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The media shape our knowledge of the present and the past. This 
is especially true when it comes to public opinion about East 
Germany—officially known as the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR)—and German unification. Many studies have examined 
recent films or newspaper debates for the ways they portrayed 
the GDR. But by reducing media to the discourse they depict, 
this approach often brings with it an attenuated understanding 
of the media themselves. In reality, media have their own his-
tory and are a fundamental element of social change. Hence, it is 
important that future archive-based studies of German unifica-
tion analyse the media operators, institutions and practices from 
which the media content emerged. A more nuanced look at the 
media themselves enables a reassessment of sweeping claims 
such as that the West ‘colonized’ life in former East Germany 
(Kowalczuk 2019). This includes the question of how socialization 
in East German communism affected the creation and reception 
of media content and what tensions arose on account of the new, 
mostly West German-owned and operated media. At any rate, it is 
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likely that West German media companies tailored some of their 
programming specifically to East Germans for economic reasons 
in order to increase sales.

Another question in this context is the extent to which the 
configuration and use of East German media differed from those of 
the West. It is well known that media in the West, from television 
to music, were consumed by East Germans before 1989. To what 
extent did an East–West melange develop in the years after 1990? 
To what extent did the media cater to an Ostalgie (Eastalgia, a 
portmanteau word combining ‘East’ and ‘nostalgia’). These ques-
tions should be seen against the backdrop of the rapid changes 
to the media occurring in the West during the 1990s. Moreover, 
it must be assessed how the sociologists and media scholars who 
explored these questions in the 1990s shaped the media system 
with their own analyses, especially those commissioned by the 
government.

As in the 1990s, historians continue to focus on mass media 
(film, radio, press). Future studies of society in a unified Germany 
must expand this scope to encompass everyday media such as 
music, photography, private films and online communication. This 
includes ordinary media users, many of whom created their own 
media—recording and performing music, taking photos and making 
albums, shooting home movies and contributing online content. 
In the 1980s and 1990s, the boundaries between professional and 
private media became blurred thanks to new technologies such 
as video cameras, digital recorders and digital communication. 
However, despite their widespread use, everyday media are rarely 
objects of study. A careful consideration of those media could help 
account for the gap between the critical historical assessment of 
the GDR and the positive memories of many former East Germans.

Also, privately produced and used media are shaped by memo-
ries. Many East Germans kept their old photo albums, records and 
cine films after reunification. When they returned to these media 
later—listening to an old song, watching an old film, looking at 
an old photo—they reinterpreted the original meaning, creat-
ing new bridges to the past. At first, the reminiscing occurred in 
private settings; later, media spread publicly via the Internet. 
In 2019, researchers at the University of Munich, FU Berlin and 
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the Potsdam Centre for Contemporary History (ZZF) turned their 
attention to the changing perspectives on the East German past. 
As part of a joint project, titled ‘The Media Heritage of the GDR: 
Operators, Appropriation, Tradition’, historians, education special-
ists and media scholars studied how media and individuals shaped 
by the GDR altered perceptions of East Germany.1 The education 
specialists focused on the use of media in textbooks and museums, 
while media scholars and historians at the University of Munich 
considered the role of East German media stars, documentary film-
makers and media users. A group of historians at the ZZF analysed 
the acoustic and audiovisual media of East Germany before and 
after 1989.2

This chapter illustrates these new approaches to media in a 
unified German society using two examples, namely press and 
popular music in the former East Germany (Großbölting and Lorke 
2017). I pose key questions that are likely to shape future research 
on the societal transformations that occurred in German society 
after 1990. What independent role did East German journalists 
play in a media environment owned mostly by West Germans? To 
which extent did East German media differentiate themselves from 
West German competitors, helping to form East German identity 
and solidifying ‘East’ and ‘West’ as categories for understanding 
self and other? And how have the rapid changes in East Germany 
since 1990 corresponded with changes in the West?

I focus on two examples in this chapter: the press, a conven-
tional form of mass media; and popular music, a form of media 
communication neglected by historians to exemplify a variety of 
approaches, findings and hypotheses (Mrozek 2010). Both indicate 
the very different trajectories that East Germans took after 1990 as 
their society underwent enormous transformation and they shaped 
their own lives.

