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7
Phantom palaces: Prussian 
centralities and Humboldtian spectres
Jonas Tinius and Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll

Introduction

This chapter analyses monumentality along two axes: centrality as a 
spatial horizontality and as a vertical temporality. We take the rebuilding 
of the Berlin Stadtschloss, or City Palace, and its overarching conceptual 
framing as the Humboldt Forum, as a case study.

Built on the cleared-up remains of the previous City Palace and the 
German Democratic Republic’s parliamentary building, the Palast der 
Republik, the Palace has become a projection screen for reconstructed 
and appropriated universalisms and centralities of Germany’s and indeed 
the Global East’s past, thus echoing the topographical and psychoana-
lytic heuristics for describing Berlin’s role in European imagination and 
socialist history more broadly.1 The Forum functions as a conceptual 
frame, espoused for the multiple institutions contained within the rebuilt 
Palace. It claims to contain a link to universalism by rewriting Prussian 
imperialism as a Humboldtian cosmopolitanism that allows it to encom-
pass, in supposedly progressive and horizontal gestures, all the cultures 
of the world. Housing selected sections of the vast collections of the 
Museum of Asian Art and the Ethnological Museum, among other insti-
tutions and collections, it presents itself as a forum for seeing into, and 
encountering, the world, from Berlin. At the same time as it thus proposes 
a horizontal expansionist cosmopolitanism, it is also built on a vertical 
temporality, a deep historical recurrence of centrality illustrated by the 
fact that the Forum emerges on the remains of several previous centres 
of power, including the previous Prussian Stadtschloss and the socialist 
Palast der Republik. These two axes, along which we discuss aspects of 
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the ongoing reimagining of heritage for Germany’s cosmopolitan futures, 
serve as potential lenses to take a closer look at the notion of centrality in 
twentieth-century urban space and the future of past heritage.

(Re)framing the centre I: Verticality

On the north-eastern tip of Berlin’s Museum Island, on the artery of 
the avenue Unter den Linden in what was the heart of East Berlin, the 
Berlin City Palace has been reconstructed. This palace, encompassing 
over 41,000 square metres of space, is custom-built to house a number 
of museum, exhibition and research spaces, which together are known 
under the umbrella concept of the Humboldt Forum. The Forum, which 
is thus at once contained within, and a larger conceptual framework for, 
the reconstructed architectural shell, is full of contradictions and chal-
lenges, not least about centrality, authenticity and colonial memory cul-
ture. The Forum constitutes, in effect, an attempt to revisit Berlin’s past by 
erasing ‘difficult heritage’, while at the same time (and in the same place) 
displaying artefacts associated with Germany’s colonial past (in spite of 
growing concern over its collections and their provenance), and seeking 
to reach otherwise ostracised audiences in a diverse capital city.2 It does 
all of the above in an eclectic classicist architectural frame that cost over 
half a billion euros to construct. However, it is also therefore a complex 
and explosive prism through which Berlin refracts and puts on display its 
vexed relationship with its social, cultural and political heritage. And yet, 
it has as much to tell us about how Berlin – and Germany for that matter – 
would like to project itself into a cosmopolitan and horizontal future, as it 
does about how it locates itself, historically or vertically, in the city’s and 
the country’s post-colonial and post-socialist past.

Since the first idea for the reconstruction of the Schloss began 
as early as the fall of the Berlin Wall, one can hardly speak of a time- 
sensitive planning process. Yet because the conceptual frame for the 
content and design of the constituent parts of the Humboldt Forum was 
publicly announced as late as 2016, and revealed to the public in late 
2019, its planning and design was until fairly late in the process open 
to critical debate with the professionals working on and studying such 
undertakings, and so was the possibility for integrating reflexive anthro-
pological thought. The role of anthropological and artistic reflections 
on its planning process and local historical context can thus exceed that 
of the detached commentators, and try to inform and scrutinise the 
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complexities condensed in such monumental architectural nodes in the 
broader urban ecology of the city.3

