
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Cultural Politics of the 

German Democratic Republic: 
 

The Voices of Wolf Biermann, Christa Wolf, and 
Heiner Müller 

 
 
 
 

 
 

G. Ann Stamp Miller 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Cultural Politics of the German Democratic Republic: 
The Voices of Wolf Biermann, Christa Wolf, and Heiner Müller 

 
 

Copyright © 1999 G. Ann Stamp Miller 
All rights reserved. 

 
Cover photo credit: Stiftung Archiv Akademie der Künste, Berlin 

 
Brown Walker Press 

USA � 2004 
 

ISBN: 1-58112-414-7 
 

               www.BrownWalker.com
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Contents 
 
 
 
 

Acknowledgments...................................................................................... v 
Preface....................................................................................................... vii 
List of Abbreviations.................................................................................. ix  
Chapter 1: Utopia or Tyranny? ................................................................... 1 
Chapter 2: Early GDR History .................................................................. 15 
Chapter 3: Guidelines for Literature ......................................................... 33 
Chapter 4: Mass Organizations ................................................................. 43 
Chapter 5: The Writers.............................................................................. 61 
Chapter 6: Wolf Biermann ........................................................................ 71 
Chapter 7: Christa Wolf .......................................................................... 101 
Chapter 8: Heiner Müller ........................................................................ 127 
Chapter 9: Writing Literature in Germany: East or West?...................... 155 
Appendix A:  Map of East and West Germany after World War II........ 173 
 Map of the Division of Berlin after World War II ........... 174 
Appendix B: Photographs...................................................................... 175 
Bibliography............................................................................................ 202 
Chronology of the Writers ...................................................................... 217 
Photo Credits........................................................................................... 221 
Index........................................................................................................ 222 
 
 



 



v 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Acknowledgements 
  
 Initially, this study began as my Ph.D. dissertation and became the 
basis for a book. Therefore, I wish to extend my gratitude to the Chair of 
my Ph.D. Committee, Dr. Robert Locke, for encouraging me to write 
about the cultural politics of the German Democratic Republic. His con-
stant advice and counsel were critical to the writing of this manuscript. I 
would especially like to thank the other Ph.D. committee members, Dr. 
David Chappell, Dr. Michael Speidel, Dr. Jürgen Sang, and Dean Cornelia 
Moore for their valuable comments and suggestions. I am extremely grate-
ful to Dr. Sang for introducing me to the works of Heiner Müller in a 
graduate seminar and to Dean Moore for sharing her knowledge with me 
regarding Christa Wolf and for giving me Wolf Biermann records. My 
sincere thanks to both of them for their careful reading of the translations 
contained in this text.  
 Upon the completion of my Ph.D., I continued to research the cul-
tural politics of the East German regime and have spent several summers 
in Berlin working on this project. I would like to extend special thanks to 
Mrs. Marschall-Reiser and the many archivists and librarians at the 
Bundesarchiv in Berlin and to Mrs. Maren Horn and the librarians at the 
Akademie der Künste in Berlin. In addition, the information I received 
from the personnel at the Staatsbibliothek in Berlin was extremely valu-
able to this project. All of these institutions and their employees were very 
accommodating and helpful in assisting me to locate important documents 
and materials for this study. I am deeply grateful to them all for sharing 
their expertise with me.  
 It is nearly impossible to complete a project like this without the 
support of family members. I am deeply grateful to my husband, Peter, 
who gave of his time and energy to care for our two wonderful sons, 
Nicholas and Keith, while I completed this study. I want to thank my 
mother, Genie Stamp, who instilled in me a love for learning at a very 
early age and my sister, Nancy Stamp, for her many thoughtful comments 
and advice regarding the text. Thanks also to Keith Miller for his careful 



 

vi 

reading of the text, excellent suggestions, and assisting me in creating the 
index. Any errors in the text remain mine alone. 
 I wish to also thank all of my many Berlin friends who gave me 
support, advice, and ideas as how to approach this difficult subject matter. 
Thanks to Michael Kratzsch and Katrin Bertsch for their warm hospitality. 
A special thanks also to Immo, Heike and Tassilo Sievers for the many 
conversations over the years regarding German history and politics.  
 

