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ABSTRACT

This research examines Holocaust representations in Kansas City in 2021, focusing on 

global connections to social responsibility and commemoration methods. A review of historical 

museums around the world reveals that curators of historical museums utilize specific rhetoric 

that reflect the values and forces of their respective society. The arrival of the international 

traveling exhibit Auschwitz. Not long ago. Not far away. to Kansas City, MO marks new cultural 

practices of remembrance that embed the Holocaust narrative into a local perspective. Local 

agents, such as Midwest Center for Holocaust Education and film producer Brad Austin, use 

rhetorical language that aims to fill the void left by genocide via a strategic perspective that 

connects the Holocaust story to the Midwestern and national narratives of commemoration. I 

argue that, today, international Holocaust representations reflect a new tendency to connect to 

the victims, encourage empathy, and thus reduce Otherness. The French philosopher Emmanuel 

Levinas asks us to reconsider how we interact with the Other. Thus, the main function of 

historical exhibition is to encourage the visitor to truly connect across the barriers of difference. 

This tendency is now a part of the international Holocaust memorialization, and the rhetorical 

message is no longer only didactic. The global message of the Holocaust transformed this event 

into a vehicle for new rhetoric, one that enhances a sense of responsibility and constructs a new 

social responsibility to build tolerance in our multicultural communities, beyond the Holocaust 

itself. 
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INTRODUCTION

In the summer of 2021, Union Station in Kansas City, MO, opened its doors for a new 

exhibit that explores the history of the Nazi extermination camp at Auschwitz-Birkenau. More 

than 1.1 million people died in this killing center, most of them Jewish, and its infamous 

entrance is widely identified with the memory of the Holocaust. Seventy-five years after its 

liberation by the Soviet troops, a multinational production team associated with the international 

exhibition firm Musealia and the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in Poland brought 

Auschwitz back to life again in a nearly 20,000 square feet of exhibition space. In this travelling 

exhibition, the curators, led by historian Robert Jan van Pelt, told the story of Jewish persecution 

and the deadliest camp in World War Two within a broader history of humankind.   

This paper will explore how this international exhibition shapes the public memory of the 

Holocaust. Not only does the Union Station exhibit about Auschwitz educate the public, but it 

preserves a place for the Holocaust in the culture of American remembrance. The discussion 

around public memory is more relevant than ever, since a responsible society is constantly 

looking for distinct methods to commemorate various historical traumas while also maintaining a 

discourse that is appropriate for its locality.

Around the world, historical museums develop a specific rhetoric that allows for both 

reflecting the values and forces of their society as well as seeking to alter them through education 

and argumentation. These rhetorical strategies are particularly challenging for museums and 

memorials dedicated to the history of mass atrocities such as the Holocaust, the September 11th 

terror attacks, the Second Indochina War, and the institution of slavery in the United States. In 

these cases, curators face the not insubstantial challenge of properly representing hateful 
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language in terms that are appropriate to the present. As ideological institutions teaching moral 

lessons, museums view these historical events through their various national lenses while also in 

motifs relevant to the local community. Museum rhetoric must also fill the voids created by these 

historical events: the physical destruction of human beings and culture, including evidence of 

these crimes; the politically motivated denial of those events; and the emotional void for the 

people both directly and indirectly effected by those events. As historian Jennifer Hansen-

Glücklich argues, any museum dedicated to a mass atrocity must address the same fundamental 

challenge: “how to make visible that which has been made invisible and how to recall that which 

has been exiled and destroyed.”1 The challenge for curators is thus to design exhibitions that use 

rhetoric as a feature of public remembrance such that visitors develop a memory of the mass 

atrocity that corresponds both to cultural norms as well as their own individuality. 

It is against this backdrop that one should examine how historical museums address the 

encounter with what French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas called the Other. In his 1961 book, 

Totality and Infinity,2 the French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas asks us to reconsider how we 

interact with the Other. According to philosopher Roger Burggraeve,3 Levinas warns against 

interpreting the true "face" of the Other, i.e., their self, simply as “countenance.” The Other “can 

never be adequately reproduced or summarized by one or another image.”4 While the 

countenance depends solely on the physical appearance and social classifications of that person, 

the face, as an organic whole, is the actual essence of the individual. Reducing the face of the 

1 Hansen-Glucklich, Jennifer. Holocaust Memory Reframed: Museums and the Challenges of Representation. New 
Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2014, 54.
2 Levinas, Emmanuel. Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority. Translated by Alphonso Lingis. Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania: Duquesne University Press, 1969.
3 Burggraeve, Roger. “Violence and the Vulnerable Face of the Other: The Vision of Emmanuel Levinas on Moral 
Evil and Our Responsibility.” Journal of Social Philosophy 30, no. 1 (Spring1999): 29–45.
4 Burggraeve, “Violence and the Vulnerable Face of the Other”, 30.
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Other to its countenance risks projecting one’s own outlook and world view on it. Levinas 

compares this reduction to killing the face. As per Levinas, this is often the spontaneous reaction 

of any person, regardless of nationality or culture, to meeting other people. It results in 

distancing the individual, the spectator, from the Other, the person being encountered. As 

Burggraeve explains, “the face of the Other signifies for me the experience of violence as 

continuous enchantment and real possibility, and thus immediately the ethical 'shame' that I must 

not be the murderer of the other.”5 That is, Levinas raises the possibility that any human 

encounter could slip into a kind of spiritual murder, where we deny the humanity of our 

interlocutor.

Ironically, the main function of historical exhibition is to resist this spontaneous act. All 

historical exhibitions present the public with a representation of otherness in the sense of a 

human story from a different time, place, or culture. Yet, the curator wants to encourage the 

visitor to experience the opposite: to truly connect across the barriers of different. This effort to 

connect requires a lot of self-awareness from the curator as well as the visitor. This task is 

particularly challenging when the Other is a victim of a mass atrocity. The challenge lies in 

overcoming our visceral responses to horrific violence, which often leads us to distance 

ourselves from the victims or even to replicate the dynamics of alterity, thanks to the persistence 

of the prejudices that caused those mass atrocities in the first place. Exhibition designers thus 

need to balance almost conflicting goals: representing victimhood while encouraging empathy; 

showing how genocide destroys people and cultures while also restoring the dignity of the 

victims as human beings. How do they narrate artifacts in such a way that results neither in 

distancing the visitor from the victims nor revictimizing them as Other? How can curators 

5 Burggraeve, “Violence and the Vulnerable Face of the Other”, 32.



4

encourage the public to see victims as human beings and recognize their ethical obligations to 

them? How can curators evoke this complicated reaction, especially when the visitors may or 

may not intend to approach the exhibition in this way from the outset?

