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10 Core Learning Modules for 

“Breakthrough! Twenty Years After German Unification: 

Critical Perspectives of Berlin Artists“  

 

ARTIST THEME 
 
1. Gerald Adam Hahn Place and Memory (Photos of Schöneweide) 
2. Harald Hauswald Documentation: Four decades – before and 

after the wall. 
3. Thomas Klingenstein Freedom, Fear and Fortitude 
4. Peter Herrmann Self-Identity and its Impact of – and on – 

Social Change 
5. Wolfgang Petrick Metamorphosis of a city 
6. Frank Rödel Concepts of Freedom – Exploration and 

Expression  
7. Hans Scheib Life themes of Berlin: Cold War Division and 

the Berlin Wall.  
8. Inge H. Schmidt The  Power of the Human Element 
9. Reinhard Stangl Are all Freedoms Equal?   
10. Robert Weber What Matters Most in Life? 

 
 

Breakthrough Project Goals 

These unit lessons were developed for a project of the Breakthrough Art Organization titled “Breakthrough: Twenty 
Years After German Unification – Critical Perspectives of Berlin Artists.”  This project brought an art exhibit and 10 
Berlin artists to five US cities in 2010. Each of the 10 participating artists lived in former East Germany and took 
great personal risks to freely express themselves as artists.  The goal of this project is, through examination of the art 
and the lives of the artists, to instill in others a deeper appreciation of the benefits, responsibilities and challenges 
inherent in “freedom” -- especially freedom of expression.  Further, this project aims to inspire others to consider art 
as a means to overcome political, social and personal challenges, providing a safe haven, a place of shelter from the 
storm, a place where one can gather strength and then move on.   

Historical Background 

Immediately following the end of World War II in 1945, the four victorious Allied countries – the Soviet Union, 
United States, France and the Great Britain – divided Germany into four occupied zones that were essentially 
governed by each respective allied country.  In 1949, the Soviet Union’s occupational zone became The German 
Democratic Republic (or “East Germany”) and the occupied zones of the United States, France and Great Britain 
together became The Federal Republic of Germany (“West Germany”).   East Germany remained in the Central 
European sphere of influence of the Soviet Union and its then communist ideology, and was a member of the 
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Eastern European defense alliance known as the Warsaw Pact.  West Germany was integrated into the democratic, 
free-market oriented Western Europe and into NATO, the western defense alliance.   

In 1961 East Germany constructed a wall along the border to West Germany, and also erected a barrier later known 
as the “Berlin Wall” around all of the western part of Berlin which, although located in the heart of East Germany, 
was still considered a part of West Germany. Citizens from East Germany were no longer allowed to freely cross 
over into West Germany, including into West Berlin.  And Westerners were only allowed very limited access to East 
Berlin and to East Germany.  If they wanted to travel from West Germany to Berlin, they were required to stay on 
the so-called “transit” highways or to take trains that travelled only on designated routes and would not stop until 
they reached West Berlin.  Not only was a country formally divided, but so were families and friends.  

November 9, 1989, commemorates the “Fall of the Wall.” Eleven months later, on October 3, 1990, East and West 
Germany were reunited.   

The Breakthrough Curriculum 

This collection of lessons is based on themes originating in the artwork and in the statements from the 10 Berlin 
artists.  The different modules are designed to be used either individually for purposes of discussing specific topics 
related to the Breakthrough project, or in conjunction with themes extended from already existing curriculum 
focused on other, related topics. Educators can adjust the materials to accommodate the interests and needs of their 
own classes as well as the learning standards of their own curricula. 

The assistance of the staff of the Newseum and The Goethe Institute of Washington D.C. contributed greatly to the 
assembly and construction of these lessons. The lessons are constructed for students 7th grade through – university. 

Each lesson should take about one hour to complete.  The 10 modules provide: 

• Instructional Objectives 
• List of Necessary Materials and Visuals (reading lists, movies suited for University) 
• Guiding Questions and Activities pertaining to the lesson (can be altered or changed to suit 

specific age groups) 
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TOPIC 1 A Sense of Place: Memory of location 
 

ARTIST: Gerald Adam Hahn 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
I would like to present the setting of my life story, a place called Schöneweide, first explored 
through photographs in the 1980’s – a place molded and broken by memories. For twenty years I 
only returned occasionally to Schöneweide. Cold, wet autumn, winter mud and industrial smog 
dominated by memories. 
 
