Wall. Photo. Book.

Christoph Schaden

Everyone will tell you a different story. It’s all just a memory now, a history book.
John Gossage

On the occasion of the preparations for the celebrations commemorating 9 November 1989,
the Berlin Wall has, once again, become the centre of focus of a worldwide audience. The
controversy between the political decision makers in the German capital over a convincing
concept for remembering the day “The Wall” fell has revealed a conflict in dealing with
the preserved relics, which in their totality have remained an unpleasant reminder of the
calamity of the Cold War, that has still not been resolved. “Should The Wall come down, or be
left standing?” With this question, which only superficially appears polemical, the journalist
Mechthild Küpper summed up the diffuse mixture of ideas for a suitable memorial concept
in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung in February 2009. Her question was not simply targeted
at the remnants of the “barrier against fascism” but also the visual remembrance paradigms
that are relevant in this case. “Discussions on all the plans of the Berlin Senate, all the agreements between Berlin and the federal government, all the highly-praised plans, are once
again being held on Bernauer Strasse: precisely there, where the pictures of the construction
of the Wall that made the greatest impact were taken on 13 August 1961, where old women
sprang – in desperation – into the safety sheets of the West Berlin fire brigade in order to
reach freedom.”1 Twenty years after the fall of The Wall, the question of which concrete images can create a retrospective impression of this monument that is so unique to supplement
the partial reconstruction of the blockades and concepts for memorial sites where preservation, tourist and political interests have to be considered as well as the perspectives of the
victims of the Wall and their families, has become increasingly virulent. And this, especially
because a new generation lacks collective graphic impressions from their own personal experience.2
In this case, the focus must naturally be aimed at the visual media in general and photography,
in particular that, with its documentary mission of remembrance, must try to position this
symbolically charged object in a concrete perception.3 This essay therefore intends to give
an overview of photographically illustrated books which, in spite of their primarily memorial
function, are in the position of reflecting on the relevant positions of the time in a compressed
form. David Campany stated that: “Historically, the connection between photography and
the book is closest when dealing with so-called Straight Photography; completely frontal and
direct: Here, the subject stands in the foreground to such an extent that the photograph appears to be not only a picture but literally cuts out the object or person. A book with such

1 Mechthild Küpper, “Streit ums Gedenken. Immer Ärger um die Mauer”,
in: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung , 20.2.2009; cf. Küpper, “Gedenken an den
Mauerbau. ‚Instinktlos, geschichtslos, machtversessen’”, in: Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung , 13.8.2008.
2 Historical reviews were published on the anniversary of the fall of the
Berlin Wall. However, their interpretation is limited to oral sources and
written documentation. Cf. Frederick Taylor, Die Mauer. 13. August 1961

8

bis 9. November 1989, Munich 2009.
3 See the exemplary publication: Die Berliner Mauer 1961-1989.
Fotografien aus den Beständen des Landesarchivs Berlin. Ausgewählt von
Volker Viergutz, 3rd ed., Berlin 2008.
4 David Campany, “‘Fast dasselbe?’ Gedanken zum sammelnden Fotografen”,
in: Thomas Weski, Emma Dexter, Cruel and Tender. Zärtlich und grausam
- Fotografie und das Wirkliche, exh. cat., Museum Ludwig Cologne,
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pictures becomes a collection of objects as well as a collection of images. It assumes the function of an archive, catalogue or atlas.”4 The spectrum of functions that the photobook hopes
to achieve can be interpreted in an ideal manner in the case of the wall separating the two
sections of Berlin. The following comments are intended to give a first
overview – without laying any claims to completeness.5

Grenzbegehung 161 Kilometer in Westberlin.
Fotografiert von Hans W. Mende. Nicolai,
Berlin 1980

