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Introduction
Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen

On Sunday 27 January 2013, an estimated 1500 events took place
around Britain to mark Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD) and the 68th
anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz.1 These events ranged from
interfaith ceremonies to talks by Holocaust survivors, photographic
exhibitions and film screenings. As has become common in recent years,
the lead-up to HMD was characterised by Members of Parliament sign-
ing a Book of Commitment in the House of Commons, pledging their
support for the occasion and demonstrating the extent to which Holo-
caust commemoration has become institutionalised. In keeping with the
development of social media, Prime Minister David Cameron even took
to Twitter, declaring, ‘Memorial Day is a day to remember the innocent
victims of the Holocaust and re-commit to combat all forms of racism
and prejudice.’2

Public interest in the Holocaust continues to grow, aided by the relent-
less scheduling of television programmes depicting the Second World
War and an enduring popular fascination with the Third Reich in gen-
eral. Yet, while an element of anti-Germanism may be a long-standing
feature of ‘acceptable racism’ in Britain, the Holocaust itself has not
always received such levels of attention.3 Indeed, as this collection of
essays demonstrates, the path towards establishing a Holocaust con-
sciousness in Britain has been protracted and politicised, and the man-
ner in which the nation remembers this genocide remains imperfect.
Encompassing representations of the Holocaust within film, art, news-
papers, public exhibition space and state-sanctioned commemoration,
this interdisciplinary study offers an exploration of some key moments
in Britain’s engagement with the Holocaust, and highlights the contin-
ued controversies surrounding the nation’s complex relationship with
the past.

1



2 Introduction

Why Britain?

One might immediately question why the Holocaust should become a
central part of British memory culture. Certainly, some scepticism was
expressed when the notion of a national day of remembrance for vic-
tims of Nazi persecution was broached in 1999, and the matter was
debated again on the flagship BBC programme Newsnight days before
the inaugural event in 2001.4 Likewise, the organisers behind the first
HMD seemed at great pains to legitimise its establishment, a concern
rendered all the more explicit when ‘Britain and the Holocaust’ became
the central theme for the 2002 commemorations. Mainland Britain, of
course, was geographically removed from the killing sites, unencum-
bered by occupying Nazi forces and neither perpetrator nor collaborator
in the crimes of the Third Reich. As a result, the nation has not had to
endure the same painful, soul-searching questions as Germany, Austria
or the former occupied territories. In many ways the Holocaust was, and
remains, a distant event for the British population.
Nevertheless, Britain does have considerable reason to consider the

Holocaust part of its national history. Britain hosted thousands of unac-
companied child refugees in the wake of the 1938 Kristallnacht pogrom,
as well as Holocaust survivors after the war. Far from being the tempo-
rary refuge that was perhaps initially envisaged, many of these people
subsequently settled in this country and raised families. British troops
liberated Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in April 1945 and provided
crucial relief to survivors. Britain also played a leading role in the denaz-
ification of Germany and the initial prosecution of Nazi war criminals.
Each of these factors illustrates the significance of the Holocaust for
British audiences.
Looking beyond these specific connections, there are also much wider

questions regarding intolerance and human behaviour that give the
Holocaust a continued relevance for all nations. As David Cesarani
has argued,

[The Holocaust] provokes questions about Britain’s contemporary
responsibility as a member of the international community and
about the responsibility of individual citizens towards members of
other ethnic and faith groups, victims of prejudice and bigotry, immi-
grants, asylum seekers, or the citizens of other countries afflicted by
racism or tyranny.5

An emphasis on humanitarian lessons is thus a regular feature of
modern-day Holocaust remembrance; the phrase ‘never forget’ is
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similarly oft-cited. Cameron’s statement for HMD 2013 offers just one
example of such rhetoric, which arguably can reach a point where it
seems rather trite. We might question whether any real memory work is
being done as a result. Beyond these ‘easy’ platitudes, however, there are
other reasons why Britain should be reflecting critically on this period of
history that relate directly to Britain’s own behaviour during the 1930s
and 1940s.
Indeed, much of the existing historiography on Britain and the Holo-

caust points to a catalogue of failings or omissions. First and foremost
is the issue of just how much the British government knew about the
persecution of the Jews. Cesarani raises this point in the 2002 HMD
theme paper, stating ‘the British Government and public knew about
the Nazi persecution of Jews, homosexuals, Sinti and Roma and politi-
cal opponents of the regime, yet it maintained normal diplomatic and
trade relations with the Third Reich’.6 Tony Kushner has also explored
levels of British knowledge of mass killings by 1942, suggesting that a
commitment to liberal values precluded any emphasis on the fate of
any one victim group. These values meant the government was reluc-
tant to address publicly the ‘Jewish dimension’ to Nazi atrocities, and
thus did not speak out as strongly as it might have done.7 There is also
an enduring popular fascination with the question of whether the Allies
should have bombed Auschwitz to halt the killing process.8

Second is the issue of what might have been done to save more lives
prior to the outbreak of the Second World War. The refusal to admit
more refugees into Britain, or grant access to Palestine, has attracted
a vast amount of scholarly criticism.9 Likewise, the treatment of those
refugees who did make it to British shores has come under significant
scrutiny.10 Such issues complicate Britain’s conventional, celebratory
narrative of the war. Pointing to the ‘rescue’ of Jewish children, for
example, accentuates Britain’s preferred self-image as a haven for the
oppressed. Mythologising the notion of Britain ‘standing alone’ in the
fight against Nazism offers something of a ‘safe’ story with clear-cut
heroes and villains and a redemptive, victorious ending.11 Here, Britain’s
physical remoteness from the Holocaust can be seen as facilitating a
limited dialogue with the crimes: they happened in a different land, in
a very different political climate; they could not possibly happen here.
As a result, there is a tendency to gloss over some of the more uncom-
fortable moments in Britain’s past. One example of this can be seen
in Liverpool’s rejuvenated waterfront. There, juxtaposed amid a whole
series of memorial plaques to naval forces and merchant seamen who
kept vital supplies coming into Britain, is a dedication to those who
lost their lives on the Arandora Star in July 1940. The anonymity of the
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victims, described simply as ‘non-combatants’, and the detail that they
were struck by a torpedo, lends itself to a familiar tale of German aggres-
sion against innocent civilians. The fact that these ‘non-combatants’
were actually refugees being deported from Britain as ‘enemy aliens’ is
quietly omitted.12

Third, there is also the question of Britain’s post-war handling and
understanding of Nazi war criminals. By the late 1940s, the zeal for
prosecuting suspected individuals within the British zone of occupied
Germany had already begun to wane amid growing Cold War tensions,
inadequate resources and manpower and a lack of public support at
home. Donald Bloxham has been particularly prolific in this field, not-
ing too the British reluctance to look upon former Wehrmacht generals
as anything other than honourable soldiers.13 Britain’s relationship with
Nazi war criminals, however, was not confined to the immediate post-
war era. The issue was revived in the mid-1980s with the exposure of
former SS personnel who had been allowed to settle in Britain. The fact
that the government had actually favoured East European immigrants
over Jewish survivors underscored Britain’s failure to comprehend fully
the nature of the Holocaust and prompted the passage of theWar Crimes
Act of 1991.14

As Cesarani and others have argued, it is precisely these sorts of prob-
lematic episodes and Britain’s ‘ambiguous’ relationship to the Holocaust
that underscore its relevance to the nation’s history. Britain does have
something to learn about itself here and the manner of its engagement
with the Holocaust is thus worthy of further investigation.

British memories of the Holocaust

The extent to which the SecondWorldWar and the Holocaust have been
recalled since 1945 has become an incredibly popular field of research,
and a key element in the ‘memory boom’ that has characterised his-
torical studies since the 1990s. As with conventional narratives of
Vergangenheitsbewältigung (overcoming the past) in West Germany, or
the formation of a collective Holocaust memory in the United States,
works on Britain tend to depict the post-war period as one of lengthy
silence or disinterest with regard to the Nazi genocide. This, in turn,
has been explained by several factors including persistent anti-Semitism
within Britain, or sheer incomprehension that anyone might be perse-
cuted on the basis of race or religion. In the summer of 1979, Yehuda
Bauer commented that ‘in Britain, nothing at all has been done’ to
mark the Holocaust.15 It is a statement frequently cited by historians
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trying to trace patterns of remembrance in this country and one which
encourages an emphasis on the 1980s and beyond as the period in
which the Holocaust really entered the public consciousness. Such
developments as did occur during the 1980s and 1990s have been rou-
tinely subjected to critical analysis. Steven Cooke, for instance, offers
a detailed account of Britain’s first public memorial dedicated solely
to the victims of the Holocaust. Eventually located in a corner of
Hyde Park, this physical rejoinder to remember ‘blends’ into the land-
scape and can go completely unnoticed by passers-by. Initial proposals
to locate the memorial near the Cenotaph or the river frontage of
Lambeth Palace were similarly ‘restrained’ and symbolised the ‘distanc-
ing of the Holocaust from the official history of British involvement in
World War II’.16

By contrast, the inclusion of the Holocaust in the first History
National Curriculum in 1991, the establishment of a permanent Holo-
caust exhibition at the Imperial War Museum, London, in 2000 and
the introduction of annual HMDs have all been taken as indicators of
a marked change in British responses. Along the way, historians have
identified several key moments as fostering a heightened, albeit tem-
porary, public engagement with the Holocaust. These include the sen-
sational kidnap and televised trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961, the
screening of the ‘Genocide’ episode of World at War in 1975 and the
impact of the American TV series Holocaust in 1978. Scholars have also
pointed to the impact of the David Irving trial and the Oscar-winning
Schindler’s List in generating both interest in the Holocaust and the sense
that Britain should be doing more to commemorate it.
The impetus for these developments stemmed from a variety of fac-

tors including the 40th and 50th anniversaries of the war’s end in 1985
and 1995, and the growing sense of urgency attached to capturing sur-
vivors’ testimonies before the Holocaust fades from living memory. It is
also possible to point to a growing sense of multiculturalism and anti-
racism within Britain since the 1970s.17 External impulses cannot be
ignored either. The establishment of the United States Holocaust Memo-
rial Museum has been suggested as a further spur to the development
of British Holocaust engagement (prompting a sense of ‘we should have
one too’), while more contemporary examples of mass killing in Rwanda
and the former Yugoslavia have underscored the pedagogic arguments
for increasing awareness of the Holocaust.
However, for all this, Britain’s response to the Holocaust cannot sim-

ply be depicted as a linear path towards ever greater, more critical
engagement. Instead, it may be more accurate to talk of ‘ripples’ of
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interest throughout the post-war era, moments that sparked brief yet
intense public discussion about the legacy of the Third Reich. Just as
scholars of Germany have now reached a consensus that the 1950s
were far from an era of ‘collective amnesia’ with regards to the Nazi
past, so too have notions of ‘silence’ within post-war Britain undergone
serious challenges within recent historiography. Cesarani, for instance,
convincingly points to the role of survivors, former refugees and Jewish
ex-servicemen in maintaining a public discussion of the Holocaust after
1945.18 Cooke also supports this with his exploration of the Board of
Deputies of British Jews and the creation of the Hyde Park memorial.19

Nor, it seems, was such discussion confined to representatives of Anglo-
Jewry; there are also numerous examples of specialist engagement with
the Holocaust throughout the post-war era, be they among historians,
war crimes prosecutors or even members of the medical profession.20

Today, much of the scholarly debate centres on the purpose, signifi-
cance and likely impact of HMD or the permanent exhibition within the
Imperial War Museum. Historians are divided as to whether such events
truly register with the wider British population, whether they facilitate
or hinder acts of remembrance and whether the emphasis in each case
should be on the universal or the particular. Some scholars believe that
we have now reached a point where there is simply too much atten-
tion being paid to the Holocaust; others argue that what representation
we do have remains partial.21 Bloxham, for instance, notes that even
amid the 2000 Stockholm Conference which enshrined the Task Force
for International Cooperation on Holocaust Education, Remembrance
and Research, Soviet civilians and prisoners of war (POWs) continued to
be excluded from discussion of the victims of National Socialism. This
omission, repeated in the programme for Britain’s first HMD, demon-
strates the politicised nature of remembrance activity.22 There are also
fears that making the Holocaust a part of Britain’s national story will
inevitably encourage a sense of Britain’s moral superiority, thereby
ensuring that representations of the Holocaust fail to progress beyond
rhetoric of a glorious, heroic war against evil Nazism.

Debating British Holocaust consciousness today

The essays within this volume thus seek to explore the complexities
of British memory culture in more depth and, by presenting a wide
range of approaches, open and inspire a critical interdisciplinary dis-
course. By bringing together established scholars and rising academics
in the field, this collection re-examines some of the most high-profile
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representations of the Holocaust and poses a series of questions regard-
ing the state of British understanding of genocide today.
In the opening section, attention is focused on British experiences

of Nazism during and in the immediate aftermath of the Second World
War. Duncan Little explores the little-known story of hundreds of British
POWs who were imprisoned at Auschwitz. These men witnessed the
Holocaust and thus offer a fascinating example of its relevance to
Britain’s national story. Many had been transported in cattle trucks and
suffered terrible abuse at the hands of their captors. Some lost their
POW status and were reclassified as concentration camp prisoners, with
a complete loss of rights as a result. Drawing upon oral testimonies and
affidavits submitted to the Nuremberg trials, Little restores a voice to
these men and highlights the various ways in which they sought to
retain a distinctly ‘British’ way of life amid the horrors of Auschwitz.
Caroline Sharples then examines the popular resonance of the Inter-

national Military Tribunal at Nuremberg, 1945–1946. Designed not only
to bring the leading, surviving members of the Third Reich to judicial
account, the Nuremberg trials also aimed to acquaint the world with
the enormity of Nazi criminality and ensure it could never be repeated.
Utilising newspaper reports as well as Mass Observation surveys and
directives, Sharples questions the extent to which these lessons were
actually embraced by the British public. Kushner then weaves together
the relationship between these initial misunderstandings of the Holo-
caust and more recent distortions of the past, exploring the fabrication
of British POW memoirs.
The middle sections of this book examine some of the key cultural

representations of the Holocaust in Britain since 1945. Tim Cole exam-
ines the impact of the 1979 television series Holocaust, which became
a massive media event in itself. Drawing on press reports, he recon-
structs the debates that surrounded the BBC’s decision to screen the
series, as well as the response from critics and members of the public.
James Jordan’s overview of BBC Holocaust programming between 1945
and 1979 helps to contextualise Cole’s findings, with particular empha-
sis on the long-running television series This Is Your Life. In the process,
he gives new insights into just how many opportunities the British pub-
lic had to learn more about the Holocaust during this period. In the
context of Cole’s and Jordan’s essays, Olaf Jensen reflects and comments
on the British perception of the Holocaust in light of British comedy
and recent feature films.
Moving into the museum setting, Antoine Capet, Rebecca Jinks

and Tom Lawson then discuss different elements of the Imperial War
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Museum’s depiction of the Holocaust. Capet explores the works of art
held by the museum, yet seldom displayed to the public. Analysing a
variety of striking images, he questions the reticence in hanging these
paintings and the extent to which a 2008 exhibition constituted a new
awareness of the Holocaust. Jinks assesses the permanent Holocaust
and Crimes Against Humanity exhibitions, exploring the interactions
between memories of the Holocaust and the growing awareness of other
mass atrocities. Both exhibitions, she argues, marginalise the role of
Britain throughout these tragedies and this, in turn, has significant
impact on the forging of a specifically British memory of the Holocaust.
Developing these themes, Lawson then offers a critical summary of the
relationship between Britain, the Holocaust and Britain’s imperial past.
The concluding section of this volume turns its attention to ritu-

als and commemorative practices. Mark Donnelly focuses on how the
50th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz and the war’s end was
observed, conceptualised and described in Britain in 1995. He exam-
ines public discourses of Holocaust remembrance and their culturally
sanctioned frameworks. Coming closer to the present day, Andy Pearce
then considers the effects that the introduction of a national memorial
day has had upon British awareness of the Holocaust. He notes the pro-
found shift in the perceived importance and relevance attached to the
Holocaust by the political establishment, and considers the extent to
which this was part of a wider effort to develop a Holocaust conscious-
ness in contemporary Europe. Finally, Dan Stone draws upon some of
the overarching themes of this collection and reflects upon the current
position of the Holocaust within British historical memory. He critiques
the extent to which Britain has come to terms with this past and makes
a plea for greater sensitivity in future discussions of this complicated
period of modern history.
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Confronting the Holocaust



1
‘No One Believed What We
Had Seen’: British Soldiers
Who Witnessed Mass Murder
in Auschwitz
Duncan Little

The Auschwitz extermination camp is synonymous with the Holocaust.
Countless books and films have been made about its horrors and over
one million people visit its site every year.1 It is a lesser known fact,
though, that hundreds of British men were imprisoned on its outskirts
in camp E715, a site designated for POWs.2 This was originally located
in Auschwitz III, next to the Monowitz concentration camp and approx-
imately two miles east of the gas chambers. In 1944, the camp was
relocated by a short distance to be in closer proximity to the IG Farben
plant that was engaged in the production of synthetic oil and rubber
as part of the German war effort. The British soldiers held within this
complex were thus in a unique position to observe Nazi crimes, and
to try and ease the suffering of individual concentration camp pris-
oners by providing them with food and cigarettes. Some of these men
would become key witnesses in the 1947–8 IG Farben trial at Nuremberg,
helping to document industry’s use of slave labour during the Second
World War. The British public, however, remained largely unaware of
the POWs’ connections with Auschwitz and it is only relatively recently
that details of their plight have started to receive greater media and aca-
demic attention. Drawing upon post-war affidavits, together with the
author’s own interviews with three POW survivors, this chapter sheds
new light on their experiences.3 In the process, it offers a compelling
example of why the Holocaust can be considered very much a part of
Britain’s own national history.

13
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Eyewitnesses to the Holocaust

Working in the IG Farben plant meant that the British POWs quickly
became accustomed to the constant brutality of the Nazi regime. In his
post-war affidavit to the Nuremberg hearings, Robert Ferris recounted
one occasion where he witnessed the SS carrying 30 dead bodies through
the main entrance of the factory and down ‘into the cellar of the admin-
istration building’.4 Frederick Davison also stated that he saw murder
being ‘committed on four or five different occasions’ and that concen-
tration camp prisoners would be killed ‘in the streets of the factory
grounds’. He added, ‘I have seen the bodies themselves hundreds of
times’.5 More recently, Brian Bishop recalled similar scenes when he
would return from the factory to the POW camp:

There were four ropes on a makeshift gallows with four bodies hang-
ing from them. No one seemed bothered that they were there; it was
one of those things that happened and there’s nothing we could do
about it. It was no different from someone being shot down in the
factory.6

Such testimonies clearly demonstrate an awareness of the casual execu-
tions that occurred among the slave labour force, yet the British soldiers
have also spoken of the wider extermination process that was already
underway by the time of their arrival in Poland. Bishop states, ‘if the
wind was blowing in the wrong direction then you could smell this
awful, sickly smell. That upset me more than anything I think.’7 The
smell was not the only indicator of what was happening in Auschwitz;
some of the Jewish prisoners the POWs came into contact with could
speak English and would therefore converse with the British, relaying
what they had heard or seen:

They used to come in and one of them was missing and you used
to say ‘Where’s so and so’ and they used to say, ‘Gone for a shower’,
and you used to say, ‘Without a soap and towel?’ They just used to
nod their heads and you knew then that they had gone to the gas
chambers.8

Such observations clearly highlight some of the difficulties that the
Nazis faced in trying to keep their activities secret, especially when IG
Farben officials also started to complain about the ‘terrible smell’ from
the crematoria.9
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The post-war affidavits from the British POWs share the same theme:
everyone knew of the gas chambers and were aware that Jews espe-
cially lived under the constant shadow of death. Such narratives help
to complicate existing scholarly arguments about the state of Holocaust
awareness in Britain (and other Western democracies) both during and
immediately after the war. While governments and early war crimes
trials may have been reluctant, or simply unable, to comprehend the
particular persecution of any one victim group, the example of the
British POWs shows there was some knowledge of the true character
of the Nazi extermination programme even if they were not neces-
sarily given a chance to articulate it straightaway.10 While hindsight
and the subsequent emergence of more information about the Holo-
caust may obviously affect retellings of the E715 experience, Joseph
White argues that the British POWs were nonetheless quick to make
the connection between those ‘stripees’ wearing a Star of David on their
uniforms, and those bearing the brunt of physical abuse. He claims, ‘no
one left Auschwitz with any doubt as to who perpetrated the Holocaust,
or against whom’.11

Many of the British soldiers also made it their mission to learn as
much about Auschwitz as possible. Leonard Dales, for instance, recalled
how one Jew made him promise that he would survive so he might
tell the outside world about the cold, calculated manner in which mur-
der was being carried out.12 Another POW, Charlie Coward, has also
been credited with using his position as trustee and camp spokesman
to pass information about the gassings to British and Swiss authorities.
This included sending details of Jewish transports to the War Office.13

For White, this desire to discover the facts and understand the racial
hierarchy within Auschwitz exemplifies the ‘humanity’ of the British
soldiers. He argues that, in their refusal to remain passive observers, the
responses of the British POWs constitute a marked contrast to those of
German bystanders.14

British reactions, however, went further than simply documenting
what they had seen. Practical relief for concentration camp prisoners
was also attempted, with POWs giving their own soup rations to the
Jews. Bishop admits that the food was inedible – ‘we always gave it to
the Jews because it stank so badly you just couldn’t drink it . . . [but]
they were really thankful’.15 The exchange, however, was not with-
out some risk. Doug Bond records that ‘if the SS spotted us offering
soup to the Jews then they would kick the bucket over and threaten
to shoot’.16 As POWs, the British soldiers were in receipt of Red Cross
parcels and were thus in a position to share other items with the Jews.
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In his affidavit, Leonard Dales recalled an occasion where ‘one of our
boys’ tossed a cigarette to a Jew ‘who was loading some pipes’. In the
‘scramble’ to retrieve this gift, he injured his leg. What would normally
have been a fully treatable cut became an instant death sentence. The
Jew turned to Dales and stated, ‘I guess this is the end. It means the gas
chamber for me.’17

To some extent, the POW camp may be regarded as something of a
mixed blessing for the British soldiers. In addition to occupying a posi-
tion of ‘relative privilege’ in the Nazi racial hierarchy, many of these men
also noticed material improvements in their conditions compared with
previous spells of imprisonment in Italian POW camps.18 In Italy, Red
Cross parcels were shared between two or three men; in E715 Auschwitz
there was a period when they would receive a single parcel each.19 Sim-
ilarly, when the POWs were moved closer to the IG Farben factory in
February 1944, they found showers, better toilet facilities and a repair
room for clothes and shoes. By contrast, POWs in one of the Italian
camps only had a bar over a trench to act as their improvised lava-
tory. However, the reality of being housed in such close proximity to
the Auschwitz crematoria negated most of these improvements. Brian
Bishop insists that ‘for the smell alone, I would have preferred to stay in
the Italian POW camps’.20

It is also important to note that not all of the British soldiers at
Auschwitz were classified as POWs; some were sentenced to live as con-
centration camp inmates themselves. Corporal Kenneth Lovell from the
Durham Light Infantry was one such example. Initially imprisoned in
Stalag 383 in Bavaria, he escaped only to be recaptured on 23 November
1944. He was then sent to Auschwitz, whereupon ‘my head was shorn
and I received a striped inmate suit with a black triangle and the letters
XKGF [former prisoner of war]. I was not considered a prisoner of war
anymore and was treated like any other concentration camp inmate.’21

Stripped of the protection afforded by POW status, Lovell spent the rest
of the war as a slave labourer.
Private Harry Ogden was also reclassified as a concentration camp pris-

oner and sent to Auschwitz. He endured various incidents of physical
and mental abuse. He was kicked and beaten during interrogation, sen-
tenced to 36 lashes and left in solitary confinement on a diet of bread
and water. He remained in Auschwitz until the end of the war.22 Ogden’s
case was later investigated by the United Nations War Crimes Unit, but
it appears there was little (if any) interest in his wartime plight back
in Britain. There remains a lack of specific data as to just how many
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more British men simply disappeared into the Nazi concentration camp
system.
The British soldiers who retained their POW status were also far

from immune from becoming the victims of war crimes. Brian Bishop
recounts how the IG Farben camp manager, Gerhard Ritter, would fire
his gun through the British huts to ensure prisoners were out of their
bunks, on parade and ready to go to work at the crack of dawn. On one
occasion, this performance resulted in one British man being injured
by a stray bullet as he lay on his bed.23 The POWs also held Ritter
responsible for one of the few British deaths at E715 Auschwitz. Corpo-
ral Reynolds had refused an order to climb ‘70 feet up girders in the deep
cold of the 1943 winter’, fearing he would freeze to the metal unless he
was supplied with appropriate protective clothing; Ritter executed him
on the spot.24 In a separate incident, another soldier, Private Campbell,
was stabbed for helping a Polish girl carry a pail of soup. In this case,
the man survived.25 White names the perpetrator as Benno F, a German
army sergeant, and states the same figure was responsible for the shoot-
ing of Reynolds.26 Other witnesses remember his full name as Benno
Franz and maintain Reynolds was killed by Ritter. Either way, some
of the British POWs plotted to avenge these incidents by luring both
men under a set of girders and dropping concrete slabs onto them.27

Although this particular plan was never put into effect, there were other,
more subtle, ways in which the British taunted their captors and tried
to introduce aspects of their own culture into the surroundings.
One example of this was Arthur Gifford-England’s garden. Unable

to work in the factory after an accident, Gifford-England approached
fellow POW Charlie Coward explaining that he wanted some plants.
In exchange for cigarettes, these were duly obtained from the nearby
town of Oświęcim and Gifford-England planted tomatoes and flowers
in an area roughly six feet by six feet. He saw this garden as a very
British act of defiance against the Nazis.28 Another clear respite from the
horrors surrounding the POWs was football. Sunday was their rest day
and the Britons divided themselves into four separate teams, the major-
ity of fixtures occurring in 1944 on a field outside E715’s perimeter and
a clear mile from the concentration camp. Local people and POWs alike
would watch these matches. Back within E715, the POWs would also
stage plays; surviving advertisements for two performances in December
1944 reveal productions of Sweeney Todd and Night at an Inn. It is unclear
why these particular plays were chosen by the men, particularly given
the macabre content of the former. White notes the introduction of a
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‘Shylock-type character’ in Night at an Inn and suggests this might be
seen as indicative of a ‘cultural anti-Semitism’ that had not been com-
pletely shaken by the scenes in Auschwitz. Whether or not this was the
case, it is clear that any latent prejudice that may have existed did not
impede efforts to try and help Jews.29

Football, gardens and plays offered a means of raising morale and alle-
viating stress among the POWs, as well as a form of protest against the
Nazis. The latter was demonstrated when the camp authorities sent a
censor to view one of the plays and ensure that the British were not mak-
ing derogatory remarks about Adolf Hitler. The cast had been banned
from singing God Save the King and so instead decided upon a rendition
of Land of Hope and Glory. Gifford-England recalls that the British delib-
erately sat two burly POWs either side of the censor. When they stood to
sing this replacement for the national anthem, they pushed themselves
against the Nazi, forcing him onto his feet as well.30

Defiance, though, did not stop at potentially upsetting a censor dur-
ing amateur dramatics. There are anecdotal stories that the British
POWs, having already protested that being forced to help the German
war effort was against the Geneva Convention, undertook various acts
of sabotage around the IG Farben factory. Gifford-England recounts how
the men swapped ‘destination’ signs on a number of wagons sited along
train sidings, believing this would result in paint being sent to the
Russian front instead of bullets.31 In a separate incident, Doug Bond
left the valves on the factory’s acetylene bottles open overnight so they
would be empty in the morning.32

Heroic untruths

Alongside the acts of petty vandalism, tales of dramatic heroism have
also emerged from post-war POW testimonies. These again add up to
a narrative of defiance and British courageousness and, as such, fit
into longstanding, popular images of Britain’s fight against Nazism.
At the same time, though, these episodes highlight important questions
over the reliability of memories and the purpose behind some of these
accounts.
Charlie Coward was the British POWs’ Red Cross trustee at E715

Auschwitz and acted as the liaison point between them and their cap-
tors. In his post-war affidavit, he described hearing the story of a Jewish
ship’s doctor from north east England who was sent to Auschwitz after
the Nazis discovered his religion.33 This doctor was able to get word of
his predicament to the British POWs and asked them to notify his family
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back in Sunderland. Coward then apparently decided to try and find this
doctor for himself, arranging with a guard to ‘swap clothing with one
of the inmates and to march into the camp with [them]’.34 He did not
succeed in his mission to find the Englishman, but he claimed he did
enter the concentration camp at Auschwitz, spent a single night there,
and ate potato soup with the other prisoners.
Coward’s account recalled vivid details of the conditions in the

camp. He explained how the SS counted them when they left IG Farben
and again when they entered the camp itself, and how, in an effort
to gain increased food rations, the living would ‘hold up the dead’
so the Nazis would include them in the head count.35 Coward also
described the layout of the huts with three tiers of bunk beds, each hav-
ing to ‘accommodate two or three inmates’. Tables were arranged in the
middle of the hut where prisoners would fight to get their portion of
soup. In the morning, they were woken by the Capos who would ‘kick
and beat’ people who had ‘not gotten up’; those ‘who could not get up
were just carted away’.36

As a result of this escapade, Coward was one of the few E715 POWs
to achieve post-war fame. He wrote a book outlining his experiences
and a related film, The Password Is Courage, was produced in 1962.
The same year also saw Coward being recognised on an episode of
the long-running BBC television programme, This Is Your Life. Ques-
tions, however, have been raised over the accuracy of Coward’s account.
Given the better treatment and Red Cross parcels afforded to the POWs,
some have wondered how a reasonably ‘healthy’ looking person could
be surrounded by ‘skeletal’ inmates and yet not be spotted by the SS.
As George Longdon wrote in his affidavit, ‘[Concentration camp pris-
oners] looked three parts dead. They were all skin and bones . . . their
thighs were as thin as my arms’.37 This physical contrast between the
POWs and the concentration camp inmates is underscored by a set of
images of the E715 prisoners, organised by Coward himself with a local
photographer. One of these clearly depicts Coward with the camp foot-
ball team, smiling and posing with his hands resting on the shoulders
of another member of the group. He certainly does not look thin or
gaunt, although it may have been possible for him to pass himself off as
a recent arrival at the camp. Another former POW, David Alexander, tes-
tified at Nuremberg that ‘for the most part the new ones looked pretty
much the same as we did, like normal, healthy human beings. After they
were there for a month or so, a great change . . .would take place.’38

Regardless of Coward’s physical appearance, though, there are
other lingering questions over his story. White asks the fundamental
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question: ‘why would anyone sneak into a Nazi concentration camp
when so much could go wrong, and especially when the price of discov-
ery would be so great?’39 Even Coward’s fellow POWs have voiced their
scepticism. Doug Bond insists,

[Coward] was the man in charge of the camp so he couldn’t afford to
gomissing could he?When we were on parade, he was always there as
he was in charge. He was always on parade when the German officer
came on parade so he could never afford to go missing really.40

Bishop, meanwhile, comments:

When I was in the camp, I heard that a Jew had replaced Charlie
Coward for a night and that he was staying in E715. I don’t know if
it was true. I used to talk to Charlie Coward all the time but he never
mentioned it.41

A remarkably similar tale of an E715 POW controversially claiming to
have exchanged places with a Jew is that of Denis Avey who published
his experiences in the 2011 work The Man Who Broke into Auschwitz.42

Like Coward, he noted how the ‘living were counted with the dead’ and
described how he ‘gagged on the foul air’ as he entered the huts in the
concentration camp.43 Avey claims that the man he exchanged places
with was then hidden from the Nazis in the POW huts and that only
two British men, Bill Hedges and Jimmy Fleet, were aware of the swap:

They told me I was an idiot but they went along with it. Bill’s bunk
was above mine in the back corner of the hut and he handled most
of the subterfuge. It was his job to secrete Hans away. To the rest, the
story was to be that I was ill and had taken to my bed.44

The Man Who Broke into Auschwitz has become an international bestseller
and Avey was also among the 27 recipients of the British Hero of the
Holocaust award issued in March 2010.45 However, there are inconsis-
tencies in Avey’s story. Guy Walters has been especially vocal in his
criticisms, highlighting, among other aspects, Avey’s claim that ‘he
made the swap in an attempt to make contact with an Australian POW
who claimed to have been incarcerated in Birkenau and forced to stoke
the crematoria’.46 The man in question was Donald Watts and his post-
war book, Stoker, has been widely dismissed as untrue. Walters thus
concludes that ‘given this, and the various conflicting versions of Avey’s
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supposed “swap”, it is almost impossible to take The Man who Broke into
Auschwitz at face value’.47 He adds, ‘the chance that two British POWs
[Coward and Avey] both independently thought up the life endangering
idea to swap places with an inmate of Auschwitz stretches credibility to
breaking point’.48

Former POW Brian Bishop also refutes Avey’s account. He stresses that
the huts at E715 Auschwitz consisted of a number of rooms with each
one containing around 20–25 men. He says the idea that an imposter

could simply take to a bed and that nobody would notice that he
was not the same man who they had been sharing a room with for
a number of months is quite simply not possible. How did he get to
the toilet for a start? Someone would surely have noticed a stranger
get out of a bunk and walk past them to the communal toilets.49

Why, though, might some of these former POWs feel compelled to ‘beef
up’ their stories in this manner? Arguably, it may simply have been a
means to gain some interest and kudos in a post-war society that cared
little for yet more war stories, or at least those lacking a sense of heroism.
Another notable example of the fragility of POW memories comes

with the depiction of the camp’s evacuation in 1945. It was clear by
the start of that year that the war was over. Following a night of sub-
stantial bombing by the Russians, the Nazis ordered the British soldiers
to walk back to Germany. It is at this point that the recent recollec-
tions of Bishop and Bond, who were on the same route together, start to
differ from the testimonies of some of their fellow former inmates. Nei-
ther of them can remember any type of brutality by the guards; Bond
recalls them as being ‘all old blokes who were in the First World War and
they didn’t want to march anyway’.50 Yet the post-war affidavits signed
by other former POWs cast a different light on the 520-mile trek from
Auschwitz to Landshut.
The journey lasted four months and there were a number of incidents

which were subsequently reported to the United Nations War Crimes
Commission. These included men being forced to stand in the freezing
cold so the Germans could eat a meal in a warm house, and being bil-
leted in a field from ‘seven o’clock in the morning till seven o’clock at
night . . . in intense cold without food’.51 Each episode caused immense
suffering to the POWs, with one document stating that there were more
than ‘100 cases of frostbite, many of them quite serious’.52 One POW,
Andrew Porteous, also recorded an occasion when a German guard lifted
‘the butt of his rifle . . . [to] strike two men on the back’. Porteous pushed
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the guard away whereupon the guard pointed the gun at him and fired.
Porteous threw himself to the ground to avoid the bullet.53

Despite these clear testimonies of abuse, both Bond and Bishop main-
tained that these incidents did not happen on their march to Germany.
It is uncertain if their memories have been blocked by the trauma of
what occurred – or if they have both forgotten what had happened over
the passage of time. It is also possible that in the chaos of war, they
somehow ended up in a separate group – away from these particular
members of E715 Auschwitz.

‘No one believed what we had seen’

The majority of men from E715 Auschwitz tried to create a normal life
for themselves upon their return to Britain in 1945, yet the memories
of what they had witnessed would haunt them for years to come. Many
would not – or could not – talk about their experiences in Auschwitz.
Like some of the Holocaust’s survivors, these men felt their tales would
simply be dismissed as untrue. Arthur Gifford-England states, ‘I didn’t
talk about it for a long time, no one believed what we had seen.’54

Likewise, Brian Bishop notes,

I didn’t even tell my wife. She knew I had been there but I never told
her the details of what happened at E715. After the war, people were
only interested in heroes. If you escaped from a prison camp then
you became a hero. If you didn’t escape then you became forgotten.
In Auschwitz, it was practically impossible to escape as every bush
had a soldier hiding behind it.55

Such reasoning may again help to account for Coward and Avey’s
attempts to enhance their wartime stories.
There are several reasons why post-war Britain may have ‘forgotten’

or ignored its troops who had been imprisoned in Auschwitz. Firstly,
it is worth noting that the camp’s liberation by Soviet troops may
have meant little to British audiences in January 1945, focused as they
were on their own, ongoing war effort. Furthermore, the men of E715
had already left Auschwitz by this point, forced onto their march to
Germany. They would not be found by American forces until April
and thus their connection to Auschwitz was not immediately apparent.
In addition, the birth pangs of the Cold War were starting, with Britain
and the United States becoming increasingly distrustful of the Soviet
Union. There were few, if any, Western reporters, photographers or film
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cameras embedded with the Soviet army and thus little opportunity for
full details of the liberation of Auschwitz to reach Western audiences.
The empty remnants of E715 would effectively disappear behind the
Iron Curtain.
Instead, it was the camps in the west of Europe, liberated by the

British and the Americans, that had the biggest impact and arguably
cemented the imagery of overcrowded, disease-ridden concentration
camps into the mindset of the British public. Tony Kushner and Joanne
Reilly have already demonstrated the apparent difference in the way
eastern and western camps were reported upon by the British media
with their analysis of Bergen-Belsen.56 Soon after the camp’s liberation,
by British forces, in April 1945, the Daily Mail produced a collection of
photographs, entitled ‘LEST WE FORGET’. Kushner and Reilly argue that

the particular role of the western camps was [not] understood at the
time. ‘LEST WE FORGET’ was actually unusual in mentioning, if only
in one sentence, Auschwitz . . . . although it was equally believed in
1945 that the western camps, without the apparatus of mass murder,
were by far the worst in the Nazi system.57

Kushner and Reilly also argue that Lest We Forget effectively dehuman-
ised people liberated from the camps:

Who were these victims? In LEST WE FORGET, as in so much else
of the instant atrocity material of 1945, they were simply identified
through the concentration camp in which they had been liberated –
there are no names, personal histories or anything else that would
undermine their use merely as illustrators of the true nature of
Nazism.58

The same might be said of the British POWs who had witnessed aspects
of the Holocaust. They rarely learnt the personal histories of the peo-
ple around them and, upon their return, some of them effectively
became the ‘British illustrators’ at Nuremberg, underlining the criminal
nature of National Socialism to the court. Even these testimonies did
not resonate far beyond the courtroom. In the aftermath of the lengthy
International Military Tribunal of 1945–6, subsequent war crimes tri-
als (and particularly those unrelated to the British zone of occupation)
struggled to gain significant media attention; the British press was dom-
inated by more immediate stories happening at home. The domestic
situation was chaotic: potatoes had just entered the ration list for the
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first time, meat rations were being decreased and the country was still
recovering from some of the most extreme weather it had seen for gen-
erations with a hard winter followed by widespread flooding in the
spring. The country’s monetary woes also continued; sterling convert-
ibility was suspended in August 1947 and the resulting economic chaos
saw Hugh Dalton resign as Chancellor of the Exchequer in November.
A trial happening hundreds of miles away in another country simply
did not register on the collective consciousness.
This combination of economic woes and social change, as well as

memories of a very different wartime experience back home, may also
account for returning POWs’ inability to speak out about their time in
Auschwitz. Those Britons who had stayed at home and survived the Blitz
appeared hardened by years of aerial bombardment, bad news, death
and a shortage of food together with a lack of other key supplies for
the home front. As Bertie Harwood, who arrived at Liverpool in 1945,
commented, ‘It was not the same England I had left in early 1940. There
was a tense, workmanlike atmosphere. Everyone was going about his or
her business with utterly weary faces but with grim purpose.’59 It could
be argued that the ‘Blitz spirit’ united the country to create a new,
tougher Britain. One woman who survived the air raids wrote, ‘each
one of us, no matter to what class of society we belonged, instinctively
rebelled against allowing Hitler – that silly little man with a toothbrush
moustache – to rule our lives. It was a feeling that united the nation as
never before or since.’60 To go through so much death and destruction
surely created a hardened attitude to life. Combine this ‘toughening up’
of attitudes and the notion that being a POWmeant that you had ‘been
captured by the enemy and so had brought shame on your country’,
then it is perhaps not surprising that so few people took any real notice
of these men upon their return.61

Consequently, the British POWs who had been imprisoned in Europe
received a muted response. Returning POWs from Japan had, legiti-
mately, secured the national interest as details of the horrific conditions
they had endured were revealed. In a superficial comparison, at least,
POWs from German camps appeared to have been treated with greater
respect and dignity; isolated cases of inhumane treatment against POWs
in German custody remained under-reported.
The apparent disinterest in the fate of the E715 POWs can be fur-

ther explained in terms of the rapid transition from war to peace.
It could be argued that after six years of fighting, the nation wanted to
quickly forget the suffering caused by conflict and focus on the future.
As the diplomat Sir Robert Bruce Lockhart observed, ‘Seventeen days
since VE Day, and never have I seen a nation change so quickly from a
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war mentality to a peace mentality.’ About the continuing conflict with
Japan, he added, ‘The war has disappeared from the news . . . sport and
election now fill the front pages.’62 The population’s war weariness is
further reflected by the lack of its celebratory mood in May 1945. Pho-
tographs showing massive celebrations in Piccadilly Circus have entered
the national consciousness as demonstrating a huge outpouring of joy
and relief at the end of the conflict – but the truth may have been rather
different. David Kynaston argues that the celebrations were actually
quite ‘low key’ and quotes Mass Observation reports which show that,
overall, ‘crowds were too few and too thin to inspire much feeling’.63

With such a lack of apparent interest in the country’s victory, perhaps
it is not surprising that few were prepared to ask about or listen to the
experiences of returning servicemen and POWs.
Perhaps the biggest cause for this perceived lack of interest would

be the huge list of new problems faced by the country. The cost of
war had been high and the country had ‘run up debts amounting to
£3,500 million, compared with less than £500 million back in 1939’.64

If British POWs who had been in German captivity had ever been part
of the immediate post-war headlines then the country’s new focus of
rebuilding, and sorting out its war debt, meant these men would quickly
become yesterday’s news. Austerity had become the day’s watchword.
Keynes had warned of a ‘financial Dunkirk’ in August 1945 and, by
October the same year, troops were being used to unload food during
dock strikes.65 Bread rationing began a year later in 1946. Britain may
have defeated Nazism, but it was at a huge cost, and Attlee’s new Labour
government had a very long ‘to do’ list. The experiences of British POWs
were simply not important in the consciousness of a nation which faced
such severe problems.
An example of the post-war mood can be gleaned from the reflec-

tions of former POW Jim Witte, who recounted his experience of a train
journey from London to Essex shortly after the war’s end:

It was all very unreal and I began to get the feeling of an anti-climax.
Although I had written home to say that I had arrived safely in
England, there was no one at the station to meet me. So much for the
‘hero’s return’, I thought. I found myself queuing for a bus amongst
a lot of women chattering about the availability of bananas.66

Sergeant W.P. Wood expressed similar sentiments:

I suppose the most common sensation of a returning prisoner was
one of anti-climax. It had been a long time in coming and the
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imagination had created a sort of mirage. Life in England fell far short
of this illusion of course.67

These men had been ‘regular’ POWs. For the men of E715 Auschwitz,
the situation was far worse. They had witnessed unimaginable horrors
yet no one understood what would today be described as post-traumatic
stress disorder. The emerging military threat posed by the Soviet Union,
together with the need to rebuild a shattered country and strengthen
a weakened economy, meant that the government lacked the money,
time and inclination to be able to treat veterans properly. When Bishop
arrived back to Britain in 1945, he found it ‘difficult’ to cope and
was soon discharged on medical grounds from the army. He was paid
an allowance on the condition of visiting a psychiatrist every Friday.
This gave him a financial incentive to visit the doctor but he gained
little from the treatment and felt the exercise was ‘fruitless’ as the
doctor seemed disinterested in what he had seen at Auschwitz. He
stopped the treatments after two years, although his nightmares con-
tinued and his mental health did not improve until the middle of
the 1950s.68

A rare case of a former E715 POW actually being invited to talk about
his experiences comes in the reminiscences of Arthur Dodd. He recalls
how, upon returning to this country, he was asked to speak alongside
a parachutist at the local cinema. The parachutist recounted to the
assembled crowd his own tales of daring adventures and afterwards was
swamped with admirers from the audience. Dodd, however, was left
alone and quietly left the stage. He would wait another five decades
before speaking out again, when his biography was published by Colin
Rushton in 1999.69 Brian Bishop also kept quiet:

You got fed up with people bragging about what they did in Army and
I didn’t really feel my experiences mattered that much. All we were
interested in was surviving. Everyone else wrote their stories about
what a smashing time they had. I didn’t.70

Such comments again help to explain the ‘silence’ surrounding the
POWs from E715 Auschwitz for most of the post-war era. If people
only wanted to hear from heroes, and not from the men who had
been captured, then the opportunities simply did not exist for these
individuals to have their accounts heard, let alone recorded for future
generations. As any desire to share their experiences diminished, so did
the opportunities for historians to record eyewitness testimonies.
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Of course, it was not just British POWs from Auschwitz who were
finding it hard to tell their stories to a world adjusting to images of
horrific suffering. Primo Levi’s account of his life as a Jewish man sent
to Auschwitz, If This Is a Man, has become required reading for those
studying the Holocaust, yet even this was initially rejected by publish-
ers in 1947. Levi explained that this lack of interest in his work was
because post-war Europe had been through ‘difficult times of mourning
and reconstruction and the public did not want to return in memory to
the painful years of the war that had just ended’.71 It is perhaps for this
reason that the book was not an immediate success. Levi found a new
publisher in 1958 and ‘from then on the interest of the public has never
flagged. In Italy, the book has sold more than 500,000 copies.’72

In the final analysis, the experience of POWs in Auschwitz was just
so different to the conditions that other British POWs had undergone
that, quite simply, no one could believe the horrors of what they had
witnessed. As one former E715 prisoner, Eric Doyle, wrote, ‘their [the
inmates] condition and treatment was so bad that it is impossible to
explain it to people in England’.73 Furthermore, it is clear that, while
the trauma of what they had witnessed would remain with them for the
rest of their lives, the men of E715 also wanted to try and forget the past
and have a fresh start. As White points out, ‘upon demobilization, the
British government implored veterans to get on with their lives and to
forget the past, something they took as an order’.74 Such an approach
meant these men never had a real opportunity to discuss what they had
witnessed. Because they did not discuss their experiences, the public
remained largely unaware that these men were ever at Auschwitz, which
in turn meant ‘no one believed that we were (there) and no one believed
what we had seen’.75 All of this makes a comment made by Doug Bond
in 2007 all the more poignant. While assisting in the research for my
book, Allies in Auschwitz, he said, ‘Would anyone have ever thought
about writing it as a story? I don’t suppose anyone gave it a second
thought.’

