PAGE  

Chapter 1

Imagining West Berlin: Spatiality and History in Wim Wenders’ Wings of Desire, 1987

Hannu Salmi

University of Turku

Warum bin ich hier und warum nicht dort?

Wann begann die Zeit und wo endet der Raum?

—Peter Handke

‘Today, the endangered frontier of freedom runs through divided Berlin. We want it to remain a frontier of peace.’ These famous words by President John F. Kennedy were spoken on 25 July 1961, at the time of the Berlin crisis, in his radio and television report for an American audience (Mur 2004: 7; Brager 2004: 68; Schwarz 2004: 188). At the end of World War II, Berlin had been a battleground, and soon after the war it became the scene of another kind of battle: the Cold War. Five weeks before Kennedy’s speech, First Secretary of the Socialist Unity Party and GDR State Council chairman Walter Ulbricht had stated that ‘no one has the intention of erecting a wall!’ (Gedmin 1992: 25). Two months later, however, the building of the Berliner Mauer had started. The year 1961 marked the drawing of a physical barrier between East and West; in the end, the 155km-long Wall enclosed the city of West Berlin, separating it completely from East Berlin – and from East Germany.

The emerging ideological gap of the Cold War was etched into the material world by the Wall, but it was to a large extent also a construct in the realm of the imagination. The divided city of Berlin was frequently used as a film location, beginning already in the late 1940s, but it can be argued that the most influential cinematic depiction of the city of the Wall was that directed at the very end of the Cold War era by Wim Wenders. This film was Der Himmel über Berlin (1987), known in English as Wings of Desire.

Wings of Desire can be interpreted as a film about the dividedness of Berlin, in which the Wall itself plays a crucial role. It is also of interest because Berlin changed radically once again after its filming; just a few years later, the Wall, which had had such a strong presence in Wings of Desire, was dismantled and torn down. Wim Wenders’ cinematic homage to Berlin also serves as an access point to how borders and spatiality were imagined in Cold War Europe. It is noteworthy that the reception of the film was intertwined with political changes at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s. It was filmed in Berlin in 1986 and premiered at the Cannes Film Festival in May 1987. The West German premiere was on 29 October 1987. In many European countries it was released in 1988, the same year in which Mikhail Gorbachev introduced the concept of ‘glasnost’ in the Soviet Union. The Berlin Wall began to collapse on 9 November 1989. In Germany, Wings of Desire was re-released in July 1993 and was also circulated in the eastern parts of the reunited country.

In this chapter, I explore the ways in which Wings of Desire portrays the German metropolis and its topography: how it imagines the city space and draws maps of its own, and how this imagination relates to the notion(s) of history. In moving about in space, within the borders of West Berlin, the film describes the routes and sites of the city. My argument is that it refers to maps and itineraries that recalled pre-war – and pre-Wall – Berlin in the memories of its inhabitants. Here it is important to recognize that (deferring to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari), maps are always superimposed upon one another: old maps are not replaced by new ones but are rather stratified over each other. In his Cartographic Cinema, Tom Conley has argued that cinema works like a map: both are forms of locational machinery. A film creates boundaries, transgresses borders, navigates in space, excludes some places by portraying others and shows places to identify with. The film, like a map, tells spectators where they are situated, directs their actions and shapes their understanding of where they are – and, simultaneously, who they are (Conley 2007: 1–22). It is important to see film not only as a narrative form of expression but also as a performative one. Films imagine and construct our visual – and aural – understanding of the environment. In this chapter, I analyse the transformations of Berlin city space on the screen from the perspective of one particular focal point offered by Wings of Desire. The following discussion emphasizes five aspects, all of which contribute to the ways in which the film intermingles spatiality and history: Berlin places the idea of the ‘angel of history’, ruins and wasteland, maps, itineraries and, finally, the Wall. It is essential to note that Wenders’ film did not merely reflect political changes: it participated in creating the dividedness of Berlin and in connecting the city’s sites, maps and itineraries with memories of the past.

