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Introduction:
Monuments and memories

Monuments in Germany are different from monuments in other countries.

Since the middle of the nineteenth century, the visitor to Paris, London and Munich has been greeted in each city by a triumphal arch in the grand Roman style commemorating national triumphs in the convulsive European wars of 1792–1815. At Hyde Park Corner, the British erected the Wellington Memorial Arch, capping it nearly a century later with the huge bronze quadriga. It stands not just at what was then the western edge of London, but in front of the house of the victor of Waterloo himself. The Arc de Triomphe, colossal and over-scaled, carrying scenes of soldiers setting off to battle, is set at the centre of a star of broad avenues, three of them named after great Napoleonic victories over the Prussians and Austrians.

In Munich, the Siegestor, or Victory Gate, was built in the 1840s to celebrate the valour of Bavaria in the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. Like its Roman model the Arch of Constantine, the Siegestor is richly decorated, its two upper registers on the north side adorned with relief sculpture. On top stands the bronze figure of Bavaria in her chariot drawn by lions, proudly facing north, the direction from which most visitors enter the city. Below her is the inscription ‘Dem Bayrischen Heere’ – ‘To the Bavarian Army’ – to honour whose feats the arch had been erected.

[image: image]
The Siegestor, south side



So far, so completely conventional. At first sight you might think that the Wellington Arch, the Arc de Triomphe and the Siegestor are all doing exactly the same thing in exactly the same way. But what makes the Munich arch so interesting is its other side, which tells quite a different story. It was badly damaged in the Second World War, but its restoration makes no attempt to reconstruct the sculpted classical details that were destroyed by bombs. The top register on this side of the arch is merely a blank expanse of stone. Underneath this uncompromisingly empty space are the words ‘Dem Sieg geweiht, vom Krieg zerstört, zum Frieden mahnend’ – ‘Dedicated to victory, destroyed by war, urging peace’.

[image: image]
The Arc de Triomphe, Paris
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The Wellington Arch, Hyde Park Corner, London



Where the London and Paris arches look back only to moments of high success, presenting a comfortable, if selective, narrative of national triumph, the Munich arch speaks both of the glorious cause of its making and the circumstances of its later destruction. Unlike the other two, its original celebratory purpose is undercut by a very uncomfortable reminder of failure and guilt. It proclaims a moral message: that the past offers lessons which must be used to shape the future. Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the role of history in Germany today is that, like this arch, it not only articulates a view of the past, but directs the past resolutely and admonishingly forward.

If German monuments are different from those in other countries, it is because German history is different. Both Britain and France, shaped by centuries of strong central power, can (more or less) credibly present their history as single national narratives. The long political fragmentation of Germany into autonomous states makes that kind of history impossible: for most of German history there can be no one national story. Although the Holy Roman Empire, which encompassed most of German-speaking Europe (Map 1), offered a framework for a sense of German belonging, it was rarely in a position to coordinate, let alone command, the many political units that made up the Empire. In consequence, much of German history is a composite of different, sometimes conflicting, local narratives.

Perhaps the clearest example of this conflict is the figure of Frederick the Great, King of Prussia in the middle of the eighteenth century, whose military successes would in other countries have ensured his status as a national hero. But Frederick’s victories – certainly most of his territorial gains – were in large measure won at the expense of other German states. A hero in Berlin, he is a villain in Dresden. In the course of the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) Prussia roundly defeated Saxony and in 1760 Frederick’s troops caused huge damage in the Saxon capital. Bernardo Bellotto, whose paintings of baroque Dresden captured one of Europe’s most beautiful cities (see Chapter 23), also recorded the Kreuzkirche reduced to ruins by Frederick’s bombardment. As a key ally in the Seven Years’ War against France, Frederick the Great was both celebrated and revered in Britain: the Worcester factory produced a whole series of tributes in porcelain and as late as 1914 there were still pubs across England proudly called The King of Prussia. But there can be no pan-German view of Frederick the Great: Dresden porcelain unsurprisingly failed to celebrate Frederick and no Saxon hostelry bears his name. A similar ambivalence lies behind the Munich Siegestor. It is dedicated carefully ‘To the Bavarian Army’, leaving unstated the uncomfortable fact that that army, for most of the Napoleonic Wars, fought with the French against other German states. So the Siegestor is a doubly ambiguous monument: not simply an untriumphal triumphal arch, recording defeat as much as victory, but also the troublesome fact that the enemy could be German as easily as foreign.

The history of Germany is thus inevitably, enrichingly and confusingly fragmented. There is a strong awareness of belonging to the same family, but until the unification of Germany in 1871, there was only a flickering sense of common purpose. There are, however, a large number of widely shared memories of what Germans have done and experienced: evoking and engaging with some of them is the purpose of this book. It does not attempt to be – it cannot be – in any sense a history of Germany, but it tries to explore through objects and buildings, people and places, some formative strands in Germany’s modern national identity. The earliest object is Gutenberg’s bible of the 1450s, perhaps the first moment at which Germany decisively affected the course of world history – indeed laid one of the foundations of all modern European culture. The latest is the very recently restored and refurbished Reichstag, seat of the German Parliament. Of the making of memories there is no end: I have tried to select those that seem to me particularly potent, likely to be shared by most Germans, and especially those that may be less familiar to non-Germans.

