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MAIN POINTS

• History museums are among the key institutions in Germany’s memory policy. 
Their origins in the 1980s were linked to the debates surrounding the experi-
ence of National Socialism, the Holocaust, and the possibility of reconstruct-
ing positive elements of German history as components of national identity. 
Some institutions, such as the German Historical Museum and the House of 
the History of the Federal Republic of Germany, both established through 
top-down initiatives, reflected the consciously pursued policy of Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl’s government. Others, such as the Topography of Terror and the 
Jewish Museum Berlin, emerged in response to initiatives originating from 
various social and cultural groups.

•  German memory policy places particular emphasis on commemoration and 
educational activities relating to two areas of Germany’s dramatic historical 
experience in the 20th century: the crimes of National Socialism and the 
communist dictatorship in the GDR. Activity in these spheres is largely in-
stitutionalised through memorial sites – museums established at the original 
sites of crimes and repression: concentration camps, prisons, and former 
headquarters of the Nazi or communist security services, among other sites. 
These memorial sites preserve the original historical fabric, organise perma-
nent and temporary exhibitions, and conduct research as well as educational 
and outreach activities.

•  Over the past 30 years, there has been a tendency to shift competences in the 
field of memory policy towards the Federal Chancellery (specifically, the Min-
ister of State for Culture and the Media), which oversees the most important 
museums (the German Historical Museum and the House of the History of 
the Federal Republic of Germany) and co-finances some institutions whose 
founding bodies are the federal states (the memorial sites). The museums (the 
most significant institutions) are managed by foundations established by acts 
of the Bundestag or by legislation adopted by the federal states. This ensures the 
independence of these institutions from current political agendas. Supervision 
is exercised through collegial bodies – boards of trustees and academic councils.

•  Germany has developed complex procedures for dialogue and achieving con-
sensus in the field of historical memory. This process involves multi-stage 
consultations and debates involving parliament, experts, and the media. 
The outcome is the development of relatively robust solutions – even to difficult 
and controversial issues.
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• Attempts to address Polish-related themes – particularly the need, from the 
Polish perspective, to reach the wider public with greater awareness of German 
crimes (the Polen-Denkmal initiative) – have encountered resistance. This re-
sistance stems – or at least is publicly presented as stemming – from a general 
reluctance to discuss the victims of the Second World War in national terms, 
as well as from fears that doing so might confront Germany with the need 
to respond to further demands or claims from other countries. Undoubtedly, 
another factor is the uncertainty among politicians about the reactions of their 
electorate, as many of them believe that Germany has already done enough 
in terms of both symbolic and financial compensation.
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The Prussian exhibition and the beginnings of historical museums 
in Germany

The Federal Republic of Germany was born as a state without a past. The term 
Stunde null – ‘zero hour’ – is one of the most common expressions used to 
describe 1945, signifying that Germany began to measure its history anew. 
Yet even events as dramatic as Nazism, the Second World War, and the defeat of 
Nazi Germany could not sever all the threads connecting the present with the 
past. One manifestation of this continuity was the surge of interest in Prussian 
history during the 1970s – the so-called Preußenwelle (‘Prussian wave’). This 
process culminated in the major Berlin exhibition ‘Prussia – An Attempt at 
Assessment’ (Preußen – Versuch einer Bilanz), held in 1981.

The very idea of opening a ‘Prussian exhibition’ sparked lively debate. 
Jürgen Kunze, an FDP deputy in the West Berlin Parliament, criticised the way 
the exhibition was being prepared, stating: “The Prussian exhibition, if it is 
to make sense, must not conceal the controversies surrounding the history of 
Prussia; it should consciously present them – and even seek them out”. By con-
trast, Horst Kollat, a representative of the ruling SPD in the German capital at 
the time, defended the exhibition’s concept, pointing out that Prussian history 
contained inherent contradictions. The state, he argued, was “a peculiar mix-
ture of raison d’état enforced through coercion and social principles that can 
be regarded as highly progressive”. The Berlin Social Democrat also stated: 
“We must put an end to that nonsensical parallel imposed on Germans after 
1945 – the straight line drawn from Frederick the Great through Bismarck to 
Hitler. That is a historical falsification we do not wish to perpetuate”. Similar 
debates regarding how German history should be presented in museums 
continued in the years that followed. Ultimately, the exhibition was held in 
the Martin-Gropius-Bau, which had been restored only a few months earlier. 
It attracted hundreds of thousands of visitors and was well received by both 
the public and critics. The undertaking proved to be a unique test for the new 
German memory policy, and the initiative had a significant impact on the 
launch of subsequent museum projects.1

The emergence of the ‘Prussian exhibition’ and other museum initiatives 
in the 1980s in the Federal Republic of Germany should be viewed in con-
nection with what is commonly referred to as the ‘memory boom’. This term 
refers to the awakening of public interest in the past, a process observed in 
the West since the 1970s. Exhibitions, films, and popular books increasingly 

1	 Y. Müller, ‘Bilanz eines Versuchs. Die Preußen-Ausstellung von 1981, das nationalsozialistische Erbe und die „Topogra-
phie des Terrors“’, 24 September 2021, zeitgeschichte-online.de.

https://zeitgeschichte-online.de/geschichtskultur/bilanz-eines-versuchs
https://zeitgeschichte-online.de/geschichtskultur/bilanz-eines-versuchs
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explored historical themes, particularly those relating to contemporary history. 
Among the key factors shaping this phenomenon, the US historian Jay Winter 
identified the rise of affluent societies, in which a well-educated middle class 
developed expanding cultural needs. Debates surrounding the Holocaust also 
played a crucial role, especially following the trial of Adolf Eichmann and the 
Auschwitz trials. Moreover, history became an increasingly important theme 
within emerging identity politics.2

The establishment of modern German historical museums took place 
within a distinct context, alongside circumstances typical of other Western 
countries. Above all, it required addressing the question of whether, after the 
experiences of the Second World War and the crimes of Nazism, Germany had 
any right to construct a traditionally conceived national historical narrative 
at all. What place should themes of continuity occupy within it, and to what 
extent should tradition be rejected, reinterpreted, or refocused on the issue of 
collective guilt? The history of German museology over the past four and a half 
decades represents both an instrument of historical policy and a response to the 
need to define collective identity. Within it, one can discern an ongoing search 
for balance – between remembrance and the creation of positive historical 
narratives, and, at the same time, the struggle with guilt and responsibility. 
Debates concerning German museums also reflect broader universal ques-
tions about the relationship between the state’s historical policy and political 
disputes over the past, as well as the roles of museology and historiography.

In this study, I examine the most important historical museums developed 
following the reunification of Germany. I focus primarily on those financed 
or co-financed by the federal authorities, particularly on institutions located 
in Berlin, where the majority of museums of nationwide significance have 
been established. A worthwhile subject for further analytical work would be 
an examination of museums that existed before 1990 but were subsequently 
transformed or modernised after reunification, such as the Bundeswehr Mil-
itary History Museum in Dresden or the ‘memorial sites’ situated in former 
Nazi concentration camps. An important group of institutions not discussed in 
this text consists of those with a regional character. In recent decades, several 
significant museums of this kind have been opened, inspired – as their names 
suggest – by the success of the House of the History of the Federal Republic 
of Germany in Bonn, including the House of Bavarian History (Haus der Bay-
erischen Geschichte) and the House of the History of North Rhine-Westphalia 
(Haus der Geschichte Nordrhein-Westfalen). Some important institutions also have 

2	 J. Winter, ‘The Generation of Memory: Reflections on the ‘Memory Boom’ in Contemporary Historical Studies’, GHI 
Bulletin, vol. 21, autumn 2000, pp. 69–72.
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a municipal or regional ownership structure, even though their significance 
extends well beyond the regional level – for instance, the Documentation Center 
Nazi Party Rallying Grounds (Dokumentationszentrum Reichsparteitagsgelände) 
in Nuremberg and the German Emigration Center (Deutsches Auswandererhaus), 
established by the city of Bremerhaven and the state of Bremen. Finally, an anal-
ysis of temporary exhibitions in German museums could provide particularly 
valuable insights – a topic I have only touched upon incidentally here.

It is worth noting the distinction that exists in Germany between mu-
seums and Gedenkstätten (memorial sites). The latter are closest to what, in 
Poland, are referred to as martyrological museums, although there is a certain 
semantic difference between the two categories. German memorial sites are 
usually established at their original locations – concentration camps, prisons, 
the headquarters of political police forces such as the Gestapo or the Stasi, or 
preserved fragments of the Berlin Wall within the urban landscape. By con-
trast, martyrological museums – according to Polish terminology – can exist 
without a direct spatial connection to the sites of the crimes themselves, as is 
the case, for example, with Holocaust museums.

