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Please ensure that you are sitting in your seat comfortably.  
It should neither be too warm nor too cold. You may 
scratch your elbow if you need to do so. Should you need 
to cough or sneeze, now would be the appropriate time. 
You should hold a printed copy of the story in your right 
hand. Slowly raise your left hand and cover your left eye. 
You may now begin to read.

Please ensure you are sitting comfortably. You should 
be neither too hot nor too cold. Feel free to scratch your 
left elbow, should you feel the need. If you have to cough 
or sneeze, now would be the appropriate moment. You 
should be holding the printed story in your right hand. 
Slowly raise your left hand and hold it over your left eye. 
You may now start reading.

Bitte sorgen Sie dafür, dass Sie bequem auf Ihrem Platz 
sitzen. Es sollte Ihnen weder zu heiß noch zu kalt sein. 
Kratzen Sie sich ruhig am linken Ellenbogen, wenn Ihnen 
danach ist. Wenn Sie husten oder niesen müssen, wäre 
jetzt die angemessene Zeit dafür. Die Geschichte sollten 
Sie ausgedruckt in Ihrer rechten Hand halten. Heben Sie  
langsam Ihre linke Hand, und halten Sie schließlich damit  
Ihr linkes Auge zu. Nun können Sie anfangen zu lesen.
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He was certain. That’s why any further discussion was 
absolutely unnecessary: he just knew he was right. Lips 
firmly pressed together, he came to a stop next to the 
stove, continued to look smugly at his watch and decided 
to tolerate no more nonsense.

Which is why Frau Gröttrup sighed.

At the same time, she removed one egg from the pot, 
then the second, and with just a couple of expert moves 
rinsed them both off in cold water. By now, the silence  

He knew it precisely, making any further discussion abso-
lutely unnecessary—he was simply right. His lips firmly 
pursed, he remained in place next to the stove, continued 
his self-congratulatory glance at his watch with slightly 
raised eyebrows and decided not to tolerate any more 
nonsense.

So Frau Gröttrup sighed.

As she did so, she took one egg out of the pan, then the 
second, and ran them both under cold water with a few 

Er wusste es genau, deswegen war jegliche weitere 
Diskussion vollkommen unnötig: Er hatte ganz einfach 
recht. Die Lippen fest zusammengepresst blieb er neben 
dem Herd stehen, schaute mit leicht hochgezogenen 
Augenbrauen weiter selbstgefällig auf die Armbanduhr 
und beschloss, keinen Unsinn mehr zu dulden. 

Also seufzte Frau Gröttrup. 

Gleichzeitig nahm sie ein Ei aus dem Topf, dann das 
zweite und schreckte beide mit ein paar gekonnten 
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in the kitchen was as sharp as knives. The bubbling  
of the boiling water aside, the only thing audible was  
two people breathing. Person number two, Frau Gröttrup, 
groaned multiple times—but very quietly and almost 
imperceptibly. Person number one was Herr Gröttrup. 
He nodded as he breathed through his nose: deeply in, 
deeply out.

Helmut Gröttrup, seventy-eight years old, two-hundred- 
and-one pounds, exactly six feet tall, was a German 
engineer (rocket specialist, retired nine years prior), 

practiced motions. The silence in the kitchen was now as 
sharp as a knife. Aside from the boiling water bubbling, 
the only sound was of two people’s breathing. Person 
number two, Frau Gröttrup, sighed several times—but 
very quietly and almost unnoticeably. Person number one 
was Herr Gröttrup. He nodded as he breathed through 
his nose: deep breath in, deep breath out.

Helmut Gröttrup, seventy-eight years of age, ninety-one  
kilograms, one metre eighty-three, was a German engineer  
(a rocket specialist, retired for the past nine years), 

Handgriffen ab. Die Stille in der Küche war inzwischen 
messerscharf. Abgesehen von dem Blubbern des 
kochenden Wassers war nur noch das Atmen zweier 
Menschen zu hören. Person Nummer zwei, Frau Gröttrup, 
stöhnte mehrmals — aber ganz leise und fast unauf-
fällig. Person Nummer eins war Herr Gröttrup. Er nickte, 
während er durch die Nase atmete: tief ein, tief aus. 

