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Abstract

Coventry Cathedral and the Dresden Frauenkirche, both destroyed in the Second World War, are often
mentioned in the same breath, treated as architectural, commemorative, and religious equivalents.
Nothing could be further from the truth. While the ruins of Coventry Cathedral were transformed
into a site of—and memorial to—postwar reconciliation, the Frauenkirche was neither a revered shrine
nor an unintentional monument, but simply a gutted structure suspended in limbo for some forty
years. It was only in the course of the 1980s, and especially in the aftermath of German reunification,
that the Frauenkirche ruins became invested with specific meaning. Support from Britain and, above
all, Coventry, was crucial in this process. Methodologically, the article fuses memory studies with
church/architectural history and comparative/transnational research.

In March 2000 the archbishop of Canterbury, George Carey, dedicated, in the presence of
Queen Elizabeth II, the long-promised national Home Front Memorial in the ruins of
Coventry Cathedral (Figure 1). His speech was centered around the “three Rs” of postwar
Coventry: resilience, resurrection, and, above all, reconciliation. Carey stressed the crucial
support Coventry Cathedral was providing to the then-ongoing restoration of the
Frauenkirche (Church of our Lady) in Dresden.1 Here was a tangible example of reconcilia-
tion in action: between two Christian confessions, two churches, two cities, and two coun-
tries. At the time of the archbishop’s speech, Coventry Cathedral and the Frauenkirche
were often mentioned in one breath. Clergy(wo)men, journalists, politicians, and historical
preservationists alike considered them architectural and moral equivalents, corresponding
symbols of annihilation and atonement, of ruination and resurrection. However, during
the first forty-five years after the war, no one saw the parallel—because there wasn’t any.
For decades after 1945, the ruins of the Frauenkirche were neither a revered shrine nor
an unintentional monument, but simply a gutted structure suspended in limbo. The idea
that the Frauenkirche ruins “quickly became the foremost site of commemorating German
victimhood”—a claim frequently encountered in the scholarly literature—is based on a mis-
reading of the ruins.2 To be sure, reading ruins is a tricky undertaking, for they are “both
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over- and underdetermined,” as the poet and critic Susan Stewart puts it aptly. “They stand
poised between the forms they were and the formlessness to which, in the absence of res-
toration, they are destined.”3

This article explores the contrasting, and connected, stories of the (overdetermined) ruins
of Coventry Cathedral and the (underdetermined) remnants of the Frauenkirche between
1940 and 2010. The rebuilding of Coventry Cathedral was a—perhaps the—landmark project
of postwar Britain, one that has attracted some attention from architectural, ecclesiastical,
urban, visual, and even musical historians. We know quite a bit about Basil Spence’s thought-
ful architecture, John Piper’s brightly colored baptistry window, Graham Sutherland’s impos-
ing altar tapestry, Benjamin Britten’s haunting War Requiem, and the cathedral clergy’s
innovative theology of society.4 This research has shed important light on the artistic and
theological ideas behind the new building as well as its festive inauguration; yet little is
known about the ruins that, to this day, form an integral part of not only the architectural
ensemble but also the liturgical life of the cathedral. Similarly, the memorial function of the
gutted Frauenkirche has often been assumed rather than examined. The lack of scholarly
attention to what are, arguably, two of the most famous war ruins in the world is surprising,

Figure 1. Home Front Memorial, Coventry Cathedral, 2000. Author’s photograph, 2008.

3 Susan Stewart, The Ruins Lesson: Meaning and Material in Western Culture (Chicago, 2020), 2.
4 Louise Campbell, Coventry Cathedral: Art and Architecture in Post-War Britain (Clarendon, 1996); Tom Allbeson,

Photography, Reconstruction and the Cultural History of the Postwar European City (Routledge, 2021), ch. 6; Frances
Spalding, “John Piper and Coventry, in War and Peace,” Burlington Magazine 145 (2003): 488–500; Heather Wiebe,
Britten’s Unquiet Pasts: Sound and Memory in Postwar Reconstruction (Cambridge, 2012), ch. 6; Henrik Schoenefeldt,
“Architecture as Discernment: A Reflection on the Rebuilding of Coventry Cathedral, 1940–62,” Theology 126
(2023): 331–42; Fraser Watts, “The Social Contribution of an Urban Cathedral: The Vision of Coventry Cathedral
in the 1960s,” Journal of Beliefs & Values 44 (2023): 490–501.
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given that scholars of various backgrounds have researched the conversion of local church
ruins into war memorials after the Second World War.5

Across postwar Europe, thirty-two war-damaged churches were converted into war
memorials (although a similar number were retained without a specific memorial function).
The reasons for keeping bombed churches were symbolic and pragmatic, and, as we will see,
part of a wider turn away from established forms of memorialization. Geographically, church
memorial ruins were concentrated in Western Europe, notably in Britain (seventeen in total)
and West Germany (ten). To be sure, many of these sites of memory have not fared well since
then, as planning historian Peter J. Larkham has recently discovered. Today the vast majority
are barely visited, improperly signposted, and difficult to access; one has even been con-
verted for business and residential use.6 The towering exception is Coventry Cathedral,
not simply because it was, and continues to be, a still-functioning place of worship but
above all, I will argue, because of its global significance. The cathedral’s ruins have been
key to the message of reconciliation, internationally and interdenominationally. Unlike
other church ruins, they are not merely a symbol, a static “site of memory” frozen in
time but a dynamic lieu de mémoire, a workshop, where memories of a destructive past
were harnessed to a vision for a peaceful future and Christian unity.7

This article charts the evolving meaning of this British cathedral’s ruins in their global
context. In particular, it highlights connections and contrasts between Coventry Cathedral
and the Dresden Frauenkirche. Using a comparative and transnational approach, the article
fuses memory studies with church/architectural history. In doing so, it pays close attention
to the imbrications of material remains, public discourses, signifying practices, and admin-
istrative actions. The article begins with a discussion of the historical background, that is,
the rejection of memorial ruins after the Great War and their propagation in Britain after
the Second World War. It then explores the meaning of the ruins of Coventry Cathedral
in the first two decades after the war as well as subsequent attempts to “update” them
(and broaden the cathedral’s international mission) through artistic interventions and addi-
tional memorials. Finally, the article demonstrates that the Frauenkirche ruins were a
belated and ambiguous memorial, and that the pairing of Coventry Cathedral and the
Dresden church happened only in the aftermath of German reunification.

Bombed Churches as War Memorials? From the Great War to the Second
World War

A fascination with ruins in general and ruined ecclesiastical buildings in particular long pre-
dated the Second World War, harking back at least to romanticism in the early nineteenth
century. But to understand the attraction of bombed churches as war memorials after 1945,
one has to begin with the legacy of the Great War (itself, of course, shaped by a long tradition
of ruin-gazing).8 The dynamic of destruction unleashed in the First World War had left

5 Andrea Pane, “‘Ruins for Remembrance:’ The Debate about the Bombed London City Churches and Its Echoes in
Italy,” Storia Urbana no. 158 (2018): 111–47; Peter Webster, “Beauty, Utility and Christian Civilisation: War Memorials
and the Church of England, 1940–47,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 44 (2008): 199–211; Gabriel Moshenska,
“Curated Ruins and the Endurance of Conflict Heritage,” Conservation and Management of Archaeological Sites 17
(2015): 77–90; Rüdiger Zill, “‘A True Witness of Transience:’ Berlin’s Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche and the
Symbolic Use of Architectural Fragments in Modernity,” European Review of History 18 (2011): 811–27.

6 Peter J. Larkham, “Bombed Churches, War Memorials, and the Changing English Urban Landscape,” Change Over
Time 9 (2019): 48–71.

7 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations no. 26 (1989): 7–24; see also
Chiara De Cesari and Ann Rigney, eds., Transnational Memory: Circulation, Articulation, Scales (De Gruyter, 2014).

8 On the persistence of tradition in the era of the Great War, see Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The
Great War in European Cultural History (Cambridge, 1995). The interdisciplinary literature on “ruins”—physical or met-
aphorical, or both—is vast. For starters, see Aleida Assmann et al., eds., Ruinenbilder (Wilhelm Fink, 2002); Marc Augé,
Le temps en ruines (Galilée, 2003); Julia Hell and Andreas Schönle, eds., Ruins of Modernity (Duke, 2010); Christopher
Woodward, In Ruins (Vintage, 2002).
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behind a scene of cultural devastation. The war-gutted city of Ypres, with its ghostly ruins of
medieval buildings, acquired a special poignancy for the British and Dominion forces. In this
context, there emerged the idea of the ruin as a witness to destruction and survival, violence
and endurance—“as a witness to something beyond itself,” as Thomas W. Laqueur has
phrased it.9 In 1919 the then secretary of state for war, Winston Churchill, proposed acquir-
ing the ruins of the Flemish city as a permanent memorial to the sacrifices of the British
Empire—an idea both original and outrageous, and one that did not go down well with
the local population, keen to return and rebuild.10 Everywhere along the former Western
Front, reconstruction was the order of the day. Rebuilding was a practical necessity mediated
by moral propaganda, a celebration of victory and a demonstration of perseverance. The
cathedrals of Ypres, St. Quentin, and Rheims became symbols of national recovery from
the dynamic of cultural destruction. Rheims Cathedral, the site of coronation of French
kings, was without doubt the most prominent architectural loss of the Great War. The
rebuilding of this most significant of French cathedrals was an act of defiance, and also
revenge. Its restoration was celebrated as the ultimate triumph of French civilization over
German Kultur, a reversal of the “strategic historicide.”11 Thus, significant resources—eco-
nomic and emotional—were invested into the reconstruction of war-damaged churches.
Commemorative ruins simply did not fit into this architectural program of reversed ruina-
tion. Churchill’s vision of ruins-turned-memorials was an idea ahead of its time.

If the “Great War ruined the idea of ruins,” as Geoff Dyer has put it (a bit too emphati-
cally), then the Second World War restored it.12 The painter John Piper, sent on an official
mission to Coventry in the immediate aftermath of the air raid of 14 November 1940, was
among the first to discern or rediscover what he called the “picturesque” in the ruinous
landscape.13 Like all official war art, Piper’s paintings of Coventry, especially of the destroyed
cathedral, were commissioned as propaganda but intended for posterity—war memorials in
oil and gouache. The bombing war gave the British people an intimate knowledge of ruins,
and yet the idea of not only visually recording but also physically preserving them seemed
to some, mainly intellectuals, an attractive proposition. In 1944 a group of public figures,
including the art historian (and chairman of the Ministry of Information’s War Artists
Advisory Committee) Kenneth Clark, the poet T. S. Eliot, and the economist John Maynard
Keynes, lobbied for the conservation of bombed churches, specifically churches in the
City of London built by Christopher Wren after the Great Fire of 1666. They feared, quite
rightly as it turned out, that once the war had ended the need to revive the metropolis
and return to business as usual (especially in London’s financial district) might be greater
than the impetus to memorialize the wartime past. Arguing that the monuments erected
after the Great War had been “unworthy” of the fallen soldiers and that, in any case,
total war had rendered traditional war memorials inadequate, they doubted that there
could be “a more appropriate memorial to the nation’s crisis than the preservation of frag-
ments of its battleground.”14 What they had in mind, though, were not stark ruins and raw

9 Thomas W. Laqueur, The Work of the Dead: A Cultural History of Mortal Remains (Princeton, 2015), 486.
10 Mark Connelly and Stefan Goebel, Ypres (Oxford, 2018), 64.
11 Nicola Lambourne, “Moral Cathedrals: War Damage and Franco-German Cultural Propaganda on the Western

Front 1870–1938” (PhD diss., University of London, 1997), 250; Alan Kramer, Dynamic of Destruction: Culture and Mass
Killing in the First World War (Oxford, 2007); Rudy Koshar, Germany’s Transient Pasts: Preservation and National Memory in
the Twentieth Century (North Carolina, 1998), 90.

