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than on the broader issue of the political exploitation of the sex industry
by the GDR authorities.

The educational aim in the programme is often used, therefore, as a
vehicle to indulge in what is at times salacious, but always generally
popularist, entertainment television. This tendency towards popularism is
also suggested in this same edition of the show in the inclusion of an
interview with Princess Maja von Hohenzollern. Born in Dresden, Von
Hohenzollern suffered at the hands of the GDR authorities when at the
age of eight her parents were put in prison for a failed attempt to escape
to the West. Von Hohenzollern gives an eloquent account of the hypocrisy
of a state that officially allowed the emigration of its population, while in
reality persecuting those who tried. Then, towards the end of the inter-
view, we again see the prioritization of entertainment over education as
the focus shifts from an examination of life in the GDR to her recently
acquired status as a princess in the Hohenzollern family.5? Still more
curious is the appearance at the side of the stage of a range of wedding
dresses. The reason for their presence is never mentioned. One can only
presume that they belonged to an item that was finally cut from the
programme. However, from the trace of the item that remains, the viewer
is perhaps given a glimpse of the actual reason why von Hohenzollern
agreed to come on the programme. As was well known at the time, she
had recently launched a line of designer wedding attire, a line that she
was, presumably, keen to advertise. Once again, we find consumer culture
as a driving force behind the programme’s content, leaving the viewer
with the curious juxtaposition of an historical account of the GDR’s
painful past with life as a princess who sells wedding dresses.

While the MDR programme does not focus as heavily as SAT 1 or ZDF
on Trabants and other ostalgic consumer items, as we have seen it does,
nonetheless, still construct life in the GDR largely in terms of consumer
values. Although it attempts to distance itself from other Ostalgie
programmes, claiming it will not ‘confuse’ the good and bad aspects of
life in the way some of the others do, as Emmerlich puts it in the fourth
instalment, it is at times very similar to them, also attempting to commod-
ify and exoticize the GDR past, while concurrently claiming to normal-
ize it. In this case we see the GDR used as a means of indulging in
salacious sexual stories and royal gossip, areas that have a huge popular
appeal. The content of the MDR programme is'in fact very close to that
of the Superillu magazine, which is a highly popular example of the
Ostalgie industry, selling approximately 600,000 copies weekly, and
having a market share of 18.2 per cent in the new Liinder.5% As Manuela
Glaab notes, by using the subtitle, ‘One for us’ (Eine fiir uns), the maga-
zine plays to the perception amongst east Germans that their everyday life
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and concerns are under-represented in the media.? If one looks at the
type of stories covered by the magazine, there are clear points of corre-
spondence between its content and the MDR show. For example, a major
focus of interest for its readership remains Stasi scandals — recent stories
at the time of writing the present study included the unearthing of new
evidence about a suspected Stasi hit man and the ‘outing’ of a number of
members of the Leipzig Olympic bid for 2012 as IMs.”® Furthermore,
again as reflected in the MDR programme, one finds a fascination for
royal gossip, shown in the number of articles on topics ranging from the
life of Princess Diana to the activities of the Spanish royal family.”!

Of course, royal gossip is a staple of much of the popular media in
Germany, as it is across Europe, being regularly featured in the tabloid
press. Consequently, despite attempting to maintain a brand identity of
eastern specificity, Superillu, like the Ostalgie shows, is happy to resort
to the tried and tested selling points of the popular mass media. In fact, a
good deal of its content is no different from other mainstream, non-
eastern-specific women’s magazines, such as Gala and Bunte in Germany
or Woman’s Weekly and Now in Britain. Thus, we find that an eastern
readership is, perhaps unsurprisingly, attracted to features and issues
universally appealing within this genre, and which, in turn, suggests that
it need not require special representation. However, for Superillu to main-
tain its market share it must also, to a degree, undermine the ‘normality’
of its readership. In order to sustain its ‘vnique selling point’, the key to
the survival of any successful brand, it must insist that it is representing a
marginal, ‘exotic’ social position not catered for elsewhere in the main-
stream media. At the same time, it claims, somewhat paradoxically, to
speak for ‘normal’ east Germans. :

The discussion of Superillu leads us neatly to an examination of the
final, and most watched GDR nostalgia show, RTL’s DDR Show, which
was supported by a special tie-in edition of the magazine, again suggest-
ing points of contact between what is perceived as the eastern and western
mass media.”? RTL, like the magazine and the other shows, sought to
walk the tightrope between the need to normalize the former GDR popu-
lation on thé one hand, and to exoticize its consumer culture on the other.
As with the ZDF and SAT 1 programmes, we are presented with simu-
lated GDR bathrooms and living rooms. We are introduced to curious
GDR drinks as well as the world of GDR music. In the RTL show, musi¢:
plays a particularly important role, an emphasis that is probably largely:
due to the fact that the channel produced a tie-in CD of GDR pop musi
which it advertised repeatedly during commercial breaks.

