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MAIN POINTS

• After Germany’s reunification, the museum located at the original site of Nazi 
Germany’s unconditional surrender was granted unique binational status, with 
emphasis placed on institutionalising Germany’s and Russia’s reconciliation. 
In an unintended consequence of this arrangement, the Russian Federation 
gained influence over how Germany’s culture of remembrance is formed.

• The museum primarily focuses on the German war of annihilation against the 
Soviet Union. This priority has structurally narrowed the scope of its exhibi-
tions and research, both in terms of the chronology of the Second World War 
and the role of the other members of the anti-Hitler coalition. The museum has 
also struggled to develop a response to the growing divergence of memories 
across the post-Soviet space.

•  Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has exposed the conceptual and struc-
tural flaws that had already drawn criticism. The fundamental challenge facing 
German policymakers is to adapt both the museum’s institutional model and 
its exhibition concept to the current context.
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Introduction

In the spring of 2025, German institutions launched a number of initiatives 
to commemorate the 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World War in 
Europe. As part of one of these projects, in early May the Federal Foreign Office 
released a short film by Wim Wenders focusing on the act of unconditional 
surrender by German forces, signed on 7 May 1945 in Reims.1 The decision to 
commission this film and to focus public diplomacy in the field of politics of 
memory on this particular event can be justified by several factors, ranging 
from the importance of Franco-German relations to the decision to give prec-
edence to the first act of Nazi Germany’s surrender.

In an unintended effect, the film’s production and release highlighted the 
impossibility of using a closer location – the second authentic site of surrender 
in Karlshorst in Berlin. In principle, it would have been possible to reference 
both sites – the French region of Champagne and the German capital – and to 
frame this connection within a contemporary interpretative context. Both 
historical locations now house museums funded by French and German public 
funds, respectively. For the intended message of peace, a joint commemora-
tive project marking the anniversary would have seemed a natural course 
of action. However, the Berlin-Karlshorst Museum is unable to function as 
an instrument of culture of remembrance aligned with the preferences of the 
German institutions involved, nor can it act as a fully credible partner from 
the perspective of other museums.

This study examines the factors and circumstances that have led to this 
situation. It traces the history of the site – from its origins as a Soviet military 
museum to its transformation into a German-Russian undertaking – in order 
to explain the legal form adopted by the operator of the museum, the name 
of the institution and the underlying concept. The post-reunification effort to 
transform the institution into an institutionalized vehicle for German-Russian 
reconciliation is critically assessed. The study also discusses the difficulties in 
developing a new operational framework for the museum and in formulating 
its position towards Russia as an aggressor.

The focal point of the following analysis is an assessment of how the insti-
tution has operated under its current status in relation to Germany’s culture 
of remembrance. The role of the museum – and of other sites in Berlin com-
memorating the Red Army – in Soviet and post-1991 Russian politics of memory 
is only briefly noted here, though it certainly merits more in-depth research.

1	 W. Wenders (dir.), The Keys to Freedom, YouTube, 5 May 2025, youtube.com.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=slcNOnogtps
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A historic site

The Berlin-Karlshorst Museum is housed in the preserved building where the 
final act of Nazi Germany’s unconditional surrender was signed. The location 
was selected due to practical considerations: the building, dating from the 
1930s and originally serving as the officers’ mess of the Wehrmacht pioneer 
school, had previously been converted into the headquarters of Soviet forces.

On 7 May 1945, the unconditional surrender of all German forces was 
agreed at the headquarters of the Western Allied forces in Reims, with 8 May 
designated as the binding date for the cessation of hostilities. The signing cere-
mony at Karlshorst, held at Stalin’s insistence and attended by Red Army com-
manders, was originally intended to serve as a ‘ratification’ of the earlier act and 
was fulfilled by senior German military officers: Colonel General Hans-Jürgen 
Stumpff of the Luftwaffe, Grand Admiral Hans-Georg von Friedeburg of the 
Kriegsmarine and Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, who represented the Army 
and also acted as the highest-ranking commander of the German Armed Forces.

This second act, which took place on the night of 8–9 May in the capital of 
the Third Reich, was ultimately framed as a repeated surrender to the victo-
rious Allied powers. Nonetheless, this underscored the symbolic importance 
of the capture of Berlin, a victory achieved by Soviet forces. Moreover, as the 
signing took place outside the originally agreed timeframe, two divergent in-
terpretations of the surrender emerged, anchored in two different dates: 8 and 
9 May. At this point, memory of the end of the war began to diverge between 
the West and the Soviet-dominated Eastern bloc. This was particularly true 
in the western and eastern parts of Germany.

The building contains the preserved historic hall (complete with its orig-
inal parquet flooring), which forms the centrepiece of the museum’s current 
exhibition. The wall decorations added by the post-war Soviet authorities were 
intended to commemorate and glorify the military effort of the Red Army. 
As the building was used for administrative and military purposes for more 
than two decades after the surrender, its movable furnishings needed to be 
reconstructed at a later stage. Between 1945 and 1949, the building housed the 
headquarters of the Soviet Military Administration in Germany; subsequently, 
the Soviet Control Commission was based there until 1954. The fact that the 
highest-ranking Soviet officials in Germany operated from this site until the 
mid-1950s carried significant symbolic weight.2 On a practical level, however, 

2	 J. Morré, ‘Das Museum Berlin-Karlshorst. Deutsch-russische Zusammenarbeit am historischen Ort’ [in:] C. Defrance, 
U. Pfeil (eds.), Verständigung und Versöhnung nach dem „Zivilisationsbruch“? Deutschland in Europa nach 1945, Brussels 
et al., pp. 481–497 – here p. 483.
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this function meant that for many years public access to the building remained 
restricted.

