
German Life and Letters 59:2 April 2006
0016–8777 (print); 1468–0483 (online)

© The authors 2006. Journal compilation © Blackwell Publishing Ltd 2006. 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK,
and 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA.

REMEMBERING THE BERLIN WALL: THE WALL MEMORIAL 
ENSEMBLE BERNAUER STRASSE

GERD KNISCHEWSKI AND ULLA SPITTLER

ABSTRACT

Remembrance and commemoration of the National Socialist past have always been
contentious issues within the political culture of West Germany. After unification
this process of ‘coming to terms with the past’ began to include the ‘second
German dictatorship’ in the form of the GDR. In the 1990s, GDR remembrance
projects mushroomed, mainly centring on the border and the activities of the
‘Stasi’. It is tempting to view these remembrance debates in a Left versus Right, or
anti-fascist versus anti-totalitarian, analytical framework. A case study of the Berlin
Wall Memorial site and ‘Documentation Center’ in Bernauer Strasse shows that
remembrance of the Wall indeed has high potential for instrumentalisation in
political-ideological conflicts. However, several other factors have also contributed
to the development of this remembrance of the Wall, and its improvised form and
content. Apart from an added East–West dimension, there are: the sheer number
and diversity of participants and interested parties, the institutional fragmentation
of competencies and responsibilities, a ‘psychology of resentment’, the scarcity of
resources, the controversial aesthetics of remembrance, accidental factors such as
post-unification property legislation and the opposing roles of two church parishes,
shifting political agendas and, finally, the demands of the tourism industry.

Remembrance and commemoration have always been contentious issues
within the political culture of West Germany and, more recently, united
Germany. There is only limited consensus on how to explain and interpret
National Socialism, the Holocaust and the Second World War and the
appropriate forms of remembering them. For example, the anniversaries
in 1985 and 1995 respectively of the end of the Second World War were
surrounded by bitter debates about whether Germany had been liberated
or defeated.1 Even the sixtieth anniversary of the D-Day landings in 2004
echoed some of the inner-German controversies witnessed ten and twenty
years earlier. The appropriateness of the German Chancellor’s novel parti-
cipation in the celebrations conducted by the victorious powers became a
point of contention. Further questions surrounded the ritual of visiting the
soldiers’ graves; the issue of which graves the Chancellor should adorn
with wreaths was particularly problematic. Chancellor Schröder was
especially criticised by opposition politicians for not visiting the biggest

1 Peter H. Merkl, ‘German Identity through the Dark Mirror of the War’, in Peter H. Merkl (ed.), The
Federal Republic at Fifty. The End of a Century of Turmoil, London 1999, pp. 344–5; Peter Reichel, Politik
mit der Erinnerung. Gedächtnisorte im Streit um die nationalsozialistische Vergangenheit, Munich/Vienna
1995, pp. 275–96; ‘8. Mai 1945–1995. Bewältigte Vergangenheit’, Der Spiegel, 19, 1995, 40–90.
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German war cemetery, La Cambe in Normandy, on that occasion, but
attending a ceremony at a British war cemetery in Ranville instead.2 More-
over, there is a notable tendency within the academic community and the
media to place and to analyse these controversies as conflicts between the
political Left and Right in their struggle for cultural hegemony. Political
actors, like governments or parties in opposition, use commemorative
culture to enforce their interpretations of the past in order to legitimise
their actions in the present. Such attempts may be either supported or
counteracted by initiatives ‘from below’.3 Furthermore, the issue of appro-
priate commemorative forms for remembering the NS past is not only a
constant source of inner-German conflict; the German trials and tribula-
tions in ‘coming to terms with the past’ are also watched suspiciously by the
international community.

With the collapse and demise of the GDR, debates arose about the need
for a ‘Vergangenheitsbewältigung’ of the ‘second German dictatorship’. In
the 1990s, GDR remembrance projects mushroomed which mainly con-
centrated on the way in which the regime controlled the borders and on
the activities of the ‘Stasi’. It is tempting to view this process in a similar
Left versus Right, or anti-fascist versus anti-communist or anti-totalitarian,
analytical framework. Most prominent among the GDR sites of memory in
the urban landscape of united Germany’s capital are the visible traces and
artistic adaptations of the border in the ‘concrete’ form of the Berlin Wall.
In this article, a case study of the Memorial site and ‘Documentation
Center’ [sic] in Bernauer Strasse, we contend that Wall remembrance was
and still is contentious, and that it has a high potential indeed for instru-
mentalisation in political-ideological conflicts. However, there are several
other factors that have also contributed to the current form and content of
Wall remembrance. These other factors cannot simply be attributed to the
workings of ideological ‘master plans’.

