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1: Eros Awakes

T
he other boys at the Gymnasium in Rheydt’s Augusta Strasse, which 
Goebbels entered at Easter 1908, regarded him as a sneak and know-all.1 
He ingratiated himself with teachers, particularly with the scripture 

teacher Father Johannes Mollen, by telling on his truant comrades. ‘My 
comrades,’ he would confess, ‘never liked me, except for Richard Flisges.’2 He 
would find Flisges in the upper fifth (Obersekunda) in 1916. His closest friends 
were three ‘Herberts’ – Hompesch, Beines, and Lennartz.3 Herbert Lennartz, 
son of his father’s boss, died after a minor operation, leaving Goebbels grief-
stricken and shocked. It moved him to compose his first poem (‘Why did you 
have to part from me so soon?’).4

At first he was lazy and apathetic, numbed by the realization of his physical 
deformity. Then he overcompensated, and later he was never far from the top 
of the class. His love of Latin came falteringly at first, then in full flood. With 
biting irony and sarcasm Christian Voss tutored him in German literature – 
and in sarcasm and irony as well. While his brothers Hans and Konrad had 
to leave school early, Joseph excelled.5 With clenched fists and gleaming eyes 
young Goebbels listened as history teacher Dr Gerhard Bartels taught his class 
about Germany’s checkered past.6 

His father and mother wanted him to become a priest – not just because the 
church would then pay for his higher education; they were a deeply religious 
family. When Joseph’s little sister Elisabeth died in 1915 they all knelt around 
her deathbed and held hands and prayed for her soul.7 Joseph composed 
another poem for her, ‘Sleep, baby, sleep.’

When the Great War came in August 1914 his friends all rallied excitedly to 
the Kaiser’s colors; he too went to the local recruiting office, but the officer 
dismissed him with barely a glance. Back at school he wrote a thoughtful essay, 
‘How can a non-combatant help the fatherland in these times?’ He argued in 
it that ‘even those who are denied the right to shed their blood for the honor of 
the nation’ could be of service, ‘even if not in such a creditable way.’ His teacher 
marked it ‘Good.’8

The classroom emptied as the war dragged on. His pals Herbert Hompesch 
and Willy Zilles, now fusiliers, wrote him exciting letters from the western 
front.9 His brother Konrad was a gunner and Hans was soon in French 
captivity.10 
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As author of the best essay, Goebbels, now in the upper sixth (Oberprima), 
had the honor of delivering the valedictory speech when school ended on 
March 21, 1917. He spoke of Germany’s ‘global mission’ to become ‘the political 
and spiritual leader of the world.’11 ‘Very good,’ the headmaster Dr Gruber told 
him. ‘But mark my words, you’ll never make a good orator!’12

After passing the school-certificate examination at Easter 1917 Goebbels 
again tried to enlist, but was accepted only for a few weeks’ service as a pen-
pusher at the Reichsbank. His painful deformity had thus given him at least 
one advantage, a head-start on his later comrades in the political battle. He 
would already be at university while Adolf Hitler, Hermann Göring, and 
Rudolf Hess were fighting under the skies of Flanders.

His intellectual horizon was expanding. In 1909 his father had purchased 
secondhand a piano, that symbol of the solid middle class; the family and 
neighbors clustered round as four furniture-men manhandled the piano 
indoors. Joseph rapidly mastered the instrument. He also developed a talent 
for play-acting and mime. But what was to become of him now? 

The priesthood? Goebbels inclined briefly toward medicine, but Voss, his 
teacher, persuaded him that his real talents lay in literature. Whichever the 
subject, the university at Bonn it would be.

joseph goebbels reaches puberty at about thirteen. But given his later 
reputation it is worth emphasizing that he will be thirty-three before he first 
has sexual intercourse with a woman.13 For the intervening twenty years this 
brilliant but celibate cripple’s life will be a trail of temptations, near-seductions, 
and sexual rebuffs etched into his memory. 

At thirteen he and his pal Herbert Beines have a grubby mudlark of a friend, 
Herbert Harperscheidt, whose stepmother Therese always wears crisp, clean 
skirts; so Joseph Goebbels recalls fourteen years later. The sexual arousal that he 
first detects towards this mature female returns when he is fifteen. He harbors 
secret crushes on women like Frau Lennartz, the factory owner’s wife. All of his 
pals have girlfriends – Hompesch has one enticingly called Maria Jungbluth. 
Goebbels however senses only a ‘dark yearning’ as Eros awakes in him.

