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Abstract 
 
The sinking of the German M.S. Wilhelm Gustloff in the Bay of Danzig on January 30, 1945 is 

by many accounts the deadliest maritime disaster in recorded history. Although the ship was a 

valid military target within the context of World War II, most of the passengers were German 

civilians fleeing the Soviet advance. For many years, the survivors and their advocates argued 

that a focus on National Socialism and the Holocaust had complicated and politicized any 

attempts at publicly remembering and mourning the Gustloff in Germany. Recently, however, the 

ship has received increased attention in German high and popular culture, leading many to claim 

that a taboo has been broken. The dissertation investigates the shifts in textual and audio-visual 

representation of the Gustloff from the time of its sinking to the present in an attempt to locate 

and understand this cultural phenomenon within the greater context of a society perpetually 

coming to terms with its dark past.  
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Introduction 

The M.S. Wilhelm Gustloff: A Forgotten Tragedy?  

 The sinking of the German cruise liner M.S. Wilhelm Gustloff in the Bay of Danzig 

(Gdansk) on January 30, 1945 by the Soviet submarine S-13, which was commanded by 

Alexander Marinesco, is believed to be the deadliest maritime disaster in recorded history, 

claiming the lives of an estimated 9,000 mostly women and children refugees fleeing the 

advancing Soviet Army at the end of World War II (Schön, 1998; AND Witt, 2011a). But, as 

with all instances of German wartime suffering, publicly remembering the event in Germany is 

problematized by the ship’s entanglement in the specter of National Socialism and its military 

service during the war. The construction of the ship was contracted by the Deutsche Arbeitsfront 

(DAF) for its subsidiary leisure organization, Kraft durch Freude (KdF), which has since been 

deconstructed as an integral part of the Nazi propaganda machine (e.g. Baranowski, 2004 and 

2007; AND Howind, 2011 and 2013). The goal of DAF was to gain the support of German 

workers for the Nazi Party after the dissolution of the Communist and Social Democrat 

controlled trade unions. Robert Ley, Hitler’s appointed director of DAF, created KdF in part to 

increase economic productivity by providing affordable vacations and cultural activities for the 

working class, but mostly to promote National Socialism at home and abroad. In reality, all KdF 

activities were carefully choreographed events intended to convince the public of the merits of 

National Socialism. In Nazi propaganda, the Gustloff was depicted as a modern marvel, a 

testament to the superiority of German engineering and industry, and as a Schiff ohne Klassen, a 

place where the myth of a German Volksgemeinschaft was realized in Nazi controlled media 

(See: the films: Schiff 754, 1939 and Schiff ohne Klassen, 1938; Hoffmann, 2004; AND Howind, 

2011). 
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 On May 5, 1938, the first ship constructed specifically for KdF was launched in the 

presence of Adolf Hitler and Robert Ley, and in front of a large crowd of dockworkers – 

documented in the propaganda film Schiff 754. Although it was originally to carry the name 

Adolf Hitler, it was instead christened in honor of Wilhelm Gustloff, a Nazi functionary in 

Switzerland who had recently been assassinated by a Jewish student named David Frankfurter – 

an event that was exploited to justify anti-Semitic policies. Crewmembers were required to be 

full members of the NSDAP and were carefully screened, and the first cruise began on April 20, 

1938, Hitler’s 49th birthday. Between April 20, 1938 and September 1, 1939, when the German 

gunship Schleswig Holstein commenced the siege of Danzig, the Gustloff went on several dozen 

cruises. Most were inexpensive four-day cruises from Hamburg to the fjords of Norway, but 

there were also three cruises to Madeira, one to Tripoli, and ten Italian cruises from Genoa to 

Venice, intended to acquaint Germans with their Italian allies (Schön, 2008). During its short 

service as a cruise ship, the Gustloff was also given several special assignments. It was used as a 

floating polling station to allow Germans and Austrians living in England to vote on the already 

executed annexation of Austria,1 as a troop transport for the returning Legion Condor soldiers 

who had supported Francisco Franco in the Spanish Civil War, and as an accommodation ship 

for German athletes participating in the 1939 “Langiade” gymnastic competition in Stockholm 

(Schön, 2008). Members of the press were invited to every event and cruise to raise public 

awareness of Germany’s Schiff ohne Klassen, both in Germany and internationally. 

 The Traumschiff days ended with the invasion of Poland in September 1939, and, like the 

rest of Germany, the Gustloff joined the war effort. Robert Ley had long anticipated the war and 

had prepared designs to convert all his KdF ships into military vessels several months in advance 

(Schön, 2008: 45). The Gustloff was quickly refitted as a hospital ship. It first served as a 
                                                
1 Which infamously resulted in a suspicious 99% in favor. 
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transport in the context of Hitler’s Heim ins Reich program, which forcefully relocated ethnic 

Germans from Soviet occupied lands to German occupied lands, and then served in the invasion 

of Norway in 1940. The Gustloff was also to serve in the canceled Operation Seelöwe, the code 

name for the planned invasion of England, but was instead stationed in Swinemünde 

(Świnoujście) until the end of 1940. With no invasions by sea on the horizon, it was converted 

into a floating barracks for the Kriegsmarine training facilities in Gotenhafen (Gdingen/Gdynia), 

where it remained until January 1945. Its role in the war changed yet again when it became a 

makeshift Flüchtlingsschiff during Operation Hannibal, the mass evacuation of, at first, all 

military personnel from East and West Prussia in the final months of the war (See: Schön, 2008; 

AND Witt, 2011a).  

Although there were an estimated 8,956 mostly women and children refugees and 162 

wounded soldiers on board when it sank, there were also 918 freshly trained submarine cadets en 

route to deployment, 373 Marinehelferinnen, and a crew of 173 Handelsmarinen (Schön, 1998: 

10). Contrary to some accounts, the ship was not marked with the international insignia of a 

hospital ship (i.e. white paint with a red cross) in January 1945, but had been repainted in the 

gray-blue navy camouflage five years earlier. Furthermore, it was armed with flak guns, 

accompanied by a military escort, and under command of the Kriegsmarine (Schön, 1998: 215). 

The Gustloff was a valid military target, in spite of its civilian passengers and crew, and the 

sinking broke no international treaty. There can be no accusation of a war crime, as certain 

survivors and commentators have argued over the years. 

Many survivors of the sinking and their advocates are not interested in these historical 

facts and connections, while for most Germans the estimated 9,000 victims of the Gustloff 

Katastrophe had been, for many years, all but inconsequential to an understanding of a war that 
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had cost over 60 million lives, including 40 million civilians, 6 million of which were Jewish 

victims of the Holocaust. German collective guilt for the war and the Holocaust had, until 

recently, prevented an open and honest discussion of the sinking of the Gustloff, leading 

survivors to claim that the tragedy had been silenced in Germany. Thus, when Günter Grass 

published a novella on the theme in 2002, entitled Im Krebsgang, it was declared a Tabubruch 

both in the novella and in the German media. Due to Grass’s notoriety as both a Nobel laureate 

and, arguably, the greatest living German author, literary critics all over the world were soon 

talking about “the greatest maritime disaster,” “the forgotten tragedy” and “the German Titanic” 

(See: especially Der Spiegel issue 6/2002). Whereas few mainstream historians, authors and 

filmmakers had tackled the theme prior to the media frenzy surrounding Im Krebsgang, 

numerous representations of the sinking appeared in all media and genre of memory culture 

between 2002 and 2008. 

 

The Gustloff and the “Germans as Victims” Debate 

The sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff must be considered within the greater historical 

context of the mass displacement of Germans from their homelands in Eastern Europe from 1945 

to 1950 – a series of interconnected historical events, popularly known in Germany as Flucht und 

Vertreibung (Cf. Hahn and Hahn, 2010) – and thereby as an example of German suffering during 

World War II. The recent trend of culturally remembering the Gustloff was part of a broader shift 

in perception and representation away from German perpetrators and toward German victims. 

Starting in the 1960s, references to the ways in which Germans had suffered during the war 

carried a stigma, often justifiably, of right-wing conservatism, or even anti-Semitism and 

xenophobia, and were the subject of controversy. The cultural memory of the war years 
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constructed in the 1950s and 60s was rightfully attacked by the generation that came of age 

during the 1960s and 70s for silencing the Holocaust, depicting Germans as innocent victims, 

and engaging in revanchist memory politics. The so-called 68er sought to expose the National 

Socialist backgrounds of the political, cultural and intellectual establishment. But after three 

decades of Aufarbeitung der Geschichte, and as a result of temporal distance, German 

Reunification (die Wende), the mollification of Cold War antagonisms and animosities, and the 

fear of the war years slipping into “post memory” before being adequately documented, many 

Germans from all points on the political spectrum have long felt the time has come to revisit the 

theme of German suffering. As a result, the first two decades of the Berliner Republik have seen 

several German films, works of literature, TV documentaries, history books, biographies and 

autobiographies, and feature stories in the print media which thematize the suffering of the 

German civilian population and the average German soldier during, and as a result of, World 

War II. In addition to the Gustloff, the greater context of Flucht und Vertreibung and the 

Luftkrieg have become talking points in public discourse.2 

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, but most notably since the publication of W.G. Sebald’s 

Luftkrieg und Literatur (1999),3 Jörg Friedrich’s Der Brand (2002)4 and Günter Grass’s Im 

Krebsgang (2002), this cultural transformation has been precipitated and shaped by the same 

debate that has driven German memory culture and memory politics throughout the history of the 

Bundesrepublik (BRD). While the one side warns that depicting instances of German suffering 

runs the risk of relativizing guilt, collectivizing the war generation as victims, and catering to 

                                                
2 For media overviews and responses see, for example: Aust and Burgdorff, 2002; Hage, 2003; AND Kettenacker, 2003. For 
academic overviews and responses see, for example: Beßlich, Grätz and Hildebrandt, 2006; Cohen-Pfister and Wienroeder-
Skinner, 2006a; Fuchs, 2008; Fuchs, Cosgrove and Grote, 2006a, Niven, 2006; Taberner and Berger, 2009a; Schmitz 2007a; 
volume 51.1 of Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft; volumes 57.4 (2004) and 59.2 (2006) of German Life and Letters; AND 
volumes 23.3 and 26.4 of German Politics and Society. 
3 In which Sebald puts forth the thesis that the firebombing of German cities was a taboo in German literature. 
4 In which Friedrich equates the targeting of civilian targets to genocide. 
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residual revisionist and revanchist elements in German society, the other side argues that a focus 

on guilt and shame collectivizes Germans as a nation of perpetrators, represses the traumatic 

memories of survivors, and obscures the full complexity of history (Compare, for example: Röhl, 

2002; Kettenacker, 2003; Heer, 2004 and 2005; Barnouw, 2005; AND Frei, 2005). The same 

fundamental positions can be traced throughout the history of the Federal Republic: from the 

early postwar intellectual, cultural and political debates between the returning German exiles, 

Jewish advocacy organizations and the Allies, on the one hand, and the so-called “inner 

emigrants” on the other, to the Student Movement of the 1960s and 70s, to conservative 

Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s geistig-moralische Wende of the 1980s, to the Historikerstreit, to the 

more recent debate on Deutsche als Opfer, to the constant struggles of various Holocaust 

survivor, German expellee, and German war veteran lobbies to be remembered and to reap the 

benefits of the status of victim, nothing less than the official history of Germany and the national 

identity of Germans has been at stake (See: Fischer and Lorenz, 2007). The resulting trends in 

German memory culture and politics have resembled a tug-of-war between two extremes. 

Although most of the recent German victim narratives have been marketed as a 

Tabubruch, this claim must be qualified by the fact that a notion of German victimhood was 

quite prevalent from the early postwar period through the late 1960s (C.f. Moeller 2001, 2003, 

2006b and 2006c; Niven, 2006; AND Schmitz, 2007a). In fact, it wasn’t until the 1970s and 

1980s, or, arguably, not even until a brief period in the 1990s, that German perpetrators and non-

German victims became more prevalent in public discourse and memory culture than German 

victims. Even during the 1990s, representations and discussions of German suffering were never 

fully absent or silenced.5 Indeed, stories of suffering and victimization have almost always been 

central in private memory and family narratives in Germany (Welzer, et al., 2002), even if most 
                                                
5 Fischer and Lorenz (2007) offer the most comprehensive overview of these trends. 
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of the numerous depictions of German suffering throughout the history of the BRD have been 

marketed as a previously suppressed or repressed theme, including all representations of the 

Gustloff. But in recent years, prominent Trümmerkinder and 68er, who were once so adamant 

about confessing their parents’ guilt in an attempt to construct their own cultural identities (Cf. 

Mauelshagen, 1995), have admitted that they had ignored the experiences and perspectives of the 

war generation, adding that this is why such stories and memories had been relegated to family 

histories and the rhetoric of the far Right (C.f. Kettenacker, 2003). Authors like Günter Grass 

have sought to atone for this perceived neglect by reconciling with competing perspectives in 

their contemporary works.6 Likewise, the third-generation Enkelkinder, like Tanja Dückers, have 

sought to reconcile the conflicting official history of German guilt they learned in school and the 

family narratives of suffering and victimization they grew up with, in order to understand the war 

generation on their own terms (C.f. Dückers, 2004, 2007a and 2007b: 88-94).7  

Against this background, some scholars speak of a dialectic progression of history that 

has shifted from an emphasis on Deutsche als Opfer in the 1950s and 60s, to Deutsche als Täter 

in the 1970s and 80s, to, in the Berliner Republik, a more dynamic and accurate dual role of 

Germans as victims, ultimately, of their own perpetration of or complicity in the crimes of 

National Socialism (e.g. Wittlinger, 2006). A point of departure for this dissertation is that it is 

perhaps more accurate to generalize two Foucaultian discourses (1969), where a victim discourse 

and a perpetrator discourse (e.g. Langenbacher, 2011) – also conceptualized as the competing 

tendencies of Vergangenheitsbewältigung and Aufarbeitung der Geschichte (e.g. Jackman, 2004) 

– have perpetually competed for dominance, but have recently merged to form a hybrid 

discourse. Regardless of the conceptual standpoint one takes, since the 1990s, Germany has 

                                                
6 Im Krebsgang is exemplary in this regard. 
7 Himmelskörper is the relevant text in this category.  
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clearly been in the irreversible process of collectively writing a more complex narrative of the 

Second World War that incorporates the conflicting memories and fates of all individuals and 

historical knowledge of all generations, and in which there is a place for both German collective 

guilt and German collective suffering (C.f. Welzer, 2003; Michel, 2005; A. Assmann, 2006; 

Beßlich, Grätz and Hildebrand, 2006; Cohen-Pfister and Wienroeder-Skinner, 2006a; Fuchs, 

Cosgrove and Grote, 2006a; Taberner, 2006 and 2007; Fuchs, 2008; Taberner and Berger, 

2009a; volumes 57.4 (2004) and 59.2 (2006) of German Life and Letters; AND volumes 23.3 

(2005) and 26.4 (2008) of German Politics and Society).  

Of course, certain popular authors and filmmakers continue to draw stark criticism in the 

German feuilletons and from the academic community for failing to include the narrative 

complexity and critical distance that prevent their works from being exploited by the radical 

notion of German victimhood that still looms on the periphery. The emerging consensus within 

the international Deutsche als Opfer debate is that, while this more nuanced and multivocal 

narrative of history that accounts for divergent memories and fates is an integral part of the 

perpetual process of Aufarbeitung der Geschichte, in order to avoid the risk of relativizing 

crimes, collectivizing Germans as a Volk von Opfern, and catering to revanchist and nationalist 

politics, authors and directors – not to mention politicians, public intellectuals, historians, 

curators of museums, architects of memorials, etc. – must employ devices to fill in the “gaps” in 

the selective memories of the war generation with established historical fact (A. Assmann, 2006a 

and 2006b), and avoid “implicit equations” between the suffering of Germans and the non-

German victims of the Holocaust (Niven, 2007), in order to endow their audience with a “critical 

empathy” (Schmitz, 2007c) that draws connections between the wartime suffering of Germans, 
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the personal biographies of the subjects, and the greater sociohistorical context surrounding their 

suffering.  

A critical empathy, although it inherently accepts the need to empathize in order to fully 

understand the war generation within their sociohistorical context, however difficult and 

troubling that might be for some, stands in stark contrast to positions such as Martin Walser’s 

proclamation of the “innocence of memory” (See: Schirrmacher, 2000), which would have the 

audience take the recollections of Zeitzeugen at face value and accept their narratives as a 

version of historical reality. The definition of critical empathy used in this dissertation is a 

narrative strategy that, in its pursuit of Empathie and Verstehen, constantly informs the 

reader/viewer of the greater sociohistorical context of the National Socialist regime and World 

War II, as well as the war generation’s role in that context, by thematizing the discursive nature 

of memory and history. The result is that the memories of the war generation are inseparable 

from the sociohistorical frame of National Socialism, while the narratives they use to mediate 

those memories are inseparable from the discourse communities in which they participate in the 

present. This narrative structure allows the reader/viewer to empathize with the war generation’s 

traumatic experiences while remaining conscious of that generation’s biased attitudes toward and 

understanding of its history, as well as the militaristic aggression and crimes against humanity in 

which they were once complicit. In short, the goal is to prevent the misinterpretation that 

German victims were ever innocent victims. 

 

Memory Culture as Memory Discourse 

This dissertation adopts an anthropological definition of culture and a sociocultural 

definition of memory culture in that it views cultural memory to be the discursive process by 
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which the past is perpetually reconstructed in the present. It differentiates between “subjective 

culture” (a community’s shared attitudes and beliefs about its past, present and future) (C.f. 

Triandis, 1972; AND Hall, 1976), “material culture” (the cultural artifacts produced based upon 

those attitudes and beliefs) (C.f. Hicks, 2010) and “discourse” (the acts of communication and 

social practices by which those attitudes, beliefs and artifacts are socially constructed) (C.f. 

Berger and Luckmann, 1967; AND Wertsch, 1985). Both subjective culture and material culture 

emerge in discursive fields. Discourse communities construct their social reality as they engage 

in “private discourse” amongst family and close friends, “social discourse” between colleagues, 

acquaintances and strangers, and “public discourse” in public forums, where the social 

construction of reality implies not only the constant reconstruction of attitudes and beliefs, but 

also the constant renegotiation of personal and group identity, institutions, power dynamics, the 

rules and spaces of social interaction, and the very meaning and purpose of language. If culture is 

everything a discourse community collectively thinks, does and creates at a given point in time, 

then memory culture – here used interchangeably with the term “cultural memory” – 

encompasses everything a discourse community collectively thinks, does and creates regarding 

the past, a process that involves much more than just remembering and telling stories. 

 This definition expands upon Jan Assmann’s (1992, 1998 and 2008) concept of collective 

memory, which differentiates the “private memory” of individuals (also “individual memory”), 

the “communicative memory” (sometimes called “social memory”) that emerges in 

communicative acts about the past, and the “cultural memory” of a community that encompasses 

all material manifestations of memory. In stressing the discursive nature of memory, the 

understanding of memory culture used in this dissertation takes private memory to be the 

autobiographical memory and historical consciousness of individuals, and communicative 
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memory to be the fleeting impressions of memory that are negotiated via social interaction. It 

then distinguishes subjective cultural memory, which consists of a community’s shared attitudes 

and beliefs about its past (here referred to as “collective memory”), and material cultural 

memory (here referred to as “artifacts of memory”), which consists of the material 

manifestations of private and collective memory and includes all durable cultural representations 

of the past across genre and media - texts, audio-visual recordings, internet websites, 

monuments, constructed spaces, etc. - but distinguishes the “meta-memory discourses” of 

academics and critics, who participate in the social construction of memory by interpreting and 

critiquing the various ways in which the past is reconstructed. This definition views all levels of 

memory culture to be part of the same complex discursive process and underlines the fact that 

memory discourse shapes not only communicative and collective memory, but also the private-

autobiographical memory and historical consciousness of individuals. Members of a discourse 

community negotiate the content and meaning of their private memories, they discuss cultural 

representations of the past and the meta-discourses surrounding those representations, and they 

actively position themselves toward and assert power over the cultural memory of the other 

discourse communities with which they come into contact. As a result, membership in a memory 

community and the private memories of its members are social constructs to the same extent as 

their shared memories and the artifacts they create to express them (See: Figure 1). 

A final aspect of memory culture relevant to this dissertation is the distinction between 

“memory” and “post-memory” (Hirsch, 1997).8 The “first generation,” who experienced a 

particular event personally, mediate their private memories to their children, the “second 

generation,” and – with input from the second generation – their grandchildren, “the third 

                                                
8 Although Hirsch talks about “post-memory” in the context of Holocaust survivors and their families, Jan Assmann (1992) 
describes a similar phenomenon in the transition from third to the fourth generation. 
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generation.” But, typically, by the “fourth generation,” according to Jan Assmann, very few of 

the first-generation eyewitnesses are still alive and memory fades into “post memory,” whereby 

only cultural artifacts remain. From a discourse perspective, however, neither the communicative 

nor the collective memory of an important event ever dies, as memory is continuously 

rearticulated and reconstructed using the oral histories that have been passed down within 

families and the cultural artifacts the first generation helped create. Subsequent generations 

merely narrate those oral histories and interpret those artifacts from their own sociohistorical 

perspective, and reinforce and challenge them with their own communicative acts and artifacts. 

Thus, this dissertation makes little distinction between private memory and historical knowledge 

or collective memory and history, as they are all social constructs that are detached from the 

events and experiences they seek to remember. 

 

This definition of memory culture as memory discourse informs both the research 

methodology of the dissertation and the interpretation of the textual and audio-visual 

Meta-Memory  
Discourse 

Figure 1: The Social Construction of Memory 
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representations of the Gustloff discussed herein. The dissertation interprets the narratives that 

emerge at all levels of discourse across discourse communities and across generations as being 

by nature Barthesian (e.g. 1957) ahistorical myths that ascribe to some Lyotardian (e.g. 1979) 

master narrative, in that they are defined by and used to justify the cultural attitudes and political 

ideologies of the communities that co-construct them. At the same time, the social construction 

of memory is accepted as a natural process of all discourse communities. Further, it is accepted 

that within any society there are multiple discourses competing for dominance, that they overlap 

with one another, and that all people participate in multiple discourses simultaneously. Finally, 

while private and collective memory are intangible social constructs that are often unconscious 

and always inaccessible to the researcher, carefully analyzing communicative memory and/or 

material culture can offer profound insights into the underlying attitudes and beliefs that a 

discourse community holds about its past (Cf. Welzer 2001 and 2002). 

 

Research Methodology and Questions 

The dissertation is conceptualized as an ethnographic case study on competing discourses 

in German memory culture, using the material cultural memory of the sinking of the Wilhelm 

Gustloff as the focal point. It does not seek to document the sinking itself, but rather how the 

tragedy has been remembered and/or forgotten in competing memory discourses in Germany. 

Specifically, all of the textual and audio-visual representations of the sinking referenced in 

Gustloff memory and meta-memory discourses in Germany during the years 1945 to 2010 were 

gathered and analyzed.9 The audio-visual representations included a theatrical film, two 

                                                
9 The selection of 2010 as the final year in the range was not done at random nor in order to maintain a round number of 65 years 
since the sinking. As will be seen, 2010 marks the end of the Gustloff frenzy in the media that began in 2002. By 2010, the 
excitement surrounding the television movie Die Gustloff had faded. Since 2010, no new works of literature or major TV 
productions that focus on the Gustloff have been produced. The Gustloff remains present in all media of memory culture, but 
mostly due to reprints and re-runs. In the mainstream news media the Gustloff has been relegated back to its footnote status prior 
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television films, and several documentaries, interviews and reports on television and radio, as 

well as straight-to-DVD and CD releases. The textual representations included several hundred 

news and magazine articles, popular and scholarly history books, biographies and 

autobiographies, and works of literature, where the divisions between genre were complicated by 

the fact that each of the texts seeks to document the same historical event. Several websites, 

works of art, monuments, museum exhibitions and documentations of memorial services were 

also prevalent in various discourses.  

Due to the normal constraints of a dissertation, and for reasons which will become 

apparent, biographies and autobiographies are only briefly mentioned in the conclusion, while 

the discussion of major monuments, memorials and museum exhibitions are integrated into the 

analysis of other cultural representations. Unfortunately there was not enough space to include 

the radio broadcasts, works of art and websites,10 though each have played a role in the cultural 

memory of the Gustloff. The chapters are organized in terms of genre and media of memory 

culture. The first chapter discusses the life’s work of the survivor Heinz Schön, who was the 

foremost expert on the subject; the second chapter looks at the Gustloff in popular and academic 

                                                
to 2002 – though the footnotes have become more numerous and frequent – with the occasional feature article or TV interview at 
the regional level. In 2011, the first scholarly analysis of the cultural memory of the Gustloff was published (Niven, 2011a). 
10 Not surprisingly, the most trafficked Gustloff resource on the web in any language is the Wikipedia article. It is interesting, 
however, that the most elaborate and trafficked websites dedicated solely to the Gustloff were created by a Polish-Canadian 
(www.WilhelmGustloff.com operated by David Krawczyk) and a Polish-American (www.wilhelmgustloffmuseum.com operated 
by Edward Petruskevich), both of which offer German translations. Other important websites are likewise in English, for example 
the Gustloff pages on Jason Pipes’s German military history website (www.feldgrau.com/wilhelmgustloff.html and 
www.feldgrau.com/articles.php?ID=64) and the official websites of expeditions to the wreck (e.g. 
www.deepimage.co.uk/wrecks/wilhelm-gustoff/gustloff_main.htm; www.balticgold.com/expeditions; 
www.iantdexpeditions.com/spedizioni/wg2004/wg2004.htm; AND www.balticwrecks.com/archive/wg2006/index1.html). 
Google produces over 200,000 hits for “Wilhelm Gustloff,” but the majority of German language resources are individual articles 
on news media websites (e.g. www.focus.de/wissen/mensch/geschichte/tid-9050/wilhelm-gustloff_aid_262894.html, 
http://einestages.spiegel.de/static/topicalbumbackground/1313/die_todesfahrt_der_gustloff.html, AND 
www.ndr.de/geschichte/chronologie/nszeitundkrieg/gustloff6.html, among several hundred others) and hits on blogs and 
discussion boards (e.g. those on http://forum.danzig.de or http://freies-pommern.de). Especially the blogs and discussion boards 
are a valuable source of data on the communicative memory of the Gustloff, as such forums are memory spaces where multiple 
perspectives compete in memory contests (Cf. Veel, 2004), but, qualitatively, the virtual memory of the Gustloff that emerges on 
such sites is merely an exaggeration of discourses apparent in other media, especially through the 1980s. Ultimately, the 
importance of the internet is that its immediacy of information access further blurs the distinction between past and present and 
its anonymity of authorship permits individuals to continue to publicly use language, express opinions and construct personal 
identities that are no longer acceptable in mainstream discourse, and, as thematized by Günter Grass, many of those individuals 
(both in Germany and internationally) are of the Neo-Nazi milieu (Cf. Midgley, 2005).  
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historiography; the third chapter presents the cultural representations in German cinema and 

television; the fourth chapter describes trends in the print media; and the fifth chapter concludes 

with an analysis of literary representations of the sinking of the Gustloff.  

In addition to memory studies, literary studies, and film studies, the dissertation is 

informed by historiography, genre studies and media studies, while the research methodology is 

founded upon text (e.g. Bernd and Ryan, 1998) and discourse (e.g. Graham and Farrell, 1998) 

analysis, which entail a mixture of both quantitative data and Clifford Geertz’s (1973) notion of 

“thick description,” in which context is of as much importance as content. The style of the 

dissertation is a departure from traditional literary or film studies in that it “thickly” describes 

and critically analyzes an extensive corpus of films and texts. Although the goal is not to alter 

social reality, the dissertation might be considered in the tradition of Fairclough’s (1995) critical 

discourse analysis in that it examines cultural representations of the sinking of the Gustloff at a 

micro (use of language), meso (production and reception history of individual texts and films) 

and macro level (participation in intertextual, interfilmic and intermedial discourses) in order to 

expose their inherent ideologies. 

The research questions were:  

1) What media, genre and sub-genre and what narrative devices and structures are employed 

in the cultural memory of the Gustloff?  

2) What beliefs and attitudes about the sinking are implicitly and explicitly expressed in the 

representations?  

3) What intertextual, interfilmic and intermedial memory discourses can be discerned across 

the representations? 

4) Was the Gustloff ever a taboo topic?  
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5) Finally, to what extent have competing memory discourses merged in recent years in the 

pursuit of a “critical empathy” and what does this imply about Germany’s relationship 

with its past? 
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Chapter 1: The Gustloff-Chronist Heinz Schön 

 

 In the foreword to his final book about the sinking of the Gustloff, Die letzte Fahrt der 

Wilhelm Gustloff (2008), the late Heinz Schön (1926-2013), a survivor and self-proclaimed 

chronicler of the sinking, discusses the reception and background of Günter Grass’s Im 

Krebsgang (2002). In response to the popularity of the novella and the controversy surrounding 

it, Schön writes: “Einige Kritiker verstiegen sich zu der Feststellung, Grass habe damit endlich 

das Tabu über die bisher verschwiegene Tragödie des Flüchtlingsschiffes Wilhelm Gustloff 

gebrochen und in den Blickpunkt der Öffentlichkeit gerückt. Diese Auffassung ist unrichtig” (6). 

He goes on to quote a passage out of the novella that summarizes his work as the unofficial 

Gustloff chronicler, before tracing his biography in his own words, stressing his role as one of 

Grass’s primary sources and his participation in the marketing campaign of Im Krebsgang. While 

this foreword seems to undermine a central argument of Die letzte Fahrt and all previous 

publications by Schön, that the sinking never received the attention it deserved, it is indeed 

impossible to treat the topic in any depth without beginning with the Gustloff-Chronist. Not only 

was he the most prolific author on the subject, having published numerous articles and books 

over 60 years, but he has also been cited, quoted or involved in most cultural representations of 

the Gustloff across all genre and media. All discourses about the Gustloff Katastrophe are linked 

to Heinz Schön, and his biography embodies the discourse history of the ship’s role in German 

memory culture. 

 As described in Die Letzte Fahrt, Heinz Schön was a member of the German merchant 

marines and the purser trainee aboard the ship when it sank. His fascination with the Gustloff 

began long before he was stationed in Gdynia and once onboard he began to collect notes and 
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documents about its design, construction and service as the KdF flagship. His original collection 

was lost on January 30, 1945, but his traumatic experiences led to a life-long obsession with the 

ship and its final voyage. In the days following the sinking he was assigned the task of public 

relations liaison to the family members of passengers who were still missing or presumed dead. 

Troubled by his own experiences and unable to explain to children, parents and spouses how and 

why their loved ones had died, he set out to document the tragedy as best he could, and spent the 

better part of his life trying to piece the story together. He immediately began writing down his 

memories, eliciting information from German navy and merchant marine personnel, and 

collecting documents and photographs, the first of which was the original passenger list, which 

he managed to retrieve from the icy Baltic Sea (See: Heim und Welt 41, 1951: 1). 

 His first publication came in 1949. In a three-part series for the weekly Hamburg 

newspaper, Heim und Welt, beginning on February 20, Schön gave an account of the sinking as 

he remembered it. He labeled the series a Tatsachenbericht, while the newspaper also called it an 

Erlebnisbericht. The piece is a textbook example of literary journalism: it depicts a real event 

that the author experienced, but employs literary techniques, such as metaphor,11 

foreshadowing,12 irony,13 and cliffhangers intended to entice the reader to purchase the next 

number.14 It is even accompanied by several illustrations sketched according to the author’s 

specifications. In the series, Schön offers little historical background beyond stating that the ship 

was a one-time KdF cruise liner turned naval barracks and that most of the 5,000 passengers 

                                                
11 “Das Schiff aber gleicht einem großen Bienenhaus” (20 Feb. 1949: 3). 
12 “Wenn man mich fragt, wohin diese Reise geht, muß ich nur immer die Schultern zuckern, ich weiß es selbst nicht. Vielleicht 
auf den Meeresgrund, denke ich im Stillen – vielleicht?” (20 Feb. 1949: 3). 
13 “Aber ich kann keine Ruhe finden. Ich setze mich nieder, stand dann wieder auf, mache ein paar nebensachliche Hantierungen. 
Immer wieder muss ich an die Rettungsboote denken. Was würde werden, wenn uns ein Unglück zustieße, etwa wenn wir auf 
eine Mine liefen? [Paragraph Break] Drei Torpedos!” (27 Feb. 1949: 3).  
14 “Soweit der erste Abschnitt unseres Erlebnisberichtes. Die bange Ahnung trog den einsamen Wanderer über die Decks nicht. 
Nur – das konnte auch er nicht wissen, daß der Sekundenzeiger seiner Uhr kaum noch dreißig mal die Runde machen würde bis 
zur Katastrophe. Er konnte nicht ahnen, daß nur noch wenige Seemeilen voraus ein russisches U-Boot auf der Lauer lag. Was 
dann geschah – jene erschütternde menschliche Tragödie der 5000 schildert Heinz Schön im folgenden Abschnitt seines 
Berichtes in der nächsten Nummer von ‘Heim und Welt’” (20 Feb. 1949: 4).  
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were refugees fleeing the vengeful Soviet army. The story centers on his subjective experience of 

the sinking, and contributes many of the images that still characterize the narrative of the sinking 

today, including disturbing depictions of men committing suicide and women and children 

falling and drowning in the icy waters, as well as miraculous stories of survival and rebirth, such 

as several children being born amidst the chaos (6 Mar. 1949: 3). His stated objective was to 

inform the public about die größte Schiffskatastrophe. He does not depict the sinking as a war 

crime, rather as a forgotten tragedy that should serve as a Mahnmal for the innocent victims of 

war, whereby the German citizenry is implicitly grouped with the rest of the victims of the 20th 

century.15 

 A popular theory as to why the Gustloff was forgotten or neglected is that the survivors 

were so traumatized that they repressed their memories and avoided communicating their stories, 

even to close family and friends. Although this might be true for individual families,16 

collectively speaking, this could not be further from the truth. The Heim und Welt series had an 

instant reverberation throughout the community of survivors still residing in Germany that gave 

rise to a 60-year-long dialog for which Heinz Schön served as the de facto moderator and scribe. 

Even before the Heim und Welt series finished, the newspaper had received hundreds of letters, 

some of praise for breaking a perceived silence, but most from survivors and witnesses seeking 

to share their own memories. After receiving over 1,500 letters, the editors commissioned Schön 

to write a 12-part follow-up, for which he established contact with many survivors, eyewitnesses 

and experts (See: Heim und Welt 42, 1951: 1).  

                                                
15 “Nun aber sollen auch diese Opfer des Kriegswahnsinns, soll ihr schweres Ende der Vergessenheit entrissen sein. Möchte ihr 
Leiden und Sterben mit zum Mahnmal werden für schönere Menschheitsepoche” (6 Mar. 1949: 4).  
16 For example the story reported in the Spiegel Special on the Gustloff (2 2002: 34-35) about Irmgard Harnecker, who refused to 
talk about the sinking for over 55 years because of the pain of losing her young daughter to a wave.  
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 The second series, entitled “Tot und Doch am Leben,” (Heim und Welt 1951, 42-53) 

renarrates the sinking in more detail, but this time as the frame for the stories of Unteroffizier 

Hermann Freymüller, who had secured a place on the Gustloff for his wife, daughter, and infant 

son, none of whom he ever saw again, and the Gustloff-Findling, an unidentified infant who was 

the last survivor rescued from the Gustloff and who grew up as Peter Fick with the adoptive 

father who rescued him, Obermaat Werner Fick, in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). 

Freymüller contacted Heim und Welt and Schön after reading the first series because he was 

convinced that the Gustloff-Findling was in fact his missing son, Frank-Michael, but had been 

unsuccessful in regaining custody due to the political tensions between East and West and the 

reluctance of Fick and his wife to give up their adoptive son without definitive evidence. 

Freymüller’s evidence, which Schön clearly accepted as proof at the time, was that a photograph 

of Frank-Michael at ten months resembled a photograph of Peter Fick at three years, and that the 

Gustloff-Findling was found in a lifeboat that, according to witnesses, also contained a woman 

and young girl who had died of exposure. In the series, Schön attempts to support Freymüller’s 

claim with testimonies from other survivors and Fick’s shipmates aboard Vorpostenboot 1703.17 

The series thus narrates not only the loss and suffering that occurred on January 30, 1945, but the 

loss and suffering that many of the survivors still endured years later. An obvious subtext of the 

narrative is the suffering that Germany must endure as an occupied and then divided nation. 

  Accounts like that of Hermann Freymüller were added to Schön’s collection of 

documents and photographs that would become his ever-expanding, private Gustloff-Archiv: the 
                                                
17 As reported in Schön’s first book, Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff (1952), the case went unresolved because the Ficks 
refused to allow their adoptive son to undergo a blood test. As reported by Stern in 2008, the Ministerpräsident of the GDR 
decided that the child should decide for himself once he turned 21, but Freymüller passed away in 1964, one year before Peter’s 
21st birthday (See: http://mobil.stern.de/politik/geschichte/wilhelm-gustloff-seid-still-wir-muessen-alle-sterben-612217.html). 
This might explain why Schön never details Hermann Freymüller’s story in his subsequent works, though the Gustloff-Findling 
remains a motif in every publication. Peter Fick did not find out about the controversy surrounding his adoption until many years 
later, but, as explained in his autobiography Hürdenlauf (2006), published under the name Peter Weise, he had a happy childhood 
and fulfilling life without ever having met his birth parents. The story of the Gustloff-Findling was one inspiration for Günter 
Grass’s Paul Pokriefke in Im Krebsgang as well as for the Findling in the ZDF film Die Gustloff (2008).  
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largest collection of Gustloff resources in the world, which was kept in his residence in Bad-

Salzuflen. Schön selected stories of others and wove them around his own story to produce his 

first book: Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff (1952). This meshing of the private memories of 

others with his own became his fundamental formula for publishing, as all of Schön’s Gustloff 

books expand upon a previous publication in light of new information collected via his regular 

correspondence and meetings with survivors, witnesses and experts. In addition to the obvious 

therapeutic benefit, the discussions with other survivors and contemporaries seem to have helped 

Schön recall and articulate his own memories and led to the construction of a multi-perspective 

narrative. The dominant perspective of the first Gustloff book remains Schön’s own story of 

survival and the grotesque scenes that unfolded around him, but now the chronicler shifts to 

other perspectives, such as how the Marinehelferin Sigrid Bergfeld miraculously escaped from a 

room next to the pool, where the second torpedo struck (51-52); the heroism of the Funkmeister 

Rudi Lange, who risked his life to send out an SOS signal as the Gustloff sank – a scene 

immortalized by the 1960 film Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen (See: Chapter 3) and retold 

elsewhere18 – and then gave his life jacket to a panic stricken woman before diving into the 

Baltic Sea (55-57, 58-68 and 76); or the scenes aboard the ships that participated in the rescue of 

survivors, such as the Admiral Hipper (66-67). The final 30 pages of Der Untergang der 

Wilhelm Gustloff retell the ongoing struggle of Hermann Freymüller to reclaim the boy he 

believes to be his son from the GDR.  

 Similar to Schön’s articles, Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff carries the subtitle 

Tatsachenbericht eines Überlebenden, but reads more like a novella with its noch nie erhörte 

Begenbenheit being one of the greatest maritime disasters in history and the Falke being 

                                                
18 Including several broadcasts on radio and television.  
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numerous references to the most famous disaster at sea: the Titanic.19 One of several references 

to the Titanic occurs in the climatic scene: shortly after hearing the story of an elderly pastor who 

lost his entire family and home as a result of the war, Schön is distraught in his cabin when the 

first torpedo strikes and the lights go out. All of his books are thrown to the floor and the beam 

of his flashlight illuminates the title of a book he has recently read: Der Untergang der Titanic.20 

Though this fateful moment is clearly the Wendepunkt, the book contains several small ironies 

and plot twists, one of the most salient being the transformation of the Gustloff from a Schiff der 

Lebensfreude to a Schiff des Grauens (13). Due to its literary form, one must question whether 

the numerous additions to Schön’s story are new recollections on the part of the author or 

fictionalizations intended to embellish the narrative: both the conversation with the pastor and 

the book about the Titanic were absent from his original reports, for example. Embellishment or 

not, his strategy demonstrates the human tendency to adopt culturally mediated narrative 

structures and devices to tell stories about one’s own experiences (Cf. Saunders, 2008). 

 The label Tatsachenbericht denotes authenticity and objectivity, and the book’s credibility 

comes from eyewitness testimony and historical documents. Yet Schön’s first book offers no 

historical contextualization of the sinking, other than the fact that the Gustloff was once a KdF 

cruise ship and the pride and joy of the nation before becoming an accommodation ship and then 

a refugee ship. Schön not only omits most of the war and its causes from the narrative by 

jumping from the Schiff der Lebensfreude to the Schiff des Grauens, only briefly describing the 

flight of Germans from a Soviet army filled with Haß und Rachedurst (14), but he describes the 

                                                
19 For example: “Eine Titanic-Katastrophe kann sich also nicht wiederholen” (13). Or: “Denkt vielleicht der eine oder der andere 
in diesem Augenblick an den Untergang der ‚Titanic’, der bisher als die furchtbarste Schiffskatastrophe aller Zeiten bekannt 
geworden ist” (24).  
20 “Der Schrank ist umgestürzt, und sämtliche Bilder sind von der Wand gerissen. Zwar hängt das Bücherregal noch, aber die 
Bücher liegen überall verstreut am Boden. Da trifft der Lichtstrahl einen Buchumschlag: ‚Der Untergang der Titanic’. Seltsam – 
vor wenigen Tagen noch habe ich darin gelesen und bin die Bilder dieser Schilderung bis heute nicht wieder losgeworden. Bis zu 
diesem Augenblick“ (50). 
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passengers as Kinder, Frauen, Greise, and Verwundete who are, by no fault of their own, 

amongst the millions of victims of the Second World War.21 The idealized Volksgemeinschaft 

that went on KdF cruises before the war is, without even alluding to the causes, suddenly a 

fleeing collective of innocent victims with which the reader is to sympathize, while the non-

German other remains a voiceless outsider. 

 Although only 5,000 copies were printed, Der Untergang der Gustloff had a profound 

impact on both micro and macro memory discourse. As the first detailed account in any language 

and the only primary source for almost two decades,22 the book found an instant readership 

amongst survivors and the German expellee community, and it has been cited in most factual and 

fictional representations thereafter. Between the popularity of his Heim und Welt articles and first 

Gustloff book and the contacts he made writing them, Schön became known as the foremost 

expert on the theme. As a result, he played a central role in the first memory event pertaining to 

the Gustloff. When director Frank Wisbar was inspired by a 1959 article in Stern magazine to 

adapt the theme to film, he inevitably turned to Schön. Wisbar’s Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen 

(1960, See Chapter 3), which contained the first audio-visual rendering of the sinking, borrowed 

its love triangle plot from Hans Wehrle’s 1959 report for Stern (based on the research of Joachim 

Brock, See: Chapters 4 and 5), but relied upon Heinz Schön for descriptive details. The Chronist 

was employed as an expert advisor and provided input on the authenticity of costumes and set 

design. Many of the iconic scenes of the film are borrowed from Der Untergang der Gustloff, for 

example the radio officer who continues to send out an SOS dispatch as the water rises around 

                                                
21  “Und es gibt wohl niemanden, der ahnt, wie schnell sich das einmal wenden soll, wie schnell der ‚Kraft-durch-Freude’-Zeit 
eine Zeit furchtbarster Vernichtung folgen würde, ein Krieg mit unzähligen Todesopfern… Millionen – und unter ihnen 
Fünftausend, denen das ‚Schiff der Lebensfreude’ in den letzten Stunden zu einem Schiff des Grauens werden wird” (13). 
22 Schön’s next book is best considered an expanded second edition, making Joachim Brock’s Nackt in den Tod (1968) the next 
unique publication. 
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him (76) and the overloaded lifeboat that breaks a line and drops its passengers into the freezing 

Baltic Sea (73).  

 Schön promptly republished an expanded version of his book in Pabel-Verlag to coincide 

with the release of the film, a strategy which he repeated for every major Gustloff memory event: 

anniversaries (1985, 1995, 2005), Grass’s Im Krebsgang (2002) and the ZDF docudrama Die 

Gustloff (2008). Much of Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff (1960) is copied verbatim from the 

first book. Schön merely drops the section “Der Fall Freymüller,” and integrates some of the 

Gustloff-Findling story into the main storyline, and replaces it with over 80 pages of new 

perspectives interwoven into the multivocal narrative, such as the story of the naval artist 

Heinrich Bock23 – who painted the sinking after the war – and the Baroness Ebbi von Maydell 

(aka Ebby) – whose account is mediated in several other works.24 Although the new edition does 

a better job of documenting the Gustloff’s role in Nazi propaganda before the war, the author still 

glosses over the period from August 1938 to January 1945 and fails to question the passengers’ 

potential complicity in National Socialism. Instead, KdF is described as one of many examples 

of how Hitler duped the unwitting Germans (7-12); the depiction of the Russian soldier as an 

indoctrinated, bloodthirsty Bolshevist is more clearly articulated;25 and the passengers remain a 

collective of innocent Kinder, Frauen, Greise, Verwundete victims (14). The most marked 

change is that Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff not only reads like a novella, but might be best 

classified as a work of literature. In addition to the use of metaphor and irony, the most striking 

literary technique that Schön employs in this version is the use of an alter ego for himself. Rather 

                                                
23 Before 1945 he was known as Adolf Bock, but he apparently changed his name to Heinrich; he was the only person to receive 
the honorary title of “Professor” from Adolf Hitler during the war (See: Hansen, 2001). 
24 E.g. Dobson, Miller and Payne’s The Cruelest Night (1979), Walter Kempowski’s Das Echolot (1999), Armin Führer’s Die 
Todesfahrt der “Gustloff” (2007), and Renate Matuschka’s All unsere Lieben sind verloren (2008). 
25 “In ihren Taschen und Herzen tragen sie den Aufruf eines sowjetischen Schriftstellers, der in dithyrambischen Verszeilen die 
niedrige Instinkte des Plünderns, des Schändens und des Mordens zur kämpferischen und vaterländischen Soldatenpflicht 
weckte” (20). 
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than narrating his story from the first person, as he does in every other publication, Schön 

replaces himself with the fictional character “Gorch,” whose story is narrated from an omniscient 

third-person perspective, though he uses the real names of all other sources. This might be 

interpreted as an attempt to follow Frank Wisbar’s example of using fictional characters to 

capture the essence of historical reality in Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen (See: Chapter 3), but by 

maintaining the real narratives and identities of all other characters, this literary device merely 

blurs reality and fiction and further raises the suspicion of embellishment. 

 Schön was next recruited by retired admiral Konrad Engelhardt in 1963 to contribute to 

the research project at the newly founded Forschungsstelle Ostsee. Engelhardt, who had 

overseen Operation Hannibal in 1945, the naval evacuation of Courland, East Prussia and the 

Polish Corridor in which the Gustloff was taking part when it sank, had recently been contracted 

by the Bundesministerium für Gesamtdeutsche Fragen (BMG) to compose a report on the 

success of the rescue operation. Though Schön felt like an outsider amongst the team of retired 

Navy officers, and though the project flopped due to the rapidly changing memory politics of the 

1960s (See: Niven, 2011; AND Chapter 2), interacting with the navy men seems to have given 

Schön new insight. Although the German expellee community as a whole has always been 

outspokenly grateful to their rescuers, many Gustloff survivors had held the Kriegsmarine in part 

responsible for the tragedy for not taking the necessary precautions, such as turning on the 

position lights and providing insufficient escort.26 In fact, Schön had a disagreement with captain 

Wilhelm Zahn, the ranking military officer aboard the ship when it sank and associate of the 

Forschungsstelle, because of this belief (See: Niven, 2011). But like most survivors, Schön 

gradually changed his position as he switched focus from the sinking of the Gustloff to the rescue 

operation and the broader context of Flucht und Vertreibung (See: Chapter 2). Schön began 
                                                
26 Of course, the Soviet submarine captain Alexander Marinesco was and for many still is perceived as the primary villain. 
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collecting material for his private Ostsee-Archiv, and his next full-length book, Ostsee 45: 

Menschen, Schiffe, Schicksale (1983), propagated the core belief of the navy that Operation 

Hannibal was das größte Rettungswerk der Seegeschichte. Like the Gustloff books, Ostsee 45 

was updated and republished several times, often under slightly altered titles.27 

 Following the publication of Ostsee 45, which in spite of its emphasis on success over 

tragedy contains an entire chapter on the Gustloff, survivors began contacting Schön about 

organizing a memorial service on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the sinking (Schön, 

2008). As evidenced by frequent announcements in expellee newspapers such as Ostpreußenblatt 

(See: Chapter 4), there had been several small services and ceremonies held by local expellee 

Landsmannschaften prior to 1985, and the memorial service held by the Landsmannschaft 

Ostpreußen in Laboe in May 1970 to honor the Kriegsmarine prominently honored the victims 

of the Gustloff as well (See: Chapter 2). But there had never been a national service or any 

gathering that invited all Gustloff survivors to honor their rescuers and mourn the victims 

communally. Schön organized the first such Gustloff-Gedenktreffen with the Kuratorium 

Erinnerungsstätte Albatros28 on January 30, 1985 in Damp near Ekernförde. The service was, in 

Schön’s own words, a “media event:” there were reports on the event on regional television and 

radio and in regional newspapers (See: Chapters 3 and 4), and, due to its success, the Kuratorium 

began holding its annual Ostseetreffen in 1986 – which continued until 1995 and always 

prominently featured the Gustloff – to celebrate the survivors and rescuers. In anticipation of the 

event, Schön published an updated Gustloff book in Motorbuch Verlag in 1984, now under the 

title Die Gustloff Katastrophe: Bericht eines Überlebenden, which was republished in 1985, 

                                                
27 Ostsee 45 was republished in 1984, 1985, 1992 and 1998, while the illustrated edition, Flucht über die Ostsee 1944/45 im Bild 
was published in 1985, 1990, 1994 and 1996. Die letzten Kriegstage (1995) and Rettung über die Ostsee (2002 and 2003) can 
also be seen revised editions.  
28 Which was a monument to Operation Hannibal sponsored by the Deutscher Marinebund from 1983 to 1999 (See: 
Ostpreußenblatt 11 June 1983: 20; AND Witt, 2011b).  



 27 

1994, 1995, 1999, and 2002. The expanded edition aspired to be more of a reference and 

sourcebook than novella. Schön replaced the fictional character Gorch with his first-person 

perspective, featured several new passages, numerous images – including screen shots from 

Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen and headshots of passengers – and an appendix with sources, 

documents and figures – including his complete list of survivors. In 1988 the Gustloff received 

its first monument when two portholes and a hull plate were confiscated from British treasure 

hunters and, upon Schön’s recommendation, placed on permanent exhibit at the Albatros.29 Yet 

despite Schön’s success in publicly memorializing the Gustloff, the memory of the sinking for 

the most part remained a fringe discourse throughout the 1980s. 

 Heinz Schön was an opportunist when it came to publicizing the Gustloff. He was 

interviewed, gave lectures and wrote articles and books for anyone interested in his story and the 

information in his archive, irrespective of political ideology or institutional affiliations.30 His 

greatest opportunities for publicity came at the end of the Cold War, when GDR files revealed 

that the Stasi had sought the missing Bernsteinzimmer in the wreck of the Gustloff, German 

expeditions to the shipwreck were suddenly possible, and Schön began receiving invitations to 

the former Soviet Union. Maurice Phillip Remy’s TV documentary Das Bernsteinzimmer: Das 

Ende einer Legende (1990) was followed by a long series of TV specials, newspaper reports and 

books that speculated on the possible whereabouts of the missing work of art, many of which 

suggested the Gustloff wreck as a potential location. Schön even wrote a book on the subject in 

2002, in which he dismisses the idea that it was loaded onto the Gustloff as a legend,31 though he 

had supported this theory previously (e.g. 1984: 11). The first three West German expeditions to 

                                                
29 The dive is documented on the team’s website (http://www.balticgold.com/expeditions/) and by Sayers (2012). Since the 
closing of the Albatros museum in 1999, the Gustloff artifacts have been housed at the Marine-Ehrenmal in Laboe.  
30 Compare, for example, his article in Damals 1 (1971), in which he first claims that the sinking was not a war crime, with the 
more arbitrary positions in Blaue Jungs 1 (1995) and the official newspaper of the Landsmannschaft Ostpreußen 
(Ostpreußenblatt 12 June 1999: 12). 
31 Das Geheimnis des Bernsteinzimmers: Das Ende der Legenden um den in Königsberg verschollenen Zarenschatz (2002). 
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the shipwreck in August and December 1991 aboard the Michael Glinka and in March 1992 

aboard the Langeoog all included Schön and added to public awareness of the Gustloff.32 These 

expeditions have provided much of the stock footage of the shipwreck and shortly after the 

Langeoog dive, Schön finally had the evidence to convince the federal government to seek 

official recognition of the site as a war grave protected by international treaties (Schön, 1998: 

206-7). 

 Shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Schön also began travelling to the former Soviet 

Union. In February 1990, Schön was invited by Russian Admiral Samoijlow to speak in 

Leningrad, where he met an S-13 crewmember. Then, in August 1991, the newly founded 

Marinesco Committee invited him to Kaliningrad, where he traded information with Marinesco 

biographer Captain Gemanow, shortly after Marinesco had been posthumously named a Hero of 

the Soviet Union. Schön describes these meetings as life-altering (1998: 209-223). He had never 

explicitly argued in public that the sinking was a war crime, but he had always left his work open 

to that interpretation, knowing that the majority of the survivors felt that it was, and he had never 

included the Russian perspective. He returned from Russia convinced that the Gustloff was a 

legitimate military target33 and that Marinesco had been unaware of the thousands of women and 

children on board (1998: 215-16). After taking this stance publicly, he claimed to have lost favor 

with many of the survivors (1998: 230-31). However, his new politically correct and 

internationally acceptable interpretation garnered immediate mainstream appeal.  

                                                
32 There seems to have been a competition between Schön and Rudi Lange to be the first to recover artifacts from the wreck. 
Lange participated in the British dive in 1988 that recovered the porthole and hull plate. Schön reports that the artifacts were 
confiscated by German authorities (which is supported by newspaper articles cited by Schön), but Sayers (2012) claims that the 
artifacts were recovered for Rudi Lange and donated to the Albatros museum. 
33 “Da die ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ knapp 1000 U-Boot Soldaten der 2. ULD an Bord hatte, nicht als Lazarettschiff gekennzeichnet 
und anerkannt, mit Flakgeschützen bewaffnet war, zudem abgeblendet wie ein Kriegsschiff unter dem Schutz eines Kriegschiffes 
in Kriegsgewässern fuhr und es einen besonderen Schutzstatus für ‘Flüchtlingsschiffe’ nicht gab, war die Topedierung der 
‘Gustloff’ eine legale Kriegshandlung, die nicht gegen international geltendes Seekriegs- und Völkerrecht verstieß“ (215). 
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 In September 1991 he was asked to travel to Kaliningrad and St. Petersburg with Stern 

magazine contributor Peter Sandmeyer. In the spirit of post Cold War reconciliation, Schön 

spoke at the Russian naval academy and met with the S-13 crewmember who had fired the 

torpedoes, Wladimir Kourotschkin. The two immediately established a bond based on their 

shared pacifism. In December of the same year, Schön travelled to Gdynia and back to 

Kaliningrad and St. Petersburg with director Werner Henning to film a report for WDR. 

Sandmeyer’s two-part article was published in January 1992, and Henning’s 30-minute 

documentary, Den Untergang überlebt: Heinz Schön und die Tragödie der Wilhelm Gustloff, 

premiered in January 1993. Also in January 1993, Remy’s Der Tag an dem die Gustloff sinkt, for 

which Schön served as an advisor and onscreen eyewitness, premiered on NDR. Though much 

more sentimental and biased toward the perspective of survivors than Henning’s piece, Remy’s 

documentary has aired more times than any other German production about the Gustloff (See: 

Chapter 3).  

 By the time the second and final Gustloff-Gedenktreffen occurred on January 30, 1995 in 

Damp, the stage was set for a national audience. The 50th anniversary memorial service attracted 

survivors from the former GDR and journalists from all over Germany. The highlight of the 

ceremonies was the first mass excursion by boat to the site of the sinking, where three wreaths 

were laid to sea. Schön gave a lecture on “Die Versenkung der Wilhelm Gustloff am 30. Januar 

1945 aus der Sicht der Russen,” to which many of the survivors in attendance responded 

negatively (1998: 230-31). 

 There is one final development in Schön’s story that propelled his work back to 

mainstream memory discourse. During a lecture series in 1997, Schön met the man who had 

saved his life over fifty years earlier by pulling him onto a lifeboat: Werner Schoop. During their 
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conversation, Schoop informed Schön of another survivor, Hans-Joachim Elbricht, who had 

written in a letter to his mother in March 1945 that there had been 7,936 documented refugees. 

Schön had always dismissed unfounded claims that up to 10,000 people had died on the Gustloff. 

By the 1990s he could only document 6,600 total passengers and 5,388 deaths. Elbricht put 

Schön in contact with Waldemar Terres, who had personally overseen the registration of 

refugees and was convinced that 7,956 refugees had been registered. Without any physical proof, 

Schön accepted the figure and then estimated 1,000 undocumented refugees for a total of 8,956. 

With the 918 members of the 2. Unterseebootslehrdivision, 373 Marinehelferinnen, 173 

members of the Handelsmarine and 162 wounded soldiers (1,626 total non-civilians), Schön now 

estimated 10,582 total passengers (1998: 6-11). Given the documented 1,239 survivors, this 

implied 9,343 deaths. The new figure meant that the Gustloff had overtaken the sinking of the 

Goya34 and the Cap Arcona35 as the deadliest maritime disaster in modern history. 

 The Gedenktreffen in 1995, Schön’s trips to the former Soviet Union and the new 

information about the total number of passengers, though entirely based on hearsay, culminated 

in his fourth Gustloff book, which could be understood as the moment at which his narrative 

became mainstream again. SOS Wilhelm Gustloff (1998) announced to the nation, both on the 

front cover and in a new foreword, that the sinking was Die größte Schiffskatastrophe der 

Geschichte, while simultaneously rebutting the radical claim that it was a war crime (215). There 

are other novelties about SOS as well. The fourth book followed Schön’s pattern of remarketing 

a previously published text by adding new passages and material and slightly altering the title, 

                                                
34 The Goya was another former German cruise ship used in Operation Hannibal and sunk by a soviet submarine on April 16, 
1945. There are believed to have been over 7,000 mostly women and children passengers on board, of which fewer than 200 
survived. Until 1998, it was believed to be the deadliest maritime disaster in recorded history (See: Ries, 1992). 
35 The Cap Arcona, another cruise liner, was being used as a transport for over 5,000 (perhaps over 7,000) prisoners from the 
Neuengamme concentration camp when it was sunk by the Royal Air Force on May 3, 1945. It is uncertain exactly what the SS 
had planned for the prisoners – whether the ship was to be intentionally sunk, whether the prisoners were to be shot, or whether 
they were to be transported to another extermination site – but very few survived the sinking (See: Lotz, 2011).  
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but it was printed in coffee table book dimensions,36 included several lengthy lift quotes from 

other survivors, and shifted from documenting the Gustloff tragedy to documenting Gustloff 

memory events and the author’s central role as the Gustloff-Chronist. Rather than merely 

summarizing other survivors’ stories, SOS gave the survivor community a medium through 

which they could tell their stories, thus mimicking recent Gustloff documentaries (See: Chapter 

3). While Schön’s own story remained central, emphasis was now placed on his involvement in 

the production of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, his trips to the former USSR, his participation in 

the expeditions to the wreck, and the memorial services held in 1985 and 1995, all of which were 

accompanied by several images. The story of Schön’s struggle to memorialize the greatest sea 

tragedy and his relatively balanced perspective on the matter in 1998 is precisely what appealed 

to Günter Grass, and, by extension, what made it possible for Grass and Der Spiegel to 

popularize the theme four years later (See: Chapter 4).  

 The only difference between SOS Wilhelm Gustloff and Die letzte Fahrt der Wilhelm 

Gustloff (2008) ten years later, other than the title and the cover, is that his fifth and final Gustloff 

book contains a forward that summarizes his biography as the Chronist – which culminated in 

his meetings and appearances with Günter Grass – and a chapter dedicated to his collaboration in 

the production of ZDF’s Die Gustloff (2008), which began during the media frenzy in 2002 (See: 

Chapter 3). In true ZDF style, the book was marketed as a factbook to accompany the new TV 

movie, in complement to extensive advertising, material on the internet, a Guido Knopp 

documentary and a reprint of Knopp’s own Gustloff book (See: Chapters 2 and 3). In the chapter 

about the docudrama, the star-struck Schön describes his meetings with producers, the 

scriptwriter Rainer Berg, the director Joseph Vilsmaier, and the actors. He praises the attention to 

detail and the realism of the film, and provides pages of behind the scenes photographs and 
                                                
36 His second coffee table book for Motorbuch after Die KdF-Schiffe und ihr Schicksal (1987).  
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information. The most exciting experience for Schön, however, was observing the filming of the 

scene in which he was the central character – the only non-fictional character in the film –, and 

meeting the actor who played him (263). Schön had not only become a minor national celebrity, 

but he had finally witnessed what he considered to be a würdiges Denkmal for the victims (266).  

 It took over 50 years, but Heinz Schön eventually informed an entire nation about the 

story of the Wilhelm Gustloff. This was in large part due to his dedication, but more important 

was the gradual adaptation of his narrative. Schön’s basic methodology of collecting and 

combining narratives is a demonstration of the process by which over time private memories as 

manifested in communicative memory are socially constructed as collective memory and 

inscribed as material culture for future generations. Starting with a very stylized narrative of his 

own survival and lasting trauma, he pieced together a multi-perspective narrative that 

represented the entire survivor community. As he gathered more information, he began to 

contextualize their collective story in its historical context and attempted to present it more 

objectively. Initially he implicitly and explicitly positioned his narrative to competing narratives, 

but gradually came to accept perspectives that challenged his own. He accumulated an archive of 

material, organized memorial services, and served as an expert advisor to many other 

chroniclers, whom his work had inspired. His story was retold by others across genre and media, 

and Schön began to reflect upon the processes and challenges of memorialization. Schön paved 

the way for both the Gustloff craze of the first decade of the 21st century and the meta-memory 

reflection it has necessitated. 

 Schön’s only fault is that in his drive to share his story, he was not particularly selective in 

his audience, evidenced by his close ties to the Landsmannschaften37 and his lectures and 

                                                
37 Ostpreußenblatt has reported on dozens of Schön lectures and exhibits held in collaboration with the Bund der Vertriebenen, 
the Landsmannschaft Ostpreußen, and local groups throughout Germany, especially since the 1980s (e.g. 16 Nov. 1985: 36; 20 
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interviews for nationalist groups and newspapers.38 Especially controversial was his connection 

to the monitored right-wing Arndt Verlag, for which he wrote chapters and books starting in the 

late 1990s. In the same year in which SOS Wilhelm Gustloff was published, for instance, one of 

his articles on Operation Hannibal was reprinted in a Festschrift in honor of Holocaust denier 

David Irving: Wagnis Wahrheit: Historiker in Handschellen? (1998). Schön claimed that the 

article was printed without his permission (Christ, 2008), yet went on to publish at least five 

more books with Arndt. More condemning is that he seems to have been aware of his audience’s 

attitudes and expectations. The books with Motorbuch Verlag are intended for a broad 

readership, while his books for Arndt readers, most of which cover his tangent interest in Flucht 

und Vertreibung, contain many interpretations of history that would only be acceptable within 

that segment of German society. They fail to draw connections between German suffering and 

National Socialism, they glorify the German military, and they caricature the Russians as 

bloodthirsty Bolshevists, rather than attempting to understand their perspective.39 Hitlers 

Traumschiffe (2000) even idealizes KdF.40 These side projects later in life could be interpreted as 

representative of Schön’s real political attitudes, but, more plausibly, they demonstrate the extent 

to which Schön, who voted SPD most of his life (Christ, 2008), learned to strategically navigate 

                                                
Mar. 1993: 13; 23 Apr.. 1994: 23; 14 Jan. 1995: 13; 4 Feb. 1995: 23; 8 Apr.. 1995: 23; 30 Mar. 1996: 23; 19 Apr.. 1997: 16; 24 
May 1997: 16; 25 Oct. 1997: 23; 28 Nov. 1998: 20; 31 Dec. 1998: 17; 11 Dec. 1999: 23; 17 June 2000: 19; AND many more). 
They reported on both Gustloff-Gedenktreffen as well as all ten Ostsee-Treffen, and they have advertised most of his books and 
announced many of his appearances on TV. 
38 See, for instance, his interview in the conservative newspaper Junge Freiheit (29 Feb. 2008), in which he qualifies his claim 
that the sinking was not a war crime: “Die gezeigten Auseinandersetzungen zwischen den deutschen Offizieren haben 
grundsätzlich tatsächlich stattgefunden, und die Fehlentscheidungen der deutschen Kapitäne, die die Tragödie erst möglich 
gemacht haben, sind tatsächlich so gefallen. Aber Sie haben recht, nach der Verantwortung der Russen wird kaum gefragt. 
Allerdings ist das auch nicht Aufgabe dieses Filmes. Zwar war die Versenkung der Gustloff kein Kriegsverbrechen, weil sie kein 
reines Zivilschiff war, aber daß die Russen ebenso auf eine Zivilschiff gefeuert hätten, weil sie damals einfach auf alles schossen, 
das wird leider nicht thematisiert. Bis heute gilt der verantwortliche U-Boot-Kapitän Marinescu [sic.], der vor allem Frauen und 
Kinder getötet hat, in Rußland als großer Held und wird dort immer wieder aufs neue [sic.] geehrt. Titel des jüngsten 
Dokumentarfilms über ihn: ‘Marinescu, der Nächste nach Gott’”. 
39 See: Im Heimatland in Feindeshand (1998); Tragödie Ostpreussen 1944-1948 (1999); Hitlers Traumschiffe (2000); Flucht aus 
Ostpreußen 1945 (2001); AND Ostpreußen 1944/45 im Bild (2007). The article “Unternehmen Rettung - Ostsee 1945” in 50 
Jahre Vertreibung. Der Völkermord an den Deutschen (1995) is an example published in another right-wing house: Rolf-Josef 
Eibicht. 
40 Compare this to Die Tragödie der Flüchtlingsschiffe (1998), which also tells the story of several KdF ships, but at least 
manages to contextualize KdF within National Socialist ideology and the sinking within the war. 
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competing discourses in German memory culture. The constant across all of his writing over 60 

years is that his work consistently aims to memorialize the passengers of the Gustloff as innocent 

victims of war, and it seems he was willing to make certain compromises to ensure that the world 

heard his story. 
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Chapter 2: “Sentimental Empathy” and “Implicit Equations:” The Wilhelm 

Gustloff in German History Writing 

 

It has been repeatedly prophesied that television and then the internet would bring about 

the demise of texts printed on paper. In response, printed texts have been adapted to the 

multimedia age. Publishing houses have reinvented their business models by substituting and 

bundling their traditional products and services with new media. Successful publishers have 

turned an initial challenge into a competitive advantage by offering their books in audio and 

electronic formats, by offering self-publication options and printing on demand, by expanding 

their offerings to multimedia products, such as DVDs, CD-ROMs and MP3s, and by utilizing 

new media for marketing and sales (Cf. Schrape, 2011). The most innovative publishing houses 

have not only sustained their profitability, but the steady growth of the book market itself.41 In 

addition, these adaptations have proliferated the intermediality of culture. By extension 

intertextual memory has become multimedia memory, whereby each textual representation of the 

past simultaneously participates in memory discourses at all micro and macro levels and across 

all media: print media, radio, television, internet, etc. (See: Assmann and Assmann, 1994; Erll, 

2004; A. Assmann 2004; AND P. Schmidt, 2004).  

In spite of the immeasurable vastness and complexity of contemporary multimedia 

memory culture, the cultural representation of memory still revolves around words printed on 

paper. In the context of this dissertation, this is evidenced by the fact that most representations of 

the Gustloff were inspired by and incorporate the lifework of the chronicler Heinz Schön (See: 

Chapter 1). In fact, most printed texts cite Schön, while all TV documentaries and dramatized 

                                                
41 Though fewer copies of each new title are produced in Germany in recent years, the number of titles printed each year 
continues to grow and they have in fact become more accessible due to e-book options (See: Appendix 1). 
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films about the Gustloff rely upon the chronicler and other authors, and many are in turn 

complemented with factbooks and companion novels. Moreover, most of the recent 

representations in the print media, on television and on the internet, not to mention the meta-

discourses in scholarship, were spawned by Im Krebsgang (See: Chapter 5). Even if fewer 

Germans read books each year, the book remains the foundation of German memory culture, 

albeit evermore discretely.42  

The difficulty remains isolating pure history writing from other forms of memory writing, 

considering that the methods of collection and investigation, the style of narration, and the very 

definition of “history” are subject to debate. As will be seen in this chapter, some historians seek 

the unbiased perspective of a scientist, while others rely on the authentic memories of the 

eyewitness. Some seek to balance subjective testimonies with opposing views and objective 

contextualization like a journalist, while still others attempt to mimic the boundlessness of 

literature in order to capture the dynamic multivocal and intersubjective essence of collective 

memory.43 One must also consider the distinction between the popular historian and the 

academic historian. Consequently, typical theoretical distinctions between history, literature, 

(auto)biography and journalism, and their countless subgenre, were found to be insufficient. 

For the sake of simplicity, four broad categories of books were devised for the purpose of 

this dissertation. The textual representations appearing in books written by Heinz Schön were 

analyzed separately as the core of Gustloff cultural memory in the previous chapter; those that 

were written by or about an eyewitness or another Zeitzeuge and in which the primary focus is on 

                                                
42 A study conducted by Stiftung Lesen (2009) found that 98% of Germans watch TV, 83% listen to the radio, 81% read 
newspapers, 68% read magazines, and 37% surf the internet on a regular basis (i.e. daily or several times a week), while only 
17% read books on a regular basis and 25% of Germans never read books. However, Gustloff memory discourse clearly 
demonstrates that consumers of other media are still accessing the information contained in books indirectly, as directors, 
broadcasters, journalists, and website designers still refer to and cite scholarly and popular history books amongst their primary 
sources. 
43 The relation between literature and history is discussed in more depth in Chapter 5.  
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the subject have been classified as autobiography or biography and are briefly discussed in the 

conclusion (See: Appenddix 5.2); and those that are admittedly fictionalized and creatively 

stylized have been deemed works of literature and are discussed in the final chapter. What 

remains is a conglomerate of non-biographical non-fiction. Irrespective of the vast discrepancies 

in detail and diverse ideological positions that emerge when they are contrasted with one 

another, the fact that each of these texts purport to be factual and that they depict an historical 

event – the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff – in depth or in passing, is why they have been 

deemed to be “history books” within the parameters of the present study. 

 Using this working definition, the total number of “history books” containing a textual 

representation of the sinking of the Gustloff between 1945 and 2010 was higher than expected. 

The author found 137 German language history books containing at least a reference to the 

sinking, with a total of 382 known editions in circulation. The selection of these 137 texts began 

with the consolidation of the bibliographies from all primary and secondary sources used in this 

study and the bibliographies on major Gustloff websites.44 The list was then expanded by 

conducting keyword searches on the online library databases WorldCat and Digitale Bibliothek.45 

In addition to these online research databases, the vast corpus of texts on Google Books proved 

to be a vital resource.46 A simple search for the keyword “Gustloff” produced 263 hits on 

WorldCat, 940 hits on HBZ DigiBib and more than 18,000 hits occurring in 405 of the books 

                                                
44 In addition to the works cited in the Wikipedia articles, extensive bibliographies can be found on the two most elaborate 
Gustloff websites, both of which are, interestingly, North American: http://www.wilhelmgustloff.com/resources.htm and 
http://www.wilhelmgustloffmuseum.com/post_wwii_publications.html. 
45 When research was conducted for this dissertation, the online library search engine, WorldCat, cataloged the collections of 
71,000 libraries in over 100 countries, while HBZ DigiBib is linked to the online catalogues of all major university and public 
libraries in Germany. Unlike WorldCat, HBZ DigiBib searches all available tables of contents, abstracts, book announcements 
and book reviews for each query. 
46 The largest book scanning project in the world, Google Books offers access to bibliographical information on over 130 million 
books in a similar fashion as a library catalog: including author, title, publishing information and, often, keywords. More 
importantly, the collaborative project had scanned over 10 million books by the time research was completed for this chapter, all 
of which can be searched for terms and phrases. In effect, the free service functions as a concordance program for the world’s 
largest public domain corpus of both English and German texts. Google Books presents “snippets” of the sought word or phrase 
in its immediate context in every scanned text in which there is a hit. In many cases, the search engine displays larger previews or 
entire books – depending on copyright restrictions – in which the search term(s) appear. 
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saved to Google Books. The sample was narrowed down to 137 history books by eliminating 

non-German language texts, repeat hits, other media and genre, and irrelevant items that did not 

mention the sinking but the Nazi functionary Wilhelm Gustloff or some landmark named in his 

honor.47 There were without doubt several additional references in German history writing 

between 1945 and 2010. But the fact that they are not cited in other Gustloff sources and are not 

cataloged as pertinent to the ship by major world libraries implies that any missing items are not 

particularly relevant in Gustloff memory discourses. It is assumed that the sample of 137 texts 

analyzed for this chapter sufficiently represents the treatment of the sinking of the Gustloff in the 

medium of the history book.  

 Figure 2.1 presents the distribution of the sample across the years 1945-2010. The red 

line represents the distribution of all first editions by year of publication, while the black line 

also includes the total reprints in a given year.48 The graph demonstrates that the sinking has 

been frequently documented in German historiography, which challenges the taboo claim. Since 

the first reference in 1949, there has been at least one (re)publication containing a reference 

every year. Furthermore, the general trend in the volume of representation of the sinking of the 

Gustloff in German history books, as indicated by the added trend line, is an increase in the 

yearly number of (re)publications by roughly two per decade between 1945 and the mid 1980s, 

with a slight decline thereafter. The general upward trend does not necessarily mean that 

historians have become more interested in the Gustloff tragedy over time, nor that there was ever 

an expanding market for the history of the Gustloff. The German publishing industry has seen a 

steady rate of growth in the number of titles published annually since 1945 that more than 

                                                
47 Common false hits involved the historical figure Wilhelm Gustloff and numerous places and organizations named in his honor. 
48 All known editions for each book are listed on the chapter 4 bibliography.  



 39 

compensates for the upward slope (See: Appendix 2.1). Nonetheless, there have clearly been 

more textual sources for interested readers each year. 

 

The graph does, however, display several spikes in which the volume of publication was 

substantially higher than the general trend would predict, suggesting that public interest in and/or 

awareness of the Gustloff has periodically boomed. These spikes occurred around the years 1958, 

1965-1966, 1980-1981, 1985-1987-1989, 1995, 2002-2005 and 2008. That a series of five 

distinguishable peaks in the representation of the Gustloff in history writing predate the 

publication of Im Krebsgang suggests that the theme was never taboo for historians, per se. 

Moreover, most of the peaks can be viewed as part of broader memory events surrounding the 

Gustloff in that they correspond to the trends identified in other media, which also indicate peaks 

around the premier of the film Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen (1960), major anniversaries and 

memorial services (1985, 1995, 2005), the publication of the novella Im Krebsgang (2002) and 

the premier of the TV-drama Die Gustloff (2008). The peaks in the 1980s, however, are peculiar 
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in that they seem to have been sustained across most of the decade and cannot be attributed to 

Gustloff memory events alone. In fact, it was the 1980s, and not the period between 2002 and 

2008, as is the case with other media investigated in this dissertation, that saw the most 

(re)publications of German history books that included depictions of the Gustloff (See: Figure 

2.2), although the data for all first editions indicates a surge in interest during 2000-2008 (See: 

Figure 2.3). 

 

 

The quantitative aspects of the sample offer initial insights into the discourse history as a 

point of departure. The qualitative analysis that follows reveals many layers of discourse across 
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the 137 texts. The texts could be divided into sub-discourses and discourse communities based 

on a number of variables, including the age and biographies of the authors, their intended 

audience, and their explicit and implicit positions regarding Germans as victims or perpetrators. 

The most fruitful categorization, however, was found to be the thematic focus of the text. The 

analysis of history books have thus been divided into six sections: (2.1) references in texts about 

unrelated or loosely related history; (2.2) references in naval and military history; (2.3) 

references in histories of the Third Reich and World War II; (2.4) references in the histories of 

Flucht und Vertreibung; (2.5) references in the histories of Operation Hannibal; and (2.6) 

histories that focus on the sinking of the Gustloff itself. Such a categorization not only reveals the 

broad contexts in which the Gustloff has been remembered in German history, but also 

conveniently aligns with distinguishable discourses in such a way as to expose the extent to 

which history writers have invoked the tragedy in order to defend their explicit and implicit 

positions in broader memory debates. The subject matter a historian chooses to write about 

seems to correlate to the memory discourse community in which he or she participates. 

 

2.1 Tangential References: General History, the Amber Room and Heimatbücher 

Most books in the sample directly contribute to the historiography of National Socialism 

and World War II. However, several of the references made in passing do not fit this broader 

trend so neatly. Also found in the sample were two travel books – Schrittweise Erkundung der 

Welt (1982) and Polnische Ostseeküste (2007) –, two books about the history of the Baltic coast 

– Geschichte der Ostsee: Völker und Staaten am Baltischen Meer (2002) and Polnische 

Ostseeküste. Zwischen Oder und Frischem Haff  (2004) –, one book about the history of 

German-Polish relations with a section on the war years entitled  “Von der ‘Schleswig-Holstein’ 
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zur ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’” – Von Krakau bis Danzig. Eine Reise durch die deutsch-polnische 

Geschichte (2004: 295-301) –, two books about general European history – Daten der deutschen 

Geschichte (1976) and Schauplätze der europäischen Geschichte (2004) –, and one describing 

the activities of the International Red Cross – An der Front der Menschlichkeit (1975). These 

books are outliers both in terms of content and style in that none could be catalogued under the 

rubric “World War II” and because due to the brevity of the descriptions of the Gustloff, – often 

a mere sentence or brief paragraph, and never more than a page of text – no definitive stance on 

the role of average Germans during the war can be discerned.49 But since two were originally 

printed in the 1970s, one in the 1980s and four since 2002, they do demonstrate some general 

awareness of the Gustloff prior to the publication of Im Krebsgang and that the sinking of the 

Gustloff has been recognized by some as a defining event in the history of the region.  

The sinking of the Gustloff has also often been mentioned in popular history books about 

the mysterious Bernsteinzimmer.50 In addition to several television broadcasts and countless 

newspaper articles about the Amber Room (See: Chapters 3 and 4), there are at least 13 books 

about the missing piece of world heritage that describe the sinking of the Gustloff. It would seem 

that the release of the Stasi files on the GDR’s attempts to locate the artifact was the cause of this 

secondary interest in the Gustloff, as nine of these references were published between the Fall of 

the Berlin Wall and 2003, and none have come since. Some propagate the theory that the room 

now rests in the wreckage of the Gustloff (e.g. Enke, 1986; Schön, 1984; Thomae, 1978), while 

                                                
49 Except in the case of Thomas Urban’s Von Krakau bis Danzig, which is explicitly in favor of reconciliation and therefore 
documents both the crimes and good deeds of all parties. 
50 The construction of the Amber Room was contracted by Friedrich I of Prussia and was originally installed in Charlottenburg 
Palace in Berlin. As legend has it, Friedrich I’s son, Friedrich Wilhelm, was less interested in art than military power. In 1716, 
the Soldatenkönig gave the room to Peter the Great in exchange for 55 soldiers from the Russian Czar’s personal guard of men 
over 6 feet tall. The room was initially transferred to the Winter Palace in Saint Petersburg and then the Catherine Palace in the 
suburb of Tsarskoye Selo, where it was expanded to 55 square feet. Over the next two centuries, the Amber Room became 
regarded by some as the “eighth wonder of the world.” During Operation Barbarossa, it was confiscated as Germanic heritage 
and relocated to the Castle of Königsberg in 1942. During the siege of Königsberg, Gauleiter Erich Koch had the room 
dismantled and placed in cases for evacuation. It has not been seen since. One of the more than one hundred theories about its 
whereabouts claims that it was loaded onto the Wilhelm Gustloff and now rests on the floor of the Baltic Sea.  



 43 

others dismiss this idea as a myth created by Gauleiter Erich Koch to negotiate his release from 

Polish prison (e.g. Framke, 2001; Knopp, 2003; Remy, 2003; Reuth, 1998, Schön, 2002; 

Wermusch, 1991). None of the texts detail the sinking in-depth, nor do any use the ship to 

express clear positions within memory debates. Focus remains on the mystery of the 

Bernsteinzimmer. Although the equally intriguing Gustloff tangent does serve to further 

sensationalize the mystery, the authors, with the exception of Heinz Schön, only offer enough 

background information and commentary in order to contextualize the story of how the Amber 

Room might have ended up on the floor of the Baltic Sea.51 In other words, their intention is 

never to stake a position on whether or not the passengers aboard the Gustloff were innocent 

victims. 

The final eight examples in which a tangential reference was found, however, are 

drastically different in this regard. The term Heimatbuch is not easily defined, since it has served 

as a label for a diverse corpus of texts written since the Middle Ages, ranging from catalogs and 

almanacs to city histories and (auto)biographies. The only constant feature of the genre is a sense 

of locality, where the local is easily extended beyond the archaic village to the modern city and 

larger regions; typical themes are local geography, local culture, local personalities, and local 

history, while the most common motive for writing a Heimatbuch is the lost connection to the 

Heimat of the author’s childhood caused by the passing of time or diaspora (See: Schmoll, 

2010). It is no wonder then that this is the genre most often employed by the German expellee 

community.  

                                                
51 For example, although Wermusch describes the Gustloff theory over four pages, his summary of the entire history of the 
Gustloff is a brief paragraph: “Eine weitere Version des Abtransports aus Königsberg betraf die ‘Wi1helm Gustloff.’ Der zum U-
Boot-Lehrschiff und später Lazarett umgebaute Liner der NS-Freizeitorganisation ‘Kraft durch Freude’ (KdF) war am 30. Januar 
mit über 5000 Flüchtlingen an Bord zwanzig Seemeilen vor Stolpmünde (Ustka) gesunken, getroffen von drei Torpedos des 
russischen U-Bootes S-13” (37). 
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Most books sponsored, written or endorsed by the German expellee community take on 

the form of a Heimatbuch to varying extents – in some cases the term appears on the cover. In 

fact, many of the books that have been placed in the subsequent sections of the present chapter as 

well as several works of literature and biography and autobiography could just as easily be 

interpreted as Heimatbücher, the only difference being their literary and/or (auto)biographical 

overtones or their more direct connection to the historical context of WWII. In most of the 

history books written by and for German expellees or their direct descendants, the defining 

moment is the loss of Heimat caused by the flight and expulsion of ethnic Germans. Regardless 

of the proportion of the text dedicated to the years 1945-50, this loss becomes the locus of 

collective longing and suffering. Exemplary of these tendencies are: Geschichte Ost- und 

Westpreussens52 (1959: 321) written by the Landesforscher and history teacher Bruno 

Schumacher; Pommersche Passion (1964: 36) by the conservative journalist and CDU politician 

Hans Edgar Jahn; Geschichte des Preussenlandes (1966: 95) by Fritz Gause, a Königsberger 

historian and the official city archivist under National Socialism; Der Landkreis Samland edited 

by Paul Gusovius (1966: 581); Rüdiger Ruhnau’s Danzig: Geschichte einer deutschen Stadt 

(1971: 118); Arved Taube and Erik Thomson’s Die Deutschbalten (1973: 70); and Helmut 

Peitsch’s Wir kommen aus Königsberg (1979: 78), and Unser Engerwitzdorf (2007: 296), which 

was funded by the Gemeinde Engerwitzdorf. Each establishes a continuity of Germaness in a 

given locality dating back to the German religious orders of the Middle Ages, each mourns the 

break with this continuity after 1945, and each celebrates the collective imagination of that lost 

Heimat in the present. The position of the authors, and by extension their benefactors and 

audiences, within the victim-perpetrator dichotomy varies from obvious to clearly articulated, 

                                                
52 Which was first written in 1937 and then updated in 1959 to include the events of the war that had affected East and West 
Prussia. Schumacher, a history and Landeskunde teacher by trade, never joined the Nazi party, but was able to further his career 
during National Socialism due the quality of his Ostforschung (See Gause, 1957). 
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whereby the Gustloff is referenced as one of many symbols of shared suffering and victimization, 

typically without any background information on the sinking.53 Frank Fischer’s Danzig: Die 

zerbrochene Stadt (2006: 12), though written by an author born in 1968, maintains the 

perspective of the German expellee by limiting his description of Danzig since 1945 to 12 pages 

and largely disregarding the Polish heritage and history of the city (Cf. Berliner Zeitung, 26 June 

2006).  

 

2.2 General Naval and Maritime History54 

 The Gustloff has also been documented in the field of naval and maritime history, even 

where there is not a focus on WWII. The abundance of descriptions in full-length books about 

general maritime history in both German and English challenges any notion of a taboo within 

that particular research community (See: Appendix 2.2). It is, however, noteworthy that the 

number of references in such books does seem to have increased significantly since 1990. Before 

1990 there were only 11 titles in wide circulation in the sample, while 19 were added in the 

subsequent two decades. Regarding German-language maritime history, only four references in 

books prior to 1990 were found: Jochen Brennecke’s (1963: 314-31) book about the heavy 

cruiser Admiral Hipper, which participated in the rescue of castaways from the Gustloff, Herzog 

and Schomaeker’s (1965: 240) history of submarine warfare, Arnold Kludas’s (1971: 180) 

                                                
53 For example, Fischer writes: “Jeder kannte das grausige Los der ‚Wilhelm Gustloff,’ die am 30. Januar 1945 in Gotenhafen 
abgelegt hatte. Der graue Tarnanstrich hatte dem ehemaligen KdF-Dampfer nichts genützt. Am selben Abend wurde er auf der 
Höhe von Stolpmünde von den Torpedos eines sowjetischen U-Boots zerrissen. Fünftausend Menschen ertranken in den eisigen 
Fluten der Ostsee” (12); Gause writes: “Da die russischen U-Boote die Ostsee beherrschten, kostete die Rettung gewaltige Opfer. 
Die ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’, die ‘Steuben’, die ‘Goya’ und 70 andere Schiffe nahmen Tausende hilfloser Menschen mit sich auf den 
Meeresgrund” (95); and in his plea for the restitution of lost territory, Rhunau writes: “Am Vormittag des 30. Januar erhielt die 
‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ Auslaufbefehl. An Bord hatte das Schiff neben vielen Hunderten Marineangehörigen, Marinehelferinnen und 
Verwundeten auch mehr als 3000 Flüchtlinge, unter ihnen viele Danziger. Bei vier Grad Kälte und Windstärke fünf wurde das 
Schiff nachts von einem russischen Unterseeboot torpediert, dabei fanden 5000 Menschen ihr Grab in der Ostsee; sie blieben 
nicht die einzigen Opfer dieser Flucht übers Meer” (118). 
54 Due to their focus on events during National Socialism and/or World War II, several naval and maritime histories are discussed 
in subsequent sections. This includes books that focus on KdF, naval battles, Operation Hannibal, etc. 
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history of German passenger cruises, and Kurowski’s (1979: 396) book about submarine 

warfare. In total, only eleven references to the sinking of the Gustloff were found in German 

titles, where seven have occurred since 1990 and four since 2002.  