 
 



 

vii 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Preface 
 

 The Cultural Politics of the German Democratic Republic: The 
Voices of Wolf Biermann, Christa Wolf, and Heiner Müller, deals with the 
intricate connection between the political structure of the East German 
government and cultural politics. Specifically, it focuses on the relation-
ship between the government agencies and three authors. The study covers 
the period of dissent which began in the 1960s and ended with the fall of 
the Berlin Wall in 1989. The evidence I use are the works of the authors 
and the government documents that reveal how the government bureauc-
racy dealt with the authors. 
 This text was written for not only scholars but a wider reading 
public to explain the predicament of writers governed by a socialist regime 
during the Cold War. It explores the difficulties the writers encountered in 
the 1960s with the government of East Germany and how their works did 
or did not conform to the cultural policy established by the GDR regime in 
1951. The government believed that it was imperative for authors and 
artists to adhere to the literary policy of social realism prescribed by the 
East German Ministry of Culture. An author�s works were expected to 
conform to the political ideology of Marxism. The Ministry of Culture 
expected writers to depict the society through the glorification of Marxism. 
The East German cultural functionaries evaluated a piece of literature 
more for the author�s devotion to the political doctrine than the aesthetic 
quality of the work. If works did not conform, the government agencies 
such as the Ministry of Culture could apply pressure to the authors in 
many forms: censorship, silencing, fines, prosecution, surveillance and, for 
extreme cases, expatriation. 
 This study assesses three prominent writers of the former East 
Germany: Wolf Biermann, a lyricist; Christa Wolf, a novelist; and Heiner 
Müller, a dramatist. The analysis is based on the political content of the 
authors� works and how the West German and East German critics evalu-
ated them. Government documents from German State Archives revealed 
the sensitive nature of the political and writer conferences of the GDR. 
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The study analyzes how the writers� interpretation of socialism increas-
ingly deviated from that of the East German regime. Over time, the writers 
chose to express themselves in a different manner and thus, encountered 
problems and conflicts with the Ministry of Culture. The various poems, 
novels, and dramas of these East German authors illustrated the degree of 
dissension which began in the 1960s and continued through 1989. The 
metaphors employed by the authors reflected the struggle that the East 
German intellectuals experienced with the regime and their commitment to 
reform the existing socialist system from within.
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CHAPTER 1 
 

UTOPIA or TYRANNY? 
 
 
The State should not have anything to do with the affairs of art. It 
should not meddle or oppress others in this area. 1 

       Bertolt Brecht 
 
 The purpose of this study is to illustrate the intricate connection 
between the political structure of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) 
and cultural politics. The issue of cultural politics was a hotly debated 
topic in the early years of the GDR because government officials wanted 
to control the role of all art in this new society. Therefore, from the incep-
tion of the GDR there was warfare between the writers and the political 
officials overseeing the departments pertaining to culture. Unlike West 
Germany, the East German government required the writers to support the 
policies of the state through their literature. The government�s view was 
that the function of literature was to glorify Marxism and bring its citizens 
to a greater understanding of this ideology. Since the standards for writing 
literature were political, the emphasis was placed on content rather than 
form. The dilemma of East German literary intellectuals is an area which 
deserves more attention than it has received in the past. The years follow-
ing World War II were characterized by social and political reforms in 
both East and West Germany. This study examines the policies of the 
German Democratic Republic (GDR) in regard to its authors and how the 
East German writers did or did not adhere to the preset guidelines of the 
government. Certain significant historical events are highlighted that il-
lustrate the shift in the writers' unquestioning support of the GDR regime 

                                                 
 1 Akademie der Künste Zwischen Diskussion und Disziplin. (Berlin: 
Henschel Verlag, 1993) 88. 
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and consequently, caused conflicts with the Ministerium für Kultur 
(Ministry of Culture).2 
 
