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emotional state of mind; the wishes and motives are 
the same; the specific end alone is different, and 
that is of minor significance.10

It is a fact that the prophets share many traits 
with the Utopians, yet it is of dubious appropriateness 
to call the prophets and Jesus Christ "ethlco-religious 
Utopians," as Hertzler does further on.19 It is in­
appropriate on several counts, one of which is inherent 
in the term "utopia* itself. Thomas More's pun, suggest­
ing both "no place" and "good place,"20 is, first of all, 
hardly a fitting designation for the divinely-oriented 
kingdom which was the Judeo-Christian vision, if for no 
other reason than this ones the prophets and Christ 
firmly believed In the ultimate reality of the future 
they foretold; to Judge from his term, More did not.

l0Hertzler, op. clt.. p. 262.
19Ibld.. p. 285.
20The Greek prefixes ou- 'not, no' and eu- 

'good® (plus topos 'place') produce homonyms in 
English— "utopia" and "eutopia." With regard to the 
second form, the OED (James A. H. Murray [ed.], A 
New English Dictionary on Historical Principles 
[Oxfords Clarendon Press, 1888-1926], III, 325) 
reports the following: "First used by Sir T. More
or his friend Peter Giles . . . with a play on Utopia. 
. . . Some later writers have misused the word for 
Utopia, imagining the latter to be an incorrect spell­
ing; others have correctly used the two words in an 
antithesis. . . . 1516 Sir T. More or P. Giles
Hexastlchon Anemolll Poete Laureatl. prefixed to 
Utopia. Utopia priscis dicta ob Infrequentiam, Nunc 
clultatis aemula Platonicae. Eutopia merlto sum 
vocanda nomine, 1556 R. Robinson tr. Hexastlchon 
in More's Utopia (ed. 2), Wherefore not Utopie, but 
rightely My name is Eutopie, a place of felicite."
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In fact, as John H. E, Pried, has shown, More's work "is 
considered the prototype of books which , . • present 
plans for a radical re-organization of society in dis­
guise, namely, especially in the form of alledged des­
criptions of a perfect state existing at a fictitious 
far-away place or in the far-distant future. . . .  In 
colloquial language the word [Utopia] has come to denote 
any project which, however desirable it may be, must 
remain or is even meant to remain a pure play of 
fantasy."21

Glenn Negley and J. Max Patrick have set down 
the criteria for disengaging the genuinely utopian work 
from all other forms of literary speculations "Its 
theme Is the political structure of that fictional 
state or community,"22 with this definition they hope 
to transfer "to the periphery of utopian literature, if 
not indeed to entirely different fields of exposition, 
those works which should be designated predictions, 
fantasies, and planning administration."2^ The generic

21John H. E. Fried, "Utopia," The Encyclopedia 
Americana (New Yorks Americana Corp., 1962), XXVII, 62l- 
622. The italics are mine,

22Glenn Negley and J. Max Patrick, The Quest for 
Utopias An Anthology of Imaginary Societies (Anchor Books 
a32oj Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1962), 
pp. 2-3. I have added the italics to retain the authors' 
original emphasis.

2^lbid., p. 5



18

term "predictions'* is undoubtedly intended to include 
the poetic utterances of the Hebrew visionaries, too, 
for those prophecies were divinely inspired predictions 
intended as v*octrine. At any rate, religious dogma is 
presumably not generally classified as "fiction," and 
so, logically, prophetic literature— and certainly 
apocalyptic, even though it too depicts a perfect 
future community— should be excluded in more precise 
scholarly discussions of utopian literature.

It is not inaccurate to consider the prophets
2 /ras the "forerunners of the Utopians," but one must 

keep in mind, as C, Walsh has done, that "though some 
utopias rest on an explicitly Christian basis, the more 
common religious assumption is a faith in God by light 
of reason and ethics based on natural law. The utopian 
dream comes most often to men who, while not necessarily 
negating the reality of God, are strongly impressed by 
man's capacity for reason and rational action. Thus a 
kind of humanism, sometimes theistic and sometimes not, 
runs through utopianism.