These raw numbers are difficult to interpret. First, one must consider that several more 

obscure references – i.e. those that do not appear in bibliographies and library catalogs, or do not 

index the Gustloff as a keyword – exist in print. Second, the numbers might suggest that there 

has been historically more interest in English-speaking countries than in Germany, thereby 

confirming a taboo. Or they might merely suggest that the field is English-dominated. There are, 

in fact, a few English language naval histories containing a reference that were written by 

Germans yet do not seem to be translations of previously published work.55 One certainty is that 

the publication of Im Krebsgang did not affect the presence of the Gustloff in maritime history 

writing the way it affected other fields and forms of writing. The attention paid to the Amber 

Room and the resulting series of international expeditions to the wreck since the end of the Cold 

War56 seem to be the more likely causes for the interest amongst naval and maritime historians. 

The next reference to the sinking of the Gustloff came in a second history of passenger 

cruises by Kludas (1990: 132-54), in which the focus is on the ship’s service for KdF. In 1998, a 

translation of Keith Eastlake’s Sea Disasters, in which the author briefly describes the sinking in 

a chapter about sinkings caused by explosion, promptly appeared in German, and Kludas 

                                                
55 E.g. the books by Becker (1955); Hansen (1991); Muggenthaler (1977); AND Rohwer (1997).  
56 There were reportedly dives conducted by Soviet teams in the 1940s and 1950s, and the Polish government conducted a dive in 
1963 to inspect the wreck and in the 1970s Polish treasure hunters plundered the wreck of numerous artifacts – including the 
Gustloff-Glocke – on multiple occasions while searching for the Amber Room (Schön, 2008: 186-207). The first Western 
expedition came when British treasure hunters, along with survivor Rudi Lange went on three dives in April, June and July, 1988 
to search for the Amber Room and recovered the two portholes which were later confiscated by German authorities before being 
donated to the Albatros museum (See Chapter 1, http://www.balticgold.com/expeditions/ AND Sayers, 2012). They are now 
housed at the Marine Ehrenmal in Laboe. The first three West German-led expeditions to the shipwreck involving Heinz Schön 
took place in August and December 1991, and March 1992. Although the wreck has been recognized as a war grave since 1993, 
protecting it from treasure hunters, there have since been multiple dives. For example, an American, English and Polish 
DeepImage team took high definition photographs in 2003 (See http://www.deepimage.co.uk/wrecks/wilhelm-
gustoff/gustloff_main.htm).  In 2004, an Italian team made an expedition to the wreck (See 
http://www.iantdexpeditions.com/spedizioni/wg2004/wg2004.htm). A Polish expedition was conducted by Baltic Wrecks in 2006 
(See http://www.balticwrecks.com/archive/wg2006/index1.html).   
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republished a third history in 2001 (159-63).  After 2001, there were only three major 

publications in German. A collection of maritime historian Dieter Hartwig’s essays and 

speeches, published in 2003, contains a brief reference; Lutz Bunk’s coffee table book 50 

klassischer Schiffe (2004: 230-35) has a section on the sinking under the heading “Auf einem 

Traumschiff ins Inferno;” Eigel Wiese’s (2005: 208-19) book about ship disasters on the Elbe 

river, the Baltic Sea and the North Sea contains a short section; Klaus Bösche’s (2005: 75) book 

about ship engineering references the Gustloff and its fate; and Jann Witt’s (2009: 92-117) 

history of the Baltic Sea contains a chapter on the tragedies of the 20th century in which the 

Gustloff is prominently featured. Most of the maritime history books in German (and English) 

are about sea disasters, and therefore focus on the extent of the tragedy. As such, they typically 

cite the Gustloff as the deadliest maritime disaster in recorded history, albeit with discrepancies 

in statistics and key events. Though most representations in this context seek to document 

tragedy and though all are very limited in length and scope, they do manage to establish the 

ship’s origin and role in National Socialism and the Second World War. In fact, the Gustloff as a 

symbol of the rise and fall of the Nazis is often depicted as the most fascinating aspect of the 

story.57 It seems that naval historians have more recently made a conscious effort to distance 

their depictions from right-wing perspectives on the sinking.58 

  

 

 

                                                
57 The best examples are Eastlake, Bunk and Witt, who describe the Gustloff’s Nazi past in detail to contextualize the sinking. 
58 For instance, whereas Bunk and Witt are very careful to state that the sinking was not a war crime and offer Russian 
perspectives, Brennecke begins his depiction of the Admiral Hipper arriving at the scene with the following: “Es ist die Wilhelm 
Gustloff, einst erbaut für “Kraft durch Freude”, die da voraus in Sicht gekommen ist, deren Decks und Räume wie im tiefsten 
Frieden in vollem Lichterglanz erstrahlen” (322) and offers no other contextualization of the sinking beyond its place in the story 
of the Hipper. Kludas, who documents the history of German passenger cruises, merely lists the Gustloff in a chapter on the 
destruction of Germany’s passenger fleet during the war (1990: 154). This chapter is proceeded by a chapter that attempts to 
prove the contribution of KdF to the German passenger cruise industry, an argument that would be controversial in many circles. 
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2.3 The Historiography of the Third Reich and World War II 

There is no shortage of books on the Second World War and National Socialism in the 

Federal Republic of Germany, nor has there ever been a lack of interest on the part of avid 

readers. On the contrary, recent history comprises a significant share of the German book 

market59 and possesses a unique ability to sway public opinion and spark debate in Germany 

over 65 years later. The Third Reich typically dominates the bestseller lists in the genre of 

history, and on occasion controversial books on the era compete with popular fiction. English 

speaking historians and readers are of course obsessed with the period 1933-1945 in their own 

right, but the history of World War II is hardly as divisive in Anglophone countries as it is in 

Germany.60 Aside from occasional controversies stemming from Holocaust denial, the points of 

contention and the political ramifications rarely transcend academic circles to impact public 

discourse to the same extent in the U.S. and the U.K. as they do in a country where many 

retailers market Geschichte and Politik as one and the same.61 The victors are obviously more 

comfortable with their consensus role as liberators and their master narrative of WWII is all but 

assured for posterity. In Germany, however, the role of average Germans during the war is and 

always has been contested at a complex nexus of identity, politics and memory. As the bedrock 

of memory culture, history is under constant scrutiny. No national history is static, but the 

                                                
59 On January 10, 2011, Amazon.de, the largest book retailer in Germany, listed 6.6 Million books, of which 278,083 were listed 
as “Politik und Geschichte”, making it the second largest category. 37,894 dealt with aspects of German history directly, where 
13,650 focused on the largest sub-category, “Das Dritte Reich”, and 5,432 on the second largest sub-category, the “Zweiter 
Weltkrieg.” This, of course, ignores all of the other books on history and politics that treat the Second World War peripherally.  
Current statistics can be found at: 
http://www.amazon.de/gp/search/ref=sr_ex_n_1?rh=n%3A186606&bbn=186606&ie=UTF8&qid=1294660737;  
http://www.amazon.de/b/ref=sr_aj?node=143&ajr=0; 
AND: 
http://www.amazon.de/s/ref=lp_143_nr_n_0?rh=n%3A186606%2Cn%3A%21541686%2Cn%3A143%2Cn%3A15777171&bbn
=143&ie=UTF8&qid=1375999142&rnid=143  
60 The United States have of course had their own museum debates, and negative reactions to Jörg Friedrich’s Der Brand and 
recent reevaluations of allied attacks on civilians have occurred especially in the UK, but such events hardly have the same echo 
across memory discourse. Soviet war crimes are another matter, as the legacy of Communism is politicized on both sides of the 
Atlantic. 
61 As of December 2011, the four top online book retailers in Germany (www.Amazon.de, www.Weltbild.de, www.Buch.de and 
www.Bücher.de) all present their offerings in “history” and “politics” under the same tab.   
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seemingly constant strife amongst German historians, popular and scholarly, and the extent to 

which history permeates current events, illuminates a dynamic discursive process by which 

manifold social actors and institutions actively construct divergent and competing national 

narratives and identities (See, for example: Augstein et al., 1995; Fischer and Lorenz, 2007; 

Maier, 2003; AND Moeller, 2001). 

 

The Gustloff has not been ignored in the tug-of-war of German history. Though rarely 

featured prominently or researched specifically, short descriptions and references to the sinking 

were found in 56 books on various aspects of the Second World War that are relatively evenly 

dispersed across the years 1952-2010 (See: Figure 2.4). Many of these books have multiple 

editions – there are at least 141 total editions in circulation – and the historians represent a 

diverse group of academics, professionals and hobbyists across generations, political ideologies, 

and personal frames of reference. The authors include tenured professors of history, professional 

journalists, freelance writers, and war veterans with first-hand recollections. They were 
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supported or contracted by an array of public and private institutions. Some of the books have 

experienced limited circulation and reception, while others are considered standard works for 

scholars and history buffs. Some document the military strategies and decisive events of the war, 

some investigate the social and political dimensions of National Socialism, and others discuss the 

lasting legacy of the period. Without exception, each text, as seen in its treatment of the Gustloff, 

reveals an implicit or explicit position in the debate on German victims. 

Two of the most recognizable names in the sample are the social historian Martin 

Broszat, and the conservative historian Andreas Hillgruber, both of whom were key actors in the 

Historikerstreit of the 1980s. In 1983 Broszat edited together with the young Norbert Frei a 

volume entitled Das Dritte Reich: Ursprünge, Ereignisse, Wirkungen, which has seen six 

republications under another title.62 In their 50-page “Chronik der Daten und Ereignisse,” the 

editors briefly describe the rescue operation on the Baltic Sea as a success, naming the Gustloff 

tragedy as an isolated setback.63 Broszat distinguished himself by calling for the Historisierung 

of the Third Reich, and, expectedly, the edited volume delves into all angles of Nazi society and 

the war in its pursuit of Verstehen,64 but nonetheless firmly identifies the crimes committed by 

Germans as central to an understanding of the historical context. In contrast, Hillgruber’s essay 

“Der Zusammenbruch im Osten 1944/45 als Problem der deutschen Nationalgeschichte und der 

europäischen Geschichte,” which was first published in 1985, and a year later as one of two 

essays in Zweierlei Untergang, was publicly deconstructed by Jürgen Habermas and Rudolf 

Augstein as an attempt to relativize German culpability for the Holocaust against crimes of the 

                                                
62 Das Dritte Reich im Überblick: Chronik, Ereignisse, Zusammenhänge (1989). 
63 “Die Kriegsmarine vollbringt eine große technische Leistung: Aus den Häfen der Danziger Bucht und Ostpommerns schafft sie 
von Ende Januar bis Ende April 1945 rund 900.000 Flüchtlinge nach Westen. Auch hierbei kommt es zu erheblichen Verlusten 
(Torpedierung der “Wilhelm Gustloff“ u.a.)” (143).  
64 As opposed to the goals of Bewerten (evaluate) and Erklären (explain); Bewerten is associated with the moralization of history, 
while Erklären implies the objectification of history. In contrast, Verstehen, which is rooted in the social scientific methods of 
Dilthey, seeks to understand phenomena within their natural contexts and without ideological bias. 



 51 

Soviet Union and the heroism of average Germans during the defense of East Prussia (See: 

Augstein et al., 1995). Like Broszat and Frei, Hillgruber mentions the Gustloff in passing as an 

isolated failure in an otherwise successful rescue operation,65 but does so in a wider context that 

seems to demonize the Soviet military for their role in the expulsion of Germans, glorify the 

German military for their defense and rescue of German civilians, and mourn the expellees as 

innocent victims. The fact that the essay was originally published separately with no mention of 

the Holocaust, and later republished in juxtaposition to an essay on the Final Solution, signified 

for Habermas and Augstein the intent to equate German suffering to Jewish suffering and 

balance German crimes with examples of German triumph and German victimization.     

Hillgruber had previously included a brief note about the Gustloff in Chronik des Zweiten 

Weltkrieges: Kalendarium militärischer und politischer Ereignisse 1939-1945, which was 

published in collaboration with the naval historian Gerhard Hümmelchen in 1966. The book 

primarily consists of an extensive timeline of major political and military events during the war. 

The form of a timeline permits a detailed and objective overview of the entire period, while the 

focus on military and political aspects – or at least the authors’ understanding of what constitutes 

military and political – marginalizes the Holocaust. For example, the flight and expulsion of 

German civilians and the rescue operation receive note in the section “1945,” while the death 

marches and liquidations of concentration camps that were occurring simultaneously are omitted. 

The sinking of the Gustloff by a Soviet submarine is remembered in the outline,66 but not the 

liberation of Auschwitz by the Soviet army. In fact, very little information about the Holocaust is 

present. The Wansee Conference (117) and the initiation of exterminations in Central and 

                                                
65 “Den Katastrophen der torpedierten ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’, ‘General von Steuben’, ‘Goya’, und anderer Evakuierungsschiffe fiel, 
so entsetzlich sie waren, nur ein Prozent der über die Ostsee nach Westen flüchtenden Menschen zum Opfer” (37).  
66 “Das mit Flüchtlingen vollbesetzte ehemalige KdF-Schiff Wilhelm Gustloff sinkt vor der pommerischen Küste nach 
Torpedotreffern des sowjetischen U-Bootes S-13. Über 5200 Tote” (263).   
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Western Europe (88) are the major exceptions. The only mention of a deportation and one of 

only two mentions of Auschwitz occur in the same entry: when Hungary began to deport its Jews 

(212). On the other hand, most major bombings of German cities are listed.  

It has been largely accepted in the field that Hillgruber was not a Nazi apologist (C.f. 

Maier, 2003), yet the reaction to his work and a comparison of his style, form and content to that 

of Broszat is an indication of a deep chasm in the historiography of WWII that neither began nor 

ended with the Historian’s Dispute. Hillgruber was a relatively moderate conservative, who 

distanced himself from radical nationalism and blatant anti-Semitism. He nonetheless saw no 

harm in treating Flucht und Vertreibung and the Holocaust in parallel nor did he feel that 

German crimes needed to be mentioned in every account of the war, whereas Broszat, in spite of 

his sincere attempt to understand the war generation on their own terms, maintained that 

Auschwitz was the defining aspect of 20th-century German history (See: Augstein et al., 1995).  

Several professors who are less famous outside the field of history than Hillgruber and 

Broszat have noted the sinking of the Gustloff in their work as well, typically in sections on 

Flucht und Vertreibung and/or Operation Hannibal. In each case, the texts align with either 

Broszat’s or Hillgruber’s perspective on the singularity and centrality of the Holocaust and the 

average German’s role as a perpetrator or victim. Der Zweite Weltkrieg (1960)67 by Helmuth 

Günther Dahms and Der Zweite Weltkrieg 1939-1945 (1972: 523) by Herbert Michaelis 

document the sinking of the Gustloff and other German tragedies in a similar vain as Hillgruber 

and likewise place the Shoah on the periphery. The construction of major concentration camps, 

and the deportation and mass murder of Jews and other non-Germans are included on a limited 

basis and, in comparison to the coverage of battles and air raids, almost as if incidental. In stark 

                                                
67 “Viele kehrten aber um, als sie von Katastrophen auf See hörten, dem Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’, ‘General Steuben’ 
und ‘Goya’, die mit rund 14300 Flüchtlingen den sowjetischen U-Booten S-13 (Marinesko) und L-3 (Konawalow) zum Opfer 
fielen“ (1989: 583). 
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contrast to this are texts that treat the war as being inseparable from the specter of National 

Socialism and therefore place equal, if not more emphasis on German crimes. Examples of 

history books written and/or edited by trained scholars that describe or mention the sinking of the 

Gustloff as a tragic loss of life – typically within the frame of the successful evacuation of 

millions of German civilians –, yet are saturated with general information on National Socialism, 

major events of the Holocaust, and other German war crimes, include: Müller and Ueberschär’s 

Hitlers Krieg im Osten 1941-1945 (2000);68 Jörg Echternkamp’s Nach dem Krieg (2003)69 and 

Feldpost aus der Heimat und von der Front (2006);70 Ernst Piper’s Kurze Geschichte des 

Nationalsozialismus (2007);71 volume 16 of Die große Chronik der Weltgeschichte, entitled 

Nationalsozialismus und Zweiter Weltkrieg: 1933-1945 (2008);72 and Das Deutsche Reich und 

der Zweite Weltkrieg, a project sponsored by the official research organ of the German military, 

the Militärgeschichtliche Forschungsamt, including volume 9.1, entitled Staat und Gesellschaft 

im Kriege (Echternkamp, 2005)73 as well as volumes 10.1 and 10.2, entitled Der 

Zusammenbruch des Deutschen Reiches 1945 (Müller, 2008).74  

                                                
68 In their discussion of Operation Hannibal as success the authors write: “Etwa ein Prozent von ihnen – 20 000 bis 25 000 – kam 
dabei ums Leben – viele bei Schiffsverlusten. Am bekanntesten ist der Untergang der ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’ am 30. Januar 1945. 
Das mit ca. 6000 Flüchtlingen beladene ehemalige Kreuzfahrtschiff wurde vor der pommerschen Küste von Torpedos eines 
sowjetischen U-Bootes getroffen. An Bord des langsam sinkenden Schiffes kam es zu dramatischen Szenen. Nur 838 Menschen 
konnten gerettet werden. Die Ereignisse werden von Heinz Schön, der zahlreiche detaillierte Studien über die ‚Flucht über die 
Ostsee’ publiziert, anschaulich dargestellt” (130). 
69 Also within a description of the successes of Operation Hannibal: “Der Evakuierung durch überfüllte Boote und Schiffe drohte 
jedoch Gefahr aus der Luft und durch sowjetische U-Boote. Am 30. Januar versenkte das sowjetische U-Boot S 13 mit drei 
Torpedos die ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’. Von den mehr als 6.000 Menschen an Bord des mit Flakgeschützen ausgestatteten Schiffes, das 
trotz der Verwundeten nicht als Lazarettschiff im Sinne des Haager und Genfer Abkommens galt, überlebten nur 838” (44). 
70 The description, on page 78, is copied and pasted from the aforementioned (See: footnote 69). 
71 “Trotz Angriffen aus der Luft und durch sowjetische U-Boote gab es relativ geringe Verluste. Die meisten starben, als das 
Kreuzfahrtschiff ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’ nach einem Torpedoangriff innerhalb von weniger als 50 Minuten sank. Das KdF-Schiff war 
für 1465 Passagiere und 426 Besatzungsmitglieder gebaut worden, hatte zum Zeitpunkt der Katastrophe aber mehr [sic.] 10000 
Menschen an Bord. (Günter Grass hat dieses Geschehen in seiner Novelle ‚Im Krebsgang’ geschildert)” (255).  
72 In their brief synopsis, the editors seem to have accepted Schön’s estimate: “Beim Untergang der ‘Gustloff’ sterben sechsmal 
mehr Menschen als auf der ‘Titanic’. Es handelt sich nach Ansicht von Experten um die größte Katastrophe in der Geschichte der 
Seefahrt” (352).” 
73 Which alludes to the sinking only in passing (53). 
74 Each of the references refer to the Gustloff (and other sinkings) as tragedies in an otherwise successful operation. In the chapter 
“Die Deutsche Seekriegsführung 1943 bis 1945” of volume 10.1, Werner Rahn writes: “Hinter diesen Zahlen verbergen sich die 
größten Schiffskatastrophen des Zweiten Weltkrieges. Am 30. Januar 1945 traf das sowjetische U-Boot ‘S 13’ mit drei Torpedos 
den Passagierdampfer ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ (25 484 BRT), der mehr als 8000 Menschen, meist Flüchtlinge an Bord hatte, etwa 1 5 
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The more focused the text is on a specific event or realm of experience, the more 

secondary German crimes seem to become. References and brief descriptions of the Gustloff 

tragedy appear in books on the war at sea (Steinweg, 1954: 54; Ruge, 1954: 304;75 AND Rohwer 

and Hümmelchen, 1968: 521), Luftwaffen- und Marinehelfer (Nicolaisen, 1981: 138), the end of 

the war (Michaelis and Schraepler, 1958: 46-54;76 Dollinger and Jacobsen, 1965: 257-260; Ruhl, 

1984: 4377 AND Wette, Ricarda and Vogel, 2001: 253), and the experiences of children during 

the war, including the phenomenon of Kinderlandverschickung (Sollbach, 2002: 57) and the 

search for missing children after the war (Mittermaier, 2002: 12-14).78 Due to their limited 

scope, these texts either do not mention the Holocaust at all, or only mention isolated events, 

sites and institutions in passing, in spite of countless thematic and biographical connections in 

each case. It is perhaps unfair to critique a book on the phenomenon of Kinderlandverschickung 

(Sollbach, 2002) or the efforts of the Suchedienst (Mittermaier, 2002) for not constantly 

reminding the reader of Auschwitz, but when a book on the destruction of Germany and the 

suffering of Germans at the end of the war fails to mention major events of the Final Solution 

that were unfolding within spatial and temporal proximity or to properly contextualize the 

suffering of Germans as a direct result of National Socialism, the text consciously contributes to 

the construction of the German victim narrative. German historians are well aware that they will 
                                                
sm querab von Stolpmünde. Das Schiff sank innerhalb einer Stunde, nur etwa 1200 Menschen konnten gerettet werden, da nur 
wenige Fahrzeuge in der Nähe standen” (268-69). In his chapter “Ethnische ‘Säuberung’ als Kriegsfolge”, which interprets 
Flucht und Vertreibung as a direct consequence of National Socialism, Michael Schwartz refers to the Gustloff as the most 
popular example due to Grass: “Am bekanntesten ist - zumal nach der vielbeachteten Novelle ‘Im Krebsgang’ des 
Literaturnobelpreisträgers Günter Grass - die Versenkung des Schiffes „Wilhelm Gustloff" am 30. Januar 1945, die mit rund 
9000 Todesopfern als größte der Schifffahrtsgeschichte gilt” (591). Jörg Echternkamp interprets both Flucht und Vertreibung and 
the sinking of the Gustloff in a similar way as Schwartz in his chapter, “Im Schlagschatten des Krieges:” “Der Evakuierung 
Danzigs auf überfüllten Booten und Schiffen drohte jedoch Gefahr durch sowjetische U-Boote und Luftangriffe der westlichen 
Alliierten. So wurde beispielsweise die „Wilhelm Gustloff“, auf der sich rund 8000 Passagiere befanden, am 30. Januar Ziel eines 
U-Boot-Angriffs, den nur 1200 Menschen überlebten” (663). Interesting is that the scholars do not seem to agree on the death 
toll. 
75 The Gustloff reference occurs on page 304 of the 1962 edition.  
76 References to Gustloff passage appear in historical documents presented on pages 46-54 of the 1979 edition. These documents 
are taken verbatim from the Dokumentation der Vertreibung der Deutschen aus Ost-Mitteleuropa (see Section 2.4 below). 
77 Klaus Rainer Röhl is not a scholar of history, but of political science. 
78 Klaus Mittermaier is not a trained scholar of history, rather a university instructor of Geography and an employee of the Red 
Cross. 
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be accused of revisionism if they fail to adequately contextualize the war, which is why most at 

least allude to the Shoah and depict Hitler as the primary perpetrator, and this is also why the 

selection of a narrower research context that precludes the Holocaust in favor of German victims 

is often suspected as an attempt to dehistoricize German suffering and contribute to the 

ahistorical myth of German victimization. 

The best examples of this tendency were produced by the research projects of the 

Bundesministerium für Vertriebene, Flüchtlinge und Kriegsgeschädigte (See: Section 2.4), 

whose stated goal in the early 1950s was the revision of the Potsdam Treaty (Cf. Hahn and Hahn, 

2010). The ministry’s multi-volume Dokumente deutscher Kriegsschäden, which briefly 

describes the sinking of the Gustloff in volume one: Die geschichtliche und rechtliche 

Entwicklung (1958),79 extensively documents the destruction and seizure of German property 

and land in an attempt to facilitate reparation and the restoration of pre-war national boundaries. 

Compare this to the work of the Institut für Zeitgeschichte, which, at the beginning of Broszat’s 

tenure as director, completed its three-volume, 2,000-page Deutsche Geschichte seit dem ersten 

Weltkrieg. Read by itself, the section entitled “Die Niederwerfung Deutschlands” in volume 2 

(1973) is comparable in content to the work of Hillgruber in that it pays particular attention to 

the suffering of German civilians as the Third Reich collapsed, including a brief paragraph about 

the Gustloff, which, taken out of context, could just as easily appear in an expellee victim 

narrative.80 Lothar Gruchmann’s complete 400-page contribution to the volume, Der Zweite 

                                                
79 The reference appears in a quote from General Otto Lasch’s – commander of Königsberg at the end of the war – book So viel 
Königsberg (1958) – cited below – in which the author exonerates himself and distinguishes the German military and civilians 
from the Nazi elite: “Im übrigen hatten sie natürlich erklärliche Furcht davor, sich den großen Evakuierungstransporten über See 
nach dem Reiche anzuvertrauen, als es sich herumgesprochen hatte, daß zwei dieser Schiffe – die ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ und die 
‘Steuben’ – bereits durch russische U-Boote torpediert wurden und mit Mann und Maus untergegangen waren. Entgegen den 
Einsprüchen der Partei, die verlangte, ich sollte die Bevölkerung gewaltsam an der Zurückflutung hindern, hatte ich keine 
Bedenken, die Wünsche dieser armen Menschen zu erfüllen und ihnen die Möglichkeit zu geben, in Königsberg zu bleiben und 
damit wenigstens vorläufig der größten Not entronnen zu sein” (338). 
80 “Das Schicksal, das die Flüchtlingtrecks auf allen Straßen Ost- und Westpreußens, Pommerns und Schlesiens, von eisiger 
Kälte und Hunger geplagt, vom Feind verfolgt, beschossen, teilweise eingeholt und zahlreiche Opfer auf ihrem Weg 
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Weltkrieg: Kriegsführung und Politik, in which the reference can be read, however, never loses 

sight of German culpability for the war, and the series as a whole establishes historical 

continuities from the Wilhelmisches Reich through the Bundesrepublik. 

The same trends apply to the popular history of Hobbyhistoriker, journalists, and veterans 

of the Second World War. In the sample, there is a book about the construction of Wolfsburg 

(Wohlfromm and Wohlfromm, 2001: 100) that notes the connection to the Gustloff via KdF, and 

a chronicle of the War by a Nazi literary author that claims that the sinking had been suppressed 

in Germany (Beumelburg, 1952: 397). There are popular history books about experiences in a 

concentration camp (Jensen and Ernst, 1989: 151), the human experience of the war (Dollinger, 

1983: 314-316), the experiences of children (Horchem, 2000: 237-239; AND Lorenz, 2003: 20, 

156-166), and the end of the war (Kuby, 1955: 86; Böddeker, 1980: 63-65; AND Struss, 1980: 

93) that place the sinking of the Gustloff in a broader context in which the causes of the war and 

the crimes committed by Germans are duly noted, and those that adopt the implicit position that 

such aspects are not relevant to the German experience of defeat (Haupt, 1970: 60; Paul, 1976: 

298; AND Whiting et al, 1980: 98-99). There are books that, due to a focus on naval warfare 

(Meister, 1958: 123-124; Dinklage and Witthöft, 1971: 201; AND Kutzleben et al., 1974: 243) or 

the experiences of a Panzerdivision (Schäufler, 1973: 263) necessarily (or conveniently?) avoid 

concerns of causality and collective responsibility when writing about German wartime 

suffering. Then there are books that often read like expellee Heimatbücher whereby the Gustloff 

serves as a signpost in narratives that concentrate on the suffering and eventual forced 

                                                
zurücklassend, in jenem letzten Kriegswinter erlitten, gehört zu den furchtbarsten Tragödien, die Hitlers Krieg dem deutschen 
Volk auferlegte. Nur dem aufopfernden Einsatz der Kriegsmarine war es zu verdanken, daß von den Ostseeküsten Kurlands, 
Ostpreußens, der Danziger Bucht und Pommerns bis zum Mai 1945 rund 1,5 Millionen Flüchtlinge und eine halbe Million 
Soldaten und Verwundete evakuiert werden konnten. An diesen Zahlen gemessen müssen die Verluste von rund 14 000 
Evakuierten (= 1 Prozent), die hauptsächlich durch die Versenkung der Schiffe ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’, ‚Goya’ und des 
Lazarettsschiffes ‚General Steuben’, durch sowjetische U-Boote verursacht wurden, als außerordentlich gering angesehen 
werden” (318).  
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displacement of the East Prussian civilian populations (Lasch, 1958: 76; Dieckert and 

Grossmann, 1960: 130-132; Poralla, 1985;81 AND Beckherrn and Dubatow, 1994: 40).82  

The major difference between the scholarly and popular texts in the sample is the 

presence of explicit political rhetoric in the latter, especially more recently. The Gustloff has 

been exploited as a symbol of German victimization in the ultra-conservative publications of 

German nationalists, such as Wolfgang Popp’s Wehe den Besiegten! Versuch einer Bilanz der 

Folgen des Zweiten Weltkrieges für das deutsche Volk (2000: 86) and Wolfhard Welzel’s Die 

Tragödie der Millionen vergessenen Opfer von Flucht, Vertreibung, Bombenkrieg und 

Gefangenschaft (2007: 221-46), both of which were published in the controversial right-wing 

Grabert Verlag. The 68er-turned-conservative-pundit Klaus Rainer Röhl includes an entire 

chapter on Flucht über die Ostsee in his Verbotene Trauer: Die vergessenen Opfer (2002: 156-

161). A retired interior decorator, Pit Pietersen, discusses the Gustloff in his self-published 639-

page rant about supposed war crimes committed against Germans: Kriegsverbrechen der 

alliierten Siegermächte: Terroristische Bombenangriffe auf Deutschland und Europa 1939-1945 

(2006),83 and right-wing historian Karsten Kriwat includes a report by Heinz Schön in his 

Kriegskinder (2009), also published in a nationalist publishing house. 

                                                
81 This is a collection of Erlebnisberichten and is very similar in style, form and function as most books that document Flucht 
und Vertreibung (See Section 2.4). The Gustloff becomes a motif of German suffering, as the sinking is used as a signpost in 
multiple narratives (20, 31, 32, 33, 34, 42, 46, 55, 63, 112, 116, 117, 118, 159, 180, 186, 233, 273, 305, 307, 308, 316, 341, 360). 
Although the flight and expulsion of Germans is central to the narratives, the text as a whole cannot be considered a history of 
Flucht und Vertreibung, since the book focuses on the suffering of the German population of Gdansk at the end of the war. 
82 Dieckert and Grossmann, in the longest and most descriptive account in this sub-category, reference the sinking in their chapter 
about Flüchtlingselend: “Da schreckte sie plötzlich kurz nach 21.00 Uhr auf der Höhe von Stolp ein dumpfer Schlag auf, das 
Licht erlosch. Eine Sekunde später ein zweiter Schlag, Lärm auf den Gängen und dann ein dritter Einschlag. Geschrei in den 
unteren Decks. Stickiger Qualm wälzte sich durch das Schiff. Drei Torpedos hatten den Schiffsleib aufgerissen. Das Schiff legte 
sich nach Backbord über. Eine Panik brach aus. Wer fiel, wird nieder getreten. Der Boden neigte sich, alles drängte und schrie 
und wollte an Deck. Furchtbare Szenen! Vereiste Planken erschwerten das Erreichen des erhöhten Steuerbords. Toben, Schreien, 
Schlagen, Heulen der angstgepeinigten Masse, Kampf um die Rettungs- und Schlauchboote. An der schrägliegenden ‘Gustloff’ 
klebten die Menschen wie fliegen, ließen sich am Schiffsleib hinunter und schwammen in dem eiskalten Wasser. Notsignale 
stiegen in den Himmel. Hilfe eilte herbei. Gurgelnde Hilfeschreie ertrinkender Menschen. Das große Schiff neigte sich zur Seite, 
dreimal heulte das Nebelhorn und kenternd sank die ‘Gustloff’ auf den Grund der Ostsee. Ein Wasserschwall und nichts mehr als 
Stille! Über allem sah der Mond auf das unsagbare Elend. Nur 904 Menschen von den insgesamt rund 5000 konnten gerettet 
werden” (130-31). 
83 Pietersen attempts to demonstrate that the sinking was a war crime by deceptively only including the number of 
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Clearly several German historians – to use the term loosely – have noted the sinking of 

the Gustloff. Yet few describe the sinking in any depth, and none took the time to research the 

tragedy themselves. Even established scholars exclusively rely on non-academic textual sources 

when it comes to the Gustloff, most of which lead back to Heinz Schön. One must also consider 

that thousands of German language history books about the Second World War were sampled via 

WorldCat, DigiBib and Google Books. The fact that only 56 were found that mention the sinking 

demonstrates the Gustloff’s relative insignificance in the historiography of WWII. If some 

German historians have placed the Holocaust on the periphery in their narratives of German 

victimization and exploited the Gustloff as a symbol of German suffering, then most have 

completely ignored one of the world’s deadliest tragedies at sea in their attempts to deconstruct 

the myth of German victimization and establish the centrality and/or singularity of the 

Holocaust.84 

 

2.4 The Historiography of Flucht und Vertreibung 

 Contrary to the rhetoric of German political pundits and the marketing strategy of almost 

every popular historian to ever tackle the theme in any medium, the flight and expulsion of 

German civilians at the end of World War II is, after the Holocaust and the Battle of Stalingrad, 

one of the most widely documented events of the war.85 This is in part evidenced by the 31 

documentations of Flucht und Vertreibung – with at least 108 total editions – containing a 

                                                
Marinehelferinnen and omitting the other arguments against a war crime: “Das Argument, die Gustloff sei ein 
Truppentransporter gewesen, weil sich 373 Marinehelferinnen und Soldaten an Bord befunden hatten, können [sic] die Angriffe 
nicht rechtfertigen. Nach dem Seekriegsrecht und der Genfer Konventionen war der Angriff zu verurteilen, weil das Schiff 
schutzbedürftig war” (559). 
84 The role of Kraft durch Freude in the NS-regime has been substantially researched in Germany. In addition to being mentioned 
in most histories of WWII, the Nazi leisure organization has been the subject of dissertations, peer-reviewed articles and 
monographs. The author located seven scholarly pieces (Appel, 2001; Buchholz, 1976; Frommann, 1992; Liebscher, 2009; 
Schallenberg, 2005; Strobl, 1986; AND Weiß, 1993) that discuss the special role of the Gustloff in KdF, yet fail to note the ship’s 
tragic end.  
85 See the comprehensive bibliography composed by Krallert-Sattler (1989), which could be updated with hundreds of texts 
published since, as well as Dornemann’s (2005) bibliography of Erlebnisberichte and literary texts that document the theme.  
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depiction of or reference to the Gustloff located during this study, though there are hundreds 

more that do not mention the Gustloff. By and large, the attention paid to this theme is due to 

substantial government funding for state-sanctioned research. The early Federal Republic 

adopted domestic and foreign policies that favored the social and political interests of the 

Vertriebenen, which included the preservation of their cultural heritage. The governments of 

Adenauer, Erhard and Kiesinger invested millions of German Marks each year to ease the 

integration of German refugees, while the reactionary politics of the Cold War for many years 

tolerated, if not necessitated, a public renouncement of the Potsdam Treaty and the Oder-Neiße-

Linie as Germany’s border with Poland. The millions of German expellees eager to end their 

socioeconomic ails and reacquire lost property proved to be a loyal constituency for CDU/CSU 

chancellors and anyone else who would grant them a voice in government (See: Faulenbach, 

2002; AND Hahn and Hahn, 2010). 

Against this background, the Bundesministerium für Vertriebene, Flüchtlinge und 

Kriegsgeschädigte (BMVt) operated from the founding of the BRD until the BMVt’s dissolution 

in 1969. Often simply referred to as the Bundesvertriebenenministerium, the ministry for 

expellees was responsible for drafting the Lastenausgleichsgesetz (1952) and the 

Bundesvertriebenengesetz (1953), which together mandated the compensation and reintegration 

of German victims of war as well as the creation of the Lastenausgleicharchiv in Bayreuth, 

which holds thousands of documents on Flucht und Vertreibung known as the Ostdokumentation 

(See: Lotz, 2007).86 The BMVt also funded and oversaw the largest research project on Flucht 

und Vertreibung to-date, which resulted in the publication of the eight-volume Dokumentation 

der Vertreibung der Deutschen aus Ost-Mitteleuropa across the years 1953-1963. Though a 

standard work in the historiography of Flucht und Vertreibung edited by some of the most 
                                                
86 See: http://www.bundesarchiv.de/benutzung/sachbezug/sammlungen/00252/index.html.de  
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prominent 20th-century German historians87 and republished in 1984, 1993 and 2004, the 

Dokumentation der Vertreibung has been repeatedly deconstructed as a political endeavor that 

seeks to relativize German guilt and write a master narrative of German victimization (See, for 

example: Beer, 1998, 1999 and 2002; AND Hahn and Hahn, 2010). In addition to the openly 

stated goal of the BMVt at the time to revise the Potsdam Treaty, the core scholars responsible 

for the text were adamant supporters of Hitler’s eastward expansion. Known as the Königsberger 

Kreis, the chief editors, Theodor Schieder, Werner Conze and Hans Rothfels, were renowned 

historians during the NS-regime who supported the ideas of a deutscher Osten, German mastery 

over Eastern Europe, and Nazi forced resettlement programs (See: Aly, 2000). Their intellectual 

backing of National Socialist ideology casts a cloud of suspicion over the Dokumentation, and a 

combination of their wartime nationalism and the postwar revanchist politics of their benefactor 

resulted in a decidedly uncritical approach.  

 The Dokumentation der Vertreibung is best read as a sourcebook. The eight volumes 

consist primarily of historical documents – private and official letters, diary entries, reports, etc. 

– and numerous Erlebnisberichte selected from the Ostdokumentation.88 The gathering and 

organization of the documents was done painstakingly, yet the editors offer relatively little 

historical background beyond the immediate context, sparse annotation, and no commentary (Cf. 

Beer 1998 and 1999; AND Hahn and Hahn, 2010). The first three volumes cover Die 

Vertreibung der deutschen Bevölkerung aus den Gebieten östlich der Oder-Neiße, and the first of 

which, published in 1953, contains references to the sinking of the Gustloff in the introduction89 

                                                
87 The young Martin Broszat and Hans Ulrich Wehler participated in the project. 
88 As revealed by Beer (1998 and 1999), meeting the political goals of the project was dependent upon dehistorizing Flucht und 
Vertreibung, but during the decade-long project, the editors began to realize how difficult it was to disconnect Flucht und 
Vertreibung from National Socialism, the War and German history as a whole, especially as more younger German historians 
began participating. Thus, later volumes have more historical contextualization than earlier volumes. 
89 “Einem sehr großen Teil der Bevölkerung des Landes sowie der Städte gelang es jedoch nicht mehr zu entkommen. Selbst dort, 
wo die Zeit noch ausgereicht hätte, hinderten entweder völlige Ermattung nach wochenlanger Flucht oder die Furcht vor dem 
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and in eight separate documents. Although one of the entries was written by a survivor of the 

Goya,90 none of the sources had firsthand knowledge of the sinking of the Gustloff. Instead, the 

refugees,91 veterans92 and former Nazi officials93 employ their secondhand knowledge of the 

                                                
gefahrvollen Seewege viele, die letzte Chance zu ergreifen. Die Versenkung mehrerer Flüchtlingsschiffe, vor allem der „Wilhelm 
Gustloff”, die von Danzig kommend am 30. Januar vor Stolpmünde von russischen U-Booten versenkt worden war und über 
5000 Flüchtlinge in der Ostsee begrub, schreckte manche Flüchtlinge von der Besteigung der Schiffe ab (48E).” 
90 From the Erlebnisbericht of C. Adomeit from Heilaberg (Nr. 84): “Wie konnte es zu diesen gewaltigen Katastrophen 
kommen? „Wilhelm Gustloff” mit 5 000 Menschen an Bord, „General Steuben” mit 3 000 und nun die „Goya” in den letzten 
Kriegstagen mit fast 7 000 Menschen” (323). […] “So nahm des Schicksal seinen Lauf. Zurück in den Kriegshafen von Hela. 
Unter ständigen Angriffen wurden die Transporter bei Tag und Nacht laufend beladen, und so ist die Masse des VII. Panzerkorps 
bald verladen. Die Schiffe sind oft zum Bersten voll, und man macht sich Gedanken und hat bereits aus Berichten von dem 
tragischen Schicksal der „Gustloff” und der „Steuben” gehört” (324). 
91 From the Erlebnisbericht of the Gewerbelehrerin from Königsberg, Käte Pawel (Nr. 31): “Noch immer fährt das Schiff 
nicht ab. — Im „Salon” ist ein Altersheim untergebracht. Welch ein Gegensatz zwischen den maskenhaft wirkenden alten 
Dämchen in ihrem geretteten „Staat” und dem Elend der andern! — Man spricht davon, daß die „Gustloff” schon mit Tausenden 
von Flüchtlingen untergegangen ist. Endlich, am 20. Februar 1945, mittags gegen 3 Uhr, setzt sich der Riesenkasten in 
Bewegung. Wohin die Fahrt gehen soll, weiß niemand. Auch diesmal geht es wieder im Geleit. Am späten Nachmittag hören wir, 
daß acht Kinder, die bisher an Bord des Schiffes gestorben sind, zur letzten Ruhe ins Meer versenkt wurden. Abends sind wir 
schon in Hela” (146). From the Erlebnisbericht of Frau Charlotte Dölling from Bütow, who escaped aboard the Goya (Nr. 
64): “Es ging weiter und weiter, wir fuhren durch die Stadt Stolp, mehr als 60 km von Bütow entfernt, dort war alles noch 
ziemlich ruhig. Wohin wir nun aber eigentlich sollten, wurde uns immer unverständlicher! Einige meinten, wir würden wohl bis 
nach Stolpmünde gebracht werden und von dort aus entweder unmittelbar an der Küste längs Richtung Westen weitergebracht 
werden, denn der andere Weg durch Pommern über Neustettin weiter westwärts war ja bereits durch den Einbruch der Russen bei 
Schlochau, Baldenburg, Pyritz usw. versperrt, oder aber per Schiff über die Ostsee fort. Letzteres erschien uns ebenso 
ungeheuerlich wie unmöglich, dieser Weg kam für uns doch überhaupt nicht in Frage. Hinzu kam, daß uns Gerüchte über den 
Untergang der „Gustloff” zu Ohren gekommen waren, die uns damals zwar niemals bestätigt worden sind, aber wir hatten davon 
gehört und waren so doppelt mißtrauisch” (250). From the letter of the farmer, Theodor Dirks, from Güttland (Nr. 80): “Das 
Warten, bis die Minensuchboote kamen, war nicht schön. Trotzdem war die Stimmung nicht schlecht, es gibt immer Menschen, 
die den Kopf nicht hängen lassen und die andern aufmuntern. Mädchen stimmten alle möglichen Lieder an, und wer mitkam, 
betrachtete es trotz allem Verlust und Leid als ein Glück, aus dem Kessel heraus zu sein, allerdings mit der einen Gefahr, noch 
auf hoher See angegriffen zu werden. So ist das Schiff „Gustloff“ vor Stolpmünde mit ca. 5 000 Menschen, Frauen und Kindern, 
untergegangen, und nur 500 sollen gerettet sein. Ohne Zwischenfall landeten wir morgens 5 Uhr auf Hela. Nachmittags ging es 
dann weiter, wieder mit einem Minensuchboot. Kurz vor Besteigen des Bootes hatten wir einen starken Tieffliegerangriff, viele 
Bomben fielen ins Wasser rund um den Verladesteg, es regnete noch eine Weile danach Wasser und Holzstücke. Dann schnell 
aufs Boot und zum großen Dampfer, bei dessen Besteigen noch ein Angriff, aber ohne Bomben. Die umliegenden Schiffe 
schossen stark Abwehrfeuer. Das Schiff hatte von einem früheren Treffer schon ein Loch, Handwerker waren an der Arbeit, es 
notdürftig auszubessern. Auf dem großen Walfischfänger war es alles andere als schön. Ca. 7 000 Menschen unter drei Decks 
inmitten schmieriger Maschinen” (306).  
92 From the Erlebnisbericht of the veteran (rank unknown) A.S. (Nr. 32): “Und nun auf einmal lag Angst in der Luft, eine 
Bedrängnis, die man nicht mehr bezwingen und wegleugnen konnte. Dieser oder jener sprach von Flucht, noch hielt man's für 
feige und voreilig, wollte selbst noch Beispiel geben, um die Angstpsychose nicht ausbrechen zu lassen. Aber die Spannung und 
Unruhe wuchs von Tag zu Tag, selbst die Marineoffiziere machten ernste, verschlossene Gesichter, mahnten zur Ruhe und 
Besonnenheit und rieten doch, das Nötigste bereitzuhalten. Die Frauen, deren Männer dienstlich gebunden waren, wehrten sich 
am längsten gegen ein Weggehen und damit gegen das Aufgeben der Familiengemeinschaft. Dann aber ging alles sehr schnell: 
Immer häufiger und größer wurden die Verwundetentransporte, die „Steuben”, die „Berlin”, die „Gustloff” faßten kaum das, was 
ununterbrochen in Lazarettzügen heranrollte, und schon drängten sich Flüchtlinge an die Lazarettschiffe heran und flehten um 
Mitnahme” (147). From the report of the journalist and former Wehrmacht officer, Friedrich v. Wilpert from Danzig (Nr. 
75): “Unvergeßlich wird mir der Eindruck sein, den ich Ende Januar gewann, als ich meine Frau und meine jüngste Tochter an 
Bord der „Deutschland” brachte, die mit Flüchtlingen überfüllt auf den Befehl zum Auslaufen wartete. Dieser für den 30. Januar 
erwartete Befehl verzögerte sich, weil die am Vortage aus Gotenhafen ausgelaufene „Wilhelm Gustloff” einem sowjetischen 
Unterseeboot zum Opfer gefallen war. Die Flüchtlinge an Bord der „Deutschland” und zweier anderer gleichgroßer Schiffe 
wußten nichts davon. Nur die militärische Führung war unterrichtet” (282). From the Erlebnisbericht of the 
Kriegsmarinepfarrer, Arnold Schumacher, from Gdingen (Nr. 81): “Der evangelische Ortspfarrer hatte sich rechtzeitig nach 
Westen abgesetzt. In dieser Zeit übernahm ich in meiner Tätigkeit als Marinepfarrer auch noch die Verwaltung der verwaisten 
evangelischen Zivilgemeinde. Es war ein typisches Bild der damaligen Zeit, daß die Gottesdienste, je größer die Gefahr wurde, 
desto stärker besucht wurden. Über der ganzen Stadt lag eine unheimliche Spannung, die sich in manchem Verzweiflungsakt 
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sinking in order to stress the dangers they faced at the end of the war and the mass suffering in 

which they were engulfed. The editors do refer readers to Heinz Schön’s first book in two 

footnotes, but do not describe the sinking themselves. If survivors of the Gustloff or the expellee 

community in general seek anyone to blame for a neglect of the theme, then they must start with 

the original sourcebook for Flucht und Vertreibung commissioned by the BMVt.  

 There was one reference to the Gustloff in the historiography of Flucht und Vertreibung 

prior to Die Dokumentation. Jürgen Thorwald’s two-volume Die Große Flucht (1949/50) has 

been arguably even more influential in memory discourse, most likely due to its literary style.94 

The bestseller has seen multiple republications and is one of the most frequently cited texts in 

this dissertation. Born Heinz Bongartz, the young journalist and popular historian wrote for 

several Nazi newspapers from 1933 to 1945, in addition to pamphlets and a couple full-length 

books.95 During the war he wrote propaganda for the Kriegsmarine. After the war, Bongartz was 

a founding editor of the weekly Christian-conservative newspaper Christ und Welt, where he first 

                                                
auswirkte. Ich entsinne mich noch sehr genau des 30. Januar 1945, als ich am Morgen meinem Admiral begegnete, der mir in 
tiefster Erschütterung erzählte, daß er soeben die Nachricht erhalten habe, daß die „Wilhelm Gustloff” untergegangen sei. Ich 
hatte noch am Tage vorher bei zwei Familien, die mit dem Dampfer gen Westen fuhren, getauft, und eine unendliche Zahl von 
Bekannten war mit diesem Dampfer abgefahren und nun ein Opfer des Krieges geworden” (307). 
93 From the Erlebnisbericht of Paul Bernecker (Nr. 16): “Der Andrang zu den Dampfern war ungeheuer, die Unterbringung 
auf diesen demzufolge menschenunwürdig. Da die Fahrt oft mehrere Tage dauerte, kamen in den großen Bunkerräumen, in die 
die Menschen hineingepfercht wurden, auf den Transporten auch öfter mehrere ums Leben. Auch bei der Unterbringung auf den 
Schiffen fand durch die Partei- und sonstige Stellen manche Begünstigung statt, ebenso räumten die Schiffsbesatzungen gegen 
Geld und Sachwerte Vorzüge ein; Die meisten Schiffe aus Pillau fuhren nur bis Danzig und wurden dort ausgeladen, wo dann die 
Flüchtlinge 4 Tage später denselben Kampf auf Tod und Leben ausfechten mußten, um einen Platz auf einem Dampfer zu 
erkämpfen, der sie vor dem Eindringen der Russen weiterbringen sollte ins Reich. In den verschiedenen Baracken, etwa in 
Neufahrwasser, warteten ca. 30 bis 40 000 Menschen auf den Abtransport und hatten kaum Hoffnung wegzukommen. Pillau 
wurde mehrfach von Fliegern angegriffen, wo es viele Tote gab. Bei den Transporten über See sind einige Schiffe aus den 
Geleitzügen heraus durch russische U-Boote versenkt worden, darunter die „Gustloff„ und „General Steuben”, wobei viele 
Tausend Menschen den Tod fanden. Auf dem einen Schiffe befanden sich sieben Königsberger Pfarrer mit ihren Familien. Auf 
dem Kohlenschiff, auf dem wir Unterkunft fanden, war z.B. für ca. 3000 Passagiere nur ein Abort vorhanden, dabei waren wir 5 
Tage und Nächte unterwegs, bis wir nach abenteuerlicher Fahrt in Saßnitz auf Rügen ausgeladen wurden. Hier legte am gleichen 
Tage ein Salondampfer aus Danzig an, der Parteigenossen mit ihrem Anhang nach Saßnitz brachte, die in guter Kleidung mit viel 
Gepäck und schönen Kabinen die Fahrt gemacht hatten. Selbst Fahrräder und ähnliche Sachen führten sie mit sich, während in 
Pillau unzählige Frauen und Kinder wegen Überfüllung der Dampfer zurückbleiben mußten. Während der Fahrt auf See mußte 
unser Geleitzug noch einmal in die schützende Bucht bei Hela zurück, da ein Angriff russischer U-Boote auf Einheiten dieses 
Geleits stattfand” (71). 
94 Thorwald also mentions the sinking in Die ungeklärten Fälle (1950: 163), which also solicits eyewitness accounts and reader 
participation in an attempt to solve the murders of several prominent people during the war (See Der Spiegel, 24 December 1952: 
27-29). 
95 Including one about the Luftwaffe for which Herman Göring wrote the foreword: Luftmacht Deutschland: Luftwaffe, Industrie, 
Luftfahrt. Essen: Essener Verlagsanstalt, 1939. 
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published the material for Die Große Flucht. Two of his most infamous articles in the series, Die 

Katastrophe der Flüchtlingsschiffe 1945 and Der Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff, combine his 

own notes on Operation Hannibal with official reports and other eyewitness accounts. The 

articles openly accuse the Allies of unprovoked ethnic cleansing using the sinking of the 

Gustloff, the Goya, the Steuben and the Cap Arcona as examples, and accuse the victors of 

silencing their crimes after-the-fact (See: Chapter 4). Within the context of the immediate 

postwar period, the article could only be read as an attempt to relativize German guilt. Christ und 

Welt was already being monitored due to the number of former Nazi propagandists on its payroll, 

but Bongartz’s article led the Allies to officially call the weekly “an under cover Nazi 

newspaper” (Oels, 2009), forcing the author to adopt the penname Jürgen Thorwald for his 

subsequent articles and first postwar book.  

Like the work of the Königsberger Kreis, Die Große Flucht relies upon the personal 

memories and reports of expellees, military personnel and Nazi officials, most of which 

Thorwald solicited directly from Christ und Welt readers due to the fact that most documents had 

been destroyed or were still administered by the Allies (See: Oels, 2009). Unlike Die 

Dokumentation, Thorwald meshes the stories together into a cohesive narrative. The book could 

be interpreted as another example of literary journalism. Though marketed as a well-researched 

Tatsachenbuch that uses clear and simple language, the book has been so often criticized for its 

obvious fictionalizations that each subsequent edition removes additional passages in the pursuit 

of the advertised Sachlichkeit (Cf. Oels, 2009). The third-person narration dons the veil of 

objectivity while the information is restricted to the subjective impressions and memories of its 

Zeitzeugen sources. The purposefully narrow contextualization and biased perspective depicts 

the German civilians as being innocent victims of the Nazi elite on the one hand – as epitomized 
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by Gauleiter Erich Koch – and Allied attacks on the other – as evidenced by events such as the 

bombing of Dresden and the sinking of the Gustloff. Thorwald does mention that the Gustloff 

was built by KdF and later used as an accommodation ship, but, using Heinz Schön’s first article 

for Stern magazine (See: Chapter 1) and his own articles for Christ und Welt as his primary 

sources for the Gustloff passage (247-261), he limits his description to the traumatic experiences 

of refugees and wounded solders and the rescue efforts of the Kriegsmarine, omitting broader 

connections of causality.96 

Die Dokumentation der Vertreibung and Die Große Flucht set the precedent of directly 

mediating the private memories of expellees, in which the Gustloff serves as but one of several 

symbols of their victimization, whether or not they had ever even seen the ship personally. It has 

been argued that the source material used for the former – Die Ostdokumentation – actually 

contains manifold perspectives and diverse experiences which could be utilized in an empirical 

study that exposes the historical reality of flight and expulsion (Hahn and Hahn, 2010). But since 

most of the academic historians that have cited or analyzed the Dokumentation der Vertreibung 

were either exploiting it as a an example of crimes committed against Germans or were more 

interested in unmasking its inherent bias as opposed to determining what actually transpired,97 

the construction of the historical narrative of Flucht und Vertreibung, and by extension the 

Gustloff, has been relinquished to the refugee community and the political Right since the early 

postwar years. Most of the histories of Flucht und Vertreibung since Die Dokumentation der 

Vertreibung and Die Große Flucht have been written by Hobbyhistoriker with a personal 

connection to the history and/or right-wing historians who sought to exploit the theme for 

                                                
96 “Schon der 30. Januar brachte eine Katastrophe, die sich als die größte Schiffskatastrophe erwies, welche die Geschichte der 
Seefahrt bis dahin gekannt hatte. Ihr Schatten fiel auf das immer unübersehbarere Gewimmel in den Häfen und ließ vor den 
angehetzten Flüchtlingen ein neues Grauen aufsteigen” (252).  
97 Compare, for example, the work of Mathias Beer, Andreas Kossert, Manfred Kittel, and Eva and Hans Henning Hahn for a 
survey of the competing perspectives in scholarship.   
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nationalist-revanchist politics. Die Große Not (1957: 253-256) contracted by the 

Landsmannschaft Westpreußen and edited by Hans Jürgen Wilckens, Der große Treck (1958: 

140-163) by right-wing historian Günter Karweina,98 Die Flucht: Ostpreussen 1944/45 (1964: 

74) by Edgar Günther Lass, and Deutscher Exodus: Vertreibung und Eingliederung von 15 

Millionen Ostdeutschen (1973: 99) by the former president of the Lastenausgleichsbank für 

Vertriebene und Geschädigte, Gerhard Ziemer, all of which frame the sinking of the Gustloff as 

an example of German victimization, were four of the first narratives to rely upon the work of 

the BMVt and Thorwald as both models and sources. 

An analysis of the historiography of Flucht und Vertreibung at once exposes an 

intertextual web of narratives predominantly composed, collected and mediated by a vast 

community of Germans who identify themselves as or identify with German expellees. The 

entity that has for six decades united this conglomerate of mostly politically conservative 

politicians, historians and expellees is the Bund der Vertriebenen. Operating continuously with 

the support of public funding since 1957, and unofficially since drafting its Charta der deutschen 

Heimatvertriebenen in 1950, the BdV remains the largest lobby for German expellees and one of 

the largest benefactors of the cultural memory of Flucht und Vertreibung. The political clout of 

the BdV has varied greatly across governments. Progressive governments tend to reduce funding 

and conservative governments tend to increase funding, while the exact number of members is a 

matter of constant debate. In 2010, the BdV claimed over 2 million members across 16 

Landesverbände, 20 Landsmannschaften, and 4 außerordentliche Mitgliedverbände, all of which 

are comprised of a complex network of over 7,000 sub-organizations.99 Regardless of the exact 

                                                
98 Karweina served as a ghostwriter for David Irving’s newspaper series, Und Deutschlands Städte starben nicht (1963). His 
chapter on the Gustloff, based on the accounts of Paul Uschdraweit, Rudi Lange, Robert Herring, and Schön’s work, is one of the 
longest in the sample. 
99 The press release came in reaction to accusations that the organization overstates its membership for political purposes: 
http://www.bund-der-vertriebenen.de/presse/index.php3?id=971  
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financial resources and total membership, the BdV and its affiliated organizations are responsible 

for publishing numerous brochures, newsletters and yearbooks and organizing local, regional and 

national exhibitions, monuments and memorial services related to Flucht und Vertreibung, many 

of which have featured the Gustloff (See: Chapters 1, 3 and 4).  

Although the BdV remained out of the public spotlight throughout much of the 1970s and 

1980s, its annual Tag der Heimat has consistently attracted prominent functionaries of state and 

church since 1950, and, under the leadership of CDU politician Erika Steinbach, the organization 

has experienced unprecedented media attention over the last 20 years. Elected president in 1988, 

Steinbach has especially drawn publicity for voting against recognizing the Oder-Neiße border 

with Poland, for publicly speaking out against the admission of Poland and the Czech Republic 

into the EU,100 and for attempting to establish a permanent Zentrum gegen Vertreibungen in 

spatial proximity to the Holocaust-Mahnmal in Berlin. Her vision for the Zentrum, which would 

include all expulsions of the 20th century, has met resistance for seeking an official recognition 

of the German expellees as victims of ethnic cleansing, going as far as to depict the Holocaust 

and the forced displacement of Germans as part of a “Jahrhundert der Vertreibung” (See, for 

example: Fuchs, 2006; Niven, 2007; AND Salzborn, 2007). Historically speaking, Steinbach 

represents a moderate voice in the BdV, as the Bund has been repeatedly attacked for its 

affiliation with German nationalists. So many of the founding members were former Nazis that 

many critics have referred to the organization as a successor to the NSDAP (See: Kloth and 

Wiegrefe, 2006; Schwartz, 2013; AND Später, 2007). While the Federation now officially 

distances itself from xenophobic and anti-Semitic attitudes, many right-wing activists still 

become involved because they identify with the BdV’s radical positions on the history of World 

War II and relations with Eastern Europe, and Erika Steinbach labors to keep the organization 
                                                
100 Though she later voted in favor. 
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clean of radical elements.101 Although none of the texts in this chapter were authored or 

published by the BdV, many of the authors have some connection and several have been 

recognized by the BdV or individual Landsmannschaften for their work.102 Furthermore, many of 

the texts discussed in this section are cited in Steinbach’s official narrative of Flucht und 

Vertreibung when she publicly speaks at BdV functions and especially when she speaks or writes 

about the planned Zentrum gegen Vertreibungen (Cf. Hahn and Hahn, 2010). 

In spite of the continuous presence of the BdV, Steinbach and expellee historians often 

allude to a conspiracy to suppress stories of Flucht und Vertreibung in public discourse. To be 

sure, the theme was not advantageous to the Allied reeducation program immediately following 

the war, nor was it a popular talking point within the Täter discourse that emerged in the 1960s. 

Figure 2.5 comes nowhere close to encompassing all history writing on Flucht und Vertreibung, 

as it only charts known texts that discuss the sinking of the Gustloff, but it does encompass the 

standard works and corresponds to general trends as described elsewhere (e.g. Kittel, 2007; AND 

Kossert, 2008). The graph shows two brief periods in which there were no (re)publications of 

history books in the sample: 1945-1948 and 1969-1972. It, however, also indicates a steady 

textual discourse for the intermittent 20 years and a continuous discourse starting in 1980. The 

immediate lack of publication can be accounted for by the sudden collapse of the Nazi 

publishing industry in 1945 and the fact that the process of researching, writing and publishing a 

history book requires several months to several years. The decline and sudden boom across the 

1970s and 1980s, however, is likely linked to major shifts in memory discourse and politics. 
                                                
101  For instance, in 2011 the Schlesische Jugend, the official youth organization of the Landsmannschaft Schlesien, was expelled 
from the Bund due to its open connections to right-wing organizations, such as the NPD and the Jungen Landsmannschaft 
Ostdeutschland, which had previously been dismissed from the Bund (See < 
http://www.dradio.de/dlf/sendungen/interview_dlf/1430551/>). In spite of Steinbach’s efforts, however, radical perspectives are 
still prevalent at BdV meetings and in official publications, press releases and statements (See, for example, < 
http://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article9518880/Polens-Botschafter-spricht-von-Nazi-Propaganda.html>).  
102 A keyword search for a majority of the authors within the online archive of the Preußische Allgemeine Zeitung results in 
numerous hits, most of which are advertisements for their books, but many are articles written by them and or announcements of 
their participation in meetings and events of the Bund and the local Landsmannschaften.  
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The Student Movement of the 1960s, which sought to emancipate the nation from the 

Generation der Täter, and the ascent of the Social Democrat Willy Brandt restricted 

Vertriebenenpolitik in Germany. The SPD-FDP government shut down the BMVt in 1969 as part 

of Brandt’s Neue Ostpolitik, and it quickly became more difficult for expellees to impact public 

policy (See: Kittel, 2007; Lotz, 2007; AND Kossert, 2008). Revanchist attitudes were fought in 

public discourse, and the expellees’ demand of the restitution of lost property and territory was 

deemed a hindrance to the goal of peaceful coexistence with Communist Eastern Europe. The 

brief gap in history writing including the Gustloff might therefore be explained by the sudden 

absence of a central agency and a radical shift in foreign policy. That said, the process of 

expellee integration was taken over by the Ministry of Interior and there was never a lack of 

public funding for expellee cultural projects, even if their voice was greatly marginalized in 

national politics (See: Hahn and Hahn, 2010). After Brandt’s government succeeded in shutting 

down the Bundesvertriebenenministerium, a five-year debate began about how to fund the 
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research of the historischen deutschen Osten, which the Lastenausgleichsgesetz originally 

mandated (See: Kittel, 2007). Initially, the various Landsmannschaften received additional 

funding. Yet funding organizations that openly opposed his Neue Ostpolitik only undermined the 

chancellor’s intentions. In an attempt to separate state-funded research from the politics of the 

expellee lobby, a compromise was reached whereby in 1974, the non-partisan Kulturstiftung der 

deutschen Vertriebenen was founded and the Stiftung Ostdeutscher Kulturrat, which had been 

privately operating with the support of the Landsmannschaften since 1950, but had in recent 

years attempted to distance itself from that revanchist discourse, became a public fund.   

The KdV and OKR have since organized numerous lectures and seminars, published their 

own periodicals and edited volumes, and funded research projects on all aspects of Germans in 

Eastern Europe. While their area of expertise is the entire history of Germans in the region and 

the preservation of German cultural heritage (once known as Ostforschung), they have remained 

active in the study of Flucht und Vertreibung. On the one hand, the efforts of the KdV and the 

OKR are legitimized by the fact that they work closely with German universities, museums and 

public schools and now officially seek reconciliation with Eastern Europe. On the other hand, 

much of their work on Flucht und Vertreibung perpetuates the narrative of victimization begun 

by the BMVt by virtue of their sole reliance upon the private memories of the expellees.  

The KdV’s most important project on the theme was Vertreibung und 

Vertreibungsverbrechen 1945-1948 (1989), the official publication of the Bericht des 

Bundesarchivs vom 28. Mai 1974. The Bericht des Bundesarchivs had been commissioned 

during the brief CDU-SPD Große Koalition of 1966-1969 and completed in 1974, but was not 

published for almost a decade due to resistance from the Social Democrats (Kittel, 2007: 118-
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122). Helmut Kohl’s Minister of the Interior, CSU politician Friedrich Zimmermann,103 

authorized its publication shortly after taking office in 1982. The stated purpose of the original 

project was to counter the documentation of German war crimes in the Soviet Union and seek 

criminal prosecution of offenders (Kulturstiftung der deutschen Vertriebenen, 1989: 17-19). 

While the latter goal was inconceivable by the 1980s, the report does succeed in documenting 

over 600,000 victims of Russian, Soviet, Czechoslovakian and Yugoslavian violence, a figure 

that is conspicuously 75% lower than the total number of deaths propagated by the Federal 

Bureau of Statistics in 1958 (Kittel, 2007: 121). With criminal charges in mind, the 

Bundesarchiv went to great lengths to ensure the validity of its sources, yet had no apparent 

interest in contextualizing the accounts within the greater history of the period nor the 

biographies of the witnesses and victims. One-third of the book presents the history of the report, 

the methodology of the project, the origin of the source material, and statistics, while the 

remaining two-thirds is comprised of Erlebnisberichte that maintain the sourcebook form and 

biased subjectivity of the Schieder Kommission, where the treatment of the Gustloff is virtually 

identical in its brevity and function. The account of Herta Bluhm (138-141), a refugee from 

Königsberg, describes her transport on the Göttingen, which participated in the rescue of Gustloff 

castaways. In her narrative, the Gustloff serves as a reminder of the dangers she faced and her 

own suffering and is not an attempt to document the sinking, much less understand its historical 

significance.104 

                                                
103 A former Nazi. 
104 “[…] Ohne Zwischenfall erreichten wir die Höhe von Gotenhafen. Hier wurde nach einigen Wartestunden unser Geleit durch 
U-Boote verstärkt. Dann merkten wir aber, daß wir durch vermintes Gewässer fuhren. Alle Augenblicke hörten wir 
Minenexplosionen. So ging es etwa bis zur Höhe von Leba an der pommerschen Küste. Plötzlich fuhr unser Schiff Zick-
Zackkurs. Vor jeder Tür standen Posten mit Maschinenpistolen. Wir durften nicht mehr an Deck. Was war geschehen? Feindliche 
U-Boote hatten die “Gustloff”, die vor uns lief, torpediert und uns dann zum Ziel genommen. Bei uns passierte nichts, aber die 
“Gustloff” sank infolge einiger Volltreffer in ganz kurzer Zeit. Unser Schiff sowie die Begleitboote setzten sofort mit 
Rettungsaktionen ein. Nach mehrstündigen Bemühungen waren einige Hundert Schiffbrüchige geborgen. Wir nahmen 26 Frauen 
und einen Matrosen an Bord. Die Frauen erholten sich bald, bei dem Matrosen waren unsere Bemühungen erfolglos. Von einem 
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The cultural and political opposition to Vertriebenenpolitik from 1969 to 1982 had three 

negative consequences on the historiography of Flucht und Vertreibung. Within conservative and 

expellee discourses it served to legitimize the notion that the event as a whole constituted a war 

crime; it gave rise to a counter movement that sought to expose a perceived conspiracy to silence 

the mass flight and expulsion of Germans; and it solidified the role of the expellee community 

and the political Right as the de facto historians of the theme in Germany. Conservative 

journalist Wilfried Ahrens led the charge by publishing an unauthorized synopsis of the Bericht 

des Bundesarchivs in 1975 under the subtitle Endlich die Wahrheit, die Bonn verschweigt, in 

which the sinking of the Gustloff is briefly mentioned as one of the many crimes perpetrated 

against Germans.105  

But the champion of the expellee victim narrative in the 1970s was an American import. 

The Cuban-born American, Alfred Maurice de Zayas, is an internationally respected expert and 

human rights activist. He has served as a lawyer for the UN Commission of Human Rights and 

has published and lectured extensively on issues ranging from the Holocaust to the detention 

centers at Guantanamo Bay. While de Zayas’s interpretations of international law align with the 

official positions of the United Nations, his stance on the German expellees has been the subject 

of controversy.106 De Zayas began researching Flucht und Vertreibung as a young scholar of law 

on a Fulbright fellowship in Tübingen in 1974.107 His article published in the Harvard 

International Law Journal in 1975 was the first publication in the United States to question the 

legality of the mass relocation of Germans. Two years later, he submitted a doctoral thesis in 

                                                
unserer Begleitboote übernahmen wir dann noch sechs Mann vom Personal der “Gustloff”. Ohne weitere Zwischenfälle 
erreichten wir dann Swinemünde. […]” (141). 
105 “Unter den Opfern auch jene 16000 an Bord der mit Flüchtlingen vollgestopften deutschen Schiffe “Wilhelm Gustloff”, 
“Steuben” und “Goya”, die im Januar, Februar und April 1945 von sowjetischen U-Booten in der Ostsee versenkt wurden” (14).  
106 For example his inclusion on this watch list: 
http://www.unwatch.org/c.bdKKISNqEmG/b.1288071/siteapps/advocacy/ActionItem.aspx?aid=518882.  
107 Manfred Kittel (2006) describes de Zayas’s early work, and further biographical information is available on de Zayas’s 
website: http://alfreddezayas.com/index.shtml.  
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Göttingen in which he argued that the forced migrations were criminal acts planned and 

perpetrated by the Allies. The dissertation, which was published in English under the title 

Nemesis at Potsdam and in German under the subtitle Die Anglo-Amerikaner und die 

Vertreibung der Deutschen, received mixed reviews within the academic community. American 

scholars appreciated the detailed historical background, as they indeed had relatively little prior 

knowledge on the subject, and most agreed with the accusations against the Soviets, though some 

took issue with the condemnation of the Allies in general (Compare for example: Anthon, 1978; 

Dumin, 1979; AND Ferencz, 1978). In Germany, conservative historians, such as Andreas 

Hillgruber (1979) and the expellee historian Gotthold Rhode (FAZ, 21 Feb. 1978), praised the 

book for its objectivity and breaking of a taboo, stressing the fact that the conservative position 

had now been justified by an “unbiased” American scholar, while leftist historians, such as 

Lothar Kettenacker (1978), took issue with the fact that de Zayas had adopted the historical 

narrative of his expellee sources without adequately considering the causes of the war and the 

violent acts committed by Germans. 

Nemesis at Potsdam relies upon previously published works and archival material, 

especially the Ostdokumentation, to document the long history of population transfers in Eastern 

Europe, the agreements between Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin at Yalta and Potsdam, the 

hardship of the expellees, and the lasting impact on Germany and the expellee community. In the 

fourth chapter on Die Flucht, the author describes the chaotic flight of German civilians in the 

wake of the massacre at Nemmersdorf: out of fear of the brutal Soviet army, according to de 

Zayas, hundreds of thousands of innocent German civilians fled their ancestral homelands with 

the intent to return when the war was over, only to find themselves still refugees thirty years 

later. In the subsection Rettung über See, de Zayas briefly describes the heroic efforts of the 
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German navy to evacuate the fleeing refugees, highlighting the sinkings of the Gustloff, the 

Steuben and the Goya as evidence of the crimes committed by the Allies.108 The author 

completely omits the role of the Gustloff and its passengers in the National Socialist movement 

and the war, and not only ignores the Soviet perspective, but stresses the fact that the Russians 

made no effort whatsoever to rescue survivors (94).  

Nemesis at Potsdam must be read against the background of a young American scholar 

researching a topic that for all intents and purposes was taboo within the dominant political 

discourse of the era. De Zayas came in direct contact with government policies that sought to 

suppress the symbols and rhetoric of Vertriebenenpolitik when he was denied access to the 

documents at the Lastenausgleichsarchiv during research for his dissertation (Kittel: 119-120). 

As a result, he received all inspiration and support from the marginalized expellee community, 

and clearly the young human rights activist felt he was giving the expellees a voice in politics 

and the construction of national history, which he has been more than successful in 

accomplishing. Unlike most German expellee historians, de Zayas contextualizes the flight and 

expulsion of ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe as a reaction to the crimes committed by the 

Nazis, but he maintains the expellee perspective that the civilian targets of Soviet revenge were 

predominantly innocent victims. Though not the only international perspective on the theme – 

nor the only foreigner to include the Gustloff in the sample109 – he is by far the most frequently 

cited scholar of Flucht und Vertreibung. By maintaining his central position throughout his 

                                                
108 “Die am besten dokumentierte Tragödie ist der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff am 30. Januar 1945, die von dem 
sowjetischen U-Boot S 13 unter dem Kapitän A. I. Marinesko versenkt wurde. Als erstes und größtes Schiff in einem Geleitzug 
fuhr die Wilhelm Gustloff  mit ca. 6000 Flüchtlingen von Pillau an der pommerschen Küste entlang nach Mecklenburg. Nach 
mehrstündiger Fahrt wurde sie von drei aufeinander folgenden Explosionen erschüttert und zeigte bald darauf Schlagseite nach 
Backbord. Sie schoß Notsignale ab. Die Ostsee war unruhig, das Deck mit Eis überzogen, die Rettungsboote festgefroren, die 
Wassertemperatur betrug 2 Grad. Nur die Anwesenheit anderer Schiffe im Geleitzug und das langsame Sinken der Wilhelm 
Gustloff verhinderten eine noch schlimmere Katastrophe. Nach deutschen Quellen wurden nur 838 Menschen gerettet“ (94).  
109 The French philosopher Arthur Conte includes the Gustloff in  Die Teilung der Welt: Jalta, 1945 (1965: 53) and the Italian 
historian Marco Picone Chiodo discusses the sinking in Sterben und Vertreibung der Deutschen im Osten, 1944-1949: Die 
Vorgänge aus der Sicht des Auslands (1990: 153-158). 



 74 

career, de Zayas has brought a degree of credibility to the expellee discourse. He has become an 

unofficial spokesman for the Bund der Vertriebenen and an adamant supporter of their Zentrum 

gegen Vertreibungen. Most importantly, Nemesis at Potsdam, which has been republished at 

least eight times in German, was largely responsible for making the history of Flucht und 

Vertreibung mainstream again.  

The attention Alfred de Zayas received in the German press not only bolstered his career 

as the foremost international expert on the theme, but it snowballed into the second multimedia 

memory event in which the sinking of the Gustloff received note – the first being the cinematic 

production Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen in 1960 (See: Chapter 3) – and the most important decade 

in the historiography of Flucht und Vertreibung. In 1980 alone, there were four republications of 

texts on the flight and expulsion of Germans in which the Gustloff is depicted – the works by 

Thorwald, Lass, Ahrens and de Zayas – and three new popular history books. The most 

important new work was Grube and Richter’s semi-scholarly anthology Flucht und Vertreibung 

(1980), for which de Zayas wrote two chapters and the war veteran and naval historian Fritz 

Brustat-Naval wrote a chapter on Flucht über die Ostsee. Although Brustat-Naval adopts the bias 

of his book Unternehmen Rettung that Operation Hannibal was the greatest rescue mission in 

history (See: Section 2.5), his brief account of the sinking argues in this new forum that it was 

not a war crime110 and the anthology as a whole attempts to contextualize the depicted events. In 

their introduction, Grube and Richter stress the fact that the forced migrations and even the 

violence committed against Germans had historical origins in Nazi aggression and crimes, and 

                                                
110 “Um 21.40 Uhr, etwa auf der Höhe von Stolpmünde, wurde die WILHELM GUSTLOFF von drei Torpedos getroffen und 
sank innerhalb von einer knappen Stunde. Nur 838 Überlebende wurden aufgefischt, die Zahl der Ertrunkenen schwankt. Trotz 
der vielen Opfer wurde die Versenkung der WILHELM GUSTLOFF während des Krieges, der andere Verlustziffern kannte, in 
der Welt kaum beachtet. Nach dem Seekriegsrecht wurde das Schiff als legitimes Ziel angesehen. Es hatte Hunderte von Soldaten 
an Bord, war mit Flakgeschützen bestückt und trotz der Verwundeten offiziell kein Lazarettschiff” (109). 
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the Germanist and literary author Lew Kopelew brings a rare Russian perspective in his chapter 

on the execution of mentally ill prisoners at Allenstein.  

The two other new books in 1980 that depict the Gustloff tragedy diverge from the mostly 

balanced approach of Richter and Grube. The journalist Günter Böddeker’s Die Flüchtlinge 

(1980) had a mainstream reception and has in fact been reprinted more times than Grube and 

Richter’s volume, perhaps due to its more popular style. Böddeker acknowledges the crimes 

perpetrated by Nazis and employs the objective language of his profession, but on the other hand 

mimics Jürgen Thorwald by merely mediating the subjective experiences of the expellees within 

a coherent narrative. This is best exemplified by the Gustloff passage, in which the author shifts 

from the official report of the crew of the Soviet submarine S-13 that details how the ship was 

sunk, to a matter-of-fact synopsis of the course of events, to a story told by Gustloff 

crewmembers that conveys the immense suffering of Germans. A Soviet bias is exposed in that 

the passengers are collectivized as Hitleristen, whereas the German experience is portrayed by 

the second-hand story of a woman who lost both her children before dying herself.111  

More extreme is Eisen ist nicht nur hart, a collection of expellee writing printed by the 

Stiftung Ostdeutscher Kulturrat in 1980. In his essay “Zwangsaussiedlung als Mittel der 

Machtpolitik,” the Ostforscher and expellee Gotthold Rhode polemically argues that the 

                                                
111 “Um 21.20 Uhr an diesem 30. Januar geriet das Schiff vor die Rohre des sowjetischen U-Bootes S 13, das unter dem 
Kommando des Kapitänleutnants Alexander Marinesko stand. Drei der Torpedos, die das russische Boot abfeuerte, trafen das 
Schiff. In einer sowjetischen Darstellung des Angriffs auf die ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’ heißt es: ‚Die Luft erzitterte von der gewaltigen 
dreifachen Explosion. Einer der Torpedos traf auf der Höhe des vorderen Mastes des faschistischen Transporters, der andere 
mittschiffs, der dritte unter den achtern Mast. Es war das Motorschiff Wilhelm Gustloff mit 6100 Hitleristen an Bord, die aus 
dem Übungszentrum der hitleristischen Flotte von Gotenhafen evakuiert wurden.’ Die ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’ sank nach 70 Minuten, 
etwa 5000 Menschen gingen zugrunde, 904 wurden gerettet. Die Lufttemperatur lag unterhalb des Gefrierpunktes, das Wasser 
war eisig kalt. Viele der Menschen, die sich lebend von dem sinkenden Schiff gerettet hatten, starben innerhalb kurzer Zeit an 
Unterkühlung. Und mancher starb am schieren Entsetzen. Zwei Matrosen der ‚Gustloff’ berichteten von einer Frau, die sie lebend 
aus dem Wasser in ein Rettungsboot gezogen hatten. Als sie zu sich kam, blickte sie suchend umher und erzählte dann weinend, 
schluchzend und schließlich schreiend, was ihr zugestoßen war. Als die Torpedos das Schiff trafen und erschütterten, war das 
älteste Kind der Frau von einem schweren Koffer zermalmt worden. Auf der Flucht aus dem Innern des Schiffes nach oben hatte 
die Frau ihr zweites Kind verloren. Es war von den in wilder Panik dahinstürmenden Menschen zu Tode getreten worden. Ihr 
drittes Kind hatte sie auf dem Arm, als sie das Deck der sinkenden ‚Gustloff’ erreichte. Starker Wind trieb große Wellen über das 
Schiff hinweg. Eine dieser Wellen riß der Mutter ihr drittes Kind aus dem Arm davon in die Ostsee. So erzählte die Mutter die 
Geschichte vom Tod ihrer Kinder und starb dann, noch im Boot” (63-64). 
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Germans were innocent victims of a Gewaltpolitik fueled by vengeance and racism, while 

silencing the racism and crimes that spawned those anti-German sentiments. The piece resembles 

an expellee Heimatbuch in that the author meshes his personal memories of his lost homeland 

and anti-Communist attitudes within a narrative about the hardship and loss of the expellee 

community at the hands of the Allies, whereby the Gustloff is once again invoked as a symbol of 

German victimization.112 

The mainstream interest in the story of the expellees during the early 1980s culminated in 

the three-part TV documentary Flucht und Vertreibung, which premiered on ARD in January 

1981 and which marks the second multimedia memory event in which the Gustloff was 

mentioned, albeit not centrally. Produced by Chronos Film and directed by Eva Berthold for 

Bayerischer Rundfunk, the film featured a companion book edited by Rudolf Mühlfenzl and 

Fritz Peter Habel (1981),113 was widely acclaimed in the print media, and won the coveted 

goldene Kamera in 1982. It featured Alfred de Zayas as an expert advisor and on screen 

commentator, who later wrote his own companion book, Zeugnisse der Vertreibung (1983), 

which likewise describes the sinking of the Gustloff.114 Although the film was considered a 

success and brought Flucht und Vertreibung back into the collective consciousness of the nation, 

it received stark criticism from Leftist historians for sentimentalizing the suffering of Germans 

                                                
112 “In Ost- und Westpreußen erreichten viele die rettenden Häfen und drängten sich in Massen auf den Schiffen zusammen, die 
die Kriegsmarine einsetzte. Natürlich bedeutete der mühsam erkämpfte Platz auf einem Transportschiff noch keineswegs die 
sichere Ankunft in Lübeck, Kiel oder einem dänischen Hafen. Minen und Unterseeboote brachten manchen mit Flüchtlingen 
überfüllten Schiffen den Untergang, so der ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’, die Anfang April [sic] mit etwa 5000 Menschen an Bord vor 
Stolpmünde versenkt wurde. Nur knapp tausend Personen konnten gerettet werden” (56). 
113 Like Die Dokumentation, the book consists of a collection of Augenzeugenberichte, three of which make reference to the 
Gustloff (100, 101, 228). 
114 De Zayas copies and pastes the main paragraph used to describe the sinking in Nemesis vom Potsdam (See: Footnote 73 
above) on page 89, but then adds the official report of the Handelsmarinekapitän Harry Weller, who was reassigned to the 
Gustloff as a Wachkapitän on January 27, 1945, to offer more details. Weller’s report (89-97) is written in the third person and 
uses a very objective language, but of course only describes the events from January 27 to January 30, 1945, thus offering no 
further historical contextualization. Weller does, however, hint at the confusion and tension caused by having both 
Handelsmarine and Kriegsmarine officers in charge of the ship. This tension, which is also documented by Heinz Schön, is a 
central plot element in Josef Vilsmaier’s Die Gustloff (2008, see: Chapter 3), for which Weller’s account served as an inspiration 
for the main character.  
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and downplaying the connections to National Socialism. Some critics even viewed the film as an 

attempt to counter to the American docudrama Holocaust, which aired in Germany in 1979 (See: 

Helbig, 1996: 75-79).  

While the disembodied voice of moderator Jorst von Moor asks and answers a series of 

seemingly objective questions over extensive stock footage and still shots from the Chronos film 

archive,115 the film primarily consists of unqualified eyewitness testimony. Von Moor does 

explicitly state that the violence against German civilians was a direct result of German 

aggression toward Eastern Europe and the USSR, but no effort is made to document German 

crimes, no direct link is made between the experiences of the on-screen witnesses and their roles 

in National Socialist society, nor are non-German accounts surveyed. The two companion books 

merely present similar expellee accounts in text form. By allowing the expellees to tell their own 

story, for the first time on television, the narrative that emerges is one in which the protagonists 

disassociate themselves from the Nazis and disavow knowledge of the Holocaust and the 

expulsion of non-Germans. The viewer/reader is invited to empathize with the expellees as 

innocent victims who lost everything. Although the Gustloff is only briefly mentioned on screen 

by a witness who escaped over the Baltic Sea, in the first part titled Inferno im Osten, the 

reference is one of the most effective attempts to engrave the ship as a symbol of the mass 

suffering of the expellee community in German collective memory.116 

With the dissolution of the Sozialliberale Koalition and the formation of the CDU/CSU-

FDP government in the Autumn of 1982, Helmut Kohl became Bundeskanzler and so began yet 

another swing in German politics: the geistig-moralische Wende. Although reconciliation with 

                                                
115 The largest private film archive in Germany. 
116 The recent DVD produced by Chronos Media has added a recorded interview with Gustloff survivor Waltraud Grüter, clips of 
which have been featured on several TV documentaries, such as those of Knopp and Remy, likely due to her grandmother-like 
appearance and charisma. 
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Eastern Europe and German reunification remained an element of Kohl’s foreign policy, and 

though there was realistically speaking still no chance of reparation or restitution for the 

expellees, there was a drastic shift in policy toward the past which encouraged a renewed interest 

in victim narratives, as best evidenced by the immediate publication of the Bericht des 

Bundesarchivs (see above). The Opfer discourse was once again replacing the Täter discourse. 

But just as the Right had done in the 1970s, the Left vehemently defended its position. A call for 

the normalization of German history and identity within the Kohl government led to a series of 

controversies and public debates on parliament floors, in the press and on television. Events such 

as Kohl’s proclamation of the Gnade der späten Geburt, which exonerated second and third 

generations of Kollektivschuld, and the establishment of national museums and memorials that 

reflected a positive German past117 were criticized as an attempt to erase National Socialism 

from German collective memory. The antagonisms culminated in the Historikerstreit, which in 

turn provided the intellectual underpinnings and vocabulary for the two decades of debating that 

culminated in the Deutsche als Opfer debate of the beginning of the 21st century (See especially: 

Fischer and Lorenz, 2007). Yet while the Left denounced and deconstructed victim narratives in 

the metamemory discourse of op-eds and history journals, the expellees and the Right retained 

sole responsibility for constructing the cultural memory of Flucht und Vertreibung. Examples 

which include the Gustloff are the works of controversial expellee historian Heinz Nawratil 

(1982: 36, 124), Pommerian Heimatdichter Klaus Granzow (1984: 47-48), Alfred de Zayas 

(1986: 96-100), expellee and ZDF journalist Ekkehard Kuhn (1987: 73-75), Catholic theologian 

from Breslau Franz Scholz (1995: 108), nationalist Rolf-Josef Eibicht (1995: 411), and the editor 

and publisher of Zeitgut Verlag – which works exclusively with Zeitzeugen-Erinnerungen – 

                                                
117 Especially the Deutsches Historische Museum in Berlin, the Haus der Geschichte in Bonn, and, later, the Neue Wache in 
Berlin, though there were several others at the regional level. 
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Jürgen Kleindiesnt (2001: 71-76), all of whom continued the trend of founding their narratives 

upon the private memories of the expellee community and using the sinking of the Gustloff as a 

signpost in a master narrative of German victimization. 

