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Analysis of original text

Title: Stasiland    Form: nonfiction
Author: Anna Funder
Major concerns and point of view on these:

• Political Oppression – One of Funder’s key concerns in Stasiland is how 
political oppression is used to destroy a person’s physical, emotional and 
societal freedom and wellbeing. In her investigations of members  
of the Stasi and their victims, Funder emphasises the Stasi’s method of 
‘destroying a soul’, destroying all there is in a person’s life that gives them 
hope and a will to resist, in order to bend the person to their political will.

• Importance of Remembering – Funder also focuses on the importance of 
remembering the tragic events of human history as the only way to prevent 
such events from recurring. While maintaining the view that facing the past 
is vitally important to ensuring humanity learns from its mistakes, Funder 
also questions the moral dilemmas of recovering a past which many still 
find to be extraordinarily traumatic.

• Individual Suffering – Rather than writing an impersonal overview on the 
suffering of the majority of East Germans under the Stasi, Funder instead 
absorbs the reader in several tragic, individual stories, which enables her to 
fully explore the extent to which people’s lives were utterly devastated by 
the Stasi.

Context: East Berlin during the German Democratic Republic, the fall of the wall 
and the aftermath.
Literary features and effects of these:
 Setting: Stasiland is set over several years in what was once the German 
Democratic Republic, which is now part of the democratic nation of Germany.
 Narrative structure: Anna Funder places herself in Stasiland as both 
narrator and a character, giving accounts of her movements, thoughts and 
actions as well as those of others. As narrator, Funder often retells the stories 
of others while adding her own personal opinions and observations. Using 

Example 2: creative response to nonfiction
The second example is a response to a work of nonfiction – Anna Funder’s Stasiland. It includes:

• comments on the original text and the process of responding creatively to it

• an original short story

• a reflective commentary

• assessor comments.

A short story based on Anna Funder’s Stasiland
Below is a short story based on Stasiland. It uses the template 
available from www.insightpublications.com.au to set out ideas 
about both Funder’s text and the student’s creative response. The 
template has two pages: ‘Analysis of original text’ and ‘Features of 
the response’. The reflective commentary follows the story; assessor comments are included as 
annotations throughout, and as overall remarks following each of the creative response and the 
reflective commentary.

Go to  
www.insightpublications.

com.au for sample responses 
to short story collections: 

one to Peter Carey’s Collected 
Stories, and one to Thea 
Astley’s Hunting the Wild 

Pineapple.

w w w

A perceptive 
reading of the 
book identifies 

Funder’s key 
concerns.
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Chapter 6 – Creative responses to texts

this unusual narrative structure, Funder is able to add an interesting personal 
aspect to Stasiland that immediately draws the reader in and helps them to 
truly empathise with the Stasi’s victims and their tragic stories.
 Characterisation: Funder places herself as a character in Stasiland, 
taking the reader with her through her thoughts, actions, experiences and 
opinions. As an interviewer, Funder relates the stories of others to the reader 
while adding her own observations and opinions as well as exploring the 
changes she goes through during these experiences, enabling the reader to 
connect with Stasiland on a more personal, emotional level.
 Tone and style: both literary and journalistic, with the author 
entering the text and becoming a character with a story of her own, an 
investigator who begins to question the effects of her investigation.
 Key images: the wall; the jungle under glass; the pierrot; the puzzle 
women; the buildings; colour, predominantly grey; seasons/weather.

The narrative 
structure adds 
a complexity to 
the book which 
the student later 
capitalises on in 

the response.

Features of the response

 Task: an original composition, similar in style/concerns.
 Form: short story.
 Aim: interview with a Palestinian girl whose life has been 
destroyed by the construction of Israel’s Separation Barrier, written in 
Funder’s style.
 Relationship to original text: The story will use the same narrative 
technique as Stasiland, with the interviewer placing herself in the text as 
both narrator and character. It will also focus on Funder’s concern with the 
effects of political oppression on the lives of individuals and the importance 
of remembering our past in order not to repeat it. I hope to imitate Funder’s 
use of juxtaposition and metaphors as well as ‘snapshot’ observations. 
 Major concern/s of original author developed: Funder’s focus 
on political oppression and the destruction of people’s lives. I want 
to replicate Funder’s subtle yet strong depiction of the power political 
oppression has to destroy a person’s physical, emotional and societal 
freedom as well as the backwards arguments people use in an attempt 
to justify such oppression. I also hope to develop Funder’s argument that 
remembering the past is vitally important to stop it from recurring. 
 Point of view: The story, while not directly arguing a point of view, 
will explore the experiences of a victim of Israel’s political oppression of 
Palestine. The story’s narrator will express a point of view in sympathy 
with the suffering of the victim of political oppression while not blatantly 
arguing a definite opinion.
 Plot: The story’s narrator, Amy Fletcher, will begin the story in 
Funder’s narrative style. She will interview a Palestinian girl, Vashti, who 
retells her story of how her life was changed when the Separation Barrier 
was erected in the West Bank. Vashti’s family’s house was demolished and 
the wall constructed where it once stood. Her father, unable to get to work 
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A 
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Funder’s 

