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DOMINIK GEPPERT and FRANK LORENZ MÜLLER (eds.)‚ Sites of
Imperial Memory: Commemorating Colonial Rule in the Nineteenth and
Twentieth Centuries, Studies in Imperialism (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2015), xvi + 280 pp. ISBN 978 0 7190 9081 3. £75.00 

The ‘memory boom’ (Jay Winter) is still going strong. Along with
public debates since the 1980s, the ways in which collectives establish
and reshape their relationships to the past has become a major
research topic in history, the social sciences, and cultural studies.
Notwithstanding this unbroken trend, the topic’s treatment has
evolved considerably over the past three decades—to such an extent
that some have started to distinguish several waves in the study of
collective memory. Although the modern nation-state is still the
dominant analytical framework in memory studies, scholarship has
also turned to other contexts. Thus for nearly fifteen years there has
been a debate about transnational forms of memory, particularly in
the contexts of international Holocaust commemoration and Euro -
pean integration. Likewise, and following a general trend in acade-
mia, the colonial past has come to the fore. Here, too, most scholar-
ship remains ensconced in a national framework, focusing on the
question of how colonialism is publicly remembered—or not—in a
given country. That is, it centres on postcolonial, national memories
of colonialism. Some scholars, however, have started to study public
remembrance in the context of colonialism itself, whether focusing on
a metropole or a colony. They argue that empires, that is, globally the
most important form of political rule up to the Second World War,
were no less dependent on mechanisms of symbolic integration, in -
cluding memory politics, than nation-states.

Sites of Imperial Memory is an important contribution to this emerg-
ing field (and less ‘a first foray’, as the editors put it in their intro-
duction). The book brings together thirteen fine case studies that
explore the intersections between colonialism and memory in a vari-
ety of European and non-European contexts. The editors achieve this
breadth by drawing on an extremely broad concept of colonialism
that tends to equate colonial and imperial rule. The cases range from
several British, French, German, and Dutch-controlled colonies
(notably India, Kenya, Zimbabwe/South Rhodesia, Algeria, Indo -
nesia) and their respective metropoles to Austria-Hungary, tsarist
and Soviet Russia, and post-war Japan. The editors and authors bring
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these diverse cases into conversation with one another by going back
to a foundational concept in memory studies: a topography of collec-
tive memory organized around different ‘sites’. Originally coined by
the French historian Pierre Nora, ‘sites’ or ‘realms’ of memory (lieux
de mémoire) have become one of the internationally most popular
ways of framing national—and recently transnational—memory cul-
tures. A huge part of their appeal resides in their conceptual mal-
leability and temporal openness. ‘Sites of memory’ come in all (ma -
terial and immaterial) shapes, from a physical site such as a battle-
ground to an abstract idea. They are not bound to any specific peri-
od, but permit a long-term perspective on their transformations. 
Some contributions in the present volume address memory either

in colonial or postcolonial times, although the majority skilfully com-
bine both dimensions. Surprisingly, though, the most pressing
research gap in this vast field does not take centre stage in the book.
Only two essays focus on the mechanisms of memory-making under
colonial rule: Xavier Guégan’s piece on photographic reproductions
of colonial statues in India and Algeria; and Berny Sèbe’s study of
how imperial heroes were created in British and French Africa. Both
underscore the great interest that a huge number of actors, in the
colonies and metropoles alike, attached to creating a usable symbol-
ic memory landscape in conquered territory. Probably because of the
ambitious scope of these comparative pieces, which also link colonies
and metropoles, the colonial situation itself remains rather obscure in
each case. Sèbe seems to be more concerned with developing a gen-
eralizable model of imperial heroization than with examining its
local or regional preconditions and variations. Guégan’s comparison
does not do justice to the enormous differences between the two
colonies. The different political power structures and the presence or
absence of settler populations, for example, had a considerable
impact on colonial politics of remembrance. Taking such structural
factors into account from the start would have revealed much better
candidates for a Franco-British comparison (for example, between
African settler colonies such as Algeria and South Africa or South
Rhodesia).
In a laudable departure from the dominant trend, most of the

studies centring on the postcolonial period take non-European coun-
tries as their subjects. Maria Misra’s piece on India and Winfried
Speitkamp’s on Kenya emphasize the complexities of national mem-



ory-making in formerly colonized countries. Speitkamp’s analysis of
the changing ways in which the Kenyan state and public dealt with
the memory of the 1950s Mau Mau uprising and its repression by the
British shows how complex ethnic and other societal divisions in
Kenya continued to matter after independence. Likewise, Misra’s
survey of Indian dealings with the legacies of British rule since 1947
points to ambiguous and conflicting images of the Raj conveyed in
media ranging from official monuments to Bollywood movies. This
diversity of elite and popular interpretations has made a coherent
commemoration of Indian victimhood under British rule almost
impossible. In a slightly less contested example of national remem-
brance, Barak Kushner’s essay on post-war Japan as a former colonial
metropole explores the ways in which Japanese war crimes and the
Allied trials were addressed. Based on four case studies of monu-
ments in Tokyo that were created or reshaped after 1945, Kushner
shows that the Second World War’s imperial dimension remained
largely off limits in a dominant discourse of self-victimization. 
In an essay on Germany that spans the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries to demonstrate the changeable meanings of sites of memo-
ry, Katja Kaiser argues that Berlin’s Botanic Garden and Botanical
Museum first served as places where German colonialism was popu-
larized among the German public. After the country’s defeat in the
First World War, these sites became places to foster the memory of
Germany’s colonies and revisionist visions of their return. After the
country’s defeat in 1945 and its Cold War division, however, the colo-
nial dimensions of these sites largely disappeared from their self-por-
trayals. 
The majority of contributions avoid a clear focus on one side of

