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WE vs. I
Collective artistic approaches in
East Berlin during the 1980s

Begin 20.50 – Six chairs, a coffee table
and a microphone to pass around. Twelve
boards displaying the evening’s questions
lean against the walls. Counter-clockwise,
right to left, are seated:
Frieda von Wild, Henryk Gericke, Annett
Gröschner, Micha Brendel, Annette
Maechtel, Heimo Lattner.
Annett, Annette and Heimo present the
evening.
Karin Rebbert welcomes the audience on
behalf of the nGbK.

egg a day’. ‘From I to We’ as a demand,
a command even, meant one thing above
all: Yes to agricultural collectivisation,
whether the farmers wanted it or not, and
it meant that culture and literature should
show collective processes in industry and
agriculture as being beautiful. […]“ (Text can
be downloaded at www.formatedeswir.net)
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Annette Maechtel briefly
presents Frieda von Wild from the group
ccd (chic, charmant und dauerhaft – chic,
charming and lasting).
#00:11:25-2#

The group existed from 1983-88 and as
well as Frieda von Wild included Sabine
von Oettingen, Katharina Reinwald, Esther
Friedemann, Domenique Windisch, Robert
and Jenny Paris, Frank Schäfer, Sven
Marquardt, Jürgen Hohmuth and others.
The Allerleirauh project also grew out of the
ccd group. Today Frieda von Wild designs
knitted fashion under her ow name and
works as a photographer.
#00:13:36-9# Annette Maechtel: We’re
pleased to welcome you to this gathering
today, and we’d like to look at your
photography first.
#00:13:52-7# Frieda von Wild (quietly): If
I may correct you there, the photos aren’t
mine, they’re by Harald Hauswald, Roger
Melis and Sibylle Bergemann.

Following this, Annett Gröschner reads a
text which she has written for this evening, in
which she tackles the term “collective” in the
context of a socialisation in the GDR. “Your
‘we’ is not ours, and the term ‘collective’ has
different associations for us than it does for
you. At least looking back on the 1980s,
which are the issue here. This has to be
clarified when an event is called ‘We vs. I –
Collective artistic approaches in East Berlin
in the 1980s. […] At the start of the 1960s in
the GDR there was one of the many attempts
to establish an official slogan. It was ‘From
I to We’ and basically meant nothing more
than the old ‘the common good before the
private good’. The slogan became relatively
popular, and recently the German Foreign
Secretary even used it publicly to mock the
SPD’s election campaign slogan ‘Das Wir
entscheidet’ (The We Decides). ‘From I to
We’ was ranked in popularity right behind
‘Corn, the sausage on the branch’ or ‘An

#00:14:03-3# AM: Maybe you could repeat
that a little louder.
#00:14:03-3# FvW: Did anyone
understand that? Audience laughs.

not

#00:14:00-7# From the audience: I didn’t
understand anything.
#00:14:05-7# FvW: I just wanted to say that
the photos weren’t taken by me, they’re
from Harald Hauswald, Roger Melis and
Sibylle Bergemann – just so no-one gets the
wrong impression.

Photos are screened.
#00:19:11-6# AM: Can you say something
about the political context? What did these
designs mean at the time?
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#00:19:28-1# FvW: I think that the designs
were, at the time, of course a question of
fashion, not really politics. The fact that we
might offend or provoke was a consequence
we had anticipated. But it wasn’t the
motivation to do some weird stuff. The
designs grew increasingly extreme and so
naturally became more politically offensive.
But that wasn’t the reason why we started.
And to return to the term ‘collective’: the
Stasi described us as a loose-knit group
with anarchistic tendencies. We were pretty
proud of that.
#00:20:47-2# Annett Gröschner: How was
the group constituted? How did you come
together?
#00:20:57-6# FvW: I don’t know exactly.
It just kind of happened. I can’t remember
how we met each other. Someone knew
someone else and then somehow this whole
mob just got together. No one remembers
exactly how it all happened.
#00:21:19-3# Henryk Gehrike: I think the
word ‘constitute’ is already problematic,
because then it would have been a
collective. You always called yourselves the
mob. A mob is more free-flowing, and in that
sense you didn’t constitute yourselves, you
experienced yourselves.
#00:21:43-7# AM: How did people find
out about your events? Where were your
venues? Who were your audiences? You
said that they weren’t official events.
#00:21:59-0# FvW: I don’t know how other
people found out about them. Sometimes
there were postcards. Schrat (Jürgen
Hohmuth) went into the dark room and
made postcards. The grapevine functioned
pretty well.
#00:22:39-3# AM: Can you say some more
about the spaces where you had your
events – what were they like?

