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The Dog King is...well, it's complicated.
~

Hoo boy. This has been a hard one. In fact, I think this may
be one of the hardest pieces I've ever written for Ferretbrain.
I've tried to outline reviews of it for a couple months, but
they all ended up coming to naught.

  
The problem is that this is a book that, sadly, lends itself to
snap judgements. It's powerful, even shocking to a certain
extent, but it is a subtle beast. And given the subject matter,
it is so very easy for a reviewer to misinterpret this book, to
misrepresent its contents, distort its meaning, and use as a
punching bag for whatever cause.

  
And my problem, naturally, is that I both realize this and am
smart enough to know just how stupid I really am. So I've
kept it on the shelf for a while, but never wholly out of my
mind. And so, over the past few weeks, I decided to read The
Dog King again, and to scrounge up whatever analyses I
could in order to do a proper review. I don't know if I will succeed at this, but I hope to
at least do some justice to the source material. And if I convince any of you out there
to read it too (which is, to be honest, my main motivation for writing these), then that
will be okay too.

  
Oh, and there will be spoilers. It's the only way to talk about this book.

  
The Dog King, originally written by Austrian author and poet Christoph Ransmayr under
the title Morbus Kitahara, begins with three bodies on a burning island in the Amazon
basin: two men bound by a red cord and charred beyond recognition, and one woman,
untouched by the flames, but half-eaten by birds and larvae. It is also how the book
ends, and a fair case could be made that the island is the metaphorical purgatorial
state within which all the characters remain submerged for the entire story.

  
So, yes, it's one of those novels.

  
Chronologically speaking, the story begins in the town of Moor in the Year Zero (or, as
it known in the Anglosphere, Nineteen Forty-Five). A lakeside town up in the mountains
of an unnamed nation, in its heyday Moor was at the heart of resort country,
surrounded by countless hotels and spas. The war changed that, naturally, with well-
moneyed tourists being replaced by invalided soldiers. Moor's true shame, however, lay
with its granite quarry. Source of a particularly rare type of beautiful green granite,
Moor's quarry was worked by slave labor during the war, with hundreds of condemned
souls sent there to work, endure any number of cruelties and hardships, and ultimately,
to die.
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On the final day of the war, Moor survives its only night of bombs, courtesy of an
American plane seeking to shed its payload before returning to its Adriatic base. The
first few months following the Peace of Oranienburg are as chaotic in Moor as anywhere
else, with constantly changing occupiers, refugees streaming in from everywhere, and
all number of reprisals and scores being settled in the dead of night. In due course,
with the arrival of Major Elliot and the American army, the peace of the victors makes
itself known. The brainchild of High Court Justice Lyndon Stellamour, the new peace is
one of poverty and penitence. Under the slogans "Our fields grow the future" and "Thou
shalt not kill", Moor and the rest of the defeated nations are pushed back into a rural
existence. Hydroelectric dams are dismantled, turbines are boxed up and shipped
away, and railway lines are torn up by squads of tattooed navvies. Electricity becomes
an occasional luxury in Moor, and most families make do with their own private plot,
coop of chickens, or get by through barter.

  
But impoverishment is not the only goal of Stellamour's peace plan. A great culture of
remembrance springs into being across the defeated land. Societies of Penitents make
their way across the wilderness on foot, seeking to lay offering or build monuments at
the sites of former atrocities. "Stellamour Parties", events in which communities
participate in memorial activities, become an annual tradition. It is this area that Major
Elliot comes into his own. A man driven by a deep sense of moral outrage that, in
another time and place, would have resulted in swift institutionalization, his anger at
the citizens of Moor and their complicity pushes the memorial activities of Moor to new
extremes. During the Stellamour Parties, citizens are commanded to don the uniforms
of the former camp inmates and restage photographs of wartime cruelty. Elliot's
greatest achievement, however, is his order to carve a great inscription across five
terraces of the quarry, an inscription visible across the entire lake country that reads:

  
HERE

 ELEVEN THOUSAND NINE HUNDRED
 SEVENTY-THREE PEOPLE LIE DEAD

 SLAIN BY THE INHABITANTS OF THIS LAND
 WELCOME TO MOOR

 
But Elliot is only an incidental character, and disappears after the opening chapters.
The true protagonist of The Dog King is Bering, son of the town blacksmith. In infancy,
Bering kept company with his mother's chickens, and learned for a time how to mimic
the call of any bird. While that ability disappeared in time, Bering's close connection
with all birds remains unbroken. In his childhood, an intuitive proficiency with all things
mechanical soon develops, a talent sorely needed in a world of slowly decaying
machinery. Despite his gifts, Bering's childhood is an alienated one. His mother, who
conceived him on the final night of bombs, spends most of her time in endless
supplication to the Madonna, her entreaties slowly occulting all else from her world.
While his mother slowly vanishes into a realm of private (and most likely delusional)
revelation, his father, the blacksmith, becomes a figure of fear. A veteran of Africa,
bent by his experiences during the war and after, he is a simmering node of anger and
hatred who makes no secret of his opinion that Bering is an alien creature, an
interloper in his nest. In due course, the hatred becomes mutual.

  
The distance between Bering and his parents becomes a rift when, just short of his
23rd year, he retaliates at a skinhead gang chasing him by shooting one of their
number with his father's hidden pistol. With both parents turning their backs on him
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after the incident, and shackled to an apprenticeship he hates, there is nothing left for
him at home. Opportunity soon presents itself, however, when the "Dog King", the
American-appointed manager of the quarry, crashes his car, an aging Studebaker
gifted to him by the departing Major Elliot. Offering to repair the ruined vehicle, Bering
rebuilds the vehicle into the avian-styled "Crow", a job that nets him the position of the
Dog King's bodyguard. With this, the novel shifts to the Dog King's home, a ruined
country home called the Villa Flora guarded by a pack of wild dogs tamed by said king,
and to the two other major characters of the novel. The Dog King is Ambras, a former
photographer whose only crime was loving a Jewish woman, and who was punished for
this by her death and his incarceration and torture in Moor's quarry. In life he presents
two faces: to the villagers he is the omnipotent Dog King, a distant, invincible autocrat
who rules the only major source of employment remaining in Moor and serves as the
mouthpiece of the Americans. In person, Ambras is a haunted man, his body broken by
his years in the quarry, maintaining a distance from almost everyone, his only
remaining joys in life his interactions with the dogs and the gems procured for him by
Lily. Lily, or "The Brazilian" as the townsfolk call her, is a solitary trader, one who
weaves her way through the mountains, past the checkpoints, selling scavenged war
relics to the Americans in the lowlands and returning with small luxuries from the
modern world: jars of peanut butter and cacao, records, or a personal radio. She also
has her own cross to bear: at the end of the war, she and her family were refugees
fleeing the ruins of Vienna, trying to make their way to the Adriatic, to a ship bound for
Brazil. Her journey ended in Moor, however, when her father was accused of being an
SS man by several refugees from the quarry, and vanished in the company of the
Americans after being beaten and almost lynched. As for Lily, while she stays out of the
grasps of the gangs of skinheads and war criminals that roam the countryside, once
every few months she takes the guise of a hunter, lying in wait for a raiding party with
an old English sniper rifle.