Cinema of place and angels of history

Wings of Desire is a film in which time and space are inextricably bound together. It can be characterized as an instance of cinema of place, and in that sense does not diverge from Wim Wenders’ previous productions. Think, for example, of such films as Alice in den Städten/Alice in the Cities (1974), Paris, Texas (1984) or Tokyo-Ga (1985). One can furthermore argue that in Wenders’ films the problem of spatiality is connected with the way the films have been made: the director is well known for his inclination not to use a tightly planned shooting script. Thus the outcome is enriched by ideas arising on location, inspired by places and by the overall circumstances of the shooting. When a film is not dominated by a temporally ordered, straightforward plot, spatial performativity comes to the fore perhaps more than temporally organized narrativity. An important background factor in Wings of Desire was also the fact that Wim Wenders, having been away from his home town and from Germany for a long time, wanted to make a film specifically about Berlin – and in Berlin. In the early 1980s he had had a painful experience in Hollywood in trying to work with the big studios in Hammett (1982), in a completely different production system. As Roger F. Cook (1997: 163–64) has pointed out, Wenders’ time in the United States strengthened his views on the importance of improvisation and inspiration. 
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<COMP: Insert Figures 1 and 2: First images of Wings of Desire.>
Right from the start, Wings of Desire makes it clear where the film is actually situated. In the beginning, the angel Damiel (Bruno Ganz) stands at the top of an important landmark, the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche (Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church). This church has become a symbol of the traumatic history of Berlin: it was built at the end of the nineteenth century, but was severely damaged by bombing in 1943. After the war the city was about to demolish the ruins, but the people of Berlin sought to defend their memories of the past. This was especially important because the war had wiped out almost everything; there was not much left to preserve in the built environment. Finally only the main tower remained standing, and it is no coincidence that this tower in particular is a suitable place for the angel to watch over the actions of the citizens. Later in the film, the angels guard the golden ornament at the top of the Siegessäule. This victory column was a monument to the Reichsgründung, the unification of Germany in 1871, and at the same time a reference to the unity that was lost because of the war.

These two monuments, the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche and the Siegessäule, were essential components in the skyline of West Berlin. In fact Wenders had actually planned to use a third symbolic place, the Brandenburger Tor, as a gathering place of the angels, but this was replaced by a modern piece of architecture, the Staatsbibliothek (Lindström 2010: 44). Little wonder that Wenders used this location in his sequel to Wings of Desire, In weiter Ferne, so nah!/Faraway, So Close!, released in 1993. Obviously, the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche and the Siegessäule referred to the glorious past, to a time when Berlin was the capital of Germany. These monuments had become important points of identification for the people of the city; in particular the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche alluded to the Eigensinn, the obstinacy or persistence of the people, the insistence on preserving a connection with the past. Still, there were other points of identification in the city space, the Wall itself being the most important factor in directing everyday experience and reframing memories of Berlin. While the Gedächtniskirche and the Siegessäule refer to a Grand Narrative, a longe durée, the Wall seems to stop time, to bind people to the earth, to fragments rather than to narratives.

An important clue to understanding Wings of Desire was given by Wim Wenders himself. In 1991, four years after the release of the film, Wenders described the background of the project:

The genesis of the idea of having angels in my Berlin story is very hard to account for in retrospect. It was suggested by many sources at once. First and foremost, Rilke’s Duino Elegies. Paul Klee’s paintings too. Walter Benjamin’s Angel of History. There was a song by The Cure that mentioned ‘fallen angels’, and I heard another song on the car radio that had the line ‘talk to an angel’ in it. One day, in the middle of Berlin, I suddenly became aware of that gleaming figure, ‘the Angel of Peace’, metamorphosed from being a warlike victory angel into a pacifist. There was an idea of four allied pilots shot down over Berlin, an idea of juxtaposing and superimposing today’s Berlin and the capital of the Reich, ‘double images’ in time and space. (Wenders 1991: 77)

As the quote reveals, by referring to Walter Benjamin’s famous Theses on the Philosophy of History Wenders has himself exerted considerable influence over the interpretation of his work and has offered us a theoretical clue. Since the early 1990s, Walter Benjamin has been repeatedly connected with Wings of Desire (see Casarino 1990: 167–81; Cook 1997: 163–90; Perry 1998: 4–5). It is difficult to define when exactly the Benjaminian approach became intertwined with the film, but in an 1988 interview Wenders does not mention these origins: ‘I was not all that conscious of it in the preparation, but as soon as we started shooting it became obvious how vast the possibilities of innovation were because of the invention of the guardian angel and the point of view it implied’ (Paneth 1988: 5). The Benjaminian connection was certainly not noticed by the critic of the New York Times, Janet Maslin, who asked: ‘Men have envisioned angels in many forms, but who besides Wim Wenders has seen them as sad, sympathetic, long-haired men in overcoats, gliding through a beautiful black-and-white Berlin on the lookout for human suffering?’ (Maslin 1988).

