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 Phantom heritage:  
Thingstätten and “sacred” landscapes  

of the Third Reich

Louis Daniel Nebelsick
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An aspect of invisible and unwanted heritage, that 
I would like to address in this paper, is “phantom herit-
age”, that is the long-term impact of landscapes altered 
by manipulation and lies. As an example, I would like to 
discuss Thingstätten, huge open-air theatres built in Na-
tional Socialist (henceforth Nazi) Germany between 1933 
and 1937, which hosted quasi-religious rituals and highly 
stylized theatre productions, called Thingspiele, literally 
with casts of thousands, including marching and singing 
actors, armatures and involved spectators. Moreover, 
these vast venues purported to emulate occupy and/or 
revive Germanic sacred sites. While clearly we are dealing 
with a permutation of the phenomenon of invented tra-
ditions1, they cannot easily be dismissed as spurious. The 
Nazis´s highly effective use of cutting edge technological 
means to achieve irrational ends have left all but indelible 
traces of Thingstätten in the landscapes in which they 
massively impacted the fabric of German society in the 
mid-1930s and in some cases, continue to do so today.

Before starting with my descriptive interpretation of 
these remarkable structures I would like to explain words 
that will be left in German throughout this paper. One 
term Völkisch – literally “of the people” – while sounding 
innocuous in translation, denotes an influential ideology 
which emerged in late 19th century Central Europe and 
reached a fever pitch in the confused post First World 
War years. Its heterogenous components include, among 
others, neo paganism, nativism, chauvinism, xenophobia, 
anti-urbanism and fanatical antisemitism.2 While it has 
long been fashionable to belittle the Völkisch movement 
as a lunatic fringe phenomenon preying on the fears 
of a skittish petit bourgeoisie, modern research shows 
that its popular resonance was enormous and stresses 
its crucial contribution to Nazism. The terms Thinglatz 
(pl. Thingplätze), the larger Thingstätte (pl. Thingstät-
ten) and Thingspiele will also be left untranslated.3 They 
are derived from the Germanic root þing = assembly, 
used in particular to characterize legislative and judicial 
gatherings in Early Medieval Germany, Scandinavia and 

1  Hobsbawm 1993.
2  Puschner 2002; v. Schnurbein 2001.
3  Both terms were often used synonymously; Rossol 2010: 108–138.

England.4 The term was revived by 19th century German 
romantics looking for the endemic roots of their rustic 
democratic ideals. At that time, traditional Thingplätze 
(village assembly places) were enclosed and marked with 
stones illustrating their imagined antiquity. After the turn 
of the 20th century, and particularly after the First World 
War, gatherings bearing the name were implemented 
by a variety of nationalist movements, including youth 
groups whose Things mainly amounted to scouts’ jambo-
rees held under the open sky. Among Völkisch ideologues 
the term Thing gradually became a catchphrase for ritu-
alized meetings, many of them mass events, with politi-
cal, religious and increasingly performative overtones. 
The term Thingspiel itself emerged in left wing Roman 
Catholic youth groups describing semireligious theatri-
cal productions aimed at influencing large audiences. As 
these mass events could obviously not take place in the 
cramped confines of village Thingplätze, they were con-
vened in sport arenas, parade grounds and meadows. 
At that time particularly, left-wing quasi-theatrical mass 
events drew the attention of theatre director’s eager to 
break out of the stuffy bourgeois corner and appeal to 
mass audiences, leading to major innovations, like Erwin 
Piscator´s and Berthold Brecht’s “epic theatre”5, but also 
to semi-theatrical embellishments of political events. 
These involved choric performances, stylized dialogues 
and declamations, mannerized choreographies, starkly 
schematic backdrop architecture, if any at all, and solic-
ited audience participation. All of these elements were 
plagiarized by the Nazis for their Thingspiele, many of 
which were especially commissioned for the opening 
ceremonies of their venues.6 The Third Reich’s foremost 
dramaturge Rainer Schlösser, described the Thingspiele 
as “a drama that intensifies historical events in order to 
create a mythical, universal, unambiguous reality beyond 
(existing) reality”. The specific “mythical reality”, that was 
intended, was interwoven with the cultic veneration of 
the heroic (war) dead which features to a greater and 

4  Wenskus 1984.
5  McAlpine 1990; Schweiger 2004. 
6  Gadberry 1980; Fischer-Lichte 2006, 2007; Niven 2000.
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lesser degree in most of the Thingspiele7. The most ex-
plicit example is Richard Euringer´s Deutsche Passion 
(German passion) which opened the Heidelberg´s Thing-
stätte in 1935. More an expressionist passion-play than 
a classical theatre production, it describes the anabasis 
of a resurrected First World War soldier. This Christ-
like saviour with a barbed wire crown, experiences the 
squalor of post-war Germany, he shoulders the peoples 
suffering and inspires them to renounce both their indi-
viduality and the sophisticated and nefarious proclivities 
of urban life and instead embrace unity, simplicity and 
purity.8 Initially the Nazis envisaged covering Germany 
with a dense carpet of 400 to 600 Thingstätten, whose 
construction was funded in the framework of the job cre-
ation programs sponsored by the central government.9 
Between 1934 and 1936 some 40 Thingstätten were 

7  Eichberg and Jones 1977.
8  For an English summary see Fischer-Lichte 2007: 122–128; for the 

Nazi hero cult see Behrenbeck 1996 and Guardini 1946.
9  Stommer 1985.

finished, “consecrated” and used with varying intensity 
as ceremonial sites for May Day celebrations, summer 
solstice ceremonies, Heroes Commemoration Day”10, 
etc, and of course Thingspiele (Fig. 1). In the words of 
Ludwig Mooshammer, the architect of the first example 
to be completed in Halle (no. 18) the Thingstätte must 
allow for the “best possible integration into its natural 
surroundings” and an “intimate seamless connection be-
tween the audience and stage areas”, as well as cutting-
edge lighting and sound technology.11 Moreover, in order 
to do justice to their archaicizing Germanic name, they 
were best located on “natural” sites away from the din of 
modern towns and traffic, on sites with sacred Germanic 
pedigrees. Only two completed Thingstätten were built 
to augment monumental townscapes, such as the Gau-
foren (regional capital complexes) at Koblenz (no. 26) and 
Dresden (no. 12), and a few others were erected in built-
up areas as adjuncts to Hitler youth hostels Bous (no. 