But the normalization of German history has been best accomplished by Guido Knopp’s 

Histotainment project at ZDF, which bundles prime-time television, internet and the history book 

to educate the masses about their collective past. Knopp’s 2001 series Die Große Flucht marked 

his turn from Hitler as the original perpetrator of World War II and the Holocaust as Hitler’s 

greatest crime to German victim narratives.118 It also marked the third time the Gustloff was 

featured in a multimedia memory event, and this time the Gustloff received an entire hour of 

airtime and an entire chapter of text in the accompanying factbook (2001: 86-143), in addition to 

coverage on television and in the print media. Though his production and editorial team is 

careful to adhere to accepted historical fact, and though they typically draw broad connections to 

National Socialism, Knopp’s style disconnects the private memory of the war generation from 

history. This is accomplished in the film by cutting from a simplistic narrative voiced over short 

montages of stock footage sourced from Nazi propaganda, to edited clips from interviews with 

aged survivors and witnesses, who tell their stories of suffering in front of dark backdrops and 

set to somber scores (Cf. Chapter 3). In the book form, a similar effect is simulated by 

complementing the history of the Gustloff with a series of brief pull quotes taken from several 

survivors and witnesses.119 Neither in the film nor in the book is any effort made to illuminate 

the failures and biases of private memory or the survivors’ potential complicity in National 

Socialism. Most striking is that the structure and style of the film is identical to Knopp’s series 

                                                
118 Two such projects that also reference the sinking of the Gustloff are: Damals 1945: Das Jahr Null (1994: 19-20) and Das 
Ende 1945: Der Verdammte Krieg (1995: 142). 
119 For example: “Überall waren offene Koffer, Taschen flogen herum, Kinder waren da, Kinder wurden platt getreten. Ich sah 
ein Baby in einem Korbwagen, es blutete und regte sich nicht mehr. Die Leute sind einfach darübergestiegen. Wer da hinfiel, der 
kam nicht mehr auf die Füße, der war verloren” (118).  
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on the Holocaust that came out one year earlier. Knopp’s technique has been criticized in 

Germany for popularizing and trivializing the Third Reich, dehistoricizing the imagery of Nazi 

propaganda and the biased perspectives of Zeitzeugen, and partitioning the war generation into a 

few Nazi villains and millions of innocent victims (See: Fischer and Lorenz, 2007: 341-344). 

Especially since Günter Grass’s Im Krebsgang, however, a less problematic 

historiography of Flucht und Vertreibung has been emerging. The myth of German victims in 

which the Gustloff is an important symbol as still propagated by de Zayas (2006: 107-118), by 

the expellee community (Holz, 2003: 85) and by popular conservative historians such as 

Christian Zentner (2005: 142, 145)120 and Ralf Georg Reuth (2007: 56-62), is now challenged by 

leftist and international perspectives. Examples include Micha Brumlik’s Wer Sturm sät: Die 

Vertreibung der Deutschen (2005: 137-66), which links Flucht und Vertreibung to German 

perpetration of the Holocaust and discusses Grass’s Im Krebsgang, as well as Bernadetta 

Nitschke’s Vertreibung und Aussiedlung der deutschen Bevölkerung aus Polen 1945-1949 

(2004: 70), which provides a Polish perspective. Flucht und Vertreibung has by no means been 

depoliticized, but it is becoming an openly discussable topic in both popular and scholarly 

memory discourses. This was best illustrated by the exhibit Flucht, Vertreibung, Integration at 

the Haus der Geschichte from December 2005 to April 2006, which managed to tell expellee 

stories without being tainted by their historical-political bias. This was accomplished by 

thematizing the problematic aspects of Vertriebenenpolitik and highlighting the successful 

integration of the expellees (Cf. Niven, 2007). The Gustloff-Raum boasted a replica model of the 

ship and played scenes from the film Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen to simulate the sinking, but also 

described how a Mythos-Gustloff had been constructed in the media. The Begleitbuch includes a 

photograph of the model and a brief description of the tragedy and its role in the exhibit (Schäfer, 
                                                
120 Who was chief editor of the controversial magazine Das III Reich (See: Chapter 4). 
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2005: 9-10), but compiles diverse scholarly perspectives that contextualize such events within 

history and memory debates.121 On the other hand, the Bund der Vetriebenen’s parallel travelling 

exhibit in 2006, Erzwungene Wege, which has been interpreted as an example of what the 

proposed Zentrum gegen Vertreibungen would look like (e.g. Niven, 2007) – and which 

displayed the Gustloff-Glocke recovered by Polish divers in the 1980s as an uncritical monument 

to the victims – demonstrated that the expellee lobby still seeks official recognition of its victim 

status. For its part, ZDF continues to offer programming that reinforces the expellee creation 

myth, such as the docudramas Die Flucht (2007) and Die Gustloff (2008) (See: Chapter 3), both 

of which were accompanied by “history books” and documentary novels.  

 

2.5 Flucht über die Ostsee/Operation Hannibal  

Thanks to the extensive documentation that began during the early years of the Federal 

Republic, most Germans have some historical knowledge of Flucht und Vertreibung, and due to 

its recent representation in literature and television, the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff has 

become central to German collective memory over the last decade. But few Germans have 

detailed knowledge of the rescue operation that successfully transported up to 3 million German 

refugees over the Baltic Sea (Cf. Niven, 2011d). This is first and foremost because the expellee 

community, which directly and indirectly dominated the historiography of Flucht und 

Vertreibung through 2002, has overemphasized its own suffering for sociocultural, psychological 

and political reasons. The expellee discourse focused so much on the construction of a victim 

myth that retired members of the Kriegsmarine who participated in the rescue operation felt 

slighted and felt it necessary to publish their own accounts in response to the widely 

                                                
121 The Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin, which hosted the exhibit from May to August 2006 before it proceeded to the 
Zeitgeschichtliches Forum in Leipzig, still hosts a series of web pages that offer a glimpse of the setup and items, including the 
model of the Gustloff: http://www.dhm.de/ausstellungen/flucht-vertreibung/index.html. 
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disseminated works of the Schieder Kommission and Jürgen Thorwald. As a result, a competing 

discourse to Flucht und Vertreibung emerged within the veteran community in which the sinking 

of the Gustloff, though still considered a crime committed against Germans and the greatest 

maritime disaster in history, was understood as but a minor setback in the greatest rescue mission 

in history.   

The first book to emphasize the success of Operation Hannibal (a.k.a. Unternehmen 

Hannibal) over its tragedies was Flucht übers Meer (1959)122 by Hans Dieter Berenbrok, who 

published under the pseudonym Cajus Bekker. Berenbrok was a radio officer in the 

Kriegsmarine during the war and later worked as an editor in the naval history division of 

Gerhard Stalling Verlag, where he published most of his books (See: Rohwer, 1975). In many 

ways, Flucht übers Meer continues the narrative of Flucht und Vertreibung written throughout 

the 1950s, as it relies upon the stock accounts of German expellees and thematizes their mass 

suffering. The main difference is that Berenbrok shifts focus to military history and material is 

collected almost exclusively from military archives and fellow veterans. Though the author states 

repeatedly that he has no political agenda – which is conspicuous in and of itself –, the text can 

only be read as a contribution to the Cold War myth of a saubere Wehrmacht. Berenbrok’s first 

book, Kampf und Untergang der Kriegsmarine (1953), which also glorified the German navy, 

was one of several books given away to youth programs by the Adenauer government in an 

effort to gain support for rearmament and boost voluntary enlistment (Militärgeschichtliches 

Forschungsamt, 2007: 184). Flucht übers Meer sought to use the größte Rettungsaktion der 

Geschichte (262) to further improve the Wehrmacht’s tainted image. To this end, the German 

soldier is not depicted as blindly following Hitler’s Durchhalteparole, but as consciously 

                                                
122 The book first appeared under the title Ostsee: Deutches Schicksal 1945, which was retained as the subtitle of all 
republications. 
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choosing to defend innocent women and children in the face of imminent defeat.123 The Soviets, 

on the other hand, are caricatured as a technologically inferior, militarily incompetent, cowardly 

and generally dishonorable enemy, all of which is a result of their Bolshevist ideology. In 

contrast to the German soldier, who acts out of an individual sense of moral responsibility,124 the 

Russians belong to a roter Flut that lacks free will.125 The only reason the Germans lost the war, 

according to Berenbrok, is because they were betrayed by die Partei and were greatly 

outnumbered and undersupplied. The passage pertaining to the Gustloff (165-77) primarily 

serves to clear the name of Korvettenkapitän Leonhardt and the 9. Sicherungsdivision, which, 

according to Berenbrok, did not have the resources to adequately protect the Gustloff. There is 

little description of the sinking itself, which is restricted to a couple paragraphs on two pages 

(176-77), because the primary focus is on the rescue operation and exonerating the Kriegsmarine 

of accusations of negligence.126 

                                                
123 “Welchen stärkeren Antrieb hätte es jemals für einen Soldaten gegeben, bis zum äußersten Widerstand zu leisten, als gerade 
die Gewißheit, nun den eigenen Heimatboden, die eigenen Frauen und Kinder zu schützen?” (9) “Theoretische Überlegungen 
konnten dem Soldaten vorn in der Front nicht die Kraft geben, auch jetzt noch standzuhalten. Im Gegenteil: Jeder Tag, jede 
Stunde, in der dieser Krieg eher zu Ende ging, mußte ein Segen für alle sein. Und doch nicht für alle. Nicht für die 
Hunderttausende Frauen und Kinder und andere Flüchtlinge, die sich nun im Brückenkopf um Danzig und Gotenhafen 
zusammendrängten. Die nur eine Hoffnung hatten: herauszukommen, bevor alles zu Ende ging. Das wußten die Landser. Sie 
erlebten es jeden Tag. Das allein gab ihnen die Kraft. Nicht strategische Erwägungen. Schon gar nicht Hitlers Befehl. Sondern 
der einzig vertretbare Sinn des Soldaten: die an Leib und Leben bedrohten eigenen Landsleute zu schützen” (200). 
124 It would seem that Berenbrok did not consider that the supposed German notion of duty was the main defense against 
complicity in the Holocaust and other war crimes.  
125 “So schnell reagieren die Russen nicht […]. Sie tun nichts, was nicht von ganz oben befohlen wird, und das dauert seine Zeit” 
(49). The text is full of countless derogatory terms and stereotypes that also appear within the expellee discourse: “wütende 
russische Angriffen”(9), “Vordringens der roten Eroberer” (23); “der Iwan” (34); “der Russe” (157), etc. 
126 For example: “Nun, da die Katastrophe eingetreten ist, da jede Viertelstunde, die die Retter früher eintreffen, für Hunderte 
Leben oder Tod bedeuten kann – da geschieht ein zweiter verhängnisvoller Irrtum. Die Gustloff sendet SOS. Aber sie sendet es 
auf einer Welle, die von den Fahrzeugen der 9. Sicherungs-Division gar nicht mitgehört wird. Die Boote, die am ehesten helfen 
könnten, erfahren zuerst gar nichts von der Katastrophe” (176). Or: “Niemand kann also mit Sicherheit sagen, ob die Katastrophe 
der Gustloff hätte vermieden werden können. Fest steht nur, daß die zurückgebliebene Hansa und die aus Danzig ausgelaufene 
Deutschland, daß auch die Cap Arkona wenig später die Überfahrt nach Westen wagen. Zusammen mit über 30 000 an Bord! 
Aber umgeben von kampferfahrenen Minensuchbooten. Fest steht, daß diese Schiffe nicht nur dieses Mal glücklich im Westen 
angekommen sind, sondern auf mehreren weiteren Fahrten jedesmal Zehtausende aus dem bedrohten Osten des Reiches in 
Sicherheit gebracht haben” (177).  
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For some of the veterans of Operation Hannibal, even Flucht übers Meer failed to fully 

capture the Navy’s heroism.127 Partly in reaction to this perceived gap in the master narrative of 

World War II, and partly in reaction to the negative press Germany was receiving in the wake of 

the Eichmann trial (See: Niven, 2011d), the Forschungsstelle Ostsee was founded at the 

Ostakadamie128 at the Universität Lüneburg in 1965. Konteradmiral Konrad Engelhardt, who 

was the Seetransportchef in charge of Operation Hannibal, was now charged with composing an 

official report of the mission for the Bundesministerium für Gesamtdeutsche Fragen. Federal 

backing, however, was short-lived. The BMG cut funding in 1966 after an SPD politician 

became minister,129 and in 1969 the ministry, which had since 1949 pursued a policy of German 

reunification that would include Ostgebiete, was restructured into the Bundesministerium für 

innerdeutsche Beziehungen and aligned to Brandt’s Neue Ostpolitik (Lotz, 2007). Engelhardt 

nonetheless continued to head the Forschungsstelle until 1972. He never succeeded in producing 

his report, more due to internal conflict than the shift in national memory politics. There was 

resentment between honorary member Heinz Schön, who was mostly interested in continuing his 

research into the Gustloff, and Korvettenkapitän Wilhelm Zahn, whom, as the ranking military 

officer aboard the Gustloff when it sank, Schön and many survivors held responsible for the 

tragedy (Niven, 2011d). In addition, Engelhardt failed to convince veterans working on similar 

projects to collaborate with the institute (Niven, 2011d). In spite of its failure, the 

Forschungsstelle Ostsee was successful in facilitating a dialog within the Kriegsmarine 

community, which resulted in further publications. 

                                                
127 This might be because Berenbrok forgot to omit that Großadmiral Dönitz’s primary objective was the evacuation of military 
resources, especially the submarines and submarine crews stationed in the Bay of Gdansk. 
128 Later called the Akademie für Ost-Westkooperation and the Institut für Ost-West-Fragen, as governing policies changed. 
129 Herbert Wehner 
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Franz Brustat-Naval’s Unternehmen Rettung (1970) and Ernst Fredmann’s Sie kamen 

übers Meer (1971), though not direct products of the Forschungsstelle, reflect the opinions and 

interests of the retired Navy officers. As a Kapitänleutnant under direct command of Engelhardt, 

Brustat-Naval had first-hand knowledge of the planning and execution of Operation Hannibal. 

He also had personal connections within the community of retired navy personnel that gave him 

access to documents and testimony. As is the case with Berenbrok, Brustat-Naval denies any 

political motivation,130 yet is very selective in terms of the facts he shares, makes no effort to 

distance the book from apologetic and revanchist attitudes, and makes numerous personal 

observations that expose his bias.131 The German sailor is again depicted as a hero, the same 

negative stereotypes are employed for the Russians, the Nazi Party bears all responsibility, and 

the German civilian population is collectivized as innocent victims. The fundamental difference 

in content is that Brustat-Naval adopts Dönitz’s postwar claim that rescuing the refugees was 

always the primary objective.132 The story of the Gustloff is told via a sort of Krebsgang between 

the official report of the crew of S-13 and the official account of Korvettenkapitän Zahn. The 

narrative structure is seemingly objective in that it juxtaposes a German and a Russian 

perspective. But several facts are not included, such as the military personnel on board, the 

armaments, and the symbolic role of the ship in National Socialist ideology. Most revealing is 

that the author uses the sinking of the Cap Arcona by British bombers, which was transporting 

several Jewish concentration camp prisoners, to relativize German guilt for the Holocaust. He 

                                                
130 “Dies ist weder ein politisches Buch, noch eine Verteidigungsschrift. Es ist ein Bericht, der sich an Tatsachen hält und 
Gedanken und Überlegungen auf jedes Mindestmaß beschränkt, daß zum besseren Verhältnis der Vorgänge noch eben 
unerläßlich ist” (237). 
131 The best example: “Einer der in Hela von der ‘Moltkefels’ Abgeborgenen, Studienrat Ehrhardt, berichtet nach der 
Kapitulation aus Flensburg, ‘daß die Besatzer befahlen, jeder solle sich den Film über das KZ-Bergen-Belsen ansehen, 
andernfalls drohe der Entzug der Lebensmittelkarte. Am Schluß der Vorstellung fragte ein Offizier, ob sie schon Ähnliches 
gesehen hätten. Einer stand auf: O ja, in Hamburg, bei der grausamen Vernichtung der Stadt durch die Engländer! Der Film 
wurde sofort abgesetzt.’ Es ist nutzlos, will man alle diese Dinge gegeneinander aufrechnen, kommt nicht viel dabei aus” (259). 
132 For Dönitz’s postwar perspective, in which he claims that the goal of Operation Hannibal was always to rescue the German 
civilian population, rather than a strategic retreat of the Kriegsmarine, see his memoirs (Dönitz and Rohwer, 1980) and approved 
biography (Kurowski, 1983). 
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places initial blame on the SS-Leute who had forced the captain to embark the prisoners against 

his will,133 but ultimately blames the allies for indiscriminately targeting the ship during their 

Vernichtungsaktion against innocent Germans (254).  

Ernst Fredmann’s book is simultaneously a textual memorial for Flucht und Vertreibung 

and an ode to the German military. It is the complete fusion of the expellee and veteran 

narratives.134 Sie kamen übers Meer (1971) was published by the Staats- und 

Wirtschaftspolitische Gesellschaft, which was founded and directed by Hugo Wellems, a 

German nationalist who edited papers for the ultra conservative Deutsche Partei (Deutsches 

Wort) and Landsmannschaften (Ostpreußenblatt, Pommersche Zeitung) (See: Klee, 2007: 651). 

The text was inspired by a memorial service held by the Landsmannschaft Ostpreußen in Laboe 

– home to the Marine-Ehrenmal and, since 1956, a plaque commemorating Operation Hannibal 

(See: Witt, 2011b) – in May 1970 to honor the Kriegsmarine. Fredmann, who was a frequent 

contributor to Ostpreußenblatt,135 combined perspectives from navy officers, most notably 

Dönitz,136 with perspectives from the expellee community. The book consists of seemingly 

randomly organized interviews, reports and commentaries that aim to justify the actions of the 

German military and document the crimes of the Allies. As expected, Fredmann claims to not be 

interested in questions of guilt,137 which conveniently precludes information about the 

Holocaust. Yet he manipulates the same anti-Communist rhetoric of Berenbrok and Brustat-

Naval to uphold the myths of a saubere Wehrmacht and a Volk von Opfern. He glorifies the 

killing of Bolshevist Russians while sentimentalizing the deaths of virtuous Germans, and 
                                                
133 Again the duality of heroic soldiers who disobeyed direct orders to save fellow Germans and soldiers yet were helpless to aid 
non-Germans out of their sense of obedience and duty. 
134 “Wir wollen Zeugnis ablegen vom Ruhm unserer Soldaten, der aus der tiefsten Not herauswuchs; vom Ruhm unserer Seeleute 
der Kriegs- und Handelsmarine, der unvergänglichen Maßstäbe setzt; vom Ruhm unserer Frauen, der die Dornenkrone 
unsäglichen Leides trägt” (7).  
135 There is little biographical information on the author. 
136 Dönitz participated in the project. An official statement signed by the retired admiral appears on the front cover, and the book 
includes an interview with him and a report on his funeral.  
137 “Wir fragen nicht nach Schuld, weil wir Selbstgerechtigkeit für Vermessenheit halten.” (6) 
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depicts Flucht und Vertreibung and Operation Hannibal as singular historical events, as if to 

implicitly deemphasize the Holocaust. Fredmann clearly assumes that the reader already knows 

the story of the Gustloff, as the sinking is used more as a reference point in history and an 

example of a crime against Germans (12-13, 153), and is not described in any detail until the 

description of the memorial service in which its remembrance played a central role as a symbol 

of German suffering (183-188). The 9th edition of the book in 1981 honored the recently 

deceased Admiral Dönitz. 

 Fredmann’s book was clearly written by and for the expellees and veterans, especially 

those who participated in the ceremony at Laboe in 1970. But the memorial service also led to a 

book written by an outsider and intended for a general audience: Danziger Bucht 1945 (1970). In 

his forward, the journalist Egbert Kieser, who was neither expellee nor veteran, claims that the 

memorial service inspired him to write an objective account of the events that transpired in the 

Bay of Gdansk in 1945. Kieser combines eyewitness accounts and historical documents from the 

Ostdokumentation and the Militärarchiv into a montage of stories from the perspective of 

everyday people. Though his basic conclusions coincide with those of Berenbrok, Brustat-Naval 

and Fredmann – all of whom he lists among his sources –, his depiction is more nuanced and 

balanced. He agrees that the success of the rescue mission and the suffering of the expellees are 

without parallel in world history, he carves German society up into the Nazi functionaries (e.g. 

Hitler and Gauleiter Koch and Förster), the heroic German military and the suffering German 

civilians, and the same clichés are used to describe the Russians. But Danziger Bucht 1945 was 

the first book on Operation Hannibal, not to mention one of few major publications on Flucht 



 88 

und Vertreibung, to also offer positive images of Russians,138 expose Mitläufer mixed in the 

German citizenry,139 and document the death marches and executions of Jews that were 

unfolding concurrently and in spacial proximity to the flight and expulsion of German civilians, 

proving that the expellee community had knowledge of the Holocaust.140 What Kieser 

contributed to the historiography of Flucht über die Ostsee, and by extension Flucht und 

Vertreibung, is to demonstrate the multitude of experiences and memories available to 

researchers in the absence of preconceived political goals, such as the restitution of lost property, 

the remilitarization of Germany or the normalization of German history. In the true spirit of 

journalism, he meshes together competing perspectives and recollections into a multivocal 

narrative of history. Though Kieser’s treatment of the Gustloff is relatively brief and though he 

does not describe the past service of the ship, he distances himself from the charge that the 

sinking of the refugee ships was a war crime.141 The Gustloff remains a symbol of German 

suffering, but is not exploited to support the myth that the passengers were entirely innocent 

victims. Danziger Bucht 1945 was republished at least eleven times and appears on the 

bibliographies of several of the history books discussed in this chapter. Yet the historiography of 

Operation Hannibal remains dominated by the narratives written by Berenbrok, Brustat-Naval 

                                                
138 “Die Russen waren recht freundlich und lächelten den Flüchtlingen zu. ‘Wenn Hitler kaputt, sind wir alle Bruder[.]’ […] Die 
Russen kämen aus Smolensk und wollten wissen, warum die Leute alle ausreisen. Die siegreiche Rote Armee wäre doch nur 
hinter den Hitlerfaschisten her, gegenüber allen anderen fühlten sie sich als Befreier” (149). 
139 “Wie viele andere glaubte er, daß die Wehrmacht den Brückenkopf halten würde, bis die Wunderwaffen zum Einsatz kämen, 
von denen Goebbels immer wieder gesprochen hatte. Niemand hatte eine Vorstellung von diesen Waffen. Die einen meinten, es 
seien Raketen, die anderen wußten von Wunderflugzeugen, neuen U-Booten, die den Feind irgendwie kurz und klein schlagen 
würden. Das würde alles in ein paar Tagen geschehen. Vor allem die Vereisungstheorie hatte viele Anhänger. Kohlensäure und 
flüssiger Sauerstoff würden, in den Feind geschossen, dort alles Leben erstarren lassen” (85). 
140 One of several examples: “Ein Trupp weiblicher KZ-Häftlinge taucht am Straßenrand auf, einige schwingen sich auf die 
Wagen, können sich dort aber nicht lange halten und verschwinden wieder” (208).  
141 “Die GENERAL VON STEUBEN wurde allgemein als Lazarettschiff bezeichnet, und sowohl bei der Marine also auch bei 
der Wehrmacht war man darüber verbittert, daß die Sowjets auf Verwundetentransporte keine Rücksicht nahmen. Diese Tatsache 
hatte sich jedoch die Kriegsführung selber zuzuschreiben. Am 19. Juli 1941 und am 27. Februar 1942 hatte der sowjetische 
Außenminister Wjatscheslaw Molotow den diplomatischen Vertretungen Schwedens, Großbritanniens, Japans und Bulgariens in 
Moskau mitgeteilt, daß Rußland, obwohl nicht Signaturstaat der Haager Landkriegsordnung, diese Vereinbarung für sein 
Territorium für verbindlich erklären würde, wenn Deutschland dies seinerseits täte. Auf beide Ansuchen hat Deutschland 
ablehnend geantwortet” (177). 
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and Fredmann, as evidenced by the later works of Kurt Gerdau142 (1984: 33), who writes about 

the participation of the Albatros – which served as a museum and monument to the rescue 

mission from 1983 to 1999 and housed two Gustloff portholes from 1988 to 1999, when the 

museum closed and its holdings were moved to the Marine Ehrenmal in Laboe (See: Chapter 1) 

– in Operation Hannibal; of Arthur Noffke (1987: 40-43), a protestant priest from Pomerania; 

and Martin Schmidtke (2005), who was one of the rescued refugees. Even Heinz Schön’s 

relatively balanced Flucht über die Ostsee 1944/45 (1985) fails to consider the expellees’ role as 

witnesses to the Holocaust.  

 

2.6 The Historiography of the Wilhelm Gustloff 

The extensive sample of texts presented in this chapter demonstrates that the sinking of 

the Wilhelm Gustloff was never entirely forgotten in German history. Yet one could hardly claim 

that the theme has been adequately documented for posterity. No German historian discussed so 

far seems to have been sincerely interested in uncovering the historical reality of the tragedy, as 

they each had thematic focuses and/or motives that were merely tangential to the story of the 

Gustloff. Conservative and expellee historians have often emphasized perceived crimes 

committed against Germans – citing the Gustloff as one of many examples – over crimes 

committed by Germans in their efforts to salvage a positive national history and justify Cold War 

foreign and domestic policies,143 while historians on the Left have generally ignored or neglected 

such themes in their focus on exposing the shared guilt of the war generation and advancing a 

                                                
142 Gerdau, who fled his home in Ostpreußen as a teenager, was a frequent contributor to Ostpreußenblatt on the theme of 
Rettung über See throughout the 1980s and 90s. He also wrote books about the sinking of the Goya (Goya: Rettung über See. 
Herford: Koehler, 1985) and the last ship to evacuate refugees (Ubena: Rettung über See. Koehler, Herford: 1985).  
143 The Mitscherlichs were the first to point this out in Die Unfähigkeit zu trauern (1968). 
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progressive political agenda.144 In all cases, academic and popular historians have deferred to the 

existing narratives of Schön, the expellees and the veterans, whenever they felt it necessary to 

mention the sinking of the Gustloff. The expellee community’s primary goal through the 1970s 

was the restitution of lost property, which necessitated proof of their innocence with respect to 

the crimes of National Socialism and their victimization at the hands of the Soviets. In their 

discourse community, the Gustloff became a motif whereby merely mentioning the ship activated 

schemata of collective suffering and victimization. The navy officers likewise invoked the 

Gustloff as a symbol of German victimization, but emphasized their own role as heroes in an 

attempt to save face and justify rearmament after a lost war in which they were implicated in 

numerous crimes against humanity. Most Leftist historians who have researched such themes 

have mostly been interested in the “history of memory” and deconstructing the cultural memory 

of the expellee discourse. 

If one separates the life work of Heinz Schön, all literary representations, and all 

biographical and autobiographical writing, then there was only one comprehensive history book 

prior to the publication of Im Krebsgang in 2002 that focused solely on the Gustloff: The 

Cruelest Night (1979) by Christopher Dobson, John Miller and Ronald Payne, which was 

promptly translated as Die Versenkung der Wilhelm Gustloff. The British investigative journalist 

team was the first to access witnesses and documents in the Soviet Union and the first to publish 

a detailed account in English. The German translation clearly contributed to collective memory 

in Germany, having been republished in 1985, 1989 and 1995 and having been cited in many 

bibliographies reviewed for this dissertation. But in spite of its value as a source, the narrative 

follows a strict Cold War script and, like German history writers, adopts the perspectives of the 

                                                
144 My failed search for scholarly articles that discuss the Gustloff in some of the most prominent German language journals that 
specialize in recent history seems to support the theory that no academic historian in Germany was interested in the sinking of the 
ship as a focal point (See: Appendix 2.3). 
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German expellees and veterans. The authors’ primary sources included Alfred de Zayas, several 

survivors – most notably Heinz Schön – and retired Navy personnel and naval historians who 

had ties to the Forschungsstelle Ostsee – e.g. Dönitz, Brustat-Naval and Jürgen Rohwer. The 

only significant difference between The Cruelest Night and the victim narratives produced in 

Germany is that Dobson, Miller and Payne omit the questionable acts committed by the 

American and British armed forces. The story begins with the massacre at Nemmersdorf and 

ends with the tragic death of innocent Germans aboard the Gustloff, while the true villains, the 

Nazis, escape.145 The book is anti Soviet and pro West German, going so far as to praise the 

rescue operation as a German Dunkirk (13), which certainly explains its popularity in Germany 

during the 1980s. 

The only other German history book dedicated entirely to the Gustloff in the sample not 

written by Schön is Guido Knopp’s Der Untergang der Gustloff (2002), which seized upon the 

media frenzy in the wake of Im Krebsgang and the Spiegel Special dedicated to the novella, in 

which the Gustloff was declared the deutsche Titanic (See: Chapter 4), and was later republished 

as the Begleitbuch to the ZDF docudrama, Die Gustloff (2008) and accompanying TV 

documentary Die Gustloff: Die Dokumentation (2008) (See: Chapter 3). The book is an 

expansion upon Knopp’s Gustloff chapter in Die große Flucht, which appeared a year earlier, 

and contains additional photographs, including still shots from the film Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen (See: Chapter 3) and additional pull quotes from survivors and witnesses. Where the 

work of Schön often fuses perspectives and reads like literature, Der Untergang der Gustloff 

maintains Knopp’s dispassionate narrative voice, but interweaves the sympathy arousing subtext 

                                                
145 “The Ostpreußen would have made an ideal target for Marinesco or Konovalov as she made her way along the Pommerian 
coast. And there were men on board who deserved the terrible death which the Soviet submarines had inflicted on the wounded 
soldiers and refugees of the Gustloff, Steuben and Goya. But such are the fortunes of war. The innocent died, while Koch and his 
unsavory cronies sailed westwards […]” (199).  
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written by the Zeitzeugen. The book is the most concise history of the Gustloff in print, and 

Knopp’s team is, as always, careful to disassociate itself from radical claims and to draw 

connections to National Socialism and the war. The accusation of a war crime, for instance, is 

emphatically rebutted (132). At the same time, the book misses every opportunity to consider the 

biographies of the survivors and witnesses and expose their likely entanglement in National 

Socialism. Especially disappointing is that the comments of Russian interlocutors, which are 

included throughout, are exploited to allude to their indoctrination and document their violent 

acts, rather than to understand the event from their perspective. 

 

Conclusion 

The point of this chapter is not to accuse any of the individual authors of Holocaust 

denial or revisionism, though a case could be made in certain instances. On the contrary, the 

various versions of the victim myth are understood as being socioculturally situated products of 

overlapping discourse communities that participate in the same natural process by which 

collective memory and history are always socially constructed. Selective memory, blame-shifting 

and the construction of a positive identity are natural psychological processes of both individuals 

and social groups, as is the embellishment of memories and stories to fulfill both psychological 

and physical needs (Cf. Browning, 1993; Welzer et al., 2002; AND Welzer, 2005). In this regard, 

the perpetrator narrative of German history is just as much an ahistorical myth as the victim 

narrative and both are equally problematic. A Holocaust-centered (C.f. Langenbacher, 2003) 

approach to the historiography of WWII that silences or neglects the reality of German suffering 

will always give rise to resentment within segments of German society for ignoring or 

diminishing defining aspects of German national history, e.g. the Gustloff, while a historiography 
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that centers on German victims will never be accepted in Germany because it is unacceptable 

internationally. According to British historian Bill Niven (2007), the goal should be to avoid 

“implicit equations” between German victims and the victims of Nazi aggression, especially 

Holocaust victims, while Aleida Assmann (e.g. 2006a AND 2006b) calls for the filling in of 

blinde Flecken in the memory discourse of the war generation. As will be seen later in this 

dissertation, such techniques lend themselves to the idea of a “critical empathy” (Cf. Schmitz, 

2007c), which aims to empathize with German victims, while allowing distance to reflect upon 

their role as social agents, and thereby their culpability, in the context of National Socialism and 

the Second World War. In the historiography of World War II and the Third Reich in Germany, 

the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff was largely ignored until recently. Most texts that mention 

the Gustloff through 2010 treat the event as a footnote, and few managed to balance competing 

discourses. Even fewer genuinely sought to fully comprehend the historical significance of the 

sinking. In short, German historians, including the expellee historians, are ultimately to blame 

for the relative insignificance of the Gustloff in German collective memory before 2002 (See: 

Appendix 2.4). 
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Chapter 3: Die mediale Vorlage: Re-Sinking the Gustloff in German Cinema 

and Television 

 

The social-psychological case studies presented in Opa war kein Nazi (Welzer et al., 

2002) are frequently referenced as empirical evidence against the existence of a taboo on 

German wartime suffering (e.g. Niven, 2006: 20; Fuchs, Cosgrove and Grote, 2006b: 7; 

Wittlinger, 2006: 74; Schmitz, 2007b: 12; Cohen-Pfister and Wienröder-Skinner, 2006b: 19; 

AND Taberner and Berger, 2009b: 4). Especially informative are the findings regarding the 

identities of the war generation that are negotiated within family discourse: regardless of their 

historical knowledge or political leanings, the children and grandchildren of the war generation 

participate in the construction of family stories in which the grandparents emerge as innocent 

victims of totalitarianism and war, and in which any knowledge of, let alone complicity in, the 

Holocaust is omitted, even when the grandparents are known to have been members of a Nazi 

institution such as the SS. The case studies indeed suggest that German suffering was rarely 

suppressed or repressed in private memory and family memory discourse. On the contrary, the 

victim discourse seems to almost universally dominate the perpetrator discourse in 

communicative memory at the family level. But in their focus on disproving the taboo thesis, 

scholars have largely ignored Welzer et al.’s suggestion of a mediale Vorlage (105-133) for 

German victim narratives. Welzer et al. invent the term Drehbücher für das Leben to describe 

the process by which Germans consciously adopt narrative structures, memorable scenes and 

famous quotes from popular films and documentaries to complement their recollections and 

embellish their war stories within family discourse. This phenomenon reveals the extent to which 

memory culture preserves and mediates private and collective memory for future generations, 

but it also demonstrates the inverse relationship by which cultural products are invoked as 
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evidence in routine conversation about the past and therefore reshape both private memory and 

historical consciousness. More importantly, it suggests that the media of cinema and television – 

as opposed to journalism, history, or literature – now have the most direct effect on the formation 

of cultural memory.146 The importance of these media in memory culture, however, is 

disconcerting in light of the fact that historical films and documentaries, past and present, are 

more frequently critiqued for trivializing the Third Reich and/or contributing to the myths of a 

saubere Wehrmacht and a Volk von Opfern than other forms of cultural representation (e.g. 

Cooke 2007, 2008 and 2010; Fischer and Wirtz, 2008; Moeller, 2001, 2006c and 2007; Niven, 

2008; AND Wolfenden, 2007). With the central, but problematic role of cinema and television in 

memory discourse in mind,147 the following chapter discusses the ways in which representations 

of the Wilhelm Gustloff in dramatized film, documentary film and TV reportage have 

participated in memory discourses since 1945.  

 

3.1 The Construction of a Schiff ohne Klassen in Nazi Cinema 

It should first be stated that while no audio-visual documentation of the actual sinking 

exists, the Wilhelm Gustloff was a prominent symbol in Nazi propaganda films in the late 1930s, 

especially those produced by Kraft durch Freude and the Deutsche Arbeitsfront, which were 

quite successful in their aim to both entertain and indoctrinate the working class (Cf. Hoffmann, 

2004; AND Howind, 2011). The Nazi’s instrumentalization of film as political propaganda is 

notorious (See: Witte, 2004; AND Rother, 2010). Joseph Goebbels gradually gained absolute 

reign over the film industry via a complex system of state-run institutions – e.g. the 

                                                
146 As cited above, the project conducted by Stiftung Lesen (2009) found that 98% of Germans watch TV, 83% listen to the radio, 
81% read newspapers, 68% read magazines, and 37% surf the internet on a regular basis, whereas only 17% read books on a 
regular basis and 25% of Germans never read books. Although books, whether in print or electronic format, remain the primary 
sources for memory culture, the information contained in books is more likely to be accessed via television programs.  
147 The interrelation between film, history, memory and identity is discussed in more detail by Grainge (2003).  
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Propagandaministerium, the Filmkreditbanke, the Reichsfilmkammer, the Reichsfilmdramaturg, 

Ufa-Film GmbH, and the Filmprüfstelle. Due to their “star status,” it was more difficult to 

publicly persecute German actors and directors – at least those who were not of Jewish decent or 

outspoken dissidents – and force them to align with Nazi ideology. But Goebbels wielded 

immeasurable power over the industry as he had final say over every aspect of every film: 

writers, scripts, crews, actors, directors, editing, distribution, etc. In addition, Goebbels 

established a star system and an award system – which included subsidies – to incentivize actors 

and directors to produce films that propagated National Socialist ideology. Goebbels’s ability to 

destroy the careers of dissidents and raise the careers of conformists to stardom meant that by the 

early 1940s virtually everyone employed in the film industry was, willingly or not, working for 

his propaganda machine, with most non-conformists being deported to concentration camps, 

emigrating or abandoning their careers. German national cinema during the Third Reich 

consisted predominantly of Unterhlatungsfilme intended to entertain and distract the populace, 

while the regular Wochenschauen and occasional Propagandafilme, most of which were 

documentaries, openly glamorized and propagated National Socialism and its policies. But in 

effect, even most Unterhlatungsfilme produced from 1933 to 1942 and all films produced from 

1942 – once Ufa gained its absolute monopoly over German film production and distribution – to 

1945 must be interpreted as Nazi propaganda, due to the extent of state and self-censorship (See: 

Loiperdinger, 2004). 

Against this background, the Gustloff was frequently featured in the Nazi 

Wochenschauen in the late 1930s that glorified Hitler’s reindustrialization and rearmament of 

Germany. For example, Folge 6 of Echo der Heimat (1937),148 a compilation of newsreels 

produced for Germans living abroad, documents the launching of the Gustloff on May 5, 1937, 
                                                
148 The series also prominently featured the trial of David Frankfurter and the burial of the Nazi martyr, Wilhelm Gustloff. 
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while Folge 7 includes scenes of Germans engaged in KdF cultural and recreational activities, 

including several scenes aboard the Gustloff, within a montage of German industry at work and 

military drills. Hans Steinhof’s149 propaganda film Gestern und Heute (1938), which likewise 

employs montage to narrate Hitler bringing social order, economic prosperity and military might 

to Germany, includes clips of the ship and other KdF activities as examples of the Führer’s 

success. The Gustloff also made cameos in Unterhaltungsfilme, such as Wolf Hart’s150 story of a 

dockworker in Hamburg: Hafen (1939). There were also two widely viewed documentaries 

about the Gustloff produced directly by KdF. Schiff 754 (1939) documented the Gustloff’s 

construction, christening and launch – as a symphony –, and Schiff ohne Klassen (1938) 

documented the first Madeira cruise. Schiff 754 depicts the ship as a triumph of German 

engineering and a gift from Hitler to the German working class, while Schiff ohne Klassen 

simultaneously advertises the activities of KdF and participates in the construction of the 

National Socialist myth of a Volksgemeinschaft (Cf. Hoffmann, 2004). These Nazi era films 

comprise the bulk of the stock footage of the Gustloff for all subsequent productions. Clips have 

been recycled in most recent Gustloff documentaries, while many of the recent textual 

representations borrow screen shots. Recent works that borrow such images from Nazi 

propaganda without deconstructing those images as such are often criticized for intentionally or 

unintentionally perpetuating Nazi myths and ideology (e.g. Howind, 2011). 

 

 

 

                                                
149 Steinhof was a very prominent and active Nazi director; he directed the first Nazi film Hitlerjunge Quex (1933) and had the 
admiration of Goebbels (Cf. Bock and Bergdelder, 2009: 459-60; AND Wistrich, 2002) 
150 Hart worked as an assistant cameraman on Triumph des Willens (1935) and as a cinematographer on Olympia 1. Teil: Fest der 
Völker (1938) (See: http://www.filmmuseum-hamburg.de/630.html AND 
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0366587/?ref_=fn_al_nm_1).  
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3.2 The Representation of the Gustloff Tragedy in German Television: General Trends 

While there have been only two fictional films about the sinking of the Gustloff – Frank 

Wisbar’s Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen (1960) and Josef Vilsmaier’s Die Gustloff (2008) – there 

was a second film that depicts the sinking in depth – Wisbar’s Flucht über die Ostsee (1967) – 

and there were several documentaries and reports on television between 1960 and 2010 that at 

least mentioned the sinking. By consolidating all audio-visual representations available for 

purchase on Amazon.de, available for loan through WorldCat and the German state library 

systems, referenced in all primary and secondary sources used for this study, and cataloged with 

the Deutsche Rundfunk Archiv through 2010,151 it was determined that the Gustloff was featured 

or mentioned in at least 82 dramatized films, documentaries, news reports, interviews and talk 

shows that aired a total of 221 times on German public television between 1960 and 2010.152 By 

plotting these representations graphically, initial trends emerge. First, they peak and cluster 

around six key dates: the premier of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen in 1960, the 40th anniversary of 

the sinking in 1985, the 50th anniversary in 1995, the publication of Günter Grass’s novella Im 

Krebsgang in 2002, the 60th anniversary in 2005, and the premier of Die Gustloff in 2008 (See: 

Figure 3.1). Furthermore, there seems to be a general trend of moderate interest in the 1960s, 

little to no interest in the 1970s, moderate interest in the 1980s and a gradual surge in interest 

since the Wende, with the bulk of representation occurring since about 2000 and peaking in 

2008. An inclusion of known re-airings only strengthens the trend (See: Figures 3.1 and 3.2). 

                                                
151 I owe a debt of gratitude to Professor Bill Niven at Nottingham-Trent University for providing this archival material. 
152 It should be noted that the Deutsche Rundfunk Archiv tracks public television, which now only has a little more than 40% of 
the market share (ARD, 2009: 384), and the sample therefore is not exhaustive. However, the sample is at the very least 
representative of broader trends. Hundreds of public and private television channels now compete for viewers, which requires 
both market segmentation and a certain amount of conformity to the tastes and preferences of desired demographics. Public 
television has become the primary outlet for cultural and historical programming, mostly catering to older audiences, where the 
private stations focus more on sports and entertainment, and tend to purchase rights to the history and cultural programming of 
their public counterparts only when they deem it necessary to meet a particular demand (See: Hickethier, 1998). 
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By organizing all examples by focus and scope (See: Figure 3.3) – (a) films and programs 

that document the sinking itself, (b) that dramatize the sinking, (c) that share the stories of 

survivors and their memorializing of the sinking, (d) that advertise or discuss cultural 

representations of the sinking, (e) that document Flucht über die Ostsee or the sinkings of other 

refugee ships – such as the Goya or Steuben – and also mention the Gustloff, (f) that document 
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Flucht und Vertreibung and also mention the Gustloff, and (g) that document some theme that is 

merely tangential to the Gustloff – other trends emerge. First, it becomes quite apparent that 

interest in the sinking of the Gustloff in and of itself in television only occurred around those key 

dates referenced above: in other words, as a result of a popular representation of the Gustloff in 

another medium or the 40th, 50th and 60th anniversaries, and not as a result of a constant interest 

in the Gustloff amongst media outlets or a broad viewership. Second, the data seems to suggest a 

collective desire to memorialize the sinking audio-visually starting in 1985 and culminating in 

the last decade. Third, considering the groupings of representations by year and the sudden rise 

and fall in number from year-to-year since the early 1990s, it becomes clear that the 

representations have to some extent responded to one another, or that trends in contemporary 

German television perpetuate themselves via the medium’s complex system of affiliation and 

competition (See: Hickethier, 1998). Finally, and most importantly, it implies that the story of 

the Gustloff was more pervasive in German television during the first decade of the new 

millennium than ever before. But most telling about this surge in audio-visual representation is 

the extent to which the programs participate in competing memory discourses. How has the 

Gustloff been remembered audio-visually and in what ways do the individual representations 

engage in a dialog with one another and with other media?  
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3.3 Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen at the Nexus of Gustloff Memory Culture  

The first audio-visual rendering of the ship’s tragic final voyage came with the premier of 

Frank Wisbar’s153 film Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen in February of 1960, the final 20 minutes of 

which vividly reenact the chaos, panic and death as the ship sank. As the only audio-visual 

imagery of the sinking in German memory culture for almost 50 years, and still the only imagery 

in a German theatrical motion picture, the sinking scenes from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen form 

a central nexus in an interfilmic and intermedial network of cultural memory. The film borrowed 

clips from Nazi news reels, was inspired and based upon the textual accounts in both an April 

                                                
153 Frank Wysbar was active as a director in the 1930s. He produced several Unterhaltungsfilme that were popular with Goebbels 
and even Hitler. Goebbels put pressure on Wysbar to join the Nazi party. The threats to his career eventually led to his divorce 
from his Jewish wife and the family’s emigration to the United States, where he changed his last name to Wisbar. The couple 
never remarried, but they both repatriated after the war, and Wisbar was in part driven to make amends for his contribution to 
Nazi Cinema and to capture the reality of the era. His postwar work sought to capture the reality of the German experience of 
National Socialism and World War II (See: Blum. 1975; Brüne, 1987; Drewniak, 1987; Krammer, 1995a and 1995b; Wysbar, 
2000; AND Ennis, 2011a). 
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1959 Stern magazine article (See: Deutsche Film Hansa, 1960; AND Chapter 4) and Schön’s 

1952 book, can be interpreted as an answer to Wisbar’s own KdF propaganda film, Petermann 

ist dagegen (1938),154 and provided the visual imagery of the sinking in print, film and the 

internet until Joseph Vilsmaier’s Die Gustloff challenged that role in 2008 (Cf. Ennis, 2011a). 

Wisbar himself paid homage to the film in his 1967 docudrama about Operation Hannibal 

entitled Flucht über die Ostsee, as the depiction of the sinking in that context consists of a 

montage of shots taken directly from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen. Schön detailed his 

collaboration on the project repeatedly in his books, also incorporating screen shots (See: 

Chapter 1), and many other popular historians have referenced the film or printed still shots (See: 

Chapters 2 and 4). In addition, the film is briefly summarized in both Günter Grass’s Im 

Krebsgang and Tanja Dückers’s Himmelskörper (See: Chapter 5). Considering the re-airings on 

German television in 1985, 1992, 1998 and 1999, if any film has played a role in forming a 

Drehbuch für das Leben for private memory and family narratives about the Gustloff, it would 

have to be Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen. 

At the time of its release, the film was most explicitly praised for its realistic depiction of 

World War II from a German perspective, and the director went to great lengths to achieve this 

sense of realism. The sequences involving the Gustloff are directly based on the earliest 

published accounts and the consultation of Heinz Schön. Although the Gustloff is in every way 

the true “star” of the film and its sinking the climatic moment, the film also attempts to capture 

                                                
154 Most of Petermann takes place aboard another KdF cruise ship, Der Deutsche, and displays a mise en scène and editing style 
that is virtually identical to Schiff ohne Klassen (1938), and, in addition to the visual imagery, the plot is strikingly similar as 
well. We are shown numerous shots of the boarding, the exterior of the ship, the cabins, the many halls and rooms, the 
promenades and sundecks, panoramic views of the North Sea and the Norwegian coast, and the passengers enjoying the full array 
of amenities offered on the ship: dining, dancing, sunbathing, playing games and participating in a series of organized events. 
While the passengers hail from all corners of the Reich, strategically representing several key industrial centers and large 
constituencies of the working class – such as Hamburg, Berlin, Dresden, Augsburg and Ulm – and although they are 
differentiated by distinct regional dialects and cultural differences, which provides for both occasional tension and comedic 
moments, the passengers quickly bond and form a jovial group dynamic: a Volksgemeinschaft of content workers. Although 
Wisbar manages to shield the film from blatantly anti-Semitic or nationalist ideology, it seeks to justify the efforts of KdF to 
provide leisure to German workers and develop a sense of German community (C.f. Ennis, 2011a). 



 103 

the full German experience of the war by contrasting scenes of men on the eastern front with 

scenes of women on the home front. Also in an effort to maintain a sense of realism, Wisbar 

chooses the black-and-white screen of the documentary genre over the technicolor of the 

Heimatfilm (C.f. Moeller, 2007), and intersperses the film with documentary clips and 

reenactments of documented historical events, often accompanied by a voice over – this 

combination of “real” images, “fictional” images, and omniscient narration could be viewed as 

Wisbar’s postwar trademark when compared with his other war films (C.f. Wolfenden, 2007). 

Many of the wide shots serve as a historical contextualization for the fictional story developed on 

the screen in that they break with the fictional plot to show archival footage of battles, air raids 

and Trecks of refugees. The majority of this footage originates in Nazi war propaganda, and 

particularly the shots of the Gustloff are borrowed from the same Kraft durch Freude reels that 

were produced to convince both German workers and the rest of the world of the merits of 

National Socialism. Yet the images of Nazi propaganda take on a different meaning when 

utilized to convey a decidedly anti-Nazi and anti-War message. 

The film begins with a prophetic scene of several victims of the Gustloff disaster floating 

in the Baltic Sea, including the lead female character, played by Sonja Ziemann, who in death 

still grasps a life ring that reads: “M.S. Wilhelm Gustloff.” During the sequence, the voice-over 

matter-of-factly lists the key facts, such as the date of the sinking and the air temperature, in the 

tradition of a Tatsachenbericht, e.g. those of Heinz Schön. After informing us of the date of the 

ship’s launch, Wisbar cuts to a reenactment of Robert Ley inducting the ship into the Kraft durch 

Freude fleet on May 5, 1937. With Ley and several functionaries a top a high podium stands 

Hedwig Gustloff, the widow of the assassinated Wilhelm Gustloff, who then christens the ship in 

the Nazi martyr’s name. This is followed by a montage of documentary clips from the KdF 
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Gustloff documentaries Schiff ohne Klassen and Schiff 754, which include the mass of dock 

workers gathered at the launch, the vessel sliding into the water, and several passengers enjoying 

sightseeing and relaxation during a cruise. At once, this introduction exposes the fatal outcome 

of National Socialism and by extension the deception of Kraft durch Freude’s recreation and 

cultural enterprises and the Gustloff’s entanglement in the Nazi propaganda machine, and does so 

by turning Nazi imagery on its head.   

The majority of the film consists of a series of close-ups that document the interactions of 

fictional characters caught up in the fatalism of real history. The fictional plot developed within 

the historical frame revolves around a love triangle between three characters whose fates are 

intertwined with one another and with that of the ship. After establishing the historical context, 

we are taken inside the Gustloff where Maria and her fiancé Kurt are passengers on a KdF cruise. 

During a party, Maria dances with Hans, a womanizing member of the crew. Kurt openly 

expresses his skepticism toward the entertainment aboard the ship and his jealousy of Hans. 

Maria resists Hans’ advances and manages to temporarily appease Kurt by convincing him of her 

undying devotion and that dancing is just part of the fun. But the night of Tanz und Jubel is 

short-lived as we soon discover that this is the same night on which Capitan Bertram received the 

order to return to port, signifying the invasion of Poland and the outbreak of World War II. KdF 

and the Wilhelm Gustloff are directly linked to the war, and Kurt’s suspicion is now validated.155 

At this point, the storylines of the trio diverge. Maria accepts a job as a radio announcer 

in Berlin; Kurt becomes a Feldwebel in the Wehrmacht and serves on the eastern front and Hans 

becomes a decorated officer in the Kriegsmarine. But in spite of the chaos of war, the three are 

reunited in a series of chance encounters and finally aboard the ship on its final voyage. Kurt and 

Maria meet at a New Year’s Eve party at the end of 1943, and again in 1944 when Kurt’s cousin 
                                                
155 A postwar response to the main character Julius Petermann in Wisbar’s prewar KdF propaganda film, Petermann ist dagegen. 
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and Maria’s friend, Edith, decide to flee to the fictional Ostpreußen town of Laswethen. After 

seeing Edith off at the train station, Kurt finally has his way with Maria in Edith’s apartment 

following the traumatic experience of an air raid. Maria becomes pregnant and decides to join 

Edith in Ostpreußen, where she has the baby. Although safe from allied air raids and the ridicule 

of her in-laws, the Soviet army soon breaches the front and Maria is forced to flee with the other 

women and children. As they prepare to depart, Kurt’s division happens to be passing by 

Laswethen and he receives permission to visit his wife. He is wounded by artillery fire while 

trying to lead the women and children to safety, and thus becomes a permanent member of their 

Treck. When they arrive in Gdynia, Hans, who has been stationed on the Gustloff as a navy drill 

sergeant due to a combat injury, arranges for their embarkation. Thus, all three central characters 

perish when the ship sinks.  

Whereas more recent films such as Josef Vilsmaier’s TV drama Die Gustloff have been 

critiqued for trivializing the war for the sake of entertainment (e.g. Dückers 2008; AND Niven, 

2008), Wisbar’s much earlier film accomplishes much in the way of critical empathy. Not only 

does Wisbar place the Gustloff within the greater context of National Socialism, but it becomes 

clear that its sinking and therefore the tragic death of the thousands of women and children on 

board are causally linked to Nazi aggression. We see this in the vessel’s service as the flagship of 

the Kraft durch Freude fleet and later as a floating barracks for the Kriegsmarine, and also in the 

fact that the brutal Soviet offensive of 1945 is explicitly described as “eine Quittung” for the 

atrocities committed on Germany’s behalf. Furthermore, the majority of the characters in the 

film are shown to be some combination of Zuschauer, Mitläufer or Täter, albeit with an 

overwhelming emphasis on the first. Throughout the film, all characters but Kurt embrace the 

decadent entertainment industry and all close their eyes to the reality of totaler Krieg until defeat 
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is imminent. Most importantly, they ignore and do nothing to prevent the systematic 

extermination of European Jews.  

Reminiscent of Heinrich Böll’s Wo warst du Adam? (1951), the central scene of Nacht 

fiel über Gotenhafen directly confronts the audience with the persecution of Jews. A citizen of 

Gdynia has denounced Frau Kubelsky for hiding her Jewish father. Hans and several of the 

officers are partying in her underground saloon when a member of the SS comes to deport the 

father. This scene is quite powerful and shocking for its time, and a rarity in early postwar 

German cinema. It is a civilian who has informed the authorities and a staunch Nazi who takes 

the father and daughter into custody, but the naval officers make no attempt to prevent the 

deportation, and their cowardice in the face of injustice is foregrounded. As she is being dragged 

away, Frau Kubelsky points out the irony in the numerous war medals that the naval officers 

wear, a comment that seems to deeply affect all who are present. By alluding to the Holocaust, 

ever so briefly, Wisbar is indeed “filling in gaps” in the narrative of German suffering, and by 

highlighting the characters’ inaction, Wisbar’s film manages to avoid any “implicit equation” 

between the persecution of Jews and the suffering of members of the military, forcing (at least a 

21st-century) audience to reflect on the actions and/or inaction of the war generation – a feat that 

even the aforementioned text by a Nobel laureate fails to accomplish (C.f. Schlant, 1999). 

 Although Wisbar does not depict the reality of the Holocaust, challenge the notion of a 

saubere Wehrmacht or tackle the war crimes of ordinary Germans directly – the sympathetic 

character Kurt is, after all, the epitome of a disillusioned soldier merely blinded by the fog of war 

– he does manage to unmask the hypocrisy of honor and heroism during the Third Reich and 

comment on the shared guilt of all members of the military. The character Hans, for instance, is 

willing to risk his life to put out a fire after an air raid, goes to great lengths to do the “honorable 
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thing” with respect to Maria, disobeys protocol to secure Maria et al. a ticket on the Gustloff, and 

dies trying to rescue Kurt from the infirmary as the Gustloff sinks. Yet he lacks the courage to 

ever criticize the war or the regime, and watches passively when directly confronted with the 

persecution of Jews. At least in terms of his masculine characters, it is very hard to accuse 

Wisbar of attempting to collectivize Germans as entirely innocent victims or completely 

exonerate them of shared guilt. Amongst the male characters there are no instances of resistance 

or inner immigration and unlike Wisbar’s earlier war film Hunde wollt ihr ewig leben, Hitler and 

the Nazi elite do not emerge as scapegoats (C.f. Wolfenden, 2007). 

But this is not to say that there are no German victims. To be sure, it is masculinity and 

patriarchal society which Wisbar blames for the war, whereby women are viewed as being 

trapped in a cycle of masculine aggression. Following the revelation that war has been declared 

at the beginning of the film, there is a brief interlude that serves to summarize the events between 

1938 and 1943. Rows of Ordenskreuzen appear on the screen and then fade into rows of wooden 

crosses at battlefield graveyards, and the graveyards then fade into a series of crying women. The 

omniscient narrator states:  

Im Kielwasser der anfänglichen Siege ergoss sich über die Männer der Armee 
ein Flut von Ordenskreuzen, die sich langsam in Holzkreuzen verwandelten. 
Von Narwig bis Tobruk. Von Monte Cassino bis Stalingrad. Und die deutsche 
Frau bezahlte den Heldenmut und die Todesbereitschaft der Männer mit 
einsamen, schlaflosen Nächten. Zahlten mit liebenleeren Armen und 
hoffnungslosem Wachen. Zahlten mit endlosen Tränenströmen. 
 

This commentary is a drastic turn from the objective account that introduces the film. Instead of 

listing pure facts, the audience is suddenly offered an interpretation of history, in which women 

are depicted as the real victims of war.156 This interpretation is maintained throughout the film, 

                                                
156 It seems this interpretation is a matter of contention due to a concluding statement by the Generalin von Reuss: “Wir Frauen 
sind selber Schuld.” In addition to Moeller’s recent interpretation, press in Hamburger Abendblatt, Hamburger Morgenpost and 
Westfällische Zeitung all, to varying degrees, ignored the fact that the entire film up to that point depicted German women as 
victims. But the review in Hamburger Echo correctly interprets the statement as an appeal to the women of the 1960s to try to 
break the cycle of masculine aggression, rather than as an admission of female perpetration. 
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as it is shown to be women who have to carry on with life when their husbands die in battle, 

women who have to live with constant air raids, women who are forced to flee their homes and 

who suffer the wrath of a vengeful Soviet army, and mostly women who drown on the Gustloff.  

One scene that captures the absurdity and precariousness of masculine values is when the 

Stationsvorsteher Pinkoweit refuses to abandon his post at the local train station, in spite of the 

fact that the advance Russian guard is already in the city. Pinkoweit’s notion of honor and 

heroism results in not only his own death, but that of Edith and the forced laborer Gaston, who 

merely came to convince him to flee. A second scene comes at the end of the film as the Gustloff 

is rapidly sinking and the audience is shown a member of the crew – a caricature of the radio 

technician Rudi Lange – whose sense of duty is so strong that he continues to desperately 

dispatch the S.O.S. signal, announcing: “Wir sinken schnell!” The camera cuts back and forth 

between the brave man and a panicking woman trapped beneath a wooden beam, clutching her 

young son, until both the mother and son, and the radio dispatcher are submerged in water. These 

are just two scenes of several which juxtapose the irrational heroism of men with the suffering of 

women.  

One could interpret the film as a critique of hegemonic masculinity, especially that of the 

NS-Zeit, and therefore as advancing feminism. But contemporary feminists would criticize 

Wisbar for his adherence to the models of Dominance and Sexual Difference, which ultimately 

undermine the power of women to subvert and emancipate themselves from oppression under a 

dominant masculine culture. Early feminism has been deconstructed for having turned women 

into absolute victims by denying their agency (e.g. Jaggar, 1983: 115). Likewise, Wisbar’s 

feminine characters are at the whims of masculinity run amok. The Marinehelferinnen Inge and 

Monika, for example, are portrayed as being completely oblivious and indifferent to their 
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surroundings and malleable by their masculine counterparts, with the exception of a fleeting 

comment when Frau Kubelsky is deported. Those women who actually challenge the traditional 

gender roles or who are at all subversive to National Socialism, such as Edith and Maria, die. 

Though they had a brief sanctuary at the home of the empowered widow Generalin von Reuss, 

the war soon catches up with them: Edith is shot by Russian soldiers and Maria drowns on the 

Gustloff – and one must never forget that Hans “had his way” with Maria when she was most 

vulnerable.  

As if to secure their status as victims, Wisbar makes no reference to the documented 

complicity and perpetration of German women, beyond their participation in the Nazi cult of 

entertainment. The civilian women are shielded from any knowledge of the Holocaust, and 

through the Generalin’s, Edith’s and Maria’s friendship with their forced laborer Gaston157 are 

depicted as being in fact humane in their treatment of non-German others. In other words, 

women are depicted as the absolute victims of war. If we are to follow Wisbar’s argument, then 

the absurd and hypocritical heroism and honor of men, in the case of World War II exacerbated 

by Nazi ideology, is the root cause of a cycle of brutal warfare in which women and children 

bear the brunt of masculine aggression. Irrespective of the philosophical truth that might lay in 

this message or the necessity of a comparative gender study of the period, Wisbar fails to capture 

the full reality of an era in which most German women are known to have supported Hitler and 

his party, to have remained uncritical of the war until it affected their own lives, and/or to have at 

the very least witnessed, if not somehow participated in the Holocaust.158 Especially in the case 

of women residing in the eastern territories of the Third Reich, one would expect at the very least 

                                                
157 Wisbar made a calculated choice in choosing a French forced laborer, as the French were at the top of the Nazis’ spectrum of 
Untermenschen, and were treated much better on average than the Poles, the Slavs, the Russians and, especially, the Jews (C.f. 
Goldhangen). 
158 Although the Bergen-Belsen trials confronted the German public with the notion of women perpetrators, a public discourse on 
the subject did not take root until very recently. See: Herkommer (2005); Schubert-Lehnhardt and Korch (2006); Kompisch 
(2008); AND Krauss (2008). 
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knowledge of the forced expulsions, slave labor and mass executions of non-German soldiers, 

partisans and civilians, not to mention the ghettos and concentration camps in the region. It is 

this dichotomy of male perpetrators and female victims where Wisbar’s mimesis of a complexly 

nuanced reality fails.  

 Although both the assertive Generalin von Reuss and Maria’s newborn son survive the 

Gustloff catastrophe, the end cannot be seen as a promise of a new beginning, but rather as a 

prophetic warning within the context of the Cold War. The most positive interpretation possible 

is to view the film as a call for change, which is presumably only possible if stereotypical 

femininity can counterbalance stereotypical masculinity in German society. Nonetheless, the film 

is surprisingly balanced in its treatment of a very challenging theme. By establishing the link 

between the Gustloff and National Socialism and by commenting on the passivity and complicity 

of all men in Nazi crimes, Wisbar manages to depict the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff without 

exploiting the incident in order to relativize German guilt or equate German suffering to that 

which Germans inflicted on others. Thus, by the time the last twelve minutes document the chaos 

and terror aboard the ship after the torpedoes strike, and as the ship sinks at the close of the film, 

the audience is forced to accept the tragedy as retribution. Although the film fails to document 

the cause of that retribution, i.e. the numerous crimes committed by the German military 

especially in Eastern Europe, and although it exonerates women of all guilt, it is still a much 

better attempt at realism than any fictionalized Gustloff film since. 

 

3.4 Flucht über die Ostsee and the Limitations of Authenticity 

Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen is an anomaly in both the German film industry of the 1950s 

and early 1960s, in which the Heimatfilm and its focus on German victims prevailed (Cf. 
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Moeller, 2007), as well as in the director’s oeuvre, which tends to project the heroic ideals of the 

postwar era onto the soldiers of war years (Cf. Gagnon, 2006). But considering that no German 

critic or scholar has ever taken note of the film’s critical empathy – nor the deportation scene, for 

that matter –, it seems as if the explicit allusion to the Holocaust and the critique of male 

complicity simply did not register with the German public in 1960.159 Just seven years later, 

Wisbar seems to have forgotten his critical perspective as well. The last film Wisbar directed, the 

90-minute TV docudrama Flucht über die Ostsee, contains the second reference to the sinking of 

the M/S Wilhelm Gustloff in the history of German film and the first prominent depiction in the 

history of German television. In addition to the tangent by way of the Gustloff, the film is also 

characterized by Wisbar’s pursuit of a realistic depiction of the German experience of World 

War II, but is distinguished from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen by notable formal and stylistic 

differences, and diverges greatly in terms of content and message. While Heinz Schön took on an 

advisory role and while Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen was loosely based on published accounts and 

unpublished testimonies and documents, Wisbar not only consulted Cajus Bekker (See: Chapter 

2) for his final film, but the naval war historian is accredited as the co-writer of the screenplay, 

and most scenes are adapted directly from his book, Flucht übers Meer (1959). Like Nacht, the 

film is shot in black-and-white and relies upon a mixing of omniscient third-person narration, 

archival footage and reenactments of historical events. In this case, however, the film is 

comprised of half stock footage montage and half dramatized reenactment. Fiction is completely 

replaced with a seemingly authentic audio-visual rendering of history. The film aired only once 

and is only available in archives four decades later, largely due to its negative reception outside 

                                                
159 A review in Die Welt (5 March 1960) misses the revelation that the Jew in hiding is Frau Kubelsky’s own father and criticizes 
the film for providing an example of a non-Jewish German aiding a Jew, while silencing so much of the violence and criminality 
of the era. A review in Hamburger Echo (2 March 1960) also misinterprets the scene as a non-Jewish German helping a Jew, but 
does not seem at all disturbed by the idea. No press found during this study caught the critical perspective.  
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of the press of the Vertriebenen,160 which probably explains its absence in discourses about the 

Gustloff thereafter. The central complaint about the film was that although every attempt is made 

to project objectivity, nothing comes across as being “real” (e.g. Frankfurter Rundschau 16 Jan. 

1967; Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung 14 Jan. 1967; AND Süddeutsche Zeitung 17 Jan. 1967). 

In spite of the documentary style and the heavy reliance on an expert, crucial facts are omitted, 

the characters and their dialogues are excessively stylized and unconvincing, and, much like 

Bekker’s book, the whole production is easily reduced to colportage.  

Thematically, Flucht über die Ostsee does not focus on the Gustloff or even Flucht und 

Vertreibung, but extends Wisbar’s filmography to Operation Hannibal and the evacuation of 

Ostpreußen from January 21 until the capitulation on the eastern front on May 8, 1945. Although 

the viewer does see both documentary clips and reenactments of civilian refugees throughout, the 

predominant vantage point is the perspective of navy and army officers. In the absence of 

contradictory and critical perspectives, the film presents the perspective of war veterans as 

uncontested historical reality. Most of the film shows dramatizations of scenes and dialogues in 

headquarters and urban bunkers in order to juxtapose the honor and heroism of the Wehrmacht 

against the incompetence and cowardice of the local Nazi elite and German high command. 

While several historical figures in the military are elevated to the status of heroes, Ostpreußen’s 

infamous Gauleiter Erich Koch, whose numerous cowardly and selfish misdeeds are depicted, 

becomes a caricature of Nazi evil. In addition, these scenes twist the reality of the operation from 

a primarily military evacuation with military goals in mind to a valiant effort to rescue German 

civilians. Mid-level leaders in the army and navy and common soldiers alike are shown to no 

                                                
160 Decidedly negative reviews appeared in Süddeutsche Zeitung, Frankfurter Rundschau and Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung. 
Two of these same newspapers contained praise for Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen seven years earlier, perhaps suggesting a shift in 
historical consciousness and public perception? Regardless, the victim discourse was clearly still very active in German society. 
In a letter dated January 5, 1967 to Bekker retired admiral Konrad Engelhardt of the “Forschungsstelle Ostsee” (SEE CHAPTER 
2) laments over the negative press, but also notes the very positive reviews in the refugee papers Ostpreußenblatt, 
Westpreußenblatt and Schlesierzeitung (See: Bundesarchiv Bayreuth, Ostdoc 4/48). 
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longer fight for Hitler, but only to protect the German people from the Soviet offensive, on the 

one hand, and the incompetence of a collapsing criminal regime, on the other. This is the 

perspective that was propagated in all accounts of Operation Hannibal produced by former navy 

officers after the war, including Bekker’s book (See: Chapters 2 and 4). While there is some truth 

to their perspective in a very narrow context, by largely ignoring the involvement of the German 

military in the war before the battle of East Prussia and the initial goals of the military during the 

operation itself, the film willingly or not contributes to the myth of a saubere Wehrmacht. In 

effect, Germans are divided into a small contingent of perpetrators, numerous heroes, and 

millions of innocent victims caught in the crossfire (Cf. Ennis, 2011a). 

Most important for the present chapter is the treatment of the Gustloff-Katastrophe. The 

second half hour of the film takes place in the Danziger Bucht. For the most part, this segment 

retells the story of the Gustloff as experienced at the headquarters of the 9. Sicherungsdivision in 

Oxhöft. Where Bekker includes a brief description of the sinking, Wisbar cuts back and forth 

between 20 minutes of reenactments of what was taking place at the headquarters to a series of 

montages predominantly comprised of clips from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen. Much like he 

borrows clips from Nazi propaganda and places them in a new medium that twists their intended 

meaning in Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, so does he, in this case, borrow from his own oeuvre in 

order to depict an historical event that had otherwise not been documented on film. This 

technique directly linked the two works and established the sinking scenes from Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen as the standard visual imagery of the historical event in German memory culture 

until the airing of Vilsmaier’s Fernsehfilm in 2008. But the technique also signifies a radical turn 

from the critical perspective of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen. Where a scene at the midpoint of 

Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen pauses to remind the audience of the complicity of the German 
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military in the persecution of European Jews, Flucht über die Ostsee, as a film about a rare 

success at the end of the war, exploits its longest montage, also at the midpoint, to remind the 

audience of German suffering. 

Wisbar inserted Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen within Flucht über die Ostsee, thereby 

linking and expanding the meanings of both films. One could argue that, to Wisbar’s credit, this 

interfilmic bond inherently subjects the Documentarspiel to the more critical perspective of the 

Spielfilm. But because any critical empathy with somewhat nuanced characters who are 

complicit in the crimes of National Socialism is replaced by a sympathetic empathy with 

unconvincing heroes, and because no critical perspective at all can be detected in the latter film, 

the insertion is nothing more than homage. Like Bekker’s book and, in fact, all documentations 

and representations of Operation Hannibal within the veteran discourse (See: Chapters 2 and 4), 

the only possible purpose could be to present a German audience with Germany’s noblest deed 

and most impressive victory during an otherwise unjust and lost war, in other words, to present 

the public with something the German military and therefore the German nation could be proud 

of in the face of accusations of collective guilt (Cf. Moeller, 2007). Whether or not the intent was 

to specifically counter Germany’s worst crime against humanity with die größte Rettungstat in 

German history is debatable, but the absence of the Holocaust – not to mention any other crime 

committed by Germans, aside from the crimes of the Party against German civilians – is 

certainly suspicious. As is the case with all accounts of Operation Hannibal, although every 

attempt is made to document German heroism, there is no awareness of the irony in the fact that 

so many Germans were willing to risk their careers and lives for other Germans, but remained 

ambivalent and apathetic observers when faced with the suffering of those who were excluded 

from the Volksgemeinschaft. This irony of German heroism during the war, which is central to an 
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understanding of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, seemed to have been forgotten seven years later, 

and the omission of such reflection maintains the binaries of German heroes and German 

villains, German victims and German perpetrators, and is the main reason Wisbar’s final 

contribution to an understanding of World War II and the Gustloff will always be considered, in 

reality, more drama than documentary.   

 

3.5 From TV-Ereignis to Histotainment: The Gustloff in West German Television 

The impact of Flucht über die Ostsee on German memory culture is without doubt less 

significant than that of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen. In 1967 only 64 percent of German 

households had a television set and only 31 percent of those households (i.e. fewer than 20% of 

all households) received and regularly watched ZDF (See: Appendix 3.1), while Germans visited 

the cinema over 670 million times in 1960 (SPIO, 2006). In addition, Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen 

has re-aired at least 5 times on German television starting with its first re-airing on ZDF in 1968, 

has been available for purchase as a VHS cassette since 1994 and as a DVD since 2006, and, as 

mentioned above, comprised the stock footage and imagery of the sinking until recently. Flucht 

über die Ostsee is only accessible through archives and seems to have never re-aired on 

television. While the message of Flucht über die Ostsee has vanished into obscurity, the message 

received from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen at the time – that Germans were victims too – has been 

frequently revived both on television and in other media. But all audio-visual representation of 

the Gustloff since 1960 has occurred on television, meaning that the medium of cinema has 

played only an indirect role in culturally remembering the Gustloff since Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen first showed in German theaters.  
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Although the history of television in Germany began during the Weimarer Republik, its 

history as a mass medium really begins around 1960 (See: Hickethier, 1998; AND Appendix 

3.1), which explains the lack of earlier broadcasts about the Gustloff. Even by 1967, television 

was not as pervasive in the lives of Germans as it was in other Western nations. But since its 

comparatively modest origins the medium has rapidly grown and gained in importance over the 

last fifty years. Initially there was only one publicly owned channel, Das Erste (ARD), which 

began operating in 1950. Das Zweite (ZDF) began broadcasting in 1963 and was soon followed 

by Das Dritte regional affiliates of ARD, of which there are now nine: Bayerischer Rundfunk 

(BFS), Hessischer Rundfunk (HR), Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk (MDR), Norddeutscher Rundfunk 

(NDR), Radio Bremen (RB), Rundfunk Berlin-Brandenburg (RBB), Saarländischer Rundfunk 

(SR), Südwestrundfunk (SWR) and Westdeutscher Rundfunk (WDR). With the advents of cable 

television in the 1970s, satellite television in the 1980s, and digital television in the late 1990s, 

the national audience has gradually gained access to ever more channels from both other regions 

of Germany and foreign countries, and after the German Supreme Court legalized private 

broadcasters in 1981, the number of commercial channels has grown rapidly since the first two in 

1984 (i.e. RTL and Sat.1) (See: Hickethier, 1998). With the emergence of Pay-TV in the late 

1980s and ever more private competitors (e.g. ProSieben in 1989, Vox in 1993 and Kabel 1 in 

1994), ARD and ZDF have responded to the commercialization and pluralization of the medium 

by adding additional Vollprogramme (e.g. Sat.3 in 1984 and Arte in 1992) and their own 

Spartenprogramme (e.g. Pheonix – a documentary and news channel –  and Kika – a children’s 

channel – in 1997), often in collaboration with each other and/or the regional affiliates of ARD. 

With now over 30 public channels and 390 private channels – 251 local and regional (many of 

which are shopping channels), 75 paid channels, 45 Spartensender and 15 nationally broadcast 
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private Vollprogramme – the average German consumer now has access to over 77 channels 

(See: Landesmedienanstalten, 2011; AND Appendix 3.1). The number of regular viewers grew 

from about 300 in 1950 to over 58 million in 2010, with the average German now spending 

almost four hours per day watching TV (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Fernsehforschung, 2013). With its 

growth to a mass medium, television has become the most important medium of history and 

cultural memory in contemporary German society (See: Fischer and Wirtz, 2008; Kansteiner, 

2006; AND Korte and Paletschek, 2009). In fact, the growth of the medium alone accounts for 

some of the increase in the number of programs mentioning the Gustloff, though this growth does 

not account for the recent increase in interest relative to other aspects of history and other forms 

of TV-entertainment. Interest in television, interest in history in general and interest in the 

Gustloff specifically, though parallel and inseparable, are distinguishable trends. The year 1985 

is when the three trends first intersected. 

In spite of the film’s role in the memory of the Gustloff, scholars go a bit too far when 

they argue that Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen disproves any notion of a taboo on the Gustloff 

tragedy, by pointing to the box office success and critical acclaim the film garnered in 1960, the 

re-airings on German television, and the fact that the film is still available for purchase (e.g. 

Moeller, 2007). Most scholars who seek to disprove the myth of a taboo on German suffering 

cite the mere presence and quantity of cultural representations, but ignore the multiple layers of 

memory culture, the existence of competing memory discourses, and the discursive nature of any 

taboo. There is no doubt that the larger theme of Flucht und Vertreibung has been periodically 

prevalent in television and film.161 In fact, of the twelve appearances the Gustloff made on 

German television prior to 1985 located in this study, three occurred on reports and 

                                                
161 Although the Gustloff does not seem to have been mentioned in that context, the first years of German television included 
several reports and interviews about the lost territories in the East and the experience of Flucht und Vertreibung (See, for 
example: Aurich, 1961). 
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documentaries that actually focused on the broader context of flight and expulsion, including the 

documentary Flucht aus dem Osten (ARD, 1965), which aired twice, and the first part of the 

critically acclaimed documentary Flucht und Vertreibung (ARD, 1981) (See: Chapter 2). Four 

more occurred on the final episode of the 14-part documentary series Das Dritte Reich, entitled 

Das Ende (SW3/ARD, 1961), which documented Flucht und Vertreibung in great detail and 

aired four times between 1961 and 1971. Of the other four broadcasts, two focused on the rescue 

operation – Wisbar’s Flucht über die Ostsee (1967) and the documentary Flucht und Rettung 

über die Ostsee (NDR, 1983) –, one focused on the Geschichte der Gewerkschaften and only 

briefly mentions the ship, not its sinking (BFS, Oct. 1966), and the final depiction, although it 

displays many of the sinking scenes from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen and describes the historical 

event in detail, does so in the context of a psychological study of one of the actresses’ 

“precognitive memories” of the film’s imagery (Der Fall Gotenhafen, ZDF, 1961). There were 

no new productions that mentioned the sinking between 1968 and 1981 at all, rather a re-airing 

of the series Das Ende in 1971 on the regional Südwestfunk and the documentary Flucht aus dem 

Osten on the regional Hessischer Rundfunk in 1978. In the medium of television there is little 

evidence of any widespread interest in depicting the sinking of the Gustloff during the Student 

Movement, and there has apparently been no interest in depicting the sinking in a theatrical 

motion picture since 1960. It must also be considered that the reviews of Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen were in fact mixed, while the reviews of Flucht über die Ostsee, just 7 years later, 

were overwhelmingly negative outside of the press of the expellees.162  

                                                
162 While the press on the film in Frankfurter Rundschau, Stuttgarter Zeitung, Westfallenblatt, Westdeutsche Allgemeine and Der 
Spiegel, for example, all praise the realistic depiction of the war and the sinking in Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, press releases in 
Vorwärts and Tagesspiegel and a review in Die Welt criticize the film for being overly stylized colportage that fails to shock the 
audience with the true brutality and criminality of the war – on all sides. On the other hand, a review in the Süddeutsche Zeitung 
also picks up on how little violence is actually depicted and the absence of a felt catharsis, but wants to see more of the promised 
Anti-Bolshevism, documentation of the Russian war crimes and critique of the Third Reich, as opposed to the crimes of average 
Germans, while a review in Hamburger Abendblatt defends the stylization as necessary in order to adequately depict the 
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The lack of interest in the Gustloff and the gradually mixed responses to the types of 

films and reports that mentioned or depicted its sinking can be explained by major changes in 

German television in the 1960s. In addition to television’s rapid growth to a mass medium, 

during the 1960s technical advances allowed stations to more easily record and reproduce 

archival material and interviews with Zeitzeugen; the medium began to shift from the Spielfilm 

and Fernsehspiel – which dominated German television in the 1950s – to the Dokumentarfilm 

and politisches Magazin; and up-and-coming industry leaders began to react to a perceived 

deficit in historical knowledge about the Third Reich (Fritsche, 2003). According to one study, 

the number of broadcasts about the war years increased from 16 in 1955, to 39 in 1960, to 87 in 

1961, and instead of just fictional Kriegsfilme and Heimatfilme that trivialized and distorted 

historical reality for the sake of entertainment and/or Cold War political goals, ARD began to 

show documentaries and reports about the SS, the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, the Auschwitz and 

Eichmann trials, and controversies surrounding former Nazis (Fritsche, 2003: 99-100). The 

programming on television was both influenced by and exploited to shape the rapidly changing 

political landscape of the 1960s, in which themes such as Flucht und Vertreibung and Rettung 

über See were becoming controversial in public discourse (Cf. Kittel, 2007; AND Kossert, 

2008).  

The shift away from German suffering to German perpetration, however, was neither 

sudden nor complete, as films such as the 14-part documentary series Das Dritte Reich (1960-

1961), which sought to educate Germans about their recent history, appeared alongside films like 

Flucht aus dem Osten (1965), which intended to inform the German public about the suffering of 

the German expellees and thereby continue their integration (Cf. Fritsch, 1979). The 45-minute 

                                                
suffering of German women. The review in the Hamburger Echo even explicitly refers to German women as “unschuldige 
Frauen.” Although a profitable and noteworthy film, its reception was clearly mixed.  
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documentary Flucht aus dem Osten supports Zeitzeuge testimony with archival documents and 

stock footage, including scenes from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, and avoids questions of 

causation and guilt, resulting in an oral history style and sentimental tone that is very similar to 

more recent victim narratives.163 Even Das Dritte Reich, which mentions the Gustloff’s role in 

the Gleichschaltung of German society in the 1930s and then as a Flüchtlingsschiff in 1945, does 

not represent a complete shift to German perpetration. The series narrates an immense collection 

of archival footage which confronts German TV viewers for the first time with the inhumanity of 

Hitler’s domestic and foreign policies from the immediate events leading up to the 

Machtergreifung in 1932 to the German capitulation in 1945, giving special attention to Hitler’s 

consolidation of power and reign of terror, the brutality of the German military, and the 

Holocaust. Although the film establishes German national guilt for the war and does not seek to 

relativize that guilt with the actions of the Allies, it maintains the myths of a Führer with 

totalitarian power, a saubere Wehrmacht that was just following orders, and a Volk von Opfern 

that was brainwashed by Hitler to only become the victims of allied retaliation (Fritsche, 2003: 

108-116).  

 As the perpetrator discourse was gradually articulated on German television, the story of 

the Gustloff was omitted from new programming from 1968 to 1980. Although television played 

no small part in the re-popularization of Flucht und Vertreibung and Rettung über See during the 

geistig moralische Wende of the early 1980s (See: Chapter 2), between 1968 and 1985, there was 

seemingly no interest in broadcasting the story of the Gustloff in and of itself. In memoriam of 

the 40th anniversary on January 30, 1985, however, ZDF aired Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, ARD 

discussed the sinking on its Tagesthemen and NDR, in collaboration with other northern regional 

stations, aired the first television interview with Heinz Schön on its documentary series Vor 
                                                
163 Ostforscher Heinz Rudolph Fritsch praised the film as “journalistisch sauber und einwandfrei” (1979: 400). 
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Vierzig Jahren. A show about Flucht über die Ostsee also featured the Gustloff a couple weeks 

later (Das Landungsboot, BFS, 1985). The media attention in 1985 is best described as an 

isolated fad, as there are no further references on public television in the sample until a 1989 

interview with the former radio operator Rudi Lange on the regional news magazine “Buten un 

Binnen” (STADTSCHNACK, RB), and there were no major interviews or programs about the 

Gustloff in 1990, rather only references on a program about the Goya (Goya: Größte Schiffs-

Katastrophe der Welt, NDR) and a program about Das Bernsteinzimmer (NDR), and no 

references on public television in 1991. Though 1985 broke certain barriers in terms of 

mediating stories of Gustloff survivors, 1992/1993 marks the real turning point in the 

representation of the Gustloff on television. Wisbar’s classic film aired a second time for 

northern audiences (NDR/RB) and viewers were exposed to the first two programs that 

specifically focused on the Gustloff. 

On January 19, 1993 director Werner Henning’s Den Untergang überlebt: Heinz Schön 

und die Tragödie der Wilhelm Gustloff aired on the WDR regional news magazine 

Landesspiegel. The 40-minute special is mostly a biography of Schön, following his struggles to 

cope with his traumatic memories, understand the cause of the sinking and share his story with 

the public. While the film offers very little contextualization of the sinking itself and is quite 

sentimental, it does manage to properly place the ship in Nazi propaganda and the sinking in the 

context of the war. Furthermore, the viewer is not given the option of interpreting the event as a 

war crime. On the contrary, the film signifies a post-Cold War era of European pluralism and 

cooperation. After going back to Gdynia and the site of the sinking for the first time in almost 40 

years, the camera follows Schön across many points of interest in Russia. A class of students at a 

technical academy ask him if the Germans are aware of the suffering of Russian civilians as well; 
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at a naval museum he views an exhibit that depicts Marinesco as a hero; from the Marinesco-

Committee he learns that the majority of the crew were from Leningrad and had the brutal 

German onslaught there in the back of their minds in 1945; he visits a reconstruction of the 

mysterious Bernsteinzimmer; and he visits with a middle school class that constructed its own 

miniature exhibit, mostly from their correspondence with Schön. The climatic moment comes 

when Schön visits a former member of the S-13 crew at his private residence, and over a 

traditional Russian meal, the two bond and reconcile their perspectives on the sinking through 

their shared pacifism. The conclusion might be seen as Schön’s proclamation before the camera 

and the middle school class that the sinking was not a war crime. Schön has written in his more 

recent publications that this and other experiences during the early 1990s opened his mind to the 

Russian perspective and that his inclusion of that perspective in his lectures and publications led 

to negative reactions from other survivors (See: Chapter 1). But by distancing Schön’s story 

from the victim discourse of the survivors on screen and, more importantly, in Schön’s 

publications thereafter, Henning and Schön were successful in making the story more appealing 

to a mainstream audience. Although Henning’s documentary only aired once for a regional 

audience, the direct effect of the production on Schön’s work was crucial in re-popularizing the 

Gustloff and the film has since been shown at several exhibits and local meetings of 

Landsmannschaften.164 

Henning’s piece was followed by the first and one of the most widely viewed 

documentaries that focused solely on the sinking of the Gustloff: director Maurice Phillip 

Remy’s 30. Januar 1945: Der Tag, an dem die Gustloff sinkt. The film first aired on NDR on 

October 23, 1993, but re-aired on January 30, 1994 on ARD, and a total of 20 times on multiple 

                                                
164 For instance, Ostpreußenblatt (23 Apr.. 1994: 23) reports on a viewing at the exhibit Flucht über die Ostsee 1944/1945, which 
was organized by Schön; and there are also reports about viewings at lectures given by Schön (e.g. Ostpreußenblatt, 14 Jan. 
1995: 13; 21 Jan. 1995: 13; AND 29 July 2006). 
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public channels through 2010 – in addition to many re-airings on private channels –, making it 

the second most frequently broadcast show about the Gustloff. Remy came across the theme 

while directing his 1990 documentary Das Bernsteinzimmer: Das Ende einer Legende – the 

same program listed above that mentions the sinking. In this respect, the documentary reveals a 

central cause of interest in the Gustloff in the early Berlin Republic. Following reunification there 

was widespread speculation about the whereabouts of the Amber Room, as several TV shows, 

newspapers and books attempted to explain its mysterious disappearance and attempted to solve 

the mystery by accessing documents in the former East Block (See: Chapters 2 and 4). In fact 

several of the TV programs in the sample mention the Gustloff in the search for the 

Bernsteinzimmer.165 One conspiracy theory revived during this time was that the famous piece of 

artwork was evacuated on the Gustloff on its final voyage. Whereas Schön’s obsession with the 

Gustloff resulted in later interest in the Bernsteinzimmer, Remy’s interest in the Bernsteinzimmer 

led him to the Gustloff.  

