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MAIN POINTS

- During the Second World War, nearly a third of the German population expe-
rienced Allied strategic bombing of cities (Bombenkrieg/Luftkrieg). As a result
of these raids, between 500,000 and 600,000 people were killed and several
hundred cities were destroyed.

« Due to the widespread and traumatic nature of these experiences, after 1945
the memory of these events and the policy towards this aspect of history
became omnipresent in Germany, albeit mainly at the local, municipal, and
regional levels.

- When, in the late 1990s, reflection on Germany’s own victims of the war re-
emerged, this trend came to encompass the subject of the Bombenkrieg - now
on a nationwide scale and reaching its peak around 2002-2003.

- In the course of the debates at that time, a model of Germany’s culture of
remembrance and historical policy emerged in which, at the federal level,
Dresden and the commemorations of successive anniversaries of the air raid
on the city - attended by Presidents of the Federal Republic - became the
central focus.

- With regard to Nazi Germany and the Second World War, two central elements
can today be identified in German collective memory. The first (and dominant)
is the memory of the Holocaust; the second is the memory of Germany’s own
victims (particularly the victims of the Bombenkrieg, not least because of the
scale of the bombing campaign). This makes it all the more important to an-
alyse how this memory is being shaped.

- The subject of the Bombenkrieg also has several Polish aspects, one of which

may today serve as an example of the highly successful integration of Polish
perspectives into the German debate and historical policy.
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The second day of January 1945 promised to be exceptionally beautiful in Middle
Franconia - a historical region that both then and now belongs administratively
to Bavaria. The sky was cloudless, and the bright sun made the temperature
feel higher than it actually was. In Nuremberg, thermometers registered
minus eight degrees Celsius.

Nuremberg - the historical centre of Lower Franconia, once a meeting
place for the rulers of the German states, a jewel of preserved medieval archi-
tecture, and an important industrial hub of Nazi Germany’s economy (home to
numerous armaments factories) - also became known after 1933 in Germany
and around the world as the ‘Stadt der Reichsparteitage’, the city of Nazi Party
rallies, which were held there until 1938 and at their peak drew one million
participants.

January 1945: Nuremberg as a case study of the Bombenkrieg

According to the 1939 census, Nuremberg had approximately 430,000 inhab-
itants; in the following years, this number declined - for example, as a result
of mobilisation and the evacuation of children from cities to the countryside.
Strictly speaking, this figure refers to residents of German nationality. In the
following years, several tens of thousands of additional people arrived in the
city and its immediate vicinity. These were forced labourers, mainly from
Eastern Europe, assigned to approximately 150 enterprises located in Nurem-
bergand its surroundings. In their daily lives, they were housed in around one
hundred camps, both large and small, scattered throughout the city (with the
term ‘camp’ used in the literature also referring to a single barrack ora guarded
residential building).!

A separate group among them consisted of individuals transferred to
German companies from concentration camps - such as the 550 Hungarian
Jewish women who, in autumn 1944, were selected by representatives of the
Siemens-Schuckert electrical engineering company from among the female
prisoners of Auschwitz II-Birkenau. The women were sent to armaments fac-
tories in Nuremberg, where they were forced, among other tasks, to assemble
bomb fuses. They were housed in barracks built near the city’s Southern Cem-
etery (Siidfriedhof), which formed a camp facility functioning as a subcamp
(Aupenlager) of the Flossenbiirg concentration camp. The women were also

1 Between 1939 and 1945, around 118,000 forced labourers were deployed in Nuremberg and the surrounding area
(including prisoners of war subjected to forced labour) nearly 6,000 of whom lost their lives. See, for example, the
educational materials for school workshops: “Zwangsarbeit in Niirnberg 1939-1945", Pddagogik rund um das Dokumen-
tationszentrum, dokupaed.de.
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sent to perform various tasks around the city, such as clearing snow, owing
to labour shortages in municipal services.?

Regardless of whether they were Germans or foreign forced labourers, that
day - the second of January 1945 - was particularly tense for all of them from
the early morning hours onward. The air-raid sirens first wailed at 10:00 a.m.,
but it soon became clear that the alert did not concern Nuremberg. The same
happened the second and third times - at 12:50 and then at 3:51 p.m. - when
the alarm was soon lifted again. Yet each time, those who could took shelter in
air-raid bunkers, shrapnel trenches dug in city squares, or underground rock
tunnels, hoping that this time too the damage and losses would not be too great.?

1. Feuersturm destroys armament factories and the Old Town

Previously, beginning in August 1942, Nuremberg had already experienced
11 air raids. Nine of these took place at night and were carried out by the RAF
Bomber Command, while two were conducted during the day by US forces.*
Even so, compared to other German cities under attack at the time, Nuremberg
could be considered relatively fortunate: during most of these raids, the number
of fatalities did not exceed one hundred. The highest death toll came during the
raid in August 1943, when nearly 600 people were killed - still a small number
compared to, for example, the bombing of Hamburg in July of that same year,
which claimed an estimated 30,000 to 34,000 lives.

The city owed its relative good fortune up to that point largely to a com-
bination of circumstances - beginning with weather conditions, which on
several occasions hindered the attacks, through to strong anti-aircraft defences
(for example, during the raid on 31 March 1944, the Royal Air Force (RAF) lost
as many as 95 bombers over the course of the missions across Germany, while
in Nuremberg there were 74 fatalities), and finally to the system of rock cut
cellars beneath the Old Town. Although Nuremberg’s Old Town - densely built-
up and largely composed of centuries-old buildings - was highly ‘flammable’,
these remnants of the medieval city offered very effective shelter for residents.
And so it would prove once again.

It was 6:33 p.m. when the sirens wailed once again, for the fourth time on
2 January 1945. This time, not without reason: more than half of the approx-
imately one thousand RAF aircraft that had taken off from British airfields
that day - primarily Lancaster bombers, supported by Mosquito multirole

2 T.Lechner, ‘Das Buchprojekt »Von Auschwitz nach Niirnberg« hat die Erinnerungskultur ins Rollen gebracht’, Protes-
tant Church website Sonntagsblatt, sonntagsblatt.de.

3 Theaccount of the air raid on Nuremberg on 2 January 1945 is based on: *,Es war die Holle": Luftangriff auf Niirnberg
am 2. Januar 1945’, Nuremberg city website, nuernberg.de.

4 For a list of air raids on Nuremberg and their declared targets as well as the number of victims see: ‘Bombing of
Nuremberg in World War I', Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org.
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aircraft (whose tasks included reconnaissance and target marking) - were
headed for Nuremberg.

The first bombs fell at 7:20 p.m. The air raid lasted about an hour. Altogether
that evening, 514 Lancasters, arriving in successive waves, dropped 1,825 tonnes
of earthquake bombs and 479 tonnes of incendiary bombs on the city. At that
stage of the war, German anti-aircraft defences were already very weak - the
losses sustained by the RAF bomber squadrons attacking Nuremberg were
ultimately minimal: four Lancasters were shot down over Germany, and two
more were lost over France due to technical problems.®

This time, however, Nuremberg was not so fortunate - at least in terms
of material losses. Owing to good visibility provided by the full moon, the
Mosquito aircraft were able to mark the targets accurately. The bombs struck
the industrial area, including the armaments factories of companies such as
MAN (Maschinenfabrik Augsburg-Niirnberg, producing vehicles and machinery),
TEKADE (electrical engineering and communications equipment), Niiral (auto-
motive parts), and Niirnberger Schraubenfabrik (military communications
equipment and related products). The railway infrastructure also suffered, as
Nuremberg was an important transport hub.

Inaddition, the entire built-up area of the Old Town was destroyed (includ-
ing around 2,000 houses dating back to the Middle Ages), along with large parts
of other residential districts. Around 100,000 people lost their homes. Here too,
in Nuremberg, a phenomenon occurred that German describes with a term
closely tied to that period and its events - Feuersturm, literally, “firestorm”, or
more loosely translated as a fire tornado or fiery hurricane. This phenomenon
arose when individual fires merged into a firestorm which continued to spread
through the city for many hours after the raid, consuming further houses,
streets, and neighbourhoods.

2. Losses suffered by Nuremberg:
twenty-two bombings, seven thousand people killed

Thus, the old Nuremberg ceased to exist - it was transformed into a sea of ru-
ins. The destruction was completed by further air raids, two of which, carried
out by US forces on 20 and 21 February 1945, were of similar intensity to the
attack on 2 January. The final air raid - involving 143 RAF bombers targeting
the marshalling yard and adjacent residential districts - took place on 11 April
1945. The destruction of the urban fabric was so extensive that in the first post-
war years there was serious consideration of not rebuilding Nuremberg on its

5 For a daily list of Allied air raids and losses in January 1945 see: ‘RAF Bomber Command Diary... Jan 1945...", WW2AIR-
CRAFT.NET, 26 January 2005.
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original site atall, butinstead leaving the ruins as they were and constructing
the city anew elsewhere.

Throughout the war, Nuremberg experienced 22 Allied strategic air
raids. It is therefore difficult to believe that the human losses were relatively
low: in total, around 6,600 people were killed in the raids, including approx-
imately 1,800 in the attack of 2 January and approximately 1,400 in the raids
of 20-21 February (the dead were buried in mass graves at the city’s Southern
Cemetery, which today serves as a memorial site).®

The use of the word ‘only’ is justified when one considers that in the final
months of the Second World War - when German anti-aircraft defences had
already been weakened - the Allies were able to carry out air raids methodically
and with virtually no losses of their own. Consequently, it was during this
period that operations took place in which the highest German civilian casu-
alties from individual raids were recorded (excluding the series of multi-day
raids on Hamburg in the summer of 1943).

Such was the case in Dresden (where 25,000 people were killed in the
raids of 13-15 February), in Pforzheim (where 18,000-20,000 people - nearly
athird of the city’s population - died on 23 February 1945)” and in Swinoujscie,
then an important Baltic port. In the case of Swinoujcie, it has never been
possible to determine definitively the number of victims of the bombing on
12 March 1945: estimates range from 3,000-4,000 to almost twenty thousand.
The discrepancy stems in part from the fact that at the time of the raid, the
city and port hosted an unknown but significant number of refugees; this was
cited by authors arguing for the higher estimates.®

6  The author was unable to establish how many of the 6,600 people killed were Germans and how many were forced
labourers or concentration camp prisoners. There must have been casualties among the latter - considering that they
made up a significant portion of the workforce in the bombed armaments factories, many of which operated contin-
uously on a shift basis. Statistically, non-Germans accounted for up to several percent of those killed in air raids. It is
also known that during the raids of 2 January and 21 February, the aforementioned camp for Hungarian Jewish women
was completely destroyed. The prisoners were forced to clear the ruins before being transferred to another subcamp of
KZ Flossenbiirg, where they were eventually liberated by American forces.

7 Relative to its population, the air raid on Pforzheim resulted in the highest death toll of any bombing raid on a German
city. This was due in part to the very dense urban fabric, much of which consisted of Fachwerkhaus (timber-framed
buildings, known in Polish as mur pruski, with a high proportion of wooden structural elements).

8  The victims were buried in mass graves on Golm Hill near the village of Kamminke, which today lies on the German
side of the border with Poland. For a long time, this air raid and its consequences remained largely absent from Ger-
many’s collective memory, probably because, after 1945, the peripheral location of the site from a German perspective,
and the fact that Swinoujécie became part of post-Yalta Poland. For some time now, commemorative ceremonies have
been held on Golm Hill on the anniversary of the raid to honour its victims.
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Bombenkrieg: Allied strategic bombing of Germany - an outline
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The air raids on Nuremberg during the Second World War and the experiences

of the city’s inhabitants during that period represent a typical, even exem-
plary, case of a German city and its fate during the Bombenkrieg (or Luftkrieg).
These were strategic air raids which, neither in intention nor in practice, dis-
tinguished between military and civilian targets (in Polish, the term ‘nalot
dywanowy’ - carpet bombing - is sometimes used; the German equivalent is

Flichenbombardement or Flidchenbombardierung).’

Such was the nature of Allied air raids during the Second World War,
aimed primarily at the territory of Nazi Germany - though occasionally also at
significant targets in occupied territories (for example, in France'® or even in
what was then eastern Poland and is now western Ukraine, such as the attack
on the Drohobych-Boryslav Oil Basin in June 1944, in which several hundred
workers were killed or wounded). British military personnel and wartime
doctrine referred to this type of raid as ‘area bombing’.

When today a German historian, journalist, or politician uses the term
Bombenkrieg or Luftkrieg during a commemorative event, its meaning is im-
mediately clear - the word itself, etymologically combining ‘war’ with either
‘bombs’, or ‘air’, says it all. In Polish, there is no simple or fully adequate
equivalent that conveys not only the concept itself but also the full depth of
its meaning." Literal translations - such as ‘wojna bombowa’ (the equivalent
of the English ‘bombing war’) or ‘wojna w powietrzu’ - convey little to a Polish
audience. In each case, the translation also lacks the historical context and

The most recent state of the debate on the legal, moral, and also military aspects of strategic and tactical air raids dur-
ing the Second World War (not only those carried out by the Allies) is provided by Professor Sénke Neitzel in his lecture

‘Der strategische Luftkrieg im Zweiten Weltkrieg’ (available on YouTube), which he gave in Berlin on 4 December 2024.
In the author’s opinion, Neitzel, born in 1968, is one of the most interesting German historians. Since 2015, he has been

affiliated with the Institute of History at the University of Potsdam, where he specialises in military history (he is

currently perhaps the only professor of military history in Germany). He is also among the few German historians who

delve into the subject of the Allied air raids. Of particular interest to a Polish audience may be the fact that while the

first 45 minutes of the event consisted of a lecture, the second 45 minutes were devoted to questions from the audience,
the vast majority of which concerned the contemporary context of the Bombenkrieg/Luftkrieg debate - especially the

war in Ukraine, its prospects, and the potential for the conflict to spread further into Europe.

It is estimated that tens of thousands of French civilians were killed in Allied air raids on targets in occupied France,
a significant portion of them in Normandy. Prior to the D-Day landings on 6 June 1944, Allied air forces conducted in-
tensive bombings - such as strikes on local infrastructure - aimed at operationally ‘isolating’ the landing zone. Further

heavy raids followed during the Battle of Normandy, as the fighting continued until August 1944, while the Allies ex-
panded and consolidated their foothold. This is discussed, for example, by the British military historian (and currently
one of the leading authors on strategic bombing) Richard Overy, in both his articles and his book Der Bombenkrieg.
Europa 1939-1945 (the German edition was published in 2014).

German is not the only language that has such symbolic terms. German journalists writing about Poland, for example,
face a certain semantic difficulty when in their reports they have to translate into German the term “rzez wotyriska”
(or “rzez wotynisko-galicyjska”). Although a literal translation (e.g. Massaker in Wolhynien und Ostgalizien) conveys the

basic meaning, it does not carry the same weight or emotional resonance for German readers as it does for Poles.
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emotional resonance that the German term immediately evokes - especially
for the older generation who experienced it firsthand.

And it was an experience - something that we, in Polish discussions of
German memory, perhaps are sometimes not aware of - that was widespread
among the German population during the Second World War. From the per-
spective of Germans and their family histories, it was also of fundamental
importance for the later shaping of individual memory of the Third Reich and
the Second World War.

The Allied strategic air raids - conducted from the spring of 1942 on an in-
creasingly large scale, both quantitatively (in terms of the forces involved) and
qualitatively (with the increasing intensification of planning, target selection,
and methods) - affected virtually all cities within the territory of Germany at
the time thatlay within reach of Allied aircraft. These included not only major
metropolitan centres, but also towns with populations of tens of thousands
and sometimes even smaller settlements™ - in total, several hundred cities
and towns.” It is estimated that at least 25 million civilians lived in those cit-
ies (making the air raids a society-wide experience), of whom approximately
500,000 t0 600,000 lost theirlives. This number includes approximately 75,000
German children, as well as several tens of thousands of non-Germans - for-
eign forced labourers, prisoners of war, and inmates - who were employed in
armaments factories and/or housed in camps that were also bombed.**

Allied bomber forces also suffered losses. Out of 125,000 Bomber Command
aircrew, 55,000 were killed, including around 1,500 Poles (members of the four
Polish bomber squadrons within the RAF, discussed further below). US losses
amounted to approximately 27,000 dead.!

Even very small towns - as long as they held some strategic significance, such as Anklam in Mecklenburg-Western
Pomerania, which had only several thousand inhabitants but housed factories producing parts for Focke-Wulf Fw 190,
the Luftwaffe’s standard fighter aircraft. See a documentary showing the air raid available on the Norddeutscher Rund-
funk website, published in October 2023, on the 8oth anniversary of the air raid which killed more than 300 civilians.
The German language Wikipedia contains a list of German cities that were subject to air raids (the list is incomplete
and covers mainly larger towns and cities). The footnotes may also be of interest here, as they refer to an extensive
body of regional literature. This shows how intensively the subject has been studied at the level of regional historiog-
raphy (the literature is, of course, far more extensive than what is cited here).

The proportion of non-Germans who died as a result of Allied air raids seems to correspond roughly to the proportion
of non-Germans within the wartime population of Nazi Germany. It is estimated that during the war around 13 million
people were sent to forced labour in the territory of Nazi Germany alone (a further 7 million or so performed such
labour in the occupied countries). Among these 13 million were both civilian workers and prisoners of war as well as
inmates of labour camps. See, for example, the website of the Museum of Forced Labour under National Socialism in
Weimar which opened in 2024; museum-zwangsarbeit.de. It is worth adding that almost 43% of forced labourers were
employed in industries that became targets of Allied air raids.

See for example a British website dedicated to the history of the Bomber Command, internationalbcc.co.uk. Overall,
the so-called irreversible losses (i.e. those killed, seriously wounded, or taken prisoner) sustained by RAF Bomber
Command amounted to 72% of its personnel. Of all branches of the armed forces involved in the Second World War,
a higher mortality rate was probably only recorded among the crews of German submarines - around three-quarters
of whom were killed.

See for example ‘The Combined Bomber Offensive’, The National WWII Museum, 1 May 2024, nationalww2museum.org.
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The airraids radically altered the topography and architecture of German
cities, as much of their historic fabric was destroyed. To illustrate the scale of
the devastation, some German authors compare the effects of the Bombenkrieg
to historical catastrophes such as the plague in the 16th century or the Thirty
Years’ War in the 17th century. When cities were rebuilt after 1945, reconstruc-
tion of their original appearance was generally abandoned - the priority was
to provide housing. Only selected landmarks were faithfully restored, such
as the Gothic churches in Nuremberg.