10  Kaiser 2006.
11  Moshammer 1935.
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Fig. 1. Distribution of the completed and consecrated Thingstätten in the 1930s against the political borders of Germany 
in 1939. An aerial photo of the Heiligenberg Thingstätte is in the upper left-hand corner (created by L.D. Nebelsick); 1. Bad 
Schmiedeberg, Saxony (Thingstätte Dübener Heide); abandoned, forest; 2. Bad Segeberg, Schleswig-Holstein (Thingstätte der 
Nordmark); in use, open air theatre (Kalkbergstadion-Karl May Festpiele); 3. Bad Windsheim, Bavaria (Thingstätte am Wein-
turmhügel); in use, rock concerts (Weinturm Open Air); 4. Berchtesgaden-Strub, Bavaria (replaced 1936 by the Adolf Hitler 
Jugendherberge); now youth hostel Berchtesgaden; 5. Bergen auf Rügen, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (Thingstätte Rugard); in 
use; 6. Berlin-Charlottenburg (Dietrich-Eckart-Freilichtbühne); in use, rock concerts (Waldbühne); 7. Berlin-Wedding (Thingstätte 
Rehberge); in use, outdoor cinema (Freiluftkino Rehberge); 8. Bochum, North Rhine-Westphalia; in use (Freilichtbühne im Stadt-
park Wattenscheid); 9. Borna, Saxony (Stätte der Volksgemeinschaft); in use, oudoor cinema (Volksplatz Borna); 10. Bous (Saar), 
Saarland (Thingplatz and HJ Hostel); destroyed, now monastery (Kloster Heiligenborn); 11. Braunschweig/Brunswick, Lower 
Saxony (Thingstätte am Nußberg); abandoned, park/forest; 12. Dresden, Saxony (Thingplatz am Gauforum); in use - open air 
cinema; 13. Eichstätt, Bavaria (Thingstätte am Heiligen Berg); sporadically used as a theatre up to the 1980s now abandoned, 
meadow; 14. Freyburg (Unstrut), Thuringia (Thingplatz auf dem Haineberg/Neuenburg); abandoned, meadow; 15. Ganderkesee, 
Lower Saxony (Thingstätte Bookholzberg/Stedingsehre); abandoned, now being restored; 16. Giebelstadt, Bavaria (Thingplatz 
Florian Geyer Schloss); in use, theatre; 17. Góra Świętej Anny, Upper Silesia (Thingstätte Annaberg); in use, rock concerts  (Am-
fiteatr na Górze Świętej Anny); 18. Halle, Saxony-Anhalt (Thingstätte Brandberge); abandoned, trashed; 19. Hameln, Lower Sax-
ony (Reichsthingplatz) auf dem Bückeberg/Reichserntedankfest); abandoned, field, recently protected; 20. Heidelberg, Baden 
Württemberg (Thingstätte Heiligenberg); abandoned, Walpurgisnacht celebrations; 21. Herchen, North Rhine-Westphalia (Thing-
platz); abandoned, forest; 22. Heringsdorf, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (Waldstadion Heringsdorf.); abandoned, forest; 23. Holz-
minden, Lower Saxony (Thingplatz im Stadtpark/ am Sylbecker Berg); abandoned ruins, children´s playground; 24. Jülich, North 
Rhine-Westphalia (Thingstätte im Brückenkopf); abandoned ruins visible; 25. Kamenz, Saxony (Thingplatz auf dem Hutberg); in 
use, rock concerts; 26. Koblenz, Rheinland Pfalz (Thingstätte Gauforum/Kürfürstenschloß); buried under rubble of the bombed-
out palace; 27. Krylowo, rajon Prawdinsk (Thingstätte Nordenburg); abandoned, forest; 28. Lamspringe, Lower Saxony (Thing-
stätte im Klostergarten); abandoned, park; 29. Leutkirch /Allgäu, Baden Württemberg (Thingplatz unterhalb der Wilhelmshöhe); 
abandoned, forest; 30. Mülheim an der Ruhr, North Rhine-Westphalia; in use, theatre/concerts (Freilichtbühne); 31. Nordheim, 
Lower Saxony (Weihestätte Nordheim/Freilichtbühne Niedersachen) in use, outdoor theatre (Waldbühne Northeim); 32. Ośno 
Lubuskie, Lebus Land (Thingplatz Drossen „Stadt der Jugend“); sporadically used (Amfiteatr nad jeziorem Reczynek); 33. Pas-
sau, Bavaria (Feierstätte Veste Oberhaus); abandoned, meadow; 34. Rathen, Saxony (Felsenbühne Rathen); in use, outdoor 
theatre; 35. Rostock, Mecklemburg-Vorpommern (Thingstätte Barnstorfer Wald); partially demolished, playground (Platz der 
Jugend); 36. Sankt Goarshausen, Rhineland-Palatinate (Loreley-Thingstätte); in use, mainly rock concerts; 37. Schildau bei Tor-
gau, Saxony (Thingplatz Schildberg); abandoned, forest; 38. Schleiden (Eifel), North Rhine-Westphalia (Thingplatz Ordensburg 
Vogelsang); partially buried, restored; 39. Schwarzenberg, Saxony (Thingstätte am Röckelmann, Grenzlandfeierstätte); in use 
(Naturbühne Schwarzenberg); 40. Sovetsk, Oblast Kaliningrad. (Thingplatz Tilsit - Park Jakobsruh); until recently in use, dilapi-
dated; 41. Stolzenau, Lower Saxony; preserved, meadow/sports stadium; 42. Stuttgart-Rohr, Baden-Württemberg (Thingplatz-
Hitler Youth hostel); destroyed, school yard; 43. Tecklenburg, North Rhine-Westphalia (Thingstätte-Burg Tecklenburg); in use 
(Musikteater); 44. Verden (Aller), Lower Saxony (Sachsenhain, SS ceremonial site); preserved: Protestant youth centre, pasture; 
45. Werder (Havel), Brandenburg (Thingstätte am Stadtpark); abandoned, park/meadow.

10), Stutttgart-Rohr (no. 42) or Nazi elite schools, such 
as the Ordensburg Vogelsang (no. 38), in the confines of 
cloisters castles and forts such as Giebelstadt (no. 16), 
Jülich (no. 24), Lamspringe (no. 28), Tecklenburg (no. 43) 
or in city parks, such as those in Berlin-Rehberge (no. 7), 
Bochum (no. 8), Mühlheim an der Ruhr (no. 30) and Tilsit 
(now Sovetsk in Russia) (no. 41). In rare cases Thigstätten 
fulfilled a role of mass meeting venue embedded in larg-
er Nazi ceremonial complexes, such as the Stedingsehre 
(no. 15), which memorialized the battle of Altenesch in 
which an uprising of yeomen farmers was crushed in 
1234 by crusading knights12 or the Sachsenhain – a com-
pletely preserved SS ceremonial site near Verden an 
der Aller (no. 44), which includes, among other things, 
a vast parade ground and arrangements of 4500 boul-

12  Finsterhölzl 1999.

ders memorializing that number of pagan Saxons who 
Charlemagne was thought to have had executed there.13 
The Dietrich-Eckart-Freilichtbühne (now Waldbühne) in 
Berlin (no. 6; Fig. 13), named after a vicious antisemitic 
ideolog, which was built as the cultic focus of the monu-
mental Reichssportfeld realized for the Olympic Summer 
Games in 1936, also belongs in this context.14 In order 
to shield this metropolitain Thingstätte from its built-up 
environs, it was tucked into a wooded ravine (Fig. 2e), 
one of the few locations in Berlin where you cannot see 
a house. Other venues in built-up surroundings were 
hidden in disused quarries, such as Bad Segeberg (no. 2, 
Fig. 2c), Braunschweig (no. 11), St. Annaberg (now Góra 
Świętej Anny in Poland) (no. 17), or Mühlheim an der 

