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1
            THE CIRCLE (AND OTHER POETS)

         

         
            Jürgen Polinske, Stasi Main Division VI: Passport Control, surveillance of tourists

            A border guard

            Björn Vogel, Stasi Records Department Division XII: Central Information Service and Archive

            A second lieutenant

            Rolf-Dieter Melis, Stasi Paramilitary Section: Guards Regiment

            A major

            Alexander Ruika, Stasi Paramilitary Section: Guards Regiment

            A conscripted soldier

            Gerd Knauer, Stasi Propaganda Unit: Working Group Public Liaisons

            A junior officer

            Uwe Berger, Working Circle of Writing Chekists

            A professional poet and leader of the Stasi poetry circle

            Annegret Gollin, target of Operation ‘Transit’

            An unpublished poet and ‘negative-decadent’ citizen

            Gert Neumann, target of Operation ‘Anthologie’

            A published novelist and member of the ‘literary underground’

            Although the characters in this book are real, some names have been changed.

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            Lesson 1

            PRELUDE

            An introductory performance, action, or event preceding and preparing for the principal or a more important matter.

         

         As a new chill descended on Europe, Jürgen Polinske was waiting at the gates of the compound, thinking about ice cream. There was a place in Prenzlauer Berg he liked that sold chocolate, vanilla and changing fruit flavours at fifty Pfennig a cone. He’d been to ice cream parlours in Leipzig and Halle where they sold as many as twenty different flavours. Not Italian gelato like they had in the West, but good ice cream still. Creamy. His favourite was the simple, plastic-wrapped ‘Moscow-style’ ice cream you could buy at every corner store: exquisitely soft vanilla, between two sheets of waffle. Polinske belonged to an elite of connoisseurs who loved eating ice cream even when it was cold outside.

         He rang the bell for a second time and checked his watch. He could see that his predicament was not without irony. As a member of the German Democratic Republic’s Passport Control Unit, it was usually him who enjoyed taking his time to scrutinise the wads of permits and identification papers as the queues built up outside his checkpoint. Today the tables had been turned on him. Here at Adlershof, only the uniformed members of East Germany’s paramilitary unit, the Wachregiment with their Bordeaux-red collar patches, were allowed to walk straight through the checkpoint. Plain-clothes members of the Stasi’s other units had to bide their time after handing over their passports. The guard at the front desk made a call to the control room, who sent down a courier to pick 4up the ID to take it back upstairs, where someone else checked it against the daily list of accredited names.

         But Polinske, a stocky man with restless eyes, was the last person who would lose his cool over such games. What had nine years in the army taught him if not how to stand and wait without losing your temper? For the officers’ exam he was hoping to take in a few years’ time, they apparently made you sit, back straight, for two hours, no fidgeting allowed. Well, they could bring it on. Before he was moved to the border checkpoint at Friedrichstrasse, Polinske used to stand guard at munitions points: stupid, mind-numbing work, because you knew nothing would happen. Private citizens weren’t allowed to own guns anyway, so why would they come thieving bullets? Yet if you were caught reading, listening to the radio, writing or drawing or even just taking a leak, you’d be in trouble. All you were allowed to do was scan the vista in front of you: foreground, middle distance and background, from right to left and from front to back. And then start all over again. So the trick was to learn to entertain yourself using only your imagination. In his cadre file, Polinske’s superiors sometimes bemoaned his ‘casual manners’, his ‘careless approach to working hours’. ‘What he needs is self-control, to avoid drifting from a task set to him and getting distracted by trivialities,’ one report said. ‘A little bit more concentration will surely help him overcome this weakness.’ Turned out, they had it the wrong way around. Less concentration is what he needed. Polinske had ended up a good border guard because he was a good dreamer. And here he was, standing outside the most heavily guarded military unit in East Berlin, dreaming of ice cream.

         The gate buzzed. A crackle on the intercom. ‘Seminar room three, on the first floor.’ 5

         
            *

         

