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SUMMARY 
 
 
The exceptional achievement of Dieter Schlesak's (1934–2019) literary work lies primarily in 

the fact that he was the first writer to address the issue of the Holocaust in Romanian-German 

literature and to process it in literary form. His work is characterized by an intense 

engagement with questions of memory, guilt, and historical responsibility. Due to his 

outstanding contribution to the literary confrontation with the past, he is regarded as a 

significant voice of Romanian-German exile literature, whose work deserves to be examined 

in greater depth within the framework of a scholarly dissertation. 

Schlesak was also an extremely prolific author who worked across multiple genres. 

His oeuvre includes poetry, prose, essays, and documentary texts, which repeatedly engage 

with central themes such as identity, exile, and the mechanisms of dictatorship. His writings 

feature recurring motifs and narrative structures, while he also establishes intertextual 

references and further develops his own texts. These repetitions and adaptations may be 

considered a characteristic feature of his work that defines his literary style, but they can also 

lead to a certain redundancy that could relativize the aesthetic value of individual works. 

Nevertheless, the numerous literary awards, honorary doctorates, and memberships in 

prestigious literary institutions attest to the undeniable relevance of his work. In particular, 

his documentary-literary approach, as seen in Capesius, der Auschwitzapotheker, has 

established him as an important chronicler of a repressed past. 

Due to his pioneering role within Romanian-German literature, it is of great 

importance to analyze his entire body of work and to place his literary innovations, as well as 

his critical engagement with history and memory, into a broader literary and cultural-

historical context. With his death in 2019 and the posthumous publication of his last novel, 

which was handed over to Pop Verlag, in 2021, his work can be considered complete. 

However, the scholarly engagement with his legacy remains of great significance, 

particularly with regard to his importance for German-language Holocaust and exile 

literature. 

The present study is structured around several thematic focal points that illuminate 

Schlesak’s literary development as well as his engagement with central questions of identity, 

memory, and historical responsibility. The chosen structure allows for tracing his literary 

evolution both chronologically and thematically, thereby revealing the connection between 

biographical experiences, poetic strategies, and discourses of cultural memory. 
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At the outset, the history and literature of the Romanian-German community from 

1944 to 1989 are examined. This section outlines the political and cultural framework of the 

period and analyzes the literary currents oscillating between tradition and transformation. 

Following this, Schlesak’s literary debut is explored. His early years as an editor of the 

journal Neue Literatur mark the starting point of his literary career, which reached an initial 

peak with the poetry collection Grenzstreifen (1968). 

A central chapter is dedicated to his relocation to the Federal Republic of Germany 

(1969) and the resulting transformations in his literary work. His work Visa. Ost-West-

Lektionen (1970) is considered a key text, establishing the border space as a site of insight 

and reflection while introducing the principle of "Zwischenschaft" as a defining motif. 

The analysis of his arguably most well-known work, Capesius, der 

Auschwitzapotheker (2006), forms a significant thematic focus. This section examines how 

Schlesak processes the subject of the Shoah in literary form, raising questions of testimony, 

multiplicity of perspectives, and the dynamics of the perpetrator-victim dichotomy. 

Furthermore, the interplay between fact and fiction as well as the constellation of 

characters—particularly the relationship between Capesius and Adam—is explored. 

Another section deals with Schlesak’s literary engagement with exile, homeland, and 

identity. As early as Vaterlandstage und die Kunst des Verschwindens (1986), he addresses 

the loss of homeland, a theme that permeates his entire work. The posthumously published 

text Das Narbenwahre und die Kunst der Rückkehr (2021) is regarded as a final reflection on 

memory and a last literary "homecoming." 

Schlesak’s work proves to be a multifaceted engagement with historical and 

existential questions, positioning him not only within the tradition of Romanian-German 

literature but also as a significant contributor to Romanian-German memory culture. 
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 
 

The central thesis of this study emphasizes the interplay between Dieter Schlesak’s life and 

work. It examines how certain border experiences shaped his literary activity and what 

literary as well as ideological consequences emerged from them. Schlesak serves as an 

exemplary figure of an author whose biography is inextricably linked to his literary 

endeavors. His writing reflects the political and social upheavals he experienced in his life 

and constantly navigates the tension between individual memory and collective 

historiography. 

Schlesak’s literary career began with hopeful ambitions as a young writer, who, for a 

brief period, was also influenced by communist ideology. This stance can be seen as a form 

of distancing and rebellion against the father generation, particularly in the context of the 

communist indoctrination of postwar Romania. However, his youthful sympathy for 

socialism gradually gave way to a critical attitude, which became increasingly evident in his 

works. After his emigration to West Germany in 1969, he was confronted with an entirely 

different political system. This experience initially led to deep disappointment, as he realized 

that Western society, too, operated with ideological constraints and political manipulations. 

At the same time, this new reality intensified his engagement with his former homeland. 

