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Reading Seán O’Casey in the GDR 

Deirdre Byrnes 

 

Introduction 

In her wide-ranging article on the reception of Anglo-Irish literature in the German 

Democratic Republic, Dorothea Siegmund-Schultze notes that Seán OʼCasey was one of 

the very first Anglo-Irish authors to be introduced to GDR readers. Although she briefly 

discusses the reception of other writers such as Liam O’Flaherty and John Millington 

Synge, it is O’Casey who features most prominently. Indeed, for Siegmund-Schultze, it 

was logical that O’Casey garner such attention in the anti-fascist state; after all, here was 

an author “from humble origins struggling against economic, political, and physical 

adversities, who worked directly for progress within the working-class”.1 Moreover, “he 

himself, by means of his literary activities, took part in the social struggles of his times, on 

the side of the suppressed and exploited.”2 This interpretation of O Casey’s biography and 

literary contribution may strike the contemporary reader as emotive and ideological, not 

least in terms of the language used. Within the context of the burgeoning German 

Democratic Republic, however, O’Casey’s commitment to the socialist cause – a 

commitment that found continued expression in his writing throughout a prolific career – 

was of obvious appeal. 

Dorothea Siegmund-Schultze held the Chair of English Literature at the University 

of Halle-Wittenberg where, in 1976, she inaugurated a series of conferences on Irish culture 

and society, which were attended by academics from both Eastern and Western Europe. 

Six biennial conferences were held in total, the proceedings of which were published in a 

bilingual volume series entitled Irland: Gesellschaft und Kultur. It is, perhaps, unsurprising 

to learn that there was little academic exchange between Ireland and the GDR.3 These Halle 

conferences thus became, as one contributor noted, “the principal focus for scholarly 

consideration of Ireland and Irish affairs in the German Democratic Republic”.4 It is, 

therefore, fitting that they feature, albeit briefly, in our volume also. O’Casey’s writing was 

the topic of several papers. Irland: Gesellschaft und Kultur II contained two contributions 

on O’Casey’s theatre, while the fifth volume included a piece on his play The Star Turns 

Red and the Spanish Civil War.5 Beginning with The Shadow of a Gunman, which had its 

                                                           
1 Dorothea Siegmund-Schultze, Some Remarks on the Reception of Anglo-Irish Literature in the German Democratic 

Republic. In: Wolfgang Zach and Heinz Kosok (eds), Literary Interrelations: Ireland, England and the World. 

Tübingen: Narr, 1987, pp. 149–57 (p. 149).  
2 Siegmund-Schultze, Some Remarks on the Reception of Anglo-Irish Literature in the German Democratic Republic, 

p. 149.  
3 See Jérôme aan de Wiel, East German Intelligence and Ireland, 1949–90: Espionage, Terrorism and Diplomacy. 

Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014, p. 73. 
4 Anthony Coughlan, Dorothea Siegmund-Schultze. Saothar 22 (1997), pp. 19–24 (p. 20). A Senior Lecturer in Social 

Policy at Trinity College Dublin, Coughlan was a regular contributor to the Halle conferences.  
5 Jack Mitchell, The Role of Emotion in the Theatre of Seán O’Casey. In: Dorothea Siegmund-Schultze (ed.), Irland: 

Gesellschaft und Kultur II. Halle: Martin-Luther-Universität, Halle-Wittenberg, 1979, pp. 121–9 and, in the same 



German premiere as Harfe und Gewehr at the Kammerspiele des Deutschen Theaters, 

Berlin in 1954, O’Casey’s plays were staged regularly in the GDR, growing in popularity 

to the extent that, by the early 1970s, he had become the most performed of all playwrights 

from the West, as Peter Stapelberg notes in his comprehensive study: “in den frühen 

siebziger Jahren avanciert O’Casey in der DDR zu dem meistgespielten Autor des 

westlichen Auslands”.6  

Siegmund-Schultze reminds us that GDR readers were first introduced to this Irish 

writer through his multi-volume autobiography and the essay collections Under a Coloured 

Cap and Blasts and Benedictions. The availability of these texts formed the basis, she 

argues, of “a lasting interest in Anglo-Irish problems in this country”.7 She underscores the 

educational value of his writing: “the reception of O’Casey’s work […] meant aesthetic as 

well as political education for the reading public of the GDR.”8 In what follows, I would 

like to demonstrate how his oeuvre was harnessed with a view to achieving didactic and 

ideological goals. Cultural politics was strongly influenced in the early years of the GDR 

by socialist realism, which had been developed in the Soviet Union. This literature 

portrayed positive heroes who espoused the virtues of socialism; it was characterized, too, 

by an unwavering belief in a historical teleology that would culminate in the triumph of 

the anti-fascist state. Educating readers in the spirit of socialism was a central aim. Indeed, 

