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Heiner Muller: history's scribe
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By Paul Hockenos
The striptease of humanism lays bare the bloody

roots of culture. -Heiner Muller
It's been a rough year for intellectuals in the

now-defunct German Democratic Republic (GDR).
However curbed under the dictatorship, culture
functioned as one of the only mediums for social
critique and protest. During a few fleeting days1 last
autumn, the East Germans and their artists ap-
peared united on the streets of Leipzig and East
Berlin. But the hopes of the country's intelligentsia
were soon dashed. The outpouring of resentment
against society's cultured elite shocked the painters
and authors, directors and poets. They retreated
back to their desks, ideals shattered.

Even for arch-skeptic Heiner Muller—known as a
latter-day Beckett for his grim, apocalyptic plays—
the depth of embitterment proved a rude awakening.
A notorious outsider, the playwright stayed on the
sidelines while intellectuals such as novelist Christa
Wolf and painter Barbel Bohley petitioned their vi-
sions of a new society. And when East Germany's
most celebrated living dramatist-director since Ber-
tolt Brecht made his appearance in November on
the revolution's stage, he fared no better than the
rest. Before he had stumbled through a speech pre-
pared for him by the Initiative for Independent
Trade Unions for a rally, the crowd jeered the
short, stocky, bespectacled figure from the podium.

Miiller's reticent political debut was as out of
character as it was ill-timed. Although loose and
congenial in the confines of his East Berlin flat, the
61-year-old writer is uneasy with the crowds of
critics and fans that now swamp him in theater lob-
bies. Throughout his more than three decades of
plays, poems and essays, the tragedy of cultural
elitism and revolutionary Utopias have been domin-
ant themes. In press interviews, the caustic Muller
has come down hard on the naivite of the Wolfs
and Bohleys.

"One aspect of the state policy here was to drive
a wedge of privilege between the intellectuals and
the population," he explains in his raspy voice.
"You may travel, the others may not. The division
was clear, and it worked very effectively. At least in
this century," his angular jaw twitches as he speaks,
"the privileged cannot speak for the under-
privileged." Last fall, a people who had been si-
lenced for 40 years finally had the chance to speak
for themselves. As usual, he argues, intellectuals

tried to formulate goals too early in the people's
name. Frantz Fanon, says Muller, adding another
figure to the cast, from Sophocles to Derrida, that
peppers his dialogue, pointed out during the Afri-
can liberation movement that intellectuals are the
revolution's greatest foes. "They always want to
build something, when first the masses must tear it
down."
Modern tragedy: On the 14th floor of a drab ce-
ment apartment block, the author's flat looks little
like an abode of privilege. Toppled stacks of books
and aging newspapers lie scattered across the yel-
low-brown linoleum. Above the smog-enveloped
city hub, the clamor and exhaust from the noon-
time traffic seem to have permeated the discolored
walls. Muller grins. He lights another eight-inch
cigar and exhales through enlarged nostrils, sur-
rounding his head in a cloud of smoke. An open
bottle of scotch sits on the kitchen table. He finds
us some clean glasses.

Dressed in his standard attire of black T-shirt,
jeans and polyester sport jacket, he reflects on his
own complex relationship to the GDR. As the son of
a textile worker imprisoned in 1933 for his work
with the Social Democrats, the young Muller first
saw the socialist state through the eyes of his anti-
fascist upbringing. "1 was raised in one dictatorship,
and then came the anti-dictatorship," he says. "It
was a liberation from 'the other,' but I couldn't
identify with the new system either."

The tragedy of modern socialism, he says, is the
separation of knowledge and power. Antonio
Gramsci warned of this trend in a letter to Lenin in
1921. "For the first time in history," Gramsci wrote,
"the rulers stand under the [intellectual] level of
the ruled. If this discrepancy is not addressed, the
experiment will be ruined." "That is exactly what
happened," says Muller. "Everything that has trans-
pired in Eastern Europe is a tragedy of stupidity
and ignorance."

