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Introduction
Jennifer M. Kapczynski and Erin McGlothlin

I.

T

HE PURPOSE OF THIS VOLUME is to assess the manifold ways in which
German studies today engages with the Holocaust and its legacy.
Although from the vantage of today, the validity of the Holocaust as a
subject in German studies may seem obvious, it has by no means always
been a given that North American Germanists should pay deliberate
attention to representations of the Nazi genocide, in either their scholarship or their teaching. In fact, the development of this disciplinary focus
has a long and complex history that continues to unfold today. While it is
not possible to locate the origins of this engagement in a single catalyzing moment or figure, one important starting point is the publication
in the Autumn 1978 volume of Unterrichtspraxis of an article entitled
“The Germanist and the Holocaust.” Written by University of Massachusetts in Boston scholar Alfred Hoelzel (1934–96), the article urges
university-level instructors of German to offer general education courses
about the Holocaust taught in English using chiefly literary texts. “We
Germanists,” Hoelzel writes, “have a special expertise—and, therefore, a
special responsibility—for teaching the Holocaust.”1 With this statement,
Hoelzel, an Austrian-born Jew who fled Nazi persecution in 1939, argues
for a deliberate and targeted introduction of Holocaust studies to the
general university curriculum in the United States and elsewhere; moreover, he makes the case that Germanists, in their role as interpreters of
German history and culture, are precisely the people to accomplish such
a task.2 He maintains that scholars of German are especially poised to
offer a critical introduction and evaluation of the events and experience
of the Holocaust by virtue of their expertise with imaginative literature,
which, according to Hoelzel, “cuts through the data, logic, and empirical evidence of the historian and the social scientist to mediate a more
direct, intuitive understanding of truth and reality—particularly the inner
reality of the psyche, of emotion, and of human interactions.”3 In addition to possessing unique facility with this material, Germanists bear a

