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The founding of a new type of museum 
 
The German Historical Museum is the national history museum of the Federal 
Republic of Germany, even though the word “nation” does not appear in its 
title. It is a young museum, over 20 years old, and its founding was above all a 
political event:  
 
Throughout the Cold War, the question of the German nation went unanswered 
and was in the headlines for decades, in both East and West Germany. The 
daily life of West Germans became markedly more internationalized with the 
creation of the European Economic Area; international tourism and the 
immigration of laborers, largely from the Mediterranean region, began 
transforming the world for the post-war generations at an unparalleled speed. 
Alongside the many positive effects of this development, such as economic 
growth, rising income levels and a higher standard of living, travel 
opportunities and a greater familiarity with other countries, the societal 
transformations in these decades also gave rise to new uncertainties, since the 
individual’s situation in life came to depend more and more on decisions made 
outside of one’s own city, region or country. This process took on greater force 
with the increasing globalization of financial and labor markets. Fears about 
being overrun by foreigners, worries about job security and increasing 
ecological problems led to protests and in general to an atmosphere of anxiety, 
a certain weariness with politics and a susceptibility to radical political 
positions.  
 
At the same time the interest in history had been on the rise since the 60s, after 
it had been brushed aside in the collective memory following the Second World 
War. Film, television, literature and also museums contributed to this to a large 
degree.  In the 70s and early 80s, large regional historical exhibitions in the 
Federal Republic of Germany met with an unexpectedly positive response from 
the public; the politics of culture reacted both to the structural transformation 
in society and the increasing popular interest in history by founding a museum 
that would one day house a permanent exhibition on the entirety of German 
history.  The cultural goal, politically, was to offer people a place where they 
could experience who they are as Germans, where they come from and where 
their path could take them in the future.  
 
 
 
A new conception for a changed public 
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The German Historical Museum was founded in 1987 on nothing but an idea: 
without buildings or collections, but with the political will to develop a museum 
that would present German history so as to provoke great interest among its 
visitors. The central government, i.e. the federal state, began implementing this 
in the mid-80s and twenty years later the museum enjoys great popularity and 
we can say that they have succeeded in their intention. 
 
From 1985 to 1987 an independent commission of experts convened by the 
federal government and the senate of the federated state of Berlin formulated a 
conception that was to serve as a blueprint for the museum. These experts – 
leading historians and museum directors – – presented their results to the 
nation’s societal groups and the historical institutes of the universities in 
public hearings, revised their conception and turned it over to the federal 
chancellor and the mayor of Berlin. The museum was founded on the basis of 
this conception on October 28, 1987 in a celebration commemorating Berlin’s 
750th anniversary in the Reichstag building – the site of the old and new 
German parliament. 
 
What made the conception for a German historical museum so innovative is its 
European, international approach. German history was no longer to be 
presented narrowly as the history of a nation, but rather situated in its 
European context. The aim was to present the influence of neighboring 
countries on German history as well as Germany’s influence on the 
development of its neighbors with equal clarity and for better or for worse.  
Furthermore, the exhibitions were to take the different German regions into 
consideration in order to reflect the federal structure of German history.  
 
To be avoided above all was conveying just one single picture of history; 
instead the standard model for all aspects of exhibition work was the 
presentation of diverse viewpoints on the past, which was to help the visitors 
to form their own judgment about historical topics and construct various 
perspectives on their history. 
  
This was to be accomplished with the classic tools of museum work, i.e. the 
presentation of original objects from the past. Reproductions were to be 
largely avoided. In putting this conceptual approach into practice, the museum 
did not rely on traditional categories in building up its collection. The primary 
concern for this history museum was not the completeness of the collection; 
rather, valuable works of art could be shown alongside everyday objects if it 
helped contribute to an understanding of history. 
 
In addition, the international approach to conceiving the exhibitions made it 
clear that the artistic developments of the past centuries had seldom stopped 
at borders, but rather reflected the results of European movements.  
 
Foundings of new national historical museums worldwide 
 
One could ask why existing national museums did not respond to the need for 
new approaches to conveying history in the past decades.  
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If we look at the work of the national museums in the 19th century, we find 
quite often that over the course of time these institutions have evolved into 
museums of cultural history with tremendous collections. However, they lack 
both the mandate and the understanding necessary to take up topics of 
political history in order to accommodate the new societal needs and demands. 
Today history can no longer be sufficiently explained with art alone. 
 
