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FAREWELL

It is an old Russian farewell custom to sit together in 
silence for a minute before starting a journey. This is 
a time when people think of the good days and the 
bad days and of the uncertainties of the future. For a 
moment, memories are awakened as images that pass 
before the mind’s eye. For years, the people in East 
Germany experienced too many farewells. At some 
time, everyone had to say goodbye to the childhood 
belief that they were living in a world of beauty and 
goodness. It took many people a long time to bid fare-
well to the illusion that a better socialism was possible. 
Others said goodbye for ever to friends and family in 
order to seek their happiness in the West. And even-
tually the time came to say goodbye to the state, which 
the majority of people did not love but which they 
had somehow come to regard as their home. It was 
the long farewell from the illusory idyll of the perfect 
world of dictatorship. Nothing but farewells. The pho-
tos in this exhibition have become a picture chronicle 
of a farewell, but one that was also an awakening.

March 1990 — an East German border guard paints over 
 graffiti on the Berlin Wall. While the barriers on the   
Western side are covered with graffiti, order and cleanli -
ness are maintained on the Eastern side until the end.

LONELINESS

Socialist imagery is dominated by happy young peo-
ple. Older people are usually only depicted if they are 
“prominent figures” or heroes of past battles. In the 
photos, they appear honoured and overjoyed to share 
their experience with the young generation. Reality 
looks very different. Older people in East Germany 
have been through two World Wars, have suffered 
hunger and hardship, and many have been forced to 
leave their home country. A large number of wom-
en are still mourning their husbands and sons killed 
in the war. Things are particularly difficult for single 
women. After a hard working life, they receive a mis-
erable pension. In 1979, the minimum pension is only 
280 marks. It is hardly possible to live on this pen-
sion, even though it is increased slightly up to 1989. In 
East Germany, there are no apartments adapted to the 
needs of the elderly, nursing services are mostly inad-
equate and nursing homes are a nightmare for many 
elderly people. But the state does allow pensioners to 
travel to the West and to stay there if they want to. 
They have done their part.

The riddle of the Sphinx: What walks on four legs in the 
morning, two at noon, and three in the evening? Any 
 traveller who could not answer the riddle was devoured  
by the monster. The answer is simple: mankind.



ESCAPE

It is Wolf Biermann’s first concert in East Germany 
after having been banned from performing for eleven 
years. It takes place in the church in Prenzlau on 11 
September 1976. The singer-songwriter is troubled by 
the fact that his friends are leaving in search of a life in 
the West. The concert thus becomes a “sermon against 
the flight from the Republic”, as Biermann himself 
writes a few days later in the magazine Der Spiegel. 
Biermann refers to three ways in which people are es-
caping: from East Germany to the West; within East 
Germany itself into either an idyllic private life or a 
professional career; and from life into death. This fi-
nal form of “escape” is a reference to Oskar Brüsewitz, 
a pastor who a month earlier had committed public 
self-immolation in protest over discrimination against 
Christians. Biermann expresses his objection to this 
by citing Psalm 88: “Will you show wonders to the 
dead?” Indeed, escaping is always a form of capitula-
tion and — for those in power — the most convenient 
way to get rid of critics. Two months after the concert 
in Prenzlau, Wolf Biermann is stripped of his East 
German citizenship while on tour in the West.

On 1 May 1987, the weather in Berlin is stormy. The wind 
whistles round the flag bearers. The state and party leader-
ship in East Berlin has also been exposed to the wind — the 
wind of change blowing in from Moscow since 1985.

COMMUNITY

During breakfast, the mood in the foreman’s hut is 
bad. “Kalle hasn’t come to work again,” the head of 
the brigade snarls. “I’ll have to report this, so that his 
missing hours can be deducted. This means we can 
forget about the bonus.” The others remain silent, 
slurping away at the carton of milk, which is provided 
free of charge to workers exposed to silica dust. “Prob-
ably got drunk last night and couldn’t get up at five 
this morning,” one of his workmates pipes up. Then 
Schorschi turns to Harri: “Bring your Trabi round. 
We’ll go and get him.” Ten minutes later, they are on 
their way. They drag Kalle out of bed and make him 
take a cold shower and drink a strong cup of coffee. 
An hour later, he is standing at his machine looking 
rather pale. There is a sense of community. This is de-
manded and encouraged by the authorities. At the 
same time, this feeling of community provides a ref-
uge against the “bigwigs”, a place where you trust and 
help one another. Some people might have grinned 
when Kalle’s photo later appeared on the “Straße der 
Besten” — a series of pictures displayed in showcases 
to honour successful groups of workers. But the main 
thing was that the bonus was paid.