Andrej Ždanov’s definition underscored this didactic element: “die wahrheitsgetreue und 

historisch konkrete künstlerische Darstellung [muß] mit der Aufgabe verbunden werden, 

die werktätigen Menschen im Geiste des Sozialismus ideologisch umzuformen und zu 

erziehen”.9    

Far from the positive heroes of socialist realist literature, O’Casey’s most famous 

plays The Shadow of a Gunman (1923), Juno and the Paycock (1924) and The Plough and 

the Stars (1926) depict “humanity in its many guises”,10 as Michael Pierse observes – not, 

at first glance, the type of material that could be used to educate readers “im Geiste des 

Sozialismus”.11 However, the playwright’s political beliefs, his autobiographical writing – 

                                                           
volume, Georg Seehase, Zum neuen Typ des künstlerischen Bewusstseins in Seán O’Caseys Dramen, pp. 130–5; Jack 

Mitchell, O’Casey’s The Star Turns Red and the Spanish Civil War. In: Irland: Gesellschaft und Kultur V, 1982, pp. 

68–72 
6 Peter Stapelberg, Seán O’Casey und das deutschsprachige Theater 1948–1974: Empirische Untersuchungen zu den 

Mechanismen der Rezeption eines angloirischen Dramatikers. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1979, p. 278. 
7 Siegmund-Schultze, Some Remarks on the Reception of Anglo-Irish Literature in the German Democratic Republic 

p. 150. 
8 Siegmund-Schultze, Some Remarks on the Reception of Anglo-Irish Literature in the German Democratic Republi, 

p. 150. 
9 Andrej Ždanov, Die Sowjetliteratur, die ideenreichste und fortschrittlichste Literatur der Welt (17.8.1934/Dok. Nr. 

1). In: Hans-Jürgen Schmitt and Godehard Schramm (eds), Sozialistische Realismuskonzeptionen: Dokumente zum 1. 

Allunionskongreß der Sowjetschriftsteller. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 1974, pp. 43–50 (p. 47). See also Statut des 

Verbandes der Sowjetschriftsteller (Dok. Nr. 32) in the same volume, pp. 389–95 (p. 390). 
10 Micheal Pierse, The Shadow of Seán: O’Casey, commitment and writing Dublin’s working class. Saothar 35 (2010), 

pp. 69–85 (p. 74).  
11 In a chapter which considers the reception of O’Casey’s plays in the GDR, Peter Stapelberg notes the particular 

difficultes that O’Casey’s flawed characters posed: “Die Stücke der Dubliner Trilogie bereiten den Bühnen und der 

Kritik mit ihren kritikfordernden Helden bis in die siebziger Jahre Probleme, da die Enge der Weltsicht dieser Figuren 

nur schwer akzeptiert werden kann, das Theater aber zur Vorbildhaftigkeit auffordern soll” (Stapelberg, p. 283). 



itself reinforcing a very particular kind of narrative, as will be argued later – and the focus 

in what became known as his Dublin trilogy on the harrowing conditions of the Irish 

working class meant that the writer and the concerns of his oeuvre found favour with GDR 

readers. Following consideration of those aspects of the writer’s biography that resonated 

with a GDR readership, my chapter will focus on two hitherto neglected, but, as I seek to 

demonstrate, interconnected aspects of O Casey’s reception. The highly politicized use of 

an adapted extract from his memoirs to teach English in the GDR foreign language 

classroom finds its counterpart in the ideological afterwords that accompanied the German 

publications of his multi-volume autobiography and of his plays. I contend that, despite the 

obvious differences in readership, both of these sources reinforce a certain image in the 

GDR – a perception not only of O’Casey as the great proletarian playwright of his day, but 

of Ireland and of its people as oppressed and impoverished by the yoke of British 

imperialism.  

 

John becomes Seán: Living and Writing in the Spirit of Socialism 

Seán O’Casey’s prodigious literary output included short stories, poems, essays, a 

staggering amount of correspondence and a multi-volume autobiography that was, as we 

shall see later, well received in the GDR. However, it was as a playwright that he first came 

to the attention of the literary world and he remains one of Ireland’s most important 

dramatists. James Moran opens his insightful study of O’Casey by noting: “At the 

country’s national theatre, his works have been performed more than those of any other 

writer.”12 That O’Casey’s plays still feature prominently and regularly in the Abbey 

repertoire is all the more remarkable given the fractious nature of the relationship between 

playwright and theatre. The Shadow of a Gunman had its premiere on the Abbey stage in 

1923 and enjoyed a hugely successful run – testimony, surely, to the tenacity of its forty-

three-year old author whose five previous submissions to the national theatre had been 

rejected. Riots erupted during the fourth performance of The Plough and the Stars in 1926. 

With the horrors of the Civil War and the War of Independence still so fresh in the minds 

of theatre-goers, Republican widows and bereaved women protested at what they saw as 

an attack on the leaders of the 1916 Rising. O’Casey left Dublin for London, never to 

return. His next play, The Silver Tassie, was also rejected by the board of the national 

theatre (which included W.B. Yeats as one of its board members) in 1928. This final 

rejection “severed his connections with the Abbey […] and left him a playwright without 

a theatre”.13  

What, then, made this complex and often controversial figure, this “playwright 

without a theatre” so appealing to GDR readers? Undoubtedly, there were elements of 

O’Casey’s biography that seemed a perfect fit for the narrative of the new socialist state. 