1. Strategic air raids over Germany: concept and implementation

Where did the concept of the Bombenkrieg originate? Over the past decades,
some German authors have claimed, often in accusatory terms, that it was
invented by Sir Arthur Harris, head of the British Bomber Command. However,
the concept of using air power as a strategic instrument of warfare had already
emerged in various countries after the First World War (and it was also for this
reason that no convention prohibiting air raids on non-military targets was
successfully concluded at that time). Moreover, during the Second World War,
it was not the Allies but the Germans who were the first to carry out bombings
that did not distinguish between military and civilian targets - already in
1939 against places such as Wielunl, Warsaw, and many other Polish cities and
towns, and later in the war also against, for example, Rotterdam, London, and
Coventry (to mention only the best-known examples).

What, then, was the purpose of the Allied air raids? Harris, who indeed
developed the doctrine of ‘area bombing’, argued - based on the experience of
the initial pinpoint attacks on targets in Germany in 1940, which had gener-
ally proved ineffective - that since it was unlikely that a bomb would hit, for
example, a munitions factory with precision, it would be more practical to
‘carpet bomb’ the entire area (that is, the city) in which strategic targets were
located. In addition, the raids were intended to intimidate the population and
break morale - this was the concept of ‘moral bombing’. It is also important to
remember in this context that for along time, air raids were the only strategic
instrument the Allies could use against Nazi Germany on European soil. This
situation changed only after the Normandy landings in June 1944 (the landings
in southern Italy in the summer of 1943 were not decisive in this regard).

Although, in the end, the assumption proved incorrect that air raids could
lead either to a desperate population rising up against Hitler or to a state so
devastated by bombing that it would surrender, the view that they neverthe-
less contributed to the victory over Nazi Germany seems justified. Even if not
through their direct effects (such as the destruction of Germany’s industrial
capacity), they certainly did so by forcing the Reich to devote vast resources
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to countering the threat posed by the daily air raids. Historian Sénke Neitzel
points out that as much as 41% of the Reich’s wartime material resources were
directed towards this effort. To put it another way: instead of producing tanks,
Germany had to build fighter aircraft to combat British and American bomber
fleets. Instead of sending 88 mm guns to the front, where they were highly
effective against armoured vehicles, they had to be allocated to anti-aircraft
defence (where, incidentally, they also proved effective).”

The first strategic air raids began in 1942: in April of that year, a thou-
sand-strong force of British bombers attacked Cologne. The aerial offensive
gained momentum in 1943, when the Americans joined it. A ‘division of labour’
emerged: the British flew at night, the Americans operated by day. Initially,
the Americans were reluctant to adopt Harris’s strategy, preferring precision
strikes that spared civilians; however, over time - and partly due to the heavy
losses they suffered - they changed their approach and adapted to the British
tactics. At the height of the Bombenkrieg, bomber forces attacked systematically
and continuously, both day and night. Some locations were bombed repeatedly:
for example, Duisburg, a centre of the steel industry, was attacked no fewer
than 299 times over the course of the war.

2. Shared experience and collective memory

The subject of the Bombenkrieg has been extensively covered in German histo-
riography and historical journalism, both at the general and regional levels.!®
By contrast, it remains relatively underexplored in Polish historiography,
despite having its own Polish dimensions (which will be discussed below). One
gets the impression that Polish contributions on the subject are more likely to
be found in the media than in academic historiography (Polish media, particu-
larly in the first decade of the 21st century, followed the topic closely, though
primarily through the lens of the intense debates taking place in Germany at
the time). When it comes to books on Bombenkrieg, Polish readers are largely
reliant on translations of works originally published in English or German.
Equally extensive today is the body of German writing (scholarly and
popular works, media materials, and fiction) that either fits within the broader
theme of the evolving post-war memory of the Bombenkrieg in Germany - first

17 ‘Vortrag Prof Dr Sénke Neitzel Der strategische Luftkrieg im Zweiten Weltkrieg’, Tv & Radio Unterwelten, 4 December
2024, youtube.com.

18 For a selected German-language bibliography on the subject from the first decade of the 21st century see, for example,
a very interesting study on the reception of the theme of ‘one’s own victims’ (air raids, flight from the Soviet front,
and the subsequent expulsions) in German films from that decade: K. Klejsa, ‘Drezno i Gustloff - miejsca pamieci
niemieckich ofiar II wojny $wiatowej i ich reprezentacje w filmach telewizyjnych stacji ARD i ZDF z lat 2006-2008’,
Repozytorium Uniwersytetu £6dzkiego, dspace.uni.lodz.pl.
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divided, and, after 1990, reunified - or describes and interprets this memory
and its transformations.”

This memory, as well as the associated historical policy (that is, the ap-
proach to this particular chapter of the Second World War and its broader
contexts), has been present in Germany from the very beginning - since 1945.
It could hardly have been otherwise, given that the experience of the Bomben-
krieg was so widespread, so traumatic, and had such long-lasting effects (both
material and, for example, psychological) on German society.

It is not the purpose of this text to describe the evolution of this aspect
of German collective memory and historical policy (after 1949, separately in
West Germany and the communist GDR). Suffice it to say that, both then and
now, this evolution has been closely linked both to changing memory of the
Third Reich and the Second World War as a whole, and to current political and
social contexts.

In this sense, Germans - both residents of West and East Germany and,
after 1990, citizens of a reunited state - have continuously ‘written’ (that is,
shaped and reshaped) their memory of the Bombenkrieg. This is a common
phenomenon (and one not limited to Germany). As early as 1925, French soci-
ologist Maurice Halbwachs noted that the memory of individuals depends on
their current social environment and does not faithfully reflect what actually
happened. Memory, he argued, is not the preservation of the past, but its
reconstruction, with the present serving as the starting point. Every society
imagines the past according to the prevailing ‘spirit of the times’, thereby
altering its image. This remains just as true today.

This is also the case with Nuremberg and other German cities that expe-
rienced Allied air raids. The same applies to German historical policy, both at
the regional and local levels and at the federal level for example as pursued by
the Presidents of the Federal Republic. For them, Dresden became the place
where they were called upon to “give everything its fitting name”?.

For more on debates about the Bombenkrieg at the turn of the 21st century and their context at that time (the return of
the discourse of Germany’s own victims) see for example W. Pigciak, ‘Dyskusje historyczne i ich rola w pamieci zbi-
orowej i stosunkach polsko-niemieckich’ [in:] A. Wolff-Poweska, D. Bingen (eds.), Polacy-Niemcy. Sqsiedztwo z dystansu,
Instytut Zachodni, Poznan 2004, p. 377 ff. The same text in German: W. Pieciak, ‘Historische Diskussionen und ihre
Rolle in der kollektiven Erinnerung und in den deutsch-polnischen Beziehungen’ [in:] A. Wolff-Poweska, D. Bingen
(eds.), Nachbarn auf Distanz. Polen und Deutsche 1998-2004, Veréffentlichungen des Deutschen Polen-Instituts, Harras-
sowitz Verlag, Wiesbaden 2005, pp. 315-343.

This is a quote from a poem entitled Generalities by Polish Romantic poet Cyprian Kamil Norwid translated by Patrick
Corness (translator’s note).
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Nuremberg eighty years on:
the culture of remembrance and historical policy at the local level

21

22

Letusreturn, then, to Nuremberg. On 2 January 2025, marking the 8oth anni-
versary of the most devastating of the 22 air raids, the city commemorated all
those who had lost theirlives as a result of the attacks.? The commemorations
were intended to have both an official (municipal) and a grassroots (commu-
nity-based) character.

Letus take a closer look at these rituals - this local culture of remembrance
and local ‘policy towards history’ - also because this model of remembering,
interpreting, and narrating the events of 8o years ago may be regarded as
typical for many, indeed very many, other places across Germany where such
commemorative ceremonies took place (or more precisely: continue to take
place). In examining them, we will also occasionally refer to the past in order
to outline the changes that have taken place in these rituals, interpretations,
and emphases.

For 2 January 2025, the city of Nuremberg first planned a ‘silent ceremony’
(stille Niederlegung) in memory of the victims at the Southern Cemetery, beside
the bell tower (Glockenturm), a stone structure on which three bells are mounted.
It stands beside the mass graves in which the victims of the 1945 air raids on
Nuremberg are buried and serves as a memorial to them.?*

This tower also has an interesting history, in which shifts in German
memory and historical policy concerning this chapter of history seem to be
reflected as if in a mirror. The bell tower, built as a municipal project, was
unveiled on 2 January 1959 as a memorial (Mahnmal) to the victims of the air
raids. What may seem peculiar from today’s perspective is that it was built
using sandstone blocks that had once formed part of the Nuremberg synagogue.
The synagogue, which had stood at Hans-Sachs-Platz, was demolished in 1938.

At the time, the municipal authorities clearly saw nothing inappropriate
in this practice. On the contrary, during the unveiling of the memorial, Mayor
Andreas Urschlechter (a member of the Nazi Party in 1944-1945 and later a So-
cial Democrat who served as mayor of Nuremberg from 1957 to 1987) explicitly
emphasised this detail. He noted that “all the stones that today form this bell

‘Gedenken an Luftkriegsopfer und Weg des Friedens’, Nachrichten aus dem Rathaus, no. 1409, 27 December 2024, Stadt-
portal Niirnberg, nuernberg.de.

The second site in Nuremberg that was initially conceived as a memorial (Mahnmal) to the victims of the Second World
War, but is now perhaps regarded equally - or even primarily - as an open-air space for city events, concerts, etc.,
is the so-called Katharinenruine - the remains of the medieval Dominican convent. Destroyed during the air raids
in 1945, the former convent was not rebuilt; instead, in 1970-1971 it was stabilised and preserved as a roofless ruin. See
for example ‘»Es ist wirklich ein magisches Ort«. Die Katharinenruine ist die wohl erhabenste und stimmungsvollste
Open-Air-Bithne im Herzen der Stadt’, Donaukurier, donaukurier.de.
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tower” came from the synagogue which “in 1938, under National Socialist
rule, had to [sic] be demolished. These stones survived the years of war and
destruction. Their reuse in the construction of this memorial is a symbol and
a commitment”.?

Atthe time, the mayor did not elaborate on what kind of symbol or commit-
ment he had in mind. However, sixty years later, Alexander Schmidt - alocal
historian and author of numerous works on Nuremberg’s Jewish community -
analysed and assessed these events as follows: “The City of Nuremberg, as the
owner of these stones, reused them to build a monument commemorating the
non-Jewish victims. This can be interpreted as a redefinition of a perpetrator
society into a victim society, while simultaneously repressing (Verdringung)
the fate of the Jewish minority. In this way, the bell tower also became a site of
Jewish history, specifically, of treating this very history in a manner that can
be described as disregard (Missachtung) forit”.* Jim G. Tobias, alocal historian
as well as co-founder and director of the Niirnberger Institut fiir NS-Forschung
und jiidische Geschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts, similarly argued that the 1959
approach represents “a model example of ruptured continuity and of false
symbolism on the path towards a contemporary culture of remembrance”.?

1. Bells, prayer and a remembrance march

23
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Returning from this digressive, though undoubtedly important, excursion to
January 202s5: alongside the aforementioned ‘silent ceremony’ at the memorial
site - which involved the laying of a wreath on behalf of the city and the ringing
of the bells at noon - the flags placed at the graves of the victims (Ehrenfriedhof
der Luftkriegsopfer, burial field no. 82) were lowered to half-mast.?

The next part of the commemoration took place that evening: it was the
‘Path of Peace’ (Weg des Friedens; Gedenkweg), organised jointly by the city and
the Christian Churches on an ecumenical basis, specifically through their
local parishes. Both the city authorities and the religious communities had
previously provided extensive information about the ceremony, emphasising
its commemorative character and message of peace.”’

From: ‘Glockenturm aus Steinen der Synagoge’, Forum fiir jiidische Geschichte und Kultur (Jiidisches Leben in Niirn-
berg), mekomot-nuernberg.de.

A. Schmidt, ‘Die Steine der Synagoge - zu Vergangenheit und Gegenwart der Erinnerungskultur in Niirnberg’, Jahr-
buch des Instituts fiir NS-Forschung und jiidische Geschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts, Niirnberg 2020, pp. 51-69.

J.G. Tobias, ‘Einleitung’, Jahrbuch des Instituts fiir NS-Forschung und jiidische Geschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts 10/2020,
Niirnberg 2020, hsozkult.de. This edition of the yearbook is devoted to the current transformations in the memory of
the Holocaust and to the rebirth of the Jewish community in Germany after 1945.

For an account of the celebrations held on 2 January 2025 in Nuremberg see for example a state television programme,
Bayerischer Rundfunk, ardmediathek.de.

See for example announcements on the ‘Evangelisch in Niirnberg’ profile on Instagram and Facebook.
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This remembrance march’began at 6:30 p.m. at the Kiinstlerhaus (House of
Artists, Kénigstrafe 93) and proceeded through the city centre, with stops at the
two churches most closely associated with Nuremberg’s history. The first stop
was the square in front of the grand Gothic St. Lawrence Church (St. Lorenz-
kirche), which today belongs to the Evangelical Lutheran Church. It was built
in the Middle Ages, destroyed during the air raids and rebuilt after 1945.
The procession then continued to its final destination: St. Sebaldus Church
(St. Sebalduskirche).

The St. Sebaldus Church is the oldest church in Nuremberg and the city’s
first parish. Preserved in the Gothic style, today it also belongs to the Evangel-
ical Lutheran Church. Like the St. Lawrence Church, the St. Sebaldus Church
was hit during the Allied air raids, although the damage was somewhat less
severe. It too was rebuilt relatively quickly after 1945.%¢ In addition, the St. Sebal-
dus Churchis one of the ‘partner churches’ of the cathedral in the British city of
Coventry and, in this role, is regarded as a ‘place of peace and reconciliation’. In
1999, the vicar from Coventry presented the St. Sebaldus Church with a ‘Cross
of Nails’ (Nagelkreuz), made from nails that had been used in the construction
of the roof truss of the Anglican cathedral, destroyed in a Luftwaffe air raid
in 1940 (the nails were collected from the ruins).?

The key points of the Temembrance march’ were chosen deliberately for
anotherimportant reason - these two churches, Lorenzkirche and Sebalduskirche,
together form a historical axis along which medieval Nuremberg developed:
the former in the southern part of the city, and the latter in the northern.

At each of the three ‘stations’ (a term perhaps evoking the Stations of the
Cross, as used in the announcement published by the Evangelical deanery)?,
namely in front of the Kiinstlerhaus and the two churches, participantsin the
‘Path of Peace’ commemorated the victims and prayed for peace in the present
day. The event concluded at St. Sebaldus Church around 7:30 p.m. with an ecu-
menical service (Andacht), which ended with a ‘blessing for the city’ delivered
by clergy of various denominations. And if there was one aspect that may have
been somewhat disappointing from the organisers’ perspective, it was the
turnout: only approximately 100 people took part in the march.*

History of the destruction and reconstruction of Sebalduskirche available on the website of the association supporting
the church’s renovation - see ‘Ein Denkmal Fiir Den Frieder’, St. Sebald Niirnberg, sebalduskirche.de.

Such crosses from Coventry cathedral have reached many places around the world; they form part of a tradition of
remembrance closely associated with the cathedral. In churches that display such a cross, a prayer for peace - whose
text originated in Coventry - is said every Friday at noon. See ‘Virtuelle Stadtfithrung zu Orten des Friedens’, Friedens-
museum Niirnberg, friedensmuseum-nuernberg.de.

See ‘Niirnberg: Gedenkweg mit Ministerpréasident Séder’, Evangelische Zeitung, 30 December 2024, evangelische-
zeitung.de.

The author received this information regarding the number of participants from the press office of the Evangelical-
Lutheran Deanery of Nuremberg; email correspondence dated 7 January 2025. The organisers of the memorial march
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Citizens of Nuremberg also participated in the anniversary commem-
orations on their own initiative, for example members of the Association of
Friends of the Old Town (Altstadtfreunde Niirnberg e.V.).? On Thursday, 2 January,
between 10 a.m. and 3 p.m., the association organised hourly guided walks
(Rundgang) tracing the footsteps of old Nuremberg, the wartime destruction
(and its visible remains today), as well as the post-war reconstruction. Mean-
while, at the Pilatushaus - a Gothic townhouse dating from the 15th century
(named Pilatushaus because in the early 16th century it marked the starting
point of Nuremberg’s Way of the Cross) - which today serves as one of the city’s
cultural centres, visitors could view an exhibition in early January presenting
the devastation of the Old Town during the war.

The 8oth anniversary of the air raid on Nuremberg and the related com-
memorative events were covered by both the local press and online portals,
as well as by regional media outlets, including the public broadcaster Bayer-
ischer Rundfunk (BR) and Franconian online news services.* The BR report
alsoincluded the testimony of a witness to the bombing. “And when I hear the
sound of a siren today, during some sort of test alarm, it’s something terrible
for me - still to this day”, said Ingrid Reinwald, who, judging by her age, must
have been a child at the time.*

2.Language, emphasis, and the cause-and-effect relationship
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With regard to the anniversary commemorations in Nuremberg, it is worth
paying close attention to how the organisers framed their invitations and
later reported on the events - particularly the choice of words, interpretive
frameworks, and contextualisation they employed.

The city’s official website, which had previously featured a text and a visual
presentation concerning the air raid of 2 January 1945, stated that “the Allied air
raids also targeted Nuremberg as an industrial centre and were a response to
Hitler’s terror, which claimed victims in other countries and among their soci-
eties”.* Likewise, a message posted on the city’s Facebook profile on 2 January
2025 emphasised the cause-and-effect relationship: “One of the darkest days in

had announced that the Bavarian Minister-President Markus Séder (CSU) would take part, but he was ultimately un-
able to attend because of other commitments, as the Deanery informed the author. (Séder was born in Nuremberg
and had previously attended ceremonies connected with the air raids; for example, he opened an exhibition of photo-
graphs of the destroyed city on the 7oth anniversary).

‘Die Altstadtfreunde Niirnberg’, altstadtfreunde-nuernberg.de.

‘Als die Altstadt unterging: Rundgang zum 8o. Jahrestag des verheerenden Bombenangriffs auf Niirnberg’, NN.de,
20 December 2024.

See ‘Verheerender Luftangriff genau vor 8o Jahren: Niirnberg gedenkt’, Franken Fernsehen, 2 January 2025, franken-
fernsehen.tv.

See a programme by state television, Bayerischer Rundfunk, ardmediathek.de.

