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THE ART OF OVERCOMING THE WALL: CINEMATIC REFLECTIONS ON THE BERLIN BORDER

ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the iconography of the Berlin Wall—the West-facing
facade of the intra-German border—that materialized in the 1980s through a series of
filmic encounters that sought to question, challenge, reframe, and, in some instances,
reinforce the visual rhetoric of the geopolitical divide and the Wall as its most prominent
and potent symbol. As a study in visual literacy and cinematic (re)mediation of
borderscapes, my project explores the Wall’s significance as a concrete barrier, a
multimedia image, and a reflective screen for collective projections. Further, [ contend that,
counter to common postwall era narratives, the demise of the Berlin Wall ushered in a new
era marked by a global proliferation of borders and bordering practices on an
unprecedented scale.

In approaching the Wall as one of the most notorious border fortification systems of
the twentieth century, my study focuses on films and other artworks that emerged at
critical junctures in Berlin’s history: 1961 as the first provisional barrier was being erected;
mid-1980s when the West Berlin Wall was gradually transformed into an open-air gallery
and a contested public platform while the divided city prepared to commemorate the 25t
anniversary of its erection; the sudden collapse of the border in 1989 and the media frenzy
that ensued in its aftermath; finally, the 20t and 30th anniversary of the fall of the Wall, an

event that attracted global attention to the (re)unified capital and the Wall’s lingering,



ghostly presence. I argue that films produced prior to the destruction of the border like
Cynthia Beatt’s Cycling the Frame, Wim Wenders’ Wings of Desire, and Ross McElwee’s and
Marilyn Levine’s Something to Do with the Wall attempt to counteract the affective aporias
and anxieties triggered by the Wall’s unyielding presence by underscoring the agency of
the subject and reframing the Wall through cinematic means while alerting their audience
to the trappings of mediation and the gaze of the camera. In turn, films released after the
Wende like Cynthia Beatt’s follow-up project The Invisible Frame, ]Jiirgen Bottcher’s The
Wall, Bartek Konopka’s Rabbit a la Berlin, and Courtney Stephens’ and Pacho Velez’ The
American Sector deal with apparitions and after-images of the Wall as part of a
memoryscape threatened by collective amnesia, institutional processes of musealization,
and more borderscapes. Their documentaries function as expeditions in search of new
meanings and new frames that have in the meantime (re)materialized across the city in the
form of smaller borders and less conspicuous artificial dividers.

The films and artworks discussed in my project confront border politics with border
poetics. They question the authority of borders and the limits they impose on civic society
by probing and actively contesting their short-lived, transient power on the space of the

screen.
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INTRODUCTION

“Never before has an age been so informed about itself, if being
informed means having an image of objects that resembles
them in a photographic sense.”

—Siegfried Kracauer, “Photography” (The Mass
Ornament: Weimar Essays, 1995)

The Berlin Wall remains the most easily recognizable marker of the Cold War—a concrete,
spatial manifestation of division along political and geographical lines. Unlike the
euphemistic Iron Curtain (a catchy battle term that was used to describe the theatrics of
the ideological stand-off between ‘the West’ and ‘the East’ rather than the actual barriers
being erected on the ground), the fortified border that encircled Allied-controlled sectors of
the city stood out as a much more visible, material reminder of the conflict that split
Europe in half. And yet, the Berlin Wall’s symbolic significance as one of the most infamous
and bizarre architectural artifacts of the post-World War Il era also stems from the fact that
this structure always was more than mere matter, “more than mere concrete” (Ladd 16).1
The Wall enfleshed the adversarial tensions, the unbridled anxieties and paranoid
tendencies, the self-aggrandizing narratives and angst-ridden visions that permeated the
latter half of the 20th century—tensions that were “already conceived of in spatial

[topographical] terms”; and it expressed them, as I will demonstrate in this project, in

1 See also: Farber 12; Komska.



tangible form that was universally legible and, from a mass media standpoint, visually
compelling and readily communicable.2

The Wall’s physical presence as an impermeable obstacle, in turn, reinforced its
symbolic power as a reflective screen for all kinds of ideological projections and political
incantations. It was, at once, decried as evidence of socialism’s moral failure and an
expression of Western indifference, even hypocrisy; an instrument of violent oppression,
on the one side, and political suppression, on the other.3 Western media were quick to
draw parallels between Nazi Germany and the East German state with headlines reading
“Im Osten: KZ. Im Westen: Frei.”* GDR officials, in rebuke of their neighbor, referred to the
Wall as the Anti-Fascist Protective Rampart (antifaschistischer Schutzwall), later
immortalizing the didactic ‘battle term’ (Kampfbegriff) on commemorative stamps and

medals. West German authorities, in a countermove, nicknamed the barrier the Wall of

Z See Pugh 2014, 3; Casey and Watkins 47; Manghani 42. Emphasis added.

3 Frederick Taylor describes the reaction of Kennedy’s administration as follows: “The West officially
promoted the recreation of a unified German state. In reality, however—as the crisis made clear—it privately
accepted the division of Germany and saw no reason to oppose it by force. [...] In other words, so long as
American prestige was not affected, the Soviets could do what they liked with the bits of Germany they
controlled, including East Berlin. The extension of the Iron Curtain to the heart of Berlin might even help
stabilize the situation” (2007, 44). Francois Mauriac, Charles de Gaulle’s biographer and a Nobel Prize
laureate in literature (1952), may have summed this mutually agreeable compromise between USSR and the
Allied forces best: “I like Germany so much, [ want two of her” (Taylor 2006, 209; 2007, 47). See also: Bender;
Conway 20; Hertle 50; Smyser; Taylor 2006, 202-234; Taylor 2007, 43-47; Ward 12-13; Wolfrum 41-52.

4 “In the East: Concentration Camp. In the West: Free.” Originally published in the Telegraf newspaper, 20
August 1961; cited in Demke, “Mauerbilder in Ost und West.” The inscription “KZ” was also painted onto a
Wall segment in Bernauer Strafde, now the site of the Berlin Wall Memorial (Gedenkstatte Berliner Mauer).
Photographs of this and similar graffiti showing the Wall and the barbed wire in full frame further amplified
the comparison between the ‘Third Reich’ and the ‘Workers' and Peasants' State’ (Arbeiter-und-Bauern-
Staat). See also: Sonnevend 47; Scholz 3; Wolfrum 46.

All translations by author unless otherwise noted.



Shame (Schandmauer)—another polemical term that proved to be effective and was soon
replicated on various plaques and street signs (“Strafensperrung verursacht durch die
Schandmauer”).5 It even found its way into President John F. Kennedy’s State of the Union
address to Congress in January of 1963.6

Meanwhile, poets and writers like May Ayim (1960-1996)7 and Peter Schneider
(*1940) prophesized that it will take the country “longer to tear down the Wall in [their]
heads than it will take any demolition company to tear down the visible wall.”8
Nonetheless, throughout the 1980s, this idea gave rise to the belief that by conquering the
tangible stone Wall, one could also overcome the division it represented, along with
everything it entailed. The Wall painters were the first to compete in this ‘exorcism’ by
appropriating the Wall in creative terms as their platform which operated both as “an all-
purpose bulletin board” and “an experimental studio for art with political overtones” (Ladd

26). They were joined by other artists, activists, documentarians, and filmmakers who

5 “Roadblock caused by the Wall of Shame.” Famously coined by Willy Brandt (Sonnevend 47), the term has
since been applied to many other blocks and barriers spread across the globe, from Peru and India to the US-
Mexico and Israeli-Palestinian border. See, for instance: Dogra; “General Assembly Adopts Text Requesting
International Court of Justice to Issue Advisory Opinion on West Bank Separation Wall;” Mervin; “Wall being
constructed to hide slums from Trump;” “Walls of Shame: The US-Mexico Border Wall.”

6 “New nations asked to choose between two competing systems need only compare conditions in East and
West Germany, Eastern and Western Europe [...] all the world knows that no successful system builds a wall
to keep its people in and freedom out—and the wall of shame dividing Berlin is a symbol of Communist
failure” (Kennedy, Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union).

7 See Chapter IV.

8 “Die Mauer im Kopf einzureifien wird ldnger dauern, als irgendein Abrissunternehmen fiir die sichtbare
Mauer braucht. [...] wir kdnnen nicht miteinander reden, ohne dass ein Staat aus uns spricht” (Schneider
1982,112).



knew all too well that it was not just the visible, concrete Wall, but the Wall as an image,

and a powerful one at that, that needed overcoming.

BARBED WIRE BERLIN: ICONOGRAPHY OF A CRISIS

The building of the Berlin Wall was more than a violent incision into the fabric of an
already divided city, a secret military operation, or a public declaration of intentions. It was
a media event that shaped the visual semiotics of the Cold War for decades to come while
numerous cameras watched as the yet pervious border was being fortified and tightened
around the perimeter of West Berlin.? In fact, the Berlin Crisis of 1961—which escalated
over the summer and culminated in a military stand-off between Soviet and US tanks at
Checkpoint Charlie—was one the first major political conflicts to be televised and
broadcast across the world.10

Overnight, the Wall became an instant media ‘celebrity’ with divergent narratives
competing for public attention and the so-called “sovereignty of interpretation”
(Deutungshoheit) over its images. As the days went on, numerous photographs of the Wall
appeared on the covers of newspapers, in tabloids, and magazines. And soon enough in
glossy photobooks and illustrated booklets like the highly popular Stacheldraht um Berlin
(Barbed Wire round Berlin, 1961) printed in multiple editions and in four languages by the

West Berlin-based publisher Arno Scholz. The United States Information Service (USIS)

9 See Demke 2009; 2012; DemKke, “Antifaschistischer Schutzwall;” Schmidt, “Architektur,” “Die Mauer.”

10 See Bonker and Obertreis; Demke 2004; 2009; Gumbert 81-104; Taylor 2007, 47.



responsible for government-funded ‘public diplomacy’ abroad, a more neutral and effective
term for (counter-)propaganda, also produced their own brochure titled The Wall of
Tears!! (Vowinckel 75).

Indeed, the Wall “proved to be an enduring gift” to the agency that was quick to
collect and distribute a steady stream of photographs as part of their foreign mission (Cull
201). It was not unusual for the same images to appear with different, even opposing
captions; in other cases, formal choices like framing, angle, or perspective conveyed
contrary messages meant to elicit strong emotional reactions (Demke 2012). Some of these
photographs have since assumed an iconic authority as part of the visual arsenal of the
Cold War: East German guards policing the perimeter with their dogs; desperate crowds
gathering along the border and peeking through strings of barbed wire; separated families
waving across the barrier or holding up their children for the relatives to see; people
jumping from apartment windows with their belongings in a last-minute attempt to flee; a
nineteen-year-old East German border guard leaping across the fence to the cheer of West
German crowds (Barnert 102; Boser 86; Demke 2012; Taylor 239-240).

Within weeks after the border was sealed, the USIS and the West German press
agency (dpa, Deutsche Presse-Agentur), in cooperation with the German Federal Office of
Information (BPA, Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung), designed two
mobile photo exhibits—“Die Mauer” (“The Wall”) and “Berlin: A Wall Divides a City”—as

part of their campaign “to generate sympathy for the West” and “to condemn the Soviet-

11 The brochure is available on the website of the National Archives (United States Information Service, The
Wall of Tears).



backed East German policy of separation.” The idea was to disseminate these “visual
narratives” worldwide by displaying the shows in embassies of the FRG and the US as well
as, foreign governments permitting, other local institutions (Vowinckel 67-68, 70). A
particular emphasis, as with other forms of Cold War ‘visual diplomacy,” was placed on the
documentary value and the unfiltered immediacy and authenticity of the records as, quite
literally, photographic “evidence in the historical trial [Prozess],” to borrow Walter
Benjamin’s fateful description (“The Work of Art,” 258). The reportage quality intimated by
the medium of photography was further reinforced through captions which, to continue
with Benjamin, acted as “signposts” guiding the reader’s perception and framing their
vision (258).

The USIA also produced a quarter-hour documentary titled Focus: Berlin, Barbed
Wire World that was then distributed to 54 posts in 38 countries (Cull 201).12 This short
newsreel-style film, which began with the words “In Berlin today, a woman cried,” offered a
brief lesson on recent German history and a guided exercise on how to interpret still and
moving images!3 of a nation in crisis: “A divided city where two worlds exist across the
boundary line symbolized by the Brandenburg Gate. Two worlds: The world of East Berlin

and the world of West Berlin.” As images flickered across the screen, the presenter# was

12“62: Paper Prepared in the Office of Public Information, United States Information Agency. Focus: Berlin,”
Office of the Historian. The document can also be found in the National Archives, RG 306 (under Director’s
Subject Files or Policy Guidance Files).

13 The film shows several clips and two still frames (“two moments, frozen in time”): of a woman waving and
crying next to the border; and footage of an East German guard, the 19-year-old Hans Konrad Schumann,
jumping over the barbed wire fence.

14 The (radio) actor and announcer Dwight Heist (1910-1991).



quick to reassure his audience: “The eye tells a lot by a glance,” even if the remainder of the
‘picture’ remains obscured, invisible, or illegible. The topographical separation marked by
the Wall and the Gate, the narrative went on to suggest, maps perfectly onto the
geopolitical and even psychosocial dichotomy: “West Berlin—the buoyant laughter of
children. East Berlin—the harsh commands of an ever-watchful police state.”

Yet despite the film's insistence that “one can see, hear, sense the vast gulf between
these two worlds on either side of the Brandenburg Gate,” without the accompanying
verbal commentary and musical arrangement that cues the viewer, most of these ‘iconic’
images are too nondescript to decipher. They are, to paraphrase the words of the German
cultural theorist Siegfried Kracauer, reflections (Widerschein) of a reality “alienated from
meaning” that has “slipped away” from us. As with all (dated) images, “[t]heir original
order is lost,” for “they no longer cling to the spatial context that linked them with an
original out of which the memory image was selected” (“Photography,” 62). And yet, it is
images like these that often remain our sole record of the events that transpired on both
sides of the border (Demke 2012). Our consciousness, Kracauer warns, is then consigned to
deal with this “disorder of the detritus reflected in photography” (“[d]ie Unordnung des in
der Photographie gespiegelten Abfalls” (1977, 39)) as its “semiotic value” rapidly
decreases. Kracauer, of course, nurtured the hope that film, of all media, could serve to
overcome this massive “assault” on the human senses rather than amplify the existing
disorder to new proportions (“Photography,” 55, 58).

With the visual and semantic battle between the two fronts fully underway, the GDR
did not produce a comparable photographic counter-exhibit at the time that would have

promoted their own images in public forums beyond the brochures and pamphlets that



were being circulated in East and West Germany, like the 1964 booklet “Warum Mauer—
Wie lange Mauer?” (“Why [the] Wall—[For] how long [the] Wall?).”15 As a result, Annette
Vowinckel notes, the Western perspective, specifically that of the FRG and the US, has
largely “dominated the visual discourse” around German-German separation from the start
(87), something more recent publications and archival studies have sought to correct.16
Documentary images, of course, only form a part of the visual archive that is the
“Berlin Wall Imaginary.”17 The literary market and the entertainment industry soon
followed suit in the footsteps of newsreels and photographs with spy thrillers and dramatic
tales of daring escapes and fatal encounters along the border. Like the photographic
pictures, these narratives, popular to this day,!8 often obscured more ambiguous
sentiments and less heroic stories. MGM’s 1962 feature Escape from East Berlin (released as
Tunnel 28 in West Germany), for instance, proudly blurred the lines between fiction and
reality. Not only was the film based on real-life events—the successful escape of 28 people
via an improvised tunnel. The filmmakers also consulted one of the tunnel diggers, Erwin

Becker, who initiated the escape. While most scenes were shot on the set of the UFA Atelier

15 Kubina 149.

16 See, for instance, Mauerbau und Mauerfall: Ursachen—Verlauf—Auswirkungen edited by Hans-Hermann
Hertle et al. (2002); Die Mauer: Errichtung, Uberwindung, Erinnerung edited by Klaus-Dietmar Henke (2011);
or Die Berliner Mauer: Vom Sperrwall zum Denkmal published by the German National Committee for
Monument Protection (2010).

17 “Berlin Imaginary” is a term I borrow from Sunil Manghani’s 2008 book Image Critique & the Fall of the
Berlin Wall.

18 Think of the recent revival of big budget spy movies set in Cold War Berlin like Guy Ritchie’s Bond-style
adventure flick The Man from U.N.C.L.E. (2015), based on a 1960s’ TV series, or David Leitch’s action-packed
thriller Atomic Blonde (2017), not to mention a plethora of series and high-suspense docu-dramas.



Berlin-Tempelhof, some material was filmed outdoors “to capture real-life Wall
atmosphere.” When East German border patrol finally directed their spotlights toward this
unexpected activity near the Wall, the cameras were more than eager to secure their

l"

presence on film (Mitchell 35-36). “Talk about realism!” as the film'’s director Robert
Siodmak, a Dresden-born émigré and former Ufa filmmaker who fled Germany before the
war, is said to have exclaimed (59). And although the Wall itself had to be replicated in
plaster, the fake stand-in still attracted the attention of tourists and the media (Conway 25-
26). The Associated Press reported that, in order to avoid any incidents, the movie officials
even “put up notices in four languages” warning the curious public not to mistake the
movie replica for the original: “This Is Not the Real Berlin Wall, This Wall Is for the Movie
‘Tunnel 28.” W. Wood Prods.” (Mitchell 58).

When reality failed to provide the kinds of breathtakingly sensational images that
were expected from it, the TV broadcasting companies stepped in, quite literally, to help
manufacture the visuals, this time for smaller screens. In 1962, when opportunity arose,
the NBC network, with sponsorship from the Gulf Oil corporation, financed the excavation
of a tunnel from West Berlin into East Berlin (later known as Tunnel 29) in exchange for
exclusive access and the rights to film the diggers’ activities and, should they succeed, the

event of the escape itself.1° The interest was somewhat mutual: NBS was looking to secure

filming rights to such a ‘project.” Meanwhile, the West German students who initiated the

19 CBS, NBC’s competitor, engaged in similar tactics. Their plan was to screen the documentary on August
13—the first anniversary of the Wall. However, the ‘CBS tunnel’ was compromised from the start, the
participants arrested, and the network itself precluded from aiding the escapees who were doomed from the
beginning (Conway; Mitchell).



digging of the tunnel in the spring of 1962 were in need of funding which they failed to
obtain from the MGM studio who were in the process of filming Escape from East Berlin
(Conway 25-26; Mitchell 13, 69). Despite the attempts of Kennedy’s White House
administration to prevent the ‘documentary’ from being released, the 90-minute film
eventually aired on December 10, 1962, to much attention and, despite the questionable
ethical practices, considerable critical acclaim.20

To the media, these images and stories produced by the separation and so vividly
manifest in the Wall’s physical form were too powerful to resist: “This was history in the
making, cinema verité,?1 danger at every turn, day after day, happening right in front of the
camera’s eye—one might call it something new for TV, a reality show filmed at the front
line of the Cold War” (Mitchell 208). Moreover, this hunt for iconic images, for the next big
scoop hardly came as a surprise. The competition between different media outlets ensued
at a critical juncture in the history of mass media technologies when the popularity of
television vis-a-vis radio broadcasting and print media both as a source of information and
entertainment grew exponentially. And this expansion was by no means confined to the US

or West Germany.22 Henceforth the power of the new medium to serve national interests,

20 [n 1963, the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences awarded the documentary with three
Primetime Emmys as The Program of the Year as well as for Outstanding Achievement in International
Reporting and Outstanding Achievement in the Field of Documentary Programs. Copies of the documentary
were even purchased by the United States Information Agency (USIA) and shown abroad as part of their
propaganda operations (Conway 41, 222).

21 Emphasis added. For a discussion of cinéma verité in the context of documentaries made in the 1950s and
1960s, see Conway 146 as well as Chapter I11.

22 As Mike Conway notes, “By the start of the 1960s, eighty countries had television service, with more than
two thousand stations and one hundred million sets” and a substantial audience “growing by 30 percent a
year” (77). See also Conway viii, 3, 21, 45.
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be they commercial or political, and above all propagandistic purposes—including the
global competition in so-called “visual diplomacy,” a more consumer-friendly form of
persuasion (Vowinckel 68-70)—was undeniable and the spread of televised images
unstoppable.

The Berlin Wall was the magnet at the center of this media frenzy—and its product.
From the start, the Wall was conceived of as a Mauershow and as such, a site of collective
projection that doubled as a screen and a mirror for the visions and desires cast by its
reflections. As Peter Schneider later put it:

Nachdem der erste Schrecken vorbei war, verdiinnte sich das massive Ding

im Bewuf3tsein der Westdeutschen immer mehr zur Metapher. Was jenseits

das Ende der Bewegungsfreiheit bedeutete, wurde diesseits zum Sinnbild fir

ein verabscheutes Gesellschaftssystem. Der Blick nach driiben verkiirzte sich

zu einem Blick auf die Grenzanlagen und schlief3lich zum

gruppentherapeutischen Selbsterlebnis: die Mauer wurde den Deutschen im

Westen zum Spiegel, der ihnen Tag fiir Tag sagt, wer der Schénste im Lande

ist. Ob es ein Leben gab jenseits des Todesstreifens, interessierte bald nur
noch Tauben und Katzen. (Schneider 1982, 12-13)23

The ‘collective therapeutic experience,” aptly mocked here by Schneider’s narrator as a
form of self-indulgent navel-gazing, certainly extended beyond the physical barrier and
into the realm of the optical unconscious, unlike anything Walter Benjamin had imagined.
Fittingly, the critical visual studies scholar Sunil Manghani evokes Jacques Lacan'’s

conception of the mirror stage to draw conclusions regarding the role of images as mirror

23 “Once the initial panic died, the massive structure faded increasingly to a metaphor in the West German
consciousness. What on the far side meant an end to freedom of movement, on the near side came to
symbolize a detested social order. The view East shrank to a view of the border complex and finally to a
group-therapy absorption with the self: for Germans in the West, the Wall became a mirror that told them,
day by day, who was the fairest one of all. Whether there was life beyond the death strip soon mattered only
to pigeons and cats” (Schneider, The Wall Jumper: A Berlin Story, 12).

11



reflections of the world and the self and what he terms the “Berlin Imaginary.” Manghani
utilizes this construct to “describe a complex, accumulative process whereby an
internalized political and cultural discourse of East/West relations develops as the result of
an external exchange of images and myths.”24 In the case of the “Berlin Wall Imaginary,” to
borrow Manghani’s phrase, images of (and on) the Wall reflected and refracted the
dispositions and mind frames, the nascent hopes and un/articulated fears of a “decentered”
nation in search of a concrete signifier (116).

As this visual repository swelled over time, the already blurry boundary between
fact and fiction, idea and ideology, vista and veritas congealed into a semantics of its own,
nourishing the identities and ‘life designs’ (Lebensentwiirfe) of imaginary communities that
emerged in the conflict and its aftermath. This “same fiction” of the “Berlin [Wall]
Imaginary,” Manghani warns, “remains a dominant force in relaying the new future(s) of
Berlin and Germany as a whole” (116). But what of the cracks and crevices that sprung in
this mirror-image, left by artists and activists who appropriated the Wall and who actively
sought creative ways to thwart its influence over the city? As this study will demonstrate,
for some urban interventionists and movie makers, the image of the Wall as a giant mirror
shattered in myriad pieces was more than just a metaphor, but rather a project long in the

making.

24 Citing Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection, translated by Alan Sheridan. W.W. Norton, 1977, pp. 1-7. Emphases
added.
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“ICH STEHE VOR DER MAUER, ICH STEHE HINTER DER MAUER”:
A CITY ON THE FRONTLINES

The immediate aftereffects and subsequent repercussions of division were, of course,
experienced differently by East and West Berliners, including former GDR citizens who had
relocated to West Berlin before or after the Soviet sector was sealed off. Needless to say,
East Berliners were constantly reminded of the border’s existence and the limits imposed
by the ‘protective barrier.” While the border, and with it the West Berlin Wall which was
obviously invisible from the East, remained off limits, its topographical and psycho-spatial
significance for the citizens and their cityscape was impossible to ignore.

Yet, as one screen went up, another one materialized in East Germany, and it “had
the precise dimensions of the aspect ratio” (Ruoff Kramer 132)—the TV box. With some
exceptions, the signal from West German TV channels and radio stations reached most
parts of the GDR and, henceforth, allowed citizens to observe the Berlin Wall from the safe
distance of their living rooms and kitchens. Despite the state’s attempts to constrain its
influence, television served as a convenient (and above all private) portal into the Western
public sphere—and, vice versa, a window to ‘the East.’ In fact, since the 1950s, television
technology functioned as a “prominent symbol of social, cultural, and technological
progress” on both sides of the Iron Curtain and was widely used as a channel for “ping-

pong communication”2> across the ideological and spatial divide.

25 Badenoch et al. 13-14, cited in Bonker and Obertreis viii.
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Of course, unlike the East Berlin populace, West Berliners were more or less free to
escape from their ‘oasis’ and even to pay a casual visit to the other side, at least after the
signing of the Four Power Agreement (1971) and the Transit Agreement (1972) which
eased opportunities for movement across the border. Depending on location, West
Berliners were also able to leave their mark on the Wall as a sign of protest, disobedience,
or for their own entertainment. Furthermore, West Berlin and its citizens were granted a
special status under Allied control which was effectively guaranteed by the Wall, such as
the possibility to avoid mandatory military conscription, small subsidies provided by the
government to boost the city economy, and the city’s no-curfew policy which allowed for a
vibrant night-time underground culture to flourish.

Obviously, the effects of German-German division were more apparent in the
divided city. The separation into sectors, the presence of the Allied troops and the Wall
with its watchtowers and border guards, reports of people shot or captured as they
attempted to breach the barrier were difficult to ignore, even as years passed. This charged
atmosphere created space for alternative perspectives on Cold War politics, divergent from
Western mainstream narratives, and a spirited political climate within the city, factors that
complicated the relationship between West and East Berliners as well as the rest of West
Germany.26

Reactions to the Wall also differed from generation to generation. Older Berliners

had experienced the moment of division first-hand. As one former activist and Mauermaler

26 See Dorgerloh 330-331; Pugh 2014, 200-201; Smith 17-19.
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summed things up, “Bei vielen Leuten, die den Mauerbau erlebten, ist die Erinnerung daran
nie erloschen: als mutwillige Spaltung eines bis dato als einheitlich empfundenen Kérpers
und auch als Stillstand der Geschichte” (Hahn and Willmann 124).27 The border strip
became synonymous with an open wound, lightly plastered with paint to cloak the concrete
reminder of the unhealed trauma (Stiimer 32). Newcomers, on the other hand, who were
drawn to West Berlin due to its reputation as a hub for subversive artistic experiments as
well as those who grew up in the city after the barrier went up developed a more
ambivalent relationship with the Wall which guaranteed and protected their lifestyle. In
fact, rather than seek a confrontation with the GDR, Cold War politics, or the Iron Curtain,
West Berliners made creative and political use of the Wall as a kind of multi-functional
public pinboard, often targeting local policies or the actions of the West German
government at large.28 Paradoxically, the very type of interaction impeded by the barrier
was “called back to semi-life through writing” and other markings inscribed on the Wall
(Shalem 172). These practices created small, often fleeting and spontaneous “space|s] for
interaction” (172) as much as “visual and spatial intervention” where political energies
could be discharged in public view (Pugh 2015, 421). A 1987 article by The New York Times
cited the following example: “Earlier this year, the wall was put to a new use by West

Berlin’s lively counterculture—whole stretches were papered over with census forms as

27 “ For many people who experienced the building of the Wall, the memory of it never faded: as a willful split
of a body hitherto perceived as unified and also as a standstill of history.” See also: Taylor 44.

28 See Ladd 26; Major 271-272; Mayer 225-227; Pugh 2014.
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part of a left-wing protest against a Government census?2? that was perceived by its
opponents as an ominous probe by the state into private lives” (Schmemann). The forms
covered up existing murals but were soon enough painted over with other tags and slogans
(Griinder 312-313), rendering the former illegible.

Many artists, poets, musicians, and activists, including foreigners who frequented
the city or had moved there, agreed that the fortified barrier protected the city and its
citadines from government intervention and, ultimately, ensured “Wild West Berlin’s”
relative independence from the rest of the country (Hockenos; Malzahn). Being a
Frontstadetler (frontline-city urbanite) signified something special—a kind of unique urban
identity tied to the walled-in city. For many who took particular pride in West Berlin’s
precarious situation, the very act of living on the island constituted a “political statement.”
Artists who fled to the capital of New Wave music and an emergent techno scene found
inspiration in the city’s stimulating atmosphere, spaces for creative self-realization and
liberation from socio-political and socio-cultural as much as existential constraints (Hahn

and Willmann 84; Mayer 217; Reeder).30

29 The article is referring to the 1987 population census which was met with considerable protests due to
citizens’ concerns about how the data would be used or, potentially, abused by the state. Initially, the census
was supposed to take place in 1983. But after public outcries intensified, followed by appeals to the Federal
Constitutional Court, the latter weighed in with a verdict that declared some parts of the census
unconstitutional and demanded from the German government an update to data protection laws (“Vor 30
Jahren: Protest gegen Volkszahlung”).

30 As Thierry Noir recalls, “It was a unique experience to live in West Berlin in the 1980s surrounded by a wall
and in the middle of the GDR. [...] everybody [ met when I came from France in January 1982 seemed to be an
artist” (“The Berlin Wall”). Furthermore, “Many artists wanted to meet each other in this wall-city, feeling
instinctively that Berlin had that something special which gave the desire to be creative. It created in Berlin
an atmosphere of urgency which gave the artists the feeling of trying to survive and create (through art) for
themselves and later for Berlin” (“The Story of the Wall”).
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Cinema (and video art more broadly), as I argue throughout this study, became a
particularly potent tool to explore the self and the city, to capture and question its
development while reassessing its past and potential for the future. As one East German
activist put it: “Viele Kiinstler hat die Situation der Eingrenzung angezogen, weil es die
Energien komprimiert, statt sie zu verfliichtigen.”31 The experience of living and working in
a walled-in and walled-off city allowed these energies to condense—and to explode in
creativity: “Die Eingrenzung kann also gleichzeitig kreatives Pulverfass sein” (Hahn and
Willmann 124).32 Students were also drawn to the former capital, its rebellious reputation,
unique lifestyle, and cheap apartments. They shared the urban space with immigrants,
many of whom settled in and around Kreuzberg,33 and squatters who had occupied around
150 buildings in the city and proclaimed their own Autonomous Republics of Neukélln and
Kreuzberg (Borneman 260-261). The experience of isolation and division was thus
gradually reframed in more positive terms that asserted West Berlin’s unique identity as a
city of creatives and rebels, dissidents, migrants, and all kinds of non-conformists (Smith

17-101).

31 “Many artists were attracted to this situation of containment [from eingrenzen—to enclose, ‘wall in’]
because it compressed the energies instead of dissipating them.”

32 “Containment can therefore also be a creative powder keg.”

33 In fact, by 1980, 27 percent of residents living in Kreuzberg had a recent migratory background; and by
1987, this number increased to include over 11 percent of all city residents (Borneman 260).
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LOOKING FROM THE OUTSIDE (1986-2020):

CINEMATIC PROJECTIONS AND COUNTER-IMAGES OF THE BERLIN BORDER
By 1986, the year in which the Berlin Wall celebrated its 25t anniversary, the fortified
barrier had taken on its final and most memorable shape as a popular tourist destination
and a colorful backdrop for postcards and photographs. It was during this last decade that
an increasing number of local and international artists and activists aspired to develop
strategies that had the potential to offset, if never entirely overcome, the Wall’s impact
through acts of creative intervention and civil disobedience. Some Wall painters
(Mauermaler:innen) like Thierry Noir, Christophe Bouchet, Kiddy Citny, Nora Aurienne,
Hans-Jiirgen Grof3e alias Indiano, David Wojnarowicz, Jonathan Borowsky, Richard
Hambleton, or Keith Haring, among many others, often anonymous artists, appropriated
the Wall as an open-air studio with the shared intent to enclose East Berlin with art and, in
that way, diminish the Wall’s symbolic hold over the city. In the process, entire panels of
the Wall were transformed into colorful murals and friezes under the motto Mauerkunst =
Kilometerkunst (Wall art = Mile art).

Other street performance and installation artists and activists, like Deborah
Kennedy, Peter Unsicker, Kain Karawahn, or the members of the WeifSer Strich Aktion,
turned their attention to more “conceptual and site-specific projects,” targeting the
plasticity and the perceived in/visibility of the Wall as a physical object with forceful
material properties (Farber 104; Kuhrmann 154-156). Their artworks and performances
demonstrated that they, too, were acutely aware of the culture of voyeurism and the aura
of spectacle surrounding the Wall—an aura that was continuously maintained by the

endless stream of images circulating across media.
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1986 also marked the year in which a group of Wall painters performed a now
famous Kunstaktion (art action) in defiance of the Wall’s status as “the world’s longest
open-air gallery” rather than an instrument of oppression and division (Schmidt, “The
Architecture,” 71). The activists, “[a]lles Ex-Ostler, die freiwillig unfreiwillig raus sind”
(Hahn and Willmann 84),34 attempted to paint a continuous white line across the graffitied
Wall in order to mark and magnify the border’s immensity and its defining presence within
the urban landscape. The Aktion (action) ended rather abruptly when one of the
participants was taken in by the East German border guards. Nonetheless, the cinematic
gesture—a strip of white paint that was to be absorbed in and through movement along the
Wall—remained, suggesting ways in which the Wall could be ‘re-rerealized’ in its solid
materiality as a visible manifestation of division (Hahn and Willmann 124).

This is the landscape I traverse in my first chapter as I seek to establish a framework
for understanding Wall art as a versatile, site-specific practice with global ramifications.
Chapter I thus interrogates the phenomenon of the Berlin Wall (the West Side Gallery) as a
multimedia image at a time when this image was being actively crafted, and, in this process,
contested by actors on both sides of the border: locals and outsiders, political activists and
guerrilla street artists who set out to vandalize the property of the GDR in the hope of
undermining its authority. What were their motivations and their strategies in attempting
to make static matter move those who no longer perceived the Wall as an obstacle? How

did their interventions challenge—or fail to challenge—the iconography of the Wall that

34 “Al] ex-Easterners who voluntarily chose to leave involuntarily...”
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had emerged in the 1980s, only a decade before the Wall’s demise? To what extent was
their art predicated on the media spectacle as a means of reproduction, circulation, and
promotion of their work? Finally, despite the Wall’s obvious ‘brutal’ appearance, were
there any aesthetic considerations involved in its design and the image it was meant to
project outward? And how could something as ephemeral as street art ever overpower the
Wall and the shadow cast by its image?

The second chapter investigates the Wall as a moving shape, propelled into motion
by the cinematic apparatus. Using Wim Wenders’ seminal Berlin movie Himmel iiber Berlin
(known in English as Wings of Desire) as my point of departure, I focus my attention on
Cynthia Beatt’s Cycling the Frame (1988), an experimental essay film which takes on the
form of a Mauerfahrt, a contemplative journey along the Wall’s outer perimeter. Whereas
Ross McElwee’s and Marilyn Levine’s Something to Do with the Wall (filmed, in part, in
1986; see Chapter III) recorded everyday encounters and conflicts with the Wall as a much-
hated obstacle and a popular urban spectacle, the ambition behind Cycling the Frame was
to create a more embodied experience through the impression of continuous movement
interspersed with moments of still reflection. By engaging with the Wall and illuminating
the spaces and landscapes otherwise overshadowed by its presence, Cycling the Frame
underscored the agency of the subject, her potential to lay claim to the city and to inhabit
its limits. Beatt’s memorable portrait of West Berlin as a bounded city that appeared alive
and near to limitless on camera, I argue, questioned the authority of borders and the limits
they impose on civic society by probing and actively contesting their short-lived, transient

power on the space of the screen.
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The chapter also briefly considers another biking expedition undertaken by a West
German reporter, Werner Doyé (Mauerfahrt, 1986), that offers an interesting contrast to
Beatt’s experimental tour. While both projects sought to visualize the spatial and
architectural dimensions of the barrier by following and exploring its western perimeter,
Doyé’s TV documentary paid less attention to the Wall as a physical object than to the
people and businesses it portrayed along the way, a feature it shares with Something to Do
with the Wall (1990). The episodic narrative, typical for most public broadcasting offerings,
consists of a series of short informative vignettes framed by Doyé’s two-week Mauerfahrt
(Wall ride) and the continuous off-screen commentary delivered with educational, at times
didactic overtones which McElwee’s and Levine’s film strived to avoid.3>

After considering the transformations of the Wall screen at two critical junctures in
time, [ move in Chapter III to the visual spectacle that was the so-called Mauerfall (the fall
of the Berlin Wall). I begin with Something to Do with the Wall, an American documentary
by Ross McElwee and Marilyn Levine that was shot in the summer of 1986 and in the fall of
1989, only a few days after the border was opened. Saved by its creators from becoming a
mere anachronism, the film showed how some of the spaces that stretched along the Wall
in the American sector had been transformed into public performance venues, arenas for
conflict, and platforms for Mauerschau (Wall gazing); while others had been quietly

reappropriated by locals and repurposed to suit their needs (such as housing and living

35 Like Beatt, Doyé returned to his project in a follow-up documentary, Die Spur der Mauer. With many pieces
of the Wall still intact, the report focused on their lingering presence and the uneasy contrast between images
taken in 1986 and 1991.
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space) to the astonishment of the filmmaker duo. Unlike many TV documentaries made
during this time, Something to Do with the Wall eschews a familiar linear narrative
structure. Instead, the filmmakers retreat into the background and allow other people to
become storytellers who propel the film forward into new, unexpected territories.
Likewise, their camera scans the environment in search of images that do not lend
themselves easily to a narrative agenda in stark contrast to the displays produced by the
media outlets that gathered along the border.

The second film, Jiirgen Bottcher’s Die Mauer, documents the winter of 1989-1990
as the Wall was being gradually dismantled by an excited, opportunistic populace eager to
preserve or sell a piece of the now historical structure as a souvenir. The film takes an
approach that, at first glance, operates akin to Something to Do with the Wall by
foregrounding the role of the camera as an ocular device that serves both as a kind of
telescope (scanning and taking in the environment) and a magnifying glass (singling out
and fixing its gaze upon a fragment of that environment and allowing it to unfold). On
closer inspection however, Bottcher’s contemplative, slow documentary refrained from
commentary and shied away from direct engagement with the people it observed along the
now porous border. Instead, Die Mauer recorded the incessant movement of bodies trying
to interact with the Wall, to climb, puncture, or penetrate it, and contrasted their motions
with silent panoramas of the city’s surreal borderscapes and the Wall’'s monumental yet
already crumbling presence. The director’s use of framing (how the camera limits the scope
of what the audience can see) and frames (angular structures assembled on the space of the
screen), | argue, further underscored and intensified the presence of the ‘Berlin frame.” By

framing the Wall, playing with angles and perspective, the camera also spotlighted and
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reframed it—as ruins and rubble, artifact and commodity, spectacle and canvas for all sorts
of collective projections and performances.

Finally, the last chapter focuses on two films released in 2009 just as re-unified
Berlin commemorated the 20t anniversary of the Wall’s collapse (Bartek Konopka'’s
parabolic study Mauerhase aka Rabbit a la Berlin and Cynthia Beatt’s revived experiment
The Invisible Frame) as well as a more recent American documentary The American Sector
(directed by Courtney Stephens and Pacho Velez) that tracks down and surveys the
scattered remains of the West Berlin Wall across the United States. Unlike the other films
discussed in my project, The American Sector thus departs from the European continent
and embarks on an expedition to interrogate the legacies and resonances of the Berlin Wall
as a public monument that doubles as a trophy reminiscent of America’s own troubled past.

A joint German-Polish production, Konopka’s project has been widely described as a
captivating, unconventional study that offers a unique prism through which the audience
can experience the Berlin Wall’s profound influence on the political and societal as much as
the urban and natural environments. The film documents the fate of the wild rabbits that
populated the borderscape between the two walls (the East Berlin and the West Berlin
Wall) while interweaving, almost seamlessly, the familiar tropes of the nature documentary
and TV reportage with ironic and quasi-satirical ruminations and parable-like musings on
the lagomorphs and their human counterparts living in the shadow of the Wall. Old
photographs, archival footage, newsreels, and audio recordings assume center stage in this
film. At the same time, the generic cross-contamination and the lack of identifiable
references make it hard to trace any manipulations or erasures that happened in the

editing room or even before the images were archived. In this sense, Konopka’s movie
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remains emblematic of the post-wall era in trying to reassess and recycle images that had
defined yet rarely subverted collective memories forged since the collapse of the Berlin
Wall.

As for Cynthia Beatt, the British filmmaker documented the Wall from the West
Berlin perspective in the summer of 1988, a little more than a year before the Wall would
fall. Her second ‘Berlin frame’ documentary set out to trace the remains of the border wall
in the space of re-unified Berlin in search of its original footprint. Both lyrical cine-
journeys, as mentioned above, follow the actress Tilda Swinton as she cycles along and,
twenty-one years later, across the border while contemplating the effects and aftereffects
of division. What the film uncovers is a haunted landscape in which the Wall’s visible
absence as a material structure has morphed into a ghostly presence hovering in the
atmosphere of the re-unified city. The second documentary, thus, looks back in time,
pulling the past into the present and inviting the viewer to join the dialogue between the
two screens.

At the same time, while haunted by the “ghost-wall and its lingering presence,” The
Invisible Frame also moves further, beyond the confines of West Berlin and into the ‘New
Berlin.’ In that sense, the filmmaker and her muse embark on a very different mission from
their previous voyage. This time, they are able to deviate from their old path and travel
both along and across former lines of division, carefully weaving the two cities—East and
West Berlin—together in one fluid, cinematic gesture. They discover public monuments
alongside more inconspicuous memorial sites and plaques, old guard towers now
converted into miniature museums, fragments of the Wall preserved in metal cages

alongside other spatial dividers and less visible markers imprinted onto the landscape. The
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Invisible Frame thus becomes an expedition in search of new meanings and new frames
that have in the meantime re-materialized across the city in the form of new, smaller, and
less conspicuous borders and artificial dividers.

The films and artworks discussed here all share a fascination for the Berlin Wall, its
spatiality, materiality, and aesthetics, and a common interest in the city and its citizens held
apart by the in/visible frame. They seek to counter the Wall’s perceived in/visibility by
injecting movement into the frame, and they all struggle to capture its elusive qualities on-
screen while embracing the importance of quiet reflection and detailed observation. As
cinematic projections, they remain aware of the power of representation residing within
(moving) pictures and the difficulty of their endeavor to apprehend and counteract a
structure that has shaped the lives of West and East Berliners for decades.

Moreover, the cinematic perspectives on the Berlin Wall singled out in my project
stem from foreigners and strangers to the city who struggle to make sense of the
unexpected encounters they experience and capture on film. Some filmmakers employ
their images to make more definitive statements about (West) Berlin’s precarious
condition and the future of the city. Others acknowledge the limits—and the potential—
residing in their position whilst maintaining a slight distance from the illusive object of
their inquiry. Their films portray the Wall as an unbreachable limit and a hidden presence,
an object of fascination and desire, and a public platform that fuels artistic ambition and
impromptu actions. Either way, all of the films discussed here engage in some form of
Mauerschau (and, by extension, Mauershow), and they remain aware of the precarious role
of the mediator, be it the camera that provides the framing and the perspective(s), the off-

screen commentary, or the presence of a directorial surrogate channeling the experience
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generated by the borderscapes. In seeking to comprehend the relationship between the
Wall, the city, and its populace, these artists and filmmakers confront the Wall’s presence

and, occasionally, succeed in subverting its immediate purpose and function.
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CHAPTER I

“MIRROR, MIRROR ON THE WALL”:
THE BERLIN WALL AS A SITE OF COLLECTIVE IDENTIFICATION, ARTISTIC INTERVENTION,

AND CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE

Architecture has never been idle. Its history is more ancient
than that of any other art, and its claim to being a living force
has significance in every attempt to comprehend the
relationship of the masses to art.

—Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction” (Illuminations, 1968)

schrei gegen die wand
schreib es an die wand
schreite durch die wand

—Bert Papenfuf$, “SOndern” (Die Mauer, 2012)

The Berlin Wall, as we remember it today, was 3.6 meters tall, made of steel-reinforced
concrete panels, and topped with a thick tube (a segment of a partially cut sewer pipe cast
from asbestos cement) that was to prevent individuals from climbing atop the structure. As
part of the intra-German borderscape, the Berlin Wall stretched along the outer (‘western’)
perimeter of the urban frontier separating West Berlin from East Germany and was, in fact,
only raised at a later stage, after 1975, as less durable elements facing the West were

replaced with a more advanced and costly fortification system.

27



The first generation of the Berlin Wall hardly resembled an actual stonewall and
was erected rather hastily, beginning on the night of August 12-13, 1961, a day that came to
be known as the Barbed Wire Sunday (Stacheldrahtsonntag). A “metal-wire obstacle”
rather than a solid barrier, the irregular structure in the main consisted of makeshift
building materials, wooden posts, bricks and hollow blocks of concrete topped with barbed
wire and placed strategically within the city (Rottmann 33; Schmidt, “The Architecture,” 58;
Taylor 44). In the ensuing months and years, it was continuously altered and reconfigured.
By the late 1960s, the border strip was considerably broadened and the provisional
barricades were substituted with more permanent, uniform-looking, and by now
standardized elements (so-called second and third generation of the Wall), reinforced with
concrete plates, steel beams, and more wire.

The Berlin Wall was therefore never just a wall; it was but a part of a much larger
and much more massive construction wrapped around the American, British, and French
sectors of the city measuring nearly 160 kilometers.3¢ This heavily militarized security
zone comprised the actual Border Wall 75 (Grenzwall 75) on the outer perimeter (so-called
Vorderlandmauer, or front wall); a set of fences, barriers, and barricades on the inner
‘eastern’ side (Hinterlandmauer, or back wall); as well as the infamous ‘death strip’

(Todesstreifen, or Kontrollstreifen, control strip) in-between, up to 200 meters wide,

36 The length of the entire border between the German Democratic Republic and the Federal Republic of
Germany was nearly 1,400 km in total (numbers vary, depending on sources and time period: 1.376 km,
1.378 km, or 1.393 km). The length of the border around West Berlin was approx. 155 km. The length of the
inner-city border between East and West Berlin aka the Berlin Wall measured approx. 43 km. The length of
the border between West Berlin and the GDR (so-called outer ring) added up to approx. 112 km. The length of
the border which consisted of concrete segments was about 107 km. See, for instance: “Die Berliner Mauer—
Geschichte in Bildern;” “Die Mauer in Zahlen;” “Chronik der Mauer.”
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complete with watchtowers, bunkers, anti-vehicle trenches, spikes, and minefields
(Chaichian 129-136; Farber 12; Flemming and Koch 81-85; Griinder 20-24; Rottmann 36-
40).

The West Berlin Wall—the borderscape’s external fagade—was technically located
on GDR territory as was the patch of land that ran along its outer edge, although East
German border troops had a hard time maintaining control over this thin strip of terrain
vague.3” However, the East Berlin Walls—which varied in composition and configuration—
remained, in most cases, inaccessible to the residents of East Berlin unless they had a
permit to enter the restricted zone (Landesarchiv 7). They were also prohibited from
photographing the barrier, although the threat of prosecution did not stop some
photographers, like Detlef Matthes, Gerd Riicker, or Dietmar Riemann, from filming the
border installations in secret (Demke 2012; Dollmann and Wichmann; Salter et al. 2011).
Unsurprisingly, the Berlin Wall, the landmark of the Cold War as memorialized in countless
publications and visual records, is not the Wall East Berliners had to face day in and day
out; but it was the Wall they regularly observed on West German television, like millions of

other spectators, provided they had access to a TV set that transmitted these images.

37 See Chapter II1.
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“EINE MAUER IN SICH IST SEHR SCHON, WENN DIE PROPORTION STIMMT":
FROM THE WALL OF SHAME TO THE WALL AS SHOW

Throughout this period, the visual appearance of the border’s exterior facing West Berlin
presented an issue for East German authorities. The latter, as architectural historian and
conservationist Leo Schmidt explains, were keen to project “a more appealing image of the
East German state” to the outside world (“The Architecture,” 72), one that was
“appropriate for the capital of the GDR” and least likely to inflame hate toward the regime
(Flemming and Koch 82; Harrison, After the Berlin Wall, 12).38 The Wall had to emanate an
aura of authority and dignified sovereignty; it had to remain “sterile” (Flemming and Koch
82) and still possess a certain aesthetic appeal; in other words, it had to be photogenic.

Calls to ‘prettify’ the Wall also came from the West. In 1964, while the optics of the
barrier were still shifting, the renowned West German performance artist Joseph Beuys
(1921-1986) sardonically recommended that the East German Ministry of the Interior
improve the aesthetic proportions of the Wall by slightly raising its height—a wish that
marked Beuys’ privileged position and was soon to be fulfilled (Farber 104; Ganivet 58-61;
Major 273).3° The statement sparked outrage among West German politicians; the Ministry

of the Interior of the State of North Rhine-Westfalia—a state where Beuys was employed as

38 “Das dufdere Bild der Mauer muf3 den Anspriichen zum Ausbau der Staatsgrenze im Abschnitt der
Hauptstadt der DDR entsprechen” (Rathje 10). Cited in Flemming and Koch 81.

39 This ‘recommendation’ first appeared in July of 1964 in Beuys’ fictionalized biography Lebenslauf Werklauf

(Life Course Work Course): “Erhohung der Berliner Mauer um 5 cm (bessere Proportion!)” (Kramsch 245;
Miiller 310). See also: Skrandies and Paust 80-84.
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professor of monumental sculpture at the State Academy of Arts Diisseldorf—demanded an
explanation (Miiller 310). In response, Beuys wrote:

The contemplation of the Berlin Wall, from a viewpoint that only considers

the proportions of this structure, should surely be permissible. Immediately

defuses the wall. Through inner laughter. Destroys the wall. One no longer

remains fixed on the physical wall. [Instead,] the focus is redirected to the
spiritual wall, and overcoming this wall is what really counts.4?

What may seem like a paradox, to Beuys was none: by transcending the object’s “actual
visual concretion and material appearance” (Buchloh 40) and effectively stripping the Wall
of its historical (and by extension political) context, the artist, at once, asserted his
superiority and promised to obliterate the Wall if “given the opportunity.”41 Beuys’
provocative and by all means ahistorical stance, of course, stemmed from the artist’'s own
longtime investment in the material quality of (art) objects and the potential of that

» e

materiality to generate “projective,” ““metaphysical’ meaning” independent of the object’s
more ‘banal’ actual traits (Buchloh 40; Walters 65). For Beuys, this foregrounding of
substance and its plasticity carried a liberating potential. It countered the perception of
matter as static, passive mass and, instead, activated its presence, thus enabling a form of

transformative engagement with material structures which, in turn, recognized their

shaping power as a dynamic force to be reckoned with and, ultimately, overpowered. And

40 “Die Betrachtung der Berliner Mauer, aus einem Gesichtswinkel, der allein die Proportion dieses
Bauwerkes berticksichtigt, diirfte doch wohl erlaubt sein. Entschérft sofort die Mauer. Durch inneres Lachen.
Vernichtet die Mauer. Man bleibt nicht mehr an der physischen Mauer hangen. Es wird auf die geistige Mauer
hingelenkt, und diese zu tiberwinden, darauf kommt es ja wohl an” (Adriani et al. 133-134). See also Fliigge
27.

41 “Ich weif3 genau, was das ist, diese Mauer. Weiter erklare ich mich bereit, dieses Mauerproblem noch in
meinem Leben zu 18sen. Falls man mir Gelegenheit dazu gibt” (Adriani et al. 134).
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the Berlin Wall which, in the early 1960s, still preoccupied public imagination was certainly
a forceful material ‘statement’ imbued with symbolic meaning and manifest in tangible,
corporeal architectural form that violently asserted itself over the space of the divided city.
As the years passed, outdated segments of the Wall were gradually replaced by
more attractive, “culturally sophisticated” (kulturvoll) models with enhanced defensive
capabilities (68). The latest prototype and last to be realized design of the so-called fourth-
generation Wall was introduced in 1975 and welcomed as a considerable improvement.
The L-shaped Border Wall 75 appeared sleek and modern with a smooth concrete surface
and a rounded edge that looked less threatening than the barbed wire. It required less
maintenance, and the individual panels were relatively easy to replace, if damaged, akin to
an outsized model of LEGO (Noir, “Biography”). Moreover, it was, in the words of one
official, “formschon” (“beautifully shaped”) with each panel technically obeying the laws of
classical architecture (Flemming and Koch 82-83; Kuzdas and Nungesser 16, 20; Mayer
222).42 Installation work began the following year. Some of the more menacing obstacles,
which were no longer required, were also removed to “increase the political charisma
[Ausstrahlungskraft] of the capital,” according to the Border Command, specifically around

the Brandenburg Gate and nearby Leipziger Strafe—locations that were considered

42 Meaning that each vertical element consisted of a base, a pillar (or shaft), and a crown (or capital) on the
top, not unlike the columns of classical antiquity. See also: “Konzeption [...] fiir den weiteren pionier- und
signaltechnischen Ausbau der Staatsgrenze der DDR,” 5 August 1982, Mauer-Archiv, Bl. 10. Cited in Flemming
and Koch 82-83.
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particularly publikumswirksam, that is generating strong “public appeal” and a high level of
attention despite (and because) of the Wall’s presence.*3

The new prefabricated model and the image it meant to project were, thus, as much
a product of military planning as the result of “deliberate industrial design” (Schmidt, “The
Architecture,” 72), commissioned and sanctioned by the state that sought to steer
outsiders’ perceptions of the GDR (Flemming and Koch 112-113; Pugh 274). Like the iconic
Brandenburg Gate or the prestigious Stalinallee—the grand boulevard at the heart of
Friedrichshain and Mitte, renamed Karl-Marx-Allee in November of 1961—the Berlin Wall
was a landmark architectural structure. It functioned as a Wahr-Zeichen, a visual marker, as
much as a Warn-Zeichen, a warning to take its optical power qua image as seriously as its
physical power qua object.

In the case of Border Wall 75, perceptual factors and aesthetic considerations
played a significant role in the strategic effort to manage the public image of the GDR and
its official capital—Berlin, Hauptstadt der DDR. In his analysis of the intra-German border,
Schmidt mentions that the GDR regime’s “investment in technology and materials enabled
the new construction elements to downplay, as much as possible, the unnaturalness and
absurdity of the border cutting through the city” (72). The Wall’s facade was coated with
white paint which matched the color of the walls on the other side, increased the visibility
of objects set against its background, but also projected an image of pristine “order and

cleanliness” (Flemming and Koch 82). The Berlin Wall, as some former East German

43 Rathje 10, cited in Flemming and Koch 82.
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officials insisted after the Wende, was to be “a national border like any other”: simple,
effective, and, over time, almost indiscernible from other (sub)urban borderscapes
(Schmidt, “The Architecture,” 72). In fact, when the Wall came down in 1989, the military
was already preoccupied with the development of a more technologically advanced fifth-
generation Mauer 2000 equipped with cameras, sensors, alarms, and detectors. The design
of this high-tech Wall was to make it look inconspicuous and essentially invisible by
camouflaging and seamlessly integrating the barrier into the urban environment and the
surrounding natural landscape (Harrison 13).

