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S ECOND WOR LD WAR AND
HOLOCAUS T G ALLERI ES

I NT RODUCT I ON

‘Every child of every nation should know this story.’
IWM visitor

The Second World War remains the most devastating conflict in human
history. An average of 27,000 people lost their lives every day between
September 1939 and August 1945, in a war that was unique and
unparalleled in scale and reach. Most of them were civilians. Bombed from
the air with previously unimagined ferocity, viciously starved, deported and
driven from their homes, people across the globe suffered as never before.
At the centre of this brutal and dehumanising war was the Holocaust, a
state-sponsored mass murder which led to the deaths of six million Jewish
men, women and children. They were shot, starved, worked to death and
gassed by the Nazis and their collaborators.
The deliberate genocide of the Jews of central Europe was, and remains, a
shockingly barbaric demonstration of mankind’s capacity to kill without
conscience or moral restraint.
While the Nazis employed industrial systems and procedures, the Holocaust
was actualised by men and women on the ground participating in brutal
and ruthless killing. Its implementation depended on a wide range of
participants across Europe. Governments were implicated for their lack of
intervention, and individuals and organisations for their active involvement.
We now know that there was nothing inevitable about the Holocaust.
The path that led to it was chaotic and changing, determined by an
ill-conceived, mistaken and unstable concept and understanding of
race, and by the course of the Second World War.
This is why we are placing IWM’s new Holocaust Galleries at the central
chronological fulcrum of our iconic London museum and linking them,
architecturally and conceptually, to our new Second World War Galleries.
In doing so, we will allow visitors to truly reflect on these momentous 20th
century events and grasp the inextricable relationship between them.
I invite you to join and support us in realising this timely and urgent project.

Diane Lees
Director-General
The Holocaust As the concentration camps were liberated, large numbers of shoes were discovered in some
locations, piled both in the open and in various buildings. These shoes had been taken both from people
murdered and incarcerated, and testify to the appalling scale of the Nazi’s genocidal project. This image is
from Majdanek, which operated as both a concentration camp and a death camp in occupied Poland.

A B OUT IW M

T RANSFORM I NG I W M LONDON PHASE 2

IWM (Imperial War Museums) was founded in 1917 to ensure that future
generations understood the causes, the course and, importantly, the
consequences of the First World War. Over the years, our remit has been
extended to include subsequent conflicts.

Having completed the first phase of transformation when our award-winning
First World War Galleries opened at IWM London in July 2014, IWM is now
embarking on the next phase of transformation.

Today, IWM is a world authority on war and its impact, from the First
World War to the present day, and is recognised globally for its innovative
approaches to engaging diverse audiences with sometimes difficult,
emotional and contested histories.
We welcome 2.8 million visitors annually to our five museums:
IWM London, our flagship branch; IWM North in Trafford, Greater Manchester,
which is housed in an iconic award-winning building designed by Daniel
Libeskind; IWM Duxford, near Cambridge, a world-renowned aviation
museum and Britain’s best preserved working airfield; Churchill War
Rooms, housed in Churchill’s secret headquarters below Whitehall, and
HMS Belfast, the Second World War cruiser moored in the Pool of London
on the River Thames.
At each museum, we make our unique collections relevant by creating vivid
personal stories and powerful physical experiences that reflect the realities
of war and its impact on people’s lives ever since the First World War.

The Second World War and the Holocaust were pivotal events of the twentieth
century, starkly revealing mankind at its most barbaric. They unleashed
violence, death and destruction on a scale never previously experienced.
The breadth and scope of these powerful events demand rigorous new
interpretation for the 21st century.
The next phase of transformation will feature:
―

2,118m² dedicated to the Second World War on Level 1 of IWM London.
This will double the space dedicated to the war and open up spaces not
currently available to the public.

―

1,297m² Holocaust Galleries, expanded and re-located to Level 2 so
that the Holocaust narrative is uniquely linked, architecturally and
conceptually, to the Second World War.

