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Herta Müller 
 

Language has never been and never is – nowhere and never – a sheltered, apolitical 
terrain. Because it never allows itself to be separated from what one person does to 
another. Language always lives in the particular and you must always open your ears to 
know what goes on in its mind. Language is inseparable from deeds, and this makes it 
become legitimate or unacceptable, beautiful or ugly – we could even say: good or bad. 
In each language, in each way of speaking, there are other eyes. (2017, 42) 

 
To see what Müller sees, you, her reader, must carefully delve into her language and embrace her 
gaze, a lucid, hyper-active, acute gaze that will de-automatise your own1, introducing you into a 
claustrophobic universe of fear, complicity and violence that is not, however, devoid of love, 
friendship and solidarity. Striving to capture this world in evocative language, you need to join her 
in explicitly denouncing any simplistic understanding of aesthetics, you need to work hard for it is 
you, the reader, who bears responsibility for deciphering her highly complex and ambiguous 
metaphors2:  
 

In art, beauty is the thing that gets under the surface of things and that does not deceive, 
that does not conceal how complicated they are, but shows us how uncertain and 
unfathomable, and even how intolerable things are. Beautiful is the opposite of shallow. 
Aesthetically speaking, beauty and ugliness are the same. (Müller cited in Eke 2013, 99-100) 

 
In this section, I follow Müller in her terrifying world and strive to read her work as yet another 
contribution meant to caringly disrupt the monocultural political memory assiduously cultivated in 
post 1989 Romania. In doing so, I will try to tease out the mechanisms she relentlessly deploys to 
get the readers to experience ‘a rush in the head’ (Müller 2017, 98) – a prosthetic experience that 
aims to seductively sabotage their penchant for quick and reductionist moral judgements. 
 
Herta Müller came to international attention with her winning the 2009 Nobel Award for literature.  
Her novels on the Romanian dictatorship are greatly inspired by her own biography, located at the 
borderlands between the Romanian and the German cultures.3 The cornerstones of her life are her 
belonging to the German ethnic minority in Romania, her work as a writer and her enduring 
friendship with members of the left-wing Aktionsgruppe Banat, Romanian-German poets Richard 
Wagner, Rolf Bossert and Roland Kisch, her subsequent persecution at the hands of the secret 
police and eventual exile in the Federal German Republic in 1987.   
 
Müller’s Nobel received mixed reactions in Romania. While some celebrated her talent and 
integrity, the ‘undesired intimacy’ (Glajar 2013, 49) that her work inspired in her Eastern public 
made them uncomfortable, especially since it disturbed more and less official processes of 
collective forgetting, processes that served the new national myth-making discussed in the previous 
sections. The centrality of the dictatorship in her work led some to misrecognise her literary merits4 
or to accuse her of a failure to ‘move on’. (Iuga cited in Glajar 2013, 54) One of her former 
persecutors went as far as to say that she owed the secret police half of the prize money as they 
made her oeuvre possible to begin with. (Both 2014) This is not surprising given Müller’s relentless 
criticism of Romanians for their unwillingness to question themselves – their moral corruption and 

                                                 
1 For an analysis of the ‘counter-view’ – the de-automatised perception in Müller’s work, see (Eke 2013). 
2 Haines and Marven argue that Müller’s sophisticated use of language and metaphor prevents her work from being 
easily co-opted by the culture industry. (Haines and Marven 2013) 
3 For an account of Müller’s love for the Romanian language and certain of its artistic traditions, see (Drace-Francis 
2013). 
4 Cristian Tudor Popescu – another of the self-appointed intellectual gate-keepers – was the most vocal, malicious and 
unfair. (Gândul 2009) 
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political failures – after the fall of the dictatorship. Romanian intellectuals made for a specific target, 
due to their unwillingness to tackle, head on, the issue of collaborationism, including their own. 
Müller particularly criticised the notion of ‘resistance through culture’ – the flight into theoretical 
abstraction – as merely a self-serving withdrawal into the ivory tower. Some of Manea’s 
interlocutors thus found themselves interpellated by Müller, who did not see the writing of serious, 
scholarly work, untainted by the state ideology, as a form of dissidence or resistance – as Gabriel 
Liiceanu and others claimed. The dialogue organised between Müller and Liiceanu at the Romanian 
Athenaeum in 2010, after her winning the Nobel, is emblematic for two competing understandings 
of resistance and the epistemic insight of the intellectual in relation to reality. Müller modestly but 
firmly dedicates herself to debunking the myth of the heroic intellectual who has a special capacity 
to see and capture life – a myth cherished by Liiceanu. As we will see in the analysis that follows, 
this is consistent with her not privileging the intellectual as a paragon of lucidity or as a resister in 
her novels. She also vehemently rejects Liiceanu’s concept of ‘resistance through culture’ as simply 
a matter of dodging, of laying low. (Herta Müller la Bucureşti - In dialog cu Gabriel Liiceanu 2010). Andrei 
Pleşu responded with a rather sexist and distorting commentary on this conversation (Dilema 
Veche 2010), in which he intimated she was a graceless, tactless and undeservedly celebrated 
Nestbeschmutzer, who unnecessarily targeted Liiceanu.5  
 
Through her work and public interventions Müller – as much as Manea – has provided the care of 
a refusenik to the hermeneutical horizon of political memory in Romania. Her target was, however, 
slightly different than Manea’s. What she took aim at was not so much the subsequent 
rhinocerations of the discourse, but the silence with which they were met and that silence’s 
elevation to a source of moral and cultural capital after 1989. In contesting Liiceanu’s insistence 
that not prostituting one’s language and not writing ideological books constituted a form of saying 
‘no’ to the dictatorship, she deplores the loneliness of those who spoke up against the rhinoceros 
– like Paul Goma and Radu Filipescu – and the inefficiency of their actions due to that loneliness. 
In her dialogue with Liiceanu in 2010, she specifies that she is not interested in casting blame; she 
simply cannot applaud or see any political function in their developing personal survival strategies 
and psychological coping. She does not see herself as a dissident, she says this is a label people 
apply to her from the outside – thus subtly denouncing her interlocutor’s conceit of assuming for 
himself this status and the moral and cultural legitimacy that derives from it. The only people who 
are truly blameworthy for her are the true rhinoceros, the orchestrators of terror, those who 
perpetuated the lie – including those wrote ideological literature and joined in the regime’s roars – 
as well as the local tyrants, who exercised their petty power in the shade of the regime, contributing 
to the generalised fear.  
 
To the elitist, isolationist figure of the intellectual who ‘crosses the water untainted by it’,6 Müller 
opposes the figure of the ordinary man and woman, who is nauseated by the human misery the 
regime produced. She describes herself not as a heroic resister, but as a person who, enraged by 
the petty tyrants in her everyday life and despairing about the miserable conditions the socialist 
workers actually lived in, gets irritated and fights with everyone about the everyday sorrows of life 
under socialism, from the doorman to the director of the factory she worked at. The men and 
women who refused to live in nausea and who, through their actions, disturbed the regime’s 
henchmen, are, for Müller, the resisters. In Romania’s sea of complicitous silence, they were too 
few and too lonely, to be effective: because the majority held their tongue and bent their head – or 
escaped in their own head – the dictatorship could gradually become more and more sinister.  
 

