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NIL SANTIÁÑEZ

Showing What
Cannot Be Said
Total War and the International Project of Modernist War Writing
[The Second of Two Parts]*

total war as a collage

R eceived with much critical acclaim when it came out in 1930, 
Edlef Köppen’s Heeresbericht (Army Communiqué) did not enjoy the 

enormous public success that welcomed Le Feu (Under Fire) and other 
war novels of the period;1 by the time the Nazis banned it in 1933, the 
novel had sold no more than ten thousand copies. The reasons for the 
discrepancy between the critics’ high praise and the public’s lack of en-
thusiasm partly have to do with the readers’ horizon of expectations with 
respect to the literature on the Great War. At the time of the publication 
of Heeresbericht there was in Germany a revival of nationalistic pro-war 
narratives (e.g., Franz Schauwecker’s Aufbruch der Nation [The Awakening 
of the Nation] [1929], Werner Beumelburg’s Die Gruppe Bosemüller [The 
Bosemüller Squad] [1930], Josef Magnus Wehner’s Sieben vor Verdun [Seven 
before Verdun] [1930]), while all across Europe readers and authors alike 
favored personal “authenticity” and historical “veracity” in war accounts. 
Such preferences were reflected in the hegemony of realist narratives 
and autobiographies (as a genre, but also as a narrative device in fiction) 
within the corpus of literature on the Great War produced between the 
late 1920s and the mid-1930s. Realist novels like Arnold Zweig’s Der 
Streit um Sergeanten Grischa (The Case of Sergeant Grischa) (1927), Ernst 
Glaeser’s Jahrgang 1902 (Class 1902) (1928), Ernest Hemingway’s A Fare-
well to Arms (1929), A. M. Frey’s Die Pflasterkästen (The Boxes of Band-Aids) 
(1929), and Frederick Manning’s Her Privates We (1930), or war memoirs 
like Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War (1927), Robert Graves’s Good-
bye to All That (1929), Ernst Toller’s Eine Jugend in Deutschland (A Youth in 

*Part One of this essay was published in the Summer 2016 issue of the 
Massachusetts Review.



451

Germany) (1933), and Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth (1933) were the 
order of the day in a period that could be considered the golden age of 
the literature devoted to the Great War. In this context, openly experi-
mental and emotionally detached novels like Heeresbericht constituted the 
exception to the norm, and consequently had less chances for captur-
ing the readers’ interest. Moreover, even within the canon of modernist 
works on the war Heeresbericht stands out as a unique literary artifact, as 
one of the most innovative and challenging war narratives.

Organized into two parts that contain eight and seven chapters re-
spectively (which in turn are divided into a varying number of sections), 
Heeresbericht is a collage of roughly 145 documents (e.g., army commu-
niqués, memoranda, newspaper articles, encyclopedia entries, advertise-
ments, manifestos, proclamations, poems, theater programs, restaurant 
menus, and medical reports) and the fictional story of the war experience 
of a student named Adolf Reisiger, from August 1914 (when he joins the 
German army as Kriegsfreiwilliger or volunteer) until September 1918 (date 
in which Reisiger is forcefully institutionalized by the army for his ques-
tioning of the war’s morality).2 Like other coetaneous narratives on the 
Great War (think, for instance, of Ernst Jünger’s In Stahlgewittern [Storm of 
Steel] [1920], R. H. Mottram’s The Spanish Farm Trilogy 1914 –1918 [1927], 
Ludwig Renn’s Krieg [War] [1928], or Adam Scharrer’s Vaterlandslose Ge-
sellen [Fellows without Fatherland] [1930]), the fictional story of Heeres-
bericht practically covers the whole duration of that military conflict. But 
in sharp contrast with those works, Heeresbericht consists of an immense 
multifaceted dialogue between, on the one hand, the personal experience 
of the war, and the public and institutional — usually pro-war — discourse 
on the other. Köppen’s work is at once a story of an individual’s war expe-
rience, a reflection on the nature of the war fought in 1914 –18, an exposé 
critiquing the language of war as well as the institutional discourse that 
articulates and supports it, and (as suggested by Oliver Geisler) a “counter-
archive” of the war’s official version, as elaborated in the material held at 
the Reich’s Archive in Potsdam.3 The complexity and multiple layers of 
modern warfare in general and the total dimension of the Great War in 
particular are shown by the montage of all sorts of texts, by the two nar-
rative levels of the novel (i.e., the fictional story of Adolf Reisiger and the 
archival materials gathered by Köppen), by the use of different focalizers 
and narrative voices, by the mixture of literary genres, by the introduction 
of techniques characteristic of the cinema and the radio, by a style that 
combines techniques common to prose fiction and devices drawn from 



