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“Che tempo, che tempo”: Geology and Environment in 

Max Frisch’s Der Mensch erscheint im Holozän 

_Abstract 

Critical readings of Frisch’s Der Mensch erscheint im Holozän [Man in the Holo-

cene] have tended to read its heterogeneous and inter-medial form as a code for the 

mental disintegration of its protagonist. This paper argues instead that this feature 

can be seen as a poetological engagement with geological and climatic timescales. 

Due to its hybrid form, the incorporation of a multiplicity of textual fragments and 

pictorial representations, the text undermines both conventional definitions of narra-

tive and representations of nature. Holozän’s non-linear structure establishes an aes-

thetic of slowness that ushers in an awareness of the utterly different time schemes 

of geological and climatic processes. Furthermore, the importance of the material 

features, such as an interplay between text and image and the disconnected, paratac-

tical arrangement of sentences mirrors the novel’s focus on natural phenomena. 

Frisch’s narrative establishes a poetics that tries to reach beyond the confinements of 

an anthropocentric perspective and thereby subverts the borders between culture and 

environment. 

1_Deep Time 

With the emergence of geology as a scientific discipline around 1800, the conception 

of the earth’s history went through a period of profound change.1 In contrast to the 

biblical account of creation, dating Earth’s origin to 6000 years ago, the planet sud-

denly appeared as the outcome of inconceivably vast time periods that bore no evi-

dence of any human presence or divine origin. Trying to determine the age of fossils, 

the French comparative anatomist Georges Cuvier saw a relationship between this 

conception of deep time and the Copernican revolution of astronomy.2 In addition to 

the loss of a meaningfully ordered space, with humanity placed at its very center, the 

succession of geological time periods did not purport any teleological purpose. Hu-

man exceptionalism, so it might seem, was stumbling backwards into oblivion. Con-

sequently, the problem for early geologists consisted not only in the difficulty of 

bringing up a systematic explanation of geologic evolution, a theory of the earth; an-

other, no less vital issue resulted from the question of how to represent and conceive 

of the unfathomable time periods that were indicated by the evidence of fossils and 

the geological record.3 With great resolution, Charles Darwin endorses an awareness 

of this incomprehensibility as the indispensable condition for any kind of engagement 

with questions of geology: “He […] who does not admit how incomprehensively vast 

have been the periods of time, may at once close this volume.”4 
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However, the import of this veritable paradigm change is not limited to a distant 

chapter in the history of sciences. In recent discussions on human-induced changes in 

the environment, geological conceptions have again played a key role. The very struc-

ture of geological timescales, together with the problems of representation they entail, 

seems to have prefigured a decisive change in some of the urgent environmental 

problems that we are now struggling with. Already in Le contrat naturel, published in 

1990, Michel Serres had argued that human civilization had reached a tipping point 

where its impact was to be measured on a geological scale. Considering the dense 

population of European cities, he writes: 

Elles équivalent bien à maints déserts, les architectures dures et chauds des mé-

galopoles; à des groupes de sources, de puits, de lacs […], landes mouvantes tel-

lement plus grandes que les sables de Goya — ou à un océan, ou à une plaque 

teqtonique rigide et mobile. Nous existons enfin naturellement.5 

Since then, this assessment has become part of debates on the emergence of a new 

geological epoch. In 2000, Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer argued that, since 

the industrial revolution, humanity has changed the composition of the atmosphere to 

such an extent that the notion of a new geological era seems warranted: the Anthro-

pocene.6 Obviously, this redefinition would not only draw the line between human 

culture and nature in a slightly different way; in fact, one would be hard-pressed to 

draw any line at all. One result of this messy entanglement between different ontolog-

ical spheres seems to be a different conception of human agency, but also of episte-

mological approaches towards the consequences of our current behavior. Environ-

mental changes such as global warming and the ensuing rise of sea levels evolve, at 

least for the more privileged parts of the world’s population, on such slow timescales 

that they tend to remain unobserved, below the radar of the cognitive and narrative 

schemes that we have habituated ourselves to live with. The long-term consequences 

of our present civilization reach into such distant points of the future that they seem to 

far exceed our capacity to imagine. They are, as Darwin might have said, “incompre-

hensively vast” and as the geologist David Archers writes: “About 10% of the CO2 

from coal will still be affecting the climate in one hundred thousand years.”7 Notably, 

time spans such as these not only pose obstacles for our imagination, but also distort 

our capacities to assess the political and ethical dimensions of current affairs in a re-

sponsible manner. Since slowly evolving forms of destruction lack the suddenness of 

events or acts that we normally associate with the concept of violence, these long-
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term changes might not be viewed as violence at all. Therefore Rob Nixon refers to 

the inherent, yet unobserved aggression of these processes as “slow violence.”8 

While these issues pose problems for our cognitive and imaginative capacities, 

they can also be related to more specific questions of literary form and narratability. 

