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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines how Holocaust remembrance was shaped by six memory protagonists 
working in London between 1948 and 2001. These individuals had no direct experience of 
the Holocaust, but each felt the genocide had important ramifications for Britain. The case 
studies focus on individuals working across civil society, including a librarian, politician, 
hospital administrator, teacher, artist, and an academic historian. The case studies are 
arranged in chronological order and represent different places in postwar London. Taken 
together, they demonstrate the multitude of approaches to Holocaust remembrance that has 
occurred in this city. While greater attention was gradually placed on the Holocaust as a 
specifically Jewish event, the case studies highlight that this development was uneven and 
patchy in postwar London. Alongside emphasising the different circumstances in which these 
memory protagonists worked, this thesis argues that their efforts were in sharp contrast to 
the ambivalence found across British society-at-large. 

Deliberate choices are made in this study about the types of archives used to illustrate 
the competing tensions that shaped Holocaust remembrance. It uses material that has only 
recently become available to researchers. Private papers and oral histories are used as a 
starting point to examine the activities of memory protagonists, which nuances the study of 
Holocaust remembrance by challenging the state’s place at the centre of the decision-making 
process. In particular, this thesis refines the chronology of Holocaust remembrance in 
postwar Britain. Scholars have previously emphasised how, from the late 1970s, Holocaust 
remembrance flourished in Britain, leading to a high point of engagement at the turn of the 
millennium. Throughout this thesis, a sense of repetition is detected in how organisations 
engaged with the Holocaust. It argues that ambivalence, apathy, and confusion are the 
hallmarks of Holocaust remembrance in postwar London, which are reflective of broader 
trends in Britain.





 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Writing a thesis about how people have shaped Holocaust remembrance has made me think 

about how my own work has been supported by the help of friends and colleagues. 

Throughout the PhD, I received wry comments about the wisdom of having two supervisors 

based at universities 70 miles apart. This situation was a requirement of the South, West, 

and Wales Doctoral Training Partnership (AHRC), without whose funding this project 

would never have been undertaken. I am very grateful to the SWW DTP for their funding 

and for their insistence on this supervisory arrangement. Tim Cole and Tony Kushner have 

provided astute insights, generous support, and good humour throughout the entire process. 

This supervisory arrangement also meant that I was lucky enough to be part of two 

departments. My thanks to Josie McLellan and Grace Huxford, from Bristol’s Department 

of History, for their comments on early parts of my thesis during the PhD ‘upgrade process’. 

I would like to thank the Parkes Institute at the University of Southampton, especially for 

providing me with an Outreach Fellowship in the final year of my PhD. Many thanks to the 

Ian and Mildred Karten Trust for funding this scholarship. 

This project has benefitted from the generosity of a range of individuals, who shared 

with me their expertise. Thanks to Christopher Hill, Dan Jones, and Shirley Murgraff for 

graciously agreeing to be interviewed. This project would not have been possible without the 

range of private and institutional papers I used for my research. Many thanks to Suzanne 

Bardgett, Esther Gilbert, Margaret Greiff, Naomi Gryn, Ruth Rosen, and Dawn Waterman 

for providing me with access to these materials. Thanks to David Cesarani, Martin Gilbert, 

and Ismond Rosen for ensuring their personal papers were made available to researchers. I 

would also like to thank the archivists and librarians at the different archives I visited 

throughout this project. The insights they shared helped me to piece together the work of 

the individuals considered in this thesis. 

Many thanks to my examiners, Tom Lawson and Jessica Moody, for their careful 

reading of my thesis and probing questions. I have benefitted from feedback given at 

conferences in Britain and America. Thanks to the Faculty of Arts at Bristol for covering the 

costs associated with many of my trips. I would particularly like to thank Suzanne Bardgett, 

Trudy Gold, Ben Helfgott, James Jordan, Antony Lerman, Andy Pearce, and Kathrin Pieren 

for their insights into the development of Holocaust remembrance in Britain. 

Many friends have cheered me on as I’ve completed this thesis. Thanks especially to 

Ainhoa Etxebarria Agundez, Amber Martin, Theresa McKeon, Becca Monteleone, 

Stephanie Smith, Sean Tucker, and Chris Wemyss. Finally, thanks to my family for their 

enduring support: to my parents, Sheila and Kevin, my brothers, Craig, Mark, and Ross, 

and Tess the staffie.





 

 

AUTHOR’S DECLARATION 

I declare that the work in this dissertation was carried out in accordance with the 

requirements of the University’s Regulations and Code of Practice for Research Degree 

Programmes and that it has not been submitted for any other academic award. Except where 

indicated by specific reference in the text, the work is the candidate’s own work. Work done 

in collaboration with, or with the assistance of, others, is indicated as such. Any views 

expressed in the dissertation are those of the author. 

 

 

 

 

 





Contents 

iii 

Contents 

Figures v 

Abbreviations vii 

Introduction 1 

1. ‘Part of our voyage’: Barnett Stross, C. C. Aronsfeld, and early efforts to              

remember the mass murder of European Jewry 37 

2. ‘Sharing the cake before cooked’: George Carter and the Hyde Park Holocaust 

Memorial 77 

3. ‘It got out of hand’: The Auschwitz exhibition and classroom resources 111 

4. ‘A remarkable turn’: Ismond Rosen’s Holocaust Sculptures 159 

5. ‘A familiar story’: David Cesarani and Holocaust remembrance at the turn of            

the millennium 193 

Conclusion 231 

Bibliography 239





Figures 

v 

Figures 

Figure 1. Bedřich Fritta, Prayer and Theatre, 1943 or 1944. 55 

Figure 2. Man’s Story cover, November 1964. 65 

Figure 3. The Auschwitz Initiative Group, London, 1983. 116 

Figure 4. Organisational chart for Auschwitz: An Exhibition, 1982. 126 

Figure 5. The Auschwitz: An Exhibition logo. 134 

Figure 6. Deborah Green at Auschwitz: An Exhibition, 1983. 135 

Figure 7. Visitors at Auschwitz: An Exhibition, 1983. 136 

Figure 8. Water Goldstern, Reconciliation, 1988. 160 

Figure 9. Ismond Rosen, Early sketch of The Revelation, 1953. 162 

Figure 10. Ismond Rosen, Whither?, 1945. 168 

Figure 11. Ismond Rosen, Holocaust Sculptures, c.1992. 180 

 





Abbreviations 

vii 

Abbreviations 

AEC   Auschwitz Exhibition Committee 

AIG   Auschwitz Initiative Group 

ANCCS   Association of Nazi Concentration Camp Survivors 

BCC   British Council of Churches 

BCFL  British-Czech Friendship League 

BoD   Board of Deputies of British Jews 

CCJ   Council of Christians and Jews 

CRAG  Committee for the Recognition of the Armenian Genocide 

DES   Department for Education and Science 

ELAC  East London Auschwitz Committee 

GLC   Greater London Council 

HEPO  Holocaust Exhibition Project Office 

HMD  Holocaust Memorial Day 

HMF   Holocaust Memorial Foundation 

IJA   Institute of Jewish Affairs   

ILEA   Inner London Education Authority 

ITF   International Task Force 

IWM   Imperial War Museum, London 

JCIO   Jewish Central Information Office 

LSJC   London Society of Jews and Christians 

NUT   National Union of Teachers 

UCL   University College London 

USHMM   United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 

YVCUK  Yad Vashem Committee in the United Kingdom  





Introduction 

1 

Introduction 
In 1961, James Parkes – an Anglican clergyman and independent scholar living in rural 

Hertfordshire – reflected on springtime in his garden. ‘I am fortunate’, he wrote, ‘that 

everything in my view is man-made, normally and authentically man-made’. The abundance 

of roses, irises, and ‘hills green with new corn’ comforted Parkes as news was relayed daily 

from the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem.1 He argued that Eichmann’s crimes were 

‘also man-made’, rather than 

the product of national insanity or the drugs of future warfare. And it is 
‘normal’ in the sense that the murderers, spectators and victims are nothing 
other than the men, women and children, families and neighbours, such as 
I would meet if I walked down my village street. Ordinary men did and 
watched these things and went home to supper, played with their children, 
listened to music, while their victims went to death.2 

 

In connecting the Eichmann trial to English rural life, Parkes was articulating a viewpoint 

that was ahead of its time.3 His unique perspective was shaped by his lifetime of activism. In 

the 1930s, Parkes helped Jewish refugees, and he campaigned for European Jewry during 

the Holocaust.4 His lifework gave him a unique perspective – not shared by society-at-large 

– meaning that he was unfairly dismissed as ‘a quirky man with quirky views’.5 In contrast 

to this unfair characterisation, Parkes was primarily a hands-on individual, who responded 

to the Holocaust ‘from a practical point of view’.6 

This approach guided his postwar activities. Throughout his life, Parkes amassed a 

substantial library in his home, which was consulted by an increasing number of visiting 

scholars. As his health declined, Parkes sought for his collection to be transferred to a new 

location, so that it could continue to be used as an active scholarly resource. Following a 

prolonged search – again highlighting years of indifference – Parkes’ library was eventually 

 
1 James Parkes, ‘The Mentality of Persecutor and Persecuted’, Scotsman, 24 May 1961. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Parkes’ comments foreshadowed the phrase ‘ordinary men’ utilised in Christopher Browning, Ordinary Men: 
Reserve Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland (New York: HarperPerennial, 1993). 
4 For the most comprehensive account of Parkes’ life, see Colin Richmond, Campaigner Against Antisemitism: The 
Reverend James Parkes, 1896–1981 (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2005). 
5 For a discussion of the ongoing neglect of Parkes’ pioneering work, see Tony Kushner, ‘James Parkes and 
the Holocaust’, in J. K. Roth, E. Maxwell, M. Levy, and W. Whitworth (eds.), Remembering for the Future 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), 575–586. 
6 Special Collections, University of Southampton, Papers of James Parkes, MS60/31/30, ‘Letter from James 
Parkes to Franklin Littell’, 24 June 1977. 
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transferred to the University of Southampton in 1964. Parkes’ approach to Holocaust 

remembrance was centred on the victims themselves, rather than – to use Tony Kushner’s 

colourful phrase – ‘moral masturbation’ designed to make wider society feel better about 

itself.7 

This thesis starts with James Parkes because his work is emblematic of the divergent 

grassroot approaches that have attempted to shape Holocaust remembrance. Parkes’ work 

exemplifies how individuals, working within particular communities, have sought a 

normative shift and institutional change in how the Holocaust was confronted. This work 

took place in a country that has frequently shown scepticism towards the relevance of the 

Holocaust to its own history. Parkes succeeded in finding a long-term home for his library, 

but this outcome only came after a lengthy search. Like him, other memory protagonists 

came up against obstacles due to competing visions of the past and the relevance that was 

ascribed to it in the present. 

On one level, this thesis provides an original contribution to the literature on how the 

Holocaust has been remembered in Britain during the latter half of the twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries. Whilst an important part of Holocaust remembrance, this study does 

not focus on private acts of remembrance. Nor does it focus directly on Holocaust survivors 

or their families, although, as will be seen, their influence is threaded throughout. Instead, 

this thesis is primarily concerned with how individuals working within civil society have 

sought to develop public acts of Holocaust remembrance. This choice reflects the distinction 

Jan and Aleida Assmann draw between familial memory and wider cultural memory.8 These 

differences will be explored further below. This thesis considers why individuals, who had no 

direct experience of the Holocaust, felt the genocide must be remembered in London. By 

focusing on how these individuals understood the Holocaust, this study charts the continuities 

and changes of its meaning over the postwar period. The thesis suggests that Holocaust 

remembrance was caught between a focus on a particular victim group – usually, but not 

always, European Jewry – and a wider trend to use the Holocaust to provide universalistic 

lessons. These trends are detected across the postwar period, suggesting that there was not a 

sudden crystallisation of its meaning during the period under study. 

 
7 Kushner, ‘James Parkes’, 584. 
8 Jan and Aleida Assmann have discussed the distinctions between ‘communicative’ and ‘cultural’ memory in 
several studies. See, for example, Jan Assmann, ‘Collective Memory and Cultural Identity’, New German 
Critique 65 (1995), 125–133; Jan Assmann, ‘Communicative and Cultural Memory’, in Astrid Erll, Ansgar 
Nünning, and Sara B. Young (eds.), Cultural Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook (Berlin: 
de Gruyter, 2008),109–118; Aleida Assmann, ‘Memory, Individual and Collective’, in Robert E. Goodin and 
Charles Tilly (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
210–224. 
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At the same time, the thesis operates on a broader level by considering questions 

pertinent to the wider field of Memory Studies. Through an exploration of Holocaust 

remembrance in Britain, the study examines the mechanisms and processes that shape 

remembrance. In essence, this thesis asks: how is memory made? It suggests that these 

mechanisms and processes are fundamental to understanding how and why events are 

remembered. If these debates are glossed over, or attention is fixed only on finished products, 

an essential part of memory-making is unduly neglected. To elucidate the processes of 

remembrance, this thesis argues that attention should be given to individual memory 

protagonists, who worked in particular communities within civil society. There is a dual focus 

in this thesis on who is doing the remembering as well as what they are remembering. The 

study argues that it is necessary to keep intentions and actions in clear view to understand 

how societies have sought to remember the past. 

Before setting out the research findings of this thesis, it is vital to position this study 

within the existing scholarship. The next section examines how scholars have understood the 

idea of agency and how it shapes the processes of remembrance. It then examines how 

different scales of analysis – from the transnational to the local – shape how individual agency 

is conceptualised. Having considered the broader literature, attention turns to how 

remembrance and agency have been conceptualised in previous studies examining 

Holocaust remembrance in Britain – whilst acknowledging that much of this scholarly 

attention has foregrounded events in England. The introduction then examines the 

methodology employed in this thesis through a focus on the archival and chronological 

approaches adopted here. 

Remembrance and agency 

It is now a cliché to note that a ‘memory boom’ has become a central tenant of historical 

studies since the early 1990s.9 Scholars have, however, repeatedly raised concerns that the 

field is surrounded by a ‘forest of linguistic imprecision’.10 The concept of ‘memory’ has come 

to be imbued with different meanings. The term ‘memory’ can be used to denote the 

 
9 For reflections on the ‘memory boom’ in historical studies, see Jay Winter, ‘The Generation of Memory: 
Reflections on the “Memory Boom” in Contemporary Historical Studies’, Bulletin of the German Historical 
Institute, Washington D.C. 27 (2000), 69–92.  
10 Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War Between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 276. Other useful starting points for a discussion of the conceptual 
difficulties surrounding definitions of ‘memory’ include Andreas Huyssen, ‘Present Pasts: Media, Politics, 
Amnesia’, Public Culture 12:1 (2003), 21–38; Kerwin Lee Klein, ‘On the Emergence of Memory in Historical 
Discourse’, Representations 69 (2000), 127–150; Geoffrey Cubitt, History and Memory (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press 2007), chapter 1. 
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embodied life experiences of participants in and witnesses to a historical event, including the 

survivors of war and genocide. It can also be used to describe the representation of the past 

through ‘vehicles of memory’, including books, films, museums, and commemorative 

rituals.11 These vehicles of memory inform a social group’s understanding of the past. It is 

important to note that the social group can include members who experienced the events 

and others who did not.12 

To explore the connections between embodied life experiences and later 

representations of the past, many scholars have drawn on the work of the French sociologist 

Maurice Halbwachs, and his conceptualisation of ‘collective memory’.13 The frequent 

references to ‘collective memory’ in the literature, however, do not signal scholarly 

agreement surrounding how the phrase should be understood. Instead, the term’s meaning 

has now been debated for nearly a century.14 Whilst collective memory has been accused of 

being both conceptually vague and overused, the term – or an equivalent – is frequently 

utilised by detractors in their own work.15 Alternative terms include cultural memory, 

historical memory, popular memory, public memory, shared memory, social memory, 

custom, heritage, myth, roots, and tradition.16 The surfeit of these terms can suggest that 

Memory Studies lacks ‘agreed definitions and a measure of methodological co-ordination’.17 

Yet, at the same time, the fluidity of memory’s meaning has been identified as beneficial for 

 
11 Nancy Wood explains that ‘vectors of memory’ are the ‘conduits of ... performativity, whether these be 
commemorations, historical narratives, political debates, or other cultural forms’. See Nancy Wood, Vectors of 
Memory: Legacies of Trauma in Postwar Europe (Oxford: Berg, 1999), 2. Wood borrowed the phrase ‘vectors of 
memory’ from Henry Rousso, The Vichy Syndrome (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991). 
12 Jonathan Boyarin, Remapping Memory: The Politics of TimeSpace (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1994), 20–26. For a succinct discussion of the different types of memory, see also Alon Confino, 
‘Collective Memory and Cultural History: Problems of Method’, American Historical Review 102:5 (1997), 1386; 
Rebecca Clifford, Commemorating the Holocaust: The Dilemmas of Remembrance in France and Italy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013),18. 
13 Maurice Halbwachs’ (1877–1945) work on collective memory was originally published as Les Cadres Sociaux 
de la Mémoire (1925) and later, posthumously, as La Mémoire Collective (1950). 
14 Steven D. Brown, ‘Comparison and Evaluation in Memory Studies’, Memory Studies 12:2 (2019), 113–116.  
15 For criticisms of the use of the term collective memory, see, for example, Wulf Kansteiner, ‘Finding 
Meaning in Memory: A Methodological Critique of Collective Memory Studies’, History and Theory 41:2 
(2002), 179–197; Wood, Vectors of Memory, esp. chapter 1; Anna Green, ‘Can Memory Be Collective?’, in 
Donald A. Ritchie (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Oral History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 96–111; 
Noa Gedi and Yigal Elam, ‘Collective Memory – What is it?’, History and Memory 8:1 (1996), 30–50; Susan 
Sontag, Reading the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 85–86. 
16 For a discussion of the interchangeability of terms, see Maria G. Cattell and Jacob J. Climo, ‘Introduction: 
Meaning in Social Memory and History: Anthropological Perspectives’, in Jacob J. Climo and Maria G. 
Cattell (eds.), Social Memory and History: Anthropological Perspectives (Oxford: Altamira Press, 2002), 4. 
17 Cubitt, History and Memory, 2–3. 
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research because the term can be used by ‘unexpected hands, to connect apparently 

unrelated topics, to explain anew old problems’.18 

The ambiguity surrounding memory, however, is only useful up to a certain point. As 

Jessica Moody notes, the alternative terms suggested to replace collective memory allow for 

‘nuances of potential difference’ to be explored, but the use ‘of multiple terms is likely to 

confuse processes of analysis rather than enable or refine it’.19 Stefan Goebel agrees, 

suggesting that ‘the terminology is misleading; it directs our attention to the end product of 

a social process rather than the act itself’.20 He argues that collective memory is really 

collected memory, created through the enmeshing of different individuals’ recollections.21 

The resultant product is not equal to the aggregation of individual memories.22 Instead, 

through the ‘act of joining individual components together a new, collective pattern emerges, 

embraced by individuals as their own’.23 Remembrance is therefore a socially mediated 

process, which requires ongoing negotiation between different individuals.24 By emphasising 

the processes of remembrance, rather than the resultant products – or vehicles – of memory, 

this thesis shifts from the ‘passive to active voice’ to help elucidate how, and why, different 

individuals came together to shape how the Holocaust was remembered in London.25 

The challenge, as Clifford notes, is that it is ‘clearly a complicated process’ to outline 

how representations affect individuals and groups and how, in turn, individuals and groups 

affect representations.26 There is a risk of falling back into the trap, already well-worn within 

 
18 Confino, ‘Collective Memory’, 1403. 
19 Jessica Moody, ‘The Memory of Slavery in Liverpool in Public Discourse from the Nineteenth Century to 
the Present Day’ (PhD. diss., University of York, 2014), 13. 
20 Stefan Goebel, ‘Commemorative Cosmopolis: Transnational Networks of Remembrance in Post-War 
Coventry’, in Stefan Goebel and Derek Keene (eds.), Cities into Battlefields: Metropolitan Scenarios, Experiences and 
Commemorations of Total War (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 169. 
21 Goebel, ‘Commemorative Cosmopolis’, 169; Stefan Goebel, The Great War and Medieval Memory: War, 
Remembrance and Medievalism in Britain and Germany, 1914–1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 17. 
22 Anna Green emphasises that Halbwachs’ work did not intend to aggregate individual memories but instead 
sought to highlight ‘the deeply social process of remembering’. See Green, ‘Can Memory Be Collective?’, 99. 
23 Goebel, Great War, 17. 
24 Many scholars have equally emphasised that memory is an ongoing social process. See, for instance, 
Winter, Remembering War, 4; Clifford, Commemorating the Holocaust, 17; Wood, Vectors of Memory, 2; Jan-Werner 
Müller, ‘Introduction: The Power of Memory, the Memory of Power and the Power over Memory’, in Jan-
Werner Müller (ed.), Memory and Power in Post-War Europe: Studies in the Presence of the Past (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 30;  Moody, ‘Memory of Slavery’, 25;  Goebel, Great War, 17; Cubitt, 
History and Memory, 13–16; Kansteiner, ‘Finding Meaning’, 190; Berthold Molden, ‘Resistant Pasts versus 
Mnemonic Hegemony: On the Power Relations of Collective Memory’, Memory Studies 9:2 (2016), 125–142; 
Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, in Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan (eds.), War 
and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 6–39. 
25 Winter, Remembering War, 277. 
26 Clifford, Commemorating the Holocaust, 20. 
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Memory Studies, of blurring distinctions between individuals and groups. Claiming that 

collectives are able ‘to remember, to forget, and to repress the past’ would provide a 

simplistic, and erroneous, understanding of the process of remembrance.27 Avoiding this 

pitfall requires a ‘constant interrogation of actors and actions’ involved in the process of 

remembrance.28 Jay Winter suggests that analysing ‘a set of social processes happening on 

several levels at once requires constant attention to who is doing the work of remembrance’.29 

Studying remembrance therefore requires a focus on agency. Winter and Sivan argue that 

collective remembrance is ‘the outcome of agency’.30 Examining agency foregrounds what has 

been described as ‘the crucial issue’ of Memory Studies for over twenty years: explaining why 

a particular representation of the past is received or rejected.31 Collective remembrance 

always involves the expending of effort, but this effort does not always lead to the outcomes 

individuals aspired towards. Attempts to remember often fail.32 Analysing agency is about 

understanding why certain projects manage to succeed, whilst others flounder. It is these 

agents, and the processes of remembrance, that are at the core of this thesis. 

As with collective memory, agency is often treated as a vague concept within the field 

of Memory Studies.33 Jenny Wüstenberg argues that the 

scholarship is often curiously silent on who it is that is defending certain 
lines of arguments and by which strategies and alliances they have come to 
be successful – as if the outcome of public deliberations were based solely 
on verbal competition between individuals. Though authors often mention 
various actors, they seldom provide a more detailed account of their role.34 

Clarity is certainly needed to examine the connection between remembrance and agency. In 

the rest of this section, two interconnected concepts will be examined: who these agents are 

and where they are found. 

 
27 Kansteiner, ‘Finding Meaning’, 185–6. 
28 Winter and Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, 9. 
29 Winter, Remembering War, 138. [Emphasis in original]. 
30 Winter and Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, 9. [Emphasis added]. 
31 Confino, ‘Collective Memory’, 1390. 
32 On the effort required to remember, see, for example, Winter and Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, 9–10; 
Winter, Remembering War, 278. The idea that failure is a common outcome is discussed in several works. See, 
for example, Marita Sturken, Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the Aids Epidemic, and the Politics of Remembering 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 1; Kansteiner, ‘Finding Meaning’, 193. 
33 For criticisms of the approach to agency within Memory Studies, see Clifford, Commemorating the Holocaust, 
20; Jenny Wüstenberg, Civil Society and Memory in Postwar Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2017),14. 
34 Wüstenberg, Civil Society,14. 
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Jan-Werner Müller aptly remarks that ‘remembering... is a form of action’.35 He 

suggests that ongoing intellectual and political negotiations take place between ‘carriers of 

memory’.36 Whilst not Müller’s intention, the term ‘carriers of memory’ inadvertently implies 

that the historical actors involved are merely acting as passive transmitters of history, rather 

than actively involved in shaping the process of remembrance.37 Other scholars have 

provided terms that foreground more clearly the active role of agents. Carol Gluck, for 

instance, uses the term ‘memory activists’ to refer ‘to the countless groups dedicated to 

preserving the memory of their own particular experience and seeking a place for that 

experience within the larger field of public memory’.38 Although Gluck’s use of memory 

activists focuses particularly on survivors of war and genocide,39 her term has much in 

common with Wüttenberg’s use of the broader term ‘memory actors’. According to 

Wüttenberg, memory actors include ‘any type of actor (state, individual, or group) that seeks 

to shape public remembrance’.40 Whilst this latter term is more encompassing than Gluck’s, 

both phrases focus on how agents ‘work for and against commemorations, memorials, and 

monuments... all in the good name of memory’.41 This focus is obviously an important part 

of studying agency but it forms only one part of the story. Alongside the focus on what agents 

do in public to support – or hinder – the process of remembrance, this thesis is equally 

concerned with how agents discuss their activities and position themselves within the story 

of remembrance. 

In discussing how individuals position themselves in oral history interviews, John Foot 

argues that the resultant narratives are 

not just about memory, but about ifs and buts, utopias, missed 
opportunities, might-have-beens, invention, the imaginary – it is a history 
of betrayals, dreams, and desires. Interviewees will often muse about where 
they and where history went wrong, and they will write themselves into 
that history, move events around to fit certain more coherent versions of 

 
35 Müller, ‘Introduction’, 30. 
36 Ibid., 29–30. 
37 Müller notes that ‘the notion of “carriers” is not to imply any passivity on the part of the bearers of 
memory’. Wüstenberg has, however, convincingly shown that the term does fall into the trap it was trying to 
avoid. See Müller, ‘Introduction’, 30; Wüstenberg, Civil Society, 14. 
38 Carol Gluck, ‘Operations of Memory: “Comfort Women” and the World’, in Sheila Miyoshi Jager and 
Rana Mitter (eds.), Ruptured Histories: War, Memory, and the Post-Cold War in Asia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 56–57. 
39 As examples of memory activists, Gluck lists ‘associations of veterans, bereaved families, fallen students, 
repatriates, POWs, internees, expellees, Holocaust survivors, (Dutch) children of Japanese Occupation (of the 
East Indies), and so on’. See ibid., 57. 
40 Wüstenberg, Civil Society, 11. 
41 Gluck, ‘Operations of Memory’, 57. 
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their story, or develop memories that coagulate around certain key 
stereotypes, commonplace stories and iconic images, photographs, or 
films.42 

If ‘interviewees’ was replaced with ‘agents’, Foot’s remarks would aptly summarise how 

agency is conceptualised within this thesis. This study is not just about the fact that 

individuals have tried – and sometimes failed – to produce vehicles of memory for 

consumption in public. It is also about the stories these individuals tell themselves about their 

work and how they position the importance of Holocaust remembrance within their wider 

life stories. To emphasise how individuals ‘play an active role in rearticulating memory’, 43 

the term memory protagonist is deployed in this thesis. This phrase is intended to emphasise 

that ‘history is a lived experience’ and seeks to capture how ‘individuals experience 

themselves as historical entities’.44 Individuals do not ‘only reveal the dynamics of agency in 

practice, but also can document its construction through culturally embedded narrative 

forms that, over an individual’s life, impose their own logics and thus also shape both life 

stories and lives’.45 

Where are these memory protagonists found? Kansteiner acknowledges that ‘collective 

remembering can be explored on very different scales; it takes place in very private settings 

as well as in the public sphere’.46 Yet, as Wüstenberg argues, scholars have tended to focus 

on the latter by emphasising the activities of political leaders. Remembrance is often 

portrayed as a ‘top-down’ process.47 The focus on political elites can be explained, to some 

extent, due to the fact that members of states have long dominated commemorative politics. 

The philosopher Ágnes Heller, for instance, charts how governments – and religious 

authorities – have sought to shape the process of remembrance since the eighteenth 

century.48 In his work examining how nineteenth-century European statesmen used 

commemoration to strengthen the authority of the nation-state, Eric Hobsbawm emphasises 

the importance of political power in developing ‘invented traditions’.49 Such work overplays 

 
42 John Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 7. 
43 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2009), 16. 
44 Susan A. Crane, ‘Writing the Individual back into Collective Memory’, American Historical Review 102:5 
(1997), 1381, 1375. 
45 Mary Jo Maynes, Jennifer L. Pierce, and Barbara Laslett, Telling Stories: The Use of Personal Narratives in the 
Social Sciences and History (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008), 2. 
46 Kansteiner, ‘Finding Meaning’, 2002. 
47 Wüstenberg, Civil Society, 14. 
48 Ágnes Heller, ‘A Tentative Answer to the Question: Has Civil Society Cultural Memory?’, Social Research 
68:4 (2001), 1033. 
49 Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Mass-Producing Traditions: Europe, 1870–1914’, in Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 263–308. 
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the importance of political power in shaping collective remembrance, neglecting the 

importance of other types of power, including cultural influence. Expanding the focus to the 

different types of power elites have wielded does not, however, address the problematic 

assumption that elites ‘effectively controlled’ the processes of remembrance.50 Concentrating 

attention on such elites implies that ‘the state is the (only) definitive institution for the politics 

of the past in which only elites participate’.51 As such, nonelite activity appears ‘as a 

symptom, rather than a possible cause, of the changing nature of memory’. 52 When attention 

moves away from focusing on these elites, ‘a more complex history of bottom-up initiatives 

and social movements that – more often than not – do the real work of making memory’ 

comes into play.53 

Turning attention away from political elites does not mean that the role of state 

institutions in shaping collective remembrance should be completely disregarded. Analysing 

how agency works away from the centre of political power is not intended to replace one 

monophonic approach with another. Instead, the intention is to stress that the processes of 

remembrance are polyphonic. State institutions do play a part in shaping collective 

remembrance, but they are only one member of the orchestra.54 The state’s involvement is 

also shaped by individuals with access to power outside of the political arena, including 

individuals with cultural and financial clout. Some of these individuals have little concern for 

the politics of state. Remembrance is more complex than simply emanating from the top-

down or from the bottom-up. Rather than adopting such binaries, it is much more fruitful 

to explore ‘the actual social relationships and interactions that underpin and shape public 

memory’.55 

When these relationships are interrogated, it is clear than some groups of individuals 

work more closely with state institutions than others. Ashplant, Dawson, and Roper claim 

that the ‘weaker and more marginalized have less access to the agencies of either state or civil 

society, and less capacity to influence prevailing narratives or project their own narratives 

into wider arenas’.56 Sidney Tarrow, however, questions the assumption that being closely 

 
50 Winter, Remembering War, 135–136. 
51 Wüstenberg, Civil Society, 16. 
52 Ibid., 17. 
53 Ibid., 14–15.  
54 See, for example, Winter and Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, 38; Winter, Remembering War, 150; Goebel, 
Great War, 23; Clifford, Commemorating the Holocaust, 2. 
55 Wüstenberg, Civil Society, 20. 
56 T. G. Ashplant, Graham Dawson, and Michael Roper, ‘The Politics of War Memory and 
Commemoration: Contexts, Structures and Dynamics’, in Timothy G. Ashplant, Graham Dawson, and 
Michael Roper (eds.), Commemorating War: The Politics of Memory (London: Transaction Publishers, 2000), 21. 
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involved with state institutions axiomatically supports memory protagonists’ efforts. He 

cautions that institutional support is ‘a double-edged sword’; the state’s involvement can 

result in the establishment’s own aims overshadowing the initial motives of the memory 

protagonists.57 Clearly, state institutions can either support or hamper memory protagonists 

in achieving their aims. The particular outcome depends on how the memory protagonists 

involved ‘play off each other and use one another to legitimate their preferences in the 

memory field’.58 In these contests, the scholarly division between the ‘state’ and other 

organisations becomes less important, with the way memory protagonists communicate the 

‘sense of their struggles and loyalties’ taking precedence.59 In other words, whilst a memory 

protagonist might be working closely with – or even for – a state institution to shape collective 

remembrance, their aims might be better met by emphasising their distance from the state.  

It is clear that an examination of agency requires a focus on people, rather than 

overplaying the importance of structures. Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan have pioneered 

an approach to agency which moves away from focusing on organisations to instead 

examining the importance of individuals. In their work, they ‘examine collective 

remembrance... as the product of individuals and groups who come together, not at the 

behest of the state or any of its subsidiary organizations, but because they have to speak 

out’.60 Their work carefully documents how different ‘living witnesses’ have sought to make 

sense of war, including surviving soldiers, members of families of those killed or wounded, 

surviving civil victims, and people peripherally affected by warfare.61 Other scholars have 

since further documented how survivors and their families have demonstrated agency in 

trying to make sense of their own trauma and grief.62 Whilst the agents discussed in these 

 
57 Sidney G. Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics, 2nd edn (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 208. 
58 Wüstenberg, Civil Society, 26. 
59 Ibid., 21. 
60 Winter and Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, 9. 
61 See the introductory framework and ten case studies in Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan (eds.), War and 
Remembrance in the Twentieth Century. See also Winter, Remembering War.  
62 Examples of survivors use of agency has been examined through the analysis of different vehicles of 
memory. For agency in oral history interviews, see Tim Cole, ‘Crematoria, Barracks, Gateway: Survivors’ 
Return Visits to the Memory Landscapes of Auschwitz’, History and Memory 25:2 (2013), 102–131; Chad 
McDonald, ‘“We Became British Aliens”: Kindertransport Refugees Narrating the Discovery of their 
Parents’ Fates’, Holocaust Studies 24:4 (2018), 395–417; Alexander Freund, ‘Towards an Ethics of Silence? 
Negotiating off-the-record Events and Identity in Oral History’, in Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki 
(eds.), Oral History off the Record: Toward an Ethnography of Practice (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 223–
238. Other vehicles examined to explore survivor agency include memoirs. See, for example, Frances 
Houghton, The Veterans’ Tales: British Military Memoirs of the Second World War (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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studies occasionally created public vehicles of memory,63 this research is principally 

concerned with the connection between agency and the embodied life experience of 

participants. 

The approach adopted by Winter, Sivan, and other scholars demonstrates the 

importance of examining agency from the bottom-up, rather than simply from the top-down. 

This thesis is equally concerned with agents who are working in the ‘borderlands linking 

families, civil society, and the state’.64 It differs from this earlier scholarship, however, 

because it is not primarily concerned with the embodied life experience of victims. At its 

core, this study examines how agents interact with the state and other actors as they negotiate 

the creation of vehicles of memory. By examining how agents interact, this thesis sheds light 

on the processes through which societal remembrance is negotiated. 

Unlike survivor and family networks, each of the individuals considered in this thesis 

always intended that their specific projects would be ‘consumed’ by the public. The case 

studies share a common thread because all of the individuals discussed here wanted to utilise 

their professional skills to represent the Holocaust. These individuals often had connections 

to Holocaust survivors – or had lived through the Second World War themselves – but their 

contributions to Holocaust remembrance were equally refracted through the lens of their 

professional interests. The individuals in this thesis utilised their contacts – whether that be 

co-religionists, work colleagues, or social connections – to further their aims. The activities 

of these professionals were often political in the broadest sense. Indeed, remembrance is an 

inherently political process due to its attempt ‘to affirm or reassemble community, to aver its 

legitimacy and morality, but not necessarily to engage in the partisan politics of the day’.65 

Some of the people in this thesis were further detached from the partisan politics of the day 

than others. Chapter three’s focus on the Auschwitz exhibition in the East End, for example, 

demonstrates connections between Holocaust remembrance and the school curriculum as a 

battleground for politicians. Partisan politics mattered very much here. Other individuals, 

 
University Press, 2019), esp. chapters 7 and 8. For a discussion of agency across generations in families, see, 
for example, Carol A. Kidron, ‘Survivor Memory Work at Sites of Holocaust Remembrance: Institutional 
Enlistment or Family Agency?’, History and Memory 27:2 (2015), 45–73; Ann-Marie Foster, ‘“We Decided the 
Museum would be the Best Place for Them”: Veterans, Families and Mementos of the First World War’, 
History and Memory 31:1 (2019), 87–117. 
63 Poignantly demonstrated, for example, through Käthe Kollwitz’s work. For details of Kollwitz’s story, see 
Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 108–113; Jay Winter, ‘Forms of Kinship and Remembrance in the Aftermath of the 
Great War’, in Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan (eds.), War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 56–59; Winter, Remembering War,144–150.  
64 Winter, ‘Forms of Kinship’, 40. 
65 Goebel, Great War, 5. 



Introduction 

12 

such as the George Carter in chapter two, were much further from rocking the proverbial 

political boat. Although in many ways very different, these efforts to shape remembrance 

share a point of departure; they both emanate from within the realm of civil society. 

The concept of civil society requires further elucidation.66 In this thesis, civil society is 

understood as the network of institutions and organisations that exist in the space between 

the family and the state. Some of these groups are formal entities, whilst others operate on 

an ad hoc, informal basis. The individuals working in these groups acted  voluntarily.67 They 

may be motivated by power, profit, and emotion but, primarily, ‘it is the appeal to solidarity 

and community purpose that is key’ to their efforts.68 The memory protagonists in this thesis 

operate, at least initially, ‘from the angle of small-scale, locally rooted social action’.69 They 

are individuals who came together due to their shared experience and interest, rather than 

due to familial bonds between members. Emphasising the strength of such shared goals, 

Winter suggests these strong connections are indicative of fictive kinship bonds.70 

The strength of these bonds may be bolstered through a shared sense of identity. 

Several scholars have emphasised the link between identity and collective remembrance.71 

Michael Rothberg, however, criticises this emphasis for turning memory into ‘a form of 

communal property that, in circular fashion, reconfirms the identity of the group’.72 

Overemphasising the link between identity and memory can therefore, as Wüttenberg 

argues, prove unhelpful when interrogating ‘how grassroots actors become engaged in 

shaping memory’.73 Rather than only emphasising the similarities between memory 

 
66 Civil society has been accused of being a nebulous term. See, for instance, Heller, ‘Tentative Answer’, 
1034. Other scholars, whilst acknowledging that the meaning of civil society is changeable, see this flexibility 
as a benefit of the term. See, for example, Jose Harris, ‘Introduction: Civil Society in British History: 
Paradigm or Peculiarity’, in Jose Harris (eds.), Civil Society in British History: Ideas, Identities, Institutions (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 1–12. 
67 This definition of civil society is influenced by the works of Winter and Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, 29; 
Winter, ‘Forms of Kinship’, 41; Goebel, Great War, 22; Winter, Remembering War, 140; Wüstenberg, Civil 
Society, 21. 
68 Wüstenberg, Civil Society, 21. [Emphasis in original]. 
69 Winter, ‘Forms of Kinship’, 59. 
70 Ibid., 40–60. 
71 See, for example, John R. Gillis, ‘Introduction: Memory and Identity: The History of a Relationship’, in 
John R. Gillis (eds.), Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1994), 3; Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory, 6; Barbara A. Misztal, ‘Memory and Democracy’, American Behavioral 
Scientist 48:10 (2005), 1329; Ron Eyerman, ‘Social Movements and Memory’, in Anna Lisa Tota and Trever 
Hagen (eds.), Routledge International Handbook of Memory Studies (London: Routledge, 2016), 79–83; Wood, Vectors 
of Memory, 2–3. 
72 Michael Rothberg, ‘Multidirectional Memory in Migratory Settings: The Case of Post-Holocaust 
Germany’, in Chiara de Cesari and Anne Rigney (eds.), Transnational Memory: Circulation, Articulation, Scales 
(Berlin: de Gruyter Press, 2014), 126. [Emphasis in original]. 
73 Wüttenberg, Civil Society, 17. 
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protagonists, it is equally important to highlight how differences and disagreements shape 

the remembrance process. Contestation is natural, given that ‘remembrance is a process with 

multiple voices. They are rarely harmonious and never identical’.74 As Carol Gluck suggests, 

sharing a ‘common concern’ – which in this thesis means wishing to publicly remember the 

Holocaust – does not mean memory protagonists have a ‘common cause’ with how to 

achieve their aims.75 These disagreements are not simply binary clashes over memory, but, 

as Molden notes, they are influenced by ‘gender, class, language, political and religious 

identities, and common experience’.76 The importance of these different factors varies over 

time. Indeed, one factor missing from Molden’s list is the importance that the passage of time 

has on the shaping of collective remembrance. The importance of chronology as a key 

methodological concern of this thesis is considered later in this chapter. 

Scales of analysis: From the global to the nation’s capital  

Having examined the interconnection between remembrance and agency, this chapter turns 

to explore how these concepts have been understood by scholars working at different scales 

of analysis. In particular, it examines how the concept of agency has been understood by 

scholars working at global, transnational, pan-European, and national scales of 

remembrance. This section concludes by arguing that studying city-level remembrance 

nuances the findings drawn from studies that focus on the national scale. 

By 1944, the Holocaust had come to engulf an entire continent and forced its victims 

into a shifting array of different transnational, genocidal landscapes.77 Due to the processes 

of concentration and dispersal, victims and their families were scattered across the world in 

its wake.78 It could therefore be expected that the aftermath of this ‘mega-event’ would have 

relevance at a global scale.79 Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider have foregrounded the nation-

transcending nature of the Holocaust within their research. They suggest this approach is 

more appropriate than studying the representation or memory of the Holocaust through 

national case studies because the global scale highlights the commonalities between how 

 
74 Winter, Remembering War, 152. 
75 Gluck, ‘Operations of Memory’, 70–71. 
76 Molden, ‘Resistant Pasts’, 137. 
77 The transnational nature of the most infamous Holocaust landscape, the camp, was acutely captured by 
Primo Levi in his rendering of such places as a ‘perpetual Babel’, due to the multitude of languages spoken in 
them. See Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), 38. 
78 Tim Cole, Holocaust Landscapes (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), esp. 215–224. 
79 Aleida Assmann, ‘The Holocaust – A Global Memory? Extensions and Limits of a New Memory 
Community’, in Aleida Assmann and Sebastian Conrad (eds.), Memory in a Global Age: Discourses, Practices and 
Trajectories (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 97. 
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different nations have remembered the Holocaust.80 Various areas of international co-

operation – including within education, restitution, civic remembrance, and human rights 

legislation – would appear to support their argument that Holocaust memory transcends 

national boundaries.81 

But Levy and Sznaider’s argument goes further than suggesting the Holocaust has been 

remembered on a global scale. Instead, they argue that the Holocaust has morphed into a 

framework – completely dislocated from its historical origins – that provides a shared 

language to articulate a plethora of human rights abuses. Such abuses range from debates 

about slavery and colonialism, but can be equally applied to any form of injustice.82 Levy 

and Sznaider’s approach suggests that de-territorialising the Holocaust allows for a greater 

focus on moral interdependencies within the world, which they suggest demonstrates a 

common patterning to the memorialisation of abuse. 

Yet the conception of the Holocaust as a de-nationalised, symbolic event has been 

challenged for lacking appropriate nuance.83 Several scholars argue that the framework 

espoused by Levy and Sznaider is a Western narrative that is not applicable to large swathes 

of the global population. Non-Western nations have events from their own traumatic pasts. 

Japan and China, for example, have their own memories of defeat, whilst India and Pakistan 

commemorate the partition of their countries, and the descendants of African tribes 

 
80 Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, ‘Memory Unbound: The Holocaust and the Formation of Cosmopolitan 
Memory’, European Journal of Social Theory 5 (2002), 88; Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, The Holocaust and 
Memory in the Global Age (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2006), 4–10. 
81 For a discussion of international co-operation in education, see Larissa Allwork, ‘Intercultural Legacies of 
the International Task Force: Lithuania and the British at the Turn of the Millennium’, Holocaust Studies 19:2 
(2013), 109.  
82 Levy and Sznaider, Holocaust and Memory, 3–6; Levy and Sznaider, ‘Memory Unbound’, 96; Daniel Levy 
and Natan Sznaider, ‘The Institutionalization of Cosmopolitan Morality: The Holocaust and Human 
Rights’, Journal of Human Rights 3:2 (2004), 155–156. 
83 For criticisms of the global scale of memory acting as a screen memory, see, for example, Andreas Huyssen, 
Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 14. An 
incisive rebuke of Levy and Sznaider’s linkage between the UN Declaration of Human Rights and the 
Holocaust is provided by A. Dirk Moses, ‘The Holocaust and World History: Raphael Lemkin and 
Comparative Methodology’, in Dan Stone (ed.), The Holocaust and Historical Methodology (Oxford: Berghahn, 
2012), esp. 277–285. Moses suggests that genocide, as coined by Raphael Lemkin, did not use a specific 
prototype for judging future genocides. Furthermore, he states that Lemkin did not articulate genocide in 
terms of abstract human rights but instead provided examples based on national, religious, and racial groups. 
A further rebuke of Levy and Sznaider’s work is found in Assmann, ‘The Holocaust – A Global Memory?’, 
114. Assmann suggests that de-contextualisation and de-territorialisation of the Holocaust does not 
axiomatically supports the enforcement of global human rights. Rather, she suggests such vagueness is often 
‘used to legitimate one’s own actions and to support one’s own claims for moral authority’. 
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commemorate the Middle Passage into slavery.84 Rather than being grouped under a broad 

umbrella of Holocaust memory, such memories are tied to specific concerns within particular 

places. To subsume these historical examples under Holocaust memory leads to tangential 

connections between the events, which negates the importance of how (and why) people have 

remembered (or forgotten) specific historical traumas. 

Zooming in from the global scale, the European continent – as the site of the Holocaust 

– has been emphasised in studies examining remembrance at a transnational scale.85 

Europe’s history means that memory-work does not need to abstracted in the way that is 

required to suggest relevance at the global scale.86 This approach, however, has been 

criticised for having a political hue that has overemphasised a shared cultural heritage 

between European countries in order to legitimise the transnational political institutions of 

Europe.87 Whilst these organisations may appear to present a united Europe, Judt argues 

that the continent’s memory of the Holocaust has ‘remained deeply asymmetrical’. This 

divide can be evidenced when comparing approaches adopted in western and eastern 

European nations generally.88 The differences, however, are particularly striking at the scale 

of national memory, which does not support a unified common memory in Europe, but 

emphasises ‘rooted cosmopolitanism’, whereby memories are situated, inflected, and 

expressed through a local lens.89 

 
84 See, for example, Assmann, ‘The Holocaust – A Global Memory’, 108–113; Moses, ‘Holocaust and World 
History’, 281; Jeffrey C. Alexander, ‘Toward a Theory of Cultural Trauma’, in Jeffrey C. Alexander, Ron 
Eyeran, Bernhard Giesen, Neil J. Smelser, and Piotr Sztompka (eds.), Cultural Trauma and Collective Identity 
(Berkley, 2004), 261. 
85 Assmann, ‘The Holocaust – A Global Memory?’, 112.  
86 Dan Diner suggests that contentions over property rights have influenced how Holocaust remembrance has 
spread across the European continent. See Dan Diner, ‘Restitution and Memory: The Holocaust in 
European Political Cultures’, New German Critique 90 (2003), 39–42. 
87 This development is evident when looking at the transnational institutions of Europe, primarily that of the 
European Union (EU), which has sought a shared memory to articulate its organisational values and to rebuff 
continuous criticism of an otherwise limited shared cultural heritage. As such, for new countries seeking to 
join the EU, memorising the Holocaust has become an ‘entry ticket’ into the organisation. See, for example, 
Assmann, ‘The Holocaust – A Global Memory?’, 102; Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945 
(London: Pimlico, 2005), 803–4; Levy and Sznaider, ‘Memory Unbound’, 97–102; Diner, ‘Restitution and 
Memory’, 36; Dan Stone, ‘From Stockholm to Stockton: The Holocaust and/as Heritage in Britain’, in 
Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen (eds.), Britain and the Holocaust: Remembering and Representing War and Genocide 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 219; Donald Bloxham, ‘Britain’s Holocaust Memorial Days: 
Reshaping the Past in the Service of the Present’, in Sue Vice (ed.), Representing the Holocaust: In Honour of Bryan 
Burns (London, 2003), 52–53. 
88 Judt, Postwar, 826. 
89 For discussion of ‘rooted cosmopolitanism’, see Ulrich Beck and Edgar Grande, Cosmopolitan Europe, trans. 
by Ciaran Cronin (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), esp. 16. Such differences have been highlighted, for 
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Britain’s relationship with Europe provides a salient example of the discord between a 

shared European memory and national concerns. In Britain, the Holocaust feeds into a wider 

narrative of the Second World War heralded as a victory for the ‘plucky courage’ of the 

population ‘fighting alone against a diseased continent’.90 Britain’s national narrative does 

not support the idea of presenting a united Europe but rather underscores the difference 

between ‘them’ and ‘us’.91 It is notable that references to the European memory of the 

Holocaust typically ignore Britain when discussing, for example, national monuments92 or 

the creation of a collective Holocaust Memorial Day.93 These omissions are striking, given 

Britain’s recent role as a leading advocate promoting the importance of Holocaust memory 

across Europe through, for instance, its active involvement with the Stockholm International 

 
instance, in the way British and Italy television programmes have been used to remember the Holocaust. See 
Emiliano Perra, ‘Between National and Cosmopolitan: Twenty-First-Century Holocaust Television in 
Britain, France, and Italy’, in Axel Bangert (ed.), Holocaust Intersections: Genocide and Visual Culture at the New 
Millennium (London: Routledge, 2017), 24–45. Holocaust remembrance in Poland provides a particularly 
striking example. Poland has not accepted the Holocaust as a foundational event for a shared European 
common memory but has instead drawn the genocide into a wider national narrative focusing on Polish 
victimhood.  For a discussion on Holocaust memory and Poland, see, for example, Michael C. Steinlauf, 
Bondage to the Dead: Poland and the Memory of the Holocaust (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1997); István 
Deák, Jan T. Gross, and Tony Judt, The Politics of Retribution in Europe: World War II and its Aftermath (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000); Marek Haltof, Polish Film and the Holocaust: Politics of Memory (Oxford: 
Berghahn, 2012); Joanna Beata Michlic, ‘“The Many Faces of Memories”: How do Jews and the Holocaust 
Matter in Postcommunist Poland?’, in Theodore Zev Weiss and Hilary Earl (eds.), Lessons and Legacies XI: 
Expanding Perspectives of the Holocaust in a Changing World (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2014), 
144–179. A more recent development has been Putin’s instrumentalization of Holocaust remembrance. The 
literature surrounding this approach is in its infancy but see, for example, Klas-Göran Karlsson, ‘The 
Reception of the Holocaust in Russia: Silence, Conspiracy, and Glimpses of Light’, in John-Paul Himka and 
Joanna Beata Michlic (eds.), Bringing the Dark Past to Light: The Reception of the Holocaust in Postcommunist Europe 
(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2013), 487–515; Nikolay Koposov, Memory Laws, Memory Wars: 
The Politics of the Past in Europe and Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 
90 Steven Cooke, ‘The Hidden Landscapes of the Holocaust in Late Twentieth Century Britain’ (PhD diss., 
Cheltenham and Gloucester College of Higher Education/University of Bristol, 1998), 266. 
91 For a broad discussion on how the Second World War has shaped Britain’s engagement with Europe, see 
David Reynolds, ‘Britain, the Two World Wars, and the Problem of Narrative’, Historical Journal 60:1 (2017), 
esp. 230–231. For discussion particularly centred on how the British narrative of the Second World War – 
the ‘People’s War’ – has often created a barrier to Holocaust remembrance, see, for example, Tony Kushner, 
‘Loose Connections? Britain and the “Final Solution”’, in Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen (eds.), Britain and 
the Holocaust: Remembering and Representing War and Genocide (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 51–67; 
Kara Critchell, ‘Remembering and Forgetting: The Holocaust in 21st Century Britain’, Quest 10 (2016), 23–
59. Not all scholars are perturbed by the separation between Britain’s narrative of the Second World War 
and the Holocaust. In contrast, some have criticised that the ‘British element’ of the Second World War is 
now playing ‘second fiddle’ to a ‘prurient interest’ in the Holocaust. See, for instance, Mark Connelly, We Can 
Take It! Britain and the Memory of the Second World War (Harlow: Pearson Education, 2004), 301. 
92 Tony Kushner, The Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination: A Social and Cultural History (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), 
256, 256. 
93 See, for example, Assmann, ‘The Holocaust – A Global Memory?’, 98, 104. 
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Forum on the Holocaust.94 But the reasons behind Britain becoming a leading player in 

emphasising the importance of Holocaust remembrance are not adequately explained by 

focusing on the European scale of memory. It is striking that the Holocaust has been linked 

to the British war narrative by emphasising what was done to by this country to help 

European Jewry, most notably demonstrated in ‘the effort made to eulogise the 

Kindertransport’.95 The country’s continued emphasis on its own wartime past, its physical 

– and mental – dislocation, and frequent disaccord with European affairs, as recently 

underscored by the Brexit referendum in 2016,96 suggests that other scales of analysis are 

required to understand how (and why) the country has engaged in Holocaust remembrance. 

Rather than looking to the European continent, focus has been placed on a shared 

transatlantic understanding of the Holocaust. Britain and the United States (from 1941) were 

the two leading western Allied nations during the Second World War. Yet, whilst both 

countries are seen to have occupied pivotal roles within the diplomatic and military 

narratives of the war, they have both been cast as having peripheral relevance to the 

Holocaust. Tony Kushner has shown that this tangential narrative was encouraged during 

and immediately after the war by government officials because it meant that the respective 

governments could claim no moral responsibility towards the plight of the Jews during and 

after the war.97 By the end of the twentieth century, however, Kushner has detected a desire 

on behalf of both countries to make overt connections to the Holocaust, particularly 

emphasising the countries in a positive light as rescuers and liberators.98 The shape of 

Holocaust remembrance in the United States has received far greater attention than the 

 
94 The involvement of Britain in the Stockholm International Forum raised eyebrows amongst some 
international observers. It has been suggested that Britain’s inclusion was due to the political similarities 
between Tony Blair and Bill Clinton, see Larissa Allwork, Holocaust Remembrance between the National and the 
Transnational: The Stockholm International Forum and the First Decade of the International Task Force (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2015), 46–47. 
95 Kushner, ‘Loose Connections?’, 53. There is a vast, and uneven, literature on the Kindertransport. More 
nuanced perspectives have recently developed, see, for example, Jennifer Craig-Norton, The Kindertransport: 
Contesting Memory (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2019); Tony Kushner, Remembering Refugees: Then 
and Now (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), 141–180; Tony Kushner, Battle of Britishness: 
Migrant Journeys, 1685 to the Present (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012), 119–138.  
96 Reynolds, ‘Britain’, 198. 
97 Tony Kushner, ‘Britain, the United States and the Holocaust: In Search of a Historiography’, in Dan 
Stone (ed.), The Historiography of the Holocaust (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 254; Tony Kushner, 
‘Britain, America and the Holocaust: Past, Present and Future Historiographies’, Holocaust Studies 18:2–3 
(2012), 35–36. 
98 Kushner, ‘Britain, America and the Holocaust’, 38–39. 
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equivalent processes in Britain.99 In part, Britain has been influenced by this 

‘Americanisation’ of the genocide. Andy Pearce, however, argues that the ‘Americanisation’ 

of the Holocaust has been overplayed and does not adequately capture how the processes of 

remembrance developed in Britain in the postwar period.100 Aimée Bunting agrees, 

suggesting that autogenous factors are central to exploring Britain’s engagement with the 

‘construction, representation and memory of a version of the Holocaust that has and 

continues to be filtered through the prism of the country’s national identity’.101  

This thesis steps below the national focus to examine how Holocaust remembrance 

developed at the scale of the city. By doing so, it argues that examining events that happened 

in a specific city helps to nuance the currents of Holocaust remembrance in Britain. Each of 

the case studies examined in this thesis happened in London. This focus is not to engage in 

‘capital chauvinism’,102 or to discount the efforts of memory protagonists outside of the 

capital. As with London, memory protagonists have operated in different areas of the country 

with varying levels of success.103 However, this study argues that London presents a very 

specific kind of city – the capital city – which means that it represents a special case for 

examining the development of Holocaust remembrance. London is the biggest city in the 

country, and it is home to a concentrated proportion of establishment figures from political, 
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financial, and cultural spheres.104 Focusing on London therefore provides an opportunity to 

examine how these different power structures responded – or not – to the actions and 

demands of memory protagonists. Focusing on London does not mean that other scales of 

memory are neglected in this thesis. As entities, cities have their own history, yet they also 

intersect with the national, regional, and global scales of memory.105 London is an apt case 

study for this exploration because its local neighbourhoods and boroughs come together as 

a national capital with an international reach. It is striking that previous works claiming to 

focus on Britain as a nation are predominately focused on examples that emanate from and 

take place in the capital.106 

Capital cities share striking similarities with other cities. All cities are made up of ‘a 

complex of urban villages and neighbourhoods’, which are never entirely ‘subsumed fully by 

the city as a whole’.107 Focusing on how individuals interact within these neighbourhoods 

across a single city allows greater attention to be given to ‘the character of community life’.108 

This emphasis makes it possible to chart the ‘intimate identities and loyalties’ that bound 

people together,109 which is essential to examine how memory protagonists came together to 

develop acts of remembrance. The formation of these groups is provided with a unique 

element in London, as 72 per cent of British Jewry resides within Greater London and its 

adjoining counties.110 The capital was also home to the largest survivor community in 

Britain, principally located in the northwest borough of Hampstead.111 This concentration 

has been seen to give London a unique concentration of Holocaust remembrance initiatives. 

By focusing on one city, it is possible to examine the role of the same individuals across the 

postwar period through the different chapters of this thesis. Individuals – such as the survivor 

Ben Helfgott – engaged with different memory protagonists across the postwar period, as 

demonstrated in chapters three, four, and five. By narrowing the focus to cities, and within 

cities to specific communities, it is possible to trace more precisely how memory protagonists 
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operate and the routes and barriers to their success. In the next section, attention turns to 

examine how scholars have charted the development of Holocaust remembrance in the 

postwar period in Britain, and particularly the attention given to agents of remembrance. 

Britain and the Holocaust 

In the early 1990s, Tony Kushner published his pioneering study examining the interwar, 

wartime, and postwar responses in Britain – and the United States – to the persecution and 

mass murder of European Jewry.112 Kushner’s work has ‘inspired generations of researchers 

and created a template for subsequent projects’.113 His work provides an essential starting 

point for considering the development of Holocaust remembrance in Britain in the postwar 

period. At its core, Kushner’s study argues that there has been a ‘neglect’ of the Holocaust 

in Britain, which was not caused by ‘violent, exclusionary’ antisemitism, but ‘due to the 

supremacy of a liberal ideology in this country with regard to Jewish matters’.114 The liberal 

ideology meant that the persecution of minority groups – and the concept of minority 

particularity – were ‘seen as incompatible with individualism’.115 The prevalence of this 

ideology existed at the time of the Holocaust and persisted once the war was over, ensuring 

that Holocaust remembrance was epitomized by a ‘slow process of learning.116 This process 

was further hampered by the racial discourse in British culture that identified Jews as a 

‘malevolent power’, rather than ‘an oppressed minority’, which further hindered acceptance 

of the significance of the Holocaust.117 

At the end of the war, this discourse meant that blaming Jews for their own misfortune 

continued to permeate British society, even though there was ‘some knowledge… that up to 

six million Jews had died and that the Nazis had employed gas chambers to carry out the 

Final Solution’.118 Revelations from the camps and Nuremberg Trials ‘made little impact in 

terms of British understanding of the Jewish aspects of Nazi atrocities’.119 Given this neglect, 

Kushner suggests that it was only within organisations dominated by survivors and refugees 

– such as the Association of Jewish Refugees and the Wiener Library – that the Jewish 
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particularity was directly confronted.120 Whilst the capture and trial of Adolf Eichmann in 

the early 1960s has been seen as marking a caesura between the postwar ‘silence’ and 

subsequent ‘noise’ in the United States,121 Kushner does not detect a similar phenomenon 

happening in Britain. Instead, he argues that the 1960s was marked by continuity; survivors 

and refugees continued to be neglected within and outside of the British Jewish 

community.122 

The shape of Holocaust remembrance in the United States and Britain further 

diverged during the 1970s and 1980s, as evidenced in the difference between the countries’ 

reception to mass media events. Whilst it has been claimed that NBC’s Holocaust mini-series 

provided a watershed moment when it was broadcast in the United States in 1978,123 the 

programme had an ephemeral influence in Britain. Kushner states that Holocaust – alongside 

the 1975 broadcast of the Genocide episode within the World at War series – were isolated 

events that did not provide significant turning points in Britain.124 Subsequent studies have 

reconfirmed Kushner’s analysis that Britain’s response to Eichmann’s trial and mass media 

productions were muted in comparison to the United States.125 In the 1980s, Kushner 

argues, the nature of Holocaust remembrance began to change in a pronounced way. He 

notes that 1983 marked the unveiling of a national Holocaust memorial in Hyde Park. The 

creation of this memorial is examined in detail in chapter two of this thesis. For now, it is 

important to note that Kushner suggests the memorial was indicative of a turn towards 

increasing recognition and support for multiculturalism within society-at-large, which he 

argues was vital in making the Holocaust a ‘subject of serious discussion in post-war 

Britain’.126 By the end of the twentieth century, issues of Holocaust remembrance became 

‘major topics of state concern’, due, in part, to controversies over the presence of war 

criminals in Britain, the prosecution of Holocaust deniers, and the growth of Holocaust 

education.127 Kushner stresses, however, that, in becoming an issue of state, Holocaust 

remembrance continued to be shepherded primarily, although not exclusively, by a Jewish 
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minority. In British society, as a whole, Holocaust remembrance continued to be ‘ignored 

and marginalized’.128 

The core tenets of Kushner’s argument have held sway over the last quarter of a 

century. His study of the liberal imagination feeds into a broader debate about the how the 

Holocaust has been understood in different societies. The British liberal ideology is a type of 

universalisation, which removes the Holocaust ‘from an exclusively Jewish context’ and 

translates ‘the experience for a wider audience’.129 The focus on universalisation is distinct 

from discussion of the ‘uniqueness’ of the Holocaust in relation to other genocides, a debate 

that has been marred by a political and polemical undercurrent.130 Universalising the 

Holocaust was an attempt to forge a meaningful narrative that made sense of the scale of 

loss.131 In Britain, the Holocaust was universalised so as to make it a story of the triumph of 

good over evil, or democracy over totalitarianism. Yet, at the same time, the Holocaust was 

particularised to bolster the national myth of the People’s War.132 

There has only been a limited attempt to challenge Kushner’s argument about how 

British society’s response to the mass murder of European Jewry was shaped by a prevalent 

liberal ideology. Russell Wallis suggests that Kushner’s argument provides a ‘rather one-

sided critique’.133 Wallis claims that, instead of hindering understanding of the Holocaust, 

liberal society could support a broad range of views.134 His argument is drawn from his work 

on a unique section of British society: the 200,000 prisoners of war who came into contact 

with aspects of the Holocaust during their captivity. In The Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination, 

Kushner emphasises that the reactions to the mass murder of Jews varied across British 

society. He outlines, for instance, the unique experience of camp liberators. Kushner 

demonstrates that whilst these individuals could show sensitivity based on their experiences, 

they became frustrated by the ambivalent response they encountered when sharing their 

experience in wider British society.135 In using the accounts of POWs to challenge the apathy 
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of British liberal ideology, Wallis overplays his hand. His claims underscore the danger of 

foregrounding the experiences of a particular sub-section of society to draw sweeping 

conclusions about the shape of Holocaust remembrance. 

This caveat aside, valuable contributions have been made by scholars examining how 

specific sections of British society have sought to shape Holocaust remembrance. Taking 

Kushner’s lead, scholars have focused on how Holocaust remembrance has been shaped by 

Anglo-Jewry. Writing in 1996, David Cesarani suggested that, due to widespread 

indifference across British society, Anglo-Jewry became ‘deeply preoccupied by the 

Holocaust’.136 The reluctance of non-Jews ‘to accept the particularistic Jewish experience’ 

acted as a catalyst that spurred on the community’s engagement.137 Steve Cooke equally 

foregrounds the marginality of the Holocaust in Britain as a key factor in framing Anglo-

Jewry’s approach to acts of public remembrance in the twentieth century.138 Like Cesarani, 

Cooke emphasises that members of Anglo-Jewry were key agents involved in shaping 

Holocaust remembrance. Cooke’s research primarily focuses on charting the role of the 

Board of Deputies of British Jews (BoD), as the traditional communal body of Anglo-

Jewry.139 Through tracing the BoD’s response to and involvement with different memorial 

campaigns, Cooke challenges Cesarani’s argument about how indifference across British 

society encouraged Anglo-Jewry’s engagement with the Holocaust. Cooke suggests that 

society’s ambivalence did not encourage Anglo-Jewry to remember; instead it stoked fears of 

a hostile reaction from the public-at-large.140 Given these concerns, Anglo-Jewish elites 

shunned public acts of Holocaust remembrance and favoured community-based initiatives 

held in private.141 

Berman emphasises that there were disagreements about the format and focus of these 

community-based projects. These disputes demonstrate that Anglo-Jewry is not a monolithic 

entity, but ‘rather a variety of communities fragmented along many lines, including religious, 

regional, socio-economic and ideological’.142 Similarly to Cooke, Berman pays ‘particular 

attention to the roles of Jewish leadership elites’ in shaping Holocaust remembrance.143 Her 
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work, however, challenges the emphasis Cooke placed on the importance of these elites in 

shaping how the Holocaust entered Jewish and mainstream culture. She suggests that they 

‘played at most a supportive, but certainly not a principal role’, and that it was ‘non-Jewish 

bodies’ who acted as the primary agents of remembrance.144 Whilst critiquing Cooke’s 

emphasis on the role of Jewish elites, Berman agrees that their involvement was shaped by 

concerns about how society-at-large would respond to remembrance initiatives. Given these 

concerns, Berman argues that Jewish elites felt the Holocaust ‘had to be accepted as 

significant by general British culture before it could be fully embraced by Anglo-Jewry’.145 

Yet, whilst downplaying the importance of elites, Berman states that, to succeed in their 

efforts, non-Jewish individuals and groups required Jewish community support, communal 

resources, and – occasionally – help from behind-the-scenes lobbying.146 

Although Berman emphasises the role of non-Jewish groups and individuals in shaping 

Holocaust remembrance, she does not explain what motivated them to act in the first place. 

She acknowledges that it is ‘easier to identify the initiators and movers and shakers of 

Holocaust memorialization than their motivations’.147 Rather than examining the motives 

of particular memory protagonists, Berman suggests that the ‘interest of wider British society 

in the events of the Holocaust came from the intrinsic power of the events themselves and 

their relevance to contemporary British social, political and cultural contexts’.148 Berman’s 

approach is mirrored in Andy Pearce’s research.149 Pearce adopts a methodology ‘in a spirit 

akin to Peter Novick’s work’.150 Novick’s approach to Holocaust remembrance in the United 

States ignores the importance of individual decision making, instead suggesting a passive 

acceptance by Americans to an overarching monolithic memory narrative.151 Given that 

Pearce’s work draws on Novick’s approach, it is unsurprising that he foregrounds the 

influences of wider social structures to explain the development of Holocaust remembrance. 

Pearce adopts ‘Holocaust consciousness’ as a framework through which 
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the Holocaust would not be pushed away, but recognised as being residual 
in the present: not merely in the memorials and museums we erect, the 
treaties or laws our elected representatives sign up to or implement in our 
name, but in the very voids that scar European landscapes and sense of 
present absence which permeates Western civilization.152  

This framework conceptualises remembrance as a ‘top-down’ process, with limited 

consideration given to the role of specific memory protagonists. Individuals are subsumed as 

part of a homogenised ‘we’, with remembrance activities organised in ‘our name’.  