It has been written that, at the eschaton, 
"history as It Is will become history as it ought to 
be. . . • The real in history will become the

2^Hertzler, op. clt., p. 8.
2^C. Walsh, "Utopian Literature," New Catholic 

Encyclopedia (New York» McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1967),
XIV, 505.
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I d e a l Though this was written In connection with 
religious literature, It applies equally well In des­
cribing utopianism and this, in turn, is just another 
way of stating that eschatological literature is not 
necessarily limited to writings explicitly or Implicit­
ly religious in nature. In fact, there is no indi­
cation, save one, that eschatology should not imply 
even an atheistic Weltanschauung, and It is far from 
being a compelling reason; namely, the majority of 
eschatological ilterature has simply not been written 
by atheists. The point here is that, while the terms 
"prophetic" and "apocalyptic" should ideally be 
reserved for certain well-defined movements in 
religious eschatology, certain other primarily 
secular forms of eschatological fiction can and should 
be referred to as "utopian" or its opposite, "dystopian."

Social progress leading to man's eventual 
attainment of the Ideal state has always been the 
theme of utopian eschatology. The man who has visual­
ized the goal of history as a perfected humanity has 
not normally been an idly daydreaming recluse who 
timidly set down his wistful fancies and fantasies 
with slight hopes or intentions of being influential.
He has been in most cases a daring reformer, a scholar 
actively participating in his own far-from-ldeal

26Thomas S. Kepler, The Book of Revelation (New 
Xork: Oxford Univ. Press, 1937)* p.
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society, a thinker seeking to re-emphasize the value of 
human existence. The utopian has wanted above all to 
be a constructive influence on men's thinking and act­
ing, and for this reason he has ever been the first and 
loudest proponent of liberal education as the bridge 
over the chasm of human misery to Justice and equality. 
Dissatisfaction with the human condition has never sour­
ed or made a cynic of this idealist, and usually he has 
shrewdly couched his suggestions in singularly disarm­
ing, hypnotizing fiction, in order to gain access to 
men's reason through the door most readily opened, the 
lmaginati on«

Contemporary utopian writing is, however, a 
silent, feeble "senior citizen" of literature which 
has enjoyed an illustrious and full life. As a written 
form it was born in a much earlier period than the six­
teenth century, though it became at this time an entity 
recognized in its own right, thanks to Thomas More's 
name-giving. The utopia can proudly identify its birth 
with Plato's Republic, and though it suffered extended 
childhood diseases in Antiquity and in the Middle Ages, 
it has slowly matured since then, demonstrating a sur­
prising adolescent growth in the seventeenth century, 
and finally reached full manly vigor in the nineteenth.

27 *fCf. Glldo Masso, Education in Utopias("Contributions to Education," No. 257; New Yorks
Teachers College, Columbia Univ., 192?), pp. 1-^.
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After two or three decades in this century, however, the 
spirit of utopianism has declined finally in a kind of 
almost inescapable senescence, which it has only once 
managed to overcome significantly in recent years by 
means of a short-lived psychotherapeutically-administered 
geriatric boost,^

And yet to give a prognosis of death would be to 
display an embarrassing lack of appreciation for the 
tenacity and dauntlessness of the utopian spirit. A 
more sagacious explanation of the present dearth of 
out-and-out utopias lies probably not in obsolescence, 
but rather in quiescence, and for this reasons "If 
the prevailing doctrine of man in real life emphasizes 
irrationality, evil, or man's helplessness, the utopian 
hope automatically disappears. The relative decline of 
the literary utopia in recent years suggests that there 
may have been a prior darkening of the concept of man in 
contemporary thought."29 But this, too, Is overstating 
the situation a bit. The utopian hope has not disappeared 
altogether. Its promptings are, to be sure, scarcely per­
ceptible in the literature of the "God-is-dead" era, but 
they are occasionally there nevertheless.