In this respect, it has been argued that traditional narrative forms are inevitably ill-

equipped for processes of the temporal cycles inherent to the natural world. Richard 

Kerridge argues “that conventional plot structures require forms of solution and clo-

sure that seem absurdly evasive when applied to ecological questions with their ex-

tremes of timescale and complexity of interdependence.”9 This issue becomes most 

apparent in respect to a vast phenomenon such as the formation of the earth. Famous-

ly, Frank Kermode argued that any narrative is directed towards an endpoint and 

thereby gains its structure and meaning.10 However, the disconcerting character of 

geological research was exactly due to the absence of any goal-driven and purposeful 

progress. Understanding geophysical processes, as Charles Lyell did, as the constant 

succession of micro-processes that are dispersed across the whole globe and stretched 

out over several hundred million years,11 one might think that literature, with its al-

leged dependence on a narrative telos, a perspective, and individual characters, has no 

means to grasp such gradually and slowly evolving changes in any meaningful way. 

However, it should not be forgotten that in the early days of geology, the natural sci-

ences stood in close relation to literature.12 Romantic poetry, such as that by Lord 

Byron, was not only quoted in a demeanor of gentlemanly education, but also, and 

more importantly, its means of trope and indirect speech seem to have provided an 

inevitable tool to actually grasp and explore those conceptions of time, which lacked 

both precedent and language.13 This specific potential and import of poetic forms is 

not necessarily restricted to a bygone situation before the separation of what C.P. 

Snow called the “two cultures.” In reference to the aforementioned problems of narra-

tion and representation, literature might offer distinctive means of aesthetic experi-

ence, by which otherwise oblique dimensions of reality become discernible. It is 

against this backdrop that I would like to take a close look at a late narrative of Max 

Frisch’s, Der Mensch erscheint im Holozän.14 First published in 1979, the short but 

formally complex novel can be read as an engagement with exactly those aspects and 

rhythms of nature that are normally conceived as the timeless background of human 

history. It possesses a distinct aesthetic and narrative structure that gradually erodes 
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the distinction between its character and the geological phenomena with which it is 

occupied. This approach doesn’t try to attribute to Max Frisch a rather anachronistic 

awareness of today’s environmental problems. Nonetheless, it rests on the assumption 

that recent discussions on the Anthropocene didn’t evolve out of nothing, but have 

their own prehistory. Holozän marks a decisive step in this development. 

2_Writing on Days like These 

The plot of Holozän might seem minimal, even trivial. The short novel depicts an 

aging man of 74 years, Mr. Geiser, who spends the summer in an isolated valley in 

the Swiss Alps. In several aspects, this setting is described not only as detached, far 

from any connection to the turmoil of world history, but as a place that has remained 

almost unmarked by the presence of human beings at all: “nicht anders als vor Jahr-

tausenden.”15 This peripheral position at the margin of human history and civilization 

becomes even more striking with a sudden change of the weather. Due to a dire peri-

od of rain and thunderstorms, the only connecting street is closed to traffic. Unable to 

pursue his usual work in the garden and stuck by boredom, Geiser is overcome by the 

thought that the constant downpour could, in a catastrophic disruption, undermine the 

bedrock of the whole valley. 

Die Nachrichten im Dorf sind widersprüchlich, andere behaupten, es sei gar kein 

Hang gerutscht, hingegen sei eine alte Stützmauer eingebrochen, eine Umleitung 

der Straße an dieser Stelle nicht möglich. […] Notfalls können Helikopter einge-

setzt werden, sofern kein Nebel ist. Niemand im Dorf glaubt, dass eines Tages 

oder in der Nacht einmal der ganze Berg ins Rutschen kommt und das Dorf ver-

schüttet für alle Zeit.16  

The granite mountain landscape, seemingly immovable since the beginning of time, 

suddenly turns slippery, treacherous. While the possibility of the disaster is explicitly 

negated (“Niemand im Dorf glaubt”), its sheer mention creates a level of disturbance 

that can no longer be undone, and that sets the stage for the whole following story. 

