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GDR American Studies and Other Tricky Matters

âA festschrift can be a tricky matter,â writes Catrin
Gersdorf in one of fourteen essays dedicated to Eber-
hard BrÃ¼ning on the occasion of his eightieth birth-
day (p. 49). She is right. BrÃ¼ning, an eminent East
German Americanist, retired from Leipzig University ap-
proximately twenty years ago, around the time of the
fall of the Berlin Wall. Born in 1925, BrÃ¼ning was an
American prisoner of war during World War II, and it
was under these circumstances that he developed a taste
for American literature, in particular the works of left-
leaning writers. His early interest in the âred decadeâ of
the 1930s as well as writers blacklisted during the post-
war Red Scare–âa field that in this time virtually no one
would touch in the Federal Republic,â far less in âthe USA
in the wake of McCarthyismâ–made of BrÃ¼ning both an
important literary historian in his own right and a âtrail-
blazer,â in Rainer Schnoorâs taxonomy of East German
Americanists, whose interests constituted an acceptable
way to engage American culture without resorting to
the West-baiting that was East Germanyâs stock-in-trade
(pp. 212, 213).

BrÃ¼ning also helped bring about a thaw in academic
relations between the two countries. Ideologically be-
yond reproach, he received permission to travel and re-
search in the United States as early as the mid 1960s. He
established particularly close ties with the faculty at Kent
State University, which, according to Hartmut Keil, the
editor of this volume, resulted in a cooperative agreement
of scholarly exchange between Kent State and Leipzig

universities. Several of BrÃ¼ningâs erstwhile Ameri-
can colleagues have contributed to the book, published
in 2005, as have former colleagues from Leipzig, a num-
ber of his doctoral students who now teach there and
elsewhere, and members of the faculty who (like Keil)
joined the American Studies Department at Leipzig only
after BrÃ¼ningâs retirement in 1990. By that time he
had turned his scholarly attention to nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century American-Saxon relations at the
levels of tourism, diplomacy, and cultural and academic
exchange, interests that gave rise to a spate of post-
retirement publications on his end and that probably con-
tributed to the title of this collection: Transatlantic Cul-
tural Contexts: Essays in Honor of Eberhard BrÃ¼ning.

Here, however, begins the tricky business of assem-
bling a Festschrift. Having chosen a title that reflects
the late-career interests of its honoree, editor Keil has
also created the expectation that the collectionâs essays
will indeed address the transatlantic cultural contexts of,
and exchanges between, European and American cul-
ture, politics, arts, and letters. This is however only par-
tially the case. Indeed, approximately half of the collec-
tionâs essays do not address transatlantic issues at all–
although they do engage BrÃ¼ningâs first love, Ameri-
can literature–and several of the contributors to this vol-
ume seem not to have come up with much of an orig-
inal contribution for the collection but, rather, to have
revised or revisited former material, re-packaged here to
somehow fit the bill. Keil himself–surely one of the most
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distinguished scholars of German-American history–at
least admits freely that his contribution, âGerman Social-
ist Emigrants to the United States,â is but âa revised and
updated versionâ of a 1991 essay. And to his credit, he
has made a good-faith effort to add a specifically Saxon
dimension to the article by âpay[ing] special attention …
to the distinct role which emigrants from Saxony played
in the transfer of ideas and in the emerging German-
American labor movementâ (p. 187). This effort adds a
new dimension to the article and brings it into accord
with BrÃ¼ningâs own prime interest, thus exemplifying
how an old area of expertise can be rendered relevant to
a new context.

Less of an effort along these lines is displayed by
Sanford Marovitz, Yoshinobu Hakutani (both from Kent
State), and Klaus Ensslen (formerly of Munich), who, dur-
ing their distinguished careers, have worked on W. D.
Howells, Richard Wrightâs interest in the haiku format,
and African American literature, respectively, and who,
for this collection, offer essays on precisely these top-
ics. While each of their essays has intrinsic merit, none
has been tailored to the larger theme of the collection.
More interesting in the realm of the purely literary essays
included here are those by Anna Koenen on Sister Car-
rie (1900), Gabriele Pisarz-RamÃ rez on William Faulkner
and the color line (both teach at Leipzig), and Catrin
Gersdorf (who got her Ph.D. there, under BrÃ¼ning) on
Nathanael West and F. O. Matthiessen. While the previ-
ously listed scholars apply conventional modes of inter-
pretation to their subjects, these three model approaches
that helped define the periods during which they them-
selves came of age: Koenen examines her subject matter
through the lens of feminism; Pisarz-RamÃ rez, through
that of transnationalism; and Gersdorf, by applying the
approach of ecocriticism, each to intriguing effect. Only
one among this first group of essays, however, Wayne
Kvamâs on a clandestine German-language radio address
broadcast into Nazi Germany from civil war-torn Spain in
1938, credited to Ernest Hemingway, specifically engages
the intersection of German and American culture and
history. Though Kvam too traverses well-trod ground,
like his Kent State colleagues, his short but meticulously
annotated essay fits in well with the collectionâs osten-
sible organizing theme.