Historical policy in the Kohl era

The 1980s and the early 1990s constituted the formative period of German his-
torical museology – both because of the political processes shaping the Federal 
Republic of Germany and due to developments affecting museum culture across 
the wider Western world. It was a time of important debates about contem-
porary history in the Federal Republic. Particularly significant, both within 
Germany and internationally, was the Historikerstreit – a historians’ debate on 
how Nazi Germany and Nazi crimes should be perceived within the broader 
context of German and European history.3 The article ‘History in a Country 
without History’ (Geschichte in einem land ohne Geschichte) by Michael Stürmer, 
published in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung in 1986, was one of the most 
influential contributions to this debate. At that time, Stürmer, a lecturer at the 
Friedrich-Alexander University of Erlangen–Nuremberg, was working closely 
with Chancellor Helmut Kohl as his adviser and speechwriter.4 The conservative 
historian wrote: “Roughly throughout the country, one observes a renaissance 
of interest in history, and this is regarded as a most commendable development. 
Museums are springing up one after another, flea markets thrive on nostalgia 

3	 M. Łukasiewicz (ed.), Historikerstreit. Spór o miejsce III Rzeszy w historii Niemiec, Aneks, London 1990.
4	 M.  Stürmer, ‘Historia w  kraju bez historii’ [in:] Historikerstreit…, op. cit., pp. 7–9. The text was first published as 

‘Geschichte in geschichtslosem Land’ in Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on 15 April 1986.
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for the good old days, historical exhibitions attract no shortage of visitors, 
and historical literature – which, twenty years ago, existed on the fringes 
of public interest – has once again begun to flourish among both writers and 
readers”. In the conclusion of his article, Stürmer formulated a thesis that may 
be regarded as key to understanding the historical policy pursued by Kohl’s 
CDU: “(…) The technocratic contempt for history on the part of the right, and 
its gradual suffocation by the left, have caused great damage to the country’s 
political culture. The search for lost history is not a quest for an abstract cul-
ture: it is morally justified and politically necessary. It concerns the internal 
continuity of the German Republic and the confidence that its foreign policy 
should inspire. In a country without memory, anything is possible”.5

Accordingly, for the ruling CDU in the Federal Republic of Germany, re-
storing history to a central place in public life was intended both to strengthen 
national identity and to anchor democratic Germany more firmly within the 
international community. The ability to narrate one’s own past was seen as 
essential to building the state’s credibility. It is in this context that two key 
museum initiatives launched by Chancellor Kohl’s government in the 1980s – 
though completed only after German reunification – should be understood: the 
House of the History of the Federal Republic of Germany (Haus der Geschichte 
der Bundesrepublik Deutschland) in Bonn and the German Historical Museum 
(Deutsches Historisches Museum) in Berlin. In his inaugural address as Chancellor 
in October 1982, Kohl emphasised the need for reflection on German history 
(Besinnung auf die deutsche Geschichte) in the context of overcoming the division 
of the nation. He also announced the creation, in Bonn, of “a collection devoted 
to the history of Germany since 1945, dedicated to the history of our state and 
our divided nation”.6

In addition to political factors, the opening of a new chapter in Germany’s 
historical policy was profoundly influenced by the modern theory and practice 
of museology known as ‘new museology’. This approach called for museums to 
focus more on their audiences and educational activities, rather than primarily 
on the formation and preservation of collections.7 This development was linked, 
among other things, to the growing use of modern technology in exhibition 
design – including multimedia and interactive installations. Such tools freed 
curators from the limitations of displaying only original artefacts and paved 
the way for narrative museums, which constructed historical narratives by 
supplementing gaps in their collections through the use of photographs as 

5	 Ibid.
6	 H. Kohl, Regierungserklärung vom 13. Oktober 1982, ‘Stenografischer Bericht des Deutschen Bundestages von der 121. 

Sitzung’, Plenarprotokoll 9/121, S. 7227 (C).
7	 R. Starn, ‘A Historian’s Brief Guide to New Museum Studies’, The American Historical Review 2005, 110(1), pp. 68–98.
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well as scenographic and audiovisual installations. The opening of the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum in 1993 was a landmark moment in this 
evolution. Its exhibition serves as a distinctive display designed to evoke the 
visitors’ emotions. Beyond the visual and spatial effects, the museum employed 
a number of techniques to foster identification with the victims of terror – for 
example, distributing biographical cards of specific individuals together with 
entry tickets. Visitors are guided through the successive stages of the Holocaust, 
while also encountering depictions of Jewish life before the genocide and learn-
ing about the many individual fates of those who were murdered or survived.8

1. House of the History of the Federal Republic of Germany
The idea, first outlined in Kohl’s inaugural address, of creating a collection 
devoted to the history of the Federal Republic of Germany was developed 
further through the establishment of the House of the History of the Federal 
Republic of Germany. An initial concept for the institution was prepared in 
1983 by a group of experts appointed by the Minister of the Interior. The re-
sulting document was then circulated to more than one hundred institutions 
and individuals, inviting them to submit comments and opinions.9 This did 
not prevent the SPD politician Freimut Duve from criticising the government 
during a Bundestag debate in 1984 for the way the museum concept was being 
developed without parliamentary involvement and without a broader public 
debate. Duve also accused Kohl of wanting to build a monument to himself.10 
The report adopted by the federal government in 1985 stated that the central 
theme of the future exhibition would be the history of the Federal Republic of 
Germany, including its political, economic, social, and cultural achievements. 
The exhibition’s content was also intended to outline the constitutional chal-
lenge of German reunification, as well as the country’s ties with other Western 
states. The document further indicated that the museum’s presentation could 
address themes related to the development of German democracy by draw-
ing on earlier periods. The exhibition should address the era of the National 
Socialist dictatorship.11

The museum was formally established in 1986 on the basis of an ordi-
nance issued by the Minister of the Interior, and it subsequently took the 
form of a foundation created by an act of the Bundestag in 1988. The building, 
designed by Ingeborg and Hartmut Rüdiger, was constructed in Bonn between 

8	 B. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, ‘Inscenizowanie historii. Muzeum Historii Żydów Polskich Polin’ [in:] P. Kowal, K. Wolska- 
Pabian (eds.), ‘Muzeum i zmiana. Losy muzeów narracyjnych’, Warszawa–Kraków 2019, pp. 101–102.

9	 H. Schäfer, ‘Das Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland Strukturgeschichtliche Darstellung im Muse-
um’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 1988, no 2.

10	 BT-Plenarprotokoll 10/99, S. 7174A-7216C.
11	 H. Schäfer, ‘Das Haus der Geschichte…’, op. cit.

https://dserver.bundestag.de/btp/10/10099.pdf#P.7174
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1989 and 1994. Initially, the exhibition was intended to focus on the achieve-
ments of the Federal Republic of Germany. However, the country’s reunifica-
tion changed the context in which the project was implemented. Above all, it 
required the exhibition’s creators to incorporate themes relating to the history 
of the GDR. In the end, around 40% of the exhibition was devoted either to 
all-German themes or specifically to the history of the GDR.12 The exhibition 
at the House of the History of the FRG displayed nearly 7,000 original arte-
facts, while also employing multimedia materials, interactive installations, 
and scenographic elements. Officially opened by Kohl in 1994, the institution 
achieved considerable success – with more than 650,000 visitors annually, it 
became one of Germany’s most popular museums.13

The House of the History was intended to showcase the achievements of 
West Germany and to reinforce democratic identity. Yet when Kohl opened the 
building in 1994, Der Spiegel described it as the Schlussstein der Bonner Republik. 
In German, Schlussstein means a keystone – the final stone completing a Gothic 
arch – but it also sounds like the opposite of Grundstein, the cornerstone. Three 
years earlier, the Bundestag had decided to move the capital back to Berlin, so 
by 1994 the Federal President was already based there. Reviewing the exhibi-
tion, the weekly magazine – aligned with the liberal left – acknowledged that 
fears of the display being politicised by conservatives had not materialised and 
that “German post-war history has been presented in a neutral and accurate 
manner”.14

2. German Historical Museum
Kohl officially announced the construction of the German Historical Mu-

seum in 1987 during the celebrations of Berlin’s 750th anniversary. The idea 
of creating such an institution, however, had emerged earlier. It was publicly 
presented in 1981 by Richard von Weizsäcker, who at that time had taken 
office as Mayor of Berlin on behalf of the CDU.15 From the outset, the idea met 
with criticism from liberal and left-wing circles. Günter Grass and Jürgen 
Habermas spoke unfavourably about the plan to establish the museum. Hans 
Mommsen feared that the intention was to create a “binding national vision 
of history”. The Green Party politician Hans-Christian Ströbele maintained 
that it would become a propaganda institution used by the federal government 
to instrumentalise the past and to promote a form of identity that no longer 

12	 Ibid., ‘Begegnungen mit unserer eigenen Geschichte Zur Eröffnung des Hauses der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland in Bonn am 14. Juni 1994’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 1994, no. 23.

13	 S. Töniges, J. Hitz, ‘25 Jahre Haus der Geschichte’, Deutsche Welle, 14 June 2019, dw.com.
14	 ‘Geschichte auf Samtpfoten’, Der Spiegel, 5 June 1994, spiegel.de.
15	 A. Scriba, ‘Die Gründung des Deutschen Historischen Museums 1987’, Deutsches Historisches Museum, October 2012, 

dhm.de.

https://www.dw.com/de/25-jahre-haus-der-geschichte-wie-die-deutschen-seit-1945-leben/a-49129250
https://www.spiegel.de/politik/geschichte-auf-samtpfoten-a-4d42aa61-0002-0001-0000-000013690467
https://www.dhm.de/lemo/rueckblick/die-gruendung-des-deutschen-historischen-museums-1987
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existed within a divided nation. Among many left-leaning commentators, the 
involvement of the ‘neoconservative’ Michael Stürmer in the group developing 
the concept also provoked concern.16

During the ceremonial laying of the foundation plaque in 1987, Chancellor 
Kohl stated that “this museum will attempt to present German history in all 
its multidimensionality, with its brighter and darker chapters. For the many 
visitors to the city from Germany and abroad, and above all for young people, 
it will be a place of remembrance and self-reflection on the past and future 
of our nation”. Kohl also emphasised that the exhibition was to show that the 
history of Germans in the East and the West is a shared history. He underlined 
that constructing such an institution in Berlin would highlight the city’s sig-
nificance as the former capital of the state. The head of government added that 
the project was extremely important for Germany as a whole and was being 
closely observed by neighbouring countries, which was why it required expert 
discussion as well as a broad – and critical – public debate.17

