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History museums and exhibitions in Germany 

Introduction: Important German peculiarities 

I would like to introduce some specifics of the German memory culture, since without 

keeping those in mind the development of history museums in Germany in the 20th 

century cannot be fully understood. In the following, I will use the term ‘memory cul-

ture’ for the broad field of remembering and creating an image and impression of the 

past, may it be by exhibitions, museums, books, speeches, websites, videos, memo-

rials, or any other medium that produces meaning of history in public. I will not stress 

on the explicit historiographical problems around the term, but use it as a describing 

umbrella term in general. 

The mentioned specifics arise partly from the course of German history that is char-

acterised by a large number of fractions. The becoming of a national state did not 

proceed on a strong capital and a central power, but on different regional states and 

it took a specific development that provoked different ideas of a German national 

identity prior to the founding of a national state. This hindered also the forming of a 

unifying memory culture, since this could not develop from a settled and centralized 

national state. So when the establishing of historical museums in Europe took place; 

there was still a coexistence of different regional memorial cultures in Germany. 

Another peculiarity is based on German cultural history, and that is also connected to 

the existence of different states until the 20th century. You find a specific German 

concept of museum, which was formed in the 19th century and strongly based on the 

German classical philosophy. This led to the establishment of museums mainly un-

derstood as a temple of culture and devotion. Following that idea, the aim of muse-

ums should be a moral effect for the visitors in the sense of raising the human ideal. 

This intended effect on people’s behaviour rather than on their education required the 

aura of the original object, that should most often be a work of art. 

A third essential feature of the German memory culture is to be found in the division 

during the Cold War era. The memory of the nation was part of the conflict between 

the two superpowers. It developed since then in two conflicting strands in the GDR 

and in Western Germany. This was mainly a conflicting, but also mutually influencing 

process. However, there were still common grounds. Both memory cultures in the 

East and the West, combine the fact that they centered not only the period of Nation-

al Socialism (and later the Holocaust) as the main and most important point of refer-
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ence, but interpreted modern history more or less as a pre-history of the two world 

wars and the Hitler dictatorship. But the differences were very obvious as well: In the 

West, the focus lay on commemorating the military and civilian resistance (and more 

or less ignoring or deligitimating the communist resistance), and from the 1970s on 

strongly oriented towards the various groups of victims of the Holocaust. While this 

development regarding the military and civilian resistance was initially set up from 

above and clearly set against the strong concentration of the communist resistance in 

the East, since the 1970s the memory culture was influenced more and more from an 

expanding grassroots movement and a locally oriented commemorative culture. In 

the GDR, soon since the 1950s, a memory culture has been set up and controlled by 

the SED government and stayed in more or less firm and remained in a ritualised 

form of commemorating the communist victims, highly emphasizing the socialist ide-

als as counterpart of the NS dictatorship. As antifascism was an ideological corner-

stone of the GDR’s claim to national sovereignty and was used in order to justify the 

regime’s dictatorship and the bricking up of the Wall, the retaining on this ritual 

memory culture could not be questioned in East Germany until the end. 

Finally it is important to keep in mind the strong kind of German federalism, which 

has been established especially in the cultural sphere since the end of World War II. 

It is an important element which not only rejects, but deliberately prevents, a national 

or even centralised cultural policy. This elimination of the central administration in the 

cultural sphere, which is known as the cultural sovereignty of the federal states, has 

further strengthened the diversification of the memory culture in Germany, and has 

kept strongly alive a profound scepticism towards a national history policy. 

Stepstones pt. I: Before the Berlin Wall fell 

Keeping that foresaid in mind, it may not seem surprising anymore that until the 

1980s the representation of history in German museums was neglected, had been 

pushed back by other topics and was hardly present in the public. Furthermore, the 

reference to the national history was subjected to follow the Nazi dictatorship’s at-

tempt to abuse it for political and nationalistic purposes. In West Germany, the grow-

ing influence of the Anglo-American historiography (towards a "History as a historical 

social science") also influenced the view on history in general, and the classical 

presentation of history itself became more and more critised and appeared to be old-

fashioned. More or less it was common sense that history could not be displayed in a 

museum. So there was a clear underrepresentation of historical museums and a 
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strong preeminence of different kinds of exhibitions, especially the art, technology 

and natural history museums.  

Since the 1980s the development has reversed, there is a "boom of historical exhibi-

tions and museums", which continues to this day. The revival of History museums is 

clearly visible and also increasingly supported by the fact that more and more private 

historical museums are founded and establish within the cultural landscape. Of 

course this process not started from nothing at all, but it derived from the discussion 

in West Germany if a national museum was lacking or not. 