Notes

1. Annual visitor numbers are available on the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial
and Museum website: http://en.auschwitz.org/z/index.php?option=com_
content&task=view&id=56&Itemid=24.

2. Estimates as to the precise number of British soldiers who were imprisoned
at E715 Auschwitz vary from 900 to 1500 within different post-war accounts.

3. My conversations with Bond and Gifford-England happened predominately
during the course of 2008 when I was writing Allies in Auschwitz. Both men



28 ‘No One Believed What We Had Seen’

had spoken with former comrades about their experiences (but not with each
other) and their memories appeared, in the main, to be reliable as I cross-
referenced their recollections with the affidavits written shortly after the
war. My interviews with Bishop started in 2006. It was the first time he had
ever spoken about his time at E715 Auschwitz and his comments were again
cross-referenced with the other sources.

4. Robert Ferris, Testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hearings,
1947–1948, Imperial War Museum (IWM) Documents section. Item ref: NI
11693.

5. Frederick Davison, Testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hearings,
1947–1948 IWM Documents section. Item ref: NI 11694.

6. Duncan Little, Allies in Auschwitz (Forest Row, 2009), 28.
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid., 29.
9. Christian Schneider, Testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hear-

ings, 1947–1948. IWM Documents section. Item ref: NI 7604.
10. On the reluctance to note the particular suffering of the Jews, see: Tony

Kushner, The Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination: A Social and Cultural His-
tory (Oxford, 1994), 205–342; John P. Fox, ‘The Jewish Factor in British War
Crimes Policy in 1942’, The English Historical Review, 92 (362) (1977), 82–106;
Donald Bloxham, ‘The Missing Camps of Aktion Reinhard: The Judicial Dis-
placement of a Mass Murder’, in Peter Gray and Kendrick Oliver (eds), The
Memory of Catastrophe (Manchester, 2004), 118–131.

11. Joseph Robert White, ‘ “Even in Auschwitz . . .Humanity Could Prevail”:
British POWs and Jewish Concentration-Camp Inmates at IG Auschwitz,
1943–1945’, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, 15 (2) (2001), 284.

12. Leonard Dales, Testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hearings,
1947–1948. IWM Documents section. Item ref: NI 11695.

13. White, ‘ “Even in Auschwitz . . .Humanity Could Prevail” ’, 279.
14. Ibid., passim.
15. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 38–39.
16. Ibid.
17. Leonard Dales, Testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hearings,

IWM Documents NI 11695.
18. On the POWs and the racial hierarchy, see White, ‘ “Even in Ausch-

witz . . .Humanity Could Prevail” ’, 267.
19. For further details on the conditions in the Italian camps, see Ibid., 270.
20. Author’s notes, interview with Brian Bishop, 2008.
21. Kenneth Lovell, Testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hearings,

1947–1948. IWM Documents section. Item ref: 11702.
22. Harry Ogden, Report to United Nations War Crimes Investigation Unit,

National Archives, WO 311/149.
23. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 34.
24. War Crimes Investigation Report, National Archives, WO 309/1063.
25. Ibid.
26. White, ‘ “Even in Auschwitz . . .Humanity Could Prevail” ’, 266.
27. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 34–35.
28. Author’s notes, interview with Arthur Gifford-England, 2008.
29. White, ‘ “Even in Auschwitz . . .Humanity Could Prevail” ’, 282–283.



Duncan Little 29

30. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 42.
31. Ibid., 32.
32. Ibid.
33. Ibid., 77.
34. Charles Coward, testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hearings,

1947–1948. IWM Documents section. Item ref: NI 11695.
35. Ibid.
36. Ibid.
37. George Longdon, Testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hearings,

1947–1948. Source: IWM Documents section. Item ref: NI 11703.
38. David Alexander, Testimonial statement for Nuremberg IG Farben hearings,

1947–1948. IWM Documents section. Item ref: NI 11698.
39. White, ‘ “Even in Auschwitz . . .Humanity Could Prevail” ’, 279.
40. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 78.
41. Ibid.
42. Denis Avey with Rob Broomby, The Man Who Broke into Auschwitz (London,

2011).
43. Ibid., 137.
44. Ibid., 132.
45. This award, issued on 9 March 2010, recognised those who had helped save

lives during the Holocaust. Of the 27 recipients, only two were still alive at
the time of issue: one was Denis Avey, the other was Sir Nicholas Winton,
who orchestrated the Czech Kindertransport.

46. Guy Walters, ‘The Curious Case of the “Break into Auschwitz” ’, New
Statesman, 17 November 2011.

47. Ibid.
48. Guy Walters, ‘Did This British PoW Really Smuggle Himself into Auschwitz

to Expose the Holocaust . . .or Is His Account Pure Fantasy and an Insult to
Millions Who Died There?’, Daily Mail, 8 April 2011.

49. Author’s notes, interview with Brian Bishop, 2008.
50. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 61.
51. Statements provided by E715 POWs as part of post-war investigation by

United Nations War Crimes Unit. National Archives, item ref: WO 311/112.
52. Ibid.
53. Ibid.
54. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 67.
55. Ibid., 66.
56. See, for example: Jo Reilly, David Cesarani, Tony Kushner and Colin

Richmond (eds), Belsen in History and Memory (Oxford, 1997); Joanne Reilly,
Belsen: The Liberation of a Concentration Camp (London, 1998).

57. Reilly et al., Belsen in History and Memory, 6.
58. Ibid., 5.
59. Cited in Adrian Gilbert, POW: Allied Prisoners in Europe, 1939–1945 (London,

2006), 316.
60. Juliet Gardiner, The Blitz: The British under Attack (London, 2010), 371.
61. Author’s notes, interview with Brian Bishop, 2008.
62. David Kynaston, Austerity Britain 1945–48: A World to Build (London,

2007), 60.
63. Ibid., 13.



30 ‘No One Believed What We Had Seen’

64. Robert Pearce, Attlee’s Labour Governments 1945–1951 (London, 1994), 33.
65. Ibid., x.
66. Gilbert, POW: Allied Prisoners in Europe, 317.
67. Ibid.
68. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 64–65.
69. Colin Rushton, Spectator in Hell (Chichester, 1999). This book told of Dodd’s

abuse by SS guards and the hard labour he was forced to undergo. It also
highlighted Dodd’s apparent role in plans to aid Jewish prisoners to escape
from Auschwitz. As with the Coward and Avey examples, then, there
remained some emphasis on British bravery and acts of resistance.

70. Ibid., 66.
71. Primo Levi, If This Is a Man (London, 1979), 381. The first publication run

was limited to 2,500 copies.
72. Ibid.
73. White, ‘ “Even in Auschwitz . . .Humanity Could Prevail” ’, 285.
74. Ibid.
75. Little, Allies in Auschwitz, 67.



2
Holocaust on Trial: Mass
Observation and British Media
Responses to the Nuremberg
Tribunal, 1945–1946
Caroline Sharples

On 21 November 1945, six months after the end of the Second World
War, 21 former high-ranking members of the Nazi state entered Court-
room 600 in the Nuremberg Palace of Justice to face charges of con-
spiracy, crimes against peace, war crimes and crimes against humanity.1

The subsequent proceedings before the four Allied powers lasted for
almost a year, fill over 20 volumes and have become known as one
of the most famous courtroom dramas in history. The legacy of the
International Military Tribunal (IMT) is multifaceted; aside from its sig-
nificance in terms of the development of international criminal law and,
in particular, the concept of ‘crimes against humanity’, the trial was also
responsible for the preservation and translation of a wealth of primary
source material from the Third Reich which remains an important tool
for historical research. In popular culture too, the IMT – and the sub-
sequent Nuremberg proceedings – has left its mark, including the 1961
film Judgment at Nuremberg and the 2000 production Nuremberg. Further-
more, the courtroom itself has become something of a tourist attraction,
receiving 13,138 visitors in 2005 alone. It now houses a permanent
exhibition on the tribunal.2

Given the immense scale of the proceedings, it is not surprising that
the IMT has also long proved a source of intense scholarly interest. Much
of this existing secondary literature focuses on procedural issues and
points of law.3 Other works concentrate on the psychology of the defen-
dants, or particular moments within the trial, such as the screening of
footage from the liberated concentration camps, or the holding up of
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the notorious ‘Shrunken Head of Buchenwald’.4 Whatever the primary
area of enquiry, though, significant claims have been advanced for the
impact of the IMT. Michael Marrus, for example, emphasises its histori-
cal importance in comprehensively documenting the Holocaust for the
first time for a non-Jewish audience.5

More recently, though, a number of more critical studies have been
produced which challenge the ability of the IMT and, indeed, war
crimes trials in general to effect popular understandings of the past.
A growing canon of literature is developing on the relationship between
judicial processes, history and memory.6 Again, questions of legal and
moral legitimacy tend to come to the fore, but the IMT’s representa-
tion of the Nazi genocide has also been subjected to particular scrutiny.
In the aftermath of the Second World War, much of the focus within
Britain and the United States, for example, rested firmly on the con-
centration camps in Western Europe, places such as Bergen-Belsen and
Dachau that Western forces had liberated. These sites were held up
as constituting the very worst of Nazism – a theme that was contin-
ued throughout the Nuremberg proceedings, with little attention being
afforded to the Operation Reinhard camps in Poland. A blurring of the
camp system, coupled with a refusal to particularise the fate of any one
victim group, thus precluded an accurate understanding of the enormity
of the ‘Final Solution’. Erich Haberer sums up many of the criticisms
that have subsequently been levelled at the trial, arguing, ‘it minimised
the Holocaust, marginalised the victims and misrepresented the com-
plexity of the continent-wide implementation of the Nazi genocidal
policies’.7

Even if, as Tony Kushner suggests, the IMT did prompt the figure of
six million murdered Jews to gain currency, its ability to sustain public
interest was limited. ‘In Britain and the United States’, Kushner argues,
‘the public soon tired of the meticulous attention to detail in the tri-
als and there was relief when they finally finished nearly a year later’.8

Donald Bloxham similarly cites the lack of public support for war crimes
trials as a key factor in Britain’s reluctance, in the wake of the IMT, to
launch further prosecutions within its own occupation zone of the now
divided Germany.9

It seems, therefore, that despite the lofty educational ideals bound up
in the Nuremberg proceedings, there remained significant omissions or
distortions, and the trial did not necessarily have the desired impact
on the ‘ordinary’ people at the grass roots of post-war European society.
Despite the enormous volume of literature on the IMT, though, little has
been done to explore these responses in any depth. Such investigations



Caroline Sharples 33

as there are focus mainly on popular notions of victors’ justice and
German victimhood which help characterise the immediate post-war
period as one of widespread (West) German silence, reticence or even
‘collective amnesia’ about the recent past. As a result, German responses
to the IMT are also frequently dismissed as one of general disinterest.10

The question remains, though, how far we can reasonably expect the
people of a defeated, devastated nation to follow such a lengthy court
case. Before condemning the delay in Germans’ ‘coming to terms with
the past’, it is, perhaps, worth considering just how much attention
was being paid to the IMT by people in other countries. The British
population, for example, was unencumbered by any issues of guilt or
responsibility, and facing less urgent problems in terms of day-to-day
survival in the immediate months after the war’s end. To what extent
did they engage with the events in Nuremberg? Is it simply a case of
growing boredom with the protracted nature of the legal proceedings,
as Kushner suggests, or can we identify any further modes of response
to the trial? To try and answer some of these questions, this chapter
explores the ways in which the tribunal was relayed to a wider audience
through the press and analyses responses to a series of Mass Observation
(MO) surveys and directives.

Nuremberg and the British press

In 1942, the Allies announced their intention to punish Nazi war crim-
inals amid growing reports of systematic violence and mass murder
taking place in occupied Europe. Just what form this ‘retribution’ would
take, however, remained unclear and it was not until the summer of
1945, with the war in Europe officially concluded, that agreement was
reached regarding the creation of a four-power international tribunal
to prosecute the leading, surviving members of the Nazi hierarchy.11

Some figures within the British government, including Churchill, had
expressed some scepticism over these plans, and even initially echoed
Stalin’s call for the summary execution of major Nazi figures. The
prospect of a trial, as favoured by the United States Secretary of War,
Henry Stimson, was viewed with some unease. Aside from the fact there
was no legal precedent for the type of trial envisioned, there was also a
very real sense that the guilt of those concerned was simply too obvi-
ous to warrant a trial, together with fears that any courtroom setting
could very quickly become a platform for the dissemination of National
Socialist ideology. Many were also wary of repeating the mistakes that
had occurred at the end of the First World War.12
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Responses generated by both the 1942 Declaration and the 1945
London Charter revealed that the wider British public was also unsure
about the best way to deal with Nazi war criminals. Initially, many
appeared to favour the idea of making those responsible for atrocities
answer before a court of law; a reader of the Manchester Guardian urged
the Allied governments to temper their indignation in the face of the
reports emerging from war-torn Europe and exercise a degree of cau-
tion, begging ‘let us not also have the blood of the innocent on our
hands’.13 The rule of law, it was felt, must be upheld. A reader of the
Daily Telegraph, fearing that the victims of Nazism might take matters
into their own hands, similarly declared that ‘retribution [should] be
arrayed under legal process so that true justice shall be done and the
truly guilty discovered and an impressive demonstration of the law be
made to the world’.14 Others, though, proved more sceptical, with one
reader arguing:

What further records or siftings of evidence against the Axis criminals
are required? The whole of butchered Europe now lies agonised in
terrible testimony. What judicial processes or judges and juries will
be necessary?15

Similar sentiments would be expressed repeatedly during the IMT itself.
The British newspapers themselves, meanwhile, seized upon the Allied

Declaration and called for ‘spectacular’ punitive measures to be imple-
mented against the Nazis. Under the headline ‘They Must Not Escape’,
the Sunday Express sensationally denounced Hitler, Göring, Himmler
and Hess as ‘the greatest murder gang ever known in history’.16 A more
measured tone was adopted by the London publication News Chroni-
cle, which also proved notable for drawing its readers’ attention to one
particular group of victims, stating:

They should, for example, include some special reparation for the
crimes committed against the Jews. Cold-blooded massacres of Jews
is Germany’s greatest act of barbarism. War on civilian populations
and shooting of hostages as reprisals . . . can be defended as Acts of
War which may weaken the enemy’s will to go on fighting. For the
Jewish massacre there is no such defence. They, like the murder of
prisoners of war are an affront to the humane impulses which are at
the basis of civilisation.17
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This recognition of the specific persecution of the Jews was unusual
both during and immediately after the Second World War. Kushner
has already examined Western tendencies to depict the Holocaust in
‘universal’ terms after liberation, and it is also important to note the
infrequency with which the word ‘Jew’ appeared in the liberation news-
reels footage, IMT indictment or the subsequent trial transcripts. While
this clearly hindered the development of a Holocaust ‘consciousness’
in post-war Britain, the example of News Chronicle suggests there were
pockets of knowledge and understanding among the population and
better-informed journalists.
As the final arrangements for the Nuremberg Tribunal were being put

into place in the autumn of 1945, the British press were already dis-
playing signs of great interest in the forthcoming case, with a series of
reports anticipating just who would be standing trial and setting out in
minute detail the conditions that the former Nazis were now facing in
custody. When the indictment was finally made public on 20 October
1945, it was reproduced in all the leading newspapers.18 By the time
the trial began a month later, the media could hardly contain its excite-
ment, with The Times proclaiming it ‘the greatest trial in history, an
international precedent to which the eyes of the world are turned’.19

The Daily Telegraph engaged in similar high-flown rhetoric, announc-
ing the IMT’s opening as ‘Humanity’s Day of Wrath when upon a score
of evil men shall be done the justice for which the blood and tears of
tortured millions cry out from beyond the grave’.20

There was, however, a clear expectation that the proceedings would
be short-lived affairs. The Daily Telegraph’s special correspondent, Ossian
Goulding, for example, insisted that it would last ‘an absolute minimum
of three months’.21 Even as the trial dragged over into the New Year,
the initial wave of journalistic interest began to wane, and the num-
ber of column inches dedicated to the tribunal began to dwindle from
half page spreads at the start of the case to instances of just a few sim-
ple paragraphs. A reader’s letter to the Jewish Chronicle underlined the
inconsistency in the coverage afforded to the trial by different elements
of the British press:

Last week I read the magnificently written column in The Times
on the revelations at the Nuremberg trials of the Nazi use of anti-
Semitism as a political weapon and the Nazis’ deliberate murder
policy which culminated in the epic stand of the Warsaw Ghetto.
But to my astonishment, there was not one single word of the trials
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in the Daily Sketch, nor does there appear to have been since. Pre-
sumably so important a proceeding historically as the arraignment
of the arch-villains of Nazism and Fascism who plunged the whole
world into the most terrible war in human record is no longer ‘news’
to a ‘national’ newspaper, nor is enlightenment on the most potent
weapon they ever used – anti-Semitism.22

While the attention of the British tabloids may have wavered over the
course of the trial, they were certainly not alone; the Jewish Chronicle
itself failed to give the IMT detailed, regular exposure. Having greeted
the opening of the trial with great acclaim at the end of November 1945,
praising the fact that ‘the picture of the Nazi conspiracy and of the mis-
deeds of the Hitler regime already far exceeds in clarity of description
and analysis anything hitherto spoken or written in any language or
in any place’, the newspaper quickly grew restless with the slow pace
of the proceedings.23 A week later, it was noted how the presentation
of the British case had managed to speed things up: ‘it is hoped that
the increased tempo of the trial, which has departed from the some-
what documentary character it assumed in the initial stages, will now
be maintained’.24 A fortnight on, the Jewish Chronicle devoted two pages
to the American prosecution case for the persecution of the Jews.25 How-
ever, it is the accompanying editorial which proves notable here. Having
cited excerpts from Hans Frank’s 1941 diary, submitted as evidence for
the prosecution, the Chronicle declared:

When, round about this time, this paper ventured to assert that as
many as two million Jews might by then have perished, it was met
with humming and hawing and in one case by the pitiful reservation
that in our intense anxiety we were probably putting out an exagger-
ation which was condescendingly described as ‘understandable’. The
Nuremberg court has now been told by responsible counsel that the
actual balance sheet of the massacre was ‘on a conservative estimate’
not two million, but 5,700,000. Do not the circumstances demand
that those papers and publicists who sought to belittle the magnitude
of the Nazis’ crime during the war should offer a manly retraction
and an admission that the Nazi ‘monster’ was much blacker than it
was painted? . . . . In any case, we hope those who are so prone to ease
their conscience and favour their own convenience by denouncing
as ‘Jewish exaggeration’ every new report we carry of ill-treatment of
Jews will feel the sting of the Nuremberg revelations – even through
the pachydermatous envelope of what remains of their conscience.26
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This opportunity to respond to wartime critics marked the high point of
the Jewish Chronicle’s interest in the trial. Thereafter, little else was pub-
lished on the IMT until the proceedings neared their end in autumn
1946. The intervening months witnessed a debate over the transla-
tion of Jewish texts, following on from Julius Streicher’s defence claim
that his actions were based upon a mistranslation of the Talmud,
and a note from Peter Calvocoressi that Nuremberg was notable for
marking the end of the ‘Big Power’ coalition between the Allies.27

Rather than following the IMT avidly, the Jewish Chronicle placed an
overwhelming – and understandable – emphasis on the need to look
towards the future, rather than dwelling on the recent, traumatic past.
An article in August 1946, for example, took pleasure in highlighting
how a group of young Jews had formed a collective farm on Streicher’s
old estate in Nuremberg, thus offering a symbolic act of defiance against
the defeated regime and enabling a more positive identification to be
made with a city so closely associated with National Socialism. For
the most part, though, foreign news was dominated by the Palestine
question; events in Germany received relatively little attention. Such
discussion as there was of the past surrounded the issue of restitution
and fears of any fascist or anti-Semitic revival.28 Nor was the Jewish
Chronicle alone in this approach; the Association of Jewish Refugees
(AJR) also largely ignored the proceedings. Following a front page report
in January 1946 that rendered explicit the link between the trial’s loca-
tion, the 1935 Nuremberg Laws and the setting for the former Nazi
Party rallies, the case received no further mention until September,
when the AJR began to anticipate the verdict.29 Instead, the emphasis
was on the more pressing needs of helping Jewish refugees and tracing
the missing.
Rationing, of course, was still very much in effect in Britain and

thus affected the availability of newsprint during this period and, by
extension, just how much could actually be said about the events in
Nuremberg by any publication. In February 1946, as the IMT was still
underway in Nuremberg, Stafford Cripps ruled out easing restrictions on
newsprint, despite pressure to alleviate growing unemployment within
the newspaper industry. Food supplies, he argued, had to take prior-
ity. In the end, newsprint rations would not be lifted until March
1956.30 Given these constraints, newspaper editors obviously had to
make careful choices as to the best use of these precious resources.
More often than not, the IMT was vying for attention alongside more
immediate stories ‘back home’. In February 1946, for example, The
Times relegated the Soviet presentation of the case for crimes against
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humanity to a small, seven-paragraph article on the edge of page four;
the biggest story on this page (some 26 paragraphs) focused on British
food shortages.31

Each day of the IMT proceedings did, however, continue to receive
some note (although never front page headlines) in the leading British
broadsheets, and there remained key moments in the case which man-
aged to pique interest and generate a little more coverage, most notably
the testimony of Hermann Göring in March.32 Indeed, Göring proved a
particular subject of fascination throughout the IMT. Some of this inter-
est may be accounted for in terms of his responsibility, as Head of the
Luftwaffe, for the air raids on Britain, as well as his general high pro-
file within the Third Reich. This was a name that arguably had greater
currency for British audiences than figures like Ernst Kaltenbrunner or
Arthur Seyss-Inquart. Göring’s loss of weight while in Allied custody also
generated numerous press reports.33

In fact, much of the press attention at the start of the IMT proceed-
ings focused on the physical appearance and demeanour of the accused,
especially since, after all the media build-up, the eventual sight of the
defendants in the dock proved somewhat disappointing or disconcert-
ing for observers. The Daily Telegraph struggled to link the image of
‘these little men’ to the ‘bombastic figures’ of the Nazi state, and had
to content itself with references to Hans Frank’s ‘thin sneering mouth
and cold eyes’.34 Similarly, The Times, having described the behaviour
of Göring, Hess and Frank during the reading of the indictment, com-
mented, ‘as for the others, they might almost have been attending some
business convention. Dr Schacht has never looked more benign, or the
chiefs of the German army and navy more Prussian and stolid’.35 The
London Evening Standard also fixated on the ‘dark, sinister-looking’ Hans
Frank, referring to him as a ‘butcher’ and concluding ‘he is the only one
who really seems untamed’.36 In an effort to fill in some of the psycho-
logical gaps, several newspapers had, by the end of the trial, resorted to
printing pictures of the defendants in uniform during their ‘glory days’
in the Third Reich.37 Similar inabilities to reconcile the sight of ageing,
‘ordinary-looking’ defendants with the crimes under discussion would
be increasingly evident in later war crimes proceedings, while efforts
to demonise the accused or draw out peculiar physical traits would
also quickly become a trope of media reporting on war crimes trials.38

Both facets of trial coverage indicate a general bewilderment regarding
the perpetrators’ motivation, as well as a desire to impose a reassuring
sense of distance between these ‘monsters’ and the rest of the human
population.
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Throughout the IMT, press reports remained very much oriented
towards the perpetrators of Nazi crimes, rather than their victims.
Even the screening of the documentary film Nazi Concentration Camps
received little attention at the time; the Daily Telegraph, for example,
devoted just two short paragraphs to this event before spending the rest
of the article discussing Göring’s wartime activities.39 This, however, was
in keeping with the nature of the proceedings themselves; these relied
heavily on a documentary approach, utilising Nazi sources to make their
case rather than survivor testimony, which was regarded as less reli-
able. Not only did this deny a voice to those who had suffered under
the regime, but the endless submission of affidavits and official docu-
ments could be seen as imbuing the proceedings with a rather sterile
air, prompting many people to lose interest in them. That patience with
the IMT was declining by the spring of 1946 was evidenced in a piece
penned for the Daily Telegraph by the Earl of Birkenhead. Noting that
the trial ‘can hardly be finished by June, and will probably take longer’,
the author took issue with those elements of the population who either
did not want a trial in the first place, or were feeling increasingly frus-
trated at its dragging on for so long, stressing that ‘ordered systems of
justice are essential to freedom, happiness and comfort’ and that adopt-
ing the alternative suggestion of summary execution would have ‘placed
ourselves in a hopeless moral position and on the same judicial level
as the men we are trying, to the joy of future generations of German
propagandists’.40

At the same time, it is clear from readers’ letters to the newspapers that
it was not just the sheer length of the trial that was proving a cause for
concern among sections of the British population. A series of letters in
The Times throughout April and May 1946 discussed the extent to which
the defendants were receiving a fair trial, and whether media report-
ing on the proceedings was prejudicing the case against them.41 While
these epistles centred predominantly on points of procedure, there were
correspondents in both The Times and the Manchester Guardian who
revealed a closer reflection on the crimes themselves. One letter-writer
bemoaned the silence and ‘apparent indifferen[ce]’ of his fellow read-
ers to ‘the peculiar horrors of Buchenwald and the unparalleled crime
of genocide – the deliberately attempted and nearly successful annihila-
tion of an entire race’, suggesting that many people still believed it was
‘all “just propaganda” ’.42 Another correspondent, meanwhile, revealed
a sense of unease over the whole war crimes issue, arguing, ‘surely we
who agreed to the dropping of these atomic bombs should be the last
to condemn brutality and inhumanity in others, or speak of stains on
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a nation’s shame?’43 Similar arguments, of course, would be frequently
advanced by elements of the German population angry at what they
saw as ‘victors’ justice’ after 1945.
At the end of the trial in October 1946, two London newspapers took

it upon themselves to ask local passers-by for their thoughts on the pro-
ceedings. The majority of contributors quickly affirmed their approval
of the sentencing, although again there appeared to be a common ‘won-
dering regret that so much time should have been spent on the trial of
obviously guilty men’.44 Claims that the accused should have been exe-
cuted straightaway were also accompanied by a clear sense of British
victimhood. Conjuring up memories of the Blitz, a photographer from
Harrow Road declared, ‘I am delighted, especially in the case of Göring.
His sentence is fair retribution for what he and his Luftwaffe did to
London.’45 Similarly, a 47-year-old kitchen porter insisted: ‘I’d hang the
lot of them, and it wouldn’t have taken me ten months to decide on
that. We in England knew they were guilty six years ago’ – a dating that
coincides with the Battle of Britain.46 The London Evening News also con-
veyed notions of the suffering experienced on the British Home Front
during the war, noting how a tobacconist from Camberwell Green, who
regretted the fact the accused had not been ‘hanged right away’, had
lost her husband in a 1940 air raid.47

The brief surveys conducted by the local press offer some insights
into public attitudes towards the Nuremberg defendants, yet it remains
unclear how far these people were simply adopting the quick and easy
course of agreeing with the death sentences handed down by the court,
and how far their comments were the result of careful engagement with
the details of the IMT. Two people questioned were able to elaborate
a little further on the trial; one was a businessman from Harrow who
commented that the acquittal of three defendants was illustrative of a
‘a genuine desire to mete out simple justice’48; the other was a Polish
warrant officer who had experienced Nazi persecution first-hand before
escaping to Britain and serving with the RAF. The latter argued there was
a distinction to be made between ‘Göring and the rest [who] were just
doing their duty’ and figures like Josef Kramer who ran Belsen. It can
obviously be argued that this man’s personal experience of the Third
Reich made him far more inclined to follow the details of the trial.49

It is also questionable, of course, how far the small number of partici-
pants in these surveys, and those who had felt compelled to write letters
to the press, were representative of wider public opinion at this time.
Similarly, the comments reproduced in the press were subject to edit-
ing, and may have been governed by the phrasing of questions posed
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by roving reporters. The question thus remains: what can we determine
about popular British responses to Nuremberg war crimes proceedings?

Nuremberg and Mass Observation

In 1937, a social research institution was founded with the aim of uncov-
ering everyday experiences in Britain. Known as Mass Observation, this
institution invited non-professional writers to participate in a series of
open-ended questionnaires, or directives on a wide variety of issues
ranging from topical news stories to leisure activities and dietary habits.
Information was also gleaned through opinion surveys and observations
of people’s conversations and behaviour within various public arenas.
In the autumn of 1946, as the IMT was nearing its end, MO began
to turn its attention to investigating just what the ‘ordinary Briton’
was thinking about these proceedings, canvassing around 150 individ-
uals on the streets of London, either as part of a direct interview or
throughmore discreet, indirect conversations in shops or people’s places
of work.50

The results of this survey are summarised in the chart below
Figure 2.1. It is clear that the vast majority of those questioned felt that
the whole trial had been rather futile. The reasoning behind this ranged
from the idea that it was a ‘waste of money’ to the ‘fact’ that the defen-
dants had clearly been guilty from the very start – both themes echoing
the sentiments expressed within the press. The protracted nature of the
IMT was also routinely seized upon. One man summed up the whole
proceedings succinctly with the simple comment, ‘it’s been going on so
long you get tired of it. They should be shot.’51

However, despite the large proportion of people claiming to have lost
interest in the case, it is notable that a significant number still remained
sufficiently informed about the proceedings to hazard a guess as to when
the verdict would be delivered. MO staff themselves underscored this
fact, remarking,

In March this year, two out of every five people asked said that they
were taking no further interest in the trials at all, yet in September,
three out of five gave a guess as to the exact day of the announcement
of the verdict, and all but two per cent of these were within a week
of the right date.52

Indeed, 17 people questioned advanced an exact date for the trial’s con-
clusion, the majority of whom opted for 23 September 1946. At least
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two people, though, went further, acknowledging that while this had
been the original date set for the verdict, it had now been postponed for
another week.53

Once the verdict of the IMT was finally announced on 2 October 1946,
MO conducted another survey on the streets of London, and again,
some of the replies revealed that a certain amount of knowledge about
the trial had been acquired among the British population. That three of
the accused were acquitted became a particular topic for conversation,
with most able to name Schacht and von Papen in the process (Fritzsche,
on the other hand, was usually referred to simply as ‘the other one’).
A 25-year-old man stated:

I cannot think why they don’t hang them all – they’re far worse
than ordinary murderers . . .They were all involved in the bestiality
and cruelty – some more than others – but by the enormity of their
crimes, all deserve to die. Von Papen who looks like a wily old fox
was intriguing in all the capitals of Europe. There is just a shadow of
doubt in Schacht’s case – his interests were entirely financial.54

The overwhelming consensus among Londoners was that all of the
defendants should have been punished, a result which is perhaps
unsurprising, given the earlier, popular insistence that the men in the
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Nuremberg dock had ‘always’ been guilty. Most favoured the use of the
death penalty, although a few felt more ingenious or symbolic methods
of making them suffer were required.
Throughout these surveys, the cost of the trial was repeatedly empha-

sised by the people of London, and is perhaps understandable not only
given the public’s perennial interest in how their taxes are being spent,
but also in terms of the need for domestic reconstruction, a factor that
would have been particularly apparent within the bomb-damaged capi-
tal. In part, these responses may have been rendered more apparent by
the very structure of the MO survey. The IMT was not the only area of
interest in September 1946, and the initial questions that were put to
participants actually concerned the current problem of squatting across
the city – a clear reminder of the war’s legacy which, when juxtaposed
with subsequent questions on the IMT, may have encouraged people
to question the government’s sense of priorities. A 35-year-old builder,
for instance, denounced the trial as ‘a waste of public money and good
men’s time’.55 Similarly, it was hoped that the end of the IMT would,
in turn, bring to an end the whole issue of the Nazi past and enable
people to move on with their lives. A 40-year-old man commented,
‘I think the sooner they’re hanged the better so we can concentrate
on the job of reconstruction and world peace. Trials of this sort only
sidetrack the issue.’56

The sense of hardship, deprivation and loss experienced by the British
during the SecondWorldWar also continued to hold sway. During a sub-
sequent survey at the start of October 1946, when the results of the IMT
had finally been made known, a 60-year-old ticket collector, for exam-
ple, noted, ‘I think how we all suffered during the war: you couldn’t go
home and get a decent night’s sleep and always in fear, weren’t you?’57

Those who did support the need for a war crimes trial tended to frame
their response in terms of the importance that it afforded the reputa-
tion of British justice abroad, and saw it as in keeping with the British
humanitarian tradition, with one participant commenting, ‘the English
people always stick up for the rights of a people’.58 It is, however, unclear
just who is being included under this umbrella term ‘people’; whether
this is indicative of the government’s representation of universal suf-
fering under Nazism or whether there is, actually, an awareness of the
particular fate of the Jews under the Third Reich. The blurring of vic-
tim groups was, however, apparent in the comments of a 40-year-old
woman: ‘I’d say every one of those men on trial have been responsible
for the deaths not only of soldiers, sailors and airmen, but thousands of
innocent civilians.’59
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Others stressed the educational value that the trial posed for future
generations – and future warmongers. A 31-year-old man noted, ‘the
purpose of them surely is to set an example to the German people so
that they realise what has been going on all the time’.60 A 40-year-old
man stated:

It’ll tend to make irresponsible gangsters think hard before plung-
ing the world into war. I think this trial will set a precedent because
they know they won’t be allowed to go unscathed if they do lose the
war – it’ll serve as a lesson for all.61

At the same time, though, there were those who raised concerns as to
just where all this might lead in the future:

They’ve created a precedent by hanging these war leaders – they’ve
never done it before. Men like Keitel are soldiers first, they just obey
orders . . . It’ll lead to the winning country in future wars not just
shooting leaders, but shooting the armies as well.62

The idea that figures like Keitel were simply following orders was shared
by other observers among the British population, with several individ-
uals taking pains to distinguish between ‘Jew baiters’ and ‘war leaders’.
While anticipating the verdict in September 1946, for example, one man
remarked, ‘in my opinion, one can surely only allow the three Service
Chiefs to be acquitted’.63 Once again, this is a sentiment that was in
keeping with responses being generated among the West German pop-
ulation, many of whom appeared very reluctant to countenance the
involvement of the Armed Forces in the perpetration of Nazi atrocities
and clung instead to longstanding rhetoric of the ‘honourable soldier’.64

In addition to stopping people in the streets or engaging them in
casual conversation, MO staff also introduced the IMT into one of their
regular directives, asking people to record their thoughts and feelings on
the trial for themselves. This, though, came at the end of the hearings
in September 1946 and was tacked onto a series of questions relating to
spiritualism and newspaper reading habits. Over 200 people responded
to this request although even the most cursory glance at the results
reveals that it was the former issue, on themes such as fortune telling,
telepathy and astrology, which generated the greater interest among par-
ticipants. Most people produced several pages on these subjects, with the
Nuremberg trial, in contrast, appearing as something of an afterthought
at the end, often receiving little more than a paragraph. Once again, the



Caroline Sharples 45

primary responses were those that stressed the cost and lengthy nature
of the trial, with several writers dismissing the IMT as a ‘farce’.65

The results gleaned by MO also demonstrate that knowledge about
Nazi crimes was circulating among the British population not simply
as a result of having heard about or seen the atrocity newsreels on the
liberation of the western concentration camps, but also from having
friends or relatives returning home from the war. A 56-year-old man, for
example, said:

I have only read bits of it in the newspaper before the trial came to a
head so I’ve got a sort of general idea of it all, mixed up with football
results! I don’t think they should let any of ‘em go free, you know,
after what happened in Germany. My son was out there and he saw
some terrible things.66

For the most part, though, the comments recorded by MO reveal peo-
ple’s primary focus as having rested firmly with the perpetrators, with
little mention of the crimes they were actually charged with commit-
ting. The Nazi genocide is largely ignored, as is the specific persecution
of the Jews. The September 1946 directive did generate a couple of
exceptions to this trend, but largely as a means of affording some sort of
comparison between Nazi actions and those of the Allies and the media.
One person noted, ‘I think the Nuremberg trials were conducted fairly as
regards the responsibility for mass extermination of the Jews, but some
of the “crimes against humanity” of which the people at Nuremberg
were accused were committed by all the belligerents during the war’.67

Another stated, ‘by allowing these miserable men to be persistently pho-
tographed and exhibited like animals in a zoo . . .we indulge our sadistic
tendencies in a way that only differs in degree from the German tortures
of the Jews’.68 One of the most judicious responses in the whole MO
investigation also continued to blur the identity of the Nazis’ victims,
reflecting:

The cause of the shooting of the 50 airmen should undoubtedly have
died, also Frank, also whoever gave the order or caused the order
to be given for the burning of women and children in a church in
France . . . I agreed with the trial and conviction of the murderers in
the concentration camps.69

A rare moment of engagement with the Holocaust came in the following
statement by a 45-year-old woman which shows how it could sometimes
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take more than a trial or newsreel footage to shape public opinion. For
her, the defining moment was when she made a personal connection to
one of the victims:

First I pitied them Germans because I also have a young boy of 27
who had to fight, but now that I have met a woman with my own
eyes who has had her husband, parents and sisters burnt alive in a
gas chamber, I have no sympathy left at all. At first I used to think all
this stuff in the papers about the Germans used to be for propaganda,
but now that I have seen this Czech lady, who was young and good
looking, with a great big scar across her face which the Gestapo made,
I can’t feel sorry for them any longer, I must say. I don’t know if it’s
everyone of them that is guilty, but quite likely.70

Indeed, earlier research conducted by MO had already revealed that the
revelations emerging with the liberation of the concentration camps in
the spring of 1945 did not always serve to foster close, critical engage-
ment with the crimes of the Third Reich among the British population.
A 30-year-old woman from Hampstead, for instance, noted on 2 May:

I’m beginning to get fed up with all these pictures in the papers.
I know it’s very terrible, and I was as horrified as anyone at the begin-
ning, but honestly, you can’t keep on feeling emotional about it.
I do think they’ve overdone it. I certainly shan’t go and see the film.
I don’t think it would mean anything to me now. I feel quite hard-
ened. I mean, you keep on looking at pictures of dead bodies heaped
on top of each other – well, you just get used to it; just as we’ve had
to get used to the idea of death all through this war.71

Conclusion

If the British public were becoming desensitised to the Nazi atrocities
while the Second World War was still, officially, raging, it certainly
becomes questionable what level of sustained interest they would be
able to take in a complex, year long war crimes proceeding. ‘Trial fatigue’
set in very rapidly, aided, no doubt, by the ultimately frustrated opti-
mism that the charges against the former Nazis would be a relatively
open and shut case, and that the trial would be over in three months.
While many recognised the moral and educational imperatives bound
up in such a prosecution, people struggled to understand just why these
figures warranted so much time and expense, particularly when Britain
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still needed to rebuild itself. However, the failure to fully comprehend
the suffering of the Jews under Nazism cannot simply be accounted
for in terms of popular disinterest or even apathy about the events in
Nuremberg; it is clear that the IMT did generate a range of responses,
and some level of reflection about the recent past, albeit one which
often focused on points of law or Britain’s own war losses. Rather, the
very structure of the tribunal itself ensured that the Holocaust was never
really at the forefront of the case for the prosecution. The murder of
‘civilians’ was simply one of a number of indicators of Nazi evil, and
it would take another 20 years or so before the enormity of the ‘Final
Solution’ really began to be addressed.
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Loose Connections? Britain and
the ‘Final Solution’
Tony Kushner

Howards End, E.M. Forster’s classic Edwardian novel, may seem an
unlikely starting point for a commentary on post-war Britain and its
confrontation with the Holocaust. But as Oliver Stallybrass noted,

‘Only connect . . .’ . . . is the epigraph of a novel much concerned with
the relationships, and the possibility of reconciliation, between cer-
tain pairs of opposites: the prose and the passion, the seen and the
unseen, the practical mind and the intellectual, the outer life and the
inner.1

Is the bond between Britain and the Holocaust threadbare, illusory,
insignificant and contrived? Alternatively, is it intricate, subtle and, in
its unique way, powerful and important? From the point of view of
memory work, including historiography, Britain has been treated as a
backwater and as such largely ignored. If she is considered, it is largely
within precise, though emotionally loaded, historical moments. One
disturbing and uncomfortable connection with a deep past is Britain’s
responsibility as the Mandatory authority in Palestine after the First
World War. It relates especially to Britain’s increasingly restrictive policy
towards the entry of Jews escaping persecution during the Nazi era and,
even more controversially, after the Second World War.2 More positively
and recently celebrated is the linkage made through the United King-
dom as a place of exceptional refuge during the 1930s in the form of the
Kindertransport in which close to 10,000 children were given (temporary)
refuge.3 For the most part, however, overviews of post-war confrontation
with the Holocaust simply ignore Britain.4

For many years, the reverse was also true – collective memory in
Britain associated with the war tended to ignore what is now widely
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known as the Holocaust. Again, there were exceptions, most notably the
liberation by British troops of the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in
April 1945 – even here, the detail that most of its victims were Jewish
was ignored or downplayed.5 More recently, however, as the Holocaust
has become recognised as one of the defining events, if not the defining
event of the twentieth century, greater efforts have been made to con-
nect the British war effort and experience to that of the persecuted Jews
on the continent in what is an uneven and ongoing process.
For Mark Connelly, the ‘myth of the Second World War . . . is deeply

implanted in the heart and minds of the British people’. It is, as he
adds, ‘public and shared and has its own conventions . . . . It is a mem-
ory which tends to marginalise moments of misery, fear and loss and
value episodes of bravery, resolution and humour.’6 At its heart is
Dunkirk, the Battle of Britain and the Blitz. The Second World War,
according to cultural historian Patrick Wright, is for Britain still ‘that
over-riding moment of national dignity and worth’, remaining ‘the still
living memory of a righteous war that “we” won’.7 The Blitz especially,
Angus Calder highlights, ‘supports a myth of British or English moral
pre-eminence, buttressed by British unity’.8

The work of Wright and Calder is rooted in the 1980s and early 1990s,
but their analysis carries the validity of British collective memory of
the Second World War into the new millennium. Nevertheless, it will
be argued here that Britain’s morally untarnished and unproblematic
referencing of the war is potentially challenged by the increasing atten-
tion given to the Holocaust which, by the end of the twentieth century,
became the philosophical focal point for discussing issues of morality
and modernity – including, of deep significance here, the role of the
‘bystander’.9 Indeed, according to Rainer Baum, Holocaust ‘moral indif-
ference’ is ‘the form of modern evil’.10 As a result of such perspectives,
crude ethical readings of the Holocaust have now permeated the sphere
of pedagogy in Britain. Thus the draft ‘National Curriculum in England’,
produced by the Department for Education in February 2013, includes
the Second World War and within it ‘Nazi atrocities in occupied Europe
and the unique evil [my emphasis] of the Holocaust’.11

The potential for tension with regard to ‘rival’ memory work con-
nected to the Second World War – Jewish suffering on the one hand,
and ‘Britain alone’ on the other – is even greater in the light of a
growing body of research and popular awareness that the British gov-
ernment did not do all it could have done to help the Jews of Europe in
their time of greatest need. One response to such allegations has been
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to reply to the (sometimes polemical) literature accusing Britain (and
America) of inaction, indifference and even antipathy towards the per-
secuted Jews with equally simplistic accounts that provide exoneration
and suggest that nothing could be done to help other than winning the
war.12 Another has been to emphasise what was done to help (hence
the effort made to eulogise the Kindertransport) and, in other ways, to
directly link the British war experience with that of European Jewry.
Both were present in an initiative sponsored in the last days of the ‘New
Labour’ government when the former prime minister Gordon Brown
presented the first 25 awards to Britain’s ‘Heroes of the Holocaust’.13

Amongst them were two living recipients. One was Sir Nicholas
Winton, dubbed the ‘British Schindler’ for his role in helping to bring
hundreds of Czech Jewish children to Britain in early 1939 as a dis-
creet part of the Kindertransport.14 The other was Denis Avey, a British
POW who, along with up to 1400 others, arrived in the Auschwitz camp
complex from Italy ‘in autumn 1943 and winter 1944 to form subcamp
E715’.15 Of these, Avey has become the more famous. A year after his
‘Heroes of the Holocaust’ award, Avey, with the assistance of ghostwriter
Rob Broomby, a BBC Radio broadcaster, published The Man Who Broke
into Auschwitz, a book that has become an ‘international bestseller’.16

Avey’s testimony had already been taken in 2001 by the Imperial War
Museum, which a year earlier had opened its permanent Holocaust exhi-
bition and carried out many interviews of survivors and other witnesses
to the Nazi persecution of the Jews.17 It was part of a wider confrontation
with the Holocaust in British society from the late twentieth century
onwards and manifest, beyond the exhibition, in the form of war crimes
legislation (1991), integration into the National Curriculum (also 1991),
and the institution and institutionalisation of Holocaust Memorial Day
(2000 onwards).18

Avey’s narrative of his Auschwitz POW experiences was also in the
public domain. He was interviewed and featured in Diarmuid Jeffrey’s
Hell’s Cartel: IG Farben and the Making of Hitler’s War Machine (2008),
where the British POW appears on the same pages as the writer, chemist
and slave labourer in the Auschwitz 3 (Monowitz) Buna factory, Primo
Levi.19 Avey’s account of life in camp E715 was then relatively consistent
and it conformed to the narrative of misery and dislocation experienced
by his fellow British POWs who had given their testimony at different
points in the post-war era. This came first in the post-1945 trials through
the Nuremberg Military Tribunals relating to Nazi industrialists in 1947
via affidavits collected in the previous two years.20 More recently their
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life stories have appeared in several collective and individual biogra-
phies, including Duncan Little’s Allies in Auschwitz (2009 and 2011) and
his contribution to this volume.21 It is clear that they suffered much
at the time – more through the close proximity of mass murder than
sustained ill-treatment (Red Cross food parcels ensured that they were
relatively well-nourished). Even so, some were subject to physical pun-
ishment and one, Corporal Reynolds, was killed for disobeying an order
by a German Army officer administering the sub-camp.22 Moreover, the
journeys after the departure from Auschwitz as the Germans abandoned
the camp and forced the inmates and POWs west were the most trauma-
tising for many of these men.23 But of equal if not greater significance
is the feeling of post-war neglect experienced by the British POWs,
even though a sizeable number gave their evidence at Nuremberg. As
Joseph White (so far the only academic historian to study their story)
notes, little empathy and less interest greeted veterans of E715, because
their testimonies were fundamentally at variance with British experi-
ence. Eric Doyle (one of the British POWs) expressed their frustration
to a Nuremberg investigator: ‘Their [the inmates’] condition was . . . so
bad that it is impossible to explain it to people in England.’24 Interview-
ing another POW, Arthur Gifford-England, Little was told ‘I didn’t talk
about it for a long time, no one believed that we were at Auschwitz and
no one believed what we had seen’.25

Following revisionist work on post-war America, David Cesarani has
argued for a critique of the idea that with regard to Britain there was
a ‘ “silence” [with regard to the Holocaust] in the first 15 years after
the war and that the subject, in any form, was absent from the public
sphere’.26 Whilst acknowledging that many Jewish survivors who came
to Britain after the war felt that ‘their [particular] experiences were not
recognised in the public arena for decades’, he concludes that as Nazi
atrocities were ‘lodged in the popular imagination and featured in public
discourse . . . [w]hether Jews were specifically identified as victims may
not have mattered’.27 It mattered, however, to those such as Kitty Hart
who survived Auschwitz and the death marches and was liberated in
Salzwedel before coming to Birmingham after the war. Hart wrote in her
memoir that in both the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds,

everybody in England would be talking about personal war experi-
ences for months, even years, after hostilities had ceased. But we, who
had been pursued over Europe by a mutual enemy, and come close
to extermination at the hands of that enemy, were not supposed to
embarrass people by saying a word.
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She adds, starkly, that ‘People didn’t understand. In some ways the suf-
fering I endured in the early post-war years was worse than in the KZ.
Personally, I certainly found that time more traumatic.’28

What unites the collective and individual accounts of the British
POWs of E715 is the lack of space to tell and reflect on their war expe-
riences in Auschwitz when they returned to domestic lives. Indeed, the
work that has been produced recently on them explicitly attempts to
correct that earlier vacuum of interest and empathy. There are clearly
similar processes at work with regard to the ‘puzzle’ of why there was
a ‘demonstrable reluctance’ to hear the stories of the Jewish survivors
of the Holocaust.29 Gena Turgel, who had also survived Auschwitz, then
the death marches and finally Belsen, provides a clue to solving this
‘puzzle’. In her memoir, she notes that when she came to Britain ‘peo-
ple seemed very preoccupied with themselves. Some said: “We also had
a hard time. We were bombed and had to live in shelters. We had to
sleep in the Underground.” ’ She concludes that ‘These people lived in
a different world.’30 Rather than provide shared empathy, the parallel
narratives of suffering in Blitz and Holocaust created at best distance
and at worst irritation to those that had experienced the dangers and
discomfort of the Home Front.
What the post-war isolation of the POWs of E715 highlights is the

need for a more nuanced approach to the reception of Holocaust sur-
vivors in Britain, which needs to be placed in a wider, more comparative
context. As Little notes, POWs in general struggled to find a place when
returning home, fitting into the heroic narrative of neither Blitz nor
battle. Those that had endured the co-presence of the ‘Final Solution’
experienced a double marginality in terms of collective war memory –
their stories simply did not fit and, as with the majority of Holocaust
survivors, there was no attempt to deal with the trauma they had expe-
rienced, albeit in this case as intimate witnesses rather than as direct
victims. In this respect, they faced some of the same problems as those
British soldiers (and later doctors and nurses) who had liberated Belsen
in April 1945, but with the additional burden of being perceived as ‘only’
POWs.31

Such feelings of marginality perhaps partly explain the distortion that
has occurred in the testimony and representation of two E715 POWs
relating to the help they gave to Jewish victims of Auschwitz. The cases
are interrelated in that the second relies very heavily on the romance
of the published life story of the first. The result is that they produce
remarkably similar narratives, albeit constructed more than half a cen-
tury apart. Inevitably, however, the context of these falsifications – given
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the 57-year gap – is markedly different and reveals much about changes
in Holocaust consciousness in post-war Britain.

