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KRISTINA KAISEROVÁ and GERT RÖHRBORN

“The generation affected will have to see it 

through.” Literary paths out of dictatorship 

“The professional human rights activist is not a politician, 

he is more like a priest, an artist. […] 

He is an artist, his field the violation of the law.”1 

Is a violation of the law a work of art? Or must every work of art include a 

violation of the law in order to be recognized as an artistic act? 30 years ago, 

the Hungarian author and dissident Miklós Haraszti drew a totally different 

conclusion. For him, art is not political per se, or resistant according to a 

particular school of thought; it simply seeks out space for itself and nestles 

between the lines of any legislation, whether it be democratic or dictatorial. It 

pushes at boundaries of many and various types, boundaries whose violation 

always corresponds (in a secondary sense) with the violation of laws. Yet in 

the majority of cases artists are calculating lawbreakers, torn between desire 

for individual expression on the one hand and social recognition on the 

other. All regimes (and indeed some people) therefore feature an idealized 

conflict between the artist as a freely creative individual and what Haraszti 

calls a “corporate artist”. Artists’ identities are split into a number of frag-

ments, and it is therefore with great effort that a number of them retrospec-

tively portray earlier contradictory (alienating) expressions of their Self as a 

whole in the context of their Self and their environment.2 

The European unification process has provided evidence over a number 

of decades of the great influence which can be exerted—even on entire so-

cieties—by the existence of the capacity to remember and shared memory. 

In a speech to mark the 60th anniversary of the liberation of the Buchenwald 

and Mittelbau-Dora concentration camps, the Spanish author Jorge Semprún 

voiced a heady claim: “One of the most effective ways in which a path can 

be cleared for the future of a united Europe—or rather the reunited 

Europe—is to share our past, our memory, with each other and to unite our 

memories, which have remained separate up to now.”3 Some authors even 

take the view that, without some type of reunification of history (or histo-

ries), the political unification of Europe cannot be successful.4 
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Given the manifold and overlapping experiences of grief, and in particular 

the experiences of the 20th century, we are drawn towards the human issue of 

reconciliation. Nonetheless, with the exception of the general realization that 

collective injuries and traumata need to be dealt with there is anything other 

than unity amongst opinions on the impositions which can be made on great-

ness and pride-oriented national remembrance associations. Shared memory 

needs common points of reference, and in a superficial sense the suffering of 

violence means an end to all communication unites all victims.5 If even a rea-

sonably similar perspective is lacking, the same unholy spiral of dissociation 

and struggles to establish the supremacy of the respective sides’ interpretations 

will continue to unfold over and over again. Each and every human experi-

ences violence as an individual, even if its use is mainly legitimized on the basis 

of collective characteristics and decisions. “All shots on target are orbiting in 

space. God ordains. Only the evil justifies.”6 

To provide an example, it makes a great difference whether the history of 

Hungary as a culture-rich Central European nation is described against the 

backdrop of the annihilation of the European Jews (i.e., Hungary as the na-

tion of the Arrow Cross Party), imperial Soviet oppression of the people of 

Eastern Europe (with reference to the events of 1956, for example) or cross-

border migration (further to the Treaty of Trianon). Opposing national views 

of history have continued to provide hidden fuel to political conflicts in 

Europe in recent times, as amply illustrated not only by Hungary’s relation-

ships with Romania and Slovakia, but also by the confrontations between 

Estonia and Russia, as well as those between Poland and Germany. Tangible 

economic and political conflicts of interest, cultural misunderstandings and 

lack of synchrony in the experiencing, processing and passing on of historical 

processes are further factors. 

Arrival at a common narrative despite changing perspectives is nonethe-

less not to be completely ruled out. Yet it is surely not just “better” alterna-

tives—which the Europe-wide epoch-defining dates 1968, 1789/1989 or 

1848/1948, celebrated at regular intervals and as a matter of course, could be 

taken for—to those mentioned above which are required.7 On the contrary, 

a central value must be sought which is able to represent a real point of in-

tersection between the various perspectives. The unconditional protection of 

minority groups could take on this integrative role in today’s Europe: “It 

required an eventful and more-or-less accurately studied history spanning 

many thousands of years to gradually grasp the fact that diversity is not a 

cause for war.”8 

We should therefore examine the role of culture in the processing of dic-

tatorships and their legacies. Historical relationships are naturally not re-
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stricted to the political sphere; they also thoroughly penetrate the public 