Newsflash
In September 1961, the Federal Ministry for All-German Affairs in Bonn
and Berlin reacted to the GDR government’s barricading measures of the
previous month with a high-circulation brochure. 6 The hand-written
title Berlin, 13. August made it absolutely clear that the publication, with
a telegraphed newsflash from the upi agency and a photo of a Russian
soldier in front of the Brandenburg Gate on the cover, was not merely
intended to convey factual information but also an impression of the feelings and opinions of the time. While the texts gave a detailed chronology
of the events “of August 1961”, the photographic illustrations, from various photographers, demonstrated absolutely intentional standpoints.7
In addition to several shots taken from above showing the cordoning off
of the inner-urban sector border at the central places, the brochure also
contained a number of pictures that were to be interpreted allegorically
showing the involuntary separation of the population with waving groups
of people on both sides of the wall and border barriers. The captions, with
their agitating jargon, took on the function of a bill of indictment and did
not baulk at comparisons with concentration camps. “How much longer
will the Berliners have to remain separated? How long will inhumanity triumph over human
dignity, injustice over justice, Communist terror over liberty?”8 During the Cold War, the
symbolic character of the “Berlin Wall” as evidence of the barbaric socialist system, increasingly obstructed the view of the construction that actually did exist.9 The books published
in the 1960s and 1970s, reflect this tendency exemplarily in the form of commitment-like
statements of West German positions. Here, the medium of photography served as reconstructing, affirmative evidence, at best.10

Ostfildern-Ruit 2003, 33.
5 My sincere thanks to Thomas Friedrich, Berlin, for his suggestions and
research assistance.
6 Berlin 13. August, Bundesministerium für gesamtdeutsche Fragen (ed.),
Bonn, Berlin 9. 1961.
7 The photographs are from berlin bild, federal office at the press and information office at the federal government, dpa, Camillo Fischer, Heinz Gräf,
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Joachim G. Jung and Kindermann & Co.
8 See note 7.
9 The Wall was a taboo topic in East Germany; photographing the “barrier
against fascism” was a punishable offence.
10 See Axel Springer, Von Berlin aus gesehen. Zeugnisse eines engagierten
Deutschen, Nachwort von Karl Theodor Freiherr von und zu Guttenberg;
Hans Wallenberg (ed.), Gütersloh, Stuttgart 1971.
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Periphery / Graffiti
The first evidence of the Wall’s
discovery for the purposes of a
photobook comes from the beginning of the 1980s. The West Berlin
photographer Hans W. Mende’s
book, illustrated with black-andwhite photographs, under the title of Grenzbegehung. 161 Kilometer
in West-Berlin (Border Inspection.
161 Kilometres in West Berlin) was
published by the Nicolai Verlag
around 1980.11 In his preface to the
volume, the renowned photo-historian Janos Frecot initially justified
the publication with the observation that this was, first of all, “not
a book about ‘the Wall’”.12 In retrospect, the photographer’s cautious,
almost timid, approach from the
periphery and outskirts of the city
can be described as symptomatic.
Without exception, Grenzbegehung
unites quiet, poetic landscapes and
views of the city with motifs of railway tracks, canals, and industrial
areas in a manner that no longer
has the substance of an accusation
but conveys an impression of everyday life. And, not least, the documentary character of the book is
evidence of an attempt to live with
“The Wall” as a strategy for survival. Frecot writes: “Anybody who
lives here for a while, learns to get
on with it.”13

Viola Sandberg, Ulrich Herold (ed.),
Berlin, 13. August 1990, Berlin 1990.
11 Hans W. Mende, Grenzbegehung. 161 Kilometer in West-Berlin, foreword
by Janos Frecot, Berlin 1980.
12 Mende, 1980 (note 11) 5.
13 Mende, 1980 (note 11) 8.
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Philipp J. Bösel & Burkhard Maus, “Berlin Wall 1984 seen
from the West”, from the project Die vermessene Mauer
(The surveyed Wall).