Particularly significant was his confrontation with Holocaust remembrance, which brought 

deeply suppressed traumas to the surface. This engagement not only led to an introspective 

reflection on his own identity but also to a critical examination of the role of the 

Transylvanian Saxon community during the Nazi era. 

Schlesak saw himself as a witness of the witnesses, occupying an in-between space, 

and as an authentic voice of his people. This perspective shaped his entire body of work, 

making it a unique example of the literary processing of historical traumas, where the 

reckoning with both fascism and communism intersects. His intense preoccupation with the 

possibilities of literary confrontation with the past is particularly evident in his work 

Capesius, der Auschwitzapotheker, which is regarded as a paradigmatic example of literary 

engagement with the perpetrator’s perspective. In this work, he not only documents the 

biography of the camp pharmacist Victor Capesius but also reflects on the ethical and moral 

responsibility of those who found themselves on the "other side" of history. 

A fundamental element of his work is the examination of language and 

speechlessness in the face of the historical catastrophes of the 20th century. Schlesak 
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questions the possibilities and limitations of language as a medium of memory and explores 

to what extent literary narratives can fill the gaps in historiography. His works are therefore 

not only historical documentations but also meta-reflective texts that engage with the problem 

of linguistic mediation of trauma. 

Furthermore, Schlesak deals with the question of how individual and collective guilt 

intersect and what mechanisms of remembering and repression play a role in this process. 

Particularly in his later works, an increasing skepticism toward official historical narratives, 

which gained prominence in the wake of the cultural turn, becomes evident. His work is not 

only an engagement with the past but also a critical reflection on the present and on the ways 

in which history is written and interpreted. 

His confrontation with his own history also leads him to question the causes of the 

disappearance of his community, the conditions of exile and homeland, and the fragility of 

identity. He repeatedly asks whether Heimat is a geographical or a mental place and to what 

extent identity is dependent on external historical circumstances. His literary work is thus not 

only an attempt to come to terms with the past but also a reflection on the construction and 

deconstruction of identities in the 20th and 21st centuries. 

Literary studies in the 20th and 21st centuries have developed a range of methods, 

approaches, and research directions. The greatest challenge of this study was selecting the 

appropriate method. After reviewing various research methodologies, Ideenkritik (critique of 

ideas) was chosen, as it promised the most effective results in describing the essential aspects 

of this literary œuvre. While other literary methods such as structuralism, narratology, 

hermeneutics, or deconstruction illuminate valuable partial aspects, Ideenkritik enables a 

more comprehensive analysis that considers not only the linguistic and narrative structures 

but also the ideological, political, and ethical dimensions of his works. 

A central aspect of Schlesak's literature is his critical engagement with the National 

Socialist past, the communist dictatorship, and the identity issues of the German minority in 

Romania. His texts are not merely autobiographical or documentary accounts but rather 

complex literary constructions in which individual and collective memory are negotiated. 

This is precisely where Ideenkritik comes into play, as it examines not only the form and 

structure of a text but also the thought patterns, ideological premises, and societal discourses 

embedded within it. In this context, the theoretical perspectives of the Cultural Turns prove 

to be particularly fruitful. 

Doris Bachmann-Medick demonstrates how cultural studies thinking has evolved over the 

past decades and what new analytical concepts have emerged as a result. The Cultural Turns 
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have profoundly influenced literary studies and opened new perspectives for analyzing 

literary texts as cultural and social phenomena. Particularly insightful for Schlesak’s work are 

the Memory Turn, the Linguistic Turn, and the Translational Turn. However, a method is 

needed that integrates these perspectives into a comprehensive analysis, and in this regard, 

Ideenkritik proves to be particularly suitable, as it allows for the integration of various 

methodological approaches. 

The theories of Michel Foucault, Jacques Lacan, and Jacques Derrida provide important 

frameworks for understanding the central themes in Schlesak’s work. They enable a deeper 

engagement with the non-linearity of history and the fragmented narrative structure 

associated with it. Foucault’s analysis of discourses and power structures shows that history 

cannot be understood as a linear process but rather as a network of knowledge and power 

mechanisms that determine which memories are preserved and which are suppressed. This 

perspective can be applied to Schlesak’s engagement with historical trauma, particularly in 

the context of the Shoah and the communist past. 

Lacan challenges the notion of an autonomous subject by demonstrating that the individual is 

shaped by the Symbolic (language) and the unconscious. This perspective is particularly 

relevant to Schlesak’s work, in which identity appears as a fragmented and unstable 

construct. Derrida introduces, through deconstruction, a fundamental critique of the idea of 

stable meaning in language. In this sense, Schlesak’s writing is also characterized by 

linguistic uncertainty, reflecting the construction and deconstruction of memory, history, and 

identity. 

The comparison with other literary studies methods highlights the particular suitability of 

Ideenkritik for analyzing Schlesak’s work, as it incorporates the insights of the Cultural 

Turns and combines them with a critical reflection on ideology, memory, and language. 