1 More information on the BMBF-funded third-party project is available at https://
medienerbe-ddr.de/. The spokespersons for the work conducted at the three locations 
are Michael Meyen (LMU Munich), Martin Lücke (FU Berlin) and Frank Bösch (Leibniz 
Centre for Contemporary History Potsdam/ZZF).
2 Their work comprised of television (Peter Weiß), private photo albums (Sandra Starke), 
Ostrock (Tom Koltermann), private home movies (Laurence McFalls, Alberto Herskovits), 
online memory practices (Lea Frese-Renner) and various online portals dedicated to vari-
ous types of media, such as eyewitness recordings and East German cine films (Olaf Berg).

https://medienerbe-ddr.de/
https://medienerbe-ddr.de/
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THE FORMATION OF AN EAST GERMAN  
PRESS AFTER 1990
In many areas, East German society began to undergo significant 
changes already in the mid-1980s. The socialist party SED lost 
members, small ecological groups and new Western youth cultures 
emerged and the SED allowed many of their citizens to leave the 
country. However, such changes had no impact on the GDR’s state-
run press, which stayed ideologically relatively constant until the 
protests in autumn 1989 that precipitated the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. Journalists were not among the early critics of the regime; 
only in October of 1989 did they gradually begin to adopt reforms 
and print opinions—typically in the form of letters to the editor—
that deviated from SED orthodoxy (Bösch and Classen 2015). In 
early 1990, newspapers and magazines began to hire new editors-
in-chief and tried to gain the people’s trust by affording space to 
opposing viewpoints. Many publications also changed their titles, 
often taking the name of a city or region, symptomatic of the shift 
towards more local identity. For example, the Freie Erde (Free 
Planet) became Der Nordkurier (The Northern Messenger). A his-
tory of Germany’s societal transformation since 1990 would not be 
complete without a comparative study of renaming in the former 
states of the GDR, a phenomenon that encompassed everything 
from streets to products.

From the perspective of many East Germans, the transforma-
tion of the press is a history of failure. Competition from the West 
starting in 1990 ensured the sudden closures of many publications. 
Even non-political East German magazines that had once sold mil-
lions of copies—such as the TV guide FF Dabei, the entertainment 
weekly Wochenpost and the women’s magazine Sybille—went out of 
business in the mid-1990s. And many of the new publications that 
were launched by impartial journalists in 1990 that had created 
such a colourful media landscape never took off. One of the reasons 
that so many papers closed is that issue prices increased as state 
subsidies dried up. But the main reason was that East Germans 
preferred West German publications. The high circulation numbers 
of papers and magazines from the West show how great demand in 
the former East Germany was for politics, entertainment and erotic 
magazines such as Playboy as pornography had been forbidden in 
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the GDR. In this way, the West’s ‘colonization’ was enabled by the 
choices of East German consumers.

More research is needed on how West German media gained 
access to East German markets and which regulatory frameworks 
were negotiated to prevent monopolies. A recent study has shown 
that before unification West German publishers exploited the legal 
vacuum to sell papers in the GDR at a greatly reduced price and 
thereby gained a foothold in the market (Tröger 2019). And once 
the West German distribution system established itself in the East, 
it caused major problems for the East German press.

