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he process of coming to terms with its National Socialist past 
has been a long and diffi cult one in Austria. It is only over 

the past thirty years that the country’s view of its role during 
the Third Reich has shifted decisively from that of victimhood 

to complicity, prompted by the Waldheim affair of 1986–1988. 
Austria’s writers, fi lmmakers, and artists have been at the center of 
this process, holding up a mirror to the country’s present and drawing 
attention to a still disturbing past.

Katya Krylova’s book undertakes close readings of key 
contemporary Austrian literary texts, fi lms, and memorials that treat 
the legacy of Nazism and the Holocaust. The analysis focuses on 
texts by Robert Schindel, Elfriede Jelinek, and Anna Mitgutsch, 
documentary fi lms by Ruth Beckermann and by Margareta Heinrich 
and Eduard Erne, as well as recent memorial projects in Vienna, 
examining what these reveal about the evolving memory culture in 
contemporary Austria. Aimed at a broad readership, the book will 
be a key reference point for university teachers, undergraduates, and 
postgraduates engaged in scholarship on contemporary Austrian 
literature, fi lm, and visual culture, and for general readers interested in 
confrontations with the National Socialist past in the Austrian context.

KATYA KRYLOVA is a Germanist specializing in modern and 
contemporary Austrian Studies. She holds a PhD in German Literature 
from the Department of German and Dutch, University of Cambridge. 
The Long Shadow of the Past is her second book.
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Introduction: Confrontations with 
the Past

What happens when we forget to remember?

—Karen Frostig, The Vienna Project (2013–14)

ON MAY 24, 2016, SOMETHING EXTRAORDINARY HAPPENED. Austria was 

on the front pages of several British national newspapers, includ-

ing the Times and the Guardian.1 The reason was the narrow victory of 

Alexander Van der Bellen, an independent candidate and former leader 

of Die Grünen (Austrian Green Party), against the Freiheitliche Partei 

Österreich (FPÖ, Austrian Freedom Party) candidate, Norbert Hofer, in 

the second round of the Austrian presidential election, held on May 22, 

2016. Van der Bellen had won the election by the narrowest of margins, 

by only 30,863 votes, getting 50.3 percent of the total vote, with Hofer 

polling at 49.7 percent.2 The election was effectively decided by the 

759.968 postal voters,3 making up almost 14 percent of the electorate,4 

whose votes were counted on the day after the Sunday, May 22, election. 

For an Austrian presidential election to be decided by postal votes in this 

way was a highly unusual occurrence. Ordinarily, the winning candidate 

is able to gain enough of a majority for the postal vote count on the fol-

lowing day to be largely a formality, with the winner announced already 

on the Sunday evening. On this occasion, the end of the election day saw 

Hofer lead at 51.9 percent (with Van der Bellen at 48.1 percent),5 while 

pollsters from the SORA Institute for Social Research and Consulting 

predicted the final result (including postal votes), to stand at circa 50 per-

cent and 50 percent for the respective candidates, with everything still 

to play for.6 The presidential election saw the candidates of the ruling 

political parties, the Social Democratic Party of Austria and the Austrian 

People’s Party, eliminated in the first round, with Norbert Hofer, the far-

right Austrian Freedom Party candidate, winning this first heat with 35,1 

percent of the votes.7 It was an election that polarized the country, rural 

against urban areas, male voters against female voters, young against old, 

and divided those communities where the vote reflected the national pic-

ture of a near fifty-fifty split of votes for the two candidates.8

Van der Bellen’s narrow victory left liberals in Austria, and in 

Europe more generally, breathing a sigh of relief that the election of the 

first far-right head of state in contemporary Western Europe had been 
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2 INTRODUCTION

averted, “edged out in knife-edge Austrian poll,”9 and that Austria had 

“pulled back from the far-right abyss.”10 However, the relief was very 

short-lived. No sooner had Van der Bellen made his first speech as pres-

ident-elect on May 23, 2016, than accusations were being raised in the 

Austrian Freedom Party about possible electoral malpractice, with a for-

mal suit submitted to the Verfassungsgerichtshof (Constitutional Court) 

on June 8, 2016.11 While, initially, it did not seem that these allegations 

could gain much traction, on July 1, 2016, Austria’s Constitutional 

Court announced that the final round of the presidential election would 

be rerun, largely due to early counting of postal votes in a number of 

municipalities, affecting 77,926 votes in total.12 Considering the narrow 

margin by which Van der Bellen had won, it was decided that this could 

have altered the outcome of the election. The Constitutional Court also 

criticized the premature announcement of results via social media.13 

The date for the rerun of the presidential election was later set by the 

Austrian Council of Ministers as October 2, 2016.14 The saga did not 

end there, however, as the already postponed rerun of the final election 

round was further delayed in September 2016 due to faulty glue on 

postal ballot envelopes, a case that became known as “Klebergate” (glue 

gate).15 The final election round was thereby once again postponed, 

to December 4, 2016. During this time, the election campaign contin-

ued to polarize the country, with Norbert Hofer coming under fire for 

using the words “So wahr mir Gott helfe” (So help me God; a religious 

affirmation, which may be spoken as part of the presidential inaugural 

oath)16 on his election posters, thereby drawing criticism both for his 

assumption of electoral victory and, from church leaders, for misusing 

religion for political gain.17 A video, originally posted on Alexander Van 

der Bellen’s Facebook page, in which an 89-year-old Austrian Holocaust 

survivor, identified only as “Gertrude,” criticized the divisive rhetoric of 

the Austrian Freedom Party and urged voters “vernünftig [zu] wählen” 