The account of the air raid on Nuremberg on 2 January 1945 is based on: ‘,Es war die Holle": Luftangriff auf Niirnberg
am 2. Januar 1945, op. cit.
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the city’s history, 2 January, serves as a warning and a reminder of the victims of
the war resulting from the actions of the National Socialist regime”.*” Meanwhile,
apressrelease issued ahead of the remembrance march’stated that “the organ-
isers wish to commemorate all victims of the war” and also that “they will give
a voice to people who, in the present day, have experienced war themselves”.?

A similar emphasis can be found, for example, in a post published on
Instagram on 3 January by Marlene Mortler, a Bavarian CSU politician associ-
ated with Nuremberg (formerly a member of the Bundestag and the European
Parliament representing the district of Niirnberger Land). Her post states that
2 January “belongs to the darkest chapters in the history of Nuremberg. It is
areminder for us that we should not forget the victims of war and the horrors
of the National Socialist regime. It also reminds us of our responsibility to
commit ourselves to peace and reconciliation”.*

3. Briihl, Annweiler, Ulm: three pieces of the memory landscape
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The history of Nuremberg outlined above in its main contours*® may be treat-
ed as a pars pro toto - a model example, both in terms of the city’s fate during
the Second World War (typical of German cities) and in the period after 1945,
with regard to collective memory, local historical policy, and broader trends
in public discourse.

Atthebeginning of 2025, Nuremberg was by no means alone in this regard.
Similar ceremonies - commemorating the 8oth anniversary of air raids which,
in most cases had resulted in the destruction of a given city or town - were
taking place across Germany every few days during this period, and at times,
several on the same day. Their dispersed, grassroots, and local nature meant
thatthey occurred (or rather: continue to occur) largely ‘off the radar’ of major
media outlets and national attention.

See ‘Als einer der dunkelsten Tage in der Stadtgeschichte mahnt und erinnert er an die Opfer des Kriegs infolge des
NS-Regimes’, FB Stadt Niirnberg, 2 January 2025, facebook.com. The post was accompanied by a gallery of around
a dozen photographs showing the aftermath of the raid - a devastated Nuremberg. A similar tone appeared in the
comments beneath the post. Remarks such as ‘this raid need not have taken place (‘hdtte nicht sein miissen...”); it was
a war crime’ were met with responses along the lines of ‘yes, that’s true, it need not have happened, if only the Nazis
had not started the war and led our country to ruin’ (‘hdtte nicht sein miissen, hdtten die Nazis keinen Krieg begonnen und
unser Land in den Untergang gefiihrt’).

See ‘Gedenken an Luftkriegsopfer und Weg des Friedens’, op. cit.

See M. Mortler, ‘Dieser Tag z&hlt zu den dunkelsten Kapiteln in der Geschichte Niirnbergs. Er mahnt uns, die Opfer
des Krieges und die Schrecken des NS-Regimes nicht zu vergessen und erinnert uns an unsere Verantwortung, uns fiir
Frieden und Verstindigung einzusetzer’, instagram.com/marlene.mortler.csu.

Only briefly outlined here, since both the history of Nuremberg under the Third Reich and during the Second World
War (including the air raids on the city, which have been examined in several academic books as well as numerous
popular works by local historians), and its post-war history - that is, the way in which the city dealt with this legacy
and history - have already been described in a detailed and multifaceted manner. The latter issue - that of memory and
commemoration - had in a sense to be addressed in Nuremberg, not least because the city still contains the remains
of the former Nazi Party Rallying Ground (Reichsparteitagsgeldnde). Today, it houses the Documentation Centre Nazi
Party Rally Grounds, established in 1994 as a municipal museum.
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As for attendance at these ceremonies, it appears - judging from photos and
videos - that in smaller towns it was similar to that seen during the commem-
orations in Nuremberg, or slightly higher (as in Ulm or Fulda). Nevertheless,
the events were attended by members of the political elite, socially engaged
individuals, and often, it seems, those with centrist or centre-left views. This
marks a difference compared with similar commemorations in pre-1989 West
Germany, when left-leaning circles tended to avoid such events.

Thus, at the end of 2024, Briihl - a city of 44,000 inhabitants in the federal
state of North Rhine-Westphalia - commemorated its own 8oth anniversary.
Briihl had been bombed on 28 December 1944. In the seven-minute air raid,
at least 180 people were killed. The commemoration included a service at the
local Palace Church (Schlosskirche), which had been seriously damaged in the
bombing and rebuilt after the war. According to a journalist’s account, it was

“a moving ecumenical prayer for peace that included hymns, psalms, and
testimonies from survivors of the raid. During the ceremony, members of the
Christian Churches’ Working Group (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Christlicher Kirchen)
also spoke about resistance to National Socialist terror, as well as antisemitism
and racism”.*

The following day, commemorations took place in Annweiler. This town
of 7,000 inhabitants in Rhineland-Palatinate was bombed on 29 December
1944; the likely target of the raid was the local railway station, identified as
a logistical hub. At least 100 people were killed, and the town centre was de-
stroyed, including the municipal Protestant church, of which only the tower
survived. On Sunday, 29 December 2024, at 2:30 p.m. (the time when the first
bombs fell), the bells rang out from that very church, followed by a service to
which the mayor had invited the public.*?

In a commemorative article published earlier by a journalist from Ann-
weiler on a local website covering the Palatinate and Baden regions, the con-
cluding remark reads: “Especially the conflicts in Ukraine, Israel, and Syria
show that war is coming ever closer to us; people are seeking refuge and safety
with us; it is becoming increasingly difficult to preserve peace. Let us pause
for a moment, remembering the fallen, and turn our thoughts towards peace
and freedom in the world”.**

This reference to contemporary conflicts - such as the wars in Ukraine
and the Middle East - was present in many anniversary commemorations

41 H.P.Brodiiffel, ‘Bewegendes Gedenken an 182 Todesopfer’, Rheinische Anzeigenblitter, 28 December 2024, rheinische-
anzeigenblaetter.de.

42 See ‘Gedenkveranstaltung in Annweiler’, Stadt Annweiler am Trifels, 28 December 2024, facebook.com.

43 See].Bender, ‘80. Jahrestag des Bombardements. Gedenkveranstaltung gegen Vergessen’, Wochenblatt Reporter, 17 De-
cember 2024, wochenblatt-reporter.de.
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honouring the Bombenkrieg and its victims. For example, during the cere-
monies in Ulm - a city of 130,000 inhabitants in Baden-Wiirttemberg, which
was bombed on 17 December 1944 (at least 700 people were killed, and more
than 70% of the city was destroyed, including 80% of the old town)* - artist
Anna-Louise Bath painted a mural on the wall of a townhouse bearing the
slogan ‘Stop bombing civilians’. The unveiling was attended by Iris Mann, the
mayor responsible for cultural affairs.

The graffiti depicts a little girl, whom a German viewer would recognise
as the heroine of the Brothers Grimm fairy tale “The Star Talers’ (German:
Sterntaler), illustrated in 1862 by Ludwig Richter.* The girl, a poor orphan,
shares what little she has with others and is rewarded: stars fall from the sky
ather feetand turn into coins - the star talers. However, in Anna-Louise Bath’s
mural, bombs fall from the sky onto the girl and onto the medieval cathedral
of Ulm (which survived the bombing raid); in the background are buildings
resembling Middle Eastern minarets.

“Today, for the 8oth time, we commemorate the anniversary of the dev-
astating bombing of Ulm’s old town. Eighty years have passed, yet similar
bombings remain a daily reality for many people”, reads a post published on
Instagram by ‘Kultur in Ulm’.#¢ Mayor Iris Mann expressed a similar senti-
ment: the mural is meant to serve as a reminder not only of what happened
80 years ago (“When our city was levelled overnight”) but also of those “who
are experiencing something similar today, many of whom have also fled to us
here in Ulm”. It is “a sign of our solidarity”.*

4. The last witnesses: a child’s perspective
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One striking aspect is that the perspective adopted by the mural’s creator - the
perspective of a child - also carried a deeper significance in the context of to-
day’s culture of remembrance surrounding the Bombenkrieg (perhaps entirely
unintentionally, as the artist may simply have wanted to highlight the plight
of children, whether in Ukraine or the Middle East).

Indeed, the passage of time - now 80 years - has meant that when living
witnesses appear in press or television reports, they are, by necessity, people

For an anniversary radio programme see for example ‘Bitteres Jubildum: Die Zerstérung Ulms jahrt sich zum 8o. Mal’,
DONAU 3 FM, 17 December 2024, donausfm.de.

The fairy tale is well known in Germany also due to the family film ‘Die Sterntaler’ from 2011.

See Kultur in Ulm, 17 December 2024, instagram.com.

See a report by the regional TV channel: ‘80 Jahre nach dem verheerenden Luftangriff auf Ulm: Kinstlerin setzt mit
Graffiti ein Zeicher’, Regio TV, 17 December 2024, regio-tv.de. On the same day, 17 December 2024, at 8 p.m. the channel
also aired a historical programme about the air raid featuring survivors who had been children at that time. The entire
programme is available in the broadcaster’s media library: ‘17. Dezember 1944: Der verheerende Luftangriff auf Ulny,
RegioTV, 17 December 2024, regio-tv.de.
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who experienced those events as children.*® They therefore speak of history
as seen through the eyes of children - of what they went through while sitting
in shelters beneath exploding bombs, and of how they had to leave those shel-
ters when the air inside began to run out, knowing that stepping out onto the

street meant passing through a sea of flames. Through their eyes, readers and

viewers can also see what came after - the period of post-war reconstruction,
as well as the traumas that resurfaced decades later.

Geriatric specialists in Hamburg - a city that in July 1943 experienced
aseries ofairraids under the codename ‘Gomorrah’, in which tens of thousands
of people were killed - noted over a decade ago that, in individuals who had
witnessed the bombings as children, memories of those events could suddenly
‘erupt’ later in life, for example when an 80-year-old person becomes seriously
ill. It was as though the weakening of the body caused an invisible dam - care-
fully built up over the years - to burst. In addition, psychiatrists in Hamburg
studied a group of several dozen individuals who had been children during
the bombings, as well as their adult children, and identified the phenomenon
of transgenerational trauma.

“The descendants of the ‘children of Gomorrah’ in a sense inherit the
psychological wounds of their parents from 1943” and are “less resilient to
psychological stress than other people”, said psychiatrist Philipp von Issen-
dorff, who led the research (a book documenting the findings was published
for the 7oth anniversary)*. “The more severe the parents’ trauma, the higher
the level of anxiety in their children, even decades later”.>° Depression and
psychosomatic disorders were also more common in this group. The psychi-
atrists’ conclusion was that wartime trauma was transmitted to the next
generation - not only when parents spoke about their experiences, but also
when they remained silent.*

With all this in mind, let us repeat: Briithl, Annweiler, and Ulm are just
three selected ‘pieces’ of the jigsaw puzzle that, in those final days of 2024,
formed the dispersed and largely local memory of the Bombenkrieg.5

See for example J. Kanold, ‘Michael Fiichtner iiberlebte und singt mit 82 im Gedenkkonzert’, Siidwest Presse, 12 Decem-
ber 2024, swp.de.

See U. Lamparter, S. Wiegand-Grefe, D. Wierling (eds.), Zeitzeugen des Hamburger Feuersturms 1943 und ihre Familien:
Forschungsprojekt zur Weitergabe von Kriegserfahrungen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013.

See for example C. Grosse-Wilde, S. Lettgen, ‘Die vererbte Angst. Vor 70 Jahren hat der Feuersturm die Stadt in eine

Triimmerwiiste verwandelt. Darunter leiden nicht nur Uberlebende, sondern auch deren Kinder’, Die Welt, 21 July
2013, welt.de.

For more on the air raid on Hamburg from the children’s perspective see W. Pieciak, ‘Gomora nad Hamburgiem’, Tygod-
nik Powszechny, 5 August 2013, tygodnikpowszechny.pl.

For example, also on 28 December 2024, the 8oth anniversary of the air raid on Fulda was commemorated. A distinctive

feature of the ceremony was the strong emphasis placed on the fact that more than one third of the approximately

700 victims were foreign forced labourers.
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https://www.welt.de/print/wams/hamburg/article118236165/Die-vererbte-Angst.html
https://www.welt.de/print/wams/hamburg/article118236165/Die-vererbte-Angst.html
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The debate over Jorg Friedrich’s presentation (2002-2003):
a key moment in shaping a new model of German memory
of the Bombenkrieg

The current model of Germany’s culture of remembrance surrounding the
Bombenkrieg began to take shape after1990. One could argue thata key turning
point came with the presentation of historian Jérg Friedrich and the public
debates that followed, reaching their peak in 2002-2003.5 The term ‘pres-
entation’ is appropriate here, as it involved more than merely the publication
of two bestselling books on the air raids. During the course of that debate,
the boundaries of collective memory of the Bombenkrieg were shaped within
public discourse. The context of this debate is also important - it was linked
to contemporary cultural developments (books, films) and national-level
discussions whose common denominator was the re-emergence of Germans
as victims in collective memory.>

Let us, however, go back to the year 1990. At the time of German reunifi-
cation, it may initially have seemed that history had become a closed chapter
in the new Federal Republic. It quickly became clear that this was not the
case: memory of the years 1933-1945 became the subject of more intense and
emotional debates than those of the Cold War era. Consequently, during the
1990s, the view took hold that the Holocaust was the central point of reference
in Germany’s recent history. Yet the process of re-evaluations did not end
there: around the turn of the 21st century, a second point of reference began
to emerge in German collective memory - the image of Germans as victims.

Reunification was not, as it seemed in the heady months of 1990, merely
an expansion of the ‘old’ Federal Republic through the addition of a few new
federal states. It created something qualitatively new and, in restoring national
unity, compelled Germans to reconsider the question of their identity. In 2003,
undoubtedly influenced by the debates of the time, Zdzistaw Krasnodebski
advanced the thesis that it was only after reunification that we came to know
the true face of the Germans: not only their priorities in foreign policy, but
also their historical memory - a memory that could now be expressed freely,

53 J. Friedrich, Der Brand. Deutschland im Bombenkrieg 1940-1945, Propylden Verlag, 2002 (English language edition:
The Fire: The Bombing of Germany, 1940-1945, translated by Allison Brown, Columbia University Press, 2008) and idem,
Brandstditten. Der Anblick des Bombenkriegs, Propylden Verlag, 2003. In Poland, only a translation of the former book
was published: Pozoga: bombardowania Niemiec w latach 1940-1945, translated by P. Dziel, D. Kocur, J. Liniwiecki, Wy-

dawnictwo MDI Books, 2011.

54 The fourth chapter of this paper (see further: ‘Polish aspects of the memory of the Bombenkrieg...’) is based on a text
by the author that was published 20 years ago in an edited volume on the state of Polish-German relations at the time.
The original text, which reflected the situation in 2004, has been substantially abridged and updated. See W. Pieciak,

Dyskusje historyczne i ich rola w pamieci zbiorowej i stosunkach polsko-niemieckich, op. cit.
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without the various constraints that had existed during the period from 1945
t0 1990 (or, strictly speaking, from 1949 t0 1990).5

In broad terms, the dominant thesis in West Germany during the 1950s
and 1960s (the communist GDR being a separate matter) was: ‘we were victims
of the war’. In the 1970s and 1980s, the antithesis gained prominence: ‘we were
(or rather, our fathers were) perpetrators’. After 1990, a distinctive synthesis
began to take shape: ‘we were both perpetrators and victims’.

Initially, however, this synthesis took the form of a ‘return to thinking
about guilt’, and it seemed as if Germany had even fallen into a kind of ‘national
masochism’. Fierce debates arose around Daniel Goldhagen’s book Hitler’s Willing
Executioners, the idea of the Holocaust Memorial (Holocaust-Mahnmal), the Wehr-
macht exhibition, the dispute between Martin Walser and the then Chairman
ofthe Central Council of Jews in Germany, Ignatz Bubis, the phenomenon of the
‘New Right’, and finally, reparations for forced labourers, among other issues.*

However, by the end of the 1990s, this perspective began to be balanced by
arenewed focus on German victims’. The first signs of this trend had appeared
earlier, but it became clearly visible to the wider public after the Kosovo War
(spring 1999). In the following years, it became part of what was considered
politically - and historically - ‘correct’. Put differently it became acceptable
both in public opinion (6ffentliche Meinung) and in published opinion (verdffen-
tlichte Meinung), and thus within the pre-political sphere. Moreover, this trend
developed not only as a matter of rational or intellectual reflection, so to speak,
but also as an expression of public sentiment.

1. 1997-1998: Winfried Georg Sebald and the debate over a (non-existent) taboo

As far as the subject of Bombenkrieg is concerned, the first turning point came

at the beginning 0f 1998. At that time, a debate swept through Germany about

the presence - or, as its main participant argued, the absence - of the topic

of the air raids in post-war literature. This relatively modest discussion, still

incomparable in scale to the major public debates of the period, was nonetheless

significant, although it lasted only a few weeks, in January and February 1998,
and took place solely in the pages of newspapers and weekly magazines (the in-
ternet was still in its infancy and social media did not yet exist). Although the

debate ended quickly, it was clear that the issue it raised touched a nerve - it

was painful for many.%’

55  Z.Krasnodebski, ‘WieZniowie przesztoéci’, Rzeczpospolita, 31 October - 2 November 2003.

56  For more on these German debates see W. Pigciak, Niemiecka pamieé. Wspétczesne spory w Niemczech o miejsce III Rzeszy
w historii, polityce i tozsamosci (1989-2001), Wydawnictwo UJ, Krakéw 2002.

57  For more on the debate see for example F. Schirrmacher, ‘Luftkrieg’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (hereinafter: FAZ),
15 January 1998; R. Schneider, ‘Kein kollektives Schweigegebot’, Die Welt, 28 January 1998; K. Harpprecht, ‘Stille, schick-
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The debate was triggered by writer W. G. Sebald (born in 1944), who in
1997 delivered a series of lectures on German literature at the University of
Zurich. In one of these lectures, he advanced the argument - formulated as
a reproach - that post-war German literature had entirely failed to address
the issue of the Luftkrieg. A year later, he published a book on the subject.®
Sebald attributed this to a ‘collective mandate of silence’, which he believed was
shaped by a consciousness of guilt and by the material and moral devastation
in which Germany found itself after the Second World War.

At first, Sebald’s thesis went largely unnoticed and was mentioned only
in the Swiss press. It was only after some time that German journalists took
note of it - and an emotional debate immediately erupted in Germany. Writers
who might have had something to say on the subject, but in whose works the
theme of the air raids was largely absent, suddenly found themselves being
‘called to the blackboard’.

