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Abstract

Intertextuality is a common term in contemporary literary and linguistic theories. The
fundamental principle of intertextuality is that a text is not a self-sufficient and
independent system but is instead connected to other texts. Among the theorists of
intertextuality, Gérard Genette developed the concept to its fullest, examining intertextual
relationships in all their variations and naming them “transtextuality.” Genette
categorized intertextuality into three types: explicit, implicit, and latent presence of one
text in another. Based on this theory, literature becomes a global entity where all its
components share a singular coherence. A comparative reading of The Tin Drum by the
German writer Glinter Grass and The City of White Musicians by the Kurdish-Iraqi writer
Bakhtiyar Ali, along with a detailed examination of both texts through an intertextual
approach, leads to the conclusion that The Tin Drum (Text 1) is present in The City of
White Musicians (Text 2). According to Genette’s classification, this presence is implicit.
The dominant ideology in both stories and their focus on the theme of war are among the
most striking intertextual connections between the two novels. In addition to the theme,
aspects such as character development, narrative perspective, and underlying motifs
further link the two texts. Giinter Grass’s The Tin Drum deeply influenced Bakhtiyar
Ali’s thoughts and artistic vision, and its internalization resulted in a new manifestation
of this influence in The City of White Musicians. The simultaneous presence and subtle
echoes of The Tin Drum can be observed throughout The City of White Musicians.
Keywords: Intertextuality, Transtextuality, The City of White Musicians, The Tin
Drum.

Introduction

Intertextuality is defined as “the conscious use of a text within another text, either in its
entirety or in fragments” (Ahmadi, 2014: 320). In other words, intertextuality involves
thinking within the thoughts of others, acknowledging the presence of another within a
text, accepting multiplicity, and rejecting monologism.

Kristeva states that “texts connect with other texts through allusion, quotation, stylistic
imitation, formal aspects, use of shared genres, revision, rejection, and various other
methods” (Kristeva, 1973: 36). Similarly, Todorov argues that “prose inherently
possesses an intertextual nature, whereas poetry does not.” According to Bakhtin, “the
complexity of poetry lies between language and the external world, whereas the
complexity of prose lies between speech and its speakers” (Todorov, 2012: 129).
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Texts establish connections with preceding or contemporary works through various
means, one of which is thematic similarity. War is a subject that has been approached
differently by writers across world literature. Some authors focus on military power,
conquests, and political maneuvers, portraying war as a source of pride. In this type of
literature, warfare itself is the central theme, and war novels written from this perspective
emphasize the heroism and sacrifices of soldiers and commanders.

On the other hand, some authors examine the consequences of wars, highlighting the pain
and suffering endured by civilians, women, and children. This type of literature presents
the harsh realities of war and its historical and social damages. Examples include War
and Peace by Tolstoy, For Whom the Bell Tolls by Ernest Hemingway, and Gone with
the Wind by Margaret Mitchell. Each of these authors has been directly or indirectly
affected by war, which is evident in their works. For instance, Hemingway’s experience
as an ambulance driver in World War | influenced his entire literary career, leading him
to portray the grim reality of war in all his works.

Gunter Grass is among the writers who sought to depict the true face of war in most of
his works. Born in 1927 in Danzig (now Gdansk, Poland) to a German Protestant father
and a Catholic mother of Polish descent, Grass joined Hitler’s army at the age of fifteen
due to his family’s poverty. At seventeen, he was conscripted into the 10th SS Panzer
Division Frundsberg. Soon after his enlistment, World War 11 broke out, and he was sent
to the front lines, where he was eventually wounded and captured. Later, while studying
at the Dusseldorf Academy of Arts, he supported himself by trading goods on the black
market, working as a stonecutter, and playing the drums in a jazz band. Encouraged by a
group of poets and writers, he began composing poetry and writing plays, though his
initial works achieved only limited success (Grass, Translator’s Introduction, 2000: 8-9).
Similarly, Bakhtiyar Ali is a writer whose works frequently engage with the themes of
war and its consequences. Born in 1960 in Sulaymaniyah, Iraq, he pursued a degree in
geology at the University of Sulaymaniyah and was injured during student protests in
1983. In 1994, amidst the internal conflicts among Kurdish political parties—often
referred to as “fratricide”—he left his homeland in protest and traveled to Syria before
eventually settling in Germany, residing in Frankfurt until 1999. Beyond his work as a
novelist, Bakhtiyar Ali is a contemporary Kurdish intellectual known for his theoretical
and analytical writings, particularly his fundamental critiques of the cultural, social, and
political structures of Kurdistan (Ali, Translator’s Introduction, 2007: 55).

Having witnessed the events in Kurdistan during the Ba’athist regime firsthand, Bakhtiyar
Ali’s experiences shaped his perspective. At the same time, his exposure to Western
literature, particularly German literature, during his stay in Europe created a strong
connection between The City of White Musicians and The Tin Drum.

Research Questions and Methodology

This research follows a descriptive-analytical method, utilizing library and documentary
sources. The study begins with an overview of both novels, followed by an examination
of their historical contexts, which is essential for analyzing the findings. Finally, it
explores the intertextual relationships between the two works. By so doing, this study
seeks to provide a well-founded response to the following questions: Is The City of White
Musicians influenced by The Tin Drum? In which aspects is Bakhtiyar Ali’s novel most
significantly affected by Giinter Grass’s work?

Findings and Conclusion

According to intertextuality theory, no text is entirely independent; every text either
responds to its predecessors or influences future works. Language, being a social



S
Journal of Literary Schools, Volume 8, Number 28, pp. 81-107

|

University of
Mazandaran

construct, enables texts to engage in dialogue with one another, forming a perceptible
network of relationships that shape literature as a unified global entity. Genette classified
these relationships as explicit, hidden, or implicit. Writers and poets influence one
another, contributing to an interconnected literary tradition.

Bakhtiyar Ali, a contemporary Kurdish writer, left his homeland due to war and social
issues and eventually settled in Germany. His exposure to Western literature, particularly
the works of Glnter Grass, led to an implicit reflection of The Tin Drum in The City of
White Musicians. This intertextual presence is not concealed; rather, Ali uses specific
markers that allow an informed reader to recognize the connection.

The research findings reveal that The City of White Musicians is linked to The Tin Drum
through its themes, particularly the relationship between war and art. Other intertextual
elements include the near-mythical and supernatural character of Jaladat Kaftar,
resembling Giinter Grass’s Oskar Matzerath, the narrative perspective that alternates
between first-person and witness narration, the presence of a secondary narrator alongside
the two main narrators, and the political motifs such as the Kurdish genocide (Anfal)
mirroring the Holocaust.

The profound impact of Grass’s novel on Bakhtiyar Ali’s imagination is evident in these
intertextual connections. Moreover, the political and social conditions of Ali’s society, its
struggles against fascism, and its parallels with Grass’s war-torn world further strengthen
the bond between these two works. Ultimately, what unites The City of White Musicians
and The Tin Drum most is their exploration of the endurance of art in the face of war and
oblivion.
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