The Password Is Courage was first published in 1954 and has been
republished regularly since, most recently in 2011. It is the ghostwrit-
ten account of Sergeant Major Charles Coward, the self-styled ‘Count
of Auschwitz’.32 Coward is presented as saving hundreds of Jews whom
he helped escape. In addition, in what might be described as a melding
of Woody Allen’s Zelig with Steven Spielberg’s Oskar Schindler with the
British POW omnipresent in all forms of Holocaust resistance and res-
cue, Coward helps plot the Sonderkommando uprising in October 1944,
alerts the Allies to the ‘Final Solution’ and, most remarkably, exchanges
places with a Jewish inmate of Monowitz so that he could search for a
British POW.33 None of these claims stands up to scrutiny and they have
no supporting evidence. Yet in 1962 Coward was the first British person
to be awarded the title of ‘Righteous Among the Nations’ by Yad Vashem
in Jerusalem, without, as White suggests, any ‘extensive corroboration’.
There is a strong possibility, as White argues, that international politics
after the Eichmann Trial and Coward’s relationship with Shimon Peres’
father played a decisive role in this decision.34

It is undoubtedly the case that Coward was appalled by the treat-
ment of the Jews at Auschwitz and in his small way, as with the other
British POWs of E715, did his best to help through acts of everyday
kindness such as giving food, clothing and cigarettes from Red Cross
parcels to those they labelled (somewhat ambiguously) as ‘stripees’.35

Leon Greenman, who was born in the East End of London but stranded
in Holland at the outbreak of war and unable at the decisive moment
to be able to prove his British nationality, was transferred from Birkenau
to Monowitz and experienced the POWs on a daily basis. He is not sen-
timental about his co-nationals. Trying to mix with the ‘Tommies’ as
much as he could, he found that ‘Some of the soldiers were kind, others
just indifferent.’36 Coward was in the former category and went fur-
ther than most to show empathy and practical support. But his alleged
grander gestures to save the Jews of Auschwitz were simply fantasy and
reflect the ‘boy’s own’ tone of the rest of The Password Is Courage and
its tales, before transfer to E715, of constant and audacious escape. But
the Coward myth extended further in the public sphere. In 1960 he was
honoured by a This Is Your Life episode which focused heavily on his
Jewish rescue activities in Auschwitz, providing a background to the Yad
Vashem award.37 A film version of The Password Is Courage, with Dirk
Bogarde as Coward, was released by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) two
years later.38
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But it is within the marketing history of The Password Is Courage that
the changing focus of collective memory can be located. Initially, as
a cheap paperback published by Souvenir Press and then Corgi, the
emphasis was on the Coward narrative as a POW escape account. It was
in the mould represented later most famously by Steve McQueen in The
Great Escape (1963) but already firmly established by The Wooden Horse
(1950). The film version of The Password Is Courage was presented solely
as a POW escape narrative and the story ends in 1943, before the transfer
to Auschwitz.39

Further placing the memoir in a particular genre, it was endorsed
by military figures such as Lt. Col. F. Spencer Chapman, who extolled
it with the words ‘Of all the escapes I have read of the last war, this
is the most outstanding.’40 As late as 1975, it still contained a quote
from one of the original reviews stating that The Password Is Courage
was ‘an epic among escape stories’.41 Only with a new edition in 2001
was the focus changed with the back cover given the title ‘The Man
Who Broke into Auschwitz’. The description emphasised Coward’s role
in helping Jews to escape and in organising resistance. ‘Finally’, it added,
Coward ‘smuggled himself into the Auschwitz compound and mingled
with its doomed inmates – until he was forced to flee from certain exe-
cution himself’.42 Here, at the turn of the millennium, we can clearly
detect a shift from a classic war narrative of POW escape, as portrayed
in Anglo-American filmic versions throughout and beyond the 1950s
(and reaching perhaps its most absurd level with Escape to Victory (1981),
starring Pele, Bobby Moore, Mike Summerbee and other footballers
alongside Sylvester Stallone), to a Holocaust narrative and the attempt
to share victimhood with the Jewish prisoners of Auschwitz.43

It is this later Auschwitz-centred model that Coward’s fellow E715
POW, Denis Avey, exploited from the late 2000s. Rather than be one
amongst many of these former British soldiers in the Auschwitz com-
plex, Avey, in his ghosted memoir, The Man Who Broke into Auschwitz,
borrowed both the story and the later nomenclature of Coward’s
account. Published in 2011 by the mainstream Hodder & Stoughton
(contrasting to the small local publishers who were responsible for the
earlier collective accounts of these men), it carried an enthusiastic fore-
word from Sir Martin Gilbert who commented that ‘The honesty of this
book heightens its impact.’44 Avey replicates almost exactly Coward’s
story of swapping places with a Jewish inmate.45

There are Holocaust memoirs that are completely fabricated, most
famously Binjamin Wilkomirski (or as he was, Bruce GrosJean and then
Bruno Dosseker) and his Fragments (1996).46 More common, however,
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are deliberate distortions to provide the right kind of redemptive
ending.47 Avey’s memoir, whilst that of a witness rather than a victim of
the Holocaust, is unique in that it is built upon two earlier distortions –
that by Coward, as noted, but also the false Holocaust memoir Stoker
(1995) by Donald Watt, as revealed by journalist Guy Walters.48

What then were the motives of Denis Avey? One explanation is basic
finance and a way of selling more copies of the book, or as one com-
mentator posted, ‘Sounds like someone’s a bit short of a few bob in
his old age.’49 Yet whilst this dishonourable motive cannot be fully
discounted, I would suggest it is not fully convincing and it is more
revealing to explore the underpinning ideological and cultural reasons
behind the fictional aspects of his memoir. Using a heroic model, and
before The Man Who Broke into Auschwitz was published, White has
argued that the positive response of the British POWs to the Jews in their
midst reflected the near impossibility of escape (many of these men had
previous records in this respect) and thus an even greater desire to ‘help
Hitler’s ideological “enemies”, the concentration-camp inmates’ to do
their ‘bit’ for the war effort.50 If this model is extended, first Coward and
then Avey aggrandised their role out of a frustration that they could do
no more. But one can go further, and suggest that with Avey and the
last edition of Coward’s book, the increasing awareness of the horrors
of the Holocaust creates a narrative challenge to more traditional British
readings of the conflict. It is no longer enough to present it purely as a
military battle, albeit one where ‘good’ fought against ‘evil’. As a result,
there has been an impulse (and demand) to move from the presentation
of the POWs in E715 from witnesses to fellow sufferers in Auschwitz.
Sensitivity towards the Holocaust has enabled an understanding, if

not quite complete, that it happened to millions of individuals, not
just to a mass of faceless victims. In the recent collective and individ-
ual accounts of the British POWs, including that of Denis Avey, there
is an emphasis on individual Jews in Auschwitz and the help that was
given to them – The Man Who Broke into Auschwitz focuses on Hans, a
Dutch Jew, and Ernst Lobethal, a German Jew.51 Whilst this personali-
sation was also present in The Password Is Courage, a significant shift in
representation and focus has occurred.
Coward, as White suggests, in the post-war period was ‘eager to

tell what he thought the audience wanted to hear’.52 In this respect,
Coward’s 1954 memoir, alongside tales of his heroic escape, contained
detailed and harrowing descriptions of violence and an element of
sexual titillation relating to the Auschwitz complex. It followed a sim-
ilar pattern, therefore, to Lord Russell of Liverpool’s The Scourge of
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the Swastika published the same year. Subtitled A Short History of Nazi
War Crimes, Russell’s bestselling book was illustrated with graphic pho-
tographs and was intended by the author ‘to provide the ordinary reader
with a truthful and accurate account of . . .German war crimes’ distilled
from the post-war prosecutions at Nuremberg and elsewhere.53 At times
the book comes close to a pornography of violence, especially in its illus-
trations of naked victims, including most gratuitously a photograph of
naked women being forced to run during an inspection at an unnamed
concentration camp.54 As with the post-war film footage and other
imagery associated with the newly liberated concentration camps, The
Scourge of the Swastika framed what would later be known as the Holo-
caust through the prism of atrocity. As Caroline Sharples’ contribution
to this volume illustrates, the press and public responses (as represented
byMass Observation [MO]) to the Nuremberg Trials focused on the crim-
inality and the responsibility of those charged. There was only rarely a
deeper engagement with the impact of their crimes against humanity
and especially the fate of the major victims, the Jews. The trials failed
to gain sustained interest and as Sharples notes, one major reason for
this was the domination of a domestic narrative over the events on the
continent beyond the more conventional war: ‘The sense of hardship,
deprivation and loss experienced by the British during the SecondWorld
War . . . continued to hold sway.’ As a result, the ‘Nazi genocide [was]
largely ignored, as [was] the specific persecution of the Jews’.55

Holocaust scholars Donald Bloxham and Michael Marrus differ over
the impact of the Nuremberg Trials on the understanding they generated
of the Holocaust and how central it was to the prosecutions.56 Bloxham’s
extensive research shows how the desire to show intent, the shortcom-
ings of documentation and the American desire to avoid the witness
testimony of victims warped scholarship for several decades. He also
makes a strong case that the Holocaust was not the major focus of the
trials taken as a whole. But the Nuremberg Trials were still, as Marrus
highlights, part of a slow process of growing awareness of a specific
genocidal crime, including the widespread dissemination of the figure
of six million Jewish victims.57

Indeed, another MO directive in summer 1946 on attitudes to Jews,
whilst revealing a profound and disquieting level of anti-Semitism, per-
versely illustrated a crude understanding of the ‘Final Solution’. Two
extreme, but not isolated responses, illustrate the point shockingly: ‘The
only thing I disapproved of with regard to the Hitler’s Gas Chamber was
that there was not enough’ and ‘I am inclined to agree with Hitler that
the best solution of the Jewish problem, for the Gentiles, that is, would
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be to gas the lot.’58 Such comments were prompted, however, by the
domestic impact of events in Palestine and were not evident in the sur-
vey work carried out by MO on the response to the Nuremberg Trials.
And with regard to the specific experiences of the Jews, it is significant in
the light of this study as a whole that the immediate post-war trials (and
early Holocaust historiography which owed much to the material gen-
erated by them) largely avoided the testimony of the Jewish survivors,
especially those from Eastern Europe. Instead – as with those from E715
and the smaller number who were concentration camp inmates – it was
those who were British nationals who were given prominence in the
Belsen Trials, Nuremberg Trials and beyond.59

To bring this overview together, it is helpful to engage with a phrase –
‘the domestication of violence’ – employed by Dan Stone to understand
how the collective memory of the Holocaust was forged in immediate
post-war Britain. The horror, he argues, was ‘domesticated . . . in order to
make its narration bearable’.60 This approach of seeking out the mecha-
nisms of ‘cognitive control’ has been developed and nuanced by Aimée
Bunting, who highlights how

Then and now, British people have always drawn the Holocaust
within the reassuring parameters of their own national narrative, cre-
ating an active link between themselves and the destruction process,
and exposing the diverse and complicated nature of British identity.61

Stone’s model, in the light of Bunting’s intervention, needs modifica-
tion, especially in relation to British engagement during the Second
World War – that is the period preceding his study. Activists such
as Victor Gollancz and Eleanor Rathbone, both of whom campaigned
intensively on behalf of the persecuted Jews, did indeed domesticate
the Holocaust, but in the process they did not attempt to make its nar-
rative more palatable. Gollancz especially, in his remarkable pamphlet
Let My People Go (written on Christmas Day, 1942, and published a
week later) did not spare his readers from the horrors that were taking
place:

The murders have taken the form of random shootings, mass shoot-
ings, mass electrocutions [sic], mass poison-gassing, and transporta-
tion in conditions which inevitably involve death during the journey.
This is over and above slow starvation by the allotment of hopelessly
inadequate rations, or no rations at all.
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He warned his readers not to assume any discrimination had been
made in favour (in fact the reverse) of ‘pregnant women, babies, the
sick or the very old’.62

Gollancz then called upon the public not to ‘pass by on the other
side’, invoking local patriotism: ‘I cannot believe that you will, because
that would be contrary to the very essence of the British character’.
If that was not enough, Gollancz then attempted to bring the Holocaust
literally home:

If you saw a child playing in your own street, and knew that, unless
you took some action within your power, it would be sent to a tor-
turing death before the day was out, would you fail to act? No: then
will you fail to act now? Does a little child in Warsaw suffer less and
God forgive us, fear less than a child in London, or Leeds, or whatever
your town or village may be? 63

Demanding a degree of empathy that he himself employed, having
been told about the details of the ‘Final Solution’ by Polish courier Jan
Karski, Gollancz asked that just for a few moments his reader ‘be just
one of those human beings’ rather than the cold abstraction of ‘six
million’, and

then be another, and another. Be the mother flinging her baby from
a sixth-story window: be a girl of nine, torn from her parents and
standing in the dark of a moving truck with two corpses pressed close
against her: be an old Jew at the door of the electrocution chamber.64

His pleas did not fall on deaf ears. A quarter of a million copies of his
pamphlet were circulated and tens of thousands of ordinary people,
including those in the armed forces, sent letters to their Members of
Parliament (MPs) and signed petitions to the Foreign Office demand-
ing action from the British government.65 And there were those that
went beyond such actions and fulfilled the obligation of close identifi-
cation required by Gollancz: ‘I cannot write what I feel about all this
evil. My soul cries out in distress. I am a Jew, a Pole, a Greek. I am all
women who are tortured, all children who are hurt, all men who die in
agony’, wrote one Mass Observer in her war diary.66

This then was a contemporary and passionate British relationship
with the Holocaust – albeit one, as Eleanor Rathbone bitterly noted after
what she saw as the wasted opportunity of the Anglo-American Bermuda
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conference on refugees in spring 1943, that was encouraged from above.
She asked

whether Ministers who show impatience with their critics and who
assure us that everything possible is being done, would feel quite so
certain about that if their own wives, children or parents were among
these people; were in imminent danger not merely of death, but of
such agony of fear and pain that death is longed for as a merciful
release.67

There is a curious irony that in the belated attempt to connect Britain
to help given to the Jews of Europe through ‘Heroes of the Holocaust’
and other memory work, Gollancz, Rathbone and others, such as James
Parkes, who campaigned throughout the Nazi era, have been neglected
and forgotten. A more direct route, it seems, is needed to the Holocaust,
insisting upon co-presence as witnesses to the destruction process and
more – help given in the places of destruction themselves. Announcing
the ‘Heroes of the Holocaust’ scheme in 2009, which as with the Yad
Vashem ‘Righteous Gentile’ awards, requires the risking of one’s own
life in saving Jewish lives, Prime Minister Gordon Brown stated that he
was determined to give ‘proper recognition for those who made extraor-
dinary contributions to protect others during the Holocaust. Their brave
actions form a critical part of our nation’s wartime history.’68

In relation to the POWs of E715 – those closest to the ‘Final Solution’ –
none of them actually risked their lives to help the Jewish inmates
of Monowitz. Their contribution was more mundane but nevertheless
important. It is also important not to romanticise the group as a whole –
not all the British in Auschwitz were sympathetic. Leon Greenman,
looking for moral support from a British POW, followed him into a
latrine only to be given a diatribe against the Jews of Britain and their
alleged unpatriotic black market activities (particularly stinging to the
Jewish inmate as his two brothers were serving in the British army).
As a result, ‘I felt lonelier than ever. One of my own had talked like
the Nazis.’69 In Survival in Auschwitz, Primo Levi was also unsentimental
about the British POWs he encountered in Buna. They feature in rela-
tion to Henri, a man whose survival Levi puts down to his clinical and
cold approach and to whom the great chronicler of Auschwitz has no
empathy. Emotionless, Henri ‘seduces’ the English POWs for food and
cigarettes: ‘his instrument of penetration, with the English and others,
is pity’.70 These POWs appear only at one other point in Levi’s classic
testimony. In what turned out to be his last winter in Auschwitz, he
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refers to the cold and snow. Levi is in his summer outfit, the ‘Germans
and Poles go to work in rubber jack-boots, woollen ear-pads and padded
overalls; the English have their wonderful fur-lined jackets’.71 In short,
the British occupy a different world even if located in Auschwitz.
To conclude, we expect far too much of the POWs of E715 if they

are presented as ‘extend[ing] a lifeline to the drowning’ and as the last
sign of ‘humanity’.72 They were powerless to stop the destruction pro-
cess and, for some, their inability to do so has haunted them thereafter.
Yet equally their experiences during the war must not be dismissed as
inconsequential just because they were not ‘Britain’s Schindlers’. This is
also true of the many thousands of others who were witnesses to mass
murder, including the Mass Observer’s son, cited by Caroline Sharples,
who ‘was out there and . . . saw some terrible things’.73

In Britain there was contemporary engagement with the Holocaust
in the everyday world. There were also the direct connections as with
the POWs at Auschwitz and those that liberated Belsen – these were real
places which, by accident, were seen by ordinary British people. As Little
rightly notes in relation to camp E715, it ‘offers a compelling example
of why the Holocaust can be considered very much a part of Britain’s
own national story’.74 And finally to return to the question posed at
the beginning of this overview: ‘Only connect . . .’? For too long link-
ages to the Holocaust have been forgotten or marginalised as a narrow
collective memory of ‘Britain alone’ prevailed. But in rediscovering the
multilayered and complex relationship between the British and perse-
cuted Jewry, balance is required and, as with the narratives of Charles
Coward and Denis Avey, there is a need now in the twenty-first century
to avoid the fiction that these POWs too were victims of the Holocaust
or, alternatively, its heroes. As Primo Levi noted, the British were the
ones wearing the winter coats and eating the Red Cross food, ensur-
ing their survival. Analysis of Britain’s relationship with the Holocaust
has to have, as its starting point, a humility that accepts that gulf in
experience.
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The Holocaust on Screen
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‘Marvellous Raisins
in a Badly-Cooked Cake’:
British Reactions to the
Screening of Holocaust
Tim Cole

This most British of analogies, ‘marvellous raisins in a badly-cooked
cake’, came at the end of a mixed review of Holocaust by The Listener’s
TV critic Joseph Hone when the four-part miniseries was screened on
BBC1 in September 1978.1 First shown on American television in April
1978, Holocaust told the story of the fictional German-Jewish Weiss fam-
ily alongside that of an unemployed lawyer, Erik Dorf, who embarks on a
career within the SS. The members of the Weiss and Dorf families are fol-
lowed through a variety of Holocaust landscapes and the duration of the
Nazi regime, with the story of the European-wide murder of Jews told
through the Weiss family members’ varied experiences. Such a telling
was, Hone concluded, not entirely successful. He was far from alone in
criticising Holocaust, even if the analogy he drew was somewhat eccen-
tric. Indeed, his criticisms were relatively restrained compared to those
of two colleagues at The Listener. The week before, David Wheeler had
dubbed Holocaust ‘history for idiots’.2 The week after, it was dismissed
by Jack Duncan as ‘the daftest show I have ever seen on television’.3

In featuring Holocaust in three successive issues, The Listener was
broadly representative of the press coverage generated by the premiere
of this miniseries on British television. In early September 1978, the
screening of Holocaust was a media event, although one that was rel-
atively short-lived. Holocaust was reviewed multiple times within the
same publication and coverage extended beyond the TV pages to appear-
ances as news story, opinion piece and the focus of readers’ letters.
However, the reaction in the British press was less voluminous than in

71
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either the United States or West Germany. The extent and intensity of
media debate generated by Holocaust in the United States can be seen in
the coverage afforded in the New York Times. Over 20 articles appeared
in this single publication when the miniseries was first screened on NBC
in April 1978, alongside tens of letters to the editor.4 No single British
publication had anything approaching that level of coverage. In West
Germany, the premiere of Holocaust in January 1979 resulted in sev-
eral months of press coverage,5 while in Britain the story tended to be
confined to the days immediately before and after broadcast. But the
screening of Holocaust still left a trace within the pages of the press as
well as within the BBC archives, and it is both that I draw upon to
uncover the nature of the debates that Holocaust generated when it was
first shown on British television in the late 1970s.
Hone’s review in The Listener is broadly representative of British press

reactions in three ways. Firstly, Hone reflects the ambivalence that
greeted the screening of Holocaust within large sections of the British
press, as well in internal debates within the BBC. At the meeting of
the Television Weekly Programme Review during the week that Holo-
caust was shown, BBC managers engaged in lengthy discussion over the
decision of the BBC to screen the series. While the Head of Music and
Arts, Television dismissed the series as ‘ghastly, schmaltzy and inade-
quate’, his assistant was glad that the BBC was showing this ‘important
story’, even though ‘he accepted it was often quite schmaltzy’. This
divided reaction within the BBC was one developed by the Head of
Plays, Drama, Television who portrayed older producers as express-
ing ‘great indignation’ at the screening of Holocaust, while there was
‘cautious approval among younger producers’.6

Secondly, Hone’s review provides a useful starting point as it raised
many of the major themes that dominated British debates over Holo-
caust. Although he highlighted some positives – those ‘marvellous
raisins’ – Hone started with a litany of criticisms levelled at this
made-for-TV miniseries:

The real problem with Holocaust lay not in its historical inaccura-
cies and fictional improbabilities (bad – but could have been worse);
its alarmingly high cliché and sugar content (this mass extermi-
nation was made for a mass audience, after all) its ‘raking up old
sores’ (in this instance, a very necessary exercise, I should say);
its rampant Zionism (understandable – acceptable even, given this
background) – no the fault lay at a simpler, more basic level: it was
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badly made – often incompetently written and, more often, badly
acted and directed.7

These faults represented many of the major arguments levelled against
Holocaust in the pages of the British press, as well as finding echoes
in a longer history of criticisms levelled at the so-called ‘Holocaust
Industry’.8

But, and here is the third way that The Listener can be seen as broadly
representative, debate over Holocaust was generated within publications,
extending to the letters pages where readers took TV critics to task and
directly countered their dismissals of Holocaust. An example comes a
few pages on from Hone’s mixed review of Holocaust in the pages of
The Listener. One reader, in response to David Wheeler’s dismissal of
Holocaust as ‘history for idiots’, wrote that they ‘refuse[d] to be called
an idiot because I found Holocaust both moving and significant’ and ‘the
finest thing on television I have ever seen and timely as only true art can
be’.9 But before I turn to the letters pages that directly contradicted the
position articulated within the pages of the same publication, I begin
with the news and TV pages, alongside internal discussions taking place
within the BBC, as Holocaust was purchased and shown.

Screening Holocaust

Holocaust was seen both within the ‘ratings conscious BBC’ and the
press as an important coup for the Corporation in its battle for rat-
ings against ITV in the all-important autumn schedule.10 The British
TV rights to Holocaust had generated a bidding war between the BBC
and ITV in the second half of 1977 and early 1978, with the BBC finally
offering $550,000 for the show.11 The eagerness to screen Holocaust on
British television contrasted, as Ian Ball noted in the Sunday Telegraph,
with the situation on the Continent, where ‘most of the programme
buyers in European television were of two minds about acquiring “Holo-
caust” ’,12 resulting in delays and controversies over airing the show in
France, Germany or Denmark.13 While Holocaust was seen within the
BBC as must-show TV,14 whether it was also must-see TV was something
debated within the British press in the immediate run-up to its screening
over four nights in early September 1978.
The British press had been invited to a pre-screening of Holocaust a

couple of weeks prior to transmission and began reporting the forthcom-
ing ‘TV marathon’ as a news event.15 They offered Holocaust to readers
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with its backstory of massive success in the United States marred by crit-
ical reaction, in particular the much cited dismissal by Elie Wiesel in
the New York Times.16 Holocaust was, according to the BBC’s in-house
publication, the Radio Times, ‘the series that shook America’17 and had,
the Sunday Times informed readers, brought about ‘the biggest contro-
versy in television history’ when aired on NBC.18 Given that Holocaust
had been contentious in the United States, the press assumed that the
response in Britain would be similarly divided. It was, the Sun claimed,
television that ‘could split the nation’.19 The Daily Mail went further,
asserting that Holocaust was a ‘TV epic which will split the nation’ and
‘provoke argument in almost every home in the land’.20

The press sought to generate debate by asking its readers to choose
between the binaries of Holocaust as ‘hokum or history’ or plump for
one or the other of side-by-side opinion pieces arguing in favour of
and against the miniseries.21 A few days before transmission, the Daily
Express offered two diverging opinions on ‘The TV Series Everyone Will
Be Talking About’. James Murray was pitted against Geoffrey Levy, with
Murray arguing that ‘we need films like “Holocaust” at least every ten
years to remind each new generation that the unbelievable is always pos-
sible’, while Levy argued that ‘we ought not to watch Holocaust. It will
create hate, violence and ultimately doubt.’22

Although the Daily Mirror claimed on 4 September that ‘furious
viewers protested last night’ after the first programme was shown,23

the direct viewer response to the show was less than the press hype in
the run-up to screening Holocaust suggested and sought to generate. The
BBC received only 262 phone calls about the miniseries between 3 and
11 September, fairly evenly split between those who rang in to complain
about Holocaust and those who praised it.24 The Radio Times published
a sample of the close to 200 letters about the miniseries that it received,
which it claimed were ‘roughly equally divided between praise and criti-
cism’.25 The level of direct viewer response to the BBC was ‘about average
for any programme’26 and nothing like the level of response in West
Germany and the United States. In the former, more than 35,000 tele-
phone calls were received by television stations, alongside ‘an equal
number of letters and telegrams’.27 In the latter, the numbers of viewer
responses was in the thousands rather than the hundreds.28

The TV critics’ responses

However, while the direct response of viewers was different in Britain,
press criticisms shared much with themes dealt with elsewhere. The
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concern raised by the centre-right press in Italy and Germany that Holo-
caust would dredge up the past and tarnish the image of West Germany
was repeated in sections of the British press.29 Writing in the Daily
Express, Geoffrey Levy reminded viewers:

We know what the Germans did to six million Jews. We mustn’t for-
get it, either. But we cannot go on fighting the war interminably.
In the years immediately after 1945 the battles continued to rage on
celluloid. The war goes on, on videotape. German youth twitches
with guilt complexes about the icy savagery of their parents’ genera-
tion. Television series depicting stiff-necked and evil Germans seem
never to be off our screens.30

Levy was not alone in his fears about the potential damage done by
Holocaust. These fears were articulated in the letters pages,31 but they
were also found in the German embassy in London. In the summer
prior to the British screening of Holocaust, the cultural attaché at the
German embassy tried to ameliorate the impact of a miniseries which,
he was sure, ‘certainly will do us – I mean the new Germany and my
personal aims since 1945 – harm’.32 He sought to persuade the BBC to
schedule a panel discussing ‘the new Germany since 1949 . . .not to con-
tradict “Holocaust” but as a balance’.33 He was reassured that there were
plans for a discussion show and that, ‘on the wider point, you should
know that the Board of Governors and Board of Management have been
discussing the image of Germany as presented by BBC programmes in
general, and for that reason alone there is a fair amount of pressure to
see Holocaust put in perspective’.34

But these more broadly shared concerns over the danger of stereo-
typed representations of the Nazi past tarring contemporary West
Germany spun off a British side-debate given that, as critics were quick
to point out, ‘all the Gestapo thugs were played by Englishmen’.35 Some-
times this led to the incongruity of famous names from British television
dramas cast in new, and more unsettling, roles. Under the headline,
‘Achtung, Achtung, Achtung. What’s going on here as that sweet P.C.
Wilmot turns into a nasty Nazi?’, James Murray was bewildered by
the transformation of Tony Haygarth from ‘sex-mad comic policeman,
P.C. Wilmot in the BBC comedy series “Rosie”’ into ‘a vicious Nazi’.36

Another British actor, Tom Bell, who played Eichmann, was highly criti-
cal of Holocaust in British press interviews, including the decision to give
all the ‘nasty parts to the English’.37 According to William Hickey, writ-
ing in the Daily Express: ‘For years, we led the world in smooth-talking
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actors who played kings and Roman emperors. Now I fear we have
cornered the market in playing Nazi monsters.’38

If the European centre-right was concerned about the impact of Holo-
caust on contemporary West Germany, the left was more concerned
about contemporary Israel.39 The Guardian’s TV critic Nancy Banks-
Smith described the ‘message’ of Holocaust, ‘that Jews must fight’, as
‘pernicious’, particularly in the context of ‘Begin and Sadat even now
at Camp David, Holocaust sounds bellicose and bloody-minded’.40 More
explicit was Christopher Booker’s questioning of ‘whether we should
go on, in the light of the events in the Middle East in the past thirty
years, seeing the Jews collectively in quite so unambiguously heroic
a moral light’. Writing in the Spectator, Booker drew parallels between
Nazi Germany and contemporary Israel, claiming that when he saw an
‘anti-Semitic mob on Kristallnacht . . . shouting “Jews Out! Out! Out!,”
the image which now almost inevitably rose to mind was of Mr Begin
and a group of today’s Israelis shouting “Palestinians out! Out! Out!” ’.41

But more significant within the British press were not these more
monolithic leftist or rightist positions that characterised much of the
Italian and German media reaction, but concerns with the representa-
tion of the Holocaust that had taken centre-stage in the United States.
There, a major anxiety had been with the inadequacy of television – and
in particular TV drama – in representing the subject matter. Foremost
among Holocaust’s critics in the American press was Elie Wiesel, who
bemoaned the ‘trivializing’ effect of the attempt to turn ‘an ontolog-
ical event into soap-opera’.42 That the TV miniseries ‘trivialized’ the
Holocaust – as Wiesel claimed – was widely asserted by British critics,
with one bemoaning ‘this schmaltzy, trivialised soap opera treatment’
of the history of the Second World War.43 More tasteless were the words
of the Guardian TV critic Nancy Banks-Smith, who wrote that ‘It has
been said that where Hitler rendered the Jews down into soap, Holo-
caust has turned them into soap opera.’44 The view of Holocaust as
little more than generic TV soap opera was underlined with mocking
parallels drawn by critics who dubbed Holocaust ‘Eichmann Meets the
Waltons’,45 ‘Peytonplatz’46 or ‘Peyton Place with Nazis’.47 These refer-
ences to American shows reflected a tendency, as was the case in Italy,
not simply to point to failings of television in representing the Holo-
caust, but more specifically the failings of American TV drama.48 ‘Are
American television audiences so dumb’, asked David Wheeler in The
Listener,

that they cannot sustain an interest in one of the cataclysms of
history unless it is packaged and wrapped for them in the old familiar
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way? If they are, then who is responsible? The family formula is the
starting point for a series of dramatic contrivances which cheapen
and distort. As portrayed in 1930s Berlin, the Jewish Weiss family
are too sanitised and saintly to be believable. They do not live in
historical time at all, but in the cliché-ridden tradition of American
television family series. Not sit.com., of course. Perhaps sit.trag.com.
would be the right classification.49

Although united in pointing out the failings of the miniseries to tell the
story of the Holocaust as American soap opera, critics were divided over
whether Holocaust was, on its own terms, good or bad soap opera. Some
saw it as ‘unwatchable’50 with ‘unbelievably bad’ and ‘trance-like’ acting
and ‘banal’ dialogue,51 which had critics reaching for the off button.52

The failings of the show – in particular the banality of the script – were
also cause for concern amongst a number of department heads at the
Television Weekly Programme Review meeting held on 13 September
1978.53 However, other critics claimed that ‘the case against “Holocaust”
is not that it is bad soap opera, but worse – much worse – that it is very
good soap opera. It was well made, often well acted, skilfully mounted,
beautifully shot . . .’54 According to David Wheeler,

Its shortcomings are in many way disguised by the magnificence of
the production – a distinguished cast and no expense spared in the
sets . . . Somehow, seeing star actors emoting in this way adds to the
conviction that what the producers wanted above all was entertain-
ment, to be able to tell the annual general meeting, ‘They said it
couldn’t be done – but we made a profit.’55

Wheeler hinted at an issue that others picked up on, which had
been one element of American debates. The question of the commer-
cialisation of Holocaust was particularly vexed in the United States
given the inter-cutting of the miniseries with – sometimes ill-timed –
commercials on NBC.56 One thing that critics agreed on was that screen-
ing by the BBC without commercials meant that Holocaust could be seen
‘as its makers intended’ without the inappropriate commercials that had
been criticised by commentators in the United States.57 However, despite
this, one critic suggested that ‘the Madison Avenue odours linger on, in
content and packaging’.58 Others posed a series of rhetorical questions:
‘isn’t commercial treatment of Belsen and Buchenwald, Treblinka and
Babi Yar, a sort of profanity?’;59 ‘is it right to make millions of pounds
out of this disgusting episode of history?’;60 ‘should millions of pounds
be made out of human suffering?’.61
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Whether Holocaust was Hollywood at its best, or its worst, was a point
of debate for critics, but that it was a Hollywood product was taken as
accepted, and seen as the core of the problem.62 The end result was, as
a large number of critics noted – as they had in the United States63 –
that Hollywood airbrushed out the harsh realities of the Holocaust in a
TV-set world where those living in the Warsaw ghetto were ‘not only
well-nourished, clean, and decently clad but meticulously shaven’64

and ‘the inmates of Buchenwald are American-plump and garbed in
incredibly-clean and unkempt [sic] uniforms’.65 Holocaust portrayed a
world, wrote Rosalie Horner in the Daily Express, where ‘the deathly
hand of Tinsel City is ever present. The Buchenwald concentration camp
looks almost out of “Ideal Homes.” The natty striped uniforms of the
inmates are bandbox bright enough for “The Pyjama Game,” detract-
ing from the darker horrors of the script. It all jars as surely as the
American accent of the very bankable Joseph Bottoms as young hero
Rudi Weiss.’66

With its well-fed, well-dressed actors, Holocaust was seen as domesti-
cating the scale of the event,67 and easing its violence. Sean Day Lewis
claimed in the Daily Telegraph that ‘the scenes so far shown in the con-
centration camps made one conscious only of actors in air-conditioned
studios, not even remotely of the unthinkable squalor and degradation
which must have reigned in those human hells’.68 For most critics, Holo-
caust was simply not horrific enough.69 Yet a widely reported news story
in the days after screening suggested that for one viewer, the scenes
were too horrific to bear. The suicide of a ‘Jewish widow’, Fanny Gedall,
who was found dead after watching the first episode of the miniseries,
was widely reported.70 The claim was, as the Daily Express reported, that
‘the horrors shown in the TV epic “Holocaust” were too much’, citing
her daughter-in-law who reported that her suicide notes said ‘that after
seeing such a terrible programme on Sunday night she did not want
anything more to do with this world’.71

But, despite Holocaust appearing all too real for Gedall, it was dis-
missed by Holocaust survivor Reuben Ainsztein, writing in the Sunday
Times, as riddled with ‘incongruities and historical inaccuracies’ and
betraying ‘a typical Hollywood contempt for facts’.72 Ainsztein found
these inaccuracies not simply irritating, but, to his mind, potentially
dangerous, writing that ‘in the Buchenwald scenes . . . the inmates look
so well-fed and well-dressed that I would not be surprised if the stills are
reproduced one day in a neo-nazi pamphlet as proof of how decent con-
ditions were in Buchenwald and other Nazi concentration camps’.73 He
was not alone in seeing a danger of the fictions of Holocaust feeding into
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the fictions of denial. This danger was highlighted by others, who saw
the dangers of mixing fact and fiction as Holocaust did with its presenta-
tion of fictional characters in factual places.74 Levy’s conclusion was to
‘Let history tell the story of the holocaust, intellectually and factually.
Let the Diary of Anne Frank remain the most profound, personal record
of Nazi inhumanity . . .Holocaust is not like that. It is fiction woven into
fact’ and thus liable to be held up as a ‘propagandistic lie. It would be
an ironic way for future generations to question the historical accuracy
of the Hitler years.’75

This preference for Anne Frank over Holocaust – ‘Anne Frank who was
real and who died is a thousand times more eloquent than the charac-
ters of this shoddy scenario’76 – was repeated by a number of critics.77

But more widespread were assertions of the superiority of the genre
of documentary over drama, and in particular one recently aired TV
documentary: The World at War. One unique element to British press
criticisms of Holocaust were reminders that British TV had already done
the Holocaust, and so it was claimed, done it better than Hollywood.
In 1973–4, the Thames Television documentary series The World at War
aired on ITV. One episode focusing on ‘Genocide’ was often mentioned
in British reviews of Holocaust.78 In his damning review of Holocaust,
Peter Fiddick praised the ‘masterly’ treatment of this ‘chapter of history’
by British television makers in The World at War series, ‘whose painstak-
ing documentary techniques were applied to the whole wretched story,
reaching a dreadful climax in the scenes of death and suffering which
met the troops liberating Auschwitz and its wretched fellows. I was not
the only viewer in the land who wept.’79 A few days later, an even more
damning review in the same paper again drew the same contrast: ‘There
were parts of Thames’ World at War I could not see for tears. There were
parts of Holocaust I could not hear for yawning.’80

Contrasting Holocaust unfavourably with The World at War was in part
about asserting documentary portrayals over drama, as well as British
TV over an American import. Even those who were broadly positive
about Holocaust felt that the BBC would have done a ‘better’ job with
the subject matter than American television producers,81 which were
sentiments shared within the BBC itself.82 But there was more to the
parallels drawn with The World at War than simply that British TV had
done the Holocaust better than Hollywood could or would. There were
also claims that Britain had already done the Holocaust and therefore
did not need to do it again so soon. Holocaust was, for some critics,
not necessary in Britain, where ‘over the past 20 years there has been
much including Thames TV’s “World at War” series, which has seriously
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documented not only the genocide directed against the Jews but the
historical context of this and other agonising events’.83

However, for its advocates, Holocaust was a miniseries which, despite
its faults, had to be shown in late 1970s Britain. Supporters of Holo-
caust were quick to confess that they ‘found it by no means faultless’.84

It was a flawed, popular telling, which advocates argued – in echoes
of Hilene Flanzbaum’s later critiques of ‘gatekeepers’ of Holocaust
representation85 – ‘should be judged within its own terms and not by
standards applicable to other productions which it is not and does not
pretend to be’.86 Offering ‘six million reasons’ ‘why they had to make
a television drama out of Holocaust’, the former editor of the Jewish
Chronicle, William Frankel, was convinced that ‘even a flawed picture
is better than no picture, particularly at this distance from the events
and at a time when neo-Nazis all over Europe and the USA are pro-
ducing a mass of publications denying that the holocaust ever took
place’.87 In direct contrast to those critics who viewed Holocaust as fod-
der for deniers, Frankel saw contemporary denial as the context for the
necessity of Holocaust garnering a mass audience.
The Holocaust was seen by many as subject matter that demanded a

TV showing ‘from time to time’,88 ‘at least once every generation’,89 ‘at
least every ten years’90 or ‘every two to five’ years.91 In particular, there
was stress placed on the importance of telling this story to those born
since the war, who had ‘difficulty in grasping the idea of such barbarism
in the twentieth century’.92 But there was also, as one survivor wrote
to the press, an urgency to screening Holocaust in the autumn of 1978
given that the far-right National Front party was ‘about to field over 300
candidates in the forthcoming elections’93 and, as a critic noted, ‘the
Swastika can be seen on the streets of Europe and America’.94 In that
context, Holocaust was interpreted as a universal story about prejudice
and racism.
The universalisation of Holocaust as an anti-racist tool was widely

articulated by those who stressed the importance of the subject mat-
ter being shown on British television. Arguing in favour of Holocaust,
Rosalie Horner claimed that ‘we cannot remind ourselves often enough
that when prejudice, extracted out of poverty, lack of employment and
an amoral leader, it can become the most potent weapon, eroding every-
thing which represents a civilised society’.95 For her, and she was not
alone, Holocaust was important because it was a universal story about
prejudice and racism. Writing in The Times, Frankel asserted that ‘how-
ever inadequate the instrument, serious efforts to keep the tragedy in the
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public consciousness must surely continue for the grim memory of the
holocaust is vital if a recurrence of the catastrophe is to be prevented.
The Jews are not the only possible victims of genocide.’96 According to
press reports, the Board of Deputies engaged in a similar universalisa-
tion of the lessons of Holocaust, stating that it was ‘valuable and good
that people should be reminded of the terrible events of World War Two
and all that happened to people, and it should be taken as a warning of
what can happen in a society when things get out of hand and racialist
policies are pursued’.97

This universalisation of Holocaust as an anti-racist tool is striking.
Reading the British press, it is clear that the screening of Holocaust
did not result in in-depth engagement with the historical specificity of
the ‘final solution’. Unlike in Germany, where in the aftermath of the
screening ‘newspapers and magazines were filled with diaries of concen-
tration camp survivors, interviews with former Auschwitz guards, and
articles on the history of German-Jewish relations’,98 there was very little
of that engagement with the history of the Holocaust or the experiences
of survivors in Britain. Survivors were drawn upon only to ascertain their
response to Holocaust as TV event, not to tell their own stories.99 The one
exception to the lack of any attempt to situate the miniseries within a
broader historical context was the Jewish Chronicle, which published a
guide for readers which offered ‘the facts behind the TV fiction’.100 This
extract from the booklet prepared by American-Jewish organisations
when Holocaust aired in America provided a glossary of key individuals,
places and terms referenced in the miniseries.101 This supplement within
the pages of the Jewish Chronicle was not the only supporting material
to the miniseries. 50,000 copies of an eight-page booklet to accompany
the series were published by the Holocaust Remembrance Group, which
distributed the booklet through synagogues and Jewish organisations.102