The large-format book by the US American
photographer Leland Rice from 1987, entitled
Illusions and allusions, is characterized by a
completely different approach.14 The king-size
paperback is the catalogue of an exhibition
held at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art showing colour photographs of details of graffiti drawings on the surface of the
Berlin Wall. Rice justified his aesthetic artistic approach with a programmatic reference to
Brassaï’s 1958 photobook Parisian Graffiti that he quotes at the beginning: “The wall gives its
voice to that part of man which, without it, would be condemned to silence…. The remainder
of a primitive existence of which the wall may be one of the most faithful mirrors.” In the
accompanying essay, the renowned author Van Deren Coke created a connection between
Leland Rice’s artistic process and “Minimalism and Color Field paintings as represented in
the work of artists ranging from Jules Olitski to Brice Marden.”15 Analogous to the models of
graffiti, the artistic character of this work on the border mutates to an artistic creation that
should be assessed according to artistic criteria.
Foreboding
In the second half of the 1980s, the atmosphere of Berlin, pervaded by gloominess and agony,
became an increasingly prominent subject of several artistic photographic publications. In
1987, for example, the US American photographer John Gossage – who had been invited by
the Werkstatt für Fotografie in Kreuzberg to spend some time in the divided city in 1982
– published a photobook, in a limited edition of 500 copies with the emblematic title of Stadt
des Schwarz (City of Black), with 18 large-format nocturnal pictures of East and West Berlin.16
“They exist in tension between what we know about to be a historical fraught locus in time
and a sense of unlocated dread, a psychic timelessness” was the way Jane Livingston described it in her programmatic foreword. As an artistic object, the publication develops an
almost hypnotic intensity that tries to get to the bottom of the atmospheric reality of the
divided city on the narrow grade of the surreal.17 This engrossment makes it hardly a surprise that John Gossage could not tear himself away from the subject even after the Wall had
been opened. In 2004, he published the bulky photobook Berlin in the Time of the War that,
retrospectively, portrayed a monumental picture of the decade of the 1980s. The tome has
the effect of an apocalyptical signal.18

14 Leland Rice, Illusions and allusions. Photographs of the Berlin Wall , essay by Van Deren Coke, San Francisco 1987.
15 Rice, 1987 (note 14).
16 John Gossage, Stadt des Schwarz , Washington DC 1987.
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17 “The Berlin Wall gave Gossage the opportunity to add a historical and
political dimension to his work, albeit in a deeply poetic, idiosyncratic way”:
Martin Parr, Gerry Badger, The Photobook: A History, London 2006, vol. 2. 64.
18 John Gossage, Berlin in the Time of The Wall , Hong Kong 2004.
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One recognizes a similar agony in Waffenruhe (Ceasefire), probably the most influential
illustrated book on the subject of The Wall in the history of photography, that Michael
Schmidt published in the Nishen Verlag in 1987. His black-and-white photos in this volume
also evoke internal pictures of the imagination strongly characterized by stagnation and
signs of disintegration. Reflecting on the series of pictures, the British essayist Gerry Badger
suggested that “Only the Wall – die Mauer – remains solid and potentially enduring – a symbol of entrapment, certainly, but in this city of contradictions, perhaps also the symbol of
the ultimate Schopenhauerian escape.”19 Volker Heinze’s photobook Ahnung (Foreboding)
also developed out of the circle around the Berlin Werkstatt für Fotografie and was published
by Nishen Verlag in a limited edition of 800 in 1989. In a deliberately subjective manner,
creating space for lack of definition, partially obstructed views and toppling perspectives,
Heinze depicts a bizarre scenario of disorientation. This time, the pictures are characterized
by an earthy colourfulness and the volume is completely without any text. The title Ahnung
seems to say it all.
Stadt des Schwarz. Waffenruhe. Ahnung. From today’s perspective, all three volumes can be
regarded as having a great intuitive strength that finds the appropriate graphic and editorial concept for the condition of collective stagnation. And, last but not least, they seem to
foresee the approaching collapse with an impressive sense of anticipation.
No-man’s-land / First Reflections
“The Wall” became historical the moment the border was opened on 9 November 1989. In
an act of liberation, the inhuman construction was physically conquered and, as a result,
became an object of a material destruction itself. Soon afterwards, in 1990/91, several photographic books depicted the dramatic occurrences. For example, in his slender paperback
BERLIN WALL. 33 Fotografien vom Zerfall der Mauer (33 Photographs of the Fall of the Wall),
the East Berlin photographer Jochen Knobloch, who had resettled in Hamburg in 1983, interprets his pictorial work as a personal “cry of joy”. 20 In his deliberately small-format colour
pictures, Knobloch reflects on the events that took place between 19 November 1989 and

