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             Editors’ Introduction

         

         Traditionally, the Cold War has been analysed by historians in terms of diplomacy, international relations and high politics. With the fall of the Wall, the (albeit incomplete) opening of the archives in the east and the USA (where propaganda materials were not previously available to researchers) has renewed both interpretations of the conflict and approaches to it. In particular, since the late 1990s, propaganda, ‘psychological warfare’ and the cultural aspects of the Cold War, which were hitherto neglected themes, have elicited new interest reflected in a number of important works.1

         These works essentially concentrate on US policy and propaganda as a result of the partial opening of the US archives relating to propaganda. They have been hailed as innovative in theme and as important in their emphasis on the Cold War as an ideological, psychological and cultural contest. Other recent and important contributions to this growing body of literature also concentrate mostly on the USA and Britain,2 while relatively little emphasis in the English-language literature has been placed on the actual (cultural) battleground of the early Cold War, i.e. continental Europe (although the Cambridge History of the Cold War includes contributions focusing on the European experience).3 This volume is an attempt to help and close this gap.

         War of Words is a volume of essays on the role of propaganda, mass media and culture in the development of the Cold War in Europe. Exploring a dimension of the political and diplomatic rivalry that has begun to attract attention of historians in the last decade, these essays elucidate the cultural complexities of the early Cold War. These include the need to explain and justify to Europeans the division of the continent into two hostile blocs and to mobilise them behind these reinvented European identities, simultaneously drawing on elements of national tradition and invoking modernity.

         The mass media and popular culture (whose penetration into parts of Eastern and South Eastern Europe was still relatively recent) were harnessed to the demands of propaganda; even the built environment and the visual dimensions of public space were mobilised to this end. The effects of these policies were not always those intended and nor was the antithetical character of the two blocs as absolute as it seemed at the time: similar cultural and social processes influenced the politics of culture on both sides of the Iron Curtain. This book examines some of these similarities and parallel processes as well the intentions and articulation of official policy. It includes contributions from historians who draw on a variety of disciplines in working on film, visual arts, broad casting, literature, music, social and political history. There are essays on Hungary, Romania, Estonia, Greece and Yugoslavia and also on Germany, Austria, and Denmark, while the aspects of culture explored range from architecture to film.

         The volume is divided into three sections. The first section, Eastern Approaches: Myths and their Makers, attempts to unveil and analyse the myths used in the very early cultural Cold War battle over moral hegemony, especially – but not entirely – in the East. Special attention is paid to those men and women who created the respective myths and to the methods used in the mythmaking process. Russel Lemmons looks at a myth which exploited victimhood rather than strength by analysing the cult in East Germany of the communist victim of Nazi violence, Ernst Thälmann, and the role his suffering at Buchenwald concentration camp played in the making of the anti-fascist myth the German Democratic Republic (GDR) used to establish a moral high-ground over its Western counterpart, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). Balázs Apor and Judith Devlin look at the cult of leadership in communist Hungary and the Soviet Union respectively. Devlin focuses on the centre, the myth of Stalin himself, to argue that the regime rehearsed this myth to entrench its own legitimacy and authority over the Soviet Union. Apor, on the other hand, demonstrates with reference to Hungary how the adaptation of the Soviet-type leader cult to the national environment became an integral part of the process of the sovietisation of the Eastern bloc’s periphery. Jana Fisherova analyses the impact that the communist takeover of Czechoslovakia in February 1948 had on the literary scene of the country, paying special heed to the role of censorship and ideological pressure imposed on its culture industry, while also showing that censorship was to remain an indispensable component of communist cultural policy for at least a decade to come. Marietta Stankova looks at the Bulgarian Department of Agitation and Propaganda and its role in setting the tone of the ideological orientation of mass media in that country, thus embedding Bulgaria in the Soviet bloc and promoting the communist cause in the Cold War. Finally, Niamh Cullen casts an eye on personality cult and anti-fascism myth in Western Europe, showing in the process how a young liberal Italian anti-fascist,  Piero Gobetti, who had died in February 1926, was later claimed by the Communist Party as one its own after the World War II.

         The second section of this volume, Getting the Message Across, looks at the next level in this culture war: transmission. Once the myths had been created and the ideological trenches dug, the (conflicting) messages needed to be transmitted to their intended audience in an often simplistic, yet evocative fashion. Jennifer Spohrer argues – using the example of Radio Luxembourg – that the emergence of international, cross-border broadcasting had a tremendous effect on the ideological battleground thanks to changing attitudes of the Western licensing authorities. Vlasis Vlasidis, in one of the few comparative contributions to this volume, looks at the ‘radio war’ in Cold War Europe. His case study focuses primarily on public radio in Yugoslavia and Greece, where he distinguishes clearly between broader European trends and national idiosyncrasies. Nicola Hille compares political iconography in East and West Germany through the medium of propaganda posters, and also traces the historical origins of the iconographical language used during the Cold War. Hans-Jürgen Schröder outlines how Marshall Plan propaganda in film, financed and produced by the US government for use in Western Europe, helped to create a genuinely West European identity that was instrumental in the European integration process. Urban planning is the focus of the final two contributions to this section by Arnold Bartetzky and Marina Dmitrieva. Dmitrieva highlights the history of skyscrapers in Moscow and Warsaw, as ‘palaces of socialism’ in the final years of Stalin’s lifetime. Bartetzky looks at the propaganda effort linked to the building of affordable and comfortable new housing in East Berlin and Warsaw as a means of winning the populations of East Germany and Poland over for socialism.

