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Abstract: This study investigates the history of literary journalism in Ger-
many, tracing from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to the present. 
Analyzing the most prominent forms of the genre, the feuilleton and the 
reportage, as well as prominent German literary journalists, such as Hein-
rich Heine, Egon Erwin Kisch, Kurt Tucholsky, and Günter Wallraff, the 
essay offers insight into the connections between history, technical devel-
opment, politics, and traditional and literary journalism. What emerges is 
a picture of an eventful history that is still partly unexplored or, at least, 
under-researched. The inclusion of journalists who in earlier studies have 
not necessarily been deemed representatives or practitioners of literary jour-
nalism gives evidence of how large and rich is the spectrum in which the 
form exists in this country. Furthermore, the view is expanded to include 
journalists who reported from exile during the Nazi era and—because con-
temporary literary journalism in Germany is treated primarily as a West 
German phenomenon—the work of Heinz Knobloch is presented as an 
example of literary journalism in the former GDR. The consideration of the 
current state of reportage as a form of literary journalism and the associated 
discussions about the concepts of what is permissible in journalism, should 
give rise to further research. 
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Works of literature and journalism are shaped by the times in which they 
are written, and vice versa. A closer, if brief, look at the two in a his-

torical context yields valuable insights into their relationships and the devel-
opment of literary journalism in Germany. This study explores the country’s 
history of literary journalism and focuses on its most prominent forms—the 
feuilleton and reportage. The most important protagonists are discussed, and 
their texts are linked to the historical and journalistic developments of the 
times in which they were written. At the same time, the journalistic and 
literary criteria that characterize literary journalism are applied to pinpoint 
similarities that can be traced through the centuries, to identify challenges 
and trends. 

Compared to the large body of research conducted by non-German 
scholars, there have been relatively few studies of literary journalism as it 
has been practiced in Germany. This could lead to the conclusion that there 
is no long-standing tradition of the genre worth exploring. The relationship 
between literature and journalism has been a frequent topic of research but, 
until recently, the focus of scholarly interest has largely been on the differ-
ences between the two rather than where they overlap to create a new genre 
or form.1 There are reasons for this. One, the concept of a hierarchical order 
that places literature above journalism is often in the way.2 Two, scandals 
contribute to the difficult position of narrative forms in journalism. Among 
the most recent of these is Claas Relotius’s numerous fake reportages.3 Inevi-
tably, in the wake of such a scandal, one of the current discussions is about 
the supposed incompatibility of facts and the literary techniques employed to 
convey them.4 (Please see Ina von der Wense and Vera Katzenberger’s essay, 
“Metajournalistic Discourse on the Reportage in the Context of the Claas Re-
lotius Affair” on pages 142–165, for an analysis of the scandal’s implications 
for literary journalism.)

The overview of the research that follows seeks to shed light on the ques-
tion of why German literary journalism does not yet have its own firm place 
among various journalistic genres. Among the reasons is, first, literature and 
journalism have largely been treated as two separate systems. Oliver Meier has 
gone so far as to depict their relationship as a “sibling dispute” and describes 
his exploration of the concept of literary journalism as “a trip into a grey 
area.”5 In the early 2000s, scholars explored the subject from different angles 
and in more detail. In the anthology Literatur und Journalismus. Theorie, Kon-
texte, Fallstudien (Literature and journalism: theory, contexts, case studies) 
edited by Bern Blöbaum and Stefan Neuhaus,6 the concepts of literature and 
journalism are compared without investigating the connection of the two in 
depth. The approach is much influenced by Niklas Luhmann’s Systemtheorie 
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(systems theory)7 and, though acknowledging that the relationship of facts 
and fiction might be worth investigating, the matter is treated as peripheral. 
The suggestions for methodological approaches are formulated in the sub-
junctive: “The forms, processes, judgments and motives of the authors [or 
players] in this [border zone] could be analyzed . . . . with the methods of con-
tent analysis, and with qualitative and quantitative interviews.”8 The strength 
of this collection, however, is that the works of some of the protagonists of 
literary journalism in Germany—Heinrich Heine,9 Egon Erwin Kisch,10 and 
Erich Kästner11—are put into a journalistic context. 

Joan Kristin Bleicher and Bernhard Pörksen, who edited a volume on the 
New Journalism titled Grenzgänger (Border crossers),12 used this label to 

characterize authors who have crossed the border between literature and 
journalism in either direction. The term seems to imply that it takes this 
kind of author to produce literary journalism. The chapter authors’ focus is 
not on actual texts. Some of the research presented in Grenzgänger assumes 
that the emergence of the New Journalism in the 1960s and ’70s was the 
first time literature and journalism influenced each other. Thus, the works of 
Tom Wolfe, Truman Capote, and Norman Mailer are used as a benchmark 
to analyze what German examples of New Journalism or literary journalism 
could be.13 This narrows the perspective of what literary journalism is and 
neglects the fact that it has—in one form or another—existed in Germany 
for centuries. Moreover, there is strong evidence that German journalism has 
literary roots.14 Despite these limitations, Bleicher and Pörksen’s anthology 
offers valuable insights into the somewhat problematic relationship between 
facts and fiction, credibility, and truth. Dieter Roß’s15 and Elisabeth Klaus’s16 
contributions are particularly important in this context, as they address the 
tension between fact and fiction, elaborated later in this essay. 

Horst Pöttker, in his essay, “Ende des Milleniums—Ende des Journalis-
mus?” (The end of the millennium—The end of journalism?),17 offers another 
approach. He questions the rule that the fictional and the nonfictional should 
not be mixed in journalism and discusses whether the separation of facts and 
fiction is essential for the journalistic profession. He identifies a “cautious re-
literalization of journalism.”18 Pöttker does not write explicitly about literary 
journalism but identifies important tendencies toward a blurring of borders 
between strictly fact-based journalistic practice and literary elements, placing 
them in a historical context. His ideas inform this study.