The main presenter of the RTL show is the west German Oliw
Geillen, a choice that further shows a commitment by a national ¢!
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to bring the GDR into the mainstream. GeiBen is well known in Germany
as the presenter of, amongst other things, Die 80er Show on RTL, the
format of which is identical with the DDR Show. This suggests that the
channel sees no difference in nostalgia for the 1980s, or for the GDR.
However, we also see many of the weaknesses to be found elsewhere,
particularly with regard to the MDR show, which undermine the channel’s
attempts to normalize this aspect of German history. This is revealed once
again in the obvious failure of certain guests to act according to the
wishes of the presenters, but which disturbs the tone of the show far more
than we saw with MDR. In the first instalment, for example, Geiflen inter-
views Katrin Sa}, who plays Christiane in Good Bye, Lenin!, asking her
to compare her role in the film and her experience of the Wende: ‘How
was your Wende?’. Sal pauses for a moment, then thoughtfully suggests,
‘My Wende ... mmm, that was 1989’ sarcastically suggesting that she
experienced the events just like everyone else in the east, and that Geifien,
as a Wessi would have to be reminded of when it took place.

As the interview progresses another of the show’ guests, the boxer
Henry Maske joins the discussion, saying that the events of that year felt
completely ‘unbelievable’ to him, a view that is met with approval by the
other east Germans present. At this point, Geiflen attempts to empathize
with them, claiming that in the west the events felt equally ‘unreal’, to
which SaB} quickly retorts, “but you lot didn’t want it to happen!’, a state-
ment which Geiflen then attempts to laugh off, but which clearly makes
him feel uncomfortable. Like SAT 1, RTL claim that the DDR Show is
their contribution to the process of inner unity. “This is all Germany. This
is all us’, runs the refrain of the show’s title music, a refrain that is used
throughout the programme to introduce its guests. However, in successive
interviews, the programme cannot hide the obvious feelings of disunity
exhibited by guests who seem openly irritated at being interviewed on the
subject of the GDR by a westerner. This irritation would, it must be said,
seem somewhat disingenuous. First, of course, the guests presumably
knew who would be interviewing them and were keen to have the expo-
sure such a show would give them. Second, GeiBien does try his best to be
sensitive to his guests. His style is deliberately naive, and although, like
Meyer in the SAT 1 show, this western presenter is the central focal point,
he is very adept at giving his guests room to speak. He consciously tries
not to dominate, playing far more successfully than Meyer the role of the
interested layperson eager to learn about life in the east.

Clearly, RTL learnt from some of the criticism of the earlier shows.
From its very first programme it includes one item a week which presents
the dictatorial nature of the GDR. In the first edition, for example, we
watch a film about Erika Reimann, who was imprisoned for 14 years as a

Re-exoticizing the Normal + 169

schoolgirl for drawing a moustache on a picture of Stalin (her appearance
on the show tying in with the recent publication of her account of the inci-
dent).” Yet. while the show’s creators insist that this type of item was
always to be included, the journalist Marcus Theurer points out that this
particular film sequence was made very late in the programme’s produc-
tion, and as such can perhaps be seen as a response to the attacks on the
ZDF programme.” Yet, while RTL was in a position to avoid some of the
pitfalls of the other programmes, ironically the DDR Show probably
received more criticism than any of the others. This was mainly due to
RTLs presentation of some official GDR institutions. As already
mentioned, along with GeiBien, the show’s co-host was Katarina Witt, one
of the biggest Olympic stars the state produced, and as we see in Helden
Wie wir, a woman who for many was a major sex symbol. Indeed, recently
she has received more publicity for appearing as a Playboy centrefold
than for her sporting achievements, an event that certainly impressed
GeiBen, who makes much mileage out it in the show.” In her opening
interview she appears on stage with her hair in pigtails and dressed in a
tight-fitting Young Pioneer’s uniform, although she is at pains to tell the
audience that it is not an original uniform as her adult figure would not
have been able to fit into it. She explains how one joined the organization
and what one did. It is presented as an idyllic moment in her life. We see
her sing its songs and her response to its call ‘Be Prepared!” (‘Sei
Bereit!’), ‘Always Prepared!’ (‘Immer Bereit!”). The presentation of the
Young Pioneers is overwhelmingly nostalgic, with Witt revelling in the
chance of wearing the uniform again, as well as recalling other aspects of
the state’s ideological paraphernalia, concluding simply that the whole
experience ‘was lovely’. The apolitical nature of this item is then further
reinforced, as Martenstein also points out, by the lightly-charged eroti-
cism of Witt’s appearance in her uniform, which seems to foreground not
the experience of being in the Young Pioneers, but Witt’s status as sex
symbol.”6