#00:22:55-3# FvW: The first events was in
Helga Paris’ flat and was then the trigger
for us saying: “This is cool, let’s do it again.”
[... ] Like I said, we didn’t have any official
classification and liked it that way, and if
youth clubs didn’t dare book us without the
official stamp, well then, they didn’t. We
really didn’t care about that.
#00:24:19-8# Audience: Can I slip in a
question?
#00:24:18-7# FvW: Yes.
#00:24:18-7# Audience: What does it mean,
‘you didn’t have any official classification’?
#00:24:24-4# From the audience: Oh, not
again!

but everyone worked alone.
#00:26:14-8# Audience: Was it also about
selling something? Or was that not important
at all?
#00:26:15-1# FvW: Not at the shows. If the
opportunity arose we could sell some of
the stuff that we had on stage. But no, that
wasn’t the point of the thing at all.
#00:27:46-7# Heimo Lattner: What was the
environment like in which you were working?
Were there other labels, fashion groups or
designers, whatever you want to call them?
Was there an exchange amongst you? Was
there anything like competition?
#00:28:02-2# FvW: We were certainly the
first. Audience laughs. There were others
who came later. What were they called...
#00:28:23-6# HG: … Omelett Surprise,
Stattgespräch, Larifari – that was pretty much
all of them. It was also territorially limited to
East Berlin. I never heard of similar things
happening in Dresden or Leipzig.

#00:33:23-0# FvW: No, I really don’t know
exactly. How we split up – in the most literal
sense, because lots of people left. At some
point there just weren’t enough people
remaining.

Video begins.
#00:35:49-8# Video: “We, that’s ten ladies,
women from Berlin, who want to present for
you a fashion show today. The show should
take place about a metre off the ground, at a
pleasant temperature, optimal hectopascal,
and should last about 45 minutes. We want
to present a collection that was created and
presented by the collective-we and which
should excite, calm and inspire. That’s why
you will seek in vain for its twin in the usual
consumer outlets and vainly search for and
long for the designs displayed here. Sven
does the music. Schrat does the photos and
slides. Choreography and so on is done by
we, we, we. “
#00:37:04-6# Audience: Where they all
unique pieces?
#00:37:20-7# FvW: Yes.

#00:28:37-8# FvW: We were also so
arrogant and ignorant that we only
peripherally noticed the others. We certainly
had exchanges with Stattgespräch, and we
even kind of liked each other. But generally
everyone just did their own thing. I think that
the thing about us is that we were all pretty
weird individualists. The men also played a
role, but really it was the women who ran
things with us. That was one big difference
between us and the others.
#00:24:24-9# Audience: Yes, again. I’d like
to know.
#00:24:28-4# FvW: We didn’t have official
permits for performances, that was called
classification. If you were a band or whatever
you needed to have an official permit to play.
There was a commission which decided if
you were worthy of performing officially.
#00:25:15-8# AM: For you, in concrete terms,
that meant you couldn’t ask for payment?
#00:25:19-9# FvW: No, of course we could.
But it was so ridiculous. I can’t remember
exactly how any people we were at the
time, somewhere between ten and twenty.
Whatever they could afford to pay us – maybe
120 Marks – we just drank immediately. How
do you want to share that out? Everyone
gets 7,50? That was nonsense. We put it into
petrol to get to the venues. But we definitely
drank most of it.
#00:25:55-8# AG: Did you have a communal
workshop, or did everyone work by
themselves at home?
#00:25:56-6# FvW: Everyone worked by
themselves. When we met to rehearse,
there was like a ping pong game of ideas,

#00:30:22-1# HG: That makes you different
from pretty much all other scenes, that it
was such a female-dominated situation,
and the men were allowed to take care
of transportation, technical stuff and
occasionally model.
#00:31:46-6# AM: In our preliminary talk
you mentioned a few times that what you
had most of was time, and that time was
your greatest asset. How did that affect the
designs and the collaborations?
#00:32:04-4# FvW: How am I supposed to
answer that?

