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‘The constant failure to articulate the world in words’: An interview with Roman Ehrlich

Roman Ehrlich, born 1983 in Bavaria, studied Creative Writing and Contemporary German Literature in Leipzig and Berlin. His first novel Das kalte Jahr (The Cold Year) was published in 2013. In 2014 he published a short-story collection Urwaldgäste (Jungle Guests), which is the focus of this interview. The protagonists in Urwaldgäste inhabit a contemporary world of non-places and non-jobs, never quite at ease with themselves and their position. The stories blur the boundaries between fiction and reality, combining a postmodern view of the world as surface with a focus on often absurd detail. The act of narrating becomes a point of interpersonal communication that pulls against the multiple distancing effects of the stories. In 2017 Ehrlich published the novel Die fürchterlichen Tage des schrecklichen Grauens (The Dreadful Days of the Ghastly Horror) as well as Das Theater des Krieges / The Theatre of War, together with photographer Michael Disqué. He has won several literary prizes, including the Ernst Toller-Preis in 2016 and the Alfred Döblin-Medaille in 2017. Roman Ehrlich was DAAD Writer in Residence at the Universities of Lancaster and Liverpool in February 2018.

Lyn Marven (LM): Your short story collection Urwaldgäste was your second publication, after your debut novel Das kalte Jahr, and the short text accompanying this interview was published more recently, after your second novel which comes in at over 600 pages. How do you find the shift between long and short forms of prose? 

Roman Ehrlich (RE): I wrote the stories in Urwaldgäste both during and after the process of writing Das kalte Jahr. I felt stuck with my first attempt of writing a novel for quite some time, a year or so, and couldn’t think of a way to proceed. Then I started writing shorter pieces and so found a way out of my own preconceptions of what a novel should be like. The short form was quite a relief – many of the pieces had a rather microscopic perspective and focus. I think I learned then that all great sketches and schemes for writing a novel are really only theory. And that what’s alive in almost any piece of prose are the microbes and bacteria – the miniature-narratives in each sentence or image.
   
Andrew Plowman (AP): Is working as a short story writer very different from working as a novelist? Does the system of prizes and grants in Germany encourage the writing of short stories? Is it easy to place stories with publishers and are publishers interested in publishing collections? 

RE: In my experience, the desire for short stories among publishers and booksellers is not very strong. Also the prizes and grants mostly focus on fostering the novel. On the other hand, the recruitment of the new prodigies – talent workshops, advancement awards, the whole next-generation-discovery-apparatus – is often focused on short prose. Maybe because it appears to be easier to compare. I’m not sure.  

AP: How do you decide what to write about? Are there particular themes and topics that you like to write about? Do you use the form to experiment with a range of forms and styles or are there problems and topics that attract you again and again?

RE: I realized that there are recurring topics in my own writing. But things like that mostly dawn on me in retrospective – when I try to get an overview of my own work to date. I happen to write a lot about people’s longings and desires and the struggle with the imperative implied in a person’s right to pursue their own happiness. The contradiction between the narrative of self-fulfilment and the restrictions of actual everyday life. The question if there is a motive or agenda behind my wishes in life, other than my own. I’m not sure if I can really choose what interests me, though. The only thing that seems certain is that there is a lot of heritage involved.    

LM: What do you mean by heritage?

RE: I’m always unsure if I’m using my terms right in English, to be honest (or in German, to be even more honest). What I mean is the backpack that we have to strap on when leaving our place of origin for the first time, packed and weighted by our ancestors. The things you have to carry around, no matter if you want to or not. Many people draw from that luggage for their entire life in terms of choosing what to think or what to write about. However, even the conscious decision to not take it from there will always stay in relation to the content, for it has to be something else, something complementary mostly.   

LM: Do you decide on the title of a short story before or after writing it?

RE: Mostly before or during. The titles often serve in a sort of co-author function, in that they demand a certain tone or sometimes even determine a goal, for the lack of a better term. 
 
LM: How do you go about constructing the narrative voice for your stories? 

RE: I would say that in most cases it is a blend of different manners of speech and writing. It gets rather bureaucratic at times, mixed with an encyclopaedic style or the classic radio-news-anchor-way of delivering information. To me there is a great deal of poetry in those forms of speech or writing that derives from the constant failure to articulate the world in words. The tirelessness of the effort is what fascinates me here, I think. A kind of self-evident necessity to figure-skate on the thinnest layers of ice.          

