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Treptower Park memorial) lining the center row. Along the outside wall can be found 100 

tablets, on which the recoverable names of Soviet soldiers are inscribed. Sharing yet another 

feature with its Treptower Park comrade, the central lane leads to a large structure, though here it 

is a simple, 33.5 meter-tall obelisk, which sits atop the tombs for two decorated Soviet 

colonels.30 The obelisk also towers over a large 

black sculpture of a mother standing stoically 

over her son’s body, mimicking a Pietà – a motif 

in Christian art depicting the Virgin Mary 

cradling or mourning over the dead body of Jesus 

– and meant to symbolize the Soviet Motherland 

mourning her fallen sons. Though the 

Schönholzer Heide memorial never served as a 

notable ceremonial site like the Tiergarten or 

Treptower Park memorials, it still represents the 

same complicated legacy as its counterparts. 

 

The three Soviet memorials in Berlin 

retain their significance as symbols of former Soviet influence even after the fall of the nation 

they were built for, due to the so-called “Two Plus Four Treaty,” officially known as the Treaty 

on the Final Settlement with Respect to Germany. The treaty, ratified in 1990 denotes the terms 

under which the “Four” (the Soviet Union, the United States, the United Kingdom, and France) 

would relinquish their control in German territory, allowing the reunified Germany (the GDR 

                                                
30 Obelisk and Sculpture, Soviet War Memorial Schonholzer Heide, photograph, Elephant in Berlin, 
http://www.elephantinberlin.com/2013/11/restored-soviet-war-memorial-in.html. 

View of Obelisk and Motherland Statue. 
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and the FRG, the eponymous “Two”) to become a full sovereign. One of the conditions in the 

treaty stipulates that the German government must maintain Soviet memorials within Germany, 

thereby requiring the continued upkeep of the Tiergarten, Treptower Park, and Schönholzer 

Heide structures. In this agreement, the German sense of guilt and responsibility is clearly 

reflected. It is difficult to imagine another situation in which a country would willingly support 

and maintain multiple memorials that commemorate a foreign nation’s soldiers that died fighting 

its native sons. Indeed, critics both in Germany and outside it have called into question the 

continued maintenance of these sites. In response to the annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014, 

some German newspapers called for a removal of the tanks from the Tiergarten memorial – 

which has been referred to as the “Tomb of the Unknown Rapist,” due to the actions of Soviet 

soldiers in Berlin at the end of WWII – starting a formal petition that was later denied.31 In spite 

of this fact, Germany agreed upon its reunification to continue the commemoration project begun 

by the Soviets after Germany’s defeat in 1945. By token of maintaining these sites, Germany 

demonstrates its interest in a remembrance of its own guilt and a consideration of the ambiguities 

and complexities of the Nazi legacy, acknowledging its own wrongdoing and appreciating the 

efforts of the opposing nations that defeated National Socialism.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
31 Lucy Ash, "The Rape of Berlin," BBC News, May 1, 2015, [Page #], http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-
32529679; "Petition Fails to Remove WWII Russian Tanks," The Local Europe, April 16, 2014, [Page #], 
https://www.thelocal.de/20140416/petition-seeks-to-banish-russian-tanks-from-tiergarten. 
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Neue Wache 

 

                           Enhanced map of location of Neue Wache (marked by pin in top right corner). 

 Though Unter den Linden now serves largely as a tourist attraction, it has been the central 

point of much of Berlin’s complicated history throughout the past three centuries. Walking east 

from the Brandenburg Gate, the street today is home to embassies (Great Britain, France, Russia, 

the United States), office buildings (Google, Microsoft), and Humboldt University. Crossing a 

bridge over the Spree River, it leads to Museum Island, home to multiple museums and the soon-

to-be reconstructed City Palace. Before its repurposing as a museum in 1918 and subsequent 

destruction in 1950, the City Palace was home to the various Prussian kings and German 

emperors dating back to the 16th century. Of course, these rulers needed protection, and thus a 
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wreath, in the center of the room. This iteration of the memorial remained unchanged by the Nazi 

leadership, but it was damaged heavily by bombing in World War II. After Berlin was divided, 

the building came under East German control.34 

 The GDR restored the Neue Wache, renaming it yet again in 1960 as the “Memorial to 

the Victims of War and Dictatorship.” The interior was also redesigned in 1969 to include 

remains of both an unknown resistance fighter and an unknown German solider, soil from 

concentration camps and from significant WWII battlefields, an eternal flame centerpiece, and a 

standing East German honor guard, complete with a changing-of-the-guard ceremony 

reminiscent of Buckingham Palace.35 As Brian Ladd notes, this design seems oddly tone-deaf, 

even in retrospect.36 Memorializing the remains of a German soldier alongside those of a 

resistance fighter (associated directly with the soil from concentration camps) equates the loss of 

each, despite the fact that the German soldier can be said to represent those who ran the 

concentration camps. Additionally, the changing of the guard could be viewed as glorifying the 

