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Lectures and tutorials for the Latrobe University subject, Early Urban History, have taken 
students on a lively journey. 
 
We have been exposed to munificence of leading urbanites of Ancient Rome and the 
magnificence of the bewilderingly expensive royal palaces and chateaux of Medieval France. 
And lots in between. There have been discourses on the visual features of courtyards, entrances, 
communal rooms, kitchens, boudoirs and places of confinement where moralistic heads of house 
locked up their flighty women, vaingloriously decorated salons and crude ablutional facilities. 
Allusions to various aromas - from the wafting perfumery of strutting soiree habitués to the 
revolting stink of crude cesspits.  
 
Interestingly, we students have heard nothing about cellars. 
 
There is ample evidence in records down through the centuries of cellars playing vital roles in 
storage of foodstuffs and one can imagine the inviting fragrances of spices, fruits and vegetables, 
curing meats and salted fishes transfixing both rich and poor. 
 
Many - with differing antecedents - survive today. 
 

       
 
Above from left [1] The impressively large cellars at Champagne Pannier in France's Valley of the Marne were dug in the 12th Century. Photo 
via www.champagnepannier.com. [2] Inviting aromas of curing Parma hams pervade a castle cellar in the Emilia Romagna region of Italy. Via 
www.timetravelturtle.com. [3] Maturing casks of port in a cellar in Portugal's Douro Valley. Via www.natashabradstatter.com. [4] One of the 
features of the emblematic rebuilding of the Muzeum Historyezne Warszawy [Historical Museum of Warsaw] was repair of the original medieval 
cellars that sheltered resistants during the 1944 uprising of the Polish Home Army against the occupying Germans. Via www.mhw.com. 
 
Cellars have also known the stench of death. 
 
Many of the living spaces of the World's great cities - above and below ground - have been 
subjected to severe trials by famine, pestilence, flood and fire.  It is arguable that no city has 
been subjected to greater degradation than Dresden, capital of the German state of Saxony, 
during the dying days of the Nazi regime. Fiery armageddon was delivered upon the gorgeous 
city - universally referred to as Florence on the Elbe - on February 13 and 14, 1945, when 
bombers of the Royal Air Force and the United States Army Air Corps showered it with 4,000 
tons of ordnance. They substantially demolished the historic Altstadt - old town - whose history 
could be traced back to the Thirteenth Century and the beginnings of European urbanisation. 
Structures of immense historical and architectural importance - notably the Frauenkirche 
[Church of our Lady] baroque masterpiece built in 1743, and which had survived a siege by 
Frederick the Great 17 years later - were pulverised. 
 

     
 
Above from left: [1] View of Dresden painted in 1748 by the noted Italian landscape artist, Giovanni Canaletto. The work, commissioned by 
August III, Elector of Saxony and King of Poland, hangs in the Staatliche Kunstsammlkungen [State Art Collection] in Dresden. Via 
www.skdmuseum.com. [2] A circa 1900 photograph, employing the early Photocrom colour process, looking across the Elbe to the Altstadt. Via 
Wikipedia ex USA Library of Congress. [3] Circa 1910 aerial view of the Altstadt Via Wikipedia. The Frauenkirche dominates the skyline right of 
frame while in Art [1] it is middle of frame and in Art [2] left of frame.  
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Bombing of Operation Thunderclap was indiscriminate. 
 
The bombs wrecked dormitory suburbs, killing thousands of people and rendering an inestimable 
number traumatised and homeless.  The destruction of Dresden was a significant moment in the 
history of warfare.  Assaults on major centre of populations, with the calculated intention of 
killing as many people as possible, beginning as they did with crude sieges and gunpowder 
cannonades against walls and embattlements, had progressed to scientific wholesale sacking 
from high in the air.  
 
The bombing at Dresden precipitated a firestorm. 
 
This relatively unique phenomena occurred on only a few other occasions in WWII, notably 
Hamburg in 1943 and Tokyo in 1945. The RAF attack was split into two parts. The first raid 
opened up buildings and the second stoked fires with incendiaries. When individual fires 
merged, air was sucked in at hurricane intensity to feed a gigantic conflagration of ferocious 
intensity. As buildings collapsed and streets were transformed into white-hot furnaces, anyone 
caught in the open was incinerated.  
 
Thousands of desperately frightened people sought refuge in communal cellars beneath 
apartment blocks. 
 