The Bernauer Strasse memorial site consists of three separate parts
which form a ‘Gedenkstätten-Ensemble’: first the memorial itself, the
‘Denkmal Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer’, which was opened to the public
on 13 August 1998. It was designed by the Stuttgart architects Kohlhoff &
Kohlhoff following an open competition by the ‘Deutsches Historisches
Museum’ (DHM) in 1994. Building work started on the symbolic date of
9 November 1997, the eighth anniversary of the opening of the Berlin
Wall. Its centrepiece is a seventy-metre stretch of border installations
which, partly due to their remote location in a cemetery between the

2 Martin Lutz, ‘Deutsche können “erhobenen Hauptes gedenken”: Kanzler Schröder würdigt
Invasion der Alliierten’, Berliner Morgenpost, 6 June 2004; ‘Streit um Schröders Friedhofbesuch am
D-Day’, Hamburger Abendblatt, 5 June 2004.
3 T.G . Ashplant et al. (eds), The Politics of War Memory and Commemoration, London/New York 2002,
pp. 3–85.
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districts of Wedding and Mitte, had escaped demolition during the initial
euphoria following the ‘Wende’ in autumn 1989. The stretch comprises
both the ‘Vorderlandmauer’ (the wall facing West Berlin) and the
‘Hinterlandmauer’ (the wall facing East Berlin), separated by a strip of
no-man’s-land about sixty metres in depth with patrol path, arc lamps
and some smaller remains. Observation towers and tank barriers, how-
ever, which had been removed in the early stages, were not moved back.
The two walls are lined on both sides by partitions, eight metres in
height, the insides of which are made from reflecting steel to create the
illusion of an unlimited extension of the border fortifications. The out-
sides of the partitions have been left to rust, which gives the entrance to
the memorial a rather bleak look. Visitors’ access to the memorial is
restricted to a zone behind the ‘Hinterlandmauer’ where they may try –
with varying degrees of success – to get a glimpse of what is left of the
original ‘Todesstreifen’ through a slit between the concrete segments. In
2003 a viewing platform was added which allows visitors a view of the
memorial from above. The second part is the ‘Documentation Center’.
This was the result of a working party set up by the Berlin Senate, coin-
ciding with the start of building work on the memorial in 1997. The
Center opened in 1999 and is housed on the opposite side of the road in
a building which belongs to the (West) Berlin Protestant ‘Versöhnungs-
gemeinde’. It offers access to information about the Wall in various
forms: audio, visual and written documents, witnesses’ accounts, guided
tours, talks, seminars, film screenings and a bookshop. It also organises
larger permanent exhibitions (of which there have been two so far),
smaller temporary exhibitions on specific topics, and regular special
events. The ‘Versöhnungskapelle’ forms the last part of the ensemble. It
is named after the parish and, contrary to a widely held belief, has no
official post-unification or Cold War connotations. The chapel was com-
pleted in 2000 in lieu of the original church, which had found itself in
the middle of no-man’s-land after the erection of the Wall in August 1961,
and was eventually demolished by the East German authorities in 1985.
The new building, though, is much smaller, with a modernist ecological
design and several references to the destruction of its predecessor.

In reconstructing the genesis of the ensemble, it is important to keep in
mind that Wall preservation, not to mention Wall remembrance, was not
on any mainstream political agenda in the immediate aftermath of the
‘fall’ of the Wall on 9 November 1989. The general mood rather expressed
itself in delighted destruction in various forms, ranging from the collection –
and sale – of mementos by so-called ‘Mauerspechte’ to large-scale demoli-
tion by, among others, GDR army units. Only minority groups with vested
interests voiced concern. Not surprisingly, representatives of the (West
German) DHM were first to fence off and earmark this stretch of Wall for
preservation in spring 1990. The DHM favoured the preservation of all
remaining border installations as an authentic site, an idea which was,
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however, criticised by some as suggesting a Disney Park approach.4 The
Berlin Senate approved the building of a memorial in August 1991.5

Bernauer Strasse had a high media profile during the building of the
Wall in August 1961 due to its unique location, with its houses in the east-
ern sector while the adjoining pavement was on western territory. This led
to dramatic scenes of escapes through windows after the doors had been
sealed off, sometimes with fatal results, which were televised around the
world. Spectacular escapes to the West through tunnels also contributed to
the street’s notoriety. However, Bernauer Strasse was not the most natural
or only possible location for a Wall memorial despite claims to this effect
by the Documentation Center.6 At least equally prominent in the collective
memory of West Berliners and West Germans is Zimmerstrasse, where 18-
year-old Peter Fechter was shot and left to bleed to death by GDR border
guards in August 1962 after trying to cross the Wall. Furthermore, the real-
isation of the memorial was not a straightforward process at all; on the con-
trary, there was quite substantial opposition to any preservation-based Wall
memorial in Bernauer Strasse, mainly from local residents, but also from
the local ‘Diakoniestiftung Lazarus-Krankenheim’, a church-owned hos-
pital and care home for the elderly. Further protest came from the adjoining
East Berlin Protestant parish, the ‘Sophiengemeinde’, represented by the
parish priest, Pfarrer Hildebrandt. The local residents opposed the
preservation for psychological rather than ideological reasons. The Laza-
rus hospital argued that the sheer presence of the Wall had caused stress to
its patients and they would be more than happy to see it disappear.7 Its
potential to become a major tourist site also contributed to this uneasiness.
Pfarrer Hildebrandt’s stance, on the other hand, is more difficult to read.
He objected to the preservation of the Wall on the grounds that he wanted
to reinstate the former cemetery of his parish, which had been confiscated
by the GDR authorities and desecrated by the Wall. Moreover, he also
favoured an alternative memorial project, which was to be dedicated at the
same time to the victims of the air bombings and the division of Germany.
Pfarrer Hildebrandt was in a strong negotiating position as the very plot
for the planned memorial was property belonging to his parish, which had
been returned to the church in accordance with post-unification legislation.8

