
Heinar Müller 1929 – 1995  

Considered by some as the most influential German playwright/director since Bertolt Brecht 

or Samuel Beckett... 

He critcized both the “failed socialist experiment” in Eastern Germany, and the “barbarity of 

capitalism” 

He said that hope for a better future can only exist if we reject the way things have been 

done in the past.  

________________________ 

Notes from the NYT article “Theater; In Germany, a Warning from Heinar Muller”, 

by Arthur Holmberg, July 8th, 1990. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1990/07/08/theater/theater-in-germany-a-warning-from-

heiner-muller.html 

 ''I have to deal with history because it has dealt so much with me,'' Mr. Muller says. 

''Besides, on stage, you need an enemy. German history is my enemy, and I want to stare 

into the white of its eye.'' 

* 

“One afternoon during the festival [in 1990] the playwright sat in a coffee shop watching the 

patrons eat pastries. ''Look at these smug West Germans,'' he said, gesturing at the tables. 

''They're all ex-Nazis, but they feel completely innocent. They accept no responsibility for 

what Germany did. They believe they never did anything to anybody. I hate their moral 

complacency. But I can't forget. I feel guilty for Germany. And what surprises me most about 

recent events is not the tumbling of the wall but the resurgence of nationalism, racism and 

anti-Semitism. I thought these weeds had been pulled out, but the roots were left in the 

ground to sprout again. A reunited Germany will make life unpleasant for its neighbors.'' 

In ''Germania Death in Berlin,'' completed in 1971 and performed at the festival, Mr. Muller 

strolls through 2,000 years of German history, creating a phantasmagoria of violence 

peopled by the Nibelungs, Hitler and a circus clown who thinks he's Frederick the Great. In 

Mr. Muller's kaleidoscope of the past, one disaster after another brutalizes the German 

people - the suppression of the Peasants' Revolt at the end of the Middle Ages; the Thirty 

Years' War; the invasion of Napoleon; the triumph of Prussian militarism; the rise to power 

of the Nazis. In this view Hitler is not an aberration in German history but the 

culmination.” 

* 

''Fragments have a special value today,'' Mr. Muller says, ''because all the coherent stories 

we used to tell ourselves to make sense of life have collapsed.'' 

* 

https://www.nytimes.com/1990/07/08/theater/theater-in-germany-a-warning-from-heiner-muller.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1990/07/08/theater/theater-in-germany-a-warning-from-heiner-muller.html


The most enthusiastically received production of the festival was Mr. Muller's 

''Hamlet/Machine,'' an eight-hour combination of Shakespeare's play with 

''Hamletmachine,'' a text completed in 1977 which many consider to be Mr. Muller's 

masterpiece and which was presented in 1986 at New York University in a production 

directed by Robert Wilson. ''I was Hamlet,'' says the title character. ''I stood at the shore and 

talked with the surf blah blah, the ruins of Europe in back of me.'' Mr. Muller's hero 

represents the impotence of intellectuals to affect the world. Through Ophelia, the piece is a 

war cry to the oppressed to rebel. 

* 

Despite their cynicism and gloom, Mr. Muller's works are not unredeemably bleak. Neither 

Pollyanna nor pessimist, the playwright is best described as an optimistic nihilist. In his plays 

hope lurks between the lines of his belligerent prose. The elegance of his style implies the 

possible triumph of reason and justice in a dark world. And the explosion of theatrical 

energy affirms the will to live and create over the joy of destruction. His insistence on 

learning from the mistakes of history suggests that men can learn and that through the 

exercise of intelligence and the healing power of laughter, we might save the world. 

''Fear,'' Mr. Muller says, ''is a good teacher.'' 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Notes from the documentary on YouTube. An Introduction to the Life and Work of Heinar 

Müller - 

Source is unknown – with commentary to clear up some messy information there:  

For example, when they talk about his work being respected in the West, they show a video 

clip from HamletMachine – but that wasn’t published until 1977 or premiered until 1979. 

I am uneasy with the quality of the video and am trying to fact check everything as carefully 

as possible.  

His collaboration with the East Germany authorities as a spy is fact checked through Google 

Books information for example hte book Secret Police Files from the Eastern Bloc: Between 

Surveillance and Life Writing edited by Valentina Glajar et al. I have been able to see 

sections of articles that have been peer-reviewed and published through JSTOR.  

_______ 

Müller grew up in East Germany in poverty (following the Great Depression)  

His father was a minor politician – who was beated and arrested by the “brown shirts” (Nazis). 

Did not go to college – and when his family moved to West Germany, he stayed in the East under the 

dictatorship. He always wrote about this divide. 