Levinas proposes two concepts that could help in this situation. He argues that all human 

beings have a "scruple" that trigger the human conscience. This scruple diverts the "effort of 

existing"6 from the Self to the Other, which results in a sense of empathy for and responsibility 

toward the Other. This point is the crucial idea in Levinas’ theory: it explains how responsibility 

can illuminate human vulnerability and release the goodness from a human being during an 

encounter of otherness. In the tradition of philosopher Martin Buber,7 Levinas calls on us to 

focus genuinely on the face of the Other such that we discover the real and authentic person 

behind it. In doing so, we connect with the trace of the goodness that is contained in all human 

beings and recall our ethical obligations to them as human beings. That is, Levinas is proposing a 

kind of transformative experience in certain kinds of interpersonal encounters whereby the 

scruple empowers us to connect with the shared humanity even of someone radically different 

from us. Curators of exhibitions relating to mass atrocities thus face this particular challenge: to 

create a transformative experience for the public that evokes empathy and responsibility instead 

of alterity.

To accomplish this goal, museums around the world dedicate themselves to the history 

and memory of the mass atrocities. These types of museums indicate a global tendency to 

confront hate crimes and racism of any kind, but they differ by strategies and design elements. 

Hansen-Glucklich examines Holocaust museums located in Jerusalem, Berlin, and Washington 

6 Burggraeve, “Violence and the Vulnerable Face of the Other”, 31.
7 Buber, Martin. I and Thou. 2nd ed. New York: Scribner, 1958.
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D.C. She contends that not only do these museums “offer the visitor a window into another time 

and place,”8  but they also enable this kind of transformation in the consciousness of the visitor 

that corresponds with Levinas theory that the scruple shifts the effort of existing from the Self to 

the Other:

The way that a museum can create, through a particular poetics or language of 

representation, a narrative powerful enough to initiate in the visitor a change in the 

consciousness. The impact that an aesthetically innovative museum such as the new Yad 

Vashem in Jerusalem may have on a visitor might be akin to any experience that 

dramatically alters the way one understands the world and one’s place in it.9 

Even though all the three museums represent the same historical events, however, they use 

different artifacts to construct site-specific narratives. She delineates how each museum “draw[s] 

on particular aesthetic of representation to evoke specific forms of Holocaust remembrance.”10 

By framing their presentations of the past to suit domestic audiences, each essentially 

nationalizes the Holocaust.      

The Jewish Museum Berlin (JMB) represents the Jewish community not only as victims 

but as a lively creative community, displaying their vivid culture and their European heritage: “a 

house of both melancholic introspection and joyful encounter…a museum that shows how firmly 

Jewish citizens were anchored in German life, what they achieved here and how their community 

and religious life functioned.”11 This theme symbolizes a Germany that wants to face its past and 

the museum thus empowers visitors to participate in the construction of a post-Nazi society that 

believes in tolerance for minorities. By contrast, the Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem, Yad 

8 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 2. 
9 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 3.
10 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 2. 
11 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 36-7.
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Vashem, offers its visitors a narrative that is framed within a dialectic of catastrophe and 

destruction. The original exhibitions focused mostly on partisans and ghetto fighters, sanctifying 

the image of the strong Jewish individual and the notion of rebirth through the Israeli Zionism. In 

1953, the “Israeli parliament passed…the law states that Yad Vashem was established to 

commemorate the ‘six million members of the Jewish people who died a martyr’s death at the 

hands of the Nazis and their collaborators.’”12  In 2005, the reconstructed exhibitions 

commemorate all victims and survivors. “The overall strategy of Yad Vashem’s permanent 

exhibition, which is to restore names and identities to the victims and to relate as many personal 

stories of the Holocaust from the victim’s point of view as possible.”13 This shift represents the 

changes in the Israeli perception of the Holocaust from a historical event that provoked the need 

to establish Israel as a State into a realization of the singularity of the Holocaust as unique among 

genocides. 

Similarly, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington D.C. 

(USHMM) displays a Holocaust narrative framed by the American values of democracy, 

freedom, tolerance, and individual rights. The museum walls carry quotes from the founding 

fathers and the visitors view images of the concentration camps through the eyes of the 

Americans soldier liberators. “With these values in mind, the museum-going experience is 

structured in such a way that visitors empathize and identify with both categories of protagonist 

in the museum – the victims and the American concentration camp liberators.”14 Here again we 

see how museums localize and nationalize the Holocaust as they present a different theme of 

12 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 63.
13 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 100.
14 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 30.



7

commemorating the mass atrocity of the Jewish people and curate the visitor experience to fit the 

local values and perceptions.  

National differences are also evidence in the way that the curators addressed the absences 

created by genocide. In the cases of Yad Vashem and the JMB, Hansen-Glucklich shows that the 

theme of absence is reflected in the architecture of the museums. In the latter, the design of 

American architect Daniel Libeskind stages both absence and trauma through series of voids. In 

his Holocaust tower structure, the “visitors experience the burden of silence and feel drawn into a 

vacuum.”15 Since a void is basically impossible to display, no matter how many objects are used, 

he uses nothing but names to represent the burning of the human bodies. In the former, Israeli-

Canadian architect Moshe Safdie designed the building of Yad Vashem such that it “lies beneath 

the earth and occasionally pierces the surface for light and air, suggest[ing] viscerally the 

tremendous effort needed to confront the Holocaust.”16 At the end of the permanent exhibition 

space in Yad Vashem, the Hall of Names registers the names of all Jewish Holocaust victims. 

The building literally becomes a repository of memory that refuses to concede to forgetfulness.  

The mural on the third floor of USHMM addresses the issue of filling the void in an 

unconventional representation of dehumanization. This photo mural in the Tower Rooms, by 

photographer Arnold Kramer, depicts Jewish Auschwitz survivors from Salonika showing their 

tattooed arms – four men and seventy-two arms. On the one hand, the mural allows the few who 

survived the Holocaust to stand in for the masses of other human beings who were murdered by 

the Nazis. On the other, it “depicts the tension between anonymity and identity, between the Nazi 

effort to eradicate the Jewish people along with their entire culture and history, and the 

15 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 53.
16 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 69.
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Holocaust museum’s attempts to rescue the victims from oblivion.”17 Here we see how the 

curators addressed one of the tensions in Holocaust memory by thematizing it. But above all, the 

“photo mural ironically reduces human beings to mere body parts.”18 As a result, it confronts the 

visitor with Levinas’ notion of the Other. The mural compels the spectator to refer to the body 

part and faces as countenance, solely as victims or survivors; and by doing so, it erases their 

identity, essence, and memory. One can view the mural almost as a live demonstration, a 

metaphor for the Holocaust. It thus teases the scruple from the spectators to encourage them to 

view the Other with responsibility, transforming the Nazi dehumanization of Jews into empathy 

for the victims. 

