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1. Introduction 

"For me there are no categories such as the others”, says Inge Auerbacher in an inter-

view (Rüger 2019, my translation). She’s an American author and one of the last contem-

porary witnesses of the Holocaust. Born and raised in the Göppingen Jewish community, 

Inge Auerbacher can tell stories full of contradictions: About her friendships to citizens of 

Göppingen, of the longing for a life without exclusion and the Yellow Star, about a father 

who refused to acknowledge the danger of the Nazis because he had fought as a Ger-

man in World War I, of her deportation to Theresienstadt and finally the emigration to 

the USA. As ambassadress, however, she appeals to the next generation: "You can al-

ways turn something bad into something good and you always have a choice" (ibid., my 

translation).  

The Jewish Museum in Göppingen, her former hometown, tries precisely this balancing 

act. It exhibits the history of the Jewish community on a local level, not only focusing on 

the prosecution and extinction, but also thematizing its foundation and growing. The city 

museum wants to make an offer that stimulates thoughts and at the same time makes 

the value of democracy tangible. "If there is something you can learn here, then it is the 

importance of tolerance and the calamities that come with devaluation", as the former 

director of the museum, Dr. Karl-Heinz Rueß says in the interview with me (Rueß 2020, 

my translation). In order to challenge museums to raise questions about memory, about 

belonging and identity, but also about the power to interpret history, a lot is currently 

being debated about the concept of a shared heritage. It also stands for a common re-

membrance and encourages the renegotiation of historical circumstances. At the same 

time, it is an obligation of museums to build a bridge between cultures by presenting 

their material heritage in order to overcome silence or existing stigmas (cf. Jaffe-Scha-

gen 2016, p.48). Jewish museums in Germany might have a special duty here, given 

their exposed position in the service of social reality and their contribution to an interreli-

gious understanding, always against the backdrop of the Shoah. Jewish museums mainly 

originated around 1900, such as the famous Jewish museum in Frankfurt, which was 

founded in 1901. Until 1938 there were some museums on Jewish history and tradition 
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in Berlin, Kassel, Mainz and Munich, among others. Most of them got destroyed during 

the Nazi regime and it was not until the 1970s that the topic was rediscovered and some 

of those old institutions were put back in operation, but the earlier collections together 

with most of all the knowledge were lost (cf. Offe 2000, p 29 ff.).  

My case study treats the Jewish Museum Göppingen-Jebenhausen1, which is quite suita-

ble for research on a shared heritage. The aim is to examine if and how a shared herit-

age concept is supported and implemented there. Another leading question is, to what 

extent this concept can be used to provide for more German-Jewish understanding and 

make a direct contribution to the prevention of anti-Semitism, just as Auerbach suggests.  

In order to do this research, I use a methodical triangulate and carry out exploratory and 

descriptive research. In addition to an accompanying observation of the museum visit 

and its guided tour, I deal with theory, consulted secondary literature about the museum 

and conducted three expert interviews to fill blank spaces. These experts were the al-

ready mentioned founder and former museum director Dr. Karl-Heinz Rueß, as well as 

his successor, the current director Dr. Dominik Gerd Sieber. The designer of the mu-

seum, Kurt Ranger from Ranger Design, who has accompanied the museum’s develop-

ment since 1992, was also interviewed. By bringing together the perspectives of the ex-

perts, it should be possible to achieve a detailed and extensive research result. 

My case study is structured as follows: The first large chapter presents the theoretical 

sources which aroused my research interest. In order to do so, first the concept of shared 

heritage is explained, then the relevance and function of museums in general are dis-

cussed and, in a third step, the special features of Jewish museums are outlined. Histori-

cal-political learning is important to the research task, so that this topic is briefly pre-

sented afterwards. This first part closes with an explanation on the prevention of anti-

Semitism. In the second, exploratory complex of topics, at first the case of the Jewish 

Museum Göppingen-Jebenhausen is presented, followed by a discussion of the mu-

seum’s history and origin. Thirdly, the concept of the museum is demonstrated and a de-

tailed description of the exhibition and the museum tour, as well as the design of the 

museum is given. It is followed by a detailed discussion of the exhibits themselves and 

their origins. In all of those chapters, shared heritage is addressed in the respective con-

text and its visibility in the museum’s narrative is made clear. The last chapter deals with 

the potential of the shared heritage concept in the course of preventing modern anti-

 
1 For reasons of readability, the museum will be referred to as the Jewish Museum Göppingen in 
the following. 
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Semitism in the museum in Göppingen. The paper finally concludes with a summary of 

the research’s findings and questions about generalizability, and an outlook is given. 

 

2. Theoretical background  

In order to clarify the research interest, the theoretical background for the conceptualiza-

tion of the phenomenon is presented here in a first step. It refers to various thematic 

blocks that underpin the research project. 

 

2.1. The shared heritage concept  

According to Hönes, culture is society’s fundament and the whole structure of our com-

munities is based on it (cf. 2013, p. 304). Also the attitude has prevailed that any histori-

cal heritage is worth preserving (cf. Urry 2000, p. 38). In order to be able to talk about 

shared heritage, the concept of cultural heritage in general needs to be defined first.  

Cultural heritage as a term had no clear definition for a long time. In the European and 

therefore German context, it long referred to material goods, such as monuments, whilst 

other legal applications also included immaterial things. So according to those interpre-

tations, cultural expressions, e.g. chants, can be considered cultural goods as well. To 

sum up, today cultural heritage means both, tangible objects and intangible cultural her-

itage (cf. Hönes 2013, p. 318). The global aspect of cultural heritage was specified by 

the UNESO in 1972 in their Convention for the Protection of the World’s Cultural and 

Natural Heritage. Here as well, it encompasses all aspects that arise from the interaction 

between people and places over time (cf. ibid., p. 319). Heritage hence is culture-spe-

cific, it is about the mechanisms by which cultures usually remember the past (cf. Urry 

2000, p. 40) and therefore closely linked to the so-called remembrance culture. As parts 

of a collective commemoration, memories of an event, a place or a person are associ-

ated with a specific form of social effort in an often precisely defined local framework (cf. 

ibid., p. 34). 

However, remembering is also linked to forgetting. The process of selecting and trans-

mitting memories in institutionalized commemoration includes at them same time the 

erasure of other memories, for example those of minorities. But who decides what is re-

membered, what is forgotten? This is where the concept of sharing heritage comes in: 

As a term, it denotes the rethinking about how to deal with cultural heritage. As a con-

cept, it denotes a rethinking of how to deal with cultural heritage by emphasizing the as-

pect of sharing and also allowing other perspectives on art, history and the past, such as 
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those of minorities or former enemies. Therefore, it is an interesting concept for today's 

museology and for new exhibition narratives that, with this approach and with the help 

of the cultural heritage on display, can bring to life previously hidden perspectives.  

