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seminar 43:2 (May 2007)

“Souvenirs de Berlin-Est”: History, Photos, 
and Form in Texts by Daniela Dahn, 
Irina Liebmann, and Sophie Calle

LYN MARVEN University of Liverpool

Berlin’s history has been rewritten as frequently as its landscape. Since the restitution 
of Berlin as capital of unified Germany, the city has undergone substantial changes to 
its form that are informed by a view of its history and that also, in turn, construct that 
history. This article considers three publications that represent the visible and absent 
traces of history in East Berlin and that raise questions about how history is written 
and about its relationship to literary narrative and to memory.
 Daniela Dahn’s Prenzlauer Berg-Tour (2001) and Irina Liebmann’s Stille Mitte 
von Berlin: Eine Recherche rund um den Hackeschen Markt (2002) are portraits of 
districts of East Berlin that engage with the presence of the past in the contemporary 
city. The texts are documentary essays accompanied by photographs that have a dual 
perspective of both before and after German unification. Dahn’s uses the essays and 
photographs from her 1987 GDR publication of the same name, appended with an 
afterword and new photos from 2001. Liebmann’s essay is based on original research 
and photos from the early 1980s, but was written only in late 2001. The texts move 
between official accounts, statistics, and documented history and individual, personal, 
oral stories. French artist Sophie Calle’s project Die Entfernung, first exhibited in 1996 
and published in 1997 in a dual language edition as The Detachment (later published in 
French as Souvenirs de Berlin-Est), depicts the removal of GDR symbols and statues 
from East Berlin following the Wende. Calle’s project draws on photos as well as inter-
views. While the art work consists of more than just the publication, it nonetheless 
offers interesting comparisons with the form of Dahn’s and Liebmann’s work. 
 Contemporary political concerns such as the social and cultural effects of 
German reunification, the legacy of the GDR, and the changed perspective in the 
West after September 11 are reflected in the areas and aspects of East Berlin that the 
three authors investigate. Dahn looks at Prenzlauer Berg, originally a working class 
district and now the focus of an alternative artistic scene. Liebmann conducted her 
research around Hackescher Markt in Mitte, a former Jewish quarter. Rather than 
visiting a geographical area, Calle’s text revisits symbolic sites of the historical East 
Berlin, a defunct half-city that exists now only in memory and has been erased from 
the buildings and space of the city. All three deal with marginal or marginalized areas 
whose history neither did nor does now belong to the more tendential narratives of the 
city and nationhood either in the GDR or in unified Germany.
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 While Calle’s project arises from explicit, ideologically driven changes in Berlin, 
Liebmann’s and Dahn’s texts also testify in their way to a similar – and also, if implicitly, 
political – development. Mitte and Prenzlauer Berg underwent much regeneration in the 
1990s and are now part of the tourist scene: “Jeder Besucher kennt den Hackeschen 
Markt oder die Oranienburger Straße mit den Cafés, Geschäften, Galerien, Theatern” 
(Stille Mitte 5), writes Liebmann, and Dahn comments, “Inzwischen ist der einstige 
Geheimtip weltweit vergesellschaftet. Reisende, die Berlin verlassen, ohne zuvor am 
Kollwitzplatz zum Abend gegessen zu haben, setzen sich dem Vorwurf aus, gar nicht 
da gewesen zu sein” (Prenzlauer Berg 203). The districts are typical of shifts in the 
character of the city since unification, raising the question of how to preserve what is 
historically significant while also regenerating run-down areas. The authors imply that 
the process threatens to obliterate, overwrite, dehumanize, or reify the past, and their 
texts counter this tendency. Dahn’s protocols allow people of the district to speak, and 
the photos in her text likewise show primarily people. Liebmann’s research reveals the 
ideological silencing of narratives that did not fit in and uncovers this history, which has 
left traces in or on the buildings of the area. Her photos emphasize houses and streets. 
The texts and images in Calle’s publication consider public spaces and monuments in 
their personal dimension: individuals’ memories are contrasted with official directives 
and counter the form of history they represent.
 Dahn’s work focusses on sociopolitical questions, and a number of her publications 
since 1990 have examined critically the effects of unification, winning her the Tucholsky 
prize in 1999. She undertook research into Prenzlauer Berg for the occasion of the seven-
hundred-and-fiftieth anniversary of Berlin in 1987, which was republished in 2001. 
While her research in the 1980s implicitly looked towards the future, using her reportage 
as a way of criticizing or encouraging certain developments (largely in ways approved 
by the state), a new afterword in the 2001 edition – called “Ein Wort nach 15 Jahren” 
– allows Dahn to look back at the changes in Prenzlauer Berg since the fall of the Wall. 
The 1987 Prenzlauer Berg-Tour was also published in slightly different form and with 
a different title – Kunst und Kohle (also one of the chapter titles) – in the West in 1987. 
Dahn’s 2001 afterword describes censorship of her original text in the East, though we 
cannot assume that the edition in the West is the full, uncensored text, as it also clearly 
presents an agenda of its own – with anti-American comments, for example.
 Dahn begins her tour of Prenzlauer Berg by invoking its topographically margi-
nal position – “Auf den Hügeln, rund um die Zentren großer Städte, stößt man merk-
würdigerweise oft auf so eine Art städtisches Bergvolk” (7). She extrapolates from the 
geographical and architectural surroundings to the inhabitants and makes the social 
dimension – the people – the centre of her investigation of this emblematic district of 
Berlin. Though many chapter titles refer to architectural landmarks such as the Cohn 
School, Kollwitzplatz, Schönhauser Allee, the “Judengang” path, and the “unangenehme 
Erscheinungen” of the gasometers, abattoir, and “Asyl für Obdachlose” (166), the 
chapters themselves centre on interviews with a variety of people who live or work 
there. As Dahn walks around empty apartment suites, she deduces life through the traces 
left in the rooms: “Erstarrte Spuren gelebten Lebens. Räume, jetzt aller Wohnlichkeit 
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beraubt, von unendlicher Trostlosigkeit” (24–25). This poetic view is programmatic for 
both her approach and her narrative style, which is carefully styled and literary.
 “Hinterhöflichkeit war mir damals ein Schlüsselwort” (203), Dahn remarks in the 
afterword. Her conflation of the architectural with the social and personal is summed 
up in the concept of “Hinterhöflichkeit” – a neologism that plays on “Hinterhof,” the 
communal courtyard in the middle of the tenement buildings in Prenzlauer Berg, and 
“Höflichkeit,” politeness. In the chapter of that title, she encounters an old couple 
who have lived in a Hinterhof for sixty years; their story is interspersed with historical 
background and quotations about the development of the district. These tenement 
buildings are a key to the history of the city, as they sprang up during the rapid ex-
pansion and industrialization of Berlin in the late 1800s, and the form was largely 
specific to Berlin, introduced to Prenzlauer Berg in plans by James Hobrecht in 1862 
(Richie 160f.). The tenement buildings reveal a view of humans as statistical objects: 
Dahn even quotes infamous calculations that worked out the provision of toilets in a 
house by multiplying the inhabitants by the amount of time spent per visit (32). The 
instrumentalization of human beings links the origins of the tenement houses with their 
contemporary incarnations – overcrowding in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries is compared with the profitability pursued under postunification capitalism. 
 The defining feature of the tenement buildings is their density and intensity of 
living. However this density of housing is also interpreted positively: while the lack 
of space and privacy means inhabitants were at the mercy of their neighbours and their 
sounds, it also fostered a sense of community: 