In his later reminiscences, Wenders also mentions Paul Klee’s painting Angelus Novus. Klee’s image was in fact an inspiration for Benjamin as well, who wrote in his ninth thesis on history:

A Klee painting named ‘Angelus Novus’ shows an angel looking as though he is about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress. (Benjamin 1992: 257) 

Benjamin’s thesis is one of the most widely cited interpretations of modernity. Many scholars have seen the similarity between Benjamin’s contemplative angels and Wenders’ ‘long-haired men in overcoats’ (Casarino 1990; Perry 1998; Raskin 1999). There is certainly a melancholy view of history right from the start, when the audience sees Damiel standing at the top of the Gedächtniskirche and looking down. On the other hand, the storm is not ‘blowing from Paradise’ and the angels of history are not being propelled ‘into the future’. While Benjamin’s angels ‘would like to stay’, Wenders’ angels have to stay among the inhabitants, making observations and recording history. It can be argued, perhaps, that the wind of modernity has already blown and has brought history to a standstill. It is also intriguing that in 1991 Wenders referred to the idea of ‘pilots shot down over Berlin’, as though these pilots remained in the city as guardian angels, angels of peace. In the 1988 interview, before the fall of the Wall, Wenders emphasized the message of peace: 

I knew, before I even knew the story, that it was going to take place in Berlin and the city of Berlin carries the idea of peace very powerfully. It needs it more than other cities and also the desire for it is stronger than in other cities. Just as the freedom of the city is limited and its sense of freedom is more intense and almost unlimited. It is an extremely tolerant city. The peace movement in Germany started in Berlin and that’s no coincidence. (Paneth 1988: 4) 

In the pre-Wall interpretation, the angels of history are first and foremost angels of peace. Instead of Walter Benjamin, Wenders’ words allude to John F. Kennedy’s notion of the ‘frontier of peace’. Berlin was the dividing line between East and West, and questions of freedom and peace were therefore of paramount importance. It is interesting to see, however, how the idea of peace is simultaneously undermined by the ruptures of history, which again, almost as though in parentheses, put Benjaminian visions of history forward in Wings of Desire. 

City of ruins and wasteland
In the opening scene, Damiel is standing at the top of the ruined church. The point of departure is to describe angels ‘über Berlin’, angels who can follow the lives of the people and listen to their worries and concerns but are at the same time helpless and unable to become involved with them. Roger F. Cook (1997: 164) has crystallized this setting: ‘angels living in Berlin preserve the memory and even presence of Germany’s history, while helping the inhabitants bear the burden of their nation’s past’. This opening can be regarded as symptomatic in the sense that it also carries a reference to the history of Berlin as a history of ruins; after the war, the city was a true Trümmerstadt. This is also emphasized repeatedly later in the film, using documentary footage from World War II. These inserts portray the city in its sad appearance in 1945: mere heaps of stone and collapsed buildings. During the Cold War people were expected to concentrate on reconstruction, but traumatic memories intermingled with each other, including huge material destruction, war crimes and their treatment after the war and the construction of guilt. The ruined city was soon also echoed on the silver screen, when several films were made in the midst of the misery. If the ruins had somehow vanished from personal memory, they would have been renewed by the cinema again and again. 
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<COMP: Insert Figures 3 and 4: Above and below.>
Already the first fiction film made in the GDR, Die Mörder sind unter uns/Murderers among Us (Wolfgang Staudte, 1945), opened with images of destruction. When the main protagonists appear on the screen, they are plunged brutally into the harsh reality of the present-day. The Holocaust survivor and photographer Susanne Wallner (Hildegard Knef) returns to Berlin, only to find that her apartment is occupied by the alcoholic Hans Mertens (Ernst Wilhelm Borchert), a military surgeon who cannot escape his traumatic memories of the war. The surrounding ruins of Berlin become almost a symbol of their disturbed minds; everything has been shattered to pieces. In so doing, as Anton Kaes has pointed out, the film draws on the expressionist style of the Weimar cinema as well as features of post-war Italian neorealism (Kaes 1989: 12).

According to Aristotle, it is important to distinguish between two kinds of memory. The active act of remembering is mneme: it refers to the conscious need to remember past things. Anamnesis, however, refers to unbidden memories, something that comes suddenly to the surface. In Emmanuel Levinas’ terms, the former refers to the fullness of time, the latter to ruptures in time (Bernard-Donals 2009: 5, 18, cf. Samuel 1996: vii). In Murderers among Us Berlin is a landscape of unavoidable anamnesis. To draw on Raphael Samuel’s famous work (1996): Berlin becomes a theatre of memory, but a theatre that is in pieces, a chaos. Interestingly, at the same time that people are struggling with memories they cannot escape, they have lost their history, their cultural heritage.