As for the revamped Wall 75, its smooth, whitewashed facade possessed an almost
irresistible “canvas-like appearance,” especially in absence of other comparable public
outlets for collective (self-)expression (Harrison 12). And although approaching the Wall
effectively amounted to a border violation (Grenzverletzung), this did not stop West
Berliners from defacing the barrier. The fresh exterior quickly attracted residents, tourists,
local and international artists and activists who left their imprint on the yet unblemished
surface, whether as a gesture of political protest, social rebellion, or individual expression
(Flemming and Koch 109-110; Harrison 12; Schmidt, “The Architecture,” 71). Such chaotic
and rather spontaneous painterly activity gradually contributed to (West) Berlin Wall's
popularity as a major tourist attraction, a locus of spectacle, and an emblem of Cold War
Berlin’s unique charm. In the 1980s, this new image of the Wall was replicated in countless
photographs and newsreels, documentary and feature films, glossy coffee-table books and

tourist brochures, thereby amplifying the Wall’s status as a universally recognizable
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symbol of division between ‘the capitalist West’ and ‘the socialist East,’4* indeed as its most
vivid reincarnation (Ladd 26; Noir 1996; Oles 116; Schmidt, “The Architecture,” 70).

To this day, pictures of grey panels sprayed with colorful graffiti and hastily
scribbled, oftentimes barely legible slogans are how we remember this notorious eyesore.
However, it is important to emphasize that this iconic image materialized only in the last
decade before the Wall’s collapse when, following the erection of a new prefabricated
barrier, the Western side of the border was effectively transformed into an “urban
artwork” (“stadtebauliches Kunstwerk”)45 and one of the most famous “piece[s] of
collaborative visual culture on the globe” (Webber 2015, 165; Kuhrmann 151-152). As a
result of this activity and to the dismay of many local activists, the Wall’s history, its actual
function—to prevent East Germans from leaving the GDR— and the immediate influence it
had on the surrounding urban tissue and the city as a whole became obscured, diminishing

the efforts of those who sought to confront the Wall and its image.

44 Or, as Joseph Beuys ironized, between “Western private capitalism” (westlicher Privatkapitalismus) and
“Eastern state capitalism” (éstlicher Staatskapitalismus) (Ganivet 60).

45 “Zwischen all diesen Rechtecken wirkt die Mauer in ihrem fantastischen Zickzackkurs wie die Ausgeburt
einer anarchistischen Fantasie. Nachmittags von der untergehenden Sonne und nachts verschwenderisch

vom Scheinwerferlicht angestrahlt, erscheint sie eher als stidtebauliches Kunstwerk denn als Grenze”
(Schneider 1982, 6).
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PAINT DOWN THIS WALL!

THE QUEST TO OVERCOME THE WALL THROUGH ART
Graffiti writers, sprayers, and scribblers were the first to leave their markings on the Wall.
Yet it was only in the early 1980s, two decades after the barrier went up, shortly before the
Wall’s 25t anniversary, and only a few years before the Wall would burst that things would
really change. With the advent of the aerosol spray can (Baker 34) and the erection of the
upgraded Border Wall 75 which became an ideal target and a free public forum, paid for by
the GDR, a new form of urban art in action swept the island of West Berlin, and the figure of
the Mauermaler:in was born.

[t was a curious blend of political activism, artistic enterprise, and acts of civil
disobedience born out of collective ennui, a shared sense of melancholy and desire to
channel built-up energies (Farber 6). As an urban phenomenon and a New Art Movement
(Young), this form of Mauerkunst (Wall art)—described in other contexts as Mauermalerei
(Wall painting), street art, graffiti art, or guerrilla art—was by no means unique to West
Berlin. It had, in fact, rapidly spread across major urban centers already in the late 1960s
and early 1970s (Ferrel xxx; Young 2). What made the contribution of West Berlin’s street
artists unique, was the canvas they used, how their activities shaped the public discourse of
the (West) Berlin Wall (and graffiti and street art more broadly), and the fact that, after the

Wall went down, Wall art was said to have actively contributed to its rapid demise.*6

46 | discuss the effects of Wall art on the Wall’s destruction and its role in efforts to preserve the Wall as a
monument in Chapter IV.
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The French artist Thierry Noir (1958), one of the original Wall painters who reached
West Berlin in 1982, famously compared the Wall’s unnerving omnipresence to a kind of
in/visible prehistoric creature: a sleeping “crocodile,” that, in his words, in the course of
time had camouflaged into its surroundings and only woke up from time to time to devour
someone before falling back to sleep.#” Noir and his friends (Christophe-Emmanuel
Bouchet, Kiddy Citny, Jean-Yves Dousset, Alexander Hacke, Indiano aka Hans-Jiirgen Grof3e,
later Gabi Noir) observed this dormant ‘grey monster,’ day in and day out, from the
windows of a squatted building on Mariannenplatz in Kreuzberg—the so-called Georg von
Rauch-Haus which was occupied in 1971 and later turned into a youth culture center and
autonomous living collective. Until one night, in the spring of 1984, when Noir began to
paint his soon-to-be signature figures: large cartoonesque heads and animals, colorful with
a simple outline, semantically evasive yet universally legible.

Within a few months, Noir and Bouchet covered vast stretches of the Wall along
Bethaniendamm#® with their murals using the few colors of left-over paint they could find
following the motto: “Zwei Ideen, drei Farben, zusammenmischen, fertig ist das Bild”
(Griinder 45; Noir, “The Berlin Wall”).4° Their aesthetic was deliberately childlike,

reminiscent of Dadaist experiments, Cubist forms, and Expressionist fantasies.5? The

47 The exact quote varies depending on the source: “The wall was not just a painted concrete wall but also a
deadly machine, a sort of big crocodile ready to kill people at any time” (“The East Side Gallery”). “One bloody
monster, one old crocodile who from time to time [sic] wakes, eats somebody up, and falls again back to sleep
until the next time” (Noir 1996).

48 A street in the north-eastern part of Kreuzberg that bordered directly on the Wall.
49 “Two ideas, three colors, mix them together, and the picture is complete.”

50 Speaking of various influences on his work, Noir writes: “At the time my influences were taken from many
directions. By the Painters: Pablo Picasso, Joan Miro, Fernand Leger, Edouard Manet, Claude Monet, Gaston
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approach was intuitive, focused on the procedure and the textures of the surface, rather
than the final outcome. Like many Wall painters, the artists painted “not down from the
sky, not from the head to the hand but from the hand to the head” (“The Berlin Wall”). And
they both worked fast for fear of being caught in the act by West German police, US
military, or East German border guards patrolling the area—a guerrilla tactic Noir later
described in his Fast Form Manifesto (Griinder 37-45).

According to Thierry Noir, he and Bouchet were the first artists to “illegally paint
miles of the Berlin Wall,”>! although some prominent multi-panel paintings like Jonathan
Borofsky’s “Running Man” or Richard Hambleton’s Shadowmen silhouettes appeared on the
Wall as early as 1982 and 1983.52 Their murals, Noir argues in his essays, constituted a
“revolutionary act” that served as an inspiration for other Wall painters who wanted to
destroy the Wall by ridiculing and, ultimately, transforming “this iconic symbol of war into

a symbol of hope” (Noir, “The Berlin Wall;” “The Story of the Berlin Wall”).

Chaissac, Jean Dubuffet, Alberto Giacometti, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Keith Haring. By the musicians: David
Bowie, Iggy Pop, Lou Reed, Kraftwerk, Led Zeppelin and Nina Hagen” (“The Berlin Wall”).

51 Emphasis added.

52 Moreover, as Jacob Kimvall points out in his article, different groups worked in different districts, often on
less accessible stretches of the Wall in remote areas of the city, or in less popular corners of West Berlin: “One
group consisted of youths who became inspired by New York’s subway graffiti through the expanding youth
sub-culture of hip-hop during the early-1980s, and who used spray paint for their work. These youths were
mainly active in the suburbs such as Markisches Viertel, Frohnau and Schénholz in the North, and
Marienfelde in the South. However, their names and their creations were less recognized than those of the
group of somewhat older artists, who were mostly born in the late-1950s and early-1960s, and were
connected to the West Berlin alternative movement, such as Thierry Noir, Kiddy Citny, Nora Aurienne and
Christophe Bouchet. These artists painted in central Berlin, often in Kreuzberg or at symbolically poignant
places such as Brandenburger Tor, Potsdamer Platz or Checkpoint Charlie—the crossing point between the
earlier US and Soviet zones.” Another important factor was the artists’ ability to record, showcase, and
circulate their work among their peers, wider artistic circles, and in print (and later digital) media.
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Kiddy Citny, another prominent Mauermaler who relocated to West Berlin in the
mid-1970s, also explained in his interviews and manifestos>3 that he and his fellow Wall
painters were motivated by the idea of enclosing East Berlin with paintings (hence the
slogan Mauerkunst = Kilometerkunst) and thereby transforming a “political boundary” into
a “museum” and the entire city into a “museum island” (“Maler restaurieren ihre Mauer-
Gemalde”; Griinder 220, 223; Noir 1996). Their Wall art was to be accessible to all, and it
transported a universal humanist, rather than a politically partisan message: “In einer
Sekunde schenkt Ihnen dieses Bild ein wenig Sonne in [hr Herz oder vielleicht ein Lacheln.
Du fiihlst dich wieder wie ein Mensch” (Noir, “Das Street Art Manifest”).>* The arguments to
legitimize their ambitious enterprise were generational, voiced in refute of the “mistakes”
made by their parents and the grey landscape they had inherited.>> The half-city needed to
change—and street art paved the way.

It has to be said from the start that the accounts of the Wall painters differ
depending on the time when the interviews were conducted (or when their essays,
manifestos, and memoirs were published): before or after the fall of the Berlin Wall. As so
often happens with artistic practice, not all Wall painters and activists followed a program,

shared the same vision, or saw themselves as fulfilling a mission (e.g., to bring down the

53 One of the manifestos was titled “Paint Down the Walls” (Griinder 220-221)—a phrase I borrowed for the
title of this subchapter.

54 “Within a second, this picture brings a ray of sunshine to your heart or perhaps a smile. You feel like a
human being again.”

55 “Die Strafdenkiinstler geben den Menschen die Moglichkeit, sehr laut zu sagen: ‘Wiederhole nicht die Fehler
deiner Eltern’” (Noir, “Das Street Art Manifest”).
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Wall). Their nightly ‘attacks’ on the Wall were often just spontaneous acts of insubmission
and self-expression rather than carefully orchestrated performances or publicity stunts.

According to Alexander Hacke, band member of Einstiirzende Neubauten and Noir’s
friend who frequented the Georg-Rauch-Haus, none of the original Wall painters saw
themselves as political actors or even artists: “Ich sehe diese ganze Sache als ein Produkt
von Strafdenkindern.”¢ The Wall offered the perfect surface which the “street children”
quickly appropriated, thereby infusing this ‘architectural unicum’ with a sense of purpose
beyond its immediate function as a barrier.57 Another Wall painter, the French artist Jean-
Yves Dousset, recalled his subsequent hesitation about the potential implications of their
painterly activity and his ultimate reluctance to prettify the Wall at the cost of a more
somber approach that foregrounded the Wall’s actual military and political function
(Griinder 41).

In sum, the collapse of the border did not fundamentally alter the initial narratives
or the motivations of the painters. It did, however, sharpen the outline of their intentions
and help crystallize diffuse motifs and memories into clear-cut statements and even
slogans. Improvised, and, to an extent, happenstance outbursts of artistic energies

suddenly became part of a premeditated collaborative movement to overcome the Wall by

56 “I see this whole thing as a product of street children.”

57 “Ich sehe diese ganze Sache als ein Produkt von Strafdenkindern. Ich glaube, keiner von uns hatte einen
grofdartigen Kunstanspruch! Wir haben einfach gemacht, was wir gemacht haben und nicht daran gedacht,
dass das jemals als Kunst ausgelegt werden wird. [...] Die Mauer bot sich als Flache einfach an. Einen
politischen Hintergrund hatten wir nicht. Die Mauer ist halt die ldngste Leinwand der Zeit gewesen. Wir
haben sie einfach zweckentfremdet und damit dem architektonischen Unikum irgendwie auch einen Sinn
eingehaucht” (Alexander Hack, cited in Griinder 41-43).

40



turning it into the longest artwork the world had ever seen. And so the collective enterprise
to paint down the Wall ripened into a reality in which art triumphed over matter.

Despite attempts to identify the first ‘real’ Wall painters as opposed to occasional
sprayers and taggers, the paintings and installations on the Wall were always a collective
effort, and the West Side Gallery a collective work of art. The art itself was fragile and
fleeting, always in the dynamic process of becoming something else (Ganivet 115; Mayer
223). The open forum guaranteed an open form and poetic freedom—the ultimate opera
aperta that by far transcended the kind of open work of art envisioned by Umberto Eco in
his 1962 book (223). The general accessibility of the Wall (even despite apparent dangers
and occasional threats) and the fact that it bordered on public spaces and was itself
considered a kind of substitute public sphere meant that anyone could contribute to this
collaborative project by adding, altering, or erasing content or even whole panels.

Needless to say, the strategies and techniques used by various Wall painters and
action artists varied greatly, creating an unrivaled chaos composed of hybrid forms, mixed
messages, and all kinds of heterogeneous elements (textile fragments, shards of glass,
found objects, to name a few), signs, and symbols. Instead of a clean, whitewashed fagade,
East German troops who were responsible for maintaining the appearance of the Border
Wall 75 thus faced a “babylonic mess [...] of colours, pictures and hieroglyphics” screaming
at them in different languages (Kuzdas and Nungesser 38). Textual and pictorial elements
quickly lost their “distinctive traits” by morphing into each other, thereby erasing the
boundary between “language signs versus image signs” (Mayer 218). Paintings became
poems, words became images, or as Keith Haring explained in his diary:

Poems do not necessarily need words.
Words do not necessarily make poems.
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In painting, words are present in the form of images. Paintings can be poems if they
are read as words instead of images. (2010, 45)

Verbal and visual components, in turn, became discursively as important as the action
performed by the graffitists, the environment within which their work, however fleeting,
was created and perceived, and, crucially, the images that captured this performance (or,
more often than not, fragments thereof). Crucially, throughout this process of generating an
archive of Wall images, the Wall itself emerged as an image—a visual artifact that could be
captured, collected, disseminated, and even weaponized. For the purposes of this study, I
would therefore define Berlin Wall art as an urban Gesamtkunstwerk, that is “a composite
practice” that consists of a visual record (both on and of the Wall), “a specific space,” and an
action, i.e. a performance aimed to create disruption and transgress existing boundaries,
both physically and figuratively (Pugh 2015, 421-422; Young 6).

By the mid-1980s, more and more Wall painters, performance and action artists
(Aktionskiinstler) as well as occasional sprayers and scribblers joined this collective
endeavor in a quest to create public artworks that possessed the visual and conceptual
potential to counteract, if never entirely overcome, the Wall’s solid, static presence. Their
colorful murals sought to defuse the Wall’'s dominance over the landscape and to challenge
its claim to power, both as a material object and a politically charged symbol of the ongoing
ideological standoff.>® The murals, of course, were also meant to attract the attention of

passers-by and to showcase the works of the artists and their signature styles—a

58 See Farber 104; Hildebrandt; Mayer 220; Pugh 2014, 277; Schmemann.
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predictable side-effect that contributed to the Wall’s popularity as a site of pilgrimage for
photographic motifs.

Looking back at this relatively short, colorful period in the Wall’s history, what
seems particularly remarkable is the overall positive reception of a practice that in other
contexts has been condemned as vandalism and damage to property. Rigorous
condemnation of graffiti practices as “a form of visual and mental pollution” dominated the
headlines in the 1970s and 1980s and effectively amounted to a moral panic with
unabashed anti-immigrant and racist overtones (Austin; Kimvall). Most narratives
surrounding Berlin Wall art and Wall writing, on the other hand, have, by and large,
reaffirmed the legitimacy of the project to ‘paint down the Wall’ by cladding the grey
concrete panels in color and chaos. Such consenting narratives continue to portray the act
of decorating the Wall with murals and slogans in positive, anti-authoritarian terms as “the
result of the creativity of free individuals [...] who rise up against a society of control”
(Kimvall).

Rejecting narratives, for that matter, also presented Berlin’s Wall art in a favorable
light—as long as this ‘culture’ did not spread onto other surfaces or attack the values dear
to the republic. In this context, Mauerschmiererei (Wall smearing) suddenly became an
expression of mainstream neo-liberal values connoted with “ideologically charged
keywords such as ‘freedom’ and ‘individualism’ and even celebrated as an act of defiance
and “symbolic destruction” (Austin; Kimvall) rather than an act of aggression, vandalism, or
youthful insolence.

The overall affirmative response to Wall painters’ activities across Western media,

in turn, raised questions about what constitutes ‘fair use’ of public space and the right of
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citizens to participate in forbidden practices that amount to civil disobedience and
grassroots resistance—in West Berlin and beyond. If even the Wall could be repurposed as
a public forum and gradually, albeit begrudgingly, accepted as such by authorities, what
other rights associated with notions of citizenship, participatory democracy, and the right

to the city could be claimed?>°

THE WALL THAT SPEAKS
The idea of overpowering the Wall through artistic practice and making sure that these
efforts did not go unnoticed found its first public forum in 1984 when the Berlin Wall
Museum at Checkpoint Charlie (Das Mauermuseum - Museum Haus am Checkpoint
Charlie) initiated an international competition under the slogan “Overcoming the wALL by
Painting the wALL” (“Uberwindung der MAUER durch Bemalung der MAUER”).6° The event and
the exhibition that followed were organized by Rainer Hildebrandt, the founding director of
the museum and former co-founding member of the anti-communist Combat Group against
Inhumanity (Kampfgruppe gegen Unmenschlichkeit)—a militant organization backed and
financed by the CIA and the Ford Foundation with close ties to other intelligence agencies
and high-ranking West German officials (Blum 62). According to Hildebrandt’s account, the
initial impulse to transform the dull-looking barrier into Kilometerkunst belonged to one of

the winning artists (among other actors)—Lew (or Lev) Nussberg (Baker 34; Hildebrandt;

59 Lefebvre 1996,/2000, 158.

60 See Baker 34; Flemming and Koch 105; Hildebrandt; Kuhrmann 153, 160; Pugh 2015, 428.
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Landesarchiv 114).61 Nussberg was a Soviet avant-garde artist and long-time practitioner
of kinetic art who left the USSR in 1976. He initially proposed the idea in 1982, after
emigrating to the United States. What if, he mused, we used the Wall to display the works of
some of the greatest contemporary painters? How much attention, how many tourists
would this miles-long open-air gallery attract over time? And would the monetary value of
this Art-Wall, increased by millions, compel the East German government to dismantle it
forever?

None of the participants in Mauermuseum’s ‘contest of ideas’ (Ideenwettbewerb)
had to actually paint the Wall. They were asked instead to submit a sketch, a collage, or a
large photograph that illustrated their approach to ‘overcoming’ the barrier.62 The winning
submissions were later published as part of Hildebrandt’s photobook Die Mauer spricht.
The Wall speaks (1982/1988). The contest, thus, already imagined the Wall not just as a
canvas for paintings, but, crucially, as an image that can be altered, appropriated, and, to an
extent, reclaimed through image-making practices as well as the subsequent reproduction
and circulation of these images across different media.

Like the artworks sourced by the museum, Wall art, too, had to be preserved on film

or on paper. The fact that the Wall stretched for miles and miles, all across and around the

61 Hildebrandt’'s photobook, Die Mauer spricht. The Wall speaks (1988), has no pagination. Nussberg’s
submission for the competition was titled “Defeating the Wall by Painting on it.” It shows a black-and-white
photograph of the Wall with a typical Berlin tenement block rising from the other side. The Wall is cracked,
and color streams from the two openings: a bed of flowers on the left; an open mountain landscape on the
right (Hildebrandt; Schmemann).

62 Qut of 288 submissions, 30 received a prize from the jury. The winning piece belonged to an East German
artist, Matthias Hohl-Stein, whose collage depicted a uniformed border guard leaping over the Wall on a white
horse (Hilderbrand).
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city and that the paintings covering the Wall were by design evanescent, fragile, and highly
mutable led to some crucial practical questions: How would one preserve this ever-
morphing urban palimpsest or its fragments before they are altered or effaced altogether?
Could the Wall even be preserved on record in its entirety?¢3 And what kind of
transformation would an artwork undergo once torn out of the context in which it was
produced and transformed into an image to be cut, copied, and shared in perpetuity?

Photography, of course, was the easiest and most convenient way to capture the
work-in-progress, to preserve, catalog, and publicize at least some of the artworks that
have, in hindsight, been pivotal to its history but only remained visible in their ‘original’
state for a few days or even hours. Indeed, for many Wall painters, the presence of cameras
(still and moving) became an integral part of their work and their performance. In fact, it
was often the only way for the artworks to come into being and for the artists to maintain
their professional identity by showcasing the fruit of their labor. Moreover, the act of
watching and recording, the experience of being observed by passers-by, police or military
officers, or GDR border troops was always part of the ‘Wall art package’.

Being able to record the act on Super-8 film or a simple analog camera also meant

that one could engage in ever more fleeting performances. One artist, Kain Karawahn, made

63 Curiously, it was the East German border troops who, back in 1964, were tasked with photographing the
entire perimeter of the Berlin border (the outer and inner ring) in order to document and identify segments
needing maintenance or repair (Fliigge 26; Groschner and Messmer 32). What they created, is the most
complete photographic record of the second-generation Wall showing nothing but the architecture of
surveillance and the border line etched into Berlin’s landscape. This kind of ‘project’ would not have been
possible once the fourth generation of the Wall was built, for the graffiti that adorned it kept morphing and
shifting, “like a text that can never be read in its entirety” (Mayer 223). This version of the Wall could only be
recorded as a process and puzzled together from a series of incomplete and no less fleeting fragments for the
viewer to decipher.
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a name by executing several ‘fiery’ Aktionen (a form of art in action and art as action)
during which he and his assistants set the Wall in flames and documented its burning. His
first performance took place in 1984 on Lenné-Dreieck, right next to Potsdamer Platz, not
far from the Brandenburg Gate. Similar stunts followed, mostly without witnesses, except
for the Feuer-Maler himself, his companions, and the East German border guards who
observed this hellish spectacle from the other side (Griinder 49). The only way to retain
their fleeting performances was to capture the burning Wall on camera in the moment
when its destruction seemed possible. In Karawahn’s case, the images showed what the eye
could not perceive, revealing layers of potential meaning and optical details that could only
be extracted through the medium that provided them in the first place. They also
guaranteed that the artist’s work could be stored, sold, reproduced, and displayed by public
institutions, like Hildebrandt’s Berlin Wall Museum which acquired one of Karawahn’s
short films (Griinder 51; Kuzdas and Nungesser 82).

Photobooks like Rainer Hildebrandt's Die Mauer spricht. The Wall speaks
(1982/1988), Heinz Kuzdas’ Berliner Mauer Kunst (1998), or Ralf Griinder’s Berliner
Mauerkunst (2007) and the exhibitions based on their worké4 have certainly played a
pivotal role in preserving the iconography—and the physiognomy—of the “Berlin Wall
Imaginary” alongside the names of those who contributed to this collective project as well
as in making this information available to a wider audience. The narratives these illustrated

catalogs offer, however, are not limited to a tentative typology or chronicled cartography of

64 See Kuzdas and Nungesser 82-83.
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the creative chaos that was the Berlin Wall. Their vision was always already mediated and
framed, the gaze already embedded in the visuals, not to mention the accompanying,
oftentimes didactic texts and captions that highlighted authors’ missions or emphasized
their moral and political stance, thus crossing the boundary between scholarly writing,
documentary work, and personal history.

As an example, in 1995, a team of researchers working on an archival project came
across a vast reservoir of photographs from 1964-1966 which documented the perimeter
of the Berlin Wall from the perspective of East German border authorities (Groschner and
Messmer).6> The discovery prompted them to publish almost all of the images alongside
other materials they had found, first in a singular volume titled An Other View: The Early
Berlin Wall / Aus anderer Sicht: Die friihe Berliner Mauer (2011); and later, upon further
discovery of more negatives, in two volumes entitled Taking Stock of Power: An Other View
of the Berlin Wall / Inventarisierung der Macht: Die Berliner Mauer aus anderer Sicht (2016).
However, the process of selection, curation, and publication generated questions about the
inherent limits and latent potentialities of their enterprise. What kind of mark would their
intervention leave on the material, and would this mark be visible to the reader? Have
these ‘documentary’ images, over time, accumulated an “added value”—aesthetic,
historical, political—that is difficult to ascertain but impossible to erase, just like the gaze
inscribed into them? Can a photobook “write history in pictures in such a way that it bears

witness to itself and simultaneously tells a story that has more to report than mere

65 See Footnote 54.
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adherence to events,” as they were recorded in and for the archive (Fliigge 27)? And how

could any representation of the Berlin Wall avoid the dangers of “being instrumentalized

by one or other of the two ideological—and frequently hysterically so—camps in the Cold
War?” (Bond 443)

In the end, the group working on the interdisciplinary project opted to create a
hybrid montage, comprised of textual materials, serial photographs, and panoramas to
produce “a kind of fictionalization and a new form of authorship” which, according to their
own account, further “heightens [the work’s] documentary legibility” (Gréschner and
Messmer 32; Ebner 43). Although they described their approach as documentary and
artistic, channeled from a “contemporary vantage point” with an eye toward the past that is
no longer accessible in its immediacy, the “sober and documentary approach” frequently
outweighed the alleged artistic freedom. “The language of the files and images,” the book
stated, “shows this edifice [the Wall] for what it really was—a seemingly endless barrier
directed against the East German state’s own population” (32).6¢ Other contributions,
published in the same volume, offer insights into the project’s desired reception as a slice of
German visual and architectural history:

In these pictures, our view of the Berlin Wall [is] unimpeded, because they do

not block it out with ideology. However paradoxical it might seem, what

makes these pictures so significant is a purely functional viewpoint of the

builders who had them taken so that they might make repairs, and not for

any public or because they had something else to prove or someone to

convince of something. The readers and viewers of these images of the Wall

[...] both should and can decide for themselves what to make of these
pictures. (Bond 446)

66 Emphasis added.
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This kind of positivist interpretation is often applied to images of the Wall and Wall art,
oftentimes at the expense of the ambiguity and ambivalence at work in the layered
structure of any photographic ‘evidence.’ These pictures may have no discernable plot or
narrative, “almost as if [they] were no more than a simply factual and sober documentation
of architecture,” but I would argue that their perceived ‘emptiness’ should not be equated
with “an emptiness of interpretation,” devoid of aesthetic or rhetorical function (Bond 442;
Ebner 42).

A photographic image, to paraphrase Roland Barthes, is never “a message without a
code,” its ‘structure’ is never isolated in a vacuum, precisely because of its claim to
“analogical perfection” as a more or less direct transmitter of ‘reality,” only limited by
technological constraints (1983, 196). Moreover, whatever “truth content” there was, the
photographic image only captures “the residuum” of history spread across the
photograph’s spatial continuum that “effaces the contours of the object’s ‘history’” and the
gaze that shaped its optical design (Kracauer 55; 58). In that sense, “[f]ree-floating
contemplation,” to speak with Benjamin, “is no longer appropriate” for it faces the danger
of overlooking the absences and erasures encoded in borderscape photography and its
generic conventions (“The Work of Art,” 258). Furthermore, when it comes to the visual
archive of the Berlin Wall, the role of photography was never limited to the preservation,
display, and promotion of individual artworks and happenings or the cataloging of the
Wall’s outer appearance. Rather, it always served as a primary tool in the creation and
mediation of the “Berlin Wall Imaginary” as part of the iconography of the Cold War.

Speaking about the impact and importance of photography in the history of the

Wall, Elena Demke cites an interesting example taken from the conservative German
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newspaper Berliner Morgenpost (2012). In March of 1983, the newspaper published a short
guide on how to photograph the Wall and the landscape around it as part of their “photo
tour” series (“Unser Kursus: Fotowanderung durch Berlin (21). Die Mauer an der Bernauer
Strafde”). The article not only instructed the viewer on what to photograph (the death strip,
the church and the memorial site adjacent to it, the graffiti on the Wall) but also how to
frame their shots to achieve the ‘desirable’ effect:

Das erste Bild von der Mauer an der Bernauer Strafde sollte man von der

Plattform [...] aufnehmen. Von diesem erhéhten Standpunkt kann man die

gesamten Grenzanlagen im Bild festhalten. Die Kamera etwas neigen, um die

tote Fldche wirkungsvoll ins Bild zu bekommen. Weiter in Richtung

Brunnenstrafde. Zuvor jedoch noch ein Bild von einer der vielen

Erinnerungsstatten fiir die Toten an der Mauer. Gehen Sie mdoglichst nahe
heran, um Pfdhle, Stacheldraht und Inschrift im Foto festzuhalten.6”

Rather than focus on the technicalities of landscape and architectural photography, the
article instead presents the amateur photographer with already established pictorial
conventions that leave little room for imagination. The author of the text, Christof Ritzki,
goes even further by describing the ‘ideal’ season and weather conditions that amplify the
aura of the Wall and its emotional impact on the viewer: “Zu allen Mauerbildern einige
grundsatzliche Bemerkungen: Am besten bei bedecktem Himmel aufnehmen, um das Triste

besonders herauszubringen. Wirkungsvoll sind Fotos im Winter, solange die Landschaft

67 “The first picture of the Wall at Bernauer Strasse should be taken from the platform. From this elevated
position one can capture the entire border complex in one picture. Tilt the camera slightly to frame the dead
area effectively. Continue in the direction of Brunnenstrafie. First, however, take a picture of one of the many
memorials commemorating the dead at the Wall. Get as close as possible to capture the posts, the barbed wire
and the inscriptions in the photo.” Emphases added.

51



herum noch karg und trostlos ist.”¢8 To lift any doubt, the article also provided a sample of
how a “wirkungsvoll” (impactful) image might look like. We see three poles sticking from
the ground, wrapped in barbed wire with a wreath at their center; the Wall and the barren
ground (“tote Flache”) beneath it fill the frame; the rooftops of the houses on the other side
of the border merge with the barrier as if they were part of the same structure. The
depicted memorial, located on Bernauer Strafde, as the inscription reads, adds to the
unsettling impression that we are looking at a crime scene.

This observation was, of course, already made my Benjamin in his writings on
photography where he famously compared Eugene Atget’s (1857-1927) photographs of
Parisian streets “to those of a crime scene.” Akin to the deserted streets of the metropolis,
crime scenes, too, are emptied of human form, ready to be “photographed for the purpose
of establishing evidence” (“The Work of Art,” 258). The photographs then act as ciphers
saturated with a hidden meaning (and “hidden political significance”), in/visible traces, and
absences inscribed into their spatial continuum that demand decoding (258).

Following Benjamin’s train of thought, what kind of ‘evidence’ and ‘(hidden)
political significance’ do deserted photographs of the Wall, like the one published in the
Berliner Morgenpost, secrete? Is it the memorial or the Wall or the graffiti (in other words,
what is shown) that serves as evidence of a crime—or the photograph’s formal

‘assemblage’ (how it is shown) that brings the crime to light? Furthermore, if “the task of

68 “A few general remarks on all the Wall pictures: It is best to take photographs when the sky is overcast to
bring the dreariness to the fore. Photographs taken in the winter are effective when the surrounding
landscape is still barren and desolate.”
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the photographer—descendant of the augurs and haruspices®®—[is] to reveal guilt,” then
who are the ‘culprits’ here (Benjamin, “A Short History of Photography,” 527)? It seems
that the crime committed in the case of Wall photography is twofold: not only does it
capture the violence committed upon and within the landscape, unburdened and
“undisguised by any human presence”; but it also, crucially, obscures the already hidden
political significance by concealing the “organizing actions of a human subject” that
produced this visual arrangement in the first place (Ferris 21).

If the age of visual mass media like photography, television, and film necessitates a
new form of literacy (visual, digital, media)—a trajectory Kracauer and Benjamin already
anticipated in their writings on mass culture and modern ‘mixed media,’”? it consequently
also spawns a new form of illiteracy which, unlike textual literacy, is not confined to the
same boundaries and is easily mistaken for fluency. The visual politics and the visual
economy of the Berlin Wall generated by and during the Cold War operate at the nexus of
these concerns. Images of the Wall and the surrounding borderscapes are always too
legible—and not legible enough. They remain suspended between hyper-legibility afforded
by the images’ iconic status and a form of visual agnosia, or ignorance, indifferent to the
meaning(s) of this vast photographic archive. The question that remains is what are we
missing, when we flip through these images, often captioned for our convenience but with

little to no information about who made them, when, and why? How many photographers

69 Ancient Roman and Etruscan diviners whose task was to interpret the will of the gods based on the
observation of various signs, from the insides of sacrificed animals to natural elements and other phenomena.

70 A term I borrow from W.].T. Mitchell’s article “There Are No Visual Media” (2005).

53



replicated the ‘helpful’ instructions, wittingly or unwittingly, by following the conventions
established by popular media? In other words, what happens when the Wall lives on—as

an image? And would this image, too, need ‘overcoming’?

“ICH KANN DIE MAUER NICHT MEHR SEHEN":

THE FRONTLINE CITY AND ITS VISUAL LIMITS
Two and a half decades after its erection, the in/visible Wall lived on, undeterred and well-
disguised. By the time the Berlin Wall reached its quarter-century jubilee in 1986, the grey,
graffiti-emblazoned slabs turned into a familiar backdrop (Adomeit). Despite the potential
dangers of moving within the outer perimeter of the Wall, more and more West Berliners
appeared to pay little attention to the withering structure that remained omnipresent and
yet almost invisible to the habitual gaze of the urban dweller. Some locals began to
decorate the Wall with wallpaper, plants, and flower pots giving it a more ‘homely’ look;
others, in defiance of East and West German authorities, even set up camp in the shadow of
the Wall. One Berliner, Osman Kalin who migrated to Germany from Anatolia in the 1960s,
created an allotment garden on a small patch of land in Bethaniendamm on the border
between Berlin Mitte and Kreuzberg, East and West (Chong). Interestingly, the Treehouse
on the Wall (Baumhaus an der Mauer), as it came to be known, is one of the few Wall-era
relics that survived the reconstruction of the city and the drive to remove appropriated
urban structures after the border was removed.

Likewise, mass media lost their interest in the Wall which no longer yielded the

same shock value. As a result, the barrier became less visible. It faded from the headlines

and front pages and was only mentioned sporadically, as a reminder of its enduring
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existence in Central Europe. When Werner Doyé’s reportage Mauerfahrt (Wall bike tour or,
literally, Wall ride) aired on ZDF (Second German Television [channel]) in 1986, few locals
appeared to take notice of the barrier. As a West German reporter, Doyé was driven by a
desire to make sense of this bizarre structure and the people whose lives had been affected
by its presence. To Doyé’s surprise and despite his suggestive line of questioning (“Legt
sich das nicht aufs Gemiit, wenn man stiandig hier auf dem Balkon steht und dann da riiber
guckt?”),”1 most of his interviewees claimed to have accommodated the Wall in their
everyday interactions with the city: “Wir in Berlin miissen ja eigentlich mit der Mauer
leben, nich’? Wir haben sie eigentlich taglich ja vor Augen, ob wir nun direkt dran wohnen
oder ob wir jetzt irgendwohin fahren. [Irgendwann stosst man natiirlich immer an die
Mauer.”’2 The writer Peter Schneider described a similar experience of evanescent
presence back in 1982:
Auf die Nachfrage, ob es nicht merkwiirdig sej, in einer von Zement und
Stacheldraht eingeschlossenen Stadt zu wohnen, antworte ich langst wie die
meisten Berliner: Es lebt sich dort nicht anders als in jeder anderen Stadt.
Tatsachlich sehe ich die Mauer nicht mehr: dies, obwohl sie nachst der

chinesischen das einzige Bauwerk auf der Erde sein diirfte, das sich vom
Mond aus mit blofd3em Auge erkennen laf3t. (8-9)73

71 “Doesn’t it weigh on you when you’re constantly standing here on the balcony and looking over there?”

72 “We in Berlin actually have to live with the Wall, don’t we? We have to look at it every day, whether we live
right next to it or are traveling somewhere. Eventually, of course, you always come up against the Wall.”

73 “In response to the question of what it is like to live in a city surrounded by concrete and barbed wire, I've
long since come to answer like most Berliners: living here is no different from living in any other city. I really
don’t see the Wall anymore, even if it is the only structure on earth, apart from the Great Wall of China, that
can be seen from the moon with the naked eye” (Schneider, The Wall Jumper: A Berlin Story, 12).
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How fitting that the narrator of a novel titled Der Mauerspringer (The Wall Jumper) no
longer perceived the Wall as an obstacle. For him, it was just there, an inevitable part of the
urban scenery—just as its designers had envisioned it.

The protagonist of Cynthia Beatt’s 1988 documentary Cycling the Frame, which |
discuss in Chapter II, had an experience similar to that conveyed in Doyé’s film and
Schneider’s novel. As a foreigner looking at the city from the outside, she was often startled
by the Wall’s unstable presence which oscillated between hyper-visibility as a tangible,
material obstacle and invisibility as part of the habitual physical as much as cognitive and
perceptual landscape. West Berliners, she observed, “seem to be so studiously ignoring the
Wall. It’s like living on an island and ignoring the sea, sort of taboo subject.”

Almost a year later, shortly before the fall of the Wall another observer, confirmed
the filmmakers' experience. The “prominence that the Wall enjoys in the physical
landscape,” German Studies scholar Mary Beth Stein writes, “is largely supported by the
media and tourist industry.” However, the popularity of the Wall as a staple tourist
attraction, a surreal curiosity in built form “obscures the fact that the Wall has more or less
disappeared in the ‘cognitive landscape,’ i.e., in the socio-political consciousness of the
average West Berliner.” The Wall, Stein insists, “has become everyday”—an inevitable part
of the urban scenery. A widely recognizable symbol of oppression and entrenched Cold
War politics, the iconic eyesore of the 1980s receded into the background and became an
almost invisible presence. “And in becoming everyday, it has been more or less forgotten”
(85). As a result of these processes, a paradox emerged: “The Wall in the West is visible,
everyday. It is not a topic. The Wall in the East is invisible, everyday and a topic—which is

very much taboo” (86).
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“ICH KANN DIE MAUER NICHT MEHR SEHEN!” (“I CAN'T SEE THE WALL NO MORE!”) read the
protest sign worn by Stefan Andradi during his performance in front of Peter Unsicker’s
gallery in July of 1987 (Griinder 63, 322; Kuhrmann 156).74 The Berlin-based photographer
dressed up as a blind man, with an appropriate mark on his sleeve, a pair of dark glasses, a
cane in his right hand, and a tin for donations in his left. The sign strapped to his neck
hinted at multiple meanings: a sense of weariness that the Wall was still intact; a pinch of
reluctance on the part of the subject who chooses to turn a blind eye toward the Wall. The
exclamation point added an element of desperation (Why can I no longer see it?) or,
perhaps, a note of self-reassurance (I do not have to see it if I no longer want to!).

The photograph of Andradi’s performance taken by Unsicker also implied that the
‘I/eye’ can no longer see the Wall because it is no longer visible as a Wall (Griinder 287,
322). In this image, the artist is pictured facing the camera with his back turned to the Wall.
The latter, painted white, fills the frame and is both impossible to ignore and invisible,
hidden from sight by virtue of its neutral canvas-like quality. On second glance, the surface
of the Wall is not what it seems: a white sheet has been glued to its surface transforming its
texture into a rich relief, deceptively soft and malleable to human touch. In some places, the
cloth has been slit to reveal a series of facemasks and small circular mirrors emerging

through the Wall curtain like ghosts. Some masks with their eyes closed resemble death

74 The performance was photographed by Unsicker. The exact date cited by Griinder is July 8, 1987. Three
years later on that same day in the summer of 1990, Andradi repeated his performance. This time, the sign
read “ICH KANN DIE MAUER NIE MEHR SEHEN” (“I CAN’T SEE THE WALL ANYMORE”). The costume remained the same but
the setting and the inscription had changed, and “NICHT MEHR” became “NIE MEHR.” This time, the sign betrayed
a feeling of loss and a desire to pause and contemplate the Wall’s gradual erasure from the landscape.
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masks; others appear to stare back at the viewer, returning their gaze and amplifying the
unsettling effect of Unsicker’s ‘relief.’7>

By the time Peter Unsicker opened his Wall StreetGallery on November 9, 1986 (a
fateful day in German history),”¢ the Wall painters’ dream had already materialized:
Berlin's ‘Wailing Wall’ (Klage- or Anklagemauer, Mayer 227) snaked through and around
the city like a living relic that doubled as an open-air museum of Cold War history in the
making. Unsicker’s gallery space was located on Zimmerstrafde in Kreuzberg, around the
corner from Checkpoint Charlie and right opposite the Wall that was to become the artist’s
all-purpose canvas board for the next few years. Unlike most of the paintings and graffiti,
Unsicker’s artworks often spilled out from the gallery onto the Wall and into the walkway
along the border, thus blurring the boundary between public and private space, the interior
of the studio, the street, and the vertical space of the Wall.

Like the Wall, the street itself officially belonged to the territory of the GDR and was
frequented by both East German forces and American troops who regularly patrolled the
area. Their military presence was almost inescapable. GDR border patrol officers

persistently removed Unsicker’s installations from their territory. Even the Stasi came to

75 This unsettling artwork pictured hovering above Andradi’s figure in the photograph was part of Unsicker’s
installation series “Arbeit am Verdorbenen” (“Work on the Decayed;” alternatively, “Work on What Has Been
Spoiled” or “Corrupted”). According to Ralf Griinder, Unsicker was inspired by I Ching, also known as Book of
Changes—one of the oldest surviving human texts. The title of the ‘action series’ corresponds to one of the
hexagrams (gi1) listed in the text (Griinder 65, 292).

76 November 9, 1918 marks the birth of the German republic after the end of World War I; on the same day in
1923 Adolf Hitler staged his failed Beer Hall Putsch in Munich; November 9, 1938 has come to be known as
Reichspogromnacht, or Night of Broken Glass (Reichskristallnacht), when Jewish homes and businesses were
looted and destroyed, synagogues burned, and German-Jewish citizens beaten, murdered, and deported;
finally, November 9, 1989 celebrates the beginning of the fall of the Berlin Wall.
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knock at his door. Yet compared to the paranoia and agitation of the 1960s, overall tensions
had eased—just as the Wall, Wall art had become Alltag (Flemming and Koch 105).
However, this ‘status quo’ was briefly disrupted in the summer of 1986 as East and West
Berliners prepared to commemorate the Wall’s 25t anniversary, and, for a moment, the

(West) Berlin Wall was once again thrust into the spotlight.

AN AMERICAN IN BERLIN: THE BERLIN WALL AS A UNIVERSAL SIGNIFIER
Global anxiety was high when the American visual artist Keith Haring finally arrived in
West Berlin in October 1986. April of that same year had begun with a bomb explosion in
La Belle discotheque, a nightspot popular among the American military located in
Friedenau in the British sector of West Berlin. The attack killed three people with over two
hundred injured. It was followed by another bombing under the codename Operation El
Dorado Canyon carried out by the Ronald Reagan administration against Libya in Tripoli
and Banghazi. Less than two weeks later, on April 26, the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant
went up in flames, leaving the world to deal with nuclear as much as political fallout in the
aftermath of the catastrophe. And in August, East and West Berliners commemorated the
25t anniversary of the building of the Wall with marches, speeches, and protests on both
sides of the border.”7 That year, the Berlin Wall was once again thrust into the spotlight and

its new, more colorful image revived in the public imagination.

77 It is perhaps ironic, in hindsight, that in 1982 the UN had passed a resolution declaring 1986 the
International Year of Peace.
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1986 was also a peak year for all kinds of painterly and sculptural activity on the
western side of the Berlin Wall, especially in and around Kreuzberg, the infamous borough
at the heart of the divided city which provided a perfect location and good publicity (Farber
206; Schmidt, “The Architecture,” 71). On an international scale, West Berlin had already
earned a reputation as a popular destination for street artists, graffiti sprayers, and Wall
painters, including several prominent figures from the US (Jonathan Borofsky, Gordon
Matta-Clark, Deborah Kennedy, David Wojnarowicz, to name a few).”8 Like many of their
contemporaries, these American artists who came to frequent West Berlin in the 1980s
“treated the city as a place of critical and creative passage.” The half-city’s exceptional
status and its ‘wild’ reputation, the Wall snaking its way through the streets still bearing
the scars of war, the constant presence of Allied troops turned West Berlin into the perfect
laboratory to contemplate the post-war order, including the “ingrained and emergent
practices of division” and exclusion that permeated US politics—and to challenge them
(Farber 6). And what better place to articulate this critique than the Wall’>—the ultimate
symbol of post-war division?

Keith Haring (1958-1990)—who ascended to fame in the early 1980s through his
subway street art alongside other star artists like Jean-Michel Basquiat (1960-1988),
Richard Hambleton (1952-2017), Lady Pink (1964), and Futura (1955)—was a welcome

addition to the list of creatives who left their mark on the city. Haring came to West Berlin

78 See Kuhrmann 155-156; Kuzdas and Nungesser 50; Pugh 2015, 429.

79 Specifically, in Kreuzberg—a district that belonged to the American sector.
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at the invitation of Rainer Hildebrandt, the aforementioned founding director of the Berlin
Wall Museum, with the intention to paint a circa 100-meter-long mural (approximately 329
feet) in the American sector, right next to Checkpoint Charlie. Unlike most activities along
the Wall, Haring’s publicity stunt was not a spontaneous event. The surface of the Wall was
primed prior to Haring’s arrival which meant overpainting Noir’s and Bouchet’s Statues of
Liberty, a series of stencil graffiti they had painted on July 4th to commemorate the
sculpture’s 100t anniversary. (Within days, however, Haring’s frieze, too, was overwritten,
but not before it was made permanent by numerous cameras.)8® The artist was protected
by military personnel, including an army helicopter that hovered over the site, and
surrounded by cameras (“Keith Haring Paints Mural on Berlin Wall”).

“For me,” as Haring recalled, “the Berlin wall was probably one of the most
successful media event things I ever did” (Kimval) and “the biggest circus I've ever seen”
(“Keith Haring”). The gesture, the very act of painting the Wall in Berlin in front of cameras
and crowds of bystanders was more important than the painting that would come to adorn
its surface. “The main objective here is that it is not an insignificant act that goes
unnoticed,” the artist told The New York Times. “The entire world should know that it
happened, reinforcing its political significance” (“Keith Haring”). The images of the Wall
and the pop artist performing his ‘ritual’ were therefore as much part of the process as the

images on the Wall, prompting observers to criticize the spectacle that the Wall and Wall

80 According to his journal, the artist was well-aware of this dynamic (Haring 52; Thompson 18).
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art had become to the detriment of more profound engagement with Cold War
iconography.

In the eyes of critics, the fact that prominent Western artists left their imprint on the
Wall defied its threatening purpose while both anticipating and prefiguring the era of
commodification and commercial exploitation of the Berlin Wall. Documented in “pictures,
exhibits and relics,” its history was already being preserved and displayed by the Museum
at Checkpoint Charlie. Some of the images printed on postcards could be purchased as
souvenirs in the museum shop, as the 1986 The New York Times report on Haring’s artistic
intervention pointed out (Schmemann). Moreover, most ‘witnesses’ of his performance
“experienced [Haring’s] work as they experienced West Berlin itself”—that is, virtually,
“through their consumption of mass media, including the television programs, magazines
and newspapers that covered Haring’s visit” (Pugh 2015, 429-430). The artist made a
similar observation in his diary in 1978. The artwork, he writes, “is temporary and its
permanence is unimportant. [ts existence is already established. It can be made permanent
by a camera. I don’t have to make it permanent” (Haring 52).

As for Haring’s signature-style graffiti, his Berlin Wall mural was an interesting
albeit, once again, controversial addition to the ‘Wall Street Gallery.’ In fact, what made
Haring’s painting and his performance so interesting were their discursive potential as part
of the collective project to ‘overcome’ the Wall through art. His presence in the walled-in
city, right after the anniversary of the Wall triggered conversations about the capability and
the limits of Wall art (and Wall painters) to offset the immediate effects of division or
somehow shift the balance between the two powers. It also raised questions about the kind

of art that was ‘appropriate’ for the occasion and the contested image of the city.
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The colorful mural depicted Haring’s trademark shapes: abstract human figures
composed of thick black and red lines, linked together in a long horizontal chain, and set
against a luminous yellow background. The radiant color combination was meant to evoke
the chromatic palette of the German flag, shared by the FRG and the GDR, as a hopeful,
universally legible gesture toward potential unity.8! The frieze could be read in static
segments or in motion, from left to right or from right to left. The ‘meaning’ of the
minimalist drawing was less overt than one often assumed: Are the figures pushing each
other out of the ‘frame’ or pulling others in? Are the circles meant to symbolize the holes in
their hearts—or are they targets on their chests? From a horizontal perspective, the
contorted shapes appeared to crawl in the direction of Checkpoint Charlie, perhaps in an
attempt to break out, to reach the end of the Wall. Read vertically, they all conformed to the
parameters dictated by the structure that contained them. As with much of Haring’s work,
the positive ‘message’ conveyed through the bright colors and the cartoonish simplicity of
the design triumphed over the darker undertones of his work.

Predictably, critics of Haring’s endeavors claimed that this type of colorful,
cartoonish street art camouflaged the Wall. At best, they insisted, the graffiti art
contributed to a process of commodification of the Wall, rendering it an object of
consumption for tourists. At worst, it helped to disguise the Wall’s true purpose, making it

increasingly invisible to the gazes of passers-by.82 As one bystander put it: “This is Valium,

81 Haring, “Berlin Mural, 1986;” Buchhart; Griinder 60-61; Pugh 2014, 277-278.
82 Speaking of the Israeli-Palestinian border, the anonymous street artist Banksy who gained international

fame since the start of his career in the 1990s allegedly described the wall as “the ultimate activity holiday
destination for graffiti writers” (Shalem 174). See also: Kuhrmann 153-154; Pugh 2015, 430.
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there’s no provocation in it. In every third toilet in Kreuzberg you can see the same graffiti”
(“Keith Haring”). Thierry Noir, according to his own account, faced similar accusations from
passers-by: “Unbelievably, people would sometimes think that I was a spy from France in
the employ of the Berlin authorities to make [the] wall beautiful” (“The Berlin Wall”).

More positive assessments maintained that artworks like Haring’s did—to an
extent—succeed in undermining, at the very least, the authority of the Wall and the forces
that ensured its continued existence. The art historian Emily Pugh, for instance, suggests
that they “once again made visible the iconography of the wall as stark and definitive, a
physical manifestation of the Iron Curtain” (Pugh 2014, 278). “By making the Wall visible,”
claimed urban historian Britan Ladd, “the colorful murals and graffiti also counteracted
West Berliners’ inclinations to ignore it” (26). Most importantly, I would argue that by
engaging with the Wall’s surface and texture, artists and activists like Haring imbued the
military structure with a different kind of physical presence that encouraged small acts of
civil disobedience and confrontation with the Wall. And yet, as Ladd warns his readers,
“[t]he very process of appropriating the Wall as art made it, arguably, less ugly, less
obscene, less criminal” and, by extension, less threatening, thus diminishing its significance
and the sense of urgency shared by citizens and the media during the first few months after
its construction (27).

This might well explain why the Wall art of Richard Hambleton—who, like Haring,
belonged to the New York Downtown art scene—was received more positively. Completed
in 1983 as part of his Secret Mission ‘tour’ across Europe, Hambleton’s black, dynamic
silhouettes appeared akin to human shadows smeared hastily over the Wall, and his street

paintings were perceived as more stirring and solemn in contrast to Haring’s popular
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comic-book style (Major 272). Hambleton, too, was drawn to the Wall as a public canvas for
artistic and educational ‘action’: “One can look at it as a school blackboard. I hope people
will write serious things on it.” His mural “Who is Afraid of Black Red Gold?” (a reference to
Barnett Newman'’s Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue series), for instance, consisted of
two thin red and yellow stripes painted on either side of a wide blackened segment of the
Wall: “a shadow of Germany” (Major 272).83

Still, whether playful and colorful or solemn and dark, many critics insisted that it
was Wall art that helped sustain the Berlin Wall “for decades, allowing it to appear as an
inconvenient but not unduly obtrusive presence, just another building in the crowded
capital” (Volner 139). Its effects were anaesthetizing at best. “[L]ong before it physically
vanished, art was able to erase the Wall from our mind thanks to the absurd and often
chaotic works which anticipated future reality.”84 In many ways, as Patrick Major explains,
“this was wish fulfillment that the Wall did not exist, and that westerners should not have
to feel guilty” (273).

Critical voices maintained that, as a political gesture, projects like Haring’s large-
scale painting failed to address or, at least, acknowledge the historical and political
specificity of the conflict instead placing an emphasis on abstract “symbols suggestive of

» o«

universality,” “social harmony,” and “generalized, unproblematized unity” (Farber 206).

The interlinked faceless figures were uniform in their design as if to suggest that the

83 See also Kuzdas 52-53; Griinder 272-273.

84 Raimo Gareis, Berliner Mauer: Die ldngste Leinwand der Welt, Krone, 1998, p. 96. Cited in Major 273.
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removal of the Wall would immediately result in the annihilation of the less visible borders
that had divided the two Berlins and the two Germanys at least after 1961, if not since the
end of World War II. And, as Pugh points out, they “fit neatly within the government’s
narrative of dissent” and the image of West Berlin advertised by the municipality as a
tolerant, cosmopolitan city, open to alternative lifestyles and practices despite escalating
conflicts with local activists and the squatters’ movement (2014, 277-278; 2015, 429,
431).85

In addition, the choice of location right at Checkpoint Charlie—the most
conspicuous crossing point between East and West Berlin which also served as the primary
gateway for foreign tourists, diplomats, and military personnel—meant that, “regardless of
Haring’s particular message” or the history of his social and political engagement in the US,
his performance was already “inscribed into a meta-narrative that [took] little notice of
nuances” or the complex interlinks between local and global affairs embodied by the Berlin
Wall and its iconic gateway (Kimvall). And rather than lessening these tensions, Haring’s
presence only served to amplify them.

Despite the waves of critique directed against an American ‘touring’ through West
Berlin, much of Haring’s work was closely aligned with that of other prominent
Mauermaler:innen who hoped to subvert the order imposed by the Wall (and other, similar
urban structures) by injecting it with new meanings and creating a space for public

discourse through poetic, creative, and often deliberately playful, yet provocative forms.