         Thirdly, the section on The Politics of Entertainment deals with the ideological underpinnings of entertainment and consumer culture in Eastern and Western Europe. To highlight the complexities of Cold War media audience, Olaf Mertelsmann uses the example of Estonia as a country that found itself in the Eastern bloc against its own will. He concludes that the Stalinists by no means held a media monopoly over the country, as Western radio was widely receivable in Estonia. Elisabeth Kolleritsch demonstrates how jazz came to play a central role in the Austrian culture scene, although the US authorities in Austria had initially favoured other types of music to represent the United States in Cold War Europe. Imre-József Balázs, taking into account the complex ethnic structure in Romania, discusses how the Hungarian minority media were incorporated into communist discourse and agitation in Cold War Romania. Christoph Müller examines the role of US popular culture in the transformation of West Germany from a society dominated by Weimar-style conservatism to one of Cold War liberalism. Finally, Nils Arne Sørensen looks forward to cultural battles to come in the later stages of the Cold War, using the example of the Danish movement against nuclear armament and the emergence of the New Left that helped to shape the ideological struggle once the initial lines of argument had been defined.

         
             

         

         War of Words is based on a selection of the 42 papers presented at the three-day conference Propaganda and the Mass Media in the Making of Cold War Europe, held in University College Dublin (UCD). The essays selected for this book have been revised for publication. For financial and logistical assistance, we would like to thank the UCD Seed Funding scheme, the UCD School of History and Archives, and the Humanities Institute of Ireland for providing support. Finally, our heartfelt thanks to Noelle Moran and to Barbara Mennell, our patient and generous editor at UCD Press, for her invaluable assistance.

         
             

         

         Russian names are transliterated according to the Library of Congress System with some adaptations of familiar names, such as ones which end in – y rather than – ii.

         
            Notes

            1 Nancy Bernhard, US TV News and Cold War Propaganda 1947–60 (Cambridge, 1999); Peter Grose, Operation Rollback: America’s Secret War behind the Iron Curtain (Boston, 2000); Walter Hixson, Parting the Curtain: Propaganda, Culture, and the Cold War, 1945–1961 (New York, 1997); Scott Lucas, Freedom’s War: The American Crusade against the Soviet Union (New York, 1999); Arch Puddington, Broadcasting Freedom: the Cold War Triumph of Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty (Kentucky, 2000); Frances Stonor Saunders, The Cultural Cold War: The CIA and the World of Arts and Letters (New York, 1999).

            2 Guy Rawnsley, Radio Diplomacy and Propaganda: The BBC and Voice of America in International Politics 1945–64 (New York, 1996) and his edited volume Cold War Propaganda in the 1950s (New York, 1999); Paul Lashwar and James Oliver, Britain’s Secret Propaganda War (Stroud, 1998); Esko Salminen, The Silenced Media: The Propaganda War between Russia and the West in Northern Europe (New York, 1999).

            3 Especially Jessica Gienow-Hecht, ‘Culture and the Cold War in Europe’, in Melvyn Leffler and Odd Arne Westad (eds), The Cambridge History of the Cold War, vol. 1 (Cambridge, 2010), pp. 398–419.
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            ONE

            ‘Out of your sacrificial death grows our socialist deed’: Ernst Thälmann, the Antifascism Myth and Buchenwald Concentration Camp in East German Political Propaganda, 1945–58

            RUSSEL LEMMONS

            —

         

         On 30 April 1945, representatives of the German Communist Party (KPD) returned to Berlin after twelve years in exile. Walter Ulbricht, who led this group, and his comrades were optimistic.1 They believed that, after the most destructive war in history, the German people would welcome them with open arms. After all, the KPD was the party that had fought the Nazis the longest and most consistently, and the group’s leadership could legitimately claim to have been at the vanguard of antifascism. Thousands of communists had given their lives in the struggle against the Third Reich. Party members believed that this sacrifice served to legitimise their political goals, and they hoped to launch a ‘progressive bourgeois’ revolution ultimately leading to a peaceful democratic transition to socialism in all of Germany, not just the Soviet zone of occupation.2