         The Adlershof compound was a mythical place in East Germany’s imagination: the home of the GDR’s elite fighting force, the Guards Regiment, the men who had supervised the building of the Berlin Wall. On maps of Berlin you could buy in the shops, the site was only a blank spot, without a description. If there had been text, it would have read: Wachregiment Feliks Dzerzhinsky, after the man who founded the Soviet Union’s secret police and masterminded the mass executions of the Red Terror. According to the treaties drawn up by the four Allied powers, West Berlin was a ‘demilitarised free city’, without an army garrison and without conscription for men registered here: the city in which the capitalist and the communist worlds directly rubbed up against one another could not afford to have open explosives lying around in case the friction sent a rogue spark flying. As a result, West Berlin had over the course of thirty years amassed an army only of pacifists, drop-outs and dreamers as West Germans keen to avoid military service moved to the pre-war capital. Within the fortifications of the Adlershof military compound on the Eastern side of the Wall, however, those stipulations did not apply. In order to minimise its inhabitants’ contact with the outside world, their compound contained all the amenities of a small village: there was a bank, a boot-maker, a bookshop, a radio station, a cinema, even a swimming pool with a diving facility. And even if these days their day-to-day duties were relatively mundane – protecting government apparatchiks at official functions, guarding state buildings, motorcading state visitors from Schönefeld airport into central Berlin, or even just making up the numbers in the stands at home matches of Dynamo Berlin, the Stasi’s own 6football team – they knew what they had to do in an emergency. The 11,000-strong special fighting force trained beyond the gates of Adlershof did not only have ‘in-depth and applicable political ideological knowledge of Marxist–Leninist theory’, according to an internal training manual. Each man could run and swim long distances, fight with or without a weapon to ‘defend himself against enemy assaults, stun, kill, tie up, search and cart off the enemy’. They could move undetected through enemy territory, using disguises and a network of safe houses. They could operate cameras to record enemy movements and send messages to their superiors via codified or encrypted communication. They could break a wrist with a flick of their elbow, blind an attacker with a torch and split a skull with a spade. Even within the East German military, gun control was tight; only a handful of officers had keys to the compound’s arsenal. But if the Cold War turned hot, the well-drilled staff at the Wachregiment would know how to arm themselves in their sleep. Resting on wooden pallets in the long cellar rooms underneath the barrack buildings were crates full of hand grenades, bullets for the KK-MPi-69 – East Germany’s own small-calibre Kalashnikov machine guns – and rocket-propelled grenades for anti-tank weapons. On sturdy shelves squatted twelve heavy Goryunov machine guns that could be mounted on armoured vehicles, as well as lighter Degtyarov guns, nicknamed ‘record players’ after their disc-shaped pan magazines. Specially made transport containers held semi-automatic carbines and officers’ sabres; Makarov and Stechkin pistols were stored in a row of metal cabinets. The Wachregiment was poised for action.

         But would that be enough? On this October day in 1982, even some members of the Ministry for State Security were not so sure. Once Polinske had been waved through at the gatekeeper’s 7house, he took a sharp left and headed straight for a large rectangular building, standing at a right angle to the other barracks. On the corner, he passed a decommissioned Soviet tank repurposed as a war memorial, standing 2.45 metres high on a cordoned-off concrete plinth, bearing the number ‘09’ and a large red star. The T-34 had once been the Soviet Union’s Wunderwaffe, the secret weapon that turned the war against Hitler’s army on the Eastern Front. Mass-produced in a remote site in Siberia, the agile and reliable armoured vehicle had outgunned German Panther panzers on the plains outside Stalingrad and chased the Nazis all the way back to Berlin. On 17 June 1953, Soviet T-34s had come thundering down the streets of East Berlin to help the Wachregiment quash a workers’ uprising and protect their fledging socialist state. Three years later the T-34 rolled over the Hungarian revolution. In 1968 it crushed the Prague Spring. But in October 1982 the old Russian killing machine in Adlershof looked worryingly like a museum piece. Eleven months earlier President Ronald Reagan had reignited the arms race by passing a 197-billion-dollar defence appropriations bill, paving the way for a new range of high-tech weapons. They included the Rockwell B-1 Lancer supersonic bomber plane and the land-based LGM-118 MX (Missile, Experimental), dubbed the ‘Peacekeeper’ – an ‘outrageous’ name, wrote GDR newspaper Neues Deutschland, for a missile fitted with a 300-kiloton thermonuclear warhead. Reagan didn’t want to hide his MX missiles underground like his predecessor Jimmy Carter, he wanted them positioned in missile silos in Arkansas, Kansas and Missouri, where they were ready to pounce. In February 1982 Reagan also ended a thirteen-year moratorium on chemical weapons: 155-millimetre artillery shells and ‘Bigeye’ aerial bombs would from now on be equipped with 8lethal binary gases. It was a frightening arsenal, and one that the Soviet Union, not to mention East Germany, looked incapable of matching.

         Polinske pushed open the double glass doors on the ground floor and entered the foyer. In the summer, there had been a disciplinary procedure against the officer in charge of managing the reception area. Bouquets of flowers had been ordered months in advance, irrespective of whether they were required to greet visiting dignitaries: a planned economy in miniature, but without the actual planning. Employees of the barracks’ management had made a habit of taking the surplus flowers home as gifts – a novelty present for wives and mothers used to the carnations ubiquitous in East German flower shops. A nice image: socialism not just with a human face, but carrying a bunch of roses. But this was a paramilitary compound. Were they meant to duel the enemy with flowers? In Berlin’s bars, a joke made the rounds in those days. ‘Wachregiment Feliks Dzerzhinsky’ was a misnomer, it went: it should now be called ‘Lachregiment Kirsch-Whiskey’, ‘Joke Regiment Cherry Whiskey’.