At the start of 1991, the newspaper and magazine business 
underwent a rapid consolidation. Those that survived were owned 
by West German publishers, though the journalists and consum-
ers remained East German. Four major media companies—Bauer, 
Burda, Gruner + Jahr and Springer—acquired a number of East 
German newspapers, including the WAZ Group, via the Treuhand, 
which was responsible for privatizing assets owned by the East 
German state. Among the most desired purchases were the 15 SED 
district newspapers of the leading Communist party, which had 
high circulation volumes. The German authorities ruled that each 
publishing house could acquire only one SED district newspaper, 
but these companies nevertheless managed to achieve greater 
market dominance in the East than in the West, and that domi-
nance continues to this day. The sale of daily papers was subject 
to strong legal regulation to promote a plurality of viewpoints. 
Nevertheless, fundamental structures from the GDR media systems 
remained in place on account of the continued dominance of the 
former SED district papers. Many criticized these structures, argu-
ing that ‘privatization of oligopolies’ conserved the GDR districts 
as spaces of communication and allowed little space for national 
or local newspapers (Schneider and Stürzebecher 1999: 210). Their 
subscriber base, their regional foothold, their publishing buildings 
and printing presses gave them an unassailable head start relative 
to new publications and the smaller newspapers of the bloc parties. 
But in terms of content, the district papers better accommodated 
the expectations, identity and more regional interest of their read-
ers than new papers or imports from the West. Although the major-
ity of East Germany opted for democracy and market economy, they 
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wanted to keep a stable regional environment. Many East German 
media changed their names and former ideological content, but 
they were still a symbol for continuity in daily lives of the people.

In 1992, the number of independent newspapers with full edi-
torial staff in East Germany fell to 29. Even in Berlin, where the 
population density allowed numerous West German publishing 
companies to start new publications, several went bankrupt. For 
instance, Burda, owned by the Murdoch Group, had to shutter the 
tabloid Super after one year, even though it poached journalists 
from the leading tabloid Bild and sought to stir up East German 
resentment against the West. The division was particularly notice-
able in Berlin, where newspapers had difficulties establishing 
themselves in both the East and the West. As a result, Bild, in 
addition to its West Berlin edition, introduced an edition especially 
for East Berlin and Brandenburg that catered to the views and 
needs of its readers (Held and Simeon 1994: 268). Even business-
focused newspapers such as Capital or Wirtschaftswoche produced 
a separate East edition. Of the new publications, the most likely to 
succeed were the city papers, which benefited from a burgeoning 
sense of regional identity.

In sum, then, despite the dominance of West German compa-
nies, media in the East and West continued to diverge from each 
other after 1990. In terms of form, content and use, their respec-
tive media landscapes differed significantly and still do today. In 
the 1990s, the sales of the leading news magazines such as Der 
Spiegel were low in the East; the same was true for upper middle-
class lifestyle magazines such as Geo and Cosmopolitan (Haller et 
al. 1995: 131). East Germans were also much less likely to watch 
political shows on public televisions and instead preferred tabloid 
magazines. It appears that experiences in the GDR and the crises 
after unification kept them away from governmental politics. This 
points both to a specific East German identity and to the differ-
ences between East and West. The pronounced criticism of state 
media and the ‘Merkel press’ in recent years, which was articulated 
by Right-wing populism, grew out of that environment in East 
Germany. Like in other countries, many supporters of the radical 
Right claimed that the Left and the government control the press, 
for which reason people should rely on social media content of the 
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radical Right. In East Germany, these accusations were compared 
with the former GDR press.

By contrast, magazines focused on self-help performed well in 
the East due both to tradition and crisis. For instance, Guter Rat 
(Good Advice) was founded in 1945 in the Soviet Occupation Zone as 
a women’s magazine. Later, it was reconceived as a self-help maga-
zine. After 1990, it was acquired by West German media groups 
and turned into a consumer magazine for East Germany. When 
it came to humour, East and West remained divided, however, 
with the satirical magazine Eulenspiegel popular in the East and 
Titanic popular in the West. While the humour of the East German 
Eulenspiegel often referred to West German arrogance, but had a 
down-to-earth style, the West German humour of the Titanic was 
more cynical, investigative and presented more absurd and intel-
lectual reflections. An East–West division existed for the comic 
books Mosaik and Disney, where the traditional divide remained. A 
prime example of persisting differences between East and West is 
SUPERillu. Owned by the Hubert Burda Media Group, the weekly 
magazine long boasted reaching one-fifth of East Germans, more 
than Der Spiegel, Fokus, Stern and Bunte combined. The magazine’s 
mix of features on East German stars, advice and entertainment 
solidified a specific East German consciousness. It seems that the 
promotion of a separate East German identity in the face of the 
transformation crisis was good for sales. Today, the magazine is 
virtually unknown in West Germany.

