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Homelessness and unhomeliness in contemporary German-language
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Abstract

In recent years, more and more contemporary German language novels emerged
that seem to belong to a new form of domestic novel and could be called ‘nursing
home novels™'or ‘dementia novels.”* This genre is concerned about the topic of
dementia and the many issues that this severe decline in mental ability raises. For
example, among others, in 2011, Austrian author Arno Geiger’s bestseller novel The
old king in his exile (Der alte Konig in seinem Exil,? translated to English in January
2017) was published. It tells the story of a slow and problematic farewell to the father.
Paradoxically, being in his own house, the father does not recognize anymore that he
is at home, and the home becomes an “unhomely”® (Bhabha) exile. Already in 1997,
this leading motif of homelessness can also be found in German female author Helga
Konigsdorf’s satirical novel The disposal of the grandmother (Die Entsorgung der
GroBmutter).* The character of the grandmother becomes a burden for the Schrader
family presumably through the onset of Alzheimer’s disease, and she disappears
without a trace. Intriguingly, the loss of her presence turns to ghostly memories of the
homeless grandmother that haunt the family members until the family is divided and

dispersed.
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In “‘dementia novels,” memory becomes an uncanny heterotopia. The concept of
home cannot be attributed to a single place on earth anymore. Its concept has changed

to a different place beyond what is occupied with feelings.
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