Lion/Ullmann
Lion Feuchtwanger: Reflections of a Family Member

I never knew my uncle face to face except as a very small child and all I remember about that is what my mother told me. He came to visit, presumably at a time, after 1925, when he was no longer living in Munich. It might have been around 1927, when I was two or three years old. My mother took him off to the nursery, to show off her relatively new baby, and he went along, without, I guess, much enthusiasm. He said, in the slightly ironic vein typical of him: “Ich habe für solche Gelegenheiten immer ein paar passende Worte auf Lager” (I always have a few suitable words on tap for such occasions). Much later, after my father’s death in 1947, when Lion was living in California, I was in regular contact with him by letter, and he usually sent me copies of his books when they first appeared, beginning with Waffen für Amerika. When I wrote to him that I much enjoyed reading, for example Narrenweisheit, he seemed genuinely pleased. His will picks me out as the principal family heir, should Marta or other legatees predecease him. Apart from the fact that by the conventional rules of inheritance I was the next in line, there must have been some family feeling or perhaps the thought that I might be best equipped to help in keeping his memory alive. 
Growing up in Nazi Germany and from 1939 in England, one never needed much reminding that bearing the name Feuchtwanger meant that one was probably related to Lion. In 1930s Britain Lion was a well-known writer, known above all as the author of Jew Suess. Feuchtwanger was a useful name to have, even if unpronounceable. In the Third Reich the name Feuchtwanger meant danger, a greater danger than was realized at the time. Nowadays, if one had the misfortune of living under a totalitarian regime, and if one’s brother of the same name was a prominent opponent of that regime, attacking it from without, one would take the next plane out, come what may. Even those as highly intelligent as my father somehow did not fully realize that the rule of law was well and truly dead in Germany. My father often called the prevailing state of affairs “ordered anarchy” (geordnete Anarchie). It was a perceptive way of describing the fact that the legalistic German bureaucracy left interstices where the will of the Führer did not entirely prevail. It was, however, dangerous to rely for survival on these haphazard lapses of minor bureaucrats, who were still carrying on with their accustomed legalistic habits and therefore fell short in conforming to the ideological dictates of the regime. For a while my father toyed with the idea that some kind of agreed legal status for German Jewry could be negotiated with the Nazi regime. It might entail second-class citizenship and a return to the ghetto, but at least if would offer some stability. This was, of course, an illusion, nor would it have been acceptable to a great many assimilated German Jews, let alone the ever more radical regime. Even if it had come about, and some people believed at the time of the Nuremberg Laws in 1935 that it would, to be a brother of Lion Feuchtwanger would still have left you in an exceptional and dangerous position.

This situation was starkly illuminated after Kristallnacht in November 1938. My father, along with about 30,000 German Jewish men, was put into a concentration camp, in his case Dachau. His brother Fritz, the fourth of the Feuchtwanger brothers, was also there. One now knows that this incarceration was not meant to be permanent and was merely intended as a frightener, to make the German Jews leave the country as quickly as possible, but this was not at all clear at the time. Nevertheless, those officials of the Jewish Community in Munich left to function as intermediaries with the authorities told my mother that it would be very difficult to get someone with the name of Feuchtwanger out of Dachau. My father, in the camp, realized that his only hope of survival was not to draw attention to himself. Had he fallen too ill to attend the interminable roll calls and parades in freezing temperatures, it would have been the end of him. As it was, the SS cadres running the camp probably never realized that they had two brothers of Lion Feuchtwanger in their grip. The two brothers were, along with others, released just before Christmas 1938, my father in a very sorry state. I am sure Lion realized the danger to which the members of his family surviving in Germany were exposed, not least because of their relationship with him. In my father’s case he contributed materially to the rescue that was organized. A visa to England could be obtained for the whole family, my father, my mother and myself, if £1000, a large sum in those days, was deposited with the British authorities. The rescue was organized by my mother’s brother, Professor Heinrich Rheinstrom, a lawyer who by this time was located in Paris. He had helped to organize the rescue of the Austrian Rothschilds after the Anschluss. Lion contributed a quarter of the required £1000. It has to be said that at this time the United States made it quite difficult for refugees from Germany to enter the country.