As late as April/May 1997 Pfarrer Hildebrandt, backed by the PDS-dominated
‘Bauamt’ authorities of the Berlin district of Mitte, had some thirty

4 Cited by Helmut Trotnow ‘Der historische Rückblick macht die Gegenwart verständlich. Die Ber-
nauer Straße und die Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer’ in Verein Berliner Mauer – Gedenkstätte und
Dokumentationszentrum (ed.), Berliner Mauer. Gedenkstätte, Dokumentationszentrum und Versöhnungs-
kapelle in der Bernauer Straβe, Berlin 1999, p. 11.
5 ‘Bernauer Straβe – Brennspiegel in der Geschichte der Mauer’, Berliner Abendblatt, 7 July 1999, p. 3.
6 Helmut Trotnow (note 4, above).
7 Gabriele Camphausen ‘Das Denkmal “Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer”. Ein Entstehungsprozeß’ in
Verein Berliner Mauer (note 4 above), p. 19.
8 Ibid., p. 20.
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segments removed from a still intact stretch of 210 metres of Wall, claim-
ing that mass graves of the Second World War bombing victims were
underneath.9 However, in the end Bernauer Strasse became the site for a
central memorial, if for no other reason than that there was little Wall and
thus no real alternative left elsewhere. The individual initiative of another
priest, Pfarrer Fischer of the adjoining West Berlin ‘Versöhnungsge-
meinde’, also played a role in this development. He, who had been person-
ally affected by the tragic division of his parish community and the
subsequent destruction of his church in 1985, became the staunchest and
most active early supporter of a Wall memorial. He is cited as having per-
sonally and repeatedly intervened when bulldozers arrived to demolish
Wall segments.10 Nevertheless Pfarrer Hildebrandt’s interventions and
strong legal position proved successful: the agreement on the memorial
between Berlin and the ‘Sophiengemeinde’ of October 1993 allowed for
the demolition of eighty metres of the remaining Wall and dedicated the
planned memorial to the victims of both the bombings and the border
regime.11 However, an investigation by an expert commission in 1997
found no evidence of Second World War mass graves in the cemetery and
thus no necessity to remove parts of the Wall to uncover them. This also
meant that there was no longer a need for a memorial that symbolically
linked the Second World War and the Wall, and it would now have been
possible to preserve the stretch of Wall in its entirety without the artistic
defamiliarisation of the Kohlhoff design. Nevertheless, in order not to lose
the 2.5 million DM government grant for the purpose, the memorial was
built.12

The very process of an artistic competition and the expert discourse on
memorialisation provided additional sources of conflict. As contemporary
memorial art is quite often ambiguous, many if not most current memorial
projects are surrounded by controversies about the aesthetics of remem-
brance. These debates have increasingly become a structural element of
West German remembrance culture. The ‘Gedenkstätte’ has been, and
continues to be, heavily criticized, and even the publications of the Docu-
mentation Center admit that

auch die Resonanz auf das fertiggestellte Denkmal zeigt die vorhandenen
inhaltlichen Konflikte und spiegelt die sehr unterschiedlichen Meinungen
und Erwartungen wider, die an den Gedenkort in der Bernauer Straße
geknüpft werden. […] Dieses Spannungsfeld wird voraussichtlich nicht

9 ‘Bernauer Straβe’ (note 5 above).
10 Polly Feversham and Leo Schmidt, The Berlin Wall Today, Berlin 1999, p. 177.
11 ‘Vereinbarung zwischen dem Land Berlin, vertreten durch den Senator für kulturelle Angelegen-
heiten, Herrn Roloff-Momin und den Senator für Stadtentwicklung und Umweltschutz, Herrn
Volker Hassemer und der Sophiengemeinde zu Berlin, vertreten durch ihren Gemeindekirchenrat’.
12 Konrad Schuller, ‘Geschlossene Fluchtlinie’, FAZ, 14 August 1997, p. 4.
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aufzulösen sein und der Zugang zur Mauer-Gedenkstätte der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland schwierig bleiben13

