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Michael H. Kater. After the Nazis: The Story of Cul-
ture in West Germany. Yale University Press, 2023. Pp.
544. Cloth $35.00.

Michael H. Kater’s book After the Nazis: The Story
of Culture in West Germany falls into a rare histori-
cal genre. It deals with culture as the sum of cultural
productions and their creators in the fields of litera-
ture, visual arts, music, film, theater, and journalism.
Which is very different from the structural version
of culture that shapes works like Axel Schildt’s and
Detlef Siegfried’s 2009 compendium Dewutsche Kul-
turgeschichte: Die Bundesrepublik von 1945 bis zur
Gegenwart (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag). In Kater’s
book, by contrast, culture in the narrow sense is also
itself a subject of history; it can have an “apotheosis,”
be “in decline,” and “compromise,” (xiv) expressions
the author uses to refer to the content of his two pre-
ceding books, Weimar: From Enlightenment to Pres-
ent (2014) and Culture in Nazi Germany (2019).
After the Nazis is a big narrative endeavor that aims
at understanding culture’s role in the “relative success
of the Federal Republic” (xiii). It is hard to argue with
the assumption that democracy not only provides the
possibility of free cultural expression but also needs
enough cultural creations that use their aesthetic pos-
sibilities to critically react to oppressive political and
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social tendencies. After nearly four hundred pages,
Kater concludes that West Germany’s culture was
indeed “a check” in the checks and balances of the Fed-
eral Republic (382).

The main narrative thread is well-trodden: A “pro-
gressive culture” slowly “grows” out of the rubble of
the Third Reich constantly struggling against too
many “unreconstructed Nazis” and later against peo-
ple with right-wing, nationalist, or Nazi nostalgic
views. “Vestiges of National Socialism and the Third
Reich,” Kater writes, “had to be defeated year by year,
so as to strengthen democracy,” eventually resulting
in a dominantly progressive cultural scene (381). The
narrative follows a smaller number of cultural creators,
like the writer Giinter Grass, the artist Joseph Beuys,
the composer Hans Werner Henze, and the Pol-
ish-born Jewish literary critic Marcel Reich-Ranicki.
Kater also traces the histories of institutions such as
the literary Gruppe 47, the Darmstadt New Music fes-
tival, and the documenta art exhibition.

Impressionistically providing a series of vignettes
in this way obviously has its disadvantages, one of
them being that it becomes an exercise in working
with a male-dominated canon. Kater counteracts this
by regularly paying attention to the marginalization
of female artists, yet sometimes also replicates that
marginalization. The great advantage of the book’s
approach, however, is that it can follow a number of
central characters through the different chapters on
each decennium and thereby dive deeply into how the
Nazi past of these characters—or for later generations,
of their parents—as well as of the world they lived in
shaped their artistic interests.

After 1945, former Nazis continued to be influential
not only in the political, economic, and juridical but
also in the cultural sphere. While this fact is seldomly
at the center of], say, literary or art histories, Kater
turns it into a central motif that shapes how successive
generations of artists with different direct or indirect
experiences of the war began to do the tricky work of
reckoning with aspects of the National Socialist past
and its ongoing presence. The twisted consequences
of this challenge become alive in a wealth of narrative
sketches. Kater’s exceptional knowledge about the
Nazi histories of postwar cultural actors provides his
account with a complex layer that is systematically
integrated into the story. In this way, he manages to
capture in a unique way the often disorientating and
at times personally devastating tensions playing out in
the cultural sphere.

The author also includes some of his own memories
of his childhood, youth, and early professional years in
West Germany. This not only produces intriguing pas-
sages but also has the advantage of indirectly provid-
ing clues for some of Kater’s narrative choices. Having
been confronted with German historians who tried
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to prevent him from studying the SS research orga-
nization Ahnenerbe for his doctoral dissertation, the
author used to be part of the bigger struggle that is at
the center of his book.

In the thicket of these stories, the structuring differ-
ence between progressive and right-wing sometimes
dissolves. Recent insights on the early documenta
and the influence of Werner Haftmann as artistic
codirector are a case in point. Kater aptly describes
how Haftmann resorted to ideas of German or Nor-
dic expressionism that had been influential during
the Third Reich in spite of the Nazi’s “degenerate art
exhibition.” Summarizing this as the “limited success”
of the art exhibition, however, avoids the problem
of where to place early documenta politically (121).
The regularly mentioned lingering antisemitism also
belongs to the topics that cross the progressive versus
right-wing divide. Interpreting art and literature first
and foremost in the context of Germany’s moral reck-
oning inevitably reduces complexity. Not everyone will
immediately agree, for instance, to interpret Edgar
Reitz’s 1980s TV series Heimat as part of a nostalgic
and right-wing “Hitler wave.”

Since Kater’s approach does not include much space
for systematic reflection, some themes remain under-
explored, and maybe thereby underestimated in their
influence, such as the role of US-led Cold War cultural
initiatives. That documenta’s early program made a
specific kind of sense in the context of a large-scale
transatlantic promotion of modernist art as a Cold
War representation of liberal freedoms thus disappears
behind the national lens. The book provides a wealth
of detailed insights on how West Germans grindingly
created a cultural sphere that helped to sustain the
democratic polity. There are no perceivable echoes
of recent debates about the relationship between the
Holocaust, colonialism, and their respective legacies.
Whoever is now applying new questions generated by
these debates to the study of culture’s political role in
West Germany will still have to consult Affer the Nazis
as an inevitable reference to build upon.
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