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Burning Memory. On Koselleck’s Use of Lava as Metaphor 

We know Koselleck’s work primarily for its strong legacy in conceptual history and 
for his theory of historical times. However, a few years ago, research on his 
contributions to understanding memory began to gain impetus. What were his 
main contributions in this field, and why were they so controversial? This short 
article looks to better situate his understanding of memory, drawing attention to his 
peculiar use of lava as a metaphor. 

Although Koselleck’s use of the lava metaphor has become famous since the 
publication of “Glühende Lava, zur Erinnerung geronnen,” published in the 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung,1 he employs it to refer to memory on several 
occasions. It appeared two more times – in an interview and an article – while he 
was alive2 and three more times in some recently-published notes.3 The lava 
metaphor emphasizes a difference between the individual and physical aspect of 
a memory, which, on the one side, distances itself from a written or narrated 
memory, and, on the other side, shows the unfeasibility of collective memory.4 
Regarding the first aspect, Koselleck maintains that while there are memories that 
tend to disappear or lose their sensory force, there are others that remain 
physically fixed, like a scar. Therefore, memory is double-faceted: it can be mobile, 
but at the same time, there are aspects of it that Koselleck defines as permanent 
and unassailable. In a note from 1993 about the war, he writes: 

Memory may be jagged and mobile, but stretches of it are 
immovable and unassailable, unique and enduring. A coagulated 
mass of lava, once glowing and flowing, pours into the body and lays 
down immovable layers on which the rest of life builds or steals 
around. These layers need not be uncovered. They are just there, 
present. When one refers to them, smells, hearing and seeing, feeling 
and touching can be activated as if they were present.5 

Lava is neither the first nor the only metaphor referred to by our author.6 Especially 
in Zeitschichten, Koselleck states – as an anthropological premise – that history 
(Historie) necessarily lives and is nourished by metaphors because it is impossible 
to describe anything temporally without relying on the sensible substratum of 
empirical intuition.7 For this reason, historical science relentlessly borrows terms, 
which in principle are alien to it, from other scientific disciplines. In an 
autobiographical note on the war written in 1993, Koselleck refers to lava as a 
literary metaphor: 



 

 
#English / KOMPOSITA / Theory of History (Re)rea 2 

 

Often narrated, these stories detach themselves from the 
spontaneous and unchanging initial experience, they take on a life of 
their own, they become literature, grounded literature. In doing so, the 
author changes the genre. There is nothing against literature in which 
memory and invention inspire each other, in which invention 
becomes a form of experience. But the status of the coagulated 
mass of lava – itself a literary metaphor – remains unchanged. The 
peripheral zones may become unclear as they are narrated, but the 
core cannot be moved.8  

As Niklas Olsen points out, Koselleck admits that when he later hears or reads 
testimonies he himself once gave, they seem no more than a literary creation, 
since they no longer have any presence in his body.9 

In the 1995 article, the Bielefeld professor shared for the first time his experiences as 
a prisoner of the Russians after World War II, which he connected with his 
conceptualization of memory. In this short text, he relativizes the definitive end of 
the war on May 8, 1945, while also bearing witness to his own suffering during the 
conflict and in its aftermath, recalling lost relatives, the lucky breaks that saved his 
life, as well as the sensations of uncertainty, hunger, cold, and fear felt during his 
captivity. These sensorial memoires have what he has described as a “carnal 
presence”: 

Some experiences pour into one’s body like fiery lava and congeal 
there. From that moment on, they can be recalled, immovably, at all 
times and unchanged. Not many of such experiences can be 
translated into authentic memories; but if it happens, they are then 
intrinsically connected to their sensual presence. The smell, the taste, 
the sound, the feeling, and the visible surrounding; in short, all senses 
– in pleasure or in pain – reawaken and don’t need an effort of 
recollection (Gedächtnisarbeit) to be true and to remain true.10 

This association of memory with something physical also reinforces the idea of an 
untransmissible memory, to which Jan Eike Dunkhase has helpfully drawn attention, 
tracking the influence of Jean Cayrol, with respect to lava and non-transmissibility.11 
In interviews and brief autobiographical fragments, Koselleck’s experiences during 
captivity seem to play a more important role than the war itself. In fact, Koselleck 
has admitted he had not been fully aware of the gassings of the Holocaust until he 
had an encounter with a Polish watchman while peeling potatoes, when he 
suddenly understood the truth of such claims. This allowed him to leave behind the 
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notion that such murders were a Soviet propaganda lie, an idea which apparently 
prevailed among many of his comrades. This manner of becoming fully aware of 
what happened is also linked to his notion of Primärerfahrung, which understands 
memory as an individual experience, that preserves a sort of a veto power.12 This 
concerns the second aspect we mentioned earlier, namely, a fierce defense of the 
individuality of memory over the possibility of it acquiring a collective form. Any 
attempt to create a collective memory inevitably leads to a problem of ontological 
order: while the subject is easily attributable in an individual’s memory, the same is 
not true in the case of the collective subject. Koselleck maintained his position in 
this respect, on the one hand, by warning against the manipulation of the past, 
and, on the other hand, by insisting on the impossibility of transmitting memories. 
What Koselleck recognizes is the existence of common conditions under which a 
memory is formed, something he develops particularly in relation to war memories. 
In other words, there is a collective level that Koselleck admits, but which is prior to 
the constitution of a memory.13 