85 See also Ganivet 122.
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Like his antecedents, Haring, too, insisted that the painting of the mural was a “humanistic
gesture” (“Keith Haring”) as much as “a political and subversive act—an attempt to
psychologically destroy the wall by painting it” (Schmemann). Most importantly, he spoke
not just as a popular street artist but as an experienced activist, “much more politically
radical than the political administration of his homeland,” and a prominent anti-
establishment figure who, throughout his brief career,8¢ defended “the rights of sexual and
ethnic minorities” and advocated for greater awareness of HIV/AIDS as the epidemic
reached its zenith (Kimvall).

Ultimately, many artists—Ilike Keith Haring and Richard Hambleton, Deborah
Kennedy and Kiddy Citny—saw the Wall as a universal signifier and a symbol for other, less
visible and less tangible barriers, including those that “shadowed the practices and symbols
of American freedom.” What the Wall offered was “a parallel site [of pilgrimage], a complex
architectural doppelganger, to weigh instances and legacies of U.S.-sponsored segregation
and marginalization” and to “confront][...] the contradictions of U.S. Cold War policy and
practice” (Farber 6). Moreover, for artists and activists like Haring, the Berlin Wall
represented not just the division between the East and the West: “It’s about the

ridiculousness of all walls and enemies and borders.”87 In fact, slogans like “SAVE THE EARTH,”

» o« » «

“CHANGE YOUR LIFE,” “FIGHT YOUR MISERY,” “STOP RACISM!” had adorned the Wall even before it

86 Keith Haring died in 1990 of AIDS-related complications at the age of 31.

87 M. Small, “For a few fleeting hours Keith Haring makes a bright canvas of the Berlin Wall,” People 26,
November 10, 1986, 52-55. Cited in Pugh 2015, 428. See also: Kimvall.
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assumed its final shape.88 Kiddy Citny, who also regarded the Wall as his canvas and Wall
art as a form of public communication and popular enlightenment, talked about the
universal language of freedom that cannot be “confined by national boundaries” or narrow
ideological constructs. “[F]Jreedom’s language is something intuitive,” he argued, “and it is
felt by everyone; freedom obeys the golden rule without exception: what you do not want
to be done to you, who are you when you do this to another?”8° The Berlin Wall, too, spoke
in a universal language that easily translated into an experience that went beyond Cold
War realities; its surface and its images readily reflected whatever was projected onto
them. The Wall painters anticipated this transformation—and participated in it.

The question that remains, is not whether any of the colorful artworks ever had the
potential to transcend or, as Keith Haring put it, “psychologically destroy the wall”
(Schmemann). For to claim with certainty that they did, would require no less than a
teleological interpretation of the events that transpired in the fall of 1989. Instead, the
research question that drives this study has to do with the potential the actions of the
street artists possessed to challenge the Berlin Wall as an image, that is as an icon of its

time that existed beyond the collapse of the actual border wall?0 and a myth, or what

88 The examples mentioned here belong to one of the more prolific Wall painters who often went by the name
Indiano. These global messages, as the graffiti series came to be known, emerged in 1989-1990, just as the
Wall was coming down. Later on, many of them were auctioned off as artifacts of the Cold War.

89 The quotes are borrowed from Citny’s manifestos “Paint Down the Walls” and “Freedom Manifesto” (1990)
and were originally cited in Griinder (220-221, 218-225).

90 Sunil Manghani’s definition of the event of the fall of the Berlin Wall: as “an ‘image of our times,” “that it is
an icon of a specific moment in contemporary history” (48).
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Roland Barthes termed a “metalanguage”—the language in which we speak about the
world and through which we often come to define it.%1

The iconography of the Wall that emerged in the 1960s and 1980s endures to this
day not only due to its familiar images that are “instantly recognizable” but, following
Manghani’s definition of the iconic image, because they are highly legible and
communicable across the media landscape, even outside of their immediate spatial and
semantic fields and historical contexts (42). As snapshots of ‘reality,” images of the Wall
captured “moments of visual eloquence” that, over time, acquired “exceptional importance
within public life” and public discourse. They reinforced the “performance of public
judgment” (59), helped to foster and maintain a sense of kinship and cohesion within the
imagined boundaries of the no less imagined political community (Anderson), and
provided a template for future mainstream narratives and processes of political myth-
making.”? Yet, as image-ideas (Bildideen, not to be confused with Benjamin’s thought-
images—Denkbilder), they also harbored the danger of driving away the idea and flooding

our memories with their rhetorical power.?3

91 “It can be seen that in myth there are two semiological systems, one of which is staggered in relation to the
other: a linguistic system, the language (or the modes of representation which are assimilated to it), which I
shall call the language-object, because it is the language which myth gets hold of in order to build its own
system; and myth itself, which I shall call metalanguage, because it is a second language, in which one speaks
about the first” (Barthes 100).

92 See also Hariman and Lucaites 30.

93 “Die ‘Bildidee’ vertreibt die Idee” (Kracauer 1977, 34). See also: Kracauer, “Photography,” 58.
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ART IN ACTION: CROSSING THE WHITE LINE
One of the many artworks critically commemorating the birth of the Berlin Wall consisted
of a wooden school desk and a chair placed in front of a gold-rimmed blackboard painted
onto the Wall. Set against a colorful palimpsest of a landscape, the inscription on the
blackboard spelled out one word—*“Deutschstunde” (German lesson, or Lesson in German),
perhaps in reference to Siegfried Lenz’ (1926-2014) seminal post-war novel published
nearly two decades prior, in 1968.94 The kind of German history lesson the installation
offered remained open and, like so many spontaneous Aktionen, it would have vanished
without a trace, were it not for the pictures taken by photographers like Heinz Kuzdas who
circulated the motif on postcards and invitations to their own events and exhibitions.

The installation with its didactic impetus was by no means the only artwork that
used the medium of the Wall to educate West Germans and to remind them of the Wall’s
existence and its accumulated meaning. The 25t anniversary of the Wall once again drew
attention to divided Berlin and promoted its image as a site of artistic confrontation and
collaboration. And yet the fact that the Wall was still there and more impenetrable than
before undermined the hope in the utopian potential of Wall art to counteract the border’s
in/visible presence and to somehow ‘overcome’ the Wall through acts of artistic
intervention and grassroots resistance. If anything, the attention the Wall and Wall art

received from the media pointed to the contrary: the makers of the Wall, unwittingly,

94 “Kunstinstallation ‘Deutschstunde’ an der mit Graffiti bemalten Grenzmauer 75,” Stiftung Berliner Mauer,
Sammlung G (Ansichtskarten), Inventarnummer G-001438. See Kuzdas and Nungesser 22-23; Mayer 222;
“Mauerkunst—Privatkampf mit der DDR.”
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achieved their initial goal—to make the border look more appealing and more acceptable
to the eye. Wall art and Wall poetry resisted and reaffirmed the Wall’s power, even while
trying to actively negate it. When asked in 1986 how long the Wall would continue to stand,
many Berliners agreed that it would still be there in twenty-five years.?>

That same year, a group of young East German exiles who had only recently left (or
were forced to leave) the GDR staged a radical urban intervention in response to the Wall’s
perceived in/visibility and West Berliners’ apparent indifference to its abiding presence.
Their story has since been widely publicized, but like so many narratives that survived the
fall of the Wall, it, too, became contested by different actors as they sought to ‘work through
the past’®® and align themselves with the perspectives of a different present. As a case
study, their Aktion “Grenzziehung” (Demarcation of a Border) and the history of its
reception and (re)appraisal thus offer a glimpse into the debates and disputes surrounding

Wall art as a viable form of protest.®”

95 ] am borrowing this statement from the 1991 documentary Something to Do with the Wall shot by Ross
McElwee and Marilyn Levine in 1986 and 1989-1990 (see Chapter III).

96 The German term is Aufarbeitung [der Vergangenheit]. Like its predecessor, Vergangenheitsbewdltigung
(overcoming the past), the concept remains controversial and is frequently challenged by actors across the
geopolitical spectrum. The official organization tasked with “the comprehensive investigation and study of
the causes, history and impact of the dictatorship in the Soviet occupation zone in Germany, the GDR and East
Central Europe” was founded by the German government in 1998. According to their own statement, the goal
of the Federal Foundation for the Study of the Communist Dictatorship in Eastern Germany (Bundesstiftung
zur Aufarbeitung der SED-Diktatur) is to “promot[e] the reappraisal of the former Communist dictatorships in
Germany and other countries” and to “advance[e] public awareness at an international level”
(www.bundesstiftung-aufarbeitung.de/de/stiftung).

97 Most notably the autobiographical collage of voices Der weifde Strich. Vorgeschichte und Folgen einer
Kunstaktion an der Berliner Mauer written and compiled by Anne Hahn and Frank Willmann, one of the
original Mauermaler (2011), and featuring various contributions from other Wall painters and their
contemporaries. Another member of the group, Wolfram Hasch, has curated his own website, Berliner Mauer

Strich, with various essays and comments about the performance, his version of the events that transpired in
1986 and beyond.
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The group’s initial idea was to repaint the entire surface of the Wall white, thereby
returning it to its original ‘pristine’ state and matching the look of the Western facade with
the appearance of the border on the East-facing side where the white color made it easier
to identify movement and to track potential escapees. However, it quickly became apparent
that the activists’ ambitious plan had to be abandoned due to the exorbitant cost this
process would incur and the sheer size of the structure. Instead, they decided to draw a
thick white line across the middle section, the ‘belly’ of the Wall, deliberately covering
other graffiti and artworks in the process (including that of Keith Haring and Thierry Noir).
The white line (der weifse Strich) was to run uninterruptedly along the concrete panels at
eye level and, in places where the Wall was inaccessible, across other surfaces, much to the
dismay of other Mauermaler:innen, a few passers-by as well as the employees of the Axel
Springer publishing house who witnessed the act but refused to permit access to the
stretch of the Wall that cut through their backyard (Hahn and Willmann 56, 84).

Conceptually, the aim of their Mauerperformance was to correct West German
perceptions of the Wall and to re-focus their distracted gazes onto the concrete frame. The
activists, as some members of the group later recalled, wanted to make a statement in
defiance of the collective amnesia as to the actual purpose of the barrier and the violence it
inflicted upon the city and its populace, especially in the East.?8

In fact, according to later accounts published by the activists and their friends,

individual motivations for taking part in this project varied from the start. Indeed, not all

98 See Hahn and Willmann; Hasch; Onif3eit. See also Griinder 68-69, 280-283; Kuhrmann 154; Kuzdas and
Nungesser 58-59.
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Mauermaler shared the same ideas about the collective action or harbored the same
political motivations. For Jiirgen Onif3eit—one of the first punks in Weimar and the main
initiator of the Aktion—the act of whitewashing the Wall on the western side would have
transformed the disorderly canvas into the “neutral, fear-inflaming surface” (“neutrale,
furchteinfl6f3ende Flache”) which confronted citizens trapped on the other side day in and
day out (Hahn and Willmann 12, 52). The return to a blank canvas, he writes, promised to
de-aestheticize the Wall and annihilate the spectacle surrounding West Berlin’s most
popular tourist attraction.

Others, like Frank Willmann, opposed criticism directed solely at the GDR at the
expense of a more nuanced, critical perspective. For his generation born in Weimar around
1963, after the Wall went up, the East German state often appeared “just as unjust and
dehumanized” as its West German counterpart. Upon reflection, the distance between ‘East’
and ‘West’ collapsed: “Im Osten waren die Gitterstabe enger beieinander[; ilm Westen
konnte man hindurchschliipfen, und viele haben gar nicht gemerkt, dass ein Gitter da war,
es hat sie auch nicht interessiert, weil sie sich ausschlief3lich dem frohlichen Konsumieren
hingaben” (Hahn and Willmann 44).°° Willmann'’s sentiment and the image he conjured

would have been shared by many on either side of the Wall. In fact, after the border was

99 “In the East, the bars were closer to each other; in the West, you could slip through, and many never really
noticed that there were any bars, they didn't even care because they indulged exclusively in cheerful
consumerism.”
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demolished, its presence persisted in the form of other walls and barriers dividing the
reunified city and the nation.100

Jirgen Onifieit’s brother, Thomas Onifieit, on the other hand, regarded the Wall as a
symbol of freedom and criticized artists like Thierry Noir who sought to protect their work
from being overpainted or damaged. The Wall, in his words, was not some privatized
canvas offered for rent or an exhibition space reserved for self-promotion.101

Another Mauermaler, Frank Schuster, stressed in his testimony that his interest in
the Aktion was more complicated, political and provocative as much as artistic and
exploratory: “Bei mir iberwog das politische Moment, die Lust, den Jungs driiben eins
auszuwischen. Durchaus auch Offentlichkeit fiir die Aktion im Westen bekommen. Und ein
bisschen die kiinstlerische Auseinandersetzung.”102 As a newcomer, he wanted to get to
know West Berlin and the city’s hidden corners but also to attract attention to the group’s
cause and to garner publicity in the West, “spontan, provokant.” The Wall itself never
bothered him; it only marked the spot, the limit: “[H]ier bin ich im Westen. Nicht wirklich
frei, ich kann mich aber freier bewegen, Dinge tun, die mir in der DDR verwehrt waren”

(Hahn and Willmann 83).103

100 One of such projects, The Invisible Frame (2009), directed by the Berlin-based British filmmaker Cynthia
Beatt is discussed in Chapter IV.

101 “Dje Mauer war keine Leinwand, die jemand gepachtet hat” (Hahn and Willmann 47-48).

102 “The political element was more important to me, the desire to give the guys over there a wipe. I also
wanted to gain publicity for the action in the West. And a bit of an artistic confrontation.”

103 “Here, [ am in the West. Not really free, but I can move around more freely, do things that were denied to
me in the GDR.”
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Wolfram Hasch also insisted on a more ambivalent narrative in his later interviews
conducted around the 50t anniversary of the building of the Wall:

Die Idee des Weifden Strichs war fiir mich weder politisch noch kiinstlerisch,

vielleicht eine Mischung aus beidem. Am ehesten: Deutlichmachung der territorialen

Eingrenzung West-Berlins. Re-Realisierung der Grenze durch Negation ihres

verharmlosenden Staffelei-Charakters war ein Element, aber eben nicht das

Ubergreifende, weil wir ja auch dort den Strich zogen, wo sich gar keine Bilder

befanden. (Hahn and Willmann 124; Hasch, “Ein weisser Strich an der Berliner
Mauer”)104

The white line was not to negate the Wall but Wall art; it was to “re-realize” the border, that
is to re-visualize its form, its omnipresence in the landscape and to re-materialize the
borderline’s concrete substance as an architecture of violence. Drawing the line was less a
protest against the existing conditions, Hasch insists, than it was a “vehement reminder”
directed at the Wall painters who, according to the activists, had failed to reflect sufficiently
on the self-celebratory and anaesthetizing qualities of their Wall art (“Der Film Striche
ziehen”).

Hasch, of course, was the only member to be arrested by the East German
authorities during the Aktion and, as such, the only participant to experience the full
consequences of their intervention. Years later, after the group’s gradual dissolution, the
civil rights activist insisted that his capture and his imprisonment had ‘perfected’ their
Aktion. The act of Grenzziehung (demarcation of the border) turned into Grenzerfahrung,

both a physical experience of the border as a manifestation of a very real system that

104 “The idea of the White Line was, to me, neither political nor artistic, perhaps a mixture of both. Rather:
making explicit the territorial boundary of West Berlin. Re-realizing the border by negating its trivialized
easel-like character was one element, but not the overarching one, because we also drew the line where there
were no pictures at all.”
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maintained and guaranteed its existence as well as a physical border experiencel?> of the
extremes that befall those who cross this liminal space.106

On November 3, 1986, the five young activists, all in their early 20s, equipped with
buckets of cheap paint, rollers, tents, and camping pads all mounted on a small handcart,
set out to realize their project. The idea was to accompany the Mauerperformance with
experimental texts and poems—“Texte, die am Ende nur der Autor selbst verstand”107—
spontaneously recorded in a kind of diary (43-44).198 Knowing that they would be
observed, the members of the group disguised themselves with plaster-cast “mutant
masks” (“Mutantenmasken fiir ironische Ungeheur”) which, incidentally, bore the same
color as the paint applied to the Wall.19° The Kunstaktion began in the morning hours at the
Kiinstlerhaus Bethanien, a popular hub for creatives in Kreuzberg, with Jiirgen Onifieit

painting a slogan on the Wall to frame their performance, straight across one of Noir’s head

105 Usually translated as ‘liminal experience.’

106 “Perfekt an der Aktion war zudem auch meine Verhaftung, die dafiir sorgte, daf} die physische
Grenzerfahrung Mauer in eine physische Grenzerfahrung des fiir diese Mauer verantwortlichen
Gewaltapparats selbst fiihrte (Grepo, Todestreifen, MfS, Gefangnis). Denn die Mauer des realsozialistischen
Regimes bestand ja nicht blof3 aus diesem mitten durch Berlin schneidenden Beton, sondern auch aus
Gesetzen, aus Bewusstseinen, Gefingnissen, dessen Gangen, Zellwinden, Aussenmauern, mauernden
Abwehrreaktionen und Polizeigesten. Meine Haftzeit gehorte deshalb selbst noch zur Expedition an diese
Grenze und war eine unsere Aktion fortfithrende Erfahrungs-Reise in das Innere dieser Grenze und den
Apparat, der sie verwaltete (“Was wire wenn?” Hasch).”

107 “Texts that in the end only the authors themselves understood.”

108 The diary was later published in form of a brochure as an expression of solidarity with Hasch and as a
means of drawing attention to his arrest (Hahn and Willmann 43).

109 In a way, they also prefigured another famous Wall installation: Peter Unsicker’s 1987 plaster ‘death’
masks that appeared to be breaking through the Wall (Griinder 65, 287; Hahn and Willmann 47, 125; Kuzdas
and Nungesser 48; Major 272).

76



murals: “Dieser Strich wird als Markierung des Berliner Raumes neu vollzogen, um die
Mauer rundherum als Ghettowall blosszustellen [sic]!” (Hahn and Willmann 47; Hasch)110
The group’s painterly performance quickly attracted the attention of East German
border troops and secret police who had been monitoring the clique for a while. Officially,
the activists had operated on East German territory which, despite frequent trespassings,
began a few meters before the Wall. On the second day of the Aktion, Wolfram Hasch was
taken in by the border guards who used a secret trap door, installed within the Wall at
regular intervals, abruptly ending the group’s experiment in urban intervention.111 After
Hasch was captured, the members of the Weifser Strich Aktion decided to break off their act.
Local media were quick to publicize the story and, in Thomas Onifeit’s words, exploit their
cause (Hahn and Willmann 239). Axel Springer even withdrew a complaint that accused
the group of property damage, in order to secure an interview with the group. The report
was then published on the front page of their tabloid, the B.Z., with the melodramatic and,
according to the few witnesses, false headline reading “Er schrie noch seinen Namen”
(Hasch).112 This sudden public attention directed at the Aktion and its members
transformed the activists’ rather spontaneous “Dadaist” project into a political

performance enacted by youths who had escaped the GDR and now turned against their

110 “This line is being drawn anew as a marking of the Berlin territory in order to expose the Wall in its
entirety as a ghetto wall!”

111 West German police had warned the group of the trap doors and the dangers of trespassing the invisible
borderline (Grenzverletzung). Wolfram Hasch was arrested on charges that dated back to his life in the GDR.
The young artist was released from prison nearly seven months later after being bought out by the FRG. //
The young artist was bought out by the FRG and released from prison nearly seven months.

112 “He was still screaming his name.”
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former homeland (Hahn and Willmann 84; Hasch). The group’s attempt to cancel out West
Berlin’s Wall art was thus quickly reinterpreted as an act of revenge against the GDR rather
than an affront in the face of the West German Republic and its efforts to ‘come to terms’
with the border.

From the perspective of East German border guards and their superiors, the white
line was synonymous with the actual topographical border that separated East and West
Berlin. Akin to markings on road surfaces, the white line signaled order and regulated the
space around it and the bodies that moved (or were prohibited from moving) across the
limit it imposed. In fact, in the absence of other physical barriers, East German troops used
white paint to map and mark the border, e.g. on August 15, 1961, when a similar white
demarcation line was painted on the asphalt in front of Checkpoint Charlie to loud protests
from the Western side (Hahn and Willmann 67; Taylor 238-239). The masked men, they
concluded, attempted to do the same, to redraw the border between East and West Berlin
and lay claim to East German territory stretching before the Wall.

From the activists’ perspective, the white continuous line did not mark the border
but rather the physical manifestation of the border which had become a mere fagade. In the
words of Wolfram Hasch, “Die Mauer war uns nicht Feind, doch wir nahmen sie wahr, mit
unserer Geschichte, unseren Korpern” (Hahn and Willmann 84).113 West Berliners, on the
other hand, no longer experienced its presence as an obstruction that actually prohibited

and blocked their passage. Their occasional engagement with the Wall was random,

113 “The Wall was not our enemy, but we were aware of it, through our history, our bodies.”
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sporadic, and disengaged from the reality faced by people on the other side. In crossing out,
or over, other graffiti, the activists hoped to visualize and “re-realize” the Wall’s form and
function (124).

The white line, in other words, ‘reactivated’ the Wall’s presence as a continuous,
solid, non-porous frame—an ultimate limit to the half-city that could not be transgressed.
In syntactic terms, the continuity of the line emphasized the spatial dimensions of the Wall
as opposed to its perceptual fragmentation into a series of grey segments and colorful
patches covered with scribbling and graffiti. It rendered the Wall tangible again and was
meant to stimulate an embodied experience of division.

As a form of expression, akin to other graffiti, the line also signified the presence of
an active subject and asserted its presence in one fluid, minimalist gesture. In Facing the
Wall, a photo book documenting the many faces of the Palestinian-Israeli border, the art
historian Avinoam Shalem discusses how wall paintings and writings not only invade and
“intimidate our space” but also provide a space for public protest as much as “personal
articulation.” Inscriptions scribbled on the surface of the Wall speak to the viewer in a
“personal voice” which “accords [them a certain] authenticity” as opposed to official
statements or advertising campaigns (Shalem 170-171). The personal touch also enhances
the Wall’s function as a projection site for all kinds of sentiments and stories (Schmidt, “Die
Mauer,” 99-105) that could undermine more established and officially ‘sanctioned’
narratives.

Did the act of crossing out the Wall canvas in any way countervail its in/visible rule
over the landscape? Not unlike Haring’s 300-meter mural which drew its energy from the

spectacle generated by its creation, the continuous white marking certainly invited
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passers-by to follow its movement along the Wall and, in the process, opened up a space to
contemplate its effects. The testimony of Andrea Kelsch, a local film editor who worked for
the SFB (Sender Freies Berlin, the local public broadcasting service) and who also acted as
the sponsor and documentarian of the Aktion, provided a glimpse at this experience:

Die [Mauer] konnte so grof3, aber auch eng, ganz klein sein. Das war beim

Fotografieren irre. Zu sehen, wie eng das teilweise war. Zwischen

Hauserwanden und Mauer mal ein Meter, mal hundert Meter. Wenn du dem

weifden Strich folgtest, die war so hasslich auf einmal, diese graue Mauer. Ich

hab die Mauer da erst in ihrer Brisanz wahrgenommen. [... D]Jurch diesen

Strich bekam die was Plastisches, was Sichtbares. Vorher war die irgendwie

bunt bemalt, mit Spriichen versehen, Biume davor. (Hahn and Willmann
88)114

In the absence of visual breaks or pauses, the continuous white line required the kind of
spatio-temporal, dynamic engagement usually simulated by moving pictures. Moreover, the
act of purely optical contemplation (“Zu sehen, wie eng das teilweise war.”) was augmented
by the experience of tactile perception (“durch diesen Strich bekam die was Plastisches”)
that offset the anaesthetic effects of habitual movement along these spaces.

Walter Benjamin, of course, made a similar observation in his exemplary essay “Das
Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit” (“The Work of Art in the
Age of Its Technological Reproducibility”). There, Benjamin observes that buildings, and
architecture in general, “are received in a twofold manner: by use,” that is tactilely “by way

of habit”; and optically “by perception,” that is by way of “attentive observation” and

114 “The [Wall] could be so big, but also narrow and very small. It was crazy to photograph. To see how
narrow it was in some parts. Sometimes a meter, sometimes a hundred meters between the buildings and the
Wall. If you followed the white line, it suddenly appeared so ugly, this gray wall. It was only then that I
realized how volatile the Wall was. The line turned it into something tangible, something visible. Previously, it
was somehow colorfully painted, with slogans written on it, with trees in front of it.”
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“contemplation.” Habit, in turn, determines both the tactile and the optical “reception” of
architecture which, through habit, takes on a more casual, fluid form. Benjamin goes on to
suggest that “[r]eception in distraction” constitutes a “symptom of profound changes in
apperception” as much as a reaction to these changes—a coping mechanism that allows
individuals to “perform new tasks of apperception” without being overwhelmed. “Film,” he
concludes, is particularly “predisposed to this form of reception” as an art form that
“mobilize[s] the masses” (40-41).115

This famous passage from Benjamin’s essay illuminates the challenges faced by Wall
painters, conceptual and performance artists as much as filmmakers. While the visual, or, to
borrow from Benjamin, optical perception of the Wall could be addressed through a
combination of color, technique, and texture arresting viewers’ attention and inviting them
to contemplate its presence, tactile reception—which Benjamin also describes as habitual—
remained a much more elusive target.

Projects like The White Line explored this tension between the Wall as a virtual
body—a visual phenomenon that could be replicated as an image—and its material
qualities as an architectonic body capable of altering the physical experience of space and
place within and between human subjects. Some experimental films, like Cynthia Beatt’s
Cycling the Frame, as | will argue in the following chapter, aimed for a similar effect,
although the desired impression was achieved in a different medium, through

cinematographic rather than painterly means.

115 In fact, Benjamin uses the word Zerstreuung when talking about distraction—a term that also describes
entertainment.
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Images of The White Line project have since appeared in a number of publications,
documentaries, and podcasts, thanks, in part, to an anonymous photographer who
accidentally stumbled upon the group and documented several stages of their journey for
posterity (Hasch, “Ein weisser Strich an der Berliner Mauer”). However, the seemingly
straightforward story of the Aktion “Grenzziehung”—a group of young East German
dissidents attempt to paint the Wall until one of them gets captured by East German border
police—took a sudden twist decades later when Anne Hahn and Frank Willmann were
doing research for their book Der weifde Strich (2011). While browsing the Stasi Records
Archive (Stasi-Unterlagen-Archiv, BStU), they discovered that the person who initiated the
Mauerperformance, Jiirgen Onifdeit, was in fact listed as an informant for the Ministry for
State Security, better known as Stasi. His work for the secret police began in the fall of 1981
after the 19-year-old left his home and, following his account, was living in a squatted
building with his pregnant girlfriend. This testimony complicated the history of his
‘cooperation’ with the Stasi and the desire to, quite literally, draw a line (einen Strich
ziehen) between his present and former self. In 1984-1985, Onif3eit ended his cooperation
with the secret service before departing from the GDR (not without their help, as was later
revealed) and was henceforth categorized as a “negative-hostile person” (Hahn and
Willmann 33).

The filmmaker Gerd Kroske was able to interview Onif3eit and other participants of
the Aktion (all except Wolfram Hasch) for his 2014 film Striche ziehen (Drawing a Line). To

be sure, his interview-driven documentary is less interested in their performance than—in
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the filmmaker’s own words—the themes of “Anpassung, Widerstand und Verrat”116 and the
trauma inflicted upon each other.117 The director, whose voice is often heard in the
background, quickly takes sides and questions Onifdeit’s moral choices to the detriment of
the actual, much more difficult story of German-German division the latter is intermittently
trying to tell and to conceal. In response to Kroske, Onif3eit explains that the white line was
his attempt to exorcise the past by redrawing the border between the two Germanies and
the two identities he sought to separate. Rather than attack the edifice, the act of crossing
out the Wall ensured that it was still there, with the past securely tucked away from
eyesight that might trigger unwelcome memories and strenuous conversations. The film
culminates in a confrontation between the two brothers who, three decades later, still
struggle to negotiate their shared past and make sense of Jiirgen’s “betrayal,” at least in
front of the cameras.

Years later, as the memories of the events faded, more structured narratives,
matching the realities of post-Wall Germany and the demands of the so-called
Aufarbeitung18 of the past emerged, often to the detriment, as Wolfram Hasch laments in
his writing, of less ‘conformist’ and less coherent narratives. Dissatisfied with the portrayal

of the Aktion in the media and the accounts presented by his fellow Wall painters, Hasch

116 “Conformity, resistance and betrayal.”
117 DVD brochure.

118 Often translated as “working through” or “coming to terms with” the past. The official term used by the
Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung (Federal Foundation for the Study of the Communist Dictatorship in Eastern
Germany) is “reappraisal” (www.bundesstiftung-aufarbeitung.de /de /foundation).
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published his own version of the events,11? starting with a statement that emphasizes the
breadth of the group’s initial critique that aimed to transcend Cold War dualisms:
Es handelte sich bei dieser Aktion weder um einen Protestakt gegen die DDR und
deren Mauer noch, wie es spater ganz im Sinne aufarbeitungs-typischer DDR-

Geschichts-Integrationen hineingedeutet wurde, um die personliche Abrechnung
eines Ex-Spitzels der Staatssicherheit mit der Macht, der er gedient hatte.120

He insists that the white line was to mark “the ghetto-like borders of West Berlin,” as in
their slogan sprayed across the Wall. As an artistic gesture, however, the line was not
meant to strike out the Wall but the pictures (Malereien) that decorated the concrete
edifice masking its presence and the “historical realities” that made it possible.121

Onif3eit’s involvement with the Stasi and Hasch’s objections certainly complicate the
history as well as the legacy of The White Line by defying unambiguous interpretations of
their story. But while some details may have changed and some attitudes and dispositions
only crystallized after the collapse of the GDR, the debates surrounding the ‘art action’ itself
remain emblematic of the discourses revolving around the Wall, Wall art, and its potential
to ‘overcome’ the Wall’s symbolic power both as canvas and image. After all, projects like

The White Line, as most Berlin Wall art, seem to enact an irreconcilable dialectical tension

119 The website which details Hasch’s perspective on the Aktion was published in the fall of 2018.

120 “This action was neither an act of protest against the GDR and its Wall nor a personal reckoning of a
former State Security informer with the regime he had served, as it was later construed in the typical fashion
of ‘coming to terms with the past.”

121 “Entsprechende Dokumente, die meine Auffassung belegen, habe ich auf dieser Website beigefiigt. [...] In
dem ersten Dokument wird ausgedriickt, daf der Strich die ghettodhnlichen Grenzen Westberlins markieren
soll, im zweiten Schriftstiick wird betont, dafd der weisse [sic] Strich nicht gegen die Mauer gerichtet ist, deren
historische Gegebeneheit [sic] akzeptiert wird, jedoch—sinngeméfi—die Malereien diese Gegebenheit
kaschieren und daher durchgestrichen gehéren” (Hasch, “Statement,” www.berliner-mauer-
strich.de/Berliner-Mauer-Strich%20Statement.htm).

84



between affirmation and negation, destruction and preservation, between ‘coming to terms
with the past’ and refusing to participate in its revision. The White Line anticipates this
development. The group’s ‘performance’ could not cross out the Wall as a physical site; but
it could target the Wall as a sight where vision and reflection coalesce to produce images on
and of the Wall.

The completed white line zigzagged for 4.5 kilometers through the city, from
Mariannenplatz on the edge of Kreuzberg, past the border crossings on Heinrich-Heine-
Strafde and Friedrichstrafie, along the remains of Potsdamer Platz, and to Lenné-Dreieck—a
small stretch of land in the south-eastern corner of Tiergarten. Unsurprisingly, the white
strip was quickly covered with new shapes and doodles, but some segments remained. One
of those sections even made an appearance in Wim Wenders’ 1987 philosophical fantasy
drama Der Himmel liber Berlin (Wings of Desire) which also featured the work of Thierry
Noir, Indiano, and Kiddy Citny.122

A similar strip of paint, now executed in sky blue, has since reappeared on the
Israeli-Palestinian border alongside other familiar slogans like “Ich bin ein Berliner”123
from John F. Kennedy’s 1963 Berlin speech (Geteilt—vereint, 2015; Shalem 150-151). After
the Berlin Wall vanished into the ground, it was, too, replaced by another line—first, a strip
of red paint drawn by the mayor of (re)unified Berlin, Eberhard Diepgen, near the former

Checkpoint Charlie in 1996 (Kuzdas and Nungesser 86); and later, a double row of

122 For a detailed discussion of the film, see Chapter II.

123 “ am a Berliner.”
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cobblestones that marked the space where the Western Wall once stood, thus cementing
the Western perimeter of the border, rather than its Eastern side, in Germany’s

Erinnerungskultur—the (re)unified country’s official culture of remembrance.
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CHAPTER II

“OH, WALL, OH, WALL, OH, PRETTY WALL":

WINGS OF DESIRE (1987) AND CYCLING THE FRAME (1988)

There are several ways of making films. Like Jean Renoir and
Robert Bresson, who make music. Like Sergei Eisenstein, who
paints. Like Stroheim, who wrote sound novels in silent days.
Like Alain Resnais, who sculpts. And like Socrates, Rossellini [
mean, who creates philosophy. The cinema, in other words, can
be everything at once, both judge and litigant.

—]Jean-Luc Godard, Godard on Godard (1986)

Writing in his journal in 1978, the American pop artist Keith Haring dreamt of a total work
of art that would encompass “music, performance, movement, concept, craft and a reality
record of the event in the form of a painting.” For unlike other media, Haring commented
enthusiastically, video was “capable of reaching higher levels of communication” that were
“more direct, more involved than painting [or] sculpture.” Most importantly, beside the
“reality record,” video could provide an audio-visual, filmic record of the street artist at
work.

This passage from Haring’s journal describes an idea he developed after
documenting one of his experiments on camera: “After the completion of my first video
piece—me painting myself into a corner—I am becoming much more aware of movement.
The importance of movement is intensified when a painting becomes a performance. The
performance (the act of painting) becomes as important as the resulting painting” (50). The
act of painting, that is, the dynamic interplay between the artist, his body and his fluid
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gestures, the surface of the canvas, the tools he uses, and the painting as a work in motion,
is fundamentally transformed once it becomes a performance recorded on camera which
distills and intensifies all movement. The camera not only condenses motion; it enables it
to live on in a new, more dynamic, more permanent, more communicable form as a
Gesamtkunstwerk—a total work of art that can be archived, reproduced, circulated, and
even altered at will.

In the case of the Berlin Wall art, the presence of cameras transformed fleeting
performances and fragile, temporary paintings, installations, and ‘art actions’
(Kunstaktionen) into something more permanent—actions that could be played and
replayed, that could challenge the Wall’s image even after they had been erased from the
surface and taken on discursive functions that they did not possess as isolated static
entities. Simultaneously, the act of recording also enabled the Wall to live on as an image
which, in turn, some artists, as I tried to demonstrate in the previous chapter, sought to
isolate and confront. The means of doing so were contested and ranged from spraying and
attacking segments of the Wall with slogans and expressive word-images (Wortbilder and
Bildwdrter) to bashing it with a hammer (as did the American activist John Runnings),124
knocking out entire pieces of the Wall (Aktion “Grenzverletzung” performed by Stephan
Elsner who was subsequently arrested by British troops protecting the border),12> and

setting it on fire (as did the Feuerkiinstler Kain Karawahn with his spectacular

124 For more on Running’s Aktion see Chapter III.

125 See, for instance, Griinder 98-99.
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pyrotechnical displays). Other artists tried to change its optical and haptic qualities as
matter, making the concrete appear more fragile, malleable, elastic, and distorted (Peter
Unsicker, Deborah Kennedy, among others).

Another strategy sought to counteract the border’s ostensibly immutable nature as a
solid, static structure by injecting the Wall (and the images thereof) with movement and
setting its fragments in motion. The movement, whether recorded on camera, transferred
onto the Wall (Aktion “Grenzziehung” aka Der weifSe Strich), or spelled out conceptually,
served to render the Wall visible as a Wall, and, in some ways, simultaneously reinforced its
presence as a border. Yet, because the Wall’s primary function was to prohibit movement
and to make it impossible to move past or through the obstacle, the act of making the Wall
‘move’ also introduced a subversive element. Although the Wall could not move or be
moved by force, it could be set into motion by the moving camera as a form of creative
defiance. Within this realm of movement, any sudden cessation of motion, then, also served
to heighten the artwork’s contemplative, affective resonance. Film and the act of filming,
recording and watching, displaying and recycling the material thus played—and continue
to play—a crucial role in the history of the “Berlin Wall Imaginary.”

The following chapters interrogate projects that employ cinematic means to
question, confront, and counteract the Wall’s unnerving and unmoving presence. While
numerous films endeavored to capture the ugliness and the inhumanity of the Wall, a small
subset of movies attempted to transcend this aspect of the Wall’s representation by delving
into the realm of philosophical and poetic reflection that went beyond the dynamics and
the vocabulary of Cold War discourse. Rather than explicitly politicize or criticize the Berlin

border as a geopolitical reality, these films pursued a different avenue. Here, | use the term
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border poetics to describe strategies in which the Wall is constructed and confronted
through poetic, aesthetic, and filmic means that take into account the discursive
implications of how the Wall’s form and function (both as a material object and an image)
have been represented in the past.

Of course, to speak of border poetics is not to imply that there is something poetic
about borderscapes. At first glance, such an approach might seem to undermine the
imperative to recognize borders for what they are and what they are built to accomplish.
On second glance, though, there is much to be gained from approaching the Berlin border
as an architectural and therefore aesthetic composition, for border poetics pays close
attention to overlooked aspects of architecture as a composite aesthetic practice, that is,
both an optical and an embodied, corporeal art form. Moreover, as Jayjit Sarkar and Auritra
Munshi note in their opening chapter of Border and Bordering: Politics, Poetics,
Precariousness (2021), border poetics refuses to reduce borderlands to “a mere flat
topography”; rather, they argue, border poetics “can serve as a better means than
borderland politics” (26) precisely because it firmly acknowledges that “[t]he poetics of
border and border in poetics are not free”—are never free—"“from the politics of border
and border in politics, and vice-versa” (13). Therefore, while borderlands are often
“conceived as spaces of fear and anxiety—as xenophobic and agoraphobic spaces,” border
poetics reappraises them as catalyst spaces “instrumental in opening up a plethora of new
possibilities” that are creative and aesthetic as much as they are political and, in the case of
the Berlin Wall, civic in nature (25).

Likewise, the films discussed in this project do not conform to conventions of

representation of the “Berlin Wall Imaginary” as popularized by mainstream media or what
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Eric Rentschler has termed the “cinema of consensus” (2000). As such, they risk
relativizing the Wall’s significance by making it appear as a universal human signifier
detached from its historical and specific geopolitical context, much like West Berlin’s Wall
art was accused of generating an anaesthetic experience rather than outright confronting
its ‘enemy.’ Instead, [ argue that by venturing into this domain, films like Wim Wenders’
Himmel tiber Berlin or Cynthia Beatt’s Cycling the Frame succeeded in exploring new
avenues and ways of confronting border politics with border poetics in an era when the

Wall’s downfall seemed implausible if not entirely impossible.

CINEMA, ARCHITECTURE, AND THE ART OF FRAMING
A kinetic art form, cinema has always embraced movement as a quintessential quality both
of the city and the medium that transports its quivering heartbeat to the screen. “The very
existence of terms like movie, moving picture, and motion picture,” Justin Remes reminds
us, “reveals just how central the impression of movement has been in conventional
conceptions of cinema” (5).126 Citing Yomi Braester, Geraldine Pratt goes even further and
suggests that “[t]he spatialities of film and urban processes are [...] entirely
interdependent,” so much so that “it is not the city that gives rise to movies”127 but films

“that forge an urban contract and create the material city and its ideological constructs” (6).

126 Emphases added.

127 Emphasis added.
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Indeed, the very (hi)story of film begins with images of trains and trams, machines
and bodies moving through the bustling metropolis in cacophonous unison, making the city
come alive in a virtuoso, virtual frenzy. Early twentieth-century filmmakers like Walter
Ruttmann (Berlin: Die Sinfonie der Grofsstadt, 1927) and Dziga Vertov (The Man with a
Movie Camera, 1929), to name the two most frequently cited canonical examples,
experimented with different variations of movement to forge a new identity for the city as a
place where everything and everyone is set in motion. In turn, on a more abstract level, the
recorded movements created their own palpable rhythm and animated urban spaces with
the kinetic energy of the cinematic apparatus. Today, it is almost impossible to imagine a
city without drawing on the vast visual archive of still and moving images it has spawned
throughout the 20th century. As Wim Wenders poignantly puts it:

Our contemporary life as it is would be completely different if the 20th

century had happened without the cinema—our habits, the way we look,

what we do, what we think, would be different—our contemporary life now

in the early 21st century is completely formed by the fact that the 20th

century was the century of the moving image—the moving image changed
our way of thinking, moving around and seeing things.128

Furthermore, since its inception, cinema has been a potent tool for exploring urban
environments, interacting with built structures, and challenging the viewer’s perception of
space in new, intellectually stimulating, and visually compelling ways. And ever since the
early days of cinema, filmmakers, film critics, and scholars have sought to investigate the
ways in which architecture and (urban) space are revealed in and through film. What

moving pictures offered was more than an archival access to the past or an authentic

128 Wenders, cited in Penz and Lu 7.
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setting for the dramas staged within the urban mise en scéne. Cinema acted as a site for
experimentation with bodies and structures, as a laboratory for the exploration of the built
environment and architecture’s imaginative powers. It tested the very plasticity of filmic
space by setting architecture in motion, transforming a spatial art form into a kinetic
structure that unfolds in and over time. By assembling selectively recorded fragments and
weaving them into new compositions, cinema illuminated and manipulated reality at the
same time. It rendered things more visible, tangible, and less familiar; and opened up an
infinitely complex, uncontainable space full of optical illusions, disruptions and
deformations, extensions and enlargements, reductions and accelerations. In doing so,
cinema suspended and questioned the natural order of things, while generating “new
structures of matter” (Benjamin 2003, 266). Moreover, by allowing the viewer to
experience spatial constructions through sight, sound, movement, rhythm, and montage,
cinema activated hidden aspects of reality otherwise inaccessible to the human eye—what
Walter Benjamin famously described as the “optical unconscious”—and examined them on-
screen (2003, 266).

For early theorists of cinema like Walter Benjamin or Siegfried Kracauer, the
relationship between cinema and architecture does not end here. It runs deeper, beyond
the realm of purely visual representation or optical inspection. For all media that on the
surface appear purely ‘visual,’ from painting to cinema to digital art, are, ultimately, “mixed
media” that operate in a multimodal, multisensory, and intermedial fashion, in that way
blurring conceptual boundaries and challenging our theoretical frameworks (Ellestrom;
Mitchell 2018, 125). Moreover, both film and architecture, as [ discussed in Chapter I, are

received “by use and by perception,” that is through tactile and optical reception,
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accomplished not so much by the attentive gaze of an urban explorer like Franz Hessel’s
figure of the flaneur; or the distracted gaze of a tourist whose vision is already pre-filtered
through other media (such as guide books, scenic postcards, advertising campaigns, etc.);
but through immediate usage and every day habitual activities of an urban dweller whose
existence is already rooted in the cityscape. Here, tactile experience functions as a form of
appropriation of space, as a form of embodied knowledge grounded in habit and an
important factor in understanding how spatial constructions affect bodies, how they shape,
permeate, dominate, and even subordinate them.

Awareness of these processes is easily lost in the flow of everyday life or forgotten
over time as new subjects form new relationships with their surrounding landscapes. The
only way to activate the senses and, in Anthony Vidler’s words, “to render architecture
critical again” (2000, 115) is to stir up the familiar elements by rearranging them in strange
and even radical ways on the screen and by encouraging the audience to re-examine what
otherwise seems to be a “valid organization of things” (Kracauer, “Photography,” 63). In
other words, architectural forms become intelligible when refracted through the light of
the cinematograph that connects imagined structures to lived experiences and abstract
shapes to potential meaning(s) that they seek to communicate and to (re)negotiate. Herein
lies the socio-historical and political significance of the tactile mode of perception as a
collective form of experience. Both film and architecture, as Benjamin insists, are received
“through the collective” (2003, 268) and possess the potential to intellectually mobilize ‘the
masses’ by defying the overall anaesthetization of experience induced by new modes of

production and distribution of information across an ever-growing media landscape.
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Another early twentieth-century theorist and practitioner whose legacy continues
to shape the ever-expanding field of film and visual studies, Sergei Eisenstein (1898-1948),
argued that architecture is inherently cinematic. Indeed, he goes as far as to suggest that it
constitutes a kind of primordial, ancestral form of cinema. One of the more prominent
examples Eisenstein discusses in “Montage and Architecture,” an essay written somewhere
between 1937 and 1939 and only published posthumously (Eisenstein et al. 111; Molinari
893), is the Greek Acropolis:

The Greeks have left us the most perfect examples of shot design, change of

shot, and shot length (that is, the duration of a particular impression). Victor

Hugo called the medieval cathedrals “books in stone” (see Notre Dame de

Paris). The Acropolis of Athens has an equal right to be called the perfect
example of one of the most ancient films. (“Montage and Architecture,” 117)

From a more technical perspective, the Soviet filmmaker, an engineer by training,
famously linked architecture and cinema via the art of montage and the relationship
that exists between the mise-en-scene (“the three-dimensional arrangement” which
is placed on the stage in front of the camera) and the mise-en-cadre (that which is
placed in the frame itself).12% The cinematic apparatus, he argued, has succeeded
where many conventional paintings and other graphic arts had ‘failed.” While the
latter “remain incapable of fixing the total representation of a phenomenon in its full
visual multidimensionality,” of architecture in particular, cinema, unlike any other

medium, “has solved the problem of doing this on a flat surface.”

129 Cutting 76; Eisenstein 129.

95



This is not to say that some artists and cultures have not been practicing
cinematographic montage, experimenting with the sequential juxtaposition of
images, or their framing and thereby invoking the art of cinematography, whether
knowingly or unknowingly.130 In fact, as Eisenstein poignantly insists, “all the arts,
throughout the centuries, tended toward cinema,” and the recent emergence of the
latter not only can aid in the interpretation and understanding of the methods used
by other art forms over the centuries, but, vice versa, will allow film theorists and
practitioners to better understand the inner workings of the new medium (112). In
a similar fashion, architectural structures and fragments that appear on film interact
with the very syntax and lexicon of cinema while the latter playfully recasts and
remodels architectural paradigms with all their latent possibilities and inherent
constraints.

Indeed, for Eisenstein, like for many early twentieth-century film enthusiasts
and filmmakers, the language of cinema was full of uncharted and unfathomed
potential. The new medium was uniquely positioned to create imaginary paths
(nymby) that allowed the eye to absorb an object in all its “varying perceptions”; even
objects, impressions, and phenomena that existed “far apart in time and space,
gathered in a certain sequence into a single meaningful concept” on the flat(tened)

surface of the screen (116). Frame upon frame, through sequencing and the art of

130 The examples Eisenstein provides in his 1929 “Beyond the Shot” essay specifically list what he calls “the
cinematic features of Japanese culture” which include Kabuki theater, 18t-century ukiyo-e prints, and
ideograms—or “hieroglyphs,” as Eisenstein falsely labels them—used in Japanese script (1929, 119).
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montage cinematographic language revealed something previously unseen and
assembled these phenomena into one consecutive strip. Crucially, architectural
structures and the overall composition of space provided another kind of framing
within the cinematic frame, thus complicating the relationship between the mise-en-
scéne and the mise-en-cadre, between the inner and the outer frame(s).

‘Frame’ and ‘framing’ are, of course, ambiguous terms that describe both an
‘order’ and a ‘border’ (Dovey 1). A frame can shape things, provide them with
structure and support, and help articulate their relationship to each other; yet it can
also delimit, delineate, and distort. A frame is, thus, above all, a border that entraps
and interprets by reconfiguring and restructuring the environment captured within
its limits. Crucially, framing at once describes “the construction of a world” and “a
way of seeing ourselves in it,” like in a mirror or a picture (1). Here, architecture and
cinema coalesce, for both ‘media’ provide a framing that, as Kim Dovey emphasizes
in Framing Places: Mediating Power in Built Form, is at once literal and discursive.
Walls, windows, doorways shape space, form and inform our experience of
navigating various environments; cinema re-shapes these constructs and infuses
them with meaning. As such, the act of framing (and re-framing) is an exercise of
power—or an attempt to undermine the (b)order and the practices that sustain it.
Just like “the built environment mediates, constructs and reproduces power
relations” that structure our lives and institutions which govern them (1), cinematic
framing redraws, reforms, and, more often than not, reaffirms these relations.

To explore framing means to explore the practices of power, the collisions

and conflicts they (re)produce as well as the ideological constructs that support and
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reinforce them. In one of his typical manifesto-like claims, Eisenstein states:
“Conflict lies at the basis of every art.” The Soviet filmmaker, of course, conceives of
conflict as a dialectical pull between two elements (be they shots, fragments, or
graphic directions) that give “rise to an idea” (“Beyond the Shot,” 126-127). I take
this concept of framing and conflict as my point of departure to investigate how
frames and framing—structures that permeate both Cycling the Frame and Himmel
liber Berlin as their protagonists weave their paths through the city—serve as
strategies for confronting and overcoming the Wall as an impasse through
cinematographic means. Both films take the idea of the path literally: one, by
following the outline of the Wall like a pathway into West Berlin’s remotest corners;
the other, by breaching the frame and transforming the Wall into a passageway that
leads its characters to salvation. And whilst both films are unable to break through
the actual border, their poetic configurations form a path that transcends the
obstacle and allows viewers to experience a world in which borders no longer hold

sway over the subjects of their reign.

“HINEIN IN DIE WELTGESCHICHTE”:
(WEST) BERLIN—THE ETERNAL CITY ON THE BANKS OF HISTORY
Released in the fall of 1987, Wim Wenders’ acclaimed romantic fantasy Himmel iiber Berlin
(English title: Wings of Desire) famously begins with the written word:

Als das Kind Kind war,
wufite es nicht, dafd es Kind war,
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alles war ihm beseelt,
und alle Seelen waren eins. 131

This poem, which consists of ten stanzas and is recited throughout the film, was written by
the Austrian author and playwright Peter Handke,32 Wenders’ “archangel,”133 who also
contributed to the screenplay of the movie. While only the second stanza of the ‘children’s
song’ is spelled out in cursive on the screen by a yet unidentified hand (which, as the
audience will find out later on, belongs to the main protagonist—one of the omniscient
celestial beings within the story), fragments of the poem will continue to illuminate and
accompany the film as a leitmotif, sending the viewer back to the beginning and nodding to
the text, the written word, that preceded the creation of Wenders’ parabolic tale.

What is significant for my inquiry here is that the poem, specifically the second
stanza which frames the beginning of the movie, captures the experience of a child who is
not yet able to differentiate, in a Lacanian sense, between the self and the world. For the
child, as the poem goes, everything was ensouled, and all souls were but one. When the
child was just a child, no membranes, no dividers, no borders existed between beings, and

if they did, these boundaries were porous and fluid: “Why am [ me and why not you? Why

131 “When the child was a child, / it did not know that it was a child, / everything was ensouled to him, / and
all souls were one.”

132 [t is, perhaps, worth mentioning that Handke, though a controversial figure in literary circles, received the
Noble Prize in 2019 “for an influential work that with linguistic ingenuity has explored the periphery and the
specificity of human experience” (The Nobel Prize in Literature 2019).

133 As Wenders describes it in a piece written in 1987 and published in 1992 (“On Wings of Desire”): “The
angels had to speak poetically, so language became especially important. Having made four films in English, I
badly wanted to return to my mother tongue, and I wanted the dialogue to be particularly beautiful. I called
my archangel, Peter Handke.” Handke had just finished working on another project and was, in Wenders’
words, “completely drained,” Yet he agreed to co-write the script, as long as it was “nothing structural, no
screenplay.”
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am I here and why not there? When has time begun and where does space end?”134 These
opening meditations on a world without borders stand in stark contrast to the images that
follow and the filmic city of (West) Berlin that Wenders and his cinematographers, Henri
Alekan?3> and Agnes Godard,3¢ paint on the space of the screen.

At first, the skies (Himmel) over Wenders’ Berlin may appear limitless, in a
contrasting allusion to Christa Wolf's novel Der geteilte Himmel (Divided Heaven) which
was released, both as a book and movie, almost two decades prior.137 And yet, from the
opening shots of the movie, the city and its populace are defined and delimited by a
plethora of architectural dividers, frames, and separators that isolate and disconnect them
from one another. Unsurprisingly, it is only the children who can see the angels and who
are least trapped by borders as they play on the streets or swivel around each other.
Nonetheless, as one child (“Kind an Mauer”) exclaims, even they are not spared the

experience of loneliness necessitated by the many borders: “Ich bin so allein. Ist das nicht

134 “Warum bin ich ich und warum nicht du? Warum bin ich hier und warum nicht dort? Wann begann die Zeit
und wo endet der Raum?”

135 Henry Alekan was a renowned French cinematographer and author whose career began in the 1930s and
spanned almost seven decades. His book Des lumiéres et des ombres (Lights and Shadows), published in 1984,
explored the nature of light and lighting in cinema and painting. The 1982 film Der Stand der Dinge (The State
of Things) was his first collaboration with Wenders. Alekan’s last name is famously referenced in the name of
the circus where Marion performs in Himmel iiber Berlin. According to Wenders (“On Wings of Desire”),
Alekan “didn’t know Berlin,” unlike Wenders, and that convinced him that the French cinematographer
“would reveal a new and unfamiliar view” of the city: “he has the ability to create incorporeal shapes with
light, as though he himself has access to this faerie universe through the mystery of light.”

136 Agnes Godard, an award-winning French cinematographer, worked with Wenders on a number of
projects; she also collaborated with Henri Alekan and, since 1990, has been closely associated with Claire
Denis.

137 Christa Wolf's book was published in 1963. The film, directed by Konrad Wolf, was released the following
year.
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gemein? Zu Dreien, das war’ fein. Aber, ich bin ja trotzdem allein.”138 In conversations
about his films, Wenders, in turn, described the kind of vision that is available to children
as a filmmaker’s “dream”: “In my films, children are present as the film’s own fantasy, the
eyes the film would like to see with. A view of the world that isn’t opinionated, a purely
ontological gaze. And only children really have that gaze.”139 In Himmel iiber Berlin that
gaze is shared by the children, the angels, and, to an extent, the audience who are given a
privileged view of (West) Berlin from an angelic perspective (Rogowski 30).

Of course, much has been written over the years by scholars, film critics, and
cinephiles alike about Wenders’ timeless classic which is rarely missing from university
syllabi and various best-of lists on German film.140 For the purposes of this study, however,
[ intend to explore Wenders’ border poetics, particularly the filmmaker’s formal and
aesthetic strategies of representing the Berlin Wall as the most prominent and infamous
divider in the city’s history. More specifically, I am interested in the three scenes in which
the Wall appears in Wenders’ film and the poetic reconfigurations it undergoes throughout
the movie. (In the fourth instance, as I briefly mention below, the Wall had to be

reconstructed as a prop since the intra-border strip was not accessible to civilians, let alone

a West German film crew.)