13  Ulbricht 2011.
14  Kaule 2014.
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Fig. 2. Thingstätte: a) Herchen, Thingplatz (no. 21) built on a narrow spur with a war memorial at its tip; b) Ośno Lubuskie, 
“Thingplatz Drossen”(no. 32) built on the northern end of Lake Reczynek; c) Schwarzenberg, Thingstätte (no 39) built on the 
pinnacle of the Röckelmann mountain; d) Bad Segenberg, Kalkbegstatium (no. 2), built in a gypsum quarry; e) Berlin, “Dietrich-
Eckart-Freilichtbühne”. (no. 6) built in a steep ravine; the empty box in the center was reserved for the “Führer”; f) Sankt Goars-
hausen, Thingstätte (no. 39) on the edge of on the Loreley massif during building (source: vintage postcards)

Ruhr (no. 30). The vast majority were built in more or less 
natural settings, most on the slopes of hills or mountains 
with the glaring exception of the lakeside Thingstätte in 
Drossen (now Ośno Lubuskie in Poland) (no. 32, Fig. 2b). 
Truly spectacular locations include the Thingstätten built 
on, and disfiguring, the world famous Loreley cliff (no. 
39, Fig. 2f) on the Rhine, perched on the rim of the Elbe 
canyon near Rathen (no. 34) but also a small Thingstätte 
built on a narrow spur overlooking the canyon of the Sieg 
River in Herchen (no. 39, Fig. 2a). The inaugurations of 
these sites, which almost always fell on the summer sol-
stice, were grand events with mandated crowd attend-
ance. Typically, the events had a closely choreographed 
military character with symmetrically spaced formations 

of actors, singers, musicians and extras placed on the 
various rungs of the stage´s graded backdrop (Fig. 3) and 
part of the participants merging with the audience.

Despite the initial enthusiastic surge that greeted this 
new style of holistic drama, Thingspiele and Thingstätten 
were not the success Goebbels hoped they would be. 
The turgid, costly and frankly anachronistic productions 
did not have the predicted audience pull. You saw one 
you saw them all, and the logistics of getting the required 
masses to what were in many cases remote “natural” 
locations was daunting. By 1935 Goebbels began dis-
tancing himself from the project15 and in 1937 he cut off 

15  Fröhlich 2005.
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all funding and even actively discouraged the use of the 
name. This led to an abrupt end not only to the perfor-
mance of Thingspiele but it also stalled or stopped com-
pletion of unfinished venues. Goebbels was, of course, 
reacting to the increasing efficacy of other forms of mass 
indoctrination, such as the omnipresent Volksemphäng-
er (People’s [Radio] Receiver) aka Goebbelsschnautze 
(Goebbels’ Snout)16, and – above all – newsreels and cin-
ema17 which insured that precisely encoded messages 
were reaching mass audiences. But his rejection of the 
Thingspiele was also a result of accelerating tensions be-
tween a growing fraction of the Nazi leadership that was 
trying to consolidate mainstream support for the Third 
Reich and the increasingly radical agendas of the divisive 
neopagan Völkisch fringe who saw their time as come.18 
Goebbels could rely on Hitler supporting this course, as 
the Führer despised homespun Germanomania, eso-
teric neopaganism, and saw Völkisch ideologs frustrat-
ing his aspirations to conventional trappings of imperial 
glory. These involved, among other things, embracing the 
very Roman Imperial symbols and architecture that the 

16  Mühlenfeld 2006.
17  Rentschler 1996.
18  Puschner and Vollnhals 2012; Bollmus 2006.

Völkisch believers so hated.19 In the 1940s crackdowns 
against the Völkisch occult fringe even saw leaders of the 
movement serving sentences in prisons or concentration 
camps.20 

The “Witches´Dance Floor” 

The major forerunners of the Thingstätten are the late 
Wilheminian Völkisch “plain air” or “nature theatres” 
above all the pioneering Bergtheater (mountain thea-
tre) that the successful Völkisch theatre producer anti-
semitic agitator and neo-pagan prophet Ernst Wachler 
(1871–1945) had perched on a the edge of a rugged 
plateau on the southern edge of the Harz Mountains 
in 1903 (Fig. 4). Known as the Hexenanzplatz (The 
witches’ dance floor), this plateau rises above the steep 
and scenic Bode River´s gorge and was then and is now 
a successful tourist trap21. At the turn of the century the 
rustic looking restaurants and hotels attracted middle 
class city dwellers, in particular Berliners escaping the 
crowded polluted capital, with the promise of accessi-

19  Speer 2005: 108; Trommler 2009: 123; Scobie 1990.
20  Treitel 2004: 213–230.
21  Puschner 1996.

Fig. 3. Thingspiele - opening ceremonies in Thingstätten: a) Bad Segeberg, Thingstätte (no. 2) opening ceremony; b) Koblenz 
(no. 26) ceremonial procession in the Thingstätte in the centre of the electoral palace; c-d) Opening ceremony and Thingspiel in 
the Heidelberg/Heiligenberg Thingstätte (no. 20) (source: vintage postcards and Lurz 1975)
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ble, affordable, comfortable yet romantically authentic 
mountain wilderness. Moreover, these attractions were 
upgraded by the presence of ancient ruins (ramparts 
of an Iron Age hillfort)22 and – mainly invented – tradi-
tions involving Germanic gods and witches’ sabbaths, 
sating the tourists’ romantic nationalist passions. Her-
mann Hendrich – a Silesian painter cum showman, and 
Bernhard Sehring – a Saxon theatre architect, concocted 
a Walpurgishalle – a massive wooden cabin incrusted 
inside and out with crudely carved pseudo-Germanic 
motifs in 1901 to cash in on the tourist boom, a func-
tion it fulfills to this day. Besides a bogus altar stone 
purloined from the nearby Iron Age rampart, it contains 
a gallery of dreadful paintings showing agitated witches 
and demons in rocky terrain. Two years later Wachler 
built his outdoor theatre on the cliff edge just across the 
street from this Völkisch sanctum obviously seeing them 
as a complementary pair which he ultimately wanted to 
establish as a sanctuary focused on a neo-pagan “fire 

22  Grimm 1958: 275.

temple”23. Although there are obvious parallels between 
Wachler´s open air theatre and the later Thingstätten, 
there are important differences. Besides being roofless, 
incrusted with Völkisch kitsch and offering a splendid 
view of “German wilderness” across the Bode´s chasm, 
Wachler´s theatre was in other ways surprisingly con-
ventional. It only seated 1300 spectators, it had stur-
dy boulder-built walls indented by Medieval-looking 
towers, and depending on what was being shown, its 
stage could be cluttered with various props. Moreover, 
besides the occasional Völkisch highlight, such as the 
opening night with Wachler’s own semi-operatic Wal-
purgis based on the traditional Walpurgis / or Witches´ 
Night (30th of April), its repertoire was mainly conserva-
tive to stuffy. Moreover, the players were professional 
actors on loan from the nearby Weimar theater compa-
ny. While this Green Theatre, as it was also called, main-
tained strong Völkisch affiliations, in 1914 it even hosted 
an Althing (universal assembly) of Germanic Communi-

23  Banghad 2016: 207–208.

Fig. 4. Hexentanzplatz near Thale; façade 
of the Walpurgis Halle before the First World 
War (a) and a view of the “Green (or Mountain) 
Theatre” in the 1950s (b) (source: vintage 
postcards)
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ties which included Wachler’s own pagan „Wotan Con-
gregation”, this venue neither had the capacities, nor 
did its operators have the intention, to host the type of 
interactive mass events which would characterize the 
later Thingstätten. 