         The smell of fresh floor polish wafted through the wood-panelled foyer as Polinske traipsed up the stairs. As a standard security measure, the door of the seminar room had been secured like a medieval scroll the previous evening. Before visitors were allowed to enter at 4 p.m., an officer had to remove the seal, a lump of putty embossed with the regiment’s signet, pressed into a piece of string hung between the door and the door frame. The young border officer surveyed the room as he took a seat. A portrait of the GDR’s bespectacled head of state, Erich Honecker, hung on one side of the room, flanked by mock-crystal chandeliers. Vladimir Ilyich Lenin cast a sceptical gaze from the wall opposite. Fifteen men had gathered 9around a conference table, two thirds of them in their Dzerzhinsky uniforms, the other five in civilian clothing. Most of the group were under thirty, some of them teenagers straight out of school. On previous occasions, female members of the Ministry for State Security had attended the gathering, including a kitchen worker, but all the regulars in the group were male. Today they were all in attendance. Major Rolf-Dieter Melis, a thirty-eight-year-old veteran soldier and the most senior member of the circle. Björn Vogel, a thirty-three-year-old second lieutenant in the Stasi’s central information service, with a strong stutter. Gerd Knauer, a slightly aloof junior officer in the propaganda unit, who was just about to turn thirty. And Alexander Ruika, a nineteen-year-old soldier doing his national service at the Erkner outpost.

         A small reed of a man in his fifties, with a pointed nose and black spectacles, sat at the top of the table. As he opened his file, the room fell silent.

         Liebe Mitstreiter, he said. Dear comrades in arms. Today we are going to learn about the sonnet.

         
            *

         

         Polinske’s name had jumped out at me from page 54 of a little red booklet, a collection of poems published on the occasion of the GDR’s thirty-fifth birthday in 1984. The title of the slim paperback, falling down the front page in curling calligraphic letters, was Wir über uns, ‘We about us’. The subtitle read: ‘Anthology of the Working Circle of Writing Chekists’. The Cheka – this much I knew – was the abbreviated nickname of the Soviet Union’s secret police, the ‘All-Russian Extraordinary Commission’, on which East Germany had modelled its own state security organ: 10the Ministerium für Staatssicherheit, better known as the Stasi. I had first read about this anthology in a 2006 article in the news magazine Der Spiegel, where it was fleetingly mentioned in a review of the film The Lives of Others. Germany’s legendary secret police had over several decades run a secret programme in which it tried to train its spies in the refined art of verse. ‘The Stasi, a Red poets’ society?’, the article said. ‘Does it get any more insane than that?’ What an absurd meeting of mindsets, I had thought at the time: one of the most brutal spy agencies in history on the one hand, the refined craft of lyrical verse on the other. A secret police synonymous with the suppression of free thought, and an art form through which men and women had for millennia expressed their innermost feelings and desires. What had attracted one to the other? I found a reprint of the original booklet online and ordered it on a whim. But it ended up unread on my bookshelf: it was a collector’s item, a curio, rather than a book to be read and reread.

         In the spring of 2015, however, I found myself flicking through its pages again. The year had got off to a bad start, my personal life was in turmoil and I was having doubts about the direction of my career. To stop myself from spiralling into self-pity, I signed up as a volunteer at a day centre for the elderly in Kings Cross, near my office in London. An email from the coordinator Abul arrived. He was pleased I was eager to help – but did I have any actual skills I could offer to the group? My card game was poor, my darts hand shaky, my guitar-playing rusty. Perhaps this was the time to establish whether a three-year literature degree could be put to practical use after all? In the coming weeks, I met up with a group of six pensioners every Thursday lunchtime for an hour, and read verse, sometimes our own efforts but mostly other people’s: 11Christina Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ (sometimes), William Blake’s ‘The Tyger’ (often), and (over and over and over again) Pam Ayres’ ‘Oh, I Wish I’d Looked After Me Teeth’.

         It was in those weeks that I started to think about the Working Circle of Writing Chekists again. I was even more intrigued by its very existence now. Iambic pentameters don’t write themselves, and motivating people to turn up and participate in a regular poetry circle takes time and effort, as I was learning in a small back room on the ground floor of the Great Croft day centre. Abul had warned me to steer clear of poems about loss and death, and I had struck W. H. Auden’s ‘Funeral Blues’ off my list early on. But Eileen could not get enough of Hilaire Belloc’s ‘Matilda Who Told Lies, and Was Burned to Death’, and Dawn stamped her feet with joy when we read Dylan Thomas’s line about ‘rage, rage against the dying of the light’. The dynamics of the group were sometimes difficult to keep in check. John wrote his own poems and wanted to talk about metre, Joyce liked the Old Testament and poems about the devil, and Michael with the giant hands fell asleep at the start of every meeting and woke with a smile on his face at the end. I thought I had started my pensioners’ circle because I wanted to do some good, to help other people, but I was starting to wonder if I had tricked myself: perhaps it was me who was seeking help, to bring some structure and meaning to my life. It is not only the meaning of a poem that can be oblique, but also its function. I wondered what had inspired the leadership of the Stasi to start its poetry circle. What value did a secret police so ruthless and efficient in its subjugation of the people of East Germany see in training its employees in this vaguest of disciplines, the ‘art of substantiating shadows, and of lending existence to nothing’, as Edmund Burke once 12wrote? Did spies need pastoral care? And if that was the stated aim, was it also the actual motive behind it?