The manner in which the exhibition was developed largely dispelled the 
concerns of its critics. The museum concept was drawn up by a commission of 
experts whose composition was agreed in 1985 by the Bundestag and the Berlin 
Senate. The proposal was sent to 3,000 representatives of major social and polit-
ical groups, as well as to history departments at German-speaking universities. 
Hearings and seminars were also organised.18 The final easing of the concerns 
held by liberal and left-wing circles was greatly aided by the open approach of 
the museum’s first director – Christoph Stölzl, formerly head of the Munich 
City Museum and associated with the Christian Democrats – who did not shy 
away from addressing controversial subjects in the temporary exhibitions or-
ganised prior to the opening of the main display.19 The museum was established 
in 1987 as a limited liability company overseen by the Berlin authorities. It was 
only in 2008 that the Bundestag created a foundation – the German Historical 
Museum Foundation (Stiftung Deutsches Historisches Museum) – subordinate to 
the federal minister responsible for culture and the media.20

Initially, the plan was to house the institution in the Martin-Gropius-Bau, 
with the ‘Prussian exhibition’ intended as the first step towards implement-
ing this idea. However, the concept was abandoned, and a decision was made 

16	 Ibid.; J. Rydel, Polityka historyczna w Republice Federalnej Niemiec. Zaszłości. Idee. Praktyka, Kraków 2011, after: rep.up. 
krakow.pl, pp. 185–187.

17	 H. Kohl, ‘Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin – Jubilaeumsgeschenk der Bundesrepublik Deutschland an das 
Land Berlin’, speech delivered in Berlin on 28 October 1987, bundesregierung.de (English translation of fragments of 
this speech is available at germanhistorydocs.org/en).

18	 B. Asmuss, ‘Die Dauerausstellung des Deutschen Historischen Museums: Vorgeschichte, Kritik und Gegenkritik’, Zeit-
geschichte, 1 July 2007, zeitgeschichte-online.de, pp. 1–6.

19	 N. Bernau, ‘Das Haus für ein europäisches Deutschland’, Frankfurter Rundschau, 17 January 2019, fr.de.
20	 Die Stiftung, Deutsches Historisches Museum, dhm.de.

https://rep.up.krakow.pl/xmlui/handle/11716/3021
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/service/newsletter-und-abos/bulletin/deutsches-historisches-museum-in-berlin-jubilaeumsgeschenk-der-bundesrepublik-deutschland-an-das-land-berlin-810250
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/service/newsletter-und-abos/bulletin/deutsches-historisches-museum-in-berlin-jubilaeumsgeschenk-der-bundesrepublik-deutschland-an-das-land-berlin-810250
https://germanhistorydocs.org/en/two-germanies-1961-1989/chancellor-kohl-justifies-the-creation-of-a-german-historical-museum-as-a-contribution-to-national-unity-october-28-1987
https://zeitgeschichte-online.de/themen/die-dauerausstellung-des-deutschen-historischen-museums
https://www.fr.de/kultur/haus-europaeisches-deutschland-11287663.html
https://www.dhm.de/museum/ueber-uns
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to construct a new building on a site adjacent to the – at that time yet to be 
reconstructed – Reichstag. An architectural competition was held, but before 
the project could be realised, events overtook the plans. The fall of the Berlin 
Wall took place, and the team working on the creation of the museum received 
the premises and collections of the East Berlin German Historical Museum. 
The historic Arsenal (Zeughaus) on the prestigious Unter den Linden avenue, near 
Museum Island, was therefore designated as the museum’s permanent home.21

Even before the permanent exhibition was established, a temporary dis-
play entitled ‘Images and Testimonies of German History’ (Bilder und Zeugnisse 
der deutschen Geschichte) was opened in 1994. Covering 2,500 m², it presented 
a wide selection of objects intended for inclusion in the future permanent 
exhibition. Ultimately, the renovated building housed a permanent display of 
8,000 m² featuring around 8,000 original artefacts. The permanent exhibition, 
prepared under the direction of the new president of the foundation, Professor 
Hans Ottomeyer, was officially opened by Angela Merkel in 2006.22 In parallel 
with the renovation works, construction was under way on a modern building 
for temporary exhibitions, connected to the historic Arsenal. It was designed 
by the American architect of Chinese origin I.M. Pei – known, among other 
projects, for the glass pyramid in front of the Louvre. The personal involve-
ment of Chancellor Kohl was necessary to persuade this renowned architect 
to accept the commission.23

Among the temporary exhibitions organised by the museum that attracted 
particular media attention, one especially noteworthy example is the 2010 ex-
hibition ‘Hitler and the Germans: Nation and Crime’ (Hitler und die Deutschen. 
Volksgemeinschaft und Verbrechen). It drew a very large audience as the first 
exhibition to make the figure of the Third Reich’s leader its central theme. 
Contrary to the fears of some and the hopes of others, the project did not prove 
to be a provocation, nor did it break any taboos. The curators presented the Nazi 
Führer as an object of cult-like veneration. The exhibition aligned with a line of 
historical discourse that emphasises that Nazism was not merely an imposed 
dictatorship; rather, ordinary Germans became enthralled by the leader of the 
Nazi Party and were thus complicit in the crimes perpetrated by Nazi Germany. 
The immense public interest stemmed largely from the fact that Hitler – or, 
more precisely, the cult surrounding him – was made the exhibition’s main 
theme. Another attraction was the inclusion of many previously unknown or 
little-known artefacts. This exhibition reflects the museum’s broader strategy: 

21	 Ibid.
22	 Ibid., p. 7.
23	 F. Mausbach, Bauten, die Staat machen. Erinnerungen und Geschichten von den Baustellen der Berliner Republik, Berlin 2022, 

pp. 90–96.
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to carry out numerous exhibition projects that are academically robust and 
socially resonant, while avoiding deliberately provocative interpretations.24

After the museum opened, personal and museological disputes concern-
ing the institution’s management proved far more heated than the historical 
debates about its exhibitions. As a result of internal conflicts, in 2016 the 
president of the German Historical Museum Foundation, Professor Alexander 
Koch, was forced to resign. One of the causes of the dispute was his intention 
to reduce the number of objects on display and to open the institution more 
fully to modern museum practices. Koch believed that, despite the museum’s 
considerable potential, it had become a second-tier institution. Meanwhile, 
the team built by Christoph Stölzl and Professor Hans Ottomeyer defended 
a traditional concept of the museum, one that relies almost exclusively on 
original artefacts.25

3. The Jewish Museum in Berlin
The process of creating the Jewish Museum Berlin began independently of the 
political debates and museological transformations of the 1980s, yet it was ulti-
mately shaped by them. In 1971, on the occasion of the 300th anniversary of the 
Jewish community, the idea emerged of establishing a permanent exhibition 
on the history of Jews within the framework of the Berlin Museum. The de-
cision to construct a new building was taken at the end of the 1980s. The city 
authorities then resolved to add a new wing to the Baroque Kollegienhaus, the 
former courthouse. The architectural competition announced at that time 
was won by Daniel Libeskind – an American architect of Polish-Jewish origin. 
The building was designed in the form of a deconstructed, fractured Star of 
David symbolising the tragic fate of the Jewish people. Conceived as a monu-
mental sculpture, the structure is characterised by sharp angles and voids, 
evoking the absence of the Jewish community today and the loss suffered by 
Germany. A further element of the design was the ‘Holocaust Tower’ – an empty, 
concrete, open-topped space intended to encourage silence and reflection.26

Construction of the museum began in 1992, and the building – still without 
a permanent exhibition – opened in 1999. Its mission and role were only defined 
in 1997, when Michael Blumenthal was invited to take charge of the institution. 
The new director had been born in Germany, was a survivor of the Holocaust, 
and had pursued a career in the United States as a businessman and politician, 

24	 K. Pieper, Ausstellungsrezension after: ‘Hitler und die Deutschen. Volksgemeinschaft und Verbrechen’, 15 October  
2010 – 27 February 2011, H-Soz-Kult, 22 January 2011, hsozkult.de.

25	 S.-F. Kellerhoff, ‘Hässlicher Abgang am Deutschen Historischen Museum’, Die Welt, 12 May 2016, welt.de.
26	 J. Frank, W.H. Weitzer, ‘Das Jüdische Museum Berlin’, The Federal Agency for Civic Education, 5 November 2021, bpb.de; 

S. Erlanger, ‘A Memory-Strewn Celebration of Germany’s Jews’, The New York Times, 10 September 2001, nytimes.com.
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rising to the position of Secretary of the Treasury in the administration of 
Jimmy Carter. Blumenthal had a clear vision for the institution: he wanted 
it to showcase the achievements of German Jews. He also sought to persuade 
leading West German politicians to make the museum a nationwide, rather 
than purely municipal, project. He succeeded, and in 2001 the Bundestag 
established the federal Jewish Museum Berlin Foundation (Stiftung Jüdisches 
Museum Berlin). The curatorial team prepared a narrative permanent exhibition 
covering 3,500 m², designed to present 2,000 years of German-Jewish history 
as an integral part of Germany’s past. The museum team used not only original 
artefacts but also multimedia, replicas, and reproductions.27

