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Germany: Memorles of a Natlon

The final decision on whether the sculpture should travel to Lon-
don for exhibition in 2014 was rightly taken by the congregation

of Giistrow Cathedral. Pastor Hoser:

“When Helmut Schmidt and Erich Honecker met here in 1981, a new
moment in German history was triggered by the Angel. And now, after
reunification, the two parts of Germany can still meet here and, with the
help of the Angel, can converse. The theme of reconciliation is always
present in our country. But we need it as a theme for Europe too: that is

why it is important for us to give the Angel to London.’

There can be few objects which embody so much of German
twentieth-century history as this sculpture from Glistrow: war fe-
ver in 1914, pacifism in the 1920s; the Expressionist art world of
Kithe Kollwitz; the destruction of ‘degenerate art’ by the Nazis;
the dubious compromises that dealers were nonetheless able to
strike with the Third Reich; the Western Front in the First World
War, and the bombing of Berlin in the Second; the post-war divi-
sion of Germany and the dialogues that were possible in spite
of it; the continuing painful and difficult conversations between
Germany and the world in the quest for resolution and reconcili-
ation. All of these have shaped the Angel and given it ever deeper
and wider meaning. Like Germany itself, it has been dishonoured,
destroyed, dismembered and refashioned. But it has always car-
ried in itsef the survival of an ideal, and the hope of renewal.
In the British Museum it will for a few months be part of an-
other set of discussions about the links between Germany’s past
and its future. But the last word, or in this case the last silence,

must be for Pastor Hoser:

‘While the sculpture is away, we decided not to put up any replacement,
but to leave a void. That void, and our response to it, will be part of the
London exhibition. I hope we can use it to address the questions it raises:
are we ready to assume responsibility, are we willing to put ourselves on

the line in the cause of reconciliation?’
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The Relehstag on fire, 27 Februnry 1833

flag of Hohenzollern Prussia, but the black, red and gold of the
Liberal Parliament of 1848 in Frankfurt (see Chapter 15). The
Reichstag had become a real, democratic Parliament ‘for the Ger-
man people’, unconstrained by monarchical power — though now
under constant attack from both Left and Right.

For the past 130 years the Reichstag has been the central
building of German history, its use, misuse and disuse reflecting
the state of Germany in every sense. Its construction was funded
by the huge indemnity exacted from France after the victory of
1871. The famous Reichstag fire of 27 February 1933, a few weeks
after Hitler had come to power, was blamed by the Nazis on an
unemployed Dutch communist. It not only severely damaged the
building: it marked the end of democratic Germany, giving the
Nazis the pretext to persuade President Hindenburg to approve
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; 3
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what were known as the ‘Reichstag Fire Decrees’, laws they used
to abrogate key rights guaranteed by the Weimar Constitution,
and so imprison, and in many cases eliminate, opponents from all
sides. The building was not fully restored — the Nazis had always
disliked its liberal associations — and under Hitler his puppet Par-
liament met at the nearby Kroll Opera House.
The damage done by the 1933 fire was rapidly overtaken by
British and American bombs after 1940. As the war drew to a
close Stalin chose the Reichstag, despite the Nazis’ dislike of it, as
the prime symbol of fascist Berlin. To capture it before May Day
1945 became something of a Soviet obsession, and huge numbers
of men were sacrificed in the bloody and protracted band-to-hand
struggle, which finished with Red Army soldiers planting the So-
viet flag on its bombed-out roof — a photograph which passed
around the world and is still firmly lodged in the global memory
as marking the final triumph of the Russians in the Second World
Wiar. Like Berlin itself, like the whole of Germany, the building
had taken a terrible pounding: it is a tribute to the strength of its
structures that it survived at all. The violent Russian chapter of

Russlan graffitl from 1945 preserved in tha restored building

Germany renewed
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of a visible museum, the traces of history ~ thar those graffiti, obscene

‘or otherwise, should be an integral part of the fabric, and would convey
messages of its past and jts rebirth with clarity.

Monika Griitters believes that for those working in the building,
Foster’s approach has been entirely successfyl:

‘Tam particularly conscious of the Russjan Cyrillic graffiti, found inside
the building, which come from the days in late April, early May 1945.
They were written by soldiers of the Red Army, and i 4 simple, entirely

compelling way they remind us that not long ago we were living under
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measure realized) by Frederick the Great. The long process of

renovation is now nearly complete, Christopher Clark explaing
what these meticulously restored buildings mean:

‘I suppose one could say that what we’re looking at here is a kind of

architectural restatement of 2 particular vision of the Prussian state’s
mission in history. The Prussian state never defined i

tself solely in terms
of military prowess,

It was also what the Prussians called a Kulturstaat,
a state designed and intended to pursue cultural objectives. Yoy can see

this in this extraordinary space that they call the Forum Friedricianum, a
trio of very fine buildings built during the reign of Frederick the Great. In
one corner St Hedwig’s church, an extraordinary monument to intercon-
fessional tolerance jn 2 Protestant state, to allow the Catholics to build
a very substantial cathedral in the centre of the town. On one side, the
library which was semi-public. Normal people could go into this library
and read the books there. On the other side the opera. A statement about
tolerance, about books, about music, That’s what Berlin was about,
among other things, and it’s in a sense to recover that sense of Prussia as

Astate of culture that these reconstructions have been happening’
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But, as so often in Berlin, there is a worm in the bud. In the cen-
tre of this noble square, a glass panel set into the cobblestones
looks down on empty bookshelves. It is a memorial to yet an-
other Germany. It was here, in May 1933, that Nazi students
brought books from that ‘semi-public’ library and burnt them
(see Chapter 24).

The Forum Fridericianum and the Museum Island witness
to Prussia’s belief in itself as a Kulturstaat. To many Germans,
however, and to most of the rest of Europe, it was above all a
militarist state. Opposite the Royal Palace, on Unter den Linden,
Schinkel’s Neue Wache (New Guard House, see Chapter 22) and
the exuberant rococo Armoury speak just as powerfully of the
central role of the army. Even before the Nazi seizure of power in
1933, the bellicose Prussian leadership was, in the view of many,
driving Germany down a disastrous road of aggressive expan-
sion. As most Germans would be quick to point out, Prussia was
never the whole of Germany.

At the eastern end of Unter den Linden is the most contested
of all Berlin’s ‘sites of memory’. Long the object of the vista from
the Brandenburg Gate, reconstruction here is still vigorously
in progress, and even more vigorously debated. Here stood the
Stadtschloss, residence of the Hohenzollern kings and Kaisers,
demolished by the GDR in the 1950s. In its place from the mid-
1970s stood the Palast der Republik, seat of the Parliament at the
GDR, itself demolished — to much protest from East Berliners -
in 2006. On this site, the buildings of both the old Prussia and the
GDR, memories of distant triumph and recent experience, have
both been obliterated. Their traces and their shadows remain. Af-
ter long discussion the Bundestag voted to build a replica of the
old Stadtschloss, which is now rising fast. The vista down Unter
den Linden will once again end as the Electors of Brandenburg

intended. But this ‘old’ building hopes to be about a very modern .

Germany. It will house the world-famous Berlin collections of art
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