But did an unwritten taboo truly exist in post-war German literature, as
Sebald claimed - a form of censorship or self-censorship regarding certain diffi-
cult topics? Did awareness of the suffering that Germans had inflicted on other
nations prevent them from addressing their own suffering in literature? One
can certainly argue about this, citing works of fiction and historical literature
devoted to the air raids. However, for our purposes, the debate over whether
such a taboo actually existed is of secondary importance. What matters more
isthat - as demonstrated by Sebald and those who supported his view - many
people believed that such taboos did exist, both with regard to the post-war
expulsion of Germans (Vertreibung) and the air raids.* This belief was (and,
to the extent that it persists, still is) rooted more in emotion than in reason.®

sallose. Warum die Nachkriegsliteratur von vielem geschwiegen hat’, FAZ, 20 January 1998; T. Hinz, ‘Versuch einer
Stellvertretter-Debatte’, Junge Freiheit, no. 8/1998; M. Biller, ‘Unschuld mit Griinspan’, FAZ, 13 February 1998.

W.G. Sebald, Luftkrieg und Literatur, Carl Hanser Verlag, 1999. Polish edition: Wojna powietrzna i literatura. Wyktady,
translated by M. Eukasiewicz, Wydawnictwo W.A.B., Warszawa 2012 (another edition was published in 2022 by Osso-
lineum). Sebald died in 2001.

The debate, at the time, surrounding Sebald’s thesis also proved fruitful in another respect a few years later: Volker
Hage, the literary critic of the weekly Der Spiegel, analysed post-war literature and held numerous conversations with
writers, only to arrive at a conclusion that differed from Sebald’s: the bombings were indeed a subject addressed in lit-
erature, only there are no works which, from the critic’s point of view, deserved particular acclaim. See V. Hage, Zeugen
der Zerstorung. Die Literaten und der Luftkrieg, S. Fischer Verlag, 2003.

It is not difficult to demonstrate that the thesis claiming that the bombings and expulsions were taboo subjects is un-
founded. During the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s the theme of ‘one’s own victims’ dominated not only in the private sphere
(Familiengeschichte) but also in the public sphere. Later the situation began to change due to the ‘1968 generation’ en-
tering public institutions. Yet already in the 1980s, under Chancellor Helmut Kohl, the picture once again became less
clear-cut than advocates of the taboo thesis would suggest. For example, under Kohl state subsidies for the Federation
of Expellees increased significantly (from just a few million marks at the beginning of his chancellorship to several
tens of millions annually in the 1990s); the state also subsidised the establishment of new museums under the auspices
of individual expellee associations, commemorating their lost homelands. However, attendance at these museums
remained low. As regards publications on expulsions or bombings, it is also difficult to speak of a taboo: from the late
1940s onwards historical and literary books were published - of nationwide or regional reach - as well as documentary
films and publications issued under the patronage of individual towns, and so forth. The place occupied by all this
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2.1999: the Kosovo War and the return of Germany’s war dead

61

At the same time, alongside the high-profile debates of the 1990s, other dis-
cussions were unfolding - less spectacular, yet significant for the family
histories of thousands, and at times millions, of Germans, and their current
self-understanding.

Thus, during the decade from 1990 to 2000, a modus vivendi was eventu-
ally reached (after fierce debates and, at times, outright disputes) regarding
the organisation and reinterpretation of a number of sites in the former GDR
which - like Buchenwald - had first served as Nazi concentration camps from
1933 to 1945, and after 1945 became so-called NKVD special camps (which in
essence were also concentration camps). These camps were intended not only
for former Nazis, but also for those deemed ‘enemies’ of the Soviet authorities
and the emerging political order in the Soviet occupation zone.

In the 1990s, thousands of rehabilitation proceedings were also underway
for German citizens - especially, though not exclusively, former prisoners of
war - who had been convicted during and after the war by Soviet courts in
show trials as (often allegedly) war criminals. This included Germans from
areas occupied by the Red Army, who had been sentenced and/or deported to
the Soviet Union. In the vast majority of cases, these proceedings - conducted
by the Russian authorities - resulted in rehabilitation. The opening of Soviet
and Russian archives also enabled German historians to research the fates
of German POWs, the last of whom did not return home until the mid-1950s.¢!

And then, in spring 1999, came the Kosovo War. That war - particularly the
criminal policies of the Serbian authorities - played a major role in changing
the attitude of the German left toward the expellee communities and the issue
of Vertreibung (expulsion). It appears as though the Social Democratic left only
then (re)discovered the undeniable tragedy of those people. Since the disputes
over Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik in the early 1970s, it had increasingly distanced
itself from the expellees, allowing the Christian Democratic CDU/CSU to as-
sume political patronage of the Federation of Expellees.

Alongside this new understanding within German social democracy - and
among certain publicists and historians who were not politically aligned with
the left but had been shaped by the spirit of 1968 - there emerged a sense of
guilt for having, over the previous 30 years, viewed the expellees solely through
the lens of revisionism. This was expressed quite openly by Otto Schily, then

entire ‘memory infrastructure’ in public reception is another matter. The question is whether this reflected some kind
of taboo, or rather of a decline in interest in history, typical also, for example, of post-1989 Poland in the early years of
its renewed independence.

See for example K.-D. Miiller, K. Nikischkin, G. Wagenlehner (eds.), Die Tragédie der Gefangenschaft in Deutschland und
in der Sowjetunion 1941-1956, Béhlau Verlag, 1998.
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Federal Minister of the Interior and a member of the SPD (thirty years earlier

aradical leftist), when he spoke in May 1999 at the annual Day of the Home-
land (Tag der Heimat) in Berlin.®> Addressing hundreds of expellees, he openly
admitted that the left had “unfortunately” preferred not to acknowledge the
“crime of expulsion”, whether out of “lack of interest, fear of being accused of
revanchism, or out of misguided deference to foreign policy considerations”.
Only now, he argued, had the Kosovo War brought back into focus the injustice

that had occurred after 194s.

Schily, who received thunderous applause for this admission, also ex-
pressed support for the project adopted in March 1999 by the leadership of the
Federation of Expellees® to establish in Berlin a memorial dedicated to Vertrei-
bung as a central experience of the 20th century and to its victims: the Centre
Against Expulsion (Zentrum gegen Vertreibung, implicitly the name referred to
the expulsion of Germans and was later changed to the plural form).

In this way, a public debate began that would continue for years, including
in Poland. That initial wave of controversy surrounding the Centre (1999-2000)
marked the first clear manifestation of a shift in memory paradigms. Other
debates soon followed, most notably the discussion surrounding Giinter Grass’s
novel portraying the suffering of refugees from East Prussia through the
example of the sinking of the Wilhelm Gustloff.** This was followed by another
chapter in the debate: the renewed dispute over the ‘Bene$ decrees’ and the
statements made in spring 2002 by the then Prime Minister of Bavaria, Edmund
Stoiber, regarding the ‘Bierut decrees’.*®

3. Grass and others: “At last, the deaths of thousands have a face of their own”

62
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Grass touched a raw nerve: his novel Crabwalk (Im Krebsgang) shot to the best-
sellerlists overnight (250,000 copies were sold in the first weeks), triggering - in
line with the dynamics of a media-driven society - a chain reaction and a strong
public response. Some of the reactions resembled a long-suppressed cry.

“Itis truly a good deed that, after half a century of silence, people are now
speaking about the horrible suffering of Germans. At last, the deaths of thou-
sands - freezing and dying by the roadside, torn apart by bombs in destroyed
cities - have a face of their own”, wrote one reader in a newspaper. Another

U. Fichtner, ‘Nicht eben ein Heimspiel fiir den Minister’, Frankfurter Rundschau (hereinafter: FR), 31 May 1999; A. Graw,
‘Vertriebene applaudieren Schily’, Die Welt, 31 May 1999.

The text of Schily’s speech: Das Parlament, no. 26/1999.

G. Grass, Im Krebsgang, Steidl Verlag, 2002. English edition: Crabwalk, translated by Krishna Winston, Faber and Faber
Ltd., 2004. First Polish edition: G. Grass, Idgc rakiem, translated by Stawomir Btaut, Oskar, Gdanisk 2002.

An anthology of German, Polish and Czech texts published in these countries in 2002 on expulsions etc. was published
in 2003: ‘Pamieé¢ wypedzonych. Grass, Benesz i srodkowoeuropejskiej rozrachunki’, Biblioteka Wiezi and CSM, 2003.
The debate reemerged in spring 2003, when the Federation of Expellees renewed its lobbying activity in favour of the
Centre following EU accession referendums in Poland and the Czech Republic.
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reader wrote: “It is high time that the long-taboo subject of ‘the suffering and

civilian casualties in Germany during the Second World War, inflicted by the

victorious powers’ became part of public discussion”. While reading Crabwalk,
especially older Germans seemed to breathe more freely, as if shedding a bur-
den: for them, it was Grass - of all people - who integrated their individual

experiences into the public sphere.

Soon, other topics began to emerge - ones widely perceived to have previ-
ously been shrouded in taboo. New books were published, along with television
reports and documentaries.*® Tellingly, the best-selling works of that period
shared a similar tone. One example is Inside Hitler’s Bunker: The Last Days of
the Third Reich by Joachim Fest® (the first word of the original German title -
Der Untergang: Hitler und das Ende des Dritten Reiches - could also be translated
more literally as The Catastrophe). In the book, the historian recounts the final
two weeks of the Third Reich’s existence and advances the thesis that Hitler
represented not a continuation, but a rupture in German history, and that the
German nation became a victim of his deliberate destruction. The books by
Grass and Fest were among the 20 best-selling books in 2002. In the wake of
this trend, the film Downfall (Der Untergang) was released in 2004.

In line with the mechanisms of the media market, documentaries and
countless press articles followed. Jérg Friedrich published his works - nar-
ratives written in a dramatic, almost literary style, employing emotional and
at times biblical language, and resembling an indictment of the Allies for the
‘annihilation’ (Friedrich’s term) of the German people. Following the power-
ful public response triggered by Friedrich’s work, more titles soon appeared,
along with documentaries, including those produced by public broadcasters.

4. Memories, films and the great reconstruction

66
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From the perspective of 2025, one can say that it was with the publication of
Grass’s novel (which was received quite favourably in Poland, likely due to the
trust the author enjoyed there)* and the two books by Friedrich that the public
‘return’ of Germans as victims reached its emotional peak. This was strongly
amplified at the time by Bild-Zeitung, which then had 12 million readers and
addressed the themes raised by these authors in its characteristic style, even
publishing excerpts from Friedrich’s book. Soon after, the ‘return to thinking

For example, the documentary ‘Die Todesfahrt der ‘Goya”, ARD, June 2003.

J. Fest, Der Untergang: Hitler und das Ende des Dritten Reiches; eine historische Skizze, Alexander Fest Verlag, 2002. Polish
edition: Hitler i upadek Trzeciej Rzeszy, translated by M. Dutkiewicz, Swiat Ksigzki, 2003.

For example, the documentary ‘Der Bombenkrieg’, ZDF, February 2003.

T. Urban, ‘Stilles Ortchen, wahre Grosse. Danzigs Denkmal fiir Grass’, Siiddeutsche Zeitung (hereinafter: SZ), 4 June
2003; S. Peter, “Im Krebsgang’ von Giinter Grass erscheint in Polen’, FAZ, 3 December 2002.
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of Germans as victims’ became a broader societal phenomenon, increasingly
present across many spheres of public life.

There was, first, the historical plane: new books and memoirs, such as
the harrowing A Woman in Berlin, published anonymously,” which remained
on Der Spiegel’s bestseller list for weeks. Then there was the historical-literary
plane, which included not only Grass and Friedrich, but also many imitators,
some more successful than others. There was also a media plane, involving both
national outlets (the press and especially public television), where the four key
themes related to Germans-as-victims - expulsion, air raids, rape of women,
and captivity - became central to the editorial focus of history departments,
and regional media, where reports appeared almost daily on eyewitnesses to
air raids or expulsions, the unveiling of memorials, exhibitions, and similar
events. There was also discussion of the local-level contacts that ordinary
Germans were establishing with Polish and Czech residents of the former
Heimat. There were stories of how a former mayor of Cologne - also an amateur
historian - tracked down in Britain a pilot who had once bombed his city in
order to speak with him - not in a spirit of resentment but of understanding
(though the two elderly gentlemen ultimately failed to find common ground).”

There was also an architectural plane: in many places across Germany,
especially in the eastern part of the country (the former GDR), significant
historic landmarks were rebuilt at the initiative of NGOs and foundations.
These were often buildings damaged during air raids and later demolished by
the communist authorities. This was the case not only in Dresden, where the
rebuilt Baroque Frauenkirche (destroyed in the 1945 raid) was ceremonially
reopened in 2005, but also in Leipzig, Potsdam (with the major and still ongoing
debate over the reconstruction of the Garrison Church, Garnisonkirche), Berlin
(the reconstruction of the Berlin palace, Stadtschloss), and Frankfurt am Main
(the rebuilding of the historic city centre destroyed in the bombings). This
phenomenon of the ‘great reconstruction’ continues to this day.

Finally, there was the political plane - not only in the form of the Centre
Against Expulsions project. At the turn of the 21st century, the Christian Demo-
crats (CDU/CSU) undertook various initiatives. One such initiative was a largely
overlooked debate in the Bundestag in mid-June 2002, following a motion from
the CDU/CSU, calling on the government of Chancellor Gerhard Schréder and
the SPD-Greens coalition to take a more active role in commemorating the
victims of the air raids - at a time when 6oth-anniversary observances were
taking place in cities across the country.

70  Eine Frau in Berlin, Eichbron Verlag, 2003. English edition: A woman in Berlin, Virago Press Ltd., 2011. Polish edition:
Kobieta w Berlinie. Zapiski z 1945 roku, translated by B. Tarnas, Swiat Ksiazki, 2009.
71 ‘Gespréche im Geiste der Verséhnung’, Kélner Stadt-Anzeiger, 9 July 2003.
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That debate did not attract much public attention at the time, perhaps
because it took place late in the evening in a sparsely attended chamber, or
perhaps because there was no significant disagreement among speakers from
the different parties.” The CDU/CSU’s proposal concerning the victims of the
air raids had been preceded by motions in both the Bundestag and Bundesrat
regarding the Centre Against Expulsions, as well as by parliamentary debates
devoted to that issue (which is a separate story in itself).

5.2022: J6rg Friedrich’s The Fire unleashes public emotions

72

73

Returning to Grass and Friedrich, the essence of what they did lay in bringing
German victims (once again) to the forefront and reintegrating them into the
public sphere and collective memory. Yet even if we assume that the taboo they
(and many others after them) are said to have broken never actually existed, it
is all the more worth asking where their immense success came from. Where
did such strong emotions originate? Was it not the case that Germany was, in
fact, engaged in a kind of ‘relieving debate’?

As regards Grass, such an interpretation would be difficult to sustain.
However, with regard to Friedrich, the more closely one examines his work,
the more that interpretation appears to be reinforced. Indeed, assessing those
events from today’s perspective, Friedrich’s example clearly showed how the
new German memory could veer towards a form of revisionism.

So, what exactly did Friedrich do? First, in December 2002, this historian,
born in 1944, who was also once an actor and director producing television
documentaries and reports, published a book whose first edition, according
to industry sources, sold out within days; in total, over 200,000 copies were
sold in the first year. Its title was aptly translated into Polish as Pozoga: bombar-
dowania Niemiec 1940-1945 (the title of the English language edition is The Fire:
The Bombing of Germany 1940-1945). His second book, or rather a photographic
album that served as a visual counterpart to The Fire, was released in October
2003. Its title could be rendered in English as Scorched Sites: Images of Germany
Under Bombs. After publishing The Fire, Friedrich embarked on a nationwide
tour timed to coincide with the 6oth anniversaries of the air raids. His appear-
ances regularly drew large audiences eager to hear his lecture - or rather, his
emotional account - of the inferno of the bombings. Judging by the reactions,
he won many hearts.”

‘Antrag der CDU/CSU Fraktion’, Drucksache 15/986, 15 May 2003 (available in the Bundestag’s archives, bundestag.de).
For an account of the debate, see S.F. Kellerhoff, ‘Milde am Abend: Der Bundestag debattiert iiber die Opfer des Luft-
krieges’, Die Welt, 10 June 2003.

J. Friedrich, Der Brand... and Brandstitten..., op. cit.
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All of this took place within a specific context: the final months of 2002
and the early months of 2003 were also a period of intense debate in Germany
about the anticipated US intervention in Iraq and the possible involvement of
other countries. Earlier, in 2002, Germany had undergone a federal election
campaign during which Chancellor Gerhard Schréder - ultimately successful
in securing re-election - brought the Iraq issue into political discourse, striking
adistinctly anti-American chord. During the winter and spring of 2003, large
crowds took to the streets of German cities to protest ‘against the war’ - against
the impending conflict in Iraq, and more broadly, against the use of military
force in politics. This atmosphere also formed the backdrop in Dresden, where
in February 2003 people gathered to commemorate the victims of the Febru-
ary 1945 air raids.” Candles were lit, and in the reconstructed Frauenkirche,
a lecture was held entitled ‘Say ‘No’ to War!’. That church stands as a symbol
not only for Dresden (much as St. Mary’s Basilica does for Krakéw), but for
Germany as a whole. The increasingly imminent prospect of a war against
Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship took on a particular resonance in the Federal
Republic: the present once again intertwined with the past - specifically, with
this chapter of history.”

The link between the historical debates and the German stance on the
Iraq conflict was noted by Anne Applebaum, who wrote: “It’s not wrong for
Germans to remember their relatives who suffered, but the tone of the cam-
paigners [for the Centre of Expellees] is disturbing, because they seem, at
times, almost to forget why the war started in the first place. Their leader, for
example, is the daughter of a Wehrmacht officer, and was born in occupied
Poland”. And further: “It cannot be an accident that a wave of unusually vir-
ulent, even irrational anti-Americanism has peaked just as Germans have
begun, for the first time since the war, to talk about their past in a new way.
Germany is reassessing its place in Europe, its role in the world, its postwar
subordination to the United States. Germans, or at least some of them, no
longer want to apologize for the 20th century..., no longer want to accept the
political leadership of the United States”.”

Returning to The Fire: this book, recounting terrible events, could scarcely
be read without emotion. And those emotions, it seems, were the key element
in this context.

74 ‘Dresdner gedachten der Opfer der Bombennacht’, Leipziger Volkszeitung, 14 February 2003; ‘Krieg ist mehr als ein ,Kol-
lateralschaden”, Dresdner Neueste Nachrichten, 14 February 2003.