The Writers: 
 The study assesses the work of three prominent writers of the 
GDR: Wolf Biermann, Christa Wolf, and Heiner Müller. The analysis is 
based on the political content of their work and, when possible, how the 
West German and East German critics evaluated it. This text explores how 
the writers� interpretations of socialism over time did not agree with that of 
the GDR regime. Each writer chose to express himself/herself individually 
and, thus, encountered problems and conflicts with the Ministerium für 
Kultur (Ministry of Culture). Their various poems, novels, and dramas 
illustrate the degree of political dissension in the arts beginning in the 
1960s and continuing through 1989. For example, the metaphor of the 
Berlin Wall and division used by the authors in the sixties and seventies 
represented the East Germans� need to identify and create a new society 
and a culture apart from the excesses of western capitalism. However, in 
later years, the metaphor of cancer in the works of Wolf and Müller often 
reflected the struggle that East German intellectuals experienced with the 
regime of the GDR and the desire to reform the socialist system from 
within.  
 East German intellectuals were bound by their history but also the 
new order and culture they wished to help establish. Initially their litera-
ture reflected not only their commitment to the new anti-fascist order but 
the evolution that each writer underwent while living and working within 
the socialist society. The emphasis on this anti-fascist ideology allowed the 
GDR to distance itself from a Nazi past.3 Most certainly the East German 
literature of the post-war period stands as an historical testament to an era 
of communism which no longer exists. 

                                                 
 2 The Ministerium für Kultur was created in 1954 and oversaw the 
publication of literature in the GDR. It had numerous departments responsible for 
censoring any and all works which did not adhere to the prescribed guidelines for 
writing literature. 
 3 Fascism is a totalitarian governmental system led by a dictator which 
emphasizes an aggressive nationalism and racism. The Nazi dictatorship of 
Adolph Hitler controlled most independent organizations, mobilized the economy, 
and persecuted the Jewish population from the late 1930s to 1945. See Hitler and 
NaziGermany by Jackson J. Spielvogel. 
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 This project focuses on Wolf Biermann, Christa Wolf, and Heiner 
Müller for specific reasons. Each socialist writer ended up playing a dis-
tinct and contrasting role. Wolf Biermann, a poet and lyricist, was in my 
opinion the catalyst to dissident behavior in East Germany. Without him, 
many critical events would not have occurred. By the mid 1960s, he was 
stalwart in his beliefs that socialism in the GDR was not operating the way 
that it had been intended. Biermann severely criticized the GDR govern-
ment with his lyrics and in a rather short period of time, he became a cult 
hero for young people not only in East Berlin but in West Berlin as well. 
As much as the East German bureaucrats persisted, they could not silence 
this artist and with both Germanys watching, he eluded imprisonment.4 
When Biermann encountered difficulties, it created a certain sense of soli-
darity among many of the artists. Often the intelligentsia believed they had 
more political clout than they actually did. But the intelligentsia soon dis-
covered that intervening on behalf of a fellow artist could have a severe 
aftermath, as will be illustrated in the case of the writers� petition, sup-
porting Biermann after the regime had expatriated him in 1976. 
 Christa Wolf is significant to this study because unlike Biermann, 
she was initially the darling of the East German bureaucrats. Wolf has 
been criticized severely by both the East Germans and the West Germans 
for her role in society during the years of the GDR and after the fall of the 
Wall in 1989. Nevertheless, she had pressed continuously for change in 
numerous, if subtle ways. Moreover, Wolf�s inclusion in this study is nec-
essary because as a member of the East German Writer�s Union, she knew 
and understood probably better than anyone the social and political pres-
sures under which intellectuals labored to conform to government policy. 
A study of Wolf offers valuable insight about other authors such as Wolf 
Biermann and Heiner Müller with whom she worked in the Writers� Union 
and at various writers� conferences. 
 Finally, the dramatist and poet, Heiner Müller, is included because 
he has not only been hailed as one of the most important playwrights of 
this century but because he was a victim of GDR censorship for long peri-
ods of time. Müller was essentially discovered by the West. Because of 
this, he had more of his plays produced there than in East Germany. How 
                                                 
 4 East Berlin was essentially a gathering place for the writers and artists, 
so most resided there or at least had a second residence there. Consequently, they 
knew each other well and recognized their dilemma with the government 
bureaucrats early on. See East German Dissidents and the Revolution of 1989 by 
Christian Joppke. 
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Müller developed his own unique persona, survived censorship, and pub-
lished his works, despite their political content, is an important part of a 
story about how specific artists learned to cope with an oppressive regime.  
 