Placed at the end of both sentence and paragraph, the final disappearance of the val-

ley “für alle Zeit” seems to have the final say, only to be followed by a space of si-

lence and empty time. But, notwithstanding these vague moments of fear and anxiety, 

there is no catastrophic event. The predominant theme in Holozän is a profound feel-

ing of boredom, silence, and repetition. Anxiously searching his environment for 

signs of a fissure that could possibly wipe out the village, Geiser is depicted as listen-

ing and watching. The ensuing moments of silence and waiting create a pronounced 
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and tense form of sensory attentiveness to the natural world, the acuteness of which is 

realized on the textual level in the shape of lengthy descriptions and several lists. Al-

together, sixteen different sounds of thunder are carefully described and distin-

guished. A whole Sunday is divided into 12 different textures and intensities of rain 

with their respective time and duration. However, Geiser’s fears about a cataclysm 

turn out to be unwarranted. Indeed, they could be read as forebodings of an altogether 

different event, which bears no relation to the actual natural world and rather con-

cerns the disintegration of inner landscapes. After an unsuccessful attempt to leave 

the valley on foot, Geiser seems to lose his memory and, eventually, suffers a stroke 

from which he never recovers. 

With respect to this individual loss, the text’s peculiar narrative structure has an 

important role to play: On the one hand, the narrative perspective remains quite dis-

tant and reserved, referring to the main protagonist rather formally as “Herr Geiser.” 

On the other hand, Holozän is almost entirely told by a personal narrator, who stays 

very close to his focalizer’s disordered perceptions, memories, and fragmentary 

thoughts that are narrated without the use of any verbi dicendi or other means which 

would establish distance: “Ohne Gedächtnis kein Wissen. / Heute ist Dienstag. / Noch 

immer kein Hupen aus dem Tal;”17 “Kein Vieh – / Kein Vogel – / Kein Laut –.”18 

Passages such as these might give the impression that the reader becomes drawn into 

a dissolving consciousness that gradually loses any attachment to reality.19 Indeed, no 

person actually ever talks in this text. Since everything is told and assessed through 

the eyes of Geiser, and given the fact that the peaceful valley will, of course, remain 

unchanged after his disappearance, one could come to think of Holozän not as un-

dermining, but instead reinforcing the inevitably human perspective on nature. “Ka-

tastrophen,” the reader will recall, “kennt allein der Mensch.”20 This approach, how-

ever, fails to appreciate the text’s outstanding material composition. Put together by 

the extensive use of montage, the text acquires an autonomous complexity and formal 

richness that hardly can be limited to the wandering mind of a fictional human indi-

vidual. Furthermore, the use of montage erodes the idea that Geiser’s slow demise is 

told from a narrative perspective whose position stays completely disentangled and 

autonomous from the material that is spread out in the text. 

On account of the ever-present conditions of rain and fog, Geiser is forced to direct 

his gaze elsewhere, and, stuck within the confinements of his house, he turns to his 
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small private library: “Es bleibt nichts als lesen.”21 Delving into works of geology, 

natural and local history, the Bible, hiking guides, and various dictionaries, Geiser’s 

account is juxtaposed to historical accounts on natural disasters, earthquakes, deluges, 

and landslides. The act of reading, initially a mere pastime, becomes urgent, exten-

sive, and takes over Geiser’s whole interest. Thereby it becomes increasingly evident 

that the particular weather conditions function less as a sign for Geiser’s own fate, but 

rather incite a moment of temporal suspension that ushers in a reconsideration of the 

concept of nature. While the sparsely populated Alpine valley is situated at the 

outermost boundary of civilization, Geiser, on the other hand, finds himself at a stop-

ping point, from the perspective of which he tries to create an inventory of nature and 

his own knowledge: 

Wann sind die ersten Säugetiere entstanden? Stattdessen weiß man, wieviel Liter 

der Heizöltank faßt und wann der erste Post-Bus fährt, sofern die Straße nicht 

gesperrt ist, und wann der letzte. Wann ist der Mensch entstanden und wieso? 