The wane of utopianism has not left a gap In
28Walsh, loc. cit. , has referred to B. P.

Skinner's Walden Two (New York: Macmillan Co., 19^8) 
as depicting l4a community kept happy and stable by 
psychological techniques."

29Walsh, loc. cit.
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secular esehatological writings instead, the star of 
"anti-utopianism," or "dystopianism,"^0 has been in 
ascendance, A dystopian writer might be called a 
satirist who describes "an 'idealization' or extra­
polation of the existing state, wherein he seeks to 
show by contrast how far existing conditions and 
their development are from satisfactory Ideals and 
values,"^l Very often he seems to despair of any 
possible improvement in the unsatisfactory world 
situation and portends an inescapable, self-manufactured 
destruction for mankind. The result is a type of 
writing reminiscent of apocalyptic, without, however, 
the underlying faith of apocalyptic in the splendid 
new world to be erected gloriously upon the ashes of 
the old one. Thus, the false equating of dystopia and 
apocalypse easily and invisibly took place in literary 
criticism. Two instances can be cited to represent 
this error in the copious literature devoted to the 
subject. The first, taken from a study of the 
twentieth-century American political novel, states 
that "apocalyptic is not used to designate a prophetic 
novel , , , but rather one in which the vision is 
cataclysmic, in which evil inherent in contemporary 
society is extrapolated into an anti-utopian view,"-^

30^ Neither term is widespread. I will adopt the 
usage of Walsh, loc. cit.

■^Negley and Patrick, op. cit., p, 5.
32Joseph Blowes, The Modern American Political
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The second steins from an interpretation of contemporary 
German literatures "Die 'Apocalypse®, von der hier die 
Rede 1st, stellt sich als das Negativ einer Utopie dar.
. . . Die negative Utopie beschrankt sich darauf zu 
zeigen, wle es in der Welt nlcht sein sollfce, aber 
fatalerwelse sein wird."33 These essentially identical 
statements, extracted from recent scholarly discussions 
of modem esehatological concepts in different litera­
tures, demonstrate the widespread secular abuse of the 
term "apocalyptic.” In the same way that it is in­
accurate and careless to engage in free variation of 
the nonsynonymous terms "esehatological” and "apoca­
lyptic,” the indiscriminate supplantation of "apocalyptic" 
for "dystopian" is improper and unnecessary.

But misnomer or no, this bleak and extreme 
dystopianism, commonly said to derive its principal 
Impetus from twentieth-century preoccupation with 
nuclear warfare and total human annihilation, has 
enjoyed a zenithal popularity in letters, unparalleled 
by any form of dystopianism in literary history. The 
ground was already broken for the fatalistic viewpoint 
in modern literature with nine t©©nth^century 
fin-de-sllcle sentiments of decadence and naturalistic

Novel 1900~1960 (Austins Univ. of Texas Press, 1966) , 
p. 14-0.

-^Karl August Horst, Krltlsoher Fuhrer durch 
die deutsche Llteratur der Gegenwart (Munchent 
Nymphenburger Verlagshandlung G.m.b.H., 1962), p. 117.
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overemphasis on sordidness and social pathology. Since 
then literature has been, to a great extent, a kaleido­
scope of evil, constantly rearranging the same grim 
elements— decay and decomposition (expressionism), 
illoglc (dadaism and surrealism), and anxiety, dis­
gust, and the absurdity of life (existentialism).

Someday, if the present "age of crisis" finally 
evolves into an "age of equilibrium" or the like, the 
negative thinking so indicative of man's present dilemma 
will be substituted by some other prevailing philosophy. 
No doubt the quest for the ideal commonwealth will in 
that latter day again induce some men to depict de­
tailed utopian visions. However, for the moment at 
least, such a time is not yet visible on belletristic 
horizons. And on the other hand, genuine prophets and 
apocalyptists, while not extinct, are predominantly 
inarticulate in the present secular age, too. There 
remain, then, only dystopian pessimism, nihilism, and 
despair as the foremost characteristics of eschatology 
in contemporary literature.