McGlothlin.indd 1

10/16/2016 2:05:31 PM

2



JENNIFER M. KAPCZYNSKI AND ERIN MCGLOTHLIN

particular duty in the classroom to address the cultural products and legacy of Nazism and the Holocaust, something Hoelzel notes that his colleagues are hesitant to do or often even resist outright, preferring to focus
instead on the crowning achievements of German culture. He writes:
“Our courses should certainly celebrate the positive German contributions to civilization, but honesty demands that, with our special competence in such matters, we must also face squarely with our students the
sordid story of Nazi Germany and Austria. And we should do it soberly
and candidly, without vindictiveness or cheap sentiment” (ibid.). Hoelzel
recognizes the delicate balancing act that German studies instructors who
choose to teach about the Holocaust must perform, suspended as they are
between the dark history of Goebbels and Eichmann and the literary light
of Goethe, Lessing, and Thomas Mann. But he insists that it is essential
that students understand the Holocaust “as part of a historical continuum, not as some sort of historical aberration” (ibid.). He believes it is
therefore of utmost importance that scholars of German—and by implication, the discipline of German studies as a whole—overcome an understandable but ultimately misguided reluctance to engage critically with
this important aspect of German culture in the classroom. By tackling the
topic head-on, they have the opportunity to make a unique and meaningful contribution to the pedagogy and understanding of the Holocaust.
Not insignificantly, Hoelzel’s article appeared, as Dagmar Lorenz
reminds us, in 1978, only months after the miniseries Holocaust was
broadcast in the United States to a massive audience (and only months
before it would be shown in West Germany to an even greater proportion
of that country’s adult population).4 The broadcast of Holocaust and the
debates that surrounded it, which Jeffrey Shandler calls “a ‘big event’ in
American culture” and Peter Novick terms “the first representation of
the Holocaust before a mass audience,” is widely considered, according
to Novick, to have been “without doubt the most important moment
in the entry of the Holocaust into general American consciousness” (an
impact that was equally significant in the Federal Republic of Germany).5
The series triggered a massive international wave of public memory of the
Nazi years, a phenomenon that we continue to experience (in somewhat
modified and abated form) today. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, as
Novick and others have well documented, the Holocaust migrated “from
the Jewish to the general American arena.”6 At around the same time,
the university classroom and academic conference began to take notice of
the subject, and Holocaust studies first emerged as a field. Although the
inquiry began foremost in the discipline of history, it was not long before
literary scholars, working principally in the field of English although not
necessarily on English-language texts, turned to the study of the literature
of the Holocaust in sustained, meaningful and productive ways. In 1975,
Lawrence Langer published his pathbreaking work The Holocaust and the
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Literary Imagination, followed a half-decade later, in 1980, by both Sidra
DeKoven Ezrahi’s By Words Alone: The Holocaust in Literature and Alvin
H. Rosenfeld’s A Double Dying: Reflections on Holocaust Literature.7
These works introduced to the American academy the notions that first,
there was such a thing as “Holocaust literature,” which originally referred
to mostly fictional and poetic works that thematized the Holocaust and
later was extended to include autobiographical writing and distinctly nonliterary testimony by survivors; and second, to investigate these diverse
literary works (and later, film and other media) was a timely, productive,
and intellectual endeavor.
It would take another decade before the study of Holocaust literature
entered the mainstream of the North American academy. In Anglo-American German studies there was an additional lag. Although scholars in
the 1970s and 1980s—among them, Hoelzel—increasingly turned their
attention to the Nazi period,8 producing such important works as the two
edited volumes Exil und innere Emigration (1972) and Exil und innere
Emigration II (1973), they emphasized the literature of writers exiled
from Germany after 1933.9 These Germanists increasingly drew attention
to the work of German-Jewish writers, but their analyses did not necessarily place the Holocaust at their center.10 By contrast, other critics such
as Hamida Bosmajian (in her Metaphors of Evil: Contemporary German
Literature and the Shadow of Nazism [1979]), studied the response of
postwar and contemporary German literature to the legacy of the Nazi
past.11 Yet while this latter group of authors commonly examined the perspective of the descendants of perpetrators, they often excluded that of
victims and survivors. Nevertheless, the work of both groups paved the
way for the resounding memory boom that began in the 1990s, which
began to focus more intensively on the Holocaust experience of Jewish
victims and survivors and on German-Jewish memory of the event. The
resulting publications, to name only a few of the studies that appeared
in that decade, included Peter Stenberg’s Journey to Oblivion: The End of
the East European Yiddish and German Worlds in the Mirror of Literature
(1991), Elaine Martin’s edited volume Gender, Patriarchy, and Fascism
in the Third Reich: The Response of Women Writers (1993), Sander L. Gilman and Karen Remmler’s edited volume Reemerging Jewish Culture in
Germany: Life and Literature since 1989 (1994), Andreas Huyssen’s Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (1995), Sander
L. Gilman’s Jews in Today’s German Culture (1995), Y. Michal Bodemann’s edited volume Jews, Germans, Memory: Reconstructions of Jewish
Life in Germany (1996), Claude Conter’s edited volume Literatur und
Holocaust (1996), Stephan Braese’s Deutsche Nachkriegsliteratur und der
Holocaust (1998), Sander L. Gilman and Jack Zipes’s edited lexicon Yale
Companion to Jewish Writing and Thought in German Culture, 1096–
1996 (1997), Dagmar C. G. Lorenz’s Keepers of the Motherland: German
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Texts by Jewish Women Writers (1997), Ernestine Schlant’s The Language
of Silence: West German Literature and the Holocaust (1999), and Thomas
C. Fox’s Stated Memory: East Germany and the Holocaust (1999).12 By
the year 2000, the Holocaust had become an established subject within
German studies teaching and scholarship.
This robust body of scholarship that emerged in the 1980s and
1990s, and the even more substantial corpus published since, would likely
have gratified Hoelzel, who although focusing his energy in his article
exclusively on the pedagogical opportunities that the Holocaust presents
to Germanists, makes by implication a compelling case for a larger, sustained connection between the Holocaust and German studies, whether
in scholarship, teaching, or community work. Such an extended form of
engagement with the Holocaust on the part of Germanists, a situation
that the article barely dares to imagine, has indisputably established itself
to great success in German studies in the United States and globally in the
almost four decades since it was published. And yet, as much as Hoelzel’s
call has been answered and Holocaust representation now has become an
accepted subject of study within the field of Germanistik, it also remains
the case that German studies and Holocaust studies are distinct fields that
all too often neglect the cultivation of a common dialogue.
Scholars working in Holocaust studies are inclined to concentrate
on broad, overarching questions about modes of witnessing, the limits
of narrative representation, and the aesthetic figuration of trauma, and to
downplay national or linguistic origin, aspects that are pressing for Germanists. Moreover, Holocaust studies tends to overlook the substantial
scholarly contributions by those writing from a German studies perspective (or, for that matter, from that of other national literatures). At the
same time, the field grants too little attention to the rich body of German-language works by survivors as well as contemporary German-Jewish writers, since it tends to identify German exclusively as a language of
perpetration (an association also linked to a long-time reluctance within
the study of Holocaust literature to consider the figure of the perpetrator).13 When non-Germanists do analyze German-language representations, they often do so without adequate awareness of their cultural and
linguistic contexts and the complexities of translation.
German studies scholars, on the other hand, have tended to remain
overly parochial in their focus, considering Holocaust representation
largely in terms of how it has intersected with questions of contemporary
German self-understanding—often combined with an unspoken assumption that this present-day identity is non-Jewish. Furthermore, Germanists have often failed to situate German-language works within the larger
and decisively transnational and multilingual trajectory of Holocaust representation. As a result, the field has participated in an unfortunate tendency to lay claim to the Holocaust as a uniquely German matter. It has
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privileged German-language sources and perspectives, a practice that has
everything to do with the way in which the field identifies its sources and
questions, but that overlooks the very geographical, multicultural, and
multilinguistic diversity of the Holocaust itself.14 The result is a series
of missed opportunities not only to understand the ways in which intellectual and artistic work unfolds across borders and languages, but also to
communicate the contributions of German studies to the larger scholarly
community concerned with the Holocaust.
This volume represents a concerted effort to overcome this disciplinary divide and to provide a productive interface between the fields
of German and Holocaust studies. The very title of our book is meant to
indicate our belief that the relationship between these disciplines is enduring and remains productive, even if it has not always been sufficiently
articulated. This intervention seems particularly timely, given the exciting
and innovative work being done on Holocaust representation both within
and outside German studies today. Indeed, cutting-edge research on the
transgenerational, transnational, and transmedial dimensions of Holocaust memory compels us to revisit and also reframe the long-standing
preoccupations of both fields and ask anew what each may offer the other.
The contributions of scholars such as Alison Landsberg, Gary Weissman, and Marianne Hirsch have drawn attention to the fraught ways in
which cultural memory is transferred across generations and between
witnesses and non-witnesses.15 This issue of transmission is further complicated by questions about the future of Holocaust memory. Greater
temporal and spatial distance from the historical events of the Holocaust
means not only that living witnesses are ever fewer in number, but also
that this remove itself inevitably plays an active role in shaping the representation of these events. As a result, the Holocaust is rendered in ways
ever further from its original context, a trend that contains some measure
of loss, of course, but one that also demands—and thereby affords—alternative ways of imagining our contemporary relationship to the past. At the
same time, work by Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, as well as Andreas
Huyssen and Michael Rothberg, has illuminated the transhistorical and
transnational movement of Holocaust memory from individual national
and linguistic contexts into a fluid and global arena of exchange.16 Their
research has compelled us to think in fresh ways about the relationship
between localized and global understandings of Holocaust memory and
its mediation, and about the linkages between the Holocaust and other
mass traumas and genocides. The explosion of digital and multimedial
practices—and the increasing openness of German and literary studies
more generally toward studying them—has impacted how Holocaust
scholars think about the work of representation. This shift has been compelled by the nature of the material itself, since Holocaust memory is produced more and more in non-literary forms. Furthermore, its electronic
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JENNIFER M. KAPCZYNSKI AND ERIN MCGLOTHLIN