Scholars have particularly focused their research on the 1970s and beyond in order to  

trace how Holocaust consciousness is ‘residual in the present’.153 In doing so, they have linked 

Holocaust remembrance to the growth of a burgeoning heritage industry, which has 

flourished since the late 1970s.154 Dan Stone suggests that the entwining of Holocaust 

remembrance and the heritage industry has resulted in an ‘infantilisation’ of how the 

genocide is represented in Britain. According to Stone, the juvenile nature of Holocaust 

remembrance is evidenced by its prescriptive nature and tilt towards education.155 The 

influence of educational initiatives on the shape of Holocaust remembrance has been 

subjected to repeated scrutiny over the last thirty years.156 This focus has led scholars to argue 
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that Holocaust ‘commemoration and education have become conflated’, with education 

becoming ‘the principal conduit for the preservation and perpetuation of Holocaust 

memory’.157 Pearce suggests that ‘this coming together of commemoration and education 

did not take place at a specific moment, due to a particular event, or because of the actions 

of any agents’.158 Instead, he argues that this enmeshment was a response to the wider 

zeitgeist of the 1990s: the Yugoslav wars, the box-office success of Schindler’s List, the 

Rwandan genocide, a ‘commemorative spirit’ marking the fiftieth anniversary of the Second 

World War and the liberation of the camps, and major developments in international 

Holocaust politics.159 

The influence educational initiatives have had on shaping commemoration is 

summarised by Sharples and Jensen, who prefaced a recent anthology on British Holocaust 

memory by suggesting that 

the inclusion of the Holocaust in the first History National Curriculum in 
1991, the establishment of a permanent Holocaust exhibition at the 
Imperial War Museum, London, in 2000 and the introduction of annual 
HMDs [Holocaust Memorial Day] have all been taken as indicators of a 
marked change in British responses.160 

These three projects – and especially the inauguration of HMD – have been used to signal 

‘the moment when Holocaust consciousness was fully institutionalised in British culture and 

society’.161 The British government has been identified as a key agent responsible for this 

institutionalisation, which took place, as Pearce notes, during ‘a relatively short period of 

time’.162  The government provided – to various extents – public funding to develop all of 

these projects and, as such, the initiatives were ‘duly subject to a degree of governmental 

influence’.163 These projects have been followed by continuing governmental interest in 

Holocaust memory-work, which has meant that the Holocaust has ‘assumed an integral 
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position’ in governmental policy.164 Scholars have demonstrated scepticism towards this 

development. Pearce argues that institutionalisation has led to governmental 

instrumentalization, meaning that Holocaust memory-work is tainted by political ‘agendas, 

duplicity’, and ‘ulterior motives’.165 Kushner has shown how, in the early 2010s, the 

government utilised Holocaust memory-work to portray Britain as ‘a uniquely tolerant 

nation’ that responded ‘with unique decency and fairness to a uniquely horrible (and foreign 

perpetrated) crime’.166 This approach to Holocaust remembrance, as Kushner argues, is little 

more than ahistorical ‘memory comfort’.167 Governmental involvement with and influence 

on Holocaust remembrance is an ongoing process, which has led to a burgeoning literature 

outlining policy changes and speculation over what these developments might signal for the 

future landscape of Holocaust remembrance. At present, this literature suggests ever greater 

instrumentalization of the Holocaust by the government.168 

Yet, by focusing on the British government and political establishment, there is a risk 

that scholars’ understanding of Holocaust remembrance has been shaped by the types of 

places they have looked to answer their questions. Recently, and in contrast to his earlier 

work, Pearce cautioned that focusing on ‘structures, processes and frameworks’ has led to 

Holocaust remembrance becoming ‘deagentified’.169 To ameliorate this situation, he argues 

that there is a need to turn away from the government as a homogeneous entity to instead 

‘closely examine the beliefs and practices of certain key individuals from the last two 

decades’.170 This suggestion marks a turn towards developing a ‘reagentified’ study of 

Holocaust remembrance. Issues remain, however, with the way this approach conceptualises 

the process of remembrance because it continues to foreground the role of establishment 

elites. There is a need to examine the ways in which Holocaust remembrance has been 

 
164 Pearce, ‘In The Thick of It’, 110. 
165 Ibid. See also, Pearce, ‘Emerging’, 119. 
166 Tony Kushner, ‘The Holocaust in the British Imagination: The Official Mind and Beyond, 1945 to the 
Present’, Holocaust Studies 23:3 (2017), 379. 
167 Ibid. 
168 See, for example, Pearce, ‘Emerging’; David Tollerton, ‘Britain’s New Holocaust Memorial as Sacred 
Site’, Material Religion 13:2 (2017), 266–268; Critchell, ‘Remembering and Forgetting’; Tom Lawson, 
‘Britain’s Promise to Forget: Some Historiographical Reflections on What Do Students Know and Understand about 
the Holocaust?’, Holocaust Studies 23:3 (2017), 345–363; Kushner, ‘Holocaust in the British Imagination’, 364–
384; Kara Critchell, ‘“Proud to be British; and Proud to be Jewish”: The Holocaust and British Values in the 
Twenty-First Century’, Holocaust Studies 26:1 (2020), 85–107. For a broader discussion of the 
instrumentalization of Holocaust remembrance during the postwar period, see Tony Kushner, ‘Offending the 
Memory? The Holocaust and Pressure Group Politics’, in Tony Kushner and Nadia Valman (eds.), 
Philosemitism, Antisemitism and ‘the Jews’: Perspectives from the Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2004), 246–262. 
169 Pearce, ‘In The Thick of It’, 100–101. 
170 Ibid., 101. 



Introduction 

28 

shaped outside of this ‘top-down’ bubble; Holocaust remembrance is not simply an analogy 

for Holocaust politics. 

In 2010, David Cesarani rebuked the top-down conceptualisation of Holocaust 

remembrance in Britain. He provocatively argued that a ‘cottage industry’ has developed in 

Holocaust Studies that has over-emphasised 1979 as a turning point in the way the Holocaust 

has been remembered. He suggested that this focus misinterpreted the ‘patchiness of 

awareness’ in the early postwar period as a ‘complete absence of a response’.171 Cesarani 

termed this dominant narrative the ‘myth of silence’, which has meant that much of the 

research examining Holocaust remembrance has ignored the early postwar decades.172 

Although, at first glance, the ‘silence’ argument appears to primarily concern chronology – 

questioning the bifurcation of the pre- and post-1979 periods – it raises wider questions 

regarding the methodology employed when studying Holocaust remembrance more 

generally. Laurence Baron, reflecting on how perception and distance shape how history is 

understood, offers the analogy of ‘the elephant described by three blind men’ to illustrate 

how proximity shapes understanding. He argues that the ‘closer one is to them and the more 

restricted one’s outlooked is, the more difficult it is to comprehend what the parts of the 

elephant constitute’.173 Whilst Baron’s remarks are focused on chronological distance, his 

analogy is also pertinent when considering the types of sources used to construct history. 

The methodological implications of the debate are evident within Cesarani’s own 

works. Nearly twenty years before conceptualising the ‘myth of silence’, he described, in his 

book Justice Delayed, a ‘silence… [which] descended over the history of the genocidal 

campaign against the Jews of Europe’ in Britain during the early postwar decades.174 The 

 
171 David Cesarani, ‘How Post-War Britain Reflected’, 97.  
172 David Cesarani, ‘Introduction’, in David Cesarani and Eric J. Sundquist (eds.), After the Holocaust: 
Challenging the Myth of Silence (London: Routledge, 2012), 2. It should be noted that there is a political hue to 
the ‘myth of silence’ debate. The debate has centred on arguments in the United States. Peter Novick argued 
that the Holocaust has been subject to increasing commemorative activity in America since the 1960s due to 
American Jewry’s attempt to use it as a ‘weapon’ to shore up support for Israel from America society-at-large. 
See Novick, Holocaust and Collective Memory, esp. 144–145. Norman Finkelstein furthered Novick’s argument 
with a particularly polemic account, claiming that attention turned to the Holocaust to downplay Israel’s 
‘horrendous’ human rights record in order to maintain support for the country from the wider American 
public. See Norman G. Finkelstein, The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering, 2nd edn 
(London, 2003), 5–8. See Hasia R. Diner, We Remember with Reverence and Love: American Jews and the Myth of 
Silence after the Holocaust, 1945–1962 (New York: New York University Press, 2009), esp. 8–9 for a tenacious 
rebuff of Novick and Finkelstein’s approaches. 
173 Lawrence Baron, ‘Letters to the Editor’, Holocaust and Genocide Studies 18:2 (2004), 373. 
174 David Cesarani, Justice Delayed: How Britain became a Refuge for Nazi War Criminals (London: Heinemann, 
1992), 177. The shift in David Cesarani’s views regarding the postwar remembrance of the Holocaust in 
Britain have been observed by James Jordan, ‘Assimilated, Integrated, Other: An Introduction to Jews and 
British Television, 1946–55’, Jewish Culture and History 12:1–2 (2010), 259. 
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striking reversal of Cesarani’s position on the ‘myth of silence’ is partly evidence of a change 

in his own thinking – a trait which will be explored further in chapter five – but, for now, the 

transformation in his opinions raises salient methodological questions. It is notable that 

Cesarani’s paradoxical claims about the (lack of) ‘silence’ utilise divergent source bases. 

In his work that supported a postwar ‘silence’, Cesarani explained that the ‘vast bulk 

of documents on which this study is based are held in the PRO’ – now The National Archives 

– in Britain.175 The National Archives are the repository for the government of the United 

Kingdom and, as such, contains documents that present an official, top-down approach to 

remembrance. Such sources are in marked contrast to those utilised by Cesarani in his 

discrediting of the ‘myth of silence’, which focused on relatively obscure publications 

produced within the legal, medical, and psychological professions. Such materials are, of 

course, slanted towards a particular section of society. Cesarani notes that these professions 

were predominately male and dominated by the upper classes, meaning that ‘vast swathes of 

the population would have been ignorant of these intense debates’.176 Yet the contradiction 

between the official sources used in Justice Delayed and Cesarani’s later works points to the 

existence of a present-absence paradox – one set of sources suggests there was silence, whilst 

another proposes the opposite. This conundrum highlights the need to approach memory in 

a more nuanced fashion that appreciates ‘a multiplicity of diverse discourses that only 

occasionally overlapped or combined in the public sphere’.177  

Other scholars have provided examples of how early postwar engagement with the 

Holocaust varied across sections of society.178 Sue Vice, for example, charts how female 

‘journalists and novelists’, who reported from the early war crimes trials, engaged in 

Holocaust remembrance.179 She suggests that studying the period from 1945 to 1975 is 

important because of the influence these early writers had on the development of ‘post-1975 

Holocaust literature’.180 Didi Harman equally explores changes and continuities over the 

 
175 Cesarani, Justice Delayed, 323. 
176 Cesarani, ‘How Post-War Britain Reflected’, 106. 
177 Ibid., 99. 
178 Dan Stone, for example, explores the uneven understanding of the mass murder of European Jewry in a 
BBC radio play broadcast in the 1950s. He suggests that whilst the play adheres to familiar narrative 
frameworks, it also demonstrates that Britain was proud to be involved in international organisations to 
support the rebuilding of Europe. See Dan Stone, ‘“The Greatest Detective Story in History”: The BBC, the 
International Tracing Service, and the Memory of Nazi Crimes in Early Postwar Britain’, History and Memory 
29:2 (2017), 63–89. 
179 Sue Vice, ‘Responding to the Holocaust’, in Clare Hanson and Susan Watkins (eds.), The History of British 
Women’s Writing, 1945–1975 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 160. She focuses on Rebecca West at 
Nuremberg (1945–49), Muriel Spark at the Eichmann Trial (1961), and Sybille Bedford at the Frankfurt 
Auschwitz Trial (1967). 
180 Vice, ‘Responding to the Holocaust’, 173. 
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postwar period by examining ‘the emergence and deployment of the Holocaust in English 

case law’.181 She suggests that there has been a persistently patchy and undeveloped 

understanding of the Holocaust in the English courtroom, even after the term came into 

common parlance.182 These findings demonstrate the complexities of how Holocaust 

remembrance has developed in this country and the need to avoid a whiggish history of 

progress. The understanding of the Holocaust cannot be divided into discrete chronological 

chapters; ‘continuities of interpretation’ permeate across the postwar period.183 

Examining particular sections of society across the postwar period has provided a more 

nuanced picture of how Holocaust remembrance has developed. There is a risk, however, 

that this telescopic approach does not illuminate the interconnections between different 

groups. Claire Hilton has recently adopted a biographical approach to examine how an 

individual’s engagement with Holocaust remembrance was refracted through their 

membership of different groups and experiences across the postwar period. Her study 

examines a controversial article written by Russell Barton in the 1960s, which crassly 

compared Belsen concentration camp to NHS psychiatric hospitals. In a wider survey of the 

camp’s liberation, Barton’s comments appear as ‘one extreme account, written by one of the 

medical students who worked in the camp’.184 His article suggests ‘a marked unfamiliarity 

with the facts of the Holocaust and a lack of imagination concerning the capabilities of the 

Nazi regime’.185 By considering Barton’s wider life story, however, Hilton demonstrates the 

complex interactions between Barton’s experience as a medic at Belsen in 1945 and his later 

work as a psychiatrist in the 1960s.186 Placing ‘one poorly written article on Belsen’ in the 

context of Barton’s wider life history, provides a deeper understanding of how he tried to 

make sense of the Holocaust.187 Memory protagonists’ engagement with Holocaust 

remembrance is not just influenced by wider popular understanding, but also by their own 

life stories and their own reasons for engaging with this dark – and apparently – distant topic. 
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Sources, chronology, and structure  

This thesis examines how memory protagonists have sought to develop public acts of 

Holocaust remembrance. Private acts of remembrance have only been considered when they 

influenced initiatives that were planned for the public domain. As discussed above, this study 

is primarily concerned with the processes of remembrance, rather than the resultant 

products. Audience reactions are only considered where they influence how the memory 

protagonists shaped their own work. In constructing this history, attention has been paid to 

the types of sources used to analyse the processes of remembrance. ‘Historians are what they 

eat’, Aldrich reminds us, ‘and the convenient but unwholesome diet of processed food on 

offer in national archives has resulted in a flabby historical posture’.188 This thesis has 

adopted an omnivorous diet. Accompanying the use of sources from regional and national 

archives, the thesis draws on institutional archives, private papers, and personal recollections. 

Much of this material has only recently become available to scholars, whilst other 

sources have been traditionally underutilised in previous studies charting Holocaust 

remembrance.189 Novick, for instance, argues against the use of autobiographical sources in 

favour of contemporary documents, whilst Pearce eschews the use of oral history 

interviews.190 This unease with personal narratives belies the point that all evidence is socially 

constructed, and many written documents are shaped to present specific viewpoints. The 

subjectivity of sources is of particular interest in this thesis, as it helps to illuminate how 

memory protagonists sought to shape their projects. The creation of specific types of sources 

reveals much about the individuality of the memory protagonists and the contexts they were 

working in.  Some of them, for instance, kept diaries charting their work, others have left 

realms of correspondence with different organisations, and still others reflected on their work 

in autobiographical accounts later in their lives. Indeed, one of the original contributions of 

this thesis is the utilisation of this rich and varied source base to examine the nature of 

Holocaust remembrance. In harnessing this material, this study challenges a hierarchy of 

source types that has emphasised the importance of sources produced by the state. 

As is detailed at the end of this section, this thesis focuses on six case studies to elucidate 

how memory protagonists have shaped Holocaust remembrance. The selection of the case 

studies inevitability raises questions about the representativeness of the sample, a common 

 
188 Richard J. Aldrich, The Hidden Hand: Britain, America and Cold War Secret Intelligence (Woodstock: Overlook 
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Wallenberg in Contemporary Monuments (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). 
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area of dispute in studies that utilise life stories.191 In the quest for ‘representativity’, historians 

have applied terms such as ‘typical’, ‘normal’, ‘usual’, or ‘ordinary’ to the historical actors 

they study.192 The adoption of such terms, however, is unsatisfactory and misleading. In his 

study examining Nine Wartime Lives – reconstructed from Mass Observation wartime diaries 

– James Hinton acknowledges that his work cannot claim to be representative, yet he argues 

neither would a study using a large sample. ‘No one is typical’, Hinton suggests, ‘and the 

more one knows about any particular individual, the less they can be used to illustrate some 

more general experience or theme’.193 Huxford agrees, cautioning that ‘historians should not 

de-individualise their subjects in an attempt to make their sample seem more representative 

or to make wider historical assertions than their evidence allows’.194 Rather than searching 

in vain for the typical, scholars have encouraged the celebration of the exceptional.195 

Celebration should not, however, be misconstrued for adulation; this thesis is not a 

hagiography of those who have sought to remember the Holocaust. Nor should it be implied 

that examining individual case studies is a limited endeavour. Hinton argues that the 

opposite is the case; whilst nothing might be ‘proved’ from individual cases, they contribute 

to wider understanding by emphasising that it is through individual choices made by people 

that the process of historical change is illuminated.196 

 
191 For various approaches historians have attempted to use to achieve ‘representativeness’, see Penny 
Summerfield, Histories of the Self: Personal Narratives and Historical Practice (London: Routledge, 2019), 135–166. 
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Wayne te Brake, Shaping History: Ordinary People in European Politics, 1500–1700 (Berkeley, CA: University of 
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Study’, Sociology 39:5 (2005), 938–39. 
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Having emphasised the benefits of examining individual cases, it is necessary to provide 

some justification about how particular examples were chosen for the current study. There 

were some individuals, such as Stephen and James Smith, whose work took places outside of 

London, which meant they did not fit into the geographical parameters of this study. Other 

individuals, however, were based in London. This study could have, for example, examined 

Gillian Walnes Perry’s involvement in the foundation of the Anne Frank Trust in 1990. It 

could have examined Martin Sherman’s play Bent, first staged in the 1970s, and the 

connections between the gay rights movement and Holocaust remembrance. In selecting 

case studies, three guiding principles were followed. The study’s chapters are arranged 

chronologically, with each case study moving the study forward in time. Given this approach, 

it was necessary to ensure there was not significant overlap between the chapters. Connected 

to this principle, each individual was chosen because they adopted different approaches to 

Holocaust remembrance. Focusing on examples drawn from different environments across 

the postwar period was intended to provide the thesis with a sense of breadth. The final 

principle was more prosaic; the availability of rich and varied source material was key. The 

richness of the source material, as will be discussed in each chapter, meant that the work of 

each memory protagonist could be considered in greater depth. 

This thesis covers the period from 1948 to 2001, that is from the early postwar period 

until the inaugural Holocaust Memorial Day held in 2001. The start date should not be taken 

to imply that this study has adopted a Zionist chronology. Yet, at the same time, the start 

date was chosen partly in response to international events. Alongside the foundation of Israel, 

1948 marked one of the first major international crises of the Cold War: the Berlin Blockade. 

The Cold War has been accused of stifling knowledge of the Holocaust, due to the desire to 

integrate West Germany into the anti-Soviet block.197 As such, this thesis begins in a period 

following the dimming of intense media coverage of the liberation of concentration camps 

in 1945 and the spotlight of the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg. 

Charting how the processes of remembrance developed over more than half a century 

is intended to ensure that the case studies are not only considered in their immediate context, 

but also from the wider perspective of how Holocaust remembrance has developed.198 Whilst 

the chapters have been arranged in chronological order, this approach should not be taken 

to suggest that the memory protagonists are restricted to the events examined in ‘their’ 

specific chapters. As the historian Alessandro Portelli has remarked, it is necessary to ‘work 
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on both the factual and the narrative planes, the referent and the signifier, the past and the 

present, and, most of all, on the space between them all’.199 Whilst Portelli was discussing the 

specific qualities of oral history, his comments have broader implications for the study of 

remembrance. Within the chapters, the movement between these different planes is 

examined in order to elucidate the memory protagonists’ attempts to remember the 

Holocaust and how this work fitted into the wider context of their lives. 

Each chapter in this study examines how Holocaust remembrance was constructed by 

different people, working in different venues, in postwar London. Chapter one examines two 

memory protagonists engaged with Holocaust remembrance in the early postwar period. 

Barnett Stross helped to organise an exhibition of Terezín artworks at the Ben Uri Gallery 

in 1964, and C. C. Aronsfeld was the Acting Director of the Wiener Library in the early 

1960s. The chapter shows that how both individuals understood the mass murder of 

European Jewry was shaped by their long-held professional and personal interests. Aronsfeld 

emphasised the particularity of the Jewish experience, whilst Stross suggested Terezín was 

just one example of the atrocities committed during the Nazi occupation of Czechoslovakia. 

The chapter demonstrates that this understanding was refracted through pan-European 

influences. These external influences were essential because both men experienced apathy 

and scepticism towards their work, which reflected the ambivalence towards Holocaust 

remembrance in Britain during the early postwar period. 

Chapter two examines how the plans for Britain’s first civic Holocaust memorial were 

hampered due to tensions between the groups involved in its development. To do so, it charts 

George Carter’s presence across the archives of the organisations who, at various stages, were 

involved in the creation of the memorial. Unlike other individuals discussed in this thesis, 

Carter was a total outsider who lacked social connections and financial clout. The chapter 

argues that his marginality is beneficial for examining the development of the Holocaust 

memorial because some individuals relayed to Carter a franker assessment of the plans than 

they did to influential players involved with the memorial. As such, using Carter’s 

correspondence as a starting point, this chapter shows that widespread ambivalence 

influenced the eventual placement of the Holocaust memorial in Hyde Park. 

Pioneering efforts to teach British secondary schoolchildren about the Holocaust forms 

the focus of chapter three. This chapter starts by examining the creation of an exhibition 

about Auschwitz, which was shown in the East End of London in 1983. The exhibition was 
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originally the initiative of a group of Christians, but it was later adopted as a cross-community 

project. The chapter argues that the various groups represented on the exhibition committee 

emphasised different reasons for remembering the Holocaust. These rationales reflected the 

interests of the different individuals involved in the exhibition, including concerns about 

racism and the need for interfaith dialogue. Unlike earlier case studies, the exhibition and its 

accompanying classroom resources proved to be exceptionally popular. The chapter 

explores the transfer of the classroom resources to the Inner London Education Authority 

(ILEA). It shows that this change of ownership resulted in the materials being caught in a 

political dispute between civil society and the state, between the left and right of the political 

spectrum, and between Anglo-Jewry and London’s local government structures. Ironically, 

as the pack gained greater publicity, the focus on Holocaust education was neglected. Politics 

caused this pioneering endeavour to be supressed, and its original creators to feel forgotten. 

Chapter four examines the development of The Revelation, a sculpture created by 

Ismond Rosen, a Jewish artist and psychiatrist, during the 1950s as a gift for the Pope. In the 

1990s, Rosen revisited his sculpture and reimagined the work as part of a sculptural triptych 

that depicted Jesus as a Holocaust survivor. This chapter argues that Rosen’s reframing of 

the sculpture was influenced by wider developments in Holocaust remembrance in Britain, 

particularly the increasing emphasis placed on Holocaust education. Throughout his work 

on the sculptures, Rosen imbued the artwork with a variety of meaning. This chapter 

suggests that he was willing to adjust the meaning of his sculptures to meet the expectations 

of the venues that expressed an interest in showing his work. Rosen maximised his social 

connections to support his ambition to showcase his triptych. Through examining Rosen’s 

work, the chapter suggests that, in the early 1990s, Holocaust remembrance continued to be 

hampered by widespread ambivalence within society. 

Chapter five focuses on historian David Cesarani’s involvement in two major public 

exercises in Holocaust remembrance at the turn of the millennium. The first case study 

examines his role on the advisory committee for the Imperial War Museum’s permanent 

Holocaust Exhibition (2000). It examines how Cesarani attempted to influence the 

exhibition’s narrative, particularly focusing on his concerns about how Jewish victims were 

being portrayed. In the second case study, the chapter explores Cesarani’s involvement in 

the creation of Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD). With the arrival of HMD in 2001, the 

place of Holocaust remembrance in Britain finally seemed secure. Debates around the day 

did not hinge on whether the Holocaust should be remembered in Britain, but rather focused 

on which genocides and atrocities should feature alongside it. The political endorsements, 

financial clout, and access to large, national audiences contrasts with earlier attempts to 
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remember the Holocaust. This chapter, however, argues that the millennial projects also 

reveal a continuity with earlier attempts to remember the Holocaust, demonstrated through 

a continuing confusion about the meaning and relevance of the Holocaust in British society. 

This study does not claim to be an all-inclusive account of how Holocaust 

remembrance has developed in the postwar period, nor should it be. Through a focus on six 

memory protagonists, representing under-researched areas and better-known examples, this 

thesis examines the processes of remembrance across the postwar period. It utilises a wide 

range of novel sources, particularly foregrounding the use of personal papers and oral history 

interviews. By doing so, this study contributes to the literatures on Holocaust studies, 

memory studies, and London’s local history in original and constructive ways. It argues that 

ambivalence, apathy, and confusion are the hallmarks of Holocaust remembrance in postwar 

London, which are reflective of broader trends in Britain.
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CHAPTER 1 

‘Part of our voyage’: Barnett Stross, C. C. 
Aronsfeld, and early efforts to remember the 

mass murder of European Jewry 

This chapter examines how two memory protagonists responded to the mass murder of 

European Jewry in the early postwar period. The two individuals, Barnett Stross and C. C. 

Aronsfeld, did not work with each other in this period. Stross helped to organise an exhibition 

of Terezín artworks that were shown at the Ben Uri Gallery in 1964, and Aronsfeld was the 

Acting Director of the Wiener Library in the early 1960s. They also did not place the same 

significance on the persecution and mass murder of European Jewry. It will be shown, 

however, that there is a striking similarity in how their individual motivations were shaped. 

Stross and Aronsfeld’s understanding was influenced by their long-held professional and 

personal interests, which bridged the wartime and postwar divide. The chapter argues that 

this understanding was refracted through pan-European influences. Stross’ understanding 

was shaped through his involvement with the postwar reconstruction of Czechoslovakia, 

whilst Aronsfeld was a refugee whose work was heavily influenced by his German-Jewish 

background. These external influences were essential because both men experienced apathy 

and scepticism towards their work, which reflected the ambivalence towards Holocaust 

remembrance in Britain during the early postwar period. 

The ambivalence Stross and Aronsfeld encountered from society-at-large was 

reflective of the marginality of the two institutions with which they were involved. The first 

case study centres on the activities of the Ben Uri Gallery (originally the Ben Uri Society), 

described as the ‘oldest Anglo-Jewish cultural organisation in existence’, having been 

founded in Whitechapel in July 1915.1 Framing the gallery in this way is somewhat 

misleading because it underplays the immigrant roots of the organisation; its founders were 

principally eastern European Jewish immigrants who came to London after 1881. This 

background is striking because, as Kathrin Pieren has shown, the gallery ‘appears to be one 

of the few museums established by immigrants from Eastern Europe’ in the world.2 The 

institution also provides a ‘very rare’ example of a Jewish museum that was ‘almost 

 
1 William D. Rubinstein, Michael A. Jolles, and Hilary L. Rubinstein, The Palgrave Dictionary of Anglo-Jewish 
History (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 69. 
2 Kathrin Pieren, ‘Migration and Identity Constructions in the Metropolis: The Representation of Jewish 
Heritage in London between 1887 and 1956’ (PhD diss., University of London, 2011), 213. 
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exclusively limited to secular fine and contemporary art’.3 Rather than providing support to 

this fledging institution, the Anglo-Jewish establishment was sceptical towards it and few of 

London’s wealthier Jews were involved with its activities.4 The lack of wider interest meant 

that the gallery survived on hand-to-mouth funding. Given these issues, the early years of the 

institution were peripatetic, with its activities initially carried out in various locations across 

the East End of London. A continuing lack of funds meant that the gallery’s initial plans to 

publish books, offer lectures, and provide tuition had to be shelved.5 

Through its work, the Ben Uri Gallery was particularly orientated ‘towards the present 

and the future’.6 After the Nazi Party’s rise to power, an increasing number of Jewish refugee 

artists from central and eastern Europe fled to Britain, where several of them became actively 

involved in the work of the gallery.7 Many of these émigré artists had lost family members 

and friends, and were interned as enemy aliens following their arrival in this country. Some 

of them struggled to establish themselves – even though they had enjoyed fame in their home 

countries – due to the language barrier and different artistic traditions. Such difficult 

experiences were occasionally reflected in work they exhibited at the gallery.8 The influence 

these refugees had on the Ben Uri Gallery, coupled with its marginalisation by the Anglo-

Jewish establishment, meant that the organisation developed ‘an international outlook on 

Jewish culture’.9 This outlook will be examined in the first case study by exploring how the 

gallery’s interests intersected with those of Barnett Stross. 

The importance of pan-European influences in shaping Holocaust remembrance in 

another institution forms the focus of the second case study in this chapter. The Wiener 

Library is the world’s oldest institution founded specifically for the collection and 

dissemination of information about Nazi Germany and its attack on European Jewry. It was 

officially established in 1934 in Amsterdam as the Jewish Central Information Office (JCIO), 

though its roots stretch back to Alfred Wiener’s activities in Berlin in the 1920s.10 The 

organisation moved to London on 1 September 1939, just days before the outbreak of the 

 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid., 197. See also Barry Fealdman, ‘The Second Twenty-Five Years’, in Jacob Sonntag (ed.), Ben Uri 
1915–1965: Fifty Years Achievement in the Arts (London: Ben Uri Art Society, 1966), 30. 
5 Rubinstein, Jolles, and Rubinstein, Palgrave Dictionary, 69. 
6 Pieren, ‘Migration and Identity’, 217. 
7 Ibid., 199. 
8 Marion Berghahn, German-Jewish Refugees in England: The Ambiguities of Assimilation (London: Macmillan, 1984), 
91–95; Rachel Dickson and Sarah MacDougall, ‘Artists in Exile in Britain c. 1933–45’, in Sarah MacDougall 
and Rachel Dickson (eds.), Forced Journeys: Artists in Exile in Britain c. 1933–45 (London: Ben Uri Gallery, 2009), 
18–49 and, in the same collection, Rachel Dickson, ‘Émigré Artists and the Ben Uri’, 86–91. 
9 Pieren, ‘Migration and Identity’, 214. 
10 Ben Barkow, Alfred Wiener and the Making of the Holocaust Library (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 1997), 54–55. 
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Second World War.11 Following its transfer to London, the JCIO increasingly became 

known as ‘Dr Wiener’s Library’, after its founder.12 During the war, the library was funded 

by various British government departments – including the Ministry of Information and 

Foreign Office – and by the BBC for information about developments in Germany.13 Ninety 

percent of the institution’s wartime work was undertaken to enhance the British 

government’s patchy understanding of the Nazi leadership to help inform British 

propaganda efforts.14 As the war progressed, the government became less reliant on the 

library’s materials and rapidly withdrew its financial support as the war came to a close. The 

removal of government subsidies left the Wiener Library in a parlous financial state, which 

dogged the institution for much of the second half of the twentieth century. This chapter 

focuses on a particularly difficult period in the library’s history during the early 1960s. This 

period marked significant changes in the library’s personnel; Alfred Wiener retired and the 

institution’s key donor, Leonard Montefiore, passed away. Montefiore had been a leading 

British Jewish philanthropist and was the son of the founder of Liberal Judaism, Claude 

Montefiore.15 The case study focuses on the relationship between C. C. Aronsfeld, who was 

appointed acting director, and the library’s executive committee, which comprised of 

members of Anglo-Jewry. As the chapter will show, Aronsfeld and the executive committee 

had unreconcilable views about the library’s future direction. Their views pitted the German-

Jewish institution against Anglo-Jewry’s ambivalence towards Holocaust remembrance in 

this period. 

To examine the work of the Ben Uri Gallery and the Wiener Library, this chapter 

draws on the institutional archives of the organisations. This material, much of which has 

only recently become available to scholars, provides valuable insights into how the 

organisations operated during the twenty-year period considered in this chapter. Given the 

nature of these institutions, the quality of the material deposited in the archives is variable. 

Whilst both organisations suffered severe funding issues, the Wiener Library had a fixed 

address at Devonshire Street for half a century. The Ben Uri’s frequent movement across 

London might explain why its archive is occasionally frustratingly patchy, with few 

 
11 Alfred Wiener spent most of the Second World War in the United States. He went there in 1940, after the 
invasion of the Netherlands, to find new sources of information to replace those that had previously been 
provided by the office in Amsterdam. He stayed until 1945, taking on additional work from various British 
and American agencies. During the war, the library in London was run by Louis Bondy. 
12 Barkow, Alfred Wiener, 84. 
13 For more information on the Wiener Library’s role during the Second World War, see ibid, 84–103. 
14 Ibid., 90. 
15 For more details about Leonard Montefiore’s work, see Tony Kushner, Journeys from the Abyss: The Holocaust 
and Forced Migration from the 1880s to the Present (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2017), 191–192. 
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documents surviving that provide details about specific exhibitions. Yet, whilst the Wiener 

Library’s collection is more systematic, institutional documents are currently only available 

for research up until 1961, meaning that much of the material related to Aronsfeld’s 

directorship is not yet accessible. To supplement the institutional archives, this chapter draws 

on files held in the Jewish Chronicle archive at the University of Southampton, records from 

The National Archives, and press clippings. Taken together, this material highlights how 

both Stross and Aronsfeld’s work was influenced by pan-European trends, which contrasted 

with the widespread apathy from British society towards their activities.   

Barnett Stross, the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ Committee, and the Ben Uri Gallery 

In 1964, the Ben Uri Gallery hosted an exhibition featuring eighty-six Paintings from Terezín, 

created by the artists Bedřich Fritta, Karel Fleischmann, Otto Ungar, and Peter Kien. The 

artists had worked in the technical drawing office [Zeichenstube] in Terezín (Theresienstadt) 

concentration camp, where they were tasked with producing materials to support the camp’s 

propaganda efforts. Alongside their work in the Zeichenstube, the artists secretly documented 

the realities of life in the camp. These artworks were discovered by the SS and all of the 

artists were sent to Auschwitz. Fritta, Fleischmann, and Kien died in Auschwitz, whilst 

Ungar died shortly after liberation from Buchenwald. The artists’ paintings were hidden and 

discovered after the end of the war.16 

The exhibition at Ben Uri Gallery was organised by an external sponsor in the form of 

the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ Committee. This case study examines how this sponsor – which only 

had a tangential interest in what is now known as the Holocaust – came to organise the 1964 

exhibition. It argues that the exhibition was the culmination of longer-term trends. On the 

one hand, it built on previous exhibitions at the gallery, which had demonstrated a growing 

interest in the persecution and mass murder of European Jewry. On the other hand, the 1964 

exhibition demonstrates the importance of pan-European influences in shaping early acts of 

Holocaust remembrance. This case study expands on literature that has challenged the 

consensus that, during the early Cold War, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union were 

conflated as examples of totalitarianism, which impeded understanding of the mass murder 

 
16 Terezín concentration camp underwent a ‘beautification project’ [Verschönerungsaktion] designed to show the 
camp in a positive light. This campaign culminated in a visit by a delegation of the International Red Cross 
to the camp. These physical alterations – including the painting of buildings, cleaning of street, and opening 
of amenities – were supported by the artwork produced by Jewish artists working in the camp’s Zeichenstube. 
For an overview of art in Theresienstadt, see Stephen Feinstein, ‘Art and Imagery in the Ghetto: During and 
after the Holocaust’, in Eric Sterling (ed.), Life in the Ghettos during the Holocaust (New York: Syracuse University 
Press, 2005), 191–219. 
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of European Jewry.17 In contrast, this case study argues that the exhibition emphasised Nazi 

Germany as a specific example of fascism, from which Czechoslovakia was liberated by the 

Soviet Union. Whilst the mass murder of European Jewry was still subsumed in a wider 

framework of the Second World War, the exhibition adopted a communist narrative of the 

events, rather than a British one. 

This case study highlights the importance of an individual memory protagonist in 

bridging the gap between British and Czechoslovakian narratives of the Holocaust during 

the early Cold War. It examines how Barnett Stross influenced the development of the 

exhibition. Stross was chairman of the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ Committee and a long-time 

supporter of the Ben Uri Gallery. To examine the importance of Stross’ role, the case study 

starts by examining his involvement in the earlier activities of the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ 

Committee. It then examines the 1964 exhibition by placing it in the wider context of the 

Ben Uri Gallery’s engagement with Holocaust remembrance. Through an analysis of Stross’ 

pivotal role, this case study demonstrates the importance of a memory protagonist’s long-

term interests in shaping how the Holocaust was understood in the early postwar period. 

Born in Poland in 1899, Barnett Stross immigrated with his parents to Leeds when he 

was young. He attended Leeds Grammar School before qualifying as a doctor at the 

University of Leeds. Stross then moved to Stoke-on-Trent in North Staffordshire, and it was 

events in this locality that cultivated his lifelong interest in Czechoslovakia and particularly 

Lidice. Due to the importance of mining to the local community, he became interested in 

studying industrial diseases. This specialisation led to Stross being appointed the medical 

adviser to the National Society of Pottery Workers and the North Staffordshire Miners’ 

Federation.18 Alongside developing links with the local mining community, Stross became 

acquainted with Czechoslovakian refugees during the interwar period. There is 

contradictory evidence about how these relationships developed. It has been suggested that 

Stross took in refugees himself following the Nazi invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1937.19 

Other sources, however, suggest that the relationships developed through Stross’ work in the 

community; he did not house refugees himself. There was a Czech refugee community in 

Stoke-on-Trent at the time, whose numbers increased with the arrival of children on the 

 
17 See, for example, Tom Lawson, ‘Constructing a Christian History of Nazism: Anglicanism and the 
Memory of the Holocaust, 1945–49’, History and Memory 16:1 (2004), 146–149. 
18 ‘Obituary: Sir Barnett Stross’, Jewish Chronicle, 19 May 1967, 43. 
19 Darren Lilleker, ‘Against the Cold War: The Nature and Traditions of Pro-Soviet Sentiment in the British 
Labour Party, 1945–89’ (PhD. diss., University of Sheffield, 2001), 152–153. 
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Czechoslovakian Kindertransports.20 Whatever the precise way the relationships developed, 

Stross became well acquainted with Czech refugees living in Staffordshire. 

Through his networks, Stross became associated with the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ 

Committee when it was founded in Stoke-on-Trent by a group of Staffordshire miners. The 

committee was established to raise money to restore Lidice, which had been destroyed as a 

reprisal for the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich in Prague.21 The miners learnt about the 

village’s destruction when it became international news in June 1942 and immediately 

formed the committee. They appear to have felt a sense of identification with Lidice’s 

inhabitants; a group of miners like themselves, who lived in a relatively poor rural location. 

The Staffordshire miners contributed part of their monthly wages towards rebuilding the 

village. They were joined by other trade unions in the area and together raised enough 

money to build a new Lidice in Czechoslovakia.22 Following the end of the Second World 

War, this goal was realised, and the committee’s activities ceased for several years. 

During the intervening period, the British-Czech Friendship League (BCFL), which 

had supported the committee’s aim of rebuilding Lidice, held annual Lidice commemoration 

concerts in London. In 1954, the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ Committee was reconstituted with the 

intended purpose of establishing an ‘English rose garden of remembrance’ at Lidice.23 The 

rose garden was Stross’ idea. It was intended to ‘complete our original work’ through the 

planting of 5,000 rose bushes on the site where Lidice had once been.24 Alongside his key 

involvement with ‘Lidice Shall Live’, Stross was chairman of the BCFL, from 1945 to 1948, 

and later became its president.25 He was made chairman of the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ 

Committee following its reconstitution.26 Aside from forging closer links with 

Czechoslovakia, Stross’ political career developed in this period. Having served on Stoke-

on-Trent City Council, he became Labour MP for Hanley in 1945 and then MP for Stoke-

on-Trent from 1950 until 1966. His involvement in organisations that had been partly 

 
20 ‘A True Act of Solidarity: How Barnett Stross and the Miners of Stoke-on-Trent Helped Rebuild Lidice’ 
<https://www.radio.cz/en/section/czech-history/a-true-act-of-solidarity-how-barnett-stross-and-the-
miners-of-stoke-on-trent-helped-rebuild-lidice> [Accessed 14 August 2019]; Charles G. Strasser, From Refugee 
to OBE (Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse, 2012), 10. 
21 Lidice was home to 483 people at the time of the massacre. 173 male inhabitants – mainly miners and 
factory workers – were killed, and the remaining women and children were deported, mostly to concentration 
camps. Eight-two of the children and 60 of the women died before the end of the war. In total, 340 of Lidice’s 
residents were killed. For more details, see Jessica Rapson, Topographies of Suffering: Buchenwald, Babi Yar, Lidice 
(Oxford: Berghahn, 2015), 133. 
22 Ibid., 155. 
23 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Background on the “Lidice Shall Live” Committee’, December 1954, 1. 
24 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Letter from Barnett Stross to Anthony Eden’, 2 December 1954.  
25 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Background on the “Lidice Shall Live” Committee’, December 1954, 1. 
26 Ibid. 
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inspired by the desire of his constituents to help Lidice shows how a local MP could become 

part of the wider turn towards ‘municipal diplomacy’ in postwar Europe. Donating flowers 

was not an altogether unique gesture at the end of the Second World War. The Dutch 

National Committee, for instance, donated flowers and shrubs to Coventry in 1946 and 1947 

to support the rebuilding of its bombed city centre.27 Coventry’s involvement in municipal 

diplomacy has been singled out as particularly active. The provincial city engaged in the 

creation of ‘transboundary contacts... in an increasingly divided and hostile world’.28 Yet, 

whilst ‘Lidice Shall Live’ fed into this wider transnational initiative, the organisation’s 

motives were not seen to be entirely benign. 

A key issue revolved around the committee’s links with communist organisations. The 

government was concerned about the close connection between the BCFL and the ‘Lidice 

Shall Live’ Committee, including the sharing of key personnel and premises. The Foreign 

Office suggested that the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ Committee had been ‘submerged’ into the 

league. This state of affairs alarmed the Foreign Office because they classified the BCFL as 

a ‘Communist-dominated organisation’, a situation which had been ‘irrevocably sealed by 

the Communist coup in Czechoslovakia’ in 1948.29 In 1949, the BCFL became embroiled 

in an espionage scandal and, in 1953, it was formally proscribed by the Labour Party for 

being an ‘instrument of international Communism’.30 Alongside the BCFL, the Foreign 

Office identified that eight of the committee’s principal officers had connections to other 

communist organisations that had been proscribed by the Labour Party. Other committee 

sponsors had connections to groups with communist ties, including the Daily Worker 

newspaper and a host of different trade unions.31 The government was highly sceptical of the 

committee and suggested it had the makings of being a communist-front organisation.32 

In Foreign Office files recording the activities of ‘Lidice Shall Live’, Barnett Stross was 

presented in an unfavourable light. At times his manner was described as rude, or he was 

occasionally accused of having a rose-tinted view of life in Czechoslovakia.33 More often, 

 
27 Stefan Goebel, ‘Commemorative Cosmopolis: Transnational Networks of Remembrance in Post-War 
Coventry’, in Stefan Goebel and Derek Keene (eds.), Cities into Battlefields: Metropolitan Scenarios, Experiences and 
Commemorations of Total War (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 166–167. 
28 Coventry had twinned with twenty-three cities by 1962, including Lidice. For more details of Coventry’s 
ambitious web of commemorative partnerships, see ibid,170. 
29 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Background on the “Lidice Shall Live” Committee’, December 1954, 1.  
30 Ibid. 
31 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Lidice Shall Live Committee’, December 1954, 1–4. 
32 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Minute drafted by P. F. Zulueta about the British Rose Garden for Lidice’, 9 
December 1954. 
33 See, for example, TNA, FO/371/116210, ‘Letter from J. P. E. C. Henniker to H. A. F. Hohler’, 4 July 
1955; ‘Letter from I. W. Bell to H. A. F. Hohler’, 29 June 1955. 
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Stross was presented as a man with ‘soft voice and earnest manner, which might well deceive 

the innocent’.34 The British Ambassador in Czechoslovakia argued that ‘so plausible a man 

as Dr. Stross will have no difficulty in taking money off the insufficiently informed public to 

amass all the funds he needs for his ostensibly pious purpose’.35 After his death, Stross was 

accused of being a spy by Josef Frolik, a Czech state security (StB) agent.36 These allegations 

have been disputed as a potential case of mistaken identity.37 

It is clear that Stross used his position as an MP to bolster the credentials of the rose 

garden appeal. He quickly secured ‘august ecclesiastical’ sponsorship from the Archbishop 

of York, the Archbishop of Wales, and the Chief Rabbi.38 Alongside roses given by fifty local 

Labour Party groups, Stross secured a donation of 1,000 rose bushes from Coventry City 

Council, and contributions from other councils from across the country.39 Stross’ status and 

the widespread interest in municipal democracy certainly helped to support the success of 

the scheme. The rose garden appeal fed into the understanding of Nazism that was prevalent 

in 1950s Britain. Whilst Belsen was perceived to represent the Nazi camp systems, Lidice 

was the symbol of Nazi atrocities throughout Europe.40 

The Lidice massacre had garnered widespread media attention during the war. 

Humphrey Jenning’s government-funded film, The Silent Village (1943), provides a striking 

example of the wider discussion of the massacre.41 The film was shot in Cwmgiedd in South 

Wales with the village’s inhabitants cast in starring roles. The film was part re-enactment, 

part documentary. Cwmgiedd’s population took on the role of the people of Lidice, but – at 

the same time – the film depicts the lives and issues that affected the villagers’ themselves and 

the nature of wartime life in a South Wales mining community.42 Rather than society at 

large, The Silent Village is about the particular  struggles of industrial working-class 

communities.43 This focus is made evident through the references to the power of the trade 

 
34 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Letter from D. Kermode to H. A. F. Hohler’, 14 July 1954, 1.  
35 Ibid., 2. 
36 Lilleker, ‘Against the Cold War’, 7, 152–153. 
37 Chapman Pincher, The Secret Offensive: Active Measures: A Saga of Deception, Disinformation, Subversion, Terrorism 
and Assassination (London: Sidgwick and Jackson, 1985), 152. 
38 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Confidential memo from H. K. Matthews to Mr Mason’, 12 June 1954. 
39 The other councils included Cardiff, Barnsley, Derby, and West Ham. See ‘Roses for Peace Garden’, Daily 
Worker, 8 January 1955. 
40 David Cesarani, ‘How Post-War Britain Reflected on the Nazi Persecution and Mass Murder of Europe’s 
Jews: A Reassessment of Early Responses’, Jewish Culture and History 12:1-2 (2010), 106. 
41 For discussion of these developments, see Philip C. Logan, Humphrey Jennings and British Documentary Film: A 
Re-Assessment (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 223; John Hartley, ‘The Best Propaganda: Humphrey Jennings, The 
Silent Village (1943)’, in Alan McKeen (ed.), Beautiful Things in Popular Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 151. 
42 Hartley, ‘The Best Propaganda’, 152. 
43 Ibid., 154. 
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union, the Welsh language, and the emphasis given to how the mines shaped life in 

Cwmgiedd.44 The film’s focus on the working-class victimhood is, as Jessica Rapson argues, 

a ‘distortion’ of the events in Lidice itself. The inhabitants of Lidice were ‘targeted for the 

spurious connection perceived by the Nazis between them and the assassination of Heydrich, 

rather than for their identity as miners’.45 In utilising the Lidice massacre to emphasise a 

broader point about the working class, The Silent Village found a receptive public audience 

when it was released.46 It was praised by the Ministry of Information for its contribution to 

wartime propaganda initiatives, and it was nominated for an Oscar as Best Documentary 

feature in 1943.47 

The Silent Village became part of the wider campaign to rebuild Lidice, and it was 

incorporated into events that commemorated the first anniversary of the massacre in 1943.48 

The film’s focus on working-class solidarity chimed with Stross’ understanding of the Lidice 

massacre as a symbol of unity. But Stross’ own discussions of Lidice broadened its relevance, 

by suggesting that the village had universal significance. He suggested that it would be 

impossible to mark ‘the hundreds of villages and towns’ that were destroyed during the war, 

so Lidice would act as a ‘symbol of them all’ and belong to ‘all who suffered the torment of 

war’.49 In keeping with the idea that Lidice was a symbol of unity, Stross constantly 

emphasised that the rose garden was a symbol of friendship specifically between Britain and 

Czechoslovakia, but also across the entire globe.50 Lidice as a universal symbol was repeated 

in the press. Writing in the left-wing News Chronicle, James Cameron suggested that Lidice 

‘ceased to be unique almost as soon as it died’. He argued that there 

have been so many incinerations since – in Caen, Hamburg, Portsmouth, 
Dresden, Hiroshima… the principle of elimination became simple enough. 
I have seen scores of Korean villages Lidiced and annihilated with much 
greater advantages of modern science. But Lidice was a pioneer of 
martyrdom, in the Nazi fashion. One recalls it now because it is somehow 
less popular to recall it now, and what went with it – Belsen, Auschwitz, 
Ravensbruck. And Warsaw and Limehouse. That is what the roses are 
for.51 

 
44 Ibid., 160. 
45 Rapson, Topographies of Suffering, 162. 
46 Logan, Humphrey Jennings, 242. 
47 Ibid., 239; Hartley, ‘The Best Propaganda’, 144–163. 
48 Logan, Humphrey Jennings, 239. 
49 TNA, FO/371/116210, ‘Summary of a speech made by Barnett Stross at the opening of the Lidice Rose 
Garden’, 19 June 1955, 8. 
50 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘A message from Dr Barnett Stross’, n.d. 
51 James Cameron, ‘What the Roses are for’, News Chronicle, 10 June 1954.  
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Cameron’s list blurs events from the early twentieth century, stripping them of all context 

and presenting them as a long list of atrocities. The Lidice rose garden would not just 

commemorate events during the Second World War but would also act as a shorthand for 

subsequent atrocities.52 

The Foreign Office was particularly concerned about parallels that might be drawn in 

the context of the Cold War. The BCFL had previously condemned the use of bacteriological 

warfare in Korea at an event to mark the tenth anniversary of Lidice in 1952. The British 

government were concerned that the rose garden might be used to protest the European 

Defence Community or German rearmament.53 Indeed, Stross had emphasised that ‘stress 

should be laid on the use of a plane for delivering roses instead of H-bombs’.54 The 

government considered ways to undermine the appeal.55 When the Archbishop of 

Canterbury and the Moderator of the Church of Scotland asked the Foreign Office for 

advice on sponsoring the rose garden, they were informed of the government’s view that the 

scheme was a communist ploy.56 Neither lent their name to the garden’s list of sponsors. In 

Essex, the Ministry of Local Government vetoed the county council’s plan to send roses to 

Lidice by claiming that public funds could not be used for such a purpose.57 The government 

was, however, caught in a bind. The plans were supported by prominent personages of 

British public life – including two Archbishops, the mayor of Coventry, and members of 

parliament. If the government reacted too strongly against the scheme, the rose garden could 

have received greater public attention.58 

A particular concern surrounded how the roses would be taken to Czechoslovakia, 

given Stross’ comments about the symbolic use of an aircraft. Government officials noted 

that forbidding the collection of the roses could easily be ridiculed. As it happened, Stross 

sought permission for a Czech aircraft to collect the roses. The government approved this 

proposal because it meant comparisons between the appeal and the delivery of H-bombs 

 
52 In this way, Lidice mirrors the use of ‘Belsen’ – although the latter was put to some extremely 
inappropriate uses. For more information, see Kushner, ‘Belsen Business to Shoah Business’, 194–196. 
53 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Letter from H. A. F. Hohler to D. Kermode’, 29 June 1954. 
54 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Letter from D. Kermode to H. A. F. Hohler’, 14 July 1954, 2. 
55 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Report on a talk held with Dr Barnett Stross. Sent from D. Kermode to H. A. F. 
Hohler’, 14 July 1954. 
56 TNA, FO/371/111416, ‘Confidential memo from H. K. Matthews to Mr Mason’, 12 June 1954; TNA, 
FO/371/111416, ‘Confidential minute from H. A. F. Hohler to Mr Mason’, 25 June 1954. 
57 ‘Gift to Lidice Vetoed’, Daily Telegraph, 8 January 1955.  
58 In the News Chronicle, James Cameron sardonically outlined the different uses roses could be put to. He 
suggested that for all he knew ‘a rose may be a strategic material, the export of which to Communist 
countries is traitorous, dangerous and illegal. For all I know, a rose may be a symbol of power politics (500 
years ago, after all, they fought a war over them in England). For all I know, a rose may be the one thing that 
can cross the Curtain with malice towards none.’ See Cameron, ‘What the Roses are for’. 
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would be less effective than if a British aircraft had been used.59 Thousands of roses were 

airlifted to Czechoslovakia, and the garden was officially opened in June 1955. On the 

surface, Stross had achieved his original aim, but behind-the-scenes tensions between the 

British and Czechoslovakia governments continued unabated.60 At a governmental level, the 

rose garden certainly did not foster any sense of friendship. 

Whilst government officials had treated Stross with a great deal of suspicion, other 

sections of British society had a very different impression of the man. Less than a decade 

after the opening of the rose garden, Stross was knighted for ‘political and public services’.61 

This award was celebrated in the Jewish Chronicle where Stross was described as ‘Anglo-

Jewry’s second Sir Barnett’.62 In 1961, the other Barnett – Barnett Janner – had been 

knighted. At the time, Janner was President of the Board of Deputies of British Jews and so 

highlighting this point showed that Stross was held in high regard. Stross was involved with 

several Jewish organisations. He was the chairman of the British Ose Society from 1956 to 

1963, which promoted the health of Jews in developing countries.63 One of his particular 

passions was art, and Stross was involved in Israeli organisations seeking to acquire works for 

the country’s galleries.64 As part of his involvement with art, Stross was connected to 

exhibitions held at the Ben Uri Gallery. He wrote forewords for their exhibitions and helped 

to organise the showcasing of artworks before they were dispatched to Israel.65 

Alongside his engagement with art, Stross maintained a keen interest in 

Czechoslovakia and particularly in Lidice. In 1957, he was made both an honorary citizen 

of the village and a commander of the White Lion of Czechoslovakia, which, at the time, 

was an award from the state to foreign citizens.66 In 1964, his dual interests in art and 

Czechoslovakia came together in a summertime exhibition at the Ben Uri Gallery 

showcasing Paintings from Terezín. This exhibition was inspired by a visit Stross undertook to 

Lidice in September 1963, where he saw some of the paintings – mostly those created by 

Bedřich Fritta – that would later form part of the exhibition. He subsequently recalled that: 

 
59 TNA, FO/371/116210, ‘Minute from E. F. Given to Mr Ward’, 2 April 1955. 
60 See, for example, correspondence in TNA, FO/371/116210 concerning a dispute that arose during the 
presentation of the roses to a Czechoslovakian delegation in London. 
61 ‘Supplement’, London Gazette, 31 December 1963, 2. 
62 ‘Honours List’, Jewish Chronicle, 3 January 1964, 11. 
63 ‘Obituary: Sir Barnett Stross’, Jewish Chronicle, 19 May 1967, 43. 
64 Ibid. 
65 See, for example, Ben Uri Gallery, London, Art/01/078, ‘Coronation exhibition of paintings and 
sculptures exhibition catalogue’, 1953, 1; Art/01/094, ‘Exhibition of Recent Acquisitions: Prior to dispatch 
to Israel’, 1955, 1–2; Art/01/112, ‘Exhibition of Recent Acquisitions: Prior to dispatch to Israel’, 1958, 6. 
66 Darren G. Lilleker, Against the Cold War: The History and Political Traditions of Pro-Sovietism in the British Labour 
Party 1945–89 (London: I. B. Tauris, 2004), 238. 
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‘I was deeply affected when I first saw these paintings. They are unique historical documents 

and they should be shown everywhere’.67 Stross ‘immediately opened negotiations’ with the 

Jewish Museum in Prague, with the exhibition eventually bringing together paintings loaned 

from three collections held in Czechoslovakia.68 The time taken from the start of these 

negotiations to the exhibition opening was only about ten months. This short timescale shows 

that Stross was apt at using his connections in both London and Czechoslovakia to realise 

his aim of bringing the paintings to Britain. 

The development of Stross’ exhibition should be seen within the wider context of the 

Ben Uri Gallery’s engagement with Holocaust art in the early postwar period. In 1948, 

twelve year prior to Stross’ exhibition, the gallery had exhibited some of Bedřich Fritta’s 

paintings. In the rest of this case study, attention will be given to the curatorial narratives of 

these two exhibitions to examine what they reveal about the changing nature of Holocaust 

remembrance. This comparison shows that the 1964 exhibition shared some similarities with 

the earlier exhibition. Both of the exhibitions framed Terezín as an example of fascist 

brutality. The 1964 exhibition was also influenced by Stross’ earlier work for the ‘Lidice Shall 

Live’ Committee. In particular, it demonstrates that Stross’ understanding of the exhibition 

framed Terezín as one example of the atrocities committed during the Nazi occupation of 

Czechoslovakia. 

At the start of the Second World War, the Ben Uri Gallery’s collections were placed in 

storage. Five years later, on 9 January 1944, the gallery reopened at 14 Portman Street, close 

to Mable Arch in the West End of London. The gallery’s early postwar exhibitions, as David 

Herman has shown, rarely engaged directly with the mass murder of European Jewry. There 

were some notable exceptions. Morris Kestelman’s The Persecution, for instance, was shown 

during the Ben Uri’s Summer Exhibition in 1944.69 The gallery itself sought to ensure that 

its exhibitions would reflect the persecution and mass murder of the Jews. In October 1946, 

the gallery advertised in the Manchester Guardian that it was assembling a ‘big exhibition of 

works of art bearing on Jewish life and history’. Alongside an appeal for works depicting 

scenes from the Torah, the gallery specifically requested ‘paintings and drawings showing 

ghetto scenes, concentration camps, and the life of the Jewish communities in Palestine’.  The 

 
67 Ben Uri Art Gallery, London, Art/02/025, ‘Paintings from Terezin exhibition catalogue’, 1964, 2. 
68 Bedřich Fritta and Karel Fleischmann’s paintings came from the Jewish Museum in Prague. Otto Ungar’s 
paintings were loaned from the Museum of the Little Fortress in Terezín, and Petr Kien’s drawings came 
from the personal collection of Dr Springer, head surgeon of the hospital at Rumburk. For details, see Ben 
Uri Art Gallery, London, Art/02/025, ‘Paintings from Terezin exhibition catalogue’, n.d. 
69 David Herman, ‘Postwar: Jews, Art and Refugees 1944–75’, in Rachel Dickson and Sarah MacDougall 
(eds.), Out of Chaos: Ben Uri: 100 Years in London (London: Ben Uri, 2015), 202. 
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article concluded that the gallery thought that ‘this is the first time that such a show has been 

attempted’.70 The winter exhibition went on to include three works by Felix Topolski 

depicting After Liberation, In a Concentration Camp, and Belsen, April 1945.71 

The Ben Uri Gallery’s inclusion of artworks depicting the Holocaust were often part 

of large exhibitions showcasing wide-ranging depictions of Jewish life and history. The 1948 

exhibition of Fritta’s artwork provides the striking exception to this rule. The exhibition, 

entitled Terezín Concentration Camp: Ink and Wash Drawings, was housed at the gallery from 26 

September to 5 November 1948.72 Ben Uri’s archive contains little information about how 

and why this exhibition was developed.73 The exhibition was not just unique because of the 

way it foregrounded the mass murder of European Jewry; it was also one of only two 

exhibitions the gallery held in this period that focused on the Jewish wartime experience.74 

The exhibition’s guide does not list any sponsors or any of the individuals involved in 

bringing the exhibition to Britain. The venture was certainly supported by the 

Czechoslovakian government, with their ambassador to the United Kingdom, Bohuslav 

Kratochvil, officially opening the exhibition. Kratochvil was the only dignitary mentioned as 

having a connection to the exhibition in the British press.75 

In 1964, the Ben Uri Gallery moved into the top floor of the West End Great 

Synagogue. It was there that the Paintings from Terezín had their press preview on 29 June. 

The exhibition opened to the public the next day and ran until 24 July. As with the 1948 

exhibition, the 1964 exhibition was officially opened by the Czechoslovakian Ambassador.76 

In contrast to the earlier exhibition, however, the later exhibition’s opening was marked by 

‘the presence of a large gathering’, which included twenty-four MPs and the director of the 

Jewish Museum in Prague.77 Before turning to examine how each exhibition was framed, 

attention will be given to the contents of each exhibition. 

 
70 ‘Our London Correspondence: Jewry in Art’, Manchester Guardian, 17 October 1946, 4. 
71 Herman, ‘Postwar’, 202. 
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The 1948 exhibition comprised of forty-six paintings, which were all completed by 

Fritta.78 The 1964 exhibition contained about a third more paintings, created by four artists. 

Fritta’s artwork comprised the largest section of the later exhibition, with fifty-eight of the 

eighty-six artworks being produced by him. It is difficult to directly compare the contents of 

the two exhibitions because neither exhibition guide includes captioned versions of all the 

images. A comparison of the guides reveals that several of the paintings had the same title in 

both exhibition, such as Autumn and Arrest. For other paintings, different titles are used in the 

two programmes, but it seems that these titles refer to the same works; the variations are the 

result of differences in the translation of the works into English. Examples of these slight 

linguistical variations include: Four Thousand are Removed in Twenty-four Hours (1948) and Moving 

Four Thousand in a Single Day (1964); Life of the Leisured Class (1948) and Life of an Important 

Personage (1964); and Film and Reality (1948) and Cinema Fiction and Truth (1964). The 1964 

programme does not provide titles for all of the paintings, with some referred to simply as 

Studies or Water Colour Studies. Without seeing these images, it is impossible to confirm whether 

these works were included in the earlier exhibition. Comparing the titles in the two guides – 

whilst obviously not a precise science – suggests that about half of the paintings displayed in 

the earlier exhibition returned for the later exhibition. 

Both exhibitions contained paintings that covered all aspects of life in Terezín – from 

arrival to departure. Looking at the list of paintings, however, gives no real indication of what 

the organisers were intending to convey by selecting particular artworks. The Ben Uri’s 

internal archive does not include details about how the paintings were chosen for either 

exhibition. It does provide, however, glimpses of the organisers’ intentions, which can be 

examined to see how the works were understood. The 1948 exhibition’s catalogue provides 

a short summary of how the artworks were created and the aftermath of their discovery. It 

explains that Fritta ‘was taken to Osweczim [sic] (Auschwitz) where he died’.79 The 

erroneous spelling of Oświęcim, and inclusion of Auschwitz in brackets as additional 

contextualisation, underscores that – at this time – the western camps were much more 

familiar to the British public than events in the east.80 At the same time, the guide shows an 

awareness of the role of camps in ‘the east’ in the mass murder of European Jewry. It 

describes Terezín as ‘the international clearing station for Jews on their journey to Poland 

before being murdered by the Nazis’. The guide later details how ‘[m]onth after month the 
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Nazis removed their victims by the thousand to the East. The total number of prisoners who 

passed through the camp exceeded 150,000 and of those who were sent on elsewhere one in 

a thousand survived’.81 

The widespread unfamiliarity with Terezín and the eastern camps is demonstrated by 

the meagre coverage the British press provided of the exhibition in 1948. An article and 

photograph showing the opening was printed in the Jewish Chronicle, the Daily Worker provided 

a review, and the exhibition was mentioned in the London correspondence section of the 

Manchester Guardian – alongside topics such as the printing of a new five-pound note and the 

weather. Before turning to examine the contents of these reviews, it is important to situate 

the 1948 exhibition within the wider context of how the Holocaust was understood in the 

very early postwar period. 

This limited press coverage provides a striking counterpoint to the wider attention 

afforded to Belsen. Belsen was the only major Nazi concentration camp liberated by the 

British army and garnered ‘a particular resonance and centrality in the British 

imagination’.82 In 1945, Belsen had been one of the three camps – alongside Buchenwald 

and Nordhausen – that were shown in an exhibition of twenty-two photographs in Trafalgar 

Square. This exhibition, under the banner ‘SEEING IS BELIEVING’, received much public 

attention and huge queues of people formed to see it. One visitor commented that the 

exhibition showed ‘awful pictures, enough to make one feel ill, but everyone, like me, wanted 

to see them’.83 The photographs illustrated ‘the bestiality of the perpetrators’, thus bolstering 

a straightforward narrative of British soldiers as a humane, liberating force against an evil 

enemy.84 The victims were presented as merely victims, and it was unnecessary to emphasise 

their individuality, or indeed their Jewishness.85 

Whilst the Trafalgar Square exhibition was designed to shock, the Ben Uri’s exhibition 

was interpreted in a different way in the limited press coverage it received. Journalists’ 

focused on the artistic merits of the paintings. The drawings were not considered in relation 

to other works that focused on Jewish persecution during the Second World War, but rather 
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Fritta’s work was compared to that completed by nineteenth-century artists. A Jewish Chronicle 

reporter suggested that Fritta’s work had ‘affinities’ with the work of Francisco Goya, one of 

the great masters of Spanish painting who documented the brutal Napoleonic occupation of 

Spain.86 The comparison to Goya was used in a review by the art critic Derek Chittock for 

the Daily Worker. Chittock suggested that overall ‘Fritta is not a Goya’, but occasionally his 

work could equal that of the Spanish painter. According to the reviewer, Fritta’s work often 

failed from a technical point of view.87 Chittock’s criticisms of Fritta’s work are particularly 

striking given his references to Terezín as a ‘clearing station of incredible squalor’ and the 

need for the drawings to be completed in secret.88 These observations seem to speak to the 

dangerous conditions Fritta was working under, but Chittock’s comments on the paintings 

are detached from these acknowledgements. 

Chittock concludes his review by quoting Kratochvil’s remarks at the exhibition 

opening. The Ambassador placed the exhibition in the wider context of the Nazi occupation 

of Czechoslovakia from 1938 to 1945. It is this wider framework that Chittock assumed Fritta 

would have been ‘unswerving dedicatedly to’, if he had survived the war. It is important to 

note that whilst Chittock showed an awareness of specific aspects of Terezín – indeed he 

mentioned that ‘150,000 Jews from all over Europe’ passed through – the ghetto was framed 

as just one aspect of the Nazi occupation of Czechoslovakia. Chittock takes this wider 

contextualisation further by suggesting that Fritta’s artwork was imbued with a ‘Breugel-like 

[sic] fashion’. Chittock explains that Pieter Bruegel was a sixteenth-century Flemish painter 

who lived through the Spanish occupation of the Netherlands. He suggests that Bruegel and 

Fritta’s artworks are part of a wider history ‘of cruelty and oppression’.89 Rather than 

foregrounding the Jewish particularity of the ghetto, Chittock’s comparison presents Terezín 

as one example of the occupation of Czechoslovakia. Framing Terezín in this way links to 

the ‘official construction of memory’ that was common in Czechoslovakia at this time. The 

suffering of the Jews was seen as just one example of the ‘horrors of Nazism’ than the country 

suffered during its occupation.90 This enduring narrative would return in the 1964 

exhibition, as will be discussed later. 