The building was opened to the public in 2001 in the presence of the Fed-
eral President, Johannes Rau, and the Federal Chancellor, Gerhard Schröder. 
At the ceremonial opening, Blumenthal stated: “I want Germans, when they 
think of the word ‘Jew’, to think of something other than Auschwitz and guilt. 
I want them to think of the Jews as people – and here are their faces – who were 
loyal citizens and helped build the country. A sense of national responsibility 
is different from a sense of guilt”. In his speech, Rau stated that the history of 
German–Jewish relations could not be reduced to the Holocaust. He also high-
lighted the contribution of Jews to German and European culture. “The roots of 
Europe do not lie solely in Christendom”. Historian and writer Fritz Stern, also 
present at the ceremony, observed that Germany is perhaps the only country 
that builds monuments on its own soil to those who were killed by its own 
government and its own people.28

The reservoir of trust the museum had built up during Blumenthal’s 
tenure eroded significantly in the years that followed. This was largely due to 
his successor – Professor Peter Schäfer, previously a lecturer in the history of 
Judaism at Princeton University – whose actions on several occasions provoked 
criticism of the institution from the Israeli government and from the German 
Jewish community. In the spring of 2017, the museum opened the exhibition 
‘Welcome to Jerusalem’, which presented Jerusalem as a place claimed by the 
followers of three religions – Jews, Christians, and Muslims. The exhibition 
and its accompanying educational programme were poorly received by the 
Jewish community and by the authorities of the State of Israel, who judged that 
it reflected a Palestinian and Muslim perspective. Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu called on the German government to halt funding for the museum 
and for several other projects. According to the Israeli authorities, these had 
become platforms for presentations by members of the BDS movement (Boycott, 

27	 A. Posener, M. Blumenthal, ‘Das Jüdische Museum in Berlin wird jüdischer’, Die Welt, 19 June 2014, welt.de.
28	 S. Erlanger, ‘A Memory-Strewn Celebration of Germany’s Jews’, op. cit.
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Divestment, and Sanctions),29 which advocates a boycott of Israeli-made goods.30 
The author of the Jewish online weekly Jüdische Allgemeine pointed out that the 
exhibition included Palestinian propaganda images presented without com-
mentary – for example, the Muslim holy site, the Dome of the Rock, wrapped 
in an Arab keffiyeh (scarf or head covering) bearing the image of a Kalashnikov 
rifle, or shown gripped by black pincers on which a Star of David had been 
drawn. The exhibition also displayed the wall dividing Jerusalem but made 
no mention of the reasons for its construction – namely, Palestinian terror-
ism. Nor was there any reference to the pro-Nazi stance of the Grand Mufti of 
Jerusalem during the Second World War.31

Peter Schäfer again provoked criticism by receiving the cultural attaché 
of Iran at the museum, and the final nail in the coffin for the director was 
a tweet posted on the institution’s account linking to an article from the left-
wing newspaper Die Tageszeitung. The article challenged a Bundestag resolu-
tion describing the BDS movement as antisemitic. The director of the Jewish 
Museum was publicly criticised by the President of the Central Council of 
Jews in Germany, Josef Schuster, who wrote on Twitter: “Enough is enough. 
It seems the Jewish Museum has completely spun out of control. Under these 
circumstances, one has to ask whether the term ‘Jewish’ is still appropriate…”. 
Following these scandals, Schäfer resigned.32

Meanwhile, from 2017 onwards, work was under way to modernise the 
Jewish Museum’s permanent exhibition. The new display was opened during 
the pandemic in 2020 by the institution’s new director, the Dutch museum 
specialist Hetty Berg. The renewed presentation of the history of German Jews 
did not provoke any major controversy. The exhibition is better adapted to the 
challenging architecture of Libeskind’s building, which avoids right angles – it 
no longer ‘fights against’ the structure, as the previous display had done, but 
instead seeks to make use of its qualities. The designers avoided scenographic 
literalness, drawing instead on works of art, and in the section devoted to the 
Holocaust the exhibition itself – as Zofia Wóycicka writes – becomes an artistic 
installation. In its new form, the museum’s narrative is broadly chronological 
but includes thematic ‘islands’ explaining aspects of religion and culture and 
exploring Jewish identity in greater depth.

In response to comments from visitors to the earlier version of the ex-
hibition, the display was expanded to include a section devoted to the period 

29	 S.J. Hofmann, ‘Was steckt hinter der Bewegung BDS?’, Deutsche Welle, 2 December 2017, dw.com.
30	 M. Eddy, I. Kershner, ‘Jerusalem Criticizes Berlin’s Jewish Museum for ‘Anti-Israel Activity’’, The New York Times, 

23 December 2018, nytimes.com.
31	 J. Bernstein, ‘»Einseitig und relativierend«’, Jüdische Allgemeine, 28 March 2019, juedische-allgemeine.de.
32	 T. Landsberg, ‘Direktor des Jüdischen Museums zurückgetreten’, Deutsche Welle, 14 June 2019, dw.com.
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of National Socialism and the Holocaust, as well as to the post-war history of 
German Jews. This period is presented through their eyes – showing a range of 
personal attitudes and choices in the face of increasing terror. The exhibition 
does not seek to shock visitors with photographs of victims or images of con-
centration camps; nor does it feature perpetrators, their profiles, or their uni-
forms. Instead, it presents the facts and provides essential information. A map 
of the extermination camps is shown, along with key details about the sites of 
the crimes. According to the curators, this narrative approach is intended to 
highlight the responsibility of German society as a whole, rather than solely 
that of the Nazi regime. The installation devoted to post-war reckoning with 
Nazism focuses exclusively on the issue of compensation. It does not include 
information on denazification, the Auschwitz trials, or the Eichmann trial.33

There is no reason to doubt the curators’ explanation that avoiding a more 
extensive presentation of mass murder and of the profiles of Nazi security of-
ficials was intended to prevent the exhibition from focusing solely on the guilt 
of the direct perpetrators. From a Polish perspective, however, such decisions 
are difficult to endorse. Today, we are becoming increasingly distant from 
the Second World War, and historical knowledge is becoming more indistinct, 
which strongly influences – and will continue to influence – how visitors 
perceive past events. The absence of a clear identification of the perpetrators, 
combined with the widely known fact that the ‘factories of death’ were located 
on the territory of occupied Poland, may subconsciously lead to the conclusion 
that Poles were the authors of, or at least complicit in, the Nazi killing machine.

The shadow of National Socialism and the Holocaust

An important role among German museums is played by institutions dedicated 
to commemorating the victims of National Socialist crimes and the history of 
the Holocaust. On the one hand, their establishment is motivated by a sense 
of responsibility; on the other, it reflects an awareness that a memory policy 
focused on these crimes enabled Germany to regain an equal place among 
the nations of the West. It may also be argued that funding such exhibitions 
and memorial sites serves as a form of political counterbalance to initiatives 
aimed at restoring the value of national history. It is a way of declaring that 
maintaining tradition does not extend to themes associated with nationalism 
and antisemitism. Behind the memory policy that highlights German crimes 

33	 G.  Seibt, ‘Neuanfang im Jüdischen Museum Berlin: Schönheit, Sprache, Täuschung, Mord’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 
21 August 2020, sueddeutsche.de; Z. Wóycicka, ‘W poszukiwaniu trzeciej drogi. Nowa wystawa stała w Muzeum Ży-
dowskim w Berlinie (część „Katastrofa”)’, Zagłada Żydów. Studia i Materiały, no. 19 (2023), pp. 673–684, zagladazydow.pl.

https://www.sueddeutsche.de/kultur/juedisches-museum-berlin-daueraustellung-kritik-1.5002446
https://zagladazydow.pl/index.php/zz/issue/view/24


History museums in Germany’s memory policy 235

lies another insight: that acknowledging guilt creates a form of moral capital, 
which is at times deployed in German politics.34

1. Topography of Terror
The creation of the ‘Prussian exhibition’ stimulated interest in the area oppo-
site the Martin-Gropius-Bau – the site of the former palace of Prince Albrecht, 
where the Gestapo headquarters had been located during the war. Even before 
the exhibition opened, proposals emerged to establish on the Prinz-Albrecht-
Gelände either a complex documenting Nazi crimes or a Holocaust memorial. 
In connection with the 50th anniversary, in 1983, of the Nazi Party’s ascent to 
power in Germany, the idea of creating an exhibition in Berlin devoted to the 
crimes of the Third Reich was discussed. This initiative was first proposed by 
the Berlin left-wing group Alternative List (Alternative Liste). Finally, the SPD 
in the Senate of West Berlin submitted a formal motion for the “construction 
of a memorial to the victims of the National Socialist regime” (Errichtung eines 
Mahnmals für die Opfer der nationalsozialistischen Gewaltherrschaft), which led 
to the announcement of the first competition to design the redevelopment of 
the former Gestapo headquarters site.35

The exhibition on Nazi crimes was eventually created in 1987 and was 
entitled ‘Topography of Terror: The Gestapo, the SS, and the Reich Security 
Main Office on the Prinz-Albrecht-Gelände’ (Topographie des Terrors. Gestapo, 
SS und Reichssicherheitshauptamt auf dem Prinz-Albrecht-Gelände). It was opened 
in a temporary pavilion as part of the ‘Berlin, Berlin’ exhibition marking the 
city’s 750th anniversary. Historian Reinhard Rürup played a particularly 
important role in the project. He was also the originator of the name ‘Topog-
raphy of Terror’ (Topographie des Terrors), which was adopted by the emerging 
institution. The team working on the development of the project was separated 
out in 1992 as the Topography of Terror Documentation Centre Foundation, 
subordinate to Berliner Festspiele, the organisation responsible for coordinat-
ing major cultural and anniversary projects in the city. Three years later, in 
1995, the Topography of Terror Foundation (Die Stiftung Topographie des Terrors) 
obtained full legal independence.36

The road to creating the permanent exhibition, however, was still a long 
one. The competition for the building’s design was won in 1993 by Swiss architect 
Peter Zumthor, but construction, which began in 1997, was halted two years 
later due to technical problems and a major escalation of costs. The failure of 