12 Geoff Dyer, The Missing of the Somme (Canongate, 2016), 149.
13 John Piper to E. M. O’Rourke Dickey, Ministry of Information, 24 November 1940, GP/55/51, Second World War

Artists Archive, Department of Art, Imperial War Museum, London; see also Frances Spalding, John Piper, Myfanwy
Piper: Lives in Art (Oxford, 2009), ch. 13; Brian Foss, War Paint: Art, War, State and Identity in Britain 1939–1945 (Yale,
2007), 51.

14 Marjory Allen of Hurtwood et al., “Ruined City Churches,” The Times, 15 August 1944. For a synthesis of the vast
literature on war memorials, see Bruce Scates and Rebecca Wheatley, “War Memorials,” in The Cambridge History of
the First World War, vol. 3, Civil Society, ed. Jay Winter (Cambridge, 2014), 528–56; Jay Winter, “Commemorating War,
1914–1945,” in The Cambridge History of War, vol. 4, War and the Modern World, ed. Roger Chickering et al. (Cambridge,
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reality but beautified structures, serene garden sanctuaries offering vaguely religious “spir-
itual refreshment” and mental relaxation—memorial sites that were both sacred and utilitar-
ian.15 These (un)natural ruins were choreographed landscapes, discreetly curated to resist
further decay—contemporary versions of Fountains Abbey or Raglan Castle rather than
memorials of a frozen apocalypse. Proponents of this idea were also anxious to stress that
bombed churches were reminders of “sacrifice” (a term that now encompassed soldiers
and civilians), and certainly not symbols of “vengeful memory.”16

The garden ruins scheme had the backing of the dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral, London, that
carefully crafted icon of miraculous survival. Having escaped largely unscathed from the
blitz, St. Paul’s—the almost-ruin—was widely touted in the late 1940s as the site of the
new national war memorial. The blitzed area around the cathedral, it was suggested,
could be turned into a memorial garden, complete with a flower-covered ruin, ready in
time for the Festival of Britain in 1951.17 Paradoxically, the war “rescued” the dilapidated
cathedral church of London, which before 1940 had become a national liability. While
St. Paul’s was already a world-famous building, Coventry Cathedral was a regional landmark
thrust into the global spotlight by the war.18 It was the bombing that transformed the for-
mer parish church into a national treasure and an international symbol. Ruination effec-
tively enhanced the status of St. Michael’s, elevated to cathedral status only in 1918.
Here was a tragic-heroic story set in space and time, recognized United States President
Franklin D. Roosevelt, when in 1942 he declared the wrecked cathedral one of the “proudest
monuments to British heroism.”19 Seeking to exploit this newfound fame, the bishop floated
the idea of offering the cathedral to the government as a “Civil Defence memorial,” that is,
“a national memorial to those who died from enemy air raids over Britain.”20 He and the
cathedral clergy had, of course, no intention of relinquishing control over the ruins, but
they hoped to convince the government to shoulder the burden of maintaining them
(and financing the rebuilding of the new cathedral). In the end, nothing came of this.
In fact, the whole scheme of a national memorial, although widely discussed, was stillborn.

One of the reasons for this failure was a fundamental disagreement about what form the
national memorial (and new memorials generally) should take. The idea of combining war
memorialization with urban beautification struck a responsive chord with many, but also
drew critics. Among the most formidable was Herbert Baker, a former principal architect
of the Imperial War Graves Commission. He questioned whether ruins could derive their
commemorative power from their materiality alone. Calling himself an “architect of living
buildings” (even though, for many, his name was synonymous with war cemeteries), he
rejected “dead ruins,” unless it was possible to “reanimate” them, for instance through reli-
gious service.21 In other words, the material narrative of ruins needed to be embedded in

2012), 310–26. On changing attitudes to memorialization, see Lucy Noakes, Dying for the Nation: Death, Grief and
Bereavement in Second World War Britain (Manchester, 2020), 253–56.

15 For a transatlantic perspective on utilitarian war memorials, see Andrew M. Shanken, “Planning Memory:
Living Memorials in the United States during World War II,” Art Bulletin 84 (2002): 130–47.

16 Bombed Churches as War Memorials, foreword by the Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral (Architectural Press, 1945), 22.
Generally, see Paul Gough, “Memorial Gardens as Dramaturgical Space,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 3
(1998): 199–214.

17 “A National War Memorial,” The Builder 175 (1948): 60–61; “Memorial Garden, St. Paul’s Cathedral,” The Builder
177 (1949): 378–79. On the symbolism of St. Paul’s Cathedral, see Tom Allbeson, “Visualizing Wartime Destruction
and Postwar Reconstruction: Herbert Mason’s Photograph of St. Paul’s Reevaluated,” Journal of Modern History 87
(2015): 532–78; Derek Keene et al., eds., St Paul’s: The Cathedral Church of London 604–2004 (Yale, 2004).

18 On landmarks, see Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (MIT, 1960), 78–79.
19 “One of the Proudest Monuments to British Heroism,” Coventry Evening Telegraph (hereafter CET), 29 April 1942;

see also Lucia Allais, Designs of Destruction: The Making of Monuments in the Twentieth Century (Chicago, 2018), 7.
20 D. G. O. Ayerst to Lord Bishop, 22 March 1946, R 21, Cathedral Archives, Coventry (hereafter CAC). I am grateful

for permission to cite from files held at the archives.
21 “Ruined Churches,” City Press (London), 25 August 1944; see also Oliver Parken, “Blitz Spirits: Ghosts of London

and the Nation in the Second World War,” London Journal 48 (2023): 165–82, at 176–77.
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performative practice and connected to religious thought. That was exactly what they did at
Coventry. The bombed-out shell of the cathedral continued to be used on special occasions
during the war. Notably, the enthronement of the new bishop, Neville Gorton, in the
rubble-strewn, roofless ruins in 1943 sent a powerful signal: an assertion of continuity in
an era of catastrophe, a celebration of renewal after ruination.22 After the end of the war,
the remaining rubble was removed, a lawn planted, and a neat gravel path laid, creating a
more sanitized environment.23

Symbol of Forgiveness, Site of Reconciliation: The Coventry Cathedral Ruins,
1940–64

The ruins, Provost Richard Howard reflected in 1947, “have been exceedingly impressive and
have spoken to tens of thousands with a message that is beyond words.”24 Yet a wordless
token, a mute witness to sacrilege, would not suffice. The cathedral clergy were determined
to fill the semantic void with positive meaning—meaning derived from the theology of
atonement, forgiveness, and reconciliation.25 Initially, though, the ruins appeared to stand
in the way of this endeavor. “It is a wrong and debilitating sentiment to want to perpetuate
a ruin,” a publicity brochure of 1945 stated, adding that, “It is more noble and energising to
rebuild as a symbol of triumph over evil.”26 Thus, the original plan foresaw the demolition of
most of the ruins, except for the spire (which miraculously had escaped serious damage), in
order to make space for the new cathedral. For the architect Basil Spence, however, retaining
the ruins and rebuilding the cathedral were not contradictions. On the contrary, Spence
believed that the new cathedral “should grow out of the old Cathedral and be incomplete
without it.”27 The architect’s plan did not fail to impress the critics. A stone trades journal
called the finished building (consecrated in 1962) a “magnificent war memorial,” while The
Builder echoed and expanded on Spence’s words:

22 years have passed since the old cathedral church was burnt out in the savage air
raids which took place during the night of November 14, 1940, the tower and scarred
outer walls only surviving. Yet out of this holocaust has risen a new national monument
and place of pilgrimage from all over Europe and indeed the world—a building which, in
the manner of its inception, design and execution, epitomises the spirit of religious
resurgence in England today.28

Spence considered the destroyed cathedral an “eloquent memorial to the courage of the peo-
ple of Coventry” that should be allowed to stand as a “garden of rest.”29 While taking inspi-
ration from the garden ruins scheme, he sought to go beyond it. Architecturally, the vestiges
of the medieval church form an atrium to the new cathedral—an ensemble suggestive of sac-
rifice and resurrection—while, liturgically, the ruins remained an integral part of religious
observance.30 Here, the cathedral congregation recites weekly the Coventry “Litany of
Reconciliation.” Prayers and services conducted in the ruins are centered around three

22 “Coventry’s Bishop Enthroned,” Pathé Gazette no. 43/16, 25 February 1943.
23 “Beautifying Coventry Cathedral Ruins,” CET, 10 February 1948.
24 The Provost, “Coventry Cathedral Commission: Memorandum,” February 1947, R 23, CAC.
25 Fraser Watts, “Coventry Cathedral: A Theology of Society,” Theology 118 (2015): 429–37.
26 “New Coventry Cathedral Plan and Scheme: Questions Asked and Answered,” [1945], R 20, CAC.
27 Percy Thomas et al., “Coventry Cathedral Competition: Report by Assessors to the Chairman and Members of

the Coventry Cathedral Reconstruction Committee,” 14 August 1951, MaE/135/3, Drawings and Archives Collection,
Royal Institute of British Architects, London (hereafter RIBA).

28 “A Magnificent War Memorial,” Monumental Journal and Commemorative Art 29 (1962): 177–78; “A New National
Monument,” The Builder 202 (1962): 1057.

29 Thomas et al., “Coventry Cathedral Competition,” MaE/135/3, RIBA.
30 Basil Spence, Phoenix at Coventry: The Building of a Cathedral (Geoffrey Bles, 1962), 6.
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symbols: the altar of rubble, the Charred Cross, and the Cross of Nails (Figure 2). All three
were fashioned from remnants from the old church and positioned in the ruined apse.
The words “FATHER FORGIVE” (Luke 23:34) are carved into the stonework, but significantly
omitting “THEM,” for the cathedral clergy believed that all were sinners, and all needed to
be saved.

