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JOANNE SAYNER”

THE PERSONAL AND THE POLITICAL: REMEMBERING ADAM
KUCKHOFF, REMEMBERING RESISTANCE g

Advocates of the cultural turn within historiography of the GDR have stressed‘the
importance of the painstaking and laborious reconstruction of the mosaic which
comprised the cultural history of antifascism!. At the heart of such approaches is
a focus on the complexities and competing trajectories of the doctrine which Wwas
the cornerstone of ideology in the GDR. The present significance of these past
negotiations is to be found in the contentious and controversial theoretical concep-
tualisations of the socialist state and the material influence these have on the poli-
tics of remembering in a unified Germany?® The relevance of individual case
studies within a context of debates on antifascism which tend towards abstraction
and a retrospective ‘flattening out’ of history must not be underestimated. The
following article therefore takes as its subject an exhibition which had understan-
dings of antifascism at its centre. It was an exhibition commemorating the twénty
fifth anniversary of the execution of Adam Kuckhoff in Plotzensee on 5.8.1943.
Adam Kuckhoff had been a member of an anti-Nazi resistance group
called « Die Rote Kapelle » [The Red Orchestra]. Greta Kuckhoff, his wife, was
also part of the group and was arrested along with her husband and sentenced to
death. Adam Kuckhoff and many other members of the group were executed but
Greta Kuckhoff’s sentence was commuted to ten years imprisonment. She was
freed by the Red Army in 1945 and subséquently became a member of the SED
and a well-known figure in the GDR. Until her death in 1981 she worked to
commemorate the lives and ideals of the resistance group to which she belonged.
Her memories were conveyed through her writings, educational activities, and, in
1968, an exhibition celebrating her husband’s work. Relying on unpublished
letters from Kuckhoff’s « Nachlass®», the catalogue published by exhibition orga-
niser Gerald Wiemers*, and responses to the exhibition, this article argues that the
space for the memories of resistance created in 1968 challenged, and still chal-

* Lecturer in Cultural Theory. Department of German Studies, University of Birmingham.
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lenges, dominant monolithic conceptions of antifascism. It investigates the ways
different media of memory aimed to make the resisters and their actions acces-
sible, how the women of the resistance group were accorded prominence, and how
(auto)biographical memories were an intrinsic part of Kuckhoff’s understandings
of antifascism. I read these sources as residual traces of a historical event. Using
Raymond Williams’s conceptualisation of how history is part of contemporary
society, I argue that such competing understandings of antifascism are still present
in cultural discourse in unified Germany and can form the basis of opposition
which challenges dominant interpretations of the GDR past®.

Remembrance of the « Rote Kapelle » resistance group was contentious.
The diversity of the members’ backgrounds and the many different political and
moral reasons for resisting meant that, despite the Nazi nomenclature pointing to
a red (Communist) connection, the group was not easy to categorise. The variety
of their acts of resistance — from disseminating antifascist texts, to practical help
for those persecuted by the regime, to their limited and rather unsuccessful
attempts to transmit Germany’s military plans to the Soviet Union — meant that it
was not so easy to simply incorporate the group within the context of remembe-
ring resistance in West and East Germany in the first two decades after the war. In
East Germany a focus on the Communist-led resistance, as defined by the exile
experiences of those in power in the GDR, became prominent in hierarchies of
remembering®. While there had been a number of texts written about the group and
published in the GDR by 1968, knowledge about them was still marginalised’. In
contrast, in West Germany the group was well-known but for negative reasons.
The right wing press in the FRG published inflammatory accounts of the resisters’
‘betrayal’ of Germany due to their contacts with the Soviet Union. Accounts
written from the perspective of their former oppressors, including judge Manfred
Roeder who sentenced the group to death, as well as a reliance on the Gestapo
sources relating to the group, led to a repetition of the Nazi accusations of
treason®. Concurrently with preparations for the Adam Kuckhoff exhibition, a
series of articles by Gilles Perrault was published in Der Spiegel’. These articles
were more measured in tone than some of the earlier attacks but still focussed on
the relationship of the group to the Soviet Union. There had been other accounts
published in West Germany which attempted to offer a more differentiated picture
but they were in the minority®. In her letters Greta Kuckhoff expresses frustration
at the attention gained by the most negative reports and insists that it is time for
the GDR to recognise the resisters « as our own''». While noting the more posi-
tive texts, she however continues: « We shouldn’t just leave the attacks or indeed
the honours to the West!%. »
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FRAMING THE EXHIBITION

