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Gunter Grass: The Stasi Files

Gunter Grass im Visier — Die Stasi
Akte

review

Journalist Kai Schliter’s detailed and fascinating exploration of
Gunter Grass in the context of his observation at the hands of the
East German authorities is more than an addition to Grass’s
biography. It is also a compelling depiction of the Stasi apparatus,
revealing both how they exerted a terrifying force, and how they often
misread things to an almost comical extent.

The Stasi monitored Grass closely from August 1961 until the demise
of the GDR government almost thirty years later. But Schliter is at
pains to emphasise the unreliability of the files themselves, even
though access to them greatly benefits our understanding of the GDR
and the inner workings of the regime. There were a number of
misunderstandings, oversights, falsifications and downright lies,
motivated not only by the desire to incriminate Grass, but also by
competition and conflicts within Stasi departments. In addition, some
informers offered false information, either in an attempt to protect the
person they informed on or to exaggerate their own importance.

It is precisely the untrustworthiness of the files which makes this book
so interesting. Schliter presents extracts from them alongside
commentary from Grass and his colleagues and friends, comparing
the official record with the personal memories of those involved. The
Stasi’s frustration at the inadequacy of their hold over Grass is
consistently evident; as a West German resident and an
internationally renowned author, he was able to escape extreme
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action such as imprisonment due to the scandal it would cause.

The reports of the meetings he took part in between East and West
German writers are particularly thought-provoking; while the Stasi
clearly suspect that these were motivated by political dissidence, they
did not become focused on political issues until as late as 1978, when
a number of the East German authors had been imprisoned. Rather,
Grass was patrticularly interested in whether the literary languages in
East and West Germany differed substantially.

This is a book that makes for compelling reading, a valuable account
of a fascinating period in recent German history. Besides the
absorbing insight into Grass’s own history and engagement in the
East-West literary world, the Stasi documents also provide an
enthralling reflection of the gradual breakdown of its power.

press quotes

‘Schliter’s success in enlivening the dry bureaucratic
language of the Stasi through his commentary is
remarkable.'— FAZ

‘The story of Grass’s Stasi files, and how they were
dealt with after reunification, is as gripping as a crime
thriller.’— Die Welt

‘This was only possible with the cooperation of Grass,

who made his Stasi files fully available.’— Sudkurier
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Email; foreign-rights@christoph-linksverlag.de
Contact: Maria Oehlschlegel
www.christoph-links-verlag.de

Ch. Links Verlag was one of the first independent publishing houses
to be launched after the abolition of censorship in the German
Democratic Republic in the autumn of 1989. The list concentrated on
the history of Stalinism and communism in the GDR, before
expanding to cover such nonfiction areas as the Federal Republic of
Germany, the history of German colonialism and the legacy of
National Socialism. It now includes international history and politics.
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