                                                 
5 For an illuminating analysis of the gendered reaction to Müller’s Nobel and work, see (Stan 2014). 
6 This is the imagery Liiceanu used towards the end of their conversation at the Athenaeum. (Herta Müller la Bucureşti - 
In dialog cu Gabriel Liiceanu 2010) 
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Müller’s writing – to which she herself applied the label of ‘auto-fiction’ – enables her to deal with 
personal and political trauma, make sense of her own reality, and affirm her agency and authorship. 
Thus, it played a crucial function in times of despair and heightened anxiety. Details from her 
biography, which she discusses in her essays, also emerge in her fiction, so much so that a rich, 
intertextuality defines the relationship between the auto-biographical publications and her novels 
(Marven 2013). Contra what many of her detractors thought, the point of her fiction is not to 
provide an accurate, true picture of the past, but to make it imaginable for those who have not – 
or at least not completely – shared that past: by hinting at various sensorial, emotional and material 
details, the fictional text alone makes the situation conceivable, palpable, distinguishable to the 
reader, provoking that ‘mad rush through the head’.7 
 
The universe Müller invites us to travel in is claustrophobic. It is marked by fear – both in its 
general, atmospheric and concrete, material guises. Hers is a fear that alters deeply human 
relationships, rendering compliance and complicity normal. Like Manea, Müller reflects on her own 
complicity and captures it vividly in her essays. Talking about her bystander status to the organised, 
cold administration of death, she writes that she felt 
 

An impetuous pity for those it [death] had touched, that spontaneous compassion that lasts 
for a while, then goes away. That petrification, fingers curled, nails painfully stuck in your 
palm, lips tight while you watched some unknown being arrested, beaten, crushed, in plain 
sight. Then you go away, your mouth dry, throat burning, walking fast, as if somebody had 
pumped fetid air into your stomach and your legs. You feel a languorous guilt that you 
cannot stop anything bad from happening to the others and a wicked happiness that you 
had not been the punished one. (2017, 56) 

 
In writing about her struggle to find a precarious equilibrium between a powerless, raging 
indignation and a competing, voluptuous desire to live a life, Müller vividly captures the core of 
complicitous by-standing. As in Manea’s work – no hero is pure and ambiguity marks everyone on 
the island Romania had become under communism.8 As a side note, this is why she is puzzled by 
Liiceanu’s argument that those who kept silent and withdrew in the life of the mind remained 
‘untainted’. As the title of one of her most powerful novels tells us, the Der Fuchs war damals schon 
der Jäger/Încă de pe atunci vulpea era vânătorul/ The Fox Was Ever the Hunter: in a totalitarian regime, all 
hunters are simultaneously victims, and all victims are simultaneously hunters, though their co-
implication in a grey, muddy moral landscape, which renders stark judgments fraudulent. 
Therefore, resistance is exceptional, often punctual, difficult to sustain. Solidarity is possible, less 
through practices of resistance and mostly through the sharing of fear among friends. Where one 
ends on the spectrum of involvement – as well as the experience of that location – is deeply 
influenced by intersecting axes of positionality: gender, ethnicity, and class being the most 
frequently unpacked dimensions of social embeddedness in Müller’s work. One thing is certain 
though – everyone is on the spectrum, including those who have the courage to mount some 
resistance.  
 

                                                 
7 ‘I find writing like walking on a tightrope, stretched between revealing and keeping things secret. Even so, writing 
oscillates – when revealed, the real inches towards invention, and within invention, the real shines through exactly 
because it had not been articulated. Half of what a sentence invokes when read has not been formulated. And it is this 
very not-yet-formulated that facilitates a mad rush through the head, provoking a poetic shock that must be understood 
as a wordless thought. Or maybe this is what is normally called feeling.’ (Müller 2017, 98) Müller thus captures the 
linguisitic, emotional and sensorial effect of the aesthetic encounter she hopes to facilitate though her wtiting. 
8 For an interesting reflection on the radically different emotions and thoughts that the word ‘island’ evokes in Western 

and Eastern citizens’ minds, please see the essay ‘Insula e înăuntru - granița în afară’ (‘The island is on the inside – the 
border on the outside’) in (Müller 2017, 182–99). 
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Beyond her intransigent and unforgiving labour of care for a plural epistemic horizon, several 
themes in Müller’s novels make them particularly salient for this book’s investigation. First, she 
offers complex, temporally dynamic picture of reality, in which men and women continuously 
move within the grey zone. Second and relatedly, implied in this vision is a conviction that no 
straightforward attribution of responsibility is possible. Müller’s characters are sketched with great 
psychological and sociological acuity, in a way that captures the rich social determinations that both 
enable and constrain their memories, hopes and actions. As in Manea’s work, traumatic historical 
experiences predating the communist regime – WWII and its aftermath – shape people’s response 
to the present. A poignant example is the way in which Müller portrays the older generations of 
German ethnics, to which her own parents belonged. As part of the German minority in Romania, 
Müller’s father joined the German SS, a constitutive experience for his life, which determined his 
attitude towards the Romanian communist authorities. The father’s figure emerges in many of 
Müller’s novels, and so does her mother. When the war was lost and the communists took over 
power, his future wife was deported – as many of his companions and members of his ethnic 
community – to labour camps in the Soviet Union. The experience of the deportation makes her 
particularly apprehensive about their eventual migration to Germany in the late 1980s, which she 
sees as another unfree leap into the unknown. Memories of previous departures shape individuals’ 
hopes and fears, constraining their imagination about what might lie ahead beyond the Iron 
Curtain. 
 
Gender is another structuring structure: Müller’s central female characters – modelled on herself 
and her closest friend – encounter men in the context of patriarchal relations of subordination. 
They experience the gendered and sexual violence of the interrogations, always at the same time as 
women. The secret police humiliate and abuse them for their writings and denunciations by 
attacking their bodies and slandering a certain idea of femininity they assume the interrogated 
cherish. All women in Müller’s books face the constant harassment and devaluation inherent in a 
patriarchal society, where occupying a position of power serves as a carte blanche for preying on 
one’s ‘lesser’ women colleagues. Gender contributes to the rage and nausea the author spoke about 
in her dialogue with Liiceanu, emotions that clearly emerge from her texts. Moreover, under 
conditions of severe constraints on personal freedom and severe shortage of goods, women’s 
bodies become exchange objects, that they pragmatically use for various benefits, as will emerge 
from the discussion below. While they feel empowered by their participation in what Bauer calls 
the ‘sexual politics of exchange’, they end up colluding with their own subordinated status as 
women,9 leaving intact the order that made that exchange necessary to begin with. 
 
The same kaleidoscopic lens is used to construct a bestiary of big and small tyrants, carefully drawn 
in their particularity, occupying various positions in the social world and in the grey zone. Informers 
are rarely unidimensional: it is only the petty, those who take advantage of the generalised fear to 
gain trivial benefits or extract their pathetic revenge, who are portrayed with ire and disdain. In 
contrast, secret police interrogators are family men, adulterers, grandfathers who suffer from 
various health ailments, people who sometimes change sides. Aware of their entanglement with an 
apparatus of violence, Müller depicts them as subordinated hierarchically, motivated by social 
mobility or a deficient sense of self-importance, often ambivalent towards the dictatorship and only 
rarely as ideologically blinded. 
 