intentions.
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on time due to Israeli checkpoints, lost his job and the family was thrown 
into worse poverty. Her pregnant mother died along with her unborn child 
when she was held up at an Israeli checkpoint and her father was arrested 
for assaulting the guards. Vashti was left without a family, a home or a 
future. Amy leaves Vashti and speaks briefly with an Israeli guard on the 
way back to her hotel. 
 Setting: Qalqilya, a city in the occupied West Bank.
 Narrator: Amy Fletcher, an Australian journalist.
 Main characters: Amy Fletcher and Vashti, a 13-year-old Palestinian 
girl. An Israeli guard will feature in the story’s final paragraph.
 Images: I plan to use the image of Israel’s Separation Barrier, which 
is four times as long as the Berlin Wall Funder focuses on in Stasiland and 
up to three times as high, as a metaphor for the overwhelming power that 
political oppression has over people’s freedom.
 Tone/style: I hope to replicate Funder’s style of narration in my story.

An appropriate 
use of one of the 
major symbols 

in Stasiland. The 
response plan 

establishes clear links 
with Funder’s text 

and style.

Wall of Dirt
‘Something	there	is	that	doesn’t	love	a	wall’

Robert Frost, Mending	Wall

‘There’s	enormity	in	a	hair,
Enough	to	lead	men	not	to	share,

Narrow	confines	of	a	sphere.’
Adrienne Rich, Boundary

‘Never	again	will	you	be	capable	of	ordinary	human	feeling.	Everything
will	be	dead	inside	you.	Never	again	will	you	be	capable	of	love,
or	friendship,	or	joy	of	living,	or	laughter,	or	curiosity,	or	courage,
or	integrity.	You	will	be	hollow.	We	shall	squeeze	you	empty	…’

George Orwell, Nineteen	Eighty-Four

The Israeli Separation Barrier, or as the Palestinians refer to it, the 
Apartheid Wall, veils Vashti’s shy young face in shadow. Barely thirteen, 
she casts her dark brown eyes over my face with a weary hopelessness, 
like a bee that has had its stinger ripped out and lies patiently, waiting for 
death. The shadow of the eight-metre high wall behind her accentuates the 
lines of starvation covering her body where her bones show clearly through 
her skin. Staring down at her horrifically shrivelled figure, dressed in 
threadbare, filthy clothing, I am self-consciously aware of my own pristine, 
healthy state. I chance a smile, but she doesn’t smile back, and I quickly 
wipe my face blank, feeling more foolish than ever. The children here have 
no reason to smile. 

The creative response: a short story
The title focuses 
on a key image of 

both Stasiland and the 
creative response.

 The carefully 
chosen epigraphs 

position the 
reader to respond 

to the concepts 
of oppression, 
separation and 
the destruction 

of an individual’s 
capacity to live 
a fulfilled and 

joyful life.

The opening 
introduces 

the narrator, 
protagonist and 
setting, engaging 

the reader 
through vivid 
description.
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Chapter 6 – Creative responses to texts