German military, less than 30 years after German soldiers and generals conspired to commit 

genocide. Though problematic, this memorial project is not entirely surprising from the GDR 

government, an administration whose focus on socialist progress reduced history to a pliable 

narrative with which to justify the present.  

 With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the city’s reunification brought with it myriad 

questions about how to handle the territory that had been controlled by East Germany. Of course, 

the Neue Wache was within that territory, and Chancellor Helmut Kohl had plans of his own for 

the building. Kohl’s memorial project was a unifying one, following the spirit of his time. Kohl 

                                                
34 Brian Ladd, The Ghosts of Berlin: Confronting German History in the Urban Landscape (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 1998), 218.  
35 Marcuse, "The National." 
36 Ladd, The Ghosts, 217. 
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wanted a “worthy common memorial for the victims of both world wars, tyranny, racial 

persecution, resistance, expulsion, division, and terrorism,” a space where the multitude of 

affected groups could come together and lay wreaths or hold remembrance ceremonies for all of 

those killed during the 20th century in Germany.37 For Kohl, this all-encompassing collective of 

victims would express a sense of national unity at a time when Germany needed to demonstrate 

that unity most. According to Ladd, “[Kohl’s] desire to build an identity out of their common 

status as victims ‘of war and tyranny’speaks volumes about the state of German national identity. 

The many objections to his project for the Neue Wache also reveal how fractured that identity 

remains.”38 The newly-reunified Germany was a nation without a national identity, that identity 

having been incinerated by the hateful fires of Nazism and the ashes scattered by the division of 

the Cold War. The Neue Wache’s architecture, through Schinkel and Tessenow, anchors the 

memorial in a more “honorable” German legacy, one before the horrors of the mid-to-late 20th 

century, a legacy that a national identity could be built around.39  

However, Kohl’s plan encounters the same problem as the GDR’s previous design, in 

that it links and effectively equates concentration camp prisoners and German soldiers: 

Kohl’s formula of “war and tyranny,” according to his critics, equated soldiers 
fighting for Hitler with Jews herded into gas chambers. He honored SS 
concentration camp guards along with the inmates they killed. Was Roland 
Freisler, the sadistic chief judge of the Volksgerichtshof, who died in a bombing 
raid in February 1945, a victim just like the many courageous resisters he 
sentenced to death? “German murderers are not victims!” chanted the 
demonstrators.40 
 

                                                
37 Ibid., 218. 
38 Ibid., 219.  
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid., 220. 
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Ladd’s deeply-rhetorical question truly drives the point home. Kohl’s idea reduces any 

distinction between those victims murdered by German soldiers and German soldiers who were 

killed defending their right to subjugate those victims. Though Kohl likely harbored no intention 

to equate those two groups, critics felt that this depoliticizing project would have a minimizing 

effect, detrimental to the process of memorializing the victims of Nazism. Despite the 

opposition, Kohl held fast to his proposal, though he conceded the addition of a bronze plaque 

next to the building’s entrance that would specify the groups honored by the memorial. 41 Once 

this concession was made, Kohl’s plan moved forward, and the memorial stands with his design 

to this day.  

 

 From the outside, the Neue Wache presents 

a neoclassical front. The façade is made up of 10 

columns, supporting a tympanum depicting Nike, 

the goddess of victory, deciding the outcome of a 

battle. Upon entering the structure, visitors are 

confronted with an open space, centered around a 

bronze sculpture. The sculpture, known as Mother 

with her Dead Son, was designed by Käthe 

Kollwitz in 1937. The sculpture sits in the center 

of the room, directly under a perfect circle cut into 

the ceiling of the building (also known as an 

oculus). Through this design, the sculpture is 

                                                
41 Galen Frysinger, Neue Wache Dedication Plaque, photograph, People and Places of the World, 
http://www.galenfrysinger.com/berlin_neue_wache.htm. 