Trias, Jura, Kreide usw., keine Ahnung, wie viele Jahrmillionen die einzelnen 

Erdzeitalter gedauert haben.22 

This lack of knowledge is not going to be cured by the mere act of passive reading. 

Distrustful towards his diminishing capacities to remember, he begins to take notes 

and finally cuts out whole articles and passages to pin them to the walls of his home. 

Playing on the analogy between house and memory, the different rooms slowly be-

come transformed into an archive of natural history, in whose loose paper clippings 

the wind rambles around. It is noteworthy, however, that the protagonist has a very 

selective stance towards his reading and shows an explicit disregard for fiction and 

the genre of the novel: 

Romane eignen sich an diesen Tagen überhaupt nicht, da geht es um Menschen 

in ihrem Verhältnis zu sich und zu anderen, um Väter und Mütter und Töchter 

beziehungsweise Söhne und Geliebte usw., um Seelen, hauptsächlich unglückli-

che, und um Gesellschaft usw., als sei das Gelände dafür gesichert, die Erde ein 

für allemal Erde, die Höhe des Meeresspiegels geregelt ein für allemal.23 

At this point, the concept of catastrophe becomes detached from its possible relations 

to a single individual and, asking for new conceptions of writing, takes on a meta-

fictional dimension. The novel, as it is represented here, is restricted to the realm of 

the human. It deals with individuals, the family, with society, and with all these mis-

erable, unsatisfying love affairs whose rather limited importance is indicated by the 

twofold and dismissive use of “usw.” In contrast, Geiser directs his attention to forms 
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of the environment that are normally simply taken for granted as the inert backdrop 

and stage for the human drama: the sea level, the place, the earth itself. This turn, 

however, does not mark a mere change of perspective. The use of the conjunction “als 

ob” implies that the narrative focus on human relationships literally rests on the silent 

assumption of a stable and fixed setting or place — an assumption whose validity all 

of a sudden seems to be far from evident. While not explicitly stating the opposite, 

the conjunction creates the disturbing possibility of an earth that is anything but the 

taken-for-granted symbol of eternal steadiness, and instead is subject to change, con-

tingency, and disruption, similar to human history. The indistinct prospect of a natural 

catastrophe therefore does not simply denote a possible event of disruption, but takes 

on a second, poetological meaning, referring to a turn in the form of writing. 

The engagement with the natural sciences takes on a major role in the novel. This 

becomes apparent by seemingly minor details, such as the figure of a physician who 

specializes in solar sciences and spends a few days in the valley before fleeing in con-

sideration of the weather. This interest in empirical and historical knowledge becomes 

most apparent through Geiser’s passion for books dealing with his environment: 

Was außer dem Lexikon in zwölf Bänden vorhanden ist: Gartenbücher, ein Buch 

über Schlangen, eine Geschichte des Kantons Tessin, das Schweizerische Lexi-

kon sowie Bilderbücher für die Kinder (DIE WELT IN DER WIR LEBEN), der 

Fremdwörter-Duden, und ein Buch über Island, wo Herr Geiser vor dreißig Jah-

ren einmal gewesen ist, sowie Landkarten der näheren Umgebung und Wander-

bücher, die Auskunft geben über Geologisches, Klimatisches, Historisches, usw. 

betreffend die Gegend.24  

Again, all these different items and things could be seen as marking the outlines of a 

narrative, briefly touching upon the stations of a whole lifetime, as the very personal 

and melancholy remains of a life nearing its end. Books entrenched with the memo-

ries of dwelling-places and past vacations; of one’s own children exploring nothing 

else but the world in which we live. Inevitably though, this inventory creates a second 

layer of meaning that exceeds the confinements of any private biography and entan-

gles it with phenomena such as climate and geology that, by their very nature, seem 

to bear no relationship to the comparatively short timescale of human existence, to 

say nothing of a single individual or consciousness. Frisch’s protagonist becomes 

hopelessly enmeshed in his eclectic studies. Lacking any systematic approach or goal, 

he takes notes on lightning, geological timescales, the sensory organs of fishes, dif-
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ferent rock formations, extinct animals, continental drift, climate charts, and the histo-

ry of the earth (fig. 1).  

