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After Memory: Berlin’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of 

Europe as Lieu de Mémoire 

Jeremy Epstein 

 

 

his essay will reconsider Berlin’s Memorial 

to the Murdered Jews of Europe by situating 

it as a lieu de mémoire, most often translated 

as ‘site of memory.’ French historian Pierre Nora 

developed the concept in the introduction to his 

massive, multi-volume project Realms of Memory, 

first published in English in 1996, in which he argues 

that lieux de mémoire, certain mythologized ‘places, 

sites, [and] causes’ from the past provide the 

foundations of French national identity.1 For 

example, he considers war monuments, the 

observance of a commemorative silence, and even the 

idea of a historical generation all to be lieux of one 

sort or another.2 Memory, Nora claimed, dissipates 

from the landscape of human experience as visceral, 

personal understandings of the past are progressively 

replaced by constructed, collective, ‘historical’ 

understandings. Society in turn creates lieux de 

mémoire, public representations of those lost 

memories: ‘moments of history are plucked out of the 

flow of history, then returned to it.’3 

What does a framework developed for the 

purpose of understanding the origins of the French 

nation have to do with Holocaust remembrance in 

Germany?  Michael Rothberg has noted that, 

‘Although emerging from a commitment to the 

exceptionality of France’s relationship to its national 

past, the approach pioneered in Les lieux de mémoire 

has proven highly exportable as a model for the 

consideration of diverse memory cultures.’4 

                                                 
1 Pierre Nora and Lawrence D. Kritzman, Realms of Memory. Rethinking the French past, vol. 1, 3 vols. (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1996), 14. 
2 Nora and Kritzman, 14. 
3 Nora and Kritzman, 7. 
4 Michael Rothberg, ‘Introduction: Between Memory and Memory: From Lieux De Mémoire to Noeuds De Mémoire,’ ed. Deberati 

Sanyal, Max Silverman, and Michael Rothberg, Yale French Studies, 118-119 (2010): 3. 
5 Peter Eisenman: Building Germanys Holocaust Memorial, dir. Michael Blackwood, perf. Peter Eisenman (United States: Michael 

Blackwood Productions, 2006), TV movie, 2006, accessed January 2, 2019. 

Considering the Berlin Holocaust memorial as a lieu 

de mémoire rather than a simple ‘memorial,’ as it is 

literally named, will allow for a more nuanced 

understanding of the political relationship between 

history and memory. The politics of memory which 

necessarily form the context for lieux de mémoire as 

sites of nationalism also animated the discourse about 

the Berlin Holocaust memorial, which was 

fundamentally conceived in terms of nation-building. 

And, the tension Nora observed between history and 

memory as distinct entities clearly manifested in the 

debate about how the site ought to be designed. In 

reading the Berlin Holocaust Memorial as a lieu de 

mémoire, I hope to not only further our understanding 

of the site, but additionally to illuminate something 

novel about the ever-changing nature of lieux de 

mémoire generally. 

The Berlin Holocaust memorial’s embattled 

history is a product and a reflection of the politics of 

reunification that gripped the country in the aftermath 

of the Soviet Union’s collapse. In the years leading 

up to the demise of the GDR and the subsequent 

reunification of Germany, journalist Lea Rosh began 

advocating for a memorial to the Nazis’ Jewish 

victims in the centre of Berlin. She has cited broadly 

humanistic motives for pursuing the goal, saying that 

it was essential that Germany remembered its victims 

and that ‘they are honoured.’5 In 1989, she co-

founded the group ‘Perspektive Berlin’ to advocate 

for its creation and in 1999 the parliament officially 

T 
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decided to build American architect Peter Eisenman’s 

design.6 That decade saw massive changes in German 

politics that significantly complicated the calculus of 

building a memorial beyond the humanistic motives 

Rosh stated. In 1989 the Berlin Wall fell and in 1990 

the process of reunification began, ultimately 

culminating with the return of the official capital to 

Berlin in 1999 for the first time since the Nazi era. 

Thus the period over which the questions were 

negotiated of whether there should be a national 

Holocaust memorial, and if so, what form it should 

take, coincided neatly with debates about the politics 

of reunification. 

The total failure to prevent Germany from 

instigating another mass conflict in the aftermath of 

World War I made many both inside and outside of 

Germany weary at the prospect of reunification. The 

chance to build a national memorial to the Jews in 

Berlin was an opportunity for the emergent national 

government to demonstrate its trustworthiness as a 

state on the international stage. In their essay, ‘The 

Politics of Memory as Image Politics. The Kohl 

Government and the Holocaust Memorial,’ Volker 

Wild and Jan Ferdinand contend that, ‘The cautionary 

undertone of the references to reunification and the 

Holocaust was unmistakable. Evidently, fears outside 

Germany of a resurgence of German power were 

linked to the question of whether the nation had 

learned the lessons of history and was ready to accept 

responsibility for its own past.’7 The memorial’s 

potential was not limited to simply helping Germany 

to show that is could ‘accept responsibility,’ though; 

it further had the potential to demonstrate  that the 

nation could and would lead responsibly. 

