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The Second World War, as the last “total war,” has been in recent years at 
the center of various national and European debates surrounding the inter-

pretation of the past. In many countries, it is still an, if not the most, important 
historical resource for discourses of political mobilization, legitimization, and na-
tional identity.1 A renewed interest in the advancing of national narratives runs 
contrary to the tendency to “Europeanize” collective memories,2 especially since 
1989 and 1990, when the Holocaust became a common negative focus in West-
ern Europe.3 At the same time, post-Soviet Eastern European countries have 
attempted to juxtapose the memories of two eras from the twentieth century, 
Stalinism and Nazism, which they have interpreted as equally criminal totalitar-
ian regimes.4 Narratives of genocide confront narratives of national victimhood. 
Public representations of these narratives (national or European) refl ect the ways 
in which they have been constructed, and have been evolving ever since.

Th erefore, museums and memorials lend themselves to an analysis of such 
shifts in memory culture.5 Th is holds particularly true for those representing 
the Second World War, as can be seen in the controversies surrounding the 
House of European History in Brussels, which opened in May 2017, partic-
ularly during the museum’s planning phase. Journalists and politicians, most 
of them British, questioned whether there was a coherent enough “European” 
identity to warrant a European history museum.6 Th e question also arose as to 
whether a single European master narrative can represent the Second World 
War or whether each member state in the European Union should have its own 
version(s) and interpretation(s) of how the war has shaped modern European 
history. Additionally, it must be asked whether a museum is able to express the 
tensions stemming from diff erent interpretations of history.7
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Th e new Muzeum II Wojny Światowej (Museum of the Second World War, 
MIIWŚ) in Gdańsk is another striking example of recent memory debates 
about the war. In April 2016, the Polish Ministry of Culture and National 
Heritage announced a new administrative structure in which the museum 
would merge with another new museum, which has yet to be constructed but 
will be located on Gdańsk’s Westerplatte peninsula, where the Second World 
War began, and will focus solely on the events in Poland during 1939. Pol-
ish and international historians, as well as the city of Gdańsk, protested the 
Polish federal government’s interference. Th ese protests demonstrate the deep 
tensions in contemporary Polish society and memory culture about whether 
the Second World War should be remembered and represented in a compre-
hensive European framework or through a nationalistic emphasis on Polish 
heroism and suff ering. 8 

Because the Provincial Administrative Court in Warsaw reconsidered and 
temporarily suspended the previous court order, which permitted the museum 
merger and the new administrative structure, on 30 January 2017, the founding 
director, Paweł Machcewicz, was able to open the museum on 23 March 2017. 
On 5 April 2017, the Supreme Administrative Court of the Republic of Poland 
revoked the suspension decision, allowing the Ministry of Culture and National 
Heritage to merge the two museums and replace Machcewicz with Karol Naw-
rocki.9 Th e museum remains open today. Th e consequences of the approved 
merger and change of directorship have only slowly started to reveal themselves 
through minor but telling changes in the permanent exhibition10 design, imply-
ing a considerably more heroic tone.11 Th e Second World War has become the 
primary event for the current Polish government’s memory politics.

A third example demonstrating current controversies around the interpre-
tation of the Second World War is the Memorial to the Victims of the German 
Occupation by the sculptor Péter Párkányi Raab, erected in Budapest in July 
2014. In the ruins of a temple with broken columns, a bronze eagle representing 
Nazi Germany towers over a bronze statue of Archangel Gabriel representing 
“innocent” Hungary. Th e memorial has triggered a protest movement, which 
has manifested itself in the hundreds of spontaneous remembrance notes and 
objects located opposite the memorial. An emotionally charged public debate 
indicates the problematic relationship between the Hungarian people and the 
current government’s interpretation of Hungary’s role in the Second World 
War.12 It remains to be seen whether the monument will end up working in 
favor of a nationalist revisionist narrative or becoming an unintended agent 
of change through memory controversy. Consequently, James E. Young sees 
monuments increasingly as sites “of contested and competing meanings,” more 
likely sites “of cultural confl ict than of shared national values and ideals. . . . Th e 
state’s need for a monument is acknowledged, even as the traditional forms and 
functions of monuments are increasingly challenged.”13
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Indeed, the subject matter of war, and the Second World War in particular, 
in museums and memorials has become the object of recent research in numer-
ous fi elds such as history, heritage and museum studies, literary studies, cultural 
studies, and Holocaust and genocide studies.14 On the one hand, museums, me-
morials, and monuments refl ect public discourse and/or offi  cial politics. On the 
other hand, they are themselves agents of memory politics. Even before they 
open their doors or are inaugurated, they have most likely already triggered pub-
lic debates on how the past should be referenced in form and content, and how 
this relates to prevailing national narratives. Museums and memorials are em-
bedded in complex regional, national, and European narrative processes. Th ey 
can turn either to universal ideas such as peace, tolerance, or human rights, or 
else to specifi c historical formations of victory, defeat, suff ering, and atrocity. 
Th ey can target specifi c agents and their roles, such as victims, perpetrators, 
bystanders, collaborators, soldiers, civilians, and resistance fi ghters. Exhibitions 
can highlight themes one would expect to see in a traditional war museum, such 
as specifi c battles and combat experiences, military equipment such as weapons 
and uniforms, distinctions of honor, and so on.15 Th ey can refl ect the relation-
ship between society and war, for example, through exhibiting themes such as 
toys, fashion, language, or memory and war, as can be seen in the 2011 exhibi-
tion of the Militärhistorisches Museum der Bundeswehr in Dresden (Bundes-
wehr Military History Museum, MHM) or in the “society” gallery of the 2017 
exhibition of the National Army Museum in London.