138 “I am so alone. Isn't that cruel? Three of us, that would be nice. But I am still alone.”
139 Wenders, The Act of Seeing, cited in Graf 66-67.
140 In fact, the Camden House German Film Classics series only recently published a volume on Wings of Desire

aka Himmel iiber Berlin that focused solely on the film.

101



Himmel tiber Berlin follows five children: three angels (Damiel and Cassiel played by
Bruno Ganz and Otto Sander respectively; and Peter Falk as himself—the actor who
portrayed the iconic TV detective Lieutenant Columbo, and a former angel), a bard (aka
Homer played by Curt Bois),141 and a woman with wings—the circus trapeze artist Marion
(Solveig Dommartin) who, despite her loneliness and feeling of detachment and isolation,
radiates life energy that attracts celestial attention. One of the angels whose steps the
movie follows most closely, Damiel, seeks to escape his predicament: “It is glorious to live
only in spirit and day after day for eternity to be a testament of the purely spiritual to the
people. But sometimes my eternal spiritual existence is too much for me.”142 When he
finally sheds his angelic status and assumes human form, he finds himself unconscious in
the ‘death strip’ (Todestreifen), only to be saved deus ex machina by his guarding angel-
friend, Cassiel. Damiel wanders through the city until, at a concert of about Nick Cave and
The Bad Seeds, he finally finds the person he was drawn to throughout the film—Marion.

Unlike Damiel, Cassiel is content to be confined to his role as a beneficent yet
dispassionate and mostly impartial watcher drifting across space and time in the
monochromatic limbo of angelic existence: “Remain alone. Letting it happen. [...] Doing

nothing more than watching, collecting, witnessing, attesting, preserving. Remain the spirit.

141 Before filming began, Wenders had the idea of “an old archangel who lives in a library.” In the end, as
Wenders describes him, “Curt Bois was neither man nor angel but both at once, because he’s as old as the
cinema itself” (“On Wings of Desire”).

142 “Es ist herrlich, nur geistig zu leben und Tag fiir Tag fiir die Ewigkeit von den Leuten rein was Geistiges zu
bezeugen. Aber manchmal wird mir meine ewige Geistesexistenz zu viel.”
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Remain at a distance, remain in the word.”143 In fact, it is Cassiel’s Abstand (distance or
detachment), that leaves him unanchored in the immediate reality and allows us, the
viewers, to experience the border-blurring asynchronicity, or, to borrow Ernst Bloch’s
term, non-simultaneity (Ungleichzeitigkeit), of Berlin’s present pasts (S. Ward, 21).
Originally, Wenders toyed with the idea of assigning national identities to the angels which
would correspond to the Four Powers that governed West Berlin:

[ thought you might have four angels: American, British, French, and Russian.

But that made it too schematic. Then, for a time, the angels were ex-airmen, a

kind of aviators’ club, like in Howard Hawks’s Only Angels Have Wings. By and

by, we boiled it down to keep just what mattered: what the angels see.
(Wenders 2009)144

While Damiel’s attention remains focused on Marion and the mysterious character of Peter
Falk (who only later reveals his true origins), Cassiel appears to drift in and out of the
space-time continuum infusing West Berlin’s panoramas with “present absences” that
haunt Wenders’ West Berlin of 1986 (Pugh 2014, 281-282). The past and the present, as
Cassiel experiences them, coexist on the same plane, invisible to West Berliners but
painfully palpable to the angels and, thanks to the insertion of archival footage, the
audiences watching the movie. Wenders’ (West) Berlin, the city of angels, thus appears
laden with histories and memories of the past, inscribed into the fractured, richly layered

)

landscape. This visual “repository” is then re-activated “into a space of museal encounter’

»

through what Simon Ward called an “interactive,” “anamnestic” gaze (in reference to

143 “Allein bleiben. Geschehen lassen. [...] Nichts weiter tun als anschauen, sammeln, bezeugen, beglaubigen,
bewahren. Geist bleiben. Im Abstand bleiben, im Wort bleiben.”

144 Written in 1987. Originally published in: Wim Wenders, The Logic of Images: Essays and Conversations,
1992. Emphasis added.
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Andreas Huyssen’s ‘museal gaze’)—a gaze “that can perceive a sense of the past” and the
“non-synchronicity” that shapes its present (120).

At times, as when Cassiel takes a backseat in an Oldtimer (a vintage car) observing
the streets and listening to the musings of a lonesome driver, the border between the now
(divided Berlin) and then (the bombed-out ruins of the city in the aftermath of World War
I) threatens to collapse and overwhelm even the unpassioned angel. When the car finally
arrives at its destination, a film set where Peter Falk’s character portrays a detective in a
period piece set sometime during the Nazi rule, the historical footage merges with the
staged reality of the set as if the temporal barrier did not exist and time flowed freely in
and out of bounds.

As much as the winged celestial beings are free to traverse spatial borders as easily
as they glide through the air, they, too, are confined to their plane of existence (marked in
sepia-toned black-and-white in contrast to scenes involving human protagonists that are
shot in color).14> The angels are able to reach out and even soothe the people they touch in
a moment of need. And yet, their sensorium is deprived of the capacity to experience the
world through corporeal senses and the affective reactions the latter trigger in human
bodies constrained, unlike the heavenly messengers, by gravity. Colors, smells, flavors, the
feeling of pain, warmth, or cold remain out of reach, beyond a line the angels can only cross

once, as Damiel ultimately will.

145 According to Wenders own account, “The idea for the film had suggested itself to [him] in black and white.”
He associated the black and white color pallet “with the world of dreams”—and Berlin: “Berlin needed that,
and so did the angels: they were unable to touch things, they didn’t know the physical world, and so it was
logical that they had no colors either.” The latter would only be visible to humans and Wenders’ viewers “with
color appearing at odd moments in the film, as a new experience” (“On Wings of Desire”).
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Mortal human beings, on the other hand, are bound to earthly forces that keep them
both grounded and bounded. Even the winged trapeze artist Marion who appears to defy
gravity as she swings and glides through the air is tied to ropes and, ultimately, trapped in
the ‘cage’ of the “Circus Alekan” tent. “I don’t want to continue floating over it all forever. I
want to feel a weight on me that suspends the boundlessness and makes me earthfast,”146
Damiel exclaims. For to be human, to experience finite existence (Grenzerfahrung) in
Wenders' film is to dwell within the limits, Grenzen, imposed by the human condition which
can only be overcome, as I illustrate below, through cinematic means.

Borders, limits, barriers, whether material or immaterial, permeate Wenders’ film.
Beginning with the opening sequence, they take on the form of architectural spatial
dividers that encase, confine, constrain, and delimit human subjects while isolating and
separating them from each other. The film opens with a set of frames that keep multiplying:
the letters in the shape of an eye, spelling out the film title, and the close-up of a human iris;
the grey, cloudy skies over Berlin that appear anything but weightless as they hover over
the metropolis; a bird’s eye view of the city grid divided into neat rectangular cells; finally,
the angel Damiel enframed by the horizontal skylinel47 and the vertically stacked blocks
which extend out of the frame like an out-of-proportion staircase leading the angels from
the heavens to earth, or, perhaps more fittingly, like a wall that separates the living from

the immortal.

146 “Ich mochte da nicht mehr so ewig driiberschweben. Ich méchte ein Gewicht an mir spiiren, das die
Grenzenlosigkeit an mir aufhebt und mich erdfest macht.”

147 A shot that will be replicated later on in the film with Cassiel standing at the top of the white staircase and
overlooking the library.
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A moment later, the camera reveals that Damiel is standing on the broken rooftop of
the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church (Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedachtnis-Kirche)—one of the
most prominent and potent symbols of destruction that remains in the city to this day. In
this instance, the ruins of the neo-Romantic church, too, act as a marker caughtin a
moment of standstill, a temporal border of sorts, that, like a deep trench, points to the
rupture between the irreparable destruction of the past and the filmic present. This
impression is further reinforced by the two angels as they exchange notes on the events
that happened on this very day twenty, fifty, or two hundred years ago, transporting the
audience back in time while remaining grounded on the spot (ironically, a car dealership
that sells automobiles—the 20th-century epitome of freedom and mobility).148

Horizontal and vertical lines will continue to haunt and fill the frame, often serving
as points of transition between scenes or smaller vignettes and smoothing out the cuts
between shots with fluid camera work. Walls and windows, doorways and building facades,
pieces of furniture that block the view or encase the unnamed human subjects, streets and
pathways laid out geometrically beneath the camera, streaks of light and the linear vapor
trails left by planes crossing the skies will continue to accumulate on the screen as the film
progresses, creating hermetic, carefully circumscribed spaces that only cinematography

can breach, puncture, or erase altogether.

148 Wenders, of course, produced a number of road movies staged in the US and Germany, most notably his
so-called Road Movie Trilogy comprised of Alice in the Cities (1974), The Wrong Move (1975), and Kings of the
Road (1976).In 1976, Wenders also established an arthouse production company named Road Movies.
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Beyond the material dividers, the film also hints at other, less visible, immaterial yet
equally uncrossable barriers that separate and isolate the film’s human subjects: the divine
border between the immortal angels and West Berliners, between life and death, the past
and the present which Homer, one of the film’s storytellers, seeks to bridge. As one of the
characters, the driver of the vintage car who is only identified as an “Oldtimer” in the
screenplay, narrates:

Are there still borders? More than ever. Every street has its own toll bar, or

border line. Between the individual properties there is a strip of no man’s

land [sic], camouflaged by a hedge or a moat. [...] Every landlord or even

apartment owner pegs his nameplate on the door like a coat of arms and

studies the morning newspaper like the ruler of the world. The German

nation has disintegrated into as many small states as there are individual

people. And these individual state formations are mobile. Everybody carries
their own around with them.14?

Borders and frames pervade Wenders’ version of post-war Germany nearing the
millennium and its former capital in which the Berlin Wall is but one of many dividers and
(artificial) separators that give shape to the lives contained within them. Even language as
the ability to communicate with others serves to separate rather than unite Wenders’
subjects, for each being is left to their own thoughts and musings only accessible to the
omniscient angels. And since the angels wander among the living, invisible and unnoticed

in an interstice space only available to them, this isolation becomes even more palpable.

149 “Gibt es noch Grenzen? Mehr denn je. Jede Strafie hat ihren eigenen Grenzbalken, oder Grenzstrich.
Zwischen den einzelnen Grundstiicken gibt es einen Niemandslandstreifen, getarnt durch eine Hecke oder
einen Wassergraben. [...] Jeder Hausherr oder auch Wohnungseigentiimer nagelt sein Namensschild als
Wappen an die Tiir und studiert die Morgenzeitung als Weltherrscher. Das deutsche Volk ist in so viele
Kleinstaaten zerfallen als es einzelne Menschen gibt. Und die einzelnen Staatsgebilde sind beweglich. Jeder
tragt das seine mit sich herum.”
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Consider the famous library sequence shot in the newly erected State Library
(Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin), just off Potsdamer Platz, which was built as a counterpart to
the old State Library located east of the border.150 Wenders’ winged guardians are drawn
to this tranquil place with its white, pristine glow and the incessant humming of human
thought that creates a buzzing, cacophonous “tapestry of voices” (Wenders 1992) and
languages, bolstering the illusion, if only for a brief moment, that the separation between
subjects can be breached. And yet, despite the soothing noise, each of these lonely souls is
attached to some geometrical, rectangular shape (the tables, the railings, other elements of
furniture and the interior design), confined to their own little cell as they bend over their
books and papers.

This recurring image finds its apotheosis in the shot of Damiel as he softly leans
against the railing in a state of Christ-like exaltation that approximates exhaustion. As
Jurgen Knieper’s choral score, aptly titled “The Cathedral of Books,” continues to swell and
sizzle with voices, Damiel closes his eyes and leans his head to the side. The camera gently
moves upward and tilts to frame the angel from above. Now his figure, wrapped in a large,
dark overcoat, is fully encased by the cascading parade of windows rising behind him. This
geometric pattern is replicated in the bookcases, the neatly arranged tables, and more
streaks of white produced by the fluorescent tube lights. It's a masterfully composed image
that leaves it up to the imagination to contemplate and interpret the relationship between

architectural and human form. Yet given the proliferation of artificial frames and borders in

150 This building, also known as the Haus Potsdamer Strafie, was designed by Hans Scharoun and Edgar
Wisniewski and opened its doors in 1978.
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Wenders’ parable, the serene, cold beauty of the library erected upon the ruins of the past
only serves to highlight the solitariness of human existence defined by frames and

borderscapes.

“HINEIN IN DIE FURT DER ZEIT":

OF RIVERS, BRIDGES, AND PASSAGEWAYS
One border, however, —the Berlin Wall—remains visibly absent until 40 minutes into the
movie, although its appearance is already anticipated by other walls and verbally invoked
(albeit only once as the Mauer) by the film’s protagonists, like Marion, as she reaffirms its
ever-presence: “Berlin. I'm a stranger [or a foreigner]| here and yet everything is so familiar.
You certainly cannot get lost. You always arrive back at the Wall.”151 And yet, even the
curious and immaterial angels who are able to pass through walls and borders with ease,
seem to shy away from the Wall and the ‘Other’ Berlin it insulates.

Of course, Wenders and his crew were not permitted to film in East Berlin, let alone
approach the barrier on the eastern side. The images (a very brief clip) of East Berlin that
do appear in the final cut of the movie had to be taped in secret by the East German
cinematographer Thomas Plenert (Byg 28).152 Albeit, the formal prohibition did not stop

Wenders’ angels from walking through the Wall and traversing the borderland unnoticed.

151 “Berlin. Hier bin ich fremd und trotzdem ist alles so vertraut. Auf jeden Fall kann man sich nicht verlaufen.
Man kommt immer wieder an der Mauer an.”

152 Even before the Wall was torn down, filmmakers on both sides of the Iron Curtain either had to replicate
the setting of the ‘other’ Berlin in the studio (as in the case of Billy Wilder’s One, Two, Three) or choose a
locale that resembled the one that was to appear in their film (e. g. Peter Timm’s Mauerspringer-comedy
Meier from 1986) (Dorgerloh 360, 366).
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Two replicas of the Berlin Wall were manufactured to make this staged scene possible (the
first collapsed before it could be utilized). Thierry Noir, whom Wenders had befriended on
a previous occasion, was tasked with decorating the West-facing fagcade of this prop-Wall
with his hallmark figures (Noir, “The Berlin Wall”). It is within this liminal space of the
‘death strip’ that Damiel dies as an angel and is resurrected and brought to the Western
side of the Wall as a mortal human being. Together with his protagonists, Wenders’
cinematic paean to Berlin thus remains on the Western side, unable to fully breach the
barrier (except through poetic, filmic means) and unwilling to imagine an existence beyond
the West-facing border wall. Some scholars have therefore characterized Wenders’ Berlin
as a “simulacrum” precisely because the other half of the city is only present as a “palpable
structuring absence” that remains out of reach, even for the angels (Rogowski 11, 14).

The less attention Himmel iiber Berlin pays to the actual Wall, the more interesting
and compelling its presence when it finally does appear on the screen. There are three
instances where ‘the Wall speaks’ in Wenders’ film, progressing, as [ discuss below, from an
ultimate, absolute limit stretched across the horizon to a passageway and an opening into
another realm where it takes on new significance as Damiel bridges the border that had
separated him from the ‘living’ and is finally reborn in human form.

When the Berlin Wall finally makes its appearance in the film, both characters—
Cassiel and Homer whom the former likes to accompany—seem to completely ignore it as
they follow its curve and enter the deserted landscapes of once busy and crowded
Potsdamer Platz. Unlike the tranquil angel, the old bard has been lost in space and time: “I

cannot find the Potsdamer Platz. Ah, no here—that can’t be it! [...] But I will not give up
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until I have found Potsdamer Platz.”153 Like the ruins of the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial
Church, Homer is caught in a void that is simultaneously spatial, temporal, and narrative.
Spatial because the deserted wasteland and the border that marks its limit are his only
points of orientation that fail to provide any sense of direction; temporal because he can
sense the past, the losses and the violence it entailed but is unable to reach it; and
narrative, for he has lost the metaphorical thread that helped him spin his tales of mankind:
“That’s the end of going far afield as before, forwards and backwards through the centuries.
Can only think from one day to the next.”154

Having lost his mortal listeners (and his people, as the embedded documentary
images of Nazi atrocities insinuate), the once undying bard (Sdnger) who shares the name
with the mythical Greek storyteller, a kindred spirit of sorts, also lost his voice. Abandoned
by the angel of (hi)story (Engel der Erzdhlung), unsung, unheeded, and ridiculed, he is
reduced to a small silhouette huddled in an old, withered chair amidst the ruins of 20th
century. As he ‘sings’ his elegy, sitting and waiting “on the threshold to no-man's land,”1>>
the passageway he hoped would open remains sealed. Like Walter Benjamin'’s angel of
history, Homer is petrified at the sight only he can fathom. To borrow Benjamin’s famous

description of Paul Klee’s 1920 drawing Angelus Novus, “Where a chain of events appears

153 “Ich kann den Potsdamer Platz nicht finden. Ah, nein hier—das kann er doch nicht sein! [...] Aber ich gebe
so lange nicht auf, bis ich den Potsdamer Platz gefunden habe.”

154 “Aus ist es mit dem Weitausholen wie friiher, vor und zuriick durch die Jahrhunderte. Kann nur noch von
einem Tag zum anderen denken.”

155 “Nenne mir Muse den armen unsterblichen Singer, der von seinen sterblichen Zuhorern verlassen die
Stimme verlor. Wie er vom Engel der Erzahlung zum unbeachteten oder verlachten Leiermann draufien an
der Schwelle zum Niemandsland wurde.”
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before us, he sees one single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and
hurls it at his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has
been smashed.” But a storm is pulling him “into the future to which his back is turned,
while the pile of debris before him grows toward the sky” (“On the Concept of History,”
392).

It is in this instance that the film becomes highly self-referential. All Homer can do is
attempt to continue narrating his stories: “The world seems to fade away, but I continue to
narrate, as I did at the beginning in my sing-song that keeps me upright.”15¢ For if humanity
lost its narrator, the storyteller warns his listeners, then it also will have lost its “childship”
(Kindschaft).}>7 The bard—or, in Wenders’ case, the auteur—may be trapped in the winds
of history like the angelic watchers who are condemned to observe but never enter the
rivers of time; yet his stories—and the film as a material object—survive, “preserved from
the turmoils of the present time and conserved for the future.”158 Just as the angels are
represented as a divine force for whom “everyday and ordinary phenomena [of life] seem
to hold some fascination, or to promise sensation” that escapes the living, cinema takes on
the role of a “force [...] that holds the promise of answers, if only the audience were less

blind” and willing to pause and watch (Graf 119).

156 “Die Welt scheint zu verddmmern, doch ich erzdhle, wie am Anfang in meinem Singsang, der mich
aufrechterhalt.”

157 “Soll ich jetzt aufgeben? Wenn ich aufgebe, dann wird die Menschheit ihren Erzahler verlieren. Und hat die
Menschheit einmal ihren Erzahler verloren, so hat sie auch ihre Kindschaft verloren.”

158 “Durch die Erzahlung verschont von den Wirren der Jetztzeit und geschont fiir die Zukunft.”
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The closing of the movie reaffirms this interpretation. As Damiel narrates off-screen
while holding on to the rope around which Marion is suspended between the earth and the
sky: “No mortal child was conceived, but an immortal shared [collective] image. [...] Once it
was, and so it will be. The image that we have conceived will be my companion [Begleitbild]
in death.15 I will have lived in it.”160 Indeed, with the Wall and even many of its traces gone
after decades of demolition and reconstruction, all that remains is the celluloid (and now
digital) record, a Begleitbild and its after-images that refuse to fade away, through which
the divided city can be (re)accessed and (re)experienced.

As the two figures, Cassiel and Homer, continue to stroll across the vast, barren
wasteland of former Potsdamer Platz, muddy, deserted, and overgrown with wild weeds,
the Wall gradually disappears into the distance until the camera turns away from the
border completely. The last glimpse we catch of the Wall is as it stretches across the
horizon, framed by the tall grass and the metal skeleton of the inoperational Magnetbahn6!
(a ca. 1-mile-long elevated rail track line, now demolished, that was meant to connect the
areas around Potsdamer Platz to other transit knots in West Berlin). Filmed in the winter of
1987, the grey Wall still boasts one marker clearly visible from the distance unlike other,
less legible signs and scribblings—the White Line. The thick strip of white paint which

attracted quite a bit of attention and was painted onto the Wall by a group of East German

159 Literally: “the companion image of my death”

160 “Kein sterbliches Kind wurde gezeugt, sondern ein unsterbliches gemeinsames Bild. [...] Es war einmal,
und also wird es sein. Das Bild, das wir gezeugt haben, wird das Begleitbild meines Sterbens sein. Ich werde
darin gelebt habe.”

161 A public transportation system that utilizes automated magnetic levitation train cars.
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immigrants and dissidents only three months prior,162 stands in contrast to the rest of the
landscape tinted in hues of grey and brown. Like a fissure or an opening in the Wall’s fabric,
the white line crosses out the border—and reaffirms its existence as it patiently follows the
arc of the Wall all across the horizon. Throughout the sequence, which spills out into
another segment later in the film, the Wall that bounds Wenders’ characters marks the
ultimate (spatial, temporal, narrative) limit that neither of them crosses. As such, it appears
both as a boundary and boundless, a perfect, concrete signifier to encapsulate (West)
Berlin’s unique position as a Frontstadt on the banks of history. Interesting! Elaborate!

The next time Wenders’ viewers encounter the Wall (an hour into the film) it is
impossible to overlook. This short segment was filmed next to the Maybachufer on the
Lohmiihlenbriicke, a small bridge over the Landwehr canal that ended where the Wall
began.163 This location on the border between Neukolln and Treptow, West and East Berlin,
land and water makes for a rich, resonant scene. It begins with Damiel and Cassiel
reminiscing about a time before the beginning of history and its slow passage across the
millennia: “History had not yet begun. [...] It took a long time for the river to find its bed, for
the resting water to even begin flowing. Primeval valley. One day, I still remember, the

glacier calved here and the icebergs sailed northwards.”164 As the angels continue to muse

162 More on WeifSer Strich Aktion see Chapter I.

163 In an earlier version of the script, the scene was to be filmed on the top of the barred Brandenburg Gate
overlooking the Wall.

164 “Die Geschichte hatte noch nicht angefangen. [...] Es brauchte lange, bis der Fluf? sein Bett fand, bis das
stehende Wasser liberhaupt zu flieflen begann. Urstrom Tal. Eines Tages, ich erinnere mich noch, hat hier der
Gletscher gekalbt und die Eisberge segelten nach Norden.”
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about eternity and ascend the steps of the riverbank, the Wall rises to fill the frame, static
and finite in contrast to the shimmering stream of the water flowing below.

Itis here, on the bridge overseeing the canal and under the watchful eye of the
guards in the adjacent tower (whose slight movement as they observe Wenders’ crew can
be seen in the background), that Damiel reaffirms his wish to step into the rivers of time
and breach the boundary that separates the angels from the human realm: “To claim a
(hi)story for myself. [...] Enter the history of the world. [...] Be gone the world behind the
world!”165 As Damiel utters his wish, the two angels walk across the bridge and disappear
behind the Wall with the camera, for once, unable to follow them. The next cut,
unsurprisingly, transports the audience to East Berlin thanks to the footage Wenders
obtained from his East German fellow filmmakers.

It is scenes like these that have helped cement (West) Berlin's reputation as a city
rife with passages for those who seek transformation. Wenders’ Himmel tiber Berlin, of
course, builds on this tradition and creates its own lasting mythology that imagines (West)
Berlin as a site of disaster ripe with desire (highlighted in the English title of the movie,
Wings of Desire), longing, and aspiration. In this narrative, the Berlin Wall emerges as a
timeless signifier of division, estrangement, and human disconnectedness (the kind of
universal symbol that many artists and activists sought to thematize in their work).166 At

the same time, the movie re-imagines and re-frames the Wall as a metaphorical gateway or,

165 “Mir selber eine Geschichte erstreiten. [...] Hinein in die Weltgeschichte. [...] Weg mit der Welt hinter der
Welt!”

166 For a discussion of the Berlin Wall as a universal signifier see Chapter 1.
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since the action takes place on Lohmiihlenbriicke, a bridge that opens new possibilities for
Wenders’ characters and, by extension, his viewership.

When Damiel finally awakens in his human form, he finds himself back on the
Western side of the border, on Waldemarstrafde which stretched between the Spree River
(Kreuzberg) and the border crossing on Heinrich-Heine-Strafse (Mitte). After his
transformation within the ‘death strip,” Damiel is now resurrected at the foot of the most
colorful segment of the Berlin Wall (and one of the first, ‘original’ segments to be
‘decorated’ by Wall painters in the early 1980s). While his journey through West Berlin has
only just begun, this sequence marks a moment where the movie could have ended. Filmed
in color (unlike the previous black-and-white scenes that featured Damiel in his angelic
form), it is a joyful episode that delights in the pleasure of observing the ex-angel relish the
new senses he just acquired. He giggles amused, is excited at the sight and taste of blood on
his fingers (“It tastes!”),167 and is thrilled with childish delight as he learns to distinguish
colors while pointing at Kiddy Citny’s vibrant graffiti (a segment consisting of multiple
heads titled Der Konig ist tot: Drei Kopfe).

As Damiel charges off into the distance following the path of the border, a wall of
colorful humanoid heads,1¢8 whose exaggerated features bear a slight liking to the
protagonist, leads the way. In the absence of Damiel’s usual omniscient voice, the audience

can only ‘picture’ his feelings, perhaps best summarized by Marion in another scene: “I

167 “Schmeckt!”

168 Painted by Theirry Noir, Kiddy Citny, Christian Bouchet, among other artists and sprayers (see Chapter I).
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couldn’t say who I am. I don’t have the slightest idea about myself. | am someone with no
origin, no history, no country, and I insist on that.” Paradoxically, it is here, in this fractured,
ruptured, eternal city where both characters can dream freely and reinvent themselves
within the bordered confines and restraints that they interpret as freedom: “I am there, I
am free. I can imagine anything, anything is possible. I only need to look up and I become
again—the world—now, at this place. A feeling of happiness that I could keep forever.”169
At first sight, Marion’s words may appear as a peculiar coda to Wenders’ poetic fairytale. It,
at once, accepts the border and reaffirms its ever-presence, decries its existence and
undermines its valence (valentia, that is: power) as an uncrossable boundary that cannot
be overcome.

In that sense, Wenders’ film marks a period in German history when the Wall, which
just marked its 25t anniversary in 1986,170 appeared to outlast all efforts to bring it down
(Cook 182); and yet, its perceived permanence and indestructibility as a material object
and an enduring, ‘universal’ image paved the way for a poetics that exposed the artifice and
the fragility of the concrete Wall in the face of the passages, doorways, and thresholds that
art—and artists—could create. Moreover, it showed “how cinema can evade the

ossification of the material object through a haptic encounter” facilitated by “an alternative

169 “Ich kdnnte nicht sagen, wer ich bin. Ich habe nicht die geringste Ahnung von mir. Ich bin jemand ohne
Herkunft, ohne Geschichte, ohne Land, und darauf bestehe ich. Ich bin da, bin frei. Ich kann mir alles
vorstellen, alles ist méglich. Ich brauche nur aufzuschauen und schon werde ich wieder—die Welt—jetzt, auf
diesem Platz. Ein Gefiihl von Gliick, das ich immer behalten konnte.”

170 Himmel iiber Berlin, too, celebrated a watershed moment in Berlin's history. 1987 marked Berlin’s 750t
anniversary with celebrations taking place on both sides of the border. Wenders’ film was certainly one of the
“highlights” of the season with the gala premiere scheduled for October 27t, 1987 at (West) Berlin’s most
renowned cinema, Zoo Palast (Rogowski 7).
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way of seeing the city” and the Wall that marked it (S. Ward 124). Wenders’ philosophical
tale accomplishes this feat by blurring the boundary between borders past and present.
Other filmmakers, like Cynthia Beatt, however, have set out to explore alternative avenues
and pathways that allow them to resist the pull toward epic form where objects and
buildings appear overburdened by history, at times to the detriment of seeing. Mindful of
the Berlin Wall’s overdetermined character, they approach the ‘concrete frame’ as an object

and an image that has to be studied anew—and in motion.

“MAUER-MARCHENLAND":
THE POETICS AND POLITICS OF MOVEMENT IN THE DIVIDED CITY

In the spring of 1988, the West German TV channel Sender Freies Berlin (SFB)17! invited
the independent filmmaker Cynthia Beatt to create a short film for a TV documentary series
Blicke von aufSen (Looking from the Outside). The program editor, Carola Wedel, sought to
bring together contributions from international artists visiting or residing in West Berlin
made in cooperation with local cinematographers, film editors, and other crew members
(Alisch; Beatt; Lenssen 55-58). Each contribution was to present a portrait of the urban
island and a unique perspective on the half-city clad in the ‘Concrete Curtain.’

Beatt (*1949), a Jamaica-born British writer, director, and producer raised on the

Fiji Islands,172 had experienced West Berlin as a newcomer and an outsider when she

171 Today part of the Rundfunk Berlin-Brandenburg, rbb (Berlin-Brandenburg Broadcasting).

172 “Cynthia Beatt.”
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relocated to the former capital in 1975. No stranger to Berlin’s borderscapes,173 Beatt’s
suggestion was to film a cyclist, the British actress Tilda Swinton whom she had met in
1986 (Irvine),174 biking through the city and circumventing the island along the interior
border of the Berlin Wall strip (Mauerstreifen). As the filmmaker explained in an interview,
the project was driven by a desire to pursue the Wall and to apprehend its materiality as a
physical manifestation of division:

[ had been in Berlin for 12 years and lived at the top of an old factory building

near the Potsdamer Platz. | looked out my windows at the ruins left standing

after the war. From my terrace I could see the soldiers in the watchtower.

The ruins and the Wall were my immediate neighbours. The inconceivability

of the Wall was always present. One lived with it, but was quietly horrified by
it and disbelieving. (Beatt and Petrowskaja)

Beatt spent hours on her bike traveling along the 160-kilometer border in preparation for
her cinematic journey, taking in the ambiance of the areas adjacent to the Wall and
documenting them on camera (Lenssen 55). Only after completing the tour did the
filmmaker, by her own account, understand “what the Wall really was, what it meant.” The
experience of “physically circumvent[ing] the island was a revelation,” and a powerful
reminder that, like other West Berliners, Beatt found herself on a walled-off urban island

located within the German Democratic Republic (Beatt and Petrowskaja). Even though the

173 The filmmaker had previously worked with Rudolf Thome and acted in his 1975 film tagebuch which
explored the remnants of old Berlin around Potsdamer Platz. In 1983, she continued to study West Berlin
through its architectural past and present in a 25-minute short titled Fury is a Feeling Too (Bdse zu sein ist
auch ein Bewelis von Gefiihl).

174 Swinton had only just served on the jury of the 38t Berlin International Film Festival in February of 1988
(Annual Archives: Juries 1988. Internationale Filmfestspiele Berlin. www.berlinale.de). By then, she, too, was
no stranger to Berlin, having attended the Berlinale in previous years, including the 1986 premier of her
debut feature film Caravaggio directed by Derek Jarman (Rich).
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Wall was always there, visible from the windows of her apartment, it is only when Beatt
took the time to move along its perimeter did she experience the profound effect of the
Wall on the city and its populace.

Soon thereafter, Beatt and Swinton (who served as the director’s ‘ocular’ surrogate)
set out to shoot their project and to probe the integrity of the concrete frame that was to
implode almost a year later. The result was Cycling the Frame (the German somewhat less
exciting title: Mauer / 88. Mit dem Fahrrad unterwegs)—a 27-minute cine-poem about the
city, its visible limits and invisible borders, and the surreal experience generated by the
ubiquitous ‘Berlin frame.’

The film was broadcast on TV with critics praising Beatt’s undidactic approach to
filming the Wall which is not dominated by verbal commentary, commonplace Wall tropes,
or the tendency to moralize: “Cycling the Frame widerlegte das ganze Schwachsinns-Mauer-
Vokabular, das sich Graffiti-artig in so vielen Hohlkopfen festgesetzt hat” (Alisch).17>
Instead, as the taz reporter noted, under Beatt’s directorial eye, the “Wall zone” (“Mauer-
Zone”) is transformed into a kind of “traumhaftes Mauer-Marchenland” (“dreamy Wall-
fairy-land”), a dreamscape made the more fantastic by Simon Fisher Turner’s sound
collages and Swinton’s unexpected poetic musings (Alisch). The film’s reputation as a
refreshingly moving, meditative indie flick with a documentary edge was further boosted

after the acclaimed Arsenal Kino in West Berlin obtained a copy of Beatt’s short thanks to

175 “Cycling the Frame rebutted the nonsensical Wall vocabulary that has graffiti-like taken root in so many
airheads.”
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the personal initiative of Alf Bold, the curator of the program and an adamant champion of
experimental film (Lenssen 56; Gramann 128).

Still, Beatt’s cinematic expedition into little-known territory on the fringes of West
Berlin may have remained a marginal experiment were it not for the collapse of the
impassable border the following year. An increasing number of scholars have since
directed their attention at Beatt’s experimental study of the divided city in an attempt to
paint a fuller, more nuanced picture of West Berlin's relationship with the border and the
city’s rich cinematic history.176 The film itself, along with the more polished sequel The
Invisible Frame, has often appeared in indie theaters and at art film festivals, including the
2019 moving history film festival in Potsdam (Festival des historischen Films Potsdam)
dedicated to the ‘Peaceful Revolution’ of 1989-1990, the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the
immediate post-Wall era (Als wir trdumten. Revolution, Mauerfall, Nachwendezeit).

Today, almost 30 years after the Mauerfall, the fall of the Berlin Wall and its
subsequent demolition, Beatt’s film stands as an unusual historical document retrieved
from the visual archive of the past. A curious snapshot of West Berlin in the summer of
1988, Cycling the Frame offers a glimpse of a vanished urban island within a fractured yet
dynamic, historically rich space. In closely following Swinton, the film'’s focal point of
attention, as she navigates her way along the border, Beatt’s project, as I aim to
demonstrate, investigates and illuminates the limits of the city and, through a series of

minor encounters, renders the in/visible border visible and palpable to her audience.

176 See Glasl 2021; Rascaroli 2017; Sark 2023; Stiimer 2022; Tacke 2019.
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For the majority of the film, the camera closely follows Tilda Swinton as she gently
glides through West Berlin on her bike always keeping the Wall within her sight. Starting
out on the broad boulevard of the Strafse des 17. Junil’7 in Tiergarten, the cyclist proceeds
to the Brandenburg Gate and takes a sharp left turn toward the Spree River heading further
north. She passes through the inner city with its historic neighborhoods (Tiergarten,
Moabit, Gesundbrunnen) and architectural landmarks (like the electrical substation
Abspannwerk Scharnhorst—an expressionist brick building designed by Hans Heinrich
Miiller). Moving deeper into Berlin’s sprawling green suburbs (from Liibars and Frohnau in
the north to Grunewald in the south), she encounters pastoral settlements along the Havel
River and large apartment complexes (in Gropiusstadt, Britz, and Neuko6lln)178 surrounded
by woodlands and fields, lakes and waterways. Meanwhile, Swinton’s changing wardrobe
offers the sole reference to the passage of time in the film as the crew moved from one
stage of their 18-day tour to the next (Westphal).

Her detours take the urban explorer past withering old buildings with no “make-up”
(“ungeschminkte Hauser”), seemingly abandoned construction sites, and industrial ruins.
She rarely stops to inspect these relics of bygone times, vaguely evocative of the city’s past
now almost erased from the landscape. But here and there they arrest her attention, like a
pair of rusty, truncated train tracks carefully concealed amidst trees and bushes. “So

strange the way this is such a quiet place. New trains used to go over it and now it’s just

177 Strafde des 17. Juni, renamed in 1953 after the suppressed uprising of citizens in East Germany, is a
westward continuation of the Unter den Linden boulevard located in the Eastern sector.

178 The areas so well-explored in Christiane F.’s 1978-1979 autobiography Wir Kinder vom Bahnhof Zoo (We
Children from Bahnhof Zoo).
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redundant,” Swinton muses with an air of melancholy, as if foreseeing the fate of the Wall.
“It’s like the tracks are looking over the wall. It’s really sad. They're just truncated.”

In another scene, Swinton is shown cycling past an abandoned building site to the
sound of boots treading over broken glass, conjuring a ghostly presence. Warning signs
reign over these spaces, and their tone is alarming: “Achtung! Zonengrenze verlauft in der
Mitte des Flief3es”; “Warnung! Das Betreten dieses Gebietes und des Seitenstreifens ist
wegen Munitionsablagerungen aus dem 2. Weltkrieg lebensgefahrlich”; or “Warning. End of
British sector. You are forbidden to proceed beyond this point.” Scattered across the green
landscape, these constant warnings and prohibitions which the camera actively
acknowledges also serve to remind the traveler of the city’s separation into sectors,
cautioning her not to mistake invisible borders that follow natural formations and barriers
(like the border line crossing the middle of the Griebnitzsee, a lake in the south-west of the
city) for an unregulated territory.

Alexandra Tacke points out that these subtle gestures—the many warning signs, the
sound of broken glass, the rail tracks ending abruptly in the forest—cue the viewer to
search for traces and the images and histories associated with them: “brutale Zerstérung,
aber auch mechanischer Auf- oder Abbau werden ebenso aufgerufen wie die deutsche
Vorgeschichte, die durch Krieg, Triimmer und Vernichtung gepragt ist” (218).179 And yet,
weary of the polarizing tendency of narratives that thematize the history of the city, Cycling

the Frame deliberately withholds contextualizing information that would help the audience

179 “Brutal destruction, but also mechanical construction or demolition are invoked as well as the German
pre-history, which is characterized by war, rubble, and annihilation.”
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decipher the images or locate the spaces on a map and thus maintain a sense of orientation
within this terrain vague.180 Throughout Beatt’s impressionistic study, these traces only
appear as barely legible fragments of half-abandoned memoryscapes already effaced by
nature and threatened by cultural amnesia.

Throughout this 160-kilometer voyage compressed into the format of a half-hour
TV-documentary, the Wall, the fences, the barbed wire, and the seemingly unpopulated and
empty watchtowers lurk quietly in the background, either barely discernable in the
distance or carefully concealed behind a sea of green from the camera’s inquisitive eyes.
The few locals whom Swinton encounters on her way appear to take little notice of the
structure which has receded into the background and become part of the landscape. As
Swinton ponders, perplexed: “It’s also so bizarre that West Berliners seem to be so
studiously ignoring the Wall. It’s like living on an island and ignoring the sea, sort of taboo
subject.” In contrast, the soldiers in the watchtowers carefully monitor every move and
every action that happens along their in/visible barrier. “And so,” Swinton concludes, “the
enormous attention that is given to the Wall by the men in the towers in the East seems to
be an unbalanced thing.”

Indeed, during the filming process, Beatt and her crew, too, were observed and
photographed by the border troops whenever they came conspicuously close to the Wall

(Als wir trdumten, 2019).181 The film’s protagonist wonders what they see from the other

180 The term generally denotes ambiguous, interstitial urban spaces that lie on the margins of the established
circuits of urban life and work. I discuss this concept in more detail in Chapter III.

181 [n 1986, an Aktionskiinstler (action artist) Wolfram Hasch was even kidnapped by East German guards
when he and his friends attempted to draw a white line across the belly of the Wall. Their goal was to draw
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side and whether their vision is compromised by technology and the distance that
separates the guards from West Berlin: “I wonder if border guards get that sort of illness
that computer scientists get when their eyes go funny. [ wonder if border guards, when
they go home, they have to look at their families through binoculars. I wonder how much
they can see.” Like the perspective of Mauer-Schaulustige (Wall onlookers) peering into
East Berlin from observation platforms in Ross McElwee’s and Marilyn Levine’s Something
to Do with the Wall (Chapter III), the border guards’ activities in Beatt’s film are equally
limited to a form of Mauerschau—the practice of Wall gazing.

The term Mauerschau, taken from Homer’s Iliad, denotes a common dramatic device
frequently used in epic literature as well as theater productions to convey an action that
happens in real-time albeit off-stage, hence the original ancient Greek term teichoscopy—
'viewing’ or ‘looking from (or through) a wall’ (Pavis; Tacke 212). The word teicho refers to
the walls of a fortified structure or a city that, for a moment, serve as a lookout platform for
the figure of the mediator who is able to observe and narrate the action from a distance. As
a term borrowed from theater, Mauerschau thus describes not the act of looking at a far-
away happening but the descriptive performance of the narrator delivered to the
unknowing audience as second-hand experience: “Ist der Blick der Zuschauer buchstablich
‘vermauert,’ hat einzig der Bote die Moglichkeit, tiber die ‘Sichtbehinderung’

hinwegzuschauen und mehr und anderes zu sehen” (Tacke 212).182 And just as the wall (the

attention to the Wall’s actual, in their view forgotten, purpose of the barrier and the violence it inflicted upon
the city and its populace, especially in the East (see Chapter I).

182 “If the view of the audience is literally ‘walled up,” only the messenger has the opportunity to look beyond
the ‘obstruction of vision” and to see more and differently.”
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Wall) obstructs the audience’s view and any direct access to events happening on the other
side, the mediator’s perspective can, too, be partial and limited by their own horizon of
expectation, as is the case with tourists in Something to Do with the Wall who complain
about the lack of action on the other side.

However, the mediator’s ability to gaze beyond the limit of the Wall frame becomes
even more interesting when the role of the intermediary is assumed by the cinematic
apparatus which can generate and amplify ambiguity or eliminate it altogether (Orth and
Preufder 1-2). In Cycling the Frame, this role is split up between Swinton (the inquisitive
outsider exploring the limits of West Berlin) and the camera operated by Beatt’s
cinematographer Diethelm Trapp who also worked on a number of projects for the SFB.
The German term Mauerschau, of course, adds yet another layer to this concept by eclipsing
the reference to that which lies beyond the wall (as implied in the English ‘looking from a
wall’) and, instead, foregrounding the relationship between the wall and the act of gazing—
both at it and past it. This practice of ‘Wall spotting,” in turn, alludes to the ways in which
the Wall itself as a material object can exert certain fascination and generate a form of
scopic desire in the viewer.

Beatt’s Cycling the Frame likewise engages in a form of Wall gazing in an attempt to
comprehend the Wall as a physical structure and, ultimately, to counter its presence
through movement, both physical and intellectual. Most importantly, however, Beatt’s
documentary remains acutely aware of the gaze it imposes upon the city and the act of
looking from the outside, as does her protagonist who mostly refrains from commentary
opting instead to experience the vast space through intervals of stillness and motion that

follow a loose string of poetic, impressionistic musings. Only once does the cyclist return
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the gaze directed at her from the watchtowers. In a gesture of defiance, she snaps a
Polaroid picture of the other side and waves her trophy triumphantly in the air. And
although her snapshot only captures a fragment of the border which remains out of reach
(Tacke 220), the small rectangular frame she holds up for the guards to see inserts another
perspective into the vast visual archive instituted by the Wall. In this moment, the
filmmaker and her muse assert their right to explore West Berlin’s vast landscape and to
take up space under the gaze of “the men in the towers” (Cycling the Frame) in defiance of

the concrete boundary’s gravitational pull.

MAUERFAHRT AND THE DEATH OF SEEING

To clarify how Beatt’s film employs movement, it would be interesting to briefly compare
Cycling the Frame to another biking expedition that aired on ZDF (Second German
Television) two years prior, in 1986: Werner Doyé’s Mauerfahrt (subtitled Beobachtungen
von Werner Doyé).

Beatt stated that she had no knowledge of Doyé’s reportage when she accepted
SFB’s proposal to make her short film about West Berlin (Als wir trdumten, 2009; Lenssen
55, 85-87). Nonetheless, the two documentaries share a similar premise. Both cyclists
begin their journey at an iconic site, evocative of the city’s history: Doyé at the Reichstag
building (with its prominent inscription “Dem Deutschen Volke”—"“To the German People”)
and Swinton at the adjacent Brandenburg Gate. Both travel in the same direction,
counterclockwise from the east toward the north of the city. And both end their pilgrimage

by the Brandenburg Gate—a barricaded gateway and, like the Wall, another potent symbol
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of division during the Cold War era. And yet, this is where the similarities between the two
films end.

Throughout his ca. 40-minute documentary, the West German reporter takes a
sober yet somber approach to coming in contact with the ubiquitous Wall frame. A
journalist by training, Doyé had spent a lot of time in West Berlin and was well-familiar
with its terrain. While stationed there in the 1970s, he worked for the ZDF183 before
subsequently taking over the Lédnderspiegel program and moving to Mainz where he
continued to produce short, travelogue-style reports like Notizen einer Reise (Notes from a
Journey) und Briefe aus der Provinz (Letters from the Province).184

After a short introduction from the correspondent, Mauerfahrt quickly splits into
smaller segments, each of which is dedicated to the spaces that surround the Wall
(including memorial sites commemorating the deaths of those escapees who never made it
to the other side), various businesses located along the border as well as the people who
live and work in its vicinity (East and West German workers discussing the installation of
fiber-optic cables, the owner of a smoked fish farm stand on the river Havel, and so on).

From the beginning, Doyé’s voiceover commentary serves to explain, contextualize,
and connect the images but also remind the viewer of the actual mission: to track down the
Berlin Wall whose blue outline was projected onto the screen earlier in the film. The

reporter’s narration and the process of moving along the Wall threads the discreet

183 Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen is a state funded public service broadcaster that has been operating
nationwide since 1963. Its head office is based in Mainz (Rhineland-Palatinate).

184 “Engagierter Reporter deutsch-deutscher Themen.”
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segments together to frame a kind of collective portrait of the walled-in city and its stoic
populace—a common approach for local public-service TV reports like Doyé’s. The
dimensions and the significance of the Wall are therefore made explicit not through
duration, the very act of moving along the concrete frame but through the wide range of
stories and snapshots gathered along the outer rim and framed to fit the programming of
the channel.

Occasionally, the camera’s attention is arrested by the sprawling graffiti, a sparrow
perched on the Wall, or a chained dog relieving himself right on the death strip before
trotting away into the distance. These brief moments of silence when the viewer is
permitted to observe and contemplate West Berlin’s surroundings are, however, quickly
interrupted by Doyé’s narration which persistently interferes with the flow of images and
weighs them down with ready-made conclusions and scripted realities. While informative,
the documentary adds little nuance to the images it records and the encounters it captures,
especially in the 1980s, at a time when West German audiences were already well-
accustomed with the tropes and trivia of the “Berlin Wall Imaginary.”

At times, however, the reporter appears genuinely surprised by the idyllic
landscape, and once the Wall comes back into sight, he acknowledges his own frustrated
expectations: “Da ist wieder die Hasslichkeit, die sich fiir die Mauer doch eigentlich gehort.
Da stort der Mohn vor dem Wachturm neuer Art. Da passt ein unordentlicher

Birkenstumpf.”185> The interviewees do inject some dissonance into Doyé’s narrative

185 “Once again, there is the ugliness that is so appropriate for the Wall. The poppies in front of the new breed
of watchtowers are a nuisance. A messy birch stump would fit right in.”
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(“Sonst ist es eigentlich gar nicht so interessant, man hat sich da, glaub ich, mehr drunter
vorgestellt”),186 however, without necessarily unsettling or undermining the overall tone of
the documentary which oscillates between descriptively-didactic and grimly ironic
(Lenssen 85).

A notable exception is the inclusion of the song “Heimweh nach Heimat” (Homesick
for Homeland) composed by the East German émigré singer-songwriter Bettina Wegener
(1947) who is also interviewed in the film:

Kein Ton mehr, der klingt,

meine Stimme zerspringt.

Alles sauber und kalt,

wird Gefiihl zu Gewalt.

Geld ist alles, was zahlt,

und die Wende gewahlt.

Alle Strafden sind fremd,

ist kein Haus, das mich kennt.

Ich hab Heimweh

nach Heimat,
wo das auch sein mag.187

This popular and rather well-known ‘ballad’ appeared in 1985, after Wegener was forced to
leave the GDR behind and find a new home in West Berlin following years of surveillance

and selective prohibition from performing in public. Nonetheless, Wegener’s text is notable
for offering a sharp critique of both German states. The author repeatedly underscores that

her lyrical subject, like other immigrants (“Jeder Tiirke zuviel / Fiir die gibts kein Asyl”),188

186 “Otherwise, it is not really all that interesting, I think they imagined there would be more to it than that.”

187 “No more sound that rings, / my voice shatters. / Everything is clean and cold, / feelings become violence.
/ Money is all that matters, / and the turning point has been chosen. / All streets are foreign, / there is no
house that knows me. / [ am homesick / for home, / wherever that may be.”

188 “Eyery Turk is one too many / No asylum for them.”
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feels unwelcome here, homeless and homesick for a country that does not exist either side
of the border: “Ich hab Angst noch im Traum / habe Sehnsucht, will fort / und weifd doch
keinen Ort.”189 Throughout the song, however, which appears at the beginning and at the
end of the documentary, the viewer is presented with a montage of Berlin Wall’s sights and
sounds that redirect the audience’s attention solely to the symbol and manifestation of
division thereby somewhat softening Wegener’s attack on the FRG.

Crucially, unlike Beatt’s impressionistic narrative which is driven by the eye/I of the
narrator, Doyé’s episodic travelogue is only sporadically interested in the journalist it
features as he makes his way through West Berlin’s countryside. He is often filmed from a
distance while the cameraman (Klaus Kuschke) remains in the car, barring the viewer from
identifying with the cyclist’s point of view (Lenssen 85). The camera frequently
reconfigures the proximity of the objects within the frame as the images it captures closely
follow the story its makers are trying to tell. Because so many spots were inaccessible or
difficult to navigate without arousing the interest of the border guards, most of the
movement is confined to the camera zooming in and out extensively in an effort to catch a
rare glimpse of life on the other side. The Wall and the Wall strip with its barbed wire
frequently block the view and dominate most point-of-view shots as they fill the frame.

Interestingly, more so than Beatt’s smoothly paced visual essay, Doyé’s narrative
heavily relies on the camera’s work as an optical device that serves to record, register, and

anatomize what it sees; and yet, its potential remains unrealized. The optical illusions

189 “T am frightened even in my dreams / I long to leave / and yet | know not where.”
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displayed by some of the graffiti portraying blue skies and sprawling green fields are
shattered once the camera moves upward, equating the grey Wall with stacks of pre-
fabricated panel buildings mounting on the other side. As if the visuals did not speak for
themselves, Doyé’s commentary reinforces this perception: “Betonklétze, die Menschen
einander entfremden auf der einen Seite. Auf der anderen zieht sich eine Betonschlange
durch die Landschaft und hindert Menschen daran, tiberhaupt zueinander zu finden.”190
True to his mission as the messenger reporting from the margins of Western Europe, Doyé
conveys what he sees—without, like Swinton, seeing much. His view is limited by the Wall
and the generic conventions of the TV reportage to which the documentary adheres, and
neither he nor the camera can breach the 13-foot barrier or look beyond it.

Notably though, Doyé’s documentary ends with a jab at both regimes, located east
and west of the border behind their own bars of steel and stone:

In dem, was von der Zimmerstaf3e tibriggeblieben ist, stehen sich zwei

Welten gegeniiber und betreiben Abgrenzungspolitik. Rechts haben sich die

wahren Erben von Karl Marx hinter Betonplatten verschanzt. (Die DDR lasst

grifden!) Links schiitzt sich das Kapital mit Stacheldrahtrollen. (Beste
Empfehlungen, die Bundesdruckerei!)191

In an ironic twist, the most iconic image the camera captured at the 39-minute mark is that

of two walls: the grey concrete of the Berlin Wall on the right side of the frame and, topped

190 “Concrete blocks that alienate people from each other on one side. On the other, a concrete snake stretches
through the landscape and prevents people from finding a way to each other at all.”

191 “Two worlds face off in what remains of the Zimmerstafie and pursue a policy of demarcation. On the right,
the true heirs of Karl Marx have entrenched themselves behind concrete slabs. (The GDR sends its regards!)
On the left, the capital is protecting itself with rolls of barbed wire. (Best wishes, the Federal Press!)”
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with barbed wire, an equally menacing brick wall erected to safeguard the Federal Press
building on the left.

Doyé’s final message, spoken into the camera in front of the barred gate leading into
East Berlin, strikes a more conciliatory note by nodding to viewers who might catch a
glimpse of his reportage from the other side: “Viele ungewdéhnliche Bilder][,] viele Bilder
voller Poesie und volle Idylle, aber auch viele Bilder, bei denen so mancher schreckliche
Erinnerungen haben wird. Und vielleicht kommt noch so etwas wie Heimweh auf an der ein
oder anderen Stelle, und zwar diesseits und jenseits der Mauer.”192 His final words echo
Wegener’s song (“Ich hab Heimweh / nach Heimat, / wo das auch sein mag.”) yet leave
little room to contemplate what that loss and that longing entails.

Musing about the nature of walls, Avinoam Shalem concludes that “the construction
of a wall typically results [...] in a reduction in visibility,” or “the Death of Seeing.” Unable to
gaze beyond the wall, we are forced to look at it as it frames and directs our gaze (167). By
blocking the view, the wall (actual or theatrical) thus invites imaginative speculation about
its nature, its purpose and meaning as well as the territory that lies beyond reach. These
speculations are projected onto its surface thereby creating a third space—a Wall screen:
“Die Mauer wird zu einer Leinwand, die nicht nur die Vorstellungskraft anregt, sondern

auch neue Denkrdume eréffnen kann [...] Die Durchlécherung und Uberwindung der Mauer

192 “Many unusual pictures, many pictures full of poetry and idyll, but also many pictures that will bring back
terrible memories for some. And perhaps something like homesickness will arise here and there, on both
sides of the Wall.”
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wird so zumindest gedanklich durchgespielt” (Tacke 213; 216-217).193 Of course, all Berlin
Wall films are affected by the inability to penetrate the obstacle with their gaze and,
instead, engage in a form of imaginative reverie about the Wall’s existence and its symbolic
value, its hold over the city and the ‘Others,” trapped within (and with-out) its bounds.
Doyé’s documentary is a prime example of such an approach with the Wall serving
as a backdrop for a story the narrator had prepared to tell. Other Berlin Wall films have,
too, used the border facade as their Wall screen. In Helke Sander’s 1978 drama Die allseitig
reduzierte Persénlichkeit—Redupers (All-Round Reduced Personality—Redupers), a group of
photographers paste a billboard-sized image of the white-washed Wall and its
surroundings onto the border wall, among other city walls, in an attempt to expose
sociopolitical and economic “restrictions that are much more important to us [i. e. the
women in the film] than the Wall.” In Wenders’ case, as discussed previously, the Wall
screen becomes a site of philosophical rumination on the human condition, the trauma
induced by isolation and estrangement, and an unlikely catalyst for the realization of his
protagonists’ dreams. Finally, in Die Mauer (The Wall), a Jiirgen Béttcher documentary I
discuss in Chapter III, the Berlin Wall quite literally becomes a Leinwand, a film screen used

to project and examine images of the city’s turbulent past.