Müller’s stories of betrayal also capture the temporally dynamic nature of complicity, of how 
friends, lovers and allies can become traitors. She offers powerful accounts of the painful loss 
associated with being betrayed and, most importantly, of the impossibility of unqualified hate and 
rejection of the betrayer. Thus, her books do not easily fall prey to intransigent, individualist 
moralism. On the contrary, they show the complex, uneven human misery that had engulfed her 

                                                 
9 For an insightful analysis of gender and sexuality in Müller’s work see (Bauer 2013). 
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country and that pushed various people to embrace morally ambiguous survival strategies. Love, 
compassion and disappointment thus created a thicket, from which it was impossible to disentangle 
oneself. This is not to say that judgment was inappropriate, but only that the emotional and moral 
complexity one found oneself caught in made black and white judgments impossible most of the 
time. 
 
The same goes for Müller’s resisters, who are never absolute heroes: simultaneously frail and proud, 
scared and upright, they oscillate between courage and despair. Their experience too is framed by 
their own positionality gender, ethnicity, education and family relations – things they have not 
chosen. Intellectuals tend to be lucid and their acts have a distinctively political nature: they write 
anti-system texts, take illegal photographs of political prisoners, chronicle the regime’s dead, 
circulate illegal books and smuggle critical texts abroad. While at the centre of many of Müller’s 
books, they are not presented romantically, as heroic or pure in their motivations. On the contrary, 
they have their own share of complicity, are always on the verge of nervous break-downs because 
of the pressure they experience and choose exile when they cannot take the constant fear any 
longer.  
 
Aware of the complexity of resistance and wishing to dislocate received ideas about intellectuals as 
heroic dissidents, Müller foregrounds other categories as well. The novel Heute wär ich mir lieber nicht 
begegnet /Astăzi mai bine nu m-aş fi întâlnit cu mine însămi//The Appointment, originally published in 
1997, tells the story of a woman who has an office job in a textile factory. What gets her in trouble 
with the political police is her smuggling marriage proposals in the pockets of trousers produced 
for export to Italy. This is a self-interested and only implicitly critical act, which is however read as 
radically questioning the claims of absolute prosperity the citizens of Socialist Romania supposedly 
enjoyed. Another example is Tereza, one of the main characters in Herztier/Animalul inimii/The 
Land of Green Plums who repeatedly refuses to join the Communist Party only to cement her 
reputation of enfant terrible, who could freely and publicly shower the party potentates with her 
vituperative sarcasm, simply because she could do it, as the daughter of an artist close enough to 
power to protect her. Talking about the real person that inspired this character, her girlfriend Jenny, 
Müller describes her as being ‘lustful for life’s pleasures and frivolous, an urban child – an expert 
at rolling her eyes, she never meditated about words’ meaning and despised the political regime for 
having bankrupted the nations’ sensuality’. (Müller 2017, 141) It is she who hides illegal materials 
entrusted by her friend, out of personal fidelity and not for any evident political reason. Eventually 
Tereza betrays, but not for clearly and thoroughly blameworthy reasons, as we shall see later on in 
this chapter. These two characters disrupt two illusions: about intellectuals’ privileged role as lucid 
observers of reality and resisters, and about dissidents’ moral purity and virtue. Müller thus renders 
our vision of resistance messier, but more accurate for that reason. 
 
The novels’ accounting for the fragility, multi-dimensionality and relationality of hope is a third 
reason why her work is crucial for thinking through complicity and its flipside, resistance. ‘…[E]ach 
is forced to be an island. Distrust is always and everywhere the fundamental feeling. Each is a 
walking secret, a bundle of forbidden things.’ (Müller 2017, 189) The difficulty of resisting when 
one is isolated and hope is (at best) meagre is a recurrent theme. So is the crucial importance of 
friends for scaffolding one’s hope, maximally in the efficiency of subversive actions and minimally 
in staying sane. Müller particularly reveals the essential value of companionship in times of despair, 
when hope is negative, and fear paralysing. At the end of Heute wär ich mir lieber nicht begegnet /Astăzi 
mai bine nu m-aş fi întâlnit cu mine însămi//The Appointment, the main character asks herself: ‘Ha, ha, 
how can you not go mad?’ Surviving fear with an intact mind, refusing suicide, is the only hope – 
a static, conservative hope – and it requires friends to share and face fear with.  
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Because time stands still under the control of the regime, hope cannot move forward, it remains 
attached to a maddening present that would not pass, that is always pushing the mind to the limit 
of its resilience.10 And alas, companions’ scaffolding is not always successful: ‘Sometimes I feel I 
need to bite a finger to feel I still exist’ wrote one of Müller’s own friends on the back of a photo, 
before committing suicide – a sentence she takes up in her novels. (Müller 2017, 66) To confirm 
one’s embodied existence as a sane person, friends had to take on the patient and demanding work 
of scaffolding each other. 
 
Relationality can, however, also be an obstacle to resistance.  One of Müller’s characters says at the 
end of her novel, Der Mensch ist ein großer Fasan auf der Welt/Omul este un mare fazan pe lume/ The 
Passport: ‘What could I have done, the maid’s daughter said, I had to keep quiet, I have a child.’ ‘I 
know, said Adina, men had women, women had children, and children were hungry.’ (2011, 213–
14) This short dialogue highlights the ways in which caring for others and their well-being made 
people more accommodating and less inclined to engage in contestatory practices, practices that 
could have endangered the dear ones’ lives. In a place and a time where the secret police often 
harassed, kidnapped and imprisoned the relatives of whoever they targeted, colluding with the 
regime –  more or less directly – was a means of protecting them. To support their families, feed 
their children and ensure their safety, many adjusted to constraints and limitations, engaging in 
various survival strategies, which, on the whole, reproduced the regime’s grip over everyone.  
 
Before I engage more punctually with Müller’s work, a brief excursus on materiality.  
 

Objects are always inextricably related to what and how a person is. They form the periphery 
of the person, detached from their skin. And when objects live longer than their possessors, 
the absent possessor moves completely into the objects they leave behind. (Müller 2017, 
15) 

 
Objects anchor the narrator’s and the characters’ memories and channel their thoughts’, hopes and 
fears in certain directions.11 Müller embeds her characters in a materiality that is not inert, but talks 
back and moves people in unique ways, depending on their prior experience and the memories in 
which the past is congealed. Things, plants, animals, landscapes assault the senses, inflicting pain, 
fear, despair, but also sometimes soothing the mind and bringing temporary relief.  
 
Carefully observing and accounting for the surrounding materiality gives the hunted some measure 
of control over her own life. When the secret service plays with the minds of the surveilled by 
moving, removing or mutilating objects in their house, their perception of their surroundings and 
its automatism is disturbed. (Eke 2013) When you are watched, you watch yourself: ‘I found myself 
surrounded by little things with meaningful shadows.’ (Müller 2017, 151) To face the shadows, 
Müller left ‘signs’ in various places – usually hairs placed on objects that might be searched – and 
compulsively checked her apartment for signs of intrusion. Once the surveillants started working 
on her ‘case’, she was never able of act and live mechanically, unreflectively, distractedly, naturally. 
This is how the ‘alien gaze’ was born: from the habit of scrutinising herself, everything and 
everyone, out of the fear of being caught or betrayed. The ‘alien gaze’ emerges from the familiar 
that can no longer be trusted or taken for granted. This acuity is not, as Liiceanu argued, a specific 
capacity of writers, privileged in their epistemic insight into the world, but an adjustment 
mechanism, an adaptation to one’s biography, embedded as it was in adverse historical 
circumstances. 
 