The aspect of a shared memory, as the European Union has taken up in 2018 as the 

motto for its European Year of Cultural Heritage, is also important in this context. Titled 

“remembering and new starts” (No. 1), the EU’s aim was to understand cultural heritage 

as a shared heritage and to create space for dialogue and exchange about Europe’s 

shared history. Here, cultural heritage is used to show connections between the mem-

bers of the EU and to provide new perspectives on the history of the continent. This in-

cludes communication, reflection, and the reformulation of attributions. The process of 

sharing heritage “stands for sharing one’s own past experiences, for actively investigat-

ing and communicating our cultural heritage” (ibid.) and passing on knowledge. Also 

thanks to this approach, many hidden and even suppressed memories and stories of mi-

norities have ultimately come to light and imbalances have been denounced.  

Exhibiting cultural heritage as a shared heritage is always interconnected with the ques-

tion if there is also a contradictory perspective on this heritage. The concept thus has an 

explorative intent and is always in process. It is also important to consider that museums 

can interpret the past only through the selected artifacts and that remembering is a col-

lective staging closely related to the self-image of the collective in the present (cf. Urry 

2000, p. 36 f.). Thus, the concept also has a cultural-political orientation or component. 

 

2.2 Museums and their social relevance  

As Cole and Knowles state, human experience and knowledge is “shaped by ‘the institu-

tional, the structural expressions of community and society” (Cole/ Knowles 2001, p. 22). 

Museums are publicly accessible places and open spaces for everybody, showing, pre-

senting and conveying things from the past. The exhibits in museums are linked to the 

past, but intend also to be understood as relevant in the present and the future. Due to 

the scientific nature of the museum’s work, its exhibition narratives seem to reflect as-

sured knowledge (cf. Hochreiter 2015, p. 62). All in all, museums can be considered as 

places of reflection that are strongly shaped by anticipation (cf. Sternfeld 2018, p. 18). 

With the chosen objects on display, they represent very often the values of a society or 

of an artistic canon. Due to this task and function , museums can reinforce existing narra-

tives and have a special power of defining (cf. Groschwitz 2017, p. 150). Hochreiter even 

calls museums the “center of definitional power” (Hochreiter 2015, p. 54, my transla-

tion).  
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In this context, we can state that museums are also powerful instruments to educate and 

transform their visitors and to practice behavioral routines (cf. Thiemeyer 2019, p. 24). As 

institutions, they inevitably take a position in the structure of their societies, which is ex-

pressed through their curation practices. Because of their credibility their explanations 

and contextualization might even result in authoritative statements concerning the 

meaning of exhibits, they might purport a specific form of understanding and a related 

reality, which doesn’t necessarily exist (cf. Groschwitz 2017, p. 149). As Van Mensch puts 

it:  

“[E]very cultural institution puts a well-defined, dominant meaning on objects by its 
way of selecting and presenting. [They] can be considered factories in which author-
ized meanings, without much discussion or reflection, are constantly produced.” (Van 
Mensch 2019, p. 200). 

It is of course possible that a museum might not explicitly intend or even reflect on this 

powerful statement it is allusively making (cf. Groschwitz 2017, p. 149 f.). But in the con-

text discussed here, it is important to be aware of the fact that museums are part of cul-

tural experiences, symbolically engaging in those experiences and therefore are really 

powerful concerning the construction of social reality (cf. Offe 2000, p. 44). At least since 

the reflexive turn, museums nowadays need to be understood as components of a cul-

tural systematic, producing visibility, identity and knowledge (cf. Sternfeld 2018, p. 23).  

Seen that way, a critical and open-minded repositioning of museums as part of the pub-

lic sphere has to be understood as political task. Traditionally most museums provide oc-

casions of learning and identifying only to the hegemonic, majority group – so to those 

people being in power already. They are keeping their superior position through the 

handed-down curation practices (cf. Hochreiter 2015, p 53f.). All in all, museums can and 

have to make a contribution to self-reflection, contributing to a holistic social change. 

This is especially challenging for Jewish museums. One of the starting points might be 

the already defined narrative of a shared cultural heritage.  

 

2.3. Special implications of Jewish museums in Germany 

Jewish Museums in Germany emerged in the early 19002 years. Due to a change in the 

validation of (religious) traditions and their reinvention as cultural heritage (cf. Loewy 

2017, p. 89), there was a turning point during the Nazi era, followed by rediscovery in 

 
2 The first Jewish collection in German speaking regions might have been put together by Alexan-
der David, a Jew living with the nobility of Braunschweig (around 1681-1765). Also some Jewish 
departments in larger museums towards the end of the 19th century are historically proven, the first 
independent Jewish museum was founded 1897 in Vienna (cf. Offe 2000, p. 29). 
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the late 1970s. Nowadays most of the Jewish museums in Germany focus on the local 

history of Jewish life in their community, show some Judaica, Hebraica, maybe artwork 

of Jewish origin and ethnographic objects concerning economic and social history (cf. 

Offe 2000, p. 29). In these museums, images document Jewish life, religion and history 

in Germany, teach the visitors on anti-Semitism and the crimes and atrocities of the Nazi 

era. Former synagogues often are rehabilitated and used as historical testimonials, as 

memorials or places of memory and meeting (cf. Pellengahr 2017, p. 9). 

German Jewish museums represent a minority’s history, including not only a cultural, but 

a religious dimension, what exposes them to a lot of ambiguities in their function of rep-

resenting a – very differentiated – community (cf. Loewy 2017: 87 f.). Another evolved 

characteristic is that most of the Jewish Museums in Germany are founded by people 

who are not Jewish themselves, so can only approach the topic from a theoretical per-

spective. In turn, they make Jewish life visible for a mostly Christian population, who of-

ten has very little previous knowledge on Jewish customs, culture and history (cf. Offe 

2000, p. 96). This circumstance, which Offe describes as “paradoxical” (cf. ibid., my 

translation), combined with the fact that there was no active public Jewish life in the Fed-

eral Republic for many decades after the Second World War, might lead to a form of 

musealization and exoticization of Jews. Offe fears that this may result in the (re-)produc-

tion of stereotypes (cf. ibid., p. 21)3. The awareness of a interpretative dominance of 

non-Jewish curators should challenge people responsible to think about Jewish muse-

ums as “locations for the debating of present, real Jewish life, not only places of 

memory for dead” (cf. ibid., p. 97, my translation). 

As shown, Jewish Museums in Germany have a huge impact on the culture of remem-

brance and their function in the fight against racism and anti-Semitism today (cf. Offe 

2000, p. 100 f.). Loewy refers to the double role of Jewish museums in Germany as criti-

cal museums of local history and worldwide operating diaspora museums at the same 

time. For him, they are intellectual, transboundary centers (cf. Loewy 2017, p. 91). Offe 

states that when focusing on Jewish museums, the main question always is the design of 

something that she calls a “memorial relationship” (cf. Offe 2000, p. 39). She believes 

that presenting a Jewish collection should always have two goals: On the one hand, it is 

about creating a wider image and deeper understanding of Jewish identity, also as a 

 
3 The Central Council of Jews also recognizes this problem. In order to get to know current Jewish 
life in Germany first hand, they initiated the project "Meet a Jew", as an encounter project in 
which voluntary Jews are placed in institutions interested in the exchange. In this way, a large 
number of authentic voices should be heard. (cf. No. 6). 
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symbol of history and of what has been taken away and on the other it is about decon-

structing false, maybe antisemitic ideas of Jews stated in visitors’ mindsets (cf. ibid.). 