Helmut Gröttrup, achtundsiebzig Jahre alt, einundneunzig  
Kilogramm, ein Meter dreiundachtzig, war deutscher 
Ingenieur (Raketenspezialist, seit neun Jahren pensioniert),  
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inventor, and chess genius. Regrettably, he had been 
forced to give up his weekend cycling tours, because of 
his bad knee. In the meantime, he’d come to enjoy his 
new status as a routine Sunday driver. Right after church, 
he liked to chauffeur his wife and his nodding bobblehead  
dog along the main streets for hours on end, proudly 
singing German hiking songs while Frau Gröttrup’s hand 
rested gently on his thigh. He delighted in the punctuality 
of the local passenger trains, the shady spots in his little 
designated area of the shared garden in high summer, 
and the small trusty bottle of Underberg bitters at day’s 

inventor, and chess genius. To his regret, he had been 
forced to abandon his weekly cycling tours two years ago 
due to a dodgy knee. In the meantime, he had come to 
enjoy his new status as a regular Sunday driver. Straight 
after church he liked to chauffeur his wife and nodding 
dog along the main roads for hours on end, singing hiking 
songs with his wife’s hand resting on his thigh. He was 
a fan of punctuality in regional trains, shady spots in his 
allotment garden during high summer, and his reliable 
miniature bottle of Underberg herbal digestif at the end 
of each day. He was less fond of jaywalking young people, 

Erfinder und Schach-Genie. Die wochenendlichen 
Radtouren musste er bedauerlicherweise vor zwei Jahren 
sein lassen, weil er es mit dem Knie hatte. Inzwischen 
genoss er seinen neuen Status als regelmäßiger 
Sonntagsfahrer. Gleich nach der Kirche kutschierte er 
gerne, samt Frau und Wackeldackel, stundenlang die 
Hauptstraßen entlang, »Im Frühtau zu Berge« singend, 
während ihre Hand auf seinem Oberschenkel lag. Er 
freute sich über die Pünktlichkeit der Regionalbahn, die 
schattigen Stellen in seinem Schrebergarten während 
des Hochsommers und die kleine, verlässliche Flasche 
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end. Less pleasing to him: jay-walking youths, the  
anglicization of the genitive case, and people presump-
tuously jumping straight to a first-name basis. Were 
somebody to call him a »Christian« in his presence, he 
would have corrected them »with all due respect«: he 
was a committed Protestant. Were somebody to refer to 
him as a »cis man,« no doubt he would have frowned in 
general confusion. And if they had called him »white,«  
he would either regard this as a synonym for »German« 
or wonder if it was to be taken as an insult. Or both.

incorrect genitives, and uninvited use of the familiar  
form of address. If anyone had referred to him as a 
Christian in his presence he would have corrected them 
»with all due respect«: he was a convinced Protestant. 
If anyone had referred to him as a cis man, however, he 
would no doubt have screwed up his eyes in annoyed 
confusion. And if anyone had referred to him as white 
he would have either regarded this as a synonym for 
German or wondered whether it was to be considered  
an insult. Or both.

Underberg am Ende des Tages. Er fand bei Rot über die 
Ampel gehende Jugendliche, das Anglisieren des Genitivs 
und das Einfach-drauflos-Duzen weniger gut. Wenn 
jemensch ihn in seiner Gegenwart als »Christ« bezeichnet 
hätte, hätte er »mit Verlaub« korrigiert: Er war überzeugter 
Protestant. Wenn jemensch ihn allerdings als »Cis-Mann« 
bezeichnet hätte, hätte er vor lauter Irritation bestimmt 
die Augen zusammengekniffen. Und wenn jemensch  
ihn als »weiß« bezeichnet hätte, hätte er dies entweder 
als Synonym für »deutsch« aufgefasst oder sich gefragt, 
ob dies als Beleidigung zu verstehen war. Oder beides. 
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A question of his disposition that day.