The Writer and the German Democratic Republic: 
 Each writer in this study is considered to be outstanding in his or 
her genre, but each experienced problems finding publishing outlets and 
suffered from governmental treatment under the GDR. Difficulties arose 
for the authors when trying to decipher the guidelines set by the 
Ministerium für Kultur because this involved considerable subtlety in 
determining precisely how much artistic license they truly did or did not 
have. Even when authors felt they had complied, they were often accused 
of not staying within the established criteria. For example, Müller�s works 
were often criticized and even censored for the negative and often humor-
ous portrayal of Party bureaucrats. Wolf�s novels were often questioned 
because of the characters which exuded a strong sense of individuality as 
opposed to an emphasis placed on the collective consciousness of the so-
cialist society. The stringent guidelines established by the Ministerium für 
Kultur of the GDR frequently meant that government editors required 
writers to submit numerous rewrites before a poem, novel, or drama actu-
ally could be published.  
 The study investigates the government editors who critiqued the 
artists� works and what qualifications they brought to this position. They 
could easily support or tarnish an author�s career by their critiques in 
newspapers, literary journals, or government reports. The ultimate decision 
to publish a work was in the hands of the cultural functionaries, and at 
times, the East German critics evaluated a piece of literature more for the 
author�s devotion to the political doctrine than the aesthetic quality of the 
work. A socialist culture emerged from the writings and other media that 
came to print; writings which ostensibly supported the socialist ideology 
of the German Democratic Republic in the years 1950 through 1989 and 
often undermined it as well.  
 The intent of this project is not to critique any of the works of 
Wolf Biermann, Christa Wolf, or Heiner Müller on their literary merit. No 
method of literary criticism will be applied to discuss either the literary 
form or content of various works. Rather, this text examines the difficul-
ties that the authors encountered with the GDR regime and discusses the 
specifics of these altercations between the writers and the socialist gov-
ernment. Essentially, the authors had no intent to cast doubt upon the so-
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cialist ideology of Marx and Lenin. Instead their purpose was to criticize 
an autocratic regime which left the intellectuals and workers with no op-
portunity for open discourse.  

This became a source of serious contention between the 
intelligentsia and a static GDR regime, which became paranoid and fearful 
of any form of either direct or indirect criticism. To protect themselves, the 
authorities of the GDR developed a seemingly infallible system to seek out 
disloyal citizens through elaborate security measures. They installed mass 
organizations or departments, each equipped with the appropriate propa-
ganda techniques to insure total and complete control. 
 As stated specifically in the East German Constitution, criticism 
and self-criticism were an integral part of the communist doctrine.5 Lenin 
had encouraged this concept of self-criticism within the system.6 This con-
stitutional right adhered to by writers and other dissidents eventually be-
came the source of much conflict and oppression, especially when the re-
gime misused the original intended purpose of this concept of criticism 
and self-criticism. For example, when a writer found his or her work cen-
sored, the Ministerium für Kultur suggested that the author draft a letter of 
self-criticism to exonerate himself or herself.   

After the fall of the Wall in 1989, East German authors were con-
demned when information surfaced in the West German media about the 
informal cooperation many of them had with the Stasi (Staatssicherheit or 
State Intelligence). Both Christa Wolf and Heiner Müller were accused of 
being Informelle Mitarbeiter (informal collaborators) with the Stasi. It was 
believed that they had divulged information about their acquaintances and 
colleagues in these conversations with the secret police. These charges 
conjured up images of a repressive dictatorship strangling the espoused so-
cialism of the new nation that emerged at the end of World War II. It also 
raised a series of questions about the authors� reactions to such charges, 
about the cultural politics of the accusations, and about their truth or fal-
sity. It is not likely that their meetings with government officials could 

                                                 
 5 Criticism and self-criticism were concepts, encouraged by Lenin, that 
were used as a controlling devise by the bureaucrats in the GDR as well as other 
Soviet republics. The GDR was, by no means, an isolated case. But the concepts 
would ultimately be used against the authors in the GDR to encourage them to 
conform to the policies established by the SED. 
 6 Roger Woods, Opposition in the GDR under Honecker, 1971-85 
(London: Macmillan, 1986) 85. 
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have assisted the regime�s intelligence departments to any large degree, 
but these issues will be explored more thoroughly in the text.  
 In short, this study explores the problems the intelligentsia faced 
with the East German regime. The Constitution proclaimed that the rights 
of authors and inventors are protected by the socialist state. Article 27 
stated that: 

1.  Every citizen of the German Democratic Republic has the 
right, in accordance with the spirit and aims of this 
Constitution, to express his opinion freely and publicly. This 
right is not limited by any service or employment relationship. 
Nobody may be placed at a disadvantage for using this right. 

