Listening to Lithuania for
Better Understanding of Europe
(and Germany)

CLAUDIA SINNIG

As Eastern Europe, including East Germany (where I grew up), and Lithu-
ania annexed by the Soviets were nearly hermetically separated after WWII,
the preexisting decades-old German myths about the East “simply turned
into concrete”. Due to the Order-Neisse border with Poland, the German
migration and deportation from the eastern parts that were previously
controlled by Germany, and the GDR politics, these myths also became
entrenched among the East Germans living in the space already controlled
by the Soviets.

However, those German myths and stereotypes regarding Eastern Europe
that emerged even before the iron curtain — just like the very concept of the
European “East” as a separate, different, foreign space —are not at all as old
as one might imagine: essentially their roots lie in the imperial and colo-
nial period of the German history that began in the second half of the 19th
century and reached its sad, entirely catastrophic end over the two world
wars of the 2oth century. The most precise and detailed description of the
German imperial traditions is found in the two books by Véjas Liulevicius:
War Land on the Eastern Front (2000) and The German Myth of the East. 1800
to the Present (2009), which have provided me with plenty of insight.

I wish to tell you how I have experienced this “mental wall” separating
Germany and Lithuania over the past 30 years, and I intend to structure my

story around the similarities between, on the one hand, the way Germans
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(Germans in general( perceive Lithuania and, on the other hand, the way
(West) Germans perceive East Germany (or former GDR). Thus, I am here
concerned with the German attitude towards Lithuania (and East Ger-
many), not the other way round, since as a literary scholar and translator
of Lithuanian literature, I usually knock on German doors.

When I came on a scholarly trip to Lithuania in the fall of 1989 from what
back then still was GDR, I was surprised by two things.

First: The Sqjudis and the feeling of a breakthrough in Lithuania to me
seemed to far exceed the atmosphere of GDR — both in astounding unity
and in historic and social clarity, maturity and coherence, and also in re-
solve, courage and diligence of both the society at large and the old and
new elites.

Second: As I began studying the Lithuanian culture, I soon realized that
what I was facing was far from marginal and insignificant (as I had wor-
ried), but, on the contrary, a multifaceted, multilayered, and by the way,
also cosmopolitan, multilingual culture that really held very close mutually
effective connections not only to its closest neighbors (past and present),
but also to the global diaspora of Lithuania in the multicultural and tru-
est sense, the global network. In this sense, Lithuania seemed to me to far
exceed GDR (or possibly Germany as a whole).

Therefore in the fall of 1989, I resolved to take up two things.

1) Horrified by the secret additional protocols of the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact (which were at the time widely discussed, as after months of public
struggle in the Soviet Union, their existence was finally also acknowledged
by the Soviet government on the 2nd of February, 1989), I said to myself:
Since the whole world around me (i.e., in Lithuania and the USSR) is
primarily concerned with the legacy of Molotov (or Stalin, or the Soviet
Union), and neither East nor West Germany hardly produces any consid-
eration regarding the German contribution to this fatal agreement and the
responsibility and duty stemming from it, e. g., some sort of compensation,
at least I personally had to acknowledge and accept the responsibility for
Ribbentrop (in other words, for the nazis, or for Germany).

2) On the one hand, enthralled by the confusing at first glance, but upon a
closer inspection, obviously expressive linguistic, religious, national or eth-
nic variety of Lithuania, and on the other hand, both happy and stumped,

even worried about the German unification that was taking place around
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the same time, I said to myself: If I managed to comprehend the cultural
and ethnic structure of Lithuania, maybe I could also conceive a more or
less correct picture of Europe, moreover, of possible united Germany that
back then, in 1989—90, to me was still hard to imagine.

I consoled myself with the fact that the majority of Lithuanians also
could not yet fully view their history, which was raped, distorted and de-
leted primarily by the Soviets, but also by numerous other “interest groups”
of all origins.

Both these resolutions — to take responsibility for Ribbentrop (as I have
called it since then) and to comprehend Lithuania — required to reverse
my outlook. Which is what I did. I developed my initially spontaneous,
reflexive sympathy, admiration and empathy for Lithuania into a system-
atic, conscious effort to view Germany and Europe (including Russia)
with “Lithuanian eyes”, which meant not only spontaneous and mostly
emotional identification with the Lithuanian people, but also methodical,
conscious and coherent keeping with such Lithuanian (or “intereuropean”)
perspective. Developing it and using it to experience and test what happens
to my German identity. For that, I had to:

1) to purify my Lithuanian “outlook” as precisely as possible,

2) to continue to study, test and calibrate my “German” direction of
outlook.