‘My libido is sick,’ he will write aged twenty-six. ‘In affairs of the heart we 
humans are all scandalously selfish. For the phallus we sacrifice hecatombs of 
immortal souls.’14 Basking in what he sees as one woman’s love he will reflect, 
‘I am everything to her. . . Or am I allowed to savor life’s treasures more 
intensely because I am doomed to depart it early on? Now and again I have 
this premonition!’15

At age eighteen, in 1915, he begins a three-year infatuation with a local girl, 
Lene Krage. He calls it love, and will long recall their first chaste kiss in Garten 
Strasse. But she is capricious and flighty, and his tormented soul drives him to 
the time-honored refuge of writing a private diary. 

At Christmas 1916 he sends her a book of his own poetry. Leaving Rheydt for 
Bonn university in March 1917 he says farewell to Lene. They find themselves 
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locked in Kaiser Park that night, and he kisses her breast for the first time: 
Characterizing this milestone event seven years later he writes coyly, ‘She 
becomes a loving woman for the first time.’ It will become clear that he means 
this only in the broadest sense.

he was to study philology, Latin, and history. Desperately lonely, he lodged in 
a cold bare room. His aspirations were overshadowed by hunger, cold, fatigue, 
and ill-health. He had made one good friend in the law student Karlheinz 
Kirsch however and fagged for him as the Leibfuchs (freshman valet) in the 
tradition of all medieval universities. ‘Pille’ Kölsch, as he was known, remained 
his foppish, loud-voiced, jovial, staunch friend and rival long after their 
careers had drifted apart. With his modish headgear and yellow gloves, Kölsch 
became his first role-model.16 He roped Goebbels into the tiny Bonn chapter 
(‘Sigfridia’) of the catholic fraternity Unitas on May 22, 1917.17 Its half-dozen 
members spent the weekly meetings solemnly debating religion and quaffing 
beer in the local hostelry, the Cockerel. Goebbels had chosen the classical 
name of Ulex for himself.18

His funds ran out, which scarcely mattered as at the end of July 1917 he was 
briefly inducted into war service, and absolved his obligations by pushing a pen 
for a few weeks in a home auxiliary service (he wrote an excellent copperplate 
script). 

He was keen to continue at university, but his father could put up only fifty 
marks per month; Joseph earned a little more by tutoring. He frittered away 
that summer with Lene on vacation, spending at least one chaste night with 
her on her sofa at Rheindahlen, and committing to his memory that she ‘stayed 
pure.’ He left a number of unpaid bills at Bonn, which his father settled.

The winter semester began on October 1, 1917. He submitted a formal 
application to the diocese in Cologne, where the Albertus Magnus Society 
provided aid to promising young Catholics. The documents19 supporting his 
application show that his father now earned 3,800 to 4,000 marks per annum, 
and had no liquid assets. His scripture teacher Mollen testified:

 ‘Herr Goebbels comes from decent catholic parents and deserves 
commendation for his religious fervor and his general moral demeanor.’

Father Mollen would explain years later that he furnished this testimonial 
with the clearest conscience: ‘He was a very promising scholar. For nine years 
he had taken scripture lessons from me and had always shown much interest, 
comprehension, and devotion. 

He regularly attended school church services and the monthly Communion. 
His attitude to me was confident, proper, and reverential.’ The parish priest at 
Rheydt seconded him. Backed by these documents, Goebbels humbly submitted 
on September 5, 1917 his application to the Diocesan Committee of the Albertus 
Magnus Society for financial support for the winter term 1917–18.
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‘Because of a lame foot I am exempt from military service,’ he wrote, ‘and I 
should dearly like to continue my studies next term.’

Convinced that his was a worthy cause, the society sent him 185 marks as a 
first interest-free installment of a loan finally totaling 964 marks. His address 
was now given as No. 18 Post Strasse in Bonn; he would return there in October 
1917.

by the time of his final Ph.D. examination in November 1921 he would have 
attended five different universities; this was not unusual in Germany. The 
reasons are obscure: sometimes he was pursuing a particular girl, sometimes 
a certain professor, sometimes a special course; frequently the lack of lodging 
space in one city decided that he should study elsewhere that term instead.

His speaking talents were already developed. Hompesch told him he was a 
born orator. 