Completed in 1451, the Stadtschloss was the principal residence of the 
Hohenzollern kings of Prussia during the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, by which point it was already composed of an eclectic assemblage 
of architectural props and additions (see Figure 7.1). It was heavily damaged 
during the Second World War, and subsequently demolished and replaced 
by the Palast der Republik in 1976. Following reunification, the German gov-
ernment ordered yet another destruction, completed in December 2008, of 
this socialist monument, erasing a historical testament to Germany’s Cold 
War division. About a decade before this act of architectural iconoclasm, 
an influential lobby of private investors had gathered plans for the recon-
struction of the original Stadtschloss, convincing both government and pri-
vate sponsors to agree on a vast £500 million project that, by 2020, aims 
to re- create an architectural frame for Berlin’s self-presentation. The new 
Schloss is presented as a monument to German history, only selectively 
remembered. Berlin-based activist groups such as No Humboldt 21! have 
been protesting against the reconstruction and the display of ethnological 
collections in a city still marked by European imaginations of class and race.4 
Such critiques do not go unnoticed, and indeed, as Thomas Thiemeyer sug-
gests, this space creates the possibility of a ‘genealogical memory culture’ 
(genealogische Erinnerungskultur) based on a national narrative of diversity, 
wherein constituent parts of the new Forum are addressing these challenges 
by incorporating experimental and institutional critiques.5

The GDR’s Palast der Republik accommodated both chambers of 
the East German parliament, and provided public space for over 5,000 
people in its auditoria, restaurants, galleries and discothèque. Located in 
the central district of Mitte just south of Marx-Engels Forum and Berlin 
Alexanderplatz, and accommodating in its space five iconic museums, 
including the Pergamon, as well as Berlin Cathedral, the burial cathedral 
of the Hohenzollern family, built in the 1890s, the area is arguably one 
of the city’s most prominent and representative public cultural spaces. 
Appropriately enough for a site dominated by museums, this is a space 
layered by different temporalities in which phantom palaces, imperial and 
socialist, are built on top of each other, erased and recurring. Yet despite 
sitting among buildings dedicated to preserving artefacts of the past, and 
notwithstanding a strong focus on memory culture in post-Second World 
War and post-Cold War Germany, no evident adaptation or integration of 
this intact albeit contaminated socialist glass palace was foreseen by the 
unified government and subsequent planning authorities.6 Its inclusion 
in the new stratum of architectural future was denied.
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(Re)framing the centre II: Horizontality

The public discourse that addressed and ridiculed post-colonial German 
Vergangenheitsbewältigung and cast the GDR’s Palast as mere Ostalgie 
became the departure point of several artistic research projects, which 
not only commented on the invisible historical verticality of the palatial 
zombies, but also critically viewed its pseudo-cosmopolitan horizontal-
ities. The Museum in a Book/Pour ouvrir ce musée documents a series of 
participatory, photographic and poetic interventions into the idea of con-
flating the ethnographic museum with the Prussian castle in the Forum 
(see Figures 7.2 and 7.3).7 The form of The Museum in a Book is inspired 
by André Malraux’s Le Musée imaginaire ([1947] 1996), in which the 
pages of contemporary art books were the new walls on which to hang 
art, replacing, as Malraux thought, the need to build new museums. The 
second reference for the format of this exhibition in a book is Seth Siege-
laub’s January 5–31, 1969, which featured works by many of the then 
emerging minimalists.8 Rejection of ornament of the kind loaded onto 

Figure 7.1 Berliner Schloss, 1685. Public domain. 
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the Forum’s palatial architecture took the form of a minimal and anti- 
monumental artist’s book, in which the campaign for funding the palace’s 
ornaments was mocked. The discourse revolving around and anticipat-
ing the post-palatial, post-socialist palace as far back as 2009 appeared 
as a colossal decoy to the refugee crisis and the problematics of funding a 
new ethnographic museum in a palatial European envelope. The Museum 
in a Book’s pages extend the performance ‘Humboldt’s Meal’, also by 
Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll, in which indigenous Australian spices 
were ground up and sent through the international post in transparent 
envelopes.9 These parcels to and from Berlin incited notices of quaran-
tine, impoundment and destruction. Interpreting these quarantine laws 
as an index of anxieties about cultural contamination, ‘Humboldt’s Meal’ 
was an experiment with the fear and confusion that government instils 
on the crossing of borders.