 

2.4. Museum education and the contextual model of learning  

The main task of museum education is to clarify the link between the past, the present 

and the future, considering learning from history as a paradigm. Critically, it should be 

elaborated that anti-Semitism, together with racism, structure parts of German society 

up to the present. To counteract this, a change of perspective is an important principle 

of museum education, i.e., the offer to learn different perspectives on historical events. 

Kößler and Mendel give the example that educational work on the subject of National 

Socialism should not only create personal reference and proximity to history, but also do 

prevention work against current forms of right-wing extremism and anti-Semitism (cf. 

Kößler/ Mendel 2017, p. 67). The contextual model of learning is a theoretical frame-

work for this type of extracurricular learning. Here, learning is understood as a kind of di-

alogue between the individual and the environment that follows the objective of con-

structing a subjective reality (cf. Falk/ Dierking 2018, p. 7). Learning in museums offers 

the opportunity to acquire and reflect on knowledge. Museums can present history in a 

tangible and vivid way. In doing so, biographical references to historical events, i. e. the 

connection to concrete persons, as well as the transferability to the social realities of the 

learners make the subject less abstract. This is a basic requirement for questioning ideo-

logies of inequality and historical myths (cf. Klare/ Sturm 2017, p.137 ff.). 

It is therefore important to expose visitors to learning occasions in the sense of emanci-

patory, critical but also supportive pedagogy in order to offer a change of perspective. 

With different impulses, museums must offer a space for discussion free of any bias (cf. 

Klare/ Sturm 2017, p. 136). Subject-oriented education should above all stimulate self-

education processes, that can be realized dialogically (cf. Scherr 2010, p. 310). Linking 

historical learning with questions of current social conditions can help to ensure that 

memories become not dusty like museums, put present, reflexive and political (cf. 

Giesecke/ Welzer 2012, p. 78). The aim should be to provoke contradiction and conflict 

through critical reflection on current situations. Therefore, anti-Semitism for example 

cannot be depicted solely as an antithesis to today’s democracy and human rights-based 

society (cf. Meier/Werner 2020, p. 59). 
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2.5. Contemporary educational work against anti-Semitism  

Already in 2011 the report on anti-Semitism of the German Federal Ministry of the Inte-

rior pointed out the urgency of finally working on a contemporary approach on National 

Socialism and suggested developing pedagogical and didactic methods in order to un-

derstand the connection between historical and current forms of anti-Semitism (cf. BMI 

2011).  

Anti-Semitism can be used as term for hostility and hatred against Jews in general, but it 

also provides political and ideological explanations for power relations in the world. 

Anti-Semitism has a long history of religiously influenced anti-Judaism, before being 

adopted as ethnic, national anti-Semitism in the 20th century (cf. Messerschmidt 2017, p. 

121). Everyday anti-Semitism is primarily based on the construction of Jews as a superior 

and a homogenous group. It is believed that all Jews are identical and share the same 

clearly assignable characteristics. For example, a common insinuation is that being Jew-

ish implies having great potential in money and power. For this reason, their exclusion, 

stigmatization or deportation and extermination was accepted by the majority of Ger-

mans. It is historically proven that anti-Semitism as a social phenomenon often devel-

oped in direct connection with the crises of bourgeois society (cf. Broden/ Hößl/ Meier 

2017, p. 11 ff.). In a qualitative study Schäuble was able to show that the majority of 

young people nowadays distance themselves from anti-Semitic ideas, while at the same 

time they describe Jews as a counter-image of their own self (cf. Schäuble 2012), which 

indicates the need for anti-discrimination concepts in educational work just as the report 

of the Federal Ministry stated. Messerschmidt coined the term “post-Nazi present” (cf. 

Messerschmidt 2017, p. 120, my translation), referring to the widespread misbelief that 

ideas and values of the Nazi era would not continue to have an impact on society today 

and would therefore be considered problems of the past (cf. ibid.). In educational con-

texts, the actuality and relevance of the topic for today’s everyday life must be con-

veyed.  

Education on Anti-Semitism is about overcoming dichotomous worldviews of good and 

bad or of belonging and means to say goodbye to unambiguous identity concepts that 

claim nationality, religion, language or culture and also heritage as factors of national 

identity (cf. Messerschmidt 2017, p.121). 
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3. Case Study: The Jewish Museum Göppingen-Jebenhausen 

In my case study, I link my research questions to the specific case of the Jewish Museum 

in Göppingen in order to find out whether its new conception can be connected to the 

idea of a shared heritage. The information given in this chapter comes from the inter-

views with the responsible persons of the museum, unless another source is given. The 

subsequent transfer to the shared heritage concept follows my own assessment. 

 

3.1. Description of the museum  

The Jewish Museum Göppingen was founded in 1985 in the small township Jeben-

hausen, which used to have a large Jewish community in the late 16th century. Göp-

pingen is a town in southern Germany and part of the Stuttgart region; it is the capital of 

the district named after the town itself. Together with three other museums and the 

town’s archive, the Jewish museum is managed by the town’s administration and be-

longs to the so called “institution 99: archive und museum”, formerly headed by Dr. 

Karl-Heinz Rueß, and managed today by Dr. Dominik Gerd Sieber. Both are approbated 

historians. The budget for the museum is supplied by the city. There is employed staff, 

but most tours are conducted by local volunteers, who work in the "Haus Lauchheim" 

association for the preservation of Jewish cultural heritage. The religious denomination 

of the staff does not play a role in their selection. 

Seven years after its founding, the Jewish Museum opened its doors for the first time in 

1992. In 2017, in the year of its 25th anniversary, the permanent exhibition was revised 

and redesigned. In the process, most of the exhibits were kept and rearranged. How-

ever, due to the increasing knowledge, the concept was further expanded and some 

technical media were renewed. The design of both exhibitions had been developed and 

realized by the office Ranger Design with Kurt Ranger, Stuttgart. Initially, the exhibition 

was intended for educational purposes, as an extracurricular place of learning. So, until 

today, about half of the visitors are pupils and school classes: But of course, also individ-

uals can visit the museum for a very moderate entrance fee. It is regularly open to the 

public every Wednesday afternoon and on weekends. For other dates, visitors can regis-

ter in advance. This possibility is mainly used by groups such as school classes, senior cit-

izens or teachers on training. According to the statistics available to the director Dr. 