Many of those memories are of course also shared by the Swiss and the Austrians, but this book is about the Germany that came into being twenty-five years ago and the memories of those who now live there. Switzerland began to separate politically from the rest of Germany at an early date; its neutrality in the two great wars of the last century has left it with a radically different past. Austria, whose story has been far more closely intertwined with its neighbour’s, is dissimilar in many defining respects. It was not permanently split by the Reformation; its response to the Napoleonic invasions was not to articulate national particularism so much as to consolidate the ancestral Hapsburg lands; and it did not experience the long Cold War division of the state, with all that has since flowed from that for Germany. Above all, Austria has not carried out the public, painful examination of memories and responsibilities in the time of the Nazi Reich with anything like the rigour and integrity of modern Germany. A book which included Austrian memories would be very different.
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The ruins of the Kreuzkirche, Dresden, destroyed in 1760 by Prussian bombardment. Bernardo Bellotto, 1765.

All major countries try to construct a reading of their history that leads them, reassured and confident, to their current place in the world. The United States, strong in its view of itself as a ‘city on a hill’, was long able to affirm its manifest destiny. Britain and France in different ways saw their political evolution as a model for the world, which they generously shared through imperial expansion. After Bismarck had welded the different constituent states into the German Empire in 1871 and then into the leading industrial and economic power of the continent, Germany might have been able to devise some similar national myth. But defeat in the First World War, the collapse of the Weimar Republic and the murderous criminality of the Third Reich have made any such coherent narrative impossible. German scholars have struggled in vain to piece the different parts of the jigsaw together, but none has been able, convincingly, to fit the great intellectual and cultural achievements of eighteenth- and nine-teenth-century Germany and the moral abyss of the Nazis into a comprehensible pattern. This is in a profound sense a history so damaged that it cannot be repaired but, rather, must be constantly revisited – an idea powerfully visualized by Georg Baselitz’s tattered and confusedly inverted national flag.
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Inverted Eagle with the Colours of the German Flag, by Georg Baselitz, 1977



However diverse the experiences of the different regions and states of Germany, all have been marked by four great traumas that live in the national memory.

The first, the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), saw every German state, and troops from all the major European powers, fighting in Germany. It was devastating for the civilian population and for the economy. As armies criss-crossed the country they spread terror and plague. Jacques Callot recorded the brutal impact on villagers in Lorraine (then part of the Holy Roman Empire) of the arrival of a pillaging army. Similar horrors were experienced across all Germany, and were never forgotten. It is generally conceded that the economic consequences of the war were still discernible well into the nineteenth century. In early May 1945, Hitler’s successor, Admiral Dönitz, ordered the German armed forces to stop fighting. Albert Speer, Hitler’s architect and Armaments Minister, rationalized the capitulation by explaining:


The destruction that has been inflicted on Germany can only be compared to that of the Thirty Years’ War. The decimation of our people through hunger and deprivation must not be allowed to reach the scale of that epoch.



[image: image]
The Hanging, from The Miseries and Misfortunes of War, by Jacques Callot, 1633



The outbreak of European war in 1792 saw French Revolutionary armies invade the Rhineland and occupy large parts of western Germany. Many historic cities, including Mainz, Aachen and Cologne, were incorporated into France and were to remain French cities for nearly twenty years. In 1806, after routing the Prussian army at the battles of Jena and Auerstädt, Napoleon entered Berlin in triumph. By 1812 the French had effectively occupied all Germany from the Rhineland to Russia. There was no effective military resistance left on German soil. Every major German ruler was compelled to send troops to fight with the French in the Russian campaign. It was a humiliation deeply felt, but one that eventually stirred the nation to define itself in a new way and to unite in resistance against the invader. The memory of the great humiliation of 1806 was burnt into the consciousness of all Germans, enduring to the end of the nineteenth century and beyond.

[image: image]
Germania, by Adolph Menzel, 1846–57
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Children’s cut-outs, c. 1935



The most devastating and intractable of the four traumas was the Third Reich. This child’s cut-out paper model of Hitler reviewing the Nazi Brownshirts exemplifies the extent to which the Nazi regime infiltrated and contaminated every aspect of German life. The crimes committed by the Third Reich, both in Germany and across Europe, and the part played in those crimes by members of almost every German family, are a widely shared memory – in many cases a shared silence – still highly charged today and still far from being exorcised. The terrible price paid by the German population, flight and expulsion from the east, and the destruction of cities like Hamburg and Dresden (Chapter 27), are a second memory which the Third Reich has bequeathed to almost all Germans.

[image: image]
Hamburg after the Allied bombing raids of 1943



The ultimate consequence of Nazi aggression was the invasion and occupation of all Germany by the four Allied powers, and its long division between the Federal Republic in the west and the German Democratic Republic in the east. It condemned East Germany to a further forty years of dictatorship and oppression. The human cost of that division, epitomized by those who lost their lives desperately trying to cross the Berlin Wall, is still being assessed.

It is now twenty-five years since the Wall came down and nearly twenty-five years since a new Germany was born. In that time Germans have made enormous efforts to think clearly and courageously about their national history. The re-unification of Germany coincided with a more clear-eyed historical investigation into the complicity of much of the German population in crimes long simply ascribed to ‘the Nazis’. As Berlin has been rebuilt there has been a conscious attempt to make public the most painful memories, the supreme example being the Holocaust Memorial to the murdered Jews of Europe. In this also it can be said that German monuments are not like those in other lands. I know of no other country in the world that at the heart of its national capital erects monuments to its own shame. Like the Siegestor in Munich, they are there not only to remember the past but – and perhaps even more importantly – to ensure that the future be different. As Michael Stürmer, a distinguished political commentator, observes: ‘In Germany, for a long time, the purpose of history was to ensure it could never happen again.’

[image: image]
Peter Fechter, aged eighteen, the first person to be shot dead climbing over the Berlin Wall, August 1962



The photograph on the following page shows three great monuments at the centre of modern Berlin. To the right in the middle distance is the Brandenburg Gate, subject of my first chapter. Behind it is the Reichstag, the subject of my last chapter. In the foreground is the Holocaust Memorial, which commemorates events discussed in the later sections of the book. These three monuments and their meanings together convey much of modern Germany’s unique attempt to wrestle with its historical inheritance and its complex and changing memories.
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Part One


 



WHERE IS GERMANY?