In contrast to Yad Vashem and the JMB, the designer of the USHMM, James Ingo Freed, 

faced a different set of challenges that required him to break with established paradigms for 

dealing with absence. In the cases of Berlin and Jerusalem, these national museums were 

connected to the actual events of the Holocaust geographically, politically, and socially. By 

contrast, there was much less of an "authentic" connection of the Holocaust Memorial Museum 

to the Mall in Washington DC. To bridge this gap, its designer used an architecture of experience 

designed to make both the American and international public, most of whom were neither 

survivors nor Jewish, feel like a witness of the trauma. In the architectural design of the building, 

Freed attempted to reference the ghettos and concentrations camps. In his Hall of Witness, for 

instance, raw walls are covered with heavy steal to symbolize the concentration camp. Without 

“authentic” connection to the events, however, the USHMM “seeks to fill the rupture of the 

Holocaust with an excess of objects and artifacts.”19 That is, the USHMM attempts to be more 

17 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 86.
18 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 87.
19 Hansen-Glucklich, Holocaust Memory Reframed, 217.
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literal in preserving the past as authentic artifacts, while Yad Vashem and the JMB fill the void 

of the memory for the human beings who were murdered. 

To counter the Nazi representations of Jewish people and to fill the void left by 

destruction, Yad Vashem chooses to open its museum with a unique multi-media art installation, 

Living Landscape, by Michal Rover. It is a collection of photos films, all taken by Jewish people, 

before the Second World War. It exhibits their lives as part of European history and does not 

contain any clues of the coming genocide. This exhibition thus represents the Jewish experience 

before the destruction. It constructs a narrative told not by perpetrators or liberators but by the 

victims themselves in their pre-victimhood status as "whole" human beings. The people in the 

films wave their hands as a welcome greeting or a good-by gesture. The hand-waving invites the 

exhibition visitors to enter the victims’ world. Since it creates a temporary gap from the image of 

victimhood, it forces the visitor to reflect on his own responsibility to memory and to ethical 

behavior. Living Landscape does not reduce the other to his countenance. By quite literally 

seeing their faces, it respects the otherness and neutralizes violence. 

A similar story could be told about the National September 11 Memorial & Museum in 

New York City. With a collection of permanent and temporary exhibitions, the museum tells the 

story of the biggest terror attack in the history of mankind, also known as 9/11, through artifacts, 

photos, and articles. According to the 9/11 Museum website, it is “concerned with exploring the 

implications of the events of 9/11, documenting the impact of those events, and exploring 9/11's 

continuing significance.”20 Like the Hall of Names in Yad Vashem, the 9/11 museum confronts 

the absence of the victims through both exhibitions and commemorations. Their Memorial 

Exhibition contains portrait photos of all 2,983 victims of the terror attack. The year 2021 marks 

20 Greenwald, Alice. “National September 11 Memorial & Museum.” Accessed August 19, 2021. 
https://www.911memorial.org/.
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the 20th anniversary of the tragic events in NYC, and the museum pays special attention to this 

occasion: “the focus of our commemoration will be the reading of the names by family members 

in-person.”21 Since the strategic decision was to situate the memorial near the actual Ground 

Zero site in NYC, reading the names is not only a measure to fight geographical distance. In this 

case, it corresponds again to Levinas’ notion of the encounter with the Other. Hearing the names 

aloud, one by one, marks a commemoration process that changes a thought into an act. In 

contrast to the more passive act of reading or observing, the act of listening to these names resists 

the effort of existing of the individual ego and calls upon the visitor to recognize the 

vulnerability of the victims. Moreover, this museum is a “must see tourist attraction” to all the 

visitors of New York City. Not only does it commemorate the victims, but it also carries a 

specific message from a city that defines itself in terms of multiculturalism and plurality. Similar 

to the museums in Jerusalem, Berlin, and Washington D.C., New York City uses this Museum to 

fight against any form of hate and violence. By doing so, it sells itself as an inclusive 

community. 

It is in this tenor that one can also review the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles, 

California. According to its website, this peculiar institution is an “educational center dedicated 

to challenging visitors to understand the Holocaust in both historic and contemporary contexts 

and confront all forms of prejudice and discrimination in our world today.”22 Its vision “not only 

remind[s] us of the past, but remind[s] us to act,23” and projects responsibility on all its visitors 

to protect humanity from racism and ethnic crimes. The museum features assorted exhibitions 

that cover various topics from the Holocaust to the segregation of non-white citizens in southern 

21 Greenwald, “National September 11 Memorial & Museum.”
22 Geft, Liebe. “Simon Wiesenthal Center. Museum of Tolerance.” Accessed August 19, 2021. 
https://www.museumoftolerance.com/.
23 Geft, “Simon Wiesenthal Center. Museum of Tolerance.”
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California. The highlight of the museum is a Tolerancenter, an interactive space that encourages 

an introspection of intolerance in our daily lives. Through multi-media and high-tech features, 

the visitors experience first-hand the various issues of intolerance: a retro diner with a menu of 

controversial topics, a “time machine” with global human right abuses, a video wall for both the 

American Civil Rights Movement and the genocides in Bosnia and Rwanda, and “touch screen 

computer terminals that unmask the dangerous proliferation of hate on the internet.”24 All these 

exhibitions inspire visitors and students toward personal responsibility and active citizenship, to 

revoke intolerance through a commemoration of the past.  

As far as authenticity, Los Angeles is one of the most multicultural metropolitans in the 

world, and its people speaks many languages. The Museum of Tolerance tells the history of 

various forms of hate crimes. To be sure, it builds its theme around the Holocaust, but it extends 

far beyond to many other ethnic groups. As a representation of the self-image of Los Angeles, it 

makes the Holocaust relevant to the local community by warning of the dangers of intolerance 

for a multicultural society. In this sense, this narrative of the museum is both particular and 

universal, as it situates the individual as one separate component that connects to its 

surroundings. From Levinas’ perspective, the museum designer — by juxtaposing examples of 

racism and mass atrocities locally and internationally — attempted to represent all the aspects of 

the human ‘face’ and not just the countenance. The designers strove to extend the visitor gaze 

beyond the effort of existing of the individual by telling the stories of oppression from a variety 

of different social groups. It is a contemporary declaration to learn from the past and aim toward 

acceptance of the otherness, in any form and language. 

24 Geft, Liebe. “Simon Wiesenthal Center. Museum of Tolerance.”
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The National Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC), which 

opened in 2016 in Washington D.C., commemorates and remembers a different historical 

trauma: the enslavement of African Americans. The opening page of the museum’s website 

displays the following slogan: “A People Journey, A Nation’s Story.”25 This dictum informs the 

visitor that the museum will deal with individual experiences within the complex narrative of the 

Afro-American culture. It also takes an approach from the biography of Frederick Douglass, the 

famous African American writer and abolitionist. Early in his life, Douglass acknowledged that 

his story was not only a story of an escaped slave. It was also a story of slavery and freedom, 

oppression, and abolition. More generally, however, he argued for telling particular stories in 

terms of their global ramifications.26 In this tradition, the NMAAHC appropriates the slavery 

narrative from African Americans and applies it as a national narrative for the United States as a 

whole.

