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1: Erotic Sites: Sexual Topographies
after the Wall

wenn man fickt, vermeint man doch was zu evieben,
fremde viume bekommt man dabei zumindest zu sehen,
andere wohnungen sozusagen, beinabe schon andere stidte.
dafS sie so berlin kennengelernt hiitte, wiirde sie nicht
behaupten. und auch jetzt stebt sie nicht wirklich vor
neuen aussichten, sie trist mehr so auf der stelle. immerhin
anch diesmal ganz sony-trunken das gelinde da dranfSen,
sieht sie, ganz sony-frisch auch seine binde . . .

[when you fuck you think you are experiencing something,
at least you get to see foreign rooms, other apartments so to
speak, almost different cities. that she got to know Berlin
this way she would not claim. and even now she is not really
[fuacing new prospects, vather, she is marking time. yet the
tervain outside also this time completely sony-drunk, she
sees, completely sony-fresh also bis hands . . .

— Kathrin Roggla, Irres Wetter

HE CITY AS AN EROTIC SITE has a long literary tradition. Historically,

such plots range from the male traveler seeking erotic adventure in
the foreign city to the single female professional hoping to find an appro-
priate companion in her home town." The particularities and the intent of
erotic scenarios in city literature change over time, but they have in com-
mon that they first delineate and then push the boundaries of convention.
The metropolis defines contemporaneity and is thus bound up with notions
of change. Depictions of sex and sexuality are one way to measure and to
analyze such changes for the reader as well as for the writer. Erotic con-
stellations in city literature hint at the socio-sexual issues that occupy a
society at a particular historical moment and fuel the fantasies of the city
as an erotic site. The vanguard position of the city itself has, of course, a
long tradition and it continues to play a role in Berlin literature and its
contributions to the self-definition of united Germany.

Eroticism and sexuality in contemporary Berlin literature are mainly
symbolic interpretations of the city’s history, often expressed as genera-
tional difference, and responses to the physical reconstruction of Berlin in
the 1990s and the general fascination with newness. Assessments of the
changing city thus merge with explorations of shifting attitudes towards
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sex and sexuality. Specific locations within the city have different erotic and
sexual connotations. Sites in Western Berlin are often linked to the experi-
ences of the members of the student movement and their search for sex-
ual freedom in the big city during the period of division. For the younger
generation, by contrast, sexual identity is connected to the emergence of
the New Berlin. A good number of texts reflect on the consequences of the
sexual revolution for the generation of the participants as well as that of
their children, underlining the importance of sexual attitudes and practices
for generational difference and conflict. The massive construction projects
of the 1990s, to which the epigraph from Kathrin Roggla refers, embody
the longing for new sexual impulses together with the realization that such
desires might well go unfulfilled. Experiences of fragmentation and isola-
tion in the metropolis are particularly pronounced in texts about erotic
longing. Literary depictions of sexuality continue to mark the boundaries
of convention and appeal to the reader through scenarios of transgression.
In post-wall Berlin literature they are also reflections on the promises, the
hopes and the limitations of the united city.

Sex and Berlin

Fanny Lewald (1811-89), a young Jewish woman who later wrote and
advocated for women’s rights, came to Berlin from provincial Konigsberg
in 1832. Besotted by Berlin’s urban beauty, she imagined herself just as
attractive, and she conjured up a young nobleman who falls in love with
her at first sight. The metropolitan environment and the young woman’s
self-image as worthy of erotic desire form a seamless connection. Recall-
ing this incident in her autobiography about thirty years later, Lewald
rejects her youthful fantasies as “Selbsttiuschung” (self-delusion). Moving
from the trope of the city as erotic site to the city as a symbol of modern
isolation, she ruefully acknowledges that she learned to perceive herself as
an “Atom in der Menge” (atom in the crowd).” E. T. A Hoffmann’s canon-
ical Berlin text “Des Vetters Eckfenster” (The Cousin’s Corner Window,
1822) similarly merges the city with eroticism. The protagonists, an aging
writer and his younger cousin, watch the activities on Berlin’s Gendar-
menmarkt from the elevated position of their corner window, imagining
the exchange not only of merchandise and money but also of erotic glances
and crude jokes on the busy market below.’