 I watch Vashti silently as she scoops a handful of mustard coloured 
dirt from the ground and sprinkles it from one hand to the other. “One day 
we were happy. We had a home, we were doing okay. We had each other, 
and my mum had another child on the way,” she says. She lets the dirt fall 
through her fingers and reunite with the earth. “And then the wall came, 
and it was all gone.” The wall runs along beside us, barely thirty metres 
away. It is almost a metre thick and made of solid concrete. The way I feel 
it bearing down on me, a menacing curtain of grey threatening to close in 
at any moment, I find it hard to believe it was built barely a year and a half 
ago, that it isn’t an ancient relic from some barbaric time in human history. 
Israel constructed the wall as a precautionary measure, to stop Palestinian 
terrorists from firing rockets onto Israeli land. The Palestinians, of course, 
are simply required to tolerate being bombed by any rockets Israel wishes 
to fire. Vashti’s family, likewise, in the name of protecting Israel, was simply 
required to watch on complacently as the Israeli bulldozers demolished her 
house, in the West Bank town of Qalqilya, in order to continue building the 
409 kilometre long Separation Barrier where it once stood. 
 Vashti remembers her terrified parents assuring her that everything 
would be okay. It is at least thirty degrees here today, despite the overcast 
sky, but I soon find myself shivering in horrified anticipation. I came to 
Qalqilya to hear Vashti’s story after a doctor in Jerusalem told me of a 
nine-year-old boy whose left leg had been horrifically crushed in one of 
hundreds of Palestinian house demolitions carried out in the name of Israeli 
security. Vashti’s body, though severely diminished by an obvious lack of 
food, is thankfully whole, but her eyes are so empty I find myself ashamed 
of looking into them. Back home I wrote impassioned articles about the 
political oppression suffered at the hands of Howard’s right-wing Liberal 
government, sincerely believing that I had not merely a right, but a duty to 
complain. As Vashti retells her story in a tired, toneless voice, her hollow, 
empty, thirteen-year-old eyes bore into mine. I feel an unbearable sense of 
shame at my own utter incomprehension.
 It was two weeks after their house was demolished that Vashti’s 
father lost his job. The family – father, pregnant mother, and daughter 
– were sleeping in the same tiny, floorless room at a friend’s house. The 
Israeli checkpoints had always been part of everyday life for the people of 
Palestine. Dotted throughout the West Bank and Israel, these checkpoints, 
guarded by Israeli soldiers, recorded the movements of Palestinian workers 
and prevented the travel of Palestinian workers into certain areas where 
they may seek to undermine Israeli security. Travelling through several of 
these checkpoints every day, simply to get to and from work, had always 
been a part of Vashti’s father’s life. When the wall was built, however, the 
checkpoints multiplied. It soon took him at least four hours to get to work 
each day. Two of those hours were spent standing in the enormous queue of 
Palestinian workers required to pass through an area of occupied Palestinian 
territory on one side of the wall to an area of occupied Palestinian territory on 
the other side of the wall in order to get to work. Every day, hundreds of 
Palestinians were denied access to the other side of the wall for no apparent 
reason. Vashti’s father, after being denied access for three days in a row, 

Draws the 
context of the 
story for the 

reader.

The 
journalist’s 

voice emulates 
Funder’s in its 

questioning 
of its own 
position.

The context 
of the story 

has clear 
links to the 
surveillance 
detailed in 
Stasiland.
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was fired from his job, and her family was condemned to intense poverty. 
I remember walking along the wall earlier today, running my hand along 
its cold, smooth surface. Despite its undeniable presence, I still found it 
astonishing that it was truly there, and would not disappear into the oblivion 
of a hallucination the moment my back was turned. A dull feeling of horror 
at my own political ignorance formed an uncomfortable knot in my stomach. 
Looking into Vashti’s despondent eyes, I wonder in revulsion at how a 
people could have been trapped behind such a thing, encapsulated by such 
obvious oppression, without the world even noticing. 
 The first thing Vashti noticed was wrong with her mother was her 
smile. “Something was missing. Not missing,” she corrects herself, “but 
gone, permanently gone. I never really got to see my mother’s smile again.” I 
wonder miserably what Vashti’s mother’s lost smile looked like. Her mother 
was sick. No matter what her father did, he could not find enough work 
to provide the family with adequate food, and her mother, having another 
tiny body inside her own that demanded nourishment, was soon too faint 
to leave the house. The day her mother’s waters broke, Vashti was awoken 
by her mother’s sudden scream and rushed to her side to help. Vashti’s 
father pushed her hand away from her mother and snatched her up. He put 
her back into bed and told her to stay there until they got back, hurriedly 
planting an anxious kiss on her cheek. Carefully lifting her mother off the 
ground, her father rushed out the door. Terrified, Vashti resolved to do as her 
father asked. She remained in her bed for three days, alone. On the fourth 
day a friend of her mother came into the room and lay down beside her. Her 
parents were not coming back.
 Vashti’s mother’s friend’s husband had seen what had happened. 
Her father had hailed a taxi which headed for the nearest hospital. There 
were three Israeli checkpoints on the way to the hospital, the last of which 
was the nearest gap in the Separation Barrier, the hospital being on the other 
side. After almost thirty minutes waiting at the first checkpoint, and twenty 
minutes waiting at the second, Vashti’s father was in a state of hysterical 
desperation. With a careless flick of his red pen, the guard at the gate told 
Vashti’s father that he and his wife were not allowed through. After several 
minutes, the guards got bored of laughing at his screams, and Vashti’s father 
was arrested. Her mother was left lying, bleeding, in the dirt. It was only 
three hours later, when the guards changed shifts and one of them gave her 
body a sharp kick in the ribs, that they noticed she was dead.
 Vashti begins playing with the dirt again, swirling her fingers 
around on the ground. Absentmindedly, I find myself playing with the dirt 
as well. My fingers mimic her swirling motions until we’ve both created 
identical twirling patterns on the ground. “I still don’t understand why it’s so 
important,” she sighs, “dirt … land.” A week later, at her mother’s funeral, 
Vashti’s tearful eyes stared at the ground beneath her. She watched as her 
tears fell between her knees and were quickly swallowed up by the dry, 
thirsty dirt; the dirt that Palestinians and Israelis had been fighting over for 
generations. That dirt that, somehow, was worth more than her family.
 Driving back towards the Israeli checkpoint on the outskirts of 
Qalqilya I am engulfed by the odd experience one occasionally has of being 

