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BUFFALO SOLDIERS (Grigor Jordan, 2001 / 4) and GOODBYE LENIN! 

(Wolfgang Becker, 2003) 

 
The week the Berlin Wall came down we had some German exchange pupils in, and some of 

them came into my Year Ten class. “It’s an exciting time for your country”, I ventured. They 

looked blank, then (sort of) realised what I was talking about. “Oh, yeah – they don’t tell us 

about things like that”, said one. I changed the subject. It was a Macbeth lesson, anyway. 

 Apparently the American distributors of Goodbye Lenin!, a comedy set in the former East 

Berlin at the time the Wall came down, were, fourteen years later, a bit nervous that most 

folks in the USA wouldn’t be sufficiently up in European history to get the references in it. I 

don’t know how it’s fared over there. 

 Its skill lies in the way it almost generates nostalgia for communist times, and almost 

suggests that there’s no room for idealism of the sort you found then, in a unified Germany 

dominated by global corporatism, soft drink companies and drive-in fast-food outlets. In fact, 

as its plot unfolds, it makes it clear that it’s not at all nostalgic for communist times, and that 

it thinks there is still room for idealism now communism is only to be found in Cuba, 

Vietnam and North Korea: though not in any idiom from which global corporatism would 

profit. 

 The plot of Goodbye Lenin! is brilliant: a dedicated woman member of the Communist 

Party has a heart attack when she sees her son Alex being roughed-up in a pro-democracy 

demonstration. The paramedics are too slow (in fact we never see them) and she goes into a 

coma. As she lies in the coma, the Wall comes down, Erich Honecker disappears into the 

slag-heap of history, and Helmut Kohl is seen on telly droning through Beethoven’s An die 

Freude with scant regard for either pitch or melody. 

 

 

 Pornographic videos, fast-food outlets, 

Coca-Cola trucks, satellite TV, and 

everything else that make capitalism the 

success it is, invade the former DDR. Alex 

thrives as a satellite salesman, and his sister 

gives up her economics degree course to 

work at a drive-through Burger King.  

     Alex is a loving son, and visits his mother 

daily, falling for a Russian student nurse, 

whose name is Lara, perhaps after the 

Pasternak heroine. In an echo of A Clockwork 

Orange, they’re having a cuddle on the ward 

(to The Blue Danube waltz) when a noise 

alerts them to the fact that Mum has woken 

up. The problem now is that she mustn’t be 

subjected    to    shock.    If   she   learns   that 

communism’s finished, she may have another heart attack and die. 

 Alex has to keep the truth of history from her. 

 The ingenious and endlessly inventive plot develops from this premise. Alex and his 

friend (filmed in super-fast motion to the sound of the William Tell overture played on a 

synthesizer) restore the mother’s bedroom to its drab DDR-ness. You see how rapidly 

everyday details changed as the planned economy ceased and consumerism took over, and 

how hard Alex’s job is – how creative he has to get – in order to make time in the family 

stand still. Spreewald pickles were his mother’s favourite, but they’re no longer available, so 

he recreates them from refuse bins. Plastic nappies used to be the communist norm, but his 

sister refuses to let her baby wear them. Several of his mother’s old colleagues, including her 

college principal, have lost their jobs because of their compromised allegiance to the old 

regime. The principal’s smoking and drinking himself to death. Alex has to bring him back to 

life for his mother’s birthday party. 
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 After a time the trick – at first so loving – looks more and more wrong. Mother, who has 

to be kept thus isolated and insulated from the real world, was in fact never in touch with it. 

Take her heart attack – does it come on because her son’s being worked over by policemen, 

or because he’s in an anti-government demonstration? Her red dress and posh white shawl, 

filmed against the mud-brown and dirt-grey of both police and demonstrators, bespeak one 

who lives on another planet. Her conviction that by dictating endless ironic letters on 

women’s consumer affairs she can further the working-class cause shows the same thing. 

Ever since her husband left her (everyone thinks he defected while on an exchange visit) she’s 

not been able to cope. The drunken ex-principal confesses to Alex that the reason she never 

got promotion was that she was too idealistic – she actually believed in communism, which 

nobody in their right mind ever did in the DDR. 

 In keeping her alive, Alex is pandering to her inadequacy. To do so he has to re-create the 

 

 

 

world: videos of people crashing through the barriers from east to west are re-dubbed so that 

they’re crashing through them from west to east, to escape unemployment, death from drug-

abuse, and the rise of Neo-nazi groups. The mythical world Alex creates involves re-

fashioning the old, failed, treacherous DDR into the DDR he always wanted to believe in. 

 

 

 The great moment comes when his 

mother discovers she can walk. She stumbles 

outside and is met with a barrage of new, 

confusing images: flashy shirts, new cars, ads 

for girls’ sexy underwear, workers from 

Wuppertal, and in the film’s finest sequence, 

the vision of the top half of a statue of Lenin 

being helicoptered out of town, to join 

Honecker on the rubbish-dump of life. 

 

 

 Alex’s mother dies without ever learning the truth. She confesses her own failure, but 

never learns about the failure of the system which betrayed her, but in which she went on 

believing, or rather, pretending to believe. 

 Eyebrows were raised when the film was released: a witty German comedy? But it is. We 

look forward to the next one. 