 

Fig. 1: A handwritten list of extinct species; a cut-out from a lexicon; narrative passages on 

Geiser; three different illustrations of the earth showing the progress of continental drift; an 

illustration of a small dinosaur. (MH 114, 115) 

Thereby the text builds up a multitude of connections and ramifications that can’t be 

explained by the notions of plot, nor kept within the realms of an individual literary 

character. A striking example of this is the ostensibly incidental mention of the book 

Heller als tausend Sonnen by Robert Jungk, which is part of yet another reading list. 

Written in the fifties, it was one of the first works touching upon the involvement 

between physics and the atomic bomb. Though mentioned only in passing, the beauti-

ful and pristine Valle Maggia suddenly looks different and becomes more connected 

to a world in which the very concepts of near and far have lost their meaning. Just as 

the half-life period of radioactive elements transcends our own life, the boundary of 

the narrative form is constantly transgressed and becomes intermingled with forms of 

empirical knowledge. 
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3_Slow Catastrophes 

“Che tempo, che tempo!,” the Italian-speaking villagers exclaim repeatedly in a mix-

ture of wonder and routine resignation, thereby also calling to memory the fact that, 

after all, a spell of rain is not exactly the end of time, or is it? For Geiser, at least, the 

notion of tempo takes on a more dubious, ambiguous meaning that echoes the inher-

ent connection between time and weather, still apparent in the French and the Italian 

languages. There is a child’s game in which a certain word is repeated again and 

again, until a formerly ordinary sound begins to sound strange, foreign, and unfamil-

iar. In Holozän, this effect of repetition seems to occur with several concepts, and one 

of them is weather, tempo. The relation between time and the “condition of the at-

mosphere,” as the OED defines the term weather, is not only a recurring theme of 

Geiser’s thoughts; it also shapes the whole narrative structure of Frisch’s text. While 

all the clocks in the nearby village have come to a standstill, and the rain is slowly 

dripping outside his hideout, Geiser ponders the possibility that indeed, against all 

odds, time itself could have come to a final halt. 

Als Herr Geiser wieder zum Fenster geht, um an den langsam gleitenden Trop-

fen zu sehen, daß die Zeit nicht stehen bleibt — das hat es in der ganzen Erdge-

schichte nie gegeben! — und als er es nicht lassen kann und nochmals auf seine 

Uhr schaut, zeigt sie sieben Minuten nach sechs.25 

Marking a peculiar feature of Frisch’s language, this sentence overtly dismisses a 

certain state of affair that yet, once it’s mentioned, develops an uncanny echo, which 

slowly undermines the assumed certainty of the statement. Because indeed, from an 

aesthetic perspective on Holozän, time does stand still. As we have already seen, 

forms of deceleration and the engagement with vast time cycles is certainly dominant 

on a thematic level.26 “Erosion,” as the reader is informed, “ist ein langsamer Vor-

gang.”27 But beyond this strong engagement on a thematic level, Der Mensch er-

scheint im Holozän shows temporal forms of deceleration, slowness, and standstill 

that are realized through the use of montage, parataxis, and enumeration. Given the 

arrangement of various facsimiles such as handwritten notes, different forms of type-

setting, and pictorial media such as graphs, maps, and drawings, the narrative has a 

non-linear form and lacks both a clear beginning and end. Geiser’s eclectic, unsys-

tematic studies of natural history thus are mirrored by the visual appearance of a quite 

heterogeneous text that is saturated by a vast array of different fragments. Altogether, 
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53 hand-written notes, excerpts, texts, and images are incorporated into a text of 144 

pages. 

In terms of narrative temporality, this very dense arrangement of different ele-

ments leads to a permanent disruption of the narrative process by fragments of histo-

ry, mythology, and knowledge, notably geology. The movement of reading, often-

times depicted as a linear, sequential movement both through the text and the narrated 

time, is constantly led into digressions on the geophysical history of the Alps, the 

causes and effects of erosion, the movement of glaciers, several depictions of dino-

saurs, and a cartographic representation of continental drift (fig. 2). 