 
2. Freedom of the press, radio and television are guaranteed.7 
 
However, what happened to the basic rights of freedom of speech, 

press, and the right to strike expressed in the constitution? The issue of 
citizens� rights can be explained by considering the role of the 
Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED or Socialist Unity Party) 
and the mass organizations which it carefully supervised. By 1949 the 
SED had become a highly-centralized Leninist Party and it remained the 
controlling political party of the land until 1989.8 The SED exerted its 
influence over the numerous mass organizations created to help govern 
East Germany. 
  How was it that mass organizations like the Ministerium für 
Kultur became so all powerful and controlling? From the GDR�s incep-
tion, culture in the sense of literature, music, and art became inextricably 
tied to East German politics and it was essentially a handful of political 
functionaries who dictated precisely what the nature of culture was to be. 
Was �creativity� impossible in this context? As Joachim Walter, an East 
                                                 
 7 German Democratic Republic, The Constitution of the Democratic 
Republic (Dresden: Staatsverlag der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik und 
Verlag Zeit im Bild, 1968) 24. 
 8 The Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (Socialist Unity Party) 
was established in 1946 in the Soviet zone of Germany. The party declared its 
dedication to peace and anti-fascism. But by 1948-1949 and the onset of the Cold 
War, the SED became a mass party modeled after the Soviet Communist Party. 
The SED solidified its power by abolishing property ownership, trade unions, and 
the civil service. Walter Ulbricht became the SED�s General Secretary in 1950. 
Ulbricht was an authoritarian ruler and he controlled the political scene in the 
GDR until 1971. See Ulrich Mählert�s Kleine Geschichte der DDR. 
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German literary critic, suggested in his book Sicherungsbereich Literatur: 
Schriftsteller and Staatssicherheit in der Deutschen Demokratischen 
Republik, the writers of the GDR worried about their artistic freedom and 
in turn the state worried that the writers� artistic freedom would jeopardize 
its political power.9  
 Contemplating the dilemma of East German authors writing under 
the pressures of a totalitarian regime, I reflected upon Czeslaw Milosz� 
book, The Captive Mind. It aptly describes the situation of the writer in an 
oppressed society when faced with the need or desire to describe society 
under such circumstances. Does the writer choose to reflect upon what he 
or she actually sees or does the author conform to the externally dictated 
policy, thereby negating the artist�s creativity? Does an author have a 
moral and ethical responsibility to society? Does an artist compromise his 
or her creativity in order to support the ideology of the state? These were 
the same questions that many of the East German authors would be forced 
to contemplate and each would have to decide for himself/herself as to 
how they would respond to difficult circumstances. 
 �Murti-Bing,� a metaphor that Czeslaw Milosz uses, was a ficti-
tious character from the book Insatiability written by the painter-philoso-
pher Stanislav Witkiewicz.10 In the story, Murti-Bing, a Mongolian 
philosopher, designed a pill that contained the philosophy of life. In his 
attempt to conquer other parts of the world he offered this pill to others. 
Upon taking the pill, a person became extremely passive, serene, and con-
tented, and no longer had any worries. During the reign of Murti-Bing, a 
person did not have to make conscious and thoughtful decisions if he swal-
lowed this pill. However, a person could never fully rid himself of his for-
mer personality and so schizophrenic characteristics surfaced.11 The Murti 
Bing metaphor precisely describes the situation for many of the intelligent-
sia in East Germany. The problem then, was living in a society where crea-
tivity was stifled and the literature that a writer produced had to conform 

