Excerpts from

All Quiet on the Western Front (1929)

by Erich Maria Remarque
[Prologue]

This book is to be neither an accusation nor a confession, and least of all an adventure, for death is not an adventure to those who stand face to face with it.  It will try simply to tell of a generation of men who, even though they many have escaped its shells, were destroyed by the war.

[The death of Kemmerich]

I sit by Kemmerich’s bed.  He is sinking steadily.  Around us is a great commotion.  A hospital train has arrived and the wounded fit to be moved are being selected.  The doctor passes by Kemmerich’s bed without once looking at him.

“Next time, Franz,” I say.

He raises himself on the pillow with his elbows.
”They have amputated my leg.”

He knows it too then.  I nod and answer: “You must be thankful you’ve come off with that.”

He is silent.

I resume: “It might have been both legs, Franz.  Wegeler lost his right arm.  That’s much worse.  Besides, you will be going home.”  He looks at me.

“Do you think so?”

“Of course.”

“Do you think so?” he repeats.

“Sure.  Once you’ve got over the operation.”

He beckons me to bend down.  I stoop over him and he whispers: “I don’t think so.” . . .

For a while he lies still.  Then he says: “You can take my lace-up boots with you for Müller.”

I nod and wonder what to say to encourage him.  His lips have fallen away, his mouth has become large, his teeth stick out and look as though they were made of chalk.  The flesh melts, the forehead bulges more prominently, the cheek-bones protrude.  The skeleton is working itself through.  The eyes are already sunken in.  In a couple of hours it will be over. [30-32]

[Bombardment in the Graveyard]

The earth bursts before us.  It rains clods.  I feel a smack.  My sleeve is torn away by a splinter.  I shut my fist.  No pain.  Still that does not reassure me: wounds don’t hurt till afterwards.  I feel the arm all over.  It is grazed but sound.  Now a crack on the skull, I begin to lose consciousness.  Like lightning the thought comes to me: Don’t faint, sink down in the black broth and immediately come up to the top again.  A splinter slashes into my helmet, but has traveled so far that it does not go through.  I wipe the mud out of my eyes.  A hole is torn up in front of me.  Shells hardly ever land in the same hole twice, I’ll get into it.  With one bound I fling myself down and lie on the earth as flat as a fish; there it whistles again, quickly I crouch together, claw for cover, feel something on the left, shove in beside it, it gives way, I groan, the earth leaps, the blast thunders in my ears, I creep under the yielding thing, cover myself with it, draw it over me, it is wood, cloth, cover, cover, miserable cover against the whizzing splinters.
I open my eyes—my fingers grasp a sleeve, an arm.  A wounded man?  I yell to him—no answer—a dead man.  My hand gropes farther, splinters of wood—now I remember again that we are lying in a graveyard.

But the shelling is stronger than everything.  It wipes out the sensibilities, I merely crawl still deeper into the coffin, it should protect me, and especially as Death himself lies in it too. [70-71]

[On Leave]

I imagined leave would be different from this.  Indeed, it was different a year ago.  It is I of course that have changed in the interval.  There lies a gulf between that time and to-day.  At that time I still knew nothing about the war, we had been only in quiet sectors.  But now I see that I have been crushed without knowing it.  I find I do not belong here any more, it is a foreign world.  Some of these people ask questions, some ask no questions, but one can see that they are quite confident they know all about it; they often say so with their air of comprehension, so there is no point in discussing it.  They make up a picture of it for themselves.

I prefer to be alone, so that no one troubles me.  For they all come back to the same thing, how badly it goes and how well it goes; one thinks it is this way, another that; and yet they are always absorbed in the things that go to make up their own existence.  Formerly I lived in just the same way myself, but now I feel no contact here any longer.

They talk to me too much.  They have worries, aims, desires, that I cannot comprehend.  I often sit with one of them in the little beer-garden and try to explain to him that this is really the only thing: just sit quietly, like this.  [173-174]
[The Hospital]

On the next floor below are the abdominal and spine cases, head wounds and double amputations.  On the right side of the wing are the jaw wounds, gas cases, nose, ear, and neck wounds.  On the left the blind and the lung wounds, pelvis wounds, wounds in the joints, wounds in the testicles, wounds in the intestines.  Here a man realizes for the first time in how many places a man can get hit.

Two fellows die of tetanus.  Their skin turns pale, their limbs stiffen, at last only their eyes live—stubbornly.  Many of the wounded have their shattered limbs hanging free in the air from a gallows; underneath the wound a basin is placed into which the pus drips.  Every two or three hours the vessel is emptied.  Other men lie in stretching bandages with heavy weights hanging from the end of the bed.  I see intestine wounds that are constantly full of excreta.  The surgeon’s clerk shows me X-ray photographs of completely smashed hip-bones, knees, and shoulders.

A man cannot realize that above such shattered bodies are still human faces in which life goes its daily round.  And this is only one hospital, one single station; there are hundreds of thousands in Germany, hundreds of thousands in France, hundreds of thousands in Russia.  How senseless is everything that can ever be written, done, or thought, when such things are possible.  It must all be lies and of no account when the culture of a thousand years could not prevent this stream of blood being poured out, these torture-chambers in their hundreds of thousands.  A hospital alone shows what war is.

I am young, I am twenty years old; yet I know nothing of life but despair, death, fear, and fatuous superficiality cast over an abyss of sorrow.  I see how peoples are set against one another, and in silence, unknowingly, foolishly, obediently, innocently slay one another.  I see that the keenest brains of the world invent weapons and words to make it yet more refined and enduring.  And all men of my age, here and over there, throughout the whole world, see these things; all my generation is experiencing these things with me . . .  Through the years our business has been killing; —it was our first calling in life.  Our knowledge of life is limited to death.  What will happen afterwards?  And what shall come out of us? [269-271]
[All Quiet on the Western Front]

He fell in October, 1918, on a day that was so quiet and still on the whole front, that the army report confined itself to the single sentence:  All quiet on the Western Front.

He had fallen forward and lay on the earth as though sleeping.  Turning him over one saw that he could not have suffered long; his face had an expression of calm, as though almost glad the end had come. [299]