However, in general terms the British press did not see the screening of
Holocaust as the jumping-off point for broader discussion of the Holo-
caust as historical event, but a discrete cultural product and media event
that featured in the TV pages, news pages and letters to the editor for a
couple of weeks in late August and early September 1978.
This suggests a need to see the British response to Holocaust as an

exception to the more general picture painted by Judith Doneson, who
suggested that Holocaust ‘furthered the penetration of the event in the
American popular consciousness and had stirred the conscience of the
European audience’.103 Her view of Holocaust as a ‘huge success’104 is
one that Emiliano Perra cautions against from his own study of Italian
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responses, where the screening of Holocaust in 1979 ‘did not stand out
as a watershed in the process of memorialization of the Holocaust’.105

Reading through the British press suggests that the response to Holo-
caust in Britain shared the muted and ephemeral reception seen in Italy,
rather than the more extensive and far-reaching response seen in West
Germany or the United States.106

Readers’ responses

I want to nuance the picture I have painted so far by turning a few
pages within the newspapers published in September 1978 to look at
the letters pages. I do not seek to use these as a way to measure popular
reactions to Holocaust, but see them as suggestive of the need to move
beyond the criticisms levelled by the majority of TV critics precisely
because the most severe of these were countered by readers. Although in
the Radio Times the large number of letters received and published were
broadly split between those in support of and those against Holocaust,
this was not the case in those publications which reviewed Holocaust
in the harshest terms. This can be seen, as I have already suggested, in
the case of The Listener, but it is something that emerges more broadly
within the British press. Pamela Manson wrote to the Daily Telegraph,
whose critics had been dismissive ofHolocaust, to specifically attack ‘tele-
vision critics who sit comfortably in their armchairs and castigate the
producers of “Holocaust” for not showing the full horrors of the murder
of six million Jews’ who had, she suggested, ‘surely missed the point of
this timely series’.107

Reading the letters pages of those newspapers and magazines which
were the most critical of Holocaust, it is clear that readers reacted directly
to what they saw as sneering criticism. For example, Mary Malone’s
dismissal of the characters in Holocaust as ‘hollow’ ‘puppets’ in the
Daily Mirror ‘inspired a barrage of comments’.108 A selection of five let-
ters were printed. Only one criticised the film, although on different
grounds to the aesthetic charge levelled by Malone.109 More numer-
ous and more prominent were letters directly criticising Malone’s view.
Placed most prominently as the lead letter, under the headline ‘My Fam-
ily Were Killed in a Nazi Hell’, were the comments of a survivor who
wrote that ‘for me these people on the screen are real, not the pup-
pets Miss Malone called them’.110 All four critical letters published
drew specifically on the wording of Malone’s original review, counter-
ing her claims that Holocaust was filled with ‘puppets’, was ‘absurd’
and ‘unreal’.111 Likewise, two damning reviews in the Guardian by
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Peter Fiddick and Nancy Banks-Smith were directly countered in let-
ters to the editor.112 Most critical were three letters that responded to
Nancy Banks-Smith’s ‘tasteless puns about Jews being turned into “soap”
and “soap opera” ’, her ‘offensive witticisms’ and description of the
miniseries as ‘toothpaste’.113

Readers picked up on what they saw excessively harsh criticisms
and intemperate language, which they mocked in their letter. In his
damning review, Dennis Potter had concluded his critique of naked
Hollywood actors tastefully hiding their genitals with the sentence,
‘It also meant – and pardon me if I splash you with my vomit –
that not all the extras needed to be circumcised.’ An angry reader
responded,

Before heading for the bathroom to rid myself of Dennis Potter’s
vomit, may I suggest that his smug intellectual criticism of Holo-
caust as “tasteless,” “irrelevant” and “Bestseller-Yuk,” ignores the
major justification for this rather unsatisfactory sugary production,
i.e. that it will have been seen in millions of homes where, alas, BBC2
and The Sunday Times do not intrude. If only one supporter of the
National Front has now had second thoughts, then Holocaust was
worthwhile.114

Whatever the TV critics said – and they said plenty of negative things –
Holocaust was watched in millions of British homes in September 1978.
How many million was a contentious and debated issue, given that the
BBC and ITV operated different systems of estimating viewing numbers.
The BBC estimated that 14.5 million watched the first episode, rising
to 15 million for the second, and 19 million each for episodes three
and four. ITV estimated figures of 8.5, rising to 9.5, 12 and then drop-
ping slightly to 11.5 million. However, both were broadly in agreement
that numbers of viewers had risen, rather than fallen off, across the four
episodes.115 What those viewers made of Holocaust was something that
the BBC sought to ascertain through a specially commissioned ‘Audi-
ence Research Report’. This suggested that the press pre-publicity given
to Holocaust had played a part in stimulating individuals to watch the
show. But from the responses of this sample of viewers it would seem
that while the press coverage given over to Holocaust was one important
reason for the show’s success, the tone of that press coverage – which as
I have suggested was largely critical – was not reflected by the major-
ity of those who chose to watch the show and were largely positive
towards it.116
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However, while Holocaust did garner a mass and largely appreciative
audience, it does not seem that watching the miniseries equated to
engagement with the Holocaust past. In an article published on the basis
of this BBC audience review, the authors concluded that

while the series itself mainly evoked a strong “gut reaction,” the
historical event was perhaps seen as a thing of the past, relating exclu-
sively to Germany. It is arguable, therefore, that ‘Holocaust’ was seen
first and foremost as a story, the impact of which was heightened by
the knowledge that the events portrayed were substantially true.117

September 1978 seems a moment when far from Holocaust stimulating
deep engagement with the wartime past, both British audiences and the
press responded more to Holocaust as TV drama. For the British press, the
screening of Holocaust was an opportunity to debate the (im)possibility
of representing the Holocaust through soap opera. In the process, they
covered most of the areas of later debate over the so-called ‘Holocaust
Industry’; issues that continue to be the focus of controversy.118
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5
‘And The Trouble Is Where to Begin
to Spring Surprises on You. Perhaps
a Place You Might Least Like to
Remember.’ This Is Your Life and the
BBC’s Images of the Holocaust in
the Twenty Years Before Holocaust
James Jordan

In his contribution to this volume, Tim Cole explores a number of differ-
ent responses to the BBC’s screening of the NBC miniseries Holocaust in
September 1978. Building on the work of Emiliano Perra, he argues that
‘the response to Holocaust in Britain’ had more in common with ‘the
muted and ephemeral reception seen in Italy’ than ‘the more extensive
and far-reaching response seen in West Germany or the United States’.1

As he summarises, ‘far from Holocaust stimulating deep engagement
with the wartime past, both British audiences and the press responded
more to Holocaust as TV drama’. Moreover,

Holocaust was, for some critics, not necessary in Britain, where ‘over
the past 20 years there has been much including Thames TV’s
“World at War” series, which has seriously documented not only the
genocide directed against the Jews but the historical context of this
and other agonising events’.2

The question of whether documentary or drama is the more effective or
appropriate way of telling the stories of the Holocaust, or a discussion
of the relative merits of Holocaust when compared with The World at
War, is not the aim of this chapter. Rather what follows contextualises
Cole’s analysis by looking at a selection of programmes shown by the

90



James Jordan 91

BBC in the 20 years before Holocaust that were partly responsible for the
muted response to the miniseries. In discussing solely the BBC’s output,
it is not my intention to suggest that programmes on commercial tele-
vision, which of course included The World at War, were uncommon or
inferior – far from it – but rather to focus on a national broadcaster with
a particular status in the British psyche. The nucleus of this discussion
is five episodes of This Is Your Life, the light entertainment show that
ran on the BBC for nine series from 1955–1964. As will be seen, these
episodes constructed a life story and narrative of liberation, rescue and
witness through the choice of guests and the content and manner of
articulation of their on-screen memories.

BBC television and the Holocaust, 1955–1978

In the 20 years before Holocaust, a period that equates roughly to 1955–
1978, ‘the genocide directed against the Jews’ was indeed a regular
presence on British television.3 Such a blanket statement, however,
captures neither the content nor the diversity of those programmes.
In respect of the BBC’s output, for example, the Holocaust – or, rather,
what later becomes understood by that term – was seldom the sole focus
of the programmes in question and virtually never articulated as ‘the
Holocaust’, a phrase and concept still in its infancy for much of the
period.4 Such a statement also fails to express just how much televi-
sion, its style, reach and influence changed between the two dates. 1955
was the year that marked the tenth anniversary of the end of the war
and the liberation of the concentration camps; it was also the year in
which the BBC’s monopoly ended with the launch of commercial televi-
sion in September. Already expanding, television entered its boom years
in this period, with the competition between channels, larger audiences,
nationwide coverage, the introduction of BBC2 in April 1964 and longer
broadcasting hours all helping to usher in a ‘golden age’ that defined
television as an important and influential mass medium. These same
years, as Jeffrey Shandler has noted in respect of American television,
also witnessed the start of ‘Holocaust consciousness’, with the capture
and trial of Adolf Eichmann considered the trigger for increased interest
in the genocide.5 It was, therefore, a time of great transition for both
television and the Holocaust, one during which the Nazi genocide was
depicted in many different ways.6

The BBC’s most highly acclaimed and probably best-known pro-
gramme from this period was Hugh Burnett’s Warsaw Ghetto (BBC1,
tx. 18 November 1965), the first programme to show viewers ‘the entire
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study made by the Nazis of the race they had decided to destroy’.7 This
50-minute documentary combined two strands of memory and repre-
sentation, with a visual montage of the ghetto compiled from films and
photographs shot by the SS, Gestapo and German Army, accompanied
by a commentary written and narrated by survivor Alexander Bernfes.
Even with its high proportion of horrific content, it was almost uni-
versally acclaimed, scoring an unusually high 81 (out of 100) on the
BBC’s internal Reaction Index (RI), with one viewer writing that ‘One
can read of these horrible happenings and often doubt their truth, but
to see them is proof.’8 It was a sentiment that reinforces the power of
the image and recalls the decision taken by the Allied prosecution at the
Nuremberg trial to use film as evidence.

Warsaw Ghetto, however, was not the first BBC programme to con-
sider the murder of Europe’s Jews or even the Warsaw Ghetto.9 Rudolph
Cartier, an exile from Nazi Germany who had first arrived in Britain in
1935, produced and directed a number of innovative and unusual dra-
mas that had a clear connection to the Holocaust and his own past. The
Cold Light (tx. 29 July 1956) and The Joel Brand Story (BBC1, 14 December
1965), for example, contained in different ways references to persecu-
tion, genocide, refugees, victims, perpetrators and bystanders, with his
mesmeric adaptation of Dr Korczak and the Children (tx. 13 August 1962)
pre-emptingWarsaw Ghetto in setting and intent as it recalled ‘the whole
overwhelming tragedy of the Jewish people’ in ‘one of the most com-
pelling and moving plays seen on television for many years’.10 More
allegorically, Cartier’s production of the seminal science-fiction serial
Quatermass and the Pit (tx. 22 December 1958–26 January 1959), writ-
ten by Nigel Kneale, contained its own interpretation of genocide in the
race purges of the ‘Wild Hunt’.
Cartier was not alone in considering the persecution and murder of

the Jews as a suitable subject for television drama. Other productions
included D.G. Bridson’s The Bullet (tx. 20 August 1958), a short play
about Jewish revenge set in post-war Germany; Leo Lehman’s Thirty
Pieces of Silver (tx. 26 August 1958), a play in which Joan Miller starred as
MrsWeiss, a refugee whose husband had been killed in a Nazi concentra-
tion camp; Echo from Afar (tx. 13 December 1959) by Jack Pulman, the
story of a Buchenwald doctor living under a new identity in post-war
America; and Address Unknown (tx. 3 September 1962), an adaptation
of Kressman Taylor’s short story that was the source of one of the few
Hollywood films of the 1940s to address directly the persecution of the
Jews.11 There were also plays that recognised the potential of the camp
and the rubble of post-war Europe as a dramatic setting. In August 1956
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Val Gielgud’s Siding 273 (tx. 19 August 1956), a version of his own
1948 play Iron Curtain, considered the fate of refugees caught up in
the political tensions of Europe in 1946, while two years later Uncer-
tain Mercy (tx. 4 September 1958) was set inside a Displaced Persons’
(DP) Camp in Austria in 1956; finally The Unplayed Part (tx. 2 October
1960) told the story of a Jewish violinist in a concentration camp. More
ambitious and significant for its recreation of Auschwitz as a set in
Studio 1 of BBC Television Centre was The Materialists (BBC2, 17 May
1964), the third part of the trilogy The Seekers. A study in the nature
of human belief, The Seekers covered 900 years of history, with this
final section featuring a cast of over 100 extras, including 49 ‘Jewish
prisoners’.
The BBC’s current affairs and talks programmes also engaged with the

Holocaust and its consequences, and not only with reference to the cap-
ture and trial of Adolf Eichmann. The late 1950s marked the start of
Holocaust memorialisation and Auschwitz’s rise to prominence in the
western memory. A 1958 edition of the BBC’s landmark arts series Mon-
itor (tx. 9 November 1958) reflected both of these developments in a
report from Paris on the recently concluded competition to design the
Auschwitz Memorial. With sections written by Constantine Fitzgibbon,
spoken by Robert Dougall, and additional comments by sculptor and
competition judge Henry Moore, the programme was notable for being
one of the first BBC productions to include film of the liberation of
Auschwitz.12 Prior to this, British television, in common with British
culture more widely, presented and helped to create a view of Nazi
atrocities that focused on Belsen. Judith Petersen has written of how
the camp, the role of the British as liberators, Richard Dimbleby’s iconic
account for the BBC, and even Dimbleby himself, all helped to ‘create
and perpetuate Belsen’s symbolic’ importance, even if the coverage often
failed to highlight the Jewish specificity of the prisoners.13 In After the
Battle (tx. 31 December 1959), Dimbleby returned to Belsen to exam-
ine the memorialisation of the camp and the overwhelming silence he
encountered from those living in the neighbouring town of Bergen. He
famously returned again for Panorama (BBC1, 12 April 1965), focusing
more on the fate of those who survived the camps than contemporary
German responses. But the BBC’s cameras returned again one month
later for Victory in Europe: Twenty Years After (BBC1, 8 May 1965), a
joint BBC-CBS production which was broadcast as part of the cele-
brations to mark 20 years since the end of the war. During this live
programme – made possible by the advent of the world’s first commer-
cial communication satellite a month before – former correspondents
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returned to familiar places of war. The ‘responsibility’ for Belsen fell not
to Dimbleby, who was anchoring the programme in London, but his
son, David, who would ‘try to describe the significance of the place-
name to a generation who were too young to know of war at the time
these horrors were being revealed’.14 Richard Dimbleby would be dead
by the end of the year, but the ‘passing of the baton’ to the next genera-
tion of the dynasty had already taken place, and taken place through the
intergenerational transmission of witnessing to the horrors of Belsen.
Dimbleby’s reports in After the Battle and Panorama were two of sev-

eral programmes that addressed German memory and guilt in different
ways. An earlier edition of Panorama (tx. 16 March 1964) had reported
from the Auschwitz trial, a significant event for European memory more
generally, while Tonight (BBC1, 7 December 1964) featured survivor
Rudolf Vrba addressing the German attitude towards Nazi war crimi-
nals in the present.15 Looking further back into the past was Who Raised
His Voice against It? (BBC1, 18 July 1968), a documentary that asked
who in Germany had opposed Hitler.16 Four years later an edition of
Europa (‘The Total Seduction’, BBC2, 13 April 1972), a programme which
brought together the best of European television, considered ‘Why were
the German people loyal to Hitler?’ The BBC’s science series Horizon
raised similar questions in ‘You Do as You Are Told’ (BBC2, 28 October
1974), in which Stanley Milgram discussed his celebrated studies on
obedience and authority with reference to the Holocaust: ‘When six
million Jews met their deaths at the hands of the Nazis, thousands of
ordinary people lent a hand. How could this happen?’17 It was a ques-
tion that contained more than historical implications, raising questions
of the potential for any society to marginalise and persecute a minor-
ity. This had been implicit 15 years before in an edition of Panorama (tx.
11 January 1960) that confronted anti-Semitism in the United Kingdom.
During the course of the programme, Robert Kee interviewed a num-
ber of prominent British Jews, including the playwright Arnold Wesker.
Wesker suggested that the post-war rise in anti-Semitism seen in this
country might be a response to the fact that Jewish nationalism had
grown stronger in the Anglo-Jewish community since the war. That in
itself, he argued, was a direct consequence of the Nazi persecution:

I think the obvious reason must be the enormous shock of what
happened during the war with the six million Jews in the gas cham-
bers, and this has had the effect of . . .making the Jewish community
tighter . . . It hasn’t only affected the Jewish community – I think it’s
affected world consciousness as well.



James Jordan 95

If Wesker’s words looked outwards, referencing the Holocaust as paradig-
matic event and touching on the nascent idea of a global ‘Holocaust
consciousness’, Kee’s concluding remarks were more introspective,
speaking of how Jews and non-Jews in Britain were connected by a
‘mutual difference’ which,

paradoxically, knits us more closely together – that’s to say British
culture is enriched by Jewish culture and the Jewish heritage, and
the Jewish culture is enriched by the British heritage. Still at a time
when simple louts who have to attack something in order to prove
to themselves that they really exist at all are at work, we can never
be too vigilant. The country in which the Jewish and non-Jewish
strain once seemed to enrich each other most successfully – was
Germany.18

That vigilance extended to one of the more unusual recurrent themes
of the period as a number of programmes were broadcast that con-
sidered what would or could have happened to Britain should Hitler
and fascism have triumphed then or in the future. ‘Thirty-Minute
Theatre’ asked ‘Could Britain go fascist?’ in . . .And Was Invited to Form
a Government (BBC2, 22 May 1969), while If Britain Had Fallen (BBC1,
12 September 1972) was a documentary story told in three parts over
the course of one evening, with a special edition of Late Night Line-Up
(BBC2, 13 September 1972) to follow. This culminated in Philip Mackie’s
An Englishman’s Castle (BBC2, 5–19 June 1978), a serial that asked ‘What
if Germany had won the war?’, with the persecution of the Jews, now
extended to Britain’s shores, playing a crucial part in the plot.
Finally, in the politically charged late 1960s and early 1970s, Germany

was not alone in being placed on trial by television. Uncomfortable
questions were also asked in America on Trial (BBC1, 6 June 1971), the
co-production with NET (United States) and ZDF (Germany), that saw
Telford Taylor, formerly part of the American Prosecuting Counsel at the
Nuremberg trials, compare the horrors of Nazi Germany with the ongo-
ing situation in Vietnam, a subject also covered by Marcel Ophuls’ The
Memory of Justice (BBC2, 7 November 1976) five years later. That sense of
justice was also evident in the first Holocaust miniseries, QB VII (BBC1,
24 and 25 April 1976), a dramatisation of the Dering libel trial that had
made headline news as ‘Auschwitz in England’ ten years before.19 QB
VII made explicit connections between the Holocaust and the creation
and continuation of Israel, links that were also made in two documen-
taries, The State of the Jews (BBC2, 2 May 1968) and Israel: A Promised
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Land (BBC2, 11 May 1978), broadcast to mark the 20th and then 30th
anniversaries of the establishment of Israel. 20

It was within this developing context – or, more correctly, these
contexts – that the BBC screened Holocaust three months later. This
would, as Cole’s article shows, provoke sustained engagement not only
with what was shown but how, often focusing on the perceived supe-
riority of British over American television. It was a familiar debate, one
that had been seen 20 years before in one of the first BBC series to turn
to the subject of the Holocaust.

This Is Your Life, 1955–1964

In his book on the Holocaust’s relationship with American television,
Jeffrey Shandler discusses an episode of the American series This Is Your
Life. Broadcast on 27 May 1953, the life story of Hanna Bloch Kohner
was ‘one of the first American telecasts devoted to telling an individ-
ual’s story of surviving Nazi persecution’ and the first of ‘at least five
other broadcasts in which the series honored [sic] other Jewish sur-
vivors of Nazism, Jewish refugees, and individuals who rescued Jews
from Nazi persecution’.21 Watching that show was Ronnie Waldman,
the BBC’s Head of Light Entertainment, who was visiting America in
search of ideas for new programmes. Rather than being impressed, he
reportedly watched with a growing sense of discomfort as the cam-
eras witnessed ‘the reunion of some members of a Jewish family who
had believed one another to be dead or missing through the European
purges’.22 Two years later, though, This Is Your Lifemade its British televi-
sion debut and within a decade had also featured a survivor as its central
figure.
One of several programme formats imported from America in themid-

1950s, This Is Your Life was ‘one of the most popular TV programmes on
British television ever, running almost 50 years, producing over 1000
editions, and, in the process, becoming a British institution’.23 As Louis
Barfe writes in his history of British light entertainment, the idea behind
the show was ‘simple’:

a person of note – sometimes a conventional celebrity, sometimes a
worthier candidate, like a war hero – was caught unawares and pre-
sented with a potted biography. Friends, family and associates would
make grand entrances in order to pay fulsome tribute to the subject
of the show.24
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At the end of the show that biography was presented to the guest in the
form of the famous ‘big red book’, a souvenir full of photographs taken
that evening.
Hosted by Eamonn Andrews, the BBC’s version of This Is Your Life

was an immediate success. The principal guests for these shows, as
Barfe outlines, were drawn from the famous and the worthy, a mix-
ture of showbusiness personalities, wartime heroes and three categories
of lesser-known figures defined by the production team as ‘do-gooders’
(charity workers), ‘dog-collars’ (as above, but men or women of the
cloth) and ‘Pickles Cases’ (people who have overcome illness or disabil-
ity).25 The first of the wartime heroes featured in the second episode
(tx. 25 September 1955) when Yvonne Bailey, nee Baseden, a former
member of the Special Operations Executive, relived her experiences,
including her time as a prisoner in Ravensbrück.26 Six months later,
the camera returned (not for the first time) to the horrors of war
with the story of Ida Cook. It was the first of at least five pro-
grammes that would feature in some way the persecution of the Jews
of Europe.

Ida Cook, tx. 11 March 1956

On the evening of Sunday 11 March 1956, Mary Burchell and Nancy
Spain, two popular writers of romantic fiction, were taken to the BBC’s
Lime Grove studios to record a talk on ‘The Writing of Romantic
Novels’. There the lights were rigged to fail and the talk hastily rear-
ranged for Television Theatre. It was only then that Eamonn Andrews
revealed to Burchell that she there not to give a talk, but to lis-
ten to ‘a story more romantic than any fiction’. Burchell was the
pseudonym of Ida Cook, who, with the help of her sister Louise, had
been responsible for the rescue of Jewish refugees from Nazi Europe.
The story of the Cooks was the subject of much press coverage in the
early 1950s, with appearances on radio, television and the national
newspapers. It is a story that has recently been the subject of a resur-
gence of interest thanks in part to Ida and Louise’s receipt of the
newly instigated ‘Heroes of the Holocaust’ award, to the republica-
tion of the autobiographical account of their experiences, and to a
number of articles and books which have made the story familiar
once again.27 Given her contemporary profile, it seems unlikely to
have been true, therefore, when Andrews told Cook that evening, that
until ‘a week or so ago’, this was simply to have been ‘the story of
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a writer with an unusual and intimate link with the world of Grand
Opera’:

Suddenly, half way through our investigations we hit on some-
thing far more interesting and dramatic. A story that might have
come straight from the case-book of a modern Scarlet Pimpernel: at
great personal risk you and your sister Louise delivered from Nazi
persecution a company of distraught and desperate human beings.28

There is no surviving copy of the programme – or indeed any of the
five under discussion; however, a camera script, prepared in advance for
the live broadcast, indicates that at that point there was to come from
offstage a voice that belonged to a speaker whose identity was concealed
from Cook and the audience. This piece of trickery would become one
of the most eagerly anticipated parts of the show’s routine.

OFF-STAGE: My mother and my father and I myself owe our lives to
you, Miss Cook.

ANDREWS: A voice from those grim days of 1938. Whose is it?
(IDA may recognise . . .)
Yes. One of the many you saved, and one you haven’t seen for many
years – Walter Stiefel!
(WALTER enters – greets IDA)
You first met Miss Cook in Berlin, Mr Stiefel?
STIEFEL: Yes. On a street corner and believe me, it was a very danger-
ous thing for her to do. It was arranged for me to meet her at the
station carrying an English newspaper, but they were banned on
that day, and I had a Swedish paper. Miss Cook and I were unable to
recognise each other but, later, I was able to phone her and arranged
the street corner meeting. It is impossible for any of us to express
adequately our gratitude to Miss Cook and her sister. But for them
I do not doubt that I would have ended my life in a concentration
camp. I am very glad to have this opportunity of saying again –
thank you, Ida and Louise Cook.

ANDREWS: And thank you, Walter Stiefel, for coming down from
Manchester.29

The story of Stiefel’s flight was not discussed according to the remaining
record.30 Instead he took his seat on the stage, a constant silent presence,
while Andrews turned to Cook, telling her, and reassuring both the stu-
dio audience and the viewers at home, that this was not to be ‘a horror
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story’, but ‘the story of two girls and of how their love of opera and
the people of opera led them into situations which needed tremendous
courage and an unflinching faith in humanity’.31

Over the next 30 minutes the programme recalled how Cook had
worked for the Civil Service in inter-war London, developing a love of
music and then opera. It was around 1935–36, the time of ‘an insidious
change’ in Europe, that conductor Clemens Krauss and his wife Viorica
Krass-Ursuleac asked Ida and Louise to look after Frau Mayer-Lismann
and her family, ‘the first refugees’ saved by the Cooks. At this point
the script indicates that there was a change of pace, with the dialogue
replaced by a montage of silent footage of Nazi persecution as the pro-
gramme merged past with present through the use of the newsreels that
would resonate with the audience:

Nazis Lash Britain Again (Headline)
Goebbels at Mic (Picture)
Smashed Shop Window (Picture)
Goebbels in Uniform (Picture)
Night Orgy of Looting (Headline)
Synagogue (Picture)
Goebbels with Troops (Picture)

Andrews continued, recalling how in their travels the sisters saw ‘the
terror of Nazi persecution as the hideous, inhuman menace it is. All
around you, men, women and children by the hundreds of thousands
have one thought – to get out before they are engulfed by a tide of blood
and torture.’ ‘Do we need to be reminded now of the bestiality, the
misery and the murder that went on in places that you had known only
as cities of light and gaiety and melody?’ he asked. He did not wait for
an answer to his rhetorical question: ‘Early in 1938, Austria is invaded.
Later in the same year Czechoslovakia. In November the fuse is touched
off.’ And shortly thereafter the screen then cut to a second montage, this
time starting with an image of Herschel Grynszpan whose assassination
of Ernst vom Rath was the trigger for Kristallnacht:

Jewish Boy (Picture)
Shot Nazi Envoy Dies (Headline)
Jew with Placard (Picture)

As the images played Andrews provided a voiceover: ‘A young Jew shoots
a Nazi official and the hatred for the Jews is revealed in a crescendo of
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stark horror. The order goes out that every male Jew between the ages
of sixteen and eighty is to be rounded up and sent to a concentration
camp.’ There was no further explanation, with the only pause being to
allow Andrews to apologise to Cook for the subject matter, telling her
‘I had no option but to recall these harrowing memories’. Andrews then
continued to relay how the Cooks made regular trips to the continent,
becoming ‘the target for frantic appeals by men and women who knew
that if they can’t get out of Germany – and at once – they will die’. Their
London flat becomes a ‘clearing house for your refugees’ until the onset
of war finally makes it impossible for them to continue.
Most of the remainder of the programme focused on other aspects of

Cook’s life, but it returned to the rescue of Jewish refugees when she
was joined onstage by Stanley Black, a tailor from whom Ida Cook had
ordered a fur coat in post-war London. Black recalled for Andrews how
he recognised Cook’s name, ‘because I had heard about all she had done
for the Jewish people, and felt so tremendously grateful’. A fur coat ‘was
to be my way of showing a little of my appreciation’. To conclude, the
last section of Cook’s Life brought her story up-to-date with the intro-
duction of John Slade who was working with Cook in a DP camp at
Landschutt, Bavaria, home to 1200 people from 16 different countries.32

Cook later thanked producer Leslie Jackson ‘for the perfectly won-
derful evening’. ‘It was’, she wrote, ‘just one of the most marvellous
things that ever happened to me and I’m still happily dazzled.’33 It was
in some ways a fitting tribute to a remarkable woman and story, but the
victim’s story remained marginal to a programme that was a celebra-
tion of a British rescuer which told of the Jewish experience primarily
through familiar newsreel footage. The focus on the British hero would
also be true later that year when the fourth episode of the second series
surprised charity worker Sue Ryder, a guest who was adamant that the
story that needed to be both told and heard was that of the victim and
not rescuer.

Sue Ryder, tx. 12 November 1956

The second series of This Is Your Life started with conservationist Peter
Scott, actress Ada Reeve and Edinburgh fireman Peter Methven. Then
on 12 November 1956, in a show pre-recorded in September at the
King’s Theatre, Hammersmith, it was the turn of Ryder, who was then
working tirelessly with DPs across Europe. Like Cook, she was a per-
son who had already featured on the BBC (although she had never
heard of This Is Your Life) and is a person whose story has remained
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in the public consciousness.34 Taking part that evening were friends
and colleagues who would speak of Ryder’s bravery and determination,
including representatives of the Committee for Aid to Ex-Concentration
Camp Survivors in Germany and former concentration camp inmates.
The programme opened with one of the most elaborate of all Life

ruses, featuring an extended interview between Ryder and actress Edana
Romney. Onstage with Ryder and Romney sat five people who spoke
no English. They were all originally from Poland and all now lived in
German DP camps. The first was Tadeusz Meucta, identified in the pro-
gramme by his first name only. Tadeusz had been only 15 when he was
deported to Mauthausen in 1940. He had been imprisoned there for five
years, finally hitchhiking his way home after the war to discover his
family dead. Josef Mojcik had escaped from a forced labour camp only
to be sent to Auschwitz, ‘where five million people were exterminated’.
Next was Stefan Szypanski, a member of the Polish underground who
had been in Auschwitz and Flossenbürg. The fourth person was Ludwig
Jania, who ‘after the most fearful interrogations [by the Nazis]’ had been
‘sent to a place we have all heard of – Dachau. The details of what
he underwent there are too horrible to mention.’ Finally came Captain
Gruszynski, a Polish officer and POW who had spent seven years in dif-
ferent camps across Europe. These men were all homeless, all suffering
from illness, physical injuries and mental scars which meant that they
could not leave Germany. There were, Ryder explained to Romney, cur-
rently over 100,000 similar DPs across Europe, ‘survivors of over twelve
million who died or were exterminated during the war’. Unless some-
thing could be done, they were destined to remain DPs for the rest
of their lives, condemned to live in the overcrowded former POW and
slave labour camps, with little compensation for their treatment and no
stimulation.
At that point, seven minutes into the programme according to a

script annotation, the camera switched to Andrews who was seated
in an offstage dressing-room. From there he explained that this elab-
orate opening was a subterfuge to surprise Ryder, an individual so
prone to ‘self-sacrifice’ that it was suspected she would refuse to par-
ticipate in what was planned. For that reason the announcement of
the true purpose of the show was followed by the immediate presence
onstage of Ryder’s mother to ensure she remained. Once Ryder was
safely seated in ‘the chair of Honour’ Andrews began the show proper,
introducing it as ‘a story of a young woman dedicated to helping people
who were imprisoned and tortured in those infamous camps at Belsen,
Buchenwald, Auschwitz and the rest’.35
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For the next 20 minutes, the audience learned of Ryder’s extraordi-
nary efforts on behalf of the thousands of ‘Forgotten Allies’ trapped in
camps across Europe.36 The next day Cecil McGivern, Deputy Director
of Television Broadcasting, called it ‘an excellent edition, most moving
and, of course, most timely’, a reference to the Armistice day commemo-
rations and the recent plight of Hungarian refugees.37 The BBC’s internal
audience research gave viewing figures of 26 per cent of the adult public
(55 per cent of the adult viewing public) and suggested that for many
of them this had been the best This Is Your Life they had seen, giving it
an RI of 76 (slightly above average of 72).38 There was a minority who
were critical of the fact that it had been filmed in advance, that Ryder
was too young and her life ‘severely limited’, and that the introduction
was drawn out and muddled. But the majority felt she was an ‘excellent
choice’. Here was ‘a life that really did deserve to be told, and no more
fitting day than this could have been chosen’, reported one viewer.
One of the critics was Ryder herself. She ‘hated the limelight’ and

was initially uncertain about the programme, even if the day after
the recording she thanked Jackson ‘so very much indeed for all your
wonderful help for this Cause’. If she had appeared ungracious at the
outset, she continued, ‘it was only because I felt deeply embarrassed and
shocked that I was the centre of a programme which I should naturally
have preferred dedicated solely to these brave and unfortunate people
who endured such appalling sufferings’. With that in mind, Ryder asked
Jackson if, when the programme was eventually broadcast, the viewer’s
attention could be drawn to the importance of hospital visiting and the
patients.
Ryder herself missed the broadcast as she was ‘dashing from Camp to

Camp in Germany’, but the public response was overwhelmingly posi-
tive.39 When donations and offers of help started coming in she realised,
Andrews would later recall, that ‘we [the programme makers] were try-
ing to help, too’.40 By 12 December 1956 approximately £2066 had been
received in donations.41 There was also a request from one viewer for
contact details of the Polish workers who appeared on the programme,
another from a member of the public who had adopted a Polish Dis-
placed family, and another from a registered foster mother living in Kent
who asked that Ryder be told ‘we are quite willing to have 2 children,
any nationality boys or girls preferably young, say under 7 or 8’.
Sue Ryder’s appearance once again highlighted the heroic British

response to the fate of refugees and DPs across Europe, making a neat
parallel to Ida Cook’s pre-war rescue efforts. It was another familiar
story but unlike Cook’s there was no newsreel footage involved in



James Jordan 103

the retelling, as the programme considered more the aftermath and
ongoing troubles rather than the historical persecution under Hitler.
Furthermore, Ryder’s story, rooted in the present, made reference to
Auschwitz and a camp experience that went beyond Belsen, taking it
into a realm of memory and memorialisation that was at that time unfa-
miliar for a British audience, starting to integrate both Britain and the
Holocaust into a wider context. The next related episode, however, took
a step backwards as it returned to the liberation of Belsen.

Hugh Llewellyn Glyn-Hughes, tx. 9 March 1959

Brigadier Hugh Llewellyn Glyn-Hughes was travelling in the same jeep
with Richard Dimbleby when he first entered Belsen. As chief doctor of
the Second Army, he was subsequently in charge of supervising the med-
ical treatment in the camp. It is that role for which he is probably best
remembered, but Belsen was, of course, just one part of Glyn-Hughes’
life.42 He was, Andrews said to him on the evening of 9 March 1959, a
man with ‘decorations too numerous to mention’.

And the trouble is where to begin to spring surprises on you. Perhaps
a place you might least like to remember. A place whose very name
implies horror – the dreaded concentration camp at Belsen, whose
very existence shocked the civilised world.

As Andrews finished speaking, footage of liberation was then shown,
with a Grams track (the soundtrack accompaniment) indicating the
effect as simply ‘Horror’. Afterwards, Andrews continued: ‘On April 15th

you became the first British medical officer to set foot inside the
camp. There you find only one British subject alive.’ There then came a
mystery voice:

Voice (off-stage): I was that prisoner.
(Might not recognise)
ANDREWS: You haven’t met since you both gave evidence at the
Belsen Camp trials in Luneburg 1945. He’s flown from Jersey where
he is a headmaster, to be with you tonight. Come in Harold Le
Druillenec.
[Applause]
Le Druillenec enters, greets.
ANDREWS: Would you like to tell us about the liberation of Belsen.
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LE DRUILLENEC: For weeks there had been rumours that the British
were coming. But the remainder of my friends and I were sure they
would be too late. The death roll had been enormous – over 20,000
victims, and now the guards were shooting whole batches of pris-
oners. We hadn’t eaten for days, and I remember that morning we
were pleased because we had found some grass to chew.

ANDREWS: But this time those rumours were true.
LE DRUILLENEC: Yes, the first thing I saw was a truck with some
British soldiers in it. I thought I rushed up to them, but they told
me afterwards that I crawled there on all fours.

ANDREWS: [To camera]
And no wonder, because this man’s weight was down to 90 pounds.
[To Le Druillenec]
What do you remember about Brigadier Hughes?
LE DRUILLENEC: At the first interrogation nothing. You see I didn’t
really know who was questioning me. It was only at a later interro-
gation by the Brigadier that I realised it was the same man who had
listened to me with such patience, kindness and understanding.

ANDREWS: For making that trip from Jersey to be with us tonight,
thank you, Harold Le Druillenec.

Le Druillenec’s story is yet again one that had been heard on the BBC
before and has been told since. Like Cook, he is now a ‘Hero of the
Holocaust’ and his testimony to liberation appears alongside Dimbleby’s
on the BBC’s archive website. Here his attendance confirms the telling
of a particularly British experience of the camps, one that again failed
to engage with the Jewish particularity of what the liberators found.
Things might, however, have been different. At the end of the surviv-
ing programme script, crossed through on p. 33, there is a section that
suggests that the programme was originally intended to end where it
had begun, with one final guest who would have been another silent
survivor, present for symbolic purposes without any agency of his own:

ANDREWS: We began your story in Belsen, the camp of horror from
which so few people came out alive. One of those survivors you
have met. Our investigators found another. Unfortunately he speaks
no English, but when we told him of our plans he not only left a
sick bed, but insisted on paying his own expenses to fly from France
to pay his tribute to you tonight. Come in Mr . . .Rosensaft.
(Mr Rosensaft enters, greets.)
Thank you Mr Rosensaft for making that trip to be with us tonight.
(Mr Rosensaft exits)43
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After Cook and Ryder, two people who worked closely with refugees
before and after the war, Glyn-Hughes’ story took the viewer closer to
the horrors by moving into the camp, but continued to describe that
experience as part of a broader narrative of the war. Moreover, it focused
on the familiar image of Belsen and its liberation rather than engaging
with a survivor, with the Jewish specificity lost as it had been in Ryder’s.
The final two programmes to be discussed at least seemed to chal-
lenge this one-dimensional engagement, but how they did so is unclear.
As with Cook, Ryder and Glyn-Hughes, there is no surviving copy of the
programme, but in these cases the BBC Written Archives (WAC) has no
script or production file either. The analysis is therefore fleeting, but the
remaining records and references suggest that survivors were starting to
speak for themselves and that people wanted to hear these stories. The
first of these, on 24 October 1960, sandwiched between programmes on
Clarence Wolfe, Warden of Aberlour Orphanage, and T. E. B. Clarke, the
screenwriter at Ealing Studios, was Charles Coward, another subsequent
‘Hero of the Holocaust’ and ‘Righteous among the Nations’.

Charles Coward, tx. 24 October 1960

There is much to say about Coward’s life and his (now questioned)
experiences in Auschwitz, but that fame is little in evidence from the
surviving material of his appearance on This Is Your Life. There is vir-
tually no surviving material in the BBC’s WAC, with one of the few
references coming from a review in the Jewish Chronicle:

The remarkable story of how Charles Coward, a former British POW
in Germany, rescued Jews from Auschwitz was told in the BBC fea-
ture ‘This is Your Life’ on Monday. Cecil Sklan, a fellow-prisoner
with Mr Coward, paid tribute to all he had done to save Jews from
almost certain death. Also brought to the studio for the occasion
was a former inmate of Auschwitz [Norbert Wollheim], now living in
New York, who lost his wife and three year-old son in the camp. Shots
taken at Auschwitz were seen by viewers.44

Although only offering glimpses, it is a review that shows how the
Holocaust was developing its own narrative. Coward’s Britishness and
heroism were still very much the focus (his guests included other former
inmates), but the interview with Sklan meant an explicit connection to
the Jewish victims in a way that had been missing from Glyn-Hughes’
account. This was emphasised by the appearance of Norbert Wollheim at
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the end of the programme, his appearance as the final guest suggesting
that this was in some sense the culmination of the life story:

It was certainly the climax of the broadcast, when, at the end,
Norbert Wollheim appeared. In a most dignified and impressive
way Wollheim paid tribute to this unassuming Cockney, who, out
of a sense of unshakeable decency and at danger to his own life,
single-handedly conducted his rescue work.45

Once again, therefore, the surviving evidence suggests that Coward’s
programme was about British rescue and resolve in the face of the hor-
rors of Nazi Germany, a celebration of one life lived fully and not a
memorial for the six million lost. And yet the programme was also mov-
ing slowly closer to the survivor’s story and it was no surprise therefore
that in the final This Is Your Life under discussion the ‘victim’ of the
show was also a victim of the Holocaust.46

Alice Stern, tx. 10 October 1963

Similar to the Coward episode, there is no surviving copy of the pro-
gramme, no script, no production file, no audience research report and
virtually no reviews. The BBC’s Subject Index cards under the subject
of ‘Concentration Camps’ record the show simply as ‘10.10.63. This is
your life. Alice Stern. T/r. in camps for Jews. etc.’. There was a review in
the Jewish Chronicle, but even here the coverage was surprisingly under-
stated. Under the title of ‘No Punches Pulled’, a reference not to This
Is Your Life but to a documentary series, The Jew in the World, which
was showing on ITV, the story of Stern’s life was simply one of several of
‘Jewish-interest’ which could be found that week ‘all over the networks’:

On BBC the subject of ‘This is Your Life’ was a concentration camp
survivor, Mrs Alice Stern, now living in London. Viewers heard how
her amazing courage and will to live helped her to triumph in the
face of overwhelming odds.47

The only additional guidance to the programme in the BBCWAC comes
from the Programmes as Broadcast (a detailed record of the transmission
times and content) which at least reveals the names of those featured on
screen that evening. These included not only Andrews and Stern, but
Mrs Gina Haurowitz, Mrs H. Libockowitz, Mrs F. Billetta, Felix Morel,
Mrs A. Parnes, Mrs Hana Pravda, Doris Lilttell, with four women and
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two men as ‘extras’. Mrs Ilsa Krause featured in a film sequence, and
George Pravda in a recorded insert. Even this brief list offers further evi-
dence of the increased presence of the Holocaust survivor. Hana Pravda,
a former prisoner in Auschwitz, had recently been seen in the Studio
4 production of Address Unknown, and would be seen again as Emma
Cohen, a concentration camp survivor (one never named as Jewish) in
Survivors (1975–1977), Terry Nation’s vision of post-apocalyptic Britain.
She would later appear in QB VII as a Holocaust survivor alongside
her husband, George Pravda, another recognisable and familiar face on
British screens, including a part in The Password Is Courage, the film ver-
sion of the life of Charles Coward, and the lead in The Unplayed Part
(tx. 2 October 1960) one of the earliest of BBC plays to be set in a
concentration camp.48

Stern’s appearance completed the progression from rescuer to liberator
to inmate to survivor that had started eight years before. In starting with
Ida Cook, the ‘Scarlet Pimpernel’ figure, and positioning her exploits
within a specifically British and literary tradition, the programme fore-
grounded a life story of heroic rescue rather than one curtailed by the
horrors. Similarly Ryder’s story was very much about heroism, and one
again undertaken by a young woman in terrible circumstances. With
Glyn-Hughes the pattern remained constant even as it changed, with
the rescuer now also being a liberator. In each of these programmes at
least one survivor had been present onstage, but they were not there
to speak of their own experiences but rather to honour the actions of
the principal guest. When it was Charles Coward’s turn to take centre-
stage, the remaining documents hint at the fact that for the first time
the experiences of life in the camps and Nazi-occupied Europe more
generally were at least being actively remembered and sought. That was
affirmed three years later when Stern became the first victim to be the
focal point for the camera, telling of her life to an audience of around
10 million people.
From the vantage point of 50 years later, given the interest in This is

Your Life and the heightened awareness of the Holocaust, these last two
programmes seem the most remarkable, not because they happened but
because of the lack of press coverage they were afforded and the absence
of any recordings or records remaining in the BBC’s archives. It is hard
to imagine that they would not be preserved now, but their absence is
indicative of just how far removed the present day is from the 1960s in
terms of the retention of broadcast material and the Holocaust.49 It is
an absence that highlights the marketing, publicity and analysis that
preceded and followed Holocaust 14 years later.
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As an addendum, there is another interesting parallel between This
Is Your Life and Holocaust. In 1955, the BBC’s version of This Is Your Life
was an immediate success, but its appeal was not universal, with many
believing this type of American schmaltz to be an invasion of privacy,
inferior to ‘British programmes’ and even vulgar in its basic premise of
making entertainment from what could be embarrassing and harrowing
memories. A customs officer interviewed for the BBC’s audience research
after the very first programme captured the kind of ambivalence it could
engender: ‘Although I would definitely watch another programme of
this out of ghoulish curiosity, I think we’d be better off without it.’50

