







Roads to Berlin


Roads to Berlin

Cees Nooteboom

Detours and Riddles in the Lands and History of Germany

With photographs by Simone Sassen

Translated from the Dutch by Laura Watkinson

[image: ]


First published in the Netherlands as Berlijnse Notities by Uitgeverij De Arbeiderspers, Amsterdam, 1990 Later published with additional material as Berlijn 1989-2009 by De Bezige Bij, Amsterdam, 2009 This updated edition first published in Great Britain in 2012 by

Quercus
55 Baker Street
7th Floor, South Block

London
W1U 8EW

Copyright © 2009, 2012 Cees Nooteboom
English translation copyright © 2012 by Laura Watkinson
Photographs © Simone Sassen
Glossary compiled by Jamie Bulloch

This book was published with the support of the Foundation for the Production and Translation of Dutch Literature.

The moral right of Cees Nooteboom to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

Laura Watkinson asserts her moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

eBook ISBN: 978 1 84916 600 3

ISBN (HB) 978 0 85705 026 7
ISBN (TPB) 978 0 85705 027 4

You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk

and

www.maclehose.com


Also by Cees Nooteboom in English translation

FICTION
Philip and the Others
The Knight Has Died
Rituals
A Song of Truth and Semblance
Mokusei
In the Dutch Mountains
The Following Story
All Souls' Day
Lost Paradise
The Foxes Come at Night

NON-FICTION
Roads to Santiago
Nomad’s Hotel


For Willem Leonard Brugsma




CONTENTS

List of Illustrations

PART I

Prologue: Crossing the Border

Intermezzo in the Third Person: Vestigia pedis

Second Intermezzo: Ancient Times

PART II

Berlin Suite

Dead Aeroplanes and Eagles Everywhere

Village within the Wall

Rheinsberg: An Intermezzo

Return to Berlin

PART III

PART IV

A Visit to the Chancellor

Epilogue

Glossary including biographical and other explanatory notes

Index

Afterword to Fart I

Notes on this Edition




LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

The banks of the Spree near Oberbaumbrücke, West Berlin, March 1989

The Wall at Lübars, West Berlin, April 1989

Bismarck, Kiel

Mikhail Gorbachev and Erich Honecker: the kiss. © Corbis

Queue for Begrüßungsgeld (“welcome money”), West Berlin, November 1989

Brandenburger Tor, 4 November, 1989

S.E.D. (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands) demonstration, East Berlin, 10 November, 1989

Potsdamer Platz, West Berlin, 12 November, 1989

Potsdamer Platz, West Berlin, 12 November, 1989

Marx and Engels, East Berlin, November 1989

“Socialism with a future – S.E.D.”

“Nobel Peace Prize for Gorbachev”, S.E.D. demonstration, East Berlin, 10 November, 1989

A Mauerspecht (wall woodpecker) pecking away. Potsdamer Platz, West Berlin, 12 November, 1989

Schlesische Straße/Puschkinallee, West Berlin, 11 November, 1989

Checkpoint Charlie, West Berlin, 10 November, 1989

Neue Zeit, East Berlin, as seen from Café Adler, West Berlin, November 1989

Checkpoint Charlie, West Berlin, 10 November, 1989

Potsdamer Platz, West Berlin, 12 November, 1989

Polenmarkt, West Berlin, December 1989

Potsdamer Platz, “Holland greets Berlin.” West Berlin, 12 November, 1989

Arminius. Hermannsdenkmal (Hermann Monument), Teutoburg Forest

Socrates, Glyptothek, Munich

Max II Monument, Munich

Max II Monument, Munich, detail

Michaelskirche, Munich

Walhalla, Regensburg

Walhalla, Regensburg

Goethe, Walhalla, Regensburg

Tribune, Nazi party rally grounds, Nuremberg

Bridge over the River Oder. German-Polish border

Election campaign, Rügen, March 1990

“Wailing Wall”, Leipzig, March 1990

Elections, S-Bahnhof Alexanderplatz, East Berlin, March 1990

Marx, wall relief, East Berlin

Dream exchange rate, East Germany, May 1990

Falkplatz, East Berlin, April 1990

Falkplatz, East Berlin, April 1990

Death strip, Falkplatz, East Berlin, April 1990

Magdeburg Cathedral, May 1990

Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, Kyffhäuser Monument

Goethe and Schiller, Weimar

Neue Wache, Unter den Linden, East Berlin, 23 May, 1990

Neue Wache, Unter den Linden, East Berlin, 23 May, 1990

Schloss Sanssouci, Potsdam

Hermann Maternstraße, East Berlin, May 1990

Dresden, May 1990

Belvedere, Schloss Sanssouci, Potsdam

Soviet tanks in front of the Brandenburger Tor, unknown artist, Museum der bedingungslosen Kapitulation © Archiv für Kunst und Geschichte, Berlin

Anselm Kiefer, Mohn und Gedächtnis, 1989, © bpk/Nationalgalerie im Hamburger Bahnhof, SMB, Sammlung Marx/Jens Ziehe

Monument in Hamburg, detail, 1991

Schloss Rheinsberg

Schloss Rheinsberg

Berlin, 1997

Potsdamer Platz, 1997

Construction of the new Reichstag dome, 1997

Frederick I of Prussia, Charlottenburger Tor, West Berlin

East Berlin, 1990

Potsdamer Platz, 1997

Potsdamer Platz, Sony Centre, detail

Der Löwenkämpfer by Albert Wolff, 18 61, in front of Das Alte Museum, Berlin Mitte

Weidendammer Brücke, Berlin Mitte

Demolition of Palast der Republik, Berlin Mitte, October 2008

Mildred Harnack, ca. 1930 © Gedenkstätte Deutscher Widerstand/German Resistance Memorial Center, Berlin

Tempelhof airport, October 2008

Poster: Journey through time with the Rosinenbomber, October 2008

Berlin, Hauptbahnhof, detail

Schlossbrücke, Berlin Mitte

All photographs © Simone Sassen unless otherwise indicated


PART I

[image: ]




Prologue: Crossing the Border

23 January, 1963. On either side of the Autobahn, white landscapes open out towards other parts of Germany. We have been driving down this road all day, the most unreal road in Europe, a road that does not pass through any country. No cities, no villages, just traffic signs, Tankstellen and Rasthäuser. This is driving across the face of the earth, not through a nation. It is only when we reach Helmstedt that past and politics finally make an appearance, in the guise of their symbols: guards and guard posts, flags, barriers, signs. Slowly, they draw closer: the small buildings, the flags of America, England and France flapping in the frozen air. How could anyone have explained this future to a German thirty years ago?