The story behind the making of the Charred Cross is particularly illuminating. The morn-
ing after the bombing of Coventry on 14 November 1940, so the story goes, Jock Forbes, the
stonemason and caretaker of the cathedral, came to inspect the damage. Spontaneously,
Forbes picked up two huge wooden beams, scorched by the fire of the incendiary bombs,
and fastened them into the shape of a cross, the symbol of Christian sacrifice and redemp-
tion. This he planted on a mound of rubble. A devout Roman Catholic but unlearned in the-
ology, Forbes did a simple yet profound thing, transforming the debris into a Calvary—not
quite a miracle story but not far from it either.31 A lingering iconophobia among Anglicans
notwithstanding, the makeshift cross soon became recognized as a precious relic. It offered
little by way of aesthetic redemption, but it contained the rudiments of hope: “It is an ugly
cross, let us not pretend that it is not, but it has in its ugliness the beauty of hope, the quality
of love and the serenity of forgiveness.”32 When, shortly after the war, Provost Howard
invited the German pastor Adolf Kurtz to visit Coventry, they knelt and prayed together
before the Charred Cross. Like many Anglican churchmen, Howard believed in the existence
of “the other Germany,” a land supposedly inhabited by good Protestants—people such as
Kurtz, who had been a member of the anti-Nazi Confessing Church during the Third

Figure 2. Charred Cross and altar of rubble, Coventry Cathedral, 1940. Author’s photograph, 2008.

31 H[arold] C. N. Williams, A Guide to Coventry Cathedral (English Life, 1979), 16.
32 “Coventry Cross is Ready for the U.S.,” The Times, 1 April 1964. On Protestant iconophobia, see K[en] S. Inglis,

“The Homecoming: The War Memorial Movement in Cambridge, England,” Journal of Contemporary History 27 (1992):
583–605, at 595.
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Reich. Pastor Kurtz, too, understood the Charred Cross as “a symbol of Christian Unity and
Brotherhood which even Hitler’s war was unable to destroy.”33 The German visitor experi-
enced the ruins as a site, and the Charred Cross as a token, of reconciliation both interna-
tionally and inter-denominationally. The Charred Cross marked a complete departure from
the patriotically inflected commemorative art and culture—the patri-passionism—of the
interwar era, during which the monumental cross had undergone a massive revival. Here,
there was no attempt to convert death into a gift, and to create a spiritual aura around
the dead, the war, and commemoration itself.34

The Charred Cross performed a dual role. The symbol of a religious idea, on the one hand,
it was a memorial (within a larger memorial space) to a historical event, on the other.
On occasion tension arose between these two dimensions, between reconciliation and
remembrance. The cathedral authorities had no interest in preserving a “frozen moment
of destruction.”35 Rather, they envisaged the ruins as a dynamic space, facilitating contem-
plation and communion, introspection and interaction. A hybrid space, the ruins served as a
quotidian garden of rest, a place of weekly worship, and a venue for special events. While the
cathedral clergy regarded the ruins as a symbolically charged space to be used, many locals
considered them a hallowed monument to be revered.

In striking fashion these attitudes clashed in 1958. The dancer and choreographer Anton
Dolin offered to stage a ballet performance in the ruins in aid of the new cathedral scheme.
The performance was likely to attract widespread attention and fill the coffers of the recon-
struction fund. Yet the cathedral authorities had underestimated the strength of local feel-
ing. “Please let us keep it as holy ground and not desecrate it,” wrote a group of bereaved. “It
is the only place where we can remember our loved ones.”36 To be sure, the controversy was
as much about modernism and modernity as it was about decorum and the dignity of mem-
ory, for people took particular exception to the idea of a modern ballet, which, they alleged,
would “entirely destroy the sacred character of the ruins.”37

The bishops and provosts of Coventry sought to imbue the ruins with positive meaning,
using them as a platform to spread the evangelium, the good news, in Coventry and around
the world. While the ruins were fixed in place—and the cathedral authorities unwilling to
part with a single stone—the Charred Cross could be transplanted into other contexts.38

In 1964 it was sent on a journey to the United States, where it formed part of the
Protestant–Orthodox pavilion at the New York World’s Fair. The initial proposal was to dis-
play the Charred Cross alongside Michelangelo’s Pietà and the Dead Sea Scrolls. In contrast to
the other star exhibits, the Charred Cross was neither an artistic piece nor a historical docu-
ment, but “something with a deeper spiritual meaning.” Unafraid of hyperbole, H. C. N. “Bill”
Williams (provost from 1958 to 1981) declared his cross “world famous,” maintaining that it
“speaks more eloquently of the reconciliation and forgiveness, and hope of unity and peace,
then any symbol that we know of anywhere in the world.”39 He became extremely alarmed,
then, when it transpired that the Charred Cross was to be exhibited not inside the pavilion

33 Adolf Kurtz to Canon I. Satterthwaite, 31 May 1962, CFR LRC 74/9, fol. 23, LPL. On Anglican perceptions of
German Protestantism during the 1930s and 1940s, see Tom Lawson, The Church of England and the Holocaust:
Christianity, Memory and Nazism (Boydell, 2006). On discourses of guilt and victimization, see Matthew
D. Hockenos, A Church Divided: German Protestants Confront the Nazi Past (Indiana, 2004).

34 On interwar “patri-passionism,” see Stefan Goebel, The Great War and Medieval Memory: War, Remembrance and
Medievalism in Britain and Germany, 1914–1940 (Cambridge, 2007), 232–42; Adrian Gregory, The Silence of Memory:
Armistice Day 1919–1946 (Berg, 1994), 34–35.

35 Leo Mellor, Reading the Ruins: Modernism, Bombsites and British Culture (Cambridge, 2011), 6, refers to ruins
generally.

36 J. F. Strong et al., “Letter to the Editor,” Coventry Standard (hereafter CS), 18 April 1958.
37 “Protests about Ballet in the Cathedral,” CS, 18 April 1958.
38 City Architect to Town Clerk, 17 October 1951, CCA/3/1/10674/3, Coventry City Archives; “Heroes’ Memorial,”

CET, 6 May 1950.
39 Provost Williams to Rev. James W. Kennedy, 29 January 1963, E 90(2), CAC.
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itself but outdoors, next to a hot dog stand.40 In the end, the cross was mounted on an altar
in the pavilion’s meditation garden, backed by a concrete wall on which were inscribed the
words “Father Forgive.” There was nothing beautiful about this cross in either its original or
its new setting, said the provost when presenting it in New York, but it “invites you to look
human suffering and agony straight in the eye.”41

Multidirectional Monuments: Pacifist Sculptures for Coventry and Hiroshima,
1968–2005

Although posited as a universal project, the cathedral’s ministry of reconciliation betrayed
a European or Western-centric bias. It reached out to Europeans, in particular Germans,
and looked for moral and financial support from North Americans. New impulses came
from the outside, in the shape of two sculptures intended for the ruins and their environs:
an installation by the artist couple John Lennon and Yoko Ono in 1968 and a statue
donated by the entrepreneur Richard Branson in 1995, both shifting the focus eastward.
Yoko by John and John by Yoko was an unofficial contribution to a major sculpture show
staged in the cathedral ruins in summer 1968. Attempting a late entry to the exhibition,
Lennon and Ono planted two “acorns for peace” in the center of a circular white wrought-
iron garden seat. Aligned in an east–west direction, the two trees were supposed to bridge
the geographical and cultural divide between John and Yoko’s ancestral homes. The cou-
ple’s first public “peace action” left the organizers cold. “It’s a beautiful thought […]—but
it’s not a sculpture.”42 The installation was removed from view (allegedly on the advice of
Barbara Hepworth and Henry Moore) and replanted in the cathedral churchyard.
Apparently, the outraged Lennon sent a private letter to the canon in charge of the exhi-
bition, branding him hypocrite.43 Thirty-seven years after this row, in 2005, Ono was
invited back to Coventry to plant two Japanese oak trees—a memorial to the original
installation (which was later stolen) and a gesture of reconciliation between the cathedral
and the artists.44

What exactly Lennon and Ono meant by “peace” and understanding between East and
West remained nebulous. Did it entail soothing painful memories of the fall of Singapore
and the Burma operation, the “forgotten” campaigns that for decades remained open
wounds in Britain? Probably not. In the 1960s the time was not ripe for that.45 It took a fur-
ther twenty-five years and another outside intervention, again from a celebrity, for the war
in East Asia to find a place (albeit a limited one) in the memoryscape of Coventry. In 1995
billionaire businessman Branson approached the cathedral with the offer of donating two
identical statues cast in bronze, sculpted by the British artist Josefina de Vasconcellos
(Figure 3): one to be placed in the ruins of Coventry Cathedral, the other in the
Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park. Entitled Reconciliation, the statues represent a man and a
woman embracing in consolation to “remind us that, in the face of destructive forces,
human dignity and love will triumph over disaster and bring nations together in respect

40 Rev. James W. Kennedy to Very Rev. H. C. N. Williams, 23 May 1963, and reply, 31 May 1963, E 90(2), CAC.
41 “Coventry Cross in New York,” The Times, 13 April 1964.
42 “Sitting on the Lennon Exhibit,” CET, 17 June 1968; “Lennon to Replant Acorn,” CET, 20 June 1968; see also

Jeanne Kaczka-Valliere and Andrew Rigby, “Coventry—Memorialising Peace and Reconciliation,” Peace & Change 33
(2008): 582–99, at 598–99.

43 Samantha Clarke, “£8,000 Price Tag on Lennon’s Tirade at City Canon,” CET, 25 September 2001.
44 Pete Chambers, “John and Yoko’s Storm Trip for Peace,” CET, 14 June 2005; Sam Webb, “Yoko Makes Peace Visit

to Cathedral,” CET, 14 October 2005.
45 “Objections to Hiroshima Wreath,” The Times, 7 August 1961; see also Felicia Yap, “Voices and Silences of

Memory: Civilian Internees of the Japanese in British Asia during the Second World War,” Journal of British
Studies 50, no. 4 (2011): 917–40; Mark Connelly, We Can Take It! Britain and the Memory of the Second World War
(Longman, 2004), 248–55.
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and peace.”46 The decision to accept the donation caused a marked backlash, with both a
local citizens’ group and national veterans’ associations protesting.47 Individual ex-servicemen,
too, sent sharp letters to Provost John Petty:

I don’t know who authorised you to “reconcile” Japan’s WW2 atrocities, I do know that
no authorisation would have been given by the vast majority of British and Allied
troops who fought in that terrible campaign, and let’s face it, they are the only ones
to decide this matter. Without their stance against superior odds and a brutal enemy
you, Richard Branson, and all the conciliatory Uncle Tom Cobley’s [sic] would not exsist
[sic] to pontificate. Japan could have had “reconciliation” at any time during the last 50
years, all they had to do was apologise and compensate. Where was your voice urging
them to do this?48

The veteran raised an important question: who “owned” the memory of war? The provost
conceded that “I come from a different generation” without personal experience of the hor-
rors of the Second World War, but he deflected the broader question. His mission was rec-
onciliation, not remembrance; he wanted to look forward, not backward. “It is for that
generation and those who follow,” the provost told the veteran, “that we try to look to a
lift of trust rather than bitterness between peoples.”49

Figure 3. Reconciliation by Josefina de Vasconcellos, Coventry Cathedral, 1995. Author’s photograph, 2008.

