
152

ACHIM TODENHÖFER

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG
Dieser Artikel stellt die öffentlichen Debatten der 
letzten Jahre über umstrittene Denkmäler in Bre-
men und Hamburg vor, die direkt oder indirekt mit 
dem Kolonialismus verbunden sind. Eine Reihe von 
Beispielen zeigt, dass sich auch in Deutschland trotz 
gegenläufiger Tendenzen das historische Bewusst-
sein für koloniale Verantwortung zugunsten der Op-
ferperspektive verschoben hat.

Anders als in den USA oder Großbritannien 
wird in den beiden Hansestädten Bremen und Ham-
burg jedoch nicht die Existenz umstrittener Denk-
mäler in Frage gestellt, sondern in der Regel das Feh-
len eines begleitenden Kommentars oder Kontextes 
thematisiert. Hier sind didaktische Ansätze zur 
Präsentation von Denkmälern gefragt, die im Sinne 
des Denkmalschutzes darauf abzielen, das kulturelle 
Erbe dauerhaft zu bewahren.

Insbesondere durch den Verzicht auf feste 
Installationen können reversible und temporäre 
Rekontextualisierungen – wie am Beispiel des Bis-
marck-Denkmals in Bremen gezeigt wird – die Pers-
pektive für interessierte Betrachter*innen verändern 
und so das öffentliche Interesse aufrechterhalten, 
ohne die Integrität des Erbes zu beschädigen. Die 
im Beitrag angeführten Beispiele zeigen, dass ge-
sellschaftliche Traumata über Denkmäler vermittelt 
werden, diese zur Bildung beitragen und dazu die-
nen können, in einer Kontroverse einen demokra-
tischen Minimalkonsens zu entwickeln. Die These 
des Beitrags ist daher, dass nicht nur eine wichtige 
Quelle verloren geht, wenn umstrittene Denkmäler 
abgetragen werden oder ihres städtischen Kontextes 
beraubt sind, sondern auch ein Ort der direkten Aus-
einandersetzung verloren geht.

ABSTRACT
From the 19th century onwards, monuments were 
erected all over the world to symbolise history, social 
aspirations and values. These monuments character-
ized the public space of cities. Over time, however, 
they themselves became cultural heritage that were 
often overlooked, forgotten and at best perceived as 
curious pieces of street furniture. In some cases, 
they even became objects of social controversy. 

This article presents the public debates of re-
cent years, concerning controversial monuments in 
Bremen and Hamburg that are directly or indirectly 
linked to colonialism. A number of examples demon-
strate that in Germany, too – despite opposing trends 
– historical awareness of colonial responsibility has 
shifted in favour of the victim perspective.

However, unlike in the United States or Great 
Britain, the debates in the two Hanseatic cities of 
Bremen and Hamburg do not question the existence 
of controversial monuments, but generally focus in-
stead on the lack of accompanying commentary or 
context. This calls for didactic approaches to pres-
ent memorial sites – which is ultimately in the spirit 
of monument protection – aiming to permanently 
preserve cultural heritage as historical sources. In 
particular, by dispensing with permanent installa-
tions, reversible and strictly temporary recontextu-
alizations – such as at the Bismarck Monument in 
Bremen – can change the perspective for interested 
viewers, thereby maintaining public interest with-
out damaging the integrity of the heritage.

It is obvious that monuments can also convey 
feelings and passions as cultural heritage if they are 
placed in the right context. The examples given here 
show that they can illustrate social traumas, contrib-
ute to education and serve to develop a minimum 
democratic consensus in a polarizing controversy. 
Not only is an important source lost when controver-
sial monuments are missing or deprived of their ur-
ban context, but we also lose a place of direct debate. 
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Introduction
Memorials have played an important role in the 
culture of remembrance for nation-states since the 
19th century. An inflationary number of memorials 
placed on squares or in other striking urban or cul-
tural settings conveyed an educational canon for the 
citizenship that conformed to the ruling class.1 

Memorials frequently become overlooked and 
cease to be a focal point, due to their everyday na-
ture. However, over time, memorials also gain new 
meanings as a result of social awareness processes 
and emotional projections. This aligns with the con-
cept of relative art value from Alois Riegl’s seminal 
work, Der Moderne Denkmalkultus (1903). Memo-
rials evolve into monuments – some of which are 
listed as historical witnesses, as discussed in this 
paper.