  
At this point, I would like to shift focus away from the plot and characters of The Dog
King to the structure and themes of the novel. The reason for this is that The Dog King
is very much a symbolic novel; anyone reading this with a realistic framework in mind
is going to be sunk. There is a plot, but it is supplemental to the thematic concerns of
the novel. Character is revealed more through interior monologue than dialogue, and
Ransmayr's masterful use of description is the engine that drives the narrative. Rather
more telling of book's nature, however, are the way setting, history, and time are used.
While all three reference reality, they all depart from it in such a way as to disorient the
reader. From what I have been able to gather, Moor is based on the town of Gmunden,
a resort town in Austria, close to Ransmayr's childhood home of Roitham and the
former concentration camp at Ebensee. The details and locations are mixed and
matched, and a few real-world locations appear in unusual contexts (such as the name
of a mountain from the real world being reused as the name of a ferry), but for the
most part they are something only a native from the region would notice. For the rest
of the audience, Ransmayr's temporal games are far easier to notice. As a few of you
may have noticed, this is an alternate history novel, one where the victorious Allies
dealt with the defeated nations of the former Third Reich by instituting the Morgenthau
Plan, a plan designed to punish the aggressive nations of Central Europe by forcibly
deindustrializing them and transforming them into agricultural republics. The temporal
engineering go far beyond simple alternative history, however. There are time skips
throughout The Dog King where the action with suddenly shift forward a decade or so,
or loop back a few months for a particular anecdote. There will also be subtle time
shifts within the story, when what appears to be a single short stream of events are
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revealed in an offhand sentence to have taken place over the span of a year. Even the
characters are subject to authorial games, being rendered more as archetypical figures
than as realist characters, with their identities borrowing any number of attributes from
figures in Greek mythology and German sagas.

  
All of these tactics serve to push The Dog King away from the world of realism and into
the realm of parable. But what, precisely, is this novel a parable of? That is the
question. There have been some reviews that have lambasted this book as a
conservative attack on the culture of Holocaust remembrance on contemporary German
culture, and while I believe the book is a attack of a sort, it not the type of attack those
critics imagine it to be. Such a criticism imagines that Ransmayr is merely reversing
roles, recasting the Germans as suffering victims and the Americans as brutal
victimizers, but that's not quite what he's doing. The people of Moor are suffering under
grotesque punishments, true, but there is nothing saintly about them; the few times we
are privileged to hear their thoughts, they hit the same notes of dull, spiteful meanness
you can hear in small towns the world over.

  
It's taken me a long time to figure out what precisely Ransmayr is doing in The Dog
King, but after a reread (and the occasional help of academics much smarter than me),
I believe I have an answer.

  
The Dog King is a story of victims, of victimizers, and of how the two states are bound
to each other. Each of the three major characters are, to some degree, a mixture of
both. Ambras was victimized in the quarry during the war, and after the war he
brutalized the wild dogs at the Villa Flora to become their master and treats the
employees of his quarry with casual indifference. Lily lost her father to accusations and
hastily-meted justice, and in turn hunts skinheads in the depths of the forest. As for
Bering, his entire narrative arc is a consideration of this relationship. In some ways, he
never stops being the victim: he was a child that was unwanted by his parents, stuck in
an profession he hated, and forever longing to break free and soar, whether as a bird,
behind the wheel of a car, or with Lily. In time, his failures, his inability to leave or
transcend his situation stokes his inner anger, manifesting itself in an obsessive desire
to fulfill his duties as Ambras' bodyguard and as a seething hatred of Moor's
inhabitants. (It also manifests itself in his relationship with Lily developing in a Nice
Guy-ish direction, which is probably one of the few times such a development has been
completely intentional on the part of the author.)

  
Bering's problem, and indeed the problem of all the other characters of the novel, is
one of blindness. No one in this story is open. Individuals are either separated by ranks
of authority or, more commonly, are so wrapped up in their personal tragedies that
they simply cannot perceive anything outside of them. This point is made clear in the
middle of the novel, where, after catching Bering poking through his room, Ambras
explains how he lost his wife, opening himself for the first time since he was freed. In
response, Bering, lost in his own world of problems (including, aptly enough, the
emergence of black spots that are slowly consuming his vision), turns away from
Ambras in silence and gets to work on repairing a motor. The retreat into memory
becomes a monomaniacal obsession, preventing any manner of empathy from
developing to provide perspective or wisdom. In the end, that is Ransmayr's criticism of
the culture of remembrance: that harping on about the same old atrocities and
mouthing the same platitudes does not bring understanding or compassion, but rather
indifference and a destructive retreat into oneself, with the rituals themselves
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becoming hollowed-out affairs that are viewed more as public utilities than as
instruments of understanding.