This insight is not limited to Germany. Rather, we find that in the 1980s and 
1990s similar museums were founded in a series of other highly developed 
industrial states. These include the National Museum of Japanese History, the 
Canadian Museum of Civilization, the National Museum of Australia, the 
National Museum of New Zealand – Te Papa Tongarewa and others. Many of 
them evolved from the earlier collections of previous museums. What they all 
share in common is their conceptual mandate to present history and culture 
from diverse perspectives, and by means of this kind of educational work, to 
contribute to integration and help secure identity. 
 
In the meantime museologists and sociologists have explained this wave of 
new museums in the past decades in terms of the theory of the “second 
modernity” characterized by individualization, internationalization and a 
massive shift in societal values, which strengthens the individual interest in 
the past and in foreign affairs and explains the increase in visitors among the 
new national historical museums. 
 
As early as 1995, in view of the success of these new historical museums, the 
Council of Europe encouraged all member states to take steps in the direction 
of new national history museums. There are initiatives for this new type of 
museum underway in the Netherlands (decision of the Parliament in early 2008), 
Austria (Foundation in preparation) and Poland (Foundation in 2006).  
 
 
Governing body and program of the German Historical Museum 
 
The German constitution (the Grundgesetz) did not allow the central state to 
found the German Historical Museum alone, since the “maintenance of 
historical awareness” is a matter for the federated states. According to the 
compromise reached after two years of negotiations in 1987 the federated 
states have a 50% representation in the oversight committee but the federal 
government finances the museum 100%. This ensures that the entire state is 
represented in a way that can account for the interests of the regions in 
Germany as well as the interests of the central state – which is an important 
political goal.  
 
The founding of the museum in the year 1987 was immediately followed by the 
planning of temporary exhibitions, and today the museum has carried out over 
160 exhibitions, all of which were developed in accordance with the new 
conception. Most of these exhibitions were shown in Berlin, many traveled 
through other German cities and states and other countries, and others were 
only shown outside of Berlin on historically significant sites and important 
commemorative dates.  
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The realization of the greatest plan, namely a permanent exhibition on the 
entire 2000 years of German history, was delayed, as history itself called for 
certain changes in the museum plans:  
Many of the basic conditions for the German Historical Museum changed with 
the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the dissolution of the East German Museum 
for German History in East Berlin by the last and democratically elected 
government of the GDR, the German reunification in 1990 and the 1991 
decision to move parliament and the government from Bonn to Berlin.  
  
The original museum site in West Berlin, for which the renowned Italian 
architect Aldo Rossi had already been found, had to be given up, since the 
federal government needed the space for the chancellor’s office. Instead the 
300-year-old armory building on “Unter den Linden”, Berlin’s historical and 
magnificent central boulevard, was chosen as the site, which had already 
housed the Prussian army museum and, after the Second World War, the 
national history museum of East Germany.  
In the 1990s the armory building became the site of the large temporary 
exhibitions of the German Historical Museum, which focused on internal issues 
between East and West Germany in particular and which made the museum 
one of the most frequently visited institutions in Berlin. However, the building 
had to be extensively renovated and brought up to modern museum standards 
for the future permanent exhibition, and so in the 90s the building was closed 
for several years.  
 
In addition the Chinese-American architect I. M. Pei designed and realized a 
very modern annex for the museum’s temporary exhibitions. The Pei-building 
is an expression of modern architecture and a symbol for the new Berlin. 
 
On June 2nd, 2006, after several years of preparation, the federal chancellor 
Angela Merkel opened the permanent exhibition on 2000 years of German 
history, which has since received more than two million visitors.  
 
 
The permanent exhibition on German history 
 
The guiding principle of the permanent exhibition is to offer a chronology of 
over 2000 years of German history using exclusively original artifacts from the 
past. Over 8000 square meters of space were made available for this exhibition 
on two floors. The upper level takes visitors from the Celtic and Roman history 
in what is now Germany to the First World War; the lower level, almost equal in 
size, is dedicated to the 20th century, which is of particular significance in 
German history. Over 8000 objects are on display in total.  
 
The exhibition is conceived such that a broad path takes visitors on a quick 
chronological tour, with illuminated information columns offering information 
on the individual epochs. The information forms a framework of names, places, 
dates, maps and paradigmatic objects that provide a basic orientation. 
 
Side paths branching off from this main route lead the visitor to a more in-
depth presentation of the historical periods and finally to multi-media work 
rooms, where for example the visitor can read old manuscripts on computers 
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in the original language or in their modern translation, or can meet the 
parliamentarians of the failed 1848 revolution through their biographies, party 
work, political programs and other testimonials of their lives.  
 