iterations are inherently mobile insofar as the architecture of the Internet
resists the limits of national boundaries.
These three areas of transformation push cultural analysis of the
Holocaust into new intellectual terrain, challenging its dominant focus
on accounts by historical victims and survivors and expanding the field
to consider hitherto underexplored figures such as that of the bystander
and perpetrator. Moreover, they endeavor to account for the migration of
Holocaust memory into successive generations and populations with no
direct links to the history itself. By the same token, these novel avenues
of inquiry challenge scholars in German studies to think beyond narrow
national and disciplinary parameters, balancing an awareness of Germany’s historical responsibility for genocide with an attention to the reality
that the Holocaust was a pan-European event that unfolded across multiple cultural boundaries and in many different languages. What is more,
numerous countries and cultural collectives have faced the heavy task of
coming to terms with the impact of its legacy on their own populations.
Indeed, German scholars would be well served to recognize with greater
regularity that Holocaust representation exists in a rich cultural and linguistic diversity. To wit, Holocaust memory is not, and has never been, an
exclusively German matter. This sort of expansion of focus permits those
of us in German studies to consider both contemporaneous and contiguous events (such as the plight of German expellees or the history of the
Second World War beyond the European theater), as well as later or noncontiguous historical phenomena (such as the South African apartheid or
the Rwandan genocide) and further creates room to contend with the
real importance of the Holocaust as a touchstone in contemporary discussions, outside our field, about other genocides and incidents of mass
violence. Indeed, as Andreas Huyssen argues in his contribution to this
volume, “the centrality of the Holocaust in current memory, genocide,
and human rights debates across the world has made a geographic expansion of German studies unavoidable.”17
Given Germany’s rise in international stature in recent decades (and
the ensuing effect of this rise on German cultural production), this move
to expand the parameters of scholarship seems all the more logical and
important. In the post-unification era, Germany’s emergence as an economic and political powerhouse within Europe not only has ignited a
new round of debate concerning the meaning of the past, but has also
raised challenging questions about the country’s international responsibilities and reputation. Indeed, although early commenters on unification worried that a united Germany would embrace its common future
at the expense of a deep engagement with the history of the Holocaust
(a project that over the course of the 1980s had begun both to popularize and to take on new rigor), it is obvious in hindsight that this
prophecy has gone unfulfilled. As Andreas Huyssen observes, despite all
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alarmism about the disappearance of history, the 1990s saw a “memory
boom of unprecedented proportions,”18 inspiring historian Klaus Bergmann to title a 1993 essay diagnosing the current historical turn “So viel
Geschichte wie heute war nie” (There’s Never Been as Much History as
There Is Today).19
A second anxiety that arose with unification still haunts contemporary
European politics: namely, that a united nation would again threaten the
postwar peace. On the one hand, today’s Germany faces increasing pressure from its international allies to play a larger role in collective political
and military actions, for example through participation in joint missions
beyond the nation’s borders (from Kosovo to Afghanistan). On the other
hand, the nation’s foreign and economic policies continue to be viewed
with a good measure of suspicion, particular by its economically weaker
European neighbors. The heated international discussion of Greece’s possible exodus from the Eurozone in the summer of 2015 made this only
too clear. Notably, critiques of the German stance on Greek debt incessantly invoked Germany’s fascist past and questioned whether the country was again exercising undue power, this time in the economic arena.
Subsequent events, such as the rise of PEGIDA20 and German political
and popular responses to the so-called migrant crisis resulting from the
civil war in Syria and other Mideast unrest, have only further illuminated
the ways in which the Second World War, the Third Reich, and the Holocaust continue to provide a dominant frame of reference for contemporary politics and for interpretations of German actions in particular. These
are just the latest examples in a string of post-unification debates that
have seen a strong link between contemporary and Nazi-era German foreign policy. Today, as much as contemporary Germany enjoys a newfound
reputation as a “normal” nation, it is also confronted at regular intervals
with reminders of its fascist past in a way that tends to undermine that
normalization and call into question whether it is fully possible or even
desired. The tension between the forward movement that unification and
Germany’s new role as a major international power seemed to promise,
on the one hand, and the persistent backward pull of the country’s genocidal history, on the other hand, is often an uncomfortable one, but by
the same token it has proved to be culturally productive.
The post-unification memory boom, coupled with nagging questions
about Germany’s distance from its fascist past, continues to generate a
steady stream of contentious debates as well as rich cultural representations concerned with the legacy of the Holocaust for the present. Increasingly though, these debates and works unmoor questions of memory
from their conventional national context and situate the Holocaust within
a more universal framework. The cultural work engendered by these
tensions—between past and present, between the universal and the particular—provides scholars with an ever-expanding body of material. It
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compels us to think about how the discourse on the past both evolves
and circles back on itself to reemerge in uncanny ways “over and over”
(to paraphrase Jennifer Kapczynski’s contribution to this volume). At the
same time, the impetus to think across conventional disciplinary parameters (both in Holocaust and German studies) allows us to approach this
emergent material in fresh ways, considering it in a trangenerational,
transnational, and transmedial light.
These two important factors—the enduring post-Holocaust condition of contemporary German culture and dynamic new approaches in
Holocaust studies—intervolve to make German studies today fertile
ground for scholarship on the Holocaust, allowing scholars of German
to expand both the body of material they investigate and the theoretical frameworks they employ. What this means for German studies is that
research on the Holocaust, once thought to be marginal to mainstream
German scholarship and then later seen as a flash-in-the-pan trend that
would soon give way to the next big thing, is clearly here to stay. To argue
for the persistence of the legacy of the Holocaust in German studies is not
to suggest that this relationship has ever been uniform or unchanging;
however, the crossroads at which we find ourselves today seems qualitatively different, insofar as the opportunities for interdisciplinary dialogue
have never been more robust or held more promise for longevity. Indeed,
we chose the phrase “persistent legacy” for the title of our volume to
express precisely this ongoing endurance. The word “persistent” is
intended to invoke two issues that resound throughout this book: first,
the tenacious grappling with Holocaust memory that characterizes postwar and contemporary German culture; and second, the abiding place
that the study of the Holocaust maintains in the field of German studies. The contributions of this volume both reflect on and substantiate the
duality of this persistence. The word “legacy,” in turn, is meant not only
to express the long history of these two relationships, but also to speak to
their future-oriented character. The very idea of legacy entails a process of
bequeathal, by which the past is passed on to the present and the future.
The contributions in Persistent Legacy make it clear that current German studies scholarship on the Holocaust, far from just rehashing old
questions or well-trodden material, has begun to embrace the challenge
to expand the field’s purview. This was a move that Hoelzel himself advocated as early as 1978. In a second essay making the case for Holocaust
courses, which he wrote at a time when the beginnings of a “canon”
were still in process of formation, he embraces an open understanding
of what constituted Holocaust literature.21 Although his syllabus begins
with works by survivors, it also includes a range of writings dealing more
broadly with questions about the conditions and mentalities that contribute to genocide—texts such as Edgar Wallant’s The Pawnbroker, which
situates questions of Holocaust memory in an American urban ghetto and