The major difference between Henning’s documentary and Remy’s documentary is that 

Remy only presents the perspective of Gustloff survivors. Through a series of edited interviews 

with Zeitzeugen, archival footage of the Gustloff, and shots of the wreck, Remy gives Schön and 

a cast of other frequently cited survivors, most of whom now elderly women, a voice in public 

discourse. As is the case with the news reports and documentaries that proceeded Der Tag an 

dem die Gustloff sinkt in 1985, although there is some historical contextualization of the ship in 

National Socialism and the Second World War, the selective gaps in the memories and stories of 

the war generation are not filled with the perspectives of professional historians, younger 

                                                
165 After Remy’s 1990 film came: Die Jagd nach dem Bernsteinzimmer, ZDF, 11 Dec. 1994; Bernsteinzimmer: Die Jagd nach 
dem Millionenschatz, ARD, 03 Nov. 1996; Nahaufnahme: Bernsteinzimmer MDR-3, 10 Feb. 2000; Das Bernsteinzimmer und die 
Jäger des verlorenen Schatzes, WDR, 6 Apr.. 2001; AND Maurice Philip Remy: Mythos Bernsteinzimmer, NDR-RB, 26 May 
2003, all of which mention the sinking of the Gustloff, and some of which reproduce scenes from Nazi propaganda and/or Nacht 
fiel über Gotenhafen to depict the ship and its sinking. 
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generations and other nationalities, resulting in a biased depiction of the survivors as innocent 

victims. Heinz Schön serves as Remy’s primary on screen expert but is not asked for his opinion 

on whether or not the sinking was a war crime. The archival footage and the shots of the wreck 

create a “hypermedial” space of memory in which the private memories of the survivors can be 

relived via the mass medium of television and absorbed into the collective memory of a national 

audience (Bangert, 2011). The style and success of Remy’s early films like his Gustloff 

documentary landed him a job with Guido Knopp at ZDF in 1994.  

It is doubtful that the re-airings of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen in 1985 and 1992, which 

airled late at night on Das Dritte, had any effect beyond that of a cult classic for the discourse 

communities of the survivors and their families, and other already interested parties, while the 

brief reports in northern Germany in 1985 reached only regional audiences. But the two 

documentaries in 1993, especially Remy’s, not only exposed a much wider audience to the 

Gustloff tragedy, but clearly helped spark the interest of the national print media, evidenced by 

positive press in Der Spiegel (3, 1994: 54) and Die Zeit (18 Jan. 1994: 54). When the survivors 

organized their second and final memorial service in Damp in 1995, the media was there to cover 

the event. The coverage of the memorial service on the sinking’s 50th anniversary marked the 

first coordinated Gustloff-centered “television event” during which the Gustloff was 

simultaneously represented and discussed across multiple programs and stations. Remy’s 

documentary re-aired twice on ARD-1 and Arte in 1994, and again on January 29, 1995 on 

NDR-RB. On and around January 30, 1995 there were seven specials on local survivors and/or 

the memorial service on regional news magazines that aired a total of eleven times, including an 

interview with Helga Reuter on Die aktuelle Schublade (NDR-RB, 27 Jan. 1995), and reports 

about the memorial service on the NDR Tagesschau (30 Jan. 1995) and the news magazines Das 
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Abend Studio (NDR-RB, 30 Jan. 1995), Hallo 18.35 (NDR-Niedersachsen-Bremen, 30 Jan. 

1995), Schleswig-Holstein-Magazin (NDR-SH, 30 Jan. 1995), Nordmagazin (NDR-RB, 30 Jan. 

1995), and Schleswig-Holstein heute (NDR-SH, 30 Jan. 1995). There was also a nationally 

broadcast special production by ARD-Aktuell hosted by Kiel Steinhoff consisting of a discussion 

of the memorial service, the Gustloff and the theme of Flucht und Vertreibung with several 

German expellees. Although ARD and its regional affiliates clearly felt there would be more 

interest in northern Germany, the TV-coverage garnered national attention, especially in 

combination with the coverage in the print media (See: Chapter 4) – and, of course, Günter Grass 

happens to live in that broadcasting region.166 The media success of the memorial must be 

understood as a result of the efforts of Schön and other survivors (See: Schön, 1998: 224-236.), 

who organized and actively publicized the Gustloff-Gedenktreffen in 1985 and 1995. Not 

surprisingly, each of these broadcasts are another example of television giving the survivors a 

voice in public discourse and underpinning their private memories with images and stock footage 

from Nazi propaganda and Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, rather than qualifying their biased 

perspectives and selective memories with established historical knowledge. 

Another major turning point in the history of memorializing the Gustloff on TV came in 

1998, when Heinz Schön published yet another expansion of his original work, now entitled SOS 

Wilhelm Gustloff: Die Größte Schiffskatastrophe der Geschichte (See: Chapter 1). In a new 

introduction, Schön makes the claim for the first time that over 9,000 passengers perished when 

the Gustloff sank. Although primarily based on hearsay – and a claim which Schön had explicitly 

distanced himself from in prior publications –, his new estimate established the Gustloff as the 

deadliest maritime disaster in modern world history, a title that was previously held by the Goya 

– though it is important to stress that the Gustloff always received more attention in public 
                                                
166 And he in fact mentions having seen a TV documentary (citation). 
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discourse, especially on German TV. To mark the 53rd anniversary, NDR-RB re-aired Nacht fiel 

über Gotenhafen and Remy’s documentary, while Hallo Niedersachsen produced its own special 

about local survivors (NDR-Niedersachsen/Bremen, 31 Jan. 1998). Brandenburg’s now defunct 

ORB also aired a report about the sinking on its Abendjournal (30 Jan. 1998). As isolated as the 

coverage in 1998 seems, the stage was now set for the next millennium of the M/S Wilhelm 

Gustloff in the center of German memory culture. The only reference in 1999 was yet another re-

airing of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen (NDR-RB, 18 Dec. 1999), while in 2000 there were four re-

airings of Remy’s film on Pheonix and NDR, and two broadcasts about the Amber Room on 

ZDF and MDR that describe the sinking. This might be described as the quite before the storm, 

as over three-fourths of all broadcasts pertaining to the Gustloff in the history of German 

television occurred between 2001 and 2010, and few were merely tangential references.  

There are many social, cultural and political forces that explain the sudden interest in the 

Gustloff on German TV, many of which have already been outlined in this dissertation. Another 

important factor is the recent role of television in the center of a quickly expanding multimedia 

memory culture, which interconnects all media in an expansive and dynamic space for memory 

discourse (See: Assmann and Assmann, 1994; A. Assmann, 2004; Erll, 2004; AND P. Schmidt, 

2004). As demonstrated by the dissemination of the story of the Gustloff across media, TV 

studios often discover ideas for programming in trends in popular culture, but a popular and 

successful topic on TV quickly spreads to other channels and all other media – internet, cinema, 

print media, popular history, radio, etc. – thus perpetuating cultural trends. Since the Wende, a 

new trend has emerged in the search for a common national past and national identity, especially 

for older generations who were born in a united Germany and/or grew up in a divided Germany. 

Feeding this demand for history and identity is the phenomenon of Histotainment. Prior to 1995, 
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most documentaries about history were not marketed and were typically only shown to the niche, 

late-night viewers of Das Dritte regional stations. However, since the early 1990s Guido 

Knopp’s ZDF-Redaktion Zeitgeschichte has quite successfully marketed history to a mainstream 

audience on prime-time television, consistently reaching millions of Germans with each 

broadcast (See: Fischer and Lorenz, 2007: 341-44). At first, there was a focus on the Nazi past 

and prominent perpetrators, with shows such as Hitler-Eine Bilanz (1995), Hitler’s Helfer (1998) 

and Holocaust (2000). But since the turn of the millennium, focus has shifted to German victims. 

The five-part series Die große Flucht (2001) marked Knopp’s turn to German victims by 

presenting a prime-time audience with the flight and expulsion of Germans from Eastern Europe 

at the close of WWII and the entire second episode focused on the sinking of the Gustloff, 

making it the third documentary about the Gustloff in German television history. Although each 

of the five films in the series featured different directors – Friederike Dreykluft and Jörg Müllner 

directed the Gustloff film – Knopp’s fundamental formula for Histotainment is maintained 

throughout. Convinced that the need for a national identity can only be fulfilled by using one’s 

own history as a point of reference and that television is in the best position to construct a 

national identity, Knopp’s style turns oral history into a form of sentimental entertainment (Cf. 

Knopp, 1999a and 1999b). Like all of Knopp’s productions, Der Untergang der Gustloff 

connects short excerpts from interviews with the most recognizable Gustloff survivors and 

witnesses, such as Heinz Schön, Waltraud Grüter and Robert Herring – to the stock footage of 

World War II and the Gustloff – of course featuring the imagery of Schiff 754, Schiff ohne 

Klassen, and Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen – via montage and voice-over. While the same 

technique as used in his series about perpetrators has been criticized for trivializing and 

popularizing the Nazi past, his depiction of German victims has been attacked for being overly 
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empathetic and perpetuating the myth of absolute German victimhood (See, for example: 

Kansteiner, 2003; AND Wiegel, 2004). Knopp et al. are quite meticulous in their research and 

avoid presenting evidence or explicit claims that are not accepted amongst academic historians, 

but the emotional tone of his productions and the series of short sequences of eyewitness 

statements and simplistic narration over stock footage do not permit the interlocutors, the 

commentator or the audience time to critically reflect on the involvement of the war generation 

in National Socialist society. Their accounts of recent history unchallenged, the survivors are 

free to narrate their own suffering as they would amongst their intimate friends and family, 

though with the help of an editing team that ensures their message is delivered as succinctly and 

emotionally as possible. When viewed together with Knopp’s perpetrator films that focus on the 

elite of the political and military institutions, a select few historical figures are demonized as the 

embodiment of Nazi evil, while the average German is assigned the identity of innocent victim. 

This identity is facilitated and disseminated in advertising on the internet and in the print media, 

the rapid release of the productions on DVD and the publication of accompanying 

documentations in print (See: Chapter 2). In spite of negative criticism from scholars and critics, 

Die Große Flucht re-aired in 2002 and twice in 2005. Annette Tewes und Christian Deick edited 

the series down to a one-part, one-and-a-half hour version which re-aired another five times in 

2004 and 2010 on ZDF, Phoenix and 3.Sat.167 

 

3.6 Günter Grass and the Media 

The rise of a multimedia victim discourse has met much resistance in German society, 

and the resulting public memory contests across competing discourses occur in the same textual, 

                                                
167 Shows about the search for the Bernsteinzimmer (WDR, 6 Apr.. 2001), KdF (ARD, 13 June 2001) and a discussion of a book 
about the ship builder Blohm & Voss’s role in the Third Reich (NDR-Hamburg, 6 Nov. 2001) also mentioned the sinking of the 
Gustloff in 2001. 
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audio-visual and virtual spaces in which the victim narratives are constructed. Though his own 

perspective is critical, even Günter Grass consciously participated in the expanding memory 

culture of the Berlin Republic (See, for example: Kesting: 9-40). Not only did he thematize the 

role of multiple media in the (re)construction of history and identity in Im Krebsgang, but he 

utilized multiple media to advertise and disseminate the novella’s content and message (Cf. 

Beyersdorf, 2006; Prinz, 2004; Veel, 2004; Midgley, 2005; Wassmann, 2009; AND Youngman, 

2008). In addition to his promotion of the book in several media, as well as his reflections on 

literature, the internet and the print media as media of memory culture in the novella, Grass 

recorded passages of the book and additional material for radio broadcast and audio CD, and 

actively participated in discussions about the book on television. In fact, in 2002 seven of the 

nine programs that featured the Gustloff and its sinking on TV and thirteen of twenty total 

broadcasts focused on Grass and his novella, some of which took the book at face value and 

discussed the breaking of a taboo on German wartime suffering, others of which discussed the 

book’s reception and the ensuing controversy.168 In 2003 the French-German station Arte offered 

a German translation of William Irigoyen’s reportage on the sinking that was both inspired by 

and focused primarily on Grass’s interpretation of the event (14 Jul. 2003), and in 2005 there was 

a re-airing of Lesezeichen’s interview with Grass (3sat, 17 Nov. 2005), and the internationally 

available Deutsche Welle broadcast a report on the debate surrounding Grass’s novella (8 May 

2005).  

Also often overlooked is Grass’s role in Detlef Michelers’s – who was contracted to 

conduct most of the research for Im Krebsgang – radio broadcast Die Wilhelm Gustloff: Vom 

                                                
168 Radio Bremen’s regional program Kulturjournal aired a feature on Im Krebsgang on February 4th and 5th; German literary 
critic, Marcel Reich-Ranicki, praised the book on the premiere of his short-lived ZDF program, Reich-Ranicki Solo, on February 
5; and on February 11th the regional evening show Hallo Niedersachsen broadcast a special report, which re-aired 5 times on 
affiliate stations in Niedersachsen. ARD-1 broadcast two reports nationally, one on Grass’s extensive advertising campaign on 
February 18th and 19th, and the second on the taboo debate on February 25th. The regional literary program Lesezeichen produced 
by Bayerisches Fernsehen aired an extensive interview with Grass on August 4, 2002, as did ARD on October 9, 2002. 
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Flaggschiff zum Eisernen Sarg, which was later released as an audio CD and then combined with 

sketches and photographs from Heinz Schön’s private archive and screen shots from stock 

footage to produce a DVD. The original audio consists of a montage similar to that of a Guido 

Knopp documentary. Tracks of survivors speaking about their experiences are juxtaposed against 

narration that places their statements in a wider context and passages from Im Krebsgang read by 

Grass. The only moving images on the video recording come in the form of waves, seagulls and 

a crab under water and signify the transition to excerpts from the novella. But the motif of the 

crabwalk, which is used to epitomize critical empathy, offer multiple generational perspectives 

and protect the work from right-wing conservativism in the novella (See: Chapter 5), is reduced 

to a back-and-forth between the perspectives of the German survivors and the parts of the 

novella that trace the story of Marinesco.169  

The media frenzy surrounding Grass’s novella and its claim of being a Tabubruch spread 

rapidly (Cf. Taberner, 2002; Prinz, 2004; AND Beyersdorf, 2006). Der Spiegel did a cover story 

on Grass and the Gustloff, and the ship became a talking point in the mainstream print media in 

general (See: Chapter 4). Knopp seized the moment to rewrite his chapter on the Gustloff that 

appeared in the book version of Die Große Flucht as a standalone book titled, Der Untergang 

der 'Gustloff': Wie es wirklich war (See: Chapter 2). Schön republished Die Gustloff Katastrophe 

(See: Chapter 1), and other publications and republications soon followed. Schön became a 

household name through public appearances to promote the book with Grass and was 

interviewed again on television (SWR, 3 Mar. 2002), and yet another program interviewed a 

local survivor and witness (SWR, 14 Feb. 2002).170 Knopp’s documentary re-aired and Remy’s 

                                                
169 The DVD is only available through the Günter Grass Stiftung for research purposes, though it was screened to interested 
parties at the Günter Grass Media Archive in Bremen on at least one occasion. 
170 Südwestrundfunk’s regional show Ländersache retold the story of local survivor and member of the Kriegsmarine, Nikolaus 
Höbel. 
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documentary re-aired twice in 2002, and the presence of the Gustloff on TV was maintained by 

reruns of the full and short version of Die Große Flucht in 2004 and shows that revisited the 

themes of KdF and Das Bernsteinzimmer in 2003 and 2004, including a discussion of Remy’s 

book about the Bernsteinzimmer (NDR-RB, 26 May 2003), which incorporates clips from Nacht 

fiel über Gotenhafen to represent the sinking of the Gustloff, and a show about a KdF resort in 

Rügen that mentions the Gustloff (NDR, 24 Sep. 2003). 2003 and 2004 saw continued interest in 

the story of the KdF-flagship in its own right as well. Remy’s documentary re-aired once in 2003 

and three more times in 2004, there was an anniversary report on the Landesschau on SWR-BW 

(30 Jan. 2003) to mark the anniversary, and ZDF (30 Mar. 2004) produced a German translation 

of an episode of the American History Channel’s series Unsolved History, entitled Die letzte 

Fahrt der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff – which is interesting as the only attempt in any medium to confirm 

the death toll of over 9,000 using a combination of eye-witnesses, a diving expedition, expert 

analysis of the ship’s plans, and a computer program that anticipates human reaction to disaster. 

A trend that emerges in the sample of TV programs used in this study is an increase in the 

number of representations of the Gustloff per year over time with peaks around key 

anniversaries, the publication of Im Krebsgang and two of the major audio-visual representations 

themselves. Another trend is that the exposure of the Gustloff seems to have reached a new peak 

with each major event. In 1985, 1995, and 2002, respectively, there were more representations 

on TV than any previous year. The trend held for the 60th anniversary in 2005. Although Peter 

Dreckmann’s Ostsee 45: Drei Schiffe ein Schicksal (Arte, 10 July 2005) was the only new 

documentary that focused on the Gustloff – along with the Steuben and the Goya – it aired twice 

and Remy’s documentary appeared three times that year. Dreckmann also released a 

documentary about the Steuben that aired five times, Tod in der Ostsee (ARD, 13 Apr. 2005), 
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which repeatedly mentions the Gustloff as a point of reference and aired five times in 2005.171 

Schleswig-Holstein-Magazin aired a special report about the 60th anniversary three times on 

January 28 and 29, Hallo Niedersachsen (30 Jan. 2005) aired a piece on local survivors twice, 

and ARD-Mittagsmagazin (28 Jan. 2005) and Landesschau RLP (SW3-Rheinland-Pfalz, 28 Jan. 

2005) did specials on the sinking as well. A report about flight and expulsion (SW3, 19 Nov. 

2005) and two more shows about Grass and the ramifications of Im Krebsgang also appeared 

(3.sat, 17 Nov. 2005; AND Deutsche Welle, 8 May 2005).  

The Gustloff maintained a presence on TV through 2006 and 2007, with the 

announcement of production on the ZDF movie (NDR, 30 Oct. 2006), an interview with Rupert 

Neudeck (NDR, 21 Sep. 2006) – the founder of the charity for refugees Cap Anamur and himself 

a German expellee who claims to have just missed the Gustloff’s final voyage in 1945 by two 

days –, a tour of the Deutsches Maritimes Museum and its Gustloff-Raum on Hamburg Journal 

(NDR-Hamburg, 29 Oct. 2007), a new documentary about Flucht und Vertreibung by disciples 

of Guido Knopp (Hitler’s letzte Opfer ARD, 5 Mar. 2007)  – which follows  Knopp’s formula 

and narrative and recycles most of the same interviews and footage –, re-airings of Remy’s and 

Dreckmann’s documentaries in 2007, and reruns of the 1981 documentary Flucht und 

Vertreibung on Bayerisches Fernsehen.  Due to the life’s work of Heinz Schön and the notoriety 

of Günter Grass, the Gustloff made frequent cameos on German TV during the early years of the 

new millennium, but nothing compares to the TV-Ereignis of 2008.  

 

                                                
171 Although Dreckmann’s three documentaries – Die Todesfahrt der Goya (MDR, 2003), Tod in der Ostsee (ARD, 2005), and 
Ostsee 45 (Arte, 2005) –, seem to demonstrate an interest in the Gustloff by way of the Goya and then the Steuben, they are 
actually all inspired by the Gustloff, in that they focus the expeditions of the German diver Ulrich Restemeyer. Restemeyer’s 
interest in the Flüchtlingsschiffe stems from his conversations with Heinz Schön in the 1980s. He in fact led the team aboard the 
Michael Glinka that took Heinz Schön to the Gustloff in 1992. The Gustloff expeditions inspired him to next look for the Goya 
and the Steuben. Restemeyer is credited as the discoverer of these wrecks, though they had each been located and visited before 
him by authorities and other divers.  See: <http://www.focus.de/wissen/mensch/geschichte/tid-17176/geschichte-das-schicksal-
der-vergessenen-fluechtlingsschiffe_aid_478590.html>  
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3.7 The ZDF TV-Ereignis: Die Gustloff  

Axel Bangert (2011) has described Joseph Vilsmaier’s two-part miniseries Die Gustloff, 

which first aired on March 2 and 3, 2008 on ZDF in Germany and ORF in Austria as a TV-

Ereignis which utilized a carefully planned advertising campaign and multiple media to market 

the tragedy as a consumable product. In addition to numerous commercials, the UFA-production 

was complemented with several pages on the ZDF website, a “Making Of” exclusive, which 

aired continuously, a behind the scenes short, a two-part documentary by Knopp, and a novel by 

Tatjana Gräfin Dönhoff and the author of the screenplay, Rainer Berg (See: Chapter 5). Third 

parties capitalized on the frenzy as well. Both Knopp and Heinz Schön republished older 

material, and other survivors and popular historians promptly published their own accounts of 

the sinking, all under the slogan of Wider des Vergessen (Bassiner and Müller, 2008). Regional 

news magazines aired new features about survivors (SW3, 2 Mar. 2008; MDR-3, 31 Jan. 2008; 

AND SW3-Rheinland-Pfalz, 4 Mar. 2008); Buten und Binnen interviewed Detlef Michelers 

about his research into the sinking for Grass (NDR-3/RB, 26 May 2008); N-TV (1 Mar. 2008) 

offered their own translation of the Unsolved History episode referenced above, which has since 

become the most aired Gustloff documentary in Germany;172 Johannes B. Kerner discussed the 

                                                
172 The two German translations shed light on the respective intentions of the American station and the two German stations. 
Particular scenes were deleted and commentary was altered or added to fit the needs and audience of ZDF and N-TV respectively. 
Most telling is a comparison of the films’ endings, which although visually almost identical, deliver decidedly different 
perspectives. The concluding commentary of the original Unsolved History episode is somewhat balanced in its willingness to 
mourn the victims without losing sight of history, yet is obviously most interested in captivating its audience with a “forgotten” 
tragedy. First an expert states: “In present day, a maritime disaster of this magnitude would have been remembered throughout 
the world. The fact that its passengers and dependents were Germans and the world had little time to mourn their passing, but 
after all these years, do they not deserve to be remembered?” This is followed by a rather ambiguous conclusion by the voice 
over: “Thousands would die that night because their nation had lost its sanity. In this last calculus of catastrophe, these thousands 
of men, women and children allowed their innocence to be erased.” It is unclear whether the viewer is to think of the passengers 
as “innocent victims” or “victims who were also complicit in the regime.” The N-TV translation, however, actively distances 
itself from any notion of collective guilt and hints at a Polish conspiracy to repress the theme by completely rephrasing the voice 
over: “Diese Menschen mussten sterben, weil eine verbrecherische Führung das Land in den Krieg getrieben hatte. Nachtrag: Die 
Position auf der die Gustloff eins sank ist auf polnische Seekarten heute als Hindernis Nr. 73 markiert.” The ZDF translation 
rephrases both the expert’s statement and the conclusion to offer a perspective that is surprisingly even more balanced—and less 
ambiguous—than the American perspective: “Nach dem Krieg sah die Weltöffentlichkeit über das Schicksal der Gustloff 
hinweg. Wohl auch weil ihre Opfer einer Nation angehörten, in deren Namen Millionen Menschen getötet worden waren. Einige 
Tausend Ertrunkenen aus einem Land, das in dem Jahren der Hitler-Diktatur seine Unschuld verloren hatte. Angehörige eines 
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new TV movie with Guido Knopp and actor Michael Mendl on his daytime talk show (ZDF, 28 

Feb. 2008); and the older documentaries of Remy and Dreckmann re-aired. As a direct result of 

the ZDF blockbuster, 2008 marks a peak in the volume of representation of the Gustloff on 

German television. However, while the print and television news media contributed to the hype, 

many critics and most scholars who have watched the film have categorized Die Gustloff as a 

clichéd German version of the Hollywood film Titanic that seeks to profit by exploiting the re-

emergence of the myth of innocent German victims (e.g. Dückers, 2008; Kirschenbaum, 2008; 

Niven, 2008; AND Bangert, 2011).  

The most common criticism is directed at the film’s Manichean dualism of good and evil. 

As Niven (2008) argues, Vilsmaier includes many of the historical facts surrounding the Gustloff 

and its sinking on January 30, 1945 – many of which were not available to Frank Wisbar in the 

1950s – and seems to have taken note of the revelations of the traveling exhibition 

Vernichtungskrieg: Verbrechen der Wehrmacht 1941 bis 1944 (See: Heer, 2004 and 2008). In 

the film, key members of the Kriegsmarine come across as villains and perpetrators to the same 

extent as stereotypical members of the SS and party functionaries. In this regard, the film 

disassociates itself from the myth of a saubere Wehrmacht. Yet Die Gustloff continues the trend 

of neatly dividing Germans into stock roles, as the mostly women and children refugees and the 

civilian members of the Handelsmarine are depicted as victims of militaristic interests and/or 

heroes who subvert the authority of the regime (See: Chapter 5). This clear distinction between 

heroes, victims and perpetrators and the overall sensationalism of the film serve to establish the 

KdF-ship as the German Titanic or Lusitania and the German citizenry as a nation of victims. 

                                                
verbrecherischen Regimes konnten kein Mitleid erwarten. So lebte die letzte Fahrt der Wilhelm Gustloff Jahrzehnte lang nicht 
mehr als eine Fußnote der Weltgeschichte.” 
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Indeed, the multimedia marketing campaign and the supplemental material in print, on TV and 

on the Web support such an interpretation (Cf. Bangert). 

Almost as much emphasis was placed on authenticity as on marketing. Even Heinz 

Schön, who served as an adviser in this regard, for which he was rewarded with a cameo, praised 

the CGI, costumes, sets and strict guidelines for extras (2008: 237-268). But at the close of the 

film the viewer reads: “Dieser Film zeigt Ereignisse, die sich so oder ähnlich zugetragen haben. 

Die handelnden Figuren sind fiktiv und an reale Personen nur angelehnt.” This disclaimer reveals 

the fundamental paradox of the film. As discussed above, Frank Wisbar also utilized fictional 

characters to embody the spirit of the times, but purposefully avoided fictionalizing documented 

historical actors and events. Rather than facing the difficulties of depicting the “real” 

Korvettenkapitän Leonhardt, Kapitän Petersen, Korvettenkapitän Zahn or Gauleiter Koch or 

working through the conflicting eyewitness and expert accounts to establish what “really” caused 

the sinking, Wisbar omits historical figures and employs fiction to capture the essence of what 

average Germans experienced. Vilsmaier and Berg, on the other hand, include fictionalized 

characters who played a decisive role in the event itself, as Wisbar later did for Flucht über die 

Ostsee. Kapitän Leonberg, Kapitän Johansen, Korvettenkapitän Petri, and NSDAP-

Ortskommandant Koch resemble the historical figures in both name and role, but like all the 

characters in the film become caricatures of the institutions they represent: the navy, the 

merchant marines and the Nazi Party. In their search for heroes and victims that are not tainted 

by Nazi ideology or the war and with which a contemporary audience can sympathize, Vilsmaier 

and Berg must rely on total fiction. They fill in gaps in historical knowledge with sub plots of 

love, conflict, deceit, betrayal, rebirth and reconciliation. In sum, the film seeks to 

simultaneously entertain the audience with a sensational story and enlighten the viewers on real 
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German history, without making any distinction between historical fact and fiction. Ultimately 

the viewer receives an utterly simplistic and false impression of the causes and ramifications of 

the sinking, beyond the idea that Germans suffered.   

 Part 1, Hafen der Hoffnung, begins with black-and-white documentary images of the 

soviet advance in 1945 and the resulting flight of German refugees. After the screen has shifted 

to color and a first glimpse of the Gustloff is offered, we hear Goebbels’s 1943 Sportpalastrede 

that announced totaler Krieg to the cheers of the audience and are shown a series of wide shots 

and close ups that cuts back and forth between an approaching cutter and its women and children 

passengers. The camera zooms in on the refugees’ fatigued and desolate faces and on those who 

have died since embarking, and then, shortly after dialogue has commenced, suddenly cuts to a 

wide shot of two dive-bombers strafing the boat, killing still others and terrorizing the rest. 

Subsequent scenes in the film show the refugees locked behind a barbed wire fence – as if in a 

concentration camp (Cf. Niven, 2008) –, panic-stricken by bombers flying overhead, huddled in 

inadequate shelter, and, of course, drowning on the Gustloff. No one can deny that such scenes 

took place in 1945, nor that Germans suffered greatly in the final stages of World War II, and no 

one can deny the right of the director to depict such scenes, but without the proper frame such 

dramatizations of history set themselves up for misuse in right-wing victim discourses as well as 

criticism from academic historians and the political Left. 

Although Vilsmaier references the entanglement of the Wilhelm Gustloff in Nazi 

propaganda and ideology throughout the film, he fails to establish the context of flight and 

expulsion beyond the explicit statement that Hitler declared total war on the world. The greatest 

failure of the film is its extensive documentation of the suffering of German civilians, without 

commenting on their backgrounds and roles in Nazi society. Besides the subtle “implicit 
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equations” between German and Jewish suffering, nowhere in the film is there even an allusion 

to the Holocaust or the horrendous crimes committed against the civilians of other ethnicities and 

nationalities by ordinary Germans. All “gaps” in one narrative strand are filled in with further 

examples of German suffering from another narrative stand. In contrast to this silencing of 

crimes committed against foreign others, the denunciations of fellow Germans, the assassination 

of suspected traitors and the rounding up of waffenfähige Männer for the Volkssturm are central 

to plot development. Underlying this biased depiction is an us-them mentality that extends 

beyond the dualism of Nazi and ordinary German civilian. Russians become a voiceless other, as 

they appear as invaders in the silent documentary clips that introduce the film, as the very brief 

dialogues in Russian aboard the Soviet submarine S-13 are left untranslated – though no one can 

misinterpret the order to fire the torpedoes –, and as the Soviet soldiers are repeatedly referred to 

with the derogatory and impersonal term der Russe, which was not merely the parlance of the 

times, but remains a lasting linguistic feature in victim narratives in family discourse still today 

(See: Welzer et. al., 2002).173 In this sense the film contributes to the imagined collective of 

German victims caught between the absurd militarism of Hitler and the Nazi party, on the one 

side, and a vengeful and bloodthirsty Soviet Army, on the other.  

The second part of the film, Flucht über die Ostsee, continues the myth of das arme 

deutsche Volk, in that it not only dramatizes the sinking itself, but also develops a conspiracy 

theory that a Communist resistance was in cahoots with the Soviet military to sink the Gustloff. 

Presumably the conspiracy was a failed attempt to deter further flight out of the eastern 

territories in preparation for the Cold War. This theory is speculation at best, as it is never 

mentioned in any of the credible published accounts of the Gustloff tragedy found for the present 

                                                
173 This would be fine if the goal were to gain insight into the worldview of the war generation, with all its positives and 
negatives. However, the film uses idealized characters to fit the stereotypes of evil Nazis and innocent civilians that hardly reflect 
the real subjectivity of any member of the war generation. 
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study. Even if it were intended as a mere plot twist for the sake of entertainment, this purely 

fictional subplot has no place in a serious film that actively seeks to bring a German tragedy into 

the historical consciousness of millions of Germans and facilitate positive identity construction. 

Such conjecture runs the risk of reducing the resistance movement to a terrorist organization; it 

implicitly provides evidence for the notion of enemies that threatened the Volksgemeinschaft 

from within and could be used to justify all measures taken to eradicate such threats; and it 

reopens the previously closed debate as to whether or not the sinking should be deemed a war 

crime, without presenting any credible evidence.  

The Guido Knopp documentary, Die Gustloff: Die Dokumentation, likewise aired in two 

parts – with identical titles: Hafen der Hoffnung and Flucht über die Ostsee – immediately 

following the TV movie on March 2 and 3, 2008. Like the movie, the first part depicts the 

Gustloff as a beacon of hope within the context of Flucht und Vertreibung and Flucht über die 

Ostsee, and the second part depicts the tragic sinking. The documentary has all the defining 

characteristics of a Knopp production intended to entertain and enlighten the viewer with 

selected historical facts. Die Dokumentation strings together carefully edited clips from 

Zeitzeugen interviews set to somber scores and contextualized by off screen narration over 

montages of stock footage – the primary difference being that clips from Die Gustloff now 

outnumber those taken from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen –, thus capturing the essence of the 

communicative and collective memory of the survivors of Flucht und Vertreibung and the 

Gustloff Katastrophe, i.e. their subjective impressions of the events almost 60 years later, 

without taking critical distance to their statements or offering conflicting points-of-view.174 

                                                
174 A good example is one of the opening scenes that attempts to mediate the suffering the expellees experienced when they were 
forced to leave their ancestral homelands. After a series of romantic shots of East Prussian and the narrator’s summation of the 
expellee’s collective pain – “Abschied von Ostpreußen, Abschied von der Heimat. Das Land der Kindheit.” – the camera cuts to 
a crying woman interviewee and then back to more romantic visual imagery of East Prussia. 
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Unlike the movie, a Russian perspective is surveyed in the documentary and the 

Vernichtungskrieg waged against Russia is documented, but, as is the case with Knopp’s Gustloff 

book (See: Chapter 2), statements of former members of the S-13 crew – the submarine that sunk 

the Gustloff – and other Russian veterans of the war are mostly used to prove that the Red Army 

really was filled with rage and lust for vengeance, and to relativize crimes committed by 

Germans as part of “Ein Krieg wie keinen zuvor, mit grenzenlosem Leid.” Like Vilsmaier and 

Berg, Knopp’s production team chooses not delve into the biographical backgrounds of the 

protagonists or reflect on the role they might have played in National Socialist society and the 

war prior to the end of January 1945, and thereby avoids questions of personal guilt.175 All blame 

is shifted to a dictatorial regime and the Nazi elite, epitomized in East Prussia by Gauleiter Erich 

Koch, who demanded that the civilians suffer while he retreated to a private bunker with his 

stolen wealth. Expert testimony only serves to verify the selected historical facts and not to 

contradict anything the eyewitnesses say. 

Against clips from Nazi propaganda, such as Schiff ohne Klassen and Schiff 754, the 

Gustloff is described as a Traumschiff der Nazis and is exposed as both a tool and symbol of 

National Socialism in the 1930s, while the status of the Gustloff as a military vessel in 1945 and 

the purpose of Operation Hannibal as first and foremost a military evacuation are both clearly 

established. Like the movie, the second part of the documentary focuses more on the sensational 

aspects of the sinking: the three-captain dilemma and confusion about who was really in 

command of the ship, the fault of the military for not starting the evacuation sooner or properly 

protecting the Gustloff, the desperate situation of Alexander Marinesco – the captain of S-13, 

                                                
175 The exception is a witness who participated in the death march of women concentration camp prisoners and their murder on 
the beaches of Palmnicken – also documented in an Arno Surminski novel (See: Chapter 5). But even this admittedly active 
participant in the Holocaust, albeit a rarity in depictions of Flucht und Vertreibung, is twisted into a victim on screen, as his 
narrative is more about how he has been traumatized by what he witnessed and what he was forced to do in Palmnicken, by the 
fact that he was forced to help murderers, than it is about the crimes he committed himself. Rather than cutting to stock footage 
of death marches or death squads murdering Jews, the camera cuts to a romantic shot of the coast during the winter. 
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who was facing charges back in the Soviet Union if he failed to sink a notable target – and 

especially the chaos and desperation as the Gustloff sank and the heroic efforts to rescue 

castaways, dramatized by a collage of eyewitness statements, a few of the classic scenes from 

Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen and numerous scenes from Die Gustloff. Heinz Schön, who lists all 

the reasons that the sinking of the Gustloff was not a war crime, with the root cause being the 

Machtergreifung of Hitler, also states for the first time in a public forum that the sinking was 

likely a result of sabotage, thereby validating the plot twist added by Vilsmaier and Berg – 

though this is the only statement by a witness that is later invalidated on screen by a Russian 

historian and a German historian, as well as the narrator.176 Ultimately, the documentary supports 

the interpretation that, while the military was guilty of wrongdoing,177 the civilians were 

innocent victims of war. This is accomplished not only by depicting the Nazis in a different light 

than the “non-Nazis” and distinguishing the military personnel from the civilian population, but 

by giving special attention to the children passengers as die unschuldigsten Opfer des Krieges,178 

with the superlative implying that most of the other victims were innocent as well, just not as 

much. 

 

Conclusion 

The Wilhelm Gustloff has always served as a symbol of German wartime suffering and 

frequently as an example of German victimization within the discourse communities of 

survivors, refugees, veterans of the battle of East Prussia and various right-wing groups, as is 

                                                
176 It is unclear why Schön would make this statement. He does hint at rumors of sabotage in his earlier work, but never makes 
this claim himself in any of his books. Perhaps he felt that this would further sensationalize the story, and thought that since 
Vilsmaier and Berg were going along with this theory, that Knopp et. al. would too? 
177 Both captains Wilhelm Zahn and Friedrich Petersen are exposed as cowards for having saved themselves before women and 
children civilians. Both Robert Herring, Capitan of the Admiral Hipper, and the narrator criticize them for being entirely dry 
when they boarded Herring’s boat. 
178 Exemplified by the story of the Gustloff-Findling Peter Weise (See: Chapter 1). 
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demonstrated throughout this dissertation. But the biased perspectives that emerge in such 

discourses had until recently rarely reached a mainstream television audience. In the 1970s and 

80s, these “fringe” attitudes toward and understandings of the sinking were controversial when 

expressed in public discourse. As a result of the exploitation of the theme, on the one hand, and 

the ignorance of the theme, on the other, critical perspectives like that of Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen have been largely lost in memory contests, and any interest in the film between 1960 

and the 1990s must be considered a cult following. Although the broader themes of Flucht und 

Vertreibung and Rettung über See were revived in the early 1980s, the Gustloff was a mere 

tangential reference in related programs. Most of the special reports and features on news 

magazines and even some of the documentaries that actually discussed the Gustloff in-depth 

through the early 1990s, likewise, reached limited, regional audiences. The recent phenomenon 

of Histotainment combined with the multimedia expansion of memory culture, however, has 

established the ship as one of the most prominent symbols of German suffering in contemporary 

German memory culture, but runs the risk of allowing the private memories and victim 

narratives of survivors to write the history of the Gustloff without input from competing popular, 

academic and foreign perspectives.  

Vilsmaier’s Die Gustloff and the accompanying Knopp documentary, Die Gustloff: Die 

Dokumentation, have expanded the visual imagery of the sinking from Nazi propaganda films 

and the sinking scene in Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen to include and, in fact, center upon the 

scenes in the problematic 2008 TV-movie. The newfound balance of the chronicler Heinz Schön, 

the critical perspective of Grass and their participation in other media opened the Gustloff to a 

mainstream TV audience, but others have only exploited recent interest in the theme to further 

their own goals, be they natural psychological and sociocultural processes or explicitly 
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politically or financially motivated. Especially the uncritical empathy of the Knopp 

documentaries and Vilsmaier’s film seem to have quite consciously exploited recent interest in 

German history, especially German victims, to advance their own projects of constructing a 

positive national identity and national history and thereby gain ratings for ZDF. German 

television has not only allowed the nation to collectively mourn the Gustloff in “prime time,” but 

television has become the medium through which private memories and family narratives about 

the war can be shared with the nation to shape the German collective memory of such historical 

events: the mediale Vorlage is now constructed by the very people who in turn cite it.  

Given the continued presence of the Gustloff on German television since 2008 vis-à-vis 

the frequent reruns of the documentaries of Knopp and Remy and Vilsmaier’s film, as well as 

additional programs about related themes (Hitlers Reiseagentur KdF, BFS-3, 27 Apr. 2009) and 

more interviews with survivors (SW3-Rheinland-Pfalz, 23 March 2010) one would have to 

assume that the symbol now figures in the collective and communicative memory of the Berliner 

Republik, and that the popular interpretation of the Gustloff’s story is one that focuses on German 

victimization and marginalizes and relativizes German perpetration. At the same time, 

dramatized films such as Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen and documentaries such as Den Untergang 

überlebt prove that audio-visual media are fully capable of approaching a critical empathy, when 

given the opportunity. 
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Chapter 4: Competing to write the “First Rough Draft of History:” The 

Gustloff in the German Print Media 

 

This chapter discusses representations of the Gustloff in German newspapers and 

magazines, and, to a lesser extent, newsletters and pamphlets. With the exception of the museum 

and exhibit guides, all the texts comprise variations of journalistic writing – though biographical, 

historiographic and literary tendencies abound – and the texts participate in discourses across 

media. Journalistic writing is central to memory culture in every society. Many journalists 

ascribe to the belief that their trade involves the production of the “first rough draft of 

history,”179 thereby recognizing an inherent connection between today’s news and tomorrow’s 

history, and one often reads of past events in magazines and newspapers on anniversaries and 

other special occasions, meaning that journalists and op-ed writers often revive and re-write 

narratives of history. In addition, the print media advertises, reports on and commentates trends 

in all other media of memory in the form of reviews and editorials. Many journalists strive to be 

as objective as academic historians, while – as seen in Chapter 2 – many historians adopt a 

journalist’s reliance on eyewitness testimony. Whereas historians reconstruct past events or – as 

is often the case with the academic historiography of the Third Reich – deconstruct the manner in 

which those events have been remembered, mainstream journalism occasionally revisits history 

as it mediates current events to a general public, typically distinguishing reports (e.g. news 

articles and feature articles) from commentaries (e.g. columns and op-eds). “Just the facts” is a 

truism in the field. Like postmodern historians, however, many critics within and outside the 

field denounce any claim of objectivity in the print media on the basis that even objective forms 

                                                
179 A quote popularly attributed to former Washington Post president, Philip L. Graham. For an academic validation of this belief, 
see Zelizer (2008). 
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of journalism too often serve the interests of individuals, communities, institutions and 

regimes.180 

 

4.1 The Construction of a Schiff ohne Klassen in the National Socialist Print Media 

One of the most extreme examples of a biased press was the consolidation of the German 

print media under the National Socialist regime (See: Frei and Schmitz, 1999; AND Stöber, 

2010). The Nazis understood that controlling the print media meant controlling the minds of 

Germans. Still early in the movement, the Nazis began printing their own local, regional and 

national newspapers. Three of the most successful examples were the official newspaper of the 

NSDAP, Völkischer Beobachter (founded by Hitler in 1920),181 the fanatically anti-Semitic 

tabloid, Der Strummer, (founded in 1923),182 and the official paper for the Gau of Berlin, Der 

Angriff (founded by Goebbels in 1927).183 Following the Machtergreifung, Goebbels quickly 

took control of all German newspapers and magazines as part of the Gleichschaltung (See: Frei 

and Schmitz, 1999: 9-19). The Schriftleitergesetz ensured that all editors were of NS-Gesinnung, 

and thereafter all articles were either pre-fabricated or pre-approved on some level by the 

Nachrichtenbüro or other Nazi authorities. Jews were barred from participating in the German 

                                                
180 For instance, see Speckmann’s (2005) analysis of how Flucht und Vertreibung was portrayed in the media around the turn of 
the century. 
181 Völkischer Beobachter was an outwardly serious newspaper that reported on Party news, as well as current events from a 
National Socialist perspective. Although it was not as blatantly anti-Semitic or anti-democratic as other Nazi print media, it 
served as the primary medium for National Socialist ideology during the Weimar Republic and its bias became more evident over 
time, especially during the war (See: Frei and Schmitz: 99-101). 
182 Der Stürmer was perhaps the most blatantly anti-Semitic newspaper in the Third Reich. Widely circulated, and prominently 
displayed in businesses and households throughout the nation, Der Stürmer targeted the German youth and lower socio-economic 
classes. It published many of the iconic anti-Semitic images of the Nazi era and propagated anti-Semitic myths such as Jews 
sexually assaulting German women, stealing German children for religious rituals, and engaging in illicit business practices that 
undermined the German economy. Although it was considered unintellectual by many of the Nazi elite, most agreed it was an 
effective tool in preparing common Germans for the Final Solution. Hitler found Der Stürmer very creative and entertaining and 
read it frequently (See: Imbleau, 2005; AND Wahler, 1982.) 
183 Der Angriff was the voice of the Nazi Party in Berlin, especially during the turbulent Weimar Republic, and published mostly 
political provocation. In terms of the overtness of its ideological content, it was positioned somewhere between Völkischer 
Beobachter and Der Stürmer, in that it aggressively twisted news to arouse anti-democratic and anti-Semitic sentiments, making 
it less subtle than the “serious” Nazi press, but was not as sensational or inventive as the Nazi tabloids. Der Angriff was not as 
important in Goebbels’s propaganda machine during the late 1930s, but circulation was increased during the 1940s in order to 
increase the morale of Berliners (See: Lemmons, 1994).  
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press, and journalists and editors who did not conform to Nazi ideology were dismissed, while 

Communist, social-democratic and democratic newspapers were shut down or taken over. To 

establish their position in annexed and conquered territories, the Nazi Party created newspapers 

such as the French-language Signal (1940). It is difficult to determine the extent to which 

journalists and editors were willing participants in the propaganda machine and to what extent 

they were coerced out of fear for their careers and lives. Many prominent figures in the industry 

emigrated, and the few dissidents that challenged the takeover risked banishment from their 

trade, deportation to concentration camps, or transfer to the Eastern front. In the lack of any real 

opposition, however, the Nazi domination of the German print media after 1933 was, unlike 

most other areas of German society, rapid and nearly complete. The Party’s domination of the 

print media helped it sustain the myth that it enjoyed totalitarian power in all areas of German 

society, and virtually every article appearing in the aboveground German press between 1933 

and 1945 must be read as an example of Nazi propaganda.  

The Nazi print media played a central role in establishing the Wilhelm Gustloff as an 

important symbol in Nazi society. Journalists were strategically invited to every major Gustloff 

event en masse. Each of these media events was carefully choreographed and journalists were 

given V.I.P. treatment and guided tours. A scene in Günter Grass’s novella Im Krebsgang (See: 

Chapter 5) alludes to this facet of the history of the Gustloff when the narrator Paul, himself a 

journalist, wonders if he would have gone along with the pre-packaged story or if he would have 

asked critical questions about the purpose of the ship and the intentions of the Nazis (58). 

Numerous articles in Völkischer Beobachter, Der Stürmer and Der Angriff covered the 

construction, the christening and every cruise and Sondereinsatz of the Gustloff. Articles also 

appeared in less conspicuous local and regional newspapers, e.g. Deutsche Allgemeine, Berliner 
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Börsen Zeitung, Berliner Tageblatt, Bremer Zeitung, Frankfurter Zeitung and Hamburger 

Fremdenblatt, to name just a few. In addition, DAF and KdF produced their own newspapers, 

magazines and newsletters, most notably Arbeitertum and the KdF-Bordzeitungen, which 

likewise featured every Gustloff story. Even the seemingly autonomous Fachzeitschriften printed 

Gustloff propaganda, as evidenced by articles appearing in the engineering journals Energie 

Magazin and Zeitschrift des Vereins Deutscher Ingeneure and the nautical journals Schiffbau und 

Schifffahrt und Hafenbau, Werft-Reederei-Hafen and Die Wasserkante. Combined with the 

coverage in other media, especially in Nazi cinema and the Wochenschauen (See: Chapter 3), the 

net result was the social construction of a Schiff ohne Klassen: a technical marvel onto which the 

Nazis projected the myth of a homogenous and cohesive German Volksgemeinschaft that was 

superior to all other nations in every way. In spite of its origin, the visual and textual imagery of 

the Gustloff from the Nazi era remains the primary source for later authors, journalists and 

historians. As a result, some scholars argue that elements of the original myth have been 

preserved in the most recent cultural representations (e.g. Howind, 2011).  

 

4.2 Nachrichten für die Truppe and Feldpost: An Allied Perspective 

Though news of the sinking of the Gustloff was suppressed in the Nazi media, many 

Germans were informed of the tragedy via Allied propaganda and/or word-of-mouth. The first 

descriptions of the sinking of the Gustloff in German-language appeared in the allied propaganda 

leaflets Feldpost and Nachrichten für die Truppe in February 1945, both of which were overseen 

by the Propaganda Warfare Division of the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force. 

Feldpost was a periodical delivered to frontline German soldiers via artillery by the American 

Twelfth Army Group (See: PWD/SHAEF, 2012: 159-176). The purpose of the newssheets was 
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to reduce the morale of the German army. In the less than half-page section Verbotene Welle, 

which reported on news believed to be suppressed in the Nazi press, the issue dated February 6, 

1945 contains a brief note on the sinking of the Gustloff, reporting that there were 3,700 

submarine crewmen in addition to 5,000 German refugees on board, and stressing the presence 

of Nazi-Beamte on the ship when it sank.  

The reports in Nachrichten für die Truppe were more elaborate. Run by the German-

born, British propagandist Sefton Delmer, the multi-page leaflets were dropped on the Western 

front daily by the US Eighth Air Force from April 25, 1944 until the end of the war. Delmer’s 

tactic was to use actual occurrences in the war to unmask the hypocrisy and corruption of the 

Nazi elite, the deception and exploitation of the German people, and the futility of fighting an 

already lost war (See: PWD/SHAEF, 2012: 43-51 and 159-176). The leaflets were a small part of 

allied psychological warfare, and the effect was without doubt felt in Germany. The leaflets 

revealed to Germans that the allies had up-to-date intelligence on events in Germany and offered 

frontline soldiers current news on the war days and weeks before they would have normally been 

informed (See: PWD/SHAEF, 2012: 43-51 and 159-176). Nachrichten für die Truppe 

purposefully covered all the “gray” news that would likely be suppressed by the Nazi media.  

Editions 308 and 309, published on February 18 and 19, 1945, offered an Allied 

perspective on the sinking of the Gustloff. The first article lists 7,000 casualties and, though it 

mentions the refugees, reports an exaggerated 3,700 navy cadets as a “schwerer Schlag für die 

deutsche U-Bootwaffe.” The second article hints at failed attempts of a Nazi cover-up, describes 

the Schreckens-Szenen reported by survivors, and lists specific facts and figures. Both link the 

event to the ship’s history as a KdF-ship that became a warship and then a refugee-ship, and 

thereby establish a long chain of cause and effect that demonstrates the ultimate guilt of the Party 
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for the sinking. Like all articles in Nachrichten für die Truppe, the coverage of the Gustloff 

sought to subvert the Nazi Party and German high command by convincing the common soldier 

of inevitable defeat and terrorizing civilians. A long-term side effect of such propaganda was that 

it gave credence to the creation myth of an innocent German citizenry victimized by the Nazis. 

 

4.3 The Gustloff in the German Print Media after 1945 

A comparison of the articles in the Nazi print media with the reports in Allied war 

propaganda is perhaps an extreme example of conflicting realities propagated by news outlets 

controlled by opposing power structures. But cynics would argue that even after the 

democratization of Germany in 1945, the German print media remained an instrument of 

political institutions and the powerful and elite. This was certainly true when the Allies censored 

the news in their respective sectors during the years of occupation in an attempt to “denazify” the 

conquered nation by banning all Nazi newspapers, temporarily replacing them with official 

newspapers of the Allied forces, and gradually establishing new German newspapers and 

magazines that were democratically-minded in the West and Socialist in the East. The first 

newspapers approved in 1945 were Berliner-Zeitung in the GDR and Frankfurter Rundschau and 

Der Tagesspiegel in the FRD, followed by Die Zeit and Axel-Springer newspapers in 1946, and 

Der Spiegel in 1947 (See: Frei and Schmitz, 1999: 181-196; AND Hurwitz, 1972). But even 

since the Grundgesetz explicitly guaranteed Pressefreiheit, many within the business have 

lamented that press moguls, corporations and special interest groups censor the print media in an 

effort to control public opinion.184 In an attempt to challenge the status quo of the mainstream 

print media and establish a voice in public discourse, manifold publications of various political 

                                                
184 Perhaps the most famous critque of such censorship in the West German press was Paul Sethe’s letter published in Der 
Spiegel (5 May 1965: 5), in which the former editor of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung bemoaned the consolidation of 
ownership amongst an ever-smaller group of wealthy individuals.  
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and subcultural movements have come and gone over the last six and a half decades. Countless 

popular, fringe and underground periodicals have sought to voice the perspectives and interests 

of Germans across the political spectrum, across generations and across realms of interest and 

experience. To say that any of these news and information sources did not have a censor, or at 

the very least a subjective filter, would be naïve. An analysis of the depictions of the sinking of 

the Wilhelm Gustloff in German newspapers and magazines since 1945 indeed reveals that the 

print media constitute a vast discursive field in which memory communities compete to 

continuously write and rewrite history.  

Although the internet has threatened the longevity of print media internationally, 

challenging the industry to adapt to the multimedia age by offering both paid and free content 

online, print newspapers and magazines remain relevant in Germany. This is perhaps because 

most Germans continue to perceive print newspapers and news magazines as being more 

objective than all other news media.185 According to the Bundesverband Deutscher 

Zeitungsverleger, in 2009 there were 351 Tageszeitungen, 27 Wochenzeitungen and 6 

Sonntagszeitungen in Germany, with a total circulation of over 25 million copies per issue, while 

seven out of ten Germans regularly read newspapers (Pasquay, 2010). That same year, the 

Informationsgemeinschaft zur Feststellung der Verbreitung von Werbeträger reported over 3,000 

magazines in circulation, including 878 Publikumszeitschriften and 1,180 Fachzeitschriften 

(IVW, 21 Jan. 2010a), with a total circulation of over 150 million copies per edition (IVW, 21 

Jan. 2010b). On the one hand, this illuminates the massive potential of print media to influence 

public discourse and the presence of manifold perspectives vying to write the “first rough draft.” 

                                                
185 The Stiftung Lesen (2009) study cited above found that 81% of Germans regularly read newspapers and 68% regularly read 
magazines, making the print media the third most accessed medium in Germany, after television and radio. Market research 
consistently confirms that Germans of all ages trust the information in newspapers and news magazines over all other media (See, 
for example,  the studies conducted by TNS Emnid, 2007; GPRA, 2012; AND MPFS, 2012) 
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On the other hand, it presented a major logistical limitation to the present study, a limitation 

compounded by that fact that, unlike books and German public television, there is no central 

archive with a full-text keyword search function for all German newspapers and magazines from 

1945 to present. Even if such an archive existed, it would be extremely difficult to locate and 

read every text containing a reference to the Gustloff in the German print media since 1945; there 

are without doubt thousands of reports, features, editorials, reviews and advertisements that 

mention the Gustloff. For this reason, the author chose to determine trends in a relatively small 

sample before analyzing the most significant representations, i.e. those that have clearly made an 

impact on memory discourse by virtue of having been mentioned or cited in other media.  

The sample used to establish general trends was not selected at random. Most of the 

digital archives on the official websites of German newspapers and magazines either offer 

limited access or only back log to the mid-1990s. Fortunately, three of the most ideal print media 

sources for the purpose of this study offer full access to their print versions online with a full-text 

search option: Der Spiegel, Die Zeit and Preußische Allgemeine Zeitung. All three are published 

on a weekly basis and began in the early postwar period. The national print newspaper Die Zeit 

began printing in 1946 and the national news magazine Der Spiegel began in 1947. Both have 

been historically dominant in their respective markets. Der Spiegel had a circulation of over one 

million at the end of 2009 and reached almost six million readers per issue, while Die Zeit 

printed over 500,000 copies per issue and had over two million readers.186 Although they are 

occasionally criticized for having a bias on particular issues, or for relinquishing quality in the 

multimedia age, they are consistently recognized both nationally and internationally as being 

honest and objective news media outlets. The Preußische Allgemeine Zeitung, which was 

                                                
186 The information on total circulation is available via the IVW online database 
(http://daten.ivw.eu/index.php?menuid=11&u=&p=), while the total number of readers is estimated by the Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
Media-Analyse’s biannual reports (AGMA, 2010a and 2010b) 
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published as Ostpreußenblatt from 1950 until 2003, in contrast, is the official publication of the 

Landsmannschaft Ostpreußen. Written by and for the German refugees from East Prussia, their 

descendents and their supporters, the weekly is a grassroots newspaper that expresses and caters 

to the perspectives of a discourse community now on the periphery of society. By the paper’s 

own calculations, its weekly circulation is 18,000 with an estimated 50,000 readers per issue.187 

Any comparison of the ways in which these three periodicals depict the same event reveals vast 

discrepancies between the discourses present in the mainstream national news media and those 

dominant in the subculture of Germans who identify themselves as Vertriebene. 

By performing a simple text search for articles containing the word “Gustloff” and then 

eliminating articles that referred to the historical figure or one of the several entities that bear his 

name, such as Gustloff-Werke, Gustloff-Stiftung, and Wilhelm-Gustloff-Straße, it was determined 

that Die Zeit mentioned the ship in various contexts 31 times between 1946 and 2010 and Der 

Spiegel mentioned the ship 50 times between 1947 and 2010. However, from 1950 to 2010 PAZ 

mentioned the ship over 500 times.188 Taking the maximum number of issues during the sample 

years (at an assumed 52 editions per year), the Gustloff was referenced in 0.9% of Die Zeit 

issues, 1.5% of Der Spiegel issues, and 16.1 % of PAZ issues in the sample years. In other words, 

the Gustloff has been almost 18 times more prevalent in PAZ than in Die Zeit and almost 11 

times more prevalent in PAZ than in Der Spiegel (See: Figure 4.1). 

  

 

 

                                                
187 For instance, see the interview in Junge Freiheit  (29 Jan. 2010), but these figures cannot be independently validated, and 
there are of course political gains in an exaggerated number of active readers. 
188  The term “Gustloff” appeared in 659 issues between 1950 and 2010, while a reference to the sinking of the Gustloff appeared 
in at least 510 issues during the same period. However several of these issues had multiple references, especially in response to 
memory events. Multiple articles in the same issue of Der Spiegel or Die Zeit were counted individually. 
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4.4 Der Spiegel, Günter Grass and Die Deutsche Titanic 

In the case of Der Spiegel, 20 of the 50 articles were printed in 2002 and 13 of those 

articles appeared in three issues. No recent representation of the sinking of the Gustloff in the 

print media has been more influential in memory discourse about the event than issue 6 of 2002. 

The feature story consists of five articles about the publication of Günter Grass’s Im Krebsgang, 

its importance for German literature and Vergangenheitsbewältigung, and the historical 

background of the sinking. The issue was published prior to the official release of the novella 

and lead to numerous advance orders, ensuring a bestseller (See: Schmitz, 2004b). Although 

Volker Hage’s central article, “Das tausendmalige Sterben,” places the ship in the context of 

National Socialism and the sinking in the context of the war, thereby leaving no doubt that it was 

not a war crime, the issue as a whole sensationalizes the novella and the historical event by 

depicting the Gustloff as die deutsche Titanic and die verdrängte Tragödie and Grass as the 

iconic German author who discovered a forgotten story and broke the taboo on German wartime 

suffering (Cf. Fischer and Lorenz, 2007: 349-350), the same perspective expressed in most of the 
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regional television coverage of the novella that year (See: Chapter 3). With the author’s head 

appearing on the front cover above an illustration of the sinking Gustloff, Grass could not have 

asked for a better advertisement, nor could Der Spiegel have asked for a more sensational story 

to sell. Two more articles mentioned the Gustloff in issue 13 that year, titled Die Flucht, which 

focused on the flight and expulsion of German civilians from Eastern Europe and the recent 

interest in the theme. All seven articles were republished in the second Spiegel Special of the 

same year, entitled Die Flucht der Deutschen, and again in the book version of the series, Die 

Flucht (Aust and Burgdorff, 2002). 

Between the publication of issue 6 of 2002 and the end of 2010, the ship was referenced 

seven times in conjunction with the novella, in addition to the other two features on Flucht und 

Vertreibung, typically within the context of the debate surrounding the depiction of Germans as 

victims in literature.189 There were 11 additional brief references. Tanja Dückers’s novel 

Himmelskörper received positive press twice, of course, not without mention of Grass,190 and 

Joseph Vilsmaier’s Die Gustloff received relatively neutral press twice in issues 3 and 9 of 2008. 

The Gustloff also resurfaced in related stories, such as articles and commentaries about World 

War II in general,191 the Bernsteinzimmer,192 Mahnmal Debates,193 relations with Poland194 and 

                                                
189 Press about Reich Ranicki’s positive review of Im Krebsgang on the first episode of his short-lived ZDF series, Reich-Ranicki 
Solo, (7 (2002): 67); an article by Volker Hage about the ensuing debate surrounding Im Krebsgang’s taboo thesis, in which Hage 
complains about the culture of “political correctness” (15 (2002): 178-181); an interview with Hans-Ulrich Wehler, in which the 
social historian, who had very polemically attacked Hillgruber and Nolte during the Historikerstreik, expresses his opinion, 
mostly in response to Jörg Friedrichs Der Brand, that it is acceptable to talk about the bombing of German cities and other 
instances of German wartime suffering, but that one must avoid moralizing such events at risk of creating an Opfer-Kult (1 
(2003): 21-22), an interview with Günter Grass, in which the author talks about reading from Im Krebsgang in Kaliningrad, and 
states that when he first heard about the Gustloff he thought his parents might have been on board (35 (2003): 140-144); an 
editorial by German author Günter Franzen that respects the Left’s fear of revisionism and relativizing German guilt, but argues 
that there is need to not only depict German war time suffering, but to empathize with the war generation (44 (2003): 216-218); 
an article about how Geschichtsversessenheit has replaced Vergangenheitsbewältigung in German memory culture (29 (2004): 
118-120); and a brief op-ed in which the notion of a taboo on German wartime suffering is deconstructed as an undying myth (11 
(2007): 167). 
190 Dückers expresses her focus on verdrängte Schuld in her novel (11 (2002): 236), and Volker Hage discusses Dückers’s third-
generation perspective (12 (2003): 170-173). 
191 Issue 51 of 2002) and twice in issue 2 of 2005. 
192 Issue 13 of 2003. 
193 Issues 25 of 2003), 2 of 2004 and 47 of 2007. 
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KdF.195 From 2008 through 2010, however, the Gustloff was not mentioned in Der Spiegel. 34 of 

the 52 articles came between the publication of Im Krebsgang in 2002 and the airing of Die 

Gustloff in 2008. Only 13 references came during the 55 years prior. With the exception of 

features on Flucht und Vertreibung in issues 16 of 1980 – which was in response to Grube and 

Richter’s book (See: Chapter 2) – and 24 of 1985, most were reviews and announcements of 

books, films and TV programs or stories about the search for the Amber Room. The first two in 

1960 included a review of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen,196 followed by an interview with Frank 

Wisbar,197 both of which focus on the director’s obsession with realism. All 52 articles establish 

the ship’s entanglement in Nazi propaganda, while the article in issue 5 of 1988 does not 

mention the sinking at all, but describes the ship’s involvement in the Anschluß-campaign in an 

article about the shared guilt of Austrians.198 There is no wonder why the news magazine was 

convinced that the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff had been suppressed prior to 2002, when one 

considers that Der Spiegel’s in-depth coverage of the Gustloff as a tragedy in its own right began 

and ended with their coverage of Grass.199  

 

4.5 Taboo in Die Zeit? 

The sample from Die Zeit is very similar to Der Spiegel sample. Almost two-thirds of the 

articles were published between Im Krebsgang and Die Gustloff, and most focus on the same 

                                                
194 Issue 3 of 2004. 
195 Issue 1 of 2008. 
196 Issue 3 of 1960. 
197 Issue 11 of 1960. 
198 In an article entitled “Dieses Volk bekam, was es verdient,” one piece of evidence of Austrian complicity is: “Auf dem "Kraft 
durch Freude"-Dampfer ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’, den die ‘Deutsche Arbeitsfront’ für die Erholung der Werktätigen hatte bauen 
lassen, schnupperten 10 000 Älpler auf geschenkten Kreuzfahrten erstmals den Duft der großen weiten Welt” (163). 
199 Any denial of the taboo theory of Grass and Der Spiegel must by necessity focus on the broader theme of Flucht und 
Vertreibung (e.g. Röger, 2007). Of course, this is Der Spiegel’s own fault, as the Gustloff issue drew connections to the suffering 
of German expellees and then printed two more issues later that year focusing on Flucht und Vertreibung (C.f. Prinz, 2007: 190-
191). 
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topics and debates. Three are pieces specifically about Grass and Im Krebsgang,200 while one 

commentary that criticizes the Zentrum gegen Vertreibungen201 and two more about the 

Deutsche als Opfer debate202 also refer to the novella. There is a positive review of 

Himmelskörper (30 Apr. 2003); one positive review of Die Gustloff;203 an article by German 

historian Andreas Kossert that builds upon Vilsmaier’s film to offer more detailed historical 

background;204 and a letter to the editor thanking Kossert and ZDF for informing the German 

public about Flucht und Vertreibung and the Gustloff (13 Mar. 2008). Additional reviews are of 

Uwe-Karsten Heye’s family biography, Das große Schweigen (See: Appendix 5.1), which 

mentions the sinking because Heye’s father thought his family had boarded the Gustloff (11 Nov. 

2004), and of Martin Bergau’s Der Junge von der Bernsteinküste, which, as the reviewer points 

out, is not another book about the Gustloff and the suffering of East Prussians, but about the 

massacre of Jewish women at Palmnicken (1 Mar. 2007). Aside from the reviews, there are: a 

seemingly out-of-place ode to the lost Heimat Ostpreußen (8 Aug. 2002); two articles discussing 

tense relations with Poland, citing the competing perspectives on the Gustloff and divergent 

reactions to Im Krebsgang and Die Gustloff among the causes (4 Sep. 2003; AND 20 Mar. 

2008); a copy of Rupert Neudeck’s – the founder of the refugee charity Cap Anamur – 

acceptance speech for the Marion Gräfin Dönhoff Prize in which he states that his family almost 

                                                
200 Including praise from Günter Franzen for breaking a taboo (7 Feb. 2002), a discussion of Beim Häuten der Zwiebel (17 Aug. 
2006), and a summary of Grass’s visit to the United States in 2007, when the author was asked why he had been silent about such 
themes for so long (5 July 2007).  
201 Adam Krzeminski takes the position that any museum about Flucht und Vertreibung should be a europäisches Projekt and 
should be located in Breslau, not Berlin (20 June 2002). 
202 Achatz von Müller argues that the Opfer Debatte is connected to the conservative political goal of reforming the Sozialstaates 
(23 Oct. 2003), and Jens Jessen argues that the inversions of the perpetrator and victim roles began with Im Krebsgang (31 Aug. 
2006). 
203 Evelyn Finger interprets Vilsmaier’s film and Knopp’s documentary as in fact a critical treatment of the theme that distances 
itself from the victim narrative apparent in other recent Fernsehfilme, such as Die Flucht and Dresden (28 Feb. 2008).  
204 Andreas Kossert argues that the story of Flucht und Vertreibung and the Ostpreußens Untergang began during the First World 
War, and that the population’s suffering during WWII also began much earlier, but he also describes the massacre of Jewish 
women at Palmnicken, which occurred on the same day the Gustloff was sunk. 
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boarded the Gustloff (27 Nov. 2003);205 an article that discusses Neudeck and his speech in the 

same issue;206 a commentary that praises the lack of Selbstmitleid in the Flucht und Vertreibung 

exhibit that was housed at the Haus der Geschichte in 2005 and 2006 (See: Chapter 3), using the 

Gustloffraum as one example;207 and, finally, an article that presents an even more obscure and 

potentially deadlier sea tragedy as a potential rival to the Gustloff: the Soviet prisoner ship 

Dschurma (6 Nov. 2003). The last article is significant, because it obviously attempts to counter 

the idea that a German sea tragedy was the “greatest.”   

Of the 12 articles prior to Im Krebsgang, four were favorable reviews of Brustat-Naval’s 

Unternehmen Rettung (26 Nov. 1971, see: Chapter 2), Heinz Schön’s Ostsee ’45 (20 Jan. 1984, 

see: Chapter 1), Remy’s Der Tag an dem die Gustloff sinkt (28 Jan. 1994; see: Chapter 3) and 

Kempowski’s Das Echolot: Fuga Furiosa (11 Nov. 1999; see: Chapter 5); four were reviews and 

updates on the search for the Bernsteinzimmer (16 Nov. 1984; 14 Dec. 1984; 19 Sep. 1991; AND 

9 Dec. 1994); two were stories about KdF as a propaganda organization (30 Nov. 1973; AND 11 

Jan. 1985); one was a feature on the life of Uwe-Karsten Heye (29 July 1999); and, finally, one 

was an article that describes the massacre of Jewish women at Palmnicken (2 Nov. 2000). The 

last article is also significant: two years prior to the infatuation unleashed by Grass and Der 

Spiegel, i.e. before many Germans had ever heard of the Gustloff, in a feature entitled 

“Endlösung am Bernsteinstrand,” a contributor to Die Zeit preemptively thwarts any notion of a 

                                                
205  “Ich hatte es immer – Jahrzehnte später - mit den Schiffen. Für mich waren die Schiffe das Medium der Hoffnung und der 
Rettung in letzter Instanz. Zu spät sind wir im Hafen Gdingen, damals mit dem Nazinamen Gotenhafen verschandelt, am 30. 
Januar 1945 eingetroffen, um noch die „Wilhelm Gustloff“ zu erreichen. Unvergesslich die Erfahrung: Zu spät zu kommen und 
damit gerettet zu sein. Wer zu spät kommt, den belohnt manchmal das Leben. Unvergesslich für mich, wie mir Hilde Domin ins 
Gewissen redete.” 
206 “Mit Günter Grass verbindet Neudeck die Danziger Herkunft. 1939 geboren, erlebte er hier die Schrecken des Kriegsendes. 
Am 30. Januar 1945 machte sich die Mutter mit den Kindern auf den Weg, um vor der näher rückenden Roten Armee über die 
Ostsee zu fliehen. Doch die Wilhelm Gustloff, die sie nach Westen bringen sollte, war schon in See gestochen. Am nächsten Tag, 
zurück in Danzig, erfuhren die Neudecks, dass die Gustloff von Torpedos getroffen und gesunken war.” 
207 “Die Ausstellung traut dem Besucher viel zu. Er soll sich selbst ein Bild machen, indem er die verschiedenen Linien der 
Erzählung miteinander abgleicht. Zum Mythos der Wilhelm Gustloff – des von einem sowjetischen U-Boot in der Ostsee 
versenkten Flüchtlingsschiffes – findet er Zeugnisse der Überlebenden, aber auch der U-Boot-Besatzung sowie Propagandafilme 
aller Seiten. Auch noch der obszöne postsowjetisch-nationalistische Kult um den Kommandanten Marinenko [sic.], dem jüngst 
erst mehrere neue Denkmäler geweiht wurden, ist dokumentiert.” 
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taboo and all use of the ship as a national symbol of German victimhood with the following 

statement: “Viele Filme, Bücher und Zeitungsartikel haben die sinnlose Versenkung der Gustloff 

dokumentiert und den Tod der Flüchtlinge fest im Bewusstsein der Deutschen verankert. Die 

gleichzeitige Ermordung der jüdischen Frauen, die zuletzt unter Maschinengewehrsalven ins 

Meer gehetzt wurden, blieb dagegen fast unbekannt.” This, of course, reverses the soon to be 

popular argument that Holocaust memorialization had suppressed the memory of the Gustloff. 

The massacre at Palmnicken was later thematized by Arno Surminski (See: Chapter 5). 

There are two major differences between the presence of the Gustloff in Der Spiegel and 

Die Zeit. First, Die Zeit did not even take note of, much less review Wisbar’s two Gustloff-films. 

The first reference to the sinking came a decade later in the review of Unternehmen Rettung. 

Second, Die Zeit did not have three special editions on the sinking and Flucht und Vertreibung. 

This difference, which alone accounts for the gap in the volume of Gustloff representation 

between the two, is in part the result of the respective expectations of the media. As a news 

magazine, Der Spiegel always has a title story that entails at least one lengthy article and, often, a 

few accompanying articles to offer various perspectives and background information. 

Newspapers like Die Zeit always have their cover story with a central headline, but only on rare 

occasion do they dedicate entire pages, let alone multiple pages and articles to the same story. 

Once the different editorial styles that guide the media are accounted for, the trends are actually 

quite similar. 

The trends present in Der Spiegel and Die Zeit seem to apply to all mainstream 

magazines and newspapers. Across the print media, most of the features and references to the 

Gustloff were in response to a representation in another medium: television, cinema, literature, 
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historiography, museums and memorials and/or in response to the ensuing memory debates.208 

Moreover, the vast majority are reviews and commentaries in response to Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen, Im Krebsgang, Himmelskörper and Die Gustloff. The search for the 

Bernsteinzimmer has also been a common reason to mention the sinking. Otherwise the ship has 

been mentioned in the intellectual debates on cultural pages or in pieces on various aspects of 

National Socialism and the Second World War, frequently with an emphasis on how this 

example of German suffering had been exploited to relativize German national guilt, yet will 

never equate to the persecution of European Jews. The print media demonstrates the same peaks 

as television around anniversaries and events in other media, whereby the interest in the 

Bernsteinzimmer after the Wende seems to have stimulated interest in the Gustloff, and the 

interest in the Gustloff in its own right was energized especially by Grass and Der Spiegel. The 

bulk of all representation of the sinking of the Gustloff across the mainstream print media 

occurred between the publication of Günter Grass’s Im Krebsgang in 2002 and the airing of 

Joseph Vilsmaier’s Die Gustloff on ZDF in 2008. Most articles are reviews and op-eds in which 

journalists and public intellectuals publicly stake their positions on how to best represent the 

Gustloff and Flucht und Vertreibung and whether or not such themes were ever taboo.  

But this is the nature of the news media in general: the media responds to and perpetuates 

trends in contemporary society. Until the publication of Günter Grass’s Im Krebsgang, there was 

little to no interest in the Wilhelm Gustloff as a story in its own right in mainstream German 

society; thus there were limited occasions to write articles on the theme. Almost as quickly as it, 

quite literally, exploded onto front covers and front pages across Germany, it seems to have been 

relegated back to a footnote in the national print media. The fact that those footnotes have 

increased since 2002 demonstrates that the media frenzy has made a lasting impact on German 
                                                
208 These trends apply to each of the sources listed in Appendix 4.1. 
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memory culture and memory discourse. In addition, while there was little interest in the Gustloff 

prior to 2002, and while the frenzy has since subsided, this does not mean that there was not and 

is not interest on the peripheries of German society. 

 

4.6 The Gustloff as a Leitmotif of German Victimization in Preußische Allgemeine Zeitung  

The sheer number of references in Preußische Allgemeine Zeitung, and the fact that not a 

single year has passed without numerous references to the sinking in the paper, proves that the 

M/S Wilhelm Gustloff has always been a prominent symbol within the discourse community of 

the expellees from East Prussia. Noteworthy is that many of the references were not embedded in 

articles written by regular contributors, but in advertisements for books and films, classified 

advertisements for everything from authors and directors searching for eyewitnesses209 to a 

survivor seeking companionship,210 announcements for memorial services, lectures and film 

screenings, and letters to the editor. Especially during the early years of the newspaper, dozens of 

references appeared in the recurring section entitled Vermißt, Verschleppt, Gefallen, Gesucht, in 

which readers announced missing, captured and deceased family members. Notices about family 

members who were known to have died aboard the Gustloff and notices about missing family 

members who were feared to have been on the final voyage appeared regularly until the section 

was finally scratched in the early 1980s. The often multi-page section was the newspaper’s 

active attempt to document the fate of East Prussians in World War II. The editors included an 

official form for the announcements. In the event the loved one was known to have died during 

the war, the instructions used “ertrunken bei Untergang der Gustloff” as an example of how to 

                                                
209 For example, a reader was looking for a copy of Heinz Schön’s Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff on April 14, 1984 (16); Heinz 
Schön sought testimonies from refugees from Memel on November 2, 1885 (19); and on May 29, 1999 renowned German 
director Bastian Clevé sought eyewitnesses for a Gustloff film that was apparently never made (23). 
210 A widower identifies herself as a survivor of the Gustloff in her classified add for “friendship” on December, 31 1998 (20). 
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note the cause of death. Vermißt, Verschleppt, Gefallen, Gesucht, seems to have been absorbed 

by Ruth Geede’s regular column, Die Ostpreußische Familie, which continues to share stories of 

family members who died on the Gustloff to this very day.211 

Another common venue for Gustloff references, then and now, are the sections entitled 

Landsmannschaftliche Arbeit, more recently called Aus den Heimatkreisen, which announce the 

activities of regional and local chapters of the Landsmannschaft Ostpreußen throughout 

Germany. On numerous occasions since 1950, members have announced moments of silence and 

memorial services for the victims, lectures about the sinking, and screenings of Gustloff-Films.212 

In addition, the newspaper has published advertisements for many of the novels, popular history 

books and films that depict the sinking.213 Especially in the wake of Im Krebsgang and Die 

Gustloff, but also much earlier, numerous letters to the editor have demonstrated the resonance 

such texts have had within the community. Bios of famous or prominent East Prussians printed 

in PAZ seem to always mention if the subject has any connection at all to the Gustloff: if the 

person survived or witnessed the sinking, had relatives who perished when the ship sank, had 

relatives who survived or witnessed the sinking, if the person had almost boarded the ship on its 

final voyage, or even if the person saw the ship at any point with his or her own eyes, 

contributors to PAZ have felt it is worth mentioning. 

Since most of these embedded references to the Gustloff do not qualify as actual articles 

and rarely depict the sinking in any detail, there is little need to analyze them in depth. But the 

fact that most of them have occurred without any background information or historical 

                                                
211 Though there are still occasionally announcements for missing people (e.g. 31 July 1993: 10). 
212 See, for example, the announcement of a screening of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen in Gelsenheim on page 16 of the issue from 
6 September 1969, or the announcement for Pforzheim on page 19 in the issue from 29 May 1976. 
213 Many of the books and films discussed in this dissertation have been advertised by and are available for purchase through the 
newspaper, for example the works of Heinz Schön; Fritz Brustat-Naval; Ernst Fredmann; Cajus Bekker; Jürgen Thorwald, 
Dobson, Miller and Payne; the DVD releases of Remy’s Mythos Bernsteinzimmer or Wisbar’s Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen; and 
very many others. Many of the refugee historians were also regular contributors to the paper. 
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contextualization proves the saliency of the symbol in the East Prussian memory discourse. One 

can safely assume that the word Gustloff predictably activates the appropriate schemata of 

German victimization for East Prussians. But these references also indicate why the Gustloff is 

such an important symbol for the refugees: the Gustloff-Katastrophe is such an integral part of 

their cultural memory of the end of World War II, because it was an integral part of their 

collective experience. The Gustloff has become a signpost in their memory discourse because so 

many of the East Prussians knew and/or know someone who was either on board when it sank or 

came into contact with the vessel around the same time. Although the ways in which many have 

exploited the symbol for political purposes is understandably disagreeable for mainstream 

society (not to mention those who were persecuted by the Nazis), one must bear in mind that 

their suffering was just as real and, as such, warrants due representation in their memory culture. 

On the other hand, their methods and ambitions in representing the Gustloff in this context 

necessitate deconstruction. 

After discarding all of the advertisements, classifieds, and announcements, as well as the 

more random references in articles and letters to the editors, the sinking of the Gustloff features 

prominently in 261 of the sample texts published in PAZ. Figure 4.2 shows their distribution by 

year in comparison to the distribution of references to the Gustloff in Die Zeit and Der Spiegel. 

Even without the over 240 references outside of regular articles, the graph demonstrates that the 

Gustloff has had a constant presence in the East Prussian newspaper, whereas it has only been 

mentioned in the mainstream samples in response to memory events in other media. Only in two 

years did one of the mainstream sources print more articles about the sinking. In 1960, Der 

Spiegel printed a review of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, followed by an interview with Frank 

Wisbar, while PAZ strangely took no note of the film at all, and in 2002 Der Spiegel published 
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its articles on the novella Im Krebsgang three times – which inflates the volume of representation 

in the news magazine. Furthermore, the graph signifies the relative imporance of various 

Gustloff-related memory events within the expellee community: the memorial service for 

Rettung über See held at Laboe in 1970, the two Gustloff-Gedenktreffen in Damp in 1985 and 

1995, and the Ostseetreffen which were held in Damp between 1986 and 1995, all of which were 

organized in partnership with the Landsmannschaft Ostpreußen and which were frequently 

advertised and reported in PAZ (See: Chapters 1 and 2). 

 

The majority of the Gustloff-texts in PAZ can be divided into six general categories: (1) 

regular articles and special features on the Gustloff, (2) reviews of Gustloff-films and 

publications, (3) articles about related topics – especially Flucht und Vertreibung, Flucht über 

die Ostsee, and the Bernsteinzimmer – in which the Gustloff is mentioned, (4) op-eds and printed 

speeches by prominent voices in the community in which the Gustloff is invoked as a symbol of 

German suffering, (5) bios of prominent members of the Ostpreußen community who had some 
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biographical connection to the Gustloff, and, the most interesting format, (6) fictional narratives 

in which the Gustloff serves as a motif of German victimization. The first Gustloff article, a 

feature which shares the story of a mother of three who survived the sinking,214 came in 1950, 

making it one of the earliest in the German print media. Subsequent articles that have the sinking 

of the Gustloff as the focal point came in 1952, 1970, 1975, 1983 (twice), 1985 (2-part) 1990, 

1993, 1995 (twice), 1999, 2001 and 2005, typically to mark the anniversary of the sinking. Other 

notable articles and write-ups came in direct response to Heinz Schön’s Untergang der Gustloff 

(11 Feb. 1961: 12), the German translation of Dobson, Miller and Payne’s the Cruelest Night (2 

Feb. 1980: 24), Heinz Schön’s Die Gustloff Katastrophe (16 Mar. 1985: 10), Maurice Remy’s 

Der Tag, an dem Die Gustloff sinkt (12 Feb. 1994: 4), Günter Grass’s Im Krebsgang (16 Feb. 

2002; AND 6 Apr. 2002), Tanja Dückers’s Himmelskörper (3 May 2003), Joseph Vilsmaier’s 

Die Gustloff (17 Mar. 2007; 19 May 2007; 12 Jan. 2008; AND 8 Mar. 2008), and Armin 

Fuhrer’s Die Todesfahrt der Gustloff (13 Oct. 2007). In the sample, there were 35 articles about 

Flucht über die Ostsee, 26 about Flucht und Vertreibung and 2 that document the end of WWII, 

all of which prominently present the Gustloff as a decisive event. There are 5 news articles about 

expeditions to the wreck and 59 news articles about memorial events that featured the Gustloff, 

especially press about the memorial service at Laboe, the Gustloff-Gedenktreffen and the 

Ostseetreffen. The Gustloff is mentioned in 10 news articles and commentaries about the 

Bernsteinzimmer, 27 bios of prominent East Prussian personalities, 25 published speeches and 

op-eds, typically staking conservative positions in memorial and German victim debates,215 an 

article about the suffering of refugees during the firebombing of Dresden, 2 published prayers, 

                                                
214 The majority of the more detailed depictions that followed also adopt the angle of survival, many even document “near 
misses,” in which subjects almost boarded the ship on January 29/30. Though, like the first article, all document or at least allude 
to the suffering that occurred during the East Prussians’ flight from their homes, during the sinking, and thereafter, and all attest 
to the fact that most of the passengers died a horrible death. 
215 Such texts, of course, argue in favor of national monuments for the refugees and claim that “political correctness” or even 
Holocaust memory represses the memory of the Gustloff. 
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15 fictional narratives in which a main character “almost” boarded the Gustloff, and 27 reviews 

of books and films that are not about the Gustloff but establish some connection to its sinking, 

including previously cited works of Bekker, Gerdau, Kieser, Wisbar, Knopp, and Schön, as well 

as several works of literature, which will be discussed in the next chapter, e.g. the novels by 

Willi Fährmann, Arno Surminski, and Karin Marin. The Gustloff is also mentioned in an article 

that bemoans the loss of KdF (22 Nov. 2008). 

One thing that the PAZ articles have in common with the samples from Der Spiegel and 

Die Zeit is that a significant proportion are reviews of Gustloff texts and films. This is also the 

case across the print media. The difference with the PAZ sample is that there are many remaining 

articles that cannot be interpreted as reactionary to trends in other media (e.g. in history writing, 

television or literature). Most PAZ articles arose within an established memory discourse, and 

even the reviews are more a result of a constant interest in the Gustloff than the other way 

around. This is evidenced by the fact that the paper has positively reviewed and advertised texts 

that received little press in the mainstream print media, such as Karin Marin’s Lauf Karen, Lauf! 

(See: Chapter 5) and Armin Führer’s Die Todesfahrt der Wilhelm Gustloff (See: Appendix 5.1); 

the newspaper would not endorse such new works, unless it felt its audience had an existing or 

potential interest.  

Grass, Dückers and Vilsmaier were all reviewed as well, albeit differently than in the 

mainstream. The reviews of Grass are mixed, praising him for breaking a taboo, but criticizing 

the idea that the Gustloff and Ostdeutschland (i.e. former German territories in Eastern Europe) 

was a matter only taken up by the radical right.216 The review of Himmelskörper was decidedly 

                                                
216 René Nehring writes: “Was Grass mit seinen Einsichten auslöste, war eine erstaunlich ernsthafte Debatte. Es scheint, als hätte 
Grass eine schwere Last von jenen genommen, für die es bisher immer nur deutsche Schuld gab, als hätten sie lange darauf 
gewartet, daß einer für sie die Dämme bricht.“ He later adds: “Doch in einem Punkt muß Grass in seinen neuen Äußerungen 
entschieden widersprochen werden, um von vornherein zu verhindern, daß das Aufbrechen alter Tabus gleich zu neuen Legenden 
führt; nämlich die Aussage, man habe das Thema den „Rechtsgestrickten“ überlassen. Es war eben nicht so, daß sich nach 1970 
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neutral, consisting mostly of a summary, and the reviews of Die Gustloff all lauded ZDF and 

Vilsmaier for finally thematizing their suffering. These and other representations did create a 

reactionary wave in the section Leserforum and in speeches and op-eds, but the mixed tones of 

caution and praise in the mainstream media is replaced with one of vindication in PAZ. In a 

published speech, the president of the Bund der Vertriebenen, Erika Steinbach, (See: Chapter 2) 

asserts that Grass hardly broke a taboo, but that the popularity of the book could aid the 

organization’s political goals (16 Feb. 2002). The conservative pundit Klaus Rainer Röhl (See: 

Chapter 2) even argues that Grass only sought to revive his waning career with the novella (19 

Aug. 2006). For their part, PAZ readers did not feel that Grass broke a taboo at all, as they had 

always known of the sinking, but did rejoice that a Linker such as Grass would finally admit to 

and challenge their perceived Leftist bias in literature, history and television by documenting the 

victimization of innocent Germans too (e.g. 9 Mar. 2002; 16 Mar. 2002; 20 Apr. 2002; AND 11 

May 2002). 

There are other significant qualitative differences in the way PAZ has depicted the 

Gustloff. Where Die Zeit, Der Spiegel and their contributors are quick to mention the role the 

cruise ship had in the Nazi regime and the war, occasionally not even mentioning the sinking at 

all, PAZ has never felt the necessity to include such facts. When PAZ contextualizes the sinking 

beyond the period of Flucht und Vertreibung or Flucht über die Ostsee, it skips most of the 

1930s and the war years to focus on the Traumschiff days. Where Die Zeit, Der Spiegel and their 

contributors normally distance themselves from or deconstruct the Nazi propaganda, the only 

PAZ article that discusses KdF, or at least the only one in which the Gustloff sinking is described, 

argues that the organization was one of the “good things” the Nazis did (22 Nov. 2008). Nor 

                                                
nur noch die „Rechten“ für Ostdeutschland interessierten, sondern im Gegenteil wurde jeder, der sich dieses Thema annahm - 
gleich welcher politischen Couleur er in Wirklichkeit war -, zum „Rechten“ gemacht” (16 Feb. 2002). 
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does PAZ ever mention the crimes of Germans in the sample, except to argue that the Holocaust 

and a focus on German crimes have repressed the memory of the sinking. In sum, the fringe 

newspaper presents the German refugees as innocent victims, the German military involved in 

Operation Hannibal as heroes, and Marinesco and the Russians as villains. If PAZ can be taken 

as representative of the broader memory discourses within the imagined East Prussian 

community, it is clear that the Gustloff is a common symbol that evokes the community’s 

collective memory of its victimization at the end of World War II.  