‘Motor mouth!’ joked Kölsch’s brother Hermann in one letter. ‘There you 
go, shooting it off again. Well, there’s nobody can touch you on that score.’ ‘We 
really ought to open a stall,’ Hermann joked in a letter two weeks later, ‘and do 
the rounds of the church fetes displaying you as the Man with the All-Round 
Mouth.’20

Goebbels stayed on in Bonn after term ended on February 1, and moved into 
Kölsch’s lodgings in Wessel Strasse. The April 1918 issue of the Unitas journal 
reported that the two friends, by now inseparable, had decided to study next 
in Berlin.

at christmas Goebbels discovers his pal’s sister Agnes Kölsch, and his yearning 
for Lene turns to aversion. Agnes visits him one day and they exchange one 
passionless kiss on his sofa. 

She foolishly introduces him to her sister Liesel, and an informal triangle 
develops lasting well into the new year. Agnes visits him in Bonn, and they 
spend the night together – ‘Ulex’ kisses her breasts. He often spends weekends 
at the Kölsch family home at Werl, except once when Liesel comes to Bonn and 
her sister Agnes is sidelined.21 On December 5,	1917, after one such weekend, 
Liesel writes him: ‘My lips don’t work at all any more, so it won’t be possible 
to use them on Saturday.’ Her sister Agnes adds: ‘Nor my head neither.’ She 
is soon disillusioned, and writes this jibe on August 15,	 1918: ‘Do you know, 
Ulex, that I unfortunately adjudged you as being far too elevated, noble and 
mature?’ Goebbels overlooks the barbed wit; he congratulates himself, with a 
certain smugness, ‘She is all over me.’ Mrs Kölsch encourages his relationship 
with Agnes, although his immaturity is painfully evident.22 

‘She is still a child,’ he adds in his own writings. ‘We are both children.’
Pille Kölsch meanwhile has dropped Berlin and opted for Freiburg in south-

western Germany; Ulex sets off in his comrade’s footsteps for the summer 
term beginning in May 1918. 
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At Freiburg Pille embraces him, his eyes gleaming. ‘Ulex!’ he announces, 
‘I’ve already found this great girl. Anka Stalherm. She’s a student – you’ve got 
to meet her.’ (‘And how deeply and completely I have done just that!’ writes 
Goebbels six years later, still besotted with Anka.)

Female students are in 1918 still rarities at German universities, and Anka 
is a rarity even among these. She is reading economics. She wears her blonde 
hair long with a few strands caught up in a knot on top;23 her ankles are slim, 
and her legs are rumored to be equally divine. She is twenty-three, two years 
older than Goebbels. With her Ursuline convent education in Germany and 
England behind her, she has inherited class, beauty, and wealth as well – her 
late father owned a distillery and cornmill in the Rhineland.24

Kölsch and Goebbels become friendly rivals for Anka’s affections. Among her 
effects will later be found a faded picture postcard showing Goebbels at some 
student revelry wearing a lampshade on his head.25 Pille has penned a fond 
message on the back. And yet – let this be made clear in advance – sexually, 
Goebbels will get nowhere with her; nor she with him.26

Since Anka is a regular at Professor Hermann Thiersch’s seminars on 
classical archeology, Goebbels signs on for them too. Glowing reports reach 
the charity in Cologne about his interest in these three-hour lectures. 

The miracle happens: Anka Stalherm, this goddess of the mysterious gray-
green eyes, she who is coveted by half the males at Freiburg university, saves 
her smiles for when he walks in, or so it seems to him. She is fascinated by this 
swift intellect. They go out as a threesome for strolls up Freiburg’s Castle Hill 
or into the Black Forest. Kölsch suffers torments of jealousy, which enhances 
Goebbels’ sense of triumph. He serenades Anka on a rented piano, and one 
precious night he sleeps under the same Black Forest roof as her. The three 
students tour the sleepy towns along the shores of Lake Constance, with 
Goebbels dreamy-eyed in blissful anticipation.

Oppressing him despite these carefree moments are his poverty and his 
own jealousy when she spends days away with Kölsch. His ‘uncle’ Cohnen, 
a wealthy insurance-director friend of his father’s, twice wires loans to him. 
The Catholics are less forthcoming. While the Unitas journal reports the 
unexpected revival of their Freiburg chapter thanks to Ulex and his pal, after 
August 1918 Goebbels’ name vanishes from its pages altogether.

