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seminar 44:3 (September 2008)

Intersections: Issues of National, Ethnic, 

and	Sexual	Identity	in	Kutluğ	Ataman’s 

Berlin Film Lola und Bilidikid

karin hamm-ehsani State University of New York, Albany

Identity is something you fabricate, something you make.
(Ataman; qtd. in Christie)

Doesn’t immigrating to Germany also mean immigrating 
to, entering into, the arena of Germany’s recent past? 
(Şenocak	6)

Ever since the Berlin Wall opened in 1989 and the two German states were 
reunited in 1990 after forty-five years of separation into East and West, the 
question of Germany’s national and cultural identity has become a hotly debated 
issue in social, political, and cultural discourses. An essential element within this 
context is the debate around the increasingly multicultural nature of the Federal 
Republic of Germany, a country with a population of approximately eighty-two 
million, which over the past decade has become home to more than seven million 
so-called foreign residents, approximately two million of whom are Turkish 
nationals (Chapin 275). 
 Since the mid-1990s, numerous filmmakers of Turkish background have 
entered into the discourses about national and cultural identities, adding a trans-
national and transcultural dimension to the manifold representations of this issue. 
These films articulate and visualize aspects of Germany’s polycultural society 
today, thereby joining other social forces in destabilizing traditional notions of a 
homogeneous German or Turkish national and cultural identity. Filmic portrayal 
of the varied Turkish-German community in the 1990s has moved far away from 
the established “one-dimensional” ethnocentric roles that Turks have historically 
been assigned in German film. In contrast to earlier representations of Turks as 
subaltern objects and victims in paternalistic textual and filmic discourses in 
Germany, the films of the 90s reflect a new and more self-confident attitude of 
the Turkish-German protagonists (Göktürk; Hamm-Ehsani; Mennel). 
	 Kutluğ	Ataman	can	be	counted	among	this	“new	wave”	of	Turkish-German	
or Turkish-born filmmakers on account of his film Lola und Bilidikid, released 
in Germany in 1999. Born in Istanbul in 1961, he studied film in Paris and Los 
Angeles, where in 1988 he graduated from the University of California, Los 
Angeles, film school. His short film La Fuga (1988) was screened at many 
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international film festivals and won the Cine Golden Eagle Award and First Prize 
at the New York International Film Exposition in 1988, as well as a Certificate 
of Merit from the Chicago Film Festival in 1989. His first feature film, the 
1995 Karanlik Sular (‘The Serpent’s Tale’), won prizes at several international 
film festivals. The filmmaker and artist, also well known for his experimental 
video-style	documentaries,	lives	in	Buenos	Aires,	London,	and	Istanbul	(“Kutluğ	
Ataman”). Although he was never actually a resident of Germany, his Lola und 
Bilidikid can be considered a “German” film because it was produced in Germany, 
with Turkish-German actors who speak mostly in the German language, and be-
cause it dramatizes the lives of Turkish-Germans living in Berlin after the fall of 
the Wall. The film is of particular interest in the context of this “new wave” of 
films made in Germany because the film not only presents to (Western-European) 
viewers an inside look into the life of the Turkish minority in their adopted 
homeland after the Wende, but also complicates this perspective considerably 
by situating its characters and events in the queer Turkish community of Berlin. 
The film illuminates the fact that sexuality is a political phenomenon that is, in 
the words of Deborah Posel, “entangled in relations of power, and fashioned in 
ways which bear the imprints of other vectors of inequality and difference, such 
as race, class, status and generation” and enmeshed “within a wider matrix of [...] 
anxiety, social instability and political contestation” (3). 
 The purpose of this article is to explore the representational strategies in 
Ataman’s film and to highlight the characters’ identity negotiations in relation to 
the double marginalization they experience as a result of xenophobia and racism 
as well as homophobia, not only in the wider German society, but also within 
the Turkish community in Germany. This article proposes that, in addition to 
contesting the notion of sexual otherness, the film interrogates and destabilizes 
other commonly perceived divisions along the lines of ethnicity and social class. 
The following analysis provides insights into the multiple subversive “border 
crossings” defining the lives of the drag queens, hustlers, gays, and (almost) 
heterosexuals in the Berlin spaces they inhabit. It argues that the film’s ethnic, 
class, and sexual considerations challenge and destabilize traditional discourses 
and make visible a new understanding of the multifaceted nature of subject 
identity. 
 Lola und Bilidikid questions essential definitions of identity and suggests that 
ultimately it does not make much sense to define a person’s identity univocally 
in terms of nationality, culture, ethnicity, social class, gender, or sex. Yet the 
film – like any narrative – needs to define its characters to a certain degree in 
order to represent meaningful action. The filmmaker refers to this quandary in 
an interview:

