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Why unbuilt memory? 

 

As is often the case, many studies on 20th-century collective memory and identity in art and 

architecture generally tend to consider finished memorials. In some way, the story 

surrounding the finished memorial can be much more complete than an unbuilt memorial 

could ever have been, since finished memorials are often analyzed from the very beginning to 

the very end, when the public finally see them for the first time. However, paraphrasing James 

E. Young, one of the most well-known scholars in the field of Holocaust memorials, an 

unbuilt memorial often contains a more instructive - and perhaps even more interesting - story 

than a finished memorial.1  

A very general explanation of this statement can be given by the fact that memorials marking 

an event of inhumanity such as the Holocaust are amongst the most intriguing and complex  

of artifacts. Such memorials, like all public monuments commemorating the nation’s 

illustrious, fulfill essentially two roles. Firstly, memorials are the tangible places where the 

victims are explicitly recalled and the perpetrators are implicitly mentioned. The second role - 

which is a direct consequence of the first one - concerns the intangible aspect of the “places of 

memory” (also understood in Pierre Nora’s words: lieux de mémoire
2 ). Many scholars, 

beginning with Young, have agreed that memorials, “as intersections between public art and 

political memory”,3  are to be considered as mirrors into which people and nations of a 

specific epoch look and see a reflected image of society’s aesthetic and political intentions. 
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These underlying intentions are rooted in the morality of remembering, but above all they act 

for the benefit of affirming and preserving the collective identity of a group or country.  

As stated by sociologists of memory - Maurice Halbwachs being one of them - the process of 

preserving an agreed upon collective identity is highly selective, since it implies the reception 

of some elements and the rejection of others. This may help understand, at least in part, why - 

sometimes - an architectural project for a memorial remains unrealized.  

 

The political implications in preserving public identity in New York and Berlin 

 

The two unbuilt projects of this study, which would have become masterpieces in the history 

of memorial architecture, have very different backgrounds as well as having different 

purposes. One displays a memorial to the victims of the Holocaust to be built between the late 

sixties and early seventies in New York City, the home of the greatest concentration of Jewish 

and Holocaust survivor population of any metropolitan area in the United States while the 

other shows a documentation center which deals with the perpetrators of the Holocaust and to 

be realized in Berlin a few years after the German reunification.   

Both projects remained unrealized not so much because of economic and/or technical reasons 

but because of the political implications which related either to the aesthetic representation of 

public memory and identity or to the architectural approach to a historical site. It must not be 

forgotten that memorials are usually to be situated in a specific “place of memory”, which is 

the public space. In the time of Greek polis, the public space - the agora - was the “real 

political space”, as Hannah Arendt formulated in her reflections on the original concept of 

politics.4 In the modern city, the public space (a square, a street or a park) has become the 

place of “the people” as a political entity. 

The New York project never came into fruition because of the persistent collision of aesthetic 

ideals between the city authorities, the designer and the Jewish client. The Berlin project 

remained incomplete because of the ongoing political trouble related to the issue of German 

national identity after the Holocaust.  

Memorial to the Six Million Jewish Martyrs, New York 
 

Toward the end of 1967, Philadelphia-based architect Louis I. Kahn presented his proposal to 

the Committee to Commemorate the Six Million Jewish Martyrs (CCSMJM), consisting of a 

heterogeneous coalition formed by a group of Holocaust survivors with the backing of about 

thirty New York City-based American Jewish organizations. It was for the first American 
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Holocaust memorial and was to be erected on a site in Battery Park, an area located at the 

southern tip of Manhattan Island.5  

The project depicted an abstract scheme made up of nine transparent glass blocks on a square 

platform. The number of blocks did not have any particular recognizable reference, nor did 

their form or material. The architect’s primary thought was to create a monument as “an 

environment of light”6 which should present a “non-accusing character”7 and be conceived 

“for people of all faiths and backgrounds”. 8  However, some members of the CCSMJM 

expected a memorial which would give a clear expression of the tragedy of the Holocaust and, 

therefore, did not approve this scheme.  