75 For example N. Seitz, ‘Kein praventives Mitleid. Die deutsche Opfer-Debatte und die Kriegsgefahr im Irak’, Die Welt,
16 January 2003.

76  Washington Post, 15 October 2003 (quotes after the reprinted article published in Rzeczpospolita on 17 October 2003).
English version quotes: anneapplebaum.com/2003/10/15/germans-as-victims.
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Earlier, in the 1990s, during the debate over the publication of Hitler’s Will-
ing Executioners by Daniel Goldhagen - in which the author accused ‘ordinary
Germans’ of an almost hereditary, murderous antisemitism - commentator
Stephan Sattler wrote that one reason for the intense reaction to the book was
that it appealed more to emotion than to intellect. At the time, even though half
a century had passed since the war, Germans still struggled with emotions,
particularly where they overlapped with concepts such as ‘history’ and ‘national
identity’. Why? Because, as Kurt Biedenkopf, then Minister-President of Saxony
(CDU), putitin1992: “The Nazis inflicted such deep wounds on emotion, so abused
the concept of ‘nation,’ thatin the post-war period we had difficulty even using
the word”. After 1945, Germans long feared emotion - especially public emo-
tion - whether it took the form of national pride, anger, or grief. Sattler noted:

“The Goldhagen debate showed that the German question remains open. Only
this time, it is no longer a matter of international politics, but of psychology”.””

6. ‘Executions’ and ‘crematoria’, or the Bombenkrieg as the ‘German Auschwitz’

77
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These comments related primarily to Friedrich’s two books and the reactions
they provoked.

Why did Friedrich provoke such strong emotions in Germany, especially
when, as historians familiar with the subject argued, The Fire broke little new
ground? Yet Friedrich’s publication, despite contributing little that was sub-
stantively new, triggered a response much like that surrounding Goldhagen’s
book, which, although widely criticised, became a bestseller, with the author
(like Friedrich later) embarking on a triumphant tour across the country. There
were, however, two key differences: Goldhagen’s audience tended to be younger,
and his tour ended relatively quickly, whereas Friedrich appeared continuously
in cities and towns,” delivering lectures on the air raids - lectures that were,
as one attendee noted, deeply emotional in tone.”

The Fire was reviewed in virtually all major national newspapers and in
many regional ones as well. Having brought the subject into the spotlight, it
was quickly followed by a documentary produced by public television, while
Der Spiegel - attuned to public sentiment - published a series of articles on the
air raids (just as it had done a year earlier with a series on the expulsions).

See the chapter on the debate over Goldhagen’s book in: W. Pieciak, Niemiecka pamig..., op. cit.

For example, in autumn 2003 Friedrich took part in a series of lectures organised by his publisher during the Frankfurt
Book Fair (the album Brandstitten [Scorched Sites] had been released shortly beforehand, in keeping with standard pub-
lishing practice). He also spoke in Dresden, Karlsruhe, Erfurt and Heidelberg; and attended meetings in smaller towns,
sometimes at the invitation of a local bookseller.

For example, R. Kalb, ‘»Die Bombenwerfer waren Bestien«. Die Diskussion um Jérg Friedrichs Buch »Der Brand«
sorgte fiir erregte Gemiiter. Viele Zuhérer brachten ihre jahrelang aufgestaute Wut zum Ausdruck’, Niirnberger Zeitung,
5 April 2003.
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Before the publication of The Fire, Friedrich was unknown to the broader
public, although within the community of historians he already held a certain
standing, albeit not among its leading figures.®® In his youth a Maoist, shaped
by the rebellious spirit of 1968, he gained recognition as a historian in 1984
with his substantial study Die kalte Amnestie. NS-Tiiter in der Bundesrepublik
[The Cold Amnesty: Nazi Perpetrators in the Federal Republic], which examined
the post-war careers of former Nazis in West Germany. He was also among the
several dozen contributors to the Encyclopedia of the Holocaust, for which he
wrote two entries: one on the so-called second wave of the Nuremberg Trials
(Niirnberger Nachfolgeprozesse), and another on how the Federal Republic dealt
with its Nazi past.

He then turned his attention to the subject of the air raids. So intensively,
in fact, thatitled him to a conclusion - clear to any reader of The Fire - namely,
the accusation that, put bluntly, Churchill and Roosevelt bore responsibility for
a genocide against the German people. A paradox? Not necessarily. Friedrich
was not the only figure from a leftist background who, years later, dedicated
himself - with a radicalism reminiscent of his earlier convictions - to com-
memorating German suffering.

In this very radicalism, Friedrich reached for familiar language and con-
cepts - those previously used to describe German crimes. His works provide
many examples. The British and Americans, he argued, carried out “execu-
tions” of German civilians from the air® - driven by a “desire to annihilate”
Germany.®? Churchill and his officers appeared as madmen “intoxicated by
destruction”,®® and the British strategy of using air raids as a tool of war was
described as a crime of genocide. He wrote of bombings that “wiped people off
the face of the earth” (Menschen ausléschen)® and claimed they were “nothing
other than sheer massacres” (blankes Massaker).®* Air-raid shelters beneath
burning buildings, he argued, functioned “like crematoria”,*® a term he used
repeatedly.

The Fire was marked by frequent, vivid, and graphic repetitions - imagery
that etched itselfinto the reader’s consciousness. Friedrich spoke of the Allies

Jorg Friedrich was a pseudonym; his real name was Friedrich Krabbe. His sister, Hanna Krabbe, a terrorist from the
Red Army Faction (RAF), was sentenced to life imprisonment for taking part in the 1975 attack on the West German
embassy in Stockholm, during which the terrorists killed two members of staff in an attempt to force the German au-
thorities to release imprisoned RAF members; during the storming of the building a member of the special forces was
also killed (in 1996 Krabbe was released on parole after serving 21 years in prison).

J. Friedrich, Der Brand..., op. cit., p. 104. Own translation.

Ibid., p. 105.

Ibid., p. 189.

Ibid., p. 185.

Ibid., p. 187.

Ibid., p. 194.
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pursuing “mass extermination” (Massenausrottung)® or “mass annihilation’
(Massenvernichtung)®® of the German population - terms previously used
in Germany in the context of the Holocaust (even though more than 95% of
Jews were murdered, whereas, on average, fewer than 2% of the inhabitants
of bombed German cities were killed). Friedrich referred to No. 5 Bomber
Group - a unit of the British Royal Air Force - as the “British Group for Mass
Extermination No. 5” (britische Massenvernichtungsgruppe Nr. 5).% He wrote
that “shelters turned into places of execution” (In Hitze und Gas wurden aus den
Schutzridumen Hinrichtungsstitten),” where civilians were “gassed” by carbon
monoxide. As Friedrich put it: “In Hamburg or Kassel, 70-80% of the victims
were gassed in the cellars” (vergast).”

7. Hitler, Churchill and Roosevelt - and their “frenzied desire to annihilate”
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Suchlanguage served to construct an interpretation of the airraids as a crime
incomparable to any other - “exceptional” (a word used frequently, along with
terms such as “unique” or “the greatest during this war”). Friedrich consistently
omitted the historical context: the military role that the bombings played in
the defeat of the Third Reich. This, too, was a defining feature of his book - one
that was criticised repeatedly by German historians.

Furthermore, in The Fire, Friedrich presents the thesis that Germany began
such bombing campaigns only in 1940, with the attacks on London, after which
the British responded in kind, ultimately perfecting the method. According to
him, the German bombings of Poland in 1939 and of Rotterdam in 1940 were
qualitatively different, as they served military purposes. Friedrich asserted
that “the first nation on which the unleashed fury of aerial destruction was
tested - systematically and to the point of total annihilation - was the German
nation”.” He was, in fact, aware of Wielun,* which was bombed by the Luft-
waffe on the morning of 1 September 1939 (he mentioned the town in a later
book), but clearly this did not trouble his argument in any meaningful way.

Friedrich himself admitted at one point that his aim was not to uncover
anything new, but rather to describe the “forms of suffering” endured by
civilians during the air raids, arguing that although “much has been writ-
ten about the Bombenkrieg”, there had “long been nothing about the forms

Ibid., p. 115.

Ibid., p. 354.

Ibid., pp. 354, 361-362.

Ibid., p. 361.

Ibid., p. 378.

Ibid., p. 76.

For more on the history of the destruction of Wielun see J. Trenkner, ‘Ziel vernichtet’, Die Zeit, no. 7/2003.
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of suffering associated with it”.>* The result was an emotional, passionately
written indictment, in which the accuser was the author of The Fire and the
accused were - together, side by side - Hitler, Churchill, and Roosevelt.** In
a biblical tone and with forceful conclusions, Friedrich repeatedly listed
the British prime minister in the same breath as Hitler and, less frequently,
Roosevelt, implying that these three men were united by a frenzied desire to
annihilate the enemy.*

Friedrich by no means denied that Hitler was a criminal and that his
regime committed atrocities; after all, he himself had once exposed Nazi
crimes and their post-war impunity to the German readership. However, he
now appeared to broaden the concepts of ‘crime’ and ‘criminal’, effectively
equating the warring sides.

Friedrich’s style resembled Goldhagen’s. Both appealed to emotion and
imagination; both wrote in vivid, highly visual language. It was a narrative
employing elements of reportage, for example by focusing on individual sto-
ries rather than aggregate figures. After all, describing the fate of a named
child - poisoned in a shelter into which carbon monoxide had seeped, dying
in its mother’s arms with a bottle of milk in its mouth - had a far greater im-
pact than simply stating that 1,500 people died.” Friedrich also gave names
to the victims; for example, he wrote that among the 199 people killed in the
November 1944 air raid on Riidesheim am Rhein, “87 victims were under the
age of 18 - the youngest, a newborn Werner Heinrich Mahn, was granted only
a single day to see this world”.*

The writer did not spare his fellow Germans: he also described how forced
labourers, concentration camp prisoners, and POWs - all regarded as ‘Unter-
menschen’ - were denied access to air-raid shelters during bombings. Likewise,
Jews were at times thrown out onto the streets by their German neighbours.
Camp inmates, such as those in Dachau, were made to defuse unexploded
bombs and retrieve corpses or gather human remains from the streets; the
same applied to Poles working as forced labourers. As for victims within this
group, in Braunschweig - where 9o% of the urban fabric was destroyed in
18 raids - half of the 3,000 people killed were forced labourers, prisoners, and
POWs. In Nordhausen, 1,300 of the 6,000 victims were inmates of a concentra-
tion camp that had no shelters. Friedrich wrote about this while recounting
the victims of successive raids on various cities, but it did not lead him to draw

94  ].Friedrich, Der Brand..., op. cit., p. 543.

95  Ibid., p. 432.

96  Itis worth noting that The Fire sparked outrage and harsh reactions in the United Kingdom.
97  ].Friedrich, Der Brand..., op. cit., p. 340.

98  Ibid., p. 269.
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broader conclusions, particularly of a moral nature. However, he did formulate
the judgement that “Germany was laid waste by the British strategic air force
and the two American air fleets like no civilisation before it”.*®

In the closing pages of The Fire, Friedrich called for a large-scale public
research project in Germany involving a critical examination of municipal
and city archives in order to “reconstruct the history of air raids on German
cities”. For, until then, he argued, there are not even reliable estimates of the
number of victims. Reports about those killed in the bombings of Pforzheim
and Swinoujscie, reaching into the tens of thousands, warrant classifying these
events among the greatest tragedies of the Second World War, and yet - Frie-
drich wrote - they are almost absent from historiography. Verifying current
statistics is thus “an urgent postulate”. Moreover, the writer appealed for the
organisation of a project in Germany “as soon as possible” to collect testimonies
from all surviving eyewitnesses of the bombings.*°

8.2003: Scorched Sites, or Finis Germaniae in pictures

Lessthan ayear after The Fire, Jorg Friedrich published another book: the album
Brandstétten (which can be translated as Scorched Sites), featuring archival
photographs accompanied by his own commentaries, in which he expanded
upon his earlier theses.

One can imagine that if a young German, whose understanding of histo-
ry was vague or shaped primarily by family narratives (in which the central
message was that ‘Grandpa wasn’t a Nazi’)'”, picked up Friedrich’s works at
the time, they might have come away with the conviction that the Germans
were the victims most deserving of sympathy in that war. Or at the very least,
that it was a war in which no side was right, and no side was just.

It could have been worse. A reader of Friedrich’s books - especially one
confronted with the visual language of Brandstdtten [Scorched Sites] - might
have felt not only empathy for the victims but also, at least initially, hostility
towards the Allied airmen when viewing those harrowing photographs. These
showed rows of corpses; the remains of a child lying on cobblestones next to

99  Ibid., p.120.

100 This brings to mind the project funded by Steven Spielberg to record the video testimonies of Holocaust survivors.

101 Sociological studies on Familiengedichtnis by Harald Welzer from 2002 indicated that a distorted view of contemporary
history was being passed down from generation to generation within German families. They found that the ‘gener-
ation of grandchildren’ widely believed that none of their ancestors had been Nazis or participated in Nazi crimes;
rather, their grandparents were thought either to have taken part in the resistance against Hitler, to have helped Jews,
or at the very least, to have opposed Nazism. See. H. Welzer, S. Moller, K. Tschuggnall, Opa war kein Nazi. Nationalso-
zialismus und Holocaust im Familiengeddchtnis, Fischer Taschenbuchverlag, 2002. Other studies published in this period
produced similar conclusions, for example a study by the Hamburg-based Institut fiir Sozialforschung (www.his-on-
line.de) or the anthology: J.E. Pyper (ed.), »Uns hat keiner gefragt«. Positionen der dritten Generation zur Bedeutung des
Holocaust, Philo Verlag, 2002.
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a bucket containing the remains of its mother. Bodies consumed by fire in
the streets. A pile of skulls on the floor of a burnt-out shelter. The book also
included photographs of British commanders whom Friedrich claimed had
planned the annihilation of the Germans; of Churchill visiting an airbase; and
finally, of captured pilots - likely photographed shortly after escaping from
their burning planes - who appeared dehumanised, their eyes bulging with
fear or, conversely, displaying youthful arrogance.

The former photographs could make even a relatively insensitive reader
feel nauseous. The latter must have stirred anger even in a hardened anti-na-
tionalist German. But not necessarily because, as the publisher claimed, they
had been “rescued from oblivion”.’* Similar images could be found not only in
Germany, but also in the state and family archives of the occupied countries.
However, photographs of this kind are usually published with restraint - per-
haps out of consideration for the viewers’ sensitivity; perhaps because of the
emotions they may provoke; perhaps out of respect for the intimacy of death,
especially death so cruel. Judging from the texts Friedrich added to the photos
in the album, he was aware of this. The publisher, too, appeared to be aware
of this, as evidenced by a note at the end of the volume in which it distanced
itself from the inclusion of the most gruesome images.

The method of emotionalisation through shocking photographs employed
by Friedrich in his album was by no means new in Germany. A few years earlier,
a similar technique had underpinned the success of the Wehrmacht exhibi-
tion, which toured dozens of cities. It featured photographs that contributed
little that was new in terms of content, except that they presented atrocities
committed by the Wehrmacht in Yugoslavia and the occupied territories of
the Soviet Union in shockingly naturalistic fashion (heaps of corpses, execu-
tions). This aesthetic approach ultimately determined the exhibition’s success,
if measured by visitor numbers: approximately one million over the course
of several years.1?

Joachim Trenkner, then the Berlin correspondent for Tygodnik Powsze-
chny, argued that the very structure of Friedrich’s album “completely turns
history upside down”. The successive chapters, entitled “Before” (with idyllic
photographs of cities that no longer exist in that form), “The Attack” (i.e., the
Allied attack, not the German one), “Defence”, and so on, create the impression
that Germany was attacked and had to defend itself. Trenkner wrote: “Let us
imagine contemporary young Germans - secondary school graduates or uni-
versity students - whose level of general education and knowledge, or rather

102 J. Friedrich, Brandstitten..., op. cit., note from publisher printed on the cover.
103 The controversy surrounding the exhibition, which confined its treatment of Wehrmacht crimes to the years 1940-1944
and exclusively to Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union, is a separate issue.
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the lack thereof, was recently revealed by international comparative studies
(the so-called PISA studies), causing a mild shock among the older generation
(and among politicians responsible for education). Let us imagine that these
young people pick up Friedrich’s new book. What will they learn from these
photos and the captions that distort the course of the war? Well, simply that
after the Allied ‘attack,” Germany was somehow forced into ‘defence’. 104

The controversy surrounding Friedrich’s Brandstdtten [Scorched Sites]
was not limited to the selection and arrangement of photographs, but also
extended to his accompanying commentary. At the very beginning of the book,
Friedrich asserted: “Only two societies have experienced large-scale killing by
means of bombs as a prolonged experience: the Japanese for six months, and
the Germans for five years”.'®® He further argued that within the historical
consciousness there exists a deeply rooted belief that “this was punishment”.
Friedrich presented this as though it were the prevailing truth. However, in re-
ality, the Allied bombing campaigns were not acts of punishment - even if such
sentiments may have been present among some pilots at the time, including
Poles - but rather instruments of war, first employed by the Third Reich itself.

In many parts of Brandstdtten [Scorched Sites], Friedrich sought to convey
the message that the air raids on Germany were not merely unique within the
history of the Second World War, but within world history as a whole - a sin-
gular crime. He wrote: “The images of this Finis Germaniae have no equal in the
history of human civilization”.!¢ Throughout the publication, the photographs
focus almost exclusively on cities and their civilian inhabitants. The reader does
not encounter images of aircraft or tank factories, oil refineries, or military
installations. It is as though these targets did not exist, or were never targets
of the Allied bombing campaigns.

Friedrich frequently became entangled in contradictions. In one part of
his work, he openly acknowledged that it was the Luftwaffe that initiated the
bombing campaigns - with attacks on Wieluri and Warsaw.*” Yet only a few
pages later, he attempted to relativise these events with the rather peculiar
claim that in Poland in 1939 and in the Netherlands in 1940 the Germans used
their air force essentially as “vertical artillery”, and did so “out of necessity”,
since German “air strikes accompanied the land campaign”.1°®

One could also speak of another type of relativisation: on the left was
a photograph from Warsaw after the German bombing of September 1939

104 J. Trenkner, ‘Alianccy zbrodniarze’, Tygodnik Powszechny, no. 45/2003.
105 J. Friedrich, Brandstitten..., op. cit., p. 6.