Obviously everything is in constant flux, as it ought to be, and everything is 
prefabricated, yet continuously re-created and reformulated. But I do not think 
identity belongs to the individual. Identity is like a jacket. People you never 
see will make it and you wear it. Identity is something other than you, outside 
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of you. It is a question of perception. You can be aware of it and manipulate 
it, play with it, amplify it, or mask it for infinite reasons. [...] I believe in an 
absence of identity, but I still need to define people. I need to define myself. 
I need categories to put people in. Otherwise, it is impossible. We all need 
a vocabulary of identity in order to exist socially. It is like a Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez novel in which you are forgetting everything, so you compulsively put 
stickers everywhere, in order to understand and remember. (Honigman)

The film’s many references and allusions to historical places, events, and 
figures suggest an interconnectedness of the protagonists’ processes of identity 
construction on the one hand, and past, present, and future history on the 
other. According to Ataman, “you can change who you are or your history by 
choosing to tell a different story each time. [...] History does not live in the 
past; it lives only in the present. You select your memories. You select what you 
tell” (Honigman). The story told in Lola und Bilidikid takes place in the city 
of Berlin, a site so symbolic of past and present European history and memory 
that it provides a rich framework of connotations and associations for the film’s 
content and becomes constitutive of its meaning. Pointing out the relevance of 
Berlin for his film, Ataman himself refers to the “divisions and contradictions” 
in the film’s story. “We chose locations around Berlin to reflect this. Berlin 
is a city of different realities like in Istanbul where you have the division of 
East and West and the river breaking the city into two” (“Lola & Bilidikid”). 
Yet the filmmaker’s choice of Berlin as the setting was first motivated by the 
widely publicized news of an alarming increase in xenophobic racist violence in 
Germany after the reunification – mostly towards people of colour or of Turkish 
origin. The film can thus be considered an essential cultural document about 
post-Wende Germany, as a narrative in which Turkish and German histories and 
memories cross and converge and where “history is confronted with its present” 
(Şenocak	60).
 The question that must be asked is: what role do the diverse minority pop-
ulations, and in particular the Turkish community, have in the conception of a 
new “German” identity and its attempts to heal past and present divisions? When 
one considers the “nationalistic fervour of some Germans for their new-found 
unity and national identity” in the years after the fall of the Wall, it seems the 
united Germany is still reluctant “to make room in its house” for its multifarious 
ethnic minorities (Peck 75). This impression is a result of the documented 
increase in violent xenophobic and racist attacks in the new Federal Republic 
against foreigners since German reunification. “The turning point for the Federal 
Republic with regard to open displays of anti-foreigner sentiment was [...] 1991, 
the year during which the number of attacks against foreigners increased tenfold 
on German soil” (Mushaben 329–30). Well-known incidents are the deadly 
acts of arson against Turkish residents in the early nineties, ranging from the 
1991 attacks in Hoyerswerda and Rostock-Lichtenhagen, to the instances of 
arson in 1992 and 1993 in Mölln and in Solingen, which killed several Turkish 
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women and children. Germany’s unification in fact “opened a Pandora’s box 
of unresolved issues” (Mushaben 315), issues closely tied both to Germany’s 
history and to its long-standing tradition of defining its nation on the grounds of 
ethnicity and culture. 
 With respect to the increased xenophobic and racist violence in the first half 
of the 1990s, it is not too farfetched to say that Germany’s experience of “events 
that it had not known since the Nazi’s systematic attack on Jews began in 1938” 
(Peck 75) establishes links between German historical trauma and memory on the 
one hand and the history of migrants in Germany on the other. Despite the many 
demonstrations throughout Germany by “white” Germans to protest against 
Ausländerfeindlichkeit in the wake of the violent attacks carried out by right-wing 
or neo-Nazi elements, Germany’s historically thorny contact with its “Turkish 
guest-worker” minority has since been burdened by a new consciousness of guilt. 
“Die verkohlten Ruinen der türkischen Wohnhäuser in Mölln und Solingen sind 
fortan ins kollektive Gedächtnis der Deutschlandtürken eingeschrieben,” as one 
German	scholar	has	remarked	(Yeşilada	306).	In	the	minds	of	many	Turks,	the	
two German cities where the attacks on Turkish migrants occurred have become 
places with “a symbolic ring, a ring they share with other place-names associated 
with violence against ‘outsiders’” (Adelson, “Coordinates” xiv). In the context 
of Germany’s migration history, and in the memory of Turks living in Germany, 
there is now a time before and a time after the fires (Adelson, The Turkish Turn 
86,	 quoting	 Zaimoğlu	 82).	 Through	 this	 rhetoric	 of	 “deadly	 fires	 that	 cleave	
time,” the taboo of genocide is linked to migration, so that “tales of Turks and 
Jews in Germany are also made to ‘touch’” (The Turkish Turn 86). Discussing 
literary narratives that link Germans, Jews, and Turks and try to “negotiate the 
German present of the 1990s” (85), Leslie Adelson introduces the concept of 
“touching tales” as a heuristic tool (see “Touching Tales”; The Turkish Turn). 
The term denotes narratives in which “figural Turks and Jews make contact in 
German narratives alluding to stories of victimization and genocide” and thereby 
evoke “a culturally residual, referentially nonspecific sense of guilt, blame, 
shame and anger” (The Turkish Turn 86). While using the term “touching” in a 
wider and slightly different sense, the following analysis of Lola und Bilidikid is 
nevertheless inspired by Adelson’s seminal work on German literature of Turkish 
migration. 
 If living in German society as a “foreigner” (or just looking like one) is 
reason enough for being branded an unwelcome “other,” in some cases even for 
being assaulted or killed, then what does it mean for a person to be “foreign” 
or “foreign-looking” and queer at the same time, wishing to find a space to call 
home in Germany’s capital Berlin? This is the question Ataman’s film raises. 
The complex plot centres around the relationship between the transvestite Lola 
(Gandi Mukli) and her macho lover Bili (Erdal Yildiz), two German Turks living 
together in Berlin-Kreuzberg, a part of Berlin that, with its almost 180,000 
Turkish residents, is often nicknamed the largest Turkish city outside of Turkey 
and frequently viewed in Turkish-German literature in parallel perspective with 
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Istanbul	 (Yeşilada	 311–12).	 The	 relationship	 between	 Lola	 and	 Bili	 is	 rocky	
because Bili – although gay and in love with a man who dresses like a woman 
and has taken on the name Lola – is unabashedly homophobic. His dream is 
to open a beach café in Turkey and live with Lola as a “normal” couple, on 
