The Invention of Life
Die Erfindung des Lebens

review
This deeply sensitive and original book traces the development of a
child silenced by trauma into a successful and well-loved author, for
whom words are at the core of his being. The largely autobiographical
tale begins in the early childhood years of Ortheil’s fictional alias
Johannes in the 1950s, years that are spent largely in silence.
Johannes’ mother has lost the ability or will to speak after some
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traumatic events in the past. Her emotional vulnerability and isolation
affect him strongly, in turn making him mute and so introverted that
he is often taken to be mentally challenged.
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Ortheil’s descriptions become mesmerizing and jubilant, especially in
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his depictions of music and piano-playing. And since the story of
Johannes’ life is very much a story of the development of language,
every word counts and Ortheil often succeeds in sharing with the
reader the sense of mystery and power and otherness that surround
words in Johannes’ world. It is a fascinating journey that follows the
boy as he struggles to define a language that he must tame before he
can learn to use it, first as a reluctant ally and later, in his career as a
writer, as an intimate friend and partner.
The core of the book, which consists of family bonds that both make
and break you, the struggle to grow up and the search for an identity,
will make this moving story a treasured experience for many readers.

press quotes

‘In contrast to most of his writer compatriots, Ortheil
has no fear of a happy ending or great love. The
Invention of Love is a comforting novel.’– Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung
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