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ABSTRACT 

With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the opening of the borders in November 1989 

and eventual unification in October 1990, Berlin faced the distinct challenge of how to 

create a modern, unified capital city in the center of Europe while the physical landscape 

continued to reinforce mental divisions. Changing the physical face of Berlin to capitalize 

on the city’s less-traumatic history while promoting an active tourist economy proved the 

most visually appealing and marketable approach to meet this goal. This study focuses on 

the impacts of these efforts two heavily debated sites of heritage tourism in Berlin: The 

Schloßplatz and the Berlin Wall. By applying methods of American Public History and 

History of Tourism, this paper answers the following question: How can Berlin sites of 

heritage tourism support the city’s tourist economy, properly interpret the history of 

division and engage a population that carries its own narratives, experiences, and 

continued consequences of the Cold War? Examination of these sites demonstrates that 

the histories produced through sites of Cold War heritage tourism continue to propagate 

the popular narratives of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), but in recent years 

also demonstrate a notable shift towards engaging a more nuanced understanding of Cold 

War experience in divided Berlin. In a city only twenty years separated from 

reunification, Berlin’s sites of heritage tourism are increasingly successfully providing 

their visitors, both supremely local and broadly foreign, with nuanced and critical 

narratives of Berlins Cold War history.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the years since reunification, Berlin has grappled with the best approach to 

bring future investment to an economically uncertain metropolis while simultaneously 

ascertaining the future of the physical remainders of a problematic 20th century. As the 

city develops to fit its role as a modern European capital, the public spaces dedicated to 

telling the city’s history have found themselves more often sites of bulldozers and protest 

than sites of memory or heritage. Changing the physical face of Berlin to capitalize on the 

city’s less-traumatic history proved the most visually appealing and marketable approach 

to meet this goal. This process has not been without substantial challenges. The 

government’s desire to entice foreign development has come at odds with Berlin’s desires 

to properly remember decades of dictatorship and division. Efforts to balance the 

pressures of new development and the desire for preservation often fail, sparking heated 

debates between Berliners, other Germans and foreigners over the fate of the city’s 

heritage sties.  

Over the last twenty years the city’s citizens, government, and Europe as a whole 

have discussed, debated and dissected what was to become of Berlin, its landmarks, and 

its history in the wake of post reunification modernization efforts. The subsequent 

debates over public heritage sites demonstrate the varying methods use to Berliners 

interact with their past.  Simultaneously, they demonstrate how the history of Cold War 

division is told to various audiences—be it locals, heritage tourist or foreign investors. By 
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examining the debates surrounding the development and destruction of heritage sites, one 

can trace the production of narratives of Cold War division told since reunification.  

In order to trace such developments I will examine the debates surrounding the 

development and destruction of Berlin’s Cold War public heritage sites. While Berlin 

brims with sites that fit into this broad category, I will focus on two: the Schloßplatz and 

its subsequent development as the Humboldt Forum, and Berlin Wall memorial and 

heritage sites including the recent heated debate over the removal of a portion of the East 

Side Gallery. These sites represent two particular but markedly different modes of urban 

development since reunification.  The debates surrounding their development (or 

destruction) highlight shifts in favorite audiences, popular narratives and methods of 

narrating the city’s divided past.  

The fate of the Palast der Republik, the strikingly 1970s home of the German 

Democratic Republic’s government and beloved meeting place for East Berliners, 

attracted attention throughout Germany and Europe upon its surprising shuttering in 

1990. The uproar surrounding the building and its future grew when plans emerged to 

reinvigorate the Schloßplatz, the Palast’s home and Berlin’s city center, with a 

reconstruction of City Castle, the Stadtschloss that had been destroyed during World War 

II. The debate surrounding the Platz’s future exposed underlying tensions between 

Berliners and Germans of the former East and West and in turn prompted argument over 

what national history and identity reunified Berlin would choose to promote in the future. 

As the city prepares the Schloßplatz for its new tenant, a stylized version of the 

Stadtschloss called the Humboldt Forum, debate over the site and its future development 

continues. The debate surrounding the destruction of the Palast der Republik and 
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development of the Humboldt Forum propagate western and state driven histories of the 

Cold War at the expense of Eastern experience, but also hint at Berlin’s desire to present 

a more nuanced understanding of Cold War life, experience and history on both sides of 

the Wall.  

With the exception of the partial destruction of the East Side Gallery, 

development of heritage sites dedicated to the Wall have not attracted such international 

attention but resonate strongly Berlin’s citizens. The debates surrounding their 

destruction, memorialization and preservation range from quiet neighborhood-driven 

protest to government driven conversation. Unlike the debate surrounding the Palast that 

began while much of the Wall still stood, Berlin now stands more than two decades past 

reunification. The narratives produced by the debate surrounding Wall memorials 

demonstrate notable changes from those produced in the Schloßplatz debate. Moving 

away from state-centered and West German dominated narratives, Berliners and tourists 

alike engage the Cold War past through a more nuanced, individual narrative of both East 

and West Berlin. The broader discussion surrounding the preservation and interpretation 

of Wall sites also more directly grapples with issues of authenticity and interpretation that 

were hinted at in the debate over the Schloßplatz.   

By examining these two contested heritage sites in Berlin, one can determine 

what histories of Cold War division they produce as well as answer the following 

questions: How have these narratives changed over the years since reunification? Are the 

histories/narratives told providing visitors (locals and foreigners) with nuanced 

understanding of the Cold War past in Berlin or are they cementing popular narratives? 

Does the destruction of heritage sites diminish the availability of narratives of East and 
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West German experience while actively discouraging engagement with the history of 

divided German society and politics? Examination of these sites demonstrates that the 

histories produced through sites of Cold War heritage tourism continue to propagate the 

popular narratives of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), but in recent years also 

demonstrate a notable shift towards engaging a more nuanced understanding of Cold War 

experience in divided Berlin. 

Despite the increased nuance available at heritage sites, efforts to make the city’s 

heritage sites popular with tourists often alienate Berliners from narratives of their Cold 

War past. This forced distance ultimately manifests in an increased dislike of the city’s 

tourism industry and a desire to preserve what locals consider authentic historic sites. The 

city of Berlin has spent so much effort casting its gaze outward, attracting foreign 

developers and tourists, that Berliners and how they understand their history has not been 

properly discussed or evaluated. As the city bureaucracy and government desires to 

project the capital positively to the outside world, Berliners feel left behind in their own 

city.1 Particularly surrounding the commemorative years of 2009 and 2011, Berliners 

expressed aggravation over the substantial shift in the city’s historical and cultural 

landscape, frustrated that development often comes at the expense of the local population, 

their history and their sense of community.  

Berlin continues to struggle with the following question: how can Berlin sites of 

heritage tourism support the city’s tourist economy, properly interpret the history of 

division and engage a population that carries its own narratives, experiences, and 
                                                
1 An interesting German blog on Gentrification in Berlin discusses this issue  and the various debates at 
“Gentrification Blog: Nachrichten zur Stärkung von Stadtteilmobilisierungen und Mieter/innenkämpfen” 
 http://gentrificationblog.wordpress.com/2012/08/16/berlin-tourismus-tourismuskritik-und-kritik-an-der-
tourismuskritik/.  
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continued consequences of the time period in question? Burdened by decades of 

traumatic histories, regime changes and a relatively short yet debate filled twenty-year 

time frame, Berlin’s Cold War heritage tourism sites do not yet have a distinct approach 

that question. These sites and methods American heritage tourism serve as good 

comparison to Berlin’s struggles with development and heritage tourism and can provide 

tested answers to the question of local community and history in a tourist economy. Two 

American sites of heritage tourism that faced similar challenges, Lowell National 

Historical Park and Independence National Historical Park, benefit from a few extra 

decades of trial and error (and a somewhat more settled 20th century) in which they 

crafted successful methods to approach such challenges. At the same time, these 

American museums can also benefit from difficulties of faced by Berlin’s sites of 

heritage tourism. The methods developed by Berlin’s heritage sites when engaging 

difficult histories can prove particularly useful when American sites stumble while 

grappling with difficult or traumatic pasts. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

HISTORIOGRAPHY 
 

 
This project will grapple with a number of historiographies, spanning several time 

frames, fields and nations. The study of heritage and public history in Germany is slow 

growing, especially for public history sites grappling with the history of the GDR. The 

field relies on the well-grounded German historiographies of the GDR, Cold War and 

identity studies but increasingly also pulls upon aspects of American Public History. 

These related fields help expand the methods and theories available to study a nation and 

people with a complex history and difficult relationship to its past. My contribution to the 

study of Cold War and post-reunification study will expand upon the growing fields of 

heritage tourism studies by applying more practiced approaches and methods of 

American Public History. These approaches will allow one to better understand the 

influences of the city’s Cold War heritage sites on varying populations, but most 

importantly on the local Berlin based audience.  

This project will examine an important way many people learn about the history 

of East Germany and the Cold War outside of the traditional parameters of academic 

education—through museums and public heritage sites.  Despite the difference of 

approach these sites are often in conversation with academic scholarship. They often face 

difficulties communicating the complexities of the field to visitors due to the constraints 

of the theories and practices of public history. My work will determine how the histories 

produced by sites of Cold War heritage tourism engage this academic discussion, 

determining whether they encourage one of the popular polar narratives of either political 
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state repression or culturally driven Ostalgie, or take on a more middling, more 

comprehensive approach to telling the history of the GDR. 

 Writing the history of East Germany has proven to be a complicated task for 

historians. With so much invested in the creation of a stable unified Germany, particular 

narratives of the GDR past have been appropriated by both private and public groups in 

attempt to shape and direct the transition from one regime to another.2 Political and 

economic histories of the GDR shaped the initial years of study after the fall of the Wall, 

where in historians such as Charles Maier and James McAdams debated the economic 

and political viability of the socialist state within the framework of its demise.3 These 

works also used Germany’s failed experiment in socialism to present modern Germany as 

successful, modern, democratic and free nation while defining the East German state, its 

politics, and its social structure as illegitimate.4 

 Increasingly the field has moved towards more social and cultural histories of the 

East German state, focusing on how East Germans created lives within, and sometimes 

outside, the framework of Real Existing Socialism.5 With this movement towards social 

and cultural histories of the GDR and the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), historians 

witnessed a growing trend of Ostalgie, or a deep nostalgia for East German society, 

                                                
2  David Clark and Ute Wöfel, eds,  Remembering the German Democratic Republic: Divided 
Memory in a United Germany, (London: Palgrave MacMilliam, 2011) 7.  
3  James McAdams, Germany Divided: From the Wall to Reunification,(Princeton University Press: 
Princeton, NJ 1993).   
4  Examples of this trend include but are not limited to: Gert-Joachim Glaessner, The Unification 
Process in Germany: From Dictatorship to Democracy, (London: Pinter, 1992); David Keithly, The 
Collapse of East German Communism. : The Year the Wall Came Down. (Westport CT: Praeger, 1992). 
Charles Maier, Dissolution, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press), 1997.  
5  Esther von Richthofen, Bringing Culture to the Masses: Control, Compromise and Participation 
in the GDR, (New York, NY: Bergahn Books, 2009); David Bathrick,  The Powers of Speech: The Politics 
of Culture in the GDR, (Lincoln, NB: University of Nebraska Press, 1995); Jan Palmowski, Inventing a 
Socialist Nation: Heimat and the Politics of Everyday life in the GDR, 1945-1990, (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010).  
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culture and way of life. While promoting a better understanding of every day life in the 

GDR, works of Ostalgie often promoted a problematic ignorance of the more difficult 

aspects of East German life, such as state security, travel restrictions and lack of 

consumer goods.6  

Historians over the last decade have attempted to maneuver between these two 

narratives in an effort to produce a more nuanced, comprehensive understanding of Cold 

War and East German history. Through her works, Mary Fullbrook attempts to produce 

comprehensive histories of the GDR while examining these broad, often polar opposite, 

trends of interpreting the East German and divided German past. However, as she notes 

in her book The People’s State, that existing historiography on East Germany since 

reunification “a massive disjuncture appears to have opened up between analyses of 

dictatorial political system of the defunct GDR, on the one hand, and the experiences, 

perceptions and memories of many of those who live through it, on the other”.7 This 

disjuncture between identities and narratives has produced two disparate master 

narratives, which Fullbrook, Daphne Berdahl, Konrad Jarausch and others have 

attempted to navigate between. In recent years, historians of East Germany have 

attempted to address these issues by incorporating memory and oral histories into their 

works, but the disjuncture Fullbrook mentions still remains. Examining these sites of 

heritage tourism and the histories they produce can determine whether these narratives 

are perpetuated or if heritage sites succeed in following in Fullbrook’s steps.  