Forward three years and This Is Your Life was regularly gaining audience
figures as high as 10–12 million, meaning it was watched by around
40 per cent of the television viewing public or 25 per cent of the adult
population as a whole.51 Yet, complaints about its content and format
continued to be widespread. This was a show considered by some to be
‘deplorable’, one that featured ‘abominable victimisation’ and paraded
‘false enthusiasm and private emotions . . . [for] public curiosity’.52 For
the Daily Mirror it was ‘the most revolting’ of all television programmes,
‘a non-stop exercise in embarrassment wrapped up in unbearable enter-
tainment’.53 But the high viewing figures meant that even the critics
had to acknowledge that the show had ‘come to stay’.54 Within this
dislike for the programme there was the regular suggestion that it was
the show’s transatlantic origin that was to blame. It was, for example, a
programme containing ‘un-English exhibitions’ and when Anna Neagle
broke down in tears on the show, the Daily Express condemned it as ‘the
most embarrassing of all the editions of the American-invented pro-
gramme’.55 In the same paper, James Thomas was more precise in his
criticism, writing that ‘The sober cautious BBC brought this show from
American TV, where the unctuous, fulsome Mr Ralph Edwards runs it
as a weekly peepshow which specialises in shock, embarrassment, and
intrusion.’56 It may have been watched by millions every week, but pop-
ularity did not equate to quality, particularly when the programme’s
success was gauged ‘by the amount of emotion generated by its weekly
victim – and that has nothing to do with decency, or with human dig-
nity’.57 Wilfred Altman in Stage offered another damning assessment
of this ‘mass-exploitation of morbid curiosity’, one that criticised the
audience as much as the programme makers: ‘the more the shock, dis-
comfort and embarrassment displayed by the victim, the more they love
it . . . It doesn’t encourage viewers to think, to enjoy, to laugh. Rather it
arouses sentimentality, sympathy or snobbism.’ And yet he concluded
‘therein lies the programme’s appeal’.58 It is an evaluation that could
have been written in response to Holocaust 20 years later. And yet the
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similarity in responses conceals that 1958 and 1978 provided differ-
ent contexts for programmes that were in many ways the antithesis of
each other. Holocaust offered a dramatised version of the Holocaust that
was aimed at an international market, a big budget production with
a cast of hundreds. By contrast, This Is Your Life was produced for a
far more geographically limited audience, with its focus being people
and events that were familiar to a British narrative of the war, a narra-
tive that did not include the Holocaust, at least not its victims. These
programmes celebrated the British lives on display, with the destruc-
tion of the Jews of Europe being but one aspect. They were also rigidly
defined narratives which positioned the Holocaust within a process of
memorialisation. In the cases of Cook, Ryder, Glyn-Hughes and Cow-
ard, these programmes memorialised British citizens with heroic pasts,
presents and futures, with their role in the Holocaust being to rescue
others through their direct action before, during and after the war. Only
when the camera turned to Stern did the BBC’s version of This Is Your
Life have as its victim someone who was also a victim of the Holocaust.
While that programme appears to have remained primarily a celebra-
tion of courage and resilience, describing how Stern’s ‘will to live’ had
enabled her to survive ‘in the face of overwhelming odds’, the choice
of Stern was evidence that by 1964 the Holocaust had entered into the
mainstream with the victims at last being given a voice to tell their own
stories.
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6
The Holocaust in British Television
and Film: A Look over the Fence
Olaf Jensen

The essays by Tim Cole and James Jordan in this volume confirm the
impressions one regularly gets when considering public media in Britain
since 1945: the Holocaust was not a topic of major concern but merely
seen as an add-on to the Second World War. The war itself and the Nazis
were much more interesting – and easier to make fun of. One can only
admire the lightness and easiness with which British television series,
from Dad’s Army to Allo, Allo!; from Fawlty Towers to That Mitchell and
Webb Look, deal with the Second World War and the Nazis, usually turn-
ing it into a light affair complete with a laughter track. The Germans are
mainly characterised as fools, speaking English with a heavy German
accent and outwitted by everyone – an exception here may be Dad’s
Army which places the irony and humiliation firmly on the caricatured
members of the British Home Guard. The only German-produced equiv-
alent that comes to mind are episodes of Obersalzberg within the comedy
show Switch Reloaded that has run on channel ProSieben since 2007.1

Here, the German version of The Office meets Hitler’s headquarters: a
deranged Hitler is barely in control of his office, struggling with missing
swastika keys on the typewriters, bullied and controlled by Goebbels and
constantly sent poisoned cookies by Graf Stauffenberg.
All these comedies have one thing in common: they make fun of the

Nazi elite, the SS or Gestapo, Wehrmacht soldiers, officers and gener-
als, the home guard or French villagers – but they do not make fun
of anything to do with the Holocaust; Jews being deported, in ghet-
tos or death camps do not make good comedy. Only a few comedians
have tried to approach this topic, an example being Ricky Gervais’s
imaginary dialogue between Nietzsche and Hitler (where Nietzsche dis-
covers that Hitler ‘went way too far’ with his writings) or when he
compares History Channel programmes on Anne Frank with Discovery

115



116 The Holocaust in British Television and Film

Channel programmes on sharks, concluding that Nazis are ‘rubbish’
since sharks would have found Anne Frank in an instant.2 Usually,
though, the focus lies firmly on war-related issues as safe ground. It is
acceptable to make fun of war and ridicule chains of command, igno-
rant superiors or simple-minded Germans. It is a safe ground because
the war has a very specific meaning for British identity: aside from the
Blitz, it was not fought on British soil, and Britain was not occupied
(with the exception of the Channel Islands). Britain was victorious in
fighting Nazi Germany, plain and simple. In France or Germany, the
war has a completely different connotation. France was – and still is –
shaken by the experience of defeat and occupation and struggles with
the history and memory of the Vichy regime. Germany, obviously, is
the country that launched a world war and the genocide against the
European Jews.
Therefore, it is obvious that Britain has a different take on war and the

Holocaust. The war, with the sacrifices made to defeat Nazi Germany,
especially going it alone at the beginning, deserves unreserved respect
and is a cornerstone in the history of Britain that is still very important
for the collective identity of the country. However, this interpretation
of the conflict has also given war itself a positive connotation, far dif-
ferent to the way it is seen by its European neighbours. As Tom Lawson
suggests elsewhere in this volume, it also brings forth a tradition rooted
in the Empire. These narratives of the Second World War have necessar-
ily had an impact upon British popular culture. James Jordan notes that
the murder of the European Jews during what we now call the Holo-
caust was a ‘regular presence’3 on British Television from 1955 onwards,
yet one could say this was mainly as a vehicle to focus on the British
experience and the heroics of non-Jewish British helpers. Of course, the
memory and commemoration of some parts of the Holocaust with a spe-
cific link to Britain was always there, seen most prominently through
the Kindertransports and the liberation of the Bergen-Belsen camp. But
it seems the history of the Holocaust itself was mainly left for others
to deal with. Britain chose the role of having the occasional look over
the fence. The reactions to the TV series Holocaust, as discussed by Tim
Cole, show that the emphasis was mainly on the dramatisation and the
flawed representation, not the history itself. In countries like the United
States and Germany, the (mis-)representation was also a major concern
in the media and for the public, yet this was also followed by serious
public discourses about the history, and, in Germany, about German
responsibility and the responsibility of individual Germans between
generations.4
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Again, the difference between Britain and Germany is obvious.
In Germany, the history and memory of war and Holocaust threatens
a positive and collective identity.5 In Britain, it seems, the war supports
a positive collective identity – celebrated and renewed every year at
Remembrance Day. Even the Holocaust can be used as a pillar for a uni-
fying national spirit: the Kindertransports symbolise the effort made by
the nation to help the European Jews and the war was won ‘as quickly as
possible’ to end the Holocaust, signified by the liberation of the Bergen-
Belsen camp by British troops. There is no tension that needs release;
there seem to be no open questions or conflicts between groups or
generations that need resolving. This stands in stark contrast to most
of Britain’s European neighbours. The narrative of war and Holocaust
seems to fit neatly into the master narrative of a United Kingdom that
is at ease with itself and its history. However, as shown in some of the
essays in this volume and pointed out in the Introduction, this is only
possible if some areas are neglected or at least downplayed. A critical
awareness of Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement and the (interna-
tional) failure of dealing with the refugee crisis of the late 1930s could
challenge some of the prevailing mythology and would, for example,
move even the honourable Kindertransports into a rather different light,
as analysed in more recent works.6 Similarly, public awareness of the
lack of sufficient reactions to early warnings and reports about mass
murder of Jews in eastern Europe might be increased, along with a
contextualisation with colonial genocides as pointed out by Lawson.
British anti-Semitism before, during and after the war could also be
contextualised as at least one reason for such restraint.
Another interesting aspect – despite the German-bashing in the

tabloids, usually around football tournaments – is the surprisingly posi-
tive and almost apologetic image of the Germans and the Nazis. Recent
research into how Britons remember and talk about the Second World
War and the Holocaust revealed, among other things, that the image
of ‘the Germans’ is much better than that of ‘the Jews’ or, even more
so, that of ‘the Americans’, ‘the Japanese’ or ‘the Russians’.7 Current
research into the reception of films about the Holocaust in Britain also
seems to indicate that many people still think only a small number
of Germans were ‘real’ Nazis and that the rest were reeled in through
propaganda, brainwashed, and shot or put into a concentration camp
if they did not obey, and therefore are not really responsible for the
crimes of Nazi Germany.8 This perception might have its roots in how
the war unfolded, the Nuremberg Trials, and in the ‘cold war’ decades
afterwards, mixed with a modern version of racism.
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Culturally, this might have something to do with a circular movement
between public opinion and filmic representation. The often screened
and praised Genocide episode of The World at War from 1974, which is
discussed in Tim Cole’s essay, is an example.9 One can’t help but be sur-
prised at how casual the interviewed Nazi perpetrators – from members
of the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA) involved in early anti-Jewish
legislation and forced emigration, to Himmler’s Adjutant Wolff – are in
talking about their actions and involvement in the Holocaust and how
they got away with it. They are allowed to present themselves as if they
have not made any conscious decisions and their careers developed just
by fate. They appear as neutral witnesses or even Nazi opponents, almost
on a par with the interviewed Holocaust survivors. We hardly get any
contextual information about them such as the development of their
careers within the Nazi organisations. Their motives, beliefs and level of
responsibility remain unquestioned, as, for example, is the possibility of
whether someone like Wolff really can become Himmler’s adjutant just
by ‘fate’. Consequently, it is rather easy for the viewer to get the impres-
sion reinforced that there were only a handful of ‘real’ Nazis among the
Germans, Hitler and Himmler first and foremost among them; the rest
were just dragged into it by coincidence. Later documentaries such as
The Nazis: A Warning from History (1998) are more thorough, probably
due to the fact that historians such as Ian Kershaw could finally serve as
advisors.10

Even though historical research and knowledge about the Holocaust,
and Nazi perpetrators in particular, have moved on considerably, it
is still surprising how media products are largely unaffected by these
developments. If we look at more recent British feature films on the
Holocaust, the perceptions discussed in these essays remain visible.
Between September 2008 and January 2009, two Holocaust ‘dramas’
were released in quick succession: The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas (Direc-
tor: Mark Herman, UK 2008) and The Reader (Director: Stephen Daldry,
UK 2009). These were two very different feature films that would enjoy
different levels of success. While The Reader, based on Bernhard Schlink’s
bestselling novel, was a box office hit and decorated with an Academy
Award (Kate Winslet for Best Actress), The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas
also won several awards, such as the British Independent Film Award
for Best Actress (Vera Farmiga), and also did well at the box office.11

Moreover, the book and the film The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas now
have a ‘second career’ in education and are used in Britain in Key Stage
3 and 4 education.12 Even though bad films can always serve as a good
example to study, this is worrying. While the TV series Holocaust was
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a misrepresentation of the victims of the Holocaust, it at least sparked
some debate focusing on what the suffering of Jews in Germany and
Europe was like. By contrast, these new films mainly focus on the non-
Jewish Germans and transmit a picture of Germans who did not or
could not know what was happening, repeating dated but comforting
perceptions that lack historical substance and fail to spark any debate.

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas does not claim to be a historical movie
based on facts, even though the book by John Boyne was influenced
by the story of Auschwitz commander Rudolf Höβ who lived near
Auschwitz Stammlager with his wife and five children.13 It aims at an
audience of young children, with two eight-year old boys, Bruno and
Shmuel, at the centre of the story, and tries to show their slow ‘discov-
eries’ through the eyes of Bruno. Bruno’s father, a high-ranking SS man,
is relocated from Berlin to ‘Out-With’, and made commander of the
camp. Bruno, his older sister and his mother (played by Vera Farmiga)
follow him to a new home near what is believed to be a ‘farm’. His sis-
ter is a dedicated Nazi follower and looks as if she’s modelled after Bund
Deutscher Mädel propaganda material. The mother on the other hand,
does not know what her husband is doing and what his new assignment
entails, despite the fact that prisoners in ‘striped pyjamas’ are working
in her household and Bruno is not allowed to leave the back garden
through the garden gate. She also wants the window towards the camp
boarded up when Bruno becomes curious as to what it is. When she
eventually finds out and confronts her husband, she wants to leave.
Reviews picked up on the lack of authenticity regarding the whole

setting and in particular the representation of the death camp where,
for example, no guards are around, children are still alive, and Shmuel
and Bruno can have a chat through the fence. Bruno later even manages
to get into the camp undetected. While British reviews discussed some
of the issues,14 many were still rather positive about this ‘hard-hitting
kids movie’, warning viewers that they might leave the screening ‘feel-
ing somewhat depressed’.15 In the end, it is meant to be a ‘fable’ for
children to bring home some of the issues involved in the Holocaust,
not a documentary. German reviews were mixed as well. The reviewer
of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung called the film an ‘impertinence’
(Frechheit) and ‘historical blasphemy’ a German director would never
get away with. However, despite the many shortcomings of the film he
cannot help but confess that the story and friendship of the two boys are
touching. One would like to ‘hate’ the film in light of available knowl-
edge about the Shoah, but by sitting in a movie theatre and not in a
lecture, it works. For a brief moment and through layers of cinematic
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clichés, he states, the film breaks up traditional images of the Holocaust
and shows the horror survivors have reported through the eyes of an
eight-year old boy.16

The Süddeutsche Zeitung was less forgiving. It commented that pictures
of the ‘death chamber’ and Zyklon B at the end of the film, combined
with a thunderstorm, have something of a ‘forbidden thrill’ (verbotener
Rausch) that is no longer effective since too much of what happened
before was not believable: the ignorance of the mother, that Bruno
remained trustful and naive for so long, and that Shmuel was so talkative
as if there was indeed an element of ‘adventure’ possible behind the
fences.17 Even more damning was the New York Times reviewer Manohla
Dargis: ‘See the Holocaust trivialized, glossed over, kitsched up, commer-
cially exploited and hijacked for a tragedy about a Nazi family. Better yet
and in all sincerity: don’t.’18

One could dismiss this film as just another controversial ‘fable’ using
the history of the Holocaust as a vehicle and backdrop to stir up some
emotional reactions from the audience, similar to Roberto Benigni’s La
Vita e Bella in 1997. After all, filmmaking is art and not history – and
maybe some people will even go away encouraged to look further into
the history and discover ‘how it really was’. The images transmitted
here, though, are supporting, rather than questioning, existing stereo-
typical perceptions of the ‘Third Reich’, the Germans and the Holocaust.
In the ‘depressing’ ending, the audience most probably feels for Bruno
and his parents; for the father and commandant who is responsible but
loses his son ‘by mistake’; for his mother, who first did not know about
the camp and then was against what her husband was doing. Arguably,
this detracts from the fate of Shmuel and the others in the gas chamber.
Of course, one could argue that there were cases like this; that there

might have been some rare cases of young children not immediately
being killed in Auschwitz. There might have been a few cases of wives
of camp commanders living in close proximity to camps who did not
know the full extent of what was going on inside the camps.19 But these
pictures tend to transmit a general notion of ‘that is probably how it
was’ that audiences will take away with them. The portrayal of the
mother, for instance, underpins an interpretation based on the myth
that most Germans, and women and children in particular, ‘did not
know’ because everything was kept a secret or they were ‘brainwashed’
and misled by propaganda.20 If they had known, they would have done
something about it. Despite historical research showing otherwise, this
idea still seems to feature greatly in British school education, and is also
visible in the number of university students wanting to work on Nazi
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propaganda every year, seeking the holy grail of explaining the Holo-
caust. This vicious circle of repeating old myths becomes self-referential
when films like The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas are then used in school
education.
With the film The Reader things are probably more complicated. The

bestselling and award-winning novel the films is based on was written
by German author, judge and professor of law Bernhard Schlink, born
in 1944. It intends to be a parable about the challenges of coming to
terms with the Nazi past in Germany, especially for the ‘second genera-
tion’, those born during or soon after the Second World War and whose
parents were part of or witnesses to war and Holocaust. As with The
Boy in the Striped Pyjamas, what works in a book might not necessarily
work in a film. The tempo and images created do not usually encourage
awareness and critical thought but lure audiences in, aiming at emotion
rather than thought. As Raack put it 30 years ago, ‘the film image strikes
the physical body on its way to the mind, it delivers a message affec-
tively reinforced’.21 Without going into too much detail, the film The
Reader is more or less a romantic drama, focusing for the first hour on
the strange love affair between Hanna and Michael in the late 1950s.
Hanna is much older than Michael and ‘initiates’ him while Michael
has to read literature to her. The affair ends abruptly when Hanna disap-
pears without notice, leaving Michael heartbroken. They meet again by
coincidence in the 1960s: Michael is now a law student and Hanna is on
trial for crimes committed during the Holocaust. She is accused, together
with six other female guards, of having selected prisoners at Auschwitz
concentration camp for gassing and being responsible for the death of
300 Jewish prisoners who were burned alive in a locked church during a
death march. It is also revealed that she had ‘favourite’ female prisoners
who had to read to her, which is another heavy blow to Michael sitting
in the audience.
At the climax of the film, a written and signed report about the inci-

dent at the church becomes a crucial part of the trial and it is only
then that Michael realises that Hanna is illiterate and could not have
been responsible for the report. However, instead of confessing to being
illiterate, Hanna takes responsibility for the report and risks being sen-
tenced as the ‘leader’ of the female guards. Michael is therefore faced
with a dilemma: should he inform the court of his knowledge and serve
‘justice’, possibly changing the outcome of the trial? But that would
mean ‘helping’ a Nazi criminal he despises and at the same time ‘betray-
ing’ Hanna by revealing her well kept secret. He finally decides not to
pass the information on to the court and Hanna receives a life sentence.
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Another ten years go by with Michael’s life still heavily affected by the
past. However, he can never let go of his affection to Hanna despite
the way she treated him and the revelation of the crimes she commit-
ted. He starts to record readings for Hanna and sends the tapes to her in
prison. Hanna teaches herself to read and write with the aid of Michael’s
tapes. Michael is the only person writing to Hanna and is contacted by
the prison authorities to discuss arrangements for her release after 20
years. Michael agrees to take responsibility for her social reintegration
and they meet again for the first time shortly before her release. The
meeting turns out to be disappointing for both of them. Just before her
release Hanna commits suicide in her cell.
The book, as well as the film, makes some interesting points. It might

be a good reflection on the ‘moral compass’ of Nazi perpetrators, for
example, that during the trial Hanna insists that her duties as a guard
included maintaining ‘order’ even if it meant the prisoners would die in
the fire. Similarly, by admitting to the crimes but not to her illiteracy,
she gives the impression that the former are less ‘shameful’ than the
latter. Schlink has stated that Hanna’s illiteracy should not be perceived
as an ‘excuse’ for or justification of her actions and he is aware of the
fact that many Nazi perpetrators were highly educated.22 However, at
the end of the film, as with The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas, one cannot
help but feel pity and sympathy for the perpetrators and bystanders; a
subtle form of ‘victimisation’ of the perpetrators shines through. In the
case of Hanna, it is not the myth of ‘not knowing’ that justifies her
actions (or inactions) but her illiteracy and her supposed lack of under-
standing, thus reinforcing another myth of the early postwar period:
Nazi perpetrators, especially camp guards, were sadistic monsters and/or
uneducated simpletons.23 Schlink’s intended message regarding his own
generation, symbolised by Michael and his struggles to cope with the
past due to the ‘abuse’ by Hanna, is sidelined in the film by the focus
on Hanna and can go almost unnoticed – partly due to the performance
of Kate Winslet.24 What is more, he rejects the interpretation that The
Reader is a ‘Holocaust book’, claiming it is a book about his generation
and their relationship to the generation of their parents and what they
have done.25

One could discuss further whether he and his generation have become
rather obsessed with German victimhood, as he appears to be in other
interviews he gave.26 However, the interesting part is that the film puts
the emphasis firmly on Hanna and transmits a specific image of Nazi
perpetrators and female camp guards in particular.27 Even if, as Philip
French commented in The Guardian, ‘scene by scene, we’re gripped,



Olaf Jensen 123

but the metaphor is elusive, the narrative unconvincing and the over-
all effect vague and unpersuasive. The key clicks smoothly in the lock
but no doors of perception open up’,28 we have to be aware that many
viewers are nevertheless ‘persuaded’ and long-time perceptions are rein-
forced. Or, to quote Manohla Dargis again and her review for the
New York Times,

You could argue that the film isn’t really about the Holocaust, but
about the generation that grew up in its shadow, which is what the
book insists. But the film is neither about the Holocaust nor about
those Germans who grappled with its legacy: it’s about making the
audience feel good about a historical catastrophe that grows fainter
with each new tasteful interpolation.29

In the British context this means that, with films like The Boy in the
Striped Pyjamas and The Reader, the audience can also feel good about
themselves since none of these productions raises questions that are of
much concern for Britain and British history, nor do they challenge
dated perceptions of what it was that made people participate in the
Holocaust – the view remains a distant look over the fence into the (artis-
tically fabricated) horrors of Auschwitz. One could argue that television
and cinema are not supposed to be history lessons and that Britain
does not need to be overly concerned with the history of the Holocaust.
However, the problem lies in the reinforcement of outdated historical
knowledge by writers and filmmakers that shape and reshape public per-
ceptions and, moreover, the uncritical use of feature films like these in
education.
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Holocaust Art at the Imperial War
Museum, 1945–2009
Antoine Capet

It can be supposed that most people interested in twentieth-century his-
tory are familiar with the Imperial War Museum (IWM) and that most
will have visited its permanent Holocaust exhibition since this was for-
mally opened in June 2000. What Suzanne Bardgett, the curator who
runs the exhibition, calls its ‘artifacts’ cover 1,200 square metres but
before 2009 it showed only one piece of ‘art’ indirectly derived from
the discovery and liberation of Bergen-Belsen concentration camp by
the British Army in April 1945: Edgar Ainsworth’s drawing Wera Berger,
Aged 13, after a Year in Ravensbrück (near Belsen), April 1945.1 It is not
always realised that the IWM has, in fact, many more drawings and
paintings connected with what is now known as Holocaust Art. The
museum now publishes a history of the ‘hangings’ from which each
of these works has benefited and this indicates that, while there were
many hangings immediately after the war, there was then a long period
of ‘purgatory’ from which these works are only now re-emerging. In a
revealing article of 2004, Bardgett suggested that it was the whole issue
of representing the Holocaust in the Museum which was taboo until the
1980s.2 Inevitably, the paintings and drawings suffered from this reti-
cence, which largely explains their neglect as an iconographic source
for Holocaust studies in Britain.
For the first time since 1946, these pictures were displayed in a

well publicised, dedicated exhibition running from September 2008 to
August 2009 – thus clearly marking the total reversal of policy which had
been taking place since the 1990s.3 This chapter discusses the previous
reticence and its likely causes, but it also concentrates on the present will
to ‘make up for lost time’ on the part of the IWM authorities, dwelling
on the meaning and purposes of the 2008–2009 dedicated exhibition of
Holocaust Art, and putting it in the context of what may be construed as

129



130 Holocaust Art at the Imperial War Museum

a new awareness of the extent and meaning of the Holocaust in widely
different strata of British society.
The IWM’s collection of Holocaust Art includes works that pre-

date 1945, such as the remarkably percipient Lama Sabachthani (1943)
by Morris Kestelman.4 Most of those who received a Christian
education – as was ‘natural’ in post-war Europe – will probably remem-
ber Jesus’ anguished words on the cross: ‘And about the ninth hour
Jesus cried with a loud voice, saying, Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani? That
is to say, My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’ (Matthew 27,
pp. 45–46). However, Jews and Christians with a deeper knowledge of
their Old Testament will be aware that the Aramaic expression in fact
originates in Psalm 22: ‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?
Why art thou so far from helping me, and from the words of my roar-
ing?’ The IWM gives large extracts from Psalm 22, usefully linking its
central theme to that of the painting: ‘The tension for the psalmist is in
the possibility that God might not rescue, and applied to this context
where intervention seemed neither feasible nor imminent, it questions
the very rule and presence of God.’
Outside its forceful artistic merits, the canvas raises important histori-

cal questions. All we know is that it was painted in 1943. In its Holocaust
exhibition, the IWM shows copies of the Daily Mail of 30 June 1942,
with the title ‘Greatest Pogrom: One Million Jews die – British Section
of World Jewish Congress’. On 25 June 1942, the Daily Telegraph had
‘Huns murder 700,000 Jews in Poland: Mobile Gas Chambers’, with
greatly increased figures on 10 November 1943: ‘5,000,000 Jews exter-
minated in Nazi Europe’. On 17 December 1942, Anthony Eden, the
Foreign Secretary, made an official statement on the subject in the House
of Commons following convergent revelations released by the Polish
Resistance.5 There is therefore no special premonition in Kestelman’s
work – he must have read all these reports – but his artistic merit is
all the greater as he used his inspiration to translate the appalling,
abstract news into a picture which gave a concrete impression of what
this probably meant. The title ostensibly tells us that the Jews shown
lamenting on Kestelman’s picture are appealing to God, but for us view-
ers in the twenty-first century, their question inevitably raises the issue
of the Allies’ non-intervention.6 One is left in doubt about Kestelman’s
intentions and possible subtext. Was it a denunciation of the general
indifference among Gentiles – often with the explanation that they did
not know enough to form an opinion (an ‘excuse’ which the titles in the
Daily Mail and Daily Telegraph obviously demolish)? Was it an appeal to
the Allies’ moral conscience, founded on their Judaeo-Christian cultural
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background, since in 1943 most Westerners would have understood the
phrase lama sabachthani and its allusion to the Passion of Christ? Or was
it a personal cry of despair on the part of the painter, a Jew himself?
The first time this painting was hung was in Manchester, during the

‘Witness II: Highlights of Second World War Art’ exhibition at IWM
North, 3 February–29 April 2007. The Museum’s records tell us that it
entered its collections in April 1999 as a gift of Sara Kestelman, but why
the public then had to wait another eight years to see the painting is
unclear. In theory, it would find an ideal permanent location in the
Holocaust exhibition, but there must be powerful reasons of lighting
and conservation which preclude such an obvious choice.
The same argument – late acquisition – cannot be adduced for the

drawings and paintings made by official artists as early as 1945, since
they immediately entered national collections, over half of them being
given to the IWM by a committee presided over by Sir Muirhead Bone,
a member of both Sir Kenneth Clarke’s War Artists’ Advisory Committee
(WAAC) and the Board of Trustees of the IWM.7 Three had been shown
as part of the exhibition of National War Pictures at the Royal Academy
in the peculiar atmosphere of the summer and autumn of 1945, when
‘the Nazi camps’ provided a ready-made ex post facto justification for the
war in Britain as in the United States.8 This exhibition included three
scenes by the same WAAC artist, Leslie Cole (1910–1977): Belsen Camp:
The Compound for Women; One of the Death Pits, Belsen: SS Guards Col-
lecting Bodies; and Sick Women and the Hooded Men of Belsen, all of which
would have to wait some 30 years before being shown again. The first
two of these entered the Museum in 1947 but were not shown until they
were loaned for the 1978 ‘The Pity War Distils’ exhibition at Manchester
Cathedral.9 Thereafter, Belsen Camp: The Compound for Women was not
publicly hung again until the 2008–2009 ‘Unspeakable’ exhibition at
the IWM. The second painting, One of the Death Pits, fared slightly bet-
ter, appearing twice again in Manchester, in 1987 for the ‘Anne Frank in
the World’ exhibition at the Manchester City Art Gallery, and in 2007
at the IWM North exhibition already mentioned. It was also included in
the 2008–2009 ‘Unspeakable’ exhibition in London.
The third of Cole’s paintings, Sick Women and the Hooded Men of Belsen

(1945) was shown slightly earlier than his other works, appearing at the
World War II Art exhibition at the Bluecoat Gallery, Liverpool in 1974.10

Perhaps it was deemed less likely to shock the viewing public. The
‘Hooded Men’ in question are members of the Medical Corps who wear
special clothing protecting them against typhus. They are emptying the
huts of their occupants who are either too weak to go out by themselves
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or already dead. The contrast with the skeletal naked survivors, how-
ever, makes the picture arguably even more horribly voyeuristic than
The Compound for Women.11

One of the Death Pits, meanwhile, infringes another taboo: respect for
the dead. There is a double level of iconoclasm here. The human corpses
are thrown like worthless puppets – and they are thrown by their for-
mer tormentors who, we feel, should not be allowed to touch them any
longer. Of course the men are former SS Guards, now used by the libera-
tors to execute the gruesome task of throwing the decomposing corpses
long seized by rigor mortis into the mass graves. What is it, though, that
shocks us most? Is it the disrespect shown to the dead by sometimes
dragging them along like bags of merchandise, or the double element of
voyeurism: that of the artist and our own?

One of the Death Pits was the only one of the three Cole paintings
of Belsen to be shown during the 2007 Manchester exhibition at IWM
North.12 Appearing next to it at the time were two pictures by another
Gentile, Doris Zinkeisen. Publicly hanging these works, as well as the
premonitory image by Morris Kestelman, together for the first time
must have been difficult. Without background information on the cir-
cumstances of their painting in the spring of 1945 at Bergen-Belsen
concentration camp, after its liberation by British troops on 15 April,
they are almost meaningless. But how much contextual information is
it necessary for the curators to give? They could soon find themselves
teaching a comprehensive course on the Holocaust and the relief of the
camps – an impossibly complex task, for which they received no formal
training. I recently discussed the problem with a Tate Britain curator,
who explained that exhibition organisers are always in a quandary.
Either they give full context in their wall texts and face the risk that the
public will be put off by this long reading matter, or they give as little as
they can, but then face accusations of negligence from the more enlight-
ened amateurs. At IWM North, they chose to give the bare minimum –
even less than the bare minimum in the case of Belsen: April 1945 by
Zinkeisen, one of the most powerful artistic interpretations of the Holo-
caust ever given.13 Here, the catalogue caption did not even allude to
the picture – only to the biography of the author, in four short lines.14

This is not necessarily a bad thing, however, as the force of the composi-
tion is universal, that is the painting is only nominally a description of
a Belsen scene; there are no background details to suggest Belsen. Even
the general Nazi concept of Nacht und Nebel (Night and Fog) is only sug-
gested by the creation of an oppressive but semi-abstract atmosphere
of darkness and fumes. Were it not for the characteristic striped clothes
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and horribly hollow bellies, the corpses would give the viewer no clue
of time and place.
The Zinkeisen painting is the first of the IWM Holocaust images I ever

saw; in the (at first glance) unlikely context of a Women and War exhi-
bition I visited in the autumn of 2003.15 The women in question cannot
be the corpses, because it is clear from the anatomical details that they
were men. The painting’s inclusion in the exhibition was a reference
to the fact that the artist was a woman, plunged into the inferno of
Belsen, with its countless victims awaiting treatment or burial when she
arrived a few days after the first troops. Her experience must have been
terribly traumatic – but the visitors to that Women and War exhibition
were probably totally unprepared, too. The painting was hung in a dark-
ened corner which visitors reached just before the final section, devoted
mainly to Diana, Princess of Wales in Africa. Before that, there were triv-
ial exhibits like the shoes worn by the then Princess Elizabeth when she
served with the Auxiliary Territorial Service in the last months of the
Second World War. I was taken aback and I did not know what to make
of the picture – all I knew was that I was before probably the most pow-
erful description of the Holocaust in British art, and that I must find
out more about the painting and the painter. I cannot have been alone,
and my experience points to the difficulties created for the viewer by
hanging these paintings sporadically, outside a clear Holocaust context,
as they were hung at the Museum in the 1980s and 1990s.
In contrast, the other picture of Belsen by Doris Zinkeisen is far more

descriptive. Human Laundry, Belsen: April 1945 is based on a well-known
aspect of the relief work at Belsen where a stable was used to clean the
survivors’ emaciated bodies before treating them with DDT as a precau-
tionary measure against the lice which carried typhus.16 One aspect of
the Manchester exhibition was that a wall text with the testimony of a
witness amplified the theme covered by the adjoining paintings. In this
case, this was particularly appropriate as a survivor explained how
shocked they were to find themselves being treated by these German
nurses only a few weeks after associating anything German with terror
and murder. This idea is also present in the review of the 2008–2009
‘Unspeakable’ exhibition by Thomas Sutcliffe in The Independent:

In Human Laundry, Doris Zinkeisen shows German orderlies washing
emaciated camp inmates before they go to hospital. It is as unin-
flected as a travel poster, yet the transformation it depicts – brutalisers
obliged to become carers, victims turned to patients – is piercingly
suggestive of what you can’t see.17
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Here of course the roles of the German military are totally different
from the roles ascribed to the former guards in Cole’s scene of One
of the Death Pits, Belsen. Their paramedical function has a redeeming
dimension which is totally absent from the revolting task performed in
the pits.
The exhibition at IWM North was therefore probably the first to try to

contextualise these Holocaust paintings. Their location had obviously
been carefully thought about. They were displayed near the large eye-
catching composition by Barnett Freedman, The Landing in Normandy:
Arromanches, D-Day plus 20, 26th June 1944, painted a few months after
the war to glorify the triumph of Allied arms on land, sea and air and
hung in the entrance section.18 Consequently, from the start, the vis-
itor was taken between the opposing facets of glory on one wall, and
horror on the other, thereby impressing on him the inescapable dual-
ity of war. To drive the nail in further, the first room also contained
the picture of The Nuremberg Trial, 1946 by Dame Laura Knight, another
warning that war can be far removed from the ideals of exciting adven-
ture and chivalrous combat depicted in boys’ comics.19 Her composition
skilfully blends an accurate depiction of the well-known dock (so accu-
rate that specialists will easily recognise the faces) with a nightmarish
suggestion of devastated landscapes. Bardgett makes the point that this
was the only painting on permanent display at the IWM in the late
1970s with an ‘oblique connection’ with the Holocaust.20 The connec-
tion is very oblique indeed since what the viewer immediately perceives
is the destruction of cities, not the elimination of a ‘race’. The commen-
tary given on the web page today in fact does not go much further: ‘the
painting shows a landscape of desolation floating above the courtroom
like a shared nightmare. We are invited to contemplate the dreadful
consequences of totalitarian power.’
As suggested from the exhibition records kept by the IWM and alluded

to earlier, it was the less gruesome pictures which were first shown in
special events, in a sort of gradual progress towards the full horror of the
representation of what the official artists saw in Belsen in the spring of
1945. Thus, if we take the Zinkeisen pictures, Human Laundry was shown
‘as early as’ 1974,21 whereas Belsen 1945 had to wait until 1987,22 and
was not shown again – this time in the IWM – until 2003, on the occa-
sion of the Women and War exhibition.23 It is therefore arguable that in
2007 in Manchester the combination of Arromanches, Nuremberg and
Belsen provided the first real attempt on IWM premises to connect the
paintings in a meaningful general narrative of the Second World War.24
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All this saw a dramatic evolution with the 2008–2009 ‘Unspeakable’
exhibition in a dedicated room of the Lambeth museum. Not only were
all the Cole and Zinkeisen paintings prominently displayed, but the
visitor was also able to see drawings which previously could only be
viewed by appointment. These included Edgar Ainsworth’s Belsen 1945,
together with Jan Hartman’s gouache, Death March, and his later Sketch
of a Survivor of Auschwitz drawn in pencil in 1946, following his expe-
rience there. For the first time, the public was also able to see drawings
which had never been shown together, especially the two outstanding
series of 1945 by Mary Kessell (seven charcoal drawings all entitled Notes
from Belsen Camp) and Eric Taylor (five watercolours: Dying from Starva-
tion and Torture at Belsen Concentration Camp; Human Wreckage at Belsen
Concentration Camp; Liberated from Belsen Concentration Camp; A Living
Skeleton at Belsen Concentration Camp; and A Young Boy From Belsen Con-
centration Camp). The caption, of course, is all-important for A Living
Skeleton at Belsen Concentration Camp,25 since the viewer would never
imagine that the man is still alive. The analogy with the corpses of
Zinkeisen’s Belsen 1945 is striking, including the piece of striped clothing
only covering the shoulders.
Also among the exhibits shown for the first time was a remarkably

(and unfortunately) ambiguous table-top showcase with a recent gift of
13 drawings of Blechhammer camp by ‘Bill’ (as indicated by the signa-
ture). Nothing is known of the artist except that in 1944 he bartered the
set in exchange for some cigarettes with a British soldier who brought it
back home, his family donating it to the Museum in 2006. These images
raise more questions than they solve. They are in the tradition of ser-
vicemen’s mockery of military rigidity and pomposity, with superiors
shown as slightly ridiculous. Even the Jewish inmates, clearly identified
by their yellow stars, seem well fed and well treated, with no hint of
beating, still less permanent threats to their lives – and yet we are told
that this was ‘a sub-camp of Auschwitz’. The visitor is confused by this
light-hearted depiction of the camps (and, what is more, apparently by
a Jew); his conception of the treatment of the Jews in Auschwitz and
its satellite camps is blurred. If it is a case of ‘sick humour’, it is hard to
conceive and rationalise in themiddle of these harrowing Belsen images.
This therefore offers a clear case of the absolute necessity of education,
explanation and contextualisation when such ambiguous works are
displayed.
The 2008–2009 ‘Unspeakable’ exhibition also allayed earlier fears that

another recent acquisition might have met the fate of the 1945–1946
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works and remained in the stores most of the time. This is the set of
five pictures painted in 1980–1982 and donated in 1983 to the IWM by
Edith Birkin (née Hofmann). Birkin was sent with her family in 1941 to
the Łódź ghetto, where her parents died within a year. She was deported
to Auschwitz in 1944. When the camp was evacuated, she was sent on
a ‘death march’ to Belsen and numbered among the survivors when
British troops arrived. She now lives in Herefordshire, where she helped
mount an exhibition on the occasion of Holocaust Memorial Day in
January 2006, in which her paintings were displayed.26 A text tells us
that immediately after her liberation, she had recorded what she had
experienced and witnessed and that after moving to England, she used
this material to write a book but could not find a publisher as there was
no interest in her story directly after the war. It was only in the early
1980s that she used her memories to paint the extraordinarily powerful
gruesome acrylics on display: A Camp of Twins – Auschwitz; The Death
Cart – Łódź Ghetto; Dresden burning – Death March, Winter 1945; The Last
Gasp – Gas Chamber; Liberation Day; and Roll Call, Belsen, 1944. Incred-
ibly, this extraordinary set had never been shown in the IWM until the
‘Unspeakable’ exhibition, nor was it put on the online catalogue until
2008.27

Another room within the ‘Unspeakable’ exhibition was devoted to
the magnificently powerful works of Roman Halter, who lost his par-
ents and his six brothers and sisters in the Holocaust. Like Birkin, he
went through the Łódź ghetto, Auschwitz and Stutthof concentration
camps, and the death marches, from which he escaped and survived.
Seven large oils on canvas painted between 1974 and 1977 were dis-
played: Man on the Electrified Barbed Wire; Moses the Prophet; Mother with
Babies; Shlomo 1; Starved Faces; Transport and Woman wearing Mantilla.
The exhibition continued with the very personal works of Alicia

Melamed Adams, directly inspired by her own childhood experience
in wartime Poland: Two Frightened Children (depicting her brother, who
never returned from the camps, and herself); The Parting (aged 14
and parting from her imprisoned family, who would be shot the next
day); and The Refugees (being driven out by the Russians in 1945).
Each of these images was created in 1965. Other paintings show the
‘work of memory’ that she continues to carry out: Looking Back (self-
portrait, 1962); Sorrow (self-portrait, 1965); Forget-me-nots (1966); The
Flower Painter (self-portrait, 1991); and Going Up Soon but Where? (1998).
The works are in the artist’s own collection rather than that of the IWM
so it was a unique opportunity to see them together in case they are
dispersed some day.
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Another key function of the IWM is its encouragement of younger
artists like Darren Almond. His Border (1999) is a ‘replica’ of the entry
and exit road signs seen when entering and leaving the town of
Oświęcim, in Poland – whose German name is Auschwitz.28 The exhibit
greeted the visitor before he entered the first room. No work of art could
have been more compellingly appropriate than this as an introduction
(in the etymological meaning of the word), reminding the visitor that
the vast majority of deportees were only able to see the entry sign.
The final, smaller room of the ‘Unspeakable’ exhibition was, in

fact, devoted to the subsequent generations. Aviva Halter-Hurn, Roman
Halter’s daughter, represented the generation born of the survivors – a
generation which also had to come to terms with the Holocaust. She
explains that she made her four linocuts based on drawings produced
in the camps, Four Works from Auschwitz through Lino-cuts (2001), as
another sort of work of memory – on her father’s family, which she
never knew. Paul Ryan also offered a fascinating installation entitled
Souvenir (2008), consisting of a rotary postcard stand as seen in all hol-
iday resorts, filled with ‘postcards’ (complete with spaces for postage
stamps) which the visitors were welcome to take home. Three images
were available: Concentrate (2001), Redrawn (2008) and Trace (2008). The
latter two are archetypal ‘objets détournés’. Redrawn is the ‘détourne-
ment’, covering the roofs with excrement, etc., of a German architect’s
impression (‘Generelle Bebauungsvorschlag’, dated 1942) of what the
market place and town hall of Oświęcim (rebaptised Auschwitz) could
look like after reshaping (‘Neugestaltung’). Trace is literally a picture on
tracing paper taken from a bilingual Polish/German prewar postcard
bearing the inscription ‘Greetings from Oświęcim’, with various local
monuments in the middle. Once more, it is to be hoped that the IWM
will eventually put Almond’s Border and Ryan’s Souvenir on permanent
display, since it seems that they were commissions and that therefore it
owns them.
However short and incomplete, this survey nevertheless makes it clear

that there has been a considerable evolution in the approach of the
IWM vis-à-vis its ‘Belsen’ collections inherited from the WAAC in the
immediate post-war years, as well as in its policy regarding the acqui-
sition of new works by survivors or their descendants, or simply by
young British artists concerned with the Holocaust, especially the mem-
ory of Auschwitz. An interesting factor is that there has undeniably been
an ‘acceleration of history’ in recent years. Bardgett wrote her superbly
researched article in the early 2000s at a time when the Holocaust exhi-
bition was already a strong feature of the Museum, in spite of initial
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denunciation.29 But then by its own self-imposed rules, it only showed
contemporary artifacts. Thus what we could call the Belsen paintings,
which were made later from sketches taken back from the camp, did
not entirely qualify for admission.
This evolution provides a fascinating reflection on the parallel paths

followed by historiography and museography – the distance between
the two taking the form of a time-gap. The general theme of the Col-
loquium which led to this present collection of essays referred to the
‘impact’ of the Holocaust on today’s Britain. It is obvious that such a
question would have been meaningless in, say, 1975 if only because
one senses that that impact was minimal outside a narrow circle of spe-
cialised historians.30 Now, museums are at the interface of historical
research and public interest in the themes which provide the founda-
tion of their permanent displays and special exhibitions. Arguably, a
wide public interest in the Holocaust had to emerge in Britain before
a national museum could hope to ‘pull in the crowds’ (made impera-
tive by their remit from the various funding authorities) by offering a
permanent section or mounting special events on it. It seems that the
‘Anne Frank in the World’ exhibition at the Manchester City Art Gallery
in 1987 played a pioneering role in this respect. The name ‘Anne Frank’
was in itself already a crowd-puller thanks to the enormous dissemina-
tion of the Diary, at a time when ‘the Holocaust’ was not – or at least
not quite on the same scale.
However, it was only when the new permanent Holocaust exhibition

had proved to be an undeniable success with the visiting public that
the next stage – showing these most disturbing Holocaust drawings and
paintings in its collections – could be envisaged by the Museum author-
ities. First because interest in the Holocaust generally had to be slowly
generated and sustained before some of its less ‘obvious’ and more ‘dif-
ficult’ aspects could be explored and exhibited, and secondly because
art appreciation is always a minority interest. In a way one had to cre-
ate a sub-minority interest (interest in Holocaust Art) within what was
already a double minority interest (interest in the Holocaust itself and
interest in the arts).
These things cannot be hurried, and one can only admire the way the

IWM gradually transformed its ‘embarrassing’ collections (as they were
seen in the 1970s) into ‘presentable’ collections for a wide public.31 The
‘Unspeakable’ exhibition constituted both a culmination and a turning-
point in this respect. A culmination because it was the outcome of a
process which took some 30 years to come to fruition, with an exhi-
bition which shows all the Museum’s collections (and even works on



Antoine Capet 139

loan) – and a turning-point because it is evident that now that these
collections have benefited from a major ‘coming-out’ exhibition it will
not be possible to send them back to the underground stores. What Tony
Kushner so convincingly wrote as recently as the mid-2000s, ‘Sixty years
on from the liberation of Belsen, we have still not worked out how to
deal with its imagery’,32 may after all turn out to be too pessimistic on
present trends.
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Holocaust Memory and
Contemporary Atrocities: The
Imperial War Museum’s Holocaust
Exhibition and Crimes Against
Humanity Exhibition
Rebecca Jinks

In the last decade or so, research has begun to address the ways in which
global discourses of memory, within which the Holocaust is paradig-
matic, often ‘borrow’ Holocaust iconography and tropes of memorial-
isation to discuss or commemorate other tragedies.1 This utilisation of
Holocaust memory is indicative of the position that the Holocaust now
generally holds throughout the Western world, and yet it also raises
questions about howwe represent, and respond to, the other tragedies of
the twentieth century. In this vein, this chapter explores the interactions
between the memory of the Holocaust and other contemporary mass
atrocities in Britain, using as case studies the Imperial War Museum’s
(IWM) Holocaust exhibition, which opened in 2000, and its Crimes
Against Humanity exhibition, which first opened in 2002 and then
moved to a different part of the building in 2009. While on the face of it,
the sheer difference in size and visitor numbers between the two exhi-
bitions could easily function as a metaphor for the disparity between
the status of Holocaust memory, and the memory of ‘other genocides’
in Britain and the West,2 my object is to explore the symbiotic and per-
haps even dependent relationship between the two exhibitions, and by
extension the wider categories of ‘Holocaust’ and ‘genocide’.