Karen Till argued that together with the other sites 

in Berlin’s nascent ‘Memory District,’ the new 

memorial would help Germany to ‘be recognized by 

other nations as belonging to a Western global moral 

order... (it) materializes Schröder’s cultural political 

                                                 
6 Peter Carrier, Holocaust Monuments and National Memory Cultures in France and Germany since 1989: The Origins and 

Political Function of the Vél DHiv in Paris and the Holocaust Monument in Berlin (New York: Berghahn Books, 2005), 115. 
7 Volker Wild and Jan Ferdinand, ‘The Politics of Memory as Image Politics. The Kohl Government and the Holocaust Memorial,’ 

Denkmalforschung.org/, 2016, 3. 
8 Karen E. Till, The New Berlin: Memory, Politics, Place (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 203. 
9 Daniel P. Reynolds, Postcards from Auschwitz: Holocaust Tourism and the Meaning of Remembrance (New York: New York 

University Press, 2018), 144. 
10 ‘Haunted Still,’ The Guardian, August 12, 1998, accessed January 02, 2019. 
11 Martin Walser, "Experiences While Composing a Sunday Speech" (speech, Peace Prize of the German Book Trade), accessed 

January 02, 2019. 

agenda of normalization by representing Germany as 

a cosmopolitan, moral, and open society.’8 The policy 

of normalization, or Normalität, is what Daniel 

Reynolds has described as ‘the notion that a unified 

Germany has atoned for its Nazi past through forty 

years of postwar division and, having paid its dues, 

can again embrace practices other western nations 

take for granted.’9 While Germany has arguably 

succeeded in ‘normalizing’ itself, many have opposed 

this particular treatment of the historic crimes. One 

government minister, Michael Naumann, compared 

the proposed memorial design to the works of Albert 

Speer, Hitler’s favorite architect. The comment, 

which proved so inflammatory that the memorial 

design became an issue in the election campaign, 

should not be dismissed out of hand.10 Rather, it 

points to an interesting, if uncomfortable parallel; 

under both the Nazis and the reunification 

government, monumental architecture was the 

language by which the state loudly proclaimed its 

character. Just as the French nation, Nora claimed, 

constructed itself through a constellation of sites, 

ideas, and events that epitomized what it meant to be 

French, so too did Germany begin to define itself 

through its treatment of its most infamous past. 

The German writer Martin Walser famously 

opposed the memorial in a 1998 speech. He resented 

the political opportunism, writing that the turn toward 

public memorials did not exist for the stated purposes 

of ‘keeping alive the memory, or the impermissibility 

of forgetting, but rather the exploiting of our disgrace 

for present purposes.’11 But what Walser objected to 

most of all was the manufacture of German memory 

into symbols; he was against lieux de mémoire: 

‘Nothing is more alien to conscience than 

symbolism... This “thorough-going withdrawal into 

one’s self” cannot be represented. It must remain 
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“inward solitude.”’12 For Walser, completely 

individual reflection was the only genuine way to 

contemplate the Nazis’ crimes. 

Walser’s speech ignited a public debate that 

would come to have a profound role in influencing 

the development of the memorial. The president of 

the Central Jewish Council of Germany, Ignatz 

Bubis, called Walser’s speech ‘spiritual arson.’13 The 

memorial became a major issue in the country’s 

electoral politics. Chancellor Kohl supported the 

project, while his election rival and eventual 

successor, Gerhard Schröder, did not. Ironically, it 

was Walser’s critique which in some way pushed the 

memorial to completion, since the widespread 

contention that his critique was anti-Semitic created a 

political situation where even a victorious Schröder 

had to go ahead with the project to avoid the 

appearance of siding with an alleged anti-Semite. The 

memorial would prove not only that the Germans 

were repentant for their past but that they were a 

tolerant, even philo-Semitic group in the present. 

