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The discourse on spaces and places where people live, which they cross or dwell in is an 

unavoidable element of the literary criticism of modernity or late modernity. This is the time 

of movement, of the border, of exclusion, of the in-between, of the escape. Industrialisation, 

urbanisation, migration, deportation, “mobilisation for war1” were all events which took place 

at seemingly unimportant sights like railway stations, hotels, cities, the countryside, or other 

places of residence. These places of residence carry an emotional meaning as well, which 

consists of a mixture of feelings of openness, isolation, misery, exclusion, familiarity or 

anonymity. These places are important not merely from a historical point of view, but also 

yield insight into cultural and social life.  

 Literary criticism has been concerned with the problem of space long before the 

proclamation of the “spatial turn” – at the end of the 1980s – and this interest has been 

associated with three names: Yuri Lotman, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Ernst Cassirer. All three of 

them constructed aesthetic models of space, which stands at the basis of the current research 

on literary space. They all situated their research on aesthetic spaces in literature within a 

transdisciplinary cultural model, linking their literary space discourse to a cultural, social and 

political framework.2 The spatial turn has gained ground rapidly, pleading for an “increased 

attention for the spatial side of the historical world.”3 Martina Löw draws attention to the 

spatial determinedness of social and cultural processes and supports a concrete spatial 

situatedness of historical events.4 The spatial turn has been established as a paradigm; places, 

spaces and transit spaces have become the focus of literary research. It has gained great 

                                                            
1 WILHELMER, Lars: Transit-Orte in der Literatur: Eisenbahn – Hotel – Hafen – Flughafen. Bielefeld:  

   transcript Verlag 2015, P. 8. 
2 HALLET, Wolfgang / NEUMANN, Birgit (Hg.): Raum und Bewegung in der Literatur. Bielefeld: transcript 

Verlag 2009, P. 16. 
3 SCHLÖGEL, Karl: In Räume lesen wir die Zeit. Über Zivilisationsgeschichte und Geopolitik. München: Hanser 

2003, P. 68. 
4 LÖW, Martina: Raumsoziologie. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp 2001. 
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interest, but it faces an ambiguous terminology. The definition of place and space in literature 

is still to be established.  

The research on Herta Müller’s work only sporadically deals with the re-

semantisation of the space; there are only some short works that discuss the spatial metaphors 

of Herta Müller’s long narrative works. In contrast to the established narratives of self-

fiction, the present thesis moves the focus of the research from the author to the fiction. My 

comprehensive analysis of the walkable and metaphorical space in Herta Müller’s novels and 

short stories completes on the one hand the context of Müller’s works, while on the other 

hand it also offers an analytical model of how to apply literary space theory in further 

criticism. Another novelty of this work is that it uses the categories of “metaphorical space” 

and “walkable space” (begehbarer Raum) as the guidelines / pillars of the analysis of 

Müller’s works, and introduces the narrative of the rural, urban and transit space. It is also an 

aim of this work to fill in the gaps of previous criticism and bring the current Herta Müller-

research to current standards.  

 The focus of recent literary studies turns away from a territorial and material 

representation of space and towards a different image of space which is primarily perceived 

as a result of social relations and interaction. This work proposes an inventory of literary 

terms and an analytical model, based on the relevant concepts of space, which do not define  

the space in the absolute sense as a container. The relativistic understanding of space does not 

allow for a clear separation between place and space, spaces are located upon places. In this 

context, spaces are a mesh of bodies, relations and actions located in different places. Since 

the space contains non-spatial elements as well, the metaphorical space gains an important 

role in the research of Herta Müller’s narrative works. 

 The purpose of this work is the textual presentation, in the chosen novels and short 

stories, of the walkable spaces that point at an extra-textual world, together with the 

application of spatial metaphors which do not present the walkable spaces of the protagonists, 

but offer a spatial re-interpretation of abstract concepts. The discussion thoroughly thematises 

the linguistic force of Müller’s works, the poetic representation of the horrors of communism, 

and the anxiety of the persecuted. The analysis comes close to a deeper aspect that goes 

beyond the limits of the previous approach of literary criticism. The texts of Herta Müller 

need an inter- and trans-disciplinary inquiry. Several stages of the author’s life as well as 

cultural and historical events that took place in her lifetime can be found in her work, but her 

work must not be reduced to just her biographical details. Her works are not mere 

illustrations of reality, but in the space between the words and reality lies a “strange gaze” 
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(der fremde Blick), an “invented perception” (die erfundene Wahrnehmung), both of them 

landmarks of the analysis of Müller’s texts that convey their poetic quality. The meaning is 

conceived between the text and the reader, the multiple possible combinations of meaning 

lend a great freedom of interpretation to the reader. Her novels, or her prose works at large, 

should not be reduced to merely one segment of interpretation and should not be classified 

simply as novels on dictatorship. Müller’s texts lend themselves to a broad range of 

interpretive possibilities of which being classified as dictatorship novels is but one variant. 