I had to let myself feel Lithuania, put every effort to lose all the mental
cliches, not even raise questions, but be led by facts, observations, impres-
sions and reflections, fearing no outcome. Lose prejudice (everyday I caught
myself with it) and not rush to conclusions.

After all, I didn’t have much to lose. I did not identify with GDR, I defi-
nitely had no GDR identity; to me, it was too bleak, destructive and paro-
chial. I could win more: a fascinating field of study that perfectly matched
the spirit of the time, and a vision of my homeland that looks equally East
and West and is connected — thus, a united Germany, also enriched by the
Eastern impulses, like Lithuanian ones. Ilonged to approach Germany from
outside, but through the back door, from the east (especially since, look-
ing from there, on the way were also the Soviet Russian Kalinigrad Oblast,
former East Prussia and Poland).

As I'looked upon the joy of the fall of the wall and the German “Gorbi-

mania”, as I heard the constant German resolutions to overcome the past,
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as I saw how the German capital moved from Bonn east, to Berlin that
was just 8o kilometers away from the Polish border, I thought that I was
not alone in my outlook on the East, my joys of discovery. Therefore I had
hopes that now the East and the West would truly, if not immediately in
the economic sense, then at least in terms of spirit and heart, grow into
one. I hoped that many Germans would soon catch my own fervor and in-
terest in Lithuania, and like me, would be surprised and fascinated by this
unique, bold country that fits the European ideals (thus, that traditionally
and obviously is multicultural, multilingual, fights for democracy and
reform, is connected to the East, the West and also to Scandinavia) and
would turn towards it.

My hopes that it would happen over the next few years failed. For years
afterward I kept such hopes, because I simply could not understand the lack
of interest, the inability and unwillingness to fee empathy among Germans.

Some rational reasons for such indifference seemed sort of understand-
able, but eventually they appeared neither sufficient nor founded. At first
I thought that Germans were “distracted” by the sudden unification, and
that this unification gradually became to them too great a task in many
senses (like economic, logistical and emotional).

Some German attitudes, for instance, the idea that Lithuanians (and
the so-called “Balts”) were interfering with Gorbachev’s reforms, the Ger-
man (and Western) attempts to build bridges to the USSR and Russia, and
the struggle for German unification, seemed to me ignorant and suspect.

The Germans dallied, waited, even attempted to stop the Lithuanians
who were struggling for their belonging in Europe that was based in a cen-
turies-old tradition and completely natural, and that was also a mystery to
me, because I occasionally met my compatriots who seemed to experience
a “spontaneous enlightenment” when they ran into Lithuanian writers, very
much like the one I experienced in 1989, and who expressed this insight in
the same words as I did back then: well, if Lithuania is like this, and if the
Lithuanian situation is like this, then I, then all of us must think differently
and understand Europe.

The most impressive was the incident with Juergen Habermas in the fall
of 2007. He was one of the initiators and most prominent advocates of the
idea of “core Europe” (i. e., a European Union that consists of “the most
important” Western states, including Germany), and thus he opposed
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the EU expansion to the east. Habermas said these words to me after the
launch of Tomas Venclova’s poetry collection Gesprich im Winter (A Conver-
sation in Winter), published by Suhrkamp: he was surprised by Venclova’s
biography, views and poetry. The German philosopher confessed having
never heard such both modern and classically European poetry, and so
original too, and having never expected it from a Lithuanian person. If this
is so, Habermas said in awe, then Europe must be understood differently.
Unfortunately, since then I have not heard from Habermas anything that
would suggest a shift in his consciousness, a turning towards the East and
and Eastern influence...

What were the expressions of this decades-long ignoring of Lithuania
that has lasted until the present day? It was more than almost blatant, sim-
ply rude ignorance and lack of interest. I often heard from the publishers
and organizers of events that Lithuania is too small, too young or too na-
tionalist, the biographies of the writers are boring or too unattractive to
be presented for publishing programs. The writers or their texts are too
old-fashioned or too bleak, too sexist or too Russian-phobic, they don’t
speak German... Often the Lithuanian books also attracted a clearly smaller
investment of time, money and effort — both in terms of design (binding,
font, illustrations, indexes), editing (constant delays that last for months;
negligent, senseless and even inappropriate corrections), royalties (mine,
as translator’s, but more importantly, the authors’) and advertising, pub-
licizing in the media and launches.