         German communism’s antifascist heritage became the most important component of its claims to legitimacy, and the KPD and its successor, the Socialist Unity Party (SED), justified many of their policies by appealing to this legacy. As a result, the KPD/SED’s tradition of antifascism played a central role in justifying not only the party’s domestic policies but also the role that it would play in the Cold War with the West. The ‘antifascism myth’ became the central component of the legitimising narrative of the KPD/SED, and the party’s leadership proved to be remarkably adept at tailoring this legend to whatever circumstances it confronted. Hence, KPD/SED propaganda continued to cultivate this antifascism narrative even after a series of setbacks during the 1940s and 1950s.3 By the mid-1950s, the SED leadership had all but given up on the creation of a unified socialist Germany (at least for the time being) and the party put its antifascist credentials to use justifying the existence of a separate, socialist East Germany. During the course of that decade, the leadership of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) also came increasingly to link this tradition to the Cold War struggle against the West. The antifascism myth became the political religion of the GDR, complete with sacred sites, rituals, creeds and holy martyrs serving as examples for those who came after them.4

         If East Germany’s SED-controlled antifascist religion had a central shrine, it was Buchenwald Concentration Camp. The site on Ettersberg mountain was historically important, because of its association with the writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, long before the construction of Buchenwald. The SS established the camp on 19 July 1937. Originally holding a mere 149 prisoners, the new facility would serve as part of a regional system of internment sites distributed throughout the Reich.5 From these modest beginnings, Buchenwald went on to become an integral component of the National Socialist system of terror, housing more than 239,000 inmates over the next eight years, around 56,000 of whom perished.6 As a result of the war, the composition of the camp’s population became increasingly diverse, as thousands arrived from occupied Europe. The attributes of those imprisoned and murdered at Buchenwald made the location especially well-suited for incorporation into the antifascism myth.

         The largest category of camp inmates consisted of communists and social democrats. It was also these leftist groups who organised the most effective resistance within the camp. In 1943, for example, the communists created the International Illegal Camp Committee (ILK), designed to bring non-party members under the control of the KPD apparatus. As a result of the tenacity of its leaders, the party came to dominate antifascist activity in Buchenwald.7 Among the most significant activities of the ILK was the secreting away of weapons for violent resistance against the camp authorities.8 More important from the point of the post-war party leadership, however, was the ILK’s decision to put these weapons to use.

         As the war neared its end, thousands of prisoners were transferred to Buchenwald from camps in liberated Europe. In the face of this overcrowding, camp guards led groups of inmates, beginning with the Jews, on death marches. As conditions deteriorated, the ILK decided to strike. Although the camp commander announced that Buchenwald would be surrendered, the remaining prisoners continued to be concerned, ready to resist their liquidation. Just before noon on 11 April 1945, the guards stationed inside the camp’s perimeter fled, leaving only their comrades in the lookout towers to oversee Buchenwald. The remaining sentries abandoned their posts about three hours later. The inmates then dug up the rifles they had hidden over the previous months. ‘Then’, as the US Army’s official report on Buchenwald records:

         
            the comrades of the camp police… immediately cut through the barbed wire, occupied the towers themselves, took the gate and the camp entrance, and raised the white flag over the tower. Thus the first American tanks that rolled in from the northwest found a liberated Buchenwald.9

         

         Thus was born the myth of Buchenwald’s ‘self liberation’, a tradition that would become a central component of the KPD/SED’s antifascism legend.

         Communist Party bosses incorporated a simplified and highly partisan version of the history of Buchenwald into their legitimising myth. During the post-war years, the camp became one of the most important symbols internationally of the crimes of the Third Reich, and a successful effort to link East Germany with the camp’s victims would do much to justify the influence of the KPD/SED, as well as the GDR’s Cold War alliance with the Soviet Union. Hence the party leadership actively sought to manipulate memory at the location to the advantage of socialist Germany and its Soviet allies.

         As a result, the KPD leadership staged commemoration ceremonies at the site as soon as possible, although it was some time before party dignitaries gained unfettered access to the camp. In August 1945, the Americans handed Buchenwald over to the Soviet authorities, and it became ‘Special Camp Number Two’, holding thousands of former Nazis and also real and potential opponents of Soviet occupation.10 Nonetheless, commemorative services were held at the camp. On 10 and 11 April 1946, for example, ‘over 600 prisoners’ attended a ceremony observing the first anniversary of Buchenwald’s ‘self liberation’.11 The Soviet camp, however, made it impossible to use the site for the major commemorative rituals that would characterise later years, and extensive SED-sponsored remembrance could not begin for more than two years.

