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On Emotion and Remembering the Past in Museums and Memorials:
A Museum Anthropological Analysis on the Belzec Memorial in Poland and
the Holocaust Memorial in Germany
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On Emotion and Remembering the Past in Museums and Memorials:
A Museum Anthropological Analysis on the Belzec Memorial in Poland
and the Holocaust Memorial in Germany

TERADA Masahiro

The purpose of this paper is to show a today’s feature of the way of representing the Holocaust in
museums and memorials focusing on the problem of emotion and remembering the past. There exist
a lot of museums and memorials which dealing with the Holocaust and a lot of arguments have done
over that problem in many years. Especially after 1990’s, two significant different tendencies have
come into being: the one estimates to promote strong emotion of visitors in museums and memorials
positively and the other estimates it negatively. An example of the former case is the Holocaust
Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C. in the United States and that of the latter is the Berlin Jewish
Museum in Germany. The concept of these two museums has had a great influence on present-day
museums and memorials dealing with the Holocaust. But little attention has been given to the point
that what kind of tendency has arisen after those two examples. Because the Belzec Memorial is
opened in 2004 and the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin is opened in 2005, to analyze these two
memorials will leads us to solve the question mentioned above.

These two memorials have similar structure of space. Both of memorials are consisted from
memorial objects and museum. Each memorial is different from traditional shape of memorial. Using
a method of landscape art, they emphasize hugeness of the space which indicates the vastness of the
number of victims of the event. Both memorials have museums beside them. In these museums,
explanation of the Holocaust is given. Important point is that the tendency of exhibition is objective
approach: the color of exhibition rooms is not black like that of Holocaust Memorial Museum in
Washington, D.C. which makes visitors negative impression but gray like “white cube” in art
museums. Special effects like virtual realities are not done in the exhibition rooms.

Although there is such similarity, it is important to note difference between two memorials. In
Belzec Memorial, visitors will be brought to the emotional situation which converge single emotion of
mourning because objects used in the memorial is planned to awake such emotion. The effect of
objective approach in the museum beside the memorial is to moderate that emotion, or rather excuse
for awakening visitors such strong emotion. In Holocaust Memorial in Berlin, on the contrary, to
make visitors such emotion is carefully avoided. The emotion of visitors will not only be converged

single emotion but also be hanged in the air. Visitors will be made to reflect on their own emotion to
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the past. They have to look himself who stands in front of the complex relationship between the
present and the past. In each memorial, relationship between emotion and remembering the past is
highly minded. But there is also huge difference between these two memorials. In one hand, we can
see highly sophisticated method of awakening single emotion of visitors, and in other hand we can see
skeptical approach of such tendency. We can still regard that such parallel existence of these two

trend is today’s feature of the way of representing the Holocaust in museums and memorials.
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