I have found the best explanation for such poor attitude in the above-
mentioned book by Véjas Liulevicius, The German Myth of the East: 1800 to
Present, published in 2010. He writes that regarding the German attitude
towards the East, one must speak not so much about the perceptions of
particular regions, countries and their people based on personal experience,
but rather, about images of abstract phenomenon which is distant from
reality — thus, about a myth or myths and stereotypes, the centuries-long
history of which Liulevi¢ius studies chronologically in this book. But the
persistence and emotional and moral intensity might not only stem from
a long tradition with deep roots that has been passed from generation to
generation, but also be explained by the fact that as one speaks of myths,
one must constantly (primarily?) speak of self-perceptions, of establishing
own situation in the imaginary national hierarchies.
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In this sense the vision of “core Europe” as proposed by Habermas seems
to me typical of the majority of Germans who need a confirmation of their
own, one might say, “natural” belonging to the West and a certain safe
distance from the East.

I am obviously not going to omit the existence of the opposite tradition,
of sometimes too romantic German attitude towards the East: primarily,
Liulevi¢ius mentions Johann Gottfried Herder (and by the way, considers
him to be a founder of “cultural nationalism”, historically more significant
than Karl Marx), the Polonophilia of the German liberals who sympathized
with the Polish struggle for independence after the uprising of 1830-1, and
(already in the era of German imperialism and colonialism) the German
linguist Georg Sauerwein (1831-1904, called Jurgis Zauerveinas in Lithu-
anian) who contributed to the Lithuanian ethnic revival and whose poem
in the Lithuanian language “Lietuvninkais mes esam gime” became so
popular that it was set to music and turned into a sort of informal national
Lithuanian anthem loved and often sung until now.

For already a few years now there has been a sense that the deep-rooted
German prejudice regarding Lithuania is being given up —even if it’s about
25 years later and much slower than I expected in 1990. Here’s a relevant
example from Die Welt of August 2019:

The Balts are Treasuring Their Values. And We, Germans,
are Disappointed with Everything

A summer vacation in a European country where the average wage is
about 700 EUR, average old age pension is about 320 EUR, and the prices
are quite comparable to the German ones. <...> People are dressed quite nicely
(some are even elegant), unafraid to look each other in the eye, youngsters on
a bus give their seats to the elderly, almost everyone covers their mouth as they
yawn, no trash lying around.

Maybe there is also despair, poverty here — in the private sphere. It doesn’t
show on the streets. The question is, why is it so different in the rich Germany:
why are so many incredibly disappointed, and why does the German capital
become ever more like a dirty bottom of a trash bin?

In 2018, Germany spent almost a trillion euro on social services, almost a
third of the GDP. No one is proud of this gigantic result, it seems like almost
no one is happy about it,. <...>
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Or maybe everything here (primarily) depends not on material issues?
Maybe formally poor Balts treasure inner values, different scales and the abil-
ity to put effort, that we seem to be losing both individually and collectively?

Maybe the way out of the German depression is for each citizen to try
harder at loving, education and the feeling of community instead of inherit-
ance battles and consumption? And if the government <...> invested in what
none of us are capable of paying for on our own: decent schools, good public
transport, safety in the dark, clean cities, affordable housing, swimming pools,
parks, the internet? Mysteriously, it seems possible in Vilnius (and Riga, and
Tallinn).*

Actually, T don't really feel like finding fault with such an enjoyable ar-
ticle that turns upside down at least a few German stereotypes about the
East (and Germany): dirt and chaos here are ascribed to Germans, whereas
a cultured behavior and looks, modern infrastructure and a functional
state, even such “inner values” as peacefulness, hard work and discipline —
to Lithuanians (and other “Balts”), as if Germans have none of that. No
mention of unpleasant poverty, threat of violence (especially nationalist
violence) or backwardness.

Don’t get me wrong: I, too, mostly enjoyed this essay in a large German
newspaper (and enjoyed even more the fact that it was liked by 303, and
disliked by only 25 readers). However: the “Balts”, or Lithuanians as such,
have no say whatsoever in it. It doesn't matter if the “mysteriously” marve-
lous Lithuanian (“Baltic”) world here is just a rhetorical trick, Ms Gachke
is obviously primarily concerned with the unhappy state of Germans (the
reasons for which one might guess) and with alerting her readers to their
German world which is out of tune and upside down. The poor East has
become more civilized than the rich Germany.

The joy is this: Ms Gaschke, as more and more Germans nowadays, is
traveling to Eastern Europe, the Baltic States — and traveling not out of

duty, professionally or in search of German family roots, but for pleasure.

