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Helmut Kohl has become the longest-serving Chan-
cellor in postwar German history—a European heavy-
weight, as The Economist’s title page last October am-
biguously phrased it. He is the only political actor still
in office from the events of 1989/1990 which led to the
end of the East-West Conflict and to Germany’s unifica-
tion. Although it may be too early to write a definitive
biography about the “Chancellor of unity,” one welcomes
attempts to depict the person behind the politics, to il-
luminate Kohl’s less-known aspects, and to give a more
objective and overall picture than do oftentimes partisan
periodicals. Is Pruys’s biography up to this challenge?
Does he give us a biography of Kohl without succumb-
ing to what MacCauley once named Lues Boswelliana, the
disease of admiration? Pruys was press secretary to the
CDU in the 1970s and has been a political correspondent
ever since, apparently with close ties to the political es-
tablishment in Bonn. Moreover, the rather presumptu-
ous title would also indicate a lack of detachment and a
publication more in line with the duties of a press secre-
tary than an “objective” observer.

Fortunately, Pruys only displays mild symptoms of
Lues Boswelliana. He is duly impressed by Kohl, but he
also mentions character faults and obvious political blun-
ders. We learn that Kohl has no real friends and that he
has been driven by a passionate ambition to climb the po-

litical ladder. We also learn of major blunders such as the
disastrous Duesseldorf party conference in 1971, Kohl’s
premature quest for party leadership the same year, the
Bitburg episode in 1985, Kohl’s “blackout” during his
testimony to the committee on party contributions, his
gross misjudgment of the economic consequences of uni-
fication, and more. Yet the book on the whole con-
veys a positive appreciation and even hints at familiar-
ity when Pruys refers to some of the major players by
their nicknames—“Helle”, “Der Lange” and “Black Giant”
for Kohl; “Bieko” (Biedenkopf); “Schrecki” (Schrecken-
berger); “Pepe” (Peter Boenisch); “Don Philippo” (Jen-
ninger); “Dr. Carbonara” (Ackermann)-names which
sound more like childrens’ characters than the inner cir-
cle of German politics.

Pruys profits from his long professional experience as
a journalist in Bonn. His biography is full of sometimes
hilarious anecdotes. For instance, Pruys reports that the
reason Kohl’s relation with Margaret Thatcher soured—
apart from Thatcher’s opposition to German unification—
stems from an incident at a EU conference: “Kohl tried to
avoid a private conversation with her, saying he had *ap-
pointments which could not be broken. As luck would
have it, Maggie Thatcher saw her ’friend Helmut’ shortly
afterward sitting at a cafe and happily eating cake with
no sign at all of stress from the conference. This un-
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planned confrontation was said to have been the end of
the friendship” (p. 290). Unfortunately, most of these
episodes have not been footnoted, and we must rely
solely on Pruys for their veracity.

Pruys is well aware of the restrictions of his task. The
biography “does not purport to be a global analysis of the
political achievements and failures of the first chancellor
of the united Germany, nor is it intended to be a com-
prehensive appreciation of his historical significance” (p.
xiii). This seemingly prudent self-restraint indicates at
the same time one major problem of the biography. It
is largely descriptive; Pruys does not intend to give the
larger picture. His reference to sources is incomplete and
sometimes even misleading. The acronym BKA, for ex-
ample, probably refers to the to the Bundeskanzleramt
rather than the Bundeskriminalamt.

The book concludes with an essay by Jean-Paul Pi-
caper on German-French relations. Whatever induced
Picaper to introduce this essay by paralleling Kohl with
Claudia Schiffer as Germany’s best advertisement abroad
escapes me. He writes: “Both of them achieved success

through their looks, embodying the new German friend-
liness despite their majestic appearances. Claudia and
Helmut made Europe’s most beautiful love story come
true. The ’soft giants from Germany’ are respected, as
one expects of Germans. What is new about them is that
no one needs to be afraid of Germans anymore. They
are even calming and unproblematic” The book could
have verywell done without this embarrassment, even
though the essay comes more to the point in the remain-
ing twenty-eight pages.

Pruys’s book is certainly no definitive study. It may
be useful-like Werner Maser’s 1990 Helmut Kohl: der
deutsche Kanzler-as a starting point for future biogra-
phers. Though it is readable with many photographs
which add value, it would seem that the “Genius of the
Present” still awaits a biographer of his caliber.

Copyright (c) 1997 by H-Net, all rights reserved. This
work may be copied for non-profit educational use if
proper credit is given to the author and the list. For other
permission, please contact H-Net@h-net.msu.edu.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:

https://networks.h-net.org/h-german

Citation: Matthias Zimmer. Review of Pruys, Karl Hugo, Kohl, Genius of the Present: A Biography of Helmut Kohl.

H-German, H-Net Reviews. November, 1997.

URL: http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=1487

Copyright © 1997 by H-Net, all rights reserved. H-Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work for
nonprofit, educational purposes, with full and accurate attribution to the author, web location, date of publication,
originating list, and H-Net: Humanities & Social Sciences Online. For any other proposed use, contact the Reviews

editorial staff at hbooks@mail.h-net.org.


https://networks.h-net.org/h-german
http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=1487
mailto:hbooks@mail.h-net.org