Pensioners of a Stephanus Foundation nursing home 
 participating in group therapy in Heringsdorf on the island  
of Usedom in the Baltic Sea.



CHEERFULNESS

The Peaceful Revolution in the autumn of 1989 is also 
a joyful revolution. A system armed to the teeth leaves 
the stage of history — scowling but without violence. 
The most brutal border — at least in Europe — is over-
run peacefully. It is like a miracle, but it is also the re-
sult of a culture of cheerfulness. When the opposition 
gathered in the churches, it was not in the spirit of 
a sombre revolt. Seldom has world history seen such 
gentle and cheerful revolutionaries. The heavily armed 
state power, on the other hand, had always taken it-
self extremely seriously. However, the less there was 
to laugh about, the more popular political jokes be-
came. Humour became the balancing pole with which 
to cross the abyss of resignation. In his song Ermuti-
gung (Encouragement), which Wolf Biermann wrote in 
1966 for the poet Peter Huchel, who had been banned 
from his profession, Biermann sings: “Don’t wear 
yourself out here, / use every single day. / You cannot 
disappear, / we need you and we fear / you’ll lose your 
cheerful way.”

In 1989, Bärbel Bohley represents the cheerful and gentle 
face of the opposition in East Germany. Some people even 
call her the “Mother of the Revolution”. Happy is the revolu-
tion that has such mothers.

YOUTH

This is not just any meeting of the Free German Youth 
organisation. The group has gathered to discuss the 
“ideological ambiguities” of the student W. The or-
ganisation’s members — including the “delinquent” 
student W — all appear wearing their hallmark blue 
shirts. The representative of the leadership of the So-
cialist Unity Party of Germany addresses the audi-
ence: Counter-revolution, infiltration, subversion … 
These empty words fly through the room like bullets. 
The group is only expected to agree to the expulsion of 
the student W from the university. They are all young, 
including the representative of the party leadership 
and the informant of the Ministry for State Security 
( Stasi), whose report will survive the times. Youth is 
not a value in itself, but a combination of things: ad-
aptation and rebellion, cowardice and courage, career-
ism and desire for freedom. Would it be wise to argue 
against expelling the student? Every contradiction 
could add a dangerous count to the charge: the forma-
tion of a subversive group. All the students — includ-
ing the delinquent — thus vote in favour of the party’s 
proposal. Student W is given the chance to return to 
the university after having “proved his worth” for one 
year in the production sector.

A punk couple poses for the photographer in 1986 on 
Käthe-Niederkirchner-Straße in the Bötzowviertel residential 
area in East Berlin. A faded statement on the wall: “Ich liebe 
dich” (I love you).



CHILDHOOD

“Such tiny little hands / tiny fingers make” — this is 
the beginning of the song Kinder (Children), writ-
ten by Bettina Wegner in 1976. “Never strike them or 
their / tiny bones you’ll break.” This one song becomes 
so popular that it makes the singer-songwriter fa-
mous— especially because it is also later performed by 
Joan Baez. The song is by no means apolitical since it is 
about so much more than violence in nurseries. “Such 
lovely little mouths / chatter unrestrained. / Never si-
lence them or / they’ll never speak again.” 

Certainly, education in the public institutions of 
East Germany is not only a matter of obedience and 
subordination, but this is the real goal. Even loving 
and skilled educators and teachers cannot change 
the fact that the schools are a mirror image of an au-
thoritarian society. “A spine is hard to see / in such 
a tiny back. / Never bend it or you’ll / hear the back-
bone crack. / Honest, upright people, / they’re the ones 
we need. / People without backbones / are a common 
breed.”

A garden and a dog to play with — what more do you need 
for a happy childhood? The world of adults is one of cork-
screws and lighters. 

LIES

In 1961, the Ost-Berliner Kinderbuchverlag publish-
es the children’s book Gelsomino in the Land of Liars, 
written by Italian author Gianni Rodari (1920–1980). 
The subject of his satire is the fascist Italy of his youth. 
In the land of liars, everything is the opposite of what 
it normally is. When people get up in the morning, 
they say “Good Night” to one another, and when they 
go to bed in the evening, they say “Good Morning”. 
Cats are called dogs and are forced to bark. Dogs 
meow and have to balance on the roof. You can only 
pay with counterfeit money. Real money is strictly 
prohibited. 

It is perhaps the best book ever written about 
East Germany — even if this was not the author’s in-
tention. Rodari’s description of an upside-down world 
touched a nerve in the Socialist Unity Party of Ger-
many such that the censors simply did not have the 
courage to treat the satire as a reference to their own 
country. The theme of this children’s book also applied 
to East Germany: “In the land of liars, the truth is 
seen / as serious illness or a foolish thing.”