Robert G. Lowery argues that what he terms O’Casey’s “socialist legacy” had several focal 

points: his working-class background, involvement in the Dublin Lockout of 1913, 

criticism of the leaders of the 1916 Rising, the concern in his writing for the needs of the 

                                                           
12 James Moran, The Theatre of Seán O’Casey. London: Bloomsbury, 2013, p. 1. 
13 Ronald Ayling, Seven Plays by Seán O’Casey: A Students’ Edition. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1983, p. xix. 



proletariat and an unwavering support for the Soviet Union.14 O’Casey was born in 1880 

into a Protestant family on Upper Dorset Street – an address that, as Moran points out, the 

playwright himself “obfuscates in his autobiographies”.15 Indeed, several commentators 

have pointed to this curious mix of fact and fiction in his memoirs, including Christopher 

Murray who, in his authoritative study Seán O’Casey: Writer at Work, contends that the 

autobiographies are “a form of self-dramatisation”.16 The death when O’Casey was just six 

years old of his father Michael, who had been a clerk for the Irish Church Missions, ushered 

in years of financial hardship for the family. Theirs was an unsettled existence which saw 

them move house frequently, eventually settling in the Catholic, working-class East Wall 

district. O’Casey joined the Gaelic League in 1906, began learning Irish and gaelicized his 

name from John to Seán – actions indicative, surely, of a desire to immerse himself within 

a nationalist, working-class environment. He joined the Irish Republican Brotherhood in 

1905 and was later instrumental in the establishment of the Irish Citizen Army. However, 

he was to become disillusioned with – and openly critical of – Irish republicanism as it 

manifested itself in the 1916 Rising.    

O’Casey may have despaired at the bloody outcome of patriotic ideals in Dublin in 

1916; his belief in the socialist cause, however, remained unwavering throughout his 

lifetime. The young O’Casey spent a decade as a labourer for the Great National Railway 

Company; growing solidarity with his co-workers and advocacy for their rights led to his 

eventual sacking in 1911. He became a member of the Irish Transport and General 

Workers’ Union, established in 1909 by Jim Larkin, who was to have a “profound effect”17 

on him. He also contributed regular articles to the ITGWU’s weekly newspaper The Irish 

Worker. Writing in the GDR in the 1970s, Manfred Pauli interprets O’Casey’s biographical 

trajectory in socialist terms: “Er war auf dem Wege, sich von einem irischen Nationalisten 

zu einem proletarischen Internationalisten zu entwickeln.”18 During the Dublin Lockout, 

which paralyzed the city for a five-month period between August 1913 and January 1914, 

he played an important role, serving as Secretary of the Women’s and Children’s Relief 

Fund.19    

 If, as Paul O’Brien argues, Big Jim inspired O’Casey to use “words as weapons”20 

in the fight against poverty, it is to the appalling living conditions of the city’s tenement 

dwellers that the playwright drew sustained attention in his Dublin trilogy. The Shadow of 

a Gunman is set during the War of Independence. Juno and the Paycock takes place just 

after the outbreak of the Irish Civil War, while the last two acts of the The Plough and the 

                                                           
14 Robert G. Lowery, The Socialist Legacy of Seán O’Casey. The Crane Bag 7/1 (1983), pp. 128–34 (p. 128). 
15 Moran, The Theatre of Seán O’Casey, p. 9.  
16 Christopher Murray, Seán O’Casey: Writer at Work. Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2004, p. 12. Murray notes that 

O’Casey was almost fifty years old when he began work on the autobiographies. He continues: “they sometimes 

supply details of O’Casey’s life otherwise unknowable and they (demonstrably) exaggerate, distort, transpose, make 

mistakes over and invent details and events which leave the biographer on a cleft stick” (p. 12).  
17 Paul O’Brien, Seán O’Casey: A Politician who couldn’t help being a Writer. Irish Marxist Review 1/3 (2012), pp. 

73–80 (p. 74). 
18 Manfred Pauli, Sean O’Casey: Drama, Poesie, Wirklichkeit. Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1977, p. 17. 
19 See Moran, The Theatre of Seán O’Casey, p. 14. 
20 O’Brien, Seán O’Casey: A Politician who couldn’t help being a Writer, pp. 75–6. 