LM: There is a lot of scientific terminology in your stories, from the botanic terms in ‘Die Intelligenz der Pflanze’ (The Intelligence of Plants) in Urwaldgäste to entomology in the story ‘Dog Day Cicadas’ – do you see this as just another form of discourse that attempts to describe the world in language which is often impenetrable to outsiders, or does science have a different status in your work? 

RE: One of the joys of the profession is to be able to fool around in fields of knowledge that usually require a lifetime of immersion. Countless fantastic facts, unimaginable to the uneducated in the field, hidden in publications that hardly ever reach an audience outside the circle of experts, waiting to be mined. That’s of course a cliché already but nonetheless a great source of inspiration. I read a lot of theory and therein of many things I don’t really understand. The prose then is often the attempt to explain with emotional intelligence what I could not wrap my mind around rationally.

LM: It is striking that very few of your characters have proper names – they are usually described in generic terms by their job or function (the presenter, the zoologist, father). The exceptions are real historical figures such as Stakhanov on the one hand, whom you use as a first-person narrator, and the protagonist of the two-parter story, Arne Heym, whose full name is repeated, creating a distancing effect. Many characters, although anonymized in this way, nonetheless speak in their own words (or indirectly through a mediating narrator) which creates a sort of intimacy but at the same time alienation and distance. Do you picture your characters as ‘real’ people or as literary figures?

RE: There’s a line in the lyrics of Andrew Bird that goes “you weren’t there that day for the naming of things”. I always tried to envision this absentee in that crucial process. And I feel a great deal of affiliation with him or her. So much so that I first misheard the line as “you were in doubt that day…” It really is a dubious undertaking, I think. There is no naming or characterizing in my work that serves the purpose of identification. The distancing effect you mentioned is a key element for me. Ideally, this distance creates a vacancy that is inviting the reader to override (or overwrite) its inherent injustice. The characters are often even asking for this kind of help – more or less directly/consciously. They are no real people to me, but may be sometimes very human manifestations of very inhumane conditions. 
 
LM: Do you see the short story as primarily realist with recognisable characters and a plot, or more as a vehicle for ideas, stylization and word play?

RE: This question appears like a mousetrap to me. I would like to throw something at it and see if it snaps. 
 
LM: The lack of place names in your short stories is noticeable – the text accompanying this interview, ‘Nadeln und Karten’ (Cards and Needles), makes quite a show of not naming the town it features, and the stories in your collection also take place in unidentified, generic locations, and especially in ‘non-lieux’, places of transit (motorways, industrial estates, car parks etc) or forgettable sites (hospital bed, toilets in particular). Do you think these are universal stories or is there anything specifically German about your writing – the style, or the tales being told?

RE: I don’t know if there is anything specifically German about my writing, but I think that’s very likely and very plausible, since I have been living in Germany for most of my life and developed the initial urge to write in this society, with all its history and the land- and cityscapes it has created. My impression is, that the inescapable presence of those non-places you are referring to is expanding (not only in Germany) and that it becomes literally impossible to live a life without spending a significant amount of time within these places. Because of their omnipresence, I consider them as ideal theatre stages for the characters of my prose. A backdrop, in front of which they can step forward and ask how on earth you should live a life worth living if you are surrounded by deadened space (put to death by your fellow human beings).   
 
AP: Critics often state that the major influences on the revival of German short story writing after the 1990s are American. Do you think that is true? Do you see yourself as part of a tradition – whether influenced by American, German or other writers?

RE: If there was such a revival, I would not be surprised if it was influenced by the American literature of that time. Only because the whole American entertainment industry was adapted in almost all imaginable ways in Germany – a development that was only amplified after the Cold War era and the reunification of East- and West-Germany. Ever since World War II and the devastation the Nazis have left also in the language and culture of this country, there had been a great void to fill with something vital. My first contact with literature was reading the works of J.D. Salinger, whom I fortunately discovered outside school and institutional instruction. Today, though, I would say that most of my influences are either Austrian, Swiss or German writers. 

LM: Such as? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]RE: I am still struggling to express properly why I find listing the names of authors that influenced me so frustrating. One could think that it’s a kind of reverence to say he or she inspired me (which it is, certainly), but I can’t help feeling that doing so publicly is just another form of namedropping that devalues the experience. I guess it has something to do with the fact that reading and writing both require solitude to resonate. So please forgive me for not naming accomplices and heroes.

AP: Does it make sense to think about the story in terms of national traditions and influences? Or is there rather something about the concision of the form which makes it easily transportable across national boundaries – a transnational form, if you like?