The historic site began to function as a museum relatively late on – only 
in 1967. This change reflected a new political approach adopted by the Soviet 
leadership towards the victory over Germany. In 1965, 9 May was elevated 
to the status of a national holiday called ‘Victory Day’. The instrumentalised 
memory of the ‘Great Patriotic War’ became one of the tools for stabilising 
communist rule. The Soviet military museum established at Karlshorst, named 
‘The Museum of the Unconditional Surrender of Fascist Germany in the Great 
Patriotic War 1941–1945’, operated until 1994.

The primary aim of the original exhibition was to commemorate the Red 
Army’s capture of Berlin.3 The institution fully supported the official historical 
narrative, which rested on a dual omission: domestically, it disregarded the 
experiences of the civilian population while externally it marginalised the 
contributions of the US and British allies, reflecting the Cold War-era confron-
tation between the two opposing blocs.4 This focus on the heroism of the Red 
Army remained largely unchanged even after the exhibition was redesigned 
in 1984, as the overhaul did not introduce any significant conceptual changes. 
Over its 27 years of operation, the museum had more than two million visitors.5

It is important to remember that the museum’s original target audience 
consisted of Soviet soldiers, rather than citizens of the East Germany. How-
ever, the propaganda message of the Soviet Union’s politics of memory largely 
aligned with the preferences of the ruling Socialist Unity Party of Germany. 
Between 1950 and 1967, and again in 1985, 8 May was officially celebrated as 
Liberation Day. It should also be emphasised that not only in the immediate 
post-war years, but also after the opening of the Soviet military museum at 
Karlshorst, other sites in Berlin served as the primary venues for highlighting 
the Red Army’s victory.6

The most prominent memorial site intended to influence residents of Berlin 
was the Soviet War Memorial in Treptower Park, located in the eastern part 
of the city. Between 1946 and 1948, an extensive complex was created there 
to commemorate the approximately 80,000 Red Army soldiers who fell in the 
Battle of Berlin between 16 April and 2 May 1945 and to serve as the final resting 
place for around 7,000 of them. The memorial complex is dominated by a statue 
unveiled on 8 May 1949 depicting a soldier using his sword to break a swastika 
beneath his feet. The child he carries on his shoulder was meant to symbolise 

3	 Ibid., p. 483.
4	 Ibid., p. 485.
5	 G. Camphausen, P. Jahn (eds.), Museum Berlin-Karlshorst / Музей Берлин-Карлcхорст, Berlin 2005, p. 3.
6	 See: K. Weise, Gedenkstätte Berlin-Karlshorst, Berlin 1981.



The failure of ‘exclusive reconciliation’ – the Berlin-Karlshorst Museum 259

  The Museum Berlin-Karlshorst, where the final act of Nazi Germany’s unconditional surrender  
in the Second World War was signed. 
 

  A memorial at the Museum Berlin-Karlshorst, with a T-34 tank in the foreground. Photograph taken on 8 May 2025. 
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the new German generation liberated from fascism and, more broadly, to 
convey a message of ‘liberation’ not only for Germans but for other nations as 
well.7 At the opposite end of the complex stands an artistic representation of 
the Motherland. This setting was chosen for the official farewell ceremony for 
the Soviet troops leaving Germany in 1994.

The first commemoration of the Red Army’s wartime effort was a mon-
ument, also serving as a war cemetery for around 2,500 soldiers, which was 
erected at remarkable speed in Tiergarten. It was located in the British sector 
of the divided city; today, it stands near the main institutions of the German 
state. In terms of symbolism and messaging, its emphasis was placed on 
highlighting victory – an intent conveyed unambiguously by the placement 
of T-34 tanks and howitzers at the memorial site.8 Unlike the mausoleum in 
Treptower Park, the Soviet Union could not actively use this monument for 
propaganda purposes as Berlin remained divided.

The third major Soviet memorial site in Berlin is the Schönholzer Heide 
cemetery that opened on 7 November 1949, located in the borough of Pankow. 
It serves as the final resting place for 13,200 Soviet citizens – those who fell dur-
ing the Battle of Berlin and prisoners of war from earlier stages of the conflict. 
This site most closely resembles a traditional cemetery, as it lacks the dramatic 
features and propaganda messaging found in the other two memorials, though 
it does also include Soviet symbolism and quotations from Joseph Stalin.

Against the backdrop of these Red Army commemorative sites in Berlin, 
the Karlshorst Museum stands out for its purely historical character – it is not 
a burial site with of the fallen.9 The other sites have the status of war cemeteries 
that enjoy special protection.10 Across Germany, there are over 3,000 locations 
containing Soviet war graves, including those of Red Army soldiers, prisoners 
of war and forced labourers.11 They are maintained using German public funds; 
any modifications to these sites are subject to legal restrictions. The Karlshorst 
Museum is not bound by these strict regulations; consequently, at the time of its 
establishment, decision-makers in reunified Germany enjoyed a considerable 
degree of freedom in shaping its future form and function.

7	 H. Köpstein, Die sowjetischen Ehrenmale in Berlin, Berlin 2006, p. 203.
8	 Ibid., p. 203.
9	 Following the exhumation and relocation of the remains of the soldiers buried there, the monument in the Buch dis-

trict now serves a purely commemorative function.
10	 ‘Russische Kriegsgräberstätten in Deutschland’, Wissenschaftliche Dienste, Deutscher Bundestag, Sachstand, WD 

10–3000–015/23, p. 5 ff.
11	 THe number of Soviet war grave sites across Germany has been estimated at approximately 3,400; see: F. Schumann, 

Denkmale der Befreiung: Spuren der Roten Armee in Deutschland, Berlin 2020. The database developed by the Karlshorst 
Museum in cooperation with its Russian partner includes 4,185 graves of Soviet war victims in Germany. See: ‘Sowje-
tische Kriegsgräberstätten in Deutschland’, sowjetische-memoriale.de.

https://www.sowjetische-memoriale.de/
https://www.sowjetische-memoriale.de/
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The site containing the museum building at Zwieseler Straße 4 remains the 
property of the Federal Republic of Germany and falls under the administration 
of the Institute for Federal Real Estate (Bundesanstalt für Immobilienaufgaben). 
It has been designated as a protected historical monument.