This acuity in relation to materiality extends into her exile. As Müller explains,  

                                                 
10 For an insightful reflection on the circularity of time in Müller’s work, see (Eke 2013, 114-117). 
11 Eke captures this well when he writes: ‘Objects are overdetermined’ (Eke 2013, 102) 
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Dramatically, as if they attacked me, today’s objects bring with them, dragging behind them, 
my old stories. In objects there exists, latent, a force that transgresses temporal limits and 
manifests itself in its strident details, before it withdraws, once again, inside them. (2017, 
137) 
 

For this reason, a river is always a threat, a field of poppy flowers is a bloodied corpse, a fox fur is 
a hunter: the gaze has been forever deformed and it keeps its vigilance when it is no longer 
necessary. ‘Memory has its own calendar: old events can be closer to you than what happened 
yesterday’ and it is in objects that the past and the present come together, deforming each other. 
In such moments you are ‘perfectly mad and perfectly normal’ (2017, 120, 123): living with the 
alien gaze is an art. 
 
In what follows, I will discuss several of Müller’s novels, in an attempt to capture the light she 
shines on the complexity of complicity, resistance and solidarity. While referring to her essays 
collections, I will mainly focus on the novels she specifically dedicated to life under the Communist 
dictatorship and foreground the themes I have outlined above. The hope is capture the ways in 
which Muller’s prose can sabotage fixed ideas about victimhood, heroes and cowards, while 
prosthetically inviting the reader in her world, seducing them to embrace her ‘alien gaze’.  
 
Der Mensch ist ein großer Fasan auf der Welt/Omul este un mare fazan pe lume/ The Passport tells the story 
of a German family’s hopeless attempts at securing passports to emigrate to Germany in the 1950s, 
just as the collectivisation programme started. The novel recreates the claustrophobic atmosphere 
in a Romanian village inhabited by ethnic Germans, which is modelled on Müller’s own Niţchidorf. 
The Windisch family has been bribing various corrupt officials in the village with flour – the father 
runs the village mill – to obtain their much-desired documents, to no avail. They are not rich, so 
they painfully experience other families’ success in securing the passports. As time passes and 
nothing happens, the head of the family feels they are hanging in an eternal, unchanging, 
nightmarish present. The materiality of the village is full of bad signs for the superstitious family. 
Desperate, Windisch sees them everywhere: in the way the dust settles in the yard, in the flight of 
the owls, the falling leaves of the acacia trees, in the ticking of the pendulum clock. The materiality 
of the village suffocates him, exacerbating his feeling of powerlessness. He soon realises they had 
been duped by the local petty tyrants. He is told that their only hope is for their daughter – Amalie 
– to have sex with the two men who can release the passports: the priest, who withholds their birth 
certificates and the chief of the local milice station, who can process their applications.  
 
Gender and the experience of WWII are key to travelling in the world of this novel’s characters 
and understanding the ways in which they are complicit with the forces that determine their lives. 
As part of the German population of Romania, Windisch had fought WWII on the side of 
Germany as a soldier of the Wehrmacht. He is anti-Semitic and sexist, the latter being much more 
prominently foregrounded in the novel. His machismo – which emerges as he comments on his 
daughter’s suitors’ manliness, his disdain for his wife, his beating her, and in his obsession with his 
daughter’s virginity – is not matched by his influence in the village or his capacity to secure the 
passports. Immediately after the war he was deported, together with many of his co-villagers, to 
the Soviet Union to work in labour camps as ‘punishment’ for having fought on the wrong side. 
There they live in inhuman conditions, forced to do hard manual work in the mines, starving and 
freezing during the terrible Russian winters. Many die, including the woman he loved, Barbara.  
 
After the war, back in his home village, he marries Katharina, who returned form the same labour 
camps. Katharina tried to survive on boiled grass soup but realised that was not enough to endure 
the cold and the tough labour. She ends up sleeping with various men in the camp’s hierarchy in 
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exchange for food and this strategy kept her alive for five years. Windisch marries her after the war 
out of convenience, but keeps reproaching and demeaning her into their old age, despising her for 
selling her body in the USSR. When it becomes clear that his daughter too must do the same for 
the passports, he is led into a horrid, slow burning anguish, his honour greatly affected and his 
suffering almost physical. He has an outburst of fury, smashing the family’s big mirror and hurting 
himself. He eventually accepts the compromise to be able to leave his deadening existence behind. 
In accepting the ‘deal’ however, he is emasculated. Moreover, he allows the system to go on 
through the work of its local tyrants. 
 
The women are less contoured than the head of the family, but they emerge as more resilient than 
he is. Katharina is hardened by the experience of the camps. She despises her husband for his 
efforts to bribe the officials with flour and for his scruples regarding the use of sex for getting food 
in her case, and passports, in her daughter’s. She rejects his sexual advances and assists Amalie in 
her preparations for the crucial rendez-vous with the local potentates. Katharina is grounded and 
claims that there is no shame involved in what her daughter had to do, given that passports were 
at stake. Nothing is, in her eyes, more valuable than these documents, under the circumstances.  
 
Amalie works as a kindergarten instructor in the city and escapes the drudgery of her anodyne life 
by building a collection of glass miniature statues. While sexually more experienced than her father 
could ever suspect, she too teases her mother about her survival strategy in the labour camps. Her 
biggest aspiration in life – which one could read as an escapist phantasy – is to purchase a very 
large crystal vase, which features a gracious ballerina in a white lace dress. She accepts the 
compromise for the sake of the passports, but is traumatised by the sexual encounters. Her 
memories of them are like ‘burning coal on her forehead’ and she becomes emotionally 
despondent.  
 
The milice chief and the priest appear only as part of Amalie’s traumatic memories. They summon 
her repeatedly, taking advantage of her family’s situation and weakness. While they take advantage 
of her sexually, the mayor expects regular deliveries of flour from Windisch, knowingly leading him 
on. We get an image of a patriarchal structure in which some, who enjoy the power that comes 
with belonging to the authority structure of the village, take advantage of those who don’t and who 
rely on them to get out. Petty village despots abuse their own power, and in doing so, stabilise an 
oppressive order, compounding its effects on people’s existence.  
 
Leaving is not experienced as a joyous moment as it is framed heavily by the memory of the war 
and their deportation to the labour camps, when they had to leave everything behind and head into 
the unknown. The family anxiously sells everything, packing their bags, including Amalie’s glass 
collection – an innuendo perhaps to their ongoing state of fragility that goes back to the war, marks 
their abuse by the communist authorities and travels with them into the future of migration. As 
Muller warned in her essays, memory has its own calendar: the characters can only see future 
through the prism of their own private and collective traumas. Thus, no exuberant hope can 
accompany the Windish family into their second exile. In Müller’s stories, redemption is not on the 
horizon. 
 