34	 M. Łuczewski, Kapitał moralny. Polityki historyczne w późnej nowoczesności, Kraków 2017.
35	 Y. Müller, ‘Bilanz eines Versuchs. Die Preußen-Ausstellung von 1981…’, op. cit.; Verdrängte Geschichte, Stiftung Topo-

graphie des Terrors, topographie.de.
36	 Ibid.
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the project forced Rürup to resign, after which historian and rabbi Andreas Na-
chama assumed leadership of the institution. A new architectural competition 
was eventually announced, and the building – together with the surrounding 
grounds – was completed according to a concept by Ursula Wilms and Heinz 
W. Hallmann. The pavilion was opened to the public in 2010. One of the chal-
lenges faced by the designers involved preserving the surviving underground 
parts of the complex, which had endured despite wartime destruction. In the 
end, these were secured, and part of the exhibition was installed in the exposed 
original cellars of Prince Albrecht’s palace.37

The Topography of Terror Documentation Centre is arranged in a delib-
erately simple manner. Inside the modernist pavilion are panels featuring 
photographs, maps, and charts that present, step by step, the creation of the 
Nazi apparatus of terror, its expansion, and the crimes committed both in 
Germany and in the occupied countries of Europe. The exhibition also covers 
the collapse of the Third Reich and the post-war reckoning with Nazism and its 
perpetrators. In addition to the main exhibition, the Centre includes a display 
illustrating Nazi rule and the atmosphere of terror that prevailed in Berlin at 
the time. The institution also conducts extensive educational activities and 
maintains a specialist library. The impact of the exhibition lies in its central 
urban location and the authenticity of the site itself – it attracts more than 
a million visitors each year.38

2. The Holocaust Memorial
The educational exhibition forming part of the Holocaust Memorial (Holo-
caust-Mahnmal) – officially named the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of 
Europe (Denkmal für die ermordeten Juden Europas) – addresses the challenges 
of presenting the Holocaust more directly than the Jewish Museum does. 
The origins of the project are linked to an initiative launched by television and 
radio journalist Lea Rosh and the association Perspektive Berlin. Initially, the 
proponents sought a location on the Prinz-Albrecht-Gelände, competing with 
the founders of the Topography of Terror Documentation Centre. Ultimately, 
however, after German reunification, a two-hectare site near the Brandenburg 
Gate was designated for the construction of the memorial.39

The first controversy surrounding the Holocaust Memorial concerned, 
above all, whether such a site should be created at all. This question was 
largely settled by the position taken by German Jewish organisations. In 1993, 
the chairman of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, Ignatz Bubis, made 

37	 Ibid.
38	 Topographie des Terrors, topographie.de.
39	 J. Rydel, op. cit., pp. 213–215.
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his consent to the establishment of a German memorial to the victims of war 
and tyranny (Neue Wache) conditional on Chancellor Kohl’s support for the 
construction of the memorial. Subsequently, a fierce debate accompanied the 
selection of its artistic concept. Following an unsuccessful first competition, 
in which the design by German architect Christine Jacobs-Marks was chosen, 
a new procedure was launched, and the project by US architect Peter Eisenman 
was selected. In 1999, after the SPD came to power, the Bundestag approved 
the construction of the memorial in this form. Ultimately, 2,711 concrete slabs 
resembling stelae were installed on the site in central Berlin.40 The memorial 
site also includes underground spaces for exhibitions, conferences, and edu-
cational activities. These made it possible to create a permanent exhibition 
based on multimedia and artistic installations.

Memory of the communist dictatorship and Germany’s division

The themes that have perhaps received the most extensive representation in 
the historical museology of contemporary Germany are the communist dic-
tatorship, the division of the country, the dramatic experiences of escapees 
from the GDR, and the fates of families torn apart. To a large extent, this is 
the domain of memorial sites (Gedenkstätten), often created spontaneously in 
the first months and years after the fall of communism and German reunifi-
cation, in original locations associated with repression, the operations of the 
Stasi political police, and the Berlin Wall. The work of institutions dedicated 
to the memory of the communist dictatorship was the subject of an analysis 
conducted by the Commission of Experts for the Establishment of the Historical 
Association ‘Coming to Terms with the SED Dictatorship’ (Expertenkommission 
zur Schaffung eines Geschichtsverbunds „Aufarbeitung der SED-Diktatur“) – the 
so-called Sabrow Commission, appointed by the government of Gerhard 
Schröder. Its task was to coordinate and rationalise the state’s activities in the 
field of addressing the legacy of the communist dictatorship and to define the 
necessary measures to be taken at the federal level.41

In its report published in 2006, the Sabrow Commission formulated the 
principle that memory policy concerning communism should rest on three 
pillars: ‘Power – Society – Resistance’ (Herrschaft – Gesellschaft – Widerstand), 
‘Control and Persecution’ (Überwachung und Verfolgung), and ‘Division and 

40	 Ibid., pp. 201–222; ‘Holocaust-Denkmal: Chronik eines langen Streites’, Deutsche Welle, 10 May 2005, dw.com.
41	 S.  Jones, 2015, ‘(Extra)ordinary Life: The Rhetoric of Representing the Socialist Everyday After Unification’, German 
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the Border’ (Teilung und Grenze). Individual institutions, including museums, 
were expected to develop their work within these three areas. What provoked 
controversy, however, was not this tripartite structure – which to a large 
extent simply described the existing situation – but rather the criticism that 
memory policy was excessively focused on the theme of repression. The Com-
mission recommended greater attention be paid to everyday life. The report 
stated, among other things, that institutions dealing with the history of the 
GDR had so far focused mainly on presenting the repressive apparatus and 
its victims, while insufficiently addressing aspects of daily life. The report 
was criticised by memorial institutions, whose representatives argued that 
it sought to dilute the subject of communist terror. Hubertus Knabe, director 
of the Hohenschönhausen Memorial, described it as an attempt to “decree 
Ostalgie from above”. The Commission’s proposals were also described as “the 
GDR in a light version”. Rainer Eckert, head of the Forum of Contemporary 
History in Leipzig and a member of the Sabrow Commission, defended the 
publication, arguing that the report was not calling for a nostalgic portrayal 
of history but for an end to the rigid opposition between the remembrance 
of everyday life and that of dictatorship and repression. It sought, he said, to 
highlight the responsibility of ordinary people for their participation in the 
system, which – according to him – is an aspect that becomes blurred if one 
focuses exclusively on the security apparatus and its victims.42

The findings of the Sabrow Commission and the debate surrounding them 
influenced the activities of the German state. The creation of later exhibitions, 
such as the one at the Museum in the Kulturbrauerei in Berlin, can be seen 
as an example of the German state engaging with the theme of everyday life 
in the GDR. The idea of establishing ‘pillars’ of memory policy also shaped the 
state’s involvement in creating foundations that organise the work of memo-
rial sites and museums. One example of such an organisation is the Stiftung 
Berliner Mauer, established by the Berlin Senate with support from the federal 
authorities, which brings together memorial sites devoted to the division of 
Germany and the Berlin Wall.43

A new set of recommendations for action in the field of memory policy was 
prepared following the election under the direction of Bernd Neumann (CDU), 
the federal minister responsible for culture and the media in the cabinet of 
Angela Merkel. The document ‘Updating the Concept for Federal Memorial Sites: 
Assuming Responsibility, Strengthening Efforts at Coming to Terms with the 
Past, Deepening Remembrance’ (Fortschreibung der Gedenkstättenkonzeption 

42	 Ibid.; C. Dippel, ‘Debatte um Erinnerung an SED-Diktatur Publikation zur Sabrow-Kommission’, Tagesspiegel, 11 April 
2007, tagesspiegel.de.

43	 Entwicklung, Stiftung Berliner Mauer, stiftung-berliner-mauer.de.
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des Bundes. Verantwortung wahrnehmen, Aufarbeitung verstärken, Gedenken ver-
tiefen) became the subject of debate in the Bundestag. The report stated, among 
other things, that maintaining memorial sites dedicated to Nazi crimes and 
communist repression falls within the responsibilities of the federal states. 
Federal support was to be granted only in special cases: when an institution 
had national or international significance; when the authenticity of the site 
warranted it; when the manner of commemoration exemplified the remem-
brance of particular aspects of Nazi terror (NS-Terrorherrschaft) or the com-
munist dictatorship (SED-Diktatur); when the project was of high quality; or 
when the institution’s work contributed to strengthening cooperation between 
memorial sites.44

1. The Stasi Museum
The first exhibition devoted to the system of repression in the GDR was opened 
at the Centre for the Memory and Study of GDR Stalinism (Gedenk- und For-
schungsstelle zum DDR-Stalinismus), located in the former headquarters of the 
Ministry for State Security (Stasi), which today operates as the Stasi Museum 
(Stasimuseum). It was established in the summer of 1990, prior to German 
reunification. The initial decision to create it was taken by the last – and only 
democratically elected – government of the GDR, led by Lothar de Maizière. 
However, rapid political developments meant that the institution was not 
established as a public body. Instead, responsibility for preserving the former 
Stasi headquarters was assumed by the Anti-Stalinist Action Berlin-Normann-
enstrasse (Antistalinistische Aktion Berlin-Normannenstraße; ASTAK), a citizens’ 
initiative. The Museum continues to operate under this legal form to this day.45

The Stasi Museum is the oldest and also the simplest exhibition in Berlin 
focusing on the activities of the communist regime. In the original rooms of 
the former office building, objects and memorabilia connected with the com-
munist security services have been assembled – for example, listening devices 
and authentic office furnishings. The artefacts are accompanied by panels 
with photographs and infographics presenting the history of the repressive 
apparatus, its officials, and its victims.

