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One of Germany’s most singular achievements is to have associated itself so intimately
in the world’s imagination with the darkest evils of the two worst political systems of
the most murderous century in human history. The words “Nazi,” “SS,” and
“Auschwitz” are already global synonyms for the deepest inhumanity of fascism. Now
the word ““Stasi” is becoming a default global synonym for the secret police terrors of
communism. The worldwide success of Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s
deservedly Oscar- winning film The Lives of Others will strengthen that second link,
building as it does on the preprogramming of our imaginations by the first. Nazi, Stasi:
Germany’s festering half-rhyme.

It was not always thus. When I went to live in Berlin in the late 1970s, I was fascinated
by the puzzle of how Nazi evil had engulfed this homeland of high culture. I set out to
discover why the people of Weimar Berlin behaved as they did after Adolf Hitler came
to power. One question above all obsessed me: What quality was it, what human strain,
that made one person a dissident or resistance fighter and another a collaborator in state-
organized crime, one a Claus von Stauffenberg, sacrificing his life in the attempt to
assassinate Hitler, another an Albert Speer?

I soon discovered that the men and women living behind the Berlin Wall, in East
Germany, were facing similar dilemmas in another German dictatorship, albeit with less
physically murderous consequences. I could study that human conundrum not in dusty
archives but in the history of the present. So I went to live in East Berlin and ended up
writing a book about the Germans under the communist leader Erich Honecker, rather
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than under Adolf Hitler. 1 As I traveled around the other Germany, I was again and
again confronted with the fear of the Stasi. Walking back to the apartment of an actor
who had just taken the lead role in a production of Goethe’s ) DXWM friend whispered
to me, “Watch out, Faust is working for the Stasi.” After my very critical account of
communist East Germany appeared in West Germany, a British diplomat was
summoned to receive an official protest from the East German foreign ministry (one of
the nicest book reviews a political writer could ever hope for) and I was banned from
reentering the country.

Yet this view of East Germany as another evil German dictatorship was by no means
generally accepted in the West at that time. Even to suggest a Nazi—Stasi comparison
was regarded in many parts of the Western left as outmoded, reactionary cold war
hysteria, harmful to the spirit of détente. The * XDWADJournalist Jonathan Steele
concluded in 1977 that the German Democratic Republic was “a presentable model of
the kind of authoritarian welfare states which Eastern European nations have now
become.” Even self-styled “realist” conservatives talked about communist East Germany
in tones very different from those they adopt today. Back then, the word “Stasi” barely
crossed their lips.

Two developments ended this chronic myopia. In 1989 the people of East Germany
themselves finally rose up and denounced the Stasi as the epitome of their previous
repression. That they often repressed at the same time—in the crypto-Freudian sense of
the word “repression”—the memory of their own everyday compromises and personal
responsibility for the stability of the communist regime was but the other side of the
same coin. After 1990, the total takeover of the former East Germany by the Federal
Republic meant that, unlike in all other post-communist states, there was no continuity
from old to new security services and no hesitation about exposing the evils of the
previous secret police state. Quite the reverse.

In the land of Martin Luther and Leopold von Ranke, driven by a distinctly Protestant
passion to confront past sins, the forcefully stated wish of a few East German dissidents
to expose the crimes of the regime, and the desire of many West Germans (especially
those from the class of ‘68) not to repeat the mistakes made in covering up and
forgetting the evils of Nazism after 1949, we saw an unprecedentedly swift, far-
reaching, and systematic opening of the more than 110 miles of Stasi files. The second
time around, forty years on, Germany was bent on getting its

IHJIDQIHXKHWEHZ | GMXQ] its past-beating, just right. Of course Russia’s KGB, the
big brother of East Germany’s big brother, did nothing of the kind.
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After some hesitation, I decided to go back and see if I had a Stasi file. I did. I read it
and was deeply stirred by its minute-by-minute record of my past life: 325 pages of
poisoned madeleine. Helped by the apparatus of historical enlightenment that Germany
had erected, I was able to study in incomparable detail the apparatus of political
intimidation that had produced this file. Then, working like a detective, I tracked down
the acquaintances who had informed on me and the Stasi officers involved in my case.
All but one agreed to talk. They told me their life stories, and explained how they had
come to do what they had done. In every case, the story was understandable, all too
understandable; human, all too human. I wrote a book about the whole experience,
calling it The File.