―

508m² new digitally-enabled learning spaces on Levels 1 and 2, directly
linked to the new galleries, that will feature different types of space, from
small study rooms to large multi-purpose areas for use by adults, young
people, schools and families.

HOLOC AUST G A LL E R I E S FO R T H E 2 1 S T C E N TU RY
Since our current Holocaust exhibition opened in 2000, the scale and breadth
of Holocaust research has grown significantly. As well as historians, the field
now involves the work of sociologists, psychologists, philosophers, theologians,
cultural theorists, political scientists and educationalists. The number of archives in
Eastern Europe that has gradually become available since the end of the Cold War
continues to be a key driver of scholarly research.
By drawing on this constantly evolving body of knowledge and evidence, and using
imaginative digital and interactive interpretation, IWM will illuminate the true scale
of the crimes committed by the Nazis, their allies and collaborators, and ensure that
this subject and its legacy are more clearly understood than ever before.
The new Holocaust narrative will run in three overlapping sections, bookended
by opening and closing sections. The core sections will be thematic rather than
explicitly chronological, although they will follow a broad linear timescale.

Slipping the Net Even as Nazi Germany began to expand in 1938, Jews hoping to escape encountered strong
international resistance to the idea of widespread emigration. After a night of staged violence against Jews
throughout Greater Germany in November 1938, since known as the November Pogrom, or Kristallnacht, the British
government agreed to take a limited number of Jewish children. The Kinderstransporte brought over 9,000 children
to Britain between 1938 and the outbreak of war. One 11-year-old, Stephie Leyser, arrived from Austria with a
number of toys given to her by her parents, including this much loved Siamese cat puppet (above).
This Kappel typewriter was given by Dr Sellyez Aladar to Mr Donnenburg Dezso. Dezso was working for Swedish
Diplomat, Raoul Wallenberg, who was helping to save Jews in Hungary during the Second World War. It was used to
type thousands of Schutzpässe (‘protection passes’).

SEC T ION A: T HE L I F E B E FO R E

SECT I ON B : T HE M AI N NARRAT I V E

The opening section of the galleries will look at the detail and diversity of Jewish
life across Europe in the time before the Holocaust.

PERSECUTION

Jewish people and communities have existed in Europe for centuries. Over time,
some have retained a devout orthodoxy and structured their existence around
this, while others have assimilated in the cultures and traditions in which they
live. They have never been the singular, homogenous group of people that
the Nazis described.

This section will look at the global situation at the end of the First World War.
It will examine the situation in Germany and the evolution of behaviours,
attitudes and policies in the first years of the Nazi regime.
It will show how ideas of racial ideology gradually gained purchase in the
early days of the Third Reich and how incoherent the implementation of
these ideas was. It will address the development of the first camps and
examine how Jewish emigration became the preferred National Socialist
policy and the different Jewish responses to this.
ESCALATION
This section will identify how antisemitism and violence towards Jewish
people and communities developed gradually through the 1930s, and
became increasingly sinister and overt, particularly through the Anschluss,
and in the November Pogrom and its aftermath.
It will cover the occupation of Poland, the T4 ‘Euthanasia’ programme, and
detail the formation of the ghettos and the so-called ‘Territorial Solution’.
ANNIHILATION
This section will examine how Nazi policy crossed the threshold into
wide-scale state-sponsored murder. It will ‘decentralise’ the status of the
gas chambers, and acknowledge the ‘Holocaust by bullets’, starvation and
‘annihilation through work’, as well as the death camps, as being key to the
exterminatory process. It will also show that this was a European-wide project.

Music Sheet This music sheet was sent by Hans Neumeyer to his daughter Ruth, who had been conveyed to
England on a Kindertransport with her brother before the war. Hans was a composer and this was intended to
remind Ruth to practise her music. Although in contact with their children for the early part of the war, both Hans
and his wife Vera were ultimately deported from Germany. It was not until after the war’s end that Ruth and her
brother were to learn that both their parents had been killed.
Section of barbed wire from Auschwitz Originally built on the site of former Polish Army barracks, Auschwitz
was a vast network of camps in occupied Poland. It became the largest concentration camp complex of its kind
and a site associated more than any other with the Nazi’s attempted extermination of the Jews of Europe.