Since then, I have visited Schöneweide with the perspective of a different time and a more 
discerning camera lens. I encounter people with a great deal of affection and respect. I show history 
– the history of Schöneweide that has remained hidden from so many. 

 
Gerald Adam Hahn told how, in late 1988 as protests against the East German government were 
becoming more public and more frequent, he was asked by a group of dissidents whether he would mount 
a photo exhibition at a church, the Zionskirche that was to be the central location for an upcoming 
demonstration.  The church, as was the case with particular churches throughout East Germany, had 
become the gathering point for the protests. Wanting to support the protest, but worried about the 
potential consequences for him, his wife, and his two children, he discussed this in-depth with his family.  
Together, they decided it was important enough to take the risk and display the photo exhibition, knowing 
full-well this would draw the attention and ire of the government officials including the secret police, and 
not knowing what might happen to him as a result of his public display of his photographs.  Some of 
those photos are included in the “Breakthrough” project.  
 
Lesson Objective: What principles guided the artist’s documentation of place in his series on Schoeneweide? 
What story or narrative can be discerned in this presentation of place? How do the images change over time and 
what is the meaning of this change? What do the incidents at the Zionskirche, and Gerald's decision to publicly 
display his photographs there, tell us about documentary significance of photographs and their association with 
places and times?  By actively participating in this lesson’s activity students will examine their own environments 
and the importance of place as catalyst for collective memory. 
 
Guiding Questions: 

• Why are photographs such powerful storytellers? 
• What ideas about place did the artist incorporate into the photographs of Schoeneweide? 
• How did the artist create a narrative of place over a period of time? 
• How do issues of time and personal perspective affect what is addressed in the photos? 
• What do the photographs shown tell us about our communities, our values and our views? 
• How do these photographs show history? 
• Think of a particular place you have known over a period of time.  If you were asked to 

describe this over a number of years, would you prefer to do so in words or in photographs?  
• If you were asked to take 5 photographs that depict the most important things that make you 

happy, sad, worried or hopeful about the future, what would you photograph? 
   
Activities: An Analysis of place and its history – 
• Students are divided into groups and given copies of their city newspaper collected over a year – each group 

gets one newspaper, nobody has the same newspaper. 
•  Each group is assigned to find as many photos and headings pertaining to specific places in their city (about 

five to seven “places” should be found) as they can within 10/15 minutes. The articles could be about people 
with the places shown behind them. Cut out the article photo and the heading. 

• These places, cut out, are pinned on the wall in a line going from left to right by the first group. The second 
group pins corresponding places under the places already existing in the first line. The third group repeats the 
action of the second group.  

• Which places are repeatedly put up on the wall by all the groups combined? Why do you think these places 
in the city made the news so often? What part of the city does it describe and what does it say about the 
community, culture and history of your city? 

• Write your thoughts about these “places” on flashcards and place on the wall corresponding to the place-
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five to seven “places” should be found) as they can within 10/15 minutes. The articles could be about people 
with the places shown behind them. Cut out the article photo and the heading. 

• These places, cut out, are pinned on the wall in a line going from left to right by the first group. The second 
group pins corresponding places under the places already existing in the first line. The third group repeats the 
action of the second group.  

• Which places are repeatedly put up on the wall by all the groups combined? Why do you think these places 
in the city made the news so often? What part of the city does it describe and what does it say about the 
community, culture and history of your city? 

• Write your thoughts about these “places” on flashcards and place on the wall corresponding to the place-
cutouts already on the wall. Take photographs of the photo and wall “visual dialogue”.   
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TOPIC 2 Documentation: Four Decades – with 
and without the wall. 

ARTIST: Harald Hauswald 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
 
I am so happy to finally be able to take photographs and publish them freely. My photos show the 
discrepancy between the pageantry and claims of the German Democratic Republic dictatorship and the 
reality of life – something I did not see in the official press. Since, at that time, I did not have the opportunity 
to show my work publicly in the East I did so in the West, and my work was criminalized. 
 
In this exhibition I would like to summarize four decades – two with and two without the Berlin Wall. 

 
 
Lesson Objective: What principles guided this artist to take these pictures? How did he describe living with the 
Berlin Wall? Why do you think his photographs were so controversial? What do you think motivated him to take 
great personal risks in order to have his photographs, taken of everyday life in East Germany, regularly smuggled 
out of East Germany so that they could be shown in the free West? This discussion aims to show how 
documentation can reveal information that can be examined repeatedly. 
 