20 Jochen Knobloch, BERLIN WALL. 33 Fotografien 1989/90, Berlin 1990;
cf. Berlin, November 1989. 14 Fotografen aus Ost und West erleben
die Öffnung der Mauer, Exhibition of the Goethe-Institut and of the Senate
of Berlin, Berlin 1990.

19 Parr, Badger, 2006 (note 17) 65.
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Bettina Flitner,
Reportage aus dem Niemandsland,
Berlin 1991.

20 September 1990. The sumptuous publication Berlin 13. August 1990, that shows a multifaceted picture of the changed reality on the anniversary of the construction of The Wall, is
also anchored in its time. The sophisticated book project, which is designed in the form of
an opened wall, was edited by Viola Sandberg and Ulrich Herold and has contributions by 30
photographers and eight renowned text authors.21 The variety of the perspectives, themes
and opinions are paradigmatic for the newly-gained freedom. The photographer Bettina
Flitner’s book Reportage aus dem Niemandsland (Report from No Man’s Land) also deals with
differing points of view. The black-and-white photos in the paperback position everyday protagonists of the demolished scenarios – self-assured – along the border strip of the Wall. This
is a conscious form of real staging – one of Flitner’s characteristic concepts – where the text
quotations of those affected provide an authentic spectrum of the opinions of the so fundamentally changed living conditions.22
“Five years after the opening of the Berlin Wall, there is no cause for nostalgia, but there
are reasons to make a closer inspection. The historic experiences that are stored in the
photographs only become visible from a certain distance.”23 In the preface of the 1994 book
Grenzwechsel (Border Change), the photo-historian Andreas Krase calls for a new method of
reception when dealing with the Berlin Wall. This is followed, in an “emphatically objective
documentary manner”, by the black-and-white photographs taken by Karl-Ludwig Lange
between 1973 and 1990 in the tradition of the urban photographer, from the point of view
of the stroller. Oscillating between the East and the West, pages full of views of everyday life
are placed opposite each other, city spaces and groups of people are shown. In retrospective,
“The Wall” makes itself felt here as a restrictive control system. On the other hand, in 2002,
the Dutch photographer Kim Bouwy devoted herself to a contemporary aspect of the fall of
the Berlin Wall. The 85 sensitive colour photographs in her photobook Niemandsland – Berlin
ohne die Mauer (No Man’s Land - Berlin without the Wall) investigate the uncovered terrain
of the former death zone.24 Her point of departure is the ‘past in the present’.25 In 2005, Brian
Rose took a similar approach with the publication of The Lost Border. The Landscape of the Iron
Curtain. 26 In the style of the visual concepts of US American New Color Photography, the
photobook unites decidedly elegiac colour photos of the inter-German border from the 1980s