Bückeberg (no. 19),  
the site of the Reichserntedankfest

It was the Nazi´s most talented architect, Albert Speer, 
who managed to carry mass outdoor semi-theatrical 
events into a natural setting, craftily using high-tech 
solutions to simulate a return to bucolic simplicity. Ex-
pressed in his own words, he saw that “the primary ma-
terial with which the mass event must be organized will 
always have to be the crowd itself” and his goal was to 
assure “that each individual among the hundred thou-
sand strong assembled community is imprinted by the 
feeling of an unconditional togetherness”.24 Under the 
fussy tutelage of the Reich´s propaganda minister Josef 
Goebbels he was able to put his theory into practice by 
designing the venue and directing the choreography of 
the Reichserntedankfest (Reichs-Thanksgiving Day) on 
the gentle spur of the Bückeberg – a wooded hill on the 
edge of the Weser River near Hameln (Fig. 5).25 Originally 
planned at another venue, this new site of the Thanks-
giving ceremony was chosen hastily in August 19 by 
functionaries worried about infrastructure but citing the 
quintessential German quality of the Weser River and its 
surrounding landscape as justification. This gave Speer 
less than three months to realize the event planned for 
the first Sunday in October. In a radical departure from 
the all but mandated use of brutalized gargantuan neo-
classical architecture to express Nazi ideology26, he sug-
gested a simple and remarkably effective solution: with 
the help of thousands of conscripted workers a 600 me-
ter long and 300 meter wide site was leveled and a long 
lightly raised corridor, the Führer Weg, was constructed 
to connect two wooden podia – an upper stepped pyra-
mid on which heaps of fruit and vegetables wreaths and 
bushels of harvested grain were heaped, surmounted 
by a grandstand for 3,000 VIPs, and a simple pyramidal 
stage at the base of the hill which served as the speakers 
pulpit. An efficient electrical grid provided microphones, 
loudspeakers and spotlights with electricity. The outer 
boundaries of the site were at the same time ephemeral 
and effective. A low horseshoe-shaped bank was sur-
mounted by a loosely spaced stockade made of 20,000 
10–12 m long fir tree flag posts surmounted by oversize 

24  Speer 1933, after Urban 2007: 423. For mid-20th century ideolog-
ically motivated mass psychological exploitation see Moscovici 
1985. 

25  Brechtken 2017; Gelderbom 1998; Haßmann 2010; Livings 2013: 
145–177, 242, pl. 208–231.

26  Scobie 1990; Taylor 1974.

Nazi flags forming a vibrant bright red band enclosing 
the frenetic masses as evening turned to night spotlights 
illuminated the fluttering flags turning them into a shim-
mering crimson cascade. 

This use of light effects to delimit and define quasi-
sacred space was taken to its congenial extreme in Albert 
Speer´s Lichtdom (cathedral of light) (Fig. 6) first realized 
at the annual Nürnberg party rally on September 11th, 
1936 in order to upgrade a roll call of minor functionar-
ies, many to old and fat to be reliable performers in the 
mass choreography which was the hallmark of the rally´s 
day time ceremonies.27 152 searchlights shot 8-kilome-
tre-high columns of light into the sky. Inside this glowing 
stockade the 20,000 party members could look up to see 
the dazzling white pillars diffuse into a sfumato vault and 
the horizon crenelated by illuminated thickets of sharply 
illuminated red Nazi flags between the searchlights and 
the spectacle of spotlights raking across a roaring ocean 
of 20,000 brown shirts. The uplifting nature of this imma-
terial architecture and the ecstatic enthusiasm it instilled 
in the adulating masses can be illustrated by the fact that 
after the Nürnberg Party rally of 1936 some 900 BDM 
(girls’ division of the Hitler Youth) scouts were reported 
pregnant and many of them found it impossible to pin-
point the father to be.28

The Brückeberg venue began fulfilling its intended 
purpose with the arrival of Hitler’s motorcade. He and 
his entourage spent 45 minutes parading through the 
500,000 strong ecstatic crowd whose repetend Nazi sa-
lutes had their arms swaying like a wind tossed field of 
grain and were more connected than separated from 
the surrounding fields and woods by the levitated band 
of Nazi flags. This anonymized mass at one with their 
leader, was fused with the surrounding “quintessentially 
German” rolling countryside, their blood coursing in its 
soil. Hitler addressed his masses from the upper platform 
where he lorded over them and then after a second per-
ambulation at the bottom where was the sole focus of 
the seething masses, spotlighted in the growing dusk. 
A roaring rendition of Deutschland über alles and the 
Horst Wessel Song sung by all and an impressive light 
and fireworks show ended the ceremony. 

The Bückeberg venue was not the only sanctuary the 
Nazis were planning near Hameln. Immediately after 
coming to power in 1933 the local Nazi leadership be-
gan planning a colossal monument to the Nazi´s pinna-
cle “martyr” Horst Wessel whose family originally came 
from the area, on the Süntel, a prominent ridge 12.8 kilo-
meters to the north and in full view of the Bückeberg29. 
This crag had long been seen as a Germanic pagan hub 
by Völkisch enthusiasts, and was the alleged site of “he-
roic” pagan Saxon resistance to the conquering Chris-
tian Carolingians. The original plan proposed by a local 

27  Livings 2013: 238–292.
28  Kater 2004: 108.
29  Siemens 2010: 183–187.
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Stormtrooper architect was to have a vast amphitheater 
blasted out of the ridge´s 440 m high pinnacle on which 
he planned to build a huge swastika-shaped sky scrap-
ing tower. Speer obviously worried that, if realized, this 
monstrosity would overshadow his own. He demanded 
a new design which would harmonize with, and thus be 
conceptually integrated into the Bückeberg complex. 
A committee was established and, as so often, squab-
bling among the various factions hamstrung the project’s 
realization. Local party authorities finally approved a rad-
ically downsized version and the Horst Wessel Memorial 
which was unveiled in 1939 consisted of a 12-meter-high 
rectangular sandstone column crowned by a 5 meter 
high swastika forged of stainless steel (Fig. 7). It could be 
clearly seen from the Bückeberg flashing the reflected 
evening sun. Yet this was all to no avail. The Thanksgiving 
ceremony at the Bückeberg facility which was referred 
as a Thingstätte after 1934, had reached its zenith with 
1.3 million participants in 1937. This was also to be the 
final celebration on the site. Preparations for war and 
the war itself made transporting such masses impossi-
ble, moreover mass ceremonies were losing their novelty 
value and purely military events increasingly replaced 
Völkisch pageantry. The Thanksgiving party was over. In 
the spring of 1945 American troops made short shrift 
of Horst Wessels offensive memorial and dynamited the 
column whose broken chunks still litter the ridge´s sum-
mit. Thus the imagined bonds binding the landscape be-
tween the frenetic Bückeberg masses and the Süntel´s 

gleaming martyrion were phantoms from the very start. 
Yet despite its faulted realization the concept of pairing 
Thingstätten with Nazi “martyr´s memorials” was to set 
a pattern for ideological landscape appropriation. Exam-
ples include the Thingstätte in Passau (no. 23) whose 
spectators faced a monumental cross-shaped monument 
to the “martyred” right wing hitman Schlageter on the 
summit of the Hammerberg hill on the opposite side of 
the broad Danube valley.30