the condition that Lola has a sex change first. Meanwhile, Bili barely makes a 
living as a “rent boy” or male prostitute selling oral sex to male customers of 
the dingy Turkish gay bars where Lola performs on stage with two other queer 
friends. As the drag-queen dance group “Die Gastarbeiterinnen,” Lola, Sehrazat 
(Celal Perk), and Kalipso (Mesut Özdemir) make ironic reference to the history 
of Turkish-German worker migration and its inherent gender issues in order 
to mock prevalent stereotypes of the unemancipated, simple, and subservient 
Turkish woman. 
 Connected to the story of Lola and Bili is the coming-of-age and coming-
out story of sixteen year old Murat (Baki Davrak), who discovers that Lola is 
an older brother his family never told him about. Their parents had migrated to 
Germany from Turkey, and when the family found out that Lola was queer they 
disowned him. Murat was born afterwards “to fill his place.” After the father’s 
death, oldest brother Osman (Hasan Ali Mete) took over as family patriarch. 
Now Murat, too, is secretly making his first shy probing into the world of queer 
life in Berlin’s parks at night, its murky gay-bar scene, glitzy drag shows, and of 
course its “Klappen” – men’s public restrooms where sex is traded for money. 
Murat is continuing his brother’s revolt against his family’s homophobic pre-
judice and discrimination. At the same time he is forced to escape Osman’s 
adamant attempts to “make a real man out of him,” which in Osman’s world 
view means having sex with a female prostitute. His misogyny and homophobia 
mirrors that of Bili, with an ironic twist. His ambivalent and contradictory sexual 
identity is exposed when Kalipso reveals to Murat – after Lola has disappeared 
– that Osman had repeatedly raped Lola before renouncing him and throwing 
him out for outing himself as a transvestite. When Lola’s body is found floating 
in the river Spree, the viewer, along with Lola’s friends, is at first tempted 
to suspect a gang of young neo-Nazis of the murder, because they had been 
harassing the Turkish queer couple for days by following them and shouting 
homophobic and racist slurs. A dramatic showdown follows, in which Murat 
dresses up as Lola to lure the xenophobic and homophobic thugs into a trap, so 
that Bili can go on a rampage of bloody revenge and kill two of the group before 
he is killed himself. The terrified and remorseful third member of the neo-Nazi 
gang, Rudy (Willi Herren), who, with Murat, escapes the killing spree, finally 
leads Murat to realize the terrible truth: Lola was murdered and thrown into the 
river Spree not by the gang of neo-Nazis, but by his own brother Osman after he 
had picked Lola up in his taxi as she was running away from the hooligans. Still 
in drag to signal his determined defiance of Osman’s tyranny, Murat goes home 
and courageously confronts Osman with the truth. When his mother, who so far 
has demurely endured Osman’s authoritarian rule over the family, learns what 
had really happened and that Osman was responsible for the loss of her son, she 
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finally rebels too. She hits him in the face in outrage and disgust, then storms out 
of the apartment, followed by Murat. The viewer is left with the impression that 
they are leaving Osman for good. 
 The plots around the fates of Lola and Bilidikid – and Murat’s coming-out 
– are complemented by another plot that deals with the developing love re-
lationship between German aristocrat Friedrich von Seeckt (Michael Gerber) 
and Lola’s and Bili’s friend Iskender (Murat Yilmaz), who meet for the first time 
in one of the “Klappen” where Iskender works as a male prostitute. Their initial 
“sex-for-money” relationship subsequently changes into a loving bond, and as 
Lola’s and Bili’s relationship breaks apart and ends abruptly with Lola’s murder, 
Iskender and Friedrich are able to build up their relationship against all odds, 
including the resistance of Friedrich’s imperious mother, Ute (Inge Keller).
 Ataman’s film thus joins the long history of queer coming-out films in 
German cinema, which originated in Weimar-Germany in 1919 with the first 
film in history about homosexuality, titled Anders als die Anderen. Directed 
by Richard Oswald and featuring actor Conrad Veidt, that film was made with 
consulting help from Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld, who also played himself in the 
movie (Oliver Reimann). Oswald’s film was far ahead of his time and remains an 
important document of the gay liberation movement. After this first phase of the 
German Gay Liberation Movement, which came to a brutal end during the Nazi 
regime, it was not until 1970 that Rosa von Praunheim’s seminal screening of 
queer culture, Nicht der Homosexuelle ist pervers, sondern die Situation, in der er 
lebt, set off a second phase of the Gay Movement in Germany. The gay German 
filmmaker Rosa von Praunheim was born in 1942 as Holger Mischwitzky in 
Riga, Latvia. The artist’s name “Rosa” is intended to remind people of the pink 
triangle homosexuals were forced to wear in the Nazi concentration camps. Von 
Praunheim’s film was followed by Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s films in the 1970s 
and 80s, especially his 1975 film Faustrecht der Freiheit, as well as by such films 
as Frank Ripploh’s 1980 autobiographical Taxi zum Klo and Sönke Wortmann’s 
1994 parody Der bewegte Mann (Wright 109–12). Heiner Carow’s 1989 East-
German film Coming Out was the first and only feature film about queer life 
made in the GDR. It is one of history’s ironies that Coming Out premiered on the 
very same day the Berlin Wall opened and allowed – for the first time since 1961 
– masses of jubilant East-Berliners to “come out” of their enclosed existence and 
cross into the West with impunity. Viewed in this context, the portrayal of the 
Turkish-German queer community in Berlin is an integral part of the German 
queer film tradition, tied inextricably to the history and narrative of homosexuality 
within the wider network of German political history. While Lola und Bilidikid 
was successful in Germany as well as internationally, the reaction in Turkey was 
fiercely negative. The premiere of the openly gay filmmaker’s film “stirred up 
press, debate, and death threats – threats that partly fuelled the director’s decision 
to flee his homeland for London” (Ferber).
 Set in Berlin, centre both of the Turkish diaspora and of Germany’s gay and 
lesbian community, the film weaves the story and history of its Turkish-German 
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characters into the fabric of the city’s own history, through shared memories 
of migration, division, and violent persecution of “otherness.” Berlin’s history 
comes alive as the symbolic background for Ataman’s film and is thus being 
viewed again with regard to the queer Turkish minority. In the 1920s, the Berlin 
of the Weimar Republic was considered one of Europe’s most liberal cities, 
and it was the centre of a blossoming gay community and of the German Gay 
Liberation movement. Under the reign of Hitler and the Nazis, the violent per-
secutions of “otherness” began that eventually led to the Holocaust, causing 
the death of some six million people, among them many homosexuals. The 
film documentary Paragraph 175, produced and directed by Rob Epstein and 
Jeffrey Friedman, released in 2000 and awarded several prizes at the Cannes and 
Berlin film festivals in the same year, details the story of homosexual Holocaust 
survivors. It documents that 