For the researcher, it is crucial to explain the ethical, legal, aesthetic, and 
aff ective dimensions of the war’s representation and remembrance. Th ese un-
derstandings are important in determining whether such roles blur together 
and make visitors refl ect on the Second World War’s past and present com-
plexities, or whether they reinforce societal assumptions. Contrary to the genre 
of academic research, museums and memorials depend on public acceptance, 
visitor numbers, and funding sources. Since exhibitions and memorials are not 
the result of individual research but rather the culmination of longer processes, 
accompanied by advisory boards, bureaucrats, politicians, and public debate, 
they appear to represent an “offi  cial” view of the past. Th ey can also highlight 
the stories of individuals, which can supplement, diversify, or subvert master 
narratives. Similarly, by depicting history, museums and memorials contribute 
to the construction of collective identities. Jenny Kidd has argued that “the rela-
tionship between the museum’s role as an arbiter of collective memory and as an 
active constituent in the making and re-making of individual identities renders 
ambiguous any sense of an objective past, especially when it comes to heritages 
that challenge in the ways outlined above.”16 Th us, by analyzing the debates 
around the construction of museums and memorials, the production and recep-
tion of exhibitions, and the strategies of visualization, we can gain considerable 
insight into recent understandings of the past and their political implications. 
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Additionally, we can learn about the decisions that inform the selection and the 
exclusion of specifi c themes, stories, objects, and perspectives of war.

Because of the recent generational shift, museums and memorials that refer-
ence the Second World War have become public venues for negotiating inter-
pretations of the past to an even greater degree than for previous generations. 
With the death of the last eyewitnesses, “communicative memory” is turning 
into “cultural memory.”17 When it comes to the Second World War and the 
commemoration of its victims and heroes, any interpretation ex cathedra is 
especially contested.18 Th is can be seen in particular when a museum takes 
on the hybridized goal of representing history and commemorating the past, 
or when a memorial is charged with expectations from numerous and starkly 
diff erent interest groups. On the one hand, there are many types of historical 
museums, some of which create an intentional overlap in the concepts of mu-
seum and memorial: traditional military history museums, modern cultural 
history museums, memorial museums or memorials,19 documentation centers, 
memorial sites situated at authentic historical locations (which focus on learn-
ing through commemoration and history), and ideas museums.20 At the same 
time, a memorial (from memorialis) is a structure such as a monument that 
serves as a memory of an event or a person, frequently intended to celebrate 
it. War memorials, gravestones, mausoleums, and memorial plaques are com-
mon examples of memorials. But there are also memorial benches, even “ghost 
bikes,”21 and other less common memorials.

When the memorial is constructed in order to commemorate something 
considered to be of national importance, the term national memorial or mon-
ument can be used. Th e term is also used for the acts relating to it, such as a 
service of remembrance or commemoration. Th e German use of “memorial” 
(Gedenkstätte) refers to a particular place—a memorial park, for instance—that 
may or may not contain monuments. Th e distinction between museum and 
memorial becomes increasingly blurred here, as Silke Arnold-de Simine notes: 
“New museums commemorating violent histories often double as memorials 
and quite a few memorials feature information centers.”22 Generally, memorial 
places serve the (negative) memory of Nazism, war, and genocide on the one 
hand and of Soviet occupation and socialist dictatorship in East Germany on 
the other. Concentration camps, in particular, are considered memorials that 
serve to remind visitors of a terrible past through their authentic setting, and 
often with the help of a permanent exhibition. Memorials in this sense are sup-
posed to preserve the relics of that past and serve as a place of learning. In cases 
in which the memorial is closely linked to a monument built as a warning to 
future generations, the German translation of “memorial” would be Mahnmal, 
a particular form of Denkmal (monument/memorial). Most prominently, the 
popular shorthand for the Berlin Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe is 
Holocaust-Mahnmal. 
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Monuments that function without supplementary exhibitions work have 
diff erent spatial functions than museums. At the intersection of memory and 
space, historians have related social memory to the construction of symbolic 
places. Th e term “landscape” refl ects the idea that nature is a human construct: 
it characterizes a Kulturlandschaft (cultural landscape) where constructs of the 
imagination are projected onto water and rock, as Simon Schama has rightly 
underlined.23 Th e coast of Normandy, where numerous monuments supple-
ment the natural setting of the Allies’ landing on the beaches of Normandy 
(D-Day), is a case in point.24 Historians, as well as geographers and social sci-
entists, analyze the “text” of the landscape, the framework in which this text is 
produced, and the ways in which it functions. In memorial landscapes where 
objects such as statues or plaques remind visitors of past events or persons, 
the landscape adds an emotional element of experience that allows visitors to 
connect the past to their present. Visitors might actively seek to visit primar-
ily symbolic monuments for commemoration or to learn about the symbolic 
memory of the past, whereas museums contain contextual and interpretive in-
formation that have been actively and purposefully created for visitors.

