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HELKE RAUSCH, Kultfigur und Nation: Öffentliche Denkmäler in Paris,
Berlin und London 1848–1914, Pariser Historische Studien, 70 (Munich:
Oldenbourg, 2006), 797 pp. ISBN-13: 978 3 486 57579 8. ISBN-10: 3 486
57579 1. EUR 79.80

Although published by Oldenbourg in the GHI Paris series Pariser
Historische Studien, this weighty tome makes little attempt to dis-
guise its origins as a German doctoral dissertation, written under the
supervision of Volker Sellin at Heidelberg and submitted in 2002. If
its excessive length, copious references—single sentences are often
interrupted by as many as four or five footnotes—and rather tortu-
ous style make the book difficult to digest, however, no one could
deny that Rausch has made a serious and valuable contribution to the
growing scholarly literature on nineteenth-century monuments. Its
comparative perspective in particular will be welcomed in a field still
dominated by single-country studies. As such it joins a small and
select band of works that seek to test fashionable theories of nation-
alism and nation-building—first and foremost Bendict Anderson’s
‘imagined communities’, but also Eric Hobsbawm and Terence
Ranger’s ‘invented traditions’, and Alon Confino’s ‘nation as a local
metaphor’1—by examining monuments in more than one national
context.2 Rausch’s specific focus is on monuments to named individ-
uals (Personendenkmäler): Nelson, Napoleon, and Bismarck, of course,
but also hundreds of less prominent figures from the armed services,
politics, science, and the arts who were commemorated in monu-
mental form during the long nineteenth century. The book aims to
provide a ‘symbolic topography’ of such monuments in the three
capital cities, concentrating less on issues of iconography than on the
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1 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationality (London, 1992); Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger
(eds.), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, 1983); Alon Confino, The Nation
as Local Metaphor: Württemberg, Imperial Germany, and National Memory 1871–
1918 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1997).
2 Earlier examples include Franz Bauer, Gehalt und Gestalt in der Monumental-
symbolik: Zur Ikonologie des Nationalstaats in Deutschland und Italien 1860–1914
(Munich, 1992); Charlotte Tacke, Denkmal im sozialen Raum: Nationale Symbole
in Deutschland und Frankreich im 19. Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 1995); Rudolf
Jaworski and Witold Molik (eds.), Denkmäler in Kiel und Posen: Parallelen und
Kontraste (Kiel, 2002).



national discourses and ritual practices that surrounded the monu-
ments’ planning, construction, and reception. How important were
these Kultfiguren in the construction of British, French, and Prusso-
German national identities? 

As the author rightly observes, the size and quality of the litera-
ture on nineteenth-century monuments varies widely in the national
historiographies of Britain, France, and Germany, with the latter in
the lead and the former bringing up the rear. Lest one think other-
wise, however, this does not reflect the number of monuments actu-
ally erected: Rausch’s study identifies 81 in Paris, 64 in London, and
only 62 in Berlin. As these totals imply, proponents of the Sonderweg
thesis will find little encouragement here, with George Mosse coming
in for particular criticism: ‘the crowds at the unveiling of English
monuments remained just as excluded from official festivities and
pushed back behind barriers [as they did in Wilhelmine Germany],
and . . . despite indications of a more pluralistic festive culture, the
same exclusionary practices represented the rule rather than the
exception in France too . . . Mosse’s Sonderweg argument is based here
on a consistent disregard of the comparative perspective’, she argues
(p. 35). Of course, the comparative approach is more easily said than
done, and Rausch concedes that the scarcity of such studies has left
‘a considerable analytical–methodological deficit’ (p. 51). Her efforts
to make up this deficit are confident and well-informed, but whether
her topic—any topic—can really justify a 122-page ‘Introduction’ is
altogether less certain. 

Rausch’s specific focus on Personendenkmäler is defensible, but it
does lead to some significant omissions. Excluded from her analysis
are the many architectural monuments dedicated to the nation or its
armies, such as the Prussian Victory Column in Berlin (1865–73), and
all war memorials, although exceptions are made for the Mur des
Fédérés at Père Lachaise cemetery in Paris, and the thwarted efforts
to construct a monument to the victims of the March 1848 revolution
in Berlin. Excluded too are the vast majority of Imperial Germany’s
national monuments—the Niederwalddenkmal (1877–83); the Kyff-
häuserdenkmal (1892–7); the Völkerschlachtdenkmal (1900–13), and
so on—because they were ‘landscape monuments’ erected in non-
metropolitan locations. It is true that these monuments have already
been studied in great detail, but their omission here does at least call
into question the quantitative basis of Rausch’s comparison.
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The main text is divided chronologically into two: the period from
1848 to the early 1870s is examined in part one; and from the 1870s to
1914 (and beyond) in part two. The parts are subdivided into four
and nine chapters respectively, with each chapter consisting of sec-
tions on Paris, Berlin, and London in turn, followed by an attempt at
a comparative analysis. The imbalance between the two parts is
explained by the number of monuments built: just 36 in the earlier
period and more than 160 in the latter. A final and mercifully short
concluding chapter rounds off the volume, together with a useful
index of all the monuments mentioned. The book’s architecture
might therefore be described as functional rather than aesthetic, and
anyone concerned about the popularization or ‘dumbing down’ of
history will find this a reassuringly strenuous read. Stylistic short-
comings aside, the rigid structure of the book highlights a more seri-
ous weakness in Rausch’s edifice: while 1870 makes for a logical
caesura in the cases of France and Germany, it clearly makes less
sense with regard to Britain. Much the same can be said for the
book’s starting point: 1848 is undoubtedly a key year in French and
German history but, with all due respect to the Chartists, rather less
so in Britain. Rausch is hardly to blame, but it does help to explain
why the comparative approach often works better in theory than in
practice.

For all its faults, Kultfigur und Nation contains a wealth of fasci-
nating detail, drawn almost entirely from primary sources. Fourteen
major archives were consulted by the author, who must be congratu-
lated on a genuinely impressive feat of research. Thus while a more
selective use of examples might have made for a more readable book,
there can be no doubt that Rausch’s findings will prove invaluable to
anyone working in this field. It was particularly interesting to dis-
cover that the military and aristocratic presence on monument-build-
ing committees was strongest in London, while the contribution of
the educated middle classes was greatest in Berlin (p. 121). Nowhere,
of course, did the monuments reflect social realities. Women, the
working class, and, with few exceptions, oppositional political forces
more generally had little opportunity to participate in either the con-
ception or unveiling of such structures. The contrast between the
rhetoric of unity and inclusion, and the exclusionary practices of
social reality, was stark indeed. However, if monuments rarely met
with open expressions of protest—they occurred most frequently in
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Paris, but remained exceptional even there—all three societies were
sufficiently pluralistic by the end of the nineteenth century to permit
a wide range of press criticism and some imaginative forms of oppo-
sition. Thus, when Berlin City Council called on residents to ‘illumi-
nate’ their homes in celebration of the unveiling of the official Kaiser
Wilhelm National Monument in March 1897, the working-class dis-
tricts of the north and east of the city responded with a blackout
which left much of the city in darkness (p. 388).
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