452

THE MASSACHUSETTS REVIEW

poetry and music (e.g., parallelistic structures, anaphoras and repetitions 
of phrases, words and motifs, preference for a staccato style of writing, 
and the occasional organization of sentences as if they were the lines of a 
poem), and finally, by the author’s coverage of the two main fronts in the 
European theater of war as well as the home front. Heeresbericht refracts the 
nature of total war by putting aside the conventions of literary realism and 
by producing in its stead a rich and well-articulated modernist discourse.4

In dialogue with the type of modernism practiced by John Dos Passos 
in Manhattan Transfer (1925) and Alfred Döblin in Berlin Alexanderplatz 
(1929), the modernism of Heeresbericht may be read as an answer to the 
problems that anyone who attempts to write a story about modern war-
fare must face. Köppen’s novel thematizes those difficulties in a scene 
that is in fact a topos of much war writing: I am referring to the situation 
in which a soldier, after being asked by civilians to talk about the war, 
cannot find the right words because language is an insufficient tool for 
capturing with precision his war experience, and also because he thinks 
that civilians are unable anyway to truly understand it. Echoing a com-
monplace, Heeresbericht presents the Great War as an almost incommu-
nicable event. In his summary of the situation, the narrator underscores 
the existential gap between Reisiger and the civilian population: “How 
is it over there, Adolf Reisiger? Come on, tell us something about the 
war. Started after being tormented for a long time: ‘So the enemy was 
using artillery shells.’ And the narration stopped already. What on earth 
do they know, about the ‘enemy’! And ‘artillery shells,’ what on earth do 
they know, what an ‘artillery shell’ is? Stammers, shuts up — it’s no use 
going on” (209).5 It can be inferred that the narrator, and by extension 
the implied author, believes that the usual straightforward realist account 
won’t do. The articulation of a modernist, experimental discourse is the 
answer given by the novel to these problems.