Lars Ramberg’s large installation Palast des Zweifels operated 
on fears and anxieties by scaling its artistic critique of the palatial 
recurrences on Berlin’s museum island down to the conflicts around 
the destruction and rebuilding of the palaces on the site, and then up 
again to national self-perception. Ramberg placed the word ZWEIFEL 
(‘doubt’) in  large capital letters on top of the Palast der Republik, 
transforming the defunct architecture into a monument to Germany’s 
uncertainty over its new identity (Palace of Doubt, 2005).10 It might 
have been an appropriate gesture to place the installation back on the 

Figure 7.2 Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll, The Museum in a Book, 
2009. Source: Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll. 
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Forum of today, as some indeed suggested during a faint debate on 
the erection of a Christian cross on the new palace’s cupola.11 Between 
2006 and 2008, the Palast’s last days were presented as a ruin to the 
public (and documented by the artist Reynold Reynolds as such in his 
film The Last Days). The temporality of the demolition was theatri-
cally stretched and thereby politically leveraged for all to see, a visible 
iconoclasm. The Palast’s own ‘dismantling’, a euphemism for ‘demo-
lition’, restaged the Allied levelling of Berlin for a reunified yet often 
unresolved German nation today. A viewing platform that reached the 
length of a city block allowed this slow tearing-down of the spectacu-
lar ruin of the former communist regime to be witnessed. The Berlin 
Senate Department for Urban Development streamed the process of 
demolition via webcam.

In a promotional video made for an early stage of the Humboldt 
Forum, accompanied by ambient techno music, the palace gets 
whisked back and forth in time and through space across the site on 
the island.12 Glorious palatial moments from 1910, 1925 and 1930 
appear as stills. These Potemkin structures complete the as yet skele-
tal centre being rebuilt behind. Some horrified witnesses of the cen-
tre’s ruins in 1945 flick by and 1950 is hurried in. Unter den Linden 
was a bustling centre of East Berlin and was crowned by the Palast 
der Republik, yet in this promo the years 1978–2009 are skipped in a 
beat of techno, leading up, in an imagined and inevitable trajectory, 

Figure 7.3 Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll, The Museum in a Book, 
2009. Source: Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll. 
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to the year 2009, leaving only the new tabula rasa for the city centre. 
Suddenly, the viewer is given a stilted hallucination of world travel. 
Traversing the world as an all-seeing god-like observer, picking up bits 
of artefacts on strings or cables to pull them out of their own cha-
otic cultural realities onto museum plinths – all of this leads to an 
all-unifying mosaic of world cultures shown and gathered in Berlin. 
The conceptual frame – a reflection on colonial object histories, the 
involvement of indigenous artists and source communities – envisions 
the Humboldt Forum as ‘a palace in Berlin for the whole world’, as 
one official publication has it.13 And, one might be led to imagine, the 
whole world in a palace in Berlin.

Architect Franco Stella’s winning design for the new Stadtschloss, 
however, stands in contrast to such an open-ended vision. Instead, it 
articulates a desire to reconstruct and complete a larger urban sec-
tion of Prussian heritage in Berlin, the museum island. Furthermore, 
for those associated with a key player in the reconstruction process, a 
private foundation called Förderverein Berliner Schloss E.V., the cas-
tle represented Berlin itself.14 The dome and façades, complete with 
hand-crafted replicas of Prussian heraldry, are carefully rendered 
within a larger model of how the whole reconstructed centre of Berlin 
will look.