Another noteworthy work is Tobias Eberwein’s doctoral thesis, which of-
fers a comprehensive presentation of the development of German literary 
journalism from the eighteenth century to the twentieth century. Looking 
at the purpose of literary journalism, Eberwein sees and treats the form as 



24  Literary Journalism Studies, Vol. 14, No. 2, Dec 2023

an “irritation,”19 that is, as a conceptual alternative to the journalistic main-
stream. Eberwein’s research shows literary journalism to be a genre that thrives 
in times of radical social and political change. This characteristic—making 
political statements and addressing social problems by depicting current con-
ditions—is found throughout German history. 

In the present study, forms of German literary journalism from the eigh-
teenth century to the present will be presented with an emphasis on both the 
purpose of the texts and their journalistic and literary characteristics. The pri-
mary journalistic characteristics include topicality and originality, eyewitness 
reporting, participant observation, authenticity, transparency, and clarity; 
and the key literary characteristics include immersion, voice, use of thoughts 
and feelings, and narrative and dramatic techniques.20 

Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-century German Literary Journalism 

In the time between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, lit-
erature and journalism were not yet separate systems. There was a lively 

exchange and frequent mixing and mingling of the two. It was, as Dieter 
Paul Baumert calls it, a time of “literature-oriented journalism.”21 Dieter Roß 
looks at it from another perspective, describing the development as the “jour-
nalization of literature,”22 when renowned writers of the day, such as Hein-
rich von Kleist (1777–1811) and Heinrich Heine (1797–1856), ventured 
into journalism. Roß describes Kleist’s journalistic ambitions as a way out 
of financial difficulties and a lack of acknowledgment of his literary achieve-
ments. Kleist’s brief tenure as publisher and editor of the Berliner Abendblätter 
(Berlin evening paper), first issued October 1, 1810, is worth noting.23 As 
Berlin’s first daily newspaper, the Abendblätter offered reportages, anecdotes 
on everyday events, and crime and court reports—a mixture that proved suc-
cessful with a larger audience. The paper can also be seen as an example of the 
so-called Meinungspresse (Opinion press).24 Kleist wrote and published texts 
in which he criticized Napoleon on the one hand and Prussian politics on 
the other. This ultimately led, first to censorship and, then, the year after its 
launch, the paper’s closure, with the last issue published on March 30, 1811. 

Heine’s career might be described as having a more successful storyline. 
Dieter Roß details the beginning of Heine’s journalistic career as an editor 
and author for Johann Friedrich Freiherr von Cotta’s newspaper Neue Poli-
tische Annalen (New political annals) in 1827.25 By the time Heine began 
working for the Annalen, he was a renowned writer, famous for Reisebilder 
(Travel pictures),26 published in 1826. He was an asset to the publisher, who 
was keen on new talent that could attract readers and grow circulation.27 The 
era was characterized by political and technological turbulence: the French 
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Revolution changed the political, social, and cultural scenario in Germany, 
and advances in printing equipment sped up communication.28 Roß describes 
these developments as having brought about an “Entgrenzung” (delimiting) 
of the areas of life, that is, politics, society and culture, which had been rela-
tively autonomous before.29 He quotes Jürgen Habermas to explain the result 
of this development: “everything [was] connected to and communicate[d] 
with everything else.”30 Literature’s task was now to interfere with, reason 
about, and comment on political and social developments. By discovering 
reality, it changed both its forms and functions. The discovery and merger 
of reality with literature changed literature in both its forms and functions.31 

At the same time, censorship was all but abolished. The border between 
literature and journalism became permeable and, consequently, there 

was an abundant production of literary-journalistic texts, such as eyewitness 
reports, letters, reportages, and feuilletons—the latter a genre combining sub-
jectivity, irony, satire, and, to a certain extent, news reporting.32 Heine was 
one of the most prominent feuilletonists of the nineteenth century, and his 
writings greatly contributed to the development of modern journalism. To 
twenty-first century journalist Evelyn Roll, quoting Marcel Reich-Ranicki, 
Heine is the “lightning-fast inventor of all journalistic genres,” meaning he 
also invented the modern feuilleton. Co-contemporary journalist Matthias 
Matussek also attributes to Heine the invention of the modern feuilleton.33 
Roll writes that Heine wanted to be a journalist, “not merely a travel writer 
or an eye witness in the tradition of Herodotus, Pliny the Younger or Dan-
iel Defoe.”34 Appointed Paris correspondent of Cotta’s Allgemeine Zeitung 
(General newspaper), initially published in Tübingen and, later, Stuttgart, 
Heine was to report about society and culture, excluding political opinion, 
but this proved difficult because he was an ardent supporter of Saint Simon’s 
criticism of aristocracy.35 In 1834 Heine began contributing regularly to the 
Deutsch–Französische Jahrbücher (German–French year books), published by 
Karl Marx and Arnold Ruge.36 

Heine saw himself as a literary artist, who––not the least due to his stand-
ing and fame––felt committed to raising his voice against inequality. In this, 
he was a journalist, long before the profession, per se, existed.37 Pöttker goes 
further. In his “Modellfall Heinrich Heine. Über das Verhältnis von Journalis-
mus und Schriftstellertum in Deutschland” (The model case Heinrich Heine: 
About the relationship of journalism and writing in Germany), Pöttker writes 
that Heine, through his advocacy for the freedom of the press, authorship, 
and commitment to the truth, paved the way for a professionalization of 
journalism in Germany in much the same way Defoe did for journalism in 
England.38 Pöttker emphasizes Heine’s role in shaping the feuilleton and re-
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portage genres long before they became professional standards in the popular 
press in the second half of the nineteenth century. Pöttker writes, “Basically, 
everything that Heine published was journalism, if that meant the profes-
sional effort to overcome spatial, temporal, and social communication barri-
ers in order to convey the most correct and important information possible 
to the largest and most diverse audience possible.”39 Pöttker notes that Heine 
“practiced the unity of independence and [his] own involvement in the events 
as well as their reflection in front of the audience throughout his professional 
life as a journalist.”40 This means that he was an involved observer who, as a 
journalist, did not let himself be influenced by his editors. When pertinent, 
he criticized political events, and his standpoint was clear to his readers. For 
Heine, the concepts of the “public” and “journalism” and “creating publicity” 
had positive and affirmative connotations.41 