         The open tone of ice-cream-loving Jürgen Polinske’s poems in the red booklet suggested he might be a good starting point for finding out more. His poem ‘Come’ is an outstretched hand in six stanzas, a poetic appeal for honest conversations among good comrades:

         
            
               Come

               Let us talk

               set your world to right

               Come

               Let’s have a chat

               About my latest plight

               Come

               If you are down in the dumps.

            

         

         I found the email address of a Jürgen Polinske who worked as an archivist at Berlin’s Humboldt University, and he replied within a few hours. He was happy to meet up, he wrote, but ‘how much time we will need will depend on your questions’. After the fall of the Wall, he explained, most of his former colleagues had had bad experiences with the press. We met on 28 August 2015, at a restaurant under the railway arches in Berlin’s Mitte district, just down the road from Friedrichstrasse station where he used to wave people across the Iron Curtain. I nervously turned up fifteen minutes early and ordered the currywurst with potato salad. Polinske ambled into the restaurant on the dot, portlier than in the picture I had seen in his Stasi file, his dark brown hair now white and slightly curly. He ordered a cup of Earl Grey tea without milk. 13

         Jürgen Polinske had slid into the Stasi sideways. He had started writing poems at school, but hadn’t known how to turn his hobby into a profession. After eighteen months of compulsory military service, he had started studying crystallography at the Humboldt University, one of only two such undergraduate degrees in Europe at the time. But he had struggled with the physics components of his course, and was getting bad grades in maths too. After two years, someone from the Stasi turned up on his doorstep and asked whether he had considered going back into service. He enjoyed writing poems, didn’t he? Then he could write reports too. And so he had ended up with the Passport Control Unit, which was formally integrated into the Ministry for State Security and therefore one up from the ordinary border patrols. First at Drewitz, near Potsdam, then at Friedrichstrasse station in the heart of the capital, known as the ‘palace of tears’ because of all the weepy goodbyes it has seen over the years. On one occasion a big lorry had come pelting past his checkpoint at full speed and he had yanked his Makarov out of its holster and pointed the gun up at the sky. The suspect driver had hit the brakes and Polinske and his colleagues had practically taken apart the entire vehicle. In the end it turned out the van was only delivering fresh bread rolls to the American garrison. But Polinske had done his job. The incident resulted in an unusually positive entry in his otherwise mediocre personnel file: for once, he had proven himself to be ‘self-reliant, determined and reliable’.

         What had the Stasi tried to achieve with its poetry programme, I asked Polinske. Was the idea to help East Germany’s working-class warriors better understand the decadent bourgeois mind? He shook his head, while conceding that his knowledge of the inner workings of the secret police was limited. His memories of what 14happened in the circle were sometimes sketchy, and clouded by disappointment. His poems were technically accomplished, but they could verge on the whimsical. ‘Change’, one of the poems he read out to the group, contrasts childhood memories of joyfully splashing through the rain with the reality of military exercise, when ‘every puddle is an annoyance’. That one didn’t make the cut for the anthology. Polinske also wrote a dramatic monologue in Berlin dialect that rhymed jedürft with jeschlürft, and uff with druff. They hadn’t liked that either, and said so. Many of the young soldiers who turned up to the Working Circle of Writing Chekists had left with tears in their eyes after being informed, in no uncertain terms, of the poor quality of their work. Polinske too had stopped going after a few months: he had recently become a father, and had to prioritise his new family and job. He reckoned the only reason that his poem ‘Come’ had made it into the red booklet was because the final line withdraws the invitation made in the rest of the poem:

         
            
               Come … but not just to complain

               because then

               you had better not come at all.

            

         

         The reason he had joined the Stasi poetry circle, Polinske said, was simple: ‘I was still a bit green back then, not to say naive: I had artistic ambitions, and I thought I could learn something from the real poets who ran the workshop.’

         If I really wanted to understand why the Stasi had set up the circle and how they planned to use it, Polinske said, I should try to contact the circle’s former artistic leader, the thin man with the thick glasses. He had instilled the group with a dogma: poetry 15had to rouse emotion and boost the hunger for victory in class warfare. The group’s literary shepherd believed his flock should write poems that were like marching songs: distractions from the everyday hardship of military life that also focused the mind on the ideological goal on the horizon. He had drawn their attention to the ‘Red Orchestra’ group of anti-Nazi resistance fighters run by Harro Schulze-Boysen and Arvid Harnack, who had habitually started their meetings by reading each other poetry before segueing into Marxist philosophy. He had told them the story of the sculptor and resistance fighter Kurt Schumacher, who had continued to write poems in his prison cell until the day of his execution, holding his pen with tied hands. And the thin man with the thick glasses became very excited when he discovered young poets who shared this idea of poetry’s purpose. Polinske remembered this very clearly, he said. There had been a soldier who joined at the same time as him, eighteen like himself, called Alexander Ruika. He had read his poem about the Red Army’s cavalry. Polinske would never forget this poem, he said. He could still picture the scene: when the young Ruika had finished the last line, there had been a few minutes of complete silence. And then the thin man with the thick glasses had spoken up ceremonially, and said: ‘What a talent.’