Promotional videos, like other public statements and press releases, 
change over time as the programming and reasoning for the curated 
objects and constituent institutions in the Humboldt Forum change. 
What we are pointing out here, however, is a second logic, or axis, along 
which the Humboldt Forum and the Stadtschloss are constructed, and 
which we describe as an expansionist horizontal cosmopolitanism. For 
Hermann Parzinger, the chairman of the Prussian Heritage Foundation, 
for instance, the Humboldt Forum represents a focal point of extensive 
nodes to other stakeholders and communities of implication in the 
collections of the Forum. He has adopted the rhetoric that provenance 
research and the accessibility of contentious heritage collections 
from colonised countries form a way to ‘decolonise and democratise 
museums’.15 Yet, as the subtitle of one of his essays reads, to speak of 
‘administering the cultural goods of mankind’, of letting ‘nations that 
we once colonised’ ‘participate’ in such shared investigations, or to ask 
whether such contentious ‘objects should not be allowed to travel more 
frequently’, reinterprets their accommodation and the patronage of 
legally acquired objects from other parts of the world in a cosmopolitan 
framework of horizontal sharing. Through the notion of shared heritage, 
the Humboldt Forum is imagined by Parzinger as ‘an epicentre of such 
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new forms of relations with the world’.16 Yet as Bénédicte Savoy and 
Felwine Sarr have outlined in their report for the French government 
on repatriation, talk of temporary loan and global circulation controlled 
from Berlin is not nearly sufficient. Savoy is a former member of the 
Forum’s board, and her criticism of the Forum is rearticulated in the way 
forward for restitution that France will lead in sub-Saharan Africa. Titled 
The Restitution of African Cultural Heritage: Toward a New Relational 
Ethics, their report breaks down the different forms of appropriation 
and enjoyment of an item and the morally reprehensible acts of ‘rape, 
pillaging, spoliation, ruse, forced consent, etc.’ under which they were 
acquired.17 While Parzinger and the Forum have absorbed the rhetoric 
of new horizontal relations with the world, and the German parliament 
discussed decolonisation in 2018, the French government is negotiating 
a ‘new relational ethics’, addressing the real complexity of how to engage 
in colonial repair through restitution.18

In contrast to Sarr’s Afrotopia (2016), a neatly neutralised 
statement from the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture 
and the Media, Monika Grütters, speaks of the new Forum as 
allowing visitors to experience ‘the tradition of the Enlightenment; 
the idea of self- assured, open-minded encounters between the 
world’s peoples; peaceful dialogue as an ideal’.19  But the tradition of 
Enlightenment certainly did not create ‘open-minded encounters’  in 
colonial settings themselves, and it is remarkable to frame a twenty-
first-century ethnological museum as motivated, in Grütters’s words, 
by ‘a virtually insatiable thirst for knowledge about the world … [a] 
thirst for knowledge about the Other’.20 The Forum’s International 
Team of Experts, which supports the steering committee and founding 
directors, appears to diversify the decision-making, the ‘orientation and 
the interaction of the collections and ideas’ of the Forum, but it only 
does so on a temporary, limited basis.21 Therefore, some of the Forum’s 
encompassing rhetoric of guardianship still causes disgruntlement 
among those who actually engage with or come from that ‘wider world’ 
but do not see representatives in the highest positions of power in the 
institutions represented by the Forum, which are defining the futures of 
how Prussian heritage and Germany will be remembered and witnessed 
as guardians of shared global heritage.22 As Berlin anthropologist Beate 
Binder puts it, ‘Centred around the notions of encounter, openness and 
cultural experience, the Humboldt Forum is designed as a space for 
reflection in which the national is stabilised in a globalised world, and 
it speaks at the same time of the tolerance and openness of the German 
nation’. (Our translation.)23
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Conclusion

Our argument in this contribution is that Germany engages in the pro-
jection of a quasi-cosmopolitanism, through notions of shared herit-
age, with a building that links to Prussian imperialism, and constructs 
a contemporary, national centrality. Centrality in this case is asserted 
through a horizontal global expansion which, in turn, is reconstituted 
in Berlin’s city centre, embodied thus by a vertical structure and tempo-
rality. This recurring palatial zombie moves up and across at the same 
time, and it has a façade of horizontality (diversity, multiculturalism) 
that belies a pretence of non-hierarchy, actually asserting a dominant 
structural regime, based in a capital city intent on controlling the self- 
representation of horizontality.