This forced Kahn to revise the project, adopting a more explicit plan, based on six similar 

blocks arranged around a central, distinct block, which evolved into a small chapel. The 

model of this latter scheme received acclaim from national architectural press as well as from 

the public at the Museum of Modern Art, where it was displayed for a month, in 1968.  

The project also obtained the preliminary approval of two civic bodies responsible for 

endorsing it: the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), and the Art Commission of the 

City of New York (ACNY). As will be explained in the following paragraphs, the role of the 

latter in influencing, shaping and preserving the material culture of New York identity may 

have been decisive in the context of this study.   

Despite the favorable preface, Kahn’s memorial was never built. The CCSMJM had tried to 

raise the $1.5 million necessary to realize the monument, but were unsuccessful in meeting 

their goal.9 However, going beyond the economic matters, through my research I have found 

another, equally important, reason for failure to realize this project.  

This reason is mainly of a theoretical nature and it confirms the observations made by 

previous commentators, which have analyzed the project’s history in order to define why the 

memorial was never built.10 These observations regard the memorial’s aesthetic language.  

A large number of CCSMJM members - many of whom were sympathetic to modernist art 

and design - would support an abstract memorial while other parties felt “uncomfortable with 

a monument that was neither figurative or overtly narrative”.11   

The decision of the CCSMJM to select Kahn as the designer of the memorial had been 

aesthetic as well as political. Indeed, the CCSMJM must have thought that with a design by a 

well-known modernist architect such as Kahn “it would have a better chance of gaining 

approval by the City Art Commission”.12  
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When Kahn accepted the commission in early 1967, he embarked on a project that had 

already had a twenty-year history of practical attempts to erect the first American Holocaust 

memorial in New York City. These practical attempts included design proposals by sculptor 

Jo Davidson in the late 1940s, by architects Percival Goodman and Eric Mendelsohn in the 

early 1950s, by sculptors Nathan Rapoport and Neil Estern in the mid-1960s.13 Many of these 

attempts had presented proposals with specifically Jewish or extremely tragic content and, 

therefore, they had not gained approval of the ACNY.14  

In the case of reviewing potential projects for public monuments, the ACNY was extremely 

sensitive to the choice of the theme and artistic language, which should have been brought 

into line with the assimilationist ideals of the American society.15 A Holocaust memorial in 

America has been considered as being a monument to ethnic victims, whose particularistic 

(i.e., exclusively Jewish) components have to be “universalized” (i.e., “americanized”) within 

the larger society’s public and cultural identity.16  

Moreover, the abstraction was not only a shrewd option within the cultural context of postwar 

American art and architecture,17 but it was also the most straightforward way of making 

implicit any reference to the Holocaust or to a minority religious group.  

However, despite all efforts of the designer to comply with the expectations of all CCSMJM’s 

members, Kahn’s project never satisfied those who demanded a representation which would 

“center the attention of the visitor on the Jewish Catastrophe”. 18  Therefore, within the 

CCSMJM there was a serious disagreement between those who were sympathetic to Kahn’s 

proposal and complied with the ACNY’s aesthetic inclinations, and those who expected a 

monument having to make explicit reference to the tragedy of the Holocaust and to the Jewish 

identity.  

 

“Topography of Terror” Documentation Center, Berlin  
 

The other unrealized project, a building that would house a documentation center for the 

Foundation “Topography of Terror” (Stiftung “Topographie des Terrors”) and designed by 

Swiss architect Peter Zumthor, was the result of a limited architectural competition organized 

by the Berlin Senate in 1992.19 It was to have been realized on the historical site of the so-

called “Gestapo-Terrain” (“Gestapo-Gelände”), which housed the headquarters of the 

Gestapo, the SS leadership, the Party Security Service (SD) and the Reich Main Security 

Office between 1933 and 1945.  
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After the war, the West Berlin authorities had razed most of the bombed buildings and 

cleaned away all the rubble, so every trace of the past was removed. After 1961, with the 

construction of the Berlin Wall - which ran along the north side of the terrain - the site fell 

into a state of disrepair and became a peripheral part of West Berlin. 