#00:37:25-9# HG: They’re all on ice in the
DHM [German Historical Museum, Berlin].
#00:37:32-9# FvW: Not all, but some. We
can’t even get to them ourselves.
#00:37:51-2# AG: You just said that the
pieces were on ice in the DHM. What about
your work being placed in museums – how
do you deal with that? Is it a closed area?
Is it strange when you don’t have access to
your own work any more?
#00:39:41-9# FvW: On the one hand it’s
strange, and on the other we just have big
grins on our faces because what we used
to have a lot of fun doing is now hanging in
museums.
#00:40:00-0# HG: It didn’t just land in a
museum, it has to be pointed out that Frieda
von Wild had the idea of involving the
museums, you can put it like that, of having
an exhibition about the whole scene.
#00:41:08-2# AG: Which exhibition was
that?

#00:32:04-9# HG: Take your time..
#00:41:11-6# FvW: You say….
#00:32:17-1# FvW: I don’t know. If you have
a lot of time and hang around together a lot
then of course you end up coming up with
stuff. It’s an odd question.
#00:32:17-5# AM: Maybe we can have a
look at the video where we can watch one of
the fashion shows with sound as well.

#00:41:13-4# HG: No, it was your idea.
#00:41:14-7#

FvW:
Audience laughs.

Can’t

remember.

#00:41:17-4# HG: Okay, I’ll go first and you
can add more. In Grenzen frei [Free within
borders]…

Technical problems.
#00:33:17-6# AG: Can you maybe also tell
us how long the group existed, and how you
split up?

#00:41:23-4# FvW: … fashion, photography
and underground in the GDR 1978-1988.

we did were not exactly conceived as easy
listening. We really got down to business.
At times with forms of self-mutilation, we
worked with intestines. It was the kind of
thing you could say was breaking taboos –
back then, although today as well it wouldn’t
be much different. We then thought, maybe
we should do something which people might
want to see and hear apart from spraying
blood and brain jogging. And the decision to
try music was easy. That said, in hindsight
we realised that that might have been more
of a punishment for the audience. That’s
why we chose the band name, Die Strafe.
[…]

Technical problems. Equipment doesn’t
work. Unrest on the podium and in the
audience.
#00:56:29-7# HL: All that stuff with corpses
and blood, that all sounds very theatrical
and profound. But humour was involved in
Die Strafe, wasn’t it?
#00:41:29-2# AG: On the website it says
1979-1989.
#00:41:37-4# FvW: There you go. Don’t ask
me. Audience laughs.
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
#00:41:41-9# Heimo Lattner presents Micha

Brendel.

Micha Brendel was born in 1959 in Weida/
Thüringen. He studied Stage Design at
the Hochschule für Bildende Künste in
Dresden, where he formed the group
Autoperforationsartisten in 1985 together
with Else Gabriel, Via Lewandowsky and
Rainer Görß.
With their tendency towards the animalistic
they drew a lot of attention, especially
for their critical attitude towards teaching
programmes and methods in the arts in
the GDR. Today, Micha Brendel lives and
works as a visual artist in Hohendorf/ Mark
and Berlin.
#00:46:00-5# Heimo Lattner: Micha, I
wanted to talk with you about the group’s
internal strategies, how you developed
them, or rather in what form you discussed
and implemented aesthetic concepts.
#00:46:14-4# Micha Brendel: We never
actually formed as a group, it was really
more a case of individual people, individual
artists, but with a certain core which drew
us together. Again and again. We also
worked in very different ways, in different
constellations or everyone alone. We kept
on trying out new ways to work.
#00:50:52-8# HL: One format you tried out
was a kind of band which was called Die
Strafe [The punishment]. We’ve got a video
of the band.
#00:51:23-6# MB: Well, the performances

Technical
problems.
interrupted.

Discussion

is

#00:58:39-1# HL: Right, we’ll take a break
for five minutes during which we’ll get the
equipment working again.