RE: Not to think about the traditions and influences would mean being oblivious of the fact that all writing is reading and listening in the first place. All literature is the work of transmission. In that respect, it appears quite transnational to me. Then there is the restriction of language that naturally effects the writer most of all artists. In my last book, there is a character that compares the problem of self-expression in German with the contaminated landscapes around Verdun, where ammunition, mines and toxic chemicals are to this day poisoning the soil, while on the surface there are forests and meadows. Maybe areas like that exist in every language, but it certainly is an influence – maybe a tradition also – that calls for examination by the writer.   

LM: You work with a lot of found materials, photographs and illustrations as well as references and quotations (more or less hidden), such as Bronisław Malinowski’s diaries which are quoted in ‘Nadeln und Karten’. This also extends the literariness of the text into the paratext and also links it to the wider world. Do you work around these materials to create the story, or are they added at a later stage in the writing process?

RE: These materials are really the essence of my work. They are there from the beginning to the end and they keep adding up even when the text is long finished and published. Connecting found materials with fiction, finding the fictive relation between them that appears plausible beyond logic explanation, is one of the main beauties of the job.  
 
LM: There is also a lot of playfulness in your use of hidden or pretend quotes – what role does humour play in your short stories? 

RE: In a way, it is what keeps me going when the entire effort seems pointless and vain. Maybe because there is something inherently funny about pointlessness and vanity that allows for the ever present Homo Ludens to take over. Thinking about this, a quote by David Foster Wallace comes to mind, who wrote in an essay about the funniness of Franz Kafka that his essential joke was, “that the horrific struggle to establish a human self results in a self whose humanity is inseparable from that horrific struggle.” It is the fate of this kind of humour that it is often overlooked or mistaken for seriousness.   
 
LM: Radio and TV also are present – re-narrated – in a number of texts, often as part of multiple strands of narrative cutting into each other, as in ‘Die Seekuh Tiffany’ (Tiffany the Manatee), and a number of characters also narrate dreams very vividly. It makes it hard for the reader to know whether they are in the supposedly ‘real’ world or one that is mediated/imagined (which is also the predicament of Arne Heym). Is that a specific comment on the ‘real’ contemporary world, or about the artificiality of fiction? 

RE: I guess the fact that the ‘real’ comes quite naturally in quotation marks here speaks for itself. Within the stories, there is really no difference between a TV show that someone watches and a thought a person has while waiting for the subway. They are all equal efforts of perception. The text knows about its being a text and there is no pretence of realism in a mimetic take-this-person-as-a-real-person kind of way. I grew up watching a lot of television and later reading a lot of prose. I was always in search of confrontation with the Absurd in the Camusian sense of the term. The real – as much as the absurd – for me is what shimmers through the cracks and gaps between the fictitious and factitious worlds. During all this, I sometimes feel like a blind person – someone who doesn’t know when they wake up from a dream because they can’t open their eyes for reassurance.   

LM: Formally your stories are designated with the German term ‘Erzählung’ (short story, related to the verb erzählen, to narrate), which is taken very literally in many stories: a number of your texts – ‘Dinge, die sich im Rahmen meiner temporären Anstellung bei der Grinello Clean Solutions ereigneten’ (Things that Happened During my Temporary Employment at Grinello Clean Solutions) for example – draw attention to the telling of stories by multiple embedded narrators as much as to the content of their stories. Do you see the short story as a particularly oral form?

RE: I’m eternally fascinated by verbal accounts of people’s experiences. How they choose what’s significant and what isn’t, how they determine the beginning and the end of a story while they are telling it. The sidetracks and detours they take and how every sentence is inspired by the sentence that precedes it just as much as by the experience itself. What is necessary for someone to step forward and claim that now is the right time and place for them to speak and how do they know where to stop?    

LM: ‘Nadeln und Karten’ is a more recent short piece which plays with the essay or confessional form. You chose this text as well as an excerpt from another story told in the first-person for the reading in Liverpool – do these stories lend themselves particularly to live performance?

RE: I choose ‘Nadeln und Karten’ mainly because it is a recent piece and because it is about travelling and the possible loss of self on the way. I want to have the feeling of a current connection with the text when I am reading live. I failed to establish an artificial persona for stage performances, therefor I’m always running the risk of clownification – being my regular, ordinary self who is reading, when at the same the stage by default turns every action into performance. It helps to find myself reflected – clown or not – in whoever claims to say ‘I’ in the text.
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