The delicious pursuit of the coquettish Anka continues. Goebbels serenades 
her on the piano but ascertains that she is, alas, ‘chastity itself.’ His first letter 
to her is dated June 15, 1918, a wordy, Latin-garnished, solemn epistle addressing 
her formally as sehr geehrtes Fraulein Stalherm, embellished with four lines 
of carefully crafted verse and signing off ‘with quite a lot of greetings, yours 
faithfully, J. Goebbels – Ulex.’27 Persistence and intellect are rewarded. Up on 
Castle Hill one afternoon – it is June 28, 1918 – he kisses her for the first time:28 
not on the lips, but on one cheek.29 

There is a problem: She is of far higher pedigree. There is an unholy row 
when she does not invite him to meet her visiting brother Willy. And he 
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agonizes over her dalliances with Kölsch: which does she prefer? One evening 
she pleads with him on bended knee to declare his love for her, and he realizes 
that women too can suffer.

As she leaves Freiburg at the end of July 1918 after one last night of stifled 
passion, he visits their old haunts. He sits in the forest hut high above the 
university city, listening to the rain beating on its roof, and imagines himself 
all alone on earth. He begins to compose a five-act play, ‘Judas Iscariot.’30

As the Freiburg term ends he dreams of moving to Munich, but the lack of 
lodgings there thwarts him and he returns home. During the summer vacation 
he exchanges scores of letters with Anka, sometimes twice a day. His letters to 
her reveal a young man still physically frail and lonely; they suggest that he has 
elected to enter the church. 

Romancing Anka occupies every other waking hour. His catchword is 
wahnsinnig – crazy: That is what he is, he confesses, about her. He scrawls 
that word in the corner of letters, or leaves it unfinished just as waaa – . He is 
untroubled by the wail of rage that comes from Agnes Kölsch: ‘I thought far 
too highly of you, too noble and too mature,’ she writes him on August 15, 1918: 
‘Farewell, it was not meant to be.’31 

Much ink is expended trying to arrange various trysts with Anka, 
which Goebbels sometimes prudishly cancels because her worried mother 
(unimpressed by this parvenu) and her sisters disapprove.32 Once she gives 
him a red rose. It graces his desk at Rheydt beneath a carved Black Forest heart 
she has given him earlier.33 His soldier brother Konrad, home on leave, jokes 
to him that he will probably be able to greet him as a cardinal later on; he 
inquires about the carved heart on the wall. ‘A gift from the Archbishop of 
Freiburg?’ he asks ironically. ‘From his lady housekeeper,’ replies Joseph with 
a salacious wink.34

Joseph beavers away on ‘Judas.’35 Anka incautiously shows it around and in 
no time the clergy of Rheydt are asking him angry questions about it.36 

On August 27 he is summoned to his former scripture teacher Father Mollen, 
who draws his attention to the pernicious nature of such writings. ‘I was so 
furious I would have torn “Judas” into a thousand shreds if I had had it with 
me,’ writes Goebbels. 

The priest requires him to undertake to destroy even his own copy of the 
script. Has all his toil been for nothing? ‘What shall I do?’ he appeals to Anka. 
‘I am in despair.’37 (The play survives among his papers.) It marks his first 
break with the church. He declines the summons by Unitas to attend their 
general assembly in Münster to report on the summer semester at Freiburg. 
Instead, he carouses with his pals in Düsseldorf.

Kölsch has been thrown out of their catholic fraternity. Goebbels supports 
the ouster, explaining to Anka: ‘My best friend turned out to be a scoundrel.’ 
When Anka ironically calls him a puritan he responds that Unitas has 
principles.38 By this time he has learned from her that Kölsch has sexually 
propositioned her.39 
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To seal their friendship, she loyally shows him the letter concerned. Of her 
solely maternal interest in him there seems no doubt. ‘Do you know what 
I should like now?’ she writes to the pint-sized student Goebbels. ‘Just to 
stroke my fingers through your hair and clasp you so tight that you look quite 
desperate.’40

Her widowed mother’s disapproval grows. He records in dismay that she 
regards him as a homo molestissimus and clearly frowns on any notion of 
them both attending the same university next term. He stiffly asks Anka to 
inform him where she will be studying, ‘so that I can cross that university off 
my own list.’41

on september 3, 1918 Konrad Goebbels returns to the western front. He accuses 
his younger brother Joseph of not taking any interest in the war and finally 
extracts from him a promise to read at least the daily war communiqués. 
Konrad declares that he is proud to be fighting for his fatherland. ‘As you will 
realize,’ Joseph dryly informs Anka, ‘he is Mother’s darling. While I claim that 
privilege, remarkably, more of my father.’ But he adds, ‘I believe my mother is 
the best at understanding me.’42 He advises Anka to read his version of the Last 
Supper, where Judas – with whom he thus identifies – talks about his mother, 
how he sulks and does not eat, and she just shakes her head and murmurs, 
‘Judas, Judas,’ and how bitterly he weeps thereafter.43

