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Ubiquitous public debates about climate change and energy transition in recent years have been

accompanied by a growing number of scholarly monographs and edited collections examining historical

mining practices across borders and regime ideologies, particularly in the Cold War context of divided

Germany. Alongside case-study monographs on West or East German coal mines and installations [1], a

range of collected expert analyses have compared recultivation practices, strategies for pollution

mitigation, and the aesthetics of post-mining landscapes in differing contexts in each Bloc. [2] A stand-out

effort is the Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung (BMBF)-funded project "Umweltpolitik, Bergbau

und Rekultivierung im deutsch-deutschen Vergleich. Das Lausitzer Braunkohlenrevier, das Ruhrgebiet und

die Wismut (1949-1989/2000)," hosted by the Bergakademie Freiberg, Bergische Universität Wuppertal, and

Bergbaumuseum in Bochum, with findings from project researchers and accompanying conferences already

in publication. [3] The volume under review builds on this preceding work. Based upon a December 2021

conference at Sachsen-Anhalt's Institut für Landesgeschichte am Landesamt für Denkmalpflege und

Archäologie, its contributors explore cultural, political, economic, and ecological consequences of mining

(chiefly open-cast pit mining of lignite) primarily in East and West Germany. Four themes stand out.

First, industrial heritage dominates from the outset with Jan Kellershohn's description of the dystopian 1996

film Poison (Gift) by British filmmaker Mike Stubbs and electronics composer Ulf Langheinrich, the latter

from the long-contaminated town of Wolfen-Bitterfeld. It would behoove any reader to view this brief

visual journey through open-cast pit-mine moonscapes amidst Langheinrich's grating aural textures. [4]

More than ongoing excavation, however, most of this book's art-historical analysis concerns postindustrial

remnants after the mammoth machines are largely scrapped. Industrial heritage was popularized by the

Internationale Bausausstellung (IBA) Emscher Park in the Ruhr region (1989-99), Kellershohn observes. Helen

Wagner's contribution directly engages with this historical event and its influence in consolidating historical

memory. Sabine Breer, meanwhile, explores the fate of art produced during East German-era mining by the

Mansfeld collective in the southern Harz region. After years of neglect and near loss, four hundred

paintings, sketches, sculptures, and photos that had often adorned offices and hallways of the mining

administration, dining areas, and similar venues have been preserved in a local archive, distant from public

memory.

A second thematic strength concerns pollution and recultivation strategies from lignite pit mining. After

examining prehistories up through the Nazi period, Martin Baumert offers highlights from his new book on

East German recultivation experts who stemmed the tide of destruction. [5] Building on a

"Landschaftsdiagnose" (1957) under Reinhold Lingner and Frank Erich Carl, East German experts were ahead

in their methods for neutralizing acidity in overburden heaps and otherwise recrafting ruined spaces for

agriculture or forestry. Baumert concludes by recounting the origins of the Senftenberger lake recreational

prestige project, and he pleads that East Germany's mining heritage should be recalled (despite severe

environmental degradation) as "the global leader" in the theory and practice of recultivation (142). Turning

to the West German Rhineland lignite region, Christian Möller examines early postwar legal bases for

recultivation and the operational structure of mining companies. Deeply enmeshed in political and

industrial concerns, the Braunkohlenausschuss (BKA) brought interest groups together to find consensus

over the extent of mining regions, saving numerous villages from destruction. Residents felt unheard in the

corporatist BKA, however, and by the 1970s they founded numerous civic initiatives to ensure "democratic

negotiation"; only in 1989 did environmental protection groups finally get a representative in the BKA (182).

Looking to a less-known West German case, Benedikt Martin Ertl narrates the brief spike in lignite



production near Wackersdorf in Bavaria. Because the Iron Curtain cut Bavaria off from Saxon lignite

imports, Wackersdorf became a way to "bridge over the 1940s and 1950s" as an "ad-hoc solution for Bavarian

energy supplies until a new energy source could be tapped and developed" (161).

Felicitas Weiß identifies a third theme: boundaries, and the need to explore mining history across them.

Such history is local, Felix Schiedlowski demonstrates in his oral history project in the deindustrializing

mining areas south of Leipzig. And such conversations can expose trauma, Valeska Flor reminds us, not least

among residents who were forcibly resettled to make way for coal and coped by cherishing rituals and

tokens of memory. Jenny Hagemann crosses the cultural boundary by investigating Sorbian culture

threatened by pit mining in East German Lusatia, notably efforts toward memorialization in recultivated

spaces. Katharina Schuchardt takes the discussion across the international border to Poland's Turów lignite

pit mine: historically part of Lusatia, as well as German Saxony. Featuring the onetime spa town of Opolno

Zdrój (Bad Oppelsdorf), Schuchardt unpacks interviews about how years of neglect and indifference next to

a pit that ruined the spa town's water table and portended its destruction suddenly gave way to hope for a

few local activists when the Czech Republic momentarily demanded the pit's closure in 2021. Prospects of

an alternate future spurred interest in historic preservation and even commemoration of the prewar

German heritage. A clay model of the town was crafted and lit up with tea lights as a "shimmer of hope

before the looming dark shadow of lignite" (214). Fantasizing about the past, they imagined a better future.

Archeology and musealization represent a final theme, as two contributions survey the findings from digs in

the Geiseltal since the nineteenth century. An historical conjuncture like the end of coal can be an

opportunity to exhibit and narrate the importance of such relics, Danny Könnicke observes. Alrun Berger

concludes by surveying how four North Rhine-Westphalia associations have banded together as the

"geSCHICHTEN Rheinisches Revier" to preserve and exhibit layers of history and memory over the centuries

that speak to rich facets of Rhenish industrial history.

Although each individual article reads well on its own, they do not always cohere as an overall volume, and

readers may find that selections of greatest interest speak more directly to contributions in other volumes

that have recently appeared. Additionally, ongoing crises are seldom mentioned, even though this would

have increased the book's stakes. Möller well positions his own piece - and I think many in this book - when

he remarks that the global dimensions of contemporary fights over Hambacher Wald or Lützerath by the

Rhenish lignite pits have a prehistory during the Cold War that demands attention (163). Unlike today,

earlier protesters did not occupy forests and streets or build climate camps; they were generally less

radical and more eager to engage in negotiation and compromise. Learning from and commemorating

diverse, unwieldy stories surrounding pollution, recultivation, and negotiation under competing Cold War

ideologies can offer context and perhaps methods for dealing with the climate and energy crises today.
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