Der Fuchs war damals schon der Jäger/Încă de pe atunci vulpea era vânătorul/ The Fox Was Ever the Hunter – 
published in German in 1992 and translated in Romanian in 2010 – submerges the reader in the 
deep waters of 1980s and their paralyzing fear. It tells the story of two friends, Clara – who has an 
office job in a factory in a provincial city – and Adina, a teacher at a local school. Adina is modelled 
on Herta Müller herself, while Clara resembles Müller’s real life friend, Jenny. The novel centers 
around the two women and a few other supporting characters: Adina’s male friends (Paul, Liviu, 
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Abi), the school principal, the doorman guarding the factory’s premises, Pavel the secret police 
agent, and a fox fur, which lies on the floor of Adina’s bedroom. 
 
Adina loathes her work, so constrained by the need to inculcate the children with the tenets of the 
official propaganda. The reader slowly understands that she is depressed and entertains suicidal 
thoughts. Adina, Paul, Liviu and Abi are suspect to the secret police for the music and poems they 
write, the books they read, and their generally critical attitude towards the regime. They are 
harassed, followed everywhere, sent hate mail, interrogated and brutally beaten. Adina lives in a 
permanent state of fear, a fear that is familiar, palpable and resilient: ‘When you spend time in the 
café, fear joins you, sitting and waiting. If you return the next day, you find it there, on your seat. 
It is like a greenfly that’s entered your head and you can’t get rid of it.’ (2010, 38) Fear drives her 
to madness as an agent secretly enters her apartment and, one by one, cuts off the legs and the tail 
of the fox fur that lies on her bedroom floor. This happens under the colluding eyes of her 
neighbor, who says nothing. As the fox loses body parts, Adina enters a frenzy of terror and feels 
that her mind has been emptied so as to make room for the fox to reside in her head: the fox had 
thus become, from the hunted, her hunter. 
 
Clara seems more adjusted to her situation, even though the factory appears as a dark, corrupted 
and miserable human universe, marked by abuses of all kinds. She has an affair with a mysterious 
man, Pavel, who claims to be a lawyer. He is married and has a daughter, whom he loves dearly. 
He is a family man, who uses his influence to obtain luxury goods for his family – coffee, French 
perfume, luxury cigarettes – not available in the country in the late 1980s. The reader slowly 
becomes aware that Pavel is not really a lawyer, but a secret police agent, Adina and her friends’ 
very tormentor. The image of Pavel the caring father, who provides for his daughter, clashes with 
that of Pavel the vicious interrogator: he is simultaneously the hunter (the secret police agent) and 
the hunted (he too is subject to the regime’s austerity policies and has to find ways to feed his 
family). He is not ideologically committed, he laughs at jokes about the Dictator and he seems to 

be as hopeful as any other Romanians that Ceaușescu was dying of an incurable disease. He seems 
to have joined the Securitate because he loves his power to inspire deference and fear in others. 
He also greatly enjoys the generosity he can bestow on his family by virtue of his own privileged 
‘job’. Pavel also showers Clara with presents unavailable to the ordinary citizens in the last decade 
of the dictatorship. She begins to suspect his real ‘job’ and confronts him, condemns his choices 
and asks him to leave Adina alone. Pavel tries to defend himself by saying ‘We are all victims’ – 
another hint that the fox was always also a hunter. He is deeply hurt by Clara’s harsh words, which 
seem to trouble him.  
 
Triangulating stories of their interrogations, Adina, Abi and Paul realise Clara’s lover is the officer 
in charge of their cases. Adina confronts Clara, who defends Pavel as ‘a good man’ – something 
that is partially true. They fall out, Clara feeling very guilty for loving a criminal. While Clara 
continues her affair with Pavel, it is she who warns Adina to hide. She informs Adina a wave of 
arrests was in the works and invites her to hide in her own apartment. We are led to believe she 
knows about the planned arrests from Pavel, who continues to care for Clara and, when she gets 
pregnant, he facilitates her access to an abortion – something forbidden under the pro-natalist 
policy of the regime. Through her association with Pavel, Clara enters the ambiguous space 
between being a fox and being a hunter.12 Adina flees with Paul and they hide in Liviu’s house for 
several days.  
 

                                                 
12 For an insightful discussion of the blurry boundary between victims and perpetrators, see 
(Eddy 2013, 87–88). 
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Liviu lives in a village in the South, close to the Danube. As in The Passport, the village is terrorized 
by the mayor and the milice chief. The villagers drink copiously to deal with the trauma of hearing 
daily gunshots – which target those who try to flee the country, swimming across the Danube. In 
Liviu’s words, the farmers ‘talk too little because they know too much.’ (2010, 39) They know too 
much about the bodies rotting in the water, on the river banks and the adjacent wheat and corn 
fields. They know too much about the easily recognizable sound of a gunshot – they hear the 
number of the dead, but they don’t know their identity. Farmers raise geese and keep dogs – noisy 
domestic creatures – and drink excessively to muffle the noise of the guns in their heads, the 
recognizable noise they must pretend not to hear out of sheer fear. In another novel Animalul 
inimii/ The Heart’s Animal, this soundscape of terror gets visual content. Müller tells us that the 
flowing rivers, the moving freight trains, the agricultural fields, all were sites of deathly terror: 
 

At harvest time, in the cornfields the farmers found dead bodies, dry or swollen and 
decomposed, eaten by the crows. The farmers tore the corn cobs and let the bodies lie 
there, because it was better that they remained unseen. Later in the fall, the tractors 
ploughed the fields. (2016a, 64) 

 
Hearing the shots, seeing the bodies and talking about them was imprudent. While the farmers 
stupefied themselves with alcohol in the deafening noise of the geese, the killing machine went on 
with its ‘work’.  
 
As in all of Müller’s novels, the material coordinates of the characters’ lives are imbibed with 
meaning and anchor their emotions: the river awakens Adina’s suicidal temptations in her 
heightened moments of despair; the omnipresent portrait of the Dictator seems to watch over the 
characters as they go about their daily lives; the fox fur’s legs and tail are cut, one by one, by the 
secret police; the vast, impassible fields, resound with gunshots. One by one, the characters suffer 
mental break-downs, due to the pressure they are put under by Pavel and his staff. But fear is not 
exclusively felt by those directly harassed by the secret police. Moreover, fear has many agents, not 
just the obvious, salaried ones. 
 
Under the watchful eye of the dictator’s megalomaniac portraits, a multitude of little despots abuse 
their puny power to get various advantages and an aberrant sense of self-worth, thus colluding with 
the regime’s control mission. The porter checks all workers’ bags when they leave the factory, in 
the hope of catching them stealing various bits from the factory. When he does his searches, the 
workers’ throats feel like they had been ‘caught in a machinist vice’. (2010, 69) He reports to the 
management all employees who come to work without enthusiasm or who show disdain to the 
socialist choral music that blasts from the public speakers every morning. Driven by petty self-
interest and suffering from complexes of inferiority, he gets his daily dose of satisfaction and self-
importance by contributing to the workers’ misery and upholding fear’s grasp over them. 
 