There are numerous periodical publications serving the other 19 Landsmannschaften, 6 

Landesverbände, and 4 Mitgliedverbände that make up the Bund der Vertriebenen. Der 

Westpreuße and Unser Danzig, as the official voices of the refugees from Westpreußen and the 

Danzigerraum, are comparable sources for Gustloff material, due to the fact that many refugees 

from West Prussia and Gdansk were aboard the ship when it sank as well.217 Although maybe 

not as exaggerated, the various other newspapers and magazines of the refugees have also 

prominently featured the vessel, such as Die Pommersche Zeitung or Schweriner Volkszeitung. 

Deutscher Ostdienst, the official newsletter of the BdV has also contained several Gustloff 

articles and references over the years. Of course, Vertriebenenzeitungen are of little consequence 

outside their respective communities, having been founded, edited, written and read by German 

expellees, their decedents and their supporters. The only discernable effect the representation of 

the Gustloff in such newspapers seems to have had on national memory discourse was the further 

estrangement of the theme from mainstream memory culture. In fact, PAZ is only mentioned 

                                                
217 The two newspapers have been published together as Der Westpreuße – Unser Danzig since January 2009. 
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once in any of the materials analyzed in this study.218 There was, nonetheless, a marginal but 

active Gustloff memory discourse in the mainstream print media between 1945 and 2010.  

 

4.7 The Emergence of the “First Rough Draft” in the Early Postwar Years 

As mentioned above, issue 6 of Der Spiegel in 2002 is the most influential recent cultural 

representation in the German print media in that it played a major role in repopularizing the 

Gustloff-Katastrophe in contemporary German society. One of the earliest articles that came 

close to the national impact of the Spiegel issue, in relative terms, was Heinz Schön’s three-part 

series appearing in Heim und Welt in 1949 in which the Gustloff-Chronist “reports” on the final 

voyage based on his own traumatic memories and leaves his account open to the interpretation 

that the sinking was a crime (See: Chapter 1). At the time, the newspaper was emerging as a 

major competitor in Germany’s Regenbogenpresse, or the very popular market of illustrated 

weeklies that specialize in entertainment news and gossip.219 In spite of the mostly trivial content 

of the paper, it exposed the Gustloff to a very broad national readership. The estimated 1,500 

letters Schön received from other survivors and the families of those feared to have been victims 

of the sinking led to a follow-up series of 12 articles in 1951 in which he complemented his own 

story of survival with the memories of others and sensationalized the emerging narrative with the 

tangent story of the Gustloff-Findling. These first two series established a permanent dialogue 

between Schön and Gustloff survivors and navy veterans, and formed the basis of his first book, 

Der Untergang der "Wilhelm Gustloff:” Tatsachenbericht eines Überlebenden (1952), which in 

turn became the basis of his entire body of work. The article made Schön the dominant voice in 

                                                
218 In a letter from Admiral Konrad Engelhardt to Cajus Bekker, which mentions that PAZ and other refugee papers had 
positively reviewed Wisbar and Bekker’s Flucht über die Ostsee (Bundesarchiv Bayreuth, Ostdoc 4/48). 
219 Due to decreasing circulation the paper was sold and transformed into a so-called Frauenzeitschrift in 1996, which solidified 
its classification as Regenbogenpresse. 
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all Gustloff discourses. He went on to write and serve as source for more articles in newspapers, 

magazines, newsletters and brochures than any other survivor or expert. Moreover, his account 

of the sinking has appeared in and been the primary source for both mainstream and fringe 

cultural representations of the Gustloff across all media and genre. 

There are three interrelated aspects of the Schön corpus worth repeating. First, his 

knowledge of the event became more detailed over time as he integrated ever more perspectives 

into his Gustloff narrative; second, his own perspective shifted from a primarily revanchist 

interpretation of the sinking as a war crime, to a much more balanced perspective that seeks to 

understand the Russian side of the story as well; third, although he always claimed that he never 

acknowledged the political leanings of any publishing house or news source for which he wrote, 

he seemed to have been quite conscious of the divergent expectations of mainstream and fringe 

readers, as evidenced by his selective inclusion and omission of particular details and comments 

depending on the forum (See: Chapter 1). As argued in Chapter 1, Schön’s lifework embodies 

the discourse history of the Gustloff in all media of German memory culture, and one could view 

his first article for Heim und Welt as the very “first rough draft” of the history of the Gustloff. 

There was, however, a depiction published in a German newspaper prior to Schön’s 

Tatsachenbericht that had a comparable resonance in Germany. The first Gustloff articles with a 

substantial national readership appeared in Christ und Welt in November 1948 and were almost 

written and/or edited by the former Nazi naval propagandist Heinz Bongartz, who was a 

founding editor of the ultra conservative Christian newspaper and author of the first major book 

about Flucht und Vertreibung (Oels, 2009). Christ und Welt was founded as the official paper of 

the Evangelische Kirche in June of 1948 in Stuttgart, and was staffed primarily with former 

Nazis who had worked for the Presseabteilung des Auswärtigen Amtes during the Third Reich; 
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after 1945 most published under aliases to avoid drawing the attention of American censors 

(Oels, 2009). In November 1948 Bongartz published his first two articles in the series 

Ostdeutsches Schicksal, which would later become the foundation of Die Große Flucht (See: 

Chapter 2). The first article, titled “Die Katastrophe der Deutschen Flüchtlingsschiffe 1945” (12 

Nov. 1948: 4-5), describes the sinkings of the Gustloff, the Goya, the Steuben, and the Cap 

Arcona as atrocities committed by the Allies. Bongartz begins by stating that all but the Cap 

Arcona – presumably because it was carrying Häftlinge aus Konzentrationslagern – had been 

silenced, in part due to the trauma of the survivors, but mostly because the crimes committed by 

the Allies did not fit the postwar historical narratives of the victors.220 The stated purpose of the 

article is not to describe the suffering of the German expellees per se – which is described as 

being “schlimmer und vernichtender […] als die unbestrittenen Leiden sowjetischer Millionen” – 

but to set the immediate historical context of the sinking of the Gustloff. Bongartz is very 

cautious with his language and claims as he repeatedly makes statements about the Allies being 

somewhat justified in their Haß of Germans and that the victors suffered too, just not as much as 

the Germans. But he also explicitly distinguishes most Germans as innocent victims of 

indiscriminate Allied atrocities. While he describes occurrences such as Soviet tanks running 

over German women and children refugees in some detail to set the scene of the Sturm der 

Flüchtlinge, he only briefly alludes to crimes committed by Germans in an attempt to invert 

                                                
220 “Wer aber weiß – abseits des Arcona-Falles – davon? Wo sind die Berichte über solche Ereignisse, die ein Teil der 
Katastrophe des Jahres 1945 sind? Es gibt sie nicht und noch immer liegt ein Schweigen über fast allem, was den Deutschen in 
der letzten Phase des Krieges und nachher von Siegern und Mitsiegern des Ostens geschah. Ein Grund ist die Erschöpfung der 
Menschen, die diesen Totentanz überlebten. Ein anderer Grund ist jene beinahe seltsame Abwehr, sich eine Wahrheit zu 
vergegenwärtigen, die schrecklich ist; und schließlich nahm man den Tod von tausender Unschuldiger aphatisch hin in einer Zeit, 
in der infolge des Bombenkrieges Frauen und Kinder längst zu den selbstverständlichsten Opfern des Krieges gehörten. Weiter 
wollte aber auch die – verständliche – Teilnahmslosigkeit und der zum Teil auch echte, oft aber künstlich aufgeputschte Haß der 
von deutscher Besetzung befreiten europäischen Völker von solchen Wirklichkeitsbildern nichts wissen. Vielleicht waren solche 
Bilder auch den Besatzungsmächten aus Ost und West angesichts der Durchführung der Potsdamer Beschlüsse unerwünscht. 
Dergleichen Berichte hätten wohl ihre Vorstellung von einer gerechten Welt, die sie erkämpft haben wollten, gestört” (4). 
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notions of guilt and offers no background about the Gustloff’s role in Nazi propaganda. After 

establishing the setting, the article abruptly concludes as the three torpedoes strike. 

The second part of Ostdeutsches Schicksal, which Bongartz published anonymously as 

“Der Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff,’” depicts the horrible scenes aboard the Gustloff and in 

the Baltic Sea after the torpedoes strike: passengers frantically fighting for a spot on a rescue 

boat, women and children drowning in the freezing water, men shooting themselves and each 

other, and thousands of passengers still trapped in the enclosed promenade deck as the ship sinks 

(19 Nov. 1945: 4-5). Labeled a Tatsachenbericht, the description of the event conforms to the 

most recent accounts with the only essential difference being the number of passengers, which is 

estimated to be over 5,000 total passengers with 4,400 deaths. The author, however, subtly 

exonerates the German civilian population, shifts guilt to the Allies, and stakes a claim for 

revanchist postwar policies regarding Ostdeutschland, i.e. the former German territories in 

Eastern Europe. In an introduction Bongartz reiterates that the purpose of the series is in part to 

undermine the idea that innocent women and children are acceptable targets in total war, and in 

part to break the silence surrounding the atrocities committed against German civilians in 

Ostdeutschland, but primarily aims to document the reality of these events before they can be 

exploited in Cold War political discourse.221 The article then concludes with an example of what 

such exploitation might look like: “’In der Nacht vom 31. Januar’, meldete einen Tag darauf 

Radio Moskau, ‘versenkte eines unserer U-Boote in der Ostsee das KdF-Schiff ‘Wilhelm 

                                                
221 “Als am 31. Januar 1945 die ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ mit rund 4400 Menschen unterging, erfuhren außer der Überlebenden nur 
kleine Kreise von diesem Geschehen. Bis heute haben nicht viele mehr davon erfahren. Nicht anders steht es um die Fälle 
‘Steuben’ und ‘Goya’. Diese größten Schiffskatastrophe berührten und berühren kaum noch das Bewußtsein einer Welt, für die 
nach dem Triumph des totalen Luftkrieges Frauen und Kinder zu gewohnten Opfern des Krieges zählen. 4400 Ertrunkene mußten 
und müssen in der Tat nur wenig bedeuten gegenüber den 20 000 oder 50 000 oder 80 000 Opfern eines Luftangriffs auf eine 
Stadt in einer Nacht. Wir wollen, können und dürfen diese Einstellung nicht teilen. Aber nicht nur deswegen haben wir mit der 
Wiedergabe von Tatsachenberichten von dieser Ereignisse der ostdeutschen Schicksalsjahre begonnen, und auch nicht allein, um 
den Bann des Schweigens zu brechen, der bisher über ihnen liegt. Sondern es geht uns auch darum, diese Episoden aus der Zeit 
der Eroberung der deutschen Ostgebiete und während der folgenden Austreibung der Bevölkerung wahrheitsgemäß darzustellen, 
ehe sich – etwa – eine neue Propagandawelle dieser Ereignisse als eines zweckpolitischen Werkzeuges bemächtigen mag. 
Angesichts der Spaltung der Welt besteht diese Gefahr” (4).  
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Gustloff’, das als Truppentransporter 12000 ausgerüstete Soldalten an Bord hatte’” (5). Although 

neither of the articles cites sources, Dönitz had charged Bongartz with writing a propaganda 

piece on Operation Hannibal in early 1945 (Oels, 2009), and the fact that his account of the 

events is much more detailed than Schön’s first attempt is clearly because Bongartz had had 

immediate access to the testimony of naval personnel and Gustloff survivors. 

Bongartz’s articles were an immediate success in that they defined Christ und Welt’s 

voice and market segment in postwar Germany. Circulation quickly increased from 17,000 to 

68,000 (Oels, 2009) and the weekly remained one of the most widely read newspapers in 

Germany until the 1970s. The articles also led the Americans to refer to Christ und Welt as an 

“under cover Nazi newspaper” (Oels, 2009). Bongartz’s accusation that the story of the refugee 

ships had been suppressed in Germany certainly applies to Nazi propaganda, as the Kriegsmarine 

decided to never print Bongartz’s original story. The idea that such stories were suppressed by 

the Western Allies, however, is unfounded, given the role of the Gustloff in American and British 

propaganda in early 1945. It is perhaps more accurate to say that the Allies were more than 

willing to document how the Nazis had victimized the German populace, but had little tolerance 

for attempts to challenge their conceptions of guilt. Furthermore, Bongartz’s own research 

proves that many Germans were more than eager to discuss such themes during the early postwar 

years, despite any post traumatic stress they may have been experiencing. When Bongartz 

requested “weiteres Quellenmaterial, Erlebnisberichte, Aufrufe, Dokumente, Zeitungen” six 

months later, in May 1949, the newspaper received a flood of responses from avid readers (Oels, 

2009), similar to the unsolicited response to Heinz Schön’s Tatsachenbericht in Heim und Welt 

just a few weeks earlier in February and March. Similar to Schön, Bongartz would use the new 

source material and eyewitness testimony to continue the Ostdeutsches Schicksal series for 
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Christ und Welt, which would in turn become the basis of Die Große Flucht, which was 

published under the pseudonym Jürgen Thorwald and would become a standard work for 

German expellees and many Ostforscher. 

Another early representation of the Gustloff in the German print media that has been 

influential in memory discourse was the Sternbericht entitled “Das nackte Leben,” which was 

published in issues 14 through 17 of Stern magazine in 1959. Stern has been historically one of 

the top rivals of Der Spiegel in the news magazine market in terms of its broad content, 

circulation and readership. In 2009 it ranked second to Der Spiegel in that genre with a 

circulation of around one million copies per issue. The 1959 Gustloff series was so popular that 

Frank Wisbar credited it as the basis for Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen on the official press release 

for the film, and there are major stylistic and thematic similarities. Although labeled a Bericht, 

the piece is a four-part narrative based on the research that Joachim Brock would use to write his 

fragmented documentary novel published under the same title in 1968 (See: Chapter 5). Like 

Brock and Wisbar, Wehrle interweaves the story of a fated love triangle involving the fictional 

characters Maria, Kurt and Hans, with the details of eyewitness and expert accounts. Unlike 

Wisbar’s film, but very similar to Brock’s novel, there is very little historical background on the 

role of the Gustloff in Nazi propaganda, very little contextualization of the event within the war, 

and very little biographical information on the characters which might reveal their complicity in 

the NS-regime. The Russian voice remains silent, the German victims come across as innocent 

victims, and although Wehrle refrains from political commentary, the reader is free to interpret 

the sinking as a war crime committed against innocent victims.  

 After the Stern-Bericht, there no notable Gustloff features were found in the mainstream 

print media until the 1990s, at least none that created a national buzz or served as sources for 
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other textual or filmic representations. There were several news articles about the wreck, 

survivor memorial services and the Amber Room. There were occasional features on local 

survivors in the dailies, and there were several announcements and reviews of books and TV 

programs. Some of the representations in other media did inspire background stories. One 

example is the article “Das Totenschiff von Gotenhafen” which appeared in issue 34 (1979) of 

Zeitmagazin. Although the brief feature did not excite millions of Germans, there are some 

interesting parallels to the Spiegel issue and the Stern-Bericht. First, the article is largely in 

response to and based upon the documentary-novel by Dobson, Miller and Payne, which was 

immediately translated into German and marketed in Germany (See: Chapter 2). Second, 

although the author is careful to contextualize the ship as a Nazi propaganda tool named after a 

Nazi martyr, the headline attempts to sensationalize the story by claiming: “Erst jetzt werden 

Details dieser größten Schiffskatastrophe unseres Jahrhunderts bekannt” (4). This claim is made 

in spite of the fact that the author’s primary source in the article, Ebby von Maydell, is one of the 

perspectives in the books by Schön and Brock, among others, meaning the same story of how the 

baroness and her son survived had already been told several times in German. Zeitmagazin is a 

subsidiary of Die Zeit, and, as demonstrated above, there was indeed very limited information on 

the Gustloff in that newspaper’s archives in 1979, which might explain the false advertising of an 

exclusive.  

With the exception of the ever-active Schön, who re-wrote his story for any medium that 

would publish it, no journalist or contributor to mainstream newspapers and magazines seemed 

to be interested in the theme in and of itself between about 1960 and 1993. Even since 1993, 

most references have been in response to some representation or event stemming from the 

survivor, refugee and war veteran discourses, and any interest has quickly faded. Schön did 
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publish an occasional article in a mainstream Fachzeitschrift such as his 1971 article in issue 1 of 

Damals. But while such magazines typically offer a mainstream perspective, they serve niche 

markets. Damals is respected because, unlike other popular history magazines, the editors are 

professional historians who carefully scrutinize all articles to ensure they present interpretations 

that are accepted in the field. This ensures quality, yet limits readership to history scholars, 

students and buffs.222 Schön no doubt had to come to terms with this in order to publish: he 

argues for the first time in the article that the sinking was not a war crime.223 This is crucial, 

because it proves that, even as the Cultural Revolution was taking root across Germany, the 

mainstream print media was willing to publish material on the Gustloff, as long as there were no 

revanchist or ultraconservative undertones. On the other hand, any author who insisted that the 

passengers aboard the Gustloff were innocent victims of a Soviet war crime was forced to find a 

niche medium to express his or her views.   

 

4.8 The Gustloff in German Maritime Magazines 

There are two genres of niche market magazines that have regularly published feature 

articles on the Gustloff irrespective of the greater trends in the German print media: nautical 

magazines and Landserhefte. Both cater to the interests and opinions of a fringe readership and 

rarely receive attention outside a relatively narrow discourse community. This allows authors 

and editors to present the sinking of the Gustloff with relatively little reservation. There have 

been 6 articles in nautical journals and 4 in Landserhefte that have featured prominently in 

discourses about the Gustloff. Each of the articles explicitly claims to be an objective report or 

                                                
222 According to the IVW, the magazine presently has a total circulation of about 27,000 per issue, most of which are private 
subscriptions. A description of the magazine can be found here: http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/zeitschriften/id=347.  
223 “War die Torpedierung des M/S Wilhelm Gustloff mit rund 5000 Flüchtlingen an Bord ein Kriegsverbrechen wie nach dem 
Krieg oft behauptet wurde? Diese Frage muss eindeutig mit “Nein” beantwortet werden” (76). 
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factual account. But while most of the information presented is accurate – or at the very least 

reflective of knowledge about the sinking at the time of publication – such articles are rarely 

comprehensive enough to permit critical reflection and most include statements that expose the 

subjective impressions of the authors. In most cases, the implicit points-of-view resemble those 

of PAZ contributors.  

The least suspicious “fringe” articles are those printed in the maritime magazines and 

journals. The first significant article in such a medium, which appeared in 1950 in issue 7 of Die 

Seekiste, tells the story of the sinking from the perspective of Frank Barthel, a crewmember on 

the Admiral Hipper.224 The brief text resembles a diary entry and seems to offer the perspective 

of the author as it was in January 1945: the Russians are referred to as der Russe and der Iwan; 

no additional details about the sinking beyond what was observed from the deck of the Hipper 

are sought; and the only background on the Gustloff offered to the reader is that it was once a 

cruise ship that sailed to Madeira and Norway.  

Like Barthel’s account, Paul Uschdraweit’s comprehensive Erinnerungsbericht, which 

was originally written in the summer of 1945 and published in issue 5 (1977) of Schiff und Zeit, 

is narrated in the first-person and is limited to the author’s personal recollections. But Schiff und 

Zeit, in contrast, attempts to complement the Zeitzeugen perspective by offering background 

information, albeit selectively. While a brief summary introduces the report as die einfache, 

nackte Wahrheit, an abridged biography documents especially how Uschdraweit as Landrat of 

Gumbinnen disobeyed Erich Koch’s order not to evacuate civilians, an embedded column 

presents “Daten zur Wilhelm Gustloff,” and a “Resümee zur Katastrophe” concludes by assessing 

the cause of the sinking. The Schiff und Zeit editors seem to take it for granted that the Soviets 

would target a supposed passenger ship and they ultimately hold the Nazi party and the German 
                                                
224 A ship that also departed from Gdynia and would later aid in the rescue operation. 
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military culpable for the sinking.225 The only reference to the role of the ship in Nazi propaganda 

or the role the passengers might have played in the regime or the war comes in the form of 

footnotes,226 and the editors do not reflect on how Uschdraweit might have attained his position 

in local government or what official activities he might have engaged in during the war.  

A later article in Schiff und Zeit departs from the method of printing “factual” eyewitness 

accounts. In issue 27 of 1991, Manfred Hessel offers one of the most balanced accounts of the 

sinking in the German print media. In just two short pages, the Titanic researcher manages to 

objectively document the most important details of the sinking and distance himself from radical 

claims by linking the ship to National Socialism and the Nazi military institution, by revealing 

the negligence of the German navy as the cause of the sinking, and by firmly denying any 

grounds for a war crime tribunal.227 He even quotes Großadmiral Dönitz to prove that Operation 

Hannibal was first and foremost a military evacuation and that the rescue of the civilian 

population was of secondary concern. Although this third example demonstrates a major shift 

from the type of article printed in the early postwar years or even in the middle of the Cultural 

Revolution, it has never been cited in other primary sources. It seems that critical reflection was 

not as attractive to readers interested in the Gustloff as the emotional tales of survivors.  

Die Seekiste, which became Schifffahrt International in the 1970s and ceased publication 

in 2001, was published by Schifffahrts-Verlag Hansa. Schiff und Zeit is the official publication of 

the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Schifffahrts- und Marinegeschichte. Although the reception of the 

                                                
225 Although, in a list of potential faults and causes, the editors cryptically state: “Das seemännische Personal, ohnehin auf das 
allernötigste  verringert, bestand vornehmlich aus Kroaten” (33). In the given context and without explanation, this “cause” of the 
tragedy could be interpreted as a racist comment. 
226 It must be stated, however, that the footnote about the passengers explains that most were directly connected to the Party 
and/or the military (33). The effect of a footnote in this context is debatable: some readers may have never noticed it, while its 
separation from the flow of the text may have left a lasting impact on other readers. 
227 Hessel concludes: “Ein Kriegsverbrechen wie es bis heute behauptet wird? Eindeutig nicht! Die Gustloff war weder ein 
Lazarettschiff noch Flüchtlingsschiff, sondern sie fuhr als Hilfsbeischiff der deutschen Kriegsmarine und unter 
Reichsdienstflagge. Das Schiff befand sich im Geleit der deutschen Kriegsmarine und befuhr ein sehr bekämpftes 
Seekriegsgebiet. Es hatte zugleich Militärpersonal an Bord und war mit Fliegerabwehrkanonen ausgerüstet. Ein Angriff auf ein 
derartiges Schiff war ein international übliches Verhalten und völkerrechtlich ohne Einwand.”  
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Gustloff articles in these magazines was limited in terms of number of readers, both SVH and 

GSMG are subsidiaries of Koehlers Verlagsgesellschaft, the premier German publishing house 

for maritime news and history, meaning that their exposure in the community of nautical 

enthusiasts was maximized. There is, however, a subgenre of maritime periodicals that exists 

entirely outside the mainstream publishing institution and which have been extremely influential 

in the cultural memory of the Gustloff.  

 

4.9 The Gustloff in Heftromane 

A very diverse and popular genre of print media in Germany is known as Heftromane or 

simply Heftchen. Heftchen are typically cheap, limited-circulation periodicals that revolve 

around a cast of recurring characters or a common theme or subject, often resembling a comic or 

novella series (Cf. Fischer and Lorenz, 2007: 115-117). Two that specialize in maritime history 

and give particular attention to the fate of German ships during World War II are Schiffe-

Menschen-Schicksale and Broschürenreihe zur deutschen Geschichte. Both are published by 

small, private houses. SMS is the sole publication of Verlag Rudolf Stade, and the 

Broschürenreihe is a series published by Sundwerbung Verlag, which seems to be owned and 

operated by the author himself.228 SMS is primarily sold via subscription or via the publisher’s 

website, while the seemingly more serious Broschürenreihe is also available in smaller 

bookstores throughout Germany.  

Both Heftchen series have published Gustloff features that have been frequently cited in 

recent years, especially on internet chat rooms, blogs and websites. The naval historian Egbert 

Thomer wrote SMS 15 (1995), entitled “’Wilhelm Gustloff.’ Vom KdF-Dampfer zum 

Totenschiff.” The article holds true to the SMS tagline that appears on the first page of each 
                                                
228 It has the same contact information as an advertisement firm that bears his name: Verlags- und Werbeagentur Müller. 
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issue: “spannend – unterhaltend – dokumentarisch.” Thomer documents the history of the ship 

up to the sinking, and then combines multiple accounts in order to piece together what transpired 

on January 30, 1945. In doing so, he concedes the final 13 pages of text to survivors and 

witnesses. Erna Petraschewski (32-36) and Heinz Schön (36-40) (re)tell their stories of survival, 

while Kapitänleutnant Robert Herring (40-42) describes the scene and the rescue of 564 

castaways from the bridge of the torpedo boat T 36, and Kapitän Wilhelm Zahn (42-45), the 

highest ranking military officer aboard the Gustloff, assess the causes of the sinking. The 

eyewitness sources are not used to shed light on the competing memories of the sinking, nor does 

the author offer critical commentary that might balance their statements. Instead, the stories are 

affixed to one another in a cohesive narrative in which the passengers become innocent victims 

and the military is absolved of responsibility. This narrative is visually reinforced by still shots 

from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen and artwork from Schön’s archive. Thomer concludes by 

quoting Schön on the estimated number of fatalities, and though he does list the military 

personnel on board in his tallies, he never explicitly denies that the sinking was a war crime.  

The seventh issue of Broschürenreihe zur deutschen Geschichte entitled “Untergang der 

‘Wilhelm Gustloff’,” which is another frequently cited Heftchen, is more detailed and balanced. 

Wolfgang Müller, who has written numerous books on the war in the Baltic Sea and authors 

every issue of Broschürenreihe, includes every major fact and figure that was available in 2005, 

adding many of his own maps and illustrations. Although he does not delve much into the 

Gustloff’s National Socialist past, the regular subscriber would have been aware of issue 5 “Die 

Flotte der NS-Gemeinschaft ‘Kraft durch Freude,’” which unmasks the propagandistic role the 

ship had played prior to its sinking. That the author published a critique of KdF first immediately 

disassociates him from ultraconservative discourses. What distances his Heftchen from the SMS 
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issue is that he does not allow his sources to speak directly. Heinz Schön’s more balanced 

accounts since the mid 1980s are cited as primary sources, and Müller likewise lists the service 

of the ship in the war and concludes by stating that the incident, though tragic, was not a war 

crime. 

 

4.10 The Gustloff in Landserhefte 

The so-called Landserhefte are by far the most notorious and controversial Heftchen in 

which the sinking of the Gustloff has been textually rendered. The term Landserheft originally 

applied to the popular series of Heftromane published by Arthur Moewig Verlag from the early 

1950s until September 2013,229 i.e. SOS Schicksal deutscher Schiffe230 and Der Landser, but has 

become synonymous with any inexpensive periodical that trivializes National Socialism and 

glorifies the activities of the German military in World War II. Most Landserhefte are printed in 

small publishing houses that are accused of having direct ties to Neo-Nazi and nationalist circles 

(C.f. Wilking, 2004: 76-77; AND Der Spiegel 32, 1998: 28). In the case of Der Landser and 

SOS, several of the original editors and writers had been active members in the NSDAP, some of 

which had even worked directly for Goebbels. Most had at the very least served in the 

Wehrmacht. Although the publisher maintains that the target audience was the war veteran 

demographic – supposedly a magazine by the vets and for the vets –, studies have shown that in 

terms of presentation, content and actual readership, the Landserhefte were clearly marketed 

toward adolescent males (Cf. Wilking, 2004: 68-69; Fischer and Lorenz, 2007: 115-117; AND 

                                                
229 After the merger with the equally suspicious publisher Pabel in the 1970s, the publisher of Heinz Schön’s second book, the 
Landser-series published under the label Pabel-Moewig Verlag. The current owner of Pabel-Moewig, Bauer Media Group, 
discontinued the series in September 2013 due to continued pressure from watchdog agencies. See: 
http://www.bauermedia.com/no_cache/news-
suchergebnisse/back/277/news/2805/nTitle/unabhaengiges_gutachten_bestaetigt_rechtmaessigkeit_der_publikation_der_landser_
/  
230 Since 1960 the series has been published as Der Landser SOS. 
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Der Spiegel 32, 1998: 28). The stereotypically masculine themes of adventure, camaraderie and 

heroism seem to have also appealed to the German prison population. Scholars have found 

numerous parallels with the youth literature of the Nazis, who also utilized the Heftroman format 

(See: Wilking, 2004: 65-66; AND Fischer and Lorenz, 2007: 115-117). 

In 1953, there were at least 162 Landserhefte printed regularly in Germany (Wilking, 

2004: 67). Most were banned that same year following the Gesetz über die Verbreitung 

jugendgefährdender Schriften (GVJS). Moewig Verlag’s series survived for two reasons. First, 

banning the more inconspicuous, not to mention most popular, Landserhefte that were not 

explicitly anti-Semitic or nationalistic would have undermined the policy of remilitarization 

during the 1950s, which required that average German soldiers be depicted as honorable and 

heroic (Wilking, 2004: 68). Second, due to pressure from watchdog organizations, Moewig 

began including disclaimers of its implied pacifism in each issue in 1959.231 In contrast to the 

bold type disclaimer, however, the content continued to glorify the Second World War and offer 

gory details, without any critical reflection. This was typically accomplished by combining 

narratives of victory or survival with maps, sketches and original photographs. The creators 

deemed their genre Erlebnisberichte zur Geschichte des Zweiten Weltkriegs, and due to the 

constant scrutiny of critics, the editors were very careful not to falsify history. The dates, facts 

and figures in each issue are typically indisputable, and the descriptive details are always 

dependent on the firsthand accounts of eyewitnesses.  

The most problematic aspect of Der Landser and SOS is their selective omission of 

information. The “experiential reports” are limited to the experience of German soldiers, and 

                                                
231 The editors have been forced to become more specific in this regard, as a comparison of an ambiguous disclaimer in 1960 
with one in 2001 demonstrates: “55 Millionen Menschen verloren im II. Weltkrieg ihr Leben. So etwas darf man nicht vergessen. 
Deswegen gibt es den Landser” (1960, 51); “Kriegsgeschichtliche Werke schildern den Verlauf großer Schlachten in 
summarischer Form, der Landser jedoch schildert die Details und die endlose Skala der Schrecken, die jeder Krieg mit sich 
bringt. Dadurch formt sich seine stumme Anklage gegen kriegerische Gewalt in jeglicher Form” (2001, 65).  
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occasionally German civilians, whereby without broader contextualization these “normal” 

Germans come across as honorable heroes or innocent victims of war. The Nazi elite and 

convicted war criminals are absent; although there are never anti-Semitic undertones, the 

Holocaust is never mentioned; and the biographies of depicted persons never include actions 

prior to or following the specific event at hand. Such reading may be a little “light” for avowed 

Neo-Nazis, but these seemingly authentic documentations of World War II have become a 

gateway into that subculture because they are void of critical reflection and moralization (See: 

Wilking, 2004: 62; AND Der Spiegel 32, 1998: 28). Landserhefte were on a decline between the 

1970s and 1990s, but have since experienced a boom in popularity, especially amongst East 

German teenage boys, who are at high risk of being drawn into the Neo-Nazi scene. The 

publishing house has never released the total circulation and issues are often shared and traded 

amongst German youth like comics (Wilking, 2004: 63), making it difficult to quantitatively 

measure the effect, but estimates suggest that Der Landser and SOS reached around 100,000 

readers per new issue during the final years of publication. 

Der Landser has published a total of 3 features on the Gustloff, all of which are 

frequently cited as primary sources. The first feature on the sinking of the Gustloff was SOS 23 

(1953) entitled “Katastrophe bei Nacht. Passagierschiff Wilhelm Gustloff.” The author, Otto 

Mielke, was an adventure and crime novelist by trade, a member of the German navy during the 

war, and one of the founding editors and writers of SOS during the early postwar era (See: 

Schuder, 1958: 481). He wrote dozens of issues during the mid to late 1950s. His Gustloff piece 

mixes report, commentary and subjective narration. He begins by idealizing KdF,232 praising the 

ship as a Meisterwerk deutscher Schiffbaukunst, and claiming that for the average German the 

                                                
232 “Ziel dieser Errichtung war, neben vielerlei anderen Veranstaltungen jedem Arbeiter und Angestellten im deutschen 
Vaterlande mindestens einmal im Jahr eine preiswerte Ferienreise zu ermöglichen, und zwar nicht nur innerhalb der deutschen 
Grenzen, sondern auch über die Meere nach fremden Gestaden” (3). 
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ship was only associated with a pleasant vacation.233 Like a novella, the narrative experiences a 

Wendepunkt that destroys the idyll of 1933-1939: “Dann kam im August 1939 der Krieg, und all 

die herrlichen Ferienreisen hörten mit einem Schlage auf” (13). After glossing over the ship’s 

military service on the basis that it was never fit to be a warship, the story abruptly jumps to 

January 1945. Mielke does not detail the experience of the refugees on their Trecks, nor the 

violence of the Soviet offensive – though the term Der Russe is surely a strong enough allusion 

for his audience – and in his focus on the story of the Gustloff, finds no need to document any 

other aspect of the war that might minimize the readers empathy with the refugees. Goethe’s 

unerhörte Begebenheit would have to be the sinking of the KdF ship, the immense suffering of 

the German refugees and the heroic efforts of the Navy to save them. The tragic irony that 

Mielke perceives in the story only solidifies the innocence of the victims: “Gott stehe diesen 

Armen bei! Sie haben den Krieg gewiß nicht gewollt, bekommen ihn aber in seiner ganzen 

Grausamkeit zu spüren” (27). From this perspective, the Gustloff is just as innocent as its 

passengers.  

Two articles also appeared in the regular Der Landser. The first was written by Martin 

Pfitzmann for Landser Großband Nr. 352 (1974) and the second by Paul Paus for Landser 

Sammelband Nr. 1768 (1992).234 Not much information can be found on either author, other than 

that both seemed to have written exclusively for Pabel-Moewig, with Pfitzmann specializing 

mostly in the war at sea and Paus writing extensively on the land war. Both of their Gustloff 

issues follow the Landser formula, though they seem much more careful to exclude their own 

commentary than Mielke. Pfitzmann’s “Tragödie in der Ostsee. Der Untergang des 

                                                
233 “Der breiten Öffentlichkeit war dieser Name bislang unbekannt. Im Laufe der späteren Jahre aber wurde er durch dieses Schiff 
für jeden Deutschen zu einem feststehenden Begriff. “Wilhelm Gustloff bedeutete für ihn: Ein weißer Ozeanriese, Ferien, Fahrt 
über das Meer, blauer Himmel, lachende Sonne, fremde Länder und gute Laune, mit einem Wort: einen herrlichen Urlaub” (4). 
234 While the content is interchangeable, a subtle distinction exists between Der Landser and Der Landser Grossband. Both 
contain a title story with one or two articles. The inside covers of both formats feature a bio of a Ritterkreuzträger on the front 
and a description of a weapon of war on the back. But the Großband offers a few additional brief articles.  
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Passagierschiffes Wilhelm Gustloff,” which was republished a second time a decade later as 

Landser Großband Nr. 614 in 1984, stresses the service of the Gustloff as a cruise ship over its 

military service already in the title and purports to be an authentischer Bericht on the first page. 

But after the brief introduction that sets the narrative in January 1945, the author shifts to the 

perspective of the Zeitzeugen. The reader is drawn into the action and suspense via detailed 

description and dialogue between members of the Kriegs- or Handelsmarine: Weller, Zahn, 

Petersen, Leonhardt, etc. Paus’s “Fahrt in den Tod,” republished as Landser Sammelband Nr. 

2260 in 2001, is virtually identical in form and style, but extends its range of context in as much 

as it documents three sinkings: the Gustloff, the Steuben, and the Goya. Though even in Paus’s 

issue on multiple sinkings, the Gustloff is the central symbol. All four issues present an 

illustration of the sinking Gustloff on the cover. Three use the same still shot from Nacht fiel 

über Gotenhafen which shows the fully illuminated Gustloff sinking into the Baltic Sea at night – 

though none of which credit the film and seem to present it as an actual photograph of the 

sinking – while the second publication of Paus’s feature uses one of the paintings by Adolf Bock 

(See: Chapter 1).  

Though clearly attempting to write captivating stories, both Pfitzmann and Paus stay true 

to their documentary style. Neither makes accusations of war crimes and neither engages in 

moralization. At the same time, they never attempt to shield their detailed reports from radical 

interpretations or even distance their own views from that of their sources, presumably because 

their own views are similar, if not more radical – at least Paus cites his.235 In both cases, if one 

were to overlook just a few introductory sentences that contextualize the sinking, an unwitting 

reader would have no indication that the passengers of the Gustloff were Germans or that the 

                                                
235 Most are the documentaries written by vets which were discussed in Chapter 2. Strangely, neither mention Schön, though it is 
highly unlikely they would have not come into contact with his work. Perhaps Schön was already losing favor due to his conflicts 
with navy personnel or some of his mainstream attitudes.  
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timeframe was the end of World War II. The two volumes of Der Landser contain a separate 

article on “Die große Rettungsaktion,” which expectedly switches focus to the success of 

Operation Hannibal (See: Chapter 2) and depicts members of the German navy as heroes. Such 

an uncritical representation might not directly contribute to radical memory discourses, but they 

are readily absorbed as objective sources in the historical narratives of right-wing youth groups 

and frequently cited in their rhetoric.  

  

4.11 Das III Reich: Between Landserheft and Regenbogenpresse 

 The short-lived magazine Das III Reich: Nachkrieg attempted to market a Landserheft to 

a mainstream readership. Published in the John Jahr Verlag from 1974 to 1976, the magazine 

was extremely controversial not only because it printed banned Nazi symbols, violent imagery 

and stories that glorified the war and trivialized the NS-regime, but because, according to the 

Institut für Zeitgeschichte (See: Die Zeit 3 May 1974: 14), it sought to profit on the public’s 

obsession with extreme violence and National Socialist demigods rather than enlightening the 

public on the root causes and criminal aspects of the war. An article in Der Spiegel described the 

series as “nicht Fachzeitschrift und nicht Illustrierte, weniger als eine Dokumentation und mehr 

als ein Landserheftchen” (6 Sep. 1976: 62). The cover story of issue 53 is “Regierung Dönitz.” 

Between an article about how Dönitz should have not been tried at Nuremberg because of his 

accomplishments at the end of the war – e.g. saving millions of German refugees before 

abdicating – and an article about how helpless Himmler was without his Führer, appears an 

uncritical documentation of the sinking of the Gustloff by Erich Winhold. While the article 

receives almost no note in Gustloff discourses, the uniqueness of its medium garners brief 

mention. In addition to a two-page spread of the Gustloff depicted as a hospital ship, the article 
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includes the same still shot from Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen on the cover of the documentations 

in Der Landser as well as a cover of Heinz Schön’s 1960 book. Like the Landserhefte, while 

there are no direct accusations of a war crime, neither does the author include any information 

that might prevent a potentially radical interpretation. 

 

4.12 The Gustloff in Textual Exhibitions and Brochures 

Finally, two representations in even more obscure print media deserve brief mention due 

to the fact that they have reached a significant number of readers and have been used as 

informational sources amongst survivors and expellees. Both were printed on the occasion of the 

50th anniversary of Flucht und Vertreibung in 1995. The first is Heinz Schön’s introduction to 

the catalog for a museum exhibit entitled “Flucht über die Ostsee 1944/45 – Der Untergang der 

Wilhelm Gustloff vor 50 Jahren,” which was held at the Westpreußisches Landesmuseum, the 

official museum of the Landsmannschaft Westpreußen, from January 14 to March 19, 1995. The 

exhibit, which was advertised in PAZ, consisted mostly of photographs and small artifacts. In 

addition to an introduction, the catalogue offers a brief description of each item. The second 

publication is a brief entry in a “textual” exhibit compiled by Alfred Thiesen for the Bund der 

Vertriebenen: Die Vertreibung der Deutschen. Ein unbewältigtes Kapitel Europäischer 

Zeitgeschichte. The exhibit consists entirely of text and photographs and only exists in print, as 

the intent of the Bund was to create an exhibit that is “zeitlos” and that “noch in den folgenden 

Jahren verwendet werden [kann].” Both publications mediate the historical narrative that 

emerges withing the refugee memory discourse.  

The textual exhibit consists of 48 one-page summaries of major events in Flucht und 

Vertreibung from the perspective of refugees. The page that discusses the Gustloff is titled 
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“Ostsee 1944/45 – Meer der Hoffnung und des Todes” and depicts the German navy and army as 

heroes who held off the Soviet hordes and the refugees as innocent victims of Russian rage. The 

sinking of the Gustloff is without doubt considered a war crime in this narrative.236 The 

introduction for the catalogue was written by Heinz Schön, and is very typical for the Gustloff-

Chronist in that it reports the most important facts known at the time. However, a comparison 

with a second publication by Schön from the same year, but in a different medium, once again 

reveals the extent to which Schön caters to his intended audience. Schön also published a report 

in Blaue Jungs (Jan. 1995), at the time the official magazine of the German navy, on the 

occasion of the 50th anniversary. An overt difference is that the Blaue Jungs article is primarily 

told from Schön’s own perspective, i.e. an Augenzeugenbericht, whereas the introduction for the 

exhibit is told from the third person, i.e. a Bericht. In both cases, Schön saves his own 

commentary for the final paragraph. For the Navy readership, Schön states that Marinesco only 

saw an enemy ship and was unaware who the passengers were, at least implying that he was not 

a war criminal.237 For the West Prussians, however, Schön makes no such distinction and 

concludes by reminding his reader that the expulsion of civilians was occurring in Yugoslavia 50 

years later,238 which is an implicit equation between the expulsion of Germans at the end of 

World War II, including the sinking of the Gustloff, and the ethnic cleansing occurring in 

Yugoslavia during the early 1990s. Such texts are often critiqued in arguments against the 

                                                
236 “Dennoch gelang es den Sowjets mit ihren völkerrechtswidrigen Angriffen auf die Flüchtlingschiffe die mit Abstand größten 
überhaupt beizuführen” (22).  
237 “Der Kommandant des sowjetischen U-Bootes S 13 Alexander Marinesco, der die Gustloff torpedierte, wußte beim Angriff 
des Schiffes weder seinen Namen noch seine Ladung. Für ihn war es ein in Kriegsgewässern abgeblendet fahrendes feindliches 
Schiff, das mit Flakgeschützen bewaffnet war und von einem Kriegsschiff begleitet wurde” (3).  
238 “Fünfzig Jahre nach dieser Katastrophe, die fast schon wieder im Meer der Vergessenheit versunken ist, müssen wir wieder 
Vertreibung aus der angestammten Heimat, Mord und Totschlag an unschuldigen Frauen und Kindern, kaum mehr als 1.000 
Kilometer von der südlichen deutschen Grenzen entfernt, mit ansehen” (15). 
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proposed Zentrum gegen Vertriebenen and stand in stark contrast to the guides for mainstream 

exhibits such as Flucht, Vertreibung, Integration at the Haus der Geschichte (See: Chapter 2).239 

 

Conclusion 

The representations of the sinking of the Gustloff in the German print media can be 

divided into two distinct groups: those appearing in the mainstream – i.e. those that had 

circulations and readerships similar to Der Spiegel and Die Zeit – and those appearing in fringe 

publications – i.e. those produced and read by a relatively small discourse community like PAZ 

and the various Heftchen/Heftromane. The Gustloff is omnipresent in the fringe print media of 

maritime history buffs, war veterans and, of course, the expellees. But the ship was also a 

prominent symbol in mainstream newspapers and magazines between 1949 and 1960, as 

evidenced by Schön’s two Heim und Welt series, Bongartz’s first two articles for the 

Ostpreußisches Schicksal series in Christ und Welt, and Wehrle’s Sternbericht, all of which had 

wide appeal and revived the memory of the Gustloff for thousands of readers. In addition, the 

Gustloff was periodically represented in mainstream newspapers and magazines in response to 

trends in other media of memory between 1960 and 2002, e.g. reviews and discussions of new 

books, films and public memorials. Thus, it is difficult to argue that remembering the sinking of 

the Gustloff was ever systematically suppressed in the mainstream print media after 1945, and it 

is impossible to argue that the survivors and witnesses – at least collectively speaking – ever 

repressed their traumatic memories, in light of the fact that all Gustloff texts were either written 

                                                
239 There are several other guides for museum exhibits organized by or in collaboration with the Vertriebenen which also mention 
the Gustloff, including the catalogues for: 40 Jahre Arbeit für Deutschland: Die Vertriebenen und Flüchtlinge (1989: 28, 34); 
Geteilte Hoffnung: Deutschland nach dem Kriege, 1945-1949 (1989: 43); AND Vor 50 Jahren 1945. Flucht, Vertreibung, 
Kriegsende (1995: 20). 
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by survivors and eyewitnesses or were based primarily on their existing testimonies and 

publications.  

Through the 1960s, all representations of the sinking in the print media offered no critical 

reflection and little historical contextualization. They invoked the Gustloff as a symbol of 

German suffering and depicted the passengers as innocent victims of National Socialism and/or 

Bolshevism. Since about 1960, however, many authors writing for the mainstream press have felt 

obligated to explicitly distance themselves from revanchist, nationalist and xenophobic attitudes. 

Seemingly unwilling to admit any guilt on their own part and finding it ever more difficult to 

publish their war stories without such critical distance, the memory discourse of the war veterans 

and German expellees seems to have diverged from the mainstream and all nationalist-revanchist 

Gustloff narratives were relegated to fringe print media such as Heftchen and the 

Vertriebenenzeitungen. The survivors and expellees henceforth perceived a suppression of the 

event in the mainstream media, and mainstream journalists and editors gradually sought to 

distance themselves from the often nationalist-revanchist and apologetic rhetoric of the expellees 

by ignoring and/or relativizing their arguments and symbols of victimization. It may not have 

been taboo to talk about the sinking of the Gustloff in the mainstream German print media from 

the 1960s on, but it certainly became taboo to write narratives of innocent German victims of 

Allied atrocities, and stories about the Gustloff therefore had to be constructed very carefully to 

avoid being attacked by some and exploited by others. 
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Chapter 5: Toward a “Critical Empathy:” The Literary History of the 

Gustloff-Katastrophe 
 

Most textual representations of the Gustloff-Katastrophe could be classified as historical 

and/or (auto)biographical fiction. As has been seen in the previous chapters, even the standard 

sources for information on the sinking are blatantly stylized and/or fictionalized to embellish the 

story, in spite of the use of labels intended to denote authenticity and factuality, e.g. 

Tatsachenbericht, Erlebnisbericht, and Dokumentation. Among the best examples of this 

tendency are the work of Heinz Schön, Jürgen Thorwald’s Die Große Flucht, and the 

Landserhefte. In addition, most Gustloff texts are either written directly by survivors and 

witnesses, or they assume the Zeitzeuge perspective and therefore offer very subjective accounts 

of history. As a result, most are characterized by selective memory and adopt the language, 

narrative structures, literary devices and motifs of the master narrative of German victimization: 

a foundation myth of conservative and ultra-conservative discourses they actively and often 

consciously co-construct. This chapter turns to texts that foreground their literary qualities, some 

of which in order to reaffirm the expellee and veteran myths, and others to transcend them. 

The central role of literature in memory discourse is evidenced by the attention paid to 

literary texts in recent metamemory debates about German victims.240 From a theoretical 

standpoint, scholars of memory studies have identified literature as a “mnemonic art,” not only 

because it archives particular events and experiences, but because the symbolic and intertextual 

nature of literature enables it to transmit the collective experience and knowledge of entire 

                                                
240 Most recent academic discussions of German victims in memory culture pay particular attention to literature, for example: 
Kettenacker, 2003; Welzer, 2004; A. Assmann, 2006b; Beßlich, Grätz and Hildebrand, 2006; Cohen-Pfister and Wienroeder-
Skinner, 2006a; Fuchs, Cosgrove and Grote, 2006a; Niven, 2006a and 2011a; Schmitz, 2007a; Fuchs, 2008, Taberner and Berger, 
2009a; volumes 57.4, 2004 and 59.2, 2006 of German Life and Letters; AND volumes 23.3 (2005) and 26.4, 2008 of German 
Politics and Society. 
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cultures to future generations (Lachmann, 2008). Additionally, literature often engages in the 

“mimesis of memory” by thematizing and reflecting upon the act of individual and collective 

remembrance (Neuman, 2008). Like film, works of literature spawn metamemory debate and 

activate schemata and scripts that shape communicative and private memory (Erll, 2008), where 

the formation of a literary canon demonstrates hegemonic practices and the selectivity of 

memory at the collective level (Grabes, 2008). 

Two issues specific to German memory writing which have reemerged during the recent 

Deutsche als Opfer debate are the challenges of normalization and empathy. An upshot of the 

Historikerstreit of the 1980s was a side debate of Martin Broszat’s call for the Historisierung der 

NS-Zeit (See: Augstein et al., 1995; AND Fischer and Lorenz, 2007: 235-240). Broszat 

contended that the historiography of National Socialism had moralized the Second World War 

and the Holocaust to the point that the era had become detached from its sociohistorical context 

and isolated from the rest of German history. In both popular and academic discourses, according 

to Broszat, the German citizenry had been essentially divided into Nazi perpetrators who were 

the embodiment of evil and their innocent and often helpless victims. To overcome the 

“abnormality” and “demonization” of National Socialism in German memory culture, Broszat 

challenged his colleagues to focus on Alltagsgeschichte and refrain from morally judging the 

historical actors. The controversial aspect of Broszat’s methodology is that it supports the 

“normalization” of German history and similar historicist methodologies have been employed by 

right-wing and apologetic authors and historians, as evidenced throughout this dissertation. The 

difference between the work of Broszat and the expellee and veteran historians, however, is that 

Broszat maintained that the Holocaust was central to a complete understanding of the era and 

drew broader connections to the historical context, whereas his counterparts omitted the 
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Holocaust and restricted the historical context in their narratives in order to meet political, 

sociocultural and psychological needs (See: Chapter 2). Both historicist approaches allow the 

reader to empathize with historical actors, but Broszat’s style also reminds the reader of the 

broader connections to history. 

The connection to literature is best explained in Helmut Schmitz’s (2007c) interpretation 

of Uwe Timm’s Am Beispiel meines Bruders:  

I understand historicist empathy to be an objectifying historisation that purports 
to represent historical suffering ‘as it really was’, isolating the trauma and pain 
from its historico-political context and setting it in an ‘absolute’ past, cutting the 
ties to the present. Historicist empathy […] may slip over into sentimental 
empathy as the apparent ‘authenticity’ of the representation of trauma frequently 
eschews the ideological complexity of the historical situation. As critical 
empathy I regard a form of representation that engages with the complexity of 
the simultaneity of suffering and Nazi community (202).  
 

Although Schmitz’s definition of “historicist empathy” would be an unfair characterization of 

Broszat’s work and that of his protégés, the distinction between “sentimental empathy” and 

“critical empathy” offers a theoretical framework in which to categorize the different forms of 

representation encountered thus far in the dissertation. The definition of critical empathy used in 

this dissertation expands the term to encompass elements of critical theory. In addition to 

situating stories of German suffering within the history of National Socialism and linking them 

to the present, critical empathy is a form of narration that subverts acts of remembering and 

narrating the past by embracing the intersubjectivity, intertextuality, and more recently, 

intermediality of memory culture, by juxtaposing competing memory discourses, and by 

exposing the ideological underpinnings of private and collective memory. It is a form of 

narration that continuously confronts the reader with the sociohistorical context of the story and 

the discursive nature of memory, thereby challenging the reader to reflect not only upon the 

biases of author and narrator but also upon the reader’s own understanding. In short, critical 

empathy is a narrative form that allows the reader to empathize with the suffering of historical 
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actors as victims in particular contexts, because by “filling in gaps” and denying “implicit 

equations” it simultaneously reveals that the war generation is by no means a collective of 

innocent victims when viewed against their biographies and their roles in history. On the 

contrary, sentimental empathy, as the more archaic method of narrating the past, restricts history 

by narrowing the context, oversimplifying the story and allowing the subjective memory of one 

person or one discourse community to define historical reality. This definition of sentimental 

empathy encompasses what Kathrin Schödel (2006) has termed “narrative normalization:” a 

simplified narrative structure that adheres to chronological, linear and causal plot development in 

order to construct a positive personal and/or national identity. As outlined in this chapter, 

sentimental empathy also defines much of the literary history of the Wilhelm Gustloff, but the 

critical empathy resulting from the complex narrative structures of certain literary texts has 

opened the theme to a mainstream and even Leftist audience. Literature has emerged as the most 

apt medium of memory culture and paved the way for the acceptance of the war generation as 

victims (of their own perpetration) in contemporary German society. 

                                                                                                                                                           

5.1 A Taboo on the Gustloff in West German Literature? 

 In response to Günter Grass’s novella Im Krebsgang, two camps of literary critics and 

scholars quickly emerged: those who praised the Nobel laureate for breaking a perceived 

silencing of the Gustloff tragedy and those who sought to disprove his claim – or, more precisely, 

his narrator’s claim – that the sinking had been gesamtdeutsch tabu (Cf. Dye, 2004: 174-178; 

Beyersdorf, 2006: 159; Brunssen, 2006: 117; AND Wassmann, 2009: 314-318). Both sides of 

the debate were flawed in that they over extended Grass’s assertion that the Gustloff had been 

largely ignored in German memory culture to the wider debates on German wartime suffering – 
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not to infer Grass was not consciously participating in that debate nor that the television and print 

media did not quickly make the connection for him, but rather that public intellectuals were yet 

again shifting focus away from the historical event in order to stake a position in a larger 

metamemory debate. Grass actively participated in the metamemory debate as well, arguing on 

television and in the print media that there had been ein selbstgestelltes Tabu on German 

suffering imposed by his generation of the literary Left (e.g. ARD, 9 Oct. 2002). The expellee 

community and conservatives felt justified by the fact that a public intellectual of Grass’s stature 

seemed to be taking their side, yet were offended by Grass’s accusation that only radical 

Rechtsgestrickten had been interested in the Gustloff,241 while Grass received praise from famous 

literary critics, such as Volker Hage (Der Spiegel, 6, 2002: 184-190) and Marcel Reich-Ranicki 

(ZDF, 5 Feb. 2002) – the latter was a Holocaust survivor who on national television admitted the 

book had made him cry. Other critics and scholars, however, listed dozens of prominent and less 

prominent authors who had thematized the Gustloff or Flucht und Vertreibung to disprove the 

notion of a taboo and situate Im Krebsgang in the conservative discourse of normalization for 

making such a claim (e.g. Baier, 2002; Salzborn, 2002; T. Schmidt, 2002; Moeller, 2003; AND 

Frei, 2005).242 Where some of the proponents of the taboo thesis were completely unreflective 

and opportunistic in their praise, Grass’s critics were somewhat hasty in their research of the 

cultural memory of the Gustloff. Due to the immediate shift in focus to the broader themes of 

Flucht und Vertreibung and German wartime suffering in general, many of the initial 

commentators largely disregarded the content of the novella (Cf. Dye 2004), its critical narrative 

perspective toward German suffering (Cf. Schmitz, 2004b) and its intertextual bond to the 

                                                
241 See, for example, the review by Torsten Taler in Junge Freiheit (8 Feb. 2002) and the interview with Erika Steinbach in 
Prueßische Allgemeine Zeitung (16 Feb. 2002), as well as the numerous letters to the editor in PAZ (See: Chapter 4). 
242 The Angolphone reviews of Im Krebsgang were decidedly positive, with most of the reviewers either accepting the taboo 
claim without question or igorning that aspect of the novella all together, even when they seem fully aware of metamemory 
debates in Germany (Compare, for example, the reviews and reactions of Adler, Benjamin, Coetzee, Eakin, Fasman, Livingston, 
Novick, Upcurch, Updike, and Winston). 
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author’s oeuvre of texts treating German guilt (Cf. Hall, 2007 and 2009), and very few of the 

texts cited as evidence against a taboo actually mention the Gustloff, while none, barring Walter 

Kempowski’s Das Echolot (1999), describe the sinking in any detail.243 In essence, the taboo 

deniers – at least as pertains specifically to the Gustloff – accidentally proved Grass’s narrator’s 

argument for him: that until recently the history of the Gustloff had been nothing more than a 

footnote. 

The most frequently cited counter evidence is that Grass himself had always been 

interested in the tragedy and had thematized the Gustloff before Im Krebsgang (e.g. Bernhardt, 

2003: 28; AND Hall, 2009: 169-170). In the chapter Das Fotoalbum in Die Blechtrommel 

(1959), Oskar Mazerath describes photographs of his mother’s friend Gretchen Scheffler on a 

cruise aboard the Gustloff244 and later mentions that the Schefflers escaped on a KdF-Schiff, 

though it is not stated that it was the Gustloff. In Die Rättin (1986), the Rättin first uses the 

sinking as a point of reference for the year 1945,245 and later describes the sinking in more detail 

when discussing how rats always avoid the greatest ship disasters246 and that the rats knew the 

Gustloff was going to sink;247 Oskar Mazerath then recalls the rumor that his childhood 

                                                
243 Such citations did lead to the discovery of many of the Gustloff references and depictions discussed in this chapter, such as the 
texts of Arno Surminski, Christa Wolf, Willi Fährmann and Elisabeth Shulz-Semrau, though none of these are otherwise cited in 
Gustloff discourses.  
244 “Später Fotos der beiden Schefflers in Liegestühlen oder vor Rettungsboote des KdF-Schiffes ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’, auch auf 
dem Promenadendeck der ‘Tannenberg’ vom Seedienst Ostpreußen. Jahr für Jahr machten sie Reisen und brachten Andenken aus 
Pilau, Norwegen, von den Azoren, aus Italien unbeschädigt nach Hause in den Kleinhammerweg, wo er Semmeln buk und sie 
Kissenbezüge mit Mausezähnchen versah” (67) 
245 “Als vom Januar bis zum Mai des Jahres fünfundvierzig große und kleine Schiffe, mit Zivilisten und Soldaten überladen, die 
Ostsee befahren, doch nicht alle Schiffe die Häfen der Städte Lübeck, Kiel, Kopenhagen, den rettenden Westen erreichten, holte 
auch die ‘Dora’, kurz bevor die Zweite Sowjetische Armee zur Ostsee durchstieß, Flüchtlinge aus Danzig-Westpretißen, um sie 
nach Stralsund zu bringen. Das war, als die ‘Gustloff’ sank. Das war, als in der Neustädter Bucht die ‘Cap Arcona’ ausbrannte. 
Das war, als überall und selbst an Schwedens neutraler Küste ungezählt viele Leichen antrieben; alle noch Lebenden glaubten, 
davongekommen zu sein, und nannten deshalb das Ende, als sei zuvor nichts geschehen, die Stunde Null“ (19). 
246 “Spaniens Armada sank ohne uns. Wir mieden die Titanic. Und auf der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’, einem Kraft-durch-Freude-Schiff, 
das im Januar fünfundvierzig in Gdynia, das dazumal Gotenhafen hieß, mit Flüchtlingen vollgestopft auslief, waren, als es bald 
nach Verlassen der Danziger Bucht torpediert wurde und absoff, keine Ratten an Bord; gleiches lässt sich von der Steuben, belegt 
mit viertausend Verwundeten, der Goya und von anderen Schiffen sagen” (303). 
247 “Also sehen wir die brennende Stadt Danzig, Flüchtlingstrecks und die Flucht übers Wasser. Überladene Schiffe sollen 
Zivilisten, Parteischranzen, verwundete oder noch heile Soldaten vor der anrückenden Sowjetmacht retten und in westliche 
Ostseehäfen bringen. Die 'Wilhelm Gustloff' sehen wir am 30. Januar 1945 zwölf Seemeilen querab Stolpmünde mit über 
fünftausend Menschen, die ‘Steuben’ am 10. Februar mit über dreitausendfünfhundert sinken. Drei Fahrten, nach denen sich 
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infatuation, Tulla Pokriefke, had perished aboard the Gustloff when it sank (93). These 

references were carefully placed by the author and prove that he indeed had prior knowledge of 

the sinking, but they hardly compare to the central treatment of the Gustloff in Im Krebsgang. 

The reference in Die Blechtrommel, which alludes to the sinking via the presence of rescue rafts 

in the photograph, is best read as one of the many examples of complicity in the novel: Grass 

refers to the Schefflers’ KdF-cruises in multiple passages, yet the sinking is never explicitly 

mentioned, much less described. The references in Die Rättin exemplify the place of German 

wartime suffering in Grass’s literary project and that the Gustloff served as a symbol to that end, 

but they hardly qualify as a documentation of the sinking. On the contrary, they suggest that 

German suffering was of secondary interest to the Nobel laureate prior to the late 1990s. In fact, 

one of Grass’s most compelling arguments supporting the taboo thesis in Im Krebsgang is the 

author’s limited treatment of the Gustloff in spite of his long interest in the theme: 

Gleich nach Erscheinen des Walzers ‘Hundejahre’ sei ihm [dem Auftraggeber/ 
Günter Grass] diese Stoffmasse auferlegt worden. Er – wer sonst? – hätte sie 
abtragen müssen, Schicht für Schicht. […] Leider, sagt er, sei ihm dergleichen 
nicht von der Hand gegangen. Sein Versäumnis, bedauerlich, mehr noch: sein 
Versagen (77). 
 

Three years before the 2002 debate, in Mein Jahrhundert (1999), Grass had explained all the 

obscure and overlooked references to the Gustloff, as well as why he had refrained from 

depicting such themes in more detail:  

Zwar schrieb ich über ostpreußische Flüchtlingstrecks, die von Heiligenbeil aus 
über das zugefrorene Haff die Frische Nehrung erreichen wollten, aber niemand, 
kein ‘Signal’ druckte meinen Elendsbericht. Ich sah mit Zivilisten, Verwundeten, 
Parteibonzen überladene Schiffe von Danzig-Neufahrwassser ablegen, sah die 
‘Wilhelm Gustloff’, drei Tage bevor sie sank [emphasis added]. Ich schrieb 
kein Wort darüber. Und als Danzig weithin sichtbar in Flammen stand, gelang 
mir keine zum Himmel schreiende Elegie, vielmehr schlug ich mich, inmitten 
versprengter Soldaten und ziviler Flüchtlinge, zur Weichselmündung durch. Ich 
sah, wie das KZ Stutthof geräumt, wie Häftlinge, soweit sie den Marsch bis 

                                                
siebenundzwanzigtausend Flüchtlinge als gerettet sehen, macht die ‘Cap Arcona’ und kentert dann brennend vor Schleswig-
Holsteins Küste mit fünfeinhalbtausend Häftlingen aus dem Konzentrationslager Neuengamme an Bord. Das geschah am dritten 
Mai, fünf Tage vor Ende des Zwischenkrieges. Doch auch diese Episode wird von den Ratten wahrgenommen. Keine will die 
‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ auf letzter Fahrt begleiten” (455). 
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Nickelswalde überlebt hatten, auf Fährprähme gepfercht, dann auf Schiffe 
verladen wurden, die vor der Flußmündung ankerten. Keine Schreckensprosa, 
keine aufgewärmte Götterdämmerung. Ich sah das alles und schrieb nichts 
darüber (162). 

 
As a native Danziger, Grass, like many German Vertriebenen, had a personal connection to the 

tragedy, but as a leading proponent of Aufarbeitung der Geschichte, he felt obliged to distance 

himself from all German victim narratives in his work.  

Critics, scholars and other German authors – both in Germany and abroad – gradually set 

the record straight, conceding there was no unwritten Verbot on the Gustloff specifically, 

evidenced by the notable documentation of the sinking in Germany, and that Grass might be 

considered a Schriftsteller der Vertreibung248 due to the saliency of the theme throughout his 

work, but they also contend that there was an Erzähltabu on German wartime suffering in 

general within the community of authors who took Aufarbeitung der Geschichte seriously (e.g. 

Schneider, 2003; Schmitz, 2004b; Emmerich, 2005; Brunssen, 2006; AND Braun, 2007), that it 

may have been taboo for Grass to put his experiences to words due to post traumatic stress from 

his own experience of Vertreibung (e.g. Brunssen, 2006), and that – like with the Luftkrieg (See: 

Hage, 2003) – the issue was not one of production, but of reception: in other words, most 

Germans were incapable of empathizing with the victims and the nation was therefore incapable 

of incorporating the survivors’ private memories into German collective memory (e.g. 

Emmerich, 2005; AND Brunssen, 2006). This is also why Grass had found it difficult to 

empathize with German victims in his work (e.g. Schmitz, 2004b; AND Beyersdorf, 2006).249 

                                                
248 Grass has included Flucht und Vertreibung in his work since his first novel, Die Blechtrommel, but has always positioned the 
theme to his reflections on German complicity (Cf. Helbig, 1996; AND Schaal, 2006), and he rarely focused on that aspect of his 
work publically until the late 1990s. His lost Heimat, Danzig, however, is central to his work (Cf. Schönemann, 2005; AND Hall, 
2007 and 2009). 
249 Stephen Brockmann (2011) is the only scholar to counter that Im Krebsgang does not really claim to break a taboo, due to the 
fact that the content undermines this argument in its paradoxical treatment of what a taboo is, and in part because the novella is 
really about memory politics and trying to frame the conservative victim discourse within the Leftist perpetrator discourse, but 
even Brockmann concedes that Grass’s generation failed to adequately document German wartime suffering. 
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Yet even these fairer assessments of Grass tend to focus on the broader context of Flucht und 

Vertreibung and ignore the Gustloff’s role in various memory discourses. 

One of the harshest critiques of Grass, because it responds directly to the content of the 

text and is well supported with established historical fact, was historian Robert Moeller’s charge 

that Im Krebsgang ignores the “history of memory.”250 Moeller’s main arguments, however, also 

respond to the debate on German wartime suffering and the broader theme of Flucht und 

Vertreibung, rather than the Gustloff in particular. In addition, the narrative complexity Grass 

employs to problematize Gustloff remembrance has since been revealed by numerous scholars 

(e.g. Taberner, 2002; Höfer, 2003; Dye, 2004; Fricke, 2004; Preusser, 2004; Schmitz, 2004b; 

Emmerich, 2005; Jaroszewski, 2005; Michel, 2005; Midgley, 2005; Beyersdorf, 2006; Brunssen, 

2006; Fuchs, 2006; Gumpert, 2006; Schödel, 2006; Braun, 2007; Hall, 2007 and 2009; Thesz, 

2008; Wassmann, 2009; AND Brockmann, 2011). Such scholars have collectively argued that 

Grass actually devotes very few pages to describing the Gustloff-Katastrophe itself, because 

most of the novella is spent reflecting upon the difficulty to narrate and memorialize a traumatic 

experience; the narrator’s (and author’s) inability to mourn and empathize with German victims; 

the historical context of the event; its problematic place in private, family and public memory 

since 1945; its role in intergenerational memory contests; its legacy as an enduring symbol in 

right-wing political discourse; and the perpetual need for Aufarbeitung der Geschichte. All these 

elements considered together, Grass’s tactic in Im Krebsgang, as will be argued below, is to 

embrace the discursive nature of memory culture outlined in this dissertation in order to arrive at 

a more nuanced and balanced account of recent German history. 

                                                
250  “Grass’s book is an important intervention into discussions about history and memory in postwar Germany. When Germany’s 
greatest living writer speaks, many people will listen. Nobel-prizewinning writers are, however, not necessarily good historians. 
The history that Grass gets wrong in Im Krebsgang is not the sinking of the Gustloff or the flight of Germans from eastern Europe 
at the end of the Second World War. Rather, what he presents only incompletely is the history of how Germans have remembered 
and represented these events since 1945” (2003: 151). 
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5.2 References in West German Literature  

There are several references and brief descriptions of the Gustloff-Katastrophe in postwar 

German literature that were missed by Grass, his supporters and his critics. In total, 21 works of 

West German literature, with 115 total editions, and 3 works of East German literature, with 22 

editions, were located during research for this dissertation. (The East German novels will be 

discussed separately due to their unique treatment of the Gustloff.) Figure 5.1 charts the West 

German texts across the years 1945 – 2010.251 The largest number of first editions in a single 

year was in 1962, two years after the premier of Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen, and literary authors 

were seemingly interested in the theme throughout the 1980s and since the 50th anniversary of 

the sinking in 1995. The trend in reprints suggests the market for the types of novels in which the 

sinking of the Gustloff played a supporting role peaked in the mid 1980s, as was also the case 

with history books. The quantity of Gustloff references during the postwar era suggests the event 

was never entirely forgotten nor ignored amongst select West German authors, some of whom 

compare in popularity to Grass, but the gaps in new titles (1953-1959, 1963-1982 and 1990-

1997) seem to suggest more than just an issue of reception. Furthermore, a qualitative analysis of 

the works conforms to the findings in all media investigated in this dissertation. A careful 

reading of the texts found in the sample reveals that most authors, rather than researching and 

depicting the Gustloff as a tragedy worthy of note in its own right, employ the Gustloff as a 

symbol of German suffering within overlapping and competing memory discourses. Most of the 

authors invoke the sinking as an example of German victimization, albeit for disparate purposes, 

                                                
251 Note that this data includes Grass’s Blechtrommel, which was by far the most popular novel in the sample with at least 36 total 
reprints.   
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while some, like Grass, reference the event only then to expose and distance themselves from 

nationalist-revanchist attitudes. 

 

The historical novels of Edwin Erich Dwinger and Sudetenländer Bruno Brehm, for 

instance, participate in the same exculpatory victim discourse of Mitläufer encountered amongst 

Nazi historians and journalists (See: Chapters 2 and 4). Dwinger and Brehm both volunteered to 

serve in the First World War and became close friends in a Russian POW camp. Later the pair 

became part of a network of educated WWI veterans who glorified their wartime service and 

propagated the Dolchstoßtheorie. They were both unsuccessful authors prior to 1933, yet were 

widely published and read under National Socialism as their conservative-nationalist views 

aligned with NS-ideology. In their WWI novels published in the 1930s, they portray the brutality 

of the Bolshevists, the betrayal of the German soldier and the illegitimacy of the Treaty of 

Versailles (Cf. Hillesheim, 1993: 85-91, 121-130; Schoeps, 2004: 69-76, 300-301; AND Baird, 

2008: 117-164). The perceived corruption and decadence in the Weimar Republic is contrasted 

against the sense of camaraderie, duty and honor experienced in the trenches of the Great War, 

which can be interpreted as a precursor to the Nazi concept of a Volksgemeinschaft (Cf. 
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Hillesheim, 1993).252 In spite of their initial skepticism, both authors eventually supported Hitler 

and volunteered for service during WWII, held cultural offices and won numerous prizes for 

their literature during the Third Reich.253 After being released from Allied internment camps and 

undergoing Entnazifizierung, Brehm and Dwinger found a cult following in conservative and 

nationalist circles during the 1950s and 60s. Their postwar literature sought to explicitly distance 

their life’s work from National Socialism, while implicitly legitimizing their own breed of 

nationalism, anti-Bolshevism, and, in the case of Brehm, blatant anti-Semitism. Now 

disillusioned, the average Germans were depicted as victims of the Russians as well as the Nazis.  

Dwinger’s Wenn die Dämme brechen (1950) reconstructs the end of WWII in the East 

and Brehm’s trilogy Das Zwölfjährige Reich (1960-61) narrates the period from the 

Wilhelmische Reich to the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Both works resemble 

Jürgen Thorwald’s Die Große Flucht due to their reliance upon historical documents and 

eyewitness testimony to narrate a series of fictionalized episodes intended to shed light on 

historical figures and events from a radically conservative viewpoint; the difference being the 

texts of Dwinger and Brehm were marketed and received as historical fiction as opposed to 

“factual” history.254 Two of the episodes in Wenn die Dämme brechen mention the Gustloff. In 

the first Amtsleiter Meier is searching through communiqué to expose Soviet atrocities to the 

world. He reads a report about a woman being repeatedly raped by Russian soldiers in front of 

                                                
252 See Brehm’s Das war das Ende (1932) and Dwinger’s trilogy, Deutsche Passion (Die Armee hinter Stacheldraht: Das 
sibirische Tagebuch, 1929; Zwischen Weiß und Rot: Die russiche Tragödie 1919 - 1920, 1930 and Wir rufen Deutschland: 
Heimkehr und Vermächtnis, 1932).  
253 Brehm, who was an adamant anti-Semite, reenlisted in the Wehrmacht, edited a propaganda magazine, and served as president 
of the Wienerkulturvereinigung; Dwinger volunteered for the Spanish Civil War, joined the SS, served as a Reichskultursenator, 
and was later a war correspondent on the eastern front (Cf. Hillesheim, 1993: 85-91, 121-130; Schoeps, 2004: 69-76, 300-301; 
AND Baird, 2008: 117-164). Dwinger, however, was under house arrest at one point for disagreeing with the term 
Untermenschen. Unlike Brehm, he felt that the Russians had redeeming qualities and only took issue with international 
Bolshevism (Cf. Hillesheim, 1993), likely due to the fact that his mother was Russian. 
254 Wenn die Dämme brechen was labeled a novel. Das Zwölfjährige Reich did not have any such label, but was read as a novel 
outside of nationalist circles. For example, in a review in Die Zeit (6 Apr.. 1962), Walter Abendrothm speaks of the romanhafte 
Züge. 
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her six-year-old daughter, followed by a report on the brutal executions of Nazi collaborators, 

including women and children, but is particularly shocked by a third report on the sinking of the 

Steuben. He meets the newly appointed commander of Königsberg, General Lasch,255 to ask for 

better protection for the refugee ships. Before summarizing the sinking as the murder of innocent 

refugees and severely wounded soldiers, he clarifies that this is the second such incident, the first 

being the Gustloff.256 In the second episode, a husband and wife board the Goya on its final 

voyage, which is ironic because the couple had gone on a KdF cruise with the ship before the 

war. The husband attempts to distract his wife from their current reality by reminding her of the 

happier days on the cruise, but the wife dwells on the fates of the Steuben and Gustloff (548). 

The wife tragically dies when the Goya is sunk. The second volume of Das Zwölfjährige Reich, 

titled Der böhmische Gefreite, focuses on the rise of Hitler and the Nazis, and contains a chapter 

on Reichskristallnacht in which the pogrom is in part interpreted as a reaction to the 

assassinations of Nazi functionaries Ernst vom Rath and Wilhelm Gustloff, both of whom were 

murdered by Jews (366). In the third volume, Wehe den Besiegten allen (1962), the sinking of 

the KdF ship Wilhelm Gustloff is briefly mentioned as but one event in a series of indiscriminate 

acts of vengeance against the conquered.257  

Reinhard Hauschild, an active author of fiction who was an Oberleutnant at the end of 

the war and served as a public relations officer for the Bundeswehr in the 1950s and 60s (See: 

                                                
255 Lasch wrote his own account of the battle for Königsberg which mentions the Gustloff (1958). 
256 “’Der Bericht ist wiederum so entsetzlich – es ist nämlich schon der zweite, den ich kenne, der erste war der von der 
‘Gustloff’ – daß ich ihn nur stückweise wiederholen kann. Es waren hauptsächlich Flüchtlinge an Bord, daneben in erster Linie 
Schwerverwundete. Die lagen zudem noch alle in den untersten Decks, sind in ihnen also wie die Ratten ersäuft worden. Bei dem 
schnellen Verlauf gelang es nur, drei von allen Rettungsbooten ins Wasser zu bringen. Das Schiff sank so schnell bis zum 
Schornstein weg, daß selbst Rettungsschiffe versagt hätten. Im übrigen waren nur zwei Torpedoboote, außer dem 
Geleitminenboot, zur Stelle. Sie zogen auf diese Schiffe, was sie nur tragen konnten, als sie aber Kolberg anliefen waren auch 
von ihnen die meisten tot…” (266-267).  
257 “Das KDF-Schiff ‚Wilhelm Gustloff,’ überlegt mit Frauen, Kindern und Amputierten der Kurlandarmee, das einst in fremden 
Häfen der Welt gezeigt hatte, was das neue Deutschland für seine Arbeiter tun wollte, wurde auf der Fahrt nach Westen von 
einem russischen U-Boot versenkt, und Radio Moskau meldete, daß dieses Schiff zwölftausend ausgerüstete Soldaten an Bord 
gehabt hatte” (330). 
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Clarissa, 2011: 94), takes the same position of the Wehrmacht officer encountered in postwar 

military history. His novel Plus minus null? (1952)258 offers an account of the battle for East 

Prussia from the perspective of fictional artillerist Werner Warren, a Gymnasiat who volunteered 

for the Wehrmacht out of the sense of duty and honor he learned in school. The novel is 

composed of Werner’s reflective diary entries from the news of the defeat at Stalingrad to the 

end of the war, a timeframe which conveniently omits the activities of the German military 

between 1939 and 1942. As Werner is gradually disillusioned by his realization of impending 

defeat, he struggles with the Sinn des Opfers: with the conflicting examples of Socrates, who 

drank the poison as the state ordered, and General Yorck, the Prussian hero who disobeyed his 

king and betrayed Napoleon. In spite of his traumatizing wartime experiences, however, Werner 

maintains his faith in German victory until the majority of his comrades have been killed and 

defeat is eminent. He eventually concludes that the German soldier was obliged to continue 

fighting for two causes: to spare the civilian population from the vengeance of the Soviets and 

out of loyalty to one’s nation and its laws. The most obvious bias of the novel is that although 

Warren empathizes with German soldiers and civilians as victims of war, he never develops 

empathy for the non-Germans he encounters.259 The narrator laments the bombing of German 

cities, the rape of German women and the physical abuse and murder of German soldiers, while 

the Holocaust and crimes committed by Germans are omitted. The only apparent fault of the 

German soldier was that his honor prevented his disobedience. Even in defeat after an unjust 

war, the myths of das arme deutsche Volk and die saubere Wehrmacht remain intact, making the 

novel the ideal propaganda piece for German rearmament. Within this context, the Gustloff is 

                                                
258 Republished three times in the 1980s and in 2001 under the title Flammendes Haff: Der Roman vom Untergang Ostpreußens. 
259 An interesting comparison would be Uwe Timm’s Am Bespiel meines Bruders, of course without the critical narrative frame 
of Timm’s contemporary perspective. 



 203 

referenced as an example of what could have happened and might still happen to Werner as he 

escapes over the Baltic Sea.260 

As would be expected, the perspective of the German expellee is also expressed in the 

sample of West German literature. Yet in spite of the extensive literary representation of Flucht 

und Vertreibung (See, for example: Stiftung Ostdeutscher Kulturrat, 1985; Weigelt, 1986; 

Helbig, 1996; Kroll, 1997; Feuchert, 2001; Dornemann, 2005), only four works of West German 

expellee fiction were found that were published before Im Krebsgang and reference the sinking 

of the Gustloff. Interestingly, the works represent relatively moderate views of authors who have 

had mainstream appeal. For example, Horst Mönnich, a member of Gruppe 47 and an outspoken 

proponent of German reunification, is not a Flüchtling, though his region of birth, Niederlausitz, 

was divided between Poland and the GDR, and his radio play Der Vierte Platz (1962) 

demonstrates his sensitivity to the expellee experience (Cf. Helbig, 1996: 72-73; AND Altrichter, 

2008). The Hörspiel, which aired on Bayerischer Rundfunk in the early 1960s and was available 

in print through the 1980s, tells the story of a woman in search of the children she lost during her 

flight from West Prussia (Cf. Altrichter, 2008). The play foregrounds the suffering of Germans 

via flashbacks to a time in which the Gustloff became a fleeting symbol of hope for German 

refugees (39-45).  

The Bienmann-Saga by children’s book author Willi Fährmann, whose father was 

originally from Ostpreußen, traces four generations of a fictional family from the mid-19th 

century to the 1970s from the perspective of a coming-of-age protagonist. The third book in the 

series, Das Jahr der Wölfe, which is still taught in German schools, is set during the Second 

                                                
260 In response to the assertion of a woman he meets aboard a ship that the worst is behind them, a now disillusioned Werner 
replies: “Vielleicht[. …] Vielleicht auch nicht, Katja. Wenn jetzt der Torpedo eines U-Bootes kommt, uns mittschiffs sauber 
aufreißt, sind wir in drei Minuten drunten. Denken Sie an die ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’. Oder an die Schiffe, die von Hela abgingen 
und bis heute noch nicht ankamen. Wir haben Glück gehabt, Katja, trotz allem viel Glück” (273).  
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World War and follows Konrad Bienmann as his family flees the approaching Soviet army in 

1945 (Cf. Künnemann, 2001: 36-37; AND Leutheuser, 1995: 174-178). The novel offers a 

relatively balanced perspective in that it confronts the reader with the persecution of Jews, as 

well as staunch Nazis and Mitläufer, but does so from the perspective of an innocent boy. 

Adolescent readers can easily identify with a protagonist whose family avoids any involvement 

in National Socialist society and escapes the war with their innocence intact. This seems to be 

the first popular novel to adopt the anecdote found throughout expellee narratives, especially 

those published in expellee newspapers (See: Chapter 4), of refugees nearly boarding the 

Gustloff or refusing to board the ship due to some premonition.261  

Where Mönnich and Fährmann both had personal connections to the lost territories in the 

East and conducted extensive research for their expellee pieces, Arno Surminski had experienced 

the trauma of expulsion firsthand. A refugee from East Prussia whose parents died in Soviet 

captivity after the war, Surminski is one of the most prolific authors of fiction and nonfiction 

about the history of East Prussia and the flight and expulsion of its ethnic German population 

(Cf. Helbig, 1996: 83; AND Beyersdorf, 1999). His work abounds with memories of violence, 

forced migration and lost Heimat, though he has consistently distanced himself from the 

revanchist discourse of nationalists within the expellee community (Cf. Helbig, 1996: 133-135; 

AND Beyersdorf, 1999). As a result, he is likely the most widely read German expellee 

author.262 Grunowen oder das vergangene Leben (1989) details the journey of two men who 

return to their lost Heimat in East Prussia and thereby relive their repressed pasts (Cf. 

                                                
261 Like countless other refugees, the Bienmanns want to board the Gustloff, but the ship is full and the Nazis are not giving out 
any more passes. Konrad’s father threatens to inform the angry mob that a Nazi official from their hometown – now stationed in 
Gotenhafen – is about to abandon his post, if the official does not give the Bienmanns a pass. But Konrad’s mother has a panic 
attack and refuses to board the ship, so the family ends up escaping by train. “Erst Wochen später erfuhren Bienmanns, das die 
‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ zum letzten Mal abgelegt hatte. Ein russisches U-Boot griff auf hoher See an. Mit Mann und Maus sank das 
Schiff (139). 
262 His first novel Jokehnen oder wie lange fährt man von Ostpreußen nach Deutschland? (1974) compares in popularity to 
Grass’s Die Blechtrommel, and was adapted as a three-part mini-series for ZDF in 1987. 
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Beyersdorf, 1999: 72-81). Sommer vierundvierzig oder Wie lange fährt man von Deutschland 

nach Ostpreußen? (1997) juxtaposes the events in and around Königsberg at the end of the war 

with the experiences of German tourists in Kaliningrad in 1994 (Cf. Beyersdorf, 1999: 93-107). 

Both works reference the Gustloff. In Grunowen, the Gustloff is mentioned only in passing 

among several other German tragedies,263 while the omniscient narrator in Sommer 

vierundvierzig refers to the ship as the possible fate of the main character’s love interest, who, 

like the hero’s Heimat, is lost forever at the end of the war.264 

Although Mönnich, Fährmann and Surminski could each be criticized for depicting 

average Germans as innocent victims of war and implicitly equating German suffering to Jewish 

suffering, unlike most expellee and veterans in the sample of texts, none of them omit the 

victimization of Jews and all find a place for German Täter and Mitläufer mixed in the general 

population. In spite of any imperfections, it is difficult to attack them for trivializing the war or 

silencing the suffering of non-Germans. In addition, they seem to favor reconciliation with 

Eastern Europe by avoiding revanchist claims or collectively vilifying Russians and Poles. Their 

work thereby exposes a degree of diversity amongst expellees and their empathizers, hinting at 

the potential of fictional prose to capture the full complexity of history and the nuance of 

collective memory. 

Perspectives from Trümmerkinder and the second generation, represented by Rolf 

Hochhuth and Gerhard Köpf, come even closer to realizing the potential of literature. Hochhuth 

is anomalous for a 68er. His documentary theater piece Der Stellvertreter (1963) remains 

controversial today for its attempt to capture the absurdity and horror of the Holocaust, while 

                                                
263 “Wußten sie schon, daß vorgestern Nacht die 'Gustloff' untergegangen ist? sagte er. Ein kleines Geschenk der russischen U-
Boote zum Jahrestag der Machtergreifung” (337). 
264 “Vermutlich ist sie umgekommen beim zweiten, dem großen Angriff. Sie fuhr in das Inferno wie die Motte ins Licht. Wenn 
sie überlebt hat, wird sie die Stadt mit dem letzten Zug verlassen haben oder mit dem letzten Schiff. Falls dieses Schiff den 
Namen ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ getragen hat, wären ein paar Kränze in der Ostsee zu versenken” (389). 