The goal of this study is to analyze the 
esehatological fundament in the dramatic output of 
one internationally known contemporary writer who has 
not followed this trend.



CHAPTER II

dOr r e n m a t t's ESCHATOLOGICAL OUTLOOK

Friedrich Durrenmatt, who has often been re­
ferred to as a religious, even theological writer,^ 
offers a great contrast in his esehatological outlook 
from most of the better-known contemporary authors. 
This fact is partially understandable in the light 
of his personal background. His father was a Protes­
tant (Calvinist) minister, and the early religious 
training Durrenmatt received made an indelible im­
pression on him— at least parts of it did. No study 
of Durrenmatt's literary production should be under­
taken without keeping the author's formative years in 
mind. As he himself has expressed it:

Die Geschlchte melner Schriftstellerei 1st die 
Geschichte melner J3toffe, Stoffe jedoch sind 
verwandelte Eindrucke, . • • Als Resultat 
seiner Umwelt hat^man sich zur Umwelt zu 
bekennen, doch pragen sich die entscheldenden 
Eindrucke in der Jugend ein.2

and:

^For example, see Elisabeth Brock-Sulzer, 
Durrenmatt» Statlonen seines Werkes (Zurich: Verlag 
der Arche, 1964), p . 26.

2 ••^Friedrich Durrenmatt, Theater-Sohrlften und 
Reden (Zurich: Verlag der Arche, 19^6), p. 30.

25
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Doch habe ich in meine heutige Tatigkeit aus der 
Welt melner Kindheit Wichtlges herubergerettet*
Nicht nur die ersten Eindrucke, nicht nur das 
Modell zu meiner heutigen Welt* auch die 
"Methode" meiner Kunst selbst.3

What was the nature of these first impressions? 
Durrenmatt, who is in general so singularly uncommuni­
cative about his private life, has mentioned twice the 
fascination with which his imagination as a child was 
captured by the Biblical story of the Deluge, As a 
budding artist young Friedrich alarmed his mother by 
painting ever bloodier and ever more terrible pictures 
of the Deluge and of Swiss battles.^ And the playwright 
has spoken about the powerful influence of the world of 
literary tradition which was much more meaningful to the 
child of the Swiss village thnn all of the “real** politi­
cal and economic troubles of international scope during 
the 1920®s. Of the many fabulous stories of heroic 
achievements he read about in childhood, he has put the 
Great Flood in first place*

. . . aber die Sintflut, die war fapbar, eln 
plastisches Ereignis, Gottes Zorn und 
Wasserlassen, den ganzen Ozean kippte^er uber 
die Menschheit aus, nun schwlmmt mal,->

The avid reader in youth became, as we know, a 
writer. He interrupted his university studies in phi­
losophy and literature to devote himself finally

3Ibid., p. 29,
AIbid., pp. 28-29.
^Ibldo, p. 36.
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full-time to writing. Durrenmatt achieved success and 
fame primarily for his theatrical endeavors, and it is 
this aspect of his total literary output that contains 
the essence of his esehatological thinking as a mature 
man.

Durrenmatt chose the comedy as the only dramat­
ic form possible in this age, and his comedy is best 
characterized by the words "paradox” and "grotesque.”
The former term reflects the contradictions this author 
sees in contemporary society, and the latter, which is 
not merely an expression of the bizarre or incongruous, 
provides, as Eugene E. Reed has pointed out, ”an instru­
mentality of approach which the writer may employ 
wherever his viewpoint requires the demonstration of the 
more fundamental yet more elusive truths of existence,

Durrenmatt has called the grotesque the art
7form preferred above all by the moralist.' This state­

ment appears perhaps somewhat unexpected coming from the 
same author who has said in notes to Frank V. that he is 
neither cynic nor moralists

Der Autor 1st weder Zyniker noch Moralist. Er 
stellt weder seine Person zur Diskussion noch 
selnen Glauben, weder seine Oberzeugung noch 
seinen Zweifel, obgleich er welp, dap dies alles

^Eugene E. Reed, "The Image of the Unimaginable: 
A Note on Durrenmatt's Der Richter und sein Henker," 
Revue des langues vlvantes. No. 2 (1961), p. 117.