The narration 
switches between 

the narrator’s 
viewpoint and 

the protagonist’s 
retelling of her 

family’s story in the 
way that Funder’s 

narration does.
Like 

Funder, the 
narrator 

enters the 
text.

Vashti’s story 
is skilfully 

interwoven with 
the narrator’s 
response and 
commentary, 
so her story 
is told in a 

similar manner 
to Miriam’s in 

Stasiland.

This evocative 
passage draws 
on the central 

image of the dirt 
in the story’s title, 
giving unity and 
coherence to the 

short story.
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Chapter 6 – Creative responses to texts

completely outside oneself. In movements that feel slower than usual, I steer 
the car along the dusty potholed road, gazing dumbstruck at the scenes 
passing me by. A toothless old man steering a tiny pony covered in blankets, 
both their heads bowed against the strong, dusty wind; a small child chasing 
after a soccer ball sewn together with scraps of old grey material; a group 
of old women grumbling in unison as they carry several buckets filled with 
water back towards their shanty town homes. Even as I watch these people 
live their lives beside me, so close that you could touch them, they remain 
background people of the world, the ones whose stories can be told, but 
never changed. A sense of dread washes over me as the shadow of the wall 
absorbs my approaching car.
 The Israeli guard rests his arm on my window frame and shoots me 
an indulgent smile as I stop my car for inspection. I’m obviously not an Arab, 
and he therefore assumes I’m a friend. Upon seeing my gleaming white 
sedan, the guards have immediately waved me to the front of the queue, 
lowering their weapons from a position of intimidation to a position of 
casual routine. “Hello, hello,” grins the Israeli guard, “and what on earth 
would a girl like you have been doing on that side of Qalqilya, nothing but 
dirt and Arab flea markets out there.”
 “Same thing,” barks a guard behind him. They form a disturbing 
chorus of rough, derisive laughter.
 “Seems a pretty silly thing to do, build a wall to keep out 
nothing but dirt,” I remark. Their smiles fade instantly and, in identical, 
subconscious movements, they restore their rifles to their initial menacing 
positions. The Israeli guard withdraws his arm from my window frame.
 “You listen here. Don’t you talk about things you know nothing about. 
You heard of the holocaust? We learnt from those Nazis, and we’re not 
gonna let it happen again. This is our land, and I don’t care how many walls 
we have to build and scum we have to kill to keep it that way. You got it?”
 I stop the car thirty metres from the checkpoint and give the wall one 
final glance. It stretches as far as I can see in either direction, carving the 
land clean in two. Its enormous grey mass blends in seamlessly with the 
overcast sky above it, enveloping the West Bank in a blanket of grey. With a 
sigh, I begin the drive back towards Jerusalem, wondering sadly how different
life in the West Bank would be if the world had learnt from Berlin as well.

The 
narrator moves 

in and out 
of the story, 

her emotions 
positioning 
the reader to 

respond to the 
critique.

This small 
act of defiance 
is an example 
of the small 

acts of courage 
of the ordinary 

citizen that 
Funder admires 
and affirms in 

Stasiland.

The ending 
makes a 
powerful 

link back to 
Stasiland.

Assessor comments
‘Wall of Dirt’ is highly accomplished and compelling. It contains convincing links to the original 
text, which are clear in the construction of the narrative voice, imagery, setting and style as well as 
in the subject of the story. A close and perceptive reading of Stasiland is evident.