Edlef Köppen provides a considerable degree of detail about the type of 
war fought in 1914 –18. Like Barbusse in Le Feu, he establishes the cause-
effect relationship between the nature of the military conflict and the 
war’s radical unmaking of the world. In Köppen’s view, it is a mechanized 
war that has its own logic; its mechanism is out of reach (326). Köppen 
does not shrink from describing, with disturbing detail, the annihilation 
of places, the destruction of the landscape, the injury of the human body. 
One of the main foci in Heeresbericht consists precisely of the portrayal of 
the war’s destructive power and its traumatic outcome. As it happens with 
Le Feu, trauma is at the core of Köppen’s novel. 
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The war’s unmaking of the world is most evident in the destruction of 
towns and the land. Take, for instance, the following description of an 
abandoned French village: there were no houses left that could be used by 
the Germans, “no roofs, no walls. Marshes all over the place . . . Bleak, torn 
to pieces, crushed. The village street had been so plowed up that the guns 
could only be moved by setting all artillerists to push the wheels and flog-
ging the horses” (220). As the war goes on, its destructive power increases; 
as a result, the descriptions of the war’s unmaking of the world turn 
bleaker. This is the landscape that Reisiger contemplates upon arriving at 
a new position: “It is the most desolate and wretched place that Reisiger 
has ever been through. . . nothing is to be seen but utter annihilation. . . . 
There is nothing left but the remains of battered and splintered stumps. 
The troops have been told to take cover among ruined houses: there is 
nothing but masses of pulverized lime. Signboards, signboards everywhere: 
‘Here was the village of X,’ ‘Here was the village of Z’ ” (310). Like artil-
lery shelling, the use of gas transforms nature altogether, turning it into an 
ominous, deadly space. In Chapter Five of the second part the extradi-
egetic narrative voice narrates a mission carried out by Reisiger and a 
comrade. They must cross a forest to gather information from the front 
line. But as it happens, the forest has been gassed by the enemy, as they 
soon realize when they notice that the leaves of the trees are not green, 
but purple (333). The narrator depicts the forest as an innocent entity 
murdered by humans: “The whole thing is horribly uncanny. . . . This is, 
he [Adolf Reisiger] thinks, a defiled forest. These are trees, birches, perhaps 
three, or maybe five, years old. They have nothing, absolutely nothing to 
do with the war. . . . They stay simply there and come into leaf and blossom 
every spring. . . . And now? Now the worst beasts on earth — men — have 
descended onto these poor birch-trees. A whim has poisoned this forest. 
And it dies uncomplainingly, with a resignation that its murderers were 
incapable of” (334).

The trauma of space, its “injury” by modern warfare, correlates with 
the destruction of the body, which usually is a function of Reisiger’s 
gradual realization that war is a criminal activity. Reisiger starts to com-
prehend the real purport of war during his baptism of fire, as he sees the 
wounds inflicted on some of his comrades: “Close behind him lies Con-
rad, writhing, gasping, moaning like a sick animal. . . . Reisiger sees: Con-
rad’s left hand is cut off clean from the wrist. A great fountain of blood is 
spurting from the stump. . . . His knees [Adolf Reisiger’s] are trembling. 
There is a choking feeling in his throat. So this is what war really means! 
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One moment you have a man standing there vigorous and strong and 
bursting with courage. . . . All of a sudden the man lies on the ground. 
And there is a jet of blood. And that man will go home, and never again 
in his lifetime have a left hand. How loathsome!” (41). Further in the 
novel, Reisiger’s position is again under attack. The results are catastroph-
ic, for everybody serving the battery dies or is gravely wounded except 
Reisiger: “And as he looks round for his comrades, he sees the headless 
body of Gellhorn close by him, and Hohorst with both arms torn off, 
and behind him a severed leg” (76). Lieutenant Stiller’s death (257–58) 
and the annihilation of Reisiger’s unit (261– 63) offer additional instances 
of the wounding and utter destruction of the human body. 

The trauma — in the sense of “physical wound” — of space and the 
human body leads to psychological trauma. Reisiger’s institutionaliza-
tion at the end of the novel is indeed meant to be a punishment, but it 
has to be read, at the same time, as the climax of the main character’s 
mental deterioration — a result of the tension between his sense of mili-
tary duty on the one hand and his anti-war views on the other. As is the 
case with the main characters of other Great War novels (e.g., George 
Sherston in Siegfried Sassoon’s autobiographic trilogy of novels The 
Complete Memoirs of George Sherston [1928 –36], George Winterbourne 
in Richard Aldington’s Death of a Hero [1929], and Paul Bäumer in Re-
marque’s Im Westen nichts Neues [All Quiet on the Western Front] [1929]), 
Adolf Reisiger’s Bildung has a structure marked by the following phases: 
naïve pro-war enthusiasm, disillusionment with war, resentment with 
supposedly uncomprehending civilians on the home front, anti-war 
sentiment mixed with the appreciation of camaraderie and the respect 
for military regulations, unquestioning fulfilment of orders and a wish 
to fight on cohabiting uneasily with a view of war as senseless murder 
that must be ended, and finally, the deterioration of the main character’s 
mental health.6