It was only after our escape from Germany that contact with Lion could be resumed and it was. Before that it would have been too dangerous. My father was then in regular contact with his brother until his death in 1947. In 1940 my father tried to find a publisher for Robert Musil, at that time living in Geneva. Musil was practically unknown in the English-speaking world and Lion helped my father to make contact with various publishers, including Secker, at that time. It was a very difficult time, for Hitler, after the fall of France, was at the height of his power. My father returned to Germany briefly in April 1945, under the auspices of the US Army, to scrutinize the archives of German ministries, particularly Göring’s Air Ministry, which at this stage had been removed to Bavaria. The long letters about the situation in defeated Germany, which my father wrote to Lion at that time, have been published in the Editor’s Epilogue to Ludwig Feuchtwanger, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur jüdischen Geschichte, ed. Rolf Rieß (Berlin, Duncker & Humblot, 2003). My father would probably not normally have written descriptive letters of such length, running into several thousand words, had Lion not asked him to record his impressions.
After Lion’s death I remained in regular contact with Marta. I do remember seeing her as a child. She came to visit us in Munich in 1931 or 1932. She came in what I remember as an elegant, sporty sort of car, which she drove herself. At that time in Germany you had to be pretty affluent to possess a car and for a woman to be able to drive was rare. She was very much the wife of a celebrity. That she was able to drive seems to be a significant element in the story. She drove around in the south of France looking for somewhere to live; she saved three German literary figures, Brecht, Arnold Zweig and her husband, from injury or even death in Sanary, when she had mistakenly left the handbrake off and the car rolled towards the three writers; it was she who ferried Brecht or Heinrich Mann around in California. I imagine my grandparents tended to look down on Marta, since she did not come from the kind of patrician Jewish family they considered themselves to be. My father and mother’s generation adopted a tone of slight amusement in talking about her, partly because of her exotic looks and very white skin colour. They called her the “water corpse” (die Wasserleich), but such comments faded when she had become the wife of a celebrity and carried this role with considerable aplomb. No doubt she was much underestimated and this became clear when she worked tirelessly and effectively to keep alive Lion’s reputation after his death. She did this even though she was much sinned against as a wife and this was public knowledge. Perhaps she was not entirely faithful either, but she always knew which side her bread was buttered on.
I met Marta face to face only once in later life. In September 1979 I visited her at the Villa Aurora, a name not in use at that time, with my wife and three children, then aged seven to thirteen. We were on our way back from New Zealand. She showed us round the house, but I felt that they way she explained everything was a routine she had used many times before with visitors. In the room in which a whole wall of shelves was devoted to modern German literature, I saw a copy of Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus. I took it down and read the dedication: “dem Lion von Burg zu Burg”. As a parting gift Marta gave me a copy of The House of Desdemona. On this visit I also met Harold von Hofe at his house in Beverly Hills. Our son Adrian, then aged 17, saw Marta again in 1983 and she was impressed that he had made the effort to cycle out to Pacific Palisades. He saw her again in 1987 just before she died, when she was probably unable to recognize him. I was back in Los Angeles with my family at the end of that year, but she was no longer there to greet us.
Before her death Marta had had considerable success in bringing about a revival of interest in Lion’s work in West Germany. Political developments had reduced the prejudice in the Federal Republic against a writer who had once visited Stalin, was widely read in the Eastern block and positively cultivated in the DDR. In the Adenauer era and for a time thereafter there had been what was a virtual boycott of Lion’s works. Then things began to change. I remember a brief chance encounter with the widow of Willy Brandt, around 1984. When she heard my name and realized I was a nephew, she told me how highly her late husband valued Lion’s books. 
After re-unification the kind of antagonism that had clung to Lion’s reputation has receded over the horizon. He is part of the canon of classical modern writers. How widely read he is in comparison with other German writers of his period I do not know. Some regard his work as gehobene Unterhaltungsliteratur, but perhaps it is a mistake to classify literature in a hierarchy of high, middle and low brow. Marta was, when I talked to her, slightly apologetic about Jud Süss, as opposed to the Josephus trilogy, even more apologetic about Die Oppermanns, which, she said, was written in a hurry under the pressure of political necessity. I am a historian, not a literary specialist. As a historian it seems to me that Die Oppermanns does more to help the reader understand why a civilized country like Germany fell prey to Nazi barbarism than any number of deeply researched history books. Yet Lion wrote it when he was himself no longer an eye-witness to these events. Such a powerful imaginative capacity commands respect.
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