(Rosh had changed her name to sound more Jewish, 

reflecting that she ‘felt Jewish,’ and was insistent that 

the memorial be dedicated to the Jewish victims 

exclusively despite calls from many to honor all the 

Nazis’ victims.)14 

The historical and political tensions which led to 

the debate around the memorial all point to its status 

as a lieu de mémoire par excellence per Nora’s 

definition. Rosh’s motivation to ‘preserve memory’ is 

indicative of the society Nora describes, where there 

is ‘fear that everything is on the verge of 

disappearing.’15 The political reasons for building it 

point to his observation that these sites encompass 

‘anxiety about the precise significance of the present 

and uncertainty about the future.’16 Walser’s feeling 

that the memorial replaces memory itself is an 

essential part of Nora’s argument: ‘The less memory 

is experienced from within, the greater its need for 

external props and tangible reminders of that which 

                                                 
12 Walser, “Experiences While Composing a Sunday Speech.” 
13 Alvin H. Rosenfeld, ‘The Assault on Holocaust Memory.’ The American Jewish Year Book 101 (2001): 4. 
14 ‘Haunted Still,’ The Guardian. 
15 Nora and Kritzman, Realms of Memory, 8. 
16 Nora and Kritzman, 8. 
17 Nora and Kritzman, 8. 
18 J. M. Winter, Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2006), 224. 
19 Peter Eisenman: Building Germanys Holocaust Memorial, dir. Michael Blackwood. 

no longer exists except qua memory.’17 Every aspect 

of the process seems to correspond with Nora’s 

description of a society inventing itself through the 

transformation of memory into history. 

Berlin’s Holocaust memorial evokes Nora’s 

descriptions of lieux de mémoire not only through the 

motives and process by which it was built, though, 

but additionally in its design, which also navigates the 

tension between history and memory. The full 

German name of the site, Denkmal für die ermordeten 

Juden Europas, which literally translates as 

‘Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe,’ clearly 

marks it as a space of memory. The command to 

remember is present in the very word, memorial. 

Consider the alternative term ‘historial,’ little used in 

English but perhaps more common in French, for 

instance in the case of the Historial de la Grande 

Guerre near Paris. The word clearly advertises that 

the museum is a place foremost to learn history, rather 

than engaging in the act of memory. In the case of that 

site, according to Jay Winter, the designer Gérard 

Rougeron wanted the visitor to do both: ‘(Rougeron) 

chose the word “Historial” as a midpoint between 

history and memorial, between the academy and 

public commemoration, or (according to Halbwachs) 

between cold, dispassionate, precise history and 

warm, evocative, messy memory.’18 In a sense, the 

Berlin project, despite being a memorial, was 

likewise intended to nudge visitors toward both 

history and memory. 

Eisenman was intent that the space should be 

purely a memorial; any element of historial would 

take away from its power to prompt visitors to a 

unique emotional experience, but the decision makers 

were reluctant to grant this. Some feared that without 

any sort of signage or information centre describing 

the purpose for the site, it would only be a matter of 

time before people had forgotten completely what the 

site was for.19 The compromise they reached was to 

create an underground exhibit, the Ort der 
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Information or ‘Place of Information,’ where names 

of the victims would accompany information about 

the memorial. Thus in creating such a prominent 

public memorial and in insisting on the historial 

element, the German state proved Nora’s argument 

twice over. He wrote: ‘If we still dwelled among our 

memories, there would be no need to consecrate sites 

embodying them.’20 Not only did the state feel the 

need to ‘embody’ these lost memories in a centralized 

site; it worried that even this emblem would be 

subject to historical amnesia. The solution? A sort of 

meta-lieu in the form of the underground information 

centre, a guide to the guide to memory. 

Another important dimension to the site’s name is 

the decision to use the word Denkmal, rather than 

Mahnmal. Both translate to ‘memorial’ in English but 

hold distinct connotations in German. Where 

Denkmal comes from the verb denken, ‘to think’ or 

‘to believe,’ Mahnmal comes from the verb mahnen, 

which can be translated as ‘to urge,’ ‘to exhort,’ ‘to 

warn, or ‘to admonish.’21 The latter clearly carries a 

much more severe connotation, especially where the 

remembrance of tragedy is concerned. As an 

alternative title, Mahnmal für die ermordeten Juden 

Europas practically screams ‘Never Again.’ The 

decision to use the word Denkmal instead could be 

interpreted as a choice to craft a memorial so focused 

on the Jewish genocide as to take it as a truly singular 

entity. Even suggesting that such a thing could 

happen again, or that the Jewish Holocaust might be 

‘used’ to prevent future atrocities would be at best to 

minimize it by comparison and at worst to 

instrumentalize it to some other ends. It is a  question 

people have grappled with since the events happened:  

must the Jewish Holocaust be considered absolutely 

unique or may it be compared to other historic crimes 

against humanity?  In the case of the Berlin Holocaust 

memorial, this debate was between those who 

believed the memorial ought to be dedicated 

specifically to the Jews, and those who would wanted 

to create a more universal memorial. 