It was therefore with particular interest that I recently sat down to watch The Lives of
Others, this already celebrated film about the Stasi, made by a West German director
who was just sixteen when the Berlin Wall came down. Set in the Orwellian year of
1984, it shows a dedicated Stasi captain, Gerd Wiesler, conducting a full-scale
surveillance operation on a playwright in good standing with the regime, Georg
Dreyman, and his beautiful, highly strung actress girlfriend, Christa-Maria Sieland. As
the case progresses, we see the Stasi captain becoming disillusioned with his task. He
realizes that the whole operation has been set up simply to allow the culture minister,
who is exploiting his position to extract sexual favors from the lovely Christa, to get his
playwright rival out of his way. “Was it for this we joined up?” Wiesler asks his cynical
superior, Colonel Anton Grubitz.

At the same time, he becomes curiously enchanted with what he hears through his
headphones, connected to the bugs concealed behind the wallpaper of the playwright’s
apartment: that rich world of literature, music, friendship, and tender sex, so different
from his own desiccated, solitary life in a dreary tower-block, punctuated only by brief,
mechanical relief between the outsize mutton thighs of a Stasi-commissioned prostitute.
In his snooper’s hideaway in the attic of the apartment building, Wiesler sits transfixed
by Dreyman’s rendition of a piano piece called “The Sonata of the Good Man”—a
birthday present to the playwright from a dissident theater director who, banned by the
culture minister from pursuing his vocation, subsequently commits suicide. Violating all
the rules that he himself teaches at the Stasi’s own university, the secret watcher slips
into the apartment and steals a volume of poems by Bertolt Brecht. Then we see him
lying on a sofa, entranced by one of Brecht’s more elegiac verses.

In the role-reversing culmination of an intricate and gripping plot, the playwright’s
girlfriend betrays him to the Stasi but the Stasi captain saves him from exposure and
arrest—at the cost of his own subsequent career. He is reduced to steaming open letters
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in a Stasi cellar alongside a junior officer whom we see earlier telling a political joke in
the ministry canteen and, in a chilling exchange, being asked for his name and rank by
Colonel Grubitz.

After the Wall comes down, the playwright reads his Stasi file, works out from internal
evidence how Wiesler—identified in the file as HGW XX/7—must have protected him,
and writes a novel entitled, like the piece of music, The Sonata of the Good Man. The
film ends with a cinematic haiku. The former Stasi man opens the newly published
novel in the Karl Marx Bookshop in East Berlin—we are now in 1993—and discovers
that it is dedicated to “HGW XX/7, in gratitude.” “Do you want it gift-wrapped?” asks

the shop assistant. “No,” says Wiesler, “es ist fiir mich“—"1t’s for me.” Punch line. End
of story. Cut to credits.

Watching the film for the first time, [ was powerfully affected. Yet I was also moved to
object, from my own experience: “No! It was not really like that. This is all too highly
colored, romantic, even melodramatic; in reality, it was all much grayer, more tawdry
and banal.” The playwright, for example, in his smart brown corduroy suit and open-
necked shirt, dresses, walks, and talks like a West German intellectual from Schwabing,
a chic quarter of Munich, not an East German. Several details are also wrong. On
everyday duty, Stasi officers would not have worn those smart dress uniforms, with
polished knee-length leather boots, leather belts, and cavalry-style trousers. By contrast,
the cadets in the Stasi university are shown in ordinary, student-type civilian clothes;
they would have been in uniform. A Stasi surveillance team would have been most
unlikely to install itself in the attic of the same building—a sure give-away to the
residents, not all of whom could have been reliably silenced by the kind of chilling
warning that Wiesler delivers to the playwright’s immediate neighbor across the
stairwell: “One word to anyone and your Masha immediately loses her place to study
medicine at university. Understood?”