The city also makes possible illicit relationships. In Heinrich Heine’s
1824 poem “Blamir’ mich nicht” (Do Not Embarrass Me) the lyrical “I”
asks his mistress, with whom he shares an apartment, not to compromise
him by greeting him on Berlin’s central boulevard, Unter den Linden.*
The tension between the public sphere with its pretense of bourgeois
respectability and the anonymity of the city, which permits unmarried
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partners of different social backgrounds to cohabit, is itself a source of
eroticism. In these early nineteenth-century texts Berlin inspires the erotic
imagination and offers a degree of freedom from social convention.

This tradition still resonates in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century. Aristocrat Botho von Rienicker and the lower-class woman Lene
in Fontane’s Berlin novel Irrungen, Wirrungen (Delusions, Confusions,
1887) have a love relationship across class boundaries. Later, Lene finds a
husband who not only knows about Botho but thanks him for having
treated her kindly.” Of course, not all of these unconventional relation-
ships end well. Set in the same decade that Fanny Lewald imagines the
possibility of a Christian lover, Georg Hermann’s Jettchen Gebert (1906)
tells of the love between a Jewish woman and a Christian man, a love that
is possible in the enlightened environment of the big city but nonetheless
ends with the heroine’s suicide.’

In the twentieth century the canonical city texts of the Weimar Re-
public, most notably Alfred Doblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz (1929) and
Irmgard Keun’s Das kunstseidene Méidchen (The Artificial Sith Girl, 1932),
fix Berlin’s reputation as a city with all the freedoms and socio-sexual ills
of a great metropolis.” Prostitution and pimping, which occupied the public
debate in Weimar Germany, play a central role in both of the novels.
Keun’s novel places the issue in a larger context, questioning whether all
women prostitute themselves in one way or another, no matter whether
they live in the big city or in the provinces. Still, radical depictions of
sexuality acknowledge that the city’s freedom comes at a price, especially for
the female characters. Both Déblin’s and Keun’s novels include prosti-
tutes who die violent deaths.

In postwar literature, Berlin’s division between East and West emerges
as the determining characteristic of the city’s erotic profile. Christa Wolf’s
Der geteilte Himmel (The Divided Heaven, 1963) is perhaps the most
prominent example in East German literature.” It tells the story of a young
woman who sacrifices her love relationship with a man who defects to
West Berlin in favor of her commitment to the ideals of a socialist society.
In West German literature, West Berlin often appears as a political and
sexual utopia, away from the conservatism of the Federal Republic. The
protagonist in Peter Schneider’s Lenz (1973), a young intellectual and
active member of the student movement in West Berlin, attempts to com-
bine sexual and social progressivism in his relationship with a young woman
from the working class.” Both Wolf and Schneider let political develop-
ments and conflicts in Berlin bear on the love relationships their novels
depict. In the case of Wolf’s novel, the erection of the Berlin Wall cements
the lovers’ physical and ideological divide. Schneider’s narrative calls into
question the viability of West Berlin as a progressive society when love, in
the end, fails to overcome class boundaries. As this brief overview from
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the early nineteenth century to the late twentieth century shows, the erotic
space that is Berlin evolves together with the city’s history. Its literary ren-
dition is shaped by shifting attitudes toward gender, sex, and sexuality and,
in turn, secks to influence prevailing ways of thinking about these issues.

If literature of the 1990s and the early twenty-first century is any
indication, Berlin continues to inspire the erotic imagination. The re-
emergence of post-unification Berlin as a sexualized space raises the ques-
tion how these recent texts respond to the tradition of erotic city writing
and, more importantly, whose sexuality and what kind of sexed bodies
writers conjure as they imagine Berlin of and for the post-wall period.