 206 

also openly attacking the Catholic Church for its inaction (Grimm, 1963; Bentley, 1964; AND 

Rennison, 1991). Four years after the publication of Der Stellvertreter, the play Soldaten (1967), 

which has been cited as evidence against W.G. Sebald’s thesis about the air war (Hage, 2003), 

documented the devastation and terror of allied air raids on German cities and adopted David 

Irving’s (1964 and 1967) controversial position that the campaign constituted a war crime. Given 

his pursuit of objectivity and moral responsibility in literature and theater, it is not at all 

surprising that Hochhuth would mention the sinking of the Gustloff on more than one occasion: 

the first reference appeared in an essay on the German fascination with the sea,265 which was 

published once in the collection Spitze des Eisbergs (1983) and a second time in the collection 

Täter und Denker (1987), and the second reference came in a documentary novel about Alan 

Turing (1987), the British inventor of the computer who helped crack the Nazi enigma machine 

and who later committed suicide, presumably on account of his persecution as a homosexual.266  

The Literaturwissenschaftler and author Gerhard Köpf mentions the Gustloff in Die 

Strecke (1985),267 a stream of consciousness novel narrated by a loner railroad linesman who 

continues to monitor his stretch of tracks long after they have been abandoned. Via inner dialog 

and free association, the Streckenwärter reflects upon different stations in his life and recent 

                                                
265 “So blieb uns Deutschen nur die Sehnsucht nach Meeres-Dichtungen – neben den herrlichen Norderney-Gedichten Heines, 
dessen Fliegender-Holländer-Fragment von 1834 neun Jahre später ebenso Richard Wagner zu seiner Oper anregte wie Kapitän 
Marryats Gespensterschiff und wie eine Meerfahrt ab Riga auf der (gar nicht so sehr provinziellen) Ostsee, bei der Wagner fast 
ertrunken wäre; wie denn ja nur elf Jahre, nachdem Thomas Mann 1934 sein Heimatgewässer so ironisch als harmlos abtat, 
gerade auf dieser Ostsee die menschenreichsten Schiffs-Untergänge (Wilhelm Gustloff: 4000 Ertrunkene; Goya: 6000 
Ertrunkene) der gesamten Weltgeschichte Ereignis wurden!” (73).  
266 After talking about the Queen Mary’s wartime service, the fictional Turning shares how he learned about the sinking of the 
Gustloff through a press release about the book by Dobson, Miller and Payne (See Chapter 2). He is mostly shocked that the 
German warship Admiral Hipper left the site so quickly. He reflects on the fact that the sinking was on the anniversary of Hitler’s 
Machergreifung, the role of the number 13 in the event (S-13 and Marinesco’s year of birth), and the fact the plans for the 
submarine came from German engineers during the Stalin-Hitler pact, before commenting on the bombing of defenseless 
Germans and Japanese (130-35).                                
267 Adapted to film for Bayerischer Rundfunk by the director Christian Wagner under the title Wallers letzter Gang (1989). 
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history, linking events such as the use of the railroad network for the Holocaust (41) and the 

sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff and the General von Steuben in the same narrative.268 

The most detailed and balanced treatment of the Gustloff in the sample of literary 

references, however, is found in Walter Kempowski’s Fuga Furiosa: Winter 1945 (1999), the 

second publication in the four-part, 10-volume “collective diary,” Das Echolot (1993-2007). The 

Echolot project epitomizes the challenge of genre faced during research for this dissertation: the 

work combines devices and goals of all genre of memory prose, but might best be classified as 

literature due to its emphasis on form and its place in the author’s conception of a literarisches 

Gesamtwerk (Berger, 2011). It is best described as a chronologically organized collage of 

historical documents from Kempowski’s personal archive – diary entries, letters, official reports, 

newspaper articles, Erlebnisberichte, photographs, etc. – ranging from Operation Barbarossa in 

1941 to the end of the war in 1945. Similar to the Dokumentation der Vertreibung (See: Chapter 

2), Kempowski neither interprets nor annotates the source texts, and offers sparse background 

information in his forewords. Yet unlike the Schieder-Kommission, which attempts to construct 

one voice out of many, the organization of Das Echolot deliberately juxtaposes diverse 

experiences, including several international sources, to create a multivocal account of key 

moments in the National Socialist period. By embracing the heteroglossia of postmodern 

collective memory, Kempowski challenges the concept of authorship and transcends the 

subjectivity of private memory. 

The four parts of Das Echolot each center on a turning point in World War II, where each 

chapter constitutes one day in history. Kempowski selectively samples writings of both 

prominent historical figures and average people, often breaking up longer texts to adhere to the 

strict chronological order of chapters. The first four volumes, Januar und Februar 1943 (1993), 
                                                
268 “Die Wilhelm Gustloff in siebzig Minuten. Die General von Steuben in Sieben” (465).  
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survey perspectives during what Kempowski interprets as the peak of National Socialism: the 

weeks surrounding the defeat at Stalingrad, after which Germans began to lose faith in the 

regime and the war. Fuga Furiosa, also comprising four volumes, surveys perspectives during 

the Soviet Winter Offensive of 1945, which simultaneously induced the flight of Germans and 

the end phase of the Holocaust. Barbarossa ’41 serves as a prologue by contrasting German and 

Russian experiences and perspectives during the invasion of the Soviet Union, and Abgesang 

’45, which documents the end of the war, might be read as an epilogue (Cf. Hage, 2009). 

German suffering – on the front lines, in the major cities, and during flight and expulsion – is 

thematized throughout Das Echolot, but is understood as a direct result of Nazi aggression both 

chronologically and causally, due to the interspersion of documentation of German perpetration 

and/or awareness of crimes against non-Germans, especially Jewish victims of the Holocaust.  

Against this background, the sinking of the Gustloff is treated as a major event in the war. 

In the third volume of Fuga Furiosa, references to the ship appear in 18 documents and over 300 

pages of text. Most are references made by German refugees to establish their connections to the 

tragedy,269 or naval and medical personnel who participated in the rescue of survivors or 

                                                
269 Der Musiker Erich Zimmermann: “Die nächsten Wochen verliefen für mich ruhig. Ich wußte damals noch nicht, wovor mich 
der große Schneefall gerettet hatte. Die ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’ verließ kurz darauf Neufahrwasser und wurde von einem russischen 
Unterseeboot torpediert und versenkt, wobei alle Menschen umkamen, die sich an Bord befanden” (88). Der Juwelier Hermann 
Nicolai: “Inzwischen verlegte ich mein Quartier zu meinem Glück ins Haus von Korv. Kpt. Dr. Schön für die nächste Nacht. 
28./29. Im Laufe der Zeit hatte ich mir die von Tausenden umlagerten Schiffe, ehem. Kdf.-Schiffe, darunter auch die Gustloff, 
angesehen und die Aussichtslosigkeit, als Mann mitzukommen, erkannt” (100). Frida Lewin: “Auf einem Lastwagen der 
Wehrmacht, der uns als völlig Erschöpfte aufnahm, sind wir zum Gotenhafener Hafen gekommen und wären fast auf der Gustloff 
gelandet, die gerade am Hafen abfuhr” (192). Margot Krumm: “Vor Hela, als die «Gustloff" versenkt wurde, lagen wir mehrfach 
still” (195). Elisabeth Kirstein: “Nahe unseres Schiffes erklangen Hilferufe aus dem Wasser. Es wurde wohl der Versuch einer 
Rettung gemacht; aber ob er Erfolg hatte, weiß ich nicht. Es soll ein Transportschiff in unsrer Nähe untergegangen sein! Auch die 
"Wilhelm Gustloff" sank in dieser Nacht! Man erfuhr nichts; die Mannschaft schwieg!” (196). Charlotte Grandt: “Am 30. Januar 
abends kamen 2 Offiziere und sagten, wir kommen mit dem Schiff weg, entweder Staufen, Gustloff oder Montorasa [= «Monte 
Rosa»], um 12 Uhr nachts geht es von hier los, was gehen kann, muß gehen, die Kranken und Gebrechlichen werden gefahren” 
(198). Charlotte Kuhn: “Diesmalig ein Kohlenfrachter vor Anker, grau und böse sah er uns an und machte uns richtig bange. 
Aber was sollte man machen, das schöne Schiff, die ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’, war ja ohne uns losgefahren” (200). Ein Unbekannter: 
“Wir wollten eigentlich mit der ‚Wilhelm Gustloff’ fahren. Aber da ist ein Rad vom Kinderwagen, wo ich drin lag, abgerollt. 
Und da hat meine Mutter das immer gesucht, und da haben wir das Schiff verpaßt, haben dann das nächste genommen” (202). 
Irene Burandt: “Vor uns war gerade die ‚Gustloff’ mit 5000 Flüchtlingen an Bord losgefahren. […] Inzwischen wurde der 
Geleitzug von russischen Tieffliegern angegriffen. Unser Kapitän deutete in einer kurzen Bemerkung an, daß etwas ganz 
Schlimmes passiert sein müsse. Wie wir später erfuhren, war die ‚Gustloff’ mit 5000 Flüchtlingen an Bord in derselben Nacht 
ungefähr auf unserer Höhe nicht weit von uns entfernt durch ein russisches U-Boot versenkt worden. Funksprüche forderten 
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recovered corpses.270 But a detailed description of the sinking and its aftermath occurs in the 

chapters titled 30. Januar and 31. Januar, and is built around the Erlebnisberichte of Landrat 

Paul Uschdraweit (108-110, 203-211, 271-272) and Ebbi Baron Maydell (211-214) – both of 

whom have been cited by Schön and Knopp, among many others.271 The eyewitness accounts of 

Uschdraweit and Baroness von Maydell are accompanied by the brief account of an anonymous 

woman (214-215) and an anonymous mother who lost her son in the chaos, but was miraculously 

reunited with him aboard a rescue ship (216). This account is followed by a report from the 

German Red Cross about an orphan who was rescued after the incident (216). These stories of 

German suffering stand in stark contrast to the official reports of Soviet torpedoist V. I. Dmitriev 

(202-203) and S-13 captain Alexander Marinesco (203). A later reference is extracted from 

Goebbels diary, who laments over the loss of the elite 900-man submarine crew (399). Other 

major events documented around the same time as the sinking are Hitler’s final Durchhalte 

speech, reports on English servicemen killed in action (217), references to the film Kolberg 

(273), and numerous excerpts from Goebbels’s diary and Nazi propaganda. In effect, 

Kempowski claims authorship over the subjective Erlebnisberichte of Zeitzeugen, places them in 

a new medium, and seeks historical reality in a fabricated dialogue between multiple competing 

perspectives, thereby proving that historicism and critical empathy are not mutually excludable. 
                                                
unseren Kapitän zur Rettung auf, aber er war wegen Überfüllung nicht dazu in der Lage. Es sollen nur wenige Menschen gerettet 
worden sein. Unter den Ertrunkenen waren auch Bekannte von uns (274-75). 
270 Der Marineoffizier Gert Kochskämper: “Ab Mitte Januar 1945 drängten sich an den zahlreichen Hafenbecken in Gotenhafen 
die Vertriebenen, da einige Schiffe auslaufklar gen Westen lagen. Im Nachbar-Hafenbecken lag die ‚Wilhehn Gustloff’ neben 
uns, die mit ihrem Geleitschutz am Abend des 29.1.45 einige Stunden vor uns seeklar machte. Gerade als ‚Orion’ am 30.1.45 auf 
den westwärts führenden Zwangsweg ‚weiß; abdrehen wollte, erreichte uns der Funkspruch ‚Gustloff Torpedotreffer, droht zu 
sinken’. Sofort wurde unser Geleit zwecks Rettungsaktion zur Unglücksstelle befohlen” (201). Die Oberin Gertrud Hilliger: “Es 
war in den frühen Nachmittagsstunden, als plötzlich eine Schwester in mein Zimmer stürzte und mir zurief: ‚Frau Oberin, wir 
müssen sofort in den Hafen, dort werden Überlebende der Gustloff ausgeladen.’ Einen Moment überlegte ich. Die Gustloff? Das 
war doch das große Kraft-durch-Freude-Schiff? Sollte dieses Schiff untergegangen sein? Kaum vorstellbar. […] Wie ein 
Lauffeuer hatte es sich in Kalberg herumgesprochen: ‚Die Gustloff ist gesunken.’ Ein furchtbares Gedränge entstand. Jeder 
wollte helfen. Viele fragten die Matrosen, wollten mehr wissen. Viele Matrosen waren nur mit dem Unterhemd bekleidet, sie 
hatten ihre Sachen den unglücklichen Schiffbrüchigen überlassen” (272-73). Der Korvettenkapitän Dr. Schön: Einer der 
Bahrenträger lüftete dann das Geheimnis: Es waren I23 Leichen, die die Minensuchboote in der Ostsee am Vortage aufgefischt 
hatten. Tote der Willielm Gustloff” (400). 
271 For example, Uschdraweit’s account was independently published in the naval magazine Schiff & Welt (1977, See: Chapter 4), 
and served as a primary source for John Toland’s The Last 100 Days (1966). 



 210 

 Comparing the work of Dwinger, Brehm and Hauschild in the 1950s and 60s, to that of 

Hochhuth, Köpf and Kempowski in the 1980s and 90s, it would seem that the literary contexts in 

which the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff has received note have become more mainstream over 

time. But since the publication of Im Krebsgang, the Gustloff seems to have found a place in a 

much broader spectrum of literary discourses. In the immediate months following the publication 

of Im Krebsgang, there were three new references: the first in a novel that has been well received 

by Germanists, but not by the general public, the second in a fringe novel published in the ultra-

conservative Verlagsgesellschaft Berg; and the third a controversial novel that forced the author 

to move from the small Bavarian town of Fürstenfeldbruck.272 Ulrike Draesner’s novel Mitgift 

(2002) deconstructs social constructs of gender, sex and body by tracing the stories of two sisters 

– one a hermaphrodite who lived most of her life as a woman, but later decides to undergo a 

second sexual reassignment surgery to become a man, and the other suffering from anorexia. 

Within this narrative Draesner touches on numerous events in recent German history (C.f. 

Marven, 2007), and mentions the Gustloff as the likely resting place of the Bernsteinzimmer.273 

The second reference is a brief description of the sinking in the epilogue to Klaus Harry 

Bollmann’s documentary novel KdF: Ein Zeitbild (2002: 429), a fictionalized history of Kraft 

durch Freude which glorifies the Nazi institution for mobilizing German workers via the 

Autobahn and the Volkswagen and inventing mass tourism for the working class, which, of 

course, included cruises aboard the Gustloff (e.g. 145, 218 and 307). The third reference in 2002 

is found in Bernd Späth’s autobiographical novel Trümmerkind (2002), which depicts life in a 

small Bavarian town in the aftermath of the war from the perspective of the young son, and thus 

                                                
272 See: http://bernd-spaeth.com/truemmerkind/index---Bernd_Spaeth-.htm 
273 During an excursion to the Baltic Sea, the following dialogue takes place: “-Wilhelm Gustloff sage ich da bloß, Alla, die 
Wilhelm Gustloff. Weiblicher Artikel, männlicher Name. Konnte nur ein Schiff sein. -Soll das Bernstein Zimmer geladen haben. 
Sank am 30. Januar ’45 von sowjetischen Torpedos getroffen. Hatte Flüchtlinge und verwundetete Soldaten an Bord, wie alle 
Ostseeschiffe damals, große Evakuierungsaktion der deutschen Marine. 900 bis 1200 überlebten den Untergang, 5000 bis 8000 
starben, hier im Meer” (192). 
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exposes residual nationalist and anti-Semitic attitudes in the local community and trauma in the 

family. The father, who was a baker before the war, participates in the removal of corpses from 

the Gustloff. 

 The Gustloff cameos are now more diversified than ever, but have not become much 

more numerous. Between January 2003 and December 2010, only six new references in German 

literature were found, one of which was an allusion in Tanja Dückers’s short story “Der 

Leuchtturmwächter,” which was published in the anthology Stadt. Land. Krieg. (2004: 122). 

Three of the other five novels are contemporary Flüchtlingsromane and/or Ostpreußenromane. 

Das Geheimnis der Gräfinnen (2004), by the Swiss crime novel writer Christine Lehmann (who 

publishes historical novels under the pseudonym Madeleine Harstall),274 tells the story of two 

East Prussian families – one of which boarded the Gustloff on its final voyage – bound past and 

present by marriage, lost Heimat, and shared suffering and guilt. Karen Marin’s autobiographical 

novel Lauf, Karen, Lauf! (2007) fictionalizes the author’s childhood memories of Flucht und 

Vertreibung by adopting a third-person perspective, and contains the same anecdote encountered 

in Willi Fährmann’s Das Jahr der Wölfe and in expellee newspapers in which the main 

characters refuse to board the Gustloff to only later discover the ship’s fate. Arno Surminski 

likewise invokes the Gustloff wreck as a motif of German suffering in Winterfünfundvierzig oder 

die Frauen von Palmnicken (2010), a novel that embeds the story of a father’s involvement in 

the Holocaust within the story of flight and expulsion, thereby uniting the competing victim and 

perpetrator narratives in one text, which is an inversion of the tactic used by Grass and Dückers 

(See: Ennis, 2011b; AND Section 5.4). A fifth literary reference comes in Ernst Kroll-

Wenderot’s self-published novel, Fährtensuche: Eine Jugenderzählung by (2009), which is 

                                                
274 There is no secondary literature on Lehmann, though she maintains a blog with bibliographic information and news: 
http://christine-lehmann.blogspot.it.  



 212 

based on the biography of a young man who is indoctrinated by National Socialism and becomes 

a member of the SS, but is then disillusioned by his experiences in the war, most notably at a 

concentration camp: although the sinking is not explicitly mentioned, the propagandistic and 

military function of the KdF-Schiff is described as he is being transported by the Gustloff after 

being injured in 1943.275 Finally, Ingeborg Münch mentions the Gustloff in her self-published 

collection of short stories, Johnnys Erzählungen (2009: 206).  

All told, there seem to be relatively few references to the sinking of the Gustloff in West 

German literature, and Im Krebsgang and Himmelskörper do not seem to have inspired many 

other literary authors to tackle the theme. This is especially surprising considering the extensive 

literary representation of the broader theme of Flucht und Vertreibung and the wave of interest in 

all related themes over the last decade. On the other hand, one must keep in mind that the 

memory prose sampled for this dissertation, though dominated by journalistic, historiographic 

and (auto)biographical writing, abounds with literary devices and fictionalizations, even if most 

of the authors attempt to conceal the literary qualities of their work. One might argue that rather 

than “historical fiction,” some members of the expellee and veteran communities have engaged 

in constructing “fictional history” in the form of Erlebnisberichte, Tatsachenberichte, 

Dokumentationen, and all the other labels that intentionally blur the distinction between 

authenticity, factuality and objectivity. What has been evidenced throughout this dissertation is 

that nationalist, expellee and veteran cultural memory writers, at least as pertains to the sample 

of Gustloff-related texts and films, have stylized and embellished their memory narratives for 
                                                
275 It is safe to assume that in 2009, most readers were aware of the fate of the Gustloff, which is why this is considered a 
reference to the sinking. The author implicitly denies that the sinking was a war crime, by highlighting that the Gustloff was 
armed, even as a hospital ship: “Weiter ging`s nach Gdingen, den großen Hafen in der Danziger Bucht, wo bereits die „Wilhelm-
Gustloff“ wartete, ein mächtiger Dampfer, der zu Friedenszeiten Arbeitende der „Deutschen Arbeitsfront“ DAF zu fernen 
Urlaubszielen schipperte – aber nun, zu Kriegszeiten, Soldaten an die Fronten sowie Verwundete an Genesungsorte brachte. 
Nach der Einquartierung an Bord startete das Schiff, mit Flak und Bordkanonen bewaffnet, noch in der lauen Sommernacht gen 
Rügen, das nach mehrstündiger Fahrt dann schemenhaft in seidigem Frühnebel vor ihnen auftauchte. An den Seebädern Sellin 
und Binz vorbei glitt die „Wilhelm Gustloff“, von einem Lotsenboot geleitet, in der Bucht von Prora an den langen, doch sehr 
schmalen Anlegekai” (126). 
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greater effect. As demonstrated by Dwinger, Brehm, Hauschild and Marin, literature, like 

history, film, television or the print media can just as easily be exploited to further political 

objectives and satisfy sociocultural and psychological needs. But even more so than the critical 

perspectives in other genre and media, authors such as Hochhuth, Köpf, Kempowski and, to a 

lesser extent, Surminski, demonstrate that embracing the literary dimension of history can result 

in a much more nuanced narrative. Both the potential superiority and inherent danger of 

literature as a medium of cultural memory will become more apparent in the subsequent two 

sections, the first of which reviews the references found in East German literature, while the 

second turns to Gustloff-centered novels.  

 

5.3 References in East German Literature 

Until recently it was widely accepted that the cultural memory of Flucht und Vertreibung 

was vastly different in East Germany than in West Germany (e.g. Kossert, 2008). This was 

certainly true in public discourse. In the official SED narrative of World War II, Germans were 

victims of National Socialism, especially if they were Marxists or Social Democrats, and 

Germans could be depicted as victims of Capitalism, but the state censored Germans as victims 

of the Soviet Union. In the GDR creation myth, the Marxists were the liberators. As such, the 

German expellees were officially labeled Umsiedler in the Soviet Occupation Zone from 1945. 

Similar to the Federal Republic, the East German government sought to integrate the expellees 

during the immediate postwar years with its Umsiedlerverwaltungen and its Umsiedlergesetz, 

passed in 1950. But the East German expellee community – which comprised a larger percentage 

of the population in the East than in the West – was integrated into a centrally planned economy 
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rather than a social market economy.276 Vertriebenenverbände were strictly prohibited on the 

grounds that such interest groups were not necessary in an economically just society, while any 

entity demonstrating nationalist or fascist tendencies was promptly disbanded (See: Schwartz, 

2004; AND Amos, 2009 and 2010). The supposed rapid and complete integration of the 

Umsiedler by 1953 served as an example of the merits of socialism, as most famously 

propagated by Anna Seghers’s short story Die Umsiedlerin, which depicts the integrated 

refugees as socialist realist heroes (Cf. Helbig, 1996: 204-211). Although a revanchist 

Vertriebenenpolitik was largely suppressed in public discourse, in reality the East German 

Umsiedler faced very similar economic, social and cultural barriers to integration,277 and, 

beneath the surface, an expellee memory discourse was active in the GDR as well. This is 

evidenced by the fact that a Verband der Umsiedler der DDR immediately emerged in the wake 

of the Wende (See: Fisch, 2001),278 and that Flucht und Vertreibung has become central to the 

search for a common National identity since the Wende, but also by the fact that the flight and 

expulsion of Germans found a place in GDR literature, television and film (See: Helbig, 1996; 

Schwartz, 2003; AND Niven, 2012). The Wilhelm Gustloff was not totally absent either, having 

been referenced in at least three East German novels. Of course, the state censor required 

selective language, and because most successful East German authors were Socialists 

themselves, there are marked differences between East and West literary references to the 

Gustloff.  

The treatment of Flucht und Vertreibung in the East is best demonstrated by one of the 

most important and popular works of literature written in the GDR. Christa Wolf’s 

                                                
276 This entailed in-kind subsidies such as housing, employment and tools, as opposed to financial capital. 
277 The difficulties of integration were recently thematized in works of literature such as Christoph Hein’s Landnahme (2004) and 
in earlier pieces such as Heiner Müllers controversial play Die Umsiedlerin (1975). 
278 Fisch explains that the opinions of many East German expellees varied greatly from that of West German expellees. 
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Kindheitsmuster (1976) tells the story of how the narrator became who she is today: a committed 

Socialist. It is a Wandlungsroman in that the catharsis caused by the May 8, 1945 results in a 

rebirth of the subject as a guilt laden, anti-fascist, and politically active citizen of the socialist 

state (Jansen, 2007). It is also an intergenerational novel in which a Trümmerkind attempts to 

reconstruct her story in spite of contradictory information and the obstruction of the project by 

both her mother and daughter (Schaumann, 2008). In order to tell her story, the narrator must 

reconstruct her autobiography against the background of recent German history. Yet in addition 

to retelling history and commenting on history’s relationship to the present, the form and content 

of the novel reflect upon the difficulty of remembering and narrating one’s own past, especially 

when the subject experiences personal guilt and trauma (Cr. Odile, 2004; AND Schaumann, 

2008).  

The story is explicitly autobiographical, but a fictional narrator engages in 

Selbstgespräche with and about past versions of herself, who are in turn exposed as 

fictionalizations within fiction. This technique is foregrounded in the text by the invention of the 

narrator’s Kindheitsmuster, Nelly Jordan. From different moments in 1973 and 1974, the narrator 

writes in the second person directly to her past self who visited her childhood home (formerly 

called L., but now called G.) in 1971, and in the third person about Nelly who came of age 

during the NS-Zeit. The narrative shifts back and forth between recent and distant pasts at the 

whims of associative memory as it gradually progresses toward, but never quite reaches, the 

point in the present at which the third person, the second person, and the illusive first person 

merge into one (Cf. Schaumann, 2008).279 For the narrator, memory is threatened by forgetting, 

                                                
279 “Der Endpunkt wäre erreicht, wenn zweite und dritte Person wieder in der ersten zusammentreffen, mehr noch: 
zusammenfielen” (544).  
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and she writes to remember.280 She discovers she has clear recollections of particular images, 

smells and episodes from her childhood and youth, yet suffers from numerous memory gaps. 

Thus, she relies upon her contemporary historical knowledge and articles from the Nazi 

newspaper General Anzeiger to supplement her faulty memory, as she attempts to reconstruct 

and understand her childhood. Most importantly, she is self-critical and openly discusses her 

own guilt. The point of the exercise, which is compared to a Krebsgang (14) like Günter Grass 

and the Mechanik der Himmelskörper (47) similar to Tanja Dückers, is to overcome her 

Selbstzensor (355), which would romanticize her childhood as happy and her childhood self as a 

good person (Cf. Schaumann, 2008: 78). Ultimately, the complex narrative structure produces an 

alienation effect,281 whereby the reader is not to fully identify with the childhood Nelly, but to 

reflect upon how the protagonist represents her times. The third-person Nelly is simultaneously a 

Kindheitsmuster of the present-day narrator, of all children who grew up during the Nazi regime, 

and of what might have become of the reader had he or she also come of age under National 

Socialism. In a Marxist view of history, Nelly, like all social actors, is a product of her times and 

the social institutions in which she participates. She is, in her current social context, no longer 

the girl she once was, and is incapable of integrating her childhood self into her personal 

identity: a narrative strategy which is also connected to the crisis in narration and identity 

associated with German shame and guilt after 1945 (Cf. Jansen, 2007). The risk of Wolf’s 

Marxist interpretation of history, however, is that the prevailing political and economic system 

                                                
280  Aleida Assmann would add that remembering implies forgetting, a concept of which Christa Wolf is clearly concious. 
281 Bertolt Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt is often thought of as a technique used in drama, but his prose often experiments with 
multiple narrative layers as a means to sort out objective reality. Odile (2004) speaks of the construction of a “schuldlose 
Schuldige” via a complex of “Selbstidentifikation” and “Gegenidentifikation.” 
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might be viewed as the true criminal, while individuals are no longer held responsible for past 

transgressions.282  

 Nonetheless, Kindheitsmuster demonstrates the immense potential of literature as a 

medium of memory culture. The narrator emerges as a trustworthy narrator by reflecting upon 

her untrustworthiness. By thematizing her subjectivity, the shortcomings of memory and her own 

guilt, she arrives at an authentic depiction of Nazi Society and a decidedly honest memoir. The 

child Nelly is reconstructed as a Kindheitsmonstrum (62-63)283 with whom even the narrator 

struggles to identify. Nelly was fully socialized into Nazi society and indoctrinated with hate, 

grew up playing Adolf Hitler (192-193), proudly recited völkische Gedichte and was a devout 

member of the Hitler Jugend (296). But she was by no means exceptional. As the reader is 

immersed in the sociohistorical context, we gain insight into social behavior during the 

dictatorship. We encounter the language, symbols and rituals of National Socialism, from terms 

such as lebensunwertiges Leben, to Nazi rallies, to the portrait of Hitler above her parents’ 

fireplace. We discover that the majority of people in her town voted for the Nazis (65), and her 

parents are exposed as opportunists and smalltime war profiteers. Using Nelly as the Muster, the 

narrator also comments on the complicity of average Germans within Nazi racial politics and the 

Holocaust. The narrator explains, “in Zeiten wie diesen gibt es viele Stufen zwischen Wissen und 

Nichtwissen” (309) and admits that though Nelly, like most Germans, had no direct involvement, 

she would have been an obedient guard at Auschwitz.284 To solidify her point, the Sie-Erzählerin 

shifts from episodes that document Nelly’s anti-Semitism as a child, to the narrator’s 

                                                
282 Grass uses a similar technique of distancing himself from his past self in Beim Häuten der Zwiebel (2008), in which he admits 
his service in the Waffen-SS. 
283 A conclusion she arrives at via word association. 
284 “Weil es nämlich unerträglich ist, bei dem Wort ‘Auschwitz’ das kleine Wort ‘ich’ mitdenken zu müssen: ‘Ich’ im Konjunktiv 
Imperfekt: Ich hätte. Ich könnte. Ich würde Getan haben. Gehorcht haben” (261). 
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contemporary knowledge of the fact that even the masterminds behind the Holocaust, historical 

figures like Höß and Eichmann, were “normal” people like her.  

 Against this background of personal and collective guilt, the narrator also finds room for 

German collective suffering. Flucht und Vertreibung has particular significance for Nelly, 

because she was born in a West Prussian town that is now part of Poland. The narrator tells 

Nelly’s story of flight, which includes many of the symbols and terms of the veteran and 

expellee discourses. Though she never refers to the Germans as Vertriebenen, she uses the term 

Flüchtlinge rather than Umsiedler, and adopts the derogatory term der Russe to express her 

sentiments and fears as a child.285 She references the killing of civilians and the mass rape of 

German women – stressing that Nelly was never raped (500-501). She even mentions that Flucht 

und Vertreibung had been neglected in the GDR and challenges the state-imposed taboo in 

public discourse (Cf. Helbig, 1996: 136-138; Odile, 2004; AND Schaal, 2006: 184-270).286 But 

by shifting narrative perspectives and times, the novel never loses sight of the historical context 

of German suffering.287 As a result of this narrative complexity, the narrator is able to discuss her 

suffering and, in her own way, mourn her lost Heimat (Cf. Helbig, 1996: 136-138; AND Odile, 

2004; AND Schaal, 2006: 184-270) without succumbing to the revanchist attitudes apparent in 

the veteran and expellee discourses in postwar Germany. The narrator distances herself from 

                                                
285 A stereotypical scene throughout expellee literature is the Russian soldier who steals watches from German civilians. It is 
interesting that in Wolf’s account of Flucht und Vertreibung it is an American soldier (511). 
286 “Weil die jungen Männer, die über ihre Erlebnisse später Bücher schrieben, Soldaten waren? Oder weil dem Gegenstand 
etwas Heikles anhängt?” (500).  
287 In a passage that exemplifies the narrative structure, flight and expulsion is causally linked to the German declaration of war 
on Poland: “Heute schreiben wir den 3. August 1974. […] Der heutige Tag ist, wie jeder Tag, auch die Spitze eines Zeitdreiecks, 
dessen zwei Seiten zu zwei anderen – zu beliebig vielen anderen – Daten führen: 31. August 1939. Von früh um sechs Uhr an 
wird zurückgeschossen. 29. Januar 1945: Ein Mädchen, Nelly, plump und steif in doppelt und dreifach übereinandergezogenen 
Sachen […] wird auf den Lastwagen gezerrt, um die in der deutschen Dichtung und im deutschen Gemüt so tief verankerte 
Kindheitsstätte zu verlassen” (444). 



 219 

exculpatory rhetoric, and she condemns the silencing of the Holocaust and exploiting the 

expulsion of German civilians to relativize German guilt.288 

It is the narrator’s opinion that “es gab keinen, der nicht selber litt, und darum gibt es 

heute keinen zuverläßigen Zeugen” (463) and that “der schreibende, ehe er zur Beschreibung 

fremder Wunden übergehen darf, [muss] die Wunde seines eigenen Unrechts vorweisen” (268). 

Yet, in spite of her attempt to overcome the inner censor caused by her guilt and trauma, the 

narrator is restricted by some combination of Christa Wolf’s ideological convictions and the 

political censor of the GDR. Throughout the novel, the she refers to current events of the 1970s, 

such as the presidency of Richard Nixon and the bombing of North Vietnam. She draws direct 

parallels between Western aggression and National Socialism, at one point calling the US 

intervention in Vietnam a Vernichtungsaktion (276). There is, however, no open critique of the 

political oppression in the GDR, or of the crimes of the Soviet Union. One could argue that the 

similarities of political oppression under the Nazis and in the GDR are obvious, and indeed a 

central theme of the novel is social behavior under a dictatorship.289 But any criticism of 

Socialist and Communist dictatorships – other than the suppression of Flucht und Vertreibung – 

remains at best an implicit allegory.290  

                                                
288 Using another Musterbeispiel as an interlocutor, Nelly writes: “Herr X bestritt ja die allgemeine deutsche Kriegsschuld nicht, 
bezweifelte keinen einzigen der Millionen sowjetischer Toten, auf die du die Rede brachtest. Er sagte nicht einmal: Das ist der 
Krieg. Daß wir angefangen haben: zugegeben. Auch da die meisten hier ein Brett vorm Kopf hatten, willkommen vernagelt 
waren mit ihrem Adolf. Nur: Was die dann mit uns gemacht haben – das steht auf einem anderen Blatt. / In dreißig Jahren ist es 
nicht gelungen, die beiden Texte, die in Herrn X’ Kopf nebeneinander laufen, auf ein und dasselbe Blatt zu bringen. Er fängt an, 
Einzelheiten zu erzählen, die schlimm sind, du gibst es zu: schlimm; aber, fügst du hinzu, und schämst dich fast, Herrn X 
Informationen zu geben, die seit dreißig Jahren über Zeitung, Radio, Fernsehen auch in sein Wohnzimmer gedrungen sein 
müssen und gegen die er sich seit dreißig Jahren gesperrt hat” (560).  
289 True to her Marxist interpretation of history, she even places ultimate blame for German collective guilt and individual 
culpability for war crimes on the prevailing socio-economic system: “Es geht wohl über die Kraft eines Menschen, heute zu leben 
und nicht mitschuldig zu werden. Die Menschen des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts, sagt ein berühmter Italiener, seien sich selbst und 
einander gram, weil sie ihre Fähigkeit bewiesen haben, unter Diktaturen zu leben” (267).  
290 One possible allusion comes when the Gestapo visit Nelly’s childhood home to interrogate her mother about an antiwar 
comment. Her mother lacks the courage to call them “verfluchte Verbrecher” until after the war (261). Caroline Schaumann 
(2008) locates many layers of implied criticism in light of evidence available after the Wende.  
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A good example of censorship in Kindheitsmuster is the treatment of the Wilhelm 

Gustloff.291 Every chapter has some catchphrase or central theme that serves as a leitmotif, and is 

referenced in the chapter title. The seventh chapter is entitled Nachrichtensperre. Vorkrieg. Das 

weiße Schiff. Especially here, the associative nature of memory is important: with the term 

Vorkrieg, Nelly’s father would probably associate Volkswagen or Ruhe und Ordnung and her 

mother would say glückliche Zeiten, viel Arbeit and, after the fact, ein einizger großer Beschiß. 

But for Nelly, the strongest association would probably be das weiße Schiff (225), a salient 

symbol in her childhood fantasy that has left a mixed impression in the narrator’s memory. For 

several passages in the chapter, the second-person narrator sits in the reading room of the 

Staatsbibliothek in Berlin, sifting through volumes of General Anzeiger for clues of what das 

weiße Schiff represents. She discovers the “white ship” is emblematic of the entire period: 

Das weiße Schiff ist ein unheimliches und beängstigendes Motiv, zugleich aber 
ist es ein leuchtendes sommerliches Bild in dem Phantasiegedächtnis, welches 
diejenigen Gegenstände aufbewahrt, die man nicht wirklich gesehen oder erlebt, 
sondern sich nur vorstellt, heiß gewünscht oder gefürchtet hat. Es ist wahr, dem 
Phantasiegedächtnis ist noch weniger zu trauen als dem 
Wirklichkeitsgedächtnis, und du konntest dir ja auch dieses Bild so lange nicht 
deuten, bis du im ‘General Anzeiger’ vom 31. Mai 1937 die Lösung fandest und 
darüber so aufgeregst wurdest, daß du am liebsten die freundliche Frau am 
Aufsichtstisch des Lesesaals davon benachrichtigt hättest. Die Einsicht, du 
würdest ihr unmöglich im Flüsterton alle Zusammenhänge erklären können, in 
deren Mittelpunkt das weiße Schiff stand, hemmte dein Mitteilungsbedürfnis; 
‘stand’ ist schon gar nicht das richtige Wort. Es fuhr unter wolkenlos blauen 
Himmel in einem leicht bewegten, ebenfalls blauen Wasser mit weiß 
schäumender Bugwelle, und es war sehr schön und bedeutete Krieg (226).  
 

Later she confirms that one source of the symbol is likely the Wilhelm Gustloff: 
 

Im April 37 hat also der ‘Gerneral-Anzeiger’ die Nachricht verbreitet, Guernica 
sei nicht bombardiert, sondern von den Bolschewisten mit Benzin übergossen 
und angezündet worden. Kein Foto natürlich. Dagegen ist der Stapellauf des 
KdF-Schiffes ‘Wilhelm Gustloff” fotografiert worden, und der ‘General-
Anzeiger’ bringt das Bild, das dir, wie du es so ansiehst, gar nicht fremd 
vorkommt. Ganz im Gegenteil sogar. Ein weißes Schiff, aus dessen Schornstein 

                                                
291 Kaveny (2004) appears to be the first scholar to focus on Wolf’s treatment of the Gustloff. Although her interpretation of 
Kindheitsmuster as a whole aligns with my arguments, Kaveny interprets the reference to the Gustloff as an allusion to German 
suffering, whereas I interpret it as a symbol of German guilt. Given that much of Wolf’s work consists of allegorical criticism 
and protest, there might be something to Kaveny’s interpretation, but Crhista Wolf denied ever having written about the sinking 
of the Gustloff in response to my inquiries about the chapter with her publisher. 
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freudiger Rauch quillt und dessen Bugwelle ein weiß shäumendes Dreieck bildet 
… Schneller blätterst du die großen brüchigen Blätter um: Lief hier nicht Nellys 
weißes Schiff vom Stapel? (229). 
 

The Sie-Erzählerin had mentioned the Nazi leisure organization Kraft durch Freude in the 

previous chapter, alluding to its propagandistic function,292 but in the seventh chapter the 

symbolic role of the KdF-flagship in National Socialist ideology is more concretely defined. The 

Gustloff symbolized the Nazi ideal of a Volksgemeinschaft. Though framed as a utopian vision in 

the 1930s, from a contemporary perspective it was, like the General Anzeiger’s account of the 

bombing of Guernica, one of many lies that concealed the reality of the era.293 Like the child 

Nelly who in the same chapter curiously observes Kristallnacht, her uncle who bought a candy 

store from a Jew at a substantial discount, or her father who relocated his store near the barracks, 

the Gustloff is inseparable from the National Socialist movement, which inevitably leads to the 

Second World War and the Holocaust. As the second-person narrator continues to search through 

the newspaper, she finds other “white ships” that strengthen the association with Krieg: the 

Panzerschiff Deutschland and the Kreuzer Leipzig.294 What is most striking is that the narrator 

never mentions the tragic fate of the Gustloff, leaving one to wonder whether Wolf was unaware 

of the sinking or purposefully left it out. Was this event so successfully silenced by the SED, was 

Wolf afraid to mention it, or did the author feel that the fate of the Gustloff would somehow 

undermine the purpose of her novel?295  

 Suche nach Karalautschi: Report einer Kindheit (1984), by the lesser known East 

German author Elisabeth Shulz-Semrau uses many of the same devices to immerse the reader in 

the subjective reality of a childhood during the NS-regime and thereby construct an equally 

                                                
292 “Siegemanns haben eine Rheintour mit KdF gemacht, alte Parteigenossen unter sich, einmalig schön” (211) 
293 As Nelly later alludes, the Spanish town was carpet bombed by the German volunteers of Legion Condor (234-235), but she 
seems unaware of the fact that the Gustloff transported the German volunteers back to Germany after the Spanish Civil War. 
294 “Nelly hört mehrmals die Wörter ‘Schiff’ und ‘Krieg’ im gleichen Atemzug nennen […].” (228).  
295 I wrote Christa Wolf and several other authors who had depicted the Gustloff in their works. Wolf replied she had never dealt 
with the theme and that I had confused her with another author, presumably Tanja Dückers. 
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honest literary autobiography. Born in Königsberg in 1931, Shulz-Semrau is of the same 

Trümmerkind generation as Christa Wolf. Schulz-Semrau was also an Umsiedlerin, but perhaps 

due to her relative anonymity as a lesser-known GDR author – she was teacher by trade – or 

perhaps due to the fact that her husband, Max Walter Schulz, was a cultural functionary in the 

GDR (Granbow, 2011: 631), she manages to speak a bit more openly about her flight and 

expulsion. She was still subject to censorship, however, and was forced to use the Lithuanian 

name for her birth town to sneak an East German equivalent of an expellee Heimatroman past 

the censor (See: Zytyniec, 2012: 33), albeit a Heimatroman written from a distinctly Socialist 

perspective.296 

Like Wolf, Shulz-Semrau narrates from a contemporary perspective about her past and 

uses the third person to distance her childhood self from her contemporary self, though she refers 

to herself in the first person in the present. Furthermore, Suche nach Karalautschi (1984) is 

similarly self-reflexive about the issue of memory297 and self critical in terms of personal and 

collective guilt. The author explicitly disassociates herself from the Vertriebenenverbände, 

stressing that she does not seek restitution (76), but argues that flight and expulsion needs to be 

documented for posterity, in spite of its controversy.298 Like Wolf, Shulz-Semrau leaves no 

doubt about her Socialist convictions, and embeds her narrative in the sociohistorical context of 

National Socialism and thematizes her family’s Nazi past. For instance, her uncle Stödi was an 

important local Nazi functionary (124), and her father, an academic, joined the Party and used 

this family connection to further his career, even if he was not a staunch Nazi in private (125). 

Although the author does not reconstruct her childhood self as a Kindheitsmonstrum, she does 

recall episodes that expose her participation in Nazi society – such as the time she gave flowers 

                                                
296 She is highly critical of the bombing of Dresden, for instance (21), and constantly thematizes her Socialist viewpoints. 
297 “Aber wer vermag schon nachzuweisen, seine Erinnerungen stimmten völlig mit der Realität überein?” (90). 
298 “Denn ich will, dass es bleibt und nicht vergessen wird, was geschehen, also ein Teil unsere Geschichte ist” (76-77). 
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to a parading Nazi functionary, though she cannot remember whether it was Hitler, Höß or 

Goebbels (143). To the best of her knowledge her family had no direct involvement in the 

Holocaust or other crimes against humanity, but, like Wolf’s narrator, she imagines hypothetical 

situations to reflect upon their potential guilt, and admits she does not know what her parents’ 

true sentiments were. She concedes her family at the very least had first and second-hand 

knowledge of the mentally handicapped, Communist and Jewish victims. She states that this 

collective guilt is why she decided to remain in the GDR (159), and, though only a child at the 

time, she even reflects upon her own complicity:  

 
Und da frage ich genauso fassungslos, wie jene junge Leute mich fragen, wollen 
die damaligen Erwachsenen denn wirklich nicht gewußt haben, was mit den 
Juden geschah?  
Oder den Kommunisten? Oder den Geisteskranken? 
Sie haben zumindest gemerkt, dass sie verschwanden. 
Und ich, ich lebte mitten unter ihnen und habe nicht mitbekommen, dass 
plötzlich keine Juden mehr zu sehen waren? (163). 

 
As Shulz-Semrau distances herself from nationalist-revanchist attitudes and establishes 

her contemporary opinions regarding personal complicity and collective guilt, she gradually 

narrates her flight and expulsion and mourns her lost Heimat. Her quirky aunt Ella is her hero 

and inspiration, and her most direct link to Königsberg. It is through conversations with her aunt, 

who remained in Königsberg for several years after the war, that the author is able to remember 

her Heimat and recall her own experience of the war. Though life in Königsberg is depicted as 

normal throughout most of the author’s childhood, the war slowly arrives, first in the form of air 

raid sirens, followed by actual air raids, and ultimately ending in mass flight over the Baltic Sea. 

Shulz-Semrau boarded the Deutsche in Gdynia, after her mother pretended to be a Nazi to 

receive preferential treatment – similar to the central conflict in Dückers’s Himmelskörper (See: 

Section 5.4). Within the brief passage that describes her flight, the sinking of the Gustloff is 

referenced as a signpost to convey the desperation of Germans at the end of the war:  
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So kamen wir in die völlig unbevölkerte kleine Hafenstadt. Tausende saßen 
noch herum und warteten, rannten bei jeder Nachricht von einem Schiff zum 
entsprechenden Hafenbecken. Sie wußten, daß auch auf dem Meer der Tod 
wartete. Gerade ging die Nachricht von der gesunkenen “Gustloff” um. Und 
immer noch kamen welche dazu. Im Hafengelände türmten sich Berge von 
zurückgelassener Habe (192).  

 
Though Shulz-Semrau refrains from offering any background surrounding the sinking of 

the Gustloff, the symbolic function of the event is similar to that found in the West German 

expellee discourse. Similar to other expellee narratives, the omission of a detailed depiction is 

likely due to the fact that the sinking was not part of the author’s personal experience, since she 

fled aboard another ship. This interpretation is supported by the fact that unlike Wolf, Shulz-

Semrau alludes to the victimization of her family by Russians. The most vivid example is that 

although Aunt Ella’s experiences after the war are mostly avoided in family conversation, it is 

implied that her aunt was a victim of rape. Shulz-Semrau reflects on how her Socialist ideology 

had blocked such stories from her historical knowledge (134). Due to her openness about an even 

more controversial topic in the GDR, it could therefore be assumed that she would have depicted 

the sinking in more detail, had it played more than a symbolic role in her actual family history. 

On the other hand, she is highly critical of the bombing of Dresden, though it had no direct 

relevance to her biography (21).  

 The most interesting literary depiction of the Gustloff in East or West Germany is a 

passage found in Wolfgang Licht’s East German family novel, Die Geschichte der Gussmanns 

(1986). Like Elisabeth Shulz-Semrau, Wolfgang Licht is a relatively unknown East German 

author from the Leipzig area who practiced another trade (medicine); he also declined joining the 

Schrifstellerverband.299 His novel discusses universal family themes: love, adultery, financial 

                                                
299 Besides a review in Kritik 79 and a few tangential references, there seems to be no scholarship on this novel and very little on 
the work of Wolfgang Licht. The biographical information used here comes from a brief bio on Literaturportal.de: 
http://www.literaturport.de/Wolfgang.Licht/.  
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difficulties, disputes about politics, and generational conflicts. But the novel is set in the 

timeframe that spans from the end of the First World War to the end of the Second World War, 

and therefore also thematizes the political antagonisms and economic woes of the Weimar 

Republic and the rise and fall of National Socialism. As is the case with Kindheitsmuster and 

Suche nach Karalautschi, Licht fully immerses his reader within the historical context of the era 

and establishes the collective guilt of the war generation.300 But the Gussmanns are not German 

expellees, rather members of the Communist underground whose story foregrounds a different 

angle on German victimization: political persecution, the constant fear under a brutal 

dictatorship, the helplessness of the individual against the power of the state, the futility of 

resistance, and the tragedy of totaler Krieg. The novel is laden with Socialist ideology.301 

Though less explicitly autobiographical than Wolf or Shulz-Semrau, Licht was born in 

1938 and wove some of his own private memories into his characters’ wartime experiences.302 

Unlike the other two East German authors in the sample, Licht employs an omniscient third-

person narrator – though he occasionally shifts to a du perspective like Wolf – to trace the story 

of the Gussmanns from 1919 to 1945. The narrative especially focuses on the diverging 

developmental trajectories of the father, Wilhelm, and the son, Friedrich. Wilhelm’s story might 

best be described as a story of decay, while Friedrich’s narrative resembles a Socialist 

Erziehungs- or Bildungsroman. As a Communist who came of age in the Weimar Republic, 

                                                
300 Licht comments on the complicity of the academic community (296) and the apathy of average citizens, exemplified by the 
ironic scene in which several Germans intervene to stop the abuse of a horse, though no one intervenes to help Jewish victims 
(293). 
301 In addition to the central theme and the ideological comments made by the main characters (e.g. 26, 116, 329), the author 
exposes his own position on multiple occasions. He references the rape of German women, but literally omits the verb: “Friedrich 
hat gelernt, eine deutsche Frau ziehe den Tod vor, ehe sie…, [sic.] aber er kann sich diese Konsequenz der Volmer angesichts 
ihrer baumelnden Beine nicht vorstellen” (478-9). He highlights the American mistreatment of German POWs (521-2); and there 
is no direct critique of the GDR, even if one could easily replace the word “Nazis” with “Stasi” on multiple occasions. 
302  Little has been written about Wolfgang Licht, but limited basic biographical information can be found at 
http://www.literaturport.de/index.php?id=26&user_autorenlexikonfrontend_pi1[al_aid]=1291&user_autorenlexikonfro
ntend_pi1[al_opt]=2&cHash=20a5bed2535e20e6d9115a725c309248 and http://vs.verdi.de/aktuelles/leute/wolfgang-
licht 
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Wilhelm is a victim of his times. After the rise of the Nazis, he struggles to establish himself 

economically and provide for his family, serves a lengthy sentence in a concentration camp, is 

unsuccessful in all his attempts to contribute to a resistance movement in Germany, and is 

ultimately sent to the Eastern Front, where ironically he is killed in combat against the Soviets. 

Most importantly, during his lifetime he fails to convince his son of the merits of Communism.  

Friedrich’s story, on the other hand, is similar to Nelly’s. Friedrich is indoctrinated by the 

Nazis through the education system, but is gradually disillusioned as he matures and notices the 

distinction between Nazi ideology and the reality of its implementation.303 His transition begins 

when he is not accepted into an elite unit of the Hitlerjugend, and culminates with his 

experiences of the real consequences of total war. In a climatic passage, Friedrich ventures 

through his town after an air raid and finds himself completely disoriented and lost in the 

destruction, literally and figuratively. He concludes the war is lost and the complete destruction 

of his hometown is a result of Nazi aggression. When he sees a hospital that has been 

indiscriminately destroyed in the attack, he concludes: “Schließlich war totaler Krieg” (467). His 

disillusionment is reinforced by other experiences, such as observing the discrimination against 

Russian forced laborers and POWs while working in a chemical factory (473), and hearing 

stories about the atrocities committed against partisans and civilians while serving with a unit of 

adolescent boys (489). At the end of the novel, he is committed to help build a more just society. 

 The symbolism of the Wilhelm Gustloff within the novel is unique in that the ship is only 

partially destroyed, and not by Soviet torpedoes. In the twelfth chapter of the third book, shortly 

after Friedrich’s father is released from the concentration camp, war is declared on Poland. After 

watching a newsreel about the Schleswig-Holstein firing on Danzig, Friedrich has the urge to 

                                                
303 This transformation is best represented literarily on pages 464-465, in which the narrator contrasts the utopian vision of the 
Nazis with its destructive outcome. 
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return home to play with his scale paper model of the Gustloff, which Wilhelm had constructed 

for him. Though only referenced in this chapter, the model demonstrates the saliency of the ship 

as a symbol during the prewar years and suggests that even a Communist family might have been 

intrigued by the prospects of KdF. Friedrich brings his Gustloff to the river to see if it will 

actually sail, but as it floats in the water, he is overcome with the desire to destroy the ship. He 

imagines he is one of the guns aboard the Schleswig-Holstein and begins to launch stones at the 

paper model: 

Er lief barfuß durch Gras und Brennnesseln am Ufer entlang. Das Schiff trieb 
auf der Brücke zu, wo das Flußbett aus Steinen bestand und er es wagen konnte, 
das Schiff zurückzuholen. Aber schon im Laufen kam ihm ein boshafter 
Gedanke. Wenn es sich schon so treiben ließ, zudem nur aus Papier war, konnte 
er es auch vernichten: Er würde jetzt das Linienschiff sein. Oder eines seiner 
Geschütze. Er bückte sich nach Steinen und begann, vorerst absichtlich 
vorbeizielend, das Schiff zu beschießen. Da traf ein Stein es zwischen Brücke 
und Schornstein. Es gab ein fetzendes Geräusch. Der Einschlag war deutlich zu 
erkennen. Friedrich hatte auch den Eindruck, daß das Schiff schon aufweiche 
und Schlagseite habe. Er glaubte nicht, es noch einholen zu können, und 
vielleicht wollte er es auch nicht mehr. Von nun an zielte er genau und schrie, 
wenn er es traf: Volltreffer! Er trabte am Ufer entlang, fühlte sich als Kanonier 
und Geschützführer. Gab sich selbst die in der Wochenschau gehörten 
Kommandos, ohne eine Augenblick das Gefühl zu verlieren, daß es sein Schiff 
und damit er selbst es war, den er beschoß. Er warf die Steine verzweifelt, als 
könnte er mit dem Untergang es Schiffes sein Schuldgefühl über diese Untat 
vernichten. Die Kommandobrücke war hinweggefegt, der Schornstein 
abgeknickt, der Schiffsrumpf eingedellt und aufgerissen, die Kabinen waren 
durchlöchert. Aber es sank nicht, wie er gehofft hat (326-7).  

 
The passage offers many possibilities for interpretation. Clearly Friedrich is affected by the 

violent images seen at the cinema and desires to destroy something, which might speak to the 

destructive nature of young boys or humanity in general. He is also clearly rebelling against his 

father, who had been absent for several years, by destroying a gift Wilhelm had built with his 

own hands. Yet Friedrich feels shame for his destructive act as he commits it and projects 

himself onto his ship in a symbolic act of self-destruction. Within the novel, the scene also 

represents the collapse of the National Socialist utopian vision of the 1930s and foreshadows the 

tragic fate of Germany. On a subconscious level, Friedrich likely already doubts his Nazi values 
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and beliefs, but is incapable of admitting his shame in himself and his country. Friedrich’s 

Gustloff remains “ein Wrack, halb unter Wasser” (327), and he cries as the half-destroyed model 

is carried out of sight by the river current. Interestingly, the real Gustloff and its sinking are never 

mentioned in the novel. 

 Christa Wolf, Elisabeth Shulz-Semrau and Wolfgang Licht each use a third-person 

perspective to narrate childhoods fully embedded in National Socialism. Their narratives 

establish a critical distance that allows the reader to reflect on the sociohistorical context, but 

also symbolizes the perceived rupture between National Socialism and the German Democratic 

Republic, between the values the Trümmerkinder learned under National Socialism and their 

contemporary Socialist perspectives. This approach can become equally exculpatory as silence, 

denial or blame shifting. On the one hand, the Socialist ideology of the authors enabled them to 

speak openly about their family’s Nazi past and the collective guilt of the war generation, but at 

the same time the political and moral awakening that led them to remain in the East was used to 

exonerate an entire state of its past actions and beliefs. Though there are countless passages in 

each of the novels that might serve as implicit comparisons between the Nazis and the SED, the 

political censor prevented an honest discussion of the crimes committed by the Soviets during 

the war and the political oppression in the GDR. As pertains to the Gustloff, Wolf’s novel proves 

that East German writers had access to archival material on its role in Nazi propaganda, Licht’s 

novel suggests the propagandistic function was effective in National Socialist society, and Shulz-

Semrau insinuates the possibility that, though the sinking was not as prominent in East German 

literature as in West German literature, it may have served as a signpost in the East German 

expellee discourse as well, at least at the level of private memory and communicative memory 

within families. But there seems to be no real documentation of the sinking in East German 
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literature, whether due to ignorance, choice or necessity.304 It should be stressed, however, that 

these three novels were the only East German texts in the sample. 

 

5.4 Gustloff Novels: Between “Sentimental Empathy” and “Critical Empathy” 

A very important literary representation of the Gustloff that has been ignored by scholars 

is Joachim Brock’s documentary novel, Nackt in den Tod (1968). A lieutenant stationed aboard 

the Gustloff when it sank, Brock began writing his personal memories and gathering information 

in 1945 (Wehrle, 1959).305 Like Heinz Schön, Brock established contact with many other 

survivors, though his sources were more military than civilian due to his navy background. His 

research for the novel was the basis for the 1958 Stern magazine article that caught the attention 

of director Frank Wisbar, but because Brock’s novel was not ready for publication at the time, 

Wisbar relied more heavily on Schön’s first book for his cult classic, Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen.306 When Nackt in den Tod was finally published in 1968, Brock had meshed 

together eighty eyewitness accounts, which at the time was the most detailed documentation of 

the sinking. Though not a professional author – according to book covers, he was a trained 

dentist and hobby herpetologist – Brock demonstrates considerable literary talent. He constructs 

a fragmented narrative structure with multiple interconnected narrative strands. The stories are 

                                                
304 The trend of ignoring the sinking was continued by Brigitte Struzyk’s post-Wende novel In vollen Zügen (1994), which 
references the propagandistic purpose of the Gustloff, but ignores the sinking. 
305 Very little information is available on Joachim Brock and there is no secondary literature on Nackt in den Tod available in 
print. The book has been completely ignored in discussions of Im Krebsgang. Most biographical information comes from the 
inside cover of his book, while his involvement with Hans Wehrle’s article – which in turn served as inspiration for Nacht fiel 
über Gotenhafen – is only briefly mentioned by Stern magazine in the series. The only other information about Brock is 
contained in correspondence between the members of the Forschungsstelle Ostsee (specifically Heinz Schön, Wilhelm Zahn and 
Konrad Engelhardt), which is archived in the Ostdokumentation in the Bundesarchiv in Bayreuth (See: Niven, 2011: 244-246, 
especially the related endnotes). 
306 As evidenced by correspondence amongst associates of the Forschungsstelle Ostsee (See: Chapters 1 and 2), there seems to 
have been animosity between Heinz Schön and Joachim Brock, because the retired navy personnel at the Forschungsstelle were 
more willing to work with Brock, a retired officer of the Kriegsmarine himself, than with Schön, who had been a member of the 
Handelsmarine (See: Niven, 2011: 244). However, there was also some resentment towards Brock at the Forschungstelle, due to 
his focus on the tragedy of the Gustloff instead of the success of the German Navy in the rescue operation (See: Niven, 2011: 
246). 
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narrated from a third-person omniscient perspective that relies upon montage to shift across the 

experiences of the eighty eyewitnesses. Most of the sources, including Brock himself, take on 

fictive names in the novel. A few central characters, however, are fully developed, and new 

characters and perspectives are introduced throughout. While Brock’s complex narrative 

structure possesses the potential to become a multivocal account of history similar to that of 

Kempowski, only two voices emerge: those who are staunch Nazis to the bitter end and those 

who are victims of National Socialism and war.  

Similar to the 1958 Stern-Bericht by Hans Wehrle and Wisbar’s Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen, both of which were in part based on Brock’s research, the central plot of Nackt in 

den Tod is a fateful love triangle that unravels aboard the sinking Gustloff. A love affair began 

between Maria Schippendal and Peter Speiser, a sailor stationed aboard the Gustloff, after Maria 

had stopped receiving correspondence from her husband, who is a corporal on the Eastern Front. 

At the beginning of the novel, Maria is about to give birth to Speiser’s child. Speiser is 

committed to fulfilling his obligations as a father, but his noble intentions are thwarted by the 

harsh reality of war and National Socialism. The first plot conflict for Speiser comes when 

Maria’s husband is brought aboard after being wounded in battle. Then, after his child is born, 

Peter, with no other means to provide for Maria and the newborn, steals butter to provide 

nourishment for his new family. The theft arouses the suspicion of the chief medical officer, 

Sanitätsfeldwebel Bühler, who is a committed Nazi. Due to Bühler’s detainment and 

interrogation of Speiser, Maria and her child perish aboard the Gustloff. In a rage, Speiser 

physically assaults Bühler when the two encounter each other aboard a rescue raft.  

In an extensive epilogue, a Nazi war tribunal hears cases regarding criminal acts aboard 

the Gustloff. Nazi justice is just as absurd for the observers in the novel as it is for the reader. 
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Prior to Speiser’s trial, a judge demotes his own nephew for stealing soap. An observer 

comments:  

Ein 26.000-Tonnen-Schiff wird versenkt, mehr als 4000 Menschen krepieren 
dabei, Millionenwerte gehen verschütt und zwei Stück Seife! Keine Sau 
kümmert sich um den Schiffsverlust und die 4000 Toten. Aber um zwei Stück 
grüne Kriegseife mit Sandkörnern drin wird verhandelt, ein Kriegsgericht 
einberufen, ein Mann degradiert!’ […] Der Obergefreite neben dem Obermaat 
stöhnte verstört, gestand: „Wenn die mich für alles, was ich in den letzten fünf 
Jahren organisiert habe, nachträglich verknacken, degradiert werden kann ich 
bloß einmal, dann müssen sie mich hundert Jahre lang einsperren!“ (286).  
 

The reply from the Obergefreite is the only allusion to crimes committed by Germans in the 

entire novel, though the severity of the crimes is unclear: did the private merely steal to survive, 

or was he involved in crimes against humanity? Speiser faces demotion and sentencing to a penal 

colony for stealing supplies needed to continue the war and attempted murder of a superior 

officer. In an attempt to denounce Speiser before the court, Bühler claims to remember both 

incidents clearly. During the trial, however, Speiser’s lawyer proves that both men are 

traumatized and suffering from memory loss. Speiser is demoted, which was a given, but he is 

cleared of the more serious offense.  

Nackt in den Tod purports to be an authentic report in the form of a novel (5). Literary 

writing and documentary writing can indeed be used to enhance one another and overcome the 

inherent limitations of both styles, as proven by many authors of documentary fiction, one 

example being Rolf Hochhuth. Brock, however, uses literature only to bring a sense of cohesion 

to his vast, though seemingly homogenous, source material, and to fill information gaps with 

commentary and speculation that fit his preconceived beliefs and attitudes. The omniscient 

narrator blurs the distinction between established fact, the private memories of survivors, and 

Brock’s own imagination and opinions. Brock’s language is often without pathos, but by 

focusing on the immediate context of the sinking of the Gustloff, he never establishes the greater 

context of 1933 to 1945 beyond the notion that his characters are now living under a dictatorship 
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on the verge of collapse. The minimal contextualization never extends beyond the suffering of 

German refugees and the average German soldier.  

Rather than depicting the atrocities committed by Germans during the war, Brock depicts 

episodes exposing the unfounded anti-German sentiments of non-Germans. At the beginning of 

the novel, the character Krüger (Brock’s alter ego in the novel) goes to his Polish barber 

Muruschka, with whom he is having an affair. Now that the war is almost over, her attitudes 

toward him and all Germans have drastically changed: “Ich muss dich hassen, euch alle, alles 

Deutsche! Ihr seid unsere Feinde! Ihr vergewaltigt unser Volk! Jetzt ist unsere Stunde 

gekommen, jetzt stehen wir auf, um euch zu vernichten!” (16). Her anger reflects her 

indoctrination through anti-German propaganda, and the scene is intended as a critique of the 

Poles for their prejudice toward Germans. Krüger is, after all, a good person who had sincere 

affection for Muruschka. He later sees her aboard the Gustloff, which is to signify that 

Muruschka eventually came to her senses and realized who the real threat was.  

 Whereas the novel is critical toward the Nazi regime and non-Germans, it praises the 

German navy for its heroic rescue of civilians. For many years, Heinz Schön and the community 

of Gustloff survivors held Wilhelm Zahn, the ranking military officer aboard the ship, and 

Friedrich Petersen, the ship’s civilian captain, personally responsible for the disaster (Cf. Niven, 

2011d). Brock, on the other hand, praises the duo via his fictional characters Kapitän Zehnert 

and Kapitän Johnsen. Zehnert is depicted as a sympathetic character, especially in the scene 

where he reluctantly shoots his dog (332), while Johnsen has to be dragged off the bridge (232) 

as the Gustloff sinks. Brock also defends Karl Dönitz, arguing that the Großadmiral gave his full 

attention to every detail of the rescue mission, which, of course, ignores the consensus 

throughout expellee literature that the rescue of civilians was mostly organized from the bottom 
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up, as Operation Hannibal was first and foremost a military evacuation. Brock views the 

incident as die größte Schiffskatastrophe der Welt and a huge propaganda victory for the Soviets, 

but stresses that it could not have been prevented by the German navy. The only reason it was 

silenced by the military, according to Brock, was so other refugees would not be deterred from 

boarding later transports. In short, the novel does not seek to establish historical reality, but 

rather contributes to the postwar creation myth of the navy veterans. 

 The majority of the text depicts the sinking of the Gustloff as a tragedy of biblical 

proportions. On occasion, the narrative also shifts to scenes aboard the Soviet submarine S-13. 

Although the narrator clearly empathizes with the German victims (the entire point of the book is 

to give them a collective voice and document their suffering), the Russians remain a voiceless 

other: nameless assassins without character development (94-95). Brock is occasionally 

impressed with their prowess, but collectivizes them as brutes indoctrinated by Soviet 

propaganda and driven by a lust for blood (292-295). As evidenced by Brock’s fictional version 

of himself, the German soldier, however, is capable of breaking free from the grips of NS-

ideology. As the ship sinks and chaos surrounds him, he finally realizes the war is lost and that 

he has believed in a lost cause. But the extent of his personal guilt and the guilt of the majority of 

Germans is that they believed that the war they were fighting was just and that they could win it. 

 Twenty-seven years elapsed between Joachim Brock’s Nackt in den Tod and the next 

Gustloff novel printed in German: a translation of British literary journalist A.V. Sellwood’s The 

Damned Don’t Drown (1973), which was the first book about the sinking published in English, 

the second being Dobson, Miller and Payne’s non-fiction The Cruelest Night (1979) (See: 

Chapter 2). Unlike The Cruelest Night, which was promptly translated in 1979 and has seen 

multiple reprints in German, Sellwood’s account of the sinking was translated into German for 
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the first time by Heinz Schön’s publisher, Motorbuch Verlag, in 1995, likely due to the attention 

the Gustloff was receiving on German television and in the German print media (See: Chapters 3 

and 4). Published under the title Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff, Sellwood’s novel is 

explicitly labeled a work of fiction, but simultaneously purports to be an authentic reconstruction 

of the events. It relies on personal accounts of survivors and historical documents from news and 

naval archives, though none of the sources are cited. Like Dobson et al.’s work, The Damned 

Don’t Drown adopts the perspective of its eyewitnesses – the survivors Eva Luck, Ruth 

Fleischer, Ilse Bauer, and Sigrid Bergfeld – and though built upon a much simpler narrative 

structure than Nackt in den Tod, like Joachim Brock, Sellwood connects his source material into 

a cohesive narrative using fictionalized dialogues and descriptions and authorial commentary. He 

likewise restricts the context to the immediate events surrounding the sinking and draws no 

connection to the greater context of the war. Basing the story solely on the testimonies of his 

Zeitzeuginnen, the German soldiers, citizens and Marinehelferinnen are distinguished from 

staunch Nazis before the story even begins on the inside cover. These average Germans are once 

again depicted as being innocent victims of the Nazi “VIPs” (14, 39, 41, 121) on the one hand 

and vengeful “Mongolians or Tartars” (57) on the other. Blame for all crimes is shifted to the 

Führer (38) and the narrative focuses on capturing the “collective suffering” (121) of the 

German citizenry. The novel is yet another example of a text that mixes fact and fiction to 

construct a German victim narrative. 

Although Günter Grass does not seem to have been aware of Brock or Sellwood’s work, 

or any of the literary references to the Gustloff for that matter,307 Im Krebsgang (2002) indirectly 

responds to them all in that the novella thematizes the memory discourses in which they 

participate and the work is his intellectual response to the perpetual debate on German wartime 
                                                
307 A point quickly pointed out by Walter Kempowski (Stern, 3 Apr.. 2002). 
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suffering (Cf. Taberner, 2002). Im Krebsgang is arguably the most complex and nuanced cultural 

representation of the sinking of the Gustloff in any medium or genre. The title, with its imagery 

of a crab moving from side to side in its struggle to advance forward, alludes to the dynamic 

nature of German memory culture: the competing memory discourses found across generations 

and political ideologies, the resulting dissonance between public and private memory, the 

overlapping of historical reality and fiction, and the delicate navigation any astute memory writer 

is therefore obliged to perform when tackling such a theme.308 The crabwalk is symbolic of the 

narrative structure of the novella: the narrator continuously shifts between narrative layers and 

strands, fact and fiction, the genre of Bericht and Novelle, three epochs of German history, three 

generations of his family history, between sources and media (books, films and internet), 

between private and public memory of the Gustloff, and between cultural memory and 

metamemory reflection309 (Cf. Höfer, 2003; Dye, 2004; Fricke 2004; Preusser, 2004; Veel, 2004; 

AND Midgley, 2005), subverting each discursive field in the face of the alternatives. It is due to 

this narrative complexity that historical reality gradually emerges, enabling Grass to finally 

produce the würdiges Denkmal that had eluded the cultural memory of the Gustloff for so long. 

The self-reflexivity and narrative complexity are also the reasons why some have found the book 

to be a boring read, and why others feel Grass failed to depict the history of the Gustloff or 

empathize with the victims at all (e.g. Preusser, 2004).  

                                                
308 Numerous scholars have highlighted various aspects of this narrative complexity and how this complexity arrives at a more 
balanced treatment of German suffering. For instance, Corbin (2003) argues that Grass wanted to break a taboo, but upholds 
political correctness, and is less politically engaged after the critical response to Ein weites Feld; according to Fricke (2004: 161-
168) Im Krebsgang thematizes in content and form the inability to narrate and empathize with the war generation, which results 
in an inability to master the past and implies that German national guilt will be passed down to subsequent generations; Preusser 
(2004) interprets Im Krebsgang as an attempt to transform experience into cultural memory, but one that fills in the memories of 
the war generation with general historical facts; Fuchs (2006) identifies that the novella is a critical narrative that thematizes 
intergenerational “memory contests” rather than subcoming to a psychoanalytic narrative of history that ontologizes trauma 
across generations, dehistoricizes history and serves positive identity construction; and Schödel (2006) similary describes the 
narrative structure as resisting “narrative normalization,” which relies on a linear, chronological and causal narrative structure 
narrative structure built upon private memory in order to construct a positive identity. 
309 Especially via his dialogue with the fictional Günter Grass. 
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The point of departure of the novella is that the narrator, Paul Pokriefka, has been 

contracted by the literary personification of Günter Grass, referred to in the novella as der Alte 

and his Arbeitgeber, to finally share his life story. This literary device of distinguishing the real 

author from the narrator adds yet another narrative layer and subjective filter to the text through 

which Grass distances himself from the perspective of his fictional narrator. Grass’s strategy of 

foregrounding questions of authorship, which occurs throughout his work, not only permits 

literature to take on a life of its own, but exposes the bias of memory and narration and forces the 

reader to critically reflect upon the themes discussed therein. The question the novella seeks to 

answer is warum erst jetzt? (7), or why are Grass and Paul finally sharing this story in which the 

Gustloff is a central motif? One answer to this question is their remorse. 

Im Krebsgang is bound to Grass’s oeuvre of texts set in his childhood town of Danzig 

(Cf. Hall, 2007 and 2009). Paul’s mother is Tulla Pokriefka, who was the object of Oskar 

Mazerath’s twisted sexual desire in Die Blechtrommel and who escaped Danzig aboard the 

Gustloff in Die Rättin, and is likewise mentioned in Katz und Maus and Hundejahre. Paul is one 

of the children born during the sinking of the Gustloff, though we eventually discover his 

mother’s claim that he was born on the Gustloff as it sank is one of her many embellishments, as 

Paul later discovers he was, in fact, born on the torpedo boat Löwe and was named after its 

fictional captain Paul Prüfe (146).310 Paul’s birth as the Gustloff sank is what fascinated the 

fictional Grass about his life story.311 After the war Tulla settles as an Umsiedlerin (as opposed 

to a Flüchtlinge) in the GDR, while Paul later flees to West Germany, where he becomes a 

                                                
310 Like Oskar, Paul does not know who his father is and virtually every older male figure in the novella, including the fictional 
Grass and all the historical figures – Wilhelm Gustloff, David Frankfurter, Alexander Marinesco – fill this void symbolically: 
“Nein, ich habe keinen richtigen Vater gehabt, nur austauschbare Phantome. Da waren die drei Helden, die mir jetzt wichtig sein 
müssen, besser dran. […] Aber auch ich, der Vaterlose, bin schließlich Vater geworden” (22). 
311 This angle is based on the real-life Findlingkind, Peter Weise, who was the subject of East-West controversy because Schön 
and others believed his real parents were West Germans, though he remained with his foster parents in East Germany. Weise was 
inspired by Grass to then publish his biography under the title Hürdenlauf in 2006. 
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career journalist and marries Gabi, a leftist Pädagogin, with whom he has a son, Konrad (aka: 

Konny). Over the years Paul has become an estranged ex-husband and son, an absentee father, 

and an extremely apathetic and apolitical journalist. His primary motivation to tell his story is the 

realization of these failures, especially as a father who never knew his own father.  

Tulla had always pressured Paul to document the Gustloff, but as someone who came of 

age in the 1960s, he avoided her embellished stories and politically incorrect rants about the 

merits of Kraft durch Freude and the silencing of crimes against Germans. He never shared his 

story with Konrad, nor did Konrad ever learn about the Gustloff in school. After German 

Reunification, however, Konrad begins to spend more time with his grandmother and begins to 

hear and identify with her idealized memories of the Gustloff and KdF.312 When his parents and 

teachers respond negatively to his school reports on such topics, it only seems to confirm Tulla’s 

accusation of a conspiracy to silence the story. Tulla buys him a computer and he finds the 

source material and audience he desires on right-wing websites. Konrad is soon running his own 

popular Gustloff website, www.blutzeuge.de, and he gives guest lectures at several 

rechtsradikale events. On the website’s chat room, Konny adopts the moniker “Wilhelm 

Gustloff” and debates with another member who goes by the name “David Frankfurter,” the Jew 

who assassinated the Nazi functionary in 1936. Their online dialog culminates in a real life 

encounter during which Konny shoots and kills his virtual nemesis, whose real name is 

Wolfgang and who is not actually a Jew, in retaliation for the Nazi Blutzeuge. Konny is 

convicted of murder. Though Paul is unaware of the full extent of his teenaged son’s 

Rechstradikalismus until it is too late, it is in response to these changes, that Paul begins to 

finally research the Gustloff and discovers his own repressed obsession with the theme.  

                                                
312 Midgley (2005) sees Tulla as the bearer of “traumatic memory,” Paul as representative of a critical, investigative memory, and 
Konny as representative of “identificatory memory,” in his psychoanalytic identification with Wilhelm Gustloff as a father figure. 
Of course, Paul struggles with identification complexes with der Alte and the historical figures as well. 
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In the course of his research in the 1990s, Paul quickly comes to the conclusion that the 

sinking of the Gustloff had indeed been essentially taboo in both East and West Germany, at least 

for him personally and for his generation.313 This sentiment is shared by the fictional Grass when 

der Alte reveals his own remorse for having neglected the theme for decades because of the 

dominant political discourse of the 1960s, even though he had been interested in it since his 

novel Hundejahre. Grass openly blames his generation’s avoidance of such themes, albeit out of 

a sense of collective guilt for the war and the Holocaust, as the very reason it was exploited in 

nationalist discourses.314 In fact, this remorse is Grass’s own motivation for “contracting” Paul. 

Frank Wisbar’s Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen (See: Chapter 3) is disregarded by Paul as evidence 

against this taboo thesis, though he finds the climatic scenes moving, because it was never shown 

in East Germany and quickly forgotten outside of expellee communities in West Germany (113), 

and because it was in his opinion a Titanic film about a love story rather than the actual 

tragedy.315 He likewise dismisses (presumably) Maurice Remy’s TV documentary, which was 

very popular in the 1990s, (See: Chapter 3), because it was overshadowed by the obsession with 

the Titanic, which was of course significantly more popular during the late 1990s.316 Even the 

German translation of Dobson, Miller and Payne’s The Cruelest Night (See: Chapter 2) is 

                                                
313 “Aber ich wollte nicht. Mochte doch keiner was davon hören, hier im Westen nicht und im Osten schon gar nicht. Die 
Gustloff und ihre verfluchtete Geschichte waren jahrzentenlang tabu, gesamtdeutsch sozusagen” (31).  
314 “Leider, sagte er, sei ihm dergleichen nicht von der Hand gegangen. Sein Versäumnis, bedauerlich, mehr noch: sein Versagen. 
Doch wolle er sich nicht rausreden, nur zugeben, das er gegen Mitte der Sechziger Jahre die Vergangenheit stattgehabt, ihn die 
gefräßige, immerfort jetztjetztjetzt sagende Gegenwart gehindert habe, rechtzeitig auf etwa zweihundert Blatt Papier… nun sei es 
zu spät für ihn. Ersatzweise habe er mich zwar nicht erfunden, aber noch langer Sucherei auf den Listen der Überlebenden wie 
eine Fundsache entdeckt. Als Person von eher dürftigem Profil, sei ich doch prädestiniert: geboren, während das Schiff sank” 
(78). “Eigentlich, sagt er, wäre es Aufgabe seiner Generation gewesen, dem Elend der ostpreußischen Flüchtlinge Ausdruck zu 
geben[.] […] Niemals, sagt er, hätte man über so viel Leid, nur weil die eigene Schuld übermächtig und bekennende Reue in all 
den Jahren vordringlich gewesen sei, schweigen, das gemiedene Thema den Rechtsgestrickten überlassen dürfen. Dieses 
Versäumnis sei bodenlos…” (99).  
315 “Die Handlung lief nach immer der gleichen Masche ab. Wie bei allen Titanic-Filmen mußte auch beim verfilmten Gustloff-
Untergang eine verqäulte, zum Schluß hin heroische Liebesgeschichte als Zusatzstoff und Füllmasse herhalten, als wäre das 
Sinken eines überbelegten Schiffes nicht spannend, der tausendfachen Tod nicht tragisch genug” (113). 
316 “Zwar gab’s vor gar nicht so langer Zeit im Fernsehen eine Dokumentation, doch ist es immer noch so, als könne nichts die 
Titanic übertreffen, als hätte es das Schiff Wilhelm Gustloff nie gegeben, als fände sich kein Platz für ein weiteres Unglück, als 
dürfte nur jener und nicht dieser Toten gedacht werden” (62).  



 239 

dismissed in passing (94). The only documentation of the sinking that Paul seems to find 

adequate is the work of the survivor Heinz Schön.  

Paul also comes to openly empathize with the victims and mourn their suffering and 

deaths to the point where he repeatedly admits his inability to adequately describe the tragedy in 

his own words.317 Like the expellee community, the veteran community, and right-wing 

extremists, he relies upon the testimonies of survivors, especially Heinz Schön.318 He adopts the 

powerful imagery and sentimental language of their victim narratives: the allied strafing of 

German refugees as they flee their ancestral homes (156), the dead infants floating in the icy 

waters (151), the women and children victims (152), the screams of the victims and survivors as 

the ship sank fully illuminated (146), and the subsequent silencing of the event by the Nazis 

(153).319 He does not question the historical accuracy of these accounts, but unlike the expellee 

and veteran narratives, he places these memories in a critical frame and fills in the gaps in their 

private memories with his own perspective and the perspective of others.  

As Paul crabwalks through his story, the narration shifts back and forth between his 

conversations with der Alte, the story of his son, his own life story, his mother’s stories about the 

Gustloff, the biographies of David Frankfurter, Wilhelm Gustloff and Alexander Marienesco, and 

the primary sources of Heinz Schön, Frank Wisbar, and others. It is through this hybridization of 

competing narratives that historical reality emerges from a network of subjective memory. While 

he borrows the memories of his mother and other survivors, he complements them with crucial 

                                                
317 “Ich kann es nicht beschreiben. Niemand kann es beschreiben” (102). “Was aber im Schiffsinneren geschah, ist mit Worten 
nicht zu fassen. […] Also Versuche ich nicht, mir Schreckliches vorzustellen und das Grauenvolle in aufgepinselte Bilder zu 
zwingen, sosehr mich jetzt mein Arbeitgeber drängt, Einzelschicksale zu reihen, mit episch ausladender Gelassenheit und 
angestrengtem Einfühlungsvermögen den großen Bogen zu schlagen und so, mit Horrorwörtern, dem Ausmaß der Katastrophe 
gerecht zu werden” (136). 
318 “Ich kann nur berichten, was von Überlebenden an anderer Stelle als Aussage zitiert worden ist” (137). 
319 One of the most powerful observations, which is reminiscient of German victim narratives: “Da von den weit über viertausend 
Säuglingen, Kindern, Jugendlichen an Bord des Unglückschiffes keine hundert gerettet wurden, fanden sich nur zufällig Fotos 
von ihnen, weil mit dem Schiff das Flüchtlingsgepäck und in ihm die Fotoalben geflüchteter Familien aus Ost- und Westpreußen, 
Danzig und Gotenhafen verlorengegangen sind” (126). 
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historical facts: such as the Gustloff being used as a floating voting center for the referendum on 

the annexation of Austria (64), as a military transport during the Spanish Civil War (71), and as a 

floating barracks during World War II (84). He clearly states the Gustloff was a valid military 

target, being armed and marked as a warship and carrying enlisted soldiers to active duty. He 

perceives a profound symbolic importance in the fact that the historic Wilhelm Gustloff’s birth, 

Hitler’s Machtergreifung, and the sinking of the Gustloff all occurred on January 30.320 As 

expected, he also alludes to the Holocaust (38).  

Although Paul deconstructs the perpetrator discourses of his generation to reveal their 

neglect of German wartime suffering, he also deconstructs the victim discourses of the war 

generation and the extreme right. For example, in addition to constantly distancing himself from 

his mother’s outrageous claims, he criticizes the memorial service of 1995 – the first in which 

West and East German survivors socially constructed their common victim identity (92) – for 

excluding the broader historical connections.321 As evidence of the reluctance of the survivors to 

accept other perspectives, Paul describes the ostracizing of Heinz Schön in the 1990s, when the 

Chronist tried to share his more critical perspective in his presentation Die Versenkung der 

Wilhelm Gustloff am 30. Januar 1945 aus der Sicht der Russen (97) based on his conversations 

with Russian historians and members of the soviet submarine crew that sank the Gustloff (See: 

Chapter 1).322 Paul even critiques Konny’s website for only listing facts and comparing the 

                                                
320 “Dann jedoch wurde allen interessierten User sein Datum in Erinnerung gerufen, das als Ausweis der Vorsehung gelten sollte. 
Was ich mir als bloßen Zufall zu erklären versucht hatte, hob den Funktionär Gustloff in überirdischen Zusammenhänge: am 30. 
Januar 1945 begann, auf den Tag genau fünfzig Jahre nach der Geburt des Blutzeugen, das auf ihn getauften Schiff zu sinken und 
so zwölf Jahre nach der Machtergreifung, abermals auf den Tag genau, ein Zeichen des allgemeinen Untergangs” (11). 
321 “Der zufällige Umstand, nach dem dieses Datum zugleich an die Machtergreifung von dreiunddreißig und an den Geburtstag 
jenes Mannes erinnerte, der von David Frankfurter erschossen wurde, auf dass dem Volk der Jude nein Zeichen gesetzt war, ist 
offentlich nicht erwähnt worden, bekam aber in der einen oder anderen Gesprächsrunde, sei es beim Kaffeetrinken, sei es 
während Veranstaltungspausen, den Wert eines halblauten Nebensatzes zugesprochen” (92). 
322 The excerpt is a prime example of how Grass masterfully intertwines and thereby subverts competing discourses: “Man 
schnitt ihn nach dem Vortrag. Vielen Zuhörern galt er fortan als Russenfreund. Für sie hatte der Krieg nie aufgehört. Für sie war 
der Russe der Iwan, die drei Torpedos Mordwaffen. Für Wladimir Kourotschkin jedoch ist das aus seiner Sicht namenlos 
sinkende Schiff voll beladen mit Nazis gewesen, die sein Heimatland überfallen und beim Rückzug nur verbrannte Erde 
hinterlassen hatten. Erst durch Heinz Schön erfuhr er, dass nach der Topedierung mehr als viertausend Kinder ertrunken, erfroren 



 241 

Gustloff to other tragedies at sea, rather than actually documenting the sinking, (135) and he 

critiques Konny’s chat room posts for omitting facts, such as the military personnel on board, the 

flak batteries, the military insignia, the naval officers in command of the ship, etc. (103).323 If the 

Gustloff was a mere footnote in national memory, then the greater historical context was absent 

in the private memory of Gustloff survivors and the political rhetoric of right-wing extremists. 

The second answer to “warum erst jetzt?” is the sudden realization in the Berlin Republic that 

events like the Gustloff can only be memorialized when the memory discourse of the survivors is 

reconciled with public memory, and that any official history of Germany is incomplete without 

the private memories of the war generation. 

Although Tanja Dückers began work on her Gustloff novel three years before the 

publication of Im Krebsgang, she published it over a year after Grass’s novella, resulting in less 

attention and mixed critical reception (See: Stüben, 2006).324 Himmelskörper (2003), like the 

other Gustloff novels, is autobiographical fiction, but offers the perspective of the third 

generation (Cf. Pütz, 1999; Dückers, 2007a and 2007b; AND Schaumann, 2008). It also differs 

from other Gustloff novels in that it attempts a sinnliche Geschichtsschreibung in which the goal 

is not to document history, but to reflect on the legacy of the Nazi past via the narrator’s 

emotions, intuition and imagination (Schaumann, 2008). The protagonist Freia, a nephrologist, is 

in search of the elusive cloud formation cirrus perlucidus, which is a metaphor for her search for 

personal, sexual, family and national identity (Cf. Stüben, 2006; AND Schaumann, 2008). Freia 

narrates her story in collaboration with her more creative twin brother, who is an artist. The 

                                                
sind oder mit dem Schiff in die Tiefe gerissen wurden. Von diesen Kindern soll der Bootsmann noch lange und in Wiederholung 
geträumt haben” (97). 
323 This is an implicit critique of many German Gustloff websites. 
324 She has said that she was devastated by the publication of Im Krebsgang and even experienced a period of writer’s block (See: 
Stüben, 2006).  
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desire to understand herself and her family stems from the fact that she is pregnant and wants to 

know “in was für ein Nest ich da mein Kind setze“ (26).  

In many ways, the novel is reminiscent of Harald Welzer’s social-scientific study of the 

Holocaust in family discourse: Opa war kein Nazi (2002) (Cf. Stüben, 2006; AND Schaumann, 

2008). Freia’s narrative is comprised of unchronological flashbacks to conversations with her 

parents and grandparents, most of which pertain to her family’s experiences in the Second World 

War. Like Welzer’s case studies, her family socially constructs a history in which the first 

generation is depicted as innocent victims of war, the Holocaust is silenced, and der Russe is the 

embodiment of evil, while it is obvious to an outside observer (in this case the reader) that the 

family is hiding a skeleton in its closet. The difference in Himmelskörper, however, is the 

gradual exposure of the family’s Nazi past and its integration into Freia’s dynamic understanding 

of herself (Cf. Stüben, 2006; AND Schaumann, 2008). The reader pieces together Freia’s family 

history as she has, but from the narrator’s contemporary perspective. As a child and adolescent, 

Freia had relatively little knowledge about her family and the history of World War II. As an 

adult looking back, she foregrounds numerous clues she had missed as a child and reflects upon 

how her family socially constructed its identity. The private memory of the first and second 

generations is thereby framed within the memory of a third-generation narrator. This narrative 

positioning leaves little doubt about the narrator’s (and author’s) opinions of National Socialism 

and German wartime suffering (Cf. Jaroszewski, 2005), and this narrative complexity also led 

critics to complain that the novel is not about the Gustloff or Flucht und Vertreibung at all 

(Stüben, 2006). 

The desire to know one’s family history begins at a young age. When they were children, 

Freia and her twin brother Paul were fascinated with their Opa Max’s Schrumpelbein. Whenever 
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they asked about it, they were simply told that he had been im Krieg. Their parents and 

grandparents were reluctant to elaborate, so Paul began to invent fairytales to explain the injury. 