The Heiligenberg in Heidelberg31 

The double-peaked Heiligenberg hill that dominates the 
northern horizon of Heidelberg has been known as an 
archaeological site since the 16th century and has pro-
duced settlement remains of almost all Prehistoric and 
early historic epochs. In the more recent past it was 
the site of a Celtic hillfort, a Roman sanctuary and two 
Medieval monasteries. It was this ancient heritage that 
motivated the new Nazi authorities in Germany’s most 
famous university town to choose the Heiligenberg as 

30  Rammer 1996: 122–124. Albert Leo Schlageter (1893–1923) who 
was originally a Catholic theology student before going to War and 
emerging a right wing paramilitary enforcer played an important 
role in the Nazi attempt to broaden its narrow base among West 
and South Germany´s Roman Catholic youth (Baird 1992).

31  For the Thingstätte: Lurz 1975; Stommer 1985: 231, no. B3/30; Mo-
ers-Messmer 1987; Ohr 1989; Ludwig and Marzolff 1999: 108–100. 

Fig. 5. Bückeberg „Reich´s Thanksgiving Site” (no. 19): a) Albert Speers only partially realized model of the projected as-
sembly site 1934; b) View of the adulating masses from the upper tribune 1933; c) March of standard bearers hailed by exultant 
farmers 1933; d) Hitler and his inner circle strolling down the “Führer Corridor” 1937 (source: vintage postcards)
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the site of Germany´s most impressive surviving Thing-
stätte. In particular, they were motivated by a widely 
believed misconception that this “Holy Mountain” had 
once been a Germanic sanctuary to Wotan, thus fulfilling 
the ideal Thingstätte criterion of Germanic cult heritage. 
Moreover, it was also a clear attempt to downgrade the 
importance of Heidelberg´s world-famous castle ruin, 
whose courtyard had been a local venue for open-air 
theatre productions since 1926. Its rich humanist and 
inclusive early romantic heritage was anathema to the 
Nazis. Building the huge amphitheater, which involved 
the destruction of a third of the archaeological site, it 
was purported to celebrate, began in 1934. The horse-

shoe-shaped theatre built in an artificially deepened hol-
low between the hill´s two peaks included roughly hewn 
sandstone slab benches for 20,000 spectators and was 
set off from the surrounding plateau by loosely placed 
flag poles (Fig. 8). It faced an unobtrusive multitiered 
oval stage made of the same rusticated stone, crowned 
by two tall flagpoles rigged with Nazi banners. In contrast 
to this rugged archaicizing construction, a pioneering in-
tegrated light and sound system was installed, involving 
14 kilometers of electric wiring. On the opening night, 
the summer solicits of 1925, the Thingstätte was filled 
to the brim with jubilant masses A spectacular show was 
opened by no one less than Josef Goebbels himself, who 

Fig. 6  Nürnberg Lichtdom (Cathedral of Light) (source: vintage postcards) 
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Fig. 7. Horst Wessel Column completed 1938 on the summit of the Süntel near Hameln (a), and the Süntel Massif seen from 
the direction of the Bückeberg (b) (source: vintage postcards) 

Fig. 8. Heidelberg-Heiligenberg (no. 20). Plan of the Heiligenberg hillfort, its monasteries and Thingstätte after Marzolff 1999, 
and vintage postcards prospects of the site. The right-hand spur visible in the center photo bears the memorial cemetery on the 
Ameisenbuckel
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in an emotional diary entry called it “a miraculous crea-
tion, National Socialism in stone”.32

One jarring, but thoroughly intended aspect of 
Heidelberg´s Thingplatz, is that the deep Necker River 
valley, that contains historic Heidelberg and its famous 
castle, remained invisible to the viewers. Instead, the 
spectators in the higher rungs looked, over the squat 
stone backdrop and an adjacent hilltop grove, at the 
wooded summits of the Odenwald Massif on the far 
side of the town and valley, and the fields, meadows 
and gallery forests of the broad Rhine River valley. This 
is a clear reflection of the bucolic yearnings and atten-
dant fierce antipathy to urbanity, that lie at the heart 
of the Thingplatz (open-air theater) movement but also 
leitmotiv of most aspects of Nazi art and literature. The 
Nazis went to great lengths to transplant the consum-
ers of their “sanctuaries” into their highly contradictory 
vision of an ideal countryside made up of a mosaic of 
untouched natural features embedded in a primordial 
German agrarian landscape which had been heroically 
wrested from merciless nature by generations of sturdy 
yeoman farmers.33 But there was more for the specta-
tors to see than verdant retrograde landscapes. From the 
upper summit of the Heiligenberg, which they crossed 
when approaching the Thingstätte, they had a clear view 
of vast memorial war cemetery which had been carved 
out of the dense forest on the Ameisenbuckel – a steep 
spur overlooking the Rhine valley 3 km to the south 
(Fig. 9). The Nazis saw both complexed as an ideologi-
cal unit and on the summer solstice in 1935 huge fires 
were lit on both sites simultaneously, which could be 
seen many kilometers away along the broad Rhine val-
ley. Like the Heiligenberg, esoteric circles had granted 
a pseudo-pagan heritage to the Ameisenbuckel, where 
they imagined the location a primeval mother-goddess´ 
temple.34 As in a Thingstätte, the architecture engaged 
the visitors in a para-theatrical choreography. Exactly 
drawn lines of uniform crosses of re-interred fallen Ger-
man troops from the First World War flanked a broad 
avenue accompanied by massive stone blocks inscribed 
with the names of Heidelberg´s over two thousand fallen 
soldiers. During memorial events precisely ordered rows 
of marchers fused with this sepulchral army, as they 
faced a huge five and a half meter long burly dark red 
sandstone “altar” on the promontory cliff´s point capped 
by a roughhewn overhanging monolith and emblazoned 
with a monumental swastika. While the stone-lined av-
enue clearly imitates Stone Age megalithic alignments, 
the “altar” is a coarse emulation of Late Roman Imperial 
porphyry sarcophagi, an apt reflection the hybrid nature 
of Nazi ceremonial architecture.35 Remarkably, the site 

32  Göbbels diary, 24. June 1935; Fröhlich 2005: 252.
33  Williams 1996; Fischer 2003.
34  Dutzi 2000; Binder and Meier 2016. For interwar and Nazi ceme-

tery architecture see Mosse 1980.
35  Vasiliev 1948.

of this remarkable Nazi Danse Macabre and its bizarre 
“altar” (now with chiseled-off Swastika) is still operative, 
and hosts annual American/German war memorial cer-
emonies. 

