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Today, around seventy-five years after the end of the Second World 
War, there are few living eye witnesses left to speak of Na tional Social-
ism and the Holo caust, and those who remain will not live for much 
longer. Against this back ground, Dora Osborne notes an increas ing 
focus on ar chives in the memory cul ture of the ‘Berlin Repub lic’—that 
is, of Ger many from the early 1990s on wards—as younger gener-
ations rely more and more on external ized, ma terial forms of memory, 
giving rise to an archival turn. 

Osborne uses a broad definition of the archive that in cludes both 
‘the ma terial rem nants of the past and the struc tures and spaces that 
house them’. In her view, the ar chive in this broad sense serves to 
bridge the gap be tween the pres ent day and the Nazi era—though 
it should be noted that this is true of all histor ical ar chives—and ‘to 
material ize, visual ize, and narrativ ize the . . . work of memory’ (p. 1). 

Osborne’s case studies include memor ials, docu mentary films 
and theatre, and prose texts; how ever, she does not ex plain what 
prompted her to choose the spe cific art istic and liter ary works she 
exam ines, even though it would add to our under stand ing of them if 
we knew whether they were espe cially contro versial or reson ant. All 
the same, Osborne’s sharp ana lysis of differ ent media and genres does 
allow her to trace the ar chival turn in memory cul ture and to tease out 
its typ ical fea tures and impli cations.

The first chapter sets out the theoretical frame work under pin ning 
her study. Here, Osborne focuses on the ar chive both as an imma terial 
con cept and trope and as a phys ical, ma terial struc ture in order to 
ex plore its signifi cance in the remem brance and com memor ation of 
Nazi vio lence, espe cially of the Holo caust. Her ‘archiv ology’ (p. 18) 
draws on the ideas of a range of theor ists, in cluding Pierre Nora, 
Aleida Ass mann, Jacques Der rida, Achille Mbembe, Sig mund Freud, 
Michel Fou cault, and Georges Didi-Huberman. Building on these, she 
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shows how memory func tions are ascribed to the ar chive. While ar-
chives docu ment ing Na tional Social ism and the Holo caust repre sent 
an import ant histor ical re source, Osborne argues, it is also import ant 
not to lose sight of their earlier func tion as tools and re posi tories of 
polit ical power. After all, as phys ical lo cations and classifi cations of 
ma terial, ar chives are built in the name of the ruling class, making 
them instru ments of its power and author ity. In essence, the infor-
mation they pre serve and pass down tells us about people, but is not 
pro vided by those people them selves. And be cause the ar chive is also 
the a priori struc ture of a Fou cauldian dis cursive prac tice, Osborne 
reasons, it deter mines how we will speak about the past in future. 

In this theoretical first chapter, then, the author estab lishes her key 
con cept of the ‘post-Holocaust ar chive’, although she un fortunately 
fails to pro vide a con cise defin ition. None theless, it is clear what the 
term de notes. Osborne stresses the import ance of eye witness ac counts 
in the post-Holocaust ar chive, since these offer a counter-narrative to 
the ar chives of the govern ing regime. Yet she focuses on pre cisely 
those relics that the victims and sur vivors of the Holo caust had no 
in flu ence over, argu ing that it is these which shape our know ledge of 
the Nazi era. At the same time, she notes that the ‘ar chive after Ausch-
witz’ is character ized by ex clusion, per secution, and loss, and is also 
‘haunted by ar chives of excess pre served in spite of all and after all 
at the sites of mass de struction’ (p. 29). This obser vation forms the 
corner stone of Osborne’s study, which ‘is con cerned with pre cisely 
this contra diction and shows how sub sequent gener ations turn to 
these bureau cratic traces as that which is most read ily avail able, even 
though the traces can only re inscribe and never com pensate for de-
struction’ (p. 33).