193 “The Wall becomes a canvas screen that not only stimulates the imagination, but can also open up new
spaces for thought [...] The [act of] puncturing and overcoming the Wall is thus played out, at least mentally.”
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THE IN/VISIBLE FRAME:
AN APORETIC ENCOUNTER
Driven by an acute fascination with Berlin’s turbulent history, Beatt joins the ranks of other
filmmakers who set out to explore the city’s contested, discordant landscapes in pursuit of
the visible and invisible forces that, to this day, continue to shape, produce, and reproduce
its fabric. Yet in contrast to TV reportages like Doyé’s journalistic collection of peculiar
episodes, Beatt’s experimental, poetic essay takes a different cinematic trajectory. “It is
about perception,” she explains in her interviews, “I like films that have a deceptive
lightness, with underlying layers of consciousness, images, sound.” This kind of “expressive
quality,” which the filmmaker attributes to (Fauvist) painters like Henri Matisse, demands a
personal approach that blends different sensibilities, generously borrowed from other
media, including, in Beatt’s case, music: “Film is like music. In a sense, [ compose my films
as musical scores” (“Cynthia Beatt”).
In that sense, Beatt’s previous Berlin short, Bdse zu sein ist auch ein Beweis von
Gefiihl (English title: Fury is a Feeling Too), is an intriguing precursor to Cycling the Frame.
The film originally premiered on SFB in 1983; it featured at the Berlinale’s International
Forum of New Cinema in 1984; and has since been digitally restored in 2K by Arsenal
Berlin—Institute for Film and Video Art from the original image negative and the mix tapes
on 16mm magnetic soundtrack before returning to Berlinale’s Forum Expanded in 2021
(“Fury is a Feeling Too”). Critics described this playful 25-minute “amalgam essay-film”
(Bittencourt 2021) as “a semiautobiographical encapsulation of [the filmmaker’s]
relationship to Germany” and a movie “about the mouth and eyes of a foreigner” (Kruger)

who landed on alien, hostile terrain and is desperately trying to comprehend the ways in
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which Berliners have dealt with their past. As the American conceptual intermedia artist
Barbara Kruger put it, it’s “a sort of cranky, witty, intellectually astute rendition of a
Frommer’s Guide replete with architectural treats and warnings about the unwieldy
temperaments of the natives.” Yet ultimately, Fury is a Feeling Too is a movie about West
Berlin—a fractured post-war city that is both burdened by and bound to the weight of its
history like no other capital.

The ‘natives’ and their characteristic ‘Germanness’ are indeed the focus of a series of
vaguely connected sketches staged throughout the film with an air of Brechtian
Verfremdungseffekt (alienation effect). These scenes mostly consist of dry, sardonic
dialogues between unidentified characters played by various actors, including the auteure
and her friend, the West German filmmaker Heinz Emigholz, who joins in on Beatt’s
mediations about the predicaments of German language and the (West) German people and
offers his own, aloof explanations to the foreigner (Beatt). Their résumé is scathing: “Nach
Deutschland zurtiickkehren ist wieder eintreten in eine Welt, wo das Gefiihl von
Unmenschlichkeit, Leblosigkeit und Freudlosigkeit vorherrscht.”194 After the war, and the
mass destruction, and the repression, all is left, it seems, is “diese Empfindung einer
bestimmten Leere und Armut in [dem] heutigen Deutschland.”19> A country that once
boasted a lively and rich intellectual culture has now sunken into an atmosphere of

“Neureich” (‘new riches,” a pun on the term Altreich used to describe territories that

194 “To return to Germany is to re-enter a world where a feeling of inhumanity, lifelessness, and joylessness
prevails.”

195 “This feeling of a certain emptiness and poverty in today’s Germany.”
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belonged to the German Reich before the annexation of Austria) and “imitation” that
forcefully represses any unwelcome recollections of the past that had so visibly scarred the
city and its populace.196

Where West Germans refuse to acknowledge the lasting ramifications of the past,
architecture speaks volumes. While the dialogues play out in the background, the camera’s
gaze obsessively scans the brittle facades of Berlin’s imposing imperial and post-imperial
buildings like the remains of Anhalter Bahnhof railway station, the withered, crumbling
Martin-Gropius-Bau, the iconic, wave-like building of the Berliner Philharmonie designed
by Hans Scharoun, or the expansive Kulturforum next to Potsdamer Platz. The stuttering,
jolted movement of its restless eye mimes the off-screen commentary with its wry wit and
dispassionate matter-of-factness punctuated by Maurice Weddington’s unsettling score.
The jittery yet slowed-down motion of the camera (operated by Beatt, Elfi Mikesch,1°7 and
Ebba Jahn18) enhances this uncanny, numbing effect of observing the buildings from the
perspective of someone who is dazed and disoriented. The framing is often askew,
distorting the proportions of the buildings and their horizontal alignment with the rest of
the city and adding a menacing note to Beatt’s narrative.

As Beatt’s other films, Fury is a Feeling Too is fascinated with textures, surfaces, and

small details that otherwise escape the observer. Brick-by-brick and line by line, the

196 “eine Atmosphére von Neureich und Imitation”
197 Elfriede Mikesch, an acclaimed, award-winning Austrian filmmaker, cinematographer, and photographer.

198 Ebba Jahn is a graduate of the German Film and Television Academy Berlin (DFFB) who works as a
documentarian, curator, and university lecturer (“Filmografie”).
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camera closely examines the buildings’ interiors and exteriors through a series of close-ups
and medium pan shots, emphasizing their geometric patterns and splitting them into
segments that assume a life of their own. And while the buildings and their parts fill the
frame, the eye of the camera continues to inspect them as if searching for evidence at a
crime scene. In fact, Fury Is a Feeling Too makes it explicitly clear that architecture
possesses a language that is intricately connected to human experience. Its destruction (or
the destructions of any architectural ‘text’), the film insists, manifests itself in the human
psyche (the “human soul”).19? As Emigholz’ protagonist ruminates: “Ein Haus ist auch ein
Text, durch den eine andere Zeit lesbar wird,” another culture.2%° But when the city was
destroyed, so was the text that lay at its foundation.

That old ‘text’ can now, in the early 1980s, only be reimagined based on the scraps
an observant flaneur is able to gather while scanning the landscape for hidden remnants
and traces of the past (a mission on which Swinton will embark in The Invisible Frame, two
decades after the Wall’s disappearance): “Sometimes you walk down the street and see a
free-standing portal or a half of a house and imagine that the whole street was like this
house. And suddenly there is a totally different sense of space.”201 In contrast to Cycling the

Frame, the “Raumgefiihl” (feeling of and for space) that emerges in Beatt’s 1983 cinematic

199 “Ich sehe Architektur als seine Sprache, die mit der Seele der Menschen verbunden ist. Also ist die
Zerstorung des Textes auch eine Zerstorung der Menschenseele.”

200 “A house is also a text through which another time becomes legible,”

201 “Manchmal geht man die Strafde runter und sieht ein freistehendes Portal oder ein halbes Haus und stellt
sich vor, die ganze Strafie war so wie dieses Haus. Und plétzlich ist da ein total anderes Raumgefiihl.”
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essay is, thus, marked by ruptures and discontinuities, breaks and gaps in its syntax, “plus a
lingering spleen, over cultures, people and narratives lost” (Bittencourt 2021).

Wim Wenders ascribed a similar feeling to Berlin as a city “of empty spaces” and
“wounds” that allow visitors to gaze through the cityscape’s layered structure as if they
could “see through time” itself (1977, 98-99). Berlin as a haunted place, filled with present
absences and absent presences is, at this point, a well-examined topic among scholars,
most notably by Brian Ladd who investigated Berlin’s haunted topography in The Ghosts of
Berlin; Andreas Huyssen whose work reimagines the city as an urban palimpsest infused
with memories and traumas (Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory,
Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia, “The Voids of Berlin”); Simon
Ward who traced the city’s conflicted approaches to remembrance during periods of
radical reconstruction in Urban Memory and Visual Culture in Berlin; Daniela Sandler whose
monograph focused on Berlin’s disappearing ruinscapes, architectural decay, and counter-
preservational strategies that materialized after the Wall’s collapse; or Janet Ward whose
research on Berlin’s shifting borderscapes blends the inquiries of visual, memory, and
border studies to demonstrate how Berlin’s ‘bordered condition’ lies at the heart of the
city’s ongoing transformation. For the purposes of this study, concerned with the
iconography and materiality of the Berlin Wall, suffice it to say that Fury is a Feeling Too,
like so many Berlin films, is haunted by glaring absences and silent specters that, in the eye
of the foreign observer, refuse to fade away, leaving her—and the viewer—with a feeling of
unease and unrest. However, throughout Beatt’s unsettling ‘trip’ across West Berlin, the
Wall continues to escape the frame, save for a faint line in the background or a thin strip of

its upper rim sticking out amidst the urban clutter.
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In some ways, Cycling the Frame is informed by a sensibility similar to Fury is a
Feeling Too. Beatt’s gaze is that of an outsider and a traveler, alert, sensitive, and curious as
to what she will discover on her “pilgrimage” (Beatt and Petrowskaja). Yet this time around
her protagonist is not the architecture of the half-city but the Wall. Notably, with the
passing of time, the melancholy and the nervous energy have dissipated, as if following the
statement she made earlier in Fury is a Feeling Too: “Mit so einer Attitiide kann man hier
nicht weiterleben. [...] Also musste ich mich damit auseinandersetzen.”292 The camera no
longer jitters as if unable to stop and to move on. Instead, Cycling the Frame channels the
complex experience of ambiguity into slow, contemplative images enriched by subtle acts
of framing, the interplay between soft, mellow movement and calming stillness, and the
tranquil atmosphere of the city and its suburbs. The violence and the ruptures are certainly
still present, even impossible to conceal. And yet, as [ argue below, the film refuses to
engage in hauntology and, instead, keeps cycling back to the present moment and the
Wall’s in/visible presence, resisting the urge to imitate familiar narratives or dwell in
woeful melancholia.

As in Doyé’s perambulatory exercise or in Wenders’ boundary-defying fairytale, in
Cycling the Frame the tall Wall of concrete equally delimits the physical space available for
exploration. This space, of course, as the camera continuously reminds the viewer, is not
only circumscribed by the in/visible border and the shadow it casts upon the landscape

and Beatt’s overall project; it is also marked by a proliferation of warning signs and

202 “You cannot continue to live here with such an attitude. [...] So I had to deal with it.”

140



smaller, less visible borders that serve to separate, block, or restrict her movement. The
latter function as microborders that are “used to denotate spatial difference” and regulate
the surrounding environment (Michalski 200).293 They also circumscribe the creative scope
of the film which—Ilike Wenders’ allegorical tale—has to stay within the confines of West
Berlin and is unable to capture the Wall “from the other side” (The Invisible Frame).

Other sequences show the subdued violence with which the in/visible barriers cut
through the fabric of the conjoint city (or, rather, cities) and its pastoral environs, through
neighborhoods and buildings, reshaping the surrounding urban tissue in the process.
Occasionally, the Wall, often scribbled with graffiti (“HA HA DIDN'T CATCH ME"), is impossible
to ignore. It blocks Swinton’s path, crossing out streets and bridges and destroying any
illusion of free, unrestricted movement mediated by the camera and the open landscape.
Despite its frequent absence from the cinematic frame, the architectural frame thus
remains a constant, if not always conscious presence throughout the film'’s journey. In
Wenders' Himmel iiber Berlin, the Wall only made a few appearances, well into the movie;
but the smaller architectural frames constantly alluded to its presence, as if the Wall had
spawned more miniature walls that exploded all over the screen, cris-crossing shot after
shot and highlighting the act of framing and being framed. In contrast, Beatt’s documentary
uses the cinematic frame to actively reframe, or recast, the Wall (the concrete frame) and to

ever so slightly undermine its command over the city.

203 Emphasis added.
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In one of such scenes, the Wall is centered within the frame at a slight distance,
flanked by a row of mid-rise houses on either side with a viewing platform and three
onlookers standing on top of it in the middle of the picture. Suddenly, Swinton dashes into
the frame, stopping abruptly in front of the camera, and turns her head to look at the Wall.
The next shot shows Swinton’s feet climbing rapidly atop the stairs, as if in refusal to let the
cyclist appear smaller than the concrete frame. Hard cut to the next vista looking beyond
the Wall where a second and third barrier (Hinterlandmauer), covered in white paint,
barres the road while still allowing the camera to peek into East Berlin. For a moment, we,
the viewers, are permitted to gaze into the distance over Swinton’s shoulder as the back of
her head fills the frame—a subtle addition to the shot that otherwise appears rigid in its
symmetry dominated by geometrical shapes and lines. Similarly, in the scenes that follow,
the Wall’s edges are often softened, embedded in a landscape that is larger and vaster than
the artificial limit it refuses to accept.

Most of the time, however, counter to the border’s disruptive presence, the cyclist’s
thoughts flow freely, unscripted and open-ended, leaving the viewer ample time to
contemplate the picture and to absorb the sounds and the atmosphere created by the film.
It is during these moments of calm observation and quiet reflection that the film interrupts
the impression of continuous, free movement through open space. The camera patiently
observes Swinton in a series of long takes as she studies various information boards
scattered along the way, playfully interacts with her surroundings and the small creatures
she encounters on her whimsical, at times surreal and surprising journey. “Die Tiere,”

Tacke notes, “[missen] sich nicht an die Teilung Deutschlands halten”—“[f]{ir sie gelten die
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kiinstlich errichteten Grenzen der Menschen nicht” (219).204 Unlike the cyclist, the fish, the
birds, and the bees are unburdened by the Wall’s presence. As in the case of wild rabbits,
the main protagonists of Bartek Konopkas documentary Mauerhase (Chapter V), the
barrier performs a protective function, allowing the animals to populate the borderscape.
But the city’s rich flora and fauna also hint at the Wall’s impermanence and unmask its
artificial absurdity in the face of nature.

While the animals remain ignorant of the divide, the film’s rich soundscape calls the
viewer’s attention to the Wall’s in/visible presence. The British composer Simon Fisher
Turner (famous for his collaboration with Derek Jarman who knew Beatt and had on
several occasions worked with Swinton) recorded the environmental and natural sounds
along and around the Wall, thereby creating a kind of acoustic ‘sound wall’ (Lenssen 57;
Tacke 218). His subtle soundtrack combines various urban noises with the sound of
vehicles and machines buzzing in the background; muffled voices and dogs barking; the
sound of the birds, the humming of insects, and the distant clatter of hoofs on the ground;
Swinton’s bike rattling along the path and the squealing of her breaks. This cacophonous
composition is softened by a stream of atmospheric ambient music and, at times,
interrupted by Swinton’s laconic comments on various, often mundane aspects of life in the
divided city: “Gardens and birds everywhere... and horses and families... very strange

things... strange in cities.”

204 “The animals do not have to adhere to the division of Germany, the artificially erected borders imposed by
humans do not apply to them.”
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Looking back, as will Swinton 21 years later,2% Beatt’s allusive use of the
soundtrack inscribes a haunting, nervous presence into the landscape that otherwise
appears serene, unlike in her previous project Fury is a Feeling Too where the tense, jittery
camera moved matched the surreal atmosphere of denial and destruction. Scholars of
sound studies have detailed “the spatial, enveloping properties” of sonic environments and
their potential to produce an embodied experience of presence of a specific site, even if the
actual location where the sound was recorded remains off-screen (Chattopadhyay 352-
355). Turner’s soundscapes, too, assume a life of their own, detached from the immediate
scopic realm. Beatt’s West Berlin thus becomes infused with memories of the past,
invisible, spectral traces that have to be forcefully summoned by means of technology but
are never identified on the screen.2% The acoustic and the visible track complement each
other, and the slight mismatch between the two opens up a space where the dissonance
and the absences can be contemplated. Laura Rascaroli refers to this space as an “I-space”
of the moving subject in which the ‘I’ can unfold (Rascaroli 2017, 100), allowing the
audience to unfold with her. The filmmaker, in turn, compares this layered texture to a
musical composition that adds an atmospheric complexity and unexpected nuance to the
city as experienced by the cyclist. What, in her words, carries the viewer is the precise
“choreography of sound, text and movement” composed to follow the gentle flow of images

(Beatt and Petrowskaja). Beatt clarified that she “wanted the audience to sense things

205 [ discuss Cynthia Beatt’s ‘sequel’ to Cycling the Frame, titled The Invisible Frame, in Chapter IV.

206 The DVD of the film and The Invisible Frame webpage (“Bike Tour”) provide some details about the tour
and the filming locations.
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without being too explicit,” without any “explanations,” unambiguous audio-visual tropes,
verbal commentary, or moralizing conclusions.

As aresult, Beatt’s approach to the city is more haptic than purely visual. Swinton
intuitively and joyfully grasps things, touches them, seeks a connection beyond what the
hand can reach and the eye can offer. She lies down on a sandy beach, plays with the fish in
the pond, gathers flowers beneath one of the towers, pauses to examine and appreciate that
which attracts her attention. During those moments, the camera assumes a more static
posture, directing the viewer’s attention to less perceptible motions of elements within the
frame. In contrast, the fluid tracking shots of Swinton speeding along a path help create a
more embodied and more dynamic experience. Her playful, poetic musings enhance this
effect:

I'm a train which goes along walls. I'm a wall train. Choo-choo, choo-choo...

[...] Iam a shape. | am a moving shape. [ am a moving shape on wheels. [ am a

green shape, tree-like.  am a moving tree. Through trees that do not move. |

am a moving tree. So many trees! I am green today. I am a bit of a bike. [ am

attached to this bike, but I do not know where we are going. The bike is
taking me wherever it is going.

Along the way, the Wall, too, becomes a moving shape, propelled into motion by the cyclist
and the pursuing camera. As Swinton ventures deeper into the surrounding natural
landscape, the solid continuous structure gradually begins to dissolve into disconnected
segments and patches of barren wasteland until fully melting into the landscape—or into
the sand: “The wall is gone! It looks like it just sunk into the ground. Now this is really
strange.” The cyclist is repeatedly perplexed by the Wall’s ability to disappear into the
background, prompting her to exclaim: “This is completely mad, this place!”

Lars Kristensen rightly notes that “[i]t is the constant inability to cross over to the

other side that distresses the narrator” (1). The experience of uninterrupted, fluid
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movement across West Berlin’s vast suburban countryside collides with reality in which
artificial restrictions are imposed upon the traveler. Swinton wants to confront the Wall, to
blast it open and help her friend on the other side (a little bee she summons in a
spontaneously recited rhyme):

There is a bee. He is my friend. [ will love him until the end. My bee is sick. I

cannot help. He is on the other side. I'd like to take a biggish gun and blow a

hole quite through that wall, and see the hole and through it run to save my
little bee. One day...

Her impulse to ward off the effects of the interruption results in the desire to turn inward
and to accompany her movements along and beside the Wall with meditations, poetic as
much as mundane, on the bizarre experience of this encounter. “Paradoxically,” Kristensen
observes, “Swinton’s relationship with the Wall frees the character to look inside herself for
depth and clarity. By poetically musing in voiceover on her constant encounters with the
Wall, she achieves assurance about herself and her journey.” As the cyclist’s gaze turns
inward, she “becomes one with her bicycle and her movement through the divided city” (1-
2). According to Beatt, “[i]t was an ideal way to follow the Wall”:

You sit and travel in a direction, your head is free, you can take your time or

speed along, and your thoughts flow with you. The blood is pumping through

your body. It's mentally and physically stimulating. And, above all, you're
free. (Beatt and Petrowskaja)

Yet despite the mental freedom and the peaceful scenery, the task of cycling along the inner
frame of the island-city generates a sense of anxiety and puzzlement: “What if the wall goes
on and on forever?” ponders Swinton. “What if it just fell down? Trees do. And they are
stronger. [ wish they’d build a wall out of trees. At least it would still be alive.” This tension,
similar to the dissonance between the visuals and the invisible soundscape, in turn,

culminates in a state of aporia.
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»n

Usually translated as “without passage,” “non-passage,” or “impasse,” indicating a
difficulty in crossing over to the other side (Beardsworth 32, Cisney 224), the aporetic
describes a route or a boundary that cannot be traversed or moved through—"“it is an
uncrossable path” (Beardsworth 32). In his book Aporias, Jacques Derrida famously
suggests that the aporetic exists in multiple forms, equally characteristic of visible and
invisible borders:

In one case, the nonpassage resembles an impermeability; it would stem

from the opaque existence of an uncrossable border: a door that does not

open or that only opens according to an unlocatable condition, according to

the inaccessible secret of some shibboleth. Such is the case for all closed

borders (exemplarily during war). In another case, the nonpassage, the

impasse or aporia, stems from the fact that there is no limit. There is not yet

or there is no longer a border to cross, no opposition between two sides: the
limit is too porous, permeable, and indeterminate. (1993, 20)207

Cycling the Frame captures this experience of an aporetic encounter with “an uncrossable
border” (20) whose gateways deny the right of passage and in that way reaffirm the Wall’s
authority over the space of the city. By the end of the film, the filmmaker and her
protagonist will have reached a limit, the limit imposed by the impermeable frame, and
with it, an impossibility of (narrative) closure denied by the landscape.

And yet, the experience of lingering aporia in the face of the impassable spatial limit,
while negative in form (Derrida’s “nonpassage”), harbors unexpected potential. The
collocation of these two words (“non” and “passage”) “coupled,” as Derrida describes it, “in

an aporetic fashion” (1993, 19), undermines the very notion of the impasse, defined as a

207 Derrida mentions a third type of aporia which he defines as “the impossible, the antinomy, or the
contradiction.” It “is a nonpassage because its elementary milieu does not allow for something that could be
called passage, step, walk, gait, displacement, or replacement, a kinesis in general. There is no more path
(odos, methodos, weg, or Holzweg). The impasse itself would be impossible” (1993, 21).
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form of stagnation, stasis, or resignation. Conjoined, the notion of experience (understood
as movement, as passage through space and time) and the concept of the aporetic open up
the possibility—and, for Derrida, the necessity—of the experience of non-passage itself.
Henceforth, the impasse becomes a threshold to be traversed and explored; aporia
“becomes possible as the experience of the impossible” (Cisney 225).

Sarah Kofman, in turn, reminds us that poros, understood as ‘passage,” does not refer
to a narrow path or a designated passage-way like a road. Instead, poros describes “a
passage opened up across a chaotic expanse [like a sea route] which it transforms into an
ordered, qualified space by [...] making visible the various directions of space, by giving
direction to an expanse which was initially devoid of all contours.” Passage, in that sense,
designates a path that cannot be “traced in advance” and that “must always be traced
anew” (10). Confronted with an impassable, impenetrable threshold blocking her way,
Swinton’s only option to escape aporia and the anxiety it produces is to embrace the poros
and to weave her own path in defiance of the Wall’s presence. The experience of aporia

)«

triggers a desire to comprehend the implications of Berlin’s topographical ‘condition,” “to
find a way out of the impasse” by diverging from the prescribed pathway and exploring
potential lines of escape, however transient they may be (Kofman 25; Tacke 216-217). The
very act of movement and spatial exploration in the face of an impenetrable border, thus,
becomes a political statement, an ephemeral gesture that aims to disrupt the existing order
by reclaiming West Berlin’s marginal terrain.

In one of the scenes, while picking wild flowers in a field adjacent to the Wall,

Swinton deliberately turns her back to the barrier while the camera remains loosely fixed

on the open space stretched across the horizon. As if trying to cast a spell, the cyclist
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spontaneously recites a short rhyme: “Oh, wall, oh, wall, oh, pretty wall, it would be funny if
you did fall, and people could over you step and go about their business. Oh, wall, oh, wall,
oh, pretty Wall, when I see you, it does appall me to the quick.” Nearly a year later,
Swinton’s ‘prophesy’ would become reality. Yet even though the Wall would fall, the
dissonance she experienced during her summer cine-journey would not vanish.

The final shot of the film shows Swinton, now at the end of her meditative journey,
looking out into East Berlin from the outside, the bike resting against a metal railing in front
of the graffitied Wall which separates her from the monumental gateway. To counter the
aporetic effect the Wall has had on her, Swinton whispers, as if to reassure herself and the
viewer, some final words of resolve and uplift: “What am I going to do? I'm alright. I am
alright. I am absolutely fine. I am really OK. Everything will come out in the wash.
Everything will be as it should be. And... And that is it. Finite. Closed.” The journey comes to
a close with a moment of quiet reflection on the uncanny power of walls and borders, their
permeating presence and structural fragility, their reliance on collective forms of
compliance and forgetting.

Seventeen months later, on November 9, 1989, the same site will be filled with
people celebrating on the top of the Wall, singing and screaming as they hack it to pieces.
These images of the Mauerfall will come to define the watershed moment recorded in the
annals of German history as the Wende (turning point), Wiedervereinigung (reunification),
or Deutsche Einheit (literally, German unity). It is no accident then that Beatt’s cinematic
excursion along the West Berlin border ends where it began, at the heart of the divided
city—the Brandenburg Gate. The 18t-century landmark with its neoclassical design based

on the ceremonial portal (Propylaea) to the Acropolis in ancient Athens became famous
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world-wide both as a symbol of German division between the East and the West and later a
symbol of unity and an emblem of a ‘new,” ‘reunified’ Germany that positions itself at the
center of European politics and governance. As for the Wall, Beatt’s “dialectical image” of an
urban explorer and foreign traveler who is left perplexed by the sight of a barred “gate
without a wall sealed by a wall without a gate” (Dovey 66) conjures, to borrow the words of
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,

A feeling of sadness and longing,

That is not akin to pain,

And resembles sorrow only
As the mist resembles the rain.

And although the passage remains sealed, this final, quiet moment at the end of a
long journey harbors a nascent potential for liberation from the constraints imposed

by the environment and the ‘Berlin Frame.’
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CHAPTER III

“BETTER THAN DISNEY WORLD”:

SOMETHING TO Do WITH THE WALL (1990) AND THE WALL (1990)

[ don’t need no arms around me

And I don’t need no drugs to calm me.

[ have seen the writing on the wall.

Don’t think | need anything at all.

No! Don’t think I'll need anything at all.

All in all, it was all just bricks in the wall.

All in all, you were all just bricks in the wall.

—Pink Floyd, Another Brick in the Wall, Part 1l (1979)

There was no shortage of material to film on the evening of November 9, 1989, and in the
days that followed. Once the news of the border crossings being opened reached the
populace and locally stationed media outlets, the cameras were ready to capture crowds of
cheering West and East Berliners passing freely through the open checkpoints, singing,
drinking, crying, and dancing or climbing on top of the Wall; and, in the days, weeks, and
months to come, hacking and chipping the colorful West-facing facade into pieces. These
scenes produced powerful, memorable images only perhaps comparable to the iconic
photographs and film snippets that circulated the globe when the first generation of the

Wall was built in 1961. Indeed, much like the erection of the first Berlin barrier in August of
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1961,208 Mauerfall (the fall of the Berlin Wall) was a media event whose visual record and
distinct visual language continue to inform and illuminate our narrative grasp on the
(hi)story of the Wall and the Cold War capital—Berlin.

One of the most peculiar images that has come to be associated with the ‘fall’ of the
Wall and the ensuing celebrations is that of the TV actor and singer David Hasselhoff
(*1952) performing in front of a huge crowd, right next the Brandenburg Gate and the now
defunct Berlin Wall. It’s a very peculiar image indeed, one that encapsulates the euphoria
and the absurdity of the moment, and a good example of the craze that surrounded the
gradual collapse of the Berlin border.

In the US, Hasselhoff is mostly known for his part in Knight Rider, a 1980s sci-fi
crime action series, and as a cast member in Baywatch, a popular TV action drama that
aired across the globe in the 1990s. In Germany, however, Hasselhoff has become a kind of

» «

national “folk hero,” “an unexpected cultural ambassador” (Edgers) and a very unlikely yet
popular symbol of the fall of the Wall, not least due to the media’s re-fashioning of “The
Hoff" as ‘the man who brought down the Berlin Wall’—an event he had nothing to do with

(Waxman).2%9 Since the late 1980s, Hasselhoff has performed in German-speaking

countries on many occasions and has garnered a significant following as an actor, singer,

208 See Introduction (Barbed Wire Berlin: Iconography of a Crisis).

209 See also: NPT Staff, “How Mr. Hasselhoff Tore Down This Wall” (2014); “Did David Hasselhoff really help
end the Cold War?” (BBC, 2004). In 2014, the year Germany commemorated the 25t anniversary of the
Mauerfall, the National Geographic released a 45-minute special titled Hasselhoff vs. the Berlin Wall (directed
by Gary Johnstone).
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and media personality who continues to resonate with generations of West and East
Germans who grew up on a steady diet of Knight Rider and soft rock anthems.

The video segment in question was filmed and broadcast by the ZDF (Second
German Television) as part of the Silvester Show during the New Year’s celebrations on
December 31, 1989.210 That night, hovering on a small platform in a bucket crane far above
the crowd, Hasselhoff performed his hit single “Looking for freedom”—a song that was
composed a decade prior, in 1978, by the former football player turned music producer
Jack White (né Horst Nufdbaum) who also produced Hasselhoff’s cover version in 1988.211
In the clip, the singer is wearing a scarf with a piano keyboard pattern and a black leather
jacket adorned with battery-operated lights. His face is turned away from the camera and
toward the people sitting and standing on the top of the Wall as he greets them. He then
briefly looks into the camera, his eyes widening, barely able to contain his excitement, and
points to the massive audience behind him while mouthing “Unbelievable!” After
answering a question from the moderator (“David, why did you want to come exactly here
to the Brandenburg Gate?”), Hasselhoff turns his back to the lens once again, clicks the
switch in his jacket to activate the lights which begin flashing in bright waves, and starts to

sing as the audience breaks out in loud cheer:

210 After his last album (Looking for Freedom) topped the charts in 1989, Hasselhoff was invited to perform
during the Silvester Show, albeit in a hotel reserved for the taping of the performance. He declined and asked
if he could perform in front of the Brandenburg Gate—"“a ridiculous request, but the German show agreed to
it” (Schmitz). Eventually, “Looking for Freedom” reached the top of the charts in Germany, Austria, and
Switzerland, and even acquired triple platinum status (“Gold-/Platin-Datenbank”).

211 The song was originally performed in English by Marc Seaberg and in German (“Auf der Strafse nach
Siiden,” On the Road South) by the Schlager-star Tony Marshall.
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One morning in June, some twenty years ago,
[ was born a rich man’s son.

[ had everything that money could buy

But freedom, [ had none.

['ve been looking for freedom,

['ve been looking so long.

['ve been looking for freedom,

Still the search goes on [...]

Even though the song—which tells the story of a son who rebels against his father and sets
out into the world to find his own version of freedom ‘that money cannot buy’—had
nothing to do with the events of the Mauerfall or the Cold War nor, for that matter, did the
American artist who performed it, its celebratory, upbeat refrain and the catchy tune stuck
to the memories of the ‘Peaceful Revolution’ (Friedliche Revolution) like the many colorful
pictures and slogans painted onto the old border. Even though taken out of context,
Hasselhoff’s performance—much like the graffiti scribblings and paintings—fit the
collective image of the Berlin Wall, adding to the ever-morphing palimpsest it had become
since the early 1980s.

In the digital era of streaming platforms, Hasselhoff’s brief performance of “Looking
for Freedom” in front of the collapsing border and thousands of ecstatic West and East
Berliners has been copied and multiplied as a short music clip and amplified even further,
cementing its position in the archival repository that is the “Berlin Wall Imaginary.” Of
course, it wasn’t the only musical number that came to be associated with the fall of the
Wall, the Peaceful Revolution, or the broader period of the Wende that audiences saw on
their TVs or heard on the radio during those fateful years. In fact, one of the channels that
supplied a hit list to go with the events that transpired in the months following the border’s

opening (eventually, the dissolution of the GDR in 1990 and of the Soviet Union in 1991)
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was the American cable channel MTV (Music Television). As one reporter for The Guardian
noted, “[o]f all the images synonymous with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, MTV's
distinctive three-letter logo may seem the least likely.” And yet, there it is, “an unwitting
symbol of the sweeping change the city was going through,” stamped onto an umbrella in
the hands of a young East German border guard as he squats on the top of the Wall and
looks into the camera, smiling (Swash).

While the consequences of what appeared to be the end of the Cold War era still
needed to be digested and narrative gaps filled, MTV already had the right playlist of rock
and roll anthems to accompany the celebrations, including Pink Floyd’'s 1979 hit Another
Brick in the Wall?12 and the ‘power ballad’ Wind of Change?13—a tremendously popular
song in the Eastern Bloc, written and performed by the West German rock band Scorpions.
And it wasn’t just a playlist of already popular hits that fit the bill. In the absence of
streaming services and 24-hour news cycles, many viewers witnessed the events of the
Mauerfall as they played out live on MTV, mediated by MTV (Swash). The music channel’s
approach was to relay the events as a climactic moment stretched out in time, full of
utopian promise yet immune to ambivalence and anxiety that accompanied the swift
changes that swept the continent. Five years later, the channel made a point of

inaugurating the first MTV European Music Awards ceremony (now known as the MTV

212 The album was originally released in 1979. In July of 1990, the band performed a giant beneficiary concert
The Wall—Live in Berlin (alongside other musical artists) on the grounds between the Brandenburg Gate and
Potsdamer Platz.

213 Released after the Mauerfall, in the early winter of 1991, the song has since become associated with the
end of the Cold War and the fall of the Iron Curtain.

155


https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2009/oct/22/fall-of-berlin-wall

Europe Music Awards) in Berlin, at the heart of the formerly divided city—the
Brandenburg Gate (Swash). Inspired by this confluence of events they helped narrate and
archive, some musicians, performers, and popular media, like MTV, have continued to
actively fashion the belief in music, so powerful as to bring down walls, inspire peaceful
revolutions, and even topple entire regimes.214

This chapter investigates two films that resist the narrative pull of mainstream
media and take a step back to contemplate the present from a distance. Both
documentaries—Something to Do with the Wall (1990) and Die Mauer (The Wall, 1990)—
are acutely aware of the spectacle before them, the role of the camera, and the potential
cost of their meddling. An American production, Something to Do with the Wall mostly
focused on the ‘urban theater’ that played out in the American sector, in front of tourists
and other cameras. The filmmakers’ challenge, thus, was to capture images that could
convey the surreal aspects of this ‘theater’ while allowing their interviewees to become
storytellers propelling the film. Jiirgen Bottcher’s Die Mauer takes this approach even
further by foregrounding the role of the camera as an ocular device that serves both as a
kind of telescope, which scans and takes in the environment from a distance, and a
magnifying glass—a tool that singles out and fixes its gaze upon a fragment of that
environment thereby letting the moment gradually unfurl and unfold on the screen. Taken

together, these films supply the “Berlin Wall Imaginary” with images that resist the

214 The creator of the podcast Wind of Change (2020) Patrick Radden Keefe, an investigative journalist,
speculated to which extent the song, “Wind of Change,” performed by Scorpions, may have been written
and/or used by the CIA to further their agenda—a rumor that was allegedly spread by former employees of
the agency and has since spawned a number of conspiracy theories regarding the role of music as a
propaganda tool.
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stabilizing gaze of the media and the onsetting musealization of the Western border wall as

a culturally valuable artifact to be sold and exhibited across the globe.

“OHNE MAUER KEINE POWER":

CINEMATIC ENCOUNTERS WITH THE BERLIN BORDER
Throughout its 28-year existence, West German and international filmmakers only showed
intermittent interest in the actual borderscape.21> Moreover, even before the Wall (that is,
the West-facing facade) was torn down, filmmakers on both sides of the Iron Curtain either
had to replicate the structure and the setting of the ‘other’ Berlin in the studio (as was the
case with Billy Wilder’s farcical hit One, Two, Three from 1961 or the US-West German
thriller Tunnel 28. Escape from East Berlin, a 1962 film directed by the émigré Robert
Siodmak) or choose a locale that resembled the one that was to appear in their film (like
Guy Hamilton’s 1966 spy flick Funeral in Berlin or Peter Timm’s Mauerspringer-comedy

Meier from 1986 with Kreuzberg taking on the role of East Berlin).216 The Wall and the

215 After initial attention subsided, the Wall mostly functioned as a backdrop for spy thrillers and gripping
escape dramas, many of which were screen adaptations, such as Martin Ritt’s The Spy Who Came in from the
Cold (1965), Guy Hamilton’s Funeral in Berlin (1966), Michael Hamilton’s The Quiller Memorandum (1966),
Anthony Mann’s A Dandy in Aspic (1968), Alfred Hitchcock Torn Curtain (1966), or the 13t installment of the
James Bond franchise Octopussy (directed by John Glen, 1983). See: Dorgerloh 360, 366, 380-394; Kuhrmann
2009, Pugh 2014, 103; n125, 367.

216 Bjlly Wilder’s comedy One, Two, Three about the Cold War frenzy was to be shot at the Brandenburg Gate,
and not only in West but, authorities permitting, also in East Berlin. Once the provisional Wall was erected
overnight, filming operations had to be relocated to Munich with a full-scale replica serving as a substitute for
the now barred gate. Recognizing that his slapstick comedy with darker undertones poked fun at both
regimes, Wilder joked that either the communists or the capitalists could put his back against the Wall and
shoot him (Phillips 258). Upon premiere, the movie flopped at theaters but received greater recognition after
the fall of the Wall as one of the most poignant satires on the Cold War just as the tensions between the West
and the East began to take on a ‘concrete’ shape.
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other half of the city, in other words, could only be reimagined on and for the screen, and
only on rare occasions was it possible to glimpse the actual barrier (like in Ulrike Ottinger’s
study Bildnis einer Trinkerin?17 or Helke Sander’s black-and-white drama Die allseitig
reduzierte Persénlichkeit—Redupers218) or even peek behind the ‘concrete curtain’
separating East from West Berlin. (Wim Wenders, for instance, as [ mention in Chapter II,
had no footage of East Berlin aside from a few raw tracking shots taped in secret by the
East German cinematographer Thomas Plenert whose collaboration with Jiirgen Bottcher’s
Die Mauer is discussed in this chapter.)

The Wall art that gradually materialized in and around Kreuzberg, Neukélln, and
Potsdamer Platz in the 1980s, quickly spawning further outward, certainly revived public
curiosity in the border. The last decade of the Wall’s existence also saw the release of a
number of so-called Mauerspringer (Wall jumper) films which signaled a renewed interest
in the divided city at large and those who sought to breach its in/visible dividers. Films like
Peter Hauff’s tragicomedy Der Mann auf der Mauer (The Man on the Wall, 1982), based on
Peter Schneider’s story Der Mauerspringer, Wieland Speck’s love story Westler (1985), or
the above-mentioned satirical comedy Meier (1986) featured characters who crisscrossed
the border between East and West while attempting to reconcile their private affairs with

the demands imposed by the spatial and ideological divide (Dorgerloh 395-402).

217 Also known as Ticket of No Return or Aller Jamais Retour (1979).

218 English title: All-Round Reduced Personality—Redupers (1978). I briefly mention the film in Chapter II.
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Throughout this period, the Wall itself, as a physical structure, largely remained out
of focus save for a few notable exceptions where it took center stage, albeit for a moment.
Uli Edel’s infamous 1981 box office hit Christiane F.—Wir Kinder vom Bahnhof Zoo
(Christiane F.—We Children from Bahnhof Zo0o), for instance, was filmed on the streets of
West Berlin yet, like its protagonists, the documentary-style drama did not take any
interest in the Wall or the surrounding urban tissue, unlike the book from which the film
was adapted. Two other films from the same year—Kalt wie Eis, a gloomy teen drama
directed by the Swiss filmmaker Carl Schenkel, and the award-winning psychological
thriller Possession by the Polish director Andrzej Zulawski—adopted a similar approach,
showing the divided city as dark, melancholic, and broken, very much like its denizens
(Stiglegger 282-287). Their films thus acknowledged, to an extent, the Wall’s oppressive
presence shadowing the character’s existence which, in Schenkel’s case, did not preclude a
form of empowerment as signaled by graffiti that we see at the film’s beginning: “Ohne
Mauer keine Power” (“No Wall, no Power”).

Filmmakers who did pay attention to the Wall, who felt drawn to its static, solid
presence, or those who sought to harvest its energies were oftentimes themselves
outsiders who relocated to West Berlin in the 1970s and 1980s. The scholarships provided
by the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) during this period also helped attract
foreign filmmakers to the urban island (Potting 184). Rosa von Praunheim, Uwe Schrader,
Ulrike Ottinger, Dani Levy, Wim Wenders, and Cynthia Beatt, among others, arrived in West
Berlin in search of transformative experience, inspiration, and respite. Their cinematic
takes on the divided city and its borderscapes, as [ argue throughout this project,

contributed fresh perspectives on Berlin’s contested (hi)stories and liminal territories,
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adding to the half-city’s status as a counter-cultural capital whose peculiar, surreal
landscapes demanded further exploration.21?

Furthermore, experimental feature films and low-budget documentaries became a
powerful instrument of critique with filmmakers like Gabriele Bartels (Schade, dass Beton
nicht brennt / It’s a Pity That Concrete Doesn’t Burn, 1981), Alfred Behrens (Walkman Blues,
1985), Matthias Drawe (Der Kénig von Kreuzberg | The King of Kreuzberg, 1990), Uwe
Schrader (Kanakerbraut / White Trash, 1983), Rudolf Thome (Berlin Chamissoplatz, 1980),
Klaus Tuschen (Frontstadt / Frontline City, 1982), Dani Levy and Anja Franke (Du mich
auch / You love me too, 1986) offering their reflections on the crisis of post-war urbanism,
questions of social justice, and the everyday experiences of urban dwellers. Their aesthetics
of dirt, chaos, and noise aimed to question and destabilize Western conceptions of urban
(public) space while claiming a right to urban structures and what they symbolize (Mayer
1985; Pugh 2014). In doing so, these ‘films of urban crisis’ intensified the ongoing political
debates about competing forms of urbanization during the Cold War era—and extended
them beyond the borders of West Berlin.

Meanwhile, very few GDR films made prior to the Wende—the period of German-
German (re)unification—directly addressed, let alone confronted the border and its
western facade which remained “almost entirely absent from the iconography of East

Germany” (Buffet 14, 28). In fact, East German filmmakers working under the auspices of

219 Sven Potting (184), for instance, cites the following examples: Gabor Bédy’s Journeys from Berlin/1971
(1982), Clemens Klopfenstein’s Das Schlesische Tor (1982), Antonio Skarmeta’s Abschied in Berlin (1984),
Ernie Gehr’s Signal—Germany on the Air (1985), Ken Kobland’s Berlin: Tourist Journal (1988), and Penelope
Buitenhuis’ Llaw (1990).
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the state-owned DEFA were barred from featuring the barrier in their productions with the
exception of a select few films shot in the early 1960s immediately after the border was
sealed.220

Jirgen Bottcher, for instance, had to resort to less conspicuous means of visualizing
the divide in his 1966 feature film Jahrgang 45. Instead of directly displaying the intra-
Berlin border, the filmmaker captured a double-decker sightseeing tour bus rolling into the
Gendarmenmarkt square with western tourists peering back at the characters (and
Bottcher’s camera) through the windows of the bus and the lenses of their cameras. Rolf
Romer’s 1976 romance Hostess only showed a distant glimpse of the Wall and the
Brandenburg Gate from the observation platform of the Berlin TV tower (Dorgerloh 342-
344). An interesting exception is Frank Vogel’s homage to Alain Resnais ...und deine Liebe
auch, a story of a love triangle set around the events of the Mauerbau (the building of the
Wall) which premiered in September of 1962.221 Vogel’s allegorical tale anticipated the

generic tropes of subsequent Mauerfilme and combined them with “aspects of the [DEFA]

220 Four films are usually listed in this category: Schaut auf diese Stadt (directed by Karl Gass, 1962), ...und
deine Liebe auch (directed by Frank Vogel, 1962), Der Kinnhaken (directed by Heinz Thiel, 1962),
Sonntagsfahrer (directed by Gerhard Klein, 1963). See also: Allan 1999, 11; Allan 2010, 123-124; Buffet 15,
19; Dorgerloh 336-337.

221 Vogel’s experimental film was the first to explore a plot which would become familiar to cinemagoers by
the end of the century: “konfliktreiche Paarbeziehungen zwischen Ost-und West-Berlin, die infolge des
Mauerbaus eine Zuspitzung erleben und zu einer dramatischen personlichen Entscheidungssituation fithren”
(Dorgerloh 368; Tacke 214). These relationship dramas showed how conflicts, triggered by the physical
separation of the East German sector from West Germany, quickly shifted from the public to the private
sphere, politicizing the latter even further. While some of these films “reinforce[d] the official rhetoric in the
GDR about the Wall’s protective function,” they also tended to “underscore the harmful effects of the physical
wall upon personal relationships,” revealing what Mariana Ivanova called a “double agenda” that becomes
“evident in the discrepancy between rather conventional [romantic] plots and innovative film aesthetics
reflecting the spatial division of the city as well as the experience of confinement” and separation (Ivanova
80).
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studio’s documentary films and its so-called Gegenwartsfilme (films about contemporary
society) of the 1960s” (Ivanova 80). Indeed, much like Heinz Thiel’s romance Der
Kinnhaken (1962), Gerhard Klein’s road-trip movie Sonntagsfahrer (1963), or Konrad
Wolf’s adaptation of Christa Wolf’s novel Der geteilte Himmel (1964), ...und deine Liebe auch
remained supportive of the socialist cause and the state’s efforts to seal off the city. What
made this drama more original and a hint more subversive than later productions, were the
documentary sequences shot, often with a hidden camera, by Vogel’s cinematographer
Giinter Ost who later even described the genre of the movie as “documentary feature film”
(Allan 2019, 125).222

This New Wave phase in East German cinema, indebted to experiments of the avant-
garde, ended rather abruptly in 1965 with the 11t Plenum of the Central Committee of the
SED at which a dozen films were banned from screening, effectively prohibiting GDR
filmmakers from critical inquiry into the ongoing experience of division and the losses
entailed by the separation and the Wall’s unavoidable presence. Unable to show the Wall as
it stood, East German filmmakers—much like their Western colleagues who often opted to
contemplate the Wall’s wide-ranging metaphysical and existential ramifications from a
distance—turned their attention to broader questions of what constitutes a city for the

people beyond the mere agglomeration of roads, walkways, and buildings and highlighted

222 According to the filmmaker, “[u]nser Prinzip war nun eigentlich immer, Zeitgeschehen einzufangen und
die Akteure irgendwie in die Strafdenszenen zu integrieren” (Drossler and Barth). Although the film also
featured an excerpt from Karl Gass’ ideologically charged documentary Schaut auf diese Stadt (1962),
specifically a scene depicting the atmosphere of confrontation around Checkpoint Charlie (Allan 2010, 124).
(The same, now iconic sequence is also referenced in Jiirgen Bottcher’s film Die Mauer which documented the
fall of the Wall, thus marking the end of the GDR.)
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the complexity, malleability, and plasticity of urban space. Film in this case, as with West
German productions from the late 1970s and 1980s, became a site of reflection on
urbanization, architectural forms, and public space in relation to technology and tradition,
urban communities and social structures. In the East, filmmakers like Heiner Carow (Die
Legende von Paul und Paula / The Legend of Paul and Paula, 1973), Konrad Wolf (Solo
Sunny, 1980), Lothar Warneke (Unser kurzes Leben / Our Short Life, 1981), Herrmann
Zschoche (Insel der Schwdne / Island of Swans, 1983), and Peter Kahane (Die Architekten /
The Architects, 1990) explored Berlin’s contested and conflicted spaces by focusing their
gaze on questions of urban planning and individual and collective agency in shaping the
half-city. Moreover, these films encouraged their audiences to reconceive the possibilities
of architectural practice as an imaginative process and to contemplate the function of the
filmmaker (and the architect) as a potentially subversive figure, disruptive of dominant
discourses and practices. At the same time, they elevated the agency of cinema as a
transformative force and a provocative platform for the distribution, discussion, and
negotiation of ideas beyond established professional or, in the case of the GDR, official
channels of communication and circulation.

None of these films were able to engage directly with the Berlin Wall, except for
Kahane's Die Architekten which was shot in the fall of 1989 and the winter of 1989-1990 in
East Berlin, as the Wall was crumbling, and only premiered in 1990 as the grip of the
censorship was loosened, shortly before the DEFA film studio was dissolved altogether in
1992. Interestingly, Kahane’s social melodrama did not include footage of the tumbling
border despite the director’s attempts to capture some of the occurrences he observed on

the streets of the city. Kahane and his cameraman, Andreas Kofer, even feared that the Wall
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would be dismantled before the crew had the chance to finish the film, which was now to
be “purely historical” (Kahane 2014a, 67).

There are two scenes in which the Berlin Wall appears in Kahane’s film, both of
which would have been censored just a few years earlier. The first shows the main
protagonist, Daniel Brenner, trapped behind the East Berlin border and waving fiercely
across the barrier to his daughter whose mother had moved to West Berlin and taken their
child with her. In this instance, the film seems to suggest that the Wall and the state that
built it destroy social bonds, breeding mistrust and discord between people, instead of
making them the center of socialist political life. Ironically, Kahane and his crew had
difficulties finding the right angle to film this dramatic episode in January 1990 when large
crowds of people and camera teams gathered daily along the border (Mathes 2007, 67).

In another, second sequence, Daniel is shown driving his car along the visibly
shabby, gray Wall to the sound of the popular Free German Youth (Freie Deutsche Jugend)
song “Unsere Heimat” (Our Homeland). The art historian Emily Pugh argues that,
“[jluxtaposed with the images of the crumbling built environment of ‘Berlin, Capital of the
GDR,’ the song’s lyrics become a grim commentary on notions of official Heimat-GDR and
specifically of individuals’ lack of belief in or connectedness to it” (2014, 313). This
interpretation, however, omits the narrative context of the sequence. The long tracking
shot in which we see the Wall is preceded by a scene in which Daniel informs his new
partner Renate, a single mother and a member of his team of architects, that he will not
accept the cancellation of the project they were working on throughout the film silently and
will demand an explanation from his superiors. He smiles, and the new family (Renate’s

child included), continue their journey as the volume of the song increases. At this point,
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the FDJ song can also be read as a conflicted statement of commitment to the socialist
dream which Daniel actively pursued from the moment we met him on the screen:
Our homeland is not only cities and villages;
Our homeland is also all the trees in the wood.

Our homeland is the grass in the meadow,
The corn in the field and the birds in the sky.223

In spite of its apparent irony and the Wall’s continued presence, this sequence expresses a
resolve and even a belief in the promise of the future of the GDR. For Daniel, this future
may no longer be tied to his ex-wife or the utopian potential he once sought. But it remains
an object of hope that sits firmly within the political, social, and cultural topography of East
Germany.

Another notable exception that needs mentioning is Jorg Foth’s experimental
cabaret feature Letztes aus der DaDaeR (Latest from the DaDaeR) which, like Kahane’s
drama, also appeared in 1990. This playful, at times surreal and upbeat, at times absurd
and melancholic film followed two tragic clowns (played by the East German performance
artists Steffen Mensching and Hans-Eckardt Wenzel who also wrote the numbers) across
an urban ruinscape filled with abandoned buildings and debris. Segments of the Wall which
only briefly appear in the film fit seamlessly into this cacophonic background as yet
another absurd prop inserted into a nonsensical, topsy-turvy world.

In fact, Foth’s episodic cabaret-revue was not the only film to “make highly

theatrical use of carnival, cabaret, and burlesque elements to evoke the spirit of the times”

223 The German version reads: “Unsere Heimat, das sind nicht nur die Stadte und Dorfer, / unsere Heimat sind
auch all die Biume im Wald. / Unsere Heimat ist das Gras auf der Wiese, / das Korn auf dem Feld und die
Voégel in der Luft.”
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and to articulate and capture the atmosphere that engulfed Germany in the fall and winter
of 1989-1990 (Robinson 181).224 From a film historical perspective, these films “echoe[d]
the proliferation of disconnected and unused urban locations in early postwar European
cinemas.” Panning across the landscape in long, extensive shots, Letztes aus der DaDaeR
captured and brought to life a “phantasmic landscape” defined by abandoned industrial
ruins and vast wastelands, slowly deteriorating buildings and railways, dirty
slaughterhouses and lonely graveyards. However, the film’s sharp commentary on GDR’s
demise, as Anke Pinkert points out, also extended to “Western teleologies” that
materialized as the Wall was falling down (2010, 268). From an aesthetic perspective, the
language of cabaret theater and the carnivalesque allowed the two performers to craft a
movie that, in Benjamin Robinson’s words, questioned the extent to which we are at all
“justified in considering 1989’s ‘carnival of revolution’ to be the great event it is often taken
for” (Robinson 182).

The fall of the Wall proved to be [a] highly broadcastable” media event (Boser 80).
Moreover, it was “a visual cultural happening performed for global audiences,” a “televisual
spectacle” that marked the dramatic breaking down of borders and the end of the Cold War
in a way that, from an iconographic perspective, was both appealing and readily legible
(Webber 2015, 165).22> Western mass media were quick to promote a “historical narrative

of victory and defeat” that was to become formative for the newly reunified country and, in

224 In his article, Robinson provides the following additional examples (181): Das Land hinter dem
Regenbogen (directed by Herwig Kipping, 1991), Die Verfehlung (directed by Heiner Carow, 1991), and
November Days / Novembertage—Stimmen und Wege (directed by Marcel Ophiils, 1990).

225 Emphases added.
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so doing, overlooked more ambiguous, ambivalent, and, indeed, uncomfortable moments
that accompanied the celebrations—an impression films like Letztes aus der DaDaeR
sought to correct (Boser 79). Their reports suffered from overrepresentation, a penchant
for fatalism, and an overall tendency to hyperbolize and sensationalize what they
witnessed.