The scant press coverage of the 1948 exhibition provided examples of what would later 

become cornerstones of the public’s understanding of the Holocaust. Repeated references 
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were made to gas chambers, a wider camp system was acknowledged, and it was noted that 

the victims were Jewish. At the same time, the articles demonstrated a confusion about the 

different nature of the camps. Scholars have noted that British press reports in the autumn 

of 1945 frequently mixed up Belsen and Auschwitz, thus revealing a lack of consistent 

awareness about the function of different types of camps.91 Similar confusion was present in 

the coverage of Fritta’s drawings, with the Manchester Guardian’s headline suggesting they were 

‘Drawings from Auschwitz’, whilst the Daily Worker’s article was entitled ‘Record of a Death 

Camp’.92 These misunderstandings highlight a patchwork understanding of camps in the 

east. The exhibition guide and press materials support Cesarani’s suggestion that Auschwitz 

– and other eastern European camps – were not completely ‘shrouded in mystery and 

occluded’ by the greater focus placed on western camps at the time.93 But, equally, the Ben 

Uri’s 1948 exhibition does not suggest a groundswell of ‘popular resonance in liberal culture’ 

when compared to the wider recognition of Belsen either.94 

Having demonstrated that the 1948 exhibition reflected the wider British 

understanding in the immediate postwar period, attention now turns to the curatorial 

narratives surrounding the 1964 exhibition. The 1960s has been identified as a period of 

greater public exposure to the Holocaust. The trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961, and his 

subsequent execution in 1962, helped to fuel this publicity in a way that had not previously 

been seen, not even during the earlier Nuremberg trials.95 James Jordan has documented 

how Eichmann’s capture was utilised as a template for a variety of British television 

programmes.96 In the British press, the circumstances surrounding Eichmann’s ‘cloak and 

dagger’ capture was also of keen interest, particularly at a time of heightened Cold War 

espionage.97 Across the decade, a series of events were held by community groups, including 

a Warsaw Ghetto Memorial Committee exhibition on rebellion in London and an exhibition 

on Nazi concentration camps at Coventry Cathedral. As will be explored further in the next 

chapter, the 1960s marked the creation of public Holocaust memorials in London.98 These 
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events, however, were all relatively low-key, and Kushner has cautioned that British 

knowledge of the Holocaust was still at a low ebb by the end of the decade.99  

This section now considers how far the 1964 exhibition reflects Stross’ earlier emphasis 

on the Holocaust as an example of fascist atrocities. In the preface to the 1964 exhibition 

catalogue, Stross explained that, ‘Millions of words have been written to describe the 

suffering of those who fell into the hands of the S.S. in the concentration camps’. Stross did 

not give details about the victims. Instead, he contextualised the camps within the broader 

history of the Third Reich by suggesting that these events ‘happened when men like Hitter 

and Heydrich the Gauleiter of Bohemia had absolute power’. He concluded his remarks by 

arguing that it was only by ‘superhuman effort [that] this tyranny was destroyed and 

civilisation was saved’.100 In adopting this narrative, Stross’ comments supports the ‘official 

construction of memory’ that was common in Czechoslovakia, and the wider Eastern Bloc, 

at this time. The suffering of the Jews was seen as just one example of the ‘horrors of Nazism’ 

than the country suffered during its occupation.101 This narrative continues elsewhere in the 

catalogue. In the artists’ biographies, for example, it is explained that the artworks only 

survived due to the efforts of ‘resistance groups’ within the town.102 The individuals who 

created these groups are not detailed, instead it is implied that saving the artwork was part 

of the wider resistance within Czechoslovakia to the Nazi occupation. The Soviet Union’s 

liberation was explained as the reason why, in Stross’ words, ‘civilisation was saved’ in 

Czechoslovakia.103 

There are, however, peppercorn references to Jews included in the catalogue. Whilst 

not explicitly stating that the artists were Jewish, this point can be gleamed in Fritta and 

Fleischmann’s biographies, which both explain that their works were donated to the Jewish 

Museum in Prague after their discovery. A short history of Terezín is provided in the 

catalogue, which claims that the camp was ‘in the main a prison for political offenders’.104 

This misconception arises from a merging of the Small Fortress, which was located on the 

opposite side of the river Ohře, with the Terezín concentration camp. This confusion aside, 

reference is made to Terezín being ‘a ghetto for elderly and privileged people of Jewish 
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descent’. The catalogue’s history includes references to ‘transports’, ‘gas chambers’, and 

Auschwitz – all linked together to provide a description of the ‘final solution’.105 

Some of the paintings included in the exhibition foregrounded Jewish aspects of 

Terezín. The painting Prayer and Theatre, shown in figure 1, depicts a makeshift shul, on the 

left-hand side, next to a theatre. This painting had not been shown during the gallery’s 1948 

exhibition. Its inclusion in the 1964 exhibition could speak to the renewed interest within 

Czechoslovakia about the deportation of Czech and Slovak Jews, which had been stimulated 

by the Eichmann trial and garnered increasing attention during the 1960s.106 The Jewish 

aspects of Terezín are therefore not entirely absent from the exhibition. On the whole, 

however, Jewish experiences are contextualised as part of a wider struggle against fascism. 

There are similarities between this exhibition and its precursor. Both Chittock’s review for 

the Daily Worker and the 1964 exhibition framed Terezín as an example of the wider Nazi 

occupation of Czechoslovakia. It is striking that Chittock and Stross’ understanding of 

Terezín differs from the British narrative during the early Cold War, which presented Nazi 

Germany and the Soviet Union as examples of totalitarianism.107 By emphasising an anti-

fascist struggle, Stross’ engagement with the Terezín artworks is in keeping with the narrative 

common in Czechoslovakia at the time. 

 

 
Figure 1. Bedřich Fritta, Prayer and Theatre, 1943 or 1944. 
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Barnett Stross was a curious individual. From a distance, he appeared to be a well-

connected member of British society. He had the trappings of being an archetypical insider: 

he was a qualified doctor, held office as a member of parliament for over twenty years, and 

was a noted member of Anglo-Jewry. As his obituary in the Jewish Chronicle put it, he had 

given a ‘fine service in many fields’.108 His success meant that he helped to publicise the inner 

workings of Terezín, at a time when the British understanding of the camp system was 

dominated by Belsen. Following its showing at the Ben Uri Gallery, the exhibition visited 

Stoke-on-Trent, the hometown of the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ Committee. It then travelled around 

the country before concluding at the Central Library in Swiss Cottage, in London, at the 

end of November 1967. In total, the exhibition was seen by over 100,000 people across 

Britain.109 The exhibition then travelled to the United States before returning to Prague.110 

Barnett Stross passed away a few months before the British exhibition tour ended. 

Stross’ involvement with the Terezín exhibition cannot be appropriately understood if 

it is considered in isolation from other aspects of his lifework. Whilst Stross had his admirers, 

from a different angle he was treated with suspicion – as a charlatan or even a traitor to 

Britain. These layers of complexity add to the intrigue surrounding Stross’ understanding of 

the mass murder of European Jewry. His engagement with Holocaust art developed in a 

roundabout way through his earlier involvement with the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ Committee. 

The committee’s work hinted at an awareness of concentration camps, but this 

understanding was refracted through the prism of wartime atrocities. Stross’ understanding 

of these atrocities was not in keeping with the dominant Western narrative, which 

emphasised that Nazi Germany and the postwar Soviet Union were both examples of 

totalitarianism. Instead, for Stross, the Lidice massacre typified fascist tyranny. During his 

involvement with the 1964 exhibition, Stross continued to articulate his understanding that 

the camp was just one example of the wider atrocities committed during the Nazi occupation 

of Czechoslovakia. His understanding very much tallies with how the mass murder of 

European Jewry was subsumed into a wider narrative of martyrdom in communist 

Czechoslovakia, and the wider Eastern Bloc, at this time. Stross’ understanding of Terezín 

was shaped through his long-term association with Czechoslovakia and reflects his leftist 

politics. Whilst more research is required on how the British left engaged with Holocaust 
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remembrance, Stross’ understanding was in line with a particular left-wing, anti-fascist 

agenda found in Britain at this time.111 The way individuals across the political spectrum 

understood the Holocaust will be examined further in chapter three of this thesis. 

The second case study continues to explore how a memory protagonist’s 

understanding of the persecution and mass murder of European Jewry was influenced by 

their personal background and long-term interests. Attention now turns to C. C. Aronsfeld’s 

work at the Wiener Library, which was shaped by his and its refugee background, and his 

desire to keep the institution true to its German-Jewish roots. As with Stross, the next case 

study will demonstrate how Aronsfeld’s understanding was at odds with the wider 

engagement with the Holocaust in 1960s Britain. It will be shown that the gulf between this 

understanding led to heated conflict and animosity over the future direction of the library. 

C. C. Aronsfeld and the future direction of the Wiener Library 

It was decided that Mr Aronsfeld be authorised to use the title of ‘Acting 
Director’ but that it should be pointed out to him that this did not 
constitute any promise in connection with the full Directorship. He would 
hold this title until a Director was appointed.112 

This extract from the minutes of the Wiener Library’s executive committee’s meeting held 

on 14 September 1962 formalised the role that Caesar Caspar Aronsfeld, widely known as 

C. C., had been undertaking since Alfred Wiener’s retirement in the spring of 1961. 

Aronsfeld would assume the role for more than four years during a particularly difficult time 

in the library’s history. This case study focuses on Aronsfeld’s acting directorship and the 

events that led to his resignation from the institution in 1966. During this time, the Wiener 

Library was hampered by a clash between different personalities and an extremely 

precarious financial position. At the heart of these problems was a struggle over the identity 

of the library and what its future role should be. Aronsfeld felt that the institution must stay 

close to its origins as a German-Jewish institute that engaged in its own research activities as 

a tribute to those murdered during the Holocaust. However, the library’s executive 

committee, headed by David Kessler, suggested that securing the long-term future of the 

library’s materials required the organisation, as a separate entity, to close and its collections 

to be transferred to a British university. In exploring the debates over the library’s future, 
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this case study examines how different individuals argued their case for the future of the 

institution. Aronsfeld’s emphasis on the library’s German-Jewish roots clashed with the 

Anglo-Jewish establishment’s understanding of the organisation. This fraught relationship 

was exacerbated due to the wider ambivalence to the library from within British society-at-

large. Due to the tensions between these groups, it was impossible to plan a future for the 

library that would satisfy everyone involved. 

The fact that the organisation even continued to exist in the early postwar period owed 

a great deal to the financial backing of the philanthropist Leonard Montefiore, who served 

at the library’s second president and later as its chairman. Montefiore was a stalwart of the 

Anglo-Jewish elite. He used his connections to introduce Alfred Wiener to important 

individuals within the Anglo-Jewish establishment and persuaded the community’s 

committees that he sat on to support the institution. Montefiore provided financial assistance 

to the library on an ongoing basis for nearly twenty years, which led to him being 

affectionately nicknamed ‘the father of the Wiener Library’.113 He declined, however, to 

make any lasting provision for the institution in his will.114 This refusal meant that the 

organisation’s financial security was seriously hampered when Montefiore suddenly passed 

away on 23 December 1961. 

Montefiore’s successor as the library’s chairman was David Kessler. Kessler was the 

South African-born chairman of the Jewish Chronicle, from 1958 to 1992, and founded the 

publishing company Vallentine Mitchell. Kessler had first met Wiener in 1946 and built up 

an affectionate personal relationship with him over the next two decades. Kessler formally 

joined the library’s executive committee in 1956 and went on to have a ‘decisive influence’ 

over the institution’s future direction.115 His role after 1961 was not only influenced by the 

death of Montefiore, but also due to Wiener’s retirement in the spring of that year. One of 

Kessler’s first duties as chairman would be to lead the search for Wiener’s successor. This 

task was not an easy one; there were few suitable candidates, and none of those individuals 

wished to risk their careers to run an ailing institution. Aronsfeld was appointed acting 

director as a stopgap solution, whilst the search for a permanent director continued. 

On the face of it, Aronsfeld seemed an ideal candidate for the directorship; he had a 

similar background to Alfred Wiener and was the library’s longest-serving employee.116 
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Aronsfeld was born in Exin, eastern German (present-day Kcynia in Poland) in 1910. He 

had moved to Berlin in the interwar period and, having correctly identifying the rise of 

Nazism, he emigrated to Britain in 1933. In 1938, Aronsfeld’s long-running interest in 

journalism led to Alfred Wiener hiring him to translate materials about Nazism into English. 

Aronsfeld worked for Wiener in Amsterdam, and he transferred with the library to London. 

Throughout the war, Aronsfeld was at the heart of the organisation’s activities supporting 

British propaganda efforts and he edited two publications: The Nazis at War and Jewish News. 

Aronsfeld was undoubtedly a safe pair of hands to manage the day-to-day operation of the 

establishment following Wiener’s retirement. Yet he had ‘a complex, many-sided 

personality’, which meant he could come across as overtly serious and had a stubborn 

streak.117 During his tenure as acting director, Aronsfeld would clash regularly with Kessler 

over the library’s future direction. Whilst the latter felt that things at the library must adapt 

to secure its future, the former believed that if these changes altered the library’s character it 

would be better to cease activities altogether. At the heart of these arguments was the purpose 

of the institution and how it would best commemorate the Jewish victims of the Holocaust. 

Whilst the library’s postwar existence was dominated by financial pressures, the 

organisation continued to engage in varied activities. This chapter particularly focuses on the 

library’s research programmes. During the postwar period, the library developed pioneering 

research materials for the study of Nazism and the Holocaust, but the focus on research 

became a source of great tension during Aronsfeld’s temporary directorship. Kessler argued 

that securing a future for the institution’s physical materials – its books, articles, and related 

paraphernalia – was key, whereas Aronsfeld prioritised the use of the materials by the 

organisation’s staff for research. 

The development of the postwar research programme presented a departure from the 

organisation’s wartime activities. In developing the research programme, the library’s staff 

suggested the organisation was going back to its original roots. This return was emphasised 

in a short pamphlet produced by the library in 1946 which discussed the organisation’s 

history and activities. This pamphlet emphasised that the library was, at its core, a Jewish 

research institute. It stated that the institution would seek, as a priority, ‘the re-establishment 

of the Institute’s connections with all Jewish organisations with whom contacts have either 

been severed or loosened during the war’.118 Doing so was part of the establishment’s ‘great 

responsibility towards the millions who have perished’ and to survivors facing uncertain 
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futures in the early postwar period.119 One particular way in which the library supported 

survivors was the provision of its documentation collection to support their restitution 

claims.120 

Alongside the support afforded to Jewish survivors, the organisation sought to 

demonstrate the relevance of researching the persecution of the Jews for a diverse array of 

scholars. The 1946 pamphlet argued that ‘non-Jewish scholars will often have to refer to facts 

of an apparently Jewish nature’ when studying the wider trends of fascism.121 In a separate 

publication produced the same year, the library emphasised that the ‘characteristic feature 

of Nazi Germany’ was ‘the persecution of the Jews’. But that this ‘Jewish concern’ should be 

understood as part of a wider attack against the ‘Rights of Man’.122 The persecution of the 

Jews was seen as a particular example that could develop into wider, more generalised 

persecution. The postwar period provided the first opportunity for a wide body of scholars 

to consult the institution’s documents for themselves. During the war, the institution’s 

collections were primarily limited to supporting the British government’s propaganda 

activities. Now that the Second World War was over, it was possible to allow the public to 

access the library’s materials to ensure that ‘past errors are fully known and their very roots 

exposed’.123 

A key pillar of the institution’s attempt to engage with a wider public was through the 

publication of the Wiener Library Bulletin. The Bulletin first appeared in 1946. Aronsfeld took 

over editorship of the publication from its second issue and continued in this role until July 

1965. Under his tenure, the bi-monthly Bulletin tracked and commented on the developments 

of Holocaust scholarship and became one of the library’s ‘most successful publishing 

ventures’.124 The names of many eminent historians, politicians, and thinkers are found 

within the pages of the Bulletin, including Hugh Trevor Roper, Alan Bullock, and Gerald 

Reitlinger. Major books focusing on Nazi Germany and the Jewish persecution were 
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critically appraised in the Bulletin’s pages.125 The periodical was not, however, simply a means 

to survey others’ work, instead the Bulletin acted as a forum to explain the library’s own 

research plans. An article on the frontpage of the Bulletin in 1953 suggested that ‘crucial 

events’ of the Nazi regime were being neglected by academics. Kristallnacht, for instance, was 

absent from scholarship at the time. The article suggested that such blind spots were caused 

by an ‘inadequate familiarity with the resources’ available in Britain, America, and 

Germany. The Bulletin was designed to provide ‘sign posts’ to materials that might deal with 

these gaps, but the article concluded that ‘systematic exploitation’ of the institution’s material 

could only happen if the organisation carried out its own research projects.126 

A year later, the Bulletin reported that the library was now ready to ‘start a research 

programme under its own steam’, marking a ‘new era’ in the organisation’s history.127 If 

Aronsfeld had turned the Bulletin into an ‘intellectual force’ that helped to shape scholarship 

on Nazi Germany and the Holocaust,128 his colleagues equally developed pioneered research 

approaches in the field. Part of the library’s research programme involved filling in gaps that 

had been identified in the Bulletin, for instance one project explored the implications of 

Kristallnacht.129 The ‘salvage’ projects of the institution are particularly noteworthy.130 The 

library sought to secure ‘any document from the time of persecution’ that was currently 

housed in family homes ‘hidden away in desks and box rooms’, so that these materials could 

be safely kept in its own archives.131 Alongside collecting documentary material, the library's 

director of research – Eva Reichmann – oversaw one of the first systematic testimony 

collection projects in Britain. This project built on the Jewish Survivors' Report series, which the 

library had collected during the immediate postwar period. The earlier series was completed 

on an ad hoc basis, with the library seizing on opportunities as they were presented to it.132 

 
125 Ibid., 113–117. There is a notable omission to the Bulletin’s coverage, with the Diary of Anne Frank being 
completely ignored at the time of its publication. Barkow postulates that the diary was ignored because 
Aronsfeld felt it did not contribute to Holocaust scholarship. In later years, the book’s dramatization for stage 
and the cinema were recorded in the Wiener Library Bulletin. 
126 ‘Let There Be Research’, Wiener Library Bulletin 7:3–4 (1953), 15. 
127 ‘Wiener Library’s New Programme’, Wiener Library Bulletin, 8:5–6 (1954), 31. 
128 Barkow, Alfred Wiener, 117. 
129 ‘Wiener Library’s New Programme’, Wiener Library Bulletin, 8:5–6 (1954), 31. 
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Barkow, Alfred Wiener, 118–121.  
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The later project was undertaken in a systematic manner and led to over 1,200 testimony 

reports being recorded by the early 1960s.133 

The organisation’s own research programme emphasised the ‘Jewish catastrophe in 

particular’, with secondary attention given to wider aspects of the Nazi regime.134 Alongside 

this focus on the Jewish nature of the victims, the library was concerned about the objectivity 

of the information they were amassing. In its appeal for documentary evidence, the library 

emphasised that it was primarily interested in information that had an objective value.135 

The concern with objectivity equally applied to its testimony collection. Whilst the institution 

pioneered the collection of survivor testimonies, it followed the long-running scholarly 

consensus that questioned the accuracy of oral accounts as sources to be used by 

themselves.136 Given this concern, it is unsurprising that the organisation’s staff emphasised 

that one of the benefits of their project was that they could cross-reference the testimonies 

against the library’s own archival holdings.137 The wealth of materials held at the library was 

used to underscore one of the reasons why it needed to develop its own research programme. 

Alongside the Bulletin and internal research programmes, the library’s work was 

featured in the British press. Aronsfeld regularly wrote letters to newspaper editors when 

topics relevant to the institution became newsworthy. His letters covered a wide variety of 

topics. Some of them clarified aspects of the history of the Nazi regime, inspired by recent 

newspaper articles or book releases that Aronsfeld found lacking.138 In other articles, he drew 

parallels between antisemitic incidents in contemporary Britain and Nazi Germany.139 

 
133 Ibid., 121. Details of the eyewitness testimonies project were outlined in the Wiener Library Bulletin in 1954 
and 1955. For the project, interviewees were visited by one of the library’s interviewers on one or more 
occasions. During the interviews, information was collected, and a report was later produced by the 
interviewer. This report was shared with the interviewee for the information to be verified, after which the 
report was analysed, catalogued, and incorporated into the library’s catalogue. For more information, see 
‘Wiener Library’s New Programme’, Wiener Library Bulletin, 8:5–6 (1954), 31; ‘The Wiener Library’s 
Collection of Eye Witness Accounts and Original Documents’, Wiener Library Bulletin 9:5–6 (1955), 43. 
134 ‘The Wiener Library’s Collection of Eye Witness Accounts and Original Documents’, Wiener Library 
Bulletin 9:5–6 (1955), 43. 
135 ‘Wiener Library’s New Programme’, Wiener Library Bulletin, 8:5–6 (1954), 31. 
136 This scepticism hung over oral history for many decades. See, for example, the concerns raised about the 
authenticity of oral evidence in Trevor Lummis, Listening to History: The Authenticity of Oral Evidence (London: 
Hutchinson, 1987), 7. 
137 ‘The Wiener Library’s Collection of Eye Witness Accounts and Original Documents’, Wiener Library 
Bulletin 9:5–6 (1955), 43. 
138 See, for example, C. C. Arsonfeld, ‘The Reichstag Fire Reassessed’, Guardian, 25 January 1963, 4; ‘Some 
Germans Refused to Bow to the Nazis’, Daily Telegraph and Morning Post, 29 March 1961, 19; ‘Dresden – Who 
was to Blame?’, Sunday Telegraph, 5 May 1963, 23. 
139 See, for example, C. C. Aronsfeld, ‘Some Advice for Norwich Union’, Sunday Telegraph, 8 December 1963, 
20; ‘The Norwich Union’, Observer, 9 December 1963, 8; ‘Jews are not the only Target’, Sunday Telegraph, 15 
July 1962, 9. 
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Through making such provocative analogies, Aronsfeld was echoing the institution’s early 

postwar declaration that suggested ‘[w]ithout destroying the very last vestiges of Nazism and 

Fascism no lasting solution can be found’.140 References to Oswald Mosley and a Nazi doctor 

evading arrest in Ghana underscored Aronsfeld’s argument that antisemitism remained ‘a 

feature of contemporary history’.141 Throughout his articles, Aronsfeld emphasised the 

institution’s early postwar declaration that it would stay true to its Jewish origins. In one 

article, for instance, he remarked that the library ‘happens to be Jewish’. In another, he 

informed readers that, if they wished to study the topics under discussion, the library would 

provide them with ‘what is probably (at least in this country) the largest documentation of 

the Nazi era and modern persecution of Jewry’.142 It is questionable whether these letters – 

which noted that the library was a ‘specialised research institute’ – appealed to a wider 

public.143 Aronsfeld provided suggestions for further reading in German, which would have 

only been accessible to a limited audience.144 

Yet the institution did attract visitors. Some of these visits marked important diplomatic 

occasions, such as the visit by Thomas Mann in 1949 and Theodor Heuss, the West 

Germany President, during his State visit to the United Kingdom in 1958.145 At the other 

end of the spectrum, Aronsfeld recalled that the library occasionally attracted the attention 

of ‘an odd breed of freaks’ who came to the organisation with ‘cloak and dagger’ stories.146 

Interest in the library naturally spiked during times of greater media interest in the 

Holocaust, with the Eichmann trial particularly piquing public intrigue. The library 

provided background materials to the Eichmann trial, as it had done for the earlier 

Nuremberg Trials.147 Aronsfeld took charge of the organisation’s involvement with the trial 

 
140Wiener Library, London, OSP 2577, ‘Jewish Central Information Office: The Wiener Library: Its History 
and Activities, 1934–1945’, 1946, 3. 
141 Aronsfeld discussed Mosley’s antisemitism on several occasions. See, for example, ‘Mosley’s B. U. F’, 
Observer, 12 November 1961, 22; ‘Mosley and the Jews’, Observer, 15 August 1965, 7. For Aronfeld’s article 
about Horst Schumann living in Ghana, which he suggested the Wiener Library’s Bulletin had reported on 
several years before the Guardian, see ‘Dr Nkrumah and a Nazi in Ghana’, Guardian, 4 February 1965, 10. For 
the earlier article published in the Bulletin, see ‘Auschwitz Doctor at Large’, Wiener Library Bulletin 16:3 (1962), 
45. For his comments about antisemitism being a reoccurring part of contemporary history, see, ‘Jews are not 
the only Target’, Sunday Telegraph, 15 July 1962, 9. 
142 C. C. Aronsfeld, ‘In all Nations’, Observer, 20 October 1963, 14; ‘Some Germans Refused to Bow to the 
Nazis’, Daily Telegraph and Morning Post, 29 March 1961, 19. 
143 Aronsfeld used this term in several of the letters. See, for instance, C. C. Aronsfeld, ‘Jews are not the only 
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144 C. C. Aronsfeld, ‘In all Nations’, Observer, 20 October 1963, 14. 
145 Barkow, Alfred Wiener, 122–123, 138. 
146 Aronsfeld, Wandering, 173. 
147 Barkow, Alfred Wiener, 139. 
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by providing the prosecution with evidence against specific charges and handling 

enquiries.148 

The organisation’s interactions with the public shows that some individuals visited the 

library due to sharing similar concerns about antisemitism. Aronsfeld recalled that a young 

lady came to the library who was ‘greatly distressed by the [Eichmann] trial reports which 

she was reading every day’.149 She was concerned that people would not heed the trial’s 

warning against antisemitism and that events in Germany could be replicated in Britain. 

Aronsfeld noted that this meeting led to a great deal of correspondence between the pair, 

and the woman later wrote a book about Mauthausen concentration camp.150 At the same 

time, however, the coverage of the institution in the British press often focused on 

sensationalism and gore. In the Daily Mail, for instance, Stanley Bonnett described the library 

as a storeroom for the ‘terrifying documentaries of death’, which provided an indictment 

against Eichmann that ‘stand higher even that the cairns of corpses in Auschwitz’.151 The 

article was accompanied by a picture of emaciated bodies, used to emphasise the horrific 

material stored at the library. The institution’s role in the trial even featured in Man’s Story, 

an adult male magazine. Throughout 1964, as figure 2 shows, the magazine’s cover 

frequently depicted scantily clad women being tortured by Nazis. In the November 1964 

issue, Diana Lawson described walking down Devonshire Street when she was compelled to 

visit the Wiener Library. Like Bonnett, Lawson suggested the library was a macabre 

organisation where visitors would find themselves ‘wading ankle deep in blood’.152 This 

sensationalistic press coverage continued the earlier postwar trend – discussed in the first case 

study of this chapter – which emphasised the perpetrators’ crimes rather than the identity of 

the victims. 

Yet, whilst the press gawked at the dark events outlined in the library’s records, the 

institution’s staff intended to embark on nuanced research projects. Even after Montefiore’s 

death, the library continued to engage in research and ideas for future projects were 

proposed. These projects varied in their scope. Aronsfeld, for instance, suggested that an 

English translation of Gerhard Schoenberner’s Der Gelbe Stern [The Yellow Star] should be 
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produced.153 He had sent the book to the Manchester anti-Fascist Council, who’s chairman 

remarked: 

I gave my young son this book to read. You have no need to know German. 
If a picture could have captured the expression on his 12 year old face, it 
would have been a record for all time. DID PEOPLE DO THIS, he asked, 
and this is the whole point of our work, to teach the respect of Mankind to 
all.154 

 
Figure 2. Man’s Story cover, November 1964. 

Aronsfeld felt this response demonstrated that knowledge of German was not necessary for 

the book’s ‘effective use in this country’.155 The fact the chairman felt it was appropriate to 

provide a twelve-year-old child with Der Gelbe Stern is striking, given the book’s frequent use 

of photographs showing emaciated corpses in concentration camps. This incident again 

underscores how engagement with the Holocaust could easily focus on an emphasis on gore 

 
153 The ongoing poignancy of the images in Der Gelbe Stern are reflected on in a revised version of the book, see 
Michael Berenbaum, ‘Foreword’, in Gerhard Schoenberner, The Yellow Star: The Persecution of the Jews in Europe 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2004), viii–ix. 
154 JCA, MS225/3/93/1, ‘Letter from C. C. Aronsfeld to David Kessler’, 1 October 1962. [Original 
punctuation retained]. 
155 Ibid. [Original punctuation retained]. 

Figure removed due to permissions issue. 
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at the expense of a more nuanced understanding of events. Aronsfeld seems to have shown 

an awareness that understanding could not rely on horrific images alone, noting that – this 

anecdote aside – the book’s translation into English would help to develop awareness of the 

Holocaust.156 

On a more ambitious scale, Aronsfeld backed ‘a scheme for a big comprehensive 

history of the [H]olocaust’, a proposal that Alfred Wiener had previously supported.157 

Aronsfeld was cautious about the possibility of such a book, suggesting that only ‘as a 

composite work written by a number of experts’ might it be ‘feasible’.158 Whilst the book was 

only being considered as a ‘theoretical proposition’,159 it was a noteworthy idea nonetheless. 

On the one hand, the development of this project would have further bolstered the library’s 

credentials as an institution at the cutting edge of research into the persecution and mass 

murder of European Jewry. Yet, on the other hand, the project was notable because 

Aronsfeld’s letter suggested he was apparently unaware of the publication of Raul Hilberg’s 

The Destruction of the European Jews in 1961. Hilberg had many unsuccessful attempts to find a 

publisher for his work, and its earliest edition was published by a minor publishing house.160 

Aronsfeld’s oversight could have been the result of distractions caused by his position as 

acting director. 

Instead of focusing on developing new research projects, Aronsfeld’s time came to be 

dominated by concerns about the library’s long-term viability. He remarked that he was 

‘haunted by the figures of one Budget or another’ and spent a holiday away from the library 

‘recuperating from the trials of Budget-making’.161 During his lifetime, Leonard Montefiore 

had regularly assisted the library with donations that had amounted to about £4,000 per 

annum.162 This money had helped to cover the overheads of the organisation and its general 

running costs. Other money was provided to fund specific projects by bodies such as the 

Claims Conference and the Allocations Committee of the Central British Fund. Whilst the 

library had previously found ‘little difficulty’ in funding its specific projects, this money was 

never guaranteed. In a letter to Alan Montefiore, who had joined the board following his 

father’s death, David Kessler confessed his ‘uneasiness at relying on the year-to-year decision 
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of bodies like the Claims Conference.’163 There was no guarantee the money would keep 

coming. Kessler was well aware that if money from these organisations stopped the library’s 

finances would turn from ‘serious into desperate’.164  

There were many potential pitfalls that could have resulted in the funding being 

stopped; the library and Claims Conference had a difficult relationship.165 This situation was 

exasperated by the fact that the institution’s main sponsor was West Germany. Kessler was 

forced to deny a rumour that – in return for money from West Germany – the library’s 

collections would be transferred there.166 This allegation was accompanied by other rumours 

that suggested the library was being ‘used as a propaganda weapon for Bonn’.167 Aronsfeld 

conceded that it was ‘embarrassing’ that the West German government was one of the 

library’s largest backers, which helped fuel allegations that the institute was not doing enough 

to raise its own funds. To remedy this situation, he suggested that ‘wider support’ was needed 

for the library, particularly from within Britain.168 

At the crux of the debate about how the Wiener Library should be funded were 

questions about the institute’s position vis-à-vis Anglo-Jewry. There was a continuing 

assumption that Anglo-Jewry was not doing enough to support the organisation. Aronsfeld 

raised concerns about opposition from within Anglo-Jewry towards funding the library. He 

recalled that, after addressing local Jewish communities in Manchester and Leeds, he 

‘doubted whether such an appeal would yield substantial results’.169 In another attempt to 

raise funds, Aronsfeld wrote of the library’s plight in the Jewish Chronicle. The letter managed 

to raise £5 from a reader who was sorry ‘that the Wiener Library, with whose objectives I 

am deeply in sympathy is under the handicap of extremely limited means’.170  Whilst these 

examples suggest an ambivalent attitude towards the institute from within Britain, caution 

needs to be taken before suggesting they are illustrative of the wider Anglo-Jewish attitude 

towards the library. 

The apathetic accounts need to be set in a wider context. Two points are striking in 

terms of the library’s fundraising effort. Firstly, Aronsfeld was ill-suited for the task. During 

his time as acting director, Aronsfeld suggested he would be happier dealing with other 
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matters than putting his nose to the ‘grindstone’ of fundraising.171 He reflected in his 

autobiography that fundraising was a task that he was in ‘no way qualified’ to undertake.172 

Whilst Aronsfeld tended to undersell his own skills, others were inclined to agreed that he 

was not the best person to lead the library’s fundraising efforts. An official connected to the 

Claims Conference suggested others in the library might be better suited to leading the 

organisation’s fundraising campaign, and Kessler asked Aronsfeld not to approach private 

donors in 1962 because he questioned the latter’s competence in doing so.173  

Aronsfeld’s fundraising capabilities are, however, a moot argument compared with the 

second point. Whilst there was a general perception that Anglo-Jewry were not providing 

suitable levels of funds to the library, this viewpoint was not universally shared. When writing 

to Nahum Goldman of the Allocations Committee, Kessler highlighted that the Anglo-

Jewish community had, in a way, provided a sustained contribution to the library’s finances 

through Montefiore’s generosity.174 Montefiore had been, after all, a key member of the 

Anglo-Jewish elite. Additionally, between 1958 and 1962, the library had received income 

from various sources in the United Kingdom, which had amounted to an average of £12,000 

per annum.175 One such organisation that contributed to the institution was the BoD, who 

provided the organisation with £9,375 between 1945 and February 1963. This amount was 

relatively minor, especially when compared to Montefiore’s generous donations to the 

library. However, the BoD suggested that emphasising their contribution might help the 

library to evidence the ‘contention that money had been raised in Anglo-Jewry’.176 It was 

suggested that the link between the Anglo-Jewish establishment and library could be 

strengthened by members of the BoD becoming directors of the library. The Board’s 

president, Barnett Janner, was keen on becoming one of the library’s directors. Yet, whilst 

the BoD had supported the organisation for a sustained period, its understanding of the 

library’s work was limited. Adolph Brotman, the BoD’s secretary, confessed to Aronsfeld that 

Janner’s ‘desire was of course only for prestige, he didn’t really know much about the work 

of the Library’. 177 

Though Janner saw joining the library’s directorship as a prestigious act, others 

questioned how long the institution could realistically continue to exist in its current form. In 
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a letter to Kessler, the historian Max Beloff argued that ‘the Library as an independently 

housed and separate institution has only a very short life in front of it’ and ‘we are only 

worsening the situation by not accepting it’.178 Beloff felt that the library’s future necessitated 

its absorption into a university. He suggested that University College London or the London 

School of Economics would be suitable homes for the organisation’s collections.179 Kessler 

agreed that the former institution would be particularly appropriate because of the ‘old-

established Anglo Jewish connection’ with UCL.180 In 1905, the papers of the philanthropist, 

scholar, and community leader Frederic David Mocatta were deposited at the college. These 

materials were added to over subsequent years, further strengthening the Jewish archival 

records held at UCL.181 Beloff argued that the library’s transfer to UCL was essential for the 

collection to stay in Britain. He suggested that the only viable alternative was for ‘the Library 

to be sold, presumably to the United States.’182 Such a move would have followed a wider 

trend that saw other twentieth-century libraries and institutions, set up by refugee 

intellectuals in Britain, subsequently move to the United States. In crossing the Atlantic, 

Colin Richmond argues, such organisations became ‘better appreciated and properly 

rewarded.183 This observation underscores the ambivalence – morally and financially – that 

created obstacles to Holocaust remembrance in the early decades of the postwar period. The 

insensitivity towards the uniqueness of the Wiener Library was demonstrated in Beloff’s 

formulation that the key component worth saving was its physical collections, rather than 

the ethos of the organisation itself. He argued that the library as an ‘independent institution 

would naturally come to an end with the passing from the scene of its founders’. His proposals 

were aimed at bringing the organisation’s materials ‘into the general stream of British 

scholarly work’.184  

Whilst Beloff focused on how the library could benefit British scholarship, Kessler 

acknowledged the wider role the institution had developed. Kessler supported keeping the 

library in London as a way of ensuring the institution’s long-term financial viability. He 

acknowledged, however, that the library was ‘not a specifically Anglo-Jewish institution’.185 

Instead, Kessler argued that the library was ‘an organisation which serves the whole of Jewry’ 
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by providing information to support restitution cases and resources to challenge antisemitism 

across the globe.186 Alongside its global role, Kessler noted that the library was ‘based on a 

German Jewish foundation’.187 Taken together, the library’s background and the global 

reach it had developed, meant that it ‘could be regarded in the best sense as a memorial to 

the victims of Nazism. It would be a tragedy if it were allowed either to disintegrate or to be 

lost to the Jewish community’.188 

Some of the library’s longest serving staff members felt this disintegration would 

happen if the library’s physical materials were prioritised over saving the character of the 

institution. The desire of the library’s staff to maintain the organisation’s uniqueness was 

stressed throughout the early postwar period. In a 1946 publication, the need to maintain 

the ‘great traditions’ of the institution as the product of Continental Europe and ‘a specific 

European point of view’ were emphasised as being central to the library’s work.189 Fifteen 

years later, in 1961, Alfred Wiener expressed unhappiness about plans for a potential 

association with the Parkes Library.190 The latter had been developed by James Parkes, who 

was similarly struggling to establish financial security for his library.191 In objecting to this 

proposal, Wiener emphasised that his library was ‘the spiritual heir to the former German-

Jewish community’,  whom he felt would be uninterested in a Wiener-Parkes set up.192 The 

proposal was put on hold and eventually scrapped. 

Aronsfeld shared Wiener’s unease about the library losing its identity as an 

organisation shaped by its German-Jewish background. He proposed that the library should 

work to strengthen further its role as a unique research institute by expanding the publication 

of its own works. This proposal was at odds with those being considered by the library’s 

executive committee, who felt the future of the organisation could best be secured by placing 

it within a university.193 Aronsfeld had previously acknowledged that securing the 

institution’s future might entail the loss of ‘some of our independence’.194 The qualifier was 

 
186 Ibid., 2. 
187 Ibid. 
188 Ibid., 3. 
189 Wiener Library, London, OSP 2577, ‘Jewish Central Information Office: The Wiener Library: Its History 
and Activities, 1934–1945’, 1946, 3. 
190 JCA, MS225/3/93/1, ‘Letter from Leonard Montefiore to Mr Scott’, 18 November 1961. 
191 James Parkes’ library eventually transferred to the University of Southampton in 1964. The Parkes 
Library officially opened at the university the following year. For more details on the eventual relocation of 
the Parkes Library to Southampton, see Richmond, Campaigner Against Antisemitism, 227–230. 
192 JCA, MS225/3/93/1, ‘Letter from Leonard Montefiore to Mr Scott’, 18 November 1961. 
193 JCA, MS225/3/93/1, ‘Letter from Max Beloff to David Kessler’, 9 January 1963. 
194 JCA, MS225/3/93/1, ‘Note about meeting between C. C. Aronsfeld and Mr Joseph’, 3 April 1962, 1. 
[Emphasis added]. 



Chapter 1 

71 

key. The divergence between the views of Aronsfeld and the executive committee would turn 

increasing hostile throughout his time as acting director. 

In May 1963, Aronsfeld accused the executive committee of failing to undertake the 

necessary ‘spade work’ to ensure the longevity of the institution.195 His relationship with the 

directors soured further in February 1964. Following Wiener’s death that month, Aronsfeld 

sent a strongly worded memo to the executive committee in which he attacked the proposed 

future direction of the library. He argued that an ‘ominous course’ was being followed, due 

to the lack of financial security. Whilst the executive committee felt that the organisation’s 

future would be best secured by moving the library to a university, Aronsfeld cautioned 

against this proposal. He was concerned that the institution’s materials were being prioritised 

over the expertise of the staff. He cautioned that this approach would lead to ‘little [being] 

left of the Library except a lifeless collection of books and miscellaneous files and records 

which can no longer be kept uptodate [sic].’196 He felt this situation was already becoming a 

reality, singling out the closure of the Nuremberg documents department as ‘symptom’ of 

this wider policy.197 This department had indexed and analysed the records of the 

Nuremberg trials, so that they could be used by researchers, war crimes investigators, and 

restitution authorities. According to Aronsfeld, closing the department meant that an 

‘absolutely essential part of the Library will be abolished.’198 Aronsfeld suggested that if 

further areas were discontinued, the institution would 

merely be a shadow of its old self, operating for a while under false 
pretences and sure to be found out before very long. I feel I owe to you, as 
my directors, the conscientious confession that having served Dr. Wiener 
and willing to serve you, I would not wish to be associated with such an 
undertaking. 199 

The atmosphere at the Wiener Library became increasingly hostile throughout 1964. 

Aronsfeld’s relationship with the executive committee, and especially Kessler, was a source 

of ongoing difficulty.200 Aronsfeld continued to bemoan the ‘unfair burden [that] was left 

on his shoulders’ as acting director and asked to be ‘relieved of this burden before the end 
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of this year’.201 Other relationships within the library were also strained.202 Trude Levi – a 

Hungarian Auschwitz survivor – resigned in 1964, citing bad pay and an unhealthy 

working environment. Reflecting on her reasons for leaving the library, she commented 

that 

there was a curious atmosphere; the staff were marvellous in personal 
relationships. Birthdays were celebrated and when someone was ill, all 
were sympathetic and helpful. Yet workwise they seemed to spy on each 
other and there was a good deal of jealously among the personnel. As time 
went by, I found the atmosphere unpleasant and felt that I had to get away 
from the Library.203 

Change was certainly needed at the institution. Walter Laqueur’s appointment in July 1964 

as the Wiener Library’s new director would signal an attempt to move on from the difficulties 

that had engulfed the organisation during the early 1960s. Laqueur was a German-born Jew. 

He had emigrated to Palestine in 1938, before coming to London in the 1950s. He knew the 

library and had contributed to the Bulletin on several occasions. Indeed, it was during a visit 

to the library that he was approached by Kessler and invited to a meeting at the Jewish 

Chronicle’s offices to discuss the opportunity of taking over as the institution’s director. The 

hiring process was conducted by Kessler and the executive committee, without consulting 

Aronsfeld or other members of the library’s staff.204 Aronsfeld was deeply hurt by his 

exclusion from the hiring process, which he communicated to Kessler in a string of letters 

throughout the summer of 1964. Aronsfeld was left unsatisfied by Kessler’s replies and, in 

turn, Kessler was vexed that Aronsfeld would not let the matter drop.205 

It is likely that Aronsfeld continued to pursue his disappointment about the hiring 

process as a symptom of the much larger concerns he had about the library’s future direction. 

Aronsfeld found Laqueur a very suitable candidate for the position of director.206 Laqueur’s 

appointment, however, marked a departure from the library Aronsfeld knew, as the 
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organisation was transformed into the Institute for Contemporary History in 1964.207 

Aronsfeld was ‘part of the Wiener legacy’, but that period of the library’s history was now 

coming to a close.208 A key moment in the shift between these two eras came in the summer 

of 1965 when the Bulletin in its original form came to an end. Aronsfeld had edited the Bulletin 

for almost twenty years. Its circulation had been small – around 2,000 issues – but it had 

become an important source of news in the fledging field.209 Writing in the editorial of the 

last issue, Aronsfeld reflected on the end of an era: 

As we now come to the end of this part of our voyage, I wish to salute all 
my colleagues, notably my senior colleague, Mrs. Ilse R. Wolff, our 
Librarian, but likewise all our friends and correspondents, here and 
abroad, who helped me, by their criticism, to produce the Wiener Library 
Bulletin and make it meaningful for the student of the Nazi era. I hope they 
will continue to favour me with their advice and assistance now that we 
shall concentrate on a more limited area but remain devoted to the same 
standards of documented accuracy which earned the Wiener Library Bulletin 
a reputation not without respect.210 

Aronsfeld’s words demonstrate an obvious tinge of disappointed at the direction the library 

was embarking on. He would not stay long to focus on a ‘more limited area’ of research; he 

left the library after twenty-eight years of service in July 1966.211 He went on to work as the 

Senior Research Officer at the newly established Institute of Jewish Affairs, where he edited 

the journals Patterns of Prejudice and Christian-Jewish Relations from their inception until his 

retirement in June 1985 aged 75. 

The Wiener Library flourished during the late 1960s, under the influence of Kessler 

and Laqueur. A string of academic conferences took places, which attracted high-profile 

speakers, including Alan Bullock, Asa Briggs, Sir William Hayter, Ralf Dahrendorf, Hugh 

Trevor-Roper, and George Mosse.212 In 1966, the Journal of Contemporary History was 

launched, which set out to ‘concentrate on the main issues of [Europe] in our time’. Fascism 

was the focus of the first issue, but later issues would explore a plethora of different areas of 

concern.213 The Jewish focus of the Wiener Library, which had been reaffirmed in the 1946 

pamphlet, would now have to compete with wider concerns as part of the larger Institute of 
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Contemporary History and Wiener Library. The change in focus did not alleviate the 

organisation’s financial issues and it continued to be dogged by a lack of funding over 

subsequent years.214 This situation came to a head in the summer of 1980, when the majority 

of the library’s books and other collections were shipped to Tel Aviv in order to save the 

institution in London.215 There is an irony that in the ‘nadir of the long history’ of the 

library,216  its collection was sold so that the institution could continue to exist in London. 

This decision prioritised the institution’s unique character over its physical materials. Twenty 

years later, had Aronsfeld’s argument proved correct after all? 

Conclusion 

Aronsfeld and Stross’ paths did not cross during the events discussed in this chapter, and 

there are notable differences in how the two men responded to the mass murder of European 

Jewry. Whilst Stross was a charming publicist; Aronsfeld was an awkward character. Stross 

was knighted for his public and political service; whilst Aronsfeld lamented that his was the 

life of a ‘nobody’.217 More important that these character traits, however, is the fact that they 

did not place the same significance on the persecution and mass murder of European Jewry. 

Yet, these differences aside, there is a striking similarity in the way their individual 

motivations were shaped, and the types of obstacles they encountered in a society that was 

ambivalent to their work. Neither man’s work fits into the dominant ‘mono-cultural liberal 

ideology’ that shaped understanding of the Holocaust in Britain in the postwar period.218 

The way both men understood the mass murder of European Jewry was shaped by 

their long-held professional and personal interests, which bridged the wartime and postwar 

divide. Barnett Stross’ involvement in the Terezín exhibition must be seen as part of his 

involvement with the ‘Lidice Shall Live’ Committee, which had developed due to his work 

as a doctor and politician in Staffordshire. His involvement in this committee fostered a 

lifetime interest in Czechoslovakia’s wartime occupation, in which Stross positioned Terezín 

as one example of the many atrocities the Nazis committed in the country. Aronsfeld’s 

personal experiences equally shaped his understanding of the mass murder of European 

Jewry. He had joined the Wiener Library as a German-Jewish refugee and, having become 

the organisation’s longest-serving employee, was adamant that it should stay true to its 
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origins as a Jewish research institute. In showing how Stross and Aronsfeld’s postwar 

understanding was refracted through their wartime experiences, this chapter supports the 

argument that the onset of the Cold War did not act as a universal barrier to Holocaust 

remembrance. Individual’s activities after 1945 demonstrate ‘continuities of interpretation’ 

between the wartime and postwar periods.219 

Stross and Aronsfeld’s long-term interests were influenced by pan-European trends. 

Stross did not entirely discount that there were Jewish victims, but he placed them within a 

wider narrative of the Nazi wartime occupation of Czechoslovakia. Terezín was presented 

as just one example of the atrocities that had been committed in Czechoslovakia. His 

understanding mirrored the narrative of the Second World War adopted in the Eastern Bloc, 

which framed the war as an example of fascist aggression. Stross’ understanding clashed with 

the dominant narrative in Britain, which suggested that Nazi Germany and the USSR were 

both examples of totalitarianism. Yet Stross’ understanding was in line with a specific left-

wing, anti-fascist understanding of the mass murder of European Jewry. This left-wing 

narrative will be discussed further in chapter three of this thesis. The opening of the 

exhibition at the Ben Uri Gallery in 1964 must be understood within the context of these 

pan-European trends. Stross came to work with the gallery due to his interest in art, and 

their focus on eastern and central Europe. The gallery was influenced during the war by the 

arrival of eastern European Jewish refugees, and its early postwar exhibitions had engaged 

with the persecution and mass murder of European Jewry. The gallery’s work received 

limited public attention – from either Anglo-Jewish elites or the wider public – as 

demonstrated by the limited press coverage the 1964 exhibition received. 

The Wiener Library similarly experienced apathy towards its work. The library’s 

executive committee included members of Anglo-Jewry’s elite, but they were ambivalent 

towards the future of the library. Whilst Aronsfeld was determined to turn the library into a 

Jewish research institute, members of the executive committee felt it would be better if the 

library’s materials were transferred to a university. This solution would have secured the 

future of the organisation’s physical collection, but the unique German-Jewish character of 

the library would have been lost. Aronsfeld felt that this solution betrayed the library’s origins 

and the memory of the German-Jewish community it served. In highlighting these tensions 

within the library’s management structure, this chapter nuances David Cesarani’s suggestion 

of how early Holocaust remembrance operated in British society. Cesarani argued that for 
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an observer in one place at that time it might have seemed as if there was 
nothing but ‘silence’ about the fate of the Jews, while for another person in 
a different location the facts of the catastrophe may have been glaringly 
obvious and not in need of reiteration.220 

This chapter, however, suggests that such disparities could be found within a single 

organisation. At the Wiener Library, there was a tension between Aronsfeld’s demands that 

the institution should work to develop the public’s understanding of the Holocaust, and the 

executive committee’s belief that this aim served little practical benefit. At the Ben Uri, Stross 

connected his exhibition to the Czechoslovakian wartime narrative, but the gallery’s focus 

on Jewish art meant that those attending the exhibition could link it to the organisation’s 

earlier exhibitions about the mass murder of European Jewry. These conflictual relationships 

were not just confined to the early postwar decades. As will be shown in the next chapter, 

the creation of the Britain’s first civic Holocaust memorial suffered from competing tensions 

between different groups. The eventual placement of the memorial in Hyde Park did not 

demonstrate that the genocide had acquired a greater sense of relevance, instead it marked 

a continuation of the widespread ambivalence that hampered the nature of remembrance.
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CHAPTER 2 

‘Sharing the cake before cooked’: George Carter 
and the Hyde Park Holocaust Memorial 

The previous chapter examined how individuals working with the Ben Uri Gallery and the 

Wiener Library responded to the Holocaust in the early postwar period. It explored how 

widespread apathy in Britain hampered the activities of the memory protagonists. This 

chapter examines how this ambivalence affected the work of later memory protagonists by 

charting the creation of Britain’s first national Holocaust memorial, which was unveiled in 

Hyde Park in June 1983. 

The Hyde Park Holocaust Memorial was not the first Holocaust memorial to be 

created in Britain. Approximately twenty years earlier, in 1965, a memorial was unveiled by 

the Association of Nazi Concentration Camp Survivors (ANCCS). The association had been 

formed in 1960 to promote ‘the perpetuation of memory of the Holocaust’, in response to 

concerns about increasing incidences of neo-Nazi activity.1 The ANCCS fundraising 

campaign raised £20, which was used to erect a simple memorial plaque in St. Martin-in-

the-Fields church in the north-east corner of Trafalgar Square. If the meagre sum raised was 

indicative of the marginality of Holocaust remembrance in Britain at the time,2 then this 

point was further emphasised by Steven Cooke’s futile search for the plaque thirty years later 

in the late 1990s. Nobody who worked at the church knew of the plaque’s creation, or if it 

still existed. Cooke could not locate the plaque either inside the church or in its grounds.3 

Other campaigns for Holocaust memorials within Britain were similarly limited in their 

success. A few years before the unveiling of the ANCCS plaque, a Memorial Committee was 

created, led by Barnett Janner, who was then President of the Board of Deputies (BoD). As 

will be shown later in this chapter, his son, Greville Janner, would go on to play a high-profile 

role in Holocaust remembrance in Britain. The committee eventually produced costed plans 

for a memorial complex. Yet the centre was never built, most probably due to a recurrent 
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issue faced by campaigners for Holocaust memorials at this time: an inability to raise 

sufficient capital.4 

There was, however, one memorial built in London at this time designed, in part, to 

remember Holocaust victims. The Prisoners of War and Concentration Camp Victims’ 

Memorial was constructed in Gladstone Park, Dollis Hill in the late 1960s. The sculptor, 

Fred Kormis, had served in the Austrian army during the First World War and was captured 

as a prisoner of war. As a Jew, he was later forced to flee from Nazi Germany in 1933. His 

financial capital was used to underwrite the costs of the memorial and political clout was 

provided by the MP Reg Freeson, who shared a similar background and vision to Kormis. 

Cooke argues that the personal experiences of Freeson and Kormis shaped the nature of this 

memorial with its combination of Holocaust narratives and those of other victims of war. 

Their shared vision ensured the memorial’s success because they were not reliant on outside 

funding or support.5 The memorial has, however, been marginalised within the framework 

of Holocaust remembrance by the majority of the Jewish community in Britain. Greville 

Janner, for example, once claimed to be unaware of its existence and remarked ‘that it was 

not a national monument’.6 Cooke doubts Janner’s lack of knowledge about the earlier 

memorial, which had received a high level of publicity before its unveiling.7 But by 

overlooking it, Janner was able to ignore its message – as a universal monument against Nazi 

atrocities – and thus how it downplayed the specificity of the Jewish experience. The title of 

the first ‘official’, national monument would be reserved for the Hyde Park Holocaust 

Memorial. 

In being declared the first national memorial, it has been argued that the Hyde Park 

Holocaust Memorial demonstrates a turning point in the nature of Holocaust remembrance 

in Britain. In part, the memorial has been suggested to typify a gradual change in the Anglo-

Jewish community’s desire to design a physical memorial through which to remember the 

Holocaust. This lingering apathy had been a central barrier hampering the success of 

previous projects.8 The proposals that would eventually culminate in the Hyde Park 

 
4 The ambitious plans of the Memorial Committee consisted of a youth centre, a cultural centre, 
administrative offices, flexible exhibition space, a hall of remembrance, and permanent plaques to 
commemorate the killing sites. It was suggested that this complex could have housed the Wiener Library. For 
more information, see Cooke, ‘Hidden Landscapes’, 82–83. In 1977, Hugo Gryn and Paul Shaw, on behalf 
of the Vad Vashem UK Committee, proposed another scheme, which was equally fruitless, see Cooke, 
‘Hidden Landscapes’, 110–112. 
5 For a detailed discussion of this memorial, see Cooke, ‘Hidden Landscapes’, 85–96.  
6 Ibid., 95. 
7 Ibid., 95–96. 
8 Ibid., 97. 
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memorial were sponsored by the Board of Deputies. Cooke’s analysis of the Hyde Park 

memorial focused on the ‘particular historical relationship’ between the BoD and the British 

State.9 He emphasised how the memorial highlighted conflict regarding the nature of Anglo-

Jewish identity. This tension centred around concepts of ‘Jewishness’ and ‘Englishness’, and 

‘between commemoration of the Holocaust and a wish to keep the difficult issues raised by 

such commemoration hidden away from prying eyes’.10 

Whilst Cooke’s work explores the tensions within the Anglo-Jewish community, Andy 

Pearce emphasises how the memorial represented a shift towards greater governmental 

involvement in Holocaust remembrance. For the memorial to be built in a Royal Park, 

approval was required from the British government. As such, Pearce correctly argues that 

the memorial was ‘wholly dependent upon the goodwill of the State’ and that the 

Government’s perception of the Holocaust mattered to its eventual realisation.11 He suggests 

that the memorial garden’s presence in the centre of London – close to the monarchical and 

Parliamentary seats of power – demonstrated that the political elite saw the Holocaust to 

have status and standing.12 In this way, the memorial signifies an important development in 

the place of Holocaust remembrance in Britain at this time. 

The significance of the memorial is tempered by its ‘unobtrusive and marginal’ 

placement within Hyde Park.13 The final location meant that the memorial – and the 

Holocaust – do ‘not intrude onto any existing non-Jewish site of memory’.14 It is thus a 

memorial that is ‘both public and hidden’.15 But the memorial’s location reveals more than 

a tension between ‘private’ and ‘public’ spaces of memory. It is striking that the memorial’s 

own ‘hinterland’ – that is the layers of memory present within its site – are reflective of false 

starts, missed opportunities, and blunders.16 As well as being a public and private site of 

remembrance, this chapter argues that the Hyde Park Holocaust Memorial is principally an 

accidental site of memory. 
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term from Peter Catterall’s work, ‘What (if anything) is Distinctive about Contemporary History?’, Journal of 
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This chapter explores the accidental nature of the memorial through an examination 

of governmental records. These files were not available when Cooke and Pearce conducted 

their research. The use of these records is not intended to present a ‘top-down’ 

conceptualisation of the memorial’s development, but instead to emphasise the competing 

tensions and confusions that underpinned the creation of the memorial. The Department of 

the Environment’s internal discussion of the memorial foregrounds this confusion. After the 

memorial was unveiled, the Department was asked to explain why it was placed in Hyde 

Park. A departmental official noted that this ‘question is not easily answered’.17 The 

Department did not have a document explaining the reason for the memorial’s location, 

instead its approval had been assumed ‘fait accompli’.18 Of course, memorials are not built 

without any impetus. As James Young has sagely remarked, memorials are ‘made by human 

hands in human times and places’.19 The Department’s confusion about the memorial 

demonstrates the competing tensions that underpinned the memorial’s development. Whilst 

the Department had to consent to the memorial being built in Hyde Park; its placement 

there was influenced by individuals and communities working at varying distances from the 

centre of political power. 

To examine these competing tensions, this chapter charts George Carter’s presence 

across the archives of the organisations who, at various stages, were involved in the creation 

of the memorial. Unlike other individuals discussed in this thesis, Carter was a total outsider 

who lacked social connections and financial clout. The chapter argues that his marginality is 

beneficial for examining the development of the Holocaust memorial because some 

individuals relayed to Carter a franker assessment of the plans than they did to influential 

players involved with the memorial. Following Carter’s correspondence emphasises the 

complex relationship between the BoD, other interested parties, and the British government 

in the creation of the memorial. The chapter shows how missteps by different groups both 

helped and hindered the creation of the memorial. It also demonstrates how these different 

groups did not present a unified voice, but instead individuals brought competing agendas 

to the table. As such, through using Carter’s correspondence as a starting point, this chapter 

nuances previous scholarship that has been written about the memorial. It suggests that 
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Butler’, 17 November 1983. 
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widespread ambivalence and confusion influenced the eventual placement of the Holocaust 

memorial in Hyde Park. 

‘Fertilize the seed’: George Carter’s ‘lunatic’ idea 

On 9 February 1973, George Carter wrote to the Presidents of the Council of Christians and 

Jews (CCJ) about his proposal for a ‘National memorial centre, in tribute to those millions 

who perished in Nazi Camps during the Second World War’. Attached to the letter was an 

‘outline for approval in principle’, which Carter explained he would expand on later.20 This 

letter marked Carter’s first public call for action – he recalled he had not even shared his 

ideas with the minister of his local church – but it would not be the last. Carter remained in 

contact with the CCJ for almost a decade to try and persuade them of his endeavours. This 

section will track how his plans evolved over that time, and how Carter connected his ideas 

to the growing campaign for the eventual Hyde Park Holocaust Memorial. 

It is striking that Carter’s initial plans included no reference to any specific victim 

group. Instead, the proposal opened with the declaration that it would be erected ‘in memory 

of the countless men, women and children who perished in concentration camps during the 

Second World War’.21 The universalisation of the memorial tied into the core objective of 

the project to provide a ‘central meeting point’ in London for ‘peoples of all races and 

creeds’.22 For Carter, the centre would be focused on teaching about ‘social problems and 

the need for racial harmony’.23 The proposed facilities to achieve this aim were expansive, 

including a memorial hall, library, and exhibition gallery. But the proposal is unclear about 

how they would connect or, indeed, why they related to the Holocaust or the Nazi 

concentration camp system more broadly. 

Carter received replies from the offices of four of the five presidents of the CCJ. The 

responses were not positive.24 Lambeth Palace curtly questioned ‘whether the proposal is a 

practical one’, whilst the Chief Rabbi’s Office ‘earnestly suggest[ed] that you assess 

 
20 University of Southampton, Special Collections, CCJ archive (hereafter CCJA), MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter 
from George Carter to the Presidents of the CCJ’, 9 February 1973. 
21 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘George Carter’s project outline for a National Memorial Centre’, 9 February 
1973, front cover. 
22 Ibid., 1. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Carter reported that the postcard from the Moderator of Scotland ‘will not go through the photocopy 
machine’. A copy of it is not available in the archives of the CCJ. The Free Church never replied to Carter’s 
request. See CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Mr Simpson’, 22 March 1973. 
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realistically the possibilities of an undertaking of this kind’.25 A more sympathetic – though 

equally sceptical – reply came from the Archbishop of Westminster, Cardinal Heenan, who 

suggested that Germany might be a ‘more suitable country to provide a memorial to those 

who died in Nazi concentration camps’.26 The suggestion that the memorial should be placed 

in Germany spoke to the widespread ambivalence that questioned the relevance of the 

Holocaust to British society. The Holocaust was seen to be symptomatic of a ‘diseased’ 

continent that had no connection to Britain. The assumed irrelevance of Carter’s proposals 

was forcefully made by Joan Lawrence, Secretary of the Religious Weekly Press Group. She 

had seen Carter’s correspondence to the CCJ Presidents and wrote to Bill Simpson, CCJ 

General Secretary, to ask for his help to ‘avoid this particular pitfall’. She gave a damning 

verdict of the level of interest in remembering the Holocaust in 1970s Britain, remarking that 

nobody ‘in this country (by and large) would be moved by the Holocaust’. As such, she 

summarised that the proposal was ‘a kind of “lunatic fringe” effort, quite impractical to 

achieve and utterly high-flown’.27 

The CCJ’s disinterest reflects the organisation’s longstanding belief that public acts of 

Holocaust remembrance would encourage a spike in antisemitism. This concern had led the 

CCJ to reject ANCSS’s offer to be involved in their commemorative activities in the 1960s.28 

This reluctance was not, however, the main argument used by the CCJ against Carter’s 

proposals. Instead, Simpson focused on another issue that plagued the CCJ over the course 

of the twentieth century: the lack of money. Simpson explained that a proposal developed 

from within the Anglo-Jewish community had failed due to the ‘prohibitive’ costs involved.29 

Simpson did not, however, completely dismiss Carter’s plans. He noted that they both lived 

in Harpenden, so Simpson was willing to meet to discuss the project in more detail.30 Given 

Simpson’s repeated concerns about the financial and practical constraints of the scheme, it 

is quite plausible that it was merely the coincidence of living in the same town that kept CCJ’s 

interest in Carter’s project alive. 

The contact between Carter and Simpson continued over the coming months. Carter 

documented these informal chats in a series of letters he wrote to Simpson between February 
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and April 1973. The letters provide insights into Carter’s perceptions of his project. Primarily 

– and unlike Carter’s earlier project outline – the letters provide a greater understanding of 

how (and why) Carter became interested in commemorating concentration camps in the first 

place. It was information presented in popular culture, especially on the television, which 

had piqued his curiosity. It is striking that Carter credited the influence that the media had 

on him at this time because it came before the broadcasting of the Genocide (1975) episode 

from the influential Thames Television World at War series, or the BBC’s broadcast of the 

Holocaust mini-series (1978).31 Indeed, in a short overview of theatre, film, and television in 

Britain focusing on the Holocaust, David Cesarani only found one worthy of mentioning 

from before 1975.32 It is perhaps rather fitting that the name of the programme that 

motivated Carter is not recorded in his letters.33 Yet in this time of ‘isolated events’, the film 

Carter watched is easy to pinpoint.34 In ITV’s Sunday night prime slot on 7 January 1973 – 

just over a month before Carter submitted his proposal to the CCJ – the two-hour television 

play The Death of Adolf Hitler was broadcast. The film was set in the Führerbunker and sought to 

dramatize the last few days of the war, including Hitler’s suicide.35 

Press coverage was both limited and contradictory. In the Observer and Daily Mail, for 

example, short reviews praised the research and accuracy of the play.36 Elsewhere, Clive 
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Holocaust on British television screens in the early postwar period. See, for example, James Jordan, ‘“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,’ in 
Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen (eds.), Britain and the Holocaust: Remembering and Representing War and Genocide 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 90–114. 
32 Cesarani, ‘Great Britain’, 627–628. The programme in question was the BBC’s Warsaw Ghetto, which was 
broadcast in 1968. It should be noted that the programme was criticised by Lucy Dawidowicz and others for 
utilising material from The Eternal Jew (1940) to portray the Jews. For more on this controversy see Kushner, 
Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination, 254–255. 
33 Rather, a handwritten note from a CCJ official – probably Simpson – on a letter from Carter, reported 
that the ‘idea grew out of [an] I.T.V. programme on Hitler…’. See CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from 
George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 16 February 1973.  
34 Kushner, Holocaust and Liberal Imagination, 256. 
35 This film was not the only cinematic biopic of Hitler in 1973. In May of that year, Hitler: The Last Ten Days 
was released, starring the distinguished actor Alec Guinness. The news that two films would be released on 
the same theme led the Daily Mail’s Shaun Usher to claim there was a ‘Hitler race’ over which would be 
released first. See Shaun Usher, ‘ITV Plans to Win the Hitler Race’, Daily Mail, 13 October 1972, 11. For 
wider discussion of the Führerbunker as a staple setting for Hitler biopics, see Lawrence Baron, Projecting the 
Holocaust into the Present: The Changing Focus of Contemporary Holocaust Cinema (Oxford: Rowman and Littlefield, 
2005), 69–70. 
36 ‘The Week’s TV Briefing (Today)’, Observer, 7 January 1973, 44; ‘If You Think You’ve Seen this Face 
Before…’, Daily Mail, 3 January 1973, 27. 
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James reported in the Guardian that the play was ‘not especially convincing’, especially a scene 

showing Goebbels’ children playing a board-game called ‘Kill the Jews’, which James felt 

‘rang false, and would have rung false even if it had been true’. Continuing his argument 

against directing attention towards the treatment of the Jews, James wrote: 

So a board-game called ‘Kill the Jews’ would certainly be representative – 
but of what? Most people know the name Auschwitz. The general run of 
the intelligentsia has probably heard of Treblinka, Maidanek [sic], 
Ravensbrueck. But the rest of it – the vast reality, the concentrated universe 
of suffering – has gone into a limbo that no ordinary play will ever 
reanimate. I respect the intention, but it is still an unimaginative intention. 
It presumes to simplify the labyrinth, analyse the cataclysm.37  

James’ review speaks to a wider lack of understanding about the Holocaust and its place 

within Britain’s narrative of the Second World War. This widespread apathy did not 

dissuade Carter from using information available at the time to try to find out more about 

the camp system. He shared his findings with Simpson over the course of 1973. He wrote, 

for example, to tell Simpson about a visit from the reporter René Cutforth to Auschwitz, 

which was broadcast on ITV News.38 Carter also sent Simpson copies of articles he had read 

in The Times and the Daily Telegraph. One particular story caught Carter’s attention, about ‘a 

young woman who was forced to carry a stool to her extermination’.39 He suggested that this 

could be used to form the introduction to his project outline and asked if Simpson would 

help expand the introduction further with the provision of chiefly ‘statistics rather than 

horrific detail’.40 Carter was clearly eager to learn more about the Holocaust. To develop his 

understanding, he was using the material available to him at the time, especially information 

shown on British television and in the press. It is striking that the sources Carter used are not 

niche publications that Cesarani has noted were available in the early postwar period.41 

Rather, Carter was engaging with mainstream materials about the Holocaust featured on 

flagship news bulletins and in the broadsheets. These accounts may have not been 

particularly nuanced, but they show that an engagement with the Holocaust was possible 

without looking too hard. 

 
37 Clive James, ‘The Search for Hitler’, Observer, 14 January 1973, 33.  
38 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 22 March 1973. 
39 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 2 April 1973; ‘Letter from George 
Carter to Bill Simpson’, 30 July 1973. 
40 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 30 July 1973. 
41 David Cesarani, ‘How Post-War Britain Reflected on the Nazi Persecution and Mass Murder of Europe’s 
Jews: A Reassessment of Early Responses’, Jewish Culture and History 12:1–2 (2010), 95–130.  
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Few of Simpson’s replies are available in the archives. Yet the glimpses provided in a 

handwritten note he most likely wrote, suggests that Simpson did not subscribe to the notion 

that Carter was a member of some ‘lunatic fringe’. Rather, Simpson noted that Carter had 

been a hospital administrator for twenty-six years and had experience of planning projects.42 

Simpson appeared to see Carter as someone who understood how to plan big infrastructure 

projects and the difficulties associated with them. Simpson may have felt Carter was someone 

who could be persuaded to temper their expectations to a more feasible endeavour. The 

letters point to such an assumption being accurate. Throughout his letters, Carter personified 

his project as a seed, waiting to grow. To start with, Carter empathically expressed a desire 

for the CCJ to ‘fertilize the seed!!’ and avoid letting ‘the seed fall by the wayside’.43 Following 

a letter from Simpson, Carter toned down his enthusiasm and agreed to ‘[l]et the project 

germinate and perhaps given fortunate circumstances in the future it might be 

implemented’.44 Carter’s early correspondence with the CCJ reads like that of an enthusiastic 

amateur. While he had clearly become convinced that the Holocaust should be remembered 

in Britain, his letter writing spree so far had achieved nothing. 

In 1974, Carter attempted to convince a wider audience of the relevance of his idea. 

His approach was more nuanced that his earlier, unsolicited appeal to the CCJ. Whereas, 

Carter’s earlier plans for a National Memorial Centre had been vague on what the whole 

project was meant to achieve, by 1974 Carter had repositioned it more firmly as a project 

‘to foster racial harmony and propagate good community relations’.45 The 1970s was a 

burgeoning time for the ‘race relations’ industry in Britain, and Carter’s comments show that 

he was becoming slightly more apt at framing his project in a way that might garner broader 

appeal. But, at this time, he was not yet fully committed to capitalising on the politics of race 

relations to further his campaign for a Holocaust memorial. Instead, his attentions were – 

for the time being – rather more circumscribed. 