His morning routine, which had essentially remained 
the same over the years, would soon come to a close 
today with the beginning of their breakfast—or, to be 
more precise, with the eating of the egg. Usually it was 
she, Frau Gröttrup, who was in charge of the kitchen, 
while his tasks were to get the mail, to ascertain the 
outdoor temperature, and to polish the shoes. He found 
this division of things quite fitting, but lately his wife 
had permitted herself a few small lapses which meant 

A question of his condition on any particular day.

Having remained essentially the same over the years, 
today his morning routine was about to come to an end  
with the beginning of their breakfast for two—to be precise,  
with the eating of the egg. Under normal conditions she,  
Frau Gröttrup, was in charge of the kitchen, and his tasks 
were fetching the post, checking the outside tempera-
ture and cleaning their shoes. He considered this division 
of labour appropriate, in fact, but his wife had recently 
allowed herself a number of minor misconducts, which 

Eine Frage der Tagesverfassung. 

Seine über die Jahre im Wesentlichen gleich gebliebene 
Morgenroutine würde heute bald mit Beginn des gemein-
samen Frühstücks — genauer gesagt, mit dem Essen des 
Eis — enden. Normalerweise war sie, Frau Gröttrup, die 
Chefin der Küche, und seine Aufgaben waren es, die Post 
hereinzuholen, die Außentemperatur zu kontrollieren und 
die Schuhe zu putzen. Die Aufteilung fand er eigentlich 
passend, doch in letzter Zeit erlaubte sich seine Ehefrau 
einige kleine Fehltritte, die dazu führten, dass er nun alles 
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that he’d had to supervise everything meticulously. She 
just wasn’t as vigilant with things as he was. And so it 
came to be that he built in an extra eight minutes each 
morning so that he could also briefly stop by the stove. 
This had recently proven itself to be quite advantageous.

Now, though, he could finally sit down at the breakfast 
table, as everything seemed to be in order. Hands in his 
pants pockets, Herr Gröttrup ambled from the kitchen back 
into the dining room, collected and content. For a minute, 
he had actually considered supporting Frau Gröttrup 

meant he now had to keep a sharp examining eye on 
everything. She was simply not as concentrated as him.  
And so he began to schedule approximately eight addi-
tional minutes every morning to remain in place alongside 
her at the stove. This had proved very advantageous in 
recent weeks.

Now, however, he could finally sit down at the breakfast 
table, as everything was apparently as it should be. Hands  
in his pockets, Herr Gröttrup took a composed and 
satisfied stroll out of the kitchen and back to the dining 

haargenau kontrollieren musste. Sie war einfach nicht so 
konzentriert bei der Sache wie er. Und so kam es, dass er 
jeden Morgen ungefähr acht Minuten zusätzlich einplante, 
um auch kurz am Herd stehenzubleiben. Das hatte sich 
in letzter Zeit als sehr gewinnbringend herausgestellt. 

Jetzt konnte er sich aber endlich an den Frühstückstisch 
setzen, da anscheinend alles in Ordnung war. Mit den  
Händen in den Hosentaschen schlenderte Herr Gröttrup 
gefasst und zufrieden aus der Küche zurück ins Ess -
zimmer. Er hatte zwar kurz überlegt, Frau Gröttrup, die 
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even more by carrying the tray, as she was certainly not 
as strong as he. He decided against it though, consid-
ering how he really had done quite enough—standing by 
her side and advising her throughout the morning.

Frau Gröttrup followed Herr Gröttrup. On a small tray, 
she balanced the butter, the milk, the gouda, three 
tomatoes, the orange juice (freshly squeezed), the silver-
ware, two glasses, two coffee cups, and the eggs, of 
course. Bread, salt, and pepper were already there on the 
table. She would have to go back into the kitchen one 

room. Briefly considering supporting Frau Gröttrup, who 
was undoubtedly not as strong as he was, by carrying 
the tray, he decided against it, having given her sufficient 
advisory assistance already that morning.