                                                 
20 Nora and Kritzman, Realms of Memory, 2. 
21 Wordreference, http://www.wordreference.com/deen/mahnen; http://www.wordreference.com/deen/denken. 
22 Damani J. Partridge, Spaces of Danger: Culture and Power in the Everyday. Edited by Heather Merrill and Lisa M. Hoffman, 

University of Georgia Press, 2015, 110. 
23 Partridge, 110. 
24 James E. Young, At Memory's Edge: After Images of the Holocaust in Art and Architecture (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 2000), 189-190. 
25 Nora and Kritzman, Realms of Memory, 15. 

Lea Rosh’s group Perspektive Berlin advocated 

that the memorial specifically treat the memory of 

Jewish victims and this position ultimately won out.22 

Proponents do not deny the importance of 

memorializing other victim groups such as the Roma 

and Sinti, but insist on maintaining separateness in 

doing so. No doubt many who felt thus agreed with 

Paul Spiegel, former leader of the Central Council of 

Jews in Germany, when he said, ‘I emphatically 

support the proposition by other victim groups to 

have (separate) public sites of remembrance.’23 It is 

somewhat ironic then, that the design which the 

government finally embraced was rather universal, 

with the main site above ground absent of any specific 

reference to or symbols of the victims’ Judaism. Only 

the information centre below ground, and the name of 

the site itself, mark it as a place dedicated to Jews. 

This choice to make the memorial abstract was 

both deliberate and the result of a long process of 

discovering that more symbolic models were 

unsatisfactory. The competition Eisenman won to 

become the memorial’s designer was preceded by a 

previous one, in which the government went so far as 

to pick a winner, only to realize that the design was 

deeply unpopular with Jewish community leaders and 

the public. James Young, who later joined the 

committee that would choose which design to build, 

wrote that the winning design’s ‘literal-minded(ness) 

and misguided symbolism’ created a maelstrom of 

critical feedback. It was ‘too big, too heavy-handed, 

too divisive, and finally just too German.’24 These 

critiques bring to mind a distinction Nora makes 

about memorials: ‘If history – time and change – did 

not intervene, we would be dealing not with lieux de 

mémoire but with simple memorials. The lieux of 

which I speak are hybrid places, mutants in a sense, 

compounded of life and death, of the temporal and the 

eternal.25 In its heavy-handedness, its bald 

symbolism, that first design ossified itself, made itself 

incompatible with the ‘mutant quality’ which Nora 

finds in the interplay between life and death and the 
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passage of time. In effect, the committee and the 

public wanted not a ‘simple memorial,’ but a lieu de 

mémoire. 

Eisenman’s final design tends toward the 

universal by managing to remain completely devoid 

of any specific symbols. Gone are the Jewish stars 

that featured in the other design proposals, the 

symbolic placement of stones atop graves (a Jewish 

tradition), and the ruptured, zig-zagging lines, a 

favourite motif of the architect Daniel Libeskind (see 

Berlin’s Jewish museum). In their stead is a field of 

undulating stelae, massive concrete slabs ranging 

from a few centimeters in height to nearly five meters. 

Underneath the stelae, the ground plane of 

cobblestones curves up and down subtly so that, 

almost without realizing it, the meandering visitor 

finds herself having descended considerably below 

the street level. This descent, paired with the stelae’s 

progressive growth upwards as one moves toward the 

centre, leads the visitor to become lost, enveloped in 

the monument. 

Theories about what the memorial is meant to 

represent abound. The stelae are like trees and to 

wander them conjures the experience of a Jew fleeing 

through the forest. They are tombstones, with the site 

as a whole evoking the Jewish cemetery in Prague.  

Yet Eisenman is resolute: the memorial is abstract, 

without symbolism (he claims he has never even seen 

the Prague cemetery). Although Eisenman has 

repeatedly denied that there might be any symbolism 

in the design, professing always that his abstract 

forms are meant to provoke any sort of emotional 

reaction, neither can he resist the temptation to read 

certain images into his design in interviews. Speaking 

to a crew for the documentary film about the process 

of designing and building the memorial, he muses 

while walking through the finished site that ‘just like 

the Nazis took away the ground under which Jews 

stood, the memorial takes away your stability and 

makes you off balance.’26 Fundamental to the site is 

the tension between providing a blank slate for 

personal interpretation and at the same time, to make 

a memorial which speaks to a very specific crime 

against a certain group of people. 