The reaction of visitors prior to the installation of the viewing platform in
2003 was also telling. A general feeling of puzzlement seemed to prevail as it
was impossible to get a real impression of the Wall fortifications in their
entirety, and consequently little time was spent at the memorial at all. This
may have been remedied by the installation of the platform, which neutralises
the defamiliarisation of the artistic design and re-instates a perspective on
the Wall that is essentially Cold War and Western: it will be recalled that, up
to 1989, similar platforms played a major role in Western propaganda, when
every tourist visit to the ‘Frontstadt’ West Berlin entailed a look over the
border fortifications from such a vantage point. The platform in essence
destroys any of the original artistic reasoning that was based on granting only
a limited view, whereby the glimpse afforded the viewer was through the slits
in the ‘Hinterlandmauer’. This, in turn, can be interpreted as an ironic twist
or a distortion of historic reality, for no ordinary East Berliner ever got any-
where as close to this wall without risking life and limb. Thus the concept of
the memorial seems overall confused, half-hearted and void of any true East
German perspective. The location may be authentic but the border fortifica-
tions are not complete and require continual restoration. It is a strange mix-
ture between open-air museum and monument, where the monumental
artistic design with the integration of a carefully restored and sanitised part
of the Wall dwarfs the adjoining 140 metres of original Wall. In the words of
Pfarrer Fischer: ‘Die Fassung des Objekts wird jetzt dramatischer als das
Objekt selbst’, thus potentially rendering the Wall harmless.14 The initial
inscription on the entrance to the memorial reads ‘In Erinnerung an die
Teilung der Stadt vom 13. August 1961 bis zum 9. November 1989’. Following
protests of victims’ organisations, a line was added ‘und zum Gedenken an
die Opfer kommunistischer Gewaltherrschaft’.15

Bernauer Strasse as a memorial site, and even more so its set-up as a
three-part ensemble with a church-linked project, owes its development and
realisation much more to unplanned and accidental circumstances and the
grass roots initiative of the West Berlin ‘Versöhnungsgemeinde’ than to gov-
ernment or party-political planning. Its development was also influenced
and constrained by its rather limited financial basis. The ‘Bund’ and the
Berlin ‘Senat’ agreed that the Federal Government would finance the build-
ing of the memorial while Berlin would take over the running costs. A simi-
lar agreement stated that Berlin was responsible for organising the annual
commemorative events on 13 August while the Federal Government was

13 Dokumentationszentrum Berliner Mauer, ‘Gedenkstätte’. See: <http://www.berliner-mauer-
dokumentationszentrum.de/de/index_gedenk.html>. Accessed on 22 June 2004.
14 ‘Emotional schwer belastet’, Der Spiegel, 45, 1995, 85.
15 Dokumentationszentrum Berliner Mauer (note 13 above).
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responsible for the organisation of events in commemoration of 17 June,
the GDR workers’ uprising in 1953. This distribution of responsibilities in
essence turns the erection of the Wall into a local event and thus justifies
the Federal Government’s reluctance to grant any long-term funding. The
Federal Government currently plays no institutionalised financial role in
any Wall remembrance and shifts responsibility to the ‘Land’ of Berlin,
which is essentially bankrupt and equally anxious to avoid any long-term
financial commitments wherever possible. Consequently, the Documenta-
tion Center is run by the ‘Verein Berliner Mauer’, which in legal terms is a
private organisation but qualifies for public funding. While this legal
position may be a fair reflection of the grass roots’ initiative spearheaded by
Pfarrer Fischer, it also leaves the project vulnerable as it is not a fully inte-
grated item in the Berlin budget, and dependent on renewable short-term
project funding.16 It is worth noting that the lack of financial commitment
on the part of the Federal Government and the ‘Land Berlin’ has not been
determined by the party composition of government. The CDU/SPD grand
coalition, which ruled in Berlin from 1990 to 2001, did not result in ensur-
ing the long-term financial viability of this project. The Chair of the Berlin
Wall Association, Gabriele Camphausen, expressed her disappointment in
June 2000 about all Berlin political parties: ‘Man empfindet diese [Mauer-]
Vergangenheit als störende Last und will von ihr nichts mehr wissen. Ich
kann mich nicht erinnern, dass […] die Parteien uns unterstützt haben.’17

This verdict may be surprising with regard to the conservative CDU, but
financial considerations and maintaining good working relationships with
the SPD coalition partner were obviously more relevant than ideological
convictions. The lack of funding is clearly affecting staffing, planning and
the still developing conceptual work of the second component of the
memorial site, the Documentation Center. In the highly competitive envir-
onment of remembrance culture in Berlin, projects concerned with NS
memory have achieved some degree of professionalisation with regard to
conceptualising, didacticising and evaluating projects, participating in
expert discourses and networking. As a matter of course, GDR remembrance
is lagging behind in this process, which is further exacerbated by financial
uncertainties.