After a short stint as a journalist for the weekly
Sonntag and the journal New German Literature in
the early '50s, Muller began his creative work in
earnest. The 27-year-old writer's first plays reflect
his own internal struggle over the goals of the new
state and their totalitarian manifestation. As his
tone became more abrasive/his work was banned
for its "perspectiveless defeatism." In 1961, he was
expelled from the Writers Union. Four years later,
his wife and co-worker, the poet Inge Muller, com-
mitted suicide.
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Even during the hardest years of StaJinism and
neo-Stalinism , intellectuals such as Miiller enjoyed
a modicum of freedom to write and produce. Then,
as now, the dramatist drew heavily upon the an-
cients and, above all, upon Shakespeare. In the
early '60s it was impossible to write a piece directly
about Stalinism. His voice rising above the city din,
Miiller explains, "One needed these models when
one really wanted to pose questions." In this way,
theater had an immediate, vital function in the
GDR. Pieces may have been censored or banned,
but when one finally got two or three hours of
stage time, it was free. It was much like the monar-
chy and proletariat of Shakespeare's day, he says.
"For the proletariat, theater was actually the first
attempt at democracy."
Past lapses: Yet for Miiller, the relationship be-
tween theater and democracy, between politics and
culture, is far from clear. With a grin he says, "The
problem with theater is that it is allowed everything
and can do nothing." Smack in the middle of the
heated debate over the role of art and the artist in
the new Germany, the maverick playwright still
finds himself at odds with the establishment. He
scorns the belief that "high culture" or the in-vogue
concept of a German Kulturnation can somehow
prevent a relapse into the political atrocities of the
past. He maintains that high culture itself is deeply
complicit in the legacy of modern barbarism. "As
long as freedom is grounded on violence and art on
privilege," he says, "artworks will tend to serve as
prisons, the masterpieces themselves complicit
with the ruling power."

The '80s brought Miiller from relative obscurity
to the forefront of European theater. Since the Ber-
lin Wall's removal, his pieces are the most pro-
duced in Germany, playing to overflow crowds from
Freiburg to Rostock. Muller's subject matter is an
unlikely one for box-office records: his tableau is
history, above all, German history. The condition of
the Deutsche Misere and the continuity of tragedy
and violence in history thread their way as com-
mon themes through each of his plays. His works
deconstruct the modern condition—exposing the
conscious and unconscious structures that have
perpetrated themselves from medieval Prussia to
the newly united Germany. Like an archaeologist,
the director-writer exposes layer upon layer of os-
sified lies and silence. The structures of modern
socialism, as well as those of post-industrial
capitalism, rest on the same foundations that jus-
tified Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen.
Juxtaposer: From his earliest plays, Muller's
work has been a polemic with the master of social-
ist drama, Brecht. In the 1956 play The Wage
Squeezer, he juxtaposes the newfound "socialist
consciousness" of the party-loyal worker in the late
'40s to that of his former Nazi colleagues. Written
roughly in the style of Brecht's didactic theater, the
play won him theater's highest prizes in the GDR.
But the East German regime soon soured on the
playwright's increasingly bleak evaluation of their
new state. His art's form moved steadily away from
the Brechtian model, becoming ever more surreal,
obtuse, fragmented.

Though his focus shifted from the building of
German socialism to the larger dilemma of contem-
porary Europe, the German questions have re-
mained Muller's reference point, "There never wras
a zero hour, and there never will be," says Miiller
from behind his thick, black-framed eyeglasses. He
gestures in the direction of Alexanderplatz, where
the unification festivities are in ful l swing, and
smiles. West German politicians are peddling the
fiction that the "post-war" chapter of their history
has finally come to an end. "Politics survives on
dispossession and forgetting," he says. "The Federal
Republic is simply using the 40 years of the GDR to
busy the 12 of the Nazi era. But Auschwitz existed
and will always exist—whether the Germans want

to forget it or not."
Dressed to the nines at the elegant Freievolks-

biihne in West Berlin, the audience queueing up for
the long-sold-out premier of German/a Death in
Berlin seems to confirm Muller's reservations. In
the East, critical culture was verboten; in the West,
it is consumed without effect. At the theater bar he
grins shyly, a bit awed by the flattering response. In
the same T-shirt and jacket, cigar and scotch in
one hand, he recognizes me among his entourage.
He raises his big arm around my shoulder, asking:
"You think 1 have time to write these days?" He
then shrugs and laughs.