                                                 
 9 Joachim Walther, Sicherungsbereich Literatur: Schriftsteller und 
Staatssicherheit in der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik (Berlin: Links Verlag, 
1996) 8. 
 10 Czeslaw Milosz, a Polish writer, referred to the Murti-Bing pill as 
something which all writers and artists in the Soviet Block were forced to accept. 
They were told by their governments to support the concept of social realism in all 
of their works. In accepting the Murti-Bing pill, many writers did what they were 
told and did not resist their regime. 
 11 Czeslaw Milosz, The Captive Mind (New York: Random House, 1953) 4-5. 
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to the dictates of an uncompromising regime. This text addresses how the 
authors eventually grappled with these schizophrenic conditions. 
 East German writers chose a specific and singular style of writing 
to express his or her views during a repressive era. In no other country of 
the Soviet-occupied Eastern Europe had so many intellectuals accepted the 
Murti-Bing pill, especially after the failed revolutions in Hungary and 
Czechoslovakia.12 In the early years, the intelligentsia followed the new 
regime of the GDR obediently and adhered to the cultural policy. Joachim 
Walter claimed that the attitude of �Narkotikum� by the East German 
intelligentsia, illustrated their utopic belief in socialism. Thus, this idea of 
utopia made it easier for the GDR functionaries to misuse their political 
power.13 There is a good deal of truth to Walter�s assertion, especially 
when one reads some of the early literature of the GDR and how the 
intelligentsia glorified this newly founded workers� paradise. 
 In the early years, the East German government tried to legitimize 
its prestige by extending invitations to renowned writers. The German au-
thor, Heinrich Mann, was one of those invited to live and work in East 
Germany. However, Mann believed that once a writer became political and 
joined a party, he would be lost as a poet. Therefore, the poet or author 
forfeited his �freier Geist� (free spirit) when he became engaged in 
politics.14 Mann�s personal philosophy might have led him to challenge 
the GDR regime but he died before he could relocate there. Questions 
about �freier Geist,� creativity, and morality surfaced in the early years of 
the GDR regime but did not become serious immediately because many of 
the intellectuals learned to cope with the system by taking the �Murti-Bing 
Pill.� 
 Does the guilt of the collective rest with those who unwittingly 
supported the GDR and allowed the regime to force its citizens and intelli-
gentsia into total and complete submission? The authors of West Germany 
were free to explore the burning issues of past wars and a new German 
consciousness. The East German authors were restricted to combating the 
ills of capitalism, fascism, and exhorting the advantages of the new 
socialist state. East Germany underwent an intense denazification 

                                                 
 12 In Chapter Two, I discuss the Hungarian Uprising in 1956 which was 
backed by the Hungarian writers of the Petöfi Circle and the Prague Spring in 
Czechoslovakia in 1968 that was supported by its intellectuals. 
 13 Walter 11. 
 14 Heinrich Mann, Macht und Mensch (Frankfurt am Main: 1989) 14-18. 
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campaign just like the West. Neither state wanted to confront Germany�s 
troubled past. They too were concerned about defining and creating a new 
national consciousness but this effort did not come easily and what sur-
faced in their writings was the schizophrenia of the two German states 
which had a shared history and the same cultural heritage. The division 
was unsettling for those in both states but it was the East German intelli-
gentsia who had to cope with the inconsistencies and contradictions of the 
socialist ideology and who criticized the regime�s interpretation of how 
this system was to be implemented in all phases of life. 
 The term intelligentsia will be used throughout the text to refer to 
writers and artists of the German Democratic Republic. An historian, Mary 
Fulbrook, suggested in her book, Anatomy of a Dictatorship, it could also 
include engineers, doctors, lawyers, school teachers and those in the fields 
of technology and the media.15 Yet, for my purposes this study will limit 
the use of intelligentsia to the writers because this group believed it would 
be instrumental in helping shape and form the cultural and political sphere 
of the GDR. 
 This book illustrates how artists among the intelligentsia managed 
to cope within the system which they challenged consistently. It explores 
how the authors reacted to the Stasi conversations, investigations, observa-
tions, and political and personal persecution at Writers� Conferences. The 
study analyzes how these challenges were perceived by the GDR 
authorities and the records of the GDR illustrate the vehement reaction of 
the party bosses and political functionaries to any form of dissent or 
nonconformist behavior in a society that was essentially ruled by a few. 
 
Research:   
 The documents that cover the forty years of the East German gov-
ernment have recently been opened to scholars. They offer valuable insight 
into the lives of its citizens, and specifically, the intelligentsia. The GDR 
government records of the mass organizations testify to the dogmatic 
nature of the East German functionaries to attain the ideological subordi-
nation of the population. The GDR regime sought to control all aspects of 
public and private life, as the documents illustrate. It was a society where 
individual rights were to be subordinated to the common good for all, as 
determined by the SED (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands) or 