Sieber, the museum had almost 2.800 visitors after its reopening in 2019 compared with 

the roughly 1.800 visitors who came to see the museum in 2015 (cf. Sieber 2020). So, 

visitor numbers fluctuate slightly and depend on additional offerings the museum pre-

sents in addition to the exhibition. For example, the administrators installed the event 
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series Dialogue in the Museum. Thus, the location is not only used as a museum, but 

also as a venue for panel discussions, lectures, talks and screenings, inviting local people 

to engage with Jewish history and Jewish culture in a variety of different ways.  

“The idea was, to remain in conversation and to offer dialogical approaches. We 
don’t want to present Jewish life as something completed, but as something lively 
and enriching – maybe even in contrast to the locked permanent exhibition.” (Sieber 
2020, my translation) 

More than 300 events have taken place up to the anniversary. The Jewish Museum Göp-

pingen is thus a meeting point for all sorts of people to explain, educate and remember 

– and overall it is a constant reminder of a shared heritage that connects Jewish and 

Christian history and strengthens the perspective of a Jewish-German culture. It is a 

place where the connection of the different parts of the composition becomes clearly 

visible – one could probably say it is built as a plea for the understanding of a common, 

shared history.  

 

3.2. History and development of the museum 

One reason that exposed the museum for a research on the concept of shared heritage, 

among others, is the chosen location itself. “Already just in terms of the building, we are 

right in the middle of it, right in the thick of Jewish and Christian history.” (Rueß 2020, 

my translation). In 1992, the Jewish museum was founded in a former Lutheran church, 

which was abandoned and in need of renovation. It belonged to the city and through Dr. 

Rueß’s involvement, the city council voted in 1985 to establish a Jewish Museum (even 

though Dr. Rueß wanted to name the museum differently at first) that would focus on the 

Jewish influence on the city’s history and the former Jewish population. For Dr. Rueß, 

the premise has always been not to conceive an exhibition as a mere documentation of 

the twelve years under National Socialism, but “rather to present the rich history of Jew-

ish life in southwestern Germany” (ibid., my translation). It is important to emphasize that 

this museum was among the first, perhaps even the second one in the whole of Ger-

many4, to address the topic of Jewish life and culture in the 1990s – so the opening of 

the museum was not a standard event, but was considered particularly innovative.  

When preparing the building for the first permanent exhibition, the aim was to preserve 

the look and character of a modest village church (cf. Stadtarchiv Göppingen 1992, p. 8), 

 
4 When Dr. Rueß promoted the idea for a Göppingen Jewish Museum, there was only a Jewish 
Museum in Regensburg, and  the Braunschweig City Museum had a Jewish section, but that was 
it. In Germany there was apparently no awareness for how to deal with heritage and past history. 
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resembling to the Jewish rural community settling in Jebenhausen in the 16th century. 

On the outside of the building, several loose metal bars are attached – viewed from a 

certain angle, they create the impression of a destroyed Star of David. Already consider-

ing just the outer facade, questions of belonging and religious affiliation merge and join 

together, Christianity and Judaism are portrayed as connected and belonging together, 

growing apart, perhaps also mutually injuring each other. “I am still very proud that with 

this art, this battered Star of David, we were able to show in a very impressive way how 

Judaism and Christianity are connected - for better and for worse.” (Rueß 2020, my 

translation). This first impression is also repeated in the composition of the exhibits. The 

entire narration of the permanent exhibition aims at presenting Jewish life and Jewish 

identity as an integral part of the city's history, creating a related narrative of a common, 

shared history, also facing the city’s collective guilt from the Nazi era - but more on that 

later.  

There are various points of contact between the historical building and the content of 

the exhibition that it keeps: In the church, the local rule of Liebenstein5 is represented by 

coats of arms and graves. The founding of a Jewish community in Jebenhausen was only 

possible through the promise of protection on their part. Also, the stalls that remained in 

the nave as well as the ceiling chandeliers are symbols of the city’s shared history and 

are materialistic shared heritage in pure form. As objects they firstly did good service to 

the Jewish community in the Synagogue of Jebenhausen, but when the Jewish commu-

nity dissolved in 1905 they were gifted to the Lutheran community of the village. The 

objects were in sacred use until the very end and were kept in the church until today, 

where they are still used, e.g. for events (cf. Stadtarchiv Göppingen 1992, p. 10). 

 

3.3 The exhibition’s concept  

The exhibition tells the story of the Jews in the suburb of Jebenhausen and the city of 

Göppingen, therefore it can be considered as a sort of city museum. That is, according 

to Dr. Sieber, because the city as well as the cityscape is still strongly influenced by its 

Jewish past: “As far as I know, when designing the museum, my predecessor [Dr. Rueß] 

oriented himself very much towards the objects and material available right here in Jeb-

enhausen. To him, it was important to teach history through personal, local stories." 

(Sieber 2020, my translation). What is very special about the museum is that the entire 

 
5 The barons of Liebenstein are among the oldest noble families in Swabia. For more information 
see State Archives Ludwigsburg (cf. No. 2).  
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exhibition was compiled and curated in collaboration with Jews who had fled Göp-

pingen as well as their descendants – so one could say that right from the beginning, the 

Jewish Museum Göppingen chose a different approach than most other museums at 

that time. It had a relatively long development period, which made it possible to get into 

discourse with former Jewish citizens of Göppingen and their descendants, to win them 

over to the museum project. "In this way we were able to save a lot, over all documents, 

and a lot came to light in the Jewish families just by coincidence.” (Rueß 2020, my trans-

lation). This exchange is maintained until today, so that a large part of the exhibits origi-

nates from personal contacts. Also, for the museum’s development, Dr. Rueß has done 

intensive research, for example in the States Archive Ludwigsburg. To a large part the 

exhibition is also based on the preserved book of a local rabbi, Dr. Aron Tänzer, who did 

some research on the community at the turn of the century. Betitled “History of the Jews 

in Jebenhausen and Göppingen” (Kohlhammer: Stuttgart 1927, my translation), he pub-

lished his findings in 1927, but nearly all copies were destroyed during the Nazi era. 

With his publication he managed to preserve and archive a lot of documents, which 

thanks to him can be accessed today: It is due to this book that the knowledge on the 

Jewish parts of the city’s history was preserved. Later, Dr. Rueß republished it in the 

name of the city, adding a description on what happened after 1937 and a treatise on 

Dr. Tänzer’s biography (History of the Jews in Jebenhausen and Göppingen, Reprint 

from 1927, Konrad: Weißenhorn 1988). In addition to the increase of knowledge, it was 

also a symbol that the city was serious about coming to terms with its past, as Dr. Rueß 

resumes in our interview: 

The republishing of Tänzer’s book brought us a lot of contacts and also a very good 
reputation. Maybe that was some kind of trust that was created with the former Jew-
ish population and following Jewish generations, encouraging them to support the 
museum and it’s research. (Rueß 2020, my translation).  