between 1933 and 1945, according to Nazi documents, approximately 100,000 
men were arrested for homosexuality. Roughly half were sentenced to prison 
and approximately 10,000 to 15,000 were sent to concentration camps. The 
death rate of homosexual prisoners in the camps is estimated to be as high as 
sixty percent (among the highest of non-Jewish prisoners), so that by 1945 only 
about 4,000 survived. (Epstein/Friedman)

The years after the war until German reunification in 1990 were marked by the 
ideological, political, cultural, and geographical division into East and West and 
by the mass migration of foreign workers, and subsequently their families, into 
West Germany during the 1960s and early 1980s. 
 It is noteworthy that in 1995, when Ataman spent three months in Berlin to 
do research for his film, the city happened to be celebrating the one hundredth 
anniversary of the German Gay Movement. Within the gay community, Berlin 
is widely considered to be the “Mutterstadt des dritten Geschlechts,” and the 
famous Jewish physician Magnus Hirschfeld is celebrated as “father” of the 
German gay movement. Hirschfeld, labelled the “Einstein of Sex” and con-
sidered “the most important pioneer of sexology” (Haeberle), was committed 
to bringing about the abolishment of the paragraph 175 of the German Criminal 
Code, which criminalized and severely penalized same-sex activities (Stümke 
132–33). He founded the first gay rights organization in Berlin in 1897, called 
“das Wissenschaftlich-humanitäre Komitee WhK,” aimed at enlightening the 
population about the “third gender.” Berlin’s long history of erotic and queer 
culture and activism, in addition to its well-known tolerant metropolitan atmo-
sphere, have drawn a “sizeable queer population [...] estimated [today] between 
5% and 10% of 3.7 million residents” (Petzen 21). Currently, Berlin has “an 
openly gay mayor, Klaus Wowereit, who outed himself by saying, ‘I’m gay, and 
that’s a good thing’” (21). 
 Within this cultural-historical and political context, the film pioneers 
the filmic exploration of the (male) queer Turkish community in Germany. 
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Consequently, the film is not only a substantial part of the gay liberation move-
ment and the political history of Germany; it also adds a new perspective to both. 
Mapping out a complex scene of queer characters, the film supports a model of 
the subject that Teresa de Lauretis described in relation to feminist writing as a 
more useful concept of the subject, namely:

the concept of a multiple, shifting, and often self-contradictory identity, a 
subject that is not divided in, but rather at odds with, language; an identity 
made up of heterogeneous and heteronymous representations of gender, race 
and class, and [...] indeed across languages and cultures; an identity that one 
decides to reclaim from a history of multiple assimilations, and that one insists 
on as a strategy. (9) 

Even though on the surface the film’s characters seem to portray a wide range of 
stereotypical (male) queer identities – from the drag queens or transvestites to the 
male prostitutes, to the leather-clad macho “homos” with their homophobic airs 
and the homophobic “heteros” in denial of their homoerotic inclinations – they 
all reveal complex and polymorphic identities that shift and change according to 
social contexts. Deniz Göktürk has observed that the way the film represents its 
characters foregrounds the constructed and performative nature of all identities 
(“Turkish Women” 74). It succeeds in challenging heterosexually determined 
notions of masculinity or femininity and undermines the common conceit that 
human society is by nature organized heterosexually. The film thus substantiates 
recent theories on gender and queer identity (see Butler). Through the characters’ 
individual politics of forging a personal and social “identity” based on queer 
sexual orientation, the film makes the viewer conscious of what Les Wright has 
called “the instability of social identities altogether” (99). This instability in-
validates heteronormative presumptions that are based on a rigid dichotomy of 
female versus male sexuality, or “normal” (heterosexuality) versus its “deviant 
other” (homosexuality). Barbara Mennel has raised the argument that the film 
simply repeats and therefore reaffirms “the aesthetic conventions and traditions 
associated with femininity and masculinity” because “femininity is reproduced 
in a sacrificing aesthetic [...] and masculinity is reproduced in a heroic narrative 
that culminates in a tragic showdown of the anti-aesthetic” (292). Yet it is above 
all through the film’s intentionally exaggerated performance of such clichéd 
notions of gender roles that Lola und Bilidikid succeeds in criticizing and 
corrupting dominant essential definitions of gender and ethnicity. The film’s 
overall suspenseful and captivating storyline underlines its subversive quality 
in that it presents potentially “unsettling content in accessible form” (Smith). 
By referring to well-known bohemian film-characters such as the “femme 
fatale” Lola-Lola in Sternberg’s Der Blaue Engel (1930) and the outlaw Billy 
the Kid in the American Western tradition (Mennel 298), Ataman’s film adds a 
transnational and transgendered view to the history of filmic representation of 
characters located at the margin of dominant (bourgeois) society. 
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 By interlinking the characters’ individual processes of ethnic, social, and 
sexual self-determination in post-Wall Germany with wider issues of history 
and memory, the film successfully positions itself within – while simultaneously 
defying – the dominant discourse dealing with questions of “national identity.” 
Situating the queer characters in a topography and a historical network that 
also remembers the long tradition of German-Turkish connections, Lola und 
Bilidikid introduces a new dimension into the debates. It repeatedly projects 
intersections, or points of “touching” between Turkish and German histories 
(Şenocak	4),	manifest	 in	 the	network	of	 references	 to	conspicuous	names	and	
places throughout the film. The following discussion examines how specific 
memories evoked by certain Berlin spaces used in the film intersect with, and 
impact, the characters’ negotiations to position themselves in post-Wall German 
society.
 Berlin as the locale for the film’s action offers many points of intersection 
between historical memory and personal (hi)story. Altogether, the history of 
Turks in Berlin can be traced back to the seventeenth century, culminating in the 
brotherhood of arms between the Prussian capital Berlin and the capital of the 
Ottoman Empire, Constantinople, during World War I (Emre). The filmmaker’s 
own name “Ataman” recalls the Ottoman Empire, a memory reinforced by the 
film’s characters Osman and Murat, whose names are associated with the founders 
of the Ottoman Empire. It was Osman I who in late thirteenth century initiated 
the Ottoman Empire and who – according to the founding myth – received his 
imperial authority from his father-in-law (Finkel 2), just as Osman in the film 
received his authority to “rule” the family from his father. The character Murat 
is named after Sultan Murad I, who succeeded Orhan I (Osman’s son) after his 
older brother was killed in battle and who ruled the Ottoman Empire successfully 
between 1362 and 1389 (Ahmad 5). In the film, Murat’s older brother Lola is 
killed while “battling” for his right to be himself, and the youngest brother Murat 
continues the fight for self-rule. 
 Other intersections between German and Turkish history and the identities of 
the film’s characters surface at the various sites of Berlin where the action takes 
place. When the film opens with Murat’s “nocturnal pacings through the cruising 
grounds of Berlin’s Tiergarten” (Smith 54), it is significant that the first image 
the viewer can detect on the dark screen is that of Berlin’s famous “Siegessäule,” 
a German national landmark built in 1873 to commemorate Prussian military 
victories over Denmark (1864), Austria (1866), and France (1870/1871). 
These victories brought about the founding of the first German national state. 
Originally located on the “Königsplatz,” where the German Reichstag was later 