Guiding Questions: 

• How has the artist investigated the division of East and West Germany?  
• What story or narrative can be discerned in this presentation of visuals before and after the fall of the 

Berlin Wall?  
• Why do you think these photographs were not allowed to be shown in East Germany during the time 

that the Wall divided the country?  
• How do you think the West reacted to these photographs – why?   
• What do these photographs tell us about the Wall and the feeling the artist had when taking the photos? 
• Think about divisions within your own city – it might not be a visible wall, but it could be other things 

like racial/cultural tensions, poverty and affluence, private and public spaces. What kind of photos could 
you imagine taking to tell the story of division?  How might people react to you taking the photos? 

   
Activities: Discussing the walls that separate us in our own communities.  
• Students each receive a flashcard and a pencil 
• Students write down particular issues within their community (at school or where they live) that they think 

puts up barriers or imaginary walls between people. 
• Students place their cards – unsigned – in a box. The box is rotated and the cards are randomly passed out 

again to each person. People who receive their own cards back need to place these in the box again and draw 
out another card. If two people have the same card they originally had they just need to switch with the other 
person. If one person has the same card they need to switch with anybody. 

• Students each receive a roll of masking tape (or three people share one roll) 
• Students use the information they have on the cards they are holding to write or “graffiti” a statement 

pertaining to a specific controversy addressed on the card, onto a wall in the classroom school or university 
building. These statements can be questions or proclamations. 

• Are there controversial issues that repeat and reoccur on the finished wall? 
• Are any of the issues surprising to you? 
• How many of the issues would you agree require more public attention? 
• Would you feel at all “threatened” by raising such issues publicly? 
•   
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TOPIC 3  Freedom, Fear, and Fortitude  
 

ARTIST: Thomas Klingenstein 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
Whoever has lived under dictatorship knows that democracy cannot be taken for granted. Perhaps dialogue 
and artwork can challenge young people to reflect upon the motives of individuals who engage themselves 
artistically or socially in the struggle for freedom. 
 

Lesson Objective: From the reports of his school teacher in the secret police files that he accessed after Germany’s 
reunification, Thomas Klingenstein was viewed early on as a leader, an engaged person who expressed himself 
clearly and who was respected by his fellow students.  However, as he began to question the dictates of the 
repressive East German government, he was seen more as a nuisance and an agitator rather than a leader.  Even 
talking in a soft voice on the playground with a friend was then secretly reported by a fellow schoolmate as 
suspicious.  Later, labeled as being “anti-government”, Thomas was not allowed to pursue his passion for and 
academic interest in Japanese history and culture. 
 
In his personal interview for the Breakthrough project, Thomas Klingenstein also talked about “fear.”  He noted that 
rather than being something negative, fear was in fact for him a “positive companion” that motivated him to 
continue being true to himself, expressing himself freely, notwithstanding the potential costs to him personally.  
 
This lesson will look at the interrelationship of freedom, fear, and fortitude through the prism of art and the life of an 
artist who spent some years in jail due to his conscious decision to express himself freely.  
 
Guiding Questions: 

• Is Freedom free? 
• What are some things you feared in the past that later became positive agents of change?  Why? What 

other seemingly “negative” emotions have ultimately proven to be “positive” in your life? 
• Do we make conscious decisions with respect to how we react to threats, or do we respond instinctively? 

How would you react if you knew that by doing something inherently good, you would likely be 
disadvantaged?   

• What are some things you see in our society that require courage and sacrifice to improve?   
• How would you react if some of your peers made fun of your interest in taking a stand against what you 

believed to be an injustice?  Who could you count on for support in taking such a stand?  Why would 
they support you? 

   
Activities: Standing for Freedom 
• Students are asked to imagine themselves living in a dictatorial country where freedom of expression is not 

allowed.  They should imagine that they are in a private house meeting with four of their closest, lifelong 
friends, and they are discussing potentially writing an article together about their lack of freedom.  The 
article can be smuggled out of the country and printed in another “free” country, or posted on the internet.  
What would the 5 key messages be? 

• Of those 5 messages, which of them are most important for (1) the writers, (2) the country they live in, and 
(3) readers outside the country they live in?  Why?  

• What if the risk were clear – if you are discovered to have been involved in writing the article, you would no 
longer be allowed to study at the university and you would be assured of having a dull, uninspiring job for 
the rest of your life.  Would you still take the risk? Who would you discuss this with before deciding whether 
to take the risk? 