Throughout its existence the Berlin Wall was invested with competing
symbolic meanings and was referred to by many names and pejorative
terms, ranging from ‘Antifaschistischer Schutzwall’ to ‘Schandmauer’. In
other words, the Wall obviously offered alternative readings of its legiti-
macy (and implicitly that of the GDR), some of which will be outlined
briefly before looking at the approach the Documentation Center takes.18

16 Interview with Maria Nooke, Project Leader in the Documentation Center, 15 August 2002.
17 Cited in Rüdiger Soldt, ‘Mauer-Museum steht vor dem Aus’, Berliner Morgenpost, 6 April 2000.
18 Brian Ladd, The Ghosts of Berlin. Confronting German History in the Urban Landscape, Chicago/London
1997, pp. 16–29.
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Firstly, the Wall can be regarded as a symbol of the inherent systemic weak-
ness of the GDR, which was only able to survive through repression, imprison-
ment and the abuse of the human rights of its citizens. By its very existence,
the Wall de-legitimised both the GDR as a state and the communist project
as a whole. In the West German context, this circumstance tended to foster
anti-communism, often in the guise of anti-totalitarianism, and, from the
1970s onwards, it fuelled the attempt to relativise National Socialism in
comparison to a (then) current oppressive regime. Translated into policy
terms, this moral-political dimension of the Wall further justified the fight
against communism and the aim of overcoming it. Alternatively, since the
détente period of the 1970s with its de facto recognition of the GDR, an
opening and relaxation of the system by peaceful means was sought in
order to achieve improved political and living conditions for its citizens.
Secondly, the Wall could also be regarded as a constant reminder of the
‘unnaturalness’ of the division of Germany. Thus, while it existed, it para-
doxically served to keep the idea of one German nation (state) alive. This,
the national dimension, called for a policy that aimed at re-unification or at
least the preservation of an all-German national identity. Thirdly, the Wall
was a symbol of the Cold War division of Europe and a bipolar world, and
thus a reminder of the nuclear threat and an international security system
based on a military stalemate between the West and the East. This, the
military dimension, demanded a policy of détente and co-operation and
was, in the view of the Eastern bloc, a guarantor of ‘peaceful coexistence’.
These different readings go some way towards explaining why Wall remem-
brance causes controversy in united Germany. The key question lies in the
assessment and evaluation of the extent to which the GDR is commemo-
rated negatively and why this is the case: Was the ‘second German state’ a
dictatorship without any redeeming features whatsoever, without support
from its citizens? Did it have any legitimacy at all, or was it just a Soviet
puppet? Were there even parallels to the Nazi regime, and how far can
these be drawn? Did the GDR undergo any transformations during its
existence, and did these have an effect on the permeability of the Wall?19

The way in which these questions are answered has serious implications for
all political actors: political parties, East German dissidents, ‘ordinary’ East
Germans and, to a lesser degree, West Germans who did not feel as affected
by the division of Germany as did East Germans.

The first reading, according to which the Wall epitomises the GDR and
thus reduces its symbolic message to unlawful killings and imprisonment,
undermines the Left and the socialist utopian project as such. This particu-
larly concerns the SED’s successor party, the PDS, which still gets a lot of
voter support in East Germany. However, ordinary former GDR citizens
are also affected; they face accusations of compliance at best, at worst of
complicity and guilt by association. West German parties, and in particular

19 See Mary Fulbrook, Interpretations of the two Germanies, 1945–1990, Basingstoke 2000.
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the SPD, have to justify their détente policies and co-operative relations
with East Berlin, in particular as an opposition party during the 1980s.20

Reading the Wall as a symbol of national division conversely raises issues of
all-German historiography and national identity. How justifiable was the
development of the pre-unification FRG into a Western and essentially
post-national state? Can the old FRG still serve as a model for united
Germany, or is it rather the Bismarck state, with the negative implications
this may have, that serves as the historical norm? Which West German
party strategy towards the GDR can actually claim to have achieved
German unification? Reading the Wall in a third manner, as a symbol of
the Cold War, most strongly raises moral issues of international signifi-
cance. From this perspective, the commemorative focus is on the Allies and
the Eastern and Western bloc systems. Within the framework of interna-
tional power politics, it is difficult consistently to cast the Soviet Union in
the role of evil empire, and the USA as defender of the right of national
self-determination.

It has been demonstrated earlier that the mix of authenticity and artistic
design in the memorial, together with its vague dedication, creates ambiva-
lences and does not openly suggest a particular reading. Nevertheless,
visitors are likely to leave the site with a view of the GDR as an oppressive
regime that imprisoned its citizens. But is this also the reading promoted
by the second part of the ‘Gedenkstätten-Ensemble’, the Documentation
Center? In describing its tasks in its self-promoting publications, two booklets
dating from 1999 and 2002, the Documentation Center uses language that
carefully avoids any association with explicitly anti-communist positions or
comparisons of the GDR with the Nazi regime as would be suggested by
the first reading offered above. The Center defines its aim as

zur Auseinandersetzung mit der Geschichte der Berliner Mauer und der
deutsch-deutschen Teilung sowie ihrer politischen, sozialen und kulturellen
Folgen anzuregen. […] Das Dokumentationszentrum […] erfüllt in diesem
Kontext die Funktion der sachlichen Informationsvermittlung. […] Das
Dokumentationszentrum versteht sich als Informations- und Wissensstation,
die über vielfältiges historisches Quellenmaterial (Ton, Foto, Film, Doku-
mente, Zeitzeugen-Interviews), seine analytische Aufbereitung und sachliche
Erläuterung exemplarische Einblicke in das komplexe Thema der Mauer- und
Teilungsgeschichte gibt […].21