(to vote sensibly), was viewed over three million times by the December 

election.18 Moreover, endorsements from leading politicians, such as 

the outgoing Socialist president, Heinz Fischer, as well as the leader 

of the conservative Österreichische Volkspartei (ÖVP, Austrian People’s 

Party), Reinhold Mitterlehner, arguably turned the tide in Van der 

Bellen’s favor.19 In this final round of a yearlong election process, the 

independent candidate Alexander Van der Bellen substantially increased 

his majority, defeating Hofer by 348,231 votes with a 7 percent margin 

(in contrast to 30,863 votes in the May election), to gain 53.8 per-

cent of the total vote, with Norbert Hofer polling 46.2 percent of the 

vote.20 Many political observers, both in Austria and abroad, once again 

breathed “a sigh of relief” following Van der Bellen’s election win.21 As 

a number of commentators noted, the far-right threat had once again 

been “staved off”22—the question is for how long.
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 INTRODUCTION 3

“The Waldheim Affair Changed 
Austria from the Ground Up”23

The 2016 Austrian presidential election reopened the familiar fault 

lines, between left and right, between cosmopolitan attitudes versus 

“Österreich zuerst” (Austria first),24 that had emerged in Austrian soci-

ety since another Austrian presidential election took place almost exactly 

thirty years ago, namely the presidential election that saw Dr. Kurt 

Waldheim, the Austrian People’s Party candidate, elected president on 

June 8, 1986. The 1986 presidential election gave rise to what became 

known as the Waldheim affair of 1986–88, during the course of which 

it emerged that the former UN Secretary General (1972–81) had lied 

about the extent of his involvement in the Nazi war machine, which 

did not stop him becoming president. The Waldheim affair marked a 

turning point in Austrian society, sparking the beginning of a belated 

process of coming to terms with the country’s National Socialist past. 

The Waldheim affair saw a young generation of artists and intellectuals 

(among them many of the writers and filmmakers who are the focus of 

this study) lead a protest movement against the presidential candidate, 

who had first tried to whitewash his Nazi past in his autobiography and 

then, when it was eventually brought to light, denied any wrongdoing, 

asserting that he, like hundreds of thousands of Austrians in the Second 

World War, had “only done his duty” as a soldier.25 Many of those dis-

mayed by Waldheim’s election campaign were involved in the formation 

of the Republikanischer Club–Neues Österreich (Republican Club–New 

Austria) in 1986, which aimed to shed light on and prompt an engage-

ment with Austria’s Nazi past:

Der “Republikanischer Club–Neues Österreich” wurde gegrün-

det. Sein erstes Ziel: Wir—in Österreich—hätten die Aufgabe, die 

Vergangenheit aufzuhellen, wir selbst, wir in Österreich, unsere 

Vergangenheit, von der wir kaum mehr zu wissen hatten, dass es 

einen gewissen Hitler (auch Österreicher) und eine Befreiung gege-

ben hatte, 1945 durch die Alliierten, 1955 von den Alliierten . . . 

Nazi? KZ? Pogrom? Vernichtung? Eichmann? Kaltenbrunner? (beide 

auch Österreicher) . . . na ja.26

[The “Republican Club–New Austria” was founded. Its primary 

aim: We—in Austria—had the task, of shedding light on the past, we 

ourselves, we Austrians, on our past, where we hardly remembered 

anymore that there had been a certain Hitler (also an Austrian) 

and a liberation in 1945 by the Allies, in 1955 from the Allies . . . 

Nazi? Concentration camp? Pogrom? Annihilation? Eichmann? 

Kaltenbrunner? (both of them also Austrians) . . . indeed.]
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4 INTRODUCTION

