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Süddeutsche Zeitung, 03. Januar 2006

Keiner kennt Teutschland, wenn er 
nicht München gesehen hat 

Auf Ludwigs klassizistischen Traum folgte der 
hohle Pomp: Peter Köpf über die Geschichte des 
Königsplatzes

Im letzten Kapitel seines Buchs über den 
Münchner Königsplatz wird Peter Köpf richtig 
bitter. Es geht darin um die Art und Weise mancher 
Städte, mit dem Erbe des Nationalsozialismus 
umzugehen. Wie nicht anders zu erwarten, fällt 
die Zensur für München schwach aus: mangelhaft 
bis ungenügend. Köpfs Kritik resultiert aus der 
Analyse dessen, was München mit dem weiß Gott 
kontaminierten Königsplatz machte oder eben 
nicht machte, und sie deckt sich mit dem, was 
man der Stadt auch im Hinblick auf andere braune 
Hinterlassenschaften oft vorgehalten hat: dass 
sie, statt sich zum ungeliebten Erbe zu bekennen, 
auf Neutralisierung via Neunutzung setze, auf 
„Entnazifizierungskosmetik“. Dem wird man nicht 
widersprechen können, mag man sich auch daran 
stoßen, dass München hier als „Stadt nachrangiger 
NS-Relevanz“ geführt wird – als sei das eine sport-
liche Disziplin.

Nimmt man Köpfs flüssig geschriebene und 
ausbündig dokumentierte Studie als eine Art 
Lebenslauf, so wäre dem Königsplatz aus heutiger 
Sicht zu attestieren, dass das, was später aus ihm 
wurde, schon früh angelegt war, dass man an ihm 
gleichsam schon in der Kindheit sündigte. Solche 
nachgeschobenen Diagnosen sind zwar ungerecht, 
vielleicht auch albern; aber dass Ludwigs I. 
Konzept und Erstbebauung in ihrer königlichen 
Attitüde dem Geschmack späterer Machthaber, 
insbesondere deren Faible für den hohlen Pomp, 
sehr entgegenkam, ist ja unübersehbar. Ludwigs 
Ehrgeiz war darauf gerichtet, München zu einer 
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Stadt umzugestalten, die man, wollte man 
„Teutschland“ kennen, gesehen haben musste, und 
der klassizistische Königsplatz war ein wesent-
liches Element in diesem Plan. Ironischerweise liegt 
er für den eiligen Touristen eher zu weit abseits; 
die Münchner selbst gehen dem weiträumigen und 
meist recht zugigen Ensemble aus dem Weg, es 
sei denn, sie wollen einmal – allemal lohnend – die 
Glyptothek oder die Antikensammlung aufsuchen.

Wohin es mit dem Königsplatz kommen sollte, 
zeigte sich schon lange vor der Etablierung des 
braunen Unwesens. Die Zeit war offensichtlich 
nur allzu reif für ein „Forum des Deutschtums“, 
für einen „vaterländischen Heldenplatz“, auf 
dem wahlweise die Einwohnerwehren wider den 
„asiatischen Geist“ und den Bolschewismus 
aufmarschierten, Kardinal Faulhaber bei der 
Eröffnung des Katholikentages die Weimarer 
Demokratie für ein gottloses Unternehmen erklärte 
oder die Münchner Studenten Hindenburgs 
achtzigsten Geburtstag feierten.

Bald danach wurde aus München die „Haupt-
stadt der Bewegung“. Im Gefolge und zur Unter-
mauerung dieser neuen Würde etablierte sich am 
und um den Königsplatz ein richtiggehendes NS-
Viertel mit „Führerbau“, „Braunem Haus“, „Ehren-
tempeln“, und wie die Großspurigkeiten sonst noch 
heißen mochten. Hitler ließ seiner Begeisterung 
für die monumentale Architektur hier freien Lauf. 
Die Bauten sollten die Autorität von Partei und 
Staat stützen und „hineinragen gleich den Domen 
unserer Vergangenheit in die Jahrtausende der 
Zukunft“.