Frau Gröttrup walked after Herr Gröttrup, balancing a 
small tray holding butter, milk, Gouda, three tomatoes, 
orange juice (freshly squeezed), cutlery, two glasses, two  
coffee cups, and, of course, the eggs. Bread, salt, and 
pepper were already on the table. She’d have to go back 
to the kitchen for the coffee pot, the plates, and the 

gewiss nicht so stark war wie er, auch noch mit dem 
Tragen des Tabletts zu unterstützen, entschied sich aber 
dagegen, da er ihr heute Morgen wirklich genug beratend 
zur Seite gestanden hatte. 

Frau Gröttrup ging hinter Herrn Gröttrup her. Auf einem 
kleinen Tablett balancierte sie dabei die Butter, die 
Milch, den Gouda, drei Tomaten, den Orangensaft (frisch 
gepresst), das Besteck, zwei Gläser, zwei Kaffeetassen 
und eben die Eier. Brot, Salz und Pfeffer standen bereits 
auf dem Tisch. Sie würde für die Kaffeekanne, die Teller 
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more time for the coffee pot, the plates, and the sugar. 
Her hands were quivering, as the tray really was a bit too 
heavy for her. But ever since he had taken to laying out 
his clothes the evening before, Frau Gröttrup very much 
preferred to bring breakfast to the table on her own in 
the mornings.

There was a little rattling as she put the tray on the table, 
but nothing fell over. More than once in her life she had 
been warned to pay special attention to that. Still, Herr 
Gröttrup eyed the whole affair critically—which might 

sugar. Her hands trembled because the tray was actually 
a little too heavy for her. But since her husband had 
started laying out his next day’s outfit in the evening, 
Frau Gröttrup much preferred to carry the breakfast to 
the table on her own.

There was a slight rattle as she put the tray down on the 
table but nothing tipped over. She had been admonished 
more than once in her life to take special care of that. 
Herr Gröttrup was nevertheless a critical observer of the 
whole affair—which might, of course, have made Frau 

und den Zucker noch einmal zurück in die Küche gehen 
müssen. Ihre Hände zitterten, weil das Tablett eigentlich  
ein bisschen zu schwer für sie war. Doch seitdem er 
angefangen hatte, schon abends seine Kleidung zurecht-
zulegen, war es morgens Frau Gröttrup viel lieber, allein 
das Frühstück zum Tisch zu bringen. 

Es klapperte ein wenig, als sie das Tablett auf den Tisch 
stellte, doch kippte nichts um. Sie war in ihrem Leben 
mehr als einmal ermahnt worden, extra darauf zu 
achten. Herr Gröttrup betrachtete trotzdem das ganze 
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have made Frau Gröttrup even more shaky. But since  
she too was especially looking forward to her breakfast 
egg (however, for other reasons than those of Herr 
Gröttrup), she didn’t notice it. After she’d emptied the 
tray, she set off once more.

Frau Gröttrup entered the dining room a second time, now 
with the remaining things. Today’s issue of the Merkur 
had meanwhile been spread out on the table: With visibly 
immense joy, Herr Gröttrup was reading about the long-
awaited renovations at the Munich City Library. There was  

Gröttrup tremble even more. Because she was particu-
larly looking forward to her breakfast egg that morning, 
though (albeit for different reasons than Herr Gröttrup), 
she didn’t notice. Having emptied the tray, she went  
out again.

Frau Gröttrup came into the dining room for the second  
time, this time with the remaining items. That day’s  
copy of the Merkur was now on the table, Herr Gröttrup  
reading with visible enjoyment about the long yearned-for 
conversion of the Munich municipal library. There was 

Geschehen kritisch — was Frau Gröttrup natürlich noch 
zittriger hätte machen können. Weil sie sich aber auch 
auf das Frühstücksei heute Morgen besonders freute 
(allein — aus anderen Gründen als Herr Gröttrup), fiel es 
ihr nicht auf. Nachdem sie das Tablett leer geräumt hatte, 
lief sie noch einmal los. 