The exhibition was opened on 16.9.1968 in the AdK (Akademie der Kiinste) m the
Staatsbibliothek Berlin and ran until November®. From there, the exhibition
moved to Warsaw and then to Krakow. There were also plans to show itin :Paris
and Moscow, but they did not materialise’. The catalogue for the exhibition
contains the main texts used in it, as well as additional documents which fprther
frame what the visitor was looking at!s. It includes: a preface by the President of
the AdK ; photographs of the resisters before and after their arrests ; essays written
by the resisters during Nazism and afterwards by those who survived; reproduc-
tions of last letters, poems and translations written by the resisters before‘; their
execution ; a photograph of the execution site at Plstzensee ; a biography of édam
Kuckhoff; and a bibliography of works by him. As this list demonstrates, although
the exhibition was dedicated to Adam Kuckhoff, its scope was in fact far {wider
and commemorated the resistance group as a whole. In addition, while thége are
elements which clearly support the dominant interpretation of the Naz’} past
promoted by the SED, the sources thematise a notable diversity of people, places,
and politics. In what follows, various elements of the exhibition will be examined
in order to suggest the ways in which they depict these different understandings

of antifascism.
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. Pﬁotoéraphs of Adam Kuckhoff taken in 1934 and after his arrest in 1942.-
© Gerald Wiemers.
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On entering the exhibition the visitor was confronted with a photograph
of Adam Kuckhoff. Taken in 1934; the image is reproduced in the catalogue and
shows him smiling and relaxed, engaged in discussion, his index finger raised as
if emphasising a point. In the catalogue this image is followed by a photograph
taken by the Gestapo after his arrest in 1942, which shows a drawn, severe face
staring directly at the camera. The powerful juxtaposition of these images implies
the stresses of the intervening eight years but prevents the viewer from focussing
on the later picture and thereby assuming the positionality of the Gestapo photo-
grapher's. The catalogue contains ten other photographs of resisters, in addition to
three taken after the arrest of Arvid Harnack, Mildred Harnack-Fish, and Wilhelm
Schiirmann-Horster. The latter visibly shows traces of injury, referred to in the
simple anchorage: « After torture by the Gestapo'’. » It is clear from correspon-
dence and the exhibition inventory that many more photographs were included,
with fifty-five images conveying 'only a proportion of those involved in this
group'®. Twenty-four of the images are of woren, several show the male resisters
with their young children, others depict the resisters as couples. These poignant
expressions of happiness succeed in conveying a vibrancy about these people, not
merely representing them as a « ‘cult of the dead », while still reminding the
viewers of what the resisters sacrificed in their confrontation with the Nazi
regime!?, As such, these photographs were vital to the individualisation and huma-
nisation of the resistance story.

Both transcripts and facsimiles of last letters written by the resisters were
on display and are included in the catalogue. There has been a tradition of using
these last letters in histories- of resistance since the end of the war®. There is
undoubtedly an emotional power emanating from the authenticity of these docu-
ments addressed to mothers, fathers, wives and children. At the same time, they
are significant as political texts wi;th genre conventions and publication histories
which can be traced diachrom'callyﬁ through the memory politics of the GDR. The
last letters of this exhibition do not, however, simply stand as part of a letter-
biography-photograph triptych but are instead part of a mosaic of memories®.
While Adam Kuckhoff’s last letters are followed by a photograph of the execution
site in Plotzensee and a facsimile of his death certificate, the texts resist a mono-
lithic focus on the deaths of those executed, repeatedly bringing the viewer back
to their lives. Letters written between Arvid and Mildred Harnack, and Hans and
Hilde Cbppi during their imprisonment are accompanied by photographs of the
resisters together. A letter describihg the court case of Oda Schottmiiller, which
she managed to smuggle out of prison, is interspersed with a picture of her
dancing. While the letters reflect on their past actions they also affirm life in the
present and hope for the future of Germany. In doing so, these documents are
presented in such a way as to emphasise the work of the resisters for the present,
and not their past deaths.
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Temporal shifts thus frame the depiction of antifascism. This is particu-
larly visible in relation to the site of execution: while the image of Plotzensee in
the catalogue shows the empty gallows, an additional picture in the exhibition
showed Greta Kuckhoff and the former prison chaplain, Harald Poelchau, at the
site during a commemoration service?. Sources suggest not only the personal
importance for Kuckhoff of her annual trips to this place of memory in West
Berlin but also her belief of their wider contemporary political significance. For
her, lessons from antifascism of the past, in particular the way that the « repre-
sentatives of different word views » learnt to work together, could prox‘{ide
common German ground in the present®™.This continued sense of collaboration
was reflected in her insistence that invitees to the exhibition should include West
German relatives of surviving resisters as-well as those interested in preserving
their memory (for example Falk Harnack, Ingeborg Drewitz and Joy Weisenboifn).
Thus, their visibility at both Pl3tzensee memorial site and at the exhibition empha-
sised a material link from the past to the present. '