Stars unfold against the backdrop of the Easter Rising. O’Casey offers in these plays an 

unrelenting portrayal of the horrors of war and rebellion, of their devastating effects on the 

most vulnerable and impoverished in society. The message in these plays is, as Michael 

Pierse observes, at once “typically humanist” and “avowedly socialist”.21 He continues: 

“These flawed beings live on the margins of the main events of history, but their fates rotate 

inextricably around them […] The poor are the ones who pay for the actions of the 

powerful, O’Casey suggests.”22  

Outspoken criticism of the 1916 leaders (in particular Pearse), coupled with an 

ardent anti-clericalism that permeates his oeuvre, cemented the writer’s outsider status in 

his own country. From his self-imposed exile in England, O’Casey maintained a keen 

interest in left-wing politics and looked, in particular, to the Soviet Union as a point of 

reference, even writing an article in 1960 to mark the ninetieth anniversary of Lenin’s 

birth.23 He remained a committed socialist throughout his lifetime, declaring, as an eighty-

four-year old man, in his last year that: “I’m a Communist heart and soul, and proud of 

it.”24 It is little wonder, then, that his memoirs and his plays were of interest in the GDR. 

O’Casey’s political activism, combined with fearless writing that placed the struggles of 

the working class firmly centre stage, offered a heady mix that was ripe for harnessing in 

the anti-fascist state, as the following sections will demonstrate.  

 

Seán O’Casey in the GDR Language Classroom 

Educational policy in the GDR was tightly controlled by the state. In practice, this meant 

that teachers adhered to a curriculum founded on the principles of Marxism and Leninism. 

After all, where better to form and cultivate socalist personalities than in the classroom? 

While O’Casey’s own life experience, coupled with a focus, particularly in his early plays, 

on Dublin’s tenement-dwellers, made clear his solidarity with the working class, it still 

comes as a surprise to encounter an extract from his autobiographical writing in one of the 

main textbooks used to teach English in the GDR.  

Published by Volk und Wissen, English for You was a multi-volume textbook series. 

Books 4 to 6 were aimed at pupils in the higher classes of the EOS (Erweiterte Oberschule), 

where acquisition of a second foreign language was compulsory.25 English for You 5 

comprised nine lessons, all adhering to the same format of text, exercises and vocabulary 

list. The last lesson was structured around “The Green Flag”, an extract adapted from I 

Knock at the Door, the first volume of O’Casey’s autobiography.26 In the original, the story 

of the green flag and its bearer comes towards the end of a much longer chapter entitled 

“The Red Above the Green”. The lesson first introduces pupils to the figure of the “self-

                                                           
21 Pierse, The Shadow of Seán: O’Casey, commitment and writing Dublin’s working class, p. 74.  
22 Pierse, The Shadow of Seán: O’Casey, commitment and writing Dublin’s working class, p. 74.  
23 See Lowery, The Socialist Legacy of Seán O’Casey, pp. 130–1. 
24 Quoted in Lowery, The Socialist Legacy of Seán O’Casey, p. 128. 
25 For information on the structure of second-level education in the GDR, see Patrick Wagner, Englischunterricht in 

der DDR im Spiegel der Lehrwerke (Heilbrunn: Julius Klinkhardt, 2016), pp. 167–8. 
26 Seán O’Casey, I Knock at the Door. London: Macmillan & Co., 1939.  



educated”27 O’Casey whose allegiance to the socialist cause is made clear from the outset: 

“He nearly always wrote about problems which were socially important for Ireland, 

because he knew that the fight of the working class for a better social system was connected 

with the struggle for an independent Ireland” (p. 96). The rejection of his early plays is 

interpreted in ideological terms as an attack by “bourgeois critics” (p. 96); The Plough and 

the Stars is described as a play in which O’Casey criticized “the bourgeois leaders of the 

Irish movement” (p. 96).  

“The Red Above the Green” charts an eventful tram journey made by the young 

protagonist Johnny and his mother Mrs. Casside into Dublin city centre in order to see a 

lighting display in honour of Queen Victoria. The tram is overcrowded, its passengers loud 

and argumentative. “The Green Flag” opens with a focus on the tram conductor who, 

affronted at this show of loyalty to the English throne, murmurs: “it’s a shame too that 

Dublin honours Queen Victoria at a time when lots of Irishmen are dying of hunger and 

dozens are being pushed into deep graves because they are against English rule” (p. 97). 

He then sings a song about Wolfe Tone. The second part of the extract describes the violent 

scene that erupts between a group of Trinity College students, one of whom carries a Union 

Jack flag, and a hostile crowd. Mounted police arrive and further clashes ensue. In his book 

Englischunterricht in der DDR im Spiegel der Lehrwerke, Patrick Wagner observes that 

the English-speaking world, as portrayed in English for You, is characterized by the poverty 

of the working class, unemployment, inequality in the education system, the wealth of the 

capitalist ruling class, military armament and imperialism.28 He picks up on the brutality 

of the scene described in “The Green Flag”: “Von Waffengewalt bei der Lösung von 

Konflikten zeugt auch die Lage in Irland, die gleichzeitig die vermeintlich 

imperialistischen Bestrebungen Großbritanniens illustriert.”29 A policeman wields his 

baton on a lone man carrying a green flag. As the tram moves away, Johnny cannot take 

his eyes off this figure, “lying still on the street, almost hidden in the folds of the green 

banner” (p. 97). Significantly, the last sentence of the adapted extract does not feature in 

O’Casey’s original chapter, but its didactic purpose in the textbook cannot be overlooked: 

“After that day Johnny began to realise what English rule in Ireland meant, and he began 

to understand the fight for Home Rule” (p. 98). This lesson illustrates that the image of the 

Irish propagated in the GDR classroom was of a people subjugated to the military and 

political might of the British crown.  