  
In the end, all that the rituals produce in both the victims and victimizers is amnesia, a
state with profound consequences for the story. In the final stages of the novel, Lily
and Bering make the trek over the mountains with Bering's father, condemned by his
memories to eternally wander the dunes of Africa, to a hospital in the lowland city of
Brand, the site of a major American military base. Bering's awe at the lights and
technological wonders of Brand soon gives way to anger that all these gifts have been
bestowed upon Brand while Moor and the other mountain towns have slid back into the
Middle Ages. If Moor is the center of self-absorbed memory, Brand is the hometown of
modern capitalist amnesia. The ironies build. When Bering arrives, he finds the entire
town united in rapturous celebration, for after over a quarter-century of fighting in
Latin America, the Pacific, and Southeast Asia, America's war against Japan has been
ended by the atomic annihilation of the city of Nagoya. Soon afterwards, the American
military returns to Moor with news of its plans for the future: in light of the declining
output of granite, all of the quarry's machinery is to be disassembled and shipped to
Brazil for installation in a new quarry, while the whole of the lake country is to be ceded
to the military as a training ground. What follows is a grim reenactment of the war
years, with the inhabitants of Moor disassembling the quarry under the watchful eye of
the American military and the heavy hands of a vengeful Bering, awaiting their own
resettlement in the lowlands, all done in the name of economic efficiency.

  
So what path is there out of the maze? The traditional path of penitence is dismissed as
ultimately self-indulgent, and all amnesia does is reiterate the same tragedies with new
actors. A third possibility is seen in the closing chapters, with the three main characters
escaping the ruins of Mitteleuropa with the machinery and making a new start in Brazil.
But even escape isn't an option, for it quickly becomes apparent that the site of the
new quarry, the town of Pantano, is just another iteration of Moor, and the old patterns
reassert themselves. In the end, it is implied that the only way to escape the problems
of memory, victimhood, and victimization is mutual self-destruction.

  
But not for Lily.

  
Lily escapes the logic of the novel. She does so by doing what no other character
managed to do: by acquiring perspective. That perspective came on the trip to Brand,
in an encounter between her, Bering, and a pair of chicken rustlers. While she was
content to let them go, Bering, driven by anger at the mistreatment of the chickens
and by memories of a wounded skinhead long ago, stole her rifle and killed one of the
fleeing men. That moment is a conceptual breakthrough for Lily, allowing her to
transcend her previous beliefs and see herself not just as a victim, but as a victimizer
as well. After this point, she slides out of the story, abandoning her role as a trader and
huntress, eventually taking leave of Ambras and Bering and departing into the wilds of
Brazil, freed of her past and with her childhood journey finally completed. Sadly, for
Ambras and Bering, two eternal victims who are no longer anything but past, there is
no way out. Indeed, after Lily's departure, Bering ends up conscripting another woman
to play her role in the immolatory drama that ends the novel.

  
So that is The Dog King. After reading it again, I'm not entirely sure about if I can
comfortably call it a "Holocaust novel". It references the Holocaust, though the fantastic
nature of it does serve to obfuscate the particular historical elements of that event, and
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there is no attention paid to the matter of historical responsibility (though I'm not
entirely certain Ransmayr would see the concept of "historical responsibility" as
anything but a honeyed phrase hiding baser impulses). On the other hand, the
allegorical nature of The Dog King universalizes the story far more than a strictly realist
account would, and if you're looking for the widest possible audience for your message,
universalism is the way to go. Other than that, it's beautifully written, beautifully
translated, and I am glad to have read it and shared it with all of you.

  
And I also promise that my next review will be something that didn't take me a year to
write.
Themes: Books, Historical
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