46 Provost John Petty to Executive PA to Richard Branson, 15 May 1995, E 92(4), CAC; see also Jeanne Marie
Kaczka-Valliere, “Coventry’s Mission for Peace and Reconciliation since the Second World War” (PhD diss.,
Coventry University, 2006), 93–94.

47 Rick Burry, Coventry Citizens Action Group to Bishop Simon Barrington-Ward, 10 July 1995, E 92(4), CAC.
48 P. S. to Provost John Petty, n.d., received 6 July 1995, E 92(4), CAC.
49 Provost John Petty to P. S., 6 July 1995, E 92(4), CAC.
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Branson, too, engaged directly with critics of the Reconciliation statue (for instance, a rep-
resentative of the Burma Star Association), broadly echoing the provost’s line.50 A flamboy-
ant businessman with a knack for public relations stunts, Branson has sometimes been
accused of fake altruism. Yet the files in the archives reveal that he felt deeply about this
issue (and that the cathedral had no reservations about the Branson brand). Certainly,
Branson took the trouble to reply personally, even to rude letters. To be sure, not all veter-
ans flatly rejected the twin memorials in Coventry and Hiroshima. The intervention by the
president of the National Federation of Far East Prisoners of War Associations, although
forceful, ended on a conciliatory note: “Mr Branson is an entrepreneur who would do better
to look after his airline and his virgins. But I have to accept that freedom of expression is what
we are fighting for.”51 Crucial support came from the South African writer and guru Laurens
van der Post. A former prisoner-of-war (who, incidentally, had also witnessed the bombing of
Coventry), van der Post claimed the status of truth-teller about the past, and apostle for the
present: “Forgiveness, my prison experience had taught me, was not mere religious sentimen-
tality; it was as fundamental a law of the human spirit as the law of gravity.”52

Provost Petty cited this passage, taken from van der Post’s 1970 memoir The Night of the
New Moon, at the unveiling of the Reconciliation statue in the ruins of Coventry Cathedral in
August 1995.53 While the preliminary discussions had brought up bad memories, the dedica-
tion ceremony sent out a positive message—namely that forgiveness and reconciliation were
possible, and necessary, because nobody was innocent: “All have sinned and fallen short of
the glory of God.”54 Paul Oestreicher, the German-born canon who led the service in the
ruins (broadcast on BBC Radio 4), took his theme from the New Testament (Romans 3:23).
The sin that loomed largest on his mind, though, was the bombing of cities, above all the
nuclear attack on Hiroshima. An Anglican priest, Quaker, and peace and human rights activ-
ist, Oestreicher foregrounded the suffering of the hibakusha, the victim-witnesses of the
atomic bomb. By contrast, the story of captivity—of cruelty and exploitation—did not sit
well with the spirit of the occasion. A religious act rather than a historical reckoning, the
service of dedication presupposed an equivalence of suffering. Moreover, it imposed a spe-
cific interpretation on the Reconciliation statues that was reinforced by their respective set-
tings. Erected in the ruins of Coventry Cathedral and in the Peace Memorial Park in
Hiroshima, the twin figures memorialized the reconciliation between two iconic cities.
For all the cultural differences, there are striking similarities between the cathedral ruins
and the memorial park with the Atomic Bomb Dome: the architectural juxtaposition of ruin-
ation and rebuilding; the framing narrative of suffering and healing; and the symbolic ten-
sion between a universal message and historical specificity.55

The pairing of Coventry and Hiroshima happened against a backdrop of the un-pairing of
Hiroshima and Auschwitz in the 1990s. For over forty years, the Holocaust and the atomic
bomb had been treated as commensurable events—a notion sustained by flows of ideas
and people between the two discourses.56 But now, as the Holocaust-centered memory
boom was taking off, Hiroshima was in danger of becoming an irrelevance. The new inter-
continental memorial alliance promised to reverse this trend, reassuring both partners of
their global significance. The commemorative axis between Coventry and Hiroshima became

50 Richard Branson to Clifford White, Burma Star Association, Birkenhead, 18 July 1995, E 92(4), CAC.
51 “Branson’s Peace Statue Angers VJ Veterans,” Daily Telegraph, 30 June 1995.
52 John F. Petty, note on The Night of the New Moon, n.d. [ca. August 1995], E 92(4), CAC.
53 Provost John F. Petty to Sir Laurens van der Post, 13 August 1995, E 92(4), CAC; Laurens van der Post, The Night of

the New Moon (Hogarth, 1970), 154.
54 “Morning Service” script, BBC Radio 4, 6 August 1995, E 92(4), CAC.
55 Ran Zwigenberg, Hiroshima: The Origins of Global Memory Culture (Cambridge, 2014), 52–59; see also Lisa

Yoneyama, “Memories in Ruins: Hiroshima’s Nuclear Annihilation and Beyond,” in Cities into Battlefields:
Metropolitan Scenarios, Experiences and Commemorations of Total War, ed. Stefan Goebel and Derek Keene (Ashgate,
2011), 185–201.

56 Zwigenberg, Hiroshima.
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a triangle in 1999, when a further copy of the Reconciliation statue was erected outside the
Chapel of Reconciliation in Berlin. Placed adjacent to a very different ruin—fragments of
the Berlin Wall—this statue recalls a totally different historical situation, namely, the Cold
War in Europe, the division of Germany, and the shootings at the Berlin Wall. To complicate
further the symbolism of Reconciliation, another cast was made for Stormont Castle in Belfast,
in recognition of the Northern Ireland peace process.57 This increasingly heterodox network
of identical sculptures in different countries (all but one placed next to a ruin) was an early
manifestation of “multidirectional memory,” a phenomenon associated with post- or second
modernity. Memory takes a multidirectional turn, Michael Rothberg argues, when “remem-
brance cuts across and binds together diverse spatial, temporal and cultural sites.”58

Given how scrupulously the cathedral authorities had guarded the ruins until then, it is
surprising that they were even willing to contemplate an additional—multidirectional—mon-
ument in 1995. The original Lennon–Ono installation had been removed, largely because the
cathedral clergy were not prepared to tolerate a high-profile supplementary memorial that
might divert attention away from the Charred Cross and the ruins. Yet, in the 1990s, they
began to accept more and more gifts, partly out of concern that without such modifications
the ruins could deteriorate into a commemorative fossil. The most significant addition was
the national Home Front Memorial, unveiled in 2000 (Figure 1). An inauspicious circular slab,
it commemorated the “self-sacrifice of all those who served on the Home Front”—specifically,
war workers and women volunteers—in the Second World War. The much-discussed but
never-realized national memorial was finally taking shape, over fifty years after it had been
mooted. When making the announcement that Coventry Cathedral was the site chosen for
the new monument, Prime Minister Tony Blair stressed that the city had made “tremendous
sacrifices during the Second World War to help defeat dictatorship in Europe.” Here, Blair
effectively echoed wartime representations of the city’s heroic suffering and resilience.59

However, he was quick to add: “But it is also a city that embodies the spirit of reconciliation.”60

In his unveiling speech, the archbishop of Canterbury pointed out that “This in fact is a service
about service.” He was even more anxious than the prime minister to move on from remem-
brance to reconciliation, from self-sacrifice to service, and from the past to the future:

The Home Front story of Coventry though is not just of resilience and resistance, but also
of resurrection. The post-war rise of this wonderful Cathedral, alongside the shattered
remains of the old one, has become a symbol across the world. […]. But when we have
honoured and sought to reconcile the past, what if anything should we carry into the
future? What should it mean for the generations to whom this is not the stuff of experi-
ence but of history? Service, of course, has to be motivated. A war effort draws a belea-
guered people together. Peace-time is a different matter. Neither the enemy nor the
shared cause are so easily identifiable. So we struggle to work together for the common
good […] And in the extraordinary humility of Christ coming among us a servant, there is I
believe a special resonance with the kind of service we honour and commend here today.61

57 Canons Andrew White and Paul Oestreicher to Richard Branson, 15 February 1999, E 92(4), CAC; see also Bill
Niven, Facing the Nazi Past: United Germany and the Legacy of the Third Reich (Routledge, 2002), 242–43.

58 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford, 2009),
11; see also Daniel Levy and Nathan Sznaider, The Holocaust and Memory in the Global Age (Temple, 2006).

59 See Tony Mason, “Looking Back on the Blitz,” in Life and Labour in a Twentieth Century City: The Experience of
Coventry, ed. Bill Lancaster and Tony Mason (Cryfield, 1986), 321–41; Angus Calder, The Myth of the Blitz (Jonathan
Cape, 1991); Connelly, We Can Take It!, ch. 4.

60 Bob Roberts, “Home Front Heroism Tribute to be Unveiled,” Press Association News, 29 May 1999. On wartime
representations, see Tony Mason, “Looking Back on the Blitz,” in Life and Labour in a Twentieth Century City: The
Experience of Coventry, ed. Bill Lancaster and Tony Mason (Cryfield, 1986), 321–41; Angus Calder, The Myth of the
Blitz (Jonathan Cape, 1991); Connelly, We Can Take It!, ch. 4.

61 Address by the Archbishop of Canterbury at the Home Front Memorial Service in Coventry Cathedral, Carey/
Speech/526, LPL.
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A Belated Memorial: The Ruins of Dresden’s Frauenkirche, 1945–89

During the dedication of the Home Front Memorial in March 2000, the archbishop of
Canterbury brought up the ongoing restoration of the Frauenkirche in Dresden, specifically
the support provided by Coventry Cathedral. Like so many commentators at the time, he
considered the two churches twin symbols of resilience, resurrection, and reconciliation.
The pairing of Coventry Cathedral and the Frauenkirche is a relatively recent phenomenon,
though. For some forty-five years after the war, practically no one saw a connection between
these two ruins, even though the two cities and dioceses had become, against all the odds,
twins or partners at the height of the Cold War in the mid-1950s and 1960s respectively.62

While the ruins of Coventry Cathedral were transformed into a site of—and memorial to—
postwar reconciliation, the Frauenkirche’s were not. The gutted baroque church was neither
demolished, nor allowed to decay into disappearance. Instead, it was kept in its ruined state
as a languishing landmark, with some of its fragments salvaged and catalogued, its vestiges
periodically surveyed and secured—to what end, though, was left hanging in the balance. It
was not a memorial, and there were sound reasons for not making it one. While the archi-
tecture had suffered serious but reparable damage, the institution was still tainted by recent
history, for between 1934 and 1945 the Frauenkirche had served as the cathedral church of
the Nazi-supporting group of German Christians (although it also had a connection with the
rival Confessing Church).63

Ironically, it was the extensive restoration work completed during the Third Reich that
had left open the possibility that the Frauenkirche could rise again in the future.
Miraculously, it seemed, the church, which had dominated the panorama of Dresden for
two centuries, was still standing after the initial air raid on the Saxon capital on 13–14
February. Yet, on the morning of 15 February, the famous sandstone dome collapsed into
a heap of rubble, burying everything below it, except for two jagged stumps. A few months
later, the architect who had overseen the repairs carried out between 1937 and 1943 pro-
duced a report on the condition of the building. He was optimistic about the prospect of
reconstructing the baroque building, designed by George Bähr and built between 1726 and
1743.64 The foundation walls were still there, as were architectural drawings and photo-
graphs from the recent restoration. The job was challenging but not impossible. “Its execu-
tion requires a conductor-like architect,” suggested the organ of architects in the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) in 1955, a personality “who can bring it back to life according
to the given score, like a Bachian oratorio to which the Frauenkirche is related in spirit.”65

Despite the political rupture of 1945, the Frauenkirche retained her reputation as the jewel of
German/Protestant church architecture, the finest baroque building north of the Alps—an
image that was a relatively recent “invention of tradition,” dating from the late nineteenth
century.66

The real obstacle was not architectural skill but financial capability. In order to raise the
funds necessary for such an ambitious project, the church authorities initially came up with

62 On town twinning, see Stefan Goebel, “Commemorative Cosmopolis: Transnational Networks of Remembrance
in Post-War Coventry,” in Cities into Battlefields: Metropolitan Scenarios, Experiences and Commemorations of Total War, ed.
Stefan Goebel and Derek Keene (Ashgate, 2011), 170–76; Christoph Laucht and Tom Allbeson, “Urban
Internationalism: Coventry, Kiel, Reconstruction and the Role of Cities in British-German Reconciliation,
1945–1949,” Urban History 51 (2024): 683–708.

