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ABSTRACT

“Truer than the Real Thing”:  
“Real” and “Hyperreal” Representations  
of the Past in Das Leben der Anderen

Wendy Westphal

8JUI�IJT������mMN�Das Leben der Anderen (The Lives of Others), writer and direc-

tor Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck asserted that he had “created a GDR that 

is truer than the real thing, that is realer than the actual GDR.” In this article, I 

show that while Das Leben der Anderen strives to be an authentic representation 

PG�UIF�QBTU�UISPVHI�JUT�JODPSQPSBUJPO�PG�SFBM�QSPQT�BOE�PO�TJUF�mMNJOH
�JU�JO�GBDU�

TIPXT�B�SFBMJUZ� UIBU� JT�iIZQFSSFBM�w�%FTQJUF�UIF�mMN�T�WBSJPVT�DMBJNT�UP�BVUIFO-

ticity, its plot serves as a subtext that exposes the very concepts of “truth” and 

“reality” as, at best, elusive ideals. 

i5IBU�T�GPS�UIF�OFYU�UXFOUZ�ZFBST��5XFOUZ�ZFBST�������B�MPOH�UJNF�w1 In Florian Henckel 
WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�T������mMN�Das Leben der Anderen (The Lives of Others), these 
BSF�-JFVUFOBOU�"OUPO�(SVCOJU[�T� MBTU�NFOBDJOH�XPSET�UP�IJT� GSJFOE�BOE�DPMMFBHVF�
Captain Gerd Wiesler, as Grubnitz informs Wiesler after the failure of their case that 
8JFTMFS�T�DBSFFS�BT�B�4UBTJ�PGmDFS�JT�PWFS��*OEFFE
�UIF�OFYU�TDFOF�TIPXT�8JFTMFS�CBO-
JTIFE�UP�UIF�CVJMEJOH�T�CBTFNFOU
�XIFSF�IF�TQFOET�IJT�EBZT�TUFBNJOH�PQFO�DPVOUMFTT�
letters. History, however, intervenes and Wiesler does not have to wait twenty years, 
but rather just four years and seven months until the Wall falls, an event that marks 
a new beginning for all Germans. It has now been more than twenty years since the 
Wall fell: twenty years that have transformed the 1984 “present” depicted in Das 
Leben der Anderen�JOUP�B�IJTUPSJDBM�QBTU��8JUI�UIJT�mMN
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�SFDSFBUFT�
the past at a time when Germany is attempting to reconcile multiple perspectives of 
what life in the German Democratic Republic was like. Portrayals of the merits of the 
GDR vie with those of the GDR as a surveillance state.2�8IFSFBT�mMNT�MJLF�Good Bye, 
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Lenin! (2003) and Sonnenallee (Sun Avenue, 1999) evoke mostly positive images of 
life in East Germany, Das Leben der Anderen paints a darker picture of the GDR as 
a place lacking any real freedoms, a place where the state intrudes upon even the 
most personal relationships. Das Leben der Anderen was widely acclaimed for its craft 
(among many other awards, it received an Academy Award in 2007 for Best Foreign 
-BOHVBHF�'JMN

�CVU� UIF�QPSUSBZBM�PG� UIF� TFDSFU�QPMJDF� JO� UIF�mMN�IBT�CFFO�IPUMZ�
EFCBUFE�QFSIBQT�UIF�NPSF�TP�TJODF�UIF�mMN�XBT�NBSLFUFE�BT�IBWJOH�iUIF�HSFBUFTU�
authenticity” and “never-before-seen accuracy”3 and deliberately set apart from other 
popular, but humorous Wende�mMNT�MJLF�Good Bye, Lenin! and Sonnenallee.4 Despite 
WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�T�BUUFNQUT�UP�GBJUIGVMMZ�SFDSFBUF�UIF�NBUFSJBM�XPSME�PG�UIF�(%3
�
the plot of Das Leben der Anderen presents the viewer with a multiplicity of perceived 
SFBMJUJFT
�BOE�TIPXT�IPX�QSPUBHPOJTU�(FPSH�%SFZNBO�T�NFNPSJFT�PG�UIJT�QFSJPE�MJLF�
those of many East Germans—do not match the reality of the past, creating tension 
CFUXFFO�UIF�mMN�T�BFTUIFUJD�BOE�UIF�QMPU��4QFDJmDBMMZ
�UIF�DPOEFOTFE�iUSVFS�UIBO�UIF�
SFBM�UIJOHw�PS�iIZQFSSFBMw�mMN�BFTUIFUJD
�XIJDI�JT�EFTJHOFE�UP�TPMJEJGZ�UIF�DPMMFDUJWF�
JNBHF�PG�UIF�QBTU
�TUBOET�JO�DPOUSBTU�UP�UIF�QMPU�PG�UIF�mMN
�XIJDI�NBLFT�B�QPJOU�PG�
showing the multiplicity of possible perceptions of any given event. This paper illus-
trates that while simultaneously making strong claims to authenticity, Das Leben der 
Anderen self-consciously questions the concepts of truth, reality, and authenticity in 
UIF�QMPU�PG�UIF�mMN
�BOE�CZ�FYUFOTJPO�BDUVBMMZ�VOEFSTDPSFT�UIF�VOSFMJBCMF�OBUVSF�PG�
both individual and collective memory.

In an interview, Ulrich Mühe, the East German actor who plays Stasi (Staatsi-
cherheit
�i4UBUF�TFDVSJUZw
�PGmDFS�(FSE�8JFTMFS
�QSFEJDUFE�UIBU�UIF�mMN�T�SFDFQUJPO�
would “most certainly focus directly on the question as to what kind of GDR-image 
is being suggested and constructed.”5 Mühe explains that, compared to the many 
others he read, the script of Das Leben der Anderen struck him with its authenticity:

There have already been many attempts to capture and reorganize the GDR reality 

and also the topic of the Stasi. I read a lot of screenplays on this topic especially 

JO�UIF�����T��#VU�UIFZ�BMXBZT�GFMM�UPP�TIPSU
�EJEO�U�HP�GBS�FOPVHI��*ODMVEFE�B�MPU�PG�

really annoying rubbish. . . . And suddenly there was a book where everything felt 

SJHIU
�XIFSF�*�EJEO�U�IBWF�UP�GVSSPX�NZ�CSPX�XIJMF�*�XBT�SFBEJOH�BOE�TBZ��i/PX�

UIBU�T�FYBHHFSBUFEw�������*�IBWF�B�GFFMJOH�GPS�UIJT�UJNF�CFDBVTF�*�MJWFE�JO�JU
�BNPOH�

QSFDJTFMZ�UIF�QFPQMF�UIBU�UIF�mMN�JT�BCPVU��"OE�UIFZ�XFSF�EFQJDUFE�WFSZ�BVUIFOUJ-

cally and with a lot of sensitivity: in their relationship to one another, to art, to the 

TUBUF
�UP�UIF�4UBTJ��*�GFMU�JU�XBT�JNQPSUBOU�UIBU�UIJT�mMN�CF�NBEF�6

.ÊIF�XBT�SJHIU�JO�QSFEJDUJOH�UIBU�UIF�mMN�T�SFDFQUJPO�XPVME�GPDVT�PO�XIBU�LJOE�PG�
JNBHF�PG�UIF�(%3�JU�QPSUSBZFE��8JUIPVU�B�EPVCU
�UIF�mMN�TUBOET�JO�TUBSL�DPOUSBTU�UP�



 Wendy Westphal 99

the Ostalgie�mMNT�UIBU�QSFDFEFE�JU��"GUFS�BUUFOEJOH�UIF�mMN�T�QSFNJFSF
�GPS�FYBNQMF
�
mMN�DSJUJD�3FJOIBSE�.PIS�XSPUF��

Coming after Sonnenallee, Good Bye, Lenin!, NVA, and Der rote Kakadu (The Red 

Cockatoo), Das Leben der Anderen�JT�UIF�mSTU�(FSNBO�GFBUVSF�mMN�UP�UBLF�B�UIPS-

oughly serious look (without any Trabi-nostalgia, Spreewald pickle romantics, and 

other folkloristic hullabaloo) at what the essence was of the German Democratic 

Republic that collapsed in 1989—the systematic intimidation, harassment, and 

suppression of its citizens in the name of “state security.”7

0UIFST
�IPXFWFS
�BSF�XBSZ�PG� UIF�mMN�T�DMBJN�PG�BVUIFOUJDJUZ�BOE�DBVUJPO�BHBJOTU�
accepting the story and the imagery at face value as truthful representations of the 
QBTU��.PTU�OPUBCMZ
�mMNNBLFS�"OESFBT�%SFTFO�SFQPSUT�XJUI�DPODFSO�JO�BO�BSUJDMF�GPS�
Die Welt�UIBU�UIF�mMN�JT�DVSSFOUMZ�CFJOH�TIPXO�UP�TDIPPM�DMBTTFT�XJUI�UIF�JOUFOUJPO�
of conveying a “true” picture of the GDR:

#Z�DPOUSBTU
�B�mMN�MJLF�Das Leben der Anderen by Florian Henckel von Donners-

marck stakes a more serious claim and is now shown to school classes with the 

intention of painting a true picture of the conditions in East Germany. Although 

QSFDJTFMZ�UIJT�mMN�IBT�BT�NVDI�UP�EP�XJUI�UIF�(%3�BT�)PMMZXPPE�XJUI�)PZFSTXFSEB�8

+FOT�(JFTFLF�BMTP�TFFT�UIF�EBOHFS�PG�TJOHMJOH�PVU�UIF�mMN�BT�SFQSFTFOUBUJWF�PG�iUIF�
true GDR” and its popular use as an alternative to a thorough historical examination 
of the topic in schools: “One after the other, classes of school children are being 
shuttled to the movie theaters. That makes things easier for many people: the students 
believe that they now know what it was like in the GDR and politicians can get back 
to their daily business.”9 Debates surrounding the artistic representation of the past 
and its impact on individual and collective memories are nothing new to Germany. 
Indeed, the theory of French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs on collective memory, 
originally a tool for negotiating narratives about the Holocaust and World War II, is 
now key in the current debate about the portrayal of the GDR and in answering the 
question: What image of the GDR will be passed on to future generations? As memory 
scholar Aleida Assmann reminds us in Erinnerungsräume: Formen und Wandlungen 
des kulturellen Gedächtnisses, our collective memory and our collective forgetting 
are inextricably intertwined with our conception of ourselves. Thus the memories 
that are now selected to represent the former state will have a lasting impact on the 
GVUVSF�QFSDFQUJPO�PG�UIF�&BTU�(FSNBO�QBTU
�BT�XFMM�BT�PO�UIF�&BTU�(FSNBOT��TFOTF�PG�
identity. In addition, Halbwachs has shown in La mémoire collective (On Collective 
Memory) that memories are selected and sustained not just by individuals, but also by 
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certain groups, and that even private memories cannot be separated from the societal 
JOnVFODFT�JO�XIJDI�UIF�JOEJWJEVBM�MJWFT��"T�B�SFTVMU
�NFNPSJFT�PG�CPUI�IJTUPSJDBM�BOE�
personal events can change according to the current values of the group that  recollects 
UIFN��*O�UIJT�TFOTF
�UIF�DPOUFNQPSBSZ�QPSUSBZBMT�PG�MJGF�JO�UIF�(%3�XIFUIFS�mDUJPOBM�
or autobiographical—are therefore themselves constructs.

If invention is part of this memory-forming process, then the authentication of 
these memories plays an equally important role, ensuring that the audience engages 
with the memories as if they were truthful representations of the past. To this end, 
EPDVNFOUJOH�iFWJEFODFw�JT�PGUFO�JOUFHSBUFE�JOUP�NFNPSZ�UFYUT�BOE�mMNT��'PS�FYBNQMF
�
the book Zonenkinder includes photographs and real documents to illustrate author 
+BOB�)FOTFM�T�NFNPSJFT
�BOE�FWFO�BO�FOUJSFMZ�mDUJPOBM�mMN�MJLF�Good Bye, Lenin! 
JOUFHSBUFT�EPDVNFOUBSZ�OFXT�GPPUBHF�PG�4JHNVOE�+´IO�T�SPDLFU�MBVODI�BOE�FWFOUT�
surrounding the fall of the Wall. The latter example actually complicates the question 
of authenticity, since the real documentary news footage is viewed on the television 
PG�B�mDUJPOBM�DIBSBDUFS�JO�B�mDUJPOBM�TFUUJOH
�XIP�JO�UVSO�JT�WJFXFE�CZ�UIF�SFBM�mMN�
BVEJFODF��)FSF
�SFBMJUZ�BOE�mDUJPO�BSF�OFTUFE�POF�XJUIJO�BOPUIFS
�NVUVBMMZ�MFOEJOH�
each other a gleam of truth and a shimmer of illusion, and thus forcing the larger 
questions: What is real? And exactly what is the status of guarantors of truth in a 
mDUJPOBM�TFUUJOH �

In Das Leben der Anderen
�B�mDUJPOBM�mMN
�UIF�DIBSBDUFS�PG�&BTU�(FSNBO�QMBZXSJHIU�
Georg Dreyman is placed under the surveillance of the secret police at the request of 
BO�&BTU�(FSNBO�QPMJUJDJBO
�#SVOP�)FNQG��)FNQG�IBT�EFTJHOT�PO�%SFZNBO�T�HJSMGSJFOE
�
B�GBNPVT�&BTU�(FSNBO�BDUSFTT
�BOE�VTFT�IJT�JOnVFODF�UP�DPFSDF�IFS�JOUP�BO�BGGBJS�
with him. Dreyman, on the other hand, is said to be one of the few writers whose 
work is completely in line with party doctrine. Only after his friend, Albert Jerska, a 
(formerly) famous East German director, commits suicide as a reaction to his long-
term ban from the profession does Dreyman take up his pen against the GDR. The 
4UBTJ�PGmDFS�JO�DIBSHF�PG�IJT�DBTF
�$BQUBJO�(FSE�8JFTMFS
�JT�RVJFUMZ�DSJUJDBM�PG�)FNQG�T�
base motivation and, in an unlikely twist in the plot, undergoes a dramatic moral 
transformation which is largely induced by the moving piece of music, the “Sonate 
vom guten Menschen” (“Sonata for a Good Man”) that Dreyman plays on the piano 
BGUFS�+FSTLB�T�TVJDJEF��8JFTMFS�CFHJOT�GBMTJGZJOH�SFQPSUT�JO�PSEFS�UP�DPODFBM�%SFZNBO�T�
work on an article about suicide in East Germany, and in the end even conceals the 
most crucial piece of evidence, a West German typewriter, to save Dreyman from 
QSJTPO��6OUJM�IF�WJFXT�IJT�4UBTJ�mMFT�UXP�ZFBST�BGUFS�UIF�GBMM�PG�UIF�8BMM
�%SFZNBO�JT�
unaware that his apartment had been wiretapped, that his girlfriend Christa-Maria had 
betrayed him to the Stasi, and that Wiesler had saved him by removing the typewriter 
GSPN�JUT�IJEJOH�QMBDF��"GUFS�SFBEJOH�IJT�4UBTJ�mMFT
�%SFZNBO�XSJUFT�B�CPPL�BCPVU�UIJT�
episode of his life, dedicating the work to Gerd Wiesler “in gratitude.” Thus the plot 
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PG�UIF�mMN�QSFTFOUT�UIF�WJFXFS�XJUI�B�NVMUJQMJDJUZ�PG�MJWFE�SFBMJUJFT�BOE�TIPXT�IPX
�MJLF�
NBOZ�&BTU�(FSNBOT�
�%SFZNBO�T�NFNPSJFT�PG�UIJT�QFSJPE�BSF�BU�PEET�XJUI�UIF�USVUI�

Authenticity was essential to writer/director von Donnersmarck, who spent years 
DPOEVDUJOH�SFTFBSDI�GPS�UIF�mMN��5IJT�FGGPSU�JODMVEFE�JOUFSWJFXJOH�GPSNFS�4UBTJ�BHFOUT�
and their victims and visiting museums and former Stasi prisons, as well as examin-
ing visual media from the GDR. In Das Leben der Anderen a number of techniques 
XPSL�UPHFUIFS�UP�DSFBUF�B�TUSPOH�TFOTF�PG�IJTUPSJDBM�BVUIFOUJDJUZ��mMNJOH�PO�MPDBUJPO�BU�
historical sites,10�UIF�VTF�PG�BDUVBM�4UBTJ�FRVJQNFOU�BT�mMN�QSPQT�UP�DSFBUF�BO�BVUIFOUJD�
mise-en-scène,11 and the incorporation of both the bureaucratic language and the 
interrogation techniques of the East German secret police. 