Various studies have found that dailies in the 1990s also fos-
tered an East German identity. Newspapers frequently printed 
articles from an East German perspective, including recriminations 
against ‘the West’. Former SED newspapers presented the problems 
caused by German unity such as unemployment without mention-
ing problems in the GDR’s economy (Pöttker 1995: 240). Messages 
like these helped strengthen the success of the Party of Democratic 
Socialism. The odd mix of conservative West German media compa-
nies and East German journalists from the SED newspapers who 
helped forge an East German identity offers a lot of material for 
case studies. For instance, how did the everyday editorial decisions 
of the SED district paper Märkische Volksstimme change after 
being purchased by the FAZ Verlag, renamed Märkische Allgemeine 
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and placed under the editorship of Alexander Gauland, who led the 
newspaper from 1991 to 2005? Obviously, the former socialist paper 
turned into a conservative regional flagship.

Academic studies suggest that the newspapers in the East 
and West also differed in their international reporting. In the mid-
1990s, East German papers contained fewer articles on events hap-
pening abroad and more on Eastern Europe, while West German 
papers featured more articles on Western Europe and the Third 
World (Pöttker 1995: 237; Scherer 1997). Obviously, the tradition 
of GDR reports about socialist ‘brother states’ was not taken up 
because it was seen as an unattractive propaganda, which was 
not supported by many voluntary organizations past 1990. Their 
assessments of the news were also different. According to early 
studies, newspapers in the East were more likely to print official 
government statements and less likely to provide their own critical 
commentary. This can be seen as a relic from the GDR, but it can 
also be regarded as intentional restraint in view of the changing 
political situation, even if the papers frequently thematized political 
topics through their emphasis on social inequality. Moreover, East 
German newspapers, especially the former SED dailies, provided 
more practical advice (Möhring 2001: 68; Scherer 1997: 416 f.). 
Media were guides in a changing environment and we could 
assume such practices cultivated a sense of locality, community 
and regionality. Future historical studies should not only reassess 
these findings but also understand the self-help function of media 
as part of the social history of East Germany.

The East German idiosyncrasies can be explained by both 
the expectations of the readers and the social structure of the 
journalists. In response to the new media, many in East Germany 
quickly came to believe that their newspapers were all run by West 
German journalists. In truth, however, there seems to have been 
much continuity among the personnel, even though almost all East 
German journalists had been members of the SED before 1989 and 
had disseminated statements from political leaders. Changes in 
personnel occurred primarily at the executive level; editorial staff 
stayed mostly the same. As for the SED district papers, though the 
editors-in-chief left their posts at the end of 1989, their successors 
came almost exclusively from within their own editorial staff. More 
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than half of them remained in their positions over the following 
years (Schneider and Stürzebecher 1999: 65). Among dominant 
former GDR newspapers, around 70 per cent of employees remained 
in their jobs. By contrast, only 30 per cent of journalists at the few 
new publications were from the GDR. Surveys indicate that in 
1993, around 60 per cent of journalists had practised journalism 
in the GDR and only one-fifth were from the West (Schneider et al. 
1993: 358; Stürzebecher 1995: 215). Self-critical examinations of 
the past were infrequent among East German journalists, and the 
differences between them and journalists in the West were often 
significant. However, it seems that the West German publishing 
companies took little offense at their journalists’ East German pasts 
(Holterman 1999). In the future, researchers should reconsider 
blanket statements about mass post-reunification lay-offs and help 
provide a more nuanced picture of the continued existence of SED 
cadres and identify the procedures and rationales for terminating 
journalists.