None the less, the GDR is demonised and the ‘inhuman side’ of the Wall is
emphasised, both in abstract form (‘die Welt kennt kein anderes Beispiel
einer Mauer, die […] den Bürgern des Landes die Freiheit nehmen sollte,

20 For a conservative critique of SPD ‘Deutschlandpolitik’, see Jens Hacker, Deutsche Irrtümer: Schönfär-
ber und Helfershelfer der SED-Diktatur im Westen, Berlin 1992.
21 See Verein Berliner Mauer – Gedenkstätte und Dokumentationszentrum (ed.), Berliner Mauer
Dokumentationszentrum, Berlin 2002, pp. 4–5.
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ihren Lebensort selbst zu bestimmen’) and in a manner that shifts focus
onto concrete, individual experiences (‘das Leid der Trennung von Familien
und Freunden und insbesondere die Toten an der Mauer zwischen 1961
und 1989 […]’).22 The ‘terror’ of the Wall, the victims of failed attempts to
escape, its military and repressive character are repeatedly evoked. There is
also a witness account of an East Berlin man who got into serious trouble
with the ‘Volkspolizei’ and the ‘Stasi’ when he tried to visit a relative’s grave
on the ‘Sophienfriedhof’ near the Wall at Bernauer Strasse without a formal
permission card. This individualisation through personal case studies based
on oral testimony is one of the Documentation Center’s trademarks, along-
side the use of historical documents. The third reading, i.e. the Wall as a
symbol of the Cold War, is treated in a rather cursory way: ‘Im Kalten Krieg
war Berlin die Schnittstelle zwischen den Machtblöcken, die sich hier, nur
durch die Mauer getrennt, direkt gegenüberstanden.’23

Ein sehr schwieriges Kapitel bildet […] die letzlich kaum aufzulösende Span-
nung zwischen der politischen ‘Beruhigung’ durch die Teilung in vollständig
separate Blöcke einerseits und den individuellen Leidenserfahrungen durch
eben diese Teilung andererseits.24

The second reading concerning the national dimension, however, features
high on the Center’s agenda. At the same time, any statement that could
be regarded as taking a stance in the debate about which strategy was even-
tually successful in achieving unification — the CDU’s ‘Politik der Stärke’
or the SPD’s ‘Wandel durch Annäherung’ and ‘Politik der kleinen
Schritte’ – is carefully avoided. The evaluation of the various West German
policies towards the GDR and the Wall acknowledges those debates only in
the rather vague formulation:

Stimmten alle demokratischen Parteien des westlichen Deutschland in der
Forderung überein: ‘Die Mauer muss weg!’, so schieden sich die Geister,
wenn Chancen auszuloten waren, ob und wie man in Verhandlungen mit der
DDR die Mauer “durchlässig” machen könne.25

By limiting the evaluation to the period from 1961 to 1971, the embittered
debates of the early 1970s and mid-to-late 1980s concerning the
SPD’s détente policy are elegantly circumvented. However, the role of
the GDR’s own détente policy throughout the years is seen as static and
non-cooperative – as if the SED did not have a keen interest, for purely
financial reasons, in keeping a certain level of inner-German détente alive.

22 Ibid., p. 8.
23 Ibid.
24 Gabriele Camphausen, ‘Das Dokumentationszentrum Berliner Mauer’ in Verein Berliner Mauer
(note 4, above), p. 28.
25 See Verein Berliner Mauer (note 21, above), p. 6.
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If the first reading is substantiated by witness testimony, the same applies
to the second reading regarding German division, referred to as ‘Teilungs-
geschichte’. However, there are no explicit political references to the aim of
German unification. This might be indicative of a certain uneasiness caused
by the unification process as a result of which many East Germans feel dom-
inated by the West. The lack of an explicitly national dimension, which
stands in stark contrast to the individualisation of the experience of division
in personal accounts, is to a certain extent compensated for by a further
reading of the Wall, which has a distinctly Eastern emphasis and focuses on
the role of the massive peaceful resistance of the East German people in
bringing the Wall down. In this context the Documentation Center promotes
a view that the Wall has turned into a positive political symbol:

Durch ihre Überwindung ist die Mauer weltweit auch zu einem positiv
besetzten politischen Symbol geworden – ähnlich wie die Bastille, die in der
Französischen Revolution gestürmt und vom Symbol der Unterdrückung
zum Symbol der Befreiung umgedeutet wurde.26