In the audio commentary to the German DVD, von Donnersmarck makes a point 
PG�JEFOUJGZJOH�XIJDI�PG�UIF�QSPQT�BOE�mMN�MPDBUJPOT�BSF�iSFBM
w�IJTUPSJDBM�TJUFT�BOE�
which are not. The use of real Stasi equipment was a conscious decision, intended 
UP�IFJHIUFO�UIF�mMN�T�BVUIFOUJDJUZ��)F�FYQMBJOT��

wherever we could, we tried to obtain the original equipment—from the wire taps 

to the device . . . with which Ulrich Mühe [Wiesler] steams open letters at the end 

PG�UIF�mMN��&WFO�UIBU�JT�UIF�PSJHJOBM�EFWJDF�XJUI�XIJDI�6MSJDI�.ÊIF�T�MFUUFST�XFSF�

steamed open. It was important to me to be very authentic even in these small 

details. Of course we could have also just made copies of these devices, but I believe 

that one really does sense something. One senses that these devices are imbued 

with many real experiences and real suffering. And that then helps one intensify 

UIF�NPPE�PG�UIF�mMN�12

#Z�QPJOUJOH�PVU�UIBU�UIF�FRVJQNFOU�VTFE�UP�TUFBN�PQFO�MFUUFST�JO�UIF�mMN�XBT
�JO�SFBM�
MJGF
�BMTP�VTFE�UP�TUFBN�PQFO�BDUPS�6MSJDI�.ÊIF�T�MFUUFST�XIFO�IF�XBT�VOEFS�4UBTJ�
TVSWFJMMBODF
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�UJFT�UIF�GBOUBTZ�XPSME�PG�UIF�mMN�UP�SFBM�IJTUPSJDBM�
and personal realities. 

7PO�%POOFSTNBSDL�BMTP�DPOTJEFSFE�UIF�BVUIFOUJDJUZ�PG�MPDBUJPO�TJHOJmDBOU
�BOE�
visited GDR memorials and former Stasi buildings as part of his preproduction 
SFTFBSDI��*O�UIF�BVEJP�DPNNFOUBSZ�PG�UIF�%7%
�IF�KVTUJmFT�UIJT��

I believe that places somehow store memories—that feelings that were experienced 

at a certain place do not somehow disappear but rather are still there, somewhere 

in the stones. And I think that I sensed quite a lot at these sites.13 

#Z�VTJOH�SFBM�QSPQT�BOE�mMNJOH
�XIFSF�QPTTJCMF
�PO�TJUF
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�BUUFNQUT�
UP�DSFBUF�BO�BVUIFOUJD�BOE�CFMJFWBCMF�mMN�BCPVU�UIF�4UBTJ��i*U�XBT
�JO�GBDU
�BMM�SFBM
w�
von Donnersmarck adds, “and I believe that we convey a sense of authenticity with 
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these little details that would otherwise have been hard to create.” From the outset, 
WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�XBOUT�UIF�TQFDUBUPS�UP�DPNQMFUFMZ�BDDFQU�UIF�SFBMJUZ�PG�UIF�mMN
�
and for this reason even eliminates the opening credits. In the audio commentary to 
UIF�/PSUI�"NFSJDBO�%7%�IF�FYQMBJOT�UIBU�UIF�DSFEJUT�XPVME�iSFNJOE�ZPV�UIBU�UIJT�JT�
KVTU�B�mMN��"OE�*�XBOU�ZPV�UP�CFMJFWF�JU�JT�reality.”

4JODF�UIF�SFMFBTF�PG�UIF�mMN
�IPXFWFS
�TDIPMBST�BOE�DSJUJDT�IBWF�SFTQPOEFE�TUSPOHMZ�
UP�UIF�QVCMJDJUZ�T�DMBJN�UP�BVUIFOUJDJUZ��*O�GBDU
�FWFO�CFGPSF�"OESFBT�%SFTFO�T�DSJUJRVF�
in Die Welt, the question of the authenticity of Das Leben der Anderen was the focus of 
the October 2008 volume of the German Studies Review. In this discussion, scholars 
note inaccuracies ranging from small details like how Stasi reports were signed14 and 
the fact that sleep deprivation was no longer used in interrogations in the 1980s,15 to 
UIF�NVDI�NPSF�TJHOJmDBOU�GBDU�UIBU�UIFSF�XBT�OP�IJTUPSJDBM�SPMF�NPEFM�GPS�UIF�DIBSBDUFS�
of Wiesler.16 Anna Funder, the author of Stasiland, points out that the structure of 
the East German secret police operations would have made it impossible for any single 
PGmDFS�UP�BDU�BT�JOEFQFOEFOUMZ�BT�8JFTMFS�EPFT��5IJT�MBDL�PG�B�QSFDFEFOU�JT�JNQPSUBOU
�
TJODF�8JFTMFS�T�DPOWFSTJPO�NBLFT�IJN�BO�FTTFOUJBMMZ�QPTJUJWF�DIBSBDUFS
�BOE�UIJT�BU�B�
time when, as Anna Funder notes, “groups of ex-Stasi are becoming increasingly bel-
ligerent. They write articles and books, and conduct lawsuits against people who speak 
out against them.”17 Hubertus Knabe, the director of the Berlin-Hohenschönhausen 
Memorial, a former Stasi prison, strongly objected to “making a Stasi man the hero” 
and denied von Donnersmarck permission to shoot on site.18 He also pointed out that 
OPU�B�TJOHMF�DBTF�JT�LOPXO�PG�B�4UBTJ�PGmDFS�XIP�DIBOHFE�TJEFT�BT�8JFTMFS�EPFT�19 In 
IJT�BSUJDMF�i%FS�GBMTDIF�,JOP�0TUFO
w�"OESFBT�%SFTFO�SFGVUFT�UIF�DMBJN�UIBU�UIF�mMN�
SFQSFTFOUT�B�iUSVUIGVMw�JNBHF�PG�UIF�(%3�BOE�DBMMT�UIF�mMN�T�TUPSZ�B�GBJSZ�UBMF��i5IF�
mMN�RVJUF�FGGFDUJWFMZ�UFMMT�UIF�GBJSZ�UBMF�PG�UIF�HPPE�QFSTPO�CVSJFE�JO�FBDI�PG�VT�FWFO�
JO�UIF�XPSTU�4UBTJ�JOGPSNBOU��/BUVSBMMZ
�UIBU�UZQF�PG�UIJOH�HPFT�PWFS�XFMM
�OPU�MFBTU�
CFDBVTF�JU�JT�TP�QMFBTBOUMZ�TPPUIJOH��5IF�mMN�XBT�OPU�NBEF�JO�UIF�JOUFSFTU�PG�mOEJOH�
the truth.”20�*O�EFGFOTF�PG�UIF�GBCSJDBUJPO�PG�B�4UBTJ�PGmDFS�T�NPSBM�USBOTGPSNBUJPO
�
WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�XSJUFT�JO�IJT�i%JSFDUPS�T�4UBUFNFOUw��i.PSF�UIBO�BOZUIJOH�FMTF
�
Das Leben der Anderen is a human drama about the ability of human beings to do the 
right thing, no matter how far they have gone down the wrong path.”21 Thus, on this 
level, the plot of Das Leben der Anderen depicts not truth, but rather a moral ideal 
draped with the trappings of reality.

In addition to his use of real props and settings, von Donnersmarck credits the 
DPMPS�QBMFUUF�PG�UIF�mMN�XJUI�SFQMJDBUJOH�UIF�GFFM�PG�UIF�&BTU��8IJMF�TUVEZJOH�WJTVBM�
media of and from the East, he noticed that the colors red and blue tended to be less 
prevalent than in images of the West. In the audio commentary, he explains that
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in fact, there tended not to be that much really bright red or blue. We said that 

TJODF�NFNPSZ�JOUFOTJmFT�UIFTF�UFOEFODJFT
�XF�IBWF�UP�EP�UIF�TBNF��"OE�UIBU�MFE�

us to this color scheme.