^Durrenmatt, op. cit.. p. 137.
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Qunbewu.pt mitspielt, Gerade deshalb.

In another place Durrenmatt has declared that the 
stage is for him merely an Instrument whose capabilities 
and limitations he is seeking to discover, not the means 
to propagate his theories or convictions. His own words 
are these:

Dann moehte lch bitten, In mlr nicht einen Vertreter 
einer bestimmten dramatlschen Richtung, einer 
bestlmmten dramatlschen Technik zu erblicken, oder 
gar su glauben, ich stehe als ein Handlungsreisender 
irgendeiner der auf den heutigen Theatern gangigen 
Weltanschauungen vor der Tur, sel es als 
Exlstenzialist, sei es als Nihilist, als 
Expressionist oder als IronlkerA oder wie nun 
auch immer das in die Kompottglaser der Q 
Literaturkritik Eingemachte etikettiert 1st.-*

Durrenmatt, for all the denials he makes con­
cerning his own dramatic leanings, is nonetheless 
"morally heavily armored," according to Elisabeth Brock- 
Sulzer, the scholar who knows his works best.^0 This 
compatriot of Durrenmatt has tried to explain why he 
again and again resists categorization as a moralist—  
he does not want audiences to expect an overt declaration 
of moral injunctions} for him this would be too con­
fining:

Der Moralist 1st von vornherein gebunden. Dichten 
aber mup er . . , zunachst nicht festgelegt, nur 
dem Einfall verpflichtet, der Welt. Aus dleser 
Zwickmuhle heraus kommt der Dichter nur, wenn sich 
das Moralische eben von selber versteht, instinktiv,

8Ibld.. p. I89.
^Ibid., p. 92.
■^From the preface to Durrenmatt, op. cit., p. 25.
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naiv sich durchwlrkt, und wenn die Einfalle so 
stark, so reich sind, dag sie das Moralische 
selnerseits zu immer neuer Selbstverteidigung 
aufrufen. Das geschieht in Durrenmatts 
dichterischen Werken.-^

That is, the moral element in Durrenmatt*s dramas is at 
times almost completely concealed, not to say overwhelmed, 
by the wealth of his inspirations. In the politically 
uninhibited theater this Is, of course, usually con­
sidered to be desirable. The alternative situation, in 
which artistic inspiration provides only the external 
framework for inherent moralizing purposes, Is the 
Lehrstuck, the didactic play.

Durrenmatt*s dramas never transparently present 
the moral views of their author, and in fact Durrenmatt9s 
views have often been misunderstood. In addition, his 
theorizing remarks in speeches and interviews have 
usually contributed but little toward a correct inter­
pretation of his works. Very seldom Indeed has 
Durrenmatt confessed— as he did once to a Swiss 
audience— the true nature and purpose of his writings

Darum mussen Sie sich jetzt auch elnen 
Schriftsteller wie mich gefalien lassen, der 
nicht von dem redet, was er mit den Augen, sondem 
von dem, was er mit dem Geiste gesehen hat, der 
nicht von dem redet, was einem gefallt, sondern 
von dem, was einen bedroht. Ich bin ein 
Protestant und protestiere. Ich zweifle nicht, 
aber ich beschreibe den Untergangj denn ich 
schreibe nicht, damlt Sie auf mich schliepen, 
sondern damlt Sie auf.die Welt schliepen. Ich 
bin da, um zu warnen.