         The name of the thin man with the thick glasses? He was called Uwe Berger.

         I paid our bill. Outside the cafe, before we waved our goodbyes, Polinske said something to me that I couldn’t quite make sense of at the time: ‘The question mark at the end of a poem is worth a hundred times more than a full stop. I know that now, after thinking about it for a long time. But I didn’t know that then.’
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            Lesson 2

            SONNET

            A fourteen-line poem with a variable rhyme scheme. Literally a ‘little song’, the sonnet traditionally reflects upon a single sentiment, such as love, with a clarification or ‘turn’ of thought in its concluding lines.

         

         Asking Uwe Berger about the real purpose of the Stasi poetry circle turned out to be difficult, because Uwe Berger had died in a Berlin hospital on 16 February 2014. A request for an interview with his widow went unanswered. But in the absence of the man himself, there was his body of work, whose very volume suggested an impressive literary figure. Judging by his bibliography, describing Uwe Berger as prolific would be an understatement. By 1982, aged fifty-four, he had twenty published books to his name, an average of one every sixteen months since his 1955 debut, The Acquiescence. They included collections of poetry, essays, novels and travel writing, all published by East Germany’s most important publisher, Aufbau, where Berger also worked as an editor. Throughout the 1970s, he was the most frequently published poet in Neues Deutschland, the official newspaper of the ruling Socialist Unity Party, which sold around a million copies every day. He was twice awarded the Johannes R. Becher medal, handed down to those artists who ‘advanced socialist culture’, and won the GDR’s National Prize for Literature in 1972. Regarded as a poet of literary merit himself, Uwe Berger was also closely involved in the East German institutions that judged and rewarded the literary merit of others. From 1973 until 1989, he was a board member of the East 18German Writers’ Union, the best-funded institution of its kind in the world at the time, with a network of fifteen offices across the country and an annual budget of three million Ostmark for literary stipends. From 1982, he was vice-president of the East German Cultural Association, which its founder Johannes R. Becher had intended to become the ‘intellectual and cultural parliament of our country’.

         What made Berger’s literary status remarkable is that he had managed to rise to a position of such power and influence without ever joining the Socialist Unity Party, the SED. A fusion of the Social Democratic and Communist parties enforced by the Soviet administration, the SED did not see itself as a political party in the conventional sense, but as an ‘avant-garde of the proletariat’: it existed beyond all checks and balances, commanding authority over the judiciary, executive and legislative, as well as the other pillars of public life, such as the media and trade unions. The Central Committee of what East Germans only referred to in the singular, ‘The Party’, was the most powerful body in the land, prescribing policies that the country’s ministers had to follow, and the Central Committee’s General Secretary was automatically the head of state. Being a Party member was more of a must than a boon for any citizen with ambitions to get on in life, be it by taking a senior position in their field of industry or pursuing a career in the sciences or humanities. Accordingly, the Party’s membership had swelled to around two million by 1982, meaning roughly every sixth person over the age of eighteen was carrying the red Party book. And yet Uwe Berger was somehow not among them.

         In his writing, Berger never made his reasons for declining to join the Party explicit, but there are hints that are insufficiently subtle to be missed. Born in 1928, the youngest of two boys in 19a bourgeois family of Huguenot stock, he was one of around 200,000 teenagers who were drafted into the Luftwaffe in the dying days of the Third Reich as auxiliary staff, or Flakhelfer. In January 1944, as RAF bombers descended on the German capital in the latest of Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris’s ultimately unsuccessful ‘Battle of Berlin’ campaigns, the aspiring poet was among a line of shivering fifteen-year-olds marching to an anti-aircraft position in Grossziethen, on the south-eastern outskirts of the city. A British air mine the size of a wardrobe dropped from the sky over their barracks and would have wiped out the entire platoon, had it not embedded itself in the surrounding sand wall. But in spite of the death and destruction around him, Berger could not get himself to hate the planes in the skies above, or so he later wrote in his memoir, Path into Autumn: having listened to the BBC at home, he knew of the suffering the Luftwaffe had caused in Coventry. The real enemy was not in the skies above but in his own ranks. On his first night in the barracks, the freezing new arrivals were doused in cold water by the older members of the Wehrmacht, and in the following weeks he continued to witness ritual humiliation and arbitrary flashes of violence. In early 1945, as his service on the anti-aircraft guns was coming to an end, he volunteered for the military navy – to avoid being drafted into the Waffen SS, as he later explained.

         In West Germany, the Flakhelfer generation of teenagers who were sucked into the Nazi war machine as it was going through its death throes went on to make a lasting impact on the country’s political and cultural life. Many of them, such as the long-time Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher, the novelist Günter Grass, the philologist Walter Jens and the cabaret satirist Dieter Hildebrandt, went on to become passionate advocates for a more 20democratic West Germany, not just in private but in public. It was as if their complicity in the National Socialist war effort spurred them on belatedly to carry out the resistance work they failed to do in their teens. Having experienced despotism at first hand, many Flakhelfer made it their life’s work to restrain political power, by tying it to a strong constitution and dispersing its central actors across federal institutions.