In addition to its publications, the Documentation Center also houses
exhibitions. The second exhibition, entitled ‘13. August 1961’, opened in
2001 on the fortieth anniversary of the erection of the Berlin Wall. The
organisation and design of the exhibition were passed to a specialist pro-
fessional company. The exhibition’s didactic approach is mainly based on
historical documents. Visitors can choose between three forms of source
material, whereby different media represent different perspectives: photo-
graphs give the international view, written documents the GDR and FRG
official views, and the Berlin perspective is presented in audio form
(‘Sender Freies Berlin’, ‘Radio In the American Sector’). Oral witness
accounts can also be listened to over headphones. In combination with the
use of original documents, this approach allows the organisers to adopt a
more restrained stance, trusting the visitors to draw their own conclusions.
The Center sees its function as a provider of facilities and options to
choose from. In the organisers’ view, the three parts of the ensemble offer
the visitor the choice between three different approaches towards the Wall:
‘through art, documents and religious spirituality’.27 However, Wall
remembrance in Bernauer Strasse should also be seen in context with the
other, much older and much more frequented Wall museum, the privately
run ‘Haus am Checkpoint Charlie’. Although both institutions officially
deny any rivalry or competition, the limited time budget for tourists and
their tour operators suggests otherwise. In its attempts to achieve objectiv-
ity and allow complex interpretations, Bernauer Strasse is refreshingly

26 See note 22, above.
27 Dokumentationszentrum Berliner Mauer, ‘Association’. See <http://www.berliner-mauer-
dokumentationszentrum.de/eng/index_verein.html>. Accessed on 22 June 2004.
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different from the rather chaotic, unsystematic and dramatically presented
collection of Checkpoint Charlie and the Cold War overtones of its publi-
cations. It is only in comparison with the unselfconscious ideological bias
of the ‘Haus am Checkpoint Charlie’ that the real efforts undertaken by
the Documentation Center can be appreciated.

The picture so far is that of a project that owes its current shape and
form largely to accidental circumstances and improvisation, but also to the
organisers’ didactic aims, which are restrained and pluralistic in nature.
Moreover, the staff of the Documentation Center is careful to avoid any
suggestion of an open competition between National Socialist and GDR
remembrance. Clearly, the memory landscape has been dominated by dis-
courses and projects focusing on the Nazi past, therefore this branch of
German commemorative culture has the advantage over GDR remem-
brance of some twenty years in fund-raising and professionalisation.
Organisers of GDR commemorative events thus have a vested interest in
benefiting from such experience. The repeated references to the Wall as a
signifier of ‘deutsche Teilungsgeschichte’, both in its publications and in
personal conversations with members of staff, possibly reflect a desire of
former GDR citizens to see their experience integrated into German his-
tory as a whole. Presenting division as a common experience runs counter
to any attempts to reduce GDR history to ‘The Wall’, and at the same time
establishes a context in which GDR memory projects and their representa-
tives reject their perceived role as the ‘poor relatives from the east’.

It is none the less clear that ideological conflict is expressed in the differ-
ent readings of the Wall; this has repeatedly led to hostile polarisation and
will most likely continue to do so, as the commemorative activities on the
anniversary day of 13 August in 2001 show. As mentioned above, the forti-
eth anniversary of the erection of the Wall was the date designated for the
official opening of the second exhibition at the Documentation Center. It
had been agreed well in advance that the ‘Regierender Bürgermeister’,
Eberhard Diepgen of the CDU, should do the honours. This departed
from all previous Berlin Senate ceremonies on 13 August, which tradition-
ally take place at the memorial cross for Peter Fechter in Zimmerstrasse.
The coalition Federal Government confirmed to the Documentation
Center that, in accordance with previous practice, it would not organise an
official commemorative event of its own. In the meantime, however, the
Berlin CDU/SPD grand coalition had broken up, Diepgen was no longer
Regierender Bürgermeister, and Klaus Wowereit of the SPD had been
elected his temporary successor in the post in June 2001 with the votes of
both ‘Bündnis 90/Die Grünen’ and the PDS. Early elections in Berlin were
scheduled for October 2001, which meant that by August the election
campaign was in full swing. It had to be expected that the replacement of
Diepgen by Wowereit at the opening of the exhibition would lead to mas-
sive protests from representatives of various GDR victim groups who play a
significant part in such commemorative events. On repeated occasions
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these groups stated that they would not accept the PDS’s participation in
any commemorative events, since the PDS was the successor party of the
communist SED and thus responsible for the Wall and its victims. In a
surprise move and contrary to all previous arrangements, the chancellor
Gerhard Schröder then announced his intention to participate in the cere-
mony. Upon arrival at the memorial, Wowereit and Schröder were booed
and jeered and verbally attacked for their involvement with the PDS. Angry
victims’ representatives destroyed the wreaths laid down by the PDS and
verbally abused PDS representatives in tumultuous scenes. If the represent-
atives of the Documentation Center, still in financial limbo, had ever
wanted more publicity for their cause, they now had definitely got it, albeit
unplanned and not under their control. The next morning, all German
national newspapers reported the concerted protest of GDR victims’ repre-
sentatives (‘Vereinigung der Opfer des Stalinismus’) and prominent GDR
dissidents who had joined the ceremonies on the day at the site.28 Even
more important than this grassroots protest (though with links to CDU,
‘Bündnis 90’, ‘Bürgerrechtler’) were the massive attempts of political
instrumentalisation by all political parties in the run-up to the forthcoming
Berlin elections that October. The next day, 14 August, the leading article
of the conservative FAZ reminded its readers that the West German Left
had betrayed unification by regarding German division as the punishment
for Auschwitz and the Wall as a firewall between the blocs during the Cold
War. The SPD in particular was blamed for its allegedly ‘gute Beziehungen
nach drüben’ during its opposition years. The real target of this presenta-
tion of the past was a future coalition with the PDS. The Berlin CDU can-
didate Frank Steffel criticised Wowereit for not mentioning the positive
contributions of the Western Allies and of Ex-chancellor Kohl in overcom-
ing the Wall.29 All parties demanded that the PDS offer a public apology
for the fatalities and the distress caused by the Wall regime.