The accomplished narration, setting, characterisation and writing demonstrate a comprehensive 
understanding of the literary features of Funder’s book. The seamless interweaving of the shifting 
narrative perspectives is sophisticated and effective; the writing is vivid and complex.
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The reflective commentary

I wrote ‘Wall of Dirt’, my creative response to Anna Funder’s Stasiland, with 
the aim of replicating her unique narrative style while also exploring a similar 
situation of political oppression to that of the Stasi, the East German secret 
police that Funder investigates. Funder’s narrative style of placing herself in 
the text as both narrator and character greatly interested me and I sought 
to write a short story that captured this type of narration while exploring a 
different political issue from that which Funder explores.
 I chose to write about the oppression suffered by the people of 
Palestine living in the West Bank as the Separation Barrier erected in the 
West Bank by Israel carries such striking resemblance to the Berlin wall that 
was erected in the GDR. The situation of political oppression in Palestine also 
reminded me of the torment East Germans suffered at the hands of the Stasi, 
as both styles of political oppression involve destroying people’s will to live 
in order to destroy their desire to fight back. In ‘Wall of Dirt’, the interviewer 
discovers Vashti in a state of empty hopelessness. Through her story, Vashti 
describes how everything she cares for was taken away from her until she has 
nothing real to fight for anymore. This story is very similar to many of those 
explored by Funder in Stasiland. Miriam, the first woman interviewed by 
Funder, came to the Stasi’s attention as a vibrant, mischievous, cheerful 
teenager. Through merciless and manipulative political oppression, the Stasi 
stole from Miriam her friends, family and happiness. Eventually, after Miriam 
had once again found some hope in the form of her husband, Charlie, the Stasi 
stole him away from her as well, leaving her with nothing. In ‘Wall of Dirt’ 
I aimed to portray the similar callousness with which Palestinians are still 
robbed of their homes, families and hopes to this day.
 While Funder also explores the moral questions raised regarding 
whether or not it is helpful to dig up and relive the past, I was more 
concerned with Funder’s attempt to use personal observations and 
experiences and an emotional first-person narrative to inspire an empathic, 
indignant mood in the reader. In ‘Wall of Dirt’, I endeavoured to use the 
first-person narrative in a similar way by including frequent passionate 
observations and reflections designed to help the reader connect with 
the story on a more personal, emotional level. ‘The way I feel [the wall] 
bearing down on me, a menacing curtain of grey threatening to close in at
any moment,’ the interviewer observes, ‘I find it hard to believe it was built 
barely a year and a half ago, that it isn’t an ancient relic from some barbaric 
time in human history.’
 I used the Separation Barrier, a link between my story and Funder’s, 
to include imagery similar to that which Funder employs to create a sense 
of despair and powerlessness in Stasiland. In the first chapter of Stasiland, 
Funder describes Alexanderplatz as ‘a monstrous expanse of grey concrete 
designed to make people feel small’. In ‘Wall of Dirt’, I employed the Wall in 
metaphors such as ‘[The Wall’s] enormous grey mass blends in seamlessly 
with the overcast sky behind it, enveloping the West Bank in a blanket of 
grey’ to create a similar atmosphere of misery and despondence. I also used 

Control 
of subject and 
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Chapter 6 – Creative responses to texts

the image of dirt to explore the ludicrous lack of value which people place 
on human life compared to territory and patriotism by contrasting the ‘dirt’, 
or land, which the Israelis and Palestinians have fought over with the insult 
‘dirt’ assigned to a person of little value. In connecting these two ideas I 
chose to name my story ‘Wall of Dirt’ to highlight the meaninglessness of 
such political oppression and suffering.
 While writing my story I chose not to include the name of the 
interviewer to place more significance on Vashti and her story. While I was 
hoping to replicate the structure of Stasiland better, with slower, longer 
paragraphs, the extensive plot of the far shorter ‘Wall of Dirt’ prevented me 
from doing this without making the story too confusing and rushed, and I 
therefore broke it up into short, equal paragraphs. In attempting to replicate 
Funder’s narrative style I discovered difficulties with remembering to alter 
between telling Vashti’s story and including the interviewer as a character, 
and was frequently forced to rewrite entire paragraphs to include the left-out 
narrative. While I do not feel that I perfectly captured the ease with which 
Funder’s unique narrative structure flows in Stasiland, I am pleased with my 
attempt to replicate her exploration of the dynamics of political oppression. 

Assessor comments
The reflective commentary demonstrates a high degree of understanding of the original text and 
the process of producing a response.

The analysis of Stasiland is perceptive and thorough; the discussion of the relationship with 
Stasiland is highly convincing with regard to the style and concerns of the response, and the way 
the story draws on and illuminates Funder’s concerns.

The writing is vivid, evocative and highly expressive.

Detailed 
insight into the 

process of writing, 
and perceptive 

analysis of 
Stasiland.

The 
student is 

able to reflect 
on their 

own writing 
process in a 
perceptive 

way.