The ruined city of Berlin was soon shown on screens all over the world, and the city was not a signifier merely of the German trauma. It can even be argued that the ruins themselves had a cinematographic appeal to filmmakers, and audiences too were interested in seeing the effect of the war on the city that had been the heart of National Socialism and ultimately a decisive battleground. Roberto Rossellini made his Germania anno zero/Germany, Year Zero in 1948; that same year, Billy Wilder also came to Berlin to shoot A Foreign Affair, with Marlene Dietrich, Jean Arthur and John Lund. For many, World War II meant the collapse of European civilization. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (1942: 20), for example, captured much of this atmosphere in his wartime novel Pilote de guerre/Flight to Arras (1942). While flying his mission, the pilot writes: ‘There is no god here. There is no face to love. There is no France, no Europe, no civilization. There are particles, detritus, nothing more.’ After the war Berlin looked like detritus, with piles of disintegrated wreckage; these are still visible in Wenders’ Wings of Desire.

Wings of Desire depicts Berlin as it was in 1987, or during at least the shooting in 1986. The film unfolds mainly in the present tense, and documentary footage from the past is used in a very economical way. The film begins with black-and-white images of contemporary West Berlin. In addition to monuments, it shows street scenes, wasteland, open spaces near the Wall, private homes, clubs and hot-dog stands – places that dominate the ordinary lives of Berliners. As a counter-image to these, as a product of modernization, the spectator is led to the bright, spacious Staatsbibliothek, with its map room and other facilities, where the angels Damiel and Cassiel (Otto Sander), gather to observe the citizens. They seem to feel comfortable in the peaceful atmosphere of the library, this place where old books are preserved. Memories of the past, and the shocking, tragic history of the city of ruins, emerge as sudden flashes: they are like expressions of anamnesis, unbidden images that memory, wanting to forget, simply cannot banish. These shots reveal not only ruins, but people struggling to create a better life.

Wings of Desire employs both black-and-white and colour film. The first hour is almost entirely in black and white, and in this context the wartime footage in colour looks striking. The past seems to be strongly present. Black-and-white historical footage is also shown; finally, when Damiel has turned into a human being, the film bursts into colour. It may be argued that it is simply because of the vivid colours that the opening images of Trümmerstadt have such a powerful impact on the spectator. In an interview with Richard Raskin (1999: 9–10), Wim Wenders explained that the colours of the documentary footage were actually unintentional. The filmmakers had two kinds of material at their disposal. On the one hand there was Soviet footage, on black-and-white 35mm film, very clearly ‘directed’ material even though it looked ‘documentary’. It is known that the Soviet troops marched in several times so as to make it look better on film. On the other hand there was American footage, shot on 16mm colour film. This filming was more or less random, but because it was shot on colour stock it looked more ‘cinematic’. Wenders decided that there was no point in removing the colours. Raskin’s point is nevertheless important: the black-and-white world of the angels in Wings of Desire is contrasted to the human world, which is in colour. The harrowing images of war are thus in accord with the overall style of the film. 
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<COMP: Insert Figure 5: Documentary colour footage.>
There is another scene in Wings of Desire where colour is used to emphasize the interface between fiction and reality. The American actor Peter Falk arrives in Berlin to make a film, located in National Socialist Germany. In the middle of the shooting, a female extra remembers how ‘it really was’, and documentary footage is used, again in colour, to show Berlin women toiling amidst the ruined buildings. In this scene fiction works to revive remembrance, but it is only a moment of unbidden anamnesis; soon history turns back into oblivion.

This sequence also brings to mind Walter Benjamin’s notion of history. Benjamin (1992: 255) wrote in his fifth thesis on history that ‘the past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant when it can be recognized and is never seen again’. In the next thesis, he argues that if one’s purpose is to articulate the past historically, this should not take place in the spirit of Leopold von Ranke, trying to express how ‘it really was’ (Steinberg 1996: 1–2). The articulation of the past should aim at seizing a memory ‘as it flashes up’. Wenders has clearly given expression to these flashes, or moments of anamnesis, by switching between black and white and colour images and by using flashbacks that connect the present day, the Jetztzeit, with the past.

Maps lost and found

One of the most interesting characters in Wings of Desire is the old poet Homer, who is introduced in the first scene in the Staatsbibliothek. He is exhausted and has already lost much of his powers. The actor in this role is the screen veteran Curt Bois (1901–91), who had been acting on screen since childhood. After the National Socialists’ rise to power in 1933 he moved to Hollywood and played minor parts in numerous productions, including that of a pickpocket in Casablanca (1942). In his later years Bois also played leading roles, such as Johannes Puntila in Alberto Cavalcanti’s comedy Herr Puntila und sein Knecht Matti/Herr Puntila and His Servant (1960). At the time of shooting for Wings of Desire Bois was 86 years old and was well suited to represent a character who carries the heritage of the past with him.