McGlothlin.indd 8

10/16/2016 2:05:32 PM

INTRODUCTION



9

thereby encourages a comparative discussion of racism and marginalization, or Flannery O’Connor’s “The Displaced Person,” which Hoelzel
praises in his essay for “its penetrating portrayal of narrow-minded bigotry, racial and ethnic prejudice, and xenophobia,” and which offers “a
paradigm of human interaction that illuminates with acute clarity the psychological and sociological origins of the Holocaust” (ibid., 13). He also
taught select poems by Sylvia Plath, although—or perhaps because—in
them, “Holocaust imagery becomes exploited to serve ends that have,
basically, nothing whatsoever to do with the Holocaust” (ibid., 14). He
included these works because he felt they would have a particular relevance
for his students, whom he saw as having little connection to or knowledge
of the Holocaust. In other words, his approach was designed at once to
instruct students in the core issues surrounding Holocaust representation
and to relate those issues to his students’ own cultural moment and context, encouraging understandings of the Holocaust that are not limited to
a single national, linguistic, or historical framework. From the standards
of today, Hoelzel’s program might seem rather old-fashioned, centered as
it is on examples of high literature and not yet foreseeing the inroads that
film and other media would make in the fields of German and Holocaust
studies. And yet there is something about his approach that strikes us
as remarkably fresh. Predating the testimonial turn in Holocaust studies,
which stressed the work of the individual survivor to render into language
deeply traumatic experiences, Hoelzel’s syllabus places the emphasis on
the broader cultural processing of history through literary representation
and embraces a multidirectional focus that attempts to connect the Holocaust to more universal and contemporary questions. For that reason, his
early pleas for the establishment of the field resonate strongly with the
impulses that motivate this collection. His words, and we hope this book
as well, can serve as an inspiring reminder to current scholars and teachers
that our own field’s approach to Holocaust material has held the promise
from its inception to be both inclusive and expansive.