Institutionalising Russian-German reconciliation

A turning point for the museum of Germany’s surrender in its original military 
form came with German reunification and the decision made during that pro-
cess to withdraw Soviet forces from the former East Germany. Under the new 
circumstances, policymakers fairly quickly agreed to retain the museum func-
tion of the site, reaching a bilateral agreement to this effect. A German-Soviet 
expert commission was established in 1991 to conceptualise this decision. 
Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, it was transformed into a body 
composed of representatives from Germany and the Russian Federation. It met 
regularly until 1995 and was later replaced by the scientific advisory board 
of the reconstituted museum. It should be emphasised that the discussions 
about the museum’s future were conducted exclusively on a bilateral basis, 
without the involvement of representatives from the United States, France or 
the United Kingdom.12

The reconstituted institution opened as a cooperative undertaking between 
the reunified Germany and Russia on 10 May 1995, in a symbolic reference to 
the 50th anniversary of the end of the Second World War. The establishment of 
a new formal and organisational framework was presented as the successful 
outcome of the long process of the German-Soviet (or German-Russian) rap-
prochement, which ultimately made it possible to transform the historic site 
into a form of institutionalised reconciliation.13

The main organisational innovation in the new concept was the decision 
to grant the museum a binational status, reflected in its official name: the Ger-
man-Russian Museum Karlshorst. This institutional arrangement realised 
an idea that had already emerged in Soviet thinking regarding the future of 
the museum in the post-reunification context.14

The museum’s founding and governing body is a non-profit associa-
tion established in 1994, currently operating under the name Museum Ber-
lin-Karlshorst (Trägerverein ‘Museum Berlin-Karlshorst e.V.’).15 It serves as 

12	 J. Morré, ‘Das Museum Berlin-Karlshorst. Deutsch-russische Zusammenarbeit…’, op. cit., p. 485.
13	 Ibid., p. 482.
14	 Ibid., p. 486.
15	 Basic information about the museum’s legal status is available on its website: museum-karlshorst.de.

https://www.museum-karlshorst.de/?s=Das+Museum+hat+einen+neuen+Wissenschaftlichen+Beirat
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the museum’s legal operator and the recipient of public funding. As an asso-
ciation registered under German law, it is subject to German legal jurisdiction. 
Its current statute was adopted on 16 November 2015.

The international legal basis for the establishment of the association 
and for the participation of Russian institutions as its members is set out in 
binding verbal notes exchanged between Germany and the Russian Federa-
tion. The note sent on 12 April 1994 from the German Embassy to the Russian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs is of particular importance; it stipulates that any 
amendments or additions concerning the museum must be made by mutual 
agreement.16 The formal anchoring of the institution within the framework 
of interstate commitments was regarded as “documenting Germany’s will to 
reconcile with the Soviet Union”.17

On the German side, the institutions involved in the association’s ac-
tivities include the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and the 
Media, the Federal Foreign Office, the Federal Ministry of Defence, the Gov-
erning Mayor of Berlin – Senate Chancellery: Cultural Affairs (Der Regierende 
Bürgermeister von Berlin Senatskanzlei – Kulturelle Angelegenheiten), the German 
Historical Museum, the Saxon Memorial Foundation (Stiftung Sächsische 
Gedenkstätten), the Topography of Terror Documentation Centre (Topographie 
des Terrors), the Bundeswehr Museum of Military History (Militärhistorisches 
Museum der Bundeswehr) and the Institute of Contemporary History (Institut 
für Zeitgeschichte). On the Russian side, participating institutions include the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Defence, the Ministry of Culture, 
the Central Museum of the Armed Forces, the Central Museum of the Great 
Patriotic War 1941–1945 and the State Historical Museum, all of which have 
their headquarters in the Russian capital. Russian representatives hold 41% 
of the voting rights at the association’s meetings, which makes it impossible 
to amend the statute without their approval.18

The final shape of the reconstituted museum emerged as a result of 
German-Russian cooperation, an outcome attributed to an alleged lack of 
interest from Ukraine and Belarus during the crucial preparatory phase.19 
Only at a later stage did the association admit two additional members: the 
Kyiv-based National Museum of the History of Ukraine in the Second World 
War joined in 1997, followed the next year by the Minsk-based Belarusian 
State Museum of the History of the Great Patriotic War. However, limiting 

16	 D. Banse, U. Müller, ‘Wie Claudia Roth verzweifelt versucht, sich von einer russischen Altlast zu befreien’, Die Welt, 
20 February 2023, welt.de.

17	 J. Morré, ‘Das Museum Berlin-Karlshorst. Deutsch-russische Zusammenarbeit…’, op. cit., p. 488.
18	 D. Banse, U. Müller, ‘Wie Claudia Roth verzweifelt versucht…’, op. cit.
19	 J. Morré, ‘Das Museum Berlin-Karlshorst. Deutsch-russische Zusammenarbeit…’, op. cit., p. 493.

https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/plus243690125/Museum-Berlin-Karlshorst-Claudia-Roths-russische-Altlast.html
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/plus243690125/Museum-Berlin-Karlshorst-Claudia-Roths-russische-Altlast.html
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participation to museum institutions created an asymmetry impossible to 
reduce: the representation of Ukraine and Belarus is much smaller than that 
of Russia, whose members include government ministries. This move can be 
seen as an attempt to diversify viewpoints and perspectives, but it fell far 
short of providing the partners with the equal means of forming the direction 
the institution takes. Representatives of other post-Soviet countries, such as 
the Baltic states, Moldova, Georgia and Kazakhstan, have remained outside 
this formalised framework of cooperation; their involvement is restricted to 
academic and project-based collaboration.