106 Ibid., p.167.

107 Ibid., p. 62.

108 Ibid., p. 98.
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(showing a girl leaning over her dead sister), while on the right was a photo
of two German sisters watering flowers (accompanied by a note that one of
them died in the air raid on Paderborn in March 1945).1° The reader was not
informed that the Allies bombed Paderborn in order to avoid greater losses
of their own: the town was defended by a garrison that included Waffen-SS
troops who refused to surrender, regardless of the civilian cost; approximately
6,000 civilians remained in the otherwise deserted town, of whom 500 died
in the raid (this information was included in Friedrich’s first book). Thus, the
aggressor and the states fighting against it were placed on the same moral plane.

9. What Jorg Friedrich refused to acknowledge

Even in The Fire, Friedrich argued that the air raids had little impact on the
course of the war and therefore had neither moral legitimacy nor practical
purpose. During the ensuing debate, German historians pointed out that this
assertion was unfounded - among them Professor Horst Boog, who was then
widely regarded as the foremost expert on the Bombenkrieg. In his review of
The Fire, Boog wrote that Friedrich had “refused to acknowledge” historical
literature that was inconvenient for him, and that the bombing raids had
indeed exerted “a vast negative impact on the German armaments industry
and the strength of military resistance”."°

Professor Lothar Kettenacker, then deputy director of the German His-
torical Institute in London, noted: “The Allied air raids on Germany, carried
out with increasing intensity since spring 1942, were not only a response to
previous terrorist attacks by the German air force on Warsaw, Rotterdam,
Coventry, and London; more likely, they were the British bill presented to
Germany for the attack on the Soviet Union”." This final remark likely refers
to the fact that strategic bombing was for a long time Britain’s most significant
contribution to the anti-Hitler coalition (alongside the Battle of the Atlantic,
the protection of supply convoys to the USSR, and campaigns in North Africa
and later Italy), and thus functioned as a form of substitute action in lieu of
anon-existent second front in Europe.

In Brandstétten [Scorched Sites), Friedrich no longer repeated the thesis that
the bombings had been ineffective. However, the overall message remained
contradictory. At times, he acknowledged that the air raids had military ef-
fects,"? as they reduced the effectiveness of the German war machine - not

109 Ibid., pp. 142-143.

110 H. Boog, ‘Kolossalgemalde des Schreckens’, FAZ, 10 December 2003.

111 See the anthology: L. Kettenacker (ed.), Ein Volk von Opfern? Die neue Debatte um den Bombenkrieg 1940-45, Rowohlt
Verlag, 2003 (the title alluded to that of another anthology, published several years earlier, which brought together
contributions to the debate surrounding Goldhagen: Ein Volk von Mérdern?).

12 J. Friedrich, Brandstitten..., op. cit., pp. 224-225.
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only by disrupting industrial production, but also by forcing the Reich to keep
military assets at home, especially fighter squadrons, trained pilots, and thou-
sands of artillery guns, all of which were sorely missed on the Eastern Front
(the scale of this issue has already been discussed). He also acknowledged that
“some air operations allowed the Allies to save on the blood toll during their
land offensives”; that, for example, the tactical bombings of 1944-1945 - those
supporting the ground advance - helped the Allies reduce their losses.

Friedrich then added, as a counterargument, that it was actually to no
avail - even without the bombings of German civilians, the Allies would have
won the war anyway. At most, the “defenders” (by which the author presum-
ably meant those Germans who obeyed Hitler’s order to fight to the end) might
have killed perhaps another hundred thousand Allied soldiers.

After reading The Fire and Brandstditten [Scorched Sites), one might be
inclined to ask the author: what language should now be used - after the pub-
lication of his books - to describe the extermination of the Jews? It was not 2%
who perished in occupied Europe, but 95%. What language should be used to
describe German terror in occupied Poland, including the tragedy of Warsaw,
where over 60% of the city’s 1.5 million inhabitants did not survive to see the
end of the war? A comparison with Warsaw seems all the more appropriate
given that, during the nearly five years of Allied air raids, roughly three times
as many German civilians were killed as Polish civilians during the two months
of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising. What words, then, are left to describe the fate of
Warsaw, if Friedrich has already exhausted the strongest possible language?

10. The conclusion of the 2002-2003 debate:
the rejection of Friedrich’s interpretation

From today’s perspective, one might say that with the publication of Brand-
stédtten [Scorched Sites], Friedrich went one step too far. While reactions to his
first book were largely positive in Germany, the release of the photo album
provoked a rather different response.

Indeed, the reviewer for Siiddeutsche Zeitung concluded that Brandstitten
[Scorched Sites] belonged in the rubbish bin."® Ralph Giordano - a German Jew
who believed that the Allied bombings had indirectly saved hislife - responded
critically to Friedrich’s theses, describing his elevated language as bordering
on the overwrought (“If someone wants to try to understand it, that’s their
business. My intelligence doesn't suffice”). The publisher’s decision to publish
such graphic photographs while simultaneously distancing itself from them

13 U. Raulff, ‘Vom Bombenhammer erschlagen. Der Feuersturm als Bildersturm: Jérg Friedrichs verstérende Galerie des
Luftkriegs und seiner Opfer’, SZ, 18 October 2003.
114 R.Giordano, ‘Das mag begreifen, wer will’, Die Welt, 1 November 2003.
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was widely condemned."® Wolfgang Benz, director of the Berlin-based Cen-
tre for Research on Antisemitism, harshly criticised the selection of graphic
images (calling it “voyeurism” that “violates the dignity of the victims”) and
the accompanying commentary, suggesting that the album was a “staged pro-
duction that raises concern and doubt”. "¢

Julius H. Schoeps, a historian and German Jew, also voiced pointed criti-
cism. He argued that Friedrich “remains silent on cause and effect”, emphasis-
ing that “the photographs themselves explain nothing” and should be “placed
in historical context”. That context, he noted, was missing. Schoeps also high-
lighted the absence of explanations concerning the circumstances in which the
photos were taken, raising the question of whether some of them might even
have been propaganda images. He warned that the album could contribute to
the relativisation of German crimes: “German crimes and German suffering
are not unrelated phenomena, but they cannot be equated”.*”

Even more sharply critical were the Frankfurter Rundschau journalists
Richard Wagner"® and Matthias Arning."® Wagner accused Friedrich of be-
coming a proponent of a “new revisionism”. Both Wagner and Arning linked
Friedrich’s books to the notorious antisemitic speech delivered by then-CDU
Bundestag member Martin Hohmann. Wagner argued that the same excul-
patory role for Germans that, in Hohmann’s rhetoric, was to be played by the
Jews - allegedly as the “nation of perpetrators” of Bolshevik crimes - is played,
in Friedrich’s work, by the air raids on Germany. The writer’s books, he main-
tained, are nothing more than an old narrative in a new guise, ala ErnstJiinger,
now serving to relieve Germans of their historical responsibility. Wagner
wrote that Friedrich’s book Brandstétten [Scorched Sites] “serves the arguments
of the new revisionism on a silver platter”. In conjunction with the growing
international controversy surrounding the Centre Against Expulsions, this
risked reigniting disputes across Europe over who had suffered more. Arning
added that, through books designed to appeal to and provoke emotion, Friedrich
grants the wartime generation of Germans a renewed sense of themselves as
merely victims of the war - with no guilt of their own.

Meanwhile, two reviewers from the conservative Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung'*® defended the writer, arguing that the album was merely

The publisher’s decision was criticised by most reviewers, including those who praised the book.

‘Man gibt die Opfer dem Voyeurismus preis. Der Historiker Wolfgang Benz iiber »Brandstitten«, das neue Buch von
Jorg Friedrich’, Die Welt, 27 October 2003.

‘Holocaust und Bombenkrieg sind nicht vergleichbar. Bilder allein vermitteln keine seriése Aussage: Der Potsdamer
Historiker Julius H. Schoeps tiber Jérg Friedrichs »Brandtstitten«’, Die Welt, 24 October 2003.

R. Wagner, ‘Jenseits der Entlastung. Die Liebe zur Wahrheit und ein neuer Revisionismus’, FR, 12 November 2003.

M. Arning, ‘Im Namen der Grossviter’, FR, 5 November 2003.

A. Platthaus, ‘Bilderstreit um Tote’ and H. Ritter, ‘Auge der Geschichte’, FAZ, 24 October 2003.
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a photographic documentation, showing simply ‘how it was’. Both commenta-
tors seemed to forget, however, that it was precisely the Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung that had once been among the media outlets attacking the Wehrmacht
exhibition, criticising its aesthetic choices and the kind of simplifying emo-
tionalism that Friedrich himself now employed.

In the end, within the German debate about Germans as victims, this
writer turned out to be an exceptional figure - even if it is reasonable to as-
sume that many of his readers and listeners received his words with gratitude.
Hisinterpretations, which effectively placed the warring sides on morally equal
footing, did not become a new norm within German culture of remembrance
(Friedrich, incidentally, did not conceal that this was his goal: in an interview
with the British newspaper The Guardian, he said: “The second world war is
traditionally portrayed as a struggle between good and evil. But it wasn't as
simple as that”)™®". Indeed, it was not that simple. However, the crucial point
is that responsibility for the deaths of at least half a million people, including
75,000 children, and for the traumas suffered by those who survived the bomb-
ings, lies first and foremost with the Third Reich and its policy of total war.

In the shaping of collective memory and historical policy, the boundaries
of acceptable interpretation play a crucial role. In the German debate about the
Bombenkrieg, it was acknowledged that Jérg Friedrich had overstepped those
boundaries, and the rhetoric of his widely popular books did not become the
dominant framework of the discourse.

Polish aspects of the memory of the Bombenkrieg in the context of
historical policy

From the perspective of Polish memory of the Second World War, the topic
of the Bombenkrieg has at least three important aspects. Two of them remain,
to this day, largely unknown - not only in Germany but also in Poland - and,
from the standpoint of shaping Polish historical policy, still hold considerable
potential. The third aspect, by contrast, is a remarkable example of how a key
Polish theme was successfully integrated into the German narrative after 1989.
This concerns Wieluni and the Luftwaffe air raid on the town in the ear-
ly morning of 1 September 1939. During the first decade of the 21st century,
it became an important site of remembrance (German: Erinnerungsort), both
in Poland and Germany, and indeed a symbol. Today, Wieluri is recognised in
both countries - and quite widely so (at least among members of the political

121 ‘German historian provokes row over war photos’, The Guardian, 21 October 2003.
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and civic establishment) - as a symbol (alongside Westerplatte) of German
aggression against Poland and the outbreak of the Second World War, as well
as a symbolic site of German crimes committed against the civilian population
of the Second Polish Republic from the very first day of the conflict. In this
capacity, Wieluni has entered the canon of commemorative rituals associated
with the anniversary of 1 September, as well as the practice of German his-
torical policy, becoming an almost constant feature of the speeches of many
German politicians.

1. Wielun as a symbol of the beginning of the Bombenkrieg in Europe
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As the victim of a barbaric Luftwaffe air raid on a civilian target - one that
had no military justification whatsoever - Wielun today plays an immensely
significant role in German discourse on the Second World War, including in
discussions of the Bombenkrieg.

One example is particularly telling, as it concerns Dresden, a place of
considerable symbolic significance in Germany. Speaking there on 13 Febru-
ary 2020, during the ceremony marking the 75th anniversary of the Allied air
raids on the city, President Frank-Walter Steinmeier offered an interpretation
that, viewed from the perspective of the preceding 35 years, could be regarded
as the culmination of the German debate about its own victims of the war.
The opening sentence of his speech was: “A few months ago, on the morning
of 1 September 2019, I stood in the market square of a small town in Poland,
Wielunt”, in order “to commemorate the victims of the air raid 8o years earlier”.
That air raid, Steinmeier went on, marked the beginning of the Bombenkrieg
in Europe and served as a harbinger of what was to come.'**

The interpretation presented by Steinmeier in that speech can thus be
summarised in the simplest terms as follows: the destruction of Dresden
marked the end of a path that had begun in 1933. In this view, the German
victims of the Allied air raids are seen primarily as victims of the Third Reich
and its policies - as a consequence thereof - and only subsequently as victims
of Allied actions. Viewed in this way, with this particular sequence and hier-
archy of responsibility, the debate over the legal and moral dimensions of the
Allied strategic bombing campaign takes on a different character. Moreover,
when one analyses the commemorative events held across Germany between
the end of 2024 and the beginning of 2025, one may reasonably conclude that

For more on the commemorations held in Dresden on 13 February 2020 see, for example W. Pieciak, ‘Kolejnos¢ wedtug
Steinmeiera’, Tygodnik Powszechny, 18 February 2020, tygodnikpowszechny.pl. The text of Steinmeier’s speech:
‘Gedenkveranstaltung zum 75. Jahrestag der Bombardierung Dresdens am 13. Februar 1945, Bundesprisidialamt,
13 February 2020, bundespraesident.de.
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the interpretation outlined above is today both widespread and dominant in
the country (which does not, of course, mean that it is the only one).

How did it come to pass that the memory of the bombing of Wieluni - an
event that, 35 years ago, was scarcely known in either Poland or Germany -
rose to such prominence, becoming a matter of primary importance from
the standpoint of historical policy? This did not happen of its own accord,
and analysing this case and its successive stages would undoubtedly be both
a fascinating and worthwhile undertaking.

At this point let us simply note that one person played a key role here:
Joachim Trenkner (1935-2020).1% For many years he was a journalist with
the German public broadcaster ARD (specifically its then West Berlin station,
Sender Freies Berlin); on the soth anniversary of the outbreak of the Second
World War, he produced a documentary about the bombing of Wieluni. From
1997 onwards, he was a regular contributor to Tygodnik Powszechny and in 1999
he published a historical article entitled ‘Wieluni, czwarta czterdziesci’ [Wielur,
4:40 a.m.]** - apparently the first piece on the subject to appear in a nationwide
Polish newspaper or magazine. Over the following decade, Wielun firmly en-
tered Polish academic, media, and public discourse (the anthology published
in 2009 by the IPN*?* may be regarded as a snapshot of the academic aspect of
this debate). In Germany, meanwhile, the first publication on the subject in
a nationwide outlet was - again - an article by Trenkner, published in 2003
in the Die Zeit weekly.?¢

These were the ‘foundational moments’ in Poland and Germany from which
the integration of Wielun into the culture of remembrance and the historical
policy of both countries began.

2. The Luftwaffe against civilians in September 1939
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Wielu1 is not the only Polish motive in the debate on the Bombenkrieg. Two
others have yet to be addressed - both within the academic sphere and in
terms of historical policy and popular culture.

The first issue is also linked to Wielusi: the German air raid on that town
was by no means an isolated incident during the military operations of Sep-
tember 1939. The Luftwaffe attacked many towns, making no distinction

For more on Joachim Trenkner, who died in December 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic, see for exam-
ple two posthumous commemorations: Z. Rybczynski, ‘Nie zyje Joachim Trenkner - publicysta, ktéry na-
dat rozgtos bombardowaniu Wielunia’, Wielu nasze miasto, 26 December 2020, wielun.naszemiasto.pl and
A. Boniecki, W. Pieciak, ‘Przyjaciel z Berlina’, Tygodnik Powszechny, 11 January 2021, tygodnikpowszechny.pl.

The text was republished on Tygodnik’s website in 2008: J. Trenkner, ‘Wielun, czwarta czterdziesci’, Tygodnik Powsze-
chny, 29 August 2008. tygodnikpowszechny.pl.

J. Wrébel (ed.), Wieluri byt pierwszy, IPN, £6d% 2009.

J. Trenkner, ‘Ziel vernichtet. Wielun, 1. September 1939: Mit der Zerstérung des polnischen Stidtchens durch die
deutsche Luftwaffe begann der totale Bombenterror des Zweiten Weltkriegs’, Die Zeit, 6 February 2003, zeit.de.
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between military and civilian targets. This applied not only to Warsaw, which
was being destroyed from the air during its siege, but also to numerous small
settlements - such as Frampol, then a town of several thousand inhabitants
in the Roztocze region (today in Bitgoraj County). The air raid of 13 September
1939 destroyed 80% of Frampol'’s buildings, while estimates of the number of
victims given in different publications range from a dozen or so to as many
as 1,500 (sic).

In the context of the September Campaign, such discrepancies are by no
means unusual. While it is generally known that in September 1939 the Ger-
man armed forces proved lethally effective on Polish territory (approximately
200,000 Polish civilians were killed), this remains a subject that still requires
further research, despite nearly eighty years having passed since the end of
the Second World War.

A comprehensive study of Luftwaffe operations against the civilian popu-
lation of the Second Polish Republic in September 1939 likewise remains to be
undertaken - without doubt, a considerable proportion of civilian casualties
canbe attributed to these attacks.’?” Such an analysis, if it were ever carried out,
could also make a significant Polish contribution to the further development
of the German debate on the Bombenkrieg.

3. ‘Dresden in retaliation for Warsaw’: Polish bombers over Germany

Ahistorian - and perhaps also a film director - is still needed to take up another
thread, one that is not entirely unknown (at least among historians), but rather
overlooked and therefore largely untapped in terms of its potential. Yet it is
a compelling story, at times unexpected, with moments of genuine cinematic
drama, and one that reveals major historical processes through the fates of
individuals.

It concerns the participation of Polish airmen in bombing raids on Ger-
many as members of the British Bomber Command. While the participation
of Polish pilots and Polish squadrons within the British Fighter Command is
widely known, awareness that they also served throughout the war in their
own bomber squadrons remains limited in Poland and virtually non-existent
in Germany. Unlike the Polish fighter pilots, they have not been the subject of
feature films - despite the many British and American productions made over
the decades about bomber crews. Such productions are still being made - one

127 The figure of 200,000 Polish civilian casualties during the September 1939 campaign remains an estimate. For an over-
view of research on human losses in Poland during the Second World War see, for example, W. Materski, T. Szarota
(eds.), Polska 1939-1945. Straty osobowe i ofiary represji pod dwiema okupacjami, IPN, Warszawa 2009. However, new find-
ings on the losses of the Polish Army during the 1939 campaign are presented in a study that is still awaiting publi-
cation - authored by historians Dawid Golik, Krzysztof Pigciak, and Piotr Sadowski (typescript in the possession of
the author).
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example is the 2024 miniseries ‘Masters of the Air’ about American airmen,
produced for Apple TV+ (Polish title: ‘Wtadcy przestworzy’).28

Let us briefly outline this ‘Polish chapter’ in the history of the Bomben-
krieg.'” Four Polish bomber squadrons - Nos. 300, 301, 304, and 305 - operating
from the United Kingdom and under the operational command of Bomber
Command®° participated in air raids over occupied Europe, including Germa-
ny. They took part in many well-known bombing operations - beginning with
the attack on Berlin in March 1941, followed by raids on Mannheim, Bremen,
Hamburg and Cologne (of the thousand aircraft that attacked the city in May
1942 during the so-called ‘thousand-bomber raid’, more than one hundred
were Polish), as well as many others, including the aforementioned raid on
Dresden in 1945.