Following the protests that began in Cape Town 
in 2015 with Rhodes Must Fall and subsequent-
ly gained global momentum, many of these urban 
placeholders have been the subject of criticism, 
particularly in democratic societies. The number of 
monuments that fell from their pedestals in Africa 
and Europe was relatively low, whereas the majority 
were toppled or removed in the United States. Wiki-
pedia indicates that approximately 250 monuments 
and memorials were removed following the George 
Floyd protests.2

The purpose of this article is to examine pub-
lic monuments in Bremen and Hamburg that have 
a connection to German colonialism and have been 
the focus of public criticism for some time.3

Since German reunification4 in 1990, there have 
been numerous instances of removal and damage to 
monuments associated with the former East German 
communist dictatorship, such as statues of Lenin in 
various locations throughout Germany’s eastern 
states; in contrast, I am not aware of any instances 
of monuments in Germany being toppled following 
the Black Lives Matter movement, apart from minor 
damage. 

The concept of decolonial aesthetics is based on 
the idea of reinterpreting existing ideas in order to 
discourage behaviours that promote violence. This 
involves confronting present perceptions and prac-
tices, and encouraging a shift in perspective. This 
is reminiscent of the performative concepts that 
underpin museum didactics. One of its most prom-
inent proponents, Ariella Azoulay, a visual culture 
theorist, outlined her approach in her 2019 book, 
Potential History. Unlearning Imperialism: “Un-

learning means not engaging with those relegated to 
the ‘past’ as ‘primary sources’ but rather as potential 
companions.”5

Others, such as the architectural historian 
Andrew Shanken, would like to de-dramatize the 
monument toppling as such.6 Using the example of 
the toppled statue of Edward Colston in Bristol UK, 
they propose a social confrontation with history by 
re-contextualising it in a museum setting, and at the 
same time promote the scientification of engagement 
with monuments through empirical perception stud-
ies. 

In this context, the concept of contested value 
(known as “Streitwert” in German), introduced by 
Gabriele Dolff-Bonekämper in 2010 with a view 
to the democratic potential of controversial monu-
ments, can be seen as a corrective.7 As an inventor at 
the Berlin State Office for the Preservation of Mon-
uments, following the reunification of Germany she 
advocated for the partial preservation of buildings 
from recent history, including the Berlin Wall and 
the Palace of the Republic. These structures were 
met with opposition from parts of the East German 
public and West German politicians. However, a 
generation later, their significance for ongoing public 
discourse has become evident.8 

The Equestrian Statue of Bismarck in Bremen
Following the death of the former Imperial Chancel-
lor Bismarck in 1898, a significant increase in the 
number of monuments erected in his honour was 
observed in Germany and its overseas territories. In 
Bremen, Franz Schütte, co-owner of the German–
American Petroleum Company (which later became 
ESSO), requested the construction of a monument 
to Bismarck in proximity to the old town hall.9 A 
fundraising committee was established to collect do-
nations. However, it took additional 12 years before 
the bronze equestrian statue, created by the artist 
Adolf von Hildebrand, was inaugurated in 1910. 
Since that time, the Chancellor has been positioned 
upright on a high base constructed from rough lime-
stone blocks. He is depicted wearing a breastplate 
and mounted on a powerful horse. In lieu of a com-
mander’s baton, Bismarck is depicted holding a scroll 
of the constitution, symbolizing the founding of the 
empire (in German: “Reich”). The statue is the only 
one in Germany to depict Bismarck on horseback, 
and was situated in proximity to other equestrian 
statues of kings and generals in the vicinity of the 
market square. 
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The ambivalence of Bismarck’s legacy and the 
colonialism he initiated is still palpable in Bremen 
today.10 Voices critical of the handling of contami-
nated monuments have become louder and louder in 
recent years.11 On the other hand, it can be assumed 
that the Otto von Bismarck Foundation, founded in 
1997 by former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, 
has set itself the goal of honouring the statesman 
historically and critically in preserving his memory, 
which is also supported by local conservative circles.