As in Le Feu, that multiple trauma, the unmaking of the world by a 
total, mechanized war, projects itself onto the very texture of the novel. 
But while Le Feu’s modernism coexists with realist techniques, Heeres-
bericht abandons realism altogether in order to experiment, in avant-garde 
fashion, with literary form. The structure and narrative devices of Heeres-
bericht can be read as the unmaking of realism, the demolition of the 
house of fiction, the formal equivalent of total war and thus as a demon-
stration of its nature, and as the suggestion of new ways for narrating 
modern warfare. 
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The embedded documents and the montage itself serve different pur-
poses within the novel.7 In general terms, the insertion of about 145 
documents introduces a dialogic principle while adding narrative voices 
other than the extradiegetic narrator of the fictional level. In this sense, 
Heeresbericht is a polyphonic novel. Sometimes, those texts frame the fic-
tional story by placing it within its historical context (e.g., 9–15, 301, 
306). They also connect the two levels of the novel, blurring the distinc-
tion between the fictional and the real, thereby projecting a fictional 
dimension over reality. More often, documents inserted in the novel pro-
vide the army’s official version of the historical events told in the fictional 
war story, give the military framework in which those events occurred, or 
add additional information on the events (e.g., 30–31, 159–61, 196–97, 
343–44). Documents also inform the reader about the situation on the 
home front (e.g., 90, 194–95, 215–16) and offer multiple and conflicting 
perspectives on the same event: this is the case of the narration of the 
sinking of the Lusitania, told by the insertion of two newspaper articles, 
a circus program published in a daily paper announcing the performance 
of the “Torpedoing of the Lusitania,” and a report by the deputy chief 
of the German naval staff (60–61). Occasionally, the narrator embeds 
documents produced by the French and British high commands (e.g., 78, 
159–61, 164–65), thereby creating a perspectivist effect, in that the views 
of the German military are contrasted with those of the enemy. Many 
of the documents are directly related to passages from the fictional story, 
adding information, tacitly commenting, or establishing ironic contrasts 
(e.g., 44, 99–100, 196–97, 258–59, 302–4). Some of the more interesting 
embedded texts are those that demonstrate the institutional manipula-
tion of public opinion through the military’s censorship and control over 
the production of discourse (e.g., 20–22, 212, 275).8

Language is one of the tacit topics in the dialogue between the ar-
chival material and the fictional story. A remarkable feature of this dia-
logue lies in the contrast between the soldiers’ speech reproduced in 
the fictional story and the official language of war given in several em-
bedded documents, the latter often if not always punctuated by those 
“big words” (e.g., glory, sacrifice, heroism, courage, honor) that made so many 
soldiers feel uneasy because of their vacuousness — a fact immortalized 
by Ernest Hemingway in an oft-quoted passage from A Farewell to Arms 
(1929).9 A message of the Kaiser addressed to the German armed forces 
on 31 December 1915 offers a typical example of the official language 
of war: “Comrades! A year of terrible fighting has ended. Whenever the enemy 
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have attacked our lines in superior numbers they have recoiled before your stead-
fastness and valor. Whenever I sent you forward to attack you have won glorious 
victories. Today we remember with gratitude our brothers who gladly shed their 
blood to win security for their dear ones at home, and immortal glory for the Fa-
therland” (198; italics in the original). The whole novel can be read as a 
deconstruction of this official pro-war discourse. Especially through the 
ironic dialogue between pompous official documents and the carnage 
told by the story, Heeresbericht carries a powerful denunciation of warfare. 
As “counter-archive” of the war, the novel presents discourse at war with 
itself. But it has to be added that, while denouncing war, Köppen’s col-
lage also underlines a fundamental characteristic of any military conflict: 
its incessant and multifaceted production of discourse. Wars begin and are 
carried on and remembered through a proliferation of language.10 The 
declaration of war, proclamations, speeches, hymns, songs, and newspaper 
articles supporting the war produced in wartime have to be considered 
as actively participating in the war effort. Therefore, it would be mistaken 
to believe that the fictional story of Heeresbericht portrays the “real” war, 
while the propaganda material produced by German institutions has in 
fact nothing to do with it. The discursive manipulation of the population 
was part of the war as much as the soldiers’ experiences or the battles 
were. Heeresbericht presents war as both action and discourse — and this is 
precisely one of Köppen’s greatest achievements.11

