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Berlin, read by the author, received its first performance in the Lyttelton auditorium of the National Theatre, London, on 10 February 2009. The director was Stephen Daldry, with lighting by Rick Fisher.


Wall, read by the author, received its first performance at the Royal Court Theatre, London, on 12 March 2009. The director was Stephen Daldry.


The plays were first performed together as part of the High Tide Festival at Snape Maltings in May 2009.






















BERLIN




‘Berlin is the testicles of the West.


Every time I want to make the West scream,


I squeeze on Berlin.’


Nikita Khrushchev





























Here I am, I’m back in Berlin, and as usual I can’t get the hang of it.


I’ve been coming to this city, off and on, for well over thirty years and each time it’s different. The world has changed and so has Berlin. In the mid-1970s, I was booed in the Schiller Theater, which today I can’t even find. One afternoon, I remember watching Samuel Beckett instructing a couple of German actors in what looked like an over-directed production of Waiting for Godot. Beckett was holding a notebook and calling out moves which the actors had to follow. The notebook was later published in facsimile, as though it were a sacred document, complete with the little footmarks you used to see at the Arthur Murray School of Dancing.


And in the evening I was booed.


You have to understand the convention. If a playwright is known to be in a German city for a first night, he or she has to take a curtain call. To remain in your seat, to fail to go up on the stage is to imply disownership of the production. That night, after watching Beckett pad up and down the stalls, I saw one of my own plays, in a monumental decor by someone who had obviously never been to England. One scene was set on Guildford railway station. The platform sign saying ‘Guildford’ was painted in huge Gothic lettering which didn’t immediately evoke British Railways. The vaulted waiting room was panelled entirely in mahogany. Like Kafka’s America, this was a country of the imagination. Some youths in leather were playing on the Guildford station pinball machine, while drinking schnapps.


Oh yes, Berlin’s a strange city. Hitler, then Stalin.


It’s one of those cities which people say is very alive, yet when I look I can’t see anything moving. Is it me? People tell you all the time that it’s very young, but in my hotel everyone seems to be pulling their suitcases round on wheels and getting out at the wrong floor. Also, the arts are thriving. ‘Why do you love Berlin?’ I ask when people say, ‘I love Berlin.’ ‘Oh, the arts,’ they say. ‘And the clubs. It’s a great city for clubbing.’


So here I am once more, missing the point. Or perhaps not able to find it. ‘Berlin is the most exciting city in Europe.’ ‘David, you should really buy an apartment in Kreuzburg.’ ‘Should I? Goodness. Why?’ ‘Everyone’s buying apartments in Kreuzburg. It’s a great time to buy. It’s the most fashionable area.’ ‘Where exactly is Kreuzberg?’ I ask. The inevitable answer: ‘You’re in it.’ ‘Really? This is the most fashionable area? This?’ And why would I buy an apartment in Berlin, anyway? Where would I be on my way to when I visited my apartment? And hold on a sec, I thought I was in Charlottenburg. They seem to have moved Charlottenburg since yesterday. Every morning I’m driven from the hotel which we can all agree is just off Kurfürstendam, and we seem to take a different direction. Or rather, more subtly, each of the innumerable suburbs seems to be rebuilt daily in a different place.


Berlin is harder than it used to be because the most famous landmark has gone. ‘You’re in the East,’ my driver keeps saying, in spite of the fact he himself is barely old enough to remember the Wall. Then later: ‘You’re in the West.’ But the dedicated tourists who go looking for Berlin’s distinguishing feature can’t find it. They made a big mistake. They pulled it down. In fact I just read a piece in the paper saying for the forthcoming celebrations, they’re planning to project a hologram of the Wall, to get over the inconvenient fact it isn’t there.


It’s not that nostalgia for communism is widespread – it’s there, yes, but it’s confined to a certain generation, to the memory of universal childcare, jobs, to the little shops selling memorabilia – plates and cups and teaspoons of the ideology. No, you see, much more important, it’s bad marketing: the city of the famous Wall not actually having a wall. And the argument about the Wall is one part of a much larger argument the city has been having with itself, what it calls the Haupstadtdebatte. What do we do about the capital? What do we do about the past?


Ah yes. The past.