63 Markus Hein, “Evangelisch-Lutherische Landeskirche,” in Geschichte der Stadt Dresden, vol. 3, Von der
Reichsgründung bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Holger Starke (Konrad Theiss, 2006), 441–43.

64 Arno Kiesling, “Bericht über die Möglichkeit des Wiederaufbaues der Frauenkirche zu Dresden,” [1945], Best. 2,
Nr. 529, fols. 2–3, Landeskirchliches Archiv Dresden (hereafter LkAD).

65 Oswin Hempel, “Vorschlag für die Rekonstruktion des historischen Viertels um die Frauenkirche in Dresden,”
Deutsche Architektur 4 (1955): 167–71, at 169.

66 Merian: Dresden 1, no. 12 (1949): 23, 66; see Karl-Siegbert Rehberg and Matthias Neutzner, “The Dresden
Frauenkirche as a Contested Symbol: The Architecture of Remembrance after War,” in War and Cultural Heritage:
Biographies of Place, ed. Marie Louise Stig Sørensen and Dacia Viejo-Rose (Cambridge, 2015), 116–17.
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some ingenious schemes, including the sale of commemorative objects—paperweights,
crosses, and candlesticks—fashioned from the debris of the church.67 It was a touching
idea, although completely out of touch with the magnitude of the task at hand. Yet believers
never gave up the hope of resurrecting the Frauenkirche. New impulses came in the second
half of the 1950s, when leading West German churchmen associated with the former
Confessing Church, above all Martin Niemöller (Hitler’s “personal prisoner”), proposed
internationalizing the rebuilding project. One such proposal envisaged setting up a joint ven-
ture between the Federal Republic of Germany and Western powers, an idea unpalatable to
the communist regime and unwelcomed by the regional church leaders. For, by then, it had
become apparent that the Frauenkirche was surplus to requirements in an era of dwindling
congregations. Religious leaders’ new priority was maintaining functioning churches, not
restoring architectural landmarks.68

With the socialist state committed to transforming the skyline of Dresden, and the
Lutheran Church unable and unwilling to finance the rebuilding, the Frauenkirche ruins
were in danger of suffering the same fate as the ruined Sophienkirche. The former
Franciscan monastery, which had served as the Protestant chapel royal between 1737 and
1918, was a long-standing thorn in the side of SED (Socialist Unity Party) bosses, notably
General Secretary Walter Ulbricht.69 Official representations and public protests notwithstand-
ing, and even though it was one of Dresden’s few remaining medieval buildings, it was torn
down in 1962–63. Two years later, the Frauenkirche ruins were still standing, yet the structure
was erased, literally, from the official city map.70 A tourist brochure of the same year, entitled
“Dresden: The New Construction [Neuaufbau] of the Modern, Socialist Metropolis,” mentions
the ruined “Dresden Frauenkirche”—but only in inverted commas.71 In all communist soci-
eties, building—literally and rhetorically—assumed great significance; for the SED, too, the
(re)purification of urban space was a priority.72 What saved the Frauenkirche from demoli-
tion was that the planners were preoccupied with other projects elsewhere in the city, above
all the construction of a massive urban square suitable for state pageantry.73

Since there was neither the political will to remove the ruins nor the financial ability to
rebuild the church, the site became a “memorial,” twenty years after the air raid. It was a con-
venient solution for both the regime and the church. The former never bothered to confer
with the latter, though. Mayor Gerhard Schill first mooted the idea in a letter to the president
of the GDR parliament in 1962, but the ruins were not declared a memorial until 1965–66.74

67 “Kirchlicher Wiederaufbau Frauenkirche in Dresden,” 6 May 1946, Best. 2, Nr. 529, fol. 29, LkAD.
68 Memorandum, 13 February 1956, Best. 2, Nr. 529, fol. 292, LkAD; D. Noth to Kirchenpräsident Martin Niemöller,

5 February 1958, Best. 2, Nr. 529, fol. 323, LkAD. On Niemöller’s view of the bombing war, see Benjamin Ziemann,
Hitler’s Personal Prisoner: The Life of Martin Niemöller (Oxford, 2024), 266. On church building in West Germany, see
Paul Betts, “Sacred Rubble and Humble Shelters: German Church Building after the Second World War,” German
History 42 (2024): 248–74.

69 “Schlußwort des Genossen Walter Ulbricht in der Stadtleitungssitzung,” 11 August 1956, SED–BPA,
SED-Bezirksleitung Dresden 11857, IV/2.6.069, vol. 3, fol. 102, Hauptstaatsarchiv Dresden; see Matthias Lerm,
Abschied vom alten Dresden: Verluste historischer Bausubstanz nach 1945, 2nd ed. (Hinstorff, 2001), 196–211. On the
GDR’s ambivalent attitude toward church buildings, Marcus Colla, “Memory, Heritage and the Demolition of the
Potsdam Garnisonskirche, 1968,” German History 38 (2020): 290–310; Henriette von Preuschen, Der Griff nach den
Kirchen: Ideologischer und denkmalpflegerischer Umgang mit kriegszerstörten Kirchenbauten in der DDR (Wernersche
Verlagsgesellschaft, 2011).

70 Dresden: Kleiner Stadtplan mit Kurzinformationen zum Besuch der Stadt (Rat der Stadt Dresden, 1965).
71 Dresden: Neuaufbau zur modernen, sozialistischen Großstadt (Rat der Stadt Dresden, 1965), 2.
72 On architecture’s central role, see Katerina Clark, “Socialist Realism and the Sacralizing of Space,” in The

Landscape of Stalinism: The Art and Ideology of Soviet Space, ed. Evgeny Dobrenko and Eric Naiman (Washington,
2003), 3–18.

73 Anne Fuchs, After the Dresden Bombing: Pathways of Memory, 1945 to the Present (Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 104–15.
74 Oberbürgermeister Gerhard Schill to Präsident der Volkskammer Johannes Dieckmann, 17 August 1962, 4.2.3/7,

Stadtarchiv Dresden (hereafter StdAD); see also Hans Nadler, “Der Erhalt der Ruine der Frauenkirche nach 1945,”
Dresdner Hefte 10, no. 32 (1992): 25–34, at 34.
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It took another year for an inauspicious plaque to be fixed to one of the surviving walls,
without permission of the legal owners, the Lutheran Church, in 1967. And that was pretty
much the end of the story. Thereafter, neither state nor church showed any inclination to use
the ruins for commemorative ritual, or even to tidy up and curate the heap of burnt stones
overgrown with weeds. The West German travel magazine Merian, reporting in 1967, was
deeply unimpressed by the physical state of the ruins and dismissive of political attempts
to make them a memorial, noting: “Unfortunately, the Frauenkirche is nothing more than
a ‘memorial’,” suggesting that in its ruined state it was neither an architectural monument
nor a proper war memorial.75 Although the Frauenkirche memorial ruins became a popular
postcard motif, it is difficult to determine how ordinary Dresdeners or West German visitors
understood or interacted with them.76 There are few traces of unofficial memorial practices.
Some contemporaries may have regarded the ruins as an accidental war memorial; others
perceived them principally as a lost jewel of baroque architecture.77 The Dresden-born
writer Erich Kästner, for one, treated the ruins as an architectural remnant of the legendary
“Old Dresden,” not as a war memorial.78

Two decades after the end of the war, the Frauenkirche became an official—but unu-
sed—“memorial” site shrouded in ambiguity. This should not surprise us. Retaining ruins
as material evidence for the destructiveness of total war (and the perishability of memory)
was anathema in communist societies. Leningrad, for instance, planted victory parks and
built massive monuments but preserved no commemorative ruins. The war might have
been etched into the Russian city’s psyche, but it left few physical traces—and certainly
none that were kept by design.79 Likewise, the GDR’s self-image as a forward-looking
Aufbau (rebuilding) society—a state “risen from ruins,” according to its anthem—demanded
making good the scars of war, not their cultivation.80 Church ruins, in particular, had no
value to the atheist regime. The memorial ruin—this “silent yet eloquent witness,” as one
contemporary phrased it—was quintessentially a Western or capitalist phenomenon.81 In
West Germany, ruined churches offered symbolic foci that filled the gap between postwar
speechlessness and self-pity. Prominent examples include St. Nikolai Church in Hamburg,
Aegidien Church in Hanover, and, above all, the Gedächtniskirche in West Berlin (the latter,
consisting of the stark shell of the old church and a modernist postwar building, was some-
times compared to Coventry Cathedral).82 The ruin-turned-memorial allowed West Germans
in the 1950s and early 1960s to reflect on personal suffering and historical impoverishment

75 Brigitte Jeremias, “Für die Menschen von Morgen,” Merian: Dresden 20, no. 10 (1967): 25–33, at 30.
76 See the postcard “Ruine der Frauenkirche: Mahnmal der Zerstörung,” VEB Bild und Heimat Reichenbach, 1968,

17.6.1, FK 33, StdAD.
77 On informal practices, see Matthias Neutzner, “Vom Anklagen zum Erinnern: Die Erzählung vom 13. Februar,”

in Das rote Leuchten: Dresden und der Bombenkrieg, ed. Oliver Reinhard et al. (Sächsische Zeitung, 2005), 141, 158;
Claudia Jerzak, “Der 13. Februar 1945 im kollektiven Gedächtnis Dresdens: Gedenkrituale und Wandel der
Erinnerungskultur,” Deutschland Archiv, 13 February 2024, http://www.bpb.de/518214.