Osborne’s analysis begins with a number of post-1990 art pro jects 
re lated to memory cul ture. These include Renata Stih and Frieder 
Schnock’s Orte des Erinnerns (‘Places of Remem brance’); Jochen Gerz’s 
2146 Steine—Mahn mal gegen Rass ismus (‘2146 Stones—Memor ial 
against Racism’); Horst Hoheisel’s Zer mahlene Ges chichte (‘Crushed 
His tory’); and Sigrid Sigurdsson’s Braun schweig—Eine Stadt in Deutsch-
land erinnert sich (‘Braun schweig—A City in Germany Remem bers’). 
In Osborne’s view, what these pro jects have in common is that they all 
fea ture ar chival elem ents; how ever, in stead of merely using ar chives 

The PosT-holocausT archive



132

as re sources, the artists and every one in volved in the pro ject face up 
to and re flect on the gaps in the sur viving evi dence re lating to the 
Holo caust. Osborne sees this as indica tive of ‘a shift from “archive-as-
source” to the “archive-as-subject” ’ (p. 84).

In the following chapter, Osborne exam ines how the ar chival turn 
is re flected in docu mentary film-making using the case studies 2 oder 
3 Dinge, die ich von ihm weiß (‘2 or 3 Things I Know About Him’, 2005); 
Winter kinder: Die schweigende Gener ation (‘Winter Chil dren: The Silent 
Gener ation’, 2005); Mensch liches Ver sagen (‘Human Fail ure’, 2008); and 
the docu mentary plays Hans Schleif: Eine Spuren suche (‘Hans Schleif: 
A Search for Evi dence’) and Stolper steine Staats theater (‘State Theatre 
Stum bling Blocks’), both first per formed in 2015. She is able to weave 
syn opses into her ana lysis in such a way that even readers un familiar 
with these works can follow her argu ment, and she is equally success-
ful in captur ing both broad out lines and cru cial details. 

Osborne identifies a few shared perspectives among drama tists 
and film-makers alike. First, both groups take as their sub ject matter 
the entangle ments between the fam ilies of perpet rators and the Nazi 
era, which extend even up to the pres ent day. The docu mentaries 
follow their pro tagon ists as they use ar chives to re search their ances-
tors’ Nazi past, but also show their access to those ar chives to be 
highly re stricted, lead ing Osborne to con clude that ‘the patri archival 
logic of the ar chive con strains what can be said in the name of the 
(grand)father’ (p. 127). Second, a number of docu mentaries focus on 
offi cial per secution of the Jewish popu lation, and in view of the Nazi 
pol icies of Aryan ization and Gleich schaltung (the Nazi term for the co-
ordinated establish ment of totali tarian con trol over German soci ety), 
Osborne argues, they reveal that vio lence is in scribed in the ar chives. 
As such, they also ques tion the promin ence of the re ceived his tory of 
Na tional Social ism in con temporary memory cul ture. 

In the last chapter of her book, Osborne offers against-the-grain 
read ings of four very differ ent prose works pub lished during the 
2010s. While Ursula Krechel’s Land gericht (‘Dis trict Court’) com bines 
docu mentary ma terial with fic tion and Iris Hanika’s Das Eigentliche 
(‘The Actual’) is a fic tional satire, Katja Petrowskaja’s Vielleicht Esther 
(‘Maybe Esther’) and Per Leo’s Flut und Boden (‘Flood and Soil’) 
investi gate the his tories of the authors’ own fam ilies. Over the course 
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of her ana lysis, Osborne estab lishes that all four authors ex plicitly 
refer to ar chives as ma terial spaces, struc tures, and re posi tories of 
know ledge and re flect on how they relate ethic ally and politic ally to 
memory cul ture. How ever, each indi vidual author ascribes a differ ent 
set of func tions and impli cations to the ar chive. Krechel sees work ing 
in and with ar chives as a ges ture of remem brance, but also views ar-
chives them selves as places of power; Hanika con ceives of ar chival 
work as symptom atic of a patho logical attach ment to the Nazi era; 
Petrowskaja con tem plates the ways in which her narra tive is shaped 
by the avail ability or ab sence of ar chival re sources; while Leo shows 
that Nazi ar chives and over simplified histori ography—in cluding 
family his tory—are unable to de liver new in sights, re sult ing in a need 
to bring in other sources.

