
new books in german 1 / 3

by Lorenz Just

DuMont Verlag

November 2017 / 176pp

Fiction

 Recomendación para
EE.UU.

This book is outside of the

five-year window for

guaranteed assistance with

English language translation.

We suggest getting in touch

with the relevant funding

body for an informal

conversation about the

possibility of support. Please

refer to to our 

recommendations page for

books that are currently

Evil People
Der bo?se Mensch

review

Lorenz Just’s literary debut is a collection of interconnected short

stories reflecting on humanity’s potential for evil. Just’s writing calls to

mind the wry, subtle style of Lydia Davis, with the same thrilling

tension between the narrators’ potentially problematic point of view

and the author’s veiled intention. 

The stories are told in a sparse, dry style, the author maintaining an

ambiguous, ironic distance and leaving readers to pass judgement

themselves. ‘The Neighbour’ and ‘The Neighbour at the Kitchen

Table’ are both monologues by a former African general and war

criminal, now living in exile in Germany. Recounting the war and his

role in it, he is studiously unrepentant. In the second story, the

general’s wife has him write his experiences down and although he

humours her he sees no redeeming or therapeutic value in the

exercise. ‘From My Brother’s Diary’ and ‘In the Atelier’ present the

work and thoughts of the narrator’s brother, a young artist. The first

story explicitly evokes Vincent van Gogh’s letters to his brother Theo.

The ironic implication is that the narrator – the writer – cannot fully

grasp the artist or the artist’s nature. In the diary, the brother speaks

of his work and his dissatisfaction with it. In the second story the

narrator is using his brother’s studio as a writing space while the

brother is out of town, but rather than work, the narrator looks at his

brother’s drawings. A story takes shape through the narrator’s

description of the successive artworks he views. 

‘Dear Child’ is the boldest of the stories in which Just exploits his
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authorial irony to the greatest extent. The story is a letter by a father

to his unborn child. We soon learn that the narrator and his wife, on

learning during the pregnancy that their child would be severely

handicapped, decided to terminate the pregnancy. In the letter the

father addresses the child, whom he and his wife still feel is with

them. The child becomes a kind of ever-present protector for them; its

presence justifies for them the utter rightness of their decision. The

author never tips his hand to reveal his attitude towards the father or

his decision – such judgement is left entirely to the reader. 

Evil People is ambitious in its wide array of subjects and approaches

to storytelling. The fact that several of the stories overlap with one

another has the effect of enveloping the reader in a fractured but

convincingly cohesive world. This is a thought-provoking read which

is destined to become a talking point.

press quotes

«Una gran obra literaria.» SWR2

‘A great work of literature.’– SWR2
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