78 Erich Kästner, “Als ich ein kleiner Junge war [1957],” in Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 6, Romane für Kinder (Atrium,
1959), 41, 85.

79 Lisa A. Kirschenbaum, The Legacy of the Siege of Leningrad, 1941–1995: Myth, Memories, and Monuments (Cambridge,
2006), 133.

80 “Es gab eine Zeit, da liebte man Ruinen,” Die Union, 13 February 1969. On the anthem, see Heike Amos,
Auferstanden aus Ruinen … Die Nationalhymne der DDR 1949 bis 1990 (Dietz, 1997).

81 Cited in Gerhard Schneider, “… nicht umsonst gefallen”? Kriegerdenkmäler und Kriegstotenkult in Hannover
(Hahnsche Buchhandlung, 1991), 307. On memorial ruins, see also Gilad Margalit, Guilt, Suffering, and Memory:
Germany Remembers Its Dead of World War II (Indiana, 2010), 69–75; Jason Johnson, “Rising from the Ruins: A Case
Study of East German Memory Work, 1983–1984,” German Studies Review 47 (2024): 295–313, at 297. For a different
interpretation, see Rudy Koshar, From Monuments to Traces: Artifacts of German Memory, 1870–1990 (California, 2000),
154.

82 Central Office of Information to Reconstruction Committee, 9 July 1957, R 26, CAC. On the Berlin church, see
Vera Frowein-Ziroff, Die Kaiser Wilhelm-Gedächtniskirche: Entstehung und Bedeutung (Mann, 1982), 336–40.
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without recrimination, since “war”—prior to the anti-Vietnam War protests—was treated as
an anonymous fate for which nobody could be held responsible.83

The nuclear confrontation during the Cold War raised the specter of creating cityscapes
beyond recognizable ruins. It was against the background of heightened apocalyptic fears
and diplomatic tensions in early 1980 that Mayor Schill made the announcement (again, uni-
laterally, without consulting the church authorities) to install an “eternal memorial against
war and destruction” on the site of the Frauenkirche.84 That was on 13 February 1980, the
thirty-fifth anniversary of the bombing, and the first time the Neumarkt square was chosen
to host a commemorative rally. The mayor’s ambition to revive remembrance ritual and
reconfigure the commemorative landscape proved short-lived. The rally at the
Frauenkirche ruins was a one-off event, and the grand plans for a memorial nothing
more than hot air. Two years later, however, a new memorial tablet (in addition to the
smaller plaque put up in 1967) was hastily erected, at the behest of the Central
Committee of the SED.85 Measuring 2.21 by 1.78 meters, it depicted an intact
Frauenkirche. The inscription retrieved worn-out propaganda slogans about the “struggle
against imperialist barbarism” (to which the Lutheran Church objected, to no effect).86

Politicians in East Berlin were demanding a monumental statement, and pronto, having
observed with some trepidation how local activists had hijacked the anniversary ritual
and usurped symbolic space, notably the ruined church, for their purposes on 13
February 1982. In the run-up to the anniversary of the bombing, a band of teenage rebels
distributed flyers inviting young people to gather at the Frauenkirche on 13 February.
They proposed an informal and unconventional form of commemoration centered around
the ruins, inspired by ritual forms pioneered by the American civil rights movement:

At 21.50 we will meet at the Frauenkirche. All are to bring flowers and a candle.
The flowers will be arranged in the form of a cross, around which we sit down. We
will place the candles in front of us (bring matches!). At 22.00 the church bells will
ring! Afterwards we will wait for 2 minutes and then we will sing “We Shall
Overcome.” The whole thing will take place in absolute silence. After the singing, we
shall leave quietly after waiting for ca. 4 minutes.87

The candlelit vigil at the Frauenkirche became an integral, albeit unofficial, element of the
anniversaries during the 1980s, against the will of both church and state. The original sit-in
idea of 1982 highlighted a shift in agency. Political dissidents and Christian youth were to
become the most active and creative players, pushing the party-state as well as the
Lutheran Church into a reactive role. The Stasi allocated more and more resources to coun-
termeasures around the anniversaries during the 1980s, culminating in the prophetically
code-named Operation “Ruin 89” in the year of the fall of the Berlin Wall.88 Party bosses
put all their hopes in a memorial tablet, viewing memorialization as a means of regaining
the initiative they had lost in the realm of ritual; this was in vain, though, for official

83 Goebel, The Great War, 295–98; see also David F. Crew, Bodies and Ruins: Imagining the Bombing of Germany, 1945 to
the Present (Michigan, 2017), 94–95; Malte Thießen, Eingebrannt ins Gedächtnis: Hamburgs Gedenken an Luftkrieg und
Kriegsende 1943 bis 2005 (Dölling und Galitz, 2007), 227.

84 Oberbürgermeister Gerhard Schill, “Rede zur Kundgebung am 13.2.1980,” February 1980, 4.2.3/907, fols. 318–19,
StdAD.

85 “Protokolle des Sekretariats des ZK der SED: Anlage Nr. 8 zum Protokoll Nr. 73,” 16 June 1982, DY 30/J IV 2/3/
3387, Stiftung Archiv der Partein und Massenorganisationen der DDR im Bundesarchiv, Berlin; “Bekundung des
Friedenswillens an der Ruine der Frauenkirche,” Sächsische Zeitung (hereafter SZ), 18 August 1982.

86 “Gespräch mit Präsident Domsch und Oberkirchenrat Rau am 14. Juli 1982,” 15 July 1982, MfS, BV Dresden, AIM
2769/90, part 2, vol. 3, fols. 113–14, Außenstelle Dresden, Stasi-Unterlagen-Archiv im Bundesarchiv (hereafter
BArch–StUA).

87 “Lieber Freund!,” n.d. [February 1982], Best. 2, Nr. 573, fol. 186, LkAD.
88 Generalmajor Horst Böhm, “Bericht zur Aktion ‘Ruine 89’,” 14 February 1989, MfS, BV Dresden, Leiter der BV

10676, fols. 3–11, BArch–StUA.
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memory had lost its displacing forcefulness. It was grassroots practice, not official measures,
that finally established the Frauenkirche as a true memorial—the Dresden memorial—almost
forty years after the bombing of the city.89

Ruins Restored: The Rebuilt Frauenkirche and Dresden’s Memoryscape, 1990–2010

Symbolic performance recast the ruins as a dual memorial to the destructiveness of total
war and the healing power of collective action. Yet the new-won status was almost immedi-
ately lost again. In the aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall, a citizens’ initiative emerged
that campaigned for a faithful reconstruction of the Frauenkirche, reusing as much as pos-
sible of the surviving fabric. Spearheaded by the trumpeter Ludwig Güttler, the initiative
soon received prominent backing from the federal president, the Dresdner Bank, and various
celebrities. Reconstituted as the Society for the Promotion of the Rebuilding of the
Frauenkirche, it took part in international exhibitions (such as Expo 2000 and CeBIT),
held charity concerts (for instance, with the tenor José Carreras), and sold merchandise
(a children’s book, a wristwatch, etc.). Local societies sprang up in a number of German cities
as well as in Paris, New York, and Gostyń (Poland).90 Private individuals were invited to
adopt a stone, sponsor a seat, or purchase a donor’s certificate. Work on the site commenced
with the archaeological clearance of the ruins in early 1993. By August 1996 the undercroft
was completed, and just over four years later the interior was also ready for use.91 Finally, on
30 October 2005 the Frauenkirche was reconsecrated (Figure 4). Here was a beacon of
European culture and a manifestation of German unity, as the federal president underlined
in his speech.92 What he did not say, however, was that Dresden had gained an uplifting sym-
bol (popularly known as “The Wonder of Dresden”) but had lost a war memorial.93 The peo-
ple behind the project had, according to one psychological anthropologist, indulged in
“monumental fetishism” in a futile attempt of “undoing trauma.”94

The Frauenkirche society billed itself, not entirely without justification, as “the most suc-
cessful cultural citizens’ movement of the German postwar period.”95 It achieved its objec-
tive in a remarkably short time and against considerable resistance. The Lutheran Church
initially distanced itself from the reconstruction project, saying it had no use for another
church building (it later changed its stance).96 German preservationists, except those

89 Karin Urich, Die Bürgerbewegung in Dresden 1989/90 (Böhlau, 2001), 33–39, 43; Josef Schmid, Kirchen, Staat und Politik in
Dresden zwischen 1975 und 1989 (Böhlau, 1998), 238–49; Neutzner, “Vom Anklagen zum Erinnern,” 158–61; Tony Joel, The
Dresden Firebombing: Memory and the Politics of Commemorating Destruction (I. B. Tauris, 2013), 111–15, 136–42.

90 Some nuances were lost, quite literally, in translation, though. See Susanne Vees-Gulani, “From Frankfurt’s
Goethehaus to Dresden’s Frauenkirche: Architecture, German Identity, and Historical Memory since 1945,”
Germanic Review 80 (2005): 143–63, at 158.

91 See Die Dresdner Frauenkirche: Jahrbuch zu ihrer Geschichte und zu ihrem archäologischen Wiederaufbau 1–16
(1995–2012). For a sociological study, see Victoria Knebel, Preserve and Rebuild: Dresden during the Transformations of
1989–1990. Architecture, Citizens Initiatives and Local Identities (Peter Lang, 2007), ch. 4.

92 Horst Köhler, “Was uns eint: Ansprache des Bundespräsidenten zur Eröffnung der Dresdner Frauenkirche am 30.
Oktober 2005,” in Der Wiederaufbau der Dresdner Frauenkirche: Botschaft und Ausstrahlung einer weltweiten Bürgerinitiative, ed.
Ludwig Güttler (Schnell und Steiner, 2006), 295–301; see also David F. Crew, “Sleeping with the Enemy? A Fiction Film for
German Television about the Bombing of Dresden,” Central European History 40 (2007): 117–32, at 131.

93 Jürgen Trimborn, “Das ‘Wunder von Dresden:’ Der Wiederaufbau der Frauenkirche. Ein kritischer Blick auf das
‘größte Rekonstruktionsprojekt des Jahrhunderts’,” Die alte Stadt 24 (1997): 127–49, at 137; Rehberg and Neutzner,
“The Dresden Frauenkirche,” 124.

94 Jason James, “Undoing Trauma: Reconstructing the Church of Our Lady in Dresden,” Ethos: Journal of the Society
for Psychological Anthropology 34 (2006): 244–72, at 265. For a more subtle argument, see Rolf J. Goebel,
“Gesamtkunstwerk Dresden: Official Urban Discourse and Durs Grünbein’s Poetic Critique,” German Quarterly 80
(2007): 492–510, at 500.

95 Claus Fischer and Hans-Joachim Jäger, “Bericht der Gesellschaft zur Förderung des Wiederaufbaus der
Frauenkirche Dresden e.V. über Vereinsarbeit, Spenden, Sponsoren und Personalia im Jahre 2000,” Die Dresdner
Frauenkirche: Jahrbuch zu ihrer Geschichte und zu ihrem archäologischen Wiederaufbau 7 (2001): 313–61, at 315.