built, the “Siegessäule” was the first national monument of the newly formed 
German empire under Emperor Wilhelm I (Berlin: open city 237) and therefore 
constitutes an important monument for German national identity. During the 
Nazi regime, the monument was taken down in 1938 and, “in order to embellish 
‘the East-West-Axis’ through the Tiergarten,” moved to the “Großer Stern” in the 
Berlin Zoo “in connection with the Speer plan for transforming Berlin into the 
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‘world capital Germania’” (238). The film uses the image of the “Siegessäule,” 
however, not only to evoke memories of national history and identity. For in 
addition, the monument’s image of national power is deconstructed and appears 
in queered perspective by association with the sexual activities between men 
visiting the park by night. The film thus challenges the conventional notion of 
(heterosexual) phallic authority implied in the monument’s symbolism, which 
was probably also the idea behind the decision of the queer community in Berlin 
to appropriate the monument’s name and image for their popular queer magazine 
Siegessäule. 
 While this symbol of both national and sexual identity appears in the 
opening shot as a guiding tower of light during a dark and stormy night in the 
park – it is the only recognizable feature in an otherwise disorienting series of 
dark pictures – it occurs again in the closing shot in full frontal view in broad 
daylight when Sehrazat and Kalipso are driving towards the Victory Column 
in a taxi. The dark images at the beginning of the film reflect Murat’s initial 
confusion and lack of self-identity. At the end of the film, however, Murat’s 
first tentative steps and secretive nightly probing into Berlin’s queer world have 
changed significantly. After all the characters, each in their own way, have had 
to face up to the forces trying to prevent the construction of their queer selves, 
those that (literally) survived the clash at the intersection of nations, cultures, 
histories, and identities have become stronger, more self-assured, and more self-
determined. This sense of victory, of willingness to defy oppressive powers, is 
visualized at the film’s conclusion when Murat and his mother are leaving their 
apartment and the tyrannical Osman behind, with the mother demonstratively 
taking off her Muslim headscarf and throwing it into the street, indicating her 
determination to liberate herself from traditional and patriarchal constraints. 
This sense of triumph is further visualized in the epilogue of the film during 
Sehrazat’s and Kalipso’s taxi ride, when both are shown now completely at 
ease wearing full drag and flirting with the male Turkish taxi driver, without 
hiding the fact they are queer. Unperturbed by his passengers’ queerness, the 
taxi driver simply enjoys the flirtation with Kalipso, which in turn enables the 
viewer to adopt the same comfortable attitude towards transgender and even to 
imagine him and Kalipso as a potential future couple. The final aerial panorama 
shot of the Victory Column reinforces the sense of a positive outlook into a 
future when social boundaries and divisions that were constructed by negative 
notions of “otherness” and strangeness can finally be overcome. At the centre 
of the “Großer Stern,” where three major arteries of Berlin’s infrastructure 
run together, the eye of the camera captures a last look of the queered 
“Siegessäule,” towering proudly and stalwartly on the Straße des 17. Juni, 
which commemorates another rebellion: the 1953 uprising of East Berliners 
against their oppressive government and the dictating rule of the Soviet Union. 
Against the background of the historical and political significance of this locale, 
Kalipso’s and Sehrazat’s taxi ride at the end of the film becomes meaningful as 
triumph of transgender and transnationality. 
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 In addition to the symbolically rich landmark of the “Siegessäule,” another 
(in)famous historical landmark of Berlin serves in the film as a meaningful 
space, this time for Murat’s self-exploration. During a school field trip to the 
Olympic Stadium in Berlin-Charlottenburg, built to function as a showpiece 
for Hitler’s Nazi Germany at the 1936 Olympic Games, Murat for the first time 
acknowledges and acts on his sexual desire for his classmate Rudy, a blond 
German who belongs to the neo-Nazi trio that has been harassing Lola and Bili. 
As Murat is driven to follow the three as they triumphantly roam about and try 
to take possession of this historical site, with which they identify so strongly, 
he is about to have his first sexual encounter with Rudy in the men’s room. 
Although Rudy is obviously attracted to his Turkish classmate, he does not have 
the courage to admit to it when his German friends suddenly storm into the 
bathroom and interrupt their tender encounter. Instead, he pretends “the Turk” 
accosted him, helps the other two insult and beat up Murat, and even urinates 
upon the knocked-down Murat, evidently compensating his sexual desires with 
violence. The Olympia Stadion as a historic site is already inscribed with notions 
of white superiority and of violence against and persecution of otherness. The 
fact that Murat’s humiliating and painful initiation into queer sexuality happens 
in this place functions in the film to link the present to the past and to point out 
some chilling similarities. Yet, the film also offers the perspective of a future that 
does not repeat the past when in the end Murat and Rudy are able to survive the 
carnage by helping each other, allowing the viewer to imagine them in a future 
loving relationship and not having to hide who they are. 