The school principal belongs to the same category. When Adina’s pupils are conscripted to work 
in the tomato harvest – a common practice to oblige pupils to do ‘patriotic’ (unpaid, usually 
agricultural) labour on the state-owned farms – she advises them to eat as many tomatoes as they 
can and informs them that they are being exploited. This leads to a confrontation with the principal, 
who threatens to denounce her to the authorities, unless she gives in to his sexual advances. He 
mobilises political fear to harass Adina, who cannot help but pour her scorn on him – an 
unexpected response, that baffles the principal who backs off, not before he warns her that she 
won’t get so easily off the hook ‘next time’.  
 
Friendship is the only source of support against mind-destroying fear. Friends write music and 
poems together, spend time together to reassure themselves, care for each other. Adina, Paul and 
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Abi scaffold each other, though hope is meagre. Liviu opens his house to the runaways without 
hesitation. When fear and the lucidity of their entrapment becomes unbearable, they escape 
together in absurdist games and alcohol. Their agony only ends with the fall of the regime, which 
only brings a modicum of relief. As in The Passport, redemption – the redemption one hopes for 
and imagines as a reader – is denied, the ‘mad rush through the head’ needs to go on to keep us 
vigilant.13 
 
The cast of characters in Hertier/Animalul inimii/The Land of Green Plums, first published in German 
in 1994, matches quite closely that in the Der Fuchs war damals schon der Jäger/Încă de pe atunci vulpea 
era vânătorul/ The Fox Was Ever the Hunter – two women friends, the narrator and Tereza, three men 
who are the narrator’s friends (Kurt, Edgar and Georg), Captain Piele, a secret police agent, and a 
few other minor characters, orbiting around the main ones. The narrator and her three male friends 
are brought together by their German ethnicity, their fathers’ shared past as SS men and the suicide 
of one of their dorm mates, Lola. Lola’s death is triggered by her unwanted pregnancy following a 
liaison with one of the local (married) party leaders. To cover up for him, the communist leadership 
expulses her from the party post mortem, under the pretense that suicide was incomprehensible in a 
country where everyone was happy and prosperous under the ministration of the supreme leader.  
 
The general meeting organized to exclude Lola from the party triggers a crisis in the narrator: she 
is shocked by the unanimous, standing ovations the party leaders got from the audience when they 
announced Lola’s exclusion. The monstrosity of this collective acclamation – in which she herself 
participated – becomes for her only a small instantiation of the entire population’s participation in 
their own imprisonment, all frantically applauding, out of fear, opportunism or cowardice: ‘The 
mind cannot grapple with something like this’ (2016a, 41) concludes Georg, as they struggle to 
discuss and make sense of the event, that revealed to them how everyone lived grey, complicitous 
lives. No one, not even themselves, could remain completely outside the spectrum of acquiescence.   
 
The narrator shares a personal but also intellectual and political friendship with the three men, and 
a deeply loving, supportive relationship with Tereza, a Romanian colleague whose father’s 
importance  and prestige an official artist is hinted at from the beginning.  Georg, Kurt, Edgar and 
the narrator write poems and sons, take photographs of instances of political repression and read 
illegal books – all in a hopeless attempt to at least marginally irritate and antagonize surveillants, to 
whom the narrator refers to as ‘the cemetery makers’.14 Aware of their own impotence, the four 
nonetheless feel a compulsion to stay true to themselves and resist their complete incorporation 
into the mass of applauders. The four are followed, harassed and interrogated by the secret police, 
but they keep giving artistic expression to their hate: they hope against hope that gradually, this 
hate will make the surveillants and the dictator himself go mad.  
 
To enable the reader to prosthetically grasp the acute fear they lived in, Müller uses the metaphor 
of the ‘heart’s animal’. The narrator’s senile grandmother claimed everyone’s heart was an animal 
and that her granddaughter’s heart was a mouse, one that ran all day long, one that must be tired 
from so much running and so much turmoil. Reflecting in her essays on the unadulterated,  joy of 
surviving another interrogation, Müller argues this metaphor was best equipped for capturing ‘the 
lust for life inside the fear of death’ (Müller 2017, 64) Throughout Müller’s entire work on the 
dictatorship, the frightened heart’s animal must be held under control and, in general, it could be 

                                                 
13 Eddy discusses Müller’s style and explains how, her use of metaphor – that brings us close to the surrealist – as well 
as her twisted temporality, lack of a clear plot line and the blurring between imagery and reality renders her work 
difficult and more satisfying to the patient and curious reader, for that very matter. (Eddy 2013) 
14 Salient for the argument this book puts forth in relation to the risks of subsequent rhinocerations, this is how she 
also refer to her own father, the former SS officer. 
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handled better in friends’ company. The four send each other letters in a code they had agreed on, 
always enclosing a hair in the envelope – to see whether their correspondence had been violated. 
 
To keep a track of reality and  
 

 [B]ecause we were afraid, Edgar, Kurt, Georg and I were always, everyday together. We sat 
at the table, but fear remained so personal, in each of our heads, the fear we had each 
brought within us to the meeting. We laughed a lot to hide it from the others. But fear is 
uncontrollable. When you keep a straight face, it sneaks in your voice. When you manage 
to keep a straight face and a steady voice… it sits somewhere, just outside your skin. It lies 
about you, you can see it in the nearby objects.  
 
We could see whose fear was where, because we had known each other for so long. We 
often couldn’t stand one other, because we depended so much on each other. We felt the 
need to exchange insults. (2016a, 76–77) 
 

This fragment shows friendship’s value in scaffolding, not so much the hope in a meaningful 
political change, but the hope of not losing one’s mind completely. It also vividly highlights the toll 
on friendship that fear took. In sharing fear, one became fully vulnerable to the others: ‘Through 
that fear we had seen, more than was permissible, inside each other’ (2016a, 77). Such exposure 
could only be made bearable by the deep love that thrived between them, the ties that bound them 
inextricably, beyond and despite their despair. Coping with fear was tiresome and it required an 
inventive imagination and endless energy and patience: ‘The effort to save ourselves was patience. 
Patience could never end or, in any case, if it broke, it had to renew itself immediately.’ (2016a, 
213) 
 
Struggling to stay sane through friendship puts a painful strain on the four, especially since 
friendship could never be a surrogate for their lost jobs, for being unable to create and express 
themselves artistically, for freedom. Following his betrayal by an occasional lover, a farmer girl, 
Georg is beaten brutally by the police.15 He shuns his friends and goes straight to the passport 
service to submit an application. He tells them afterwards: 
 

I did not want to hear your words, meant to calm me down … I did not want to hear those 
soothing sentences coming out of your mouths. I hated you then, tormented as I was, I 
could not have possibly seen you. Even the thought of you drove me mad. I wanted to 
vomit, to expunge you and myself from my life, because I knew how much we depend on 
each other. And this is how I ended up, without even realizing, at the passport office and 
I wrote, there, at the counter, like a drowning man, my request to leave. (2016a, 202) 
 

While the scaffolding that friendship afforded temporarily prevented them from going mad, it 
could not effectively counter their paralyzing, never-ending fear and compensate for the loss of 
control over their own life. This is why, even the more courageous people – whose who did try to 
stand up to the system, those who did not withdraw in the comfort of abstraction – sometimes 
cracked and looked for an exit. No hero is pure, fully virtuous or self-abnegating.  
 