Wolfgang Muchitsch and others have asked whether war belongs in the mu-
seum.25 How can museums express the trauma, bereavements, horrifi c bodily 
experiences, atrocities, complex issues of guilt, and hope that occur in war? Th e 
interconnection of war and atrocity in the Second World War further compli-
cates this question. Jay Winter argues: “All war museums fail to represent ‘the 
war,’ because there was then and is now no consensus as to what constituted the 
war. . . . Th ey never describe war; they only tell us about its footprints on the 
map of our lives.”26 Winter maintains that war museums should resist the temp-
tation of realistic-mimetic presentation and emphasize that these museums are 
sites of interrogation and contestation in order for visitors to understand the 
links between the past and a present shaped by the consequences of war.

Th ere is a trend of experiencing or reenacting the past, particularly in the 
Anglo-American world, in contrast to the “traditional” Second World War mu-
seum that emphasizes objects and artifacts.27 Since the so-called Beutelsbacher 
Consensus of 1976, German memorial sites have tended to avoid emotionally 
overwhelming visitors and stress the need for cognitive distance so that visi-
tors can refl ect and learn from history.28 Since this volume focuses on German 
museums and memorials in the European context, it is important to scrutinize 
this apparent contrast more closely. Both traditions highlight the importance 
of learning and emphasize the importance of performativity in museum exhi-
bitions.29 German institutions still seem to be more documentary, whereas the 
Anglo-American museum landscape highlights the transformative educational 
value of history museums, as, for example, Kidd argues: “Heritage institutions 
contribute variously to a number of educative endeavours: to increase knowl-
edge about the past; to aid in the understanding and construction of identity; 
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to transform our relationships with our landscape, communities and ‘nation’; 
and, with any luck, to make us ‘good citizens,’ increasingly, enmeshed within 
talk of ‘social justice.’”30 Th is educational interest in the present connects with 
the concept of “diffi  cult knowledge” as knowledge that does not fi t into tradi-
tional discourse and forces visitors to challenge their own experiences.31

Every Second World War exhibition in the twenty-fi rst century faces the 
representational and experiential challenges of how to involve the visitor and 
of how to connect “diffi  cult” pasts to the present. Globally, contemporary mu-
seums use a variety of methods to create “experiences” of the past, often sur-
rounded by vigorous debates over the degree to which representations of the 
Second World War should be emotional or documentary, or else how these 
modes can be complementary.32 Th is includes displaying authentic or simu-
lated objects, documenting factual evidence, and combining text, images, fi lm, 
and other forms of visualization and digitization. Historical authenticity can 
be defi ned in two ways: witnessing the past through fi rsthand accounts, auratic 
places, or objects from the past; and experiencing a simulated “authentic” past 
through replicas and historical reenactment.33 Some even have the visitors pro-
duce their own visions of the violent past. In contrast to a linear book, museum 
visitors choose what to read and perceive in a museum, making the recipient 
essential to the analysis of the cognitive, ethical, and aesthetic dimensions of a 
museum’s representation. Th us, how a museum controls its narrative or experi-
ential message—and whether it allows visitors to explore tensions or diff erent, 
ambiguous versions of the violent past—is signifi cant.

Violence, including the “history of violence” (Gewaltgeschichte), has become 
a contemporary category of interdisciplinary research. Not until the 1990s did 
violence become an object of historical, sociological, and ethnological research. 
Current scholarship is not only interested in the social, political, or cultural 
conditions that make violence possible. Instead, researchers look more closely 
at the process of violence itself to better understand its mechanisms. Th is new 
perspective has been infl uenced by the “cultural turn” through its focus on ac-
tors and meanings; the symbolic dimension of violence also plays a role. On the 
one hand, violent processes have come to be considered the basis of “spaces of 
violence” or “communities of violence.”34 On the other hand, the representation 
of violence, rather than violence itself, has become an object of research. After 
all, historians, literary critics, and other scholars deal with texts and images 
related to violence. Although they cannot and should not replace the study of 
violence as such, the analyses of textual and visual representations of violence 
enhance our understanding of the meaning ascribed to violence after it occurs. 
Th is holds particularly true when it comes to the representation of mass vio-
lence typical of war.

Diff erent forms of cultural representation have strongly infl uenced his-
torical perspectives on violence. On the one hand, countless memorials have 
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commemorated those who suff ered and/or died because of violence, oscillating 
between grief and glorifi cation. On the other hand, objects of war have been 
collected and arranged in museums, evoking the time and experiences of the 
war. Both representational forms of military violence have refl ected contem-
porary ideas of war, the role of soldiers and civilians, and the self-perception 
of those doing the remembering. A logical consequence of these phenomena, 
for example, is that the MHM’s new permanent 2011 exhibition pursues the 
goal of representing the history and anthropology of violence.35 Similarly, the 
Mémorial de Caen, in Normandy, France, which opened in 1988, emphasizes 
in the latest version of its permanent exhibition (it underwent strong revisions 
in 2009 and 2010 in its third section, “World War, Total War”) how a particu-
lar concept of violence and the increasing brutalization on all sides provides an 
explanatory pattern for understanding the Second World War. Th e anthropo-
logical eff ects of violence also form the core of the permanent exhibition in the 
MIIWŚ, although they operate within a clearer victim-perpetrator frame (the 
Polish nation and other occupied states versus the totalitarian states, particu-
larly Germany and the Soviet Union).36 

