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Germans were still “sitting out their history” in the early 1990s. They had become experts in 

“suppressing” memories of the Holocaust, suffering chronic “amnesia” and “a split 

consciousness.” 1 
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twentieth century was the standard against which to compare other countries’ relationship 

with their past traumas. This paper challenges Neiman’s claim, and methodological 

interpretation of memory, that the self-reflective process of coming-to-terms with the 

recent past in Germany can be and has been completed.7 It does this by exploring the 

reception of the film Schindler’s List in Germany, thus building on the intimacy between 

cinema and commemoration that has guided memory studies since at least the 1970s.8 

However, the reception of the film illustrates a shift away from perceiving memory as an 

abstract, ahistorical concept, from Maurice Halbwachs’s collective foundation and Pierre 

Nora’s concretized narratives.9 The reception of Schindler’s List indicated the general 

orientation towards the performance of “memory work”—the active and ongoing process of 
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satellite state.13 But with time, the highly choreographed commemoration culture fell out of 

fashion, inappropriate for a reunified nation facing post-totalitarian and third-generation 

novelty.14  
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Schindler’s List was not a wholly original film. It drew on established visual motifs and 

an aesthetic grammar that was almost fifty years old.30 But the popularity of Schindler’s List 

in Germany was unprecedented, the vocality of its supporters drowning out the minority 

who objected to its voyeurism and inauthenticity. Its success came down to the self-

consciousness of its artificiality, and the self-confidence of its pedagogy. Where Holocaust 

memory once meant prostrating in self-flagellating shame, demonstrated by Willy Brandt at 

the Memorial to the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising twenty-five years earlier, the film initiated a 

changed conceptualization of what “doing memory” meant in 1990s Germany. In almost 

every review there is a reference to what the film could teach its audience and what the 

questions it raised might mean in the context of the 1990s. Underlining the positive criticism 

was its pedagogical power, behind its negative criticism was a sense that it failed to offer 

relevant lessons. In the context of the 1990s, when Germany sought to define itself as a 

normal, unified, and globally responsible nation, it was not about working through the past, 

but working on its behalf.  

 

 “ It’s just a movie! And one you don’t necessarily have to see” 

Having been received in America the year before to critical and commercial success, the 

arrival of Schindler’s List was understood as more than “just a movie.” 31 So extensive was its 

pre-emptive coverage across mainstream media that, weeks before its release, the German 

public could read of the “shocked silence” in Vienna, they knew of its status as Film of the 

Year in Newsweek, and felt the pregnant expectation that the film was “intended to break 

norms.” 32 But anticipatory engagement also saw an injunction against the idea of a 

Spielbergised-He
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But the escalation of the reception—to a tenor in which viewers wrote of their 

enthusiasm “without having seen it” and “whoever criticises is put against the wall”—was 

anticipated from the beginning.40 Witness the last-minute documentary, “Search for the real 

Oskar Schindler,” that was broadcast four days before the film premiered. The reviews that 

arrived three months in advance, promising a “
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broader German public to face these crimes.47 But not everyone was so enthusiastic about 

the contributions the two Hollywood-Holocaust films made to German memory. Sabine 

Horst wrote in konkret that Schindler’s List was still victim to the “logic of American 

narrative cinema” and just as “aesthetically inferior” to its European predecessors.48 Rather 

than recognizing the productive contribution that Holocaust and Schindler’s List represented 

in inviting popular engagement with Holocaust history, as Wolfssohn did, they were lumped 

together as evidence of the growing “Shoah business” that apparently deterred 

understanding.49 Indeed, beneath criticism about historical inaccuracy and emotional 

manipulation was an attack on the culture from which the film came. Claude Lanzmann, 

appearing in right-of-center newspapers, assumed the aesthetic high-ground in claiming 

that his film was a turning point in Holocaust historiography, that there existed a “before 

and after Shoah” which saw him responsible for a “new form.” 50  

Part of Lanzmann’s criticism represented the recurrent tension over the “rules of 

representation,” the idea that sentimentality and fictionalization are inappropriate vehicles 

for remembering the Holocaust.51 Schindler’s List was a threat to the authors of public 

memory in its self-conscious appeal to subjectivity and affect. It challenged the modernist 

aesthetic that resists the insufficiency of representation by being a dramatic reconstruction, 
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betrays the condition that Jewish victims suffered, but it represented an appeal to an 

accessible aesthetic, if at the expense of an authentic one. 