 

Fig. 2: Illustrations of several dinosaur skeletons next to a human; a schematic depiction of 

the Alpine orogeny; Geiser suffers a stroke. (MH 118, 119) 

Crossing the line between knowledge and fiction, Holozän is equipped with a bibliog-

raphy that lists 13 titles, including Der große Brockhaus, a standard German lexicon 

in 12 volumes. Consequently, the text itself takes a non-linear form, the structure of 

which is akin to the actual lexicon or encyclopedia. This feature is further under-

scored by the fact that, within the notes and articles, the reader finds further cross-
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references to yet other lemmata, on account of which he is supposed to skip back and 

forth within the text or simply draw on his own bookshelf. Similar to the principle of 

a mise en abyme, the walls of Geiser’s house, scattered with different paper frag-

ments, therefore can be seen as presenting an analogy for the narrative as a whole, 

giving the text a spatial form which can be crossed and read in divergent directions. It 

turns into a sort of echo chamber in which different voices, writings, scripts, and me-

dia oscillate and perpetually create and shift new layers of meaning. Even though 

Holozän is a rather short text that can indeed be read in the course of a rainy after-

noon, the reader is confronted with a constantly increasing amount of different ele-

ments, each coming equipped with its own respective appearance and meaning, 

whose diversity and possible connections defy any attempt of definition and thematic 

limitation. 

This principle of juxtaposition of divergent elements is not restricted to the inter-

play of different texts and media on the material page, but can likewise be found on a 

syntactic level. The relationship between single sentences and paragraphs is anything 

but coherent, structured by a principle of parataxis and repetition which undermines 

any clear conception of a temporal succession, hierarchy, or order. 

- die Alpen sind durch Faltung entstanden. 

- die Ameisen leben in einem Staat. 

- das Gewölbe haben die Römer erfunden. 

- wenn das Eis der Arktis schmilzt, so ist New York unter Wasser, desgleichen 

Europa, ausgenommen die Alpen. 

- viele Kastanien haben den Krebs. 

- Katastrophen kennt allein der Mensch, sofern er sie überlebt; die Natur kennt 

keine Katastrophen. 

- der Mensch erscheint im Holozän.28 

If a purported topic or common theme of these sentences is difficult to define, it is 

partly because of their formal structure. The loose cohesion of statements, separated 

and listed by the use of hyphens, clearly do not form a narrative, understood as the 

representation of a sequence of events. Thus, the writing is constantly interrupted and 

the page is honeycombed by gaps and pauses (fig. 3). 
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Fig. 3: Handwritten notes and questions next to a chronology of different types of rain. (MH 

54, 55) 

By the sheer enumeration of texts, sentences, and words, the reader is hard-pressed to 

find a clear conception of hierarchy, narrative progress, or meaning between the dif-

ferent parts. Since the narrator never comments on the various materials the reader is 

gazing at, the result is a proliferation of meaning, much more open to interpretation. 

This also has troubling consequences for questions of narrative genre: Geiser is not 

only uneasy and scornful with regard to the novel and its formal and thematic conven-

tions, but, more importantly, the narrative itself turns the logic of a linear sequence of 

narrated events into the spatial array of different textual or pictorial pieces on the ac-

tual page. 

In a twofold way, therefore, this particular feature establishes a close relationship 

between the narrative form and the geological processes and landscapes it deals with 

on a thematic level. Due to their dense arrangement, the different parts of the assem-

bly take on the shape of the different layers and strata of geological sedimentation. 

Thus Frisch’s text almost mimics in its structure the geological sediments that it tries 
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to describe. At the same time, the narrative’s peculiar syntax and form, dominated by 

montage, parataxis, and intermediality, destabilizes taken-for-granted views on a line-

ar narrative process, and thereby opens up a perspective on the slow timescale of nat-

ural cycles. Processes that are extended across vast time periods, such as the move-

ment of glaciers, the drift of continental plates, or the slow changes in the climate are 

mirrored by a narrative structure of slowness and deceleration.29 It is important, 

though, that this relationship is not to be mistaken for the idea of a comforting recon-

ciliation with nature, or a search for stillness in the age of industrial or digital acceler-

ation. Instead, the concentration on moments of halting velocity can incite an aware-

ness to those, as Rob Nixon rightly puts it, “slowly unfolding catastrophes” and a 

form of violence that “occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed de-

struction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typical-

ly not viewed as violence at all.”30 

Seen from this perspective, the aesthetic form of Holozän offers a particular epis-

temic position: In the early years of film criticism, Walter Benjamin referred to the 

technique of slow motion as an unprecedented means to reveal external reality. The 

process of filmic deceleration was not to be seen as simply a more accurate and there-

fore more objective depiction of the actual state of affairs, but rather, on the contrary, 

as an exploration of what otherwise would remain unconscious, hidden.31 In a similar 

form, Der Mensch erscheint im Holozän uses an aesthetics of slowing down in order 

to explore a natural world which otherwise would remain but the parergon, the back-

ground for the drama of the unhappy soul. In this context, the particular materiality of 

the text bears an interesting relationship to a different representation of nature. Read-

ing Frisch’s text, the reader’s attention is less troubled, I would argue, with the ques-

tion of how the story is going to unfold. Instead, the text exposes its own heterogene-

ous quality — the graphic disposition of letters, scripts, and images — on the page. 

