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Foreword







Odon von Horváth’s 1937 novel Jugend ohne Gott (Youth without God) was the indirect cause of his extravagantly bizarre death.


Essentially a man of the theatre, Horváth had no doubt grown dispirited at the fact that very few of the nine plays he had written since the advent of the Nazi government in 1933 had reached the stage; indeed, one of the best of them, Glaube Liehe Hoffnung (Faith, Hope and Charity), which was in rehearsal in Berlin when the new regime came to power, had been immediately suppressed, before it even had a chance to open. So it’s no surprise that he eventually turned to writing novels (there was another, Ein Kind Unserer Zeit (A Child of Our Time) that came hard on the heels of the first). The instant enormous success of Jugend ohne Gott must have come as a particularly welcome surprise to a man in the throes of extricating himself from post-Anschluss Vienna (where he had moved, from Germany, in 1933); and his trip to Paris to meet Robert Siodmak (one of the many German filmmakers on his way to Hollywood) to discuss making a film based on the book must have been undertaken with considerable relief and optimism.


Before setting out from Amsterdam, however, incurably superstitious, Horváth had consulted a clairvoyant; she became extremely excited and told him that waiting for him in Paris was the greatest adventure of his life. Apparently, the lunch with Siodmak went extremely well; afterwards, at Siodmak’s enthusiastic insistence, Horváth went to a cinema on the Champs Elysées to see the latest  sensation, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. As he walked back to his hotel, meditating perhaps on the future of the animated film, a thunderstorm broke out; Horváth chose to shelter beneath a chestnut tree in the Avenue Marigny, a branch of which fell on his head, killing him instantaneously. He was only thirty-six.


An especially unusual feature of this most unusual life story is that, almost alone among the major German-speaking writers, Horváth chose not to go into immediate exile when the Nazis came in. There’s no clear indication of why he decided to stay: ‘It’s going to be a very interesting time,’ he wrote to a friend. ‘Soon, you’ll see, there’ll be subjects lying around in the street’, and it’s my theory that he couldn’t tear himself away from the grotesque idiocies and brutal illogicalities of a moronic and truculent regime – we perhaps have an inkling of how that feels today. Still, staying to observe everything at first hand was not without its difficulties: readers of his biography in the seventies were dismayed to discover that he had joined (as presumably one had to, to be able to pursue his profession) the Reichsverband deutscher Schriftsteller, the Nazi writers’ union.


His background was impeccably anti-Nazi: in the twenties, he’d been in court for brawling with fascists, at least two of his plays – Sladek and Italienische Nacht (Italian Night) – are straightforward attacks on the right, and his pre-Nazi plays all bear witness to the growing political dangers threatening Germany and Austria. No writer since Flaubert had such a feel for the ignorant clichés of the prejudiced and self-righteous: so the thirties under Hitler must have provided him with an irresistible blank canvas. But the Anschluss, the demented enthusiasm with which Hitler was welcomed in Vienna, must have been the last straw and he left for Amsterdam with his girlfriend (his wife, he always maintained, he had only married to  supply with a Hungarian passport, so that she, in turn, could make her escape). In Amsterdam were the émigré publishers Allert de Lange; they published the novel in the autumn of 1937. In a draft of an introduction, later abandoned, Horváth wrote: ‘Since this book is about ideals, it’s bound to be widely banned. It’s a book against the illiterates, that’s to say the people who know very well how to read and write, but don’t know what they’re writing and don’t understand what they’re reading. I’ve written a book for the young because … out of the stupidities and crap of their predecessors, a new youth is emerging. My book is dedicated to them!’ He was expelled from the Nazi writers’ union for never paying his subscription.


Thomas Mann wrote to Carl Zuckmeyer to say he thought Jugend ohne Gott was the best novel of recent years – and he wrote to Horváth to ask how he had come by such a wealth of inside knowledge. It’s not known what, if anything, Horváth said in reply, but he must have been gratified not only by this response but also by the enthusiastic praise of Hermann Hesse, Franz Werfel and Joseph Roth, who, in a review, called Horváth ‘the most clear-sighted chronicler of his age’. A French critic, Jean-Claude François, said he was the black-box (flight recorder) of the Third Reich.