In Bremen in 2000, an April Fool’s campaign for 
an art exhibition, that gave Bismarck a knitted bib, a 
cap and a saddlecloth as the “Blue Rider”, prompted 
a few angry letters from readers insinuating that the 
politician had been dishonoured.12

At the outset of the German “Black Lives Mat-
ter” discourse historian Christoph Cornelißen high-
lighted in the Frankfurter Rundschau that Bismarck 
also had other commendable qualities, and that – 
given his long-standing refusal to promote German 
colonialism – he was not an appropriate anti-colonial 
hate-figure.13 Currently, the press is more openly ex-
pressing concerns regarding Bismarck’s pivotal role 
in establishing the German colonial empire and his 
promotion of militarism.14 This can also be attribut-
ed to an artistic intervention by the artist and ex-
hibition curator Rainer Weber, who created a new 
approach to the memorial with a relatively simple 
installation, entitled “At Eye Level” (Auf Augenhöhe)
(Fig. 1). For one week, by climbing a scaffold next to 
the monument, visitors could scan a QR code with 
their cell phone. This provided a bilingual audio 
guide with texts on Bismarck’s colonial responsibil-

ity. A panel discussion was also scheduled to take 
place on a nearby stage, featuring activists, histori-
ans, and the author as the monument conservator. 
The event was well attended by a large number of 
people. As the action was only temporary and sep-
arate from the monument, it had no impact on the 
preservation of the monument.

Competition for the Redesign 
of the Bismarck Monument in Hamburg
The artistic competition, held to “recontextualize” 
the Bismarck Monument in Hamburg’s Alter Elbpark 
between 2022 and 2023, demonstrates the challeng-
es associated with finding an appropriate solution in 
terms of decolonial aesthetics.15 The monument had 
previously been extensively restored. For years, the 
base of the monument had been repeatedly covered 
in graffiti. If street art is seen as a form of protest, 
then after the restoration the neat appearance must 
have had an irritating effect on critical people.

The 34-metre-high statue was completed in 
1906 as a giant Roland figure16 in accordance with 
the plans of architect Emil Schaudt and sculptor 
Hugo Lederer. The statue is supported by a substan-
tial base comprising 100 granite blocks, making it 
the largest statue of Bismarck (Fig. 2). 

The Hamburg Office for the Preservation of 
Historical Monuments had agreed to permit modifi-
cations to the monument’s protected appearance on 
condition that the substance was protected and the 
measures were reversible.17 In the initial phase, the 
Hamburg Historical Museums Foundation conduct-
ed a series of workshops to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of the historical figure in all its com-
plexity. In the second phase, a competition was held 
to attract artistic proposals. The third phase entailed 
evaluation of the results and forming a decision, but 
did not proceed as planned.18

A total of 78 submissions were received, but 
none were selected as the winning entry. Many of 
the designs were compelling in terms of their im-
mediate content. For instance, Bismarck was rein-
terpreted as a tribal chief wearing an almost incon-
spicuous single-feather headdress19 or as Darth Vader 
from the Hollywood Star Wars trilogy20; the “Über-
mensch” Bismarck was humanized with tears,21 or 
confronted with a tiny statue of his political oppo-
nent Ludwig Windhorst.22 Furthermore, designs 
were created for enclosures, information boards, 
anti-colonial counter-monuments, and additions as 
well as light projections and entire memorials. How-
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Fig. 1:  Action by the artist Rainer Weber at the Bismarck Monument in Bremen. 
The bronze monument was erected in 1910 based on a design by Adolf von 
Hildebrand (31 July 2024).
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ever, the majority of the proposed contextualizations 
were deemed inappropriate as they would involve 
significant deterioration of the monument.

The former colonial memorial in Bremen.  
Rededication and expansion of the memorial 
In the period preceding the First World War, the 
decision was taken to create a central location to 
commemorate the “comrades of the Schutztruppen” 
who had lost their lives.23 The project received the 
backing of the Reich Colonial Office and the Reichs
tag. The project was intended to be located on to-
day’s Bersarinplatz in the Friedrichshain district of 
Berlin. Prior to the commencement of hostilities in 
1914, the Munich-based sculptor Fritz Behn was 
selected through an artists’ competition to create a 
monument featuring an elephant on a pedestal. 

Ultimately, the monument was instead installed 
in Bremen and, following a significant delay, was 
only completed between 1931 and 1932. (Fig. 3) 
In Bremen, there lingered a kind of residual unease 
among the Hanseatic merchants and the citizenry, 
who were predominantly national conservative. De-
spite opposition from left-wing parties, the project 
was only able to proceed due to the influence of 
moderate conservative parties on the “commemora-
tion of the fallen”. The conservatives were support-
ed by the National Socialists plus retired General 
Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck – former commander of 
the “protection force” for East Africa and, accord-
ing to today’s interpretation, a war criminal – who 
lived in Bremen from 1923 until his death in 1964. 
A street in the Schwachhausen district was named 
in his honour. 