The statute of the museum stipulates that its scientific advisory board shall 
be composed of up to five members from Germany and five from the Russian 
Federation. It can be expanded to include members from other countries, 
a provision first applied to Ukraine and the Republic of Belarus.20 The board’s 
responsibilities include advising the institution on scholarly, curatorial and 
strategic matters.

The chairmanship of the association was assigned on a rotating basis to 
two institutions: the German Historical Museum in Berlin and the Central 
Museum of the Armed Forces in Moscow. Following Russia’s full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine, the German side suspended this rotational arrangement.21

The museum’s ongoing operations are funded from the German federal 
budget. Since 1994, the institution has received institutional support from 
the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and the Media. Between 
2020 and 2022, this core funding totalled €4.6 million, with an additional 
€1.5 million awarded for the implementation of specific projects.22 Although 
the Berlin authorities are represented in the association, the city does not 
contribute to the museum’s operational costs.

As a result, the German capital is home to a state-funded institution with 
a unique status. The binational museum model adopted, which was created by 
the descendants of former enemies to commemorate a war they fought against 
each other, is unprecedented. Germany has not gone this far in coordinating 
its politics of memory even with France, its closest partner.23 Despite cer-
tain formal similarities, the arrangement applied to Berlin’s Allied Museum, 

20	 Until February 2025, German members of the scientific advisory board included Prof. Dr Thomas Sandkühler (Berlin), 
Prof. Dr Anke Hilbrenner (Göttingen), Prof. Dr Beate Fieseler (Düsseldorf), Prof. Dr Stefan Creuzberger (Rostock) and 
Prof. Dr Tatjana Tönsmeyer (Wuppertal). The Russian side was represented by Dr Evgeny Artemov (St. Petersburg), 
Natalia Kalantarova (Krasnogorsk), Oleg Pankov (Podolsk), Dr Victor Skryabin (Moscow) and Prof. Dr Alla Kirilina 
(Moscow). The board also included Veronika Skok (Minsk) and Oleksandr Lysenko (Kyiv).

21	 Drucksache 20/4852, 9.12.2022, BT-Drucksache 20/4852 (Schriftliche Fragen), p. 1.
22	 D. Banse, U. Müller, ‘Wie Claudia Roth verzweifelt versucht…’, op. cit.
23	 Presented as a German-French project, the Historial at Hartmannswillerkopf, which opened on 3 August 2017, is actu-

ally a French museum developed with German involvement. See: memorial-hwk.eu/de/historial.

https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/plus243690125/Museum-Berlin-Karlshorst-Claudia-Roths-russische-Altlast.html
https://www.memorial-hwk.eu/en/historial
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which focuses on the actions of the three victorious Western powers, has not 
strengthened the position of any single foreign partner to such an extent.24

It is worth noting that in political terms, the concept behind the 
Karlshorst Museum stands in clear contrast to the model adopted in Reims, 
where the city itself acts as the founding institution of the museum estab-
lished in 1984. The primary mission of the Reims museum is to commemorate 
the 1945 surrender that took place in the city, along with the final months 
leading up to it.25

It is particularly significant that, whereas the activities of the Soviet 
museum were confined to the former East Germany and held no practical 
relevance for the former West Germany, the reconfigured German-Russian 
museum was intended to serve an all-German mission. In effect, the Russian 
Federation, acting as the successor to the Soviet Union, gained an instrument, 
grounded in international legal agreements, to influence the formation of 
Germany’s politics of memory concerning the Second World War and Ger-
man-Russian relations. By contrast, Germany’s capacity to influence Russia 
in these areas remained extremely limited, if not negligible.

The limits of consensus

There was one immediate question which arose during the design of the new 
institutional framework for the museum: how much would the agreed ar-
rangement shape exhibition practice?

In November 1991, the bilateral expert commission working on the new 
concept presented a policy document (Grundsatzpapier) that proposed preserv-
ing the historical rooms and converting the remaining part of the building 
into a space for a future exhibition on German-Soviet relations in the 20th 
century, with the Second World War as its central focus. At this stage of the 
negotiations, the planned exhibition bore the working title ‘Between Hostility 
and Friendship. The History of German-Soviet Relations in the 20th Century’.26 
The sides also agreed that the existing collection, owned by the Central Muse-
um of the Armed Forces in Moscow, would be loaned on a long-term basis to 

24	 THe museum is operated by an association with public-benefit status established in 1996. Its members include the 
Federal Republic of Germany, the federal state of Berlin, France, the United Kingdom, the United States, the German 
Historical Museum in Berlin and the Institute of Contemporary History in Munich. ‘Der Trägerverein des Alliierten 
Museums’, alliiertenmuseum.de.

25	 ‘Musée de la Reddition’, musees-reims.fr. Between 12 May 2025 and March 2026, the museum is undergoing redevelop-
ment. It is also worth noting that it is housed in the building of a school now known as Lycée Franklin Roosevelt.

26	 J. Morré, ‘Das Museum Berlin-Karlshorst. Deutsch-russische Zusammenarbeit…’, op. cit., p. 491.

https://www.alliiertenmuseum.de/ueber-uns/der-traegerverein-des-alliiertenmuseums/
https://www.alliiertenmuseum.de/ueber-uns/der-traegerverein-des-alliiertenmuseums/
https://musees-reims.fr/fr/musees/musee-de-la-reddition/
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the association as the museum’s new operator. However, items of particular 
significance to the Soviet side were taken back to Moscow.27

As part of the implementation of the museum’s new operational concept, 
the building housing the institution was remodelled. At the same time, key 
Soviet-era elements were preserved, including a diorama depicting the storm-
ing of the Reichstag, a relief referencing the monument in Treptower Park and 
thematic stained-glass windows. It was also decided that the museum would 
continue to display the ‘victorious’ military equipment in its garden.