‘Germany? Where is it? / I do not know where to find such a country.’ wrote Goethe and Schiller in 1796. In Germany both geography and history have always been unstable. Borders move. The past keeps changing. Cities and regions which were for centuries German are now firmly parts of other countries. What does that mean for them, and for the Germans? For most of the 500 years covered by this book Germany has been composed of many separate political units, each with a distinct history. Enfeebling division, or enriching complexity?




[image: image]
The Brandenburg Gate by C. G. Langhans, built between 1788 and 1791, badly damaged 1945, restored after 1990





1

The view from the Gate

If the modern state of Germany can be said to have a village green on which communal events are marked and celebrated, then it is the area around the Brandenburg Gate. It has long been Berlin’s preferred setting for the city’s meetings and rallies, but since the reunification of the two Germanys, the severe neo-classical gateway has become the natural backdrop to all great national events.

Professor Monika Grütters, the German Federal Minister of Culture, says:


‘It is the national monument. There is no other that can compete with it. It is of course the symbol of the Berlin Wall, of a world divided into East and West. And it is at the same time the symbol of the fall of that Wall and of liberty regained. It stands for the division of Germany, and the division of the world, into two blocs: two ideas of society. It reminds us of the loss of freedom; but it is in itself also the great symbol of freedom regained. It is the national and the international monument of freedom and unity.’



Monika Grütters is talking about the meanings that all across the world have attached to the Brandenburg Gate since the Wall fell twenty-five years ago, but the history of the Gate, its own experiences and its far-reaching associations, go back ten times longer than that.

Originally the site of one of a number of gates around Berlin, at which customs dues were collected from goods wagons entering the city, it was rebuilt in the 1780s on the orders of the Prussian king, Frederick William II, to a grand neo-classical design by C. G. Langhans. Based on the gateway to the Acropolis, it was conceived as a monument to peace, and it was one of the first architectural signals that Berlin – which under Frederick the Great had acquired a magnificent library, opera house and other similar institutions (see Chapter 30) – now felt entitled to proclaim itself a cultural and intellectual city in the Athenian tradition.


The Brandenburg Gate stands at the western end of the long avenue Unter den Linden (Under the Lime Trees), which, rather like the Champs-Elysées in Paris, runs from the edge of the city down to its very heart. At the end of the avenue, closing the vista, was the Stadtschloss, the palace of the Hohenzollern kings. Some time after the Gate was built, a bronze figure of Victory, her chariot drawn by four horses, was placed on top, giving it the appearance of a triumphal arch.

[image: image]
The Hohenzollern Stadtschloss, 1700–1950



The first person actually to use it for a triumphal entry was not, however, the King of Prussia, but Napoleon Bonaparte. After the defeat of Austria at the Battle of Austerlitz in December 1805, the only German state still offering serious resistance to the invader was Prussia. But on 14 October of the following year, Napoleon humiliatingly routed the Prussian army at the battles of Jena and Auerstädt. Two weeks later, on 27 October 1806, the French emperor entered Berlin in triumph, leading his troops through the Brandenburg Gate, marching them down Unter den Linden towards the palace of the king. The royal family fled to the eastern city of Königsberg (now Kaliningrad), where they began to plan Prussia’s survival and recovery. Berlin was abandoned to French occupation. Napoleon, eager to demonstrate that his authority was now absolute and the Prussian king powerless in his own capital, removed the bronze quadriga from the top of the Gate and carried it away as a trophy, to be exhibited as war booty in Paris. For eight years the Brandenburg Gate was without its crowning sculpture.


[image: image]
Napoleon’s triumphant entry into Berlin, at the Brandenburg Gate, 1806



In Königsberg the king and his advisers effected a complete reordering of the Prussian state, enabling it ultimately to take the leading part in resisting and expelling the French. In 1813, Prussian and Russian troops together forced Napoleon out of Berlin, and pursued him and his army all the way to Paris. In 1814, to scenes of public jubilation, the quadriga returned to the Brandenburg Gate. It was, however, modified before being reinstated. In the bronze chariot you see today, the statue of Victory is accompanied by the Prussian eagle, and her lance proudly bears the Iron Cross (see Chapter 14), the decoration awarded by the King of Prussia to those who had fought with valour against the French invader. The chariot makes clear that Napoleon had been defeated by a Germany which his invasion had largely created. The Gate had become a Prussian triumphal arch.

The Brandenburg Gate is not just a monument to which history has added layers of meaning. It is also a remarkable standpoint from which to view some of the key moments in German history. In fact, from this place alone, you can see evidence not just of the Napoleonic Wars, but of many other great events that have shaped the German national memory.

If you turn west and look along the broad avenue that leads to the royal palace at Charlottenburg, you see another figure of Victory, this time gilded and alone, standing on top of the 200-foot-high Siegessäule (Victory Column), designed in 1864 to celebrate the Prussian victory over Denmark, which began the process of German unification. By the time it was finished, Prussia had also trounced the Austrians in 1866 and defeated the French in 1870 and the base was decorated accordingly to mark the triple triumph. Under Bismarck’s guidance, the King of Prussia had become the German emperor, head of a united Germany which was the leading industrial and military power on the continent. The Victory Column’s inauguration in 1873 signalled Berlin’s new role in Europe and the world. In 1945 the French insisted on the removal of the sculpted plaques showing their defeat, but the column is otherwise broadly as intended, and still speaks today of the confident optimism of Berlin in the 1870s.

