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This book has been a long journey in the making, with many unex-
pected turns along the way. The idea of studying the culture of colonial-
ism came to me in 1995, while living in Zimbabwe. On a short trip to 
the coastal town of Swakopmund, in Namibia, I was struck by the enor-
mous jetty that leads out to sea— and to nothingness. It is a stark testa-
ment to the failed attempt by German colonizers to remake the very 
landscape. And yet, the intensity with which the German tourists there 
scoured the town for traces of Germanness was equally striking; it pointed 
to something  else at work, something powerful. I resolved to fi gure out 
what it was. This book is not the answer to that question, but it is the 
answer to a diff erent question stumbled across along the way. Several years 
later, in the old state library on Unter den Linden in Berlin, I chanced 
across an eighty- fi ve- year- old booklet with an odd- sounding title, Waren-
zeichen Humor: it was a picture booklet of advertisements, some funny, 
some horrifi c. The six- digit number under each picture piqued my curi-
osity, and I went in search of a main registry. The rest was history— in all 
of its messiness. This book has taken many twists and turns, and I would 
like to give heartfelt thanks to all who have helped along the way.

Rudy Koshar’s support has been instrumental from the very begin-
ning, and I want to thank him especially for his insight, his advice, and 
his ongoing belief in the project. Laird Boswell off ered great counsel at an 
early stage, not only about the project, but also about how to be a histo-
rian. Suzanne Desan has been a guiding light, both for her lively spirit 
and her vibrant intellect. (One seemingly innocuous question from her 
caused me fi rst to rethink, then to rework the entire book from the ground 
up.) Long ago, Maura O’Connor fi rst opened my eyes to the wonderful 
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possibilities of approaching history in new ways, and this inspired me to 
take risks; while they do not always pan out, I am always glad to have made 
the attempt, and I thank her for the courage.

Erik Jensen has seen this evolve from the beginning and has gener-
ously shared boundless energy, good advice, and an infectious optimism. 
Chris Capozzola, a colleague without peer, read a chapter at a crucial mo-
ment and, when asked, off ered sagacious advice on virtually everything. 
Jonathan Zatlin, Devin Pendas, Tim Brown, and Alison Frank gener-
ously shared insights and inspiration. Harriet Ritvo closely read a chapter; 
more important, she has been a wonderful role model off ering all- around 
good mentorship (though I have not always listened properly). My heart-
felt thanks to John Dower for his gems of wisdom and, particularly, for 
timely words of encouragement. Conversations with Cynthia Milton re-
mind me anew why I entered academia in the fi rst place. Barbara and 
Willi Höfer generously shared their home and their knowledge of Berlin. 
And Beth Kun brought a talented designer’s eye to the images; far more 
important, though, was her unswerving moral support at a most diffi  cult 
stage.

A Fulbright fellowship at the very beginning made the research for 
this book possible, and while this project was still germinating, the gener-
ous input of Wolfgang Wippermann and Albert Wirz in Berlin helped 
enormously. Stefan Negelmann, at the Deutsches Historisches Museum, 
allowed me to rummage around in the collections haphazardly, for which 
I am grateful. And the entire staff  of the Museum Europäischer Kulturen 
was also very helpful. At the project’s midpoint, Patricia Flaherty pored 
through every page of a draft with careful pen; her suggestions have made 
me into a far better writer. Heather Hughes off ered calm guidance through 
the labyrinthine pro cess of image permissions. With the end in sight, the 
Deans’ Fund at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology helped with 
the reproduction of images, and I especially owe the History Department 
of Harvard University, collectively, an enormous debt of gratitude. Most 
important, I am lucky to have Kathleen McDermott as my editor. Her 
advice is sage, her eye keen, and her patience seemingly infi nite. (Sorry to 
have tested the last.) I am indebted to her professional acuity.

Finally, to my sister, Catherine, and my brother- in- law, Erik, who have 
given me a home away from home over a de cade of travels: I am lucky to 
have you both. And to my parents, Dorothy and James, who have always 
supported me in every way; I can only say: thank you.
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