
When does a state ever collapse? In the last two decades, since 

the fall of the GDR dictatorship, a broad and intensive field of 

research has emerged. At times, there has been an almost 

intellectual “gold rush” mentality regarding the history of the 

GDR. This research is largely based on archival material, which 

is stored by various institutions.

What do these places look like, these rooms where the GDR is 

preserved by state mandate? The task of remembering how things 

were belongs to museums and memorials, which provide an 

image of the GDR—its everyday life, its monuments, the Berlin 

Wall, the Stasi headquarters, and its detention centers. However, 

despite this, something is still missing: there is no clear image of 

the places and spaces that exist because the GDR once did.

To the Files / Zu den Akten shows the locations where processes 

of collection, administration, archiving, evaluation, and research 

are carried out: aloof functional buildings, endless corridors, 

and rows of shelves filled with files, film reels, and papers—

labeled, numbered, and stored in acid-free cardboard boxes. The 

photographic approach is detached and objective, deliberately 

avoiding any attempt to search for unexpected discoveries or 

attention-grabbing items in the collections. The intention is to 

show nothing more than neatly organized papers in grey boxes. 

The interpretation and analysis of GDR history entirely depend 

on the documents that have been preserved in these rooms.

Through the visual aesthetics, the views of these public-accessible 

places appear both mysterious and powerful, while offering no 

insight into their contents. To the Files addresses the limits of 

visual representation in the age of images and also highlights 

how time and prevailing social values influence the interpretation 

and understanding of history.
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