96 “Frauenkirche Dresden—Ruine oder Wiederaufbau?,” SZ, 13 February 1990.
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based in Dresden, almost unanimously rejected the scheme, condemning it as gigantic kitsch.
The director-general of the State Art Collections, Martin Roth, also heaped scorn on the pro-
ject. “It’s like IKEA,” Roth said, by which he presumably meant that it was inauthentic,
because, at a cost of €180 million, it was certainly not cheap.97

Earlier objections on grounds of religious need and preservation philosophy were broad-
ened to include concerns about the loss of cultural memory. Reversing wartime destruction
and socialist neglect came at the cost of undermining the Frauenkirche’s critical memorial
function. True, the blackened stones of the ruins were to be integrated into the bright sand-
stone structure, making them stand out visually. Yet, in the course of time, the old and the
new are supposed to blend into one another, transfiguring rather than preserving the ruin-
ous past—a form of “revisionist reconstruction” rather than “critical preservation.”98 Not

Figure 4. Frauenkirche, Dresden, 1743/2005. Author’s photograph, 2005.

97 George Packer, “Will a Prideful City Finally Confront its Past? Letter from Dresden,” New Yorker 85, no. 47 (2010): 35.
98 On different forms of preservation, see Gavriel D. Rosenfeld, Munich and Memory: Architecture, Monuments, and the

Legacy of the Third Reich (California, 2000); Andrew Demshuk, Three Cities after Hitler: Redemptive Reconstruction across
Cold War Borders (Pittsburgh, 2021).
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everybody was impressed. “I am annoyed that the Frauenkirche […] is to be rebuilt,” noted
the American writer Kurt Vonnegut, expressing what many people seemed to feel: “I
thought it was a perfect monument when a ruin to Western Civilization’s effort to commit
suicide in two world wars.”99 Vonnegut, who had witnessed the bombing of Dresden as a
prisoner-of-war, embodied for many the authoritative voice of the one-who-had-been-there.
What Vonnegut did not realize, or had forgotten, was that this “perfect monument” was a
relatively recent creation. For decades, it had been a mere heap of stones, half-heartedly
declared a memorial, awaiting a decision that neither city planners nor church leaders
had been prepared to take. It was civic action that transformed the site into a true memorial
between 1982 and 1989; and it was civil society that did away with ruins in the 1990s.

Few of those who wanted “their church” back were churchgoers. Even fewer had a clear
idea as to what the reconstructed church should or could be used for. East Germany in the
1980s and 1990s was one of the most secularized societies in Europe, and in Dresden there
was already a surplus of churches. One of the earliest ideas, discussed behind the scenes in
the mid-1980s, was to convert the church building into a memorial museum, housing a per-
manent exhibition about the “imperialist air war.”100 But the GDR lacked the financial means
to reconstruct the church and the political will to repurpose it. A serious discussion about a
future use for the Frauenkirche could only be broached after the peaceful revolution of 1989.
Veteran protesters, wary of the new feel-good language of peace and reconciliation, were
generally opposed to the notion of losing “their ruins,” although some argued for the rebuilt
Frauenkirche to become an international “peace center” dedicated to peace education and
research.101 The final decision rested with the Frauenkirche Foundation, set up jointly by
the Lutheran Church, the city of Dresden, and the state of Saxony. It stipulated early on
that the resurrected church would function again as a Protestant place of worship—even
in the absence of a congregation. Following the completion of the undercroft in 1996, the
Frauenkirche served a transient flock of occasional churchgoers and cultural tourists.
Arguably, the Frauenkirche is a memorial first and a church second. Communion became
separated from community.102 Some called this a “missed opportunity” to establish a
truly ecumenical center, a wasted chance to build a church fit for the twenty-first century.103

The benchmark for success was Coventry Cathedral, and in many ways the Frauenkirche
was modelled on the rebuilt Anglican cathedral and its mission of international reconcilia-
tion.104 The ideas of atonement and forgiveness were built, quite literally, into the fabric of
both churches. Just as the West German state and churches had contributed to the rebuilding
of Coventry Cathedral, so Britain supported the restoration of the Frauenkirche. The trauma
of the bombing war found resolution in the celebration of reconciliation; rebuilding the
church became an Anglo-German project embedded within a transnational one. Thus, in
1993 the Dresden Trust was formed as an “expression of the wish of people of the United
Kingdom […] to offer the hand of friendship and reconciliation.”105 The trust’s claim to be
“widely representative” was an exaggeration, although not a wild one.106 Many ordinary
Britons sponsored the work of the Dresden Trust, and so did British industry, while

99 Kurt Vonnegut, Letters, ed. Dan Wakefield (Vintage, 2013), 358, dated 17 February 1995. On the discourse of
“Western civilization,” see Paul Betts, Ruin and Renewal: Civilising Europe after the Second World War (Profile, 2020),
164–67.

100 Leah I.-K. and Stephan K. to SED-Bezirksleitung, 5 August 1985, 4.2.3/830, fol. 104, StdAD.
101 “Ruf aus Dresden—13. Februar,” SZ, 15 February 1990.
102 Stephan Fritz, “Dem Ort gerecht werden—Chancen nutzen: Zur Nutzung der wieder aufgebauten

Frauenkirche,” Praktische Theologie 40 (2005): 20–23.
103 Michael Bartsch, “Symbol der Heilung,” Die Tageszeitung, 29 October 2005.
104 Paul Oestreicher, “Von Coventry nach Dresden: Jenseits des Traumas. Ein Traum von der neuen Frauenkirche,”

Die Zeichen der Zeit: Lutherische Monatshefte 2, no. 3 (1999): 12–14.
105 Anthony Clayton and Alan Russell, eds., Dresden: A City Reborn (Berg, 1999), 231.
106 Alan Russell, “Why Dresden Matters,” in Firestorm: The Bombing of Dresden 1945, ed. Paul Addison and Jeremy
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Coventry Cathedral provided crucial assistance with the fundraising campaign. The most
eye-catching donation, an undisclosed sum, came from Queen Elizabeth II. Her visit to
Dresden in 1992, during which the royal motorcade had driven past the Frauenkirche
ruins, without stopping, had triggered mixed reactions.107 Supporting the work of the
trust was a way of setting the record straight.

A working member of the royal family, the Duke of Kent, became the patron of the trust.
Representing the queen, the duke acknowledged Dresdeners’ grief and trauma by joining
thousands of people who had gathered at the ruins carrying candles on 13 February 1995.
Speaking in German, he came closer to offering an apology than any British official before
or after him: “We deeply regret the suffering on all sides in the war. Today we especially
remember that of the people of Dresden.”108 As a gift, the duke had brought with him a
design of the golden orb and cross that was to crown the reconstructed Frauenkirche and
that the trust pledged to donate. The editorial in The Times commented perceptively:
“Some Germans may interpret the present as a discrete apology. All can agree that it is a
sincere act of reconciliation.”109 All was said that could be said, and the Dresden Trust,
eager to put the past behind, urged people to “look forward, not back.”110 For his part,
the duke skillfully moved on to other, more upbeat, themes on subsequent visits. Thus,
he foregrounded Anglo-German friendship in 2000 and European unity in 2004.111 This
shift of emphasis was very much in line with the trust’s raison d’être as an organization ded-
icated principally to reconciliation, not remembrance. Its chairman, Alan Russell, reasoned
that “peace is not just the absence of war and that reconciliation means very much more
than the sullen toleration of difference or defeat. It is, in effect, a profound, reflective and
long-term process, requiring justice and freedom, forgiveness and love.”112

Russell was the driving force behind the Dresden Trust. A convinced European and former
official in the European Commission, he had studied philosophy, politics, and economics, and
had a doctorate in modern history. And though he provided thoughtful perspectives on the
moral philosophy underpinning the work of the trust, he was a doer not a theorist. His motto
was borrowed from Erich Kästner: “Es gibt nichts Gutes, außer man tut es,” which translates
roughly as actions speak louder than words.113 The good deed in question was the donation
of the great orb and cross: “The ultimate gift of reconciliation” and symbol of “lived recon-
ciliation,” as the Coventry and Dresden press put it respectively, echoing each other’s
phrases.114 The orb and cross (a replica of the eighteenth-century original) gave the trust
a material focus for its fundraising activities—a “symbol more powerful than words,”

107 Thomas Kaulfuß, “Goldenes Kreuz der Versöhnung,” SZ, 13 February 1995; see also Joel, Dresden Fireboming,
202–06.

108 Roger Boyes, “Duke of Kent Expresses British Regret for Suffering of Dresden,” The Times, 14 February 1995.
109 “Fire from the Sky,” The Times, 13 February 1995. On the German press, see Anja Pannewitz, “Die wiederauf-

gebaute Dresdner Frauenkirche und die Erinnerung an NS und Zweiten Weltkrieg: Eine semantische Analyse,”
Deutschland Archiv 41 (2008): 204–14.

110 Alan Russell, “Dresden and the Dresden Trust,” in Dresden: A City Reborn, ed. Anthony Clayton and Alan Russell
(Berg, 1999), 5; see also Frances Houghton, “The ‘Missing Chapter:’ Bomber Command Aircrew Memoirs in the 1990s
and 2000s,” in British Cultural Memory of the Second World War, ed. Lucy Noakes and Juliette Pattinson (Bloomsbury
Academic, 2014), 155–74.

111 “Ansprache S. Kgl. H. des Herzogs von Kent anläßlich des Aufsetzens des Kuppelkreuzes der Dresdner
Frauenkirche am 22. Juni 2004,” Die Dresdner Frauenkirche: Jahrbuch zu ihrer Geschichte und zu ihrem archäologischen
Wiederaufbau 10 (2004): 9–10.

112 “Reconciliation in Europe after World War II,” draft essay, 2005, Alan Russell Papers, private collection. I am
grateful to the late Dr Russell for granting me access to his papers. See also Philip Boobbyer, “Answering Dresden’s
Call,” For A Change 19, no. 4 (2006): 4–7.