Frau Gröttrup kam ein zweites Mal ins Esszimmer, jetzt  
mit den restlichen Sachen. Inzwischen lag auch die heutige  
Ausgabe des Merkurs auf dem Tisch: Herr Gröttrup las 
mit sichtlich großer Freude vom langersehnten Umbau 
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a pleasant scent of hot coffee and freshly baked bread. 
Frau Gröttrup had no interest in newspapers or city 
libraries. Had Herr Gröttrup given it any thought, he 
would have come to the realization that he actually no 
longer had any idea what interested her.

She put plates on the table—one in front of him, one in 
front of herself—before she finally sat down. At that  
very moment, the bells from the nearby church chimed 
seven-thirty, as though it had all been choreographed 
to perfection. Frau Gröttrup put the eggs into the egg 

a pleasant aroma of hot coffee and freshly baked bread. 
Frau Gröttrup was not interested in either newspapers—
conservative or otherwise—or municipal libraries. Had 
Herr Gröttrup thought about it, he would have realized 
that he no longer had the slightest idea what she was 
interested in.

She put plates on the table—one in front of him, one 
in front of her—before she finally sat down as well. At 
precisely that moment the bells chimed seven-thirty, as 
though everything had been perfectly timed. As Frau 

der Münchner Stadtbibliothek. Es duftete angenehm 
nach heißem Kaffee und frischgebackenem Brot. Frau  
Gröttrup interessierte sich weder für Zeitungen noch 
Stadt bibliotheken. Hätte Herr Gröttrup darüber nachge-
dacht, hätte er festgestellt, dass er überhaupt nicht  
mehr wusste, wofür sie sich interessierte. 

Sie stellte Teller auf den Tisch — einen vor ihn, einen 
vor sich —, bevor sie sich dann auch endlich hinsetzte. 
Genau in dem Moment schlugen die Glocken sieben Uhr 
dreißig, als wäre alles perfekt inszeniert. Während Frau 
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cups and placed one on his plate, one on her plate. Herr 
Gröttrup reached for his teaspoon without looking up. 
The library would most likely be ready right on time  
for next spring. This time, the budget even appeared to 
be realistically calculated. Moreover, he had come to the  
conclusion—quite incidentally—that his egg had been 
rinsed and had been cooled down in just the right way 
today: it felt comfortably warm. Herr Gröttrup was 
perfectly content with his w…

»What on earth is THIS?!«

Gröttrup placed the eggs in the egg cups and put one  
on his plate, one on her plate, Herr Gröttrup reached for  
a spoon without looking. The library would most likely  
be finished on time by next spring. The budget seemed 
to have been calculated realistically this time. Aside  
from which, he noted incidentally, his egg had clearly 
been correctly rinsed under cold water today, as it felt 
pleasantly warm. For Herr Gröttrup, all was right with  
the w…

»What on earth is this?!«

Gröttrup die Eier in die Eierbecher stellte und einen auf 
seinem Teller, einen auf ihrem Teller platzierte, griff Herr 
Gröttrup, ohne aufzusehen, nach einem Eierlöffel. Die 
Bibliothek würde wohl pünktlich zum nächsten Frühjahr 
fertig werden. Auch das Budget schien diesmal realistisch  
kalkuliert worden zu sein. Außerdem, stellte er nebenbei 
fest, war heute sein Ei richtig abgeschreckt worden, denn 
es fühlte sich einfach angenehm warm an. Herr Gröttrup 
war völlig zufrieden mit seiner W… 

»Was ist denn das?!« 
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Thank goodness Frau Gröttrup didn’t drop anything, 
because her husband yelled just as she was about to start  
pouring him some coffee—and she was startled.

»Helmut?«

A tiny drop of coffee seeped into the tablecloth. Upsetting. 
Fortunately, she was able to hide the brown spot very well 
with the sugar bowl (today was white laundry day anyway). 
Herr Gröttrup, however, now had a few yellow speckles of 
varying sizes on his tie, a fact that—put mildly—brought 

Frau Gröttrup didn’t drop anything, thank goodness, 
but when he shouted she had been about to pour her 
husband’s coffee—and she got a shock.