Browsing the museum’s website reveals a rich content and variety of topics, of which 

slavery and civil rights are only a part. It faces challenges similar to many museums to mass 

atrocities. In the same way that Holocaust museums struggled to tell the story of antisemitism 

while also rehumanizing its victims, the NMAAHC must tell the history of slavery without 

falling into the dynamics of racial dehumanization that persist in American society. In the same 

manner that the JMB locates the story of the rich cultural life of the German-Jewish community 

squarely within its European context, the NMAAHC presents all the multi-cultural aspects of 

black people as part and parcel of the American experience: ranging from education and music to 

sports and clothing. The museum thus invents a new narrative for the United States, one that 

25 Young, Kevin. “National Museum of African American History & Culture.” Accessed August 19, 2021. 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/.
26 Bizzell, Patricia, and Bruce Herzberg, eds. The Rhetorical Tradition: Readings from Classical Times to the Present. 
2nd ed. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2001, 1123. 
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designates black culture as an appropriate symbol for American life writ large. Insofar as 

Washington D.C. is so closely tied to this American narrative, this new narrative is 

simultaneously relevant both nationally and locally. In essence, the NMAAHC seeks to fill the 

void of destruction wrought by slavery with the many contributions of the African American 

community to American culture, history, and society. 

However, this new path also poses an open-ended question: can this design fill the void 

left by all of those destroyed lives? To make the connection between the void and the new 

narrative of the African American culture, the curators introduced a reflection room called The 

Contemplation Court. In his article, "The African American Museum a year later: Still the hottest 

ticket in town,"27 Philip Kennicott explains that it is located where the visitor moves from the 

“underground galleries, devoted to the darkest chapters of African American history, to the 

upper-floor spaces devoted to the cultural and social organization and artistic, scientific, political 

and athletic accomplishment”. This space is designed to ease the transition from the 

representation of the dark period of America to the glorified African American culture. In this 

court, a fountain rains water from the ceiling to the earth. It is a place that attempts to fill the 

void, to encourage compassion for the people that were enslaved, and to stimulate empathy from 

the spectator that contemplates on the past. As if quoting Levinas, Kennicott observes a subtle 

impact of the exhibitions on the museum visitors.

And throughout the building, one sensed a large crowd on its scrupulous best behavior, 

everyone meticulously nice to one another… This elaborate politesse…represents more 

than just nervous reticence when it comes to issues of race. Perhaps it represents hope.28

27 Kennicott, Philip. “The African American Museum a Year Later: Still the Hottest Ticket in Town.” The Washington 
Post, September 22, 2017. 
28 Kennicott, “The African American Museum a Year Later,” my italics.
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In this sense, the NMAAHC fulfill its multiple purposes not only to connect people to their past 

but also to turn the destruction of slavery into a new culture of empathy.   

The NMAAHC has its own shortcomings, and the excess of items – the museum contains 

more than 36,000 artifacts – can overwhelm the visitor and create confusion instead of clarity. 

Moreover, Kennicott argues that the lower galleries do not invite the visitor to dedicate enough 

attention or time to each display. Rather they “incline to push through and skip the proliferation 

of wall text and small capsules of cultural and demographic information.”29 As a result, 

Kennicott worries that visitors might fail to process the information and fully engage in the 

narrative of slavery, the contribution of both the South and the North to its establishment, and the 

formation of the term “black” as a racial identity. 

A final example is the influential Vietnam Veterans Memorial, located in the National 

Mall, Washington D.C. Although it is a monument, it turned into an untraditional museum 

stemming from the political controversy associated with it and the yearning to remodel the 

memory of those who died. Historian Mark Callaghan30 examines the historical trauma caused 

by the Vietnam War, representations and commemoration associated with the Memorial, and the 

crisis of public memory that it evoked. His focal point is the phenomenon that developed around 

the Vietnam Memorial: visitors leave random artefacts near the monument, symbolizing a range 

of emotions and intentions. He uses these artefacts to show that museums can evolve organically 

as visitors respond to the historical trauma. Their reactions are again another form of rhetoric that 

seeks to fill the void left by mass atrocities.

29 Kennicott, “The African American Museum a Year Later.”
30 Callaghan, Mark. “Reflections on the Wall: Artefacts and Valediction at the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial.” In 
What Happened? Re-Presenting Traumas, Uncovering Recoveries: Processing Individual and Collective Trauma, 3–
19. Leiden: Brill, 2019.
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Throughout his article, Callaghan presents the paradox of the abstract memorial. Many 

Americans expected a classic memorial depicting a heroic war that allegedly unified the 

American people. Designed by architecture student Maya Lin, the V-shaped black wall delivers a 

message that no war ever rises to this ideal standard. Instead, Lin commemorates the American 

soldiers by listing of more than 58,000 names of the U.S. armed forces who died in the war. Her 

memorial generated a national controversy about the proper way to commemorate wars in 

general and the Vietnam War in particular. Visitors participated in this debate indirectly by 

placing objects in or near the Memorial: photos, toys, messages, personal items, and more. These 

objects added a "human dimension," as Callaghan calls it, to the public display of names, 

drawing attention to the “gap between representation of the individual and the need for more 

specific, though temporary, markers.”31 

Callaghan explores this practice of leaving personal items as rituals of remembrance. He 

claims that the trauma of the war must “be depicted in such a way that the viewer can approach 

the work autonomously.”32 In addition to the destruction of people and property, the Vietnam 

war was the source of a traumatic national conflict in the United States that remains unresolved 

to this day. As a result, the memorial “has become the canvas for multiple expressions that 

convey the wider context of the conflict and its aftermath.”33  This memorial not only narrates a 

story about events from the past, but it has become the locus for shaping and reshaping public 

memory through the personal reactions and participation of visitors. While Lin’s design 

universalized death and commemoration, the public engagement with the Memorial restored the 

personal connection to the human beings. This active participation of the public reflects both the 

31 Callaghan, “Reflections on the Wall”, 9. 
32 Callaghan, “Reflections on the Wall”, 6.
33 Callaghan, “Reflections on the Wall”, 8.
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crisis of public memory about the War and the collective need to engage in the conversation 

about the right way to remember the war. 

Interestingly, Callaghan discusses the notion of empathy in relation to trauma using terms 

from the realm of philosophy and theory. He refers to historian Dominick LaCapra’s concept of 

empathic unsettlement which, as a psychoanalytic term, refers to “being responsive to the 

traumatic experience of others.”34 Moreover, Callaghan links empathic unsettlement with 

idiopathic and heteropathic identifications. While the former term “implies identification with an 

alien body or experience,” the latter “is essentially self-referential.”35 In the case of Vietnam 

Memorial, the visitor can relate to the trauma while applying it to the Self and envisioning the 

experience of bereavement.  

