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Glossary

AFD	 Arbeitskreis Friedhof und Denkmal (Working Group 
Cemetery and Memorial, Kassel), the West German 
think-tank, advisory body and industry pressure group 
on sepulchral culture.

Communality	 Used in the sense of solidarity (as it is in the OED), 
but also specifically referring to the connotations of the 
German word Gemeinsamkeit.

Ehrenfriedhöfe	 Special cemeteries or parts of cemeteries to honour spe-
cific groups such as party members or victims of oppres-
sion; alternatively sometimes the terms Ehrenhain or 
Ehrenfeld are used.

Grabfeld	 Grave field, subsection of a cemetery, containing indi-
vidual grave plots, normally separated by wider paths, 
greenery, or trees.

IfK	 Institut für Kommunalwirtschaft, set up in 1962 in 
Dresden, a think-tank for all issues concerning the 
municipal services, including cemetery administration 
and burial service providers. In those fields it mirrored 
the work of the AFD.

Inhumation	 This term is used to differentiate this form of disposal 
from the other main type of disposal: to differentiate 
the burial of the whole body in the ground (inhuma-
tion, as in Erdbegräbnis) from the burial of the cremains 
(urn burial).

Kissensteine	 Flat headstones.
Leitbetrieb	 Leading concern, normally the largest VEB in a region, 

charged with coordinating best practice and imple-
menting policies.

Musterfriedhofsordnung	 Standard regulation for cemeteries, generally issued as 
guidelines prescribing the usage of cemetery space and 
the design of gravestones and plots. Some sections can 



xiv   |   Glossary

be compulsory. The first regulation for Germany was 
issued in 1922.

Propagation	 Concerted popularization and promotion of ideas 
through agitation, propaganda, regulations and 
incentives.

Reihengrabstelle	 Allocated burial plot within the grid system of normal 
grave fields, normally for one person. Traditionally 
situated in the less easily accessible centre of a grave 
field.

Region	 I use region as a translation of the East German word 
Bezirk. The regions replaced the German states in 1952 
and the regional administration of state and party (BT/
RdB) were the highest level of administration below the 
national level. In some histories of the GDR the word 
is translated as ‘district’, which I use for the German 
word Kreis (the middle level of administration), since 
the word denotes a smaller geographical area.

SED	 Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, the Socialist 
Unity Party of Germany.

UGA	 Urnengemeinschaftsanlage, an anonymous communal 
area for the internment of urns.

VEB (st) (k) (b)	 Volkseigener Betrieb (People’s Own Concern), gener-
ally nationalized company, sometimes organized in 
combines. Control can be exerted from different levels 
of the administration, at municipal (st), district (k), 
or regional (b) level. Considered to be Volkseigentum 
(people’s property).

Wahlgrab	 A grave plot that can be freely chosen, normally for two 
inhumations. Traditionally on the more prestigious 
outer perimeter of a grave field. An Urnenwahlgrab is a 
burial plot for up to four urns. A Familienwahlgrab is a 
larger plot for up to six members of a family.



Notes for this section begin on page 9.

