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Some time ago I saw a surprising artwork; I’ve 
forgotten the artist’s name. It was a kind of map 
of West Berlin surrounded by the wall, which was 
here perceived as a protective rampart against 
the limitless, dangerous outside world. Not at all 
the violation it is normally described as (which 
naturally, from a GDR-perspective, was the only 
reasonable way). Post-war Berlin was a curious 

place, open to a wide variety of interpretations. A 
clinical thermometer for the Cold War world, a 
safe gathering place for the odd and out of place, 
and their projects and projections. How to give 
a picture of all this, how to capture the story in 
a text? What happens when the narrator’s now 
meets the story’s then, each equally difficult to 
pin down? These are questions that have been 
actualised now, when the thirtieth anniversary 
of the fall of the Berlin wall has been celebrated, 
and they provide the material for Ulf Peter 
Hallberg’s new novel Berlin Transit. The Un
finished. It is a living depiction of life in Berlin 
over the last forty years, with vistas to • • •
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modern day Paris that lend a distance to what is 
seen, and an attempt in fiction to concretize a 
historical-philosophical meditation. A novel full 
of emotions, life, thoughts, contradictions, and 
questions about the state of the world. A reading 
experience of grand proportions by one of the 
most important living Swedish writers. 

Images of time
Those who are familiar with Hallberg’s compre-
hensive authorship and his many other areas of 
endeavour quickly realise that Berlin Transit collects 
much of its material from the author’s own life. 
The Scanian Hallberg moved to Berlin in 1983 and 
stayed. He made a name for himself early on with 
his magnificent translation of Walter Benjamin’s 
Arcades Project and has continued with further 
works by Benjamin and, amongst others, many 
Shakespeare translations. At the end of the 1980s, he 
worked with Heiner Müller productions at Berliner 
Ensemble in East Berlin and experienced the fall of 
the Berlin Wall on the ground. Later, he has taught 
creative writing at the Sorbonne. But above all 
he has written a range of remarkable novels. Best 
among them are perhaps the essay-novels, including 
European Trash and Grand Tour, where Hallberg 
blends cultural-historical overview, diagnoses of 
time, and personal experiences to a grand synthesis 
of our age. 

In Berlin Transit we meet two protagonists, 
each spliced from the author himself such as he has 
appeared in his earlier works. On the one hand, 
we have Truls de Neergard, successful author and 
translator, family man, established and industrious. 
On the other, we have his shadow, the lonely 
outsider Harry Coralli, an embittered critic of the 
shallowness and pomposity of his contemporary 
world, who has tried to do the same thing as de 
Neergard but has failed and been edged out. Aside 
from a thin debut novel, all that has come out of 
his authorship plans are drafts and sketches and 
he earns his keep as a literary guide in Berlin. 
The two men are also bound together by having 
loved the same woman. Coralli, in his constant 
doubt and anxiety, has ruined his chance; now 
she is de Neergard’s wife. The portrait of Coralli is 
memorable: marked by sorrow, humour, and love 
for what been lost. 

Two Berlin Chroniclers
Now the two men meet in Paris where they are 
engaged as lecturers. Both are also trying to write 
a book about their experiences in Berlin during 
the myth-shrouded eighties that culminated in 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. But Hallberg is not a 
man of surface events, so even though the two are 
connected by a tight web of emotions, memories 
and mistrust of each other, that is not the stage for 
the drama. Instead, we get a multi-vocal depiction 
of their years in Berlin, of the philosophy and 
culture that moulded it, of the city and its life 
and transformations, of the young men’s attempts 
to encapsulate and understand their time with 
the aid of all the impulses that wash over them. 
An important role is played, for example, by 
Freie Universität and the philosopher Michael 
Theunissen, de Neergard’s role model, and of  
course Heiner Müller and the theatre. And by  
their attempts to understand the overriding issue – 
how their own lives became what they did. 

The Men of the Past
With all their melancholy memories, Truls and 
Harry are the men of the past and the novel also 
asks the question what relevance their grand 
explanations of the world have today. It does 
this shrewdly by having the two writing teachers 
observed by their students who with their young, 
joyful eyes get to depict them in their own texts. 
Thus emerges a relativisation of all observation 
and memory, the old and the young trade places. 
Through its faith in the young people’s truth,  
Berlin Transit is a deeply romantic story. 

In its attempts to catch a glimpse of the present 
and the past, Berlin Transit is also a deeply Walter 
Benjaminian novel. Perhaps its seed lies in the 
following quotation from the Arcades Project: 

»It is not that what is past casts its light on what 
is present, or what is present casts its light on what 
is past; rather, image is that wherein what has been 
comes together in a flash with the now to form a 
constellation. In other words: image is dialectics at 
a standstill. For while the relation of the present to 
the past is purely temporal, the relation of what-
has-been to the now is dialectical: not temporal in 
nature but figural.«

Michel Ekman
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