I keep thinking I’m going to put a line in a play. The line is: As you get old, memory does the work of fantasy. I never do, I never use the line, mainly because I don’t care for those playwrights – Joe Orton is one offender, Enid Bagnold is another – who keep their fridges crammed with cracking lines, which nobody ever said, and bring them out when the audience feels peckish. ‘Here’s one I prepared earlier.’ I find epigrammatic playwriting depressing. Yet I would love to get this particular sentiment in a play: When you’re young, you fantasise about the future. When you’re old you fantasise about the past.


That’s why every time I pass the Zoo Palast I get a curious sensation. For me, Berlin is always cold. I’ve never been colder than when I served on the jury of the Berlin Film Festival. It was towards the end of the last century. Our hotel was six hundred yards from the cinema, and it was minus twenty. We had to watch three films a day – so we went back and forth, back and forth in the driving snow, each time walking past the zoo and wondering how the poor animals were coping. At least they were still alive. In 1945, the citizens of Berlin, for want of anything else, ate the entire zoo.


The chairman of the jury was a French politician. At the judging it wasn’t hard to predict his taste. ‘Can’t we give Catherine Deneuve a life-time award?’ He despised The English Patient, which he said was vulgar Hollywood trash, with no redeeming features – except, perhaps, for the performance of Juliette Binoche. I said, ‘Jacques, there’s only one way you’d give that film an award. If they retitled it The French Patient.’ The director of the festival said he was pleased to have got me and Jacques on the same jury, since Jacques was currently the French Minister of Culture. His English friends had told him that I was going to be the British Minister of Culture in the incoming Blair government. I told him perhaps he should look for new friends.


So whenever I’m in Berlin I have this weird feeling that, whatever the weather, it’s cold underneath. This week when I arrived at Tegel, the sun was a surprise. It’s never certain you’re going to land at Tegel because this city of three and a half million people has three airports already and is planning a fourth. My favourite is Tempelhof. I love flying from Tempelhof. In fact, if Tempelhof took you anywhere but Belgium, I’d use it all the time. The terminal is the largest building in Berlin. It’s a mile long and it looks like a fascist railway station. Never has so much authoritarian space served so few. You walk the full length of its enormous brown concourse, to arrive at one little stand: ‘Brussels Airways’. When you walk to the tiny city-hopper, you feel like a character in Casablanca.


The Luftwaffe flew out of here, and this is the airfield of the Berlin airlift. Between June 1948 and May 1949, allied squadrons landed a C-47 or a DC-4 every ninety seconds to break the Soviet blockade, delivering two million tons of food and fuel to a city so much nearer to Poland than it is to the Rhine. Today the field is a vast, eerie expanse of empty scrub. They’re having a city-wide referendum to decide its fate – should it be preserved, an arena of living history, or should it be swept away, like the wall? Haupstadtdebatte? Everyone in Berlin will vote. But people keep pointing out, as if it were obvious, that the result of the referendum won’t be binding. What’s the point then, I say, what’s the point of a referendum? Anyway, they say, it isn’t just an airport, it’s a club. It’s a club? Yes, for transvestites. Tempelhof’s a club? For transvestites? Is this city completely insane? Is the Reichstag a club? Is the Jewish Museum a club?


‘It’s a city for the young, it’s a city for clubbing.’ Jesus Christ, how many more times? Have I been to the Kit-Kat Club? No, I don’t think so. Is that the one where they fry poo in the basement? No, I think I’d remember if I’d been there. ‘What are you doing here?’ ‘Well, actually I’m writing a film.’ ‘What about?’ ‘Post-war German guilt.’ ‘Oh. OK.’ Like that’s the reaction, because one of the things about the people here is that they’re so nice. And be clear, I’m not one of those over-sophisticated people who thinks niceness is just a mask. I think niceness is not a mask. I think it’s niceness and I’m grateful for it wherever I find it.


Because the young Germans are so polite, nobody asks what I would ask, which is: ‘What does an Englishman think he’s doing writing about German guilt?’ An obvious question, you might think, but one which so far has never been put. Given that my prime minister was once Winston Churchill, the man who said ‘The Germans should be made to suffer in their homelands and cities, let them have a good dose where it will hurt them most,’ you might expect just a trace of a resentment towards an itinerant screenwriter, blowing into town. For the German screenwriters’ union, ‘Leave post-war German guilt to the Germans’ would be a fair banner to march under.


But the days of marching are over. The days of brown shirts and then of red flags.


