
the cambridge companion to
günter grass

Günter Grass is Germany’s best-known and internationally most successful

living author, from his first novel The Tin Drum to his recent controversial

autobiography. He is known for his tireless social and political engagement

with the issues that have shaped postwar Germany: the difficult legacy of

the Nazi past, the Cold War and the arms race, environmentalism, unification

and racism. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1999. This

Companion offers the widest coverage of Grass’s oeuvre across the range of

media in which he works, including literature, television and visual arts.

Throughout, there is particular emphasis on Grass’s literary style, the creative

personality which inhabits all his work, and the impact on his reputation of

revelations about his early involvement with Nazism. The volume sets out, in a

fresh and lively fashion, the fundamentals that students and readers need in

order to understand Grass and his individual works.

A complete list of books in the series is at the back of the book.
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CHRONOLOGY

1927 Born on 16 October in Langfuhr in Danzig (now the Polish city

of Gdańsk) to Wilhelm and Helene Grass.

1933 Hitler comes to power. Grass begins primary school.

1935 The Nuremberg laws formalise the Nazis’ anti-Semitic measures.

1937 Grass begins secondary school.

1938 German troops move into Austria as the country is incorporated

into Hitler’s Reich (Anschluß). In September, following the

Munich conference, the British and French allow Hitler to annex

the Sudetenland (theGerman-speaking region of Czechoslovakia).

On 9 November, the Night of the Broken Glass takes place

(Kristallnacht) during which Jewish premises are burned down.

1939 Hitler invades Poland on 1 September. The first shots are

fired in Danzig. On 3 September Britain and France declare

war against Germany.

1940 France is invaded and defeated. Much of western Europe has

already fallen, or will be defeated soon. British troops are

forced to evacuate at Dunkirk.

1941 Hitler invades the Soviet Union, formerly allied with Germany

during the joint invasion of Poland in 1939.

1942 Grass leaves school.

1943 Grass joins the Luftwaffe (airforce) auxiliary.

1944 Grass carries out wartime work service (Arbeitsdienst) and

is subsequently called up into the army. In 2006, he revealed

that he had been a member of the 10th SS Panzer Division

Frundsberg.
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1945 Grass is wounded at Cottbus and subsequently captured by the

Americans in hospital in Marienbad (Mariánské Lázně). He is

briefly interned as a prisoner-of-war.

1946 Grass works in a mine near Hildesheim where he is introduced

to social-democratic politics and attends a rally by the Social

Democratic leader Kurt Schuhmacher. He is reunited with his

parents and his sister.

1947 Grass starts an apprenticeship as a stone mason in Düsseldorf.

The first meeting of what would become the Group 47 is

organised by Hans Werner Richter.

1948 The Deutschmark (German mark) is introduced as a new cur-

rency into the three western occupation zones in Germany. This

solidifies the growing division between the western zones and

the Soviet zone. Grass enrols at the Düsseldorf Academy of Art.

1949 The Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) is founded

in May. The German Democratic Republic (East Germany) is

founded in the Soviet zone in October.

1951 Grass hitch-hikes around Italy.

1952 Grass meets Anna Schwarz in Switzerland. They are married

in 1954.

1953 Grass moves to West Berlin and begins study at the Academy of

Fine Arts. He witnesses the uprising in East Berlin against the

communist authorities.

1954 Grass’s mother dies.

1955 Grass wins third prize in a poetry competition organised by the

radio station Süddeutscher Rundfunk. He is invited to attend

the Group 47 and reads there. He signs a contract for his work

with Luchterhand publishers and has his first art exhibition in

Stuttgart.

1956 Grass publishes the poetry collection The Advantages of Wind-

Chickens. He moves to Paris.

1957 Grass’s first play (Flood) is performed in Frankfurt. His sons

Franz and Raoul are born.

1958 Grass reads from The Tin Drum at the Group 47 and is awarded

its prize.

chronology

xv
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1959 The Tin Drum is published. The prize awarded by the City of

Bremen is subsequently retracted on account of the novel’s

‘immorality’.