The production of this 1956 piece, directed by
the Brecht protege B.K. Tragelehn, resembles more
the style of the early Miiller than the multimedia
extravaganzas of his recent self-directed work. On
the stark stage, figures from Germany's past enter
and exit through three looming doorways. Cryptic
fragments from the 1918 revolution, the GDR's
founding day, Stalin's death and the 1953 East Ber-
lin workers' uprising expose the synchroneity of
time. Against the orthodox Marxist notion of a set
historical chronology, Miiller portrays past, present
and future as interwoven in every moment.
Through masks and voices: Whores and revo-
lutionaries, Gestapo and proletarians cross paths. In
the flow of history, the vocabulary of truth, discip-
line and camaraderie are used interchangeably. The
result is a macabre collage of subjective voices
clashing with the political Utopias of the day. The
conflict subverts the viewer's common-sense per-
ception of reality, forcing him to examine the in-
congruities Miiller reveals. In one remarkable scene
entitled "The Holy Family," a pregnant Joseph
Goebbels, with the aid of a gasoline-swilling Hitler,
Mother Germania and the Western Allies, gives
birth to a wolf-like monster—the Federal Republic.
The gangly creature unwraps the Allies' presents,
while England, France and the U.S. sit cross-legged
on the stage—hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil.

The essence of Muller's aesthetic is the unresolved
dialogue of contradiction and irony—exactly that
which modern politics deny. "1 don't want to step up
as 'the author,' as prose writers must," he says. "With
theater I can have masks, lots of masks, and say 'that'
through one mask and the opposite through another."
In this way, theater is a valuable artiorm under dic-
tatorships. Miiller describes his plays as an "erotic
game," a "prolonged orgasm between the public and
the actors" that climaxes in the final scene. "In this
sense, theater is a corrective to politics," he says,
"because what's disappeared from politics is the ero-
tic. When politicians become impotent, power serves
as an ersatz for the erotic and the sexual."

Irony is equally central to Muller's enigmatic per-
sona. His views on politics and culture must be dif-
ficult to reconcile with his new position as president
of the still-East Berlin Academy of Arts. After decades
compromised by the cultural policies of the old re-
gime, the institute looked hard for a clean name to
put it back on its feet. "I had only one argument
against it: I don't have the slightest desire to take this
post. And that's no argument," says the freshly
elected president. He wants to convert the former
bastion of provincialism into an international organi-
zation with a rotating presidency occupied by a non-
German. No less contrary to his decades-long
themes, he hopes to cultivate a "state- and ideology-
free space" where innovation in all the arts may
occur.

Muller's unlikely position is in fact the ultimate
statement of his art's form. Neither his plays nor
his politics offers the ready-made solutions that
people await so eagerly from their public figures.
His dialectic of contradiction is an impulse to con-
front the vicious cycle of history. "Naturally, art
must disturb," he says. "And now we [in the united
Germany] must determine how and what it can and
must disturb."