The first permanent exhibition, eventually titled ‘Memory of a War’ (Erin-
nerung an einen Krieg),28 established the museum’s new specialisation as the only 
institution with a permanent display dedicated to the German-Soviet war of 
annihilation. An earlier exhibition at the Topography of Terror centre, which 
commemorated the 50th anniversary of Germany’s attack on the Soviet Union, 
laid the groundwork for active expansion of the Federal Republic of Germany’s 
politics of memory in this area.29 According to Peter Jahn, the former director 
of the Karlshorst Museum, it was particularly important that the permanent 
exhibition presented a comprehensive picture of the war, including both 
military operations and civilian suffering.30 In this way, the project sought to 
address a significant gap in Germany’s remembrance of that period, in which 
only a marginal role was played by the Soviet victims of German wartime 
actions and occupation policies.31

In the view of the museum’s next director, the Russian side’s restraint dur-
ing the institution’s early years made it possible to align temporary and special 
exhibitions with the German memory discourse.32 Consequently, the museum 
explored topics such as prisoners of war, the Siege of Leningrad,33 the Battle of 
Stalingrad,34 the outbreak of war in 1941,35 everyday life in wartime Moscow36 
and women in the Red Army.37 It also featured exhibitions on figures such as 

27	 Ibid., p. 492.
28	 THe permanent exhibition was on display from 1995 to 2012.
29	 See: R.  Rürup (ed.), Der Krieg gegen die Sowjetunion 1941–1945. Eine Dokumentation zum 50. Jahrestag des Überfall auf 

die Sowjetunion, Berlin 1991.
30	 P. Jahn, ‘22. Juni 1941: Kriegserinnerung in Deutschland und Russland’, Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 30 No-

vember 2011, bpb.de.
31	 B. Quinkert, ‘Einleitung’ [in:] B. Quinkert, J. Morré (eds.), Deutsche Besatzung in der Sowjetunion 1941–1944: Vernichtung-

skrieg, Reaktionen, Erinnerung, Paderborn 2014, pp. 19–20.
32	 J. Morré, ‘Das Museum Berlin-Karlshorst. Deutsch-russische Zusammenarbeit…’, op. cit., p. 495.
33	 THe exhibition ‘Blockade Leningrads. 1941–1944. Dossiers’, 15 May – 5 September 2004.
34	 THe exhibition ‘Stalingrad erinnern. Stalingrad im deutschen und russischen Gedächtnis’, 15 November 2003 – 21 March 

2004. Also on display in Moscow and Volgograd.
35	 THe exhibition ‘Juni 1941: Der tiefe Schnitt’, 22 June – 20 September 2001. On display simultaneously in Moscow and 

Kyiv.
36	 THe exhibition ‘Moskau im Krieg. 1941–1945’, 22 November 2001 – 17 February 2002.
37	 THe exhibition ‘Mascha, Nina und Katjuscha. Frauen in der Roten Armee’, 16 November 2002 – 23 February 2003.

https://www.bpb.de/shop/zeitschriften/apuz/59643/22-juni-1941-kriegserinnerung-in-deutschland-und-russland/
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Ilya Ehrenburg38 and Nikolai Berzarin, the first Soviet commandant of Berlin,39 
it regularly presented the photographic work of Soviet war correspondents40 
and addressed issues related to the post-war period, particularly the Soviet 
military presence in East Germany.

In parallel, the museum expanded its educational and outreach activities, 
for example by organising a dedicated programme to commemorate the anni-
versaries of Germany’s surrender.

After 15 years, work began on revising the exhibition concept for the 
Karlshorst Museum, an effort motivated by the passage of time as well as 
changing visitor preferences, advances in presentation technology and the 
need to incorporate the latest research.41 As a result of this initiative, a new 
permanent exhibition entitled ‘Germany and the Soviet Union in the Second 
World War’ (Deutschland und die Sowjetunion im Zweiten Weltkrieg) opened in 
April 2013.42 Its narrative focused particularly on the years 1941–45, aiming to 
narrow the gap between the memory discourses in Germany and Russia, or 
more broadly across the post-Soviet space.43 The bilateral discussions held 
during the preparatory phase were evaluated positively, as a reflection of 
“a lasting relationship of trust that has developed over the past 20 years and 
which forms the basis for practical cooperation”.44

At the same time, differences in the German and Russian approaches 
had already begun to emerge. One striking example was the diverging inter-
pretations of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.45 In response, the scientific advi-
sory board developed a method of balancing narratives (Waagschalenprinzip), 
leading to an agreement to highlight the repressive actions by both the Soviet 
and German sides prior to 1941 while explicitly ruling out any implication 
of equivalence between the National Socialist and Stalinist dictatorships.46 
From the perspective of an external observer operating outside the context 

38	 THe exhibition ‘Ilja Ehrenburg und die Deutschen’, 27 November 1997 – 18 January 1998.
39	 THe exhibition ‘Nikolai Bersarin, Generaloberst, Stadtkommandant (Berlin)’, 7 September – 21 September 1999, 8 May – 

1 June 2003 and 1 April – 9 May 2004.
40	 THe exhibitions: ‘Das mitfühlende Objektiv. Michail Sawin. Kriegsfotografie 1941–1945’, 30 April – 31 May 1998; ‘Nach 

Berlin! Timofej Melnik. Kriegsfotografie 1941–1945’, 22  October  – 13  December 1998; ‘Heimatfront. Iwan Schagin. 
Kriegsfotografie 1941–1945’, 10 December 1999 – 6 February 2000; ‘Dokument und Konstrukt. Arkadij Schaichet. Fo-
tografie zwischen N.E.P. und Großem Vaterländischen Krieg’, 29 March – 27 May 2001; ‘Diesseits – jenseits der Front. 
Michail Trachmann. Kriegsfotografie 1941–1945’, 16 April  – 18 August 2002; ‘Kunst im Auftrag. Boris Ignatowitsch. 
Fotografien 1927–1946’, 17 November 2006 – 11 February 2007; ‘Chandogin – Kriegsfotos aus Karelien und Leningrad 
1939–1944’, 15 October – 28 November 2010.