SEC T ION C : A F T E R T HE E N D

JUSTICE, RETRIBUTION AND REVENGE

The closing section will deal with the problem of retribution and justice,
and the challenges of recovering lost lives.

During the final years of the war, the Allies made clear their intention
to pursue those who were involved in the Holocaust. They did this after
the end of the Second World War by identifying and prosecuting key
perpetrators. The International Military Tribunal and subsequent Nuremberg
Military Tribunals sought to formally and legally convict those responsible in
a way that would withstand historical scrutiny.

LIBERATION
Camps were liberated from July 1944 when the Soviets overran Majdanek.
As each site was discovered, and survivors passed into the control of
the respective liberating armies, more information emerged about
what had happened.
Survivors gradually became ‘Displaced Persons’ and thousands remained
in camps for a lengthy period. Their time was spent attempting to trace
family members and to recover lost lives. In the aftermath of liberation,
many were either unable or unwilling to return to their former lives.
One of the most conspicuous consequences of the Holocaust was the
formation of the state of Israel.

Survival Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in northern Germany was liberated by Allied forces in
April 1945. 60,000 survivors were found there, living in conditions of extreme hunger and squalor
amid a mass of decaying bodies. The women in this photograph search desperately among the mud
and desolation of the camp for food, water and other provisions.

GENOCIDE
The indictment used against those charged in the IMT was the first
courtroom mention of the word ‘genocide’. Descriptive rather than formally
legal, it prepared the way for the later passing of the term into international
law. It was authored by Raphael Lemkin, a Polish lawyer who, while in
Nuremberg, learned of the death of 49 members of his family, including
his parents, at the hand of the Nazis.
After a fifty-year hiatus, it was used to prosecute atrocities since the
establishment of the ICTY1, ICTR2 and ICC3 in the 1990s, and was applied
retrospectively to define genocides that occurred previously.

‘We must never forget that the record on which
we judge these defendants today is the record
on which history will judge us tomorrow.’
Robert Jackson, Opening Statement before the International Military Tribunal

1
2
3

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.
International Criminal Court.

W H Y T H IS WO R K I S S O I MP O R TA N T
Despite over 25 years of Holocaust education, research led by University
College London’s Centre for Holocaust Education1 with over 9,500
secondary school students aged 11 to 18, revealed that their knowledge
and understanding of the Holocaust was often based on inaccuracies and
misconceptions. For example:
―

74% of students grossly overestimated the proportion of Jews in
Germany during the 1930s by 15 to 30 times. (The pre-war Jewish
population was less than 1%.)

―

68% were unaware of what ‘antisemitism’ meant, and their explanations
often overlooked the distinctive racial dimensions of Nazi antisemitism.

―

While the majority knew Jews were the primary victims of the Holocaust,
most had little understanding of why they were persecuted and murdered.

―

A third massively underestimated the scale of the murder of Jewish
people, with 10% appearing to believe that no more than 100,000 lives
were lost.

―

Over 50% believed that the Holocaust was solely attributable to Adolf
Hitler. With age, students increasingly appreciated that the Nazis played
a significant role in the Holocaust, but most saw them as an elite group
loyal to Hitler rather than a political party that enjoyed significant
support across the German population.

―

Fewer than 10% recognised that the German people were complicit in,
or responsible for, the persecution and mass murder of Jews and other
victim groups.

―

Very few appeared to know about the role played in the Holocaust by
collaborating regimes, Axis allies or local populations across Europe.

―

While 71% recognised that Auschwitz was connected to the Holocaust,
only 15% associated camps like Treblinka and Bergen-Belsen with it.

―

Many students did not have a chronological understanding of the
Holocaust or understand its relationship to the Second World War.