1961 The Berlin Wall is erected, prompting Grass’s first public interven-

tion in an open letter to Anna Seghers, the chairwoman of the East

German Writers’ Union. Cat and Mouse is published in October.

Grass’s daughter Laura is born.

1963 Dog Years is published. Grass is elected a member of the

Academy of Arts.

1965 Grass’s son Bruno is born. Grass speaks at 52 public meetings in

support of the Social Democrats during the election campaign.

Willy Brandt’s SPD loses the election.

1966 Grass’s play The Plebeians Rehearse the Uprising is staged for the

first time. Hansjürgen Pohland’s film version of Cat and Mouse

is released. The Grand Coalition between the CDU (Christian

Democrat Union) and the SPD is formed, sparking widespread

protests amongst studentswhobelieve that there is nowno effective

parliamentary opposition.

1967 Grass travels to Israel. His collection of poetry Cross-Examined

is published.

1968 Student protests intensify and Grass is caught up in the debate

about the extent to which such extra-parliamentary protest is

legitimate. The collection of short stories Stories, Stories is

published under the pseudonym Artur Knoff (the name of a

brother of his mother, who was killed in the First World War).

1969 Grass speaks 94 times in support of the SPD in the election

campaign. His Local Anaesthetic is published. Willy Brandt

becomes Chancellor.

1970 Grass goes to Warsaw with Willy Brandt, where Brandt fam-

ously falls to his knees in a gesture of apology to the Polish

population and also the murdered Jews of the city.

1972 From the Diary of a Snail is published. Grass is separated from

his wife Anna and begins a relationship with Veronika Schröter.

1974 Grass leaves the Catholic Church.

1975 Grass travels to India.

1976 Helmut Schmidt becomes Chancellor.

chronology

xvi
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1977 Wave of terrorist kidnappings and murders by the Red Army

Faction (Rote Armee Fraktion).

1979 Grass publishes The Meeting at Telgte. He marries Ute Grunert.

Volker Schlöndorff’s adaptation ofTheTinDrumwins theGolden

Palm prize at the Cannes film festival and anOscar for best foreign

film. Grass’s daughter Nele is born (her mother is Ingrid Krüger).

1980 Headbirths or The Germans are Dying Out is published.

1983 Grass becomes President of the Academy of Arts.

1984 The collection of speeches Learn to Resist is published.

1986 Grass travels to Calcutta. The Rat appears.

1987 Grass’s collected works in ten volumes is published, edited by

Volker Neuhaus. Helmut Kohl becomes Chancellor.

1988 The multi-media work Show Your Tongue is published.

1989 The Berlin Wall is opened on 9 November. Grass speaks out

against Kohl’s plans for the unification of Germany.

1990 Grass continues to speak out against the prospect of a rapid

unification of the two German states. Unification takes place on

3 October. Dead Wood appears in October.

1991 Grass’s collection of graphic art, Four Decades. A Report from

the Workshop appears.

1992 Grass publishes The Call of the Toad.

1993 Novemberland is published.

1995 The novel Too Far Afield is published.

1997 Martin Buchhorn’s film adaptation of The Rat appears.

1998 Gerhard Schröder becomes Chancellor.

1999 Grass’sMy Century is published. He is awarded the Nobel Prize

for Literature in September.

2001 Five Decades. A Report from the Workshop is published.

2002 Crabwalk appears.

2003 The illustrated book of poetry Last Dances appears.

2006 Grass reveals in an interview with the Frankfurter Allgemeine

Zeitung on 12 August that he had served with the Waffen SS

chronology

xvii
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from late 1944 to May 1945. The publication of his auto-

biographical work Peeling the Onion is brought forward.

2007 The collection of poems, Everyone’s Fool, a response to the

media and political furore surrounding Grass’s Waffen SS

revelation, is published.

2008 The autobiographical prose work The Box is published, taking

up where Peeling the Onion leaves off in 1959.

chronology

xviii
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