Introduction

V

On 27 March 2002, Charlotte Ulbricht died. Her final resting place was 
not, as was usual, next to her husband, the first post-war leader of the GDR, 
Walter Ulbricht. He had been buried in the Special Cemetery for Socialists 
(Gedenkstätte der Sozialisten) alongside communist heroes Rosa Luxemburg, 
Karl Liebknecht and Ernst Thälmann, as well as fellow SED politicians such 
as Wilhelm Pieck and Otto Grotewohl, in Berlin-Friedrichsfelde. Since its 
reopening in January 1951 the Friedrichsfelde site had become effectively the 
GDR’s Valhalla – not only for its politicians but also for writers and poets such 
as Erich Weinert, Friedrich Wolf, or Willi Bredel. However, the ashes of the 
‘Queen Mum of Communism’, as Der Spiegel referred to Lotte Ulbricht, found 
their last resting place in an anonymous communal area for the internment 
of urns (Urnengemeinschaftsanlage or UGA) at the farthest end of the Berlin-
Weißensee cemetery.1 Her ashes were buried in a place that the workers of this 
ordinary Berlin cemetery refer to as ‘the cauldron’ or ‘dell’ (Der Kessel). Much 
was made in the media of the fact that she actually did not want to be buried 
anywhere else, and that her explicit wishes had been followed both in the cer-
emony as well as in the choice of her burial site.2 Despite the humble choice, 
this socialist funeral was unusual in character: falling somewhere in between 
being a private ceremony and, in a sense, the state occasion of a defunct regime 
– one might possibly even call it the last state funeral of the GDR. About two 
hundred people had gathered to pay their respects to one of the last remaining 
icons of German communism, amongst them the last leader of the GDR, Egon 
Krenz (on day release from prison).3 As well as former comrades and officials 
there were also friends, family and party members. Few fitted in the ceremony 
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room. The eulogy was delivered, as Lotte Ulbricht had requested, by Ursula 
Benjamin.4 The whole ceremony, despite private grief and the undoubted 
feeling of loss, therefore had a deeply political character. Thereafter, the urn 
was carried to the Urnengemeinschaft where, to the sounds of music from a 
portable CD player and towards the end a single trumpeter intoning ‘The Little 
Trumpeter’, her cremains were lowered into the ground.

1.		 4.
Of all our comrades	 We took pickaxe and spade
none was to us as dear and good	 and dug him a grave in the morning,
as our little trumpeter,	 and those who loved him most,
of jolly red guard stock;	 they lowered him in silence;
as our little trumpeter,	 and those who love him most,
of jolly red guard stock.	 They lowered him in silence.
…	 …
3.		 6.
Then came an enemy bullet	 You did not fall in vain,
during a cheerful play;	 your work we have now completed.
with a contented smile	 We built the state,
our little trumpeter, he fell;	 That brought us all freedom and peace.
with a contented smile	 Therefore, let the shout be heard with honour:
our little trumpeter, he fell.	 Long lives the workingman’s might.5

As at other GDR funerals, this song was chosen because of its evident revolution-
ary zeal and the sentiment celebrating a ‘fulfilled’ life: that is, a life devoted to 
the advancement of socialism. This was precisely what Lotte Ulbricht’s funeral 
intended to highlight, a point that Egon Krenz’s final farewell accentuated. He 
culminated with a socialist rallying cry: ‘We know that the decline of the GDR 
was not the death of the socialist idea. The socialist idea lives on!’6 The whole 
ceremony ended, in archetypical GDR fashion, with the collective and defiant 
singing of the Internationale.

In many ways this funeral signifies more than a ritual accompanying the death 
of an iconic figure of German communism. It was the ‘surreal’ conclusion to a 
state and political system, in the way that Erich Honecker’s death in 1994, in far-
away Chile, had not been. Honecker’s death could not function as a true last act, 
or apotheosis, of the ‘collective memory’ because of its timing and location. The 
director of Lotte Ulbricht’s funeral, overwhelmed by media interest, felt forced to 
issue a press release; even that hints, albeit very implicitly and reverberating with 
that peculiarly bureaucratic German, at something definitive:

Lotte Ulbricht was buried in a cobalt-blue decorated urn [Schmuckurne] with an ash cap-
sule that, depending on the soil conditions, will have dissolved completely and without any 
residue, in accordance with the law, in a maximum of fifteen years.7
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By which time the cremains will have become one with the surrounding soil; 
the physical remains of Charlotte Ulbricht will finally have become inseparable 
from the anonymous mass urn grave, and a remnant of the GDR will have gone. 
In the face of on-going waves of Ostalgie, in which views seem to have become 
either markedly less differentiated or highly polarized, it is timely to explore the 
development of the sepulchral culture of the GDR.8

Germany’s rural conservation movement of the early twentieth century artic-
ulated wonderfully the extent to which cultural manifestations in response to 
death, dying and disposal have been employed as an index of the cultural devel-
opment of an era:

At all times and with all peoples, the human race has seen it as a solemn and inescapable 
duty to attain a decent burial for the deceased. The cult of death, although differing in its 
forms, is, therefore, always an interesting expression of the culture of the specific era. In 
a certain sense the burial sites are thus a measure of the artistic culture of an era, similar 
in a way to human dwellings and their interior decoration. They [burial sites] in future 
will continue to bear loud and clear witness to the outlook of those who brought them 
into being.9

Traditionally, such fields as archaeology, anthropology, or ethnography have 
scrutinized the social codes of death.10 It took time for historians to decipher 
the social, economic, political and cultural responses to death. Most famously 
Philippe Ariès’s work on death sought to chart the evolution of Western attitude 
to death, in order to learn more about the individual in his or her time.11

East Germany between 1949 and 1989 was a state that had officially adopted 
materialism as the underpinning of state ideology. The materialist interpretation 
of death is one that is as straightforward as it is technical. Death is the end of 
one’s existence as well as the subsequent state of non-existence. Death is thus 
the unequivocal end. This means that, unlike in Christian theology, materialism 
views life not as a path – and death as redemption through a ‘better’ afterlife. To 
materialists life is a task, a challenge and ultimately an end in itself:

For we adherents of the materialistic view of life (Weltanschauung), life is not a mere ‘tran-
sit point’ on the way to that ‘better world’ and death is not ‘a redemption’. We understand 
the world and life as a task.12

Hence, the ideal of a productive life, in a political as well as a material sense, 
became the central point of reference and was actively promoted according to the 
ideals of socialist humanism. The productive individual, striving to better one’s 
society, became the ideal to which one should aspire – what Brecht tried to reveal 
as the ‘Good Person’ (der gute Mensch).13 In this secular philosophical system, a 
general tribute to examples of positive conduct in society had to substitute for the 
concept of God honouring good deeds and punishing misdemeanours. However, 
this intense orientation to life meant that the GDR ultimately had a problematic 
relationship to death as the antithesis of life.
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Charlotte Ulbricht’s funeral epitomizes the GDR’s official attitude to death 
in terms of burial place, cremation as the preferred form of disposal, the music 
played, the tone and content of the graveside eulogy, and even the type of urn 
used; all have their roots in the GDR’s sepulchral culture. While individual ele-
ments have a longer proletarian or socialist tradition, often stretching back to the 
mid or late nineteenth century, these elements only came together in the second 
half of the twentieth century to form the phenotype of a modern socialist secular 
funeral. Consequently, one is faced with a complex ideological as well as political 
response to death. This, in turn, formed a unique sepulchral culture. Analysis of 
sepulchral culture discloses much about a society and its epoch.14

Contemporary perceptions of death in past societies are either too romanti-
cized, sometimes to an astonishing degree, or they follow Ariès’s thesis that death 
has become less present.15 These misconceptions construct a nostalgic sepulchral 
culture. There is a further distortion: the longing to escape the ‘evils’ of modern 
society, understood as the fragmentation or individualization of life concomitant 
with the realities of urban life. This expresses itself in the desire to transcend the 
‘relentless’ advance of technology and bureaucracy into every aspect of death in 
all its inevitability.16 Nevertheless, these forces have played a significant role in 
the development of the sepulchral culture of modernity via such phenomena as 
the emergence and professionalization of undertaking and later, fully fledged 
funeral directing. Much more research at the comparative, macro as well as the 
micro level is needed to provide a more coherent picture of how death has been 
understood and evolved in the past. Only in this way can one trace how societies 
responded to death: the roles played by religion, politics, ideology and econom-
ics; the balance struck between individuals and social convention; and the forces 
that dominated, and when.