Descriptions of the fall of the wall and Germany’s political unification
frequently draw on sexual imagery."” Thomas Brussig’s ironic Helden wie
war (Heroes Like Us, 1996), a satirical novel about the Stasi that very quickly
attained the status of a canonical post-unification text, envisions the fall of
the wall as an act of male sexual conquest. In a grotesque twist on the
semantic construction of the city as a woman waiting to be conquered,"
the protagonist Klaus Uhltzscht brings about the wall’s fall by exposing
his gigantic penis to the East German border guards who flee in fear and
amazement. When Klaus reaches the West, he is approached by the pro-
ducer of a porn magazine who wishes to capitalize on his outsized mem-
ber."” Brussig’s Berlin as the site of sexual conquest and capitalist decadence
recalls traditional themes of city writing. Here, sexual conquest is both
individual and political liberation, and capitalist decadence provides much
needed money. In Thomas Hettche’s Nox (1995), discussed in chapter 2,
sex murder and sado-masochism practiced by both East and West Ger-
mans accompany the opening of the wall.” The city as body is the novel’s
dominant metaphor, the scarred flesh of the city mirroring the injuries the
protagonists inflict on each other in acts of ritualized sexual violence. Inka
Parei’s Die Schattenboxerin (The Shadow Boxer), discussed later in this
chapter, links the fall of the wall and its aftermath with a story of rape and
recovery."* The association of the wall’s opening with violence and sex takes
up a theme of city writing and hints at a dark underside of German uni-
fication but avoids direct political statements.

By the end of the 1990s, Berlin’s wish to be a great world metropolis
has turned the city into its own Sebnsuchtsort (place of longing). Many
narratives celebrate Berlin as a utopian home to a population of diverse
people and desires, responding to the city’s ubiquitous motto “Hier neu.
Hier anders” (here new, here different) with erotic projections of their
own."” The construction site, the embodiment of the “new Berlin” par ex-
cellence, turns out to be a privileged location in the sexualized cityscape.
In her experimental novel Irres Wetter (Crazy Weather), Kathrin Roggla
describes Baustellentourismus (construction-site tourism) as Berlin’s ver-
sion of sex tourism:
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eine menge an orten ist ja in dieser stadt im entstehen, an denen man
dann dinge sagen kann wie: “mir ist die sexuelle atmosphire nicht
ganz entgangen, die zwischen uns herrschen soll, dieses hiiben und
driiben, dieses vertreten von duflersten energien.” und sie glaubt ihm
nicht, und er glaubt ihr nicht, und so kommt es wieder zu nichts. (69)

[a multitude of places is going up in this city where you can say things
like: “the sexual atmosphere that supposedly exists between us did not
entirely escape me, this hither and thither, this representing of ut-
most energies.” and she does not believe him, and he does not believe
her, and again it comes to nothing. ]

Roggla, an Austrian-born writer living in Berlin, first sets up the construc-
tion site as stimulant of sexual desire and erotic dialogue, only to debunk
these ideas as myth. In this chapter’s epigraph from Roggla’s novel, con-
struction activity becomes a substitute for the intensity that seems to be
lacking in the sexual experience. The name of the Sony corporation, one
of the companies that did a great deal of construction at Potsdamer Platz,
stands for a new city as much as for new sex. Sex provides a bodily experi-
ence of a changing city and Berlin, in turn, entices with fresh sex. Even as
they caution that the outcome does not always meet the expectations,
these texts render the cityscape as erotic topography.

Peter Schneider also expands on the idea of Berlin as a site of sexual
rejuvenation in Eduards Heimkehr (Eduard’s Homecoming, 1999)."° The
main character in Schneider’s book is, like its author himself, a participant
in the student movement and sexual revolution of the 1970s. After an ab-
sence of several years, Eduard returns to a united Berlin to live and work
and to take possession of a house in Friedrichshain that he unexpectedly
inherits. Here, too, German unification has sexual connotations, as Eduard’s
exploration of the East includes an extramarital affair with an East German
woman. More important is Eduard’s desire to bring Jenny, his American-
Jewish wife, to a sexual climax. During one such attempt, the uncom-
fortable bed in their temporary apartment floats through the window and
loops past Brandenburg Gate (89) before Jenny interrupts the act with a
trivial question. Another, equally unsuccessful, try culminates in a sexual
encounter on the roof of Weinhaus Huth during the construction phase
at Potsdamer Platz (167). Here, too, the fast-changing city is called upon
to provide new sexual impulses. Schneider lets his protagonists succeed in
their loft apartment in West Berlin’s Charlottenburg neighborhood (406).
In this novel, West Berlin with its history of the student movement and
the sexual revolution is a more powerful stimulant than the New Berlin
and its construction sites.

In a number of texts, particularly those by young writers like Kathrin
Roggla, Berlin offers limitless sexual freedom, but this freedom does not
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