In günstigen Fällen scheint diese Schicksalsgemeinschaft aber in eine Art Vertrautheit 
und Solidarität umschlagen zu können, die bemerkenswert ist. Man fühlt sich dann 
direkter als anderswo füreinander verantwortlich. Nachbarschaftshilfe, gemeinsame 
Aktionen, um alles grüner und bunter zu machen [...] – das sind keine Ausnahmen. 
(36) 

Dahn emphasizes solidarity and responsibility – not coincidentally values promoted 
by the GDR – and the diversity and sense of community in the building’s mixed 
business and residential usage, and mixed classes and forms of living. The Hinterhof 
recurs as a motif: in the “Paradiesgarten” chapter, Dahn charts the transformation of 
one yard into a community art project and communal space: 

Vergeblich suchte ich die in manchen Schreckensberichten angeklagten sieben 
durchgehenden Hinterhöfe im Prenzlauer Berg. Sollten sie schon wegsaniert sein? 
Nein. Der Stadtbezirksarchitekt bestätigte mir: Sie sind Legende. […] Vier Höfe, wie 
in der Kastanienallee 12, sind Rekord. Erreicht man hier endlich den vierten Hinterhof, 
bestätigt sich die Behauptung, nach der der letzte gar nicht der schlechteste sein muß. 
Ich hatte es in verschiedenen Zeitungen gelesen: Bürgerinitiative zur Begrünung 
eines Hofes; damals, 1981, die erste in Berlin, wohl auch im ganzen Land. (54) 

