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1 For an overview see Bill Niven (ed.), Germans as Victims: Remembering the
Past in Contemporary Germany (Basingstoke, 2006).

NEIL GREGOR, Haunted City: Nuremberg and the Nazi Past (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), xvi + 390 pp. ISBN 978 0 300
10107 2. £30.00

Over the past five to ten years, popular German memory discourse
has been shaped by a public debate about ordinary Germans as vic-
tims of the Second World War and of the Nazi regime. Best-selling
books such as Günter Grass’s Im Krebsgang (2002) and Jörg Fried -
rich’s Der Brand (2002) were followed by TV and cinema films, such
as Das Wunder von Bern (2003), Dresden (2006), Die Flucht (2007), and
Die Gustloff (2008), all of which deal with aspects of German victim-
hood rooted in the experience of war and its aftermath. These victim
stories have largely been discussed by experts and contemporary
witnesses. In addition to this public, non-academic debate, there is
also a wide scholarly interest in the post-war constructions of narra-
tives of victimhood of German civilians and soldiers.1

Narratives of victimhood also feature prominently in Neil
Gregor’s inspiring book Haunted City: Nuremberg and the Nazi Past.
This study provides a micro-history of post-war Nurem berg and the
ways in which the city and its inhabitants dealt with the Nazi past
and its legacies. Its core concern is to explore the ways in which social
structures and political frameworks shaped public memory. The
strength of the book lies in its profound interest in local society and
local administration and politics, and the evolution of a local memo-
ry culture in Nuremberg between the early post-war years and 1968.
Using a wide range of primary sources from local archives and
media, Gregor sets out to explore how the citizens of Nuremberg
developed their own language to deal with the recent past. This lan-
guage was manifest in the ways in which the civil administration
mastered the after-effects of war, in local media discourse, in the
rhetorics of local associations and pressure groups, in local memori-
als, monuments, and sculptures, in ritual ceremonial acts organized
by the city’s authorities, and in various educational initiatives of
museums, exhibitions, and conference projects. Gregor also shows
that certain aspects of the past could not be expressed in these ways
and were accordingly silenced. His focus on the local level allows
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him to explore in great depth what made the victim narrative(s) so
popular among ordinary Germans and their local political elites. 

Nuremberg is a particularly interesting subject for this kind of
micro-investigation. In many respects, it was typical and, as such,
comparable to other West German cities. Before and after the war,
Nuremberg was a major industrial centre with a strong Social Demo -
cratic and Protestant tradition. Nevertheless, the National Socialists
gained a great deal of support there during the Third Reich. A large
part of the local bourgeois and conservative elites collaborated with
the National Socialists, and only a minority of the population openly
resisted the Nazi regime. What sets Nuremberg apart, yet makes it
even more interesting as a subject of historical research, is the close
association of the city with the National Socialist Party, ex pres sed in
the Party rallies held there and in the Nuremberg Laws. This resulted
in severe post-war image problems for the city and its inhabitants.

Gregor analyses the post-war history of Nuremberg in four sec-
tions, each consisting of several chapters. The first section deals with
social history from the time of the occupation of the city to the return
of the last POWs and the closure of the refugee camps around
Nuremberg in 1957. In those years the local administration catego-
rized fates of Nuremberg’s inhabitants during and after the war by
creating various ‘victim groups’: the relatives of soldiers missing in
action or in captivity, returning soldiers and POWs, expellees and
refugees, the war disabled, victims of the air raids, the ‘victims of
denazification’, and the marginalized ‘victims of fascism’. These
groups were confronted with traditional social groups, that is, mem-
bers of the working class and the local bourgeoisie. The resulting
social situation in Nuremberg was characterized by (re-)emerging
social cleavages and fissures. Gregor argues that the social and mate-
rial conditions of those years, the existing cleavages in society, and
the success with which the victim groups were able to gain the atten-
tion of the civil administration provided the framework within which
an engagement with the past was situated. 

