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odds that both would be outstanding? The subject

important since history, in the Marxist sense, was
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supposed to move inexorably in the direction of

German International Brigaders who fought in

socialism, and ultimately communism. The SED
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nist government found itself without historical
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roots beyond the Soviet occupation of Eastern Eu‐
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rope and turned the heroism of the Spanish Civil
War fighters into the myth that became a central
focus of the German Democratic Republic. While
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head of the NVA; Erich Mielke, head of the Min‐

an uncertain existence as they navigated the tor‐
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Colonel-General Friedrich Dickel, head of the Min‐

ism and the continual and often critical need for

istry of the Interior and its armed units – had all

political realignment. The final portion of the

fought in the International Brigades in Spain.

book analyses the legacy of the International

Moreover, International Brigades veterans head‐
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ed the four largest official government newspa‐

formed the intellectual underpinnings of the DDR
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and the former fighters, universally male and po‐
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editor of the “Berliner Zeitung,” after which he
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became the chief editor of the “Leipziger Volk‐

itself. Uhl’s book on the legacy of the International

szeitung,” and finally the editor-in-chief of “Neues

Brigaders in the DDR is passionate, accurate, and

Deutschland.” Frieda Kantorowicz, wife of author

convincing. The appendices at the end of the vol‐

and Brigade veteran Alfred Kantorowicz, and her‐

ume are quite helpful: a list of the veterans who

self a staff administrator of the Brigades in Spain,

reached the Politburo, another list of the NVA

had a high administrative position with ADN.

units and ships named for Spanienkämpfer, a six-

Erich Henschke was the editor-in-chief of the

page survey of the archives consulted, and an im‐
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of
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major
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pressive bibliography that goes on for 26 pages.

station

Josie McLellan’s equally outstanding disserta‐

“Deutschlandsender” (since 1971: “Stimme der

tion focuses on the development of mythologizing

DDR”). Factories, bridges, and many town squares

the International Brigaders in the DDR with laser-

bore the names of Spanish Civil War heroes. More

intensity. McLellan’s book is quite incisive, ele‐

than 40 troop units, military bases, and large and

gantly-written, and thoroughly researched, al‐

small ships were named after the Spanienkämpfer
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though the price of $99.00 is exorbitant. Her

pre-war conflict which saw communists raise

sources are every bit as extensive as Uhl’s. McLel‐

guns to fascists, a means of separating itself from

lan follows the same route as Uhl, that is, the par‐

its West German rival while obfuscating its own

ticipation of the fighters in Spain and their

Nazi past, and a mirror of Western imperialism

odyssey to East Germany, and the remaining two-

and the Vietnam War. It was as durable as the

thirds of the book concerned with their political

State it served. Josie McLellan and Michael Uhl

adjustment-persecution. McLellan’s book concen‐

have written the final analysis of the DDR’s myth

trates on the state’s efforts to massage the facts

of Spain.

into a shallow but ubiquitous myth of socialist dis‐
cipline. Interrogation, censorship, and pressure
by other veterans resulted in autobiographies and
histories more designed to serve the interests of
the SED, as models for the public and the FDJ, ser‐
vice in the Cold War, and the worship of antifas‐
cism, however anti-Semitic, than illuminate the
true events of the Spanish war.
McLellan analyses not only the building of the
myth of Spain, but also its undoing. The first
cracks in the government’s unyielding ideological
interpretation of the Spanish conflict appeared
spontaneously around 1979 from the pens of nov‐
elists. One book in particular was significant be‐
cause it confronted the myth of Spain directly. En‐
titled “Collin”, the novel was written in 1979 by
Stefan Heym, one of East Germany’s most famous
dissidents. Heym’s literary target was censorship
and, through his novel, the government’s use of
the Spanish Civil War. Heym told an interviewer
that his new book was written to stop “beating
around the bush” (“Rundlauf um den heißen
Brei”) about the way history had been treated by
the GDR. “The pilgrimage to the Truth reaches
back to the Spanish Civil War,” noted “Der
Spiegel.” Erstickender Ring, in: Der Spiegel, 12
February 1979, pp. 181-182. Along the way, McLel‐
lan discusses the role of dissidents in the DDR, dis‐
agreements among the veterans themselves, and
the SED’s ideological gymnastics about the na‐
tion’s foundation of antifascism. By the collapse of
the State in 1989 the myth about Spain was tat‐
tered and shopworn as were the aging veterans
who were trotted out at most official occasions.
But during its forty years of existence, the myth
was an ideological backbone, a link with the only
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/
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