41	 J.  Morré, ‘Das Deutsch-Russische Museum Berlin-Karlshorst als Erinnerungsort’ [in:] A.  Wirsching, J.  Zarusky, 
A. Tschubarjan, V. Ischtschenko (eds.), Erinnerung an Diktatur und Krieg: Brennpunkte des kulturellen Gedächtnisses zwis-
chen Russland und Deutschland seit 1945, Munich 2021, pp. 271–279 – here p. 277.

42	 ‘Katalog zur Dauerausstellung’, Deutsch-Russisches Museum Berlin-Karlshorst, Berlin 2014.
43	 J. Morré, ‘Das Deutsch-Russische Museum Berlin-Karlshorst als Erinnerungsort’, op. cit., p. 277.
44	 Idem, ‘Das Museum Berlin-Karlshorst. Deutsch-russische Zusammenarbeit…’, op. cit., p. 497.
45	 Ibid., p. 496.
46	 Ibid., p. 496.



The failure of ‘exclusive reconciliation’ – the Berlin-Karlshorst Museum 267

of German-Russian relations, the exhibition’s shortcomings included the nar-
row framing of the Soviet Union’s development up to 1939/1941, Soviet policy 
towards Germany between 1939 and 1941 and the imperialist policy which the 
USSR applied towards Central and Eastern Europe from 1944 onwards.

Alongside the presentation of the 1941–45 period, the second pillar of the 
new concept saw a renewed emphasis on the historic moment of Germany’s 
surrender, prompted by visitor interest.47 At the same time, the exhibition 
acknowledged the ambivalence in how the end of the Second World War was 
viewed in Germany by oscillating between the themes of defeat and liberation.

As a result of the agreements reached between Germany and (ultimately) 
Russia, a museum dedicated to the German war of annihilation against the 
Soviet Union was established at the authentic site of Nazi Germany’s uncon-
ditional surrender.48 By its very design, this institutional framework encour-
aged a narrowing of both the curatorial and scholarly perspectives in terms 
of the chronology of the Second World War and the roles played by members 
of the anti-Hitler coalition.

The level of public interest in the museum is reflected in its annual visitor 
numbers: in 2013, it was visited by 45,500 people; in 2014 by 37,347; in 2015 by 
52,006; in 2016 by 49,749; in 2017 by 48,530; in 2018 by 48,550; and in 2019  
by 51,530.49

Rebus sic stantibus…

The museum has long faced criticism for its institutional model and its will-
ingness to accommodate Russian preferences, including in curatorial matters. 
In 2021, during the commemorations of the 80th anniversary of the German 
attack on the Soviet Union, the Ukrainian ambassador, Andriy Melnyk, pro-
tested in particular against the overly narrow name of the institution, which 
omitted the nationalities of other Soviet republics. However, it would not be 
until Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 that the mu-
seum’s conceptual and structural flaws became fully apparent.

Chief among these flaws was granting the Russian Federation the ability 
to exert unilateral influence over how Germany’s culture of remembrance 

47	 See: B. Quinkert (ed.), Die deutsche Kapitulation im Mai 1945, Deutsch-Russisches Museum Berlin-Karlshorst, Berlin 
2015.

48	 See: Abgeordnetenhaus Berlin, Drucksache 19/13827, ‘Traegerschaft und Eigentumsverhaeltnisse des Museums Berlin 
Karlshorst II’, November 2022, p. 2.

49	 ‘Finanzielle Absicherung der Arbeit der NS-Gedenkstätten in Deutschland’, Antwort der Bundesregierung auf 
die Kleine Anfrage der Abgeordneten Jan Korte, Nicole Gohlke, Gökay Akbulut, weiterer Abgeordneter und der Frak-
tion Die Linke – Deutscher Bundestag, Drucksache 20/4280, Drucksache 20/4599, p. 6.
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regarding the Second World War is formed. In retrospect, it is only possible 
to attempt to reconstruct the motivations and arguments that led to the mid-
1990s decision to adopt an arrangement granting Russia such far-reaching 
concessions. After all, Germany could have taken over the institution and 
retained its museum function, particularly as the German government was 
responsible for providing the organisational and financial framework for 
the facility. Moreover, the artefacts from the Russian museum deposit could 
presumably have been obtained through alternative means or replaced with 
two-dimensional objects (Flachware).

The second fundamental flaw was the readiness to make far-reaching 
compromises that led to the marginalisation of controversial topics in the name 
of prioritising reconciliation with Russia. While the emphasis was placed on 
the martyrological dimension of the Soviet war effort, critical assessments 
of the Soviet Union’s early cooperation with Nazi Germany and its post-war 
actions were played down. This inevitably led to a tolerant attitude towards 
narratives that disregarded the sensitivities of other Central and Eastern 
European countries (the Baltic states, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Ro-
mania and Hungary), creating friction in relations with them. As a result, the 
museum’s presentation of the Second World War failed to provide a compre-
hensive account of the Stalinist dictatorship, particularly with regard to its 
external aggression. The exhibition’s creators did not adequately address the 
fact that several countries were effectively stripped of their sovereignty after 
the war as they fell within the Soviet sphere of influence, a loss reflected in the 
imposition of regimes subordinate to the Kremlin and in the establishment of 
totalitarian rule. Over time, crafting an approach to the increasingly divergent 
cultures of remembrance within the post-Soviet space became a significant 
challenge – one that those involved in the project were aware of.