This paragraph illustrates the shifting time-levels and perspectives of Dahn’s account. 
She begins the chapter by telling the story of her research in the preterite and pluperfect; 
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the preterite is also used to narrate the historical development of this particular yard. 
Dahn then uses the present to place these stories within contemporary topography 
and a visit to the place that occupies most of the chapter. The combination of this 
performative present tense and the rhetorical device of the question – which is both 
reported speech (Dahn to the district architect) and an address to the reader – draw 
attention to the instance of narration at the same time as to the contemporary reality. 
The text is not the report of her journey and investigation, but a performance of it.
 The tenement buildings are emblematic of the past, and Dahn’s text represents 
one way of incorporating the material of the past into the present in a productive form, 
by locating it within narration. This is a project that is all the more pressing since 
unification. Her text preserves, for example, the story of a millstone that she finds 
languishing in a cellar of one tenement building and that constitutes a material link 
with the past. By the time of her afterword, however, it is “verschollen” (216) from 
the newly renovated and “yuppified” building. This also applies to the earlier text’s 
status as a historical document. While Dahn reflects on and literally revisits the sub-
jects and places from the earlier text in the afterword, she does not rewrite them, and 
even the censored text is preserved: the 2001 edition reprints the GDR version to all 
appearances without reinstating elements that may have been censored or that appear 
in the West version. The original text itself, complete with GDR values, is thus also 
historicized: its contemporary focus from the 1980s makes it a historical artefact in 
2001. The photos similarly historicize the text: in black and white, even the photos 
from 2001, they are aesthetically distanced. Finally, Dahn’s views are themselves not 
without retrogressive tendencies. She ends the afterword essay with a visit to a radical 
journal that is attempting to make Lenin relevant for the twenty-first century. Even 
more than their political theoretical standpoint, Dahn approves of the fact that the 
writers promulgating this view work in a Hinterhof: both alternative and (n)ostalgic.
 Nearly all of Liebmann’s documentary and fictional prose texts are set in districts 
of (former) East Berlin. The text of Stille Mitte von Berlin is dated October 2001, and it 
is intended to accompany the photographs taken of the area around Hackescher Markt 
in the early 1980s that are reproduced in the second half of the book, although the 
photos were originally only aides-mémoire for the research Liebmann was conducting 
at the time for a possible novel. The explicit context of her essay is the time of writing: 
the twenty-first century, the postunification regeneration of Mitte as a trendy district, 
as well as the situation in the West after September 11, which Liebmann compares to 
the ideological struggles of the Cold War. In revisiting her research in this context, 
Liebmann interrogates both the GDR and the treatment since 1990 of what remains of 
the GDR. This historical and historicized sense of her original research is written into 
the narrative, which also describes the process of conducting research and intersperses 
Liebmann’s personal story and inheres in the reproductions of the photographs. 
 Liebmann’s focus is the district of Mitte, which was made marginal both by the 
division of the city and by being a poor area only streets away from the showcase of 
Alexanderplatz. The title of the text, the “silent centre” of Berlin, is programmatic: 
Mitte’s history as the former Jewish quarter before the war was suppressed by the 
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GDR, as was the more distant nineteenth-century history of the struggle between 
liberalism and anti-Semitism, which is nonetheless preserved in its buildings and in 
Liebmann’s text. Liebmann contrasts the concrete fact of the buildings’ existence with 
local ignorance of their history:

die eigene Umgebung – nichts fremder als das. Heute ist es ganz deutlich: Wir sollten 
besser nicht wissen, was vorher war, wem alle diese Häuser gehört hatten, was aus den 
Menschen geworden war, uns sollten sie verborgen bleiben – die Ideen, derentwegen 
so viele Gebäude überhaupt errichtet worden waren, und wo und wie sie weiterlebten. 
(Stille Mitte 9) 

The reconstructed historical narratives challenge the official versions at the time 
Liebmann was researching, as the author notes when she finds evidence of the economic 
independence of women in the early nineteenth century. In the GDR’s understanding 
of history, capitalism was equated with the oppression of women, whereas the advent 
of socialism was deemed to have resolved the “woman question.” 
 The silencing of history is not only a matter of state ideology. Liebmann’s method 
of research combined eyewitness accounts and archival documents. She took an extract 
from an old address book from the Stadtbibliothek archives to the old residents of streets 
to ask them about their memories of the people named there. While this preserved indi-
vidual memories, it also showed them to be selective and subjective. In this respect 
Liebmann’s work is similar to Calle’s Die Entfernung, where the juxtaposition of 
different views highlights the unreliability of memory. Liebmann notes that people are 
increasingly unwilling to talk about the Jews and what happened to them, not least 
because they are implicated. Instead, Liebmann finds out information from people in the 
streets by chance: “So beiläufig konnte ich immer noch etwas erfahren über das, wonach 
ich nicht mehr fragte” (Stille Mitte 21). While Dahn embraces serendipity, for Liebmann 
an indirect approach is the only way to counter the silencing of the past. Moreover, 
she intimates here her own self-censorship – as opposed to the official censorship that 
Dahn’s text met – which surfaces elsewhere in her repeatedly stated reluctance to write 
about the Jews because she did not want to single them out, but also because Liebmann’s 
father was Jewish and she wished to avoid biographical association. 
 As in Dahn’s essay, houses form a link between past and present. Liebmann focusses 
on one street (Große Hamburger Straße) and shows how the houses preserve history no 
longer accessible to people’s memories. Construction documents give insight into the con-
ditions in which people lived, the poverty, poor housing, and lack of education, and the 
rise of anti-Semitism in the late nineteenth century (46f.). Liebmann brings statistical, 
legal documents to life, conjuring up evocative descriptions in the present tense or staging 
paperwork and debates as competing voices: 