While journalistic characteristics generally are not foregrounded in the 
feuilleton, journalism and literature truly overlap in the reportage, and 

their features are easy to identify. Early examples are the social reportages 
Ansichten vom Niederrhein (Views from the Lower Rhine) of Georg Forster, 
written between 1791 and 1794, and Johann Gottfried Seume’s Spaziergang 
nach Syrakus im Jahre 1802 (Walk to Syracuse in the year 1802), a socio-
critical travel reportage based on the author’s own experience.42 Instead of 
works of art, Seume sees streets and places “not only covered with beggars, 
but these beggars were really dying there of hunger and misery.”43 The key 
element of Seume’s text is eyewitness reporting, which creates authenticity 
and credibility. Separated from the time of his writing by more than two 
hundred years, twenty-first century readers cannot be sure Seume’s report is 
free of mistakes and incongruities. As Albert Meier states in his epilogue to 
Seume’s book, “[I]t is certain that Seume sometimes made things up and ar-
ranged many facts afterwards”44 when preparing the material for publication. 
This, however, should not automatically disqualify his work as a reportage in 
the journalistic sense—the great reporter Kisch was known to have used these 
“stylistic means” in his reportages a couple of centuries later.45 

Reportage as a more defined journalistic form emerged during the Vor-
märz46 (Pre-March), the time between the Wiener Kongress in 1815 and 
the March Revolution of 1848. Writers placed great importance on social 
conditions and social egalitarianism in Germany. In the 1840s, industrialism 
and poverty became important topics, which led to the emergence of socio-
critical writing. One of the first writers to make industry a topic in Germany 
was Georg Weerth (1832–56). In the context of this study, the social report-
ages he wrote are important. In his Skizzen aus dem sozialen und politischen 
Leben der Briten (Sketches from the social and political life of the Britons), 
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published in the form of letters in 1843 and 1844, Weerth offers his first-
hand impressions, using journalistic techniques such as eyewitness reporting, 
interviewing, and role-playing.47 He speaks to people in a homeless shelter 
about their situation, posing as an assistant as he accompanies a doctor on 
his rounds, and thus gets closer to the matter. He thereby becomes a role-
playing eyewitness. This technique was further developed by Victor Adler, 
Max Winter, Ergon Kisch, George Orwell, and Günter Wallraff.48 It can be 
argued that Weerth was a reporter in that he combined “first-hand knowledge 
and political beliefs with narrative techniques.”49 His writings about social 
inequality and the situation of the proletarians were produced at in times that 
“were not conducive to social reporting,” but the “social conditions certainly 
lent themselves to critical reporting.”50 

This overview gives evidence that until the journalistic system had been 
fully developed near the end of the nineteenth century, feudal and absolutist 
censorship made it difficult, if not impossible, for journalists to voice their 
opinions. They had to “take refuge in literary fiction if they wanted to make 
their socially critical or political views public”51 

Michael Haller argues that the journalistic profession came into exis-
tence with the rise of the popular press, driven by industrialization and tech-
nological progress.52 As populations in large cities grew, the need for more 
information and entertainment increased. The processing of information 
became more professional, in that journalism became more fact-based and 
the texts less likely to offer opinions or fictional elements. With the work of 
a journalist no longer having anything in common with literary writing, the 
two systems started to drift apart. Large publishing houses issued newspapers 
several times a day and, increasingly, created more competition for readers. 
In seeking to inform the populace as quickly, exclusively, and interestingly as 
possible, the tabloid press emerged in Germany.53 “The literary reporter, who 
had existed for a long time, became a professional journalist [i.e.,] a news 
reporter.”54 The widening gap between journalism and literature provided the 
space for literary journalism.

Twentieth-century Literary Journalism

The major social and political changes occurring in Germany (and other 
European countries) in the early part of the twentieth century—World 

War I, 1914–18, and the Weimar Republic, 1919–33—called for a new ap-
proach to journalism and literature. The same can be said in an even more 
drastic way for the 1930s and ’40s, when the National Socialist regime’s severe 
interventions all but obliterated journalistic work. The suppression continued 
in a different form when that regime collapsed: When World War II ended 
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in 1945, the Allied Forces took control and reorganized the German press. 
For journalism, the start of World War I meant that the freedom of the 

press, fiercely fought for in the nineteenth century, ended. Up to then, the 
understanding had been that the function of the press was to give the citizens 
a voice, to make their opinions and moods public. However, both military 
and civil authorities wanted to influence the mood of the people (Volksstim-
mung) so it would not endanger military planning and action. This could 
be done by controlling the media, which in turn would keep the people’s 
emotions under control.55 High losses in the trenches and a supply crisis in 
the winter of 1915–16 led to a rapid change of mood, and censorship was 
meticulously organized to work against this development.56 Though not fully 
effective, censorship was successful to the extent that any doubt about the 
ultimate victory of the German troops was squelched. Based on this manipu-
lative reporting, the myth of a German army undefeated in the field (Dolch-
stoßlegende) flourished.57 

The post-war times, with their political, economic, and social tensions, 
triggered a need for reliable information and a compass to help steer 

through the challenging times. Article 118 of the Weimar Constitution of 
August 11, 1919, guaranteed freedom of opinion and the press to every Ger-
man. At the same time, the directives of the Press Law of the Reich of 1874, 
which gave the president the option to suspend or even revoke the freedom of 
the press within the framework of emergency decrees, remained unchanged.58 
As early as 1921 the first restrictions were placed on press organs that were 
viewed as subversive. In July 1923, these directives were codified for a dura-
tion of five years.59 In these circumstances, reportage seemed the most suit-
able genre to fly below the radar of censorship and, at the same time, provide 
orientation.60 