• Now suppose that you decided to write the article.  The article is printed in the free press outside the 
dictatorial country where you live.   On the same day the article is printed outside your country, you receive 
an unexpected visit from the secret police who tell you that they have indisputable evidence from a reliable 
source that you were one of the authors of the article.  You know that this article was discussed and written 
only with your four closest friends, all of whom swore to each other that they would keep this a secret.  
Suppose you have a personal diary that nobody will ever see.  Write your entry for this day in your diary.  



 

© Copyrite Breakthrough Art Organization 

 

TOPIC 4 Self-Identity and its Impact of -- and 
on -- Social Change  

 
ARTIST: Peter Herrmann 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
When the Berlin Wall fell in November 1989, my feelings were divided. As someone who had lived 
in West Berlin since 1986 after coming to the West from the East in 1984 (first to Hamburg), I lost 
my self-affirmation of living “behind”, as opposed to “in front of” the Wall. 
 
For many who had lived in West Berlin for decades, or from the time of their birth, my attitude was 
completely incomprehensible. These mixed feelings produced some very emotional paintings 
dealing with the theme of the Berlin Wall. 

 
. 
Lesson Objective: Peter Herrmann was also one of the few artists who had not studied at the university 
which made it more difficult for him to be accepted into an Association of Artists which was the only way 
to actually earn money as an artist.  While he worked in factories and other odd jobs, he received some 
support from his mother so he could paint art.  Six times he was refused acceptance into the Association 
of Artists, yet he continued to paint. He was also actively involved in organizing meetings and exhibitions 
of dissident artists in former East Germany.  He had many “walls” to confront both during and after his 
time in East Germany.  
While in East Germany, he had to overcome the stigma of being an “uneducated” proletariat artist.  
Through his persistence, however, he did eventually become a key figure in the dissident art scene in East 
Germany, accepted as a leader and respected by his peers as a very talented artist.     
When he left East Germany in 1984, unlike the other artists leaving East Germany who mostly simply 
crossed over into West Berlin and stayed there, Peter Herrmann wanted to get further away from the 
“Wall” so he originally settled in Hamburg in West Germany.  To travel to West Berlin to visit friends 
who had also emigrated from East Germany, he needed to take the officially designated “transit routes” 
for trains and cars which led through East Germany to West Berlin.  People were not allowed to leave 
those official transit routes.  Essentially, it was as if these routes had “walls” on either side of them, 
rendering it impossible or extremely dangerous to exit the road or train while passing through East 
Germany to reach Berlin. This phenomenon is depicted in his painting, “Transit”, which is part of the 
Breakthrough exhibition. In his personal interview for the Breakthrough project, Peter spoke of the 
“strangeness” of travelling these transit routes “through his former country”, unable to turn right or left to 
visit friends and family still in East Germany.  Yet, he said the oppressiveness of the East German system 
still convinced him he made the right decision to leave, even though, for example, he was not allowed to 
visit his dying father or attend his funeral. 
When Peter left East Germany, the Wall had become his protectorate rather than his barrier to freedom.  
So when the Wall came down in 1989, Peter’s first reaction was to fear that all that he had fled might now 
come back to haunt him.  
 
Guiding Questions: 

• Do we determine our own identities or are they primarily determined for us? 
• How do our identities affect our daily lives? 
• Why do some things become part of our identity but other things don’t? 
• How does understanding our identity help us cope with expected and unexpected developments in the 

course of our lives? 
• Why do specific events affect people differently? 
• How did the fall of the Wall affect the artist’s sense of identity? 
• How does the artist express his feelings about the Berlin Wall and express his identity as someone who 

lived “with” the Wall?  In the artist’s work, “Transit”, he depicts a street and railroad tracks that were 
used as official transportation avenues to get westerners through East German territory to West Berlin.  
How would you feel, traveling through your former home country but not allowed to leave a particular 
road?   

• When Germany was unified, artists from former East Germany – whether dissident artists or conforming 
artists – suddenly found themselves equally identified as “East German artists” within the unified 
Germany.  Look at Peter Herrmann’s painting titled “Akademie der Künste” which depicts a dispute 
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• How did the fall of the Wall affect the artist’s sense of identity? 
• How does the artist express his feelings about the Berlin Wall and express his identity as someone who 

lived “with” the Wall?  In the artist’s work, “Transit”, he depicts a street and railroad tracks that were 
used as official transportation avenues to get westerners through East German territory to West Berlin.  
How would you feel, traveling through your former home country but not allowed to leave a particular 
road?   