RESISTANT NARRATIVES

In the catalogue several essays frame and interpret the exhibits. It is my contén-
tion that, on the one hand, these essays encapsulate the main themes and issues of
the captions in the exhibition. On the other hand, the relationship between these
essays and captions is emblematic of the tensions pervading remembrance of anti-
fascist resistance in the GDR. The preface by Konrad Wolf conforms to the domi-
nant political rhetoric of the SED and emphasises Kuckhoff’s « worldview of
revolutionary Marxism » [kimpferischen Marxismus]. Wolf concludes: « In the
GDR his [Adam Kuckhoff’s] legacy has been fulfilled®. » While Greta Kuckhoff
was rather critical of this preface?, it does however pick up on one notable theme
which she also emphasises in the essay which follows, that is, that the resistance
began in Germany in 1933. A tendency to accelerate the resistance narrative to the
start of the war or to link the opposition simply to the decisions made by the KPD
leadership is something that Kuckhoff repeatedly challenged. Firstly, such a
restricted temporal focus downplayed the many years of educational work the
group were involved in, and secondly, it terided to be accompanied by an emphasis
on the contact some of the group had with the Soviet Union®. Nevertheless, two
of the captions are indicative of a continued emphasis within dominant SED
discourse : one stresses that « [ulnder the leadership of the Central Committee the
party organisations of the KPD rigorously continued their antifascist resistance
fight »; and another attributes the work of the resisters to the decisions made at
the Brussels and Bern party conferences of the KPD?. Even after the opening.of
the exhibition Kuckhoff was still unhappy that this impression could persist.*In
referring to the one of the exhibition cases entitled « Against war and genocide »
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she says that it can cause the mistaken assumption « that it was the war that
initiated the resistance and made us into spies, whereas in fact we had already
been fighting for a long time against an impending war?. »

Both the preface and Kuckhoff’s essay raise the issue of nomenclature.
As « Rote Kapelle » was the Gestapo name for the group many surviving
members preferred to avoid it, instead making reference to two of the key players
in the group, Arvid Harnack and Harro Schulze-Boysen?. However, this was not
unprobiematic for Kuckhoff because she thought it focussed too specifically on
these individuals and did not reflect the structure of the group and the numbers
involved®. She was obviously unsuccessful with these objections ; the term « Rote
Kapelle » only appeared a couple of times in relation to schools and other sites
named after the group®. At the saine time, the exhibition does, however, attempt
to stress the number and diversity of those who resisted in terms of professions
and political or religious affiliations. One of the captions reads: « The resistance
organisation SCHULZE-BOYSEN/HARNACK included: workers, academics,
artists, writers, doctors, journalists, students, diplomats, officers and soldiers;
Christians, Communists, Social Democrats, Trade Unionists, foreign workers®. »

A further element of this emphasis on diversity is mirrored in two essays
in the catalogue which focus on the executed fermale resisters. As the wives of the
often referred to protagonists, Mildred Harnack-Fish and Libertas Schulze-
Boysen were somewhat overshadowed by the remembrance of their husbands.
That Kuckhoff was already wary of this, due to their previous marginalisation in
practices of remembering, is encapsulated in her letter to historian Karl-Heinz
Biernat about a memorial site in Friedrichsfelde’:

Incidentally, as far as I can tell from the photographs, all the women are
missing: Mildred Harnack, Libertas Schulze-Boysen, Ingeborg
Kummerow. [...] The three missing women were particularly important
for the resistance work. We talk about equality, and I am of the opinion
that it was really shown here, at least during the resistance. It should also
be shown in the commemoration®.