The fictional story of the novel is not told in a conventional realist 
mode. Köppen deploys several strategies that, when combined, produce a 
modernist text. The most important modernist techniques are those that 
refer to or mimic, by means of poetic and musical devices, combat itself. 
These instances of poetic prose are characteristic of avant-garde writing. 
Köppen employs poetic and musical devices to represent artillery and 
cavalry attacks. One of the first instances of poetic prose can be found 
in the description of an artillery attack conducted by Reisiger’s battery 
(72–73). The organization of this section clearly imitates the structure of 
a poem. The first four paragraphs introduce the situation, each paragraph 
anaphorically starting with similar if not identical phrases (72–73). The 
rest of the section has a circular structure: it begins with the sentence “the 
men load, aim, fire” (73) and it ends with the sentence “the men load, aim, 
fire, load–aim–fire” (73). The text between these two sentences follows 
two sets of anaphoric repetitions: before the beginning of the first three 
paragraphs, the narrator repeats the phrase “Rapid fire, which means” 
and at the beginning of each of the three remaining paragraphs he inserts 
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the words “Rapid fire.” In the following chapter there is another instance 
of poetic prose built upon anaphoras and parallelistic structures:

Silently [marched] the officers at the head of the column, silently 
[marched] the non-commissioned officers on the right of it, silently 
[marched] the men . . . 
 Away in the distance the hill was on fire. The order comes — Put it 
out! 
 Away in the distance their brothers are shouting. The order 
comes — They must be relieved. 
 Away on the hillside the enemy has broken through. The order 
comes — He must be driven back. (79–80)

An English cavalry attack is also described in a poetic fashion by the 
insertion in the narration of paragraphs that clearly imitate poetry: “Cav-
alry. The enemy is attacking with the cavalry. Out of the hollow swarms 
up the cavalry. Gray, gleaming bubbles are coming up: helmets, a chain, 
from Loos to the mine dump. . . . It comes brown and black and white, 
sweeping onwards solidly without a gap, from Loos to the mine dump” 
(179). Shortly after this, another paragraph introduces a poetic atmosphere 
that projects over the entire section: “They are charging. The foremost 
mass begins to rise up and down. Up, down, up, down, up, trot. In its rear, 
the second rank comes up, down, up, trot. Both lines, in tight formation, 
trot. And trot. And there is a surge along the entire front, the horses’ legs 
striding, their hooves stretched in the air, and up and stretched and down 
and gallop and the bellies almost touching the earth, necks extended — a 
race!” (179). This section contains more paragraphs like these; they create, 
alongside the repetition of the phrase “from Loos to the mine dump,” an 
evocative, elegiac atmosphere. Poetry enhances the dramatic beauty of 
this suicidal British cavalry attack, and it confers a heroic, hopeless aura to 
the attacking squadrons, which are annihilated by German machine guns, 
something that is also described poetically (180–81).