He hopes that Anka’s mother will relent and agree to them studying together 
at Munich. His father prefers Bonn or Munster, both nearer to the parental 
home. ‘The decision is in your mother’s hands,’ he writes to Anka.44 A friend 
tells him that she has boasted to his fiancée about her last evening with Goebbels 
at Freiburg.45 Goebbels scolds her for having so rudely dragged in the dust the 
memory of these, ‘the most sacred and beautiful hours of my life.’ In the same 
letter he repents and asks, ‘May I today for the first time press a tender kiss 
upon your rosebud lips?’46 In her reply, she mocks his stern morals. She has 
decided to study that winter at Würzburg. He therefore chooses Würzburg too, 
and finds lodgings on the fourth floor of No. 8 Blumen Strasse – ‘A wonderful 
room right beside the river,’ he tells his friend Fritz Prang.47

Ecstatic that she is so close, he sends her a note as soon as he settles in, perhaps 
justifying his lack of physical ardor. ‘If love is only in the mind,’ he explains, ‘it 
might be called platonic; if only physical, it is frivolous, ugly, unbeautiful. It is 
the noble union of these two factors that creates the ideal love.’48

At Würzburg his studying begins in earnest. He plows through Crime and 
Punishment, he regularly attends the seminars on ancient and modern history 
and on German literature. 

The Armistice of November 1918 makes little mark on him. His father writes 
pleading with him to come home if things get too dangerous, what with the 
revolution, in Würzburg.49 Goebbels notices the returning troops, the popular 
sense of dismay, the establishment of enemy zones of occupation; he sees Anka 
weeping, he hears of communist mobs rampaging in Bavaria.
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‘Don’t you also feel,’ he asks Prang in a letter on November 13, ‘that the time 
will come again when people will yearn for intellectual and spiritual values 
rather than brute mob appeal?’

More letters go to Anka. He writes her the kind of letter that romantic 
females long to receive.50 In her replies she frets about his frailty, and swears 
undying love. ‘I hope you’ve gone to bed long ago,’ she writes in one, ‘and are 
dreaming that I am pressing the tend’rest kiss upon your forehead to dispel 
your gloomy thoughts for all eternity.’51 

For the first time in his life he misses the carol service on Christmas Eve; he 
spends the hours in Anka’s room, and watches entranced as she kneels at her 
bedside to say her prayers. He sleeps in her chaste embrace – but that is all.52

By the time they both leave Würzburg for their respective homes on January 
22, 1919, the Belgians have occupied Rheydt. An Allied iron curtain has 
descended across the Rhineland. Sick and hungry, Goebbels writes her at four-
thirty a.m. on a deserted platform, waiting for the slow train to Cologne.53 At 
Cologne he has to wait all night – ‘the whole station milling with Englishmen, 
Blacks, and Frenchmen.’54 Anka writes to him in Rheydt that she misses 
Freiburg; her sisters, shown Goebbels’ photographs, prefer his head to the full 
figure, she candidly writes.55 

He looks desperately ill: He is suffering from chronic headaches, for which 
the university’s professor of medicine has found no cure.56 A ten p.m. curfew 
is in force. The Belgian censors will not pass letters written in German script; 
gradually his handwriting deteriorates. 

Without a frontier permit, travel to Recklinghausen (Anka’s home town) 
is impossible. Her mother wants their relationship ended anyway; upon her 
return home, Anka is dragged off to church to confess her sins. She tells 
Goebbels she has prayed for him. He sets up her three latest photos in his 
room, including one on a sunlit Castle Hill.57

the post-revolutionary government in Germany ordered elections to be 
held on January 26, 1919. On the election eve he heard his old teacher Dr Bartels 
speak for the Democratic Party. ‘I was strengthened,’ wrote Goebbels, ‘in my 
opposition to the Democrats.’ 

All his former schoolmates would vote for the catholic Center or the more 
right-wing German Nationalist party; already, Goebbels inclined toward the 
latter – ‘There are still Germans in the German fatherland, thank God.’ He 
envied those living outside the occupied territories like Anka in Recklinghausen. 
‘God grant,’ he wrote her, his letters displaying political fervor for the first time, 
‘that our fatherland will once more become the way we knew it as children.’58

In the election Joseph and his brother Konrad both voted for the German 
Nationalists.59 ‘Grim times,’ he predicted a few days later, ‘lie ahead for us 
Germans.’60 A talk with organised workers at Rheydt convinced him that they 
might have a real case against their capitalist oppressors.61

That May of 1919 Anka returns to Freiburg. Kölsch is down there too. 
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Goebbels hurries to join them. A French Negro soldier lets him through the 
checkpoint at Ludwigshafen. 