Like their British and American counterparts, the Polish bomber squad-
rons suffered heavy losses. The year 1942 marked both the peak of operational
activity for the Polish squadrons and their period of heaviest losses: 450 airmen
were killed or taken prisoner, and 89 aircraft were lost. Over the course of the
war, nearly 1,500 bomber crew members were killed (significantly more than
the approximately one thousand soldiers of the Polish Second Corps who died
at the battle of Monte Cassino), and several hundred were taken prisoner by the
Germans. In 1943, the losses suffered by the No. 301 Squadron were so severe
that it was disbanded. The remnants of No. 304 Squadron were reassigned to
defend the English coast, and No. 305 Squadron was converted into a fighter
squadron. Only No. 300 Squadron continued bombing operations until the
end of the war; its final mission was an attack on Hitler’s headquarters at
Berchtesgaden on 25 April 1945. Polish bomber squadrons participated not
only in strategic raids on Germany but also in the Dieppe Raid (a failed Allied
landing in 1942), in supplying resistance movements in occupied Europe, in
operations over Africa and Italy, in the Normandy landings, in the liberation of
France, Belgium, and the Netherlands, and finally in tactical raids on German

For more on the ‘Masters of the Air’ TV series see, for example, Wikipedia, enwikipedia.org.

For more on the participation of Polish airmen in RAF bombing raids on Germany, see, for example M. Nocun, T. Potkaj,
W. Pigciak, ‘Berlin za Warszawe’, Tygodnik Powszechny, no. 7/2004, 15 February 2004; M. Nocuni, W. Pigciak, ‘Musiatem

mysle¢ jak maszyna’, Tygodnik Powszechny, no. 7/2005, 13 February 2005. All of these articles - published to coincide

with successive anniversaries of the bombing of Dresden - featured interviews with veterans of the four Polish bomb-
er squadrons that served in RAF Bomber Command and were still alive at the time. It appears that, among Polish media

outlets, the history section of Tygodnik Powszechny devoted more attention than any other to Polish airmen of Bomber

Command - particularly in the early 21st century, when Germany witnessed a particularly intense resurgence of pub-
lic interest in the theme of its own victims of bombing raids. The author also published an article on the subject in

the German daily Tageszeitung (earlier, newspapers Die Welt and Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung refused to publish it).
See W. Pigciak, ‘Berlin fiir Warschau’, Tageszeitung, 18 September 2004, taz.de.

Among the nationally distinct units serving in Bomber Command - alongside the Polish squadrons - were one Czecho-
slovak squadron and two French squadrons. In addition, airmen of many different nationalities served in British squad-
rons. At the same time, the Polish squadrons also included, among their ranks, Canadians, Estonians and Norwegians.
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territory in 1945. It should also be noted that eight Polish fighter squadrons
took part in the Bombenkrieg while serving within Fighter Command - their
pilots escorted Allied bombing missions.

The history of the Polish airmen who took part in the Bombenkrieg isrichin
fascinating individual stories (unfortunately, unlike in the case of, for example,
Holocaust survivors or veterans of the Warsaw Uprising, no comprehensive
project was undertaken to record the testimonies of these airmen while they
were still alive; the accounts that remain are, by necessity, scattered and only
rarely accompanied by visual material). It is also full of dramatic and unexpect-
ed episodes - the kind thatlend themselves naturally to cinema. One example
is the allegedly suppressed story (as the evidence suggests) of a mutiny said to
have occurred in February 1945 in No. 300 Squadron, when its airmen - many
of whom came from the eastern territories of the Second Polish Republic - re-
ceived orders to take part in the bombing of Dresden shortly after learning of
the decisions made by the leaders of the United Kingdom, the United States,
and the Soviet Union concerning the fate of Poland at the Yalta Conference.'®

This story still holds considerable untapped potential, both from the
perspective of Polish historical policy and as a contribution to the interna-
tional debate.

Dresden and federal historical policy on the Bombenkrieg:
a summary

In Polish discussions, the question is sometimes raised (or indeed posed as an ac-
cusation) as to whether Germans are rewriting their history today. The answer
is simple: of course they are. History - or more precisely, historical memory
and collective memory - is constantly being rewritten’, that is, reinterpreted.
Thisis, initself, an inevitable and entirely natural phenomenon. Every society
imagines the past through the lens of the prevailing Zeitgeist, changing both
its image of the past and the emphasis it places upon it. The relevant question,
therefore, is not ‘whether’ Germans are rewriting their history, but how they
are doing so - and what consequences this has for society and politics.

This applies not only to interpretations of the past, but also to the present,
when references to history (‘lessons from history’) are sometimes invoked to
legitimise - or conversely, delegitimise - particular decisions, for example in
international politics. A classic example is the repeated use, prior to 24 February

131 Accounts by veterans of their experiences during the early months of 1945 - including the alleged mutiny in No. 300
Polish Bomber Squadron - were collected, for example, in a journalistic and historical article: P. Wilczyniski, Za co
jeszcze walczy¢?, Tygodnik Powszechny, 8 February 2011. tygodnikpowszechny.pl.

The fire over Germany 127


https://www.tygodnikpowszechny.pl/za-co-jeszcze-walczyc-141303
https://www.tygodnikpowszechny.pl/za-co-jeszcze-walczyc-141303

2022, by politicians from various parties of arguments and interpretations
drawn - often quite one-sidedly - from history, especially from Hitler’s aggres-
sion against Stalin, to justify Berlin’s conciliatory policy towards Putin's Russia.

The same applies to the debate surrounding the Bombenkrieg, and to mem-
ory and historical policy in this field. These too, are not static or fixed; they
evolve, respond to changing domestic and international contexts, adopt new
tools and rituals, and place emphasis on different aspects of the past.

I have been following the German debate on the Bombenkrieg for over
30 years - since the autumn of 1994, when, during a stay in Dresden, I had the
opportunity to conduct a series of long and in-depth interviews with people
who had survived the bombing raid of February 1945.7** Some of them were
already adults at the time, while others were small children - nevertheless, for
all of them, that attack proved to be a formative experience that transcended
generations. What they all shared were the intense emotions that accompa-
nied those interviews. Similar emotions emerged a few years later - this time
on a national scale - when Jérg Friedrich’s books first served as a catalyst for,
and later as a point of reference in the discussion about interpretations of the
Bombenkrieg, forms (or rituals) of remembrance, and, ultimately, the language
used to discuss it in the public and political sphere.

1. Dresden as a central site of memory of the Bombenkrieg
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Wojciech Pieciak

Asaresult of a combination of factors over the past 35 years following German
reunification, Dresden emerged as the most prominent site in this debate (with
Hamburg occupying second place).

In particular, the fact that after 1990 broadly defined far-right circles
(from the intellectual nationalist-right to openly neo-Nazi groups) appropri-
ated Dresden, transforming subsequent anniversaries of the Allied bombing
into their own rituals and commemorations under the slogan of a ‘Bombing
Holocaust of the German nation’, created a situation in which both Dresden’s
residents and its politicians were, in a sense, forced to respond. They also had
to find their own rituals, language, and culture of remembrance - in opposi-
tion to those promoted by extremists. And this indeed came to pass over time,
with the ‘human chain’ (Menschenkette), becoming the defining symbol of
successive commemorations, attracting tens of thousands of participants on
the evening of 13 February.'*

A historical feature entitled ‘Requiem dla miasta Drezna’, based on these interviews, was published in Tygodnik Powsze-
chny in February 1995 and later appeared in an expanded version in a book by the author of this book: W. Pieciak, Jak
obalano Mur. Niemcy 1988-96, Krakéw 1996, pp. 272-302.

The way in which these new rituals and this culture of remembrance developed in Dresden is a topic in its own right.
A comprehensive account of the subject can be found, for example, in an exceptionally detailed study by the Dresden-
based sociologist Claudia Jerzak, published in February 2024 on the Deutschland Archiv portal (formerly a printed

128



Photograph by Wojciech Kononiczuk, 2025

Photograph by Richard Peter, wikipedia.org, 1945

E| The reconstructed Frauenkirche in Dresden, with its original masonry clearly distinguishable from
the restored structure (2007).

[a] The damaged statue of Martin Luther in front of the ruins of the Frauenkirche in Dresden (1945).
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It was also Dresden that became the place where, after 1989/1990, policy
towards the history of the Bombenkrieg was shaped at the highest - federal -
level. First through Chancellor Helmut Kohl, who, while travelling in December
1989 for negotiations with East German Prime Minister Hans Modrow, chose
the city as the venue for the meeting and for a major policy speech. It continued
through the Presidents of Germany, who took part in the commemorations
held there.

These included Richard von Weizsicker (CDU) in February 1991,** Roman
Herzog (CDU) in February 1995 (Helmut Kohl also attended the commemo-
rations marking the soth anniversary of the bombings, but - as he empha-
sised - not as Chancellor but as an ‘ordinary participant’), followed by Horst
Kahler (CDU) in October 2005, when he took part in the reopening ceremony
of the reconstructed Frauenkirche,* then Joachim Gauck (CDU) in February
2015 and Frank-Walter Steinmeier (SPD) in February 2020."%¢ On each of
these occasions, they had to find the appropriate words to articulate the most
authoritative interpretation offered by the state and its historical policy.’*

historical periodical, now only online). The study covers the period from 1945, through the era of communist East Ger-
many, to the present day. See C. Jerzak, ‘Der 13. Februar 1945 im kollektiven Gedichtnis Dresdens. Gedenkrituale und
Wandel der Erinnerungskultur’, Bundeszentrale fur politische Bildung, 13 February 2025, bpb.de.

President von Weizsécker took part in an ecumenical service at the Catholic cathedral in Dresden on 13 February 1991
and delivered a speech in which he devoted considerable attention to the ongoing Gulf War - specifically Operation
Desert Storm, conducted by an international coalition under the auspices of the UN to liberate Kuwait from occupation
of Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi regime. At a time when numerous demonstrations against the operation were taking place
in German cities (Germany supported it politically and logistically, but did not participate militarily), von Weizsécker
supported the actions of the allies and also sought to justify them by drawing on the history of the Second World
War, arguing for the necessity of defeating a dictatorial regime by force. The text of Richard von Weizsicker’s speech:
‘Ansprache am Ende des 6kumenischen Gottesdienstes in der Dresdner Kathedrale’, Bundesprésidialamt, 13 February
1991, bundespraesident.de.

The text of Roman Herzog’s speech: ‘Ansprache von Bundesprésident Roman Herzog zum 50. Jahrestag der Zerstorung
von Dresden im Zweiten Weltkrieg’, Bundesprésidialamt, 13 February 1995, bundespraesident.de.

The text of Horst Kéhler’s speech: ‘Ansprache von Bundesprasident Horst Kohler zur Eréffnung der Dresdner Frauen-
kirche’, Bundesprisidialamt, 30 October 2005, bundespraesident.de. The ceremony marking the reopening of the re-
built Frauenkirche, held on 30 October 2005, was also attended by Chancellor Gerhard Schréder and Angela Merkel,
who was already preparing to assume office. It was a moment of political transition: a snap Bundestag election had
been held on 18 September 2005, and the CDU/CSU received just over half a percent more votes than the SPD. As a re-
sult, a ‘grand coalition’ between the CDU/CSU and the SPD was formed, and by late November 2005, Merkel took office
as Chancellor.

The text of Joachim Gauck’s speech: ‘Gedenkveranstaltung anlésslich des 7o. Jahrestages der Zerstérung Dresdens’,
Bundesprésidialamt, 13 February 2015, bundespraesident.de.

The text of Frank-Walter Steinmeier’s speech: ‘Gedenkveranstaltung zum 75. Jahrestag der Bombardierung Dresdens
am 13. Februar 1945’, Bundesprésidialamt, 13 February 2020, bundespraesident.de.

Johannes Rau (SPD), who served as President of the Federal Republic of Germany from 1999 to 2004, did not deliver
a speech in Dresden, although together with Chancellor Schrdder, he took part in the commemorations of the 55th an-
niversary, which took place in the nearly reconstructed Frauenkirche, see ‘“Themennachmittag Dresden am Sonntag’,
Presseportal, 13 February 2000, presseportal.de.
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2. A prelude: Helmut Kohl at the ruins of the Frauenkirche

Thus, on 19 December 1989 - during that turbulent period when, after the fall
of the Berlin Wall, demonstrators in East German cities had already exhausted
the political and emotional potential of the slogan ‘Wir sind das Volk!’ (We are
the people!’), and when new slogans such as ‘Wir sind ein Volk!" (‘We are one
people’) and ‘Deutschland einig Vaterland!’ (‘Germany - one fatherland’) were
beginning to dominate - Chancellor Helmut Kohl arrived in Dresden and chose
the ruins of the Frauenkirche as the backdrop for his address. The church
had been destroyed in February 1945 by Allied bombing and left in ruins by
the authorities of the GDR, who transformed it into a tool of anti-Western
propaganda - a monument to ‘Anglo-American bombing terror’. Later, in the
1980s, the ruins became a place where Dresden residents gathered each year on
13 February to commemorate their loved ones - not yet as an act of opposition,
but already as a step beyond the official framework.

The speech Kohl delivered there on 19 December 1989 was probably one of
his shortest (it lasted 15 minutes), but also one of his most important. He later
described that day as “my key experience (Schliisselerlebnis) on the road to
[Germany’s] national unity”, and even as the most difficult speech of his life.*°

Speaking not only to the tens of thousands gathered in front of the Frau-
enkirche, with their enormous expectations, but also to Western allies and
former adversaries beyond the Iron Curtain (as well as several hundred
German and foreign journalists), Kohl thanked the demonstrators who had
taken to the streets of towns and cities across the GDR in the autumn of 1989.
He emphasised that genuine peace is impossible without freedom.

Then came a declaration that was, one might say, directional for what
would happen in the following months; directional also in the sense that it
channelled the powerful public emotions of the GDR: “My goal remains - if
only the historic moment allows it - the unity of our nation”. Kohl emphasised
that he understood the concerns of Germany’s neighbours and took them se-
riously - their fears as well as their desire for security.

He then invoked the genius loci: “Here, in front of the ruins of the Frauen-
kirche in Dresden, at the memorial site for the inhabitants of Dresden who lost
theirlives back then, I have justlaid a wreath of flowers - also to remember the
suffering and death in this beautiful old German city. In 1945 was 15 years old -
which Iwant to say to the young people who are here in this square - and I was
then a pupil, still a child. Later, T had the chance to grow up in West Germany, in
my homeland, the Palatinate, and I belong to that generation, then still young,

140 Helmut Kohl devoted an entire chapter of his memoirs published in 1996, towards the end of his term in office, to his
visit to Dresden in December 1989: H. Kohl, Ich wollte Deutschlands Einheit. Dargestellt von Kai Dieckmann und Ralf Georg
Reuth, Propyléden Verlag, 1996, pp. 215ff.
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which after that war swore to itself - just as we do now, here - ‘Never again
war, never again violence!’. And standing here today before you, I would like
to expand that vow, I would like to say to you: in the future from German soil
there must always come peace - that is the goal of our policy!”* (it seems that
he was addressing not only the people gathered in the square in front of the
Frauenkirche, but also those who would subsequently analyse his message in
European and world capitals).

3. German presidents in Dresden:

141

142

the interpretative model of the Bombenkrieg in federal policy

While Helmut Kohl chose Dresden - precisely Dresden'? - to serve as the histor-
ical-symbolic backdrop to his political message (including the part directed at
aninternational audience: that no one should fear a newly reunified Germany,
because it had drawn the proper lessons from the history of the Second World
War), the subsequent representatives of the Federal Republic mentioned above
came there on the occasion of the anniversary of the February 1945 air raid
(or, in Kohler’s case, because of an event linked to it).

When the speeches of von Weizsicker, Herzog, Kéhler, Gauck and Stein-
meier are analysed as a whole - delivered, it should be recalled, over a period
of 30 years, between 1991 and 2020 - several common interpretative elements
emerge. First and foremost, emphasis on the sequence of events - the bombing
of Dresden as a consequence of the war unleashed by the Third Reich. “We know
who started this murderous war”, said Joachim Gauck in 2015. “We know it.
And that is why we neither want to forget, nor will we ever forget those who fell
victim to the way Germany conducted this war. We do not forget this when we
commemorate German victims here today”. Another common element is the
condemnation of war (and more broadly: the use of force) as an instrument of
policy, while at the same time acknowledging that the use of force is sometimes
necessary; after all, that is how Nazi Germany was defeated.

In this interpretation, the victims of the Allied bombing raids are present-
ed primarily as victims of the Third Reich’s policies, one of whose consequences
was the Bombenkrieg. In other words, Adolf Hitler and his criminal policies

The text of Helmut Kohl’s Dresden speech from 19 December 1989: ‘Rede des Bundeskanzlers auf der Kundgebung vor
der Frauenkirche in Dresden’, Bulletin 150-89, Bundesregierung, 22 December 1989, bundesregierung.de.

When travelling to the GDR for talks with Modrow, Kohl could just as well have met him in Leipzig - perhaps an even
more obvious choice, since at that time Leipzig was seen as the key city of the democratic autumn revolution in the
GDR. Instead, Dresden was chosen - and it appears this was no coincidence. The city had already been agreed upon as
the venue as early as 5 December, during discussions between the head of the Federal Chancellery and the office of the
GDR Prime Minister. From the outset, the official programme for Kohl’s visit included a ceremony commemorating the
victims of the Allied air raids at the ruins of the Frauenkirche. See, for example, the commemorative feature from De-
cember 2019 on the Mitteldeutsche Rundfunk website: ‘Helmut Kohls historische Rede in Dresden’, MDR, 16 December
2021, mdr.de.
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become the principal cause of the suffering endured by innocent Germans -
whether those sheltering from air raids, fleeing the advancing Red Army in
winter, or displaced from their homes after the war.

This marks a significant shift in emphasis, both in relation to interpreta-
tions such as Jérg Friedrich’s (according to which, let us recall, the blame was
to be shared equally by Hitler, Churchill, and Roosevelt), and in comparison
with the prevailing public sentiment prior to 1989. To some extent, it also de-
parts from the mood that prevailed during the peak of the debates surrounding
the ‘return of one’s own victims’ at the turn of the 21st century, when certain
manifestations of that discourse resembled an emotional indictment directed
either against the Allies or against the countries from which Germans had
been expelled (for which the language of public debate employed an accusatory
term coined before 1989: Vertreiberstaaten).