Whenever Freia and Paul acted out the fairytales for the family, the grandparents would merely 

reply, “So oder so ähnlich könnte es gewesen sein” (82). As the children grew older, they began 

to learn the details of their family history. One day, when they are in the fourth grade, their 

grandfather begins to tell war stories. The new information sparks their imagination and Paul 

incorporates elements of his grandfather’s narrative into his fairytales. The children imagine: 

“Der Russe musste ein besonders fieses Monster sein. Die Welt jenseits des Bleichen Sees schien 

voller Ungerechtigkeit.” (87). Once the taboo has been lifted, their grandmother, Jo, begins to 

speak about her flight from Königsberg with Tante Lena and their mother Renate in 1945. At 

first, the stories seem novel and fantastic like the fairytales, but over time they become 

anecdotes, and family discourse about the past begins to follow predefined scripts. As the 

protagonist matures, she takes notice of consistent narrative structures, her father’s silent 

discomfort and her mother’s occasional objections whenever her grandparents tell their stories.325 

As Freia begins to develop a historical consciousness of her own, she finds it difficult to 

reconcile what her grandparents say with her expanding historical knowledge. She notices gaps 

and inconsistencies in the family narratives, and begins to deconstruct the narrative and discourse 

strategies her grandparents use to avoid certain memories. Jo, for instance, would abruptly stop 

and say, “Ach, darüber habe ich schon viel zuviel geredet. Lassen wir das.” whenever she 

wanted to avoid a topic. The grandfather, on the other hand, would often make “einen großen 

                                                
325 “Die Geschichte ihrer Flucht kannte ich schon auswendig. Wie einen Weg, den man sehr oft abgeschritten ist, kannte ich fast 
jede Redewendung, jede sprachliche Ausschmückung. So wie man auffällige Häuser oder markante landschaftliche Abschnitte 
hinter einer bestimmten Biegung oder Anhöhe erwartet, so wußte ich genau, welche Höhepunkte, Kunstpausen oder 
retardierenden Momente Jos Fluchtgeschichte kennzeichneten. Und immer wieder gab es an den gleichen Stellen dieselben 
Streitigkeiten mit meiner Mutter, und immer wieder verstummte meine Mutter irgendwann resigniert und ließ Jo weiterreden” 
(98). 
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zeitlichen Sprung” (125) from topics such as the Russenfeldzug to the Danzigerbucht, in order to 

avoid talking about his actions during the war and the circumstances of his injury.  

 When the teenage Freia confronts her grandparents about National Socialism and the 

Holocaust, they distance themselves from the Nazis and shift the focus back to their own 

suffering, the heroism of the German military (129), and the atrocities committed by der Russe 

(128). Yet, like Welzer’s case studies, the third-person participant-observer, in this case the 

reader, finds numerous linguistic and discourse features that reveal the grandparent’s true 

sentiments. The best example is when Freia directly asks her grandmother about anti-Semitism 

and, in an attempt to defend herself, Jo unwittingly lays bare her racist attitudes. Jo explains that 

she never had anything against the Jews, only the Russians; in fact, she was always against 

murdering children, even black children (104). Jo’s definitive proof that she was not a Nazi is her 

favorite anecdote about how she once considered giving a banana to a group of poorly dressed, 

sickly Jewish boys, but was too afraid. The manner in which she uses stereotypes of filth to 

depict Jews and twists her anti-Semitic attitudes into heroism, is one of the many narrative 

strategies described in Opa war kein Nazi.326  

As Max and Jo age, they are no longer as careful about what they say. They forget the 

stories they had carefully constructed to conceal the truth and speak more freely. On one 

occasion, Max, who keeps bees as a hobby, expresses his praise for the social order of the 

honeybee. He is particularly impressed by the fact that all bees work and die for the queen. He 

declares: “Das Volk braucht einen Führer” (183). He then describes a particular species of bee 

that is nomadic and seeks to infiltrate other colonies: Kuckucksbienen. Freia and Paul are 

shocked when he states: “Für mich sind die Kuckucksbienen die Juden im Bienenvolk” (187). 

                                                
326 Freia comments: “Das Absurde an der Bananengeschichte war, daß Jo ihr Abwägen, ihren Wunsch zu helfen, ihre 
Unsicherheit und Angst jedes Mal derart dramatisch schilderte, dass man am Ende fast den Eindruck bekommen konnte, Jo hätte 
ein KZ befreit. Irgendwie gelang es ihr, das Unterlassen einer Handlung zur Heldentat zu stilisieren” (105). 
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Freia and Paul, however, would still rather think their grandfather is losing his mind than accept 

such statements as representative of his true beliefs. It is not until Max and Jo have both passed 

away that the siblings are forced to admit their grandparents were Nazis. While the family is 

cleaning out Max and Jo’s house, they find what at first seems to be a relic in any grandparents’ 

home: a small keepsake box covered in golden wrapping paper. Inside, however, they are 

stunned to find numerous Nazi era artifacts, including swastikas, a postcard Jo had planned to 

send to Goering on his birthday and an original copy of Mein Kampf. From her contemporary 

perspective, Freia realizes her grandmother must have considered these items very valuable, 

because they were among the few possessions that survived the flight from Königsberg. 

It is not until after Jo’s death that Freia discovers that the family secret, and therefore the 

entire family history, revolves around the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff. The first allusion to 

the Gustloff came in reaction to Max breaking the silence about the war when Freia was still a 

young child. Renate demands: “Von dem Schiff erzählst du ihnen nichts...” (85). Of course, with 

time, bits and pieces are revealed in the family discourse in the same manner as other aspects of 

family history. We learn very early that Jo, Tante Lena and Renate fled Königsberg in the midst 

of the Soviet invasion. Later we learn that through Verbindungen the family had organized 

passage on the Gustloff, but then abruptly decided to board the Minesweeper Theodor “mit Leute 

aus unserem Milieu” (142). Due to this close brush with fate, the grandparents become so 

obsessed with the story of the Gustloff that they memorize passages from Heinz Schön’s books 

and recite them as if they had been there themselves. Though the grandparents are very well 

informed on the entire history of the Gustloff, Freia never understands why they suddenly chose 

the Theodor. It is not until after the grandparents have passed away and Renate feels free to 

speak openly that Freia finally hears the whole story. In the chapter Das Leuchtende Schiff, while 
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Renate and Freia are on an excursion in Gdynia, Renate reveals that Jo, Lena and Renate arrived 

late because Jo wanted to bring all her possessions. The line for the Theodor was too long, but 

then their neighbor, Frau Hunstein, and her son, Rudi, arrived. Renate denounced the Hunsteins 

to one of the guards and gave a Nazi salute. Impressed, the guard allowed Jo, Lena and Renate to 

board, and no one ever heard from the Hunsteins again. Renate is convinced they died on the 

Gustloff, and has been haunted by the idea that the ship sank fully illuminated. Though she had 

never spoken about the incident before, we discover that she had been plagued by guilt her entire 

life, which offers an explanation for her melancholic demeanor throughout the novel and her 

eventual suicide (Cf. Stüben, 2006; AND Schaumann, 2008). While in Gdynia with her mother, 

Freia finally takes a snapshot of a cirrus perlucidus, symbolic of a moment of clarity in her 

family and personal identity, but like identity, the cloud is a transient and fleeting apparition (Cf. 

Schaumann, 2008). 

Where the Gustloff novels of Grass and Dückers exemplify the ideal of critical empathy 

with the war generation, Die Gustloff (2008) by Tatjana Gräfin Dönhoff suggests that 

sentimental empathy is still present in the cultural memory of the tragedy. The novel also adds a 

new dimension to the intermediality of contemporary memory culture. While many of the textual 

representations of the Gustloff, both fiction and non-fiction, are informed by film and television, 

Die Gustloff is the only literary adaptation of a film in the sample of Gustloff texts. Marketed by 

ZDF as the accompanying novel to Josef Vilsmaier’s 2008 TV movie by the same title (See: 

Chapter 3) – and therefore conceptualized as part of the multimedia package that also included 

Guido Knopp’s TV documentary and factbook  – every aspect of the plot – including the 

fictional sabotage of the ship – and even most of the dialog is identical to Rainer Berg’s 

screenplay, who is cited as Dönhoff’s co-author. The only noteworthy difference between the 
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book and the made-for-TV movie is that an omniscient third-person narrator and the novel 

format allow Dönhoff to better establish the historical context and offer the reader insight into 

the personal histories and motivations of the main characters, which the author does in the form 

of a twelve-page prologue and twenty-six pages of character bios that introduce the novel.327 

This opportunity for further contextualization and character development could have been 

exploited to mitigate the negative criticism the film was receiving from historians and film 

scholars in 2008. Instead, the novel only confirms the interpretation that the film trivializes 

history for the sake of entertainment and conceives of the war generation as a few Nazi 

perpetrators, millions of innocent victims and the occasional hero.  

 Dönhoff’s prologue offers a synopsis of the historical context as a frame for Berg’s 

fictional story. That context, however, is almost exclusively limited to January 1945 and the 

descriptions of the events and social actors are comparable to an expellee narrative in that the 

prologue distinguishes the few Hundertprozentigen – ignoring the countless 75-, 50- and 25-

percenters – from the millions of average Germans who are simultaneously victims of Hitler’s 

Durchhalteparole and Soviet vengeance.328 Once the order is finally given to evacuate, military 

personnel and equipment are given preference over civilians, which again counters the narrative 

of Großadmiral Dönitz and the Forschungsstelle Ostsee after the war and re-establishes the 

complicity of the navy commanders in the Nazi’s evacuation policy.329 

                                                
327 A character who interestingly receives significantly more development in the novel is the fictionalized Heinz Schön, who was 
referenced in the film as well. The novel interweaves Schön’s well-documented experience of the sinking across multiple pages 
of text (112-113;182-183; 189; 257-258; 267, 281-283; 302). 
328 “Nemmersdorf wird zum Synonym für das, was jeder zu erwarten hat, vor allem die deutschen Frauen, wenn sie der Roten 
Armee in die Hände fallen. Hier und dort bereiten die Menschen sich, obwohl dies unter schwerer Strafe steht, heimlich auf die 
bevorstehende Flucht vor. Nur die Hundertprozentigen und die Naiven glauben noch an Hitlers versrpochene Wunderwaffen und 
den Endsieg” (14).  
329 “Im Hafen von Danzig und Gotenhafen, mit insgesamt vierzehn Kilometer langen Piers der größte Ostseehafen, liegen 
gleichzeitig hunderte Schiffe, die helfen könnten, Pillau und Königsberg zu räumen. Aber sie liegen fest. Es gibt keine 
Anweisung der Partei und des Marineoberkomandos, Flüchtlinge unterzubringen oder zu transportieren. Im Gegenteil. Flucht 
steht unter Todesstrafe, und vielerorts sind Menschen, die trotzdem geflohen sind, zur Abschreckung auf Marktplätzen, an 
Alleenbäumen und Straßenkreuzungen aufgehängt worden. Nur aus den grenznahen gebieten dürfen die Menschen losfahren, 
offiziell heißt das aber nicht ‘flüchten’, sondern ‘räumen’, sie sollen die Wehrmacht bei ihrem Kampf nicht behindern. 
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 The second introduction to the novel is entitled Die wichtigsten Personen und ihre 

Vorgeschichten and describes the main characters in greater detail than in the film. The greatest 

potential of historical fiction is its ability to shift between the social reality of the times and the 

innermost thoughts and feelings of the characters, thereby commenting on the dynamic 

interrelationship between the sociohistorical context and the individual, whereas the subjectivity 

and psychology of characters in film are more dependent on viewer interpretation. Dönhoff’s 

narrative is more detailed than Vilsmaier’s film, but the result in this case is a clear disconnect 

between the times and the people. None of the main characters, not even the bad guys, come 

across as one of the Hundertprozentigen. The heroine, Marinehelferin Erika Galetschky, for 

instance, is the perfection of beauty and morality,330 while her love interest and the masculine 

hero of the novel, the civilian marine officer Helmut Kehdig, is described as someone of 

“liberaler Gesinnung und strengen Moralvorstellungen” and who understands from his years in 

the Handelsmarine “wie klein die Welt ist und wie ähnlich sich die Menschen verschiedener 

Nationen und Herkunft in Wahrheit sind” (31). The Simonweits are the representatives of all 

innocent refugee families, who were oppressed by the Nazis, bombed by the Allies and driven 

from their homes by the Soviets, and who now have to deal with the constant fear of the oldest 

son, who had only reluctantly participated in the Hitlerjugend,331 being drafted into the 

Volkssturm.332 Even the flawed characters, Helumt’s injured war hero brother Harald,333 the 

                                                
Verstärkung gibt es keine. Adolf Hitler hat entschieden: ‘Dort kann ich nicht Boden verlieren, im Westen nicht. Der Osten muss 
sich selber helfen” (18).  
330 “Die hübsche blonde, blauäugige und sportliche Erika wird von den Nazis umworben, aber sie verachtet diese Leute von 
Anfang an. Ihre Angeberei, ihre Prahlerei, die Uniformen, die Aufmärsche, vor allem aber das Vereinnahmtwerden und die 
Parolen von der reinen germanischen Rasse – all dies stößt Erika ab. In ihrer Straße in Königsberg ist sie die Einzige, die nicht 
zum BDM geht” (25). 
331 “Eher lustlos macht er bei den Aktivitäten des Jungvolks mit. Die Ausflüge und die Wälder mit Feuermachen und 
Hüttenbauen sowie der Sport gefallen ihm, aber den militärischen Drill und die Sprüche der Fähnleinführer findet er lächerlich” 
(40).  
332 “Die Simonweits sind eher unpolitisch und haben beide bei der letzten Wahl die liberale DVP gewählt. Wie so viele stellen 
auch sie fest, dass sich nach den turbulenten und finanziell mageren Jahren der Weimarer Republik mit der NS-Regierung 
zunehmend ein Gefühl der sozialen Sicherheit ausbreitet und die Nazis immer mehr Zuspruch erhalten. Auch bei Simonweits 
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civilian captain of the Gustloff, Wilhelm Johannsen,334 and the ranking military officer, Wilhelm 

Petri,335 are described as being in fact skeptical of the Nazis and motivated by noble desires. 

With the exception of Petri, who does still believe in the Endsieg, the only characters who seem 

to be truly guilty of any wrongdoing are the Marinenoberhelferin – Erika’s superior officer and 

antithesis, who has an irrational vendetta for the heroine – and the NSDAP-Ortskommandant, 

both of whom remain undeveloped caricatures of Nazis. The mass of civilian refuges, on the 

other hand, is quite explicitly collectivized as innocent victims.336 

Rather than constructing a complex narrative that balances empathy with moments for 

critical reflection on the entanglement of everyday Germans in National Socialist society, 

Dönhoff projects her 21st-century anti-fascist values onto her fictional historical actors in order to 

develop characters and a story with which the reader can fully identify. The price of bringing the 

Gustloff into the collective historical consciousness of contemporary Germans in this manner is 

that the authors are, intentionally or not, arming future generations with new Drehbücher für das 

Leben with which they can construct German victim narratives. By oversimplifying the 

characters for the sake of entertainment, the novel ignores the historical embededness of the 

events. Much like the film, the novel does allude to the role of the Gustloff in Nazi propaganda 

via a montage of newsreels and Nazi documentaries (72-74), and the fact that the Gustloff is 
                                                
geht es voran, die unangenehme Dinge, wie Verbot aller Parteien, die zunehmenden Verhaftungen oder die Judenhetze, von der 
auch Tilsit nicht verschont bleibt, klammern sie aus. Man kann als Einzelner, ja doch nichts daran ändern, meinen sie” (40). 
333 “Helmut hat ein untrügliches Gespür für Wind und Wellen und die Reaktionen eines Bootes. Im Gegensatz zu Helmut ist 
Harald mutiger, draufgängischer, er liest Seeräubergeschichten und träumt vom großen Abenteuer” (35). 
334 “Politik ist nicht seine Sache, so ist ihm die Machtergreifung der NSDAP ziemlich gleichgültig. Er ist ohnehin meist auf 
großer Fahrt, und über die Vorgänge in Deutschland sieht er hinweg. Der Partei tritt er bei, weil der Reederei es für notwendig 
hält, damit die Kapitäne nicht belästigt werden” (46). 
335 “Die Machtergreifung der Nazis beeindruckt Wilhelm Petri wenig. Er traut keiner politischen Partei und glaubt, dass der 
braune Radau bald vorüber sein wird. Als Hitler beginnt eine starke Wehrmacht zu mit einer eben so starken Marine aufzubauen, 
schlägt Wilhelms Stunde. Für die vielen neuen Schiffe und U-Boote werden Männer gebraucht, und er bewirbt sich bei der 
Kriegsmarine für die U-Boot-Waffe” ( 49). 
336 “Die Meisten […] haben schwere Erfrierungen, einige bluten aus Streifschüssen, alle leiden an Husten und Erkältungen, und 
vor allem die Alten und kleinen Kinder sind total erschöpft. Aber gibt es überhaupt noch einen Gradmesser für Erschöpfung? 
Alle, die es bis hierher geschafft haben, sind müde, mutlos und tragen tiefe Trauer im Herzen. Alles verlassen zu haben, Haus 
und Hof, die Tiere und das über Jahrhunderte erarbeitete Gut, weitergegeben über Generationen. Die Gräber der Vorfahren. Die 
Erwachsenen ahnen, dass sie all das, ihre geliebte Heimat, wohl nie wiedersehen werden. Und wenn, dann bestimmt nicht so, wie 
sie sie verlassen haben” (85).  
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“kein Zivilschiff mehr” is established (174). There are also potential allusions to the crimes in 

which most Germans of that era were one way or another complicit,337 but the individual 

characters, the average Germans aboard the Gustloff when it sinks in dramatic fashion, share no 

discernable guilt. Nor is the German perspective balanced with a Russian perspective on the 

sinking. Perhaps one could criticize the characters’ apathy, that they were so consumed with their 

careers, families and nation to notice what was really going on. But this would be an 

interpretation for which there is little evidence in the novel. 

 

Conclusion 

The literary history of the Wilhelm Gustloff proves yet again that the sinking was never 

systematically silenced in Germany. There were several brief descriptions and allusions to the 

sinking in a wide range of literary texts between 1945 and 2010 (See: Figure 5.2). Similar to the 

treatment of the theme in German history writing, however, there were only two texts centered 

on the sinking that appeared before the publication of Günter Grass’s novella Im Krebsgang: one 

written by a survivor – Joachim Brock’s Nackt in den Tod – and one written by a British literary 

journalist – the German translation of A.V. Sellwood’s The Damned Don’t Drown. Both works 

are written from the perspective of survivors and are therefore characterized by their selective 

memories. Furthermore, there was a gap in new references coinciding with the Student 

Movement, from 1969 to 1982, and the vast majority of the republications referencing the 

sinking (See: Figure 5.3) were of Grass’s Blechtrommel and Wolf’s Kindheitsmuster, each of 

which have been republished almost every year since their first editions in 1959 and 1976 

respectively. 

                                                
337 “Wir lassen die ganze Welt bluten, hat mein Vater gesagt… Aber der Krieg kommt zu uns zurück, und dann bezahlen wir… 
für alles!” (104). 
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The literary representations of the Gustloff arose within the same competing memory 

discourses found in other media and genre of cultural memory. The texts written by ex-Nazis, 

war veterans, survivors and some of the expellees are characterized by the same language of 

silence, memory gaps, blame shifting, implicit equations, and sentimental empathy apparent in 

all other texts that co-construct the myth of German victimization. Likewise, the texts written by 

68er tend to accept the centrality of the Holocaust, the connections to the sociohistorical context, 

and the culpability of average Germans, but in their focus on the perpetual process of 

Vergangenheitsbewältigung – perhaps best termed Aufarbeitung der Geschichte (Cf. Jackman, 

2004) – only treat the Gustloff on the periphery. Considering the abundance of works of fiction 

about National Socialism and World War II, even about Flucht und Vertreibung specifically, it is 

surprising that so few German authors have taken note of the Gustloff. In other words, there 

seems to be something to Grass’s taboo claim, at least in particular discursive fields.  

The most unique aspect of the literary representation of the Gustloff is the minimal 

number of texts written by and/or about the expellee community and that the most popular 

examples – e.g. the works of Horst Mönnich, Willi Fährmann and Arno Surminski –, though 
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they invoke the symbolic significance of the Gustloff in a similar vein, are more balanced than 

the work of expellee historians and journalists. In addition, there are a few authors from the 68er 

tradition – e.g. Rolf Hochhuth and Gerhard Köpf – who thematize German suffering in spite of 

their focus on German crimes, while those works that embrace the discursive nature of history 

and memory exemplify the ideal of a critical empathy – i.e. Walter Kempowski’s Das Echolot, 

Grass’s Im Krebsgang, and Tanja Dückers’s Himmelskörper. It would seem fiction has proven to 

be more apt at depicting the history and memory of the Gustloff than forms of memory writing 

that purport to be authentic and factual due to the relative ease with which a literary text can 

simultaneously thematize memory discourse. This assumption, however, does not mean that 

history and journalistic writing or documentary film and TV-reportage cannot approach this 

critical balance. A final lesson from literature is that a comparison of trends in the GDR and the 

FRG demonstrates that state censorship impedes the natural discursive process of cultural 

memory, and that a certain amount of free speech, though it permits dangerously radical 

perspectives in the short-run, is necessary if a society is to ever come to terms with the full 

complexity of its past in the long-run. 
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Conclusion: Das hört nie auf… 

 

Like the memory of the Gustloff, this dissertation is necessarily incomplete. Not only was 

there not enough room to thoroughly analyze all spaces, media and genre of Gustloff 

memorialization – including websites, monuments, memorial services, visual arts, radio 

broadcasts, (auto)biographies, and private discourse –, but the cultural memory of the Gustloff 

did not abruptly end on December 31, 2010.338 Given the recent attention paid to the Gustloff in 

the German media, it can be hypothesized that a much wider segment of German society now 

associates the ship with the rise and fall of National Socialism and the suffering of German 

civilians. Although the Gustloff is no longer a focal point in national memory discourse in 

Germany, new references in history books, periodic articles about the ship in newspapers and 

magazines, and reprints and reruns of recent literary representations and films will ensure that 

the Gustloff also figures in the collective memory of future generations of Germans. The Gustloff 

will occasionally take center stage in public memory debates,339 and it is likely that the theme 

will be rediscovered and redefined by future directors and writers. As this process continues, the 

sinking will continuously be assigned new purpose and meaning in competing memory 

discourses. By embracing this vast, dynamic and perpetual process of contemporary memory 

culture, this dissertation offers the most comprehensive and representative overview of the 

cultural memory of the Gustloff to-date.  

                                                
338 It is also important to mention that the corpus of texts accessible through Google Books continues to grow, and I occasionally 
find a new references to the Gustloff in older books. But as of October 2013, all “important” references (i.e. those that have 
served as a source for another representation) are discussed in this dissertation. 
339 One example is the debate that ensued on the floor of the Landestag Mecklenburg-Vorpommern on January 28, 2010 after the 
right-wing NPD party proposed a permanent monument for the Gustloff. The focus quickly shifted away from the Gustloff to if 
Germans could and should be depicted as vicims (See: Landestag Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, 2010).  
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The year 2010 was the ideal point at which to terminate research for this dissertation. The 

first edited volume of scholarly articles that contribute to an understanding of both the history of 

the Gustloff and the history of its memory was published in February 2011: Die Wilhelm 

Gustloff: Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Though the editor, Bill Niven, is a 

British historian, and though many of the contributors were based in the United Kingdom and the 

United States, seven of twelve chapters were written by German nationals, and the book was 

published in German by a German publishing house. As such, the volume marked the first time 

in which the story of the Gustloff became the focus of academic meta-memory reflection in 

Germany, which is an important turning point in the memory of any event. The articles have, 

however, largely gone unnoticed in Gustloff-related memory discourses,340 and since its 

publication there have been no major texts or films that focus on the Gustloff in German. There 

have since been occasional articles and reports on regional television programming and in the 

print media, typically around the anniversary of the sinking, and there have been several reprints 

of Gustloff books and reairings of Gustloff films. But the focus on the Gustloff in public 

discourse that peaked between 2002 and 2008 faded by the end of 2010. 

The story of the Gustloff is in many ways reflective of recent German history, and the 

history of its memory reflects the struggle of Germans to come to terms with their nation’s 

complicated past. The Gustloff is inseparable from multiple layers of historical context: Das 

Dritte Reich, Der Zweite Weltkrieg, Flucht und Vertreibung, and Flucht über die Ostsee. The 

tragedy can be compared to other forms of German wartime suffering in that it was never 

systematically silenced, in that it has been frequently invoked as a symbol of German 

                                                
340 The book appears on the bibliography of the German Wikipedia article about the Gustloff, and some of the articles have been 
cited in other academic contexts. But none of the major Gustloff websites reference the book, and the book is not cited in recent 
discussions of the sinking. It seems to have only be reviewed once and in an academic context: http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-
berlin.de/rezensionen/2011-4-142  
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victimization in the exculpatory and revanchist discourses of former Nazis, former members of 

the Wehrmacht, German Vertriebenen, and conservative and right-wing political organizations 

since 1945, and in that it will likely continue to be exploited in similar contexts in the future. But 

due to the ideological and political connotations the Gustloff activates in such discourses, its 

public memory was until recently restricted by the self-imposed taboo on German suffering in 

the discourse of second-generation Leftists, who were primarily interested in deconstructing the 

victim narratives of the first generation in order to expose German personal and collective guilt. 

Another similarity to the general theme of German suffering is that the Gustloff has more 

recently been reclaimed by the second generation and Trümmerkinder (e.g. Günter Grass) in 

their attempt to atone for neglecting German victims, and has been redefined by the third 

generation (e.g. Tanja Dückers) in their attempt to make sense of the competing victim and 

perpetrator narratives to which they were exposed in family discourse and public discourse. This 

process has resulted in a critical empathy with the war generation that makes such themes 

accessible and acceptable to a broader public. 

Because of these similarites, scholars have largely analyzed the Gustloff in connection 

with the Luftkrieg and Flucht und Vertreibung. It must, however, be stressed that the sinking of 

the Gustloff is a distinct historical event worthy of empirical research in its own right. The 

history of its memory is likewise unique and deserving of the type of differentiated analysis 

offered by this dissertation. The avoidance of the Gustloff in public discourse following the 

Student Revolution of the late 1960s and the taboo on the theme in Leftist discourses until the 

Berliner Republik, was more than just an issue of reception due to an inability to empathize with 

and mourn German victims. Unlike the Luftkrieg and Flucht und Vertreibung, which have been 

extensively documented across ideological boundaries, the Gustloff was only a minor footnote in 
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the official history of the Third Reich and the Second World War before 2002. It might be 

described as a motif in the dominant narratives of Flucht und Vertreibung and Flucht über die 

Ostsee, but even expellee, veteran and right-wing historians were clearly never interested in 

researching the Gustloff specifically, as they merely cited, paraphrased or reprinted the accounts 

of survivors, especially Heinz Schön.  

One explanation to account for this discrepancy is the fact that cultural memory always 

emerges out of the private memory of the eyewitnesses, and there were comparatively few 

eyewitnesses of the sinking of the Gustloff.341 Most Germans born before 1945 witnessed the 

bombing of German cities and even most born after the war have observed the lasting effect of 

incendiary bombs on German cultural heritage. Millions of Germans have private memories of 

flight and/or expulsion from former territories of the Third Reich. But only 1,239 survivors – 

many of whom were infants or elderly in 1945 – had personally experienced what transpired 

aboard the Gustloff after it departed from the Bay of Danzig on January 30, 1945. Though it is 

possibly the worst maritime disaster in modern times, the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff was in 

reality a minor event in the most destructive war in human history. Since Leftist cultural memory 

writers relegated the theme to the expellee community, the veterans and the political Right, who 

in turn deferred to the survivors, there was relatively little documentation of the event until 

recent interest.  

                                                
341 Given the importance of Augenzeugen to memory culture, it is unfortunate that my planned chapter on Gustloff biographies 
and autobiographies was canceled due to space constraints. The chapter was tentatively entitled “A Broken Taboo or an 
Expanding Market?” and would have focused on the recent wave of biographies and autobiographies about Gustloff survivors. 
Similar to all other media and genre discussed in this dissertation, there were references to the Gustloff in at least 44 biographies 
and autobiographies about historical figures and average Germans between 1945 and 2010 (See: Appendix 5.1). Between 2002 
and 2010, however, these references markedly increased and there were four books about Gustloff survivors, including: the 
autobiography of the Gustloff-Findling Peter Weise (Hürdenlauf, 2006); Armin Führer’s collection of ten biographies of surviors 
(Die Todesfahrt der Gustloff, 2007); an autobiography of aunt and niece survivors edited by Renate Gräfin Matuschka (All unsere 
Liebe sind Verloren, 2008); and Lieselotte Kamper’s biography of Edith Seppelt (Edith, 2009). The ommision of these important 
texts was justified by the fact that life writing was the basis of all cultural representations of the Gustloff across media and genre 
and that the propsed sixth chapter would have therefore only confirmed the analysis of other chapters. Although the four recent 
(auto)biographies were each marketed as a Tabubruch, they mostly retell stories published in other contexts and depict the 
survivors as innoncent victims. Armin Füher offers a more critical perspective in that one of his subjects is exposed as an active 
participant in Nazi society and because he concludes the book with a description of the massacre at Palmnicken. 
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The reason that the Gustloff became the symbol of the fate of the Flüchtlingsschiffe in 

German victim narratives, in spite of the relative insignificance of the sinking in German history 

and memory, rather than the Goya or the Steuben, for instance, is the same reason that thousands 

of Germans were drawn to the ship as a beacon of hope in January 1945, while thousands of 

others avoided the ship at all costs: it was the flagship of National Socialism. During its heyday, 

the Gustloff was emblematic of the Nazi utopian vision of a German Volksgemeinschaft. When 

the Gustloff sank, it became emblematic of the failures of National Socialism, German defeat, the 

suffering of the German civilian population, and German victimization at the hands of the Allies. 

After the war, different discourse communities focused on different aspects of this symbolic 

meaning in their attempts to fulfill an array of psychological, socio-cultural and political needs.  

On an individual level, the war generation, like all social actors, sought to maintain 

positive personal and collective identities. In an attempt to integrate their traumatic experiences 

into their positive identities, survivors tended to depict both themselves and the Traumschiff as 

innocent victims of war. The expellee community, as represented by the Bundesministerium für 

Vertriebene and the Bund der Vertriebenen, integrated such victim narratives into the state-

funded myth of Flucht und Vertreibung, which served to attain lofty political goals, such as the 

restitution of lost property, and therefore necessitated collectively vilifying Russians and 

collectively exonerating Germans. In order to legitimize the activities of the military during the 

war and rearmament after the war, the state also sanctioned and funded the efforts of institutions 

such as the Forschungsstelle Ostsee to construct the myth of a saubere Wehrmacht, which often 

reinforced the Gustloff as a symbol of German victimization, but shifted focus to the heroic 

deeds of the German military in the defense of Germany and the rescue of millions of German 

civilians. Right-wing radicals exploited these victim narratives as a means to distance themselves 
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from the failures of Hitler and the Nazis, but also to justify their continued anti-Semitism, anti-

Bolshevism and nationalist attitudes, while the Left tended to focus more on the role of the 

Gustloff in Kraft durch Freude and National Socialist policies, often omitting the ship’s tragic 

fate. None of these discourse communities are homogenous and static. They emerge in relation to 

each other, and their boundaries are not clearly defined.342 They all, however, distort historical 

reality in order to construct ahistorical myths that ascribe to a master narrative. 

Against this background, strategies such as omitting German crimes, implicitly equating 

German victims to non-German victims, failing to empathize with non-Germans, and blame 

shifting, though morally reprehensible in absolute terms, are natural psychological and socio-

cultural phenomena. Although the Erlebnisberichte, Augenzeugenberichte, Tatsachenberichte 

and Dokumentationen of the first generation are biased, they also reflect that generation’s direct 

experience of the events and their resulting cognitive and emotional responses. Such narratives 

need to be read from a critical perspective and placed within the greater context of German 

history, but in so doing they offer profound insights into the subjectivity of the war generation. 

Critically empathizing with their suffering is not the same thing as sympathizing with them as 

innocent victims; it merely implies temporarily suspending one’s own biases with the aim of 

acquiring a more profound understanding.  

 Finally, the Gustloff reveals the complex discursive process of contemporary memory 

culture. Although some survivors may have repressed their traumatic memories or avoided 

sharing their experiences for various reasons, most survivors living in Germany have always 

been eager to publicly memorialize the Gustloff. As evidenced by the biography of Heinz Schön, 

                                                
342 Moreover, there are additional discourses relevant to the cultural memory of the Gustloff, including the discourse of German 
nobility (e.g. Ebby von Maydell or Tatjana Gräfin Dönhoff), whose narratives are very similar to those of the general civilian 
population, but offer a unique perspective and have the ulterior motive of exonerating their social class.  
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engaging in communicative memory – whether corresponding and meeting with other survivors 

or reading and writing Erlebnisberichte – helped survivors recall and articulate their private 

memories. Over time, their private memories adopted similar linguistic features, antedoctes, 

narrative devices and narrative structures, resulting in the emergence of a memory community 

with shared attitudes and beliefs about the role of the Gustloff in German national history and 

how the event defines their personal and collective identities. Their master narrative was at no 

point static or homogenous, but was continuously challenged by the divergent views of other 

survivors and the narratives constructed by other discourse communities – for instance the 

animosity between Heinz Schön and Rudi Lange, or the divergent perspectives of the civilian 

passengers and the retired officers of the Kriegsmarine. As the community socially constructed 

its cultural memory, it performed rituals – e.g. the Gustloff-Gedenktreffen in Damp – and 

produced numerous artifacts – e.g. texts, monuments and visual art – intended to document their 

private and collective memories for posterity. These rituals and artifacts, especially the texts of 

Heinz Schön, inspired and served as primary sources for non-survivors – curators, historians, 

journalists, directors, authors, web designers, etc. – who each had their own personal, socio-

cultural and ideological motives for depicting the Gustloff. The cultural representations of non-

survivors reinforced or rejected the victim narrative of the survivors, were discussed and debated 

amongst survivors and within other memory communities, and inspired and informed further 

cultural representation of the sinking. The Gustloff took on divergent symbolic meanings in a 

complex net of intertextual and intermedial discourses. As these diverse perspectives were 

gradually reconciled with one another, a hybrid discourse emerged and the Gustloff found a place 

in the official history of Germany. But the emergent trend of critical empathy with the war 

generation, which has garnered mainstream appeal for the Gustloff, is still challenged by right-
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wing nationalism and conservative efforts to normalize German history, as well as the insistence 

of many on the Left that Germans can never be depicted as victims under any circumstances. 

New discourses will surely emerge in the future. As Paul Pokriefke describes the process of 

cultural memory in Im Krebsgang, “Das hört nie auf. Nie hört das auf” (216). 
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Appendix 2.1: The Growth of the German Book Market since 1945  

 

Year 
Total 

Translations Total Titles 
1951 1,883 14,094 
1952 966 13,913 
1953 1,252 15,738 
1954 1,307 16,240 
1955 1,501 16,660 
1956 1,543 17,215 
1957 1,514 16,690 
1958 2,182 20,476 
1959 1,605 16,532 
1960 2,613 22,524 
1961 2,604 23,132 
1962 2,428 22,615 
1963 3,000 25,673 
1964 3,082 26,228 
1965 2,954 27,247 
1966 2,857 23,777 
1967 3,571 30,683 
1968 2,988 32,352 
1969 3,512 35,577 
1970 5,526 47,096 
1971 4,589 42,957 
1972* 4,544 46,749 
1973* 4,544 46749 
1974 5,174 49,761 
1975 4,624 43,649 
1976 5,499 46,763 
1977 5,874 48,736 
1978 6,105 53,137 
1979 6,395 62,082 
1980 6,739 67,176 
1981 6,561 59,168 
1982 6,773 61,332 
1983 6,534 60,598 
1984 6,457 51,733 
1985 6,102 57,623 
1986 7,227 63,679 
1987 9,325 65,680 
1988 9,878 68,611 
1989 7,388 65,980  

1990 8,321 61,015 
1991 9,557 67,890 
1992 10,457 67,277 
1993 9,854 67,206 
1994 10,206 70,643 
1995 10,565 74,174 
1996 9,791 71,515 
1997 6,737 Not Provided 
1998 7,177 Not Provided 
1999 7,596 80,779 
2000 7,631 82,936 
2001 9,340 85,088 
2002 Not Provided 78,896 
2003 Not Provided 80,971 
2004 Not Provided 86,543 
2005 Not Provided 89,869 
2006 Not Provided 94,716 
2007 Not Provided 96,479 
2008 Not Provided 94,276 
2009 Not Provided 93,124 
SOURCE: Provided via email by the Börsenverein des 
Deutschen Buchhandels 
*Note: Data for 1972 and 1973 were provided  
together, so the data presented is an average  
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Appendix 2.2: Selected English-Language Resources343 
 
Primary Texts in English 
 
Ash, Russel. Top Ten of Everything 1996. New York: Dk Pub, 1995. 231. Print. 
Beck, Earl R. Under the Bombs. The German Home Front, 1942-1945. Lexington, KY: University of 

Kentucky Press, 1986. 174. Print. 
Bekker, Cajus. Defeat at sea. The Struggle and Eventual Destruction of the German Navy, 1939-1945. 

New York: Holt, 1955. 191. Print. 
Bevor, Antony. The fall of Berlin, 1945. New York: Penguin Books: 51, 88. Print. 
Block, B.W. v. “6,000 Victims. Hitler’s Most Incredible Act of Treachery.” Battle Cry (July 1958): 17-

21, 40. Print. 
Bishop, Chris. Campaigns of World War Two Day by Day. London: Amber Books, 2006. 239. Print.  
Bonsall, Thomas E. “Shipwrecks 1940-1949.” Great Shipwrecks of the 20th Century. New York: Gallery 

Books, 1988. 120-151. Print. 
Both, Gerhard. Without Hindsight. Reminiscences of a German Naval Ensign. London: Janus, 1999. 257. 

Print. 
Boyne, Walter J. Clash of Titans: World War II at Sea. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995. 246. Print. 
Brandenburg, Christel Weiss and Dan Laing. Ruined by the Reich. Memoir of an East Prussian Family, 

1916-1945. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2003. 135. Print. 
Braynard, Frank Osborn and William H. Miller. Fifty Famous Liners, Volume 1. P. Stephens, 1982. 59. 

Print.  
Brunzel, Ulrich. Hitler's Treasures and Wonder Weapons. Zella-Mehlis: H. Jung, 1997. 104. Print. 
Burleigh, Michael. The Third Reich. A New History. New York: Hill and Wang, 2001. 324-325, 350. 

Print. 
Butler, Allen Daniel. Warrior Queens. The Queen Mary and Queen Elizabeth in World War II. Barnsley: 

Leo Cooper, 2002. 62. Print. 
Cameron, Alan and Roy Farndon. Scenes from Sea and City. Lloyd's List 1734-1984. London: Lloyd's, 

1984. 90. Print. 
Cameron, Stephen. Titanic: Belfast's Own. Dublin: Wolfhound Press, 1998. 145. Print. 
Chinnow, Heinz. Pomerania 1945 Echoes of the Past: A Teenager's Diary of Peace, War, Flight. 

Lincoln, NE: iUniverse, 2004. 22-24. Print. 
Cieślak, Edmund and Czesław Biernat. History of Gdánsk. Fundacji Biblioteki Gdánskiej, 1995. 492. 

Print. 
Clodfelter, Michael. Warfare and Armed Conflicts. A Statistical Reference to Casualty and Other 

Figures, 1500-2000. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2002 [1992]: 513. Print. 
Compton-Hall, Richard. Submarines at War 1939-45. Penzance, UK: Periscope Publishing, 2004. 125. 

Print. 
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344 A very right-wing, American white supremacist take on the sinking. 
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Appendix 2.3 References in History Journals346 
 

 
 
                                                
346  Note: The searches were conducted in December, 2010, but the links were last verified in October 20, 2013. 
347 http://library.fes.de/afs-online/inhalt/online.htm  
348 http://www.digizeitschriften.de/startseite/  
349 http://www.hsr-retro.de  
350 http://www.ifz-muenchen.de/heftarchiv.html 
351Until 1989, this was an East-German journal. http://www.metropol-verlag.de/pp/zfg/archiv/archiv.htm Before 1994: 
http://www.fordham.edu/mvst/magazinestacks/z.html  

NAME OF JOURNAL/ 
DATABASE 

SEARCH 
YEARS 

TYPE OF 
SEARCH 

HITS 

Archiv für 
Sozialgeschichte347 

1961-
2007 

Full Text 1 in 33 (1993): About KdF, sinking 
not mentioned 

DigiZeitschriften.de348 
 
 

 
 
 

Searches digital 
collections, 
including the table of 
contents of 15 major 
German history 
journals and 730 
volumes on history 
 

All journals and volumes  
(history journals) 
 
“Danzig” 1556 (129) hits 
“Ostsee” 1004 (97) 
“Hitler” 910 (187) hits 
“Flucht und Vertreibung” 145 (12) 
hits 
“Gdansk” 43 (6) 
“Gdynia” 9 (1)  
"Danziger Bucht" 9 (0) 
“Dönitz” 3 (2) hits 
“Gotenhafen” 1 (1) 
“Bernsteinzimmer” 1 (0) 
"Kraft durch Freude" 0 (0) 
"Flucht über die Ostsee" 0 (0) 
"Operation Hannibal" 0 (0) 
“Gustloff” 0 (0) 

Historical Social 
Research / Historische 
Sozialforschung349 

1977-
2009 
 

Table of Contents 
and Abstracts Full 
Text Search 

0 Hits 

Vierteljahrshefte für 
Zeitgeschichte350 

(1953-
2005) 

Full Text 4 Hits:  
1 about the historical Wilhelm 
Gustloff: 2 (1957) 
2 about the Gustloff Werke: 
 4 (1981), 2 (2001) 
1 mentions sinking in discussion of 
the historiography of East Prussia: 
3 (2002) 

Zeitschrift für 
Geschichtswissenschaft351 

1953-
2010 
 

Table of Contents 
 
 

0 hits, but issue 1 (2003) is about 
the Zentrum gegen Vertreibungen, 
and the sinking is mentioned 
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352 http://agora.sub.uni-hamburg.de/subhh/digbib/ssearch;jsessionid=2B27066A3B405CFD2B8E0E9D57329268.jvm1  
353 http://www.fordham.edu/mvst/magazinestacks/h.html Full Text until 2002 via JSTOR. 
354 http://www.fordham.edu/mvst/magazinestacks/h.html  
355 http://www.fordham.edu/mvst/magazinestacks/g.html  
356 http://www.fordham.edu/mvst/magazinestacks/g.html  

Zeitschrift des Vereins 
für hamburgische 
Geschichte352 
 

1841-
2007 

Full Text 2 hits: 
Review of Schiff und Zeit article in  
64 (1978) 
Article about Die Hamburger 
Gehörlosenschule im Dritten Reich  
in 86 (2000) 
 

Historische Zeitschrift353 1859-
2008 

Table of Contents 
(Full Text Search 
Through JSTOR 
until 2002) 

0 hits, but Heinz Schön’s first book 
is listed in Neue Bücher in 177.1 
(1954) 

Historisches Jahrbuch354 1880-
2003 

Table of Contents 0 hits 

Geschichte in 
Wissenschaft355 und 
Unterricht 

1950-
2004 

Table of Contents 0 hits 

Geschichte und 
Gesellschaft356 

1975-
2004 

Table of Contents 0 hits 
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Appendix 2.4: Relative Importance of the Gustloff in the German Language from 1930 to 
2008357 

 

 

                                                
357 These graphs were produced using Google’s Ngram Viewer, which allows the user to search all documents saved to Google 
Books for keywords. The free service allows the user to search all books or to narrow the search to a specific language, in this 
case German, and compare the saliency of specific words or phrases in the world’s largest corpus of texts. The limitation of this 
service is that the same word or phrase can take on many different meanings in different contexts, and there are often several 
words and phrases that refer to the same idea. The term “Gustloff” for instance can refer to the ship, its sinking, the Nazi martyr 
or any other landmark or institution named in his honor. “Weltkrieg” can likewise refer to either the First or the Second World 
War, or even predictions of a pending Third World War or the concept of a “world war” in general. “Flucht und Vertreibung,” 
“Kraft durch Freude,” “Holocaust,” and “Hitler,” however, are believed to be very specific terms, and the term “Auschwitz” is 
believed to refer to the concentration camp in most uses. Thus it is believed that these graphs indicate the relative importance of 
the Gustloff as a symbol in the German language. Though the “Gustloff” has gained in importance in German collective memory 
in recent years, “Flucht und Vertreibung” has become more important, and both themes pale in comparison to other aspects of the 
war, especially the Holocaust. 
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Appendix 3.1: Growth of the German TV Market, 1954-2010 
 

Year 
TV Households 
in Millions* 

Total Households 
in Millions** 

% Households*** 
 

1954 0.08     
1955 0.28     
1956 0.68     
1957 1.21     
1958 2.13     
1959 3.38     
1960 4.63     
1961 5.89 19.46 30.27% 
1962 7.21 20.179 35.73% 
1963 8.54 20.273 42.12% 
1964 10.02 20.848 48.06% 
1965 11.38 21.211 53.65% 
1966 12.72 21.54 59.05% 
1967 13.81 21.67 63.73% 
1968 14.96 22.021 67.94% 
1969 15.9 22.287 71.34% 
1970 16.67 21.911 76.08% 
1971 17.43 22.852 76.27% 
1972 18.06 22.994 78.54% 
1973 18.47 23.233 79.50% 
1974 18.92 23.651 80.00% 
1975 19.23 23.722 81.06% 
*SOURCE: Buß and Darschin, 2004: 15 
** SOURCE: Statistisches Bundesamt (Retrieved 26 Aug. 2013) 
*** NOTE: These percentages are lower than other sources, but are based on 
the most recent data for total German households and the total number of 
registered TVs in Germany. It is commonly believed that about 95% of 
German households had a television in 1975, and that the percentage of TV 
households has leveled off at 96-97% since the 1980s (e.g. Eimeren and 
Ridder, 2011: 3).   

Year Average Nr. Channels 
1994 22 
1995 30 
1996 34 
1997 34 
1998 35 
1999 36 
2000 38 
2001 38 
2002 38 
2003 41 
2004 48 
2005 52 
2006 55 
2007 63 
2008 72 
2009 73 
2010 77 

SOURCE: Email from ARD  
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Appendix 4.1: Hits for the Search Term “Gustloff” in Selected Online Print Media 
Archives 
 
TITLE TYPE CIRCULATION YEARS NUMBER OF HITS 

Berliner 

Morgenpost 

Daily Local 360,000 2002-2010 12 

Berliner Kurier Daily Local 340,000 1995-2010  15 (none before 2002) 

Berliner Zeitung Daily Local 400,000 1995-2010 48 (9 before 2002) 

Focus Weekly News 

Magazine 

5.24 Million 1993-2010 22  (3 before 2002) 

Frankfurter 

Allgemeine 

Daily National 330,000 1993-2010 143 (21 before 2002) 

Hamburger 

Abendblatt 

Daily Local  770,000 1953-2010 74 (46 before 2002) 

Märkische 

Allgemeine 

Daily Local 130,000 2001-2010 28 

Main-Post Daily Local 120,000 1998-2010 28 (2 before 2002) 

Neues Deutschland Daily Local 30,000 2001-2010 27 

Süddeutsche 

Zeitung 

Daily National 1.16 Million 1992-2010 99 (13 before 2002) 

Der Tagesspeigel Daily Local 114,000 1996-2010 56 (2 before 2002) 

Die Welt Daily National 644,000 1995-2010 159 (8 before 2002) 
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Appendix 5.1: A Broken Taboo or an Expanding Market? The Recent Wave of Accounts 
and References in Biographies and Autobiographies358 
 
 
Gustloff Autobiographies and Biographies: 
 
Fuhrer, Armin. Die Todesfahrt der “Gustloff:” Porträts von Überlebenden der größten 

Schiffskatastrophe aller Zeiten. Munich: Olzog, 2007. Print. 
Kamper, Lieselotte. Edith: Das Schicksal einer Überlebenden der Wilhelm Gustloff. Oldenburg: Schardt, 

2009. Print. 
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362 Note: This recording is not counted in the dissertation, as there is no evidence that it ever aired on television. It appears to 
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“Flucht und Vertreibung.” Der Samstagabend. Dir. Ulrike Stein. SW3, 19 Nov. 2005. Television. 
 
2007: 
Hitlers letzte Opfer. Zur Geschichte von Flucht und Vertreibung. Wrt. Henry Köhler, Sebastian 

Dehnhardt and Christian Frey. ARD-1, 5 Mar. 2007 [6 Mar. 2007; MDR-3, 6 May 2008; Pheonix 
31 Oct. 2009, 23 May 2010]. Television. 

 
About KdF or Das Bernsteinzimmer, Gustloff mentioned: 
 
1990: 
Das Bernsteinzimmer: Das Ende einer Legende. Dir. Maurice Phillip Remy. NDR Dec. 1990. Television. 
 
1994: 
Die Jagd nach dem Bernsteinzimmer. Dir. Ulrich Lenze and Nina Steinhauser. ZDF, 11 Dec. 1994. 

[Sphinx – Die Geheimisse der Geschichte, 2000.] Television.   
1996: 
“Bernsteinzimmer - Die Jagd nach dem Millionenschatz.” Was die Nation erregte. Schlagzeilen aus 5 

Jahrzehnten präsentiert von Dieter Moor. Ed. Wieland Backes. ARD-1, 03 Nov. 1996. Television. 
 
                                                
363 Note: This is an abridged version of Guido Knopp’s original Die Große Flucht. All five episodes are condensed into one hour-
and-a-half version. 
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2000: 
“Nahaufnahme: Bernsteinzimmer B.” Hier ab vier. Das MDR-Studio am Nachmittag. Dir. Barbara Witt. 

MDR-3, 10 Feb. 2000 [11 Feb. 2000]. Television. 
 
2001: 
Das Bernsteinzimmer und die Jäger des verlorenen Schatzes. Dir. Ulrike Brincker. WDR, 6 Apr. 2001. 

Television.  
Urlaub im Dritten Reich - Kraft durch Freude. Dir. Irmgard von zur Mühlen. Chronos Film, 2009. [ARD, 

13 June 2001]. DVD. 
 
2003: 
“Maurice Philip Remy: Mythos Bernsteinzimmer.” Kulturjournal. Wrt. Julia von Hoff. NDR-RB, 26 May 

2003 [29 May 2003]. Television. 
Urlaubsmaschine Prora. Das Naziseebad auf Rügen. Dir. Steffen Schneider. NDR, 24 Sep. 2003 [2x 

2003, 3x 2004, 2008]. Television. 
 
2009: 
Hitlers Reiseagentur KdF. Die NS-Gemeinschaft Kraft durch Freude. Dir. Rudolf Sporrer. BFS-3, 27 

Apr. 2009 [3Sat, 23 Oct. 2009]. Television. 
 
About a related topic, Gustoff mentioned: 
 
1961:  
Der Fall Gotenhafen. Hans C. Holdschmidt. ZDF, 15 Sep. 1961. Television. 
 
1966: 
Geschichte der Gewerkschaften. Zerschlagene Hoffnungen. Günter Friedrich. BFS-3, Oct. 1966. 

Television. 
1993: 
“Alexander Marinesco: Der Sowjetische U-Boot-Held.” Dir. Viktor Aley. 1993. Television. [Broadcaster 

and Date Unknown] 
Wrack-Report Ostsee. Regie: Michael Christen. Hamburg: Tauchen/Fernseh Nachrichten Dienst, 

1993.VHS. (NDR). Television. [Broadcast Date Unknown] 
 
2001: 
“Buchvorstellung: Blohm + Voss im 3. Reich.” Hamburger Journal. Dir. Robert Lange. NDR-Hamburg, 

6 Nov. 2001 [re-aired 3x same night]. Television.  
 
2006: 
“’Abenteuer Menschlichkeit.’ Der Gründer der ‘Cap Anamur’ – Die Autobiografie von Rupert Neudeck.” 

Kulturjournal. NDR, 21 Sep. 2006 [2x 2007]. Television. 
 
2007: 
“Sommer-Sonn-Talk: Maritimes Museum.” Hamburg Journal. NDR-Hamburg, 29 Oct. 2007 [27 July 

2008, 28 July 2008] 
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About a Representation of the Gustloff in Memory Culture: 
 
About Im Krebsgang: 
 
“Besuch bei Günter Grass anlässlich seiner Novelle ‘Im Krebsgang.’” Lese-Zeichen. Wrt./Intvr. Rudolf 

von Bitter. BFS-3, 4 Aug. 2002 [3sat, 17 Nov. 2005]. Television.  
Der Streit ums Erinnern: Die Deutschen und ihre Vergangenheit heute. Dir. Hanne Schön und Ulrike 

Sommer. Deutsche Welle, 8 May 2005. Television. 
“Die Gustloff Tragödie und die Folge.” [Original Title: Gustloff, la memoire reveillee / reportage de 

William Irigoyen.] Arte-Reportage. Dir. William Irigoyen. “ Arte, 14 July 2003. Television. 
“Geboren auf der Gustloff.” Hallo Niedersachsen. Wrt. Markus Wollnik. NDR-Niedersachsen-Bremen, 

11 Feb. 2002 [Eins Plus, 11 Feb. 2002; NDR-RB, 12 Feb. 2002 (2X), 18 Feb. 2002]. Television. 
“Günter Grass: ‘Im Krebsgang.’” Kulturjournal. Ed. Christoph Bungartz. NDR-RB, 4 Feb. 2002 [5 Feb. 

2002]. Television.  
“Interview mit Günter Grass.” ARD, 9 Oct. 2002. Television. 
“Plumpe Werbung für ein Buch: Der Rundumschlag des Günter Grass.” Report München. Wrt. Markus 

Rosch. ARD-1, 18 Feb. 2002 [19.02.2002]. Television.  
Reich-Ranicki Solo. ZDF 5 Feb. 2002.  
“Studiogast: Detlef Michelers, Journalist.” Buten und Binnen. Dir. Stephan Brünjes. N3-RB- regional, 26 

May 2008. [27 May 2008 2X]. Television.  
“Vertriebenendebatte - Waren die deutschen Opfer tabu?” Report. Wrt. Thomas Reimer and Thomas 

Schneider. ARD-1, 25 Feb. 2002. Television. 
 
About Vilsmaier’s Die Gustloff: 
 
“Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff?” Johannes B. Kerner. ZDF, 28 Feb. 2008. Television. 
Die Gustloff - Das Making of. Dir. Bitgit Voigt and Meike Götz. ZDF, 24 Feb. 2008. Television. 

[Multiple Airings] 
Die Gustloff Ein Blick hinter die Kulissen. ZDF, 1 March 2008. Television. 
“Reportage: Dreharbeiten: Untergang ‘Gustloff.’” DAS! Abendstudio. Norddeutschland und die Welt. 

Menschen – Reportagen – Gespräche. Dir. Bernd Koßlick. NDR, 30 Oct. 2006 [23 Apr. 2007, 24 
Apr. 2007]. Television. 

 
Unclassified/Unavailable: 
 
“Trailer Nr.229: Wilhelm Gustloff.” N3 Intern (Programmdokumentation). [Five-minute spot]. NDR-RB, 

Dec. 1997. Television.364 
 
Straight-To-DVD 
 
Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Vom Flaggschiff zum Eisernen Sarg. Dir. Detlef Michelers. Perf. Günter Grass. Die 

Günter Grass-Stiftung, 2008. DVD. 
Sturm über Ostpreußen. Dir. Kristof Berking. Dokuvision/Polar Film, 2005. DVD. 
Triumph und Tragödie der Wilhelm Gustloff. Dir. Karl Höffkes. Perf. Heinz Schön. Polar Film, 

2003. DVD. 
 

                                                
364 This brief production was an internal production for NDR and is not available to the public. It was likely used to screen a 
concept for a documentary or dramatized film that was never produced.  
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Audio Books 
 
Michelers, Detlef. Wilhelm Gustloff. Vom Flaggschiff zum Eisernen Sarg. Radio Bremen, 2002. (CD 

available with Audio-Verlag). Radio.  
Höffkes, Karl. Die Todesfahrt der Wilhelm Gustloff. Polarfilm 2008. CD. 
 
 
Radio Broadcasts on WDR 
 
“30. Januar 1945 - Der Untergang des Flüchtlingsschiffs ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Wrt. Martina Meißner. 

WDR-5 + WDR-2, 30 Jan. 2010. Radio. 
 “Untergang der Gustloff vor 60 Jahren.” Morgenecho. Reporter Thomas Rautenberg. WDR-5, 

31.01.2005. Radio. 
“Expedition in die Vergangenheit - zum Wrack der ‘Gustloff.’” Wrt. Mirko Heinemann. WDR-5, 24 May 

2004. Radio. 
“2. April 1938 - Jungfernfahrt des KdF-Schiffes ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Wrt. Wolfgang Stenke. WDR-5, 2 

Apr. 2003. Radio. 
Der Sonntag. Wrt. Heiner Wember. WDR-5, 05 May 2002. Radio. 
“Untergang der ‘Willehlm Gustloff.’” Interviewer Wilhelm Presuhn. WDR-5, 19 Jan. 1993. Radio. 
“Untergang der ‘Willehlm Gustloff.’” EchoWest. Wrt. Matthias Wegener. WDR-1, 30.01.1985. Radio.  
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Chapter 4: Competing to Write the “First Rough Draft of History:” The Gustloff in the 
German Print Media 
 
 
Nazi Propaganda365 
 
Selected Nazi Newspaper Articles: 
 
Der Angriff. “Zwei Schiffe für euch Kameraden.” Der Angriff 13 Mar. 1938. Print.  
---. “Das große KdF-Seefahrtenprogramm 1938/1939.” Der Angriff 22 Sep. 1938. Print.  
---. “Ley plant KdF-Reisen bi sans schwarze Meer.” Der Angriff 16 Oct. 1938. Print.  
---. “Mit KdF cor Tripolis.” Der Angriff 25 Oct. 1938. Print.  
---. “Dr. Ley baut Wohnschiffe.” Der Angriff 30 Oct. 1938. Print.  
---. “Dr. Ley baut Wohnschiffe.” Der Angriff 30 Oct. 1938. Print.  
---. “Schwimmende Lazarette.” Der Angriff 28 Feb. 1940. Print.  
Berliner Börsen Zeitung.  “Neue Ziele der KdF-Schifffahrt.” Berliner Börsen Zeitung. 2 March 1938. 

Print. 
---. “Stapellauf des zweiten KdF-Schiffes.” Berliner Börsen Zeitung. 10 March 1938. Print. 
---. “Morgen Führer-Besuch in Hamburg.” Berliner Börsen Zeitung. 11 March 1938. Print. 
---. “1000 Oesterreicher entdecken die Nordsee.” Berliner Börsen Zeitung. 27 March 1938. Print. 
---. “Weiterer Aufbau der KdF-Seereisen.” Berliner Börsen Zeitung. 29 March 1938. Print. 
Berliner Tageblatt. “Das zweite ‘Schiff ohne Klassen.’” Berliner Tageblatt 10 March 1938. Print. 
---. “Kdf-Winterfahrten für 64000.” Berliner Tageblatt 22 Sep. 1938. Print. 
---. “KdF fährt an die Riviera.” Berliner Tageblatt 30 Dec. 1938. Print. 
Bremer Zeitung. “Mit 1200 PS durch die Nordsee.” Bremer Zeitung 23 Apr. 1938. Print. 
 
Bord-Nachrichten für die Teilnehmer an der Betriebsgemeinschaftsfahrt Blohm and Voß mit dem auf der 

Werft erbauten ersten ‘Kraft durch Freude’ Schiff ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ am 23.- 24. Juli 1938. 
Hamburg: Broschek, 1938. Print. 

Bordzeitung der NS Gemeinschaft Kraft durch Freude. (1937). Print.  
Deutsche Allgemeine. “Am 12. März Stapellauf des 2. KdF-Schiffes.” Deutsche Allgemeine 2 March 

1938. Print. 
---. “Die Festfolge für den Stapellaufe des neuen KdF-Dampfers.” Deutsche Allgemeine 11 March 1938. 

Print. 
---. “Eine größere KdF-Flotte wird gebaut.” Deutsche Allgemeine 29 March 1938. Print. 
---. “Heimkehr der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ von Italienreise.” Deutsche Allgemeine 14 July 1938. Print. 
D.U.K. “‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ bereit zu erster Fahrt.” D.U.K. 5 Feb. 1938. Print. 
---. “Ende März erste Urlauberfahrt mit ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” D.U.K. 2 March 1938. Print. 
---. “Das zweite ‘Schiff ohne Klassen.’” D.U.K. 9 March 1938. Print. 
---. “Feiertag der Schaffenden.” D.U.K. 12 March 1938. Print. 
Frankfurter Zeitung. “Die erste Afrikafahrt.” Frankfurter Zeitung 3 March 1938. Print. 
---. “”Robert Ley’ und ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ Lazarettschiffe.” Frankfurter Zeitung 3 Nov. 1939. Print. 
---. “Unter neuer Flagge.” Frankfurter Zeitung 5 Nov. 1939. Print. 
---. “Acht Tage auf Wilhelm Gustloff.” Frankfurter Zeitung 11 June 1939. Print. 
Der Führer. “Eine ‘Flotte des Volkes’ entsteht.” Der Führer 12 March 1938. Print. 
Kulturdienst d. R.G. Kulturgemeinde. “Das gute buch vom KdF-Schiff.” Kulturdienst d. R.G. 

Kulturgemeinde 29 March 1938. Print. 
                                                
365 There are many additional articles cited in Gustloff-related discourses, often with very little bibliographical information. This 
bibliography only includes articles that could be verified by the author.  
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---. “Ein ganz neuer Schiffstyp.” Kulturdienst d. R.G. Kulturgemeinde 10 May 1938. Print. 
Pariser Zeitung. “Der Kapitän der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Pariser Zeitung 25 Apr. 1938. Print.  
Hamburger Fremdenblatt. “Ein Urlauberschiff – Ein technisches Wunder.” Hamburger Fremdenblatt 10 

March 1938. Print. 
---. “’Wilhelm Gustloff’ fahrtbereit.” Hamburger Fremdenblatt 12 March 1938. Print. 
---. “Bau von Kdf-Flußschiffen geplant.” Hamburger Tageblatt 28 March 1938. Print.  
---. “Die Jungfernreise des KdF Schiffes Wilhelm Gustloff.” Hamburger Tageblatt 5 May 1937. Print. 
Holzarbeiter-Jugend. “Fertig zur ersten Ausfahrt.” Holzarbeiter-Jugend March 1938. Print. 
HES. “Schiff der ‘Generaldirektoren.’” Nationalsozialistische Parteikorrespondenz. Ca. 1938. Print.  
Kreuzzeitung. “In fünf Stockwerken des ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Kreuzzeitung 19 March 1938. Print. 
Völkischer Beobachter. “Ende März erste Urlauberfahrt mit ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Völkischer Beobachter 

2 March 1938. Print.  
---. “Ozeanriesende für alle Schaffenden.” Völkischer Beobachter 5 March 1938. Print.  
---. “Flotte des Volkes.” Völkischer Beobachter 9 March 1938. Print.  
---. “Stapellauf am 12. März in Hamburg.” Völkischer Beobachter 10 March 1938. Print.  
---. “Führerbesuch in Hamburg zum Stapellauf des KdF-Schiffes.” Völkischer Beobachter 12 March 

1938. Print.  
---. “Tausend glückliche Österreicher.” Völkischer Beobachter 25 March 1938. Print.  
---. “Die Arbeitskameraden der Bauwerft fahren mit ‘Wilhelm Gstloff” in die Nordsee.” Völkischer 

Beobachter 27 March 1938. Print.  
---. “Hamburg in Erwartung des Führers.” Völkischer Beobachter 29 March 1938. Print.  
---. “KdF-Flotte für die Donauschifffahrt.” Völkischer Beobachter 30 March 1938. Print.  
---. “KdF-Treffen aud Norwegen.” Völkischer Beobachter 3 Apr. 1938. Print.  
---. “’Wilhelm Gustloff’ rettet englische Schiffsbesatzung aus Seenot.” Völkischer Beobachter 5 Apr. 

1938. Print.  
---. “Anerkennung für die Männer vom ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’.” Völkischer Beobachter 6 Apr. 1938. Print.  
---. “Die Tripolis-Flotte von der großen Dreiländerfahrt zurück.” Völkischer Beobachter 6 Apr. 1938. 

Print.  
---. “Englandfahrt des KdF-Schiffes ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’.” Völkischer Beobachter 8 Apr. 1938. Print.  
---. “Gewaltiger Eindruck des Kdf-Riesen ’Wilhelm Gustloff’ auf die Londoner.” Völkischer Beobachter 

12 Apr. 1938. Print. 
---. “’Wilhelm Gustloff’ fährt nach Madeira.” Völkischer Beobachter 20 Apr. 1938. Print.   
---. “Mit KdF nach Griechenland.” Völkischer Beobachter 22 Sep. 1938. Print.  
 
Selected Nazi Magazine and Journal Articles:  
 
Arbeitertum June 1938. Print. 
---. “Sie kehrten heim als Sieger. Legion Condor an Bord der Kdf-Flotte.” Arbeitertum 1 July 1939: 6-8. 

Print. 
Arbeitertum: Sonderheft für die KDF Madeira-Fahrt Apr./May 1938. Print.  
Arbeiterum: Sonderheft für die KDF Norwegenfahrten Apr. 1939. Print. 
Biallas, Hans. “Kraft Durch Freude für Österreich.” Arbeitertum: Wahl-Sondernummer 10 Apr. 1938: 14-

15. Print.  
Brinkmann, Woldemar. “Die KDF-Schiffe ‘Robert Ley’ und ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Die Kunst im 

Deutschen Reich 3.12 (1939): 479-492. Print. 
Drolowid Nachrichten. “Das KDF Schiff ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Drolowid Nachrichten June 1938. Print. 
Energie. Technische Fachzeitschrift 4 (1938): Front Cover. Print.  
---. “Zuwachs für die ‘Kraft durch Freude’-Flotte.” Energie. Technische Fachzeitschrift 5.16 (1937): 

Inside Cover. Print. 
---. Energie. Technische Fachzeitschrift 6 (1937): Back Cover. Print. 
Germania. “Das Schiff auf den Namen Wilhelm Gustloff getauft.” Germania 125 (1938). Print. 
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Hansa.  “Motorschiff Wilhelm Gustloff in Dienst gestellt.” Hansa, Deutsche Schifffahrtszeitschrifft 14 
(1938). Print. 

Hansa. “England ehrt die Rettungstat des KdF-Schiffes Wilhelm Gustloff.” Hansa, Deutsche 
Schifffahrtszeitschrifft 34 (1938). Print. 

Klindwort, E. “Motorschiff ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’ Das Flaggschiff der KdF-Flotte.” Zeitschrift des Vereins 
Deutscher Ingeneure 3 Dec. 1938: 1385-1392. Print. 

Signal. Apr. 1941. Print. [French Langauge] 
S.S.H. “Kühlanlagen auf dem KdF-Schiff ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ und auf Spezialschiffen mit Laderaum-

Kühlung.” Schiffbau und Schifffahrt und Hafenbau 1 Jan. 1939: 132-35. Print. 
Storch, Eberhard. “Die Flotte der Freude!” Arbeitertum: Wahl-Sondernummer 10 Apr. 1938: 20-21. Print.  
Tepe, Werner. “’Wilhelm Gustloff’ fertig.” Arbeitertum 15 March 1938. Print. 
Werft-Reederei-Hafen. “Das Zweischrauben-Fahrgast-Motorschiff ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Werft-Reederei-

Hafen 15 Aug. 1938: 239-61. Print. 
 Wasserkante. “Das Flagschiff der Kraft durch Freude Flotte.” Die Wasserkante October, 1938. Print. 
 
Der Spiegel Articles 
 
Aust, Stefan and Stephan Burgdorff. Die Flucht. Über die Vertreibung der Deutschen aus dem Osten. 

Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2002. Print. [2003, 2005] 
Der Spiegel. “Anti-Bolschewismus. Aus jenen Tagen.” Der Spiegel 3 (1960): 59-60. Print.  
---. “Neu in Deutschland.” Der Spiegel 11 (1960). Print.  
---. “Auf anhieb frivol.” Der Spiegel 37 (1976): 60, 62. Print.  
---. “Nichts vergessen, nichts verzeihen.” Der Spiegel 16 (1980): 46-55. Print.  
---. “Diese Woche im Fernsehen.” Der Spiegel 5 (1985): 190. Print.  
---. “U-Boot-Film aus der UdSSR.” Der Spiegel 20 (1985): 221. Print.  
---. “Noch nicht fertig? Schnell!” Der Spiegel 24 (1985): 45-50. Print.  
---. “Dieses Volk bekam, was es verdient!” Der Spiegel 5 (1988): 150-163. Print.  
---. “Es gibt hundert Bernsteinzimmer.” Der Spiegel 49 (1991): 186-189. Print.  
---. “Fernsehen.” Der Spiegel 27 (1992). Print.  
---. “Karge Beute.” Der Spiegel 45 (1993): 68-72. Print.  
---. “Bizarre Schrottwüste.” Der Spiegel 3 (1994): 54. Print.  
---. “Am Tod kommt keener vorbei.” Der Spiegel 27 (1998): 135-137. Print.  
---. “Unseren Feinden zur Warnung.” Der Spiegel 35 (1999): 128-129. Print.  
---. “Operation Puschkin.” Der Spiegel 49 (2000): 82-107. Print.  
---. [Henryk M. Broder]. “Das kollektive Glück.” Der Spiegel 5 (2002): 19-21. Print.  
---. [Volker Hage]. “Das tausendmalige Sterben.” Der Spiegel 6 (2002): 184-190. Print.  
---. [Rudolf Augstein]. “Rückwärts krebsen, um voran zu kommen.” Der Spiegel 6 (2002): 186-187. 

Print.  
---. [Clemens Höges, et al.]. “Die verdrängte Tragödie.” Der Spiegel 6 (2002): 192-202. Print.  
---. [Bruno Schrep]. “Geboren an bord der Gustloff.” Der Spiegel 6 (2002): 196-197. Print.  
---. [Uwe Klussmann]. “Attacke des Jahrhunderts.” Der Spiegel 6 (2002): 198-190. Print.  
---. “Reich-Ranicki Solo.” Der Spiegel 7 (2002): 67. Print.  
---. “Verdrängte Schuld.” Der Spiegel 11 (2002): 236. Print.  
---. [Hans-Joachim Noack]. “Die Deutschen als Opfer.” Der Spiegel 13 (2002): 36-39. Print. 
---. [Thomas Darnstädt and Klaus Wiegrefe]. “Vater erschieß mich.” Der Spiegel 13 (2002): 40-60. Print.  
---. [Volker Hage]. “Unter Generalverdacht.” Der Spiegel 15 (2002): 178-181. Print.  
---. [Klaus Wiegrefe]. “Der totale Krieg.” Der Spiegel 51 (2002): 50-72. Print.  
---. [Hans-Joachim Noack]. “Die Deutschen als Opfer.” Spiegel Special 2 (2002): 6-9. Print. 
---. [Thomas Darnstädt and Klaus Wiegrefe]. “Vater erschieß mich.” Spiegel Special 2 (2002): 10-18. 

Print. 



 295 

---. [Volker Hage]. “Das tausendmalige Sterben.” Spiegel Special 2 (2002): 22-28. Print. 
---. [Rudolf Augstein]. “Rückwärts krebsen, um voran zu kommen.” Spiegel Special 2 (2002): 24-25. 

Print. 
---. [Clemens Höges, et al.]. “Die verdrängte Tragödie.” Spiegel Special 2 (2002): 30-41. Print. 
---. [Bruno Schrep]. “Geboren an bord der Gustloff.” Spiegel Special 2 (2002): 34-35. Print. 
---. [Uwe Klussmann]. “Attacke des Jahrhunderts.” Spiegel Special 2 (2002): 36-38. Print. 
---.. “Vergleichen, nicht moralisieren.” Der Spiegel 1 (2003): 21-22. Print.  
---. [Volker Hage]. “Die Enkel wollen es wissen.” Der Spiegel 12 (2003): 170-173. Print.  
---. [Christian Neff]. “Zwei Haubitzen auf dem Dach.” Der Spiegel 13 (2003): 164. Print.  
---. “Gegen Denkmal.” Der Spiegel 25 (2003): 178. Print.  
---. “Siegen macht dumm.” Der Spiegel 35 (2003): 140-144. Print.  
---. “Vergleichen, nicht moralisieren.” Der Spiegel 1 (2003): 21-22. Print.  
---. [Günter Franzen]. “Links, wo kein Herz ist.” Der Spiegel 44 (2003): 216-218. Print.  
---. [Stefan Berg and Henryk M. Broder]. “Jedem das Seine.” Der Spiegel 2 (2004): 128-134. Print.  
---. “Die Fronten habe sich verhärtet.” Der Spiegel 3 (2004): 21-22. Print.  
---. [Susanne Beyer]. “Gesucht: Die eigene Herkunft.” Der Spiegel 29 (2004): 118-120. Print.  
---. [Norbert F. Pötzl and Klaus Wiegrefe]. “Die Heimkehr des Krieges.” Der Spiegel 2 (2005): 6-15. 

Print.  
---. [Christian Habbe]. “Schrecklicher Exodus.” Der Spiegel 2 (2005): 222-225. Print.  
---. [Henryk M. Broder]. “Der ewige Tabubruch.” Der Spiegel 11 (2007): 167. Print.  
---. [Jan Friedmann]. “Beharrlich und provokant.” Der Spiegel 47 (2007): 60-619. Print.  
---. [Karen Andresen]. “Der deutsche Arbeiter reist.” Der Spiegel 1 (2008): 129-131. Print.  
---. [Nikolaus von Festenberg]. “Einschiffung des Schreckens.” Der Spiegel 3 (2008): 137. Print. 
---. “TV-Vorschau.” Der Spiegel 9 (2008): 107. Print. 
 
Die Zeit Articles 
 
Die Zeit. “Letztes Schiff nach Westen.” DIE ZEIT 26 Nov. 1971. Print. 
---. [Gabriele Venzky.] “Kraft Durch Freude.” DIE ZEIT 30 Nov. 1973. Print. 
---. [Esther Knorr-Anders.] “Fluchtweg über die Ostsee.” DIE ZEIT 20 Jan. 1984. Print. 
---. [Rainer Frenkel.] “Zwei Särge an Bord.” DIE ZEIT 16 Nov. 1984. Print. 
---. [Friedrich Husemann.] “…verpackte ich den Bernsteinraum in Kisten und Kassetten.” DIE ZEIT 14 

Dec. 1984. Print. 
---. [Esther Knorr-Anders.] “Hitlers ‘Flotte des Friedens.’” DIE ZEIT 11 Jan. 1985. Print. 
---. [Karl-Heinz Janßen.] “Der verlorene Schatz.” DIE ZEIT 19 Sep. 1991. Print. 
---. [Karl-Heinz Janßen.] “Eisiger Tod.” DIE ZEIT 18 Jan. 1994. 54. Print. 
---. [Karl-Heinz Janßen.] “Bernsteinzimmer.” DIE ZEIT 9 Dec. 1994. Print. 
---. [Nina Grunenberg.] “Schröders Schatten.” DIE ZEIT 29 July 1999. Print. 
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---. [Reinhard Henkys.] “Endlösung am Bernsteinstrand.” DIE ZEIT 2 Nov. 2000. Print. 
---. [Günter Franzen.] “Der alte Mann und sein Meer.” DIE ZEIT 7 Feb. 2002. 18. Print. 
---. [Adam Krzeminski.] “Wo Geschichte europäisch wird.” DIE ZEIT 20 June 2002. Print. 
---. [Christine Brinck.] “RENATE GÜNTHERT. Das Objekt meiner Begierde ist Preußen. Ich möchte so 
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Gotenhafen.” DIE ZEIT 8 Aug. 2002. Print. 

---. [Rebecca Partouche.] “Der nüchterne Blick der Enkel.” DIE ZEIT 30 Apr. 2003. Print. 
---. [Andreas Kossert.] “Noch ist Polen nicht verstanden.” DIE ZEIT 4 Sep. 2003. Print. 
---. [Achatz von Muller.] “Volk der Täter, Volk der Opfer.” DIE ZEIT 23 Oct. 2003. Print. 
---. [Henning Sietz.] “Das Geheimnis der ‘Dschurma.’” DIE ZEIT 6 Nov. 2003. Print. 
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---. [Rupert Neudeck.] “Danksagung für den Marion Gräfin Dönhoff Preis.” DIE ZEIT 27 Nov. 2003. 
Print. 

---. [Matthias Naß.] “’Ich war nie Bittsteller.’” DIE ZEIT 27 Nov. 2003. Print. 
---.Werner A. Perger.] “Das große Schweigen.” DIE ZEIT 11 Nov. 2004. Print. 
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---. [Eva C. Schweitzer.] “Full Frontal.” DIE ZEIT 5 July 2007. Print. 
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---. [Andreas Kossert.] “Ostpreußens Untergang.” DIE ZEIT 28 Feb. 2008. Print. 
---. [Leserbrief.] “Tief berührt.” DIE ZEIT 13 March 2008. Print.  
---. [Alice Bota.] “Entspannt euch!” DIE ZEIT 20 March 2008. Print. 
 
 
Selected Articles from Ostpreußenblatt/Preußische Allgemeine Zeitung366 
 
Articles about the Gustloff 
 
Ostpreußenblatt. “Wir wurden von der ‘Gustloff’ gerettet.” Ostpreußenblatt 5 Feb. 1950: 73-74. Print. 
---. “Der Untergang der ‘Gustloff.’” Ostpreußenblatt 15 Nov. 1952: 15. Print. 
---. “‘Schiff der Freude’ fährt in den Tod.” Ostpreußenblatt 31 Jan. 1970: 20. Print. 
---. [Dr. Hans Langenberg.] “‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ wurde zum Massengrab.” Ostpreußenblatt 1 Feb. 1975: 

2. Print. 
---. [Erika Hawranke.] “Ich warf meinen Sohn in das Boot.” Ostpreußenblatt 29 Jan. 1983: 10. Print. 
---. Anouncement. Ostpreußenblatt 5 Feb. 1983: 4. Print. 
---. [Paul Uschdraweit.] “Im eisigen Schneesturm aufder Pier gewartet.” Ostpreußenblatt 2 Feb. 1985: 13. 

Print. 
---. [Paul Uschdraweit.] “Panik der Menschen im flackernden Licht.” Ostpreußenblatt 9 Feb. 1985: 11. 

Print. 
---. [Fritz Brustat-Naval.] “’Wilhelm Gustloff:’ Schwimmwesten vereisten in Minuten.” Ostpreußenblatt 

10 Feb. 1990. 10. Print. 
---. [Kurt Gerdau.] “Rettung über See: ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ mit Torpedos versenkt.” Ostpreußenblatt 16 

Jan. 1993: 10. Print. 
---. [Kurt Gerdau.] “Die Todesfahrt der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Ostpreußenblatt 28 Jan. 1995: 10. Print. 
---. [Kurt Gerdau.] “Zwei Torpedos risen die Bordwand auf.’” Ostpreußenblatt 11 Feb. 1995: 10. Print. 
---. [Heinz Schön.] “’Nur raus hier!’ Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff - die größte Schiffskatastrophe 

der Geschichte.” Ostpreußenblatt 12 June 1999: 12. Print. 
---. [Manuel Ruoff.] “Das historische Kalenderblatt: 30. Januar 1945 ‘S 13’ versenkte die ‘Wilhelm 

Gustloff.’” Ostpreußenblatt 27 Jan. 2001. Print. 
PAZ. [Manuel Ruoff.] “Die größte Schiffskatastrophe der Geschichte.’” PAZ 29 Jan. 2005. Print. 
 

                                                
366 Note: Given the large number of references, the list is limited to articles specifically cited in the dissertation. All other articles 
can be found by submitting a keyword search on the PAZ’s free online archive: http://www.preussische-
allgemeine.de/archiv/volltext.html.  



 297 

Expeditions to the Gustloff Wreck: 
 
Ostpreußenblatt. “’Wilhelm Gustloff’ gehoben.” Ostpreußenblatt 24 Sep. 1955: 1. Print. 
---. “Gehobene deutsche Schiffe.” Ostpreußenblatt 14 Jan. 1956: 4. Print. 
---. “Gustloff noch unerforscht.” Ostpreußenblatt 21 Nov. 1970: 12. Print. 
---. “Wracktaucher.” Ostpreußenblatt 12 July 1997: 13. Print. 
PAZ. “Massengrab Ostsee.” PAZ 3 May 2003. Print. 
 
Press About Gustloff-related Memory Events: 
 
Ostpreußenblatt. “Gedenkstunde für die Opfer der Flucht übers Meer.” Ostpreußenblatt 14 Mar. 1970: 2. 

Print. 
---. “Wir werden sie in Laboe begrüßen.” Ostpreußenblatt 9 May 1970: 2. Print. 
---. “Wir werden sie in Laboe begrüßen.” Ostpreußenblatt 16 May 1970: 4. Print. 
---. “Ostpreußen danken ihren Rettern.” Ostpreußenblatt 23 May 1970: 9. Print. 
---. “Ein Ehrenblatt unserer Geschichte.” Ostpreußenblatt 30 May 1970: 1. Print. 
---. “Meer der Tränen - Meer der Hoffnung.” Ostpreußenblatt 30 May 1970: 8. Print. 
---. “Mir ist als sei es gestern gewesen...” Ostpreußenblatt 30 May 1970: 15. Print. 
---. “Das war Inge Namenlos: Beim Untergang der ‘Gustloff’ gerettet – Gedenken auf See.” 

Ostpreußenblatt 6 June 1970: 6. Print. 
---. “Rettungsring für die Retter.” Ostpreußenblatt 8 Nov. 1975: 13. Print. 
---. [Ansgar Graw.] “Rettung über See: Dem Vergessen entrissen.” Ostpreußenblatt 11 June 1983: 20. 

Print. 
---. “’Rettung über See:’ 20 000 Besucher auf der ‘Albatros.’” Ostpreußenblatt 20 Oct. 1984: 20. Print. 
---. “Gustloff-Überlebende: Gedenktag am 30. Januar 1985.” Ostpreußenblatt 8 Dec. 1984: 23. Print. 
---. “Gustloff-Überlebende: Gedenk- und Wiedersehensfeier.” Ostpreußenblatt 19 Jan. 1985: 19. Print. 
---. “Der toten Landsleute gedenken: Gemeinsame Feier der Geretteten der Gustloff mit den Rettern.” 

Ostpreußenblatt 26 Jan. 1985: 16. Print. 
---. [Kurt Gerdau.] “Die Nacht vor vierzig Jahren: Überlebende und Retter der ‘GustlofF’-Tragödie trafen 

sich jetzt.” Ostpreußenblatt 9 Feb. 1985: 19. Print. 
---. “Rettung über See: Aktionen für Albatros geplant.” Ostpreußenblatt 1 June 1985: 19. Print. 
---. “Treffen der Geretteten und deren Retter.” Ostpreußenblatt 8 Feb. 1986: 19. Print. 
---. [Kurt Gerdau.] “Wiedersehen in Damp an der Ostsee.” Ostpreußenblatt 22 Mar. 1986: 11. Print. 
---. “Ostsee-Reise 1986.” Ostpreußenblatt 24 May 1986: 19. Print. 
---. “’Wilhelm Gustloff:’ Eine Rechtfertigung durch Lügen?” Ostpreußenblatt 4 Oct. 1986: 5. Print. 
---. [Heinz Schön.] “Ostsee-Treffen '87.” Ostpreußenblatt 21 Feb. 1987: 23. Print. 
---. “Ostseetreffen.” Ostpreußenblatt 2 May 1987: 23. Print. 
---. [Kurt Gerdau.] “Rettung über See: Leistungen wurden gewürdigt.” Ostpreußenblatt 16 May 1987: 13. 

Print. 
---. [Kurt Gerdau.] “Betroffene trafen sich in Damp 2000.” Ostpreußenblatt 21 May 1988: 31. Print. 
---. [Kurt Gerdau.] “Sie kamen übers Meer: Ehrung von Rettern des Frühjahrs 1945 beim Ostseetreffen 

1989.” Ostpreußenblatt 20 May 1989: 13. Print. 
---. “Auf den Spuren der Rettungsschiffe: Beeindruckende Reise zu den Stätten der Flucht über die 

Ostsee.” Ostpreußenblatt 12 Aug. 1989: 15. Print. 
---. “’Wilhelm Gustloff’ - Gedenktreffen.” Ostpreußenblatt 19 Aug. 1989: 20. Print. 
---. “2,5 Millionen Deutsche über See gerettet: Dank des Bundesverteidigungsministers an die Marine für 

Einsatzbereitschaft und Tapferkeit.” Ostpreußenblatt 8 June 1991: 19. Print. 
---. [Hans Heckel.] “’Wilhelm Gustloff:’ Rettungsmedaille für Mitteldeutschen.” Ostpreußenblatt 13 July 

1991: 4. Print. 
---. “Skandal: Das ‘Gustloff’-Grab vor der Plünderung.” Ostpreußenblatt 9 May 1992: 1. Print. 



 298 

---. “Neun tapfere Seeleute ausgezeichnet. Zum ‘7. Ostsee-Treffen’ kamen über 250 Gerettete und Retter 
der dramatischen Ostseeflucht 1945.” Ostpreußenblatt 18 July 1992: 19. Print. 

---. “Ausstellung.” Ostpreußenblatt 2 Apr. 1994: 23. Print. 
---. “Eröffnungsveranstaltung mit ganzbesonderer Note.” Ostpreußenblatt 23 Apr. 1994: 23. Print. 
---. [Silke Osman.] “Bunte Vielfalt einer Provinz.” Ostpreußenblatt 16 July 1994: 11. Print. 
---. “Veranstaltungen.” Ostpreußenblatt 21 Jan. 1995: 23. Print. 
---. “Ausstellung.” Ostpreußenblatt 4 Feb. 1995: 23. Print. 
---. “’Wir haben ein Vermächtnis zu erfüllen:’ Dank des LO-Sprechers an die Retter bei den 

Schiffskatastrophen 1945 in der Ostsee.” Ostpreußenblatt 18 Feb. 1995: 19. Print. 
---. “Ausstellungen.” Ostpreußenblatt 8 Apr. 1995: 23. Print. 
---. “Würdigung der einmaligen Leistung: Ausstellung ‘Die letzten Kriegstage in den Ostseehäfen 1945’ 

wurde geöffnet.” Ostpreußenblatt 24 Feb. 1996: 23. Print. 
---. “Die heimatlichen Eigenarten bewahren: Kulturtagung der LO-Landesgruppe Thüringen weckte viele 

Erinnerungen.” Ostpreußenblatt 30 Mar. 1996: 23. Print. 
---. [Sascha Stein.] “Letzte Ruhestätte Heimat: HanSeeArt bietet Seebestattungen in Ostpreußen.” 