In order fully to comprehend the ‘culture of death’ of a specific era, there is a 
clear need for a fairly broad foundation, ideally covering the spectrum from the 
interpretations of the meaning of death to the choice of funeral rites, on the indi-
vidual level, and from the organization of the system of disposal to the prevailing 
design of cemetery space, on the societal. The preoccupations of these two frames 
of analysis are all too often diametrically opposed: personal grief and loss tends to 
collide with public concerns about health, order and regulation. The compulsory 
cremation that operates in places like Shanghai exemplifies this opposition. The 
case of the cemetery in the modern era further illustrates this relationship, since 
the cemetery itself can be defined as being both a public and a private space. Julie 
Rugg rightly emphasizes this as a key issue in defining the nature of cemetery 
space, even if her remarks primarily concern the ownership patterns of cemeteries 
in the Anglo-Saxon world:

Cemetery space can be regarded as sacred, in that it acts as a focus for pilgrimage of friends 
and family and is protected from activities deemed ‘disrespectful’. However, cemeteries are 
principally secular spaces: ownership is almost always by municipal authorities or private 
sector concerns. The sites are intended to serve the whole community, and in doing so are 
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closely integrated in to community history. The sites are able to carry multiple social and 
political meanings.17

The existence of church cemeteries in Germany does not fundamentally alter that 
relationship, because church cemeteries are, despite their ownership, essentially 
public spaces serving the community. A cemetery is a public space used for the 
disposal of a community’s deceased, yet the burial site also exists as a private 
space for mourning and commemoration. Moreover, the addition of sites of 
public commemoration such as war memorials can add further public and thus 
political significance.18 However, added significance does not end there; even 
the burial of certain individuals can complicate the balance between the private 
and the public function of the local cemetery. The ceremony for Lotte Ulbricht 
makes this point emphatically. This private farewell was held in a public space 
with the press in attendance. The entire ceremony had clear political overtones, 
and yet for some friends and family members the ceremony was primarily a 
means to express their shared grief. Yet it was the explicit political overtones and 
the quaint socialist idiosyncrasies that provoked most comment.19 This volume 
will certainly draw upon the kitsch in socialist sepulchral culture, but it aims 
to go deeper, by eschewing antiquarianism in favour of an exploration of the 
sepulchral culture of East Germany in its fullness.

Since 1990, the GDR’s sepulchral culture has attracted academic interest on 
particular details, but all too often with limited parameters and rigid assump-
tions, rather than on the wider cultural responses to death.20 In 2009 Jane Redlin 
(who first studied funerals in East Berlin back in the mid 1980s) published her 
very detailed ethnographic study of the link between the public state funeral 
and the private funeral in the GDR. While the volume is hugely insightful and 
very detailed and rightly stresses the importance of state funerals as precursors 
and models, it suffers from the lack of a historical perspective that acknowledges 
change over time as well as from overemphasizing the normative nature of public 
funerals celebrating the death of party members in the tradition of the funerals 
of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht. That view overlooks the real diversity 
of ritual (see chapter six).21 Barbara Happe stresses the totalitarian nature of the 
GDR and thus has primarily focused much of her work on GDR cemeteries 
on the two extremes of the UGA and anonymous burial, whilst only indirectly 
including cremation.22 Norbert Fischer addressed cremation and the role and 
design of cemeteries in Germany before 1945 and contemporary issues and 
trends, such as virtual commemoration.23 Gerti Maria Hoffjan published on 
socialist cemetery culture, though without the historian’s appetite for sources.24 
Rituals and liturgy have attracted more scholarly attention. Albeit from their own 
largely religious perspective, Klemens Richter, Ansgar Franz and Jan Hermelink 
have studied the effect of GDR policy on church rituals and the extent of the 
proliferation of secular ceremonies.25 With the exceptions of Monica Black’s 
wonderful work on Berlin26 and the work of Jane Redlin, systematic attempts 
to unlock the subject have been limited to shorter pieces often coming from a 
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specific ideological angle.27 In addition, there remain those writing on sepulchral 
culture in Germany, such as Fischer, Happe and Sörries, who are involved with 
the work of the professional association and think-tank Arbeitskreis Friedhof 
und Denkmal (AFD). It was that institution that shaped West German sepul-
chral culture after 1945. Hence those who formulate policy and try to steer the 
public tastes are close to those who write the history of sepulchral culture.28 
Furthermore, discussions of the GDR’s sepulchral culture have also opened the 
troublesome debate on the extent to which the GDR’s political Weltanschauung 
determined its sepulchral culture.29