Das Grundstück Nummer 11 war ein Reich der Provisorien und umkämpften Ideen. 
Der Holzplatz ist gut! – Nein, feuergefährlich! – Das Treibhaus wäre noch zu retten! 
– Abreißen! Die Lauben sind teilweise gut! – Abreißen! – Die Zeit für die Synagoge ist 
abgelaufen! – Verlängern!! – Nein! Abreißen!! (32) 
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Literary techniques thus combine with historical research to make the past part of the 
present through a narrative, performative construct. This kind of fictionalizing is used 
by some experimental historians (Rosenstone 1–5) as a way of deconstructing historical 
narrative. Such deconstructionist history recognizes that the shape of the narrative is 
located in the act of writing itself, rather than predetermined in the nature of the events, 
and belongs to a wider postmodernist turn in historiography. Writing about the effect of 
postmodernism on historical practice, Willie Thompson suggests that “the criteria which a 
historian uses in constructing narrative are unfixed, fluid and indefinitely extensive. Under 
this rubric it becomes legitimate to revert to the practice of the ancient historians and 
devise imaginary speeches, conversations and thought processes, provided that these are 
coherently integrated into the narrative and that they are clearly marked off for the reader” 
(58). The techniques that Liebmann employs are precisely those Thompson describes, and 
typographical effects are used to mark off the different historical levels of her text.
 Liebmann’s interest in houses formed the starting point of her research in the 
1980s, and the houses also form the link between the narrative text and the visual, 
in the dilapidated painted signs that can be made out on a house wall in one of the 
photos and that are the starting point of her essay. Moreover, the photos add a further 
historical dimension, evoking the Mitte of the 1980s (now in the past), as well as the 
more distant past, which was Liebmann’s interest at the time. The photos enact a dual 
sense of visual immediacy at the same time as ignorance for the reader and viewer: 
only a few are referred to specifically in the essay, and the significance of the others 
remains unclear. In this way, the book itself has an effect in the twenty-first century 
similar to Liebmann’s aims in the 1980s: it draws attention to the history that is now 
concealed with the ideological reasons for removing its traces denied. This time, 
however, the history of the GDR is at stake.
 French artist Sophie Calle was invited in the mid 1990s by a small Berlin gallery 
(Arndt & Partner) to create an exhibition, a “projet qui ne soit réalisable qu’à Berlin” 
according to the French edition’s short introduction, which was not included in the 
German and English versions. The publication consists of text from interviews con-
ducted with anonymous local people describing monuments that have been removed 
from locations in East Berlin, together with images of before and after, showing the 
statues and their traces. It draws on research by art historians (Vest Hansen 202 n. 
11), archive photos (in black and white), new photos (in colour), and it is framed by 
official documentation: a pre-Wende East German map of East Berlin and an Ab-
geordentenhaus directive ordering the dismantling, removal, or rewording of particular 
monuments (though not in fact ones featured in Calle’s work).
 Calle chose monuments that range from explicit symbols of the GDR – such as 
the state emblem on the equally contentious Palast der Republik – through generic 
ideological and political images (soldiers, Lenin), to apparently neutral images such 
as the dove of peace in the Nikolaiviertel. History and its commemoration are high-
lighted through the choice of a plaque commemorating Lenin’s visit to the library 
on Bebelplatz, the change of use of the Neue Wache, and, finally, one of the many 
street-name changes occurring in the city since 1990, the renaming of Wilhelm-Pieck-
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Straße, in Mitte, as Torstraße. These official icons and images inscribed an ideological 
narrative of history onto the public spaces of the GDR, and their removal likewise 
implies an ideological view of the history of the former East Germany and enforces 
the erasure of its traces. The monuments now live on only in the photographic images 
and in the personal memories of the people interviewed. Like Dahn and Liebmann, 
Calle shifts her focus from the form and physical substance of the city – its buildings 
and monuments – to the individuals and their lived experience. All three begin with the 
concrete traces of the past; but while Dahn’s and Liebmann’s texts use these to engage 
with the writing of history, Calle’s project is concerned instead with their persistence 
in memory: in deliberately subjective, incompatible, fragmentary recollections of the 
past that are conventionally in opposition to objective, narrative history. 
 Striking about the texts and highlighted by the selection and arrangement of the 
extracts is the inaccuracy of people’s memories. The Lenin monument on the former 
Leninplatz (now Platz der Vereinten Nationen), for example, is estimated at anything from 
fifteen to twenty-nine metres high. Even the “DDR-Wappen” on the Palast der Republik 
is thought to have been the hammer and sickle (the Soviet Union’s emblem) and a laurel 
wreath, rather than the hammer and compasses in a wreath of barley. The photos do not 
confirm all the facts (particularly not dimensions and materials), and no further details 
about the monuments are supplied, so the reader is confronted with the unreliability 
of memory – and of photographs as historical artefacts. This inaccuracy by no means 