Some of the language is also too high-flown, old-fashioned, and simply Western. A
playwright who knew on which side his bread was buttered would never have used the
West German word for blacklisting, Berufsverbot, in conversation with the culture
minister. | never heard anyone in East Germany call a woman gnddige Frau, an old-
fashioned term somewhere between “madam™ and “my lady,” and a Stasi colonel would
not have addressed Christa during an interrogation as gnddigste. | would bet my last
Deutschmark that in 1984 a correspondent of the West German newsmagazine Der
Spiegel would not have talked of Gesamtdeutschland. 2 This strikes me as more the
vocabulary of the uprooted German aristocracy among whom the director and writer
Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck grew up—both of his parents fled from the eastern
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parts of the Reich at the end of the Second World War—than that of the real East
Germany in 1984.

But these objections are in an important sense beside the point. The point is that this is a
movie. It uses the syntax and conventions of Hollywood to convey to the widest
possible audience some part of the truth about life under the Stasi, and the larger truths
that experience revealed about human nature. It mixes historical fact (several of the Stasi
locations are real and most of the terminology and tradecraft is accurate) with the
ingredients of a fast-paced thriller and love story.

When I met von Donnersmarck in Oxford, where he studied politics, philosophy, and
economics in the mid-1990s, I discussed my reservations with him. While fiercely
defending the basic historical accuracy of the film, he immediately agreed that some
details were deliberately altered for dramatic effect. Thus, he explained, if he had shown
the Stasi cadets in uniform, no ordinary cinemagoer would have identified with them.
But because he shows them (inaccurately) in student-type civilian dress and has one of
them (implausibly) ask a naive question to the effect of “isn’t bullying people in
interrogations wrong?,” the viewer can identify with them and is drawn into the story.
He argued that in a movie the reality has always to be YHOH\WM word which means
thickened, concentrated, intensified, but carries a verbal association with ' LH\WXQI
meaning poetry or, more broadly, fiction. Hence the elevated language (“I beg you, I
beseech you”— K IGKHAHK DQ—says the playwright at one point, asking his girlfriend
not to submit again to the minister’s piggish lechery). Hence the luxuriant palette of rich
greens, browns, and subtle grays in which the whole movie is shot, and the frankly
operatic staging of Christa’s death.

During a subsequent question-and-answer session in an Oxford cinema the director
mentioned, in separate answers, two films that he admired: Claude Lanzmann’s
harrowing Holocaust documentary, 6KRDK and Anthony Minghella’s version of 7KH
7DBOM50 U 519012 a thriller involving murder and stolen identity—which he singled
out because “it doesn’t bore me, and for that I’'m very grateful.” In 7KH/ IYWR 2 \WHY
6KRDKmeets 7KH7DBRMS0 U 51SBL Von Donnersmarck does care about the
historical facts, but he’s even more concerned not to bore us. And for that we are
grateful. It is just because he is not an East German survivor but a fresh, cosmopolitan
child of the Americanized West, a privileged : HMdown to the carefully unbuttoned
tips of his pink button-down shirt, fluent in American-accented English and the
universal language of Hollywood, that he is able to translate the East German experience
into an idiom that catches the imagination of the world.
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One of the finest film critics writing today, Anthony Lane, concludes his admiring
review in The New Yorker by adapting Wiesler’s punch line: Es ist fiir mich. Y ou might
think that the film is aimed solely at modern Germans, Lane writes, but it’s not: Es ist
fiir uns—it’s for us. He may be more right than he knows. The Lives of Others is a film
very much intended for others. Like so much else made in Germany, it is designed to be
exportable. Among its ideal foreign consumers are, precisely, Lane’s “us”—the readers
of The New Yorker. Or, indeed, those of The New York Review.

Does anything essential get lost in this translation? The small inaccuracies and
implausibilities are, on balance, justifiable artistic license, allowing a deeper truth to be
conveyed. It does, however, lose something important: the sense of what Hannah
Arendt famously called the banality of evil—and nowhere was evil more banal than in
the net-curtained, plastic-wood cabins and caravans of the German Democratic
Republic. Yet that is extraordinarily difficult to recreate, certainly for a wider audience,
precisely because it was so banal, so unremittingly, mind-numbingly boring. (Or could
a great screenwriter and director create a nonboring film about boredom? I lay down the
challenge here.)