Still, behind the sensitivity to Spielberg’s “violation” of the taboo on representation 

seemed to be an unwelcome recognition that he had done what no “aristocratic” effort had 

ever done: made the memory meaningful, and the narrative timelessly important. The 

headlines condemning “
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a single film than you do with your entire life’s work.” 71 The scale of the reverberations of 

this tit-for-tat was illustrated in its reportage in media across the Atlantic: Tremper’s take-

down was described in the Chicago Tribune and Washington Post.72 The anxiety amongst 

the academy about their inability to dictate the narrative and nature of Holocaust memory 

was stark. Just two days before Spielberg promised to fund a Schindler Youth Lodge in the 

Jewish Community Centre in Frankfurt, Tremper was accused of “sacrilege.” 73  

Nevertheless, Tremper was right to recognize the tension in Spielberg’s celebration 

of a German who wears a Nazi pin until the very end of the film because it went against the 

accusations of guilt that had defined German Holocaust memor0 (he)13 i
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the cover of its magazine, behind its headline, “The Good German.” 83 And in action-oriented 

interpretation, the film was a call to consider the German responsibility beyond the 

Holocaust, in light of—not in spite of—its memory. 

This confrontation with complicity, and underlining message of resultant 
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inappropriateness in representing the Holocaust.88 While the critical media could never 

associate the film’s faults with the director’s Jewishness (although the more liberal were 

disturbed by the accusation of Jewish profiteering), references to his biography suggest a 

defensiveness around the Holocaust narrative, as a story that belonged only to Germany, 

“owning” the tragedy protection against criticism for its perpetration and problematic 

commemoration.89 No matter that prominent Jewish figures in Germany had endorsed the 

film, the “aristocratic” argument was that Spielberg had stolen the story, even solved the 

question, of what Holocaust memory meant for German audiences. But if the role of the 

intellectual was in crisis, the responsibility of the public was clarified. Spielberg had made a 

film that shocked the intellectual elite for its emotive, affective grammar, and stimulated 

the ordinary public for the same reason. The form of the film—with its accessible and 

inspiring characters—was as important as its function. Schindler’s List challenged Germany’s 

memory-culture by demonstrating that the didacticism
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“hearts.” 93 Spielberg himself admired an audience “ready and willing and waiting,” not to 

overcome their past, but to “bring it with them throughout their lives.” 94 In this ascription, 

Schindler’s List assumed a contextually specific power. The impact of the film was to 

transform how German memory work was done by a specific and self-conscious German 

public.  

Schindler’s List struck at a propitious moment, amongst a receptive public who had 

grown up in familial silence and geopolitical stress. With time, the film was examined as part 

of the socio-political climate of the 1990s, in which historic and familial fault lines were 

simultaneously interrogated. Hanno Loewy, historian and public intellectual, explained that 

Schindler’s List was thus interpreted as a “reconciliation plot” in which Germany would 

approach the past by “being particularly good memorial activists.” 95 Schindler offered the 

Germans an example—that there were choices, and that many of them had lied to 

themselves that nothing had been possible. The lay response was euphoric. Importantly, it 

was also inspired. 

In one series in Deutsches Allgeimeines Sonntagsblatt, readers were invited to 

contribute their reflections on the “
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on, “endless questions about human nature.” 97 In Cologne, from 14 March, the film was 

booked out in advance for school visits.98 That Germans flocked to the film but were then 

able to locate it within the context of a contested culture of memory is evidence of an 

engaged viewing-public. The audience asked themselves why they were “still sensitive to 

any intellectual or artistic contribution to the Holocaust.” Without the “help” of high-profile 

intellectuals, they concluded that constant reflectivity could only be a good thing.99  

Concern with the memory-politics in Germany troubled younger viewers of the film 

especially.100 Victoria Aarons traces the changing receptivity to different forms of narrating 

the Holocaust, suggesting that “third-generations” have a compelling impulse to understand 

historic events that they did not experience, while still sensitive to the sense of “abyss” 

between then and now. In practice, this translates to an obsessive pattern of 

“contemporising the Holocaust,” turning its history into a measure of their own experience. 