precludes an emotional engagement with the monument or its removal, which also colours 
the descriptions of the monuments. The Lenin statue is remembered as human: “Auf der 
einen Seite machte er den Eindruck eines freundlichen Onkels, nichts Bedrohliches, 
verbindlich. Aber andererseits habe ich nie begriffen, warum er so unnahbar war. Ich 
hatte immer das Gefühl, daß er mich ausschimpft” (Die Entfernung 10), while the Lenin 
bust outside the Russian embassy is described as a still-present horror: “Er wirkt wie ein 
Monster. Wie bestimmte Figuren in Horrorfilmen mit quadratischem Kopf, die sich durch 
die Stadt bewegen, oder wie konstruktivistische Büsten von Mussolini” (8). 
 Though many of the interviewees are aware of an official meaning of the monuments 
and plaques, it is their personal engagement that underpins their memories. In talking 
about the emotive “Relief und Kind,” one interviewee veers off into personal associations: 
“Ich hatte eine Klassenkameradin, die dort wohnte, eine Jüdin [...]. Das hat mich immer 
mehr als alles andere berührt” (22); another says of the Neue Wache, “Ich bin mit meinem 
kleinen Sohn extra mal dorthin gegangen, um ihm diese unglaubliche Lächerlichkeit und 
die Unsinnigkeit dieser Rituale zu zeigen. Daher kommt wohl auch seine Abneigung 
gegen die Bundeswehr heute” (32). In attributing nonauthorized meanings to the monu-
ments, the interviewees challenge the discourse of the state, the GDR, as well as more 
generally asserting their investment in these representational spaces. These personal 
meanings attributed to the GDR-era objects thus also undermine the official command to 
remove and destroy symbols of the GDR, which was supposed to demonstrate the power 
of the state (now the unified Federal Republic) not only over public space but also over 
the meaning of the monuments and the narrative of history that they represent. Calle’s 
project is not nostalgia for socialist art, but a retrospective democratization of the city’s 
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public spaces against the assertion of state power and rewriting of history inherent in the 
Abgeordnetenhaus directive. It is possible perhaps only in the absence of the monuments 
themselves and displaced onto the anonymous voices of the project. 
 The interviews elicit more general reflection on the fate of the GDR and its images 
– which Dahn’s essay can only imply, though Liebmann’s contemporary perspective 
allows for critical remarks – most vehemently in the case of objects perceived to be 
simply historical, such as the Friedenstaube or the plaque commemorating Lenin’s visit 
to the library on Bebelplatz: “daß die Tafel weg ist, ändert ja nichts an dem Fakt, daß er 
dort studiert hat” (17); and, most significantly, “Es gehört zur Geschichte des Hauses, 
und es gibt so wenig Möglichkeiten der Erinnerung. Jetzt, wo sie weg ist, fehlt sie mir” 
(16). Though the comments display a naïve view of the writing of history and ideological 
narratives, the latter comment sums up what might be seen as the critical potential of 
Calle’s work: for want of an outlet or focus for their memories of the GDR, people 
focus instead on the absence of its former symbols – as indeed does the publication, by 
printing the contemporary photos as postcards, as souvenirs of the absent East Berlin. 
 The “house” here (in fact, a public building) functions as a metaphor for the state 
and is comparable to the emblematic focus on (real) houses in the texts by Liebmann 
and Dahn. As in Liebmann’s work in particular, the revision of historical narratives and 
the remembrance of the past links the GDR with the memory of the war and the Nazi 
period, not least because the GDR’s own legitimizing narratives created a partial view 
of that history that needs to be rewritten after the end of the state. The comparison is 
also evident in the wider context of Calle’s work – the mid-1990s, when she was asked 
to undertake the project, saw the debates and proposals for the Holocaust memorial in 
Berlin; the eventual design, the “Denkmal für die ermordeten Juden Europas,” opened 
in May 2005. This background puts the “memorial undoings” (Griffin 170) of the 
monuments of East Berlin into striking contrast as a memory still to be addressed. 
 The discursive form of Dahn’s and Liebmann’s work sets it apart from Calle’s art 
work, which represents more directly the abstract themes of memory and remembrance 
that also arise indirectly in the authors’ texts. But the subjectivity of the authors’ 
accounts also begins to blur the boundary between history and memory. The authors’ 
use of different narrative perspectives, tenses, and modes applies literary techniques to 
historical research, creating a visibly nonrealist historical narrative that displays many 
of the features associated with postmodern historiography or deconstructionist history 
– which emphasizes narrativity and self-reflexivity in the historical account (Munslow 
188–90; Rosenstone 1–5). Far from writing objective, distanced, decontextualized 
accounts, Dahn and Liebmann include reflections on the process of research or 
writing; insert subjective elements that foreground the author’s involvement; locate 
their narratives within their contemporary context; disrupt historical and narrative 
chronology; and draw attention to the constructedness of their accounts through literary 
techniques and typographical effects. These strategies further imply a relationship to 
their subject(s) and have parallels with recent theories of identity that emphasize the 
situatedness, positionality, and embodiedness of the individual (here: the author) and 
an understanding of intersubjectivity (in the relation between author and subjects). 



