failure in so many areas of his life. He 
lacked the power to persuade, argue and theorize; he was a poor lover for George Sand, and ineffectual 
in the education of her children; he was afflicted with a hand impaired by a siamese finger; but, above 
all, he had a permanently weak constitution. Even at the height of his fame, playing in front of London’s 



high society, terminal illness and death stalked him. And yet, far from hindering his music, these 
weaknesses were its precondition: they sustained its ethereality, and deepened its spiritual qualities. The 
biographical parallels are clear: like Chopin, Benn too had to fight against a physical ailment, in his 
case depression, and like Chopin Benn eschewed grand-scale works (with the exception of his oratorio) 
in favor of short texts of lyrical intensity. Benn’s insistence in staying on the surface of his subject 
produces a poem that moves statically beyond pathos, to make it possible for us to feel compassion for 
Chopin but without the condescending emotion of pity. 

Chopin existed beyond the material world, through which he passed in a state that was closer to 
dying than living. We must now reverse the equation for the author of the poem, who is caught firmly 
within history but living rather than dying. And it is the end of that history that Benn, in 1944, sees as 
utterly immanent. The war can no longer be won. Morale is low and a sauve qui peut mentality 
dominates the minds of all, a mentality that stands in sharp contrast to the much-vaunted solidarity that 
Hitler promoted through his ideology of the “Volksgemeinschaft”. Benn returns regularly to Berlin, 
travelling by train. He gives us his impressions of one such journey in a vignette that speaks volumes 
about the rifts that were occurring between members of the Nazi Party, particularly the SS, now a 
privileged minority, and ordinary Germans. On this particular journey, Benn makes the mistake of 
entering a compartment that is intended for officers of a high rank. He is ejected by an SS man: “I get 
into the next train, i.e. I squeeze myself into a toilet in third class, wearing my uniform of a colonel, 
between workers coming from the east. The toilet stays open; women and children have to use it; the 
door can’t be closed. Shoving is unavoidable, but no one seems to mind. I have to change trains. In the 
next train, I find a second-class apartment in which I have to stand. Three young upstarts in Party 
uniform, powerfully built lads, are sprawling on the seats. Women with white hair, women with children 
are standing in the passageway. One representative of the master race takes out a bottle of cognac and 
with it a few packs of cigarettes (the ‘Volksgemeinschaft’, ‘ordinary people’, receive one cigarette a 
day and no cognac) and fortifies himself all the way up to Berlin for the coming Party duties”. cclii 

The Russians continue to advance, pushing through at numerous points on the eastern front, and 
on 6 June 1944 the Allied invasion of Normandy commences. “The situation is precarious, for you and 
for us,” Benn tells Oelze in July, noting that this is knowledge that his colleagues around him will not 
share: “one is becoming monosyllabic; talking to people here about this matter is pointless. I eat alone 
in my room and speak to hardly anyone”.ccliii

ccliv

 Provisions of all kinds are at an end: “the loss of the 
territories in the east has meant two months of bread shortages, and a month without meat or fat. Rations 
are continually being cut back. There are no boots anymore due to lack of leather. There are no longer 
any artificial limbs for the disabled: raw materials have been exhausted. There are no shoelaces or false 
teeth, no bandages or test tubes for urine. There is a shortage of doctors; entire divisions go into battle 
without a single surgeon”.  

Those who try to come to terms with the inevitable are dealt with ruthlessly by the few officers 
who have remained Nazi fanatics. Even to consider the possibility of a German defeat is regarded as 
treason. What shall we do with all our belongings if the Russians break through? Benn asks on one 
occasion: “When the Russians break through?” one adjutant replies, a captain in the SS: “whoever asks 
such questions will be immediately put to the wall and shot. The Russians will not break through. You 
might, possibly perhaps, catch sight in the distance of a tank from a reconnaissance party, but the town 
will be held. And whoever talks about sending his wife back to Berlin will also be shot” “.

cclvi

cclv Thus, the 
words of caution from a SS man on 27 January 1945. The following morning at 5 o’clock an artillery 
bombardment from the enemy begins, and an alarm is given to retreat: “we ran, in minus ten degrees of 
frost, with our files of documents under our arms onto the frozen high roads that were jammed by the 
endless rows of tracks made by trucks, out of which fell dead children. In Kürstin, we were loaded into 
cattle trucks which, under constant air attacks, took twelve hours to bring us the sixty kilometres to the 
Bahnhof Zoo in Berlin. A similar fate befell the entire eastern front, town by town”.  The war is over. 
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