The checkpoint procedure here is straightforward. Yet another sign clearly states (to avoid any misapprehension) that we are leaving the West and entering the East. The German uniforms are the same, but different. We have to get out of the car and they send us over to a hut. A childish thought: So this is it – I look around with eager eyes, but what is there to see? I join a short queue at a low counter with a man and a woman sitting behind it. The man, booted, in uniform, is puffing out clouds of smoke. He looks cold. It is chilly in there. The woman, who is closer to the heating stove, flicks through my passport. She looks at my photo, up at me, and then back down again. Yes, it’s me. How much money am I carrying? She notes the amount on a small piece of grey paper, with a carbon copy. Do I have a camera? A radio? Foreign currency? Any coins? Everything goes down on the piece of paper, which I have to sign. Passport and paper disappear to another department. The copy goes into a drawer. I am filed away forever, with my 450 Marks, my 18 guilders, my 20 Belgian francs. Through the frosty window, I see snow-covered trees, a barrier, also covered in snow, a tall watchtower built from large tree trunks. No-one is up there watching. They hand me a pink form to fill out in a different room. There are some metal chairs, but it is too cold to sit down. Later they return my passport and I have to pay some money. I notice the woman’s big black boots under the small wooden table; she is scuffing the soles across the floor. What else is there to see in this place? Not much, just a surreally thorough check that takes as much time for them as it does for us – and that is a long time.

I pick up a newspaper from a pile. The layout is designed to mock the garish sensationalism of the West German Bild-Zeitung, and the paper has the fitting name of Neue Bild-Zeitung. The D.D.R.’s agricultural show in Tamale, northern Ghana, is attracting lots of African visitors every day. And, in Dar es Salaam, the vice-president of Tanganyika has declared that the issue of German reunification must be solved through peaceful means. Inside the newspaper, a modern West German sculpture stands alongside one from East Germany. Question: Which country is most effectively preserving the legacy of the German Nationalkultur? I think about those people in their uniforms and wonder how interested they are in their Nationalkultur. On the walls are quotes from Ulbricht and others, about peace, productivity, democracy. A biting wind is blowing on the other side of the door; this border territory lies there, naked, exposed. Cars are inspected; people show their papers; a Russian soldier walks through the snow; different flags, redder ones, are waving here; an officer in a guardhouse talks on the telephone; barriers go up and down, up and down. I read the signs: Laßt euch nicht zur Provokation gegen die D.D.R. mißbrauchen. Die D.D.R. hat den Frieden in Deutschland gerettet.* Big photographs of workers beside a steel furnace. Big photographs of workers in a car factory. Big photographs of Ulbricht. That is what it looks like here: drab, frozen and incredibly German.

We are permitted to drive on. Show the passport, barrier rises, show the passport again, another barrier rises. And suddenly we are out on the other side. The same snowy landscape rolls on into the distant fog. In the woods to our right, more fences and watchtowers. And then, as we drive over a bridge, we see the shocking image of two men in white hooded suits, men made of snow, with a black dog, panting, tugging, tongue lolling. Long rifles on their shoulders, they vanish into the woods, hunting for humans. We are still driving along the same Autobahn. Sometimes, in the distance, there is the shadow of a village, a cluster of farmhouses with a small church. What are the people there doing right at this moment? Only once do we see movement: a group of whooping children, a painterly addition to the scene. And, at regular intervals, signs welcoming delegates to the party congress: Wir begrüßen die Delegierten des VI. Parteitages der S.E.D.!* Here you can actually feel that the road is still the old Autobahn, Hitler’s highway. A small jolt after every slab of concrete: an asphalt strip. Or could it be the hatching that you see on maps in history books, those thin lines indicating conquests, decline, transformation? Roman Empires that were once Holy, principalities, republics, Third Reichs, zones? Battling against the wild, insane flurries of snow, we press on, creatures possessed by micromania, beetles scuttling across this space that history has written all over, yet where there is nothing to see.

15 January, 1963. West Berlin. You drive down Kurfürstendamm, which is bedecked with high, white lights, to the corroded, mutilated Gedächtniskirche, and then onwards. To your surprise, you see that the West has its own ruins: magnificent, hollowed-out monuments and empty windows with no rooms behind them, chunks of fossilised war, bricked-up doors that no smiling father will ever pass through again, off for a walk with Werner the dog. The only crossing point for non-German, non-military personnel is in Friedrichstraße, but we end up at the Brandenburger Tor by mistake. Snow and moonlight. Nothing on the frozen square in front of the gate: no people, no cars. Along the edge of that space, the black columns topped by the quadriga, the triumphal chariot. Four horses race along, pulling a winged figure that holds aloft a wreath, towards the east. Beneath, a quarter of the height of the columns, the blunt teeth of the Wall. A West German policeman signals that we are not allowed to drive on. So we stay where we are and watch things not happening. Two Russian tanks stand up high on huge pedestals, a reminder of 1945. We see two Russian sentries, shadows amidst the marble.

Friedrichstraße is not far from here. The same checks as at Helmstedt: documents, pieces of paper, money being counted, barriers, a classic copperplate engraving through which we move, remaining as human as possible. Two low walls have been erected across the road so that a driver would have to perform a dramatic swerve if he wanted to get through quickly. When all of the German boxes have been ticked, we are allowed through, and the city continues, the way cities do after walls: the same, yet different. It is probably just me being oversensitive, but it smells different here, and everything looks browner. We drive around for a while: Wilhelmstraße, Unter den Linden, names with which I have never had any personal connection, but which, simply because of the way other people say them, have gained a certain flavour, often a rather melancholy one. It makes sense that I had always imagined something very pale green when I heard the name of the street: Unter den Linden, under the lime trees. What makes less sense is assuming that the lack of green is not simply because it is winter. Buildings, more ruins, streets, Karl-Marx-Allee flanked by tall edifices. Not much traffic. Lots of neon signs. Is it a disappointment? Would I have liked it to be more dramatic? And why do I think I have any right to expect something? Two motionless soldiers stand guard in front of a monument. At Alexanderplatz, a steam train passes over a viaduct, but otherwise there is nothing to report – the occasional sign with words that look rather unread, slogans talking to themselves.