The Holocaust exhibition

Spread across two floors of the IWM’s exhibition halls, the Holocaust
Exhibition is an extremely detailed and engaging exhibition, which

142
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layers artefacts, films and video testimonies, documents and text pan-
els within a carefully constructed interior architecture in an example of
‘experience making’ which Stephen Greenberg calls the ‘vital museum’;3

the academic and media responses to the exhibition have had a gener-
ally favourable tone. A few comments were made about the slightly odd
placement of the Holocaust exhibition within the IWM,4 and other ini-
tial criticisms tended to concentrate on what is not there, that is the
wider story of atrocity in our modern times, although of course the
opening of Crimes Against Humanity went at least some way towards
rectifying that.5 As Suzanne Bardgett, project director for both exhibi-
tions, has explained, the original concept was an exhibition centring on
‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’: they took this vision and ‘divided it into
two – deciding that a detailed account of the Holocaust should form the
larger part of the space (reflecting a clear demand for a narrative exhibi-
tion on this subject) and the upper floor devoted to an examination of
genocide as a general theme’.6 There are, however, three main areas at
which slightly more serious criticisms can be levelled, which centre on
the museum’s overall portrayal of the perpetrators, the victims and the
British responses to the Holocaust.
As with so many representations of the Holocaust, whether through

feature films like Schindler’s List, literature or museum exhibitions, there
is a fundamental resistance to exploring the motivations and identities
of the perpetrators, presumably to ensure that clear moral lessons are
drawn.7 In the first part of the Holocaust exhibition, which covers the
period before the outbreak of war and genocide, the perpetrators are
known by their blaring hate propaganda, their stiff SS uniforms and
the overriding impression that they herald an impending doom. Down-
stairs, in the section which covers the Holocaust proper, the perpetrators
are portrayed only through their actions, their euphemisms, their chill-
ing and detached accounts of the destruction process and the visible
manifestations of these. The issue here, then, is not that insufficient
space is given over to the perpetrators, but rather that the interpretation
of them offered by the exhibition is potentially problematic.8

There is some attempt to answer the question ‘Who Were the Killers?’
with reference to the Auschwitz employees, detailing their former jobs
and responses to their new occupation, but the mug shots of several
of the highest or most reviled functionaries serves almost immediately
to re-demonise them and set them apart. As Tony Kushner comments,
the images ‘tend to confirm that the perpetrators must have been mon-
sters, sub-human, in fact animals, “the bitch and beast of Belsen”, rather
than ordinary men and women fully capable of such crimes’.9 Likewise,
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there is little attempt to contextualise the Nazi race project within the
wider European mêlée of state surveillance programmes, racial hygiene
projects and population politics.10 The perpetrators thus become faceless
symbols of evil, somehow removed from the rest of humanity (and cer-
tainly the museum visitor). As most commentators note, their decided
‘un-Britishness’, fuelled by British anti-Germanism, only serves to pre-
clude engagement with perpetration.11 Kushner also notes, quite rightly,
that the narrative structure of the exhibition is driven by a chronol-
ogy created by the Nazis rather than their victims, and the victims are
known to us as victims, primarily through the documentation of their
destruction.12

I say primarily, but as Kushner is quick to point out, this overall ten-
dency to focus on Nazi actions is ‘partially countered by the use of
powerful video and oral testimony of survivors’.13 Indeed, while on the
upstairs floor the vibrant klezmer music of the atrium and the survivor
testimonies compete with, or are overshadowed by, the thundering of
Nazi rallies and Goebbels’ propaganda speeches, those sounds do not
penetrate downstairs and only survivors’ voices punctuate the silence.
Although the video testimonies are ultimately frustratingly brief for
Kushner – who argues that they are used as an illustration of Nazi
actions, rather than a poignant and educative resource in their own
right14 – I myself find them well placed and long enough that visitors
can gain a more individualised, humanised understanding of the pro-
cess if they wish; the danger of laying too much emphasis on survivor
testimony is that visitors will lose sight of the broader picture, and par-
ticularly the ideas, choices and intentions of the perpetrators. Kushner is
perfectly correct to note, though, that in marked contrast to the United
States Holocaust Memorial Museum or Yad Vashem, there is little explo-
ration of Jewish life before the Holocaust, or encouragement to iden-
tify with the victims.15 These victims are also overwhelmingly Jewish
victims – only a few mentions are made of the millions of ‘others’ also
killed as part of the Nazis’ exterminatory social engineering project.16

Still, the sombre atmosphere, the atrocity photographs and the piles
of personal belongings all encourage what Donald Bloxham calls the
‘pathos approach’, and this, combined with the representation of the
perpetrators, ‘prevent[s] any of the meaningful, genuinely universal but
potentially divisive questions about the role of the state or of individual
perpetrators being addressed’.17 There is a general consensus amongst
the critics, with which I agree, that the Holocaust exhibition does very
little to question Britain’s role as a bystander during the war, and cer-
tainly to provoke self-reflection in visitors. Nazism is depicted as utterly
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alien to Europe rather than the apotheosis of trends found throughout
the continent, its crimes the work of a group of crazed fanatics rather
than a project many thousands of Europeans willingly collaborated on,
with its origins partly lying in modernity itself as well as in political
ideologies and the chain of command. Although there is some cover-
age of the British and Allied responses, as Tom Lawson comments, even
this helps reinforce the gap between Nazism and ourselves: ‘British and
American refugee policy is criticised for being less than humanitarian,
but the resulting exclusion of refugees is presented as a consequence of
economic self-interest and political pragmatism – normative values well
within the visitor’s accepted political experience.’18 Moreover, I would
argue that the exhibition precludes this sort of self-reflection by present-
ing the Holocaust as a discrete and past event – seeking immersion in
an authentic historical memory, rather than implying any sort of post-
Holocaust perspective which might cause self-reflection on the part of
the visitors. As Andrew Hoskins observes, above the entrance hangs a
sign that ‘simply says “The Holocaust” above it – as if one were entering
the event or the site of the event itself’.19

There are interactive screens, near the end of the exhibition, which
invite visitors to engage with some of the issues. The screens are set into
benches with a distinctly ‘classroom’ feel, and use text, photographs
and videos to explore questions such as ‘What Was the Holocaust?’,
‘Who Were the Victims?’, or ‘What Could Be Done to Help?’ They
are surrounded by the panels which explore issues such as ‘Rescue’,
‘Resistance’, ‘Hiding’ and ‘Discovery’ (although presided over by the
infamous picture of the bulldozer at Belsen), suggesting a more active,
inquiring area of the exhibition, but ultimately there are not really
enough of these interactive screens, and their content extends visi-
tors’ knowledge of the events rather than asking the more fundamental
but disturbing questions. Thus, while visitors are encouraged to draw
strong moral lessons, the exhibition does stop short of making explicit
the implications of the Holocaust for today’s Britain, and the visitors
themselves.
Nevertheless, the Holocaust exhibition can be placed squarely within

the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century trends within
Holocaust museums, barring the fact that it does not have an explic-
itly memorial function.20 Its narrative is certainly typical – especially
when one considers that both it and the USHMM end or begin with the
Allied liberation, thus reproducing the national experience of the Holo-
caust and reasserting the morality of the Allies. As with many other
exhibitions, whether the USHMM or the museums in former camps
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across Europe, there is a strong emphasis on artefacts, and very little
reconstruction – the 12-metre long model of Auschwitz is the
exception – but, as noted, it also embraces the recounting of survivors’
memories, on screens and through listening cones.21 Visitors will also
find much of the ‘Holocaust iconography’ they will already be so famil-
iar with from other museums or the History Channel, feature films or
popular literature – the sights and sounds of Nazi propaganda, the ghet-
tos in the east, the cattle car and the huge picture of the gate and railway
lines at Auschwitz, the striped camp uniforms and collection of shoes of
victims from Majdanek, the photographs of the victims. I want to sug-
gest that here, and in representations of the Holocaust more generally,
these familiar symbols of the Holocaust support the rest of the exhibi-
tion’s content for the visitors, providing familiar narrative staging posts,
which the more unfamiliar material is then worked into and around.
This is to some degree a reflection on the prevalence (and predilections)
of Holocaust consciousness in contemporary society, and the way that
museum exhibitions can use this to narrate the complicated nuances of
the story, but it will also become relevant when I turn to my discussion
of the Crimes Against Humanity exhibition. One final respect in which
the Holocaust exhibition follows the trends of other museums is with its
use of an ‘affective architecture’, one which to some degree moulds or
structures the visitor’s responses without necessarily determining them.
I will now discuss museum architecture as a bridge to begin to talk about
the relation between the Holocaust exhibition and the Crimes against
Humanity exhibition.

Architecture

As part of a wider trend within museums towards the end of the twen-
tieth century, Holocaust museums began to actively consider the spaces
within which their exhibitions would be presented. Hence the archi-
tecture of Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish Museum Berlin, James Ingo Freed’s
US Holocaust Memorial Museum, and Yad Vashem’s new Holocaust
Museum, all of which employ architecture to make a symbolic statement
about the nature of the material they are presenting, with a predilection
for sloping walls, restrictive, dark spaces and disrupted pathways which
disorientate or make the visitor feel uneasy, evoking some of the horror
and dislocation of the Holocaust.22 While the IWM’s Holocaust exhibi-
tion is not a free-standing, specifically built museum, similar techniques
have been used within the exhibition space; thus, the homely, wood-
lined ‘pre-war life’ atrium gives way to the relative darkness, angles and
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cold grey tiles of the 1933–1939 period, which uses a visual language of
spaces or displays that are either predominantly white or black, repre-
senting the experience of the victim or the perpetrator.23 Downstairs –
and the use of physical descent is classic – the walls, floor and ceiling
are black and somewhat restrictive.
By contrast, in its first installation at the very top of the building, the

Crimes Against Humanity exhibition was starkly white, its open hangar-
like space empty of artefacts and display cases, containing only a large
table with six interactive computer screens and, beyond that but par-
tially obscured by a wall, a huge film screen. The specially commissioned
film dominated the room both visually and aurally, drawing the visi-
tor past the interactives to the seats, which were white wooden blocks
arranged in clusters for one or two people, seeming to suggest that view-
ing this film is an individual experience. As David Dernie suggested in
his analysis of the exhibition design, ‘the viewing is deliberately left
open to observation by other visitors, so that any associations with the
comfort and anonymity of the cinema are avoided’, and there is a sub-
tle quality of unease to the area.24 The designers, Casson Mann, wanted
visitors to be immersed in the film, and took the dimensions of the
screen and brought them backwards as a floor and ceiling the same
width and height of the film screen, so that, as Roger Mann explains,
‘the screen fills your vision . . . the space you exist in, in the real world,
appears almost seamless with the space within the film, and the people
on the screen are almost the same size as you, and you almost begin
to share the same space as them’.25 The interactives were set into a large
white table of the same dimensions, which perhaps, as Suzanne Bardgett
suggests, ‘hints at the roles bureaucracy and diplomacy play in both
perpetrating and preventing genocide’.26

In 2009, the exhibition closed temporarily and moved to a space
immediately left of the Holocaust exhibition’s exit on the second floor.
Its entrance is formed by a wooden, Libeskind-esque angular passageway
jutting out into the main hall, and this passageway then tunnels right
through the exhibition room itself, splitting it between the interactives
on the left and the film screen to the right. Inside, the room is small and
quite dark, the walls, floor and ceiling formed of huge panels of either
the same pine or black, also set at slightly disjunctive angles. The film
space is organised along the same lines, with pine seats set apart from
each other within the space created by a pine floor and ceiling running
backwards from the screen. The three interactive computers – which
have been updated to include recent developments – are set into a pine
desk, the film still clearly audible and partly visible through windows cut
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into the walls of the passageway. The overall feeling, though, is rather
cramped and cave-like, an effect of the low ceilings and dark colours –
continuing the trajectory of the Holocaust exhibition’s architecture,
perhaps.
Both versions of the Crimes Against Humanity exhibition have used

an affective architecture, then, although certainly the white, fairly open
space of the first exhibition had a fundamentally different feel to the
directed spaces of the Holocaust exhibition below. One museum spe-
cialist, Christopher Marshall, has commented on the ways in which
museums have begun to utilise the more reflective spaces of art galleries
in museum displays. To paraphrase his argument, museums consti-
tute inherently projective spaces, with their visitors programmed to
receive didactic messages via a range of often emphatic communica-
tion strategies, whereas the art gallery provides a more self-contained
and, crucially, reflective space.27 This, I think, is one of the fundamental
differences between the Holocaust exhibition and both versions of the
Crimes Against Humanity exhibition: although Marshall’s comment is
better suited to the airier white minimalism of the first exhibition, both
installations provide a more contemplative environment for the visitor
to engage with the issues – in Bardgett’s words, one which ‘sit[s] them
down and make[s] them think’28 – through physical organisation of the
film space, the desk-like environment for the interactives, the avoidance
of heavy text panels or labelled artefacts, and, more successfully in the
first, the overall aesthetic of the space. This claim that the spatial envi-
ronment stimulates contemplation and reflection also extends past the
architecture, to apply to the content of the exhibition itself. I will return
to that thought, but I first want to discuss how Holocaust iconography is
used, particularly in the film, as a platform from which thematic issues
can be explored.

The crimes against humanity exhibition

As Bardgett has described, the idea for the Crimes Against Human-
ity exhibition was to complement the Holocaust exhibition, and to
‘amplify’ the lessons learned there, as ‘a kind of post-script to the
Holocaust Exhibition . . .which would offer visitors a space in which
to contemplate the wider story’.29 It is my central contention that
the Crimes Against Humanity exhibition uses the Holocaust and its
iconography to do this.30 The familiar images and events of the Holo-
caust which can be encountered in the Holocaust exhibition below are
presented alongside those of other conflicts, which are also familiar to
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us, but in a slightly different way – that is to say, primarily as contem-
porary news reports on Rwanda and the Balkans, or perhaps the current
Khmer Rouge trials, filtered through our TV and computer screens. The
inclusion of these images in the Crimes Against Humanity film, within
a contemplative and educational environment, then, asks the visitor to
see and look at them in a new light.
It is important to note at the outset, though, that the exhibition is

admirably not Holocaust-centric – in fact, the interactive screens list
each of the Nazis’ targeted groups under the more inclusive heading
‘Victims of the Nazis, 1933 to 1945’, which includes ‘people with phys-
ical and mental disabilities, political and religious dissenters, Roma
and Sinti (otherwise known as Gypsies), the small black community
in Germany and homosexuals. Jews were singled out as posing a par-
ticular threat’. This is in direct contrast to the overriding focus on
the Jewish victims in the Holocaust exhibition, and has, I think, the
immediate and symbolic effect of legitimating this broader enquiry. The
film, though, concentrates primarily on the Jewish Holocaust victims,
alongside Cambodia, Bosnia and Rwanda, mentioning in passing the
Soviet victims, the Armenian genocide and the destruction of indige-
nous populations by government-promoted schemes. The comments of
eight experts, such as Fergal Keane, Michael Ignatieff and the late Alison
Des Forges, are laid over a succession of already existing film sequences
and still photographs. It is organised thematically into seven chapters:
‘Century of Turmoil’, ‘Lives Threatened’, ‘Perpetrators’, ‘How the World
Responds’, ‘Trial and Punishment’, ‘Aftermath’ and ‘Lives Destroyed’,
and thus integrates the case studies together as examples of a common
phenomenon. Holocaust imagery is used fairly evenly, but nevertheless,
that which is used has a proportionately greater significance to the visi-
tor. It is used as an anchor which contextualises the other case studies,
placing them on its spectrum, rather than marking the Holocaust out as
a category all of its own.31

At the most basic level, much less prior knowledge is assumed for the
other case studies, which are given a basic introduction. At times, the
visual aesthetics of the Holocaust are appropriated to present other
atrocities – for example, shots of 1990s genocides are occasionally
shown in black and white. One section, which deals with the ways
in which the targeted groups are separated from the wider population,
first shows familiar black-and-white footage of Nazi officers tormenting
Jews, the yellow star, and identity papers being searched. This is followed
by similar scenes in Yugoslavia, in colour now, with soldiers entering
homes, civilians being evacuated and their papers checked, and then
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another scene at a roadblock in Rwanda, where the bloody corpses of
Tutsis are clearly visible. Or, for example, Fergal Keane argues:

The other critical point to remember is that it was the century of
mass propaganda in which radio and, in the later part of the century,
television, enabled some political leaders to mesmerise populations
with relentless demonisation. If you look at what happened in Nazi
Germany and take a straight line through to Rwanda, where radio was
again used as a means of convincing people that if they simply went
out and dealt with the problem of the minority – in Nazi Germany
it was the Jews, in Rwanda it was the Tutsis – then their problems
would be over.32

At other points, generally where some ambiguity is introduced, an
example from the Holocaust is immediately given as reinforcement. For
instance, Des Forges recounts the tale of a college professor who saved
two Tutsi lives by working at the roadblocks, and asks the visitor how
one balances the morality of that situation. This is immediately followed
by the example of Eichmann, who protested that he had ‘saved individ-
ual Jews’. Likewise, a description of the Khmer Rouge’s targeting of its
own population is followed by Ignatieff paraphrasing Himmler’s famous
speech at Posen, calling for the Einsatzgruppen (mobile killing units)
to steel themselves and be hard, in the service of the German nation.
In this way, the newer material or more difficult issues that the exhibi-
tion introduces are supported by the central example of the Holocaust.
This thematic approach was made possible, as the film’s producer

Annie Dodds acknowledged, ‘by the fact that the accompanying bank
of interactive programmes would do what the film could not: deliver
the specific historical stories, the facts, figures and points of informa-
tion . . . it was vital that the interactives and the film supported and
complemented each other’.33 The interactives provide the background
information to the examples covered by the film and nine others over
several successive on-screen pages, each with a text and photograph, and
look very much like traditional museum exhibition panels. They also
build upon the thematic issues encountered in the film, exploring, for
example, ‘terms and definitions’, ‘current and future flashpoints’, ‘how
the media reports ethnic conflict’ and ‘the international community’s
response’. These last three especially encourage the visitor to consider
their own reading of the issues presented to them, so to conclude my
discussion of the Crimes Against Humanity exhibition, I want to return
to the issue of self-reflection within the exhibition, and also the idea of
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the exhibition as a corrective, at least in part, to the criticisms of the
Holocaust exhibition.34

Just as the interactives expand upon the content of the film, so the
exhibition itself expands, both conceptually and in terms of content,
upon the Holocaust exhibition. The aftermath of genocide is explored
in this exhibition, including a heartrending testimony from a survivor
of the Cambodian genocide and some very difficult questions posed by
Alison Des Forges –

One study estimated that 60 per cent of Rwandan children had seen
someone killed and that, of those, a substantial majority had seen
a family member killed. How can one imagine a society where 60
per cent or more than 60 per cent of the children have seen someone
murdered before their eyes? What consequences does that have?

The Holocaust exhibition leaves such questions to the final small room,
where a video screen shows the survivors encountered around the exhi-
bition describing life in the aftermath and offering their thoughts on
survival. The widespread occurrence of rape (especially in Rwanda and
Bosnia) is also dealt with by the film, an issue which is absent from
the Holocaust exhibition and is a relatively new concern within the
academic historiography of the Holocaust.35 Nevertheless, the colour
film of Jadranka Cigelj’s testimony of her experience of a rape camp in
Bosnia is interspersed with monochrome footage of one of those camps,
suggesting a reliance on the familiar representational conventions of
the Holocaust to insert this distressing issue into the Holocaust’s moral
framework. While these and other scenes create an intense sympathy for
the victims, there is nothing of the overwhelming/dominating ‘pathos
approach’ seen in the Holocaust exhibition; instead, the exhibition’s
presentation of the perpetrators and example after example of human
exterminatory drives creates a rather more sobering effect.
In conceptual terms, the visitor’s impression – generated or confirmed

by the Holocaust exhibition – of what genocide is, and who the perpe-
trators are, is challenged by the film. A few minutes in, and against the
backdrop of forests being cut down and indigenous homes bulldozed,
Jonathan Mazower, Campaigns Coordinator for Survival International,
remarks:

Most people think that genocide means state-sponsored mass killing
in gas chambers or rounding thousands of people up and shooting
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them – and that isn’t just what it means. There are countless exam-
ples from around the world where government-promoted schemes
to settle and colonise remote parts of their countries have brought
people into conflict with isolated tribal peoples.

While the nuances of perpetration, such as collaboration and expro-
priation, are not explicitly explored, the exhibition’s treatment of the
perpetrators does question the notion of the killer as a faceless, impen-
etrable monster. Other genocidal leaders, such as Pol Pot and Milošević,
are held up under the same light as Himmler and Hitler, removing the
certainty of Nazism as the ultimate evil. Michael Ignatieff’s simple ques-
tion, ‘Who doesn’t want to live in a world without enemies – right?’
introduces the visitor to the mindset which, along with the other fac-
tors then listed, help forge the path to genocide. But most strikingly, it
is the presentation of the Rwandan perpetrators which destabilises the
notion of perpetrators as people who are ‘not normal’: four are shown to
us in total, all perfectly ordinary-looking, two of whom are barely adults.
As Fergal Keane forcefully states, ‘The idea that the Germans were natu-
rally predisposed more than any other race to committing genocide, the
idea that the Cambodians had some secret germ inside them or that the
Rwandese did, is absolute nonsense. We are all capable of it.’
These scenes are reinforced by the inclusion of various shots of daily

urban life, which begin to implicate the visitor in the same world as the
filmed one (the location is London, although this is not immediately
obvious). As Dodds argues,

these impressions of a prosperous, multicultural city are there to
remind people that, in some measure, our affluence and stability is
connected to poverty and insecurity elsewhere, that our own politi-
cal and economic policies have far-reaching effects – be it the supply
of arms to repressive regimes or trade practices which cause the col-
lapse of poorer economies – that can help make the conditions for
genocide more likely.36

The faces of multicultural, bustling crowds fade into a mound of skulls
which are the remains of Cambodian victims of the Khmer Rouge, and,
following an audio montage of statements by the recognisable voices of
those such as Tony Blair and Bill Clinton, the film’s experts stress that
‘we are often not innocent in the genocides of others’, that ‘for genocide
to happen it requires the indifference that lets it happen as well as the
evil that makes it happen’, and discuss the UN and the ‘failure of the
international community’. Ignatieff comments:
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We supply arms, we engage in foreign policy decisions that tend
to produce the collapse of other countries. It’s not an accident that
genocide happened in Cambodia after the pulverisation of the soci-
ety by American bombing during the Vietnam war. This is not to say
that the Americans are responsible for the genocide in Cambodia. It is
to say that a society that has been pulverised by war is a society that
is very susceptible to genocide.

Or, as Des Forges argues:

We pay very little attention to the consequences of our actions –
the question of how much we pay for coffee, how much we pay
for sugar – and yet all of these things can have very immediate and
direct impact on people’s lives. Changes in world commodity prices,
which for us represent a small variation in what we have to pay, repre-
sent for the producer of that good, sometimes the difference between
surviving and famine.

All this provokes the sort of self-reflection that the Holocaust exhibition
below does not, but with one final caveat: it provokes self-reflection as a
human being, as a member of the international community, rather than
as a Briton. I would suggest, then, that while Crimes Against Humanity
makes explicit the contemporary relevance of the Holocaust today, it
stops short of questioning specifically British responses to atrocities.37 A
growing body of research is exploring the linkages between colonialism
and genocide,38 but at the IWM there is no mention of the role that
imperialism or colonialism can play in the roots of genocide – indeed,
the word ‘colonial’ appears only once during the film – or the lega-
cies of Britain’s imperial past, and in this respect both the Holocaust
exhibition and the Crimes Against Humanity exhibition marginalise
the role of Britain throughout these tragedies. An exploration of, say,
the atrocities accompanying the British suppression of the Mau Mau
uprising in Kenya in the 1950s, or the role of British imperialism in the
famines devastating India in the late nineteenth century,39 would be far
more effective in jarring visitors from any deep-seated complacency to
consider Britain’s responsibility for past and indeed present atrocities.
Both of these concerns – the self-reflection the exhibition encour-

ages, and its marginalisation of a British perspective – are reflected in
the visitor comments. Interestingly, although many fewer are received
in comparison to the Holocaust exhibition (not least because the cards
are not very prominently placed or plentiful), many more show a higher
degree of engagement with the issues, in direct contrast to those received
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for the Holocaust exhibition, where visitors overwhelmingly but simply
respond that they were ‘very moved’ and ‘learnt a lot’, along with the
clichés of ‘never again’ and ‘never forget’. A recurrent request is that the
film be shownmore widely to the public, even children: one visitor com-
mented, ‘A film that needs viewing by young people – the ones who will
be responsible for the world in the 21st century.’40 Another echoes my
earlier observations about the media images which saturate our news:
‘News on telly [sic] just washes over us. This is now not the past.’41 Many
displayed a personalised engagement with the exhibition’s content, call-
ing for the inclusion of other atrocities which had occurred in their own
countries – Australia, the United States, Argentina and, frequently but
controversially, Palestine, as well as Britain. As one visitor remarked,
‘There is a disturbing lack of portrayals of crimes against humanity
committed by Britain itself during colonial times. Britain should per-
haps learn from Germany in exposing and admitting their [sic] own
crimes.’42

Conclusion

I have argued that the familiar staples of Holocaust representation found
in the Holocaust exhibition reappear in the Crimes Against Humanity
exhibition, providing a platform from which that exhibition may pro-
voke a deeper self-reflection, albeit not a specifically British one, and
this comes across even in something as subtle as the architecture and
spatial environment of the exhibition (although far more successfully
in its first installation). This anchoring permits a greater conceptual
and factual exploration of the issues at hand than can be found in the
Holocaust exhibition. Indeed, in its consideration of ‘Man’s Inhuman-
ity to Man’, its fuller exploration of the perpetrators and international
responses to atrocities, this contemplative environment also goes some
way towards correcting the Holocaust exhibition’s presentation of the
same. There is an interdependent and symbiotic relationship between
the two exhibitions. The Crimes Against Humanity exhibition is clearly
dependent upon the Holocaust, and the Holocaust exhibition, for its
representational strategies, but the Holocaust, and Holocaust exhibi-
tion, are almost dependent upon explorations of other genocides as in
the Crimes Against Humanity exhibition for their continuing signifi-
cance. Nevertheless it is, literally and figuratively, how the ‘Holocaust
lens’ is used to insert other atrocities into a moral framework that is the
strongest indicator of the central role of the Holocaust in determining
how Britain and the West respond to contemporary atrocities today.
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9
The Holocaust and Colonial
Genocide at the Imperial
War Museum
Tom Lawson

Relatively little comment has been passed on the role of the Holocaust
at the Imperial War Museum (IWM). There is a critical discourse about
the role of the exhibition in the museum of course, and Rebecca Jinks’s
and Antoine Capet’s essays contribute admirably to that discourse, yet
the specific question of the relationship between thinking about the
Holocaust and thinking about Empire and imperial genocide has seldom
been asked. Yet as Jinks’s essay makes clear, Britain has an imperial past
and as such it is not possible for the Holocaust exhibition to just avoid
that context. It would be very difficult anywhere in Britain, but in the
IWM, the official repository of the nation’s war memories, it is impossi-
ble. What is more, the IWM specifically tasks itself, in its Crimes Against
Humanity exhibition, to engage with genocide in a wider context and as
such to place the Holocaust in that context. And the British Empire was
a site of genocide. One might expect then to find that the IWM grap-
ples with the problem of genocide in the British Empire (in Australia, in
Ireland, in India for example). It does not. As such, I want to use this
commentary to think more about the relationship between the gallop-
ing British memory of the Holocaust that Capet identifies, and Britain’s
memory of genocide in its Empire that Jinks highlights, using the IWM
as a case study.
As Capet makes clear in his essay on Holocaust art in the IWM, there

has been, at the very least, an acceleration in Holocaust memory since
the later 1980s. Of course, the Holocaust exhibition is both indicative
of that acceleration and has contributed to it. It is notable also that
the Holocaust memory boom has been accompanied by a growth in
interest in, and reflection on, Empire and its implications. One need
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only think of books and television programmes by Niall Ferguson and
recently Jeremy Paxman,1 and the commemorations of the bicentenary
of the abolition of the slave trade.2 Although hardly in a critical mode,
this turn to Empire does acknowledge the occurrence of genocide in the
British world. Of course, that these two things, the turn to Empire and
the upsurge in memorial reflection on the Holocaust, have occurred at
the same time may be the result simply of a turn to the past more gener-
ally, the development of a more historically aware public discourse, the
idea that history is the ‘new Rock and Roll’.3 But I would like to sug-
gest that there are links between these two memory cultures – in that
both use genocide to underpin positive visions of the ethical and moral
basis of British identity. As such, the turn to Holocaust memory actu-
ally fulfils the same function as the recent return to Empire. In both
cases, genocide is cited as an example of an atrocity that Britain sought
to prevent. What is more, the memory of the Holocaust actually repre-
sents a continuity in British memories of genocide from the nineteenth
century, and the Holocaust exhibition at the IWM particularly so.
As I have argued elsewhere, fundamentally the Holocaust emerges

from the IWM as a good news story for Britain, and certainly early
responses from visitors suggested that it was read that way too.4 This
is not really the result of the narrative on offer, which is rich and
detailed and deliberately eschews triumphalism, but because of its con-
text. Although there is some limited reflection on the iniquities of
British refugee policy during the lifetime of the Third Reich in the exhi-
bition, at root Britain is presented in the IWM as a whole as the liberal
alternative to Nazism – as refuge, as liberator. In that context the Holo-
caust exhibition acts as a large scale, fully worked through example of
‘why we fight’. There are, it seems to me, few other ways to interpret
the museum visitor’s literal journey in the exhibition from the darkness
of Auschwitz to the light of British victory and the ephemera of war in
the main atrium. Of course, this fits into a more widespread culture of
Holocaust memory in Britain, which emphasises that the Holocaust is a
story in which Britain played a role as refuge and liberator, and in which
Britons can feel good about their past and their present.5

On the face of it, the idea of genocide within the British Empire would
not have a positive tale to tell about Britain, and as such its absence from
the IWM could, one might imagine, be easily explained as simply a form
of evasion. And as Jinks points out, this is an absence despite a very
specific site in which the history of British genocide of indigenous peo-
ples could, and it is difficult not to suggest, should have been explored.
The Crimes Against Humanity exhibition makes specific reference to
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genocide as being as much about the destruction of indigenous commu-
nities and culture, and particularly the indigenous relationship to the
land, as it is about the gas chambers of Auschwitz. This claim is made
in the central film in the exhibit and then can be explored in more
detail on the interactive computers which accompany the film. That
the British were responsible for a series of demographic disasters in their
Empire, perhaps most notably in North America and Australia, is not
mentioned once.6

A simple explanation for this might be that the IWM’s remit is to
explore conflict from the First World War to the present day. Yet other
pre-1914 incidences of genocide are mentioned in the Crimes Against
Humanity display. Certainly the exhibition concentrates on the twen-
tieth century. But in doing so, it rather undermines its own ambitions
to place genocide in its full historical context. There might have been
a dubious case to be made that genocide only occurs after the genocide
convention established a definition for it, but that is not the approach
taken here and several incidences of genocide are explored – including
the Armenian case and of course the Holocaust – that occurred prior
to the codification of the crime. This, and the inclusion of genocide
of indigenous peoples, suggests a conceptual approach to genocide has
been adopted and as such it would seem appropriate if pre-1900 occur-
rences of genocide in the British world had been considered. After all,
what better way to demonstrate that genocide was and is part of the
world of the visitors themselves? To ignore genocide in the British
Empire is also to ignore the fact that the author of the convention and of
the concept of genocide, Raphael Lemkin, specifically understood that
it had occurred in the British Empire, for example in Tasmania.7

This is not to say that the IWM avoids Empire entirely. Especially
in its post-1945 conflicts section, the museum confronts the history
of decolonisation. Whilst the claim that Britain simply accepted the
break-up of its Empire, and that since 1945 it has fought wars that were
either ‘in its interests or to uphold international law’ might come as
a surprise to the Mau Mau rebels, there is an investigation of Britain’s
emergence into the post-colonial world.8 But there is no place in the
IWM for Imperial wars, either during or before the twentieth century.
As such you might argue that the Holocaust acts here as a ‘screen

memory’, as others have alleged, particularly, for example, with regard
to the function of Holocaust memory in the United States.9 That is to say
that the memory of the Holocaust obscures confrontation with the hor-
rors of the British past, in part because it dwarfs the scale of the suffering
unleashed by Empire and in part because the Holocaust establishes such
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a positive sense about the British past that no further exploration of its
darker recesses can be allowed.
Whilst such an analysis might be justified if one simply considered

the IWM alone, the IWM of course exists within a wider context, and
within that context I think we can see an interaction between memories
of the Holocaust and imperial genocide that suggests the screen memory
thesis is too simplistic. The IWM, for example, exists within a tradition
of museum display in Britain which has, since the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, used an understanding of what we would call genocide to underpin
a construction of Britishness, which highlighted Britain’s moral and eth-
ical superiority. As such, the Holocaust exhibition is part of a colonial
discourse which has traditionally used and referenced genocide in its
making of British identity. After all, the Holocaust exhibition implicitly
points to that superiority by identifying the barbarity of Britain’s ene-
mies. I shall briefly explore this further through the example of genocide
in Tasmania, the case of genocide in the British world that is referenced
most regularly.10

During the mid- to late nineteenth century, genocide in Tasmania (or
‘extirpation’ to use the contemporary parlance) underpinned competing
visions of British superiority.11 For both those that embraced the idea of
racial hierarchy and those that regretted the passing of an entire peo-
ple, that the Tasmanian population had been swept aside by the British
Empire simply demonstrated that the British were pre-ordained to cover
the globe.12 The British were the men of the future; indigenous peoples
were the past.13 For liberal humanitarians who were concerned about
the impact of British settlement on indigenous peoples, the destruc-
tion wrought in settler colonies like Tasmania was simply an example
of the settlers ignoring their British heritage and their responsibil-
ity to protect (and transform) indigenous peoples.14 From the 1830s
onwards, groups like the liberal ‘Aborigines Protection Society’, made
up of survivors from the evangelical abolition campaign, argued that
the extension of imperial authority over these settlers was the only solu-
tion to the demographic disaster of British settlement for indigenous
groups. Whilst this was an alternative vision of the worth of indigenous
peoples, it articulated a similar faith in British supremacy. Indigenous
peoples were to be transformed into Englishmen, civilised and their
culture forgotten and destroyed.15 Other discourse did the same – the
nineteenth-century debate on human origins saw, because of the fate of
indigenous Tasmanians, indigenous peoples as the victims of the march
of biological, historical and cultural progress – and as such used their
apparent decline in the face of settler societies as examples of British
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superiority.16 Such a vision was also represented in England to a wider
public – for example in museums like the Natural History Museum,
which displayed the remains of indigenous Tasmanians in an account
of the races of man.17

The point here is that we can, through the example of Tasmania, see
the construction of a sense of Britishness that relied to some extent on
the memory of genocide. For the most part the narrative that emerged
was that Britain sought to prevent genocide, that it preached a civili-
sation that might have saved indigenous peoples had it not been for
their barbaric treatment by the settlers. Ironically, that was of course
an understanding of the world that embraced cultural genocide too; it
certainly recognised no value in indigenous communities. This idea of
the British as an alternative to genocide is not confined to Tasmania
of course. Gladstone’s famous call for humanitarianism in Bulgaria in
the 1870s drew on and helped shape a powerful Victorian sense that
the British Empire represented liberality as opposed to the barbarism
of other imperial powers.18 Campaigners against Belgian actions in the
Congo did likewise at the beginning of the twentieth century, contin-
uing in the tradition established by the Aborigines Protection Society
to campaign on behalf of indigenous peoples. Indeed members of the
Congo Reform Association lamented the passing of the days when
England was the conscience of Europe.19 All of this was suffused with
a sense of British moral and ethical superiority, and a vision that indige-
nous peoples could be saved both from their enemies and themselves.
In the twentieth century, British museum culture essentially con-

tinued to represent a nineteenth-century story of British power and
might to visitors, with regard to Tasmanians and other indigenous
peoples. Again, this constructed a sense of identity that relied on
genocide to imply that the British represented, in essence, the apex
of human progress. To return to the Tasmanian example, as well as
human remains, the ephemera of an apparently disappeared people was
strewn across the British regions. A necklace belonging to Trugannini,
believed in Britain at least to be the last living Tasmanian, was displayed
in Exeter’s Royal Albert Memorial Museum until 1997 labelled as the
‘pathetic relic of a vanished people’ of whom it was ‘not hard to see
why’ they had become ‘the province of history’.20

In the post-war period, and in the context of decolonisation, the
Tasmanian genocide was then adopted by radical critics of Empire as
a motif representing the suffering unleashed by the British Empire.
It might be suggested that this acknowledgement of imperial genocide
came at a time before the dominance of Holocaust memory. But this
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ignores the simple fact that memories of colonial genocide were often
filtered through an understanding of suffering at Nazi hands. Take
V.G. Kiernan’s labelling British policy in Australia as an abortive Final
Solution for example.21 That such commentators accepted without
question the idea that the indigenous population had been entirely
wiped out is itself indicative of the enduring colonial attitudes of
some post-colonial thinking. Not only did such a construct ignore
the enduring indigenous population of Tasmania, it assumed that the
indigenous population were the passive victims of the colonial strong-
men.22 Although it was offered as radical critique, such thinking was
not far away from the colonial mindset that assumed indigenous peo-
ples were some kind of Stone Age hangover simply waiting to exit
history.
In the twenty-first century, the British Empire has struck back against

this kind of radical critique, and attempts have been made to reassert
the worth of the Empire as the grand civilising project. Such a discourse,
typified by Niall Ferguson, does not as one might expect evade or deny
the genocidal consequences of the British Imperial project. Instead,
genocide is used as evidence of an absence rather than an excess of impe-
rial power. Consequently, Ferguson is content to label the disappearance
of the indigenous population of Tasmania as a genocide, but argues
that it occurred because the British settlers deviated from the imperial
intentions to protect and succour indigenous populations. The British
government acted to try and restrain them, according to Ferguson. They
failed in Tasmania, but, he suggests, succeeded in preventing genocide in
continental Australia. As such, genocide becomes just another example
of the success rather than the failure of Empire.23

All of these discourses – from the 1830s to the present day – suggest
that in various ways the memory of genocide has been employed to
sustain a vision of British ethical, moral (and at times racial) superior-
ity. Whether or not such discourses revel in genocide, or despair at it,
they invariably use genocide to tell a positive story about the nature
of Britain – overwhelmingly since the end of the nineteenth century a
story of liberal humanitarian Britain that sought to prevent genocide
and bring the gift of civilisation to the world.
Seen within that context, the memory of the Holocaust and its

portrayal at the IWM is another example of a colonial discourse of
genocide – albeit one writ extremely large. Liberal humanitarian Britain
fought the Nazi devil, and this museum for the Nazis victims is as
much a tribute to that as it is memorial for those and that which was
destroyed. As such, you might argue that the Holocaust is acting as a
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‘screen memory’ in the IWM. After all, there is no reflection on genocide
in the British Empire at all. But it is not the mere presence of the Holo-
caust in the museum, and the absence of colonial or imperial genocide
which is important here. What is crucial is what the presence of the
Holocaust in the IWM says about Britain, what it demands that its vis-
itors think about Britain. In that sense, the memory of the Holocaust
as written in the IWM has rather a lot in common with the memory of
the colonial genocide it avoids. Indeed, the IWM could simply import
any one of the ways in which genocide in the British Empire has been
remembered, and it would not disrupt or challenge their Holocaust nar-
rative. Nor would it challenge the British visitors, or the story about
Britain that it seeks to tell. As such, in order to actually escape the con-
fines of a colonial mindset, the Museum would not just have to tell the
story of imperial genocide (in a manner that avoided triumphalism), it
would have to tell a different story about the Holocaust too. Without
that, the memory of colonial genocide is, if only in functional terms,
present in Britain’s imperial war museum.
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‘We Should Do Something for the
Fiftieth’: Remembering Auschwitz,
Belsen and the Holocaust in Britain
in 1995
Mark Donnelly

Six years before Britain’s first annual Holocaust Memorial Day was
observed in 2001, the 50th anniversaries of the liberation of Auschwitz
and Bergen-Belsen were remembered as part of a wider public calendar
of war-related commemorative activities.1 Holocaust Memorial Day has
(rightly) been the subject of much scholarly attention, some of it critical
of the day’s ‘pathos’ approach to commemoration.2 In contrast, there
has been markedly less discussion of how the anniversaries in 1995 of
the liberation of the camps were remembered in Britain. This chapter
attempts to supplement previous studies that have focused on aspects of
Holocaust commemoration in Britain in 1995, notably those by Judith
Petersen and Joanne Reilly et al.3 The aim is to question whether the
ways in which Holocaust commemoration was performed and articu-
lated in 1995 helps us to think about how subsequent commemorations
have been organised and understood. The approach that this discus-
sion takes is both empirical (setting out salient features of the public
discourse of Holocaust memory in 1995 under various genre headings)
and critical (commenting on some of the implications of these discur-
sive features for thinking about Holocaust memory in Britain). Part of
the justification for this study is that the imbalances between scholarly
interest in the commemorations of 1995 and 2001 could be usefully
readjusted, if only because of the ways in which they relate to cer-
tain methodological possibilities for analysing ‘Holocaust memory’ in
a British context. After all, as Jeffrey Olick has argued, commemora-
tions should not be conceptualised as isolated, discrete occurrences.
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They themselves stand in relation to an ‘accumulated succession of com-
memorations’, and thus we might usefully think in terms of a ‘memory
of commemoration’ and indeed a ‘memory of memory’ (original empha-
sis).4 Memory is understood here not as a ‘thing’ that exists somewhere,
but always as acts of remembering or the performance of ‘mnemonic
practices’. Moreover, these acts or performances of memory have their
own discursive historicity – they are, as Olick argues, part of an ongo-
ing process of mnemonic practices in operation rather than a product
of, or somehow a reflection of, some other processes (political, social,
cultural).5 On this reading, the various ways in which the Holocaust
has been remembered in Britain (including Memorial Days since 2001)
were not straightforwardly determined by the context in which they
occurred, nor were they simply tools to meet sociopolitical exigencies
in the present. Instead, they can be thought of as practices that were in
a dialogue with – and which bore traces of – earlier mnemonic practices,
and whose relationship with the context in which they were performed
was mutually constitutive rather than reflective.
Public acts of Holocaust remembrance in Britain in 1995 were largely

directed towards the anniversaries of the liberation of two camps:
Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen. The anniversary of the liberation of
Auschwitz was the central event of European Holocaust remembrance in
1995, and it was marked by major international ceremonies in Poland
on 26 and 27 January 1995. Bergen-Belsen (henceforth Belsen) mean-
while had a particular place in Britain’s war remembrance because it
was the only main camp that was liberated by British (and Canadian)
troops.6 Moreover, as many commentaries pointed out in 1995, it was
the camp in which the sisters Anne and Margot Frank had died in
March 1945.7 Ceremonies were held at Belsen on 27 April 1995 (delayed
from the actual anniversary of liberation on 15 April because that date
coincided with Passover).
Before discussing some of the discursive features of the ways these

anniversaries were marked in Britain, we should of course acknowledge
that the anniversaries themselves were part of a wider programme of
war-related commemorations that year. As experience has taught us,
some anniversaries of events have more symbolic significance than oth-
ers (1st, 10th, 25th, 50th, centenary and so on). Thus it was that 1995
became a ‘banner year’ for war-related commemorations, in part because
of the ‘roundness’ of the 50 years that had passed since 1945.8 In Britain,
these commemorations climaxed in May with a three-day festival to
remember VE Day in London’s Hyde Park (attended by 1.5 million peo-
ple),9 the staging of state ceremonies at Westminster Hall, Buckingham
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Palace and St Paul’s Cathedral, and a public holiday on the anniver-
sary of VE Day itself. Millions of Britons over the VE Day anniversary
weekend attended street parties and/or watched and listened to media
coverage. According to Judith Petersen, for example, ITV screened seven
hours and ten minutes of VE Day programming between 16 April and
9 May. Meanwhile BBC1 broadcast 23 hours and 20 minutes of cov-
erage in May-June 1995.10 Much of this BBC1 output consisted of live
coverage of state ceremonies, but it also contained feature programmes
about Britain’s war effort and a peak-time screening of the film The Battle
of Britain (1969).11 Throughout the various commemorative activities,
a well-rehearsed discourse was invoked by politicians, journalists and
media commentators about how and why Britain had fought the war,
and about what ‘lessons’ could be drawn from the British contribution
to Allied victory. This discourse had become familiar through its regular
articulation at previous ceremonies – for example, the annual Remem-
brance Sunday commemorations, the 50th anniversaries that marked
the declaration of war (September 1989) and the D-Day landings (June
1994) – and via its representation in various media texts, in institu-
tions such as the Imperial War Museum, and within school curricula.
This discourse traced the limits of Britain’s war memory in relation to
what is often called the ‘good war’ paradigm – marking out what could
be said about Britain’s war effort within the boundaries of what was
regarded as legitimate or reasonable speech. The ‘good war’ paradigm is
commonly seen as a predominately self-serving and self-congratulatory
socio-historical resource, particularly with regards to those symbolic
wartime events that could be narrated and interpreted through a (more
or less) exclusively ‘national’ frame of reference.12 It was a paradigm
which, as Angus Calder wrote in relation to the ‘myth’ of the Blitz, has
had the power to ‘condition a great deal of “common-sense” thinking’
about Britain at war.13 Its cultural power derived from the ways in which
it produced narratives about Britain’s war effort that invoked only a
small (and iconic) repertoire of symbolic resources, all of which could
be made congruent with a particular type of story architecture.
The story architecture in question was important because, as Eviatar

Zerubavel has argued, the types of narratives commonly constructed
about historically symbolic subjects should not be thought of as rep-
resentations of the past-in-itself, but rather as manifestations of what
he terms ‘sociomnemonic structures’ – particular archetypal plotlines or
schematic formats that people use to narrate the past, and which can
be seen as being prevalent in certain cultural and sociopolitical con-
texts.14 Furthermore, as Alon Confino and Peter Fritzsche have argued,
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while it is true that collective memories can be ‘potentially integrated
into any number of narratives’, once they become ‘embedded in a nar-
rative stream they turn out to be remarkably strong and they thus deflect
counternarratives and counterarguments’.15 One of the striking features
of the 1995 commemorations was the way they highlighted how the
‘good war narrative’ had retained enough of its cultural legitimacy to
push counterarguments about, or alternative readings of, Britain’s war
effort to the margins (but not, we should acknowledge, to deny them
entirely).16 Therefore, as well as relating Holocaust commemoration in
Britain in 1995 to a ‘memory of commemoration’, there is also some
value in relating it to the ‘good war’ paradigm, and questioning how this
relationship might inform our thinking about some of the philosophi-
cal problems that scholars have raised about Holocaust commemoration
more generally. In order to discuss these issues, I have organised the dis-
cursive constructions of Holocaust remembrance in 1995 under three
genre headings: ‘the Holocaust as someone else’s problem’, ‘remember-
ing for the future’, and ‘the Holocaust and the case for humanitarian
intervention’.