[image: image]
The Siegessäule, by Heinrich Strack, 1864–73



You could say that the westward view from the Brandenburg Gate is a view of Germany’s place in the world as it actually was between 1870 and 1914. If things had gone as Hitler and Albert Speer had planned, the view north in the late 1940s would have shown their idea of what that place ought to be. Speer, Hitler’s cherished architect, designed a colossal Volkshalle, a Hall of the People. An enormous dome, over 1,000 feet high, crowned the assembly room in which 180,000 people could gather to listen to the Führer. It would have dwarfed completely the nearby Reich-stag, and been an uncomfortable, megalomaniac neighbour to the Brandenburg Gate, itself a favourite site for Nazi marches and rallies. It is a strange experience, to stand on the spot from which you would have seen Speer’s dome, had history turned out differently, and from which if you turn south, you can today see the approaches to the Holocaust Memorial.

[image: image]
Albert Speer’s model for the Third Reich’s giant Hall of the People, with the Brandenburg Gate in the foreground



But the views west, north or south from the Brandenburg Gate were always intended to be secondary. In a virtuoso piece of urban scenography it was the view east that mattered, down Unter den Linden, past Frederick the Great’s library and opera house, and on to the end of the vista and the Stadtschloss. The Schloss, a huge baroque city-palace, was completed around 1700 and effectively designed to make one great statement: after seventy years of turmoil, in spite of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48), in spite of Swedish invasion (in the 1670s), Brandenburg – the modest state of which Berlin was the capital – had not only survived, but had emerged as a serious European power.

Its survival was remarkable. It is reckoned that in the 1630s the urban population of Brandenburg declined from 113,500 to 34,000, while its rural inhabitants fell from 300,000 to 75,000. Something like three quarters of the population had died or fled. After the war, the position in both town and country was stabilized and prosperity slowly began to return. In the 1670s the Swedes, the great military power of northern Europe, had invaded again, in alliance with the French. The then Elector of Brandenburg, known to history as the Great Elector, had brilliantly outmanoeuvred and defeated them. In a pleasing twist of political and economic revenge, when Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes and expelled the Protestants from France in 1685, many of the most educated and most skilled of the Huguenots came to work in, and to enrich, Berlin. Among them were some of the craftsmen who shaped and embellished the palace. The Stadtschloss told the world that you did not mess with Brandenburg.


But as you look down Unter den Linden today, you can’t see it. Badly damaged by bombing, it survived the Second World War, and could well have been rebuilt. The Soviet authorities decided instead to bulldoze the Hohenzollern Schloss, which they regarded as the physical symbol of a Prussian militarism that they now had the opportunity to annihilate. Only one small part of it was preserved – the balcony from which, on 9 November 1918, the Communist Karl Liebknecht had proclaimed the Free Socialist Republic of Germany, an attempt to create a Communist state which was rapidly crushed (see Chapter 22).

On the site of the old royal palace, the government of the German Democratic Republic built the new, modernist Palast der Republik, a steel structure clad in bronzed mirror-glass that was the seat of the People’s Chamber and a centre for cultural and leisure activities until the GDR ended in 1990. But today you can’t see that either. In the years after reunification there was intense debate about the proper future of the Palast der Republik in a new reunited Berlin, now that the people’s representatives sat once again in the pan-German Reichstag. By 2008 the Palast der Republik had been demolished, allegedly because asbestos made it unfit for future use. With it disappeared many of the happier memories of old East Berlin. Its steel skeleton was sold and used to build the Burj Khalifa in Dubai.

[image: image]
The Palast der Republik of the GDR, 1973/6–2008, on the site of the former Schloss



Thus from the Brandenburg Gate today you can admire neither the triumph of the Great Elector nor the Socialist achievement of the German Democratic Republic. The historic vista now ends on a building site, where a reconstruction of the old Stadtschloss is rapidly taking shape (see Chapter 30). Behind it, though, still stands the other great monument of East Berlin, the thousand-foot-high Alexanderturm, a hi-tech telecommunications tower of the late 1960s designed to be unmissably visible in West Berlin and to broadcast, in every sense, the virtues of the Socialist state. Still one of the tallest buildings in Germany, it dominates the skyline across the city. Just below its summit is a spherical operations centre with the inevitable revolving restaurant. But that is not the reason why the Alexanderturm has become part of Berlin’s world of memories. By a quirk of geometry and reflection, whenever the sun shone, there appeared on the sphere a large incandescent cross – it still appears today and draws ironic smiles from the spectators at the Brandenburg Gate who remember the frustration and embarrassment the cross caused the atheist authorities in the GDR – it was quickly dubbed ‘the Pope’s revenge’.

[image: image]
The Alexanderturm, by Hermann Henselmann and Gerhard Kosel, operational 1969 



Knocked about in the war, the Brandenburg Gate was patched up and repaired by the occupying authorities. Situated right on the boundary between the Western and Eastern zones (and later between the two states), it was one of the authorized crossing points. As in the eighteenth century, it again became an entrance to Berlin, taking on a particular, charged, significance as a place for demonstrations. In 1953 it was the scene of the first major rebellion against Soviet rule in Eastern Europe, as tens of thousands of striking workers called for free elections and tore down the red flag flying over it. The unrest was put down by Soviet tanks. On 14 August 1961, one day after the building of the Wall began, West Berliners gathered on the other side of the Gate to protest against the erection of the Wall and the division of their city. Using these demonstrations as a pretext, the East German authorities closed the checkpoint there ‘until further notice’. For twenty-eight years the Gate became a barrier. It did not reopen until 22 December 1989, when the West German Chancellor, Helmut Kohl, walked through it to be greeted by the East German Prime Minister, Hans Modrow. There is no building or site that speaks so powerfully to Germans everywhere of the division and the reunification of their country.