That said, the time of the Weimar Republic was also characterized by 
a tendency toward the arts becoming more political, which meant new ap-
proaches to journalism were needed.61 What emerged is what Harold B. Se-
gel has called the “new objectivity.”62 This concept “had a distinct appeal to 
writers of leftist persuasion as it gave them the opportunity to present an 
unvarnished ‘documentation’ of the actual economic and political tensions 
of the time.”63 

Prominent writers and journalists of these times in Germany were Egon 
Erwin Kisch, Kurt Tucholsky, Joseph Roth,64 and Erich Kästner, all of whom 
had strong political beliefs. The main purpose of their writing was to get 
their political and moral opinions across to their readers and, as Tucholsky 
did, warn of the threats to democracy during the Weimar Republic and the 
subsequent ascent of the National Socialists. The times were characterized 
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by “[d]issatisfaction, pessimism and foreboding beside complacency, opti-
mism, and prosperity. Creativity and chaos, brilliance and stupidity, mania 
and calm, paradox and contrast—such was Weimar.”65 

There is a plethora of research on Kisch and his legendary reportages. As 
John Hartsock states, the “origins of Kisch’s reportage . . . can be traced back 
at least in part to the feuilleton of French origin in the nineteenth century.”66 
However, Kisch opened new perspectives for the genre and showed that ev-
eryday topics can be made interesting when written about in a clear and com-
prehensive way.67 One important focus is on what Kisch himself said about 
reportage as a genre and his attitude toward credibility and truth: 

The reporter has no bias, has nothing to justify and has no point of view. He 
must be an impartial witness and must deliver impartial testimony as reli-
able as possible; at any rate, such testimony is more important (for clarifica-
tion) than the clever speech of the district attorney or the defense attorney.68 

It should be stated at this point, regarding objectivity, or “impartiality,” as 
Kisch calls it, that German and U.S. scholars differ as far as the focus of 

their research is concerned. While Christian Ernst Siegel places great impor-
tance on Kisch’s statement and its implications,69 Segel and Hartsock focus 
more on the content and literary characteristics of Kisch’s reportages than 
on their objectivity.70 Geisler, focusing on literary and narrative techniques, 
comes to the conclusion that Kisch created an “independent form.”71 How-
ever, the importance of being an eyewitness needs to be stressed in this con-
text. In his diaries, which Kisch began to write in 1914 and were published 
in book form eight years later as Soldat im Prager Korps (Soldier in the Prague 
Corps), and expanded for a new edition in 1929, Schreib das auf, Kisch! (Write 
it down, Kisch!), Kisch, the participating observer, writes about his first-hand 
experiences as a soldier.72 His vivid accounts show the reader how different 
and much more dramatic and frightening the situation in the trenches is from 
what could be read in the official war reports.73 During his career as a reporter, 
Kisch’s style and approach undergo changes. In his travel reportages, he in-
vents authorial narrators, uses the impersonal pronoun “one” to represent the 
perspective of people involved in the events he wrote about, and even writes 
about himself in the third person as “our man.”74 In these reportages, Kisch’s 
perspective is that of the eyewitness and participant observer. 

In this context, the Austrian journalist Maria Leitner must also be men-
tioned. Born in Croatia in 1882, she is seen as “one of the pioneers of ‘role re-
portage.’ ”75 In her texts, Leitner writes about her own experiences, and in her 
social reportages she gives first-hand accounts of her life as a cleaning woman, 
waitress, and cigar factory apprentice. She “reported from the “engine rooms 
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of society and identified with the victims of the capitalist world.”76 
Kurt Tucholsky, a contemporary of Kisch and Kästner, was one of the 

most versatile and controversial writers of his time. In all his different roles—
essayist, novelist, and political critic, to name a few—he always took on “the 
professional role of the journalist,”77 writing as an observer and commenta-
tor. Fritz Raddatz writes that Tucholsky “did not hold any political ambitions 
[and] was actually not a political person”78 but—in today’s terms—he was a 
political animal.79 After his experiences at the eastern front in World War I, 
he opposed militarism.80 Early in his career, Tucholsky “believed in the effect 
of words to enlighten people and thus change their political understanding.” 
He also “found himself in the curious position of hating the sham republic 
and advocating its destruction while simultaneously defending it against the 
nihilism of the extremists.”81 Eventually he became depressed because there 
was little to no political and social improvement. After a short time in Paris, 
he returned to Berlin and briefly took over as publisher of the leftist weekly 
magazine, Die Weltbühne (The world stage). Tucholsky’s greatest ambition 
was to bring about change with his texts. His sense of justice drove him, as 
did his fears for Germany at the end of the Weimar Republic. A prime exam-
ple of his clairvoyant criticism is the text “Die deutsche Pest” [The German 
plague] of May 13, 1930, which he wrote as Ignaz Wrobel ( one of his many 
pseudonyms, each of which had a distinct function and style, reflecting dif-
ferent aspects of his personality).82 He openly attacks the Weimar politicians 
who were giving free rein to the Nazis: 

The Nazis terrorize many small and medium-sized towns, and they do this 
with a look on their faces as if to say that they risk terribly much; they al-
ways look as if they and their parades are goodness knows how illegal. How-
ever, they are legal, tolerated, semi-official. And this is where the Republic’s 
guilt starts: it is blood guilt.83 

Harold L. Poor describes Tucholsky as “one of the most feared of the 
intellectuals hated by the Nazis,” and notes that Tulcholsky’s “liberal politi-
cal convictions coupled with his satiric wit and immense public popularity 
frightened [them].”84 “His name was put on the first expatriation list, and his 
books were burned together with those of Erich Kästner, Heinrich Mann, . . . 
and others on May 10, 1933.”85 

Journalism from 1930 to 1945

While book burnings can be seen as a dramatic rupture for both lit-
erature and journalism in Germany, the Nazi leaders’ general purpose 

was clear before this point. By 1930 approximately 200 newspapers were 
forbidden, and further emergency decrees in March and July 1931 saw the 
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reintroduction of censorship for posters and flyers. The decree against politi-
cal riots made endangering the security of the state by falsification of facts a 
criminal offense.86 The time between the mid-1930s and the end of World 
War II was characterized by a press commanded by the Nazi Party, with all 
opposition forbidden. In March 1933, all competences of broadcasting and 
press policies were given to the Reich Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and 
Propaganda.87 Critical reporting ceased to exist, and the profession of jour-
nalism no longer existed.88 The media were gleichgeschaltet (forced into line) 
and, Fritz Raddatz notes, “everyone of rank and name, with political decency 
and human dignity” had either left Germany or had been killed.89 

Several journalists who were prominent for their social and political re-
porting in the Weimar Republic emigrated when Hitler came to power. 