Th e concept of violence allows all three museums to interweave the Holo-
caust with a Second World War narrative, despite their diff erent memory con-
texts, demonstrating a clear trend in military history and Second World War 
museums. Th e Nazis’ program of conquest and genocide aff ected the course of 
the war that in turn led to the radicalization of their racial politics.37 Th e anal-
ysis of museums and memorials also points to important changes in cultural 
and societal value systems, such as the replacement of the epic vision of war 
following 1945, in favor of a more sober “post-heroic” view of military con-
fl icts in many European societies. Th is new perspective highlights individual 
stories—that are not synthesized into master narratives—by depicting history 
from below, as well as the anthropological and cultural impact of war on soci-
ety. Indeed, such new political paradigms can cause changes toward multidi-
rectionality.38 At the same time, trends like these remain dynamic, and depend 
on constantly shifting paradigms, as the debates about the MIIWŚ indicate. 
Museums and memorials are consistently situated between regional, national, 
and inter- and transnational frameworks.

Views of Violence analyzes the representational and commemorative strat-
egies in twenty-fi rst-century museums and memorials in order to understand 
the most recent views on the violent pasts of the Second World War in Ger-
man, Austrian, and European contexts. Analyzing the specifi c media/genres 
of museums and memorials in the wider context of European memory cul-
ture39 reveals the complexities of exhibiting and memorializing the Second 
World War in history museums and special exhibitions, memorial museums, 
memorial sites/exhibitions, documentation centers, memorial landscapes and 
discourses, monuments, and cemeteries. Whereas American scholarship 
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strongly focuses on Holocaust representation (as can be seen, for example, in 
the works of Michael Bernard-Donals, Jennifer Hansen-Glucklich, and Ali-
son Landsberg),40 this volume highlights the complex relationship of Second 
World War, Holocaust, and other discourses of suff ering and commemoration. 
Several chapters in this volume also relate to observations about how past and 
present can be linked to each other. Bernard-Donals has argued by example of 
the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC, that the 
museum “conveys historical and cultural memory but also—in its inculcation 
of individual memory—encourages visitors to remember events that bear little 
relation to the Holocaust as such but that are intimately connected to the visi-
tors’ present, the moment of ethical engagement from which they are propelled 
to become witnesses.”41

Th is volume analyzes how museums, memory landscapes, and monuments 
visualize, verbalize, and mediate the Second World War for contemporary Euro-
pean audiences between experience, commemoration, and historical knowledge. 
Th e volume focuses on German and Austrian representations, supplemented 
by contemporary representations in the United Kingdom, France, Belgium, 
the Czech Republic, Poland, and Canada. Its comparative approach, centering 
on German and Austrian memory, has allowed us to develop answers to the 
various functions of current representation and commemoration techniques 
in the German and European memory landscape of the Second World War. 
Such a comparative approach has also allowed us to avoid the diffi  culty found 
in other collections, which seem to simply assemble individual case studies. 
Certainly, this demonstrates that there is not one, single, consistent memory 
of the Second World War, concerning either national master narratives or a 
(Western) European narrative. Indeed, complex entanglements exist and can 
only be understood through a multitude of studies surrounding the practices 
of representation and remembrance of the Second Word War in museums, 
memorial landscapes, and monuments. Th e comparative approach is signifi -
cant, with all contributions revealing the tensions between national and Euro-
pean (or universal) discourses. Th is volume highlights diff erent visualization, 
spatialization, narrativization, and framing techniques that are employed by 
museums and memorials, including the use of perspective; the creation of his-
torical proximity and distance; the use of text, photography, fi lm, and multi-
media installations; and the temporal and spatial layers of memory with their 
cognitive, ethic, and aesthetic implications.

Museums

Th is book focuses on museum representations, memory landscapes, and me-
morials. Th e fi rst part, “Museums,” analyzes contemporary representational 
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techniques in their historical tendencies. Additionally, it explores museum-
specifi c techniques of creating experiential views of the past, as well as the use 
of space and visualization in the museum, and questions how perpetration can 
be represented in the museum and what it means to house a museum in a per-
petrator country. Furthermore, it analyzes comparative narrative patterns, po-
litical discourses, and memory politics in the contemporary museum, marking 
the complexities between national and transnational trends. All the chapters 
are situated around questions concerning whether exhibitions are presented as 
fact-based places for learning, as entertainment, or as experience. Th e chapters 
also discuss whether the museum visitor is encouraged to think independently 
or is mainly prompted to digest a preconstructed version of the past. Another 
strand that connects the chapters is the notion of authenticity in relation to 
historical objects or media, as well as the location of an exhibition and building 
in which it is housed.