 German and Turkish history and memory are likewise intertwined in the 
figure of Friedrich von Seeckt, the German architect who falls in love with 
the Turkish male prostitute Iskender (Murat Yilmaz), much to the distaste of 
his staunchly aristocratic mother Ute. Although bearing an uncanny likeness 
to the historical German general Hans Friedrich von Seeckt, the figure in the 
film is a fictitious descendent, intended to evoke the memory of German-
Turkish military cooperation at the beginning of the twentieth century. In 1917, 
Lieutenant General von Seeckt, the designer of the German military concept 
of the “Blitzkrieg,” became the Chief of Staff to the Turkish army. His name 
is thus historically connected to the genocide of Armenians (1915–18) at the 
hands of the Turkish army during World War I. When von Seeckt took over his 
post as Chief of Staff at Ottoman General Headquarters in the Ottoman capital, 
the atrocities against the Armenians had already begun. Nevertheless, he chose 
not to exercise his powers to prevent any of the activities of the Turkish army 
under his command. Instead, he supported the Turkish government and “was 
willing to condone the violent removal of the Armenian obstacle” (Dadrian 135). 
Von Seeckt then actively helped the ringleaders responsible for the genocide of 
the Armenians, Talât and Enver Pasha, to escape to Germany (64). Upon his 
return to Germany in 1918, the general served in the Reichstag, where he was 
instrumental in the formation of the SS units in the 1920s and the reemergence 
of the Wehrmacht in the 1930s. 
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 Associated thus with both the Armenian genocide by the Turks and the Nazi 
regime that caused the Holocaust, the figure of von Seeckt functions to recall and 
connect German and Turkish history and trauma. If, according to Adelson, Zafer 
Şenocak’s	novel	Gefährliche Verwandtschaften “is unique in its commingling of 
narrative strands about the Armenian genocide of 1915 and Turkish migration 
to Germany decades later” (The Turkish Turn 82), then Ataman’s film is equally 
unique in connecting the Armenian genocide, the German Holocaust, and 
Turkish migration. In the character of Friedrich von Seeckt, the film shows the 
histories of both nations converging and intersecting with the present, with the 
intention, perhaps, of redeeming the past in an ideal democratic future in which 
Germans and Turks are able to recognize collectively “a murderous past” (81) 
and live in a community that includes queers in its space. 
 Besides Friedrich’s function in the film as a link between present and past, 
German and Turkish history, Armenian genocide and German Holocaust, he 
and his hilariously brazen mother also represent the overconfident German 
upper-class milieu in the film, at the same time providing the story’s comic 
relief. It is both amusing and touching to watch their desperate attempts to 
cling to an aristocratic tradition that has today become utterly defunct. As the 
disempowered descendants of a once ruling caste in Germany, their patrician 
mannerisms are incompatible with their diminished societal role and financial 
impoverishment and therefore appear comical. In contrast to the emotionally 
turbulent and outspoken Turkish population in the film, the von Seeckts are 
determined to maintain a cool and restrained countenance at all cost in every 
possible circumstance, which contributes a great deal to the film’s humorous 
side, particularly with respect to Ute’s caustic quips. The film’s mise en scène 
underscores the gulf between the German patricians von Seeckt and the Turkish 
community by jump cutting from the sparsely, but elegantly furnished apartment 
of Friedrich, decorated in subdued colours, to the crammed Turkish flats with 
their loudly patterned wallpapers and their colourful ethnic decor. But even as 
this difference of class and outward appearance is pointed out, both Friedrich and 
his mother nevertheless have no problem accepting ethnic and sexual difference. 
Ute von Seeckt merely laments her son’s choice of lover in terms of social class, 
that is, upbringing, education, and wealth. Friedrich himself is portrayed as a 
gentle and caring person who – mainly because of his aristocratic air as well 
as his queerness – easily ignores and transgresses bourgeois society’s artificial 
borders and divisions by establishing a genuinely loving relationship with the 
grumpy and quasimacho Iskender. In this manner, the film shows once more that 
the crossroads of history’s past with the present are a trajectory for a better future 
where borders and divisions become obsolete.
 At the present time in Germany, however, divisiveness and social exclusion 
are still very much a reality for many people belonging to ethnic and sexual 
minorities. Lola’s and Bili’s processes of self-determination – in terms of 
national, social and sexual identification, for instance – are continually contested 
and challenged by ubiquitous othering practices within their social environment. 
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Hostility expressed towards them because they are queer and nonwhite Germans 
is an almost daily experience, evident in the harassing encounters with the 
three German neo-Nazis, which serve to evoke memories of the persecution 
of, among others, homosexuals and people of colour in the Third Reich. The 
question of “whiteness” is important with respect to identity construction of 
Turks in Germany, as Petzen has argued convincingly. The reason why “Turks” 
in Germany usually do not identify themselves as either “Turkish” or “German” 
and instead show a preference for local belonging as, for instance, “Berliner” lies 
according to Petzen in the fact that ethnic national identity in both Germany and 
Turkey 