In general these contributions have tended to overemphasize individual pecu-
liarities of the GDR’s sepulchral culture – such as cremation rates in east German 
cities and rates of secular funerals in Berlin. This tendency is not unique to 
the literature dealing with death, dying and disposal in the GDR – individual 
areas, such as cemetery design, see a disproportionate scholarly attention.30 An 
approach stressing the ideological eccentricities of the GDR’s sepulchral cul-
ture is an all too tempting alternative to serious comparative contextualization. 
Research into GDR history is further complicated by the fragmented methodol-
ogy.31 Consequently, it is no surprise that the historical literature on German 
sepulchral culture remains rather patchy, and the period after 1945 remains 
relatively neglected.32 This leads to a curious paradox: diversity of experience has 
not engendered a fuller and richer literature but its opposite, a dearth.

One reason for this historiographical neglect is that increasingly during the 
twentieth century sepulchral culture became subject to political intervention – 
especially under the influence of fascism (Sabine Behrenbeck) and communism 
(Catherine Merridale) – ultimately making its analysis more demanding.33 Thomas 
Lindenberger rightly identifies the key problem of writing a social history of the 
GDR as establishing the degree and scope of politicization of everyday life.34 The 
historiography of the GDR has lingered over the question of the centre’s domina-
tion of all aspects of life at the periphery (or the state’s encroachment into the 
individual’s private life).35 Fundamentally this hinges on whether the party and 
government simply enforced their ideals through the application of political power 
(as in a durchmachtete Gesellschaft) or if there is, to any degree, an interaction between 
party and society as the concept of a consensus dictatorship (Konsensdiktatur – 
Robert Gellately) implied.36 The latter view sees governance, even in a Leninist-
Marxist state, more in terms of social practice (Herrschaft als Soziale Praxis) and 
thereby acknowledges both mechanisms of negotiation and limits of power.37 
This concept affords a less rigid base than Jürgen Kocka’s initial thesis of a durch-
herrschte Gesellschaft.38 The revised concept of a durchherrschte Gesellschaft, there-
fore, allows more room for exceptions, subtle differences, interaction, complaints 
and shifts, whilst it avoids the notions that this was a state that offered real freedom 
or actual pluralism.39 Moreover, this view of the GDR also avoids the superficiality 
perception dangers of merely calling it a totalitarian state.40

Differentiation, despite its inherent hazard of relativization of ‘structural cer-
tainties’, has to underpin a more precise understanding of the history of GDR 
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and its sepulchral culture.41 The evidence is not always unambiguous, but it is 
revealing. Hence, conscious of the dangers of relativization, this volume examines 
death from a broader perspective, to comprehend its peculiarities, limitations 
and organization, comparatively situated in relation to the sepulchral culture 
of other countries.42 This has necessitated a focus on ‘normal’ deaths; in other 
words, those that can be classified as ‘cases of normal or everyday mortality’, 
specifically excluding suicide, the victims of the death penalty, those who died 
attempting to cross the Iron Curtain, fatalities in accidents or commemoration 
of the war dead.43

An overview of long-term regional, national and transnational processes that 
have resulted in the making of modern German sepulchral culture is provided 
in the first chapter. Such comparisons disclose the intertwined and overlapping 
developments of sepulchral culture in the last two hundred years and its gradual-
ism. The subsequent chapters address individual elements of sepulchral culture: 
the organization of disposal, cemeteries, cremation, the UGA and ritual forma-
tion. To do justice to the diverse nature of this interplay of scales was necessary 
given my aspiration to write a comprehensive history of the GDR’s sepulchral 
culture and to satisfy my explanatory ambition.