. The materiality of these hierarchies of remembering is thus linked by
Kuckhoff to the contemporary claims of the GDR state. In the exhibition, promi-
nance is also accorded to the women in the form of a caption entitled « Women in
the resistance » : « There was a very high number of women (45 %) in the various
trials against the accused members of the Schulze-Boysen/Harnack resistance
organisation. 17 of them were executed on the scaffold in Plozensee. Hilde Coppi
and Liane Berkowitz gave birth in prison before they were murdered®. » The
participation of this number of women in a resistance group was unusual. In the
context of the politics of remembering in the GDR, it is notable that such antifas-
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cist memories therefore do not simply conform to the masculinised narrative of
resistance dominant at that time. In her essay, Kuckhoff explicitly draws attention
both to the role these women played in the resistance work and to their different
backgrounds.

ANTIFASCIST UNDERSTANDINGS

Responses from people who visited the exhibition suggest that the approach which
combined individual and collective stories is one which worked: « The Adam-
Kuckhoff exhibition pleased but also deeply moved me. [...] It demonstrates the
personality of a great German spirit of literature, of theatre in the service of huma-
nist progress, and of socialism, in image and in writing. [...] What naturaily
impressed me was the collective spirit of this exhibition, Kuckhoff regardless%of
his own personality, as a comrade in a large community of struggle®. » The exhi-
bition was advertised in the Berliner Zeitung and Neues Deutschland. It was
subsequently reviewed in the Neue Zeit and the Mitteilungen of the AdK. One
reviewer begins by praising the use of sources contemporary to the resistance .

It was [...] no coincidence that it was the documentary material about the
resistance that attracted the largest interest from the public at this exhibi-
tion. Attentive West German visitors will have noted with interest that the
German AdK also showed the positive testimonies about the strugglefof
this group from West Germany and West Bexlin, for example the works
by Giinther Weisenborn and the text which has recently come out ‘on
Kuckhoff by West Berliner I. Drewitz®.

While the author here is eager to restrospectively lay claim to the exhi-
bition’s reach across the border, archival evidence suggests that institutional
support was rather less than forthcoming in this respect. A letter to the KAW,:in
which Kuckhoff details the plans for commemoration in December 1968,
expresses uncertainty about whether the organisation is interested or willing to be
involved in remembering this group and to collaborate with organisations in West
Berlin?”. Issues of finance pervaded discussions between Wiemers, Kuckhoff and
the AdK to the extent that the costs of the original exhibition were still a matter:fof
discussion fifteen months after it ended. In response to a complaint that the eXhi—
bition was one of the most expensive the AdK had shown, Kuckhoff responds: « I
can’t help but reply that my husband gave the most precious thing that one can
give — his life — so we could continue our work. You know that the exhibition has
expanded into an exhibition about the resistance organisation®. » ;'

Kuckhoff wrote two reports on the exhibition as it travelled to Warsaw
and Krakow. She remarked unhappily in a letter to Joy Weisenborn that in Warsaw
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the exhibition was better attended than in Berlin®> She emphasises that in Warsaw
it was significant for raising consciousness: « The scope and significance of the
German resistance was to a large extent unknown, and as such the exhibition
could on several occasions be seen as achieving recognition about the breadth of
the struggle®. » Similarly, in thé report about the exhibition’s time in Krakow,
Kuckhoff argues that she was repeatedly told: « that in Poland very little is known
about. concrete resistance work, at best via old party functionaries, whose
portrayal is nevertheless mechanical and particularly unenthralling for young
people?l. » Those involved in organising such events must, she argues, « proceed
in a more concrete and varied way*2. » In an echo of her comments from the imme-
diate post-war period, Kuckhoff imaintains that it is « not words but deeds » which
can lead to more positive re-evaluations of resistance®®. In the Krakow report
Kuckhoff insists that an antifascist agenda cannot simply be transferred from one
context to the next, but that « the exhibits must be allowed to vary so that in each
country, indeed in every city in question (and this must be stadied), links can be
made to traditions, connections and prejudices*. » This very much echoes her
comments from an interview with Paul Scholz (KAW) before the exhibition in
Berlin when she reiterated the need to approach resistance on the basis of detail
and specificity : « It is the particular characteristics which are especially interes-
ting for young people and for the circles we need to win over in Western countries
which must be brought out, not those which recur in all resistance stories as if by
rote®. »