228   LYN MARVEN

 This is not to suggest that writers of history are unaware of the concepts underlying 
these literary devices: the historian as author; the constructedness of the historical 
account; the necessary subjectivity of both research and writing; and the contextual 
production of history. E. H. Carr’s famous 1961 essay What is History?, which hardly 
takes a postmodern stance, acknowledges them in describing history as, among other 
things, “a continuous process of interaction between the historian and his facts, an un-
ending dialogue between the present and the past” (30). What distinguishes Dahn’s 
and Liebmann’s writing and aligns them with experimental history is the fact that 
these concepts are also staged on the level of the narrative.
 Dahn and Liebmann reveal the locatedness of their narrative perspective by dating 
their essays and through phrases like “im vergangenen Jahrhundert” in Liebmann’s text 
(5). And this location informs their writing, seen in implicit or explicit comparisons of 
the past and present as well as in suggestions for future developments. References to the 
topography of Berlin are matched by descriptions of the authors as they move around 
the city; the city is defined through the movement of the individual through its space, 
and the text arises through the space and time of the authors’ research. As theorists of 
architecture and the city posit, this intersection is based on corporeality. The authors 
incorporate the physical by references to tiredness (Prenzlauer Berg 144) and describe 
their research as a form of experiencing that evokes a corporeal involvement: Dahn talks 
of “Mit der erfahrenen Authentizität sollte man sich (wie mit einem Dschungel-Messer) 
durch das von Vorurteilen und Klischees überwucherte Terrain schlagen können” 
(Prenzlauer Berg 9), and Liebmann notes, “Ich ging beinahe täglich in die Hamburger 
Straße, um mit Leuten zu reden, oder in Archive und Bibliotheken. Wenn ich abends 
zuhause war, schrieb ich auf, was ich erfahren und erlebt hatte” (Stille Mitte 22). 
 The positionality of the researcher is further highlighted by the first person perspective 
that both authors use, their own remarks (in Dahn often in brackets, to demarcate these 
subjective elements), and, ultimately, their emotional engagement with their subject(s). 
Dahn creates an emotional and physical connection with the past and with the city. She 
describes talking to eye-witnesses, and she walks around the district, giving her own 
thoughts as she does so. Frequent use of the present tense stages the experience of her 
research as she conducts it. The reader accompanies Dahn on her tour and becomes part 
of it. The author imagines, and prompts the reader to imagine, reactions to historical 
events, asking direct questions to elicit empathy (Prenzlauer Berg 110). Liebmann notes 
in her diary entries, interpolated in her text, her difficulty in keeping what she had been 
instructed was the necessary distance from her work and her eventual rejection of this 
stance as an inhuman response to often horrifying tales. The diary entries also put her 
research into the context of her own private life at the time, and biographical details, 
particularly her Jewish background, are implicitly involved in her research. 
 As well as emphasizing in this way the involvement of the author in both research 
and text, the narrative perspective of the texts further illustrates intersubjectivity, the 
understanding of identity as formed through interaction with others and within a com-
munity, as opposed to in isolation (Benhabib 5). This is enacted in narrative form 
in the presentation of the interviewees’ words. The two authors use direct quotation 
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(often in Berlin dialect) both with and without speech marks, indirect quotation both 
with or without the subjunctive, and free indirect style – often all within the same 
sentence. The voices of author and subject thus merge, contributing to the collective 
production of a text that is mediated and constructed through multiple subjects. This 
also blurs the boundary between history and memory. 
 Both authors disrupt narrative and historical chronology. Dahn’s chapters are 
organized thematically, and though she claims that she proceeds on the principle of 
serendipity, of chance encounters and discovery rather than directed searching – “[die 
Tour] improvisiert, darauf vertrauend, daß der Zufall nur eine besondere Form der 
Notwendigkeit ist und letztlich auch der Irrweg vom einzelnen Schnappschuß zum 
allgemeinen Wesen führt” (9) – the coherent structure of the text, as well as the 
afterword, reveal that this is disingenuous. Yet historical information is at least pre-
sented in chronological order in individual chapters, whereas Liebmann’s text begins 
with her reflections, before presenting her historical and archival material, starting 
with the recent past and moving backwards in time.
 The polyphony of the content is also reflected in other forms of hybridity in Dahn’s 
and Liebmann’s texts. Dahn uses different narrative genres: poetic language (rhyme, 
alliteration, formulations). She interpolates songs and plays with both horror and 
“realist” conventions of scene setting. Both authors signal different forms or levels of 
narrative visually. Liebmann in particular uses typographical markers – different fonts, 
italics, capital letters – that further distance the reader from the history being narrated 
by drawing attention to the text as visual artefact. Liebmann’s engagement with Mitte 
belongs to a hybrid project of representation, since the same streets (and indeed the 
same research) resurface in a range of her fictional texts. Her 1994 semiautobiographical 
novel In Berlin refers to Mitte as the “Landschaft ihrer Gedanken” (162).
 The final form of Calle’s work contrasts with the subjective, decentred, poly-
phonous form of the two authors’ works. It is the result of collaborative work, but 
the artist is both distanced and sovereign. The artist’s contribution is on a conceptual 
level, as opposed to the physical, temporal, and geographical connection in the 
texts by Dahn and Liebmann. A repeated first-person pronoun in the introduction 
subsumes the work of researchers and photographers in a fictionalization of the pro-
cess of creation: “suchte ich Orte auf [...]. Ich bat Passanten [...] die Gegenstände zu 
beschreiben [...]. Ich fotografierte” (Die Entfernung 7). And although Calle ventri-
loquizes her anonymous interviewees’ words, allowing their officially silenced 
memories to be heard, the extracts are decontextualized, disembodied, and dislocated. 
Only the change of name from Wilhelm-Pieck Straße to Torstraße is preceded by 
background information, and the words are not rooted in a specific time and place 
through references to the interviews, while the interviewees (and indeed interviewer) 
remain entirely anonymous. The arrangement of the extracts emphasizes the juxta-
position of the differing views, drawing attention to the formal level of the text over 
its content and subsuming the texts in the wider art work. The publication does display 
the topography of the absent East Berlin and its landmarks in the old map, and it in-
vokes the chronology of the Wende in the Abgeordnetenhaus directive as well as in 
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the content of the staged memories. However, these relate to the monuments, not to 
the people (interviewees or artist). In maintaining a formal separation between these 
documents – which are historical artefacts – and the people’s recollections, Calle 
suggests that their memories are precluded from a narrative historical account. 
 The effect of all three texts relies on their relationship with the photos, shown in the 
layout and format of the respective publications: Calle’s images (map extracts as well 
as the black-and-white photos) are inserted within the text and referred to, at least im-
plicitly, while both Dahn’s and Liebmann’s are distinct from their written texts, printed 
on different paper (Dahn’s) or grouped at the end of the book (Liebmann’s). The double 
context – pre- and post-Wende – of Dahn’s and Liebmann’s photos recalls Barthes’s 
description of the effect of photos in Camera Lucida: “I read at the same time This will 
be and this has been [ça a été]; I observe with horror an anterior future of which death 
is the stake. By giving me the absolute past of the pose (aorist), the photograph tells 
me death in the future” (96). In Calle’s work, it is the contrast between the old and new 
photos, their colour, format, and location, that undermines this effect. 
 Both sets of photos in Dahn’s text are black and white, and they recall her programmatic 
aim of going “vom einzelnen Schnappschuß zum allgemeinen Wesen” (Prenzlauer Berg 9). 
The original photos are inserted without page numbers in the text, though their placing and 
numbering are not of obvious significance. They are a parallel to the text, taken by a range 
of different photographers. The images are numbered and captioned, using the original 
captions even in 2001 – Dimitroffstraße, renamed Danzigerstraße since 1995, for example, 
is left with its old name – and the historicizing effect of the black and white images is 
emphasized by the glossy paper. As in Dahn’s texts, the captions of the photographs refer 
to a location or architecture, but almost all feature people who provide period detail and 
context. A striking photo of a young girl holding a homemade kite is captioned with refer-
ence to the view out of the window behind her: “Blick von der Saarbrücker Straße auf die 
ehemalige Brauerei” (photo 38). Both the geographical and architectural specificity and 
the range of people, ages, occupations, events, and subcultures (punks) depicted create an 
“authentic” picture of the time; the composition and content put the images in a social realist 
documentary tradition (Hamilton). The 2001 photos, by contrast, depict mainly locations, 
rather than people. Reproduced in black and white, they are on normal paper with page 
numbers and with text on the other side. Where the new photos show the same view as the 
original ones, the original is printed in small format over a corner of the new photo. These 
images mesh more closely with the afterword essay, which, like them, implies that Dahn’s 
updated view is also a historical one on what has changed. 
 Irina Liebmann’s research was prompted by her seeing the traces of history written 
on the houses in Mitte. As she explains, the houses hold and preserve memories no 
longer accessible to people: 