         Among the commemoration ceremonies held during 1948 was an assembly of some 3,000 members of the ‘Association for the Victims of Nazi Persecution’, or VVN. Held between 9 and 11 April to mark the anniversary of Buchenwald’s ‘self liberation’, the theme of the gathering was ‘Fighters against Fascism, Fighters for peace’. Such slogans were a common motif of the SED’s anti-Western propaganda, which sought to link antifascism with the Cold War against the West. In a speech that he delivered to the assembly, VVN official Stefan Heymann explicitly linked antifascism to the struggle against militarism, pointing out that ‘as fighters against fascism we were always fighters for peace’. Speakers such as Heymann sought to associate the legacy of antifascism with the contemporary political situation, to cultivate the state religion of the GDR. Only by remembering the lessons learned in the previous generation’s struggle against fascism could the forces of progress hope to avoid the mistakes of the past. As in other political religions, those living in the present must look to their predecessors for examples of proper conduct.12

         Among the most important components of the antifascism myth was the Ernst Thälmann legend. Thälmann, who became the chairman of the KPD in 1925, was among the most vocal critics of German fascism. As a result, he was arrested in March 1933 and spent the next eleven years in prison. In August 1944, however, the Nazi authorities transported him to Buchenwald, where he was murdered on Adolf Hitler’s direct order. The martyred KPD chief became the most important figure in the KPD/SED’s antifascism myth, representing all those who had died in the struggle against the Third Reich. The fact that such a prominent figure in the party’s struggle against Hitler died at this location assured that the Thälmann myth would become a central component of the GDR’s Buchenwald narrative. He came to symbolise all those who had struggled against fascism at the camp, a kind of prophet and saint who would lead the German people to a better future.13

         In October 1950, the SED Central Committee’s Secretariat introduced a scheme to create a ‘memorial site’ outside Buchenwald’s crematorium, on the spot where Thälmann was shot six years earlier. Party chief Walter Ulbricht signed instructions to create both a memorial and a museum at Buchenwald to honour the fallen communist leader. The ninth anniversary of the KPD chief’s murder was marked by a ceremony held in the crematorium’s courtyard. As in theistic religions, memory was linked with a particular location, the site of martyrdom, which became closely associated with the ritualistic components of the Thälmann cult.14 SED propaganda chief Paul Wandel oversaw the dedication of a plaque commemorating the death of the former KPD chairman.15 The site became a shrine to the martyred communist, with a bronze bust and an eternal flame.16

         The tenth anniversary of the martyred KPD leader’s death witnessed further developments in the propagation of the Thälmann myth. The SED chose 18 August 1954 as an appropriate date to open Buchenwald’s Museum of the Resistance Movement. Thälmann’s widow and daughter were among those participating in a dedication ceremony that included the laying of a wreath to commemorate the sacrifice of all who died at the camp. Speaking on behalf of the Central Committee, Karl Schirdewan invoked the name of the fallen KPD chief: ‘Thälmann… is our struggle for peace in Germany. In Ernst Thälmann we similarly honour all the victims of the fascists (the communists, social democrats and Christians).’ Schirdewan concluded his speech with an oath to the fallen leader: ‘We swear to you, Comrade Thälmann, to use all of our strength in order to realise the unity of the working class in all of Germany.’17 Such a solemn pledge created a covenant between the audience and the martyred leader, obliging those present to embody the legacy of the KPD and strive to build an antifascist Germany. Schirdewan’s use of the word ‘all’ (‘ganz’) reflected the fact that the SED had not officially abandoned the prospect of German reunification on its own terms. The party leadership sought to depict the communist leader as a model for all Germans, not only those living in the GDR. All Germans, east and west, should work together in Thälmann’s spirit to create a new antifascist Germany. They should strive to create a Germany in which the mistakes of the recent past could not be repeated, one very different from the Federal Republic (FRG), where capitalism, economic exploitation and militarism continued. Only then would the oblation offered by the Buchenwald martyrs have meaning and the German people be redeemed.

         Schirdewan’s speech was not the most emotionally stirring moment of the ceremony, however, and an elaborate ritual followed his oration. As bells rang out, ‘hundreds of wreath-bearing delegations’ marched down a lane, composed of 2,400 Thälmann Pioneers, to lay their wreaths at the foot of the bust of Thälmann. This elaborate ritual, coupled with Schirdewan’s address, symbolically linked the antifascist martyrs, the continuing struggle against the reemergence of fascism in the West, and the newly dedicated museum.18

         While the museum provided a permanent exhibition relating the official version of the antifascism myth, the objectives of the SED leadership concerning Buchenwald were more ambitious.19 Plans to construct a major monument complex at the site surfaced as early as April 1949, although it was not until 1951 that the scheme bore significant fruit.20 The GDR’s chronic shortage of building materials delayed the project, and the Buchenwald Monument was not dedicated until September 1958.

         By 1958 the role that the two Germanys played in the conflict between east and west had changed dramatically. Not only had the ‘economic miracle’ made the anticipated collapse of the West German economy unlikely, but the rearmament of the FRG and its admission to the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) made a peaceful reunification of Germany unlikely for the foreseeable future. To add insult to injury, as early as 1956 the FRG’s chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, considered pursuing an independent nuclear deterrent.21 In addition, a cooling of US–Soviet relations placed the GDR on the front line of a possible conflagration between the two superpowers, and the SED leadership prepared its people for a lengthy standoff in the conflict with the West. As a result, the antifascism myth took on a new urgency, and the September 1958 dedication of the Buchenwald National Monument was accompanied by even more venomous attacks upon the West than had been the case at earlier ceremonies.