 
 

             
 
Top: Still from film shot by a camerman aboard a RAF bomber about the time isolated fires were merging into the firestorm, porftion of which 
can be seen at lower left-frame. Above from left: [1] The film was also featured in the opening credits of the feature based on Kurt Vonnegut's 
classic book, "Slaughterhouse Five." Via Wikipedia. [2] As a captured American prisoner-of-war, Vonnegut saw the raids close-up and helped 
pull bodies from cellars. Via www.nndb.com. [3] British historian, David Irving, also chose a still from the RAF film for his 1963 book, 
"Apocalypse: The Destruction of Dresden." A bomber can be seen sillhouetted against the flames. Via www.irvingbooks.com. [4] While Irving is 
shunned by academia for his controversial holocaust denials, he is given credit for starting the great debate about the morality of Operation 
Pointblank. Passages about the cellar deaths make harrowing reading. Via www.telegraph.co.uk. [5] Ruined Dresden a few weeks after the raids. 
Via www.bundesarhiv.com. 
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Unlike other major population centres Dresden did not have purpose-built public air raid 
shelters with robust and effective ventilation systems.  
 
When the fires eventually cooled and rescuers ventured into the cellars, they were confronted 
with scenes of extraordinary dreadfulness. The structures were jammed with remains of people 
killed from lack of air or heat. In several extreme instances, unimaginable temperature had 
reduced the unfortunate occupants to pools of grotesque liquids, demoralising some hardened 
clean-up crews who downed tools. There are records of summary executions of recalcitrants by 
Nazi overseers. 
 
Sixty-nine years on, the images still engender a sense of shock and outrage. 
 

 
 

         
 
Top: A luftchutzkeller [air raid cellar] opened in April, 1946, more than a year after the bombing, contained the putrefying remains of 243 
people. Via www.pilotembunker.com. Above from left: [1] Saxon State Library photo of the suffocated corpses of a woman and her two children 
in a Dresden cellar. Via www.deutschefotothek.com. [2] Another subterranean victim. Via www.eonimages.com. [3] Remains of a Nazi 
functionary extracted from cellar rubble. [4] Dead being collected for cremation. [5] Funeral pyre on a Dresden street. Photos [3], [4] and [5] also 
via www.deutschefotothek.com  
 
AT the end of the war, Dresden was prostrate like no other city before or since. 
 
Tens of thousands of its citizens had been consumed by fire and 20.72 square kilometres of the 
city flattened, creating an estimated 25 million cubic metres of rubble. Compounding the 
saturating misery was its misfortune to be in the Soviet Occupation Zone of divided Germany.  
The Communists were more intent on stripping East Germany of anything of value than 
financing rehabilitative works in a city with a pronounced bourgeois past and it was years before 
implementation of industrial approaches to clearing rubble and replacing housing stock. When 
work got underway it principally involved apartment blocks featuring the so-called severe 
Stalinist style of architecture. 
 
All but a handful of cellars were unceremoniously filled in. 
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The reunification of Germany in 1990 gave impetus to Dresden rehabilitative works, which 
are ongoing. 
 
The range of projects undertaken has been extraordinary and as well as re-building historical 
structures, the city is now tearing down Stalinist excesses. There appears to be a determined 
effort to expunge any physical connections with the events of February, 1945, and the barren 
years of communist subjugation that followed. 
 
Dresden is again a vibrant city. 
 
All but a few of the cellars that were scenes of unparalleled horror are gone and with them, too, 
memories of the stench of death. The alluring aromas of life are again permeating this great 
Eastern European city. 
	  

     
 

	    
 
Top	  from	  left:	  [1]	  Ruins	  of	  the	  Frauenkirche	  in	  1945.	  Via	  www.deutschefotothek.com. [2] The church was re-built between 1993 and 2005 at a 
cost of 180 million euros, which included contributions from the UK as a gesture of reconciliation. Via Wikipedia. [3] Recent works in the 
Altstadt have uncovered foundations of cellars that were almost certainly filled with people during the bombing. Where possible, they are being 
restored, but there does not appear to be any significant plans to publicise their Operation Pointblank connections. The Frauenkirche is visible 
left middle background. Via www.bausituation-dresden.com Above: Recent Christmas fair in the Altstadt - or should that now be Neustadt [new 
town]? Via www.germany-christmas-market.org.uk. 
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