II.
Divided into six parts, Persistent Legacy: The Holocaust and German Studies explores the sometimes problematic, sometimes productive conversation between the disciplines of German studies and Holocaust studies
along multiple axes and considers the ways in which German studies today
engages with the enduring “post-Holocaust” condition of contemporary
German memory culture. Parts 1 and 2 of the volume are devoted to
essays that elucidate fundamental issues in German Holocaust discourse,
disciplinary boundaries between Holocaust studies and German studies,
and transformations in teaching and research about the Holocaust. Part
1, “Abiding Challenges,” which features essays by the volume editors,
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illuminates two key structuring ideas behind this anthology: on the one
hand, the abiding character of the debate about Holocaust memory in
contemporary German culture, and on the other, the persistent need to
investigate the nature and role of perpetrators, while at the same time
attending carefully to the experiences of victims. Jennifer Kapczynski
examines the frequency and significance of contemporary German declarations that there may be no end to the process of coming to terms with
the past, arguing that formulaic, quasi-ritualistic proclamations of “never
over” evince the qualities of a concluding statement, rendering them very
close to the precise rhetoric that they are intended to combat. In her
essay, Erin McGlothlin analyzes two strikingly similar scenes in Holocaust
documentary film that feature the radically opposed voices of Holocaust
perpetrators and survivors: the notorious scene in Claude Lanzmann’s
Shoah (1985), in which the Treblinka guard Franz Suchomel sings the
“Treblinkalied,” and a scene in Tzipi Baider’s 2011 film Just the Two of
Us, in which the last living Treblinka survivors perform the same song.
Taken together, these two essays reflect on the tensions that inherently
arise with attempts to normalize the German relationship to the Holocaust past or to provide a more Archimedean account of the disparate
groups of people who participated in and were affected by the Holocaust.
The two essays in part 2, “The Holocaust in German Studies in
the North American and the German Contexts,” explore the interface
between Holocaust studies and German studies as practiced in Germany
and in North America, along with recent transformations in teaching and
research about the Holocaust. Reflecting on the concrete challenge of
teaching about the Holocaust in contemporary Germany, Stephan Braese
highlights the sociopolitical framework that determines the status of
Holocaust education at German universities, which is heavily influenced
by recent shifts in the generational and ethnic makeup of Germany’s
population. Focusing similarly on personal experiences of teaching and
doing research on the Holocaust, in this case in North American German studies, William Collins Donahue reflects on the broader cultural
determinants that shaped the boom, or “bubble,” in Holocaust studies,
particularly in the 1990s and 2000s. Donahue tracks developments in the
profession since this time and identifies a waning emotional intensity in
contemporary German culture associated with the endeavor to come to
terms with the past.
The essays in parts 3, 4, and 5 explore through close analyses of
particular literary texts and films a number of enduring and emergent
themes, among them the connection between Jewish memory and Holocaust memory, their generational transmission in the families of survivors
and perpetrators, and the power of iconic signifiers of Holocaust representation. Part 3, “Disentangling ‘German,’ ‘Jewish,’ and ‘Holocaust’
Memory,” explores the place of Jewish memory in contemporary German
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culture, the problematic tendency to conflate “German-Jewish” with
“Holocaust,” and contemporary literature’s self-conscious reflection on
these questions. In her analysis of two conceptual poets, Robert Fitterman and Heimrad Bäcker, Leslie Morris investigates the phenomenon
of the hyphens linking German, Jewish, and Holocaust studies, proposing that such hyphenization constitutes a “third space” that dismantles
the referents and inherent binarisms of national and other purportedly
stable identities. Liliane Weissberg looks closely at Life? Or Theater, the
multimedia work painted, written, and composed by Charlotte Salomon,
who, a year after the work’s completion, was arrested by the Gestapo
and deported to Auschwitz, where she was killed immediately after her
arrival. Weissberg complicates the prevailing scholarly opinion of Life? Or
Theater, which tends to pigeonhole it as a Holocaust artwork. Looking
closely at Benjamin Stein’s innovative use of paratexts in his 2010 novel
Die Leinwand, Katja Garloff argues that Stein’s self-conscious play with
the book’s title, blurb, and glossary challenges the idea of contemporary
German-Jewish authors as “ethnic authors.” All three essays demonstrate
the problems inherent in applying rigid labels to German-Jewish literature about the Shoah and reveal tensions in the artworks themselves that
call into question such categorization.
The four essays featured in part 4, “Descendant Narratives of Survival
and Perpetration,” offer new considerations of continuities between the
narratives of victims and survivors and those of perpetrators and bystanders, especially in generational memories of the Holocaust. Sven Kramer
investigates Kevin Vennemann’s Nahe Jedenew and Iris Hanika’s Das
Eigentliche, two recent German novels that engage critically with contemporary German practices of memorializing the Holocaust, and in particular, the tendency to facilitate German identification with the victims
of the Holocaust and deny historical and familial connections to perpetrators. Working within the framework of narratology, Irene Kacandes
examines a range of autobiographical writings by both the offspring of
Holocaust victims and survivors and those of perpetrators, demonstrating
uncanny similarities and divergences in the writing strategies deployed by
these two very different groups. Examining the representation of family
history by descendants of perpetrators in Peter Schneider’s para-fictional
text Vati, in the 2011 documentary film Hitler’s Children, and in Vanessa Lapa’s compilation film about Heinrich Himmler, The Decent One
(2014), Brad Prager draws attention to the acts of reading, interpretation, and remediation—be they literary or cinematic—that are involved
in re-narrating familial implication in Nazi history. David Bathrick examines Felix Moeller’s documentary film Harlan: Im Schatten von Jud Süss,
arguing that while Moeller provides a coherent summary of the making
of Veit Harlan’s infamous Third Reich-era anti-Semitic film Jud Süss, his
true subject is the depiction of the profound impact of the legacy of Jud
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Süss for ensuing generations of the Harlan family. Each of these essays
demonstrates the ways in which the histories of German perpetrators and
bystanders continue to exert considerable pressure on the contemporary
construction of these family narratives.
Part 5, “Remediated Icons of Memory,” examines the lasting but
often troublingly manipulable nature of icons of Holocaust representation. Tobias Ebbrecht-Hartmann focuses on the famed “Berlin Street”
lot at the Babelsberg studios in Potsdam, arguing that while the Nazis
themselves tried to ban direct references to the Nazi movement from
their films, Babelsberg, and the “Berlin Street” lot in particular, emerged
after unification as the premier setting for filmmaking about the National
Socialist past and the Holocaust. Michael D. Richardson’s essay discusses
the ubiquity of Internet memes and viral videos featuring images of Adolf
Hitler and offers a close reading of Timur Vermes’s 2012 bestseller Er ist
wieder da (Look Who’s Back) in terms of the ironic appropriation of Hitler
in both popular digital culture in general and German popular culture in
particular. Both Richardson’s and Ebbrecht-Hartmann’s essays highlight
the powerful but often unexpected consequences that arise when particular signifiers of the Holocaust and the Third Reich are translated into
diverse media.
Part 6, “Holocaust Memory in Post-Holocaust Traumas,” the final
section of our volume, addresses the ways in which Holocaust images
and tropes migrate to new historical contexts, demonstrating the malleability of Holocaust representation and the (sometimes productive) uses
of Holocaust imagery to engage other instances of historical oppression
and mass trauma. In her analysis of digital and museum-centered attempts
to memorialize the victims of the Rwandan genocide, Karen Remmler
argues that approaches that follow a model based on Holocaust testimonies and representations often reinscribe hegemonic narratives that rely
on Westernized versions of genocide, thereby losing sight of local narratives by Rwandans that fall outside this framework. Finally, Andreas Huyssen’s contribution investigates William Kentridge’s shadow plays as media
of memory in the context of apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa,
arguing that these artworks combine aesthetics and politics in subtly new
ways. Kentridge’s works, in Huyssen’s reading, demonstrate how the cultural memory of the Holocaust may be mobilized productively in representations of other mass traumas. Huyssen and Remmler both reflect on
the valuable and the troublingly negative outcomes that can occur when
contemporary culture adopts the Holocaust as a frame for understanding
other genocides and mass traumas. Combined with the other essays in the
volume, their essays thus illuminate the contributions of German studies
to the larger field of Holocaust and genocide studies, moving outward
from the context of German to explore the greater arena in which Holocaust representation is forged and circulates.
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III.
In a talk delivered at a Vienna symposium dedicated to exploring the contributions of Austrian-born American Germanists (all of whom were Jewish and suffered Nazi persecution), Hoelzel reflected on his own gradual
transformation from a scholar with a traditional German literary focus to
a teacher and researcher of Holocaust literature. His initial hesitation to
explore Holocaust literature was personal, a side effect of his desire to
keep separate his identities as scholar and practicing Jew. Only over time,
he notes, did he come to see the intellectual importance of teaching the
Holocaust from within the field of German. Through an analysis of three
writers who for him exemplified distinct modes of coming to terms with
experiences of victimization and genocide (Soma Morgenstern, Jakov
Lind, and Paul Celan), Hoelzel reflects on the value of their collective
literary project:
Und so haben wir hier drei Holocaust-Dichter aus Österreich, . . .
jeden mit seinem eigenen persönlichen und dichterischen Versuch,
sich mit dem Holocaust auseinanderzusetzen . . . Alle drei Versuche
haben ihre Gültigkeit und Triftigkeit angesichts eines Enigmas, auf
das es wohl nie eine definitive “Erklärung” oder “Antwort” geben
kann. Aber wir dürfen nicht die Suche nach einem Verstehen aufgeben. Denn, auch wenn wir schon von vornherein wissen, wie Sisyphus, daß am Ende der Stein den Berg wiederherunterrollen wird,
so zeigen uns diese drei Dichter, daß wir trotzdem verpflichtet sind,
alles einzusetzen, um den Stein wieder bergaufzurollen.22
[And so we have here three Holocaust authors from Austria, each
with his own personal and poetic attempt to come to terms with
the Holocaust . . . All three approaches have their value and validity vis-à-vis an enigma for which there can never be a definitive
“explanation” or “answer.” But we cannot give up on the search
for an explanation. For although, just like Sisyphus, we know that
in the end the stone will roll down the mountain once more, so too
these writers show us that we nevertheless are duty-bound to try our
utmost to roll the stone uphill again.]