         An important event that took place during the course of the previous month set the tone for the dedication of the monument. On 17 August 1958, the fourteenth anniversary of Ernst Thälmann’s death, SED officials dedicated a monument to the fallen communist leader on the Platz der 56,000 in the nearby city of Weimar. Local party officials, in close consultation with the SED central committee, chose the usual themes for the ceremony: the link between the fallen communist hero and the GDR, not to mention the connection between antifascism and the effort to secure European peace. Yet, in a reflection of the current state of Cold War tensions, the ceremony introduced new motifs not seen in earlier rituals commemorating Buchenwald’s fallen. The most important of these echoed the recent propaganda line coming out of East Berlin and Moscow, which involved the supposed link between the Buchenwald martyrs and the effort to promote the ‘cessation of all testing of atom and hydrogen bombs’. Furthermore, the SED sought to discourage the stationing of nuclear weapons on German soil. Hence, in keeping with the then dominant propaganda theme, the goal of creating an ‘atomic weapon free zone in central Europe’ became the central motif of the SED’s antifascist rhetoric.22 The dedications of the summer of 1958 in Weimar and Buchenwald must be viewed in the larger context of this continuing ‘peace offensive’ against the West, a policy determined and carried out by the central authorities in Berlin acting under the guidance of their allies in Moscow.

         The 17th of August was a Sunday, and the ceremony began at 9.30 a.m. (displacing church services) with loudspeakers playing Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony, a work considered especially appropriate for the occasion. East German flags, posters of Thälmann, and banners with slogans such as ‘We promise to struggle in the spirit of Ernst Thälmann!’ decorated the Platz der 56,000, a veritable iconography of German socialism. Representatives from the central committee and the Soviet embassy were present. Rudi Jahn, acting chairman of the Buchenwald Committee, gave the keynote address. He began by specifically linking the proceedings with the tradition of German humanism, a heritage closely associated with the city of Weimar. ‘Here in the heart of Germany, in the city of German humanism, we seek to dedicate a memorial to the leader of the German working class, Ernst Thälmann’, he began. Jahn continued in this vein, emphasising the recent pronouncements of the SED’s fifth party congress demanding the removal of the threat of nuclear annihilation from central Europe. These proclamations reflected the traditions of German humanism, Jahn insisted, as well as the legacy of the German proletariat and the example established by the Soviet Union. In short, the motives behind the dedication ceremony represented the will of ‘all peace-loving forces in the world’. To honour Thälmann and the 56,000 others who gave their lives at Buchenwald was to make a valuable contribution to the continuing struggle against militarism, thereby securing the future for generations to come. Only the triumph of Marxism–Leninism could guarantee perpetual peace, making it incumbent upon all those present to continue Thälmann’s efforts to bring socialism to all of Germany. Jahn’s speech concluded with a pledge typical of such ceremonies: ‘We swear, in the spirit of Ernst Thälmann, to struggle for democracy and socialism, for a happy future for our people in a single Germany!’23

         Jahn’s address, a secular sermon incorporating socialist hagiography, was typical of such occasions in the GDR. It sought to link eternal principles (human ism, the struggle against fascism, anti-militarism, and sacrifice for the com mon good) with the needs of the moment. In this case, the speaker associated these socialist values with the recent proclamations of the fifth party congress. Jahn linked antifascism with current concerns about nuclear weapons and their role in the Cold War. He married a local event, commemorating an episode that had occurred fourteen years earlier, to the current concerns of the GDR. He both invoked the past and recognised the needs of the moment – a classic example of anamnesis, a very common motif in Christianity, a religion from which the antifascism myth borrowed extensively.

         The same can be said concerning the monument dedicated on that August morning. Designed by a collective under the chairmanship of Walter Arnold, a candidate member of the SED politburo and professor of sculpture in Dresden, the monument on the Platz der 56,000 consisted of two major elements. The first of these was a brick wall, two metres tall and 20 metres long. A quotation from Max Zimmering, a prominent German socialist-realist writer, was carved into the wall. Reminding all visitors of the responsibility that they bore to those who had sacrificed their lives at Buchenwald, the quotation sought to wed the legacy of the fallen with the accomplishments of the GDR: ‘Out of your sacrificial death grows our socialist deed.’ The use of the plural form of ‘your’ (‘eurem’) made it clear that all who died at Buchenwald had contributed to the socialist project as embodied in the GDR. The wall also marked the site as special, as sacred to all good antifascists. Just in front of the wall stood a 2.85-metre tall statue of Thälmann giving the antifascist salute. A simple inscription was on the base: ‘Ernst Thälmann, born on 16 April 1886, murdered on 18 August 1944 in Buchenwald Concentration Camp.’ As Neues Deutschland made clear, Thälmann served as the face of all of those nameless victims who had given their lives in the struggle against fascism, an example for everyone who sought to perpetuate the traditions of antifascism.24 At the conclusion of the 17 August observance, the representatives of the local and national party organisations, and also members of the Soviet delegation, laid wreaths at the foot of the statue, thereby establishing an important precedent ensuring the continued importance of the site to the propagation of the antifascism myth. The state religion had another temple, a site to remember the fallen, to link the past and present, the living and the dead, in a solemn promise to struggle for a better future.