Horváth had wanted to come to Britain, but the Home Office, no more enlightened then than now, refused him a visa. So he was no doubt on his way to America, where, in fact, I imagined a life for him in my play Tales from Hollywood. I’ve always been moved by what he wrote to his best friend Franz Theodor Csokor a few weeks before his death: ‘The main thing, my dear old friend, is work! And furthermore, work! And once again, work! Our life is work, without it there can be no life. It makes no difference whether it brings us triumph or even attracts  attention – it makes not the slightest difference, as long as our work remains dedicated to truth and justice. As long as we stay afloat, we’ll always have friends and we’ll always have a home, because we carry it with us – our home is the imagination.’


It still seems to me an exemplary credo for a writer.





 Christopher Hampton
















A Note on the Language





In the original 1939 English translation (by R. Wills Thomas and curiously titled The Age of the Fish), Chapter One is called ‘Niggers’: this is also the last word of the novel. Elsewhere, Thomas has translated the same German word (Neger) as ‘Negroes’. As the use of this word in its most offensive form is more or less the inciting event of the story, I have retained it as a term used by the Nazi characters. Elsewhere, at moments of officialese, I have also used the word ‘Negroes’; but, in addition, when the central character, the Teacher, uses the same expression, I have translated it as ‘Africans’.

















Premiere Production





Youth without God was first presented in the UK at the Coronet Theatre, London, on 23 September 2019. The cast, in alphabetical order, was as follows:




 





Heinrich Reiss  Owen Alun


Robert Ziegler  Raymond Anum


Arno Feuerbach  Brandon Ashford


Julius Caesar / The Headmaster / The Priest / The Prosecutor / An Inspector  David Beames


Herr Neumann / The Sergeant / The Defence Counsel / The Trauners’ Butler / Policeman  Christopher Bowen


Otto Neumann  Malcolm Cumming


Franz Bauer  Finnian Garbutt


Eva  Anna Munden


Dieter Trauner  Nicholas Nunn


Nelly / Frau Trauner / Frau Ziegler  Clara Onyemere


The Teacher  Alex Waldmann




 





Director  Stephanie Mohr


Set and Costume Designer  Justin Nardella


Lighting Designer  Joshua Carr


Sound Designer  Mike Winship


Casting Director  Serena Hill


Assistant Director  Harriet Taylor




 





The play was first performed at Theater in der Josefstadt, Vienna, on 26 November 2009.

















Characters







The Teacher




 





His pupils


Franz Bauer


Arno Feuerbach


Otto Neumann


Heinrich Reiss


Dieter Trauner


Robert Ziegler




 





Nelly


a prostitute


Julius Caesar


The Headmaster


Herr Neumann


a baker


The Sergeant


The Priest


Eva 




 





The Public Prosecutor


The President of the Juvenile Court


The Defence Counsel


The Prosecuting Counsel


Frau Neumann


Frau Ziegler


The Trauners’ Butler


Lola


another prostitute


A Policeman


An Inspector


Frau Trauner




 





Other boys, a pianist, court officials, reporters, policemen, a female prison warder, etc.




 





If an interval is required, it should be taken after Scene Eleven






















YOUTH WITHOUT GOD











 


















ONE








A plainly furnished bed-sitting room at the top of a house in a small town in southern Germany. It’s March 1935. On the table in the window are a vase of flowers and a pile of school exercise books. The occupant of the room, the Teacher, perches on one corner of the table, looking straight out at us. He’s thirty-four, inconspicuous enough, but his mild manner conceals a sardonic intelligence and an underlying dismay at the foolish ways of an irrational world, a map of which is the only visible decoration in the room.




Teacher   Hello. So, the world seems to be spiralling towards disaster again, doesn’t it? Although what do I know, I’m a teacher. As a matter of fact, it’s my birthday today. Hence the flowers. From my nice old landlady. And this – (He picks up an envelope from the table.) is a letter from my parents. My mother says: (He opens the letter and reads.) ‘I wish you all the best, my dear child, on your birthday. May Almighty God grant you good health, good luck and happiness!’ And my father says: ‘My dear son, all best wishes on your birthday. And may God Almighty grant you good luck, happiness and the best of health!’ Well, we can all use a bit of luck and my health is excellent, touch wood. But happiness? That’s a bit ambitious, isn’t it? I can’t say I’m really happy. But then, who is? I have a friend who says happiness is a purely economic matter. But there must be more to it than that, wouldn’t you think? Anyway, whatever happiness is, it keeps well away from me.


Stupid to think that way, really. After all, I have a secure job at the local high school, and these days that’s not to be sneezed at. Lots of people would give their eye-teeth to be in my shoes. I teach history and geography to fifteen-year-old boys and it’s straight sailing all the way to my pension.
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