cultural sphere and daily life. The subject of history tends towards a niche 

existence in modern painting, both in terms of artistic production and public 

awareness. This notwithstanding, a close and resonant relationship continues 

to exist between history and sculpture, and particularly as an element of pub-

lic memory—as illustrated by innumerable memorial sites and signs of re-

membrance. Theatrical and literary creation also have a significant influence 

on the sense of history and collective assessment of a period of history: there 

can surely be hardly a member of the audience at a puppet theatre play such 

as Das Lager [The Camp] by Pauline Kalker, Arlène Hoornweg und Herman 

Helle (in which prisoners are beaten to death over a period of several min-

utes while the fires of the crematorium burn incessantly in the background) 

that leaves devoid of emotion.9 Who was aware at the time and who is still 

aware today of Largo Desolato, which was played extensively across the politi-

cal stages of Eastern Europe just a few years ago?10 This distinction goes 

beyond mere tenses, as James E. Young points out in reference to research 

into and literature based on the annihilation of the Jews: “Contrary to the 

view that the world and the way in which we portray it have absolutely no 

influence on one another, there has always been a reciprocal penetration of 

‘life’ and ‘written life,’ of catastrophe and our reactions to it, therefore litera-

ture—even when expressing our practical reactions to the current crisis—

nevertheless still recalls past devastation.”11 

In addition to museums and exhibitions, the appeal of audiovisual media 

in particular has increased significantly. The rise and social dominance of the 

mass media has brought commercialization with it, and the role of the author 

and artist as a traditional communicator of culture needs to be redefined 

independently. Having previously been the defenders of inventories of price-

less national traditions or the mouthpiece of dissident opponents, they have 

now been forced into sectioned-off areas where intellectual life concepts are 

to be played out. Yet it is just this development which brings an opportunity 

with it: a living, emotionally-gripping remembrance culture is based on the 

narration, uncovering and discussion of individual experiences in conscious 

dialogue with fellow human beings. A work of art initially establishes itself 

and then continuously re-establishes itself within the reader; it is digested 

individually, processed and passed on.12 It therefore encounters hidden layers 

which are broader than those encountered by the academic and cultural fra-

ternities, as the latter’s professional dealings with history are conducted on a 

much broader front. 

György Konrád has summed up what it is that sets the special value of 

literature apart where European remembrance culture and shared social ex-
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perience are concerned. In his view, the first factor is the century-old, cross-

border pioneering spirit of European literature per se—a spirit which is far 

ahead of any political union. The second factor is the practical opportunity 

to actually make plurality a reality using the active assistance of innumerable 

translators, who Konrád would like to see respected as the “true weavers of 

Europe” alongside politicians and financiers. The third factor is the method of 

professional watching in the form of participative observation, which repre-

sents a “third view” that takes sides with victims when it would otherwise only 

be the victors who get to write history.13 In doing this authors do not simply 

assume the pose of the tragic Cassandra: “In a sense, as soon as we lay our 

hand on the pen, or the computer keyboard, we already cease to be the help-

less victims of whatever it was that enslaved and diminished us before we be-

gan to write. Not the slaves of our predicament nor of our private anxieties; 

not of the ‘official narrative’ of our country, nor of fate itself.”14 

The contributions included in this literary anthology are taken from the 

project “Overcoming Dictatorships – the Encounter of Poets, Artists and 

Writers”, which is being carried out under the supervision of the Technische 

Universität Dresden. Participants in the projects hail from Germany, Italy, 

Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Romania—all countries which 

were subjected in their own specific way to 20th-century authoritarian or 

totalitarian dictatorships. The project sees them report on their experiences 

of life under dictatorships and the influence of the political change brought 

about by the fall of communism on their artistic activity. The variety of dif-

ferent generations, European countries and artistic directions from which 

they come has represented both an advantage and a challenge where the 

cooperation between them is concerned. Though their original motivation to 

take part may have varied from that of their fellow contributors—a biogra-

phy of persecution, a feeling of personal historical responsibility or artistic 

curiosity—a unanimous desire to share and work together has emerged dur-

ing the course of the project. 

Three-day workshops in the countries named above see the writers and 

poets read from their work, thereby making others familiar with the culture 

of neighbouring European countries. The artists are working on a joint trav-

elling exhibition due to open in October 2008 at the University of Birming-

ham, Great Britain—a country which, despite not having witnessed dictator-

ships within its borders, created or actively supported authoritarian situations 

during its time as a colonial power. The transfer of culture is designed to 

explode prejudices and create better understanding between Central-Eastern 

and Western Europe. The primary cause of these prejudices is the insuffi-

cient processing of Europe’s dictatorial past—a past which has left deep 
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psychological scars and caused material and cultural loss in almost all coun-

tries across the continent.15 Encounters between counterparts from East and 

West therefore have a significant role to play.  