One of the movie’s central claims remains troubling. This is the i1dea, clearly implied in
the ending, that the Stasi captain is the “good man” of the sonata. Now I have heard of
Stasi informers who ended up protecting those they were informing on. I know of full-
time Stasi operatives who became disillusioned, especially during the 1980s. And in
many hours of talking to former Stasi officers, I never met a single one who I felt to be,
simply and plainly, an evil man. Weak, blinkered, opportunistic, self-deceiving, yes;
men who did evil things, most certainly; but always I glimpsed in them the remnants of
what might have been, the good that could have grown in other circumstances.

Wiesler’s own conversion, as shown to us in the film, seems implausibly rapid and not
fully convincing—despite a wonderfully enigmatic performance by the East German
actor Ulrich Miihe. It would take more than the odd sonata and Brecht poem to thaw the
driven puritan we are shown at the beginning. I find it interesting that in a contribution
to the accompanying book (which also contains the original screenplay), the film’s
historical adviser, Manfred Wilke, gives historical corroboration for many aspects of the
film, but does not offer a single documented instance of a Stasi officer behaving in this
way—and getting away with it. Instead he cites two cases of disaffected officers, a major
in 1979 and a captain in 1981, both of whom were condemned to death and executed.
Yet I’m prepared to accept that such a conversion and cover-up was just about within
the realms of possibility. (If Colonel Grubitz had exposed Wiesler, he would have
compromised himself.)
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6R: NBOUAGRHIRRGWMQ \R \FADI DOWWHFRXQ@WEDG RGH/KHKDG GRCH
EHRW %X0AR GBS |URP \KVAR \KHCQRIRQ\WDYKHZ D/2DJRRGP O VDD DM
H DJHDMRG DVerdichtung 2 \RR1DJ ,QQHIRIDIY) \KHWHIFKHRXVP RUCP O HR
HYDODIY KRZ SHRSBIEHKDYHXQEHUARBIRVKLSY \WHHDHE R AKOIRMIMIE P ENSY/
2 GHIV\KHVP SOX¥ EQFN DQG Z KA 0 DYFKDHID AYMRQIQR JRRGJIX VOQGEDG
JXV: ZD/DLQRP HJ\RKHP XWKDYHEHHQDUEDS < Z D/DAWGHIMR \KHP X\
KDHEH-QDDIRRG $ Q RCHZ KR KDVHYHUQYHG LQ KK ALRXP WIAH/NGRZ VKRZ
P XFK P RIHFRP STFDAG\KIQIVDH 7 KHRKHU HIXCCEXWRSSRMWMP IWENHLYDP RUID
UHDIYIVP \KDAVOGVXS EQUIQ) \WHQWIRIRQ EHE HH) SHEHWDRUDG YIEP 7 KLY
NQGR P RIOHDIYIP VI WTXHO® \R EHHIFRXQABG [P RQ) CEHIOP LQG-G
© FXMOHY? DG CRATFAGHQED R \WRHZ KR DAKH\IP HYLEZ HG( DXV HP DD
\KURXI K IRH\MDAG \SHREFBY , WA/ X\XOD CFFRP SOQHGE\ \KHDIXP HOAKDAKHG\DUL
| LOV FOQQRNEHWKWNG DD e Akten liigen \KHILGVITH 9 RQ' RQGHYP DIN KLP \HD L/
YHY [DJIGRP MVHDAYMP  EXVKLVILE \KRHWXGARP | RMEE® FRH\R W, We JRRG
POJ LVD6\BULFBEQZ KR | DO LH/KLY SRR SURMAND DAYV

7 KVLVDI DVBEXW RNDI DRCRH 7 KHQAMIHANR The Lives of Others Z IQRNVO\RUDQ
EHWR XQBPDK DZ D/HR Z RE IGHM P SDK |RUIRP HUB\DLR [ LFHY , W L@EHWW