 

For the curation of the museum also the state rabbi Joszef György “Joel” Berger, prac-

ticing in the Jewish community of Stuttgart by the time the museum was established, 

was interviewed and helped with the exhibition (cf. Ranger 2020). So, there are many 

memories of the Jewish population that were included in the curation – one could 

maybe say, they even determined it. Thus, to emphasize this, the museum succeeds in 

creating a very authentic, real depiction of Jewish life in Göppingen and Jebenhausen. 
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3.3.1. The exhibition’s tour  

The museum has two floors which allow the presentation to be divided into a timeline 

before and a timeline during or even after the Holocaust. The new exhibition tour has six 

main topics: The first sections deal with Jewish culture, a second part presents the his-

tory of Jews in the suburb Jebenhausen. A third section narrates the history of the Jews 

in Göppingen, a fourth the biography of an outstanding personality being significant for 

the city's history, and a fifth the atrocities under National Socialism. The last section fo-

cuses on processing the Nazi era, as well as perspectives and current issues.  

Illustration 1: The museum and it’s atmosphere. Ranger Design.  

When the visitor enters the museum, he is heading straight for a large altar with the coat 

of arms of Liebenstein, which is very impressive and creates a special, even holy feeling 

of the space. But rubbernecks begin their visit on the left side of the former church with 

an introduction on Jewish culture and religion. Customs and traditions, such as celebra-

tions in the course of life and the year, are presented and explained amongst religious 

regulations. This section is illustrated with exemplarily chosen cultural objects and pic-

tures of the former community, for e.g. rabbi Dr. Tänzer celebrating a Bat Mizwa. The 

section intends to give an impression of the religious life of the Jews. Other, non-reli-

gious interpretations of Judaism meanwhile are not presented. 

Proceeding, visitors get to know more about the foundation of the Jewish community in 

Jebenhausen. From here, the tour is structured chronologically. Documented Jewish life 

began in 1777 with the above-mentioned signing of the letter of protection by the 



 14 

counts (cf. Stadtarchiv Göppingen 1992, p. 18), which enabled the first Jewish families to 

move to the Jebenhausen manor. The first Synagogue was built in 1803. The Jewish set-

tlement was established next to the Christian village, the population lived in peaceful co-

existence and cultivated trade relationships, but cultivated two parallel lifestyles within 

the one village what was striking - at least that is what external visitors such as the poet 

Gustav Schwab described in 1823 (cf. Stadtarchiv Göppingen 1992, p.22). A short film 

sums it all up here. Also dating from this period, the tin sign of King David's inn is an im-

pressive testimony to past Jewish culture. On the tavern sign a harp-playing king can be 

seen. Today it is used as a symbol of the Jewish Museum in Göppingen in combination 

with the Star of David. In addition to the tavern sign, a few objects of local origin are on 

display in this section. Also, an ancient seal ring can be seen and a model of the village 

in the 1800s clearly clarifies the segregation between Christians and Jews. 

With the receipt of citizenship through the Israelites Act of 1828, Jews were given legal 

equality rights with the rest of the German population, so from now on they were also 

allowed to set up manufactories. In the end, this was decisive in moving to the larger 

town of Göppingen nearby. “From the middle of the 19th century, Jews from Jeben-

hausen began to flee from the countryside, also because the city's industrialization of-

fered better opportunities to earn a living”, explains Dr. Sieber (Sieber 2020, my transla-

tion). Even if there was no longer an explicit Jewish quarter and Jews lived among the 

Christians, they evidently remained a small minority among the Göppingen city popula-

tion. In continuation the establishment of a separate community in Göppingen was also 

up for discussion and was finally founded on July 1st, 1867, with their own synagogue 

being inaugurated in 1881 (cf. Stadtarchiv Göppingen 1992, p. 60). The section to the 

right of the nave focuses on the Göppingen Jewish community. Here the exhibition de-

scribes the Judeo-Christian coexistence and common everyday-life, historical photos 

show Jewish people from the city, for example in club life or at school. Brief reference is 

also made to some industrialists who were of Jewish descent and had helped the city to 

advance significantly through their companies. In particular, you can see photos from the 

Göppingen Synagogue, a model of it, as well as the already mentioned, partly large-

scale photographs and some original documents. 

Going upstairs, the visitor sees a small subarea named life paths. Here, he gets to know 

Rabbi Dr. Aron Tänzer, who is a key figure not only to the city’s history, but also in un-

derstanding the German-Jewish relationship and the fate that goes with it. “He  [Dr. 

Aron Tänzer, H.S] is just a prototype of a German patriot with a Jewish background”, 

says Kurt Ranger, the designer of the museum (Ranger 2020, my translation). In 



 15 

Göppingen, Tänzer was a very respected citizen who achieved a lot for the city, doing 

charitable work or opening the first library, which he also ran himself. As a result, he re-

ceived many awards and honorary degrees. Being Jewish, he strongly identified himself 

as being German at the same time. His patriotism went so far that he volunteered for 

military service for his fatherland when World War I broke out, claiming to feel “com-

pelled to be actively involved in the magnificent struggle of the German People for con-

tinuity and progress”, as Dr. Aron Tänzer is quoted on an exhibition plaque from his 

1915 diary. Out of conviction, he even changed his first name to the more German 

sounding version Arno (cf. Stadtarchiv Göppingen 1992, p. 76). After the German defeat, 

just like many Jews he had to face dire, anti-Semitic slander and was finally denied by 

the city, depriving his badges and his outstanding services in German military. Dr. Aron 

Tänzer died unnoticed by the public in February 1937 in the struggle for his rightful posi-

tion. His children survived the persecution under National Socialism. His biography 

shows the effects of anti-Semitist propaganda that ultimately paved the way for National 

Socialism on a local level that is tied to the city’s history. The visitor gets to see both, his 

collection of badges and his diatribes, which Dr. Tänzer titled “The Gratitude from the 

fatherland”. The figure of Dr. Aron Tänzer is also very well suited to illustrate the idea of 

a shared heritage and to raise awareness for it today: Until the betrayal by Germany, he 

clearly accentuated being a German Jew; for him, both points of reference were not an-

tagonism, but easily compatible. 

A feeling of ambivalence grips the visitor when he discovers that the presentation of Na-

tional Socialism in the museum begins as well with Dr. Tänzer’s biography. In a timeline, 

this part of the museum explains the developments in National Socialism up to 1945, for 

example the later idolized battle at the so-called Walfischkeller6 as a first, meaningful 

clash between the Communist Göppingen and some early forerunners of the National 

Socialists in 1922. On a local base, the increase in anti-Semitic attitudes is documented 

in the call for a boycott of Jewish shops in 1933 as well as the destruction of the local 

synagogue in the “Night of the Broken Glas” in November 1938. The exhibition narrates 

both about the deportation of Jews to the concentration camp in Riga by means of indi-

vidual fates and about the escape of others to America or Palestine. Some stories also 

focus on helpers, but overall, the complete and merciless extermination of the Jewish 

 
6 During the so-called “Battle at the Walfischkeller”, the NSDAP appeared in Baden-Wurttemberg 
for the first time. They were a brutal, armed and violent group of thugs and in the planned clash 
with the labor movement several people got injured. The day of the battle is later glorified and 
from now on celebrated as the founding day of the Göppingen NSDAP (cf. Haas 2012). 
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community is impressively shown; a Jewish community has never resettled in Göppingen 

until today. This section works primarily with photographs and other objects that convey 

contemporary testimony, such as the Yellow Star. A special testimony to the time are 

video recordings of the Auerbacher family, which show both the usual life in Göppingen 

and the family’s flight to the United States.  