                                                 
 15 Mary Fulbrook, Anatomy of a Dictatorship: Inside the GDR 1949-
1989 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) 79. 
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Socialist Unity Party. In an attempt to rid the society of all elements of the 
Nazi period, the SED sought, through the creation of its mass organi-
zations, to observe, investigate, record, and control the lives of its citizens. 
 This project is based on a variety of sources: the East German 
Constitution, speeches from East German Writers� and Political 
Conferences, East German government documents from its mass organiza-
tions, German news magazine interviews, and literary reviews from the 
West and East German newspapers. The comments of East German critics 
are valid in their own right as they reflect the stringent Kulturpolitik (cul-
tural politics) of the GDR. The assessment of both West and East German 
critics are essential to this study since they reflect the constant friction 
between the two German states during the years of the Cold War. A favor-
able review by a West German critic could damage the political reputation 
of an East German author in his own country just as easily as a poor re-
view by an East German critic. How a literary critic interpreted an author�s 
work in regard to content and meaning was critical. 
 I conducted my research at several institutions in Berlin, Germany 
in the summers of 1998 and 1999. The two state libraries; Staatsbibliothek 
(Haus 1) and Staatsbibliothek (Haus 2) in Berlin had a variety of sources 
that were pertinent. They contained many newspapers, journals, and some 
useful government documents. The two libraries, as well as many other li-
braries and archives, are still in the process of combining, updating, and 
modernizing their catalogues of sources which the reunification of East 
and West Germany has occasioned. But despite the cataloguing difficul-
ties, the librarians were extremely helpful and assisted me when problems 
arose as to the exact location of an item.  
 The Bundesarchiv, which is a state archive located in Berlin con-
tained a wealth of information, and its collections are also in the process of 
combining and modernizing sources from the Potsdam Archive which was 
closed after reunification. In the interim, many of the documents are still 
being processed as quickly as possible and some are being assigned 
temporary reference numbers until all the details can be worked out. Nev-
ertheless, the extremely knowledgeable archivists again helped me exploit 
the materials available. There is a considerable amount of information 
from the East German mass organizations located at the Bundesarchiv. The 
mass organizations were administrative departments such as the Freie 
Deutsche Jugend (Free German Youth), Ministerium für Kultur (Ministry 
of Culture), and the Kulturbund (Cultural League) that were designed with 



Utopia or Tyranny? 
 

11 

the full purpose and intent of controlling the entire population through 
various methods of propaganda. 
 It was not easy to discern which of these mass organizations such 
as the Freie Deutsche Jugend, Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, 
Kulturbund, or the Ministerium für Kultur held the greatest amount of sig-
nificant information pertaining to this study. There were also numerous de-
partments and sub-departments within each mass organization which de-
manded my attention. Some of the files were listed as Gesperrt which 
meant that I could read them but not copy from them. Occasionally valu-
able documents concerning Biermann, Wolf, or Müller had been removed 
from a file. In their place lay an intriguing piece of paper stating that the 
documents had been expunged because it was damaging to the authors in 
some way. There were also hand-written notes and comments jotted across 
various documents and sentences were underlined. It was difficult to deci-
pher who exactly had made the notations but the political agenda was clear 
by how carefully government officials tracked writers and other citizens 
who did not conform. 
 At the time of this study, I was not able to access materials at the 
Gauck Behörde in Berlin.16 I had been on a waiting list to view the 
documents in this archive for the past few years. There was a considerable 
amount of personal information about the three authors in this archive but 
special permission was needed to view the documents of persons still liv-
ing.17  
 It was difficult to access personal information about the authors 
unless they had specifically written about it. For instance, little was to be 
found about Biermann�s family and their reactions to his expatriation. 
Wolf discusses her reactions and her husband�s to a small degree in 