They continued to write against the regime from their respective new homes. 
Among them were Gabriele Tergit,90 Rudolf Olden, and Leopold Schwarzs-
child. Tergit was known for her court reportages and novels but also for her 
contributions to the Berliner Tageblatt and von Ossietzky’s Weltbühne (World 
stage). Tergit escaped to Palestine and later moved to London, where she 
wrote for media published for the Germans in exile.91 Olden—a lawyer who 
advocated for gender equality and the legalization of homosexuality in the 
1920s, was a pacifist, journalist, and Nazi critic Carl von Ossietzky’s defense 
attorney in 1932. He also wrote for the Berliner Tageblatt (Berlin daily news-
paper) and wrote and published from Czechoslovakia, his first exile destina-
tion, a biography of Adolf Hitler titled Hitler der Eroberer. Entlarvung einer 
Legende (Hitler the conqueror: Debunking of a myth).92 Schwarzschild, who 
managed to escape to Paris, there published the first number of his weekly 
Das Neue Tage-Buch (The new diary) on July 1, 1933. His newspaper Tage-
buch (Diary), previously published in Berlin, had been banned immediately 
after the “Gleichschaltung,” that is, the Nazi takeover of the media after the 
party’s rise to power in the early 1930s.93 Contributors to the new weekly in-
cluded Rudolf Olden, Joseph Roth, Thomas Mann and his brother Heinrich 
Mann, Alfred Döblin, and Sigmund Freud, to name the most prominent 
ones.94 The Neue Tage-Buch, Klaus Mann has stated, unlike most of the other 
journalists’ and publishers’ works, was taken seriously internationally. Mann 
went on to say that “no other [publication] did so much to inform the world 
about the true nature and gruesome potentialities of National Socialism.”95 
The Neue Tage-Buch’s emphasis was on political and economic developments, 
and its strength was the analysis, rather than the reporting, of facts. Hans-Al-
bert Walter notes that Schwarzschild had early on understood Hitler’s motives 
and voiced the conclusions he had drawn as “warnings against Germany’s war 
preparations” and “Hitler’s essentially expansionist aims.”96 
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One of the writers who stayed in Germany was Kästner. His contribution 
to German literary journalism is extensive, albeit under-researched. Gunter 
Reus offers insights into Kästner’s work from a journalistic point of view and 
shows that Kästner “applied journalistic criteria to his literary texts, just as he 
shaped his journalistic texts literarily. He allowed what is often neatly sepa-
rated and evaluated very differently in Germany to flow into each other.”97 

During his life, Kästner wrote novels and children’s books, reportages, 
poems, satire, chansons, screenplays, radio dramas, and cabaret texts. 

He was a “contemporary witness who, unlike so many authors, did not write 
for the day and for the mass media out of a lack of money, but out of con-
viction.98 Patricia Brons has called Kästner a “écrivain journaliste,”99 that is, 
a “journalist writer.” In 1923 he was a freelance writer for the Leipziger Ver-
lagsdruckerei (Leipzig printing house), where he was responsible for the pa-
per’s entertainment magazine. Three years later, he changed to the politics 
department of the Neue Leipziger Zeitung (New Leipzig newspaper), where he 
soon became controversial for his scathing comments on current affairs. He 
quickly became known and wrote for the Weimar Republic’s most important 
and influential media: Weltbühne (World stage), Simplicissimus,100 Berliner 
Tageblatt (Berlin daily newspaper), and Vossische Zeitung (Vossische newspa-
per). At that time, he mostly wrote poems based on newspaper articles that 
“read like journalistic comments on daily events/current affairs.”101 Kästner 
believed literature should have a practical value and make events transparent 
as they occur. He saw it as his duty to be an eyewitness, which was the reason 
he gave to remain in Germany after the Nazis seized power––even after his 
books were burned. At some point, a ban was placed on the publication of 
his works.102 

Kästner still occasionally wrote critical pieces under assumed names. As 
a novelist, he was tolerated by the National Socialists, that is, the Nazi Party, 
and could make a living from translations of his books and their screen ad-
aptations abroad.103 After the war, he quickly resumed his work as a journal-
ist, writing about his daily observations, as well as screenplays and theatrical 
plays, children’s books, and cabaret texts. One thing that makes Kästner so 
interesting to the field of literary journalism is his orientation to journalistic 
criteria and quality that he adapted for his literary work. 

The above examples show that in times of political and social change or 
crisis, the need for critical reporting seems to grow, and critical spirits feel 
the necessity to write about those changes, crises, and their effects. When 
those expressions are restricted by censorship or—as in Nazi times—by the 
complete eradication of freedom of the press, other means of expression need 
to be found. Kisch, Tucholsky, and Kästner—and Seume, Heine, and Weerth 
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before them—all share a clear commitment to truthfulness and the impor-
tance of open sharing of political beliefs. Heine, Kisch, Tucholsky, and Käst-
ner applied different forms and wrote in various genres, some of which are 
clearly literary journalism. They expressed themselves in feuilletons, report-
ages, poetry, and novels; they took a stand and informed their audience. They 
also shared the ability to be satirical and funny, as well as scathing, angry, 
and desperate. Their eyewitness perspective and participation in many of the 
events they wrote about greatly contributed to the authenticity and credibil-
ity of their texts––both, important characteristics of literary journalism.104 

From Postwar to the Present

Literary journalism in all its different forms was not revived in Germany 
after 1945, primarily because, after World War II, the British and U.S. 