The present research into the GDR’s sepulchral culture began nearly exactly 
a decade after 3 October 1990. In those ten years considerable change had taken 

Figure 0.1  View along the main avenue of the Südfriedhof Leipzig. The graves in the 
middle and the memorial at the far end are the remaining pieces of the SED’s design.
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place, not least with regard to the physical evidence that the GDR had left in its 
cemeteries.44 The first alterations normally concerned the more overt expressions 
of socialism, such as memorials to ‘victims of fascism’ (Opfer des Faschismus/OdF) 
and other politically charged spaces – most famously the splendid main path 
leading towards the Leipzig crematorium.45

Inscriptions were modified and they were subjected to other ‘metamorphoses’, 
for example the OdF memorial in the city of Gotha (Thuringia) had its inscrip-
tion changed from the standard phrase: ‘Honour and eternal memory to our 
comrades, companions and friends – For Peace and Socialism’ to a simple and less 
challenging: ‘The Dead admonish’.46 These were usually specific and politically 
motivated alterations. More significant in regard to this work, and less politically 
motivated, was the second wave of change that accompanied Western investment 
and management addressing the state of dilapidation of East German cemeteries. 
Restoration aimed at creating decent useable public spaces often necessitated 
serious alterations in the physical fabric of cemeteries. This, combined with 
legislation that allowed for the rapid re-use of burial plots, typically between 
fifteen and twenty-five years, meant that East German cemeteries have changed a 
great deal since 1990. Adding a further difficulty for the researcher in Germany, 
more so than in Britain (due to the abandoning of re-use of graves around 1850), 
German cemeteries are public landscapes in constant flux. This analysis still relies 
on material and impressions collected during numerous personal visits to all 
varieties of cemeteries in East Germany, from small Church-administered rural 
cemeteries in rural Mecklenburg to the largest municipal cemetery of the former 
GDR in Leipzig, from the cemetery of Schwerin opened in 1975, designed in 
strict accordance to socialist ideas about cemetery layout, to the Stadtgottesacker 
of Halle/Saale established in 1529 imitating an Italian arcade cemetery.

In order to avoid a regional distortion or a rural/urban imbalance I have con-
sulted a wide array of state, regional, institutional and local archives, in conjunc-
tion with the archives of the churches. However, there were some lacunae in the 
historical record. Key papers of the Ministry of Regional Industry (Ministerium 
für Bezirksgeleitete Industrie), the body that finally received the authority to 
coordinate issues relating to funerals in the GDR in the 1980s, were inaccessible 
because of fungal growth and may be beyond recovery.47 The files of the IfK were 
in private custody and those deposited in the Stadtarchiv Dresden had not been 
catalogued, and despite extensive negotiations access could not be gained – hence 
I had to rely on IfK papers deposited in other sections of the Stadtarchiv Dresden 
and other repositories. Church archives mostly applied a strict interpretation of 
the thirty-year rule. This meant that few internal church materials pertaining to 
the period after 1973 could be accessed, with the exception of purely administra-
tive and synod files.

Ultimately, this evidence points to the existence of a specific East German 
sepulchral culture not reducible to the transnational march of modernity. It 
was, as the existing scholarship suggests, formed at least partly by ideological 
considerations. Clear ideas of how death, dying and disposal should be dealt 
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with in a socialist environment existed and at very least informed deliberations. 
Nevertheless, there were other more powerful influences, such as the obstructive 
powers of communal and institutional traditions. The significance of these is 
evident in the tenacity of rural customs and in the persistence of the ideals of the 
late nineteenth-century cemetery reform movement that permeated institutions 
on both sides of the Iron Curtain. In the 1980s, ideological disenchantment 
began to play an important role, when more people decided to opt for silent 
funerals, rejecting secular, socialist, or religious alternatives. Ultimately, though, 
it was economics and the drive for efficiency that would prove to be decisive in 
shaping East German sepulchral culture. However, despite this specificity, it is 
also evident that many transformations of the sepulchral culture of the GDR 
mirrored those in other industrialized countries.48 This underlines that German 
history, even that of the Germanies after 1945, should not be written ‘as if it 
were quite unlike the history of anywhere else’, since only then can we do justice 
to true peculiarities such as Lotte Ulbricht’s funeral – with all its choices and 
political posturing.49
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