Homer is the carrier of tradition, saying: ‘I’m an old man with a broken voice, but the tale still rises from the depths, and the mouth, slightly opened, repeats it as clearly, as powerfully. A liturgy for which no one needs to be initiated to the meaning of words and sentences.’ He goes on to lament, however, that today nobody seems to remember the storyteller: earlier people used to ‘sit in a circle’ but now they ‘sit apart’. In the Staatsbibliothek, Homer opens a history book and looks at images from the past: ‘My heroes are no longer the warriors and kings but the things of peace, one equal to the other.’ But in the same breath he observes that nobody seems to tell stories of peace: ‘Must I give up now?’ Finally, he concludes: ‘If I do give up then mankind will lose its storyteller.’ Although the past unfolds in the form of memories of the ruined city, it seems evident that in the everyday life of the Berlin people historical stories remain on the margin. Homer is presented as the only conscious rememberer of the past, the maintainer of mneme. This can be interpreted as a reference to the German history trauma, the difficulty of talking about the past, even in the 1980s, although the most troubled decades had already passed (Kansteiner 2006: 3–6).

In Wenders’ interpretation, the Berlin people live in the present-day, like a child, without knowing ‘that it was a child’. The verses by Peter Handke are continued later, when Damiel’s voice is heard saying: ‘How can it be that I, who I am, didn’t exist before I came to be, and that, someday, I, who I am, will no longer be who I am?’ (Handke 2010: 8). These words refer to an identity problem, perhaps even to the fragility of life, asking what will ultimately survive or be able to continue over the course of time. What finally constitutes what we are? For Homer understanding is closely linked with place, the surroundings where the individual lives, and with the continuity to which he has adjusted through his own actions and deeds. But in Berlin this connection has been broken.

Wings of Desire presents a cinematic interpretation of Richard Wagner’s famous line in Parsifal: ‘Zum Raum wird hier die Zeit’, here time becomes space. In the scene where the angel Cassiel accompanies Homer, who is wandering near the Berlin Wall and looking for the Potsdamer Platz, the search for the temporal continuum modulates into spatial disorientation and loss. Homer tries desperately to find a place that has been important in his life but that no longer exists. Memory is not the only means of continuum for Homer; he seems to have a particular map in his mind that helps him to navigate in space.

Potsdamer Platz, near the Tiergarten, had been the centre of entertainment and business life in Berlin. Homer remembers the Potsdamer Platz as ‘a lively place, tramways, horse-drawn carriages – and two cars, mine and that of the chocolate shop’ – until, one day, everything had changed. Suddenly the place was full of flags and people were no longer friendly. According to Homer, the atmosphere of Potsdamer Platz had apparently been destroyed already before the war, but complete destruction came with World War II. After the bombing there was nothing left; the very heart of the city had disappeared. By the war the Potsdamer Platz became invisible, and the border between East and West Berlin was later cut exactly through the precinct; it remained unconstructed – except for the Wall, which was built in 1961. David Caldwell and Paul W. Rea (1991: 48) note interestingly that although Homer is presented as the poet of memory, the bearer of past experience, he does not seem to remember the turbulence that destroyed everything. It is as though the years 1933–45 had been erased from his mind. Why would he still be searching for the Potsdamer Platz if he knew and recalled it had been razed by war? Homer’s character expresses the oblivion of the post-war era: he clearly has a map in his mind, a map of the past, but not one including the black holes of history. On the other hand, Homer’s character embodies intense efforts to connect historical memory particularly with the time prior to 1933, the beginning of Nazi domination. 
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<COMP: Insert Figure 6: Homer’s search for Potsdamer Platz.>
Later in the film Homer makes explicit reference to lost maps when he comments on how old roads, paths and traces have been forgotten: 

Only the Roman roads still lead somewhere, only the oldest traces lead anywhere. Where is the top of the pass here? Even the plains, like Berlin, have its hidden passes. And it’s only there that my country, the country of the tale, begins. Why doesn’t everyone see from childhood the passes, doors and crevices on the ground and above in the sky. If everyone saw them, there would be history without murder or war. 

Homer’s words seem to underline Wenders’ original idea of peace. As long as ‘the freedom of the city is limited’, all ‘passes’ and ‘doors’ cannot be used or even seen. Instead of peace, the result has been catastrophe. Homer walks in the middle of an empty wasteland and concludes: ‘I will not give up as long as I haven’t found the Potsdamer Platz.’ He has a map that no longer matches up with physical reality, and in an almost Deleuzean manner has constructed other maps superimposed upon it. Arguably, Homer’s mneme has restored the lost map or has let it show dimly through the more recent layers. The same space means different places. For those Berlin people who no longer can recall the Potsdamer Platz, this same place looks like the border between East and West Berlin, a no-man’s-land, even an emptiness that has been occluded by the Cold War.