Although many of the exercises that follow the extract serve to reinforce certain 

grammatical structures, one of the first tasks requires the pupils to collect information and 

give a talk on “Sean O’Casey – Fighter for Irish Independence” (p. 98). “The Green Flag” 

had already appeared in the GDR classroom in the mid-1960s, featuring as extra reading 

in lesson twelve of the textbook Let’s Speak English 2. A follow-up conversation exercise 

posed the question “What does Home Rule mean for the Irish?”30 Teaching pupils about 

                                                           
27 Ewald Festag and Dieter Kerl, English for You 5. Berlin: Volk und Wissen, 1970, p. 96. Subsequent quotations from 

this textbook will be followed in parentheses by the relevant page number. 
28 Wagner, Englischunterricht in der DDR im Spiegel der Lehrwerke, p. 247. 
29 Wagner, Englischunterricht in der DDR im Spiegel der Lehrwerke, p. 249. 
30 Let’s Speak English 2: Lehrwerk für die erweiterte Oberschule. Berlin: Volk und Wissen, 1964, p. 80. 



the struggle for Irish independence is also a key feature of the approach adopted by English 

teacher Eberhard Zänker who describes his experience of teaching “The Green Flag” in 

James Aldridge und Sean O’Casey im Englischunterricht der Abiturstufe. Zänker’s text is 

an example of what was known in the GDR as “pedagogical readings”. Written by and for 

teachers in the GDR, these texts described best practice and aimed to further the socialist 

cause in the classrooom: “Die Erarbeitung und Verbreitung der Pädagogischen Lesungen 

sollte die Weiterentwicklung der sozialistischen Bildungs- und Erziehungsarbeit 

fördern.”31 Indeed, Zänker opens his contribution in suitably loyal terms by referencing 

Education Minister Margot Honecker’s call at the eighth annual congress of the SED 

(Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands) in 1971 for the incorporation of socialist 

ideology into every subject on the curriculum.32 Both in their persons and in their writing, 

Aldridge and O’Casey lend themselves, Zänker posits, to the “ideologische Erziehung der 

Jugend” (p. 1); much later in the text, he emphasizes the important role literature can play 

in the “Erziehung der Jugend zu proletarischem Internationalismus und Solidarität” (p. 40). 

Zänker’s teaching unit on O’Casey is comprised of four parts, each of which 

illustrates how a piece of literature can become, in the teacher’s own words, a “Waffe im 

ideologischen Klassenkampf der Gegenwart” (p. 41). The first section focuses on the 

writer’s biography and the fight for Irish independence. His political activity and 

autodidactic learning can serve as “Vorbild und Ansporn für die gesellschaftliche und 

schulische Aktivität der Jugendlichen” (p. 24), Zänker argues. The second part focuses on 

“The Green Flag” – a story which should be used, Zänker contends, to educate pupils “zur 

Achtung vor den irischen Patrioten” (p. 24). In order to widen the frame beyond a single 

text extract, three pupils are then tasked with reading three O’Casey plays and providing a 

brief summary in class. In the final part, learning about the conflict in Northern Ireland 

enables pupils to see through “die imperialistische Politik nach dem Grundsatz ʻTeile und 

herrscheʼ” and to recognize “die Ausnutzung der Religion für die Ziele der herrschenden 

Klasse” (p. 35). Religious conflict is presented here as class conflict. Throughout his text, 

Zänker has frequent recourse to highly emotive language, such as in the following 

impassioned stance: “Wir stehen solidarisch an der Seite der entrechteten und 

unterdrückten Bevölkerung in Nordirland und hassen ihre imperialistischen Unterdrücker” 

(p. 37). The image of the Irish as an oppressed people, already established in English for 

You 5, is further reinforced here.  

Extending just two sentences beyond a single page in length in volume five of 

English for You, “The Green Flag” served as a catalyst in the GDR classroom for so much 

more than the teaching of English alone. Zänker’s pedagogical reading, in particular, is a 

                                                           
31 For more information on these texts, see the webpage of the Bibliothek für bildungsgeschichtliche Forschung: 

https://bbf.dipf.de/de/sammeln-entdecken/besondere-bestaende-sammlungen/paedagogische-lesungen, accessed 28 

November 2018. I am very grateful to the library staff at the Bibliothek für bildungsgeschichtliche Forschung, 

Warschauer Straße 34, Berlin for their assistance and advice during my visits in December 2017 and again in 

November 2018. 
32 Eberhard Zänker, James Aldridge und Sean O’Casey im Englischunterricht der Abiturstufe. Alfred-Frank-

Oberschule: Grimma, 1971, p. 1. Subsequent quotations from this text will be followed in parentheses by the relevant 

page number. 
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master class in demonstrating how literature could be used to educate the young “im Geiste 

des Sozialismus”. This desire to educate the reader in the spirit of socialism was to continue 

far beyond the GDR classroom, as the next section seeks to demonstrate. 