[image: image]
Reunification medal by Erich Ott, 1989. The prison bars on one side turn into the Brandenburg Gate on the other. The prison side carries the title of the German national anthem: ‘Einigkeit und Recht und Freiheit’ (‘Unity and Justice and Freedom’).



Since reunification, the Brandenburg Gate has once again been renovated and is now at the centre of a pedestrianized zone, the gathering point of choice for celebrations of all sorts. And in the summer of 2014 it was once again used for a triumphal entry into the city – not by a French invader, but by the German football team, returning victorious from the World Cup in Brazil.


[image: image]
World Cup celebrations at the Brandenburg Gate, June 2014



In the next chapter I shall be going down Unter den Linden towards the east, to explore some of the memories of the Cold War division of Germany. It was so effective and profound that those who lived in East and West have few memories in common. What all do remember is the difficulty of travelling from one Germany to the other and the price paid by those who tried to do so without authorization.




[image: image]
White crosses by the River Spree, with the Bundeskanzleramt behind






2

Divided heaven

The restored Reichstag, where the German Parliament meets, stands in the heart of Berlin. Because of its position near the former border dividing East and West Berlin, there are now few buildings near it and it is set between a meadow on one side, and the banks of the River Spree on the other. On most days, the riverside is busy with sightseers and strollers, such as you might find by the Seine or the Thames. But it quickly becomes obvious that this could not be either London or Paris; it could only be in Berlin. In various places beside the river are rows of white crosses.


Günter Litfen 24 August 1961

Udo Düllick 5 October 1961

Hans Räwel 1 January 1963

Klaus Schröter 4 November 1963

Heinz Sokolowski 25 November 1965

Marinetta Jirkowsky 22 November 1980



It seems like a war cemetery, because all the dead were young. But it is not – the names are of some of those who were killed trying to escape from East to West Berlin after the building in August 1961 of the most potent symbol of the Cold War: the Berlin Wall. The deaths range in date from ten days after the building of the Wall to ten months before its removal. Twenty-five years after its fall in 1989, the most vivid, painful and problematic of all Germany’s many memories of division remains the brutal splitting of the country. Every German over the age of thirty-five, whether from East or West, knows of families split, the human cost of an arbitrary, callous bureaucracy that regulated what movement there was between the two states – and of those who paid with their lives.

[image: image]
Christa Wolf, Der geteilte Himmel (Divided Heaven, or They Divided the Sky), 1963



Der geteilte Himmel (Divided Heaven), written by the East German novelist Christa Wolf, was published in 1963, two years after the Berlin Wall went up. It made Christa Wolf’s reputation, and has long been seen as the most thoughtful, poignant account of the divergence of the two Germanys as seen from the East. It tells the story of Rita and Manfred, young lovers living in the East before the Wall was built, when travel from East to West Berlin was still easy. Manfred becomes disillusioned with the East and does not return from a conference in West Berlin, where he feels the opportunities for his career are greater. Rita visits him but does not warm to the crowded consumerism of West Berlin. She decides to end her relationship with Manfred and to continue with her life in the East. She knows it is flawed, but she feels more at ease in a society where people at least aspire to work together. The couple, ideally matched in every other respect, founder as the two Germanys diverge.

‘At least they can’t divide the sky,’ says Manfred at the climax of the novel, when Rita chooses the communal ideals of East Germany, over a life with him in the individualist West. ‘The sky?’ thinks Rita, ‘This vault of hope and desire, love and sadness?’ ‘Oh yes, the sky is what gets split first.’ Throughout the novel, the sky – in German ‘Himmel’ means both ‘sky’ and ‘heaven’ – stands for aspirations, and ideals, for what a society strives to be. The divided heaven: two separate and separated political structures, two irreconcilable ways of organizing hopes and desires. A couple that should be together, growing apart.

Christa Wolf, like her heroine Rita, decided to stay in the East. As a famous writer she was comparatively well treated and allowed to travel. And although she did criticize the regime, and her works were censored, she retained an abiding loyalty to the state’s ideals, or at least to what she hoped it might achieve. Her faith in the regime was stretched, but she remained, and she remained committed.

On 23 May 1949 the Western sectors of Germany, occupied by the US, the UK and France, were merged to form the Federal Republic of Germany; and a few months later, on 7 October 1949, the Soviet zone became the German Democratic Republic, or GDR (see Map p. 501). At first, movement between the two Germanys was relatively easy. But the relative poverty of East Germany, partly the result of war reparations, led more and more citizens towards Republikflucht (flight from the Republic) to West Germany, where economic opportunities and political freedoms seemed – and were – much greater. After 1952, the GDR monitored the border severely but in spite of the growing risks of arrest and capture, somewhere around 200,000 people still managed to escape every year.  By 1961 around 3.5 million East Germans had left, approximately 20 per cent of the entire GDR population, with serious economic consequences. In response to that mass emigration, the GDR sealed the Inner German Border, and then, on the night of 12–13 August 1961, East German soldiers began erecting the Berlin Wall, which prevented anyone from escaping. From the beginning, the policy was brutal: during its construction, soldiers stood in front of it with orders to shoot anyone who attempted to defect.

[image: image]
The Berlin Wall in 1980, separating the disused Reichstag in West Berlin from the Brandenburg Gate in East Berlin



GDR authorities officially referred to the Wall as the ‘Anti-Fascist Protection Rampart’ (Antifaschistischer Schutzwall), implying, quite justifiably, that neighbouring West Germany had not been fully de-Nazified. Whatever it was called, the Wall did its job. Between 1961 and 1989, it prevented almost all emigration from East to West. The haemorrhage of skilled workers stopped, and the GDR economy stabilized, for a time. But although most accepted the Wall as impenetrable and insurmountable, during its existence around 5,000 people managed to escape over, under or around it, with an estimated death toll of around 100 in the Berlin area alone.