To replicate the intensity of memory, a strict color scheme of grays, browns, and greens 
XBT�VTFE��8IFO�UIF�mMN�XBT�QSFWJFXFE�JO�UIF�&BTU
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�SFQPSUT�UIBU�
the audience told him that that is exactly what the GDR had looked like:

1FPQMF�TBJE�FWFSZXIFSF
�i5IBU�T�FYBDUMZ�XIBU� JU�XBT� MJLF��5IBU�T�FYBDUMZ�XIBU� JU�

MPPLFE� MJLF�w�#VU� JO� GBDU
� UIBU� JT�XIBU� JU� MPPLT� MJLF� JO�POF�T�NFNPSZ
�XIFO�POF�

attempts to replicate the memory, quasi the inner truth of the GDR. But there were 

blue objects in the GDR—just not in the inner truth of the GDR. 

The topic of memory and how we remember is important not only in the reception of 
UIF�mMN��UIF�TVCKFDU�PG�NFNPSZ�JT�BEESFTTFE�EJSFDUMZ�CPUI�JO�UIF�EJBMPH�BOE�UIF�QMPU
�
and reminds the viewer of the unreliability of memory. When Dreyman decides to read 
IJT�4UBTJ�mMFT
�IF�NBLFT�B�DPOTDJPVT�EFDJTJPO�UP�iDPSSFDUw�IJT�NFNPSZ��*O�IJT�BVEJP�
DPNNFOUBSZ
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�JSPOJDBMMZ�DBMMT�%SFZNBO�T�USJQ�EPXO�NFNPSZ�MBOF�
“the strangest nostalgia trip that one can imagine.” Yet this trip actually has nothing 
to do with nostalgia, which romanticizes the past. Rather, it is an attempt to collect 
information in order to make sense of his (only partially correct) memories. In the 
dialog, the topic of memory and how it can both manipulate and be manipulated frame 
UIF�mMN��"U�UIF�WFSZ�CFHJOOJOH�PG�UIF�mMN
�(FSE�8JFTMFS�UISFBUFOT�UIF�QSJTPOFS�IF�JT�
interrogating: “We want to help your memory a bit.” And at the end, when an emo-
tional Dreyman leaves the theater and encounters Minister Hempf, Hempf comments: 
i5PP�NBOZ�NFNPSJFT
�IVI �*U�T�UIF�TBNF�GPS�NF�w $POUSBSZ�UP�)FNQG�T�JNQMJDBUJPO�
UIBU�IJT�NFNPSJFT�PG�$ISJTUB�.BSJB�BSF�BT�QPXFSGVM�BT�%SFZNBO�T
�)FNQG�T�DPNNFOU�
reminds the viewer how very different the experiences of these two characters are. 
)FNQG�T�XPSET
�UIF�mSTU�MJOF�PG�EJBMPH�XIFO�UIF�mMN�KVNQT�UP�����
�BMTP�TIPX�UIBU�
POF�DBOOPU�FODPVOUFS�UIF�GVUVSF�XJUIPVU�mSTU�GBDJOH�POF�T�QBTU�

The act of remembering (in the sense of reconstructing the past) is presented 
BMMFHPSJDBMMZ�UISPVHI�UIF�TUBHJOH�PG�%SFZNBO�T�QMBZ�BU�UIF�PQFOJOH�PG�UIF�mMN
�BOE�
UIF�SFTUBHJOH�PG�UIF�TBNF�QMBZ�JO�������*G�UIF�EJBMPHVF�T�SFGFSFODFT�UP�NFNPSZ�XFSF�
OPU�TVGmDJFOU
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�TIPXT�UIF�TQFDUBUPS�IPX�UIF�QPSUSBZBM�PG�UIF�TBNF�
iFWFOUTw�	IFSF�UIF�QMBZ
�DBO�DIBOHF�PWFS�UJNF��5IF�QFSGPSNBODF�PG�%SFZNBO�T�QMBZ�
in 1991 is a thoroughly postmodern interpretation of his work, and only the repeti-
UJPO�PG�BDUSFTT�i.BSUB�Tw�MJOFT�SFWFBM�JU�UP�CF�UIF�TBNF�QMBZ�BT�JO�UIF�CFHJOOJOH�PG�UIF�
mMN
�XIFSF�XF�TFF�$ISJTUB�.BSJB�	JO�UIF�MFBEJOH�SPMF
�BOE�(FPSH�%SFZNBO�GPS�UIF�
mSTU�UJNF��*O�UIF�mMN�T�EJFHFTJT
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�NBLFT�TFWFSBM�OPET�UP�UIF�XPSL�
of East German poet, playwright, and director Bertolt Brecht. Most obviously, it is a 
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WPMVNF�PG�#SFDIU�T�QPFUSZ�UIBU�8JFTMFS�UBLFT�GSPN�%SFZNBO�T�SPPN
�BOE�XIJDI�BJET�
8JFTMFS�JO�IJT�JOOFS�USBOTGPSNBUJPO��.PSF�TJHOJmDBOUMZ�GPS�UIF�JOUFSQSFUBUJPO�PG�UIF�mMN�
JUTFMG
�IPXFWFS
�JT�UIF�XBZ�JO�XIJDI�%SFZNBO�T�QMBZ�JT�SFTUBHFE�JO�������8IFSFBT�UIF�
mSTU�TUBHJOH�PG�UIF�QMBZ�FNQMPZT�B�TPDJBMJTU�BFTUIFUJD�	UIF�TUBHF�TFU�JT�JO�B�GBDUPSZ
�XJUI�
UIF�BDUSFTTFT�XFBSJOH�JEFOUJDBM�XPSLFS�T�DMPUIJOH

�UIF�SFTUBHJOH�JT�JO�B�QPTUNPEFSO�
#SFDIUJBO�TUZMF�BOE�FNQMPZT�#SFDIU�T�Verfremdungseffekt. The Verfremdungseffekt 
(“distancing” or “alienation”) “prevents the audience from losing itself passively and 
completely in the character created by the actor, . . . which consequently leads the 
audience to be a consciously critical observer.”22�5IF������SFTUBHJOH�PG�%SFZNBO�T�QMBZ�
is clearly in this tradition: the austere stage set, the costumes, the emotionless tone 
PG�UIF�BDUSFTT�T�WPJDFT
�UIF�TUBSL�MJHIUJOH�BOE�DPMPS�TDIFNF
�BOE�FWFO�UIF�VOOBUVSBM�
positioning and posing of the actresses, which has the supporting actresses speak 
together in the background in the manner of a “choir,” are all techniques that prevent 
the viewer from closely identifying with the characters. The Verfremdungseffekt is 
intended to enable the spectator to view familiar things in a different light.23 The fact 
UIBU�UIF�SFTUBHJOH�PG�%SFZNBO�T�QMBZ�JT�GFBUVSFE�JO�UIJT�TUZMF�TVHHFTUT�UP�UIF�WJFXFS�
UP�MPPL�BU�UIF�mMN�JUTFMG�GSPN�B�EJGGFSFOU�QFSTQFDUJWF��5IF�NFTTBHF
�JU�XPVME�TFFN
�JT�
that just as art can be reinterpreted, so can the past. Overwhelmed by the emotions 
SFMFBTFE�CZ�UIF������QFSGPSNBODF
�%SFZNBO�nFFT�UIF�UIFBUFS
�POMZ�UP�FODPVOUFS�POF�
of the “ghosts” from his past, Minister Hempf, face-to-face, and as a result of their 
VOQMFBTBOU�BOE�VOFYQFDUFE�FODPVOUFS�%SFZNBO�EFDJEFT�UP�WJFX�IJT�4UBTJ�mMFT��5IJT�
EFDJTJPO�FDIPFT�UIF�QVCMJD�EFCBUF�UIBU�GPMMPXFE�VOJmDBUJPO�BCPVU�XIFUIFS�PS�OPU�UP�
NBLF�UIF�QBTU�QVCMJD�CZ�PQFOJOH�UIF�4UBTJ�mMFT��*O�UIF�BVEJP�DPNNFOUBSZ
�WPO�%PO�
ners marck describes Dreyman as “one of these people who say ‘I am not going to 
SFRVFTU�NZ�4UBTJ�mMF��*�XBOU�UP�MFU�UIF�QBTU�MJF���#VU�OPX�IF�DBOOPU�EP�UIBU�BOZNPSF�w�
%SFZNBO�T�SFBMJ[BUJPO�UIBU�IJT�NFNPSJFT�PG�UIF�QBTU�BSF�BU�PEET�XJUI�UIF�BDUVBM�FWFOUT�
PG�UIF�QFSJPE�QSPNQUT�IJN�UP�USZ�UP�mOE�PVU�UIF�iUSVUIw�BCPVU�XIBU�iSFBMMZw�IBQQFOFE�

Classic Hollywood cinema has traditionally relied on the sense of realism it gleans 
GSPN� UIF�VTF�PG�mMN� UP�DSFBUF�WJTVBM� JNBHFT��5IF�iUSVUIw�PG�OPO�DPNQVUFS�CBTFE�
cinema is indeed that the eye of the camera records exactly what stands before it. As 
Lev Manovich explains in The Language of New Media, “in contrast [to animation], 
cinema works hard to erase any traces of its own production process.”24 At the same 
UJNF
�NBOZ�mMNT�BMTP�TUSJWF�UP�DSFBUF�B�XJEFS�SFBMJUZ��,SBDBVFS�FYQMBJOT�UIBU

DJOFNBUJD�mMNT�FWPLF�B�SFBMJUZ�NPSF�JODMVTJWF�UIBO�UIF�POF�UIFZ�BDUVBMMZ�QJDUVSF��

They point beyond the physical world to the extent that the shots or combinations 

of shots from which they are built carry multiple meanings. Due to the continuous 

JOnVY�PG�UIF�QTZDIPQIZTJDBM�DPSSFTQPOEFODFT�UIVT�BSPVTFE
�UIFZ�TVHHFTU�B�SFBMJUZ�

XIJDI�NBZ�mUUJOHMZ�CF�DBMMFE�iMJGF�w25 
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7PO�%POOFSTNBSDL�EJE�OPU�NBOJQVMBUF�UIF�mMN�EJHJUBMMZ�BU�BMM
�ZFU
�BT�IF�QPJOUT�PVU
�UIF�
visual reality of a world of muted colors that he and his team set before the camera is 
not the same world that existed in the GDR. For von Donnersmarck, the East German 
QVCMJD�T�QPTJUJWF�SFBDUJPO�UP�UIF�mMN�T�BFTUIFUJD�TIPXT�UIBU�imDUJPO�JT�TPNFIPX�USVFS�
UIBO�GBDU�w�*O�BO�JOUFSWJFX
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�DPOUFOEFE��iJO�B�XBZ�XF�WF�DSFBUFE�B�
GDR that is truer than the real thing, that is realer than the actual GDR.”26 

This world, one intended to look real but based on historically inaccurate aes-
UIFUJD�SFQSFTFOUBUJPOT
�SFQSFTFOUT�B�UZQF�PG�iIZQFSSFBMJUZ�w�*O�B�mMN�SFWJFX
�&WFMZO�
Finger dubs the aesthetic “a metaphorical hyperrealism . . . a parable.”27 The term 
iIZQFSSFBMJUZw�JT�CBTFE�PO�+FBO�#BVESJMMBSE�T�DPODFQU�PG�simulacrum. M. W. Smith 
summarizes the concept thus: “The phenomenon of simulacrum is a fatal implosion 
PG�UIF�JNBHF�XJUI�UIF�SFBM
�BOE�������UIF�SFTVMUBOU�AIZQFSSFBM��PWFSDPEJOH�PG�UIF�SFBM�CZ�
the processed image allows appearances to become reality.”28 Hyperreal depictions 
thus obscure the border between reality and fantasy. 

*O�BEEJUJPO�UP�JUT�DPMPS�TDIFNF
�TFWFSBM�PUIFS�BTQFDUT�PG�UIF�mMN�BMTP�USBOTDFOE�
reality. One hyperreal element is the thoroughly theatrical sequence of events that 
DVMNJOBUFT�JO�UIF�TBDSJmDJBM�TUBHJOH�PG�$ISJTUB�.BSJB�T�EFBUI�	BOE�%SFZNBO�DSBEMJOH�
Christa-Marie in the Pietà pose) and in ironies such as having Minister Hempf be 
the person who provokes Dreyman to revisit the past. Another hyperreal element is 
the intensity of the characters, which reduces them to stereotypes. Bruno Hempf is 
the typical corrupt Communist politician (a man who is easy to despise). Grubnitz is 
the self-serving opportunist, Albert Jerska the politically persecuted artist, Dreyman 
the idealistic writer, the embodiment of integrity (a man the viewer cannot help 
liking), and Gerd Wiesler is “pure Stasi.” Sitting in the attic at all hours of the day 
BOE�MJTUFOJOH�JOUFOUMZ�UP�FWFSZ�XPSE�FYDIBOHFE
�8JFTMFS�JT�UIF�QFSTPOJmDBUJPO�PG�UIF�
Stasi.29 Friendless and without family, Wiesler, Grubnitz, and Hempf are portrayed 
as having no lives, no interests outside of the Dreyman case. Author Timothy Garton 
"TI�T� SFTQPOTF� UP� UIF�mMN�XBT� UIBU�iUIJT� JT�BMM� UPP�IJHIMZ�DPMPSFE
� SPNBOUJD
�FWFO�
NFMPESBNBUJD��JO�SFBMJUZ
�JU�XBT�BMM�NVDI�HSBZFS
�NPSF�UBXESZ�BOE�CBOBM�w30 Similarly, 
in his article for Die Zeit
�%SFTFO�DSJUJDJ[FT�UIF�8FTU�T�CMBDL�BOE�XIJUF�SFQSFTFOUBUJPO�
PG�UIF�&BTU�BT�B�DPVOUSZ�iJO�XIJDI�UIFSF�XFSF�USBJUPST�PS�SFTJTUBODF�mHIUFST��"OE�MJUUMF�
in between.”31�*O�SFTQPOTF�UP�UIF�BSUJmDJBMJUZ�PG�8JFTMFS�T�DIBSBDUFS
�%SFTFO�XSJUFT�

That is why a different Stasi man would interest me more. One with both feet on 

the ground, living an everyday life. One with a wife and children and nice neighbors. 

Who drives to his dacha on the weekend with his family in their Wartburg and has 

B�CBSCFDVF�XJUI�IJT�GSJFOET��"OE�POF�XIP�UIFO�SFUVSOT�UP�IJT�PGmDF�PO�.POEBZ�BU�

nine to spy on and denounce others. Without the order of a minister. Completely 

of his own accord. A Stasi man like you and me. Showing the daily routine of such 
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treachery would be a painful process of self-exploration. For both East and West. 

Where does everyday opportunism start and where moral courage? Perhaps by 

now there is a willingness to face a story like this, one that does not only depict 

the past in black and white but rather includes the many shades of gray. Because 

that is precisely where it gets interesting.32

#VU�BO�FWFSZEBZ�DSJNJOBM�XPVME�OPU�TFSWF�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�T�QVSQPTFT��*O�BO�JOUFS-
view for Cineaste
�IF�EFGFOET�UIF�BFTUIFUJDT�PG�UIF�mMN�CZ�FYQMBJOJOH�i*�EPO�U�XBOU�UP�
present someone with two hours of Communist drabness. I wanted to present it as 
beautifully as I honestly could.”33�*O�UIF�DIBSBDUFST�PG�UIF�mMN
�UIF�NPTU�JNQPSUBOU�
RVBMJUJFT�BSF�IJHIMZ�DPOEFOTFE��-JLF�UIF�mMN�T�DPMPS�TDIFNF
�XIJDI�JT�DPOTDJPVTMZ�
manipulated to simulate a collective memory, rather than the reality itself, the char-
BDUFST�BOE�FWFOUT�PG�UIF�mMN�BSF�BMTP�EJTUJMMBUJPOT
�DSFBUFE�JO�PSEFS�CPUI�UP�JOUFOTJGZ�
UIF�WJFXFS�T�SFTQPOTF�UP�UIF�TUPSZ�BOE�UP�FNVMBUF�UIF�TFMFDUJWJUZ�PG�NFNPSZ�JUTFMG
�not 
to create a historically accurate correlate. 

