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In Holocaust Monuments and National Mem‐
ory Cultures Peter Carrier argues that contempo‐
rary monuments, more specifically the Holocaust
Monument in Berlin and the Vél' d' Hiv in Paris,
should not be read as "national" historical docu‐
ments, with one distinct meaning, but should be
understood as open to interpretation and consid‐
ered in terms of the numerous debates that they
inspired and the meanings assigned to them by
various interest groups. Carrier's main goal is to
assess the political ramifications and significance
of contemporary monuments. The governments
of both France and Germany intervened in the
planning stages of these monuments to construct
and define them in terms of "national" moral
statements about actions taken during the Second
World War. While this may be the official version
of the meaning these monuments carry to the
public, the monuments are in fact a great deal
more open to interpretation than these claims ad‐
mit. The desire in each country to create one mon‐
ument which would stand for a single "national"
interpretation of the past, necessarily resulted in
the creation of ambiguous and abstract monu‐
ments which enable individuals to interpret

meaning openly and in terms of their own under‐
standing and memories of the Second World War.
Carrier concisely examines and critiques the
theoretical frameworks and arguments of a multi‐
tude of scholars who have dealt with "memory
work" and the Vél d' Hiv and Holocaust monu‐
ments, including Pierre Nora, Henri Rousso, Jay
Winter, and Jürgen Habermas. Most significant, in
terms of his argument, is Carrier's critique of
Pierre Nora's definition of "sites of memory."[1]
Carrier argues that Nora's concept of national
memory as unified and shared by the whole is in‐
accurate when describing the uses and interpreta‐
tions of contemporary monuments. According to
Carrier, a single monument could never encom‐
pass and express the memories of every member
of a nation and should not be considered in these
terms. The Vél' d' Hiv and the Holocaust Memori‐
al, as open and to a degree abstract monuments,
instead allow the public to reflect upon the events
of the Second World War and come to their own
understanding of their own and the country's re‐
lationship to the War. The debates that punctuat‐
ed the conceptualization and creation of the Holo‐
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monuments. Understanding the many debates
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that surrounded these monuments in the 1990s is

function and significance of monuments in terms
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of their influence upon memory cultures. The po‐

which the French and German public, its leaders,

litical significance of contemporary monuments is

and intellectuals remember and view the Second
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prescriptive heuristic stimuli that enable individ‐
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and their relation to the past via representations

monuments allows the public as well as politi‐

of it" (p. 230). The ability of these monuments to

cians of any party to interpret and redefine the

be openly interpreted and to act as catalysts of de‐

meaning of the monuments.
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content of Carrier's book involves the nature of
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memoration after the World Wars. In part 2, Car‐

of thousands as opposed to the murder of mil‐

rier goes to great lengths to describe the aesthetic
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and political debates that surrounded both the
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ing the many different designs suggested for the

and a large part of his argument revolves around

monuments and the political rhetoric used by var‐
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ious officials and interest groups to describe the
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critiqued and questioned the theories of several
established experts in the field of memory studies,
and this volume will probably spark a few de‐
bates of its own.
Notes
[1]. Pierre Nora, ed. Les Lieux de mémoire, 7
vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1984-1993). For reviews of
Nora's work see: John Bodnar, "Pierre Nora, Na‐
tional Memory, and Democracy: A Review," Jour‐
nal of American History 87 (2000): pp. 951-963,
and Stephen Englund, "Review: The Ghost of Na‐
tion Past," Journal of Modern History, 64 (1992):
pp. 299-320.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-german

Citation: Franke Smith. Review of Carrier, Peter. Holocaust Monuments and National Memory Cultures
in France and Germany since 1989: The Origins and Political Function of the Vél d'Hiv in Paris and the
Holocaust Monument in Berlin. H-German, H-Net Reviews. November, 2005.
URL: https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=11237

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No
Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.

3

