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Federal President Frank-Walter Steinmeier 

in a video message for the digital ceremony  

“Thinker, Poet, Democrat. Heinrich Mann on his 

150th Birthday” 

in Berlin  

on 25 March 2021 

 

Good evening from Schloss Bellevue, wherever you are tuning in 

from.  

This is not the first time that Berlin’s Academy of the Arts is hosting 

a ceremony in Heinrich Mann’s honour.  

In March 1931, invitations were issued for an event on the 

premises of the Prussian Academy of Arts to congratulate the newly 

elected Chairman of its Literature Section on his 60th birthday. The 

guests at the time included Ricarda Huch and Alfred Döblin, and the 

speakers were Max Liebermann, Adolf Grimme and Thomas Mann. They 

hailed the great man as a modern artist and “clandestine politician”, as 

a “grand écrivain” and “European moralist”.  

That was how the writer Heinrich Mann was feted at the time, in 

the Weimar Republic. What a wonderful, illustrious gathering to mark 

his birthday. 

Today, the Academy of the Arts has issued another invitation to 

honour Heinrich Mann, this time on his 150th birthday. The setting is, 

for various reasons, slightly different than it was back then, with a 

livestream as opposed to a gala reception, a video message as opposed 

to a speech, and the Federal President in attendance as opposed to the 

great man’s brother and Nobel Laureate. 

Nevertheless, I am delighted that we want to try this evening to 

revive the spirit of Heinrich Mann and his age. We want to take a closer 

look at a writer, who after his death in 1950 was co opted by the GDR 

for its own political ends, who was eclipsed in West Germany by his 

renowned younger brother, and who is not forgotten yet whose works 

are seldom read today. 
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We want to reconnect with a thinker, poet and democrat whose life 

appears to us today like a great novel. Heinrich Mann left Lübeck for 

Italy; he found his intellectual home in the France of the 18th and 19th 

centuries; he penned his works in the German Kaiserreich, the Weimar 

Republic and in exile; he was a Bohemian yet also strutted the political 

stage; he was an aficionado of nightclubs and a revered guest of 

intellectual salons; he cultivated his image as a distinguished and 

unapproachable artist – and he read from his works at the Karstadt 

department store on Berlin’s Hermannplatz. 

We have to take Heinrich Mann like he is: not squeaky-clean, but 

rough around the edges. His life and work are characterised by 

contradictions and ambivalence, by tragedy and the grotesque. I believe 

that he is a fascinating author for precisely these reasons, one who has 

a great deal to tell us even today.  

Back then, on his 60th birthday, Heinrich Mann himself took the 

floor at the Academy. He spoke, as he so often did, about the 

relationship between intellect and politics. In democracy, he said, it was 

“quite natural” if the state and authors “come together, each in his own 

way and with his own means, to benefit society”.  

Heinrich Mann sought to benefit society, in his own way and with 

his own means. He wanted to change people and to have an impact on 

the status quo, as a modern novelist and critical intellectual, as an artist 

and “citoyen”. Until the last, he worked to make the world a better place 

with the power of words, despite all disappointments.  

He was a humanist and a champion of the Enlightenment, 

influenced by Voltaire and Zola, whom he admired as a passionate 

accuser in the Dreyfus affair. Reason and truth, peace and freedom, 

justice and benevolence were the ideals around which his writing 

revolved from the turn of the century onwards. 

In his great novels, from “Professor Unrat” to his books on Henri 

Quatre, Heinrich Mann magnified, refashioned and condensed reality in 

order to expose, as he put it, the “soul of man and society”. He was a 

master of satire who in “Der Untertan” not only criticised the Kaiserreich 

in a clear-sighted way, but also told of longings and existential fears that 

we are all too familiar with to this day.  

Heinrich Mann believed in the enlightening power of literature. “No 

one,” he wrote, “teaches knowledge about society and life as such as 

[...] literature.” That is why, for him, literature belongs at the heart of 

public life, especially in a democracy that depends on the good 

judgement of its citizens. “Anyone who wants to have a say, to choose, 

to assert his opinion,” he was convinced, “must also read.”  

In the Weimar Republic, Heinrich Mann himself stepped out onto 

the public stage, as a novelist and also as a political intellectual. He 

wrote essays and articles, gave speeches, supported appeals and 
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assumed office. From the outset, unlike certain other writers, he took 

sides in the cause of the Republic. 

Heinrich Mann called for bridges to be built in a divided society and 

for the “nascent democracy” to be rendered viable by taking sound 

action. He celebrated the constitution in times of crisis, criticised attacks 

on freedom of speech and art, and warned against unbridled capitalism. 

He worked tirelessly to promote understanding with France and 

advocated “supranational” cooperation and a European confederation.  

Above all, he resisted the National Socialists, their lies, terror and 

hate, in his writing. And he became, as a representative of the republic, 

a target of this hatred himself. His ideal of a public sphere in which 

people reasoned, argued and engaged in cultivated debates ran up 

against a reality in which scorn, hatred and brutal violence were gaining 

the upper hand. 

Heinrich Mann saw the impending cataclysm, much earlier than 

others. Shortly after Hitler took power, he was expelled from the 

Prussian Academy of Arts. He fled to France just a few days later. His 

name was on the Nazi regime’s first denaturalisation list, and his books 

were among those that were burned here in Berlin in May 1933. 

But his voice could still be heard, even in exile in France. Heinrich 

Mann endeavoured to rally forces in the fight against the Nazis. He 

offered encouragement, telling his readership that the “age of the 

irrational” would be followed by a new age of reason. It was only while 

in exile in the United States that his role as a public writer waned. 

I think that someone like him, a supporter of the Enlightenment 

and a defender of democracy, should be a role model for us especially 

today. After all, we are witnessing once again how democracy is the 

subject of contempt, how hatred is poisoning open debate, how 

authoritarian thinking and irrationalism are joining forces and how the 

longing for national isolationism is growing is some places. 

It is also for this reason that I am grateful to the Academy of the 

Arts for compiling Heinrich Mann’s estate on an online portal so that his 

work can continue to have an impact. And I would like to thank you, 

Jeanine Meerapfel and Werner Heegewaldt, for making this evening 

possible, especially during the pandemic, in which we are reminded time 

and again how much we need culture in order to remain in dialogue as 

a society and to better understand one another. 

The Academy, which was founded 325 years ago, is making a vital 

contribution today to ensuring that art and culture can inspire debates, 

enliven the social realm and enrich us all – just as Heinrich Mann wanted. 

Thank you so much also for this. 

In his novel “The Little Town”, an opera company descends upon 

a sleepy little Italian town. The artists inject colour and dynamism into 

public life there, and, in the end, the lawyer sums this up as follows: 
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“What are we? A little town. What did these guests bring us? A 

little music. And yet – we have felt enthusiasm, we have striven, and we 

have come a piece further in the school of humanity!” 

Coming a piece further in the school of humanity – I believe that 

is a worthy aim even today. Allow me to wish you and all of us a 

wonderful evening with Heinrich Mann. 

Thank you very much. 