8IFO� BTLFE�XIBU� UIF� mMN�T�NFTTBHF� JT
� WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL� SFQMJFE� UIBU� JU� JT�
“something like: people can change.”34 Yet in addition to the obvious issue of human 
NPSBMJUZ�UIBU�NPUJWBUFT�UIF�QMPU
�BU�UIF�IFBSU�PG�UIF�mMN�MJF�UIF�MBSHFS�RVFTUJPOT�PG�
“truth” and “reality.” The plot of Das Leben der Anderen shows a world in which each 
DIBSBDUFS�T�QFSDFJWFE�iSFBMJUZw�EFWJBUFT�GSPN�UIF�GBDUT�PG�UIF�BDUVBM�FWFOUT��0O�UIF�
one hand, von Donnersmarck has meticulously recreated the GDR as an authentic 
iTUBHFw�mMMFE�XJUI�SFBM�QSPQT�BOE�TFUUJOHT�GPS�IJT�mMN�B�WJTVBM�DPSSFMBUF�UP�UIF�SFBM�
QBTU��0O�UIF�PUIFS
�UIF�QMPU�PG�UIF�mMN�BOE�JUT�IZQFSSFBM�BFTUIFUJDT�FYQPTF�UIF�WFSZ�
concepts of “truth” and “reality” as, at best, elusive ideals. 

In Good Bye, Lenin!
�UIF�QSPUBHPOJTU�"MFY�T�BNBUFVS�mMNT�CFDPNF�B�NFUBQIPS�GPS�
the ways in which different versions of reality and memory are produced.35 In Das 
Leben der Anderen, it is the world of the theater, with its carefully constructed stage, 
JUT�XFMM�SFIFBSTFE�BDUPST
�NFNPSJ[FE�EJBMPHT
�BOE�JUT�FWFS�QSFTFOU�iQVCMJDw�XIJDI�mMMT�
B�TJNJMBS�QVSQPTF��5IF�UIFBUFS�JT�OPU�NFSFMZ�UIF�CBDLESPQ�UP�UIF�BDUJPO�PG�UIF�mMN��
*U�CFDPNFT�B�TFMG�SFnFYJWF�NFUBQIPS�GPS�UIF�DSFBUJPO�PG�mDUJPO
�DPNNFOUJOH�VQPO�
UIF�TJNJMBSJUZ�CFUXFFO�TUBHFE�mDUJPOT�BOE�SFBMJUJFT� Playwrights, directors, and actors 
DPOTUSVDU�BOE�FOBDU�mDUJPOT�GPS�QVCMJD�DPOTVNQUJPO��%SFZNBO�JT�OPU�B�OPWFMJTU
�CVU�
B�QMBZXSJHIU
�TPNFPOF�XIP�MJUFSBMMZ�QVUT�XPSET�JOUP�PUIFST��NPVUIT��&WFO�8JFTMFS�JT�
ESBXO�JOUP�UIF�XPSME�PG�mDUJPOBM�DPOTUSVDUT
�BT�IF�GBMTJmFT�IJT�SFQPSUT�BOE�PVUMJOFT�
the plot of a nonexistent play about Lenin.

Von Donnersmarck explains in his audio commentary that it was especially impor-
tant for him to show multiple layers of mutual observation between the characters 
PG�UIF�mMN�
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What was important to me as I was creating the screenplay, was that there is always 

an additional level—that while someone is being interrogated, the interrogation is 

simultaneously recorded and is then . . . even used again in a class lesson. That 

the spectator in the theater on the one hand naturally looks at the stage but that 

the spectators are in turn themselves watched by the Stasi . . . 

These layers of mutual observation go beyond the typical spy scenes: they pervade 
BMM�BTQFDUT�PG� UIF�mMN��*O� KVTU�POF�FYBNQMF
�.JOJTUFS�)FNQG�IBT�IJT�ESJWFS� GPMMPX�
Christa-Maria. The driver, in turn, watches Hempf and Christa-Maria in the rear-view 
NJSSPS�PG�UIF�DBS��BT�UIFZ�QVMM�VQ�JO�GSPOU�PG�%SFZNBO�T�BQBSUNFOU
�8JFTMFS�PCTFSWFT�
all three on CC-TV, and in turn forces Dreyman to also witness their affair, by ringing 
the doorbell. The Stasi, however, are not just the observers, they are also part of the 
DIBJO�PG�PCTFSWBUJPOT��'SBV�.FJOFLF
�GPS�FYBNQMF
�PCTFSWFT�UIFN�FOUFSJOH�%SFZNBO�T�
apartment through the peephole of her door, and even Wiesler is caught spying 
PO�$ISJTUB�.BSJB�CZ�B�ESVOLFO�CBS�QBUSPO
�XIP�mOET�8JFTMFS�T�HB[F�JOUSVTJWF�BOE�
demands of him: “What are you staring at?” Similarly, when Christa-Maria notices 
)FNQG�T�QFOFUSBUJOH�HB[F�BU�UIF�QPTUQSPEVDUJPO�QBSUZ
�TIF�BTLT�i8IZ�JT�IF�TUBSJOH�
BU�VT w�5IF�HB[F�BOE�UIF�EJGGFSFOU�PCKFDUT�PG�UIF�WJFXFS�T�HB[F�BSF�B�DFOUSBM�NPUJG of 
UIF�mMN��i&ZFT�EPXO�w�	i#MJDL�OBDI�VOUFO�w
��UIF�WFSZ�mSTU�MJOF�PG�UIF�mMN�JT�B�DPN-
NBOE
�EJSFDUJOH�UIF�QSJTPOFS�T�	BOE�QFSIBQT�PVS 
�HB[F�EPXOXBSE��"�TJNJMBS�PQFOJOH�
is used in Good Bye, Lenin!
�JO�XIJDI�UIF�mSTU�XPSET�TQPLFO�BSF�JOTUSVDUJPOT�PO�IPX�
UP�EJSFDU�POF�T�HB[F��i-PPL�PWFS�IFSF
�IFSF�JO�UIF�DBNFSB�w�B�DPNNBOE�TQPLFO�UP�
Alex and his sister by their father, but which can also be interpreted as a command 
UP�UIF�WJFXFS�UP�MPPL�NPSF�DMPTFMZ�BU�UIF�DBNFSB�BOE�XIBU�JU�EPFT�JO�UIF�mMN��-JLF�
Good Bye, Lenin!, which begins and ends with the characters gazing at the camera/
viewer, Das Leben der Anderen ends with the gaze of the two main characters being 
EJSFDUFE�TUSBJHIU�BU�UIF�BVEJFODF��5IF�mSTU�JT�UIF�MBSHFS�UIBO�MJGF�QVCMJDJUZ�QPTUFS�GPS�
%SFZNBO�T�OFX�OPWFM
�QJDUVSJOH�%SFZNBO�T�GBDF�BOE�EJSFDU�HB[F�PVU�UIF�XJOEPX�PG�
the Karl Marx Buchhandlung. The very last shot of the scene is of Wiesler looking 
VQ�BGUFS�IF�IBT�QVSDIBTFE�%SFZNBO�T�CPPL��"T�IF�MPPLT�JOUP�UIF�DBNFSB
�IJT�HB[F�JT�
locked in a freeze-frame. The same technique is used in Good Bye, Lenin!, which 
FOET�XJUI�B�GSFF[F�GSBNF�PG�"MFY�T�NPUIFS�MPPLJOH�JOUP�UIF�DBNFSB�	BOE�ZPVOH�"MFY�
MPPLJOH�VQ�BU�IFS
��$BSSJFE� UISPVHIPVU� UIF�mMN
� UIF� MBZFST�PG�NVUVBM�PCTFSWBUJPO�
direct the spectator to consider the events from not one, but multiple perspectives. Yet 
BOPUIFS�TDFOF�UIBU�JMMVTUSBUFT�UIF�mMN�T�GPDVT�PO�JOEJWJEVBM�QFSTQFDUJWF�JT�UIF�TUBHJOH�
PG�%SFZNBO�T�QMBZ
�JO�XIJDI�UIF�NBJO�DIBSBDUFS
�.BSUB
�IBT�QSPQIFUJD�WJTJPOT�UIBU�
enable her to see things that happen elsewhere. It is perhaps ironic that in the entire 
DPVSTF�PG�UIF�mMN�.BSUB�JT�UIF�POMZ�DIBSBDUFS�UP�TFF�UIF�SFBM�USVUI
�FWFO�UIPVHI�TIF�
does not personally witness the events she reports. Others seek the truth, but Marta 
JT�QMBHVFE�CZ�JU�BOE�BTLT��i8IZ�BN�*�OPU�TQBSFE�UIFTF�WJTJPOT w�5ISPVHI�UIF�mMN�T�
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JOUFSQMBZ�XJUI�WBSJPVT�HB[FT�BT�XFMM�BT�UISPVHI�UIF�#SFDIUJBO�SFTUBHJOH�PG�%SFZNBO�T�
play, the viewer is repeatedly reminded of the numerous ways of both presenting and 
interpreting events. 