In chapter 1, Th omas Th iemeyer provides an overview of historical and 
current trends in Second World War and Holocaust museal representation 
in Germany, highlighting the ways in which war representation in the media 
has changed in its transference from communicative into cultural memory. 
Th iemeyer identifi es four phases of German museum representation, begin-
ning with 1945–1960, which was shaped by the near disappearance of war 
representation in the museum in West and East Germany. Distant, intention-
ally objective memorial sites that remember Nazi history and atrocities char-
acterize the second phase (1960s–1990s). Th e third phase (1990s–2000s) 
concentrates on new perpetrator research. Most recently, in the fourth phase, 
there are fi ve clear trends in German museums. (1) Museums and memori-
als are geared primarily no longer toward veterans but rather toward younger 
people who have no fi rsthand memory of the war. (2) Th erefore, remembering 
the war in museums has become more professionalized and institutionalized, 
exceeding the interests of military historians. (3) Historical events, such as the 
Second World War and the Holocaust, have become a prominent part of what 
is called the “heritage industry.” (4) Museums and memorial site exhibitions 
have changed according to their underlying political, educational, and historio-
graphical concepts; they have become “performative spaces” in which people are 
supposed to “experience” the past rather than refl ect on it. Th e historical object 
has become only one of many means to attract the museum’s potential audi-
ence, which in turn has become more important than the museum’s collection. 
(5) Finally, as discussed earlier, the concept of military history has undergone 
far-reaching methodological changes since the 1980s. Military historians no 
longer restrict their studies to military operations and organizations, but most 
importantly include approaches and topics including cultural studies, as well 
as the sociology of violence. Recent exhibitions increasingly focus on everyday 
life and individual experiences rather than the history of battles. People on the 
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home front, prisoners of war, and crimes against humanity are some of the new 
topics under discussion.

Chapter 2, by Stephan Jaeger, connects to Th iemeyer’s question of how to 
mediate the Second World War in the European museum in the contemporary 
historiographical and memory environment. Th e chapter develops a theoret-
ical framework for understanding how contemporary museums mediate war 
through the narratological concept of “experientiality” in order to understand 
and theorize historiographical approaches for varying museal representations 
of the Second World War in the second decade of the twenty-fi rst century. 
Th e approaches that are analyzed create a fi ne balance between representing 
historical knowledge, simulating historical structures and entanglements rather 
than historical events, and emotionalizing the visitor on various levels. Th ough 
almost all newer museums construct their own simulated historical, poietic 
worlds, they vary in their representational strategies. For example, variations 
occur in the historical distance between visitor and museum contents, the focus 
on individual voices and collective perspectives, and the use of narrative and 
scenography in relation to exhibited objects. Th e museum as a genre expands 
the notions of time and space, leading to a dynamic relationship between his-
tory and memory, while aiming to involve the present visitor’s future behavior 
in diff erent emotional, moral, refl exive, and pedagogical dimensions. Th ere are 
variations between museums that suggest diff ering primary experiences of the 
past, which allow the museum visitor to empathize with concrete historical 
perspectives. However, these perspectives are marked by their constructed 
nature and their structural experientiality. Th is can allow the visitor either to 
empathize with constructed collective perspectives or to experience simulated 
abstract eff ects of war in multifaceted ways. Th ese eff ects are not historical 
events but rather constructions of historical knowledge that are clearly not in 
themselves historical. Th is chapter contextualizes such forms of experientiality 
in the context of the Western European museum, with particular emphasis 
on new exhibitions in the Second World War battleground regions of Nor-
mandy and the Ardennes, as well as the most recent German war exhibitions in 
Berlin-Karlshorst and Dresden.

Exhibitions are sensual experiences that rely particularly on visual percep-
tion. In chapter 3, Jana Hawig explores specifi cally how historic images are 
used in contemporary Second World War representations. Museums use the 
power of images to construct forms of reality in the spectator’s gaze. Th ey must 
also deal with the challenge that governments, as means of propagandistic war 
communication, have heavily used photography and video footage from the 
world wars. Visual media such as photography and fi lm are used in exhibitions 
to depict scenes or people of the past. Today, visual material reveals what can 
no longer be seen: scenes of battlefi elds, victims, perpetrators, or atrocities. Th e 
comparative analysis of images in the MHM in Dresden and the Imperial War 
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Museum North in Manchester reveals potential diff erences in the use of visual 
material in Germany and Great Britain in order to shed light on exhibition 
practices in modern museums. It does so while bearing in mind the diff ering 
national methods of Second World War remembrance. Th e fi ndings illustrate 
that the heritage of the two countries’ war history in the twentieth century 
infl uence the use of images in museums today, with a tension between learning 
from media in Germany and aff ect-based representation in the United King-
dom. Furthermore, the fi ndings deal with the degree to which each respective 
style aims to unsettle the visitor through confrontation with images in order to 
make them refl ect on diff erent meanings of the Second World War. Th is anal-
ysis demonstrates numerous representational tensions, such as that between 
the academic referencing of images and entertainment, and the cognitive and 
emotive dimensions of exhibiting historical sources in visual media.