As in the case of the Bückeberg, the Heidelberg Thing-
stätte, and its satellite, are attempts to establish bogus 
continuities to a pagan past, and bond them to posthu-
mously heroized cannon fodder of Flanders’s trenches 
and the rural landscapes in which their graves had been 
secondarily imbedded. They thus sought to imprint the 
western outskirts of Heidelberg with a monumentalized 
fictional heritage espousing the Nazi´s bogus blood and 
soil ideology by creating a phantom landscape which is 
still comprehensible today.

1938 Thingstätte Sankt Annaberg (no. 17)  
on the Góra Świętej Anny in Upper Silesia 
in Poland36

In 1934 the National Socialists decided to manifest the 
legitimacy of German rule in contested Upper Silesia in 
general, and specifically their own rise to political power, 
by building a Thingsstätte on the Sankt Annaberg (Góra 
Świętej Anny) –  a dominating hilltop in the Upper Sile-
sian basin which had been occupied by an important 
cloister and pilgrimage center since the Middle Ages. 
Moreover, it had been the site of a pitched battle be-
tween German Freikorps irregulars and Polish insurgents 
during the Third Silesian Uprising in 1921, which right 
wing Germans saw as the first German victory since the 
end of the First World War. Finally, the Nazis hoped to 
at least weaken the church’s domination of this crucial 
symbolic religious and political focus of the region and 
overshadow the pious processions which continued to 
attract the faithful of both linguistic communities to the 
cloister´s basilica and its miraculous statue of St. Anne.

The amphitheater, which was projected to hold 7,000 
spectators, was built in the confines of a steep quarry, 
which housed the amphitheater itself, a terraced stage 
rising against the gaunt cliff face and an impressive circu-
lar podium fitted with a huge flagpole (Fig. 10). A primary 
reason for the Thingstätte´s location in the quarry´s cav-
ity was that, for its audience, the picturesque relief of 
the cloister´s towers was completely invisible. Instead, 
the dark cloven limestone cliff provided a somber back-
drop which was heightened by the presence of a spec-
tacular Totenburg (literally fortress for the dead, i.e., 
castle-shaped mausoleum) commissioned in 1935 to be 
perched on the its pinnacle. This structure was built to 
commemorate the dead of the Freikorps militias who ter-

36  Stommer 1985: 205, no. B1/1; Haubold-Stolle 2005, 2006; Dobesz  
2005: 191–193, 195; Lurz 2010. For the divisive interpretations of 
the significance of the Góra Świętej Anny see: Bjork and Gerwarth 
2007. For the wider context of Polish policy towards German heri-
tage in the immediate post-war period see: Mazur 2000. 
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Fig. 9. Heidelberg Memorial Cemetery (Ehrenfriedhof) on the Ameisenbuckel. Views of the ceremonial way and assembly 
square and its terminating altar. The image on the lower right shows the cemetery (right) and the Heidelberg Thingstätte (left) 
as seen from the Rhine valley with Heidelberg in the deep Neckar valley in the middle (source: vintage postcards)

Fig. 10. Góra Świętej Anny (Thingstätte Stankt Annaberg) (no. 17): a) Aerial photo of the freshly built Thingstätte; b) View of 
the Thingstätte and the mausoleum at the quarry´s edge; c) View from the Thingstätte’s stage on the quarry floor; d) Remains 
of the Silesian German “heroes” being escorted into the mausoleum; e) Megalithic entrance and fire bowl; f) partially realized 
design of the interior (source: vintage postcards and Böck 2017)
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rorized non-German inhabitants on the eastern German 
boarders in the post-World War I period. More specifi-
cally, it was to contain the bodily remains of 17 “martyrs” 
who had fallen during the bloody skirmish to dislodge 
Polish fighters from St. Anne´s monastery in May of 1921. 
Robert Tischler´s design of what was to be Germany´s 
most ambitious national funerary monument constructed 
during the late 1930s, combines heterogeneous elements 
borrowed from Wilhelm Kreis’ funerary architecture, par-
ticularly the Tannenberg monument, Fredrick the Sec-
ond’s 13th century Apulian defensive masterpiece Castel 
del Monte and Theodoric the Great’s 6th century mau-
soleum in Ravenna37 (Fig. 11). While this is an impres-
sive monument when seen from the Thingstätte itself, 
particularly when the two classicizing fire bowls at its en-
trance were ablaze, like most theatrical props seen from 
the back, i.e. the plateau, it was disappointingly small and 
squat. While the leitmotifs of this architectural collage 
send an aggressive military imperial message underscor-
ing the Nazi´s vision of the Annaberg as a bulwark against 
the Slavic east, it also incorporated “Germanic”/esoteric 

37  Brands 1995.

elements in its design more in keeping with its original 
Thingstätten setting. These included the building’s wildly 
incongruous megalithic porch and bizarre details, such as 
the fact that mortar used in its construction was mixed 
with clotted creme, goat hair and animal blood. 

This programmatic integration of Thingstätte and 
Nazi martyrion did not stand alone. Another examples 
of Thingstätten sites with integrated martyrs memori-
als include for instance the Rugard Thingstätte (no. 5, 
Fig. 12) which lies between a First World War memorial 
and a monumental “megalithic” style mausoleum of Hans 
Mellon, the Island of Rügen´s Hitler Youth “martyr”.38 
A third was never completed, Braunschweig´s Nußberg 
Thingstätte (no. 11), which was projected to face an 
80-meter high tower fitted with 16 niches harboring iri-
descent “light columns” which would rake the sky, com-
memorating Nazi activists “martyred” in the farcical Beer 
Hall Putsch of 1933.39 The most impressive example is the 
Thingstätte attached to Berlin´s Olympic complex on the 
Reichssportfeld (no. 6, Fig. 13). It was built next to the 

38  Wickert 2007.
39  Bein 1997.

Fig. 11.  War memorials cemeteries and Bismark-monuments designed by Wilhelm Kreis: a) 1906 sketch of a Bismark or fire 
tower Dresden Räcknitz; b) 1930, proposal for a cenotaph near Bad Berka; c) 1912, sketch of a proposed Bismark National Monu-
ment on a cliff overlooking the Rhine near Bingen; d) 1940 project sketch for a cemetery and temple/castle-like mausoleum in 
Drontheim (source: vintage postcards)
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Langemarckhalle, memorializing and containing physical 
remains of, as well as flags and soil “soaked with blood” 
from the tens of thousands of teenage recruits “mar-
tyred” in the Battle of Ypres in 1915.40 This sepulchral 
hall which also functioned as Hitler´s Olympic podium 
was crowned by a 77-m high “Führer Tower” whose bell 
rang as an “eternal admonisher of the sacrificial death of 
our heroes”.41 

Yet no other Thingstätte came so close to successful-
ly visualizing the mystical union between the martyred 
heroes and the resurrected Volk as the St. Annaberg 
Thingstätte. In one’s mind’s eye one can imagine the 
Thingstätte by twilight filled to the brim with adulating 
masses whipped to passionate ecstasy by the chanting 
players on the stark stage. With their eyes focused on 
the fortress of the martyrs looming above them on its 
lofty crag highlighted by flashing flames signalizing their 
apotheosis by belching clots of smoke into the evening 
sky. Their union with the martyred dead was thus mysti-
cally consumed. Obviously and onerously this Thingstätte 
was nothing less than a monumentalized paraphrase of 
a Christian Church, with the congregation facing and ritu-