Studies on journalists in the East and West, drawing on sur-
veys in the 1990s, have identified numerous similarities in how 
they saw themselves. But they also found some notable differences. 
East German journalists understood themselves idealistically as 
guides and educators, and they believed that they treated the 
upheavals in the East with more sensitivity (Möhring 2001: 47). 
While West German journalists were more willing to break the 
rules to get information, East Germans saw themselves more as 
defence attorneys for the disadvantaged (Stürzebecher 1995: 223). 
The differences between East and West appear in local journalism 
as well. In the East, the service sections were larger, and the local 
sections were smaller at first, because local journalism had no tra-
dition in the GDR and had to be built up. And the former regional 
newspapers carried out most of their criticism through third-party 
quotes (Möhring 2001: 65, 137, 173; Schneider et al. 2000: 174, 184). 
Content analysis has shown that they concentrated their criticism 
on political functionaries (Schneider and Stürzebecher 1999: 212). 
Comparative studies of post-socialist countries in East-Central 
Europe have found that media tended to rely strongly on official 
sources after 1990 (Milton 1997: 7, 23). All these recent assessments 
indicate that comparative analyses of East and West are necessary 
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that do not treat East German developments as exceptions. The old 
West German states are not the norm against which every deviation 
is measured. Future research should, for instance, compare media 
culture in poor West German regions with high unemployment with 
those in East Germany with similar problems.

In the early 1990s, a normative discourse about the lack of 
press variety in East Germany took hold both in public discussions 
and among researchers. Survey results gave rise to the idea that 
East Germans had an authoritarian understanding of democracy 
and placed little value on newspaper choice or the freedom to 
demonstrate. What they cared about was security if they got sick.3 
Against this view, others argued that East Germany had hardly 
experienced anything like free choice when it came to print media; 
the number of publications bloomed for only a short period in 
1990—not enough time for East Germans to learn to value diver-
sity (Schneider and Stürzebecher 1999: 208). From the beginning, 
East Germans were more suspicious of journalists. According to 
surveys at the end of 1993, three quarters of East Germans did 
not trust newspapers; in West Germany, the result was one-half 
(Schneider 1995: 63). East Germans also had less trust of regional 
newspapers and television than West Germans (Burkhardt 2010; 
Gärtner and Dahlem 1995: 85). The experience with propaganda 
and the ‘annexation’ by the Federal Republic seems to have left a 
lasting mark. Accordingly, one should ask whether the virulent 
complaints about the Lügenpresse and the Merkel-controlled ‘state 
media’ have some of their roots here. However, the fact that this 
perception circulates among West Germans as well would relativize 
any mono-causal explanations.

The assessment of the collapse of the East German press 
market looks somewhat different when one considers that after 
1990 many of the trends that emerged in East Germany later 
appeared in the West. There, too, the press became more consoli-
dated and eroded, and regional newspapers became dominant for 
a fairly long period, producing a distinctive regional identity. In 
the 1990s, a variety of pioneering newspapers in the old Federal 
Republic were shuttered, from the entertainment magazine Quick 

3 Der Spiegel on 4.11.1996, pp. 64–70, here p. 69.



East German Media in a Changing Society 61

(1992) to the Deutsche Allgemeine Sonntagsblatt (2000) and the 
satirical magazine Mad (1995). Even a successful new magazine 
for the West German market like Focus had to include more and 
more self-help articles to keep its readers. As in East Germany in 
the early 1990s, advertising papers and catalogues were the most 
popular publications and retained a large circulation even after the 
Internet age began. In this regard, developments in East Germany 
were following a larger trend even if its starting place was different.

Moreover, the assessment of the East German media landscape 
looks more positive when compared with that of other post-com-
munist countries such as Slovakia, South-eastern European states 
and Russia, where state influence played a much stronger role in 
media transformation. In other post-socialist countries as well, 
Western publishing houses bought up many of the local papers. In 
Czechoslovakia, more than half the papers were sold (Giori 1995). 
What is striking is that politically conservative publishing houses 
set the tone. For example, Springer and the Passau Media Group 
made large acquisitions in Poland. Meanwhile, many opposition 
papers such as Gazeta Wyborcza in Poland or Lidove Noviny in 
Czechoslovakia lost readers. The spread of tabloid media and 
politicized private channels help explain why populist parties have 
had such great success in East-Central Europe (Bader 2013: 425).