Stakeholders now debate whether to preserve and present these public mementos within 

the framework of the Monument's new museum, The Education Centre at the Wall. In effect, the 

visitors altered the original intention of the designer by adding these personal objects to the 

commemoration. Callaghan contends that “self-reflective empathy [is] the most appropriate form 

of engagement with trauma imagery.”36 According to Levinas, “the Other is invisible,”37 such 

that encounters with the Other typically result in a superficial gaze at the countenance without an 

opportunity to fully reveal and appreciate the face. The alternative must be to develop empathy 

such that “unfamiliar experience is not encountered on its own terms but assimilated to the 

self.”38 In the case of the Vietnam Memorial, the addition of gifts and personal items allows the 

34 LaCapra, Dominick. Writing History, Writing Trauma. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001, 41.
35 LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 14. 
36 LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 13.
37 Burggraeve, “Violence and the Vulnerable Face of the Other”, 29.
38 Callaghan, “Reflections on the Wall”, 14.
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spectator to connect empathically with the human behind the names and the experience of 

destruction. 

Curators of all the above museums must walk a fine line between telling the history of 

mass atrocities and rehumanizing their victims with empathy, between local or particular 

dynamics of commemoration and national or universal narratives. This paper will examine these 

tensions in the example of the Union Station exhibit Auschwitz. Not long ago. Not far away.39 in 

Kansas City, MO. The Kansas City exhibition will serve as a useful case study for exploring 

trends in the design, rhetoric, and practices associated with international Holocaust 

memorialization. How did the designers evoke a sense of authenticity, considering the distance 

to the events of the Holocaust in terms of time and space? How did the exhibition fill the void 

left by Nazi destruction? Did the exhibition educate the local visitor? Did it succeed in evoking 

empathy? What new cultural practices of remembrance arose in the exhibition space? Did the 

exhibition embed the Holocaust narrative into the local narrative of Kansas City? And what does 

this localization of the Holocaust tell us about the international culture of Holocaust memory?

The KC Auschwitz exhibit is an appropriate case study in public history with global and 

local dimensions. This research project will focus more on the intent of the designers and 

promoters rather than the impact on the community. Its sources include the physical exhibition40 

and the exhibition catalogue;41 printed material discussing the exhibit;42 as well as an interview 

with its producer and designer.43 Analyzing the exhibit as well as the documentation and media 

39 Musealia, and Auschwitz–Birkenau Memorial and Museum. “Auschwitz: Not Long Ago. Not Far Away.” (2021).
40 Musealia, Auschwitz
41 Van Pelt, Robert Jan, Luis Ferreiro, and Miriam Greenbaum, eds. Auschwitz: Not Long Ago. Not Far Away. New 
York London: Abbeville Press Publisher, 2019.
42 Tritt, Michael. “On Track Commemorative Edition 2021.” Union Station Kansas City, n.d.
43 Ferreiro, Luis. Exhibit: Auschwitz: Not Long Ago, Not Far Away. Video Interview, August 26, 2021.
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related to it will clarify how the Holocaust story has changed and how different audiences 

engage in the practice of Holocaust remembrance.

The international exhibition was a product of collaboration between multiple institutions. 

The exhibit itself, previously presented in Madrid and New York City, was produced by the 

Spanish exhibition firm Musealia44 together with the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum. Led by 

Chief Curator Dr. Robert Jan van Pelt, it was written and designed by an international panel of 

experts, including world-renowned scholars Michael Berenbaum and Paul Salmons, in an 

unprecedented collaboration with historians and curators at the Research Center at the 

Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, led by Piotr Setkiewicz. Going forward I will refer to this 

team as the “curators”, knowing that these efforts and incredible achievements are a result of 

collaboration and teamwork. 

The Kansas City exhibition was also a product of a local collaboration between the Union 

Station leadership, Musealia, and the Midwest Center for Holocaust Education (MCHE).45 As 

part of its global marketing goal, the Union Station leadership aims to promote the renovated 

train station as a destination for world renowned exhibitions and thus indirectly supporting the 

development of Kansas City as well. The exhibition was open for the public from June 2021 

until March 2022, breaking a record of 290,000 sold tickets as of December 2021. In addition, 

this research will include a review of the movie All These Delicate Sorrows,46 a local production 

of Kansas City PBS. This heartwarming documentary tells the story of Holocaust survivors who 

relocated to Kansas City after the Second World War. It is included in this study because it was 

44 Ferreiro, Luis. “Musealia Exhibitions & Museums.” Accessed October 17, 2021. 
45 Rockhold, Jessica. “Midwest Center for Holocaust Education,” October 15, 2021. https://mchekc.org/.
46 All These Delicate Sorrows. Documentary. Kansas City PBS, 2021.
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presented to the public on the opening night of the exhibition on June 13, 2021, as a framing 

narrative for the exhibition.

Though today around 20,000 Jewish people live in the greater Kansas City metropolitan, 

it was only in 1839 that the first Jewish settlers arrived at this area, which was back then named 

Wyandotte, Missouri. As their population grew, the Jewish people slowly constructed a well-

established community, including the creation of multiple synagogues, a day school, hospital, 

community center that is open for the wider public, and even a newspaper, the Kansas City 

Jewish Chronicle. Supporting the growth of Kansas City economic development, Jewish people 

founded and supported multiple charity organizations and engaged in a variety of industries, 

from retail to enterprises and finance. And yet, it was only in 1967 that the city clubs gradually 

began to accept Jewish people as members.47 Still today, one can find remnants of white 

supremacist racism; three people were killed in the 2014 terror attack at the Jewish Community 

Center and the senior living facility, Village Shalom.48    

Regardless of the focus of historical museums, each institution narrates the story of the 

past in its own way; but they all use rhetoric, the art of persuasion, as a main mechanism and a 

prominent motif. Developed by Aristotle in the ancient times, rhetoric is a tool for teaching and 

sharing knowledge and opinions, but it is also a method to convince others of one’s own point of 

view. Per Aristotle, rhetoric is based on three qualities: the character of the speaker (ethos), the 

emotional state of the audience (pathos), and the argument (logos).49 When combine, these three 

aspects produce the convincing rhetoric. Correspondingly, the Kansas City Auschwitz exhibit 

47 Mitchell, Bard. “Jewish Virtual Library.” Accessed October 17, 2021. 
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/kansas-jewish-history. 
48 Stucker, Matthew, and Catherine Shoichet. “3 Killed in Shootings at Kansas City-Area Jewish Centers.” CNN, April 
14, 2014. https://www.cnn.com/2014/04/13/us/kansas-jewish-center-shooting/index.html. 
49 Rapp, Christof. “Aristotle’s Rhetoric.” In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Edward Zalta, Spring 
2010. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-rhetoric/#Aca.