Although she is interested in third-generation survivors, her interpretation applies to the 

third-generation Germans, who were also living “after-
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“part of [their] own history,” appropriating the implicating complications such engagement 

demanded. It is by blurring the boundaries of modes of representation that Spielberg broke 

down the tension between authenticity and accessibility, infusing his film with the 

emancipatory, didactic role of a new memory work.106 He anticipated and followed 

scholarship that insisted on historiographical narratives that lend the Holocaust a “moral 

purpose” and thus “emplot” its importance for contemporary cultures.107 

Spielberg insisted that he made his film as a present-oriented tool, to teach on the 

subject of “tolerance an(to)2llurtoler9-4jt
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only tangentially related to its content.132 But the exhibition was significant for its public 

consumption, echoing the democratization of memory that Schindler’s List had helped 

initiate. Within its four-year run, 900,000 individuals saw the material in thirty-two towns 

across Germany and Austria. Had the reception not been so divisive, it would have arrived in 

New York in December 1999.133 But the exhibition, like Schindler’s List, had consequences 

beyond its curatorial intentions which were inextricable from its popular reception. As 

Walter Manoschek, one of the curators, reflected, “We had expected to hit a nerve in 

society with this topic, but we had not expected to hit a nerve center.” 134  

For many visitors, as much as a challenge to the politicized narrative of national 

innocence, the exhibition was a moment of immense personal confrontation. The exhibition 

thus reflected the reception of Schindler’s List, which also focused on the capacity for 

individual action and the “code of silence” that protected family histories from the detail of 

collective guilt.135 In the exhibition visitors’ books are entries that express an intimate and 

interested engagement with the history of the Wehrmacht. From Hamburg, one person was 

disturbed by the reality of ideologically driven militias, writing, “My father told me shortly 

before his death, ‘we all went to war enthusiastically.’ Thank you, now I know why.” 

Another visitor had their ancestral myth challenged by the exhibition: “Now I see what it 

meant when my father talked ‘proudly’ about his ‘war experiences’ and when there was talk 

about ‘destroying nests of partisans’ or ‘smoking them out’…Thank you for this long overdue 

lesson.” 136 Such affective implication broke down the constructed, vindicating images of an 

older generation. And as with Schindler’s List, the consequence was neither the denial nor 

defensiveness typical of provocative representations earlier in the post-war period, but 

argumentative change. In moments of individual enlightenment, especially for a younger 

audience whose understanding of the Holocaust had been stymied by a culture of silence 

and tradition of shame, the German public saw in the exhibition, as they had in Schindler, 

that guilt and agency “can only be measured individually, even when it arises 

collectively.” 137 In response, their interpretation of Holocaust history amounted to the 

 
132 Niven, Facing the Nazi Past, pp. 150-158. 
133 Anonymous, ‘Streit verschärft sich’, Der Spiegel, 24 October, 1999. 
134 Walter Manoschek. Written Interview. 7 May 2023. 
135 Georg Seeßlen. Written Interview. 29 May, 2023. 
136 Both cited in Nugent, ‘The voice of the visitor’, p. 251. 
137 Hans-Gunther Thiele, ‘Millionen Kriegsverbrecher’, Weser-Kurier, 16th 
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“doing” of its memory in meaningful ways, understood as sensitivity to contemporary 

injustice, “so that it will not happen again in the future.” 138  

This release of Holocaust memory into an active resource was nonetheless a 

contested process. According to the “tradition” of “
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recognized in Die Zeit as a “dramatic contribution to historiography and enlightenment.” 150 

Despite the inaccuracies uncovered in the original exhibition, the Wehrmachtsausstellung 

continued to be popular in its revised return in 2001. With fewer theatrical display 

techniques and a greater provision of contextual information, the revamped version was 

understood as “useful and necessary,” overcoming “polemics” 
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empirical faults, heightened tone, and provocative argument, the book was read 

intelligently rather than rubbished impulsively by a public interested in demonstrating that 