Carter sought to gain support from the townsfolk of Harpenden and particularly the 

local churches there.46 These were people that Carter personally knew and would turn out 

 
42 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 16 February 1973.  
43 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 22 March 1973; ‘Letter from 
George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 2 April 1973.  
44 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84,’ Letter from George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 5 April 1973. 
45 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter in Reform (published by the United Reform 
Church)’, 28–9. 
46 At the same time, Carter still felt his project would appeal to a wider, national audience. He wrote to 
Simpson about the meetings, asking whether the Chief Rabbi would be interested in attending. Simpson 
replied that it would be better to ‘test out the reactions’ of church leaders in Harpenden before inviting 
outside individuals to take part in the process. See CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to 
Bill Simpson’, 20 March 1974, and ‘Reply from Bill Simpson to George Carter’, 22 March 1974.  
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to be some of his more encouraging – if not totally convinced – supporters. The minutes for 

a meeting of local Christian denominations in April 1974 noted that the attendees were 

‘greatly impressed with the concern demonstrated in the features of the project’.47 Yet, whilst 

the meeting’s participants were sympathetic to Carter, they still concluded that it would be 

‘inappropriate’ to try to realise the scheme.48 The reasons were in the same vein as those 

previously given by the CCJ – the costs of building the centre would be prohibitive and its 

purpose was perceived to have a ‘limited historical life’.49 In a further meeting held with the 

Chairman of the Harpenden Council of Christian Churches and Carter’s local church 

minister, Carter was encouraged to pursue a limited version of his project. They suggested 

he could, for example, look into holding an annual conference or finding money for travelling 

scholarships instead of trying to build a physical memorial.50 

Carter’s meetings in Harpenden had encouraged him of the importance of his idea as 

a ‘great act of compassion’, but the pleas for him to temper his ideas fell on deaf ears.51 Whilst 

Carter played lip service to the recommendations to scale back his ideas, he continued to see 

his project as a largescale endeavour. He had originally dreamt up the idea as a national 

centre and that is what he still wanted it to become. Two years later, in 1976, Carter 

presented his project with the same, unaltered objectives that he had devised before his 

meetings in Harpenden. His plans for the building were equally unaltered and he still wanted 

to create a centre with ‘a memorial hall, library, museum, lecture rooms, private chapel and 

a remembrance garden’.52 Yet, in one substantial way, his project had shifted since his first 

outline from 1973. Whereas Carter had previously emphasised the project’s focus on 

remembering those who died in concentration camps during the Second World War, by 

1976 his project was framed in the language of contemporary politics in Britain. He argued 

that while his idea’s ‘foundation is in the ashes of the holocaust. The writing is on the wall 

with the riots in Southall, Leeds, Bradford, Liverpool and Notting Hill’.53 Drawing parallels 

with contemporary events is a thread that resurfaces throughout this thesis. The growing 

connection between contemporary racism and Holocaust remembrance, for example, are 

considered further in the next chapter. It is striking, for now, to note that rather than scaling 

 
47 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Minutes from meeting held on 5 April 1974 and 2 May 1974 to consider the 
proposed National Memorial Scheme’, 31 May 1974.  
48 Ibid.  
49 Ibid.  
50 Ibid.  
51 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Bill Simpson’, 14 April 1974. 
52 Viven Graveson, ‘Monuments to Victims of Terror: Plan Aims to Foster Racial Harmony’, Harpenden 
Advertiser, Friday 9 July 1976. 
53 Carter quoted in Ibid.  
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back his project, Carter was seeking to develop a broader political coalition to help him 

realise his plans. Ultimately, however, his approach to the Community Relations 

Commission failed and his project was removed from the agenda for the Commission’s July 

1976 meeting. The Commission argued that project did not come within the remit of their 

activities, so they were not able to consider it.54 

Carter had shown stubborn imagination in trying to create a national Holocaust 

memorial centre in Britain in the early 1970s. Yet it is hard to disagree with Kushner’s 

summation that Carter’s efforts had resulted in ‘failure and total isolation’.55 Carter’s 

engagement with the CCJ and other civic organisations in this period emphasises the 

widespread ambivalence towards large-scale projects designed to remember the Holocaust. 

Whilst Carter felt that the victims of Nazism could be used to combat present and future 

intolerances, he failed to convince any organisation to share his view. It is striking that Carter 

did not see his efforts as a failure. When the Community Relations Commission announced 

that it could not help him, Carter whimsically declared ‘one just takes these things on the 

chin and tries again’.56 And he did. This chapter explores Carter’s reaction to the BoD’s 

plans to erect the first civic Holocaust memorial in Britain in 1979, but before doing so, it 

turns to examine the wider public reactions to the proposal. 

‘Myself and my friends’: The (limited) public response to the proposed 

Whitehall memorial 

In October 1979, Greville Janner – then President of the Board of Deputies – issued a press 

statement reporting that: 

On behalf of the Board and the Community, I recently asked Mr Michael 
Heseltine, Minister of the Environment, whether the Government would 
allocate a site for a permanent memorial to the Holocaust. I have now 
received a letter from Mr Heseltine offering us the finest and the most 
appropriate site in Britain for the purpose – in Whitehall, almost 
immediately opposite the Cenotaph. I have written to Mr Heseltine, 
accepting this offer with our deep appreciation.57 

The memorial project was to be overseen by the Holocaust Memorial Foundation (HMF) – 

a body which had been formed ‘under the auspices of the Board and of the Council of 

 
54 ‘Monument Plan is Turned Down’, Harpenden Advertiser, 23 July 1976. 
55 Kushner, Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination, 259. 
56 ‘Monument Plan is Turned Down’, Harpenden Advertiser, 23 July 1976. 
57 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 1), ‘Presidential Statement’, 21 October 1979. 
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Christians and Jews’.58 Taken at face value, this statement presents a rather extraordinary 

shift in the approach to Holocaust remembrance seen earlier in the decade. Yet – as Rabbi 

Hugo Gryn would later remark – this was all a bit too good to be true.59 The press statement 

was papering over cracks that would eventually cause the plans for a memorial at the heart 

of Whitehall to fall apart. Neither the federation of organisations making up the HMF, nor 

the government’s approval, were as firm as this statement made them appear. The support 

of these organisations and the British government’s involvement were the result of a series of 

accidental missteps, which Janner tried to capitalise on. But, before examining the political 

posturing that would eventually scupper the plans for a Holocaust memorial opposite the 

Cenotaph, this chapter turns to the wider public’s reaction to news of the memorial’s 

announcement by examining letters available in recently released government files.  

The public reception to the proposal was muted. Such ambivalence is perhaps striking 

given ‘a conflation of developments’ in the second half of the 1970s, including advances made 

by the far right, the appearance of Nazi kitsch, television events such as the TV mini-series 

Holocaust, and the transfer of Bent to the West End’s Criterion Theatre.60 It is worth noting 

that cultural events – such as Bent and Holocaust – did not necessarily garner sustained 

coverage themselves. Indeed, their relevance and appropriateness for a British audience were 

questioned by the press.61 This hostile ambivalence was apparent in the press reactions to 

the proposed memorial. The Daily Telegraph reported that at a lunch to celebrate the 

Whitehall proposal, Michael Heseltine was asked by members of the BoD whether any 

financial support from the government would be available for the project. He replied, ‘No. 

If a memorial like this cannot attract enough private support it is not worth erecting in the 

first place’. He was ‘warmly applauded’ by the attendees at the lunch.62 Elsewhere, the press 

distorted Janner’s statement. The Guardian incorrectly claimed that ‘The Board of Deputies 

of British Jews [was] to erect its own cenotaph in Whitehall as a monument to victims of Nazi 

oppression’.63 This suggestion was swiftly denounced by Carlyle Witton-Davis, a member of 

 
58 Ibid. 
59 ‘Di Kalleh is zu shoin...’ [the bride is too pretty]. See Hugo Gryn’s correspondence with Steve Cooke on 5 
February 1996, reported in Cooke, ‘Hidden Landscapes’, 99; Cooke, ‘Negotiating Memory and Identity’, 
452. 
60 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 91. 
61 Relating to the limited coverage of the American TV series Holocaust when it was shown in Britain, see 
Cole, ‘Marvellous Raisins’, 71–89. For a discussion of Bent, see Samantha Mitschke, ‘Bent and the Staging of 
the Queer Holocaust Experience’, in David Dean, Yana Meerzon, and Kathryn Prince (eds.), History, Memory, 
Performance: Studies in International Performance (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 222–239. 
62 ‘A Polite Refusal from Heseltine’, Daily Telegraph, 17 January 1980, 18.  
63 ‘Cenotaph for Jewish War Dead’, Guardian, 22 October 1979, 2. 
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the HMF and a Vice President of the CCJ. In a letter published in the Guardian, Witton-

Davis emphasised that: 

The proposal for a new war memorial in London is not to commemorate 
simply the six million Jews who met their deaths in the Nazi gas chambers 
[sic], but also the five million who suffer a similar horror but who belonged 
to other faiths.64 

Witton-Davis’s statement emphasised the memorial as an inclusive symbol against 

intolerance and hatred, in keeping with the broad aims of the CCJ. The debate about the 

inclusivity and universality of the Holocaust would continue to rage over the coming decades, 

as is shown in other chapters in this thesis. But whereas other chapters explore arguments 

surrounding the representation of different victim groups – as shown, for instance, in the 

framing of the Ben Uri exhibitions examined in chapter one – the proposed Whitehall 

memorial brought into particularly sharp focus the relationship between Britain and the 

Holocaust. And particularly, it revealed the perceived relevance of the Holocaust to Britain’s 

‘People’s War’. 

The arguments against the memorial presented in the limited press coverage were 

picked up by a select few individuals in a small, but impassioned wave of letters attacking the 

proposal. Letters from the public-at-large to government departments, the Prime Minister, 

and organisations sponsoring the HMF centred on the perception that the erection of the 

memorial would desecrate the ‘sacred national space’ of the Cenotaph.65 The Whitehall 

Cenotaph was originally designed as a temporary centrepiece for the 1919 First World War 

victory parade, which ended up taking on a tone analogous to that of a funeral march. The 

Cenotaph was later transformed by popular demand – alongside the Unknown Warrior 

buried in Westminster Abbey – into a ‘permanent locus of national grief’.66 A letter sent on 

behalf of the British Royal Legion was one of the more tactful, arguing that the erection of a 

Holocaust memorial would ‘detract from the Cenotaph which should remain isolated’. The 

British Royal Legion suggested it was not ‘opposed in principle’ to the idea of a Holocaust 

 
64 Carlyle Witton-Davies, ‘Memorial to all Nazi Victims’, Guardian, 24 October 1979, 14.  
65 Cooke, ‘Hidden Landscapes’, 103. 
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Accidental Monument’, Imperial War Museum Review 9 (1994), 33, 37–38; Allan Greenberg, ‘Lutyen’s 
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victory parade in 1919 due to their perceived ‘subversive’ nature.   
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memorial, but argued that it should be placed elsewhere.67 Similarly, a private individual 

wrote on behalf of ‘myself and many of my friends’ to also emphasise that the Cenotaph 

should stand alone in ‘solitary grandeur’ and that the memorial would be best situated 

elsewhere.68 This letter was inspired by an article published the same day in the Daily 

Telegraph,69 which tersely concluded that there was ‘a feeling that the British nation, whose 

identity is already threatened on all sides and by innumerable agencies, should at least keep 

one monument at the centre of its capital which unambiguously asserts it’.70 The exaggerated 

tone of this article aptly demonstrates the British obsession with the mythical memory of 

Britain fighting alone. The Holocaust memorial proposal was never seeking to replace the 

Cenotaph; indeed, it was emphasised elsewhere that its placement near the Cenotaph would 

require ‘simple and restrained’ treatment to avoid causing upset.71 But, as Kushner has 

argued, its mere presence in this space could question the scale of British sacrifices and 

‘therefore the centrality of the war in the construction of postwar British (or more accurately) 

English national identity’.72 

If these arguments centred on how the Cenotaph and World Wars were specific to 

Britain and the heroic loss made on the nation’s behalf, an alternative – though obviously 

connected – approach was to focus on the foreignness of the Holocaust. These arguments 

can be broadly grouped into three categories. The first approach was to challenge the focus 

on the Holocaust and instead put forward other events that should be commemorated ‘if a 

memorial to foreigners, per se, were acceptable’.73 Suggestions frequently focused on 

commemorating victims of Communist regimes, with other proposals including victims of 

the IRA, Vietnam War, medical experiments, the Cambodian genocide, and the Armenian 

genocide.74 Most of these ideas spoke to contemporary political matters and justifications 

could be presented for each of them. What is striking, however, is that most of the letters 

were arguing for a different memorial rather than one in addition to the proposed Holocaust 

 
67 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from Captain Whitehead to Under-Secretary of State, Department of 
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68 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from J. Green to Michael Heseltine’, 18 January 1980. [Emphasis in 
original]. 
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73 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from Mr R. D. Molesworth to Mr Heseltine’, 18 January 1980.  
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memorial.75 It is hard to gauge from the letters how strongly the authors felt about these 

alternative proposals, as they were often listed without any justification. Given the vitriolic 

tone of much of the correspondence, it is likely that the alternative suggestions were merely 

being utilised for dramatic effect to suggest that there were many events more suitable of a 

physical memorial than the Holocaust.  

The second way the Holocaust’s was emphasised by correspondents was through the 

peddling of conspiracy theories. In particular, hostile feelings towards Israel – which were 

running high at the time – were drawn on to suggest that the memorial was a ploy to try and 

garner support for Zionism.76 W. J. Whitehead – an individual well known to the Board of 

Deputies – was particularly active in propagating a Zionist conspiracy.77 He repeatedly 

argued that the Holocaust memorial would become a ‘rallying point for Zionist militants’. 78 

In doing so, he was arguing that the memorial was concerned with contemporary political 

posturing, rather than having anything to do with the ‘Jews or other minorities who 

suffered’.79 In Whitehead’s estimation, the memorial was not designed to commemorate 

victims of the Holocaust, but to bolster support for Israel. Other correspondents argued that 

the memorial was designed to bolster support for political matters that were unreservedly not 

British. One individual wrote to the government to ask if it was ‘time to say that the “BOARD 

OF DEPUTIES” of JEWS do not consider themselves BRITISH?’80 

The accusations of a Zionist plot were often accompanied by the third theme running 

throughout the correspondence: Holocaust denial.81 Occasionally, individuals used their 

own experiences serving in the British armed forces to claim that the Holocaust never 

happened. Such correspondence followed that typically employed in Holocaust denial 

literature by questioning the number of Jews murdered. As with Holocaust denial literature, 
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October 1979. 
79 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from W. J. Whitehead to Home Secretary’, 24 October 1979. 
80 TNA, WORK/116/2747, ‘Letter from Mr R. Rhodes to Sir’, 20 January 1980. [Original punctuation 
retained]. This comment is a well-worn antisemitic trope, as discussed in Panikos Panayi, An Immigration 
History of Britain: Multicultural Racism since 1800 (Harlow: Pearson Education, 2010), 226. 
81 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from W. Brown to Prime Minister’, 18 January 1980; ‘Letter from Mr R. 
Rhodes to Sir’, 20 January 1980; ‘Letter from J. Tillotson to Michael Heseltine’, 24 January 1980. 



Chapter 2 

92 

these letters contained contradictory statements. One letter, for instance, asserted that ‘no 

precise figure’ was given in the immediate aftermath of the war, before stating that the ‘figure 

of 1 million’ was ‘peddled out for propaganda purposes’.82 The first claim suggests that the 

lack of a precise figure in the chaotic aftermath of the war somehow disproves the Holocaust. 

The suggested figure of one million deaths was the same as that claimed by Arthur R. Butz 

in his 1976 book, Hoax of the Twentieth Century.83 Butz’s book marked a turning point in 

Holocaust denial literature by moving away from poorly printed pamphlets to publications 

presented with a ‘veneer of scholarship’.84 On closer examination, the work touted the same 

nonsense espoused by earlier deniers.85 But its apparent respectability meant it was utilised 

by deniers to suggest that there was a genuine ‘debate’ to be had about whether the 

Holocaust had happened. They claimed it was not appropriate to build the memorial 

without such a debate.86  

Focusing on the foreignness of the Holocaust, Zionist conspiracy theories, and 

questioning if the genocide even happened present a shameful precis of the way the public-

at-large responded to the proposed memorial. Few individuals were overt in the reasons 

behind their objections,87 instead these responses underscore the ‘secret persistence of 

antisemitism in postwar British society’.88 While the public reaction was often vitriolic in 

tone, it is notable that few of the individuals who wrote were actually threatening to do 

anything to stop the memorial from being built. One exception was F. C. Willis, a 74-year-

old war widow, who suggested she ‘shall do something to stop it being built’.89 But her plea 

for the memorial to be blown up does not seem a particularly genuine call for action.90 It is 
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also worth emphasising that the public’s correspondence with the government and the HMF 

sponsors – although almost entirely negative – was still only written by a small number of 

individuals. Whilst a few individuals were enraged enough to complain, the handful of 

responses stand in stark contrast to the general apathy to the proposal. The majority were 

indifferent and silent. One individual, however, stands out against this backdrop of apathy. 

There is one individual in the government’s public correspondence file who was delighted at 

the news of the scheme and desperately wanted to help it succeed: George Carter.  

‘Fills me with pride and profound satisfaction’: George Carter and the 

rushed announcement 

On 25 October 1979, Carter wrote to Baroness Alma Birk – chair of the committee tasked 

with selecting the artistic form of the memorial – to congratulate her on the recent newspaper 

reports announcing the Whitehall proposal. Carter’s letter provides a fascinating insight into 

the amount of influence he felt his earlier proposals had achieved. Carter reported that he 

had ‘battled single-handed to achieve such a measure’ and told Birk of his correspondence 

with various organisations to try and garner their support.91 He conveyed his ‘great 

satisfaction and relief’ that ‘my basic proposal for a Memorial [was] being adopted in some 

manner’.92 This claim was bold. In Carter’s reckoning, his earlier correspondence with the 

CCJ and other groups was the impetus behind the Whitehall proposal. He explained to Birk 

that he had produced a report ‘to give respective Bodies an opportunity to study and select 

any section of the report that appealed to them or adopt the proposal in its entirety’.93 This 

statement, of course, was not what Carter had been aiming for earlier in the decade, but 

 
individual. She did not see the Cenotaph as an inclusive beacon of British national identity, instead 
complaining that ‘English widows were not allowed to take part in the Cenotaph service’ in 1979. She 
suggested that servicemen who had fought in the war were neglected in the postwar period and forced into 
homelessness. Alongside these glimpses that suggest Willis had suffered much hardship in the subsequent 
decades since the war, the letters present an extremely warped sense of nostalgia and are unabashedly 
antisemitic. She suggested that Hitler ‘cared for the German people which is more than any British 
Government has ever done’. And – in her most crass comment – complains that ‘If I’d known what life I 
would have to suffer I would have been first in the queue for any gas chamber’. See TNA, WORK/16/2747, 
‘Letter from F. C. Willis to the Home Secretary’, 25 October 1979. 
91 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Baroness Birk’, 25 October 1976, 1. Carter 
stated had he had contacted the following individuals and organisations: ‘Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II; 
The Chief Rabbi; National Religious Leaders; the Council of Christians and Jews; The Press; Prime 
Ministers; Members of Parliament; Community Relations Commission; Local council of Churches; B.B.C.; 
I.T.V’.  
92 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Baroness Birk’, 25 October 1976, 2. [Emphasis 
added]. 
93 Ibid. 1. 
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rather reflected what his friends encouraged him to do in order to temper his expectations. 

Now that a memorial was being built, Carter felt his advice was needed again to steer the 

project. Alongside his letter, he enclosed a copy of his 1976 proposals for Birk’s reference 

and forwarded the letter to individuals connected to the project, including Greville Janner.94 

Carter clearly felt his earlier ideas had much to offer to the success of the Whitehall proposal, 

and he was keen to help the project succeed. Indeed, he confessed his surprise to Baroness 

Birk that no ‘official communication’ about the scheme had been sent to him,95 certainly 

suggesting that he thought that he should be involved in discussions about the Whitehall 

proposal. Carter clearly continued to see the relevance of his project as the 1970s were 

drawing to a close, and he was inspired by the Whitehall proposal to return to his own ideas. 

He resumed his letter writing campaign, writing personalised letters to individuals connected 

– however tangentially – to the organisations sponsoring the Holocaust Memorial 

Foundation to ask them to keep him updated on the planned memorial.96   

Whilst Carter celebrated his own plans as eventually inspiring the Whitehall proposal, 

in reality the impetus for this project lay elsewhere. During a Claims Conference meeting in 

July 1979, the distinguished Holocaust scholar Yehuda Bauer argued that ‘nothing at all has 

been done’ in Britain to engage with the Holocaust, partly due to ‘opposition on the part of 

the older generation in the Jewish community’.97 The comments were deeply hurtful to the 

few organisations that were hard at work trying to enhance understanding of the Holocaust 

in Britain.98 Bauer’s comments did, however, produce a positive result by encouraging 

discussion over memorialisation. As shown in chapter one, transnational influences helped 

to stimulate Holocaust remembrance in Britain. Within weeks, Janner wrote to Heseltine 

with the Whitehall proposal. According to Janner, this initiative would match the Presidential 

Commission on the Holocaust, which had been launched the previous year in the United 

States. In time, Janner argued the project would gain the support of leaders across ‘all 

sections of British religious and political life’. Furthermore, Janner wished to implicitly tie 

 
94 Ibid., 2. 
95 Ibid. 
96 See CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Mr Jennings’, 14 November 1979; ‘Letter 
from George Carter to Mr Goss’, 14 November 1979. Again, in these letters, Carter emphasised how the 
HMF’s proposal’s focus on educational activities were of ‘paramount interest’ since his ‘own scheme 
emphasises this particular aspect’. See also TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from George Carter to Her 
Majesty The Queen’, 30 October 1979. The Queen is the patron of the CCJ.  
97 These oft repeated remarks can be found in Kushner, Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination, 258. 
98 For example, the Yad Vashem Committee of the BoD drafted a response ‘strongly rejecting the allegations 
made and pointing out the scope and intensity of the work being done by Anglo-Jewry in connection with the 
Holocaust’. See London Metropolitan Archives, London, BoD Archives, ACC/3121/C/23/001/001, 
‘Minutes of the National Yad Vashem Committee’, 24 July 1979. 
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the Holocaust to Britain’s reasons for going to war in the first place by making a ‘preliminary 

announcement’ about the memorial on the fortieth anniversary of the outbreak of the Second 

World War.99 Janner assembled a prestigious group of individuals to oversee the project, 

including the former Home Secretary Merlyn Rees, the industrialist Sir Monty Finniston, 

and the philanthropist and interfaith campaigner Sir Sigmund Sternberg. Janner’s desired 

announcement date was pushed back from September to late October,100 but overall the 

project appeared to make a good start under the co-sponsorship of the Board of Deputies 

and the CCJ. 

Yet Janner’s rush for an announcement turned out to be a poorly timed decision, which 

he would eventually come to regret.101 Janner’s communications suggested that the plans for 

the proposed memorial were at an advanced stage, when in reality the situation was 

somewhat different. The support was not as assured as Janner was suggesting. Here attention 

turns first to the disquiet that was growing within the proposal’s co-sponsor – the CCJ – 

before examining the objections Heseltine faced from within the British government. In 

relation to the CCJ, even George Carter – not the most politically savvy operator – was 

surprised that the organisation had changed its stance towards Holocaust remembrance.102 

While Carter was glad to learn of this apparent change of heart, the organisation’s desire to 

co-sponsor the memorial was much flimsier than Janner’s press release had made it appear.  

Indeed, Peter Jennings – the CCJ’s General Secretary – relayed to Carter that the 

‘newspaper reports took us somewhat by surprise’ because they preceded the CCJ’s internal 

discussions about the proposals.103 As such, the organisation was ‘in embarrassment and 

disarray’ because it was ‘committed to something that we cannot wholly support’.104 The 

reasons for the CCJ’s hesitancy can loosely be divided into two interconnected strands. 

Firstly, the newspaper reports provided exactly the kind of coverage the CCJ had historical 

sought to avoid. The organisation was flung into the limelight to explain the proposals, with 

its General Secretary required to give an impromptu interview a few days after the press 

release on Radio London.105 This increased public awareness opened the organisation to 

attacks from individuals who saw the CCJ as a ‘Jewish mouthpiece’. 

 
99 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Letter from Greville Janner to Michael Heseltine’, 16 July 1979. 
100 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Letter from Greville Janner to Michael Heseltine’, 11 October 1979. 
101 Communication between Greville Janner and Steven Cooke, quoted in Cooke, ‘Negotiating Memory and 
Identity’, 456. 
102 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Baroness Alma Birk’, 25 October 1979, 2.  
103 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from Peter Jennings to George Carter’, 6 December 1979. 
104 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 2), ‘Letter from Peter Jennings to Marcus Braybrooke’, 30 October 1979. 
105 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 2), ‘Letter from Leonard Goss to Greville Janner’, 25 October 1979. 
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The CCJ became a prominent target for W. J. Whitehead’s accusations. He argued 

that the organisation was engaging in ‘political work’ by co-sponsoring a ‘Zionist’ 

memorial.106 The CCJ contacted the Board of Deputies for advice on how to respond to 

Whitehead and were told to ignore him. He was simply a part of the ‘lunatic fringe’.107 The 

use of the term ‘lunatic fringe’ is the same phrase that had been used by the CCJ to dismiss 

Carter’s dream of building a Holocaust memorial in 1973. The BoD’s use of the phrase 

shows that there was a continued collocation between ‘memorial’ and the presence of 

‘lunatics’.108 

Alongside attracting attention from the ‘lunatic fringe’, balancing the internal interfaith 

dynamics of the CCJ presented problems for the organisation’s co-sponsorship of the 

memorial. Trying to forge a consensus across various parties presented the second hurdle in 

the way of the CCJ’s support of the Whitehall proposals. The divergence of opinions was 

expressed by prominent members of the council. One individual suggested that, although 

the announcement had been made prematurely, it was best for the CCJ to accept 

begrudgingly the role of co-sponsor to highlight the relevance of the Holocaust to non-

Jews.109 Others put forward the diametrically opposite viewpoint, with another member 

suggesting she would ‘resign if the CCJ backed this’.110 But it was not just different individual 

opinions that complicated the CCJ’s co-sponsorship of the proposals. In his letter to Carter, 

Jennings outlined several ecumenical organisations that needed to give their opinion on the 

proposals, in order to shape the CCJ’s involvement.111 One of these organisations was the 

British Council of Churches (BCC). The BCC shared three Presidents with the CCJ: the 

Archbishop of Canterbury; the Moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of 

Scotland; and the Moderator of the Free Church Federal Council. Cooke suggests that the 

 
106 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 2), ‘Letter from W. J. Whitehead to the Secretary, CCJ’, 23 October 1979; 
‘Postcard from W. J. Whitehead to Greville Janner’, 23 October 1979; ‘Postcard from W. J. Whitehead to the 
Secretary of CCJ’, 24 October 1979; ‘Postcard from W. J. Whitehead to the Secretary of Council of 
Christians and Jews’, 25 October 1979. W. J. Whitehead questioned the legality of the CCJ’s activities in his 
correspondence with the Department of the Environment, see TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from W. J. 
Whitehead to the Public Services Agency, Department of the Environment’, 22 October 1979. 
107 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 2), ‘Letter from Leonard Goss to Greville Janner’, 25 October 1979. The 
right-hand corner of the letter was annotated with the phrase ‘lunatic fringe’. 
108 The phrase ‘lunatic fringe’ was used elsewhere in CCJ correspondence. See, for example, the letter from a 
representative of the CCJ’s Manchester branch to the national General Secretary. CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, 
‘Letter from T. A. Chadwick to Peter Jennings’, 1 November 1979.  
109 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 1), ‘Letter from Lord Perth to Canon Douglas Webster’, 5 December 
1979. 
110 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 2), ‘Letter from Lady de Zuleuta to Edmund de Rothschild’, 17 April 
1980. [Emphasis in original]. 
111 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from Peter Jennings to George Carter’, 6 December 1979. 
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‘pressures and ideological conflicts’ present within the BCC made it impossible for the 

organisation to support the memorial. The BCC’s primary concerns centred on international 

politics. At this time, the BCC was a member of the World Council of Churches, which was 

allied to the Middle East Council of Churches. This partnership put the BCC in a bind due 

to continuing tensions surrounding the Israeli-Arab conflict.112 The BCC eventually refused 

to support the memorial by implicitly suggesting that the proposal would hamper ‘the healing 

of the European psyche and the reconciliation of peoples’.113 

A few months after the BCC’s decision not to support the memorial, Carter wrote to 

the CCJ about suggested international partnerships for the memorial. Carter claimed that 

his proposals were being reviewed in Washington and Beijing. He had ‘circulated many 

Embassies, Legations and Consuls in London’ to inform them ‘of the current position as far 

as I could regarding our own scheme’. Carter was still assuming that he was somehow 

connected to the proposals the CCJ were co-sponsoring. Yet whilst he was discussing ‘a gift 

of furniture or exhibition material’ with the Polish Embassy in London,114 the likelihood of 

the CCJ withdrawing their support from the project was increasing. Although the BCC had 

emphasised international concerns, these issues were not at the forefront of the CCJ’s 

eventual withdrawal a few months later. Rather, it was a lack of forthcoming support from 

Britain’s Christian communities that forced its hand.115 While the new Archbishop of 

Canterbury – Robert Runcie – supported the project in principle, the earlier withdrawal of 

the BCC meant he was receiving conflicting advice from two organisations for which he was 

President.116 As such, the CCJ withdrew their support ‘to avoid any possible embarrassment’ 

to the CCJ presidents.117 It was a shameful end to the ‘most controversial thing... in twenty 

years’ that the CCJ had supported.118 

Alongside seeking information from the CCJ about the proposed Whitehall memorial, 

Carter sought to keep track of the British government’s involvement with the project. He 

wrote to his MP – Victor Goodhew – in December 1980 concerned that ‘a year has elapsed 

 
112  Cooke, ‘Negotiating Memory and Identity’, 456. 
113 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 1), ‘Letter from Harry O’Morton to Douglas Webster’, 4 March 1980. 
114 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from George Carter to Peter Jennings’, 19 June 1980. [Emphasis 
added]. 
115 In May 1980, the Moderator of the Free Church Federal Council confirmed that they could not offer a 
ringing endorsement of the proposal, but instead provided a ‘firmly non-committal’ response to the project. 
CCJA, MS65/A755/9/86, ‘Letter from Peter Jennings to Carl Witton-Davies’, 22 May 1980. 
116 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 1), ‘Letter from Carl Witton-Davies to Peter Jennings’, 11 June 1980. 
117 The letters from the CCJ to various organisations announcing the CCJ’s withdrawal of support for the 
HMF can be found in CCJA, MS65/A755/9/85 (file 1). 
118 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/86, ‘Letter from Peter Jennings to Douglas Webster’, 25 April 1980. 
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without any communication’ from the Department of the Environment.119 The Department 

acknowledged that Carter had been ‘urging for many years that such a memorial should be 

established’, but stated that until a final decision about the memorial was made they could 

not provide him with any further information.120 A Department official reassured Goodhew 

that Carter would be immediately informed of any decision.121 The department’s internal 

correspondence, however, emphasised Carter’s lack of involvement with the proposals that 

were being developed. The department emphasised that their response to Carter was ‘soft in 

tone’ to avoid encouraging him to contact either Heseltine or Janner.122 It is clear that, whilst 

Carter still felt he could help with the proposals, such input was not desired by any of the 

parties involved with the memorial. The situation surrounding the memorial was already 

delicately balanced, and there was no desire to add into this mix an unknown quantity. The 

memorial’s precarious future would now depend on the upper echelons of the British 

government. 

‘A rather strange newcomer’: The search for an alternative site for the 

Holocaust memorial 

By the time of Carter’s letter, the government had already sought to abandon the Whitehall 

proposal and move the memorial to somewhere less conspicuous. The movement away from 

the proposed Whitehall site appears rather surprising as first glance, given the government 

had an overriding concern that the memorial must be placed in a prominent location to fend 

off possible defacement.123 But – as Cooke has aptly suggested – the government’s concern 

over the memorial’s location must be seen in the context of the State’s relationship with 

Anglo-Jewry. The government was convinced that ‘any memorial seen as a “Jewish” 

memorial would be desecrated because it was a Jewish memorial’. Such desecration was not 

seen as a symptom of potential desecrators’ intolerance, but rather the result of Anglo-Jewry’s 

‘insistence on remembering’.124 At this time, Holocaust remembrance was so problematic 

that public surveillance was an assumed requirement. But, whilst the government suggested 

 
119 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from George Carter to Victor Goodhew’, 11 December 1980. 
120 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from Hector Monro to Victor Goodhew, 6 January 1981. 
121 Ibid. 
122 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Departmental memo about George Carter’, 23 December 1980.  
123 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Memorial to commemorate the Nazi Holocaust: Notes by A. J. Kaye to Miss 
Preston’, 26 July 1979. Concerns over vandalism were also present in Janner’s initial letter to Heseltine about 
the proposed memorial, see TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Letter from Greville Janner to Michael Heseltine’, 16 
July 1979. 
124 Cooke, ‘Negotiating Memory and Identity’, 452. 
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the memorial must be in a visible location to guard against vandalism, there were equally 

concerns within government that offering a site in the heart of Whitehall was going too far. 

In offering a site near the Cenotaph, Heseltine had emphasised to Janner that the 

memorial would need ‘very simple, restrained treatment’.125 This requirement was designed 

to ensure that the new memorial would not stand out against the Cenotaph. As such, the 

new memorial would not disrupt or detract from the emphasis this part of London places on 

Britain’s narrative of the Second World War. Janner acceded to this restriction in his 

correspondence with Heseltine.126 In doing so, Cooke argues that Janner was engaging in 

‘discursive mimicry’, by adopting the dominant discourse in order to secure the desired 

memorial.127 But, whereas this compromise was enough to garner Heseltine’s approval, 

others within the government questioned whether the site was ‘really the best location for 

it’.128 To examine the competing tensions within government, this chapter utilises newly 

released files from the Office of the Prime Minister, the Department for the Environment, 

and Foreign Office. These materials were not available for earlier studies of the memorial’s 

development, conducted by Steven Cooke, Andy Pearce, and Tony Kushner. In examining 

this material, this chapter nuances the conflictual relationships between the groups involved 

in the memorial’s development.  

The first stumbling block was placed the same day as Janner’s announcement. A 

suggestion was mooted that the redevelopment of Richmond Terrace into government 

offices would mean that no memorial could be erected until at least the mid-1980s.129 Such 

a delay was unacceptable to the HMF. To ameliorate this situation a ‘slight change of site’ 

was suggested. This proposal would see the memorial’s position move from the west side of 

Richmond Terrace – opposite the Cenotaph – to the northern side by the Ministry of 

Defence and Foreign Office. This change would allow the memorial to be built within a year 

or so, which was the preferred timeframe for the HMF.130 During the protracted discussions 

over the change of location, one of the Department’s architects questioned why the memorial 

needed to be built so quickly given that ‘it has been left for so many years’.131 The architect’s 

sardonic quip underscored an important point: having the memorial a few years earlier 

would not suddenly enhance Britain’s understanding of the Holocaust. What the change did 
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mean, however, was that the HMF would need to seek permission for the altered site from 

the Secretary of State.132 Heseltine’s colleagues were therefore able to successfully push for 

the Whitehall proposals to be scrapped. 

Key figures in Thatcher’s cabinet were opposed to the Holocaust memorial being built 

in Whitehall for similar reasons to those articulated in the press and limited public 

correspondence discussed earlier. For the Defence and Home Secretaries, the central 

concern was not the desecration of the memorial, but rather an unsettlingly of the British 

national image. Francis Pym, the Defence Secretary, argued that the proposal represented 

‘a rather strange newcomer’ to an area of London where attention was focused on ‘the British 

national tradition and to our own victories and sorrows’.133 Like others, Pym was concerned 

that focusing on the Holocaust would disturb the British (heroic) image of the Second World 

War.134 His fear was compounded by an early sketch of the proposed memorial where only 

three words were legible: Dresden, Warsaw, and Hiroshima. He found these references 

unacceptable because they would ‘refer by implication to the victims of Allied bombing’. The 

reference to Hiroshima was particularly sensitive because a decision was soon to be take 

about a new strategic nuclear successor system. According to Pym, the memorial would 

‘gratuitously provide ammunition for the anti-nuclear lobby’.135 The Foreign Secretary 

furthered the suggestion that the memorial would be political naïve; claiming it could hamper 

relationships with Germany and Middle Eastern states. He suggested that Crown land should 

not be used for the memorial, in order to avoid potential embarrassment to the government. 

Going even further, he claimed that a ‘more enlightened solution’ would be ‘that the 

monument should take the form of a park, playing field or other useful amenity’.136 With the 

stubbornness of Heseltine’s colleagues not subsiding, a meeting was called with the Prime 

Minister – Margaret Thatcher – to discuss how Heseltine could ‘get himself out of this 

particular blind alley’.137 A suitable reason needed to be found, ‘which would make sense to 

 
132 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Letter from R. G. Clubley to Private Secretary for the Secretary of State for the 
Environment’, 9 January 1980. 
133 TNA, PREM/19/841, ‘Letter from Francis Pym to Michael Heseltine’, 24 June 1980, 1.  
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British Jews’, so that the Richmond Terrace proposals could be quietly discarded.138 To do 

so, concerns over hampering British weapon sales and potential public anger against nuclear 

weapons were masked behind an emphasis on security concerns.  

Janner amicably conceded to the government’s decision that the memorial could no 

longer be placed on Richmond Terrace. Given the concurrent loss of the CCJ as a co-

sponsor, Pearce’s claim that the proposal’s withdrawal was a ‘blessing in disguise’ rings 

true.139 The withdrawal allowed Janner to go back to the drawing board in the search for a 

site that would be free from the pitfalls that had engulfed the failed Whitehall proposals. In 

his letter responding to the Whitehall scheme’s withdrawal in November 1980, Janner asked 

Heseltine whether the new location could be ‘sited in one of the royal parks’ – with St James’s 

Park mooted as a prime candidate for a garden of remembrance.140 By asking for a site in a 

Royal Parks, the issues that had dogged the Whitehall proposals rapidly resurfaced. Janner’s 

suggestion of St. James’s was quickly vetoed on the grounds that the park was intimately 

connected to Buckingham Palace. According to one civil servant, the juxtaposition of the 

official home of the British monarchy and a memorial to the Holocaust ‘would surely be 

inappropriate’.141 Concerns over placing the memorial close to the symbol of the monarchy 

fed into ongoing argument that the ‘[m]emorial had nothing to do with Britain’.142 

The Foreign Secretary advocated this argument. He was ‘unwilling to regard the 

matter as settled’ now that the memorial would not be sited by the Foreign Office. He 

continually pressed for a meeting to be held between himself, Heseltine, and the Prime 

Minister to discuss the issue. The fact that the memorial was being discussed at the highest 

level of the government suggests that the project and Holocaust remembrance were under a 

greater degree of scrutiny than the early activities examined in this thesis. Yet, at the same 

time, the logistics for arranging this meeting provides a clear glimpse into the limited priority 

given to the memorial – and by extension the Holocaust – by the government at this time. 

Thatcher’s private secretary argued that the memorial was ‘really not a subject which justifies 

two meetings at Prime Ministerial level’, having already had one the previous autumn when 

the Whitehall proposal was scrapped.143 The meeting was originally meant to take place in 

January 1981, but was continually filibustered and eventually took place in November 1981 
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– nearly a year later.144 At the meeting, the Foreign Secretary put forward the same 

objections as those that had been used against the Whitehall proposals. He argued once more 

than the memorial would be politically sensitive because it may offend Germany or imply 

that Britain had a ‘special responsibility toward Israel’.145 Alongside these repeated political 

concerns, the arguments of relevance rumbled on. The Foreign Office conducted research 

into the seventy-two outdoor statues on Crown land in London. They stated that only one – 

the Burghers of Calais – commemorated a foreign cause.146 The Holocaust was not seen to 

present a convincing argument to change this state of affairs. 

Alongside these same arguments, there was new uncertainty surrounding the concept 

of a ‘garden of remembrance’. Opinions were certainly put forward for what the garden 

should not include. The Foreign Office, for instance, argued that Janner’s suggestion of a 

‘flame of remembrance’ must be rejected outright because the Cenotaph, Tomb of the 

Unknown Soldier, and other war memorials in Britain did not have such markers.147 Even 

though the memorial was not going to be placed near these sites, it still could not be perceived 

to upstage them. Aside from such objections, it was unclear what the garden should actually 

look like and what it would contain. The Foreign Secretary had previously argued that the 

Holocaust memorial should provide something ‘useful’. Michael Heseltine took this idea 

forward in his draft response to Janner, suggesting that the garden could consist of a simple 

plaque ‘placed in an area of flower beds with seats for rest and repose. Such a facility would... 

fill a real need in the Parks’.148 In this interpretation of the garden, the focus on Holocaust 

remembrance had moved away from providing even a ‘simple and restrained’ memorial to 

being servely downplayed. The emphasis was not on commemorating the Holocaust, but 

instead focused on developing the leisure facilities available within a Royal Park. It was left 

to Margaret Thatcher to state that such proposals were ‘a little insensitive’ and that the 

memorial should not be used as a way for the government to improve the facilities within a 
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royal park.149 She was adamant that the memorial would need to be of some substance, 

similar to the Whitehall proposal that had featured ornamental stone slabs and a tree.150  

The idea that the memorial should be concealed in some way, tied in to continuing 

fears that it would be open to vandalism. One final alternative site was offered to Janner, 

which would have seen the memorial located in the docklands of the East End. Heseltine felt 

this location would present a less ‘obvious target for antisemitic feeling’.151 Janner strongly 

rejected this idea, stating that Jews no longer lived in the East End and ‘so such a memorial 

would be dead rather than alive’.152 Such a strong rejection feeds into the Jewish 

establishment’s long-term embarrassment about the East End that continued into the 1980s 

and beyond. Yet whilst other London organisations at this time located themselves in areas 

where significant numbers of Jewish people lived in the late twentieth century,153 the eventual 

site of London’s civic Holocaust memorial had no obvious Jewish connection. It was finally 

agreed that the memorial would be placed in an area of Hyde Park, primarily due to security 

concerns. The final site selected was an area known as The Dell, located near the eastern 

end of the Serpentine.  

The final location represented a compromise between governmental demands and the 

wishes of the Board of Deputies. By the time the site had been agreed, Carter’s illusion of 

involvement had been completely broken. Whilst the negotiations were ongoing, Carter’s 

MP told him that ‘careful consideration’ was still being given to the project.154 There was 

nothing Carter could do as part of this process. Carter, however, continued his efforts to 

somehow become involved in the project. Finally, his MP retorted that he could not ‘think 

of any other ways in which I can help you.155 Carter’s unsolicited help was not going to be 

needed, and it was futile for him to keep pursuing the matter.  

 
149 See Thatcher’s handwritten comments on TNA, PREM/19/841, ‘Letter from Jeff Jacobs to S. Boys 
Smith’, 13 January 1981; TNA, PREM/19/841, ‘Draft letter from Michael Heseltine to Greville Janner with 
Margaret Thatcher’s handwritten comments’, n.d. 
150 TNA, FCO/33/4845, ‘Letter from M. A. Pattinson to Jeff Jacobs’, 20 January 1981; PREM/19/841, 
‘Letter from T. F. Lankester to Francis Richards’, 11 September 1981. 
151 TNA, PREM/19/841, ‘Letter from Willie Rickett to Helen Gosh’, 12 November 1981. 
152 TNA, PREM/19/841, ‘Letter from J. Jacobs to Willie Rickett’, 30 November 1981. 
153 In 1983, the Museum of Jewish East End opened in Finchley – in northwest London – rather than in the 
actual East End. As such, the museum was situated within an area of dense Jewish population but was 
separated from its geographical area of study. For more information on the Jewish relationship with the East 
End of London, see Tony Kushner, ‘The End of the “Anglo-Jewish Progress Show”: Representations of the 
Jewish East End, 1887–1987’, in Tony Kushner (ed.), The Jewish Heritage in British History: Englishness and 
Jewishness (London: Frank Cass, 1992), 78–105. 
154 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from Victor Goodhew to George Carter’, 18 May 1981. 
155 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from Victor Goodhew to George Carter’, 26 October 1981. 



Chapter 2 

104 

‘What action will now be taken’: The Hyde Park Memorial as a compromise 

site of memory  

Although a site had finally been agreed, the design process for the memorial itself still proved 

contentious. The memorial would be in a Royal Park, but the nature of the park was to take 

priority over the memorial’s design. Janner proposed that the memorial should consist of 

thirty-seven stones – marked with the names of various concentration camps – alongside a 

central area where meetings could take place.156 Such plans were criticised by government 

officials for being ‘too elaborate’, and the BoD was told to create a ‘simple and unobtrusive’ 

design.157 What this meant in practice was that the natural features of the area could not be 

altered, less the memorial would resemble a ‘suburban piazza’ as one of the government’s 

architects disparagingly referred to the Board’s earlier designs.158 The final design met the 

government’s requirements that the area would ‘remain essentially green’.159 The memorial 

features three stones in the centre of a grove of trees. The two smaller stones support the 

largest, which bears the name ‘Holocaust Memorial Garden’.  

The vagueness of the memorial’s final design – without any reference to specific camps 

or other Holocaust landscapes – allowed individuals to ascribe their own meaning to the site. 

The memorial’s inscription provided no reference to the number of victims it was designed 

to remember, thus leaving the memorial open to interpretation. The site could either be a 

memorial for Jewish victims or it could have a broader remit. It was up to the visitor to 

ascribe their own meaning to the site. Alongside the inscription, the physical features of the 

memorial are ambiguous. As Cooke notes, many people thought that the granite stones 

forming the central display had come from Auschwitz, whereas they actually came from an 

unspecified quarry in the North of England. Granite was selected for pragmatic reasons to 

help guard against assumed vandalism. Cooke is correct in arguing that by using this stone 

the memorial stands apart from typical British war memorials whilst, at the same time, it 

blends into the surrounding landscape within the Royal Park.160 The other major feature of 

the memorial – the trees – have also been imaginatively interpreted. Cooke mistakenly 

attributes meaning to the birch trees that surround the stones by claiming that they ‘explicitly 

reference the birch forest’ surrounding Auschwitz-Birkenau.161 The site, however, already 

 
156 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Holocaust: Garden of Remembrance: Memo from J. Hobson’, 10 February 
1982. 
157 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Letter from B. Strong to A. J. Kaye’, 28 June 1982. 
158 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Letter from B. Strong to P. E. Butler’, 9 August 1982. 
159 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Letter from B. Strong to E. Carter’, 28 September 1982. 
160 Cooke, ‘Hidden Landscapes’, 133. 
161 Ibid. 
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contained four well established birch trees that the government insisted must not be felled.162 

Any additional planting would have to ensure that the view from the Serpentine Bridge to 

the Parliament buildings was not obscured.163 As such, although the birch trees had a 

symbolic connection to Birkenau, their incorporation in the memorial speaks more to the 

ambivalent status of Holocaust remembrance in Britain in the early 1980s. 

If the final design spoke to a desire for the memorial to blend into the landscape, so did 

the completion and unveiling ceremony in Hyde Park. In order to head off suggested 

rumblings from within the Jewish community over the appropriateness of the site, Janner 

urged for the plans to be realised as ‘quickly and quietly’ as possible.164 Finally, on 27 June 

1983, the Hyde Park memorial was unveiled in a ceremony attended by the Chief Rabbi, 

other prominent representatives of the Anglo-Jewish community, Holocaust survivors, and 

the new Secretary of State for the Environment. While Janner had hoped that the memorial’s 

quick completion would help to avoid controversy, certain individuals took the opportunity 

to object to the completed memorial. Several of these individuals forwarded similar 

arguments that had dogged the memorial plans throughout the period, which queried the 

political motivations behind the memorial.165 Others did not object to the memorial itself, 

but instead questioned how far it was fulfilling its inclusive remit. An Anglo-Dutch child 

survivor of Belsen wrote to the Department for the Environment to express his upset at not 

learning about the unveiling ceremony until it was later broadcast on the night-time news. 

He stated that this situation caused him ‘great offence’ and suggested that the Department 

should have been more proactive in managing invitations for the opening.166 A Department 

official responded by stating that no offence had been intended and that a press notice had 

been issued to all national newspapers in March 1983. They suggested that the Department’s 

involvement had been limited and that the BoD was responsible for publicity.167 

Another individual who was disappointed at the low-key publicity of the unveiling was 

George Carter. Carter wrote to Peter Lilley – who had recently succeeded Goodhew as his 

 
162 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Note from Mr Bright to Mr Macfarlane’, 13 July 1982; TNA, WORK/17/795, 
‘Letter from B. Strong to Mr P. W. Rumble’, 6 July 1982. 
163 TNA, WORK/17/795, ‘Note from R. A. Stephenson to Mr Strong’, 23 December 1982.  
164 TNA, PREM/19/841, ‘Letter from J. Jacobs to Willie Rickett’, 16 February 1982. 
165 Continuing concerns were expressed over the use of taxpayers’ money to fund the memorial. Once more, 
these arguments underscored ongoing scepticism about the relevance of the Holocaust to Britain. See TNA, 
WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from D. R. Manson to the Department of the Environment’, 9 July 1983. W. J. 
Whitehead wrote again to question the reasons behind the memorial, suggesting that it had been politically 
motivated. See TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from W. J. Whitehead to Sir, Department of the 
Environment’, 30 June 1983; ‘Letter from W. J. Whitehead to Miss Chapman’, 25 July 1983. 
166 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from J. Santrcross to Mr Jenkin’, 28 June 1983. 
167 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from A. N. Hayes to Mr Santcross’, 12 July 1983. 
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local MP – to inform him of his dismay at discovering that the memorial had been unveiled. 

Carter again emphasised that he had ‘striven on my own for this memorial’, and he had been 

assured he would be kept informed of progress. He asked Lilley to advise him ‘what action 

will be taken’ now that the memorial had been unveiled without his knowledge.168 Lilley 

followed up the matter with the Department for the Environment. Yet, whilst the 

Department’s internal correspondence suggested some sympathy towards Carter’s persistent 

drive for a memorial, it equally recognised that his involvement with the Hyde Park 

memorial itself had been extremely tangential. Lilley pressed the Department to ‘reconsider’ 

Carter’s lack of invitation to the unveiling. In response, the Department retorted that there 

was nothing they could do to correct the oversight; the memorial was built, and the unveiling 

ceremony had already taken place.169 

The unveiling obviously does not mark the end of the Holocaust Memorial’s story. As 

will be seen later in this thesis, the memorial would help to shape how other individuals 

approached Holocaust remembrance. But before turning to these individuals, it is worth 

briefly exploring how the key players involved in this chapter later reflected on the project 

for a Holocaust Memorial. The CCJ’s official history, published in 1991, mentions neither 

the memorial itself nor the controversies surrounding it.170 But, whilst the account neglected 

this ‘most controversial thing’, its shadow would linger over the organisation’s later approach 

to Holocaust remembrance. The CCJ’s continuing reticence towards Holocaust 

remembrance is considered in chapter four of this thesis. 

Janner, on the other hand, was more than happy to take credit for the Hyde Park 

memorial. In his memoirs, Janner distils the story of the campaign for a Holocaust memorial 

into half a page. Inspiration for the memorial is credited to a distant cousin, Arnold Morris, 

who was willing to cover the costs if Janner could gain governmental approval to erect the 

monument in a Royal Park.171 Janner’s account suggests this approval came easily following 

a short meeting he had with Heseltine. Janner thanked Heseltine for the memorial, which 

he described as being ‘behind clumps of trees and bushes, near London’s Wellington 

Barracks’.172 This description of the location is striking, given that the memorial is situated 

 
168 TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter from George Carter to Peter Lilley’, 1 August 1983, 2. 
169 See correspondence in TNA, WORK/16/2747, ‘Letter drafted by Miss Preston, reference 
M/PS0/14215/83’, 1 August 1983; ‘Letter from Neil Macfarlane to Peter Lilley’, 19 August 1983; ‘Letter 
from Peter Lilley to Neil Macfarlane’, 30 August 1983; ‘Draft letter from P. E. Butler, reference 
PSO/14774/83’, 14 September 1983; ‘Letter from Neil MacFarlane to Peter Lilley’, 22 September 1983.  
170 Marcus Braybrooke, Children of One God: A History of the Council of Christians and Jews (London: Vallentine 
Mitchell, 1991). 
171 Greville Janner, To Life! The Memoirs of Greville Janner (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 2006), 183. 
172 Ibid., 183. 
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over a mile away from the barracks. By referencing this landmark, Janner was connecting 

the memorial to Buckingham Palace and the regal trappings of state. In doing so, he was 

revealing how far the status of Holocaust remembrance had changed in Britain since the 

concerns were raised about linking the memorial to the palace in the 1980s. When his 

memoirs were published in 2006, Janner foregrounded the importance of the memorial and 

his role in its creation. At the time, Janner was credited as having had a significant role in 

promoting Holocaust remembrance in Britain. The recognition of his importance was 

exemplified by Tony Blair – then Prime Minister – writing a gushing foreword to the 

memoirs. In the subsequent decade, Janner’s involvement has itself become controversial.173 

And what of George Carter? Carter’s friends in the 1980s had contacted Christian 

leaders – including the Archbishops of Canterbury and Westminster – asking for Carter to 

be recognised for his efforts. These calls were acknowledged, but the archival files suggest no 

further action was taken at the time.174 In his later life, Carter appears to not have discussed 

his efforts for a memorial; close friends who knew and cared for him in his old age never 

learnt of his Holocaust memorial plans.175 There is a brief glimpse, however, into how Carter 

himself later reflected on his proposals. In 2007, George Carter was 84 years old. That year 

he self-published an autobiography with a limited print run, with most copies going to friends 

in Harpenden. Here, Carter included three paragraphs focusing on his plans for a memorial. 

The scheme, however, was refashioned with emphasis placed on creating ‘educational ethics 

centres... which were to improve the quality of life in the community’.176 There is brief 

mention made to the Second World War and concentration camps, but Carter does not 

focus on the broad details from his earlier scheme. While Carter suggests that the USHMM 

in Washington D.C. resembled what he had in mind, he does not refer to the Hyde Park 

memorial or any of the other sites in Britain that has subsequently been created to remember 

the Holocaust. Instead, he tersely concludes the section by stating that ‘he was apparently 

too far ahead of his time. History may eventually reveal the solution’.177  

 
173 One example of the controversy surrounding allegations made against Janner and his involvement in 
Holocaust remembrance can be seen in Lamiat Sabin, ‘Lord Janner Criticised Justice System for Excusing 
Alleged Nazi War Criminal who had Dementia’, Independent, 17 April 2015. Available from: 
<https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/lord-janner-criticised-justice-system-for-excusing-alleged-
nazi-war-criminal-who-had-dementia-but-10183717.html> [accessed 3 March 2018]. 
174 CCJA, MS65/A755/9/84, ‘Letter from S. E. B. Manning to the Archbishop of Westminster’, 7 March 
1980; ‘Letter from Archbishop of Westminster to S. E. B. Manning’, 10 March 1980. See also George Carter, 
A Pathway from Greenwich: Life of George Walter Carter MBE: 1923 to Present (George Carter, 2007), 127. 
175 Email correspondence with Keith Faulkner, 31 May 2017. 
176 Carter, Pathway from Greenwich, 127.  
177 Ibid. 
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In later life, Carter did not give up his focus on reconciliation. Rather than attempting 

to create a broad consensus for a national approach, his efforts were more discrete with a 

focus on designing floral crosses. These crosses were gifted to churches, cathedrals, and 

schools in the UK, Japan, Germany, and Africa. Carter specifically focused on Northern 

Ireland, with 100 floral crosses created for families affected by the Omagh bombing in 

1998.178 Carter was eventually recognised for his attempts to help others when he was 

awarded an MBE in the 1994 New Years’ Honours list for ‘services to elderly people in 

Harpenden’.179 He passed away in 2013, aged 89.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has drawn on files recently released at The National Archives from the Office 

of the Prime Minister, the Department for the Environment, and Foreign Office to examine 

how and why the Hyde Park Holocaust memorial was created. It has not emphasised a ‘top-

down’ conceptualisation of remembrance but shown how these sources can support a richer 

understanding that nuances the processes of remembrance. To do so, the chapter has charted 

George Carter’s presence across the archives of the organisations who were, at various stages, 

involved in the creation of the memorial. By examining his role, the chapter has emphasised 

the differing levels of engagement with the Holocaust in British society in the 1970s and early 

1980s. 

It is striking that Carter’s plans for a Holocaust memorial were influenced by how the 

genocide was represented in British popular culture in the early 1970s. Scholars have 

previously emphasised the limited nature of this coverage, suggesting it amounted to nothing 

more than ‘isolated events’.180 Carter’s engagement with TV and newspaper coverage, 

however, shows that, if an individual was keen to find material, there were different avenues 

from which such information could be gleamed. Half-a-century later, Carter’s understanding 

appears superficial and underdeveloped. This point, however, is moot. It is more significant 

to note that Carter shaped his rationale for remembering the Holocaust in line with 

contemporary politics, particularly through the emphasis he placed on race relations. 

Carter’s enthusiasm must be contextualised alongside the wider public attitude to the 

Holocaust memorial. On the whole, the response from the British public was subdued. 

Cooke found it ‘surprising’ that there was such a limited response in the organisational files 

 
178 ‘A George Cross’, High Street News, August/September 2012, 1.  
179 ‘Supplement’, London Gazette, 31 December 1994, 16. 
180 Kushner, Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination, 256. See also Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 31. 
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he consulted.181 By drawing on new files, this chapter has shown that, whilst the response 

was limited, the individuals who reacted to the memorial engaged in sustained 

correspondence with the different bodies involved in the exhibition. These responses were in 

sharp contrast to Carter’s reactions. Whilst Carter was keen to be involved in the memorial’s 

development, other individuals repeatedly scorned the proposal. These critics claimed that 

the Holocaust was irrelevant to Britain, that the memorial was the result of a Zionist 

conspiracy, and repeatedly utilised Holocaust denial literature to bolster their arguments.   

Alongside this general antipathy, it is striking that, as was the case in chapter one, 

external influences helped to shape the creation of the Holocaust memorial. Janner was 

spurred on to contact Heseltine because of Bauer’s criticisms of Anglo-Jewry. In his study of 

the memorial’s development, Cooke foregrounded the role of Janner and the BoD in helping 

to realise the project. Cooke emphasised that the BoD were hesitant to engage in public acts 

of Holocaust remembrance due to their concerns about encouraging antisemitism.182 The 

current chapter, however, nuances this cautious narrative by showing that Janner was too 

eager to announce the plans for a Holocaust memorial. His press release meant that he was 

‘sharing the cake before cooked’, which unsettled the partnership between the co-sponsoring 

organisations.183 In particular, Janner overestimated the CCJ’s support for the project. As 

Carter’s own correspondence with the CCJ shows, the council was ambivalent towards the 

creation of a Holocaust memorial due to concerns about fundraising, the commitment 

required to maintain such a site, and the potential for negative publicity. The CCJ’s long-

standing ambivalence towards Holocaust remembrance suggests that Cooke placed too 

much responsibility on the BoD for the failure of the Whitehall proposals.184  

Cooke’s focus on the BoD’s influence has been tempered by Andy Pearce’s research, 

which emphasises the British government’s involvement in the placement of the eventual 

Hyde Park memorial.185 He argues that the memorial suggested that political elites felt that 

the Holocaust had ‘status and standing’ in Britain.186 The materials consulted in this chapter 

nuances Pearce’s argument. The memorial was discussed at the highest levels of the British 

government, becoming the subject of a debate between the Prime Minister and senior 

cabinet colleagues. It is striking that – even though the memorial was fiercely opposed by 

some cabinet members – the government did not consider scrapping the proposal but instead 

 
181 Cooke, ‘Negotiating Memory and Identity’, 454. 
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183 This phase was included in the CCJ notes about the press announcement. See CCJA, MS65/A755/9/86. 
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searched for somewhere inconspicuous for it to be situated. The final memorial was not 

allowed to disrupt the landscape of Hyde Park, but, equally, the government felt it had to be 

of substance; it could not just be a park bench. The government’s involvement was 

contradictory. On the one hand, their recognition that the memorial had to be built 

suggested that the Holocaust was gaining political traction at this time. Yet, on the other 

hand, the government wanted little to do with the project and emphasised that it was a BoD 

endeavour. For the government, the memorial’s placement was about saving face and not 

upsetting the Anglo-Jewish community, rather than a substantial belief that Holocaust 

remembrance was a worthy cause in and of itself. 

The government’s ambivalence stood in sharp contrast to Carter’s plans for a large-

scale memorial centre. Unlike other individuals discussed in this thesis, his role as a total 

outsider meant that his ideas were never taken seriously. He had neither the social 

connections nor financial clout to make himself heard. This marginality has proven beneficial 

for examining the creation of the Hyde Park Holocaust Memorial because some individuals, 

such as Jennings, relayed to Carter a franker assessment of the plans than they did to 

influential players involved with the memorial. As such, through using Carter’s 

correspondence as a starting point, this chapter has demonstrated the widespread 

ambivalence that influenced the eventual placement of the Holocaust Memorial in Hyde 

Park. There is some accuracy in Carter’s belief that he was ahead of his time; a national 

memorial centre was not possible in the apathetic climate of the early 1980s. As the decade 

progressed, organisations who had been involved in the Hyde Park memorial would continue 

to influence the shape of Holocaust remembrance. The next chapter examines, in part, how 

the BoD and British government became involved in a pioneering attempt to teach 

schoolchildren about the Holocaust. It will demonstrate that, once more, the BoD and 

government’s approach was shaped by ambivalence, which had serious ramifications for the 

nature of Holocaust remembrance. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

‘It got out of hand’: The Auschwitz exhibition and 
classroom resources 

I think somebody once described the thing, it’s Holocaust education’s best 
kept secret my contribution… Anyway, yeah sometimes that, well it’s 
interesting how people do get written out of history you know so I’m kind 
of mildly curious about that. As an on-looker and as a participant if you 
like, the object of some of the invisibilization.1 

 

This description is how Shirley Murgraff reflected on her involvement with Holocaust 

remembrance. She paints an image that is reminiscent of George Carter’s disappointment 

that he was not involved with the Hyde Park Holocaust Memorial’s development. Yet – 

whilst Carter’s proposals were shunned – Murgraff was involved in ‘pioneering’ the teaching 

of the Holocaust to secondary schoolchildren in the 1980s.2 Why did a pioneer of Holocaust 

education come to feel they had been forgotten by history? 

To consider this question, it is important to note that Murgraff was not the only 

individual who felt that the work they did in the eighties was later ignored. After being 

contacted about her involvement with an Auschwitz exhibition, Margaret Greiff responded 

that she was delighted to learn ‘that at least some people remember’ that it had taken place.3 

This shared sense of ‘invisibilization’ was not simply due to serendipity; Greiff and Murgraff 

were involved in the same project. They both helped to develop an Auschwitz exhibition, 

which was shown in the East End of London from 24 February to 30 March 1983. This 

connection has not always been clear in the scholarship written about the exhibition. Andy 

Pearce, for instance, suggests that the work Greiff was involved with was ‘upstaged’ by a 

subsequent exhibition, which Murgraff helped to develop.4 Pearce’s creation of a phantom 

exhibition is in keeping with how other scholars have written about the events, which has 

resulted in the exhibition’s history suffering from several discrepancies.5  

 
1 Shirley Murgraff, interviewed by Chad McDonald in London, 10 February 2017. 
2 Lucy Russell, Teaching the Holocaust in School History: Teachers or Preachers? (London: Continuum, 2006), 62. 
3 Personal correspondence with Margaret Greiff, 12 June 2018. 
4 Andy Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness in Contemporary Britain (London: Routledge, 2014), 49. 
5 Lucy Russell and David Cesarani, for example, both inflated the Inner London Education Authority’s 
(ILEA) – responsible for education across the City of London – role in the exhibition’s development and the 
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The inconsistencies are because the Auschwitz exhibition – and its accompanying 

classroom resources – have often been used by scholars to provide illustrations of wider 

trends. The title of the education pack, Auschwitz Yesterday’s Racism, has been used to reflect 

on the state of Holocaust remembrance in Britain. Writing in the 1980s, Tony Kushner, 

suggested ‘that at best, Auschwitz and the Holocaust are regarded as “yesterday’s racism”, 

rather than something that continues to affect not only survivors but all Jews, even those 

born after the war’.6 Whilst using the title to bemoan the patchy nature of Holocaust 

remembrance in 1980s Britain, Kushner suggested the exhibition itself marked a positive 

move towards ‘a more pluralistic vision of British society’.7 Judith Berman agrees, arguing 

that the exhibition typifies ‘Britain’s gradual adoption of the tenants of multiculturalism’.8 

Alongside emphasising a shift at the national scale, scholars have used the exhibition 

to discuss the influence particular sections of society have had on the shape of Holocaust 

remembrance. Berman suggests that the exhibition highlights the importance of non-Jewish 

groups in shaping Holocaust remembrance in Britain.9 Cesarani overplays the emphasis on 

non-Jewish groups by suggesting the exhibition was ‘made outside of the Jewish 

organizations’.10 In contrast, Struk challenges the focus on non-Jewish groups by 

emphasising that Jewish groups were involved and attempted to foreground the Jewish 

particularity of the Holocaust in the exhibition.11 These contradictions are the result of 

scholars researching the role of the different groups involved with the exhibition. As such, 

Berman, Cesarani, and Struk’s accounts do not draw connections between the various 

groups who helped to create the exhibition, but instead consider them separately. The 

agency of particular memory protagonists is lost in this broad-brush approach. 

 
pack’s creation, suggesting that the ILEA was centrally involved in both. See Russell, Teaching the Holocaust, 62; 
David Cesarani, ‘Great Britain’, in David S. Wyman (ed.), The World Reacts to the Holocaust (Baltimore, MD: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 629. In a very brief discussion of the pack’s history, Tony Kushner 
suggested that the resource was ‘highly controversial’ and ‘never circulated due to political opposition’. This 
account does not paint the full picture. Kushner is correct that the pack did garner political opposition and 
efforts were made to stifle its use. Yet the pack was circulated to schools – initially by the East London 
Auschwitz Committee and, from 1985, by the ILEA. It was only following this change in distributor that the 
pack became controversial. See Tony Kushner, Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination: A Social and Cultural History 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), 261–262. 
6 Tony Kushner, ‘The British and the Shoah’, Patterns of Prejudice 23:3 (1989), 4. [Emphasis added]. 
7 Kushner, Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination, 261. 
8 Judith E. Berman, Holocaust Agendas: Conspiracies and Industries?: Issues and Debates in Holocaust Memorialization 
(London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2006), 26. See also Judith E. Berman, ‘Holocaust Commemorations in London 
and Anglo-Jewish (Dis-)unity’, Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 3:1 (2004), 61. 
9 Berman, Holocaust Agendas, 26. 
10 Cesarani, ‘Great Britain’, 629. [Emphasis added]. 
11 Janina Struk, Photographing the Holocaust: Interpretations of the Evidence (London: I. B. Tauris, 2004), 175–177. 



Chapter 3 

113 

The sweeping approach is particularly pronounced when scholars have focused on the 

exhibition in the context of the development of Holocaust education. The first National 

Curriculum was introduced in 1991. Its introduction has been described as a ‘landmark’; it 

was the first time that teaching the Holocaust would be mandatory in all English schools.12 

Scholars have examined the exhibition as an example of Holocaust education before the 

National Curriculum’s implementation. Lucy Russell, for instance, emphasises this framing 

in her work by situating the exhibition in a chapter on ‘Teaching the Holocaust before 

1991’.13 Similarly, Andy Pearce discusses the events in a chapter examining ‘“Holocaust 

Education”, but Not as We Know It’.14 Given their emphasis on teaching in schools, it is 

unsurprising that both Russell and Pearce focus their attention on the classroom resources, 

rather than the exhibition. This approach, however, causes the exhibition to be lost within a 

wider story of the ‘institutionalisation’ of Holocaust education.15 The materials are used to 

testify ‘to the emergence of education as a key battleground in the cultural politics of 

Thatcherite Britain’.16 

The use of the exhibition as an illustration of changes at a national scale has been 

influenced by the sources available to examine the exhibition. Until recently, these sources 

have been restricted to the files of the Yad Vashem Committee of the UK (VYCUK), 

newspaper reports, and Hansard records.17 As will be discussed later in this chapter, these 

sources are only able to provide a partial picture because of the way the exhibition was 

created. This chapter provides a more nuanced account of the exhibition because it is the 

first to draw on materials from the various bodies involved with the exhibition, much of 

which has only become available recently. This material includes correspondence from the 

exhibition’s various organising committees, the Greater London Council (GLC), the Inner 

London Education Authority (ILEA), and oral history interviews conducted with individuals 

involved with the exhibition at different stages.  