As for the Wall, the latter not only functioned as the object, the centerpiece of the
unfolding Mauershow; it also, crucially, “served as [the] framework”226 for understanding
and experiencing “one of the most potent spectacles in recent global history” (Webber
2015, 165-166). As such it has received both too much attention—and too little. For, as film
and media scholars have stressed repeatedly, these iconic images of the Wall have become
so familiar to us that they appear “self-evident,” even “natural” and are easily taken for
granted: “Diese Bilder wirken heute so selbstverstandlich, dass sie scheinbar natiirlich
erscheinen. Sie sind Erinnerungsstereotype. Oft verdecken sie daher mehr, als dass sie
zeigen” (Barnert 92).227 Back in 1987, Anton Kaes cautioned his readers not to
underestimate the power of images in (re)writing history:

Es scheint unheimlich: Je weiter sich die Vergangenheit zeitlich entfernt,

desto naher riickt sie. Bilder, unausloschlich fixiert auf Zelluloid, in Archiven
gespeichert und tausendfach reproduziert, lassen die Vergangenheit nicht

226 Emphasis added.

227 “Today, these images seem so self-evident that they appear natural. They are memory stereotypes. They
often conceal more than they reveal.”
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vergehen; sie haben den Platz eingenommen, den friither Erfahrung,
Erinnerung und Vergessen innehatten (Deutschlandbilder, 5).228

More recently, Dominik Orth and Heinz-Peter Preufder have echoed Kaes’ concern: “Das
Bild der dramaturgisch erdachten Geschichte entwickelt sich mehr und mehr zu dem, was
die nachriickenden Jahrgdnge mit der Existenz einer ‘DDR’ verbinden wird. Es gerdat zum
Substitut des Realen” (Orth and Preusser 1).229 The task of deciphering these lasting
images, often woven into dramatic narratives, requires the archeological excavation of a
vast and ever-growing visual archive.230

Indeed, three decades after the German Wende, this brief period has generated over
200 films—a number mentioned by the organizers of the 2019 moving history film festival
in Potsdam who mostly considered relatively prominent, if not widely available, examples
for their film catalog and did not include more routine TV productions and reports
(Brombach and Wahl 35-36). The word Wende itself, as the festival organizers emphasized
is a controversial and historically contested term that circulated throughout the 1980s and
was again reintroduced into public discourse in October 1989 by Egon Krenz. Krenz who
succeeded Erich Honecker as the head of the East German state framed ‘the Turn’ as a

counter-offensive move with the goal of reverting to the status quo as opposed to initiating

228 “It seems uncanny: the further the past moves away in time, the closer it gets. Images, indelibly fixed on
celluloid, stored in archives, and reproduced thousandfold, do not allow the past to slip away; they have taken
the place once occupied by experience, memory, and oblivion.”

229 “The image of the dramatized story increasingly develops into what future generations will associate with
the existence of a ‘GDR.” It becomes a substitute for the real.”

230 Today, this archive also includes over 400 hours of Super-8 home movies produced in the GDR. Since
2013, these films have been made available as a digital collection on the Open Memory Box website: open-
memory-box.de/archive/all/mauer.
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aradical break (Umbruch) or a peaceful revolution (Friedliche Revolution, as the period
came to be known) (Brombach and Wahl 35).

In the years and decades that followed, ‘the Turn’ or “Turning Point’—a shorthand
that falls short of attributing agency to either party (Robinson 182)—came to denote many
things: the Peaceful Revolution, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the slow process of
(re)unification and the changes that went with it. Like the prodigious number of images
created during and in the aftermath of the Wende, the term has thus retained its
ambivalence, a connotative richness that the organizers of the 2019 festival were eager to
preserve: “Wir verwenden den Begriff trotz dieser Einschrankung, nicht zuletzt, weil er in
der Lage ist, die bereits angedeuteten Ambivalenzen einzuschlief3en, die mit dem
beschrittenen Weg verbunden waren” (Brombach and Wahl 35).231

Narrative film, as mentioned above, had a difficult time embracing this seismic
moment. In fact, only in the aftermath of 1989/1990 with the onset of processes of erasure
did German-German filmmakers begin to tackle this historic event and the border wall’s
enduring legacy. The nearly vanished inner-German border quickly became a staple cinema
attraction, a fascinating relic of the past either recreated on a film set or reconstructed
through the use of original footage and archival images, as in Bartek Konopkas Academy

Award-nominated documentary Mauerhase (2009).

231 “We use the term despite this caveat, not least because it is capable of encompassing the ambivalences
already alluded to, that were inherent to the path taken.”
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Documentary filmmakers were, in a way, better positioned to address the Wall’s
shifting materiality in this transitional moment (Allan 1999, 18; Boser 80).232 Even
narrative feature films—Ilike the aforementioned Letztes aus der DaDaeR, Die Architekten or
Christoph Schlingensief’s horror satire Das deutsche Kettensdgenmassaker (The German
Chainsaw Massacre—The First Hour of the Reunification, also known as Blackest Heart,
1990)—incorporated documentary elements into their productions. East German
filmmakers who had access to DEFA’s resources like Petra Tschortner (Berlin—Prenzlauer
Berg—Begegnungen zwischen dem 1. Mai und dem 1. Juli 1990, 1990), Gerd Kroske and
Andreas Voigt (Leipzig im Herbst, 1989) were particularly well-equipped to react with
speed to the events that transpired in 1989 and 1990 and to offer competing, more
ambivalent and uncomfortable perspectives on division and (re)unification. Jiirgen
Bottcher’s Die Mauer is a prime example of such an approach and one of the most
compelling documentaries on the Wende and the last months of the Berlin Wall to come out
of Germany. Yet, as the American filmmaker couple Ross McElwee and Marilyn Levine
quickly established while making Something to Do with the Wall, the task of filming the
border and the historical, highly politicized spectacle that enveloped it came at the cost of

directorial perspective and distance their project hoped to maintain.

232 Although some films, like Lutz Gregor’s and Gerhard Schlumm’s 1985 12-minute short Die Mauer (The
Wall / Le Mur), had fantasized about the destruction of the borderscapes years before the actual border was
razed. The documentary shows what appears to be a border crossing with walls and towers on either side.
Gradually, passers-by, many with children, begin to invade the restricted zone. Slowly, brick by brick, the
whole structure, including the Wall, is taken apart, broken down, carried away, or left on the side of the street
as garbage. It turns out, the whole setting was a replica—an urban playground reconstructed right next to the
actual Berlin Wall only to be damaged and dismantled by the public.
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“YOU’VE GOT NOTHING TO LOSE BUT YOUR WALL":
THE AMERICAN SECTOR AND THE BERLIN WALL

When the border wall was still intact, the question of how and what to film presented a
considerable challenge. How could one convey the Wall’s presence on camera and what
kinds of distortions and deviations would this representation entail? For instance, where
should the cinematic journey begin? At the iconic Brandenburg Gate, as in Cynthia Beatt’s
1988/2009 double feature, or the somber Reichstag building, like in Werner Doyé’s 1986
TV reportage? Should the film explore readily recognizable and visually familiar sites—
around Kreuzberg, Tiergarten, or Potsdamer Platz—or less prominent segments of the
Wall strip in more remote corners of the city, ultimately at the risk of disaffecting the
audience by ignoring locations that drew the crowds to the Wall in the first place? And
where would this tour end since the Wall had no ending or beginning? Crucially, how
would one approach documenting encounters along the border without replicating the
gaze of popular mass media with their ideological inflections and familiar patterns of Cold

War discourse?233

233 [n an interview with the filmmaker and political activist Mark Mori, McElwee specifically talks about local
news segments that aired at six o’clock—a media landscape he explored in his 1997 documentary Six O’Clock
News (Mori).
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In the summer of 1986, shortly before the Berlin Wall’s 25t anniversary, an
American couple Ross McElwee?234 and Marilyn Levine23> set out to do just that, armed with
one hand-held camera and 16 mm film. The two filmmakers had just visited West Berlin a
few months prior, in February of 1986, when McElwee’s 1985 “two-and-a-half-hour
autobiographical [documentary] epic” Sherman’s March (subtitled A Meditation on the
Possibility of Romantic Love in the South During an Era of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation)
was presented at the Berlinale Film Festival in the Forum section (Mori). During their visit,
they were surprised to observe that the Wall “had become the elephant in the room that
everyone wanted to ignore” (McElwee). Their own recollections and experiences back in
the US seemed to confirm that feeling. As Ross McElwee recalled in an interview, the Wall
“was something that we had remembered vaguely from childhood newsreels and junior
high school geography lessons.” But, after two and a half decades, “it had kind of dropped
out of our consciousness.” Yet there it was, weaving its way through the very center of the
city. And “not only was it still there, but it was a remarkable visual presence” (McElwee in
Cheshire). As outsiders briefly ‘touring’ through the Western half of the city, with no
knowledge of the language or local customs, McElwee and Levine wondered how West
Berliners dealt and interacted with this ‘elephant’ as a material, physical part of their

everyday landscape. After twenty-five years, have they learned to ignore the Wall like any

234 Ross McElwee is best known for his documentaries Sherman's March (1985), Time Indefinite (1993), Six
O’Clock News (1997), Bright Leaves (2003) and, more recently, Photographic Memory (2011). He currently
serves as Professor of the Practice of Filmmaking at Harvard University.

235 Prior to filmmaking, Marilyn Levine worked as a journalist at the Charlotte News (DVD). Aside from her
collaboration with her husband, Ross McElwee, she also released a short autobiographical documentary Life,
Death, and Baseball. She has since returned to teaching, writing, and editing.

172



other mundane obstacle that cut across their path? Or have they found ways to assimilate it
into their everyday practices and movements, despite all the disruptions it may have
caused to their lives? More importantly, how would the two filmmakers even approach
their subjects as outsiders foreign to the city they were filming?

After the Second World War with West Berlin effectively sealed off from the rest of
the country, the half-city, as some media outlets argued, almost came to a standstill (Hahn
and Willmann 124; Pugh 243). Marilyn Levine recalls this experience in the film: “Looking
back on that summer [of 1986], it seemed that events in this neighborhood [around
Checkpoint Charlie] played themselves out over and over again, like episodes in some
strange dream. Everything was unable to move or change, and it seemed that the Cold War
would never end.” Protestors gathered in front of the gates and dissipated again, tourists
climbed up and down the stairs on the adjacent viewing platforms, while tired West
Berliners scoffed at the onlookers, day in and day out. Speaking of her own bicycle tour
along the Wall, the British filmmaker Cynthia Beatt noted that she, too, “was drawn to this
standstill situation” which the Wall imposed upon the city (Beatt and Petrowskaja), a
peculiar feeling she had sought to probe early on in her career, most notably in her 1983
documentary essay Fury is a Feeling Too.

In fact, a profusion of Berlin films produced in the extended 1980s was, in one way
or another, preoccupied with this dialectic between kinesis and stasis, movement
characteristic of metropolitan life and the perceived standstill of history. These urban
vignettes, or urban miniatures, loosely governed under the term New Berlin Film, displayed
an acute “sensitivity to places and spaces,” a kind of “abiding sense of wonder” and

excitement, albeit muted and cautious, and often focused on the city’s atmospheric
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qualities, its rhythms and motions, sights and sounds woven into a slow stream of images
and episodic narratives (Rentschler 11).236 Produced on modest budgets and with limited
circulation, much like Cycling the Frame or Something to Do with the Wall, these New Berlin
Films introduced audiences to a cinema that was “both in transit and in the state of
becoming, a collective project of fugitives and outsiders living in a borderline city” (18).
Films as diverse as Alfred Behrens’ Berliner Stadtbahnbilder (1982) and Michael Klier’s
Uberall ist es besser, wo wir nicht sind (1989) or his post-Wende feature Ostkreuz (1991)
thus became an exercise in “watching and waiting” while eschewing the flair and spectacle
often associated with the more popular image of West Berlin (11). Yet only a handful of
these films paid any attention to the concrete frame and its in/visible presence, opting
instead to avoid the tropes associated with the divided city and its infamous divider.

As a filmmaker trained in the tradition of cinema verité at MIT under the auspices of
Richard Leacock and Ed Pincus,237 both early pioneers and practitioners of cinema vérité in
the US (Feeney), Ross McElwee was well-equipped to confront a city layered with histories,

memories, and contradictions.238 Yet unlike other disciples of cinema verité—a cinema that

236 Among others, Alfred Behrens (Berliner Stadtbahnbilder, 1982; Walkman Blues, 1985), Thomas Brasch
(Domino, 1982), Peter Fratzscher (Asphaltnacht, 1980), Anja Franke, Dany Levi and Helmut Berger (Du mich
auch, 1986), Marcel Gisler (Tagediebe, 1985; Schlaflose Ndichte, 1988), Lilly Grote (Oranisches Tor, 1986),
Clemens Klopfenstein (Geschichte der Nacht, 1979; Das Schlesische Tor, 1983), Martin Theo Krieger (Zischke,
1986), Thorsten Nater (Zeit der Stille, 1986), Uwe Schrader (Kanakerbraut, 1983), and Klaus Tuschen
(Frontstadt 1983).

237 Other influences McElwee has cited in the past—filmmakers who practiced a kind of “personalized”
version of cinema verité—are Martha Coolidge, Alfred Guzzetti, Amalie Rothschild, and Frederick Wiseman
(MacDonald 1992, 265-266).

238 McElwee graduated from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1977 with a master’s degree in
filmmaking (Anderson). As the film scholar Scott MacDonald discusses in American Ethnographic Film and
Personal Documentary: The Cambridge Turn, the area around Cambridge and Boston “continues to be a
remarkably active center for nonfiction filmmaking,” with two characteristic genres worth mentioning here—
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celebrated objectivity and detachment, oftentimes at the expense of the filmmaker(s)’
involvement,239 McElwee had early on embraced the inherent subjectivity of documentary
form. His previous smoothly paced, observational, contemplative films blended personal
history and autobiographical details with broader swaths of history in a way that appeared
effortless, “even artless,” as if the on-screen illusions were a mere extension of life
(Feeney). The filmmaker often inserted himself into the frame as a kind of on-stage, filmic
persona, not as the subject of the movie or its driving force, but “primarily to neuter his
presence as a filmmaker” on-screen (Jenkins). As a critic for the Boston Globe wrote in
praise of McElwee’s work: “In life, things just happen. In art, nothing just happens.
McElwee’s special genius has been not just to turn those two sentences inside out but to do
itin front of a camera” (Feeney).

McElwee’s style has thus often been described as ethnographic yet “highly personal”
(Mori), the kind of personal non-fiction cinema that took inspiration from its subjects, the
surroundings, or what a generation of young Soviet filmmakers like Dziga Vertov and
Mikhail Kaufman referred to as “life caught unawares” (Gillespiel 67; Jenkins; Rothman
1996, 81-82; Tsivian 104-106).240 When asked in an interview to describe his approach to

filmmaking, McElwee responded that his method often fluctuates between two modes (and

the ethnographic film and the personal documentary which, unlike the former, tends to interweave its
observations with autobiographical elements and personal commentary (2013, 4).

239 For a more detailed discussion of cinema verité vis-a-vis McElwee’s own signature style of documentary
filmmaking, see his interview with Scott MacDonald in A Critical Cinema 2: Interviews with Independent
Filmmakers (1992, 274-275).

240 According to MacDonald, “no personal documentary filmmaker had become better known [in the new
millennium] than Ross McElwee” who has dedicated himself almost exclusively (his teaching career at
Harvard University aside) to the personal documentary genre (MacDonald 2013, 183).
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that he “always feel[s] dissatisfied with both”): more “personally motivated,”
autobiographical, subjective, even confessional mode (“about my own life and the people
that are in my life,” like his most recent feature Photographic Memory); and a more distant,
“observational,” or ethnographic, approach, motivated by the events that happen around
the filmmaker rather than his own sensibilities and traumas (Mori).

With these comments about his own work in mind, Something to Do with the Wall
stands out both in McElwee’s repertoire and in scholarship dedicated to his oeuvre which
rarely discusses the Berlin documentary precisely because it departs from McElwee’s
signature ‘personal’ style of “filming life in order to have a life to film” (Lane 73). While
Something to Do with the Wall is indeed “more difficult to deal with” as a movie, precisely
because, in McElwee’s own words, “it’s incumbent upon the viewer to feel his or her way
through the material” (Mori), the documentary, nonetheless, remains similar in tone to his
previous solo features. As a joint project of the filmmaker and his wife (who co-produced
the film and also operated the camera alongside her husband), the Berlin Wall
documentary steered from a personal, subjective territory before veering off into the
histories of the people and places they, two travelers in a walled-in city, encountered near
the Wall. Their approach is ethnographic, driven by a desire to comprehend the kinds of
relationships that people formed with the Wall over the years, their reactions and, at times
intense, interactions with the border, and to preserve this multifaceted, oftentimes surreal
and contradictory reality on film. Something to Do with the Wall thus combines moments of
patient observation with an interactive portrait gallery, scenes in which the filmmakers
directly engage with individuals they met on the streets, next to the Wall, or near

Checkpoint Charlie. However, rarely do they insert themselves into the frame, as in
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McElwee’s other projects, or interfere with the ‘action’ that propels the stories forward
thereby assuming a more observational stance that oscillates between distance and
proximity to their subjects.

Both filmmakers were raised in the US at the height of the Cold War and exposed to
a constant stream of propaganda images and myths surrounding one of the most iconic
monuments of the era—the Berlin Wall: “Berlin was a place where the Cold War always
seemed most real and most dangerous because Berlin was where the Wall was” (Levine in
Something to Do with the Wall). As such, it occupied a special place in the Cold War
imaginary and always attracted public attention, not just in the US. Something to Do with
the Wall shows that, for some, the Wall still “remained a place of spectacle,” a kind of public
“locus for the venting of political” as much as personal “passions and fears” (Spectator).
The choice of shooting location was therefore significant, as Ross McElwee pointed out in
his statement. Throughout its existence, the in/famous crossing point Checkpoint “C,”
better known as Checkpoint Charlie, functioned as an island within an island within an
island: a junction between the two Germanies located in the American Sector, in the district
of Kreuzberg with its distinct identity and rebellious reputation, managed by American
troops on West German soil.

Moreover, as McElwee explains, the checkpoint exemplified “an intersection not
only of East and West Berlin but of German and American culture” right at the heart of the
divided city (McElwee): “That part of the Wall was in the news so much back then that, like
the Washington Monument or the Statue of Liberty, it became the kind of place Americans,
in particular, seemed to like to take their families to during summer vacation” (McElwee in

Something to Do with the Wall). In fact, following the Soviet-American tank standoff in front
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of Checkpoint Charlie during the so-called Berlin Crisis of 1961, this section of the barrier
became a “Cold War mecca for American tourists” and other foreigners (Levine in
Something to Do with the Wall). Artists (like Keith Haring, Richard Hambleton, or Deborah
Kennedy), activists, and anyone who wanted to protest in public were also drawn to this
symbolic ‘venue,” including many West Berliners who gathered in front of the checkpoint to
air their grievances, both at the American and East German soldiers guarding the gates.
According to McElwee’s poignant summary, the neighborhood around Checkpoint Charlie
“seemed like a psychiatrist’s couch for people who came there [...] to paint and scratch
messages on the Wall,” to protest, scream, express their anger and at times “psychotic
humor” (Mori). And it is these confrontations that feature quite prominently in McElwee’s
and Levine’s documentary.

For the two filmmakers who were not versed in German language or culture, the
American Sector and Checkpoint Charlie in particular were both a familiar territory they
could relate to and a peculiar, almost exotic space they wanted to explore and apprehend
on celluloid. “[T]here was this sense,” they explained, “in which Checkpoint Charlie belongs
to America, in some sort of perverse way.” And “[i]n a strange, perverse way, we belonged
there” as well (Cheshire). Their interest in the Wall was therefore decidedly political yet at
the same time deeply personal, filtered through the media images they consumed while
growing up on the East Coast yet unencumbered by the kind of ideology that was espoused

by official channels and media outlets.241

241 [t has to be noted here that previous generations of American filmmakers, up until the 1950 and 1960s,
mostly focused “on explaining ideology and providing information conditioned by ideology.” In other words,
their approach—whether explicitly or implicitly—applied “ideas already arrived at to a variety of social
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At the same time, as Marilyn Levine emphasizes, “we were constantly struck, and
humbled, by the extent to which we were outsiders,” and “[w]e had to deal with that as
filmmakers” (Cheshire). Not only were the American filmmaker couple intruding into
people’s lives with their camera and their questions, they were doing so in a culture that
was not their own: “We’re penetrating these people’s lives, we're invading their privacy,
when we make these films. No matter how good our intentions are we are feeding off their
lives to make our documentaries” (McElwee in Mori). Throughout the film, the makers of
the documentary thus mostly remain in the background, aware of their position both as
outsiders and occupants of a territory controlled by the US forces. Their camera is hesitant
and at times indecisive, transfixed by minor gestures and movements, always in
anticipation of what the next moment will bring. From an ethnographic standpoint, it
becomes “the ultimate conversation piece,” an optical tool that is at once “mechanical and
intimate,” permitting the filmmakers to enter and navigate public and private spaces at a
distance that does not threaten to overwhelm their subjects nor the audience watching
their film. The voice-over narration delivered interchangeably by Levine and McElwee
matches the pace and flow of the images. Their commentary is non-assertive, inquisitive,
and strikes a “fine balance [...] between looking inward and observing the world, between
capturing reality and creating a movie” (Schwartz). Crucially, while preserving “the
subjectivity of the [filmmakers’] thoughts and reflections” (McElwee in Mori), their tangent

off-screen dialogue avoids any form of didactic narration—something McElwee learned

realities.” However, technological advancement and wider availability of portable, affordable, and easy to
operate cameras changed this dynamic—“and made personal documentary possible” (MacDonald 2013, 9).
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early on during his training years at MIT (McElwee in MacDonald 1992, 275)242—and does
not seek to exercise the kind of authorial, narrative control that TV audiences had become

accustomed to throughout the Cold War.

“You ARE ENTERING THE AMERICAN SECTOR,”

OR WHEN THE WALL CAME TUMBLING DOWN
When McElwee and Levine began to shoot their documentary, the Wall was obviously still
intact. The year 1986, as I discuss in Chapter I, was marked by the 25t anniversary of the
construction of the Wall, and most of the film'’s interviewees, West Berliners and visitors
alike, were convinced that it would stand for another twenty-five years or, as Secretary-
General Erich Honecker promised in January of 1989, that it would “still exist in fifty or
even hundred years” (Hertle 2011/2016, 178).

After a lengthy phase of post-production, the final cut of the film was completed—
three days before the unimaginable happened: “The wall came tumbling down and fell on
their movie” (McElwee; Gilbert). To save the film from becoming an anachronism, the
couple managed to return to West Berlin four days after the border was opened and to
capture some of the jubilant, nervous energy that engulfed the city on their camera. The
Wall, that ‘elephant in the room’ many appeared happy to ignore just a few months ago,

suddenly stood in full public spotlight. All around the city, people pounded at the stone

242 MacDonald argues that “McElwee has become the most inventive explorer of voice-over in the history of
personal documentary. Indeed, if his approach to narration no longer seems as distinct as it once did, that is
because so many working in personal documentary in recent years have been under his influence” (2013,
183).
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structure with various tools, fervently mining the Wall like prospectors who had come
upon chunks of gold.

Like Cynthia Beatt and her crew, the filmmakers felt compelled to return to the
same locations along the now crumbling border. They tracked down and re-interviewed
the people whose stories and perspectives they had captured on camera back in 1986. This
time around, the couple also brought their newborn child along with them (their son
Adrien to whom the film is dedicated), making the project all the more intimate.

The fact that the filmmakers were forced to re-shoot, re-edit, and radically re-frame
their movie which was almost overhauled by history is, in part, what makes this project so
intriguing. From a documentary that depicts the weird status quo of a city trapped in a
spatial and temporal capsule, Something to Do with the Wall became a two-part film (not
unlike Cynthia Beatt's Cycling the Frame and The Invisible Frame which were filmed in 1986
and 2009 respectively), a kind of “before-and-after study” of a city, its ubiquitous Wall, and
its citizens grappling with the throngs of transformation (Mori). In his New York Times
review of the film, Vincent Canby reported that there was “something both lunatic and
hopeless about the mood at the wall in 1986.” The segments filmed in 1989 were, in
contrast, quite different, evoking “feelings of both anticlimax and anxiety” in the face of the
new prospects but also the comforts some West Berliners lost with the Wall’s collapse.
Indeed, upon their arrival in Berlin following the opening of the border on November 9,
1989, the filmmakers quickly became aware of the intricate balance their camera had to
maintain, in 1989 even more so than in 1986. For once, they had to find and maintain a
balance between the story they had already shot and the present which has been

irrevocably altered within mere hours and days. As Marilyn Levine remarks in the film,
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“when we went to Berlin in [the summer of] 1986, the Wall seemed like it was going to be
around forever, and it cast a strange spell on just about everybody who came into contact
with it.” With the ‘fall’ of the Wall, that spell had been broken; but another feverish frenzy
has taken over the city since, resulting in an atmosphere of agitation and excitement,
passion and sheer mania.

According to McElwee, one of the most challenging tasks was therefore
“counterbalancing the surreal aspects of the Wall,” its sudden demise, and “the Checkpoint
Charlie neighborhood with the human and humane story of what had happened to people
because of the Wall.” Rather than create a documentary “that simply exploited the
absurdist qualities of the Wall” by exposing the obvious and the sensational, McElwee and
Levine thus focused on a different, more “difficult aspect or facet of [their] experience there
[which] was much harder to get than the surreal quality” (Cheshire):

You have this convergence of tourists and sightseers, the West Germans who

stubbornly cling to their apartments on either side of the checkpoint, and the

American and East German guards on the other side of the checkpoint with

their submachine guns [slung] over their shoulders, always staring back at

each other. It's just an odd anti-world of reflected images and eavesdropping
and spying and, to me anyway, it was a very surreal place (McElwee in Mori).

One way in which the documentary engages this quality while balancing the real and the
surreal is by observing and interacting with a diverse crowd of peculiar, memorable, at
times strange people (locals and tourists, protestors and border patrol officers) whom they
encounter along the one-mile stretch of the Wall. Far from a trance-like state of stillness
and inertia, Something to Do with the Wall portrays the spaces around Checkpoint Charlie
as lively expanses filled with crowds who gather around the Wall and the crossing point to
vent their frustration, voice their opinions, or just watch the Mauershow unfold. We see
crowds jeering at East German soldiers as they repair segments of the Wall that were
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destroyed the night before. Passers-by stop to watch graffiti sprayers or political activists,
like John Runnings,243 attempt to damage or destroy GDR'’s property. Tourists, many of
them American, peer across the border from observation platforms, often jokingly and with
disdain. West Berliners appear visibly annoyed with their morbid excitement at the site of
the ‘death strip’ (Todesstreifen) and their limited knowledge of the life beyond the barrier:
“Before they come, they should have a good briefing. They don’t live that badly in East
Germany,” exclaims one angry interlocutor.

As for the filmmakers, in contrast to the local population, for travelers visiting West
Berlin in the 1980s, the graffiti-emblazoned Wall with its ever-changing physiognomy
provided an essential attraction in their sightseeing itinerary. Like the wandering crowds
in Bottcher’s documentary, these ‘tourists’ cannot ignore the Wall and are eager to take a
peek at the “zoo” on the other side, as a dismayed passer-by puts it: “I kind of hate them.
[...] Idon’t intend to live in a zoo! And that’s what everybody tries to make out of this.” The
installation of observation platforms by West Berlin authorities further encouraged the
practice of ‘Wall gazing’ (Mauerschau) that served to enhance the voyeuristic spectacle.
Occasionally, these platforms, too, became part of a Mauershow, as in 1963 when John F.
Kennedy ascended one of the scaffolds next to the Brandenburg Gate; or in 1987, when

Ronald Reagan returned to West Berlin for the 750t anniversary of the city to the dismay

243 John Runnings tried to destroy or deface the Wall on several occasions, and was even imprisoned for three
months in the GDR. However, as Something to Do with the Wall informs the viewer in the end, in an almost
ironic twist of events, Runnings could not partake in the celebrations and the dismantling of the Wall in 1989
because he was still serving a prison sentence in Seattle, WA for “malicious mischief to a shopping mall.” For
more information on Running’s persistent attempts to attack the Berlin Wall, see Flemming 103.
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of thousands of protestors who gathered on the streets to demonstrate against his arrival
(Major 269).

As for local residents, the filmmakers discover that over the years they have
developed their own, at times profoundly contradictory relationship to the unavoidable
eyesore. Locals, like Gunther, a single father of a little boy named Kirk alias Schnuki, found
shelter in the terrain vague by the Wall where they were left undisturbed by people and
traffic. Here, the Wall “created a great playground for children,” Levine narrates as the
camera follows the boy into the distance. Despite his anger toward the West German
government, Gunther was able to reconcile with the border; he appropriated a small patch
of unused land right next to the Wall where he gradually set up a make-shift mobile home
for himself and his son—an almost idyllic scenery that the film is clearly drawn to.
Although in 1989, with the border open, the family’s future seems much less certain as
Gunther prepares to leave their home and embark on a long-awaited (and, as the film
melancholically hints, long-feared) journey across Germany.

Others, like Katherine Brigl and her partner Sigi Schmidt-Joos, a radio show host,
admit with a slight sense of shame that the threatening presence of the Wall and the
dangers associated with it have had an invigorating effect on their lives. The couple had
moved to West Berlin before the Wall was built and their family still lived on the other side.
Katherine describes revisiting East Berlin as a particularly gripping experience:

It's like a... Kriminal-Tango! And I like the feeling. It’s a little bit perverse,

maybe. But I like the feeling to be in a state like this [constant alertness]. [...]

Then I come back and ah! Free again, you know. | want to have the feeling

again not to be free. I need it to accept what I have here. [...]  need the city. I
need the Wall. [ need the energy.
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The documentary shows that the Wall was not only seen as oppressive and brutal but, in
many ways, liberating and even exciting, at least by those who could cross it with ease. A
few days after the opening of the border, Katherine admits “that there is something lost
now.” Like many of the film'’s interviewees, she and her partner appear excited yet anxious,
a reaction that in comparison to the mood in 1986 may seem bizarre and unexpected,
especially since the filmmakers themselves admit off-camera that they are hopeful that
with “the last of the Wall crumbling away,” so, too, would their “various Cold War
anxieties.”

Another interlocutor, Michael Lange, a West German photographer on an
assignment for GEO magazine, laments with a grin that all the major magazines want the
same thing—“Wall, Wall, Wall.” After all, “it's better than Disney World. ‘cause Disney
World is plastic. And this is really concrete. It's real. And Disney World isn’t real, you know.
[...] And it doesn’t cost a dime!” Faced with the concrete limit, his solution is to “play with
the Wall,” to use it as a “playground for the people” because “it is there [...] and it will be
there for the next hundred years.” The photographer’s advice for the filmmakers is,
however, more disconcerting in its poignance: “The main thing is, you shouldn’t think
about it. And you can’t think about it. When you start to think about it [...] everything falls
apart.” It is a sentiment that the segments filmed in 1989 convey even more strongly
thereby denying the viewer a form of narrative closure in favor of a more open-ended
conclusion: that with the Wall falling apart at the hands of the Mauerspechte (Wall peckers),
something else was crumbling, too. Enwrapped by the euphoria of the moment, the

filmmaker’s final ‘message’ to the audience strikes an optimistic note when Levine
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exclaims: “Now, it’s actually conceivable that our son’s generation won'’t be as plagued as
ours was by walls and other Cold War distractions.”

In the final months of 1989, when the filmmaker couple returned to the city,
countless cameras were already directed at the Berlin Wall as it was gradually hacked into
pieces by those determined to keep—or sell—a colorful chunk of the soon-to-be relic. The
scenes that played out in front of the Brandenburg Gate as citizens climbed atop the Wall,
inebriated, slightly disoriented, and euphoric at the same time, circulated across the globe
and continue to dominate reports about the events of the Wende, sidelining less exciting
and less upbeat aspects of the uneasy German-German reunion which Something to Do with
the Wall, in contrast, seeks to preserve.

At one point in the film (shot in 1986), McElwee acknowledges this dynamic with a
growing sense of discomfort as the two filmmakers realize that their presence only serves
to amplify the spectacle: “As for us, it was clear that we’d become a part of the voyeuristic
machinery that was propelling” the events at the border, the public protests as much as the
PR stunts staged before the Wall. In 1989, the danger of becoming “just another camera
crew taking images from the circus that was unfolding in front of [its lens]” was even
greater (McElwee in Mori). McElwee vividly captures this unsettling experience as a
filmmaker:

As the day went on, we began to feel that we had stepped back into one of

those newsreels from our childhood. But now everyone looked like they were

making a newsreel. As we were filming the East Germans, they were

videotaping us, and camera crews from various TV stations were videotaping

them. And tourists were randomly recording everything with home video

cameras. After 25 years of showdowns like this one it now seemed that what

was going on here wasn’t as much a matter of Cold War ideologies as it was a
matter of Cold War public relations (Something to Do with the Wall).
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This self-awareness of its own complicity is what makes Something to Do with the Wall an
intriguing ethnographic study of an island city struggling to assimilate a suture ripped in its
urban and social fabric. McElwee may be a filmmaker, as Betsy McLane describes him, who
is “most acclaimed for (or accused of) initiating a flood of self-reflexivity that became
known in the 1980s as personal diary or essay documentary” (278), yet his drive to
recognize, record, and observe the intrusions and deformations effected by the camera’s
and the filmmaker(s)’ presence is what sets Something to Do with the Wall apart from other
Berlin Wall documentaries and docudramas. In the end, the film’s way of dealing with the
surreal and confounding aspects of reality is to embrace the nuance and the ambiguity of
everyday life that unfurls in front of their camera: images of entrepreneurially-minded
adolescents selling Wall pieces to wealthy West Germans who try to negotiate down the
price instead of chipping off a chunk themselves (incidentally, the tools can be borrowed
for a fee at the next stand); others with a sign “BeEilt Euch bevor SIE ganz weg ist”244
renting out hammers and chisels for 10 minutes or half an hour to interested parties.

Unlike McElwee’s other works filmed in the familiar home context of the US,
Something to Do with the Wall falls short of interrogating its own form and format. Its gaze,
of course, is necessarily limited by the West-Wall and the scope and trajectory of the stories
and visuals captured (in Kreuzberg, in the American Sector, in West Berlin). In terms of
concrete information, McElwee’s and Levine’s documentary adds little to our

understanding of the Berlin Wall, German-German divide, or Cold War dynamics. Nor does

244 “Hurry up before it [she] is gone.”
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the film come to any satisfying or, perhaps, polemical conclusion that would seek to
persuade or entertain the audience. Yet as an ethnographic study, Something to Do with the
Wall refuses to exploit the moment and does not seek to impose authority or render things
more transparent. Instead, the filmmakers’ cinematic exploration of West Berlin’s
contested terrain remains observational and speculative, balancing their inquiry between
distance and proximity while maintaining the surreal and dissonant aspects in sight.

When in 1989 the couple, finally, do get a chance to ask informative questions, they
have to admit that they are as baffled as the bystanders around them: “We can now make
small talk with an East German guard, but we can’t think of anything to ask him,” they
admit off-screen. Moreover, after all the encounters and conversations, ‘true’ insight
remains out of reach. As McElwee later put in when discussing his other project, Six O’Clock
News: “[E]ven after spending weeks with some of the people that I'd only seen fifteen
seconds of on television, [ realized that essentially, | can’t ever get to know them, their
history, the essential enigma of who they are, better than the camcorder crew that showed
up for a twenty-minute news shoot” (Mori). What remains in the end, is a mediation on the
limits of cinema and its potential as another way of seeing and experiencing ‘reality’ and

images thereof.

188



DIE MAUER: BORDERSCAPES AS TOPOGRAPHY OF ENCOUNTER
DEMOLITION OF A NIGHTMARE

Because of how borderlands are structured and shaped and because of how they operate,
these spaces often come to be associated with terms like wasteland, no-man’s-land, terra
nullius (‘land belonging to no one,” a more technical term mostly used in legal contexts),24>
or even non-place in reference to Marc Augé’s notion of non-lieu—spaces that deny any
form of appropriation and modification thus serving public interests only as points of
transition (which borderscapes obviously deny) rather than dwelling sites. These non-
places, as the French anthropologist argues in his seminal study, have “surrendered to
solitary individuality” and anonymity (malls and airports but also parking lots, highways,
and other urban fringe spaces) and are, per definition, ‘unwilling’ to integrate human
practices of socialization—a trait they share with territories that surround walls, fences,
and other barriers (78).

The territory that ran along the Berlin Wall, for instance, is frequently described in
literature as Niemandsland, or no-man’s-land, a term commonly used since World War I to
denote contested, mostly barren, either deserted or unoccupied ‘badlands’ that emerged as
aresult of a catastrophe or crisis. This is especially true of the Western side of the Berlin
Wall which was both accessible to West Berliners and difficult to appropriate as it was

guarded by East German troops and protected by the Allied forces as well as policed by

245 Since the early modern period, the term terra nullius—land that belongs to no sovereign, landlord, or
state—has been widely used as a legal concept to justify and legitimize the colonization and/or expropriation
of land belonging to indigenous communities and first nations (Shah).
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local authorities. While in some places the borderscape spawned residue spaces that were
unkempt, unused, uninhabited, and, to the eye of an external observer, undesirable (like
the ‘wasteland’ near the Wall on former Potsdamer Platz); in other places, it ran close to
buildings and along streets frequented by locals who had to navigate their way along the
Wall street. In some instances, however, appropriation was unavoidable. Some of these
residual, interstitial spaces were, over time, appropriated and refurbished, reshaped into
small garden patches, popular hangout spots, exhibition and performance ‘venues,” and
even make-shift open-air living areas.

Yet none of these terms—whether wasteland, no-man’s-land, or Augé’s non-lieu—
are adequate for describing and understanding the liminal spaces that exist along and
within borderscapes, how they operate, and what constitutes them beyond their obvious
barrenness and unruly ‘otherness.” A better, more suited term for my line of inquiry and
this chapter is terrain vague—a concept coined to describe marginal cites whose present
and future have been suspended yet whose mere existence challenges dominant practices
of spatial production and governance (de Sola-Morales Rubié 1995, 2013; Mariani and
Barron).

In Terrain Vague: Interstices at the Edge of the Pale, Manuela Mariani and Patrick
Barron define terrains vagues as “[r]esidual and ambiguous,” contradictory territories that,
at once, act as places of refuge (for humans as well as animals, as “outlets for unexpected or

spontaneous encounters”),246 as mirrors that “allow us to examine ourselves and our

246 See my discussion of Bartek Konopka’s documentary Mauerhase in Chapter IV, a film that explores the fate
of wild bunnies who populated the Wall strip since the 1960s.
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everyday surroundings from outside [...] our increasingly commodified, controlled, and
privatized ‘open’ urban spaces,” and as memento mori, that is, “containers of a fragmented
shared history” which terrain vague can both actualize in the present and erase and repress
(1-3). Violence, trauma, destruction, and displacement are therefore, as the scholars
emphasize, vital for understanding how these spaces operate, what they conceal, and what
they, ultimately, can be (or were) beyond their current condition. Nevertheless, as “shifting
assemblages of contradictory nuances” (1-2), terrains vagues are brimming with discursive,
even subversive potential nested in their “indefinite and uncertain,” ‘vague’ nature, not
unlike Michel Foucault’s heterotopias. They are marked by voids and absences, losses and
erasures, limits and restrictions; yet, as the architect Ignasi de Sola-Morales insists, these
“strange spaces” also harbor a promise—a “sense of freedom,” of possibility, and “the
expectation of mobility, vagrant roving, free time, liberty” nascent in their limbic state (26).

Indeed, when discussing the Berlin Wall-scape, especially around 1989-1991 while
the Wall was being dismantled and the spaces around it either abandoned or transformed
and repurposed, terrain vague turns out to be a useful concept precisely because it remains
alert to the manifold layers, histories, potentials, and contradictions of borderlands.

As I discussed previously in this chapter, Ross McElwee’s and Marilyn Levine’s
Something to Do with the Wall was less interested in the border poetics of deserted or
neglected spaces, unshaped and seemingly detached from human form, and more invested
in illuminating spaces adjacent to the Wall where human activity had become part of the

landscape, its topography of encounter and exploration. In this respect, Jiirgen Bottcher’s
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documentary Die Mauer (The Wall)#47 is an interesting counterpart to McElwee’s and
Levine’s “picaresque journey|...]” (Schwartz). Rather than create a “tapestry of quirky
character studies” (Lucia et al.,, 171) or present a chronological portrait of the Wall in the
process of its collapse, with a clear narrative structure and familiar generic tropes that
guide the viewer, Bottcher and his cameraman, Thomas Plenert,248 instead opted to
compose an intricate, atmospheric collage of sights and sounds they collected along the
border between November 1989 and August 1990 (Boser 80-82). Unlike the more hopeful
Something to Do with the Wall, Bottcher’s documentary—one of the last films to be
produced by the DEFA studio for Documentary Film—already anticipates the future in
which the Wall’s stark material presence will be substituted by an uncanny, eerie absence
within a layered, haunted urban landscape. While for a brief moment, in the winter of
1989-1990, this terrain vague may serve as a place of encounter for people on both sides of
the now defunct border, Plenert’s camera remains, for the most part, fixated on what
remains of the Wall and the half-empty, semi-deserted landscape it once dominated.
Bottcher’s style of documentary filmmaking has been often described as poetic and
painterly, “marked by gentle observation, the ability to engage with his protagonists, and a
lyrical eye for landscape” (Bock and Bergfelder 54). Speaking of influences on his work as a

director, scholars often single out the importance of Italian Neorealism, early Soviet

247 Sometimes credited as Die Mauer: Die Demontage eines Alptraumes (The Wall: Demolition of a Nightmare).

248 Thomas Plenert (1951-2023) had a long and outstanding career as a cinematographer. He frequently
collaborated with Volker Koepp, Rainer Ackermann, Lothar Warneke, Helke Misselwitz, Jorg Foth (including
Letztes aus der DaDaeR mentioned in this chapter), to name a few prominent directors, and also worked on
several of Bottcher’s films.
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filmmakers (like Oleksandr Dovzhenko and Sergei Eisenstein), the French Nouvelle Vague
and cinéma vérité as practiced by Jean Rouch and Chris Marker.24? Béttcher himself is
quoted describing documentary work as “one of the most magic forms of art, the invocation
of the entire and indeed real” (Hartmann 104). Documentary films, he clarifies in an
interview with Richard Kilborn, have more facets and dimensions than one might
anticipate: “They claim to be authentic and at the same time they are a poetic means of
expression. They are objective and at the same time much more subjective than most
feature films” (Kilborn 269).250 Unlike other adherents of cinéma verité of Ross McElwee’s
generation whose oeuvre highlights the filmmaker’s personal touch and relation to what
(or whom) they are filming, Bottcher’s stance in Die Mauer remains observational, free of
the kind of interference that marked Something to Do with the Wall—a film that still
maintains a slight distance to its subjects. Instead, Bottcher’s ‘poetic,” ‘painterly’ approach
to moving images, aided by Plenert’s eye toward landscape and atmosphere, factors in the
contours and colors, forms and textures of his surroundings. Indeed, throughout the 90-
minute movie, the filmed gestures and movements, impressions and encounters resemble
moving tableaux which, in turn, determine the pace and the rhythm of the documentary.
The viewer is often free(d) to roam the picture and inspect the open(ed) landscape of the

Mauerstadt (Wall city) still defined by the Wall, albeit not for long.

249 See: Allan 2019, 192; Arndt-Briggs 197; Boser 80; Kilborn 276; Kreimeier 28; Pinkert 2008, 183.

250 Emphases added.
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Bottcher’s painterly perspective, evident in his long, slow shots and patient close-
ups that portray fragments of the Wall as if they were a still life, is indeed rooted in his
work as a painter. In 1949-1953, before turning to filmmaking, Bottcher attended the
Dresden Academy of Fine Arts, but his career in painting was soon curtailed by the state.25!
After he was expelled from the Association of Visual Artists in 1961, Bottcher was forced to
switch professions, although he continued to paint throughout his career as a filmmaker
under the pseudonym Strawalde.252 In fact, since the Wende, Bottcher’s artworks have been
displayed by many prominent galleries, including the National Gallery in Berlin, the
Albertinum Museum in Dresden, the Museum Ludwig in Cologne, the National Library of
France as well as the Boston Public Library (Kreimeier 26).

Prior to his expulsion, Béttcher attended the German Academy of Film Art in
Potsdam-Babelsberg?53 (between 1955 and 1960, as did his cameraman, Thomas Plenert,
from 1972 to 1976)25* and, until 1991, worked at the DEFA Studio for Newsreels and
Documentary Films (DEFA-Studio fiir Wochenschau und Dokumentarfilme). Over the course
of his impressive career, Bottcher produced more than forty films and by the 1970s, he was

widely considered “one of the foremost documentary filmmakers in the GDR, a seminal

251 For a recent monograph on Bottcher life and work, see Elizabeth Daggett Matar, Jiirgen Béttcher and
Documentary Film: Documentaries, Contemporaries, History (2024). For bibliographical details, see Barnert
95; Bock and Bergfelder 54; Hartmann 104-105; Kilborn 269-270.

252 Bottcher was born in Frankenberg (Saxony) and raised in Strahwalde, a village in Oberlausitz, next to the
border to Poland and the former Czech Republic and about 200 km south-east of Berlin.

253 Deutsche Hochschule fiir Filmkunst, since 2014 known as the Konrad Wolf Film University of Babelsberg
(Filmuniversitdt Babelsberg Konrad Wolf).

254 “Thomas Plenert,” Stiftung DEFA Filme.
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influence for other DEFA documentarists” with his films becoming a “frequent [and rather
popular] cultural export” (Béser 81; Barnert 96).

Aside from his more experimental, avant-garde productions which focused on the
fine arts and the filmmaker’s own interests as a painter, Bottcher’s documentaries often
portrayed the everyday reality of ordinary people at work or during leisure time. However,
a dozen of Bottcher’s films, including his directorial debut as documentary filmmaker Drei
von vielen (Three Among Many, 1961) and his only narrative feature film Jahrgang 45
(Born 1945, 1965/1966), were deemed to be formally (and ideologically) unacceptable. “In
the eyes of the censors,” as Ursula Boser notes, these films “conveyed a distorted image of
an advancing socialist state” (80), and they were either quickly shelved or banned from
cinemas altogether, thus “contributing to an under-awareness of his work” outside of the
GDR and the German-speaking world.2z55

Die Mauer is the last film he produced under DEFA before turning almost exclusively

to painting.256 As an East German director competing for state funds, Béttcher was forced

255 “Focus: Jiirgen Bottcher’s The Wall.”

256 The documentary received several awards, including the European Felix Prize for best documentary
(awarded by the European Film Academy) and the prize of the International Federation of Film Critics
(FIPRESCI), both in 1991. Bottcher has also received multiple life achievement awards, cementing his
position as one of the most influential European filmmakers.

In 2001, Bottcher returned to cinemas with the documentary Konzert im Freien (Open Air Concert, released in
English as A Place in Berlin) which explored one of East Berlin’s more prominent monuments—the Marx-
Engels Forum. While the film evoked some tropes familiar from his previous work, including Die Mauer (the
use of architecture as a site for projection and reflection, focus on present absences and absent presences
within a layered urban landscape), Konzert im Freien also charted new territory: “Konzert im Freien is
remarkable in that it unites the present with the past without motion through the city or a bird’s-eye view as
in other films,” thereby “[r]estricting the audience’s sense of travel through space, the film emphasizes the
sensation of travel through time” (Byg 32). Accompanied by two jazz musicians (Gilinter Sommer and Dietmar
Diesner), the documentary itself presents a striking collage of materials commissioned in 1973 and filmed
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to comply with the strictures imposed by the regime. But in the fall of 1989, the filmmaker
and his crew were able to walk through the Brandenburg Gate following a cheerful crowd
of East and West Berliners. The scenes and scenery they captured on film were
inconceivable just a few months prior: jubilant crowds gathering in front of the
Brandenburg Gate; the eerie, surreal landscapes around and beneath Potsdamer Platz; the
strange nightly processions and comical, almost obsessive daily activities on both sides of
the Wall. As a historical artifact, Die Mauer witnessed the process of urban transformation
in action as the Wall was being cracked open, dismantled by heavy machinery and the army
of Mauerspechte (Wall peckers), discarded as debris, or stowed away to be shipped and
auctioned off abroad. And like Something to Do with the Wall, Béttcher’s documentary also
crossed another border by stepping into the territory of a New Berlin and a New Germany.
Venturing into this new territory, Bottcher and his film crew peeked through the holes
growing in the Wall on the western side, passed freely through the Brandenburg Gate, and
even took a walk along the formerly restricted and heavily guarded Kontrolistreifen
(control strip, colloquially known as the ‘death strip’).

The Berlin Wall, as the film'’s title makes obvious, takes center stage in Bottcher’s
portrait which, for the most part, fixes its gaze on architectural structures and elements of
the built environment, their haptic materiality and their impact on the surrounding urban
space and the bodies that move within it. However, it's important to note that the definition

of what this terrain vague signifies within this moment of rupture and rapid transformation

between 1981 and 1986 as well as contemporary footage shot a decade after the dissolution of the GDR (Allan
2019, 249-251).
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shifts throughout the film—from a ‘memento mori’ and a mirror serving a reflective and
mnemonic function to a place of refuge, encounter, and confrontation. Béttcher documents
these changing states of being and the new social, cultural, and economic functions
assumed by the concrete slabs still identifiable as the Wall.

Stripped of its primary functions, the Berlin Wall appears as ruins and rubble, mere
debris heaped into a giant pile; an unlikely object of desire and possession; an urban
playground for children of all ages; a performance venue for spontaneous artistic
interventions, a site of public spectacle but also human encounter; a cinematic projection
surface; and, finally, as an artifact, a valuable exhibition piece, and a withering testament to
the past. Although the sequences in which these images are displayed on the screen do not
always follow a linear trajectory, their arrangement suggests a movement from a state of
in/visible presence toward a future defined by absences and voids that transmute into a
simulated, contrived form of presence.

In a recent monograph on Bottcher’s career and work as a filmmaker, Elizabeth
Daggett Matar argues that the film’s visual register shifts accordingly from an observational
mode to a more participatory approach and, finally, to what she calls a reflexive mode. These
shifts are certainly palpable throughout the film; however, with each consecutive viewing,
the three modes become less stable and begin to fluctuate. Encounters with the Wall in the
absence of any human framework allow the viewer to take in the surroundings in a way
that is at once painterly (giving the eye the space and the time to roam the scenery as if
contemplating a still life or landscape art) and participatory in its engagement with the
border, exploratory and reflexive. Interactions with other Wall gazers

(Mauerschaulustigen), in turn, take on a more distant, observational rather than
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participatory approach that, in stark contrast to Something to Do with the Wall, seeks to
establish distance in favor of proximity and identification: “Part ethnography at arm’s
length, part contemplative still life of a seeming paradox—receding permanence, Die Mauer
prefers to look at a bigger picture” unencumbered by other optical regimes (Wagner,
“Cleansing the System,” 177).

Die Mauer is indeed a very slow-paced film that relies on patient observation and
silent contemplation. Without much verbal interference on part of the filmmaker and his
crew, the camera allows movement to emerge from within the frame and is rarely
propelled into action or interaction. Instead, Bottcher’s and Plenert’s singular method of
shooting, framing, and linking?>7 images generates a melodic, associative flow accentuated
through carefully layered soundscapes recorded along the Berlin-Berlin border. Direct
verbal engagement with people rarely happens in this film; only occasionally does the crew
engage in spontaneous, albeit brief, sporadic exchanges with the frantic populace, like a
lone woman anxiously leaning her ear against the Wall in disbelief: “Es kann doch nicht
wahr sein, dass es mal aufhort.”258 Or the enthusiastic youths who joined the business of
chipping off and advertising their chunks of concrete covered in splashes of color—now

available for purchase.259 In fact, oftentimes when approached by bystanders or other

257 The film was edited by Gudrun Steinbriick-Plenert. Like her husband, Thomas Plenert, Steinbriick worked
on a number of Bottcher’s films. She is also known for her longtime collaboration with Helke Misselwitz.

258 “Surely it cannot be true that it will finally end.” It’s a peculiar coincidence, but the same woman seems to
appear in McElwee’ and Levine’s documentary Something to Do with the Wall where she happily presents her
small trophies to the camera.

259 The average prize cited is between 5 and 10 Deutsche Mark, approximately 2.5-5 Euro in 2023 currency.
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media, Bottcher refuses to engage with them, remains silent, or withdraws altogether,
cutting to scenes and scenery that appear less hectic and crowded. Moreover, the
documentary declares no allegiances, neither “to the East [nor the] West German
experience” (Wagner, “Cleansing the System,” 177), nor does it seek a haptic, tactual
connection to the Wall (like Cynthia Beatt’s Wall movies) as a body that triggers intense
corporeal reactions.

The documentary opens with a shot of a blue crane stranded amid a muddy open
landscape resembling a quarry or perhaps a building site. As the camera pans toward the
right, the presumed construction grounds are revealed to be the opposite—a demolition
site filled with discarded concrete plates piled up in one giant heap of debris. The
dismembered segments of the Wall are shown in their disintegrating state, similar to a
place described by Tilda Swinton in The Invisible Frame, “[t]hey are like the archeological
remains of some long, long, long dead civilization, sort of pre-1300, maybe Byzantine.” In
2009, two decades after the Wall’s collapse, they appear “[s]o far, prehistoric.” And with
that distance, comes an uneasy feeling: “[T]here is no way of really understanding how it
ever worked[;] it's like a trap door has just shut and a carpet has been rolled over it, and it’s
vanished underneath acres and acres and acres of shame and rewritten history” (The
Invisible Frame). Die Mauer already anticipates this destiny in which the Wall will give way
to absence and amnesia. Vestiges of the Cold War, the remains of the Wall are still visible
within the landscape and yet no longer legible as a continuous and intact structure, and
Bottcher’s film carefully documents their gradual yet perceptible erasure through a series

of long, extensive pans and slow tracking shots.
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The individual images that serve to attune the viewer to the film’s perceptual mode,
or framework (Boser 83), resemble a collection of discreet tableaux, were it not for the
slight movement of the camera and the subtle industrial noise audible in the background.
With nothing else in the camera’s view, its attention is fully focused on the concrete slabs
and what remains of the Berlin border, allowing the audience to take in the environment,
the atmosphere emanating from the overall composition, and to contemplate its elements.

Two minutes and twenty seconds into the film, the congregation of concrete slabs is
finally identified in all caps as DIE MAUER. A flock of birds circles the sky; their loud cries are
joined by the persistent sound of spikes, hammers, and mallets clanking against concrete.
This ‘wall’ of incessant noise will accompany many of the pictures to come, spilling over
from one scene into the next, even in the absence of Mauerspechte—a term used to describe
those who helped chop the Wall into fragments, whether with political or commercial
interest in mind. Fascinated by their persistent hammering, Bottcher and his crew
document these intensely physical interactions between human bodies hammering away at
the Wall and the body of concrete that suddenly crumbles so easily.

The Wall itself, an unlikely object of desire, is shown to be in high demand. Still
standing yet on the brink of disappearance, it has suddenly gained a new value—as a
prized trophy, a small keepsake to take back home, or a free souvenir to sell on the new
market. Ironically, in destroying the Wall, the ‘Wall peckers’ also partake in the process of

preserving it, even if as a fragment.260 Of course, as Brian Ladd points out, their

260 East German authorities, who technically owned the Wall, tried unsuccessfully to stop the Wall peckers,
before deciding to join the ‘business:’ themselves. As Brian Ladd writes, “A state-owned firm that specialized
in the export of building materials was given the job of marketing the defaced concrete, now separated into
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participation in this communal “ritual” reaffirmed its fragility as a material object and,
ultimately, contributed to the eventual “removal of the symbolic barrier” (8). Yet in
Bottcher’s film, the determined hammering of Mauerspechte appears less as a collective
mission to destroy the barrier than an obsessive and near to comical feast. This impression
is only increased by the incessant clatter of tools in the background. The souvenir hunters’
fixation on the soon-to-be relic already anticipates the future in which the sites previously
occupied by the Wall and defined by its presence will have dissolved into the urban
landscape. Bottcher’s documentary thus captures a unique moment in the city’s long
history when the Wall’s presence is at once activated and already positioned to become an
absence, whether visible (in form of memorials and plaques) or invisible (in form of voids,
marginal traces, and erasures). Die Mauer lingers on this ephemeral and liminal state of no-
longer-being and becoming.