Party by the River Panke, Berlin-Pankow 1987. Anyone who 
takes this East German slogan “Peace is not being, but 
doing!” at its word and protests against the militarisation of 
society risks a lot of trouble.



POWER

At the entrance of the restaurant, there is a sign say-
ing: “Please wait! You will be taken to your table”. 
Even though the dining area is half empty, a queue 
has formed outside. One of the people waiting dares 
to rebel, walks past the sign and sits down at an empty 
table. A waiter from the restaurant collective shouts 
to him: “Can’t you read?” The angry guest replies, “I 
would like the complaints book.” “You’ll be waiting 
until hell freezes over,” the waiter snaps. This brief 
anecdote about power and powerlessness is as trivi-
al as it is annoying — particularly if your stomach is 
rumbling. But it is not only policemen, official superi-
ors, functionaries, teachers and others with executive 
powers that embody the power of the state. A claim to 
power is personified behind every counter, every bar 
and every desk where shortages are managed. This is 
due to the general shortage of goods and services of 
any kind, which disappears together with East Ger-
man state power in 1989.

Traffic comes to a standstill to make way for the black 
limousines of the party and state leadership. People at bus 
stops or in traffic jams snarl “Bonzenschleuder” (big shot 
limousine) and wait dutifully until the convoy has passed. 
The photograph dates from the year 1986.

CURIOSITY

In January 1976, there is an exhibition in the lobby of 
the City Library of East Berlin of 1,200 books recent-
ly published by Swiss publishing houses. A small ges-
ture intended to demonstrate the open-mindedness of 
East Germany to Switzerland and completely unspec-
tacular at first glance. But even though the exhibition 
is only announced in a tiny note in the Berliner Zei-
tung, the otherwise quiet library is a hive of activity 
all week. The library is full of people reading the latest 
books of Swiss authors or making notes from specialist 
books. “When will all these books be freely accessible 
on the shelves of the reading room?” one guest writes 
in the Visitors’ Book. People, being curious, take every 
opportunity to broaden their horizons. East Germany 
is the land of closed doors. But through the windows 
it is possible to see the big wide world. Sometimes, 
these windows open slightly and a fresh wind blows 
through the stuffy air of the dictatorship.

Children and cats are incredibly curious. They always want 
to know what is happening outside and, hidden behind 
curtains, peer out at the world. Curiosity undermines every 
dictatorship in the world. 



ORDER

Key terms for understanding East Germany are se-
curity, discipline and cleanliness. These three values 
are guaranteed by the principle of order. House rules 
can be found on the door inside every wardrobe in 
the holiday homes of the Federation of Trade Un-
ions, and a list of school rules is kept in the teach-
ers’ room; in the classrooms a Young Pioneer with red 
brassard is responsible for order; house rules are for-
warded to every new tenant and all factory workers 
regularly have to sign a fire protection regulation. And 
everything is framed by the socialist order, which is 
guaranteed by the state order. But many people at the 
time often wonder why there is disorder everywhere, 
given the many regulations. Despite the park regula-
tions, the grass is always full of dog excrement, and 
despite house rules, the courtyards and staircases are 
always dirty. Obviously, there is too much disorder to 
implement the overarching concept of order, accord-
ing to which freedom is the recognition of necessity.

Exuberant fans of Union Berlin posing in the Alte Försterei 
stadium for Harald Hauswald’s camera — under the watchful 
eye of the authorities, whose batons at their belts are not 
just for decoration.

REBELLION

In the past, rebels like Robin Hood hid in the woods 
and put the fear of God into tyrants. But the land 
has been deforested, and bow and arrow are now only 
suitable for the museum. What is it like to live in the 
20th century in a country that you reject inwardly, but 
in which you have no choice but to participate in daily 
life? To put it more precisely: How much adaptation 
is necessary, and how much rebellion is possible? In 
principle, the bar for resistance is set low. In schools 
and other educational institutions of the sixties and 
early seventies, long hair for boys and short skirts for 
girls is enough to get you into trouble. Later, ripped 
jeans, sleeveless jackets or Western accessories are a 
bone of contention. You can call yourself a rebel if you 
walk down the street as a loud-mouthed soccer fan, or 
if you dye your hair purple. It is the gentle rebels who 
have been gathering in churches since the end of the 
seventies that pose the real threat to state power. They 
are the ones who ultimately form the critical mass that 
backs the state into a corner.