The club’s mascot became a wooden horse (designed by architect Alfred 

Hrdlicka), clothed in an SA cap (added to the design by caricaturist 

Manfred Deix), which served to draw attention to the “Trojan horse” of 

Waldheim’s Nazi past, “ein Holzpferd, ein trojanisches, aus seinem Bauch 

sollten die Gespenster der Vergangenheit kriechen” (a wooden horse, a 

Trojan one, the ghosts of the past should creep out of its stomach).27 

Waldheim, who had repeatedly denied having been a member of the SA, 

was found, during the course of the 1986 election campaign, to have 

been part of the SA-Reiterstandarte (SA riding unit) between 1937–39, 

while a student at the Consular Academy in Vienna.28 This was parodied 

by then Austrian Chancellor Fred Sinowatz as follows: “Wir nehmen zur 

Kenntnis, daß Waldheim nicht bei der SA war, sondern sein Pferd bei 

der SA gewesen ist” (Let us then register the fact that Waldheim was not 

in the SA, but his horse was).29 Hrdlicka’s wooden horse became a key 

fixture of the Republican Club’s demonstrations against Kurt Waldheim, 

both during the election campaign and during the course of Waldheim’s 

presidency, “accompanying” the president, for example, on visits to the 

Salzburg Festival and to the Vatican.30 Subsequently, the symbolic value 

of the mascot has repeatedly been acknowledged in public exhibitions in 

Austria.31 It was most recently exhibited in the Wien Museum (Vienna 

Museum) between March and May 2016, in conjunction with a series of 

events marking the thirtieth anniversary of the Waldheim affair.32

The so-called Waldheim affair lasted from the 1986 election campaign 

until February 1988 when an International Historians’ Commission, 

set up to investigate Waldheim’s wartime record, had concluded that 

Waldheim could not be deemed a war criminal as such, but that he 

“clearly must have known” about crimes perpetrated in Wehrmacht units 

in the Balkans and in Thessaloniki, where he had served as an aide-de-

camp.33 However, the Waldheim affair was less about Waldheim himself 

than about the processes that his candidacy and presidency unleashed. 

For some Austrians, as Barbara Tóth and Hubertus Czernin argue,34 

Waldheim was a proxy “father figure” through which to confront one’s 

own family history: “Viele von ihnen setzten sich mit ihm anstelle ihrer 

Großväter oder Väter auseinander, weil auch in ihren Familien über die 

eigene Kriegsvergangenheit nicht gesprochen wurde.” (Many of them 

grappled with him rather than with their own fathers or grandfathers, 

as the war past was not spoken about in their families.)35 For the first 

time in the history of the Austrian Second Republic, “ein geradezu ver-

störender Generationenkonflikt” (a well-nigh disturbing generational 

conflict) broke out.36 The so-called Wehrmachtsgeneration (Wehrmacht 

generation) was defensive about what it saw as the “defamation” of their 

generation (who, like Waldheim, had “only done their duty”), both by 

young liberals and intellectuals in Austria and by foreign powers, euphe-

mistically referred to as the “Ostküste” (East Coast). For Waldheim’s 
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supporters, this was anti-Semitic code for “gewissen Kreisen in Amerika 

aus dem jüdischen Element” (certain circles in America from the Jewish 

element), as the nascent Austrian Freedom Party politician Jörg Haider 

put it in an interview conducted during Waldheim’s election campaign.37 

Nevertheless, the Waldheim affair was of profound significance for the 

Second Republic, with commentators subsequently calling the events 

of 1986–88 “einen Epochenbruch in der Geschichte Österreichs nach 

1945” (an epochal break in Austria’s history after 1945),38 “der Beginn 

einer vergangenheitspolitischen Zäsur in Österreich, die . . . bis heute 

noch nicht abgeschlossen ist” (the beginning of a historical-political 

caesura in Austria . . . that has not been completed to this day),39 and 

“das Ende der Nachkriegszeit” (the end of the postwar era), as the writer 

Robert Schindel has asserted.40

The Waldheim affair destroyed the Second Republic’s founding myth 

of having been “Hitler’s first victim,” as stated in the Moscow Declaration 

of 1943.41 Waldheim’s assertion of having done his duty raised questions 

regarding to whom this duty was performed. One had to conclude that 

this duty was to the Wehrmacht, the same army that, according to the 

Austrian postwar Lebenslüge (life-sustaining lie), had “invaded” Austria 

in 1938. As the historian Walter Manoschek has asserted “Waldheim war 

insofern wichtig, als er durch sein Verhalten und seine Aussagen unge-

wollt den österreichischen Opferstatus in Frage gestellt hat.” (Waldheim 

was important insofar as that, through his behavior and his statements, 

he unintentionally called Austria’s victim status into question.)42 Thirty 

years on from the beginning of Waldheim affair, the news weekly profil, 

which, through the work of its investigative journalist Hubertus Czernin, 

was instrumental in bringing Waldheim’s past to light thirty years earlier, 

recalled the role it had played in the Waldheim affair with a title story 

entitled “Als Österreich erwachsen wurde” (When Austria grew up).43 

Here, the Waldheim affair is presented as a shift away from the false 

naiveté of a nation seeing itself as a victim of National Socialism, rather 

than as an active accomplice and perpetrator. While Austrian historians 

differ in their analysis of the effects that Waldheim’s candidacy and presi-

dency had on Austria,44 eyewitnesses and artists are often effusive in their 

assessment, viewing the Waldheim affair as “transformative,” as can be 

gleaned from the titles of edited volumes and cover stories.45 For the doc-

umentary filmmaker Ruth Beckermann, the fallout from the Waldheim 

affair constituted nothing less than the second foundation of the Republic 

of Austria.46

What most incensed intellectuals and liberals about Waldheim was 

not his Nazi past per se (which, as Waldheim rightly pointed out, was not 

dissimilar to that of hundreds of thousands of Austrians of his genera-

tion), but rather Waldheim’s continued inability to see any wrong-doing 

in his actions more than forty years earlier. In Waldheim, the eyewitness 
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