The consensus among the presidents is also evident in the assertion that
the suffering of innocent Germans should not be exploited or used as a form of
counterbalance to the crimes committed by Germany and the suffering inflicted
on others. Yet it was precisely in this direction that nationalist and far-right
circles sought to push the debate when they questioned the number of victims
established by the historical commission appointed in 2004 by the mayor of
Dresden, which concluded that there had been approximately 25,000 victims.
Such claims were also said to have appeared within the ranks of Alternative
for Germany (AfD); for example, in February 2020, the party’s co-chairman
Tino Chrupalla declared that, in his view, 100,000 people had died in Dresden.'*?

Looking back, one could say that it was precisely this attitude that Pres-
ident Roman Herzog anticipated when, during the 1995 commemorations, he
declared: “The suffering of nations during this war must not be set against
one another in order to confront them with each other”. He continued: “This
is a year of mourning [i.e. the year 1995). A year of remembrance. A year of
contemplation and reflection. The conclusion we draw from this is: not to
trade suffering back and forth, but to seek understanding. And to remember,
because it is a warning for all time”.

Expanding on this point, all the speeches delivered by the presidents in
Dresden contained references to places such as Coventry, Rotterdam, Warsaw,
and cities in the Soviet Union - places that had been the targets of German air
raids. A noticeable effort has also been made to ensure that foreign guests from
countries that were once at war with Germany took part in the commemo-
rations. Invitees from the United Kingdom - including members of the royal

See, for example ‘,Goebbels war damit erstaunlich erfolgreich”. Ein Interview von Klaus Wiegrefe mit dem Militarhis-
toriker Rolf-Dieter Miiller’, Der Spiegel, 9 February 2020, spiegel.de.
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family, Bomber Command veterans and the mayor of Coventry - attended all
of these ceremonies. Guests from other countries also attended, particularly
from the United States, including the US ambassador. Over time, represent-
atives from Poland also began to attend. For example, the rededication of the
Frauenkirche was attended by a member of the Polish resistance from Gostyn,
a former prisoner of the Third Reich, who had organised a fundraising cam-
paign for the reconstruction of the church.

Itis worth noting that the Polish dimension of these speeches has become
increasingly prominent over the years, taking on a concrete form through
areference to Wielun. The town was mentioned for the first time by Joachim
Gauck in his 2015 speech - Wieluri being cited as one of many towns destroyed
during the war (Gauck referred both to cities devastated by German air raids
and to German cities destroyed by the Allies).*

In Frank-Walter Steinmeier’s 2020 speech, the fate of Wieluni became
the very point of departure - the interpretative framework that shaped the
entire historical and political argument that followed. Steinmeier advanced
the following thesis: “The attack on Wieluni was the prelude (Auftakt) to the
brutal Bombenkrieg, in which civilian populations in cities were placed in
the crosshairs. The German Luftwaffe on one side, and British and American
bombers on the other, destroyed hundreds of cities in nearly every European
country over the course of this war...”.*

He went on to say: “We have gathered here today to remember the air raids
on Dresden 75 years ago. We commemorate the victims of the Bombenkrieg in
this city, in Germany, and across Europe. And we also commemorate all victims
of genocide, war, and violence”.

At the time this book was being completed, preparations were underway
for the commemoration of the 8oth anniversary of the Dresden bombings.
Volunteers were being recruited to serve as stewards responsible for organ-
ising the ‘human chain’. The chain was planned to stretch for four kilometres,
and, as usual, at least several thousand participants were expected. Official
statements emphasised that the stewards would be responsible only for or-
ganisation, while the police would be responsible for security.

144 Quote: “So viele Stddte haben im Krieg schreckliche Bombardements erlitten. Stéidte, die von den Deutschen angegriffen
wurden: das polnische Wieluri, Rotterdam, Belgrad, London, Leningrad oder Coventry. Auch Stddte, iiber denen alliierte Piloten
ihre Bomben abwarfen: Kassel, Darmstadt, Essen, Liibeck, Berlin, Wiirzburg, Swinemiinde oder Pforzheim. Doch es sind Ham-
burg und vor allem Dresden, die zum Symbol fiir die Leiden der deutschen Zivilbevélkerung im Bombenkrieg wurden - wegen der
Zahl der Opfer und wegen der ungeheuren Feuersbriinste”.

145  Quote: “Der Angriff auf Wieluri war auch der Auftakt zu einem brutalen Bombenkrieg, in dem die Zivilbevilkerung in den
Stddten ins Fadenkreuz geriet. Die deutsche Luftwaffe auf der einen, britische und amerikanische Bomber auf der anderen Seite
zerstorten im Verlauf des Krieges hunderte Stddte in fast allen Lindern Europas. Sie zogen eine bis dahin noch nie dagewesene
Spur der Verwiistung, die von Grofbritannien iiber Deutschland bis nach Russland reichte. Als dieser Krieg im Mai 1945 mit der
Befreiung Europas vom Nationalsozialismus endete, da lagen weite Teile des Kontinents unter Asche und in Triimmern”.
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At the time, large public gatherings in Germany were taking place in
aparticularly tense atmosphere, following the deadly attack on the Christmas
market in Magdeburg. As usual, demonstrations by neo-Nazi groups were also
expected - a year earlier, in February 2024, approximately 800 people had taken
part. They were met by a counter-demonstration numbering several thousand
participants; some of whom would likely have endorsed the demand - voiced
repeatedly by far-left groups - to abandon the Dresden commemorations
altogether.¢

4. Barack Obama in Buchenwald and Dresden:

146

147

the US legitimises the German narrative

When discussing presidential visits to Dresden, it is also worth recalling the
events of June 2009 - although in this case the president in question was not
the head of Germany, but of the United States. The short yet symbolically rich
visit paid by Barack Obama - who at the time had been in office for less than
six months - can be analysed in the context of historical policy. It appears to
be a textbook example of historical policy in practice - in this case, as pursued
by Obama and Chancellor Angela Merkel.**’

At the beginning of June 2009, Obama - in whom many Germans placed
great hopes, seeing him as a counterbalance to his predecessor George W. Bush,
who was not held in high esteem in the Federal Republic - delivered a speech at
Cairo University addressed to the Muslim world. It was intended as a gesture
of reconciliation and a new beginning in relations between the United States
and Muslim-majority countries. From Cairo, Obama travelled to Normandy to
take partin the 65th anniversary of the Allied landings. On the way, however,
he stopped in Germany to visit the memorial site at Buchenwald, the former
Nazi concentration camp that operated from 1937 to 1945.

On the surface, then, the visit to Germany appeared to be retrospective
in nature, but it seems in fact to have been a political signal directed at Israel
and the Jewish community in the United States. The visit to Buchenwald was
intended to counterbalance the visit to Cairo, where Obama had criticised
Israel’s policy towards the Palestinians, and to convey the message that, while
seeking to engage more closely with the Musim world, the United States was
not forgetting its obligations to Israel - obligations rooted, in part, in history.

Such a demand was also voiced at the time by activists from Griine Jugend, the Green Party’s youth organisation. On
criticism of the Dresden commemorations from a far-left perspective see, for example D. Muschenich, ‘Umstrittenes
Gedenken. Wie der Opfer der Bombardierung Dresdens vor 79 Jahren gedenken? Gar nicht, fordern Kritiker:innen -
auch weil das fiir Neonazis anschlussféhig sei’, Tageszeitung, 13 February 2024, taz.de.

On Barack Obama’s historical policy with regard to the memory of the Second World War, his visit to Germany in 2009,
and his remarks about “Polish camps” see, for example W. Pieciak, ‘Blogostawiona wina Baracka Obamy’, Tygodnik
Powszechny, 5 June 2012, tygodnikpowszechny.pl.
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The President’s advisers clearly regarded such a counterbalance as necessary,
as the correspondent of the Neue Ziircher Zeitung observed: “During the lecture
in Cairo, no one in the audience applauded when Obama spoke of the fate of
millions of Jews in Europe, but there was thunderous applause when he spoke
of the suffering of the Palestinians”.®

Who proposed that, during his brief stopover in Germany, the President
should spend the night not in Leipzig or Weimar, near Buchenwald, but further
away in Dresden? The German press reported that the suggestion came from
the US delegation preparing the visit, which preferred Dresden. At the same
time, German journalists also reported that when Obama’s tight schedule
was being arranged, it was actually the German government that had lobbied
for a joint visit by both leaders to the Frauenkirche, the symbol of the city.'*

During their visit to the church, Obama and Merkel prayed, lit candles, and
listened to musical performances by an organist and a trumpeter. According
to a report in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, the US President signed the
book of prayer intentions with the following words: “My best wishes to the
congregation and People of Dresden, for symbolizing the possibility of recon-
ciliation, reconstruction and hope. God bless you”)™°.

Obama then flew by helicopter from Dresden to Buchenwald - a place of
particular personal significance to him because his great-uncle (his grand-
mother’s brother), had taken part, as a US army soldier, in the liberation of
Ohrdruf concentration camp, one of the subcamps of KL Buchenwald. Together
with Angela Merkel, he toured the memorial site at Buchenwald, guided by
several former inmates, including Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel. (Itis worth noting
that the history of Buchenwald did not end in 1945 with its liberation by the
Americans. After the US army withdrew from Thuringia, which fell within
the Soviet occupation zone, the Soviet security service, the NKVD, established
one of'its so-called special camps on the site of the former concentration camp.
It remained in operation until 1950)™".

The fact that, during this brief visit centred primarily on Buchenwald,
Obama also found time to visit Dresden and stop at the Frauenkirche was - one

U. Schmid, ‘Obama verneigt sich vor den Holocaust-Opfern’, Neue Ziircher Zeitung, 5 June 2009, nzz.ch and idem,
‘Steife Freundschaftsschwiire in Dresden’, Neue Ziircher Zeitung, 5 June 2009, nzz.ch.

‘Obama will Dresdner Frauenkirche besuchen’, Der Spiegel, 3 June 2009, spiegel.de and ‘Obama besucht nun doch die
Frauenkirche’, Merkur.de, 3 June 2009.

C.P. Miiller, S. Locke, P. Schilder, ‘Obama in Deutschland. Himmel und Hélle’, FAZ, 6 June 2009, faz.net.

For an overview of the four stages in the history of Buchenwald - first as a Nazi concentration camp (from 1937 to 1945),
then as an NKVD special camp (1945-1950), followed by its role as a memorial site reflecting the GDR’s interpretation
of history (1949-1989), and finally as a site where a modus vivendi had to be found to accommodate all of these layers
of history - see W. Pieciak, ‘Buchenwald. Historia poczwérna’, Tygodnik Powszechny, 6 May 2007, tygodnikpowsze-
chny.pl. For more on NKVD camps see, for example, K. Wéycicki, Niemiecka pamiel. Rozrachunek z przesztoscig NRD
i przemiany niemieckiej Swiadomosci historycznej, Instytut Historii Nauki PAN, Warszawa 2011, pp. 117ff.
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may assume - of comparable symbolic, political, and emotional significance for
Germans to that which a visit by a US president to the Warsaw Rising Museum
and Powazki Cemetery would be for Poles.

It is reasonable to assume that Obama did not make this gesture un-
knowingly. At the time, after the ‘deep freeze’ in relations between Berlin and
Washington during George W. Bush'’s presidency, the United States was keen
to rebuild good relations. From the perspective of historical policy, however,
Merkel’s invitation to Obama to visit the Frauenkirche was a masterstroke:
the US president legitimised the German narrative of the Second World War,
in which central place is accorded to the remembrance of both the victims of
the Holocaust and Germany’s own victims. “Dresden close to Buchenwald” - the
headline used by the conservative newspaper Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung -
was more than a simple geographical description of the places Obama visited.'**

“The politics of collective memory - impossible to quantify, hard to measure
with the methods of survey research, yet still very real - is a major ingredient of
the political arena, the public discourse, and the policy setting in every country.
It circumscribes the acceptable. It defines such key ingredients as pride, shame,
fear, revenge, and comfort for a large number of a country’s citizens”. This is
how two American political scientists, Andrei S. Markovits and Simon Reich,
described the issue in their book Das Deutsche Dilemma, published in English
as The German Predicament, which examines the links between history and the
foreign and security policy of contemporary Germany.”*® If one were looking
for an example of how multifaceted the relationship between politics (both
domestic and international) and history, together with the emotions associated
with it, remains today, and of how the latter can be used to shape contemporary
policy, Obama’s journey along the route Cairo-Dresden-Buchenwald (and on
to Normandy) appears to be a textbook example.'s*

5. Continuation
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In German collective memory - specifically the part concerning the Third
Reich and the Second World War - two central elements can be identified today.
The first is the memory of the Holocaust, which is dominant both in the public
sphere and in historical policy.’*® The second is the memory of Germany’s own

P. Schilder, ‘Obama in Deutschland: Dresden nahe Buchenwald’, FAZ, 5 June 2009, faz.net.

A.S. Markovits, S. Reich, Das deutsche Dilemma. Die Berliner Republik zwischen Macht und Machtverzicht, Alexander Fest
Verlag, 1998, p. 30. English language edition: The German predicament: memory and power in the new Europe, Cornell Uni-
versity Press, Ithaca, N.Y., 1997, p. 9.

For more on this combination of historical and political aspects see, for example G. Nonnenmacher, ‘Obama-Besuch.
Geburtshelfer Europas’, FAZ, 5 June 2009, faz.net and J. Ross, ‘Barack in Buchenwald’, Die Zeit, 4 June 2009, zeit.de.
Let us emphasise here that the title of the article published in Die Zeit is not a particularly apt editorial choice.
Although not everyone shares this view. For example, sharp criticism of Germany’s culture of remembrance was
voiced - on the occasion of the 8oth anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz-Birkenau prisoners - by Michel
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victims, represented by a number of different groups. These include victims
of the Bombenkrieg; those who fled the advancing Soviet front; victims of the
post-war expulsions; women who were raped; prisoners of war who died in
captivity (both in the Soviet Union and in Allied custody - the key term here is
Rheinwiesenlager); victims of NKVD camps in the Soviet occupation zone; and
others. A particularly prominent place in this ‘memory landscape’is occupied
by the Bombenkrieg, if only due to the scale of the phenomenon (where the
term ‘victim’ may, in this context, refer not only to those who lost their lives).

It is also worth noting, if only in passing, that the meaning of the term
‘own’, in the expression ‘one’s own victims’, is evolving. Whereas in earlier
debates the category of ‘German victims’ was commonly understood to refer
to the victims of bombings or expulsions, a survey conducted in Germany in
2024 by the polling company Ipsos (commissioned by the Pilecki Institute)
identified an interesting trend: contemporary Germans are increasingly
inclined to regard German Jews as their own - that is, as German - victims.!*¢
This issue undoubtedly warrants further research. It is therefore all the more
important to observe how the memory of one’s own victims - and the politics
associated with it - continues to evolve.

Returning, then, to the main argument: it is precisely Dresden that illus-
trates the current interpretative foundation of Germany’s federal historical
policy regarding the Bombenkrieg. Today, at the end of the first quarter of the
21st century, this foundation is - one could argue - a development and con-
tinuation of the assumptions already present in the speeches of the German
presidents in 1991 and 1995. In its present form, it represents a (temporary)
culmination of the evolution of memory and historical policy surrounding
the Bombenkrieg - a long-term process that began in 1945 and has remained
predominantly regional and decentralised, becoming federal only occasionally.

Friedman, a journalist and former Vice President (2000-2003) of the Central Council of Jews in Germany. In an inter-
view with the newspaper Tagesspiegel, he described German remembrance culture as “a black hole” in which “there are
bright spots, such as the millions who make an effort to preserve memory, who lay Stolpersteine [stumbling stones com-
memorating Jewish neighbours - WP]. But there are also millions who turn the culture of remembrance into a terrible
brown hole: perpetrators are portrayed as victims, and only the Allied bombings are spoken about”. For a summary of
the interview by the DPA news agency, see ‘Holocaust-Gedenktag: ,Kaum etwas aus der Geschichte gelernt” - Fried-
man beklagt deutsche Erinnerungskultur’, Die Welt, 22 January 2025, welt.de.

As many as 59% of respondents stated that among the victims of the Holocaust, it was their fellow citizens - i.e. Ger-
man Jews - who had perished in the greatest numbers (in fact, approximately 165,000 German Jews were murdered).
Analysing the survey, which also identified a number of other trends, Hanna Radziejowska and Mateusz Fatkowski of
the Berlin branch of the Pilecki Institute wrote: “All of this may reinforce [in Germany] a tendency to assess that the
greatest victim of the Second World War was the Germans themselves, albeit concealed under various socio-demo-
graphic categories”. See, H. Radziejowska, M. Fatkowski, ‘Jak wyglada niemiecka wina i pamie¢ 85 lat po wybuchu
11 wojny $wiatowej? Méwi o tym sondaz przeprowadzony wiasnie w Niemczech’, Tygodnik Powszechny, 1 September
2024, tygodnikpowszechny.pl. For more on the survey see also ‘Sondaz na zlecenie Instytutu Pileckiego w Berlinie.

o

Niemiecka wina i pamie¢ 85 lat po wybuchu I wojny §wiatowej’, The Pilecki Institute, instytutpileckiego.pl.
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Temporary because, as already mentioned, this is by no means a static
phenomenon but a dynamic one. Even if - with the passing of the generation
that experienced the Bombenkrieg and was often marked by it for the rest of
their lives - individual, familial, and collective emotions have subsided, the
memory of the Bombenkrieg and its forms of commemoration remain alive
and continue to evolve. Moreover, some argue that they continue to influence
German attitudes and behaviour with regard to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
its possible consequences for Europe as a whole, Germany’s support for Kyiv
and its policy towards the aggressor state.'’

Itis therefore not a closed chapter. Its continuation is still unfolding - not
only in Dresden, but also, and perhaps above all, in towns and cities through-
out Germany.

157 In December 2024, in an essay published in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Professor Felix Ackermann from Fern-
universitit in Hagen, put forward the thesis that it is the memory of the “devastating air raids on German metropolises,
as well as the personal experiences of fleeing from the front” during the Second World War that continues to shape
Germans’ perception of conflict in Europe, exerting a paralysing effect and hampering a realistic assessment of issues
such as Germany’s policy towards Russia. See F. Ackermann, ‘Zukunft, die nicht vergehen will’, FAZ, 12 December 2024.
In the online edition the title was: ‘Die Angst der Deutschen vor dem Dritten Weltkrieg’, faz.net.
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