The exhibition consistently adheres to its basic conceptual principle of 
presenting German history through its international facets, such that it is 
actually more of an exhibition on European history mirrored in the narrative of 
German history.  
Thus visitors to the exhibition are often surprised that they can learn as much 
about the Portuguese world empire as they can about the Turks in Europe, the 
French court in the time of Absolutism, the American war of independence, the 
revolutionary events of 1848 throughout Europe, and the World Wars, all of 
which are presented from diverse perspectives. 
 
Moreover, significant objects such as paintings by Cranach or Dürer, the 
original uniform of Frederick the Great, or Napoleon’s hat and arms from the 
battle of Waterloo generate a great deal of interest, which the exhibition utilizes 
to draw attention to the political processes of history.  
 
The issues of the 20th century meet with particular interest among school and 
youth groups, since they touch upon the school curriculum. For this reason 
the museum also offers preparatory seminars for teachers.  
The rather heavily charged topic of 20th century German history is presented 
with stringent scholarship and impressive documentation. The exhibition 
refrains from manipulative shock-tactics and pedantic moralizing so that the  
visitors can learn about the period both cognitively and emotionally. Thus for 
example the museum does not present the Holocaust using the terror 
chambers of prior exhibitions; instead the focus in centered on an artistic 
model of Auschwitz made by a Polish survivor, whose perspective informs the 
visitor and yet also provokes reflection and conveys the murderous crimes of 
Nazi Germany quite clearly.  
 
The exhibition also presents the time of the divided Germany and the Cold War 
such as to preclude any accusations of an uncritically pro-West or conciliatory 
pro-East presentation.  
 
The importance of this work can be seen quite clearly in the fact that now, 
almost two decades after reunification, young people in particular have very 
little knowledge available to them of the division of Germany and the rights and 
wrongs of this historical period. This presents educational institutions with a 
challenge. 
 
 
The temporary exhibitions of the German Historical Museum 
 
While the permanent exhibition functions something like a handbook on 
history, since it offers a great many topics in its chronology in order to provide 
a relatively complete overview, the temporary exhibitions present an 
opportunity to deal with historical questions in much greater depth.  
The fundamental aim of presenting diverse perspectives on history is 
particularly successful when the museum can find external partners for the 
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project and work together with them on the conceptual foundations of the 
exhibition topic.  
This kind of collaboration has ranged from multilateral projects to international, 
bilateral collaborations to the inclusion of diverse viewpoints on national 
history. Here I would like to discuss a couple of examples: 
 
 
National topics 
 
The German reunification in the year 1990 was followed by a great demand to 
learn more about the other half of Germany that each populace had so long 
been separated from.  
At that time the German Historical showed a series of exhibitions – and it 
continues to do so today – dealing with issues of the two Germanys, in order to 
offer people the opportunity to experience the life and living conditions as they 
were in the other state and to learn how the party dictatorship influenced daily 
life in the GDR, what sort of relation to art and power developed, and which 
alternative movements existed, about which very little was known either there 
or in the West.  
 
It is very helpful that in preparing the exhibitions on the two German states, 
museum colleagues from the East and West are able to work together and 
bring their own experiences and knowledge to the selection of objects and the 
explanation of them.  
 
In the year 1993 the exhibition “Chapters of Life in Germany” contrasted the 
stages of life in the East and the West, from birth, to day-care and schooling, to 
military service and the youth culture, to weddings, the upbringing of children, 
all the way to old-age homes. The paths of life in the GDR were drawn as being 
more fixed and pre-determined, whereas in West Germany the stages of life 
required individuals to make more personal decisions about the paths their 
lives should take. Visually the exhibition was separated by a Berlin Wall, which 
also made it impossible for the visitor switch over to the other system in the 
exhibition. The aim in all this was not to cast judgments about what was good 
or better and what was bad or not worth living, but rather to clarify issues and 
to provoke discussion. The museum succeeded in this, since in the exhibition 
many visitors from both parts of Germany came into conversation and 
exchanged personal experiences. In addition the media covered the exhibition 
very intensively. Thus the exhibition succeeded in its goal. 
 
 
International bilateral topics 
 
In the meantime the German Historical Museum has shown a number of 
international exhibitions that emerged from bilateral collaborations. 
 