A hundred or so miles north of Berlin was another favoured route for attempted escapes to the West: the Baltic. Made of bright blue synthetic fibre, armless, trimmed with white zips on the front and legs, the wetsuit pictured would fit a man around six feet tall. Although it is now over twenty-five years old and housed in the German Historical Museum in Berlin, it looks as though it has never been worn. Dr Regine Falkenberg, a curator at the museum, takes up the story:


‘After 1961, 5,609 citizens of the GDR attempted to escape via the Baltic Sea. Only 913 reached West Germany, Denmark or Sweden. 174 died from exhaustion or hypothermia, or drowned at sea. 4,522 would-be escapers served prison sentences of many months. Among them was the owner of this wetsuit. The suit, and another just like it, belonged to two young men, two friends from Leipzig. In November 1987 they planned to paddle an inflatable rubber dinghy – painted black, to make it invisible – from Boltenhagen, a seaside resort about thirty kilometres east of Lübeck, to the West. They hoped that their tightly fitting wetsuits would protect them from hypothermia. Both of them were arrested before they even got into the boat. In March 1988 they were convicted by the District Court in Leipzig of “an aggravated case” of attempted illegal crossing of the frontier, and sentenced to eighteen months in prison. The older man, thirty-five, was recently divorced and eager for a new life in the West.’



[image: image]
The wetsuit used in an escape attempt from East to West Germany, November 1987



For Dr Falkenberg, one of the most challenging tasks in establishing the history behind objects like this is deciphering the official records of the GDR:


‘The difficulty in presenting or explaining a totalitarian state like the GDR is that the written records are there, but they are deliberately devious, concealing and banal. The great difficulty for the historian now is to go behind the seemingly inoffensive words, to discover the cruelty and oppression of a totalitarian state, and that is what is so difficult. The surface looks very calm, very clear, very positive. But the words are designed to mislead. So how, using the things and the words of the time, do we recover the reality of an oppressive totalitarian state?’



Yet the wetsuit itself is unambiguous evidence that two men in 1987 concluded that living in the GDR was so unfulfilling it was worth risking death to leave it. There is something unbearably poignant about it. It is not just that it was never used, or that it speaks of high hopes dashed. It is made of such poor, cheap fabric, absurdly inadequate for a November Baltic night. Had they not been so amateur in their planning as to get themselves arrested while still on shore, they might well have died of cold, or drowned – or been shot – once they put to sea. They could easily have wound up as two more names on small white crosses. And, of course, most poignant of all, had they waited just another two years, they could peacefully and legally have strolled to the West through the Brandenburg Gate.

Between 1961 and 1989 some citizens of the GDR were officially permitted to travel to the West – above all the politically sound, or those whose family ties would ensure their return, and the old (who were regarded as a burden on the economy: it did not matter whether they came back or not). From the 1970s an agreement between the four occupying powers in Berlin made it slightly easier for West Germans to visit the East. But the process was never simple, and for East Berliners the West remained as remote as ever. The building of the Berlin Wall had made it physically impossible for most people to move from one half of their city to another, but some contact did necessarily continue, not least because since the late nineteenth century the transport system of the city had been devised on the basis of one integrated space, not two divided halves. The underground systems and the overground rail systems intersected, above all at the Friedrichstrasse Station, and it was this station that most German people had to use, to cross from one side to the other. The process was meticulously controlled and governed, particularly on the Eastern side, by a determination to prevent escape and an equal determination to keep a very close eye on those who were allowed to come in. The experience of leaving or entering East Berlin through the Friedrichstrasse Station was for a whole generation of Germans an unforgettable and distressing emotional experience. The Friedrichstrasse Station was known throughout Germany as the Tränenpalast, the Palace of Tears.
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Friedrichstrasse Station, 1956



The best way to understand how that process of crossing the border was devised and controlled is by looking at a model of the station which is now in the German Historical Museum. Dr Sabine Beneke, a curator at the museum, explains how the station worked.


‘I made the journey from West to East Berlin several times. You always had to change twenty Deutschmark into Ostmark, the so-called Zwangsumtausch – the compulsory exchange – which every person who went from West to East had to do. Normally I took the way by the Friedrichstrasse. You can see clearly on the model that the station was constructed in a deliberately complex way. The spaces are divided up by very tall walls to give the effect of a labyrinth. There was no clear orientation. You can see the different train tracks were completely separated, so tracks which operated within the East German side were kept separate from those which ran through to the West German side or beyond. As you moved from the train to the exit, you kept having to change direction and change level. You went into small doors and then large spaces, then small spaces, and everywhere in the model you can see the high windows in which observation agents or cameras were placed. Inside the interview cabin you can see the mirrors at ceiling level, so that the person looking at your documents could see your back. You were always being watched by people whom you could not see. You were being monitored at every stage. It was really threatening. This model was made, we think, for the training of Stasi staff, which had a training headquarters here. If you turn it around, at the back of the model you can see there is a key and some buttons. One set of buttons, for example, illuminate lamps, which simulate an alarm. So the Stasi could instruct its trainees on what to do should somebody try to leave the GDR illegally.’