The Forum thus frames its colonial collections in terms that purport 
to transcend the notion of a purely national collection, while resting on 
the difficult heritage of its past monumentality and imperial centrality.24 
One of the ways in which it can address the complexity of the challenges 
posed by its reawakened palatial recurrence in the new centrality of 
Berlin, we submit, is by truly articulating its horizontal vision. This can 
be done in a number of ways, such as by conceiving of the Palast and 
its Humboldtian framing as a starting point for satellite engagement in 
the peripheral sprawl of Berlin, inviting curators, artists and activists to 
engage in the difficult legacies of colonialism and socialism that have 
marked the city’s centre by moving outwards rather than inwards, 
relationally rather than monumentally, in neighbourhoods rather than 
avenues.25 A second possible trajectory of inclusive engagement is to 
realise the horizontal ecology of the Forum’s collection and heritage 
through an expansive and sustainable project of transdisciplinary 
provenance research that not only looks at the past, but is open to 
imagining what a future of international and collaborative heritage 
research and permanent restitution would set in motion.26 A shift of 
memorial culture due to changing perspectives on the Shoah also enabled 
de-colonial discussions to arise where for a long time they had not been 
a topic in Germany. Holocaust studies since the 1980s have shifted from 
a single focus on the question of German guilt to comparative genocide 
studies, allowing for different and new interrogations of organised 
violence and ways of exhibiting and collecting in post-Holocaust, post-
colonial European museums.27

A rethought anthropological museum of the future could then 
become no longer simply a guardian, but a decolonising forum for an 
ethics of listening, with a sense of responsibility and reciprocation, with 
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the co-owners of objects turned from collected artefacts into mediating 
agents of difficult heritage.28 The vast accumulations of material from 
around the world held in the museum stores of European capitals can 
provide a sense of what was lost in the process of their acquisition. The 
sheer volume of accumulated objects and relations embedded within 
them, for the most part stored out of sight, can be subjected to the 
critical awe and also the anger of de-colonial witnessing, rather than 
being presented with the finality and ‘Vitrine-logic’ of the fixed museum 
display.29 Museums can thus be interrogated in their spatialisation 
of privilege and ‘whiteness as property’, as symbolised in the global 
hegemony of the permanent white cube display of cultural hierarchy.30

The rebuilt Stadtschloss and Humboldt Forum thus combine two 
complicated aspects, which we interrogated along two axes of horizon-
tality and verticality. Leaning and building on a difficult imperial past, 
articulated architecturally, embedded within curatorial modes of oper-
ating, and complex collection histories that face questions of shared 
investigation, the project at the centre of Berlin relates to a ‘vertical’ 
sense of temporal inheritance. Providing a view to the complex layering 
and selecting of strands that are allowed to break through into the pres-
ent, this axis directed our analytical attention to what we described as 
the palatial recurrence of problematic imperial dispositions. The deci-
sion to frame the project by appealing to a Humboldtian cosmopolitan-
ism created a second, horizontal, entry point into the complex palatial 
assemblage. By internalising a set of arguably global relations through 

Figure 7.4 Humboldt Forum, 2019. Public domain. 
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the proposition of shared collections with non-European ancestry, 
international advisory teams, and a broadly configured set of constit-
uent institutions, the horizontal axis herein sketches the multiplicity 
of colonial legacies in twenty-first-century Berlin. These two axes are 
not invisible, but are being addressed by the many agents – critical, 
complicit and otherwise mediating – involved in creating the Humboldt 
Forum and the Palace. Both purport to contain and relate to a shared 
world, but this guardianship is maintained on problematic and unstable 
grounds, on the sandy strata of Berlin’s central island, among the impe-
rial remains and the cleared socialist rubble of undead palaces, hast-
ily discarded, perhaps to reappear one day, like Lenin’s four-ton head, 
unearthed a few years ago in a Berlin forest, to be exhibited on the 
Spandau fringes of Berlin in a peripheral medieval citadel.31 The razed 
palaces hidden beneath those of today and tomorrow offer much to a 
contemporary archaeology and anthropology of palatial recurrences, 
of phantom palaces.