Event continues with a video of Die Strafe.
#01:03:44-2# HL: How many times did Die
Strafe perform live?
#01:03:51-9# MB: There were about ten
performances.
#01:06:01-8# AM: Your performances were
obviously documented. Did you take care
of that yourselves, or how was this material
gathered?
#01:06:17-1# MB: Of course that was
always a big problem, documenting things,
because video technology was rare and
everything that was involved, cassette and
so on, were also hard to find. We always
invited photographers. There are also a few
Super-8 clips, but their quality is terrible.
Christopher Tannert somehow acquired a
video camera around 1987/88, no idea how,
and so we managed to document a few
things on video.
#01:08:19-0# HL: I mentioned the humour
earlier, and in this catalogue “Kultur in
Dresden vor und nach ’89 [Culture in
Dresden before and after ‘89]” I found a
quotation from Klaus Werner on this subject.
Quotation: “Laughter was the fraternising
defence against danger, and therefore
the strongest imaginable measure of selfrespect.”
#01:08:41-7# MB: That would be true.

Audience laughs.

#01:14:27-8# AG: How were things with you
at Ich und Wir? Were you always invited as

a group, or did you sometimes decide to
perform as solo artists?
#01:14:51-9# MB: That depended on group
dynamics. When four people are very close,
almost living together and developing
projects together, there’s always one on the
outside, who isn’t popular in that moment.
There was this nice saying, “Everyone has
the right to have the piss taken.” Tears were
shed sometimes. For that reason there were
different constellations. But sometimes it also
depended on the nature of the invitation. For
example, Judy Lybke offered us the chance
to do a performance in Eigen+Art. There we
had to solve the not inconsiderable problem
that the available space in Eigen+Art was
not large, and was already crowded with
three people. There were four of us. There
was a heated discussion: who’s out? That
was not an easy decision to make, because
it was a good venue for an exhibition, and
we could well imagine that this performance
would draw a lot of attention, and who do
you cut out of that? And Via Lewandowsky
drew the short straw, or rather we decided
against her, and she was pretty angry about
that.
#01:17:05-4# Audience: Can I ask, how did
you organise it?
#01:17:11-5# MB: Like I said, it was about
group dynamics and suddenly three were
stronger than one.
#01:17:16-4# Audience: But was it
communicated based on the quality of the
work, or on conflicts which kept on flaring
up? Or what other reasons were there?
#01:17:26-7# MB: Yes, it’s really hard
to describe. Sometimes you have these
atmospheric things, something in the air
and suddenly you find arguments to justify
pushing it through […] Sometimes the
medium was the main issue. I more often
worked just with Else and Rainer just worked
with Via. There were transitions, sometimes
they were clear and sometimes they were
quite painful.

#01:18:25-5# AG: Was there an official end
to the Autoperforationsartisten, so to speak,
or did it just peter out? Could it be revived?
#01:18:35-1# MB: We did a performance
in the Molkerei in Cologne in 1991 with
the wonderful title “Das Ende 5” [The End
5]. That suggested a little that we had in
the past already said to each other: that
was the last time we will work together. But
there was always another performance,
another invitation. I think that the drive and
the ideas were just finished. The social
context had changed. Whatever it was
that provided the content and expression
of our performances, the pressure cooker
that was East Germany, the expression of
this atmosphere in whatever form, that just
wasn’t there any more. But that wasn’t the
only reason. At the end of the day there was
always an artistic expression at the heart of
it. Everyone had a few little ideas. Each of us
worked on their own projects alongside it. […]
You really have to imagine it as a very dense
work, and when the air begins to escape
and you feel it, then you should just let it go.
Dissolution in the heavens of art.
#01:20:35-2# HL: That’s a nice closing
sentence.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
#01:20:51-7# Annett Gröschner presents