OSTROCK: THE SOUND OF THE EAST
If print media in East Germany did not undergo a transformation 
until October of 1989—and then only gradually—music culture 
began to change already in the mid-1980s as the importance of East 
German bands waned. Curiously, however, Ostrock experienced a 
renaissance 10 years later in the mid-1990s. As I show below, dif-
ferent media-specific developments contributed to the phenomenon 
which shaped East German identity too.

Many bands such as Karat and the Puhdys among the icons of 
East German music in the 1970s lost their lustre in the final years 
of the GDR (Rauhut 2002). Instead, during the late Honecker era, 
Western bands attained a new public presence in the East. The 
SED allowed numerous live performances of rock musicians from 
the West. In 1986, radio stations such as DT64 began to broadcast 
even Western heavy metal bands, and the youth shared cassette 
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recordings of Western youth station broadcasts such as RIAS 
(Gaevert 2018). Bands that were allowed to perform in the GDR 
such as Depeche Mode maintained a special mystique in East 
Germany for years. The government permitted the import of more 
records from the West, and what East Germans could not find in 
stores they could buy as a pirated copy in Poland. Studies of the 
GDR media and youth culture from the late 1980s observed that the 
‘musical unification’ occurred before 1989.4 The SED granted more 
leeway for alternative forms of music that would once have been 
denounced as ‘decadent’ such as heavy metal, punk and gothic. The 
leeway also resulted from the fact that music policy in the GDR was 
only partly under central control. Many authorities were in a state 
of disarray, and East German music had now started to compete 
commercially with music from the West (Larkey 2000: 55–58).

Reunification reinforced the change in music culture that 
was already unfolding. The state infrastructure that supported 
many bands, from record distribution to touring, was no more. 
Established rock bands officially regarded as state artists lost 
their importance. The Puhdys disbanded, while Karat saw their 
record and concert sales collapse. The East German scenes in 
certain genres not officially supported by the state—such as heavy 
metal—disappeared under the pressure of Western competition 
and would never return (Okunew 2021). An example of how little 
value was attached to East Germany’s pop culture heritage was 
the low price that Sony paid for the licenses held by Amiga, the 
state pop music label of the GDR. This would seem to be a typical 
East German fate: the sale of a seemingly worthless East German 
company that the West Germans would turn into a profit. Further 
study of the work of music labels in East Germany would therefore 
be worthwhile.

In the following years, another development emerged that con-
trasted with the narrative of East German decline: East German 
bands discriminated against in the GDR became successful. Bands 
like Keimzeit, which performed live in the GDR but were unable 
to release records, had major successes in the East (Prüfer 2018; 
Wicke 1998). More so than in print media, East Germans who had 

4 This is the finding of Tom Koltermann in his recent dissertation project on Ostrock.
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no chance in the GDR because of SED restrictions experienced a 
new beginning of sorts.

The unification crisis in the early 1990s created a new demand 
for established bands in the GDR. Bands such as Silly, which had 
criticized the system before the fall of the Berlin Wall and in 1989 
made a record in the West, now began to produce records in the 
East and distanced themselves from commercial structures in the 
West (Larkey 2005: 45–68). The Puhdys reunited and once again 
filled large venues. In albums such as their 1994 Zeiten Ändern Sich 
(Times Are Changing), they connected their comeback with allusions 
to the consequences of reunification and to East Germany as home. 
Silly was even more explicit in its criticisms of the post-reunification 
situation in East Germany and likewise insisted on an East label. In 
the 1993 song ‘Halloween in Ost-Berlin’ the band sings:

Der Osten is ne Reise wert
Den sollten Sie besuchen
Hier gibt’s noch’n Stück

Vom neuen deutschen Kuchen
Die Rosinen sind schon weg

Das macht ihn etwas trocken
Doch in mancher Treuhinterhand

Klebt noch ein fetter Brocken
(The East is worth a trip

You should come and visit
Here there’s a piece left of German cake

The raisins are gone
So it’s a little dry

But in the underhanded Treuhand,
Sticks a big juicy chunk)

Most songs of East German bands avoided such explicit lines 
and instead opted for less overt metaphors.

