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V. Friends of the German Historical Institute  

The Friends' Third Annual Symposium: Report 

 

"Archives and Historical Research: The Crucial Partnership." 

November 17, 1994. Washington, D.C. 

 

The 1994 Friends' Symposium addressed questions of close concern to all 

scholars associated with the Institute, namely, doing historical research in 

archives. The symposium had three goals: to inform historians about recent 

changes in the availability of archival records; to discuss some of the 

problems faced by scholars; and, more unusually, to allow scholars to listen 

to some of the increasing problems facing archivists. 

After being welcomed by Professor Vernon Lidtke, chair of the Friends, 

and Professor Detlef Junker, director of the Institute, Professor Geoffrey 

Giles introduced the morning session. Dr. Michael Kurtz from the National 

Archives began by explaining the current situation regarding the latter's 

holdings from the former Berlin Document Center. Forty thousand reels of 

microfilm had arrived in July 1994, and the first four series of films, 

covering records of the SS, had been copied and would be available to the 

public beginning December 12, 1994, at the new facility of the National 

Archives in College Park, Maryland. An information package will 

accompany each series as it is released. The target date for completing the 

production of user copies from the master film is May 1996, which means 

that some 2,000 reels must be copied each month. Addressing fears of 

possible restrictions on access, Dr. Kurtz stated categorically the judgment 

of both archivists and lawyers at the National Archives and the Department 

of Justice that "the BDC records must be open, open to all, and open for 

copies." Furthermore, American law does not permit the future closure or 

restriction of any record once it has been freely available. 

The vice president of the Bundesarchiv, Dr. Siegfried Büttner, followed 

with a crisp overview of the enormous tasks facing the German Federal 

Archives since unification, entitled "The Bundesarchiv since October 1990: 

Is It Going to be a National Archives?" He addressed especially the strength 

of federalism in Germany, which has led to the depositing of papers from the 

branch offices of national agencies not in the Bundesarchiv but in state 

archives, a unique 
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situation in the archival world. Dr. Büttner discussed the special problems 

arising from the collapse of the GDR, where what were clearly state papers 

had been lodged in a private archive, that of the SED. Using helpful charts, 

he outlined the significant organizational upheaval that unification had 

brought with it. In the short space of three-and-a-half years, the number of 

branch offices of the Bundesarchiv had grown from seven to twenty-five, 

though some reduction in this number is planned. The number of staff 

increased from 380 to 900. Suddenly, the amount of paper holdings almost 

doubled, the amount of film more than doubled. And many of these new 

acquisitions had been poorly stored, leading to massive tasks for the 

conservation experts as well as the archivists. 

Dr. Büttner also addressed the question of access to records under the 

provisions of the German Federal Archives law, notably as it affected the 

holdings of the former Berlin Document Center but also the files of the East 

German government. He stressed that users must guarantee to show respect 

for the legitimate interests of living persons. For scholarly historians, he did 

not foresee any problems or limitations and looked forward to continuing 

international cooperation between our two countries. 

Professor Marion Deshmukh Department of History, (George Mason 

Univ.) provided an informative overview of the fate of captured German war 

art. This intriguing topic was brought alive even more with some slides of 

the art in question. Almost 9,000 works of art had been shipped to 

Washington in 1947, produced principally by artists in the 

Propagandakompanien of the armed services. Prof. Deshmukh considered 

the art from a critical standpoint and found only a minority of the works to 

be blatantly propagandistic. Faced with rising conservation costs as the 

ravages of age began to take their toll on these works of art, the Reagan 

government decided to ship back to Germany the majority of the collection, 

keeping only certain propaganda pictures and all portraits of Nazi leaders. 

This transfer took place in the spring of 1986, at a time when conservation 

costs alone were running at $30,000 per annum. Although the main purpose 

of most of these paintings was to record the life of the soldier, often in an 

idealized, though not blatantly propagandistic fashion, the archive in 

Germany where they are now stored is not open to the public. 

Next, Dr. Rainer Hering, an archivist at the Staatsarchiv Hamburg, 

presented an insider's view of the challenges and problems facing state 

archives today. The sheer tonnage of documents arriving at archives to 
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be sorted, conserved, and indexed increases substantially every year. The 

norm used to be 400 linear meters per year; in 1993 accessions at Hamburg 

totaled 1,000 meters. The introduction of recycled paper into offices points 

to future problems for the conservation of documents. Furthermore, user-

friendliness has led to a greater influx of users! No longer just doctoral 

students, but now undergraduates and even high-school students come 

knocking on the archivist's door for help with projects and papers. All this 

results in a crying need for increased personnel in what remains an extended 

period of budgetary reductions. The task of the archivist, receiving sets of 

materials, is much more difficult than in the past, because institutions and 

agencies that formerly trained records officers to organize documents now 

rarely do so. Electronic documents create their own problems, and archivists 

are only just beginning to grapple with the possible solutions. Dr. Hering's 

paper was a salutary reminder to historians who take archives for granted 

that these repositories cannot continue to operate in their current fashion 

without the positive support and input of the scholars who use them. 

Professor Paul Schwartz (College of Law, Univ. of Arkansas) shared 

some comparative thoughts on the nature of data protection laws in both 

Germany and the U.S. Though similar in appearance and intent, the laws 

tend to be applied less enthusiastically in the United States. They are often 

roundly criticized: by politicians, who believe that the laws protect 

perpetrators; and by historians, who feel that they allow bureaucracies and 

certain individuals to escape scrutiny. Case law is important on both sides of 

the Atlantic. The 1977 Wayland v. Roe decision handed down a 

constitutional right to information privacy (in this case, regarding 

pharmaceutical data), but, following the classic eighteenth-century view, it 

only applied to state action, not private action. Similarly, in the United 

States, the Freedom of Information Act only applies to federal archives, not 

private ones. That said, the American public archives have a tradition of 

unusual openness. Whereas the policy in the U.S. tends to be "keep 

everything, release everything," the German Bundesarchivgesetz contains 

the notion of a deliberate selection of records of permanent value. And 

whereas the norm in Germany is to release archival materials only thirty 

years after the death of the person concerned, U.S. policy works the other 

way round and calls for the withholding of access only if there is evidence of 

a clear invasion of privacy. Prof. Schwartz concluded with some remarks on 

the complications brought about in Germany by the millions of Stasi files. 
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A lively discussion followed both the morning and afternoon sessions, 

and all agreed that there had been much food for thought for the historians 

present, who felt privileged to learn new aspects of apparently familiar 

territory by hearing about it from a variety of different perspectives. 

The papers will be published in the Institute's Occasional Papers series. 

 Geoffrey J. Giles 

 University of Florida 

 Chair, Executive Committee, Friends of the GHI 

 

 

Fourth Annual Symposium 

"Stunde Null: The End and the Beginning Fifty Years Ago," the Friends 

1995 Symposium, will take place on Friday, November 17, at the Institute. 

The program features papers by Konrad H. Jarausch, Uta Gerhardt, Rebecca 

Boehling, and Jeffry M. Diefendorf, among others. 


