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review
Written in a clear and sophisticated style, Worlds Apart by Julia
Franck is an immediate and engaging read, chronicling the lives of
four generations of German women over the course of the twentieth
century.
The story is told by Julia, who interweaves her childhood and coming
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of age with the lives of the other women in her family. There’s her
Jewish great grandmother, Lotte, once a dashing young woman, who
survived the Nazi period thanks to the efforts of her husband; her
grandmother, Inge, an artist who chose to move to East Germany and
is rumoured to have worked for the Stasi; her mother, Anna, an
unconventional actress; and her aunt Rosita. Never a fan of the
communist regime, Rosita managed to leave the GDR and build up a
successful career in the West. All extravagant characters in their own
ways, their lives serve as vivid touchstones as Julia seeks to define
her own identity.
Born in East Germany, Julia and her twin sister have two other
siblings, both from different fathers. When the twins are eight, the
family flees to a refugee centre in the West, but Julia leaves her
family aged thirteen to move to West Berlin. Once there, she
searches for her father and his family, only to encounter anger and
regret. She is not close to her mother any more either, hearing from
her only every couple of months.
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Julia lives with friends, goes to school and combines her studies with
cleaning jobs. She is awkward around her schoolmates, who come
(she thinks) from “proper” families. One such pupil is Stephan, the
son of wealthy and traditional parents – but he and Julia nonetheless
form a strong bond, and he is the first boy she falls in love with. He
wants to become a writer, while she wants to be a lawyer. Whereas
Julia struggles with the past, Stephan’s anxiety stems from a fear of
disappointing his family.
Julia moves around different flat shares, and discovers sex, drugs
and consumerism. The Berlin Wall falls, and she starts travelling
abroad. Shortly after Germany’s reunification, Stephan dies in a car
crash, aged just 22.
The novel rejects a chronological structure in favour of a satisfying
and tightly knit cyclical approach, opening with the blossoming
relationship between Stephan and Julia, and ending with the car
crash. With its well-rounded characters and vivid storytelling, Worlds
Apart will appeal to fans of Elif Shafak’s The Bastard of Istanbul and
?anna S?oniowska’s The House with the Stained-Glass Window.
Rights sold: The Netherlands, Uitgeverij Wereldbibliotheek
See the book on the publisher’s website

Listen to translator Katy Derbyshire reading a sample translation from
Julia Franck’s Worlds Apart. This video is available as part of the New
Books in German playlist on the Translators Aloud YouTube channel.
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