Plaque displayed on building’s entrance. 
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exposed to the rain and snow of Berlin’s climate, meant to symbolize the suffering of Germany’s 

civilian population during WWII.42 Aside from the aforementioned plaques on the entryway and 

a caption under the sculpture that reads “To the Victims of War and Dictatorship,” there is little 

text or signage at the memorial.  

 Though the main problems with this memorial were thematic, many felt that the formal 

qualities also begged reconsideration. For critics, the most glaring error was the use of Kollwitz’s 

sculpture. Though Kollwitz is a respected artist in the German tradition, using a sculpture that 

mimics a Pietà seemed insensitive, as many of the victims in question were Jews. In this 

mythology, the Virgin Mary is praised and glorified for her strength in the face of sacrifice, a 

theme that felt problematic when remembering the victims of such a complex legacy. Indeed, the 

historian Reinhart Koselleck argued vehemently against Kohl’s personal advocacy on behalf of 

Kollwitz’s sculpture, claiming that the focus on this sculpture would represent “the very rupture 

that divides Christians from Jews. Or should the (surviving) Jews be obliged to recognize the 

dead son as their savior?”43 For critics like Koselleck, the use of Kollwitz’s sculpture simply 

added to the larger thematic controversies that surrounded the memorial, making Kohl’s original 

proposal even more objectionable. 

 At the time when the Neue Wache memorial was being updated, Kohl felt that Germany 

needed a space or theme to rally the newly-reunified country around. Though he was presumably 

well-intentioned, his proposal for the repurposing of the Neue Wache was predictably 

controversial, due to its reduction of a complicated legacy to a single catch-all memorial. Today, 

the memorial holds little sway in Germany national memory, serving more as a tourist attraction 

than as Kohl’s desired central site for memory, a fact that reflects Germans’ ambivalent attitudes 

                                                
42 Ladd, The Ghosts, 223. 
43 Ibid. 
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toward the mixing of memory in this way.44 Predicting trends to come, Ladd notes, “[Kohl’s] 

opponents wanted an active confrontation with the past, not a traditional monument suitable for 

gazing and for laying wreaths. Their kind of memorial would teach or admonish, not affirm 

anything, and certainly not affirm the legitimacy of German national pride.”45 In the eyes of 

these critics, the amalgamation of suffering at the hands of “War and Dictatorship” was an 

inappropriate reduction of an ambiguous legacy, one that could not be put to rest. On the 

contrary, Kohl’s critics wanted a memorial that would ask and inspire questions that could not be 

easily answered (or even answered at all), a memorial that challenged the traditional restraints 

and guidelines of the form.  

 

 Despite being built before the true advent of the countermemorial, both the Neue Wache 

and the series of Soviet War Memorials in Berlin bear consideration when analyzing German 

memory culture. These locations functioned as traditional sites of memory at the time of their 

construction, but the progress of history has forced them to be adapted. For the Soviet 

memorials, their form has not been modified, but their significance and purpose has had to 

change; today, these sites function more as relics of a complicated past than as locations for 

pilgrimage on relevant holidays. Though the idea of the German government maintaining Soviet-

era sites creates some controversy both in the context of the history and current Russian politics, 

these sites are not considered important enough in today’s German culture to deserve any true 

reconsideration. In terms of encapsulating the tumultuous, layered history of Germany in the 

modern era, no one site serves better than the Neue Wache. From its construction in the early 

19th century to its repurposing by Chancellor Kohl in the 1990s, it has remained an example of 

                                                
44 Young, At Memory’s, 187. 
45 Ibid., 224. 
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the mutability of German politics and history. Though all of these sites hold relevance for 

considerations of ambiguity in German history, it is important to note that they do not hold an 

especially significant place in contemporary German culture. All of these sites are limited by 

their form. Because of this traditional form, they are seen to represent the ambiguous Holocaust 

legacy less effectively than other sites, such as the countermemorials that Young commends. 

 

Chapter 3: Countermemorials 

 According to James Young, the countermemorial was developed as a reaction to the 

ambiguities of German memory. Though German artists wanted to commemorate the Holocaust 

in a public, accessible form, the legacy of the memorial in relation to Nazism was unavoidable. 

As a structure that tends to facilitate nationalist representation, that form was easily coopted by 

Hitler and his government, rendering it unusable by modern German standards. Instead, the 

following artists created abstract, alternative memorials in an effort to memorialize this legacy 

without directly referencing the shortcomings of the traditional form. 
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Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe 

 

                       Enhanced map of location of Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe (marked by pin in center-left). 