                                                
6 Daphne Berdahl, On the Social life of Post-Socialism, Matti Bunzel, ed. (Bloomington, IN:  
Indiana University Press, 2009) and Where the World Ended: Reunification and Identity in the German 
Borderland. (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1999);  Jarausch, Konrad  ed. Dictatorship as 
Experience: Towards a Socio-Cultural History of the GDR. (New York, NY: Berghan Books, 1999). 
7 Fulbrook, The People’s State, 2.  
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Tourism studies are relatively new fields for Germany and Berlin. Since 

reunification Berlin’s tourism industry focused their efforts on branding and subsequently 

selling Berlin as Europe’s new, modern capital. The city’s rebuilding and rebirth as the 

national capital has proven a popular topic for scholarship since the fall of the Wall, 

particularly amongst architectural historians. Works in this field such as Claire Colomb’s 

Staging the New Berlin and Karen Till’s The New Berlin argue that the city’s government 

and private interests catered Berlin’s post-reunification physical landscape development 

to attract foreign investors and visitors. This development subsequently served to market 

Berlin to the rest of Germany, Europe and world as a modern European capital, a tourist 

destination and a profitable place to do business.8 These studies examine how these 

groups rebranded Berlin’s business districts, historical architectural, heritage and tourist 

attractions and the narratives these sites told in order to market the city as the capital of 

Europe and attract its post-renunciation development to a foreign audience.9 They 

examine how such development aimed to attract foreign investment and visitation, and 

the city’s subsequent successes and failures. Studies such Colomb’s focus categorically 

on the outward effects of Berlin’s development. A movement to shift the gaze of tourism 

and development studies back towards Berlin is in its infancy, with a volume produced 

by the Technische Universität in Berlin, entitled Tourist City Berlin edited by Jana 

Richter.10 Despite the work’s attempt to trace how Berlin’s tourism industry shapes the 

                                                
8  Claire Colomb, Staging the New Berlin: Place Making and the Politics of Urban Reinvention, Post 
1989, (London, Routledge, 2011); Karen Till, The New Berlin: Memory, Politics, and Place, (Minneapolis : 
University of Minnesota Press, 2005); Michael Wise, Capital Dilemma: Germany’s Search for  a New 
Architecture of Democracy, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 1998).  
9  Brian Ladd, The Ghosts of Berlin: Confronting Germany History in an Urban Landscape,  
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Gisa Weskalnys,  Berlin, Alexanderplatz: Transforming 
Place in a Unified Germany,  (New York : Berghahn Books, 2010).  
10  Jana Richter ed. The Tourist City Berlin: Tourism and Architecture (Berlin: Braun, 2010). 
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physical landscape of the city, it still boasts a distinctly outward focus. I hope by 

examining the development and destruction of Cold War heritage sites within the 

framework of post-reunification city development and marketing, I can bring the focus of 

these studies away from the foreigner and towards an audience otherwise ignored in these 

texts: Berliners.  

Daphne Berdahl proved herself a pioneer in the museum and tourism studies field 

by shifting the focus of tourism studies from an analysis of the outside, foreign influences 

on how historical narratives were told, to examining the impacts of these sites on 

Germans. She was beginning to pull the field of museum studies away from the ideas of 

outward branding and towards the concept of museums as sites of historical production. 

She argues that museums are “critical sites for the convergence of social, cultural and 

political forces: as arenas for the production of national identity, national citizens and 

national culture”.11 Working within Berdahl’s framework I aim to discover more 

specifically how the development of Cold War heritage sites during this time influences 

how Berlin’s Cold War histories are told to foreigners and Berliners alike.  

Prior to her death, Berdahl worked towards crafting a method for examining Cold 

War heritage sites in Germany that has been commonly applied by American Public 

Historians to US heritage sites. By expanding this application of American Public History 

I hope to determine how Cold War heritage sites in Berlin influence understanding and 

engagement by those who live in the communities in which these sites exist and in which 

these events unfolded. 12 Utilizing various frameworks from American Public History, I 

                                                
11 Berdahl, 185.  
12   Cathy Stanton, The Lowell Experiment: Public History in a Post-Industrial City,  (Amherst : 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2006); Steven Weil Making Museums Matter, (Washington DC: 
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plan to shift the focus of current German tourist studies away from influences of foreign-

focused development and towards those whose history is often told within the sites. 

These approaches will aid me to do what works on Berlin’s tourism and heritage sites 

have otherwise failed to do—examine the impacts of heritage sites, their interpretation 

and their development on the populations in which these sites exist.  

In Tourists of History Marita Sturken approaches this issue in a broad national 

sense, examining how heritage tourism sites market and interpret traumatic histories to 

the populations that experienced them. She argues that most interpretations force distance 

between the narrative and the viewer, imparting little knowledge while simultaneously 

failing to acknowledge an individuals potential involvement in the history being told. 

This approach works well to help understand the interpretation of Cold War and East 

German narratives to Berliners, whose experience is often not reflected in the 

interpretation at Cold War heritage sites despite having been active participants in the 

history being told.  

Cathy Stanton’s work on Lowell is in particularly relevant to the situation in 

Berlin. She examines Lowell’s varying methods of non-interaction with populations in 

which the site exists, and the difficulties of incorporating the modern implications of 

local historical narratives. Her methods of looking at these challenges, such as using 

event publications and local news sources in order to determine interaction between those 

crafting interpretation and the local community, lend themselves as a good model for 

determining how site of Cold War heritage succeed or fail at incorporating narratives of 

Berliners during division. Her work also provides a good framework for assessing how 
                                                
Smithsonian Institution Press, 2002); Eric Handler and Richard, The Old History in the New Museum: 
Creating the Past at Colonial Williamsburg. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997).  
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Cold War narratives told at these sites influence modern Berliners understanding of the 

past, and vice versa.13 

I will also employ methods used in the young but growing fields of 

museum and memory studies that focus on the GDR. Historians in this relatively 

new field examine a variety of outlets for memory of the GDR, including 

museums, media and material culture.14 Most of the studies available focusing on 

heritage sites provide a historiography of sorts of the conversations and debates 

occurring between museums and their interpretations.15 These examinations of 

Germany’s Cold War heritage sites begin the analysis of how museums, 

monuments and tourism dedicated to the years of division interact with local 

communities that heavily remember and are still impacted by the histories told.16 

These studies rely heavily on print and online media to gauge audience and local 

response to the museums. The examine the heritage sites’ publications, exhibits, 

and offerings in tandem with these public responses in order to determine the 

success, failure or extent of a site’s community impact.17

                                                
13 Stanton, 36.  
14  Nick Hodgin and Carline Pearce, eds., The GDR Remember: Representations of the East German 
State Since 1989. (Camden House: Rochester NY), 2011.  
15 Ibid, 95-172.  
Clark, 37-77.  
16  Russel Lemmons, “’Imprisoned, Murdered Besmirched’: The Controversy Concerning Berlin’s 
Erst Thälman Monument and German National Identity, 1990-1995” in Memory Traces: 1989 and the 
Question of German Cultural Identity, Silke Arnold-de Simine, ed. (Peter Lang: Oxford, 2005), 331. 
17  Rolf Parr, “National Symbols and the German Reunification” in Memory Traces: 1989 and the 
Question of German Cultural Identity, Silke Arnold-de Simine, ed. (Peter Lang: Oxford, 2005), 49-50.  

Pertti Ahonen, “Commemoration the Berlin Wall” in Nick Hodgin and Carline Pearce, eds.,The 
GDR Remember: Representations of the East German State Since 1989. (Camden House: Rochester NY, 
20110), 148-150.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE SCHLOßPLATZ DEBATE: PUSHING FOR DESTRUCTION  

 

Immediately upon the fall of the Wall in 1989, Berlin became the stage for a 

discussion about how to handle Germany’s forty years of division whose scars still lined 

the physical and emotional landscape of the city. Berliners struggled as walls fell, streets 

changed names, and a system of government crumbled and was swiftly replaced by one 

that many had never previously experienced. For the decades between World War II and 

the fall of the Soviet Union, Berlin functioned for decades as a microcosm of the Cold 

War—East versus West, each society reminded constantly by fourteen foot slabs of 

concrete of the potential ‘evil’ just feet away. With the fall of the Wall and the opening of 

the borders in November 1989 and eventual unification in October 1990, Berlin faced the 

distinct challenge of how to create a modern, unified capital city in the center of Europe 

while the physical landscape continued to reinforce mental divisions.  

 With the decision to move the capital back to Berlin by the end of 1999, the city 

faced a substantial challenge of rebuilding the physical environment of the city that 

would successfully match its role as a modern European capital and the heart of reunified 

German government. Preparing the city for this move required substantial mental and 

emotional rebranding and actively shifting the world’s idea of Berlin away from Nazism 

and the Cold War.  Altering the city’s landscape—remolding its physical imprint around 

a mix of modernity and its era of cultural prominence while sanitizing the city’s less ideal 
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pasts—proved the most viable solution for Germany and Berlin.18 Simultaneously, the 

German government hoped this physical revitalization would entice foreign investment in 

the economically unsound former East German capital.  

The desire for progress stirred up a number of unfinished debates about Berlin, its 

history, its role in Europe and concern over how these topics would be presented in the 

future.  In addition to continued engagement of their Nazi past, Berliners and Germans 

suddenly had to grapple with the aftermath of another highly traumatic era in their 

history. Forty years of division did not impact Germany evenly—the West bounced back 

to economic and political prominence during the Cold War years, while those in the East 

acclimated to Real Existing Socialism, and thus experienced reunification in markedly 

different ways. When the political divisions disappeared, questions arose surrounding 

what to do with the more obvious remnants of they city’s decades of division and how 

that portion of the city’s history would be told in the years following reunification.  

Many speedily did away with the Wall and most vestiges of the East German 

society, relegating the concrete slabs and street signs to trash lots or the pockets of 

opportunistic souvenir vendors. Other larger physical reminders of the Cold War, such as 

Potsdamer Platz and Alexanderplatz, speedily met development as prime real estate for 

modern corporate investment. The Palast der Republik, home of East Germany’s 

parliament and the most obvious architectural remnant of Erich Honecker’s drive for a 

modern state, met a more complicated fate than the slabs of concrete and busts of 

Socialist heroes. The Palast stood in the middle of Berlin from 1974 to 2007 next to the 

city’s renowned cathedral and near Schinkle’s Altes Museum. Most notably, it stood on 

                                                
18 Colomb, 21. 
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the former site of Berlin’s City Palace, the Stadtschloss which, after heavy bombing 

during WWII, was destroyed in 1950 at the will of Walter Ulbricht. Deemed unsafe due 

to asbestos in the early 1990s, the Palast was closed, facing an uncertain future. Germans 

entered a long and heated debate over the future of the building. 

Berliners East and West fought to destroy the building for a variety of reasons, 

from feelings of limited architectural worth to a desire destroy a reminder of the East 

German regime.  Others, mostly from the former East, fought to keep the building feeling 

it represented the life they knew and sometimes enjoyed for the previous four decades. 

The building itself brought back fond memories for many East Berliners, for while being 

the seat of the Government, most GDR citizens knew it as a cultural center where they 

could enjoy free shows, go shopping, get a warm and tasty meal, go to work and even see 

some Western performers.  For many East Berliners it was a place to celebrate birthdays, 

anniversaries and go on dates—not a place to think about socialism and the 

Volkskammer down the hall. The debate may have remained fairly sedate had the option 

simply been to have a Palast or to destroy it. However, many felt the Palast should be 

destroyed and replaced by a rebuilt Stadtschloss—returning the city to its original and 

authentic Prussian landscape in hope to capitalize on the cultural value of the city’s 

history as an enticement to investment and as a strong basis for Berlin as the nation’s 

capital.  

