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Course Description

Ever since Berlin became the capital of the first German nation state in
1871, it has attracted the attention of German as well as international
writers and has featured prominently in fictional as well as non-fictional
texts. Observers and visitors from other parts of Germany and from abroad
have described and commented on Berlin as the German capital and its
political relevance for the nation as a whole, but also as a place that they
saw as quite different and disconnected from the rest of Germany. Opinions
on the city have always been divided: At different historical junctures and
from varied angles, authors have looked at the city with awe and
admiration, or with skepticism and bewilderment, highlighting its liberty,
modernity, and vibrancy on the one hand, or its ugliness, authoritarianism,
or chaos on the other hand. In this course, we will read short literary and
journalistic texts by American, English, Swiss, Austrian, Dutch, Russian, and
German authors, written between 1870 and 2023 (some originally published
in English, some translated into English), describing and commenting on
Berlin in imperial Germany, during the Weimar years, in National Socialism,
in divided Germany, and since unification. Studying these texts, students
will engage with relevant aspects of Berlin history, society, and culture,
while reflecting upon the challenges faced with when reading texts from
different periods and referring to historical events and figures.
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