The last part of the exhibition examines the legal and social reappraisal of National So-

cialism after 1945. In the Göppingen context, the case of the local pharmacist Viktor 

Capesius who turned out to be a former SS lieutenant general, attracted special atten-

tion. He was charged as a war criminal in the First Auschwitz Trial in 1965 for aiding and 

abetting murder in the Dachau and Auschwitz concentration camps. In addition to him, 

visitors find information on restitution and civic engagement that promoted the coming 

to terms with the Nazi era in the City. Also, songwriter Peter Rohland who is known for 

his adaptations of Yiddish songs, is included in the exhibition: He shows an artistic way 

of dealing with intangible cultural heritage and furthermore the collective German guilt 

for the breach of civilization. Finally, the exhibition closes with a video sequence showing  

Inge Auerbach, Holocaust survivor, in discussion with a school class, talking about the 

Holocaust and pointing out anti-Semitism and racism as a problem of today. 

Illustration 2: Mourning, remembering, accompanying, commemorating. Ranger Design. 

Overall, the chronological arrangement of the permanent exhibition of the Jewish Mu-

seum Göppingen provides an excellent overview of Jewish history at the local level and 

also a consistently successful integration into larger historical contexts. In doing so, how-

ever, personal fates are consistently dealt with and thus remembered, which makes the 
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museum feel very personal. Thus, it offers a high potential of identification, in the story-

telling some family names and some faces appear again and again, so that strengthened 

by the photographs and authentic video material, the visitor almost builds a personal re-

lationship with some of the Göppingen Jews, which makes people feel concerned.  

At all times Jewish history is thematized as an integral part of the city's history, nearly the 

entire exhibition is based on memories of the former Jewish population and stories they 

contributed. It is remarkable that in the part on Jewish culture, traditions are not exoti-

cized at all. In addition to insights into Jewish culture, similarities between Judaism and 

Christianity are also shown. Supplemented by interactive elements, this part of the mu-

seum additionally invalidates common stereotypes that Jews are still confronted with to-

day. All in all, the exhibition’s narrative offers a very good approach for the above men-

tioned historical learning, and uses the concept of a common heritage of Christians and 

Jews in Göppingen, even if the term of a shared heritage is nowhere explicitly used.  

 

3.3.2 The exhibition’s design  

Speaking about the design of the museum, one has to consider that the original use of 

the building is still visible: “The old church has a strong life of its own, the task was to 

pick up the atmosphere and link it to the topic of Jewish life. […] There are a lot of con-

tent-related overlaps, and we had to work them out", says Kurt Ranger (Ranger 2020, my 

translation). So the designer had to adapt the surrounding architecture: the Christian 

building and the Jewish content fuse together. Ranger was working with Dr. Rueß on the 

realization of the museum since the early beginnings in the 1990s, and he was also com-

missioned to design the second exhibition in 2017. The first exhibition and its design 

were timeless, clear and modern, says Ranger (Ranger 2020, my translation). This can 

maybe be assessed for the omnipresence and significance of the topic. Therefore, the 

second installation also ties in with this: It redefines the space and manage to arrange 

the six main themes of the museum into a tour. 

The new presentation plays with a dualism of colors and frames the exhibition in bright 

white and sinister black blocks of contemporary history that convey a mood (cf. Stadtar-

chiv Göppingen 1992, p. 14), Ranger underlines that “content and design are two sides 

of a medal that must be thought very narrowly for a successful mediation” (Ranger 2020, 

my translation). That is for the clear choice of colors that make an assignment. The play 

of colors is ultimately broken concerning the person of Dr. Aron Tänzer. While his life is 

told on a white background, the reinterpretation of his work and the negation of his rep-

utation after the Germans defeat in World War I are framed in black. In this way, the 
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emerging defamation of the Jewish population as shirkers and enemies becomes visually 

very invasive to visitors and might create a feeling of oppression. Furthermore, the spa-

tial design allows to wander through the various eras and offers a perspective view at the 

end of the tour. The chosen color scheme raises the question of how the future can and 

must be shaped without contemporary witnesses to the crimes and atrocities of the Na-

zis.  

Illustration 3: The design and color scheme adapting the surrounding Christian building. Ranger Design.  

All in all, the exhibition focuses on variety and uses different forms of conveying infor-

mation: explanatory texts, quotations, original objects and documents as well as large-

scale images, various models, films and interactive media ensure a lively presentation: 

“With short, simple texts and individual showcases, we have succeeded in telling sto-

ries", says Ranger (Ranger 2020, my translation). The narrative of the divided story is also 

reflected in the design – for example a touchscreen installation that made it possible to 

locate the residential buildings of the Jews in Göppingen was particularly memorable to 

me. In contrast to the earlier living situation in Jebenhausen, a common living and living 

situation emerged here. Mr. Ranger himself emphasizes that by preserving the occur-

rences found, by integrating the Jewish content in an originally Christian setting, the 

symbolic connection between the two religions is made tangible.  

 

3.3.3 The exhibits’ origins 

Very often, Jewish museums cannot be defined as museums with rich collections, since 

in addition to the people’s extermination, their material heritage was destroyed or 
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became looted as well. To find original objects, one would have to ask the Göppingen 

population what they had acquired in the Nazi era, since there were only very few ob-

jects remaining. “When founding the museum, we possessed exactly five objects to put 

on display: […] We had e.g. two rare tavern signs from Jewish Inns, one was the King 

David, which is of course something very special and the other was a French horn”, says 

Dr. Rueß (Ruess 2020, my translation). There were the mentioned stalls as well as the 

ceiling chandeliers that were gifted by the Jewish community. Also, a mandatory table, 

which presumably comes from the destroyed synagogue in Jebenhausen and was 

handed in anonymously to the town hall in the 1950s. For objects that were then gradu-

ally added to the collection, overall authenticity and provenance were important: “I also 

didn't show some objects because I just wasn't quite sure of the quality and the origin." 

(Rueß 2020, my translation).  