As discussed earlier, any analysis of the representation of the Second 
World War is closely entangled with the representation of the Holocaust. Erin 
Johnston-Weiss, in chapter 4, continues this volume’s exploration of the aes-
thetic and representational eff ect of visual media by examining empathy and 
distanciation in the museum visitor while being confronted with Holocaust 
photography in the Topographie des Terrors (Topography of Terror) and the 
Canadian Museum for Human Rights. Th e chapter analyzes the intricacies of 
creating numerous levels of visitor empathy with victims, perpetrators, and by-
standers. Consequently, empathy evidently is not opposed to cognitive-based 
learning about the past but rather can supplement such a learning process. Th is 
chapter demonstrates how empathy can be created through an exhibition’s way 
of allowing the visitor to take on the gaze of perpetrator and bystander through 
photographic collage. Th is concept of “gaze as empathy” challenges the visitor 
to rethink their relation to the “diffi  cult knowledge” of the Holocaust and the 
Second World War. By contrasting a German documentation center and a 
Canadian museum, we can understand how diff erent national narratives can 
contribute to how empathy and distanciation are perceived in two museums 
with similar subject matters. Th ese representational techniques are used in spe-
cifi c ways for distinct audiences dealing with atrocities and human rights in the 
twenty-fi rst century. Th e visitor is forced into a global perspective of war and 
human rights that is relevant to their present and goes beyond the goal of his-
torical documentation. Th is link between past and present also indicates per-
spectives for the future analyses of genocide and mass atrocities in museums.

In chapter 5, Sarah Kleinmann asks how museums can represent the Na-
tional Socialist perpetrator in the context of a museum exhibition. She com-
pares two exhibitions from the perpetrator countries of Germany and Austria, 
located at authentic sites of the “euthanasia killings”: the Museum Gedenk-
stätte Grafeneck (Grafeneck Museum memorial site) in southern Germany 
and the Lern- und Gedenkort Schloss Hartheim (Hartheim Castle Learning 
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and Memorial Site) in northwestern Austria. Th e chapter demonstrates recent 
progress in representing perpetrators in a museum context, as well as ongoing 
curatorial, representational, and fi nancial challenges of perpetrator exhibitions. 
Kleinmann analyzes representational means and sources, normative frames, 
explanations for the euthanasia killings, narrative structures, and the curato-
rial decisions of both exhibitions. In particular, Kleinmann underlines that the 
gender-specifi c dimensions of persecution could be further refl ected in the ex-
hibitions. Both exhibitions highlight a factual and documentary approach in 
their representation of perpetrators, based on both research and the demands 
of victims’ relatives. Despite the diff erences in memory debates and historical 
developments in Austria and Germany since 1945, there are analogous pat-
terns of interpretation between the two exhibitions, proving that there is a 
transnational eff ect within the fi elds of perpetrator research, museum work, 
and memory politics. Kleinmann chooses a political-ideological framework for 
her chapter in order to highlight the potential for political and ideological pres-
sures to reverse the insights of contemporary perpetrator research, making it 
even more important to refl ect on the ways in which perpetrators can be repre-
sented in a museal context.

Winson Chu concludes the fi rst half of this volume with chapter 6, which 
demonstrates particularly how exhibition narratives are embedded within po-
litical and ideological contexts, blending national and European narratives. An 
analysis of how the Warsaw Uprising of 1944 has been portrayed in historical 
exhibitions in Germany reveals the diffi  culties of fi nding a shared European 
identity and the function of memory politics in the German-Polish discourse. 
Th is is especially highlighted in relation to the 2014 special exhibition devel-
oped for the seventieth anniversary of the uprising by the Warsaw Rising Mu-
seum at the Topography of Terror in Berlin. Th e site of the former Gestapo 
and SS headquarters on Wilhelmstraße was symbolic in displaying the genesis, 
development, and consequences of the epic struggle, which claimed the lives of 
some two hundred thousand Poles and temporarily wiped the city of Warsaw 
from the map. Supplemented by refl ections on other projects in Poland and 
Germany, the chapter shows that Polish-German historical exhibitions since 
the 2000s have sought to portray a European paradigm of reconciliation that 
relies on the narrative of totalitarian oppression and victimization at the hands 
of Nazis and Soviets lasting from 1939 to 1989. Subordinating the uprising 
into this narrative of an eternal Polish search for independence has made any 
discussion about the causes and consequences of the uprising nonnegotiable. 
In the 2014 Berlin exhibition, the “bloody” defeat was transformed into a moral 
victory by emphasizing an uncompromising quest for freedom that justifi ed 
the lives lost. Although the Europeanization of Second World War history has 
meant that national museums across Europe have begun to engage with their 
own countries’ participation in the persecution of Jews during the Holocaust, 
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the Polish sponsor used the Berlin exhibition to reinforce nationalist narra-
tives about Polish heroism and philosemitism. Exhibitions on German-Polish 
history have refl ected increasingly divisive developments in European memory 
politics and the continuing nationalization of history writing. Indeed, the di-
vision of memory labor across Europe today ensures that even when projects 
have transnational cooperation, visitors seeing the same exhibition will come 
away with little that alters their own national viewpoints.