• When Germany was unified, artists from former East Germany – whether dissident artists or conforming 
artists – suddenly found themselves equally identified as “East German artists” within the unified 
Germany.  Look at Peter Herrmann’s painting titled “Akademie der Künste” which depicts a dispute 
between artists from former East and West Germany concerning what should be supported as “art”. The 
debate took place within the most public body (Academy of the Arts) that supports art in the unified 
Germany.  How would you feel as someone who took great risks to freely express yourself as an artist 
under a repressive regime, then later having to defend your art as “creative”, “relevant”, and “with social 
value” once the repressive regime no longer existed? 
 

   
• Activities: Building Identity Students each receive a flashcard and a pencil 
• Students write down particular identity attributes they have: Time identity (born and experienced events in 

that time period that they remembered or which impacted them), gender identity, cultural identity/multi 
identities, social identity, school identity, community identity, workplace identity, racial identity and 
physical identity (tall, short, able or disabled, etc) 

• Students place their cards – unsigned – in a box. The box is rotated and the cards are randomly passed out 
again to each person. People who receive their own cards back need to place these in the box again and draw 
out another card. If two people have the same card they originally had they just need to switch with the other 
person. If one person has the same card they need to switch with anybody. 

• Students try to find and match the right identities with the right people. Time the process and discuss the first 
identity clue you used first to “find” your identity person. Why did you use this clue? What identity clues did 
not work for identification – why? 

•  What is the difference between stereotype and identity? 
• Are there identities that are hard to stereotype – why? Would being stereotyped affect your sense of identity? 
• What if a significant factor that shaped your identity suddenly no longer existed?  Would you feel a loss of 

identity?  Disorientation? 
•   
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TOPIC 5 Metamorphosis of a City 
 

ARTIST: Wolfgang Petrick 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
In 1945 I was 6 years old. South of Berlin, Russian tanks on the highway –capitulation. The woods – a big adventure 
playground: used up rusted weapons; anti tank rockets as toys. Little to eat – just survive. 
In 1951 I started school in the German Democratic Republic (East Germany). Much painting. Publicly acknowledged for 
my pictures of the burning US tanks and Korea War…then I moved to West Berlin. Culture shock and big city animation. 
I continued to paint and draw but longed for the outdoor playrooms and ruins of the factories. 
Cut off from the landscapes of my childhood and youth (by the wall), West Berlin becomes a hot culture soup…artificial 
and village like and extremely, stubbornly, creative. 
Atelier on the periphery of West Berlin, on the Spree River, next to the East German border guards patrolling with boats. 
An arm out the window, in the other system. On the other side of the border, the real wall – later to become East-side 
Gallery.1989 fall of the wall. Attempt to take in once again the landscapes of my youth. 1993, Berlin is open and normal, 
trying to re-define itself and discover its creativity again. 
Bunkers are increasingly important. Superimpositions, anamorphosis – metamorphosis. Since the fall of the Wall, my own 
photography becomes the largest source for pictures for painting, sketching, and sculpture and their interpretation. 

 
Lesson Objective: When Germany was formally divided, so was a city – Berlin.  Imagine what that was like in 
reality!  From one day to the next, neighbors living across the street from each other could no longer cross the street 
to visit.  Subways, trams, busses suddenly could no longer continue along their routes, stopping now at a border 
drawn from one day to the next through the city.  A river once flowing through the center of the city becomes a 
border.  Theaters, Symphonies, sports complexes in various parts of the city could suddenly only be visited by 
people living on the same side of the Wall where such facilities were located. 
What divisions must already exist if a Wall is to be erected that divides a city? What is extreme change that happens 
very quickly? What were the conflicting issues facing East and West Germany? How were these conflicts resolved 
and a unified community and nation established? It is not easy to understand the feeling and tensions of this time but 
when we look at the photographs and art of this artist we can sense the metamorphosis or extreme change that took 
place in Berlin.  
 
Guiding Questions: 

• What ideas do you think were most important in bringing about the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the 
change in the city of Berlin? 

•  How do you think people moved through the changes happening around them? What in particular did 
this artist do to comprehend and cope with the change? 

• How are the artist’s childhood memories revealed in the works of art he produced? How did these 
memories affect how he dealt with the change - the fall of the Berlin Wall? 