2. Marienfelde
In 1993, the association Memorial Site Marienfelde Refugee Camp (Erinne-
rungsstätte Notaufnahmelager Marienfelde) was established to assume respon-
sibility for the Marienfelde transit camp for refugees and resettlers from the 

44	 Fortschreibung der Gedenkstättenkonzeption des Bundes – Verantwortung wahrnehmen, Aufarbeitung verstärken, 
Gedenken vertiefen, Drucksache 16/9875, Deutscher Bundestag, 19 June 2008, dip.bundestag.de.

45	 Stasimuseum, stasimuseum.de.
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GDR, which had operated in West Berlin during the Cold War. The museum 
established on this site became the central place of remembrance for escapes 
and resettlements from the GDR. It also set standards for museum practice, 
for example through the use of audio and video materials containing witness 
testimoniess, which later became a characteristic and enduring feature of 
German exhibitions devoted to contemporary history.46

Since 2008, Marienfelde has been part of the Berlin Wall Foundation. 
A programme for preserving memorial sites connected with the division of 
Berlin was developed in 2005 for the city’s Senate, in cooperation with the 
Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and the Media. On the basis 
of the document Comprehensive Concept for Commemorating the Berlin Wall 
(Gesamtkonzept zur Erinnerung an die Berliner Mauer), the Berlin Senate estab-
lished the Berlin Wall Foundation (Stiftung Berliner Mauer) in September 2008, 
with the support of the Federal Chancellery. Within it, alongside Marienfelde, 
there is also the Berlin Wall Memorial (Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer) and several 
other sites.47

A separate institution is the Hohenschönhausen Memorial (Gedenkstätte 
Hohenschönhausen), which has existed since 1994 and operates in the buildings 
of the former remand prison for political detainees. It was first established 
by the NKVD and later operated by the GDR’s Stasi security police. Today the 
museum functions as the Hohenschönhausen Memorial Foundation, founded 
in 2000 by the Berlin state authorities with support from the federal budget. 
In addition to the original cells and the interrogation and administrative 
rooms, the site includes a permanent exhibition entitled ‘Prisoners in Ho-
henschönhausen. Testimonies of Political Persecution 1945–1989’ (Gefangene in 
Hohenschönhausen. Zeugnisse politischer Verfolgung 1945–1989), covering around 
700 square metres. The display presents personal effects, photographs, and 
infographics, and features several dozen multimedia stations that convey, in 
a modern manner, the history of the prison, the GDR’s repressive apparatus, 
and the experiences of those held there.48

Among the permanent exhibitions installed in historic locations in the 
capital and relating to the Berlin Wall and the communist dictatorship, partic-
ular mention should be made of the exhibition ‘Border Experience. Everyday 
Life in Divided Germany’ (GrenzErfahrungen. Alltag der deutschen Teilung). 
It was opened in 2011 in the pavilion of the former border crossing at Fried-
richstrasse underground station – the so-called Palace of Tears (Tränenpalast). 

46	 Die Erinnerungsstätte, Stiftung Berliner Mauer, stiftung-berliner-mauer.de; S. Handro, ‘Musealisierte Zeitzeugen. 
Ein Dilemma’, Public History Weekly, 17 April 2014, public-history-weekly.org.
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The exhibition operates as a branch of the House of the History of the Federal 
Republic of Germany in Bonn, which is funded by the federal government.49

To complete the picture of museum representations devoted to the com-
munist dictatorship and the division of Berlin, it is worth mentioning the 
widely-visited and privately run Wall Museum – Checkpoint Charlie (Mauer-
museum – Haus am Checkpoint Charlie). It has operated since 1963 at the former 
Checkpoint Charlie border crossing. Chronologically, its establishment falls 
outside the timeframe of this text – the institution was created during the 
Cold War, has a strongly anti-communist message, and is housed in adapted 
rooms of a historic tenement building. The exhibition focuses on the history 
of the Berlin Wall and on escapes across the border. It is engaging, but it has 
a distinctly commercial character.50

3. Everyday life and the activity of the opposition in the GDR
Exhibitions devoted to the GDR – its politics and everyday life – are a separate 
category. As with the history of repression, this field includes both grassroots 
initiatives that later received state support (as in Eisenhüttenstadt) and in-
stitutions created from the top down, implementing policies developed in the 
Federal Chancellery or at the federal state level and entrusted to professional 
museum specialists.

The Documentation Centre for the Culture of Everyday Life in the GDR 
(Eisenhüttenstädter Dokumentationszentrum Alltagskultur der DDR), established 
as early as 1993, was the first centre to begin systematically collecting objects 
connected with everyday life in the GDR. It was established in the workers’ 
town of Eisenhüttenstadt in Brandenburg, built during the GDR period along-
side the steelworks on the River Oder. Since 2016, this museum has received 
support from the federal state, and in 2021 it was merged with the Kunstarchiv 
Beeskow art collection from the communist era. It has since operated under 
the name Museum Utopie und Alltag.51 The theme of everyday life in the GDR 
is also addressed by the exhibition at the Museum in the Kulturbrauerei in 
Berlin’s Prenzlauer Berg district. The permanent exhibition, opened in 2013, 
is entitled ‘Everyday Life in the GDR’ and serves as a response to various 
commercial initiatives portraying daily life under communism. The museum 
operates as a branch of the Bonn-based House of the History of the Federal 
Republic of Germany Foundation.52

49	 S. Handro, ‘Musealisierte Zeitzeugen. Ein Dilemma’, op. cit.; Organisation, op. cit.
50	 Mauermuseum, mauermuseum.de.
51	 A. Ludwig, ‘Musealisierung der Zeitgeschichte. Die DDR im Kontext’, Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 5 October 
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In 1999, on the 10th anniversary of the Leipzig demonstrations that played 
a major role in bringing down the communist regime in the GDR, the Forum of 
Contemporary History (Zeitgeschichtliches Forum) was established in Leipzig. 
On the basis of a Bundestag decision, the museum operates as a branch of the 
House of the History of the Federal Republic of Germany in Bonn, and its main 
mission is to present the activities of the opposition in the GDR. The Forum of 
Contemporary History is housed in a converted former trade fair building in 
the city centre. The exhibition includes more than 2,000 objects, photographs, 
and films illustrating the political history and everyday life of the GDR.53

Alongside professionally run museums and memorial institutions – usually 
funded from federal and state budgets – numerous commercial exhibitions 
have emerged in Germany, aimed at attracting tourists and often drawing on 
elements of ‘Ostalgie’. In 2015, there were 30 such venues. The best known is 
the privately run GDR Museum (DDR Museum) in Berlin, opened in 2006 on the 
banks of the Spree, near Unter den Linden. It uses the slogan ‘history you can 
touch’. The interactive exhibition not only allows visitors to view displays but 
also to handle most of the exhibits: visitors can open the drawers of furniture 
containing various everyday objects and documents, sit in a Trabant, or try on 
clothes made in the GDR. Multimedia materials and interactive educational 
games further engage visitors. The museum holds a collection of more than 
360,000 objects.54

New wave of museum initiatives

At the turn of the twenty-first century, a number of initiatives were launched 
which, in various ways, responded to the success of the earlier historical 
museums. They often develop themes that were only marginally represented 
in existing institutions and typically address the expectations of political 
circles and pressure groups. Their creation is frequently associated with the 
emergence of new fields of memory-related dispute – both internationally and 
within Germany itself.

1. The Centre against Expulsions / Foundation Flight, Expulsion, Reconciliation
The idea of creating an exhibition on the forced expulsion of Germans after 
the Second World War emerged before the year 2000. For many years it was 
associated with the work of the CDU parliamentarian Erika Steinbach, who 

53	 A. Ludwig, ‘Musealisierung der Zeitgeschichte. Die DDR im Kontext’, op. cit.
54	 N. Lindner, ‘Mit der Wende schlagartig historisch’, Deutschlandfunk-Programme, 1 October 2015, deutschlandfunk.de; 
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became head of the Federation of Expellees in 1998. The initial success of the 
initiative stemmed from modernising the way the subject was presented. Stein-
bach decided to move away from portraying the expulsions solely in terms of 
the injustices suffered by Germans at the hands of their eastern neighbours, 
and from linking the topic with demands for border revision. The centre was 
intended primarily as a place for addressing collective trauma. Steinbach 
also sought to universalise the issue by presenting it as a human rights issue. 
She argued that the German expulsions should be presented in the context of 
other forced resettlements and expulsions of the twentieth century. The ex-
hibition concept also envisaged acknowledging the crimes committed by Nazi 
Germany, especially the Holocaust. A key factor in the project’s success was 
the involvement of politicians and intellectuals from outside the conservative 
milieu. Alongside Steinbach, one of the leading advocates of the initiative was 
the Social Democrat Peter Glotz. Others also became strongly engaged in the 
project, among them Helga Hirsch – a journalist formerly associated with the 
1968 student protest movement, who for a time had even been a member of 
the communist (Maoist) organisation KPD-Aufbauorganisation and who, in 
the 1980s, as a correspondent for the West German press, supported the Polish 
anti-communist opposition.55