Wie wenig sie das leisten konnten, sah man 
1945: Der Königsplatz samt Umgriff hatte eine 
Menge Treffer abbekommen, die Pracht war 
dahin. Bizarrerweise waren die „Ehrentempel“ 
nahezu unversehrt geblieben. Die „Märtyrer der 
Bewegung“, die dort öffentlich geruht hatten, 
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wurden in aller Eile und Heimlichkeit normal 
bestattet; aus dem Gusseisen der Sarkophage 
und Pylonen gewann man Bremsklötze für die 
Verkehrsbetriebe, aus den inneren Metallsärgen 
Lötzinn für die Straßenbahn.

Die Nachkriegsgeschichte des Platzes dürfte 
sich bei nicht wenigen Münchnern auf die 
Jahre einengen, als das Areal, im Volksmund 
angeblich „Plattensee“ genannt, ein wegen seiner 
Dimension und Innenstadtnähe höchst willkom-
mener Autoparkplatz war. Die Debatten um seine 
Neugestaltung und weitere Nutzung (und parallel 
dazu um die Aufarbeitung des nicht nur baulich 
fatalen Erbes) zogen sich beiläufig so lange hin 
wie seinerzeit Planung und Bau des tatsächlich 
königlichen Königsplatzes, nämlich ein halbes 
Jahrhundert. Mit deutlicher Süffisanz konstatiert 
Köpf, München habe sich beim Rückbau  
„architektonisch für die Monarchie entschieden,  
für das Alte, Verlässliche, die gute Tradition, 
schließlich war früher alles besser“.

Heute hat der Königsplatz etwas eigenartig 
Unbehaustes. Er ist eine Durchfahrttrasse, die 
sich von anderen dadurch unterscheidet, dass 
hier die Autos durch keine Schlucht müssen 
und dass sie am westlichen Ende um Leo von 
Klenzes Propyläen irgendwie elegant herum-
rieseln können. Zwei gute Kunstsammlungen, 
wie gesagt, und im weiland „Führerbau“ hat man 
die Musikhochschule untergebracht, was unter 
allen Methoden, Altlasten durch Neunutzung zu 
neutralisieren und nach Möglichkeit zu adeln, 
eine der besten ist. Was Köpf bei der Arbeit 
an seinem Buch noch nicht wusste, was ihn 
aber sicherlich freuen wird: Mittlerweile ist es 
beschlossene Sache, auf dem Gelände des 
weiland „Braunen Hauses“ ein Dokumentations-
zentrum zu errichten. 	    

– Hermann Unterstöger
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The Atlantic Times, November 2005

Swept Under the Carpet

How Munich quietly disposed of its Nazi ‘martyrs’ 
in 1945

By Peter H. Koepf

Seventy years ago in Munich, Adolf Hitler founded 
the Nazi martyr cult. With a pseudo-religious fervor 
focusing on the 16 killed during his failed Beer 
Hall Putsch in 1923, Hitler managed to turn this 
crushing defeat into a resounding victory. Ever 
since, the Nazi movement’s former “capital” has 
repressed this chapter of its history.

An eerie scene unfolded in Munich’s Nordfriedhof 
cemetery on the evening of July 5, 1945, when a 
couple of municipal gravediggers lowered a coffin 
into plot number 149-3-43 and hastily filled the 
hole with dirt. No requiem, no eulogy, no priest. 
The cold burial was over in minutes and Wilhelm 
Ehrlich had been unceremoniously given a final 
place. 

Ehrlich was one of the 16 “martyrs of the 
movement” whom Hitler had had buried in Munich. 
According to the Munich tourist board, the “Ehren-
tempeln” – or Temples of Honor – on Munich’s 
Königsplatz were “National shrines of the German 
people.” Millions of Hitler Youth and Nazi party 
members regarded the men buried there as role 
models of self-sacrifice. Ehrlich and the others had 
become National Socialist heroes.