A wide spectrum of memory and digestion has been opened up not only 

to the public, but also to the participants in the project. The contributions 

which have taken shape over the course of the last few months bear not only 

the trademarks of their respective authors, but also signs of the reflections 

which have taken place within them as a result of their participation. Indi-

vidual development has been clearly influenced by cooperative work on the 

topic at hand. Concrete problems with the politics of dealing with the past 

have not been at the forefront of the discussions which have gone on, 

though a notable exception has come in the form of the voicing by Eduard 

Vacek at a meeting in Ústi nad Labem of his stance on the compensation for 

and the prevention of injustice carried out under dictatorships. In Vacek’s 

view it is a question of decorum that the former opposition are these days no 

worse off than former perpetrators. His demand for the complete replace-

ment of former leadership personnel and vehement support for common, 

decidedly anti-totalitarian history books provoked considerable protest. He 

insists on the necessity of reconciliation, including amongst the affected 

generations. The majority of his colleagues, on the other hand, attach greater 

importance to interhuman exchange and political education, though they also 

lament the insufficient resources made available for such measures. Funda-

mental disagreement regarding prevention ensued, the essence of which was 

formulated during the debate by the Dresden painter Ulf Göpfert, as fol-

lows: “The affected generation will have to see it through. Prevention is a 

matter for youth. Not our generation. For me, real prevention is becoming a 

European.” 

Compensation is therefore not an issue for discussion amongst literary 

figures due to the fact that it is a legal matter—and in any case one which is 

extremely complex. It is a form of dealing with the past which is conducted 

between governments or between governments and civil groups, and is 

based on the one-sided recognition of responsibility, the suffering of victims 

and an apology from the perpetrators. The primary aim of such voluntary 

gestures towards victims (global or individual restitution, reparations, etc.) is 

the balancing-out or annulment of losses suffered in the past. A further re-

lated issue is the display towards the victims of both respect and a desire for 

reconciliation. A risk of political orchestration and instrumentalisation does, 

however, exist, as the “political use of history is […] an important part of the 

self-image of societies with pluralist constitutions, and therefore an elixir of 

life for democracy.”16 It is also not possible to rule out negative impacts on 
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victims if gestures are not linked to efforts to create a modus vivendi—one 

which reconciles previously opposing group identities rather than perpetuat-

ing them, and gives rise to a shared, positive historical awareness despite the 

crimes of the past.17 Efforts towards retrospective legal security therefore 

mainly serve to counteract traumatisation based on severe experiences of 

helplessness which may attain exemplary interpretative sovereignty in the 

psyche of victims. It is here that literature and art are able to reach beyond 

the limits of legal processing and the consequences of the drawing of (neces-

sary) new political boundaries and yet still avoid the partial exaggerations of 

academic and journalistic debate18: “De-traumatisation occurs both in dia-

logue and within each individual. Neither side is obliged to wait until it 

reaches the other side, and in waiting for one another the two sides may keep 

each other in their traumatized states.”19 

It is the investigation of the lasting legacies of dictatorships which have 

marked both their lives and the lives of others which has fascinated and oc-

cupied the participants in the project to an ever-increasing extent. Fears that 

develop towards neurosis, disturbances in interpersonal communication and 

the debasement and misuse of societal resources have all proven to be of 

great significance. The work presented here is neither a new political history 

nor an economic analysis of recent times: a view of the flayed minion has 

been opened up.20 The fact that this view is extremely multi-facetted is also 

linked to the additional differentiation between remembered and remember-

ing victim groups, with the Germans having recently (been allowed to) re-

join(ed) the latter on the basis of bombing tactics and forced migration.21 

The suffering of victims may not—at least in an initial sense—be turned into 

new cultural capital, with every political-journalistic proxy war of the type 

conducted in Western Europe during the 1990s—and in particular amongst 

literary figures (as illustrated by the case of Peter Handke)—to be avoided.22 

It is rather the development of an “ethnography of a past everyday life, one 

which is neither part of an agenda nor takes itself or its protagonists to be 

representatives of an era”23 which characterizes the contributions collected 

together in this volume. Authors and poets prefer to pose their own ques-

tions rather than answer questions posed by others.24 In reading between the 

lines one is continually confronted with the realization that inhumanity es-

sentially reflects on its protagonists, and does not even spare their descen-

dents. Remaining silent puts the future—which has been endangered by 

previous violence—completely at risk.25 In allowing grief and pain to exist 

the high moral tone of the feature pages is replaced. In cases where violence 

is explored in the contributions selected for this anthology barbarism is nei-

ther stylized nor stereotyped.26  
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The paths of reconciliation which have been taken and are being taken 