Although Koselleck did not go into much detail in describing the use of the lava 
metaphor, the associations we can make are rich, and through them we can 
discover some oppositions that are analytically productive. The image of an 
outburst, of something that burns, blazing and scaring the body, comes to mind. 
Lava is explosive. It is something subterranean that emerges suddenly. It is wild, 
uncontrollable, and leaves traces. There is an easy affinity between a volcanic 
eruption and memory, the effects and power of which we can hardly foresee. A 
memory that erupts splashes memories like fiery sparks all around it, modifying the 
memorial landscape. The lava forms rivers charged with hot magma that sweep 
away whatever they find in their path, establishing a new topography. Lava has, 
however, an ambiguous relationship between destruction and creation, fluidity and 
stability. It is true that it destroys whatever it finds in its path – it is important to say 
that Koselleck does not dwell on this point – and the havoc it wreaks is often 
drastic, which means that it takes time for something new to emerge. Thus, an 
erupting volcano is also, above all, destructive. However, with the use of this 
metaphor Koselleck does not speak of a blockage or contamination of memory, 
but of its explosive potential, which burns and leaves marks. He seems to overlook 
these opposing dimensions that appear with the association of lava and memory. 

A fierce and wild memory – a term Saul Friedländer employed during a 1997 
conference where Koselleck also took part14 – is like an outburst, out of control, 
untamed; the memory emerges unexpectedly, without being cultivated or called 
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up. Just like weeds and wild plants, which grow without our tilling or caring for the 
soil and the seeds we plant to germinate and grow, this memory is wild precisely 
because its emergence has a high degree of autonomy. It actually seems to be a 
hidden memory, but in order to discover it we do not have to engage in the 
Benjaminian task of digging and remembering,15 either groping or planning, for it 
appears suddenly. It is not that one wants to or can dominate this memory, but 
that one is subjugated to a mnemonic sensibility, which remains forever inscribed 
in one’s body. This memory, which casts sparks around it, contains a great 
potentiality, whose use and consequences cannot be defined in advance because 
it is linked to a web of previous and future memories that have not yet manifested. 
Contrary to Koselleck’s contention, I think that this involves not only the person 
remembering, but also a virtually infinity of others who are affected by the sparks 
and therefore implicated in the memories. Like actions in Hannah Arendt’s thinking, 
memory seems to me difficult to control and therefore to belong to a single 
person.16 

Lava has the particularity of being a melted matter, which once cold and in a solid 
state acquires diverse forms. The liquidity and mobility of magma make it 
changeable, capable of great transmutations in color, shape, and temperature. 
This instability also characterizes memory and the stories offered by the 
protagonists of experiences, whose memories and interpretations are transformed 
each time they are evoked. That is why this wild and capricious form, which makes 
it somewhat uncontrolled, differs from the fixity of petrified lava. Koselleck 
underlines the variations of the memory, but not exactly thinking of a fluidity in the 
narration, but in the role that plays the perspective. He gives an example in relation 
to his own history, again focusing on the individuality that prevails in memory, 
despite the existence of shared experiences:  

Every historian knows this from interrogating witnesses. I myself check 
my memories by talking to my friend who saved my life in Russian 
captivity. I keep talking to him, and we realize that we were in the 
same prison camp in Karaganda for a year and a half, and yet we 
have very different memories of the same situations. So many people, 
so many memories. So, as I said, memory is tied to personal 
experience.17 

The metaphor of lava cohabits both the register of nature and that of history, 
oscillating between the cold and the hot, the fluid and the static, the explosive and 
the petrified, and the controllable and the uncontrollable. Having said this, we 
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could conclude that the lava metaphor plays a double role in Koselleck’s thought. 
On the one hand, it functions as a support in the composition of his own 
autobiographical accounts, presenting a vivid picture of his memories during his 
captivity. On the other hand, it reinforces the rejection of the collective form of 
memory by emphasizing its corporeal aspect. This physical aspect of memory 
makes it intransmissible and therefore compatible with Koselleck’s concept of 
primary experience. The lucidity with which Koselleck describes memory through 
the metaphor of lava contrasts with his elusive – or let us say problematic – 
rejection of collective memory and a limited and obstinate association with a 
manipulation of the past. In short, we can say that his boldness, disruptiveness, and 
eagerness to go against the memorial paradigm of collective memory thought 
from Halbwachs,18 offer us a stimulating panorama to continue thinking about the 
tension between the collective, the individual, and the physical aspect that 
memory treasures. 
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