»Helmut?«

A droplet of coffee soaked into the tablecloth, much to her  
annoyance. Fortunately, she was able to hide the brown 
mark under the sugar bowl (today was white washing day 
anyway). Herr Gröttrup, however, had a number of yellow 
splashes of varying sizes on his tie, a fact that made him 

Gott sei Dank ist Frau Gröttrup nichts aus der Hand 
gefallen, doch als er schrie, war sie dabei gewesen, ihrem 
Mann Kaffee einzugießen — und erschrak. 

»Helmut?« 

Ein Tröpfchen Kaffee sickerte ärgerlicherweise in die Tisch-
decke. Zum Glück konnte sie aber den braunen Fleck gut 
mit der Zuckerdose verstecken (Weißwäsche war sowieso 
heute dran). Herr Gröttrup hingegen hatte einige gelbe 
Kleckse unterschiedlicher Größe auf seiner Krawatte, eine 
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Editor’s Note

When Sharon Dodua Otoo won the 2016 
Ingeborg Bachmann Prize, it rocked the 
German-language literary world. Sharon, 
a Berlin-based writer, was relatively new 
to German as a writing medium. Yet Herr 
Gröttrup setzt sich hin, Sharon’s second 
only published work in the language, had 
won one of the most important prizes in 
German-language literature. The extraordi-
nariness of Sharon’s win is multilayered, 
no less because Sharon herself has 
described her award-winning short story  
as an experiment, an accident even. 

In the very same year of Sharon’s win, I 
found myself back in Berlin. The summer 
was unusually cold, yet I was warmed when 
I saw the city’s subways and corridors 
filled with life-sized images of a beaming 
Sharon: the newest face of literary 
stardom. Coverage of Sharon’s win both in 
German-language and British media was over-
whelmingly celebratory. In The Guardian, 
she was lauded for concocting a narrative 
with »a twist that stretche[d] the conven-
tions of anthropomorphism to their limits.« 
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A review in the Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, one of Germany’s largest newspa-
pers, described Herr Gröttrup setzt sich 
hin as »the kind of work of literature 
that you have to go searching for because 
it hardly knows how sought after it is.« 
On the other hand, the majority of the 
media coverage both in Germany and abroad 
was largely silent on one undeniable fact: 
Sharon was the first Black writer in 
history to win the Bachmann Prize. 

An exception was an article published by 
Media Diversified, a United Kingdom-based 
non-profit dedicated to »challenging the 
homogeneity of voices in U.K. news media.« 
Interviewer Jendella Benson asked Sharon 
about being the first Black writer to win 
the prize. In responding, Sharon explained: 

»On the one hand it is brilliant for raising  
the profile of Black people in Germany, 
and because I’ve been active in the Black 
German movement, I think it was a big win 
for all of us. I definitely see this as a 
community win. And yet on the other hand, 
there’s something really upsetting about  
me being the first Black person to win  
this prize. You would have the impression —  
because I won the prize — that no other 
Black people write literature, and defi-
nitely no other Germans are Black.«

Sharon’s observation on both the signif-
icance and complications of her win is 
no less nuanced than her rendering of the 
Gröttrups’ breakfast ritual, in that both 
serve as conduits for exploring an unin-
terrogated adherence to the status quo. We 
recall that the Gröttrups’ breakfast is 
fundamentally disrupted by an egg — the 
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quintessential metaphor of fragility. The 
situation demands that we question not 
the egg’s audacity but rather the audacity 
of our otherwise unquestioned, seemingly 
unyielding rituals, the internal logic of 
which can be undone by the smallest inter-
ruptions. Fragile indeed. Herr Gröttrup’s 
struggle to appreciate that his reality has 
been disrupted is poignantly underscored 
by his inane search for an explanation 
to a talking egg. That there is no such 
explanation is his unmooring, leading to 
a disintegration of the assumptions upon 
which he has so soundly and naively built 
his world. One might think of Kafka’s 
Gregor Samsa, waking up in his own bed, 
changed. 

Admittedly, I experienced some internal 
tension when deciding to map this work 
against the historical moment in which it 
was created (i.e. to leave the four corners 
of the text). The opportunity to publish 
this story is an honor; however, it would 
be a mistake not to point out this work’s 
disruptive capacities, which may otherwise 
have gone unsung. 