Tereza’s ambiguous character serves as an illuminating illustration of individuals’ messy 
commitments and their temporally dynamic location in the grey zone. She is no self-conscious 
dissident, and yet her actions offer respite and support to those who assume a more openly critical 
political stance. She enjoys life, is passionate about fashion and talks incessantly, about anything 

                                                 
15 This is based on the experience of Müller’s good friend, Rolf Bossert. (Müller 2016b) 
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but politics. She resists joining the party, cynically confessing to the leadership that her political 
consciousness had not yet developed fully and that her recalcitrant habit of passionately cursing 
everything and anything might damage the party’s reputation. Sheltered by her father’s protective 
shadow, Tereza refuses to get involved in politics and enjoys great material benefits, reserved to 
the notables of the regime. She has breast cancer, which she decides to ignore, out of sheer 
incapacity to deal psychologically with the disease.  
 
The narrator greatly enjoys her company, as the moments spent with Tereza constitute a respite 
from her heightened anxiety. While she knows little about Teresa and has a hunch her father might 
be working for the Securitate, the narrator trusts her to hide their poems and books in her own 
house. She tells Tereza the story of her interrogations, the humiliations and cruelty with which Piele 
treated them all. The narrator is fearful for Tereza, lest she should be punished for their friendship. 
When the narrator is fired for her political activities, Tereza proves loyal. She violates the 
interdiction to have any contact with the culprit, mobilises her contacts to find her an alternative 
source of income (private German lessons taught to Romanian kids) and, when pressure is 
mounting on her to join the party, she showers the assembly with sarcasm and cursing. As token 
punishment, she is transferred to another factory. 
 
The narrator, Georg and Edgar eventually make it to Germany. Georg commits suicide soon after. 
Kurt dies as well, but his death, officially declared a suicide, is more suspicious. Freedom comes 
too late, the strained nerves give in. Tereza obtains the right to visit the narrator in Berlin. She had 
summoned the courage to have a surgery and is as lustful for life as ever. However, upon arriving, 
she confesses she had been sent by Captain Piele. The narrator sees this as an ultimate act of 
betrayal, worse than anything she had to endure while in Romania. Tereza suggests that they 
fabricate together a trivial story that she could relate back to Piele. The narrator is torn between 
her deep love and commitment to Tereza and her viscerally felt disappointment. It is only upon 
finding out that Tereza’s betrayal had gone much further – she had copied the apartment’s key to 
hand it over to the Romanian secret agents active in Germany – that she sends her away. The sense 
of loss is doubled by an incapacity to fully let go of this friendship: 
 

I wanted to tear the love out of my chest, throw it on the floor and trample on it. Then, I 
would have quickly lain there, next to it, so that it could sneak back into my head, through 
my very eyes. (2016a, 148) 
 

Six months after this fateful visit, Tereza dies of cancer.16 Her death is no relief to the narrator, for 
love had never fully given way to hatred. She begins to see their relationship as a thicket of 
vegetation, a complex, ambiguous messy thing, from which friendship could not be fully banished, 
in spite of everything: 
 

Tereza’s death hurt me as if I had two heads, bumping into each other. One was full of the 
severed love, the other full of hate. I would have liked the love to grow back. It did, like a 
thicket of grass and straws mixed together ... (2016a, 232) 

 
‘When we are silent, we are unpleasant … when we speak, we become ridiculous’ – these are 
Edgar’s words, which mark the end of the novel. Having survived the dictatorship and their own 
suicidal temptations, the remaining two friends mourn and remember their deep losses. Capturing 

                                                 
16 The experience on which this episode is based on Müller’s friend, Jenny who, terminally ill and 
romantically involved with a Securitate officer, came to Berlin to spy and warn her friend to stop 
speaking publicly about the dictatorship. For Jenny’s possible motivations – her impending death, 
her lust for life, her love for her partner – see (Müller 2016b, 134–38). 
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in words their experience is ridiculous, for words are painful in their incapacity to capture the 
thicket. At the same time, silence is impossible for it alienates the surviving friends from each other. 
Through this last sentence, Müller makes it impossible for the reader to slide back into the old 
habits of judging in stark shades of black and white. 
 
The last novel I want to discuss here - Heute wär ich mir lieber nicht begegnet/Astăzi mai bine nu m-aş fi 
întâlnit cu mine însămi/The Appointment – is probably the most accessible of Müller’s Romanian 
novels. It chronicles a morning in the life of a woman, the narrator, who had been summoned for 
an interview at the Securitate’s offices. The reason is her trying to smuggle abroad marriage 
proposals addressed to Italian men, by hiding little notes in the pockets of trousers produced for 
export in the textile factory she works for. We learn this is one in a series of such interviews, that 
have left a heavy psychological mark on her. We accompany her as she prepares for the 
appointment and makes the tram trip to the Securitate building. During the rather lengthy trip, she 
reminisces about her life – this is how the reader gets to know how she ended up in this situation. 
We also understand how petrified she is at the thought she might not be released after the interview: 
she always carries a toothbrush and a small towel with her on the days she is expected at the 
Securitate. 
 
We learn she had been married to the son of a local, abusive communist leader, a man who had 
been implicated in the abusive deportations of ethnic Germans in the 1950s – a group to which 
the narrator herself belongs. The marriage ended up in divorce. During a work trip to a remote, 
desolate town, she has a brief affair with her office mate, Nelu, who is in love with her. His love is 
unrequited and the narrator confides in him about her plans to marry an Italian man and leave the 
country. Soon after, her notes are discovered, courtesy of Nelu’s betrayal, and the interrogations 
begin. Not only that, politically critical notes are found, placed by a jealous Nelu to further 
incriminate her, out of revenge for her rejecting him. All emigration phantasies are quickly and 
forever smothered. 
 
The only consolation for the loss of this hope is the encounter with Paul, a man she falls in love 
with and soon marries. He shares her political convictions and relative material poverty, embarking 
with her in a love story that enables them to temporarily suspend fear, driving about the town on 
the back of his red motorcycle. He belongs to the same ethic minority and has a difficult 
relationship with his father, a fascist turned communist. In a way that resonates with Manea’s 
warnings about Romania’s subsequent rhinocerations, he advised Paula as a young boy: ‘Young 
man, look neither to the left, nor to the right, always straight ahead, so that you can remain elastic.’ 
(Müller 2014, 196) Müller makes Paul’s father’s character an exemplar of stubborn – yet luckily 
powerless – thoughtlessness, unlike her former father in law who could and did everything in his 
power to successfully accomplish the deportation of Germans from Banat. Paul works in another 
factory, from where he materials to illegally manufacture TV antennae, which he sells on the black 
market. Because of this, he has a run in with the police, but it remains without further 
consequences. As the narrator attends her regular appointments, Paul shares her anxiety and 
supports her to the best of his abilities, though he resorts to heavy drinking as a coping mechanism. 
The only other source of scaffolding and support we learn about is Lili, the narrator’s best friend, 
a beautiful woman who is involved with a much older army officer. We learn Lili had been killed 
while she tried to cross the border illegally: the man her officer had paid to help them across 
betrayed them for money. Lili was shot dead on the spot, while the officer was imprisoned for 
treason. When this happens, Paul remains the only anchor of hope in the narrator’s universe. 
 