Using these sources, this chapter charts the creation and development of the Auschwitz 

exhibition – and its schools programme – throughout the 1980s. The chapter argues that, 

rather than the exhibition being the product of a cohesive group, it is more accurately 

conceptualised as the outcome of different groups muddling through together. It charts the 

 
12 For a discussion of the significance of the first National Curriculum in the context of Holocaust Education, 
see Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 61–63. Here 61. 
13 Russell, Teaching the Holocaust, 62–88. 
14 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 37–59. 
15 Andy Pearce, ‘The Development of Holocaust Consciousness in Contemporary Britain, 1979–2001’, 
Holocaust Studies 14:2 (2008), 76. 
16 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 51. See also Russell, Teaching the Holocaust, 64–66. 
17 These sources are the basis for Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 243–251. 
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development of these different groups starting by examining the initial aims for the 

exhibition, which was inspired by a family’s pilgrimage to Auschwitz. The family’s proposal 

was spurred on by their friends back in England. Support continued to grow, until an eclectic 

partnership of different groups and individuals committed themselves to working together. 

The memory protagonists that made up this partnership had different motives. Between 

them, they sought to use the exhibition as a way to atone for Christian antisemitism, as a 

warning against contemporary racism, and to foreground the Jewish particularity of the 

Holocaust. These wide-ranging aims were not easily reconciled. During the exhibition, the 

different groups focused their energies on promoting their own aims and compromised on 

their differences. After the exhibition closed, the partnership began to splinter. The 

classroom materials were transferred to the custodianship of the ILEA. In doing so, the 

memory protagonists who had been at the heart of their creation became increasingly 

isolated from the decision-making process. The pack was increasingly abstracted, as it 

became a battleground between the ILEA and the Tory government. 

‘A group of ordinary English people’: The Auschwitz Initiative Group 

In 1980, David Rosenberg and his wife, Patricia Keefe, visited Auschwitz-Birkenau on a 

‘very personal pilgrimage’.18 Thirty-three members of Rosenberg’s family had been 

murdered in Auschwitz. As the couple did not speak Polish, they asked for an English-

speaking guide to accompany them around the museum, and they were introduced to Teresa 

Cegłowska, the curator of Auschwitz State Museum. Through their discussions with 

Cegłowska, the couple learnt that less than one per cent of visitors to Auschwitz came from 

the United Kingdom.19 Following their trip, the couple began to formulate proposals to raise 

the British public’s awareness of Auschwitz. These plans led to the formation of the 

Auschwitz Initiative Group (AIG). In forming this group, the couple were joined by Keefe’s 

brother, Michael, who worked in advertising in London. Margaret Greiff, who worked as a 

civil servant in London, was the fourth founding member.20 Greiff, Rosenberg, and Keefe 

 
18 Whitechapel Art Gallery Archive, London (hereafter WAGA), WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘The Auschwitz 
in England Initiative Group’, n.d. 
19 The account of this trip is described in Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The story of the Auschwitz in 
England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d. 
20 Ibid., 1. 
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were already connected professionally through their work for a medical charity, which 

mainly assisted women in Africa.21  

Through promoting knowledge of Auschwitz, the group had two aims. Firstly, they 

wished to raise awareness of longstanding Christian antisemitism, which the group argued 

had played a significant part in fostering the conditions that allowed the Holocaust to 

happen. Secondly, they feared that ‘a Second Holocaust’ could happen because the ‘lessons 

of the Holocaust have not yet been learnt’. To achieve their aims, the group placed educating 

the public at the core of their mission.22 The group’s efforts were financed by the members 

themselves.23 Early activities included purchasing a large quality of books to learn about the 

Holocaust and paying for a market research firm to survey the ‘feelings and attitudes of the 

typical person born in Britain to ethnic minorities’.24 These early information-gathering 

exercises laid the foundation for the group’s biggest idea: the development of a travelling 

exhibition about Auschwitz. 

The idea for the exhibition came at an opportune time. The Auschwitz State Museum 

was keen ‘to make its presence known in the West’,25 and had made provision for travelling 

exhibitions to be organised in several countries including West Germany and the United 

States.26 The museum’s willingness to support the AIG’s proposals was obviously essential to 

lay the groundwork for an exhibition being staged in Britain.27 Much more work was 

required, however, to turn the proposals into reality. To move the plans forward, the AIG 

utilised its members cultural connections and financial resources. Exporting artefacts from 

Poland to Britain required the approval of the Polish Government, which was dependent on 

‘a recognised official UK organisation’ authorising the import.28 This requirement was met 

through the CCJ acting as the importer. The AIG had close connections to the CCJ; Greiff 

was a founding member of the council’s Kensington and Chelsea branch and she was friends 

with Isaac Levy. Levy had entered Belsen concentration camp following its liberation as the 

 
21 The three worked for Intercare. Rosenberg was the Director, Keefe the honorary Deputy Director, and 
Greiff was the Chair of the Board of Management. For more information, see WAGA, 
WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘The Commitment of Members of the Initiative Group to Educational Projects’, 1 
December 1982, 1–2. 
22 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘The Auschwitz in England Initiative Group’, n.d. 
23 Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The story of the Auschwitz in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 1. 
24 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘The Commitment of Members of the Initiative Group to Educational 
Projects’, 1 December 1982, 1. 
25 Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The story of the Auschwitz in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 1. 
26 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/2, ‘An Exhibition in England from the Auschwitz Museum’, n.d. 
27 The AIG undertook three visits to Auschwitz to work on the exhibition scenario and to select materials to 
be borrowed. Teresa Cegłowska undertook three visits to England to meet with the AIG. See WAGA, 
WAG/EXH/2/348/1/2, ‘An Exhibition in England from the Auschwitz Museum’, n.d. 
28 Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The story of the Auschwitz in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 2. 
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British army’s Senior Jewish chaplain and sat on the CCJ’s national board.29 Underpinning 

these cultural connections were the AIG’s financial capital. The group put approximately 

£11,000 of their own money into supporting the exhibition.30 This money was crucial for 

gaining the CCJ’s support, with the organisation only agreeing to import the artefacts ‘on 

condition there was no financial commitment on their part’.31 The CCJ did not want to 

become formally involved with the exhibition, so the AIG would remain solely responsible 

for any issues encountered once the artefacts arrived in Britain. 
 

 
Figure 3. The Auschwitz Initiative Group, London, 1983.32 

 
29 Ibid. See also WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘The Commitment of Members of the Initiative Group to 
Educational Projects’, 1 December 1982, 1. 
30 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘The Commitment of Members of the Initiative Group to Educational 
Projects’, 1 December 1982, 1. 
31 Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The story of the Auschwitz in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 2. 
32 From left to right: Ian Williamson, Teresa Cegłowska, Margaret Greiff, Shirley Hough (translator), and 
Patricia Keefe. Reproduced from Margaret Greiff’s personal papers. 
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The Auschwitz State Museum loaned 130 items to the AIG, which arrived in 

Birmingham in August 1981.33 In a later reflection on the importance of this delivery, Greiff 

stressed that: 

This was the very first time the Museum had allowed artefacts to be taken abroad. All 
previous exhibitions outside Poland had consisted only of photographs, 
drawings and documents. As can be seen from the shipping schedule, the 
items included substantial pieces of sculpture, suitcases, human hair, 
crutches, children’s and adult’s shoes, prayer shawls, prison uniforms, 
combs, train tickets, etc. etc. as well as documents, books and 
photographs.34 

Having secured the materials, the AIG saw ‘no reasons why the exhibition, in terms of its 

content, religious overtones, presentation and educational purpose cannot now be fully 

achieved’.35 To help realise this ambition, the AIG’s membership was expanded in 1981, 

with Kitty Hart and Ian Williamson joining the group. Williamson provided the storage 

facility for the exhibition and, following George Him’s death, took over as the designer for 

the exhibition.36 Kitty Hart was a survivor of Auschwitz-Birkenau who lived in Birmingham. 

In 1979, Yorkshire Television had broadcast Kitty – Return to Auschwitz. This ninety-minute 

documentary focused on her return to the camp, accompanied by her son, David. 

Throughout the programme, they walked around the camp complex, whilst Kitty narrated 

her experiences.37 The film was acclaimed by critics.38 Following its broadcast, Hart ‘was 

inundated with letters’, including from ‘fellow survivors, but most were from ordinary 

members of the public’.39 A significant proportion of these letters came from schoolchildren 

who ‘asked: “Why haven’t we been taught this before?”’40 Summarising the programme’s 

 
33 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/2, ‘Background to the Exhibition’, n.d.; University of Oxford, Bodleian 
Libraries, Hugo Gryn Archive (hereafter HGA), HL/028, ‘Visit to Birmingham to see Auschwitz Exhibits by 
Martin Savitt, J. Girwitz and Frank Green’, 23 September 1981. 
34 Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The story of the Auschwitz in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 2. 
[Emphasis in original]. 
35 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/2, ‘Background to the Exhibition’, n.d. 
36 George Him agreed to design the exhibition for free, if the AIG were able to secure the loan of artefacts – 
alongside photographs and documents – from Auschwitz. Once the loan was secured, he started work on the 
design, but died before completing the work. Ian Williamson was paid to complete the designs and to create 
the logo used for the exhibition. For more details, see Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The Story of the 
Auschwitz in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 1. 
37 For an overview of how this programme was produced, see Peter Morley, ‘Kitty – Return to Auschwitz’, in 
Toby Haggith and Joanna Newman (eds.), Holocaust and the Moving Image: Representations in Film and Television 
since 1933 (London: Wallflower Press, 2005), 154–160. 
38 For a discussion of the critical acclaim of the film, see Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 174. 
39 Morley, ‘Kitty’, 159. 
40 Kitty Hart-Moxon quoted in Peter Grosvenor, ‘Why We Should Forgive – But Never Forget’, Daily Express, 
25 June 1981. 
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importance, Pearce argues that it contributed to the ‘rise of the survivor’ in the latter third 

of the twentieth century.41 Kitty – Return to Auschwitz also ‘drew public attention eastwards’, 

away from the focus on the liberation of Belsen, which had retained a strong cultural 

presence in Britain.42 The AIG hoped that Hart’s ‘wide-ranging contacts’ would help them 

to secure venues for the exhibition.43 

The AIG initially received positive responses with venues in Birmingham, Liverpool, 

London, and Hull expressing interest in hosting the exhibition. Greiff, however, later recalled 

that these were all ‘mysteriously withdrawn without proper explanation’.44 The hesitancy is 

not as surprising as Greiff implied. Part of it has to do with the nature of social groups. As 

Jay Winter has shown, the ‘modest size of these cohorts is both their strength and their 

weakness’.45 This observation is true for the AIG. The group was highly effective in making 

use of its cultural connections and financial capital to carry out its goals. Before the artefacts 

arrived in Britain, the group had the necessary resources to solve the problems it 

encountered. It still needs to be borne in mind, however, that the group consisted of only a 

handful of people, which led some organisations to dismiss it unfairly as an amateur 

endeavour.46 These generalisations were compounded by specific concerns that ‘[n]obody in 

England will ever be interested’ in an exhibition about the Holocaust. Concerns about British 

apathy towards Holocaust remembrance meant that some individuals were unwilling to be 

involved with the AIG’s exhibition; assuming it would come to nothing.47  

The widespread disinterest and scepticism encountered by the AIG was indicative of 

the limited attention given to the Holocaust in education initiatives in the 1970s. During the 

seventies, there was an increase in the number of textbooks touching on the history of the 

Third Reich, but ‘material on the treatment of the Jews’ was only provided with ‘limited 

coverage’.48 In 1978, the Imperial War Museum started to develop talks for visiting schools 

focusing on ‘Life in Nazi Germany’, through which the subject of the Holocaust was 

 
41 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 174. Following her ITV documentary, Hart wrote a memoir about her 
experience of returning to Auschwitz. See Kitty Hart, Return to Auschwitz: The Remarkable Story of a Girl who 
Survived the Holocaust (London: Sidgwick and Jackson, 1981). 
42 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 175. 
43 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/2, ‘An Exhibition in England from the Auschwitz Museum, Poland’, 2. 
44 Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The Story of the Auschwitz in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 2. 
45 Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War Between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 136. 
46 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Handwritten Note by Margaret Greiff on a Letter from Bernard G. 
Gore to David Rosenberg’, 18 February 1982. 
47 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Margaret Greiff to Martin Rewcastle’, 18 February 1982. 
48 Geoffrey Short and Carole Ann Reed, Issues in Holocaust Education (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 115–16.  
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broached.49 Yet, whilst these talks proved very popular, it is important to emphasise that the 

Holocaust was only a subset of these workshops, rather than the main focus. The same year, 

the Board of Deputies produced a teaching pack to accompany the BBC’s screening of the 

American mini-series Holocaust. The pack was not mass produced and the BoD were criticised 

for not doing more to capitalise on the broadcast.50 The Board’s efforts underscore the 

importance of transnational influences in shaping Holocaust education during this time, 

demonstrating a continuation of earlier trends discussed in this thesis. The resources were 

not only inspired by an American TV show, but also ‘followed the lead’ of the American 

Jewish Committee, which had produced resources when the series had first been broadcast 

in the United States.51 

 Non-UK focuses were essential in influencing the drive to foreground the Holocaust 

in education during the 1970s. The AIG’s proposals had, of course, been shaped by the 

group’s relationship with staff at the Auschwitz State Museum. The group’s plans for an 

exhibition would be provided with a lifeline by another organisation that had come into 

being due to influence from outside the UK. During the 1970s, Yad Vashem in Israel 

suffered a sharp decrease in the number of visitors to the museum and a slowdown in the 

provision of victims’ names for its records.52 In an attempt to stimulate Holocaust 

remembrance in the United Kingdom, the YVCUK was established in 1976. YVCUK was 

later incorporated into the BoD as a sub-committee, which was tasked with ‘spread[ing] 

knowledge of the holocaust among the Jewish and the non-Jewish community’.53 

To enhance knowledge of the Holocaust, the YVCUK was keen to develop teaching 

resources for use in school. Clive Lawton, then recently appointed YVCUK Education 

Officer, set up a working group to develop classroom materials suitable for use in British 

classrooms. Attempts by the working group to get the Holocaust included on examination 

syllabi were met with disdain. The Chief Examiners of the London University Examinations 

Board presented a list of objections, including that the Holocaust should not be singled out 

for ‘special consideration’, the subject would be inappropriate for secondary school children, 

and that teaching the Holocaust would amount to using ‘history as propaganda’.54 These 

claims demonstrated the prevalent aversion to teaching the Holocaust in schools at this time, 

 
49 Suzanne Bardgett, ‘The Depiction of the Holocaust at the Imperial War Museum since 1961’, Journal of 
Israeli History 23:1 (2004), 151. 
50 Berman, ‘Holocaust Commemorations’, 56. 
51 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 48. 
52 Struk, Photographing the Holocaust, 175. 
53 London Metropolitan Archives, London (hereafter LMA), Board of Deputies Archive (hereafter BoD 
Archives), ACC/3121/C/08/001/012, ‘Minutes of the Education and Youth Committee’, 20 October 1977. 
54 HGA, HL/083, ‘Report of Meeting of Working Party to produce Holocaust Teaching Aid’, n.d.  
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which mirrored the widespread ambivalence to Holocaust remembrance in Britain. One of 

the committee’s earliest plans was for a ‘permanent exhibition’ in London to ‘show events of 

1933–48’ and to serve as a symbolic site to learn and discuss history.55 The committee’s plans 

failed to get off the ground. 

YVCUK members learnt of the AIG’s exhibition. Members of the committee went to 

Birmingham, where the exhibition was being kept in storage whilst possible venues were 

being contacted, and concluded that it demonstrated ‘great value’ for educating about the 

Holocaust.56 Following a meeting between members of the YVCUK and the AIG, it was 

agreed that co-operation between the two groups should be explored.57 The YVCUK’s 

interest in the AIG’s plans were influenced by two longstanding concerns. The first focused 

on the difficulty they had experienced in raising enough funds for a permanent exhibition in 

London. Members of the committee suggested that a mobile exhibition could supplant the 

tentative proposals for a permanent exhibition.58 Rather than bringing members of the 

public to a fixed site, the mobile exhibition would ‘go to the people’.59 This proposal would 

be cheaper than attempting to raise the money for a permanent site. In addition, whilst the 

YVCUK’s exhibition proposals had not got off the ground, the AIG’s preparations were well 

advanced; they had secured artefacts for the exhibition and had put in a substantial amount 

of money to cover the exhibition’s costs. 

The committee’s second area of concern linked to the first and centred on the worry 

about how their work was perceived by the wider public. The YVCUK’s membership mainly 

consisted of British-born Jews, with a minority of Holocaust survivors and token Christian 

representation. Kushner argues that the committee had previously shown ‘a greater self-

confidence (as well as a clear identification with the Holocaust) in its demands for... a national 

 
55 LMA, BoD Archives, ACC/3121/C/23/001/001, ‘Educational Proposals and Possibilities for the Yad 
Vashem Committee in the United Kingdom’, n.d. 
56 HGA, HL/028, ‘Visit to Birmingham to see Auschwitz Exhibits by Martin Savitt, J. Girwirtz and Frank 
Green’, 23 September 1981. 
57 LMA, BoD Archives, ACC/3121/C/23/001/001, ‘National Vad Vashem Committee Minutes’, 13 
January 1982, 1. 
58 See, for example, HGA, HL/028, ‘Visit to Birmingham to see Auschwitz Exhibits by Martin Savitt, J. 
Girwitz and Frank Green’, 23 September 1981; HGA, HL/028, ‘Letter from Frank Green to Hugo Gryn’, 7 
January 1982. 
59 HGA, HL/028, ‘Letter from Frank Green to Hugo Gryn’, 9 October 1981. While the benefits of 
developing a mobile exhibition were mounted, the committee continued to pursue its ambition of developing 
a permanent museum site at the Workshop Theatre at the Roundhouse in Chalk Farm. On 24 February 
1983, the same day that Auschwitz: An Exhibition opened, plans for the permanent museum site were finally 
‘shelved’. The committee emphasised that it must focus on its ‘first responsibility’: educating about the 
Holocaust. See HGA, HL/083, ‘National Vad Vashem Committee in the UK Minutes’, 24 February 1983, 
2. 
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monument’.60 This self-confidence, however, was tempered by the committee’s worry about 

how its activities would be perceived by British society-at-large. In particular, the committee 

raised concerns that educating children about the Holocaust would be viewed as ‘a piece of 

“Jewish” education rather than something of interest and value to all pupils’.61 To counteract 

this viewpoint, Lawton suggested that it was necessary to consider other victim groups – 

particularly the treatment of communists, homosexuals, and gypsies – within teaching 

materials.62 The committee’s concerns, however, encompassed more than the content of 

potential teaching resources. They were concerned that the organisation’s dominance by 

Jewish members could call into question any materials it produced. The committee therefore 

considered that it would be better for a Christian organisation or local education authority 

to forefront efforts to teach children about the Holocaust.63 

The YVCUK emphasised the Christian background of the AIG in their internal 

documents. In their report describing the Birmingham visit, it was noted that the AIG had 

been created following a visit by ‘two Christian visitors’ – Ian Williamson and Pat Keefe – 

to Auschwitz.64 Having already discussed the origins of the AIG, it is clear that this account 

is not an entirely accurate description of the group’s creation: David Rosenberg’s central 

involvement is curiously absent. This omission, however, appears to have been a deliberate 

recasting of the origin narrative to bolster the group’s chances of success. Whilst most of the 

AIG were Christian, Rosenberg’s background is more complicated; he had grown up in an 

Orthodox Jewish family but dropped strict observance when he started studying medicine in 

Manchester.65 Patricia Keefe was Catholic, and Rosenberg converted to Christianity after 

their marriage.66 His decision to be baptised was ‘met with suspicion’ by some orthodox Jews 

who accused him of being a ‘traitor’.67 Due to this ill feeling, Rosenberg was reluctant to 

‘take a prominent part’ in the exhibition and instead ‘tried to keep in the background’, so 

that he did not ‘upset either Jews or Christians by his presence’.68 It is unlikely that 

Rosenberg’s background was known to the YVCUK’s members, especially at the start of 

 
60 Kushner, Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination, 259. 
61 HGA, HL/028, ‘Paper on the Teaching of Holocaust Studies in Schools by Clive Lawton’, 25 June 1979. 
62 Ibid. 
63 HGA, HL/083, ‘Report of Meeting of Working Party to produce Holocaust Teaching Aid’, n.d. 
64 HGA, HL/028, ‘Visit to Birmingham to see Auschwitz Exhibits by Martin Savitt, J. Girwirtz and Frank 
Green’, 23 September 1981. 
65 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Margaret Greiff to Martin Rewcastle’, 4 March 1982, 1–2. 
66 Ibid., 2. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
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their work together.69 This knowledge, however, is a moot point. What is key here is that 

emphasising a Christian grassroots origins story was seen to benefit both organisations. 

The Christian origins of the exhibition were emphasised through the joint 

organisational structure that was developed. An Auschwitz Exhibition Committee (AEC) was 

established to promote the mutual interests of the AIG and YVCUK.70 The latter suggested 

this newly formed committee ‘had the merit of appearing to give Christian groups and 

organisations the credit’ for the development of the exhibition.71 The Christian focus was 

further underlined through the AEC’s desire to locate ‘suitable non-Jewish venues 

throughout the country’ to host the exhibition.72 There was no suggestion that the exhibition 

should, or would, be held in any Jewish spaces. Yet, whilst the Christian origins of the 

exhibition were foregrounded, the AEC intended to emphasise the particularity of the Jewish 

experience during the Holocaust. The presence of Jewish representatives on the committee 

was intended to provide ‘an assurance’ that the exhibition ‘would specifically demonstrate 

that Auschwitz was in the main a Jewish tragedy’.73 The committee comprised of seven 

members: Greiff, Rosenberg, and Keefe from the AIG; Rabbi Hugo Gryn, Frank Green, 

and Roman Halter from YVCUK; and Isaac Levi representing the CCJ.74 Gryn and Halter’s 

involvement meant that the AEC contained a significant survivor element. 

The exhibition that the AEC would eventually endorse was not the same as the 

proposal the AIG had developed with the help of the Auschwitz State Museum. One of the 

conditions governing the YVCUK’s involvement mandated that the historian Martin Gilbert 

should comment on the exhibition scenario.75 In inviting Gilbert’s involvement, the YVCUK 

emphasised that they wanted the exhibition to be ‘authoritative and deal with the Jewish 

 
69 Greiff later disclosed Rosenberg’s background to Martin Rewcastle. She made clear in her letter that ‘I 
would not normally talk so freely about David, and I beg you to keep the above to yourself’. See WAGA, 
WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Margaret Greiff to Martin Rewcastle’, 4 March 1982, 2. 
70 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Martin Rewcastle to Jim Thompson’, 19 March 1982. 
71 HGA, HL/028, ‘National Vad Vashem Committee Minutes’, 29 March 1982. 
72 HGA, HL/083, ‘National Yad Vashem Committee in the UK Minutes’, 9 December 1982, 2.  
73 HGA, HL/028, ‘National Vad Vashem Committee Minutes’, 29 March 1982. 
74 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Martin Rewcastle to Jim Thompson’, 19 March 1982. 
75 LMA, BoD Archives, ACC/3121/C/23/001/001, ‘National Vad Vashem Committee Minutes’, 13 
January 1982. These conditions were sent to Margaret Greiff by Frank Green on behalf of the YVCUK. See 
HGA, HL/028, ‘Letter from Frank Green to Mrs Greiff’, 14 January 1982. The other seven conditions stated 
that the mobile exhibition would become a part of YVCUK’s educational programme, that a sub-committee 
would be set up to manage it, members of this sub-committee would include representatives from the 
Auschwitz in England Initiative Group, the exhibition’s layout and content would be at the sole discretion of 
this sub-committee, a separate bank account would be opened into which funds for the exhibition should be 
deposited, £6,000 would be donated by YVCUK and the Auschwitz Initiative Group would be required to 
source £6,000, and the sub-committee would be charged with promoting the exhibition in suitable venues 
with local organisations covering the costs of mounting exhibitions in their areas. 
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slaughter at Auschwitz’, rather than act as ‘propaganda for the Polish Authorities’.76 Gilbert 

suggested six sections needed to be added to the exhibition: 

(a) pre-war Jewish life in Poland. 
(b) pre-war anti-Jewish acts. 
(c) deportations to Auschwitz. 
(d) Jews in Camps. 
(e) Jewish resistance. 
(f) the scale of the Jewish tragedy.77 

All of these areas emphasised the specific experience of Jews during the Holocaust, with the 

focus on ‘Jewish resistance’ mirroring the approach taken at Yad Vashem in Israel.78 

Gilbert’s additions met the YVCUK’s desire for the exhibition to put ‘the Auschwitz story… 

into the general perspective of the Jewish Holocaust as a whole by such additional exhibits 

as the committee shall consider necessary’.79 YVCUK’s intention was to ensure that the 

particularity of the Jewish experience was at the centre of the exhibition. They were not, 

however, the only sponsors for the exhibition. The final exhibition ended up costing 

approximately £40,000.80 This money was raised from various sources including 

the British Council of Churches; the Board of Deputies of British Jews; the 
Council of Christians and Jews; the National Union of Teachers; the 
Centre for Contemporary Studies; the London Borough of Tower 
Hamlets; the Greater London Council; Sir John Cass’s Educational 
Foundation and other major educational trusts.81 

The majority of the money donated by these organisations was provided so that the 

exhibition could be hosted in the East End of London. Following Birmingham’s withdrawal 

from the project in February 1982, due to an inability to raise the necessary funds, the East 

End was the last remaining venue planning to stage the exhibition.82 The exhibition would 

be shown in the crypt of St. George-in-the-East church. The East London Auschwitz 

Committee (ELAC) – a local group chaired by the Bishop of Stepney – was set up to oversee 

 
76 HGA, HL/028, ‘Letter from Martin Savitt to Martin Gilbert’, 28 October 1981. 
77 LMA, BoD Archives, ACC/3121/C/23/001/001, ‘National Vad Vashem Committee Minutes’, 13 
January 1982, 1–2. 
78 For discussion about how the Holocaust is represented at Vad Vashem, see Tim Cole, ‘Nativization and 
Nationalization: A Comparative Landscape Study of Holocaust Museums in Israel, the US and the UK’, 
Journal of Israeli History 23:1 (2004), 130–145. 
79 LMA, BoD Archives, ACC/3121/C/23/001/001, ‘National Vad Vashem Committee Minutes’, 13 
January 1982. 
80 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Martin Rewcastle to Peter Conway’, 24 September 1982.  
81 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Mike Sparks to Hugh Davies’, 10 June 1982. 
82 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Jim Thompson to Rabbi M. Singer’, 3 February 1982. 
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the preparations for hosting the exhibition.83 ELAC’s creation provided another way for the 

YVCUK to downplay its role in the exhibition. The YVCUK’s internal correspondence 

repeatedly emphasised the distinction between the local committee and their own work, 

suggesting that they needed to maintain ‘a low profile’ in the exhibition’s organisation.84 This 

approach once more demonstrates the YVCUK’s concern that the exhibition’s success rested 

on the emphasis of the Christian roots, rather than the involvement of Jewish sponsors. 

‘Christians, Jews and nobody and nothings’: The East End Auschwitz 

Committee 

The creation of ELAC led to ‘a very much wider’ array of individuals becoming involved 

with the exhibition than had previously been the case.85 These individuals represented the 

various groups that had helped to finance the exhibition. The diverseness of the organisations 

involved meant that the YVCUK’s desire to emphasise the experience of Jewish victims 

during the Holocaust became only one of the exhibition’s aims. Other groups wished to use 

the exhibition to highlight other messages. The different organisations’ interests were 

targeted during the fundraising campaign. In an appeal sent to Tower Hamlets Council, for 

instance, the venture was described as ‘not simply an exhibition on Auschwitz’ but rather 

one with ‘a major contemporary point to make about racial intolerance, how it can escalate 

and what it has led to in the past’.86 Framing the exhibition in these terms connected it to 

contemporary issues, particularly reports about increasing racist incidents in the East End. 

Such incidents were documented in the British press. James Bentley, in the New 

Statesman, wrote of ‘continuing racial harassment and worse in the East End’.87 In the 

Guardian, Polly Toynbee provided an in-depth account of the issues. She described the sale 

of neo-fascist and Holocaust denial literature at one of the East End’s main markets on Brick 

Lane every Sunday. This material classified the Holocaust as a ‘Jewish fraud’ and included 

racist slurs attacking Asian and West Indian communities. Toynbee painted a picture of 

teachers unable to stop the material spreading around schools, while Bentley argued there 

was ‘official indifference’ to the problems.88 Against this background, supporting the 

 
83 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Martin Rewcastle to Jim Thompson’, 19 March 1982, 1. 
84 See, for example, HGA, HL/083, ‘National Vad Vashem Committee in the UK Minutes’, 31 August 1982, 
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exhibition provided organisations, such as the National Union of Teachers (NUT), GLC, 

and Tower Hamlets officials, with evidence that they were actively attempting to combat 

racism. An ILEA official stated that the ILEA and GLC gave their financial support to the 

exhibition ‘to demonstrate the awful consequences of racism’. These bodies supported the 

exhibition because it meshed with their current work in countering fascist ideas and provided 

‘a valuable resource to extend progressive education’.89 

Concerns about neo-fascist activity influenced ELAC’s delivery of the exhibition. In 

one respect, the committee’s concerns were defensive; focusing on ensuring the safety of the 

exhibition. This preparation linked into a long-running concern about the safety of the 

exhibits. In its early proposals, the AIG had emphasised the importance of security by 

insisting that the exhibition must be presented in a secured location and should be under 

constant surveillance.90 To meet these conditions, ELAC meetings continually returned to 

discussions about protecting the exhibition through the use of volunteers, paid security 

guards, and help from the police.91 ELAC were advised that it was impossible, within their 

budget, to adequately secure the building from possible attack and, as such, security 

personnel needed to be able to deal with such a situation should it arise.92 

At the same time, ELAC’s approach to dealing with neo-fascists focused on developing 

offensive strategies to combating racism. ELAC created five sub-committees, which were 

designed to support different aspects of the exhibition, as demonstrated in figure 4: 

 
89 Shirley Murgraff, ‘Auschwitz – Yesterday’s Racism’, ILEA Contact, 18 February 1983, 5. 
90 See Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘Presenting the Auschwitz Exhibition from the Initiative Group’, 
n.d. 
91 See, for example, HGA, HL/083, ‘East London Auschwitz Exhibition Committee Minutes’, 30 November 
1981, 4; HGA, HL/083, ‘East London Auschwitz Exhibition Committee Minutes’, 13 October 1982, 3; 
HGA, HL/083, ‘Minutes of the East London Auschwitz Exhibition Committee’, 6 January 1983, 2–3; HGA, 
HL/083, ‘National Yad Vashem Committee in the UK Minutes’, 24 February 1983, 2. On 4 November 
1982, the topic of security was covered under two separate agenda items, see HGA, HL/083, ‘East London 
Auschwitz Exhibition Committee Minutes’, 4 November 1982. 
92 See, for example, WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from M. J. Hare to Jim Thompson’, 11 
February 1982; WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from M. J. Hare to Mr Mander’, 7 May 1982. 
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Figure 4. Organisational chart for Auschwitz: An Exhibition showing the 

relationship between the different committees, 1982.93 

These wider activities included a lecture series, and ‘a full programme for older 

schoolchildren’ organised by the schools and education sub-committee.94 The latter sub-

committee played a particularly important part in the development of the exhibition. The 

sub-committee’s remit was to develop links with East London’s fifteen secondary schools to 

encourage them to send students to visit the exhibition.95 Members of the sub-committee, 

however, became involved in the wider development of the exhibition. This chapter now 

turns to examine the wider role the sub-committee members played in the development of 

the exhibition. It demonstrates how the creation of AEC and ELAC meant that the 

exhibition moved away from the AIG’s friendship group. As the committee structure grew, 

new groups developed within the wider organisational structure. Within these groups, 

individuals sought to influence the exhibition’s development in line with their own 

understanding of its importance. The schools and education sub-committee was one such 

group. 

 
93 Reproduced from WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/2. 
94 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Martin Rewcastle to David Kessler’, 1 February 1982. For 
an overview of the exhibition’s lecture programme, see Wiener Library, London, OSP 796, ‘Auschwitz: An 
Exhibition’. 
95 Toynbee, ‘Auschwitz Yesterday’, 10; WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Jim Thompson to the 
Secretary of the All Saints Educational Trust’, 28 September 1982; WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, 
‘Letter from Martin Rewcastle to Lesley Green’, 23 April 1982, 1. 
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This sub-committee was initially a large group consisting of local teachers and 

educational experts.96 However, the group quickly thinned to a small group of individuals.97 

Chief amongst them was Shirley Murgraff, who was seconded to work full time to develop 

the educational programme. At the time, Murgraff was a deputy headteacher in an infant 

school in Tower Hamlets and had learnt about the exhibition through the NUT.98 She had 

grown up in Hackney in a left-wing ‘political family’, with at least one of her older brothers 

having been involved in the Battle of Cable Street.99 Murgraff’s personal and professional 

background shared similarities with Dan Jones, a fellow committee member. His mother had 

been involved in anti-fascist activities during the 1930s, and his father, Lord Elwyn Jones, 

had been Labour MP for Newham. Jones’ family had a personal connection to the 

Holocaust: his parents adopted a Kindertransport refugee during the war, and his father was 

a junior prosecutor at the Nuremberg trials. Jones lived virtually next door to the Cable 

Street Mural and St George-in-the-East Church. He had worked as a teacher, secretary of 

the Tower Hamlets Trade Council, and he was a community youth worker in the East End 

at the time of the exhibition. It was through this job that he met Paul Rutishauser, a graphic 

designer in the East End, who became the third core member of the educational sub-

committee.100 

In working together, the three core members of the education and schools sub-

committee shared more than similar backgrounds. They shared a mutual understanding of 

the exhibition’s importance to the East End. The focus on contemporary racism was clearly 

encapsulated in an article penned by Murgraff for ILEA Contact a week before the exhibition 

opened in February 1983. In her article, Murgraff quotes Jones discussing the aptness he felt 

due to the physical proximity of the exhibition at St. Georges-in-the-East to the Cable Street 

Mural.101 He remarked that the exhibition was ‘being shown in an East End church, bombed 

by the Luftwaffe during the war, a few yards from Cable Street where 100,000 anti-fascists 

defied Mosley’s blackshirts in 1936’.102 The 1936 protest has become ‘the most celebrated 

 
96 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Jim Thompson to the Secretary of the All Saints 
Educational Trust’, 28 September 1982. 
97 Shirley Murgraff, interviewed by Chad McDonald in London, 10 February 2017. 
98 Ibid.  
99 Ibid. 
100 Dan Jones, interviewed by Chad McDonald in London, 15 June 2018. 
101 Dan Jones as quoted by Murgraff, ‘Auschwitz – Yesterday’s Racism’, 5. 
102 Ibid. 



Chapter 3 

128 

anti-fascist event in British history’, earning the title of the Battle of Cable Street.103 Jones 

felt that the 1936 protest had relevance to the East End in the 1980s, which was suffering 

from ‘high unemployment and profound social problems’.104 He felt such issues could cause 

the East End young to ‘despair’ and turn to neo-Nazi ideologies, which would endanger the 

‘richly multiracial community’ found there. For Jones, the Auschwitz exhibition was part of 

working ‘against our real problems’, so that the East End could become ‘one of the most 

exciting places to live’.105 Reflecting on the exhibition nearly thirty-five years later, Jones 

continued to identify the exhibition as one of his ‘proudest’ achievements because it 

‘happened in this multiracial community’.106 

Murgraff stated that her role extended beyond the sub-committee, so that she became 

‘really quite central’ to wider operations of ELAC.107 Whilst, at first, this claim might appear 

to be bluster, there is evidence that the sub-committee members helped to shape the 

exhibition’s wider message. In doing so, the members helped to ensure that the Auschwitz 

exhibition would place emphasis on linking contemporary racism in the East End to 

Auschwitz.  Due to the importance they placed on the exhibition’s relevance to the East End, 

the sub-committee members were keen to be involved in the wider organisation of the 

venture. Jones, for instance, was involved with the catalogue and poster sub-committee.108 

The catalogue was designed as a physical accompaniment to ELAC’s wider educational 

programme.109 This sub-committee worked with the Tower Hamlets Arts Project – who had 

commissioned the Battle of Cable Street mural in 1976 – to produce an anthology 

documenting the perceived connection between Auschwitz and the contemporary East End. 

The booklet opened by asking rhetorically:  

What do we see around us today that could conceivably be linked to the 
horror that was Auschwitz? Why so much concern about Nazi intolerance 
and racism four decades ago? What could possibly be taking place in East 

 
103 For an overview of the Battle of Cable Street, see Daniel Tilles, ‘Winning the Battle, but what about the 
War? Cable Street in Context’, in Colin Holmes and Anne J. Kershen (eds.), An East End Legacy: Essays in 
Memory of William J. Fishman (London: Routledge, 2017), 134–152. Here 134; See also Tony Kushner and 
Nadia Valman (eds.), Remembering Cable Street: Fascism and Anti-Fascism in British Society (London: Vallentine 
Mitchell, 1999). 
104 Murgraff, ‘Auschwitz – Yesterday’s Racism’, 5. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Dan Jones, interviewed by Chad McDonald in London, 15 June 2018. 
107 Shirley Murgraff, interviewed by Chad McDonald in London, 10 February 2017. 
108 The poster foregrounded the connection between the exhibition’s contents and contemporary racism in 
the East End of London. It included an image of a Nazi swastika gratified onto a brick wall. This image was 
captioned ‘Britain 1983’. See LMA, GLC/DG/PRB/24/83/011, ‘Auschwitz Exhibition Poster’, 1983. 
109 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Martin Rewcastle to Lesley Green’, 23 April 1982, 1. 
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London that crosses such a span of time and reminds us of the dreadful 
lessons of Auschwitz? Plenty.110 

The introduction concluded with a brief overview of events in the East End – including the 

Battle of Cable Street – and listed groups that were suffering from racially motivated attacks 

in the 1980s. The rest of the guide included twenty short accounts written by different 

individuals. Seven of these accounts were written by Holocaust survivors, including by Hugo 

Gryn, Ben Helfgott, and Roman Halter. Focus will be given to how survivors were involved 

with the exhibition later in this chapter. Another two accounts were provided by Issac Levy 

and Lord Elwyn Jones about their experiences in Germany. The other eleven accounts were 

written by individuals who had a connection to the East End including, for example, the MP 

for Stepney, Phil Piratin, who had been involved in organising the 1936 anti-fascist protest 

in Cable Street. All of the accounts written by East Enders emphasised the connection 

between Auschwitz and contemporary racism. Contributors referred to a continuing 

‘common fight’ against racism and fascism, suggesting that Auschwitz ‘shows us where 

racism can lead’ and reaffirmed the need to avoid ‘blind obedience to the law’.111  

Whilst individuals connected to ELAC were keen to emphasise the link between 

contemporary racism and Auschwitz, this approach did not garner universal approval. Staff 

at the Auschwitz State Museum, in particular, became increasingly unhappy with ELAC’s 

focus on contemporary racism. Cegłowska was invited to contribute to the anthology the 

reasons 

why it is so important to you as a Pole to maintain a Museum at Auschwitz, 
how the events of the Holocaust have influenced the ideas of the people of 
Poland, and perhaps why [it] has been so important to you for the 
exhibition to come to East London.112 

Cegłowska did not contribute to the anthology.113 Her hesitancy about parallels being drawn 

with racism in Britain stemmed from concerns that such discussions might lead to criticism 

of events in Poland. These concerns were reflected in an interview she had with Polly 

Toynbee for the Guardian in which Cegłowska was asked about the use of camps and presence 

of antisemitism in Communist countries. According to Toynbee, Cegłowska ‘diplomatically 

failed to understand the question’.114 

 
110 Auschwitz and the East End (London: Tower Hamlets Arts Project, 1983). 
111 Ibid., 18–19, 22. 
112 WAGA, WAG/EXH/2/348/1/1, ‘Letter from Dan Jones to Teresa Cegłowska’, n.d. 
113 Auschwitz and the East End (London: Tower Hamlets Arts Project, 1983). 
114 Toynbee, ‘Auschwitz Yesterday’, 10. 
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The Auschwitz State Museum’s staff objected to any suggestion that antisemitism 

existed in contemporary Poland. Such sensitivities risked scuppering the exhibition at the 

eleventh hour; the Polish officials threatened to withdraw permission for artefacts from 

Auschwitz to be displayed.115 Amongst their objections, the Polish officials complained about 

the exhibition catalogue’s epilogue.116 In full, the text cautioned that 

The situation in Britain today is not dissimilar to that in Germany fifty 
years ago: a world recession is raging, our economy is in decline and 
millions of unemployed are sitting idle, the young without any real or 
immediate hope for the future. This is fertile ground for extremists to gain 
converts. Auschwitz shows where this can lead.117 

The Polish officials demanded that a disclaimer was inserted, which stated that the ‘views 

expressed in the Epilogue... are the sole responsibility of the East London Exhibition 

Committee and should not be taken as representing those of the Polish co-organisers of the 

exhibition’.118 The Polish authorities seemed to have been concerned that, if parallels were 

made with contemporary Britain, then links could have been made to communist Poland. 

They would have found such analogies unacceptable. This incident shows the uneven power 

relations surrounding the exhibition. Whilst ELAC had financed the exhibition, the 

Auschwitz Museum retained a degree of cultural power. Organisers, including Murgraff, 

strongly objected to the Museum’s stance, but were unable to challenge the changes because 

doing so would have ‘threatened the whole thing’.119 Two years of planning, fundraising, 

researching, and designing would then be in jeopardy. 

There were further acrimonious incidents following the opening of the exhibition. The 

exhibition bookstall, for instance, garnered controversy due to the display of Tony Bayfield’s 

book, Churban: The Murder of the Jews in Europe.120 This book contained passages about Polish 

collaboration with the Nazis in Warsaw and implied that antisemitism existed in communist 

Poland. The Auschwitz Museum’s staff sought for the book to be removed, but, unlike the 

epilogue, ELAC members refused to buckle to their demands. Bayfield’s work remained on 

 
115 Margaret Greiff’s personal papers, ‘The story of the Auschwitz in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 5. 
116 Other controversies centred on the education pack, in which Poland was listed as a country where 
antisemitism had existed prior to the rise of the Nazis, and objections that the Israeli ambassador had been 
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in England Exhibition, 1983–84’, n.d., 4–5. 
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119 Shirley Murgraff, interviewed by Chad McDonald in London, 10 February 2017. 
120 Tony Bayfield, Churban: The Murder of the Jews in Europe (London: Michael Goulston Educational 
Foundation, 1981). 
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sale.121 This shift shows an increased confidence on the part of ELAC once the exhibition 

had opened. 

Whilst the exhibition came under great scrutiny from the Polish authorities, interest 

from the British state was more subdued. The organisers initially hoped for a member of the 

Royal Family to open the exhibition, with Prince Charles or Princess Margaret both sought 

by ELAC.122 After nothing came from this request, George Thomas, then speaker of the 

House of Commons, was approached.123 In the end, Hugh Montefiore, Bishop of 

Birmingham, opened the exhibition. Martin Gilbert provided a lecture on the opening night, 

which, in keeping with his earlier work for the exhibition, foregrounded the Holocaust as a 

Jewish event.124 Whilst Gilbert emphasised the Jewish particularity of the Holocaust on the 

opening night, other individuals emphasised their own understanding of the Holocaust once 

the exhibition opened. The next section examines how the contents of the exhibition was 

used by different members of ELAC to emphasise their own understanding of the 

Holocaust’s importance in the 1980s. 

‘You got the sort of atmosphere’: The Auschwitz exhibition 

The exhibition, which took visitors about one hour to complete, proved popular with 

visitors.125 During its five-week run, approximately 20,311 people visited the exhibition. This 

figure included 11,121 school students, 8,910 members of the public, and around 280 

individuals visiting on the opening night and during previews for teachers.126 The students 

came from over 100 schools – mainly from within London – but also from as far afield as 

Devon, Southampton, and Nottingham. Alongside the schools, bookings were made by 
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colleges, religious institutions, and youth clubs.127 It is striking that, within this wide variety 

of groups, only three Jewish schools planned to visit the exhibition. Rabbi Gryn thought that 

greater effort should be made to encourage Jewish students to see the exhibition.128 Yet, as 

shown above, downplaying Jewish involvement was considered by Jewish organisations, 

particularly the VYCUK, as vital to the wider success of the exhibition. Gryn’s colleagues 

were reluctant for greater efforts to be made to attract Jewish visitors. To ensure the 

exhibition was ‘seen as a Christian initiative’, members argued that it was essential that the 

majority of visitors should be non-Jewish.129 But, whilst the YVCUK had purposefully 

adopted a low profile in terms of the exhibition’s logistics, they continually emphasised ‘the 

special importance of the Jewish aspect of the Holocaust’, which they felt must be 

communicated to visitors. The education and schools sub-committee agreed that the Jewish 

aspect would be discussed during visits, but Lawton reported this agreement occurred ‘only 

after hours of argument’.130 

These Jewish aspects, however, were not central to how members of the education sub-

committee described the exhibition’s contents, either at the time or when discussing it thirty 

years later. Instead, the exhibition was described in a way that mirrors what are now clichés 

of Holocaust representation. Murgraff, for instance, described the linear nature of the 

exhibition’s narrative. She explained that the venue was dimly lit, ‘so you got the sort of 

atmosphere’.131 These approaches would be utilised nearly twenty years later by the IWM 

for their Holocaust exhibition, as detailed in chapter five. The East End organisers did 

consider how artefacts belonging to victims was displayed, but these discussions did not focus 

on foregrounding Jewish aspects. Instead, organisers stressed the need ‘to balance carefully 

between horrifying people and informing them’.132 Organisers identified certain materials, 

including ‘victims’ ashes and bones’, as off-limits for display, so as to avoid causing offence 
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to visitors.133 This ban, however, did not extend to all parts of the victims’ remains. Jones 

explained that  

tiny little fragments of mountains… of things like human hair, suitcases 
and people’s lives in front of you stuff that they stripped everybody of. And 
heaps and heaps. Great heaps of spectacles. Great heaps of shoes and 
things like that.134 

Jones stated that this material had been selected to emphasise the scale of life lost during the 

Holocaust.135 These artefacts did not instantly identify the victims as Jewish. It is striking that 

the presentation of the artefacts in this way mimics the displays at the Auschwitz State 

Museum.  

The exhibition further borrowed from the Auschwitz Museum’s aesthetic approach by 

surrounding these artefacts in barbed wire, as shown in figures 6 and 7. This framing had 

been used since the first exhibitions were created at the Auschwitz State Museum.136 In 

exhibitions at Auschwitz, barbed wire has been used to foreground Polish suffering in the 

camp.137 It has also been linked to Christian martyrdom, as vividly shown during the Papal 

visit to Auschwitz in 1979. During the mass at Auschwitz-Birkenau, a ‘rough-hewn cross 

adorned at its center with a ring of barbed wire’ hung over the altar.138 This connected the 

passion of Christ to the suffering of Auschwitz victims, with emphasis during the mass placed 

on Maximilian Kolbe, the Polish Franciscan friar who gave his life for another prisoner.139 

In the East End, the use of barbed wire reverberated with the exhibition’s logo. This logo, as 

shown in figure 5, portrays a dove, holding an olive branch, flying free from barbed wire. 

The dove is used by both Christianity and Judaism as a symbol of peace. Given that the logo 

was originally created by Ian Williamson for the AIG, the logo feeds into the group’s 

emphasis on the importance of interfaith understanding. 
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Figure 5. The Auschwitz: An Exhibition logo.140 

To further explore the message the education sub-committee wished visitors to take 

from the exhibition, it is useful to examine British press reports. In doing so, it is important 

to note that the sub-committee’s understanding did not necessarily correlate with journalists’ 

views. This disparity, however, is useful because, in tracking these divergences, it is possible 

to elucidate further the key messages of the exhibition according to the sub-committee. A 

clear divergence exists surrounding the use of barbed wire. Whilst the organisers saw the 

barbed wire as a metonym for peace, journalists did not approach the material with similar 

sensitivity. Murgraff recalls that a newspaper photographer was present at the same time as 

a group of students from Jewish school. The photographer asked one of the boys, who was 

wearing a kippah, 

to put his head through the barbed wire with [pause] one of the stripped 
uniforms hanging up next to him, and this photographer wanted to take a 
picture of this. And I said [laughs] ‘No way, you’re going to do that, no 
way’.141 

 
140 Reproduced from Margaret Greiff’s personal papers. 
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Figure 6. Deborah Green at Auschwitz: An Exhibition, 1983.142  

Whilst Murgraff vetoed this tactless request, a similar image appeared in the Daily Telegraph. 

Figure 6 shows Deborah Green, from Hampstead, examining a stripped uniform affixed to 

barbed wire. The photograph’s caption explained that Green’s ‘father’s Polish family all died 

in Nazi concentration camps’.143 Although not emphasising the Jewish particularity of the 

Holocaust – as Murgraff’s anecdote implies – the caption seeks to create a connection 

between a specific visitor and the exhibition. Green is described as ‘confronting the remnants 

of a suit worn by a prisoner at Auschwitz’, which could have belonged to a relative.144 In the 

caption, Green is said to be 11 years old,145 but, as was repeatedly emphasised elsewhere,146 

students had to be at least 13 years old to visit the exhibition. The caption may have been an 

accidental error. Green’s age, however, is the first word in the caption, which foregrounds 

the emphasis placed on it. 

 
142 Reproduced from Daily Telegraph, 23 February 1983, 10. 
143 Daily Telegraph, 23 February 1983, 10. 
144 Ibid. 
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146 In her interview, Murgraff emphasised the minimum age requirement that had been set for the exhibition, 
see Shirley Murgraff, interviewed by Chad McDonald in London, 10 February 2017. This requirement was 
noted in the press, see, for example, Bentley, ‘Shock Tactics’, 29. 
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Other newspapers equally foregrounded images of child visitors in their coverage. 

Figure 7 shows an image from the Jewish Chronicle. This time the accompanying caption 

provides no details about who the visitors are; instead it focuses on the location of the 

exhibition and the logistics behind its creation. As with the image of Green, figure 7 is 

evocatively framed. The child and adult stare at the camera. They are flanked by 

photographs of mugshots on the left-hand side and a prisoner’s uniform trapped in barbed 

wire on the right. Rather than explaining what these items are, the image provides a visceral 

shock for readers. The juxtaposition of the children and items from the camps in these images 

provides an instant representation of the brutality of the Holocaust for a sound-bite world. 

 
Figure 7. Visitors at Auschwitz: An Exhibition, 1983.147 

The framing of these images supports Murgraff’s description of the typical way the 

press interacted with the exhibition. She suggests that they were uninterested in providing 

accurate information, but instead wanted to focus on ‘the gory details’.148 The British 

newspaper coverage certainly had a voyeuristic streak, which often speculated on how 

children, as the exhibition’s primary audience, would react to visiting the exhibition. 

Emphasising the lack of knowledge about Auschwitz in the early 1980s, John Izbicki – the 

Daily Telegraph’s education correspondent – wondered how children would react to ‘the 

horrors of a camp whose name they had never heard’.149 Toynbee questioned whether the 

 
147 Reproduced from Jewish Chronicle, 25 February 1983, 36. 
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children would find visiting analogous to ‘a day out at the Chamber of Horrors, or the 

London Dungeon, or the Tower of London?’150 She assured readers that a visit to the 

exhibition would, ‘of course, be horrifying’, and later emphasised its ‘stark and shocking’ 

nature.151 Similar language was used across the press to speculate on how children would 

react to visiting the exhibition.152 Speculating on how far the exhibition would upset school 

students provided a hook for newspaper reports that relied on sensationalism, rather than 

discussing the history of Auschwitz. Murgraff, however, emphasised that the exhibition was 

not intended to horrify teenage visitors. To avoid this situation, she devised provisos for 

school visits, including a minimum age requirement, insisted that visits had to be booked in 

advanced, and schools were mandated to provide preparatory sessions.153 These preparation 

sessions included the use of a pack co-authored by the education sub-committee, which is 

discussed later in this chapter. 

Alongside their general impressions, journalists frequently focused on certain artefacts 

to emphasise unsettling aspects of the exhibition. The presence of preserved piles of hair and 

instruments used to beat prisoners were discussed across the press.154 James Bentley in the 

New Statesman, for example, paints a vivid picture: ‘Whips, rubber hoses and a two-foot long 

piece of motor cable, once used to beat prisoners, are on show alongside children’s shoes and 

the pathetic toys made by their doomed parents.’155 Bentley’s phrasing once more 

foregrounds the experience – and helplessness – of children during the Holocaust. By doing 

so, he emphasised that schoolchildren were the exhibition’s principal audience. Yet, whilst 

Bentley’s focus is often typical of the sensationalised way the exhibition was reported in the 

press, there are snippets within his article of other artefacts included in the exhibition that 

provides a more nuanced reading of the exhibition. He reports that the exhibition included 

drawings by prisoners and ‘two poignant woodcarvings, by Witold Werndi, of women and 

children who were victims of the Nazis’.156 

During their visits to the exhibition, student groups were often chaperoned by camp 

survivors. Toynbee suggested that the survivors were ‘almost… exhibits’; they reinforced the 

exhibition’s silent artefacts as ‘living monuments’ to the Holocaust.157 The organisers equally 
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felt that the survivors enhanced the exhibition. In sharing this view, the organisers and press 

emphasised the importance of providing an authentic experience to visitors. Commenting 

more broadly on the importance of authenticity to museum exhibitions, Donald Horne 

suggests that 

in a technological museum, it is not that this is the kind of steam engine 
that Watt constructed that makes it interesting, but that it is the very steam 
engine Watt constructed. In an art museum, it is not that this painting is 
beautiful, but that it is an authenticated Rembrandt. In a history museum, 
it is not that this is the kind of hat that Napoleon wore, but that this is the 
very hat Napoleon wore.158 

In the Holocaust exhibition, it is not that a guide is explaining the objects to visitors, but that 

this guide survived the events they were describing. If ‘authenticity is the special magic of 

museums’,159 the survivors were a particularly potent spell. 

But, as with other aspects of the exhibition, the various groups involved felt that the 

survivors’ participation would foreground different messages they wished to emphasise about 

the importance of the Holocaust. VYCUK members, for example, hoped the survivors 

‘would emphasise the Jewish aspect’ to exhibition visitors.160 ELAC members, however, 

linked the involvement of survivors to concerns about racism in the East End. Reflecting on 

their participation, Dan Jones argued that the presence of survivors was ‘the most credibility 

making exercise that we did’ because their inclusion challenged the lies found in Holocaust 

denial literature.161 Jones suggested the survivors’ involvement was about connecting the 

exhibition to the lives of the teenager visitors and about cultivating a sense of shared identity. 

He explained that during the briefing prior to entering the exhibition, survivors discussed 

shared interests with their group of students. Survivors asked, for instance, 

where do you play on the football fields oh centre half I was right-back in 
such and such a village in Poland so how old are you 12 right that’s me 
and I’m your age and this is the start of the exhibition and then they went 
went to see it but they– they were in a sense that person.162 
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This approach was about bringing the student inside the story of the Holocaust; they were 

to have a personal connection with a survivor.163 Murgraff, however, had a different 

understanding of the benefit of the survivors’ involvement. Rather than students becoming, 

‘in a sense’, a survivor, she suggested that their presence underscored the stark events of the 

Holocaust. Murgraff recalled a session where Victor – ‘Kushi’ – Greenberg spoke to a group 

of children after they had visited the exhibition. He asked them 

how many people in your class and there about thirty and how old are you 
and they said 14 and he said [long pause] by the time I was your age I was 
the only one left in my class.164 

Murgraff emphasised that this incident was not about students taking on the role of the 

victim, but instead underscored ‘the reality, the realness’ of what the survivors had 

experienced’.165 Whilst foregrounding different approaches, Murgraff and Jones both 

emphasised the importance they placed on survivor testimony in shaping students’ 

understanding of the Holocaust. At the core of both approaches was the provision of a first-

hand encounter with Holocaust survivors. 

Aside from the attention given to how the students would benefit from the use of 

survivor testimony, the education sub-committee had concerns about the impact survivors’ 

involvement would have on the survivors themselves. By the early 1980s, Holocaust survivors 

had become increasingly prominent across the British media, especially on television.166 The 

focus placed on survivor testimony in the exhibition, however, was pioneering. It was not 

until the late 1980s and 1990s that survivor involvement in education would rapidly 

increase.167 As such, many of the survivors involved with the exhibition had not talked about 

their experiences with schoolchildren before, especially not ‘face-to-face all the time with… 

footage and pictures of the horrors’ of the Holocaust.168 On reflection, Murgraff felt that ‘a 
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couple of them really couldn’t handle it’, and she suggested that more should have been done 

to prepare them for their role.169 Whilst this reflection is well justified, it should be noted that 

the East End exhibition was intended to have been a learning curve for a wider national tour. 

That this tour did not happen was the result of misfortune, which ended up shaping the 

legacy of the exhibition. 

After the events at St. Georges-in-the-East concluded, the exhibition was placed in 

storage in Birmingham, while arrangements for the national tour were made. On 13 January 

1984, a fire broke out, which caused major damage to seven of the nine packing cases that 

housed the exhibition. A police investigation concluded that the incident was the result of 

arson, although the perpetrators were never identified.170 The fire, however, did not mark 

the exhibition’s swan song; there were three separate, but co-current, strands that developed 

after the blaze died down. The exhibition had already been earmarked to be shown at St. 

Martin’s Church, Basildon between 25 January and 15 February 1984. Lionel Webber, the 

church’s rector, insisted that the ‘charred remains’ should go to Basildon ‘because they too 

challenge us’.171 Webber described the exhibition in broad strokes; he suggested it was about 

‘hatred and it is also about prejudice. It is about what happens when Man allows his 

prejudices to determine his actions’.172 In doing so, Webber echoed what members of the 

educational sub-committee thought was the overriding message of the exhibition: the 

continued persistence of prejudice. The fire meant that the Jewish particularity – central to 

the VYCUK’s understanding of the exhibition – receded further into the background. 

The second strand involved the breaking down of relationships. Before the fire 

happened, the exhibition’s organisational structure was already shrinking. The YVCUK 

rescinded its association. The committee’s minutes do not explicitly outline why support was 

withdrawn. It seems, however, that they were unwilling to put further money into the 

venture, with the minutes singling out concerns about how the Polish authorities demanded 

changes to the framing of the exhibition. These alterations had proved ‘unsatisfactory’ to the 

YVCUK, but – as noted above – accepting them seemed essential to ensure the exhibition 

went ahead.173 In a time of heightened Cold War tensions, the risks of continuing to 

collaborate with Polish authorities – who had the upper hand – seemed to outweigh the 

benefits.  
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The fire meant that the relationship between those still connected to the exhibition and 

the Polish authorities irreparably broke down. After Basildon, the remaining artefacts were 

‘immediately’ returned to Auschwitz.174 The AIG – as the group ultimately responsible for 

exhibition in England – became involved in a long-running dispute with the Auschwitz State 

Museum about compensation. The exhibition’s insurance did not cover the possibility of 

arson, so the museum demanded the group’s members provided a ‘large sum’ to cover the 

costs of the damage.175 The legal wrangling meant any hope of a national tour were quickly 

abandoned and the diverse committee structure that had been set up was disbanded. 

The third strand proved to be the longest-running, direct legacy of the exhibition. As 

discussed earlier, limited inroads were made during the 1970s to teach about the Holocaust 

in schools. The situation had not changed much in the early 1980s, with instances of 

Holocaust teaching still being ‘isolated’ in English schools.176 Outlining the reasons for this 

situation, Peter Farrar – a lecturer in teacher education at Hull College of Higher Education 

– suggested that teachers lacked sufficient historical knowledge and suitable materials to use 

in their classrooms.177 Whilst institutions, such as the IWM, had started to host one-day visits 

for students, these excursions did not address Farrar’s concerns. In essence, teachers needed 

support to teach the subject themselves in their own schools, rather than simply places to go 

for external sessions on an ad hoc basis. 

ELAC had always insisted that schools should provide students with instruction prior 

to exhibition visits. To support this mandate, the education sub-committee developed a 

package of classroom resources, which were given a ‘rave review’ in the Times Educational 

Supplement. The resources proved popular; 70 per cent of the initial print run of 1,000 copies 

had already been ordered a week before the exhibition’s opening.178 Daphne Gould, 

headteacher at Tower Hamlets Girls School, explained that the pack was ‘incredibly helpful’ 

in making the Holocaust ‘a permanent part of the curriculum’ at her school.179 Gould 

ordered 90 packs to be shared across her school’s English, Religious Studies, and History 

departments. She expected that more would be required, after the initial order ‘wears out’.180 

This endorsement underscores the demand in certain schools for materials to teach the 

Holocaust. ELAC, however, had not developed a system to distribute the packs on a long-
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term basis. If the pack’s authors wished to continue to supply the materials once the 

exhibition closed, they would have to take the ‘initiative’ themselves. It was agreed that ‘no 

reference to the Committee or the Exhibition’ would be made in future editions.181 With 

hindsight, this stipulation proved a fortunate decision. 

The teaching pack had already courted controversy. Prior to the exhibition’s opening, 

Murgraff sent copies to the Polish Embassy, who reacted negatively to the materials.182 

Outlining their criticisms, the Polish historians Jan Ciechanowksi and Zbigniew Siemaszko 

attacked the pack on four fronts. They argued that mentioning Polish antisemitism unfairly 

minimised positive aspects of Polish-Jewish relations, rejected the suggestion that Poles had 

been acquiescent or actively supportive of the Nazis anti-Jewish action, or that Poles had 

collaborated with the Nazis. They questioned why the pack emphasised the murder of Jews, 

gypsies, and Soviet prisoners at Auschwitz, rather than the death of Poles.183 Ciechanowksi 

and Siemaszko argued that these details meant the pack failed to ‘honour all who suffered in 

Auschwitz’,184 but instead gave ‘a distorted, unjust and insulting impression’ of Poland during 

the Second World War.185 Given the concerns – noted earlier – about the Polish authorities’ 

sensitivities to the exhibition, ELAC conceded to their demands to ensure the exhibition 

opened. The pack was subsequently reprinted, with these details expunged.186 In hindsight, 

however, this dispute would be small change compared to the events that occurred following 

the ILEA taking over distribution of the pack in 1985. This chapter now turns to the resultant 

tumultuous years between 1985 and 1989. 

‘A very pioneering piece of work’: The Auschwitz classroom resources 

Before turning to the controversies surrounding the ILEA’s distribution of the classroom 

resources, it is necessary to detail the nature of the materials themselves. There were three 

key components to these resources: a classroom pack, a teachers’ guide, and three videos. 

Four booklets were also available: three on ‘Holocaust Testimony’ and the Auschwitz and East 

London anthology. As noted, the classroom pack – Auschwitz: Yesterday’s Racism – had initially 

been produced for the exhibition. It was divided into two parts. The first half, ‘Fact Sheets’, 
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included sixteen sections that summarised different historical events. These ranged from the 

rise of the Nazis, through the events of the Holocaust, and on into the presence of neo-Nazis 

in contemporary Britain. The second half, ‘Extracts’, included thirteen cultural excepts from 

poems, plays, and stories. The fact sheets were written by members of the educational sub-

committee and other individuals who had expertise in particular topics. Martin Gilbert had 

been involved in the development of the pack and gave the group ‘carte blanche’ use of maps 

from his books for free.187 Murgraff emphasised that the ILEA distribution of the pack 

provided a ringing endorsement for the work of the education sub-committee. She explained 

that they adopted the materials ‘lock, stock and barrel’. They 

[j]ust re-printed it, the standard was good enough and the ILEA standard 
was pretty high you know the practical, physical standard of the pack, the 
design and all that presentation was good enough for them to take over 
simply as it was. Cover and everything.188 

The ILEA did not just adopt the materials; they continued Murgraff’s secondment so that 

she could work on developing the resources that would come to accompany the pack.189 

Murgraff emphasised that she was closely involved in the development of these resources. 

The ILEA had an audio-visual production unit in Battersea, which meant the new resources 

included state-of-the-art video programmes. The first video provided a 40-minute tour of the 

East London exhibition, with a voiceover narrating the contents of the information panels.190 

The other two programmes provided new content for teachers. Talking with Survivors featured 

a discussion between London secondary school pupils and three Holocaust survivors: Hugo 

Gryn, Ben Helfgott, and Marsha Segall. The programme built on the exhibition’s approach 

to using survivors in Holocaust education. The blurb noted that the three survivors ‘were of 

school age when the war began’.191 As with the exhibition, the approach emphasised that the 

survivors were a similar age to the schoolchildren during the Holocaust. Murgraff explained 

that she prepared the students in the morning for their afternoon with Holocaust survivors, 

again foregrounding the emphasis placed on students being prepped before meeting 

survivors. In the final programme, Clive Lawton presented a lecture focusing on the issues 

surrounding Teaching the Holocaust. Murgraff suggested that it was only by accident that this 
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lecture was recorded; she had asked a media resources technician to video it ‘just before 

hand’.192 

The third key component to the resources was A Teacher’s Guide to the Auschwitz Materials, 

which was written by Murgraff.193 This guide was intended to show teachers how the various 

materials could be harnessed to teach the Holocaust.194 The use of the materials in the 

classroom had been considered in other resources. In his lecture, for example, Lawton had 

emphasised that 

You cannot cover the whole subject. You have to find ways into the subject 
that are going to project the essential issues of what you might want to 
teach about the Holocaust. I am going to pose some. I’m not suggesting 
for one minute there is one ideal way of teaching the Holocaust and this is 
it. I’m just going to propose some and trigger some thinking.195 

To elucidate the ‘essential issues’, Auschwitz: Yesterday’s Racism had included a two-page 

justification for why the Holocaust should be taught in schools. In this explanation, Frank 

Green – chair of the AEC – emphasised the particularity of the Holocaust as ‘a unique 

genocidal crime’, which brought about ‘the near destruction of European Jewry’.196 Green 

suggested the Holocaust must be taught ‘for the simple reason of truth and historical 

accuracy’; to acknowledge that 6 million Jews had been murdered in the recent past.197 In 

doing so, Green reinforced the particularity that the YVCUK had emphasised was essential 

to teaching about the Holocaust. His remarks, however, emphasised that historical 

knowledge alone was insufficient. Green argued that a ‘major motivation’ for teaching the 

Holocaust was ‘to combat injustices against any group to try to ensure that such events never 

occur again’. He referred to neo-Nazi groups targeting young people with Holocaust denial 

literature.198 Such incidents had occurred in the East End, which demonstrates how the 

rationale for teaching the Holocaust was refracted through the prism of contemporary 

concerns. There was, however, a difficulty in balancing contemporary concerns with a focus 

on historical knowledge. This issue remains an ongoing challenge for Holocaust education. 

Some felt that Murgraff’ teaching guide tipped the balance too far in favour of 

contemporary concerns. Lawton lambasted a draft version of the guide for demonstrating 
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‘no real interest in education about the Holocaust at all except as a tool with which to 

cultivate certain current political concerns’. According to Lawton, the draft guide gave little 

attention to the events of the Holocaust themselves, but merely used the genocide to caution 

against racism in 1980s Britain.199 What is striking about the ILEA’s response to Lawton’s 

accusations is that whilst they acknowledged that there was ‘a dual purpose’ embedded 

within the guide – to teach the Holocaust as a ‘unique historical event’ and to ‘consider its 

relevance for today’ – they conceded to his demands to adjust the tone of the guide. These 

modifications involved the writing of a new introduction and alterations to various sections 

within the teachers’ guide.200 This willingness to concede to external demands suggests that 

the ILEA were not simply trying to push forward a specific political agenda, but rather the 

integrity of the guide as a classroom resource was their paramount concern. The changes 

meant Lawton’s disappointment turned to gratitude, and he was ‘happy to have my name 

associated with it as an advisor’.201 

When the expanded set of classroom resources went on sale in January 1985, they 

proved extremely popular with schools. In the early 1980s, the ILEA controlled 185 

schools.202 Of these, 172 purchased the pack and another 83 sets were bought by schools in 

other local educational authorities.203 These figures show that there was an almost universal 

adoption of the materials by ILEA-controlled schools. It is worth bearing in mind that schools 

were under no obligation to teach the Holocaust at this time – it was teachers who made the 

final decision about what they taught. Russell argues that the quality of the resources has 

endured over time, with a teacher informing her in 2006 that they still used some of the 

resources because they are ‘fantastic’.204 Certainly this review represents a ringing 

endorsement for the resources following twenty years of dramatic changes to the school 

curriculum. 