1 GASCHKE, S: Die Balten haben Werte. Und wir Deutschen sind verdrossen.
<https://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/article198313683/Reise-ins-Baltikum-
Die-Balten-haben-Werte-Und-wir-Deutschen-sind-verdrossen.html?wtrid=onsite.

onsitesearch>.
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(The reporter really is among the better earners and she most likely planned
her Lithuanian vacation primarily concerned with something other than
expense.)

Besides, she doesn’t seem set on primarily seeing or revealing the disad-
vantages of Eastern Europe that are so numerous in the German arsenal
of stereotypes. Her kind words about the “Balts” should not be taken for
granted because, as Liulevi¢ius says, even a certain possibly critical distance
from one’s own land does not necessarily encourage a favorable or posi-
tive attitude towards the other, the stranger — thus, towards the East, for
instance, as during WW1I it appeared when the German soldiers of Jewish
origin ran into the “Eastern Jews” when Germany occupied Lithuania: “The
writer Arnold Zweig admired the authenticity of the Eastern Jews, and Vic-
tor Klemperer, the author of the journal, rejected the idea of kinship with
them by admitting to having never felt more German: thank the Creator
that I am German”.”?

Well, all right. So today Lithuania is a place to travel to without mean or
even dubious intentions and of one’s own free will and to explore without
prejudice or simply to admire, which seems noticeably more possible. By
the way, German tourists currently express surprise and admiration not
only in the Baltic states, but also in, say, Czech Republic or Poland, Croa-
tia or Slovenia. My compatriots from East Germany also notice there not
only the greater satisfaction, as in the article, but, with a little jealousy,
they say they can see there some pride in what the countries have achieved
with their own means, by their own choices and without guidance from
outside (i.e., without financial injections, leadership and overseeing of
West Germany).

By the way, about East Germany. Most of the West Germans, especially
in the 1980s, viewed GDR as pleasantly different, even nostalgic — regard-
less of the fact or precisely because it was backwards and poor, because in
such state, it allowed them to touch the past that was considered long lost
in the West, and also offered them a sense of long-forgotten authenticity,
a gust of meaningfulness, one might even say, the separated second half of
themselves: in a memorable recent essay, Tilman Krause wrote:

2 L1uLEvICIUS, G. The German Myth of the East: 1800 to the Present. Oxford, 2009, p. 139;

KLEMPERER, V. Curriculum vitae. Erinnerungen 1881—1918. Bd I1. 1996, Berlin, p. 687.
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Now the longing for the East has really broken through. <...> People went
on the “Luther tour” to Eisleben, Erfurt, Wittenberg <...> visiting the Bau-
haus places <...>, to Weimar...

And now it opened for us — the “deep German dream”, seen drowned,
then in GDR, by Horst Krueger in one of his unforgettable travel quides.
<...> It is true: a Westerner then, upon entering Saxony, Thuringia or
Brandenburg, found himself in a landscape of ruins. Fascinated, he often
disregarded the difficult living conditions of the people, <...> the economy of
lack, the fears of the society overrun by the system of spies and snitches. How
did it happen that the people there still appeared to us much more focused,
authentic, essential? That's the way it is: in our own sentimental journeys,
we were too inclined not to see the negative, we may have not noticed it at
all. In this sense our nostalgic tourism really was somehow indecent, at least
perverse. <...>

But we, the post-war Germans, the twentysomethings that grew up in such
spiritless cities like Kiel and Stuttgart, which had forgotten their history, sur-
rounded by the incredibly ugly architecture of the 6os and 7os — we felt like we
had just discovered our lost second half. <...>

As if we had suddenly regained our wholeness. As if only now could we see
the land we came from, as it (once) truly was. Our parents and grandparents
had the pictures of their unruined inhabited worlds in their heads and could
recall them from their, and we grew up like amputees.

Thus, the nostalgia for the East that was so prevalent among the Western-
ers then was also very much related to projection. But what love of a strange
world might not be related to projection? Maybe the relationship between the
East and the West, with its broken wings that we lament today, 30 years after
the fall of the wall, may be explained by the fact that now we simply know
each other too well, or we have grown too similar to each other?

But is it really true? Do we really know the East as we live in the artificially
gentrified Berlin neighbourhoods like the Central, Friedrichshain and Prenz-
lauer Berg? I doubt whether the heart of the East beats there <...>.

3 KrAUSE, T. Als Wessis in der DDR den ,tiefen deutschen Traum® suchten,
in: Die Welt, <https://www.welt.de/kultur/plusi89793245/Ostsucht-Als-
Wessis-in-der-DDR-den-tiefen-deutschen-Traum-suchten.html?wtrid=onsite.

onsitesearch>.
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Tilman Krause gets a lot right here. For example, the projections of own
world that are found both in ugly stereotypes and in the beautiful dreams
that ignore the real inhabitants. (Therefore as an “Easterner” I am not of-
fended by such an idealized description of my far-from-ideal native land.)
I am grateful to Tilman Krause for this convincing, even acceptable expla-
nation of the often confusing “nostalgia for the East” of the West Germans.