The processes of perception, the range of metaphors connected to the eye, seeing and being 

seen are often thematised and problematised in her prose works. The important aspects 

underlying this research are the spatial construction and perception of a dissident’s existence, 

the rejection of one’s origins, or the opposition to the political system. Opposition and 

dissidence take on a spatial form, and they are presented as the combination of different 

semantic spaces, which come into being by the spatialisation of non-spatial relations and 

features. Language, perception and illustration are the three pillars that can be used in the 

analysis of both Müller’s prose and poetry.  

The focus of my research is the problem of space construction and space perception in 

the works of Herta Müller. The corpus of research comprises the prose works  Niederungen, 

Der Mensch ist ein großer Fasan auf der Welt, and the novels Der Fuchs war damals schon 

der Jäger, Herztier, Atemschaukel and Reisende auf einem Bein. The intention of the thesis is 

to analyse these works from the point of view of their space construction and the subjective 

perception of space. I wish to analyse these aspects with regard to the rural and urban space 

construction, the role of transit spaces, and the construction of metaphorical space.  

The analysis builds upon the following questions: what are the stages chosen for the 

events? How is the space constructed? How is the subjective space perception presented? 

How does the narrative handle the space – travels, circular movements, stagnation – and how 

does it appear on the level of textual structure? How do the characters relate to their own 

movement within the space?  What is the role of the border? How is the metaphorical space 

constructed? How does the unfolding of the events, the characters‘ gaze and their movement 

in space and time relate to each other? To what extent are the spaces permeable? In dealing 

with the presented concepts and research of Herta Müller’s texts, I used the methodology of 

the literary research of space, and a close reading approach.   

 In Herta Müller’s works the described spaces and the text structure oscillate between 

extremes; they are either open, unclosed, or completely closed and labyrinthic, 

claustrophobic. Just like the spaces, the net defined by the Reality-Author-Text-Reader 
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endpoints becomes stretched, fragmented, rewoven, or reordered. This way, a new system of 

norms and values is established, which can be perceived through a plurality of meanings. 

This net also creates the cultural norms, the collective perceptions of centre and periphery, of 

the familiar and the unfamiliar, the placement of the individual between the intimate and the 

unknown. Irene from the Reisende auf einem Bein longs for intimacy, human contact and 

love, but these are unattainable for her. She longs for Franz, whom she cannot have, she only 

touches the spot of light on the wall which reflects Franz’s figure.  

The discourse of the texts is a discourse of gestures – the experience is rendered by 

steps, leaps and movement. The movement of bodies in space and the perception of images 

shape the space in which the characters dwell, and which they experience. The placement in 

space makes the subject describable, thus the individual displays the plurality of its lifeworld. 

The life space overextends, the restricted social environment dissolves, the individual lives in 

a plural milieu, whether in reality or in imagination. The characters are identified through the 

spaces they live in and they are characterised by how they act in that space, how they cross 

borders, become mobile or stay immobile. Spaces make possible or hinder different actions. 

Emotions and perceptions change according to the restriction and expansion of space and 

create thus a new space order perceived as autonomous. The various emotions change the 

dynamics of near and far, or slow and fast.  

 In the analysis I use the methods of close reading, topos research, and sujet- and 

motif-analysis. I focus on the place of the events, like the private sphere, the house, the 

personal objects, the rural and urban space, the transit spaces; on opposition in space and 

time, like outside-inside, up-down, open and closed spaces, restricted and expanded, near and 

far, familiar and unfamiliar. In the analysis of the narrative process, my starting point is the 

semiotic insight that the space is not a mere backdrop to the events but carries within itself a 

culturally informed worldview. The analysis also employs the interdisciplinary method of 

montage analysis, of the wider field of film analysis, in order to better grasp the plasticity of 

Herta Müller’s discourse. The images described do not consist of one large, extensive image 

but small elements in close-up which add up to a new, unfamiliar, imaginary order.  