For example there was a German-Scandinavian exhibition entitled “Elective 
Affinity” presenting the intensive cultural relations between Germany and 
northern Europe in the 19th and early 20th century that were lost to the public 
awareness after the war.  
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There was an exhibition together with Great Britain on the German-British 
dynastic connection; and an exhibition with France is currently in preparation 
on immigration and images of the other in Germany and France. In the year 
2007 an exhibition was shown in collaboration with Portugal on the European 
discovery of the world and early globalization.  
 
The German colonial history was largely unknown to the generations after the 
Second World War, due to the Nazis’ historical revisionism. Today the topic 
offers an opportunity for intercultural dialogue in an exchange between the two 
sides about the time of legal inequality one-hundred years ago, in informing 
each other, learning more about the cultural transfer of that time and thus 
developing an understanding for the current situation. This holds equally of 
both the curators and historians in the preparatory phase and the broader 
public of visitors to the exhibition.  
 
A few years ago, on the occasion of the one-hundredth anniversary of the 
occupation of Chinese territory by the imperial marines, the German Historical 
Museum presented the exhibition “Tsingtao – a chapter of German colonial 
history in China 1898-1914”. The museum worked out a conception for the 
exhibition in collaboration with Chinese partners, and in the beginning it was 
not easy to find a basis of mutual trust and come to an agreement about an 
educational concept. Initially the Chinese partners were skeptical about the 
intentions of these foreigners from Europe regarding their own history, since 
from the Maoist educational perspective it seemed to be clear: colonialism is 
an imperialist act that is simply to be condemned and that does not merit any 
further discussion. 
As it became clear in conversation that the intention was to educate and 
enlighten, this broke the ice and the two sides came closer together. This 
resulted in an exhibition that made the Chinese perspective just as clear as the 
German viewpoint at that time. This balance was achieved using an immediate 
juxtaposition of sub-topics in colonial history, such that the visitors quickly 
realized that history is never one-dimensional and can always be seen one way 
or the other. The accompanying texts in the exhibition and in the symposium 
publication in both German and Chinese made the new approach very clear.   
By the way this exhibit explained also parts of Japanese History, the impact on 
China and the German prisoners of war in Japanese camps. 
 
 
Multi-lateral topics 
 
Multi-lateral collaborations are also a part of the program of the German 
Historical Museum.  
 
The 60th anniversary of the end of the war presented us with an opportunity to 
depict the significance of the year 1945 from the viewpoint of almost 30 
countries. It was very informative and insightful for the visitors to the 
exhibition to learn that quite different things are associated with this date in the 
various nations: liberation and defeat, a new beginning and reoccupation, loss 
and exile, the end of an epoch and an uncertain future.  
 



 

 

8

8

“Myths of the Nations” was the name of another exhibition contrasting and 
comparing the historical images of diverse nations. The exhibition was 
prepared in an international collaboration and pursued the question of how 
images of nations enter into our heads, which images are formative in which 
time periods, and how they were conveyed and mediated and still are. Visitors 
to the exhibition could see many well-known original objects, mostly from the 
19th century, as they are known to large parts of the population from school-
books and publications.  
 
In the year 2007 the museum showed an exhibition under the title “Art and 
Power: Europe Under the Dictators” comparing the iconography as used in the 
Soviet Union, the Third Reich, in fascist Italy and in the USA during the Great 
Depression. Taking four different perspectives on this topic allowed the 
visitors to discern the superficial similarities and the political differences.  
 
 
The value of conveying history 
 
The high numbers of visitors registered by the German Historical Museum, as 
well as by the other national historical museums that introduced new 
conceptions in the 80s and 90s, show that these museums meet a societal 
demand of the time, but these numbers also reflect a deficit of historical 
knowledge on the part of the individuals; additionally and not least of all it is a 
symptom of a certain history boom in these years.  
 
Whatever the cause, it is certain that the increased role of museums in 
conveying the knowledge and awareness of history has brought the disciplines 
of museology and history closer together. Historians and museum curators 
often work together to convey historical connections using historical objects. 
The “product”, the historical exhibition, should help the visitors come to a 
better understanding of our rapidly changing present and thus be better 
prepared to shape the future not only within narrow national terms but also in 
an international and even global sense.  
 
An engagement with historical issues should also, ultimately, contribute to the 
certainty and self-assurance of the people – at least this is the assumption 
behind the politics of culture and education – and strengthen a number of 
identities by which people define themselves. The political, cultural and 
historical education that this sort of museum work aims at also represents an 
important contribution on the part of the museums to education for sustainable 
development.  
In so far it was a wise decision of politicians for Sciences and Culture to 
establish the new national history museums, in Japan, in Berlin and other 
places as well. 
 
 