Union-Berlin fans in 1988 in Karl-Marx-Stadt. The rebellion 
finds its own outlets. Even though soccer fans do not ques-
tion the state order, they undermine the ideal concept of 
youth as promoted by the propaganda.



LONGING

Half an hour before midnight, the slow music begins 
to play at the village dance. The light is dimmed, cou-
ples dance, their bodies pressed close together, and the 
drummer takes up his rumba rattles. The music evokes 
moonlit nights in the south, gentle sounds of man-
dolins, palm beaches and the Southern Cross. Back 
in the sixties, Perikles Fotopoulos, the son of Greek 
refugees, offered a potpourri of Mediterranean songs, 
including “Buonanotte”, “Ay, ay, Amigo” and “Cabal-
leros”. Nobody knows more about the true longing 
of the people than the writers and composers of hit 
songs. And, after drinking a bottle of Bulgarian red 
wine, who can say if the rule is being followed that 
sixty percent of the music played in East Germany 
has to be hits from the East and forty percent songs 
from the West? When Alexandra from Kiel, famous 
for her dark voice, sings of the endless landscapes of 
Russia: “Longing is an old song of the Taiga, / which 
my mother used to sing”, people feel united in their 
longing for love and happiness.

An amusement park in Dresden in 1982. Everyone dreams of 
the South Seas, but the merry-go-round just goes round and 
round.

SADNESS

At the eleventh hour, the propaganda machine of 
the Socialist Unity Party of Germany has a flash of 
inspiration. It announces what it calls “Socialism in 
the colours of East Germany”, intending to distance 
itself from Gorbachev’s glasnost and perestroika in 
the Soviet Union. But what are the colours of East 
Germany? Neither the black, red and gold of the 
German nation, nor the red of the labour movement. 
An honest answer to this question would have to be 
that the colour of East Germany is grey. The fronts 
of buildings are grey with age, the shop windows are 
dirty grey, the wall surrounding the state is concrete 
grey, the uniforms of the guard posts are field grey, and 
the old ideas of Marxist-Leninist philosophy are grey 
like all theory. It is mainly the pictures on propaganda 
posters and in the media that are colourful. In the col-
ourful world of beautiful pictures, there are no shades 
of grey. But it is in the little grey cells that rebellious 
ideas are forming.

In an underground train in East Berlin in 1986. Another  
day comes to an end. Drained by their eagerness to perform 
their duties, employees are on their way home.



SUB-CULTURE

At the end of the 1970s it is as if Martians have land-
ed in East Germany. They have multi-coloured hair, 
safety pins in their ears and are called punks. Min-
ister for State Security Erich Mielke is on the war-
path. In an action plan, he calls for a “crackdown” on 
punks and for “actionable offences” to be identified so 
that punks can be arrested. But the tried-and-tested 
means of disciplining fails completely. It is not even 
possible to categorise these punks. A trend from the 
West? Certainly, as far as their outward appearance 
is concerned. A music genre? Indeed, punk bands 
playing in churches and backyards become a talking 
point. A sub-culture? This is how they are seen by the 
authorities. Punks are banned from the premises of 
restaurants and discotheques. Occasionally, they are 
brought into police stations and their hair is forcibly 
cut. Gradually, however, the movement splits into the 
more artistic punks and the really wild ones. The ad-
venture playground “East Germany” disintegrates be-
fore this development is completed.

In 1986, young people are having a party at the Hirschhof 
in the city’s Prenzlauer Berg area. Their open faces, their 
attitude and the style of their clothes show that they have 
left East Germany behind long ago.

DECAY

When people look for photos depicting East Germa-
ny in the 1980s, they often reject pictures that they 
believe to have been taken during the post-war period. 
The cities of East Germany are in an awful state of 
decay. Due to decades of neglect, however, these cities 
are full of mysterious signs and inscriptions. “Coloni-
alwaren” (Colonial Goods) or “Kaiserlicher Hofliefer-
ant” (Supplier to the Imperial Court) can be seen in 
old Gothic lettering over shops that have long been 
abandoned. Firewalls are marked with the letters LSR 
for “Luftschutzraum” (air-raid shelter) and with arrows 
intended to indicate the way to people trapped in these 
shelters under the rubble after a bomb attack. “Hit-
ler verrecke” (Go to hell, Hitler) had been written — 
obviously by a death-defying person during the Nazi 
period — on a brick wall on Kopenhagener Straße in 
Berlin. Following the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 
1968, someone had painted the name of the commu-
nist reformer Alexander Dubček on the University 
Library. The name was painted over repeatedly. How-
ever, the green letters reappeared time and again. Thus, 
the decaying city became a living history book.