While structuralism and narratology focus on formal aspects, Ideenkritik examines why 

Schlesak chooses specific narrative techniques to process historical trauma in a literary way. 

Hermeneutics is useful for understanding his texts but does not provide a critical analysis of 

their ideological dimensions. Deconstruction, on the other hand, sheds light on linguistic 

ambiguities but remains confined to the level of language without comprehensively 

considering the historical context. 

The influence of the Cultural Turns makes it clear that Schlesak’s literature is not only of 

personal significance but also holds cultural and socio-political relevance. His works are 

more than a mere coming to terms with the past; they are reflections on how history is 

remembered, recorded, and reconstructed. Ideenkritik proves to be the most insightful 
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method, as it allows for a comprehensive understanding of his texts in all their complexity 

and considers them as part of a broader intellectual history and memory culture discourse. 

From Schlesak’s extensive and rich literary legacy, the following works have been 

selected for an in-depth analysis, as they have proven to be particularly suitable due to their 

different periods of origin, genre typologies, and border experiences. These include 

Grenzstreifen (1968), Visa. Ost-West-Lektionen (1970), Vaterlandstage und die Kunst des 

Verschwindens (1986), Capesius, der Auschwitzapotheker (2006), as well as the 

posthumously published Das Narbenwahre und die Kunst der Rückkehr (2021). 

CONCLUSIONS 

The ideological critique of Dieter Schlesak’s work reveals that his writing extends far beyond 

autobiographical or memory-cultural reflection. Rather, his literature functions as a discursive 

space where central questions of identity, exile, guilt, and memory are negotiated. Schlesak’s 

work illustrates that memory is not static; instead, it continuously evolves and is 

reconstructed through language and narration. Particularly in his autobiographically 

influenced texts, it becomes clear that language is not only a medium for preserving the past 

but also a site for constructing identity. 

The experience of exile and homelessness shapes not only Schlesak’s biography but 

also his literary poetics. His works demonstrate that Heimat (homeland) no longer exists as a 

fixed geographical place but can only be reconstructed in memory or through linguistic 

expression. This leads to the paradoxical realization that identity in exile is both lost and 

reformed simultaneously. 

Particularly in Capesius, der Auschwitzapotheker (2006), it becomes evident that 

Schlesak perceives the remembrance of the Shoah as a moral obligation. His work not only 

questions the perpetrator-victim dichotomy but also highlights the gray areas of individual 

guilt and collective repression. The combination of testimony and literary reflection 

underscores that memory serves not only to preserve the past but also as an ethical 

responsibility toward the present. His exceptional contribution lies in the fact that he does not 

merely depict the past but embeds it within a personal, moral, and societal discourse on guilt, 

complicity, and remembrance. 

Schlesak often moves between documentary precision and poetic fiction in his works. 

This hybridity is not merely a literary technique but also points to the fundamental problem 

of historical truth-seeking: How can the unspeakable—especially in the context of the 
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Shoah—be captured through language? Schlesak develops a form of literary testimony that 

confronts the complexity of memory while simultaneously transcending the boundaries of 

traditional narrative forms. 

A recurring motif in Schlesak’s work is the dissolution of Heimat (homeland) within 

language. In his later works, particularly in Das Narbenwahre und die Kunst der Rückkehr 

(2021, posthumously), it becomes evident that Heimat is no longer tied to a specific 

geographical space but survives only through linguistic reflection. In this sense, language 

becomes not only a medium of remembrance but also the final place of identity. His writing 

serves not only as a means of coming to terms with history but also as a reflection on the role 

of the individual and society in totalitarian systems. Furthermore, his work addresses the 

impact of the communist dictatorship and the identity conflicts associated with it. 

One of the most significant achievements of Schlesak’s works is that they do not 

merely document historical events but also make the ethical, emotional, and existential 

dimensions of remembrance tangible. They challenge readers to actively engage with the past 

and to question their own responsibility for fostering a reflective culture of memory and a 

more just future. 

The Ideenkritik (critique of ideas) approach to Schlesak’s work reveals that his 

literature is not merely a reflection of personal experiences but also a profound exploration of 

social and historical ruptures. His texts are characterized by a continuous struggle for truth, 

memory, and identity, as he constantly redefines the boundaries between fact and fiction, 

personal experience, and collective history. Schlesak’s work goes beyond the mere process of 

coming to terms with the past, demonstrating that memory is not a closed process but one that 

must be continuously renegotiated and critically examined. In doing so, his literature makes a 

crucial contribution to memory culture and raises awareness of the long-term impact of 

historical crimes on both individual and collective identities. Literature creates spaces for 

reflection, dialogue, and empathy, enabling the moral and ethical lessons of history to be 

carried into the present. 

The in-depth research into his work reveals a remarkable biography and a 

graphomaniac writer whose essential achievement lies in having initiated a critical 

confrontation with the Nazi past and the Holocaust. He is regarded as a cultural catalyst of 

Romanian-German exile literature. 
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