Herta Müller’s works are often analysed with reference to the cultural and political 

context. The most researched topics are emigration, political persecution and fear. My 

research and theoretical insights provide a new, previously only marginally existing view on 

Müller’s texts. I treat this rural and urban space not as the space of the individual’s actions, 

but as a participant in the subject’s life. My entire spatial analysis, with its most profound 
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details, is text-centred, focuses on the aesthetic connections and discrepancies, and moves the 

emphasis from the extra-textual context to textual immanence.  

The dissertation deals with Müller’s long prose works, which stand at the core of the 

research. The structure of the works under scrutiny follows a threefold division based on rural 

life, urban life and life on the border. This creates the connection between Herta Müller’s 

reflections on her writing and the style of her fiction. The analysis of the fictional prose 

works does not follow the chronology of their time of publication, since the core problem of 

the dissertation is the examination of the walkable and metaphorical space and the 

spatialisation of time.  

The dissertation contains seven chapters. After the Introduction, which contextualises 

Herta Müller’s works and the literary stage that informs the main questions raised by this 

research, follows the second chapter, which presents the literary historical and critical 

reception of Herta Müller’s literary activity.  

Chapter three encompasses the theoretical background of the research, dealing with 

the relevant theoretical topics of space research in the literary studies. The chapter brings 

together theories of cultural, literary, media and social studies, relevant for the analysis not 

only theoretically, but also on the level of application.  

Chapter four is dedicated to the volumes of essays Der Teufel sitzt im Spiegel. Wie 

Wahrnehmung sich erfindet and Der König verneigt sich und tötet, which thematise Müller’s 

reflections on her own style of writing. The chapter treats the author’s inspirations drawn 

from the stages of her real life, which she has turned into literary fiction by her special 

perception of the world. The essays that treat her writing offer a reader’s guide to the prose 

works, and at the same time support the dissertation’s theses – the semantisation of space, 

spatialisation of time, and the transit status.  

Chapters five, six and seven make up the body of the work. Chapter five deals with 

the rural environment in Niederungen and Der Mensch ist ein großer Fasan auf der Welt. In 

the analysis of Niederungen the stress falls on the semantisation of the walkable space, like 

the countryside landscape and the built environment. This chapter also includes the study of 

interpersonal relationships of the village people and thematises the metaphorical spaces of 

oppression and fear. The second subchapter of chapter five, Der Mensch ist ein großer Fasan 

auf der Welt, tackles  the metaphorical space of waiting and the protagonists‘ fear. The 

subject keywords of this chapter are the terror of the surveillance state, the moral fall of the 

individual, and fear.  
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Chapter six deals with the urban landscape and its characters presented in the novels 

Der Fuchs war damals schon der Jäger and Herztier. The cities from these works do not 

offer a positive alternative to village life for the protagonists. The city and its places are the 

materialisation of persecution and political oppression. The characters appearing in the novels 

are students and artists who must live and act under the permanent surveillance of the 

dictatorship. The oppression results in permanent fear and the fear of death. This condition 

changes the individual, his perception of the environment, and his relationship with other 

people. This chapter deals with the metaphorical space of persecution and the perception of 

the world altered by fear.  

Chapter seven is dedicated to the novels Reisende auf einem Bein and Atemschaukel  

from the perspective of the transit space and the life on the border between two worlds, two 

countries, or between freedom and captivity. The life of the protagonists seems like an 

endless journey, they leave their home behind – willingly or not – and search survival in a 

new life situation. The traumas that the characters experience influence their entire life and 

interpersonal relationships and lead to identity crisis. Irene in Reisende auf einem Bein, after 

emigrating to Western Germany, cannot find herself, she feels split, and lives with the 

traumas of fear that she had brought within herself from her homeland. In Atemschaukel  the 

young Leo Auberg is deported to a Soviet labour camp. The misery of the camp changes him 

to such an extent that even after he returns, he cannot escape his experiences in the camp. The 

traumas and the protagonists‘ split identity are presented through motifs of transit spaces. The 

focus of the research in this chapter is the metaphorical motifs of transit spaces, the 

spatialisation of time, and the semantisation of the environment.  

The concluding chapter summarizes the findings of the analytical chapters and draws 

the overall conclusions of the research.  
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