Less than a ten minute walk south of the Brandenburg Gate, one can find the central 

Holocaust memorial of Berlin. 46 Peter Eisenman’s Denkmal für die ermordeten Juden Europas 

(Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe) rises like an unconventional cemetery out of the city 

landscape, its collection of headstone-like structures sandwiched between Tiergarten and Unter 

den Linden. Completed in May 2005, the memorial carves out a vertical void amongst apartment 

buildings and offices, catching the eye immediately. It is here that Young’s countermemorial is 

encapsulated best, solidified in the 2,711 concrete blocks that replace any traditional 

representation of daily life in the space.  

 

                                                
46 Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, Berlin, Germany, September 13, 2011, photograph, 
http://www.amusingplanet.com/2016/05/memorial-to-murdered-jews-of-europe.html. 
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As the Cold War began to thaw in the late 1980s, a German television journalist named 

Lea Rosh emerged as the most prominent citizen in a group of Germans drawing attention to the 

lack of a central German national Holocaust memorial. Originally, Rosh hoped to build this 

memorial on the site of the former Gestapo and S.S. headquarters on Niederkirchnerstrasse, 

located in West Berlin. Supporters of the Topography of Terror Holocaust museum won out for 

that site, but the unexpected fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 opened up an entire new city of 

possibilities for Rosh, who turned her focus to a site south of the Brandenburg Gate, surrounded 

by the former locations of Hitler’s Reich Chancellery and his underground bunker.47 Rosh – 

whose non-Jewishness is noted in nearly every article mentioning her – helmed a group of 

private citizens, Perspektive Berlin, to advocate the construction of the memorial and to help 

raise funding.48 In 1992, 

Perspektive Berlin’s project was 

recognized and approved by 

Chancellor Helmut Kohl, and an 

initial design contest was 

opened in 1995.49 

From its very 

beginnings, the project for a 

central memorial to the victims 

of the Holocaust was met with opposition from various sources. In his 1998 book The Ghosts of 

                                                
47 Brian Ladd, The Ghosts of Berlin: Confronting German History in the Urban Landscape (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 1998), 168. 
48 Hugh Williamson, "Painful birth for memorial to Holocaust," Financial Times (London, UK), May 4, 2005, [Page 
#], http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/66f5757c-bc38-11d9-817e-00000e2511c8.html#axzz3wUXCCYWX. 
49 Ladd, The Ghosts, 168.  

Western view of the site. 
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Berlin, written in the midst of one of the many controversies surrounding the memorial, Brian 

Ladd outlines the many issues with the plan. As mentioned previously, the question of how to 

encapsulate the multitude of horrors of the Holocaust in a physical structure is central to much of 

the controversy. The original design chosen, created by Berlin architect Christine Jackob-Marks, 

consisted of an enormous, twenty-three-foot thick slab of concrete in the shape of a tombstone, 

placed at an angle from six feet high on the lower end up to twenty-five feet high on the other. 

The slab would bear the recovered names of 4.5 million murdered Jews, along with spaces for 

the unnamed. The structure would be complemented by eighteen boulders taken from Masada 

(an ancient Jewish mountaintop fortification) in Israel, a reference both to the Jewish tradition of 

placing stones at a grave and the number eighteen, which represents “chai,” or “life,” in 

Hebrew.50  

Though the symbolism intended by Jackob-Marks is clear, it comes off as horribly 

misguided in analysis. According to the early Jewish historian Josephus, Masada did exist as a 

Jewish fortress, but it was taken by the Romans at the end of the Jewish revolt in the 1st century 

C.E., and those Jews that held the fortress allegedly committed collective suicide rather than be 

taken as slaves by the Romans. A Holocaust memorial to murdered Jews that incorporates 

Jewish sacrifice as a main theme hardly seems appropriate. Additionally, the size and design of 

the proposed structure recalls a memorial to the soldiers of a war, less so a memorial to victims 

of vicious genocide. In Kohl’s own words, the design was simply “too big and undignified,” and 

the government withdrew its support for the design.51  

Indeed, James E. Young, the historian noted in the above theory section for his advocacy 

on the countermemorial, had his doubts originally about the very idea of a central Holocaust 

                                                
50 Young, At Memory's, 189. 
51 Ibid, 190-191. 
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memorial. Young felt that the perpetual inability to decide on and to construct one encapsulating 

structure was in fact the best memorial possible; the debate would continue, always forcing those 

involved to remember. In his own words: “If the aim is to remember for perpetuity that this great 

nation once murdered nearly six million human beings solely for having been Jews, then this 

monument must remain uncompleted and unbuilt, an unfinishable memorial process.”52 

However, Young’s chapter in which this quote is placed goes on to discuss his involvement in 

the memorial process and how he would come to embrace the spirit of Rosh’s original project. 