has traditionally been predicated on exclusion of those who are not White 
ethnic Germans [or White ethnic ‘Turks’], even though Whiteness is often not 
thematized in discussions of national and personal identity. [...] Whiteness and 
its accompanying privilege is often unmarked and therefore undertheorized. 
This is definitely the case in both Germany and Turkey. [....] The lack of 
reflexivity about self-conceptions of Whiteness most likely adds to the dismay 
of Türkiyelis when they are not only ethnicized as non-European (because it 
seems difficult for many White Germans to conceptualize a European Muslim), 
but also when they are racialized as ‘non-White’ although they self-identify 
with Whiteness. (23)

Yet although the neo-Nazis in the film are the ones who actively harass the queer 
Turkish couple, the bloody and deadly violence is ultimately committed by the 
Turkish characters. With this, the film avoids a simple allotment of blame. It 
is very clear about implicating the Turkish community in Germany as well for 
refusing to provide a “homelike space” for Turkish queers (Petzen). Because 
“homosexuality” is still considered a mortal sin and a social taboo severely 
sanctioned through ostracization within the Islamic culture of Turkey, even the 
majority of the Turkish-German community rejects openly queer people. As 
Lola’s case in the film demonstrates, “Coming out can bring isolation not only 
from the immediate family but also from a larger social network based on kinship 
and place of origin” (Petzen 24). Many of the cultural associations that Turkish 
(im)migrants have formed in Germany, as a result of the dominant society’s 
reluctance to accept them socially and culturally, have not created a “queer-
friendly space” (22). Thus, most characters in Lola und Bilidikid still experience 
public space as heterosexual, as a space dominated by norms and behaviours 
reflecting heterosexual orientation. Like most lesbians and gay men, they are 
forced “to learn to develop strategies and tactics for negotiating this unremitting 
normalization when moving through and occupying space” (23). The film’s 
epilogue, however, seems to indicate there is a chance for them to liberate 
themselves from historical, political, and social constraints, since their sexual 
politics already imply a rupture between migrant and postmigrant generations (as 
in Lola’s and Murat’s family) and at the same time symbolize the erosion of the 
(heterosexual) patriarchal authority of the German “nation state.”
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 The multiple intersections of national, ethnic, and sexual identity con-
structions, as well as the crisscross network of historical references in Lola 
und Bilidikid manifest the film’s significance as a cultural document of the 
Wende after Germany’s reunification. The film brings to prominence within 
the “national” debate not only the issue of multiethnicity, crossculturality, and 
transnationality, but also that of sexuality and transgender. Andrew Parker et al. 
have pointed out that the discursive construction as well as regulation of sex-
uality play a significant role in the creation of the modern state and its rules of 
citizenship. Ataman’s film is an example of a dramatization of “some of the ways 
in which struggles over the manner of sexuality are enmeshed in the politics 
of nationalism, and the inflections of race, class and generation with it” (Posel 
3). By representing Turko-German queer identities, the film turns the issue of 
sexuality into a site for the appropriation of queer Turko-German citizens’ rights 
by raising awareness that the current consciousness about nationality, ethnicity, 
and sexuality needs to be revised if the hostile “othering” mentality is to change. 
Inherent in the notion of a “unified” nation is the need to regulate and discipline 
sexuality (male and female) as a “productive, life-giving sexuality” (Posel 
21), which excludes “deviations” of the heterosexual norm represented by the 
characters in the film. Born in Germany of Turkish ancestry, however, the film’s 
characters as representatives of diverse sexualities are finally demanding their 
right to be included in society as equal citizens. The film’s epilogue suggests 
the dawning liberation, visualized in Sehrazat’s and Kalipso’s self-confident 
drag during the taxi ride towards the glorious queered Berlin “Siegessäule.” 
Facing the camera positioned behind the obviously enamoured taxi driver’s head, 
Kalipso seems to speak directly to the viewers, alluding to the beginning change 
with her spirited last words: “Brunettes make the hottest women! Listen, I am a 
woman with balls, and don’t say I never told you.”
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