What has received scant attention by researchers is the role 
that radio and television played in the transformation of East 
Germany. Presumably, the strong regional character of Germany’s 
radio stations facilitated the divide in German music. In televi-
sion, MDR is likely to have helped forge an East German musical 
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identity, especially when it came to Schlager. For instance, Achim 
Mentzel, who was a music show presenter in the GDR, returned 
to television on MDR with Achim’s Hitparade. In times of rapid 
upheaval, familiar music provided a sense of continuity.

The renaissance of East German bands was a product of con-
sumer-driven Ostalgie. Since the middle of the 1990s, stores were 
filled with old GDR brands that in truth were owned and manufac-
tured by West German companies. After unification, Ostrock—the 
name that suddenly appeared in 1995 to describe very different 
forms of music—recalled a familiar world but it was also a brand 
that was created and marketed for just that purpose.5 Tellingly, 
fans were less interested in the new songs of the 1990s than in 
hits from the GDR era (Wicke 1998: 148–155). German lyrics and 
biographies of musicians stood for an authenticity that many denied 
Western musicians. Yet this trend loses its distinctiveness when 
taking a comparative look at the West. For here too, bands from the 
1970s had astonishing success, filling stadiums well into old age, 
without anyone speaking of a Westalgie. Rather, a characteristic 
of both East and West was the phenomenon of ‘musical genera-
tions’: people remained connected with musical styles with which 
they identified in their youth. The introduction of the CD in the 
1990s allowed the sale of old music on newly arranged samplers.6 
The failure of many GDR bands in the 1990s should also be seen 
relative to those in the West. Numerous West German electropop 
bands that were successful in the 1980s (such as those of the Neue 
Deutsche Welle) did not stay together in the following decades. 
Ultimately, many West German bands remained regional or only 
succeeded because of their regional connections.

In the early 1990s, several new East German bands not con-
sidered specifically East German enjoyed national success. These 
include Die Prinzen, Rammstein, and Knorkator. The musicians in 
these bands had played in unknown bands in the GDR, but after 
reunification they reinvented their music and image. The bands 
were mostly apolitical and instead employed playful irony to sing 

5 According to Google Ngram, the term suddenly became widespread from 1995 onwards, 
though it was used sporadically in previous years.
6 I would like to thank Tom Koltermann for this information and advice for this part of 
this chapter.
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about deformed relationships and other cruelties of life. Songs such 
as Die Prinzen’s ‘Du musst ein Schwein sein in dieser Welt’ (You 
Have to be Rude in This World) nevertheless seemed to be saying 
that naïve East Germans were being fleeced by West Germans, 
while West Germans sought to justify their actions by pointing to 
society’s moral decay (Larkey 2006). Moreover, in interviews and 
publications on their life stories, the musicians—born in the 1960s 
and early 1970s—stressed their East German roots (Flake 2015; 
Krumbiegel n.d.).

The ties to East Germany were not as tight among the younger 
musicians socialized after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Some of them 
such as Tokio Hotel strove towards national and international 
careers and cast off their East German identities. While many East 
Germans continued to struggle economically in the 2000s, some 
East German rock bands were achieving major success. For many 
years, Tokio Hotel and Rammstein were at the top of the charts in 
Germany and its neighbouring countries.

Other bands that formed in the 2000s such as Kraftklub, 
Jennifer Rostock and Feine Sahne Fischfilet wrote lyrics and 
engaged politically in ways that explicitly thematized East German 
issues. They took a resolute stand against the mounting Right-wing 
extremism in the East. The Chemnitz-based Kraftklub in particular 
wrote songs like ‘Ich komm aus Karl-Marx-Stadt’ (I Am from Karl-
Marx-Stadt), which stressed the specific challenges of East German 
youths while striking a joyful, ironic tone:

Ich steh auf keiner Gästeliste. Ich bin nicht mal cool
in einer Stadt, die voll mit Nazis ist, Rentnern und Hools.

Ich cruise Banane essend im Trabant um den 
Karl-Marx-Kopf,

die Straßen menschenleer und das Essen ohne Farbstoff.
Diskriminiert. Nicht motiviert.