 

Ideology in the Afterwords 

In matters of literature and literary publication, the German Democratic Republic was a 

state full of contradictions. On the one hand, censorship and the attendant self-censorship 

meant that writers had to remain vigilant, portraying in their texts all that was good about 

the brave new world of anti-fascism. On the other hand, literature, in the absence of a free 

press and media, fulfilled a compensatory role, which Wolfgang Emmerich has described 

as an “Ersatzöffentlichkeit”.33 It seemed, then, that readers were expecting to read between 

the lines in this self-proclaimed “Leseland”. For publishing houses, too, there was much to 

negotiate, not least the often circuitous route to publication. The implementation of cultural 

policy dictates was in the hands of the Hauptverwaltung Verlage und Buchhandel, tasked, 

as it was, with ensuring “dass sie [die Verlage] den jeweiligen kulturpolitischen 

Auffassungen entsprachen”.34 Most importantly, this central authority governing 

publishing and the book trade in the GDR was responsible for issuing publication permits. 

There was general agreement regarding the types of text that should be published: 

 
Gedruckt und verbreitet werden sollten Werke des humanistischen ,Erbesʻ von der Antike bis in 

die Gegenwart, besonders auch Werke des kritischen Realismus, in denen sich gesellschaftliche 

Probleme der bürgerlich-kapitalistischen Welt widerspiegelten, ferner Bücher mit anti-

imperialistischer, anti-kolonialistischer Tendenz, sowie Romane, Erzählungen, Dramen, in denen 

das oft beschwerliche Leben unserer Schichten oder ihr Ringen um menschenwürdige Arbeits- und 

Lebensbedingungen mit Sympathie für die Protagonisten dargestellt wurde.35 

 

With their unflinching portrayal of the appalling material conditions endured at the turn of 

the century by Dublin’s tenement-dwellers, O’Casey’s early plays were certainly works of 

critical realism; as we shall see, the German versions were interpreted in terms of the 

proletarian struggle against the imperialist enemy. 

The politics of publication in the GDR was also at work in the addition of 

Nachworte, commentaries by academics or translators on the text, its author and his/her 

oeuvre. When necessary, these often very comprehensive afterwords served to legitimize 

publication. As Dietmar Böhnke observes: 

 
Eine Möglichkeit, ,brisanteʻ Texte gewissermaßen zu legitimieren, bestand im berühmt-

berüchtigten Nachwort, mit dem übersetzte Texte häufig versehen wurden. Dies wurde öfter auch 

von den Übersetzern verfasst und liest sich heute meist angestrengt ideologisch. Man darf aber 

                                                           
33 Wolfgang Emmerich, Kleine Literaturgeschichte der DDR, 3rd edn. Leipzig: Kiepenheuer, 1996, p. 13. 
34 Otto Brandstädter, “200 Editionen aus der britischen Literatur in 40 Jahren – eine bescheidene oder bemerkenswerte 
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nicht übersehen, dass ein solcher Nachweis der ,Fortschrittlichkeitʻ des Textes oft der Passierschein 

für die Veröffentlichung war.36  

 

In the same volume, Günter Gentsch underscores the ideological function of such 

afterwords. Always aware of the tightly controlled environs in which they were operating, 

it was incumbent upon the writers of afterwords to highlight “die weltanschauliche und 

künsterlische Fortschrittlichkeit des Verfassers” or, at the very least, to emphasize “den 

sozialkritischen Impetus seiner Werke”.37 Turning now to the afterwords that accompanied 

the publication of O’Casey’s texts in the GDR, they certainly strike today’s reader as 

“angestrengt ideologisch”. Indeed, even for a GDR readership, the message was 

unequivocal – here was a great proletarian writer; here, too, was a people oppressed and 

exploited by their imperialist neighbours. The ideological and the didactic functions could 

hardly be clearer; there was certainly no need to read between the lines. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Seán O’Casey was first introduced to a GDR 

readership via his autobiographical writing. Volume one, Ich klopfe an, was translated into 

German by Georg Goyert and published by the Paul List Verlag, Leipzig in 1957, eighteen 

years after its original publication.38 The afterword to this and to all other volumes was 

written by Otto Brandstädter. Significantly, the first four pages of the nine-page afterword 

give an overview of Irish history as one of sustained oppression and exploitation – 

“fortwährende Ausplunderung und Unterwerfung”39 – by our English neighbours. Here, as 

in other afterwords, the poverty of O’Casey’s childhood is emphasized. Like the writer 

himself, Brandstädter takes a swipe at the nationalist “dreamers” who were able, it seemed, 

to separate the struggle for independence from the plight of the poor: “Zwar wollten sie 

Irland vom englischen Joch befreien, aber die nationale Frage wurde in ihrem Denken 

säuberlich von der sozialen Frage getrennt” (p. 249). In the final paragraph, the reader is 

reminded that this great Irish writer retained his interest in politics throughout his lifetime, 

supporting “die Forderungen der Arbeiterklasse” (p. 252) right up until his death.  