We visit a nightclub. All of the big clubs and restaurants here are named after the capital cities of the Warsaw Pact. This one is called Budapest. It is packed. A two-man band, not Germans, plays cheerful tunes. People are doing the twist. The atmosphere is provincial, joyless. Lots of lonely girls. Three young Volksarmee officers are sitting at a table behind us, drinking a bottle of Bulgarian red. One of them stands up, raises his glass and says, “Meine Herren, zum Wohl!” A waiter in an airforce-coloured jacket … and so on. There really is nothing to report. People look at us, just as they would in Limoges or Nyköping, but you keep asking yourself the same, inevitable questions: How many people here have families in the West? How many would like to leave? How many would like to stop others from leaving? These may be rhetorical questions but, half an hour later, when we go back through the same checkpoint, I receive a written response from the East: a small orange pamphlet with a title that sounds like a children’s book: “Everything You Need to Know about the Wall.” It has ten short sections: 1. Where is Berlin? 2. Did the Wall just fall from the sky? 3. Was the Wall necessary? 4. What has the Wall prevented? 5. Was peace truly under threat? 6. Who lives on the other side of the Wall? 7. What is really keeping families and friends apart? 8. Does the Wall threaten anyone in any way whatsoever? 9. Who is making the situation worse? 10. Is the Wall a piece of gym equipment?

The answer to the last question is abrupt: “Let us state this most clearly: No. This protective wall is the state border of the D.D.R. The border of a sovereign state must be respected. This is the case all over the world. Anyone who ignores this has no cause for complaint if he should come to harm.”

A few other thoughts: How welcome is the Wall in Bonn? If everyone had left East Germany – which is how the situation was starting to look – all of that empty hinterland would be populated by Slavs. That is not an appealing thought for Germans who are still dreaming of reunification. 2. How welcome is the Wall in Moscow? Is Ulbricht a more attractive ally for them than, say, Salazar is for us? 3. How terribly German the Wall is. As a taxi driver in West Berlin put it, this could not have happened to any other people.

17 January, 1963. Three o’clock in the afternoon. Lashed by long whips of snow, we make our way across the square in front of the station. The bare, concrete-coloured concourse, which smells of East Germany, is still empty. A few English, Italian and American reporters stand around shivering in the emptiness, sustained by the rumour that Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev is going to arrive here at three o’clock or four, five, six, maybe seven … The cold is unbelievable.

We walk up and down, constantly followed by the curious gazes (some shy, some aggressive) of the East Germans who are in attendance. The station is magnificent. Flags hang from long, gold-painted lances, black, red, gold, blood-red, the same flags you can see from West Berlin, on the other side of the Wall, fluttering on tall buildings and factories, flags of the moon, beyond our reach. The lances stand at an angle and look rather medieval, as if waiting for a tournament to begin. A man is busily carrying little flowerpots to decorate the stage. Khrushchev is sure to be delighted. It certainly looks impressive, like a set for a school play in Utrecht: walls hung with coloured cloths, the pots with their neat little plants and, in the centre, a plywood rostrum where someone will soon stand and say things that are not normally heard at school plays.

An old man climbs up to the microphones and declaims, “Eins, zwei, drei!” The sound booms around the empty space. High up on the grey gantries behind me, camera crews from East German television are working away, grey-looking men in fur hats. They have been up there since six this morning. The cold is all-pervasive. The Italians are really feeling it and they are not suffering in silence. I carry on doing circuits and reading the slogans, welcoming, cheerful and inspirational, that are plastered all over the station just as they are throughout the city: Ganz zu Ehren des VI. Parteitages. Der wissenschaftlich-technische Höchststand.* Words cannot quite capture the stiffness, the wooden reality that reigns in this place. It is a backward, infantile, old-fashioned world, but it is a world that exists, and not without reason. And it is this reality, this desiccated, fervent past which claims to be a vision of the future, that creates such a sense of alienation. Surrounded by fragments of a doctrine of salvation that has taken physical form and so become dangerous, I stand in that future, a perfect stranger; it is as though I have been standing here for a month, or a year.

Occasionally, I see signs that something is about to happen. German officers give German orders to German soldiers; a phalanx of men takes up position on the steps, sending small eddies swirling through the crowd. But then the men disappear into a hole plastered with more slogans and leave us to our waiting. A West German journalist starts up a melancholy conversation with an East German. I stand about a metre away, watching them. Their discussion is pointless. A wall runs between these two compatriots that nothing can penetrate, except maybe bullets. Every thought, every argument, ricochets off it and falls to the ground at our feet, there for the taking: Globkes and walls, Adenauers and fugitives shot dead in the water, constant atonement for the past. The foreigners stand around, watching in silence. It is five o’clock, then six. Suddenly, the concourse fills. Television lights go on and start gleaming: white faces above leather, German jackets. Groups of women with terribly red flags. The journalists, with no specific position allocated to them, are scattered and outnumbered. A long line of military cadets enters in single file. They receive an order and begin to knead away at the crowd. First one way, then the other. I am half-crushed against a camera gantry, where a soldier grabs me and pushes me even further back. When it is all over, I find myself standing quite a long way from the stage, surrounded by large, hefty men, whose huge fingers are holding on tightly to their ridiculously tiny flags. Military music whines out of loudspeakers high up on the walls, one record after another. There is some shouting and then little Ulbricht with his unmistakable features makes his entrance, striding past the people with rapid steps. The others follow – Bulgarians and Mongols, Czechs and Germans – a tight cordon of sturdy men climbing the stairs, which two old ladies have just swept clean for the tenth time. A red carpet to fend off the cold, a line of cadets to protect lives, Germans behind me shouting at others to take off their hats: “Hut ab! Hut ab!” Then, a sudden silence as the music vanishes and the little Russian man comes down the stairs, surrounded by the faithful, governors of a world that begins at Helmstedt and ends at Shanghai. The little man, his fat face very white under the scrutiny of the television lights, waves in response to the cries of the crowd: “Druzhba, druzhba, druzhba!” Paper flags ripple in the air like a blast of heat; a group of Algerians shout their own welcome, before the silence of anticipation descends once again and the ceremonial greeting of first secretaries of central committees begins – old, long-winded titles replaced by new, long-lasting titles, and not a single one is omitted.

Every name brings applause in its wake. I stand on tiptoe to look at the assembled officials on their illuminated podium. Little Ulbricht comes forward, receives a kiss and, in his prissy Saxon voice, he begins to tell a story. The crowd pays attention. Then Khrushchev speaks. There is no doubt about his popularity with the party faithful on the concourse. It is hard not to be impressed by that voice. It is weighty and archaic; it flows, argues, persuades, ridicules, recounts, threatens. The pitiful, high-pitched voice of the interpreter follows, drawing red, German lines beneath his speech. Looking at myself in this crowd, where the only thing distinguishing me from the others is the cut of my clothes, it occurs to me that I could just as easily be standing there shouting and singing a German song, being a Party stalwart – and I see myself as part of a crowd in a way that they can no longer see themselves, because I am here and helping to fill a hall in the same way as they are filling it, but merely looking at them and listening to that emotionally charged German shouting creates a sense of ludicrous isolation and fear of a world that is so full of its own reality that it has no place for outsiders. It is still snowing when I go back outside. A long line of officers stands in silhouette against the whiteness of the snow on the empty square. Taking a detour through dark, silent streets now hung about with black flags, I return to my car. Half an hour later, I am back in the West. That is how simple it is.