1

What do students know and understand about the Holocaust? Evidence from English secondary schools
(Stuart Foster, Alice Pettigrew, Andy Pearce, Rebecca Hale, Adrian Burgess, Paul Salmons, Ruth-Anne Lenga, 2014)

The Nuremberg Trial, 1946 This work was painted by Dame Laura Knight, the British artist who attended
the Nuremberg Trials as an official war correspondent. With special access to the broadcasting box just above
the prisoners, she was able to make charcoal studies of the main protagonists. Knight was deeply disturbed
by what she heard. Floating a landscape of desolation above the courtroom like a haunting nightmare, she
managed to link the wider consequences of global war to the crimes against humanity for which the accused
were being called to account.

NEW S ECON D W O R L D WA R G A L LE RI E S
More than 55million people died during the Second World War. For the
first time in history, the world witnessed widespread Total War, whereby
societies across the globe were mobilised both to provide forces for the
frontline and the huge quantities of material needed to wage war with
unprecedented intensity.
The social, economic and political consequences of what happened
between 1937 and 1945 are still tangible in the international relations
and outlook of the modern world. The Second World War was truly a
moment when the world changed.

However, recent research with our visitors1 revealed that while the
general public identifies the Second World War as the most important
event to shape our world in the past hundred years, there are serious
gaps in their knowledge and understanding of it. For instance:
―

Visitors ‘half knew’ or recognised names, places and individual features
of the war without knowing how these fitted together or what the basic
framework was.

―

They recognised a personal connection to the war, but often felt guilty
that they did not know more about it.

―

They often lacked the confidence to talk about the Second World War.

―

Many said that it seemed distant and incomprehensible in today’s world.

The research suggested that the commonest source of knowledge was film
and television, which has led to stereotypical understandings of the Second
World War.
Furthermore, as the generation with direct experience of the war leaves us, it
is becoming increasingly urgent to capture their memories and preserve their
stories for future generations.
As Britain’s only national, modern social history museum, IWM is uniquely
placed to address the various myths and misconceptions about the Second
World War, and to present the Holocaust within its context.
In doing so, we will show how these events shaped today’s world.

V1 flying bombs These became a major concern for the home front In Britain from June 1944 through to the
end of the war. Though widely remembered as part of Britain’s war, the V weapons were an important part of
the Holocaust story. While their use could be devastating, they were responsible for more death and suffering
in their construction than their deployment. Thousands of slave labourers were killed making these weapons,
and thousands more creating the tunnels for the underground factories in which they were produced.

1

How do Audiences Relate to the Second World War and the Cold War (The Susie Fisher Group, November 2015)

SEC T ION A: P E ACE LOS T, 1930– 1 9 3 7

SECT I ON B : W ORLD WAR, 1 9 3 8 – 1 9 4 5

Covering the period of the early 1930s, the exhibition’s opening section
will provide a preamble to the Second World War by examining the world’s
leading nations as they reacted to the global financial crisis of the 1930s, the
emergence of aggressive autocratic regimes in both Europe and Asia, and the
events that eventually led to world war in 1939.

The exhibition’s central narrative will deal with the main sequence of events
that, together, resulted in the most widespread and costly global war ever
seen. Over four distinct galleries, the story will reflect the shifting focus of the
war from an initial confrontation in Europe between Britain, Germany and Italy,
to its rapid globalisation and massive growth in scale in 1941 with the entry of
the USSR and the USA, alongside the expansion of Japan’s war in Asia.
This narrative is dominated throughout by the collective human experience
of Total War. The scale, reach and impact of the war was unprecedented. It
affected the lives of almost everyone across the globe. It is this characteristic
that distinguishes the Second World War from all other conflicts.

Anything But War Remembering the sacrifices of 1914-18, the British government championed a policy of
appeasement in the face of the ideological extremes of the Italian and German governments. Here, British
Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, at Heston airport reads aloud the agreement he had just signed with
Adolf Hitler in Munich in September 1938 declaring that Britain and Germany would not go to war again.