Die riesigen Häuser gehörten scheinbar niemandem, aber die Mosaiken in den Hausfluren 
enthielten Buchstaben und Namen, auf Brandmauern standen Telefonnummern von 
verschwundenen Firmen, und in die Ornamente von Toreinfahrten und Treppenhäusern 
war hin und wieder sogar ein Davidstern eingeflochten. Was bedeutet das alles? Das 
Verbindungsstück! Es fehlte. (Stille Mitte 6)
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Writing up her research twenty years later, Liebmann’s essay segues in the next paragraph 
into writing about a now also historical, dated photograph of such houses. The photograph 
itself thus takes the place of the building, functioning within the text as the houses do out-
side it, that is – as Susan Sontag describes photographs generally – as memento mori 
(15). Liebmann herself took the photographs that appear in the second half of her book. 
Printed on the same high-quality paper as the rest of the book, they have page numbers 
and simple captions that have been updated – with several references to “Wilhelm-
Pieck-Straße (heute Torstraße)” and another to “S-Bahnhof Marx-Engels-Platz (heute 
Hackescher Markt)” (100). The photos are almost entirely empty of people, consistent 
with Liebmann’s interest not in the contemporary Mitte of the 1980s, but rather with the 
older history preserved in its buildings. The captions also preserve historical detail that 
is not visible, such as the “Trümmer des denkmalgeschützten Kolonistenhauses in der 
Sophienstraße” (95). The pictures are reproduced from photographs developed at the 
time, and the faded colours are aesthetically distancing, as well as nostalgic. Viewed from 
the twenty-first century, the obviously old images invite a comparison with contemporary 
Mitte. In the intervening period they have become a rather different historical artefact. 
 Calle’s images are a combination of archive black-and-white photos of the 
monuments before their removal, in differing sizes, and colour photos by a single 
photographer (presumably commissioned for the project) of the subsequent empty 
spaces. The old photos are printed at the end of the relevant text, either immediately 
below the text or on a facing or following page – the English and French versions, 
where the format of the texts changes, show some photos in slightly different sizes. 
The images have no caption, and contradictions between different statements raise 
doubts as to whether these are even the monuments referred to by the interviewees. 
The new photos are printed on low-gloss, thin card in the middle of the publication, 
in postcard size and format, detachable, with brief captions on the back, which are the 
same as the titles of each individual text – with the effect that each postcard’s title is 
the object that is not depicted. In the exhibition of Die Entfernung, the modern photos 
were given prominence, framed in GDR-style large, brown wooden frames, with the 
relevant pages from the publication displayed below. Thus the absent image is the 
focus, with the texts as explanation or adjunct. The colour photos, particularly when 
distanced from their context, are both a photograph of an absence – “the afterimages 
of the socialist space” (Scribner 191) – and also a variation on the commonplace of 
photography of picturing an unnoticed object, rendering it beautiful or interesting 
through that very focus. The colour photos range from the cast-iron framework on the 
Palast der Republik – which, even without its symbol, looks significant, in part owing 
to the colouring of the Palast – to the banal, the unremittingly ordinary brick wall 
that once held a plaque. Seen as decontextualized images, they are striking in their 
own right, and present an alternative view, souvenirs in the modern English sense of 
contemporary Berlin.1 