He was raised as a Marxist – became socialist.  

He was a Post Modern theater practitioner. Text is the way into an idea – other people’s writings 

were the starting point for his own work: both writing and directing.  



He believed the director’s job was to break down barriers between text and performance. 

(Theater/performance is not in service to the text.) 

He believed that no writer owned their work in the way we had believed (perhaps since the 1700s – 

and the idea of individual genious) but that artwork could be used, ammended and shared freely. 

(This is an idea that was at the forefront when the internet really took off: sampling music, memes, 

altered versions of work – a disregard for copyright in general – Where are we know with this 

attitude?)  

In the early 50s, when he was in his 20s,he was already working as a writer and a journalist (to pay 

his bills). 

* 

He wrote about: 

• How the individual person is a product of the society – and society is created by historical 

events. (We cannot escape the facts of our history – because we are products of the society 

in which we live.)  

• The individual is responsible for the present circumstances that we have as human beings. 

And for our future.  

• The ability of the individual to put forth ideas 

• The way leaders affect the people they lead (and vice versa) 

• The idea that none of us are free of the historical past (choices people made in the past) 

• That Theater is necessary for society, but is not free of the historical past either 

To sum up: The paradox is that we want to be happy, but we are stuck with the historial choices 

other people have made and the real problems that we have because of them. 

* 

He wrote verse plays in classical subject matters to hide his politics. He was famous by 1958. 

1961: A play he wrote criticised communist land reforms. The (amateur) director went to prison, and 

Müller was kicked out of the writers union and his work was banned until 1973. 

He criticised himself in an article that year - hoping that he would be forgiven – but it didn’t work.  

He said later that writing was more important to him than his morality, and compared himself to 

Einstein.  

In the 1970s – Western artists discovered his work. They liked it and it helped his reputation as 

serious artist in the East, too. The ban was lifted.  

In 1975 he won a prize, and was allowed to visit the United States. He was working as a “Writer in 

Residence” at the University of Texas in Austin.  (The video images of the shooting are from a mass 

shooting there in 1966. This was the first of a lot of mass shootings – they are using the image to 

help us see “through his eyes” - the ugliness of the USA that he was responding to.)  

After 1976 he began writing less about German issues and more about Global issues. He began to 

use more Western theater techniques. He took an interest in landscapes and nature.  

He rejected Bertolt Brecht’s theaterical ideas. He said by rejecting them, he was in essence, killing 

his father.  



He felt directors should collaborate with the writer, not follow the text as a guide.  

He called his writing style: Synthetic Fragments. Scenes are cut and put together with no attempt to 

make a linear plot (narrative or story). It is up to the audience to create the meaning.  

This is a post-modern technique. (Associative, not narrative) His aim was to create conflict – to 

underline (fremheve) contradictions.  

As the video points out Müller uses quotes from the news in an intertextual way – Squeaky Fromme 

tried to kill the President of the USA. She was a member of the “Manson Family” - a hippie group 

that murdered Sharon Tate, an actress married to the famous film director Roman Polanski.  Müller 

quoted her in HamletMachine.  

Some people say his texts are intentionally difficult - He says that - yes – he just offers an impulse for 

the theater artists to ”discover”- back to collaboration between the dramatist and the director.  

You can compare different versions of HamletMachine from 15.00 minutes into the video until (note 

the Brechtian aspects of the first version – right down to the Brechtian caberet music).  

 

Also a note regarding that clip: “yesterday I stopped putting my head in the oven” is an intertextual 

reference to the American poet Sylvia Plath – and her widower’s next wife, who also did that. 

Making “head in the oven” a kind of female artist’s trope for suicide. Ophelia commits suicide – but 

not by sticking her head in the oven.  

The clip around 20.00 minutes in is a very good example of self-reflection.  

___________________________________________________________________________ 

In 1983 Müller said a lot of racist things (in retrospect) [21 minutes into the film]. Hie thought he 

understood America better than he actually did.  

In 1986 he was given the GDR national prize for writing.  

In 1993 it came out that he was and had been a spy for the Stazi - East German secret police. He was 

not sorry. He took over the Berlin Ensemble (Brecht’s old theater). But he died soon after.  

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Wikipedia describes Hamletmachine this way:  

Some critics claim the play problematizes the role of intellectuals during the East German Communism 

era; others argue that the play should be understood in relation to wider post-modern concepts. 

Characteristic of the play is that it is not centred on a conventional plot, but partially connects through 

sequences of monologues, where the protagonist leaves his role and reflects on being an actor. 

(selvreflekterende – ikke vanlig tid i dramaturgi osv.) 

 

 

 

 