There is also an old tradition in Poland: the tendency to look for the

“amputated” part of the imaginary, former, lost or failing own world in the
east and, especially in difficult times, to nostalgically proclaim the place
to contain the primordial authenticity and forgotten nobility — there it is
known as the image of Kresy, as we know, Lithuania is part of it. (Could that
be one of the reasons why today, facing major challenges of globalization
and modernization, so many Germans admire the “values” still treasured
in Eastern Europe?)

I have found the best explanation of the Polish “nostalgia for the East” in
Tomas Venclova’s essay “Native Realm Revisited: Mickiewicz’s Lithuania
and Mickiewicz in Lithuania”:

Mickiewicz was fortunate enough to have been born in a border region that
could be easily perceived as an Eastern European Scotland or Brittany. In his
introduction to Ballads and Romances, he praised the works of Scottish poets
(writing in English), patterning himself as their counterpart, a Lithuanian
poet of Polish language. <...> There was an old tradition of juxtaposing
“sylvan” Lithuania to “agricultural” Poland and also of opposing Lithuanian
backwardness to Polish civilization. At the same time, Lithuanian gentry
more often than not interpreted their lack of refinement as a sign of antiquity
and nobleness, looking at the “people of the Crown” (koroniarze) with ill-
concealed disdain. In the context of Mickiewicz’s times, all of this provided

a splendid chance for Romantic imagination. Lithuania was patterned as
“the other half” of the civilized country, one of those fascinatingly different
lands that promised the chance of reassessing the entire European culture, For
Mickiewicz <...>, his native periphery presented a world which was equal and
even superior to that of Poland proper, that is, of the West. <...>

The image of Lithuania as a land of primeval unity was complemented

by its past. <...> And Lithuania possessed a medieval past of Shakespearean
dimensions, happily conflating all the traits of Romantic North and
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Romantic Orient. On the one hand, it was a semimythical barbarian country
endowed with weird creative powers, quite similar to that of Germanic and
Celtic Europe, which Romantic poets had opposed to the Mediterranean
world. <...>

To add one more Romantic tinge, Lithuanian language and identity were
perceived as something bound to disappear, and not without reason, since
Lithuanian letters, as we have said, had not yet gone beyond the embryonic
stage. The past was apparently preserved only in the folklore among the
uneducated people, whose illiteracy equalled historical memory. It lingered
there, to quote Mickiewicz’s ballad, as a “hieroglyph, adorning moss-grown
rocks, an inscription entwined with a meaning fallen asleep.” This myth
of Lithuania as “the shadow” of Poland, the counterculture that presented
a foil for the West — in a word, the archetypal “other” for the Polish Crown —
enabled Mickiewicz to create an anticanonical paradigm that supplanted the
cultural soliloquy of the Polish Enlightenment. <...> “The shadow side” of
Poland was, for Mickiewicz and his milieu, still Poland, just as the far side
of the Moon never ceased to be part of the Moon.*

Here Venclova employs the Polish-Lithuanian poet Adam Mickiewicz to
present the image of Lithuania with whiffs of both East and North, as an
especially primordial, eccentric, culturally varied and ambiguous region
and to juxtapose it to the Western world of the Polish Crown, whereas the
Austrian writer Peter Handke similarly exalts the Sorbian world as the op-
posite of the German world in the poetry of the Sorbian Kito Lorenc, who
creates a Sorbian world in the southeasternmost corner of the GFR:

The Sorbian nation, the Sorbian land — the story is long. Few in Germany
have heard about it. <...> Anyway, the Sorbian story is more widely and,
more importantly, more deeply known among the neighboring Poles and —
possibly by a few more degrees better known — among the Czechs. For the
Sorbian speakers, Prague <...> in the 19th century and a good part of the 2oth
was a sort of capital city <...>,

4 VENCLOVA, T. Native Realm Revisited: Mickiewicz's Lithuania and Mickiewicz
in Lithuania [Wiktor Weintraub Memorial Lecture, Harvard University, April 2,

1998].
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Kito Lorenc tells the Sorbian story <...> in his poems, where the special his-
toric knowledge is turned into universal feeling. And this feeling moves from
the poem into an image, into images, into a sound, into sounds, thus becom-
ing the present — quite unlike in the liveliest attempts by the historical writers
to contemporize the past...>

The German word Ahne (elder, forefather) seems to Peter Handke related
to the words Ahnen (feeling) and Ahnung (sense), and these things, in turn,
to the special poetic way of memory — thus, to history, but enriched with
subjectivity (dreams, desires, feelings and, yes, sensations), with the great-
est secrets kept as taboos and with the declining dear Sorbian language that
is assimilated into German.