19 January, 1963. “Comrades, there now follows the closing speech of Walter Ulbricht, the first secretary of the Central Committee of the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands.” The journalists in West Berlin’s luxurious press centre lean back in their chairs and look again at the same scene they have viewed so often this week: the immense hall, packed with four and a half thousand delegates of Communist parties from seventy countries. Walter Ulbricht strides through serried ranks of human bodies, his own head gliding past the white marble head of Lenin. He starts to speak. There is a slight sheen on his forehead; the light is shining on his glasses. By his standards, it is a good speech. Relaxed, gently amusing, almost chatty at times, he quotes the familiar articles of faith.

The atmosphere is extremely friendly, even a little touching. Ulbricht’s Russian friend sits behind him, a cord dangling from his ears, with a translator’s Russian voice travelling along its length. The camera occasionally pans across the delegates. I recognise some of them, but most are unfamiliar. The Chinese do not appear on the screen – even though, only that morning, so many friendly Chinese men shouted and whistled when, in spite of Khrushchev’s friendly request for détente, the Chinese delegate once again attacked Russia, this time citing the revisionism of the South Slavs. Ulbricht does not enter into a discussion. He thinks everything is going to work out, yes, it is all going to be perfectly fine – and there is disagreement in the West too; you only have to look at de Gaulle.

Ulbricht’s mirth is matched only by the mournfulness of his republic. No, Germany is no longer the most westerly socialist country in the world. That is Cuba now, which is a great advantage, because it means that Germany is much closer to America. Why is that? Because of our ambassador in Havana! Laughter. He becomes more serious when he talks about his party manifesto. Once again, it is clear that we will never be able to dismiss this world by damning it, just as any half-hearted sympathy will not make us part of it. In that hall, a sense of being in the right reigns supreme. We sit in our seats, watching it all happen, no more than a couple of kilometres away. Through the screen, the power of the proletariat flows over us, the advancement of socialism, the transition to Communism, the articles of faith.

Between them and us lies the Wall, that document in stone. But it is a document that means nothing there, except perhaps to underscore just how right they are. They go to look at it themselves, just as Western journalists go to look at it, and they shake French tourists by the hand, wave at the people. They are sure of their cause.

The parallel with religious sects keeps coming to mind. This is a faith that became a state, then many states. And so the faith had to change. Schisms and rifts divide this hall, and that is something else that we are watching: the practice of being right, a book by Marx, by Engels, by Lenin, which turned into Cuba, East Germany, North Korea, which turned into this hall, where the little man, occasionally, when he leans forward in a certain way, suddenly looks like a black man, as he tells his stories about engineers and workers in that slow German voice, becoming emotional as he speaks about the pure happiness of labour and the joy that factory construction can bring, then finding himself at a loss for words and declaring that this is the sort of thing writers should describe: real life, the delight of work.

New stories from this new folklore are presented too: the professor who spoke to the young agronomists, the writer who received a reprimand because he was too far removed from real life and had not learned a proper trade. The crowd laughs and claps; now and then a camera catches a single face, serious, joyful, elated, indifferent, its expression setting it apart from the others. I watch and I think: That man up there comes from what might be the most horrific country in the world. He is just standing there, talking to the West Germans, repeatedly inviting them to come and visit the East and talk to workers and farmers, but what does he think they will see, those people who come from the West to look at the East?

A country, he says, where everything is collective property, and he elaborates on this theme, not neglecting to mention the exploiters and the militarists. As his voice goes on and the camera scans the delegates, over in the press room we experience that familiar emotion yet again, that feeling of complete alienation, a fashionable word that signifies fear as much as repulsion and complete incomprehension. A third of humanity is ruled by these men, following an ideology that is riddled with ossification, an ideology that can no longer flourish and sometimes does not even appear vibrant enough to live up to the ideals of its own handbook. The only response to the dangerous ossification on the other side of that Wall is not to become paralysed by even greater ossification. Attending a conference like this can be a valuable experience.

So much is written about Communism that many people have probably forgotten that it actually exists, that it is a reality. And right now, that reality has taken the form of a thorough self-examination, accompanied by the necessary détente.

Within the Communist camp, opinions differ on every important point: capitalism, war, revolution, schism. When Khrushchev says that the aim of the working class is not a spectacular death, but the construction of a happy life, Mao responds that a war would inevitably result in the destruction of imperialism (us) and the victory of socialism (them).

Complacent indifference to this ur-dialogue has been one of the main reactions from the West. And that is also why so many journalists were quick to leave this tedious congress, whose lack of drama was something of an anticlimax.

I

Once upon a time, the first time. I had driven to Berlin with Eddy Hoornik and W. L. Brugsma. A visit from Khrushchev, a congress of the East German Communist Party. It was my first visit to an Eastern Bloc country since Budapest in 1956, seven years before. Budapest had been a watershed in my political thinking, which back then was still closely linked to emotion. It had brought back the scent of war. I had left before the Russian troops closed their pincer movement towards the border, and I felt as though we, and therefore I, had betrayed people, that I was leaving behind something that would be locked away forever.

Now it was 1963. I was driving in the opposite direction, and that also came with a feeling attached: fear. This was the forbidden kingdom, protected by guards, dogs, towers, barbed wire, barriers. It was cold, winter. There was snow on the ground, and the searching, panting dogs you could see from the car looked sinister against that whiteness.

In another present, 1989, there are still guards, still dogs, still barriers. But the weather is spring, the border crossing is wider than it was back then, and there is more traffic, and yet still it refuses to become normal. The feeling of fear is no longer there, but the Cold War and the memories of back then are still deep in my bones. Service here is prompt. I am missing some document or other, a Genehmigung, and at first I cannot understand what the representative of the People’s Police is yelling at me from his hut. He tells me to move my car out of the line and park up and then walk over to another wooden hut to pay. No big deal, but all of this has happened before: the shouting, the German, the uniform. I am never going to escape that war.

I drive through that piece of East Germany at a hundred kilometres an hour, with one eye on the speedometer. Two kilometres more, my friends have told me, and “they” will leap out from behind a bridge, a tree, a house, and present you with a fine. It is not the fine that bothers me, but I want to avoid the confrontation. Everyone else must feel the same way, as the cars whine along the wide Autobahn, thick as treacle.

When I reach the door of my new house, I receive a sharp reminder. I have not even parked the car to unload my luggage and my books for the next six months when a window flies open and an old man starts screaming down at me, calling my behaviour unverschämt: shameless, outrageous. I am home.