In 1945, Munich officials decided to eradicate this 
former Nazi shrine. Even Karl Meitinger, head of 
the city planning department under the Nazis, 
was busy thinking about the future. Speaking at 
the city council’s first postwar meeting in August 
1945, he said: “We must strive to salvage the 
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form and appearance of the old city center at all 
costs.” He expressed the hope that, within a few 
decades, “our beloved Munich” would be restored 
to what it once was. The city would then be the 
focus of a new era of tourism, and its reputation 
as Germany’s city of the arts could once again 
flourish. To this end, he said that the Königsplatz 
would be “de-Nazified,” the Temples of Honor torn 
down. The bodies of Ehrlich and the other Nazi 
“martyrs” would have to be removed as discreetly 
as possible.

The story began on Nov. 9, 1923, Ehrlich and 
thousands of other heavily armed Nazis marched 
with Hitler and former Field Marshal Erich Luden-
dorff from the Bürgerbräukeller tavern into the town 
center. In the beer hall, Hitler had fired a bullet 
into the ceiling the day before and declared the 
“national revolution.” 

The police were already waiting for them on the 
Ludwig Bridge. “Don’t shoot,” the Nazi rebels 
pleaded. “Hitler and Ludendorff are with us. 
We’re your comrades! Germans would never fire 
on other Germans!” The police held their fire and 
the mob continued its march. They headed north 
along Residentenstrasse to the “Feldherrnhalle” 
(Commander’s Hall) where they met with more 
heavily armed police and army units. Belting out 
the German national anthem with arms raised in 
the Hitler salute, the Nazi rebels again stated that 
Hitler and Ludendorff were among them. This time, 
however, a shot was fired, followed by a salvo. 
When the guns fell silent, 14 of Hitler’s mob lay 
dead on the ground. Another two were killed later 
in the day during Ernst Röhm’s attempted seizure 
of the military command post at the corner of 
Schönefeldstrasse and Ludwigstrasse. 

Once he had come to power, Hitler commemo-
rated the 16 dead as “Heroes of the Movement.” 
He had twin Temples of Honor built on Königsplatz 
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between the two main Nazi Party buildings. Twenty 
fluted columns towering 23 feet above the ground 
were arranged on two 70-foot-wide limestone 
pedestals. Supported by the columns was an open 
roof built of steel and concrete with etched glass 
mosaics decorating the underside.

In a mythical two-day ceremony, Hitler had his 
dead “comrades” brought to their final resting 
place. On Nov. 7, 1935, 12 years after the 
attempted putsch, the bodies of Ehrlich and others, 
were exhumed and taken to the “Feldherrnhalle,” 
escorted by SA storm troops.

After the pallbearers ceremoniously carried the 
caskets up the massive steps, the crowd started 
singing the Horst Wessel song: “Flag high, ranks 
closed, / The S.A. marches with silent solid steps. 
/ Comrades shot by the red front and reaction 
/ march in spirit with us in our ranks.” Moments 
later, Hitler appeared and greeted the comrades 
individually before pausing meditatively in front of 
each casket. 

Early the next morning, Munich was awakened 
by a 16-gun salute. The old comrades assembled 
around the “Bürgerbräukeller” and, commemo-
rating the infamous march of 1923, retraced their 
steps to the “Feldherrnhalle.” Leading the silent 
procession was Julius Streicher. Behind him were 
three men bearing the “Blutfahne” (literally, “blood 
flag”), a relic salvaged from the 1923 shoot-out. 
Hitler was flanked by veteran fighters followed 
by members of the “Blutorden” (literally, Blood 
Order), SA and SS troops, Hitler Youth, and 
paramilitary troops. 

Tens of thousands of spectators stood along the 
parade route lined by a cordon of SA soldiers. 
Accompanied by the monotonous beat of marching 
drummers, the Horst Wessel song blared from 
gigantic loudspeakers. Black smoke wafted from 
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400 blazing pylons along the route, each bearing 
the name of one of the “martyrs” of the movement 
in gold letters. Flag-bearing delegations from the 
Nazi administrative districts stood nearby. As Hitler 
passed each pylon, the immortalized name of each 
“martyr” was announced over the loudspeakers.