For the section of Jewish culture and religion, objects were borrowed from the former 

Freudental Synagogue. They come from a Genizah7 finding during the renovation of the 

former synagogue. “I thought, the objects fit well with Jebenhausen, because in 

Freudental there also was a small rural community. I found that authentically appropri-

ate”, says Dr. Rueß (Rueß 2020, my translation). Lastly, very few objects were acquired in 

art trade, e.g. a collection box. They were bought because they might have been a good 

fit for a rural community as well. If the quality of the objects could not be assured, for ex-

ample if citizens handed in objects with reference to former Jewish neighbors, they were 

not exhibited categorically.  

Most of the objects on display come from loans and donations from the former Jewish 

community and their descendants. Many were willing to support the museum project 

through confidence-building measures: After having republished Dr. Aron Tänzer’s book, 

it was sent to people who were tied to the city’s history. This started a sort of chain 

movement and activated a network of former inhabitants and their families who were in-

terested in the museum. Thus, there were mainly photographs and documents con-

nected to the city's history that came into the museum's possession. Some objects also 

were just photographed and then returned to their legal owners. Coming from family es-

tates, many of the objects on display have been preserved more or less by chance and 

would certainly have been forgotten or destroyed, had the museum not been founded 

 
7 The word “Genizah” derives from Hebrew, it refers to a storage area in Jewish synagogues. Since 
worn-out religious objects, such as languages books or papers, can’t be thrown away due to reli-
gious beliefs, they have to be kept or buried on cementries. Because Genizahs often are found in 
hidden places, some outlasted the nazi era and are important testimonials today.  
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so early. It were in particular then grandchildren who brought discoveries to light again 

and donated them to the museum. The exhibits are labeled as gifts or loans to reflect 

the considerable amount of support from these many different actors. 

Also in regard of the objects, the concept of a shared heritage is clearly evident. Here, it 

means not only the sharing of coveted objects, but also of family memories and personal 

possessions to former evildoers. It means that faith in the power of communication, the 

transmission of knowledge and traditions has not failed yet, and that coming to terms 

with them together could also heal wounds and bring peace to all sides.  

 

3.4. Research work and publications   

The Jewish Museum Göppingen-Jebenhausen has made a number of publications. At 

this point there is no complete list of all publications by the museum8, but only individual 

references are made. Of particular importance in the context of a shared heritage is the 

reissue of the book The History of the Jews in Jebenhausen and Göppingen by Dr. Aron 

Tänzer, extended by Dr. Rueß. To present the book, one of Dr. Tänzer's sons and his 

wife, as well as Inge Auerbacher, were invited to the museum and a public forum was 

created to talk about this Göppingen heritage. This act made it possible, as already 

mentioned briefly, to develop a certain reputation and to intensify the networking. Also, 

in the new edition of his book, perspectives interlock and a shared, common narrative is 

worked out. 

Moreover, a manual museum guide, a book accompanying the exhibition in German and 

English, was printed in 1992. Currently, in January 2021, it is being revised and a new 

version is already in print. Also an additional publication on the Jewish cemeteries in 

Göppingen and Jebenhausen is available. Furthermore, especially during events in the 

museum, Dr. Rueß together with his working group for research into the history of the 

Jews in southern Germany and the neighboring area, Alemannia Judaica (cf. No. 4), rec-

ords the lectures and discussions and publish them later on in a small series (Series of 

publications by the Jewish Museum). There are various brochures and individual studies 

that in the majority Dr. Rueß published himself. To give just one example, Traces write 

history. Places of Jewish history and memory in Jebenhausen and Göppingen was re-

leased in 2001. Also descendants or relatives of the Jews expelled from Jebenhausen 

and Göppingen, such as the Judaist Stefan Rohrbacher, published in these series. 

 
8 To get an overview cf. Stadt Göppingen (No. 3). 
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3.5. Museum education for the prevention of anti-Semitism  

As a place of extracurricular education, the museum assesses an educational mandate 

for itself. As Kößler and Mende state, this mandate is of course historical, but also con-

tains aspects of cultural and political education in order to learn about democracy (cf. 

Kößler/ Mende 2017, p. 67). The question is now, whether the concept of the museum 

as it is performed and displayed is suitable to achieve preventive work against current 

forms of anti-Semitism. All experts support the concept of a shared heritage as a way to 

learn about democracy in museums, but give different nuances to their assessment. 

Dr. Rueß emphasizes the responsibility of the museum in terms of imparting knowledge. 

According to him, a lot of untrue facts about Judaism are circulating plus there is a great 

deal of ignorance among people that can only be countered with a historical correction, 

so he sees the overarching objective of a visit to the museum in educating. Exhibitions 

correcting rampant ideas could have the power to change attitudes and correct shifted 

perspectives that might be the cause of hatred. He states that many people who come 

to the museum lack everyday experience with Jewish people and that a kind of experi-

ence with Judaism can at least partially be made in the museum. For him, the museum 

therefore is a meeting place and might give impulses, “[t]he most important thing is ed-

ucation and that you can talk about it, about the images that are anchored in people’s 

minds. These are small steps only, but we can make a small contribution here.” (Rueß 

2020, my translation). To work against anti-Semitism, for him it is above all important to 

question the alleged otherness of Jews within the curation and to narrate a shared past. 

He accentuates very strongly that the Jewish citizens first and foremost were German 

and that the opposites here are by no means German and Jewish, but if there were any 

opposites, then it would be Christian and Jewish. He pledges for exhibiting the cultural, 

but also the religious aspects, as shared and common in order to work against stereo-

types and all sorts of discrimination, just as the museum practices. Quoting him, he also 

refers to the limited ability of a one-time only museum visit:  

“In the museum we are more likely to ask questions or initiate a discussion; we can-
not hand out any recipes or attitudes that everyone has to develop for themselves. 
[…] That is laborious, but there is no other way to approach prejudice and racist 
thinking, it is not a quick way, but might be a starting point.” (Rueß 2020, my transla-
tion) 

He also points out that religion as a topic is more present in public discourse, simultane-

ously there’s a decline in knowledge about religions. Therefore, religion reached into fo-

cus more also in the museum for the second show. 
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Dr. Sieber sees great potential for the concept of a shared heritage in museums, too: 

“Only if there actually is an opportunity to deal with certain topics, e.g., in the museum, 

the contradictions between one’s own ideologies and the actual truth reveal them-

selves.” (Sieber 2020, my translation). Just like Dr. Rueß, to him awareness-raising work 

and a transfer of shared knowledge are especially important to prevent anti-Semitism to-

day. Only through knowledge could one's own reality be questioned; this questioning is 

to him a desirable educational effect. Dr. Sieber also states that Jewish Museums in 

common have a special responsibility: In the exhibitions tragic individual fates are shown 

and conveyed, therefore human life and its value is not abstract. He definitely sees a po-

litical task in the Göppingen Jewish Museum, but the museum would rather subliminally 

work on it, than pointing it out obviously. The museum’s claim is, says Dr. Sieber, also 

scientifically demanding, because the history as such just is. For him, productive shared 

heritage is also evident in the fact that the museum does not thematize history as termi-

nated9. Instead, it shows that even if the events that have happened are historicized, 

Jewish life naturally continues. It is precisely through the events offered at the museum 

which bring Jewish culture and traditions to the public, and that bridges are built to 

keep the culture alive. However, he also formulates that it is of course a difficult peda-

gogical endeavor to convey ethical and moral dimensions. No general concern on the 

part of the visitors and students could be expected.  