The third mistake was that the museum unintentionally reinforced Rus-
sia’s propaganda narrative. This also includes the trivialisation of Soviet sym-
bolism, which was reduced to a form of ‘folklore’ intended to attract visitors.50 
The emphasis on institutionalising reconciliation with Russia helped solidify 
the Soviet, and later Putinist, narrative of the Soviet Union’s dominant role 
in the victory over fascism. A similar form of instrumentalisation serving 
the Kremlin’s political agenda involves the portrayal of the Great Patriotic 
War primarily as a Russian legacy while minimising the contribution and 
sacrifices of other Soviet nations. The result is a dual form of appropriation: 
a quasi-monopoly on the victory and a quasi-monopoly on its legacy.

50	 A remark made by one of the panellists during the debate ‘Das Gedenken zum 8. Mai. Die Rolle des Museums Berlin- 
Karlshorst im Wandel’, held at the museum on 8 May 2025.
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Russia has now employed the falsification of history as a means of justify-
ing its aggressive actions, primarily against Ukraine. The Karlshorst Museum 
has also become a tool of this instrumentalisation, and is struggling to counter 
the practice of treating the site as a kind of rallying point for pro-Russian 
activists.51 Challenges have also arisen at the level of official interactions, as 
illustrated by the joint visit to the museum by the Ambassador of the Russian 
Federation, Sergey Nechayev, and the Ambassador of the Republic of Belarus, 
Andriy Shuplyak, in July 2024 to mark the 30th anniversary of the institution’s 
operation in its current form.

Ultimately, instead of the anticipated reconciliation, Germany has been 
confronted with harsh reality. The pressure to change the status of the museum 
has come primarily from Ukraine. However, the legal structure of the founding 
association constrains the scope for reform. Moreover, political decision-mak-
ers, though aware of the problem, have shown a lack of resolve, focusing on 
“an intensive dialogue with the Berlin-Karlshorst Museum about the future 
structure of the association” and on exploring “the possibility of a medium-term 
change to the structure of the association”.52 The museum’s director has openly 
admitted that he does not favour any rapid structural changes.53 In addition, 
some policymakers may have been guided by the hope of a swift resolution to 
the conflict and an eventual return to normalised relations with Russia. It is 
also possible that they wished to avoid stirring controversy ahead of the 80th 
anniversary of the end of the Second World War. At the same time, the Russian 
side took actions targeting the German academic community specialising in 
Russian studies; the absence of a political response to these measures drew 
criticism within Germany.54

The museum’s leadership did attempt to adapt to the new circumstances, 
but did so in a half-hearted manner, without engaging in any critical reflection 
on its previous approach. This is well illustrated by a remark from the museum’s 
director: “The Russian Federation is trying to nationalise the Soviet victory, to 
monopolise it, and in some cases, [this effort includes] taking advantage of our 
willingness to cooperate. At the moment, keeping our distance will do us good. 
Only very clear signals are of any help here”.55 The name of the museum was 
changed, removing the label ‘German-Russian’, and the inscription in front of 

51	 D. Banse, U. Müller, ‘Wie Claudia Roth verzweifelt versucht…’, op. cit.
52	 Antwort der Staatsministerin Claudia Roth vom 14. Oktober 2022, Drucksache 20/3987, p. 2. (Schriftliche Fragen).
53	 D. Banse, U. Müller, ‘Wie Claudia Roth verzweifelt versucht…’, op. cit.
54	 M. Schulze Wessel, ‘Halbe Transformation’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 30 October 2024.
55	 V. Friedrich, ‘Dyskusja o pomnikach sowieckich w Niemczech’, Deutsche Welle, 7 May 2022, dw.com.

https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/plus243690125/Museum-Berlin-Karlshorst-Claudia-Roths-russische-Altlast.html
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/plus243690125/Museum-Berlin-Karlshorst-Claudia-Roths-russische-Altlast.html
https://www.dw.com/pl/po-napadzie-na-ukrain%C4%99-dyskusja-o-pomnikach-sowieckich-w-niemczech/a-61715370
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the building was changed to read: ‘Site of the Capitulation in May 1945’. This 
was undoubtedly a necessary gesture, but an insufficient one.56

As a sign of solidarity with Ukraine, only the Ukrainian flag currently 
hangs in front of the museum building, whereas previously the Russian, 
Belarusian and German flags were also displayed. As part of the museum’s 
established format for commemorating the anniversary of the end of the Sec-
ond World War, the traditional ‘toast to peace’ has been discontinued. In light 
of the ongoing Russian invasion, it has been replaced by a minute of silence.

However, the permanent exhibition has remained unchanged. An attempt 
to supplement it and provide a degree of contextualisation through a temporary 
exhibition dedicated to the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was a welcome signal, 
though its impact was very limited.57

The special exhibition prepared for the 80th anniversary of the end of the 
Second World War also reflected a cautious approach. Titled ‘The Last Year of 
the War. June 1944 – May 1945 from the Perspective of Soviet War Photogra-
phers’, it aligned with the museum’s previously established thematic priority 
of highlighting the work of war correspondents.58

The fact that the existing legal framework remains in place continues 
to affect the institution’s operations. The annual general meeting of the as-
sociation’s members, though formally required, is no longer being convened. 
Consequently, a written circulation procedure has replaced meetings of offi-
cials involved in the museum’s operations as the method for taking decisions. 
This procedure is permitted under its statute, provided that no more than two 
member objects. In this way, Germany is seeking to preserve the association’s 
decision-making capacity.

A change in the composition of the scientific advisory board carried out 
in February 2025 represented the most significant development affecting the 
functioning of the institution.59 Previously composed mainly of experts from 
Russia and Germany, the board had not convened since 2022, as the institution’s 
statute did not require it to do so. A statement published on the museum’s 

56	 THe association’s name was changed in 2015. See: Abgeordnetenhaus Berlin, Drucksache 19/13827, ‘Traegerschaft und 
Eigentumsverhaeltnisse des Museums Berlin-Karlshorst II’, November 2022, p. 4.