During the day, the camera observes the curious masses of people who wonder
along and across the border as if seeing it for the first time. For some, not only tourists but
first and foremost East Germans who had never crossed the threshold to West Berlin, this
is their first encounter with the Wall. Some remain at a safe distance, mesmerized by the
spectacle offered by this new urban theater complete with impromptu concerts and
carnivalesque performances. Others probe the Wall’s haptic qualities, touching its surface

and the steel threads sticking out from the insides of the barrier. Many passers-by can be

its prefabricated segments. An auction in Monte Carlo in June 1990 attracted wealthy collectors and drove
prices for painted segments of Wall into the tens of thousands of dollars. As East Germany passed into history,
though, the Wall’s aura faded and its price fell. A final auction in Fort Lee, New Jersey, in 1993 attracted only
three buyers” (9).

201



seen peering through the sprouting cracks; children and adults playing peekaboo and
jumping through the shattered frame.

At this moment, the solid curtain becomes a porous screen, as imagined by so many
Mauermaler:innen. The camera patiently studies this scenery: human bodies that appear to
be growing out of concrete, the heads of curious onlookers sticking out from the holes,
reminiscent of Peter Unsicker’s series of plaster masks attached to the Wall. It shows how
these sprouting cracks open up old and new passageways that allow for movement through
the re-appropriated territory before future regulations can take hold of it and before the
border is erased from the landscape. Yet once again, the passage becomes impossible—for,
as Jacques Derrida reminds us, “there is no longer a border to cross,” and with the Wall’s
erasure, “there is no limit” to overcome. The frame, impermeable and uncrossable in the
past, will henceforth become “too porous, permeable, and indeterminate” and the (now
invisible) passage will once again be sealed (Derrida 1993, 20). But for now, with segments
of the Wall completely removed from the ground, its footprint creates an open pathway
that, as the camera shows, leads past the Reichstag toward the Brandenburg Gate—a soon-

to-be symbol of reformed unity and a New Berlin.
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DIE BERLINER MAUERSHOW:

THE GAZE, THE PROJECTOR, AND THE WALL SCREEN
While all ‘visual media,” as the visual studies scholar W. ]. T. Mitchell reminds us, should be
characterized as ‘mixed media’ “from the standpoint of [their] sensory [or, rather,
multisensory] modality” (Mitchell 125), the act of watching, and being watched remains
central to Bottcher’s film. Die Mauer records how, for a brief period of time, the previously
in/visible Wall and its ‘uncertain terrain’ shifted to the center of everyone’s attention. In
the absence of voice-over or a musical score, the act of looking (at the Wall, past the Wall,
through the Wall), of letting the gaze wonder across the frame to absorb the atmosphere or
in search of an unexpected detail, | argue, becomes a key experience in and of itself. In the
hands of Bottcher’s cinematographer Thomas Plenert, the 35 mm camera transforms into
an optical device that, at once, functions as a telescope whose gaze extends far into the
distance, seemingly immune to the flurry of activity around them, and a magnifying glass
whose sharp lens scans the surfaces as if seeking to touch the Wall and its uneven surface,
catch and absorb every detail that otherwise would evade perception—a visual strategy
that becomes especially potent once the Wall turns into a screen for projection of moving
images, as [ will illustrate below.

At other times, the curious, inquisitive gaze of the camera is returned—with eager
excitement, skepticism, or unease as in the case of East German border guards who appear
immobilized by the lens silently staring back at them. Yet Plenert’s camera does not flinch,
nor does it seek to approach the subjects whose attention is now fixed on the filmic
apparatus and the crew behind it. In that sense, their gaze is both unrequited and absorbed

by those watching Bottcher’s film. Whether “directed at or averted from the camera,” it
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“travels over time and space,” raising questions about that moment in time and the
circumstances that made the interaction possible (Boser 80). In other scenes, it is the gaze
from the West, previously unreciprocated, that is suddenly returned by those standing in
the East, and Bottcher’s camera is there to capture this moment of “visual reckoning”
(Bottcher cited in Webber 2015, 166).

Much like Something to Do with the Wall, Die Mauer also had to find a way to deal
with the gaze of the media and the spectacle it fueled. Where searchlights used to roam the
area, now stood photographers and camera teams hunting for the most spectacular shots
which would end up on the screens, in newspapers and glossy magazines, and, as the years
went by, colorful publications and TV documentaries reflecting back on the fall the Wall
and the events of the Wende. Here, Bottcher’s approach is twofold: rather than conceal the
apparatus and the set-up that makes moving images possible, he strips them of their aura,
exposing their mundane workings; simultaneously, true to his painterly origins, the
filmmaker directs his audience’s attention toward images of the Wall now projected onto
its very surface. The metaphor of the Wall as a projection screen for anguish and anxiety,
hopes and dreams, fears and Feindbilder (enemy images / images of the enemy) thus
materializes as an actual Wall screen that can be contemplated in relation to its images, its
history past and present.

In one of the scenes, while wandering amidst the crowd at the Brandenburg Gate,
Bottcher’s crew begins to tail various media outlets and proceeds to watch them produce
their news segments. The camera especially dwells on the performance of the CNN
correspondent Richard Blystone as he pre-records his final words: “No parades will be

passing through these arches for a long time to come, and the Wall over there will remain a
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blot on West Berlin’s landscape. But the Gate going nowhere now goes somewhere, and all
of East Germany knows where it goes. Richard Blystone, CNN, at the Brandenburg Gate.”
His gaze fixed on the camera, Blystone repeats the same scripted sentences with an air of
authority and professional routine, resting within “a position of self-assured knowledge”
(Boser 85).

Yet Bottcher’s approach to this scene quickly disrupts the authoritative presentation
of the ‘story’ by showing all four consecutive takes and allowing the pathos of the words to
rise and ebb with each repetition. Once the last take is complete, the CNN reporters leave
the spot without ever taking interest in the other film crew that continues to observe them
as they depart into the distance. In this instance, Bottcher’s method “becomes
presentational rather than representational,” foregrounding the film'’s “artistic reflexivity”
and desire to show rather than tell (Stam 114).261 Above all, it endeavors to make the
constructed nature of these images, packaged as ready-made history, evident by refraining
from direct interference or voice-over narration, by reframing the Wall as a material object
while maintaining a careful distance from the observed: “[Bottcher] bleibt uns fremd. Nicht
nur als Person, auch als Blickinstanz. Sein Blick auf die Szenen der ‘deutschen Wende’
scheint aus einer grofden Ferne zu kommen, als Fremder durchstreift hier jemand ein
fremdes Terrain. Auch als Fremder drangt er sich nicht auf” (Kreimeier 28).262 In the same

segment, Bottcher’s team is greeted by a Swedish interviewee whom they just observed

261 Emphases added.
262 “IBottcher] remains a stranger to us. Not only as a person, but also as an observer. His perspective on the

scenes of the ‘German turning point’ seems to come from a great distance, as a stranger roaming through
unfamiliar terrain. Even as a stranger, he does not impose himself upon us.”
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talking to another camera. While the woman in red appears eager to learn more about their
intentions and the kind of program they are working for, Bottcher’s camera slowly drifts
away avoiding her direct gaze and her line of questioning (“What are you going to do?”).

Rather than engage with the media, Bottcher’s crew wanders elsewhere, to a soon-
to-be ruin of the Wall, a half-demolished segment that has been turned into a movie screen.
The archival footage assembled in varying order shows glimpses of German history: first,
fragments from 1961 newsreels filmed in the first days after the Wall was erected (which
would have been censored in the GDR); then, moving further back in time, Nazi torchlight
processions, clips of Joseph Goebbels, Benito Mussolini, and Adolf Hitler greeting the
masses from an open car; people starving during the war, Red Army tanks trailing through
the city ruins and soldiers raising the Soviet flag; close-ups of GDR’s President Wilhelm
Pieck (1949-1960) and Erich Honecker, the head of the East German state since 1971; yet
further into the past, recordings of Prussian military parades and Kaiser Wilhelm passing
through the Brandenburg Gate; and, finally, crowds of ecstatic East Berliners crossing the
border on Bornholmer Straf3e just a few weeks ago.

Some of these images have in the meantime become iconic, like Peter Leibing’s
photograph of Conrad Schumann—a nineteen-year-old East German border guard who
jumped across the fence on August 15, 1961, to the cheer of West German crowds (Barnert
102; Boser 86; Taylor 239-240). Others are barely legible, yet despite the blurred, murky
quality of the moving images, Bottcher and Plenert find a way to anchor the audience by
focusing on smaller details: the uneven surface of the Wall with bloody splashes of color, a

friendly or concerned face staring back into the camera that once captured it, a minor
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gesture or synchronized movement arresting their attention, oftentimes revealed in slow-
motion or through subtle repetition.

Crucially, the film returns to the projection site four times. At first, observing the
happening from a distance and revealing the apparatus that is projecting the images, then
panning to the audience gathered next to the Wall screen, and gradually zooming in onto
the Wall and the shimmering silver screen until the flickering images fill the entire frame.
On a material level, the shaky black-and-white projections create a grainy, almost
impressionistic effect, as if the moving pictures are being smeared across the Wall by an
invisible hand. In the absence of verbal commentary or any contextualizing references, the
viewer is left to absorb the images’ slow movement and thick, painterly texture. When the
camera zeros in on the projections, shimmering across the rough, uneven surface of the
stained Wall, the images begin to acquire a material, haptic quality like reliefs cast in liquid
concrete.

The East German director’s resolve to animate the Wall by filming moving pictures
projected onto one of the panels transformed the architectural structure from a
palimpsestic canvas that displayed static images (from Wall art to various scribblings) into
a different kind of medium—a public screen where history is brought back to life through
the means of another medium, that of film. Die Mauer thus took “the recalcitrant, but now
crumbling, materiality of the Wall as its substrate, projecting an allegorical image of

Berlin’s fractured history through this ultimate visual symbol of that fracture” (Webber
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2015, 166).263 The grainy, shaky images full of cracks and lapses and the incessant, broken
noise of the machines dismantling the Wall just a few feet away reinforced this perception.
On a conceptual level, Bottcher’s framing of this kinetic interplay between the cinematic
apparatus (Plenert’s camera and the projector), the concrete border wall, the assembled
audience, and the overall ambiance (it's nighttime but the demolition work continues as the
crowds wander across the borderscapes) had a fourfold effect.

First and foremost, displayed in succession with brief pauses in-between, these
snippets of visual evidence actively pulled the past into the present, raising questions about
the historical continuity “between a fascist past, a capitalist present and its investment in a
German future” (Boser 86-87). Indeed, this whole stretch of the Wall (around the
Brandenburg Gate, the Reichstag building, and Potsdamer Platz) which Boéttcher chose to
capture on film, as scholars point out, “evokes a conspicuous density of diachronic all-
German sentiment” (Wagner 177). After all, this terrain vague represents a historical
juncture in the city’s history, situated between three sectors (occupied by the British,
Soviet, and US forces) and two Berlins, now reunited again.

The inclusion of military marches, parades, and mass processions, recorded for
preservation, draws the audience’s attention to these dated displays of power and pomp
which have, visually speaking, become “metonymic for the cataclysmic events that shaped
German history” (Boser 86). In this instance, the floating tableaux certainly serve a

mnemonic function by retrieving memories and historical images, however vague or

263 Emphasis added.
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cloudy, and clashing them with the present moment as it is being actively recorded,
mediated, and preserved for the future. Under Bottcher’s directorial and cinematographic
supervision, the opened passage thus acquires not only a spatial but a temporal dimension.
Presence and absence commingle, and the distance between events momentarily collapses,
inviting the audience to contemplate German history, the rise and the fall of the Wall and
the empires that preceded it.

However, in a seeming contradiction, the way this public “re-enactment” of history
is presented within the film deliberately falls short of actually informing the viewer about
the events they are witnessing or the origin of the images and the motivations of those who
made them. There is no epistemological certainty or “independent authority” (Wagner
“Cleansing the System,” 178), and the fact that the images are not displayed in a continuous,
straight or reverse chronological order accentuates the film’s refusal to reduce the
complexity of history to a linear narrative. Contrary to some readings of the film, Die Mauer
does not offer direct access to the past, “only to an account of the past which has become
part of the cultural memory stored in the archive from which it is now recalled” (Boser 82,
86). In fact, none of the events shown, like the legendary “The Wall” open-air concert co-
organized by Roger Waters of Pink Floyd and staged in the terrain vague between the two
Germanies, are in any way explained or contextualized within the historical period, and our
access to them remains strangely limited. Instead, Bottcher depicts the advent of the
Wende, this seismic moment in German and European history, at times in alienating,
anticlimactic terms.

During nightly mass processions and festivities, like the 1989-1990 New Year'’s Eve

celebrations at the Brandenburg Gate, triumphant crowds are shown cheering and
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climbing on the top of the Wall. For a moment, as the flares and the fireworks illuminate
the silhouette of the Gate set against a black, smoke-filled sky, Bottcher’s images conjure
alternative and no less memorable moments of German history—from the nightly
bombings and Nazi torchlight parades to the infamous book burnings and the arson attack
on the Reichstag building in 1933. Rather than mingle with the people or replicate the
“euphoric displays” (Pinkert 2010, 268-269) and “triumphal postures” (Wagner “Cleansing
the System,” 177) other cameras are so eager to capture, Bottcher and his crew take a step
back and observe the happening from a distance or from nearby rooftops, seemingly
disengaged from the public spectacle, leading some critics to wander: “What’s wrong with
this film that it doesn’t want to party?” (Robinson 180).

Thirdly, the recorded Mauershow which consisted of archival footage and freshly
filmed reels formally indistinguishable from the historical records (like the images of East
Berliners flooding the gates of crossing points) conjured a time when the Wall, the very
segment before the camera’s eye, will be just that—a flickering image projected onto some
other screen. Andrew Webber has suggested that in these segments Bottcher’s film
experiments with a painterly technique of Ubermalung (over-painting), not unlike the
Mauermaler:innen before him whose painterly activities highlighted the Wall’s plasticity as
an architectural structure which can be repurposed as a medium for conveying information
and a kind of public platform for expressing dissenting ideas and visions of the future.
However, it’s vital to point out that the Wall painters’ activities, oftentimes spontaneous,
stream-of-consciousness style outpourings, showed little regard for other artworks and

doodles. In fact, erasure, destruction, and appropriation formed a crucial part of the
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collective enterprise to ‘overcome the Wall by over-painting the Wall.’264 In Bottcher’s case,
erasure, cultural and historical amnesia—especially in the context of an event as contested
as the German-German (re)unification—is presented as a problem. The Wall itself, one
might argue, is displayed as concrete evidence of a nation’s amnesiac relation to the past.
Bottcher’s painterly approach is thus manifest less in the desire to over-paint the Wall and
the events captured (although his documentary certainly adds a unique dimension to the
Wende-archive), than in the drive to peel off the layers that comprise the strata of the
“Berlin Wall Imaginary.” The Wall and the borderscape, which at this point in the film
resembles an archeological excavation site, thereby become a locus that at once provides
an archaeology and a critique of the images it presents.

Finally, by inspecting the footage projected onto the panels and the ‘happening’
surrounding this performance, Bottcher’s documentary re-affirmed the potential of this
changing, politically charged space to function as a social space, that is, an “open forum”
where contemplation and mediation, inspection and introspection go hand in hand. The
film repeatedly directs the audience’s attention to the circumstances of this peculiar ‘Wall
screening,’ switching between close-ups of the Wall screen, the small audience assembled
around the site (including East German border guards perched on some of the slabs), the
heavy machinery near-by, and the rattling film projector which the camera patiently
documents. This constellation allows us, the audience, to become privy to a very fragile,

fleeting space as the Wall is being knocked down just a few feet away and the noise

264 The official title of this Aktion was “Overcoming the WALL by Painting the WALL” (“Uberwindung der
MAUER durch Bemalung der MAUER”), see Chapter 1.
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produced by the machines overpowers the buzzing sound of the projector. This conscious
display of the busy ambiance behind the scene and the cinematic apparatus at work also
reveals the process by which Bottcher’s own images are constructed and mediated
(Barnert 103),26> what they potentially include (the presence of onlookers, the machine
projecting the footage, the origins of the noise emanating nearby) or exclude (who installed
the projector or selected the images).

Die Mauer concludes with a view of yet another junk yard, a graveyard of sorts for
graffiti-covered slabs that were removed from the public eye and are now waiting to be
shipped off to other cities. The camera approaches and carefully surveils this otherworldly
site, frame by frame, with the eye of a painter collecting snapshots of the most eye-catching
exhibits. Geometric lines, colors, and contours merge into colorful abstract paintings;
sometimes the eyes spray-painted on the Wall stare back at the viewer.

Here, at the very end, all movement is suspended and finally brought to a halt. The
viewer is invited to dwell in this stillness and to roam the open-air Mauerpark (Wall park)
like a museum filled with still life. The fragments towering within the artificial ruinscape
are what remains of the old barrier; the process of forgetting had already begun but the
patient gaze of the camera allows us to linger in this space and to contemplate the open(ed)

future.

265 What Wagner refers to as a “historically responsible cinematic apparatus” (“Cleansing the System,” 178).
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CHAPTER IV

THE WALL LIVES ON—AN ICON AND ITS AFTERLIFE:

MAUERHASE (2009), THE INVISIBLE FRAME (2009), AND THE AMERICAN SECTOR (2020)

zig zag

enthauptet
behauptet
hauptstadt

zag
unter geteiltem himmel
ein altes gesicht

renoviert

frisch poliert
in neue falten gelegt

—May Ayim, “berlin” (1994)

Contrary to common perception, it took months to demolish the concrete Wall that ran
through the inner city, by the end of 1990, and decades to redevelop the areas occupied by
the former border fortification system (Hertle 2016).26¢ To an extent, the border wall never
really disappeared from the landscape but was ‘broken apart’ into smaller, less visible
pieces, that morphed and mutated according to the demands of the new environment. The

lines of division had shifted but the walls in people’s heads remained, as Peter Schneider’s

266 The barriers that circumvented the outskirts of West Berlin were gradually removed by 1992.
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prophesy would have it, and the need to build more walls, more secure and impenetrable
borders grew exponentially.

Like no other author, the Afro-German poet and activist May Ayim (1960-1996)
knew what the fall of the Berlin Wall might, what it will entail. Several of her poems, most
prominently “berlin,” “blues in schwarz weiss” (“blues in black and white”), “deutschland
im herbst” (“germany in the fall”), and “grenzenlos und unverschaemt” (“borderless and
brazen”) published in the 1995 volume blues in schwarz weiss, articulate the divisiveness of
visible and invisible borders which remain in the aftermath of the Wall’s collapse, revealing
sharp creases in the collective geopolitical as much as psychogeographical landscape—
creases that cut just as deep and are even harder to erase than the actual walls made of
concrete. Key words like “zeitenwechsel” (“change of times”), “die zeit danach” (“the time
afterwards”), “aus dem rahmen” (“out of the frame”) cue her readers to new possibilities
opened by the “door” within the “cage.”267 Yet the vistas that lie in front of her eyes (‘I's)
are disillusioning at best:

das wieder vereinigte deutschland

feiert sich wieder 1990

ohne immigrantinnen fliichtlinge jiidische

und schwarze menschen

es feiert im intimen kreis
es feiert in weif3268

The titular poem “blues in schwarz weiss,” cited above, offers a long list of those who were

excluded from the celebrations: migrants and refugees, people of color, Jewish, Afro-

267 Ayim, “der kéafig hat eine tiir,” 51-52.

268 “the reunited germany / celebrates itself again 1990 / without immigrants refugees jewish / and black
people / it celebrates in an intimate circle / it celebrates in white” (Ayim, “blues in schwarz weiss,” 82-83).
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German, and other historically marginalized and persecuted communities. Moreover, the
process of reunification came at the cost of their safety and belonging. Echoing Heinrich
Heine’s (1797-1856) dark prophesy (“This was but a prelude; where books are burned, so
too are people burned in the end.”)26? which since 1995 has been inscribed on a bronze
plaque next to the Empty Library memorial on Bebelsplatz in Berlin (Denkmal zur
Erinnerung an die Biicherverbrennung),?’9 Ayim writes:

im neuvereinten Deutschland
das sich so gerne

viel zu gerne
wiedervereinigt nennt

dort haben

in diesem und jenem ort
zuerst hauser

dann menschen

gebrannt

erst im osten dann im westen
dann

im ganzen land?71

The poet draws a straight line from the murder sprees of November 9th-10th, 1938 to the
fall of the Berlin Wall on that same day, sixty-one years later as well as the deadly attacks
on non-white minorities that happened soon after the euphoria of the ‘Peaceful Revolution’
had subsided. Once again, Ayim erases any perceived or self-proclaimed difference

between the “east” and the “west” whose thinly veiled ethno-nationalist politics of

269 “Das war ein Vorspiel nur; dort, wo man Biicher [v]erbrennt, verbrennt man auch am Ende Menschen”
(“Almansor,” 11).

270 Although mistakenly quoted as “Das war ein Vorspiel nur; dort, wo man Biicher / Verbrennt, verbrennt
man ageh am Ende auch Menschen.”

271 “in the newly united Germany / that likes so much / much too much / to call itself reunified / there / in
this and that place / first houses / then people / have burned / first in the east then in the west / then / in the
whole country” (Ayim, “deutschland im herbst,” 68-70).
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discrimination overshadowed Germany’s attempts to refashion itself after the Wende. The
architecture of fear and isolation continues to frame the author’s vision as she concludes
her poem: “deutschland im herbst / mir graut vor dem winter” (“germany in the fall / i
dread the arrival of winter,” 70).

May Ayim’s book of poetry blues in schwarz weiss, first published in 1995, decries
borders that existed in both Germanys long before they were separated by an actual wall
and that remained, and continue to remain, long after it was gone. Her poems also speak of
the erasures that accompanied the long process of reunification as the two Germanys
reconciled. Ayim herself was one of those erasures, for a long time absent from the capital’s
history, university curricular, and discussions of German-language literature. In 2009, over
a decade after her death, the city of Berlin finally paid tribute to the poet by renaming the
Grobenufer—a street in Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg that runs along the river on the Western
banks of the Spree—into May-Ayim-Ufer.272 That same year the city marked the 20t
anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall, a long-planned, large-scale event that was
celebrated and commemorated throughout the year.

To mark the occasion, filmmakers, too, turned their cameras toward the capital in
the throngs of urban transformation and building frenzy. The act of filming and re-
producing the architecture of the two Berlins turned into an archeological dig for traces
and images, thus anchoring the latter in our imagination of the past and, in the process,

overriding historical narratives with cinematic projections and screen fantasies. This

272 Grobenufer was named after a Prussian general, colonialist, and founder of the slave trade Fort Grof3
Friedrichsburg in modern Ghana.
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chapter discusses two such projects, both created by (initial) outsiders to the city—Cynthia
Beatt who, together with Tilda Swinton, returned to their original biking expedition to re-
experience the journey along what was left of the Berlin Wall in The Invisible Frame; and
Bartek Konopka’'s Mauerhase—an Oscar-nominated documentary that tells the story of the
Berlin Wall through ‘the eyes and the ears’ of wild rabbits who populated the border strip
since the 1960s.

What sets the two projects apart is their approach to the vast archive of the past and
present that is the “Berlin Wall Imaginary.” While Konopka’s film is driven by an archival
impulse that, ultimately, appropriates and recycles images to create a story that reaffirms
established narratives, Beatt’s anarchival approach allows the filmmaker to explore “more
speculative way(s] of attending to past events,” ways that formally and aesthetically
“refus[e] traditional routes of documenting, collecting and collating” in favor of “thinking-
in-movement” (and through movement)—an approach that emphasizes the “ongoing,
processual and diffractive” qualities of the anarchival practice (Fairchild, et al. 8). Taken
together, the two documentaries, both released in 2009, chronicle the tensions that marked
the celebrations and the much-contested ways of remembering and memorializing the
Berlin Wall twenty years after its disappearance from the cityscape.

Another movie, the 2020 documentary The American Sector directed by Courtney
Stephens and Pacho Velez, closes this study of the “Berlin Wall Imaginary.” Unlike Bartek
Konopka’s Mauerhase or Cynthia Beatt’s The Invisible Frame which explore the haunting
aftereffects of the border’s disappearance from the landscape as a material divider, The
American Sector is more interested in the West Berlin Wall’s reappearance in new contexts.

The film traces over four dozen slabs that were spread out across the United States—a
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country that houses the largest private and public collection of Wall panels in the world.
What happens when the Wall is transplanted to new terrains, absorbed into novel settings,
re-painted and merged to form sculptures and memorials commemorating the end of the
Cold War era? Does it still ‘speak’ to passers-by or do they merely pass by the Wall
unaffected by its in/visible presence? And can cinema, beyond cataloging the remains of
the Wall, help resurrect this threatened ‘fossil’ to trigger conversation about public
memory, the poetics and politics of borders, and 21st-century approaches to

commemoration?

“RED DOPE ON RABBITS”: A CHRONICLE OF FORBIDDEN LAND

While the efficacy of walls in deterring movement is subject to heated debate, there is little
doubt among experts that walls are designed to provide an affective dimension (Vallet).
Walls, from vast borderscapes to mundane enclosures, create a feeling of security, control,
and containment; they can intimidate, threaten, and serve as a warning to those who dare
approach them; they dominate and divide the landscape, turning ideological conflicts and
ideational constructs into topographic realities and geopolitical necessities thereby
deflecting our attention from the former. And perhaps more importantly in the modern day
and age, walls also serve a symbolic, aesthetic, and, ultimately, propagandistic function,
thereby inextricably linking the “physical walls” with the “mental walls of fear” (Benedicto
and Brunet).

The history of walls, of course, is always already “embedded in the record of military
architecture” and, by extension, state publicity and sovereign propaganda. Their archaic

aesthetics, as Avinoam Shalem’s 2011 analysis of the Palestinian-Israeli border reminds us,
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always align with certain ideological goals and visions for collective self-fashioning (Shalem
163):273

The wall, be it in Berlin or in Palestine, is politicized. It is not an architectural
element of defense in time of war, not an architectural structure for marking
different public spaces, and certainly not an edifice for answering primarily
socio-urban needs. The wall of today is perceived as a symbol, an urban sign
of local conflict in a global interactive context, a tool for controlling
movement and traffic, and a late-postmodern product of our anxious society,
a society that has never been modern (164).

Walls, in other words, serve as a site for projection of values and visions, ideas and ideals
expressed in solid, archaic form. But they also project their own ‘images’ that defy attempts
to contain and control them.

Moreover, walls separate ‘us’ from ‘them,” and they help fuel, crystallize, and
reassert these identities through the very act of physical separation until they finally
morph into unequivocal polar opposites. Back in 1935, following in the footsteps of the
French sociologist Emile Durkheim, a British anthropologist by the name Gregory Bateson
introduced a term to describe this dynamic of mutual dissociation and “progressive
differentiation.” He called these processes schismogenesis (‘creation of division’) and
cautioned his readers that, in some cases, “each group will drive the other into excessive
emphasis of the [behaviour] pattern, a process which if not restrained can only lead to

»” «

more and more extreme rivalry,” “a progressive unilateral distortion of the personalities of

»n «

the members of both groups,” “mutual hostility,” and, ultimately, “the breakdown of the

273 On self-fashioning see, for instance, Stephen Greenblatt’s new historicist study of early modern life and art
Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (University of Chicago Press, 2012).

219



whole system” (181).274 In his article, Bateson went on to caution his readers that “[a]t the
present moment, the nations of Europe are far advanced in [...] schismogenesis and are
ready to fly at each other’s throat” (182), and he was not wrong in uttering his prediction.

Walls and other separators, natural as much as artificial, play a crucial role in this
process. Topographic modifications in the environment become political realities that, in
turn, serve to reaffirm and justify the existence of walls, both material and immaterial. In
the case of divided Germany, the Berlin Wall and the intra-German border “served as the
confirmation of a fundamental difference between East and West Germans at the same time
that it explained this difference” (Pugh 2014, 6; Ladd 31). Soon enough, to paraphrase the
writer Peter Schneider, attempts to tear down physical walls failed to remove them from
the heads and minds of the people who grew accustomed to separation and the identities
derived from and built upon the schism. By the time the Berlin border collapsed, as
Schneider observes, “it was the Wall alone that preserved the illusion that the Wall was the
only thing separating the Germans” (1991).

Bartek Konopka’s award-winning cinematic study Mauerhase (literally, Wall
rabbit)275 takes the concept of schismogenesis and transfers it to the Berlin border and its

unusual ecosystem. “Part nature study, part cold war allegory” (Catsoulis), this short 50-

274 Bateson identified two categories, or types, of schismogenesis which exist in a dynamic, reciprocal
relationship to each other: symmetrical differentiation (“cases in which the relationship is chiefly symmetrical,
e.g, in the differentiation of moieties, clans, villages” and nations) and complementary differentiation (“cases
in which the relationship is complementary, e.g., in the differentiation of social strata, classes, castes, age
grades, and, in some cases, cultural differentiation between the sexes”) (181).

275 English: Rabbit a la Berlin; Polish: Krélik po berlirisku. The film was produced by Anna Wydra, directed and
written by Bartosz Konopka in collaboration with Mateusz Romaszkan (editor), Piotr Rosotowski (who also
served as the film'’s co-writer and cinematographer), among others.
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minute documentary tells the story of East (and, to an extent, West) Berliners’ relationship
with the Wall and the effects of decades-long division through the eyes and ears of wild
rabbits whose population had spawned within the confines of the borderlands. The film has
therefore been likened to a modern fable and a parable based on the fabled animal whose
fate, Konopka’s story suggests, became aligned with those of millions of East Berliners and
East Germans who lived in the shadow of the Wall. As the filmmaker elaborated in an
interview with Gazeta Wyborcza:

There have been many films about the Berlin Wall, but none had our

perspective. They said at the Swiss Nyon festival: you can identify the Polish

style. There are several dominant directions in the documentary worldwide.

What we have got is a particular attitude to history, the language of allusion,
the metaphors, pars pro toto. (Zarebski and Le Nart)

The producers from Germany, Konopka goes on to explain, “had wanted a sarcastic,
humorous film for the twentieth anniversary of the fall of the Wall” to supplement the
programming that illuminated the history of the border and its lasting ramifications
throughout the commemorative year. “What they got [instead] was a more contemplative
work” (Zarebski and Le Nart), the filmmaker contends, that blended generic conventions
and formal strategies usually associated with nature documentaries and archive films that
rely on historical footage.

Indeed, Konopka’s Karnickelland (rabbit-land) offers peculiar, other-worldly vistas,
beginning with a close-up of a rabbit’s eye and the landscape reflected in it. Once upon a
time, overnight, the narrator explains, the rabbits’ territory was divided, trapping them on
a novel terrain—the Berlin border. At first, this vast stretch of land between the two
Berlins was a cottontail paradise, abundant with verdure and places to shelter, mostly safe

from predators, and well-protected from human disturbances and urban commotion. For a
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while, the border troops and the rabbits lived in “peaceful co-existence,” as one of the
interviewed former guards of the National People’s Army (Nationale Volksarmee, NVA) is
sure to attest. The animals were happy to have found a home in one of the most heavily
patrolled, militarized areas, flanked by two increasingly impermeable walls that were built,
as the film muses while assuming the animals’ perspective, for the rabbits to protect them
from their “foes.”276

As time lapsed and nothing changed, the rabbits became trapped in their inactivity,
passive and lethargic, indifferent to the artificial, narrow world around them—or so was
the impression they conveyed: “The happy animals did not have to do anything. They had
what they wanted. And so it appeared as if they were no longer interested in the world
around them. Little by little, they sank into passivity and apathy. They couldn’t change
anything anyway” (Mauerhase).2’7 Nor could they leave their enclosure. Gradually, “the line
between prison and sanctuary” became ever more blurry, but the rabbits remained
(Catsoulis).

However, like all ecosystems, this self-contained zoo-topia was a fragile creation
that was not meant to last. The rabbit population grew exponentially until the guards were
finally issued the order to dispose of the floppy-eared ‘invasion’ that called the ‘death strip’

their home. Trapped and agitated, some rabbits surrendered to their fate and even

276 “Instinktiv spiirten sie [die Kaninchen], dass die Wachposten fiir ihre Sicherheit sorgen sollten; dass die
doppelte Mauer errichtet worden war, um sie vor dem Feind zu schiitzen, der draufden geblieben war,
strengstens ausgesperrt.”

277 “Die gliicklichen Tiere brauchten nichts zu tun. Sie hatten, was sie wollten. Und so entstand der Eindruck,

als hatten sie an der Welt ringsum kein Interesse mehr. Nach und nach versanken sie in Passivitat und
Apathie. Sie konnten sowieso nichts dndern.”
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survived the hunt; others began to dig tunnels and flee from their once verdant and
luscious makeshift ‘paradise.” Nobody expected there to be rabbits, the narrator ironizes,
who refused to follow their “herd instinct” and rebelled against their ‘keepers.’?’8 Until one
day, when the walls came tumbling down.

In the weeks and months that followed, the rabbits—just like their human
counterparts—had to adjust to the new environment and the new ‘dangers’ that emerged
with the collapse of the ‘protective rampant.” Many, the film insists, migrated to the West;
others scampered across the city, bewildered and disoriented by the open(ed) landscape
and the humdrum of the busy city like the East Germans who were finally able to bypass
the checkpoints and enter the New Berlin.

It is these kinds of allegorical parallels between the animal kingdom and the human
world, between the fate of the wild rabbits and the East Germans that the film draws
throughout its story. As with most fables, the relationship between the two species goes
both ways: the film humanizes and anthropomorphizes the rabbits while attributing their
qualities—fearfulness and groupthink, yearning for safety and comfort, resilience and
reluctance to take risks—to the human population, specifically those who grew up behind
the Iron Curtain. Moreover, these connections are made apparent by both storytellers—the
images filmed and gathered by Konopka'’s crew while sifting through various archives and

the narrator whose voice and pre-scripted attitudes steadily accompany the viewer.

278 “Damit, dass es unter den Kaninchen auch solche gebe, die nicht dem Herdentrieb folgen, hatte niemand
gerechnet.”
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From a formal perspective, Konopka’'s documentary offers an assemblage of archival
and contemporary footage curated by the filmmaker and his team. The list of film and
photo archives that appears in the credits includes several prestigious institutions, such as
the rbb and DEFA archives, the ].F.K. Presidential Library and Museum in Boston, or the
German Federal Archives (Bundesarchiv). Other sources are less reliable, borrowed from
online image licensing platforms like Flickr, TopFoto, or the BBC Motion Gallery distributed
by Getty Images. Yet none of the still and moving images that actually appear in the
documentary are identified with respect to their provenance or the alterations that the
images underwent while being fitted to the screen. On several occasions, the film uses clips
from Jirgen Bottcher’s Die Mauer (1990) but never acknowledges them as such; in other
instances, the filmmakers interlace archival records with found footage made specifically
for the film or borrowed from stock footage platforms in imitation of the original
recordings.

This eclectic collage consists of film snippets and photographs, maps and aerial
views, newspaper articles and graphs supplemented, in a typical TV reportage fashion, with
interviews with various locals who can attest to the (hi)stories displayed on the screen.
There is one of the original Wall painters, Thierry Noir, and the famed Berlin (street) artist
Peter Unsicker holding a giant three-foot long carrot; two former border patrol soldiers
(Roland Egersdorfer and Heiko P.); a photographer (Manfred Hamman), an evolutionary
biologist (Dietrich von Holst), a hunter (Horst Midlner), and even a cook (Peter Rothweil)
talking about the rabbits’ culinary qualities. The inclusion of the cook adds an ironic twist
to Konopka'’s tale, although the film never mentions this piece of trivia: since the 1960s,

GDR had been experimenting with cuniculture, or rabbit farming, to increase the
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production of rabbit meat on a growing industrial scale in an attempt to supply the market
with viable alternatives to poultry (Poutrus 182).

What glues the interviews and the clips together is the voiceover commentary
provided, in the German-language version, by the actress Franziska Pigulla and, in the
Polish-language version, the journalist and voiceover artist Krystyna Czubéwna known to
Polish audiences for her acclaimed “rendering[s] of educational film commentaries”
(Zarebski and Le Nart). The overall tone of the narration is peculiar, both humorous, at
times even sarcastic and darkly ironic, and educational with occasional didactic inflections
and aufkldrerisch?”® predilections.

For example, Erich Honecker, the East German head of state who led the country
from 1971 to 1989, shortly before its collapse, is ‘praised’ throughout the documentary as
an “animal lover” (“Tierfreund”) and “steward of the meadow” (“Verwalter der Wiese”)
who was desperate to protect his rabbits. And so he commanded to erect an even taller
wall: “The new warden did everything he could to turn the rabbit meadow into an ideal
habitat. However, he was worried whether the rabbits were the sort of creatures who
would appreciate it.”280 This remark is accompanied by images of a newlywed couple
kissing in front of the Wall strip and the prefabricated blocks looming large in the
background. In other instances, the clash between the audio and the visuals is even more

lampoonist as when footage of guards laughing and relieving themselves is shown on

279 Educational to the point of coming across as didactic and scholastic. From Aufkldrung - enlightenment.

280 “Der neuer Verwalter tat alles, um aus der Kaninchenwiese einen optimalen Lebensraum zu machen.
Allerdings machte er sich Sorgen dariiber, ob die Kaninchen zu der Sorte Wesen gehoren, die das auch zu
schatzen weifd.”
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repeat while a popular military marching tune is played in the background: “For at every
hour we protect the republic, our republic!”281

With the fall of the Wall and the opening of the border, as the documentary and its
makers reiterate, many bunnies “moved to West Berlin and have been living there in a few
colonies” ever since while “still learning how to live in the free world, same as we—the
citizens of Eastern Europe” (DVD). Pressed in an interview to explain the longing of the
rabbits to ‘go west,” Konopka speculated that somehow the rabbits realized “that they will
have more peace and better conditions on the western side,” and “[t]hat’s why they moved
there” (Macnab). These, at times more subtle, at times more forthright, nods to West
Germany’s triumph over its rival become more obvious if one considers the context in
which the film received its funding from various German institutions?82 and the reasons for
its release in 2009. Besides, with the Wall gone, its inevitable fate appeared sealed and its
‘future’ fixed, even in the case of more open-ended narratives (Dorgerloh 331, 403).

In one of the interviews, Konopka talked about the origin story of his documentary.
It was Marcel Lozinski (*1940),283 the distinguished documentary filmmaker, who first
suggested the project which “he had conceived but which he never managed to

accomplish”:

281 “Denn zu jeder Stunde schiitzen wir die Republik, unsre Republik!” The text of this Grenztruppenlied
(border troop song) was written by Lothar Dutombe and set to music composed by Helmut Nier.

282 The documentary was co-produced by MDR (Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk), rbb (Rundfunk Berlin-
Brandenburg), and ARTE (Association relative a la télévision européenne) in cooperation with MSFilms (a
Polish film production company established in 1991), ma.ja.de (a German film production company, also
established in 1991), PISF (Polish Film Institute), and other contributors (VPRO, Lichtpunkt, YLE).

283 },o0zinski also served as the film’s dramaturgical consultant alongside the filmmakers Jacek Btawut and
Maciej Drygas.
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In one of the classes at Andrzej Wajda’s film school,284 [...] Lozinski was
talking about those rabbits as if it was a sci-fi movie. [...] And then, in 1989,
when the wall came down everyone was interested in people, all the cameras
looked up, while on the ground a very different, unnoticed exodus was taking
place. For Lozinski, this too was interesting, and who knows, maybe even
more significant” (Savage et al.).

It's difficult to speculate how the film changed as different film production companies and
other actors (like Ulf Kalkreuth, a German journalist, TV and radio host who served as the
historical consultant for the film)28> stepped in to shape the project alongside Konopka’s
crew. Suffice it to say that the German-Polish production was well-received by critics,
arousing interest both in and outside of Germany and winning several prestigious
awards?8¢ in the process. The film critics were quick to pick up on the documentary’s
ideological leanings, instantly equating the rabbits with another ‘species’ that struggled to
survive in the post-communist landscape—the so-called homo sovieticus, that is:
generations of people who grew up behind the Iron Curtain in the Eastern Block during the
Soviet rule (Zarebski and Le Nart).287 These rabbits, as the Wall painter Thierry Noir

summarized it speaking of his own Wall art, are “a mutation of nature” (“The Berlin

284 Andrzej Wajda later wrote a letter in support of Konopka’s project while the team was looking for funding
(Macnab).

285 Kalkreuth worked for various public broadcasting corporations, most recently for the rbb.

286 Krakow Film Festival (Grand Prix Ztoty Lajkonik and Best Producer Award), the Hot Docs Canadian
International Documentary Festival in Toronto (Best Mid-Length Documentary), the Planete Doc Review Film
Festival, now Millennium Docs Against Gravity, in Warsaw (Best Mid-Length Documentary). Mauerhase also
received a nomination for an Academy Award in the Best Short Documentary category. In December of 2011,
the documentary finally premiered in the US, in New York City, and has since been disseminated nationwide
through the Brooklyn-based distributor Icarus Films (Zarebski and Le Nart).

287 [t’s an ambiguous term that has been used pejoratively, as a satirical device, and as a form of self-
identification.
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Wall”),288 a kind of new yet obsolete species who, like the homo sovieticus, had to find a way
to live with and without the border once the latter had vanished. Modern Times Review, in
turn, opined that the “generic rabbits” are the perfect narrative and visual tool to
“symbolise [sic] the innocent mass of identical, speechless protagonists, in other words: the
nameless, faceless victims of communism” (Sevcenko).

Other critics were more cautious in their appraisal, suggesting that the filmmakers’
analogy between the rabbits and the humans is, at times, “difficult to [...] sustain”
(Schenker) without considerable oversimplifications and distortions as to how many East
and West Berliners dealt with the border, German-German division, and the spasms of
reunification.

In response, Konopka has offered a more generous and general approach to his
fluffy protagonists, reminiscent of other artists who portrayed the Berlin Wall as a
universal signifier:

Aren’t we all rabbits which get subjected to experiments, forced into certain

situations and roles, manipulated by the corporations, politicians and media?

The Berlin rabbits were perfect for demonstrating that. They symbolize the

people who sought normalcy within the system as it was. Isn’t it also a story

about our parents who valued a sense of security and were unable to adapt
to freedom, to transformation? (Zarebski and Le Nart)

As the country prepared to celebrate Mauerfall's porcelain jubilee, a decade after the
German government had relocated to the newly reinstated capital and two decades after
the opening of the crossing points, the film struck a chord with audiences on both sides of

the Iron Curtain. The project also spoke to younger generations who, like the filmmakers,

288 Animals were a frequent motif in Noir’s Wall art, including one famous piece titled “Red Dope on Rabbits.”
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still grappled with the ramifications of the Cold War and the European Union’s visions for a
new order. (Konopka’s home country, Poland, for instance, had only joined the union in
2004, after entering NATO in 1999.)

As a fable-turned-parable, the documentary aptly mocked the GDR leadership and
their efforts to contain the unruly population (of rabbits as much as people) without
necessarily leading the viewer to ready-made conclusions about the fate of the rabbits after
their ‘liberation.” Moreover, the otherwise static system of border fortifications, dangerous
and desolate, was suddenly presented as a fluctuating, lively ecosystem, thus humorously
challenging the idea of the East German government’s total control of its territories and
those who inhabited them.

Yet as a pastiche consisting of a myriad of clips, taken out of context, shuffled
around, cut and pasted to fit the flow of the movie, Mauerhase also neglected to address
some of the core issues that lie at the heart of archival and found-footage films. What
happens when films take on the role of an archive? What kinds of erasures do they
(re)reproduce and how can they maintain their evidentiary authority while translating
historical realities into audiovisual experiences? As the recently published volume
Mauerschau—Die DDR als Film (2020) reminds us,

An die DDR, diesen verschwundenen Staat, der in der grofderen BRD

aufgegangen ist, werden sich kiinftige Generationen moglicherweise primar

liber Spielfilme erinnern, selbst wenn manche ihn noch als Teil ihrer

Biografie erlebt haben. Die nach 1990 Geborenen verfiigen tiber keinerlei

eigene Erfahrungen—oder mediale in Echtzeit—mit dem System oder der
Lebenswirklichkeit des ersten sozialistischen Staates auf deutschem Boden.
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Die DDR ist entsunken in die Historiografie: oder in die filmische
Rekonstruktion (Orth and Preusser 1).289

Despite its humorous approach to the material, Mauerhase cannot resist the pull of
the archive; yet by appropriating its images, mixing and arranging them in new
constellations, the documentary is also unable to avoid the pitfalls that come with
archival preservation and manipulation. Most importantly, it forgoes Jacques
Derrida’s (Archive Fever, 1995) forceful warning about “the violence of forgetting,
superrepression (suppression and repression)” and the unavoidable “destruction”
that accompanies any “process of archivization” thereby “produc[ing] the very thing

it reduces, on occasion to ashes, and beyond” (51, 59).

RE-CYCLING THE FRAMES: THE EssAY FILM UN-FOLDED
In the summer of 2009, 21 years after their initial collaboration, Cynthia Beatt, the Berlin-
based British filmmaker, and Tilda Swinton, now an internationally acclaimed, Academy
Award-winning performer, returned back to the sites formerly occupied by the Berlin Wall,
at once compelled to revisit the stations of their 1988 journey along West Berlin’s margins
and curious as to what traces of the in/visible border they would find. Their follow-up
project The Invisible Frame explores these traces and their unlikely morphology with an

open and opened gaze following old vestiges and, in the process, unearthing new frames

289 “Future generations will probably remember the GDR, this vanished state that was absorbed into the
larger FRG, primarily through feature films, even if some have still experienced it as part of their biography.
Those born after 1990 have no personal experience—or media experience in real time—of the system or the
everyday reality of the first socialist state on German soil. The GDR has descended into historiography: or into
cinematic reconstruction.”
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and new borders that had re-materialized on the face of the re-unified capital just at the
cusp of the celebrations commemorating the fall of the Berlin Wall.

Unlike its antecedent Cycling the Frame, which was made for television and is now
owned—to the dismay of the filmmaker—by the rbb (Berlin-Brandenburg Broadcasting),
The Invisible Frame premiered at several festivals2?0 upon its release in 2009-2010 prior to
being made available on DVD and Vimeo by the Filmgalerie 451, the independent film
distributor and production company which made Beatt’s second Berlin Wall project
possible.291

A post-division sequel of sorts, dedicated to the people of Palestine, the film has
been widely described both as a variation on the first documentary and an intriguing
experiment on its own right. In fact, the filmmaker explicitly insisted in her interviews that
The Invisible Frame “had to stand independently of the first film” and that it was not meant
to be “a repeat, a remake, [or| a sequel” to the first ‘original’ feature (Beatt and
Petrowskaja). Nonetheless, Beatt’s essayistic approach and the meticulously crafted,
detailed visual and narrative correlations between the two movies invite a comparison that
requires some measure of scrutiny.

As discussed in Chapter 1], the first part of Beatt’s film duet, Cycling the Frame,

focused on the East-West divide and the limits imposed by the ‘Berlin frame’ which

290 Including the Viennale, the Pesaro Film Festival, the Split Film Festival in Croatia, the Thessaloniki
Documentary Festival as well as the Glasgow Film Festival.

291 The Invisible Frame was produced by Filmgalerie 451 and ZDF / 3sat in cooperation with the Goethe-
Institute and the Federal Foreign Office. The project was funded by the Medienboard Berlin-Brandenburg
(“News,” “The Film: Crew,” “The Invisible Frame”).
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appeared indestructible at the time. The short, meditative cine-journey also documented
the immediate effects of division on the city and the mentality of its citizens who in 1988,
26 years after the border was erected, appeared as barely taking notice of the Wall that had
defined their living space for over two and a half decades and of the spatial violence it
inflicted on their eerie-tranquil surroundings.

In contrast, the second film is presented to the audience as a more personal
pilgrimage that looks back into the past through the lens of the architectural and
archeological remains of the present: “The print of a second foot, twenty years and a wall’s
fall later,” as Tilda Swinton puts it (Beatt and Petrowskaja). Following the artist’s comment
and somewhat contrary to Beatt’s remarks about The Invisible Frame as a stand-alone
movie, the very idea of the footprint as an imprint fixed by the cinematograph becomes
central to the filmmaker’s project precisely because, as the film scholar Laura Rascaroli
argues, it functions as a site of an “an archaeological dig,” that is a hunt for material as
much as immaterial traces of the Wall, transient signs of the passing of time, memories of
the old route, and the places once visited along the border. These “tenuous traces of the
past,” she maintains, become legible “only in relation to a past that must be pictured, made
present, reloaded,” and reimagined as one travels in pursuit of the in/visible frame (2017,
104-106).

For this reason, it makes sense to approach Beatt’s double-feature in painterly terms
as a diptych, that is, a duet of two separate films that sustain a dialogical, intertextual
relationship irreducible to the sum of its parts. Indeed, the DVD edition of Beatt’s two films
even contains a special feature titled “Parallel Scenes—A Leaf in Time, 1988-2009.” The

short segment shows about 5 minutes of footage from both documentaries (scenes filmed
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on the same location or in close proximity to each other) on a split screen, reinforcing the
idea that the two cinematic portraits belong together. The parallel juxtaposition of the
moving images within two smaller frames set against a white backdrop has a curious effect.
On the one hand, this mode of presentation magnifies and intensifies the temporal and
historical gap that separates the summer of 1988 from the summer of 2009. On the other
hand, the sounds and the voice-over alternate between the two segments shown on the
screen so that the viewer can only listen to one performance at a time while watching both
scenes unfold. As Swinton utters her incantations (“Oh, wall, oh, wall, oh, pretty wall, it
would be funny if you did fall...” in 1988 and “Open, Sesame!” in 2009), the distance
between the past and the present appears to collapse altogether, freeing the viewer from
the constraints of linear storytelling and the logic of history as straightforward progression
in time.

At first glance, Beatt’s Wall films thus set up and explore a number of antithetic
dualities: the relationship between the past (in the DVD version, neatly positioned on the
left side of the screen) and the present (placed on the right), inside and outside, movement
and stillness, visibility and invisibility, passage and non-passage, presence and absence,
memory and amnesia. On second thought, however, neither part of the diptych reflects an
adversarial dynamic that would result from such a strict juxtaposition. Instead, the two
films activate a third space—an intermediate and intermediary space of encounter between
(or, rather, within) the past and the present open to the experience of aporia and
(an)amnesia and the potential inherent in this cinematic experience as a means of poetic

passage.
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The experience of aporia, of course, itself creates a kind of alternative third space, as
[ have tried to demonstrate in Chapter II, as does the elusive notion of anamnesia discussed
below—a concept nested in oscillating motion between remembrance and forgetting. In
this process, the past (the 1988 West Berlin with its, now historical, structures, sounds, and
movements) is actualized in the present moment (2009 post-Wall Berlin) and, ultimately,
reframed to make space for further investigations of the city and its history;
simultaneously, the present with its fences, roadblocks, and metal railings is superimposed
onto the past, exposing many uncomfortable afterimages and apparitions.

Furthermore, citing Eric Wilson’s essay on painterly diptychs (2014), Rascaroli goes
on to argue that while each film can be viewed on its own right as a separate work, when
considered as a pair, a third “in-between” space is activated that exists in the dialogue
between the audience and the two film parts, “in the incommensurable gap that at once
separates and conjoins them” (2017, 106).292 The spectator is assigned a critical role in this
process which demands “a third party”—the ‘reader’'—“to be actualized” (2017, 96-97):

The diptych can’t escape this rule of three, and perhaps this is also part of its

power. Just as the triptych is secretly a portrait, the diptych is, in a sense, a

triptych. In our hunger for three, the two panels of the diptych begin an

investigation that must continue in the viewer, whose mind becomes the

third, middle, focal panel. The transaction is silent, but the viewer receives

responsibility in the investigation. The viewer is needed. The viewer

completes the diptych. The viewer of the diptych becomes maker. (Wilson
2014)

The notion of a third space is crucial here as it refers to a kind of interstice, an opening

conductive of new ideas within which an artwork is at once mobilized and activated and

292 Emphasis added.
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the viewer is propelled to search for deeper connections and generate new meanings. This
effect, of course, is not limited to panel paintings but is evoked in and through a variety of
genres, techniques, and artforms: from Lev Kuleshov’s and Sergei Eisenstein’s experiments
with cinematographic montage which Eisenstein, in turn, likened to spectators’ experience
of buildings ensembles (such as the Acropolis of Athens)?93 and architectural arrangements
through movement (Bordwell 120-122; Bruno 16; Eisenstein et al.) to the Frankfurt
School’s dialectical thought-images (Denkbilder)—“philosophical miniatures,” defined “as
conceptual engagements with the aesthetic and as aesthetic engagements with the
conceptual, hovering between philosophical critique and aesthetic production” (Richter 2).

From an epistemological perspective, this is where the diptych and the essay film
genre overlap. For both art forms share similar characteristics in terms of their structure
and modus operandi; both require an active spectator willing to engage in dialogue and a
dynamic approach, mindful of the performances within and between the frames. Moreover,
as Lawrence Webb maintains, the essay film genre is not only concerned with
“representation but also something approaching theory itself’ and is therefore particularly
suitable for the exploration of urban structures and strictures: “Like big cities, essays tend
to be heterogeneous, fragmented and complex. Associative and often non-linear, essay

films accentuate digression, the aesthetics of collage and material heterogeneity, often

293 For a more detailed discussion of Eisenstein’s approach to montage and framing see Chapter II.
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pulling together different kinds of footage and archival material that evoke history and
memory” (290-291).29%4

“21years... What have I learned in 21 years?” Swinton asks herself at the start of the
movie acknowledging the existence of the earlier film and the historical gap that separates
the past and the present. In the absence of the ubiquitous border which—at least when
displayed on the screen—absorbed our attention in Cycling the Frame, the viewer is invited
to reflect on her past and to reexamine her former and current selves while moving back
and forth between the two films, the two Berlins, and the two Germanys. It is through this
inquisitive and introspective process that the past experience becomes not only activated

but reframed in terms that actualize it in the present.

IN/VISIBLE FRAMES: POST-WALL AN/AMNESIA AND THE PERSISTENCE OF BORDERSCAPES
While channeling the past into the present, The Invisible Frame is also an expedition in
search of new meanings and new frames that have in the meantime (re)materialized across
the rebuilt and reconfigured city. In that sense, the filmmaker and her muse embark on a
very different mission from their previous voyage whilst still being haunted by the “ghost-
wall and its lingering presence” on the city’s former outer rim (The Invisible Frame). There,
they discover public monuments alongside more inconspicuous memorial sites and
plaques, old guard towers now converted into miniature museums, fragments of the Wall

preserved in metal cages alongside other spatial dividers and less visible markers

294 Emphases added.
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imprinted onto the landscape. Moreover, this time, Beatt and her crew deviate from their
old constricted path and travel both along and across former lines of division, carefully
weaving the two cities—East and West Berlin—together.