WAR SPREADS ACROSS EUROPE: 1938 –1941
The opening strand of the main narrative will explore the period when Britain
and Germany emerged as central protagonists. From the start of German
expansion across central Europe in 1938, to the dramatic defeat of France in
June 1940, we will chart how Germany came to dominate the countries around
it. Britain was forced to develop a new strategy for the war. It was only with the
support of its Empire, the surviving forces of those countries overrun by the
Nazis and, increasingly, the United States of America, that it was able to fight on.
For Britain, the summer of 1940 represented the real start of its world war.
Britain seized what opportunities it could to strike back at Germany and its new
ally, Italy. As it did so, it had to confront the real threat of German invasion and
endure the onslaught of the Blitz.
THE WAR TURNS GLOBAL: 1941–1942
The second strand will look at how the war exploded out of central Europe
to become a global conflict. For Britain, this was mainly through the battles
fought around the Mediterranean, notably in North Africa, and the Battle of
the Atlantic. In Eastern Europe, the German invasion of the USSR in June 1941
lifted the violence to new levels of intensity. In Asia, with the Soviet Union
under severe pressure, Japan set aside its long-running war with China and,
in December 1941, ambitiously launched a rapid campaign to capture the
European colonies of south-east Asia. This move included a pre-emptive strike
against the USA at Pearl Harbor, an act that brought America into the war.
ALLIED VICTORY, AXIS DEFEAT: 1943 –1945
The final strand will explain why the Allies, led by Britain, the USA and the USSR,
won the war and the Axis powers of Germany, Italy and Japan lost. The Axis
countries failed to work together and co-ordinate their strategies. In contrast,
the Allies increasingly shared resources and dovetailed their plans. Growing
Allied strength slowly undermined the ability of the Axis to wage war and, by
1945, the Allies had reached a winning position.

Battle of the Atlantic As an island, Britain depended on maritime trade for survival. Aggressive German
U-boat attacks threatened to starve the country of food and other vital resources. Britain made probably
its most important strategic contribution to winning the war by defeating the German U-boats. This war of
technology, tactical innovation and codebreaking, was fought in the inhospitable arena of the North Atlantic,
as reflected here in the grey seas and burning ship of George Plante’s painting, A Rescue-ship in the Atlantic,
March 1943 (detail).

Strategic Bombing From 1942 to 1944, Britain and
America used the intensive, strategic bombing of
Germany as a means of directly assisting the Soviet
Union in its fight against Germany. Allied aerial
bombing resulted in shocking levels of destruction,
but, in the end, was an integral part of the defeat of
Germany. This mid-air photograph, illuminated by the
flares, smoke and explosions of the raid, was taken by
an RAF Lancaster bomber over Hamburg on the night
of 30/31 January 1943.

TOTAL WAR
Central to the story of the Second World War was the presence of Total
War. This describes the way in which, for the first time, whole societies were
drawn fully into war through mobilisation, occupation, direct attack and
devastating losses. These features of Total War did not occupy any one
specific point in the war’s chronology or focus exclusively on individual
events, but flowed throughout, distinguishing the Second World War from
previous conflicts and ensuring its legacy continued to affect the way the
modern world works.

A New Japanese Empire Germany’s apparent defeat of the major European colonial powers and likely
demise of the USSR emboldened Japan to launch a series of devastating attacks in 1941–42 across the
Pacific and South-East Asia. Poor Japanese opinion of the United States, reflected in this satirical matchbox
(above) showing President Roosevelt under attack, led them to hope that a negotiated settlement would
quickly be reached with America. But it was to be American industrial and military power that would ultimately
bring defeat to Japan in 1945.