From the recollections occasioned by the tram ride, Major Albu emerges as a seemingly educated 
interrogator, who uses a variety of cruel devices to get the narrator to confess her ‘crimes’. He is 
relentless, every word carries a threat. He applies psychological and physical pressure, humiliates 
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her, has her relentless followed and terrorizes her by placing a putrid human finger in her purse 
during one of the interviews. The narrator learns how to maintain her position and rebuff him, 
without however infuriating him and risking further retaliatory violence. She has difficulty hiding 
her disgust and hatred of him; she devises all sort of strategies to mask her true feelings. She is 
consumed by these appointments, before which she can neither sleep nor eat. To survive the stress 
of the interrogation, she lets herself prey to superstition: only wears a certain blouse and brings a 
nut in her purse. She puts a lot of effort in her make-up and clothes, hoping to convey an attitude 
of indifference to the interrogator’s torment: by following her beauty routines she hopes to show 
him she was not truly affected, since she still cared about her appearance. After each meeting, a 
mad joy overcomes her and it is then that her heart’s animal can rest: the lust for life makes itself 
felt once the immediate danger has passed. 
  
Resisting Albu’s efforts to incriminate her seems to have negative repercussions on Paul. One day 
he returns home hurt, having suffered a motorcycle accident. His motorcycle was hit by a truck 
and the only person who came to his aid was an old man. Unpacking the event in the apartment, 
the narrator remembers that one of Albu’s generic threats was that ‘road accidents often happen’ 
– something she never mentioned to him as she did not attach special significance to it. Paul 
reproaches to her that it was her silence that almost got him killed – a moment of tension in their 
relationship. He decides to take the damaged motorcycle to the scrap metal market, where he sells 
it to the same old man who helped him when the accident happened – a coincidence that raises 
some suspicion, which gets pushed to the side. 
 
The days go one, one after the other, with the narrator trying to deal with the loss of Lili and the 
multiple followers who seem to assail her from all direction. As the tram approaches, we get a sense 
of how close to despair the woman was. Due to an unexpected kerfuffle, the tram cannot stop at 
her destination and she cannot get out. Looking through the window, waiting to get out, she sees, 
in a courtyard, Paul and his red, newly painted motorcycle, sharing a laugh with the old man to 
whom he has supposedly sold it. The sight petrifies both narrator and reader. Has Paul been 
betraying his wife all this while? Has he been in cahoots with the old man? Was the old man a 
Securitate officer? Why was Paul in that courtyard, shining his red motorcycle? The novel ends 
with a nervous laughter and a question: ‘Haha, wouldn’t you go crazy?’ (2014, 233) 
 
The novel foregrounds the theme of complicity, betrayal, as well as the anticipation of betrayal. It 
presents a panoply of complicitous behaviours, motivated in radically different ways, from within 
very different positionalities. The narrator’s father in law from her first marriage is a power-hungry, 
ignorant, cruel man, who turned against his co-villagers in an attempt to prove himself and climb 
in the party’s hierarchy. His elevated social status – linked to his party activities – allowed him to 
study botany, something he indulges with great gusto in his old life. Nelu is less defined, but he is 
a minor clerk in a textile factory, who phantasises about his office mate, the narrator. He informs 
on his colleague’s ridiculous plans to emigrate out of revenge for his hurt feelings, oblivious to the 
kind of repercussions his actions will have on the woman’s life. His incapacity to deal with romantic 
rejection leads him to cause demoralizing pain and fear in the narrator. Lili and her lover are 
betrayed by their smuggler purely for financial gain, in the most cynical and straightforward 
manner. The repercussions are again, devastating: when Lili’s body is found, it was a ‘bed of 
poppies’. (Müller 2014, 66) It is not clear whether Paul had betrayed or whether the narrator merely 
imagined, out of sheer desperation, losing him and his support, on a particularly stressful day. 
Having lost Lili she kept clinging to Paul as the only source of relief and hope in her life, something 
that made her very anxious and worried for him. Was he fed up with how her interrogations 
affected their live together? Was he angry at how her behaviour made them both live a life of fear, 
that only alcohol could make livable? Had he given up on her? Or was he in that courtyard just to 
see how his beloved motorcycle had been renovated? Was he there at all? Whether seeing him was 
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merely a fear-induced hallucination or true perception, the effect was the same: the narrator 
wonders how one could face something like that and remain sane.   
 
When the closest, loved ones become informers it is a life-shattering experience. However, I want 
to suggest that, of all the betrayals that dot the novel, one in particular strikes this reader as the 
most troubling, from a political point of view. One of the narrator’s neighbours, an old man 
married to a woman who suffers from Alzheimer, one day accosts her in the elevator. He tells her 
he has been summoned to the Securitate because of her and that he had been asked to report on 
her comings and goings. When she suggested he could have stayed at home, he is surprised she 
believed that. He then subtly reproaches to her the hassle of having to write daily reports about her 
departure and arrival times. He is particularly upset that he must buy, at his own expense, the 
notebooks on which he must write his reports – he had already finished two. At no moment does 
it occur to him that he could abstain from doing, or do a poor job of what the police had asked 
him to do. Nor does it strike him that his concern for the cost of the notebooks is petty, ridiculous 
and a proof of complete alienation from his neighbor. To throw him off, the narrator decides to 
buy a new notebook for him – hoping to ‘paralyse’ him (Müller 2014, 215), to make him see what 
was wrong with his vision of the world. She buys a large, thick maths notebook, which she delivers 
to his door. Her hope turns out to be radically naïve. He refuses her gift, but not because her 
gesture induced a moment of lucidity or shame, but because the notebook was too big to fit in his 
pocket, when he was haunting the building, watching her: because it was inconvenient. Complicity 
was, in this case, practical, routine, obvious, natural, and thoughtlessness could not be shattered 
even by such obvious provocations. To avoid going mad, the narrator starts to record her own 
thoughts, the number of trees and windows on a street, notes on her interrogations, random 
drawings, all in an effort to hold on to reality – ash she saw it, not as her neighbor did. HOW TO 
END? SUMMARY? TO FINISH UP 
   
We understand how petrified she is by the possibility of an arbitrary arrest: she always brings a 
toothbrush and a small towel to her interrogations.17 
 
Recalling Manea’s warnings about Romania’s subsequent rhinocerations, he had advised Paul as a 
young boy: ‘Young man, look neither to the left, nor to the right, always straight ahead, so that 

you can remain elastic.’ (2014, 196) Müller draws Paul’s father’s character as an exemplar of 
stubborn – yet luckily powerless – thoughtlessness, unlike her former father-in-law who could 
and did successfully accomplish the communists’ punitive deportation of Germans: the in-between 
is not morally uniform. 
 

                                                 
17 Objects anchor the narrator’s and the characters’ memories and channel their thoughts’, hopes and fears in certain 
directions. Müller embeds her characters in a materiality that is not inert, but talks back and moves people in unique 
ways, depending on their prior experience and the memories in which the past is congealed. Things, plants, animals, 
landscapes assault the senses, inflicting pain, fear, despair, but also sometimes soothing the mind and bringing 
temporary relief. Carefully observing and accounting for the surrounding materiality gives the hunted some measure 
of control over her own life. 