At first, the city in The Invisible Frame appears visibly busier with tourists and traffic
in contrast to the first film’s quiet scenery. The opening sequence replays the beginning of
Swinton’s initial tour: she turns left at the Brandenburg Gate, moves past the Reichstag and
into the new Government District (Regierungsviertel) along the Ludwig-Erhard-Ufer on the
Spree River. Since the fall of the Wall, this historic stretch of the city (now part of Berlin-
Mitte) has become one of Europe’s busiest and most contested construction sites. At once,
the cyclist cannot resist the temptation to veer off her path, no longer prescribed by the
Wall, and to ‘trespass’ onto previously inaccessible territory. She visits the Glinter Litfin
Memorial commemorating the first victim killed while attempting to cross the border at a
former checkpoint on the Invalidenstrafde; stops by the Invalidenfriedhof, one of the oldest
remaining burial grounds in Berlin formerly located in the East; and cycles by the Berlin
Wall Memorial (Gedenkstdtte Berliner Mauer) established along the perimeter of the Wall
strip on Bernauer Strafde—a street that still forms part of the inner ring road.

From the onset of her journey, as Swinton glides through the city toward the
outskirts crisscrossing the in/visible border, it is difficult to discern which side of the Wall
she is traversing on her bike. While some places along the old route remain seemingly
untouched by the many urban interventions and building initiatives of the past two
decades, most stretches along and within the former 160-kilometer Wall strip have become
almost impossible to recognize or, indeed, have vanished altogether. “Now you see it, now

you don’t,” Swinton remarks surprised: “It’s like a trick of the light. You come round a
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corner, and there it is. And something is completely unchanged.” This lack of coordinates as
easily identifiable as the concrete Wall forces Swinton to navigate along an invisible path
with the help of maps and other clues pointing to its former location. A graffitied plaque or
an information board often serve as the sole reminders of the past, and, as Swinton soon
realizes, they can be hard to decipher. The static maps that promise to guide the traveler
and purport mastery over the landscape, likewise, turn out to be unreliable companions.
The spaces they attempt to encompass are difficult to decode on a two-dimensional plane
that excludes temporality and movement:

Where is it? Where is it gone? Where is it? No, it's not even written here. |

wish they’d put trees and hedges and birds’ nests on maps. It'd be easier to

find your way. Maps are very fake things. They tell you that time has stopped.
And it hasn’t. It's going on, remaking itself, all the time.

Old coordinates that remained fixed for decades have been torn down or diffused into the
landscape and gradually replaced with new spatial signifiers and new architectural
markers. Like Wim Wenders’ story-spinning bard Homer who fails to find his Potsdamer
Platz among the vast and empty borderscape, Swinton’s and Beatt’s “search for the
temporal continuum [gradually] modulates into spatial disorientation and loss” (Salmi 29).
Since the maps and the transformed landscape bear few memories of the past, the cyclist is
forced to create, which is to say perform (rather than narrate, as does Homer), her own
memory-map, drawn around an in/visible ghost-Wall.

The barrier with its cement blocks and barbed wire appears to have sunk into the
ground and all that is left of it is a thin scar barely visible on the face of the city—a
minimalist remnant of an otherwise no longer accessible past. The border wall’s gradual
erasure from the landscape forces the cyclist to look back in an attempt, at once, to
summon her recollections from the journey undertaken two decades ago and achieve
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reassurance about herself as a witness. Swinton need only follow the carefully concealed
traces sticking out of the surface: “All I have to do is stay on this bike,” she says. “And keep
my eyes and ears open. And keep my mind as free as I can.” The act of mapping the
landscape through movement, punctuated by memorable encounters collected along the
way thus becomes an act of mapping oneself onto the city and simultaneously creating a
space—a third space, an I-space—in which this self can unfold.

According to Tom Conley, this type of “cartographic cinema” allows the movie to
engage in visual mapping, i.e. to work as a map: “A film creates boundaries, transgresses
borders, navigates in space, excludes some places by portraying others and shows places to
identify with. The film, like a map, tells spectators where they are situated, directs their
actions and shapes their understanding of where they are—and, simultaneously, who they
are" (Conley 2007, 1-22). The moving images gathered along the route, in turn, enliven this

12

map, giving it “a truly ‘emotional life”” while, simultaneously, engaging “the viewer in a
‘tactile dialogue’ with the cinematic images” and their affective resonances (Rossetto 44-
45; Rascaroli 2017, 112).

Mounted on her bike, the cyclist is at once free to cross over the former border and
lost as her inquisitive gaze scans the environment in search of familiar points of
orientation. “Where am [ now?” she asks herself. “Am I in the East or am I in the West? Does
it matter? Why does it matter?” After all, in Cycling the Frame the perpetual presence of the
Wall frustrated her desire to cross the border. Now, two decades later, its absence allows

for physical passage denied in the past (Derrida 1993, 19-21). And yet, in the absence of a

visible limit, Swinton is unable to erase the Wall’s presence from her mind and body.
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In her mind, although the border is no longer there in its haptic, heavy materiality (a
few left-over pieces, plaques, and towers aside), it still exists, invisible and uncrossable at
the same time: “When this wall, this ex-wall, this manifestation of this ghost-wall was here,
it felt so much more invisible than it is now. It has my attention in a way that it never did
before.” Two decades after the Wall was dismantled, the traveler searches hungrily for
remnants and traces of the past. The urban landscape, Swinton muses, may have absorbed
the divisive structure, but its presence can still be felt: “One can really taste the brutality of
when it was put up because one sees that what it divided was just space, just land, just
streets, and just people, and families, and communities, and a nation. And the brutality was
submerged before and ameliorated and translated into some kind of stoic acceptance.”

When asked how she felt about the absent border, Beatt confirmed that, as a
(former) citizen of West Berlin, she is “still aware of nearing or crossing” it (Beatt and
Petrowskaja). East and West Berliners who experienced division first-hand, the filmmaker
explained, had “internalized” the border “geographically” in a way that is both corporeal
and psychological. Before the border came down, “[t]he inconceivability of the Wall was
always present. One lived with it, but was quietly horrified by it and disbelieving.” Today,
“[i]t remains a line of psychic demarcation” (Beatt and Petrowskaja). As during her first
journey, Swinton is unable to make sense of the aporias encountered along the way. The
in/visible presence Beatt and Swinton had experienced in 1988 has since metamorphosed
into an eerie absence. This absence becomes visible in the form of maps, information
boards, monuments, and memorials; and yet, per definition, the absence also points to that

which is invisible—the Wall that dissolved in the transformed landscape. After
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investigating the remains of a lone-standing watchtower, true to her archeological mission,
Swinton is left genuinely puzzled:

All these odds and ends, these bits of wall and watchtowers and binoculars

and uniforms and photographs. [T]here is no way of really understanding

how it ever worked. But it was 20 years ago! Where is everybody? Where are

the people who manned these watchtowers? Why must we guess everything?

It's all underground, it’s like a trap door has just shut and a carpet has been

rolled over it, and it’s vanished underneath acres and acres and acres of

shame and rewritten history. Such a bad idea. It will all come out in the wash.
It will all come out in the wash.

Once again, Swinton’s astute observation calls the viewer’s attention to practices of
remembering, the politics of memory (and forgetting), and the difficulty of preserving the
past given the absence of reliable spatial markers and accessible memorial sites. To her
surprise, the Wall that once encased the city in concrete like a medieval fortification system
has almost entirely vanished. But its haunting absence remains tangible throughout the
film, and the act of following the frame—now a mere line imprinted on the asphalt—takes
on the significance of a political gesture. Knowing which side of the borderscape she cuts
across and moves through matters, Swinton exclaims, “because it means a history and it
means a point of view and it means a perspective.” Not only does our architectural
environment influence the ways in which we remember and commemorate the past; it also
shapes the way we experience and navigate the present.

In Cycling the Frame, Beatt's crew approached West Berlin shortly before seismic
events would ripple across the country, dramatically changing the face and the fate of the
city. Critics at the time and in the years following the fall of the Wall and German
(re)unification legitimately cautioned against impending processes of collective amnesia
and selective remembrance (Huyssen 1997). As Daniela Berghahn explains in her study of
post-1990 memory discourses on Nazi Germany and the Holocaust, “[m]any people
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anticipated that German reunification would result in a new era of forgetfulness” (294).
Such a culture of selective remembrance (Gedenkkultur), Berghahn warns, trades in
historical facts and images, personal histories and memories; and yet, it often approximates
a form of forgetting. This collective process of amnesia which affects all cultures and their
archives “is particularly true of German ‘Gedenkkultur,” which commemorates” the past “by
seeking to establish a national community” at the expense of more ambivalent and uneasy
memories (296). It is also prone to avoiding the voids that make memory (mneme),
remembrance (anamnesia), and the resistance to forgetting (amnesia) possible.

The double negative anamnesia stands for a curious blend of memory (mneme as
“making present of something absent”) and forgetting (amnesia, the absence of memory)
(Bernard-Donals 9). The concept, derived from Aristotle, describes a form of resistance to
amnesia—an active refusal to accept this absence and the “unbidden memories” that float
to the surface, suddenly and at times violently so (Salmi 26). Neither remembrance nor
forgetting, anamnesia resides in a third, alternative dimension or state. This convergence of
forces catalysis “a type of kinesis or movement, a motion or animation in which what is
absent becomes suddenly present but as process” (Aristotle’s recollection), “a gradual or
perhaps quite sudden coming-to-presence or self-showing of an absent being that till now
was also absent from memory” (Bernard-Donals 9).295 Citing David Krell (19),29¢ Michael

Bernard-Donals explains how this kinetic state reveals itself as not as a “linear,”

295 Emphasis added.

296 David Farrell Krell, “Of Memory, Reminiscence, and Writing: On the Verge,” Indiana University Press, 1990.

242



monodirectional movement between two stable points but as “‘a kind of back-and-forth
movement from ruling center to adjacent, contiguous memories’ in multidimensional
space” (10). Rendered as a process and a movement toward recollection, anamnesia
embraces “the very tensions that arise in the intertwining of remembrance and forgetting:
gaps and slippages, repression, fabrication, invention, transferability” (Damlé 229). In
doing so, it “provides a kaleidoscopic lens through which to view the fragmented and
fragmenting nature of remembering, and of identity” (229).

The Invisible Frame remains conscious of the fragile dynamic between memory and
oblivion, amnesia and anamnesia as well as cognizant of the ways in which urban
landscapes incorporate and embody the resulting tension. In this sense, Beatt's double
feature probes the limits of cinema to construct more ambivalent narratives of the past
while simultaneously inviting audiences to become more than tourists traversing a de-
historicized and de-politicized landscape. At the same time, Beatt’s experiment does not
strive to retrieve, uncover, or in any form restore past histories, memories, or experiences.
On the contrary, the film self-consciously embraces the uncertainty and disquiet ambiguity
of anamnesia occasioned by the Wende and subverts its power through filmic

representation.
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WALLING IN, WALLING OFF, WALLING OUT:

FROM THE MAUERFALL TO A BORDER BooM
Beatt’s and Swinton’s filmic exploration of Berlin’s in/visible borderscapes ends, once
again, where it began 21 years ago, at the Brandenburg Gate. This time, the cyclist is
permitted to pass through the neo-Palladian portal and to look back at West Berlin from the
outside. Her passage remains incomplete for “there is no longer a border to cross” (Derrida
1993, 20). Besides, as the documentary reiterates, “[t]hey are building another wall
somewhere else now” (The Invisible Frame). And yet, the aporia that haunted Swinton
throughout her first journey seems to have subsided for the moment. Her final words no
longer resemble a wishful spell or a self-soothing incantation but can be read as an
imperative—a demand to open the gates to all rightful citadines: “Open doors. Open eyes.
Open ears. Open air. Open country. Open seas and open fields. Open hearts. Open minds.
Open locks. Open borders. Open future. Open sky. Open arms. Open, Sesame!” It is a happy
ending of sorts, bitter-sweet, nurtured by the hope that all walls will ultimately fall and give
way to a world without borders. In this instance, the invisible ‘ghost-wall’ becomes a
testament to their fragility and impermanence in the face of human resistance and
resilience. And yet the journey just undertaken undermines this conclusion and questions
the teleologies that sustained the illusions that materialized after its collapse.

As Beatt’s film demonstrates, shot after shot, the specter of the Berlin Wall which
continues to haunt the city is not the only divider that frames its present. For the crew’s
experience of re-cycling the old frame is tainted by the presence of other frames, limits, and
borders. In fact, as a cinematic inquiry, The Invisible Frame actively investigates how the

Berlin Wall still echoes throughout Berlin’s suburban idyll in the form of new borders which
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the camera documents along the route: fences and railings, roadblocks, hedges, and other
barriers protecting individual and state property:

One wall comes down and there is [sic] all these other little ones that pop up.

It’s like that legendary sea serpent where you cut its head of and it grows

back, many more. Fressen, fressen, noch mehr fressen. Fressen, fressen und
noch mehr fressen. Fressen, fressen und noch mehr fressen.

The lines of division and demarcations of territory have shifted, the film suggests, but not
disappeared. Instead, the old border wall has reproduced profusely, like the bunnies in
Konopka’s documentary, until it was assimilated in small fractions, now more present than
ever. Berlin’s in/visible frame, in other words, has been replaced by thousands of smaller
frames curtailing the freedom of movement, signaling who has the right to traverse and
utilize urban space and who does not.

Until recently, the Berlin Wall may indeed have seemed like a memory from a
distant past, its remnants scattered across the globe, vaguely reminiscent of what it once
was and where it stood. In fact, even despite public interest in the Wall as an object of
certain cultural, historical, and monetary value, some segments of the Wall vanished from
the collective consciousness and the maps of (re)unified Berlin, even though the concrete
slabs still remained in place. Politically, too, walls and borders appeared to vanish before
our eyes, and if actual border walls vanished, perhaps so would, one day, the walls in our
heads?

This was not the case, for more borders were erected after the fall of the Berlin Wall
than had ever been built previously: “By the end of the Cold War there were just 15 walls
along borders around the world, but today, there are at least 70” (Niblett and Bhardwaj). In
fact, “[t]he practice of building walls has grown immensely, from 2 walls in the decade of
the 1990s to 15 in 2017” (Benedicto and Brunet). The so-called ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015
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alone—the biggest since the end of World War [I—prompted the erection of more borders
than even during the forty-five years of the Cold War, by some estimates, six times the
length of the Berlin border (Benedicto and Brunet; Niblett and Bhardwaj). Today, as
experts have warned, this “phenomenon has taken on a scale unprecedented” in human
history: “[s]eventy-four border walls exist across the globe, most erected over the last two
decades” with over fifteen others “in some stage of planning” (Vallet). These physical
borderscapes (walls, barriers, fences, and militarized zones) are, in turn, amplified by “even

m

longer ‘maritime walls’ that crisscross international waters and “virtual walls” that seek to
curtail movement and deter immigration on territories beyond the reach of more
traditional border control systems. Three and a half decades after images of the fall of the
Berlin Wall went around the globe, promising freedom and democracy and the end to the
Cold War era, European nations have once again turned their home “into a fortress
excluding those outside—and in the process also increased [their] use of surveillance and
militarised [sic] technologies,” a development that will have lasting implications for those
who live within those walls as well as those who are left without (Benedicto and Brunet).

When, on February 24, 2022, the Russian Federation invaded Ukrainian territory
and proclaimed its imperial right to the former Soviet Republic, the Iron Curtain was pulled
across the continent once again, the borders were redrawn overnight and quickly sealed as
thousands, soon millions of refugees streamed into Western Ukraine, Eastern and Central
Europe, Central Asia, and the Baltic States. Three days after the war had begun, on

February 27, the German chancellor Olaf Scholz proclaimed a new era: “Der 24. Februar

2022 markiert eine Zeitenwende in der Geschichte unseres Kontinents. [...] Und das
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bedeutet: Die Welt danach ist nicht mehr dieselbe wie die Welt davor” (7-8).297 The word
Zeitenwende was soon on everyone’s lips, so much so that by the end of 2022 it was
officially ‘crowned’ the word of the year by the Association for the German Language
(Gesellschaft fiir deutsche Sprache, GfdS), closely followed by Krieg um Frieden (“war for
piece”) and Gaspreisbremse (“gas-price brake”).298

As briefly discussed in Chapter IlI, the term Wende first entered East-West German
vocabulary nearly 33 years ago after Egon Krenz, the last acting General Secretary of the
Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED), delivered a televised address to the nation on
October 18, 1989: “Mit der heutigen Tagung werden wir eine Wende einleiten, werden wir
vor allem die politische und ideologische Offensive wieder erlangen” (2).29° Of course, for
Krenz, the “turn” denoted less of a “turning point” than an opportunity to start a new
counteroffensive which, as history would have it, failed to materialize. However, since then,
the slick, somewhat nebulous term Wende was used in public discourse in a more
conciliatory manner, especially in the West while former East German Republics preferred
the term friedliche Revolution (peaceful revolution). Of course, for many citizens, Wende

never meant a turn toward a new direction but a back-and-forth, as the verb wenden (to

297 “February 24, 2022 marks a turning point in the history of our continent. [...] And that means: the world
afterwards is no longer the same as the world before.”

298 See: “Zeitenwende.”

299 “This conference will mark a turning point, above all, we will regain the political and ideological offensive.”
Before that the term was used by the West German soon-to-be chancellor Helmut Kohl during his 1980
campaign for the highest office when he called for a “geistig-moralische” (“geistig-moralische”) and “geistig-
politische” (“geistig-political”) Wende. Although Kohl used the term interchangeably with Krise (crisis) and
Herausforderung (challenge) (Kohl), and his ascension to office was later referred to as the “Bonner Wende”
in reference to the former capital of the FRG, Bonn (North Rhine-Westphalia).
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turn) would have it, between the promise of a new ‘pan-European’ order and the imminent
shadow of the old regime.

Crucially, Scholz’ evocation of another ‘turning point'—Zeitenwende, that is: “turn of
an era”—echoed the duplicity of the word Wende that is used to mark watershed moments
in history. It is both about building bridges (“Zeitenwende, das muss fiir die europadische
Politik heif3en, Briicken zu bauen statt Graben aufzureifen.”)3°0 and constructing new
boundaries (“Im Kern geht es um die Frage, ob [...] ob wir die Kraft aufbringen,
Kriegstreibern wie Putin Grenzen zu setzen. Das setzt eigene Starke voraus.”).301 While the
coalition led by Scholz, until the moment of writing, has not pushed for the erection of a
new border that would rival East-West German border wall, its members have, in the
meantime, championed another set of barriers, carefully described by the Finance Minister
Christian Lindner (FDP) and the Minister of the Interior Nancy Faeser (SPD) as Zdune
(fences) or, even more vaguely, Grenzschutz (border protection).392 “Wir sind fiir einen
[physischen] Schutz der europaischen Aufdengrenzen,”393 as Lindner stated in an ntv-
Talkshow, echoing the sentiments of the more conservative and outright right-wing

members of the CDU/CSU alliance as well as the populist far-right party AfD (ntv).

300 “For European politics, a turn of an era must mean building bridges instead of opening up trenches.”

301 “At the heart of the matter is the question of whether [...] we have the strength to impose limits on
warmongers like Putin. This is contingent upon our own strength.” See: Scholz, 45; 8.

302 Neuerer; ntv, May 4, 2023; RTL, May 5, 2023; “FDP-Chef will notfalls Grenzschutz.”

303 “We are in favor of [physical] protections of Europe's external borders.”
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Much like the GDR-coined term Schutzwall that was used to describe the Berlin Wall,
Grenzschutz, too, implies or outright demands the presence of a threat that can only be
deterred by “[e]difices of fear,” that is with physical and psychological (and by extension
symbolic) force (Benedicto and Brunet). As Elisabeth Vallet goes on to explain in her study
of the ‘Fortress Europe,’ border fortification systems are built in response to real as much
as imagined threats, both internal and external. Paradoxically, however, “border walls’
inability to completely halt irregular movement is key to their political longevity.” While
many walls and barriers “are simply not designed for that purpose [to cut off movement
and arrest immigration] in the first place, and are merely symbolic,” she argues, “[i]t is
precisely this symbolic weight that could guarantee not only their perennial nature but also
their multiplication in years to come” (Vallet). Whatever the case may be, it is worth
rethinking the legacy of the Berlin Wall as a monument, a symbol, and an image, for its
demise may have marked the beginning of a new era in which the Wall’s shadow looms

larger than ever before.

“FEEL THE FOSSILS”:
PRESERVING THE WALL ON SITE AND SCREEN
In a short, almost anecdotal piece published in 1935 and titled Denkmale (Monuments), the
Austrian writer Robert Musil (1880-1942) contemplated the paradoxical nature and the
near-to ironic, albeit tragic fate of monuments. The latter, he mused, exist in a dialectical
state of paradoxical dichotomy: monuments and memorials are at once designed as

persistent reminders of past events and figures (hence the meaning of Denkmal as
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Erinnerungszeichen, a sign that marks a site thereby ensuring that remembrance takes
place)3%* and yet they are remarkably difficult to spot:
Aside from the fact that you never know whether to refer to them as
monuments [Denkmale] or memorials [Denkmdiler],3%> monuments do have
all kinds of other characteristics. The most salient of these is a bit

contradictory, namely, that monuments are so conspicuously inconspicuous.
There is nothing in this world as invisible as a monument. (64)306

While the primary purpose of monuments and memorials, even the “most ordinary” ones,
is to “conjure up a remembrance, or to grab hold of our attention and give a pious bent to
our feelings,” they routinely fail to perform this task. In fact, as Musil observes, many
memorials appear to “repel the very thing they are supposed to attract.” Instead of noticing
them (bemerken), instead of leaving a mark (Vermerk or Mal) in our consciousness, “they
elude our perceptive faculties” altogether (65).397 We ‘un-notice’ them (entmerken),
ignoring the imperative “Denk mal!” (“Think!”) embedded in the very word Denkmal. But

why is this dynamic so prevalent? Is it perhaps due to their placement or scale? Or because

304 “Denkmal,” DWDS (Digitales Worterbuch der deutschen Sprache).

305 The Duden dictionary of German language classifies Denkmale as stylistically elevated (“gehoben”).
“Denkmal,” Duden.

306 “Denkmale haben aufder der Eigenschaft, daf? man nicht weif, ob man Denkmale oder Denkmaler sagen
soll, noch allerhand Eigenheiten. Die wichtigste davon ist ein wenig widerspruchsvoll; das Auffallendste an
Denkmélern ist ndmlich, daf} man sie nicht bemerkt. Es gibt nichts auf der Welt, was so unsichtbar wdre wie
Denkmdler” (324). Emphasis added.

307 “[D]er Beruf der meisten gew6hnlichen Denkmale, ist es wohl, ein Gedenken erst zu erzeugen, oder die
Aufmerksamkeit zu fesseln und den Gefiihlen eine fromme Richtung zu geben, weil man annimmt, daf3 es
dessen einigermafien bedarf; und diesen ihren Hauptberuf verfehlen Denkmaler immer. Sie verscheuchen
geradezu das, was sie anziehen sollten. Man kann nicht sagen, wir bemerkten sie nicht; man miifdte sagen, sie
entmerken uns, sie entziehen sich unseren Sinnen“ (325).
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their antiquated, static design refuses to keep pace with, as Musil puts it, “our age of noise
and movement” (67)7308

Whatever the case may be, Musil draws a sobering conclusion: “Anything that
endures over time sacrifices its ability to make an impression. Anything that constitutes the
walls of our life [die Wiinde unseres Lebens], the backdrop of our consciousness, so to speak,
forfeits its capacity to play a role in that consciousness” (66).39° This ‘stand-off’ between
“the walls of our life” and a “consciousness” that struggles to allocate its attention and
puncture through the experience of everydayness which washes over any attempt to
overcome it, becomes ever more problematic when Denkmale/Denkmdiler are replaced with
Mahnmale, like the remains of the Berlin Wall3?0—memorials that serve both as a Mahnung
(a warning), and a Wundmal (scar) embedded in landscape tissue, admonishing citizens not
to repeat the past.

Today, as the Berlin Wall lives on (as an artifact and a monument, a symbol and an
image replicable in perpetuity), as societies across the globe grapple with politics of
commemoration and remembrance, Musil’s warning rings truer than ever. After all, as
Brian Ladd reminds us, “[m]onuments are nothing if not selective aids to memory.” And

while they do “encourage us to remember some things,” they also allow us to forget, dis-

308 “Leider wollen das die Bildhauer nicht. Sie verstehen, wie es scheint, nicht unser Zeitalter des Larms und
der Bewegung” (326).

309 “Alles Bestandige biifdt seine Eindruckskraft ein. Alles, was die Winde unseres Lebens bildet, sozusagen die
Kulisse unseres Bewufitseins, verliert die Fahigkeit, in diesem Bewufitsein eine Rolle zu spielen” (325).
Emphasis added.

310 The plural form Mahnmadler is decidedly less frequent (“Mahnmal,” Duden).
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remember, or ignore others. Moreover, the very process of creating memorials and
curating the spaces around them is a political act that “shapes public memory and
collective identity” for generations to come (11). It’s an arduous process, too, especially
when it involves contested narratives and politics of remembering, as in the case of Berlin’s
complicated pasts that still maintain a hold over the capital and the reunified nation at
large.

Three and a half decades after Germany’s geopolitical and territorial transformation,
its capital still faces, as Ladd had predicted, “many decisions about what to build and what
to preserve” (3). Ironically, one of the most famous surviving remnants of the inter-German
border to this day is the so-called East Side Gallery located in Berlin-Friedrichshain, just
opposite the infamous Kreuzberg borough. As the name indicates, this section of the Wall
was located on East German territory and was thus unreachable to sprayers on the
Western side who would have had to swim across the Spree River and climb the
embankment to approach its facade. Moreover, this 1.3 kilometers (0.8 miles) long segment
of the border was only painted in 1990 and the years thereafter to commemorate the fall of
the Berlin Wall. And yet it is this section of the Wall-turned-open-air-gallery that has been
memorialized for posterity and ingrained in the annals of urban history as a colorful
spectacle that it never was, eclipsing the reality experienced by East and West Berliners
with prosthetic memories (Landsberg 2004) and post-unification fantasies about the Wall
that never was.

Berlin is not the only city to grapple with public commemoration and politics of
remembering in the post-Cold War era as the city is set to celebrate the 35t anniversary of

the Mauerfall in 2024. In the aftermath of the Wall’s demolition, individual sections were
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auctioned off to buyers across the globe, granting the Wall a peculiar afterlife as a
monument and a sculptural artwork of sorts—sleek, modern, withered enough to maintain
an auratic appeal, oftentimes re-decorated with newer, brighter graffiti, thereby reinforcing
the identification of the Berlin Wall with the canvas it had become in select parts of the city
shortly before its demise. Yet what happens when “components of an architectural
infrastructure of segregation” rematerialize in new contexts, potentially “applicable to all
sorts of ideologies” and interpretations (Brady)? And why do we keep them? “If a slice of
the wall is erected in a forest, does it have any meaning?” (Keough)

The slice of the Wall Peter Keough is referring to is unlikely to be seen by tourists or
passers-by, unless they happen to be strolling through a forest in Unincorporated Land in
Western Pennsylvania. Cinema-goers, however, are in luck—for there it is, a concrete
monolith stranded amid a sea of greenery, as unexpected of an encounter as the ones with
the metal monoliths that popped up across the globe during the pandemic in 2020 (Felton).

This nondescript, otherwise unremarkable slab of concrete—were it not a segment
of the fourth-generation Berlin Wall—is not the only one to have found its way into the
United States. In fact, the US houses the largest collection of Wall panels on the planet, with
California topping the list. (Of course, the east-facing border wall, as I discuss in Chapter |,
never generated as much interest as its west-facing counterpart, and all the Wall segments
mentioned in this chapter once belonged to the West Berlin border.)

Some segments of the Berlin Wall have re-surfaced in the most unlikely, even
absurd of places, like the Museum of World Treasures in Wichita, Kansas, where a lone-
standing slab is flanked by a giant skeleton of a Tyrannosaurus rex and a sign that reads

“FEEL THE FOSSILS;” an interstate highway in Spartanburg, South Carolina; next to a children’s
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playground in Atlanta, Georgia; or in East Berlin, Central Pennsylvania, a borough that
received its name in 1832, long before there was an East or West Berlin in Germany—or
the Wall.

Other segments of the Wall reappeared in more prominent, symbolic locations,
ranging from government offices and public libraries to military bases and city parks: the
headquarters of the United Nations in New York City; the National Museum of American
Diplomacy at the U.S. Department of State in Washington, D.C.; the ].F.K. Presidential
Library in Boston, Massachusetts; or the George H. W. Bush Presidential Library in Texas.
The latter ‘sample’ of Cold War history, smashed into pieces with steel threads sticking out
of its insides like the remains of a carcass, has been incorporated into a monumental
ensemble, reminiscent of Matthias Hohl-Stein’s winning contribution to the “Overcoming
the WALL by Painting the WALL” artistic competition organized by the Berlin Wall Museum at
Checkpoint Charlie in the mid-1980s.311 This monumental sculpture, titled The Day the Wall
Came Down (1996),312 shows five life-size horses stampeding over the graffitied remains of
the Wall. However, as in so many instances, the sprayed drawings and slogans are far from
authentic and were, according to the library, “painted on the rubble beneath the horses” by
the sculptor, Veryl Goodnight, as a replica of the “actual graffiti” that decorated the Berlin

border in the 1980s.”313 Much like Hohl-Stein’s artwork which could only fantasize about

311 The drawing depicted an East German guard leaping over the Wall on a horse. See: Chapter I[; Footnote 53.

312 A twin of the sculpture, completed in 1998, was gifted to Germany and is now displayed in the vicinity of
the US Embassy and the Allied Museum in Berlin-Zehlendorf.

313 “The Grounds,” George H.W. Buch Presidential Library and Museum.
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breaching the border, Goodnight’s sculpture has to rely on other images to maintain its
allure.

Yet more slabs found their way into museums, like the Wende Museum of the Cold
War in Culver City, California; the Military Intelligence Heritage Museum in Sierra Vista,
Arizona; the Virginia War Museum which turned their slab upside-down; or in front of the
National Churchill Museum in Fulton, Missouri, where, just a year after the end of World
War II on European soil, the British prime minister held his famous “Iron Curtain” speech.

Many more pieces of the Wall were bought by private collectors and companies and
either displayed in public with a commercial interest in mind (like behind a Hard Rock Café
at the Universal Studios in Orlando, Florida, or at the corporate headquarters of Microsoft
in Redmond, Washington) or hidden from sight altogether, whether in gated communities
or on Hollywood Hills. Their inaccessibility is not the only reason for the Wall’s invisibility
as a monument. Unremarkable and unnoticed, the “concrete stelae”314 have popped up on
roadsides and in metro stations, in restaurants and hotel lobbies where they stand in the
background, next to elevators, palm trees, and potted ferns like old trophies collecting dust.
“They are,” to quote Musil, “no doubt erected to be seen—indeed to attract attention.” And
yet, they evade the gazes of passers-by as if these barriers-turned-monoliths were
“impregnated” with some substance “that repels attention, causing the glance to roll right

off, like water droplets off an oilcloth, without even pausing for a moment” (64).315

314 “The American Sector” (The Berlinale Archive).
315 “Sie werden doch zweifellos aufgestellt, um gesehen zu werden, ja geradezu, um die Aufmerksamkeit zu

erregen; aber gleichzeitig sind sie durch irgend etwas gegen Aufmerksamkeit impréagniert, und diese rinnt
Wassertropfen-auf-Olbezug-artig an ihnen ab, ohne auch nur einen Augenblick stehenzubleiben” (324).

255



The peculiar fate of the West Berlin Wall as a Cold War monument and consumer
commodity, split into hundreds of segments, chiseled off and broken up into even smaller
chunks, is the subject of a 2020 documentary The American Sector which catalogs several
dozen pieces displayed in the United States across over forty locations, including the ones
mentioned above. This 70-minute film, which premiered at the Berlin Film Festival (the
Berlinale Special section) to much critical acclaim, was released at a time when, as critics
point out, “[a]cross the country, on campuses and in city squares, Americans have opened a
dialogue, both rhetorical and physical, with the troubled history of monuments (Steinert-
Evoy).316 The debates circled and continue to circle around questions of identity and
representation, historical accuracy and preservation, public commemoration, and the
power of monuments and memorial sites to channel ideologies while shaping communities
and mainstream discourses in the process. These conversations, of course, had surfaced in
Germany even before the Wall’s complete demolition, with politicians, artists, and activists
demanding the preservation of the border as a public monument. Perhaps ironically so,
some of the Wall painters, like Thierry Noir, who sought to ‘overcome’ the Wall, were now
actively invested in its preservation from destruction, both as a Cold War artifact and a

sample of their work.317

316 The film was shown at over 30 festivals and institutions, including the Wexner Center for the Arts, the
Lincoln Center, the Museum of the Moving Image, New York, the San Francisco International Film Festival,
Montreal International Documentary Festival, the Rotterdam Architecture Film Festival, and the Human
Rights Film Festival Zagreb, among other venues and locations (Stephens).

317 Noir, “Berlin Wall” and “The Story of the Berlin Wall.”
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Directed by Courtney Stephens318 and Pacho Velez,31° The American Sector explores
the afterlives of the Berlin Wall on American soil and the many meanings this symbol of
Cold War division has acquired along the way while adjusting to its new terrain. As an
exercise in urban archeology and architectural anthropology, the documentary thus
functions both as a filmic road trip collecting vistas across America and a cinematic archive
cataloging the remains of the ‘West Side Gallery’ on grainy 16 mm film.

This archive not only stores images, thus ensuring their material preservation and
calling our attention to the role of archival film practice in public discourse. It circulates
and mobilizes them on the space of the screen while imbuing them with meaning, inferred
from the visuals, sounds, and commentaries that accompany the film. Furthermore, by
foregrounding the Wall’s unexpected (hi)stories and divergent subjective experiences, The
American Sector, to borrow from Jaimie Baron’s book The Archive Effect (2014), also
“expands the territory that we regard as historical, enabling personal micronarratives” to
emerge (25). As a medium, a “mode of transmission”—a term that can be applied both to
cinema and the archive—the film thus offers a unique means of preserving, accessing, and
exhibiting not only historical memory (Russel 1), but, more crucially, dissenting

countermemories and “counterhistories that interrupt the homogenizing forces of previous

318 A graduate of the American Film Institute, Courtney Stephens works as a writer and director of non-fiction
(documentary and experimental) films. While shooting The American Sector, Stephens was also responsible
for sound and editing (Stephens). See also: “The American Sector” (The Berlinale Archive).

319 Pacho Velez is a filmmaker, producer, and cinematographer with an MFA from the California Institute of
the Arts. His previous features include the 2013 documentary Manakamana (co-directed with Stephanie
Spray), the 2017 found-footage film The Reagan Show (co-directed with Sierra Pettengill), and Searchers from
2021 (Velez). See also: “The American Sector” (The Berlinale Archive).
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grand historical narratives” (Baron 14). With the Wall as an object crumbling and gradually
dissipating from the landscape and our memory, what remains is an after-image, an
apparition—and what better medium is there to tackle its in/visibility than cinema?

Throughout the film, Stephens and Velez approach the memorial cites as still life.
Each shot, each composition is carefully framed with the Wall usually centered
symmetrically within the frame while the camera remains fixed on a tripod. Beginning with
the very first shot of the grey concrete dripping with streaks of blue and green, the
documentary highlights the materiality of the Wall, zooming in on the cracks and the
wrinkles splashed with color, the pockmarks left by the Wall peckers and the oftentimes
illegible slogans crossed out by other graffiti, overpainted by sprayers, or retouched during
‘restorations’ after the Wall's dismantling.

These quaint vignettes are accompanied by captions that help map the Berlin Wall
memorials across the US. In some cases, the slabs’ provenance remains unknown;
occasionally, though, we are provided with an officially sanctioned narrative or an
interpretation improvised by locals and tourists on the spot to go with the images. The
tonal mismatch and the slight dissonance between the interviewees’ reactions and the at
times “ludicrously incongruous settings” (Brody), between the gravity of the Wall and the
surrounding commotion make for an interesting contrast, whether within a single frame or
through juxtaposition and montage. As Pacho Velez put it commenting on their conception
of the film: “It’s not quite drama, but it’s that same sort of idea, that there’s some kind of
conflict or disjuncture inside the film that energises [sic] it... It starts in a way that feels
more structured and deliberate and as the film goes it begins to unravel a little bit, or

collapse, crumble perhaps” (Brady).
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The act of cataloging the Wall panels one by one may suggest some sort of
coherence or the existence of a reliable, exhaustive record, and yet, quite to the contrary,

the Wall as a whole no longer adds up. The indecipherable graffiti and the fading slogans

»n « »n . u

are still there (“SMASH NOR-MALE POLITIX,” “ACT UP! NOW”; “PLEASE ALLOW THIS PIECE OF HISTORY TO
REMAIN AS 1S”), but the descriptions that are supposed to guide the viewer often fail to
provide correct information. (Several interlocuters, for instance, falsely assume that the
concrete slabs displayed as the Berlin Wall were fabricated in 1961 rather than much later,
after 1975.) Were it not for the captions identifying each slab’s location, one may be
prompted to wonder: “Why did you bring me here to see it? / A temple of crates in
cramped and crated scenery, / what can it prove?” (Elizabeth Bishop, “The Monument”).320
Just as the inscriptions lead the viewer astray or change over time, so does the
relationship of the people to the Wall, now surrounded by fences and railings, packaged in
plexiglass or wrapped in plastic. Are they valuable relics or corporate trophies fetishized by
their collectors, witnesses or culprits, some form of commodified “austere abstract art”
(Bittencourt 2020) or Brutalist public monuments—but to what, and to whom? While for
private collectors it may be an eye-catcher, “a media sensation,” and “the greatest canvas in
[...] modern human history,” for others the remains of the Wall serve as a reminder of “the

seismic divides—race, class, wealth, doctrines—that still exist,” whether in built or

immaterial form (Baughan).

320 These lines appear as an epigraph at the beginning of the film.
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Of course, some of the interlocutors in the film reiterate familiar narratives, whether
knowingly—Ilike the military personnel at the German Armed Forces Command in Reston,
Virginia, who identify the Wall as “ein Symbol der Deutsch-Amerikanischen
Freundschaft”321—or unknowingly, like a group of boys explaining to the filmmakers that
“Mr. Gorbachev teared [sic] it down; because Ronald Reagan told him to” (The American
Sector) “thereby assuring the audience,” as one critic put it, “that a new generation has
been tasked with carrying the myth of American exceptionalism forward” (Steinert-Evoy).

The ornate piece displayed at the State Department, adorned with catchy slogans (“KEINE

» « » « » « » o«

GEWALT,” “FREIHEIT,” “DEMOKRATIE JETZT,” “WIR SIND DAS VOLK,” “VISAFREI BIS HAWAII") and signed
by “heads of state, diplomats, and political activists ” (including Mikhail Gorbachev, Helmut
Kohl, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, Dr. Angela Merkel, and George H.W. Bush),322 too, comes
with a certified interpretation: “[I]t's a testament to the work of diplomacy in ending the
Cold War era and reaching freedom,” we are told by a State Department official.

The British sculptor Edwina Sandys who worked on two Berlin Wall memorial
ensembles, “Breakthrough” (1990) and “Break Free” (1994), insists that the Wall is the
ultimate expression of “unfreedom” which she, as a sculptor, relied on to portray an even
more “abstract idea” of freedom. The two ensembles, as we find out in the film, are not only

linked conceptually but physically. “Breakthrough” located in Fulton, Missouri, consists of

four colorful panels with two silhouettes, of a man and a woman, carved out of the grey

321 “3a symbol of German-American friendship ”

» o« » o« » o« ”

322 “NO VIOLENCE,” “FREEDOM,” “DEMOCRACY NOW,” “WE ARE THE PEOPLE,” “VISA-FREE AS FAR AS HAWAIL”
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concrete, thus allowing visitors to look through the Wall and onto the neighboring trees
that fill the sky—a shot that Stephens and Velez are sure to capture. The website of
America’s National Churchill Museum advertises the structure as “perhaps the most
important monument to be constructed on American soil since the Vietnam War
Memorial.” The sculpture also comes with instructions on how to approach it:
Pass through the wall—experience your own ‘breakthrough.’
As you do, touch the wall and in your hand is the past and the future. Let your
fingers wander slowly across its battered surface. You can feel the balance of
our lives. You can feel the struggles and the triumphs, the grief and the joy,

the hope and the fulfillment. You can feel the distant tremor of tomorrow's
history gently unfolding in the palm of your hand.323

Velez’ camera, however, remains at a safe distance, instead surveilling a group of elderly
tourists who complain off-camera that “at least the people that did the graffiti were real
colorful” or “talented, not like today’s talent.” (The carved-out figures were later
repurposed for the “Break Free” installation at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential
Library in Hide Park, New York, embellished with strings of thick red barbed wire and an
inscription citing Roosevelt’s four freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of worship,
freedom from want, and freedom from fear. The pathway to the monument is flanked by
two busts, of Roosevelt and Churchill, leading visitors to the open Freedom Court. What
undermines this image is Sandys off-screen comment lamenting that now, thirty years
later, “we are getting walls again.”)

As the film progresses, so does the dissonance between the images and the many

voices recorded for the film. One of the workers transporting a Wall panel updated with

323 “Berlin Wall History,” America’s National Churchill Museum.
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Noir’s signature color-popping graffiti ruminates about the present and the potentially
unifying purpose Berlin’s ‘Wall of unfreedom’ had served in the past: “When you have a
focus of an enemy, it’s very easy to forget your own differences.” But when, all of a sudden,
“the enemy from the outside dissipates, the enemy within rises.” Americans, he opines, “are
losing that sense of wanting to come together because there is no threat from the outside
that seems greater than the threat we kind of imagine ourselves.” This sentiment,
somewhat unexpectedly, is echoed by an employer of the Central Intelligence Agency who
denies immediate permission to film their ‘sample’ of the Wall located within the Langley
headquarters yet, seemingly unprompted, gladly divulges information over the phone
while the screen remains black for the duration of their conversation:

The only enemy we had known was the Soviet bloc. [...] There was even talk

about whether or not we needed a Central Intelligence Agency after the Wall

came down. Right, like, do we even have a purpose anymore after, you know,

we had defeated this monolithic adversary? [ don’t want to say it was an

identity crisis, but there was definitely a lot of reimagining of, you know, who
we are and what our role is.

If the defeat of this enemy, to which the Wall as the ultimate trophy surely attests, opened a
path to a freer world marked by fewer borders, does it not seem “counterintuitive that the
borders of the United States have only become more militarized since 1989” (Steinert-
Evoy)? Since the collapse of the Soviet Block, since the Gulf War, the attacks of 9/11, the
invasion of Iraq, and the ‘war on terror,’ other, no less powerful Feindbilder (images of the
enemy) have taken the place of communism and the Soviet Union. As one unapologetic
supporter of walls remarks in The American Sector, it is “god who establishes the
boundaries of peoples [and] nations”; in fact, “god’s into walls, he’s got a whopping big one

in heaven and a very extreme vetting system.” While less conspicuous and less visible than
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the Berlin Wall, other barriers, the documentary suggests, have taken on its ‘legacy’ in
spreading division and ensuring that the imposed limits remain fixed.

For many immigrants and refugees who fled to the US or from their home countries,
fragments of the Wall are instantly synonymous with other borders. As one woman whose
family came from Africa and sought asylum in the US exclaims: “and that’s what this wall
symbolizes to me now, there are barriers and there are walls that we have to break through
to become who we are meant to be, and that’s fine.” But the Wall memorials are not just
welcome symbols that commemorate the end of oppression or the beginning of a new age;
they are also reminders, both welcome and unwelcome, of other walls that imprison people
inside—"“they are not incarcerated, but they are not free.” A man standing at the Mason-
Dixon Line in Cincinnati, Ohio, is reminded of his ancestors’ “willing[ness] to die to get to
freedom [...] that runs parallel to every black family in this country”. What does the Wall
mean to him, he is asked off-camera? For many African-Americans, the Wall means “that
we're not alone[;] we weren’t alone in being oppressed nor had we been alone in resisting.”

Two students, one Black, one white, interviewed at the University of Virginia next to
a four-panel installation encased in a glass box are more skeptical of the Wall’s presence
and its impact on campus culture and the university’s efforts to critically examine its own
history. The young women confess to having learned little about the Berlin Wall and its
connections to their alma mater, despite the monument’s prominent placement on campus.
To them, it appears “out of place” and as a reminder of other painful, still palpable histories
that have been erased from the landscape or are only vaguely acknowledged by barely
visible signs and plaques. “UVA,” as one of the students explains, “seems to have a lot of

issue with physically acknowledging its relationship to slavery and the birthplace of a lot of
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America’s history [and] America’s tragedy.” The Berlin Wall installation, so it seems, not
only escapes their attention; it also, they argue, serves to distract from conversations that
explore the lingering effects of racial violence and generational trauma without glorifying
or romanticizing the past.324

For many Americans who experienced the Cold War, “the fall of the Berlin Wall was
a moment of triumph” and victory, “a sigh of relief, and a media event.” Yet “[f]or those
born after, it is another story”—one “that has no benefits for [their] lives, which are marred
by precarity, instability, and anxiety” (Steinert-Evoy) now projected onto the Wall as the
ultimate symbol of a world defined by borders past and present. However, as The American
Sector and its makers insist:

Like the mysterious black monoliths in 2001: A Space Odyssey, perhaps The

Wall is less a monument to the past than a portal to a shared future,

propelling new ideas into focus. Disconnected in space and time, the concrete

slabs, and the people who speak for them, are instead linked through the
collective imagination of America as it continues to shape itself.325

While threatened to become invisible as monuments (Denkmale) commemorating an
increasingly distant, contested past, fragments of the Berlin Wall can also serve as catalysts
for conversation (Denk mal!), provided they are activated by a camera that does not gloss
over difference and dissonance but zooms in on the cracks and crevices of an edifice poised

to shape the borderscapes of the future.

324 One of the commemorative plaques reads: “In honor of the several hundred women and men, both free
and enslaved, whose labor between 1817 and 1826 helped to realize Thomas Jefferson’s design for the
University of Virginia.”

325 Stephens and Velez, quoted in Brady. Emphasis added.
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copA

“AUS DEM RAHMEN”

Und so stehn wir am Anfang und stehn am Ende.

—XKurt Tucholsky, “Berliner Kampfe” (1919)

In 1999, a hobby historian Christian Bormann made a remarkable—by the standards of a
big city—discovery:326 hidden just around the corner from the Schonholz train station in
Berlin-Pankow327 stood an abandoned and long-forgotten segment of the Berlin Wall. It
was about 135 meters long,328 covered in graffiti, and likely belonged to the original
fortification system erected shortly after the first provisional barriers went up. This stretch
of the Wall, still composed of bricks rather than poured concrete,32° was so unremarkable,
even benign, like any other city barrier that fenced off gardens, parking lots, or train
stations, that for over a decade, it went entirely unnoticed, not just by the local populace
but even by institutions who presided over the Wall’s fate since the Wende.

Until 2018, Bormann kept the secret location to himself, weary that the Wall would

be destroyed, either by Wall peckers or overzealous officials who were all too eager to

326 Bartylla; Bormann; Gunkel; Honicke; “Vergessenes Berliner Mauerstiick.”
327 Since 1988 part of West Berlin’s Reinickendorf borough (“Vergessenes Berliner Mauerstiick”).

328 Approximately 443 feet (“Denkmalliste Berlin,” 562, #09045000). Bormann spoke in his initial blogpost
about an 80-meter segment (ca. 262 feet) as did the media who cited him in 2018.

329 The clay bricks likely came from older brick walls as well as buildings that were demolished to make way
for the border (“Buddestrafie”).
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dispose of the withering eyesore.33% Once the information was made public, almost two
decades after the initial discovery and three decades after dismantling of the border began,
the Wall made a brief news splash with hobby historians and interested locals streaming to
the scene to survey the site and collect their own slice of history.

However, as the dust quickly settled, the area was abandoned once again with city
officials uninterested in curating the crumbling relic which faded in comparison to the
established displays at Bernauer Strafde or the East Side Gallery. Today, this segment of the
Wall, covered in leaves and grass and barely recognizable as what it once was, can still be
found along a narrow, winding path where the remains of urban life find their resting place
amidst trash and debris. While this memorial site, now recognized by the Berlin State
Monument Office (Landesdenkmalamt Berlin) as such (“Buddestrafde”), may not be a
popular destination for tourists nor a location that attracts public attention or is considered
worthy of preservation and curation, the old, derelict remnants of the once ominous border
wall vividly epitomize its fate as a structure that is, at once, invisible and ever-present.

Today, more than three decades after German-German (re)unification, the Wall lives
on—in our heads and on our screens, in form of countless pictures and actual Wall
fragments preserved by collectors all over the globe, its images sown across the World
Wide Web in perpetuity. In the fall of 2024, Berlin is set to commemorate 35 years since

the collapse of the Wall—an occasion that prompts us to look back at the last and most

330 “Wenn ich es gemeldet hatte, wére die Mauer sofort abgerissen worden, die Wende war ja erst zehn Jahre
her. Die wollten damals diesen ganzen Dreck moglichst schnell loswerden und alles vergessen” (“Vergessenes
Berliner Mauerstiick: Der Fund seines Lebens”).
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notorious (fourth-generation) Wall that was installed after 1975 and to survey the efforts
of artists and activists who sought to confront and commemorate one of the most notorious
edifices of the 20t century.

The Berlin Wall is, without a doubt, among one of the best-studied and documented
border fortification systems. Its sudden emergence, 28-year-long endurance, and abrupt
demise inspired a plethora of movies, and to this day the popular fascination with the
divided city never seems to subside. However, past studies of the Wall, specifically its
cinematic and visual history, have neglected to focus on the border wall as an architectural
structure (that is, a material object with physical properties beyond its immediate political
and symbolic significance) and an image captured, magnified, and refracted through the
lens of the cinematic and photographic apparatus. My project is preoccupied with this
inherent duality of the Wall both as a physical object and a virtual subject—an image that
has been replicated and recast so many times that we no longer stop to interrogate it. Yet
as an ‘architecture of fear’ (Ellin), militarized border zones and barriers are designed to be
seen and felt. In fact, they rely on images to manifest, project, and augment their power, to
embody and amplify the fears and anxieties that led to their construction.

Furthermore, | approach the collapse of the Berlin border not as an ending but as a
beginning that ushered in a new era marked by the upsurgence of neoliberalism, the
hegemony of late capitalism, and a global proliferation of borders and bordering practices.
The myth of the Wall, I argue throughout the study, lives on as do the narratives that
helped sustain its power throughout its existence.

In the short amount of time since the collapse of the Berlin Wall more walls have

been erected across the globe than were built throughout the Cold War. One can therefore
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hardly argue that the fall of the Wall heralded a new era of freedom and open borders.
Considering the rise of bordering practices today, it is tempting to draw a different, much
more sobering conclusion: The Berlin Wall has taught us nothing, “except that deep
passions that owe nothing to rational politics can move human beings to do terrible
things.”331 If anything, it has taught us that building ever-longer walls and reinforcing
borders is a practice shared by autocratic governments as much as neoliberal democracies
that do not shy away from dehumanizing policies and populist rhetoric. According to this
pessimistic assessment, the Berlin Wall remains a successful experiment (which lasted for
nearly three decades, after all)—and a templet for how to handle border crises in the 21st
century.

Of course, more optimistic conclusions drawn from the Wall’s demise (whether they
are uttered with conservative or progressive inflections in mind) ascribe a finality to the
Wall as an experiment that was doomed to fail from the start. This historical narrative
gained particular traction in the immediate aftermath of the dissolution of the GDR as the
Cold War era seemingly came to a close. Courtney Stephens’ and Pacho Velez’ documentary
The American Sector forcefully demonstrates its persistence while observing the Wall’s
transformation as a memento mori (a reminder of the inevitability of death and decay) into
a universal, free-floating signifier that readily absorbs the visions and anxieties projected
onto its crumbling surface. Rather than reiterate ingrained narratives, the carefully

arranged compositions with the Wall serving as their centerpiece instead assume a

331 Here, | am echoing the claim made my Dan Stone in his recent book The Holocaust: An Unfinished History
(2023) in which he recapitulates the mass atrocities and the legacies of the Holocaust.
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discursive function as catalysts that trigger on- and off-screen conversations about
American exceptionalism, freedom, mobility, and the difficulties of ‘overcoming’ the past.

There is, however, another conclusion we can draw from the Wall’s afterlife. What
made the West Berlin Wall unique was its undeniable visibility. 1980s Wall art amplified
and confronted it, thereby countering the Wall’s attempts to camouflage into its
surroundings, albeit at the cost of turning the border into a voyeuristic spectacle. Crucially,
projects like The White Line sought to inject the Wall with movement by interrupting its
static setting as an urban canvas and drawing public attention to the violence it inflicted
upon the city and its citadines. Cinema, and documentary films in particular, proved to be
an especially potent tool for confronting and challenging bordering practices and
structures as they brought to light what otherwise remained out of focus by opening up
these spaces for exploration and contemplation. Moreover, in the case of the Berlin Wall,
filmic texts played a crucial role in excavating its mythology, or what I term, in reference to
Sunil Manghani’s 2008 study, the “Berlin Wall Imaginary.”

Wim Wenders’ Wings of Desire and Cynthia Beatt’s Cycling the Frame approached
border politics with border poetics in their attempt to frame and reframe the Wall and to
counter the affective aporias triggered by its immutable presence. Beatt’s follow-up project
The Invisible Frame, in turn, dealt with apparitions and after-images of the Wall at a time
when its remnants had already become part of a memoryscape threatened by amnesia and
more borderscapes. Not unlike Beatt’s double feature, Ross McElwee’s and Marilyn Levine’s
Something to Do with the Wall moved back and forth between the past and the present in
search for meaning and orientation, weary of the trappings of mediation and the gaze of the

camera. Two decades later, Bartek Konopka’'s documentary pastiche Mauerhase took up
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their archival impulse while blurring the line between fiction and reality, political fairytale
and postwall satire. Finally, Jurgen Bottcher’s Die Mauer generated intricately layered
thought-images strapped in the dialectical tension between “materiality and meaning,
transience and persistence” (Webber 2015, 166).

The films and artworks discussed in my project fuse architectural imagination with
structures of power and images of interior struggle to produce a corpus of work filled with
such thought-images (Denkbilder) and image-ideas (Bildideen) that challenge our
conceptions of the “Berlin Wall Imaginary.” Of course, these images and narratives only tell
part of the story of the Berlin Wall and the ever-simmering conflict between the ‘East’ and
the ‘West.” While the gradual detachment of the signifier from the signified, of the object
from the image is inevitable and, ultimately, unstoppable, my hope is that this study will
serve as an opening (or, in Heideggerian terms, an open—das Offene) that brings to light the

entangled relationship between cinema, mass media, and the architecture of fear.
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