Sections 6, 8, 10, and 12 of the second chapter from part two (244–71) 
have a poetic and musical structure that stylistically reproduces a merci-
less and continuous rapid-fire artillery attack endured by the Germans. 
In section 6 between each paragraph the narrator repeats the sentence 
“The enemy cannonades.” After a while, this sentence is followed by 
other sentences that also refer to the rain (“The enemy cannonades. It 
has started to rain,” “The enemy cannonades. The rain becomes more 
intense,” “The enemy cannonades. It is pouring”). At the end of sec-
tion 8, between each paragraph the narrator intersperses almost identical 
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sentences (“Yes, the creeping barrage is coming nearer,” “The creeping 
barrage is coming nearer, nearer”), and in sections 10 and 12 he scatters 
the sentence “The enemy cannonades.”  The intensity of the rapid-fire 
artillery attack is enhanced by the anaphoric repetition of the leitmotif 
“The enemy cannonades” and the variations introduced to this repeti-
tion, which build up in a manner reminiscent of a musical fugue. The 
suggestive character of all those poetic and musical devices may be inter-
preted as being part and parcel of the novel’s treatment of war, which is 
tacitly based upon the notion that total war will be better understood if 
instead of being said it is shown.

modernist war writing in its longue dure'e

Le Feu and Heeresbericht answered in novel, groundbreaking ways the 
same question that Tolstoy and Stendhal had to address when they earlier 
took up the narration of modern warfare — how can one represent war by 
means of language and literary conventions? That the answers of these two 
novels were different from those given in War and Peace and La Chartreuse 
de Parme is something that has to do, of course, with the new violence and 
type of warfare fought in 1914 –18, but also with the new correlation of 
forces within the literary field from the 1910s to the early 1930s — those 
were the years of the increasing hegemony of modernism. The confluence 
of total war and the modernist literary and artistic practices that emerged 
in France, Spain, Germany, and Austria at the fin de siècle and became he-
gemonic in Europe in the first decades of the twentieth century created 
the conditions of possibility for the appearance of new ways of under-
standing and representing war. Henri Barbusse, Edlef Köppen and other 
writers fully realized something which was already intuited by Tolstoy and 
Stendhal, namely that modern warfare not only destroys the nonlinguistic 
world on a scale hitherto unknown — it also has a devastating effect on the 
house of fiction. Realism can hardly capture the multiple layers and mean-
ings of modern warfare in its total expression. In contrast, modernism’s set 
of family resemblances (e.g., preponderance of discourse over story, spatial 
form, experimentation with language, fragmentation of personal identity, 
metaliterary self-awareness, mixing of genres, perspectivism, epistemic un-
certainty) enables this mode of writing to show total war formally. This is 
most evident in Köppen’s novel, although we have seen it in Le Feu as well. 
Heeresbericht does not aim to say what war is. In Köppen’s great novel there 
is no attempt at telling a story in a traditional realist way; there is no trust in 
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the ability of language for representing faithfully the nonlinguistic world. 
Tacitly predicated on the belief that total war is an unsayable phenom-
enon, his approach to war is consequently indirect. “What signs fail to 
express,” Wittgenstein states in the Tractatus, “their application shows.”12 
Stendhal and Tolstoy also seem to have guessed at this solution; at any 
rate, despite their intuition of the destabilizing effect resulting from the 
narration of modern warfare, they followed the conventions of realism. 