Allied forces implemented a press system based on the Anglo-Saxon model. 
They did not deem the German press system and journalistic structures to 
have been completely free and democratic prior to the times of Nazi rule. 
Thus, Frank Esser notes, journalism in Germany more or less started from the 
beginning.105 Under the Allied forces, German citizens were not allowed to 
publish newspapers or magazines, and publishing houses as well as radio sta-
tions were closed.106 For Anglo-Saxon press officers, it was highly problematic 
that German journalism had no strict separation of news and commentary. 
All forms of literary journalism, as presented above, combined news, opinion, 
commentary, and convictions, which was seen to be a “dangerous mixture 
of information and tendentious commentary.”107 Thus, post–World War II 
reporting became strictly fact based and news oriented. Blöbaum, referring 
to Gerd Meier’s Zwischen Milieu und Markt. Tageszeitungen in Ostwestfalen 
1920–1970 (Between milieu and market. Daily newspapers in East-Westpha-
lia 1920–1970), quotes from a memorandum of the British Control Com-
mission (britische Kontrollkommission) of July 1945, which stipulated the con-
ditions of a re-education program for German journalist. They were to learn: 

. . . to present news objectively; to avoid the tendentious writing of news; to 
distinguish, and separate news from comment; to avoid the confusion pro-
duced by editorials on news pages; and to segregate such editorials, where 
they belong—in a clearly defined opinion page.108 

In the wake of the New Journalism excitement of the 1960s and ’70s in 
the United States, interest in reportage and other forms of literary journalism 
was revived in Germany. The result was not a German version of the New 
Journalism, although, as Pörksen notes, there have been German-speaking 
varieties that fit the model. One of the examples he describes is Tempo maga-
zine, founded in 1986 and lasting ten years. It contained reportages, essays, 
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and feuilleton-like observations, as well as experimental characters and un-
dercover reporting.109 To magazine creator Markus Peichl, Tempo was intend-
ed for “a generation of contradictions”110 and its writing techniques matched 
those identified by New Journalism pioneer Tom Wolfe.111 Tempo and other 
examples of German New Journalism are not taken seriously by journalism 
scholars,112 and the discussion about truth, facts, subjectivity, and aesthet-
ics in this genre is ongoing. Cases of journalistic misconduct, such as those 
committed by the Swiss journalist Tom Kummer, who forged interviews with 
celebrities and was found out in May 2000,113 have heated the debate. The di-
vide between news-oriented and literary journalism seems difficult to bridge. 

That said, one contemporary German author whose work has been the 
subject of international journalism and literary journalism research is 

Günter Wallraff.114 Since the 1960s, he has been publishing book-length re-
portages and collections of reportage. His main objective has been to reveal 
social ills in Germany, such as bad working conditions and racism. While 
Wallraff’s work lacks the literary style seen in the work of writers-cum-jour-
nalists of the 1920s and 1930s, the techniques he uses, such as undercover 
role-playing and participant observation, are the same as those employed by 
Kisch and Weerth. Wallraff goes even further, because he identifies with his 
role and actively participates in it, thereby undertaking complete immer-
sion.115 Without this immediate personal experience, he cannot write about 
a topic. His method is “assuming a role to uncover situations which cannot 
be experienced [and known about] in any other way . . . .”116 This position is 
reminiscent of both Weerth’s and Seume’s, who also placed great importance 
on participant observation. Wallraff’s main motivation for participating is to 
create publicity [Öffentlichkeit herstellen], or as Hirschauer sees it “the purpose 
of clarifying [situations and events] was, rightly understood, in the public 
interest.”117 This was a common endeavor shared by all writers presented here. 

Apart from Wallraff and the Tempo contributors, two other, less re-
searched literary journalists are worth mentioning. One is Marie-Luise Scher-
er (born 1938), whose reportages were published in the weekly Die Zeit (The 
time) and, above all, since 1974, in the magazine Der Spiegel (The mirror). 
The association Literaturland Saar e.V., an initiative founded by the journalist 
Fred Oberhauser to create a literary topography of the Saarland, describes her 
reportages as “narratives with a precisely researched background,” which makes 
her “unique in contemporary German literature”118—a statement that shows 
her work can be seen as a prime example of literary journalism. Like some of 
the literary journalists mentioned in this study, Scherer “takes the poetic license 
to incorporate invented or other contexts into her reportages . . . .”119 The pro-
tagonists of her long texts are outcasts like Sofie Häusler, an alcoholic, whose 
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life Scherer traces in the award-winning reportage, “Alltag einer Trinkerin—
Der Zustand eine hilflose Person zu sein” (Everyday life of an alcoholic—the 
state of being a helpless person),120 or down-and-out parts of the city of Berlin 
in “Der unheimliche Ort Berlin” (That spooky place Berlin).121 In the latter, 
Scherer writes about life and death in a Kreuzberg quarter. 