21 Viola Sandberg, Ulrich Herold (eds.), Berlin 13. August 1990, Berlin 1990.
The participating photographers included Kurt Buchwald,
Christian Borchert, Frank Thiel, Roger Melis, Helga Paris, Hans W. Mende,
Harald Hauswald, Evelyn Richter and Sybille Bergemann.
22 Bettina Flitner, Reportage aus dem Niemandsland, Berlin 1991.
23 Andreas Krase, in: Karl Ludwig Lange, Grenzwechsel, Berlin.
Potsdam 1973-1990, Berlin 1994, 6. Lange published an additional photobook
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on the subject in 2005: Karl-Ludwig Lange, Topographie der Berliner Mauer
1973-1990, Berlin 2005.
24 Kim Bouvy, Niemandsland - Berlin ohne die Mauer, Amsterdam 2002.
25 Flip Bool, Germany since 1945. Through the Eye of Dutch Photographers ,
Breda 2008.
26 Brian Rose, The Lost Border. The Landscape of the Iron Curtain,
Princeton 2005.
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and 1990s with the main emphasis on Berlin. It is clear that one can allege that the publication pursued a mental process of bereavement; the novelist Anthony Bailey expressly called
his flanking text a “Requiem”.
The Surveyed Wall
The longer 9 November 1989 lies behind us, the stronger photographic projects showing the
Berlin Wall in detail as the subject of their investigation come to the foreground. The artistic
documentary efforts made by the US American sculptor Shinkichi Tajiri, who was called
to the Berlin University of Arts in 1969 and considered the “barrier against fascism” as the
equivalent of the Great Wall of China, must be mentioned here. 27 His panoramic publication
The Wall / Die Mauer / Le Mur, which was issued by a Dutch publisher in Baarlo in 1971 in an
edition of only 100 copies, is probably the first attempt to grasp the Berlin
Wall complex in its entirety. “This book attempts to contain the entire 43
kilometers of the Berlin WALL which will be 10 years this month.”28 Most
of the 600 contact prints are taken from a slightly raised position and give
an overview of the real length of the inter-Berlin Wall. With his method
of a soberly additive stocktaking, Tajiri consciously refers to the conceptual artist books of Ed Ruscha.29 In his oeuvre, “The Wall” retrospectively
metamorphoses into an unintentional work of art.

Shinkichi Tajiri, „DE MUUR“, Fotokabinetten
Demeentemuseum, Den Haag 2002.

At least one other documentary project that is in planning and is unique
in its conceptual stringency and reconstructing precision must be mentioned. It is the photobook Berliner Mauer 1984 von Westen aus gesehen
(Berlin Wall 1984 seen from the West) by the two Cologne photographers
Philipp Bösel and Burkhard Maus.30 As the title indicates, in the summer of the Orwellian
year 1984, when the GDR erected a second barrier between the Brandenburg Gate and Potsdamer Platz, Bösel and Maus systematically covered an 18.3 kilometre long section of the
Wall. The result is an accumulation of 1161 black-and-white photographs in a 4.5 x 6 cm format. One by one, metre by metre, the individual concrete sections of the border barrier were
captured with stoic determination. On the receptive level, this series of pictures literally

27 Thomas Deecke, “Shinkichi Tajiri erklärt die Berliner Mauer zur Land Art“,
in: Kunstzeitung 09/2005.
28 Shinkichi Tajiri, The Wall. Die Mauer. Le Mur, Baarlo 1971. Tajiri later
published a series of works on the subject of The Wall. Cf. Tajiri., De Muur,
Den Haag 2003.
29 Bool, 2008 (note 24).
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30 The work was shown in the Art Museum Aarhus, Denmark in 1985-86.
An exhibition in Paris is planned in October-November 2009. Current
information can be found at: http://www.enigmart.de/projekte/mauer/
index.html. (05/05/2009)
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makes an exact study of the Berlin
Wall possible for the first time. In
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung,
Thomas Köster ascertained that
“In addition, the photos open up
an archaeological stratum of the
German-German past that had become buried in the transfigured perspective of the younger
generation. Hidden behind the bushes, the curiously old-fashioned cars, behind crosses and
the scaffolding of observation platforms, we find another wall different from the one one
remembers falling in 1989.”31 In this way, the real appearance of “The Wall” will increasingly
come into the focus of the future generations. The task seems to be clear: It is necessary to
transport the symbol back to the concrete perception. And therefore, a basal collective
concept of remembrance is founded in the concern of a surveyed wall as documented so
vividly by Bösel and Maus. Whether as an archive, a catalogue or an atlas: Faced with the
historic importance of the Berlin Wall, it stands to reason that in future the medium of the
photobook will assume a key role.

31 Thomas Köster, “Die vermessene Mauer“, in: Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung , 8.5.2008.
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