The debate over this space, the future architectural decisions for the Platz and the 

memories expressed therein have in turn produced a complex history of daily experience 

in East Berlin. Two popular narratives currently define the history of life in the GDR: one 

focusing on ideal community sentiment of the socialist regime, and the subsequent desire 
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to recreate it, and one of a horribly repressive regime and its miserable, constantly 

controlled citizens. In an already active historical debate over the cultural experience of 

daily life in the GDR, the Palast debate produces a history that sits between the currently 

available extremes described by Fullbrook and Berdahl. These two extremes are further 

propagated, but due to the prevalence of memory in this debate a less utopian and less 

politically based understanding of GDR society and life begins to come through. Through 

the scores of citizen support groups, newspaper articles, Der Spiegel editorials, and books 

produced over the last twenty years, memory drives the debate forward and produces new 

histories for the GDR while furthering a debate of whose history holds more weight, the 

East or the West. Through the individual memories of the Palast, Berliners began the 

process of producing more nuanced histories of the GDR and attempted to mold how the 

history of the divided-then-reunited nation will be discussed in the future.  

However, with the decision to mostly rebuild the Stadtschloß, Berlin has chosen 

to project a particular image of its history to its citizens and visitors. The history of 

divided Germany and Berlin told on the Schloßplatz in the future is more likely than not 

to trivialize the every day experiences of East Germans, broadly dismissing a system in 

which millions of people lived and oft-times flourished for several decades while actively 

un-problemetizing its pre-1920s and western Cold War past. 

The Palast discourse exhibits that life in East Berlin was neither unremittingly 

treacherous nor state dictated utopia. Although the East German regime is present in the 

memories of East Berliners expressed through this debate is rarely the single motivating 

factor in their lives. In most cases East Berliners remember attending events sponsored by 

the state by not necessarily attending them for political reasons or to actively participate 
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in the East Germany political party, the Sozialistischen Einheitspartei Deutschlands 

(SED).  This can be seen in individual’s memories of the Palast.  Peter Eisenkat, an actor 

and cabaret player, described his experiences in the Palast, noting “the Palast der 

Republik was a completely and utterly unpolitical place to eat, drink (albeit sometimes 

too much) dance, go bowling and celebrate”.19 East Berliners enjoyed their experience 

within the city without being married to the state. The memories spring from experiences 

of the Palast and shed light on the greater experience of living in East Berlin. They stress 

that life was not always grey, miserable and oppressive, nor was it a constant idyllic 

experience. As Der Spiegel mentions “This building was nevertheless the glitzy center of 

a not so glitzy regime.”20  East Berliners memories of trabbis, sub par consumer goods 

and exclusion dot the discourse, but pale in comparison to the evils commonly 

understood in the popular narratives. Andreas Keller, stage manager for the Palast’s 

theater, notes “I was chief stage designer at the Palast for twelve years and it was 

possibly the most wonderful and the most intensive time of my life, because in this time 

everything possible that could have interested a stage designer happened.”21  Although 

his memories are generally positive, he regrets that despite his membership to the 

communist party he was not permitted to attend many of the shows and gatherings he 

helped create. He was even excluded from nationalist celebrations, which he found 

baffling: “This [lack of entrance] was even crazier with the Jubilee celebrations, official 

                                                
19  Peter Ensikat, “Mein Palast der Republik,” in Von Erichslampenladen zur Asbestruine: Alles über 
den Palast der Republik, ed. Kirsten Heidler, (Berlin: Argon Verlag GmbH, 1998), 63. 
20  Damien McGuinness, “Germany's most controversial building,” Der Spiegel International, , 
August 8, 2005.  www.spiegel.de/international/0,1518,371356,00. 
21 Andreas Keller, “Drei Striche für den Genossen Breshvew,” in Von Erichslampenladen zur 
Asbestruine: Alles über den Palast der Republik, ed. Kirsten Heidler (Berlin: Argon Verlag GmbH, 1998), 
120. 
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parties for the Pioneers, party congresses and galas, and we simply were not permitted 

into them”. 22 

These individual memories elaborate on the every day experience of East 

Berliners, demonstrating that their lives functioned within the framework of the socialist 

state, excelling and struggling within system. Overall these memories exhibit a history of 

a people who attempted to enjoy their lives within a regime that was always present but 

which was not necessarily overly repressive. The destruction of the Palast der Republik 

threatened the persistence of these memories and narrative. With the proposed rebuilding 

of the Schloss, many Berliners fear their experiences will be lost in the broader western 

history of the city.  

The debate does not focus solely on the histories of the GDR but also examines 

East and West Berliners posturing for historical agency. At the end of 2008, soon after 

workers took away the last parts of the Palast der Republik, Der Spiegel remarked “The 

new Schloss will be a large important building of new period, a piece of identity for the 

city and German society, centrally located in a historical space which holds unending 

history and great anticipation.”23 Like many other Berliners, Der Spiegel grappled with 

how the new Schloss would reflect the desires, past and future, of the city. Berliners and 

Germans such as Wilhelm von Boddien, a wealthy businessman from Hamburg, 

produced an increasingly glorified history of the Prussian era by pulling upon memories 

produced by national lore and collective understanding of the Prussian era to exaggerate 

                                                
22 Ibid., 124. 
23  Ulrike von Knöfel, Joachim Kronsbein and Micheal Sontheimer, “Vorwärts in Vergangenheit,” 
Der Spiegel December 1 2008.  
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the historical disparities between the Schloss and the Palast.24  These problematic 

‘memories’ produce a history for the Prussian era and the Scholss which glorifies what 

can be considered the western past and actively discredits the history of the Palast and 

those who frequented it (the public rather than the privileged). Prior to 2007, there 

remained the potential of continued use of the Palast’s structure. Many felt that the 

continued use of the structure would limit such diminished understanding. If the physical 

reminder of the regime remained, perhaps Berliners would more actively engage the 

memories, experiences and history of the GDR.  

Many hope that since it will not be an exact replica, neither inside nor out, the 

new structure can represent the histories and memories of all Berlin, present, Cold War 

and Prussian, and of all Berliners, east, west and reunified. Among these voices is that of 

an editor of Berliner Zeitung, Ulirch Paul. Paul originally supported the continued use of 

the Palast, but expressed hope in 2004 for the best possible future uses of the space to 

function as a further reunifying force rather than propagating east/west animosity. He 

notes  

Unfortunately throughout the debate about the façade, we have forgotten the most 
important thing: That the construction of the Schloss should be a house of the 
people…this goal has never been found in the facade, but always in the public use 
of the building. The appearance of the Schloss is not good for the East-West 
Conflict. We can only hope that soon that ‘Schloss of the people’ will be realized, 

 

remarking on Honecker’s original desire for ‘Haus des Volkes’.25 Prior to the complete 

destruction of the building, some hoped part of the Palast would be incorporated into a 

                                                
24  Wilhelm von Boddien, “Das Antliz Berlins: Warum das Stadtschloß wichitger als der Palast der 
Republik ist,” in Von Erichslampenladen zur Asbestruine: Alles über den Palast der Republik, ed. Kirsten 
Heidler (Berlin: Argon Verlag GmbH, 1998), 194. 
25  Ulrich Paul, “Klein Platz für die Palast-Ruine,” Berliner Zeitung, July 22, 2004, Stadtbild. 
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new building, even if the Palast in full could no longer be used. Others hoped that a more 

modern building would better suit the space and better represent the reunified populous. 

In an attempt to not clone history, groups pressured to not clone the Schloss. However,  

no part of the Palast has been kept and modern architecture has been mostly abandoned, 

citing a desire for a more authentic city center.  

These desires stem from a concern over the powerful representations found within 

the physical landscape. Berliners wonder if the city’s complicated past will be reduced to 

the history of the most visible and prominent feature of the Schloss—its Prussian façade. 

Berliners and historians alike fear that if this new Schloss is to be the center of Berlin’s 

cultural and historical offerings, the history of Berlin told in the future to both Berliners 

AND visitors will be predominantly of the Prussian Era, not of a city with shared 

experiences of empire, fascism, capitalism and communism. Similarly, many fear this 

represents a ‘win’ for the west, claiming importance for FRG history above that of the 

GDR—furthering the east/west divide in a city which just celebrated twenty years of 

reunification.  

Although some concerns have been quelled by the drafting of a building with 

hints of modern architecture appropriate for the modern city, the possibility remains that 

Berlin’s history and its future as a reunified city will only be represented by a Prussian 

façade and void of experience of several million East Germans, demonstrating the agency 

of western history and the powerlessness of eastern experience. As the future of the 

Humboldt Forum slowly solidifies, the debate has not ended. It cannot be known how or 

if the physical signifier of a reunified city will adequately represent the complicated past 
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of the nation. There was hope that the new Schloss will present an inclusive history, of 

Kings, Kaisers and comrades. 

With the downturn in the global economy, governmental and private funding for 

the project slowed. Humboldt Forum leaders gradually pushed back projected completion 

dates from as early as 2016, or as far out as 2020. Continually delayed construction 

deadlines combined with new funding questions opened up the Schloßplatz debate once 

again—but this time with a notable shift in focus. Since the main question surrounding 

the Humboldt forum was no longer ‘if’, but ‘when’, Berliners and German alike 

questioned two trends facing the future use of the Schloßplatz. First, will the Humboldt 

Forum, housed in a replica Stadtschloss provide culturally and economically to the city 

and its people as per the tradition of the Schloßplatz, particularly enough so to justify its 

substantial price tag of more than 590 Million Euros? Secondly, how will the Humboldt 

Forum interpret the Schloßplatz, Berlin and its history? Participants in these continued 

debates remain markedly the same as prior to the Palast’s destruction— city and national 

government, members and shareholders of the Stiftung Berliner Schloss/Humboldt 

Forum, and Berliners concerned about impact the Forum will have on how the history of 

the city and its inhabitants is told.  While the concerns broached have changed, the 

debate’s conclusions have altered little: Berliners still face a site of heritage tourism 

focused on foreign investment and dialogue, failing to fulfill a cultural and social void for 

Berliners and which actively dismisses the city’s history of division through both its 

exterior façade and its interpretive interiors.  

Berliners continue to express great concern over the future of the Schloßplatz.  As 

seen in Berlin’s news media, they believe the new Humboldt Forum ought to continue the 
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tradition the Schloss and the Palast der Republik began—a centrally located, culturally 

significant place for the city’s residence to enjoy culture, history and leisure.26 However, 

the Forum’s directors and Berlin’s governmental representatives see the new institute 

serving a dual role: prideful showcasing of Berlin and Germany’s political and cultural 

modernity to the nation and the world while simultaneously promoting dialog amongst an 

international tourist audience. The Humboldt Forum is to become a site of cultural 

tourism, displaying the growth and development of Germany’s history, culture and 

politics for the world to see. Managing Director of the Humboldt Forum, Manfred Rettig 

declared in 2012 that the “new Stadtschloss should be a window into the German 

Republic...a patriotic symbol for our nation”, stressing the Forum as a reflection of a 

successful, modern German nation and Berlin as a successful German capital.27 Others 

involved in promoting the project hope that the Forum’s international focus will propel 

Berlin to equal status as a major world metropolis, on par with London, New York or 

Paris and be notably “not only cheaper, but just as creative”.28 Berlin’s Mayor Klaus 

Wowereit brimmed with excitement over his city finally having a grand cultural project 

like Paris’s Centre Pompidou, according to the Tagesspiegel.29 Politicians and Forum 

directors alike overwhelmingly hope the new Stadtschloss will put Berlin on Europe’s 

cultural destination map.  