Unfortunately, Osborne does not clearly outline the ana lytical 
method ology she applies to her hetero geneous source ma terial; how-
ever, we can see the gen eral shape of her ap proach from her read ing 
of the artist Gunter Demnig’s Stolper steine (‘Stum bling Blocks’) pro-
ject, which she exam ines in par ticu lar detail. These square brass 
me morial panels, which Demnig has been install ing in pave ments 
across Europe since the 1990s, serve to de centralize remem brance and 
focus it on the fates of indi viduals. Osborne docu ments the pro ject’s 
develop ment over the decades, show ing us that ini tially there was 
no re search in volved; after a time, how ever, indi viduals and groups 
ar ranging for Stolper steine to be laid began to under take in depend-
ent ar chival re search, and also to go beyond con ven tional ar chives 
by in volv ing Holo caust sur vivors and people who had come into 
con tact with the vic tims in ques tion. Nor does Osborne neg lect to 
point out the ambivalent aspects of the pro ject, noting that in many 
cases, re searchers came to iden tify with the people whose lives they 
were investi gating. She also claims that ama teur re searchers failed 
to critic ally interro gate the sources they used, thereby un thinkingly 
repro ducing the bureau cratic struc tures used by the Nazis to per-
secute and murder people—al though she does not pro vide any 
evi dence to sup port this asser tion. Osborne rightly criti cizes the way 
that com plex life stories are com pressed into the pre defined format 
of the Stolper stein, thus re ducing them to re stricted narra tives of 
victim hood. And she goes on to apply the same crit ical atti tude to 
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the public recep tion of the Stolper steine pro ject, which has often taken 
on a voyeur istic aspect char acter ized by a sense of taking pleas ure in 
new dis coveries. The Stolper steine pro ject enjoys a great deal of public 
recog nition in Ger many and has assumed a degree of author ity that 
Osborne attri butes in part to the ar chival work under pinning it, which 
lends authen ticity to the indi vidual me morials and offers proof of the 
‘remem brance work’ under taken for the project. 

The example of the Stolpersteine is typical of Osborne’s de tailed 
ana lysis of struc tures, con texts, and con tent through out the book. 
Further more, her chap ters on art pro jects, prose, and docu mentary 
film and theatre begin not only with theoret ical re flections on the 
rele vant media and genres, but also with brief out lines of their pre-
decessors in (Fed eral) German memory cul ture, thus satisfy ing 
histor ians seek ing to learn more about the broader histor ical con texts 
of these cul tural pro ductions.

As Osborne herself concludes (drawing on Michel Fou cault, one of 
the book’s di verse and cred ibly com piled list of theoret ical refer ence 
points), the ar chive is the a priori struc ture of a dis cursive prac tice, in 
that it deter mines how we eventu ally come to speak about the past. 
This is true of the ar chive in both the broader sense of dis course theory 
and in the narrower in sti tutional sense. And espe cially with regard to 
the latter, this obser vation has pro found con sequences for the memory 
cul ture and polit ics of the future. When there are no longer any eye-
witnesses left to tell us of their experi ences under Na tional Social ism 
and during the Holo caust, it will fall to those who are active in the 
field of memory cul ture to engage more sensi tively and circum spectly 
than ever with ‘what remains’ and to search for ar chival ma terial that 
docu ments the recol lections of those eye witnesses, given that such 
ma terial has cer tainly been pre served by ar chives and other cul tural 
in sti tutions. And as a means of increas ing the sensitiv ity of one’s own 
engage ment, this volume makes for worth while read ing.
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