Team players: The Justice Department has a backlog of 21,000
uriproseeatied S&L cases. Missing fremfet tase load is an
examination of Neil Bush's involvement in the failure of Silverado
Savings of Denver—the bailout of wMeh^wriiieost the taxpayers
an estimated $1 billion. In mid-September the Federal Deposit In-
surance Corporation announced that it was suing young Bush and
other Silverado officials for $200 million. One week later the Of-
fice of Thrift Supervision (OTS) brought Neil before an adminis-
trative law judge. The OTS asked the judge to order Neil to re-
frain from becoming involved in any future conflicts of interest
with federally insured financial institutions. Tough stuff. As for
the Justice Department, it has brought no charges in the Sil-
verado case despite indications that Neil and two of his real-es-
tate-developing business associates played financial games with
millions of dollars in Silverado loans—loans that Neil had voted
to approve. A cynic might say that the Justice Department is not
taking action in this case because it involves the president's son
and the president's political supporters. One of young Bush's
business partners, a man who defaulted on tens of millions of
dollars of Silverado loans, is Kenneth Good. In 1988 Good gave
$100,000 to George Bush's presidential campaign, thereby joining
a group of the president's financial backers known as Team 100.
Our spoil: Robert Bass, a Fort Worth financier, did very well in
the Reagan-Bush administration's S&L fire sale. In late 1988 the
Federal Home Loan Bank Board, the agency that regulates S&Ls,
sold the insolvent American Savings and Loan of California to the
Robert Bass Group for $410 million raised by Bass and $2 billion
put up by the federal government in the form of FSL1C subsidies.
In 1989 American Savings and Loan earned Bass $122 million in
profits, a 30 percent return on the original investment. It now ap-
pears there could be another sweet deal in the works. Last July,
Bass Enterprises Production Co. agreed to finance the drilling of
three oil wells in Bahrain for the Harken Energy Corporation of
Dallas. The cost of this drilling is estimated at $25 million. The
Houston Posfs Brewton reports, "President Bush's oldest son,
George Bush Jr., is a director, large stockholder and $120,000-a-
year consultant to [Harken Energy Corporation], a Texas oil com-
pany whose potentially lucrative drilling rights in the Persian Gulf
are being protected by American troops and would be jeopar-
dized if Iraq invaded Saudi Arabia." According to Brewton, Harken
signed an exclusive deal in January with the government of Bah-
rain for "the exclusive right to explore for, develop, produce,
transport and market oil and gas throughout most of Bahrain's
offshore territories.... Energy analysts marveled at how Harken, a
relatively small, unknown company with operations primarily in
Texas, Louisiana and Oklahoma, was able to garner the Bahrain
rights. This is an incredible deal, unbelievable for this small com-
pany,' [an energy analyst] told Forces magazine." [Forbes, how-
ever, failed to mention the Bush connection.] It is not known how
many shares of Harken stock George Jr. owns. The company's
1989 report says he held 345,426 shares—or just 1.1 percent of
the total stock. On the other hand, 1989 news reports identified
George Jr. as the second-largest Harken shareholder behind Har-
vard University, which owns 30 percent of the company. What is
known is that recently the president's son did some divesting, in
the weeks before the Iraqi invasion Bush sold 225,000 shares of
his Harken stock, but he doesn't recall when—some time in "June
or July," he says. By selling early, he made about $191,000 more
than he would have if he sold after the invasion, when the price
of Harken stock fell from $3.60 to $2.75 a share. This raises the
question: what did young George know and when did he know it?
Graphic bananas: An S&L-connected figure who is defending
one way—not necessarily "our" way—of life is Carl Lindner of
Cincinnati. Lindner is an old friend and business associate of
jailed S&L crime figure Charles Keating. In their book Inside Job:
Looting of America's Savings and Loans, Stephen Pizzo, Mary
Fricker and Paul Muolo write that in 1979 the Securities and Ex-
change Commission (SEC) accused Lindner and Keating of a long
list of SEC violations, including using a bank they owned "to
make loans to themselves without collateral, extend themselves
new loans to cover the interest they owed on the old loans, roll
over loans as they matured without demanding payment and
guarantee loans that other banks had made to Keating and
others." Keating and Lindner, who owns Chiquita—formerly
United Fruit—join Bass and Good as members of President
Bush's Team 100 financial-support group. But the Bush presi-
dency is not the only cause Linder supports. Like Keating, Lind-
ner has a keen interest in graphic depictions of human sexuality.
His fortune funds Citizens for Community Values, the anti-pornog-
raphy group that spearheaded the campaign against the Robert
Mapplethorpe exhibit at the Cincinnati Contemporary Arts Center.
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Some people's kids
The campaign of Colorado Republican Senate candidate Hank
Brown took a beating last month when his son was charged with
attacking a "long-haired" university student and forcing him to re-
cite the Pledge x)f Allegiance.] the young Harry Brown, 21, and
two friends are accused of;niacking1Jamte Breitzman oh a street
at the iUniyersity o| ipfrtRernj Colorado. Breitzman claims he
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R^publi(:ah^|uberjiat0rial candidate Mary Mead is sorry
for a recent campaign speeeji, hut not because of any objectiona-
ble statements she night ha^e rnade, "Igot reports saying it [the
speech] was boring," said Mead, "and that 1 hadn't really said any-
thing," One week after the Sept. 19 speech to the Wyoming As-
sociation of County Officials, Mead wrote a formal letter of apol-
ogy, "not necessarily to change anybody's mind about me, but
just to let them know that it mattered."