Mr. Ranger strongly emphasizes the museum as a place of controversies and political 

considerations:  

“Museums are especially places where you can think about the future. [...] That's why 
I believe that current issues should be included in exhibition concepts whenever pos-
sible. I think this political element is inherent to museums." (Ranger 2020, my transla-
tion).  

The Jewish Museum in Göppingen can encourage people to rethink their believes. "The 

narration of a shared heritage, which is particularly manifested in individual objects such 

as the chandelier or the benches, can be felt in the entire space and is also carried over 

to the design", says Ranger (Ranger 2020, my translation). According to him, the coexist-

ence of the Christian and Jewish spheres reveals very clearly that similarities dominate. 

This awareness can be used in the work against anti-Semitism. Finally, also the State 

Center for Political Education emphasizes that the part of the exhibition on Jewish cul-

ture is particularly impressive on several levels and would break with common prejudices 

 
9 cf. the debate on finally ending the public discussion about German guilt and moving on, often 
brought up by right-wing actors. 
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(cf. LpB 2019). The institution lists the Göppingen Jewish Museum as a memorial and 

recommends educators to visit the site. Obviously, the chosen narrative seems to con-

vince and to be suitable for democratic educational work. 

 

4. Summary of the findings  

The demands placed on museums in the context of democratic learning are multi-layered 

and complex. Cultural history museums should display identity, offer communication plat-

forms, be social and experimental spaces, entertain and create experiences, be places of 

education and remembrance and create transparency as to their own institutional prac-

tices (cf. Palm/ Elpers 2014, p. 39) – and all of that at the same time.  

As shown in the first chapters, the responsibility that arises from the attribution of social 

functions to museums is great. The concept of a shared heritage accentuates a multi-per-

spective approach, as the example of the Jewish Museum Göppingen also shows. Be-

tween the decision in 1985 to realize the museum and its opening in 1992 are eight years 

of intensive research and cooperation with the former Jewish population of the town or 

their descendants. The exhibition narrative based on this cooperation also takes into ac-

count the perspective of the victims and displaced persons. The experts interviewed agree 

with this assessment. "A common heritage is also evident in the choice of location in the 

historic city center, where the interconfessional everyday contacts probably took place," 

according to Dr. Sieber (Sieber 2020, my translation). The centuries of togetherness are 

also visible in the building and it’s furniture, e.g. the chandeliers, itself, as Dr. Ruess (2020) 

points out. In terms of content, shared heritage is expressed through individual biog-

raphies as well as object stories.  

What is outstanding is that Dr. Rueß succeeded in getting Jewish people to trust him, 

despite their experiences with Germany and the Holocaust, and to entrust him with their 

stories and objects. In the end, the Jewish Museum in Göppingen is not only a place of 

German-Jewish history, but also of German-Jewish cooperation in the present. Shared 

Heritage is understood as a mission to learn from history and to work for a more peaceful 

future. While from a historical perspective the question of a shared heritage can be af-

firmed, it remains open how the relationship will develop in the future, since there is no 

longer a Jewish community in Jebenhausen. Despite the intensive cooperation, it should 

not be ignored that non-Jewish people opened the museum and designed its exhibition. 

If one poses the question of interpretive sovereignty as a question of power, the limit of 

the concept of a shared cultural heritage would be reached here.   
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The question of the extent to which the narrative of a shared heritage can be used to 

prevent anti-Semitism today cannot be answered conclusively. But the fact that the mu-

seum takes the non-negotiable position that Jews were just as much Germans as their 

Christian fellow citizens at every point in history until the fall of National Socialism is a 

statement that can be used in educational work. Since the exhibition is also structured in 

this way, one is constantly confronted with the idea of this togetherness. Thus, when vis-

iting the museum, one not only has the opportunity to get to know other perspectives and 

to expand one's own (cf. the contextual model of learning by Falk/ Dierking 2018, p. 7), 

but also learns about the stories of Jewish people and their customs (cf. Klare/Sturm 2017, 

p. 137 ff.). As a result, the foreign is no longer the dominant factor in the perception of 

Jews, as Schäuble's findings also showed (cf. 2012). Getting to know a culture is very im-

portant to overcome prejudices. The fact that at the end of the Göppingen exhibition also 

questions about the coexistence of different cultures today are asked underlines the as-

pect of a democratic learning from the past for the future. All in all, it can be said that in 

the specific case of the Jewish Museum Göppingen-Jebenhausen, the concept of shared 

heritage goes hand in hand with the goal of preventing anti-Semitism.  

 

5. Conclusion and outlook 

Is the concept of shared heritage suitable to put historical learning into perspective and 

to draw conclusions for contemporary challenges? The initial question of my case study 

can be positively answered. Insights gained from historical catastrophes such as the Hol-

ocaust and its weaver anti-Semitism, can help to look at current challenges such as a mul-

ticultural and migration society and to find it less threatening, but inspiring. However, the 

role of the museum as an extracurricular place of education should not be overempha-

sized. People usually visit museums only once and for a few hours. Another limitation is 

that a democratic attitude cannot be imposed from the outside, but must be developed 

by the individual himself. Nevertheless, we can state that, without the opening of the Jew-

ish Museum in Jebenhausen many topics of the past would not have come to light. The 

opening of the Museum also brought about a number of other effects that are important 

for democratic educational work: In 2011, for example, the Stolpersteine (Stumbling 

Stones) 10 initiative was founded in Göppingen, which lays glowing golden stones in front 

of Göppingen houses where Jews used to live. This makes Jewish life visible in the middle 

 
10 Stolpersteine is an European art project by artist Gunter Demnig that commemorates the victims 
of National Socialism by placing golden cobblestones on former places of residence (cf. No. 5).  
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of the community and keeps their memory alive. In addition to this, Jebenhausen also has 

a memorial trail that interested visitors can follow. It leads through the community in nine 

stations, including stops at Liebenstein Castle, the site of the former synagogue and the 

Jewish cemetery. Stelaes give the most important historical facts and answer questions 

about Jewish culture. Here, too, a dialogue is encouraged that makes the Jewish heritage 

in the community visible. 

It is exciting to see the broad impact the museum's installation has on the entire city and 

its community, and to experience how the museum succeeds in conveying a sense of be-

longing to the community. It demonstrates to the public the Judeo-Christian bond and 

shared cultural heritage. Just as Inge Auerbach as a contemporary witness demands in her 

statement quoted at the beginning, the Jewish Museum Göppingen-Jebenhausen tries to 

be sensitive in its educational work. Even if with regard to the current anti-Semitism in 

society there is still a lot to do, this could be a start. 
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