The exhibition concept met with strong criticism both in Poland, including 
in mainstream media such as Gazeta Wyborcza and Polityka, and in Germany 
itself, where the chairman of the German–Polish parliamentary group, SPD 
deputy Markus Meckel, opposed the idea. A German–Polish proposal also 
emerged in the public sphere to organise an exhibition on forced expulsions 
in Wrocław and to establish an international network of memory institutions. 
This latter initiative later took shape as the European Network Remembrance 
and Solidarity, although today it deals with a broad range of themes related to 
the difficult history of the twentieth century.56 A further response to the Centre 
Against Expulsions was the idea of constructing the Museum of the Second 
World War, proposed in the autumn of 2007 by Professor Paweł Machcewicz 
and subsequently carried out between 2008 and 2017 by a team of historians 
and museum specialists under his direction.57

Ultimately, in 2002 the Bundestag adopted a decision supporting Stein-
bach’s project, but made it conditional, among other things, on extensive 
consultations with academic circles in Germany and abroad. Consequently, 
the implementation of the initiative was postponed. It was only in 2008 that 
the government of Angela Merkel decided to establish the Foundation Flight, 

55	 J. Rydel, op. cit., pp. 253–266.
56	 Ibid., pp. 268–279.
57	 P. Machcewicz, Spory o historię 2000–2011, Kraków 2012, pp. 249–253.
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Expulsion, Reconciliation (Stiftung Flucht, Vertreibung, Versöhnung) as an insti-
tution subordinate to the German Historical Museum Foundation. Under Polish 
pressure, and owing in part to the involvement of Władysław Bartoszewski, 
who at the time was the plenipotentiary of Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk 
for international dialogue, Erika Steinbach did not enter the Foundation’s 
governing bodies. Yet the disputes surrounding the project did not subside. 
The conflict was reignited by provocative articles written by Professor Man-
fred Kittel, appointed director of the organisation in 2009. In an article for 
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, he claimed, for example, that the Slavs had 
succumbed to a ‘highly contagious expulsions virus’. In this climate, several 
people resigned, among them the Polish member of the Foundation’s academic 
council, Professor Tomasz Szarota, and Helga Hirsch.58

Another crisis occurred in 2014, when the Foundation presented the ex-
hibition ‘Twice a Stranger’ in the building of the German Historical Museum. 
It expanded on a Greek project of the same name and showed the fate of people 
who had been forcibly displaced in the twentieth century. The starting point 
was the resettlement of Greeks and Turks after the First World War. Manfred 
Kittel was forced to remove the section devoted to the expulsion of Germans 
from Poland, as it did not meet the Foundation’s standards. He was accused of 
organising the exhibition without consulting the academic council. He resigned 
after the council met with the federal minister responsible for culture and the 
media, Monika Grütters (CDU).59

The work on the permanent exhibition was finally completed under the 
new director, Dr Gundula Bavendamm. The Foundation’s headquarters was 
constructed in central Berlin, near Anhalter station. The exhibition was offi-
cially opened by Angela Merkel on 21 June 2021. Its main permanent section 
concerns the forced displacement of Germans during the Second World War 
and includes personal effects, photographs, and multimedia materials. Impor-
tantly, the exhibition begins by outlining the causes of the war and the rise 
of the Nazi regime in Germany. It then presents the terror of the occupation 
and the forced displacements carried out by the Third Reich. Only against this 
background are the experiences of Germans shown – those fleeing the Red 
Army, often forcibly removed from their homes even under official decisions 
made by German authorities. The exhibition then addresses the decisions 
agreed by the three powers at the Potsdam Conference and the forced expul-
sions from the territories of Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the USSR. It presents 
the dramatic fates of individuals and families, as well as the difficult process 

58	 J. Rydel, op. cit., pp. 279–284.
59	 S.-F. Kellerhoff, ‘Streit in Vertriebenen-Stiftung endet mit Rauswurf ’, Die Welt, 16 December 2014, welt.de.
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of integration in the FRG and the GDR. A key element of the exhibition’s final 
part concerns the political circumstances leading to Germany’s recognition of 
its eastern borders and to reconciliation with the USSR, Poland, and Czecho-
slovakia. In addition to the section devoted to the fate of Germans, visitors 
can also explore a multimedia exhibition focusing on forced displacement 
in different parts of the world, violence, and the challenges associated with 
integration into new homelands.60

The exhibition of the Foundation Flight, Expulsion, Reconciliation in its 
present form does not give rise to objections. It presents the experiences of 
Germans honestly, set within the context of the criminal policies pursued by 
Nazi Germany in the occupied countries of Europe. One can only hope that 
the transfer of responsibility for the Foundation, envisaged in the CDU–SPD 
coalition agreement of March 2025, from the Federal Chancellery to the Min-
istry of the Interior – which traditionally maintains ties with the expellees’ 
organisations – will not lead to changes in the way history is presented or result 
in the introduction of controversial content into the exhibition.61

2. Ort des Erinnerns und der Begegnung mit Polen
In the autumn of 2017, inspired by earlier statements made by Władysław 
Bartoszewski, Florian Mausbach, the former president of the Federal Office for 
Building and Regional Planning, put forward a proposal to build a memorial 
dedicated to the victims of the German occupation of Poland. It was intended 
to serve as an important symbol of reconciliation and as a response to the 
problem of Germans’ limited knowledge of Nazi crimes in occupied Poland. 
Mausbach’s appeal was supported by many figures who had contributed to 
fostering good German–Polish relations. Among the initiators were Dieter 
Bingen, former director of the Polish Institute in Germany, and respected 
CDU and SPD politicians, including former presidents of the Bundestag Rita 
Süssmuth and Wolfgang Thierse.62

The German political class reacted with reluctance to Mausbach’s pro-
posal. Several arguments against the commemoration were put forward by 
the Holocaust scholar Stephan Lehnstaedt. He argued that most Polish victims 
had already been honoured through the construction of the Memorial to the 
Murdered Jews of Europe (the Holocaust Memorial). Moreover, construct-
ing a monument for ‘real’ Poles would diminish the significance of Jewish 
victims and would amount to a return to the division of victims according 

60	 V. Witting, ‘Flucht und Vertreibung – Ort des Erinnerns’, Deutsche Welle, 21 June 2021, dw.com.
61	 Verantwortung für Deutschland. Koalitionsvertrag zwischen CDU, CSU und SPD, koalitionsvertrag2025.de.
62	 F. Mausbach, Bauten, die Staat machen. Erinnerungen und Geschichten von den Baustellen der Berliner Republik, op. cit., 
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to the racial categories imposed by the Nazis. The historian’s reasoning also 
contained the accusation that such a form of commemoration would serve as 
a ‘sign of nationalism’. Other opponents of the memorial pointed to the prac-
tical consequences of such a move. Building a monument for Polish victims 
could lead to similar claims from other nations that had suffered – Russians, 
Greeks, or Czechs.63 In addition to the concerns expressed publicly, there were 
also political manoeuvres directed at voters who – regardless of the actual 
facts – believe that Germany has already done enough in terms of symbolic 
and material atonement. The mainstream parties do not wish to risk losing 
votes to the AfD, a party without scruples and deliberately ‘unconventional’ 
in matters of historical memory.

The idea of commemorating Polish victims was gradually transformed into 
the concept of creating a Place of Remembrance and Encounter – an exhibition 
and educational institution devoted to Polish–German relations. The Bundestag 
resolution of 20 October 2020, supported by all parties except the AfD, states 
that the decision concerns ‘a place of remembrance and encounters in order 
to do justice to the nature of German–Polish history and to help deepen the 
special bilateral relations’.64 The initiative was placed under the responsibility 
of the German Federal Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt), headed at the time 
by the SPD politician Heiko Maas, and the task of preparing the concept for 
the memorial was entrusted to a group of experts reporting to the German 
ambassador to Poland, Rolf Nikel. In 2022, the matter was transferred to the 
Federal Chancellery, and subsequent work – under the auspices of the Minister 
of State for Culture and the Media, Claudia Roth – was entrusted to the Me-
morial to the Murdered Jews of Europe Foundation and the German Institute 
of Polish Affairs in Darmstadt.65

Before the Bundestag took an official decision on the implementation 
of the ‘Polish memorial’, on 9 October 2020 it adopted a resolution on the es-
tablishment of the ‘German Occupation of Europe in the Second World War’ 
Documentation Centre (Dokumentationszentrum „Zweiter Weltkrieg und deutsche 
Besatzung in Europa”).66 It is intended to operate in a broader format, responding 
to the potential expectations of other nations that fell victim to Nazi crimes. 
The project is currently being developed within the structure of the German 
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Historical Museum Foundation. It remains unclear whether the development 
of two different concepts for commemorating the victims of German occu-
pation in Europe will lead to the establishment of two independent museum 
institutions, or whether they will prove to be competing frameworks. In 2025, 
the ‘German Occupation of Europe in the Second World War’ Documentation 
Centre initiated its public activities by presenting a temporary exhibition in 
the building of the German Historical Museum.