A bomb for
El Salvador's
preferred
trading status
WASHlNGTON-The ability of the Sal-
vadoran government to sustain both
the rapidly deteriorating economy
and its 10-year war against the Fara-
bundo Marti National Liberation
Front (FMLN) depends on U.S. assis-
tance—in the form of aid and trade.
While the U.S. Senate considers a 50
percent cut in military aid, a group
of labor and human-rights organiza-
tions is making an end run on the
trade portion of U.S. support for the
Salvadoran economy.

In a case that may have tactical
implications for other solidarity labor
struggles, the organizations are ask-
ing that El Salvador be dropped from
the official U.S. list of beneficiary de-
veloping countries under the Gener-
alized System of Preferences (GSP),
which allows El Salvador to export
the majority of its foreign trade duty-
free to the U.S.

The groups are basing their case

on a 1984 provision of the U.S. Trade
Act that links GSP status with com-
pliance with internationally recog-
nized worker rights, including the
right to associate, organize and bar-
gain collectively.

Representatives of various U.S.
labor-rights committees, the AFL-
CIO and Americas Watch were
among the groups requesting denial
of preferential trading benefits at
hearings late last month by a sub-
committee composed of representa-
tives from the departments of Labor,
State, Treasury, Agriculture and
Commerce. They were joined by two
Salvadoran unions—one from the
right, the National Union of Workers
and Peasants (UNOC), and one from
the left, the National Union Federa-
tion of Salvadoran Workers (FEN-
ASTRAS).

Officially, the subcommittee must
base its decision on fairly narrow
legalistic grounds—if it can be es-
tablished that labor rights have been
consistently violated and that no ef-
fective steps have been taken to rec-
tify the pattern of abuses, then the
preferential status should be denied.
But political considerations will un-

doubtedly be a factor.
Nor will the most egregious hu-

man-rights violations, such as assas-
sinations and bombings aimed at
labor, figure prominently in the deci-
sion. These abuses "fall under the
criminal justice code," according to
Ron Dobson, the Department of
Labor representative on the sub-
committee. 'The right to life," he
continues, "is not listed as a worker
right" included in GSP guidelines.

At the hearings, the petitioners
challenged this mechanistic in-
terpretation. "It is obvious that when
union offices are blown up and union
organizers are tortured and killed,
the rights to organize and bargain
collectively are violated," said Philip
Kete, a Washington-based lawyer for
FENASTRAS.

Gerardo Diaz, who also testified
for FENASTRAS, was a vivid remin-
der of the reality of the threat to
unionists. He was wounded in the
October 1989 bombing of FENES-
TRAS headquarters in which 10 peo-
ple were killed and 40 wounded. "It
is clear," he told the panel, "that as
long as they have preferential treat-
ment, they will see it as a green light
to continue persecution of union
members."

In a graphic demonstration of the
new configuration of opposition
forces in El Salvador, Diaz, head of
FENASTRAS, was joined at the hear-
ing by Amanda Villatoro, a leader of
the right-wing UNOC.

This tactical unity between UNOC
and FENASTRAS reflects the new,
broad-based opposition movement
that has coalesced in the wake of
the far-right ARENA election victory
last March. By emphasizing common
concerns, such traditional opposi-
tion elements as leftist unions, hu-
man-rights and church groups have
sought out alliances with former
supporters of the late President
Jose Napoleon Duarte. Disgrun-
tled owners of small and medium-
sized businesses, more conservative
church groups and all the political
parties—except ARENA—have be-
gun to push for a negotiated solution
that incorporates an amelioration of
the social and economic injustices
that they acknowledge as precipitat-
ing and prolonging the war. ARENA
and its military supporters have
been increasingly isolated by this al-
liance.

The decision on El Salvador's GSP
status will be handed down in April
by President Bush, acting on the rec-
ommendation of the U.S. trade rep-
resentative. Until then, petitioners
hope that the U.S. threat of a change
in trade benefits will act to deter vio-
lence against unions. While the im-
pact of being dropped from the GSP
rolls would not be as serious a blow
to the government of El Salvador as
a cut in military aid, the petitioners
hope it will send a message that the
Salvadoran elite can understand:
continued repression and war are
bad for business.

-Terry Alien
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