In the eighties, the older districts rapidly decay. The ad-
vertisement of the Konsument furniture shop, which was 
photographed in 1985 in the East Berlin area of Prenzlauer 
Berg, seems like pure mockery. 



CONTRADICTION

The essay title written on the blackboard reads “With-
out contradiction nothing would exist”. A tough nut 
to crack. The teacher’s note “Develop your own ideas 
and draw conclusions for the future development of 
socialist society” does not help either. Help is provided 
by the author Friedrich Engels, the best friend of Karl 
Marx, who is an incontestable authority that hardly 
permits any contradiction. The quotation means that 
a lack of contradiction will lead to a standstill. In the 
classroom, my brain is at a standstill even after ten 
minutes, while my classmates are already scribbling 
away. You should contradict continuously: at school, 
in the Free German Youth organisation, and to your 
parents. But if you ever write this, there will be noth-
ing but trouble. “These are the arguments of the ene-
my,” the teacher would shout, scorning the impudence 
of misusing the beautiful quotation of Friedrich En-
gels. I start to write my essay: “Socialism has overcome 
all contradictions. This is why things are progressing 
so rapidly.” This is also a contradiction — but time is 
running out.

Dresden, 1984. Graffiti expressing the mood that is spread-
ing not only in Saxony: “Wut” (Rage).

TENDERNESS

The photos by Harald Hauswald take us on a journey 
back in time. Many photo motifs have disappeared. 
After all, thirty years have passed. In addition, times 
have changed and most things look very different 
nowadays. But the people on the photos do not grow 
older. You feel as if you have known each single per-
son for a long time. The reason for this is the close 
relationship between the photographer and his mo-
tifs. Each photo tells a story. Of course, these stories 
also deal with politics, but above all they deal with 
tenderness, love, affection and longing. Did people in 
a country enclosed by a wall simply have more time 
for affection and tenderness? Or were these feelings a 
place of refuge and retreat from the harassment suf-
fered as a result of state power and ideology? In any 
case, sharing everyday experiences helped the people 
to lead a dignified life in spite of all the adversities, 
and in retrospect this made life in East Germany pre-
cious and important.

Where lies, stupidity and oppression reign, love and care for 
others is perhaps not an act of resistance but simply a refuge 
that makes life worth living. Photograph: Berlin, 1985.



THE PHOTOGRAPHER 

Harald Hauswald, born in 1954 in Radebeul, completed 
his training in photography in Dresden and moved to 
East Berlin in 1978. In the eighties, he walked the city’s 
streets and took photos of things that other photogra-
phers overlooked or regarded as uninteresting: scenes 
of everyday life, lonely and elderly people, couples in 
love, rockers, hooligans and young people in churches 
standing up for peace and environmental protection. 
“The focus is on the people” —  this was one principle 
of socialist realism. Harald Hauswald had his own way 
of giving concrete form to this principle. In East Ger-
many, he did not receive any art award for this, but got 
into trouble with the authorities. Of course, Harald 
Hauswald also took photos of decaying buildings and 
queues in front of food stores. But his photos were not 
meant to be subversive; they were rather a declaration 
of love to the people in East Germany. For a brief mo-
ment, there was an almost tender relationship between 
the people in the photos and the photographer, which 
can be felt by the viewer even today. Hauswald’s pic-
tures, which shape our image of East Germany in its 
last years, feature in numerous exhibitions worldwide.

THE AUTHOR 

Stefan Wolle, born in 1950 in Halle / Saale, completed 
his secondary education and training as a bookseller 
in Berlin in 1969. From 1971 on, he studied history 
and German language and literature at the Humboldt 
University in East Berlin. Because of his critical politi-
cal statements, he had to leave the university in 1972 in 
order to “prove his worth in the production sector” for 
one year. After resuming and completing his studies, 
he worked at the Academy of Sciences, where, in 1984, 
he gained his doctorate on the relations between the 
German and Russian scientific communities around 
1800. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, Wolle became a 
Round Table expert for Stasi files and in March 1990 
was co-editor of Ich liebe Euch doch alle! — the first 
published collection of Stasi documents, which became 
the last bestseller of East Germany. The historian lat-
er worked at Humboldt University, Free University of 
Berlin and other institutes. Since 2005, Stefan Wolle 
has been director of academic research at the DDR 
Museum in Berlin. He has become famous above all 
for his trilogy Die heile Welt der Diktatur. Many read-
ers value his lively and realistic portrayal of East Ger-
many, which is based on historical sources and on the 
author’s own experiences. 
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