[image: image]
Model of the transit area between West and East Berlin, Friedrichstrasse Station, 1970



This intriguing cross between a model railway and a doll’s house is doubly disturbing because it looks at first sight like a plaything. It takes some time to realize that it has a very grown-up purpose: to train border guards in their duties. Particularly striking are the wires suspended between beams, holding video cameras, so that everything that happens on the platforms can be watched. There is a complex warren of dividers, walls, changing directions, changing spaces, with cabins for individual interrogation, and with mirrors at high levels, so that the traveller is observed at every stage; confused about where they are going, uncertain about what the next space will be, or how far they have got in the process. As an exercise in disorientation, this would be hard to beat. As a way of watching people move under stress and with fear, it has probably never been bettered. This is a surveillance state at the top of its game. Nobody who came through this station forgot the experience.

To police the frontiers, it was not enough to observe people as they left, or prepared to escape. Republikflucht was ideally to be anticipated and prevented long before it could come to an attempted crossing. In the 1980s, as the economic gap between East and West widened, the number of attempted illegal emigrations rose steadily. Dr Regine Falkenberg explains how the Stasi responded:


‘As the number of attempts rose – from 2,200 in 1985 to 3,700 in 1986 – a separate section of the Stasi was set up to deal with spectacular escape attempts, like trying to penetrate the border barriers by force, trying to fly with improvised aircraft, and all sorts of boats. Between 1987 and 1988 the number of people trying to emigrate continued to rise, and the Stasi increased its supervision of “suspect” categories, especially people between eighteen and thirty-five who were unmarried, divorced men, or people who had unsuccessfully applied for emigration. One part of the Stasi focused on collecting flying machines of various sorts, and then from the beginning of 1989 there was a permanent exhibition, used for training purposes, of objects and materials used to prepare illegal frontier crossings. That is why we now have the wetsuits. They and the rubber dinghy used in the escape attempt were transferred to the Volkspolizei – the GDR police in Leipzig – and then transferred to the Ministry for State Security [Stasi] in Berlin.

‘The Stasi collected these objects firstly to understand how they had been made, what kind of materials had been acquired, and what kind of skills were needed to put them together. The aim was to make sure that their informants and their colleagues understood what was going on, what kinds of attempts to escape were being made, with what kinds of objects, so that they could watch who was buying what kind of material, what quantities of rubber, what kind of books about aeronautics, and so on. Objects like this wetsuit served a didactic purpose: they let the Stasi informants know what they needed to look out for, as other citizens prepared criminally to escape.’



Both wetsuit and model tell not only of the distress and danger attendant on any attempt, legal or illegal, to leave the GDR; both became training devices to develop the Stasi’s capacity to spy on the citizen, and to sharpen the observations of its network of hundreds of thousands of informants. It has been reckoned that one in three GDR citizens was involved in giving information to the Stasi about their colleagues and neighbours, and sometimes their families.

The experience of that stifling nexus of spying is the subject of Christa Wolf’s 1979 novella, Was Bleibt (What Remains). It is an account of a day in the life of a writer who knows she is under surveillance: men sit in cars parked outside the house; she is followed and watched; the phone is tapped. The stress and distress that this causes are carefully catalogued, along with the moments of despair and paranoia, above all the frustration of not knowing who is doing this, having no person with whom to hold even a hostile dialogue. The removal of this apparatus of oppression was one of the first gains of reunification. But the memory of it has profoundly shaped key aspects of modern Germany.

[image: image]
Christa Wolf at her writing desk in the 1980s


The memory of all-pervasive Stasi observation, combined with earlier memories of Nazi spying, has made Germans from both East and West uniquely vigilant – and vigorous – in their refusal to authorize their state to observe their movements without specific parliamentary authority and oversight. Visiting the Friedrichstrasse Station today, there is no sense of the labyrinth of disorientation and constant observation that made it for nearly thirty years so intimidating. Nothing in the shopping malls and coffee bars would now give any clue as to why this complex was long known as the Palace of Tears. As the commuters bustle and push, carrying their drinks and snacks, one could, again, be in London or Paris. But whereas on the banks of the Spree it is the presence of the white crosses which declares that this must be Berlin, here it is an absence. Nowhere – not on the platforms, nor hanging from the roof, nor on kiosks or pylons – can a surveillance camera be seen. This station is definitely not in Britain.

The power of the memory of surveillance was also strikingly demonstrated in the different responses of the UK and German governments to Edward Snowden’s revelations from June 2013 of US engagement in surveillance and information-gathering, even from its closest allies. Whereas in Britain the official reaction was generally hostile or dismissive, in Germany Snowden’s claim that he wanted merely ‘to inform the public as to that which is done in their name and that which is done against them’ was taken seriously and attracted much public support. In the Rhineland city of Mainz, for example, a model of Snowden was the heroic figure on a float pulled through the streets on Rosenmontag, the carnival held just before Lent, where political themes are often addressed or satirized. The admiration for Snowden was clear and vociferous. And in the Bundestag, speaking on 29 January 2014, Chancellor Merkel articulated to the assembled Members of the Bundestag the seriousness with which such questions must be considered:

[image: image]
The Snowden carnival wagon ‘Der Aufdecker’ (‘The Uncoverer’), Mainz,  March 2014 




‘The possibility of total digital surveillance touches the essence of our life. It is thus an ethical task that goes far beyond the politics of security. Millions of people who live in undemocratic states are watching very closely how the world’s democracies react to threats to their security: whether they act circumspectly, in sovereign self-assurance, or undermine precisely what in the eyes of these millions of people makes them so attractive – freedom and the dignity of the individual.’



Perhaps only a German political leader, and one brought up in the GDR, could have put that argument with such conviction.