1 Matthew Griffi n’s review of the publication, “Undoing Memory,” suggests that the subtitle of the 
English version is “A Berlin Travel Guide,” though it does not appear on the title page. 
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 In their content, composition, and modern colouration, Calle’s images refuse the 
history that clings to the black-and-white reproductions in the rest of the text, even while 
existing in relation to that same history. Dahn’s black-and-white images and Liebmann’s 
faded snaps, however, belong unambiguously to the past – aesthetically as well as in what 
they depict – and cannot help but emphasize the massive renovation in both districts since 
1990. In the context of the accompanying essays, the gentrification (westernization) of 
Prenzlauer Berg visible in Dahn’s updated photos from 2001 can be read as showing 
the loss of community and individuality, while the sheer distance and difference of 
Liebmann’s GDR photos from the contemporary face of Mitte backs up her concern that 
this period of history too – the subject also of Calle’s work – has been silenced. 
 The two authors from the former GDR use their representation of contemporary Berlin 
(whether of the 1980s or 2000s) and its past as a way of looking to the future, reflecting 
more or less explicitly on the city and its development. While Liebmann’s essay, doubly 
distanced from her historical subjects, is more openly polemic, Dahn’s afterword makes 
clear, through the terms of her comparisons, that she is concerned with recouping what has 
been lost with the GDR as much as with depicting what has been gained through unification. 
Calle’s work clearly lends itself to critical – and indeed political – comment, although the 
only overt criticism is voiced anonymously by her interviewees. While the project explicitly 
looks towards the past, it also picks up on contemporary debates about memorials and 
memorialization in Berlin, and particularly the contentious memory of the GDR.
 Dahn’s and Liebmann’s research into Berlin in the 1980s was also an investigation into 
earlier nineteenth- and twentieth-century history. Republished and reread in the twenty-first 
century, that present of the 1980s is the past against which subsequent changes in the city 
are measured, and the texts themselves thus become a form of history. Calle undertook 
her project in the 1990s, when many of the monuments had already been removed. The 
research underlying her project involved retracing and reconstructing the past. Just as the 
authors’ topographical experience of the city is reflected in the form of their narrative, so 
too is their view of the past, in the multilayered narratives. Both describe the city as a 
palimpsest, seeing the traces of previous history in the current form of the city: 

Der Kanalisator Hobrecht entfaltete über Tage allerdings nicht viel Phantasie. Er 
richtete sich in der Anlage der Straßen, ungeachtet baulicher Erfordernisse, weitgehend 
nach den 1822 festgesetzten Grenzen der Felder. So genügt heute noch ein Blick auf 
den Stadtplan, um sich eine genaue Vorstellung von Größe und Lage der ehemaligen 
Felder vom Prenzlauer Berg zu machen. (Dahn, Prenzlauer Berg 30) 

Tags lief ich schon mal wieder die [Große Hamburger] Straße entlang, am St.Hedwigs-
Krankenhaus nun vorbei, blieb stehen, wo die Nummer 9 gestanden haben könnte, 
stellte mir das vor – die niedrigen Häuser damals, Remisen und Gärten, und hatte 
doch vor mir den hohen Klinkerbau von “Hedwig”, wie das Krankenhaus hier 
genannt wurde. Die Nummer 9 hatte sich etwa an der Stelle der Toreinfahrt befunden, 
wo Krankenwagen immerzu rein- und rausfuhren, ja, der arme Emil Glück war ja 
auch früh gestorben, and Krankheit – so konnte ich nun vor mich hin sinnieren und 
die roten Vierecke in weißen Kreisen betrachten. (Liebmann, Stille Mitte 29)
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Calle’s work presents the opposite view: precisely the lack of traces of the past in the 
current form of the city means that the layers of history are displaced instead into per-
sonal memory. This layering of past and present is finally also reflected in the form 
of all three publications, which are themselves narrative palimpsests and publications 
in between different genres, forms, and even languages. The engagement of Dahn, 
Liebmann, and Calle with the form of the city is thus at the same time an engagement 
with literary and artistic form. All three texts feed into current memory debates about 
the representation and commemoration of history in Berlin – debates about the ways 
in which history may impinge on the form of the city itself. 
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