The show’s focus on institutional aspects of life in the GDR, and
specifically the state’s use of uniforms and flags would seem to betray
particularly clearly the western perspective of the programme. As Betts
notes, with regard to the presence of GDR material culture in the west,
“West Germans tend to collect not old consumer goods but, rather, more
political memorabilia (SED pins and flags) as the preferred emblems of
their imagined GDR.’”’ This is also reflected in the difference betweer
the types of Ostalgie exhibited in Sonnenallee, and Good Bye, Len
respectively, the latter focusing much more closely on the question of th
state’s ideology than the former. Although, once again, it is clear that |
television manifestation of this ideological Ostalgie is far less reflecth
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than that of the Becker’s film. Instead, in the RTL show, we find the
commodification of an old, exotic political culture, far removed from the
world of present-day German consumerism, but which can continue to be
indulged through that very consumerism. As such, this Ostalgie would
seem to be reminiscent of the type of consumerist Westalgie we see, for
example in the ‘Prada Meinhof” phenomenon. That said, any of the poten-
tial ambiguity discussed previously in connection with this type of
Westalgie is wholly avoided in the DDR Show. Rather, the consumerist
optic becomes a means of neutering this aspect of the GDR past, turning
the potentially problematic question of participation in GDR institutions
into an action that can now be understood in terms of material culture.

The normalization/exoticization of GDR political culture in the DDR
Show was specifically picked out for vilification in the press debate the
Ostalgie craze sparked, and got RTL into a good deal of hot water. As well
as wearing a Pioneer uniform, in the show’s publicity material Witt wore a
FDJ shirt.”8 This caused an outrage amongst some east Germans who felt
that no ‘normal’ person would willingly wear such a shirt unless they
absolutely had to, a position illustrated, for example, in the FDJ meeting we
see in the film Sonnenallee, where the film’s romantic heroine, Miriam,
canmot get out of her blue shirt quick enough once she has made her ‘self-
critical’ speech. Clearly, one must not forget the point made by Wolfgang
Hilbig, that it is ridiculous to condemn a person for simply being a member
of a mass youth organization. However, in the publicity pictures, as well as
her interview about the young pioneers, Witt seemed to revel in her
membership of such institutions and thus, for some, showed herself not to
be an ‘everyday’ member of GDR society, but rather part of the establish-
ment. In commodifying this particular aspect of society, the show conse-
quently seemed to be over-playing the ‘pormalization’ card. Indeed, it
actually inverts what I described above as the ‘exofticization’ of the
mundane. Instead, it constructs as everyday behaviour what was for many
‘pormal’ people in actual fact extraordinary. The appearance of Witt in the
publicity photographs in an FDJ uniform even saw Giinter Nooke try to
bring a court action against her for wearing the symbols of an organization
damaging to the German constitution. Since the 1950s the FDJ has been
banned in the West. In 1991, when it was re-founded in the eastern regions,
the law was rescinded, but just in the east. Since the DDR Show was filmed
in Cologne, Witt was breaking the law by wearing the shirt.

In the Ostalgie Shows we see the commodification of the GDR past.
This is in itself nothing new, since consumer culture has always been a
part of east German identity construction. However, in these programmes
we see a number of developments. Most importantly we find this
consumer culture enter mainstream television discourse. Furthermore, it
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goes beyond its use as a reference point for east German self-expression.
Instead, it becomes a means whereby ‘inner unity’ can be evoked through
the construction of all Germans as consumers. In these shows the GDR is
no longer presented as a ‘Stasi state’. Instead, through Ostalgie, it is
constructed as a world with a curious material culture. Nevertheless, even
if the gasps of horror and disapproval of earlier representations of the
GDR are replaced now by curiosity and amusement, the Ostalgie shows
still furnish us with a representation of the east from which the Federal
Republic can distance itself. Thus, they reinvent an exotic eastern
‘Orient’. This, in turn, allows the programme-makers to reconfirm the
FRG as the better German state, but which, for many indignant east
Germans at least, still fails to engage honestly and in a differentiated
manner with their pre-unification experience.
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