The Holocaust as someone else’s problem

The events that came to be known as the Holocaust were always
marginal to Britain’s good war paradigm, functioning primarily as a jus-
tification of all that the British military did in pursuit of victory. Raphael
Samuel summed it up thus: ‘Britain won. They don’t regard the Holo-
caust as their problem.’17 This marginalisation was both symptomatic
and constitutive of a political discourse in Britain that rarely addressed
the Holocaust. To be sure, there were times when issues around the
Holocaust did become a focus of political discussion. We might mention
here, for example, the discussions that took place between the Board of
Deputies of British Jews and the Department of the Environment from
1979 to 1983 about the siting and installation of a Holocaust memorial.
Another example would be the work of the All-Party Parliamentary War
Crimes Group from 1986 onwards. But the point being made here is
that by 1995 there was no tradition of senior British politicians making
speeches about the Holocaust, and thus there were no strong precedents
that might persuade politicians (and their advisers) at that time that
the Holocaust was a matter for their attention. It was not a subject that
politicians were expected to be able to speak about as a focal point of
ethico-political discourse. This also meant that when a British politi-
cal leader did make a major speech about the Holocaust – for example,
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Tony Blair during Holocaust Memorial Day 2001 – there was no exist-
ing stock of symbols, tropes, gestures and vocabulary from previous
commemorative speeches about this subject that could be referenced.
We might contrast this absence of symbols with John Major’s speech at
the VE Day commemorations in Hyde Park on 6 May 1995, which was
full of references back to various tropes of the good war paradigm that
had become familiar in public discourse (St Paul’s cathedral as a sym-
bol of resilience, David Low’s cartoon of the wounded British soldier
handing the laurel of peace back to Europe, the people’s war – but no
references to the Holocaust).18

John Major had previously attended a ceremony in Poland in 1993
to mark the 50th anniversary of the Warsaw uprising. But when some
300 West European parliamentarians – along with Polish and Israeli
politicians – assembled at Auschwitz to commemorate the 49th anniver-
sary of its liberation in 1994, Britain (together with Spain, Ireland
and Denmark) did not send a political representative.19 This ceremony
at Auschwitz was the first such meeting of its kind, organised by
the European Jewish Congress. Those present included Egon Klepsch,
President of the European Parliament, and parliamentary heads from
Belgium, Germany, Italy, Greece, Luxembourg, Holland and Portugal.
Also attending was Simone Veil, the former French health minister
who was returning to Auschwitz-Birkenau for the first time since being
an inmate there in 1945. The absence of British representation at the
ceremony was a clear signal that Britain’s political classes regarded
Auschwitz as something for other nations to remember. This signal was
amplified in 1995 when 20 heads of state attended the ceremonies to
mark the 50th anniversary of the camp’s liberation. Again, there was
no senior representative of the British state among them. Backbench
Labour MPs Alice Mahon and David Winnick anticipated this absence
and drew attention to it in the House of Commons on 25 January 1995 –
two days before the main ceremonies in Poland. Winnick suggested that
the Speaker of the House of Commons might be authorised to attend at
Auschwitz on behalf of the British parliament. The Speaker of the House,
Betty Boothroyd, replied that she was unaware of any government plans
to commemorate the anniversary.20 The following day Greville Janner
(Labour MP and former President of the Board of Deputies of British
Jews) asked the Leader of the House, Tony Newton, whether there would
be time set aside on the anniversary itself for the Commons to ‘to join in
mourning the victims of Nazism’ who died in Auschwitz.21 Newton said
that this would not be possible, but pointed out that Lord Jakobovits,
the former Chief Rabbi, would represent the Queen at the official Polish
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ceremony and later Jewish ceremony at Auschwitz. This choice of dele-
gate was another way of stating that the meaning of the liberation of the
camp within Britain’s public sphere was regarded as a matter of interest
only for the country’s Jewish communities.
There was a similar lack of British political participation in ceremonies

to mark the anniversary of the liberation of Belsen on 27 April 1995.
The main 90-minute ceremony at Belsen had been attended by German
Chancellor Helmut Kohl, President Roman Herzog, Rita Süssmuth (Pres-
ident of the German Parliament), Ignatz Bubis (President of the Central
Council of Jews in Germany), Chaim Herzog (former President of Israel)
and more than 5000 people from the local community.22 But as the roles
of victims and perpetrators were remembered at Belsen, the main focus
for British commemorative activity was elsewhere (spatially and ethi-
cally). The British military base at Belsen hosted a private ceremony,
attended by camp survivors and veterans of the liberation, at which
prayers were said over the graves of 250 prisoners who had died in
the British military field hospital after the camp was liberated.23 This
was followed by a lunch at which survivors from Belsen met with some
of those who had helped to liberate the camp. British media interest
in this anniversary was slight, and was directed largely towards the
story of the camp’s (British) liberators rather than its (predominately
Jewish) victims. The Guardian, for example, published a feature article
that reproduced British army chaplain Tom Stretch’s eyewitness account
of entering Belsen.24 Several newspapers found a way of integrating the
experiences of liberator and victim, recounting a story about the mar-
riage between a British soldier and a former Belsen inmate. The couple
were Norman Turgel, a Jewish British soldier serving in the Intelligence
Corps, and Gena Goldfinger, an inmate who had worked as a nurse in
Belsen. The couple married in October 1945 in a Lübeck synagogue, and
for decades after the war they travelled and spoke to students around the
world about their wartime experiences. As an Evening Standard headline
for the story read in 1995, ‘50 years on, love still triumphs over Belsen
evil’.25 In fact British newspapers had been interested in this story since
the marriage ceremony itself in 1945, when Gena Goldfinger had been
proclaimed by the press as ‘the Bride of Belsen’.26 The articles about
Tom Stretch, Norman Turgel and Gena Goldfinger exemplify the way in
which stories about the camp’s liberation were framed in 1995 in much
the same terms as they had been in the original British press coverage
of 1945. Moreover, a similar discursive positioning of Bergen-Belsen was
at work in the Imperial War Museum’s ‘Belsen Fifty Years On’ exhibition
in 1995. As Jo Reilly et al. observed,
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In general, the Holocaust occupied only a minor place in British
war commemorations in 1994 and 1995. But reference to the British
army’s liberation of Belsen enabled attention to be drawn to Nazi
atrocities without in any way confusing matters by considering
Jewish death and suffering during the war. Indeed, as in 1945, the lib-
eration of Belsen could be used to concentrate further on the moral
righteousness of the British war effort. The tendency to view the
liberation of Belsen as British rather than Jewish/victim-centred was
dominant in Britain during April 1995 . . .The Imperial War Museum’s
commemoration on 12 April 1995 in no way corrected past imbal-
ances and in fact reconfirmed its use of Belsen as part of the British
war story.27

One further point can be made here about the positioning of Auschwitz,
Belsen and the Holocaust as ‘someone else’s problem’. In 1995, the
anniversaries of the camps’ liberation were a matter of interest only for
‘quality’ national newspapers (including the Jewish Chronicle) and BBC2.
In contrast, the country’s most popular ‘red top’ daily newspapers – The
Sun and Daily Mirror – provided almost no coverage of the 50th anniver-
saries.28 Moreover, Judith Petersen has argued that in British television’s
coverage of the cycle of war-related 50th anniversaries, only one pro-
gramme on BBC2 in January 1995 challenged the marginalisation of the
Holocaust within Britain’s national and official discourses of war com-
memoration (see below). But overall, she reasons, television’s treatment
of the Holocaust did nothing to disturb the sense of moral integrity and
self-congratulation that was ingrained in Britain’s memory of the ‘good
war’. ‘Britain’s war memory’, Petersen concluded, ‘appeared to be too
precious to grant the wartime experience of Europe’s Jews a prominent
place in it’.29

The linguistic distancing of the Holocaust as ‘someone else’s prob-
lem’ in 1995 was part of a British tradition that reached back across
the post-war decades. As Susanna Schrafstetter has argued, for example,
there was far more media interest in the campaign to secure compen-
sation payments for former British POWs in the 1960s than there was
in an equivalent campaign for Holocaust survivors.30 To be sure, there
were exceptions to this marginalisation of Holocaust memory in syn-
agogues and private homes, and in the small annual ceremony at the
Hyde Park Holocaust memorial from 1983 onwards. But in the wider
public spheres of politics, media and state ceremonials, Britain’s war
memory continued to be conceptualised and performed as a national
(rather than a cosmopolitan) story. As such, while political leaders



178 ‘We Should Do Something for the Fiftieth’

and media commentators were able to rework long-established narra-
tives about the country’s ‘good war’ in 1995, there were no equivalent
voices articulating why the Holocaust should be commemorated at all
in Britain. In Confino and Fritzsche’s terms, the Holocaust 50 years on
had not yet become embedded in the ‘narrative stream’ of Britain’s war
memory.31 Indeed, we might illustrate this point further by noting here
that a recent monograph on Britain’s Second World War memory by
a British academic made no reference to the Holocaust.32 Even when
Britain took the lead on Holocaust commemoration at the Stockholm
Forum in 2000, the distancing of the genocide from the good war
paradigm that was evident in 1995 continued. As Sharon Macdonald
argued, the choice of the date for Britain’s first Holocaust Memorial Day
in 2001 – the date of the liberation of Auschwitz – did not evoke any
obvious ‘British’ connections, and reinforced the idea that Britain had
no direct association with the events of the Holocaust.33 Thus the Holo-
caust was framed as an event in which victims and perpetrators were
always both distinct and unmistakably ‘other’, which meant in turn that
there were no obvious reasons to ask critical questions about Britain’s
relationship to it (for example, concerning British refugee policies at
that time, British colonial practices of subjugation against the colonised,
British policies on allowing former Nazi war criminals into the UK
shortly after the Second World War). But as Daniel Levy and Natan
Sznaider’s analysis of memory politics suggests, perhaps we can avoid
seeing Holocaust memory and British war memory as being necessarily
and forever antithetical. According to these writers, the nation state as
the main ‘container’ of collective memory is ‘in the process of slowly
being cracked’ – if this is so, then old assumptions about the Holo-
caust being ‘someone else’s problem’ will cease to matter so much.34

This is because on Levy’s and Sznaider’s reading, Holocaust memory will
increasingly become ‘de-territorialised’ and ‘future-oriented’. Instead of
being positioned in relation to histories of any given nation state, Holo-
caust memory will become ‘cosmopolitan’ – formed in the interaction
between the global and the local, not rooted in a singular political or
geographic space, and functioning as a focal point for the recognition
of universal ‘moral-political obligations’.35

Remembering for the future

The model of ascribing meaning to the Holocaust as something that
would happen again unless it was remembered can be traced back
to the earliest reports from the liberated Bergen-Belsen in April 1945.
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‘Remembering for the Future’ was also the title chosen for Britain’s first
major international conference on the Holocaust in July 1988, organised
by Elizabeth and Robert Maxwell. More recently still, in the publicity
that surrounded the UK release of Schindler’s List in February 1994, the
moral and political imperative to ‘remember’ was taken for granted.
A Guardian leading article on the weekend of the film’s release, for exam-
ple, stated: ‘Spielberg’s film is needed. Only through constant vigilance
and remembrance can we hope to curb the anti-Semitic reflex embed-
ded in European culture which spun so horrifically out of control in the
second world war.’36

‘Liberal’ newspapers such as The Guardian, The Observer and The Inde-
pendent adopted this injunction to remember in their editorials and
feature articles about the ceremonies at Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen
in 1995.37 The Daily Telegraph similarly sought to instrumentalise Holo-
caust memory, arguing that ‘[i]f we are to give political expression to
what Auschwitz means for us 50 years after its liberation, it must be to
support those in Israel and its neighbours who are struggling against
extremists on either side to bring peace to the Middle East’.38 From a
different perspective, Beatrix Campbell in The Independent argued that
there was an ethical imperative for people to commit themselves to
remembering the Holocaust via the ‘hazards of listening’ to survivor
testimony. In this way, she argued, the Holocaust had become ‘a test
of our commitment to the victims of history’.39 Indeed, the injunction
to remember provided an important discursive context for feature inter-
views in newspapers with camp survivors like Leon Greenman and Gena
Turgel (nee Goldfinger) in 1995. In both cases, their continued commit-
ment to educating schoolchildren and the wider community about the
Holocaust was highlighted.40 We should also place under this discur-
sive heading of ‘remembering for the future’ David Cesarani’s Bringing
the Holocaust Home, a programme that was screened on BBC2 as part
of its Open Space strand – where programme makers could operate free
from any BBC editorial control. It was shown on BBC2 on 14 January
1995, and took the form of a personal call by Cesarani for the estab-
lishment of an official Holocaust museum in Britain – an equivalent
of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington. The
programme juxtaposed footage of the annual Remembrance Sunday cer-
emony at London’s Cenotaph with the much smaller commemoration
that was held each May at the Holocaust memorial in Hyde Park. The
small stone memorial that was established in 1983, argued Cesarani,
was ‘no longer an adequate memorial, and cannot transmit the truth
of what occurred in the Holocaust’.41 Cesarani went on to ask of the
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Holocaust in the programme: ‘Can we afford not to teach this story to
our children, and their children, so that they may never have to go
through it again?’ He argued that Britain had a ‘unique relationship’
with the fate of Jews in the Nazi era, but that this was usually left out of
Britain’s war memory. A Holocaust museum, he believed, would ‘set the
record straight’ and ‘stand as a warning to future generations’. He also
referred to the rise of far-right political groups in Britain and elsewhere
in Europe, some of whom were Holocaust deniers. Cesarani concluded:
‘If ever there was a time for a museum to educate people about the
dangers of racial intolerance, that time is now.’42

The various injunctions for people to ‘remember for the future’ in
1995 could be understood in two different ways. At one level, they could
be seen as a call to ensure that the Holocaust was remembered in the
future. This owed much to the fact that by the late twentieth century,
Holocaust memory had reached a moment of transition. As the numbers
of people with personal memories of the Holocaust decreased, so the
importance of memorials, museums and commemorative ceremonies as
realms or sites of memory (lieux de mémoire) increased. Understood this
way, ‘remembering for the future’ functioned as a moral imperative – the
Holocaust should continue to be commemorated as a mark of respect for
those who were murdered. Understandably, this imperative was open to
criticism. Why should there be a particular commemorative focus on
victims of the Holocaust, and not other victims of war and genocide in
the modern era? Also, as James Young pointed out in a widely influential
study of memory, sometimes monuments and ceremonies can work in
unintended and negative ways. Instead of functioning as sites and occa-
sions that promote reflection and thought, they are assumed to have
taken over the responsibility for remembering that was formerly ours.43

Thus they facilitate a process that allows people to pay lip-service to the
event that is being commemorated on annual days or occasional visits,
but then to move on and forget.
These criticisms notwithstanding, ‘remembering for the future’ could

be understood in another way. The term implied a kind of civic economy
of memory. Remembering the Holocaust, the argument ran, would pro-
duce positive outcomes for the nation’s social and civic health, because
it would act as a barrier against various forms of discrimination and
persecution, and ultimately help to prevent the emergence of condi-
tions in which a future genocide might be possible. This meaning of the
term anticipated (at least in some respects) what we referred to earlier as
the development of ‘cosmopolitan, future-oriented’ Holocaust memory
in the twenty-first century. But whereas Levy and Sznaider attempted
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to articulate how such a memory politics could contribute to a global
discourse of universal human rights, none of the advocates of ‘remem-
bering for the future’ in 1995 explained how commemorative acts might
act as moral or ethical barriers. What were the lessons of the Holo-
caust that could be used for such purposes? Who were these lessons
primarily directed towards – people with access to forms of political and
military power, or everybody equally? And was something as violently
extreme as the Holocaust an appropriate event to use as the basis for
civic education? These questions were unanswered in 1995. Partly as a
consequence, when ‘remembering for the future’ was re-adopted as an
important organising theme in Britain’s inaugural Holocaust Memorial
Day (one of the sections of the ceremonies was titled ‘Post 1945 – “Never
Again” ’) uncertainties remained about what this slogan meant in prac-
tice. In 1995 the most concrete implication of the term was to confer a
form of ‘historical legitimacy’ for state action to be used against ‘ethnic
cleansing’ in former Yugoslavia.

The Holocaust and the case for humanitarian intervention

One of the ‘lessons’ of the Holocaust that was sometimes cited in 1995
was the duty of outside powers to intervene to prevent genocide in
places such as Bosnia, Rwanda and Chechnya. This line of argument,
for example, was implicit in the way that some British Jews in 1995 crit-
icised Churchill’s wartime government (along with its main allies) for its
failure to save more victims of the Holocaust when they had the chance.
At a meeting organised by the Yad Vashem Charitable Trust as part of
the liberation of Auschwitz commemorations, Churchill’s coalition was
accused of ‘indifference’ to the plight of Europe’s Jews. This indiffer-
ence extended to the government’s failure to act on a chance to rescue
1000 orphans from Vichy-controlled France in late 1942.44 The ques-
tion of whether Britain (and others) could have done more to prevent
the Holocaust was more than a matter of historical interest at this time.
In the year that Auschwitz and Belsen were commemorated, interven-
ing to prevent genocide was once again an issue of urgent contemporary
political debate. In his widely reported speech at the main ceremony
at Auschwitz on 27 January 1995, Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel made
a direct connection between past and present, referring to the ‘blood-
shed’ that was happening in Bosnia, Rwanda and Chechnya. Tedeusz
Szymanscy, a Polish survivor of Auschwitz who had helped to keep the
camp as a memorial since 1946, drew a similar parallel in an interview
with The Observer. He explained to his interviewer that although he was
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Polish, he had been born near Gorazde in Bosnia: ‘I want to say to the
people there, “What are you doing? Are you mad?” Just look at this
place. You achieve nothing through war. You only achieve death.’45

This kind of linkage featured regularly in British political discourse
concerning the Bosnian war in particular in the mid-1990s. It served
two immediate purposes. The first was to affirm the status of atrocities
in Bosnia as genocide. The second was to underwrite the case for military
intervention in Bosnia by outside powers to stop the killings. The con-
text for linking Bosnia and the Nazi genocide had been set on 5 August
1992, when journalists (principally from The Guardian and Channel 4
News) filmed pictures of Bosnian Serb-run detention camps in north-
ern Bosnia (at Omarska and Trnopolje). These pictures were screened on
British television the next day. On 7 August 1992 they made the front
pages of newspapers, including the Daily Mirror (whose headline was
‘Belsen 92’) and the Daily Mail. Both publications likened Omarska and
Trnopolje to Nazi ‘concentration’ camps; the Mirror in fact juxtaposed
pictures from the Bosnian camps with photos of an unnamed Nazi camp
from 1945 to stress the point.46

In 1995, The Independent made these parallels the central theme of
their editorial on the Auschwitz anniversary:

All the moral components of the Auschwitz story are present today.
Last year, in five short weeks, half a million Tutsis were slaughtered
in Rwanda. In the early stages of the massacre the small UN force was
pulled out and the world agonised. The Bosnian tragedy also caught
us unawares, despite constant warnings about what would happen
if Yugoslavia imploded. It took the pictures of emaciated Muslims
in a Serb camp, reminiscent of Auschwitz, to cause real pressure to
be brought to bear. Our recognition of these horrors owes a great
deal to the memory we have of the Holocaust. We know we cannot
just sit by . . . .We can assert the right of the international commu-
nity to intervene in the internal affairs of other countries to prevent
genocide.47

When events in the former Yugoslavia were debated in the House of
Commons on 9 May 1995 (the day after the VE Day commemorations
in Hyde Park) several speakers used references to the Holocaust as a
device to strengthen their argument. Indeed, the Holocaust was sum-
moned in support of claims made by opposing sides in the debate. Bob
Wareing (Labour), for example, likened the actions in Croatia to those of
the Nazi perpetrators of genocide. He referred to atrocities committed by
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Croat forces in northern Bosnia in September 1991, the consequences of
which he had witnessed personally. When he visited a mass grave there
in 1993, he said, the ‘stench was indescribable; I felt like a British soldier
arriving at Belsen’.48 He went on to deplore the fact that Croat President
Franjo Tudjman, who Wareing described as being ‘defensive on the
question of Nazi genocide’ had been invited to the Hyde Park com-
memorations that weekend.49 Other speakers accused Serbia of bringing
genocide back to Europe. Sir Patrick Cormack (Conservative) called on
the government to adopt a ‘resolute approach’ against Serbia, stating
that ‘some of the things that have happened in Bosnia rank in fear-
fulness and horror with what happened in the holocaust’.50 Malcolm
Wicks (Labour) spoke of how in ‘the face of genocide [against Bosnians]
more than 50 years after the holocaust, our Foreign Office policy has
never dared speak its name’.51 He urged the government to ‘relearn the
lessons of 1945 in a more complex post-war period’ and to abandon
what he saw as the appeasement of Serbia.52

Massacres of Bosnian Muslims had an obvious impact on Britain’s var-
ious Muslim organisations and communities. Writing in Muslim News
in August 1992 (when the camps at Omarska and Trnopolje were dis-
covered by the British media), Shabbir Akhtar reminded readers of
his previously stated prediction that ‘next time there are gas cham-
bers in Europe, there is no doubt concerning who’ll be inside them’
(i.e. Muslims).53 Kalim Siddiqui, founder of the Muslim Parliament in
Britain in 1992, interpreted the government’s failure to act in Bosnia
as a signal of its unwillingness to save Muslim lives. To underscore
the point, the words of the vice-president of Bosnia-Herzegovina were
prominently displayed at the Muslim Parliament’s Bosnia conference in
1993: ‘You all know that the West would do something for Bosnia if
the Bosnians were not Muslims.’54 This line of thought was reinforced
in July 1995 when John Major refused to meet with a delegation from
the UK Action Committee on Islamic Affairs (UKACIA) to discuss help
for Bosnia. In response to this refusal, the UKACIA’s Joint Convenor
accused the government of ‘giving the Serbs clear signals to attack and
ethnically cleanse the rest of the so-called safe areas’.55

In popular publications for British Muslims like Muslim News and
Q News, the important political issues in the mid-1990s were the contin-
uing ramifications of The Satanic Verses crisis, the first Gulf War (1991)
and the war in Bosnia. There was no comment on events to commem-
orate the Holocaust in 1995 – no entry, in other words, of Muslim
voices into the public discourse about the Holocaust. There were no
obvious forewarnings of British Muslims’ objections to the specificity
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of Holocaust Memorial Day that were made in 2001, and with renewed
force by Iqbal Sacranie, general secretary of the Muslim Council of
Britain, in 2005.56 Of course, by 2005 the political context in which such
objections were raised had changed. Whereas the notion of disinter-
ested military intervention for humanitarian purposes that was alluded
to in 1995 seemed credible when applied to the cases of Kosovo (1999),
East Timor (1999) and Sierra Leone (2000), subsequent US- and UK-led
invasions of Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003) have compromised the
term to a point that was probably unimaginable at the beginning of
2001.57

Conclusion

Holocaust commemoration in Britain in 1995 was constituted by prac-
tices that we might usefully regard as having their own historicity. These
mnemonic practices were not simply reflective of the context in which
they were performed, nor were they an expression of a particular state
of Holocaust consciousness in Britain at the time. Instead, they helped
to form the culture in which memory work was carried out, in ways
that simultaneously bore traces of previous memory work in relation
to the Holocaust, and which also had a bearing on subsequent com-
memorations of the event in Britain. In retrospect, one of the striking
features of the 50th anniversaries of the liberation of the camps in 1995
commemorations was the relative absence of attempts by politicians,
media commentators or public intellectuals to develop a vocabulary that
explained why it was right or necessary to commemorate the Holocaust
in Britain. The principal focus of political and media attention in 1995
was on the VE Day commemorations, and the ways in which these were
choreographed and articulated showed the extent to which Britain’s
good war paradigm retained its discursive shaping power 50 years after
the war. Holocaust memory functioned largely as a supplement to this
paradigm – the Holocaust from this perspective reinforced the moral
justification of Britain’s war against the perpetrators of genocide. Thus
it was that when the focus of war-related commemorative activity
switched in 2001 to the inaugural Holocaust Memorial Day, there was
no comparable ceremonial tradition or well rehearsed discourse avail-
able to be invoked or reworked, no collection of symbols or tropes
whose meanings were recognisable from previous commemorations
that could be used by organisers or participants to set the tone for
the occasion. Perhaps in turn this helps to explain why in its earliest
years Holocaust Memorial Day was criticised for being victim-centred,
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over-sentimentalised and with an undue emphasis on the redemptive
features of survivor testimony. But this is not to argue that the 1995
anniversaries offered no discursive potential for future Holocaust com-
memoration in Britain. Perhaps, as Levy and Sznaider have argued,
Holocaust memory will continue to become de-territorialised and cos-
mopolitan. In such circumstances the marked tendency in Britain in
1995 to regard the Holocaust as ‘someone else’s problem’ could be
adapted to the point where the event becomes regarded as a univer-
sal focus of politico-moral reflection – everyone’s problem, rather than
someone else’s in particular. Similarly, the injunction to ‘remember for
the future’ could serve as a mark of respect for the dead rather than an
instrumental starting point for a certain type of national civic pedagogy.
Finally, the doctrine of humanitarian or liberal interventionism to pre-
vent genocide, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity – spurred
in part by Holocaust memory – would be understood as a multilateral
obligation of the type that was articulated in 2001 in the common
‘Responsibility to Protect’ international norm, and which was subse-
quently endorsed in the UN World Summit Outcome Document of
2005.58
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11
Britain’s Holocaust Memorial Day:
Inculcating ‘British’ or ‘European’
Holocaust Consciousness?
Andy Pearce

At the time of writing, two major landmarks have occurred in what
might be called the history of the ‘afterlife of Holocaust memory’ in
Britain.1 Most recently, the beginning of a new academic year in schools
and colleges in England and Wales brought the occasion of the 20th
anniversary of the National Curriculum – an event of immense sig-
nificance in relation to Holocaust education in the United Kingdom.
Whereas previously the presence of the Holocaust in educational cur-
ricula varied considerably, the incorporation of the genocide into the
statutory content for the first National Curriculum for History in 1991
ensured that school history would become a core conduit in the expan-
sion of knowledge and awareness among a new generation of young
people. Beyond the chalkface, the other noteworthy anniversary of 2011
took place on 27 January when Britain held its tenth annual Holo-
caust Memorial Day (HMD). A day which ‘provides an opportunity for
everyone to learn the lessons from the Holocaust, Nazi persecution and
subsequent genocides and apply them to the present day to create a
safer, better future’, HMD speaks to and of a process of heightened insti-
tutionalisation which began in earnest at the turn of the millennium
and has continued unabated since.2 HMD thus provides an illuminating
window onto the preconceptions, priorities and politics which currently
envelop and influence the shape of memorialisation in Britain, but it
also does much more than this: as one of the first such days to be cre-
ated in Western Europe following the Stockholm Declaration of 2000,
Britain’s HMD also gestures to a gamut of issues related to memoriali-
sation in general and Holocaust memory in the contemporary world in
particular. Amongst others, these include the practices and procedures
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of collective remembrance, the forces behind a ‘turning’ to memory in
the postmodern epoch, and the rationale for (and consequences of) the
emergence of the Holocaust as a global phenomena in the past quarter
of a century.
It is towards this cluster of themes that this essay positions itself, as

it seeks to contextualise the recent history of British Holocaust-related
activities within a wider framework of transnational trends. My focus
will be on the circumstances around the creation of Britain’s HMD,
and the extent to which this cannot be understood without reference
to external developments; principally, the ‘globalisation’ of Holocaust
memory and moves within the European Union aimed at making the
Holocaust its ‘negative foundation myth’.3 However, it will also be
argued that the establishment of HMD cannot be understood without
reference either to long-term or short-term domestic developments, and
that in actually instigating a day of remembrance Britain demonstrated
the influential role that it has come to play in international Holocaust
politics. Far from representing the manifestation of some external mem-
ory from abroad then, HMD stands as a British initiative serving and
reflecting British interests; inculcating in the process the formation of
a national rather than a supranational historical consciousness of the
Holocaust.

The mnemohistory of the Holocaust in Britain
and beyond

The recent intensification of Holocaust-related activities in Britain over
the past 15 years is remarkable for a number of reasons, not least because
it marks a sharp departure from the longstanding marginalisation of the
genocide of European Jewry within British historical culture for much of
the post-war period.4 On the surface, Britain is therefore on a similar tra-
jectory of Holocaust memorialisation to that seen in other nations and
its own ‘turn’ to the Holocaust can be narrated through the longstand-
ing ‘mnemohistory’ of the Holocaust in the post-war period.5 According
to this grand narrative, there have been discernible ‘milestones on Holo-
caust history’s road towards the centre of European historical culture’
which have functioned as waypoints demarcating the shift from silence
and forgetting, to speech and memorialisation.6 However, appearances
can be deceptive, and whilst it is clear that the status of the Holocaust
has undergone profound transformation in the post-45 epoch, the real-
ity is naturally far more complex. Thanks to ground-breaking research,
the accepted notion of conscious forgetting and intentional effacement
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of the Holocaust is being challenged and problematised; scholars are
now beginning to highlight the multifarious and often subterranean
ways in which memories and representations of the genocide found
form and expression in the immediate decades after the war, as well
as drawing attention to the multidirectionality of Holocaust memory
and its relation to the experience of decolonisation.7 Consequently, a
renewed emphasis must now be placed on examining precisely how
individual nation states have approached the legacies of what we call
the Holocaust in the aftermath of the Second World War. Since it is
no longer sufficient to speak of some wholesale gear change occurring
across the Western world from the 1960s, it is all the more imperative
that the stages through which change occurred, and the agents which
brought about shifts in thought and action, are identified and subjected
to due scrutiny.
In the case of Britain, it has long been established that the circum-

stances surrounding the ‘last phase’ of the war were a cause of much
misunderstanding, to the extent that the processes of victory and liber-
ation had ‘a lasting effect upon popular perceptions of why it had been
fought and what it had been about’, particularly in terms of the fate
of European Jewry.8 By the same token, it has also been shown that the
‘necessity of forging a manageable collective memory’ – particularly dur-
ing the period 1945–46 – led in its turn to a ‘domestication’ of Nazism’s
anti-Semitic violence9; one that was in keeping with the ingrained
sociocultural ‘liberal imagination’ which specifically conditioned British
attitudes to and conceptualisations of the Holocaust – both during its
enactment and in the subsequent post-war decades.10 Finally, we know
that events in Palestine between 1945 and 1948 ‘cut directly across sym-
pathy for the Jewish victims of Nazism’, leading in the short term to
an immediate spike in domestic anti-Semitism and in the longer term
ensuring that some sections of the population remained ambivalent
to the Israeli state.11 What has been added to this body of knowledge
in recent years is a greater layer of sophistication: we now have, for
example, a better understanding of ‘the guilty secret of British liberal
historiography of the Third Reich’ and the factors which conditioned
the relative disengagement with the Holocaust on the part of the British
historical academy. At the same time, new findings about the presence
of the Holocaust in culture and society have prompted David Cesarani
to contend that ‘rather than a spasm of attention followed by silence,
there was in fact a persistent drum-beat about the fate of the Jews’.12

How audible these noises were amidst the sounds of post-war recon-
struction and the creaking of waning great-power status is, however,



Andy Pearce 193

a different matter. The question of will also becomes of paramount
importance – particularly given the challenge of bridging geographical,
experiential and imaginative gaps between Britain and the genocide.
More research is certainly needed in this area, as it is in relation to
the applicability of Michael Rothberg’s thesis regarding the emergence
of Western Holocaust memory in the 1950s and 1960s in ‘punctual
dialogue with on-going processes of decolonization and . . .modes of
coming to terms with colonialism, slavery and racism’.13 A provisional
response would be that in Britain at least, this was certainly not the case.
A key period within the dominant post-war metanarrative of the

Holocaust is commonly seen to fall between the Eichmann Trial of 1961
and the international broadcasting of the NBC mini-series Holocaust in
1978. Up until now, orthodoxy has commonly held that it is between
these years that the world began to progressively ‘turn’ towards remem-
bering the destruction of Europe’s Jews, ensuring in the process that
the events which we today know as ‘the Holocaust’ came rapidly into
prominence throughout the Western nations. Although aspects of this
narrative require some amendment in the wake of challenges to the
‘myth of silence’, there is nevertheless no doubt that this period did
see considerable changes in political, social and cultural approaches in
a number of nation states. This was not, however, true of the United
Kingdom, for here the Holocaust was not a ‘self-contained issue’ but
instead still ‘a slightly murky, problematic subject’.14 Whereas in North
America, Israel and other parts of Western Europe the presence of the
Holocaust could be measured in terms of a growing body of published
historiographical works or cultural ‘products’, very much the opposite
was true of Britain; indeed, it was not until the end of the 1970s that
scholarship examining British responses to the Holocaust appeared, and
at a cultural level there appeared some uncertainty as to the meaning
and relevancy of the events for the United Kingdom. In this vein it was
telling that within the Imperial War Museum (IWM) the annihilation of
Jewry was spoken of through the term ‘concentration camps’ – just as
it was equally revealing that the acclaimed World at War documentary
series broadcast in 1974 entitled its episode examining the Holocaust
‘Genocide’. In both instances, it was clear ‘the Holocaust’ as an idea
and referent was yet to take root, but it was also evident that impassiv-
ity towards the fate of the Jews was beginning to give way to intrigue.
This development was not as spectacular or immediate as, say, the
impact of Holocaust in the United States or West Germany, but change
was occurring nonetheless; in British culture if not within the political
establishment.15
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The formation of British Holocaust consciousness

A conceptual tool which can help us to identify the shifts that were
to occur in Britain from the 1970s onwards is historical conscious-
ness. A term which has yet to enjoy great popularity within the
English-speaking world, historical consciousness refers principally to
‘the interrelation between interpretation of the past, an understand-
ing of the present, and a future perspective’.16 More than merely an
account of ‘what happened’, historical consciousness is concerned with
the construction of meaning for the purpose of spatial, temporal and
even moral orientation. As such it subjects the past as memory to
processes of purposeful sense-making, and in so doing performs ‘spe-
cific cultural activities’ such as the formulation of identity.17 Historical
consciousness can offer a theoretical structure through which we can
begin to approach the ways in which thinking about and thinking
with the Holocaust in Britain began to change from the second half
of the 1970s. In this manner, when we speak of Holocaust conscious-
ness we are talking less of actual substantive knowledge (although this
is indispensible for the formation of memory) and more of the use
of such information for particular ends. This is not to deny our new
understandings about the amount of ‘noise’ that was in fact present in
Britain and elsewhere in the years directly after 1945, but rather it is
to suggest that Holocaust consciousness delineates the organisation of
awareness about the destruction of the Jews into a cognitive and cul-
tural framework, through which ‘the Holocaust’ becomes objectified
and articulated. Whereas elsewhere – particularly North America, for
example – we observe the emergence of such a consciousness during
the 1960s, in Britain this took far longer to occur, suggesting that from
an early stage the United Kingdom has followed an incongruous path in
its development of Holocaust consciousness.18

We can trace the tentative formation of a British Holocaust conscious-
ness to the later 1970s and early 1980s by virtue of advances that were
beginning to occur in culture and society. A keystone was the appear-
ance of a British historiography of the Holocaust which, in the 1980s,
increasingly scrutinised issues of howmuch was known about the events
during the war and what was done in response. This gradual episte-
mology was all the more timely in light of the explosion in 1986 of
the War Crimes Affair – a controversy which, in addition to a con-
stitutional crisis, engendered a heightening of public interest in the
Holocaust that would prove to be the catalyst in organised attempts to
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formalise Holocaust education.19 Various educational initiatives aimed
at bringing the Holocaust into the lives of schoolchildren were made
throughout the decade – both within institutions like the IWM and
through bodies such as the Inner London Educational Authority (ILEA) –
but with differing success; a main challenge remained how to make the
Holocaust accessible and relevant to young people with no personal
or cultural links to the events. Where attempts were made to throw
a spotlight on potential contemporary parallels – as in the instance
of the ILEA – government opposition was made abundantly, and very
publicly, clear.20

This was all the more interesting given the convoluted process
by which the first official Holocaust memorial was created in 1983.
Although the then Conservative government considered the site in
Hyde Park to be the responsibility of the Jewish community, state
involvement in realising the memorial was indispensible.21 There was
therefore symbolic significance both in the memorial’s creation and in
the mnemonic discourse which it proffered, with the ambiguity of the
site in both literal and figurative terms reflective of the concerns and
preoccupations of the Anglo-Jewish community and the government of
the day. This aside, it is noteworthy that for the political elite the idea
of establishing a memorial to the Holocaust was more palatable than
endorsing educational initiatives aimed at exploring the present-day rel-
evance of the genocide. Beyond gesturing to the important differences
between memorials and education systems in the formation of collec-
tive memories, it is here that the concept of Holocaust consciousness
encourages us to reflect on the political considerations in operation in
Britain during the 1980s. Put simply, Holocaust memory served only
limited purposes for those in power at this time; for them, the Holo-
caust was to be understood in a ‘traditional’ way: it was fact, it had
happened, and beyond its sentimental meaning it bore little relevance
to the present. Attempts such as those by the ILEA to push memory
in a different direction, to make this past more ‘exemplary’ in terms of
teaching us eternal truths or ‘lessons’, was antithetical and unwelcome
and subsequently firmly resisted.22 Seen from this perspective (and bear-
ing in mind that cultural engagements with the Holocaust were also on
the increase) it becomes apparent that far from being some monolithic
or immutable entity, Holocaust consciousness in 1980s Britain was a
nebulous and multifaceted phenomenon; one which saw the genocide
perceived, understood and used in quite different ways at ‘elite’ and
‘grassroots’ levels.23
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Europeanisation and institutionalisation

It has become axiomatic that the cessation of the Cold War marked
a major threshold in post-war history of the Holocaust, and a central
dynamo in this regard was the acceleration of the European project.
Following the foundation of the European Union (EU) and the sub-
sequent intrusion into member states’ areas of governance, questions
of commonality and what unified its members other than treaty obli-
gations heightened in salience.24 To some extent this underlying issue
of fashioning a collective identity for continental Europe predated the
creation of the EU, although the Maastricht Treaty did mark a notable
departure in providing ‘a new set of terms around which the politics of
cultural policy would be organized’. Underscoring this provision was
the attempt to ensure the legitimacy of EU institutions by cultivat-
ing ‘shared identification with a common core of “European” values’
throughout its member states25; a notion which in theory went directly
against the idea of the nation as the primary agent in the ‘structuring of
consciousness’.26

The ongoing search for a European identity was one which was to
bring about a so-called ‘Europeanisation’ of the Holocaust.27 Opinion
remains divided as to whether this process was attributable to a German
policy of ‘centring’ and ‘decentring’ the Holocaust, or rather explicable
by way of a Europeanisation of the German politics of memory,28 but
in either case the outcome is seen to be the same: namely, the Holo-
caust became identified as the ‘core’, foundational, ‘inaugural event’ of
the EU – the ‘paradigmatic “lieu de mémoire” of Europe’ from which
‘any cultural construction of European identity has to start’.29 Such an
interpretation is not without contention, not least regarding its very via-
bility, not to mention whether this aspiration has actually been realised,
but we shall return to this below.30 For our purposes it is important to
note the manner in which ‘Europeanisation’ occurred and its relation to
Britain.
At the time of European ‘unification’ British Holocaust consciousness

was exhibiting signs of moving out of its infancy. A significant indica-
tor was an increase in interest within non-Jewish society, thanks in no
small part to the exposés of the War Crimes Affair. The success of this
campaign (symbolised in the passage of the War Crimes Bill in 1991)
seemed to suggest a more open attitude on the part of government to
confronting the legacies of the Holocaust; indeed, this appeared to be
confirmed by the unexpected decision to include the Holocaust within
its mandatory stipulations for the National Curriculum – particularly



Andy Pearce 197

given that this inclusion inevitably came at the expense of other, more
‘British’ historical events. However, as important as these advances were,
their symbolic value did not necessarily translate into instant positive
outcomes: the pursuit of war criminals ran into a growing lack of con-
viction, in every sense of the word, whilst in schools there was a lack of
clarity on the purpose of Holocaust education and no small degree of
hostility towards the subject on the part of teachers.31 In the shadow
of Maastricht and growing scepticism towards all things European, a
massive spur to widening Holocaust consciousness in society came with
the release of Schindler’s List – initially through its immense box-office
success, and then later through the distribution of an edited version
of the film to all UK schools.32 The film’s core tenets were propagated
and further reinforced pre-existing tendencies within British culture
towards the Holocaust, such as the universalisation of its victims and
demonisation of its perpetrators.
In the first half of the 1990s, Holocaust consciousness in Britain

was thus undergoing some elemental shifts. Just as thinking about
the Holocaust at a cultural level was being intensified by visual stim-
uli coming from Bosnia, Rwanda and Hollywood, so attitudes towards
thinking with the Holocaust were changing – particularly at an ‘offi-
cial’, statist level. Although the idea of Holocaust ‘lessons’ had not
as yet been popularised, there was nonetheless an increasing willing-
ness in various realms to instrumentalise the Holocaust – if only, at
the most pernicious level, to buttress anti-German sentiment following
reunification. More generally, the emergence of the EU and movement
towards the 50th anniversary of the Second World War served only to
reinforce self-congratulatory British war memory; so much so that the
prospect of any interrogative Holocaust consciousness developing, let
alone one that would highlight the shortcomings of Britain’s response to
genocide and disturb idealised patterns of remembrance, was hampered
from the start.33

By the mid-1990s ‘Europeanisation’ of the Holocaust in any sweep-
ing, normative sense was yet to materialise, but increasing references
to the genocide were particularly being made in educational forums
established under the auspices of the Council of Europe. British edu-
cators were especially vociferous in this regard, and were notably
advancing the moral and didactic potential that could be harnessed
from Holocaust education.34 In certain respects this was all well and
good, though in view of the relative absence of any embedded criti-
cal historical consciousness in Britain it is perhaps unsurprising that
the type of learning being promoted was more akin to a ‘banking’
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conceptualisation of education rather than one aimed at ‘problem-
posing’.35 Such pedagogical strategies would befit the lessons-centric
approach to Holocaust education which would gain popularity in
Britain and beyond from the turn of the millennium, but the gen-
eral activism of Britons in European dialogues at this time was soon
given greater political weight after the electoral success of ‘New’ Labour
in 1997.
Labour’s interest in Holocaust-related activities was made clear almost

immediately through the convening of the London Conference on Nazi
Gold. The Nazi Gold Affair and the broader issue of restitution proved
to be a decisive phase in the movement of the Holocaust to the centre
of European thinking, in no small part because the various historical
commissions spawned by the controversy forced the member states of
the EU to accept degrees of culpability and responsibility in the loot-
ing and plunder of the property of Europe’s Jews. Naturally, this could
not be foreseen, and by the time the conference proceedings opened in
December 1997, Britain itself had been implicated in the scandal, but in
a sense this made the event all the more symbolic; from the outside, the
Labour government had demonstrated leadership on a highly topical
issue of national and international importance and was duly congratu-
lated.36 Undoubtedly there was an extent to which this was warranted,
for on paper the conference offered a glimpse of what might be achieved
with the right amount of political will. Furthermore, beyond initiat-
ing a transnational movement towards restitution, the London event
piqued domestic interest and signified an apparent preparedness to con-
front Britain’s less glorious links to the Holocaust – but this should not
obscure the uses that Holocaust consciousness was being put to by the
Labour administration.
The sense in which the London Conference put Britain ‘on the map’

of Holocaust remembrance was substantiated by the Swedish invitation
to Britain to become a founding member of the international Task Force
in 1998, although the history of Holocaust education in the United
Kingdom was also cited as a key reason for British involvement.37 The
importance of the Task Force – and Britain’s role in it – became clearly
apparent at the Washington Conference on Holocaust-Era Assets in
December of the same year, when amidst a series of proposed initia-
tives for expanding education, remembrance and research the British
delegation submitted the ‘Proposal for International Commemoration
of the Holocaust’ to warm endorsements.38 Whilst not obliged in any
legal sense, Britain had in effect committed itself to the institutionalisa-
tion of a national day of Holocaust remembrance – despite the fact that
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seven months later in June 1999, Prime Minister Blair confirmed that
government were merely considering ‘a proposal’.39

HMD 2001

The creation of Britain’s HMD was formally announced on 26 January
2000 by Tony Blair in London and Foreign Secretary Robin Cook in
Stockholm. In the case of Cook, his announcement during the course
of his opening speech to the Stockholm Forum served a dual purpose:
on the one hand, it publicly confirmed to the international community
Britain’s commitment to taking the lead in contemporary Holocaust pol-
itics, and on the other, it illustrated to those at home that there was a
continental rationale for the introduction of such a day. This presenta-
tion of HMD as an initiative which chimed with other developments in
Europe was only reinforced as the conference proceeded and the ‘essen-
tial message’ that ‘through the Holocaust, Europe could imagine itself as
a community of shared values’ was repeated.40 The historic Stockholm
Declaration gave legislative endorsement to such a notion, and would
later be adapted into the ‘Statement of Commitment’ which functioned
as the centrepiece of Britain’s HMD.41