         While the dedication at the Platz der 56,000 incorporated many of the motifs of earlier KPD/SED ceremonies surrounding Buchenwald Concentration Camp, it added new themes in order to adapt antifascism to contemporary circumstances. The most obvious addition was the rhetoric concerning nuclear weapons. Faced with a rearmed FRG, a NATO member in good standing, GDR leaders sought to link their legitimising narrative to the rhetorical struggle against West Germany and its allies. In other words, the GDR existed as an alternative to a fascist FRG that sought not only the increased militarisation of the German homeland, but also the violent conquest of its socialist neighbour. Less obvious, but just as important, was a rhetorical shift away from the antifascism myth as manifested in the immediate post-war years. When the KPD/SED leadership first began to propagate its antifascist religion at Buchenwald, speakers made a concerted effort to incorporate an inclusive understanding of ‘antifascist’ into their rhetoric. Seeing themselves as the future leaders of a united Germany, KPD/SED leaders sought to appeal to all Germans. Events, however, conspired to force the party leadership to abandon the goal of reuniting Germany, at least in the short run, and the effort to justify the existence of a socialist Germany had become paramount.25 As a result, the contribution of non-socialists to the struggle against the Third Reich moved into the background. The sacrifice of those who died at Buchenwald had led to a ‘socialist deed’, the founding of the GDR. To have been an antifascist was to have been a socialist, which meant to support the existence of the GDR in the face of aggression from the West. The effort to exploit the rhetoric of antifascism in order to appeal to Germans in the West had taken a back seat to the struggle to legitimise the existence of a separate socialist Germany built upon the legacy of Thälmann and the thousands of antifascists who gave their lives at Buchenwald. The state religion had evolved to keep pace with the current situation.

         An even more intense escalation of such rhetoric can be seen in the dedication of the Buchenwald National Monument on 14 September 1958, also a Sunday, and the Feast of the Holy Cross. This day would witness the GDR’s grandest ceremony extolling the achievements of the antifascist resistance, seeking to link them to current events and justify the existence of a socialist Germany. This dedication was hitherto the largest ceremony held in East Germany, with party authorities expecting a crowd of 50,000. Antifascist resistance fighters from all over Europe, including Western countries such as France and Belgium, were among those taking part in the ceremony. Although the observance did not attract the numbers that planners had hoped (only about 30,000 people attended) the dedication of the Buchenwald monument was otherwise a success.26

         SED leaders designed their propaganda campaign to set the tenor of the forthcoming ceremony. Both local and national newspapers promoted the event in the weeks preceding 14 September. Other media called upon all Germans to take part in the effort to commemorate the fallen martyrs of Buchenwald. The Committee for the Dedication of the Monument and Memorial [at] Buchenwald issued an appeal encouraging participation. This flier began by recounting the theme of the event: ‘Praise and honour [to] the heirs of the resistance movement and the victims of fascist terror! They remind us: peoples of all countries! defend humanity’s highest good! peace!’ The ‘Appeal’ went on to emphasise the importance of the event. After all, antifascism transcended the immediate concerns of the German people, and

         
            Heeding this call, people from all over Europe, people of all world views and religious confessions, will assemble on 14 September 1958 to dedicate the Buchenwald Monument and Memorial upon Weimar’s Ettersberg.27

         

         The flier then turns to the ultimate purpose of the commemoration of Buchenwald’s fallen, to ‘Honour the dead out of obligation to the living!’, linking the two in a single enterprise. Party officials were once again notching up their Cold War rhetoric, the ‘Appeal’ insisting that the peace of Europe was in peril. In an obvious reference to the Federal Republic, the flier contended that ‘German militarism has once again become the greatest danger to the peace of Europe.’ West Germany, controlled by the ‘fascist murderers of millions of patriots from almost every European country’, had acquired ‘weapons of mass destruction’, and ‘old Nazi generals’ controlled these vast military resources. In contrast, the German Democratic Republic was holding a ceremony to honour the martyrs who had given their lives in the struggle against imperialism. Unlike the leaders of the FRG, East Germans truly understood the legacy of these glorious heroes. Commemorating the fallen assured the final victory of the anti-fascist ideal: the legitimate German state, the socialist GDR. The antifascist tradition taught that ‘The living must act!’ to ensure an end to the militarisation of West Germany and the accompanying threat of nuclear annihilation. ‘All nuclear powers’ (an obvious reference to the United States and Great Britain) must negotiate in good faith with the Soviet Union in order to eliminate the danger. ‘On 14 September 1958 we seek’ to dedicate a ‘worthy monument and memorial’ on what had once been a vortex of ‘fascist inhumanity’. This would help the people of Europe to recall the legacy of militarism, a devastating worldwide conflagration. The dedication ceremony would provide an opportunity for peace-loving people to join the struggle:

         
            