         Did the trauma of 1944 leave a similar stain on Uwe Berger’s conscience? Did it make him unable to join the rank and file of party politics? Many of his contemporaries were certainly left with that impression. A Berliner Zeitung profile of Berger from August 1965 portrayed him as a ‘lone wolf’, who ‘did not find or seek a connection’ – the ‘connection’ presumably being one to the Socialist Unity Party. The journalist and painter Marina Dost, who befriended Berger during a beach holiday in Usedom in 1983, recalled him telling her that his tumultuous ‘inner life’ had made it impossible for him to join the Party’s youth wing, the Free Democratic Youth, straight after the war, and that he still dreamt of a ‘third way’ between socialism and capitalism. As origin stories go, it was one that made Berger’s political awkwardness not just understandable but almost forgivable, even in a one-party state. A 1961 article in Berlin’s National Zeitung, a conservative newspaper compliant with socialist censorship, reminded readers that Berger was part of the ‘youngest generation that had consciously experienced the Second World War’. It claimed that ‘the thorn within you’ – the title of one of Berger’s collections of poems – was ‘a reminder, a warning, the ever-present question of wherefrom and where-to’. His childhood trauma meant that Berger was ‘intrinsically linked to the growing and becoming of our German Democratic Republic’. 21

         Berger carried out his mission as the living link to Germany’s darkest hour with not just dignity, but also a humility that was unmissable to anyone who crossed his path. His sartorial style, judging from photographs in newspapers, was the opposite of flamboyant: those heavy black glasses, crouching on a long and narrow nose; a lean neck protruding from monochrome turtleneck jumpers. His chronically poor state of health, too, is visible in those photographs: having been ravaged by jaundice and hepatitis as a child, he continued to suffer from abdominal tuberculosis, atrophy of the liver and severe chest pains. But Berger was not one to seek out vices to distract from his many ailments. With his second wife Anneli, a doctor he had met when she cared for his first wife, Inge, as she was dying from cancer, Berger lived in a sparsely furnished apartment in Köpenick, near the river Spree. He did not drive a car, didn’t even have a driving licence. Berger wrote his poems on a typewriter, even when computers became more readily available. His most extravagant hobby outside writing was a collection of rocks and minerals he had picked up on travels around the Soviet empire: a piece of porphyry from a dry river bed on the Tian Shan, a splinter of crystalline schist from the banks of Lake Baikal, a fossilised seashell from the collapsing cliff line on Hiddensee, a man-made racloir from a meadow’s edge on Rügen, a core stone made of sandstone that a gas worker near Salzwedel had given him as a present, a smoothened hunk of jade he had purchased in Irkutsk. Among Berlin’s well-oiled literary circles, Uwe Berger’s monkish asceticism was the stuff of legend. His editor at Aufbau, who used to visit him in his apartment every Christmas, realised one year that the glass of schnapps they drank together always came from the same bottle on his kitchen shelf: in the twelve months between their meetings, Berger would not take as much as a sip. 22

         Sobriety was not just the principle by which Uwe Berger lived his life, but also the central quality he sought to achieve in his art, and a standard by which he judged the art of others. ‘The question we should ask ourselves’, he told his fellow board members of the East German Writers’ Union in 1973, ‘is does the poem serve the truth or not’. He warned his fellow writers of the dangers of interpretation: a good poem was a poem in which the writer’s intention was clear for everyone to see. A good poet spoke the truth and nothing but the truth.

         
            *

         

         To fully understand Uwe Berger’s sense of poetic mission, one needs to delve deeper into East Germany’s cultural origins. The history of the GDR is a book usually read back to front. The final chapter of socialist East Germany and its most dramatic moments are well known: a state being drained of its citizens as thousands head over to the West, first via Hungary and eventually straight across the border in Berlin. Politicians who once sent fear into the hearts of their opponents fumble their lines as a regime’s once famously efficient bureaucratic apparatus descends into chaos. The images that prevail are of the story’s spectacular last scenes. Empty shelves in East Berlin supermarkets. Grey boulevards lined with concrete tower blocks, inhabited by a forlorn, ashen-faced people – suddenly electrified with life as they take their first steps into the West on the night of 9 November 1989. Dances of joy on top of the Wall. Holes chiselled into the concrete.

         But when stories have such vivid endings, the opening chapters can pale into obscurity, to the extent that it is sometimes hard to tell where the tale truly starts: the more incontestable the ending, 23the more room for negotiating alternative beginnings. In the case of East Germany, one of these possible opening chapters makes for a marked contrast to the closing scenes. It tells of a country not yet drained of colour and aspiration, but brimming with utopian hope, feverish creative ambition and at times absurdly idealistic expectations. At its most creative, its most idealistic and most utopian, it was the story of a state committed to the idea that art brings out the best in people, and of the only country in the world that believed it could build a new political order from a poetic form.