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/kansas-jewish-history
https://www.cnn.com/2014/04/13/us/kansas-jewish-center-shooting/index.html
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has multiple goals, and its rhetoric balances the three main qualities: the voice of its producer 

and curator, the receptiveness of the visitors, and the logos, a main ideology emerging from the 

historical facts. 

Rhetoric developed historically with the public sphere. From the classical period, the 

“culture of ‘orality’”50 always correlated to its surrounding circumstances: political and social 

forces as well as cultural elements such as literature and language. Museums too, reflect the 

values and forces at work in their social environment while constantly using rhetoric as an 

instrument to share their ideological agenda. Thus, the language of historical museums is 

rhetorical and didactic, trying to shape the way people remember the past according to narratives 

that are ideological in nature. 

I have analyzed four main primary sources in this research project. My main source is the 

Union Station exhibit Auschwitz. Not long ago. Not far away. Focusing on different elements, 

such as technology, music, artifacts, structure of the exhibit, and its theme, the curators and the 

designers create an historical journey that eventually portray a miniature version of the global 

Holocaust story, especially since this micro method is the main technique to tell the narrative of 

the Holocaust. With a comprehensive approach to the process of creating the exhibit, I conducted 

an interview with Luis Ferreiro, the Director and CEO of Musealia, who took a very active part 

in the design of the Auschwitz exhibit. In a way, Ferreiro’s story intermingles with the story of 

the exhibit, and his personal goals are reflected in the exhibit goals. Through this interview I 

demonstrate how a personal perspective alters the experience of the visitor. Using my insights 

from the exhibit tour and the interview, I examine transformations of global and local narratives 

as well as philosophical concepts of Otherness, victimhood, and moral imperatives.      

50 Bizzell and Herzberg, The Rhetorical Tradition, 20. 
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My written sources include a magazine and a book. The Union Station Magazine On 

Track: The Commemorative Edition 202151 is a promotional magazine, but this specific edition 

carries additional value beside the review of the exhibit and the historical facts. It includes a 

collection of articles from the different agents who took part in the production of the exhibit. The 

overall message direct the reader toward personal responsibility to one’s future and promote the 

growth of activism. The book From the Heart: Life Before and After the Holocaust – A mosaic of 

Memories,52 published by the Kansas City Star Books and the Midwest Center for Holocaust 

Education, is dedicated to the biographies of 52 Holocaust survivors who were able to overcome 

unprecedented hardships and build new lives in Kansas City. As my final primary source, I 

analyzed the local movie All These Delicate Sorrows, produced by Kansas City PBS. Through 

this short but powerful movie, I reveal the local connection of Kansas City to the story of the 

Holocaust and demonstrate the spatial interconnections of historical events. 

In each of these sources, a distinct voice represented a different perspective, a new agent, 

and sometimes even a completely new agenda. The size of the exhibit, along with its complexity, 

resulted in a unique collaboration of several institutions; and while these agents agreed on the 

broader objective of the exhibit, each had particular goals, stemming from local perspectives and 

personal observations. While all agents aimed to bring the Holocaust remembrance into the 

public eye and raised awareness to moral lessons, some have focused on the victims and some on 

the survivors; and some illuminated the international implications of the Holocaust, while others 

paid attention to local forces and identity issues. Connecting all these different voices into one 

coherent research project displayed the complexity behind historical narratives and supported my 

51 Tritt, “On Track Commemorative Edition 2021.”
52 Dodd, Monroe, ed. From the Heart: Life Before and After the Holocaust - a Mosaic of Memories. First Edition. 
Kansas City, Missouri: Kansas City Star Books, 2001.
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own interpretation. Eventually, my goal was to integrate these sources and convey the new 

narrative of Holocaust memory, while exploring their own techniques and objectives.  

On the surface, one would not suspect to find any connection between an average mid-

western city and the traumatic historical event of the Jewish people from seventy years ago on a 

different continent. Yet, this research will demonstrate that Kansas City is no different from any 

of the other cities when it comes to creating a public memory relating to a mass atrocity. I will 

demonstrate that the exhibit reshapes the Jewish story into a few other stories: a KC story of the 

local survivors, an international story about the importance of personal responsibility within a 

global war, and an American story that emphasizes civil rights and a fight against racial 

discrimination. The exhibition embedded the Holocaust in a local narrative, sending the 

rhetorical message that the Holocaust today is not only a particular history belonging to the 

Jewish people but a universal human event that teaches the moral lessons of multiculturalism, 

moral lessons that are as central to Kansas City's self-image as to New York's. Insofar as the 

United States claims to represent a universal narrative for all human beings, this universalization 

of the Holocaust fits a particularly American self-image. Yet, the harmony between these local, 

national, and international narratives only illustrates the main conclusion: The memory of the 

Holocaust may be used for national purposes, but this fact only intensifies the international 

impact of its lessons of tolerance.  
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KANSAS CITY – FROM A MIDWESTERN CITY TO MULTICULTURALISM 

In the summer of 2021, Union Station hosted the international exhibit Auschwitz. Not 

long ago. Not far away., a model of public history at its best that delineates the history of 

Auschwitz and its global ramifications. Yet, this exhibit did not ignite a new discourse of 

Holocaust commemoration in KC. It integrated into existing efforts of the local community to 

preserve the memory of the victims and acknowledge the local Holocaust survivors. In 1993, two 

local Holocaust survivors, Isak Federman and Jack Mandelbaum, founded the Midwest Center 

for Holocaust Education (MCHE). In doing so, they commenced a tradition of a community that 

embraces the commemoration of the Holocaust as history and the memory of the victims as a 

local practice. 

In its website, MCHE lists “many community partners from across the Midwest with 

whom [they] have sponsored distinguished scholars and authors, compelling films, and powerful 

traveling exhibitions.”53 This list of organization – such as libraries, religious institutions, 

educational and art associations, and more – demonstrate that the MCHE serves as a local agency 

of Holocaust education. The existence of the MCHE and the degree to which it collaborates with 

community partners help create KCMO's identity as a diverse and tolerant community. MCHE 

enables this new identity via a gradual process of education, which culminated in the Auschwitz 

exhibit, transporting the culture of American remembrance from the centers of the Jewish-

American community in the East or West Coast into the heart of the country. While embracing 

the Holocaust as an opportunity for commemoration and social change, MCHE not only 

contributes to the tradition of Holocaust remembrance but also creates new avenues to 

53 Rockhold, “Midwest Center for Holocaust Education.”
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commemorate. The indirect effect is an evolution of the Jewish Holocaust story into a new story: 

the Holocaust from a Midwestern perspective.