within the framework of this project can be illustrated using the example of 

an event which took place in Cracow in November 2007. The event saw the 

author Utz Rachowski (Reichenbach), the photographer Harald Hauswald 

(Berlin) and the poet Denisa Mirena Pişcu (Bucharest) take part in a joint 

discussion and reading. 

Time and again the texts of Utz Rachowski—whose ancestors originate 

from Sdunska Wola in Poland—bring suppressed biographical interweavings 

to light: his father’s National-Socialist and latterly socialist career; his grand-

mother’s atmospheric and war-atrocity-laced recollections of her youth; the 

dubious past of detested teachers. It is the heart and not the ear of his read-

ers that is sought out by his composed, urgent voice, with each text similar to 

a poem. Having been arrested in 1979 as a result of his poems, 1980 saw him 

sold to the Federal Republic of Germany. Though he was able to settle in 

West Berlin for over a decade—and was therefore “protected” by the Wall—

he had to admit to himself that he had not only been encaged in the GDR 

and its prisons, but also in his own poetry: “Notes, questions. The all-

encompassing reality which was to be adhered to lost all its power when I 

took up my pen and wrote. Without knowing it, I was practising a survival 

technique which would be of use to me both in the army and in prison: 

switching off, stopping time. I admit that I held this loss of consciousness, 

this impotence in the face of the bloodhounds against language, against this 

thing which could perhaps be called literature. In no way did I want to accept 

the facts that it let me become a victim despite me giving myself to it, that it 

was not omnipotent, that I had to suffer just as others did. The wound this 

left ran deep.”27 

The photography of Harald Hauswald is not presented as a rough image 

of reality: it is a profound insight into it. He does not arrange shots, but fits 

elements together and looks for things that other do not see. He waits for 

the right moment before grasping little wonders, the pars pro toto of the 

bewildering crowds. His work is therefore consciously one-sided though 

certainly honest. He has always avoided celebratory photos, and is heavily 

rebuked for this by the same crowds he has been capturing on film for the 

last 30 years. Hauswald quotes an extreme example of this stance experi-

enced by him at a well-frequented exhibition in Jena during the spring of 

2007: “When you look at your photos you could come to the conclusion that 

we’d lived in a police state” was the comment of an indignant visitor, who 

continued “Where are the photos of our happy, smiling Pioneers?”28 When 

in the company of those who really want to listen, Hauswald recounts almost 

unbelievable stories of the little shards of freedom offered by the moment, 
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of the clever out-manoeuvring of dictatorial authorities despite oppression 

and a lack of any great deal of freedom. The photographer speaks openly 

about his pain, and remains exuberantly pleased about his successes and 

hidden coups. He not only confronts people who lived in the former GDR 

with what was going on at the time, but also with what was possible. And 

what the result of that situation is today. In his view, and as used in the title 

of a collaboration published by Hauswald and author and friend Lutz 

Rathenow, things have “gewendet” (turned)—a term which echoes the most 

popular description of the decline of the GDR.29 

Vaclav Havel risked his neck as a dissident under dictatorship.30 George 

Soros shipped vast numbers of photocopiers to the Polish opposition. Now, 

in the age of the internet, users are presumed to be just a click away from 

great personal deeds. Modern indulgences are sold, politics commercialized. 

These seem to be the reasons why Denisa Mirena Pişcu feels like a stranger 

in the West. In her eyes, Prague appears to be mutating into a huge bazaar 

from which Eastern European history is flogged to fashion-conscious yet 

completely clueless Westerners. On the other hand, her description of a 

journey through crisis-ridden Moldavia—a journey she slipped away from a 

conference to undertake—reverts to a familiar tone of melancholic support: 

“Heads thrust out of the car, greetings, and locals taken aback, as yet unsure 

as how they’re supposed to react in the presence of freedom.”31 Perhaps 

there really is such a thing as a community of Central-Eastern European 

experience, one which could overcome old national entrenchments under 

the auspices of transformation as an adjustment to Western norms and be-

haviour. Central-Eastern Europeans would have a lot to say to each other—

if they listened to one another. Pişcu started this process in Cracow. Her 

method was an attempt to appreciate how her audience heard her in Polish 

and English translations as she spoke simultaneously in Romanian. She later 

reported enthusiastically on how the experience of such a variety of and 

wrestling between languages had taken her into a trance-like state. This is an 

experience which no-one can take away from her, and one which she will 

hopefully pass on in her own way. 