               
                  for the immediate cessation of all atomic and hydrogen bomb testing,

                  for the creation of an atomic weapon free zone in central Europe,

                  for the prohibition of the proliferation and storage of nuclear weapons,

                  for the easing of international tension and for a commitment to disarmament,

                  for world peace so that human happiness will flourish and humanism will

                  triumph.28

               

            

         

         Like the dedication of the Platz der 56,000, the ceremony consecrating the Buchenwald Monument would seek to create a link between the living and the dead, between the antifascist martyrs and the contemporary effort against the new fascism emerging in the FRG. The Buchenwald National Monument, located on the mountainside approximately one kilometre from the camp, would come to play an integral role in the rhetoric of the of the GDR’s official antifascist narrative. It would become the most important temple in the state religion, holy ground where the martyrs of the new Germany had freely given their lives in the struggle against evil. 

         The 14 September dedication ceremony began with the raising of the flags of participating nations, followed by two minutes of silence. The bells in the newly constructed tower tolled for the first time, after which Minister-President Otto Grotewohl approached the podium to deliver the keynote address. After brief statements by local party officials, Wolfgang Langhoff, a member of the central committee’s cultural commission, led those assembled in taking the ‘Buchenwald Oath’, a political creed in which they solemnly swore ‘to remain true to the ideals of the antifascist struggle for peace’, and secure a Europe free of atomic weapons. Only then ‘would [there] be peace on earth!’ As the crowd took the oath, 10,000 doves were released, symbolic of the pledge ‘to carry this promise to the entire world’. The ceremony concluded with the singing of the East German national anthem.29

         Grotewohl’s address comprised the lion’s share of the ceremony, repeating the usual platitudes concerning the legacy of the antifascist resistance at Buchenwald. In keeping with the current rhetorical climate, he went beyond these longstanding motifs, however, linking the heritage of Buchenwald to the struggle to create a central Europe free of atomic weapons. He also emphasised the importance of the GDR’s effort to maintain a close relationship with the Soviet Union, the nation responsible for the defeat of fascism. Grotewohl invoked the memory of the 57,000,000 people who had died in World War II, making special mention of the 11,000,000 who perished in concentration camps. All these victims, he maintained, had given their lives in the struggle against fascism, and the GDR was built upon their legacy. The Buchenwald monument was a testament to their sacrifice. Indeed, in a statement evocative of the church fathers, Grotewohl insisted that: ‘The monument is not lifeless stone. It should bear witness to future generations of the eternal glory of the courageous struggle against tyranny, for peace, freedom and human values.’30

         The permanence of the monument not only represented the ultimate triumph of the fallen, but also embodied the eternal truths inherent in the antifascist idea, as well as the enduring nature of German socialism. Like the holy sites of early Christianity, the place chosen for the monument was the location of martyrs’ graves containing the cremated remains of thousands of the victims of Buchenwald. The site served as an appropriate symbol for the GDR (both were solid and permanent, built upon the proud sacrifice of previous generations of antifascists) representing not only a glorious past, but also an even better future.

         The monument complex was vast. The visitor approached it along the ‘Street of Blood’, the famous bell tower off in the distance. From this point, one proceeded down the 20-metre wide ‘Stelae Path’, walking past seven stelae, each engraved with a relief depicting an important aspect of life in Buchenwald. The stelae are about five metres wide by three metres tall.31 A poem, ‘Memorial Words’, composed by the GDR’s Minister of Culture Johannes Becher, was inscribed on the reverse side of the stelae. Beginning with the words ‘A death camp was built here’ and incorporating such obviously religious themes as ‘The stones cry out! oh the stones cry out’ (see Luke 19: 40), the poem contains seven stanzas, one on the reverse side of each stela.32

         The sixth and seventh stelae are especially interesting. The sixth depicts the 18 September 1944 memorial service held in the camp’s delousing chamber to commemorate Thälmann’s death. At the top of this relief, just left of centre, is a representation of the drawing used in the original ceremony. To the left of this portrait are eight men, representing those who took part in the September ceremony. To the right of the portrait is a camp inmate, giving the antifascist salute. Behind his raised fist is an eternal flame, representative of the need to remember the fallen KPD chief’s sacrifice. Once again, Thälmann embodies Buchenwald’s fallen. In spite of their suffering, the inmates remain strong, muscular and upright. They have endured hell on earth but remain unbowed. The right third of this engraving shows six men secreting weapons behind a brick wall, clearly linking the commemoration of Thälmann and the ‘self liberation’. The final stela portrays the ‘self liberation’ of the camp. The prisoners have now taken their weapons out of hiding; they are seizing their former tormentors, and the former guards have their hands raised over their heads in surrender or bound behind their backs. The right third of this stela shows an archetypal worker, now liberated, standing under a tree – Goethe’s famous oak. The antifascist resistance is thus linked to the traditions of German humanism, as is the German Democratic Republic. These final two stelae clearly connect Thälmann, the antifascist resistance, and the ‘self liberation’ of the camp. All are components of a single idea – the defeat of fascism and the creation of a socialist Germany.