Irische Trommeln, first published in the GDR in 1961, brought together the volumes 

Trommeln unter den Fenstern (Drums under the Windows, 1945) and Irland, lebe wohl 

(Inishfallen, Fare Thee Well, 1949). In this afterword, too, O’Casey’s concern for the 

working class is emphasized. Within a GDR context, it is not surprising that Brandstädter 

interprets the struggle for Irish independence in communist terms: “Im ersten Jahrzehnt des 
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20. Jahrhunderts nahmen die Kämpfe des Proletariats gegen seine Ausbeutung in Irland 

wie in allen anderen Ländern an Schärfe zu.”40 He includes in the afterword those elements 

of O’Casey’s biography that demonstrated his solidarity with the proletariat – membership 

of the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union, articles for The Irish Worker and 

involvement in the strike committee of the 1913 Dublin Lockout. For O’Casey, the success 

of the political struggle could be measured only in view of its long-term effect on the 

material conditions of the Irish working class: “Sein Maßstab für den Erfolg des politischen 

Kampfes ist immer die Frage, inwieweit die Lebensverhältnisse der breiten Massen 

dadurch verbessert werden” (p. 650). The writer’s critical stance vis-à-vis Irish 

republicanism made it possible for him, Brandstädter asserts, to arrive at the “correct” 

interpretation of history: “Diese kritische, sich auf die Forderungen der Volksmassen 

orientierende Einschätzung ermöglicht es ihm, zu einer historisch richtigen Beurteilung 

des Ganges der irischen Geschichte […] zu kommen” (p. 650). The contemporary reader 

must surely bristle at Brandstädter’s increasingly didactic tone – even more so when he 

expounds, in highly emotive language, upon O’Casey’s concern for the “simple people” of 

Ireland:  

 
Mit kritischem Sinn und mitfühlendem Herzen erzählt er Episoden und Schicksale der einfachen 

Menschen Irlands. Der arbeitende, der leidende, vom Elend zermürbte, von Träumen beflügelte, 

von nationalistischen Phrasen umnebelte, vom Religionsstreit hin und her gerissene einfache 

Mensch ist der eigentliche Held seines Werkes. (p. 650) 

 

In the final paragraph of the afterword, Brandstädter returns to this image of a simple 

people when he points to the importance of the figure of O’Casey’s mother in his 

autobiographical writing; she symbolizes “die unbesiegliche Lebenskraft, die 

Opferbereitschaft, die Zuversichtlichkeit der einfachen Menschen aus dem Volk” (p. 667), 

he argues.  

The fifth volume of O’Casey’s autobiography, Rose und Krone, was first published 

in the GDR in 1962, a decade after its original publication as Rose and Crown. The volume 

deals with the eight-year period that began in 1926, the year when the writer left Ireland 

for London. Focus shifts in this afterword to the playwright’s difficult relationship with the 

Abbey Theatre. Using the opportunity to launch his own stinging attack on the Catholic 

Church, Brandstädter underscores the criticism in O’Casey’s writing of Ireland’s 

stultifying anti-clericalism: “die lebensfeindliche, dogmatische und niederträchtige 

Handlungsweise und Propaganda der katholischen Kirche”41 – a description of organized 

religion that must surely have met with approval in the communist state. Dämmerung und 

Abendstern (Sunset and Evening Star, 1954), the last volume of O’Casey’s autobiography, 

appeared in the GDR in 1963. Brandstädter concludes this afterword by comparing the 

Irish playwright to the Russian dramatist and political activist Maxim Gorki. Here, too, the 
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poverty of O’Casey’s upbringing is emphasized, as well as his thirst for knowledge. 

Brandstädter appeals once again to the emotions of his readers, using adjectives very 

effectively to reinforce the difficult material conditions and O’Casey’s determination to 

overcome them:   

 
die Abstammung aus ärmlichsten Verhältnissen, die Kinder- und Jugendjahre in größter Not, unter 

widerwärtigsten Umständen und unter schwerster Arbeit; die ungeheure Energie, diese Hindernisse 

zu überwinden, sich durch beharrliches Studium ein gewaltiges Wissen anzueignen und fast nur 

aus eigener Kraft zum großen Schriftsteller zu werden […] Beide haben mit all ihren Sinnen das 

Leben des arbeitenden Volkes in sich aufgenommen, das sie viele Jahre gelebt haben.42  

 

Readers in the GDR could not fail to be moved by O’Casey’s biography – or at least those 

elements which Brandstädter highlights in his afterwords.  