New themes in memory policy

In recent years, new themes have emerged in German debates on memory, dis-
tinct from the experience of twentieth-century totalitarianisms that shaped 
the museum landscape of the Berlin Republic during its first three decades. 
An indication of possible future directions in German memory policy was 
the controversy triggered at the beginning of 2024 by Claudia Roth, Minister 
of State for Culture in Olaf Scholz’s Chancellery. A document entitled Frame-
work Concept for Remembrance (Rahmenkonzept Erinnerung) was published 
on the ministry’s website. In this document, Roth proposed broadening the 
range of themes to be addressed by the federal authorities. Alongside the 
long-established focus on confronting the terror of National Socialism and 
the communist SED dictatorship, new themes appeared: the issue of coloni-
alism, the history of German democracy, and the problem of immigration. 
The document also called for greater attention to the activities of the racist 
NSU (National Socialist Underground), which committed several murders 
of immigrants in the early 2000s. Roth’s concept met with widespread criti-
cism from memorial institutions, which stressed that the crimes of National 
Socialism and communism were mass atrocities committed by the state 
and therefore occupy a central place in federal policy. By contrast, the new 
themes – with the exception of colonialism – do not possess such a dimension 
and cannot be placed on the same level. Roth’s proposal was described as ‘naive’, 
‘counter-productive’, and ‘chaotic’. The minister withdrew the document, and 
the accession to power of the CDU/CSU is likely to render parts of its content 
obsolete.67 It nevertheless illustrates the ideas for historical policy emerging 
within SPD and Green Party circles. Without doubt, certain elements of this 
kind will be implemented. The issue of coming to terms with the history of 
colonialism – alongside the work of confronting National Socialist terror and 

67	 T. Handel, ‘Streit um die Zukunft des Erinnerns’, 10 August 2024, tagesschau.de.
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the communist dictatorship – appeared in the coalition agreement prepared 
for Friedrich Merz’s CDU/CSU–SPD government.68

1. The Humboldt Forum
Among the most high-profile museum projects of recent years, which indicate 
new trends, the construction of the Humboldt Forum is worth mentioning. 
Although no historical museum was established there, the debate surrounding 
its development and the building’s final form reveals much about discussions on 
memory policy and their possible influence on historical museology. The Forum 
represents the implementation – after many years of dispute – of the idea of 
rebuilding the royal palace in Berlin. Because of controversies surrounding the 
symbolism of the building, associated with German and Prussian militaristic 
and nationalist traditions, left-wing circles had opposed the project for decades.

The Bundestag resolution outlining the general concept of the project 
was adopted on 4 July 2002. The building was intended to serve as a cultural 
institution and to house, among other institutions, the Ethnological Museum 
and the Museum of Asian Art. However, several years passed before decisions 
were taken regarding the architectural form of the structure and the specific 
purposes it was to serve. Ultimately, a decision was made to reconstruct faith-
fully only parts of the original building – above all the northern, western, and 
southern façades. In June 2013, President Joachim Gauck laid the foundation 
stone for the construction of the Forum.69

The architectural form of the building was the result of a compromise 
devised by the Italian architect Franco Stella: it involved a partial reconstruc-
tion of the representative façades combined with modern interiors. Further 
controversy arose over the decision to place a cross on the dome crowning the 
building. There were also disputes concerning the function of the structure. 
A key issue was Germany’s colonial past, as well as the allegedly ‘colonial’ 
perspective reflected in the decision to present non-European ethnographic 
collections separately from European and ancient art collections.70

An element intended to dispel the ‘evil spirits’ of the former palace was 
the large exhibition ‘Berlin Global’, created by the Berlin Museum and in-
stalled within the Forum. Covering an area of 4,000 square metres, it presents 
a wide range of themes relating to both the history and the present-day life of 
the German capital. The exhibition is based on multimedia and scenographic 
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elements and contains only a small number of original objects. It is, in effect, 
the opposite of a traditionally conceived, identity-focused historical display. 
With the exception of the revolutionary moments (1848, 1918–1919, 1989), the 
history of Germany and its capital is presented primarily as a negative point 
of reference – colonialism, racism, homelessness (with women prominently 
featured), and the Nazi past. Alongside this, numerous installations depict Ber-
lin in a positive light – as a city of alternative movements, open to immigrants, 
religiously diverse, a centre of activism for equal rights (for women and sexual 
minorities), and a city of vibrant culture and leisure. The exhibition largely 
consists of interactive installations and resting areas designed to enhance 
the visitor experience. It seems, however, that what in traditional museums 
serves as a welcome complement to a visit is here used to mask the absence of 
a clear concept for filling the vast, empty rooms – empty in two senses: sparsely 
furnished with content and largely devoid of an audience. The exhibition lacks 
a clear chronological or thematic structure; rather, it amounts to a collec-
tion of impressions. ‘Everything is connected with everything else’ (‘Alles ist 
miteinander vernetzt’), the curators explain. Unfortunately, this comes across 
as a cliché that conceals an unsuccessful attempt to create an alternative to 
traditionally conceived historical exhibitions.71

2. The Exile Museum
Among the museum projects still awaiting realisation, the Exile Museum (Exil-
museum) in Berlin is worth mentioning. This private initiative was launched 
in 2011 by the Nobel Prize-winning writer Herta Müller. It is intended to 
present the fate of German political émigrés between 1933 and 1945. Among 
those involved in the project were former president Joachim Gauck and the 
late founder of the German Historical Museum, Christoph Stölzl. According 
to current plans, the museum’s building is to be constructed near Anhalter 
station, opposite the building of the Foundation Flight, Expulsion, Reconcili-
ation. For now, its activities are funded from private sources.72

Dynamics of the development of German historical museums

An examination of historical museums in the Federal Republic of Germany 
opened during the 30 years of the Bonn Republic reveals three phases in 
the development of German museology. The first phase was linked to the 
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formulation of a new narrative of German history. The creation of positive 
narratives – which dominate the exhibitions of the German Historical Museum 
and the House of the History of the Federal Republic of Germany, although 
these museums also include elements addressing the negative legacy of the 
past – was accompanied by the establishment of institutions presenting the 
darker chapters of German history. The Topography of Terror is one such ex-
ample. In this phase, the federal authorities played a key role in creating new 
institutions. This was the deliberate policy of Chancellor Helmut Kohl and 
the moderately conservative circles cooperating with him, implemented at 
times in the face of criticism from influential media and left-liberal intellec-
tuals. The House of the History of the FRG and the German Historical Museum 
were top-down initiatives. In other cases, such as the Topography of Terror, 
the federal state authorities (in this case, the city of Berlin), supported by the 
Federal Chancellery, gave a public and national character to what had origi-
nally been a citizens’ initiative. Similarly, the federal response to Blumenthal’s 
idea was to give the Jewish Museum – which had emerged from a municipal 
institution – a national mission.

In the 1990s, following Germany’s reunification, several dozen exhibi-
tions were created addressing the communist dictatorship, the division of 
the country, and everyday life in the GDR. This was connected with the need 
to confront the past and, at the same time, with the necessity of safeguarding 
historic sites of memory linked to communist terror and the division of Ger-
many. The creation of these exhibitions largely represented the materialisa-
tion of grassroots civic initiatives and, in some cases, commercial ones. Their 
sheer number is also related to the relatively broad consensus surrounding 
this subject matter. It was also partly the result of the deliberate policy of the 
government of Helmut Kohl, which sought to carry out the political re-edu-
cation of former GDR citizens and to define the ideological shape of the Berlin 
Republic by rejecting both Nazism and communism. Politicians also recognised 
the identity-building potential of these initiatives: the narrative of terror, the 
division of Germany and escapes from the GDR has strong dramatic potential 
and conveys a democratic message. It is also a narrative in which Germans 
can, to a large extent, safely identify themselves not as perpetrators – as in 
the case of Nazi Germany memorials – but rather as victims or participants in 
various forms of resistance. These exhibitions also have considerable tourist 
appeal, as they attract visitors interested both in the dramatic aspects of these 
stories and in the more ‘exotic’ features of everyday life under communism.

The current phase includes initiatives typically undertaken in response 
to the expectations of various politically oriented lobby groups. These are at-
tempts either to entrench certain themes in collective memory or to introduce 
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new ones. This applies, on the one hand, to the narrative of expulsions, and, on 
the other, to the commemoration of Polish victims of the occupation and the 
political history of émigrés during the Third Reich. There are also efforts to 
incorporate new themes into the range of topics addressed by memory policy, 
such as colonialism or the history of migration.

To date, German initiatives in the field of historical museology have 
generally been balanced and centrist in character, and have been thoroughly 
discussed by historians and other relevant actors. The most daring projects – 
such as the mobile exhibition on the crimes of the Wehrmacht, organised in 
1995 by the private Institute for Social Research – were often created outside 
the framework of the state’s official memory policy. Controversial undertak-
ings, if they receive state support, are usually subjected to lengthy and often 
multi-stage processes of discussion and consultation, which in the end tend to 
lead to balanced solutions. Attempts to construct more extreme narratives or to 
infringe upon the interests of the state – such as those undertaken by Manfred 
Kittel (at the Foundation Flight, Expulsion, Reconciliation) or Peter Schäfer 
(at the Jewish Museum) – ended with the resignation of the heads of these 
institutions. These, however, were exceptional cases, as politicians generally 
avoid direct interference in the work of museums, and most museum directors 
serve for many years, often until reaching retirement age. The stability of these 
institutions is also strengthened by the foundation model developed in the 
1990s. Depending on their importance and scope, foundations are established 
by acts of the Bundestag or by the relevant federal state authorities. They have 
collegial bodies that ensure both the scholarly quality of exhibitions and on-
going contact with political circles and various stakeholder groups.

It is a cause for concern that responsibility for the crimes of the Third 
Reich is handled either by institutions devoted to the Holocaust and to Jewish 
history, or by general exhibitions in which Polish themes stand little chance 
of distinguishing themselves among numerous other subjects. The prolonged 
process of creating the ‘Polish memorial’ is a manifestation of this approach. 
The impact of political polarisation within German society on the further 
development of historical museums must also be closely monitored. Left-wing 
circles – as illustrated by the examples discussed above – may seek to weak-
en the identity-building character of historical institutions by amplifying 
critical narratives and introducing additional challenging themes, today 
above all the question of responsibility for the colonial legacy. Conversely, 
the growing strength of the AfD may lead to the re-emergence of revisionist 
themes – for example, presenting Germans as victims of the Second World 
War or downplaying the importance of coming to terms with the crimes of 
the Third Reich.
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