In the second section Gregor embeds the emerging local memory
culture into wider political and social developments in post-war
West Germany. Against this broader background he explores the
memory activities of various local victim associations in the 1950s,
and their interaction with each other and with the city authorities. He
examines the establishment of memorials for victims of war and war
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captivity, public commemorative rituals and events such as the Day
of National Mourning, and local ceremonies for the victims of the air
raids as manifestations of a civic memory. Gregor shows how exist-
ing memorials and rituals, which had been established in the post-
First World War period and during the Third Reich, were trans-
formed and filled with new meaning. He also explores attempts to
incorporate refugees and expellees into the narratives of Ger man ness
told in Nuremberg’s Germanic National Museum. The 1950s were
shaped by the dominance of victim narratives that referred to former
soldiers and civilian victims of the war, by a certain reluctance fully
to integrate the experiences of the expellees and refugees into the
urban official memory culture, and by a widespread (yet never com-
plete) silence about the victims of National Socialist persecution and
their experiences.

Sections three and four extend the timeframe to the end of the
1960s. Gregor argues that various factors were responsible for an
increasing local engagement with the Holocaust in those years: the
easing of the Cold War, economic stabilization, the democratization
and liberalization of West German society, changes in the structure of
urban society and its elites, and the interest of various agents (the
trade unions, the churches, pressure groups, and the city authorities)
in local memory activities. 

In the third section Gregor examines the emergence of a discourse
that was shaped by an increasing awareness of the crimes committed
during the Nazi regime and of those who had been persecuted. In
particular, he explores various local activities focused on the Jewish
victims, such as exhibitions about the Warsaw Ghetto, Auschwitz,
and the history of Nuremberg’s Jews, and the establishment of aca-
demic round table discussions about the Nazi past. Gregor argues
that the reception of the war crime trials of the late 1950s and 1960s
by the local media influenced the ways in which the Nazi past was
dealt with in cultural and educational activities. Although more
attention was paid to the crimes committed during the National
Socialist period and to their victims, the author demonstrates that the
1960s did still not bring about a critical local memory culture which
addressed the involvement of individual Nurembergers with the
criminal Nazi regime. 

In the last section Gregor retraces the co-existing strands of local
memory culture in which the victimhood of ordinary Germans as
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victims of the war and its aftermath was maintained throughout the
1960s. He shows that local circumstances functioned as obstacles to a
more radical shift in memory culture. Members of the war genera-
tion, particularly those organized in associations and Traditions ver -
bände, perceived the increasing public attention being paid to the
Holocaust as a major threat to their own experiences and memories.
Because they tried to counter this threat, the war generation and its
suffering remained highly visible in local memory culture. On the
basis of his analyses of tourist guides and literary representations of
Nuremberg, Gregor argues that the city itself was turned into a vic-
tim of the Nazi regime, and of the circumstances of war. Ways of
remembering the ‘German victims’ in Nuremberg in the 1960s were
shaped by continuities in rhetoric and forms of memory construction.
Yet they also mirrored shifts and changes. This can be seen most
explicitly using the example of the experience of being expelled,
which became part of the local memory culture (for example, by the
establishment of a memorial or administrative support for mass
events organized by refugee and expellee associations). The Jewish
victims, however, were only to a minor degree integrated into the offi-
cial rhetoric and commemoration rituals.

Gregor’s specific local perspective on memory construction yields
highly interesting and insightful results, as ‘the local’ determined the
manifold ways in which the past was narrated, visualized, and ritu-
alized, yet also silenced. Two important factors shaped the ways in
which the past was dealt with in Nuremberg in the post-war period,
namely, Nuremberg’s tradition as a former Social Democratic, work-
ing-class city, and as a Protestant city. Social Democratic Party func-
tionaries and Protestant Church authorities were key agents in con-
tributing to the constitution of the urban memory culture. These tra-
ditions created and cemented long-existing social cleavages which
shaped Nuremberg’s civil society. The timeframe of his study allows
the author to examine and explain the transition from a period
shaped by marginalization of the Holocaust and those groups perse-
cuted in the Third Reich and an emphasis on the ‘German victims’
during the 1950s to a period when a much more self-critical way of
coping with the past emerged during the 1960s. Gregor convincing-
ly argues that this shift in memory culture resulted from ‘a renego-
tiation of the compromise between speaking and keeping quiet’ (p.
15).