I meant to say, by the way, about the booing – I rather liked it. I didn’t mind it at all. Of course I would prefer to have been cheered – I’m not an idiot – but given that they didn’t like what I’d written – no, let’s be honest, they thought that what I’d written was not good – that being the shared assumption of what sounded like the whole audience, then booing wasn’t bad. You could get used to it. In fact, I did get used to it. I came back the following year and was booed for a different play. Eventually, I got booed all over Germany. I’d say to my agent, ‘I’m going to Hamburg tomorrow to be booed.’


There was something quite refreshing in standing there, like King Lear, inviting the storm, as if something covert were for once being made explicit. Both sides were travelling to something truthful, the audience liberated to say what they’re always secretly thinking: ‘You bastard, you’ve wasted my evening.’ And me standing there, proud, defiant – ‘Yes, it’s me. I’m the man who wasted your evening.’ I enjoyed it, giving physical presence to the old ‘fuck off’ which is the mark of all good playwriting. And bad playwriting, too, unfortunately.


This time, I’m less exposed. This time, I’m lurking in the credits. I’m here because I’ve adapted Bernhard Schlink’s novel The Reader. Most literature of the Holocaust is from the point of view of its victims. The Reader is from the point of view of the perpetrators, and the succeeding generation. That’s one of the reasons why it’s so popular – in Germany everyone reads it at school – but it’s also controversial. Some people don’t think that the Germans are entitled to a point of view, and, even if they are, there are plenty of people who really don’t want to hear it. Who can blame them? I keep remembering the Jewish philosopher Theodor Adorno who, one day, was listening to a speech by a professional historian of the Holocaust, Elie Wiesel. Adorno was both attracted and repelled by Wiesel’s passion. He turned to a friend and said, ‘Anything you can say about the concentration camps is at the same time both too much and not enough.’


‘Too much and not enough.’ ‘Too much and not enough.’ That’s what I keep muttering whenever I’m here. Who can be honest? And what would it mean to be honest? I certainly don’t think the French are honest. I was in Paris, by chance, in 1994, on the fiftieth anniversary of what only the French call the Battle of Paris. President Chirac organised a huge parade down the Champs-Elysées. The real survivors of the French resistance refused to take part, on the grounds that they didn’t recognise anyone who was now claiming to have resisted. Their countrymen had told themselves so many lies about collaboration – not least in order to seize ownership of resistance from the communists – that any commemorative event was nothing more than a celebration of dishonesty.


But are the British any better? ‘The good war.’ ‘The just war.’ Oh yes? If that’s what it was, why do we have to pretend it was fought without cost? Endless films with Richard Todd and John Mills and Kenneth More achieving a purely domestic stardom by stiffening their lips and muttering ‘Hello, old girl’ when reunited with their dogs or with their women. The lower orders confined to chipping in with a cheery salute and ‘Permission to win the war, sir?’ You wouldn’t know from British cinema that seventy-eight per cent of European Jews were deliberately murdered. Or that, in all, seventy-two million people died in that particular engagement. Is it only the Brits who like to pretend that there can be such a thing as a war which is moving without being upsetting?


I’m stirred up, but is anyone else? Look at the everyday surface of Berlin, quotidian Berlin, once the city of confrontation, the city of demarcation – one ideology divided against another and separated by a wall. What was Hitler’s ambition? To conquer Europe, certainly, but only as a pastime while he pursued his two more serious purposes: to kill the Jews and to rebuild Berlin. Read Speer. Why was Speer favoured? Why were Speer and Hitler intertwined? Speer found himself as close as anyone ever got to the great dictator. Because Albert Speer was what Adolf Hitler dreamed of being.


He was an architect.


Hitler pored over the plans, day and night, wasting his valuable time on the building-over of a radical city which had always hated him, which represented decadence, scepticism and dissent. And I do mean ‘build over’.


Well, now as I drive round the Haupstadt – no, correction, as I’m driven round – I see Hitler got what he wanted: not only was pre-war Berlin destroyed by allied bombardment, but key parts of what was once Soviet Berlin have vanished as well, torn down in the last twenty years in a fit of righteous horror at past sufferings. In 1989, it was predicted that the reunification of Berlin would present the greatest architectural opportunity of the century. But truthfully, how has it worked out? Apart from Norman Foster’s rubber johnny on the old Reichstag, and some cute Toledo-blade buildings by Renzo Piano on Potsdamerplatz, what is there of real distinction?
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