Now for some backtracking. 

STILL began eight years ago in Berlin at 
the hands of students and it has grown into 
a platform designed to promote literature 
such as Sharon’s. How we came to publish 
her story is a journey, not unlike that  
of many of the stories in translation that 
find their way into English. 

I first met Sharon in the fall of 2016 at 
the Austrian Cultural Forum in New York. 
She was in town to discuss her work with 
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Susan Bernofsky, the celebrated translator  
of Jenny Erpenbeck, Robert Walser, and 
Franz Kafka. Like all cultural events in 
the city, the discussion kicked off at 
six in the evening. I was late, of course, 
rushing over from midtown Manhattan and its 
uniformed, baggy-eyed bustle to make it in 
time for Sharon’s conversation. Despite my 
diligence in rushing, I missed the discus-
sion in its entirety. Susan, thankfully, 
invited me to join, Sharon, the evening’s 
organizers, and her for a post-event dinner 
at Momofuku. I accepted with humility and 
excitement. After all, I had been following 
Sharon feverishly since hearing of her 
Bachmann Prize win. 

The dinner, situated at an extraordinarily 
long table, was mostly vegetarian and, 
thanks to Sharon, magnetic. Tributaries  
of conversation flowed from her place down 
the table — which, in the end, felt not 
so long. That evening, Sharon brought to 
dreary Manhattan what most New Yorkers 
often seek in pilgrimages to Berlin: the 
chance to feel unfettered, impassioned, and 
connected. 

After meeting Sharon, STILL made its way 
to New York, where we cultivated a new 
English-language outpost for the magazine. 
When I first emailed Sharon to see how 
we could collaborate, I made an ambitious 
proposal: we wanted to publish her Bachmann 
Prize-winning short story in German along 
with its two English-language translations. 
Despite better judgment, my pitch veered 
into the personal. A faux pas I couldn’t 
resist. In my email, I meandered into 
mentioning the Afro-German rights movement 
of the 1980s (with which I was familiar) 
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and the synergies between that movement  
and Sharon’s writing and political 
activism. Sharon had been and still is 
intimately involved in the Afrodeutsche 
movement and has played a pivotal role 
in the evolution of the Black voice 
in Germany. It was alarming to me that 
Sharon’s literary work, at least in the 
German media, had not been overtly linked 
with this movement. In my mind, however, 
Sharon’s Bachmann Prize-winning piece 
marked an aesthetic resistance to what 
has been considered — and celebrated 
as — German literature, in the same way 
the Afrodeutsche movement continues to 
challenge what it means to be considered 
and celebrated as German. 

Herr Gröttrup setzt sich hin is an  
absurd, whimsical, and mesmerizing fantasy 
sprung from an otherwise uninspired 
breakfast that interrogates concepts of 
regulation, precision, Germanness, rein-
carnation, rejection, adherence to norms, 
and delusion. As a contemporary work, it 
also offers an opportunity to probe the 
political, canonical, and cultural mise-
en-scène in which it was created. Viewing 
Sharon’s work through the lens of identity, 
race, politics, etc. threatens to dis-serve 
her writing (an exemplar of literary 
fiction) in ways that other writing and 
other writers are unburdened by. It is 
perhaps to unfairly smother Herr Gröttrup 
setzt sich hin with the messiness of  
our realities. 

But let’s get messy. 

To remain mum on the topic means we would 
miss an invaluable opportunity to take a 
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hard look at the stale power dynamics in 
our literary communities and beyond. To 
me, it seems that the media has adopted a 
»color blind« approach, in which cultural 
and political realities are ignored. In the 
realm of policymaking, critical race legal 
theorists have cautioned against »color 
blind« approaches. Professor Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, the theorist who coined the term 
»intersectionality«, has explained that a 
»color blind« approach ultimately promotes 
a »discourse of denial that refuses to  
recognize the contextual reality of existing  
racial disparties«. If we assume the 
media’s lack of attention to the histor-
ical nature of Sharon’s win was not due 
to politeness, what are we denying in not 
discussing the realities of contemporary 
German-language literature?