FUQ) KRP H\WWHKRURYR KD VAP LQDMIME HG I DKLRQ \R YIEZ HYZ KR Z RX@ KDH
NGRZ Q QABIRUCRMQ) [ERVMEP EHRUH $ QG\KLVIQDP HP RIE®! Z HDP DEHP RYIH
6R WEHHYHG WH2 \AU

$ FRAQ) \R DWBRW Der Spiegel Z KHQBQHP RNERCBD ARUBD+ HANHOYRQ

" RQEHYP DN (B DUYHS DADOW QI KW HP BQ AHBEUDNRQ | RZ 1Q) \WHLY. DG
FHHP RQ  KHH FP HG BUBQAMKIQ] KLV 2 VFDMBDIXHWLO\KHDUW ir sind Weltmeister!
7 KHSKUDHLP STH/QRWP DIMYR \WHZ RE EXW RES FKOP SIRQV DVIQVRHHU RU
ZR@GP DIMY D/IQJRD Z W \XEMADY FRQORBINRQVR DA P DXMY  DVIQ
Meistersinger RMeisterwerk YoMQZ KDAMH CR® DHWH* HIP BQVZ REGP DXMY ,Q
\RFHHU 0P RWW7 KHUILCHSHIRUWP BLAHIQ XY HYV: RS &XS SUIRGKHHG\RHHA
XQARXCORUSRWE DU WY HP DR 2 R TUBINO SDURI AHPEUDNRQ DG \KIVZ DY/
SURETED Z KDAYRQ' RQUHIP DN KBGLOQP QG ,QWHH SRYWEXMHY FHIBIQD

Z KHKHUWEHYO © VR ZAARIQ P DFKICHWWRY\R, WBD DWVHP EO® CH/ARL&KICD RU MWWV
RADIRDBD L@ VThe Lives of Others KDVODIHIB (HWGRYHU P LARQZ REY LICH
2 DQRHO®H SRWDCHJI RM\WKH* HIP BQ HARQRP \

6RP HP LIKWEHWWP SIWG\R\D HEHADD D\WUZ DRKIQ) \KLVILE \KDN HP 0D IVDOR
DZ R&5 P DAMIQWHSURGPRNRQR AXHOARDNIKLSY Der Tod ist ein Meister aus
Deutschland— ' HDNLVDP DXMJIURP * HP BQ 2 Z URM3 DXCHDLQ KLVICHRP SDITE®!
SR RBFDAMY' HDK) XIXH™ ,QUASHRR IDAVP + M8V HP QR ZD/
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XQERXEWED \WHZ REGAKIP SIRG  DORR QMDD DZ RIS EHDAU YoWQ \WH\P HEH
\OGR + RHNHIV* HP DD " < B/ \KV\P DOFRXQN Z WMWY P LARQ SHRS®BIZ D/D
NQGR P L.QDXMHP DXMSHHR S KRB LEDOQMNP LADIRQ $ V2 Z HDLY. \KHSHIHRA
\RBDAUDOW VAP M\KHRGHWWDAERY/QRACH-G\R N@RUSK\ EDD \RUMUHDQ RQH , TP
\KHOWSHIRQR P LQP 1] HWHHIGOYR \KH( DXY HIP DQUILP H EXWZ KH\FADI DOQXWREH
P .IRQVR GDAVIQ6\BIQVIX@ 0 CRIVHIRFAGICP LQH DG 3RCBRAVIHIRAGH W
VKDG\R P DQEQ\KDAKLYZ DAKHZ RIWWDNRP P XQWP SIRGA-G

,Q\KDADIHNAHP HR \MQIV ( DXV HP DD XQINH1 OL* HP D) ZD/EXVWD
MAHKRZ 7 KHE\BMZ D/P RGHBGRQWH. * % DG CRADV/P DD SHRSBIYDI XHD