• What were his feelings before and after the Berlin Wall fell? 
• Why do you think the artist longed for his childhood playgrounds in spite of living in the “free” and 

politically safer Western part of Berlin? 
• How does the work of artists affect or reflect social change? How did this artist respond to this change or 

metamorphosis of Berlin? 
 

   
Activities: Change as catalyst for creativity 
• Students each receive a photocopy of a East Germany and West Germany promotional poster which was 

used before the fall of the Berlin Wall to promote political and social agendas on each side (provided on 
Website)  

• Students do web searches pertaining to the social agendas of both East and West Germany before the fall of 
the Berlin Wall. Example:http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Germany_(1945%E2%80%931990) 
                http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Propaganda 
                http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berlin_Wall 
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                www.chnm.gmu.edu  and www.newseum.org  and www.goethe.de/washington  
• Or students receive a handout of the political and social agendas of both the East and West Germany in bullet 

form.  These will state the difference in philosophy and the political agendas of each side. 
• Students are then provided with sharpie and “white-out” pens, as well as a glue stick. They are asked to 

“merge” the two posters and recreate a slogan that will change or metamorphose both views into a 
completely different poster with a new slogan.  

• Students display posters on an exhibition wall and discuss each work. How do these posters reflect their own 
ideology? 

• How important is creativity in social transformation? 
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TOPIC 6 Concepts of Freedom – exploration 
and expression 

 
ARTIST: Frank Rödel (Freedom of Expression and Freedom of Movement) 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
I was not allowed to study in the German Democratic Republic and had to endure the complete loss of all 
personal freedoms, individual rights and dignity for more than three years while a political prisoner. As a 
result of being completely stripped of my individuality and freedom, a counter-reaction developed: the 
complete focus on art which I see as the most individual of all lifestyles. 
 
The American way of life is, from the European point of view, the one that is the most intensely tied to the 
concept of freedom. For this reason it has special meaning for me to display my paintings in the United 
States. 
 

 
Lesson Objective: Concepts of freedom include not only what we say and create (i.e. “express”), but also what we 
are allowed to see, read, and hear (i.e. to “explore” or take in).  Artist Frank Rödel spent three years in prison for 
expressing himself freely as a person.  You see in his statement, in his art, and his lifestyle, how important freedom 
of expression and freedom of movement are for him.  In this lesson, students will come to understand the reasons 
why repressive regimes aim to control both expression, and exploration, and how open communication is a threat to 
such regimes. They will also develop a sense of how far repressive regimes will go – even to absurd extremes -- to 
interpret something as threatening in order to promote an ideology.  . 
 
Guiding Questions: 

• Do you think that freedom of expression is a basic human desire?   
• What if any are the legitimate boundaries of freedom of expression?   
• Especially in today’s world of global communications and inner-connectivity, can a government limit 

freedom of expression without also limiting freedom of exploration?   
• What do the artist’s images show? 
• Why do you think the artist made these specific images? Does it convey a message or an idea? 
• How do the images we make express our own feelings? Can you give examples of images or sculptures 

you have made or a photograph you have taken that reflected one of your dreams you wanted to 
accomplish?   

• How does understanding and seeing images help us make sense of our own feelings? 
 

  Activities: Expression and Exploration – Two sides of the same coin? 
• Have drawing, cutting and other art-making tools and paper available.  Divide students into groups of no 

more than four.  Ask them to create an artwork that expresses any free thought or emotion (could be 
negative, such as sense of hopelessness or frustration, or positive, such as a reflection of a dream).  Give 
them 20 minutes to discuss among themselves and produce their artwork.  Do not indicate to the students at 
this point what the next step is. 

• Display each group’s artwork.  Then have each group paired to view the artwork of one other group, 
pretending to be representatives of a repressive regime.  Give them 15 minutes to review and then prepare an 
official government letter to the group that produced the artwork telling them why they should not be 
allowed to produce such artwork.  The reviewing groups are NOT ALLOWED to have any discussions with 
the group whose work they are reviewing. 

• Conclude with a discussion of how the students felt in the three stages of this exercise:  (1) creating the 
artwork, (2) reviewing the artwork and writing the letter, and (3) hearing/reading the reviews of their artwork 
by the “government officials”.  
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TOPIC 7 Life themes of Berlin: Cold War 
division and the Berlin Wall (before 
and after). 