Itineraries of city space

The narrative of Wings of Desire foregrounds angels who make observations about Berlin people and their concerns, but who are unable to participate in the real, bodily world. Even though the main characters are angels, the film is literally grounded, with the characters moving around mainly on foot. In an interview Wenders described Wings of Desire as a road movie, but vertical not horizontal. According to Assenka Oksiloff (1996: 32), ‘its most dramatic sweeps are downward, tracing the perimeters of the city marked by the Wall, and inward, penetrating the complex identities that have formed within its boundaries’. Evidently, Wings of Desire builds on being above and below. The film starts with a hand writing down Peter Handke’s verses. The next image shows the cloudy, grey sky above. Then an eye pops wide open, and Berlin people are shot from above, from an ‘angel perspective’. Damiel is standing at the top of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche, looking down sadly, and the children in the street seem to notice him. After these first shots the point of view ascends ‘upward’ and ‘above’: in an airplane, on the Siegessäule and on a trapeze. After the strong vertical tendency of the beginning, however, the film settles on earth, at the level of its inhabitants; the angels listen to people’s thoughts, and Damiel blends into human life. It may furthermore be argued that the vertical gaze from above and the horizontal gaze navigating in space do not exclude but simply complement each other. In his Cartographic Cinema, Tom Conley (2007: 23–39) has analysed ‘Icarian cinema’, especially René Clair’s Paris qui dort/Paris Asleep (1925), which starts with aerial shots over Paris. The first images map Paris and reveal its topography without people, almost like a sheet fallen from the hand of a cartographer. Wings of Desire too opens with an aerial shot, with topographical triangulation; but the map is living, in motion. After this, the film returns to earth and starts to move about in space.

Berlin in Wings of Desire consists in particular of walking routes, perhaps precisely of those lost paths that Homer wants to reach. The film, on the other hand, also has clearly fixed points, including historic monuments such as the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche and the Siegessäule, and modern constructions such as the Staatsbibliothek and the silent, untouched Wall. Liminal spaces between stability and mobility are the circus and the numerous hot-dog stands seen on the streets. The French circus company, named the Circus Alekan as a homage to the cinematographer Henri Alekan, stays in Berlin, and Damiel is enamoured of the beautiful trapeze artist Marion (Solveig Dommartin). It is in the circus that the black-and-white image suddenly bursts into colour for the first time, when Marion performs her magical tricks in the air. Marion becomes the object of Damiel’s desire for life. Damiel gives up his wings, and perhaps receives a new kind of ‘wings of desire’. At the end of the film the circus continues on its journey, but love and hope for the future remain. 
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<COMP: Insert Figure 7: Marion at the circus.>
As already noted, after the cartographic opening shots Wings of Desire remains to a large extent on the ground. This is particularly prominent at the end, when Damiel relinquishes his angelic identity and becomes a human being. He awakens by the Wall, sees his hand bleeding and understands his new humanness. The environment is deliberately depicted in such a way as to make the coordinates of the place observable. Damiel is in the Waldemarstrasse; from there he starts strolling ahead, undoubtedly without exactly knowing where to go. The spectator then observes the Glogauer Strasse and the Oranienstrasse, and Damiel’s steps lead him through Kreuzberg, a part of the city that was known in the 1980s as an area with many artists. At Goebenstrasse 6, Damiel stops in front of a second-hand shop to buy some clothes; he now seems to be in Schöneberg, further away from the Wall, in streets that are ‘walkable’ for him. Locations can be identified later as well. Although the cinema has the power to create imaginary places and to connect unexpected spaces, Wim Wenders has purposefully constructed a walking route that has its equivalent in the West Berlin of 1987. Damiel walks almost ten kilometres, from the Wall to the Schöneberg. Simultaneously he looks for Marion, encounters and enters a rock club, and participates in a Nick Cave gig, probably like many of those travellers who knew West Berlin in the 1980s as a centre for alternative culture. In the course of this itinerary, Wenders has documented a city that vanished soon after the demolition of the Wall. As the architect Fritz Neumeyer (1990: 51) put it, only a few years after the release of the film: ‘In Wings of Desire, Wenders has memorialized this mythically laden, damaged city with its own poetics of space just in time, before the reconstruction and beautification of the city claims all space.’ 
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<COMP: Insert Figure 8: The wall at Waldemarstrasse.>
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<COMP: Insert Figure 9: At Goebenstrasse 6.>
Damiel’s itinerary is his march towards humanity, a result of his transformation and a kind of reverse Via Dolorosa, ending with a sense of freedom. At the same time that the Berlin Wall is still standing firmly in place, Damiel breaks the invisible wall that has prevented him from participating in human life – now he is a Berliner and strolls the streets through the city. If Homer has lost his map, Damiel does not have one either, since everything is new for him. In retrospect it can be argued that his map has in fact been recorded on film, as an itinerary that a few years later would have looked quite different.