1P DJIGH RQWH* HXEBR $ V\KHDFKLYH/R RKHUG RYLHNEGE WM/ DHRSHOHG Z HILQG
\KDAKHUHRERIFHZ RIHGLQYHY MP LOUZ DV 3HKCSVAKHE\IW_Z D/AKDNDBIELW
EHWHUEHFDAHIVZ D/ Z HD* HIP 0D EXAKHHDH\R P 0Q. @JHKRURY/IQ\KHILBGVR
\KH. * % $ QG Z HWKRX@ CRWVRLI HAKDAKH\XEV®ISW FKRER] LFDDMURUR \KH6 B WS
GSHEG 1RP WHILIWED \R \WHOXWRQWHSWHIFHR \KH5 HG$ WP\ DG \WH

Z IO CHXVR \KHERYIES QROWR X\VHIRFH : KHO\KD/Z HOMKHG BV \NBIMZ HOARR

6RZK LVIWKDMWHZ RG36\IL 2 QRW. * % 35HG* XOB/ RE. KPHBRXIH2 IV
WIBIGD EHRP LQJ DIGEDDX GRQ P 1RUFRP P XQWAMURY Y/HFDAHWHHOMSUAHLO

Z KIEK \WH* HIP DQVK® DH: - HEY HXRULV\RH X OO SIRGAIRQ R \KHUFRXQW IV
YHURQ/R \MURU 1 R QDNRQKD/EHHD P RIHEWADOAP RIHSHYMMIANDOG P R
LQORYDYHIQ\KHLQYHAN DIRQ FRP P XQFDIRQ DG WHSUAFQBIRG  \KHUH SUAHQBINRY
DG UHUHSUWHRDIRG R IWRZ Q SDWWIEY

7 KLY FXQOMUBOSURGXRIRQ KDAR GR Z W \WHRKDUIRAUR . ERK \KHSHSHDRY DG \KH
YIEWP V|, Q+ MBUVKREFDAMMKHSHRSBIR * XWCEHJ \FARXAAR H WP LODM\KHSHRSO!
R \KHERRN 2 GHR ( XURSHVP RWAMIBOMG SUR RXQG FUHDAYHCDIRQ/\UEG\R GHXWR
DCRKHU Z 1\ Z KLEK VKOG QYHG LQ D LOMWH 1HAXQG FXEMUBOX P ELRVYVIRUP 0D \ HOWY
37 KH* HP DQVDHDEDG®YHR \WH-HZ V' D3RDK SHDOQWZ RRGDYHIRFHREHYHG
\RDIUWHGR PICH $1\MZ DG ERK CDIRQVP HP RUD] HG\WHKRURUZ W D

P HI¥XEX\QHW/D0G DO DMWY GHYHUEHRUHVHHD , Q&HDVE' HDK) XIXH™ D* HIP DD
SRP \WDIZ KASHYZ W HKRAVR + DIGFP\ WA\P  \KDAP HP RUDT] DARQ Z D/IWHD D
Q¥ WXP Sk DOYQ) IRZ DGRAVR GDARE R \WH* HIP 0Q-HZ DK X P ELRMY & HIDD
KLP \HD\GR\HR KRZ \KH* HIP DD GQ) XD HWDMHERYHE KOG \KLYHG 2 \WH\WRXA\DG
A@NGHAH/R GDK EUQILQ) \SHHK  QHIXVHG) LOXMMWHRGEUQ) HQGHUS HH

1 RZ \KDNDQI XD HOYHG DI DQWWURKIK KIP - Z KR KOG KLP VHD MWAOGHS \KHP DX
IURP * HIP DO

,Q\WHDHR FRPPXQ\P \KH* HIP DQVAG VR \KHP \HYHZ \KRXJK CRAQD
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sovereign state. The people of Gutenberg oppressed the people of Luther. As soon as it
was over, the people of Ranke took up the story. A generation of West German
contemporary historians, trained in the study of Nazism, turned their skilled attentions to
the GDR, and especially to the dissection of the Stasi. Only the existence and character
of West Germany, with its fiercely moral and professional approach to dealing with a
difficult past, explains the unique cultural transmission of the Stasi phenomenon.
(Imagine that the former Soviet Union had been taken over by a democratic West
Russia, equipped and motivated to expose all the evils of the KGB.) And now we have
the movie version, produced by a thoroughly Americanized young West German.