Germans were responsible, level-headed citizens. The trajectory of the Goldhagen Debate 
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about the threat Goldhagen posed to a self-confident national identity, their liberal 

opponents were awarding him the Democracy Prize in Bonn.159 Habermas himself thanked 

Goldhagen for his “corrective potency,” applauding his contribution to “the consciousness 

of the German public” as a result of its “moral power.” 160  

As an American, preferring “political jargon rather than political science” and 

flooding his prose with crimes “unspeakable,” characters “murderous,” and conclusions 

“horrific,” Goldhagen’s self-confident tone and profile was a challenge to the conservative 

academic elites protective of their public authority and defensive about their Holocaust 

historiography.161 Where Spielberg had represented a popular “break in” to the way the 

Holocaust was represented, Goldhagen made it seem as if “the previous literature had 

never existed.” 162 Again, the debate around the book was indirectly related to its content 

and illustrated the contested trajectory of Holocaust remembrance. Just as Schindler’s List 

was deconstructed in the press before it was released, the media had a pre-emptive 

struggle with Goldhagen in April-
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numbers. S. Aschheim positions Goldhagen within a progressive wave that “worked to 

delegitimate the academic discipline,” culminating in the late-1990s as “the post-modern 

problematization” of witnessing the Holocaust.165 Goldhagen, driven by Schindler’s List, 

called into question the cancellation of memory and the “rhetoric of silence” that the 

conservative elite maintained, speaking instead to a public “tired of being beaten” by the 

“cudgel” of Holocaust shame.166 Together, these events illustrate a public reinvigorated by 

the Holocaust Question but ready for an active and didactic solution. 

This willingness to confront the Holocaust was a cumulative process. Even 

Goldhagen’s loudest critics found value in the fact questions were being asked of the 

specific history and the way it was commemorated.167 But it was the public—shadowing his 

book tour in ways reminiscent of a “pop star or visiting statesmen”—who seemed especially 

interested in the moral dimension he ascribed to Holocaust memory.168 Tickets sold out at 

all five of the venues Goldhagen visited. Standing room only in the Kammerspiele theatre in 
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contemporary context.172 
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Serbian “Nazis” and for military action, with widespread support for intervention reported 

in the mainstream media.178 Certainly, the Kosovo conflict in the late-1990s caused 

considerable debate about the lessons to be learned after Auschwitz, a shift away from 

defense-oriented military policy justified in rhetoric about a contemporary anti-Hitler 

coalition.179 After the departure of the first German Tornadoes, newspapers reminded 

people of 6 September 1941, the day Hitler’s pilots dropped bombs on Belgrade.180 The 

instrumentalization of Goldhagen’s message in the context of the military tension in the 

late-1990s is productively understood in the wake of Schindler’s List, as part of a societal 

revision of what honoring the Holocaust should mean. And it was not unnoticed. In an 
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watched the film, went to the exhibition, and read the book in large numbers, reclaiming 

the collective memory ascribed to them as a contextual memory practiced by them. In this 

progressive accumulation of self-conscious consumption, it is possible to witness the 

powerful contribution of Schindler’s List in challenging German memory, cementing an 

action-oriented interpretation of working with, not through, the Holocaust.  

 

Conclusion 

In February 2023, Spielberg was awarded the Golden Bear prize at the Berlinale Film 

Festival, at which Schindler’s List was shown to a 95% full auditorium.184 In his acceptance 

speech, Spielberg referenced his Jewishness and implied the didactic foundation of his 

cinema: “This honour has a particular meaning for me because I'm a Jewish director. I like to 

believe that this is part of a small moment in a much larger, ongoing effort of healing the 

broken places of history: what Jews call ‘Tikkun Olam’, the repairing and restoring of the 

world.” He received a standing ovation.185 Nearly thirty years after Schindler’s List arrived in 

Germany, neither the progressive, pedagogical power of Holocaust cinema, nor the 

enthusiastic appetite of the German public, has much diminished.  
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for racism, prejudice, and persecution.186 Certainly, the politicization of history underlines 

the narratives of the AfD and other self-declared NSDAP successors, which is a phenomenon 
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learning from the Germans, but rather learning with the Germans, in recognition of the 

negotiated and dynamic process that is memory work.  

 