The second is Gabriele Goettle (born 1946), an award-winning (both 
literary and journalistic) writer who has been writing essays, reportages, and 
articles for the daily paper taz since the 1980s. Her topics range from refu-
gees, gentrification, and antifascism to agriculture and everyday middle-class 
people.122 Nina Apin, taz editor, describes Goettle’s style and work as follows: 

Goettle approaches people and the issues that move them with uncompro-
mising seriousness, with an aloof, almost childlike curiosity. She just wants 
to know everything. And expects the reader to read entire biographies. . . . 
Goettle’s method is 1970s journalism, which is schooled in American New 
Journalism and protagonists such as the legendary radio interviewer Studs 
Terkel: As close as possible to the people, as critical as possible questioning 
the structures in which they move. Always full of distrust of so-called high 
culture, of all conventions in general.123 

When Hans Magnus Enzensberger, who started to collect and publish 
Goettle’s reportages in the 1990s,124 was awarded the Ludwig-Börne 

Preis for his life achievements in 2002,125 he donated the prize money (20,000 
euros) to her, “the country’s best-known unknown journalist” who is “too in-
corruptible to be prominent.”126 In his acceptance speech Enzensberger said 
that in his opinion “most prizes go to [persons] who do not need them” and 
he wanted to pass the money on to Goettle, whose income was very small, so 
she could continue her work as a journalist.127 To Enzensberger, Goettle is an 
intellectual descendant of Börne, who as a contemporary of Heine was the 
pioneer of the political feuilleton. Enzensberger describes Goettle as stubborn 
and incorruptible—features she shares with Börne. Her journalistic method 
is immersion. She writes about what she sees and hears, and when her “[left-
leaning] ideological preferences are in the way of the truth, she disregards 
them.”128 What does this mean? Goettle writes about families, poverty, and 
gentrification in Berlin, and these topics naturally lend themselves to social 
criticism. In the introduction to her reportage about the Tafel (a food bank) 
in Kleinmachnow near Berlin,129 published in Stefan Lorenz’s book Tafel-
Gesellschaft. Zum neuen Umgang mit Überfluss und Ausgrenzung,130 she looks 
critically at the concept and calls the Tafel a “Wohlfahrtskonzern”131 (welfare 
group), which is a great solution for those politicians who cut benefits for 
the poor and unemployed. The fact that the “notorious consulting and ratio-
nalization company,”132 as Goettle describes McKinsey—the company that 
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advises the Tafel Gesellschaft (Tafel Society)––clearly indicates to Goettle that 
there is profit to be made with poverty. In the reportage that follows, mainly 
consisting of input from her interview partners, she shows the other side 
of the story: the people who need the Tafel and are thankful that they can 
give their children healthy food, which would be too expensive to buy. At 
the center of her writing is not her political opinion, but the people and the 
conditions in which they live are portrayed to create awareness and facilitate 
change. 

While the preceding includes many writers, all the contemporary jour-
nalists presented thus far come from West Germany. East German 

journalism does not feature in this research except for the feuilletons of Heinz 
Knobloch. Jürgen Reifarth and Gunter Reus coauthored a study, the sub-
title of which, translated to English, reads “Journalistic opposition against the 
SED-State in the feuilletons of Heinz Knobloch.” That subtitle is taken as an 
impetus to take a brief look at Knobloch’s feuilletons from a literary journal-
ism perspective.133 

Knobloch (1926–2003) started his journalistic training in the early 
1950s. He was a member of the SED (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutsch-
lands—Socialist Unity Party of Germany) from 1949 to 1990; a writer, edi-
tor, feuilletonist, and member of the PEN Centre of the GDR.134 However, 
he was not a typical proponent of socialist, GDR journalism, and said about 
himself, “the law does not really like me, wherever I lived.”135 As a feuilleton 
writer, he put his finger on social and political ills, and criticized politics by 
writing between the lines. To his mind, the feuilleton was the genre in which 
“the prose poem” and “the newspaper essay” came together.136 Knobloch used 
editing, fictionalizing, parody, and irony as his stylistic tools––and, impor-
tantly, at the same time, clear references to everyday life. Sösemann has de-
scribed Knobloch’s feuilletons as the “continuation of politics with different 
means.”137 Sösemann explains this further by saying that “a (. . .) literary-jour-
nalistic interested and politically sensitized public will interpret every feuil-
leton content ‘politically’ in a dictatorship.”138 With his writing Knobloch 
wanted to arm his audience against stupidity and bureaucracy in the GDR. 
His texts were published in the Wochenpost (Weekly post). Founded in 1957, 
the Wochenpost’s mission was to be critical and human, entertaining and in-
structive––a “Socialist family paper with mass character.”139 With a circula-
tion of 1.25 million it was a cult paper known for accuracy and good style. 
Of course, one can argue that the circulation figures do not justify calling it a 
“cult” publication. However, the paper, which was read by cleaning ladies as 
well as professors, and contained a large variety of topics that included foreign 
policy, articles about sophisticated literature, and jokes as well as educational 
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issues, was unique. It was not a resistance paper, but between the lines, one 
could read many things which could not be found elsewhere.140 

Knobloch was a flaneur and Reifarth and Reus describe the character of 
his walking as follows: “Walking can become anachronistic and subversive, 
even anarchic, in a society in which all paths have a goal and purpose in 
which everything . . . goes ‘its socialist way,’ as the popular saying goes.”141 In 
his texts, Knobloch criticized the present by describing the past. His writing is 
ironic, his language, pointed, brief, and mischievous––word plays, pictures––
things are mentioned as if in passing. One example of his work is “Wander-
ung zu Fontanes Grab” [Hike to Fontane’s grave].142 On a seemingly harmless 
visit in the past century, he lands in the present right from the start. Because 
the grave is located on the “französische Friedhof” [French cemetery] at the 
Berlin death strip and to get there he needs a pass issued by the minister for 
national defense (a bureaucratic and cumbersome way through the appara-
tus), Knobloch describes the whole with relish. The following excerpts illus-
trate his ability to make critical political statements in a manner that made 
them difficult for censors to detect: 

The reader has long been waiting, as I speak of the circumstances that make 
the pass necessary and entry through the back door. If you overlook Fon-
tane’s grave, even if it is to make the approved photo correctly, you will see 
the transparent border fence not far away . . . 143 The soldiers on the tower 
have long since noticed the conspicuous man, who does not purposefully 
head for a grave, but roams around, looks around, searching. A stroller, a 
flâneur, a causeur––in this cemetery French and Fontane feuilleton words 
must be used. One who takes too much time, one who reads inscriptions, 
even takes notes.144 . . . A double patrol approaches vigilantly from behind. 
The person who has not entered here without authorization, in full posses-
sion of his papers, wants checking.145 
Here and now, never before have I been so cheerful during a check. I would 
have missed something on this Fontane day if I had had to return the passes 
unchecked. But now I can show them. Look, my friends, your high chief, 
the Deputy Minister of National Defense and Head of the Political Head-
quarters of the National People’s Army, promoted my project.146 