The MCHE has strived to produce works that demonstrate the Jewish experience of 

survivors in KC. Initially, MCHE produced Portrait 2000, an exhibit that “portrays Jewish life in 

prewar Europe, the values it taught, the traditions it sustained and the strength it provided, and 

traces the renewal of postwar lives through liberation.”54 In 2001, MCHE, together with Kansas 

City Star Books, published the book From the Heart: Life Before and After the Holocaust – A 

mosaic of Memories. This book shares 52 biographies from men and women who survived the 

Holocaust and found a home in the Kansas City metropolitan area. These biographies testify to 

the resilience and perseverance of the Holocaust survivors, but no testimony truly duplicates the 

experience of the past and each agent reproduces her own version of the story. On one hand, this 

book focuses on the new lives that Holocaust survivors built after the war. Clara Grossman’s 

biography attests: “Clara owned a ladies’ boutique… She and Ruvane “Rip” Grossman…have 

three married daughters and eight grandchildren. They are members of Temple B’nei Jehudah.55” 

On the other hand, the book opens with a short section that documents pre-war Jewish life. Ann 

Federman reminisces: “My dad, they used to call him der wiesniak… Everybody has nicknames 

in the old country. If you said his, everybody knew him.”56 Adding this introduction, MCHE 

allows the reader to understand the experience of the Holocaust survivors while producing a 

story that will be aligned with the local values of liberation and rebirth in the country of freedom.

Integrating the specific location of the organization within its name, MCHE places heavy 

emphasis on the Midwestern perspective of the KC metropolis. Kansas City takes great pride in 

54 Dodd, From the Heart, back flap.
55 Dodd, From the Heart, 98. 
56 Dodd, From the Heart, 22. 
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its Midwestern culture, and by underscoring its location, MCHE implies additional values that 

they preserve as part of that Midwestern culture. This educational organization establishes a 

direct alliance between Holocaust studies and the Midwest of the United States, as indicated in 

the back flap of From the Heart. “Each [of the survivors] eventually called the Midwest home. 

Each came to metropolitan Kansas City.”57 By making the Midwest into a new author of a local 

Holocaust narrative, the MCHE proves that, in contemporary times, local communities each 

develops a different narrative to the Holocaust story. Thanks to the Midwestern agenda behind 

the book, one can recognize the new local narrative of Holocaust memory that MCHE shares 

with its audience. 

The survivors in From the Heart do not attest to destruction and loss. They share their 

rebirth experiences instead as they move from destroyed Europe to America, and then to KC, to 

rebuild their homes in the Midwest. MCHE takes this renaissance approach to establish a self-

image for KC as a tolerant multicultural community: 

They were the uprooted, emigrants not by choice…, life as they knew it forever 

destroyed. From the cultural strength that had sustained them, they found the inner 

strength to rebuild their lives in America. Losing everything would not be the end of 

everything. They settled in the heart of the country, in Kansas City. Their history became 

part of Kansas City’s history.58

In this introduction, MCHE embeds the Holocaust narrative within the local narrative of Kansas 

City. In addition, by pointing to the location “heart of America,” MCHE identifies KC as the 

center of the US, connecting that locality with national Holocaust narratives. Ann Federman’s 

biography manifests the complexity of Holocaust narratives: “Ann and Isak were the first 

57 Dodd, From the Heart, back flap. 
58 Dodd, From the Heart, 9.
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Holocaust survivors to marry in Kansas City… More than 500 people attended their wedding. 

Ann became a citizen in 1951, at the very courthouse where Arthur, the son she was carrying, 

would be sworn in as a federal judge four decades later.”59 Insofar as the stories of the survivors 

transformed from Holocaust memories into local stories, KC gradually transformed from a 

remote Midwestern city into a multicultural community that embraces change and accepts all 

identities. 

Supporting the Auschwitz exhibit, multiple agents collaborated in KC to provide an 

appropriate platform for the unique exhibit. Union Station leadership had worked tirelessly to 

ensure this opportunity for a historical journey will materialize into a physical exhibit. The 

leadership asserts in the Union Station magazine: “Union Station – the front doors to Kansas 

City for 107 years – also welcomes the international tour of Auschwitz. Not Long Ago. Not Far 

Away., an exhibition meant to shake the conscience of the world and ensure that not a single one 

of us ever stands by to let the seeds of hatred and apathy grow again.”60 By hosting the 

Auschwitz exhibit, Union Station not only positions KC as a cultural center; but at the same 

time, it reinforces the identity of KC as a welcoming and inclusive community. 

Furthermore, Union Station and MCHE constructed a partnership to support the exhibit 

with educational content, hosting a wide variety of lectures and programs and touching multiple 

aspects of the Holocaust. Among the speakers were descendants of Holocaust survivors, history 

professors from around the world, and Dr. Robert Jan van Pelt, Chief Curator of the Auschwitz 

exhibit. These speakers discussed "Mengele," "Process of Destruction," "Perspectives on 

Liberation," "Nazi Violence Among Friends & Neighbors," "The Roma Experience of the 

Holocaust," and more. Though these programs include international presenters, MCHE 

59 Dodd, From the Heart, 80.
60 Tritt, “On Track Commemorative Edition 2021”, 4. 
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specifically selected programs that naturally support local values such as inclusion, acceptance, 

connectivity, and the desire to fight xenophobia. By doing so, MCHE again reinforces the local 

connection to the Holocaust story and enriches the culture of public memory in KC. 

On the opening night of the Auschwitz exhibit, Union Station presented the film All 

These Delicate Sorrows, a production of KC PBS, directed by Brad Austin, PBS’ Creative Arts 

Producer. The 27 minute documentary pivots around the life of Holocaust survivors who 

immigrated to the Kansas City metropolitan after the liberation. The producer compiled a 

collection of interviews with Holocaust survivors, their descendants, and local historians – led by 

Jessica Rockhold, Executive Director, MCHE – aiming to tell a new story. Throughout her 

interpretations and commentaries, Rockhold intertwines the Holocaust narrative with the 

testimony of survivors in KC, placing the focus on the legacy of KC and the desire of the 

survivors to build a new home within a new community. Austin wisely opens the film with 

testimony by Jack M[andelbaum], one of the founders of MCHE: “and that was the last time that 

I saw my mother on that day.”61 Through this introduction, not only does Austin honor Jake 

Mandelbaum for his contributions to the preservation of the Holocaust, but he also identifies the 

Holocaust as the background to his film. Yet Austin spins his plot around what happened after 

the Holocaust in KC. In this sense, MCHE, Union Station, and Austin share a similar agenda in 

constructing the identity of KC and creating a new narrative for the Holocaust, rooted in the KC 

culture and values. 