In his own poetic prose, Hoelzel reminds us that the challenges of understanding and explaining the Holocaust are themselves enduring, and that
this fact makes the work all the more necessary. With his recognition that,
by its very nature, the inquiry can never find an end point, he also hints
that, with the course of time, change occurs in both the character of the
stone itself and our methods of laboring at it. With this metamorphosis,
each successive generation of scholarship, each new generation of students, tackles afresh the task of approaching this persistent legacy, rolling
the obdurate matter uphill once again in the hopes of building on the
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work of previous eras and achieving new insights. It is to this persistent
effort that this volume seeks to contribute.
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1: Never Over, Over and Over
Jennifer M. Kapczynski

I

N MARCH 2013 the television miniseries Unsere Mütter, unsere Väter
(Generation War) premiered on German television’s ZDF station. With
a hefty run time of 4.5 hours, the series (directed by Philipp Kadelbach
and released by TeamWorx studios, the heavyweight of German historical television today) promised to introduce today’s audiences to the generation that came of age during the Second World War. The release was
accompanied by extensive media fanfare, including an interview with producer Nico Hofmann and journalist Frank Schirrmacher, published in the
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) under the boldly declarative title
“Es ist nie vorbei” (It’s never over).1 The phrase stemmed from Schirrmacher, a co-publisher of the FAZ and a vocal supporter of the film, who
just three days earlier had urged viewers of all ages to gather before their
televisions and seize the chance to create dialogue between postwar generations and the ever-dwindling number of Germans who experienced the
war firsthand.2 In the FAZ interview, he insisted on the continued relevance of “es,” that is, the “it” that is “never over”:

Vielleicht handelt es sich bald tatsächlich nur noch um ein Kapitel im
Geschichtsbuch, aber wenn man sich anschaut, wie in Italien oder
Spanien über uns diskutiert wird, wenn hier eine rassistische Bewegung entsteht wie der NSU [National Sozialistischer Untergrund],
dann steckt da so etwas schon wieder drin. Selbst in der SarrazinDebatte oder der aktuellen Diskussion über Sinti und Roma noch.
Und ich wäre sehr skeptisch, wenn jetzt behauptet würde: Wir können das nicht mehr sehen, die neue Generation will das nicht mehr
sehen. Denn es ist nicht vorbei.3
[Maybe it will soon really be just a matter of a chapter in a history
book, but when you see how we are talked about in Italy or Spain,
when a racist movement like the NSU emerges here, then there’s
something to it again. Even in the Sarrazin debate or the current
discussion about the Sinti and Roma. And I would be really skeptical if the claim were now made: We can’t hear it anymore, the new
generation doesn’t want to hear it. Because it’s not over.]
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For all of his insistence on the relevance of “es” or “it,” the vagueness
of Schirrmacher’s wording remains striking. Although he references a
number of specific incidents (such as the 2010 debate spawned by Thilo
Sarrazin’s inflammatory publication Deutschland schafft sich ab [Germany
Abolishes Itself], or the rise of the far-right National Socialist Underground terror group), he speaks of their relevance in terms of “es,” “so
etwas,” and “das” without ever once supplying a concrete referent. In
other words, whereas the concerns of the present are given specific contours, the “history-book” past to which Schirrmacher connects them is
murky. Indeed, Schirrmacher’s use of the neuter pronoun “es” does not
correspond grammatically to any of the most likely potential referents
here—not “der Holocaust” (masculine), nor “die Vergangenheit” (the
past), “die Geschichte” (history), or “die Trauerarbeit (work of mourning), all of which are feminine.4 The meaning of “es” is thus (paradigmatically, I would argue) never explained and yet treated as self-explanatory.
In much the same fashion, the word “Vergangenheit” represents a ubiquitous and yet notably indeterminate word in contemporary German parlance. “Die Vergangenheit” is employed as a shorthand term to refer to
any (but not necessarily every) aspect of the history of Nazi rule that later
required a “coming to terms.” Thus a reference to “it” or the “past”
may—but must not—include such things as the war, the Holocaust, or
the Nazi era more generally, as well as related phenomena such as the
experiences of postwar flight and expulsion, occupation, and national
division. Determining which past (or which part of it) is being invoked
has become an even more complicated enterprise in the post-unification
era, since the end of the GDR introduced another major historical caesura
for German culture and effectively doubled the number of potential pasts
to be confronted.
Schirrmacher’s phrasing raises the question: just what is this “it,” this
past, that, unlike the dying perpetrator generation, is never “over”? Does
Schirrmacher refer to the war or the postwar era? The process of coming to terms with the past? German guilt and responsibility? Or perhaps
to Trauerarbeit—the work of mourning—that Hofmann names in the
same interview? With a mushiness typical of so much prose concerning
the German past and its demands on the present, Schirrmacher insists on
the perpetuity of this “es” but never defines it, so that it remains unclear
whether “it” is a history, a process, a discourse, or some combination
of these. This lack of specificity in terms that are used as though they
are both self-evident and all-inclusive has particular bearing on the question of Holocaust memory, since invocations of “die Vergangenheit”
and “es,” both in public debate and cultural production, are generally
assumed to include the Holocaust but all too often grant it only marginal
importance. This is particularly true of contemporary historical films in
the mold of Unsere Mütter, unsere Väter, which are so programmatic in
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their token portrayals of Nazi persecution and its victims that they strike
the viewer as pro forma exercises rather than honest engagements. As one
consequence, their depictions of Jewish wartime experience tend to be
superficial, reductive, and non-representative.
To be fair, Schirrmacher’s words might be seen as an implicit position statement—a sort of Bekenntnis zur Vergangenheitsbewältigung, that
is, a declaration of commitment to the work of coming to terms with
the past. In declaring “it” “never over,” he takes a verbal stand against
the concept of the “Schlußstrich,” that line that marks the end of debate
and engagement with the National Socialist past and topics such as German guilt (and that constitutes yet another word that has come to have
a single meaning in contemporary usage). To be sure, the desire to keep
alive the process of coming to terms with the past has great merit. (It
is, in the view of the editors of this volume, integral to the “persistent
legacy” invoked in our title.) However, Schirrmacher’s indeterminacy is
significant, not only because it indicates the persistent challenge in German public debate of clearly naming and addressing the legacy of Nazi
Germany and the Holocaust, but also because his words are entirely typical of the way in which contemporary German society references the continued need for that engagement. In other words, while the necessity of
Vergangenheitsbewältigung is regularly reasserted, the precise contours of
the past to be managed, and the processes by which it is to be managed,
remain strangely hazy.
In this essay I take up the common refrain of “never over” in its various forms (“nie zu Ende,” “nie vorbei,” and so on) in order to explore in
brief its consequences for thinking about questions of memory in the long
postwar period. I consider how the notion of enduring wounds impacts
the process of memorialization, and I probe the question, To what extent
does an insistence on “never over” not only serve to keep the work of
memory alive, but also to postpone it—for indeed, how can one mourn
what is not yet done? Posed somewhat differently: Is there an element of
infinite deferral inherent in declarations of “never over”?
Let us consider a second example. Günter Grass’s 2002 novella Im
Krebsgang (Crabwalk) ends with a pronouncement that closely resembles
Schirrmacher’s, and that is similarly cryptic. The narrator, Paul Pokriefke,
is chagrined to discover a new website honoring his son Konny, recently
become a heroic figure in Germany’s contemporary far-right scene after
murdering a young man claiming to be a German Jew. The novella concludes grimly with Paul’s final thoughts: “Das hört nicht auf. Nie hört
das auf” (It doesn’t end. Never will it end).5 The content of this “das”
remains again undefined. In the instance of Grass’s novel, “it” may refer
to the fascination with fascism, the persistent presence of the past, or perhaps even the sort of over-identification with National Socialism’s victims
that has led Konny’s victim to pose as a Jew. Or does Grass invoke the
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propensity of information on the Internet to spread, living on long after
the original posting is gone, keeping it “live,” like a permanent loop of
past–present–memory? Grass’s repetition here is particularly clever: “Das
hört nicht auf. Nie hört das auf.” The redundancy in the phrasing of the
novella’s last lines illustrates the circular nature inherent in its very pronouncement. Indeed, Grass offers us a perfect example of the “over and
over” quality of declarations of “never over”—suggesting that the meaning of “never over” inheres precisely in its reiteration.6
As historian Norbert Frei noted in an interview conducted by Die
Zeit in 2004, the German media increasingly focus on the state of the
discourse of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, rather than grappling with the
past per se (or, for that matter, reflecting on the ambiguity of the very idea
of “the past”). They respond to each new controversy in routine fashion: “Das Thema [wird] selbstverständlich in den Medien aufgegriffen,
und der Spiegel macht ein Spiegel-Buch dazu” (As a matter of course, the
media seizes upon the topic, and then Spiegel magazine publishes a special issue on it).7 More recently, Peter von Becker has dubbed this phenomenon the “Ära der inszenierten Debattenkultur” (the era of staged
debate culture).8 Part of this tendency, Frei remarks, is that the media are
quick interpret each fresh wave of debate as an indicator of the state of
the national relationship to the past:
Es wird auch sofort die Frage gestellt: Was bedeutet das jetzt für
unseren Umgang mit der Vergangenheit? Und dieses Thema ist
dann oftmals sogar für die Feuilletonisten aufregender als die Auseinandersetzung mit dem inhaltlichen Kern der Sache. Das ist ein
Struktur-Element der Debatte.
[Right away the question is posed: what does this mean for our relationship to the past? And this topic is often more interesting to journalists than engaging with the core content of the matter at hand.
It’s a structural element of the debate.]9