Concentrating on this visual, material, and medial condition of literature, the actual 

print is not seen as a mere byproduct for the otherwise disembodied meaning of arbi-

trary language. This shift of attention on the reader’s part mirrors a corresponding 

change in the representation of natural phenomena, usually depicted in relation to the 

human center of meaning as a periphery, or, to use the common word, as the envi-

ronment. Timothy Morton has described this change in the representation of nature in 

the following way: 
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Nobody likes it when you mention the unconscious, and nowadays, hardly any-

body likes it when you mention the environment. […] Nobody likes it when you 

mention the unconscious, not because you are pointing out something obscene 

that should remain hidden — that is at least partly enjoyable. Nobody likes it be-

cause when you mention it, it becomes conscious. In the same way, when you 

mention the environment, you bring it into the foreground. In other words, it 

stops being the environment. It stops being That Thing Over There that sur-

rounds and sustains us.32 

This distinction between foreground and background offers a promising way to ana-

lyze the peculiar transitions that occur in Holozän on an aesthetic level. Drawing on 

Walter Benjamin’s aesthetic conception of slowing down as a means that works simi-

lar to analysis, Frisch’s text reverses the logic between center and periphery, human 

fore- and natural background. The text creates such an extent of attentiveness and 

awareness to the natural environment that these elements cannot be reduced to the 

function of a mere source domain of metaphor that provides the story of a single indi-

vidual with meaning. Just as much as the sheer materiality and the composition of the 

actual page is highlighted and becomes more prominent, nature, both in its extended 

temporal cycles and its spatial dimension, oftentimes considered as a mute back-

ground phenomenon, starts to linger uncannily in the foreground. 

4_Amphiboly 

Thus far, I have tried to argue that Holozän destabilizes the boundary of human and 

non-human phenomena through a distinct aesthetic of montage that posits Geiser’s 

individual story in juxtaposition to an array of materials, covering vastly different 

natural phenomena such as erosion, the movement of glaciers, and the extinction of 

species. This frontier and its transgression becomes simultaneously manifest in the 

spatial configuration of the narrative that can be seen in correspondence to the rela-

tionship between humans and animals. While Geiser seems very keen to avoid having 

visitors to his home, he is finally surprised by an unexpected intrusion when he finds 

a salamander in his bathroom: “Der Feuer Salamander muss durch das offene Fenster 

hereingefallen sein, und da er an den glatten Kacheln nicht wieder hochkommt, liegt 

er einfach da, schwarz mit gelben Tupfen, reglos.”33 Although this might come across 

as an ordinary incident, Geiser is immediately fascinated and disturbed by the pres-

ence of the animal and bends down to examine it with the help of a reading glass. 

Subsequently, his thoughts are haunted by the presence of the small being, and, final-

ly, the narrator even remarks on a similarity between his character and the animal: 
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Wenn Herr Geiser wieder in den Spiegel schaut, um sein Gesicht zu sehen, so 

weiß er: die Tochter in Basel heißt Corinne und die Firma in Basel, die der 

Schwiegersohn leitet und die seither ihren Umsatz verdreifacht hat, trägt seinen 

Namen, auch wenn Herr Geiser aussieht wie ein Lurch.34 

At first glance, this resemblance could be explained by the stroke Geiser is suffering 

and that paralyses one part of his face. But again, a more promising approach to this 

passage is to take the animal seriously as an actual life-form and direct the reading 

glass, as Geiser already does, at the peculiar skin of the salamander. Amphibians are 

exceedingly open to their environment since the functions of both breathing and 

drinking are realized, partly or even totally, by their permeable skin. For this very 

reason, amphibians are sometimes referred to as ecological indicators for the condi-

tion of an entire ecosystem. Since they are born with gills, but change to pulmonary 

respiration in their mature state, amphibians also represent a link between sea and 

land animals. Tellingly, the Greek term amphi literally means on both sides. The sal-