Home is an apartment in a large, dark building in Goethestraße. Enormous rooms with huge, obsolete heating stoves that are taller than me, like great square idols. Before me, a Chilean writer lived here for many years, but he has returned to his own distant country for now. Tempora mutantur. Some of his books are still here. You’re acting like a dog, Simone says. She is right: it is canine behaviour. I sniff at the books. Sniff sniff, Neruda. Sniff sniff sniff, Heine, Kleist. A Philosophisches Wörterbuch with a Marxist bent, Günter Grass in English, Third World Affairs 1987, plenty of Spanish, plenty of authors I do not know, a Diccionario del habla chilena and, thank goodness, plenty of poetry. The furniture stares at me and I stare back. This is the furniture of chance; you can push and pull it around and it will not put up a fight. It has not chosen you and you have not chosen it. This furniture bears witness to the life of exiles, and that suits me fine. I spend half of my life in hotels; it is becoming my natural state, always the cuckoo in someone else’s nest. A painting-cum-sculpture featuring a rather terrifying hammer, which refuses to budge, a Dufy reproduction, two Hoppers, a gloomy painting of prisoners and missing persons, a Matisse poster, a playbill for a drama by the absent Chilean author, featuring a quill that appears to have been dipped in blood, in which it has just written the word “Freedom”. Now the sorting out and settling in can begin. Out in the courtyard there is a chestnut tree that will soon be green.

Conquering a city. Just as with a real war, it begins with topographic maps, reconnaissance. Friends provide covert intelligence. The house serves as the base of operations and always offers the option of strategic retreat. The lines of communication: tram, underground train, bus, feet. Provisions: where is the market? Gradually, the surrounding city begins to take shape: flickers of recognition, the shortest route, points de repère, library, department store, museum, park, Wall. Negotiation, capitulation – the house starts to behave like a house, we begin to act like residents. The building’s main hallway is dark; there is a lion’s head on the stair rail. I stroke it every day and the lion starts to greet me, while the other residents still do not. The postman has come to have a sniff. He is tall, a grey man in a uniform with a cap, and the dialect he speaks is almost incomprehensible. The letterbox has been hacked into the door of the apartment, a hand’s breadth and only two centimetres high; almost nothing can get through it. It is a faulty connection to my home country. I read the Frankfurter Allgemeine now, a serious business. This country does not treat itself frivolously. There is none of the casual irreverence I am used to at home. A stern front page, usually without a picture; I probably even look different when I am reading it.

I saw a poster on the U-Bahn for a Gesprächskonzert with Mauricio Kagel, an Argentinean composer who has lived in Germany for a long time. I love his music and have been commissioned, together with Hugo Claus, to translate the words of his oratorio La Trahison orale for the Holland Festival. The concert is in the auditorium of the Sender Freies Berlin. Anyone from Amsterdam could not fail to be struck by the sheer scale of things in this city. You are constantly dwarfed by vast empty squares, wide avenues. In the U-Bahn, I spot the other people who are heading to the concert, and I am right; all I have to do is follow them, a small, scattered shoal with a Japanese man as pilot fish. There is someone from Japan in the orchestra too, of course. It is a secret Japanese agreement: there has to be one Japanese person in every aeroplane, restaurant, orchestra. They are employed specially. The Japanese person in this orchestra is a cellist, and he plays magnificently (as I hear when he has his solo), but then the whole orchestra plays magnificently and it is a wonderful evening. The composer is sitting beside the conductor on the stage. Tall, balding, large horn-rimmed glasses. It is as though Harold Pinter were up on stage, watching one of his plays being performed. There is only one piece on the programme this evening: “Quodlibet”, but this is not just the title (literally, “what pleases”), but also the name of the genre. A quodlibet is a form that dates from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, mainly French, which parodies and comments upon a large number of songs in counterpoint. It is a piece for several voices. The singer this evening, Martine Viard, is able to sing all kinds of different voices and she does so with verve. She looks serious in her long blue gown and glasses, but those sustained high notes and displays of masculinity undermine her seriousness. The conductor is Gerd Albrecht, white-haired, bell’uomo, exactly what a conductor must look like in every young girl’s dreams, and what is more, his deconstruction of the piece is exceptionally deft; he interrupts, disassembles, dissects, regroups. The composer has compiled the lyrics from Old French texts. The piece, about an unhappy and dramatic love affair, begins with the singer in a state of utter confusion:


Ma … ma fantazie … est…
Est tant… troublée
De quoy faictes si long séjour
Sans venir … sans venir vers moy …
De retour …
J’ay paour que ne soyez changée …



After only a few bars, the conductor stops, the singer’s voice trails off, and then the process of dismantling begins. He shows how the layers of music are constructed by peeling them away. There is something fiendish about the whole process, as though I am being made to feel stupid and clever at the same time, stupid because of what I did not hear before, clever because of what I now know I am hearing. What was previously just a fine, complex sound is now lying on the analyst’s couch. The alto flute … (“ein schwebender, irisierender Klang”, a floating, iridescent sound – the flautist plays and the lonely notes shiver through the room) … now he adds the horn over the top … (“klingt unheimlich sinnlich”, sounds incredibly sensual) … and then the piccolo … (“klingt nicht ganz so sinnlich”, does not sound quite so sensual) … then the “ragged” playing of the cellos … “und jetzt lege ich das noch einmal zusammen” – and indeed, he does put it all back together again and you can hear it, “eine ganz kleine Geste” (a very small gesture, which soon vanishes, as in Puccini) – does Herr Kagel agree? Yes, Herr Kagel agrees: important things should be brief, as they should in literature, too. He once wanted to be a writer himself, when he was still young, in Argentina. Jorge Luis Borges was once his English literature tutor – that should be enough to keep him going for a lifetime.

Now another deconstruction, two-four time on top of three-four time, an extremely short passage lasting only two bars, brass and piano as the Zweier, overlaid with the Dreier of the horns, and over that the Schlagzeug und die Klarinetten, forever drumming into me what I do not hear in everything I hear and, worse than that, everything other people hear and I do not. This is a gap in my education, but it is too late for me now. Kagel talks about his teaching methods: how he forces his students to describe the plot of an opera chosen at random, even though they might find it absurd: “The absurdity of opera is a given; the composer must be his own dramatist. They need to learn that.” He also gives them four hours to extend three bars of Haydn to eight, which teaches them to “discover” rhythms.

We return to the music: an erotic passage for the singer, ranging from sexy mewling to a short, insane section involving sustained orgiastic notes, is now reduced from “vaginal to virginal”. The same passages, with the same notes, are sung again, but this time in the style of an eight-year-old. Which, in my opinion, does not work as the previous version lends this childish voice perverted connotations, if only because the molto vibrato of the deeper woodwinds and the tuba are accompanying the virginal shrieking, and the innocence jars against that background of masculine panting.