Monuments and Memorial Landscapes

Th e second part of this book focuses on monuments and so-called memorial 
landscapes. Several contributions also analyze the role of museums and ex-
hibitions in memorials as part of a wider memorial landscape. Th ese monu-
ments and memorial landscapes evoke various stages and problems of the war: 
D-Day; the Battle of Hürtgen Forest (1944–1945), east of the Belgian-German 
border; the death and suff ering of civilians who fl ed the Red Army, and non-
German populations taking revenge on Germans in formerly German or occu-
pied territories from 1945 through the immediate postwar years; and the mil-
lions of fallen soldiers (and small number of deserters) in the Wehrmacht—a 
problem dealt with only recently. On the one hand, these aspects of war are 
referenced in “authentic” places where one can visit the remains of warfare, such 
as the bunkers on Omaha Beach or the fortifi cations of Hürtgen forest. On 
the other hand, monuments were also erected in centralized locations to send 
their message to a wider audience, such as the monument of the deserter, inau-
gurated in 2014, on the Ballhausplatz next to Vienna’s Heldenplatz, which is 
one of the most important public spaces in the capital. Additionally, diff erent 
institutions have shaped the various views of violence they off er: central and 
regional, national and foreign, public and private.

Th e fi erce battles fought between US forces and the Wehrmacht on the 
Western Front in and around the Hürtgenwald (Hürtgen forest), from Septem-
ber 1944 to February 1945, are among the fi nal and longest battles on the ter-
ritory of the German Reich. In chapter 7, opening the “Memorial” part, Karola 
Fings analyzes how a memorial landscape has developed in the Hürtgenwald 
region in recent decades, consisting of monuments, war gravesites, memorial 
stones, and a museum. Th is memorial landscape has been characterized by a 
practice of remembrance and commemoration, with an emphasis on the mem-
ory of the German 116th Panzer Division and the victims of war. In particular, 
the two large war graves in the villages of Hürtgen and Vossenack are places 
to commemorate those who fell in the battle. In these representations, Wehr-
macht soldiers are commonly presented as heroes, while German civilians are 
considered victims of war. Contrary to the development of national discourse, 
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any critical historicization has been set aside. Th us, this memorial landscape 
has become a place of fascination for revisionist and right-wing groups. Th is 
chapter analyzes how the museum’s representation of the past fi ts into this 
ideologically charged memorial landscape; contextualizes the complex question 
of victimhood and perpetratorship, the involvement of social groups and insti-
tutions, and the public’s perception of commemoration practices; and demon-
strates how increasing criticism has led to a shift of perspective in regional 
memory politics.

Th is shift away from the glorifi cation of German soldiers to a more critical 
and more inclusive view is also apparent in the Austrian case. Chapter 8 fo-
cuses on ongoing social and political processes and practices that have shaped 
and transformed two memorials at the renowned Heldenplatz and the adja-
cent Ballhausplatz, both in the heart of Vienna, during the past two decades: 
the Heldendenkmal (Heroes’ Memorial), and the Memorial for the Victims of 
Nazi Military Justice. Th e latter was only inaugurated in October 2014. Th e 
former was established in 1934, during the Austrofascist era, for the fallen sol-
diers of the First World War. Since the end of the Second World War, it has 
also been used for the soldiers of that war. Additionally, since 1965, the Wei-
heraum (consecrated space) inside the same building has been established as a 
memorial for the Austrian resistance fi ghters. Th ese two memorials to obedient 
and disobedient actors are part of a database consisting of about 1,700 symbols 
of remembrance in Vienna. Peter Pirker, Magnus Koch, and Johannes Kramer 
highlight the necessity of analyzing the plurality and interrelations of sectional 
memories in society to understand the mechanisms of the politics of memory 
in democracies. Th e chapter explores social and political frameworks, as well as 
the driving force behind transformative agency in one specifi c cycle of war me-
morialization. Th is cycle ran through imperial, postimperial, fascist, National 
Socialist, and democratic constructions and appropriations. Th e chapter serves 
as an intensive case study of the country’s “working through the past” regarding 
the Second World War, ending in today’s new, complex national and European 
narratives.42 Th e creation of the deserters’ memorial on the Ballhausplatz re-
veals the possible impact of a small group of actors with a single issue, at an 
intersection of party politics, scholarship, and civil society activism. Th is has 
brought the National Socialist persecution of Wehrmacht deserters to light 
and has allowed for their legal and social rehabilitation. Th e incomplete mu-
sealization of the Heldendenkmal has also been mainly advanced by experts, 
who have found little advocacy in civil society.

Th e same holds true when one examines yet another reminder of the Sec-
ond World War, as well as its consequences on local and regional levels: mon-
uments commemorating fl ight and expulsion in Central and Eastern Europe. 
Th ere are more than 1,400 local expellee monuments in Germany today. Few 
of them, however, mark historical sites. To encounter such authentic memori-
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als, one must travel to Germany’s neighboring countries, where, over the years, 
criticism of the expellee organizations and Germany’s offi  cial remembrance 
of fl ight and expulsion has been most vociferous. Nevertheless, over the past 
quarter-century, expellee organizations and other groups have erected more 
than one hundred local onsite monuments at mass graves, internment camps, 
and elsewhere to memorialize the violent excesses perpetrated against ethnic 
Germans after the demise of the Nazi regime. In chapter 9, Jeff rey Luppes 
illustrates how monuments in the former “German East” have commemorated 
fl ight and expulsion. Th is chapter tracks the development of this memorial ar-
chitecture to highlight the commonalities and divergences between memori-
alization of this topic at the local level, within both Germany and its eastern 
neighbors. Luppes particularly emphasizes the public debate over a memorial 
plaque in Postoloprty (Postelberg) in the Czech Republic to understand how 
these monuments (placed at authentic sites) use diff erent terminologies to de-
scribe the forced migration of ethnic Germans and the atrocities committed 
against them. Additionally, he explores the possibilities that monuments and 
public discourse hold for a less contentious model of the remembrance of fl ight 
and expulsion. Th is chapter contributes to larger debates about German suf-
fering during the Second World War and the history of war and violence in the 
twentieth century. It also off ers a transnational comparison of the forms, in-
scriptions, and iconographies of local expellee monuments to understand this 
specifi c dimension of German postwar memory.43