This is generally true for the second half of the col-
lectionâs essays–including Keilâs–all seven of which ad-
dress German-American relations in one way or another.
Again, some essays rehash old material, such as Albrecht
Neubertâs reflections on literary translation, a subject on
which he is an acknowledged expert. Over one-third of

the sources cited for his article are his own, yet his ad-
mittedly familiar central question–why Europeans con-
sume reams of translated American literature, much of it
of âless [than] noteworthyâ literary merit, while Ameri-
cans in turn consume comparatively few European liter-
ary works of any kind–takes on additional resonance in
the context of George W. Bushâs then-recent reelection:
âone is tempted to surmise,â Neubert muses, that this
state of literary relations constitutes a âparallel [to] the
unfortunate political climate of isolation from the âold
Europe,ââ and the United Statesâ âfavouring [of] âgo-it-
aloneâ policies over traditional tiesâ (pp. 80, 84). Reflect-
ing on other trends in American conservatism, Crister
S. Garrett, the first Leipzig-Fulbright Chair of Ameri-
can Studies, observes that cultural critic Samuel P. Hunt-
ingtonâs call for a strengthening of Americaâs Anglo-
Protestant heritage shares common ground with German
(and, more generally, European) conservativesâ demand
that their immigrants too âassimilate into the dominant
or leitkulturâ of their respective host nations (p. 141).
Garrett, picking up on the terminology of Huntingtonâs
Who Are We (2004), instead argues that it is in fact the
very âAmpersandsâ (mainly Hispanics) whom the book
accuses of taking advantage of Americaâs wealth with-
out committing to its culture, who embody the best hope
for American values to endure in an increasingly multi-
cultural world.

Garrett himself is a present-day incarnation of a
species of transatlantic traveler to whom the collection
devotes two essays: Americans in Germany. Thomas
Adam explores the diaries of well-to-do American visi-
tors to the early nineteenth-century royal Saxon court
at Dresden, arguing convincingly that Boston Brahmins
as well as other members of the American pseudo-
aristocracy sought social validation in their interactions
with European royalty. Anja Becker, in turn, surveys
the experiences of nineteenth-century American stu-
dents at Leipzig via their letters, diaries, and memoirs.
While hers in particular would benefit from more rigor-
ous copyediting–this is true of virtually all entries in the
collection, to greater or lesser extent–both essays chime
well with BrÃ¼ningâs own interest in American-Saxon
relations. In a variation on their theme, Berndt Ostendorf
explores the life and times of one Julius Lips, a Weimar-
era Africanist who fell into disfavor with the Nazis (de-
spite well-documented efforts to ingratiate himself with
the regime) and who subsequently found short-lived
American employment, including at Howard University,
whence he was fired after only three years. A âself-
aggrandizing confidence man,â Lips returned to postwar
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Germany but failed to obtain a position in Cologne be-
cause of his earlier efforts to accommodate the Nazis. In-
stead he successfully applied for the rectorship at Leipzig
University, where, âin the prevailing mood of quick
restoration nobody [among the East German authorities]
was able to contest nor inclined to questionâ Lipsâs semi-
fraudulent credentials (p. 119).

This, finally, returns us to the issue of the politics
of the East German academy and, in particular, the pol-
itics of American studies in the GDR, a topic investi-
gated in fascinating detail by Rainer Schnoor. Schnoor
methodically surveys all aspects of teaching and being a
student of American studies in East Germany, from the
âdangerous fiftiesâ through the ââWendeâ [or] the Big
Turn in 1989â and immediately beyond, when those who
had reached retirement age, like BrÃ¼ning, were perhaps
among the fortunate; those who stayed on were subjected
to a self-righteous West German-staffed âconduct com-
missionâ that probed them for SystemnÃ¤he, or coziness
to the discredited system (pp. 212, 205). In fact, Schnoor
argues, East German Americanists were neither Stalinist
yes-men, nor bent on professional suicide via dissident
teachings. Rather, people like BrÃ¼ning (and Schnoor
himself) performed a decades-long professional tightrope
act. They produced impressive scholarship under diffi-
cult circumstances (BrÃ¼ningâs appended bibliography
is seventeen pages in length and includes sixteen mono-
graphs) and, in their teaching, strove for an objectivity
that âle[ft] the interpretation to the discerning listenerâ
(p. 221). While Schnoor writes eloquently on the chronic
shortage of equipment and resources (one way of getting

copies of Western books was to âsteal [them] from the
stalls of West German and British/American publishersâ
at the annual Leipzig bookfair), his essay is sufficiently
nuanced to acknowledge both the presence of spies in the
classroom (âat least one student Stasi informer per classâ)
yet also that, for all of the systemâs failings, it did have
its benefits: âquasi-egalitarianâ aspects that are âsadly
missed today,â for example, and âa holistic, compre-
hensive theoryâ–dialectical materialism–âthat seemed to
provide a tool for understanding history, society and cul-
tureâ (pp. 216, 220, 209, 211). In the end, he admits,
âmost of us honestly believed (or believe) in the truly lib-
erating function of the Marxist concept of history,â and
one is left feeling that his and his peersâ conflicted rela-
tionship with the East German academy was perhaps not
that different from the one they had with their notion of
âAmericaâ–which was, he writes, a âlove affair … albeit
[a] critical oneâ (pp. 221, 213).

Itâs a good way to end this volume–Schnoorâs essay,
followed by BrÃ¼ningâs impressive bibliography–as it
brings the reader back to the man being honored in its
pages, his lifeâs work, and the conditions under which
he achieved it. The fact that not all whose essays are in-
cluded within the bookâs pages have put the same level
of effort into their contributions does not invalidate the
collection by any means; there is something here for ev-
eryone, even among the less-than-original contributions.
It does, however, make of this a Festschrift whose parts–
some of them, anyway–are significantly greater than its
whole.
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