So how does Kagel like being in Germany? Kagel likes being in Germany, but even so he quotes a letter from Max Ernst to Tristan Tzara: “German intellectuals can’t even shit or piss (faire caca et pipi) without ideology.” The audience laughs politely, even when he adds that Adorno said that Germans confuse ponderousness with profundity, “Schwerfälligkeit mit Tiefsinn verwechseln” – and why shouldn’t they laugh? It is always about other Germans; personally, they have no problems going to the loo without ideology. The music begins again, and the entire piece is played once more, sparkling, moving, stirring, and suddenly I wish it was a century later, two centuries, and that I could hear with the ears of the future, but that thought is too farfetched. Countless people would have to procreate to produce the future trumpet players who would place their inconceivable lips on their trumpets and play those same notes, and anyway, why those nonsensical two centuries? I am hearing it now, I have heard it, dined on it, eaten it all up: a long time ago in Spain the quodlibet was known as an ensalada, while in France it was sometimes called a fricassée. These culinary metaphors are not wasted on me as I drift, full of music, out into the wintery night in Berlin, on my way to find sausages and bacon.

Sunday here starts on Saturday. Everything is closed, the streets are empty; on the day of rest itself the bells ring out as though all the dead from Charlemagne onwards need to be summoned. No-one responds. An awful silence fills the wide streets; the hours stretch out, following some mysterious law: it is time to think about time. There are plenty of opportunities for meditation and reflection, including three photographic exhibitions extracting their black honey from the past. Revolution und Fotografie, Berlin 1918-19 is the first one I visit. During the week, I go everywhere on public transport, but now, because the city is so empty, I take the car. Other people probably do the opposite, or maybe they just stay at home and ponder. Berlin 1919, seventy years ago; seventy years from now, the photographs of 1989 will wear the same masks, the masks of distance, of past time, of hindsight. Power and impotence: we have power over the dead people in photographs because we know what happened. Language does not permit us to have “impotence over” something, and yet it happens. We are powerless; even with our superior knowledge we have no way to get inside those photographs. They are closed and the people inside them cannot hear us. A group of men stands on the cover of the exhibition catalogue. “Stands” is not the right word, though. Two of them definitely are not standing; they are kneeling beside a machine gun. One of them is in civvies. He is wearing a hat, his shoes are polished and gleaming; he could be kneeling beside anything, anything but a machine gun. But there it is, black, gleaming, antiquated, menacing. Most of the other men are in uniform. They are looking at the photographer and pointing; one of them is about to run over to him. They are shouting something, but I cannot hear them. What I hear is the empty street, the bare wintery trees, the big Berlin houses, the same houses I always see. Not everything is gone. Of course, there is no prescribed clothing for revolutions, or for workers, but it is still strange, those men in their ties and hats, guns clutched under their arms, vulnerable figures at empty street crossings, silhouettes against the stark light, the grim sheen of the pavement. The past inevitably assumes the appearance of the available technology. No-one can imagine the First World War in colour, and it is inconceivable that the people we cannot see in colour were in fact able to see colours themselves. The alchemy of inadequacy: the black patch beside that body was red.

The exhibition is at the Neue Gesellschaft für Bildende Kunst. The visitors are young, quiet, serious; they wear the uniforms of the newly disinherited, the student proletariat of the extravagant West. It is the stillness here that really strikes me, as it reflects the stillness suffusing the photographs. No colours, no sounds, only past time, which since the time portrayed in the photographs has travelled on in a straight line and into these young people’s lives. If there is one place in the world where the past feels at home, it must be Berlin. What these visitors read in the photographs and accompanying captions is a boisterous “what if?”

What if the bankrupt empire of Wilhelm II had collapsed more definitively? What if so many of the old economic and hierarchical remnants had not remained intact? What if Social Democrats like Noske had not betrayed the revolution, had not allowed the army to shoot at their own people, not allowed the murderers of Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg to go free? The “what if?” of history is closed, sealed with the photographs hanging here, but at the same time it embarks upon another life: what has not happened becomes the cause of what did in fact come to pass – a failed democracy, a dictatorship, genocide, a new war, another peace – until we finally reach the point where we are now. Then history is suddenly called politics and that, in turn, is no more than future history.

The display cases contain the silent witnesses: reports of postmortem examinations; a hospital bill for a murdered revolutionary; the large, old-fashioned cameras that captured all of these pictures; the technical equipment used to develop the photographs, neutral, impartial machines, mindless hulks, serving the newspapers of Left and Right; then the newspapers themselves, full of hope and rhetoric, full of unimaginable anti-Semitism (Zwei Rassenfremde: Karl Liebknecht und Rosa Luxemburg hetzen zum Brudermord – Two Racial Aliens: Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg agitate for fratricide) and revolutionary pathos (Bewaffnete Arbeiter und Soldaten hinter Barrikaden aus Zeitungspapierrollen – Armed workers and soldiers barricaded behind rolls of newspaper). Starting as an uprising of mutinous sailors and widespread strikes at Siemens and Daimler, with vast crowds and speakers without microphones, this should have been the first revolution in a highly developed industrial society. The Kaiser abdicated and disappeared; the power was on the streets. The Social Democrat Philipp Scheidemann proclaimed the German republic; two hours later, Liebknecht did the same for the socialist republic. A day later (10 November), a joint meeting of the Berlin Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils authorised a provisional government combining both movements. Friedrich Ebert, another Social Democrat, did a deal with the army commanders, and, four days later, “das Kapital” (which is what it was called back then – that sounds a little more magical than “employers”) recognised the unions as negotiation partners. There followed a putsch by the right-wing military, which was foiled by the people’s navy, which viewed itself as the protector of the revolution. Then everything went wrong. The Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands,* led by Noske, governed alone from then on and, with the help of the former government troops and a newly formed Freikorps paramilitary organisation, occupied parts of the city and carried out raids. Liebknecht and Luxemburg were murdered (photographs of Liebknecht’s corpse, of the murderers celebrating at Hotel Eden, an account of Luxemburg’s murder: “… die alte Sau schwimmt schon”, the old sow is already swimming), and the S.P.D. won the elections on 19 January. Das Theater des Westens staged a production of Franz Lehár’s Die lustige Witwe. On 3 March, a major strike broke out. The strikers called for political prisoners to be released and the Freikorps to be disbanded. The socialist government declared a state of emergency; the fighting continued for five days. Noske imposed martial law. The result: 1,200 deaths, 113 of them on the government side. The revolution was over. Germany was on its way to Weimar and what was to follow.