 
ARTIST: Hans Scheib 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
When one is born in 1949 and grows up in East Germany as I did, then the post-war period, German division, 
the Cold War and the Berlin Wall, can not merely be dealt with as a topic of interest or as a visual theme. 
They are life themes. 
It raises questions –also artistic ones – that need to be addressed. 

 
Lesson Objective: Hans Scheib was born in 1949, the year that the two Germanys – East and West – were 
officially formed.  At the age of 36 he left East Germany and re-settled in West Berlin.  In this module, students will 
confront the question of how division and fear during the Cold War period and reconciliation after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall contributed to the “Life Themes” this artist articulates in his work. Students will understand that division 
and fear sometime precedes the possibility of accomplishment and reconciliation. 
 
Guiding Questions: 

• After WWII Germany and Europe were divided. East Germany was part of East Europe dominated by the Soviet 
Union, in a military alliance known as the Warsaw pact.  West Germany was part of the North Atlantic alliance that 
included West Europe, the United States and Canada, and was in a military alliance known as NATO (the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization).   How does the work of Hans Scheib address this situation of division? 

• Does the work of this artist show the influence or effects of any of these imposing cultures? 
• What emotions, if any, do you think the artist was demonstrating in these artworks? 

  Activities:  Division  
• Imagine a wall is erected overnight, running right down the middle of the street where you live.  You can no 

longer cross the street to visit friends or family, schools or sporting events, theaters or parks on the other side 
of the street, or beyond.  The side of the wall on which you now live prohibits any public expression of 
dissatisfaction with the government.  Now imagine 28 years later that wall is taken down.  So if you were 16 
when the wall was built, you were then in high school.  28 years later, when the wall is taken down, you are 
44 years old and in the middle of your career. 

• Now imagine that the day after the wall was erected, you create an artwork that expressing how you felt, 
knowing that any public display of dissent could be punishable by law. Using the same piece of art you 
created, change it to what you might have created if you were 22 years old and were a member of an 
unofficial group of dissident artists. Change it again to what you could imagine thinking when you were 44 
years old and the wall was taken down.  –Use mixed media techniques. 

• Keep some things in mind: the identity of your city and its histories 
• Students can do this exercise individually or in groups.  
• Other groups can then guess at the end of the art production what key ideas and concerns were being 

expressed in the various artworks that were created. How did the “wall” define the emotions, thoughts and 
identity of the student artists as reflected in their art?  
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TOPIC 8 The Power of the Human Element 
 

ARTIST: Inge H. Schmidt 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
As a result of my departure from the German Democratic Republic in 1984, I became a keen onlooker 
observing the new situation with both hope and skepticism after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 
 
I always deal with the human being – his mindset and vision. Power and dynamism prevail in my work. It is 
the representation of my own experience overcoming tragic, difficult and seemingly hopeless moments 
through optimism and, above all, courage. 

 
Lesson Objective: Is there power in situations of oppression? How does the suppressed public tap into these powers? 
Students will examine the concept of humanism within the context of the Berlin Wall and reunification and in the 
work of Inge Schmidt. 
 
Guiding Questions: 

 
• What are the physical attributes of the artists painting? In what way is the paint applied to the canvas? 

Would this application imply strength or timidity? 
• Look at “Welcome” painted in 1989 just after the fall of the Wall.  The painting is dominated by two 

figures. Describe what may have been the artist’s intention behind each of those two figures.  
• Is this work of the artist an example of someone exercising her personal power? Explain? 
• What emotions do these works reveal about the artist just after the Berlin Wall fell?  
• Do you think her work reveals conflict or tension? Hope or Fear? Why? 

   
Activities:  The Power of the Human Element 

• Students each write an essay or poem describing the work and its association to Inge’s personal 
statement above.  Use in the essay some of the concepts, such as hope, hopeless, tragic, difficult, 
courage, fear, and optimism. 

• Or, students create personal wash drawings of themselves (resourced from photographs) focusing on 
movement, gesture and blurring of the figure to represent emotional changes. They regard the individual 
form as constantly transforming rather than static.   Students hang up all of their drawings and discuss 
what they see in each other’s images. Describe the feelings they associate with the drawings and how the 
drawings have heightened the emotions of reality from the photographs that were selected. 
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TOPIC 9 Are all Freedoms Equal? 
 

ARTIST: Reinhard Stangl 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
 
I left the former German Democratic Republic nine years before the fall of the Berlin Wall in order to put my 
talent to the test in a free society. Has it been worth it? For me personally – yes. I discovered brand new ideas, 
developed a new form of expression in my paintings, and have undertaken many projects that would have 
been inconceivable in the former East Germany. 
 