What then of the day itself? As a holistic commemoration, Britain’s
first HMD was to represent a fusion of educational, symbolic and inter-
actional communicative forms that would reflect the conception of the
day as a socially inclusive event centred on remembering and learn-
ing.42 The intended inclusiveness of the day was to be achieved through
a three-pronged strategy of promoting initiatives in educational insti-
tutions, encouraging participation within the wider community, and
holding a national ceremony – each of which were to be mutually rein-
forcing. Aside from how this revealed both particular understandings
of the practice of social remembrance and assumptions as to how the
Holocaust could (and should) be remembered, these organisational prin-
ciples were designed to achieve wide participation at a grassroots level
and make HMD appear ‘less state-orchestrated and more part of local
communities’.43 In effect, responsibility for HMD at a local level was
therefore devolved to the relevant authorities, although events were to
conform with provided guidelines; including, for example, the recom-
mendation that any ceremonial activity incorporate HMD’s ‘Statement
of Commitment’ in its entirety.
As important as these communal events were, however, the inten-

tion for HMD to be ‘about learning the lessons of the Holocaust’ meant
that schools were identified as a focal point for activity.44 In order to
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support this, public funds were committed to the production of an edu-
cational pack which although intended primarily for use in schools also
contained provisions for other institutions.45 This high level of public
investment was to be expected, for it reflected how the Labour govern-
ment intended HMD ‘above all, to be an educational event’ that was
particularly concerned with advancing awareness among the younger
generation.46 According to this approach, the ‘future’ of remembrance
would be underwritten by expanding knowledge and understanding
through education which would in turn be used to focus on and rein-
force the ‘building blocks of a civilised society’.47 In moral, ethical
and theoretical terms there was little that was wrong with these objec-
tives. What was problematic, however, was the explicit reduction of
the complex issues of the Holocaust into ‘lessons’; a move which dis-
played a number of revealing underlying assumptions about the role
of education in general, as well as particular understandings of what
the Holocaust was (and is). It is interesting to highlight that the debate
over the efficacy and possibility of Holocaust ‘lessons’ also had a signif-
icant history in Britain, emerging in the context of original discussions
around the National Curriculum and then reappearing in the 2000s.48

The centrality of Holocaust ‘lessons’ to Britain’s HMD was fur-
ther reinforced during the course of the national ceremony. Although
not intended to be ‘the measure of the day’s success’, the ceremony
at Westminster Hall was undoubtedly the centrepiece of the day’s
commemorative activities and made manifest publicly the Labour gov-
ernment’s ‘state validation’ of British Holocaust memory.49 Describing
the ceremony as ‘A curious cross between a state funeral . . . and a royal
variety performance’, Sharon Macdonald contends that it ‘was not a sin-
gle ritual but a show – a sequential set of pieces, some performed on
stage and others relayed on screen – culminating in a ritualised partic-
ipation from the audience’. Reflecting on this format, Macdonald has
presented a four-part model for approaching the ceremony as it moved
‘from past, into present and towards a preferred future’. The first of these
(‘Anchoring: the Holocaust in Europe’) constructed ‘a vision of a horrific
society against which to define our own’, with a ‘revisiting of “national
values” ’ conveyed ‘subtly, but nevertheless surely’ through the screen-
ing of the British liberation of Belsen, references to the Kindertransports
and readings by Auschwitz survivors who found their way to Britain.50

The universality of the Holocaust was also reinforced, partly by invok-
ing the ‘contemporary cultural icon’ Anne Frank, through the choral
work ‘In Memoriam’, and with the acknowledgement of other victims
of Nazism through the renowned thespian Sir Ian McKellen’s speech on
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‘The Forgotten Holocaust’ of homosexual persecution.51 A final feature
of this section was a celebration of the virtuosity of rescuers in the ‘Righ-
teous Among the Nations’ segment led by the musician-activist Bob
Geldof; a celebrity selected, according to BBC producer Gaby Koppel,
because he ‘symbolises so powerfully our responsibility to act on behalf
of others’.52

The second ‘stage’ identified by Macdonald (‘Extension: Continu-
ing Atrocities’) developed many of these themes and was characterised
by the repetition of now staple Holocaust mantras and maxims. Hav-
ing opened with Sir Anthony Sher’s presentation ‘Post 1945 Never
Again’, this section combined footage and recollections from Cambodia
with testimony of survivors from Bosnia. Accompanying these were
the reflections of journalist Fergal Keane on his unintended coverage
of the Rwandan genocide, followed by a song from a Rwandan-born
musician about an orphan who survived the killings, included because
it apparently conveyed the message ‘to save, preserve, and to keep
alive . . .African heritage with music, poetry and dance’.53 Crucially
Macdonald notes that ‘there were no references to Britain’ within any of
these presentations, save the circumstances of the final survivor to speak
who had escaped Bosnia to live in the UK and so served to again depict
‘Britain as a haven’ whilst ‘continuing the contrast of Britain with other,
terrible regimes’.54

The penultimate segment of the ceremony (‘Making Explicit: Spelling
out the Messages’) saw a reinsertion of the Holocaust as the focal point
of attention, symbolically in the form of a speech by the Chief Rabbi
and a rendition of the Jewish Memorial Prayer ‘El Male Rachamim’.
Yet if these two components motioned towards the Jewish specificity
of the Nazi genocide they were countered by the subsequent screening
of HMD’s ‘Statements of Commitment’, fronted by the broadcaster Sir
Trevor McDonald. As seen in the cases of the education pack and guide-
lines for local authorities, these ‘Statements’ not only created a direct
link to the Declaration of Stockholm, blueprint for policy and general
polestar for HMD but also explicitly framed the Holocaust as being of
ecumenical significance and the spread of its memory a global aspira-
tion.55 Their inclusion within a ceremonial occasion therefore bestowed
upon them ersatz liturgical proportions by elevating them, de facto, to
the status of a system of rites to be observed and upheld.56

As pronouncements addressed to all humanity, the ‘Statements’
clearly (if implicitly) had significance for the British audience attend-
ing and watching the ceremony, but their specific meaning for Britain
was only explicitly laid out in a speech delivered by Blair. Bridging the
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Jewish prayer and the screening of the ‘Statements’, the prime minister
described the Holocaust as ‘the most heinous act of collective evil in
our history’, before proceeding to detail various ‘lessons’ to be learnt
from it and ‘other racial genocides’. Concluding his statement, Blair laid
bare the political reward to be reaped from Holocaust remembrance by
asserting that

in remembering the Holocaust and its victims, we recommit ourselves
to the kind of society we believe in: A democratic, a just and a tol-
erant society, a society where everyone’s worth is respected . . .A soci-
ety where each of us demonstrates by our words and actions, our
commitment to the best, most decent values of humanity and com-
passion. A society that has the courage to confront prejudice . . .This
is indeed our hope. And that is why the Holocaust deserves this
permanent place in our collective memory.57

As a commemorative address Blair’s speech had a special importance, for
it sought to establish a broad ‘consensus regarding [the] norms and val-
ues’ of Holocaust memory, and endow the discursive framework erected
at the ceremony with political legitimacy and authority.58 Yet what was
also revealed by his speech was the type of historical consciousness HMD
was to create. Because of this constructive process it becomes immensely
significant that the word ‘Jew’ was used by Blair only once and that
the terms ‘Britain’ and the ‘United Kingdom’ were not employed at
all. The implication was thus that the ‘Holocaust’ did not specifically
refer to Jews as victims, nor in terms of a historical event did it involve
Britain. Instead, the ‘Holocaust’ acquired the appearance of being but
a set of memories whose invocation and remembrance had the dis-
tinct animus of providing ‘a powerful way of writing its lessons into
our national conscience’.59 This was a clear indication that as much
as British Holocaust consciousness was to be exemplary under New
Labour, this exemplification had all of the authoritarian characteristics
of ‘traditional’ forms.
This inscription of the Holocaust into British collective memory was

performed in the final ‘stage’ of the ceremony, identified by Macdonald
as ‘Symbolic Enactment: Ritual Performance of the Multicultural
Nation’. ‘The crescendo to which all of the earlier parts of the event
led’,60 the segment began with the Prince of Wales lighting ‘a candle
on behalf of the nation’.61 In Macdonald’s eyes, the use of the Prince
and not the Queen to light the candle was related to the event’s aim
to ‘not . . .be a national event in the same way as other national days’
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such as Remembrance Sunday, but instead present Britain ‘as made up
of numerous different communities’. This was in turn enacted by the
Prince following numerous other representatives of various community
and religious groups, and by how their collective lighting of the candles
symbolised ‘a form of unity, based not on allegiance to a monarch or
the idea of a nation that should be fought for, but against a generalised
enemy of racial purity-seeking evil’.62

When the ritualism of the candle-lighting ceremony is considered
as an ‘incorporating’ and ‘inscribing practice’, Macdonald’s argument
becomes persuasive; particularly if it is the case that ‘bodily practices
of a culturally specific kind entail a combination of cognitive and
habit-memory’ such as seen in ceremonial commemoration.63 Equally,
Macdonald’s interpretation of the candle ceremony as a mode of dis-
course also has substance when it is recalled that from conception HMD
was not merely limited to the realm of ‘gesture politics’ but rather
explicitly bound ‘to questions of multiculturalism and civil society’.64

An alternative, though not altogether contradictory, analysis of the
candle-lighting has been forwarded by Donald Bloxham, for whom this
culmination was testament to a ‘pathos approach’ towards the Holo-
caust and its memory that was embedded in HMD. Perceptively observ-
ing that ‘if “lessons” of the Holocaust are to be found at all, they are to
be found on the side of the perpetrators, not in the lighting of candles
of remembrance’, Bloxham asserts that this final ‘act’ of HMD demon-
strated ‘decency in the desire to remember andmay show the conviction
of “never again” ’, but did ‘nothing concrete about ensuring “never
again” ’. The fundamental problem was that ‘in this pathos approach,
‘the Holocaust’ is left hanging in the air as an ill-defined metaphor
of terrible evil’, as the task of explaining the Holocaust – which could
draw upon a ‘large body of historical scholarship’ – is avoided out of a
refusal to ‘turn the mirror around’.65 This absence of ‘self-reflexivity’ and
aversion to consideration of ‘our’ relation to the perpetrators may well
expose a reticence about examining our own moral shortcomings and
conducting the unpalatable task of determining commonalities between
‘us’ and ‘them’.66

This resistance to what James Young has termed an ‘anti-redemptory
narrative’ of the Holocaust was, generally speaking, a prominent feature
of HMD in toto, and was given melodic expression through the specially
composed ‘Holocaust anthem’ which accompanied the ‘Candle-lighting
Finale’.67 Arranged by Howard Goodall, the composer best known for
penning the theme tunes to the British television comedy seriesMr. Bean
and The Vicar of Dibley, the anthem ‘I Believe in the Sun’ met what
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event producer Koppel described as the need for ‘something moving and
uplifting’ on which to conclude the ceremony, and therefore the entire
HMD. Koppel has even stated that ‘I didn’t want the audience to leave
the auditorium feeling overwhelmingly depressed by the solemn sub-
ject matter. I needed a gleam of hope to finish with’ – ideally one which
would resonate with an opening theme ‘and some linking phrases to
bind the event together’. Goodall was charged with creating ‘a musical
identity for the event’: a quite bizarre notion if one recalls Adorno’s
perturbing reflection on thought, ‘musical accompaniment’ and the
Holocaust. Leaving to one side both this considerable complication and
the unnerving notion of effectively ending Holocaust remembrance on
a redemptive ‘note’, Koppel saw the anthem as reflecting how HMD
‘wasn’t to be an event just for Jews. It was a national occasion, relevant
to all British citizens.’ According to Koppel, Goodall’s anthem did just
that, since ‘afterwards we were besieged with requests for CDs of his
wonderful anthem’.68

Ignoring the somewhat abstract logic that equates the popularity of
a piece of music with collective remembrance, Goodall’s composition
clearly made a profound impact on a large number of people; but to
assume that this could be used as a barometer for measuring the suc-
cessful absorption of its message was facile, and even bordering on the
ridiculous. Entitled and inspired by the inscription ‘I Believe in the Sun’
made on the wall of a cave by Jews hiding in Köln, the anthem’s popu-
larity did not necessarily indicate an interest in its subject matter and
it could just as easily be countered that the production of a ‘Holo-
caust anthem’ for mass consumption represented the nadir of Holocaust
‘kitsch and death’ and the zenith of a ‘Holocaust Industry’.69 Obviously
this was not its intention, but the presumption that HMD’s laudable
aim of increasing Holocaust awareness could be gauged as a success or
failure through CD sales alone exposed an intrinsic naivety at the same
time as illustrating the deeper challenge of empirically ‘showing that
learning about Nazi genocide actually affects current behaviour’ – as the
fundamental principles of HMD maintained.70

Summary

Britain’s inaugural HMD in January 2001 can be put forward as a
case study par excellence of how the transnationalisation of Holocaust
memory must still be analysed in the contextual framework of indi-
vidual nation states, for whilst it was part – and in some respects, the
quintessential example – of the first wave of Holocaust Europeanisation,
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it was inseparable from post-war historical, sociocultural and political
developments within the UK and reflected howHolocaust consciousness
in Britain expanded from the late 1970s in an unusual and particular
manner. Whilst the incorporation of the Holocaust into the National
Curriculum is (quite rightly) regarded as a key point of transition,
advances in education were paralleled by a movement from memori-
alisation towards musealisation and ultimately commemoration. Just as
all of these changes were closely interlinked with each other and cumu-
latively helped to broaden awareness, so they were also responses to and
beneficiaries of increased interest, knowledge and understanding, espe-
cially within the non-Jewish population. They were also all political in
their own right – none more so than HMD.
Although any state-orchestrated collective remembrance will court

controversy, the primacy placed on Holocaust ‘lessons’ throughout the
conception, formulation and planning of HMD was one of the main
reasons for its high level of politicisation. Through HMD, the Holocaust
was to become so ‘exemplary’ as to be ‘traditional’: the assumption that
Holocaust consciousness needed to be nurtured through ‘education,
remembrance and research’ translated into a day informed by specific
understandings of commemoration and particular understandings of
the Holocaust, but one underpinned by a presumed general ‘consensus
that the world would be a more humane and safer place if only there was
more Holocaust education, more children visited Holocaust museums,
saw films such as Schindler’s List and so on’.71 This did not and could
not neutralise how ‘a political process’ was driving the day and erect-
ing in the process a veritable wall of silence around it, for as Laurence
Rees observed during the brief consultation period for the proposed day,
‘anyone who enters into the debate and does not wholeheartedly sup-
port the idea is liable to be attacked as an anti-Semite or historically
ignorant or probably both’.72 In terms of reception this highly charged
and almost accusatory atmosphere antagonised many commentators
and only invited further criticism of the level of politicisation Holo-
caust memory had appeared to reach. This had direct consequences
for the day’s effectiveness, for the degree of political involvement in
HMD’s construction impacted upon what was selected and intended
for remembrance, how and why. As it happened, HMD was aligned
to longstanding British strategies for (dis)engaging with the Holocaust,
with the end product being the formation of an ‘institutional’ memory
which not only diluted Britain’s historical relation to the Holocaust but
also entailed the effacement of Britain’s own national history of impe-
rialism, discrimination and persecution, both against Jews and other
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minorities.73 It is worth considering whether the passage of subsequent
HMD’s since 2001 together with 20 years of Holocaust education has
managed to rectify this, or whether a widespread ‘critical’ Holocaust
consciousness in Britain remains elusive.
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From Stockholm to Stockton:
The Holocaust and/as Heritage
in Britain
Dan Stone

Reviewing the musical Imagine This for The Guardian, Michael Billington
wrote: ‘they said it couldn’t be done: a musical about theWarsaw ghetto.
And now that I’ve seen it, I know that they were right’.1 A few weeks
later in the same newspaper, Anne Karpf suggested that one could be for-
given for thinking that every day was Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD)
in the United Kingdom. The plethora of Holocaust-related films and
other ‘cultural’ events (I use the term loosely, to include the musical of
the Warsaw Ghetto and other such ill-considered phenomena) indicated
to Karpf that there is an excess of attention being paid to the Holocaust
and that, especially at a time when Israel was pounding the life out of
the Gaza Strip, such attention is unjustified. Karpf, unintentionally reca-
pitulating a standard trope of British responses, writes that we have ‘now
become saturated with images and accounts of the Holocaust’.2

In comparison with other countries in Europe, the United States and
Israel, Britain came relatively late to Holocaust consciousness. As a result
of this belatedness, Holocaust ‘memory’ in Britain has gone straight
from ‘event’ to the stage of ‘heritage’, bypassing a period of reflec-
tive or contested Vergangenheitsbewältigung, or coming to terms with
the past, whatever that might mean in the British context. The obvi-
ous comparison – though in a very different setting – is with West
Germany, where initial obstruction and obfuscation was followed by
several decades of research and debate about the meaning of Nazism and
the Holocaust, culminating in today’s Federal Republic’s ready – perhaps
too ready – incorporation into European memory politics, symbolised
by Berlin’s Monument to the Murdered Jews of Europe and (follow-
ing Richard von Weizsäcker) Gerhard Schröder’s designation of 8 May
1945 as a ‘day of liberation’ (Tag der Befreiung) for Germany as much
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as for the rest of Europe. Andy Pearce notes that ‘the development of
Holocaust remembrance in Britain has followed a somewhat “twisted
path” over the course of the past generation, and in certain respects
has the appearance of being a highly condensed and intensified form of
developments seen elsewhere’.3 This telescoped memorialisation process
means that any attempt to mobilise the Holocaust to reconceptualise
British national identity or to provide a historically informed explana-
tion of the events of the Holocaust has been largely sidelined in favour
of the desiderata of, on the one hand, the heritage industry (by which
I do not, be it noted, mean Finkelstein’s ‘Holocaust industry’) and, on
the other hand, the feel-good politics of ‘cosmopolitan’, Europeanmem-
ory. In less than a decade, we have travelled from Stockholm in the year
2000, when the EU – largely at the United Kingdom’s behest – decided to
commemorate the Holocaust on 27 January each year and to include the
Holocaust in school curricula, to Stockton and a hundred other towns
and cities across the United Kingdom, in which schoolchildren and
local dignitaries take part in earnest ceremonies to condemn the evils of
Nazism in particular and genocide in general (those who protest against
‘Holocaust Memorial Day’ appear not to have noticed that in reality it
already is, de facto, a ‘Genocide Memorial Day’). Suddenly, and unex-
pectedly, over the course of the last decade, the Holocaust has become
part of British heritage.
This is a trajectory that requires critical attention; what does the ‘her-

itagisation’ of the Holocaust teach schoolchildren or the general public
about the events themselves? And, more tellingly, what does this move
to incorporate the Holocaust into British memory politics reveal about
contemporary Britain? What or whose purposes does it serve? Although
I do not want to be curmudgeonly and offer only criticisms, one can
with good reason followWulf Kansteiner’s recommendation and display
some ‘impatience with the dishonest and self-serving nature of a lot of
contemporary Holocaust culture’ in this context.4 It seems to be worth
asking whether the current focus on the Holocaust – ostensibly with
the laudable aim of teaching children to be better human beings – can
actually live up to expectations. How do we know, for example, whether
teaching children about the Holocaust, or having a culture suffused with
atrocity images doesn’t result in the belief, as Hannah Arendt suggested
to Karl Jaspers in the light of the British decision to hold Jewish sur-
vivors trying to get into Palestine in camps in Cyprus, that ‘Jews are
regarded a priori, so to speak, as potential inhabitants of concentra-
tion camps’?5 Recall Primo Levi’s encounter with an Italian fifth-grader
who, after listening to his account of Auschwitz, offered Levi a ‘sure-fire’
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way of escaping should he find himself in the same situation again.
In response, Levi wrote:

Within its limits, it seems to me that this episode illustrates quite
well the gap that exists and grows wider every year between things as
they were down there and things as they are represented by the cur-
rent imagination fed by approximate books, films and myths. It slides
fatally toward simplification and stereotype; I would like here to erect
a dike against this trend. . . . It is the task of the historian to bridge
this gap, which widens as we get further away from events under
examination.6

However, before proceeding I must admit that as a university profes-
sor I also feel torn for several reasons, pragmatic and moral: the topic
of the Holocaust (and comparative genocide) fills my classes and the
Holocaust itself demands a range of responses that cannot be reduced to
HMD-style genuflections. The attention that the Holocaust receives in
the public sphere no doubt contributes to the fact that my undergrad-
uate courses on the Holocaust and on comparative genocide – along
with others who teach the subject – are heavily over-subscribed. I can
hear the voices of certain colleagues telling me: You complained for
years that no one took any notice of the Holocaust, and now you
complain that everyone is talking about it. I readily acknowledge this
apparent paradox, but hope to show that, in my defence, the ways in
which the Holocaust is talked about and represented are not always in
the best interests of British society in general or Holocaust educators
and scholars in particular, not to mention the victims and the historical
record. I acknowledge too the many positive aspects of this focus on the
Holocaust, not least the important national commissions that have been
produced in most countries of Europe into the history of their countries
under Nazi occupation, most of which take an unflinching look at issues
such as collaboration, looting and anti-Semitism, or the many remark-
able monuments that have been built, such as that recently opened on
the site of the former death camp at Bełżec7; or, in this country, the
impressive exhibitions at the Imperial War Museum, not just the Holo-
caust exhibition, but the genocide exhibition and associated temporary
activities such as the superb ‘Unspeakable’ exhibition on art and the
Holocaust, shown in 2009.
Yet apart from the pragmatic perspective of filling classrooms, and

acknowledging the positive strides that have been made in the sphere of
transnational Holocaust awareness, I am also uneasy about being critical
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because the current cultural ‘over-production’ is not just a reflection of
the ‘Holocaust industry’ (a revolting concept really, with its implication
that all of us involved with the topic are somehow dupes or patsies8)
but of the fact that the event itself is so challenging to the mind and
demands varied responses in order to try and understand it. One can
readily understand why there are so many different, varied responses to
the Holocaust, whether scholarly or popular. Finally, I feel torn because
even if some part of me agrees with Karpf, I want scholarly work to
be excluded from her criticism. In other words, I suggest that although
one day the current popular fascination with the Holocaust will dimin-
ish (along with other facets of our ‘memory culture’ such as the cult
of celebrity, confessional autobiographies and commemorative cere-
monies), the Holocaust will remain an intellectual problem that scholars
will address. The current infantilisation of Holocaust memory – infantile
both because it is directed towards children of all ages and because it
is so didactic and prescriptive – is driven by well-meaning attempts to
make children (and adults) pay heed to the Holocaust. This is a worry-
ing trend (after all, beating children over the head with instructions is
likely to have the opposite effect to the one intended), but will not pre-
clude meaningful reflections about or research on the Holocaust in the
future. The heritage industry will itself become a historical phenomenon
one day, but it would be mistaken to assume that as a result all inter-
est in the Holocaust will disappear. Nor should it – my plea is for a
greater sensitivity and awareness of what one is talking about: perhaps
one of the problems of making the Holocaust accessible for children
and lay-people is that it inevitably tends towards a belittling of the
Holocaust and a removal from the discussion or at least a downplay-
ing of the horror that demanded our interest in the first place. At worst,
as in The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas, the victim–perpetrator universe is
inverted and the reader/viewer ends by feeling sorry for the only really-
fleshed out and fully-characterised ‘victim’, the German son of the camp
commandant, who dies in what David Cesarani rightly calls a ‘bizarre
health and safety incident’.9 This is what Eric Santner calls ‘narrative
fetishism’, that is to say, ‘the construction and deployment of a narra-
tive consciously or unconsciously designed to expunge the traces of the
trauma or loss that called that narrative into being in the first place’.10

By making the Holocaust constitutive of national or European identity
or by making it a pedagogical tool in inculcating anti-racism or ‘citizen-
ship’, many of the challenges of the Holocaust – to the idea of progress,
to education, to the state, to national identity – are leached out of
the story.
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My comments here have been inspired partly by Tony Judt’s review
of Pierre Nora’s Les Lieux de mémoire (Realms of Memory), the landmark
seven-volume study of French collective memory published between
1984 and 1992. Judt predictably (and correctly) notes that Nora’s mas-
sive collection has itself become a kind of monument to the France it
was originally conceived as a critical commentary on. He then goes on
to argue that this change in status of the book reflects the emergence of
the age of commemoration, in which France – and the rest of Europe –
now lives. What Judt finds troubling is not the proliferation of museums
andmonuments as such, nor that ‘the forms of public memory thus pro-
posed are fake, or kitsch, or selective and even parodic’, for ‘[t]hat is just
how heritage and commemoration are’. Rather, he is concerned at the
‘neglect of history’, which he regards as new to the modern era. ‘Every
memorial, every museum’, he writes, ‘every shorthand commemorative
allusion to something from the past that should arouse in us the appro-
priate sentiments of respect, or regret, or sadness, or pride, is parasitic
upon the presumption of historical knowledge: not shared memory, but
a shared memory of history as we learned it.’ The rise to prominence of
heritage and commemoration has led, in Judt’s opinion, to the point at
which, given

the virtual disappearance of narrative history from the curriculum in
school systems . . . the time may soon come when, for many citizens,
large parts of their common past will constitute something more akin
to lieux de l’oubli, realms of forgetting – or, rather, realms of ignorance,
since there will have been little to forget. Teaching children, as we
now do, to be critical of received versions of the past serves little
purpose once there no longer is a received version.11

Judt’s comments ostensibly concern France, but it is clear that he also
has the United States and Britain in his sights, as his coruscating attack
on Tony Blair as the ‘gnome in the garden’ of heritage Britain makes all
too clear.
According to the doyen of heritage historians, David Lowenthal, the

past represented by heritage is

a jumbled, malleable amalgam ever reshaped by this or that partisan
interest. Flying in the face of known fact, it is opaque or perverse to
those who do not share its faith. Those who do share it, though, find
heritage far more serviceable than the stubborn and unpredictable
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past revealed by history. Such an unrevised past is too remote to
comprehend, too strange to be exemplary, too regrettable to admire,
or too dreadful to recall. It may also be too dead to care much about.
Hence heritage radically restructures historical domains.12

By heritage I mean something more than the attempt to make schol-
arly history more accessible to a popular audience of non-scholars – it
is not the same as ‘public history’. The term is usually used to desig-
nate the deliberate attempt to manipulate the past to make it fit into
predetermined stories and patterns which reproduce myths that people
want to hear about themselves and which can be nicely packaged and
sold. The marketing element here is crucial. Shops such as Past Times
are great examples of this phenomenon: a jumble of random artefacts
thrown together in a shop with no regard for their unity other than the
fact that they all somehow represent the ‘nicer’ side of British history –
pleasing Celtic patterns, Anglo-Saxon games, eighteenth-century prints,
Victorian recipes and garden furniture, and recordings of Churchill’s
speeches. All of these things do indeed come from the past, and this
is where heritage becomes more interesting and complex than it looks.
Since all history-writing is selective and biased (few historians speak the
language of ‘objectivity’ any more) the impression can be given that
heritage is no more or less than a valid version of history. Heritage then
seems to be about the ‘plundering’ of the past to find the things one
wants to hear, to appeal to them for whatever reason, to sell them, and
to fit them together to present a coherent view of the past. In the con-
text of the Holocaust, this is especially evident in HMD, where what
Mark Levene calls a ‘wish-fulfillment’ narrative is clearly in evidence.
This is based around Robin Cook’s statement at Stockholm that ‘Our
aim in the twenty-first century must be to work towards a tolerant and
diverse society which is based upon the notions of universal dignity and
equal rights and responsibilities for all citizens. The Holocaust Memorial
Day is a symbol of this.’ ‘The Holocaust’ – a sanitised version without
any detail as to the actual course of events or who was involved other
than a starkly drawn perpetrator–victim image – could be appealed to
by government as the archetypal atrocity, with Britain and the United
States as the ‘liberators’.13

This phenomenon – of simplifying the past, making it safe for
commemoration – is what Andreas Huyssen talks about in terms of a
‘loss of the past’, a ‘waning of historical consciousness’, and as a percep-
tion of ‘the simultaneity of all times and spaces readily accessible in the
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present’ (i.e. via electronic means).14 In other words, the contemporary
obsession with the past is a sign of a loss of a historical sense rather than
a more developed one. Listen to the words of Sir Roy Strong, a staunch
defender of British heritage, in 1978:

It is in times of danger, either from without or from within, that we
become deeply conscious of our heritage . . .within this world there
mingle varied and passionate streams of ancient pride and patriotism,
of a heroism in times past, of a nostalgia too for what we think of as a
happier world which we have lost. In the 1940s we felt all this deeply
because of the danger from without. In the 1970s we sense it because
of the dangers from within. We are all aware of problems and trou-
bles, of changes within the structure of society, of the dissolution of
old values and standards. For the lucky few this may be exhilarating,
even exciting, but for the majority it is confusing, threatening, and
dispiriting. The heritage represents some form of security, a refuge
perhaps, something visible and tangible which, within a topsy and
turvy world, seems stable and unchanged. Our environmental her-
itage . . . is therefore a deeply satisfying and unifying element within
our society.15

What all these explanations add up to is that the birth of the heritage
industry in the late 1970s not only fulfilled the most basic tenets of
Thatcherism – everything is for sale, including our past – but it also
reinforced a reactionary middle-class cultural policy in which Prince
Charles’s visions of kitschy villages such as Poundbury in Dorset are
typical (and the most striking thing about Poundbury is how closely it
resembles Himmler’s blueprint for authentic Germanic villages in occu-
pied Eastern Europe). This cultural policy was one which pretended that
everybody lived in a ‘community’ in the rural south of England where
everyone knew each other and cared about one another, that everyone
was white, married with kids and went to the pretty village church on
a Sunday. And the irony is that neoliberal economic policies since the
1980s have helped to deepen the social deprivation that their cultural
policy was trying to ignore.
If the process of heritage promotion is more self-aware, it can be a

form of heritage which actively resists the heritage being promoted by
ruling elites. This is exactly what Raphael Samuel claims in his book
Theatres of Memory: the heritage industry is not just the cynical tool
of elites, but a way for ordinary people to express themselves and
their pleasure in the things that are around them, from photographs
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to buildings.16 It can also lead to what John Tunbridge calls ‘heritage
reconciliation’, for example, Franco-German friendship, a shared narra-
tive of Verdun, for example – or, indeed, of shared European Holocaust
memory being promoted since Stockholm.17

Nevertheless, irrespective of what line one takes, it seems undeniable
that, as John Tunbridge puts it, ‘heritage, as a political instrument and
economic resource, both reflects and perpetuates the divisions within
European society and culture’.18 This is clearly true of British Holocaust
memory, which stresses the positive role of Britain and maintains awk-
ward silences over, for example, British refugee policy in the 1930s and
1940s or the transposition of the narrative of appeasement, interven-
tion and liberation into the twenty-first century. Heritage is therefore
deliberately used by all who engage with it, whether the state, tourists
or purveyors. In the contest between history and heritage, history, as
Tony Kushner points out, has been the loser.19

It is true that the commemoration of war and atrocity always tends
to downplay the horror in favour of a softer, less abrasive narrative;
this is what George Mosse called ‘the process of trivialisation’ or ‘inap-
propriate memories’ in his discussion of the commemoration of World
War I: ‘With the passage of time the sacred was ever more difficult to
protect from the encroachment of the trivial.’20 The difference with the
Holocaust is that the rise of ‘Holocaust consciousness’ occurred in the
period that saw the emergence of the heritage industry in Britain. There
was really no ‘passage of time’ whereby the Holocaust memory went
from ‘sacred’ to ‘trivial’; instead Mosse’s first stage was bypassed alto-
gether. One can argue quite plausibly that the real rise of Holocaust
consciousness occurred in the 1990s and is attributable to a variety
of factors: the Yugoslav wars and European guilt at failure to prevent
them or to intervene soon or forcibly enough; to German unification
and fear of what it might mean for European stability; to the Rwandan
genocide as a reminder of the absurdity of ‘never again’; to the end
of the Cold War and the search for a new ‘other’ to replace commu-
nism before the ‘war on terror’; to a cosmopolitan discourse of human
rights; or to the emergence of genocide studies as a field of study that
takes the Holocaust as a methodological and ethical yardstick. All of
these factors are relevant and do indeed account to a large extent for
the interest in the Holocaust that mushroomed most noticeably in the
few years between the release of Schindler’s List (1993) and the 50th
anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz and the end of the war (1995)
when, as Judith Petersen reminds us, British television ‘inserted the
Holocaust into Britain’s war memory’.21 But the forms taken by this
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independently-emerging consciousness of the Holocaust undoubtedly
replicated the nature of the public commemoration of the past being
shaped by the heritage industry. The Holocaust went from ‘event’ to
‘heritage’ in Britain because it got swept up in the culture of commem-
oration that came to dominate British dealings with the past in general
in the 1980s and 1990s.
Consider, for example, celebrity culture. It is a curious phenomenon

that those who produce such events feel it necessary to win celebrity
backing for commemoration ceremonies. For example, Rachel Stevens,
singer and star of TV show Strictly Come Dancing, gave her backing to
HMD 2009. She is reported as having said:

The Holocaust and the terrible hate-motivated atrocities that took
place, are something that we can now look back and learn from.
When I was asked to support HMD 2009 it was my privilege to get
involved. If by helping to build awareness, people are encouraged to
react differently today and that helps to build a better future, then
that can only be a positive step forward.22

That is quite a big if, as Holocaust educators have pointed out. This prob-
lem therefore presents quite a challenge to a strongly ‘lessons-centric’
model of education.23 Similarly, consider confessional autobiographies:
the way to literary success in the last decade or so has been to pub-
lish an account of one’s awful childhood – the more gruelling and
miserable the better. Not only has this search for the ultimate nega-
tive identity encouraged the publication of false testimonies – as Sue
Vice and others have suggested, what better victim identity than the
Holocaust survivor?24 – it has even encouraged genuine survivors to
embellish their accounts in the hope of making them conform better
to cultural expectations of romance and redemption, as in the sad case
of Herman Rosenblat and his distorted memoir An Angel at the Fence.
Finally, we must bear in mindmarketing: one does not need to engage in
a Finkelstein-style argument about ‘the Jews’ cynically marketing their
suffering in order to note that there is indeed now a very large appetite
for Holocaust artefacts, from comics to films with British stars (Daniel
Craig, Kate Winslet) to ‘dark tourism’.
But phenomena such as the cult of celebrity or confessional lit-

erature are hardly unique to Britain, even if it can sometimes seem
that they are more highly developed here, where thousands of people
can turn out to line the streets for a funeral of a woman famous for
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nothing except being foul-mouthed on television but where protestors
against global capitalism are condemned by the popular press, than in
the rest of Europe. Therefore, although the development of Holocaust
consciousness in Britain in recent years has a domestic basis, it also
needs to be situated in the context of European Holocaust politics.
As is well known, and as Andy Pearce explains in detail, current Holo-

caust politics in Europe developed in several stages.25 The question of
the restitution of Holocaust-era assets was the factor that led to the Inter-
national Meeting on Nazi Gold in London in 1997; this in turn meant
that in 1998 the UK was invited to become a founder member of the
International Task Force (ITF), a Swedish initiative that itself grew out
of the government-sponsored Levande Historia (Living History) project,
best exemplified by the book Tell Ye Your Children by Paul Levine and
Stéphane Bruchfeld, several hundred thousand copies of which were dis-
tributed free to Swedish homes.26 The ITF’s first major appearance was at
the Washington Conference on Holocaust-Era Assets in December 1998,
when the British delegate put forward a ‘Proposal for International Com-
memoration of the Holocaust’.27 This was taken up in earnest at the
Stockholm conference in 2000 and subsequently in the UN resolution
of 2005.28

Of course, in the British context, promoting Holocaust memory has
its own domestic trajectory, with notable institutions involved being the
Holocaust Educational Trust, the Anne Frank Foundation, the Imperial
War Museum, the Holocaust Centre (Beth Shalom), the Aegis Trust and
the Home Office in its capacity as organiser of HMD (subsequently taken
over by the HMD Trust). These developments need not be explained
with reference to the work of the ITF, but it seems likely that the shape
they have taken – particularly HMD – since 2000 has been influenced by
the memory politics of the ITF (though one should not overlook the sig-
nificant impact of the Claims Conference either, especially for scholarly
and educational work).29 The ITF, as Jens Kroh notes, ‘is both the expres-
sion and the motor of the political trans-nationalisation of Holocaust
memory’. Its wide funding of Holocaust-related initiatives and projects
leads to ‘the partial synchronisation of national memory cultures’ which
in turn runs the risk of overlooking other Nazi victim groups and of rel-
ativising the specific German responsibility for the Holocaust.30 As Levy
and Sznaider correctly note,

By the late 1990s, the Holocaust had been reconfigured as a decon-
textualised event. It is now a concept that has been dislocated from
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space and time precisely because it can be used to dramatize any act
of injustice. This is particularly salient in the context of what can be
addressed as a kind of Western European civil religion.31

Although this ‘civil religion’ has by no means been accepted by all
Europeans – there remains a distinct difference between Eastern and
Western Europe on this score32 – it provides the framework for analysing
contemporary Holocaust memory politics in Britain. For as Tony Judt
suggests, ‘Holocaust recognition is our contemporary European entry
ticket.’33

Does all this wider contextualisation mean that Holocaust heritage in
Britain can meaningfully be described in Strong’s terms as constituting
a defence of ‘unity’ and ‘belonging’? That would be perhaps an over-
statement, but Holocaust memory does provide a meaningful narrative,
albeit a negative one, for understanding modern British identity. Other-
wise, how to account for the popularity of a narrative that has become
a cornerstone of EU memory politics in a country that is still the most
anti-European of all member states? The ITF undoubtedly funds some
worthwhile projects, especially in the former communist countries of
Central and Eastern Europe, but the specific trajectories of European
‘cosmopolitan’ memory and, within that, British memory, lead in a
different direction: kitsch and amnesia.
For example, the HMD website now invites people ‘to light a virtual

candle’. Here is commemoration for the Twitter generation, a click and
a tweet and one has done one’s duty. On a non-official basis, one can
see kitsch aplenty in the ways in which the Holocaust is represented.
For example, the Chapman Brothers’ Hell installation of 1999–2000,
destroyed by fire in 2004. The installation-sculpture consisted of four
‘wings’, forming a swastika, in which various depictions of murder and
torture are minutely created, complete with death pits, gruesome med-
ical experiments, mutant figures and the slogan ‘Kunst macht frei’.
Robert Eaglestone argues that ‘Nothing here is new; it is simply recycled
“horror” and, cast through the festishised toy soldiers, hardly shocking.’
He concludes that

Apart from peeking at the details of the figures, there is no men-
tal work that the audience has to do: it is simply a picture of bad
Nazis being tortured, and this – despite the ‘Kunst Macht Frei’ – leaves
the audience un-implicated and uninvolved in the events. The Nazi
regalia no longer have any connection to the Nazi state of 1933–45,
but only to a kitsch version of evil.34
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One does not need to subscribe to the rigid definition of kitsch proposed
by Clement Greenberg to know that what we have here is inauthentic
in the sense that its engagement with the Holocaust is all surface and
no depth. Greenberg argued in his famous 1939 essay ‘Avant-Garde and
Kitsch’ that one could divorce high art from low not only on the basis of
formalist criteria, but on social and political criteria too. Popular culture,
as it emerged in the industrial ages of the masses (also Benjamin’s age of
mechanical reproducibility) was parasitic on high culture and succeeded
in the market because it was easily accessible and gave the appearance
of imitating high art.35 Kundera defined it in The Unbearable Lightness of
Being as ‘the absolute denial of shit’, that is, the writing out of anything
uncomfortable or unpleasant. ‘All’ that has happened with Holocaust
kitsch is that the unpleasant and uncomfortable has been turned into
the very thing with which we comfort ourselves: the fusion of kitsch
and death characterised by ‘a rationalization that normalizes, smoothes,
and neutralizes our vision of the past’, as Saul Friedländer put it in the
1980s.36

Of course, it would be reasonable to ask whether this instrumentalisa-
tion of the Holocaust as the basis of a post-Cold War European identity
is such a bad thing. After all, it is better than simply not discussing it
at all, or remaining mute in the face of rising far-right activity, another
post-Cold War phenomenon that resulted from the breakdown of the
post-war anti-fascist consensus in both East and West.37 But apart from
kitsch – which, as we have already noted, is only to be expected in
commemorative events and practices – something more unpalatable is
going on. That is precisely what Judt calls the ‘neglect of history’.
This neglect is neatly described by Eaglestone as the ‘lazy cultural

matrix of British collective memory of the Holocaust and the Sec-
ond World War’ in which ‘complexities disappear’. Referring to the
Chapman Brothers, he expands on the claim thus:

Despite being ‘about history’ it is strangely ahistorical: the war and
the death camps have become floating signifiers simply for evil. They
are far from artists who throw ‘into question’ assumed ideas about
‘the artist as a witness to history’.38 Instead they produce kitsch
‘horror’ art growing out of unquestioned cultural cliché, confirming
comforting ideas about the British and the Holocaust.39

What comforting ideas? Will Hutton suggested at the time of the first
HMD that HMD would do no more than pay lip-service to anti-racism
and leave intact that sense of superiority that characterised British
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identity as a result of winning World War II.40 A similar suggestion has
been put forward by other critics of HMD, including Nira Yuval-Davis
and Max Silverman, Donald Bloxham, Tony Kushner and Mark Levene.
A fuller answer is provided by Tom Lawson:

In the late 1980s, conservative Europeans in Britain argued against
the introduction of legislation which would allow the recommence-
ment of the trial of alleged Nazi war criminals in British courts.
Opponents of such legislation repeated the arguments that had been
voiced forty years previously against the trial of Erich von Manstein –
arguing that Europe had to move on, essentially that the civil war had
been won and that there was no need to rake up the past. But the
end of the Cold War meant that the European dream now needed
a new antithesis – and the Nazis filled that void. Thanks to polit-
ical pressure and the power of Hollywood, the murder of Europe’s
Jews became the moral touchstone within western politics and the
post-conservative liberal new order of the 1990s cemented Hitler as
the ultimate bogeyman. By 1999, British conservative Europeans won
their campaign for Britain’s HMD. This day, for all its apparent edu-
cational worth, seems to be chiefly directed at demonstrating the
gap between contemporary Europe and the Nazi nightmare and is
as much an attempt to separate extremism from the history of liberal
Europe as the conservative European Civil War narratives that pre-
ceded it. To use Lawrence Langer’s phrase, modern Europe has not
‘admitted the Holocaust’ but has found a new way of confining it –
through the narrative of European progress – as something apart from
a European culture.41

Thus, contra critics such as Sharon Macdonald, I suggest that Holocaust
commemoration has contributed little to the reconfiguration of British
national identity; where, for example, does one see a reckoning with
Britain’s imperial past taking place in the public sphere, other than in a
few select instances such as slavery – and then, once again in heritage-
friendly ways that present nice stories about good triumphing over evil?
Rather, Holocaust commemoration reinforces an existing British iden-
tity.42 It confirms what Ezrahi identifies as the dream of retrospectively
recovering strength:

If the primary experience of the Jews under Nazi occupation was the
total loss of control over the shape of their lives and fate, the ret-
rospective projection of the power to define and create reality, by
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arrogating in the present the sole authority to authenticate the past,
becomes a morally and psychologically urgent impulse to defy former
powerlessness by means of present potencies.43

Finally, one should note that what I have called an infantilisation of
memory is regarded by some critics as very dangerous indeed. In a fine
article on modernity and Nazism, Paul Betts discusses what he calls the
moment of ‘cultural danger’ in contemporary responses to Nazism:

what underlies this cultural sea change is the evident collapse of the
once-formidable anti-fascist consensus on both sides of the former
Wall. In the end, this may be one of 1989’s most potent legacies. How
it will all turn out is of course impossible to predict. But one thing
is sure: the stakes are still very high, even if (or perhaps precisely
because) the one-time passionate debate about Nazi modernity has
faded considerably. The cultural fall-out of the “fascist revolution” –
as George Mosse indefatigably reminded us through numerous books
and essays – may be with us more than we like to admit. In this sense,
the “postmodernization” of Nazi culture has simply reproduced one
of fascist modernism’s most distinguishing features – the untethering
of knowledge and liberation, enlightenment and progress.44

At the moment we seem incapable of even considering Judt’s line of
thought:

Maybe all our museums and memorials and obligatory school trips
today are not a sign that we are ready to remember but an indication
that we feel we have done our penance and can now begin to let go
and forget, leaving the stones to remember for us. I don’t know: the
last time I visited Berlin’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe,
bored schoolchildren on an obligatory outing were playing hide-and-
seek among the stones. What I do know is that if history is to do its
proper job, preserving forever the evidence of past crimes and every-
thing else, it is best left alone. When we ransack the past for political
profit – selecting the bits that can serve our purposes and recruiting
history to teach opportunistic moral lessons – we get bad morality
and bad history.45

This is in some ways quite a strange argument; after all, what does it
mean to leave history to itself? There is no history other than that con-
structed by human beings, and thus it is impossible to exclude politics
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from our handling of the past. But still, Judt has a point: doesn’t this
permanent focus on the Holocaust lead to banalisation, incorporating
the Holocaust into the inanities of celebrity culture? The process of
making us feel good for a few moments for not being Nazis ends by
anaesthetising us against the horror of the Holocaust, so that, espe-
cially for those who are children today and who no longer relate to
the events in the self-evident way that their parents and grandparents
did, we no longer see it, we just perform the rites and mouth the plat-
itudes. At the time that Holocaust consciousness was just beginning to
be all-pervasive, Andreas Huyssen wrote that ‘No matter how fractured
by media, by geography, and by subject position representations of the
Holocaust are, ultimately it all comes down to this core: unimaginable,
unspeakable, and unrepresentable horror.’46 Let us recall Ruth Klüger’s
words: ‘Auschwitz was no instructional institution, like the University
of Göttingen . . .You learned nothing there, and least of all humanity
and tolerance. Absolutely nothing good came out of the concentration
camps.’47 In our rush to use the Holocaust to teach people how to be nice
to each other, we need to reflect on whether we have forgotten British
history, the history of the Holocaust and, first and foremost, the dead.
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