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. CONSERVATIVE UTOPIA

The Conspiracy of the Carpenters: .. Novel by Hermsnn Borcherdt
Translsted by Barrows Mussey. Introduction by Franz werfel.
Simon & Schuster, & 24,75
Reviewed by K 1 a u s Mann,

german literature in exile - and practically the whole German
litersature is in exile, since 1953 - has produced an lmpressive
number of interesting or even excellent works; but it has falled,
so far, to produce new authors. The Italian anti-Fascists have
I:nazio Silone - a novelist of the first crder who became famous
as a refuzee, But the palaxy of German anti-Nazl writers consists
exclusively of nemes that were prominent already in the distunt days
of the we Republiec or even before the first yorld war. Bet
ﬁom no-.%’ﬁi{itr;é?ﬂarm name will have to be remembered; Hermann
Borchardt - undoubtedly e vital, original talent.

His first book, The Conspirscy of the Cerpenters, 1is indeed an

extraordinary plece of work; bold and controversial, quite unique

in its kind. The ruthor - enormously ambitious and endowed with
considerable crestive energies = ventured on an enterprise of truly
eple dimanniona.f His "Historical Accounting of a Ruling Class"

is a reelistic novel in the .rand nineteenth-century style (there

are suggestions of Balzde and Tolstoi) and at the same time a sym=
bolic parable akin to medigeval mysteries (his narrative was ori=
ginelly concelved as a colossal drama some two thousand pages long).
4t once fentastic and ponderous, whimsical and didactic, it 1s indeed
one of the most curious, moat perplexing experiments in modern litera=
ture = incomprrable in its particulsr accents and msnnerisms and

yet typlecelly Teutonic in 1ts rampant cepriclousness end lkemedensbe
pedagogical pretension, For The Conspiracy of the Cerpenters 1s by

no means just s berogue eztrava;;anzﬂ‘: it is, quite the econtrary,




-t -
conceived and presented as "an important political work," to quote
an expression used by Franz Werfel in his glhesbebmbé warnm and eloguent
foreword, It 1s indeed to this politicalepedagoglcal pathos that the
fascination of Borcherdt's novel is due - a fascination which, in this
reviewer's opinion, is not free of problematical or even dangerous
elements. The political feiry tele so fervently recommended by the
ireat sustrian poet, Franz werfel, 1s -« to put it bluntly - one of
the most excesaivgly reactionary books written since the time of
Metternich.

Borchardt 1s against Hitler, all right. Hls story - taking place
in a fancy land that is almost Germany - describes the rise and fall
of a "modern popular lerder" named DIr. Urban who could be almost
Hitler, He isn't Hitler, though. Everything 1s a little different:
not the real history of Germany in the last forty years, but - to
quote Werfel a,ain = "rather a musical veriation upon the elements of
that history." One might azlso say, less euphemistically, that it is
a purposeful arrangement or even a sly distortion of the historicac(
facts, For, if it 1s true that our author is a real artist and as
such given to childlike and inspired va;arlies, it 1s also true that
he is a politiecal preacher and agitator - extremely cunning In promoting
his ceuse, which is the cause of clerlc 1 conservativiam,

The ruling class in Mr, Borchardt's mythologlecal country 1as re=
presented by the Gonaervutiias, under the leadership of Adem Faust,
President of the Republic, owner of machlne factorles and mines, also
known a8 "the Fox of God," His teacher and trusted adviser is Professor
Andrew Zorn, the theoretician of the Conservatives, euthor of The

Metaphysies of Reasction, /nother prominent pupil of Professor Zorn 1s

Dr, Daruhi, personal physiclaen to the President and professor of

occult sclences = a spectacular .entleman with plereing eyes, dark-
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brown hailr over a powdered fece, a pince-nez dangling on a black ribbon
over the high-buttoned white w 1stcoat with 1its double row of dark-red
glass buttons. Others close to the Presldent ere Bishop Hesse, who
establishes with indrew Zorn the Lea.ue of Carpenters - & secret, mlili=
tant brotherhood end "ideal Christian commonwealth in the vest.-pocket
form;" pugustus Beyer, leader of the radical Christian and activist
wing of the Conservatives, a rich textile magnat:; and, moreover, some
"banking princes" and Christisn-reactionary artists (the term "Christ=
lan-reactionery" 1is Borchardt!s), These are the heroes of the chronlcle.
On the other slde, we have the "Urbanites" (i.e. the Nezils), backed
by the Liberals, atheists, =nd adherents to the ugly idea of "pro;ress,”
Even more desplcable than the desperados end ruffians gathering around
the "modern populer leader" - Urban-Hitler « 1s "the Iron Phalanx
of Intelligence, glittering with all progressive party colors including
the blood red of revolution,"

sccording to Hermann Borchardt, the disintegration of modern
soclety, the triumph of "the bog", in other words: Nazism, 1s the
direct, inevitable consequence of what he caulls "the central heresy of

perturbing

our times, the heresy of material progress." Now, the thing

about this theory 1s that it 1s partly true, es are most theorles, for
that ma ters But it is not true - as Mr, Borcherdt usserts = that all
liberal, democratic ideas - all such concepts as Freedom, Civilization,
Impertial Sclence, Enlightenment, and so forth - are necessarlily stalned
with the corrosive poison of "materialism," whereas all conservative,
clericaly oaaphbmdfstee tendencies ere per se ethical eand constructive,
If the Urben in Borchardt's "musical variation" is backed by "liberal"
senators and parlore-pink litersti, the real Hitler was financed by

big business, And while the Nazl slogans, 1in reelity, owe thelr attractilor
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mostly to a kind of vul.arized heroic-sristocratic mystielsm, Dr, Urban's
docttines are a macubre caricature of democratic ideals: the human type
he wants to establish - "Mr, Colightly" -« 1s indeed the standardiged,
oeddendy, anti-herolc petty bour,eols whom Nezi propaganda presents as
the dreary result of Marxist and democrstic mmanitarianism,

There 18 a civil war taking place in Mr, Borchardt's dream land,
with the wvaliant Conservatives snd Carpenters fi hting the Urbenites,
while the venal intelligentsla wavers and sccepts bribes, The Carpenters
come out victorious - naturally they do. Presently they establish a
"genuinely CUhristisn conservetive commonwealth;™ that is to say, the
state mssumes "e religlous charscter," and unloads "its responsibility
for the bodlly welfare of its citizens - for the '"weekdey' - upon our
capitrlists end fellowships, that is upon the economic system as a whole,"
Thus lliberated from all vulgar materlal worrles, the asdmbese soverrment
is free to devote itself to its lofty tasks - the effairs of the "Sun=
day Mortal," Censorship and the prosecution of the Iron Phelanx of
Intelligence puarsntee the moral soundness of the conservetiVe common=
wealth; as for such minor matters as the production and e distribution
of vital goods, that's the headache of the Christian millionaires and
the pious gullds. If Mr, Borch-rdt's medieval concept of the State has
any parallel in modern history, it is perhaps the clerical dictatorship
of Dr, Dollfuss in .ustrls, The fact that the .,ustrian chancellor was
assassinated by Nazls - just as meny of Adam Faust's men are murdered
by the Urbanites -~ should not make us forget that he, Engelbert D011£ék:,
ruined his country by his anti-labor policy and his indecent flirtetion
with Benito Mussolini,

"The forcibly defended pust - the strongest force in crestlon, some=
thing almost unshakable - “: that is what Borchardt admires erd recomsgndi
He does 80 withk.w/wit and power, boldness and imaginstion.

But, alas, his political messa,e is as stale and muddled as his artistic
vision is lively and colorful.
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