40  Weinrich 2009. 
41  Dümling 2012: 70; interestingly both the hall and tower were 

blown up by British sappers in 1946 only to be faithfully recon-
structed by the same Nazi architect that designed the originals 
Werner March in 1960.

ally interacting with an altar containing holy relics.42 Yet 
despite all this carefully crafted pathos the Sankt Anna-
berg Thingstätte was in fact a remarkable failure from 
the start. It took too long to build and opened with a lack 
luster show in 1938 after the Thing Movement had run 
its course. Moreover, the pious Upper Silesians largely 
remained true to their cloister and, particularly when the 
war started, the frightened faithful attended pilgrimages 
with ever increasing intensity and ferver ignoring the 
Thingstätte altogether. Moreover, although there are re-
ports of the amplified roar of Nazi ceremonies intention-
ally disturbing the cloister´s services, in fact only sporadic 
events, mainly minor Hitler Youth rallies, are known to 
have taken place in the Thingstätte before the end of 
the war.43 

The Thingstätten´s phantom  
heritage today

Thingstätten are of course simply just another reflex of 
the Nazi´s cult of the dead which Saul Friedländer so ac-
curately dissected as cheap if persuasive kitsch.44 They 
fit the bill perfectly using all its sleight of hand symbol-
ism, such as the soft ammonized spectator masses pit-

42  For Nazi „religion“ see: Vondung 1971; Marchal 1993; Bärsch 2002.
43  Böck 2017.
44  Friedländer 1984; see also Brunotte 2008.

Fig. 12. Bergen auf Rügen / Rugard (no. 5): 1 - The memorial to the fallen soldiers of the First World War built in 192; 2 - The 
Thingstätte “consecrated” in 1934; 3 - The Hans Mellon mausoleum built to imitate a Neolithic megalithic tomb, dedicated with 
the reburial of he “martyr” in 1937; 4 - The northern rampart of the Medieval Slavic stronghold ”Rugrad” then also thought to be 
the capital of Germanic Rügen (after Wichert 2010)
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ted against the hard martyrs towers, the fluid interface 
between Volk, Nature and Soil rejuvenated by martyr´s 
blood, etc. Thus, one would have expected that after 
Goebbels renunciation of the Thingplatz concept these 
ephemeral phantoms would simply disappear. Sadly, 
nothing could be further from the truth. Save for a hand-
ful that were purposely destroyed or buried in the post-
war period, almost all the ca 40 completed Thingstätten 
have survived in various degrees of preservation45 and 
of these 22 are still in use today and many eerily fulfilled 
sub-cultic functions long after 1945. 

Obviously, in the post-war period Thingstätten, which 
were located in the Soviet Occupied Zone of Germany and 
later German Democratic Republic, were predisposed to 
a seamless continuity of mass performances, as Stalinism 
also employed mass events as powerful tools for ideo-
logical reinforcement. These included the Grenzlandfeier-

45  Stommer 1985.

stätte Schwarzenberg (no. 39) which was renamed Wil-
helm Piek Feierstätte in honour of East Germany´s first 
Communist president and was the site of Communist cer-
emonies46, as was the Stätte der Volksgemeinschaft (Sanc-
tuary of the Volk community) in Borna (no. 9) which was 
rebranded as Voksplatz Borna, and like the Rostock Thing-
stätte (35), termed Platz der Jugend, served as a focus for 
mass events of the Communist Free German Youth.

In the case of the Hutberg Thingstätte near Kamenz 
in Upper Lusatia (no. 25) this type of continuity is com-
pounded by a cultic component. Five 15-meter-high 
granite plinths, unusually located back of the spectators 
on the highest rung of the Thingstätte once towered over 
the amphitheater (Fig. 14). They were built in 1934 and 
fitted out with appropriate paraphernalia, fire bowls, 
bronze wreaths, etc., to memorialize the town´s fallen 
World War heroes. These plinths were demolished on 

46  Schmeizer and Weil 2014: 37–40.

Fig. 13. Berlin Reichssportfeld (no. 6): a) “Pharus” plan of the Olympic complex in 1936. The Langemarkhalle lies under the 
bell tower/ “Glockenturm” and the Tribune at the western terminus of a triumphal avenue stretching over the Olympic stadium 
to the Brandenburg Gate; b) Aerial view of the Thingstätte, Dietrich-Eckart-Freilichtbühne, the Langemarkhalle and bell tower; 
c) Closeups of the Thingstätte and mortuary hall; d) Consecration of the Langemarkhalle with remains of “martyred” young 
soldiers (source: vintage postcards)
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order of the Soviet authorities in 1948 who were using 
the amphitheater together with the Polish army for mili-
tary ceremonies and mass propaganda events. At the 
same time a porphyry monument crowned by an obelisk 
marking the mass grave of at least 18 Red Army soldiers 
was built at the beginning of the road leading to the am-
phitheater, thus clearly rededicating the Thingstätte, to 
the “eternal fame of the heroes who died fighting for 
the honor and independence of their Soviet homeland”.47 

Remarkably, a site in Poland, the Thingstätte on the 
Góra Świętej Anny mentioned above, represents the 
most cogent case of cult continuity. The Nazi Totenburg 
was razed soon after the war, either dramatically dy-
namited by Polish troops as official records suggest or 
simply quarried away by locals, and the incorporated 
“martyrs`” bones dispersed. Its foundations now bear 
a totally new monolithic four cornered monumental 
granite slab structure, planned and executed by Poland´s 
foremost sculpture and Auschwitz survivor Xawery 
Dunikowski, which like its predecessor, owes much to 
Wilhelm Kreis’ Totenburgen (Fig. 15). Due to financial 
strictures and ideological conflicts about the title and 
message of the memorial it was not until 1955 that 

47  Herrmann 2014.

a drastically downsized version of the “monument of 
the (Polish) insurgency” commemorating a wide range 
of Polish-German conflicts in Silesia but also the victory 
of Socialism could be dedicated. In a remarkable state 
of mirror image continuity, the Thingstätte itself, now 
known and the Amphitheater on Saint Anna’s Mount, 
continued to be used for ideologically charged mass 
events. These also involved commemorations of the 
Polish fallen during the long history of conflict in Upper 
Silesia struggle, particularly during the Stalinist period. 
The amphitheater was largely deserted thereafter but 
has recently reemerged as a venue for rock concerts. In-
terestingly, rock concerts and festivals have been a life-
line for most of the intact Thingstätten and it is worth 
noting that they in many ways fulfill the functions that 
the Thingspiele were intended to do. These include the 
ragged interface and intensive interaction between 
performers and the audience, the use and exchange of 
highly stylized movements and ritualized actions, the 
mass responses and emotions expressed by the specta-
tors, the general lack of props and heavy dependency 
on light and sound effects as well as almost messianic 
adulation accorded to stars. These mass psychological 
overlaps of what are, however, ideologically completely 