And what is still to follow. My mother always used to quote an old Dutch expression that says when the sun is shining and it is raining at the same time, it means there is a funfair on in hell. That is the state of the weather when I step back outside, out of the past. Fat drops of rain beat away at the leaden water of the Spree, and the fake, brassy sunlight lends a strange glow to the bewitched buildings. Nonsense. Nothing is bewitched here; I am in a major European city. I get into my car and drive past the places I just saw in black and white, allowing them to fill with colour and the absent dead. The rain stops. My car can choose where it wants to go, and it wants to go to the East, to neighbourhoods I have never visited before. I drive down a side street, a dead end that finishes at a wall. But it is not the Wall, because there is a hole in it. I park the car beside a couple of Turkish men who are washing their own vehicles, and I walk over to the hole. Trompe l’œil? No, because I can see the river through the hole, an East German patrol boat, the opposite bank with the actual Wall and barbed wire, two guards walking along and having a chat. Boat, Wall, guards. No other signs of life. I know very well that there is life over there because I have been there, but there is no life to be seen right now. The city of silence, empty and mythical. Like a painting by de Chirico: an open space, large buildings, a tower, shadows that have suddenly fallen and are pinned to the ground. There is something very still about those paintings. Sometimes they have a horse in them, which has wandered in from some myth or other, large and white. Or a man like a marionette with no face, just a wooden oval with no mouth or eyes.

Life imitates art, and it is not long before I see that man for real. I drive back out of my cul-de-sac (Brommystraße), and head down Köpenicker Straße to Oberbaumbrücke. Signs in German and Turkish advise me that the riverbank is dangerous. It may be dangerous in duplicate, but people are still fishing there. I walk to the bridge and climb up to the viewing platform. Everything here is dilapidated; this is a world of demolition. Still the same riverbank opposite, but people are walking across the bridge. An old woman with a cane moves very slowly; she has a view of two countries. On my side of the bridge, an old Mercedes stops and a man with a bag gets out, followed by a young man and woman. They talk, walk down the left side of the bridge, disappear from sight. The woman says something about an Ausweis, but no-one stops them to ask for I.D. They return a few minutes later, but without the older man. They look back one more time, without waving, and then drive away. I suddenly notice a movement in that dead hut directly opposite: a faceless man behind narrow bars. He is looking in my direction, towards what we call the West. Even though he is facing me, I cannot see his features. I can see his epaulettes, however, and I remember how I once started a story about two epaulettes that did not have a body to go with them. The body did not come along until later. That is not the case now, though: I can see the light falling through the bars onto the two epaulettes and I spot occasional movement. Then I see some other men, in a tower further along. I cannot make out their faces either; they are too far away. One of them is looking through binoculars. A few black Americans have come to stand beside me. They wave at the man with the binoculars; he does not wave back. In the distance, two more men stand on the roof of a tall building. They have shotguns. They are talking to each other. What about? Girls? What is the man with the binoculars looking at? Is he bored? What sort of conclusions should I draw? None at all; I am not the judge of the world. People are simply walking across this bridge, even though one of them was shot dead this week. Simone returns to the bridge the next day, hoping for better light. There were lots more people walking across the bridge, she said, and no guards in sight, not a single one.
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The banks of the Spree near Oberbaumbrücke, West Berlin, March 1989



When I get home, I take another look at the photographs in the book. What was Noske’s motive for quelling an uprising of his own people? It did the Social Democrats in Germany no good at all; they had been used to exorcise the danger, to sanction the murder of the people who seemed most dangerous. Dangerous for whom? His motive was the fear of chaos, but what does that mean? Chaos is when one person can no longer see his place in the order of things, because another person wishes to abandon his own position. Whoever holds the power at that point is the winner. In this case, the new order looked so well ordered that no-one could imagine the chaos it would bring. The consequences came in the form of death, war, defeat, occupation, division, and the orderly structure of a wall, that binary factotum designed to divide the visible world into two sides: front and back, right and wrong. One side is viewed from a platform, and the other through binoculars. Or the other way round. I have seen it for myself. The people who built that wall legitimised it with the fear of chaos. And what should the person behind the wall, the person who would like to tear it down, be most afraid of? The others: the people on his own side of the wall who are afraid of chaos or what looks like chaos.

In the Frankfurter Allgemeine, there is a photograph of Stephen Spender looking far too young. He is turning eighty, but in the picture he is no more than fifty. His hair, which I have known as white for years now, is still black. The first time I met him was in 1962, at a writers’ conference in Edinburgh, where Gerard Reve (or whatever he was calling himself at the time) described me as “N, the moribund little monkey”. He had a point: it was a perfect diagnosis of my state of mind at the time. Spender stood on a landing, talking to a few people, and I was fascinated by his tie, a long, silver-white goose quill on an ice-blue background. “What a beautiful tie,” I declared, with feeling. Without a word, he undid the tie and gave it to me: “If you like it, you can have it.” It was only then that I noticed the two letters at the bottom of the quill, a J and a C. Jean Cocteau had painted the tie. I still have it, and I wear it whenever I win a prize. That is why I never turn anything down.

The second time I saw Spender taking off a tie was in Paris, in ’68. He had just told me that Louis Aragon had told him he had dined with the Central Committee of the French Communist Party and had heard that the Communists would not support the student uprising, as it was too Trotskyite. Aragon had then passed on this news to Rothschild, for whom it was not without significance, and Rothschild had in turn told Spender, and so now I knew about it as well. A day later, de Gaulle flew to meet General Massu in Baden-Baden. The world as a conspiracy – that corresponded to my most childish fantasies. As Spender was telling me this story, a group of demonstrators with red flags walked past the Odéon. The poet, already white-haired, removed his tie, opened up his collar as Ben-Gurion and Begin always did, and posed with me for the photographer Eddy Posthuma de Boer. I look a little rotund and foolish in the picture, but already considerably less moribund than I had been.

The next time was also in Paris, many years later. Spender told me a story on that occasion, too. He had been sitting with W. H. Auden and Auden’s friend Chester Kallman at a table outside Caffè Florian in Venice when Kallman suddenly stood up and set off across Piazza San Marco, saying that he was going to pick up a sailor. Auden, said Spender, sat there in silence, large tears rolling down the many folds of his face. I thought this story was worse than the one about Aragon.

The last time was in New York, dining with a mutual friend, the poet William Jay Smith. “The poet nearing eighty”, but still smoking a strong cigarette and holding a vat of whisky. Big hands, thick wrists. He was on a tour of America (“the poet earns his money”) and told me he had just received a telegram from Beaumont College in Texas that said, “Dear Mr Spender, May we remind you that the attention span of our students is about fifteen minutes.” “The last survivor”, the Frankfurter Allgemeine calls him, and that was exactly what he looked like as he walked away down York Avenue, a white-haired oak, on a journey with his poems. The newspaper also refers to him as the “last Statthalter”, assigning him “the role of the last steward (Statthalter) of the legend of the 1930s”. Some words never come alone; they always travel in packs. That same day I read in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1911 edition): “Goethe, Novalis declared, was the ‘Statthalter of poetry on earth’.” Poet, steward – both words sound better than emperor or prince.