         If the scenes depicted in these two reliefs did not make the link among Thälmann, the antifascist resistance, the liberation of Buchenwald, and the obligations of the living clear enough, the poetry on the reverse made it impossible to miss the connection. Inscribed on the rear of the sixth stele, entitled ‘The Illegal Thälmann Commemoration’, are Becher’s words: 

         
            
               
                  Greet Ernst Thälmann, Germany’s distinguished son!

                  In a bright light he stood before us.

                  And all around was a celebratory sound,

                  It was, as all peoples raised their voices,

                  The Internationale, ringing out its chorus:

                  ‘And this world must be ours, ours!’

                  And Thälmann hoisted the flag high aloft.

               

            

         

         The stanza carved into the final stele, ‘The Liberation’, built upon this theme:

         
            
               
                  What Thälmann saw happened one day.

                  They dug up their hidden weapons,

                  The consecrated dead rose from the grave.

                  See their arms stretched out into the future:

                  See a monument in numerous forms,

                  That testifies to us, never forget,

                  The dead remind us: ‘Think of Buchenwald!’

               

            

         

         With the dedication of the Buchenwald National Monument, the antifascism myth entered a new stage. Now thousands would visit this location, the most sacred site in the GDR’s antifascist mythology. The monument provided the SED with the opportunity to propagate its legitimising narrative on a grand scale. Important anniversaries at the site (the murder of Ernst Thälmann and the ‘self liberation’ of the camp) would be commemorated at this location through the final years of the East German regime.

         The leaders of the German Communist Party were remarkably optimistic in the wake of World War II, and they hoped to oversee a peaceful transition to socialism in all of Germany. In pursing this goal, communist bosses placed a great deal of faith in their party’s tradition of antifascism. Indeed, the anti-fascism myth became the central component of the party’s legitimising narrative, becoming the political religion first of the Soviet zone of occupation and then of the GDR. Like other religions, the antifascism legend developed sacred sites, rituals, oaths and holy martyrs that played a vital role in linking the living with the dead, the past with the present and future, in an eternal continuum that would expedite Germany’s path to socialism. Unlike theistic faiths, the SED’s antifascist religion promised salvation in this world, rather than in a nonexistent otherworldly paradise. Though the destination was different, the path, it seems, was much the same. 

         Even as circumstances changed and GDR leaders had to abandon their goal of a united socialist Germany for the foreseeable future, SED leaders clung tenaciously to their mythology. They proved to be remarkably adept at adapting the legend to changing circumstances, and the myth evolved over time to take recent developments into consideration. The rhetoric of the summer of 1958, when GDR leaders dedicated the Platz der 56,000 and the Buchenwald monument, serves as ample evidence in support of this conclusion.

         Yet the GDR’s antifascist political religion failed. Party leaders proved incapable of fashioning their belief system to explain the shortcomings of ‘real existing socialism.’ While the antifascism legend could explain the past and present, it ultimately failed to provide the promise of a better future for the East German people, who eventually rejected the communist vision of an earthly paradise.
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            The Leader Cult in Communist Hungary, 1945–56: Propaganda, Institutional Background and Mass Media
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         Introduction

         Despite the recent renaissance of communist leader cults in historical scholarship, the institutional background of the construction of such cults has so far escaped the attention of historians dealing with the topic. With the exception of a few attempts to assess the role of Stalin and his entourage in sculpting the mythical persona of the Soviet party leader, or Jan Plamper’s endeavour to outline the dynamics behind the production of cult art objects, the subject has rarely been discussed.1 While acknowledging the vast dimensions of the subject, the present chapter attempts to fill this gap by outlining the institutional backdrop behind the cult of the Hungarian communist leader, Mátyás Rákosi.

         The attempt to maintain full control over cult-production was of primary importance in Soviet-type societies during the period of Stalinism. In order to prevent the proliferation of unauthorised leader images, the party sought to centralise and institutionalise the means of cult-building. Like other myth-construction strategies in the Soviet bloc, the making of the cult of Rákosi in Hungary was a complex process that involved a wide variety of institutions and individuals with various professional backgrounds. The creation of the cult of the Hungarian party secretary meant the institutionalisation of cult-production, the centralised monitoring of the leader’s image, the supervision of the production of cult artefacts, and the recruitment of an army of committed cadres willing to promote the image of the leader. Although there was a definite aim to control the cult’s manifestations from the centre, the official intention of keeping the veneration of the leader under party control sometimes failed, due to the fact that the cult was constructed at a multiplicity of institutional levels from the centre to the periphery, and by various individuals with different perceptions of the cult’s functions. At the same time, the moderation of the cult from the centre often lacked consistency and regularity, resulting in the proliferation of locally modified – often unacceptable – images of the leader. Such deviation from the standardised imagery was usually suppressed by the regime. Despite the intention of the Communist Party to keep the development of the leader’s adulation under control, the cult displayed a remarkable degree of contingency.
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