 The Humboldt Forum and the city’s government believe the promotion of Berlin 

as an international city through the cultural accomplishments highlighted both inside, 

                                                
26  Ulrich Paul, “Schloss wird zum Haus der Geschichte,” Berliner Zeitung, November 11, 2013.  
27  Mathias Raabe. “Die erste Bohrung,” Berliner Zeitung, June 22, 2012.  
28  Antje Vollmer, “Eine Kulturelle Zeitreise,” Stimmen Zum Berliner Schloss Humboldt Forum: Das 
Erbe bewahren, um die Zunkunft zu gewinnen,” HumboldtForum/Stifnung Berliner Schloss, 15.  
29  Schaper, “Das neue Schloss für Berliner: Grunstainlegung für eine Hybrid,” Der Taggesspiegel 
June 11, 2013.  
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with the city’s collections, and outside by the “natural” architectural completion of the 

city’s middle will prove worth the economic and social costs to the city.30 The president 

of the Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz, the main tenant of the Humboldt Forum’s space, 

noted that “the idea is that the Humboldt Forum should be a place where a dialogue 

between cultures can happen. Unfortunately, this great idea has been hidden behind a 

debate over the pros and cons of the Schloss’s baroque facade”.31 While many Berliners, 

either similarly weary of the debate or generally invested in the possibilities of the new 

Schloss, support this grand idea, other Berliners question whether the Humboldt Forum 

and its distinctly international mission can fulfill the traditional role of the Schloßplatz—

as a space for the city and its citizens to function as a community. 32 

The heavy focus on an international audience concerns Berliners, particularly 

those who remember the Schloßplatz as a site for Berliners and Germans. They see the 

Humboldt Forum as existing at the expense of Berliners, both economically and 

historically. This proves a valid concern considering the substantial and ever growing 

price tag associated with the project, as well as how the site’s history is told by the 

Humboldt Forum’s publications and marketing. 33 Found within the official 

documentation of the Humboldt Forum, online, in the press and in the current exhibitions 

available, the Schloßplatz’s former tenant, the Palast der Republik, and its visitors are 

described broadly in negative, backwards terms in order to support the modern, 

progressive mission of the Forum. In the main booklet distributed to visitors of the 

                                                
30  Jochen-Martin Gutsch and Juan Moreno, “Das unsterblich Schloss,” Der Spiegel, 50/2009, 68-69.  
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Humboldt Box, in press materials and on their website, the chairman of the Förderverein 

Berliner Schloss e.V (a group promoting the Schloss prior to the establishment of the  

Humboldt Forum) stated “the Palast was the architectural representation of a false 

democracy, one that lacked voting, one completely without legitimacy…found in the 

city’s center, surrounded by nothing more than an empty square primarily used as a 

parking lot.”34 This commentary continues to propagate the particular narrative of East 

German history found earlier in the debate. It similarly serves to active ignores the 

cultural and social meaning of the site to current Berliners and reducing it, and those who 

visited, to little more than sweeping characteristics of the regime in which they existed.  

The Humboldt Forum, its mission and proposed offerings, demonstrates glimmers 

of the community involvement previously available on the Schloßplatz. With the 

extensive collections to be centrally housed within the new Stadtschloss, there will be a 

new-found ease to enjoying the city’s cultural offerings, previously found scattered 

throughout its neighborhoods. The Forum promises extensive exhibits, venues and events 

that will be readily open to the public in addition to its public libraries geared toward 

varying age groups and interests. Humboldt Forum promotional materials boast: “With 

museums, library, university and ample event venue…the soon to be reconstructed Berlin 

palace will become a thriving meeting point for people al over the world, irrespective of 

their origin, age, educational background, interests, experience and personal tastes”, a 

mission that falls strongly in line with the original purpose of the Palast der Republik and 

its public purpose.35  Berliners can certainly hope that the Humboldt Forum will fulfill 

                                                
34   Richard Schröder “Welche Eine Schöne Botschaft,” in Stimmen Zum Berliner Schloss Humboldt 
Forum: Das Erbe bewahren, um die Zunkunft zu gewinnen, HumboldtForum/Stifnung Berliner Schloss. 13.  
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the promise of Stadtschloss as a “culture house for the people”, willing to share the 

experience and history of its visitors and physical home.36  

While Forum directors and shareholders wait for construction to begin on the new 

Stadtschloss, neither work on, nor debate over, the Schloßplatz and its future has slowed. 

Humboldt Forum museum staff drafts and publically presents interpretive themes and 

displays, hoping to promote interest and investment in the project until its architectural 

showpiece reaches fruition. Even with the laying of the official corner stone of the new 

building, others still see the construction of the Stadtschloss as a continuation of Cold 

War conflicts, propagating feelings of division rather than creation of a unified, modern 

identity.37 Berliners continue to express concern that the new Stadtschloss will prioritize 

the platz’s Prussian past or international future while glossing over or simply ignoring its 

years as home to the political and cultural center of East Berlin. As the Forum completes 

these example interpretive displays they present them to the city through one of several 

means, but mostly through the exhibit space found within the Forum’s temporary home 

on the Schloßplatz, the Humboldt Box. 

The “Humboldt Box” is the most recent and by far most extensive of the 

Stiftung/Forum’s ‘Info-Boxes’ that have functioned as the cause’s physical placeholder 

on the Schloßplatz since the early 1990s.  Currently taking the form of a large, blue 

hexagonal building, the Humboldt Box provides visitors with a glimpse of the Forum’s 

collections and future offerings.  The exhibit attracting the most attention and created the 

most debate is the portion of the new museum that will discuss the Schloßplatz itself—its 
                                                
36   Ulrich Paul, “Gauck legt Grundstein für Stadtschloss,” Berliner Zeitung, June 11, 2013.  
37  Interview with Andreas Ruby, “Das Ende des Kalten Krieges der Architektur,” Berliner Zeitung, 
November 10, 2013.  
  Andreas Wasserman, “Systemkampf in Stein,” Spiegel Geschichte. 5/2012, 117.  
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history, its meaning and its role in the city. As it currently stands, the exhibit on the 

history of the Schloßplatz  in the Humobldt Box consists of three large wall panels and an 

hour long video shown upon a visitor’s arrival. Neither medium provides more than 

cursory sentences on the site’s use or importance during the city’s forty years of 

division.38 Since the Humboldt Box primarily functions as an elaborate form of 

fundraising and marketing for the new Prussian inspired Stadtschloss, it is unsurprising 

that one would find interpretation of the Palast der Republik lacking. However, for many 

it is a concerning sign of the Forum’s future offerings.39    

While many of the exhibits found in the new space will be curated by their 

respective institutions or already exist in part in their current locations, the history of the 

Schloßplatz and its role in Berlin is up to the Forum to narrate. Unlike those discussing 

the collections, libraries or thematic trends, this particular exhibit has attracted debate 

before any physical exhibit has been fully crafted. The Humboldt Forum decided to 

center the exhibit on the archeological remains of the Stadtschloss basement, focusing on 

the development of the Schloss for the majority of the installation, while relegating the 

history and role of the Platz as a whole to a fraction of the floor space.40  

This decision has come under scrutiny from Berliners fearing a continued 

dismissal of the site’s role in the city’s divided past. Berliner Zeitung editor Ulirch Paul 

joined the argument, arguing for that more space should be dedicated to the Platz’s role in 

the city. He raised more pointed questions about the issue of authenticity. He questions 

what the term means in context of a new Stadtschloss and how it will impact future 

                                                
38  Humboldt Box, first floor introductory panels, Visited December 2012.  
39  Anita Wünschmann. “Die Polygonale Mitte,” Neues Deutschland, June 30, 2011, 12.  
40  Ulrich Paul, “Schloss wird zum Haus der Geschichte,” Berliner Zeitung,  November 12, 2013.  
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understandings of the history of the Palast der Republik and East Berlin society and 

culture. He is critical that the destruction of the Palast, noting that it is simply the most 

recent example of Berlin’s tendency to destroy historic sites only to later want to tell the 

history of the building or era with a monument or reconstruction.41 The major concern 

appears that even within an expanded discussion of the site’s history that in the shadow 

of the tangible, architectural artifact of the Schloss, the history of the Palast and its role 

for East Berlin and East Berliners will be lost.42 Managing Director Rettig hopes to 

overcome this hurdle by incorporating iconic aspects of the Palast into the building as a 

whole, including the “Gläserne Blume” a favorite meeting point from the Palast’s 

lobby.43 Competition of this exhibit will determine if individual artifacts can successfully 

supplement the narrative.  

 With a continually uneasy economy, future plans for the Schloßplatz remain on 

hold and provide further space to discuss the impacts of said plans. Even though the 

Bundestag decided the new Humboldt Forum would best suit the needs of the capital, the 

debate over the space has demonstrated that East/West divides still remain, both mentally 

and physically, despite the decades since reunification. A flood of memories of former 

East and West Germans over the last twenty years pinpoints the major sources of 

historical contest sometimes hidden behind the guise of architectural preferences. From 

this discourse one can see how confusion over a dissolved regime and culture, disdain of 

socialist past and a desire to erase historical trauma inform the lives of modern Germans. 

The influx of individual memories in this debate produced new histories for the GDR and 

                                                
41  Ulrich Paul, “Nur authentische Orte erzählen Geschite,” Berliner Zeitung, March 2, 2013.  
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for the reunified city, creating a new narrative within the currently polarized framework. 

With the rebuilding of the Schloss, Berlin will continue to struggle with how to 

inclusively present this new narrative to its citizens and visitors. The views expressed in 

this debate are of course, not the only narratives of experience in GDR and reunified 

Berlin, but do present a more nuanced understanding of the lives of more than a million 

East Berliners, 16 million East Germans and the broader historical conflicts of modern 

Germans.  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE BERLIN WALL: FIGHTING FOR PRESERVATION 

 

In the decades since the Palast der Republik’s doors initially closed, Berliner’s 

attitudes towards other physical reminders of the Cold War have changed substantially. 

Conversation surrounding the remnants of the Berlin Wall demonstrates a notable shift in 

attitudes, the desire for erasure expressed in parts of the Schloßplatz debate fades with 

increased focus on the preservation of and increased engagement with the city’s divided 

history. In comparison to the development of the Schloßplatz in which planners desire to 

ignore, or at the very least actively limit engagement with experiences of division, the 

debate surrounding the remnants of the Wall demonstrate an increased desire by Berliners 

to preserve authentic sites in order to tell the history of division, East German society and 

the push for reunification. Fulfilling this desire has not proven easy for sites and groups 

dedicated to preserving the history of arguably Berlin’s most notable physical reminder 

of division. Sites interpreting the city’s history of division through Wall remnants face 

opposing pressures from Berlin’s government, tourism, and the city’s citizens.  

The city’s substantial number of heritage tourism offerings focusing on the Cold 

War take a variety of approaches to these groups. The reactions of Berlin’s Cold War 

tourism sites to these pressures serve as good comparison to many American sites of 

heritage tourism that face similar challenges, such as Lowell National Historical Park  

(NHP) and Independence National Historical Park (NHP). The benefit of these American 

sites stands in their age—demonstrating longevity when faced with debate and 



30 

controversy over traumatic pasts that still heavily impact the populations engaged. Both 

Berlin and American can mutually benefit from each other’s experiences telling traumatic 

histories to modern audiences.  

In a city that derives nearly seven percent of its GPD from tourism, sites are 

encouraged to provide interpretations and experiences that the visiting population wants 

and expects in order to maintain economic productivity.44 These sites simultaneously face 

substantial pressure from the city’s government to create space for outside investment, 

particularly in order to meet Berlin’s increasing housing demand.45  The city’s citizens 

worry about these pressures as well, concerned about the influence of tourism on how the 

history of division is told through heritage sites. They also wonder what  the future holds 

for these heritage sites in a political and economic climate dedicated to increased tourism 

and outside development. What is the impact of such development on ownership and 

historical authenticity of the city, its history and its heritage spaces? By examining the 

development of Wall and checkpoint remnants as sites of heritage tourism as portrayed in 

the media, government and private preservation publications, and the expressed opinions 

of the city’s citizens, one can trace these pressures and highlight changing attitudes 

towards interpreting the history of the Cold War and division in Berlin.   

Unlike the debate surrounding the Palast der Republik, vocal pressure to preserve 

the Berlin Wall did not begin immediately upon reunification. Seen as one of the most 
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negative representations of the East German regime, the destruction of the Wall brought 

closure to decades of Cold War paranoia and physical division that no political treaty or 

World Cup victory could.46. In years immediately proceeding the fall of the Wall, telling 

the history of the city’s Cold War past took a variety of forms. Berlin’s Mayor and the 

city’s history museums agreed on the 30th anniversary of the Wall’s construction in 1991 

to preserve the portions of the Wall as the so-called Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer and use 

them as the city’s central memorial and museum for the Wall and division. 47 As the years 

passed, portions of what remained of the Wall fell under national and city historical 

protection, fearing if not preserved in someway what was left of the Wall would fall 

victim to the city’s substantial physical re-development.48  

A notable exception to the incredible post-reunification push to do away with the 

physical remains of the Wall is the East Side Gallery. Created in 1990, the East Side 

Gallery is a 1.3 km long preserved portion of the Wall in the Fredreichshain 

neighborhood of Berlin.  Continuing in the tradition of the graffiti on the Western portion 

of the Wall during its functional years, more than one hundred artists from twenty one 

nations painted murals on the concrete canvas, memorializing openness, freedom and 

shared cultural experience that the fall of the Wall represented.49  As an open air gallery 

on a rather busy city street, Berlin’s tourism bureau cannot produce exact numbers of 
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visitors to the Gallery each year, but the East Side Gallery’s hundreds of murals boast top 

billing on the city’s tourism website and many city travel guides.  