Henryk Gericke.
Henryk Gericke was born in East Berlin
in 1964. He completed an apprenticeship
as a bookbinder and worked as a printer.
Since 1984 he has authored and published
independent editions and contributed to
self-published journals like, for example,
Ariadnefabrik, Verwendung or Anschlag. In
1990 he co-founded the publishing house
Druckhaus Galrev. Gehricke is a freelance
writer since 1993. In 2005, together with
Michael Boehlke, he organised the exhibition
“too much future – punk in the GDR”. In 2010
he opened the Staatsgalerie in Prenzlauer
Berg.
#01:23:58-8# Annett Gröschner: You’re
one of the people who has repeatedly
reworked the history of the 1970s and 80s in
exhibitions. How much of the We of that time
can be transferred to the present? Can you
really communicate how things were done
then, or is it a closed area, so to speak, and
you constantly have to explain again that
things were different back then?
#01:24:37-1# HG: This We actually can’t
be transferred at all. It has nothing to do
with the inclusion of work in museums or
not, it just has to do with the fact that this
We did not per se exist. There may have
been groups like ccd, Allerleirau or the
Autoperforationsartisten, which of course

did perform as a kind of We, but were more
a kind of swarm of dragonflies. The scene
– above all in the West – is often perceived
as having been homogeneous, but it was
really very heterogeneous. When you talk
about the Prenzlauer Berg Connection,
especially about the poetry scene, but also
of course the painting scene, you can’t avoid
the approach of so-called linguistic critical
theory. This was expressed in very diverse
ways. You have to say that between people
like Stefan Döring and Bert Papenfuss, who
were close friends and worked a lot together,
there were whole worlds or at least whole
districts.

‘Formate des Wir,’ should be used more. I
always thought it was more valid, because
alliances can be dissolved. ‘Collective’
sounds like you’re bound to one another
until death do you part. And we’re not, we’re
bound by sympathy and mutual respect. […]
I’ve published and written a lot about punk
rock, and it occurs to me that I used the
term ‘punk community’. Probably because
I’m sceptical about terms like ‘collective’.
Autoperforationsartisten, ccd and so on,
they’re all intensive learning courses and
intensive learning courses at some point
lose their magic, and then you just have to
let it be.

#01:26:27-7# AG: But what does that mean
for the present? Most of those people who
began back then, including those who are
sitting here, carried on. But you always get
reduced to this past.

22.42 - Annette closes the event and refers
to the next one / chairs and equipment are
packed away. Off to the bar next door. /
Later – Henryk and Annett remark that the
aesthetics of the display boards remind them
of propaganda, even if the questions aren’t
irrelevant. Annette and Heimo see things
differently and view the boards as belonging
to a demonstration culture. Henryk however
demands that the boards be removed from
the gallery before it opens the next day.

#01:26:37-8# HG: That actually means
something very good for the present. You
can say how diverse and different and, to use
this stupid word, “colourful” the scene was […]
And when we did ”too much future” we said
to each other, that we absolutely didn’t want
to have the biographies of everyone, those
who suffered, the victims, who thank God
were also perpetrators, end in ‘89. Instead,
and this is where my answer maybe replies
to your question, we absolutely wanted to
show that these biographies didn’t come
to an end with the death of the GDR. That
beyond that a lot of people, not all but a lot,
had remained active in various forms. The
people who used to paint haven’t carried on
painting, they’re just painting. The people
who were writing haven’t continued writing,
they’re writing. For me it was a drastic break.
I thought, I won’t be able to write any more,
but then I began writing for real. That was a
a great source of satisfaction. […]

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
May 24th 2013, Staatsgalerie in Prenzlauer
Berg, Berlin.

12.00 Uhr - Annette and Heimo pick up the
display boards. /

#01:29:58-3# AG: Are these experiences
from earlier still relevant for you today?
#01:30:09-5# HG: They were of course
essential experiences. That doesn’t only
have to do with the fact that they occurred
in the GDR, partly, sure, but not only. The
whole punk rock thing in particular was a
kind of transit space you went through to get
to somewhere else, at least, it was for artists
or those who aspired to be artists. […]
#01:32:19-0# AG: In the Staatsgalerie you
exhibit artists from then, but show their
current work.
#01:32:26-0# HG: I really like continuing to
work with the people, or even beginning to
work with them, whose work I experienced
back then and about whom I was always
curious. But it’s really important to me not
to approach it retrospectively, instead trying
to find a good axis. I’ve always talked about
artistic alliances. That is a term which,
particularly when you’re talking about

nGbK project group: Matthias Einhoff,
Heimo Lattner, Achim Lengerer, Annette
Maechtel, Miya Yoshida