After the abandonment of Jackob-Marks’s design, the memorial’s organizers sponsored a 

series of colloquia about the project, to which they invited various artists, curators, historians, 

and critics, including Young. By Young’s account, the exchanges between the organizers and 

critics grew more and more acrimonious as the colloquia proceeded. Many took issue with the 

proposed tenet of the memorial as one exclusively dedicated to the Jews affected by the 

Holocaust, and they advocated for a memorial that included the various other demographics 

targeted by the Nazis. Other critics felt that victims could be honored at more appropriate sites 

throughout the country, such as the dozens of concentration camps, and that a central memorial 

in Berlin was not fitting at all, due to the “authentic sites of destruction and memory scattered 

throughout [the city].” Lea Rosh herself fired back at the critics, attacking the “leftist intellectual 

establishment” that she viewed as undermining the process of memorialization and imploring 

them to move forward with their debate, forgetting the question of whether the memorial should 

exist at all.53  

                                                
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid., 192; Ladd, The Ghosts, 169. 
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Young himself spoke at the third colloquium, and he describes in painstaking detail the 

many factors that led him to reconsider his skeptical position.54 After noting the similarly fraught 

process of memorialization around the day of remembrance in Israel and competing museums in 

New York, Los Angeles, and Washington, D.C., Young admits that he too was originally in 

favor of continued debate, as opposed to a finished product. He also explains his fear, along with 

many critics of the project, that the site would be a way for the reunified Germany to “draw a 

bottom line under this era so that [the new nation] can move unencumbered into the future.”55 

However, Young is quick to admit to his own rarefied position as an academic bystander, 

someone that can afford to invest his primary interest in the debate around the memorial, rather 

than someone with a vested interest in the myriad effects that a realized memorial might have on 

German memory.  

Young’s involvement did not end with the colloquium. After he returned home from the 

conference, then-Speaker of the Berlin Senate Peter Radunski asked Young if he would join as 

the fifth and final member of the Findungskommission (search committee) in charge of finding a 

suitable design. Though the four other members (all also men) were each respected German 

academics in their own right, Young would be the only Holocaust memorial expert, as well as 

the only foreigner and the only Jew. Young describes his apprehension in regards to his own 

identity, asking “Was I invited as an academic authority on memorials or as a token American 

and foreigner? Is it my expertise they want, or are they looking for a Jewish blessing on whatever 

design is finally chosen?”56 Of course, it seems inappropriate to create a memorial to Jews 

                                                
54 Though Young’s account is my primary source for information on the colloquia and general process for choosing 
the memorial, it is important to remember that it is a first-person account, and thus requires a certain amount of 
critical awareness when considering Young’s central role in these deliberations. 
55 Young, At Memory’s, 194. 
56 Ibid., 196. 
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murdered in the Holocaust without the influential input of someone of Jewish faith, and Young 

notes the lack of a Jewish population in Germany as a consequence of the Holocaust and the 

“Jewish aphasia” that comes with that reality, leading to the process of memorialization being 

ridden with self-doubt on the German side. Just as the lack of a Jewish part of German culture 

remains a palpable void, Berlin’s reunified architecture must reflect that absence.57  

To that end, Young decided to join the Findungskommission, going on to outline the 

team’s specified conceptual plan for the design submissions. Young and his colleagues agreed 

that the memorial should reflect the unanswerable questions of the debate surrounding its 

construction and perhaps even engender more, rather than attempting to answer any of these 

questions. Additionally, though the sheer destruction of the Holocaust is the centerpiece of its 

remembrance, the Findungskommission was careful to draw attention to the irreplaceable losses 

and voids that the Holocaust created, from the literal loss of millions of Jews from Europe to the 

loss of a positive German identity that so many Germans experienced after WWII. An open-

mindedness to alternatives to traditional forms was also encouraged, in order to parse the balance 

of being oppressed by memory and being inspired by it. Finally, the commission recognized the 

importance of building a new, commemorative memorial: despite the abundance of relevant 

historical sites throughout Germany, the conscious choice to build a new site demonstrates the 

significance of continuing the memorial process.58 

                                                
57 Ibid., 194. 
58 Ibid., 197-199. 