In early 2013 Fredrichsain’s government announced that a thirty-meter portion of 

the East Side Gallery would be removed in order to make way for a new set of luxury 

apartment buildings, in addition to a proposed park and entertainment venue along the 

Spree River. As removal of the concrete slabs began, protestors from across the city and 

across the globe amassed at the East Side Gallery to fight against Berlin’s newest luxury 

high rise and to protect the largest remaining portion of the Wall. Even David Hasselhoff 

protested the removal of the East Side Gallery, performing a concert to protect the same 

Wall he wished destroyed twenty-four years prior. 50 The debate and protest surrounding 

the removal of a portion of the East Side Gallery highlights a notable shift in how sites of 

Cold War heritage tourism are understood and used by Berliners from the first decade 

following the fall of the Wall to the second. Unlike the debate surrounding the 

Schloßplatz, that surrounding the East Side Gallery demonstrates an increased desire by 

Berliners to actively preserve physical reminders of the city’s Cold War history while 

highlighting narratives of division and East and West German experience. The debate 

surrounding the East Side Gallery and the Wall in general also sought to better 

acknowledge the purpose of Wall remnants as memorials while actively questioning the 

city’s approach to remembering its Cold War past.  

During the height of the protests Berliners stressed the Wall’s current function not 

as a barrier to continued reunification but as a tool to better understand the histories that 

shape and influence modern Berliners. According to a poll by the Berliner Morgenpost  
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and Rundfunk Berlin-Brandenburg (RBB), more than 60 percent of 1001 Berliners 

surveyed are against development at the expense of the East Side Gallery (compared to 

45 percent of surveyed voting against development in other, less historically charged 

portions of the city).51 Berliners protested against the destruction of the East Side Gallery 

for a number of reasons, from the historically grounded to a simple gnawing hatred of 

Berlin’s current government. 52  However, one opinion appears in the media repeatedly —

an argument that the remnants of the Wall fill an important role for the future of the city, 

reminding Berliners and tourists alike of the experience of division, the impacts it had on 

the city, and the importance such remember has on successful continued reunification. 

One younger protestor stated: “the last portions of the Wall remind us of division and 

what it meant, and make us think about its meaning regularly…the East Side Gallery 

stands as a memorial to the positive effects of reunification”.53  An older couple when 

interviewed remarked that it is a remaining structure from the GDR, noting “the city 

already got rid of the Palast der Republik and should not be destroying these last vestiges 

of East Germany as well.”54 Repeatedly protestors, journalists, and politicians remarked 

on the important role Wall remnants play in the continued success of reunification, 

particularly in the minds of Berliners, even as the decades pass.  

Development of the East Side Gallery also ignited a secondary debate about 

memoralization of the Cold War in Berlin. As removed portions of the East Side Gallery 
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are sold to the highest bidder (including one portion heading off to North Korea), 

Berliners question if their cultural heritage has worth at all, particularly in a city whose 

politicians place great value in luxury apartment buildings and million dollar 

development deals. 55 Protestors and politicians alike questioned the speed at which the 

contracting and development process took place with the Freidrichshain and Berlin 

governments. Protesters, including famous actors and Left and Green party politicians, 

questioned the speed, secrecy and motivations behind Fredrichshain Mayor Franz 

Shultz’s decision to partner with Israeli developer Maik Uwe Hinkle.56 Protesters drew 

parallels to the SED’s secrecy surrounding the construction of the Wall, wittingly 

remarking, “No one has any intention of building luxury apartments”, recalling Walter 

Ulricht’s comments just weeks before the Wall’s construction.57 Despite protection 

through the Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer and the Senat für Stadtentwicklung, neither 

body provided enough to limit development on the site, leaving Berliners to question the 

city’s dedication to remembering the Cold War past, the Wall and those who lived and 

suffered with it.58 Protesters posed the question “Is culture no longer worth anything?”, a 

pointed remark at the neighborhood’s willingness to destroy historic sites for financial 

gain.59  
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The protest surrounding the East Side Gallery demonstrated a notable shift in 

public opinion compared to the early years following the fall of the Wall—rather than 

rushing to rid the city of the physical memorials to their Cold War past and division, 

Berliners supported the continued understanding and engagement of a variety of Cold 

War narratives, the history of division and the impact the Wall still has on Berlin’s 

society and politics. Support of expanding and recognizing narratives of East and West 

Berlin experience during the Cold War also gained traction through the larger debate over 

the Wall as heritage site and site of tourism.   

Debate over the East Side Galley fell at the tail end Berlin and Germany’s 

commemoration of fifty years since construction began on the Berlin Wall in August 

1961. The commemoration broadened a number of discussions about the Wall, the 

regime that built it, the societies it separated and the people that fought to tear it down. 

Both federal and city governments, as well as a variety of private enterprises, tested a 

number of methods to determine how a) to best engage the history of the Cold War in the 

city and beyond, b) balance the need to physical remnants of the Wall while supporting 

city growth, and c) properly memorialize those who suffered and perished due to 

division.  Many of these efforts, a combination of museums, memorials, preservation and 

public education came to fruition during the years surrounding the 2009 and 2011 

commemorative years. The political discussion, media coverage and physical 

manifestations of the discourse presented a city that wished to expand its understanding 

of the East and West German experience during division, while attributing agency to the 

citizens lived through division—not just the regimes that sustained it.  Berliners 
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simultaneously worried about issues of historical ownership and authenticity in a city 

whose past is often capitalized on for the sake of tourism. 

Even though this discussion began soon after the Wall’s destruction, the years 

leading up to these major commemorations witnessed the city’s most concerted efforts to 

determine the best methods through which to engage the Wall and its history. In the early 

2000s, Berlin’s government, the Senat, amassed a group of professors, memorial experts, 

Wall experts and city planners to compile a history of Wall preservation and memorials 

in the city in order to provide a benchmark for future interpretation and preservation, 

entitled Gesamtkonzept zur Erinnerung an die Berliner Mauer: Dokumentation, 

Information und Gedenken (Master Plan for Remembrance of the Berlin Wall: 

Documentation, Information and Commemoration).  They created thematic and 

bureaucratic goals to guide all current and future Wall memorials and preservation 

throughout the city, treating all of Berlin’s current offerings as one large city-sized 

museum. The report presented a variety of methods that the city could use to engage 

citizens and tourists alike, some of which were currently present in the city and some 

meant for competition by the commemorative years.60 The detailed reports for each site 

are illuminating, but the most notable aspect of is the guiding thematic structure outlined 

for the whole of the city. It demonstrates the notable shift away from state focused, 

western centric narratives presented in the Schloßplatz debate to dedication to telling a 

more inclusive history of division from a multitude of perspectives and approaches.  

 Throughout both the Gesamtkonzept and its supporting documents, the committee 

encourages current and future memorial sites and museums to expand the narratives of 

                                                
60  Flierl, Gesamtkonzept zur Erinnerung, 19.  
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division told within their walls.  Specifically, they desire the discourse at these sites to be 

less one sided. Rather than focusing on one facet of one side of the Wall, visitors to these 

sites need to be provided an image of a city whose two parts did not exist in vacuums.  

East and West Germany interacted with one another, their citizens shared experiences 

despite the differences in regime, and existed in a larger discourse about politics, rights 

and an individual’s role in society. The report argues “the memorial sites fulfill an 

important function as a bridge: it is one of the few places where one can experience and 

understand both East and West German together, if nothing else because of the stories of 

those who tried to escape…whose stories highlight democratic rights both sides fought 

for…”61. Some sites lend themselves more to this discussion than others, but the 

committee stresses the importance of this idea to understanding how division played out, 

why the Wall eventually fell and why its physical presence in the city is important to the 

continued success of reunification.62  

For each proposed or existing site the Gesamtkonzept pushes for more interaction 

with individual citizen experience of the Wall and East or West German society, aiming 

to present variety of individual experiences for comparison rather focusing solely on one 

perspective, from one side of the Wall.  The proposed goal for the Documentation Center 

at Bernauer Strasse, for example, is the continued “combination of public and political 

history with the personal and private experiences”.63 The committee stresses the 

importance of individual endeavor experiences and sacrifice throughout all as both a way 

to pay respect to those who lost their lives due to the Wall, but also to ensure the 
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Gesamtkonzept Berliner Mauer, June 12, 2006. 3.  
62 Ibid, 17.  
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presentation of varied histories of division from multiple perspectives. The hope remains 

that including such narratives will better recognize East Germans as actors in their own 

past as well as authors of their own history.  

The commemorative and celebratory activities surrounding fifty years since the 

construction of the Berlin Wall and twenty years since its fall provided a platform for 

renewed discussion of the city’s Cold War past.  These events encouraged citizens and 

government a like to engage the history of division with the benefit of temporal distance. 

Despite occasional continuations of the state-driven narrative of East Germany history, 

there is a bigger push to meet the goals of the Gesamtkonzept and look at East Berliners 

as actors, not necessarily acted upon by an illegitimate state. For example, former 

Bundespräsident Christian Wulff remarked upon the 50th anniversary commemoration 

ceremonies of the Wall began with familiar statements of the illegitimate East German 

state, but went on to recognize the agency of individuals within East German society. He 

noted “people wrote the history of the end of this era. The Wall didn’t simply fall—it was 

taken down. The desire for freedom is ultimately invincible.” 64 Echoing Wulff’s 

comments, a push to better engage the history of individual East and West German 

experience grew during the commemorative events.  

Berliners have begun to push not just for a memorial to the Wall and the 

oppression it represented, but also to those East and West Germans who pushed for, and 

eventually gained, reunification.  This desire is rather new, as in 2009 Mayor Wowereit 

stated “the revolution of the fall of 1989 is absolutely ‘no reason for a museum’” (who in 

March of 2013 reversed his opinion and criticized the actions of developers surrounding 
                                                
64  “Die Freiheit ist am Ende unbesiegbar,” Spiegel Online, August 13, 2011. 
www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/gedenken-an-mauerbauer-die-frieheit-ist-am-ende-unbesiegbar 
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the East Side Gallery for destroying such an important piece of Berlin’s cultural 

heritage).65 However, the desire grew surrounding the commemorative years of 2009 and 

2011.  Many, including those within Berlin’s city government, disagreed with Wowereit, 

arguing that actions and courage of those who worked to change the system had not been 

adequately acknowledged and that the city should be continually reminded, through a 

memorial, that their efforts for freedom and democracy are not yet be entirely fulfilled.66 

A Der Spiegel article in 2008 argues, “In the coming year it will be exactly twenty years 

since the Wall fell, but yet in the whole of the city there is not single place that 

remembers the people’s efforts during the fall of 1989 the people who fought to open the 

GDR to the west, those who forced the abdication of the Politbüro and caused the nation 

to reunify”. 67 Others agree, frustrated the central site for learning about the Cold War, 

Checkpoint Charlie, is a private enterprise dedicated to the history of the Allies, rather 

than a narrative of the Wall and those whose experienced and eventually ended division. 

“Twenty two years since the fall of the Wall and fifty years since its construction, Berlin 

needs a central place to discuss and document the history of the Wall and division”, 

remarks Severin Weiland of Der Spiegel in 2011, concerned that foreign visitors and 

those who do not remember the Cold War are NOT getting a complete and multi-

perspective history of Berlin, the Wall and division. 68 

Despite this concern, the museums and memorials opened for the commemoration 

and celebration served as sites for Berliners and tourists alike to engage East and West 

German perspectives on division. Museums and memorials including the Tränenpalast 
                                                
65  Reinhard Mohr,  “Zurück zum Zauber des Wahnsinns,” Spiegel Online, May 7, 2009. 
66   Ibid.  
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exhibit at Freidrichstrasse and the expansion of the Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer at 

Bernauer Strasse were completed in preparation for the anniversary years, but after much 

debate as to best use these spaces to interpret the history of divided Berlin, as can be seen 

in the Gesamtkonzept completed in 2006. These sites saw increased visitorship during 

these years, particularly surrounding large speeches by politicians or official public 

events.  The media followed these events and openings closely, and took note of the 

varying responses to the new and expanded ways of telling the history of Berlin’s Cold 

War experience.  Der Spiegel reported on those visiting the Gedenkstätte at Bernauer 

Strasse in 2011, noting: “Those regularly in the neighborhood, young couples and foreign 

tourists, are here, but today there were notably a number of older Berliners: They come to 

think about those who perished at the Wall, but also to remember life when the Wall 

existed.”, continuing on to remark that “One man noted ‘I realize now it was not just East 

Berliners locked in, it also those in the West’”. 69 Others brought their children to the site 

in order to tell their experience of the Wall and the Cold War, the joy the fall of the Wall 

brought them and the difficulties of reunification—memories they feel will disappear 

without proper memorials to the Wall and the societies it divided to act as constant 

reminders of both division, and the continued struggles of reunification. Visitors were 

pleased by the efforts of both sites to provide multi-perspective histories of the Wall—

sites where those from both the former East and West can remember their experiences but 

also where those who did not have first hand experience of division can learn about life, 

economy and politics on both sides of the Wall.  
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Both the Tränenpalast and the Gedenkstätte seek to fulfill the goals outlined in the 

Gesamtkonzept and strive to provide a simultaneously more inclusive, yet more 

individual, narrative of division in Berlin. The sites take on very different topics, aided by 

very disparate interpretive methods. The Gedenkstätte serves primarily as a site of 

remembrance for those who risked border crossings and those who lived in immediate 

proximity to the Wall, while the Tränenpalast exhibits highlight the broader experience of 

living in a city whose borders were simultaneously open and closed. Both, however, 

challenge the singular state driven narratives that guided engagement of the city’s Cold 

War past during the first decade after reunification.  