Knobloch’s writing, to a certain extent, is reminiscent of Erich Kästner’s 
feuilletons. It is important to know that in the former GDR, reading 

and literature in general allowed freedom of thought. Reifarth and Reus state 
that there was a certain degree of schadenfreude (gloating)147 when the censor 
had overlooked something that was placed between the lines, and readers 
“had a kind of third eye, receptive for the secret codes and symbols, typical 
for closed societies.”148 To some extent Knobloch’s feuilletons offered a sub-
stitute public for readers who demanded information about things that were 
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not openly discussed in an intelligent way.149 His favorite role was that of the 
naïve but compassionate observer–commentator—a wise fool. Knobloch dis-
covers and exposes the grubby and unpleasant details under the clean facades. 
His texts can be read through a literary journalism lens, and his work should 
be examined in more detail from that perspective. 

There are many more reporters who produced or are still producing liter-
ary journalism every week, in daily newspapers, such as Munich’s Süddeutsche 
Zeitung (and its magazine); weeklies, such as Hamburg’s Die Zeit and Zeit-
magazin, and the other magazines Berlin’s Spiegel-Verlag publishes. The jour-
nalism of legendary figures such as Herbert Riehl-Heyse and Hans-Ulrich 
Kempski meets most criteria for literary journalism. Walter Hömberg states 
that Riehl-Heyse’s “trademark was the successful mixture of closeness and dis-
tance: the precise observation, the linking of the particular with the general 
. . . .150 Furthermore, Herbert Riehl-Heyse “has cultivated the subjective per-
spective like hardly any other of his professional colleagues.” 151 Hans-Ulrich 
Kempski reported about world politics and its protagonists. “He is an eyewit-
ness at the summits of the great powers . . . . The actors are Khrushchev and 
de Gaulle, Brezhnev and Nixon, Reagan and Gorbachev. Kempski describes 
their encounters with a sensitive feel for the atmosphere and a precise eye 
for detail.”152 Journalism prizes, such as the Egon-Erwin-Kisch Prize (1977–
2004), renamed Henri-Nannen-Prize in 2005, and the Herbert-Riehl-Heyse-
Prize (first awarded in 2005),153 show there is some awareness regarding the 
importance and function of reportage and, thus, also the genre of literary 
journalism and, thus, of literary journalism. 

Where Do We Go from Here?

In 2005, Pöttker wrote that, in the new millennium, one can observe a 
“cautious re-literalization of journalism.”154 The rule that the fictional and 

the nonfictional should not be mixed does not seem to be quite as natural to 
some journalists as it used to be. The question Pöttker raises is a fundamen-
tal one: Is the separation of facts and fiction constitutive for the journalistic 
profession? To be clear about it: Pöttker does not mean literary journalism, 
but some of his arguments fit neatly with the described development of the 
genre in this country. While the criterion of verifiable facticity was known 
during the Age of Enlightenment, 1685 to 1815, it was not used to differenti-
ate between journalism and literature. In the twentieth century, the opinion 
that literary and fictional elements do not belong in journalism seems to 
have prevailed. Pöttker argues that this separation can be counterproductive, 
in the sense that topics which are difficult to research by journalistic means 
and thus need imaginative power will not be reported on.155 The widespread 
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notion that good journalism is denoted by the separation of information and 
opinion also needs to be put to the test. Pöttker argues the divide can build 
information barriers and lock out of the literary imagination. Everything 
beyond naked facts cannot be researched, thus, is excluded from the social 
dialogue.156 

Almost fifteen years after Pöttker posited that argument, the Relotius case 
sparked the discussion again. In 2018, Claas Relotius, the award-winning 
superstar reporter for the weekly magazine Der Spiegel was found to have 
repeatedly committed journalistic fraud. A report of the events and the sub-
sequent measures taken by the chief editors of Der Spiegel was published on 
May 25, 2019.157 

The question is whether fictionality, a term often used as a synonym for 
“fake,” should be part of journalism or not. It should be pointed out 

that the “debate” between Gunter Reus and Tanjev Schultz shows that the 
terminology, as such, is contentious.158 While Schultz argues that fiction 
has no place in journalism and that “Schönschreiber” [journalists who write 
in a pleasant literary style] produce readable journalistic texts and not nice 
literature,”159 Reus argues that fictional elements in reportages are permis-
sible, even necessary, as long as the audience knows why and when this hap-
pens.160 In other words, there must be “a contract with the readers,” as Jo 
Bech-Karlsen calls it.161 Some contentious points are: chronology that may 
or may not be changed, interior monologue, feelings that should or should 
not be part of a journalistic reportage, and scenic reconstruction that is per-
missible, or not. Whether the stylistic means Reus deems important, if not 
essential, for journalistic reportage, are characteristics of literary journalism, 
is not acknowledged by either author. Schultz mentions the genre in one 
sentence, saying, “some call this ‘literary journalism.’ ”162 and Reus argues 
that “[j]ournalism without fiction is not possible. Journalism without fiction 
is not necessary.”163 To underline his position, Reus stresses the importance 
of Kisch’s idea of “logical imagination,”164 that is, journalism may or even 
must use fiction as long as “journalism makes clear when it needs fiction and 
why.”165 It becomes clear that the concepts of fact and fiction, authenticity 
and truth, credibility and imagination seem to be a matter of either-or with 
not much in between. The idea that literature and journalism are not are 
not in a “sibling dispute” but constitute the genre of literary journalism does 
not yet seem to feature in German journalistic research. There is still some 
distance to travel before literary journalism, which has such a rich history in 
Germany, becomes a natural part of the journalistic canon.
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