57	 ‘Riss durch Europa. Die Folgen des Hitler-Stalin-Pakts’, Ausstellung zum 85. Jahrestag der Unterzeichnung des Hitler- 
Stalin-Pakts, Museum Berlin-Karlshorst; A. Hilbrenner, Ch. Meißner, J. Morré, Riss durch Europa: die Folgen des Hit-
ler-Stalin-Pakts – eine Einleitung (Rift through Europe: the consequences of the Hitler-Stalin Pact – an introduction), Berlin 
2024.

58	 THe special exhibition ‘Das letzte Kriegsjahr. Juni 1944 – Mai 1945 aus der Perspektive sowjetischer Kriegsfotografen’, 
8 May – 14 September 2025.

59	 ‘Das Museum hat einen neuen Wissenschaftlichen Beirat’, Museum Berlin-Karlshorst, 12  February 2025, museum- 
karlshorst.de.

https://www.museum-karlshorst.de/ueber-uns/aktuelles/
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website emphasised that the newly reconstituted board now included eleven 
members representing seven countries.60

The museum’s website still features a cautiously worded statement ac-
knowledging the need to consider changes: “When, on 24 February 2022, Russia 
expanded its military actions against Ukraine in violation of international 
law, the museum was confronted with fundamental questions: What form can 
institutional cooperation take in the future? What changes to the exhibition’s 
concept and content are necessary? The discussion on these issues is currently 
ongoing”.61 It is difficult to escape the impression that the main stakeholders 
are playing for time.

Conclusions

These critical observations regarding the museum’s concept and operations are 
not intended to call into question the good intentions of those who have been 
involved in the project over the years. For a long time, the German culture of 
remembrance has indisputably been plagued by significant shortcomings con-
cerning the victims of the war and occupation in Eastern Europe. The current 
instrumentalisation of Berlin’s memorials to the Soviet war effort for propa-
ganda purposes in no way diminishes the gravity of the human losses or the 
individual suffering endured by victims of the Second World War. Neverthe-
less, these considerations must not obscure the fact that the original concept 
of institutionalised German-Russian reconciliation within the framework of 
the Berlin-Karlshorst Museum has failed to withstand being confronted with 
reality. The illusory vision of ‘exclusive reconciliation’ has rendered one of 
the most historically significant sites associated with the Second World War 
unable to fulfil its role with integrity.

The museum’s continued thematic focus on the German-Soviet war is likely 
to remain a source of tension in relations with other partners from Central 
and Eastern Europe. It is important to reiterate that criticism of this is by no 
means intended to relativise the scale of the suffering endured by the popula-
tion of the former Soviet Union. However, the emphasis which the museum’s 

60	 Composition of the board: Prof. Dr Thomas Sandkühler (Humboldt University of Berlin)  – Chair, Prof. Dr Stefan 
Creuzberger (University of Rostock), Prof. Dr Beate Fieseler (retired researcher, Heinrich Heine University Düssel-
dorf), Prof. Dr Tatjana Tönsmeyer (University of Wuppertal), Dr Agnieszka Wierzcholska (Foundation Memorial to 
the Murdered Jews of Europe), Dr Ludmila Cojocaru (National Museum of Moldova), Dr Iryna Kashtalian (Buchenwald 
Memorial), Oleg Lutokhin (Centre for East European and International Studies), Prof. Dr Oleksandr Lysenko (National 
Academy of Sciences of Ukraine), Dr Gintarė Malinauskaitė (Lithuanian Institute of History) and Prof. Dr Vita Zelče 
(University of Latvia).

61	 Information published on the museum’s website – ‘Kapitulacja niemiecka w maju 1945 r.’, Museum Berlin-Karlshorst, 
museum-karlshorst.de.

https://www.museum-karlshorst.de/polski-kapitulacja-niemiecka-w-maju-1945-r/
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narrative places on 22 June 1941 as a pivotal date weakens the historical link 
between the German surrender on 8 May 1945 and the outbreak of the war on 
1 September 1939. Portraying the Soviet Union primarily as a victim of German 
aggression while downplaying the brutal and repressive policies of the Stalinist 
dictatorship serves no one but the current Russian regime.

It is becoming increasingly problematic to maintain the status quo. Pub-
lic subsidies for an institution that continues to operate under the shaping 
influence of Russian state actors have become the subject of criticism from 
politicians and the media. Using German funds to support a museum that 
grants privileged legal status to Russian ministries responsible for the invasion 
of Ukraine will become increasingly difficult to justify, even within a purely 
domestic context. So far, policymakers have lacked the courage to unilaterally 
terminate the long-standing commitments under international law and the 
German law on associations. As a result, the museum currently represents 
a stark example of the difficulties faced by Germany in formulating a policy 
towards an aggressive, neo-imperialist Russia. Despite the critical tone of 
public debate, there is still little resolve to undertake a thorough revision of 
the existing frameworks.

When assessing the structural flaws of the Berlin-Karlshorst Museum, it 
is important to consider that the redefinition of the site of the 1945 surrender 
as an institutional anchor for German-Russian reconciliation has made it 
possible for Germany to partly obscure the ambivalence surrounding the date 
of 8/9 May in German public consciousness – namely, the experience of defeat 
coupled with the fall of a criminal regime. The issue of the divergent experi-
ences of East and West Germany is gaining increasing relevance, both in the 
context of the memory of the Second World War and in shaping perceptions 
of contemporary Russia.

The urgently needed new concept for the Berlin-Karlshorst Museum could 
also incorporate a critical examination of Germany’s post-reunification policy 
towards Russia. An attempt to undertake this assessment and convey it through 
curatorial means would likely prove far more challenging than formally lim-
iting the Kremlin’s influence over the institution’s operations. Nonetheless, 
without a fundamental overhaul of its legal framework and exhibition concept, 
the museum will remain a place where memory continues to divide.
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