First published in the GDR in 1966, Rote Rosen für mich: Ausgewählte Dramen 

contained many of O’Casey’s best-known plays, including Rebell zum Schein, Juno und 

der Pfau and Der Preispokal, as well as later dramas. The collection was translated into 

German by Irmhild and Otto Brandstädter; the latter was also responsible for the very 

comprehensive afterword which provided biographical information, a whirlwind overview 

of early twentieth-century Irish history and a commentary on the plays. Brandstädter begins 

by situating O’Casey firmly in the ranks of the great proletarian writers, declaring that his 

death in 1964 meant that the century had lost “einen der Großen der ersten Generation der 

Arbeiterdichter”.43 The narrative of Ireland as a nation oppressed by its colonial overlords 

is continued in this afterword also: “Wie jede Generation, so rüttelte auch zu O’Caseys 

Jugendzeit das irische Volk an den Ketten, mit denen England seit sieben hundert Jahren 

seine erste Kolonie band” (p. 793). Against this backdrop, it comes as no surprise that 

Brandstädter goes on to reference Lenin’s description of the 1913 Lockout as the 

“Klassenkrieg in Dublin” (p. 794); later he notes O’Casey’s “uneingeschränkte 

Bewunderung” (p. 807) for the powerful expansion of the Soviet Union. 

During his analysis of the early plays, Brandstädter singles out the character of Juno 

who embodies for O’Casey “die Größe und die ungebrochene Kraft des Volkes” (p. 800). 

It is the women, we learn, who are “die Seele des Lebens in den Slums” (p. 801). When he 

comes to interpret the dramas Stern der Verheißung (The Star Turns Red, 1940) and Rote 

Rosen für mich (Red Roses for Me, 1942), Brandstädter uses highly politicized language: 

“Der reale Weg der Befreiung der Menschheit von ihren Fesseln wird gestaltet. Die 

revolutionären Kräfte der Arbeiterschaft, ihre Mobilisierung und die prophetische 

Vorwegnahme ihres Sieges werden jetzt sinnfällig auf die Bühne gebracht” (p. 809). 

Bringing together O’Casey’s autobiographical writing and his plays, the final lines 

of Brandstäder’s afterword to Dämmerung und Abendstern offer a fitting conclusion to this 

section. He reads O’Casey’s oeuvre as revealing to the working class its potential to change 
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the world: “In seiner Autobiographie und in den besten seiner Dramen zeigt er, daß die 

Menschen die revolutionäre Kraft in sich haben, ihre bedrückende Gegenwart zu ändern. 

Sie machen damit offenbar, daß Seán O’Casey zu jenen Dichtern gehört, deren Lebenswerk 

beiträgt, der Menschheit eine bessere Zukunft zu schaffen.”44 As well as the echoes of 

Bertolt Brecht resonating throughout this passage, the GDR reader cannot help but hear in 

Brandstädter’s interpretation the overtones of a historical teleology, culminating, as they 

had come to expect, in the triumph of the anti-fascist state.  

 

Conclusion 

In his authoritative study Sean O’Casey: Drama, Poesie, Wirklichkeit, which was 

published in the GDR in the mid-1970s, Manfred Pauli – using a similarly emotive 

language to that characteristic of the afterwords analysed above – binds O’Casey’s life and 

oeuvre firmly together when he writes: 

   
Vierundachtzig Jahre ist Sean O’Casey alt geworden. Gehungert hat er und die Lebensfreude 

besungen; er stritt für Irlands Freiheit und die Rechte der Arbeiter in der ganzen Welt; die 

Schwachen ermutigte er, und die Mächtigen wurden durch sein zorniges Gelächter aufgeschreckt; 

er erlebte den Zerfall eines Weltreiches und bejubelte unter der roten Fahne den Aufstieg eines 

neuen Weltsystems […] Und all dies ist Teil seines Werkes geworden.45  

 

Writing in an Irish context more than three decades later, Michael Pierse also foregrounds 

the political aspect of O’Casey’s oeuvre, his “insistence on the essential place of the 

working class in history and literature”.46  

The reception of O’Casey in the GDR had a strongly political dimension also. The 

lesson in English for You 5 that focused on “The Green Flag” and the attendant pedagogical 

reading by Eberhard Zänker offer fascinating insight into the way in which O’Casey’s 

writing was appropriated in the GDR language classroom in order to achieve didactic and 

ideological goals. Analysis of the afterwords that accompanied the publication of his multi-

volume autobiography and of his plays revealed the extent to which GDR readers continued 

to be exposed to decidedly political interpretations of his texts. The perception of Ireland 

reinforced in both instances was of a nation oppressed by the yoke of British imperialism. 

If O’Casey’s was an “intensely political vision”,47 the reception of his texts was, as this 

chapter has sought to demonstrate, a highly politicized affair; ideology and literature 

collided, in often unexpected ways, when reading Seán O’Casey in the GDR. 
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