 
Lesson Objective: How often do we think about the influence of living in a free society? Students will understand 
the difficulty and adversity faced by artists who are kept from influences outside their own community through the 
restrictions of their personal freedoms. They will also see the effects of a free society on the artist Reinhard Stangl. 
 
 
Guiding Questions: 

• What emotion seems to be expressed in the work of this artist?   
• What subject matter and color does the artist employ?  
• How do you think these works reveal his thoughts and ideas about artistic freedom? 
• How often do we think about the influence of our own freedoms in our everyday lives? And of the 

freedoms of those who came before us, as well as how it affects historical events and our own 
expression? 

• The First Amendment of the US Constitution says:  “Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or 
of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a 
redress of grievances.” What does the First Amendment say about the values of our nation and 
ourselves? Could our First Amendment Rights be squelched in times of war and tension?   

 
   
Activities: Freedom of Speech and the Bill of Rights 

 
 In this activity they will: 
1. Explore the laws and writings that influence the development of the First Amendment. 
2. Write an original amendment and evaluate the protections of the First Amendment. 

  
• Students should be provided some weekly magazines from the past year and identify articles 

that look at domestic and international events that would raise issues under our First 
Amendment.  Describe and discuss those places and issues.  Students read an article pertaining 
to Richard Serra’s Tilted Arch 1981, 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/cultureshock/flashpoints/visualarts/tiltedarc_a.html 

• In addressing the controversy around his Tilted Arc, Serra stated: "I don't think it is the function 
of art to be pleasing.  Art is not democratic. It is not for the people."  Is it ironic that an artist, 
who is freely expressing himself through his art and sold this particular piece for $175,000 to 
the city (i.e. to the citizen taxpayers), would make a statement like this? What issues does this 
raise in terms of the relationship between art and society?  Between the artist and the 
government?   

 
  
 



 

© Copyrite Breakthrough Art Organization 

 

 

 

TOPIC  10 What matters most in life  
 

 
ARTIST: Robert Weber 
Artist’s Statement of Interest in “Breakthrough”: 
                       To breach the [Berlin] Wall does not mean that you have reached your goal. There are 

significant – perhaps even insurmountable - hurdles to overcome on the other side: the 
aesthetic boundaries of artistic conventions and the existential confines of the human mind. 
This experience is central to my artistic development 

 
Lesson Objective: On the day Robert Weber received his high school diploma, he walked across the street from 
his school, entered the building where the Secret Police were located, and submitted his request to leave East 
Germany, knowing full well that from that moment on he would be disadvantaged, harassed, and essentially treated 
as an outcast.  His artwork includes official government information about what he was allowed to take with him 
when he left East Germany.   
This lesson will serve as a guide to discuss the very basic, yet very complex question:  What matters most in life?”  
 
Guiding Questions: 

• Robert Weber was 18 when he took the bold step of applying to leave the East Germany.  What do you 
think his discussions were like, leading up to that decision, with his parents?  

• Robert’s paintings are mixed media.  Look at the various elements he uses and share your opinion on the 
separate and shared meaning of each element.   

• Robert describes his process of creating artwork as a “conversation” with the picture as it is developing.  
He often starts with a phrase from a book, and then begins painting or adding other elements to his 
artwork, then stops at points along the way to study and “communicate” with it before continuing with 
its development.  Describe how the conversation in one of his painting may have progressed, beginning 
with an initial statement, continuing with the middle of the conversation, and then ending the 
conversation. What do his paintings aim to tell? 

• Robert says he was strongly influenced as a teenager by older artists, many of whom had taken the 
courageous step to leave East Germany by the time Robert had finished high school. What does this say 
about the influence of role models?   

• What does Robert’s artwork, and his life, tell us about the power and value of ideas, experiences, 
dreams, and material things? 

 
  Activities:  Identify a critical moment in your life, and create a mixed media artwork to express it  

 
• Using newspapers, magazines, paint, drawing materials, photos, and any other materials, create a 

piece of artwork utilizing at least two different narrative elements: 
1. Continuous narrative (one person appears several times in one piece doing different actions 
2. Place and context (Use place and context in a symbolic way to represent somewhere specific and 

relating a specific time Example New York City September 11, 2001) 
that tells a story about some critical moment or influential person or experience in your life 
• Let each element you use express a different part of your story.   

 