Without irony, the interview’s title offers a performative illustration of
Frei’s very thesis: the headline of the article declares, “Es ist nie zu Ende”
(It is never over). At the same time, his remarks offer a good example of
the way in which the term “the past” is often taken for granted: as critical as Frei is of the superficial and self-absorbed qualities of today’s media
culture, he does not deem it necessary to explain that the relationship to
history being assessed in journalistic debates is that of the present to the
era of National Socialism.
Following Frei, at least one way to read the refrain of “never over” is
as a reference to this enduring metadiscursive preoccupation. Frei’s reflections help to illuminate the formulaic quality to contemporary debate,
in which current events that seem to echo the Nazi era are processed by
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means of a predictable set of discursive maneuvers. As I noted earlier, the
very formulaic quality of the “es” in “es ist nie vorbei” masks its troubling
catchall nature: “it” may reference any number of issues related to the
Second World War but does not necessarily signal a meaningful engagement with the Holocaust and the Nazi past. I would add that this “es,”
when it takes the form of a pat formulation, commonly becomes a surrogate for engagement. Seen in this light, “never over” marks the spot
where, over and over, we can discern the lack of reflective encounter.
Indeed, insofar as the phrase “never over” serves as a badge of a
speaker’s “proper” attitude vis-à-vis Vergangenheitsbewältigung, the
phrase may function like what philosopher Theodor W. Adorno referred
to as the “Gesinnungspass,” that “passport of sympathies” that signals
only a superficial engagement with the past.10 Offered up as a sign of the
speaker or writer’s dedication to exploring the meaning of the Holocaust
for contemporary German culture, the term in fact often takes the place
of meaningful and nuanced reflection. The “over and over” quality of
“never over”—which through its serial repetition shapes the contemporary German cultural narrative of the past—fosters a kind of discursive
rigidity that is vaguely reminiscent of the static, even moribund properties
of the traditional monument. For despite the claim to perpetuity inherent in it, the phrase “es ist nie zu Ende” in practice has the qualities of
a concluding statement—declaring an end to discussion, rather than signaling an invitation to further debate. The discourse comes full circle, as
the precise phrase meant to forestall the Schlußstrich in fact imitates, even
instantiates it.

The End of Never Over?
By coincidence, two of the major figures referenced in this essay died
recently, prompting the question of whether and how their passing will
ultimately impact contemporary German discourse about the Second
World War and Holocaust: Günter Grass (1927–2015) and Frank Schirrmacher (1959–2014). Although from different “age cohorts” (to borrow historian Harold Marcuse’s useful framework), the two nevertheless
shared a certain stance vis-à-vis the German past.11 Both were self-styled
moderators of historical discourse for present-day audiences: for Grass, as
an unofficial but widely recognized “moralische Instanz” (moral authority) who witnessed the war firsthand but commonly aligned himself with
the politics of the “68er” generation far more than his actual “1948er”
group; and for Schirrmacher, as a public intellectual active in discussions
of the Nazi era’s meaning for the present and, by birth, a “1979er” (a
generation defined, according to Marcuse, by a relationship temporally
more remote from the war, but profoundly imprinted by the attitudes
of its “1948er” parents). Their works, in particular those examples
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mentioned here, explicitly address and thereby seek to reach across a generational divide—communicating the value of “never over” for a younger
readership that, as they respectively imagine it, no longer clearly discerns
a connection to the National Socialist legacy of perpetration and therefore
must be taught the lesson of its relevance for the present. Whether the
gesture of bridging that both authors embodied in their writing successfully spanned that gulf, or whether it actually reinforced or even helped
call the rift into existence, remains unclear. It is no coincidence, however, that both figures were invoked in a 2006 polemic authored by Eva
Menasse (b. 1970) and Michael Kumpfmüller (b. 1961) sharply attacking
the outsized influence of the elder statesmen of contemporary German
intellectual culture.
Playing on Schirrmacher’s 2004 book about the aging of society, Das
Methusalem-Komplott (The Methusela Conspiracy), Menasse and Kumpfmüller decried the “real Methuselah Conspiracy” of their age. Remarking on the flurry of debate that followed the admission by Grass that he
served in the Waffen-SS in the waning days of the war (a confession he
made to none other than Frank Schirrmacher in an interview in advance
of the publication of his 2006 memoir Beim Häuten der Zwiebel [Peeling the Onion]), Menasse and Kumpfmüller declared that contemporary culture concentrated too much on the concerns and experiences of
the wartime generation, always circling back to the same theme: “Hitler
and me.” Bemoaning what they saw as a comparative lack of attention to
pressing present-day political matters, they concluded grimly:
Angesichts der immergleichen Debatten und immergleichen Protagonisten wird klar: für die Jüngeren ist in diesem Land kein Platz. Die
Alten, die die Nazizeit noch erlebt haben, verstellen ihnen mit ihrem
nicht endenwollenden Moralgeflatter die Sicht.12
[In light of the same old debates and the same old protagonists, one
thing is clear: there is no room in this country for young people.
With its never-ending moral pontificating, the old generation, the
one that still experienced the Nazi years, is obstructing their view.]

In other words, the real “Methuselah Conspiracy” was not the aging
of German society, as Schirrmacher argued, but rather the unwillingness on the part of the country’s intellectual elite to make room for
the young. In its attack on this entrenched culture, and in particular,
its preoccupation with the Nazi past, the essay was deliberately inflammatory, seeming to call for the sort of Schlußstrich generally considered taboo in German leftist circles: “Es wird Zeit, dass dieses Land
sich endlich aus den Selbstbespiegelungen seines zwiebelhautengen NSDiskurses befreit, dass man den Blick von der eigenen Nabelregion abund der Welt zuwendet” (It’s time for this country, finally, to free itself
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