The Tränenpalast, opened in fall of 2008, embraces the goals of the 

Gesamptkonzpet, presenting a narrative of shared experience across the Wall, focusing on 

the ways in which East and West Berliners players in the Cold War. The Tränenpalast 

museum and exhibits shift the focus of border crossings from the harrowing illegal 

crossings through tunnels, in cars or over walls discussed in at Checkpoint Charlie and 

Bernauerstrasse, to the legal border crossings of East and West Germans by foot and train 

through the Friedrichstrasse train station. The Tränenpalast exhibits were developed by 

the Stiftung Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, a government 

research and grant group started by Helmut Kohl in Bonn in 1982.70 The Stiftung was the 

topic of significant debate in post-reunification years. Since it was founded in Bonn and 

dedicated itself to the history of the FRG, East Germans expressed great concerns that 

their history would be ignored, belittled or generally forgotten under the Government 

                                                
70  http://www.hdg.de/stiftung/geschichte-und-organisation/ Geschichte und Organisation.  
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agency’s attempts to create an official memory and history for Germany.71 However, by 

the positive reception given by both the German government and German tourists, the 

Stiftung appears to have addressed many of the concerns in their creation of the 

Tränenpalast exhibits.72  Since opening a year ago, more than 240,000 visitors have 

toured the exhibits.73 

 Housed in the original structure of the Friedrichstrasse checkpoint and border 

crossing station, the museum takes advantage of original furnishings and its emotionally 

charged site, chronicling the so-called ‘Normalcy of the Absurd’ experienced by both 

East and West Berliners.74 The museum presents the border between East and West 

Berlin as rather porous, through which in the politics, culture and economics of either 

side exchange with fair regularity, even within the most controlled of places—a 

checkpoint. Most striking of the methods used in the museum are the recorded interviews 

with those who gained prolonged or permanent passage from either side of the Wall and 

transferred through the Tränenpalast.  

Emotions of fear, joy, and an insatiable desire for freedom traditionally frame the 

stories of escape from East Germany, while a particular sadness shrouds those who visit 

from the West. In the Tränenpalast,  interviews with families making the journeys from 

one side to the other present visitors with surprising emotions: East German families 

mourning the potential permanent loss of family as they used their hard earned travel 

permits to the West, and West Berliners joyfully recalling greeting friends and family 
                                                
71  David Clark and Ute Wöfel, eds. Remembering the German Democratic Republic: Divided 
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Release, September 2012.	  	  
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during visits to the East.75  Panels throughout the exhibit elaborate on East German 

pensioners permitted travel to the West (and their use as transporters of West German 

consumer goods), and young couples whose relationship centers around passage to and 

from the Tränenpalast.   

 The exhibit adeptly weaves these individual narratives within a larger history of 

Cold War tensions, highlighting issues such as refugees, shortages of consumer goods 

and a rather entangled East and West German economy, highlighted by the forced 

exchange of money when entering the GDR, and the Intershops, East German owned 

shops wherein one could by high quality consumer goods—but only with Deutsch Marks 

or other foreign hard currency, no East German Marks.76 While in portions of the 

museum, the larger context gets lost amongst the individual narratives, the Tränenpalast 

successfully provides a site wherein one can engage multiple narratives of Berlin’s Cold 

War history. Berliners who visit remark: “the memories, the histories of divided Berlin 

and Germany should not be divided”, praising the museum’s incorporation of both East 

and West narratives and experience. They appreciate the museum as an authentic site of 

heritage tourism wherein Berliners can remember division through a site in which they 

personally experienced division, while also presenting varied perspectives to foreign 

tourists.77  
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The Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer, another of the city’s Cold War heritage tourism 

sites similarly embodies the themes put forward in the Gesamtkonzept, aiming to present 

a more nuanced understanding of Berlin during the Cold War through individual 

experience and narrative. The interpretation available at the Gedenkstätte is perhaps the 

most comprehensive of any Berlin heritage site dedicated to discussing life at and around 

the Wall, but focuses on a notably different theme than the Tränenpalast. The 

Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer functions as both a museum and as a memorial, presenting a 

more state-focused narrative of East German experience while attempting to respectfully 

remember those who perished due to its actions.  Dedicated to those who lost their lives 

along the whole of the Berlin Wall, the interpretation and presentation of the 

Gedenkstätte takes on a notably more somber feel compared to the bright presentation 

and sometimes joyful interpretation found within the Tränenpalast.  

Berlin promotes the Gedenkstätte as the main memorial site to the Berlin Wall 

and its victims, using the open-air museum and memorial as the backdrop for many of the 

2009 and 2011 commemorative events.78 Initial exhibits on Bernauer Strasse opened in 

late 1998 but grew substantially in the years since. The Stiftung Berliner Mauer, which 

administrates the memorial site, expanded interpretive offerings and ways sides, 

expanding the visitor’s and documentation centers and completed a memorial chapel to 

those who lived and died in the shadow of the Berlin Wall. As of 2013 the memorial and 

museum encompass several city blocks on which the Berlin Wall originally ran.79  As of 
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the past year, the Gedenkstätte boasted 850,000 visitors, the majority of whom were 

locals.80 

 The memorial and museum is split into four sections, each about a quarters of a 

kilometer long. Each of the four interpretive section is accompanied by an overarching 

theme, a detailed map,  “incident” makers and variety of interpretive media. Each portion 

of the site focuses on one general influence the Wall had on the city but examines it 

through the lenses of a individual Berliners, both East and West. Visitors to the 

Gedenkstätte interact with photographs of the site through the decades of the Wall, audio 

and interviews of those who attempted to cross it, and video of the destruction of 

Bernauer Strasse during the years of division. It is the only Cold War heritage site in the 

city where all physical aspects of the Berlin Wall are present, including an original 

watchtower, Eastern and Western wall types and the infamous death strip that laid 

between. 

  Throughout the entirety of the site visitors are continually reminded of the 

incredible hardship faced by those who lived with or near the Wall, with a particular 

focus on those who lived in the East.  However, since the site functions as both a 

memorial and a museum, certain sections of the site serve varying purposes. Memorial 

interpretation focuses substantially on telling the experiences of those who perished at the 

Wall as a whole, be it families attempting to escape, executed Eastern border guards or 

those imprisoned for attempting to flee and provide families, friends and the nation a site 
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to mourn and remember.81 Other interpretation at the site includes impact the Wall had on 

every day life for those living near the border, examining the influence of the border on 

everything from going about daily business, to the ability to worship, to where on would 

find their final resting place, attempting to craft a narrative of life on Bernauer Strasse 

throughout the forty years of division. 82 The Gedenkstätte presents a distinctly ‘bottom 

up’ narrative of division in Berlin, stressing the individual experiences of those that lived 

along the Wall. The site moves away from the somewhat triumphant and vaguely 

pleasant narrative presented in the Tränenpalast towards feelings of shared horror, 

difficulties, and eventual acceptance of the existence of these states, no matter their 

potential legitimacy. The site does not devote substantial discussion to the political, 

economic or cultural situation that surrounded the lives and experiences on Bernauer 

Strasse, but closely examines the impact living so close to the Wall had on individuals 

East and West.83  

While the Stiftung and the city promote the Gedenkstätte as the premier site of 

Cold War memorial tourism, the memorial and museum demonstrate a dedication to 

people whose histories they present and an understanding of the continued impact of 

division on Berliners. In addition to the physical museum and memorial, the Stiftung 

expanded interpretive offerings through lectures, extra exhibits, and open discussions, 

focusing on the Berliners who experienced life in divided Berlin, but also on a younger 

generation of Berliners whose lives are continually impacted by the history of division, 
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but who never experienced it first hand. These discussions are open to the public and 

those who did not experience the years of division are encouraged to attend.84 Exhibits 

increasingly stress how the years of division impact Berlin and Berliners at the moment, 

such as a discussion of city development in the divided city, and what the means for 

Berliners and their city today.85 Other lectures focus on cultural development in the 

divided city, and the influences this currently has on culture produced in Berlin’s 

theaters, museums, universities and operas.86 Children are asked the question “Who 

wants to become a Wall Expert?”, and encouraged to interact with their city’s history.  

Despite the success of the Tränenpalast, the Gedenkstätte and commemorative 

year efforts to expand the narratives of division told throughout the city, Berliners 

continue to worry about the substantial influence tourism has on the presentation of the 

city’s Cold War past. This concern manifests in a discussion about authenticity—of the 

history and of the physical space in which the history is told. Both the Tränenpalast and 

the Gedenkstatte stress in their literature and publications their roles as ‘authentic sites’ 

of Berlin’s history, land or buildings that witnessed the events now remembered there.87 

The concept of ‘authentic sites of history’ holds substantial weight in the debate over the 

city’s Cold War heritage sites and heavily influences the perceived worth of the 

narratives they tell to Berliners and tourists alike. Berliners worry that since the most 

visited and arguably most influential site of Cold War history in the city, Checkpoint 
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Charlie, is such an inauthentic place and experience, that the city will continue to 

encourage such inauthentic engagement of the history of division, turning the city from a 

site with deep physical and emotional ties to division, to little more than a Cold War 

Disneyland.  

The majority of this discussion focuses around Checkpoint Charlie and its 

overwhelming success as a hub of Cold War heritage tourism in the city. In 2009 

Checkpoint Charlie was the third most visited museum in Berlin, with 850,000 visitors, 

beaten out only by the Pergamon and the Altes Museum.88 The committee tasked with 

writing the Gesamtkonzept struggled with the site, trying to balance its potential for 

education due to its broad popularity and iconic status with its particularly one sided, 

singular narrative approach to telling the history of the Wall and divided Berlin to such a 

large audience.89 Others worry that due to Checkpoint Charlie’s substantial success with 

tourists, the city will encourage similar actions amongst other Cold War heritage sites in 

order to increase their popularity and thus their profitability.90 Since Checkpoint Charlie 

is privately owned, Berlin’s development bodies can do relatively little to impact the 

history told within the museum’s walls.   