This groundbreaking discussion as to whether history could be exhibited at all, and 

what purpose its representation in a museum context should fulfill, developed in the 

1980s in two main strands. On the one hand in connection with the foundations of the 

first two national history museums, the House of History in Bonn and the German 

Historical Museum in West-Berlin. The fact that these newly founded institutions, 

which were not based on any tradition, were initiated and supported by the federal 

government, and thereby questioned the cultural sovereignty of the federal states, 

has also expanded the discussion and led to further political questions. On the other 

hand emerged a grass roots movement consisting of an increasingly number of small 

private historical workshops (Geschichtswerkstätten), tradition associations, com-

memorative initiatives and other local groups. They were not funded by the state and 

their work was absolutely dependent on the private dedication of volunteers. Togeth-

er these different groups, each of them working on local level, created a research 

and exhibition movement from below, which was decisively different to classical 

forms of historical presentation. Also in strong contrast to a central, ritualised memory 

culture this local-based associations stressed on the authenticity of historical places, 

on the use of original objects and adopted oral history as a historical source. The dis-

cussions that followed when this new history movement began to open exhibitions 

and publish books led to a broader discourse about who and what should form the 

national and cultural identity in West Germany. These discussions have revived the 

question of the meaning of original objects and authenticity and gave the history mu-

seums a new role as "production sites of importance". 

It is very obvious that the presentation of contemporary history in both of this two 

strands was much more important than other times. In addition, the movement of the 

"story from below" was in many cases exclusively focused on the history of the 20th 

century, and especially at the search for victims and delinquents of the Nazi era. The 

remembrance of the victims became more important than the glorification of heroes 

of the resistance. But that did not happen without intense discussions. Since the 
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1980s, however, contemporary historical exhibitions became sparks to start debates 

in society about the relevance and interpretation of the own history. Examples are the 

controversies surrounding the excavations and self-made exhibitions on the Gestapo 

headquarters, from which arose the Topography of terror today, the Holocaust me-

morial and the founding of the Jewish Museum Berlin as well as the debates about 

the two exhibitions on the participation of the German Wehrmacht in the Holocaust, 

initiated by a scientific Institute for Social Research. This constriction to the contem-

porary history is the binding continuity between the time of the divided and the reuni-

ficated Germany after 1990. 

Stepstones II: Germany reunificated 

With the reunionification, partly a completely new perspective seems to be needed 

on the representation of German history after 1945. This applied, on the one hand, to 

the national museums, and on the other hand to the documentations and exhibitions 

at historical sites and memorials of the National socialism and the SED regime. Here 

arose a new task, since it became inevitable to deal with the overlapping historical 

layers of two dictatorships, especially complicated at authentic places and memorial 

sites that were part of the memory culture already in the GDR. So the reunification of 

1990 brought with it a whole new challenge: The socialistic memory culture could not 

and should not be continued, but should be recognized as part of the former com-

munist rule in East Germany. However, at the same time it had to be made clear that 

the actual historical developments and events in the GDR were still a part of the larg-

er German identity. This required a re-interpretation and re-presentation of many his-

torical places and memorial sites in the former GDR, and for those the methodical 

approach of the West-German memory culture became dominant, but without the 

competence and commitment of the civil society orientation of the memory culture of 

a "history from below" movement that took his time to evolve in West Germany from 

the 1980s on. 

Thus a separation of the memory culture in East and West remained much longer 

and brought with it new problems. The GDR memorial sites should not be kept, so 

they had to be reworked, with scientifically founded exhibitions and additions. Of 

course, this brought to light also practical problems and questions of what kind of 

memory should be more important, like when at historical site the release of rem-

nants from the Nazi era was done by elimination of the GDR memorial superstruc-

ture. Complications also existed in the case of overlaying memorial sites such as 
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camps that were built as concentration camps during the Nazi era and were turned in 

to special camps for political prisoners after 1945. 

But, there were also continuities. Even after 1990, the Nazi period and the Holocaust 

still dominated the entire German memory culture. This meant not automatically 

stagnation, but a diversification of perspectives and deeper research and representa-

tions, often to previously neglected groups of victims and aspects. On the other hand, 

this expanding also brought back the awareness regarding the German victims of 

war and forced expulsion from the Central European countries. Finally, still in discus-

sion is the way to remember and commemorate the victims of Stalin’s dictatorship 

and of the SED regime in East Germany. One of the central questions is whether  

Setting up the Berlin Wall Memorial 

The Berlin Wall Memorial is the central memorial site of German division, but it start-

ed off much quite tiny and with very little support. Actually, although hundreds of 

thousands visitors came to Berlin to find the remnants of the Wall, during the first 

years nothing was done to save the last parts after the dismantling during 1990. It 

was the prescribed grass roots movement, that initially laid the way for the develop-

ment of what today is a national memorial site with more than a million visitors a 

year. It was the pressure of a local group of citizens and the parish of the Reconcilia-

tion Church at Bernauer Strase, that brought the East Berlin magistrate on its very 

last day to declare at least the Wall and the section of the border along Bernauer 

Strasse a historical monument. 