Von der Decke tropft das Wasser. Nichts funktioniert.
Und so wohnen wir in Sachsen, auf modernden Matratzen,

ohne Kohle in den Taschen, immer gut drauf.
(I’m not on any guest list. I’m not even cool

in a city full of Nazis, senior citizens and hooligans.
I’m cruising around Karl Marx’s head in the
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Trabant while eating a banana.
The streets are empty and the food without colouring

Discriminated. Unmotivated.
The water drips from the ceiling. Nothing works.

That’s how we live in Saxony, on mouldy mattresses.
Always in a good mood even without money in our pockets)

The band also caricatured the Swabians from South-west 
Germany who had moved to East Berlin in contrast to the band’s 
members, who intentionally remained in Chemnitz (‘Ich will nicht 
nach Berlin’; I Don’t Want to Go to Berlin). Their allusive, meta-
phorical and smartly rhymed texts followed the conventions of GDR 
songwriters while incorporating elements of indie, punk and hip-
hop. Even though the musicians had grown up after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, their biographies put them in the East German musical 
tradition. The parents of the lead singer of Kraftklub played in the 
GDR underground band AG Geige.

The transmission of East German identity through music is 
not likely to end any time soon, even though some East German 
musicians are already over 70. The great success of Andreas 
Dresen’s 2018 biopic of the musician Gerhard Gundermann, who 
died in 1998, underlines his musical afterlife. East Germans who 
in 1990 only listened to music from the West, as well as many West 
Germans, began to discover Gundermann’s songs. The film’s suc-
cess points to a general trend that is also at work in the visual arts. 
Painting from GDR and the post-1990 art of East Germans have 
come to achieve great acclaim, with major exhibitions at the Neues 
Museum in Weimar and Potsdam’s Museum Barberini.7

SUMMARY
Through their press and musical culture, East Germans took a dif-
ferent path in unified Germany than their West German counter-
parts. Nevertheless, several commonalities existed between them. 
Despite the new economic dominance of West German companies, 
many East Germans retained their jobs and left a public mark. Both 

7 Numerous texts and pictures can be found at www.bildatlas-ddr-kunst.de (accessed 
on 27 October 2021).

http://www.bildatlas-ddr-kunst.de
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in the press and music, a unique East German culture lingered on, 
developed anew and promoted the formation of an East German 
identity. In 1992, the economic and cultural crisis precipitated by 
Germany’s societal transformation strengthened the role of media 
operators, who wanted to distinguish themselves ‘from below’ 
from contemporary culture, which was global and dominated by 
the West. The awakening of East German culture, especially in 
music, was dynamic and unexpected. But the price for this success 
was its marginalization in the West. This was true of the Puhdys 
and Silly as well the magazines SUPERillu and Eulenspiegel. By 
contrast, musicians who did not explicitly present themselves 
as East German were successful in the West. With bands such 
as Rammstein, attributions such as ‘East = victimization’ and 
‘West = modernization’ did not hold true. Their international suc-
cess put them beyond the usual categories of East and West. More 
work is needed on how growing mobility and internationalization 
dissolved the old categories of East and West.

At the same time, much of what seemed distinctive about East 
Germany was part of national and international trends: the decline 
of the press, the consolidation of editorial staff and the revival of 
bands from the 1970s. Regional cultures that recalled the idealized 
world before 1989 also played a role in West Germany, which may 
have been a factor in the later success of far-Right parties there as 
well as in the East. In this regard, the concept of ‘co-transformation’ 
is fitting, tying together the transformation of post-socialist states 
with international developments such as globalization, liberaliza-
tion and digitalization (Ther 2014: 97). The fact that those changes 
coalesced all at once in East Germany saddled its people with a 
unique set of problems and challenges.

In the future, historians studying the 1990s will have to dem-
onstrate whether archival work can offer interpretations of unified 
Germany that differ from those of older sociological studies. A closer 
look at the internal workings of organizations and groups is certain 
to be a useful way of identifying decisions and viewpoints among 
important operators. But historians also need to develop new ques-
tions and topics for research. The examination of music culture and 
journalistic practices that I have undertaken here stands for an 
approach that could separate historical work from sociological data.
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