The Wall and the fragmented history

Following its release, Wings of Desire provoked vigorous discussion: film critics and cultural theorists of the late 1980s and early 1990s often characterized it as a postmodern work. Wings of Desire describes a fragmentary world, where grand narratives are no longer valid. Especially at the beginning of the film the world resembles a compilation of singular, individual perspectives. Brigitte Peucker (1996: 132) has described its image of the city: ‘For Wenders, Berlin is the sum of its subjectivities, and each man is indeed an island linked, however, by a network comparable to the roads connecting monuments and public places.’ The film foregrounds the human experience, but beyond each subjectivity there is an emptiness and a distance that have to be overcome.

The motif of distance and difference is encapsulated in the Wall. Berlin was above all the city of the Wall, and one could only imagine about the world beyond the stone barrier. There are references to the Wall that splits the city throughout Wings of Desire. As Peter Handke’s poem puts it: 

Why am I me, and why not you?

Why am I here, and why not there?

When did time begin, and where does space end? (Handke 2010: 8)
 

Without doubt people living on the western side of the Wall frequently asked themselves: Why am I here, in a city surrounded by East Germany, and not ‘over there’, on the other side of the Iron Curtain? The post-war division of Germany had split families apart, and the border was thus closely linked with identities and personal histories. At the beginning, simultaneously with Handke’s words on the soundtrack, the camera pans and shows the city on the other side of the border. There had of course been other cinematic treatments of this dividedness – for example Reinhold Hauff’s Der Mann auf der Mauer/The Man on the Wall (1982), where the division into East and West Berlin is described in a tragicomical manner; but Wings of Desire gives a more philosophical treatment of the subject.

In Wings of Desire, Damiel and Cassiel watch the everyday life of Berlin people and compare notes; their role, however, as Cassiel comments, is to remain at a distance, almost as though behind the wall: ‘Do no more than look. Assemble, testify, preserve. Remain spirit. Keep your distance. Keep your word.’
 The life of the angels was at a ‘distance’, there was an irremovable obstacle between them and the ordinary people. At the same time, however, the angels represent continuity, history and memory. They are not bound by the borderlines of the physical world and can, if they so wish, go everywhere, even through the Wall. This is exemplified in the scene where Damiel and Cassiel surprisingly pass through the Wall to the other side, and the spectator sees street scenes from East Berlin. Angels can also move about freely in the guarded border zones, simply because they are invisible to humans.

When Damiel finally becomes human, he steps into a world where transgressing the Wall is impossible. After Damiel has awakened in the Waldemarstrasse the film turns completely into colour, and the colourful graffiti on the Wall seem to be particularly foregrounded by the director. Damiel’s walk, towards the heart of West Berlin life, begins. Once he is human, he has to recognize the reality of the political border that permeates the city. Wings of Desire seems to emphasize that Damiel’s future now lies in the human world, in its actuality, its Jetztzeit, rather than in utopian visions. While Wings of Desire has later been seen in terms of what actually happened a few years later, and interpreters have been eager to find signs of the forthcoming destruction of the Wall, the immaterial trespassing of the angels across the border can hardly be construed as such a sign. The film refers to memories of the pre-Wall era, embodied in the character of Homer. It moves between past and present, and does not actually say anything about the future. It is evident, however, that the political transformation of 1989 also changed the way Wings of Desire has been interpreted. Wenders himself connected his work with the destruction of the Berlin Wall, as shown by the fact that he made a sequel to Wings of Desire, titled Faraway, So Close! (1993), describing the period after 1989. Now the angels, Cassiel (Otto Sander) and Raphaella (Nastassia Kinski) have settled at the top of the Branderburger Tor to observe the tensions of the newly unified city; but the borderline between angels and humans is still there. 
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<COMP: Insert Figure 10: Cassiel at Siegessäule.>
While in the reality of the year 1987 the grip of the Cold War was already losing strength, it would be anachronistic to interpret Wings of Desire as a prefiguration of things to come. Again, the idea of the wall is central. In emphasizing that the film is a ‘vertical road movie’, Wim Wenders was implying that there was not much space in West Berlin in 1987 for a horizontal road movie – but in the end there is a great deal of horizontal movement in the film, on foot. It is clear that the consciousness of the presence of the wall is significant in Wings of Desire. The idea of the wall, or the border, has numerous ramifications in the film. The wall surrounds angels who cannot interact with humans, and it frames very concretely the city space that prevents Homer from walking in the places where the Potsdamer Platz used to be located. It may be argued that even the ability of the angels to walk through the Wall points to its opposite: the inability of humans to transgress the political border. There are references to other forms of trespass in the film, to borders that are – and have been – trespassable. Right from the start the Berlin people are portrayed as a multicultural community, and the quick sketches of everyday life at the beginning of the film include, for example, a Turkish family. In 1987, despite its closed, isolated position, Berlin was open to immigrants. Cultural boundaries were breaking down at the same time that the border between east and west, Kennedy’s ‘frontier of freedom’, pervaded the city as an insurmountable obstacle. The presence of the Wall, and the restraints it alludes to, seems once again to foster its opposite, the openness of the city. The American actor Peter Falk arrives in Berlin by plane, almost as though suggesting that an ‘air bridge’ or airlift has always been important for Berlin. By these means, through its mixture of openness and introversion, Wim Wenders’ Wings of Desire has crucially influenced the ways borders in 1980s Europe have since been imagined. The ideological conflict was still definitely there, but the change had already begun.