Handke, the son of Corinthian Slovenian Marija Handke, who himself
grew up in a bilingual environment, in the Austrian city of Altenmarkte /
Stara Vase that spoke both Slovenian and German, here (similarly to Ven-
clova) employs the ambiguity of “feeling” that covers what was, what has
not been spoken of, but also what is dubious, to reveal the “landscape of
the eastern German border, LuZica, where three countries meet in different

ways — German, Polish and Czech”®

previously mostly unknown to Ger-
mans. However, the Sorbian culture, acknowledged as an ethnic minority
in GDR and united Germany, even today, in the times of thriving multicul-
turalism (when many Germans enjoy their own skepticism and advocacy
about the situation of ethnic minorities in other countries, especially in
Eastern, Central and Southeastern Europe) is of little interest. Recently,
Sorbian writer Benedikt Dyrlich complained: “Why is there not a single
report about Sorbian literature in the culture shows? <...> It’s simply em-
barrassing to explain in Munich that the Bible is available in Sorbian. And
it’s repulsive to keep convincing that there is a Sorbian literary language
and not a dialect. That Shakespeare’s sonnets and <...> books by Douglas
Adams are available in that language. Ignorance goes all the way up to the
ministers of culture. <...> Michael Naumann knew nothing, Julian Nida-
Ruemelin was at least mildly interested”.”

5 HANDKE, P. Vom Ahnen und vom Unterlassen, in: Die Welt, 9.3.2013.
6 Ibid.

7 GERLACH, T. Der Dichter im Pfiitzenland, in: taz, 24.7.2016.
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Furthermore, the Sorbian homeland and their cultural landscape has
been systematically and irreversibly destroyed for decades by open-pit
mines of brown coal. But even in the present debates about ending the
brown coal mining (planned by 2038), the destruction of the numerous
Sorbian villages®, the last small but vibrant remnants of the Slavic cultural
landscape in the German lands, is seen as insignificant compared to talks
about climate change, energy production and guaranteed jobs.

Tilman Krause, Tomas Venclova and Peter Handke encourage us to
explore “our” East, to turn to the supposedly different, only presumably
strange world, to listen to it and also to look around our own forgotten, hid-
den, shadowy side. Such gesture and approach allow us to see that we need
this forgotten, separate Eastern world and its ambiguity, that we missed
it — the transfers, the intermingling and the confluence. Due to this feel-
ing, Handke writes, “Lorenc’s German poems transport into the German
language the specifically Slavic world of objects — objects, but also of lan-
guage <...>". Thus, the Sorbian world may be felt in the German language.

Through such listening and communication, the East will become for
Germans no longer sometimes romanticized, sometimes derided, ephem-
eral myth, but an enriching reality. To me, it means two things.

The first is the daily reality of life: a few years ago I moved from Berlin
close to the eastern border of Germany, and now I see and here Poland from
where I live. Ever since the border between Germany and Poland opened,
communication here has become everyday: most of the Poles living near
the border have spoken German for ages, but my neighbors speak better
Polish: not just the young people who learn Polish at school, but also older
people — for work (e.g., in German shops), because they go shopping to
Poland or keep in touch with a Polish football club (which, by the way, is
usually much better provided for). Germans also appreciate the services
of the Polish dentists, which are now more modern and provided more
quickly. My neighbors (it’s better to not even ask them about the “politi-
cians of Berlin”) sit with their evening drink and tell about the homes and
farms they used to own “on the other side”, saying that they don’t miss
them, because now it’s fine the way it is — right somehow. And the Polish

8 https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liste_der_abgebrochenen_Orte_im_Lausitzer_

Kohlerevier.
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bricklayer who worked on my porch was very much surprised by my knowl-
edge of Vilnius and its surroundings, as his family comes from there, the
whole of his village across Oder.

The second thing is this: over the last few years I have been noticing that
the reception of the Lithuanian literature that I translate in Germany is less
and less concerned with the differences (exoticisms), or even with the “sickly
charm of decay” that is especially often ascribed to the East, but provides
more insights about our own, that is, German or European culture.