The caskets were taken on carriages to Königs-
platz square. At the moment the first carriage 
arrives on Königplatz square, a shot was fired and 
the flags of the movement and of the Wehrmacht 
were lowered. Veteran fighters placed the caskets 
on the podium. Two large swastika banners will be 
raised in unison on Königsplatz square.

The Völkischer Beobachter, the Nazi newspaper, 
reported that the Königsplatz had thus been trans-
formed into “a mighty forum for the movement.” 
The heroes were now resting in the Nazi Party’s 
“holy sanctuary.” Hitler proclaimed: “Just as they 
marched fearlessly, so too shall they lie in the wind 
and weather, in the storms and rain, in the snow 
and ice, and in the sun, under the heavens. They 
will lie here in open as an eternal symbol of the 
German nation. For us they are not dead.”

In the minds of Nazis, the men were now 
resurrected. Thus, they used their new state 
religion to transform the defeat of 1923 into a 
triumph. “Victory Is Yours!” read the headline 
in the Völkischer Beobachter. The men had 
been immortalized. In the issue from Nov. 9, 
1935, Alfred Rosenberg wrote that the heroes 
were “resurrected in the freedom of the Third 
Reich.” Josef Berchtold, the retired lieutenant 
responsible for establishing the SS, said: “Their 
martyrdom has arisen to become an unbounded 
symbol of our commitment. Just as the hour of 
death at the Feldherrnhalle has become the hour 
of birth of the future Reich, so have the dead 
planted the seeds of today’s victory. When the 
names of the dead were called out, a small group 
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of National Socialists once answered ‘Here!’ 
Today, an entire nation cries out ‘Here!’ for the 
dead of Nov. 9, 1923, and for the murdered 
victims of our struggle. The German people have 
been resurrected, and with them our deeds.”

Ten years later, Germany lay in ruins and the 
defeated Nazis were trying to forget the past. On 
the night of July 5, 1945, municipal gravediggers 
removed the 16 “martyrs” from the Temples 
of Honor. The plan was to quickly bury them 
somewhere else. The remains of Johann Rickmers 
were sent to the city crematorium: Domestic mail 
services had been suspended by the Allied forces 
and his ashes could not be sent to their final 
resting place in Westphalia. All these burials were 
lonely affairs. 

On June 27, 1945, Mayor Karl Scharnagl, who 
was appointed by the American occupying forces, 
published the following decree: “Any public parti-
cipation during the burials, or any kind of outward 
display whatsoever, must be avoided.” On July 
12, the director of Munich’s municipal cemeteries 
submitted his report to the mayor: “On July 5, 
1945, the bodies, or the remains thereof, were 
removed from the temples on Königsplatz square 
without incident. The bodies were placed in family 
gravesites or buried in common graves. This was 
carried out at a time of day when the cemetery was 
closed to the public.”

Designed by Professor Heinlein, the sarcophagi 
originally cast at the Wasseralfingen steel works 
in Baden-Württemberg and the eight columns 
weighing over 21 tons were recycled. The scrap 
was used to make brake shoes for municipal 
buses. Weighing nearly 2,900 pounds, the metal 
caskets were donated to the Munich tram service 
and converted into soldering material to repair rail 
ties and electrical lines.
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Munich had discreetly rid itself of its former Nazi 
“heroes.” The bronze eagles designed by party 
member Kurt Schmidt-Ehmen were removed and 
the former Nazi buildings on Königsplatz are now 
used by music students and cultural institutions. 

Unlike Berlin with its Topography of Terror, Munich 
has managed to avoid building a memorial to the 
past. Today, the only thing that signifies the role of 
the Königsplatz square during the Third Reich is 
a paltry plaque displayed on the stone foundation 
of one of the former “Temples of Honor.” The 
former “capital of the Nazi movement” is now the 
“Weltstadt mit Herz” (literally, world city with a 
heart) – right in line with Karl Meitinger’s plan.