In addition to the foregrounding of multiple gazes, the plot, the dialog, and the 
framing of the shots also work together in showing that it is the search for truth and 
JUT�FMVTJWFOFTT�UIBU�JT�BU�UIF�DFOUFS�PG�UIF�mMN��'PS�FYBNQMF
�FWFO�CFGPSF�UIF�BDUJPO�
begins, there is background information to set the scene. The last sentence of this 
JOGPSNBUJPO��i*UT�<UIF�4UBTJ�T>�EFDMBSFE�HPBM��A5P�LOPX�FWFSZUIJOH�w�JOUSPEVDFT�OPU�KVTU�
UIF�4UBTJ�T�PCTFTTJPO�XJUI�UIF�DPMMFDUJPO�PG�JOGPSNBUJPO�CVU�BMTP�UIF�IVOU�GPS�USVUI�UIBU�
is to follow. Indeed, the words “lies,” “knowledge,” and “truth” appear quite promi-
OFOUMZ�JO�UIF�mMN�T�EJBMPH��'PS�FYBNQMF
�8JFTMFS�QMBZT�UP�IJT�DMBTT�BU�UIF�4UBTJ�BDBEFNZ�
UIF�BVEJP�SFDPSEJOH�PG�UIF�QSJTPOFS�JOUFSSPHBUJPO�UIBU�PQFOT�UIF�mMN
�FYQMBJOJOH�UP�
the students how they can distinguish what is the truth and what is a lie: “someone 
telling the truth can rephrase himself at will . . . [Prisoner] 227 is lying.” Minister 
)FNQG�BMMVEFT�UP�UIF�TUBUF�T�JOTBUJBCMF�UIJSTU�GPS�JOGPSNBUJPO�XIFO�IF�DMBJNT�iXF�TFF�
more” and that he knows there is something “foul” about Dreyman because his “gut 
EPFT�OPU�MJF�w�8JFTMFS�FYQPTFT�$ISJTUB�.BSJB�T�JOmEFMJUZ�UP�%SFZNBO�XJUI�UIF�TFOUFODF�
iUJNF�GPS�CJUUFS�USVUIT
w�BOE�JO�SFTQPOTF�UP�UIF�KPVSOBMJTU�1BVM�)BVTFS�T�BDDVTBUJPO�
UIBU�%SFZNBO�T�EJSFDUPS�4DIXBMCFS�JT�B�4UBTJ�JOGPSNBOU
�%SFZNBO�TBZT
�iOP
�1BVM
�
XF�EPO�U�know it.” When Christa-Maria is struck and killed by a van, Grubnitz closes 
the case with the (incorrect) explanation, “We must have gotten a false tip.” Finally, 
when Dreyman meets Minister Hempf outside the theater in 1991, Hempf gloats, 
i8F�LOFX�FWFSZUIJOH�BCPVU�ZPV�w�)F
�PG�DPVSTF
�JT�BMTP�NJTUBLFO
�TJODF�8JFTMFS�XBT�
QSPWJEJOH�GBMTF�JOGPSNBUJPO�GPS�%SFZNBO�T�4UBTJ�mMFT��*O�GBDU
�OPOF�PG�UIF�DIBSBDUFST�JO�
UIF�mMN�GVMMZ�VOEFSTUBOET�UIF�FWFOUT��i5SVUIw�JT�SFWFBMFE�POMZ�JO�GSBHNFOUT
�OFWFS�BT�B�
whole. Only the viewer, who has an almost omniscient perspective, is given privileged 
BDDFTT�UP�UIF�XIPMF�TFRVFODF�PG�FWFOUT�BOE�LOPXT�UIBU�OFJUIFS�UIF�4UBTJ�T�mMFT�OPS�
%SFZNBO�T�PXO�FYQFSJFODFT�SFnFDU�UIF�USVUI�BCPVU�%SFZNBO�T�MJGF�JO�����o������

Moreover, a thoroughly convoluted web of truth and lies both motivates the plot 
BOE�TIBQFT�FBDI�DIBSBDUFS�T�JOUFSBDUJPO�XJUI�UIF�PUIFST��$ISJTUB�.BSJB�BUUFNQUT�UP�
DPODFBM�IFS�JOmEFMJUZ�BOE�IFS�ESVH�VTF�GSPN�%SFZNBO��%SFZNBO�DPODFBMT�UIF�Spiegel 
article from Christa-Maria. Frau Meineke is coerced into keeping the surveillance 
PG�%SFZNBO�T�BQBSUNFOU�B�TFDSFU��8JFTMFS�GBCSJDBUFT�GBMTF�SFQPSUT�BOE�DPODFBMT�UIF�
truth from Grubnitz. And even “Ute,” the prostitute, does not give Wiesler her real 
OBNF�EVSJOH�UIFJS�CSJFG�JOUJNBUF�FODPVOUFS��%SFZNBO�T�VOEFSTUBOEJOH�PG�UIJT�XIPMF�
episode of his life is only corrected years later. Until he revisits his past by reading his 
4UBTJ�mMFT�JO�����
�IF�JT�DPNQMFUFMZ�VOBXBSF�UIBU�IJT�BQBSUNFOU�IBE�CFFO�XJSFUBQQFE
�
that his girlfriend Christa-Maria had betrayed him to the Stasi, and that it was a Stasi 
PGmDFS�	BOE�OPU�$ISJTUB�.BSJB
�XIP�IBE�SFNPWFE�UIF�UZQFXSJUFS�GSPN�JUT�IJEJOH�QMBDF��
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While both Good Bye, Lenin! and Das Leben der Anderen are highly vested in 
producing authentic representations of the GDR through the use of numerous 
cinematic techniques, both also force the viewer to question whether it is possible to 
remember the past “as it was,” and moreover to question impressions of what “real-
ity” is—present or past. In Good Bye, Lenin!, the reconstruction of the GDR in the 
Kerner apartment (a private space) serves as a self-conscious allegory for the process 
PG�NFNPSZ�TFMFDUJPO�BOE�DSFBUJPO�UIBU�JT�IBQQFOJOH�CPUI�XJUIJO�UIF�mMN�BOE�JO�UIF�
public sphere. Just as Good Bye, Lenin! shows how easily memory can be manipulated, 
Das Leben der Anderen reveals that it is not just memory that is unreliable, but the 
JOEJWJEVBM�T�KVEHNFOU�PG�SFBMJUZ�JUTFMG��8IJMF�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�QBJOTUBLJOHMZ�BUUFNQUT�
to recreate an “authentic” or “realistic” GDR, the layers of mutual observation in the 
mMN�DSFBUF�B�XPSME�JO�XIJDI
�BT�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�QPJOUT�PVU
�iOPUIJOH�JT�TJNQMZ�
what it seems to be.” 