Fig. 14. Kamenz Hutberg (no. 25): a-b) Drawing and photo of the Hutberg Thingstätte with five towers commemorating fallen 
World War One “heroes”; c) View from the war memorial terrace over the Thingstätte and upper Lusatian landscape; d) Memorial 
obelisks erected after the demolition of the towers to commemorate Soviet “heroes” at the current entrance to the amphitheat-
er (source: vintage postcards; Archive of the Museum in Kamenz) 
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unrelated phenomena are a tribute to the efficacy of the 
Thingstätte design.48 

In a less emotional case of continuity, the Thing-
stätte which was destructively inserted into the ruins 
of Giebelstadt castle in Franconia (no. 16) to host a play 
featuring the knight Florian Geyer, who once owned the 
castle and was a tragic leader of a failed 16th century 
peasant’s rebellion. It was shown between 1933 and 
1939. Nikolaus Fey, who had penned the play in 1925, 
went so far as to claim that Geyer had been reborn as 
Adolf Hitler. A tamed-down version of his play was re-
vived in 1980 and entertains summer tourists who flock 
to the Thingstätte to this day.

Finally, an eerie coincidence must be mentioned. 
These are the annual Walpurgis Nacht (Witches Night) 
festivities on the Heidelberg Thingstätte every April 30th 
which have emerged anarchically in the last decades as 
a mass torchlit student party featuring fiery spectacles, 

48  For the emotional pull of mass events still, see Elias 1960; the strong 
sense of connectedness instilled during rock festivals, see: Tjora 2015.

something, which brings this narrative back full circle 
to the Thingstätte´s origins on the Witches Dance Floor 
near Thale.

Postscript,  
the phantoms awake

After decades during which Thingstätten, like so many 
buildings of the Nazi Period in Germany, were forgotten 
or willfully ignored, they have gradually become an issue 
for those involved in monument protection.49 This is all 
the more so, as the deterioration of their architectural 
substance, but also dangers posed by the threats of de-
velopment of these once remote sites, raise the ques-
tion whether their protection or even restoration is con-
sidered appropriate or desirable.50 Obviously the most 
effective form disenchanting these sites involves razing 

49  Koschar 2000; Niven 2003.
50  Puppe and Teufer 2014.

Fig. 15. Góra Świętej Anny (no. 17): a) Aerial photo of the Saint Anne´s Mountain Amphitheatre as it is today; b) Closeup of 
the Xawery Dunikowski’s Monument to the Uprising with frieze commemorating events from 950 AD up to the then current vic-
tory of socialism in 1955; c) View of the monument from the amphitheater: d) The monument seen from its eastern approach 
(source: Internet)
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them completely51, but while this process already began 
in the Nazi Period with the Thingplatz in Berchtesgaden-
Strub (no. 4), being replaced by a youth hostel, and the 
Thingstätte in downtown Koblenz (no. 26), bombed and 
buried under rubble, this clearly cannot now be consid-
ered a responsible option. Nor can the ignoble fate of 
the moldering foundations of the Halle Brandberg Thing-
stätte (no. 18) which lie in a rubbish filled vacant lot in 
the midst of a dreary council housing scheme be seen as 
a desirable alternative. 

A subtler form of disenchantment involves recasting 
them in the public mind through their post-war histo-
ries. In the case of the Bad Segeberg “Thingstätte der 
Nordmark”, which, Goebbels opened in streaming rain 
in 1937, enormously popular performances of Karl May´s 
wild west dramas have indelibly associated the site with 
the noble Apache Winnetou and his friend the trap-
per Old Shatterhand who have been scrambling up and 
down the Thingstätte’s quarry face backdrop, hollering 
and shooting since 195252; or Berlin’s Waldbühne (no. 6) 
which popular memory still links to its almost total dis-
mantlement during rioting by fans enraged by a lack 
luster performance by the Rolling Stones in 1965, which 
took 12 years to repair.

But obviously this kind of thing cannot be mandat-
ed. The question of what to do was recently raised in 
the case of the seminal Bückeberg Thingstätte (no. 19) 
whose ephemeral remains were slated to be engulfed 
by a housing development. It has now, after much soul 
searching, been put under monument protection and 
a didactic center is projected to explain and decry its 
role in the Nazi Period.53 Yet there is a fine line between 
preserving and re-awakening these monuments in times 
when there is a palpable resurgence of neo-Nazi interest 
in reclaiming these ceremonial sites as their own. This 
renewed interest has been fueled by their increasing 
visibility and accessibility through websites dedicated 
to systematically “discover” and catalogue physical re-

51  In fact this was mandated for all buildings and objects which were 
thought to keep German militaristic traditions alive or venerate 
Nazism by the Allied occupation forces from 1945 to 1947; Ham-
mer 1995: 282–293.

52  Schmid 1999; Sparr 2000.
53  Winghart 2010.

mains of the Third Reich.54 The results are as worrying as 
they are predictable. Heidelberg´s impressive and easily 
accessible Heiligenberg Thingstätte (no. 20) which was 
placed under monument protection and didactically 
contextualized in Nazi history in the 1980s55, has repeat-
edly attracted neo-Nazi torch lit processions in the last 
years.56 Attempts to explain and expunge a Thingstätte’s 
Nazi message by using didactic plaques and signs which 
have been implemented in the vast Nazi Sachsenhain 
ceremonial complex near Verden (no. 44) has gone hand 
in glove with the advent of Nazi pilgrimages to the once 
forgotten site.57

This has, not surprisingly, also impacted the perfectly 
preserved SS elite school Ordensburg Vogelsang in the 
Eifel (no. 30) which was long hidden in an allied military 
training ground and includes a monumental, if crude, 
sculptural program. It has only recently been decom-
missioned and become accessible to civilians including 
monument protection officers. This unique ensemble has 
obviously been placed under monument protection, and 
restoration measures have included archaeological exca-
vations revealing the attendant Thingplatz which was in-
tentionally buried by resident Belgian troops.58 The pub-
licity generated by these measures has made it a magnet 
for Neo-Fascist youth groups.59 Militant rightwing ambi-
tions to reclaim their bogus sanctuaries have even pin-
nacled in violence. After a successful production of the 
offbeat camp musical Rocky Horror Show in Wachler´s  
amphiteatre on the Hexentanzplatz in 2007, for instance, 
neo-Nazis enraged by the desecration of their sanctum, 
attacked and seriously beat up the actors.60

There are clearly no easy answers to this dilemma 
making it highly likely, that these phantom landscapes 
will continue to haunt those charged with conserving 
Europe’s recent past.

54  Internet: www.thirdreichruins.com/thingplatz.htm, or: https://
de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thingplatz.

55  Moers-Messmer 1987.
56  Internet: http://www.autonomes-zentrum.org/ai/texte/nazichron-

ik.html.
57  Kröger (ed.) 2005
58  Heinen 2010.
59  Internet: https://www.rundschau-online.de/region/kreis-eu-

skirchen/schleiden/-faehnlein--vogelsang-bereitet-sich-auf-eine-
gruppe-mit-rechter-gesinnung-vor-26738096.

60  Banghard 2016: 207.
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