Kuckhoff reminds the addressee of the Krakow report that as those
involved in the exhibition hoped for « results above and beyond » it, they should
draw on the experiences of the surviving resisters, both in terms of their past oppo-
sition to Nazism and their contemporary roles in the East German socialist state
(for example her work as leader of the GDR state bank and as a member of the
Liga fiir Volkerfreundschafty®. ‘She also stresses the relevance of such personal
political capital for the wider political context at that time:

T ascertained in meetings that goodwill towards the SPD government is
strong and that great expectations of better relationships between West
Germany and Poland are cherished. Often the opinion was expressed that
we, the GDR, pursue a policy of « all or nothing » and do not understand
the situation of other socialist countries, who not only want a normalisa-
tion of the relationship with the Federal Republic but also urgently need
it#,

While Kuckhoff was unequivocal in her determination to fight Nazism,
her understanding of what could, and should, comprise antifascism was far more
differentiated. This analysis of the exhibition shows that for her antifascism was
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an ideal that constantly had to be worked at, must not be allowed to atrophy; and
could not be monolithically imposed regardless of geographical or generational
context. Its potential power in the present was signified by past collaboration of
people with different political affiliations: it was neither exclusive in terms of
gender, background, nor belief. While she was well aware that antifascist fesis-
tance did not topple Nazism, this did not, for her, negate its political potentiﬂél

CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES

In the same way that an understanding of resistance based on the memories of the
« Rote Kapelle » challenged state-supported discourses of antifascism in 1968,
these memories can also problematise current monolithic approaches to antifas-
cism. As the Popular Memory Group reminds us, it is simplistic to understand
history in terms of evolutionism because in any one society competing cultural
forms are always present®®. In order to understand the past, it is necessary to
combine theoretical models with concrete histories of -these different cﬁltural
forms. In doing so, it is possible to understand history in relation to Ray"’mond
Williams’s typology of the « dominant, residual and emergent. » In this model,
the residual comprises « certain experiences, meanings, and values which cannot
be expressed or substantially verified in terms of the dominant culture, [but] are
nevertheless lived and practised on the basis of the residue — cultural as well as
social — of some previous social and cultural institution or formation®. » Such a
residue « may have an alternative or even oppositional relation to the dominant
cultures!. » This oppositional residue must be differentiated from the « :éctive
manifestation of the residual [...] which has been wholly or largely incorpg)rated
into the dominant culture™. » Williams continues:

A residual cultural element is usually at some distance from the effective
dominant culture, but some part of it, some version of it — and espécially
if the residue is from some major area of the past - will in most cases
have had to be incorporated if the effective dominant culture is to: make
sense in these areas. Moreover, at certain points, the dominant gulture
cannot allow too much residual experience and practice outside itgelf, at
least without risk. It is in the incorporation of the actively residuél ~ by
reinterpretation, dilution, projection, discriminating inclusion and exclu-
sion — that the work of selective tradition is especially evident®. -

It is my contention that memories based on autobiographical antifascist
experience, such as Kuckhoff’s, are the basis of the oppositional residual in
contemporary Germany. Detailed cultural histories of antifascism highlight the
competing trajectories that were, and still are, present in discussions about the
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state-supported doctrine. Approaches which aim to marginalise the cultural parti-
cipate in a reinterpretation of antifascism so that it is stripped of any political
possibility and harmlessly incorporated into a dominant narrative about the failure
of the doctrine. T advocate an examination of the detail of past and present anti-
fascist discourse in order to highlight heterogeneity, inherent power relationships,
and intersections with other elements of society and culture. Such an examination
prevents Williams’s model being understood as simplifying or suggesting a homo-
genising utopia®, and points instead to its « conjunctural » function®. Drawing on
Stuart Hall, Lawrence Grossberg reminds us that « a conjuncture is a description
of a social formation as fractured and conflictual, along multiple axes, planes and
scales, constantly in search of temporary balances or structural stabilities through
a variety of practices and process of struggle and negotiation®®. » The concept of
conjuncture, if understood as « the complex historically specific terrain of a crisis
which affects — but in uneven ways — a specific national-social formation as a
whole », can be usefully applied to Germany’s current battles over antifascism®.
The cultural turn within these current battles responds to the fact that « culture [...]
ha[s] emerged as a crucial domain in which history [is] being made, and resistance
[is] being, at least possibly organized®®. » Like Kuckhoff, I am uneasy about the
tendency in current discussions about antifascism to accept « all or nothing ». This
case study is the beginning of a project which can hopefully become part of amore

differentiated picture.
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