However, Behn’s revised design is more aligned 
with the brick expressionism of Bernhard Hoetger.24 
The result was a 10-metre-high brick sculpture of an 
elephant on a basement-like crypt. An altar table dis-
played a book containing the names of the soldiers 
killed in the colonies. The inscription “To Our Col-
onies” was displayed above the entrance. At a for-
mal opening ceremony on 6 July 1932, the Senate, 
Bremen Chambers of Commerce, the Imperial Navy, 
the Naval Officers’ Corps, North German Lloyd ship-
ping company and the colonial and warriors’ associa-
tions all laid wreaths.25

The National Socialists were able to leverage 
this imperial commemoration for their war plans. 
This was demonstrated once again in 1938, when 
the city sought to align itself with the National So-
cialist narrative by hosting a Reich Colonial Confer-

ence, thereby becoming known as the “City of the 
Colonies”.26 This strategy was similar to that em-
ployed by other cities, such as Nuremberg, which 
became the “City of the Reich Party Rallies”, and 
Munich, which was designated the “Capital of the 
Movement”. Significant resources were invested in 
organising military parades and marches, which in-
cluded veterans and soldiers, with a central event at 
Bremen’s Elephant Statue. 

Following World War II, American military au-
thorities ordered the removal of all inscriptions and 
emblems pertaining to Germany’s former colonies. It 
was not until the 1980s that a process of reapprais-
ing the city’s colonial history began in Bremen.27 
In 1986, Bremen became a member of the “Cities 
Against Apartheid” alliance.28 Renewed engagement 
with the colonial monument was initiated through 
the renovation of the existing buildings. The city, 
as proprietor, sought to initiate renovation as early 
as 1987, when a critical Bremen anti-apartheid in-
itiative stated in the daily press that it favored the 
monument’s preservation but rejected the concept of 
a “non-political restoration”. Ralf Fücks, a member 
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Fig. 2: Bismarck as the Hanseatic Roland in the Old 
Elbe Park in Hamburg. The almost 35-metre-high sta-
tue was erected between 1901 and 1906 according to 
plans by the architect Emil Schaudt and the sculptor 
Hugo Lederer (4 September 2023).
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of parliament from the Green Party, said: “Bremen 
cannot simply ignore its history. The colonial mon-
ument must be preserved as a stumbling block.”29 
The proposal included the installation of a memo-
rial plaque and an artists’ competition. Following 
the completion of structural repairs, the sculpture 
was rededicated as an ”anti-colonial memorial” on 
18 May 1990 at a Namibia Freedom Festival (on 
Namibia’s independence from South Africa). The 
ceremony was attended by the Lord Mayor of Bre-
men, and a bronze plaque with a detailed inscription 
critical of colonialism and expressing regret was at-
tached. Meanwhile, young trade unionists from IG 
Metall installed a steel plaque north of the elephant 
in support of human rights and against apartheid, 
depicting the silhouette of the African continent. 
Since that time, the crypt has hosted a series of exhi-
bitions and events on colonial themes on an ongoing 
basis. In 1996, another bronze plaque was inaugu-
rated in memory of the victims of German colonial 
rule in Namibia between 1884 and 1914, attended 
by the President of the Republic of Namibia, Sam 
Nujoma. In 2009, a memorial comprising stones 
from the Omaheke Desert was constructed in front 
of the elephant to honour the Nama and Ovaherero 
victims of colonial war in Namibia (1904–1908).30 
Since then, the genocidal warfare against the two 
peoples has been commemorated at this site annual-
ly on 11 August (the date of the Battle of the Water-
berg in 1904).

The ”Tanzania Park” Project in Hamburg-
Jenfeld: The Ongoing Search for a Concept 

When the Bundeswehr’s Lettow-Vorbeck bar-
racks in Hamburg-Jenfeld finally closed in 1999, a 
small part of the historic buildings around the for-
mer “Kleiner Exerzierplatz” (small parade ground) 
was placed under a preservation order and partly 
given to public use. The rest of the 35-hectare site 
was demolished and redeveloped. 

The barracks were inaugurated under the Nazis 
in 1935 with the participation of Bremen’s former 
“Schutztruppen” commander.31 Here and at two 
other sites, the military history of the former Ger-
man colonies was to be honoured. For this reason, 
the buildings and barracks grounds were adorned 
with colonial revisionist architectural ornamenta-
tion and memorials until 1939. The buildings were 
decorated with ceramic relief portraits of individuals 
such as Hermann von Wissmann32, Paul von Let-
tow-Vorbeck and Lothar von Trotha33 (colonial mili-
tary commander) – today considered war criminals. 
The artist Walter von Ruckteschell created two large 
ceramic reliefs with racist themes for the gateway to 
the parade ground. The left panel depicts a carelessly 
marching platoon of African auxiliaries (known as 
Askaris) led by a local, while the right panel depicts 
a tightly marching platoon led by a German officer 
(Fig. 4). The depiction of “disorderly savages” sup-
posedly voluntarily submitting to ”civilization” un-
der their German masters was entirely in keeping 
with the racist world view of the colonial revision-
ists, which the Nazis exploited in their propaganda. 