Each stage of this process builds on the last. Cognitive scientists tell us that the
repetition of words and images strengthens the synapses connecting the neurons in the
neural circuits that compute, in our heads, the meaning of those words and images. With
time, these mental associations become electrochemically hard-wired. Whether
intentionally or not, 7KH/ IMWVR 2 \WHYplugs straight into these preexisting
connections in our minds. Take that apparently trivial detail of the Stasi officers’ dress
uniforms. Why does it matter? Because the sight of Germans in Prussian gray, with
long, shining leather boots, shrieks to our synapses: Nazis.

One is then not at all surprised to discover that the actor who portrays Wiesler’s sinister
superior, Colonel Grubitz, made his reputation back in 1984—the year the film is set—
playing, on a West German stage, the role of an SS man. The real everyday Stasi
uniforms, dreary numbers made of bargain-basement terylene, completed by cheap
mailman’s boots, would not have the same effect. In the theatrical way they are shot, the
scenes of the playwright Dreyman dancing around the culture minister reminded me
strongly of O FBKIM#Istvan Szabd’s brilliant film about the actor-director Gustaf
Griindgens, and his Faustian pact with Hermann Goering. Another circuit of Nazi-Stasi
associations is involuntarily fired.

Then there is the pivotal moment when Dreyman plays the classical “Sonata of the
Good Man” on the piano, while Wiesler listens on his headphones. After he finishes,
Dreyman turns to Christa and exclaims, “Can anyone who has heard this music, I mean
UHD@heard it, still be a bad person?” Von Donnersmarck says he was inspired by a
passage in which Maxim Gorky records Lenin saying that he can’t listen to Beethoven’s
Appassionata because it makes him want to say sweet, silly things and pat the heads of
little people, whereas in fact those little heads must be beaten, beaten mercilessly, to
make the revolution. As a first-year film student, von Donnersmarck wondered “what if
one could force a Lenin to hear the Appassionata,” and that was the original germ of his
movie. (Dreyman actually refers to Lenin’s remark.)
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So the inspiration for this scene was Russian. But what are the connections that we—
especially we of Lane’s “us”—instantly make as we watch? Surely we think of Roman
Polanski’s The Pianist, with the German officer deeply affected by the Polish Jewish
pianist’s playing of Chopin, and therefore sparing his life—as Wiesler now spares
Dreyman. Surely we think, too, of the educated Nazi killers who in the evening listened
to the music of Mendelssohn, then went out the next morning to murder more
Mendelssohns. Did they not really hear the music? Does high culture humanize? We are
back with the deepest twentieth-century German conundrum, conveyed most movingly
in music and poetry. Such are the synaptic connections that make The Lives of Others
resonate so powerfully in our heads.

The Germany in which this film was produced, in the early years of the twenty-first
century, is one of the most free and civilized countries on earth. In this Germany,
human rights and civil liberties are today more jealously and effectively protected than
(it pains me to say) in traditional homelands of liberty such as Britain and the United
States. In this good land, the professionalism of its historians, the investigative skills of
its journalists, the seriousness of its parliamentarians, the generosity of its funders, the
idealism of its priests and moralists, the creative genius of its writers, and, yes, the
brilliance of its filmmakers have all combined to cement in the world’s imagination the
most indelible association of Germany with evil. Yet without these efforts, Germany
would never have become such a good land. In all the annals of human culture, has
there ever been a more paradoxical achievement?

LETTERS

"The Stasi on Qur Minds': An Exchange July 19, 2007

1. 1
"Und willst Du nicht mein Bruder sein..." Die DDR heute (Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1981).
Parts appeared in English in The Uses of Adversity: Essays on the Fate of Central
Europe (Random House, 1989). €

2. 2
A postwar term for Germany as a whole, sometimes intended to include not just East
Germany but also the former German eastern territories, such as Silesia, given to Poland

after 1945. €
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