
INTRODUCTION 

   
   
   

Germany’s national Memorial for the Murdered Jews of Europe will 
necessarily define Germany’s own contemporary memory of the Holocaust. 
Deutschlands nationales Denkmal für die ermordeten Juden Europas wird 

notwendigerweise Deutschlands eigene gegenwärtige Erinnerung an den Holocaust 
definieren. 
Information issued to invited competitors for the Memorial for the Murdered Jews of 
Europe, 19971  
 
Anti-Semitism and right extremist attacks have reached the level of bluntness 
and aggression as seen after 1933. 
Antisemitische und rechtsradikale Attacken haben eine Offensichtlichkeit und 
Aggressivität erreicht, die an die Zeit nach 1933 erinnert. 
Charlotte Knobloch, President of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, 20062 

   

Löwen-Treff, a typical Munich beer hall, is well visited on this warm July day 

in 2006. Guests seated at the outdoor Visitors Terrace for the Memorial to the 
Murdered Jews of Europe may choose from a wide range of German sausage 
and cuts of pork, which are on offer along with the beer. Weisswürste, 
Bratwurst, Nürnberger, Kasslerbraten, Bayerischer Leberkäse and so on are 
neatly spelled out on the blackboard. However, if one isn’t in the mood for 
beer, the Visitors Terrace (spanning the length of the Memorial to the 
Murdered Jews of Europe), also offers donuts, fish ’n chips, falafel, 
Currywurst, pizza, as well as an assortment of Holocaust memorial postcards 
and souvenirs.  

No doubt after a thick sausage washed down by a beer or two, one may 
be excused for feeling sleepy. No problem. The warm grey stelae of the 
Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, provide wonderful relief to those 
seeking a mid-day snooze or simply an undisturbed opportunity to sun-bake.  

German flags flap proudly from cars parked along the perimeter of the 
memorial — emblems of Germany’s new found confidence in the wake of the 
World Cup — whilst a ‘Nostalgia’ bus makes its tourist rounds of the grey 
monument.  

One year has passed since the opening of the Memorial to the 
Murdered Jews of Europe — yet the abstract undulating grey volumes amidst 
the tourist paraphernalia remain without a title, a sign, or even a dedication. 
Only a pink ‘Dunkin’ Donuts’ sign hovers above the stage of concrete stelae, 
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1. Nostalgia Bus Tour, 
2007. 

which in turn are continuously surmounted by tourists and visitors jumping 
triumphantly to the highest heights. 

 

 
 

The innocuous blocks — cast dumb — apparently don’t even deserve basic 
respect. These stylised, untitled, passive receptors have become in many ways 
objects of use and abuse. During the delirium of the World Cup in 2006 the 
memorial is doused in a massive amount of urine by football fans — 
numbering up to one million a day — crowded before the television screens at 
Brandenburger Tor just next door.3 

Attempting to photograph the frolic and beer guzzling at this site of 
Germany’s remembrance of the Holocaust however is completely 
unacceptable. As I quietly go about my work — discretely documenting the 
official terrace of consuming visitors, I am accosted, insulted, threatened and 
eventually reported to the police. 

A man and his wife begin to follow me. “Sprechen Sie deutsch?” he 
enquires. I take no notice. “Sprechen Sie deutsch?” he insists, the punctuated 
words now louder whilst I photograph a postcard stand. He continues in 
foreigner-modified, over-articulated speech “In Deutschland ist das 
Fotografieren verboten!” / “In Germany it is forbidden to take photographs!” 
I advise him, in that case, to call the police. Aghast, he threatens to confiscate 
my camera. I nervously continue with my observations, determined to 
maintain my presence, whilst he and his wife now step up the offensive, 
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2. Visitors at the 
Memorial 2006. “In 
Deutschland ist 
Fotografieren verboten!” 

making loud remarks about my physical appearance. Closing in, he walks 
adroitly behind me hurling insults. They both demand to know why I am 
taking photographs. In his mounting anger he grabs at my arm, whilst his wife 
almost trips over herself in a flurry to hail down a passing police car.  

I jump on my bicycle and ride away before anything else can happen — 
the Flakhelfer’s4 abusive cries continuing to batter the air at the Memorial for 
the Murdered Jews of Europe. I do not carry the mandatory Ausweis (identity 
papers) on principle. And I also know how little my rights will be respected. In 
Germany, there are strict laws governing speech and expression, and the 
average citizen will not hesitate to report anyone to the police whom they 
consider to be a violator. (For instance: If you consider your landlord to be a 
racist and subsequently call him a racist, you are punishable by law. The 
consequences may include instant eviction as well as liability for all legal and 
associated costs. These costs run into thousands of Euros as they include the 
complete legal expenses of all parties, court costs, moving costs and so on. If 
my private property is stolen from my rented premises, and I subsequently 
refer to he who stole, as a thief, I have committed an offence. I have under 
German law insulted the ‘thief’ and will be subsequently punished. If the 
honourable thief was working for a real estate agent who in turn works for the 
landlord, then I have by definition of the law insulted the landlord. The 
punishment for this will include instant eviction and liability for all legal and 
associated costs.)5  

 
I am shaken from this experience, yet despite my tremors, return to the 
memorial one month later. Nothing has changed — when one simply 
photographs those who prance, parade and boast their well being upon the 

                     
4 Flakhelfer (Fliegerabwehrkanone / Anti-Aircraft-Artillery Helper) were youths called up after 1943 to 
assist the Luftwaffe in the war effort. Germans born between 1926 and 1929 are often referred to as 
the “Flakhelfer-Generation”.   
5 These examples have been taken from direct experience of the author. 



Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, one is berated and openly insulted 
— all just stopping short of a physical attack. 

Where does this aggressive self-righteous confidence come from and 
whatever could be its justification? 

What seems to me like the world upside down — is accepted, 
encouraged and goes unquestioned. It is apparently even forbidden by some 
definition or regulation to merely take a photograph of it. 

The answer can partially be found in the sign pasted up at the fast food 
bakery along the Visitors’ Terrace of the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of 
Europe:  

“Hier schmeckt der Job” — “Even the job is tasty here”.  
How did a seventeen-year endeavour (sixty years post Holocaust) to 

build a Holocaust Memorial in Berlin result in this?  
While some ten years had been spend in what has been labelled the 

‘Debate about the Memorial for the Murdered Jews of Europe’ from 1988 to 
1999, seven were spent attempting to construct the static concrete object at 
the ‘Ministergärten’. 

In 1997, the second competition took place in the quest for a Memorial 
for the Murdered Jews of Europe to be erected in Berlin. The competition 
outline (distributed to invited artists) included just two sentences on the 
history of the planned memorial’s site:  
 

The present wasteland character of the site (20,000 sq.m. [...]) results 
from decades within the east side of the wall which separated Berlin 
and the world. This section of the wall followed the original trading tax 
wall, which enclosed the residential city during the 18th century.   
 
Der gegenwärtige Brachland-Character des Standortes (Größe 20.000 qm, [. . .]) 
ist der Folge der jahrzentelangen Lage an der Ostseite der Mauer, die Berlin und 
die Welt teilte. Die Mauer folgte in diesem Abschnitt dem Verlauf der Zollmauer, 
die im 18. Jahrhundert die Residenzstadt umschloß.6  

 
At the time, there was a general lament in Berlin that the site lacked any 
authentic content and was not central enough. During the second Memorial 
colloquium in 1997, guest speaker Bruno Flierl (architect and historical 
‘specialist’ for Berlin-Mitte) even went so far as to complain that the site was 
of no significance at all, as it was generally, ‘historically and politically empty’.7  

Having lived and worked in Berlin since 1988, I knew that virtually 
every site bore traces from the past. This phenomenon had inadvertently 
become the leading principle in my art works.  

                     
6 Op. cit. p. 10 
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The history and background of the area and terrain upon which a 
memorial to the Jews was to be built sixty years after their murder, was for me 
the fundamental starting point. 

I turned to those responsible for the competition text.  
Yet the more I endeavored to research the facts, the more hostility I 

encountered. No one was interested, and all claimed that the site had simply 
been a garden prior to its enclosure within the Berlin Wall. This was a question 
one did not ask and I was soon made to feel highly uncomfortable about my 
curiosity.  

Something was wrong. And my impression was substantiated as 
excavations began on site. A covert action to destroy authentic historical 
evidence was rapidly taking place.  

And while this explained the hostility, it certainly did not explain why 
Germany was building a Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe. 

With the debate winding to a close and the winning proposal now in 
the final stages of reduction to a user-friendly object, attention had been 
diverted if not already completely diminished from the planned site of the 
memorial itself. 

I decided to take a closer look. 
What kind of Art work / Memorial would result from a relentless ten-

year debate between politicians, historians, journalists, architects, artists and 
urban planners, all in tow to a chat show hostess who had initiated the 
enterprise? 

What were the ramifications for the art work when it was subsequently 
edited and modified by the Chancellor of Germany, projected upon by a TV 
personality with an assumed Jewish identity, violated by sequential scandal, 
subject to enterprising companies and politicians, manipulated and presided 
over by a foundation bereft of artistic expertise, and finally, lorded over by the 
priorities of tourism? 

Some ten years of ‘wissenschaftliche’ (the German epitheton hovers 
somewhere between ‘scholarly’ and ‘scientific’) discussions in conference 
rooms, government offices, the media and finally the halls of the Bundestag, 
had delivered virtual mountains of theoretical conjecture about what the 
Holocaust memorial should and would (if at all) be. Several books have been 
published about the decade of Denkmal-Debatte (Memorial Debate) from 1988 
to 1999 — it was not the object of my research.  

Theory now aside, it was time to actually deliver the object. What 
would take place in the actual practice of constructing the Holocaust Memorial 
in the new capital of reunited Germany? What would the intervention, 
modification, editing and promotion of the object during the years of 
construction, reflect about the intentions of the German people and the 
memorial’s function? How would the German people receive the memorial 
and what would their response indicate?  



I became interested in what was essentially initiated by the excavations 
on the planned memorial site, as the compacted insulating dirt, stamped down 
some fifty years earlier was removed, and the traces of history laid open anew.   



 
 

 