Wings of Desire raises the idea of the wall to a philosophical level by emphasizing the specificity of the border. These borders can be deciphered from all the details of the urban space. The driver states: 

Are there still borders? More than ever! Each street has its own borderline. Between each plot, there’s a strip of no-man’s-land disguised as a hedge or a ditch. Whoever dares, will fall into booby traps or be hit by laser rays. The trout are really torpedoes. Every home owner, or even every tenant nails his name plate on the door, like a coat of arms and studies the morning paper as if he were a world leader. 

According to the same driver, the Germans are in fact divided into numerous fragments: 

Germany has crumbled into as many small states as there are individuals. And these small states are mobile. Everyone carries his own state with him, and demands a toll when another wants to enter. A fly caught in amber, or a leather bottle. So much for the border. But one can only enter each state with a password. The German soul of today can only be conquered and governed by one who arrives at each small state with the password. Fortunately, no one is currently in a position to do this. So … everyone migrates, and waves his one-man-state flag in all earthly directions. Their children already shake their rattles and drag their filth around them in circles. 

This somewhat extravagant statement can be interpreted to mean that the gaze is directed less at the gap between the eastern and western blocs and more at West Germany and its fragmentary and distinctive character. This in fact recalls nineteenth-century discourse on Germany, before the Reichsgründung in 1871. Friedrich Nietzsche, for example, saw Germany as an ‘atomistic chaos’, full of egotistic aspirations (Salmi 1999: 38). In a sense, Wings of Desire presents the same thesis. It also underlines that it was particularly this atomistic heterogeneity that was the weakness that enabled totalitarian rule to emerge, and that despite all individual boundaries led to the German Sonderweg.

Conclusion
In Wings of Desire, the Berlin Wall seems to be everywhere. Ultimately this wall becomes a symbolic barrier: between Germans, and perhaps between human beings in general, there is a wall that everyone carries within themselves. There are borders that are never transgressed. This abstract meaning becomes obvious in Damiel’s experience: ‘I’ve been outside long enough. Absent long enough. Long enough out of the world. Let me enter the history of the world.’ But then again one can ask if this is also a reference to Berlin itself, to the city that in the aftermath of World War II had been abruptly banished from history. The city surrounded by the Wall could not be the same metropolis and signifier that it had been in the 1920s. The Wall embodied the limits of this possibility.

Wings of Desire was an exceptional rendering of borders, sites and itineraries in 1980s cinema. Its reception history remains to be studied in detail, but it seems to be intertwined with the political changes of the early 1990s. In the aftermath of the Cold War, the American economist Francis Fukuyama (1992) gained worldwide publicity with his controversial claim that the end of the struggle between ideologies would mean the end of history. What Wenders is arguing, already before the dissolution of the ideological divide, is that there are always several overlapping borderlines, tensions and struggles: history may be forgotten, it may come back as variety of anamnesis, as Benjaminian flashes, or it may be submerged into oblivion – but it can never end. There seem to be several different notions of history overlapping in Wings of Desire: there is a consciousness of the national past, the Grand Narrative, represented by the Gedächtniskirche and the Siegessäule, there are unbidden memories that come to the fore, unavoidably, as remembrances of the trauma; but the film also offers an ahistorical interpretation as a counterforce to these, the idea of Germany as an assemblage of discrete, separate interests which ultimately contributed to the catastrophes of the twentieth century. Still, there is a passion for history in Wings of Desire. If the fall of the Berlin Wall signified for Fukuyama the end of history, Wings of Desire speaks strongly in favour of history as something to return to.
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� Warum bin ich ich und warum nicht du?


Warum bin ich hier und warum nicht dort?


Wann begann die Zeit und wo endet der Raum?


� In German: ‘Nichts weiter tun als anschauen, sammeln, bezeugen, beglaubigen, wahren. Geist bleiben. Im Abstand bleiben. Im Wort bleiben.’
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