18 March, 1989

II

Living somewhere else is different from travelling – I can tell by the way I look at things. My gaze does not constantly have to be focused. I still have enough time; I am staying in Berlin until the summer, and returning in the autumn. Just last week, I realised that I had actually forgotten to look at the exterior of my building. Some inner authority must have assumed that it would trickle into my consciousness of its own accord. When someone from the Netherlands asked me what sort of house I was living in, I realised that the Dutch concept of huis did not cover it, because my house here was inside another house, and it is that other house, the big one, that they call a Haus here in Germany. Haus is the name for these huge residential blocks with various layers of homes stacked up around square courtyards. They used to refer to such tenement buildings as Mietskasernen, rental barracks, but that does not feel right, if only because I hardly ever hear my neighbours. There is no caretaker, but there is a board on the street outside with our strange mix of names on it. The common areas are not kept particularly clean. There is a fine layer of dust on the balustrades that could possibly date back to before the war, because an ancient neighbour has told us that the house was already here back then. Everyone takes their own rubbish down to the courtyard, where the large plastic containers line up in silence: one for bottles, one for paper, the others for general rubbish. The system works perfectly. Twice a week, at half past seven in the morning, the bin men press all of our doorbells at the same time and there is always someone at home to open the main front door for them. The only neighbour I know is the old woman who lives downstairs. The others, most of them young people, say hello, and I say hello back. Out in the hallway there is a pram and there are two bikes in the courtyard, but I do not know who they belong to. Our homes all look out onto the central courtyard. When I arrived, the big chestnut tree out there was bare, but now it is growing fuller by the day, almost as if it wants to reach out and touch all of our windows. I am very fond of him, the tree, and I marvel at his vitality, at the power he must have deep within his wood. You cannot have a conversation with him, but I still speak to him now and then. I think he likes it. And he has towers too – that is what I call his flowers – those upright, white towers that always give me a good start to the morning.

The doorbell rang at quarter to seven this morning, one of those fateful shrieks that penetrate into the very marrow of your dreams, merging with them, until stopped by a second jolt of electricity. In your other life, in the “real” world, you stand dazed at your own front door, faced with someone who has been awake for hours, who is uncontaminated by sleep and night-time visions. “Eilbote!” Whistling, the courier clatters back down the stairs. When have I ever received an express letter in the Netherlands at that time in the morning?

The day has started for me as well now, and I realise that it is a good time to take a look at my house from the outside. I live in Goethestraße, which suits me well. Lime trees, a birch, around the corner a pedestrian area with lots of shops, Wilmersdorfer Straße, with Sesenheimer Straße around the other corner – not a bad location. This is my home now. A square nearby, with a church, and a market on Wednesdays and Saturdays, which is very good. I walk to Wilmersdorfer Straße and look up at the house of many houses. To identify my own part of it, I have to count from the ground up. What I notice now is the colour. Solidified mud, desert sand, at any rate something involving earth; dry and jagged, it would hurt your hand if you rubbed it. I stand beside the kiosk where they sell frische Putenteile during the day, right across from Nana Nanu, with its artificial flowers and electric-blue nylon animals in the window. Yellow ones too, the colour of egg yolks gone bad. These are not real animals; they do not occur in nature, but were dreamed up by an angry blind man. Then there is the Goethe-Apotheke, which has been here since 1900. Next comes Zum Wirtenbub, a gloomy bar I have never been inside. People play dice in there; I can hear them whenever the door is open. Across the way is the Video Galerie, which I have also never visited. Large helpings of Eros and Thanatos, breasts and machine guns. Lust and blood – it washes through me as I walk past. I read the titles and reassemble them into a cadavre exquis. Surrealism is never very far away, and that is certainly true in this place.

“So, what is it like now?” my friends ask me on the phone. That is a good question, but I do not have an answer. “It is,” I would like to answer. “It is. I am here.” I live in Berlin. It is not only different from the Netherlands; it is different from anywhere else. But I cannot quite express that difference, that otherness, in words yet. It has something to do with the people: they are much more my other people than Americans or Spaniards. I am still not sure how to act around them, and I cannot speak their language with confidence. I prefer just to walk in between them; after all, you do not really need to say very much. I sit on the U-Bahn and observe them. They are often Greeks, Turks, Yugoslavians, Colombians, Moroccans. I am more at ease with them, because they are not as powerful. Or maybe they simply feel closer.

At times it feels claustrophobic. I never felt that way when I was just a visitor. The Wall, the border – you know you can just go over, get out. So it can’t be that. Yet even so. I notice it on Sundays. That is when I want to get out. There is plenty of green on the map, lots of Wald. So that is where you go, and you can get there in no time. You find that everyone else is there too. Anyone who is not driving or flying to West Germany remains inside the fence. I do not know if they feel the same way about it as I do. The city is not even that small in terms of square kilometres, but still.

I often go to Lübars, which is like a real village. But it is an illusion, as if there were lots of countryside stretching out all around. Two village pubs, a water pump, a small church, a few graves. I walk out of the village along a path I have discovered. The first time, I came to a small river. I stood looking into the water, dark-coloured, fast-flowing, swaying water plants, the thought of fish. That was when I noticed the sign. It said that the border ran down the middle of the stretch of water. The Wall might have been some distance away, but the other side, those dry reeds, that scattering of trees, that was the land of the Others. Now I saw the water differently. It was no more than a couple of metres wide, but in the middle of that moving, transparent element was the border. It is not something you should spend too much time thinking about, but I still did. East water, West water. Absolute nonsense, and yet that border is real. It is there. I carried on walking, up a hill. I had a good view of the Wall from up there. There were in fact two walls, with between them a kind of anti-tank ditch, loose sand, earth, soil. The strip of land rolled away into the distance. I walked on to where I would encounter the Wall itself; it was not made of bricks or concrete at that point, but of transparent steel mesh. A hundred metres beyond, in front of the other Wall, was a tower. A small car stood beside it. Then a window opened in the tower. I could see the silhouettes of two men. One of them pointed his binoculars at me and took a good look. A oneway process. He could see me perfectly, but I could not see him. What did he think he was going to see? Why was he looking? I stood there for a while, experiencing the strange sensation of allowing myself to be looked at. I wanted to know what the man was thinking, but I never would. I did not want to know what he thought about me, but what he thought about himself. There was no way of knowing. Was he looking out of a sense of duty, conviction, boredom? Did he believe in what he was doing? There was, as far as I could tell, no
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