                                                 
26 Peter Eisenman: Building Germanys Holocaust Memorial, dir. Michael Blackwood. 
27 Peter Eisenman, ‘Berlin Memorial Redux,’ in Probing the Ethics of Holocaust Culture. Edited by Claudio Fogu, Wulf 

Kansteiner, and Todd Samuel Presner. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016, 306-307. 
28 Peter Eisenman: Building Germanys Holocaust Memorial, dir. Michael Blackwood. 

Eisenman does not contradict himself in 

professing that the memorial lacks symbolism and 

then reading symbols into it. Rather, the point is that 

the memorial is meant to lack an assigned set of 

symbols; it is up to the visitor to decide which 

symbols she feels are present. You cannot facilitate 

authentic moments of emotion without giving visitors 

space to make sense of their experience on their own 

terms. He writes: 

 

When entering the field, one experiences 

something – a prima facie experience of 

difference from whatever else the city is. As 

one walks into the field, there is a sense that 

the pillars are too close together for two 

people to walk, compelling the individual to 

walk by him or herself... This compression 

together with the absence of symbolism and 

the absence of orientation, of any prescribed 

route, or any goal of arrival, creates a sense of 

dislocation from the ordinary time of the 

city... (it) becomes a text, which does not 

answer, but instead questions.27
 

 

Eisenman’s notion of what the visitor will 

experience is vague. He has created basic parameters: 

the visitor will ‘leave’ the city, will walk alone, will 

meander, but beyond these fundamentals, the 

memorial is not fine-tuned to elicit any sort of specific 

impression. And in allowing for individuals to have 

truly individual experiences, he answers Walser’s 

complaint that the ‘“thorough-going withdrawal into 

one’s self” cannot be represented.’ Rather than try to 

represent it, he provides a space for it to happen 

organically. Walser even said he was pleasantly 

surprised with the way the memorial turned out.28 

Though considering the Berlin memorial as a lieu 

de mémoire helps us to understand the tensions 

between memory and history which it contains, in 

giving visitors the freedom to have their own 

experiences unburdened by assigned symbols, the site 

departs from the model of lieux de mémoire. It is not 

that lieux de mémoire are necessarily laden with 

heavy-handed symbols that privilege one narrative 

and conclusion above all other interpretations, 
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although some do.29 But they do all seek to preserve 

certain ‘memory’ that has escaped society’s daily life. 

Lieux de mémoire are sites, Nora writes, ‘in which a 

residual sense of continuity remains.’30 Today 

Germany faces the prospect that in the not so distant 

future, the original context for Eisenman’s 

abstraction of a memorial will be unknown to many 

who interact with it as awareness of the Holocaust 

fades with each passing generation. No ‘continuity’ 

will remain, but they will still come and wander the 

stelae, and they will still encounter Eisenman’s 

‘prima facie experience of difference,’ of 

‘questioning.’ What will they remember then? 

 Eisenman does not seem particularly 

concerned what visitors think about when visiting: 

‘It’s a wonderful expression of the German people to 

place something in the middle of their city that 

reminds them—could remind them—of the past.’31  

Most likely they will remember things from their own 

lived pasts. Maybe not. Does it matter? He confides 

to an interviewer: ‘I think what’s wonderful is to see 

so many people being happy here, and I think the fact 

(is) that being happy is something that will open up 

the Germans to relaxing their anxiety about the 

guilt.’32 Will visitors think about the events 

commemorated there at all once the country has 

moved beyond its guilt? 

The bottled up little remnants of history found in 

Nora’s lieux are ultimately impermanent, as 

susceptible to obsolescence as the long dead memory 

which was their charge to preserve. While today the 

Berlin Holocaust Memorial may preserve some 

notion of the Holocaust, in the future, it will usher in 

new experiences that may have nothing to do with the 

fate of the Jews during the Second World War. It is at 

once both a lieu de mémoire and its negation: a milieu 

de mémoire, a place where ‘memory is a real part of 

everyday experience.’ Not the memory of the 

Holocaust, of course, but perhaps of the new 

experiences people have in and around the 

                                                 
29 Nora and Kritzman mention the ubiquitous memorials to the dead of WWI which one finds in French villages all over the 

countryside. This sort of ‘Mort pour la France’ emblem plays so obviously into nationalist narratives of military heroics it is 

difficult to imagine how it could leave any meaningful room for individual interpretation. 
30 Nora and Kritzman, Realms of Memory, 1. 
31 "Spiegel Interview with Holocaust Monument Architect Peter Eisenman: "How Long Does One Feel Guilty?"" Spiegel Online, 

May 09, 2005, accessed January 02, 2019. 
32 Peter Eisenman: Building Germanys Holocaust Memorial, dir. Michael Blackwood. 

monument. Rather than recall memory, people will 

live it again. 
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