SEC T ION C : T HE I MPACT O F TOTA L WA R, 1 9 4 5 – 1 9 4 9
The closing section of the new Second World War Galleries will deal with
the immediate consequences of the war.
Britain faced unique challenges. While weakened by the war and short
of money, its new Labour government was committed to social reform.
But, as an imperial power, Britain retained major international interests. It
aimed to reassert its authority but encountered serious challenges such
as an upsurge of Zionist pressure in Palestine. India slipped away and, in
1947, was partitioned into two new states. This signalled the beginning of
the end of Empire and the start of a new international standing for Britain.
Internationally, the United Nations offered the prospect of a more
effective regulatory body than the 1919 League of Nations. The UN
pioneered the process of bringing those held to be responsible for the
war to account for their acts in international courts. It played a central
role in rehabilitating those refugees cut off from their former lives by the
war and, alongside direct international assistance such as the American
Marshall Plan, began the process of widespread reconstruction.

Building a New World Even after the fighting stopped, it was often many years before people returned
home. Walter Klemenz was a German POW who continued working on a farm in Kent in south-east
Britain long after the war ended. Late in 1946, the Duke family who owned the farm invited him to spend
Christmas with them. To thank them, Walter made this toy dog from an apple crate and scraps of metal
for their young son, Christopher. Through small acts of kindness and reconciliation like this, the painful
wounds of the most costly war ever seen were slowly healed.
Displaced The massive impact of the Second World War resulted in around 40 million people in Europe
being driven from their homes. By 1947, the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration
(UNRRA) was running almost 800 refugee camps around the world, providing shelter for some seven million
people. This five-year-old boy, orphaned by the war, waits on an UNRRA truck at Buchenwald concentration
camp shortly after its liberation to be taken to a train station en route to a new home in Switzerland.

LEAR NING A N D I N T E R P R E TAT I O N
Alongside new Second World War and Holocaust
Galleries, two new digitally-enabled learning spaces,
totalling 508m² on Levels 1 and 2, will form part of this
project. Their location will enable people of all ages to
engage more closely with our collections and displays
and support active involvement with our innovative and
creative programmes.
We will ensure that personal stories remain at the heart
of the interpretive approach in our galleries and learning
spaces. Along with a breadth of objects, original
material, immersive experiences and other compelling
content, we will help our audiences to understand
more fully the causes, course and consequences of
these seminal periods in world history.

Seeking Shelter Throughout the Second World War,
civilians came under sustained attack in a way never
seen before. Much of this came through the extensive
strategic bombing campaigns undertaken against
Britain, Germany and Japan. In this contemporary
pen and ink drawing, September 13th 1940:
Shelterers in Belsize Park Tube Station, John
Farleigh captures the exhaustion and stoicism
of Londoners sitting out the nightly air raid.

VISION FOR I WM

ENQUI RI ES

To realise our vision for new, expanded and reinterpreted Second World War
and Holocaust Galleries and new learning spaces by 2020/21, we need to
raise £30.5million.

If you would like to find out more about this campaign,
please get in touch with:

With your support we will be able to:
―

Significantly improve visitor knowledge and understanding of
the Second World War and the Holocaust by dedicating a total of
3,415m² within our flagship branch to these events, and providing a
comprehensive interpretative journey throughout.

―

Dedicate 1,200m² back-of-house space, not currently available to the
public, to the Second World War and the Holocaust.

―

Create 508m² of new expanded learning spaces, from which to offer
creative and dynamic learning experiences.

―

Make over 1,500 assets from the national Second World War and
Holocaust collection available to the public, and increase digital content
in these galleries by 50%.

―

Articulate the Holocaust spatially and intellectually within the context
of the Second World War, thereby enabling audiences to truly reflect on
and understand the critical relationship between these events.

―

Increase the number of young people participating in learning
programmes by 90%, to 40,000 per annum, and double the number
engaged in learning about the Holocaust to 50,000 per annum.

―

Consolidate partnerships with institutions like UCL to ensure the latest
research on the Second World War and the Holocaust is made widely
available to the public in our galleries and online.

―

Use the experience and success of transforming our First World War
Galleries to engage contemporary audiences and future generations
with the Second World War and the Holocaust, and demonstrate how the
legacy of these events laid the foundations of the world we live in today.

Antoinette O’Loughlin
Executive Head of Development
ao’loughlin@iwm.org.uk
020 7091 3050