The two large relief panels were apparently re-
moved from their original location by a historical 
society shortly after the barracks was decommis-
sioned, and stored.34 However, another citizens’ ini-
tiative pursued a plan to create a small memorial, the 
so-called “Tanzania Park”, in a park-like open space. 
Supported by the city and the heritage authorities, 
the reliefs were reinstalled in a green space away 
from the original site. The lack of an information-
al context, such as explanatory panels and visual 
material, and the fact that the concept was devel-
oped without the involvement of Hamburg’s Black 
community, led to further resistance. The city took 
the criticism into account. Explanatory panels were 
installed, and in 2017 an interdisciplinary and city-
wide “round table” was established with the Black 
and People of Colour communities, which discussed 
the conceptual ideas over several years. A consensus 
seems to have emerged to re-emphasize the spatial 
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Fig. 3: Commemoration of the Battle of Ohamakari and the genocide in Na-
mibia at the Anti-Colonial Memorial Elephant in Bremen. The monument was 
inaugurated in 1932 as a Reich Colonial Honour Monument based on a design 
by the sculptor Fritz Behn. In 2009, a memorial (foreground) made of stones 
from the Omaheke desert was added (11 August 2024).
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connection with the former barracks and its contro-
versial decoration. However, no further results ap-
pear to have been achieved. 

In particular, the removal of the reliefs from 
their original location represents a clear break in 
the perception of the monument. This means that 
viewers are no longer able to intuitively grasp the 
spatial and therefore extremely impressive dimen-
sions of the National Socialists’ colonial revisionist 
propaganda in the context of the buildings. On the 
other hand, the objects may still be subject to polit-
ical hostility and appropriation, such that the park 
and its objects are not freely accessible but placed 
behind a fence.

Conclusion
In view of the increasing demand for structural 
changes to monuments, it seems important to re-
member that monument preservation and protection 
only acquired their current significance with West 
Germany’s fundamental social democratization 
and co-determination processes of the 1970s. The 
preservation of monuments was strengthened by 
numerous civil rights movements and initiatives in 
the early 1970s, which criticized the rigorous urban 
development of the post-war period.35 This led to a 
wave of modern monument protection laws and the 
establishment of state monument offices in the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany around 1975, the Europe-
an Architectural Heritage Year. In East Germany (as 
in almost all communist dictatorships), in addition to 
the call for freedom, democracy and environmental 
protection, the demand to preserve the cultural and 
historical heritage jeopardized by the communist 
image of history and the economy of scarcity, as well 
as the dilapidated old towns, played a significant role 
in the Peaceful Revolution.36 Today’s monument pro-
tection is thus an achievement of democracy result-
ing from civic commitment, and not a culture of re-
membrance decreed by the authorities” as portrayed 
by both the extreme left and right of the political 
spectrum.37 Monument protection preserves visible 
historical sources, without which a debate runs the 

risk of being conducted without public interest (e.g., 
among academics) from the outset. Monument pro-
tection is therefore much more than just a guarantor 
of identity-creation in public spaces for citizens.

The institutions committed to the protection 
and preservation of historical monuments may find 
themselves in a dilemma here. Against the backdrop 
of problematic culturalist constructions of identity in 
society (see above), there is a danger that the me-
diation of monuments will also come to nothing if 
too little attention is paid to the value of the dispute 
against the background of a pluralistic and demo-
cratic social order. Successful communication of 
history through monuments, also in an educational 
sense, requires a “bone of contention” or a conten-
tious value, whether these are the Bismarck statues, 
bunkers from the National Socialist era, concen-
tration camps and prisoner-of-war camps or Soviet 
victory monuments. The public handling of these 
controversial objects should lead to a critical, profes-
sional, and adequately equipped memorial education 
programme, because lively discourse is vital for a 
pluralistic democracy.
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Fig. 4: Right-side relief of the German East Africa Protection Force War Memori-
al by the sculptor Walter von Ruckteschell, relocated to the “Tanzania Park” in 
Hamburg-Jenfeld with explanatory plaques (17 January 2015).
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