Checkpoint Charlie found itself a site of tension once again in 2004, granted 

without an onslaught of armored tanks, when the museum rebuilt a portion of the Wall by 

placing together privately owned Wall pieces from throughout the world. Alexandra 

Hildebrandt justified the action, declaring, “The people want the Wall at Checkpoint 
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Charlie”.91 Tourists loved it. Berliners saw Hildebrandt’s efforts and the subsequent 

popularity as justification of their concern that authentic history would suffer when faced 

with tourist popularity. Berlin’s Senat für Stadtentwicklung urged Berliners to use the 

moment to better understand the goals of reunification, stressing that the memory of the 

Wall should be used to smooth what remains of division in the city, not to erect new 

barriers to such progress. “Checkpoint Charlie primarily tells the history of the Allies and 

is not particularly thought of as a site discussing the Wall and its victims” stated the 

director of the Association for the Berlin Mauer.92  He continued on to argue: “…The 

Senat for Stadtenwicklung is upset, and the Senat for Culture equally so, along with 

experts on memorials. Wall pieces standing in incorrect places, rebuilt at a site that was 

actually the complete opposite to what is erected—an opening in the Wall instead of a 

barrier. It’s not too long before we start using the word ‘Disneyland’”.93  

In a broader sense Berliners also worry that a shift away from authentic historical 

sites will undermine the city’s overall role in decades of division and eventual 

reunification. Some fear that with the popularity of sites like Checkpoint Charlie and the 

DDR Museum, a privately owned museum dedicated to demonstrating life in the GDR, 

that the history of life in East Germany will be either erased completely due to state 

centric histories or heavily mythologized in the tradition of Ostalgie.  “The GDR 

continues to live, but as a tourist attraction. The regime’s capital city is now a giant 

amusement park…where the ghosts from the past entertain the visitors… The tourist 

economy surrounding Cold War sites is so successful that politicians and historians alike 
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often discuss if Berlin is becoming Disneyland for the Cold War”. 94 Berlin needs to 

create a museum, or a site that is a) authentic and b) provides a variety of perspectives, 

avoiding issues presented at Checkpoint Charlie, and avoiding what “historians call 

‘master narratives’”.95 

Much of this fear arises form the incredible role tourism plays in Berlin and its 

economy and how this role has grown since reunification. In 1996, 600,000 visitors came 

to historical sites and memorials in the city; in 2011 it was 5.5 million. For 2013 Berlin’s 

tourism bureau estimated close to 10 million.96 Others worry that this rise in tourism-

geared telling of history will impact how Berliners, current and future, will learn about 

the history of their city.  Robert Ide of Der Zeit describes his fears for the future of Cold 

War heritage tourism in the city: 

In 1989, the Wall had to go. And fast. After twenty-eight years of a open wound 
in the middle of the city who would want to live continue to live amongst barbed 
wire? Now only tourists chug along it, on their Trabbi Saffaris through a Cold 
War Disneyland from Checkpoint Charlie to the Brandenburg Gate…so they can 
go through a fake Russian checkpoint and buy a small piece of the Wall with a 
fake certificate of authenticity…The history of division in Berlin…is no longer a 
sin to experience, however, it is often ignored by Berliners whose children and 
grandchildren want to understand division in order to create a more unified life in 
the future…The city is looking towards the future. However, they must not forget 
that the past should remain in the street view of the city. 97   

 

This sentiment weaves throughout official and personal reflections on Berlin’s 

engagement of it’s Cold War landscape and past—an argument that the city does not 

need to keep everything but authentic places help future generations understand the city, 

                                                
94 Hornig, 31.  
95 Ibid.  
96  “Tourism Figures for the First Half of 2013,” Press Release.  VisitBerlin/Beim Berlin, August 23, 
2013.  
97  Robert Ide, “Berlin darf seine Geschichte nicht löshen,” Zeit Online,  March 2, 2013.  
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division and while continuing successful reunification, without erasing the past. There 

appears to be a push amongst the city’s tourism bureau to move away from these less 

‘authentic’ sites of heritage tourism. In a list of “Top Ten” sites to visit in Berlin, 

Checkpoint Charlie receives no mention, instead Cold War history spots go to the 

Fernsehturm, Alexanderplatz and the Gedenkstätte, boasting their authentic architecture 

and history.98 Authentic sites, such as the Palast der Republik or the remnants of the 

Wall, allow Berliners who experienced division to know that their experience is 

represented in the narratives told to those who did not live with the Wall. 

                                                
98  “Berlin’s Top 10 Attractions: Tourist Highlights in the Capital City,” Sightseeing. VisitBerlin, 
http://www.visitberlin.de/en/article/berlins-top-10-attractions. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CHALLENGES OF HERITAGE TOURISM: SHARING SOLUTIONS  

ACROSS THE ATLANTIC 

 

Much like Berlin, Lowell NHP in Lowell, Massachusetts struggles to narrate the 

history of a city in which its past continually impacts the local community. The National 

Park Service (NPS) founded Lowell NHP 1978 as the service’s first ‘urban park’—an 

urban environment-driven park dedicated to telling the city’s 19th century industrial past 

in a city whose industrial economy was waning. The city of Lowell in the 1970s and 

Berlin of the early 1990s stood at similar points in their development—both cities faced 

substantial economic and cultural changes, uncertain futures and local communities 

caught in a flurry of outside development.99 Larger governing bodies, the National Park 

Service/federal government in the case of Lowell and the German Bundestag for Berlin, 

recognized the revitalization opportunities found within such circumstances and swiftly 

drew plans for development. The development of a national park in the heart of the city 

seemed like a successful method to revitalize Lowell as its once profitable manufacturers 

left the city and state. In both cases, planners saw the success of these ventures laid in 

capitalizing on the city’s historical and cultural worth and previous prominence.   

Much like in Berlin, tensions grew between developers and planners of the 

heritage site and  the local Lowell community as both attempted to fulfill often-

conflicting goals and desires. Over its tenure in the city, Lowell has enacted a variety of 
                                                
99  Robert Weible, “Visions and Reality: Reconsidering the Creation and Development of Lowell’s 
National Park, 1966-1992”, in The Public Historian,  vol 33, No 2 (Spring 2011), pp. 67-93, 69.  
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methods to better engage the community in which it exists, temper conflicts over physical 

space and actively acknowledge the continued influence of the city’s past on its current 

community. Unlike Berlin though, Lowell NHP has had more than four decades to 

determine what approaches best fulfill their role as a historic site while also engaging the 

community in which they exist. Some of these efforts have been markedly more 

successful than others but all can be used as tools for heritage sites facing similar 

challenges in post-reunification Berlin.  

Debate surrounding the creation of Lowell NHP and its original development 

share substantial similarities to the Schloßplatz debate, from the economic and political 

context to specific debate vocabulary.  Development of Lowell NHP (and its 

interpretation to this day) focused heavily on the development of Lowell’s urban built 

environment. Park planners focused on recreating what the city looked like in order to 

project architectural continuity with the past, which they hoped would spurn further 

economic investment and development within Lowell proper. In a 2001 tour, the park’s 

assistant superintendent noted of the historical park “our job is just to bring it back—to 

bring back [Lowell’s] original character”, a sentiment very similar to that which that 

drove, and eventually won, the argument for the rebuilding of the Stadtschloss in 

Berlin.100 How the city looked, embracing its “historic stage-setting” while creating a 

“visually exciting city” took priority over both critical or through historical interpretation 

and positive community relationships.101  

External development in the city hinged on its connections to the past, but 

paradoxically required alteration or demolition historic structures, sparking debate similar 
                                                
100 Stanton, 102.  
101 Weible, 85.  
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to both that over the Palast der Republik and the East Side Gallery. 102 As with Berlin, 

increased interest in the city as a heritage site has boosted the economy. However, when 

paired with newly constructed, higher-rent development, locals have not benefited so 

substantially.  Similar to the difficulties facing Friedrichshain and Mayor Wowereit 

surrounding development of the East Side Gallery and adjoining lands, the city of Lowell 

faces challenges of how to mediate the economically beneficial desire for development 

and the local desire to maintain their neighborhoods, communities and costs of living. In 

2000, Lowell faced higher than average unemployment and housing prices that excluded 

many of the city’s manufacturer wage earners.103 Like Berlin, Lowell discovered while 

tourism economy and outside development benefited the city as a whole, its citizens did 

not necessarily directly feel its positive influence. 

Recognizing the failures of their attempts to fold the community into their 

interpretation, Lowell refocused their approach by providing the surrounding community 

opportunities to share their own narratives in order to create the ties to the past the site 

had otherwise failed to do. Over the last few decades, Lowell has succeeded in closing 

the rift between the heritage site and the surrounding community by focusing on three 

themes: 1) Engaging the communities in which they exist through the urban environment 

and physical space, 2) actively acknowledging the continued influence of the past on the 

current community members and sharing these ties with heritage site visitors and 3) 

encouraging active engagement and exchange between community and heritage site 

through interpretive programming. Lowell NHP introduced new museum exhibits and 

tours to interpret the ties between the industrial past and de-industrialize future of Lowell 
                                                
102 Stanton, 126.  
103 Ibid, 131.  
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without making the city’s citizens feel as though they are part of a cultural diorama.104 

Berlin’s sites can benefit from the decades of trial and error that informed Lowell’s 

current approach. Some of Berlin’s heritage tourism sites have embraced the approach 

taken by Lowell, approaching the relationship between site and community as a fluid 

exchange of ideas and knowledge.  The Gedenkstätte does so through its lecture series 

and Zeitzeugen Cafes, but remains one of the few to fully embrace the community in 

which it exists.  

Other of America’s landmark historic sites face similar struggles as Berlin when 

discussing traumatic pasts, and can benefit from the challenges overcome by the city’s 

sites of heritage tourism.  The “most historic squire mile in United States”,105 

Independence Mall in Philadelphia, became perhaps the most debated historic mile in 

America during the early 2000s, when the city’s focus fell onto Independence NHP’s new 

plans for the center of its park.  In 1998 the NPS produced design guidelines for 

restructuring the landscape and feel of Independence Mall, including the housing for the 

Liberty Bell and the area that was once home to the President’s House, the first 

presidential mansion and the home of George Washington and subsequently John 

Adams.106 These plans included no intention to interpret, rebuild, or re-imagine the 

President’s House. Initially this caused little if any concern, as the President’s House was 

demolished in part in the 1830s, and wholly in the 1950s. Controversy began in earnest in 

2002 when independent historian Edward Lawler Jr. published The President’s House in 
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Industrial History Museums: Reinterpreting Lowell Massachusetts” in The Public Historian,  (Vol 22, No 3 
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Philadelphia: Revisiting a Lost Landmark. Lawler examined how the first Presidential 

Mansion came to get ‘lost’ in America’s history, but more importantly to the subsequent 

debate, drafted what the house would have looked like during the Washington and Adams 

presidencies and where its footprint would have stood during the 1790s.  

The house’s footprint proved the most contentious piece of evidence—placing the 

work and living spaces of Washington’s slaves right underneath the entrance of the 

Liberty Bell’s new home.107 With this realization, pressure grew on the NPS to add a 

discussion of the President’s House and the slaves who kept it functioning into their new 

plans. Independence NHP resisted initially, but altered their decision and design plans for 

the Mall after substantial pressure from citizens groups, the city of Philadelphia and the 

United State’s Congress. 108  Practically every aspect of this process proved contentious, 

from the accuracy of the historic architecture, to the backgrounds of those paid to pour 

foundations and lay the site’s brickwork.109 Independence NHP, a coalition of historians 

from Philadelphia and across the nation, the city of Philadelphia and a number of special 

interest groups eventually came to a tenuous agreement for the corner of Market Street. 

The President’s House site, officially entitled “The President’s House: Freedom and 

Slavery in the Making of a New Nation”, opened to relatively little pomp and 

circumstance in December of 2010.110 Historians of Federal America, slavery and public 

history use the decade of debate to analyze the future implications of the site’s 

                                                
107  Edward Lawler, Jr., The President’s House in Philadelphia, Part I and II. 
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108  Stephan Salisbury and Inga Saffron,  “Echoes of Slavery at the Liberty Bell site, Historians say 
George Washington kept slaves there. They’ve asked to have the site studied, but the Park Service says 
no,” The Philadelphia Inquirer,  March 24, 2002.  
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development on interpreting traumatic national histories to modern audiences and 

communities, particularly within an urban landscape and environment. 

The debate surrounding the President’s House site and the subsequent physical 

and digital interpretation resulting from such deliberation mirrors key aspects of debates 

surrounding Berlin’s sites of heritage tourism. Much like the challenges faced with 

Checkpoint Charlie and other “Cold War Disneyland” aspects of Berlin’s Cold War 

heritage tourism sites, discussion of the economic impact of heritage tourism site 

dedicated to slavery, and its benefits to Philadelphia’s economy, arose during nearly 

every step of the debate. Interpretation at President’s House suffered due to pressure on 

the site to meet both the educational and provocative mission of a museum and the 

emotionally fulfilling mission of a memorial. Having faced this challenge for several 

decades Berlin’s museums, particularly the Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer, present an 

example of how to successfully and simultaneously balance both the mission of a 

museum and of a memorial. Both heritage tourism sites in Berlin and Philadelphia faced 

challenges to the validity of the narratives told—expressed as ‘truth’ in the President’s 

House debate and ‘authenticity’ surrounding Berlin’s heritage sites. Both cities responded 

to the desire of the their populations to provide valid representations of the past, but 

enacted remarkably different methods in addressing the concerns.    