‘Loaded questions and foregone conclusions’: Politics and the pack 

The resources, however, did not garner universal approval. Some of the criticisms levelled 

at the materials marked a continuation of the hostilities that had surfaced during the 

development of the East End exhibition. An ‘inaccurate campaign’, for instance, was 
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conducted by a group with a strong ‘Polish connection’, who recycled the Polish authorities’ 

criticisms of the exhibition.205 A new and more public attack was spearheaded by Baroness 

Cox – the Conservative Party’s Educational spokesperson – who initiated a debate in the 

House of Lords on the damage caused by the politicisation of education in schools. She 

singled out the teaching pack as an example of ‘political indoctrination’. Although briefly 

mentioning the pack, the thrust of Cox’s argument actually focused on the newly published 

teacher’s guide, which she suggested included ‘loaded questions and foregone conclusions… 

slipped in among the horrors of the death camp’.206 The ‘discussion questions’ that Baroness 

Cox strongly objected to were included under Sequence 3 of the guide, which was headed 

‘Auschwitz – an extermination camp’. Certainly, some of the questions were leading and 

encouraged particular answers, with pupils asked to link Auschwitz to trade union legislation, 

police brutality, Northern Ireland, and other controversial contemporary debates.207 Cox 

argued that these contemporary links resulted in a ‘trivialization of the horrors of Auschwitz’, 

which she found ‘particularly offensive’.208 

Her outrage was not the same as Lawton’s when he criticised the guide for utilising the 

Holocaust as an analogy at the expense of the specific events of the genocide itself. Whilst 

Cox argued elsewhere that ‘this is a subject which… must be taught’,209 she equally 

forwarded an argument against the uniqueness of the Holocaust. According to Cox, the 

Holocaust should be studied alongside atrocities committed in the USSR, which she argued 

was ‘tragically to exceed the Nazi extermination programme by an order of magnitude of 

about 10 – with no less savagery’.210  The nub of Cox’s argument is found in her suggestion 

that a comparison between the Holocaust and the USSR is necessary to avoid the possibility 

of parallels being drawn between Britain and Nazi Germany.211 Cox’s argument 

demonstrates a continuation of the debates surrounding totalitarianism, which were 

discussed in chapter one of this thesis. The argument presented in the teacher’s guide 

continued the left-wing focus on the specific nature of fascism. This left-wing emphasis 

offended Cox, who represented the opposing viewpoint. She argued that the USSR, as the 

Cold War enemy, mimics the enemy of the Second World War, Nazi Germany. Cox’s 

argument suggested that the Holocaust and Nazism were – like Communism – events that 
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provided no lessons for Britain because they occurred elsewhere.212 Britain was presented as 

a country that rose above the possibilities of such horrors. 

Murgraff suggested that she learnt of Cox’s attack whilst watching a late-night 

highlights programme about the day’s events in the House of Lords.213 Her account of the 

debate places Murgraff at a removed distance from the political heat. This account provides 

an apt analogy of her role in the controversy, which would be side-lined in the public debates 

over the materials. As Cox’s attack developed over the coming weeks and months, the debate 

would increasingly pit the ILEA against the Conservative government. The Board of 

Deputies, who had helped create the original pack, was caught in the crossfire between the 

two sides. The BoD’s willingness to publicly back the resources provided much needed 

support to the ILEA in presenting the resources as a valuable set of classroom resources. At 

first such support appeared secure. In response to Cox’s remarks in the House of Lords, a 

fellow peer informed her that the resources had ‘been prepared in conjunction with the 

Board of Deputies of British Jews’ and this partnership was one of the reasons they had been 

commended as ‘excellent teaching materials’ the previous year.214 Yet Cox’s sustained 

campaign against the resources proved effective in challenging the Board’s public support of 

the resources. 

In a debate on BBC Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour in February 1986, Baroness Cox sparred 

with Bill Stubbs – the education officer for the ILEA – over the pack’s intended purpose. 

The BoD’s endorsement was utilised by Stubbs to boaster the integrity of the resources. 

Stuart Polak – who had succeeded Clive Lawton as the BoD’s Education Officer – soon 

wrote to the ILEA to downplay the Board’s involvement. He informed Stubbs that, since the 

Board ‘had no control over its ultimate use’, its advice should not be used to claim the 

organisation had endorsed the pack.215 This dissociation was made public a few days later, 

when Eric Moonman – one of the Board’s vice-presidents – publicly censured suggestions of 

the Board’s approval as ‘misleading and inaccurate’.216 In their internal correspondence, the 

ILEA complained that the BoD were utilising a pedantic definition of ‘approval’ to downplay 

the extent of their involvement with the materials. Whilst ILEA officials recognised that the 

Board had no formal responsibility in distributing the materials, they noted that Lawton’s 
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name had been ‘prominent’ in the acknowledgements due to his help in refining them. And, 

of course, Lawton had presented one of the videos that accompanied the materials.217 

The Board’s swift rebuke of the pack as the controversy gained traction is unsurprising. 

Steven Cooke has charted how the BoD – in this period – engaged in ‘discursive mimicry’ to 

avoid being drawn into contentious debates. The Board was able to use the government’s 

explicit attack on the ILEA to underplay the extent of its own involvement with the 

development of the resources. By doing so, the Board distanced itself from potential criticism. 

Cooke’s approach, however, can be nuanced further by examining the increasingly hostile 

relationship between the capital’s Jews and the GLC. Following the GLC election in 1981 – 

which brought Labour and Ken Livingstone to power – the Jewish community were 

confronted with a council who was ruled by a majority that was, ‘in some respects, overtly 

hostile to Jewish interests’.218 Alderman notes that deep tensions existed due to London 

Jewry’s broad support for Zionism, which was strongly opposed by Livingstone’s Labour. He 

argues, however, that such differences sprang ‘from much more fundamental divergences of 

outlook’.219 Alderman posits that London Jewry had become increasingly middle class as its 

members moved out of the East End and into the city’s suburbs. In the process of doing so, 

members of London Jewry became precisely the kind of voters that Thatcher’s Conservatives 

wished to attract.220 

Given the distance between the politics of the GLC and London Jewry, it is 

unsurprising that the Board was unwilling to come to the defence of the classroom resources. 

The disinclination to help was further exacerbated by the fact that the GLC had already 

been earmarked for closure in 1985. Its abolition came in March 1986, only a month after 

the BoD had publicly distanced itself from the classroom materials. Here, discursive mimicry 

and condemnation of the GLC’s politics entwined. The Board had no desire to defend an 

institution that it fundamentally disagreed with, especially when that organisation was about 

to closed by the government. Avoiding speaking out, meant the BoD avoided a confrontation 

with the government of the day. This approach fed into the ‘dominant strategy’ of Anglo-

Jewry at this time: ‘keeping one’s head down’.221 
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The ILEA attempted to dampen the controversy by emphasising that the teachers’ 

notes ‘are for guidance only’.222 But political pressure did not abate. Following continued 

challenges from the Department for Education and Science (DES), the ILEA conceded in 

May 1986 that parts of the teachers’ guide were ‘inappropriate and contain[ed] unbalanced 

elements’.223 To rectify the situation, the ILEA informed the DES that it would revise the 

guide and issue a new version as soon as possible. In the meantime, distribution of all of the 

Auschwitz materials would be suspended.224 The ILEA’s internal correspondence shows that 

the re-drafting was dogged by constant delays. The guide was due to enter production by the 

end of November 1986,225 which was subsequently changed to ‘early in the New Year’ of 

1987.226 By late March 1987, the revised guide was still awaiting publication and no date 

could be agreed until ‘further advice’ had been received from the ILEA’s senior 

management.227 The publication delays were the result of the slow speed at which the ILEA 

worked to amend the guide and – more importantly – the external pressure on the authority 

over what the revisions should entail. After receiving an early revision of the guide, a DES 

official wrote to express the department’s ‘serious concern’ over the updated text.228 The 

department argued that the guide was flawed on pedagogical grounds because it provided 

limited advice on how the Auschwitz materials should be used in classrooms. They suggested 

that it was 

odd for instance that almost no guidance is offered in this revised version 
on matters such as the place of this topic in the curriculum, or how many 
lessons should be devoted to it; the absence of answers to these questions 
suggests that teachers could quickly become confused about how best to 
use the Guide, and that there has been little or no trialing of the 
materials.229 

The department’s questions certainly raised practical concerns that had not been considered 

in the guide. Questioning when, where, and how best to teach the Holocaust has continued 
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to be hotly contested in subsequent decades.230 Yet the department’s suggestion that the 

absence of this advice totally undermined the value of the guide was misplaced. As already 

noted, this controversy occurred before the National Curriculum had been introduced in 

England. As such, the answers to many of these questions were at the discretion of individual 

schools and teachers. The lack of answers to such questions in teaching resources was hardly 

unique in the educational context of the time and certainly should not have postponed the 

release of the revised guide. 

Following the resources’ embargo, there was an impassioned – albeit very small – 

response from teachers who argued the materials needed to be immediately re-released on 

pedagogical grounds. These comments continued as the saga rumbled on. Unsurprisingly, 

most of the respondents recorded in the archival files came from individuals who had 

previously been connected to the Auschwitz materials in some way. Dan Jones wrote to the 

ILEA arguing that the ‘package covers a really important gap’ in teaching resources available 

in Britain,231 and Murgraff argued that the need to teach about the Holocaust was more 

pressing than any issues with the material.232 Even Clive Lawton, who had not always been 

positive about the approach adopted in the Auschwitz materials, was strong in his 

condemnation of the continuing delay. Since leaving the BoD, Lawton had become a 

headteacher in Liverpool. He told the Jewish Chronicle that the suspension should not continue 

on educational grounds, arguing that for it to do so was ‘a crime’.233 Aside from individuals 

who had prior connections to the pack, others equally felt that the materials had pedagogical 

merit. Juliet Steyvn – a governor at a girls’ school in Hackney – wrote to the ILEA to outline 

her disappointment, arguing that these ‘pioneering resources... fill a 40-year gap in the 

curriculum’ and should be restored immediately.234 For all of these individuals, it was not 

pedagogical concerns, but political posturing that was to blame for the withdrawal of the 

resources. 

Pedagogical concerns were certainly not the only issues the DES had with the revised 

guide. The Department argued that there was ‘a notable mismatch between the subject of 

the Guide and its actual focus’. Whilst the guide was nominally about Auschwitz, the DES 

claimed that the real target was ‘the nature of democracy and political rights in the UK’. 
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Rather than Holocaust education, the guide was seen to be predominately concerned with 

‘political education’.235 The phrase ‘political education’ had been previously utilised by the 

Centre for Policy Studies – a highly influential Conservative think tank – to argue that 

education authorities were not interested in promoting academic subjects, but rather 

influencing pupils to adopt certain (politicised) attitudes.236 The Department’s criticism 

therefore mirrored the earlier debates in the House of Lords, spearheaded by Cox. But since 

the earlier accusations of political bias, a new piece of legislation had been introduced that 

ratcheted up the pressure against the ILEA: the Education (No 2) Act 1986. Section 45 of 

the Act required local education authorities – such as the ILEA – and schools ‘to secure 

balanced treatment of political issues’.237 According to the DES, the revised discussion points 

in the teachers’ guide still did not provide appropriate balance. But their criticisms went 

further than the discussion points that Cox had particularly attacked. In their 

correspondence, the DES suggested that ‘some would disagree with the definition of racism 

in the Authority’s Policy for Equality’. The DES argued that classroom discussions should 

not be restricted by debates held elsewhere, as these represented ‘unchallenged 

assumptions’.238 As such, the DES was not simply arguing that the guide would fall foul of 

new legislation if it was published in its present form. Rather, the accusations went further 

and cast doubt on the wider credibility of the ILEA and its flagship policies. 

Such accusations fed into a deep-rooted and long-term hostility towards the ILEA from 

the Thatcher administration and its allies. In 1983, a report by the Centre for Policy Studies 

had lampooned the ILEA for being led by ‘political extremists intent on using the education 

system for political ends’.239 According to Cox, the ILEA was intent on changing the school 

curriculum to focus on a ‘conflict-orientated position’ driven by an obsession with ‘Race, Sex 

and Class’.240 The Auschwitz materials were not the only examples of ILEA resources accused 

of falling under this umbrella, nor were they the only ones targeted under the pretext of 

 
235 LMA, ILEA/S/LR/06/007, ‘Letter from Monty M. Capey to Bill Stubbs’, 4 March 1987, 2. [Emphasis 
added]. 
236 See John McIntosh, Fred Naylor, and Laurence Norcross, The Inner London Education Authority After the 
Abolition of the Greater London Council (London: Centre for Policy Studies, 1983), 7. Margaret Thatcher wrote the 
introduction in one of the first publications on history published by the Centre for Policy Studies. See 
Margaret Thatcher, ‘Foreword’, in Hugh Thomas, History, Capitalism and Freedom (London: Centre for Policy 
Studies, 1979). Robert Philips argues that the Centre for Policy Studies set the ‘pace and agenda’ for the 
debate over the history curriculum in the late 1980s and the subsequent debate over the introduction of the 
National Curriculum. See Robert Philips, History Teaching, Nationhood and the State: A Study in Educational Politics 
(London: Cassell, 1998), 30–32. 
237 Education (No. 2) Act 1986, s. 45. 
238 LMA, ILEA/S/LR/06/007, ‘Letter from Monty M. Capey to Bill Stubbs’, 4 March 1987, 1–2.   
239 McIntosh, Naylor, and Norcross, Inner London Education Authority, 10.  
240 Cox, ‘From Auschwitz – Yesterday’s Racism’, 80. 



Chapter 3 

152 

Section 45. The ILEA’s Policing London materials were accused of fuelling hostility between 

Britain’s black communities and the police, and, by extension, somehow contributing to the 

murder of the police officer Keith Blakelock in 1985.241 Additionally, pressure mounted 

against the ILEA for its ownership of the children’s book Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin, which 

portrayed a family with two gay dads. The book was never available in school libraries, rather 

there was one copy in the ILEA’s learning resources centre. But its mere existence helped to 

fuel the Sun newspaper’s campaign against progressive education and the ‘loony left’. In 

1986, the Sun’s front-page headline read: ‘Vile Book in School: Pupils see pictures of gay 

lovers’.242 In March 1987, a few months after Section 45 became law, the book was removed 

from the resources centre.243 The Auschwitz pack controversy was thus a part of this wider 

‘cultural struggle’ over the school curriculum that gained increasing traction throughout the 

1980s. The attacks against the ILEA were part of a wider Conservative narrative that the 

British educational system had been hijacked by individuals trying to undermine true ‘British 

values’. They argued that the common culture underpinning the British educational system 

was being eroded by a political obsession with multi-culturalism, anti-racism, and progressive 

teaching methods.244 

Given the continued pressure, the ILEA eventually announced that the Auschwitz 

resources would no longer be revised. This decision was not that surprising; there had not 

been a groundswell of support within the education authority to save the classroom resources. 

In contrast, Murgraff suggests that there was hostility towards the resources from the ILEA’s 

anti-racist educators. She recalls that these objections ranged from anti-Zionism – mirroring 

the opinions of Labour members of the GLC – to outright antisemitism. One learning 

materials editor, for example, asked Murgraff: ‘why it is that everybody hates Jews so 

much?’245 This comment was utterly crass, but it reflects a long-standing and widespread 

animosity shared by anti-racist educators who resisted the teaching of the Holocaust in this 
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country.246 In her interview, Murgraff emphasised the isolation she experienced in trying to 

defend the materials. She recalled ‘it was a very hairy time’ to work for the ILEA, ‘but I was 

angry and I wasn’t going to away’.247 Yet, whilst Murgraff wished to continue to fight for the 

resources, the ILEA conceded defeat. 

The ILEA informed the DES that all known purchasers would be told that the 

materials had been withdrawn due to concerns about bias, particularly in the context of 

Section 45. Due to these criticisms, schools would be cautioned ‘that careful consideration 

should be given to the way’ any materials remaining in schools were used in classrooms.248 

Yet the discontinuation of the resources did not bring an end to the saga. The same parties 

who had developed an interest in the suspension of the materials had their say now the 

resources were tabled for discontinuation. The DES reminded the authority that it had 

previously conceded that parts of the teachers’ guide were ‘inappropriate and unbalanced’. 

As such, the Department suggested that advising careful use was not enough to ‘allay public 

concern and safeguard pupils’ and that to protect pupils all previously sold copies must be 

recalled.249 The ILEA argued that to do so would result in a significant financial outlay, 

which would not necessarily be effective in ensuring that all copies were removed from 

schools. 

The remaining stock also presented a financial question for the ILEA. The materials 

had only been sold for a nominal sum, but the residual stock amounted to a sizeable cache 

worth several hundred pounds. The ILEA still possessed 326 packs, 39 videos, and 49 

Holocaust testimony booklets. Out of these materials, 140 packs and 12 copies of the 

testimony booklets had been ordered, but never delivered.250 The sustained criticism had 

been targeted at the teacher’s guide. ILEA officials suggested the remaining stock for the 

other resources should still be distributed. A key external proponent of this proposal came 

from an unlikely source: the Board of Deputies. Since it had publicly distanced itself from 
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the materials, the BoD had maintained a semi-regular interest in the resources.251 A few 

months prior to the scrapping of the Auschwitz resources, the Board had written to the ILEA 

to suggest that the materials had important educational value.252 Yet they agreed with the 

charges against the teachers’ guide as being overtly political and argued it trivialised the 

Holocaust by focusing on contemporary racism. As the Board put it: ‘Auschwitz was not 

yesterday’s racism but yesterday’s genocide’.253 Now that a replacement guide was not going 

to be produced, the ILEA wrote to the Board of Deputies to ask if they would be interested 

in distributing the remaining packs and other materials. The Board reaffirmed that the 

resources formed an ‘important package’ but declined the offer to take over distribution. 

Instead, they wanted the ILEA to explore the possibility of distributing the stock 

themselves.254 

The ILEA’s offer to the BoD was leaked to the Jewish press. In the Jewish Chronicle, one 

of the authors of the original pack – Martin Sugarman – suggested the idea showed that the 

ILEA was ‘desperate to wash its hands of the pack’.255 He argued that to do so in this way 

misinterpreted the pack as a ‘Jewish business’, when it should rather be understood as part 

of wider anti-racist teaching. For Sugarman, these concerns would best be addressed through 

distribution by a nationally renowned educational authority, rather than an organisation 

representing a sectional interest.256 The blame directed at the ILEA was unfair, given the 

ongoing difficulties the authority had experienced in relation to the materials. Unlike the 

ILEA, the Board of Deputies would have been free from the restrictions of Section 45 and 

the political hostilities engulfing the ILEA. As such, for them to release the materials would 

have made sense. Yet the Board’s reluctance to do so fed further into the organisation’s desire 

not to rock the boat. This situation is all the more ironic given that Sugarman blamed an 

unnamed member of the YVCUK for bringing the pack to the attention of the DES in the 

first place.257 
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Sugarman’s criticisms of the ILEA are also unfair because the authority continued to 

seek a way to distribute the materials following the Board’s rejection. One of these 

alternatives was mooted by Murgraff, who proposed that the London Auschwitz Education 

Group could – as the original creators and copyright holders – release the materials.258 

Although this idea would have avoided the tangles of Section 45, it was quickly rejected by 

the ILEA. The authority’s core reluctance was that it would – like the failed offer to the 

Board – look as if the ILEA was ‘abandoning its support for Holocaust studies or passing the 

buck’.259 A proposal was therefore put forward that the ILEA would try to release the 

remaining resources – excluding the teachers’ guide – itself.260 To do so, the ILEA would 

require the explicit approval of the Board of Deputies, which they had in fact received in 

October 1987 – nine months before Sugarman’s letter in the Jewish Chronicle.261 The reason 

for the continued delays was a protracted wait for clearance from the Department of 

Education and Skills that this course of action would be acceptable. A meeting was arranged 

at the DES and further correspondence ensued, all of which underscored that the teachers’ 

guide would not be made available.262 Finally, on 14 April 1989, two years after the materials 

had been suspended, a memo was sent around the ILEA announcing the fate of the 

remaining stock. The DES had approved clearance and ‘any outstanding orders or new 

orders for the Auschwitz materials’ could be completed.263 It was a rather hollow victory for 

the ILEA; less than a year later, the authority was abolished. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that the Auschwitz exhibition and classroom resources should not be 

simply considered as a prelude to the introduction of the National Curriculum. Through 

using a rich variety of archival sources, this chapter has demonstrated how an array of groups 

came together to attempt to construct a vision of Holocaust remembrance in London in the 

1980s. Each set of archival files consulted emphasised a different version of the events. The 

YVCUK committee’s papers highlighted that organisation’s desire for an exhibition that 

foregrounded the Jewish particularity of the Holocaust. In contrast, the sources held at the 

Whitechapel Art Gallery downplayed the role of Jewish sponsors, instead stressing the desire 

to portray the exhibition as a grassroots initiative supported by Christians and Londoners 

living in the East End. The ILEA files emphasise a battle between an education authority 

and the British government over the purpose of government-funded education in the 1980s, 

and what schoolchildren should be taught. 

Bringing this diverse set of sources together has illuminated the conflictual relationships 

that were at the heart of the exhibition’s development. Tim Cole has argued that different 

Holocaust museums ‘remember different “Holocausts”, for different people, in different 

places’.264 With the Auschwitz exhibition, it was different Holocausts, but for the same 

audience, in the same place. The various groups represented on the exhibition committee 

emphasised different rationales for why the Holocaust should be remembered in Britain. For 

the AIG, the exhibition was principally intended to highlight the long history of Christian 

antisemitism.  Jewish sponsors, most notably the BoD, wanted the exhibition to stress that 

the Holocaust was a specifically Jewish event. Individuals living in the East End saw the 

exhibition as an opportunity to highlight contemporary racism that blighted their 

communities. These competing rationales operated alongside the British press coverage, 

which stressed the shock value of the exhibition. In sensationalising the exhibition, the press 

reports echoed the earlier coverage of the Wiener Library. 

Unlike the earlier case studies examined in this thesis, the exhibition and its 

accompanying classroom resources proved exceptionally popular. Jay Winter suggested that 

groups ‘lose their power – and perhaps even their identity – once they grow beyond a certain 

scale’.265 This observation rang true for the Auschwitz materials, which outlasted the different 

groups that had contributed to the exhibition. The AIG’s involvement declined as the 

exhibition outstripped their financial resources, with the legal dispute over the arson attack 
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signalling their involvement was no longer viable. At the same time, the BoD was 

uncomfortable about the way the Polish authorities had sought to shape the exhibition and 

decided against providing any further financial assistance. Ironically, when the contributors 

were withdrawing their support, the popularity of the classroom materials was continuing to 

grow. When the classroom resources were transferred to the ILEA’s ownership, Shirley 

Murgraff remained as the only individual who had been connected to the exhibition. 

At the ILEA, Murgraff’s involvement with the classroom resources was steadily 

marginalised. In the end, nobody who had been involved with the exhibition was responsible 

for the decisions surrounding the future of the classroom materials. The pack’s contents 

became the subject of a political dispute between the ILEA and Conservative government. 

Andy Pearce has suggested that this controversy marked – in significant ways – ‘the first 

public political dispute over how the Holocaust could and should be used in present-day 

Britain’.266 This political dispute connects to a longer history of how the Holocaust was 

understood by the left and right of the political spectrum in Britain. The ILEA’s teacher’s 

guide echoed the framing of the 1964 Terezín exhibition, through its emphasis on the 

dangers of fascism to society. This argument was challenged by right-wing politicians.  

Baroness Cox, for example, argued that Nazi Germany and the USSR were both examples 

of totalitarian regimes. In emphasising totalitarianism, Cox suggested that the Holocaust had 

no relevance for contemporary Britain because, as a democratic society, it had nothing to 

learn from the genocide. 

Cox’s objections aside, it is striking that the dispute between the ILEA and 

Conservative government was principally not concern with the meaning of the Holocaust. 

The pack became part of a wider debate about what was – and what was not – acceptable 

to teach to Britain’s schoolchildren. The fact that once the ILEA’s closure was confirmed the 

resources were allowed to be re-released is telling. If the BoD had taken on the distribution 

of the resources, the pack could have avoided being dragged into this political fray. Looking 

at the BoD’s role in the longer-term development of the exhibition and pack, it is clear that 

there was never much hope in this remedy becoming a reality. The Board had initially 

supported the exhibition because it was presented as an initiative organised by non-Jews. 

Becoming the pack’s sponsor would have pushed the BoD into the limelight, something that 

they were keen to avoid. Having disassociated themselves from the exhibition due to political 

concerns, the Board was unwilling to enter into the political arena to save the pack. This 
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point was especially true given their own grievances with the GLC, which left a bitter legacy, 

and meant the Board were disinclined to support the ILEA’s policies. 

In the end, the pack was caught in a political dispute between civil society and the state, 

between the left and right of the political spectrum, and between Anglo-Jewry and London’s 

local government structures. Ironically, as the pack gained greater publicity, the focus on 

Holocaust education became occluded. Politics caused this pioneering endeavour to be 

supressed, and its original creators to feel forgotten. The next chapter examines how a 

memory protagonist attempted to control the narrative surrounding his own Holocaust 

exhibition, whilst trying to get it shown in a prestigious Christian venue. The resultant 

tension between the artwork’s meaning and the Christian understanding of the Holocaust 

shows how, even in the early 1990s, ambivalence continued to shape the processes of 

remembrance. 
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CHAPTER 4 

‘A remarkable turn’: Ismond Rosen’s Holocaust 
Sculptures 

Walter Goldstern escaped Nazi persecution during the 1930s, when he was in his late 

twenties. Both of his parents later died in Terezín concentration camp. These formative 

experiences meant that his ‘main interest in life’ became the reconciliation of Judaism and 

Christianity. As part of this work, he produced a sculpture in 1988, which combined motifs 

from the two religions to emphasis Reconciliation between the faiths. As figure 8 shows, the 

sculpture depicted Jesus nailed on the Christian cross, with a Holocaust victim positioned 

along the bottom of the Star of David. Their arms are connected in a handshake, 

emphasising the connections between the two faiths. A casting of the sculpture was placed in 

a church in Essen, Goldstern’s hometown, but his offer to present the work to the synagogue 

there was declined.1 

Having had some success in displaying his work in Germany, Goldstern sought places 

in Britain to exhibit his sculpture. He gifted a casting to a church in Bromsgrove, in a service 

that brought together communities from Essen and Bromsgrove.2 He then approached 

national bodies to try to promote his work further. Goldstern contacted the Chief Rabbi, 

Jonathan Sacks, to offer him a casting of the sculpture in 1991.3 Sacks’ initial response was 

noncommittal, before the offer was eventually declined ‘as a matter of policy’; his office did 

not accept gifts.4 Goldstern was advised to contact organisations that were ‘concerned 

directly with Jewish/Christian relations’.5 Jim Richardson, the CCJ’s executive director, 

thought the proposal was a ‘marvellous offer’, and Goldstern was invited to present his idea 

at the council’s annual meeting in 1991.6 The organisation’s internal correspondence, 

however, cautioned that the idea could be problematic.7 A few weeks later, Thompson wrote 

back to Goldstern suggesting that advice would need to be sought before ‘deciding how we 

 
1 London Metropolitan Archives, London (hereafter LMA), Office of the Chief Rabbi (hereafter OCR), 
ACC/2805/08/06/001/001, ‘Letter from Walter Goldstern to Jonathan Sacks’, 2 April 1991. 
2 LMA, OCR, ACC/2805/08/06/001/001, ‘Ein Ruf zur Versöhnung’. 
3 LMA, OCR, ACC/2805/08/06/001/001, ‘Letter from Walter Goldstern to Jonathan Sacks’, 2 April 1991. 
4 LMA, OCR, ACC/2805/08/06/001/001, ‘Letter from Jonathan Sacks to Walter Goldstern’, 9 May 1991; 
LMA OCR, ACC/2805/08/06/001/001, ‘Letter from Norma Yantin to Walter Goldstern’, 14 May 1991. 
5 LMA, OCR, ACC/2805/08/06/001/001, ‘Letter from Jonathan Sacks to Walter Goldstern’, 9 May 1991. 
6 Special Collections, University of Southampton, CCJ Archives (hereafter CCJA), MS65/A755/27/2 
(additional 1994), ‘Letter from Jim Richardson to Walter Goldstern’, 5 June 1991, 1. 
7 CCJA, MS65/A755/23/6 (file 2), ‘Letter from Jim Richardson to Marcus Braybrooke’, 12 June 1991. 
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should proceed’.8 The correspondence then stops. It seems that the CCJ’s hesitancy towards 

Holocaust remembrance, as discussed in earlier chapters of this study, continued to act as a 

barrier to its involvement. 

 
Figure 8. Water Goldstern, Reconciliation, 1988.9 

Goldstern’s work is part of a sustained tradition of Jewish artists who have explored the 

meaning of the crucifixion as a symbol through which to represent the persecution and mass 

murder of European Jewry. There is also a long history of the use of the cross to emphasise 

Christian suffering during the Second World War, with the best-known example arguably 

being John Paul II’s sermon at Auschwitz in 1979.10 This chapter does not consider the 

transnational use of the cross in Holocaust art. Instead, it examines the creation of a series of 

Holocaust sculptures to examine how and why a memory protagonist, who was working at 

the same time as Goldstern, was successful. Ismond Rosen created his own artwork focusing 

on the use of Christian and Jewish religious symbols to represent the Holocaust. This chapter 

draws on Rosen’s personal archives to examine how the sculptures were created. The 

 
8 CCJA, MS65/A755/23/6 (file 2), ‘Letter from Jim Richardson to Walter Goldstern’, 12 June 1991. 
9 LMA, OCR, ACC/2805/08/06/001/001, ‘Ein Ruf zur Versöhnung’. 
10 For a succinct overview, see Tom Lawson, ‘Shaping the Holocaust: The Influence of Christian Discourse’, 
Holocaust and Genocide Studies 21:3 (2007), 407–408. 

Figure removed due to permissions issue. 
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archives include Rosen’s play-by-play account of his activities, his correspondence with 

numerous organisations, and multiple rewrites of the exhibition’s copy. It is striking that 

Rosen and Goldstern were in contact with the Chief Rabbi’s Office and the CCJ at the same 

time. Whereas Goldstern’s connections with these organisations came to nothing, Rosen 

used his professional and social networks to secure a temporary place for his Holocaust 

Sculptures in St. Paul’s Cathedral in London. 

Through examining the stages in the creation of Rosen’s triptych of Holocaust Sculptures, 

this chapter argues that his circumstances helped him to succeed in showing his exhibition 

in the cathedral. Like George Carter, Rosen had a persistent streak, which meant that he 

kept pushing for his works to be shown in a place of national significance. But, unlike Carter, 

Rosen had access to financial and social capital that helped him to realise his ambition. This 

chapter argues that Rosen’s well-connected networks meant that he was able to overcome 

obstacles in order to achieve his ambition. Rosen’s activities are contextualised as part of the 

wider landscape of Holocaust remembrance in the late 1980s and early 1990s, a period that 

has been dubbed ‘the dawn of an institutionalisation of the Holocaust’.11 As will be shown, 

the changing landscape influenced Rosen’s plans and the way he framed his works. Yet, at 

the same time, Rosen’s experiences show that the institutionalisation of Holocaust 

remembrance was uneven. Certain groups were resistant to his project, highlighting the 

continuing ambivalence towards Holocaust remembrance at the end of the twentieth 

century. 

‘A gesture of some importance’: Rosen’s gift to the Pope 

Rosen’s Holocaust triptych evolved over a forty-year period. Originally, it did not focus on 

the Holocaust, was not intended for public display, and only consisted of one sculpture. It is 

necessary to consider the creation of this first sculpture in detail because it provided the 

template for the later sculptures in terms of design and the tropes that Rosen used to explain 

the significance of the completed triptych. In describing the creation of the first sculpture, 

Rosen adopted a rather typical genesis story. He described how the piece started by accident 

one Sunday afternoon in 1953, when he was ‘feeling rather out of sorts, not having drawn 

anything for several months’. He sat down to draw and produced a sketch of a ‘Christ figure 

holding a kind of cross’, as shown in figure 9.12 Rosen had briefly studied art in Paris at the 

 
11 Andy Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness in Contemporary Britain (London: Routledge, 2014), 60.  
12 Wellcome Library, London (hereafter WL), PP/ROS/L/9/6, ‘Extract from an Unfinished Autobiography: 
The Making of the Holocaust Triptych’, c.1996, 1. 
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Académie Julian and the École des Beaux-Art, and he recollected that his drawing went against 

the style he had been encouraged to pursue there. Yet he felt ‘a powerful urge’ and decided 

to turn the drawing into a life-sized artwork.13 The idea of conflict returned through Rosen’s 

account of the sculpture’s creation. 

 
Figure 9. Ismond Rosen, Early sketch of The Revelation, 1953. 

Rosen was born into a Jewish family in Johannesburg in 1924. His parents were 

Russian immigrant who had arrived in South Africa in the 1880s. He emigrated to Britain 

in October 1951.14 In South Africa, Rosen had worked with Helen Joseph, who later became 

a prominent anti-apartheid campaigner.15 Rosen did not suggest that politics played a part 

in his decision to leave South Africa, instead he later claimed that he ‘wanted to have a 

 
13 Ibid. 
14 Hugh Freeman, ‘Ismond Rosen’, in Greg Wilkinson (ed.), Talking about Psychiatry (London: Gaskell, 1993), 
264. 
15 Ibid., 261. 

Figure removed due to permissions issue. 
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European experience’.16 His parents wanted him to become a doctor, but he wished to 

pursue his artistic passion. Rosen suggested that he came to London to explore the different 

options, and he eventually decided it was possible to focus on both pursuits.17 He worked at 

the Maudsley and Bethlem Hospital by day, followed by work on his sculpture at evenings 

and weekends.18 Reading through Rosen’s account of the creation of the first sculpture, it is 

evident that he used his surroundings as an allegory to explain how his work progressed. He 

emphasised that he undertook the work in an ‘unheated ground floor studio’, but – although 

tired from his ‘punishing clinical schedule’ – he did not allow his environment to distract him 

from his work. Instead, the environment encouraged him to press on, with Rosen feeling the 

influence of Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo guiding his work.19 The imagined support 

from famous artists became a recurrent motif throughout Rosen’s work on the sculptures; he 

regularly suggested they guided his endeavours.20 

It was not just Renaissance artists that Rosen felt were encouraging him as he worked 

in isolation; his account of the creation of the first sculpture is peppered with religious 

symbolism. He later described the transformation of the drawing into a sculpture involving 

competing influences ‘struggling for his soul’. He recalled that: 
 

One night as I crouched beneath the raised hands of the figure to work on 
the lower section, drops of water from Christ’s hand fell on to my forehead 
in a symbolic baptism. I was struck motionless while I pondered my 
position. The symbolism with which I had imbued the work, was now 
acting upon me in turn. In a dilemma, I considered the implications of my 
apparent baptism but I rejected the notion as pure fantasy as I was a Jew 
and would remain so.21 

Rosen emphasised the conflict he felt between creating a statue of Jesus and his personal 

identity as an orthodox Jew. He first referred to the water falling on his face as a ‘symbolic 

baptism’, but later distanced himself from the idea by emphasising its ‘apparent’ nature and 

then rejected the notion as ‘pure fantasy’. A few paragraphs later, he returned to this incident 

‘as doubts nagged’ him, but he reaffirmed his belief ‘that no baptism had taken place’.22 

 
16 Ibid., 264. 
17 ‘Obituary: Ismond Rosen’, Independent, 21 October 1996, 16; Norman Morris, ‘For Healing and Creation’, 
Guardian, 30 October 1996, 18. 
18 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/6, ‘Extract from an Unfinished Autobiography: The Making of the Holocaust 
Triptych’, c.1996, 2. 
19 Ibid. 
20 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Handwritten Notes made by Ismond Rosen’, 19 September 1992, 1.  
21 Ibid., 2. 
22 Ibid., 4. 
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Upon completion, the sculpture stood at 1.79 metres tall and was half-a-metre wide. 

Rosen had a plaster-cast of the artwork produced, before placing it in storage for nearly a 

decade. Upon returning to the work in 1962, he became dissatisfied with the plaster casing 

surrounding the figure, and he decided to remove the surface layer. Again, whilst 

undertaking this work on the sculpture, Rosen was acutely ‘conscious of the symbolic nature 

of the hammering. I was beating Christ!’ This realisation caused him to ‘run out of the studio’ 

and it took him some time to resume his work on the sculpture.23 The sculpture was finally 

completed a few years later. It is clear that, when initially working on this sculpture, Rosen 

did not consider it as a piece of Holocaust artwork. He was, however, acutely aware of the 

religious connotations of the work he had created. Given his contemplation about his own 

identity whilst creating the piece, Rosen named the installation The Revelation and positioned 

it as the moment Jesus gained awareness of his impending death on the cross.24 

Having completed the sculpture, Rosen was ‘concerned to find the most fitting 

repository’ for it, which would befit its religious themes. He emphasised that he was not 

interested in making money from the sculpture, which had cost him £1,000 to bronze in 

1974.25 Such an opportunity would present itself in 1982, when Pope John Paul II was set to 

visit the United Kingdom. Rosen davened at St John’s Wood Synagogue and used his 

connections at the shul to promote his work. He approached the Office of the Chief Rabbi 

to suggest to them that his sculpture should be presented to the Pope ‘on behalf of the Jewish 

Community of Great Britain’. Rosen emphasised that the work would be an important 

symbol, with a practising Jew presenting work on a Christian theme to a Christian world 

leader.26 The Chief Rabbi’s Office responded positively to Rosen’s suggestion and told him 

that they hoped it would be a possibility.27 Behind the scenes, however, Moshe Davis – the 

office’s executive director – was concerned that the work could not be presented by the Chief 

Rabbi, on behalf of the Jewish community, due to the sculpture’s Christian themes. Davis, 

however, found the work to be ‘a gesture of some importance’, and he therefore approached 

Graham Jenkins – a catholic and the organising secretary of the CCJ – on Rosen’s behalf. 

Jenkins’ offered two suggestions about how the gift could be made: either the work could 

 
23 Ibid., 6. 
24 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/2, ‘Text Accompanying the Presentation of The Revelation to Pope John Paul II’, 
1982. 
25 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Ismond Rosen to Moshe Davis’, 27 September 1981, 1. 
26 Ibid. 
27 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Moshe Davis to Ismond Rosen’, 7 October 1981. 
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come ‘from Rosen and a group of Anonymous well-wishers’, or the CCJ could present the 

work on his behalf.28 

Rosen does not seem to have had a prior connection to the CCJ, and he was 

disappointed that it was not a specifically Jewish organisation. However, he acknowledged 

that the CCJ’s interfaith remit would help him to emphasis his message of understanding 

between Judaism and Christianity.29 This message was taken forward in the text 

accompanying the statue, which highlighted that the gift had been made ‘in a spirit of 

welcome, peace and friendship’ between the two religions.30  Yet the arrangements for 

presenting the statue to the Pope meant that the Christian-Jewish symbolism that Rosen had 

attached to the work were side-lined. There was no official ceremony for presenting the 

statue to the Pope, instead Rosen was required to take the work to the headquarters of the 

Apostolic Delegation in advance of the Pope’s arrival.31 Neither Rosen nor representatives 

from the Jewish community attended the presentation of the statue. This situation arose due 

to a logistic oversight which meant that the Pope would be scheduled to receive the gift on 

Shabbat, which the Apostolic Delegation had not realised finished ‘so late as 22.04 hours’.32 

As such, the gesture received little attention from the press. The Jewish Chronicle, for example, 

only briefly mentioned the event in a short caption accompanying a picture of the sculpture. 

The caption did not expand on the nature of the artwork or highlight the interfaith 

symbolism Rosen had attached to it.33 

Certainly, looking back at the creation of this sculpture, it is reasonable to conclude 

that the Holocaust Sculptures may never have been created, instead The Revelation may have 

remained somewhere in the Pope’s private collection without further comment. Rosen wrote 

to the Pope in February 1983, eight months after the Papal visit, to enquire about the statue’s 

whereabouts because his earlier attempts to find out this information had failed. Rosen asked 

if The Revelation’s location ‘could be made public’ to promote ‘its original aims’. He suggested 

that disclosing the location would provide an opportunity for focus on the ‘mundane affairs 

of peaceful growth toward togetherness’, which could act as an antidote to world conflicts.34 

 
28 CCJA, MS65/A755/28/1 (additional 1996), ‘Letter from Graham Jenkins to Moshe Davis’, 12 October 
1981. 
29 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Ismond Rosen to Moshe Davis’, 30 October 1981. 
30 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/2, ‘Text Accompanying the Presentation of The Revelation to Pope John Paul II’, 
1982. 
31 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Moshe Davis to Ismond Rosen’, 30 December 1981. 
32 CCJA, MS65/A755/28/1 (additional 1996), ‘Letter from Ralph Brown to Leonard Gross’, 4 January 
1982. 
33 ‘Gift to Pope’, Jewish Chronicle, 18 June 1982, 7. 
34 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Ismond Rosen to Pope John Paul II’, 8 February 1983. 
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Rosen clearly felt that his work was significant and should be used for the greater good. A 

Vatican official confirmed that the artwork had arrived but declined to provide its 

whereabouts.35 

‘A remarkable turn’: The creation of the Holocaust triptych 

Rosen’s desire for his work to be placed on public display remained with him in later years. 

When The Revelation finally came to be shown in public it was situated as one part of a 

Holocaust triptych. Rosen provided a narrative account to explain how the sculptural trio 

came into existence. The tropes he had emphasised during the creation of The Revelation were 

once more emphasised, particularly the importance of chance and religious symbolism. He 

contacted the foundry, which had cast the sculpture in bronze, to see if they still possessed 

the original plaster cast. It was still there, and the company agreed to return it to him. The 

cast had deteriorated during its time at the foundry, and it was in a fragile condition when it 

arrived at Rosen’s home. He recalled looking up at the sculpture on the delivery lorry, and 

he was convinced it would not ‘survive the journey into the studio, but would disintegrate en 

route’.36 To attempt to move the sculpture without causing damage, Rosen wrapped its legs 

in bandages. This activity reminded him of the ‘bands of linen’ that were wrapped around 

Christ when he was lowered from the cross.37 The temporary bandages became part of the 

religious symbolism Rosen assigned to his work. In addition, the arms had been removed 

several years before to facilitate the bronzing of the statue, and this process had also altered 

the cast’s appearance. Rosen felt that the cast ‘imparted an aura of a unique new piece’, 

indicative of Christ’s resurrection.38 Without many further changes, he decided to send the 

piece off for bronzing as a new installation. 

At the foundry, the cast was lifted ‘quite high’, and it appeared to Rosen as if it was 

being ‘raised up for crucifixion’. This incident inspired Rosen to make a third – and final – 

sculpture out of the original plaster cast to represent the crucifixion of Christ.39 Given the 

damage to the plaster, the final piece took on a more abstract form using the parts of the 

casing that were still intact. Rosen’s narrative emphasised that the movement of the 

sculptural mould between the foundry, his home, and back again had altered the works due 

 
35 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from G. B. Re to Ismond Rosen’, 7 March 1983. 
36 WL, PP/ROS/H/3/28, ‘Handwritten Notes by Ismond Rosen’, 16 August 1990, 1. 
37 Ibid. 
38 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/6, ‘Extract from an Unfinished Autobiography: The Making of the Holocaust 
Triptych’, c.1996, 7. 
39 Ibid., 8. 
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to the journeys speeding up the disintegration of the fragile cast. These changes influenced 

the significance Rosen attached to his sculptural trio. He would later refer to this 

transformation as a ‘remarkable turn’,  which saw the sculpture’s message changing from 

representing Christ’s life to acting as a metaphor for the Holocaust.40 

To understand why the sculptures became pieces of Holocaust art, they must be 

situated within wider events in Rosen’s life story. The Holocaust triptych was not Rosen’s 

first attempt to grapple with the meaning of the Holocaust; he created another work between 

1944 and 1945. He later recounted that this earlier sculpture depicted an elderly orthodox 

Jewish man who ‘sits pondering his fate. The world he represents is being torn apart, and he 

himself is doomed to disappear. Meanwhile, the world is silent’.41 As the artwork’s title 

emphasises, Rosen was arguing that European Jewry were left to Whither? because of the 

Allied forces ambivalence to the mass murder of European Jewry. 

Whither? was kept on a sideboard in Rosen’s home, as shown in figure 10. Other events 

in the home would influence Rosen’s decision to turn The Revelation into a public Holocaust 

memorial. In particular, Rosen’s decision to return to his sculpture was inspired by the work 

of his wife, the actress Ruth Rosen. In his unpublished autobiography, Along the Way, Rosen 

explained that he had a premonition when visiting the Western Wall in Jerusalem that Ruth 

Rosen ‘would be surrounded by death’.42 He suggested that this prophecy proved true when 

she became a speaker at Holocaust remembrance events.43 At the Yom HaShoah service held 

at the Hyde Park Holocaust memorial in April 1988, Ruth Rosen read an extract from Night, 

Elie Wiesel’s autobiographical account of his experiences during the Holocaust. The event 

was primarily attended by members of Anglo-Jewry. A child from one of the school group’s 

attending the ceremony, later remarked that they ‘had some tears on me because I saw what 

happened on TV. I saw that the women and children were killed in a big shower full of gas’.44 

The child’s response demonstrates the mounting coverage of the Holocaust on British 

television, and the increasing focus on the Holocaust in schools. 

 

 
40 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/2, ‘Letter from Ismond Rosen to His Holiness Pope John Paul II’, 7 July 1992. 
41 Ruth Rosen’s personal papers, ‘Unpublished Manuscript of Stories of Sculpture, written by Ismond 
Rosen’, 1995, 10. 
42 Ruth Rosen’s personal papers, ‘Unpublished Manuscript of Along the Way, written by Ismond Rosen’, 
1996, 366. 
43 Ibid., 366–367. 
44 LMA, BoD Archives, ACC/3121/C/08/002/033, ‘Essay by a Student written in Response to a Visit to a 
Service at the Hyde Park Holocaust Memorial Service’, 15 April 1988, 1.  
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Figure 10. Ismond Rosen, Whither?, 1945.45 

The increasing interest in Holocaust remembrance activities meant that Ruth Rosen 

was in demand throughout the year. In July 1988, for example, she conceived and researched 

an evening of testimonies to be read by her, the playwright Harold Pinter, and the Polish-

born actor Harry Ariel at the Southbank Centre. The event was funded by the Bnai Brith 

Jewish Musical Festival and the ‘45 Aid Society. The latter organisation was created by ‘The 

Boys’, a group of child survivors of concentration camps who came to Britain in 1945. Its 

chairman was Ben Helfgott, whose support for Holocaust remembrance was becoming 

increasingly important. At the Southbank event, readings were given from the testimony of 

three Holocaust survivors: Primo Levi, Elie Wiesel, and Paul Celan.46 The Jewish Chronicle 

suggested the ‘effect was beyond words’ with several audience members leaving early as they 

felt ‘overwhelmed’ by the experience.47 Ismond Rosen wrote that he was unsure how he was 

affected by the ‘continuous exposure’ to the Holocaust resultant from attending these events 

and watching Ruth Rosen researching the genocide at home. He felt that ‘it raised my 

 
45 Reproduced from ibid. 
46 Ruth Rosen’s personal papers, ‘Speak the Unspeakable Event Booklet and Information Sheet’, July 1988. 
47 David Winner, ‘Speak the Unspeakable’, Jewish Chronicle, 29 July 1988, 10. 

Figure removed due to permissions issue. 
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sensitivities to the need that each and every individual must exert themselves so that the 

Holocaust never occurs again’.48 

Rosen’s reimagining of The Revelation would be part of his personal commitment to help 

enhance the public’s understanding of the Holocaust. His focus on ‘never again’ meant that 

Rosen’s later Holocaust artwork would strike a more redemptive tone than he had suggested 

for his earlier sculpture. Given his focus on universal Holocaust lessons, it is striking that 

Rosen’s notes and correspondence during the 1990s do not make specific references to South 

African apartheid. During the apartheid period (1948–1994), regular comparisons were 

drawn between Nazism and the Holocaust in South Africa itself.49 It is only in his 

unpublished autobiography, written after the end of apartheid, that Rosen tangentially 

connects the Holocaust Sculptures and apartheid. In his chapter discussing the sculptures, Rosen 

notes that exiled leaders of the African National Congress were guests at a party at the family 

home. This event is presented as one example of his wife’s work as a recitalist, and Rosen 

then turns his attention to his wife’s readings at Holocaust remembrance events. Outside of 

noting Ruth Rosen’s credentials, he does not draw any connection between the events of 

apartheid and the Holocaust.50 As will be discussed below, Rosen imbued his sculptures with 

a multitude of different meanings, which makes this lacuna particularly noteworthy. It is 

difficult to explain the reasonings behind Rosen’s decision, especially given the frequent use 

of the Holocaust as a way of understanding the events in South Africa in the post-apartheid 

period.51 

Whilst he appears to have seen no parallels between apartheid and his sculptures, 

Rosen did feel that his artwork was important for promoting interfaith dialogue. He turned 

to the organisations he had worked with to present The Revelation to the Pope to help him 

realise his plans for a Holocaust memorial. In March 1991, Rosen approached Jim 

Richardson about the possibility of working together to publicly showcase his work. Given 

the CCJ’s presentation of The Revelation to the Pope on Rosen’s behalf, it is unsurprising that 

 
48 Ruth Rosen’s personal papers, ‘Unpublished Manuscript of Along the Way, written by Ismond Rosen’, 
367. 
49 Shirli Gilbert, ‘Nazism and Racism in South African Textbooks’, in Shirli Gilbert and Avril Alba (eds.), 
Holocaust Memory and Racism in the Postwar World (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2019), 350. 
50 Ruth Rosen’s personal papers, ‘Unpublished Manuscript of Along the Way, written by Ismond Rosen’, 
1996, 366. 
51 Scholars have started to chart the complexity of Holocaust remembrance in South Africa. See, as a starting 
point, Annie E. Coombes, History after Apartheid: Visual Culture and Public Memory in a Democratic South Africa 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003); Shirli Gilbert, ‘Anne Frank in South Africa: Remembering the 
Holocaust during and after Apartheid’, Holocaust and Genocide Studies 26:3 (2012), 366–393; Shirli Gilbert, ‘Jews 
and the Racial State: Legacies of the Holocaust in Apartheid South Africa, 1945–60’, Jewish Social Studies 16:3 
(2010), 32–64. 
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Rosen initially turned to this organisation for support. The prior connection, however, was 

not the only reason given by Rosen for the relevance of his work to the CCJ’s activities. He 

suggested that the organisation’s establishment in 1942 ‘at the time when the terror of the 

Holocaust was already unleashed’,52 meant that the work would be a suitable inclusion within 

the CCJ’s fiftieth anniversary celebrations.53 Unlike Goldstern, Rosen explicitly framed his 

exhibition as a mutually beneficial endeavour when trying to persuade the council to help 

him. 

In the late 1980s, the CCJ’s own programme of events had shown a gradual shift 

towards a greater desire to remember the Holocaust, in line with wider cultural shifts. They 

had, for example, co-hosted a meeting with the Board of Deputies to commemorate the 

fiftieth anniversary of Kristallnacht on 9 November 1988.54 Richardson was active during his 

tenure in promoting Holocaust remembrance within the wider activities of the CCJ as an 

important part of interfaith dialogue. He endorsed, for instance, a pamphlet focusing on the 

relevance of the Holocaust to every Christian as the ‘kind of inexpensive and readable 

literature the CCJ needs’.55 He also wrote a letter to The Times supporting proposed war 

crimes legislation, suggesting that claims it would damage Jewish-Christian relations were 

unfounded.56 His letter was praised by the MP Greville Janner, who organised the All-Party 

War Crimes Group in Parliament.57 

Although these events show that the CCJ was increasingly interested in publicly 

remembering the Holocaust, it is notable that they were relatively minor interventions. The 

CCJ’s activities were primarily designed to appeal to its membership, rather than the society-

at-large. This limited approach was influenced by an acute lack of funds; the organisation 

reported a deficit of £34,510 in March 1992.58 The financial precarity influenced the 

number of activities that the CCJ could support. Given they could support only a limited 

number of events, Richardson was keen that the organisation’s approach should not leave 

them open to the perception that they were merely a ‘Jewish mouthpiece’.59 Such concerns 

mirrored those that had hampered the CCJ’s association with the creation of a Holocaust 

 
52 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/2, ‘Ismond Rosen’s Notes for a Presentation’, 28 April 1991, 2–3. 
53 WL, PP/ROS/H/3/28, ‘Letter from Ismond Rosen to Jim Richardson’, 5 March 1991, 1. 
54 CCJA, MS65/A3080, ‘Invitation to Fiftieth Anniversary of Kristallnacht Memorial Meeting’, 9 November 
1988. 
55CCJA, MS65/A755/1 (file 1), ‘Executive Director’s Report to the Executive of the CCJ from Jim 
Richardson’, 24 May 1989, 6. 
56 Jim Richardson, ‘Nazi Fugitives’, The Times, 29 June 1989, 17. 
57 CCJA, MS65/A3080, ‘Letter from Greville Janner to Jim Richardson’, 30 June 1989. 
58 CCJA, MS65/A755/12/2 (additional 1994), ‘CCJ Annual Report 1991/1992’, n.d., 3. 
59 CCJA, MS65/A755/23/6 (file 2), ‘Letter from Jim Richardson to Ruth Weyl’, n.d., 2.  
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Memorial, as discussed in chapter three. Yet, at this stage, the CCJ did not suggest that 

Rosen’s project would be unacceptable to them, instead they suggested they would think 

about it further. In contrast to Goldstern, Rosen did not wait for a response; he continued to 

work on a pitch to convince the CCJ to back his exhibition. The drafts Rosen produced for 

his CCJ presentation – between March and July 1991 – demonstrate a remarkable change 

in how Rosen framed the meaning of his Holocaust Sculptures. 

In April 1991, Rosen’s draft presentation provocatively asked whether Christian 

Europe bore any responsibility for the Holocaust. In the first few lines of his presentation, 

Rosen considered various names for his sculptural triptych. His first choice was ‘Holocaust 

Chapel’, but he crossed out this term and replaced it with ‘a Christian chapel as a memorial 

to the Holocaust’.60 The new name was not intended to suggest that the exhibition focused 

on Christian victims. Whilst Rosen suggested that other groups could be considered as 

Holocaust victims, he emphasised that he was ‘primarily’ concerned about ‘Jewish 

suffering’.61 The use of ‘Christian’ in the exhibition’s title was intended to question whether 

Christian Europe bore any responsibility for the Holocaust. In his notes, Rosen emphasised 

that Jesus was Jewish. By doing so, he contrasted the Christian belief that Jesus is an 

everlasting presence with the historic promotion of antisemitism by European churches. 

According to Rosen, Jesus’ immorality meant it was possible that Christians had 

inadvertently murdered their own saviour during the Holocaust.62 

A few weeks later, Rosen completely recast the framing of his exhibition in a revised 

presentation draft. In this draft, Rosen shifted from emphasising Jewish suffering to 

suggesting that the Holocaust acted as a ‘warning against racial persecution in general’.63 It 

is striking that this draft does not feature Rosen’s earlier criticisms of Christianity; instead 

Rosen argued that Nazism had a ‘corrupting influence’ which vitiated the teachings of the 

Church.64 This change removed Rosen’s broader criticisms of European Christian society, 

suggesting that the Holocaust was the result of the breakdown of true Christian teaching. 

Later drafts, written in summer 1991, continued to emphasise the threat Nazism posed to 

true Christian teaching.65 These changes brought Rosen’s presentation in line with the 

 
60 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/2, ‘Ismond Rosen’s Notes for a Presentation’, 23 April 1991, 1. 
61 Ibid., 4–5. 
62 ‘Ibid., 2. 
63 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/2, ‘Ismond Rosen’s Notes for a Presentation’, 8 May 1991, A1–A2. 
64 Ibid. 
65 WL, PP/ROS/L/9/2, ‘Ismond Rosen’s Notes for a Presentation’, 22 June 1991, 1–2; WL, 
PP/ROS/L/9/2, ‘Exhibition Proof’, 4 July 1991, 1. 
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Christian narrative of the Holocaust, which permeated in postwar Britain.66 It is striking that 

these changes appear to have been instigated by Rosen himself. Although he kept a 

meticulous play-by-play account of his work on the triptych, he does not suggest the CCJ 

had commented on the ideas he had conveyed in his earlier drafts. This lack of active 

involvement in Rosen’s work is in keeping with the CCJ’s reticence towards sponsoring the 

exhibition. It seems that Rosen was self-censoring his drafts so that his exhibition would not 

offend Christian sensibilities. 

‘Try and get his wholehearted approval’: Rosen harnesses his social 

networks 

Rosen used his social capital and professional reputation to search for alternative venues in 

case the CCJ decided not to sponsor his exhibition. Through contacts at the Tate, he was 

encouraged to ask the gallery if they might be interested in acquiring his work. Rosen was 

clearly aware of the need to tailor his message to difference organisations; he adopted a 

different approach when contacting the Tate compared to the CCJ. He referred to the 

sculptures as ‘modern British religious art’, but downplayed their interconnectedness, and 

suggested that the gallery may wish to acquire just one of the sculptures.67 Rosen’s suggestion 

to the Tate that they may take only part of the Holocaust Sculptures shows an awareness that 

space within Britain’s national art collection would be limited. It also suggests that he was 

particularly concerned with ensuring at least part of the work was available in a prestigious 

– but publicly accessible – venue, which would help him to achieve his aim of sharing his 

work with the wider population and bolster his own reputation as an artist. He was apt at 

altering the sculptures’ message to appeal to different sponsors. The Tate replied that other 

acquisition demands meant they would not be able to accept his work.68 

Alongside his unsuccessful appeal to the Tate, Rosen continued to try and persuade 

the CCJ to sponsor his work. He utilised his own networks to emphasise that his project had 

the support of prominent individuals within Anglo-Jewry. Rosen informed the CCJ that 

William Frankel – Chairman of the Jewish Chronicle Trust – had provided his organisation’s 

 
66 For a discussion of the Christian narrative of the Holocaust, see Lawson, ‘Shaping the Holocaust’, 413–
414. 
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68 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Fiona Robertson to Ismond Rosen’, 30 September 1991. For Rosen’s 
acknowledgement of the rejection, see WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Ismond Rosen to Fiona Robertson’, 
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backing to the exhibition.69 Rosen seems to have highlighted such support to attempt to 

ameliorate possible concerns within the CCJ about Jewish objections to the project. He was 

correct to recognise that such a backlash greatly troubled the CCJ. Richardson stated that 

Jonathan Sacks – then newly installed as the Chief Rabbi –– would need to give ‘his 

wholehearted approval’ for the CCJ’s involvement to continue.70 Rosen responded by 

further emphasising the extent of his own social network. He explained that he was a ‘paid-

up member’ of St John’s Wood Synagogue, where the Chief Rabbi regularly worshipped. 

He also stressed his connection to prominent members of the London Jewish community by 

listing names that ‘would be well-known’ to Sacks. This list included Henry Knobil, who had 

fled from Vienna before the outbreak of the war, and Ben Helfgott.71 As was discussed in the 

previous chapter, Helfgott was a highly influential figure within the Holocaust survivor 

community in Britain. In noting that these individuals supported his exhibition, Rosen was 

utilising their credibility to validate the quality of his exhibition. If survivors were happy to 

give their names to the project, why would anybody else object? 

Rosen did not wait to find out the answer to this question. Having demonstrated 

influential backing from key players within the London Jewish community, he sought to enlist 

the support of Anglican clergymen. Again, he utilised his networks to support this endeavour. 

A friend introduced Rosen to Thomas Devonshire-Jones, who would prove a formidable 

advocate.72 Devonshire-Jones – vicar of St. Mark’s Church in Regent’s Park – was passionate 

about fostering links between religion and creative arts. He saw the sculptures in Rosen’s 

home and, having been ‘struck by them’, agreed to help Rosen secure a venue for them to 

be shown in.73 By enlisting Devonshire-Jones’ support, Rosen was able to bypass the CCJ’s 

cautious and bureaucratic approach. Devonshire-Jones used his own network to approach 

individuals who might be willing to persuade their cathedrals to host the sculptures. Canon 

Christopher Hill – from St. Paul’s Cathedral – emerged as someone who was interested in 

his cathedral hosting the exhibition.74 Hill was a member of the Chapter House, the 

cathedral’s principal governing body. Alongside this role, Hill was the co-president of the 

 
69 CCJA, MS65/A755/28/1 (additional 1996), ‘Letter from Ismond Rosen to Jim Richardson’, 16 
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September 1991. 
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1996, 371. 
73 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Thomas Devonshire-Jones to Ismond Rosen’, September 1991.  
74 CCJA, MS65/A755/19/1 (additional 1994), ‘Letter from Jim Richardson to Christopher Hill’, 12 
November 1991. 
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London Society of Jews and Christians (LSJC), together with Liberal Judaism’s senior rabbi, 

David Goldberg.75 The LSJC had been established in 1927, fifteen years before the creation 

of the CCJ, and was a more intellectual and liberal organisation than its younger counterpart. 

These twin roles obviously meant that Hill was well placed to help secure the exhibition for 

the cathedral. 

‘Rather not give an opinion’: The CCJ withdraw their sponsorship 

Now that a potential venue had been found, Richardson formally asked Hill if ‘St Paul’s has 

a corner somewhere where they [the sculptures] might be placed for a limited period, so that 

they can be seen’.76 Richardson’s approach continued to embody the CCJ’s cautious 

attitude; he emphasised that they just wanted some leftover space that would not disrupt the 

cathedral’s activities. By leaving the details vague, Richardson was acknowledging that, 

whilst Hill supported the proposed exhibition, he would need to convince his colleagues in 

the cathedral. The approach adopted here shows a more fluid approach to space than had 

been utilised for the failed attempt to locate a Holocaust Memorial in the Jewel House 

Gardens opposite the House of Lords. Steve Cooke has convincingly argued that the 

memorial would have provided a permanent ‘provocative gesture, disrupting the imperial 

landscape of state and nation’.77 Richardson’s approach was, instead, suggesting that the 

works would not challenge the overall nature of St. Paul’s and, if the reaction was negative, 

they could be quickly and quietly removed. 

Whilst the cathedral’s authorities considered his proposal, Rosen continued to utilise 

his social networks to promote his exhibition. Through his media connections, he gained a 

slot on Channel 4’s Comment programme. The series, broadcast directly after the Channel 4 

News, provided individuals with three minutes to present an idea. Rosen used his time to 

explain why he wanted to set up his exhibition in a major cathedral. In the programme, 

Rosen interpreted the sculptural triptych in the same manner he had done in his summer 

drafts, when he was trying to convince the CCJ to take up his offer. He emphasised that 

Christian teaching had been warped during the Holocaust and that ‘all forms of religious 

persecution’ posed a threat to Christianity.78 As such, the programme did not represent a 

 
75 Christopher Hill, interviewed by Chad McDonald in the Forest of Dean, 13 December 2016. 
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departure from the message Rosen had been hoping to convey before St. Paul’s had been 

approached about hosting the exhibition. 

Rosen had undertaken a sustained campaign to promote his works. At this juncture, 

however, he had exhausted his networks and his vision of exhibiting the sculptures in a major 

cathedral now rested on the shoulders of committees outside of his control. In December 

1991, Hill secured approval in principle from his colleagues that the exhibition could be 

shown at the cathedral for three months. The final decision, however, rested with the Fabric 

Committee, and they would not meet until February 1992. Hill was adamant that this 

‘statutory consultation’ could not be hurried.79 Whereas the slow nature of the earlier 

bureaucratic process had meant that the cathedral was not rushed into a decision, events 

outside the cathedral walls in December 1991 threatened to scupper the project. Theological 

objections were raised by both Christian and Jewish groups. Richardson reported to Rosen 

that he had received information – from a non-identified source – that suggested ‘the Jewish 

community would not be happy about associating the Crucifixion with Jewish suffering in 

general’.80 This argument mirrored ongoing concerns about the particularity of the 

sculptures. John Walters – a barrister living in London – had previously written a seven-page 

rebuke of the sculptures from a Christian perspective. Walters claimed that the triptych 

misrepresented Christ, who had chosen to present himself at a ‘particular time in history and 

in a particular place’.81 Walters argued that the exhibition diminished the agency Christians 

ascribe to Christ because Rosen had moved away from this particularity. What is more, the 

sculptures were seen to imply that Christ’s suffering was ‘simply because he was a Jew’ rather 

than as a ‘universal sacrifice’ for mankind.82 The responses here present a dichotomy. The 

sculptures were criticised from a Jewish viewpoint for generalising Jewish suffering, yet, from 

a Christian perspective, they were criticised for downplaying the universal meaning of the 

Crucifixion. 

As St. Paul’s had already indicated their willingness to consider the works, Richardson 

was particularly concerned about the dissatisfaction raised by sections of the Jewish 

community. He wrote to the Chief Rabbi – who had not responded to his earlier letter – to 

ask if the ‘lack of a reply indicates that you would rather not give an opinion’.83 Rosen tried 

 
79 WL, PP/ROS/B/30, ‘Letter from Christopher Hill to Jim Richardson’, 21 November 1990. Whilst dated 
‘November 1990’, this letter was more realistically written between 11 and 17 December 1991. 
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to allay concerns, by emphasising the support he had received and dismissing criticism as 

‘inconsequential’. He stressed that Helfgott was ‘particularly enthusiastic and encouraging’ 

about the project,84 implying that if a well-respected Holocaust survivor was willing to 

support the project, other’s concerns could be discounted. Yet Rosen acknowledged that the 

Chief Rabbi’s silence would allow questions to continue to hang over the exhibition. He 

therefore wrote directly to Sacks to emphasise his family’s active participation in the London 

Jewish community, particularly noting that Ruth Rosen had previously given readings on 

important occasions. Rosen asked if he could meet with Sacks to discuss the project whilst 

the ‘window of opportunity exists’.85 

That window of opportunity, however, may have already passed. At the end of January 

1992, Richardson left the CCJ to make way for his successor, Michael Latham. Although 

Richardson had been cautious towards the idea of placing the Holocaust Sculptures in a 

cathedral, his reticence was shaped by a pragmatic understanding of the circumscribed 

nature of the CCJ’s role.86 The organisation required the approval of its leadership – 

including the honorary presidents – to proceed with publicly sponsoring the triptych. When 

the Chief Rabbi – one of the honorary presidents – did not provide his support, Richardson 

could have told Rosen that it was not possible for the CCJ to sponsor his work. Yet he did 

not. Instead, Richardson continued to take an interest in Rosen’s work and maintained 

contact with individuals on Rosen’s behalf. Richardson’s importance can be seen in the 

events following his resignation. Halfway through his first month as executive director, 

Latham signalled that the CCJ would not be able to support the project any further.87 The 

CCJ’s abrupt withdrawal mirrored their decision to cease their involvement with the 

proposed Whitehall Holocaust memorial. As with the planned memorial, the CCJ’s hesitant 

approach to Rosen’s plans demonstrates their desire to avoid courting controversy. Even 

limited opposition concerned the CCJ, with Rosen suggested their withdrawal was the result 

of pressure from the former Chief Rabbi, Immanuel Jakobovits.88 

Having lost the CCJ’s support, Rosen decided to ‘considerably simplify matters’ by 

acting as the exhibition’s only sponsor.89 This decision, however, did not resolve the issues 

surrounding the appropriateness of placing the sculptures within St. Paul’s. Although the 
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works had now passed the relevant committee stages, the cathedral’s authorities were 

reluctant to proceed if the exhibition might ‘offend Jewish sensitivities’.90 In essence, the 

exhibition would be cancelled if the Chief Rabbi would not support it. Rosen once more 

turned to his social network to clear this impasse by asking for advice from his friend, Charles 

Corman. Corman – a corporate lawyer – drafted a response for the Office of the Chief Rabbi 

to adopt. It emphasised that the 

Holocaust, because of its nature, will always arouse passion within every 
Jew. The exhibition … is therefore bound to create an emotional response. 
There can, however, be no rational objection to this project which re-
enforces the paramount lesson of the Holocaust which is ‘Never Again’. 
This project will also serve to educate present and future generations of the 
dangers of racial and religious intolerance.91 

The statement did not provide explicit approval from the Chief Rabbi, but rather 

emphasised that the project’s educational focus meant it should not be rejected. Alongside 

Corman’s statement, Frankel and Helfgott reconfirmed their support for Rosen’s exhibition. 