Only due to this decision, it was prevented that the border strip was rebuilt and the 

possibility of a memorial site still existed. Only after five years, the idea of a monu-

ment to the Berlin Wall, was discussed, and in 1994 a competition was held for the 

design of a new monument that should be dedicated to the victims of the Berlin Wall 

and generally in memory of the division of the city. This monument was finally erect-

ed in 1998, but already then it has become clear that this place – where the former 

border strip was visible, was most of the fortifications were dismantled – needed to 

be a place of education and information as well, since more and more foreign tourists 

and young people visited Bernauer Strasse, and that they were not as familiar with 

the history of the Berlin Wall as the citizens itself. 

Once again, the local-based group formed by the parish and volunteers from the 

neighbourhood, was the one to push forward. Finally, the Berlin government conced-

ed that work and declared to give financial support. Following that decision, in 1997 

the Berlin Wall Association was created to establish a historical exhibition in the par-
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ish house. The goal set up to open a historical exhibition on the 10th anniversary of 

the fall of the Wall, in order to accompany the monument that is unaccessible and 

has a strong aesthetical effect, but was not designed for educational purposes. The 

new documentation center with a historical exhibition had to serve as an addition to 

the monument, providing factual information and political education. The last step 

was the erection of the Chapel of Reconciliation, exactly where the destroyed church 

in the border strip originally stood. This ensemble along with the site of the former 

death strip allows visitors to learn about the Berlin Wall on three different levels: artis-

tically, factually, and spiritually.  

This ensemble at Bernauer Strasse was quite successful and attracted more and 

more visitors from abroad, but during the following years it became evident that the 

growing number of visitors needed places that were at the same time authentic and 

could provide information on the border fortifications and the history of the divided 

city in the cold war era. But it was not before 2006 that the Berlin government decid-

ed on a general concept in order to preserve the commemoration of the Berlin Wall. 

This concept incorporated all still existing authentic remnants of the Wall and made 

the memorial site at Bernauer Strasse the central place of commemoration for the 

victims of the Berlin Wall. The main part of the expansion plan is the kept-free former 

border strip, that is accessible at all times. A completely new designed open-air exhi-

bition, that was finished in 2014, leads the way through the memorial landscape 

along Bernauer Strasse. It is a combination of the surviving remains and traces of the 

Berlin Wall that have been cautiously preserved and made visible to the visitors, and 

a historical exhibition with texts, pictures, audios, videos, and graphics to explain the 

Berlin Wall as a monument and as one of the world-wide known symbols of the Cold 

War era.  

The memorial site today contains five different levels of information and representa-

tion: 1) original remnants and their representation: All original remnants were saved 

as they were found in 2006. Where the original relics of the border fortifications have 

been lost, the use of Corten steel indicates where original fortification elements once 

were. In this way, also markings of escape tunnels and demolished houses are made 

visible. 2) stories and incidents: All over the memorial landscape and in the area 

around, metal incident markers in the ground show specific incidents that occurred at 

the specific place. Visitors can learn about the stories from a free leaflet. 3) archeo-

logical windows: To make the different previous layers of the border fortifications and 

historical traces of the city that were buried by the border strip visible to the public, a 

number of archeological windows provide a view into the past of the site that was 



7 
 

never possible before. 4) historical exhibition: Along the complete memorial land-

scape, the all-time accessible exhibition along the former patrol way explains the site, 

describes the border regime and the effects of the Berlin Wall on the development of 

the city. 5) contextual exhibition: the documentation center not only provides a start-

ing point for visitors and groups, but today also includes an additional exhibition to 

the memorial site that explains the political backgrounds of the Cold War period, the 

reasons why the Berlin Wall was built and why its fall marked the end of that era. 

Many young visitors and tourists from abroad need that supporting explanations to 

understand the authentic historical site they are visiting. 

As a conclusion, the Berlin Wall Memorial is a combination of a state initiative regard-

ing the monument and grass roots movement or private dedication. To the visitor of 

today this may not be that visible or even conscious, but it is the source of its suc-

cess, because the development of the place took its time and was accompanied ei-

ther scientific research projects and intense public discussions. The different ele-

ments of the Berlin Wall Memorial site, and especially the evolving of this authentic 

place and the ensemble as place of information, of learning and of commemoration, 

show clearly, how the expectations and needs of visitors – as a still growing number 

and getting more and more heterogenic as different social groups – have to be 

adopted in the ways and means of presentation. It is a good example on how the 

memory culture will have to develop continuously further and link itself to the ques-

tions and relevance of the present. 

 