However, these conflicts should not be confused with easy ammunition
in the occasional election campaign. The fact that similar scenes were wit-
nessed in 2002 – though given less media attention – confirms that the
‘readings’ of the Wall are still highly contested. They stand for different
interpretations of the GDR and, consequently, of socialism, communism
and indeed fascism, of the Cold War and of détente policy, not to mention
the crucial question of whether it is legitimate to compare the GDR with
the Nazi State. This general controversy amongst political parties is also
reflected in the parties’ records of participation in those commemorative
acts that do not make the headlines. On a strictly statistical level, the CDU
is much more actively involved in Wall commemorative events, in particular

28 Cf. ‘Eklat bei den Mauer-Gedenkfeiern’, Die Welt, 14 August 2002, 1; ‘Kritik an PDS und SPD zum
Jahrestag des Mauerbaus’, FAZ, 14 August 2002, 1; Christina Wandt, ‘Ein unschönes Gerangel um das
Gedenken an den Mauerbau’, WAZ, 14 August 2002, 2.
29 Berthold Kohler, ‘Die Schwachstelle der SPD’, FAZ, 14 August 2001, 1.
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wreath-laying ceremonies on special anniversary dates such as 9 November,
with the Prime Minister of the Saarland, Peter Müller, being a regular
attender, as is Angela Merkel, who inaugurated the memorial in 1998 rep-
resenting the then CDU-led government and who is now the first woman
Chancellor. SPD officials seem to attend such ceremonies more reluc-
tantly. The Memorial Ensemble is also much more highly frequented by
visitor groups that have been invited by CDU Members of the Bundestag.30

After the unprecedented appearance at the opening ceremony of the Doc-
umentation Center’s exhibition in 2001of the Chancellor, the Regierender
Bürgermeister of Berlin and indeed the President of the Bundestag, the
official commemorative ceremonies at the memorial site in the following
year were not attended by any SPD representative.

In conclusion, there are several reasons for the improvised, partly
contradictory and belated nature of the Wall remembrance project in
Bernauer Strasse. First of all, there is the sheer number and diversity of
participants and interested parties, ranging from the grassroots initiatives
of victims and other affected groups, professionals, artists, and experts, to
bureaucrats and politicians. Secondly, there is the fragmentation of com-
petencies and responsibilities on national, regional and local levels
(‘Bund’, ‘Land’, ‘Senatsverwaltungen’, ‘Bezirke’). The ‘psychology of
resentment’ further leads to unexpected and unpredictable alliances,
whereby priests of different parishes may find themselves in opposing
camps, as will local residents, victims’ groups, ‘Bürgerrechtler’ and mem-
bers of government coalitions. The potential for instrumentalisation in a
Left-Right struggle for ideological hegemony is strangely coupled and
intertwined with the competition for scarce resources between older Third
Reich and newer GDR remembrance projects, where the intricacies of
public budgeting play a role that should not be underestimated. In addi-
tion, there is the East-West dimension, the different meanings and rele-
vance of the Wall for citizens of the old FRG and GDR but also for different
groups – dissenters and the ‘silent majority’ – within the GDR. While the
controversial aesthetics of remembrance and the inevitable shortcomings
and ambiguities of museum didactics may pose problems for any remem-
brance project, this particular one is equally shaped by accidental factors
such as property legislation and the proximity of the church – in fact, two
parishes with opposing agendas. Furthermore, shifting political agendas –
from ‘Die Mauer muss weg’ to using its memory as a means of counteract-
ing GDR nostalgia – tie in with the perceived necessity for a capital city to
preserve the whole of its history in its urban landscape. And finally, there
are the demands of the tourism industry alongside the paradox of a city
that became a top tourist destination the very moment it tore down its
most famous landmark.

30 Interview with Maria Nooke, Project Leader in the Documentation Center, 15 August 2002.