They acknowledged the sensitives of associating Christian worship with Jewish suffering in 

the Holocaust. Yet, in contrast to Corman’s statement, they stressed that the exhibition 

would contribute specifically to the promotion of positive interfaith discussions.92 In his letter, 

Helfgott explained that his experiences as a Holocaust survivor had made him ‘conscious’ of 

the need to foster interfaith links. He argued that ‘St. Paul’s Cathedral is an eminently 

suitable venue’ to work towards this goal.93 In emphasising the appropriateness of the 

cathedral, Helfgott’s letter implicitly highlighted St. Paul’s importance as a symbol of unity 

within Britain. 

Once again, Rosen’s network helped the project to move forward. In March 1992, the 

Chief Rabbi’s office accepted Corman’s proposed statement.94 Rosen attended a meeting at 

the cathedral in July 1992 in which the exhibition was given final approval. The cathedral’s 

authorities had decided that the exhibition should be shown for six months in the western 

end of the cathedral’s crypt. Rosen recalled that this decision doubled the length of time that 

the exhibition would be on display at St. Paul’s; it was originally intended to be shown for 
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three months. In his notes after the meeting, he recalled that ‘I said nothing’ when he heard 

this news.95 There is, of course, an irony in this phase; Rosen had said a great deal to get the 

exhibition to this stage. 

‘An honour to be in such company’: Preparing the exhibition for St. Paul’s 

Cathedral 

It is clear that Rosen felt a sense of duty having secured space in St. Paul’s to showcase his 

works. He wrote about a visit he took to the crypt following the meeting that approved the 

exhibition. His description started by discussing the practicalities of the space, and he noted 

that his exhibition would be unimpeded by distractions. His attention then shifted to the 

cultural significance of the venue. He listed major events that had taken place in the 

cathedral, including the funerals of Wellington and Nelson, and the marriage of Charles and 

Diana. Rosen remarked that it was ‘an honour to be in such company’, and he felt 

‘completely overwhelmed’ about the opportunity to show an exhibition in the cathedral.96  

Having found the ‘perfect’ place to exhibit the sculptures,97 work was now required to ready 

the crypt for the artworks. Part of this process would require the finalisation of the 

exhibition’s text. Rosen hoped that the final text would remain ‘very close’ to the material 

he had previously shown to the cathedral’s authorities.98 He was aware, however, that the 

text would have to be agreeable to both parties.99 In preparing the final texts, it is clear that 

Rosen was mindful of the context of the cathedral, and he wanted to ensure the message he 

presented was appropriate for the exhibition space. Whilst the final exhibition text preserves 

many of the details from Rosen’s summer drafts, it is evident that his earlier criticism of the 

Christian church is downplayed in the final exhibition script. 

A short film about the sculptures was produced to accompany the exhibition. When 

comparing the final exhibition text and the film there is a subtle – but important – difference. 

In the video, Rosen emphasised that he had ‘portrayed Christ in the Holocaust, where six 

million Jews bore the brunt of the Nazi rage’.100 The Jewish particularity of the Holocaust 

described in the film is absent from the final exhibition panels displayed in St. Paul’s. In the 

exhibition itself, Christ’s death is not attributed to the Holocaust but to ‘some Nazi atrocity’. 
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This change meant that it is not immediately apparent that the exhibition portrays Jesus 

being murdered due to his Jewish identity.101 By understating Christ’s Jewish identity, the 

exhibition at St. Paul’s can be read purely within a Christian framework; emphasising 

Nazism as an attack on Christianity. There are striking parallels between the exhibition text 

and the presentation that Rosen developed in the summer of 1991 for the CCJ. On both 

occasions, Rosen shifted his focus to emphasise that Nazism was the result of a perversion of 

the Christian faith. These changes suggest that Rosen reframed his material to present ideas 

that he felt would be acceptable in a Christian context. The shift in the exhibition narrative 

demonstrates that there were limits to what he thought would be appropriate to say in a 

Christian space. 

Yet, whilst the video foregrounded the Jewish particularity of the Holocaust, it is 

striking that Rosen emphasised that his exhibition had a wider appeal. He argued that ‘the 

processes of reconciliation are personally important and must be exercised by future 

generations, so that the lesson of the Holocaust be not forgotten’.102 By emphasising ‘lessons’, 

Rosen’s exhibition fed into the wider trends within Holocaust education at the time.103 As 

discussed earlier, Rosen’s wife was a pioneer in shaping Holocaust remembrance, including 

events for children. In 1991, the first National Curriculum started to be taught in English 

schools, with the Holocaust mandated as a topic on the Key Stage 3 programme of study. 

The curriculum had a ‘universalistic tendency’, as demonstrates through its ‘unsophisticated 

lumping together’ of the Holocaust with other events, including the dropping of the atomic 

bombs.104 In arguing that his exhibition encouraged ‘the need for all people to be cherished 

as equals’,105 Rosen’s work was very much in keeping with wider developments taking place 

in the nineties. This approach was equally in keeping with how the memory protagonists 

discussed earlier in this thesis approached Holocaust remembrance, as evidenced by George 

Carter’s plans for a National Memorial Centre, discussed in chapter two. 

As with the exhibition’s overall framework, the meaning ascribed to the individual 

sculptures changed over time. From the early drafts to the final exhibition, the sculptures 

were displayed in the same order. As figure 11 shows, The Revelation was positioned on the 

left, Echo the Survivor on the right, and Acrosity, the sculpture Rosen created last, was placed in 
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the middle.106 In writing about The Revelation, Rosen consistently stated that it focused on 

Christ’s awareness of his own identity and his impending death; the message he had ascribed 

to the sculpture when presenting it to the Pope. At the same time, Rosen slightly shifted the 

sculpture’s emphasis by foregrounding the links between Christian and Jewish relations. He 

noted, for example, that the horn held by Christ represented a cornucopia, the Shofar, and 

the crucifixion to highlight connections between the two faiths which share ‘a common 

God’.107 

 
Figure 11. Ismond Rosen, Holocaust Sculptures, c.1992. (From left to right: The 

Revelation, Acrosity, and Echo the Survivor).108 
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The meaning ascribed to Echo the Survivor changed radically throughout Rosen’s 

multiple drafts. In early drafts, Rosen explained that the statue’s name was a distortion of 

Ecce Homo (‘behold the man’), the infamous phrase said to have been spoken by Pontius Pilate 

before he handed Jesus over to a hostile crowd to be crucified.109 This scene is widely depicted 

within Christian art. Yet, rather than referring to the Crucifixion, Rosen explained that his 

sculpture depicted Jesus as having survived the Holocaust and, by extension, the triumph of 

Christianity over Nazi ideology.110 In later drafts, Rosen shifted the meaning to focus on the 

survival of the Jewish faith instead.111 The final exhibition text shifted the meaning of the 

sculpture once more, with Rosen suggesting that it 

celebrates those qualities of spiritual endurance and survival of the worst 
cruelty and destructiveness yet devised by man. From a Jewish point of 
view, Holocaust survivors have shown the capacity of an ancient faith and 
people to overcome genocide with their moral and spiritual qualities intact. 
The bindings placed on the dead Christ during the Descent from the Cross 
are strained as the figure rises in majesty, as an unconquerable resurgence 
of the spirit. The indestructible spiritual values of mankind are symbolised 
by the protruding steel armatures within the figures.112 

Through the changing drafts, the meaning ascribed to Christ changed from representing the 

Christian church, to embodying Judaism, to symbolising the rise of survivors. Although the 

final version places particular importance on the Holocaust survivors, it is evident that their 

agency can still be read through a Christian framework; the survivors were resurrected to 

live again. At the same time, emphasising resurrection feeds into the wider currents of 

Holocaust education. The resurrection demonstrates what Schweber and Findling have 

called the ‘possibility of hope’ within Holocaust education, which ‘provides the threads from 

which a silver lining can be sewed’.113 Throughout his drafts, Rosen may have changed how 

he used Christ as an analogy but, equally, each draft meant that the exhibition finished on a 

redemptive note. 
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Rosen had ‘considerable difficulties’ in describing the final sculpture’s meaning.114 In 

his earliest draft, Rosen framed the sculpture around several different Jewish traditions, 

drawing parallels with the Zohar, the will of God, and the intonation of Kaddish.115 These 

different concepts were written about in short, unfinished sentences, with much crossing out 

and additions inserted into the text – making the visual appearance of the text appear 

disjointed and frustrated. The dissatisfaction was also seen in the multiple Christian 

interpretations Rosen suggested for the sculpture. The first interpretation suggested that the 

bottom half of the installation represented the upside-down crucifixion of St. Peter in Rome, 

a symbol of the established Christian church. Rosen stated that the inclusion of St. Peter was 

intended to draw attention to the ‘indifference of churches, governments, and individuals to 

the Holocaust’.116 This draft clearly rebuked the church’s role during the Holocaust. Rosen, 

however, crossed out this statement, replacing it with the suggestion that the sculpture 

showed the ‘threat of destruction to Christianity as a fellowship’.117 He stated that the threat 

was further expounded through Christ being impaled, rather than crucified, which was 

intended to act as a ‘mockery’ of the established church.118 It is striking that, once again, 

Rosen’s framing of the sculpture moved from criticising the church to emphasising the threat 

that Nazism posed to Christianity. 

In subsequent drafts, Rosen suggested that Nazim represented the danger of moving 

away from the true nature of Christianity, as taught by the church. On 8 May 1991, Rosen 

introduced the neologism ‘acroscity’, a blend of ‘on the cross’ and ‘atrocity’, to highlight the 

false nature of the cross Jesus was being impaled on.119 In this presentation, Rosen further 

emphasised that the sculpture showed the consequences of what happens when ‘the values 

of Western civilization and Christianity are overturned’.120 In later drafts, Rosen became 

more explicit in emphasising that Nazism should be seen as a representation of ‘false values’ 

that ‘assumed Christian guises at times’.121 The language used in these drafts fed through to 

the final version of the exhibition text for Acroscity. By emphasising Nazism as a perversion of 

the established church, Rosen attempted to show how the threat the Holocaust posed to Jews 
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was equally a threat to Christianity and its institutions.122 Whilst the other sculptures 

emphasised certain elements of Christianity, the final text for Acroscity provided the clearest 

warning about the threat the Holocaust posed to the established church. Writing in his 

unpublished autobiography after the exhibition, Rosen provided his reasoning for altering 

the meaning he ascribed to Acroscity, explaining that the cross is an ‘integral part of the holy 

ambience of the crucifixion’, meaning it ‘could not be incorporated in a sculpture designed 

to condemn Nazi atrocities’.123 This comment equally applied to how Rosen shifted the 

overarching message of his exhibition, and his removal of the criticisms he levelled at the 

established church. These changes show that Rosen felt there was a limit in what would be 

appropriate to say within the confines of the cathedral and in the climate of the 1990s. 

‘Restricted space of the arts pages’: Raising the public’s awareness of the 

exhibition 

The exhibition was to be housed in the crypt of St. Paul’s until March 1993.124 Rosen, 

however, never intended for the exhibition to be temporary. Tim Cole notes that there is 

more to memorials than the intentions of those who set them up; others’ responses have clear 

implications for determining their success.125 Rosen was aware that the fate of his work – and 

especially whether it would gain a permanent home – rested on the opinion of others. Once 

again, he engaged in a publicity drive to persuade others of the importance of his work. This 

campaign adopted a two-pronged approach. Firstly, he wanted to garner publicity by 

acquiring the services of a prominent individual to open the exhibition at an exclusive gala 

event. William Frankel suggested that Rosen could seek the services of a celebrity – such as 

a pop singer – so that the event would appeal to the public-at-large.126  

Rosen did not take this idea forward, instead suggesting four possible categories of his 

own: ecclesiastical, artistic, political, or a member of the Royal Family.127 Although less 

populistic than Frankel’s suggestions, Rosen clearly felt a prominent individual – drawn from 

the upper echelons of British society – would underscore the wide-reaching importance of 

the message he had embedded within his work. Rosen’s final shortlist underscored the broad 
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appeal he attached to sculptures. Sir Roger de Grey, President of the Royal Academy of 

Arts, was his ideal candidate, with Lord Palumbo, President of the Arts Council of Great 

Britain, selected as his second preference.128 Both candidates would have provided Rosen 

with a seal of approval from the British artistic establishment. 

The second arm of the publicity drive was designed to promote the exhibition to 

society-at-large. Rosen contacted news, arts, and feature editors across the British press and 

the Head of Religious Broadcasting at the BBC to tell them about the exhibition and why he 

thought they should cover it. In his letters, Rosen emphasised the artistic qualities of the 

work, which he suggested dealt delicately with theological concerns. He asked the editors to 

help strengthen his campaign for the works to remain in St. Paul’s for the wider public 

good.129 Rosen’s publicity drive was tenacious, but the uptake was disappointing. In the 

event, neither de Grey or Palumbo were available to open the exhibition and instead 

Christopher Hill provided the opening remarks. The press uptake was limited – with 

coverage confined to the Ham & High (Rosen’s local newspaper), the Church Times, and a 

photograph in the Jewish Chronicle.130 Rosen conceded that it was unlikely that the ‘restricted 

space of the arts pages’ would provide coverage of the exhibition.131 Why did the mainstream 

British press shun coverage of the exhibition? 

To answer this question, it is necessary to consider the wider context of Holocaust 

remembrance in early 1990s Britain. Dan Stone has suggested that the 1990s marked ‘the 

real rise of Holocaust consciousness’, particularly exemplified with the release of Schindler’s 

List (1993) and the British television coverage in the run up the fiftieth anniversary of the 
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Second World War in 1995.132 More recently, however, Andy Pearce has suggested that the 

early 1990s lacked ‘any real cultural traction’.133 Indeed, he noted that while the Holocaust 

came to be included in the first National Curriculum, its presence was ‘shoehorned’ in and 

the pressures of a crowded curriculum meant that some teachers avoided teaching it 

altogether.134 These conflicting readings point to the unevenness of remembrance, as has 

been demonstrated throughout this thesis. Different media reach different people at different 

times.135 In the context of an uneven commemorative landscape, it is unsurprising that the 

editors of national newspapers decided that other topics took priority over coverage of the 

exhibition. 

As with the National Curriculum debates, Rosen’s exhibition was not the result of a 

widespread public outcry,136 but rather the outcome of a successful lobbying campaign 

utilising support drawn from specific sections of society. Rosen had successfully ingathered 

his well-connected friendship group – including lawyers, journalists, and Holocaust survivors 

– to help him achieve his ambition of displaying his work in a prominent venue. It is this 

sense of a connected network that is most striking about the publicity for the Holocaust 

Sculptures. Although St. Paul’s is a venue of national significance, it is noticeable that the 

exclusive reception to inaugurate the works ended up having the markings of an imitate, 

personal gathering. The guest list of over seventy people featured those who had helped 
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Rosen to achieve his goal – including Charles Corman, Ben Helfgott, Renata Knobil, and 

Jackie Gryn.137  

Rosen’s archive contains a wealth of letters from attendees and other friends, which 

reveals how they responded to the sculptures when they were on display in St. Paul’s. These 

letters exemplified the variegated shades of Holocaust remembrance in early 1990s Britain. 

For some of Rosen’s friends, the placement of the sculptures inside St. Paul’s was the most 

notable success, and they congratulated him on the exhibition’s aesthetic quality.138 Such 

comments speak to Rosen’s success in getting his work displayed in a prominent, national 

cathedral and focused on congratulating this feat without dwelling on the specific themes of 

the exhibition. It is unsurprising that close friends wanted to congratulate such an 

achievement. It was left to those who came to know Rosen through his campaign to get the 

sculptures in St. Paul’s to discuss the specific subject matter of the triptych. Here, the letters 

showed a shift from earlier reservations. In his letter, John Walters – who had questioned the 

appropriateness of depicting Jesus in the Holocaust – reversed his judgement. He wrote to 

‘congratulate the Cathedral authorities’ for ‘an extremely enlightened and positive 

decision’.139 Walters repeated that whilst he thought it might be controversial for a Jewish 

sculptor to focus on producing work with a Christian theme – and for a cathedral to display 

it – the exhibition was a ‘timely response to anti-Semitism’.140 Such a view mirrored Rosen’s 

own thinking. In his scrapbook, he pasted a picture of the sculptures reproduced in the Jewish 

Chronicle next to an article from the paper about the desecration of a Holocaust memorial in 

North-West London.141 The contrast was stark and implied that Rosen’s work was required 

to help combat antisemitism. 

In her review, Linda Talbot suggested that the sculptures were not an antidote against 

growing antisemitism, but rather marked an ‘awareness of the catastrophe racism may cause’ 

more generally.142 Such an interpretation fed into the increasing popularity of ‘Holocaust 

lessons’ within British education at the time, reflecting a continuation of the trends noted in 
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the previous chapter. Although Rosen received letters echoing similar sentiments,143 he did 

not agree with such suggestions. He replied to Peter Burman – Chairman of St. Paul’s Fabric 

Committee – to inform him that although he agreed that religious persecution was ‘a threat 

to humanity rather than to [only] Christianity’, the theme of the works had not developed in 

a generalised sense. Instead, for Rosen, it was the particular ‘rather than the universal’ which 

had more bearing on the themes embedded within the sculpture.144 He conceded that others 

may ‘extrapolate its true meaning’ to cover other themes, as the ‘area strikes all of us as 

extremely sensitive, from whatever persuasion’.145 

This reply was pragmatic, given Rosen’s own acknowledgment that he was ‘peculiarly 

liable to the opinions of others’ to decide the fate of his sculptures.146 If others were going to 

suggest the work had a wider appeal than Rosen’s intentions, then such claims could boost 

his chances of getting the works permanently displayed in St. Paul’s. Rosen was willingly to 

promote alternative interpretations of the exhibition to demonstrate that the sculptures 

should be made a permanent fixture. This approach can be seen through his suggestion that 

Talbot’s review should be mounted on display boards facing the sculptures.147 It was not the 

specific content that Rosen wanted to highlight, especially given that Talbot’s review would 

have created a strange juxtaposition with his own text. Instead, her review was intended to 

add as a taster of the wider publicity, which he wanted to present alongside new postcards 

and booklets to quench what he saw as a thirst for knowledge.148 If the audience was keen 

on the exhibition then it could be extended and if it was extended it might become 

permanent. In a letter a few years later, Rosen suggested that the exhibition was going this 

way, noting that it was ‘regarded as a huge success, having been in St. Paul’s from October 

until May’.149 This extension would mean that Rosen had partially won his argument to get 

the exhibition made permanent. He suggested that he had persuaded a ‘large body of opinion 

in favour’ of permanence, but ‘massive alternations planned for the crypt’ meant the space 

was not available for this hope to become a reality.150 This letter raises the baffling question 

of why the cathedral authorities simply did not move the Holocaust Sculptures to an alternative 

location whilst the works were being carried out? The final section of this chapter examines 
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Rosen’s claims and, by doing so, reveals that the actual events were rather more muddled 

than he later suggested.  

‘By nature I am a fighter’: The campaign to keep the sculptures in St. Paul’s 

Cathedral 

James Young claims that the further the Second World War recedes into time ‘the more 

prominent its memorials become’, presenting themselves as eternal figures within the 

landscape.151 In contrast, Jay Winter argues that remembrance is a liminal act, which fades 

over time as circumstances change.152 Rosen was aware that changing circumstances could 

make the continued presence of a memorial unwanted. As discussed above, Rosen had 

already tried to garner as much publicity as possible to demonstrate that his memorial was 

still relevant and should remain inside the cathedral. In January 1993, however, it appeared 

that such efforts had been in vain; Rosen was unofficially told that the Holocaust Sculptures 

would need to be removed at the end of March 1993. 

Rosen wrote to Burman to try and persuade him otherwise, framing his letter as a fight 

between light and darkness. Rosen recalled that on a recent visit to St. Paul’s he had noticed 

that the exhibition to commemorate Prince Charles and Princess Diana’s tenth wedding 

anniversary lay in darkness due to the recent announcement of their separation. He felt this 

marked the ‘harsh facts of political reality’ but wondered why his works were ‘also to be 

extinguished’.153 Whilst matrimonial unrest resulted in the former exhibition being quickly 

ejected, Rosen’s exhibition had not attracted negative publicity. Rosen emphasised that ‘by 

nature I am a fighter’, and he was willing to undertake whatever steps were necessary to 

secure the future of his works.154  He suggested that he could make further applications to 

the advisory committee, collect evidence from visitors who appreciated the sculptures, or 

follow an appeals route, if necessary. Rosen’s suggestions extended to a willingness to alter 

the message attributed to the works so that it ‘may be more acceptably expressed’.155 He 

appeared to see this change as requiring the adoption of a universalist message because, near 
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the end of his letter, he declared that he would continue his work to ‘fight for the past victims 

and the future prevention of persecution and for the communication of the moral truth as it 

may be revealed by the artist. I ask for the opportunity to fight so that the light in the crypt 

may continue to shine’.156 This statement disconnected the sculptures from the consideration 

of the Christian response to the Holocaust and instead presented a similar narrative to that 

seen in the limited press coverage and in the letters Rosen had received from friends. The 

message would not be about the lack of a response from any specific group, but instead focus 

on a more general plea for tolerance. 

It seemed, for a while, that Rosen’s latest attempt at persuasion might work. Burman 

assured him that the suggestion that had been made was ‘only a recommendation at this 

stage’.  There was ‘a complex tapestry’ of issues at play – including the restoration of the 

crypt – which meant caution was required before accepting any works for the space. Burman 

stated he was ‘naturally very sympathetic’ to Rosen’s arguments, and he would consult with 

others about the issue.157 Rosen thanked Burman for the ‘open-heartedness’ of his letter but 

queried why the crypt’s restoration prevented the sculptures from being placed elsewhere as 

‘part of the moral armament of the Cathedral’. He stated that he would wait to hear 

Burman’s response before replying.158 The correspondence stopped and, for months, there 

was no indication of a decision about the exhibition’s fate. 

In April 1992, Rosen had still not received communication from the cathedral’s 

authorities.159 This situation meant that the absolute deadline for the exhibition seemed to 

have passed without comment, and the Holocaust Sculptures remained in the cathedral. Had 

the authorities changed their minds? The short answer was no. On 3 March 1993, the 

cathedral’s registrar had written to Rosen to inform him that the exhibition was always 

intended to be temporary and that this decision would not be changed. The letter concluded 

curtly that ‘it would be wrong for the Dean and Chapter to make an exception and create a 

precedent in your case’.160 But this letter was sent to Rosen’s old address and went astray.161 

The registrar did not write again until May – over two months since his last letter – to 

ask for the sculptures to be removed as soon as possible.162 In the meantime, the Holocaust 

Sculptures had sat in a form of suspended animation inside St. Paul’s: whilst Rosen pondered 
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whether the exhibition might be extended, the registrar questioned why it had not been 

removed. Following the discovery of the first letter, Rosen called the registrar to tell him of 

the mishap and suggested they ‘could joke about it all’.163 The letter reflects a broader point 

about the Holocaust Sculptures and the state of Holocaust remembrance in early 1990s Britain. 

The registrar’s dismissive attitude showed that they were not convinced that Rosen’s 

exhibition had any greater reason to be kept in the cathedral than works produced by other 

artists on different themes. To them, it was just another exhibition that had duly run its 

course. This institutional apathy ran throughout Rosen’s quest to get his Holocaust Sculptures 

displayed in public. The Chief Rabbi’s Office was slow to give an opinion on the work, the 

CCJ were unwilling to sponsor the exhibition by themselves, and St. Paul’s felt it unwise to 

go ahead without the Chief Rabbi’s unofficial backing. Such roadblocks speak to the limits 

of interfaith dialogue in relation to Holocaust remembrance in the early 1990s, which 

reflected the widespread ambivalence that has been detected throughout this thesis. 

Conclusion 

A sense of familiarity is present throughout this chapter. The CCJ initially offered tentative 

support for Rosen’s creation of a Holocaust exhibition in a Christian cathedral. Yet, once 

objections were raised, they became concerned about the proposal and quietly withdrew 

their support. This response mirrored the CCJ’s eventual withdrawal from the proposed 

Whitehall memorial. As with the eventual Hyde Park Holocaust Memorial, Rosen’s plans 

survived the loss of the CCJ’s backing. Rosen, as Greville Janner had previously, utilised his 

social connections to bolster support for his project. He utilised his network – which included 

middle-class professionals and Holocaust survivors – to build an effective argument for his 

work to be exhibited. Rosen was determined that his sculptures should be displayed in a 

prominent venue, whether that was a cathedral or art gallery, so that they would reach the 

widest possible audience. There is a sense, however, that the works never really left the 

middle-class, predominately Jewish, context in which they had been created. Engagement 

with the sculptures primarily came from Rosen’s friends and colleagues. The exclusivity of 

this engagement mirrors the interactions with the Hyde Park memorial, which was 

principally limited to events hosted by the Anglo-Jewish community at specific times of the 

year.164 
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Whilst this chapter has emphasised the continuing ambivalence towards Holocaust 

remembrance, there are instances that reflect chronological shifts and especially the 

increasing focus on Holocaust education. Ismond Rosen emphasised the importance of his 

wife’s pioneering work in inspiring him to transform The Revelation into a Holocaust 

exhibition. After his exhibition opened, Rosen garnered support from quarters that had 

previously been ambivalent towards his work. The CCJ, for instance, asked Rosen to invite 

its honorary and executive officers to the exhibition’s launch.165 Mirroring the familiar tropes 

of Holocaust education, the Chief Rabbi later commended the sculptures as works that have 

‘assisted in ensuring that for the sake of humanity we will never forget’.166 There is, however, 

an irony in the timing of the Chief Rabbi’s message. When it was issued in May 1996, the 

Holocaust Sculptures were not in St. Paul’s Cathedral, indeed there were not even in Britain. 

Rosen’s work found a permanent home in the Holy Cross Church in Kreuzberg, Berlin.167 

The notion of coincidence has featured throughout this chapter – from Rosen’s story of how 

they came to be created to the misplacing of the letter asking for them to be removed. In a 

final bittersweet twist, the same day the sculptures left for Berlin, Rosen passed away from 

motor neurone disease, which he had been suffering from since 1993.168 He was 72 years 

old. 

In his final few years, Rosen engaged in a plethora of activity. He completed editing 

the third edition of Sexual Deviation and prepared two new books: an autobiography and a 

book about his artwork. He set about ensuring that the various artworks he had in progress 

were complete.169 Yet, standing apart from these projects, was his ambition to find a 

permanent venue for the Holocaust Sculptures. Reflecting on the later life of another psychiatrist 

– the Nuremberg medical advisor Leo Alexander – Ulf Schmidt suggests that the Holocaust 

got under his skin and he could not shake it off.170 Studying war crimes gave Alexander a 

continued sense of purpose, particularly following his wife’s death. Rosen similarly continued 

to return to his triptych, and he was determined to find it a permanent home as a swansong 
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to mark the end of his career. He wrote to a friend that his autobiography would only be 

finished ‘when the sculptures were accepted for Berlin. No Berlin meant no book’.171 

It has been shown in this chapter that Rosen imbued his triptych with a variety of 

meanings. He was willing to alter the message of his sculptures to meet the expectations of 

venues who expressed an interest in hosting his work. Rosen later reflected that ‘it is difficult 

to define the absolute nature of the works, as either church art or a warning to future 

generations’.172 Rosen’s unwillingness to confirm the meaning of the sculptures suited the 

ambivalent context in which he was working. Leaving the message open meant that he could 

draw on any incidences of approval to support his campaign for a permanent home for his 

works. After his death, room was required for one more interpretation in that ‘crowded 

canvas to highlight his humanity, his generosity, his capacity for friendship and affection and 

the courage with which he suffered the protracted cruelty of motor neurone disease’.173 In 

the end, although housed for seven months in a cathedral in Britain, the Holocaust Sculptures 

always had a personal dimension at their core. It was Rosen’s messages that were embedded 

within the works, and it was his push to get them displayed that led the way. He maximised 

his social connections to ensure that his ambition became a reality and, in the context of the 

early 1990s, that was by no means a small feat. The next chapter continues to focus on how 

an individual strove to influence the development of Holocaust remembrance at the turn of 

the millennium. It examines the involvement of the academic historian David Cesarani in 

the creation of the Imperial War Museum’s permanent Holocaust Exhibition (2000) and the 

inaugural Holocaust Memorial Day (2001). 
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CHAPTER 5 

‘A familiar story’: David Cesarani and Holocaust 
remembrance at the turn of the millennium 

During the 1990s and early 2000s, David Cesarani cemented his place as a – if not the – key 

intellectual figure associated with Holocaust remembrance in Britain. This period marked 

significant changes in how the Holocaust was remembered in this country. Reflecting on the 

connection between Cesarani and Holocaust remembrance in Britain, Dan Stone has 

recently argued that 

if Holocaust consciousness seems deeply embedded in British society – in 
education (for all its shortcomings), in museums and memorials, in 
commemorative practices around Holocaust Memorial Day, in research 
institutions and in the more nebulous ‘collective memory’ – this is largely 
thanks to David’s tireless campaigning.1 

Cesarani did not start out as a Holocaust historian. His earlier research focused on the history 

of British Jewry.2 His move towards Holocaust Studies at the turn of the millennium came 

at a fortuitous time, with issues of Holocaust remembrance garnering fresh relevance in 

schools, universities, cinemas, law courts, and the UK parliament. Cesarani did not just 

ruminate on these developments as a passive observer. This chapter takes place during a 

period when several of the scholars quoted throughout this thesis – including David Cesarani, 

Tony Kushner, and Dan Stone – were not just writing about history but were, so to speak, 

living history. These were individuals ‘who were active participants in the public debate about 

the place of the Holocaust in British life’.3 

Cesarani’s contributions were informed by his academic research and his participation 

in Holocaust-remembrance initiatives. His work as the historian for the All-Party 

Parliamentary War Crimes Group in the 1980s spurred his turn towards Holocaust Studies. 

He would later provide advice to the group’s successor organisation, the Holocaust 

Educational Trust (HET). Cesarani’s scholarly prowess was further strengthened through his 
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work at the Wiener Library, which he first joined in 1989. Cesarani combined his work as 

the Director of the Wiener Library with a professorship in the Parkes Centre at the University 

of Southampton: a dual role that connected him to two of the most significant Jewish research 

centres in Britain. Through these activities, Cesarani became ‘probably the best known 

media figure associated with modern scholarship of the Holocaust’ in Britain.4 In doing so, 

he can be seen as part of the wider trend since the late 1990s, which has seen academic 

historians – most notably Simon Schama and David Starkey – becoming household names. 

De Groot suggests that Schama and Starkey have become ‘abstracted from their disciplinary 

and academic origins’.5 In other words, their public personas have overshadowed their roles 

in the academy. The distinction between public and scholarly roles is less clear-cut in 

Cesarani’s case; his involvement in public projects did not sever his connection to academic 

research. 

This chapter is not concerned with Cesarani’s wider academic legacy, but rather 

focuses on his work at a specific intellectual moment during his lifetime.6 In particular, it 

examines his involvement with two projects that fundamentally shifted the status of 

Holocaust remembrance in Britain at the turn of the millennium. The first is the Imperial 

War Museum’s (IWM) Holocaust Exhibition, which was opened by the Queen in June 2000. 

The inaugural Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD), the second case study in this chapter, was 

organised by the Home Office – on behalf of the UK government – and first held on 27 

January 2001. These projects are not salient case studies simply because Cesarani was 

involved in developing them both, but rather because they both signalled changes in how 

Holocaust remembrance was conceptualised at the national level in Britain. Connections 

between the projects will be briefly considered here, before turning to examine the 

particularities of the two case studies separately in the sections of the chapter that follow. 

With only seven months between the exhibition’s opening and HMD, the turn of the 

millennium provided a high point for recognition, at the national level, of Holocaust 

remembrance in Britain.7 This claim was supported by historians at the time, with Cesarani 

 
4 Imperial War Museum’s Internal Archives, London (hereafter IWM IA), David Cesarani (January 1995 – 
February 1998), ‘Memo from Suzanne Bardgett to Robert Crawford’, 15 December 1995. 
5 Jerome de Groot, Consuming History: Historians and Heritage in Contemporary Popular Culture, 2nd edn (London: 
Routledge, 2016), 18. 
6 Discussion of David Cesarani’s wider academic legacy is slowly developing. See, for example, Dan Stone 
(ed.), ‘British Jewry, Antisemitism and the Holocaust: The Work and Legacy of David Cesarani’, Patterns of 
Prejudice 53:1 (2019). A book edited by two of Cesarani’s former PhD students is currently being finalised. See 
Larissa Allwork and Rachel Pistol (eds.), The Jews, the Holocaust and the Public: The Legacies of David Cesarani 
(Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming). 
7 For a discussion of ‘high politics’ and Holocaust remembrance, see Andy Pearce, ‘In The Thick of It: “High 
Politics” and the Holocaust in Millennial Britain’, Patterns of Prejudice 53:1 (2019), esp. 99–101.   
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arguing that the exhibition provided a ‘test case’ of the issues that would dominate the 

debates surrounding the inaugural HMD.8 One key issue that threads the two projects 

together is the convergence of British national identity and Holocaust remembrance. 

Kushner argues that this connection is clearly demonstrated through the involvement of 

senior figures from the British Royal Family in both projects. He contends that the projects 

demonstrated, at last, glimpses of a pluralistic approach to Britain’s national identity, which 

was still too often dominated by a specific – and monolithic – memory of the Second World 

War as Britain’s finest hour.9 As Kushner notes, however, whilst the two projects took place 

on the nation’s stage, they received uneven responses. When the IWM’s Holocaust 

Exhibition finally opened, the positive reaction underscored ‘the uncontroversial entry of 

Holocaust memory in the pedagogic arena’. The response to the inaugural HMD was more 

mixed, and occasionally unpleasant, thus underscoring a continued patchiness in the 

development of Holocaust remembrance.10 

To interrogate David’s Cesarani’s involvement in the two projects, this chapter draws 

on three sets of sources. Firstly, it utilises the IWM’s internal archives for the Holocaust 

Exhibition. To supplement the materials stored at the museum, the second set of sources 

used are the private archives of David Cesarani and fellow Advisory Group member, Martin 

Gilbert. The final set of sources are those that Cesarani produced for consumption in the 

public domain. These sources include his articles in academic journals, his writings for 

newspapers and other periodicals, and his appearances on television. Through an 

examination of Cesarani’s role, this chapter considers how far the scholarly community were 

able to influence major public exercises in memory-work at the turn of the millennium. In 

particular, the chapter explores Cesarani’s concerns with the way Jewish victims were being 

represented to illuminate the competing tensions present in the IWM’s exhibition and the 

inaugural HMD. 

The Imperial War Museum’s Holocaust Exhibition (2000)  

Cesarani’s ability to straddle public and scholarly identities is demonstrated through 

colourful reflections he made about the development of the IWM’s permanent Holocaust 

 
8 David Cesarani, ‘Seizing the Day: Why Britain will Benefit from Holocaust Memorial Day’, Patterns of 
Prejudice 34:4 (2000), 61–66. 
9 Tony Kushner, ‘Too Little, Too Late? Reflections on Britain’s Holocaust Memorial Day’, Journal of Israeli 
History 23:1 (2004), 127. 
10 Ibid., 117. 
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Exhibition in June 1999. Summing up the exhibition in an email to Suzanne Bardgett, the 

exhibition’s project director, he argued that: 

It’s such a familiar story. Just like WWII. We’ll get there in the end, more 
by good luck and improvisation. The Yanks will beat us (have done), by 
throwing masses of money and intellectual firepower at the problem, 
producing a product that has got Made in the USA stamped all over it... 
We will create something that is marvellous and will last, but with a 
miraculous quality – like the Festival Hall (‘Oh you mean it was only 
supposed to last for 2 years!!!’) And we will always wonder if it could have 
been better – well, I will.11 

In many ways, Cesarani’s comments provide an effective precis for the scholarship that has 

been written in the nineteen years since the exhibition opened. In the considerable literature 

written about the exhibition, scholars have undertaken sustained analysis of what the IWM’s 

Holocaust Exhibition reveals about Holocaust remembrance at the turn of the millennium.12 

Much has been written, for instance, on the way the exhibition is shaped by Britain’s 

memories of the Second World War. Kushner argues that the exhibition adopts a familiar 

story by underscoring Britain’s ‘glorious role in the Second World War’.13 Tom Lawson 

agrees, emphasising that the exhibition paints Britain as a ‘liberal alternative to Nazism – as 

refuge, as liberator’.14 Additionally, scholars have regularly compared the IWM to Holocaust 

museums – particularly the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) and 

Vad Vashem – and noted how representational clichés have developed at such sites.15 It is 

 
11 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 27 June 1999. 
12 Discussion of the exhibition started in earnest whilst the exhibition was still under construction. This 
literature includes discussions of what it was hoped the exhibition would achieve. See, for example, Suzanne 
Bardgett, ‘The Genesis and Development of the Imperial War Museum’s Holocaust Exhibition Project’, 
Journal of Holocaust Education 7:3 (1998), 28–37; Richard Crownshaw, ‘Performing Memory in Holocaust 
Museums’, Performance Research 5:3 (2000), 18–27; Steve Cooke, ‘“Your Story Too”: The New Holocaust 
Exhibition at the Imperial War Museum’, in John K. Roth and Elizabeth Maxwell (eds.), Remembering for the 
Future: The Holocaust in the Age of Genocide (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), 590–606. Andy Pearce has 
provided an overarching account of the development of the exhibition and its place within the wider story of 
Holocaust remembrance in Britain. See Andy Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness in Contemporary Britain (London: 
Routledge, 2014), 108–132. 
13 Tony Kushner, ‘The Holocaust and the Museum World in Britain: A Study of Ethnography’, in Sue Vice 
(ed.), Representing the Holocaust: In Honour of Bryan Burns (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2003), 27.  
14 Tom Lawson, ‘The Holocaust and Colonial Genocide at the Imperial War Museum’, in Caroline Sharples 
and Olaf Jensen (eds.), Britain and the Holocaust: Remembering and Representing War and Genocide (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 161. 
15 See, for example, Tom Lawson, ‘Ideology in a Museum of Memory: A Review of the Holocaust Exhibition 
at the Imperial War Museum’, Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 4:2 (2003), 173–183; Tim Cole, 
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important to emphasise that these criticisms are only a small part of the response the 

exhibition received. Much of the commentary – from scholars and the wider public – has 

emphasised the pioneering nature of the exhibition and the way it has supported a greater 

understanding of the Holocaust in Britain.16 

The intense focus on IWM’s exhibition as a microcosm of how Britain has sought to 

remember the Holocaust is unsurprising. The exhibition is situated in the nation’s capital. 

The IWM has been credited as being the unofficial ‘Museum of Britain’, having initially been 

founded to commemorate Britain’s role in the First World War.17 As such, much can be 

learnt from focusing on the Holocaust Exhibition as a site of national Holocaust 

remembrance.18 However, focus on the exhibition in a national context has eschewed what 

Cesarani referred to as the ‘good luck and improvisation’ needed to create it.19 In the first 

case study of this chapter, Cesarani’s involvement with the IWM’s Holocaust Exhibition is 

examined. In particular, this section explores Cesarani’s concerns with the way Jewish 

 
‘Nativization and Nationalization: A Comparative Landscape Study of Holocaust Museums in Israel, the US 
and the UK’, Journal of Israeli History 23:1 (2004), 130–145; Isabel Wollaston, ‘Negotiating the Marketplace: 
The Role(s) of Holocaust Museums Today’, Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 4:1 (2005), 63–80. For discussion of 
the use of artefacts within the IWM’s Holocaust exhibition, see Emily-Jayne Stiles, ‘Narratives, Object, 
Witness: The Story of the Holocaust as told by the Imperial War Museum, London’ (PhD. diss., University of 
Winchester, 2016). The use of photographs within the exhibition is covered in detail in K. Hannah 
Holtschneider, The Holocaust and Representations of Jews: History and Identity in the Museum (London: Routledge, 
2011), esp. 45–78. The development of the exhibition’s audio-visual material is discussed in Suzanne 
Bardgett, ‘Film and the Making of the Imperial War Museum’s Holocaust Exhibition’, in Toby Haggith and 
Joanna Newman (eds.), Holocaust and the Moving Image: Representations in Film and Television since 1933 (London: 
Wallflower Press, 2005), 19–25. See also Annie Dodds, ‘Preparing the Video Displays for the Imperial War 
Museum’s Holocaust Exhibition’, in Toby Haggith and Joanna Newman (eds.), Holocaust and the Moving Image: 
Representations in Film and Television since 1933 (London: Wallflower Press, 2005), 26–32. The effectiveness of the 
audio-visuals has been critiqued by Tony Kushner, ‘Oral History at the Extremes of Human Experience: 
Holocaust Testimony in a Museum Setting’, Oral History 29:2 (2001), 83–94. The use of the IWM’s exhibition 
as an educational resource is discussed by Rachel Donnelly, ‘Imperial War Museums: Reflecting and Shaping 
Holocaust Memory’, in Andy Pearce (ed.), Remembering the Holocaust in Educational Settings (London: Routledge, 
2018), 107–121. 
16 Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen, ‘Introduction’, in Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen (eds.), Britain and 
the Holocaust: Remembering and Representing War and Genocide (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 5. 
17 Kushner, ‘The Holocaust and the Museum World’, 16. The IWM was founded in 1917 to commemorate 
the First World War, which was still be fought when the museum opened. It later expanded to cover other 
conflicts, starting with the Second World War. In 1926, the museum moved to its current premises. This site 
was formerly the Bethlem Royal Hospital building – Britain’s infamous psychiatric facility popularly referred 
to as ‘Bedlam’. 
18 The IWM is not unique as a national site of remembrance. Other institutions, such as the British Museum, 
articulate notions of Britishness and have, more recently, contributed to critical discourse on national identity 
and citizenship. See, for instance, Fiona McLean, ‘Museums and the Construction of National Identity: A 
Review’, International Journal of Heritage Studies 3:4 (1998), 244–252; Sharon J. Macdonald, ‘Museums, National, 
Postnational and Transcultural Identities’, Museum and Society 1:1 (2003), 1–16. 
19 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 27 June 1999. 
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victims were represented in the IWM’s exhibition to illuminate the competing tensions 

present within the exhibition. This case study demonstrates that Cesarani was occasionally 

able to convince the museum to change their plans for representing the Holocaust. On the 

whole, however, this case study shows that there was a consistency in how the museum 

constructed the Holocaust, and many of Cesarani’s criticisms remained unresolved when the 

exhibition opened to the public. 

A public appeal: Bringing the Holocaust Home 

In the early 1990s, Cesarani publicly campaigned for a British Holocaust museum. Writing 

in the Guardian, he argued that such a museum would provide ‘an honest appraisal of Britain’s 

wartime record’ by nuancing the dominant celebratory narrative of the ‘People’s War’.20 A 

year later, in 1995, Cesarani wrote and presented Bringing the Holocaust Home on BBC2. This 

programme was broadcast as part of the BBC’s ‘Remember Season’, which commemorated 

the fiftieth anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau. In total, the season included 

15 hours 15 minutes of content related to the Holocaust.21 Cesarani’s documentary stands 

alone as the only programme to challenge the ‘moral and exclusive underpinnings’ of 

Britain’s war memory.22 In his programme, Cesarani repeated the sentiments he had raised 

in his Guardian article, by suggesting that a museum was needed to counter ‘racism, 

intolerance and fascism’ in Britain.23 

To support his argument, Cesarani drew comparisons between the status of Holocaust 

remembrance in Britain and the United States. He claimed that there were hundreds of 

institutions dedicated to remembering the Holocaust in America, while none existed in 

Britain.24 He suggested that the Hyde Park memorial failed to counter these issues because 

 
20 David Cesarani, ‘Holocaust and its Heritage’, Guardian, 29 December 1994, 18.  
21 Judith Petersen, ‘How British Television Inserted the Holocaust into Britain’s War Memory’, Historical 
Journal of Film, Radio and Television 21:3 (2001), 264. 
22 Ibid. 
23 ‘Remember: Open Space’, Radio Times, 12 January 1995, 61. 
24 Cesarani’s argument was overstated. In 1995, Beth Shalom (now The National Holocaust Centre and 
Museum) opened in Nottinghamshire. For a history of Beth Shalom, from the point of view of one of its co-
founding brothers, see Stephen D. Smith, Making Memory: Creating Britain’s First Holocaust Centre (Newark: Quill 
Press, 2002). See also Steve Cooke, ‘Beth Shalom: Re-thinking History and Memory’, Journal of Holocaust 
Education 8:1 (1999), 21–41. There were Jewish museums in London and Manchester, which both 
documented the history of their respective Jewish communities and the impact of the Holocaust. As noted 
earlier in this thesis, the Wiener Library in London was another important site documenting the Holocaust 
and its legacies. It should be borne in mind, however, that these sites did not have the wide-reaching appeal 
of national museums. The unfamiliarity of the Wiener Library, for instance, is shown in Bringing the Holocaust 
Home, where the library is incorrectly called the ‘Weiner Library’ in the closing credits. 
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the stones could not ‘transmit the truth of what occurred’.25 He singled out the USHMM in 

Washington, D.C. as the type of institution Britain needed, suggesting the USHMM 

provided a ‘powerful educational weapon’ against intolerance.26 The USHMM opened in 

April 1993 to critical acclaim. It was followed a few months later by Steven Spielberg’s 

Holocaust feature film Schindler’s List. In drawing comparisons between the two countries, 

Cesarani emphasised that British attempts had failed to attract the level of funding and 

prestige that American projects had secured. He stressed how Holocaust remembrance had 

been deployed in the United States as an educational tool to guard against intolerance. He 

suggested this approach would be relevant for contemporary Britain. But Cesarani had a 

particular understanding of how the Holocaust should be used to warn against the dangers 

of prejudice, which would keep the focus on the Jewish victims of the Holocaust. His views 

would necessitate a sharp departure from earlier approaches to Holocaust remembrance. 

‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’: The IWM’s first proposal 

Cesarani’s conviction that Britain needed a Holocaust museum meant that his interest was 

piqued when the IWM announced its own plans to develop such a site in 1994. Initially, the 

museum intended to create an exhibition focusing on ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’. This 

proposal would have incorporated the Holocaust alongside other acts of ‘inhumanity’. In 

responding to a consultation on the proposal, Cesarani outlined his serious objections. He 

lambasted the concept for emphasising universal human suffering rather than the specific 

Nazi policy towards the Jews.27 By doing so, Cesarani suggested the IWM risked ‘at best 

confusion’ and at worst the denial of the ‘historicity’ of the Holocaust.28 As he bluntly put it: 

the exhibition concept failed to ‘meet the need for a national British memorial to the Jews 

who perished in the Holocaust’.29 Suzanne Bardgett, then the IWM’s co-ordinator for the 

‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ project, was not surprised that Cesarani had reservations about 

the IWM’s idea. She suggested that Cesarani probably thought the museum lacked 

 
25 Bringing the Holocaust Home (BBC, 1995). 
26 Ibid. 
27 Cesarani sardonically questioned whether single mothers would be featured as an example in the ‘Man’s 
Inhumanity to Man’ exhibition, quipping that they were ‘currently acknowledged to be a scapegoat for 
society’s ills’. He future critiqued the use of ‘inhumanity’ as being too broad by listing further examples that 
would not fall under the category of genocide, including the exploitation of workers, the sex trade, and child 
abuse. By doing so, Cesarani was driving home his contention that the exhibition’s focus was too vague for it 
to be realised in a meaningful and practical way. See IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 
1998), ‘David Cesarani’s Response to the IWM’s “Man’s Inhumanity to Man” Proposal’, n.d., 3, 7. 
28 IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘David Cesarani’s Response to the IWM’s 
“Man’s Inhumanity to Man” Proposal’, n.d., 9. 
29 Ibid. 
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experience in organising the type of exhibition they were proposing.30 She questioned 

whether Cesarani’s research into war criminals living in Britain might have made him 

sceptical about whether a government-sponsored organisation would ‘pursue the truth of 

certain aspects of the Holocaust’.31 

Yet Cesarani was not the only historian to raise objections to the museum’s plans. 

Martin Gilbert wrote to Bardgett in May 1995. At this time, Gilbert had already developed 

a longstanding relationship with the IWM, having advised the museum about their 

exhibitions in the Churchill War Rooms in Whitehall and through his patronage of the 

museum’s 1991 Belsen exhibition.32 As such, Gilbert did not have the potential anti-

establishment twinge, which Bardgett suggested may have coloured Cesarani’s opinions. 

Gilbert informed Bardgett that it was ‘specifically a Holocaust Exhibition which the Jewish 

community is hoping for’, and he encouraged the IWM to explicitly recognise this aim.33 

The IWM’s then Director-General, Alan Borg, acknowledged Gilbert’s concerns, but noted 

that some of the IWM’s Trustees were opposed to an exhibition solely focusing on the 

Holocaust. The Trustees’ objections emphasised a desire to maintain a focus on Britain’s war 

effort within the museum.34 To avoid jeopardising the scheme altogether, Borg wished to 

 
30 IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘Memo from Suzanne Bardgett to Alan Borg’, 
9 May 1995. The IWM has a longer history of engaging with the Holocaust than Bardgett’s memo would 
suggest, although this history demonstrates an uneasiness in how the museum had engaged with the genocide. 
The museum set up a Foreign Documents Centre in 1963, whose keeper was Leo Kahn. Kahn came to work 
for the IWM having previously worked at the Wiener Library. The museum supported the World at War 
series broadcast in 1973, including the pioneering Genocide episode. It began a major oral history project 
focusing on refugees from Nazism in the 1970s, ‘Britain and the Refugee Crisis, 1933–1947’. In 1977, an 
exhibition on the history of the Third Reich was planned, but subsequently postponed indefinitely after it was 
leaked to the press. In 1991, the museum held an exhibition about Belsen and, in 1993, a small photographic 
exhibition on the fiftieth anniversary of the Warsaw ghetto uprising. For discussion of these wider 
developments, see Suzanne Bardgett, ‘The Depiction of the Holocaust at the Imperial War Museum since 
1961’, Journal of Israeli History 23:1 (2004), 146–156; Tony Kushner, The Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination: A 
Social and Cultural History (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), 264–265. For discussion of the limits of the Belsen 
exhibition – which foregrounded the liberators’ experience, whilst downplaying the Jewish victims – see Tony 
Kushner, ‘The Memory of Belsen’, New Formations 30 (1996), 18–32. The development of the museum’s 
pioneering oral history project in the 1970s, and its relation to later projects, is discussed in Chad McDonald, 
‘“We Became British Aliens”: Kindertransport Refugees Narrating the Discovery of their Parents’ Fates’, 
Holocaust Studies 24:4 (2018), 398. 
31 IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘Memo from Suzanne Bardgett to Alan Borg’, 
9 May 1995. 
32 Through his friendships with Ben Helfgott and Hugo Gryn, Martin Gilbert was encouraged to write a 
history of the Holocaust, which was first published in 1986. See Martin Gilbert, The Holocaust: A Jewish Tragedy 
(London: Collins, 1986). In 1996, Gilbert produced a history of the ’45 Aid Society, whose members included 
Helgott and Gryn. See Martin Gilbert, The Boys: Triumph over Adversity (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1996). 
33 Martin Gilbert’s personal papers, IWM IA-32, ‘Letter from Martin Gilbert to Suzanne Bardgett’, 11 May 
1995. 
34 See Stiles, ‘Narratives, Object, Witness’, 47. 
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avoid sustained discussion of the difference between a specific Holocaust exhibition and the 

IWM’s ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ proposal.35 Borg naïvely hoped the issue could be 

ducked, so that the museum could get on with the ‘real job’.36 This assumption showed a 

lack of understanding of the way the Holocaust was increasingly being understood in Britain 

as an event that required separate and specific attention, as was demonstrated by the revised 

National Curriculum for schools released in 1995. The IWM would have to choose to either 

focus on ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ or develop a specific Holocaust exhibition. It could not 

please everyone. 

Borg equally failed to appreciate the changing landscape of Holocaust remembrance 

in Britain in the early 1990s. As has been highlighted throughout this thesis, the media – or 

at least specialised subsections – have always provided some form of critique of how the 

Holocaust should be remembered. In the early 1990s, coverage of the Holocaust in the 

British media continued to increase, even if its appeal remained somewhat patchy and 

underdeveloped.37 Cesarani publicly attacked the IWM’s proposals in the Jewish Chronicle, 

branding the idea a ‘thoughtless mish-mash’.38 He was not the only individual to raise 

objections to the IWM’s proposals in the press. Eric Moonman, one of the BoD’s joint vice-

presidents, voiced concerns that the ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ proposal was not focusing 

enough on the Holocaust.39  

The BoD’s communal influence had been in decline since the 1980s. The comments 

of one of the Board’s vice-presidents only had so much sway by themselves. Alongside them, 

however, it is important to note that a wide variety of organisations focusing on aspects of 

 
35 Martin Gilbert’s personal papers, IWM IA-32, ‘Letter from Alan Borg to Martin Gilbert’, 24 May 1995, 1–
2. 
36 Ibid., 2. 
37 For reflections on the 1990s and Holocaust remembrance, see David Cesarani, ‘Holocaust Controversies in 
the 1990s: The Revenge of History or the History of Revenge?’, Journal of Israeli History 23:1 (2004) 78, 83. For 
a detailed discussion of the place of the Holocaust on British television in 1995, the fiftieth anniversary of the 
liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau, see Petersen, ‘How British Television’, 255–272. 
38 David Cesarani, ‘Historian Attacks “Inappropriate” Plan for UK Holocaust Museum’, Jewish Chronicle, 16 
June 1995, 8. Cesarani’s article garnered its own negative response. Graham Morris wrote to the editor of the 
Jewish Chronicle suggesting that there was ‘nothing to stop the Jewish community creating its own museum 
devoted exclusively to the Holocaust but it should not belittle the efforts of a major national institution to 
commemorate the Holocaust as the largest and most prominent feature of its new museum alongside other 
crimes of genocide.’ Morris argued that the IWM’s proposals mirrored ‘many major Jewish institutions’, not 
least the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles, California. See IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – 
February 1998), ‘Letter from Graham Morris to the Editor of the Jewish Chronicle’, 20 June 1995. 
39 Simon Rocker, ‘Board Leader Voices Doubts over Plans for Holocaust Museum’, Jewish Chronicle, 21 April 
1995, 7. 
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Holocaust remembrance had emerged by the mid-1990s.40 This environment meant that if 

the IWM decided to continue with its focus on ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’, an alternative 

organisation may decide to develop a museum focused solely on the Holocaust. Indeed, an 

alternative proposal came from a group of Jewish businesspeople headed by Israel 

Weinstock. They expressed a desire to create a smaller version of the USHMM in Britain.41 

Moonman gave this group’s proposal tacit support by suggesting that the Board was willing 

to ‘explore all avenues to ensure that the museum offered in London is both true to the 

memory of those who died and provides an educational tool for generations to come’.42 

The IWM’s leadership was undoubtedly aware that having the BoD, highly respected 

historians, and Jewish business leaders speaking out against their proposal would have 

damaged the museum’s fundraising drive. The museum’s efforts would have been weakened 

further if these groups backed Weinstock’s project. The negative public reaction to the 

IWM’s plans persuaded the museum to scrap their ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ proposal, 

which had received internal criticism from Bardgett and others, and pledge to create 

something similar to the USHMM.43 As has been common in the history of Holocaust 

remembrance in Britain, rising pressure could gain enough momentum to stop a project in 

its tracks.   

The IWM’s change of focus successfully silenced its critics. In July 1995, the BoD 

publicly welcomed the revised proposal.44 Endorsements came from important organisations 

including the HET, the Institute of Jewish Affairs (IJA), the Spiro Institute, and the Wiener 

Library. This widespread support for the IWM plans ‘dealt a fatal blow’ to Weinstock’s 

scheme.45 Cesarani and Gilbert were invited to become members of the exhibition’s Advisory 

Group, whose principal task was defined as ensuring the exhibition was ‘historically 

 
40 In 1988, the Holocaust Educational Trust (HET) was founded as a spin-out of the All-Party Parliamentary 
War Crimes Group. Campaigning by key members of HET had been essential in ensuring that studying the 
Holocaust became a requirement on the first National Curriculum for England and Wales. For details, see 
Philip Rubenstein and Warren Taylor, ‘Teaching about the Holocaust in the National Curriculum’, British 
Journal of Holocaust Education 1:1 (1992), 47–54. The Anne Frank Trust UK was established in 1991 and, as 
noted earlier, Beth Shalom opened in 1995. The Spiro Institute had also established itself a key player in 
Holocaust education during the 1990s. 
41 For discussion of the private Jewish initiative for a USHMM-like museum, see Stiles, ‘Narratives, Object, 
Witness’, 46–49. 
42 Rocker, ‘Board Leader’, 7. 
43 For further discussion of the IWM’s decision to scrap the ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ proposal, see Stiles, 
‘Narratives, Object, Witness’, 48–49. 
44 Ibid., 49. 
45 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 116. 
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balanced’ and therefore help to avoid the return of public criticism.46 They were joined by 

Antony Lerman, then Director of the IJA, and Martin Smith, who had been the permanent 

exhibition director at USHMM. Two Holocaust survivors, Ben Helfgott and Rabbi Hugo 

Gryn, completed the group, although Gryn passed away in 1996.47  

The relationship between the Advisory Group and the Holocaust Exhibition Project 

Office (HEPO) started on a positive note. Several members from both groups undertook a 

visit to Holocaust landscapes across Europe, led by Martin Gilbert for his MA students, in 

the summer of 1996.48 At a conference focusing on the Holocaust and British museums in 

1996, co-organised by the Parkes Centre and Wiener Library, Cesarani defended the 

museum’s revised plans against critics. At the conference, the historian Mark Mazower 

argued that the IWM – and indeed Britain more broadly – did not need a discrete Holocaust 

exhibition. Instead, he suggested the IWM should focus on genocide more broadly, or 

develop an exhibition examining the country’s involvement in the slave trade. Cesarani 

countered that a distinct Holocaust exhibition was needed because it would teach ‘children 

basic moral values, what it was to be a responsible citizen and that democratic values are not 

automatically sustained but need to be nurtured and protected’.49 In doing so, Cesarani was 

suggesting that the specific events of the Holocaust could be utilised to teach universally 

applicable lessons. It is striking that Cesarani’s defence of the exhibition sounded very similar 

to the criticisms he had levelled against the ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ proposal. There was 

a tangible risk that the exhibition’s visitors – many of whom would have no Jewish 

connections – would focus on the universal lessons rather than the particularity of the Jewish 

experience. The potential consequence of this unintended focus was the removal of Jewish 

 
46 IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘Letter from Suzanne Bardgett to David 
Cesarani’, 20 October 1995. 
47 After discussion, the IWM decided not to appoint a replacement for Rabbi Hugo Gryn.  
48 Martin Gilbert’s personal papers, IWM IA-32, ‘Letter from Suzanne Bardgett to Martin Gilbert’, 3 July 
1996. The trip’s participants included Martin Gilbert, Ben Helfgott, Suzanne Bardgett, and Kathy Jones. 
The latter two individuals were members of the IWM’s HEPO. They were accompanied by ten of Gilbert’s 
master’s students from University College London. The students formed the first cohort of the then newly 
introduced MA Holocaust Studies. It was their initial request to visit some of the sites they had been learning 
about which inspired the trip. Martin Gilbert notes that the ‘plan was for me to read aloud from letters, 
documents and memoirs that related to what had happened at the places we were visiting or passing 
through’. One of these sites was Piotrków Trybunalski, which was the Polish hometown of Ben Helfgott. 
Helfgott was transported to the Piotrków ghetto and several slave labour camps during the Holocaust. The 
diary Martin Gilbert wrote during the trip formed the basis for what became Holocaust Journey: Travelling in 
Search of the Past (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1997). Here xiii. 
49 Simon Rocker and Susannah Cusworth, ‘Historian Slams Holocaust Museum Plan as Wasteful’, Jewish 
Chronicle, 5 July 1996, 10. 
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victims from their historical circumstances, thus providing a tabula rasa onto which ‘the 

visitor can inscribe their own circumstances and hopes’.50 

The tensions surrounding the purpose of a Holocaust exhibition in Britain, and 

particularly the specificity of the Jewish experience, persisted throughout the development of 

the IWM’s exhibition. Cesarani was vexed by the representation of Jewish victims 

throughout his time on the exhibition’s Advisory Group – a period of more than four years. 

It is evident from Cesarani’s own notes from the time that he was very much influenced by 

wider academic discussions then taking place.51 He repeatedly told the HEPO’s staff to read 

Kushner’s The Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination to ensure the exhibition avoided recycling 

deep-rooted misunderstandings about the Holocaust that were present in Britain, 

particularly surrounding Belsen.52 He suggested that the alternative would be to engage in 

‘universalistic babble’ – a phrase he borrowed from the Israeli historian, Yehuda Bauer.53  

Cesarani’s desire to teach universal lessons and concern that Jewish victims must be 

appropriately foregrounded were aims that proved to be difficult, and often impossible, to 

square. His concerns are perhaps best illustrated in the debates surrounding the exhibition’s 

overarching narrative. The narrative was of critical importance, underpinning all the 

decisions that were made about the exhibition.54 Other decisions, such as the selection of 

particular artefacts, were based on the ways these objects would reinforce the overarching 

 
50 K. Hannah Holtschneider, ‘Are Holocaust Victims Jews? Looking at Photographs in the Imperial War 
Museum Holocaust Exhibition’, Melilah Supplement 1 (2012), 103. Holtschneider’s work demonstrates a 
continuity with Kushner’s argument about how the Holocaust has been refracted through a liberal 
perspective in American and British societies, which negates the Jewishness of the victims. See Kushner, 
Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination. 
51 For further evidence of Cesarani’s perceptions of the exhibition being shaped by wider academic debates, 
see Suzanne Bardgett, ‘David Cesarani and the Creation of the Imperial War Museums’ Holocaust 
Exhibition’, in Larissa Allwork and Rachel Pistol (eds.), The Jews, the Holocaust, and the Public: The Legacies of 
David Cesarani (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming). 
52 Kushner, Holocaust and the Liberal Imagination. For examples of Cesarani referring to this ground-breaking 
monograph, see IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘David Cesarani’s Response to 
the IWM’s “Man’s Inhumanity to Man” Proposal’, n.d., 2, 7; IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – 
December 1999), ‘David Cesarani’s Comments on Holocaust Exhibition Texts’, 22 March 1999, 2; David 
Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘News Reaches the Outside World, 
Window 4’, n.d., 1.  Cesarani’s admiration for this book was long-lasting. He later argued that subsequent 
work focusing on British memory of the Holocaust had deviated too far from Kushner’s ‘measured 
conclusions’. See David Cesarani, ‘How Post-War Britain Reflected on the Nazi Persecution and Mass 
Murder of Europe’s Jews: A Reassessment of Early Responses’, Jewish Culture and History 12:1–2 (2010), 97. 
53 Yehuda Bauer, ‘A Past That Will Not Go Away’, in Michael Berenbaum and Abraham Peck (eds.), The 
Holocaust and History: The Known, the Unknown, the Disputed and the Reinterpreted (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1998), 12–22. Here 12. Cesarani’s reference to this specific chapter can be found in IWM 
IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne Bardgett’, 
15 October 1998. 
54 Stiles, ‘Narrative, Object, Witness’, 20–21; Holtschneider, ‘Holocaust Victims’, 91–106. 
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narrative.55 When key flashpoints within the exhibition’s narrative are interrogated, points 

of dispute and disagreement between those involved in its creation come to the fore. In the 

process, the issues Cesarani himself was wrestling with can be identified. These tensions are 

well illustrated in the following three examples. 

‘Party line at the museum’: The exhibition’s opening foyer 

Holtschneider suggests that the exhibition’s foyer provides the visitor with an opportunity to 

prepare themselves for what is to follow. The foyer signals a departure from the machinery 

of war prominently displayed in the rest of the museum – aptly dubbed the ‘biggest boys’ 

bedroom’ – and allows for ‘a moment of collection and orientation’ before the exhibition 

truly begins.56 Whilst the foyer appears understated, it frames the entire exhibition and the 

IWM’s narrative of the Holocaust. Unsurprisingly, it duly became one of the most 

controversial areas of the exhibition and was the focus of heated discussion between the 

Advisory Group and the HEPO. 

On the left-hand side of the exhibition’s entrance, the visitor is greeted by rolling 

footage of German militarism encased in a steel wall. Accompanying these images is the 

declaration that:  

Under the cover of the Second World War, for the sake of their ‘new 
order’, the Nazis sought to destroy all the Jews of Europe. For the first time 
in history, industrial methods were used for the mass extermination of a 
whole people. Six million were murdered, including 1, 500, 000 children. 
This event is called the Holocaust. 

In a second paragraph, the text describes how the ‘Nazis enslaved and murdered millions of 

others as well’. The paragraph break provides a caesura. The events in the first paragraph 

are the Holocaust, but those in the second are not.  

These two paragraphs – comprising of only 93 words – represent a fundamental shift 

in Holocaust remembrance in Britain. As Andy Pearce has noted, this explanation was the 

first attempt to provide a ‘clear and concise definition’ of the Holocaust in Britain. The 

definition’s placement in the IWM gave it ‘institutional authority and cultural weight’, 

marking a departure from the ‘uncertainty and confusion’ that had surrounded 

 
55 Stiles, ‘Narrative, Object, Witness’, 20. 
56 For reference to the IWM as the ‘biggest boys’ bedroom’, see Anne Karpf, ‘Bearing Witness’, Guardian, 2 
June 2000. Holtschneider, ‘Holocaust Victims’, 98 discusses how the foyer prepares visitors for the 
subsequent exhibition. 
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understanding of the Holocaust in Britain for decades.57 In this definition, the Holocaust is 

defined as the culmination of a specific Nazi policy towards the Jews. Other victim groups 

are – rather ambiguously – separated from the distinct events of the Holocaust.  

What is striking about this definition, however, is that it was not the museum’s first 

choice. In a late draft of the exhibition’s text, a different definition of the Holocaust was 

proposed. In full it stated that:  

Under the cover of the Second World War, the Nazis systematically 
murdered more than 14 million people. The exact figure will never be 
known.  

For the sake of their New Order, they aimed to annihilate all the Jews of 
Europe. For the first time in history, industrial methods were used for mass 
extermination.  

The Nazis enslaved or suppressed other groups as well. People with 
physical and mental disabilities, Gypsies, Poles, Soviet prisoners of war, 
prisoners of conscience, and homosexuals were killed in vast numbers. 

These events, called the Holocaust, took place in a modern, civilised 
society, with the help of people from many countries. 

This exhibition looks at how and why the Holocaust happened.58 

Unlike the final definition used by the museum, the earlier version provided an overtly 

inclusive definition, which conflated the reasons why different victim groups were targeted 

by the Nazis. The specificity of the Jewish experience was striking in its absence. The earlier 

definition was present in the exhibition script in March 1999, but it was replaced by the end 

of April. What caused the museum to completely recast the definition they were using? Steve 

Paulsson, the IWM’s project historian, told Cesarani that the earlier definition reflected the 

‘party line at the museum’ and that the IWM intended to ‘treat all victim groups equally’. 