         That version of the story starts with a plane breaking through the smoke-filled sky above Berlin to land at Tempelhof airport, on an airstrip surrounded by smouldering black ruins. It’s 8 June 1945, just over a month after Hitler’s forces in the city have surrendered to the Soviet army. One of the passengers on the plane is Johannes R. Becher, a fifty-four-year-old Bavarian poet and recovering morphine addict who has spent the last twelve years in Russian exile due to his membership of the KPD, the German Communist Party. The barbarism of National Socialism, Becher believed, had been expressed most profoundly in its disdainful treatment of culture: the mocking of artists, the hounding of writers, the burning of books, an attitude best summed up by a line in a play by the Nazi poet laureate Hanns Johst, commonly misattributed to Hermann Göring: ‘Whenever I hear the word culture, I unlock the safety catch on my Browning.’ As Becher was being driven from the airport through the ravines of rubble, he decided that any effort to rebuild the country of his birth needed to put culture back at centre stage. Germany might have been bombed into submission, its defeat the greatest and most shameful in its history, but beneath the rubble Becher spied the seeds of a new and better country. The Germany 24of Goethe and Schiller, of the Dichter und Denker, of thinkers and poets, was still alive. In his youth, Becher had been an enthusiastic follower of expressionism, the German avant-garde movement that celebrated inner turmoil and dark emotions. By the time he landed in Berlin, he had renounced his youthful scribblings. But an infatuation with acts of artistic expression as earth-shattering moments of pathos continued to shape his growing interest in politics. ‘It lives, lives amongst all of us,’ he wrote of Germany’s grand intellectual tradition. ‘A different, secret Reich.’

         In Britain, wartime Prime Minister Winston Churchill, recently relegated to the opposition benches, was following developments in Berlin’s Soviet sector with increasing concern. Not just the defeated German capital, but also other great Eastern European cities like Warsaw, Prague and Budapest, he noted in his famous ‘Sinews of Peace’ speech in 1947, now ‘lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and, in some cases, increasing measure of control from Moscow.’ But Becher was either confident or arrogant enough to believe that East Germany would not just become a vassal state of the Soviet Union, but a master of its own destiny. This, after all, was a country whose boundaries contained the cities of Weimar, Europe’s cultural centre in the age of eighteenth-century classicism, Wittenberg, where Martin Luther had nailed his ninety-five theses to the door of the castle church and kickstarted the age of Reformation, and Leipzig, home of the world’s first daily newspaper. And German was the native language of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx – the very thinkers whose philosophy underpinned the world-view of revolutionary Russia. Reading Marx had convinced Becher that the true Germany, the Germany of Kultur, could only flourish 25under socialism. According to the main author of The Communist Manifesto, one of the real sources of all evil was not the bourgeoisie or their capital, but the division of labour that had come about as a result of their political system. Under capitalism, ‘each man has a particular, exclusive sphere of activity which is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape’: you were forced to be a hunter, a fisherman, a herdsman, a critic or an artist. Under communism, Marx predicted these divisions would eventually fall away, and ‘each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes’. Society would regulate the general production, thus freeing the individual to do one thing today and another tomorrow, ‘to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming a hunter, fisherman, herdsman or critic’.

         Johannes Becher had put his finger on one of the great promises of the new social order: that there would not be workers in one corner of society and intellectuals in the other, but only workers who wrote and writers who worked. He even had a name for this new model society: the Literaturgesellschaft, or ‘literature society’. In a literature society, Becher argued, creative writing would not merely reflect social conditions, but shape them. Literature would not just serve politics or distract from it: it would be a central pillar of the new socialist state. This was because literature, and specifically poetry, was more than just words on a page. Poetry, he insisted, was ‘the very definition of everything good and beautiful, of a more meaningful, humane form of living’: it was ‘a creative order, an elevated form of existence’, the ‘eternal self-transcendence of man’. Fighting for this ideal was why Becher had gone into politics. Plato had banished poets from his ideal republic, but the GDR would do the opposite. In East Germany literature 26had to have a Grossmachtstellung, Becher insisted, the ‘standing of a great sovereign power’. In his essay, ‘A Defence of Poetry’, the English Romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley had called poets ‘the unacknowledged legislators of the world’. If Becher had his way, the GDR was going to be the first state in the history of mankind to give them their due credit.

         One particular form of poetry was meant to shepherd the citizens of the new East German state into utopia: the sonnet. For Becher, the defining trait of the sonnet was not its particular length of fourteen lines, its set rhyme scheme, as the Italians practised it, or the use of the iambic pentameter, as Shakespeare had it. Instead, Becher believed that sonnets structurally mirrored the Marxist view of historical progress. Hegel, the nineteenth-century German philosopher, had argued that history moves towards a higher stage of freedom in a ‘dialectical’ fashion, which is to say it follows the same non-linear three-step pattern as an argument: from an idea, the thesis, to a contradiction of that idea, the antithesis, to a solution that resolves the tension between these two ideas, the synthesis. Karl Marx had picked up Hegel’s idea and turned it on its head: society would develop from a bourgeois order into a state of communism by following the same pattern, but its progress would be shaped not by ideas but by material realities. Dialectical materialism, or Diamat, became the official world-view of the Soviet Union and its satellite states, its study an obligatory part of every East German university degree. But the GDR’s poetic state builder – Johannes R. Becher, Culture Minister and member of the People’s Chamber – believed that the people of East Germany could be trained in Hegel’s ‘rhythm of insight’ in a less dogmatic fashion: through poetry. ‘The sonnet makes its content life’s law of motion,’ he wrote in his essay, ‘Philosophy of the Sonnet’, ‘which consists of 27statement, contrast and resolution in a concluding statement, or in thesis, antithesis and synthesis.’ The sonnet was the algorithm that would guide East Germany’s population of nineteen million gently into freedom, an idea that Uwe Berger enthusiastically endorsed in his poem ‘Succession’:

         
            
               Good it is to tell the people: this is right,

               and thus you must act! Better still, to let them

               recognise themselves what is right, so they desire

               to play their part in the transformation, be what will become,

               and through self-abdication learn the unlearnable,

               that which they have long known but continue to experience anew,

               vulnerable and needy, but more helpful and stronger

               than those who are only beginning to discover themselves in themselves

               but what is right? The truth that doesn’t stand still,

               the immovable, the law of progress.

            

         

         So far, so utopian. However, Becher had a plan for what politics needed to do in order to bring about the impossible. He was a key member of the reformed German Communist Party in the Soviet occupied zone, and spent the next few years in a flurry of activity to achieve his dream. Becher founded the Kulturbund, a cultural association dedicated to the ‘renewal of German culture’, sending representatives to the lower house of the new East German parliament. He helped set up two literary journals to amplify the German voices returning from Nazi exile, and founded the Aufbau publishing house, which would start by publishing the books Hitler’s cronies had burned in town squares. And he sat down with the composer Hanns Eisler – who had spent the war years exiled in the United States, like his former teacher, the great modernist, 28Arnold Schoenberg – to write the GDR’s national anthem, ‘Risen from Ruins’: a euphoric, chest-beating piece of music in comparison to the sombre anthem of West Germany.

         Becher also made sure to approach some authors who looked ‘politically unreliable’ because they hadn’t fallen foul of the Nazi censors. One of them was the bestselling novelist, Hans Fallada. Like Becher, Fallada was a recovering morphine addict, and the two men shared an unusual trauma from their teenage years: both were sole survivors of attempted double suicide pacts. Becher dropped in Fallada’s lap a batch of Gestapo files outlining the story of Otto and Elise Hampel, a poorly educated, previously apolitical couple who spent nearly three years evading the Gestapo in order to leave handwritten cards with anti-Nazi messages around Berlin. They were eventually caught, and were executed at Plötzensee prison in Berlin in 1943. But Becher made sure to conceal the file containing the less than heroic episode in which the Hampels petitioned for mercy and accused each other of being the main instigator behind the postcard campaign. Ravaged by his morphine addiction but still miraculously productive, Fallada used the Hampels’ story as the basis for a novel that would prove a bestseller for decades to come: Jeder stirbt für sich allein, or, to give it its later English title, Alone in Berlin. It was the kind of book that lived up to Becher’s billing: a rousing historical tale that didn’t just reflect the social conditions of its time, but had the power to shape them.

         The Soviet administration, though suspicious of Becher’s obsession with the grand German cultural tradition, put policies in place that helped him realise his plan. In the famine years immediately after the war, artists and actors were among the select few professional groups to whom the Russians supplied payoks, additional 29care packages containing meat, potatoes and sugar. After monetary reform in 1948, they would receive the same top-tier food vouchers as approved key workers such as roofers, miners and bricklayers. Writers returning from exile were given privileged access to building materials so they could renovate destroyed homes. Leading figures from the arts and sciences, such as the poet and dramatist Bertolt Brecht, were pampered with a reduced income tax rate, lifelong retirement pay and, in the early years, special shops catering only for the intelligentsia. Others were eventually promoted to posts in government: Alexander Abusch and Alexander Kurella, two other reformed expressionist poets, joined the Socialist Unity Party’s Central Committee. Becher himself was appointed Minister for Culture in 1954. Even though Becher only served as a minister for four years, dying of cancer in October 1958, the GDR had by then begun to internalise his big idea. A month earlier at the annual Party conference, the president of the ruling Socialist Unity Party, Walter Ulbricht, had announced the measures he believed East Germany needed to take in order to surpass West Germany – not just in economic terms, but also in general quality of life. ‘In our state and our economy, the GDR’s working class has already taken charge,’ Ulbricht said. ‘Now we must also scale and seize the heights of culture.’




OEBPS/images/a0iv_online.png
faber





OEBPS/images/a003_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/faber_colophon_black_rgb_online.png





OEBPS/images/9780571331215_cover_epub.jpg
‘ﬁa.ynificem‘,' *Remarkable! ‘Enyrossiny.' ‘Fascinm‘iny.'
PHILLIPE SANDS IRISH TIMES (OBSERVER MAIL ON SUNDBAY

P/M//P Olttrmann |
The Creative

\Nrmngt\assTha
e TriedtoWin

S’[ES\ the LoldWar
(el






