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In the aftermath of the reunification of Germany one former dissi-
dent recalled nostalgically that under the East German regime ‘we 
had more sex and we had more to laugh about’. Love in the Time of 
Communism is a fascinating history of the GDR’s forgotten sexual 
revolution and its limits. Josie McLellan shows that under commun-
ism divorce rates soared, abortion became commonplace, and the 
rate of births outside marriage was amongst the highest in Europe. 
Nudism went from ban to state-sponsored boom, and erotica became 
common currency in both the official economy and the black market. 
Public discussion of sexuality was, however, tightly controlled, and 
there were few opportunities to challenge traditional gender roles or 
sexual norms. Josie McLellan’s pioneering account questions some of 
our basic assumptions about the relationship between sexuality, pol-
itics, and society and is a major contribution to our understanding of 
the everyday emotional lives of postwar Europeans.
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1945–1989 (2004).

  

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-89891-1 - Love in the Time of Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR
Josie McLellan
Frontmatter
More information

Love in the Time of 
Communism
Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR

Josie McLellan

  

 

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-89891-1 - Love in the Time of Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR
Josie McLellan
Frontmatter
More information

c a m b r i d g e u n i v e r s i t y p r e s s

Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town,  
Singapore, São Paulo, Delhi, Tokyo, Mexico City

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 8RU, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, 
New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521727617

© Josie McLellan 2011

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2011

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
McLellan, Josie.

Love in the time of communism : intimacy and sexuality in the GDR / 
Josie McLellan.
  p.  cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-521-89891-1 – ISBN 978-0-521-72761-7 (pbk.)
1.  Sex–Germany (East)–History.  2.  Communism and love– 
Germany (East)–History.  3.  Germany (East)–Social conditions   
4.  Germany (East)–History.  I.  Title.
HQ18.G3M39  2011
306.70943′109045–dc23
2011026302

ISBN 978-0-521-89891-1 Hardback
ISBN 978-0-521-72761-7 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or 
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in 
this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,  
or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

 

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-89891-1 - Love in the Time of Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR
Josie McLellan
Frontmatter
More information

v

Contents

List of figures	 page vi
List of tables	 viii
Acknowledgements	 ix

	 1	 Introduction: the East German sexual revolution	 1

	 2	 ‘A bit of freedom’: sex and young people	 22

	 3	 Marriage and monogamy	 53

	 4	 ‘The dictatorship of love’: sex, love, and state hypocrisy	 83

	 5	 Gay men, lesbians, and the struggle for the public sphere	 114

	 6	 The naked republic: nudism	 144

	 7	 Picturing sex: East German erotica	 174

	 8	 Conclusion: ‘space for love’?	 205

Appendix: Interview questions	 216
Bibliography	 219
Index	 236

 

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-89891-1 - Love in the Time of Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR
Josie McLellan
Frontmatter
More information

vi

Figures

	 1.1	 Abisag Tüllmann: ‘Ten Commandments for the new  
socialist people and a declaration of love to the  
[German Democratic] Republic on the stairs of a  
school’. Photo taken in 1963 in Schenkenberg,  
Brandenburg. By permission of Bildagentur für  
Kunst, Kultur und Geschichte.	 page  8

	 2.1	 Werner Klemke: Das Magazin, May 1966, cover  
illustration. By permission of the Klemke family.	 27

	 2.2	 Young people dancing at Alexanderplatz during  
the World Festival Games, July 1973. By permission  
of dpa Picture-Alliance.	 29

	 2.3	 Newly married couples celebrate the World Festival  
Games, 3 August 1973. Photographer: Jürgen  
Sindermann. Bundesarchiv Bild 183-M0813-788.	 31

	 2.4	 ‘Pounding hearts at no extra charge’, Freie Deutsche  
Jugend poster, 1970. SAPMO-BArch, Plak Y 3/1280.	 32

	 3.1	 Wolfgang Mattheuer: Schwebendes Liebespaar  
(Floating Lovers), 1970 (Staatliches Museum Schwerin). 
©DACS 2010.	 54