Since the history of this site was rediscovered in the late 1970s, there have been numerous 

public debates within the city on what form of remembrance should be built on the terrain.20 

As the first concrete result of these debates, a historical exhibition was held during the 750th 

anniversary of Berlin in 1987 in a temporary hall, placed on top of the basement pantry of the 

former SS building ruins. The ensuing public debates, as well as the consequent success of the 

exhibition,21 have been a milestone in the history of the terrain since 1945, because they 

displayed the “Topography of Terror” as an “open wound” (“offene Wunde”)22 of the city, 

where the past deeds of the perpetrators should be disclosed to the public and adequately 

documented. 

Zumthor proposed a large, elongated framework composed of concrete posts laid over each 

other in a crisscross pattern, in such a way as to form a “transparent shell”.23 The architect not 

only wanted “to let this historic site speak for itself, and to preserve and display those few 

remaining vestiges of the National Socialist buildings”,24 but he also wanted to create a place 

of reflection.25 A place which should “set in motion a physical, emotional, non-intellectual 

process” and where “the visitor should feel moved, not just observe”.26  In other words, 

Zumthor wanted to give the documentation center the characteristic of a memorial, to include 

an emotional approach to the original site and its history.  

Although Zumthor’s proposal was in compliance with the client’s and user’s requirements, its 

memorial approach to the terrain’s history led to its downfall. The project remained 

unfinished. In this eleven-year “never-ending architectural saga”27 of the “Topography of 

Terror”, only the three concrete stair towers were built and then dismantled at the end of 

2004, although a solid group of architects, intellectuals and artists promoted a cause for their 

preservation. 28  The construction costs of the stair towers were estimated at around €13 

million.29  A few months later, a new architectural competition was held by the German 

Federal Government and the current building for the “Topography of Terror” was opened in 

May 2010.30  According to Zumthor, on this project “the decision not go ahead with the 

building was the result of political machinations by the Federal Government”.31  

Using as a pretext Zumthor’s experimental construction techniques and spiraling costs,32 the 

project had been officially considered as being “unbuildable” and “too expensive” by the 
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Berlin Senate and German Federal Government, which had been joint sponsors of the 

Topography of Terror Foundation since 1994.33 In fact, the Federal Government did not look 

favorably on Zumthor’s architectural approach to the terrain, which would have suggested a 

constant reflection on one of the trickiest aspects of German history.  

As previously mentioned, the “Topography of Terror” is the tangible “place of memory” 

which directly deals with the traumatic memory of the perpetrators within the “land of 

perpetrators”, responsible for the murders of millions of European Jews. It differentiates from 

other commemorative sites and memorials in Berlin, such as the Jewish Museum and the 

Holocaust memorial,34 through its approaches to the past: Zumthors failed attempt seems to 

confirm that, even now, Germans can inherit a violent legacy as perpetrators but they aren’t 

able to identify with that heritage morally.35   

 

Unbuilt memory: A collision between the architectural idea and the preservation of identity 

 

The two projects of this study are seen as practical attempts to turn the intention of memory 

into an architectural work. Every architect takes the intention of memory and elaborates on it  

according to his/her architectural thinking, which may or may not be in tune with the client’s 

or local political bodies’ expectations.  

Kahn’s intention - which was to conceive the memorial as a universal space “for people of all 

faiths and backgrounds” - did not meet the expectation of those CCSMJM’s members who 

demanded a more particularist monument, whose theme and art representation should reflect 

the Jewish identity. Zumthor’s architectural approach to the historical site - which implied a 

continuous reflection upon the German nation as the perpetrator of the Holocaust - would 

have highlighted an element of the past which the German identity has not yet been able to  

cope with publicly.  

To sum up, in a nutshell, both projects remained unrealized because opposing demand 

between the architectural idea (i.e., the designer’s intention of memory) and the preservation 

of identity promoted by the client or by local political bodies responsible for approving design 

proposals drew both projects into a collision course from which neither could survive.  
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