For example, Tomas Venclova is now considered in Germany to be a
reliable advocate for the cultural community of Lithuanians, Poles and
Russians, which in itself is traditionally more understood and accepted —
also in his poetry, where important German poets like Durs Gruenbein or
Michael Krueger are following in his footsteps. And the mildly anarchist,
undeniably Lithuanian ambivalence of Eugenijus Ali§anka is accepted by
his numerous German readers as the European consciousness that is a
pleasant, missed example to themselves.

A Berliner Tagesspiegel reviewer copies a thought from Czestaw Mitosz’s
introduction to the German edition of the poetry by Jonas Mekas, until then
only known as a legendary New York avant-garde filmmaker: Mekas’ po-
etry “is aligned with the most significant Lithuanian poetic epic of the 18th
century, with The Seasons by Kristijonas Donelaitis, pastor of the Germans
and Lithuanians of the former East Prussia,” and then adds that “it’s a work
already mentioned by Johannes Bobrowski in the Litauische Klavieren. <...>
The poems in the Alt ist dieses, unser Sprechen (Mekas’ poetry collection)
<...>are amoving read, also because they contain so many cross-references
to the German history”.” Thus, the poetry of the Lithuanian expatriate
lead the German reader from New York underground to the Polish Nobel
Prize winner, who points the way to the Lithuanian culture of the former
East Prussia (thus reminding of Johannes Bobrowski, the German-Lithu-
anian border writer who came from there). Mekas introduces an image of
post-war Germany seen by the Eastern Europeans from the displaced per-
sons camps, but mostly unknown to Germans until then. By the way, I've

9 DOTZAUER, G. Felder, Fliisse, Mulden. Der Filmemacher und Dichter Jonas Mekas
présentiert in Berlin ein Erinnerungsbuch. In: Tagesspiegel, 28.10.2013.

<https://www.tagesspiegel.de/kultur/felder-fluesse-mulden/8991560.html>.
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heard tha Jonas Mekas pleasantly surprised the Germans by showing in his

Semeliskiy idilés that it is possible to write nostalgic, longing poetry about
the ancient country life without falling back into sweet-talking about one’s

family. (It’s possible — and this also comes from listening to the Lithuanian

culture — that the mostly careless enjoyment of Mekas’ idylls is possible

because of the distance from the nazi times in the German reading habits.
One former minister of culture who read the idylls and was fascinated wrote

tome: “Maybe it’s good that we had to wait five decades for the translation.
In 1948, most of those words here in Germany would have been mixed to-
gether with the crap of Blut und Boden of the very recent past.”

And White Shroud by Antanas Skéma is, of course, a major work of Lithu-
anian literature, but that does not sufficiently explain why the German-
speaking literary criticism was so unanimous in admiration and praise,
why, according to one reviewer, there were “admiring and sometimes sim-
ply worshiping reviews in all the culture sections and literary pages of the
largest papers”.*®

I believe that no literary work can cause such unanimous, even over-
wrought euphoria expressed in such snippets as “grandiose”, “enchantingly

N3

poetically beautiful”, “masterful and exciting”, “each page moves”, “one of
the most wonderful texts of happiness in unhappiness that Tknow”, “novel
addicting like a drug”.

I think that Skéma’s novel touched a certain nerve thanks to a rare ser-
endipity — the German spirit of the time that for a long, even too long time
was not prepared to receive such a work from the so-called “little”, virtually
unknown Eastern European literature and it had been waiting for such a
work. Therefore with the novel that perfectly matched a number of various
expectations came the outpouring of not only great love for the text, but
also compassion to the fate and the inner state of Skéma and his compa-
triots — the compassion that clearly has both personal and collective, both
German and European (Central European) features.

The German empathy towards Lithuania, the Baltic States and “Inter-

Europe” is expanding and growing stronger and is new in this sense, of
10 WAGNER, S. Die ganze Welt in einem Aufzug, literaturkritik.de, 15.8.2017.
<https://literaturkritik.de/skema-das-weisse-leintuch-die-ganze-welt-in-einem-

aufzug,23615.html>.
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course, it also has political reasons, political features that in Germany too
often stem from fear, but also from pragmatic, Realpolitik thinking: because
of Trump and Putin, because of economic and social vices perceived not
only abroad, but also in own country, because of Eastern European voices
that Germany now need in the European Parliament, etc.

All of that leads to “political will” which may still perform true miracles
through media (and in our country, the media has its own special, more or
less subtle conformism). One of such miracles is the commemoration of
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact that is present everywhere this year and is
detail, clearly surpassing what was until now usual even in commemora-
tions of jubilees.