i5SVUIw�FYJTUT�OFJUIFS�JO�UIF�GBTUJEJPVTMZ�NBJOUBJOFE�4UBTJ�SFQPSUT�OPS�JO�%SFZNBO�T�
memory of the events, but must be pieced together as he reads between the lines of 
the reports, recalling what did and what did not happen and holding it against what 
he knows not�UP�CF�USVF�	OBNFMZ
�UIBU�IF�EJE�OPU�XSJUF�B�QMBZ�JO�-FOJO�T�IPOPS�
��
'VSUIFSNPSF
�JU�JT�TJHOJmDBOU�UIBU�UIF�POMZ�SFBM�physical evidence of the truth of the 
DBTF�JT�OPU�UP�CF�GPVOE�JO�UIF�UFYU�PG�UIF�mMFT
�CVU�JO�8JFTMFS�T�SFE�mOHFSQSJOU�TNVEHFE�
JO�UIF�DPSOFS�PG�IJT�MBTU�	GBLFE
�4UBTJ�SFQPSU��5IF�mOHFSQSJOU�UFMMT�%SFZNBO�UIBU�JU�
is Wiesler, not Christa-Maria, who removed the typewriter (with its telltale red rib-
bon) from its hiding place. By having the viewer observe Dreyman in the process of 
SFDPOTUSVDUJOH�UIF�QBTU�BT�IF�SFBET�IJT�mMFT
�UIF�mMN�QSPNQUT�UIF�WJFXFS�UP�BTL��IPX�
do memories, both individual and collective, match with the details of the events? 
*O�UIF�mMN
�UIFSF�JT�VOSFTPMWFE�UFOTJPO�CFUXFFO�UIF�mMN�T�DMBJN�UP�BVUIFOUJDJUZ�BOE�
its plot, which reveals in multiple scenes how elusive the concepts of “truth” and 
“reality” actually are. Regarding the current debate on the portrayal of memories 
PG�UIF�(%3
�UIF�mMN�QSPWPLFT�TFWFSBM�RVFTUJPOT��*T�DPMMFDUJWF�NFNPSZ
�UISPVHI�JUT�
TFMFDUJWJUZ
�BMXBZT�IZQFSSFBM �5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�DBO�B�IJTUPSJDBMMZ�CBTFE�mDUJPO�mMN�UIBU�
is clearly not a documentary make a claim of “authenticity,” or for that matter to 
XIBU�FYUFOU�DBO�DPMMFDUJWF�NFNPSJFT�TUBLF�B�DMBJN�UP�BVUIFOUJDJUZ �"OE�mOBMMZ
�JO�
UIJT�SFTQFDU
�EP�mMNT�MJLF�Das Leben der Anderen do a service or a disservice to the 
collective understanding of the East German past? 

Marian University

Notes
 1. This and all subsequent translations from German are by the author.
 2. To be sure, the GDR was a surveillance state of unsurpassed proportions. A country of just under 

17 million people, East Germany employed approximately 91,000 Stasi agents in the last year 
of its existence (the equivalent of one Stasi agent per 166 East German citizens) and relied on 
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a network of more than 170,000 regular Stasi informants, creating a ratio of one agent per 66 
DJUJ[FOT��5IFTF�mHVSFT�BSF�BT�PG�������*O�Stasi: The Untold Story of the East German Secret Police, 
John Koehler suggests that the number of informants (Informelle Mitarbeiter) could be as high 
BT����
���
�BOE�i'PSNFS�$PMPOFM�3BJOFS�8JFHBOE�FTUJNBUFE�UIF�mHVSF�BT�IJHI�BT���NJMMJPOw�	�
��
Koehler points out that East Germany had “more spies than any other totalitarian government 
JO�SFDFOU�IJTUPSZw�	�
��UIF�4PWJFU�6OJPO�T�,(#�IBE���BHFOU�GPS�FWFSZ��
����DJUJ[FOT
�BOE�UIF�/B[J�
Gestapo had 1 agent for every 2,000 citizens. The East German Ministerium für Staatssicherheit, 
by comparison, employed 1 full-time agent for every 166 citizens. Koehler adds: “When one adds 
in the estimated numbers of part-time snoops, the result is nothing short of monstrous: one 
informer per 6.5 citizens. It would not have been unreasonable to assume that at least one Stasi 
informer was present in any party of ten or twelve dinner guests” (9).

� ���5IPNBT�-JOEFOCFSHFS
�i4UBTJQMPJUBUJPO�8IZ�/PU �5IF�4DSJQUXSJUFS�T�)JTUPSJDBM�$SFBUJWJUZ� JO�
The Lives of Others,” German Studies Review 31, no. 3 (October 2008): 558: “This was not least 
the outcome of an extremely carefully staged marketing strategy. Above all, the director and 
EJTUSJCVUPS�BEWFSUJTFE�UIF�mMN�BT�USVMZ�ABVUIFOUJD��BMUIPVHI�TPNF�JOBDDVSBUF�FMFNFOUT�JO�UIF�
plot were quite obvious to every expert.”

 4. Lindenberger, “Stasiploitation,” 559. 
 5. “Es hat ja schon viele Versuche gegeben, die DDR-Realität einzufangen: Florian Henckel von 

Donnersmarck und Christoph Hochhäusler im Gespräch mit Ulrich Mühe,” Das Leben der 
Anderen: Filmbuch (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2007), 195: “Es wird sicher ganz knallhart 
um die Frage gehen, was für ein DDR-Bild da suggeriert und aufgebaut wird.” 

 6. “Gespräch mit Ulrich Mühe,” 182.
 7. Reinhard Mohr, “Das Leben der Anderen: Stasi ohne Spreewaldgurke,” Spiegel Online, March 

15, 2006, http://www.spiegel.de/kultur/kino/0,1518,406092,00.html.
 8. Andreas Dresen, “Der falsche Kino-Osten,” Zeit Online�/P����
�"QSJM���
�����
�IUUQ���XXX�[FJU 

.de/2009/17/Dresen. Andreas Dresen also presented a very similar version of this text as a speech 
at the 2009 German Studies Association (GSA) Convention awards dinner in Washington, D.C.

 9. Jens Gieseke, “Stasi Goes to Hollywood: Donnersmarcks The Lives of Others und die Grenzen 
der Authentizität,” German Studies Review 31, no. 3 (October 2008): 586.

����'PS�FYBNQMF
�WPO�%POOFSTNBSDL�QPJOUT�PVU�JO�UIF�JOUFSWJFX�PO�UIF�/PSUI�"NFSJDBO�%7%�CZ�
4POZ�1JDUVSFT�$MBTTJDT�UIBU�IJT�XBT�UIF�POMZ�mMN�UFBN�UP�CF�HSBOUFE�QFSNJTTJPO�UP�TIPPU�BU�UIF�
Stasi archives.

����7PO�%POOFSTNBSDL�FYQMBJOT�JO�UIF�JOUFSWJFX�PO�UIF�/PSUI�"NFSJDBO�%7%�UIBU�IF�XBOUFE�UP�
BWPJE�B�iEJHJUBM�GFFMw�UP�UIF�mMN�BOE�XFOU�UP�TPNF�MFOHUIT�UP�BDIJFWF�UIJT��'PS�FYBNQMF
�IF�IBE�
TIPQ�TJHOT�GPS�UIF�mMN�NBEF�XJUI�UIF�UFDIOPMPHZ�UIBU�XBT�BWBJMBCMF�JO�����
�SBUIFS�UIBO�VTJOH�
contemporary printing technologies, and he also insisted on recording in analog sound rather 
than digital.

12. Das Leben der Anderen (The Lives of Others), directed by Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck 
	������.VOJDI��#VFOB�7JTUB�)PNF�&OUFSUBJONFOU
�����

�%7%��"MM�TVCTFRVFOU�SFGFSFODFT�UP�
UIF�mMN�BSF�GSPN�UIF�%7%�

����0G�DPVSTF
�IF�JT�OPU�UIF�mSTU�UP�GFFM�UIF�QSFTFODF�PG�UIF�QBTU�JO�iBVUIFOUJDw�QMBDFT��.PSF�UIBO��
����
years ago, Cicero ascertained in %F�mOJCVT�CPOPSVN�FU�NBMPSVN� “[S]uch powers of suggestion do 
QMBDFT�QPTTFTT��/P�XPOEFS�UIF�TDJFOUJmD�USBJOJOH�PG�UIF�NFNPSZ�JT�CBTFE�PO�MPDBMJUZw�	tanta vis 
admonitionis inest in locis; ut non sine causa ex iis memoriae ducta sit disciplina) (Cicero De 
mOJCVT�CPOPSVN�FU�NBMPSVN�����
��&OHMJTI�USBOT��CZ�)��3BDLIBN�	On the Ends of Good and Evil 
[%F�mOJCVT�NBMPSVN�FU�CPOPSVN], Loeb Classical Library [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1914], 393).
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�XFSF�HJWFO�DPEF�OBNFT��1SPGFTTJPOBM�PGmDFST�TJHOFE�UIFJS�SFQPSUT�XJUI�UIFJS�SFBM�
name.”



 Wendy Westphal 111

15. Gieseke, “Stasi Goes to Hollywood,” 582: “Kontinuierliche Dauerverhöre unter Schlafentzug über 
viele Stunden und Tage, wie in der Eröffnungsszene, waren die Standardmethode der fünfziger 
und sechziger Jahre, aber in den achtziger Jahren nicht mehr üblich.”
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91.
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