amander, therefore, not only transgresses the spatial frontier between inside and out-

side, house and nature, by climbing through the open window, but also the animal as 

such is by its biological makeup a liminal being that lives on the threshold between 

different spheres. From this point of view, we can recognize some of the threads that 

link seemingly different aspects of the novel: the narrator quite rightly remarks on a 

resemblance between Geiser and the amphibious animal, insofar as both beings lack 

any clear boundary in relation to their respective environments. While the salaman-

der’s vulnerability stems from the fact that it lives in constant interchange with its 

habitat, Geiser’s identity is not clearly delineated and seems to dissolve into the 

mountain landscape. Revealingly, Holozän not only includes an article on amphibians 

(fig. 4), in which the process of metamorphosis is mentioned and explained, but also 

includes yet a different, handwritten note, that features the same concept of metamor-

phosis, this time referring to Ovid’s work of the same title: “VERWANDLUNG 

VON MENSCHEN IN TIERE, BÄUME, STEINE ETC. SIEHE: METAMOR-

PHOSE / MYTHOS.” 
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Fig. 4: The narrative on Geiser between different articles on salamanders, amphibians, and 

dinosaurs. (MH 82, 83) 

Against this backdrop, Geiser’s identity gradually dissolves and blurs the lines be-

tween the human and the animal. This absence of a clear hierarchy becomes observa-

ble in the paratactic style of the narrative’s language, both in its interplay of different 

texts and images, and in the enumeration of sentences and words. The porous look of 

the graphic page forms a material and graphic counterpart both to the window the 

salamander climbs through, the hybrid being that climbs through it, and to the dis-

solving boundary between human and nature. The uncertain ontology of the amphibi-

an is, therefore, mirrored in the amphibolic composition and language of the text. 

5_Writing in the Anthropocene 

This paper started with the assumption that contemporary issues of environment seem 

to pose problems of narratability and plot. Der Mensch erscheint im Holozän offers a 

poetic engagement with these incomprehensively vast scales of time and thereby also 

hints at an utterly different conception of the relationship between man and nature. 
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Again, that does not mean that Holozän offers the image of a harmonious reconcilia-

tion between culture and a pristine nature. Quite the opposite: Geiser’s forays into 

different discourses function as an inventory of a natural world which, contrary to his 

original hopes, loses all its familiarity, comprehensibility, and taken-for-grantedness. 

Thereby emerges a poetics, a form of writing that bears an astonishing resemblance to 

characteristics we sum up under the term of the Anthropocene. As Timothy Clark 

writes: 

The main artistic implication of trying to represent the Anthropocene must be a 

deep suspicion of any traditionally realistic aesthetic. With its bizarre kinds of 

action-at-a-distance, its imponderable scale, the collapse of distinctions between 

the trivial and the disastrous, nature and culture, and the proliferation of forces 

that cannot be directly perceived, the Anthropocene becomes deeply counterin-

tuitive. It may find its analogue in […] texts in which distinctions between 

‘character’ and ‘environment’ become fragile or break down.35 

Seen against this backdrop, Holozän becomes more than a literary engagement with 

age and last things. Exactly by omitting the event of a single disaster, and by includ-

ing the banal, trivial realm of the private, the text develops an awareness for those 

slow, inconceivable catastrophes that Timothy Clark seems to have in mind. Frisch’s 

late work thereby opens up a fresh, engaging form of writing which foreshadows a 

radical change in the conception of literature and our identity as human beings. 

Geiser, as a fictional character, cannot be separated from, and actually can no longer 

be clearly identified within the different layers of texts and images, nor can he be sep-

arated from natural processes such as the geological and climatic cycles mentioned 

and depicted. Thus the text anticipates the intricate and messy entanglement of our 

present situation, in which questions of empirical sciences and ecology are hardly 

separable from those of politics. As Bruno Latour puts it: “Les tailles, les enjeux, les 

durées, les acteurs ne sont pas comparables et pourtant les voilà engagés dans la 

même histoire.”36 In Holozän, the environment is furnished with a history and narra-

tive energy, thereby providing a striking example of how the aesthetic means of story-

telling and narration can in fact enlarge or even enable an understanding of the com-

plex epistemological and ontological situation we find ourselves in. Considering these 

issues as incomprehensively vast, the reader may at once open up this volume and 

start to read. 
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