Ostpreußenblatt 16 Aug. 1997: 19. Print. 
---. “Dokumentation.” Ostpreußenblatt 25 Oct. 1997: 23. Print. 
---. “Deutsche danken Dänemark.” Ostpreußenblatt 6 Dec. 1997: 23. Print. 
---. [U. v. Lojewski.] “Erinnerung an schwere Zeiten.” Ostpreußenblatt 6 June 1998: 16. Print. 
---. “Fragwürdige Ehrung.” Ostpreußenblatt 19 Dec. 1998: 19. Print. 
---. “Gustloff-Katastrophe geht alle an.” Ostpreußenblatt 30 Jan. 1999: 18. Print. 
---. [Inge Hartmann.] “Einblicke in ein bewegtes Leben. Seminar der Agnes-Miegel-Gesellschaft zu 

Ehren der ‘Mutter Ostpreußen.’” Ostpreußenblatt 11 Dec. 1999: 23. Print. 
---. [Manuel Kuoff.] “Den schönen Künsten gewidmet. Bunter Abend und Dichterlesung boten Heiteres 

und Besinnliches.” Ostpreußenblatt 17 June 2000: 19. Print. 
---. [Peter Fischer.] “’Ich hatt’ einen Kameraden...’ Zwei beeindruckende Kriegsgräberstätten wurden in 

Ostpreußen eingeweiht.” Ostpreußenblatt 9 Sep. 2000. Print. 
---. [Hans Wagner.] “’Der Friede ist das Meisterwerk der Vernunft.’ Volkstrauertag: Die Arbeit des 

Volksbundes Deutscher Kriegsgräberfürsorge in Ostpreußen.” Ostpreußenblatt 18 Nov. 2000. 
Print. 

---. “Ostpreußisches Landesmuseum.” Ostpreußenblatt 1 Feb. 2003. Print. 
---. [B. Beutner.] “Vom Irakkrieg bis zur .Gustloff.’ Breites Themenspektrum zeichnete die Kulturtagung 

der Landesgruppe Nordrhein-Westfalen aus.” Ostpreußenblatt 12 Apr. 2003. Print. 
---. “Familiengrab auf See. Ein Hamburger Unternehmen bietet Bestattungen in der Heimat an.” 

Ostpreußenblatt 3 May 2003. Print. 
PAZ. “’Gustloff’-Glocke in Restaurant.” PAZ 3 June 2006. Print. 
---. “Erinnern bedeutet mahnen. Landeskulturtagung der Westpreußen in Nordrhein-Westfalen.” PAZ 29 

July 2006. Print. 
---. [B. Knapstein.] “’Nicht objektiv.’ Polen reagieren ablehnend auf BdV-Initiative.” PAZ 19 Aug. 2006. 

Print. 
---. “Tauziehen um die ‘Gustloff’-Glocke.” PAZ 26 Aug. 2006. Print. 
---. [Neidhart Bartonski.] “’Den Opfern auf den Flüchtlingsschiffen. Gedenktafel erinnert an die Opfer der 

‘Wilhelm Gustloff,’ der ‘Goya’ und der ‘Steuben.’” PAZ 27 Feb. 2010. Print. 
---. “Ein Blick in den Kalender von 2011.” PAZ 25 Dec. 2005. Print. 
 
Reviews and Press about Gustloff Books and Films: 
 
Ostpreußenblatt. Rev. of Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff by Heinz Schön. Ostpreußenblatt 11 Feb. 

1961: 12. Print. 
---. [Max Brückner] “Die Tragödie der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Ostpreußenblatt 2 Feb. 1980: 24. Print. 



 299 

---. Rev. of Die Gustloff Katastrophe by Heinz Schön. Ostpreußenblatt 16 Mar. 1985: 10. Print. 
---. [Harry Poley] “Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’” Ostpreußenblatt 12 Feb. 1994: 4. Print. 
---. [René Nehring] “Flucht und Vertreibung: Das Ende des großen Schweigens.” Ostpreußenblatt 16 

Feb. 2002. Print. 
---. “Deutsche Tragödien: ‘Ist es möglich?’” Ostpreußenblatt 6 Apr. 2002. Print. 
---. “Wolkenforscherin auf Suche.” Ostpreußenblatt 3 May 2003. Print. 
PAZ. “ZDF versenkt ‘Gustloff.’” PAZ 17 Mar. 2007. Print. 
---. [M. Rosenthal-Kappi] “Hafen der Hoffnung.” PAZ 19 May 2007. Print. 
---. “Wider des Vergessen.” PAZ 13 Oct. 2007. Print. 
---. [Klaus D. Voss] “Nur eine Nebenrolle für Opfer der ‘Gustloff.’” PAZ 12 Jan. 2008. Print. 
---. [Klaus D. Voss] “Gustloff.” PAZ 8 Mar. 2008. Print. 
 
Reviews and Press about Books and Films in which Gustloff mentioned: 
 
Ostpreußenblatt. Rev. of Ostsee — Deutsches Schicksal 1944/45 by Cajus Bekker. Ostpreußenblatt 5 

Dec. 1959: 17. Print. 
---. “Rettungstat im Fernsehen.” Ostpreußenblatt 11 Nov. 1961: 15. Print. 
---. Rev. of Wolle von den Zäunen by Christel Ehlert. Ostpreußenblatt 19 Oct. 1963: 7. Print. 
---. “Frank Wisbar aus Tilsit drehte: ‘Flucht über die Ostsee.’” Ostpreußenblatt 31 Dec. 1966: 20. Print. 
---. “Flucht über die Ostsee.” Ostpreußenblatt 25 Feb. 1967: 13. Print. 
---. [Paul Brock.] “Sie fuhren bis zur letzten Minute.” Ostpreußenblatt 2 Sep. 1978: 10. Print. 
---. [Harry Poley.] “…wer wird das lesen wollen, wenn der Krieg vorbei ist?” Ostpreußenblatt 1 Jan. 

1985: 5. Print. 
---. “Vor vierzig Jahren.” Ostpreußenblatt 1 Jan. 1985: 14. Print. 
---. [Horst Zander.] “Nur das Notwendigste wurde eingepackt.” Ostpreußenblatt 5 Oct. 1985: 11. Print. 
---. [Christoph Regel.] “Der dritte Band der Ostsee-Trilogie.” Ostpreußenblatt 16 Nov. 1985: 10. Print. 
---. “Die letzten Tage: Königsberg und Pilau 1945.” Ostpreußenblatt 7 Dec. 1985: 11. Print. 
---. “Aus allen Bereichen der Seefahrt.” Ostpreußenblatt 5 Apr. 1986: 11. Print. 
---. [Rudolf Hoffmann.] “Selbstlosem Einsatz der Soldaten gewidmet.” Ostpreußenblatt 26 Apr. 1986: 13. 

Print. 
---. “Urlaub damals mit ‘Kraft durch Freude.’” Ostpreußenblatt 14 Nov. 1987: 11. Print. 
---. [Horst Zander.] “Die Menschen stehen im Mittelpunkt.” Ostpreußenblatt 6 May 1989: 11. Print. 
---. “Das bittere Ende in der Ostsee.’” Ostpreußenblatt 12 Aug. 1995: 10. Print. 
---. [Wilhelm Ruppenstein.] “Ein Thema ohne Ende?” Ostpreußenblatt 6 Dec. 1997: 9. Print. 
---. [Kerstin Patzelt.] “Schiffskatastrophe ohne Tiefgang.” Ostpreußenblatt 24 Jan. 1998: 6. Print. 
---. “Tabuthema wird gesellschaftsfähig.’” Ostpreußenblatt 17 Nov. 2001: Print. 
---. [J. Heitmann.] “Schockierende Frauenberichte.” Ostpreußenblatt 20 July 2002. Print. 
PAZ. [A. Ney.] “Verlorenes Glück.” PAZ 4 Dec. 2004. Print. 
---. [B. Mußfeldt.] “Verstrickungen: Roman um ein Familiengeheimnis.” PAZ 19 Feb. 2005. Print. 
---. [A. Ney.] “Spannend und tragisch: Große Schiffskatastrophen auf Elbe und in Nord- und Ostsee.” 

PAZ 24 Sep. 2005. Print. 
---. “Seinem Thema treu ergeben Heinz Schön: ‘Ostpreußen 1944/45 im Bild.’” PAZ 18 Aug. 2007. Print. 
---. [A. Ney.] “Noch davongekommen ‘Lauf, Karen, lauf!’ – ein Mädchen flüchtet aus Ostpreußen.” PAZ 

23 Feb. 2008. Print. 
---. [Sverre Gutschmidt.] “Die beiden Ottos: Das Leben der Großväter.” PAZ 14 Aug. 2010. Print. 
---. “Frauen als Opfer des Krieges.’” PAZ 25 Sep. 2010. Print. 
 



 300 

About KdF: 
 
PAZ. “43 Millionen Reisen: Vor 75 Jahren wurde ‘Kraft durch Freude’ gegründet.” PAZ 22 Nov. 2008. 

Print. 
 
 
 
Cited Speeches, Commentaries and Letters to the Editor: 
 
Ostpreußenblatt. [Jürgen Liminski.] “BdV-Präsidentin Erika Steinbach: ‘Grass schreitet durch eine offene 

Tür.’” Ostpreußenblatt 16 Feb. 2002. Print. 
---. [Peter Hild.] “Vertreibungsopfer stets Opfer zweiter Klasse.” Ostpreußenblatt 9 Mar. 2002. Print. 
---. “Neue Informationen.” Ostpreußenblatt 9 Mar. 2002. Print. 
---. [Hartmut Borkmann.] “Diskussionsrunde ohne Vertriebene als Redner.” Ostpreußenblatt 16 Mar. 

2002. Print. 
---. [Friedrich Kurreck.] “Nachahmung hätte vermieden werden können.” Ostpreußenblatt 16 Mar. 2002. 

Print. 
---. [Rolf Reinemann.] “Endlich ernsthafte Debatte!” Ostpreußenblatt 16 Mar. 2002. Print. 
---. [Rolf Stenzel.] “Verantwortung.” Ostpreußenblatt 20 Apr. 2002. Print. 
---. [Dr. Hans-Joachim Maurer.] “Informationen zum Gustloff-Unglück.” Ostpreußenblatt 5 May 2002. 

Print. 
PAZ. [Klaus Rainer Röhl.] “’Moment mal!’ Ausgetrommelt.” PAZ 19 Aug. 2006. Print. 
 
 
Selected Popular Magazine and Newspaper Articles About Sinking367 
 
1945-1949: 
 
Bongartz, Heinz. “Die Katastrophe der Flüchtlingsschiffe 1945.” Christ und Welt 12 Nov. 1948: 3-5. 

Print. 
---. “Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff.” Christ und Welt 24/25 Nov. 1948: 4-5. Print. 
Delmer, Selton. “’Wilhelm Gustloff” torpediert: 7,000 ertrinken in Danziger Bucht.” Nachrichten für die 

Truppe Nr. 308. 18 Feb. 1945. Print. 
Delmer, Selton. “‘Wilhelm Gustloff’-katastrophe. Partei mit Anfragen bestürmt.” Nachrichten für die 

Truppe Nr. 309. 19 Feb. 1945. Print 
Feldpost. “’Wilhelm Gustloff’ versenkt.” Feldpost 6 Feb. 1945. Print. 
Schön, Heinz. “Die Wilhelm Gustloff Katastrophe. Wie sie wirklich war.” Heim und Welt 7 (20 Feb. 

1949): 1-4. Print. 
Schön, Heinz. “Die Wilhelm Gustloff Katastrophe. Wie sie wirklich war.” Heim und Welt 8 (27 Feb. 

1949): 3-4. Print. 
Schön, Heinz. “Die Wilhelm Gustloff Katastrophe. Wie sie wirklich war.” Heim und Welt 9 (6 March 

1949): 3-4. Print. 
 
1950-1959: 
 
Wehrle, Hans. “Das Nackte Leben.” Stern 14 (1959). Print. 

                                                
367 Note: This only includes articles that have been cited in Gustloff discourses, or that led to national interest in the sinking, as 
well as other texts cited in the dissertation. 



 301 

Wehrle, Hans. “Das Nackte Leben.” Stern 15 (1959). Print. 
Wehrle, Hans. “Das Nackte Leben.” Stern 16 (1959). Print. 
Wehrle, Hans. “Das Nackte Leben.” Stern 17 (1959). Print. 
 
1970-1979: 
 
Sager, Peter. “Das Totenschiff von Gotenhafen.” Zeitmagazin 17 Aug. 1979: 4-10. Print. 
Schön, Heinz.   “Die Gustloff Katastrope – eine Bilanz – Zahlen, Daten, Fakten.” Damals, Zeitschrifft für 

geschichtliches Wissen 1 (1971): 59-81. Print. 
Schön, Heinz. “Der Tag, an dem die Gustloff sank. Bericht eines Überlebenden zum 50. Jahrestag der 

Katastrophe in der Ostsee.” Blaue Jungs. Magazin der Marine 1 (Jan. 1995): 2-3. Print. 
Vogt, Dieter. “Drei Treffer – Sieben Tausend Tote.” FAZ 9 Oct. 1979. Print. 
 
1990-1999: 
 
Sandmeyer, Peter. “Schiffskatastrophe: Das Drama der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Stern  14 Jan. 1993. Print. 
Sandmeyer, Peter. “’Wilhelm Gustloff:’ ‘Seid still, wir müssen alle sterben.’” Stern  21 Jan. 1993. Print. 
 
 
“Fringe” Magazine and Newspaper Articles About the Sinking: Seafaring Journals, 
Military Magazines and Landserhefte 
 
Landserhefte 
 
Mielke, Otto. “Katastrophe bei Nacht.” Schicksale deutscher Schiffe 23 (1953). Print. 
Paus, Paul. “Fahrt in den Tod.“ Der Landser. Sammelband 1768 (1992). Print. 
---.  Sammelband 2260 (2001). Print. 
Pfitzmann, Martin. “Tragödie in der Ostsee. Der Untergang des Passagierschiffes Wilhelm Gustloff.” Der 

Landser. Großbandd (1960). Print. 
---. Großband 352 (1974). Print. 
---. Großband 614 (1984). Print.  
Winhold, Erich. “Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff.” Das III Reich. Nachkrieg 53 (1975): 12-19. Print. 
 
Military Magazines 
 
Heidkämper, Otto. “Die Abwehrschlacht in Ostpreußen in den Kriegstagen des Januar 1945.” Wehrkunde 

July (1954). Print. 
 
Nautical Magazines and Heftchen 
 
Barthel, Fr. “Die größte Schiffskatastrophe aller Zeiten.” Die Seekiste 7 (1950): 38-42. Print. 
Goering, Erich. “Fahrgastschiff ‘Willhelm Gustloff.’” Schiffs-Ingenieur-Journal 26 (May/June 1980): 14-

24. Print. 
Hessel, Manfred. “Zur Versenkung der WILHELM GUSTLOFF.” Schiff & Zeit 27 (1991). Print. 
Lange, Rudi. Rettung über See. Der Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’ Auf den Spuren der Geschichte 

nach 43 Jahren. Hamburg: Lange and Partner, 1990. Print. 
Müller, Wolfgang. “30. Januar 1945. Untergang der ‚Wilhelm Gustloff.’ Schiffsschicksale.” 

Broschürenreihe zur Deutschen Geschichte 7 (2005). Print. 



 302 

Müller, Wolfgang. “Die Flotte der N.S. Gemeinschaft ‚Kraft durch Freude.’ 1934 – 1939.” 
Broschürenreihe zur Deutschen Geschichte 5 (2006). Print. 

Thomer, Egbert. “’Wilhelm Gustloff.’ Vom KdF-Dampfer zum Totenschiff.” Schiffe-Menschen-
Schicksale 15 (Jan. 1995). Print. 

Uschdraweit, Paul. “Der Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Schiff & Zeit 5 (1977): 26-33. Print. 
 
Brochures/Exhibit Catalogues368 
 
Frantzioch, Marion, Odo Ratza and Günter Reichert. 40 Jahre Arbeit für Deutschland. Die Vertriebenen 

und Flüchtlinge: Ausstellungskatalog. Ullstein, 1989. 28, 34. Print. 
Gesamtdeutsches Institut. Geteilte Hoffnung: Deutschland nach dem Kriege, 1945-1949. Eine Ausstellung 

des Gesamtdeutschen Instituts, Bundesanstalt für Gesamtdeutsche Aufgaben. Bonn: 
Gesamtdeutsches Institut, 1989. 43. Print. [1990] 

Schäfer, Hermann. “Zur Ausstellung, Flucht, Vertreibung, Integration” Flucht, Vertreibung, Integration. 
Begleitbuch zur Ausstellung im Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Bonn, 3. 
Dezember 2005 bis 17. Apr. 2006. Ed. Petra Rösgen. Bielefeld: Kerber, 2005. 9-10. Print. [2006] 

Schön, Heinz. “Flucht über die Ostsee 1944/45. Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff vor 50 Jahren.” 
Schriftenreihe des Westpreussischen Landesmuseums 43 Münster/Wolbeck, 1994. Print. 

Theisen, Alfred. “Ostsee 1944/45 – Meer der Hoffnung und des Todes.” Die Vertreibung der Deutschen. 
Ein ünbewältigtes Europäischer Zeitgeschichte. Eine Austellung des Bundes der Vertriebenen – 
Vereinigte Landsmannschaften und Landesverbände. Meckenheim: BdV, 1995. 22. Print. 

Westpreußisches Landesmuseum. Vor 50 Jahren 1945. Flucht, Vertreibung, Kriegsende. Austellung vom 
25. März bis 19. November 1995. Schriftenreihe des Westpreussischen Landesmuseums 44. 
Münster/Wolbeck, 1995. 20. Print. 

 
 

                                                
368 Note: This list only includes catalogues that contain an article or detailed description of the sinking. There were many other 
exhibits that documented the sinking, and some of their catalogues therefore mention the Gustloff. 



 303 

Chapter 5: Toward a “Critical Empathy:” The Literary History of the Gustloff-Katastrophe 
 
References in East German Literature 
 
Licht, Wolfgang. Die Geschichte der Gussmanns. Berlin: Aufbau, 1986. 325. Print. 
Schulz-Semrau, Elisabeth. Suche nach Karalautschi: Report einer Kindheit. Halle, Leipzig: MDV, 1984. 

192. Print. [1987, 1989, 1990] 
Struzyk, Brigitte. In vollen Zügen. Berlin: Aufbau, 1994. 55, 117. Print. 
Wolf, Christa. Kindheitsmuster. Darmstadt und Neuwied: Luchterhand, 1976. Print. [1977, 1978, 1979, 

1980, 1981, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1989, 1990, 1994, 2002, 2007] 
 
References in West German Literature  
 
Bollmann, Klaus H. KdF: Ein Zeitbild. Stegen am Ammersee: VGB, 2002. 145, 218, 307, 429. Print. 
Brehm, Bruno. Das Zwölfjährige Reich 2: Der böhmische Gefreite. Graz: Styria, 1960. 366. Print. 
---. Das Zwölfjährige Reich 3: Wehe den Besiegten allen. Graz: Styria, 1962. 330. Print. 
Draesner, Ulrike. Mitgift. Darmstadt und Neuwied: Luchterhand, 2002. 192. Print. [2005] 
Dückers, Tanja. “Der Leuchtturmwächter.” Eds. Tanja Dückers and Verena Carl. Stadt. Land. Krieg. 

Berlin, Aufbau, 2004. Print.  
Dwinger, Edwin Erich. Wenn die Dämme brechen. Freiburg i.Br.: Dikreiter, 1950. 267-269, 548. Print. 

[1953, 1957, 1977, 1978, 1979, 1984, 1989]  
Fährmann, Willi. Das Jahr der Wölfe. Würzburg: Arena, 1962. Print. [1969, 1972, 1978, 1981, 1990, 

1999, 2003] 
Grass, Günter. Die Blechtrommel. Darmstadt und Neuwied: Luchterhand, 1959. 63. Print. [1961, 1962, 

1964, 1965, 1966, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1971, 1972, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1979, 1981, 1982, 
1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1988, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2005, 
2007, 2009] 

Grass, Günter. Die Rättin. Darmstadt und Neuwied: Luchterhand, 1986. 19, 93, 303, 455. Print. [1987, 
1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1997, 1998, 2001] 

Grass, Günter. Mein Jahrhundert. Göttingen: Steidl, 1999. 162. Print. [2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 
2006, 2007, 2008, 2009] 

Grass, Günter. Mein Jahrhundert. Illustrierte Ausgabe. Göttingen: Steidl, 1999. 182. Print. 
Harstall, Madeleine. Das Geheimnis der Gräfinnen. Munich: Droemer Knaur, 2004. Print. 
Hausschild, Reinhard. Plus Minus Null?. Darmstadt: F. Schneekluth, 1952. Print. 
---. Flammendes Haff. Der Roman vom Untergang Ostpreußens. Munich: Heyne, 1979. Print. [1983, 

1984, 1989, 2001] 
Hochhuth, Rolf, ed. Spitze des Eisbergs: Ein Reader. Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1983. 73. Print. [1982, 1994] 
---. Alan Turing. Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1987. 132. Print. [1998] 
---. Täter und Denker. Profile und Probleme von Cäsar bis Jünger. Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 

1987. 296. Print. [1988, 1990] 
Kempowski, Walter. Das Echolot. Fuga Furiosa. Ein kollektives Tagebuch. Winter 1945. Band III. 

München: Albrecht Knaus, 1999. 108-216. Print. [2005] 
Köpf, Gerhard. Die Strecke. Frankfurt: S. Fischer, 1985. 465. Print. [1987, 1991. 340] 
Kroll-Wenderoth, Ernst. Fährtensuche: Eine Jugenderzählung. Norderstedt: Books on Demand, 2009. 

126. Print. 
Marin, Karen. Lauf, Karen, Lauf! Roman einer Kindheit von 1939 bis 1947. Husum: Husum, 2007. Print. 
Mönnich, Horst. Der vierte Platz: Chronik einer westpreußichen Familie. Stuttgart: Henry Goverts, 1962. 

39, 44, 45. Print. [1964, 1973, 1982, 1986, 1987] 
Münch, Ingeborg. Johnnys Erzählungen. Norderstedt: Books on Demand, 2009. 206. Print. 
Späth, Bernd. Trümmerkind. Bergisch-Gladbach: Lübbe, 2002. Print. [2004] 



 304 

Surminski, Arno. Grunowen oder das vergangene Leben. Hamburg: Hoffmann und Campe, 1989. 337. 
[1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 2006] 

---. Sommer vierundvierzig oder Wie lange fährt man von Deutschland nach Ostpreußen? Berlin: 
Ullstein, 1997. 389. Print. [1998, 2000] 

---. Winterfünfundfünfzig oder die Frauen von Palmnicken. Hamburg: Ellert und Richter, 2010. Print. 
 
Gustloff-Novels 
 
Brock, Joachim. Nackt in den Tod. Der Untergang der “Wilhelm Gustloff.” Wien: Kaiser, 1968. Print. 

[1970] 
Dönhoff, Tatjana Gräfin. Die Gustloff. Die letzte Fahrt der Wilhelm Gustloff. Berlin: Bloomsbury, 2008. 

Print. [2010] 
Dückers, Tanja. Himmelskörper. Berlin: Aufbau, 2004. Print. 
Grass, Günter. Im Krebsgang. Göttingen: Steidl, 2002. Print. [2003, 2004, 2006, 2007 2009] 
Sellwood, Arthur V. Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff. Stuttgart: Motorbuch, 1995. Print. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 305 

Secondary Literature:  
 
Abend. “Frauen in der Hölle. Russensturm über Ostpreußen. Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Abend 

20 Nov. 1959. Print.  
Abendrothm Walter. “Der Trompeter des Tausendjährigen Reiches.” Die Zeit 6 Apr. 1962: 18. Print. 
Adler, Jeremy. “Ship of State.” New York Times 27 Apr. 2003: A12. Print. 
AGMA. ma 2010 Pressemedien II. 28 July 2010a. Web. 
AGMA. ma 2010 Tageszeitungen. 28 July  2010b. Web. 
Altrichter, Hemult. “Ilse Bandomir im ‘Jahrhundert der Deportationen und Vertreibungen.’” 

Geschichtswissenschaft und Zeiterkenntnis. Ed. Horst Möller. Munich: Oldenbourg 
Wissenschaftsverlag, 2008. 473-486. Print.  

Aly, Götz. “Theodor Schieder, Werner Conze oder Die Vorstufen der physischen Vernichtung.” Deutsche 
Historiker im Nationalsozialismus. Winfried Schulze und Otto Gerhard Oexle, eds. Frankfurt am 
Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 2000. Print. 

Amos, Heike. Die Vertriebenenpolitik der SED 1949 bis 1990. Munich: Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 
2009. Print. 

---. Vertriebenenverbände im Fadenkreuz: Aktivitäten der DDR-Staatssicherheit 1949 bis 1989. Munich: 
Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 2011. Print. 

Anthon, Carl G. Review of Nemisis at Potsdam. American Historical Review, Dec. (1978): 1289. Print. 
Arbeitsgemeinschaft Fernsehforschung. Entwicklung der druchschnittlichen Sehdauer pro Tag/Person in 

Minuten, 2013. Web. <http://www.agf.de/daten/zuschauermarkt/sehdauer>  
ARD. ARD Jahrbuch 2010. Frankfurt am Main: ARD, 2010. Web. < 

http://www.ard.de/intern/pressearchiv/-
/id=2235058/nid=2235058/did=1691604/ysmb61/index.html>  

Assmann, Aleida and Jan Assmann. “Das Gestern im Heute. Medien und soziales Gedächtnis.” Die 
Wirklichkeit der Medien: Eine Einführung. Eds. Klaus Merten, et al. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für 
Sozialwissenschaften, 1994. Print. 

Assmann, Aleida. Erinnerungsräume. Formen und Wandlungen des kulturellen Gedächtnisses. München: 
C.H. Beck, 1999. Print. 

---. “Zur Mediengeschichte des kulturellen Gedächtnisses.” Medien des kollektiven Gedächtnisses: 
Konstruktivität. Historizität. Kulturspezifität. Eds. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünnig. Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2004. 45-60. Print. 

---. “Limits  of Understanding Generational Identities in Recent German Memory Literature.” Victims and 
Perpetrators. 1933-1945. (Re)Presenting the Past in Post-Unification Culture. Eds. Laurel Cohen-
Pfister and Dagmar Wienröder-Skinner. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2006a. 29-48. Print. 

---. Generationsidentitäten und Vorurteilsstrukturen in der neuen deutschen Erinnerungsliteratur. Wien: 
Picus, 2006b. Print. 

---. “Canon and Archive.” Cultural Memory Studies. An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook. 
Eds. Ansgar Nünning and Astrid Erll. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008. 97-108. Print. 

Assmann, Jan. “Kollektives Gedächtnis und kulturelle Identität.” Kultur und Gedächtnis. Eds. J. Assmann 
and T. Hölscher. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1988. 9-19. Print.  

---. Das kulturelle Gedächtnis. Schrift, Erinnerung und politische Identität in frühen Hochkulturen. 
München: Beck, 1992. Print.  

---. “Communicative and Cultural Memory.” Cultural Memory Studies. An International and 
Interdisciplinary Handbook. Eds. Ansgar Nünning and Astrid Erll. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008. 109-
118. Print. 

Aurich, Peter, ed. Jenseits des Stromes: Die Deutschen Ostgebiete im Westdeutschen Rundfunkprogramm 
(1956-1960). Gesamtdeutsches Bewusstsein. Schriften zur Deutschen Frage 2. Ed. Ministerium für 
Vertriebene, Flüchtlinge und Kriegssachgeschädigte. Leer: Rautenberg, 1961. Print. 

Augstein, Rudolf, Karl Dietrich Bracher und Martin Broszat, eds. Historikerstreit. Die Dokumentation 
der Kontroverse. Munich: Piper, 1995. Print. 



 306 

Baer, Volker. “Zwischen Leitartikel und Reportage. Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Der Tagesspiegel 15 
May 1960. Print.  

Baier, Lothar. “Im deutschen Tal der Tränen. Günter Grass stellt sich als Adenauer-Enkel vor.” 
Wespennest. 127 (2002): 39. Print. 

Baird, Jay W. Hitler's War Poets: Literature and Politics in the Third Reich. Cambridge: CUP, 2008. 
Print. 

Bangert, Axel. “Zwischen Traumschiff und Titanic: Der Untergang der Wilhelm Gustloff im 
zeitgenössischen deutschen Fernsehen.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines 
Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011. 305-327. Print. 

Baranowski, Shelley. Strength Through Joy: Consumerism and Mass Tourism in the Third Reich. 
Cambridge: CUP, 2004. Print 

---. “Selling the ‘Racial Community.’ ‘Kraft durch Freude’ and Consumption in the Third Reich.” Selling 
modernity. Advertising in Twentieth-Century Germany. Eds. Pamela E. Swett, S. Jonathon Wiesen 
and Jonathon R. Zatlin. Durham:  DUP, 2007. 127-150. Print.  

Barnouw, Dagmar. The War in the Empty Air: Victims, Perpetrators, and Postwar Germans. 
Bloomington: IUP, 2005. Print. 

Baron, Ulrich. “Abgegras(s)te Geschichte.” Neue Gesellschaft, Frankfurter Hefte 49 (2002): 236-237. 
Print.  

Barthes, Roland. “Myth Today.” Mythologies. Trans. Annette Lavers. New York: Hill and Wang, 109-58. 
Print.  

Bassiner, Klaus and Elke Müller. “'Die Gustloff' als Beitrag wider das Vergessen.” ZDF-Jahrbuch 45 
(2008): 106-108. Print.  

Beer, Mathias. “Im Spannungsfeld von Politik und Zeitgeschichte : das Großforschungsprojekt 
‘Dokumentation der Vertreibung der Deutschen aus Ost-Mitteleuropa.’” Vierteljahrshefte für 
Zeitgeschichte 3 (1998): 345 – 390. Print.  

---. “Die Dokumentation der Vertreibung der Deutschen aus Ost-Mitteleuropa: Hintergründe - Entstehung 
- Ergebnis – Wirkung.” Geschichte in Wissenschaft und Unterricht 2 (1999): 99 – 117. Print. 

Benjamin, Taylor. “Conscience of a Nation.” The New Leader 86.2 (Mar.-Apr. 2003): 24. Print. 
Bentley, Eric. The Storm Over The Deputy. New York: Grove Press, 1964. Print. 
Berger, Karina. “’Und es gab einen Bums, und das Schiff legte sich auf die Seite’: Die Darstellung des 

Untergangs der Wilhelm Gustloff im Werk Walter Kempowskis.”. Die Wilhelm Gustloff. 
Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011. 
261-284. Print. 

Berger, Peter L. and Thomas Luckmann. The Social Construction of Reality. Garden City, NY: Anchor, 
1967. Print.  

Berliner Zeitung. “Eine abgekürzte Geschichte Danzigs.” Berliner Zeitung 26 June 2006. Web. 
<http://www.berliner-zeitung.de/archiv/eine-abgekuerzte-geschichte-
danzigs,10810590,10398254.html>   

Bernhardt, Rüdiger. Erläuterungen zu Günter Grass: Im Krebsgang. Hollfeld: Bange, 2003. Print.  
Bernrd, Russell H. and Gery W. Ryan. “Text Analysis. Qualitative and Quantitative Methods.” Handbook 

of Methods in Cultural Anthropology. Ed. H. Russell Bernard. New York: Alta Mira Press, 1998. 
595-646. Print. 

Beßlich, Barbara, Katharina Grätz and Olaf Hildebrand. Wende des Erinnerns: Geschichtskonstruktion in 
der deutschen Literatur nach 1989. Berlin: Erich-Schmidt, 2006. Print.  

Beyersdorf, Herman. Erinnerte Heimat: Ostpreußen im literarischen Werk von Arno Surminski. 
Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1999. Print. 

---. “Von der ‘Blechtrommel’ bis zum ‘Krebsgang’. Günter Grass als Schriftsteller der Vertreibung.” 
Weimarer Beiträge 48.4 (2002): 568-93. Print. 

---. “Günter Grass’ Im Krebsgang und die Vertreibungsdebatte im Spiegel der Presse.” Wende des 
Erinnerns? Eds. Barbara Beßlich, Katharina Grätz and Olaf Hildebrand. Berlin: Erich-Schmidt, 
2006. 157-168. Print. 



 307 

Blum, Heiko R. 30 Jahre danach: Dokumentation zur Auseinandersetzung mit dem Nationalsozialismus 
im Film 1945 bis 1975. Cologne: May, 1975. 84-88. Print. 

Bock, Hans Michael and Tim Bergfelder, eds. The Concise Cinegraph: Encyclopaedia of German 
Cinema. Oxford/New York: Berghahn Books, 2009. Print.  

Bonner Rundschau. [Virtus B. Dröscher.] “Männer im Regiestuhl. Der Barde des Zweiten Weltkriegs. 
Frank Wisbar.” Bonner Rundschau 26 Nov1960. Print. 

Bongartz, Heinz, et al. Luftmacht Deutschland: Luftwaffe, Industrie, Luftfahrt. Essen: Essener 
Verlagsanstalt, 1939. Print. 

Braun, Michael. “Die Medien, die Erinnerung, das Tabu: Im Krebsgang und Beim Häuten der Zwiebel 
von Günter Grass.” Tabu und Tabubruch in Literatur und Film. Ed. Michael Braun. Würzburg: 
Königshausen and Neumann, 2007. 117-136. Print. 

Brockmann, Stephen. “Die Politik deutschen Leidens: Günter Grass’ Im Krebsgang.” Die Wilhelm 
Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. Saale: Mitteldeutscher 
Verlag, 2011. 285-304. Print. 

Browning, Christopher R. Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland. 
New York: Harper, 1993. Print. 

Brüne, Klaus, ed. “Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Lexikon des internationalen Films: Das komplette 
Angebot in Kino und Fernsehen seit 1945. Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1987. Print. 

Brunssen, Frank. “Tabubruch? Deutsche als Opfer des zweiten Weltkrieges in Günter Grass’ Novelle Im 
Krebsgang.” Oxford German Studies 35.2 (2006): 115-130. Print. 

Bundesarchiv Bayreuth, Ostdoc 4/48.  
Buß, Michael and Wolfgang Darschin. “Auf der Suche nach dem Fernsehpublikum.” Medien Persketiven 

1 (2004): 15-27. Web. <http://www.media-perspektiven.de/uploads/tx_mppublications/01-
2004_Buss.pdf>    

Christ, Sebastian. “ZDF-Zweiteiler “Die Gustloff:” Der ZDF-Fachberater und die Rechten.” 3 Mar. 2008. 
Web. <http://www.stern.de/panorama/zdf-zweiteiler-die-gustloff-der-zdf-fachberater-und-die-
rechten-612929.html>  

Clarissa. Clarissas Krambude: Autoren erzählen von ihren Pseudonymen. Berlin: Novum, 2011. E-Book. 
C.M. “Krieg vor Hegoland.” Vorwärts: Sozialdemokratische Wochenzeitung 2 October 1959. 8. Print. 
Coetzee, J. M. “Günter Grass and the Wilhelm Gustloff.” Inner Workings: Literary Essays 2000 – 2005. 

New York: Viking, 2007. 132-144. Print.  
Cohen-Pfister, Laurel. “The Suffering of the Perpetrators: Unleashing Collective Memory in German 

Literature of the Twenty-First Century.” Forum of Modern Language Studies 41.2 (2005): 123-135. 
Print. 

Cohen-Pfister, Laurel and Dagmar Wienröder-Skinner, eds. Victims and Perpetrators. 1933-1945. 
(Re)Presenting the Past in Post-Unification Culture. Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2006a. Print. 

---. “History and the Memory of Suffering: Rethinking 1933-1945.” Victims and Perpetrators. 1933-
1945. (Re)Presenting the Past in Post-Unification Culture. Eds. Laurel Cohen-Pfister and Dagmar 
Wienröder-Skinner. Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2006b. 3-26. Print. 

Cooke, Paul. “Der Untergang (2004) Victims, Perpetrators and the Continuing Fascination of Fascism.” A 
Nation of Victims? Representations of German Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the Present. 
German Monitor 67.1. Ed. Helmut Schmitz. Amsterdam: Rodopi BV, 2007. 247-262. Print. 

---. “Dresden (2006), Teamworx and Titanic (1997): German Wartime Suffering as Hollywood Disaster 
Movie.” German Life and Letters 61.2 (2008): 279-294. Print. 

Cooke, Paul and Marc Silberman, eds. Screening War. Perspectives on German Suffering. Rochester: 
Camden House, 2010. Print.  

Corbin, Marie. “Engagement und neue Distanz bei Günter Grass: Vom Wenderoman ‘Ein weites Feld’ 
zur Flüchtlingsnovelle ‘Im Krebsgang.’” Deutschsprachige Erzählprose seit 1990 im Europäischen 
Kontext. Interpretation, Intertexualität, Rezeption. Eds. Volker Wehdeking and Anne-Marie 
Corbin. Trier: WVT, 2003. 79-90. Print. 



 308 

Delling, Manfred. “Der Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ – Ein Symbol. Frank Wisbars neuer 
Antikriegsfilm uraufgeführt.” Die Welt 5 Mar. 1960. Print.  

Deutsche Film Hansa. Den deutschen Frauen gewidment. Frank Wisbars neues Werk. Nacht fiel über 
Gotenhafen. Nach dem Stern-Bericht über den Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’ Deutsche Film 
Hansa, 1960. Press Kit. 

Der Neue Film. “Internationales Interesse für Wisbar-Film.” Der Neue Film 14.12 (1960): 3. Print.  
---. [Käthe Flamm.] “Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Der Neue Film 14.22 (1960). Print. 
Der Spiegel. “Anti-Bolschewismus. Aus jenen Tagen.” Der Spiegel 3 (1960): 59-60. Print.  
Der Spiegel. “Neu in Deutschland.” Der Spiegel 11 (1960): 59-60. Print.  
Der Spiegel. “Kampferprobte Verbände.” Der Spiegel 32 (1998): 28. Print. 
Deutsche Tagespost. [Anna Altenhöfer-Mons.] “Den deutschen Frauen gewidmet.” Deutsche Tagespost: 

Die unabhängige Tageszeitung der deutschen Katholiken 9 Mar. 1960. Print.  
De Zayas, Alfred-Maurice. “International Law and Mass Population Transfers.” Harvard International 

Law Journal 16 (1975): 207–258. 
Die deutsche Woche. [A.S.] “Frank Wisbars neuer Film. Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Die deutsche 

Woche 13 Mar. 1960. Print. 
Die Zeit. [Karl-Heinz Janßen.] “Aufklärung mit Profit.” Die Zeit 3 May 1974: 14. Print. 
Dornemann, Axel. Flucht und Vertreibung aus den ehemaligen deutschen Ostgebieten in Prosaliteratur 

und Erlebnisbericht seit 1945. Eine annotierte Bibliographie. Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 2005. Print. 
Drewniak, Boguslaw. Der Deutsche Film 1938-1945: Ein Gesamtüberblick. Düsseldorf: Droste. 1987. 

66-69, 370, 495, 630-634, 646-650. Print.  
Dückers, Tanja and Verena Carl. “Vorwort.” Stadt. Land. Krieg. Eds. Tanja Dückers and Verena Carl. 

Berlin: Aufbau, 2004. Print. 
---. “Vom Ende des Zweiten Weltkriegs bis zum grellen Biedermeier und darüber hinaus.” Morgen nach 

Utopia: Kritische Beiträge. Ed. Tanja Dückers. Berlin: Aufbau, 2007a. 83-87. Print. 
---. “Der 8. Mai 1945 und die jüngere Generation” Morgen nach Utopia: Kritische Beiträge. Ed. Tanja 

Dückers. Berlin: Aufbau, 2007b. 88-94. Print. 
---. “Der Schrecken nimmt nicht ab, er wächst.” Morgen nach Utopia: Kritische Beiträge. Ed. Tanja 

Dückers. Berlin: Aufbau, 2007c. 101-107. Print. 
---. “Alles nur Opfer.” Die Zeit 7 Mar. 2008. Print. 
Dye, Elizabeth. “’Weil Die Geschichte Nicht Aufhört’: Günter Grass's Im Krebsgang.” German Life and 

Letters 57.4 (2004): 472-487. Print.  
Dumin, Frederick. Review of Nemisis at Potsdam. German Studies Review, 3 (1979): 401–2. Print. 
Eakin, Hugh. “War and Rememberance.” Nation 31 Mar. 2003: 31-24. Print.   
Eigler, Friederike and Eric Langenbacher, eds. “Special Issue: Transformations of the Past in 

Contemporary German Politics and Culture.” German Politics and Society 23.3 (2005). Print.  
Eimeren, Birgit van and Christa-Maria Ridder. “Trends in der Nutzung und Bewertung der Medien 1970 

bis 2010.” Medie Perspektiven 1 (2011): 2-15. Web. <http://www.media-
perspektiven.de/uploads/tx_mppublications/01-2011_Eimeren3_Ridder.pdf> 

Emmerich, Wolfgang. “Dürfen die Deutschen ihre eigenen Opfer beklagen? Schiffsuntergänge 1945 bei 
Uwe Johnson, Walter Kempowski, Günter Grass, Tanja Dückers und Stefan Chwin.” Danzig und 
der Ostseeraum. Eds. Holger Böning, Hans W Jäger, Andrzej Katny and Marian Szczodrowski. 
Bremen: Edition Lumiere, 2005. 293-324. Print. 

Ennis, Michael. “Opfer und Täter in den Gustloff-Filmen von Frank Wysbar.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. 
Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 
2011a. 205-233. Print. 

---. Review of Arno Surminski Winter Fünfundvierzig oder die Frauen von Palmnicken. Focus on 
German Studies 18 (2011b): 97-99. Print. 

Erll, Astrid. “Medium des kollektiven Gedächtnisses - ein (erinnerungs-) kulturwissenschaftlicher 
Kompaktbegriff.” Medien des kollektiven Gedächtnisses: Konstruktivität. Historizität. 
Kulturspezifität. Eds. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünnig. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2004. 3-22. Print. 



 309 

---. “Literature, Film, and the Mediality of Cultural Memory.” Cultural Memory Studies. An International 
and Interdisciplinary Handbook. Eds. Ansgar Nünning and Astrid Erll. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008. 
389-398. Print. 

Fasman, Jonathan. “The legacy of the ‘Wilhelm Gustloff.’” Times Literary Supplement 4 Apr. 2003. 
Print. 

Fairclough, Norman. Critical Discourse Analysis. Boston: Addison Wesley, 1995. 
Faulenbach, Bernd. “Die Vertreibung der Deutschen aus den Gebieten jenseits von Oder und Neiße. Zur 

wissenschaftlichen und öffentlichen Diskussion in Deutschland.” Politik und Zeitgeschichte 51/52 
(2002): 44-54. Print. 

Ferencz, Benjamin  Review of Nemisis at Potsdam. American Journal of International Law. 72 (1978): 
960. 

Feuchert, Sascha. Flucht und Vertreibung in der deutschen Literatur: Beiträge. Frankfurt: Perter Lang, 
2001. Print.  

Filmwoche. [C.H. Dömken.] “Wisbar joglierte amerikanisch.” Filmwoche 5 Mar. 1960. Print. 
Fisch, Bernhard. Wir brauchen einen langen Atem. Die deutschen Vertriebenen 1990–1999. Eine 

Innenansicht. Jena: Verlag Neue Literatur, 2001. Print. 
Fischer, Thomas and Rainer Wirtz. Alles authentisch? Popularisierung der Geschichte im Fernsehen. 

Konstanz: Verlagsgesellschaft, 2008. Print. 
Fischer, Torben and Matthias N. Lorenz. Lexikon der 'Vergangenheitsbewältigung' in Deutschland. 

Debatten- und Diskursgeschichte des Nationalsozialismus nach 1945. Bielefeld: Transcript, 2007. 
Print. 

Foucault, Michel. The Archaeology of Knowledge. New York: Routledge, 1969. Print. 
Frankfurter Algemeine Zeitung. “Mit vollen Regie Händen. ‘Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen’ – Frank 

Wisbars filmische Kriegstrilogie.” Frankfurter Algemeine Zeitung 7 Mar. 1960: 19. Print.  
Frankfurter Rundschau. [B.N.B.] “Wackere Militärs.” Frankfurter Rundschau 16 Jan. 1967. Print. 
---. “Erfahrung mit einem behinderten Kind: Eine authentische Entwicklungsgeschichte von George 

Brown und weitere Spielfilme.” Frankfurter Rundschau 4 May 1992. Print. 
Frei, Norbert and Johannes Schmitz. Journalismus im dritten Reich. München: Beck, 1999. Print.  
Frei, Norbert. 1945 und Wir. Das dritte Reich im Bewustsein der Deutschen. Munich: Beck, 2005. Print.  
Fricke, Hannes. “Günter Grass’ Im Krebsgang als verspätetes Dokument.” Das hört nicht auf: Trauma, 

Literatur und Empathie. Göttingen, Wallenstein: 2004. 161-168. Print. 
Fritsch, Heinz Rudolph. “Im Scheinwerferlicht des Fernsehens.” Aus Trümmern wurden Fundamente. 

Vertriebene, Flüchtlinge, Aussiedler. Drei Jahrzehnte Integration. Düsseldorf: Rau, 1979. Print. 
Fritsche, Christiane. Vergangenheitsbewältigung im Fernsehen. Westdeutsche Filme über den 

Nationalsozialismus in den 1950er und 60er Jahren. Munich: Martin Meidenbauer, 2003. Print. 
Fuchs, Anne. “From ‘Vergangenheitsbewältigung’ to Generational Memory Contests in Günter Grass, 

Monika Maron and Uwe Timm.” German Life and Letters 59.2 (2006): 169-186. 
---. Phantoms of War in Contemporary German Literature, Films and Discourse. The Politics of Memory. 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008. Print. 
Fuchs, Anne, Mary Cosgrove and Georg Grote, eds. German Memory Contests: The Quest for Identity in 

Literature, Film, and Discourse since 1990. Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2006a. Print. 
Fuchs, Anne, Mary Cosgrove and Georg Grote. “Introduction: Germany’s Memory Contests and the 

Management of the Past.” German Memory Contests: The Quest for Identity in Literature, Film, 
and Discourse since 1990. Eds. Anne Fuchs, Mary Cosgrove and Georg Grote. Rochester, NY: 
Camden House, 2006b. 1-21. Print. 

Gagnon, Mark Clement. Celluloid Heroes of the Adenauer Era: Creating New Citizens in the War Film of 
the 1950s. Dissertation: Germanic Languages and Literatures, Harvard University. 2006. 
Dissertation. 

Gause, Fritz. “Bruno Schumacher.” Zeitschrift für Ostforschung. 6 (1957): 401–403. Print. 
Geertz, Clifford. “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture.” The Interpretation of 

Cultures. New York: Basic Books, 1973. 3-30. Print. 



 310 

German Life and Letters 57.4 (2004). Print.  
German Life and Letters 59.2 (2004). Print. 
Goldhagen, Daniel Jonah. Hitler's Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust. New 

York: Vintage, 1997. Print.  
GPRA. GPRA-Vertrauensindex Q1/2012: 81 Prozent der Deutschen vertrauen den regionalen 

Tageszeitungen. 2012. Web. <http://www.presseportal.de/pm/51119/2227632/gpra-
vertrauensindex-q1-2012-81-prozent-der-deutschen-vertrauen- den-regionalen-tageszeitungen-
bild> 

Grabes, Herbert. “Cultural Memory and the Literary Cannon.” Cultural Memory Studies. An 
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook. Eds. Nünning, Ansgar and Astrid Erll. Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2008. 311-320. Print. 

Graham, Laura R. and Brenda Farnell. “Discourse Centered Methods.” Handbook of Methods in Cultural 
Anthropology. Ed. H. Russell Bernard. New York: Alta Mira Press, 1998 : 411-57. Print. 

Grainge, Paul. “Introduction: Memory and Popular Film.” Memory and Popular Film. Ed. Paul Grainge. 
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003. 1-20. 

Granbow, Jürgen. “Schulz, Max Walter.” Killy Literaturlexikon. Band 10. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
2011. 631-632. Print. 

Grass, Günter. Beim Häuten der Zwiebel. Göttingen: Steidl, 2006. Print. 
Grimm, Reinhold, et al., eds. Der Streit um Hochhuths Stellvertreter. Stuttgart: Basilius, 1963. Print. 
Gumpert, Gregor. “Noch einmal: das ‘gemiedene Thema.’ Zur literarischen Reflexion auf Flucht und 

Vertreibung 1945/46.” Internationales Archiv für Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur 20.2 
(2006): 104-116. Print.  

Hage, Volker. “Das tausendmalige Sterben.” Der Spiegel 6 (2002): 184-190. Print.  
---. Zeugen der Zerstörung. Die Literaten und der Luftkrieg. Essays und Gespräche. Frankfurt A/M: 

Fischer, 2003. Print. 
---. Walter Kempowski: Bücher und Begegnungen. Munich: Albrecht Knaus, 2009. Print. 
Hall, Edward T. Beyond Culture. Garden City, NY: Anchor Press, 1976. Print. 
Hall, Katharina. Günter Grass's “Danzig Quintet.” Oxford: Peter Lang, 2007. Print. 
---. “’Why only now?’: The Representation of German Wartime Suffering as a ‘Memory Taboo’ in 

Günter Grass’s Novella Im Krebsgang.” Germans as Victims in the Literary Fiction of the Berlin 
Republic. Eds. Stuart Taberner and Karina Berger. New York: Camden House, 2009. 133-146. 
Print. 

Hamburger Abendblatt. [Olden, Clemens.] “Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Hamburger Abendblatt 2 Mar. 
1960. Print. 

Hamburger Echo. [Paul Theodor Hoffmann.] “Hitlers Totenschiff.” Hamburger Echo 2 Mar. 1960: 6. 
Print.  

Hamburger Morgenpost. [F.H.] “Wir Frauen sind selber Schuld.” Hamburger Morgenpost 19 Sep. 1959. 
Print. 

Hansen, Hans-Walter. Marinemaler Adolf Bock. Leben und Werk. Hamburg: Koehler,  2001. Print. 
HAZ. [Schulte, Gerd.] “’Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.’ Die Uraufführung des Frank-Wisbar-Films in den 

Weltspielen.” HAZ 26 Feb. 1960. Print.  
Heer, Hannes. Vom Verschwinden der Täter. Der Vernichtungskrieg fand statt, aber keiner war dabei. 

Hamburg: Aufbau, 2004. Print. 
---. Hitler war’s. Die Befreiung der Deutschen von ihrer Vergangenheit. Hamburg: Aufbau, 2005. Print.  
Heer, Hannes, et. al., eds. The Discursive Construction of History: Remembering the Wehrmacht's War of 

Annihilation. New York: Palgrave, 2008. Print. 
Heidelberger Tageblatt. [Klaus Hebecker.] “Deutsche Tragödie – kaum tragisch.” Heidelberger 

Tageblatt. 8 Mar. 1960. Print. 
Helbig, Louis Ferdinand. Der ungeheure Verlust. Flucht und Vertreibung in der deutschsprachigen 

Belletristik der Nachkriegszeit. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1996. Print.  



 311 

Herkommer, Christin. Frauen im Nationalsozialismus. Opfer oder Täterinnen? Munich: Meidenbauer, 
2005. Print. 

Hickethier, Knut. Geschichte des deutschen Fernsehens. Stuttgart: Metzler, 1998. Print. 
Hicks, Dan. “The Material-Cultural Turn: Event and Effect.” The Oxford Handbook of Material Cultural 

Studies. Eds. Dan Hicks and Mary C. Beaudry. Oxford: OUP, 2010. 25-98. Print. 
Hilberg, Raul. Perpetrators. Victims. Bystanders. New York: Harper Collins, 1992. Print. 
Hillesheim, Jürgen. Lexikon nationalsozialistischer Dichter. Würzburg: Köngishausen und Neumann, 

1993. 
Hillgruber, Andreas. Book Review of Die Anglo-Amerikaner und die Vertreibung der Deutschen. 

Historische Zeitschrift 229.3 (1979): 748-9. 
Hinrichs, August.  Petermann fährt nach Madeira. Ein Volksstück in 4 Bildern. Berlin: Drei-Masken-

Verlag, 1936. Print. 
Hirsch, Marianne. “Pictures of a Displaced Childhood.” Family Frames: Photography, Narrative and 

Postmemory. Harvard University Press, 1997. 217-240. Print.  
Höfer, Adolf. “Die Entdeckung der deutschen Kriegsopfer in der Gegenwartslitertur. Eine Studie zu der 

Novelle Im Krebsgang und ihrer Vorgeschichte.” Literatur für Leser 26.3 (2003): 182-97. Print. 
Hoffmann, Kay. “Gemeinschaftsfilme für die Volksgemeinschaft. Die Filme der Deutschen Arbeitsfront.” 

Filmblatt 24 (Sommer, 2004): 11-23. Print. 
Howind, Sascha. “Das ‘Traumschiff’ für die ‘Volksgemeinschaft’? Die Gustloff und die soziale 

Propaganda des Dritten Reiches.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines 
Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011. 27-60. Print. 

---. Die Illusion eines guten Lebens: Kraft durch Freude und nationalsozialistische Sozialpropaganda. 
Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2013. Print. 

Hurwitz, Harold. Die Stunde Null der deutschen Presse. Cologne: Verlag für Wissenschaft und Politik, 
1972. Print.  

Huyssen, Andreas. “Present Pasts: Media, Politics, Amnesia.” Public Culture 12.1 (2000): 21–38. Print. 
Imbleau, Martin. “Der Stürmer.” Encyclopedia of Genocide and Crimes Against Humanity, Volume 1. Ed. 

Dinah Shelton. Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2005. 247-249. Print. 
Irving, David. Und Deutschlands Städte starben nicht. Zürich: Schweizer Druck- und Verlagshaus, 1964. 

Print. 
---. Der Untergang Dresdens. Hamburg: Reinbek, 1967. Print. 
IVW. “Newsletter ‘IVW-Praxis.’” 21 Jan. 2010a. Web. 

<http://www.ivw.eu/index.php?menuid=53&reporeid=280> 
---. “Pressemitteilung - IVW-Quartal 4/2009.” 21 Jan. 2010b. Web. 

<http://www.ivw.eu/index.php?menuid=52&reporeid=279> 
Jackmann, Graham. “Introduction.” German Life and Letters 57.4 (2004): 343-353. Print.  
Jaggar, Alison. Feminist Politics and Human Nature. Totowa: Rowman and Allanheld, 1983. 115. Print. 
Janssen, Ute and Torben Fischer. “Günter Grass: Im Krebsgang.” Lexikon der 

'Vergangenheitsbewältigung' in Deutschland. Debatten- und Diskursgeschichte des 
Nationalsozialismus nach 1945. Eds. Torben Fischer und Matthias N. Lorenz. Bielefeld: Transcript, 
2007. 349-350. Print. 

Jaroszewski, Marek. “’Das leuchtende Schiff’: Der Untergang der ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’ bei Günter Grass 
und Tanja Dückers.” Danzig und der Ostseeraum. Eds. Holger Böning, Hans W Jäger, Andrzej 
Katny and Marian Szczodrowski. Bremen: Edition Lumiere, 2005. 277-291. Print. 

Junge Freiheit. [Motitz Schwarz]. “Wir sind einfach preußisch!” Junge Freiheit. 29 Jan. 2010. Web. 
<http://www.jungefreiheit.de/?id=154&print=1&type=98&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=85875&no
_cache=1> 

Kansteiner, Wulf. “Die Radikalisierung des deutschen Gedächtnisses im Zeitalter seiner kommerzieller 
Reproduktion: Hitler und das ‘Dritte Reich’ in den Fernsehdokumentationen von Guido Knopp.” 
Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft. 50.7 (2003): 626-648. Print. 



 312 

---. In Pursuit Of German Memory: History, Television, And Politics After Auschwitz. Athens, Ohio: OSU 
Press, 2006. Print. 

Kaveny, M. Cathleen. Complicity and Moral Memory. 2004. Unpublished Conference Paper.  
Kesting, Hanjo, ed. Die Medien und Günter Grass. Köln: SH-Verlag, 2008. Print. 
Kettenacker, Lothar. Book Review of Nemisis at Potsdam. Historische Zeitschrift 227.1 (1978): 222-4. 

Print. 
---. Ein Volk von Opfern? Die neue Debatte um den Bombenkrieg 1940-45. Berlin: Rowohlt, 2003. Print. 
Kirschenbaum, Erik. “End of History. WWII Mini Deaws Fewer Teuton Auds.” Variety 10-18 Mar. 2008: 

15. Print. 
Kittel, Manfred. Vertreibung der Vertriebenen? Der historische deutsche Osten in der Erinnerungskultur 

der Bundesrepublik (1961-1982). Munich: Oldenbourg, 2006. Print. 
Klee, Ernst, ed. “Wisbar, Frank.” Das Kulturlexikon zum Dritten Reich: Wer war was vor und nach 1945. 

Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 2007. 651. Print 
Kloth, Hans Michael and Klaus Wiegrefe. “Unbequeme Wahrheiten.” Der Spiegel 33 (2006). Print. 
Knopp, Guido. “Zeitgeschichte im ZDF.” Massenmedien und Zeitgeschichte. Ed. Jürgen Wilke. 

Konstanz: UVK, 1999a. 309-316. Print.  
---. “Aufklärung braucht Reichweite.” ZDF Jahrbuch 1998. Mainz: ZDF, 1999b. 68-69. Print.  
Kompisch, Kathrin. Täterinnen: Frauen im Nationalsozialismus. Köln: Böhlau, 2008. Print. 
Korte, Barbara and Sylvia Paletschek, eds. History Goes Pop: Zur Repräsentation von Geschichte in 

populären Medien und Genres. Bielefeld: Trasncript, 2009. Print. 
Kossert, Andreas. Kalte Heimat. Die Geschichte der deutschen Vertriebenen nach 1945. Munich, Siedler, 

2008. Print.  
Krallert-Sattler, Gertrud. “Kommentierte Bibliographie zum Flüchtlings- und Vertriebenenproblem in der 

Bundesrepublik Deutschland, in Österreich und in der Schweiz.” Abhandlungen zu 
Flüchtlingsfragen. Das Ministerium, 1989. Print. 

Kramer, Thomas, ed. “Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Reclams Lexikon des deutschen Films. Stuttgart: 
Reclam, 1995a. Print. 

---. “Wysbar, Frank.” Reclams Lexikon des deutschen Films. Stuttgart: Reclam, 1995b. Print. 
Krauss, Marita. Sie waren dabei: Mitläuferinnen, Nutznießerinnen, Täterinnen im Nationalsozialismus. 

Göttingen: Wallstein, 2008. Print.  
Kroll, Frank Lothar. Flucht und Vertreibung in der Literatur nach 1945. Berlin: Mann, 1997. Print. 
Künnemann, Horst. “Zwischen Autobiographie und politischer Dokumentation. Literarische 

Gestaltungsformen von Flucht in der Kinder- und Jugendliteratur.” Kinder auf der Flucht. Kinder 
und Jugendliteratur zu einem globalen Thema im 20. Jahrhunder. Ed. Michael Fritsche. Oldenburg: 
Universität Oldenburg Verlag, 2001. 31-44. Print.  

Der Kurier. [H.H.] “Frauen ohne Namen.” Der Kurier 26 Nov. 1959: 6. Print. 
Lachmann, Renate. “Mnemonic and Intertextual Aspects of Literature.” Nünning, Ansgar and Astrid Erll, 

eds. Cultural Memory Studies. An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook. Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2008. 301-310. Print. 

Landesmedienanstalten. Jahrbuch 2010/11. Landesmedienanstalten und Privater Rundfunk in 
Deutschland. Berlin: Vistas, 2011. Web. < http://www.die-
medienanstalten.de/fileadmin/Download/Publikationen/ALM-
Jahrbuch/Jahrbuch_2011/Jahrbuch_der_Medienanstalten_2011.pdf> 

Landestag Mecklenburg-Vorpommern. “Vom Größenwahn eines diktatorischen Regimes. Debatte über 
Untergang der ‘Gustloff’ endet mit Eklat.” LandestagsNachrichten Mecklenburg-Vorpommern 2 
(2010): 12-17 Print.  

Langenbacher, Eric. “Changing Memory Regimes in Contemporary Germany?” German Politics and 
Society 21.2 (2003): 46-68. Print. 

---. “Fragmente des Verlusts: Die Wiederkehr der Erinnerung an deutsches Leiden und an die Wilhelm 
Gustloff.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven.  
Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011. 328-359. Print. 



 313 

Langenbacher, Eric, Bill Niven and Ruth Wittlinger, eds. “Dynamics of Memory in Twenty-first Century 
Germany.” German Politics and Society 26.4 (2008). Print.  

Lemmons, Russel. Goebbels and Der Angriff. Lexington, KY: University of Kentucky Press, 1994. Print. 
Leonard, John. “New Books.” Harper’s Magazine Apr. 2003: 81-82. Print. 
Leutheuser, Karsten. Freie, geführte und verführte Jugend: politisch motivierte Jugendliteratur in 

Deutschland 1919-1989. Padeborn: Igel, 1995. 174-178. Print. 
Livingston, Robert Gerald. “Germany's Sunken Memories.” Foreign Policy 135 (2003): 80-82. Print. 
Loiperdinger, Martin. “Filmzensor und Selbstkontrolle.” Geschichte des Deutschen Films. Eds. Wolfgang 

Jacobsen, Anton Kaes, and Hans Helmut Prinzler. Stuttgart: Metzler, 2004. 525-544. Print. 
Lotz, Christian. Die Deutung des Verlustes. Erinnerungspolitische Kontroversen im geteilten Deutschland 

um Flucht, Vertreibung und die Ostgebeite (1948-1972). Köln: Böhlau, 2007. Print.  
---. “Der Untergang des Häftlingschiffes Cap Arcona am 3. Mai 1945: Ein Überblick über Ereignis, 

Erinnerungskulturen und Forschungskontroversen.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und 
Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011. 234-260. Print. 

Lyotard, Jean-François. The Post-Modern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Manchester: MUP, 1979. 
Print.  

Maier, Charles S. The Unmasterable Past: History, Holocaust, and German National Identity. 
Cambridge: CUP, 2003. Print. 

Marven, Lyn. “German Literature in the Berlin Republic – Writing by Women.” Contemporary German 
Fiction.Writing in the Berlin Republic. Ed. Stuart Taberner. Cambridge: CUP, 2007. 159-176. Print. 

Mauelshagen, Claudia. Der Schatten des Vaters. Frankfurt: Lang, 1995. Print. 
Michel, Andreas. “Heros and Taboos. Expansion of Memory in Contemporary Germany.” War, Literature & the 

Arts 17.1/2 (2005): 59-73. Print. 
Midgley, David. “Günter Grass, Im Krebsgang: Memory, Medium, and Message.” Seminar: A Journal of 

Germanic Studies 41.1 (2005): 55-67. Print. 
Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt. Die Bundeswehr 1955 bis 2005. Rückblenden, Einsichten, 

Perspektiven. Oldenbourg: Wissenschaftsverlag, 2007. Print. 
Mindener Tageblatt. “Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Mindener Tageblatt 5 Mar. 1960. Print. 
Mitscherlich, Alexander und Margarete Mitscherlich. Die Unfähigkeit zu trauern. Grundlagen kollektiven 

Verhaltens Munich: Piper, 1968. Print. 
MPFS. Jim Studie 2012. Web. http://www.mpfs.de/fileadmin/JIM-pdf12/JIM2012_Endversion.pdf 
Moeller, Robert G. War Stories. The Search for a Usable Past in the Federal Republic of Germany. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001. Print.  
---. “Sinking Ships, the Lost Heimat and Broken Taboos: Gunter Grass and the Politics of Memory in 

Contemporary Germany.” Contemporary European History 12.2 (2003): 147-81. Print. 
---. “Germans as Victims? Thoughts on a Post-Cold War History of the Second World War’s Legacies.” 

History and Memory 17.1/2 (2005): 147-94. Print. 
---. “On the History of Man-made Destruction: Loss, Death, Memory, and Germany in the Bombing 

War.” History Workshop Journal 61 (2006a): 103-34. Print. 
---. “The Politics of the Past in the 1950s: Rhetorics of Victimisation in East and West Germany.” 

Germans as Victims. Ed. Bill Niven. Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006b. 26-42. Print. 
---. “Victims in Uniform: West German Combat Movies from the 1950s.” Germans as Victims. Ed. Bill 

Niven. Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006c. 43-61. Print. 
---. “Der ‚Barde des Zweiten Weltkriegs’ und der Zusammenbruch des ‚Deutschen Ostens.’ Frank Wisbars Nacht 

fiel über Gotenhafen.” Mediale Mobilmachung III. Das Kino der Bundesrepublik Deutschland als 
Kulturindustrie (1950-1962). Mediengeschichte des Films Band 6. Ed. Harra Segeberg. Munich: Wilhelm 
Fink, 2007. 337-365. Print. 

Müller, Heiner. Die Umsiedlerin. Oder das Leben auf dem Lande. Berlin: Rotbuch, 1975. Print. 
Münchener Merkur. [H.H.K.] “Schiffsuntergang 1945.” Münchener Merkur 16 Apr. 1960. Print. 
Nettonjakob, Egon. “Neudeutsche Heldensage. Cajus Bekker und Frank Wisbar, Flucht über die Ostsee, 

Dokumentarspiel.” Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung 14 Jan. 1967. Print.  



 314 

Neue Ruhr-Zeitung. [Teschenmacher, A.F.] “Als Deutschlands Krieg über Deutschland kam.” Neue 
Ruhr-Zeitung 26 Feb. 1960. Print. 

Neumann, Birgit. “The Literary Representation of Memory.” Cultural Memory Studies. An International 
and Interdisciplinary Handbook. Eds. Ansgar Nünning and Astrid Erll. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008. 
333-344. Print. 

Novick, Abe. “The American Crabwalk Tempo.” The Washington Times 15 Oct. 2003: A16. Print. 
Niethammer, Lutz. “Die postmoderne Herausforderung: Geschichte als Gedächtnis im Zeitalter der 

Wissenschaft.” Geschichtsdiskurs, 1: Grundlagen und Methoden der Historiographiegeschichte. 
Eds. W. Küttler, J. Rüsen and E. Schulin. Frankfurt: Fischer, 1993. 31-49. Print. 

Niven, Bill. Facing the Nazi Past: United Germany and the Legacy of the Third Reich. London: 
Routledge, 2001. Print. 

---, ed. Germans as Victims. Remembering the Past in Contemporary Germany. Hampshire: Palgrave-
MacMillan, 2006a. Print. 

---. “Introduction: German Victimhood at the Turn of the Millenium.” Germans as Victims. Remembering 
the Past in Contemporary Germany. Ed. Bill Niven. Hampshire: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2006b. 1-25. 
Print. 

---. “Representations of the Nazi Past I: perpetrators.” Contemporary German Fiction.Writing in the 
Berlin Republic. Ed. Stuart Taberner. Cambridge: CUP, 2007a. 125-41. Print. 

---. “Implicit Equations in Constructions of German Suffering.” A Nation of Victims? Representations of 
German Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the Present. German Monitor 67.1. Ed. Helmut Schmitz. 
Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007b. 105-123. Print. 

---. “The Good Capitan and the Bad Capitan: Joseph Vilsmaier’s Die Gustloff and the Erosion of 
Complexity.” German Politics and Society 26.4 (2008): 82-98. Print. 

---, ed. Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Saale: Mitteldeutscher 
Verlag, 2011a. Print. 

---. “Vorwort.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. 
Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011b. 7-26. Print. 

---. “Die Gustloff in London, die Sierra Cordoba in Riga: KdF Schiffe im Dienst der 
nationalsozialistischen Politik.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines 
Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven.  Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011c. 61-92. Print. 

---. “Gespaltene Erinnerung? Die Forschungsstelle Ostsee und der Untergang der Gustloff.” Die Wilhelm 
Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. Saale: Mitteldeutscher 
Verlag, 2011d. 234-260. Print. 

---. “On a Supposed Taboo: Flight and Refugees from the East in GDR Film and Tevision.” German Life 
and Letters 65.2 (2012): 216-236. Print. 

Nolan, Mary. “Air Wars, Memory Wars.” Central European History 38.1 (2005): 7-40. Print.  
Odile, Jansen. “Doppelte Erinnerung: Täter- und Opferidentitäten in Christa Wolfs Rekonstruktion Des 

Traumas Der Flucht.” German Life and Letters 57.4 (2004): 440-455. Print.  
Oels, David. “’Dieses Buch ist kein Roman’ Jürgen Thorwalds ‘Die große Flucht’ zwischen 

Zeitgeschichte und Erinnerungspolitik.” Zeithistorische Forschungen/Studies in Contemporary 
History, Online-Ausgabe, 3 (2009). Web. 

Pasquay, Anja. “Zeitungslandschaft.” BDZV, 2010. Web. 
<http://www.bdzv.de/fileadmin/bdzv_hauptseite/markttrends_daten/wirtschaftliche_lage/2010/asset
s/3_Pasquay_Zeitungslandschaft_mAbb.pdf> 

Preusser, Heinze-Peter. “Erinnerung, Fiktion und Geschichte. Über Die Transformation Des Erlebten ins 
Kulturelle Gedächtnis: Walser – Wilkomirski – Grass.” German Life and Letters 57.4 (2004): 488-
503. Print. 

Prinz, Kirsten. “‘Mochte doch keener davon hören’ – Günter Grass’ ‘Im Krebsgang’ und das Feuilleton 
im Kontext aktueller Erinnerungsverhandlungen.” Medien des Kollektiven Gedächtnisses. 
Konstruktivität – Historizität – Kulturspezifität. Ed. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning. Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2004. 174-94. Print. 



 315 

Pütz, Johanna. In Beziehung zur Geschichte sein. Frauen und Männer der dritten Generation in ihrer 
Auseinandersetzung mit dem Nationalsozialismus. Frankfurt: Lang, 1999. Print.  

Recklinghauser Zeitung. [S. Werner.] “Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Recklinghauser Zeitung 2 Mar. 1960. 
Print. 

Rennison, Lucinda Jane. Rolf Hochhuth's Interpretation of History, and its Effect on the Content, Form 
and Reception of his Dramatic Work. Durham: University of Durham Press, 1991. Print. 

Rheinische Post. [G.R.] “Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen.” Rheinische Post 12 Mar. 1960. Print. 
Rhode, Gotthold Review of Nemisis at Potsdam. Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 21 Feb. 1978: 21. Print. 
Röger, Marin. “News Media and Historical Rememberance: Reporting on the Expulsion of Germans in 

Polish and German Magazines.” Mediation, Remediation, and the Dynamics of Cultural Memory. 
Eds. Astrid Erll and Ann Rigney. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2009. 187-204. Print.  

Röhl, Klaus Rainer. Verbotene Trauer. Die vergessenen Opfer. München: Universitas, 2002. Print.  
Rohwer, Jürgen. “Letzte Meldung” Marine-Rundschau 4 (1975): 524-525. Print. 
Rother, Rainer. “Nationalsozialismus und Film.” Medien im Nationalsozialismus. Ed. Bernd Heidenreich. 

Paderborn: SchöninghFink, 2010. 125-144. Print.  
Ruhr-Nachrichten. [Ordeon and Reckinghäuser.] “Wisbars neuer eindrucksvoller Kriegsfilm.” Ruhr-

Nachrichten 4 Mar. 1960. Print.  
Salzborn, Samuel. “Kollektive Unschuld. Anmerkungen zu Funktion und Intention der neuen Debatte um 

Flucht und Vertreibung.” Freitag. 26 Apr. 2002. Print. 
---. “The Myth of a German Victim Nation: (Re-)presenting Germans as Victims in the New Debate on 

their Flight and Expulsion from Eastern Europe.” A Nation of Victims? Representations of German 
Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the Present. German Monitor 67.1. Ed. Helmut Schmitz. 
Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007. 87-104. Print. 

Saunders, Max. “Life-Writing, Cultural Memory, and Literary Studies.” Cultural Memory Studies. An 
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook. Eds. Ansgar Nünning and Astrid Erll. Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2008. 97-108. Print. 

SHAEF. The Psychological Warfare Division, Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force. Lulu 
Press, 2012. E-Book. 

Schaal, Björn. Jenseits von Oder und Lethe: Flucht, Vertreibung und Heimatverlust in Erzähltexten nach 
1945. Trier: WVT, 2006. Print  

Schaumann, Caroline. Memory Matters. Generational Responses to Germany's Nazi Past in Recent 
Women's Literature. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2008. Print. 

Schirrmacher, Frank. Die Walser- Bubis- Debatte. Eine Dokumentation. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1999. 
Print. 

Schlant, Ernestine. The Language of Silence. New York: Routledge, 1999. Print. 
Schmidt, Patrick. “Zwischen Medien und Topoi: Die Lieux de memoire und die Medialität des kultutellen 

Gediilchtnisses.” Medien des kollektiven Gedächtnisses: Konstruktivität. Historizität. 
Kulturspezifität. Eds. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünnig. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2004. 25-43. Print. 

Schmidt, Thomas E. “Ostpreußischer Totentanz.” Die Zeit. 14 Feb. 2002: 33.Print. 
Schödel, Kathrin. “’Narrative Normalization’ and Günter Grass’s Im Krebsgang.” German Culture, 

Politics, and Literature into the Twenty-First Century. Beyond Normalization. Eds. Stuart Taberner 
and Paul Cooke. New York: Camden House, 2006. 195-208. Print. 

Schoeps, Karl-Heinz. Literature and Film in the Third Reich. Rochester: Camden House, 2004. Print. 
Schönemann, Martin. “Auf der Suche nach Danzig – mit Hilfe von Günter Grass.” Danzig und der 

Ostseeraum. Eds. Holger Böning, Hans W Jäger, Andrzej Katny and Marian Szczodrowski. 
Bremen: Edition Lumiere, 2005. 337-345. Print. 

Schmitz, Helmut. “Introduction: The Return of the Past: The Legacy of National Socialism, Memory 
Culture and Post-Unification Literature.” On Their Own Terms: The Legacy of National Socialism 
in Post-1990 German Fiction. Ed. Helmut Schmitz. Birmingham: BUP, 2004a. 1-24. Print. 



 316 

---. “‘History is a clogged Toilet.’ – Günter Grass’s Im Krebsgang.” On Their Own Terms: The Legacy of 
National Socialism in Post-1990 German Fiction. Ed. Helmut Schmitz. Birmingham, U.K.: 
Birmingham University Press, 2004b. 263-286. Print. 

---, ed. A Nation of Victims? Representations of German Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the Present. 
German Monitor 67.1. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007a. Print. 

---. “Introduction: The Return of German Wartime Suffering in German Memory Culture, Literature and 
Film.” A Nation of Victims? Representations of German Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the 
Present. German Monitor 67.1. Ed. Helmut Schmitz. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007b. 1-30. Print. 

---. “Historicism, Sentimentality and the Problem of Empathy: Uwe Timm’s Am Beispiel meines Bruders 
in the Context of Recent Representations of German Suffering.” A Nation of Victims? 
Representations of German Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the Present. German Monitor 67.1. Ed. 
Helmut Schmitz. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007c. 197-222. Print. 

---. “Representations of the Nazi Past II: German wartime suffering.” Contemporary German 
Fiction.Writing in the Berlin Republic. Ed. Stuart Taberner. Cambridge: CUP, 2007d. 142-58.  
Print. 

Schmoll, Friedemann. “Die Vergegenwärtigung des Verlorenen. Heimatbücher im Schnittfeld von 
Geschichte und Erinnerung.” Das Heimatbuch. Ed. Mathias Beer. Göttingen: V and R, 2010. 309-
330. Print. 

Schneider, Peter. “Deutsche als Opfer?” Ein Volk von Opfern? Ed. Lothar Kettenacker. Berlin: Rowohlt, 
2003. 158-165. Print. 

Schrape, Jan-Felix. Gutenberg-Galaxis Reloaded? Der Wandel des deutschen Buchhandels durch 
Internet, E-Books und Mobile Devices. Boizenburg: Hülsbusch, 2011. Print. 

Schubert-Lehnhardt, Viola and Sylvia Korch. Frauen als Täterinnen und Mittäterinnen im 
Nationalsozialismus. Halle: Martin-Luther-Universität, 2006. Print 

Schuder, Werner, ed. Kürschners Deutscher Literatur-Kalender, 53. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1958. 
Print. 

Schwartz, Michael. “Tabu und Erinnerung. Zur Vertriebenen-Problematik in Politik und literarischer 
Öffentlichkeit der DDR.” Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft 51.1 (2003): 85-101. Print. 

---. Vertriebene und „Umsiedlerpolitik“. Integrationskonflikte in den deutschen Nachkriegs-
Gesellschaften und die Assimilationsstrategien in der SBZ/DDR 1945–1961. Munich: Oldenbourg, 
2004. Print. 

---. Funktionäre mit Vergangenheit. Das Gründungspräsidium des Bundes der Vertriebenen und das 
“Dritte Reich”. München: Oldenbourg, 2013. Print. 

Sebald, W.G. Luftkrieg und Literatur. Munich: Hanser, 1999. Print. 
Seghers, Anna. “Die Umsiedlerin.” Geschichten von heute und gestern. Berlin: Kinderbuchverlag, 1969. 

Print. 
Später, Erich. “Deutschlands Stoßtrupp - Vor fünfzig Jahren wurde die NS-Nachfolgeorganisation ‘Bund 

der Vertriebenen’ gegründet.” Konkret 11 (2007). Print. 
Speckmann, Thomas. “Renaissance des Themas in den Medien.” Flucht, Vertreibung, Integration. 

Begleitbuch zur Ausstellung im Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Bonn, 3. 
Dezember 2005 bis 17. Apr. 2006. Ed. Petra Rösgen. Bielefeld: Kerber, 2005. Print. 

SPIO. Kinobesuche in Deutschland 1925 bis 2005 (1945 bis 1990 West-Deutschland). SPIO Abteilunf für 
Statistik, 2006. Web. <http://www.spio.de/media_content/610.pdf>  

Statistisches Bundesamt. “Haushalte nach Haushaltsgrößen.” Web. 
<https://www.destatis.de/DE/ZahlenFakten/Indikatoren/LangeReihen/Bevoelkerung/lrbev05.html> 

Stern. “Der Ärger muss raus.” Stern 3 Apr. 2002. Web. <http://www.stern.de/kultur/buecher/walter-
kempowski-der-aerger-muss-raus-148204.html> 

Stöber, Rudolf. “Presse im Nazionalsozialismus.” Medien im Nationalsozialismus. Bernd Heidenreich, 
ed. Paderborn: SchöninghFink, 2010. 275-294. Print.  

Stiftung Lesen, ed. Lesen in Deutschland 2008. Mainz: Stiftung Lesen, 2009. Print. 



 317 

Stiftung Ostdeutscher Kulturrat. Flucht und Vertreibung als literarisches Thema. Bonn: Stiftung 
Ostdeutscher Kulturrat, 1985. Print. 

Stüben, Jens. “Erfragte Erinnerung, entsorgte Familiengeschichte: Tanja Dückers' "Wilhelm-Gustloff"-
Roman "Himmelskörper.” Wende des Erinnerns? Eds. Barbara Beßlich, Katharina Grätz and Olaf 
Hildebrand. Berlin: Erich-Schmidt, 2006. 169-189. Print. 

Stuttgarter Zeitung. [Ewald Stroh.] “Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen. Frank Wisbars neuer Kriegsfilm.” 
Stuttgarter Zeitung 15 Jan. 1960. Print.  

Süddeutsche Zeitung. [F.J.R.] “Vor der Leinwand notiert.” Süddeutsche Zeitung 14/15 Apr. 1960. Print. 
---. [K.H.K.] “Flucht über die Ostsee.” Süddeutsche Zeitung 17 Jan. 1967. Print. 
Taberner, Stuart. “’Normalization’ and the New Consensus on the Nazi Past: Günter Grass's Im 

Krebsgang and the ‘Problem’ of German Wartime Suffering.” Oxford German Studies 31 (2002): 
161-186. Print. 

---. “Representations of German Wartime Suffering in Recent Fiction.” Germans as Victims. 
Remembering the Past in Contemporary Germany. Ed. Bill Niven. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2006. 164-180. Print. 

---. “Literary Representations in Contemporary German Fiction of the Expulsions of Germans from the 
East in 1945.” A Nation of Victims? Representations of German Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the 
Present. Ed. Helmut Schmitz. Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi BV, 2007. 223-246. Print. 

Taberner, Stuart and Karina Berger, eds. Germans as Victims in the Literary Fiction of the Berlin 
Republic. Rochester: Camden House, 2009a. Print. 

Taberner, Stuart and Karina Berger. “Introduction.” Germans as Victims in the Literary Fiction of the 
Berlin Republic. Eds. Stuart Taberner and Karina Berger. Rochester: Camden House, 2009b. 1-14. 
Print. 

Terra-Filmkunst. Petermann ist dagegen: Ein Neucophon-Film der Terra-Filmkunst; Nach dem 
Bühnenstück 'Petermann fährt nach Madeira' von August Hinrichs. Press Kit. Pressedienst der 
Terra-Filmkunst, 1937. DVD. 

Danyel, Jürgen and Phillip Ther, eds. “Flucht und Vertreibung in europäischer Perspektive.” Zeitschrift 
für Geschichtswissenschaft 51.1 (2003). Print. 

TNS Emnid. “Deutsche halten Lokalzeitungen für vertrauenswürdigste.” 2007. Web. <http://www.tns-
emnid.com/presse/pdf/presseinformationen/2007_09_12_TNS_Emnid_VertrauenMedien.pdf> 

Triandis, Harry C. The Analysis of Subjective Culture. New York: Wiley, 1972. Print. 
Upcurch, Michael. “Crabwalk by Günter Grass.” Seattle Times 1 May 2003. Print. 
Updike, John. “Suppressed Atrocities; A New Book by Günter Grass.” The New Yorker 21 Apr. 2003: 

185. Print.  
Veel, Kristin. “Virtual Memory in Günter Grass’ Im Krebsgang.” German Life and Letters 57.2 (Apr., 

2004): 206-218. Print. 
Wahler, Isaac. “An Exposé of Der Stuermer German Anti-Semitic Weekly.” Ein Streifzug durch 

Frankens Vergangenheit. Bad Neustädter Beiträge zur Geschichte und Heimatkunde Frankens, 2. 
Eds. Maria-Luise Abb and Günte Henneberger. Bad Neustadt a. d. Saale, Rötter: 1982. 375-412. 
Print. 

Wassmann, Elena. “Günter Grass: ‘Im Krebsgang. Eine Novelle.’ (2002).” Die Novelle als 
Gegenwartsliteratur : Intertextualität, Intermedialität und Selbstreferentialität bei Martin Walser, 
Friedrich Dürrenmatt, Patrick Süskind und Günter Grass. St. Ingbert: Röhrig, 2009. 311-362. 
Print. 

Weigelt, Klaus, ed. Flucht und Vertreibung in der Nachkriegsliteratur. Melle: Knoth, 1986. Print. 
Welzer, Harald, ed. Das soziale Gedächtnis. Geschichte, Erinnerung, Tradierung. Hamburg: Hamburger 

Edition, 2001. Print.  
Welzer, Harald. Das kommunikative Gedächtnis. Eine Theorie der Erinnerung. Munich: Beck, 2002. 

Print.  



 318 

---. “Von der Täter- zur Opfergesellschaft. Zum Umbau der deutschen Erinnerungskultur.” Erinnern und 
Verstehen. Der Völkermord an den Juden im politischen Gedächtnis der Deutschen. Ed. Hans Erler. 
Frankfurt: Campus, 2003. 100-8. Print. 

---. “Schön unscharf. Über die Konjunktur der Familien- und Generationenromane.” Mittelweg 36 13 
(2004): 53-64. Print. 

---. Täter. Wie aus ganz normalen Menschen Massenmörder werden. Frankfurt: Fischer, 2005. Print. 
Welzer, Harald, Sabine Moller und Karoline Tschuggnall. Opa War kein Nazi: Nazionalsozialismus und 

Holocaust im Familiengedächtnis. Frankfurt: Fischer, 2002. Print.  
Westdeutsche Allgemeine. [Sabel, Karl.] “’…so groß ist die Welt.’ Wisbars Film ‘Nacht fiel über 

Gotenhafen’ im Revier. Westdeutsche Allgemeine 3 Mar. 1960. Print. 
Wertsch, James V. (1985). Vygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind. Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press. Print. 
Westfalenblatt. “Ein erschuttender Film. ‘Nacht fiel über Gotenhafen’ uraufgeführt.” Westfalenblatt 

Bielefelder Zeitung 27 Feb. 1960. Print.  
Westfälische Rundschau. “Die Frauen und den Krieg.” Westfälische Rundschau 29 Feb. 1960. Print. 
Wiegel, Gerd. “Familiengeschichte vor dem Fernseher. Erinnerte NS-Geschichte in den Dokumentationen 

Guido Knopps.” Heldenmythos und Opfertaumel. Der Zweite Weltkrieg und seine Folgen im 
deutschen Geschichtsdiskurs. Ed. Michael Kundt. Köln: PapyRossa, 2004. 82-102. Print.  

Wilking, Dirk. “’Der Landser’ – Wie ein Mann ein Mann wird.” Mobiles Beratungsteam. Einblicke. Ein 
Werkstattsbuch. Eds. Wolfram Hülsemann and Michael Kohlstruck. Breandenburg: Brendenburg 
Tolerantes, 2004. 61-93. Print. 

Winston, Krishna. “Crabwalk.” Book Mar./Apr. 2003: 74. Print. 
Wistrich, Robert S. “Hans Steinhof.” Who's Who in Nazi Germany. New York: Routledge, 2002. Print 
Witt, Jann M. “Die Wilhelm Gustloff im Zweiten Weltkrieg.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und 

Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011a. 93-119. Print. 
---. “Erinnern und Gedenken: Das Marine Ehren-Mal in Laboe als Erinnerungsstätte an die Flucht über 

die Ostsee.” Die Wilhelm Gustloff. Geschichte und Erinnerung eines Untergangs. Ed. Bill Niven. 
Saale: Mitteldeutscher Verlag, 2011b. 171-204. Print. 

Witte, Karsten. “Film im National Sozialismus.” Geschichte des Deutschen Films. Eds. Wolfgang 
Jacobsen, Anton Kaes, and Hans Helmut Prinzler. Stuttgart: Metzler, 2004. 117-166. Print.  

Wittlinger, Ruth. “Taboo or Tradition? The ‘Germans as Victims’ Theme in the Federal Republic until 
the mid-1990s.” Germans as Victims. Remembering the Past in Contemporary Germany. Ed. Bill 
Niven. Hampshire: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2006. 63-75. Print. 

Wolfenden, Helen. “The Representation of the Wehrmacht Soldier in Postwar German Film.” A Nation of 
Victims? Representations of German Wartime Suffering from 1945 to the Present. German Monitor 
67.1. Ed. Helmut Schmitz. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007. 72-77. Print. 

Wysbar, Eva and Detlef Garz. Hinaus aus Deutschland, irgendwohin. Mein Leben in Deutschland vor 
und nach 1933. Lengwil: Libelle, 2000. Print. 

Youngman, Paul A. “The Realization of a Virtual Past in Günter Grass's Crabwalk.” Studies in 20th and 
21st Century Literature 32.1 (2008): 179-201. Print. 

Zelizer, Barbie. “Journalism’s Memory Work.” Cultural Memory Studies. An International and 
Interdisciplinary Handbook. Eds. Ansgar Nünning and Astrid Erll. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008. 379-
388. Print. 

Zytyniec, Rafal. “’Mein Recht auf Heimat… liegt im Frieden!’ Die Erinnerung an Ostpreußen in der 
DDR.” Kulturelle Grenzgänge: Festschrift für Christa Ebert zum 65. Geburtstag. Eds. Agnieszka 
Brockmann, et al. Berlin: Verlag für wissienschaftliche Literatur, 2012. 301-312. Print. 