11Ibld.. pp. 2^-25.
12Durrenmatt, op. cit., p. ^5«
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With respect to the esehatological attitude in­
volved, this is without doubt one of the most significant 
statements about himself that Durrenmatt has ever pub­
lished. Keeping in mind his intensive religious back­
ground, one does not have to search far to find the 
forces responsible for molding this outlook. Obviously, 
Durrenmatt explicitly wished to emphasize in the above 
remarks the spiritual aspect of his writing by referring 
to that which he has seen with the spirit rather than 
with the eyes— which, moreover, is itself a recurrent 
theme in his writing. He gave further clues to the 
source of this standpoint when he spoke of his role of 
describing and warning about an approaching downfall.
In protesting against prevailing conditions and in 
desiring that his audiences may be enabled to reach a 
conclusion about the world in which they live, Durrenmatt 
has demonstrated his consanguinity with the Old Testament 
prophets.

That this is so, should not cause astonishment. 
Many of the undying literary creations of European civi­
lization owe their ultimate success to the Biblical 
messages they have recaptured and restated. "In fact, 
it may probably be argued from point of coincidence,*' 
writes John Killinger, an expert in the field of litera­
ture and theology, Mthat the greatest literature the 
West has known and loved has emerged, In one form or 
another, from the Christian faith, which until our day
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at least has been the governing ideological factor in the 
structuring of Western civilization.

Durrenmatt• s first prose efforts in 19^3, the 
short stories "Weihnacht" and "Der Folterknechtwere 
the rebellious expressions of a young man first becoming 
aware of the discrepancies between the child's glorious 
expectations of adult life and the painful actualities 
of life experienced by the adult. Brock-Sulzer has des­
cribed these two stories very perceptively as expressing 
a "religion of hate" which assumes the form of a 
"wutende Auflehnung gegen einen alttestamentlichen 
rachenden, grausamen Gott."1^ Apparently, however, 
this rebellion was short-lived, and young Durrenmatt 
decided that the Old Testament God was just, not merci­
less and terrible, though very often inscrutable to man­
kind. At any rate, his theatrical works beginning already 
with Es steht geschrleben (19^6) demonstrate a changed, 
much more long-suffering concept of God.

Every writer, in order to be truly effective, 
must share some common trait, belief, or knowledge with 
his readers. Those authors whose point of departure and 
spiritual backbone have been familiar passages and books 
of the Bible have had, as a rule, no difficulty in being 
understood, Durrenmatt's religious-literary forebears,

13-Mohn Klllinger, The Failure of Theology in 
Modern Literature (New York: Abingdon Press, I963), p. 26.

Brock-Sulzer, op. cit., p. 229,
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the prophets, are however not exceptionally well-known;
yet, in like manner, his ability to address his audiences
is to an extent determined by audience perception of some
few necessary scriptural echoes in his works. Hans
Banzlger has expressed this requisite in this way:

Durrenmatt hat es notig,wauch wenn er . . ein
Einverstandnis des europalschen Publikums zahlen 
darf, dasjenige dieser halbreligiosen Gemeinschaft 
namlich, die aus dem Bereich des Alten Testaments 
zum mindesten die Geschichte der Sintflut und des 
Turmbaus als aktuell und plausibel akzeptiert

One could add other Old Testament motifs— the Law 
of Moses especially comes readily to mind— to those of the 
Deluge and the Tower of Babel. These and other Biblical 
motifs basically provide the principal cohesive forces 
in Durrenmatt's production. The very title the play­
wright selected for his first performed drama, Es steht 
geschrleben, which is the common Biblical formula used to 
refer to God’s precepts,-^ can be thought of as the main 
theme underlying a considerable part of Durrenmatt’s 
dramatic content. It is the directing finger pointed, 
as it were, at the Bible, the revealed word of God, for 
the esehatological orientation obviously lacking in this 
secularized, religion-unconscious world.

Durrenmatt, then, is a prophet of the twentieth

^Hans Banziger, Frisch und Durrenmatt (3rd ed.; 
Bern: Francke Verlag, 196^), p. 15^.

■^Beda Allemann, **Es steht geschrieben,** in Das 
deutsche Drama, ed. Benno von Wiese (Dusseldorf: August 
Bagel Verlag, i960), II, 4lb.