Jörg Echternkamp concludes the volume’s second part with chapter 10. Sim-
ilarly to Fings and Luppes, Echternkamp argues that memory culture develops 
at authentic sites or in authentic spaces. Th e landing operations on 6 June 1944 
in Normandy have historically been presumed to be the decisive step toward 
liberation of German-occupied northwestern Europe, and the most important 
contribution to the Allied victory on the Western Front. While the particular 
landscape of the Normandy coast marked this military operation, the battles 
have left their marks on the coastline. Th e materiel traces of Operation Nep-
tune cannot be overlooked even today: German fortifi cations as part of the 
Atlantic Wall, the aerial and naval bombardment by the Allies, the amphibious 
landings in the fi ve sectors, and the tedious battle against the Wehrmacht that 
followed all altered the landscape. In addition to those authentic imprints of 
military history, a second historical layer has changed the landscape since the 
1950s. War cemeteries, monuments, memorials, and museums of various kinds 
have reshaped the area. Th us, the Normandy battleground can be considered an 
example of the interaction between humans and space. With the “spatial turn” 
of cultural history in mind, and a focus on the history of memory, this chapter 
examines the transformation process by charting how the battlegrounds have 
been turned into a memorial landscape since the end of the Second World 
War. It identifi es diff erent historical “markers” of the memory space in Nor-
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mandy today, and demonstrates its symbolic meanings through its relation to 
the European master narrative of liberation and integration. Since 2014, the 
Normandy region has been trying to get the coastline on the list of UNESCO 
World Heritage sites, implying its outstanding universal value. Th e inclination 
toward an idealizing narrative in accordance with the framework of the World 
Heritage criteria also refl ects the much more sobering logic of economy, “her-
itage tourism,” education, and remembrance against the backdrop of genera-
tional change. As in Th iemeyer’s chapter 1, Echternkamp concludes with the 
challenging question of whether the symbolism situated between culture and 
nature can replace the loss of eyewitnesses in representing the Second World 
War for future generations.

In his afterword, Jay Winter situates the commemoration of the Second 
World War in a wider context of technologically driven memory booms in 
the twentieth and twenty-fi rst centuries since the end of the First World War, 
highlighting how the changes in forms of remembrance aff ect what is remem-
bered. Besides the link between media and memory, Winter emphasizes the 
role of the experiential: the way in which war is imagined and simulated in a 
globalized and commercialized world. He then contrasts the categories of sec-
ular and existential memory regimes. Winter captures the former in its relation 
to the mainly Western concept of human rights, whereas the latter is visible 
in numerous dimensions of the “sacred” languages of martyrdom, and thus a 
shared memory of the Second World War in Europe remains a utopian idea in 
the constant memory battles between the secular and the sacred.

Jörg Echternkamp is Research Director at the Center for Military History 
and Social Sciences of the Bundeswehr, Potsdam; Associate Professor of Mod-
ern History at Martin Luther University Halle-Wittenberg; and coeditor of 
Militärgeschichtliche Zeitschrift. He has worked widely on German and Euro-
pean social and cultural history (nineteenth to twenty-fi rst centuries), focusing 
on nationalism, National Socialism and the Second World War, postwar mem-
ories, and historiography. His publications include seven monographs, recently, 
Das Dritte Reich (2018) and Soldaten im Nachkrieg (2014); two edited volumes, 
including Germany and the Second World War, Volume IX/1–2: German War-
time Society 1939–1945 (2014); and eight coedited volumes, most recently, 
Geschichte ohne Grenzen? (2017) and Gefallenengedenken im globalen Vergleich 
(2013). He is currently editing a book on military and society in East and West 
Germany from 1970 to 1990.

Stephan Jaeger is Professor of German Studies and Head of the Department 
of German and Slavic Studies at the University of Manitoba. He researches 
on narratives, representations, and memory of war in German and European 
literature, fi lm, historiography, and museums. His publications include two 

Views of Violence 
Representing the Second World War in German and European Museums and Memorials 

Edited by Jörg Echternkamp and Stephan Jaeger 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/EchternkampViews 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/EchternkampViews


Introduction � 17

monographs, Th eorie lyrischen Ausdrucks (2001) and Performative Geschichts-
schreibung (2011); and seven coedited publications, including Fighting Words 
and Images: Representing War across the Disciplines (2012) and “Representa-
tions of German War Experiences from the Eighteenth Century to the Pres-
ent,” a special issue of Seminar (2014). He is currently completing a monograph 
on twenty-fi rst-century museum representations of the Second World War in 
Europe and North America.
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