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Eine Frau in Berlin (A Woman in Berlin, 1954) is one of the most famous first-hand accounts of wartime 
rape, narrating one unnamed woman’s experience of the Battle of Berlin. Through the form and 
content of her reflections, the narrator presents herself as a historical witness. When the diary was 
republished in 2003, however, journalist Jens Bisky unmasked the now deceased diarist. He 
undermined her moral authority by revealing aspects of her career during the Third Reich and even 
questioned her status as author, suggesting that the diary had in fact been written — and perhaps 
even fictionalized — by Kurt Marek, a well-known author of fiction and non-fiction who had written 
the introductory preface.  

To begin, this paper will briefly analyse his polemic, paying particular attention to the ‘aesthetic’ factors 
that, in Bisky’s view, undermine the work’s testimonial value. Although I will problematize several 
assumptions that arise in debates about the diary’s authenticity, I nonetheless argue that scholars 
must develop an approach to the work that acknowledges question marks about its genesis and genre. 
I therefore propose reading Eine Frau in Berlin as a form of ‘hybrid testimony’. In ‘Beyond 
Autobiography’ (2014), Matthew Boswell uses this term to describe testimonial texts with literary 
elements that ‘variously conceal and expose this element of invention, making this a genre that has 
strong connections to testimony but which is also to some degree at war with itself’(p. 13). Since 
hybrid testimony often foregrounds questions to do with construction and reception, it demands a 
different form of reading than more conventional historiographical projects. I follow James Young’s 
cue in arguing that a ‘poetics’ of the diary remains invaluable precisely because, ‘if the … testimony is 
evidence of anything else, it is of the writing act itself. That is, even if narrative cannot document 
events, or constitute perfect factuality, it can document the actuality of the writer and text’ (Writing 
and Rewriting the Holocaust, 1988, p. 420).  

Ultimately, I argue that culture as testimony can still bear witness even if it cannot be judged as testimony in 
the juridical or historical sense. For, as Molly Andrews recognizes, ‘once the facts have been 
established… the challenge of deciphering meaning behind such facts still remains’ (‘Grand National 
Narratives and the Project of Truth Commissions,’ 2003, p. 49). To my mind, this is precisely why the history 
of wartime rape could still be proclaimed taboo in the twenty-first century. For despite copious 
references and allusions to these events, there were very few reflections on their psychological 
aftermath. The literary performance of testimony in Eine Frau in Berlin ultimately accounts for its 
appeal. For it is precisely the literary devices employed by the author that convey insights into the 
emotional aftermath of wartime rape, and strategies for managing its psychological impact. It is 
precisely the diary’s reflection and recording of emotional responses that constitutes its uniqueness 
and explains its preeminent status in the cultural memory of wartime rape.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