Anka seems cooler, and confesses one morning that she has slept with 
Kölsch. Goebbels forgives her and kisses away the tears of contrition welling 
in her eyes. For an instant of happiness she is willing to accept an eternity of 
perdition, he will write in July 1924; a truly divine female, but not one for him 
to marry, he decides.62 

They would destroy each other. Yet every time he sees her in the years that 
follow, his knees knock and his face runs crimson just like the first time.63

One afternoon in 1919 there is a knock at his door in Freiburg and Richard 
Flisges walks in, rain dripping from his demob trenchcoat. An ex-lieutenant, 
he is back from the wars, decorated and embittered, his arm in a sling.64 He has 
failed the university entrance examination and will now turn into a pacifist 
and agitator against the established order.

Goebbels listens eagerly to this rootless, ill-educated, disillusioned soldier. 
He has always had a respect for the lower orders. Writing to Willy Zilles in 
1915 he has discounted the poet Horace’s theme of odi profanum vulgus et arceo 
(‘I hate the vulgar mob and keep them at a distance’), preferring instead the 
romantic poet Wilhelm Raabe’s motif: Hab’ acht auf die Gassen! (‘Pay heed 
to the street!’).65 Flisges introduces him to the socialism of Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels and Walther Rathenau and implants further trace-elements 
of the anti-bourgeois class struggle in Goebbels. 

Thus, while Goebbels attends the seminars on Goethe and on the era of 
Sturm und Drang, he begins to think more about the social and political 
issues scarring defeated Germany. In the evenings he argues about God; he is 
beginning to have serious doubts about his religious beliefs.

He and Anka leave Freiburg early in August 1919. He borrows one hundred 
marks from a friend, and pawns his watch to a waiter to pay for supper. He has 
to spend the autumn break at Münster as his identity papers will not get him 
back into the occupied Rhineland. 

Anka phones him every day in the local cafe, but he can barely afford the 
obligatory cup of coffee. He begins to write his own life story as a novel, Michael, 
in which Anka is identifiable as the heroine Hertha Holk. He gets home to 
Rheydt, crossing the frontier illegally in an overflowing train at Düsseldorf. 

On September 19 he posts to the Albertus Magnus Society a fresh application 
for funds.

Later, heading south to Munich with Anka, he pauses briefly at Frankfurt 
where he visits Goethe’s house. But why tarry in this Jewish city, he asks 
himself, when Munich beckons from afar? He borrows 1,200 marks from yet 
another school friend and finds lodgings in Munich on the second floor of 
Papa Vigier’s at No. 2 Roman Strasse, out in Neuhausen. 

On October 29, his twenty-second birthday, Anka writes in his diary, 
‘National Holiday!’ He sends two more postcards to the catholic charity; the 
stamp on one is overprinted with the legend ‘People’s Republic of Bavaria,’ 
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because the communists are now in power.
The charity makes him a final loan of 250 marks. At Munich he studies under 

the Swiss art historian, Professor Heinrich Wölfflin; he studies music under 
Professor Hermann Ludwig Baron von der Pfordten and catholic theology 
under Professor Joseph Schnitzer. But his real intellectual nourishment is 
from what he takes in at the galleries and museums – the paintings of Arnold 
Böcklin, of Carl Spitzweg, and of Anselm Feuerbach. He reads voraciously, 
devouring Sophocles’ drama Antigone, August Strindberg’s The Red Room, 
Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice, and assorted works by Henrik Ibsen and Leo 
Tolstoy.

He auctions his suits, sees Anka pawn her own Gold watch, and hocks his own 
watch for a pittance to – he recalls in 1925 – an ‘insolent Jew.’ Such stereotyped 
references are rare in his early letters. On the contrary, he sends Anka a gentle 
rebuke. ‘As you know, I can’t stand this exaggerated antisemitism,’ he writes, 
in a reference to their teacher Gerhard Bartels. ‘I can’t claim that many of my 
best friends are Jews, but my view is you don’t get rid of them by huffing and 
puffing, let alone by pogroms – and if you could do so that would be both 
highly ignoble and unworthy.’66

There is still little trace of his later murderous antisemitism.