	 3.2	 East German birth rates, 1953–1989. Sources: Statistisches 
Jahrbuch der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik 1990  
(Berlin: Rudolf Haufe Verlag, 1991), p. 420; Statistisches 
Jahrbuch der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik 1974  
(Berlin: Staatsverlag der Deutschen Demokratischen 
Republik, 1974), p. 458.	 55

	 4.1	 Diagram of female erogenous zones, in Rudolf Neubert,  
Das neue Ehebuch. Die Ehe als Aufgabe der Gegenwart und 
Zukunft (Rudolstadt: Greifenverlag, 1957), p. 165.	 87

	 4.2	 Sexual positions pictured in Lykke Aresin and Annelies 
Müller-Hegemann (eds.), Jugendlexikon Junge Ehe  
(Leipzig: VEB Bibliographisches Institut, 5th edn,  
1986), pp. 124–125.	 88

  

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-89891-1 - Love in the Time of Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR
Josie McLellan
Frontmatter
More information

List of figures vii

	 5.1	 Stasi surveillance photograph, 1986. BStU, MfS,  
HA XX/Fo/238, Bilder 22–23.	 133

	 6.1	 Sign forbidding nudism, Warnemünde, 1953.  
Bundesarchiv Bild 183–20742–0007.	 148

	 6.2	 ‘Mama, Papa, and I prefer to swim without [swimsuits]’. 
Senftenberg, 1983. Photographer: Rainer Weissflog. 
Bundesarchiv Bild 183–1983–0815–302.	 168

	 7.1	 ‘There are two paths’. Cartoon in Neue Berliner  
Illustrierte, 13/1952, 38.	 176

	 7.2	 Werner Klemke: Das Magazin, February 1974, cover 
illustration. By permission of the Klemke family.	 179

	 7.3	 Photograph from Das Magazin, 1965. Photographer 
unknown.	 182

	 7.4	 The winning photograph from Das Magazin’s readers’  
poll, May 1982. Photographer unknown.	 184

	 7.5	 Ute Mahler, ‘Strip Show in the House of Culture, 
Henningsdorf, 1988’. © Ute Mahler/OSTKREUZ.	 191

	 7.6	 Homemade gay erotica, seized by the Stasi. BStU,  
MfS, HA XX/Fo/1367, Bild 37.	 197

	 7.7	 Gundula Schulze Eldowy, ‘Regina, Leipzig, 1984’.  
By permission of the artist.	 199

	 7.8	 Gundula Schulze Eldowy, ‘Rajk and Matthias,  
Berlin, 1984’. By permission of the artist.	 200

	 7.9	 Erasmus Schroeter, ‘Der Rote Sessel’, Leipzig,  
1984. By permission of the artist.	 202

Every effort has been made to contact the copyright holders of the images 
reproduced in this book. In the event of any error, please inform the publisher 
who will be glad to correct future editions of the work.

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-89891-1 - Love in the Time of Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR
Josie McLellan
Frontmatter
More information

viii

Tables

	 2.1	 Age at first sexual intercourse, East Germany,  
1973–1990	 page  37

	 2.2	 Young people’s views on marriage and childbearing,  
East Germany, 1979/1980	 43

	 3.1	 Percentage of births outside marriage in selected  
European populations, 1970–1990	 56

	 3.2	 Total fertility rate (mean number of children per  
woman) in selected countries, 1946–1984	 57

	 3.3	 Abortions per 1,000 live births, selected European 
populations, 1972–1989	 58

	 3.4	 Selected family policy measures, East Germany	 65
	 4.1	 Gonorrhoea infections per 100,000 population, East 

Germany, 1950–1989	 98

 

 

 

 

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-89891-1 - Love in the Time of Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR
Josie McLellan
Frontmatter
More information

ix

Acknowledgements

My first thanks go to the people who agreed to be interviewed for this 
project. Without their willingness to talk about their lives, this book 
would have been a far poorer one. I am also enormously grateful to 
Angela Brock, who carried out and transcribed the bulk of the inter-
views. Angela’s tact and empathy make her an ideal interviewer, and 
she was a model of efficiency throughout, not letting even the arrival of 
her son Wieland put her off her stride.