113 “Erich Kästner Preis Zeremonie,” speech manuscript, 19 November 2006, Alan Russell Papers, private
collection.
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according to the German president.115 A tangible token of reconciliation, it was also sup-
posed to showcase British craftsmanship, and thus the quality of the finished product had
to be beyond criticism. Interestingly, the eighty-plus pages of specifications for the manu-
facture of the orb and cross do not mention the bombing once (not even in the first section
entitled “Historical and General Background Information”), perhaps unsurprisingly because
the trust’s goal was to overcome the past and forge a hopeful future.116

Alan Smith, the goldsmith responsible for making the orb and cross, knew all about the
history anyway; his father had flown a Lancaster in the raid on Dresden. Smith understood
his work as a form of Wiedergutmachung (“making good again”), the Sächsische Zeitung cited
him as saying.117 Although it seems unlikely that he would have used this essentially
untranslatable and ambiguous term, the orb and cross were arguably a form of symbolic
and material restitution, of making good, as well as a tangible financial contribution to
the rebuilding project. Working on the orb and cross held a deep personal meaning for
the goldsmith. A token of Anglo-German reconciliation, the cross was also a memorial to
a witness of the bombing. “My father used to tell me about the horrors and the suffering
of Dresden,” Smith told the British press. “He did not want it to be forgotten. By working
on the cross I’ve come closer to my father and it’s my way of saying goodbye to him and
fulfilling his wishes.”118

Over £1 million were donated to the Dresden Trust, a sum far exceeding the cost of the
orb and cross. The remainder was used, inter alia, to finance the construction of two friend-
ship gardens. The first British-German friendship garden was inaugurated at the National
Memorial Arboretum in rural Staffordshire in the West Midlands in October 2006
(Figure 5), almost exactly one year after the completion of the Frauenkirche. Located thirty
miles north of Coventry, this friendship garden is part of an emerging memorial landscape,
sponsored by the Royal British Legion, which includes the Armed Forces Memorial to British
servicemen and women killed on duty since the Second World War. Thus, the bombing war—
or, rather, postwar reconciliation—found a place within a British site of national remem-
brance, itself inspired by the Arlington National Cemetery and United States National
Arboretum in Washington. Steeped in a tradition of horticultural memorials, the friendship
garden consists of two circles of weeping silver birches and a third circle created out of four-
teen stones retrieved from the rubble of the Frauenkirche. On these stones are inscribed the
names of twenty cities or regions that had suffered bombing in the Second World War. “It
has a Dresden theme but stands for all people in both countries,” the trust stressed.119

All the same, Coventry and Dresden take pride of place. A plaque on the central dedication
stone explains (in both English and German) the idea behind the garden: “Just as Coventry
has been rebuilt and Dresden has risen from the ashes of the firestorm which engulfed it on
13/14 February 1945, so have the friendship and mutual respect that traditionally character-
ised British German relations been reborn.” Here is a commemorative terrain in which the
dialectics of memory give way to a reconciliatory synthesis.

115 Cited in Claus Fischer, “Bericht der Gesellschaft zur Förderung des Wiederaufbaus der Frauenkirche Dresden
e.V. über Vereinsarbeit, Spenden, Sponsoren und Personalia,” Die Dresdner Frauenkirche: Jahrbuch zu ihrer Geschichte
und zu ihrem archäologischen Wiederaufbau 1 (1995): 267–74, at 269.

116 “Specification for the Manufacture of the Great Orb and Cross for the Frauenkirche Dresden,” 1998, AAD/2009/
20/6/24, Archive of Art and Design, Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

117 Jochen Wittmann, “Keine Entschuldigung, aber eine große Geste,” SZ, 10 February 2000. On Wiedergutmachung,
see Constantin Goschler, Schuld und Schulden: Die Politik der Wiedergutmachung für NS-Verfolgte seit 1945 (Wallstein,
2005).

118 Kate Connelly, “Cross of RAF Pilot’s Son Crowns Rebuilt Church in Dresden,” Daily Telegraph, 23 June 2004.
119 “The Inauguration of the British-German Friendship Garden (or Grove) in the National Memorial Arboretum,”
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Five years later, the Dresden Trust donated 1,750 roses (including the varieties
“Remembrance” and “Reconciliation”) for a second garden of friendship, planted at
Rathausplatz in Dresden, opposite the synagogue.120 Again, the location is highly symbolic, com-
plicating the notion of “reconciliation” (a term that the Jewish community rejected anyway).121

The new synagogue occupies the ground of the one destroyed during the so-called Kristallnacht
pogrom. “The fire that Dresdeners set in the synagogue on 9 November 1938, came back to
haunt the city on 13 February 1945, when Allied bombers reduced Dresden to rubble,” com-
mented the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on 9 November 2001, the day of the opening of the
new synagogue. Remarkably, the liberal-conservative broadsheet echoed a point that left-
leaning local memory activists had been making for many years.122 Challenging claims of
German victimization, they argued that there was a causal connection between the two events,
and that therefore the reconstruction of the Frauenkirche would be incomplete without the
rebuilding of the synagogue. National and international supporters of the Frauenkirche project
signed up to this idea, especially once they realized that Dresden was becoming a magnet for
right-wing extremists and Holocaust deniers.123 Notably, the chairman of the New York-based

Figure 5. British-German Friendship Garden, National Memorial Arboretum, Alrewas, inaugurated by the Duke of
Kent, 2006. Author’s photograph, 2006.

120 “Rosen als Zeichen der Versöhnung: Grußworte zur Einweihung des Deutsch-Britischen Rosengartens in
Dresden,” Die Dresdner Frauenkirche: Jahrbuch zu ihrer Geschichte und zu ihrem archäologischen Wiederaufbau 15 (2011):
13–18.

121 Nora Goldenbogen interviewed in Barbara Lubich and Claudia Jerzak, dir., Come Together: Dresden und der 13.
Februar (Hechtfilm, 2012).

122 Reiner Burger, “Zeichen neuer Hoffnung,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 9 November 2001. On wartime under-
standings of this link, see Nicholas Stargardt, The German War: A Nation under Arms, 1939–45 (Bodley Head, 2015), 377.

123 Norbert Haase, “Dresden zwischen Amnesie und negativem Gedächtnis: Erinnerung an nationalsozialistische
Gewaltherrschaft und Diktatur in der SBZ/DDR und ihre symbolischen Gedenktage seit der Wiedervereinigung,” in
Zeitrhythmen und performative Akte in der städtischen Erinnerungs- und Repräsentationskultur zwischen Früher Neuzeit und
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Friends of Dresden, the biologist Günter Blobel, divided his Nobel Prize money between the
Frauenkirche and the synagogue. Unlike the Frauenkirche, the old synagogue, designed by
Gottfried Semper, had vanished completely. After the pogrom the burnt-out shell of the build-
ing was razed to the ground; not a stone was left standing. But one thing survived: the Star of
David, now integrated into the new building.124 The new synagogue is thus different from the
“redemptive reconstruction” of Jewish sites in (West) Germany from the 1980s onward.
Previous projects, driven by the comforting illusion of “reconstructing multiethnicity from
the ruins of multiethnicity,” had focused on the material remains of Jewish life.125 The stark
architecture of the Dresden’s new synagogue, by contrast, exposes the catastrophic rupture
between past and present. If anything, it is designed to counterbalance the pervasive trend
toward reassembling the shattered fragments of the past.

A second architectural counterpoint to the Frauenkirche project—and the broader hope of
and redemptive recovery from a ruinous past—arose in the form of the Busmannkapelle, a
memorial chapel erected on the plot of the former Sophienkirche. While the new synagogue
is a massive cube with few windows to the outside, this small chapel—or Denkraum (think-
space)—is covered by a glass structure. Yet the two buildings are more similar than would
appear at first sight. Both underline historical discontinuity. Each in its way is suggestive
of a broken past that is not easily mended. In the case of the Sophienkirche, only the
outer shell of the church remained standing after the February 1945 air raid. The parish
council’s proposal to turn the gutted church into memorial space—an idea inspired by
Coventry Cathedral—fell on deaf ears; the ruins were pulled down in 1962–63 to make
room for a mega-restaurant.126 The Fresswürfel, as it was popularly known, was itself demol-
ished after the collapse of the GDR.

Around the same time, a group of citizens started campaigning for the construction of a
memorial on the site of the former church. They put their finger on the paradox of memory
at work in contemporary Dresden: “Today,” they stated in 2005, “the Sophienkirche represents
the Old Dresden more than the Zwinger, the palace, and the Frauenkirche possibly can: it no
longer exists.”127 Unlike the Frauenkirche project, this one was framed as a Mahnmal (memorial
of admonition), with the intention of showing that the destruction of Dresden had begun well
before the war and did not end with it: “The Sophienkirche was destroyed several times: spir-
itually, by the Nazi insanity of the German Christians; objectively, on 13 February 1945, in a
military retaliation; materially, by ideological delusion in 1962/63.”128

The glass structure houses an artificial, stylized ruin, which incorporates architectural
fragments of the Gothic church. A Mahnmal intended to problematize the multifaceted leg-
acies of destruction, this “think-space” was designed as a counterpoint to the reconstructed
Frauenkirche, this domineering symbol of rebirth and reconciliation. And yet the supporters
of the Sophienkirche project were unable to escape the dynamics of reconciliation. Together
with the Frauenkirche, the Denkraum Sophienkirche was received into the community of the
Cross of Nails, the cathedral’s global network of partner institutions. Ruination had put
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126 Pfarrkonvent Dresden-West to Oberbürgermeister Gute, 6 September 1950, Akte Sophienstraße:
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Coventry Cathedral on the map in 1940; fifty years later, the link with Dresden helped rein-
force and cement the cathedral’s international profile. The ruins of war were the common
denominator. “[I]n both cities […] the ruins of war became poignant symbols of what is
means to remember and yet to forgive,” claimed Canon Oestreicher in 1999.129 But while
Coventry Cathedral thrived on the juxtaposition of ruination and rebuilding, the
Frauenkirche dissolved this tension by blending ruins with reconstruction. Importantly,
though, the Frauenkirche is not the only (former) ruin in Dresden. There are also the invis-
ible but ever-present ruins of the old synagogue as well as the recreated, stylized “ruins” of
the Sophienkirche. All three ruins together form a memorial landscape that speaks of sav-
agery and suffering as well as recovery and rapprochement. In one way or another, the ruin-
ous past has become incorporated into the material and moral fiber of the city.

Conclusion

Church ruinswere silentwitnesses to totalwar, accidentalmemorials that suited an age inwhich
people turned against the idea of erecting another “cold stone memorial” so soon after the
end of the First World War.130 The disavowal of the traditional war memorial after 1945 had
much to do with the fact that Great War memorials had seemingly “failed” to warn. “It is a kin-
dred feeling which suggests that a war memorial should take a form which would contribute to
the prevention of another war,” one architectural critic rather optimistically wrote in 1946. The
logical consequencewas that futurememorials “must be international in character.”131 The idea
of a pacifist, supranational war memorial proved overambitious, but memorialization did take
an international turn after the Second World War, above all at Coventry: the cathedral ruins
were transformed into a worldwide symbol; the Charred Cross travelled to the United States
and was displayed at the world’s fair; the Reconciliation statue was part of an international net-
work of sculptures. Similarly, the rebuilding of the Frauenkirche was, from the very first ideas
mooted in the 1950s to its eventual execution after 1989–90, conceived of as a transnational and,
above all, Anglo-German project, inspired by the rebuilt Coventry Cathedral. To be sure, the
envisaged United Nations memorial was never built, yet Coventry Cathedral and the ruins—
their message of forgiveness, compassion, and brotherhood—was the nearest thing: not a
static signifier, but a dynamic site of reflection and reconciliation; not a war memorial fixated
on the past, but a postwar memorial facing the future.
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