94

Book Reviews



2 Among the more recent studies see Robert Moeller, War Stories: The Search
for a Usable Past in the Federal Republic of Germany (Berkeley, 2003); Frank
Biess, Homecomings: Returning POWs and the Legacies of Defeat in Postwar Ger -
many (Princeton, 2006); Christina Morina, ‘Legacies of Stalingrad: The East -
ern Front War and the Politics of Memory in Divided Germany, 1943–1989’
(Ph.D. thesis, University of Maryland, 2007); Svenja Goltermann, Die Gesell -
schaft der Überlebenden: Deutsche Kriegsheimkehrer und ihre Gewalterfahrungen
im Zweiten Weltkrieg (Munich, 2009); Jörg Arnold, Dietmar Süß, and Malte
Thießen (eds.), Luftkrieg: Erinnerungen in Deutschland und Europa (Göttingen,
2009); Birgit Schwelling, Heimkehr—Erinnerung—Integration: Der Verband der
Heim kehrer, die ehemaligen Kriegsgefangenen und die westdeutsche Nach -
kriegsgesellschaft (Paderborn, 2010).

Nuremberg and the Nazi Past

95

Gregor derives his approach to memory from the theoretical stud-
ies by Alon Confino who argues that memory culture does not so
much reflect as help to bridge existing conflicts in society. Gregor
claims that there is a connection between what he calls the ‘represen-
tational aspects’ and the ‘experiential aspects’ of memory (p. 17). He
argues that the representation of the past is rooted in the actual situ-
ation in which this representation was created. As he shows, the
urban memory culture of Nuremburg was the result of a process of
negotiation between local agents—both individuals and groups, each
with their own specific interests—who constantly faced the need to
find ways of cooperating with each other. Taking into account the
social history and the everyday situation of Nuremberg, the book
contributes to our understanding of memory by arguing that ‘the
social’ is a key dimension for memory construction. Gregor does not
support an understanding of memory in which a hegemonial narra-
tive is followed and replaced by another. Instead, he argues that dur-
ing the 1960s various narratives existed alongside each other. In addi-
tion to a growing interest in the Holocaust and German guilt, there
were various concurrent narratives which still featured the Germans
as victims of war, of flight and expulsion, and of Allied air raids. 

In contrast to most studies on the after-effects of the Second
World War and their integration into memory discourse and activity,
Gregor’s book does not focus on a specific group.2 Instead, he
unearths a fascinating spectrum of social and memory activities
among various groups of local society, and explores the ways in
which these groups interacted with and competed against each other.
This approach allows Gregor to discover the fissures in the local
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popu lation which have shaped local politics, social life, and ways of
dealing with the past. Gregor argues that in order to create a stable
post-war society, the civil administration in Nuremberg always
attempted to bridge these rifts by supporting the construction of
common powerful narratives of the past. The most powerful of these
was the narrative of collective victimhood. Gregor therefore provides
an analysis of the relationship between memory and (local) politics
that neither overemphasizes the narrative of German victimhood as
the force driving the formation of a homogeneous society, nor re -
gards existing cleavages as a mere expression of the divergent ideo-
logical worldviews of the core agents. 

Gregor’s study is a coherent, comprehensive, and inspiring piece
of work. He provides both an insightful history of memory of Nur -
em berg, and a detailed social history of a West German city through
the perspective of civic administration and civil society. This intricate
relationship between social and demographic structures, the ideo-
logical climate, the everyday situation in Nuremberg, and the evolv-
ing local memory culture forms the core of Gregor’s work. His agent-
centred micro-analysis is an important contribution to our under-
standing of the very mechanisms of public memory construction and
of West German post-war history. Gregor’s focus on public memory
means that he could not examine in depth more individual and pri-
vate forms of memory, such as family memory. An exploration of
whether the silences which Gregor discovers for the public realm
were transformed into forms of language in the more private spheres
might produce further results for our understanding of memory con-
struction.

CHRISTIANE WIENAND is a Research Fellow in the AHRC-funded
project ‘Reverberations of War’ at University College London, where
she is working on a project about transnational reconciliation net-
works in Europe and Israel. She recently finished her Ph.D. thesis on
‘Performing Memory: Returned German Prisoners of War in Divided
and Reunited Germany’.