The answer to the question would not be fully formulated until the 
Great War. Authors like Henri Barbusse struggled with it, keeping a dif-
ficult balance between his partial reliance on the poetics of realism and his 
realization that perhaps this was not the best path to follow; this tension 
translated into the simultaneous practice of realist storytelling with an in-
cipient modernist mode imbued with the writing of disaster. Others, Edlef 
Köppen among them, embraced the latter route and took it to its ultimate 
consequences, renouncing the realist mode altogether and developing in 
its stead new ways for war writing. Since this experimentation with lan-
guage and literary conventions in works on the Great War was undertaken 
in different countries, scholars and readers alike would benefit from ap-
proaching modernist war writing in a comparative and transnational spirit. 
In this essay I have moved away from the usual focus on Anglo-American 
literature, not only in order to suggest a different path for the analysis of 
modernist war writing; in addition, I have meant to show the richness of a 
mode of writing whose complexity exceeds the usual canon of British and 
American modernist texts. As regards fiction, the first steps of modernist 
war writing are to be found, for instance, not in Virginia Woolf ’s haunting 
elliptical representation of war in Jacob’s Room (1922), or in her perceptive 
and sensitive treatment of war trauma in Mrs. Dalloway (1925), but rather 
in Henri Barbusse’s literary experiments in Le Feu. One of the most radical 
modernist narrative approaches to the war will be equally found outside the 
Anglo-American literary field. Save, perhaps, for the first two novels from 
John Dos Passos’ trilogy U.S.A. (1930–36), Edlef Köppen’s experimenta-
tion with collage, music, and poetry in Heeresbericht has no equal in English 
and American modernist literature on the Great War. I am not disputing 
the importance of Anglo-American modernist letters. In these pages I 
have aimed instead at opening up the field of study to an international 
body of literary and artistic modernist works, as well as placing before 
the reader expressions of war modernism that are different, in signifi-
cant ways, from the modernist war writing practiced in Britain and the 
United States — a modernist war writing that tends to place emphasis on 
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temporal disjunctions, historical discontinuities, lyricism, personal con-
flict, the fragmentation of subjectivity, and the practice of the stream of 
consciousness. The modernism centered on the Great War is, therefore, 
both an international and a plural, heterogeneous project.  

A comparative and transnational methodology also reveals that some 
of the answers given to the literary problem discussed in this essay blazed 
trails that we are still treading; both Barbusse and Köppen opened up liter-
ary venues that are still pertinent. To paraphrase the title of a recent book 
by David Reynolds on the legacy of the Great War in the twentieth cen-
tury, the literature produced on that war has a “long shadow.”13 From Le 
Feu stems a realist tradition of war writing, because this is how that novel 
has been typically read. Without questioning the existence of realism in 
Barbusse’s masterpiece, I have argued that Le Feu is much more than realist; 
that it is in fact the first novel on the Great War to engage with a modern-
ist poetics. In this sense, the modernist representation of modern warfare 
paradoxically begins with a work usually labeled as realist. Two important 
novels on the Second World War, Norman Mailer’s 1948 The Naked and 
the Dead and Gert Ledig’s 1955 Die Stalinorgel (The Stalin Organ), would 
be heirs to Barbusse’s brand of modernist war writing. Mailer’s and Ledig’s 
oscillation between mimetic representation and storytelling on the one 
hand, and modernist spatial form and experimentation with language and 
literary conventions on the other, are remindful of Barbusse’s in Le Feu. 
In turn, Heeresbericht is a full-fledged manifestation of modernist fiction 
on war, and therefore it belongs to the tradition hesitatingly initiated by 
Barbusse. Köppen’s montage of many texts is a literary strategy that would 
be deployed many years after the publication of Heeresbericht in works 
that undertook the representation of the Second World War and its after-
math: I am thinking of Alexander Kluge’s Schlachtsbeschreibung (Description 
of a Battle) (1964) and “Der Luftangriff auf Halberstadt am 8. April 1945” 
(“The Air Raid against Halberstadt on 8 April 1945”) (1977), Hans Mag-
nus Enzensberger’s Europa in Ruinen (Europe in Ruins)  (1990), and the 
most ambitious literary collage ever produced — the fascinating, masterful 
ten-volume Das Echolot (The Sonar) (1993–2005), by the German novelist 
Walter Kempowski. Should our critical gaze begin to encompass mod-
ernist war writing throughout its longue durée, we would discern the exis-
tence of important points of overlap between literary works on the Great 
War and those produced on military conflicts that took place later in the 
century. These shared family resemblances are evident not only at the 
level of the contents — which is the main focus of most of the critical dis-
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cussions on Great War literature — but also, and perhaps more decisively, 
within the realm of form and language. The contemporary experiments 
with the representation of war belong to the modernist tradition initiated 
apropos of the Great War.14 As pioneers of modernist war writing, Henri 
Barbusse and Edlef Köppen may still teach valuable lessons when a writer 
is confronted with the dilemmas and problems implied by the thorny 
question on how to represent war.15 
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