The debate about Stasi surveillance, and the huge numbers of those complicit in it, is still very much alive. And it brings us back to Christa Wolf, with whose Divided Heaven this chapter began. That book, published in 1963, is remarkably open about the shortcomings of the GDR, the gap between high ideals and daily compromises and evasions. Wolf’s later memoir about the destabilizing experience of being under surveillance, Was Bleibt (What Remains), was written in 1979. She did not, however, publish it until 1990, after the Wall had fallen. Its appearance then caused a literary storm. Critics, mostly from West Germany, accused her of cowardice or worse for not publishing it while the GDR and the Stasi were still in power, when its appearance might have done something to limit the abuses of the state. Instead, they alleged, she had chosen to remain silent – complicit – while enjoying the privileges granted to her as an internationally celebrated author, licensed to make mild criticisms of the regime.

There was worse to come. Having spoken, and indeed written, about her dislike and disapproval of the GDR state surveillance system, in the early 1990s Wolf began studying the forty-two volumes that the Stasi had compiled about her and which were now open to inspection in the state archives. There, to her great surprise and even greater dismay, she discovered a number of reports that she herself had delivered to the Stasi between 1959 and 1961. She had been an informant, part of that great network of citizens reporting on each other to the authorities. She had had meetings with Stasi agents. And she had forgotten about it completely.
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Angela Merkel speaking in the Bundestag about digital surveillance, 29 January 2014



Again attacked for hypocrisy and complicity with the GDR regime, Wolf explored the incident at length in her City of the Angels, a book she wrote while on a fellowship at the Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles. She concluded that her contacts with the Stasi agents were short and insignificant. And she could see that her few reports to them were so banal that they must have lost interest in her. After 1961, and the building of the Wall, there was no more contact.

Yet she does not let herself off the hook. The real question, she argued, was not about her actions. It was about her forgetting. How could she have suppressed that memory so totally as to have forgotten it? How could she have been so gullible, so willing to defer to authority? She concluded that deference, the desire to support the state in whatever way was asked, was a legacy of her childhood under the Nazis. She, like so many of her generation, had been conditioned to conform. Her mind’s ability to suppress the shameful memory she could only acknowledge, not excuse.

[image: image]
Joachim Gauck in the Stasi archives, August 1992



It is easy to judge Wolf’s prose: she writes with a rare lucidity and integrity, and there is no reason to doubt the sincerity of her recollections. It is much harder to come to any decided view on the other issues. The story of Christa Wolf shows, in acute and disconcerting relief, one of the key problems of modern history in Germany. It is a commonplace for all of us that some memories are so painful, so shameful, that we will suppress them, and the act of recovering them will disorient and distress. The case of this one writer exemplifies why so many of the huge questions surrounding the Holocaust, and the role in it of so many Germans as perpetrators, went until the 1990s not just unanswered, but unasked. And it gives a very sharp edge to the decision by the German government over the last decades to force remembering by researching archives, by introducing vigorous programmes of public education, and by the building of monuments like the Holo-caust Memorial. It is no coincidence that Joachim Gauck, who, after reunification, led the commission inquiring into the Stasi records, is now the head of state, President of the Federal Republic. The debate about memory in Germany is as much about what is not remembered as what is. Many countries, reviewing their wars, failures and losses, invoke the rubric ‘Lest we forget’. It is a phrase that today has perhaps a deeper resonance in Germany than anywhere else.
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Tankard made of amber, Königsberg, 1640–60





3

Lost capitals

In thinking about the intellectual history of any country, a good place to start is its oldest university, the place where that society first organized the public teaching of ideas. For France it is unsurprisingly the capital, Paris; for Scotland, the seat of the archbishop, St Andrews; for England, nobody really knows why, insignificant Oxford. For the Germanophone world, it is Prague, where in 1348 the emperor Charles IV founded the first German-speaking university. For centuries Prague, capital of Bohemia and occasional residence of the Holy Roman Emperors, was at the heart of German cultural and intellectual life. The Karls Universität, the Charles University, stands at the head of the great German university tradition. It still exists today, but as a Czech university in a city where German is no longer spoken. Hundreds of miles to the north is another great university city, equally central to the intellectual history of Germany, and there too German is no longer heard. This chapter is about Prague and Königsberg – now Praha and Kaliningrad – the home of Kafka and the home of Kant, two cities no longer in any sense German but in every sense still part of German cultural and intellectual consciousness.



	Deutschland? Aber, wo liegt es?	Germany? But where is it?

	Ich weiss das Land nicht zu finden.	I don’t know how to find the country.



That question was asked not by a bewildered foreigner, puzzling over the patchwork map of eighteenth-century Germany, but by the giants of German literature, Goethe and Schiller, together in a collection of poems published in 1796, the Xenien. It is a question to which there has only relatively recently been a clear answer. It is not just that the political frontiers of the German lands have always been many and moveable, but that from the early Middle Ages onwards German-speaking communities settled all over Central and Eastern Europe as a result of conquest, partnership or invitation. The German-speaking world, unlike the French, English or Italian, had given birth to numerous out-stations and satellites within Europe, running all the way to the Volga. Most of these were extinguished brutally in 1945, but in the German cultural memory they remain, like phantom limbs: once constituent parts of the body, greatly valued, now definitively amputated and lost. The only comparable phenomena are perhaps the long-established Greek elites in Constantinople and Alexandria, equally integral to the national cultural self-image, and similarly dissolved by the politics of the twentieth century.
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Prague University



Evidence that modern Russian Kaliningrad was once a great German city can be found in its Gothic cathedral, a typical example of German Baltic brick architecture, destroyed by the RAF in the Second World War and carefully rebuilt in the 1990s. And at its north-east corner lies the tomb of the city’s most famous son, Immanuel Kant. Born in Königsberg in 1724, the great philosopher never travelled more than ten miles from it, and never set foot in what is now Germany. On the plaque near his tomb are the famous words from his Critique of Practical Reason about the two things that inspired genuine and deepening awe in him, the more he considered
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