 

***************************** 
 

Meanwhile, the distributors of Buffalo Soldiers, a satire set in the American army in the 

former West Germany at the time the Wall came down, postponed its release after 9 / 11, 

feeling that its attitude to its subject was ill-suited for such a time of crisis. Near the end 
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there’s a dialogue between four American soldiers revealing that (a) they’ve never heard of 

the Wall (b) they hadn’t known there was an East Germany and a West Germany and (c) 

they’ve no idea which of the two they’ve been serving in. The film’s depiction of the US 

armed forces is sufficiently downbeat to make it of dubious value as a flag-waver now in 

2004. It would have us believe (in its satirical idiom) that the US army officer caste is full of 

career-fixated creeps who flash their Civil War pedigrees about and long for a star, and 

sadistic Vietnam veterans who wish those glory days would return. It would have us believe 

(in its satirical idiom) that life in the US army (motto: “Be All You Can Be”) is so stultifying 

that the only thing left for an NCO with initiative to do is to deal drugs, and, if that gets a bit 

samey, to deal US army equipment with shady foreigners. 

 

 

 Joaquin Phoenix plays a base clerk who 

knows all the fallguys about, and works every 

one of them. His C.O. (Ed Harris) dreams of 

owning a vineyard, and signs every 

requisition Phoenix puts before him, no 

matter how weird. When a grunt is killed in 

an indoor ball game (he hits his head on the 

corner of a table and no-one notices he’s 

stopped moving) Phoenix writes the letter 

home for Harris, who only alters one word.  

 

 

 Harris is the kind of military leader who chews you out (with a photo of George Bush Sr. 

on the wall behind him as backup) and then apologises for having done so. He once shook 

hands with J.F.K., felt J.F.K’s strength enter him, and knew that from then on he’d be able to 

do anything he wanted. 

 Phoenix is shafting his wife. 

 Phoenix is also hand in glove with the local crooks, German and American, starting with 

the head of the base M.P.s, who runs the in-house drug cartel. When a tank driven by spaced-

out soldiers wrecks a filling station and kills two army truck-drivers, Phoenix’s first thought is 

not to call the emergency services, but what’s in the trucks and how to dispose of it – it turns 

out to be high-grade weaponry, which he stores at a nuclear facility and offers to his main 

German criminal contact in exchange for thirty kilos of smack. 

 The scenario is Catch-22 crossed with Apocalypse Now and Carry On Sergeant. As the 

druggies drive their tank blind, to raucous rock music, we cut suddenly to the peace and quiet 

of the German market town the vehicle is about to flatten. It’s a rip-off the famous cut 

between Colonel Kilgore’s Valkyrie helicopters and that line of Vietnamese schoolchildren in 

the village square, only it’s done as knockabout. 

 Phoenix has a recurring nightmare in which he’s falling, but not flying. Where most 

people, in falling dreams, level out and fly away, he always hits the ground. Nemesis comes 

to him in the shape of an inspection team headed by a stoney-faced sergeant (Scott Glenn) 

who’s up to every corrupt move. In Vietnam, he explains, he “did all sorts of shit” himself. 

Once Phoenix has rumbled just how heavy he is, he makes to shaft not his wife but his 

daughter (Anna Paquin, bigger than she was as Holly Hunter’s daughter in The Piano). To his 

amazement, she finds the idea that he only wants her to get even with her dad to be a turn-on, 

and offers him some Ecstasy to put their relationship on a firmer footing. 

 She enjoys high-diving, always from the highest board in the base’s pool. 
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 They bonk in his Mercedes parked outside the front door, while the scarey Glenn looks on 

from the upstairs window, expressionless. Phoenix, it’s clear, only feels he’s alive if he’s 

living dangerously. To him, the army’s just a game, and he’s never grown up because he’s 

never been told what the army’s there for – no-one in the army seems to know what it’s there 

for. 

 One of his associates is killed mysteriously, and he tries to get out of the weapons deal. 

But the German Mafioso he’s trying to welsh on says it’s too late: the ordnance has been sold. 

This is reality. His son, he explains to the bewildered Phoenix, who probably doesn’t know 

where Russia is, was tortured to death by the Russians. The deal must go ahead, or Phoenix 

will die. 

 While all this is going on, short glimpses of TV news-extracts reveal that in Berlin, the 

Wall’s coming down, and Eric Honecker is about to hit the refuse-heap of history. No-one in 

the U.S. army seems to notice – they’re all too busy getting high and killing each other. If 

Alex’s mother in Goodbye Lenin! Needed evidence of the corruption of the dope-dealing 

west, this movie would provide her with ample evidence of it. 

 

 

 Part of the film’s impact is made through 

casting against type. Phoenix normally plays 

psychos and losers (vide Gladiator, and 

Quills). Harris normally plays toughs. If he 

loses, he’s tragic (as in The Rock, or The 

Hours). Scott Glenn is usual first-line casting 

for military or police integrity, not military 

sadism. And Anna Paquin never played adult 

before at all. 

 

 

 

 It’s been said by uneasy admirers and apologists that the film’s “original take” on how the 

U.S. army works is a consequence of Grigor Jordan, its director and co-writer, being 

Australian. Is the implication that no American writer-director would, or that no American 

writer director could, have such subversive and upsetting ideas, or express them in such an 

idiom? Imagine Steven Spielberg faced with this script. He’d insist on a feel-good ending. 

 

***************************** 
 

As analyses of how the Old World to the East of the Wall functioned, and how the Other Old 

World to its West functioned (and may still function), you can see these films make a fine 

pairing. 