When prejudice is given up, when curiosity and compassion are aroused,
when true communication happens and common interests are discovered,
then, it seems, “normalization” (as the opposite of myth) really happens.

The German foreign minister Heiko Maas in 2018 used the word “nor-
mality” instead of normalization to refer to “the happy state in which the
German-Polish relations may thrive”. He quoted “the philosopher Paul
Ricoeur, equally appreciated in Germany and in Poland” whose formula
“normality as incognito of reconciliation” “fits perfectly”.

Therefore, I must confess, I feel uneasy, first, because, like Maas also said
in his speech: “It is also true that so far in Germany, too little attention has
been paid to crimes against Polish men and women. The Warsaw Uprising
of 1944, which resulted in nearly total destruction of the city, is too little
remembered. We know too little about the evil attempts to kidnap Polish
children and assimilate them into German families. Too little talk there is
about the complete destruction of Polish villages in order to create the so-
called “living space” for German transplants.”

I think we can only talk about normality and true reconciliation when
Maas’s objective will be achieved.

Véjas Liulevi¢ius and the historian Timothy Snyder encourage us, Ger-
mans, to finally take on the dark — unfortunately, far surpassing simple
prejudice, indifference and ignorance — shadow politics of Germany to-
wards the East beginning with mid-19th century. The ideology, objective,
and finally, conquests and occupations of both WWI and WWII of such
politics were the colonization, enslavement, and eventually, destruction of
the nations and states of Eastern Europe.
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Véjas Liulevi¢ius’ book Kriegsland im Osten is available in German since
2018, and it presents a detailed analysis of the German occupation politics
for Lithuania during WWI which was nationalist, even racist, literally or-
ganized following the example of the colonial politics and slavery, intended
for long and merciless exploitation of the country and its people. Here I also
found the criminal, shameful roots of the numerous supposedly innocent
superstitions about Lithuanians, Poles, all the Baltic nations, Ukraine etc.
that are, unfortunately, still typical of Germans today. Not only the legend
about dirty and poor Eastern Europeans (Lithuanians) who are unable to
work (which in fact was the case due to the war and German occupation),
who as “worthless human material” were later also blamed for the failure of
the crazy Oberost plans. Also, the idea that Easter Europeans are unable to
rule themselves, to create own states and to “maintain order”. (Liulevi¢ius
writes: “One of the German military leaders mockingly observed that a
Lithuanian “is as capable of ruling himself as, for instance, my daughter
Ilse is capable of educating herself.”)

As Isee the educational effect of now also Liulevicius’ The German Myth
of the East. 1800 to Present, a book that covers a broad space and a long time
and is the first detailed study of the topic, I can only hope that we won't
have to wait for its translation into German for another 18 years, as hap-
pened with his Oberost study.

As for overcoming this past too, I am less concerned with complimenting
the German version of political correctness with a few more classifications
and categories, even though I admit that a certain restraint and humility in
spontaneous judgments, activities and — yes, formulations as well would
be welcome.

I am much more concerned with democracy in Germany, since I feel
that it has been threatened ever since 1989 by the failure to comprehend
the specific German responsibility for Lithuania, and that it is impossible
without this comprehension.

This responsibility stems from mass murders of Lithuanian citizens,
especially Lithuanian Jews, that took place under the German occupation,
German instigation, organization and leadership, also from the criminal
German colonization and enslavement projects that Oberost carried out in
Lithuania during WWTI and that Generalplan Ost returned to during WWII,
from the decades-long effects of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and from
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the ideological roots and traditions of this destructive and criminal Ger-
man policy towards Lithuania that have hardly at all been discussed in the
German public space.

Thus, along with Timothy Snyder who spoke in the German Bundestag
in 2017 and insisted on finally remembering the historical responsibility
for Ukraine, I wish that the people of my country would realize as quickly
as possible that the point of such responsibility is not helping Lithuania.
Because Lithuanians know about those crimes, their children, grandchil-
dren and great-grandchildren are already living with the legacy of those
crimes. The point, according to Snyder, is to help Germany. “Germany as
a democracy, particularly in this historical moment, as we face Brexit, as
we face election after election with populists, as we face a declining and
decreasingly democratic USA, precisely at this moment, Germany cannot
afford to get major issues of its history wrong. Precisely at this moment,
the German sense of responsibility has to be completed. Perhaps up until
now, Germany getting its history right was just a matter for Germans. Per-
haps at the time of the Historikerstreit [“Historian’s quarrel”, an intellectual
and political controversy in West Germany| in the 1980s, the history of the
Holocaust was a only matter for Germans. It has to be done for Germans,
but the consequences are international.”