Paulsson concluded that it would be difficult to shift this attitude, but a strong statement from 

the Advisory Group might help.59 

Cesarani was happy to provide such a clear rebuke. In a formal response to the 

museum he warned that ‘I cannot possibly approve the entire text’ unless the problems with 

 
57 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 121. 
58 David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘Holocaust Exhibition: Mainline 
Text and Subtexts: Level E: Upper Floor, Version 3a.’, n.d., 2. This version of the script was sent to advisory 
group members for discussion on 16 March 1999. 
59 David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘Email from Steve Paulsson to 
David Cesarani’, 28 March 1999. 
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the definition were ‘dealt with in a satisfactory way’.60 Cesarani did not just communicate 

his disquiet to the HEPO, rather he worked with members of the Advisory Group to force 

the museum to abandon their preferred definition. Cesarani wrote to Gilbert, complaining 

that the ‘opening is appalling’ and must be changed.61 Cesarani was also in contact with 

Lerman and Helfgott about the definition. Cesarani, Lerman, and Helfgott met with the 

museum in a ‘special meeting’, which helped to ensure the definition was amended.62 

Alongside the cumulative pressure from the Advisory Group as a whole, the reaction 

of individual members of the group played a part in ensuring that the original definition 

would be scrapped. In terms of Cesarani, two key points should be emphasised. Firstly, 

Cesarani was a high-profile figure in the media with a growing international reputation. He 

had written in the press about his disdain for the ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ concept. If the 

museum did not change their approach, it was possible he would publicly speak out against 

the Holocaust Exhibition. Secondly, an alternative scenario was that Cesarani may have 

chosen to resign. Such a response would have concerned the museum because there was 

already speculation that Gilbert might have resigned from the Advisory Group. This rumour 

was ultimately unfounded, although Gilbert’s continued involvement was not confirmed for 

several months.63 Nevertheless, set against heated disagreement about the definition, there 

was real concern that members of the Advisory Group might vote with their feet. One 

resignation would have prompted questions; two would have raised serious concerns.64 

The debate over the definition revealed a concern with the way Jews were represented 

in the exhibition.  The final definition only met Cesarani’s approval with ‘reservations’.65 He 

still disliked the opening phrase – ‘Under the cover of the Second World War’ – arguing that 

this suggested that the war was driving the exhibition’s chronology of events rather than Nazi 

Jewish policy. For Cesarani, the way the war acted as a proscenium arch in which to frame 

the exhibition was problematic, and he continued to express doubts about the exhibition’s 

foyer. 

 
60 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Letter from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 22 March 1999. 
61 Martin Gilbert’s personal papers, IWM IA-34, ‘Letter from David Cesarani to Martin Gilbert’, 25 March 
1999. 
62 David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘Memo from Antony Lerman to 
David Cesarani and Ben Helfgott’, 9 April 1999. 
63 Ibid. 
64 The need to keep Cesarani on side was relayed in this way in the summer of 1999, following a further 
disagreement between Cesarani and the IWM’s HEPO. See IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – 
December 1999), ‘Memo from Suzanne Bardgett to Robert Crawford’, 15 July 1999. 
65 David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘Handwritten Notes on Advisory 
Group meeting written by David Cesarani’, 23 April 1999. 
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Initially, this area was meant to contain four video displays. The fourth installation was 

to showcase the liberation of concentration camps in 1945, focusing on the British liberation 

of Belsen. This video would have been accompanied by a comment made by a British 

newsreel commentator in April 1945, which announced: 

THIS IS BELSEN, TO WHICH PEOPLE FROM ALL PARTS OF 
EUROPE WERE HERDED… THOUSANDS UPON THOUSANDS 
PERISHED… AND YET SHALL WE REMEMBER THESE THINGS 
IN TEN, FIFTEEN, TWENTY YEARS’ TIME? 66 

The video and accompanying quotation emphasised the scenes discovered by the liberators 

in April – placing the focus on the British soldiers – rather than the specific experiences of 

the Jewish victims. Cesarani found this emphasis unacceptable, condemning the museum for 

perpetrating ‘a form of denial practiced [since] 1945’.67 Yet, whilst Cesarani’s objections to 

the definition had found traction, the museum was less willing to scrap the references to 

Belsen. Featuring Belsen was seen as important because of the camp’s prominence within 

British collective memory. Indeed, according to Bardgett, the focus on the camp ‘reassures 

visitors that they are doing the right thing by visiting’ the exhibition.68 

Eventually, the Belsen installation was removed from the exhibition opening, but it is 

difficult to ascertain how influential Cesarani’s objections were here. In a meeting with 

colleagues in the Parkes Centre, Cesarani was asked by Kushner why the Belsen footage was 

removed. Whilst Cesarani wrote notes for his answers in which he explained the museum’s 

rationale for certain decisions, he did not record a response to Kushner’s question.69 It is 

 
66 David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘Holocaust Exhibition: Mainline 
Text and Subtexts: Level E: Upper Floor, Version 3a’, n.d., 4. [Original punctuation retained]. 
67 David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘David Cesarani’s handwritten 
comments on Holocaust Exhibition: Mainline Text and Subtexts: Level E: Upper Floor, Version 3a’, n.d., 4. 
[Emphasis in original]. For more on the history of Belsen and its role as a bridge between the Holocaust and 
British war memory, see Joanne Reilly, Belsen: The Liberation of a Concentration Camp (Routledge: London, 1998). 
68 David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘Letter from Suzanne Bardgett to 
David Cesarani’, 17 September 1999, 2–3. 
69 David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘Comments on IWM Exhibition’, 
n.d., 2. Present at the meeting were David Cesarani, Tony Kushner, and several of the University of 
Southampton’s History PhD students. All the students were working on aspects of Holocaust memory, with 
several of them focusing on specific aspects of British Holocaust memory. This meeting feeds into the 
connection the Parkes Institute had with the development of the IWM’s Holocaust Exhibition. Jo Reilly, a 
former student who had been awarded the Wiener Library’s Frankel Prize in 1997, was contacted by 
Bardgett to see if an alternative quotation could have been found which would have helped to allay some of 
Cesarani’s objections to the quote the IWM had intended to use. See David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM 
Holocaust Project (1998–2000), ‘Letter from Suzanne Bardgett to David Cesarani’, 17 September 1999, 2–3. 
The involvement of Parkes Institute scholars in developing a ‘body of fluent, critical historiography of British-
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possible, therefore, that Cesarani had not played a significant part in the removal of the 

footage, even though he had continually voiced serious objections about its inclusion. 

Instead, it appears that the decision to remove the Belsen references from the introduction 

was taken by the museum in collaboration with the exhibition’s designers. Writing in 2005, 

Bardgett stated that ‘during a final walk around with our designers we decided that the 

Entrance Space was too busy, with too many competing elements’. 70 The Belsen footage 

was thus moved to the end of the exhibition, as part of a package of last-minute changes to 

make the foyer look less cluttered.71 

The movement of the footage underscores the competing aims of different groups 

involved in the creation of the IWM’s Holocaust Exhibition. Importantly, the concerns of 

the Advisory Group were not always the most pressing.72 Indeed, whilst the Belsen material 

was taken out of the introduction, the focus on the British liberators still appears in the 

exhibition in a significant location. Placing the footage at the end of the exhibition 

underscores the superiority of the British wartime record in contrast to the horrors the visitors 

have experienced throughout the exhibition. Examining the exhibition’s introduction has 

therefore shown that Cesarani’s interventions had differing levels of success. 

‘Overly devoted to the Third Reich’: The exhibition’s upper floor 

Beyond the entrance space, Cesarani had an ongoing concern that the exhibition’s upper 

floor was ‘overly devoted to the Third Reich. It becomes an exhibition about Nazis and 

Nazism’.73  Due to this focus, Cesarani was concerned that the experiences of European 

Jewry before and during the early years of the Nazi regime risked being inappropriately 

neglected. As the floor developed from conception to reality, Cesarani’s objections included 

concerns about aesthetical choices, which he suggested emphasised the preparators’ 

experiences. He argued that the exhibition’s designers had adopted a Nazi colour scheme 

 
Jewish relations, particularly with regard to the Holocaust’ was referred to as the development of the 
‘Southampton school’ by a British academic. See Mark Levene, ‘Book Review: Joanne Reilly, Belsen: The 
Liberation of a Concentration Camp’, Jewish Culture and History 1:1 (1998), 94–102. 
70 Bardgett, ‘Film’, 23. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Stephen Rubin complained to Suzanne Bardgett that the designers had been allowed to influence the final 
exhibition more than should have been permitted. He felt that design considerations had led to important 
aspects being downplayed in the exhibition. See David Cesarani’s personal papers, IWM Holocaust Project 
(1998–2000), ‘Letter from Stephen Rubin to Suzanne Bardgett’, 11 October 1999. 
73 IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘Letter from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 27 June 1997, 3–4. 
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and that an audio recording of Josef Goebbels’ was overpowering the upper floor.74 The 

museum conceded to several of these criticisms and made alterations. Bardgett, for example, 

stated that the volume of Goebbels’ speech had to be brought ‘right down’. 75 

By themselves, these design changes only amounted to tinkering at the edges. Cesarani 

failed to persuade the museum to alter the substantive contents of the upper floor and 

therefore the exhibition’s perpetrator-driven narrative. His limited success is clearly 

demonstrated when examining how artefacts were displayed on this floor. Cesarani, for 

example, questioned the inclusion of a ‘spotless’ SS uniform within the exhibition.76 A 

quotation was added to the display case, designed to explain the purpose of the SS and thus 

temper the glamorous image the uniform could present.77 This textual addition, however, 

did not address Cesarani’s overarching concern about the floor’s focus on the perpetrators. 

Indeed, the space provided to the uniform can be contrasted to the lack of space provided to 

the display of Judaica and antisemitica, which meant these objects were placed in the same 

display case. Cesarani remarked that this decision was a ‘fatal error’, but the museum could 

not find an easy solution and the objects remained together when the exhibition opened.78 

The SS uniform, Judaica, and antisemitica are all fairly small artefacts. But whilst the 

IWM had access to ample ‘flat evidence’ – documents, film, and photographs – it had a 

limited supply of artefacts within its own collection at the start of the Holocaust Exhibition 

 
74 Cesarani suggested that the museum’s plans to use a ‘brown wall colouration on the upper level conveys 
quite the wrong impression’. See IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘Letter from 
David Cesarani to Suzanne Bardgett’, 27 June 1997, 3. For examples of Cesarani’s concerns about the sound 
leakage, see IWM IA, David Cesarani (1999 – onwards), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne Bardgett’, 
15 May 2000; IWM IA, David Cesarani (1999 – onwards), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne Bardgett, 
including his notes on his visit to the Holocaust Exhibition on 3 April 2000’, 19 May 2000, 1. 
75 IWM IA, David Cesarani (1999 – onwards), ‘Handwritten Note from Suzanne Bardgett on an Email from 
David Cesarani to Suzanne Bardgett’, 15 May 2000. It is debatable whether the museum’s attempt to reduce 
the intrusive sound leakage across the upper floor, caused by Goebbels’ speech, was successful. In his review 
of the exhibition, Tom Lawson suggests that the sound helps to ‘create an atmosphere of foreboding’. See 
Lawson, ‘Ideology in a Museum’, 176. 
76 See, for example, IWM IA, David Cesarani (1999 – onwards), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 15 May 2000; IWM IA, David Cesarani (1999 – onwards), ‘Email from David Cesarani to 
Suzanne Bardgett, including his notes on his visit to the Holocaust Exhibition on 3 April 2000’, 19 May 2000, 
1. Cesarani also raised concerns about how the perpetrators were represented on the lower floor of the 
exhibition. See IWM IA, David Cesarani (1999 – onwards), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 15 May 2000. 
77 IWM IA, David Cesarani (December 1999 – onwards), ‘Email from Suzanne Bardgett to David Cesarani’, 
16 May 2000. 
78 IWM IA, David Cesarani (December 1999 – onwards), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne Bardgett’, 
15 May 2000. 
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project.79 Securing three-dimensional artefacts for the exhibition was a priority for the 

HEPO and collecting such objects ‘dominated the first two years of the four-year project’.80 

A dissecting table from Kaufbeuren-Irsee psychiatric hospital, near Munich, epitomises the 

type of artefact that the HEPO was looking to acquire. The museum worked hard to secure 

the table, with the Director-General, Robert Crawford, suggesting it provided ‘an indication 

of the barbaric route which events will take on the Lower Floor’.81 Elaborating further, he 

argued that the object would play ‘a particularly important role’ in signalling ‘a literal descent 

into the war years’.82 Cesarani was less convinced by the object. He had long argued that the 

upper floor should not ‘hinge on September 1939’ because the outbreak of the war did not 

seal the fate of European Jewry.83 

In terms of the dissecting table itself, Cesarani equally felt the HEPO were conflating 

issues. He argued that prominent display of the table ‘turns a minor, if bizarre, feature of 

Nazi activity, into a focal point’ by implying the Nazis were interested in studying anatomy, 

rather than simply murdering racially undesirable people.84 Cesarani suggested that the table 

was only being included ‘because it is all the museum could get’, which meant that the 

object’s relevance to the exhibition was not as obvious as other artefacts would have been.85 

Emily-Jayne Stiles has since provided a nuanced reading of the dissecting table. She argues 

that the exhibit could have been linked to the IWM building’s former use as a psychiatric 

hospital ‘to engage on a deeper level with how we understand objects and environments to 

challenge the broader context of Holocaust history and British connections’.86 Yet 

prioritising Stiles’ innovative reading of the dissecting table would have moved away from 

what Cesarani saw as the central purpose of the exhibition. For Cesarani, the exhibition was 

about Jews, not psychiatric hospitals. 

 
79 Suzanne Bardgett, ‘The Material Culture of Persecution: Collecting for the Holocaust Exhibition at the 
Imperial War Museum’, in Graeme Were and J. C. H. King (eds.), Extreme Collecting: Challenging Practices for 
21st Century Museums (Oxford: Berghahn, 2012), 23. 
80 Ibid., 22. 
81 IWM IA, Section Files: Dissection Table, ‘Letter from Robert Crawford to Ambassador Gebhardt Von 
Moltke’, 29 October 1998. 
82 IWM IA, Section Files: Dissection Table, ‘Translation of a Letter from Robert Crawford to Dr 
Simnacher’, 12 February 1999. 
83 IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘Letter from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 27 June 1997, 3.  
84 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 8 December 1998, 2. 
85 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 10 December 1998. 
86 Stiles, ‘Narratives, Object, Witness’, 115. 
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Two years after it opened, Kushner provided an assessment of the exhibition that 

paralleled Cesarani’s own views during his time on the Advisory Group. Kushner argued 

that the exhibition amounted to a ‘fetishisation of Nazi memorabilia’.87 Mirroring Cesarani’s 

concerns, Kushner questioned why the exhibition included a ‘pristine SS uniform’, a jumbled 

assortment of Judaica and antisemitic objects in a single display case, and the purpose of the 

dissection table.88 Taken together, Kushner argued that such objects made the museum an 

alienating experience because visitors were unable to identify with the Jewish victims, who 

were presented as ‘strange exotic creatures’.89 Kushner suggested that the representation of 

Jews within the exhibition is not unique, but rather typifies the way Jews are presented in 

British museums. The representational methods deployed in the IWM did not simply echo 

the museum’s focus on modern conflict, but rather reflected the wider stigmatisation of the 

‘other’ in British museums.90  

‘Tailored to the needs of design’: The exhibition’s lower floor 

Whilst Kushner shows how the representation of Jews in the exhibition reflects wider issues 

concerning British museology, it was the IWM’s focus on modern conflict that would engulf 

discussions of the lower floor. Cesarani suggested that the order of events on this floor was 

‘tailored to the needs of design’, rather than historical events and should be adjusted.91 In 

essence, this view was in keeping with his discomfort about how the war was driving the 

exhibition’s narrative. This concern can be seen in discussions about the place of the German 

invasion of the Soviet Union, Operation Barbarossa, within the context of the exhibition. 

Cesarani suggested that the museum’s intention to increase the exhibition’s references to 

Barbarossa ‘betray[ed] a confusion between the war against the Jews and the German war 

against Britain and Russia’.92 Cesarani felt the museum was prioritising the Second World 

War, which caused ‘important twists and turns of Nazi policy in Poland’ against the Jews to 

be placed in the wrong order, with the importance of ghettoization not being adequately 

addressed.93 

 
87 Kushner, ‘Holocaust and the Museum World’, 24. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid., 24–25. 
91 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 8 December 1998, 1. 
92 Ibid. [Emphasis in original]. 
93 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Steve 
Paulsson’, 10 December 1998. 
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The museum did not change the layout. Instead, they provided a detailed justification 

for the use of flashforwards and flashbacks to rationalise the lower floor’s design and stated 

that clearer signposting would be provided to help visitors.94 Cesarani was not entirely 

convinced. He complained that the museum was ‘making the best of a bad job’ and lamented 

that he should have done more ‘to help forestall this chaos’.95 Cesarani’s criticisms of the 

lower floor – and self-proclaimed lack of involvement – have to be contrasted with the 

museum’s interpretation of these events. Whilst he claimed to have been negligent of the 

lower floor’s layout, the museum’s internal correspondence suggested Cesarani was well 

aware of the plans. On a memo sent to him by Bardgett, Crawford responded that Cesarani’s 

influence in planning the lower floor’s layout had been ‘a major one!’ Had Cesarani argued 

for and against the layout of the lower floor? It is not unreasonable to assume that he had; 

indeed, colleagues attested to his ability to ‘argue passionately for a case one week and against 

it the next’.96 

Later in his career, Cesarani produced a tome that challenged his earlier insistence on 

the paramount importance of isolating the Holocaust from the Second World War. In his 

book the Final Solution, he emphatically argued for the need to integrate the history of the war 

and the genocide. As he set out in the book’s introduction, scholarship has changed 

tremendously since the 1990s.97 Cesarani did not, however, alter his argument about who 

the victims of the Holocaust were. He stressed that the Final Solution was ‘primarily and 

unapologetically [about] the Jews’.98 The emphasis on this particularity acts as a constant. 

In the 1990s, Cesarani’s concern with ensuring the Second World War did not 

determine the chronology of the Holocaust Exhibition stemmed from his wider view of what 

Holocaust museums were intended to do. He felt that Holocaust museums ‘should have an 

explicit memorial function’.99 The IWM, however, had decided that learning – not 

memorialisation – would be at the crux of their exhibition. Whilst education was the 

museum’s stated aim, Cesarani suggested that the exhibition would implicitly be the ‘best 

memorial’ by ‘commemorat[ing] the lives and the civilization that was lost’.100 Given this 

 
94 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from Steve Paulsson to David 
Cesarani’, 9 December 1998. 
95 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 10 December 1998. 
96 Tony Kushner, ‘Professor David Cesarani OBE 1956–2015’, Holocaust Studies 21:4 (2015), 208.  
97 David Cesarani, Final Solution: The Fate of the Jews 1933–49 (London: Macmillan, 2016), esp. the framework 
outlined in the introduction.    
98 Ibid., xxix. 
99 IWM IA, David Cesarani (February 1998 – December 1999), ‘Letter from David Cesarani to Mr Barak-
Kaye’, 14 May 1999. 
100 Ibid. 
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view, it is unsurprising that Cesarani forcefully questioned the inclusion of Nazi memorabilia 

and items – such as the intention to include a bone grinder and whipping block – that gave 

a ‘chamber of horrors’ vibe to the exhibition.101 Cesarani acknowledged that in a ‘museum 

of conflict it is natural to focus on soldiers, policemen and even killers, but this exhibition is 

not about a war’.102 Instead it is an exhibition about genocide and so 

there is an obligation to go into depth about the target of the genocide, as 
a response to the attempt to wipe out a people, to help to explain why that 
onslaught occurred, and to correct the distortions that will appear if the 
‘victims’ are only seen as such and in representations determined by the 
perpetrators.103 

Hannah Holtschneider’s nuanced study of the exhibition questions how far this vision was 

achieved. She argues that the Jewish victims are represented as mere window dressing in a 

perpetrator-led narrative. The victims’ religious, cultural, and ethnic identifications are 

negated, meaning that ‘the Jews’ appear as nothing more than a ‘homogeneous mass of 

people’.104 Prior to Holtschneider’s assessment, Kushner had previously suggested that the 

focus on the victims could have been enhanced by embracing the audio-visual testimony 

used throughout the exhibition to highlight the ‘diversity, fullness and contested nature of 

the Jewish experience’ before, during, and after the Holocaust.105 In the exhibition itself, 

however, Holtschneider contends that these materials are not allowed to add complexity to 

the exhibition or disrupt the museum’s master narrative.106 Holtschneider’s finding that the 

‘logical and easily accessible’ narrative propels the exhibition forward is supported by Stiles, 

who equally suggests that the exhibition prioritises a comprehensible narrative rather than a 

nuanced account.107 Holtschneider, Kushner, and Stiles provide a constructive critique of 

the exhibition. They suggest that Cesarani’s involvement hardly shifted the exhibition away 

from a vague sense of the victim that he had criticised in the IWM’s ‘Man’s Inhumanity to 

Man’ proposal. Cesarani’s input may have ensured that the Jews were foregrounded in the 

exhibition’s opening definition, but the subsequent contents continued to generalise who the 

victims actually were. 

 
101 IWM IA, David Cesarani (January 1995 – February 1998), ‘Letter from David Cesarani to Suzanne 
Bardgett’, 27 June 1997, 4. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Holtschneider, Holocaust and Representations, 41. 
105 Kushner, ‘Holocaust and the Museum World’, 35. 
106 Holtschneider, Holocaust and Representations, 41. 
107 Ibid., 44. See also Stiles, ‘Narratives, Object, Witness’, 10. 
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A more positive reading of the exhibition’s final effect is offered by Pearce. He suggests 

that the exhibition provides ‘a detailed yet accessible history of the Holocaust’. Lay visitors 

would certainly come away with improvements in their basic knowledge and understanding, 

which was important as most people were only likely to visit once.108 That three million 

people had visited after a decade was certainly an impressive feat.109 The public’s 

engagement convinced Cesarani of the effectiveness of the finished exhibition. Following his 

first visit after the exhibition opened, he wrote 

the place was heaving. It was the first time I had been there when the public 
was going through. A revelation. I saw them rapt, being moved – learning. 
By the end I felt better about the exhibition than ever before: it really 
works.110 

But in what ways did the exhibition ‘really work’? Does footfall alone mean that the public 

were learning about the Holocaust, even when the exhibition is unclear about the nature of 

the genocide?  These are hardly moot questions.  It is certainly fruitful to consider how 

exhibitions, such as the IWM’s, are engaged with by their intended audience.111 Yet these 

questions lie beyond this chapter. Instead, the aim has been to consider how Cesarani 

influenced the IWM’s Holocaust Exhibition and how the museum responded to his views 

about the particularity of the Holocaust. Cesarani was praised by staff at the Imperial War 

Museum for his ‘massive personal contribution’ to the final exhibition.112 Working to bring 

an exhibition on the Holocaust to the unofficial ‘museum of the nation’ – without attracting 

notable public concern – was certainly an achievement. But the exhibition became only one 

part of Cesarani’s engagements with Holocaust remembrance in Britain at the national level. 

Less than a year after the IWM exhibition opened, the first HMD was held on 27 January 

2001. Cesarani’s role as an advisor for HMD was singled out when he was awarded an OBE 

 
108 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 129. Holtschneider suggests most people would only see the exhibition once 
due to the appalling nature of the subject matter. See Holtschneider, Holocaust and Representations, 78. 
109 Suzanne Bardgett, The Holocaust Exhibition: Ten Years On (London: Imperial War Museum, 2010), 4. In the 
opening year alone, the Holocaust Exhibition encouraged greater numbers to visit the museum. By July 
2000, visitor figures for the museum had risen by 35 per cent, with 63 per cent of these individuals visiting in 
order to see the Holocaust Exhibition. These visitor figures came before school visits had properly started. 
See Cesarani, ‘Seizing the Day’, 62. 
110 IWM IA, David Cesarani (1999 – onwards), ‘Email from David Cesarani to Suzanne Bardgett’, 24 July 
2000. 
111 Tim Cole, Holocaust City: The Making of a Jewish Ghetto (London: Routledge, 2003), 241. 
112 IWM IA, David Cesarani (December 1999 – onwards), ‘Letter from Robert Crawford to David Cesarani’, 
9 June 2000. 
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in the 2005 New Year Honours list.113 It is to the establishment of the day that attention now 

turns. 

The first Holocaust Memorial Day (2001) 

The creation of Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD) in Britain is surrounded by various origin 

stories. The initial concept has been credited to members of the Anglo-Jewish Ex-servicemen 

(AJEX), to meetings held between HET and Tony Blair, and to the former Labour MP, 

Andrew Dismore.114 The latter’s involvement, in particular, has been used to imply that 

HMD was a grassroots initiative. In early 1999, Dismore visited Auschwitz as part of a trip 

organised by the HET and, during this visit, realised ‘how unique the Holocaust was’.115 In 

a lightbulb moment, similar to that experienced by Ismond Rosen, Dismore became 

convinced of the importance of raising the British public’s awareness of the Holocaust. He 

introduced a Bill to the House of Commons in the summer of 1999 and helped to ensure 

that the proposal continued to receive sustained attention. 

The Dismore origin story has been well-documented.116 Yet Pearce has aptly argued 

that Dismore’s involvement cannot be used to suggest HMD was simply a grassroots 

endeavour. Rather than isolating Dismore’s role, his involvement needs to be linked to the 

policy work that had been developing in the Foreign and Home Offices in the months prior 

to the MP’s speech in parliament.117 By nuancing the seemingly spontaneous creation story 

in this way, Pearce and other scholars have focused on how the creation of HMD can be 

mapped through an examination of national, international, and transnational developments 

in Holocaust remembrance. Attention now turns to briefly examine how these different scales 

of analysis have been used to explain why HMD was established at the turn of the 

millennium. 

The three scales are connected in the scholarship through a focus on the coming to 

power of the New Labour government under Tony Blair. Prior to their landslide election 

 
113 ‘Supplement’, London Gazette, 30 December 2005, 10. 
114 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 140. 
115 Hansard, House of Commons, 30 June 1999, Bill No. 131, col. 362. 
116 See, for example, Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 144; Pearce, ‘In The Thick of It’, 102; Donald Bloxham, 
‘Britain’s Holocaust Memorial Days: Reshaping the Past in the Service of the Present’, in Sue Vice (ed.), 
Representing the Holocaust: In Honour of Bryan Burns (London: Vallentine Michell, 2003), 43; Sharon Macdonald, 
‘Commemorating the Holocaust: Reconfiguring National Identity in the Twenty-First Century’, in Jo Littler 
and Roshi Naidoo (eds.), The Politics of Heritage: The Legacies of ‘Race’ (London: Routledge, 2005), 56; John E. 
Richardson, ‘“If Not Me, then Who?” Exploring Engagement with Holocaust Memorial Day 
Commemoration in Britain’, Dapim 32:1 (2018), 24. 
117 Andy Pearce, ‘In The Thick of It’, 102. 
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victory in May 1997, the party had demonstrated a willingness to promote Holocaust 

remembrance through its attempts to pass a Bill outlawing Holocaust denial, and its 

commitment to hold an international conference in London concerning the ongoing ‘Nazi 

gold’ affair, if it won the next general election.118 Labour’s actions – particularly its hosting 

of the London Conference – led to the UK becoming a founding member of the 

International Task Force (ITF).119 The ITF’s first major gathering was held in Washington, 

D.C. in December 1998, where the British delegation put forward a proposal for an 

internationally-recognised day to remember the Holocaust to widespread support. This 

British proposal received further enthusiastic backing at the Stockholm International Forum 

in 2000, which concluded with representatives from forty-six governments committing their 

countries to holding a day to remember the Holocaust.120 

The reasons for the widespread international support for the British proposal has been 

explained by scholars as the result of the increasing globalization of Holocaust remembrance, 

the post-Cold War establishment of the Holocaust as Europe’s negative foundation myth, 

and a tool to justify ‘humanitarian interventions’ to prevent future genocides.121 The British 

push for the establishment of HMD can be explained as a response to these international 

 
118 The HET and its chairman, Greville Janner, were key agents in promoting public awareness of the ‘Nazi 
Gold’ controversy. Janner had received information about British knowledge of wartime Nazi-Swiss relations 
and involvement in the ill-fated postwar distribution of goods plundered from Holocaust victims. Following 
continuing pressure, the British government launched an inquiry, which confirmed the accuracy of Janner’s 
claims. For a detailed discussion of New Labour’s involvement in Holocaust remembrance, see Pearce, 
Holocaust Consciousness, 136–138. The British government’s continuing involvement in Holocaust 
remembrance in the early twenty-first century is discussed in Pearce, ‘In The Thick of It’, 98–110. 
119 The ITF has since become the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA). 
120 Pearce provides a detailed account of the British delegation’s push to establish an internationally 
recognised day to commemorate the Holocaust. See Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 134–143. For sustained 
analysis of the Stockholm International Forum in terms of transnational Holocaust remembrance, see Larissa 
Allwork, Holocaust Remembrance between the National and the Transnational: The Stockholm International Forum and the 
First Decade of the International Task Force (London: Bloomsbury, 2015). 
121 For discussion of HMD in terms of transnational and international trends in Holocaust remembrance, see 
Andy Pearce, ‘Britain’s Holocaust Memorial Day: Inculcating “British” or “European” Holocaust 
Consciousness?’, in Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen (eds.), Britain and the Holocaust: Remembering and 
Representing War and Genocide (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 190–211. For discussion of the 
Holocaust as a foundational memory in Europe, see Dan Diner, ‘Restitution and Memory: The Holocaust in 
European Political Cultures’, New German Critique 90 (2003), 36–44; Jan-Werner Müller, ‘On “European 
Memory”: Some Conceptual and Normative Remarks’, in Malgorzata Pakier and Bo Strå (eds.), A European 
Memory? Contested Histories and Politics of Remembrance (New York: Berghahn, 2010), 25–37; Tom Lawson, ‘The 
Myth of the European Civil War’, in Richard Littlejohns and Sara Soncini (eds.), Myths of Europe (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2007), 275–286. In the spring of 1999, the Holocaust was used by the Labour government as a 
framing device to legitimise the UK’s military intervention in Kosovo. See Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 143. 
Mark Levene has criticised the British government’s use of Holocaust remembrance as a means of endorsing, 
legitimatising and, perhaps even, absolving its interventions in the world under the pretext of humanitarian 
action. See Mark Levene, ‘Britain’s Holocaust Memorial Day: A Case of Post-Cold War Wish-Fulfillment, or 
Brazen Hypocrisy?’, Human Rights Review 7:3 (2006), 26–59. Here 37. 
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concerns, bolstering what Pearce has called ‘Britain’s reputation as a paragon of 

contemporary Holocaust politics’.122 Alongside reinforcing Britain’s reputation as a country 

as the forefront of Holocaust remembrance, the development of HMD must be considered 

in the context of specific domestic motivations. The proposals supported Labour’s focus on 

promoting inclusive and civic education in Britain.123 Given the party’s landslide victory in 

the 1997 election, it could legitimately claim it had a mandate for such policies.124 Kushner 

provides a less altruistic reading of Labour’s motives for backing the HMD proposal. He 

suggests that the day provided ‘a safe political gamble’ for the government by avoiding the 

legal quagmire that had prevented the passage of Holocaust denial legislation. As such, it 

could provide an easier way to elicit votes at the next election.125 In this way, the development 

of HMD can be seen, cynically, as being adopted by the government to gain political points 

and garner moral kudos. 

Alongside querying the Labour party’s motives for adopting HMD, it is equally 

necessary to question what the day presented to British society-at-large. Sharon Macdonald 

claims that HMD ‘articulates a reconfigured vision of national identity, legitimated through 

reference to the past and the iconic evil of modern times’.126 Other scholars, however, have 

argued that the reverse is true. Rather than challenging the concept of British national 

identity, scholars contend that HMD has reaffirmed the narrative of Britain as a country of 

liberation and rescue.127 Pearce argues that it is this domestic narrative which frames 

Britain’s interests in HMD, rather than the influence of transnational and international 

trends. He suggests that, in the end, HMD is indicative of ‘the formation of a national rather 

than a supranational historical consciousness of the Holocaust’.128 

It is apparent – from examining the interplay between international, transnational, and 

national scales – that the importance of ‘high politics’ has been emphasised by scholars. The 

motives and agency of politicians and governmental organisations have been given particular 

credence.129 Kushner, for instance, raises important questions about the Home Office’s dual 

 
122 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 149. 
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125 Kushner, ‘Too Little, Too Late?’, 120–121. 
126 Macdonald, ‘Commemorating the Holocaust’, 49. 
127 The use of HMD to bolster a particular conception of British national identity – as a country of rescue and 
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Britain’, in Caroline Sharples and Olaf Jensen (eds.), Britain and the Holocaust: Remembering and Representing War 
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129 Pearce, ‘In The Thick of It’, 101. 
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role in 2001 as the organiser for the inaugural HMD events – in which refugees from Nazism 

would be celebrated – and as the enforcers of Britain’s restrictive asylum policies at the turn 

of the millennium.130 Focusing on these larger trends has, however, ensured that the motives 

of specific individuals in shaping HMD has been elided. John Richardson has sought to 

rectify this absence by interrogating the motives of individuals interested in developing 

activities for local communities for HMD 2016.131 

Yet, whilst HMD has ‘shifted towards more localized commemoration’ since 2001, the 

inaugural day was centred around a national ceremony broadcast on BBC2.132 Two 

thousand individuals – including politicians, leaders of major faiths, and Holocaust survivors 

– attended the event, which was held at the heart of the British political establishment in 

Westminster. Approximately one-and-a-half million people tuned in to watch the ceremony 

on television. The event represented a mash-up between a ‘state funeral ... and a royal variety 

performance’.133 It opened with a short film recorded at Auschwitz, which was presented by 

the veteran BBC news reporter John Simpson. The programme then segued to the audience 

arriving at the ceremony, who would watch a mix of discrete packages – including pre-

recorded materials relayed on a screen and live performances in the hall – over the next hour 

and a half.134 

The ceremony was intended to provide a ‘semantic template’ for the other two core 

aspects of HMD, which focused on developing educational programmes for schools and 

encouraging local commemoration activities across the country.135 Taken together, these 

three areas of activity were designed to mutually reinforce the purpose of HMD. As such, 

focusing only on the development of local commemoration for the inaugural HMD would 

mean that key aspects of the day would be neglected. Yet, at the same time, it is necessary to 

move away from a focus purely on how the government sought to inculcate the Holocaust. 

In terms of HMD in 2001, it is necessary to avoid creating an artificial binary between 

activities in the country’s provinces and the role of political elites. As Pearce has noted, 

‘HMD relied on the will, vision, and determination of individuals and agencies. These were 

many and multifarious, with motivations varying from the benevolent and altruistic to the 

cynical and calculating’.136  

 
130 The Home Office was responsible for organising HMD, on behalf of the British government, from 2001 to 
2005. Responsibility for HMD has since passed on the Holocaust Memorial Day Trust (HMDT). 
131 Richardson, ‘If Not Me, then Who?’, 22–37. 
132 Kushner, ‘Too Little, Too Late?’, 118. 
133 Macdonald, ‘Commemorating the Holocaust’, 62. 
134 For a discussion of each stage of the national ceremony, see ibid., 49–68. 
135 Ibid., 62. 
136 Pearce, Holocaust Consciousness, 158.  
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HMD’s steering group provides a clear example of how governmental and different 

community groups’ agendas intermingled. The sixteen members of this group comprised of 

a mixture of Home Office staffers, representatives of Jewish organisations, and groups that 

campaigned for diverse areas including refugee rights, youth work, and the recognition of 

gay victims of Nazi persecution. David Cesarani was appointed to the group on his merits as 

a historian and, as such, did not represent any other group. In the rest of this section, 

Cesarani’s involvement in the development of the first HMD is scrutinised. Particular focus 

is placed on how he rationalised the need for a Holocaust Memorial Day in Britain at 

different stages during the development of the day. The section first looks at Cesarani’s 

arguments for the day during the early stages of his participation. It then turns to examine 

his involvement in the controversy surrounding the exclusion of the Armenian genocide. 

Finally, this case study explores his reflections on the first HMD and how he thought it could 

be developed in the future. To examine these flashpoints, this case study draws on material 

Cesarani published in the academic and popular presses, and his notes and correspondence 

with members of the Steering Group. By doing so, this section shows that Cesarani’s focus 

on the Jewish particularity of the Holocaust, which had been central to his involvement with 

the IWM, was downplayed. Instead, his work for HMD emphasised that the Holocaust 

provided a universal warning about the dangers of prejudice. 

‘Stunning contemporary relevance’: Cesarani’s argument for Holocaust 

Memorial Day 

In making the case for HMD, Cesarani linked his arguments to contemporary events. In 

January 2000, he discussed the proposals for HMD in connection to the then ongoing libel 

case in which the Holocaust denier David Irving was suing the historian Deborah Lipstadt 

for calling him a Holocaust denier.137 Cesarani expressed concerns that Irving’s bogus claims 

of an international Jewish conspiracy were feeding into the growth of what had been dubbed 

the ‘Holocaust Industry’. He was particularly critical of recent books by American and 

British academics that had criticised contemporary Holocaust representations.138 Pearce has 

 
137 For discussion of the trial, see Deborah Lipstadt, History on Trial: My Day in Court with a Holocaust Denier 
(New York: Harper Perennial, 2005). See also Richard J. Evans, Lying About Hitler: History, Holocaust, and the 
David Irving Trial (London: Verso, 2002). 
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American authors Peter Novick, Holocaust and Collective Memory: The American Experience (London: Bloomsbury, 
2000) and Norman G. Finkelstein, The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering, 2nd edn 
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since criticised Cesarani’s sharp dismissal of authors writing on the ‘Holocaust Industry’, 

suggesting that engagement with their works in Britain spoke to genuine questions about how 

‘the Holocaust had moved to the foreground of culture and politics in a relatively short period 

of time’.139 From Cesarani’s own vantage point, these questions did not require reference to 

a ‘Holocaust Industry’, but were indicative of the ‘stunning contemporary relevance’ the 

Holocaust had.140 

Later that year, Cesarani would expand on why he felt that the Holocaust was relevant 

to contemporary society, particularly focusing on the importance of establishing HMD in 

Britain. Cesarani’s extended rationale was encouraged by concerns raised by British 

academics about the HMD proposals. He sent the government’s consultation document to 

Dan Stone, then a recently appointed lecturer at Royal Holloway College, alongside a copy 

of Robin Cook’s speech at the Stockholm International Forum. Stone questioned the need 

for a Holocaust Memorial Day, informing Cesarani that the provided materials had not 

‘persuaded me to change my mind’ about his concerns.141 In an article for the academic 

journal Patterns of Prejudice, Stone forwarded several misgivings about the proposals. He 

suggested that, on the one hand, HMD would remove the ‘burden of memory’ because it 

would siphon attention on to a single day of the year, thus inadvertently impeding 

remembrance of the Holocaust.142 Whilst, on the other hand, he argued that the day would 

suffer from overt politicisation, including wrangling over the contents of the day and – more 

worryingly – the use of HMD by politicians to vindicate the righteous of their own policies.143 

In sum, Stone claimed that the day would reduce the focus on the Holocaust and shift 

attention to whatever dominated current political concerns.   

A rejoinder was published alongside Stone’s article, in which Cesarani outlined why 

he felt there was value in establishing HMD. Cesarani challenged the suggestion that the day 

would result in the Holocaust being forgotten in Britain. He contended that the success of 
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the IWM’s Holocaust Exhibition showed that the case had been won to bring ‘together the 

British passion for popular history and the widespread capacity to connect with the victims 

of the Holocaust’.144 If this argument was unconvincing it did not matter, as Cesarani 

suggested a lack of connection would equally provide a ‘potent reason for pressing ahead’ 

with the proposal.145 He equally rejected Stone’s concerns that the government’s 

involvement would politicise Holocaust remembrance. According to Cesarani, the 

government’s contribution meant that HMD would have access to ‘resources on a large 

scale’, which meant the project would ‘dwarf’ other attempts to remember the Holocaust.146 

Furthermore, he suggested that the purpose of the day was ‘to move from the past towards 

the present, from the particular to the universal’.147 As such, HMD would not simply act be 

a blank slate for the government to use to promote their own agenda. Rather, in Cesarani’s 

estimations, the day would become a ‘lightening conductor for criticism of many aspects of 

government policy’.148 

To further his argument that the day was not solely based on the government’s own 

agenda, Cesarani noted that the government had ‘engaged in an extensive consultation 

exercise’ the previous autumn.149 Pearce has since challenged the quality of the government’s 

listening exercise, noting that the process took place over ‘a mere six weeks’, and that the 

government had already started implementing its plans for HMD during the consultation 

period.150 It is contestable whether the government was actually willing to alter its plans 

based on responses to the consultation. It is striking that Cesarani’s defence was so positive. 

It signals a clear shift from Suzanne Bardgett’s earlier suggestion that his work on the 

presence of Nazi war criminals would make him sceptical about the government’s 

involvement in Holocaust remembrance. 
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‘Contested for political reasons’: The exclusion of the Armenian genocide 

Cesarani concluded his rejoinder by stating that it would be up to ‘dissenters to seize the day, 

and adapt it to their own ends’.151 This sentiment would come to challenge the inaugural 

HMD, particularly through the neglect of the Armenian genocide. The glaring absence of 

the Armenian genocide had been identified within the British press from the first 

announcement of the day, in January 2000, and the controversy would continue to rumble 

on up to the day itself.152 Cesarani played a key part in advising the HMD’s Steering Group 

about this issue. At first, his advice provided reasons why the Armenian genocide should be 

part of the HMD. In a paper he wrote for the group, Cesarani included a list of genocides 

during the twentieth century and a further list of ‘contested cases’.153 Armenia was included 

among the four examples of genocide, with Cesarani remarking that it is ‘commonly 

regarded as a prototype’ of genocide.154 He noted that members of the Armenian community 

living in the UK could be classified as amongst the few victims of genocide living within the 

UK.155 Such remarks would seem to show the relevance of Holocaust Memorial Day to the 

wider British population – rather than just the Jewish community – which was oft stated as 

an aim for the day. 

In response to Cesarani’s lists, Stephen Smith – the co-founder of Beth Shalom –  

warned that ‘it is difficult to reach such a neatly defined distinction between cases and 

contested cases’ of genocide.156 Whilst Cesarani had suggested the Armenian genocide as a 

case of (uncontested) genocide, Smith stated that it is ‘contested for political reasons’.157 

Cesarani had noted, briefly, that identifying the Armenian case would cause a negative 

reaction from Turkey, who steadfastly deny that it was a genocide.158 Smith elaborated 

further on the ‘political reasons’ surrounding the Armenian genocide, not least that it was 

unrecognised by various governments, including Britain’s. Yet focusing on the inclusion – or 

exclusion – of the Armenian genocide was, for Smith, a rather moot concern. He argued 
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that HMD should not lose focus on the specificity of the Holocaust, which he suggested was 

the main purpose of the day. He argued that HMD needed to start with Holocaust 

remembrance, before posing ‘questions about what that should mean to the world we live’ 

in.159 

Smith’s conceptualisation of HMD provided the government with a justification for 

not including the Armenian genocide in the day’s programme. This rationale meant that the 

Armenian genocide had not been left out due to ‘political reasons’, but rather because it was 

outside HMD’s timeframe; the day would take the Holocaust as its starting point and move 

forward chronologically.160 In communicating this rationale to representatives of the 

Armenian community, the Home Office emphasised that the policy had been recommended 

by the Steering Group, who were concerned that the day could become ‘diluted if we try to 

include too much history’. According to the Home Office, engaging ‘young people’ would 

necessitate a focus on the ‘contemporary relevance’ of HMD.161 This rationale was bizarre, 

especially due to the arbitrary cut-off date it suggested for contemporary relevance. It did 

nothing to allay campaigners and press insistence that the Armenian genocide should not be 

left out of the day. The Home Office were also, quite naturally, downplaying the divisions 

surrounding the exclusion of the Armenian genocide that were present within the Steering 

Group. 

Rifts within the Steering Group are demonstrated by examining Cesarani’s 

communication with the Committee for the Recognition of the Armenian Genocide (CRAG) 

in January 2001. Hratche Kounddarjian, CRAG’s press and information director, appealed 

to Cesarani to help ‘facilitate the Armenian community having a visible presence during the 

ceremonies’.162 In response, Cesarani wrote two draft emails, which provided different levels 

of reassurance for the Armenian community. In the first email, written on 10 January, he 

remarked that he ‘share[d] many of your concerns about the apparent absence of any 
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mention of the Armenian genocide’.163 Cesarani stated that he had supported calls within 

the Steering Group for the Armenian genocide to be mentioned in the national ceremony. 

If Cesarani’s advice in this email had been followed, the Armenian genocide would have 

been mentioned in the ceremony’s script, during the keynote speech, and the Armenian 

Bishop would have participated ‘in a visible capacity’.164 Alongside participation in the day, 

Cesarani suggested that officials from the Home Office, academics, and groups who felt 

excluded from the inaugural HMD should meet up to discuss ways of broadening the concept 

of the day. This event would be supported by an ‘intellectual forum’ that Cesarani intended 

to set up in the Parkes Centre to discuss ‘some of the bigger issues connected with the history 

and memory of genocide’.165 Cesarani’s email argued for a marked change in the official 

HMD policy. His suggestions would have foregrounded the place of the Armenian genocide 

within the national ceremony and indicated that the genocide might receive greater attention 

in later years. 

The next day, Cesarani wrote a revised response to Koundarjian, which removed 

many of the suggestions that he had made in his earlier draft. Rather than suggesting 

disagreement with the Home Office’s stance, Cesarani stated that there were ‘good reasons’ 

for the day to have ‘limited its scope to the Holocaust and post-1945 instances of genocide’. 

He still suggested that the national ceremony’s script should include reference to the 

Armenian genocide, but he noted that this was ‘just my personal preference’. Other 

suggestions for the genocide’s inclusion in HMD were absent from the email. Cesarani’s 

proposals for an event to discuss future HMD events remained in the letter; however, the 

specifics of the forum were left vague.166 The contrast between the two email is stark. 

Cesarani concluded both emails by emphasising that they were a ‘private initiative and in no 

way reflects any element of official policy’.167 Yet it is obvious that the revised version did 

follow more closely the government’s own line. 

Cesarani’s revised email feeds into a wider view within the Steering Group that the 

Armenian community needed to ‘make their own case for inclusion’, rather than being 

 
163 David Cesarani’s personal papers, Home Office: Holocaust Memorial Day (August 2000 – April 2001), 
‘Draft email response from David Cesarani to Hratche Koundarjian’, 10 January 2001, 1.  
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166 David Cesarani’s personal papers, Home Office: Holocaust Memorial Day (August 2000 – April 2001), 
‘Draft email response from David Cesarani to Hratche Koundarjian’, 11 January 2001. 
167 See David Cesarani’s personal papers, Home Office: Holocaust Memorial Day (August 2000 – April 
2001), ‘Draft email response from David Cesarani to Hratche Koundarjian’, 10 January 2001, 1; ‘Draft email 
response from David Cesarani to Hratche Koundarjian’, 11 January 2001. 
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automatically included in the ceremony.168 CRAG was given an opportunity to state their 

case during a meeting with HMD Steering Group members. However, even a member of 

the Steering Group who felt the HMD official policy was unsound, felt that the Armenian 

representatives had failed to argue convincingly for inclusion.169 A key flaw, according to this 

member, was that the Armenian representatives failed to make ‘links with the Nazi attempt 

to annihilate the Jews’.170 Making these connections were essential because, as Macdonald 

has argued, the Holocaust acted as ‘an almost totally agreed-upon atrocity at the core’ of the 

HMD proposals.171 To provide a convincing case for inclusion, activists campaigning for 

other genocides needed to show how their example related to the Holocaust. CRAG’s 

inability to do so ensured that their lobbying failed to gain major concessions. The committee 

had relied on advancing a moral argument for the inclusion of the Armenian genocide but 

should have instead linked their demands to the specific political agenda of the day.172 

Indeed, the eventual inclusion of the Armenian bishop in the candle lighting ceremony 

resulted from political, rather than moral, arguments. There was concern that there could 

be demonstrations outside the ceremony or members of the Steering Group might speak out 

against the ceremony,173 which would have hampered the image that the government 

wanted to portray of the day. 

The Armenian case demonstrated how the national ceremony’s content was 

proscribed by wider political concerns. Cesarani saw these concessions as a natural part of 

the government’s involvement with Holocaust remembrance. Reflecting after the inaugural 

HMD, he wrote that: 

Politics is the art of the possible, not the realm of perfection. It is unrealistic 
to expect governments to implement the perfect policy of Holocaust 
commemoration and to follow it through with equally perfect social or 
political initiatives. It is also unrealistic to suggest that Holocaust 
commemoration and education can go ahead without producing a body of 

 
168 David Cesarani’s personal papers, Home Office: Holocaust Memorial Day (August 2000 – April 2001), 
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opinion that is bound to reflect critically on many aspects of government 
conduct.174 

Rather than focusing on the controversies that surrounded the inaugural HMD, Cesarani 

emphasised the positives that could be gleamed from it in his articles for academic journals, 

survivor publications, and the press. He suggested that press coverage on and following 

HMD had been ‘extensive and almost universally positive’, that the day had brought ‘an 

unprecedented level of attention’ to post-1945 genocides, and noted the television ratings for 

the national ceremony.175 Given this response, Cesarani concluded that HMD had 

‘succeeded in transforming the memorial and educational landscape of Britain and met most 

of the goals set for it by all those across the political, religious, and ethnic spectrum of the 

population who initiated, planned and worked towards it’.176 This claim was a bold one to 

make. In advancing it, Cesarani was not ignoring HMD’s critics, rather he was suggesting 

they were wrong. 

Across the many pieces that he wrote about the inaugural HMD, Cesarani challenged 

critics who found fault with the day. These criticisms can be grouped into two main 

categories: charges that HMD was being used by the government for political gain and, 

secondly, a debate over the inclusivity – or exclusivity – of the Holocaust. As noted earlier, 

similar complaints had been made whilst the day was being planned, and Cesarani had 

rebuked these criticisms at that time. His response following the 2001 events mirrored the 

arguments he had previously made. In relation to the government’s involvement, Cesarani 

acknowledged concerns that the government was promoting HMD whilst there were 

criticisms of aspects of the British government’s domestic and foreign policies. He dismissed 

this ‘dirty hands’ argument as a ‘recipe for paralysis’ because it implied no country would 

have the right to make a stance against tyrants and to argue for human rights.177 He argued 

that the ‘rampant media and fractious public opinion’ would ensure that criticisms of the 

government would be heard.178 As such, Cesarani dismissed this argument as groundless.  

The second strand of criticisms concerned how far HMD focused on the Holocaust at 

the expense of other genocides and atrocities. Cesarani stated that this criticism ‘was always 
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177 Cesarani, ‘Does the Singularity’, 50. 
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misplaced’,179 and blamed the British press for orchestrating a debate based on these 

ungrounded accusations.180 He stressed that the day was always intended to focus on events 

beyond the Holocaust.181 Cesarani argued that the examples selected were designed to avoid 

‘a parade of undifferentiated horror’, whilst underscoring the relevance of the day and the 

need to ‘educate society about the causes and catastrophic effects of racism, antisemitism, 

bigotry and prejudice’.182 He claimed that the only way HMD could fail in this aim was due 

to ‘bad teaching. Taught properly, the events of 1933–45 remain disturbing relevant’.183 He 

did not place the entire success of HMD on the shoulders of schools and teachers, however, 

but argued that ‘professional historians will have a greater role than ever to play as experts, 

counsellors, arbiters, and advocates. This, surely, is what all historians aspire to and what 

should characterise the formation of public memory’.184 

Cesarani was arguing that historians had a public duty to support the development of 

Holocaust remembrance in early millennial Britain. This role was one that Cesarani himself 

was happy to adopt. At the turn of the millennium, this demand perhaps appeared a 

reasonable one to make. Deborah Lipstadt’s courtroom experience had shown that 

individuals – backed by appropriate legal and financial clout – could successfully challenge 

the insidious nature of Holocaust denial. Cesarani’s work for the inaugural HMD equally 

suggested reasons to be positive. Whilst the day had suffered from controversies, those 

questioning HMD had not focused on attacking the need to remember the Holocaust in 

Britain, but rather what else should be remembered alongside the genocide. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the development of two projects at the turn of the millennium, 

which have come to be seen as markers of the emergence of Holocaust remembrance on the 

nation’s stage. In a period of seven months, Britain gained a national exhibition and a 

dedicated day to remember the Holocaust. The political endorsements, financial clout, and 

access to large, national audiences contrasts with earlier attempts to remember the 

Holocaust. But there was, equally, a continuity between the millennial projects and earlier 
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attempts to remember the Holocaust, demonstrated through a continuing confusion about 

the relevance of the Holocaust to life in Britain.  

The continuation of this confusion is perhaps most surprising in this chapter. Cesarani 

provided, from the outset, a clear conceptualisation of who the victims of the Holocaust were. 

He insisted that the IWM’s exhibition needed to focus specifically on the Jewish victims and 

that any deviation from this approach would betray the memory of the Holocaust. His 

certainty was clearly communicated throughout his involvement with the Imperial War 

Museum and he often lambasted the museum for adopting a perpetrator-led narrative. 

Cesarani occasionally managed to get the museum to adapt to his way of thinking, as seen 

most explicitly through the revised definition at the start of the exhibition. The final product, 

however, did not place the Jewish victims at its core in the way he demanded. Yet, when he 

visited the exhibition after it opened, Cesarani praised the response it was eliciting from the 

public. The exhibition seemed to have achieved its goal.  

Cesarani’s contradictory reaction to the exhibition seems to arise from two concurrent 

beliefs he held about Holocaust remembrance. Firstly, he undoubtedly felt that Jewish 

victims needed to be at the heart of any memorial project. His second conviction was his 

strong sense that the Holocaust could be used to support the teaching of universal lessons 

about the dangers of prejudice and intolerance. These views seemed to have been successfully 

realised during the planning for the inaugural HMD, which placed the Holocaust at its core. 

The controversies surrounding HMD did not hinge on whether the Holocaust should be 

remembered in Britain, but rather focused on which genocides and atrocities should feature 

alongside it. Holocaust remembrance in Britain seemed, finally, assured. 

But this assurance was built on an unstable foundation. The confusions surrounding 

Holocaust remembrance lingered, thus creating the conditions for ‘a yawning gulf’ between 

popular understanding and academic scholarship to continue to expand in the decades after 

the exhibition’s opening.185 Over time, Cesarani’s optimism surrounding Holocaust 

remembrance receded. He was left questioning ‘whether it is not better to let history remain 

in the past, whether the utilization of history for whatever purpose inexorably degrades it’?186 

This chapter has not sought to explain the causes of Cesarani’s growing unease with 

Holocaust remembrance towards the end of his life. His growing ambivalence feeds into the 

wider nature of Holocaust remembrance in the postwar period. It is to these wider trends 

that this thesis now turns to in its concluding chapter.
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Conclusion 
This thesis opened with James Parkes reflecting on the meaning of the Eichmann trial from 

his home in rural Hertfordshire.1 Whilst connecting the English countryside to the Holocaust 

was an unusual analogy, he was not alone in articulating the sense that remembering the 

genocide was of profound significance to British society. This thesis has examined how 

Holocaust remembrance was shaped by six memory protagonists working in London during 

the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. These individuals had no direct experience of 

the Holocaust, but they each saw relevance in it for Britain. The case studies encompassed a 

broad range of individuals working across civil society, including a librarian, politician, 

retired hospital administrator, educator, artist, and academic historian. The individuals 

worked in different times and in different places across the postwar period. Taken together, 

they highlight the diversity of approaches to remembrance. 

By examining the work of these memory protagonists, this thesis has nuanced the 

chronology of how Holocaust remembrance developed between 1948 and 2001. Scholars 

have previously emphasised how, from the late 1970s, Holocaust remembrance blossomed 

in Britain, leading to a high point of engagement at the turn of the millennium.2 This 

argument suggested that Holocaust remembrance went from a period of ‘silence to salience’.3 

David Cesarani challenged the focus scholars placed on the last quarter of the twentieth 

century by showing that there was a richer array of activity between 1945 and 1960 than 

had previously been acknowledged.4 In criticising the ‘myth of silence’, Cesarani claimed 

that it was ‘anachronistic’ to expect knowledge of the Holocaust in the early postwar period 

to resemble the multitude of responses found in later decades. He demonstrated how there 

was a fledgling understanding across the early post-Holocaust decades in various professional 

discourses.5 Taken together, the scholarly consensus has suggested ever-growing recognition 

of the Holocaust in British society-at-large. The focus on the volume of activities, however, 

has been tempered by concerns about a widening ‘gulf’ or ‘chasm’ between scholarly 
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4 David Cesarani, ‘How Post-War Britain Reflected on the Nazi Persecution and Mass Murder of Europe’s 
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research and the public’s understanding of the historic events now called the Holocaust.6 

This lack of understanding confounds the supposed abundance of projects designed to 

remember the Holocaust in Britain.7 

In examining Holocaust remembrance from the late 1940s to the early 2000s, this 

thesis has bridged the chronological divide between studies focusing on the early postwar 

period and those considering later decades. It has argued that ambivalence, apathy, and 

confusion are not recent phenomena but instead reflect the hallmarks of Holocaust 

remembrance. Throughout this thesis, a sense of repetition has been detected in how 

organisations engaged with Holocaust remembrance. The BoD’s role over the postwar 

period, for instance, provides a salient example of the inconsistencies from within Anglo-

Jewry towards Holocaust remembrance. The BoD offered some financial support to the 

Wiener Library, and its President – Barnett Janner – saw joining the organisation’s executive 

committee as being a prestigious venture. Yet, at the same time, the BoD had a vague 

understanding of the institution’s purpose and work. This limited understanding reflected 

the wider Anglo-Jewish approach to the library, which led to the assumption that the 

organisation’s future was best served by transferring its materials to a British university. The 

library’s staff were upset by the suggestion that the institution should be disbanded, as it 

clashed with their view that it provided a memorial to German Jewry. 

Barnett Janner’s son, Greville Janner, developed a more proactive approach to 

Holocaust remembrance when he became President of the Board of Deputies. Having been 

offered a prominent location for a Holocaust memorial in the centre of Whitehall, Greville 

Janner was keen to seize this opportunity. However, his rush to publicise the planned 

memorial in the press helped to scupper the proposal. In the end, the memorial’s location 

was agreed behind closed doors, which helped to avoid a repeat of the earlier backlash. The 

final memorial was plain and inoffensive, and its placement in Hyde Park lacked any obvious 

meaning for Anglo-Jewry. Janner and the BoD’s acceptance of the site is striking, suggesting 

that they were happy they had been able to persuade the government to make a small gesture 

towards Holocaust remembrance in the capital. 

Janner’s campaign for a Holocaust memorial stands in contrast to the BoD’s 

engagement with Holocaust education. In entering the educational sphere, the Board was 

concerned about how their actions would be perceived by the general public. The Auschwitz 

exhibition provided an opportunity for the BoD to take a back seat and stress that non-Jewish 
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groups saw relevance in remembering the Holocaust. The BoD became increasingly 

dissatisfied with the exhibition and eventually withdrew their support. This decision was 

ironic; it came as the exhibition and its classroom resources were gaining popular traction. 

The Board could have rescued the pack once it became embroiled in a political dispute but 

decided against doing so. As with the Hyde Park memorial, this approach suggested the BoD 

was reluctant to take a stance that may have upset the government of the day. In the 1990s, 

the BoD became more proactive in publicising its demand that Holocaust remembrance 

should foreground the Jewish experience, as shown by their willingness to challenge the 

IWM’s ‘Man’s Inhumanity to Man’ proposal publicly. The Board’s newfound boldness 

connected to the greater number of organisations working in the realm of Holocaust 

remembrance. There was no longer the sense that the BoD had to accept the first proposal 

offered; different groups were competing for support. Over the postwar period, the BoD’s 

engagement with Holocaust remembrance fluctuated. There is a clear sense that they were 

concerned about being out of step with wider sentiment and so only became vocal when 

broader support appeared assured. 

The CCJ’s engagement with Holocaust remembrance across the postwar followed a 

more consistent cycle, which comprised of periods of tepid engagement followed by rapid 

withdrawal. The council demonstrated wry interest in George Carter’s proposed Holocaust 

memorial but rejected the plans due to his lack of financial support. In helping the Auschwitz 

Initiative Group import artefacts to Britain, the CCJ stressed that they would offer no 

financial support. Blaming financial constraints was understandable given the CCJ’s own 

precarious existence. Yet their involvement with other projects suggested that cashflow was 

not the primary cause of their reticence. Janner secured the money for the Whitehall 

proposal, and Rosen underwrote the costs of his Holocaust Sculptures, which meant there was 

no suggestion that the CCJ would be financially responsible for either project. In both 

instances, the CCJ withdrew their support because of objections from within their 

membership. Throughout the period discussed in this study, the CCJ struggled to balance 

Christian and Jewish responses to Holocaust remembrance. As with the BoD, the CCJ were 

keen to avoid entering public disputes and therefore quickly retreated when proposals started 

to court controversy. This approach meant that, while the CCJ was initially involved in many 

of the pioneering efforts discussed in this thesis, their name was absent from the completed 

projects. 

This study has suggested that the British government’s involvement with Holocaust 

remembrance extended across the postwar period. There was a continuing sense, however, 

that their engagement was always refracted through their own political concerns, which 
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rarely focused on the genocide itself. The government attempted to derail Barnett Stross’ 

work because of their concerns about the potential links to communism. Concerns about left-

wing politics returned later in the period, with the Auschwitz classroom resources becoming a 

battleground between Thatcher’s government and Labour’s ILEA. The dispute was not 

really about the merits of Holocaust education but fed into a wider argument about the ‘right’ 

way to teach schoolchildren. The government’s approach to the eventual Hyde Park 

Holocaust Memorial was more complex. The proposals became the subject of a dispute at 

the very top of the British government, with objections raised once more that it might be 

used by political opponents to criticise government policy. At the same time, the government 

was unwilling to reject the proposal outright because this action would have offended Anglo-

Jewry, whose members were increasingly being targeted as potential Conservative voters.8 

Placing the memorial in a secluded location in Hyde Park ensured that Heseltine’s promise 

to Janner was kept, but the memorial lost its potency as a potential protest symbol. In 

curating the inaugural Holocaust Memorial Day, the government ensured the event would 

be in keeping with their wider foreign policy agenda. The day positioned the government as 

a leader in the field of Holocaust remembrance, whilst controversial aspects, such as 

acknowledgment of the Armenian genocide, were side-lined because they were politically 

unhelpful. Memory protagonists had different options available to them in responding to the 

government’s agenda, demonstrating the limits of individual agency. Some individuals tried 

to sidestep the attacks. This approach worked for Stross, but the ILEA’s officials were caught 

in a tailspin and eventually conceded defeat. Other individuals sought to gain the 

government’s support for their work. Carter, possessing no financial or political capital, was 

easy to ignore. Janner’s proposal was accepted, with reservations, but only in line with the 

government’s terms. Cesarani accepted the government’s approach to HMD, which 

conflicted with aspects of his work for the IWM. In doing so, perhaps he assumed that all 

publicity is good publicity? 

Alongside the long-term trends within Britain, this thesis has shown that Holocaust 

remembrance was shaped by transnational influences. In the 1960s, Stross and Aronsfeld’s 

work was shaped by their long-term personal involvement with other European countries. 

Both men saw these partnerships as an integral part of their work. This support from pan-

European groups, however, received scepticism from within British society. Stross was 

accused of being a Czechoslovakian stooge, whilst rumours circulated that the Wiener 

Library was planning to relocate to another country. In working to ensure the library’s 

 
8 Geoffrey Alderman, London Jewry and London Politics 1889–1986 (London: Routledge, 1989), 137–8. 



Conclusion 

235 

physical stock would remain in Britain, members of Anglo-Jewry were influenced by the 

threat of transnational competition. Concerns about potential external competition were 

detected throughout the thesis. Janner, for instance, in petitioning for a Holocaust memorial, 

was attempting to rebuke Bauer’s criticisms of Anglo-Jewry’s apathy towards Holocaust 

remembrance. Cesarani utilised the trans-Atlantic rivalry through his argument that Britain 

needed a Holocaust museum because America had scores of them. With the creation of 

HMD, Britain sought to get ahead of the competition and position itself as the key player in 

Holocaust remembrance. Transnational competition helped to rally calls for action against 

the wider currents of ambivalence found in Britain. 

It is striking that each of the memory protagonists in this thesis had different rationales 

for promoting public acts of Holocaust remembrance. Dan Stone has suggested that, by the 

turn of the millennium, the Holocaust had been incorporated ‘into familiar narratives… 

thereby reinforcing rather than challenging social mores and practices’.9 This sentiment 

should be extended across the entire postwar period. This emphasis, however, does not 

suggest that the memory protagonists understood the Holocaust through universally 

applicable lessons. Stross, Aronsfeld, and the groups involved in the Auschwitz exhibition all 

sought to remember the Holocaust in light of their particular circumstances. The AIG, for 

instance, foregrounded the need for greater interfaith understanding due to the hostility one 

of their founders experienced upon conversion to Christianity. Similarly, Dan Jones, a 

lifelong resident of Cable Street, understood the exhibition through a focus on anti-racism 

because that framework made the most sense to him. In chapters four and five, this focus on 

particular circumstances is still evident. Rosen altered the meaning of his Holocaust Sculptures 

depending on the venues he was appealing to. Cesarani had stressed the Jewish particularity 

of the Holocaust for the IWM’s exhibition but, when seeking to appeal to the nation as a 

whole for HMD, he supported the focus on vague ‘lessons’ that had universal resonance. In 

the ambivalent atmosphere of postwar Britain, this approach made acts of Holocaust 

remembrance palatable to a wider audience. Between 1948 and 2001, the meaning ascribed 

to the Holocaust was contradictory and confused. Whilst attention was placed on the 

Holocaust as a specifically Jewish event, the development of this understanding was uneven 

and patchy. 

This thesis has illuminated these competing tensions through a deliberate choice about 

the types of archives used to examine the development of Holocaust remembrance. It has 
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focused on using private papers and oral histories as a starting point to examine the activities 

of memory protagonists. All of the chapters drew on material that has recently become 

available to researchers. The fact that some of this material has only recently been released 

emphasises the ambivalence organisations have encountered, which has meant that securing 

their own internal records was not previously considered a priority. Widespread apathy to 

the financial security of the Wiener Library and Ben Uri Gallery, for example, meant that 

the records of both institutions suffer from a certain amount of unevenness. Alongside these 

institutional records, this study was the first to utilise other materials due to the untimely 

passing of their creators. It was only possible to consult the extensive archives of David 

Cesarani, Martin Gilbert, and Ismond Rosen because of the owners’ belief that these 

materials needed to be made available to researchers as soon as possible. 

The stories told in the individuals’ papers are, as with all archives, ‘caught half way 

through: the middle of things; discontinuities’.10 To enrich the story, these files were 

contextualised with the records of a host of organisations operating in civil society, local 

government, and at the top of the British government. Much of this material was equally 

novel, having not previously been considered in studies of British Holocaust remembrance. 

It was a conscience decision to start with individuals themselves, rather than with the archives 

of the state. This thesis has suggested that this approach adds a layer of complexity to the 

process of Holocaust remembrance because it does not place the state at the centre of the 

decision-making process. By foregrounding the actions of memory protagonists, it has been 

possible to demonstrate how their work was often undertaken in spite of widespread 

ambivalence found across British society. 

By focusing on the actions of memory protagonists, this study has suggested a way of 

addressing concerns that studies of Holocaust remembrance are increasingly ‘shorn of 

intentionality’.11 In examining six individuals working in different fields across the postwar 

period, this thesis has highlighted the multitude of approaches to Holocaust remembrance.  

Whilst emphasising the different circumstances these memory protagonists operated in, it 

has suggested that their work was shaped by the ambivalence found in British society-at-

large. The thesis was grounded in events taking place in London to highlight the social 

relationships between the different memory protagonists. The focus on the capital ensured 
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France and Italy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 254. 
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there was a rich variety of archival material available at different scales of analysis – from 

those of the state to those of the individual. It is anticipated that this approach could be used 

to examine how others have sought to shape Holocaust remembrance in this country. 

Examining the work of Gillian Walnes Perry and the Anne Frank Trust, for example, or that 

of the campaigner in Christian-Jewish dialogue Elizabeth Maxwell would help to further 

enrich the picture of Holocaust remembrance in the postwar period.  This approach requires 

turning away from structures to consider the role of memory protagonists in shaping 

Holocaust remembrance. In understanding the shape of Holocaust remembrance in Britain, 

there remains much unfinished business.
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