Jonas Tinius’s research for this publication was funded by the Alexander von 
Humboldt Foundation as part of the research award for Sharon Macdonald’s Alex-
ander von Humboldt Professorship’. Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll’s research 
was supported by her fellowships from the Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung and 
the Sackler-Caird.

Notes

1. See Bach, 2017, Borneman, 1992, and Webber, 2008.
2. MacDonald, 2009.
3. See Binder, 2009, Mostafavi and Doherty, 2010, Murawski, 2017, and Bose, 2016.
4. Ha, 2014
5. See Thiemeyer, 2016, and Bose, 2013.
6. See Carroll La, 2010, Macdonald, 2013, and Schug, 2007).
7. See http://www.inflexions.org/tangents/berlin/humboldtsmeal.html (accessed 10 August 

2016) for the video and photographic documentation and larger Society of Molecules project 
of which it was also part. Carroll, 2009.

8. The artists’ pages were commissioned by the curator Jean-Charles Agboton-Jumeau for the 
exhibition January 5–31, 2009 at the Musée des beaux-arts Cherbourg-Octeville, which was a 
forty-year anniversary homage to Sieglaub’s January 5–31, 1969.

9. Carroll, 2009.
10. See http://www.larsramberg.de/1/viewentry/3890 (accessed 10 August 2016).
11. Justifying their decision, the founding directors Horst Bredekamp, Neil MacGregor and 

Hermann Parzinger argued for the ‘capacity’ of the castle to bear its own history. See https://
humboldtforum.com/de/storys/im-zweifel-fuer-das-kreuz (accessed 21 February 2019).

12. See https://vimeo.com/170197165/ee4c56e8a8 (accessed 6 May 2017).
13. See SPK, 2015.
14. See Stephan, 2016.
15. Parzinger (2016) notes that considering contentious collections as a form of shared heritage, 

which is made accessible to their ‘cultures of origin’ (Herkunftskulturen), entails ‘eine Art 
Dekolonialisierung und Demokratisierung der Museen’.
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16. ‘Das Humboldt Forum könnte das Epizentrum einer solch neuartigen Beziehung mit der Welt 
sein’ (Parzinger 2016).

17. See Sarr and Savoy, 2018.
18. This is the topic of a forthcoming book on repatriation by Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll, 

Chicago University Press, based on Carroll, 2017. Also, see Sarr, Afrotopia, 2016.
19. See Sarr, 2016.
20. See SPK, 2015.
21. See https://humboldtforum.com/en/pages/international-experts/ (accessed 6 May 2017).
22. See Bloch, 2016, and Modest, Oswald and Ndikung, 2017.
23. ‘Zentriert um die Begriffe Begegnung, Offenheit und kulturelle Erfahrung wird das 

Humboldt-Forum als Reflexionsraum entworfen, in dem das Nationale innerhalb einer sich 
globalisierenden Welt verstetigt werden kann und zugleich von der Toleranz und Offenheit der 
deutschen Nation spricht’ (Binder, 2013, p. 114).

24. See Meskell, 2009.
25. See Tinius, 2018.
26. See Förster, 2016, and Sarr and Savoy, 2018.
27. See Bajohr and Löw, 2015, Taberner and Berger, 2009, and Moses, 2007.
28. See Deliss, 2013, and Oswald, 2018.
29. Carroll, 2013.
30. Harris, 1993, and Moreton-Robinson, 2015. See also Filipovic, 2005, and Simpson, 1996.
31. See Reich, Perdoni and Plaga, 2015.
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