imperial memory; they seek to cover both the question of memory-
making under imperial rule and the aspect of post-imperial memory.
Three case studies delve into the changing fates of prominent repre-
sentatives of empire as sites of memory. Victor Endhoven’s essay on
the first Dutch Governor of the Dutch East Indies, Jan Coen (1587–
1629), Richard Goebelt’s study of Lord Clive (1725–74), and John
Stuart’s piece on David Livingstone (1813–73) all uncover complex,
multi-sited processes of imperial mystification and post-imperial
demystification. Even if colonized populations play only a minor role
in all these stories, the authors nonetheless identify a variety of actors
involved in the shaping of imperial icons—actors at local or national
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level, in the metropole and in the colonies, and as representatives of
the state or of non-state interests, for example, missionaries.
Complementing the essays on the commemoration of colonizers

are two that focus on the memory of anti-imperial resistance in
Central and East European empires. James Koranyi’s study retraces
the tortuous history of a monument in Arad (now in Romania) com-
memorating thirteen rebellious generals in the 1848–9 Hungarian
revolution. First erected in the context of Hungarian imperial nation-
building at the end of the nineteenth century, the monument was
removed after the collapse of the Habsburg empire by Romanian
authorities and reassembled but not reinstalled by the Communists
after 1945. Only after the Cold War did it become a public site of
memory again. Stefan Creuzberger’s essay turns to the northern
Caucasus and retraces the shifting ways in which the anti-tsarist
rebel leader Imam Shamil was remembered in the tsarist, Soviet, and
post-Soviet eras. Shamil was commemorated as an honourable
adversary in imperial Russia, and Soviet historians wrestled with the
ambiguities of his Islamic resistance movement. He has recently
become an object of national pride in the region. 
Although not the focus of these case studies, all of them suggest

that public memory in imperial contexts revealed a complexity that
went beyond any simple dichotomy between colonizers and colo-
nized. Thus figures of anti-imperial resistance could be refashioned
into objects of official imperial memory, while the colonized partici-
pated in commemorating certain colonizers (as can be seen in the
lasting memory of Livingstone in Zambia). Shraddha Kumbhojkar’s
case study of an obelisk set up by the British in West Indian
Koregaon in 1820 elucidates such complexities in exemplary fashion.
Originally meant to commemorate the military exploits of the British
Battalion in 1818, the site was gradually transformed into a rallying
point for low-caste activists in their struggle against regional high-
caste rulers and for the emancipation of the Dalits (or Untouchables).
This appropriation began in the early twentieth century, before inde-
pendence, when activists started to commemorate their ancestors’
involvement with the British side in the 1818 battle.
If most of the book engages with the classic focuses and forms of

public commemoration (great men and battles, monuments and com-
memorative rites, and, in one case, a museum and public garden), its
final essay looks at a commodity. Frank Uetkötter considers how rub-
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ber became a plantation-based crop throughout the colonial world
and suggests that it might one day be reworked as a site for memo-
ries of bio-piracy, violence, and colonial exploitation.

Sites of Imperial Memory contains a mine of new insights and per-
spectives. It provides a panorama of inspiring case studies from var-
ious imperial contexts, covering both metropoles and colonies, and
demonstrates how rewarding it can be to anchor memory studies
more firmly in the field of imperial history. The volume is particu-
larly strong when it comes to exploring the multiple ways in which
the use of symbols and public memory in colonial times intersected
with the construction of memory after empire. It contributes less to
understanding the role that memory played in settings of transcul-
tural colonial rule, especially with regard to interactions across the
colonizer–colonized dichotomy. At the same time, some contribu-
tions indicate that memory can help us to gain a more complex and
dynamic picture of colonial situations and imperial forms of cultural
integration and disintegration. To this end, it may be helpful to dis-
entangle more clearly the two sides of imperial memory combined in
this volume (memory under empire and memory of empire) and to
consider the question of public remembrance during colonialism as a
research subject in its own right. Although the lieux-de-mémoire ap -
proach offers a fitting conceptual framework for the broad panorama
presented in this book, researchers may also find it fruitful to use
other concepts as they seek a more systematic understanding of how
memory and colonialism intersected and of the extent to which col-
lective forms of remembrance played similar and different roles in
national and transnational contexts.

JAN C. JANSEN is a Research Fellow at the German Historical Insti -
tute Washington. His main research interests concern the compara-
tive history of the European colonial empires and decolonization
with a particular focus on North Africa, the Mediterranean, and the
Atlantic World. He is the author of Erobern und Erinnern: Symbol -
politik, öffentlicher Raum und französischer Kolonialismus in Algerien
1830–1950 (2013) and co-author, with Jürgen Osterhammel, of De -
colonization: A Short History (forthcoming 2017).
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