The absence of this kind of interrogation 
into Herr Gröttrup setzt sich hin does  
very little to answer or nullify a critical 
question we should be asking ourselves: why 
has it taken this long (forty-two years) 
for a Black writer to win the Bachmann 
Prize? And I have chiefly dedicated this 
editorial to pose this inquiry so that we 
may refute any »discourses of denial«. The 
historical impact of Sharon’s win cannot, 
and should not, go unmentioned and it 
should compel us to interrogate cultural 
and institutional literary hegemony. And 
let’s be clear, Sharon’s literature was 
born and still exists in a territory that 
is hesitatingly multicultural: Germany. Why,  
despite the documented and long-standing 
history of people of color in Germany  
(and in their former colonies), have Black 
voices not made stronger pathways into 
the cultural fortresses of Germany? To 
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this, I can already hear those certain 
retorts frequently used to justify stifling 
homogeny: 

»But there is no significant presence 
of Black people in German.« 

»But there are no viable literary 
works written in German by Black 
authors.« 

»We only choose the best 
works.«

To these stale rebuttals, I instead ask:

»How have structural, educational, and 
institutional barriers served to suffocate, 
overlook, discourage, and marginalize  
Black creativity? How do rubrics like 
›best‹ work to reify the status quo, if 
we assume that literary history favors the 
privileged and powerful, the familiar,  
the gatekeepers?« 

I say all this to suggest that Sharon’s 
work can enact — and is perhaps unfairly 
burdened with enacting — double duty:  
to be celebrated at the highest level and 
to signal a need for disrupting homogeneous  
national literatures. When I wrote to 
Sharon in 2016 asking if she would publish 
her piece with STILL, I candidly said that 
I was bereft that German-language litera-
ture sorely lacks in the diversity of its 
creators. This is not to prop up diversity 
for diversity’s sake, but to bemoan the 
ways that a lack of diversity in the arts 
ultimately shrinks the potential of our 
collective imagination. It shrinks the 
capacity of storytelling and story-receiving 
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and the capacity for stories to speak the 
full truth for everyone. We can both revel 
in the uncanny Gröttrup dining room and 
also structurally consider why Sharon’s win 
was a first. After all, isn’t the status 
quo the ultimate domestic mundanity?

It is only right to leave behind the afore-
mentioned inquiries for you, reader, to 
think of in your own time. To close, I 
cannot help but mention that the jury who 
voted for Sharon’s text compared her work 
to that of the Austrian absurdist Thomas 
Bernhard and the German humorist Loriot. 
Sharon’s egg, indeed, can be read as an 
extension of these traditions. I, however, 
could not help but be reminded of other 
works prone to literary anthropomorphisms: 
Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis and Yoko 
Tawada’s Memoirs of a Polar Bear. In a 
review of Tawada’s Memoirs of a Polar Bear, 
Alice Inggs, reporting for Asymptote, wrote 
that in her depiction of three generations 
of anthropomorphized bears, Tawada »pushes 
us to feel the humming possibility between 
how things appear and what they could be.« 
And in the introduction to the new trans-
lation of Kafka’s Metamorphosis, David 
Cronenberg likened Gregor Samsa’s meta-
morphosis to being »awakened to a forced 
awareness of what we really are, and that 
awareness is profound and irreversible;  
in each case, the delusion soon proves to 
be a new, mandatory reality, and life does 
not continue as it did.«

In reading these interpretations of both  
Kafka and Tawada, I could not help but think  
of Sharon’s egg which, notwithstanding its 
comedy, irrevocably morphs the Gröttrup’s 
reality. And this reality is entirely undone  
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by an object already existing within their 
home, despite their attempts to regulate or 
fit it within their pre-existing paradigm. 
To not point out the political nature of 
this work would, to my mind, be akin to 
ignoring the extraordinary potential of this  
story to disrupt the routine and regulation 
of German-language literature, not unlike 
how a certain cheeky egg defied a seemingly 
immutable Herr Gröttrup. 

Brittany Louise Hazelwood
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