The research for this book would not have been possible without 
funding from the following sources: the Alexander von Humboldt 
Foundation, the British Academy, the Leverhulme Trust, and the 
University of Bristol Faculty of Arts Research Fund. I am very thank-
ful for their support.

In Germany, Birke and Ulrike Urban-Stahl and Sophia New and 
Dan Belasco Rogers made both short and long research visits possible 
with practical help and peerless hospitality. Regina Vogel was an ideal 
sounding board for ideas, and a constant source of enthusiasm and fun. 
I owe a huge amount to Siegfried Lokatis and the late Simone Barck, 
who patiently schooled me in the ways of the censors. Simone is sadly 
missed by all who knew her. Erasmus Schroeter and T. O. Immisch 
went above and beyond the call of duty in offering friendly advice 
and assistance on East German photography. My research was greatly 
helped by scores of archivists and librarians who went out of their way 
to find relevant material and track down missing files and books.

At the University of Bristol, I am extremely lucky to have colleagues 
who are supportive and sharp in equal measure: thanks in particular 
to Robert Bickers, Tim Cole, Juliane Fürst, Anke Holdenried, Chris 
McLeod, Chris Pearson, Kirsty Reid, James Thompson, and Ian Wei. 
A series of conversations with Richard Sale helped the writing pro-
cess immeasurably. I have enjoyed discussing this topic with students, 
particularly in the second-year units ‘German Bodies’ and ‘Behind 
the Wall’ and the MA unit ‘Everyday Life Under Dictatorship’. It has 
been a real pleasure to see how thoughtfully students engage with the 

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-89891-1 - Love in the Time of Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR
Josie McLellan
Frontmatter
More information

Acknowledgementsx

primary source material, and this book has been greatly enriched by 
their insights.

Numerous colleagues in the UK and the United States have been gen-
erous with their time and expertise. I would particularly like to thank 
Paul Betts, Mary Fulbrook, Lisa Heineman, Dagmar Herzog, and Bob 
Moeller for their support and advice along the way. I am especially 
grateful to Mark Fenemore and Jennifer Evans for casting an expert eye 
on the chapters on young people and homosexuality.

At Cambridge University Press, Michael Watson has been a reassur-
ing and patient editor. The two anonymous readers’ reports were 
perceptive and constructive: their advice improved the manuscript con-
siderably. Chloe Howell and Jo Breeze were invaluable guides to the 
production process. Karen Anderson Howes, copy-editor extraordinaire, 
not only saved my blushes on numerous points, but also actually made 
the whole process a pleasure. Cameron Duder took on the indexing at 
short notice, with efficiency and expertise.

A number of people provided childcare so that I had time and peace 
of mind to work. For this, I thank Nancy Irwin, Leon Quinn, Sonia 
McLellan, and Anna Hraboweckyj.

I have spent many happy hours throughout this period with friends 
both new and old, in particular Tanya Barman, Emily Fletcher, Anke 
Holdenried, Claire Spencer, and Zoe Waxman. My parents, Sonia and 
Ian, and my sister, Alice, have been wonderful companions, and excel-
lent hosts. Leon Quinn has read everything from early scribblings to a 
complete draft. His enthusiasm for the book never flagged, in good times 
and in bad. Finally, this book is dedicated to my daughter Rosanna, 
whose arrival made the past few years busy but very happy ones.

Some of the material in this book previously appeared elsewhere. 
Chapter 6 is a substantially revised version of my article ‘State Socialist 
Bodies: East German Nudism from Ban to Boom’, Journal of Modern 
History 79 (March 2007), 48–79; ©2007 by the University of Chicago. 
Parts of Chapter 7 have appeared as ‘Visual Dangers and Delights: Nude 
Photography in East Germany’, Past and Present 205 (2009), 143–174, 
© the Past and Present Society, 2009; and as ‘ “Even Under Socialism, 
We Don’t Want to Do Without Love”: East German Erotica’, in David 
Crowley and Susan Reid (eds.), Pleasures in Socialism: Leisure and 
Luxury in the Eastern Bloc (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
2010), 218–237, © Northwestern University Press. My thanks to all of 
the above for their kind permission to reproduce this material.

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521898911
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org



