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Why do authors from Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand write about Berlin? I have been 

asking myself this question ever since I moved to this city around twenty years ago, at a time 

when it had not yet become as common the destination for writers and artists that it is today. 

However, my move coincided with the publication of Anna Funder’s popular 2003 book Sta-

siland. “What do you think of it?”, Australian friends would ask me, and I found it hard to 

express my strong emotional response. Reading Stasiland was like being caught unawares 

in an unflattering photograph. I could not put it down, but I found myself constantly arguing 

with what I was reading. 

 

For Funder — and perhaps this was what I, as a West German, found so hard to grasp — 

there was given likeness between Australia and post-unification East Germany. This affinity 

was such that the Stasi headquarters appeared, for instance, like “the mayor’s office in the 

down-at-heel council chambers of a small but proud rural town whose people recall fondly 

the days when wool prices were high.” (71) Elsewhere, Funder describes this experience as 

“horror-romance” (4) and, metaphorically, as “parallel universes” (94), both terms that I will 

return to. In other words: For Funder, writing about East Germany was also always a medi-

tation on her relationship with her own country, Australia, and its place in history. 

  What do Australian authors see when they write about this city? And what does Berlin ena-

ble them to say about Australia? I began compiling a collection of texts of this kind and, for 

the rest of my short talk, I would like to share my thoughts on two more of them. Like Funders’ 

Stasiland, Dymphna Cusack’s political thriller Heatwave in Berlin, published in 1961, and 

Samuel Wagan Watson’s poems from the 2004 volume Smoke Encrypted Whispers were 

written with an eye on contemporary Berlin at the time of publication. All three invite readers 

to trace Australia’s special connection to Berlin while conveying messages about their own 

country to their Australian readers. 
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In Dymphna Cusack’s Heatwave in Berlin, young and politically naive Joy Miller travels to 

post-war Berlin with her German-born husband Stephen. While staying with her wealthy in-

dustrialist in-laws, the von Mulers, Joy unearths disturbing truths about their involvement in 

the Third Reich and their current role in helping Nazi criminals reintegrate into West German 

society. After uncovering their involvement in a neo-Nazi plot to stage a fascist coup, Joy, 

Stephen and their young daughter narrowly escape to safety in a dramatic last-minute flight 

from Tempelhof Airport. 

 

Although not well received by critics, Heatwave appears to have been popular. It was distrib-

uted in Australia by the Readers Book Club and translated into several European languages, 

including Hungarian, Russian, Estonian, Romanian, Bulgarian, Uzbek and Albanian, as well 

as French, Norwegian, Dutch and Danish. 

 

What strikes me most about this novel are Cusack’s observations of urban Berlin: the glitz of 

Kurfürstendamm; the scars of wartime bombing; and the wasteland around Potsdamer Platz, 

which had not yet been sealed off by a wall. For these observations, Cusack would have 

drawn on her time in the city and the German Democratic Republic with her communist hus-

band, Norman Freehill, in the 1950s (Freehill). 

 

These descriptions of urban Berlin, particularly the von Muhler household and its oppressive 

atmosphere — a home in which Joy feels “in some indefinable way too modern for this set-

ting” (31) — enable Cusack to contrast patriarchal, hierarchical, antidemocratic West Ger-

many with pragmatic, democratic, modern Australia. For instance, the family dinner is de-

scribed through Joys’ eyes as a 

 

expressed by the heavy old-fashioned furniture, the table with its stiffly starched dam-

ask cloth, the table napkins large as tea-towels beside each plate, the plenitude of 

monogrammed silver, the china with its wide rim of royal blue and gold. It was all so 

unlike their own sunny dining-room with its essentially functional air, contemporary 

furniture and gay china (34) 

 

However, Joy feels a sense of connection with some of the Berliners she meets, similar to 

the one Funder felt towards her interviewees “from parallel universes” in the late 1990s. This 

affinity is made possible, I would argue, among other factors, by a shared embodiment of 

gender and whiteness. It is an embodiment that enables Funder’s alter ego and, similarly, 
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Cusack’s Joy to pass as Germans, giving them an insider’s perspective on the “horror” part 

of Funder’s “horror-romance” compound. This horrifying affinity in terms of gender and eth-

nicity is particularly evident in Joy’s case, as she and her children are now listed as part of 

the von Muhler’s supposed Aryan bloodline in the family Bible. 

 

At the same time, this embodied closeness allows both Funder’s alter ego and Joy to engage 

in a “romance” of solidarity with their chosen German kin. This is symbolized most strongly 

by an oath that Joy solemnly gives to Brunhilde, a Jewish socialist Holocaust survivor of the 

same age, promising to testify to the truth of what is happening in West Germany upon her 

return to Australia, “whatever it may cost” (215). Upon departing, the two impulsively kiss 

“clinging a moment together as though to annihilate the space and time that must soon set 

them apart forever” (217). Funder describes a similar experience of elective affinity during an 

equally solemn, if not quite as political, conversation with her flatmate Julia. Julia, like Funder 

is born in 1966, which “makes all kinds of maths … possible and immediate” (94), and which 

lets the two women appear “like reflections of one another at an old table in an old kitchen in 

East Berlin” (141). 

 

In closing, I would like to comment on the work of another author who expresses his relation-

ship with Berlin and his engagement with questions of kinship and affinity with Germany in a 

different manner. Samuel Wagan Watson is a Birra-Gubba and Mununjali poet, who also has 

German ancestry. In 2003 he was invited to Berlin as part of a translation project organised 

by Haus der Poesie. Among the texts that Watson published after that trip is the prose poem 

“from boundary street, west end, to the berlin wall, east Germany”. I am sharing three brief 

excerpts here: 

 

 The kill-zones were left bare, these  

 blocks of dirt where the landmines had been removed like an 

 unfinished pock-marked canvas of Western Desert dot-paintings. 

  Boundary Street, West End, was our Berlin Wall, lavish signs 

 depicting the redundancy of ghosts. 

 

 Concrete sentinels stand to attention on both sides of Karl Marx 

 Allee. The old headquarters of these secrets and those secrets, 

 reminding me of the midden-mounds back home, shell upon shell, 

 where the great chiefs once feasted, discarding the charges of their 

 hunger. 
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 Walls and boundaries are the blemishes of our history and the flavour is 

 generic. We are all given band-aids to place over the wounds of our 

 ancestors; used band-aids will be the bookmarks of my history. 

 

Like Funder’s and Cusack’s texts, Samuel Wagan Watson’s poem professes a unique affinity 

with Berlin. However, rather than exploring connections with individuals in the city or assum-

ing shared perspectives, the poem superimposes geographies to invoke a multidirectional 

space of memory (Rothberg). It is a space filled with the echoes and reverberations of lives 

shaped by borders and boundaries, and of repressed memories of violent histories in Aus-

tralia and Germany. 

 

* 
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