 During the early portions of the President’s site debate, many groups expressed 

their desire for and involvement in the creation of a museum or memorial focusing on 

issues of slavery in the early republic. One group, the Greater Philadelphia Tourism 

Marketing Corporation (GPTMC) solidified early on their position as a stakeholder in the 

development of the President’s House site. Much like Berlin, Philadelphia relies on its 
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tourism economy to bolster the city as a whole.111 The city, its government and its 

tourism boards, saw the expansion of the President’s house site as a site discussing 

slavery and African Americans as an added attraction to the city’s long list of heritage 

tourism sites. They argued the creation of such a memorial or museum would tap into the 

African American tourist demographic towards which Philadelphia did not always 

successfully cater.112 In the report from the President’ house Civic Engagement Forum in 

October of 2004, Patricia Washington of GPTMC the remarked that “part of their 

economic development strategy is to promote the city to African American tourists” and 

that “this group represents a growing segment in the heritage tourism market”.113 

Representatives from the GPTMC or Philadelphia’s other tourism boards were present at 

many of the public and development meetings. The Multicultural Affairs Congress of the 

Philadelphia Convention and Visitors Bureau, a major supporter of the Independence 

Visitor’s Center, outright promoted a memorial at the site, stating “the city’s position as a 

premier destination for African American visitors and conventions is at stake”.114  

  While no dollar amount was ever attached to the economic impact of the tourism 

increase brought by a memorial or museum on the President’s house site, the influence of 

heritage tourism on its development was keenly felt. Much like in Berlin, pressure to 

boost the city’s tourist economy influenced the development of a public heritage site at 

the President’s House. In Berlin pressure to bolster the city’s tourist-led economy leads to 
                                                
111  “Stats and Facts: Economic Impact, Hotel and Visitor Numbers” in Philadelphia’s New 
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2007.  
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the proliferation of what Berliners see as otherwise less than ideal heritage tourism 

activities—be it Checkpoint Charlie or the popular Trabbi Safari.115 While the oft-

critiqued outcome of the historical interpretation at the President’s House cannot be 

blamed simply on Philadelphia’s desire to attract tourists, (instead more so on the 

intersection of multiple stakeholders and opinions), the trends in Berlin lead one to 

question Philadelphia’s attempt to bring money into the city by presenting appealing, but 

not necessarily well done, history to their tourists.  

As the debate moved from theoretical ‘ifs’ of a President’s House site to the more 

concrete ‘what’ of its presentation, a reoccurring theme arose: that of ‘the truth’. 

Participants in Park Service forums, roundtables and throughout the media continually 

urged the service to ‘tell the truth’ or not ‘bury the truth’. 116  University of California, 

Los Angeles Gary Nash argued “the National Park Service is burying history…Our 

memory of the past is often managed and manipulated. Here is it being downright 

buried”. 117 Even with the completion of the President’s site, the concept of ‘truth’, and 

whether it was delivered properly, continued. Every interested party could provide a 

definition of the ‘truth’ as they felt it applied to the President’s House. The definitions 

varied wildly, but hinged on the idea that there was one version of the narrative that was 

more correct, or more valid, and thus should be the one told through the site’s 

interpretation.  

Within the debates surrounding Berlin’s sites, one did not hear so much about 

telling the truth. Instead, Berliners pushed for authenticity. A desire for an “authentic 
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experience” of the GDR, or fight against inauthentic representations of the past, such as 

the construction of the Wall in front of Checkpoint Charlie. 118 While ‘truth’ and 

‘authenticity’ carry different interpretations and meanings, both express an idea that one 

concept, idea, narrative or place is more real or valid than another. The repeated use of 

such words represent shared concern by the populations of Philadelphia and Berlin in 

how sites of heritage tourism tell their city’s traumatic histories. 

The city of Philadelphia, the NPS and the city of Berlin approached the issue of 

truth or authenticity in markedly different ways. Despite the incredible pressure to 

present the ‘truth’, the NPS chose to stay away from using the word ‘truth’ in its 

interpretation, avoiding the difficult and multi-faceted context the concept had come to 

carry during the site’s development. Independence NHP takes great care to avoid the 

word ‘truth’ in its interpretation and documentation produced for the President’s Site. 

Instead, the historians and park officials stress the methods and approaches that informed 

how the history of the site is known and is told to the public. Even in the planning and 

development documents related to the site, consulting historians acknowledge the need to 

stress concepts of uncertainty surrounding the history of the site while aiming to 

formulate an “informed, intellectually-defensible overall message of the site”. 119 Both 

the physical site and its online counterpart stress the role of archeology and research 

when interpreting the President’s house.120  They describe the methods of balancing the 
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work of historians with the narratives of groups, individuals and the producers of oral 

histories, concluding for the visitor:  

Through the analysis of the site's material remains-coupled with information from 
historic research and input from scholars, students, and the local community-we 
can begin to answer some of these questions, formulate others, and ultimately 
draw inferences about the everyday life of the enslaved community that lived and 
worked at the President's House Site,	  121 
 

Independence NHP purposefully avoids the concept of ‘truth’, instead stressing the idea 

of history as a flexible discussion by outlining the approaches taken and the methods 

followed and the sources consulted in developing the site and its interpretation. This 

particular presentation of the development of the President’s House interpretation 

demonstrates the NPS’s desire to balance their mission to be a historical authority with 

the desire to share such historical production with those outside of the service and its 

academic partners.   

Unlike Independence NHP, Berlin’s Cold War Heritage tourism sites chose to 

either actively embrace or actively defy the concept of authenticity. Checkpoint Charlie 

presents as an interesting example of both sides of the issue. The house in which the 

museum lives experienced the whole of the Cold War and witnessed, so to speak, the 

city’s forty years of division while overlooking a major checkpoint. However, as Carsten 

Volkery of Der Spiegel argues, the museum’s main attraction its narration of the 

inventive and dangerous ways by which East Germans escaped to the West, sometimes 

through checkpoints. Checkpoint Charlie, however, served as one of the major legal and 

safe crossing options.122 The Humboldt Forum and its future home in the model of the 

Stadtschloss similarly embrace the concept of authenticity, promoting a return to an 
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“authentic” city center. 123 Simultaneously, others argue against the new Stadtschloss due 

to its inherent lack of authenticity with a rebuilt Prussian castle.124 The Gedenkstätte 

Berliner and the Tränenpalast pride themselves on their ability to claim authenticity, both 

in their physical environment and in its first person driven narration.125 It is not to argue 

that Berlin or the Gedenkstätte or Tränenpalast approach lacks a discussion of sources 

and methods—as it dedicates an entire building to the subject of documentation and 

historical conversation. Instead, the sites embrace the authenticity they can find within 

their sites to produce a sense of historical authority for their visitors.  

The President’s House site debate falls into a larger conversation amongst 

American heritage sites about their mission—to be a museum, to be a memorial, or to 

somehow balance both. Should a site about traumatic portions of America’s past be 

critical and intellectually provocative as a museum, or should they result in emotional 

reassurance in the form of a memorial? Can sites successfully fulfill both missions 

simultaneously? Many of those pushing for development of the President’s site, including 

the city of Philadelphia, US Congressmen and citizens groups, were also pressing the site 

to serve as a commemoration or memorial to not only the slaves that served at the 

Executive Mansion, but all Africans enslaved throughout America’s history. Discussion 

of the role of the President’s house or the opportunity to discuss the difficult concepts of 

freedom and slavery through the lens of the house fell to the back of the discussion. The 

public wanted to exhibits to make them feel ‘good’—be it congratulatory patriotism or 
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subdued reflection on the ills of slavery and sense of recognition. Visitors wanted 

emotional results, rather than provoking discussion about the difficult juxtaposition of 

Liberty and Slavery in the early years of the nation. 

 Independence NHP attempted to avoid labeling the site either way, referring to 

the site’s development as ‘The Project’ rather than a museum or memorial.126 Acting 

Superintendent at Independence NHP in 2002 Dennis Reidenbach skated around 

Congress’s directive to “appropriately commemorate Washington’s Slaves” by referring 

to the President’s Site as an exhibit, rather than museum, memorial or commemoration.127 

Restricted by space, constrained by the pressures from multiple interest groups and 

dedicated to an overwhelming number of interpretive themes, the official memorial ended 

up as a rushed, small and unspecific corner of the interpretive offerings.128 Steven Conn 

describes the end result of the President’s House as joining  “a number of other recent 

historical exhibits and institutions that blur the line between the educational and the 

therapeutic, between museum and memorial”, and effectively fulfilling the mission of 

neither.129 Historians and visitors alike have expressed disappointment in the site as both 

museum AND memorial in its four years of existence.130 

Due to the decades spent grappling with the difficulties of National Socialism, 

Berlin’s heritage tourism sites, particularly its Cold War heritage tourism sites, have 

managed to balance the emotional desire for memorial but the intellectual need for 
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museums and developed ways to present both in a single site. The Gedenkstätte Berliner 

Mauer presents itself as both a memorial and museum, successfully fulfilling both 

missions by presenting a consistent narrative thread throughout both sections of the 

exhibit. The focus on individual narratives of experience on both sides of the Wall push 

visitors to think beyond their potentially biased understanding of the Cold War. At the 

same time, narratives of other specific individuals stay at the forefront of the memorial 

portion of the site to provide visitors with emotional connections with particular age 

groups, motivations or backgrounds. Keeping the actors and themes consistent between 

the two portions allow visitors to better compare and contrast the provocative information 

presented by the museum portion, and the more reflective aspects of the memorial. The 

Gedenkstätte benefits from substantial workable interpretive spaces, allowing 

programming to be pretty clearly delineated between the educational and the 

commemorative. The President’s house site, in an attempt to narrate the experience of 

both groups and individuals by uniting them through a number of themes, results in 

interpretation that fulfills neither intellectual nor emotional goals. While changes for the 

President’s House interpretation are unlikely in the near future, the NPS could benefit 

from the examining the balance Berlin’s Cold War heritage sites manage to strike 

between memorial and museum, between education and commemoration.  
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CHAPTER 6  

CONCLUSION 

 

On March 4, 2014, Berlin’s newspaper Der Tagesspiegel, declared “Berlin is no 

longer the coolest city in the world”, following a number of American publications 

declaring that Berlin, Europe’s hub for trend-setting American ex-pats had become old, 

tired, and ruined by the same groups that brought about its cultural revitalization.131 

Despite this claim, Berlin’s communities still reel from the impact of external 

development and the influence of tourism on the physical and mental identities of their 

communities.132 Increased cost of living brought on by increased foreign investment 

accompanies disappointment over the destruction of historic landmarks, architecture and 

the narratives that accompany them to make room for modern luxury dwellings.133   

Despite these concerns, Berliners find the city’s improvement in telling the narrative of 

division from that seen in the Schloßplatz debate, to the more nuanced narratives of the 

Tränenpalast and the Gedenkstätte Berliner Mauer, to be promising.  

The debates surrounding two sites of Cold War heritage tourism examined here 

demonstrate a shift in both how Berliners interact with the history of the Cold War and 

how heritage sites approach telling the history of division in a reunified city.  The 
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Schloßplatz debate highlights the propagation of popular narratives of division, 

demonstrating continued efforts to minimize understanding of Berlin’s Cold War, 

particularly East German, past. Attempts to tell a nuanced history of the Cold War 

through continued use of the Palast der Republik crumbled under the pressures on Berlin 

to rebrand and reinterpret its history for the sake of successful modernization. 

Throughout the debate Berliners, as expressed through their experience in the Palast der 

Republik, demonstrated the beginning of a push to better incorporate a nuanced narrative 

of division solidified in the Gesamtkonzept of Wall interpretation. Tired of seeing historic 

sites demolished or developed to serve foreign tourism and development, Berliners strive 

to have their voices heard and their history recognized. They have fought for the 

preservation of the East Side Gallery and push for a monument recognizing the agency of 

Germans East and West those who fought for and achieved reunification, but also hint 

that the job of reunification is not quite finished. Sites such as the Gedenkstätte and the 

Tränenpalast aim to incorporate individual narratives of experience from both sides of the 

Wall in order to fulfill a desire by Berliners to remember the Cold War, its impacts on the 

city and its continued importance to its residents.  

Increasing the dialogue between American sites of heritage tourism and those in 

Berlin could prove beneficial to both groups. Sites such as Lowell NHP and 

Independence NHP provide Berlin with institutional knowledge and practice gained 

through decades of experience interpreting difficult histories to communities still keenly 

impacted by their past. Berlin’s experience grappling with traumatic pasts in critical, yet 

respectful ways can provide American heritage sites a better understanding of how 

balance a passionate public with nuanced yet critical historical interpretation. In a city 
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only twenty years separated from reunification, Berlin’s sites of heritage tourism are 

increasingly successful in providing their visitors, both supremely local and broadly 

foreign, with nuanced and critical narratives of Berlin’s Cold War history.  
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