                                                 
 16 On October 3, 1990 Joachim Gauck established the archive holding 
the records for all those who had been under Stasi surveillance in the German 
Democratic Republic. In a December 1989 talkshow, Gauck stated that the East 
German population had more to fear from the Ministerium für Staatssicherheit 
(MfS- Stasi) and the Amt für Nationale Sicherheit (AfNS- Department for 
National Security) than the radical right extremists. See Der SED Staat by Klaus 
Schroeder, 370, and Geschichte der Opposition in der DDR 1949-1989 by Ehrhart 
Neubert. 884-885. 
 17 Wolf Biermann claimed that there are over forty files of documents 
recording his activities while he lived in the GDR. Detailed documents pertaining 
to Biermann were kept until 1976. They dealt with the political turmoil which 
ensued after his expatriation. After 1976 Biermann lived in the West and was not 
permitted to even visit East Germany until thirteen years later. 
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reference to certain dilemmas only because he was a writer and literary 
critic and moved in the same circles of the intelligentsia as she did. 
Personal finance was also a difficult area to investigate. I searched 
endlessly in the Druckgenemigung (Permission to Print). Many times the 
fee that an author received could be found there but rarely in the cases of 
Müller or Wolf. Nor did one find the severe criticism of works that was so 
often the case with other authors. I am inclined to believe that much of this 
information lay in the personal files of Müller and Wolf. Müller made 
vague references to these things in his autobiography Krieg ohne Schlacht 
(War without Battle) and at this writing, Wolf has yet to reveal this 
information. She has not offered her readers an autobiography with such 
personal details and is not even inclined in the past few years to give 
interviews. When she does allow some sort of dialogue with the press, the 
conversation is quite superficial and understandably, exhibits a defense 
nature. Wolf and Müller, as authors of international fame received certain 
perks and benefits from the SED but as yet there is no trail as to how they 
were paid. As an archivist explained to me, in a capitalist society such 
things are often made public but in the GDR how much an author made 
and what sort of benefits they received was not public knowledge.18 It was 
a private matter. 
 The material on Müller was not as accessible as that of Biermann 
or Wolf. After Müller�s death in 1995 there were problems with acquiring 
any information in regard to him because of legal questions as to whom 
this material actually belonged. The details in dispute have apparently 
been worked out with his widow and her lawyers but at the time of my 
research, I had to rely largely on the Akademie der Künste for information 
concerning this author. However, today the Heiner Müller Archive is 
housed in the Akademie der Künste. Yet many of the items are still being 
catalogued such as the works, letters, and documents that will testify to a 
life lived under two dictatorships; the Nazi years as a teenager, and forty 
years under the GDR.  
 The Akademie der Künste had a fine collection of all East German 
literary journals, documents of the writers� conferences, East and West 
German newspapers, and photographs which enhanced my study 
significantly. The librarians at the Akademie were quite accommodating 
                                                 
 18 In the chapters on Christa Wolf and Heiner Müller, I discuss that one 
of the effects of the Biermann Affair was generous travel benefits for authors who 
had an understanding, or at least feigned to have an understanding with the GDR 
regime, while normal citizens did not have such luxury.  
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and ready to assist my research in any way possible. I was extremely 
fortunate to work with such knowledgeable and helpful people.  
 
Brief Outline of the Text: 
 Chapter One focuses on the scope and purpose of this study. 
Chapter Two outlines the early history of the GDR and introduces the 
political ideology of socialism and how the SED established its authority 
and solidified its power in the republic by 1948-1949. This chapter details 
an early opposition to the GDR government in 1953 and also considers the 
agitation behind the Hungarian uprising in 1956 and the Prague Spring in 
1968. Chapter Three examines the guidelines set by the regime and traces 
the change in cultural policy that the government pursued with the writers 
over the years. Chapter Four details some of the key mass organizations in 
the GDR and explains briefly how several of the most important ones 
operated and what kind of control they had over the authors who wished to 
publish. It also identifies various publishing houses and comments on their 
close association with the state. Chapter Five discusses the playwright 
Bertolt Brecht and his brief interlude in the United States during the Red 
Scare before relocating to the Soviet-occupied sector of Germany at the 
end of World War II. The chapter introduces the writers Biermann, Wolf, 
and Müller. Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight, after highlighting certain bio-
graphical information about the lives of the authors, clarify their reasons 
for choosing to live in the GDR or relocate there after World War II. There 
is a discussion of the political ideologies of the authors and their initial 
dedication to the newly established government. The chapters also explore 
more thoroughly the altercations the authors had with the cultural 
functionaries over time. It is imperative to consider the difficulties the 
authors encountered with the regime about the publication of their works, 
because they believed that their voices would be recognized and heard by 
this regime. These authors were totally unprepared then to deal with the 
censoring and in some cases, even the suppression of their works. 
 The final chapter discusses the implications of the study of the 
three authors and their overall effectiveness as writers in the GDR society, 
despite the requirement to conform (or not to conform) to the political and 
cultural dictates of the SED. The study also explores the contradictions 
which existed in East German society and how the authors sought to shed 
light on these issues in their works. Other texts have dealt with the fact that 
authors did indeed encounter problems with the GDR authorities but this 
work seeks to explain what those political differences were and precisely 