Poets and authors are also people with firmly-set self-images and preju-

dices, however they are surely thankful to an above-average extent for the 

opportunity to carry out at least partial revision. The results of their cross-

border dialogue have enriched the project organisers with important experi-

ences and encouraged all involved to carry on along the path the project has 

taken. The publication of at least its written results is designed to allow a 

wider public audience in the countries in question to profit from these re-

sults. Multilingualism was therefore of importance to us. We wish to open up 
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routes towards a European culture, or to be more precise a post-nationalist 

community of communication. This is not a question of the creation of a 

political European public sphere, but rather the further civilisation and hu-

manization of political culture. This, in turn, neither means that national 

politics are to be scrapped, nor that the creation of a constitutional European 

conception of history and remembrance canon is to be supported. In in-

stances where legal protection is used to make truths into moral victories, the 

persuasiveness of the resultant victories is often questionable.32 It is the dis-

appearance of the individual behind social and political attributions that this 

project seeks to overcome.  

The “exodus from the camp” of modernity is the appearance of a human 

being as a singular being, one whose life is unique and therefore to be pro-

tected unconditionally. A human being who, after the hecatombs have been 

sacrificed “in the name of the people,” only wishes—and is only able—to 

testify for themselves.33 It is only then that the conditions have been met 

which enable them to be judged in a valid way and, where necessary, con-

demned. Such a human being who no longer endeavours to distance them-

selves from the experience of their own being, desires and actions using 

ideological protective mechanisms and psychological defensive reflexes is 

better placed to engage in permanent development. Their role is not that of 

a “shining example” (carrying out “heroic” duties, following the “true” 

path, etc.), but rather that of a point of reference, a partner in the defini-

tion of one’s own path. A certain eschatological nature may be inherent in 

this train of thought, one which perhaps comes across as somewhat anach-

ronistic. In her analysis of the totalitarian temptation of modernity, Han-

nah Arendt stresses that the social revival of (Christian) religion no longer 

represents a way out, and that it is no longer possible to expel evil from the 

world.34 Yet can we not see it as a higher form of humanity if the judge-

ment of a human being as a singular being—formerly known as divine 

justice—does not just remain an otherworldly hope, but actually becomes a 

worldly opportunity for all? 

We recommend that readers keep in mind our editorial principles while 

browsing through this volume. Our top priority is the genuine representation 

of the diversity of the literary approaches and perspectives used and exhib-

ited within the framework of this project. Each contribution is included both 

in its original language and in the form of an English translation. We have 

used slight amendments and annotations only in cases where it seemed to be 

in the best interest of international readers. The three sections into which 

this volume is divided (sediments, voids, time travels) have been chosen on an 

allegorical basis in order to facilitate an initial appropriation of the material. 
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We encourage all readers to reread and compare contributions in different 

orders after their initial reading. Readers with a sophisticated literary interest 

may consult the inspiring interpretations by Astrid Köhler. We would like to 

take this opportunity to extend our thanks to all the individuals and institu-

tions that have made the publication of this book possible. First and fore-

most, of course, we would like to thank the contributors and partners who 

have taken part in our project, invested courage, time and joy and given their 

all in helping to define the path that our undertaking has taken. We are par-

ticularly indebted to the European Union for their general financing of the 

project (as part of the “CULTURE 2000” programme), as well as to the 

University of Ústi nad Labem for their generous contribution towards the 

book’s publication, which has been dealt with with prudence and compe-

tence by our colleagues at the Central European University Press. The printer’s 

copy was prepared by Helga Zichner. The vital role of the numerous and irre-

placeable translators, assistants and documenters who facilitated personal ex-

changes between authors and poets at workshops, accompanied readings and 

collated contributions is also not to be forgotten. Though they are too many of 

them to mention in full here, we thank Eileen Schuldt, Justyna Smyka, David 

Tomiček, Susie Kerekes, Cristina Bordaş, Nellie Gilson and Barbara Lubich as 

representatives of their invaluable number. We hope that you, the readers of 

this book, will both sense and take away something of the unfettered sincerity 

which made each and every one of the meetings between the participants in 

this project an experience without comparison. 

 

(2008) 

Translated by Peter Welchman 
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