Introducing the film on its website, KC PBS clearly connects the Holocaust to the 

identity of the local city. The website launches the film as a “journey of Jewish survivors…from 

61 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:01:22.
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liberation in 1945 to the Midwest.”62 KC PBS depicts the survivors as “new American,” placing 

an emphasis on the transformation of the Jewish survivors as well as their efforts to re-tell the 

Holocaust story. “Many of them worked to secure lasting legacies in the Kansas City area, 

fostering the education of the Holocaust through civic engagement.”63 The producer intermingles 

the identity of the Holocaust survivors with the identity of KC. The testimony of local survivors 

Margalith Clarenberg amplifies the moment of liberation: “everybody were [sic] dancing, 

everybody went to the soldiers that liberated…and somewhere you think OK now it’s over. It 

was not over.”64 Austin implies that the liberation moment sprouted a new narrative and proves 

that, very often, the current story of the Holocaust no longer revolves around the historical events 

from 1939 to 1945 but around the implications and repercussions of the Holocaust event on local 

communities thereafter.

In the same tone, Union Station published its quarterly magazine On Track 

Commemorative Edition 2021, partly a promotional magazine, partly journalism. This specific 

edition is dedicated to the Auschwitz exhibit and contains both articles as well as advertising 

material. Union Station publishes these magazines for many reasons: financial or advertising 

strategies, connection with the supporters and donors of Union Station, and more. Nonetheless, 

this specific edition is also a central player in the transmission of the main goals behind the 

Auschwitz exhibit. The magazine reaches many types of audiences: local visitors at the station, 

passengers at the train station, members of the Union Station, and everyone else that would read 

62 Murphy, Michael. “Kansas City PBS.” Broadcast. all these delicate sorrows THE LEGACY OF KANSAS CITY’S 
HOLOCAUST SURVIVORS. Accessed October 23, 2021. https://www.kansascitypbs.org/local-shows/all-these-
delicate-sorrows/.
63 Murphy, “Kansas City PBS.” 
64 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:05:47.
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the magazine in its online version. Though this edition has only 31 pages, it discusses many 

important topics, trying to not only reach a broader audience but also share important messages.

In the article “A 6,000-Mile Journey,”65 the magazine highlights the railway car that the 

Nazis used to transport Jewish people during World War II from cities to death camps. As part of 

the exhibit, Union Station placed this authentic artifact outside of the Station building to remind 

their visitors of the local involvement in establishing important moral lessons. Union Station 

Board Chairman Ramon Murguia focused on the jarring dichotomy between death and life. After 

the war Jewish immigrants ironically arrived at Kansas City by rail. As he wrote in the article, 

“with a current and persistent priority locally, nationally and even globally regarding the 

transformative power of truth and healing, the timing of the Auschwitz. Not long ago. Not far 

away., is particularly relevant and important.”66 In this case, Murguia uses the lessons from the 

Holocaust to support the local transformation of KC. He altered the meaning of the rail car 

artifact from a symbol of genocide into a symbol of a community united in remembering.  

In a review published in On Track,67 Tyler Peterson reiterates that Austin had multiple 

goals when producing the film: emphasis of the rebirth aspect versus the death; respect the 

victims as well as the survivors; and particular attention to the significance of capturing and 

narrating the precise story of each witness separately, as well as the global story, while staying 

faithful to the truth. Yet Tyler emphasizes that, above all, Austin wanted to understand “how did 

these people who lived half a world away end up calling Kansas City home?”68 The film begins 

with the familiar narrative: rising antisemitism, deportations, death camps, and displaced person 

65 Union Station. “A 6,000-Mile Journey Delivers a Message for the Ages.” On Track Commemorative Edition 2021 
(n.d.): 17.
66 Union Station, “A 6,000-Mile Journey Delivers a Message for the Ages.”
67 Peterson, Tyler. “From Liberation to Kansas City.” On Track Commemorative Edition 2021 (n.d.): 12–13.
68 Peterson, “From Liberation to Kansas City.”
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camps; but then Austin twists the plot. He weaves together testimonies of four local Holocaust 

survivors telling their journey to KC. Abe Sander testifies how, planning their trip to their new 

home, they surveyed a “big map, bigger than the door, …10 feet high, and I see Kansas City,”69 

while Bronia Roslawowski remembered saying: “and Kansas City here I come.”70 These are the 

evidence that the climax of the story is in KC, not in death or liberation per se. That is, Austin 

changes the film from a documentary about Holocaust survivors to a film about Kansas City 

welcoming the Holocaust survivors after World War II. The multiple testimonies of the survivors 

reach their climax when the survivors tell their arrival story in KC and bring the audience from 

Europe into Kansas City, the location for a new narrative of Holocaust remembrance that also 

stands in for a new identity for KCMO as a multicultural community. 

MCHE’s book shares a similar agenda with Austin’s film. In the first part of the book, the 

historians present the reader with the stories of Holocaust survivors from childhood to the years 

of the war. For instance, the Polish Jewish people were part of a community that included “more 

than three million Jews…descendants of immigrants who centuries before had been welcomed 

by Polish Kings.”71 In the second part, the authors follow the story from Europe to KC. As they 

write, “the Kansas City that greeted European refugees and Holocaust survivors in the 1940s and 

1950s was bustling with new residents and new industry.”72 Through this story of rebirth, the 

authors transform Holocaust survivors into KC residents who also happened to have survived the 

Holocaust. It implies that all the Jewish immigrants that arrived after the war from various 

European communities transformed into one cohesive Kansas City Jewish community. 

69 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:20:07.
70 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:20:55.
71 Dodd, From the Heart, 12.
72 Dodd, From the Heart, 50.
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Whether intentionally or unconsciously, this new identity for local Holocaust survivors 

turns into one of the main objectives of MCHE and Austin. Both the book and the film depict the 

transition of the survivors into KC residents as a positive result of their forced immigration. 

While this underlying similarity functions as the cornerstone of the local Holocaust narrative in 

KC, the rhetoric of these sources points to collaboration that is a part of the local ethos in KC. 

MCHE, Austin, and KC PBS were all working together to fund and organize these collecting 

forms of memory, so they all acquired a KC focus. The exhibit, however, made this ethos more 

explicit, connecting the public memory to the current mindset of rebirth and inclusion.  

From the outset, the Auschwitz exhibit creates a 

link between KC and the Holocaust story. As seen in 

figure 1, the exhibit designers choose to begin the exhibit 

with a world map.73 The map, titled with the name of the 

exhibit, contains only two pinpoints: Auschwitz and 

Kansas City. Through this display, the designers shift the 

awareness of the visitors from the European Holocaust 

event into a specific location in the Midwest: Kansas City. 

With this intentional design, they immediately create a 

connection between KC and Auschwitz, because there are no authentic sites of the Holocaust in 

KC. From now and on, the visitor of the exhibit wanders around the galleries, wondering: what is 

the connection between Kansas City and the Holocaust? Is this connection unique only to Kansas 

City? And what can we learn from a local perspective on the global event that occurred in 

Europe more than 70 years ago? The Auschwitz exhibit marks a new stage in this process by 

73 Musealia, Auschwitz, entrance.

Figure 1, Illustration of World Map: Auschwitz and Kansas 
City
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which KC has reinvented itself from a midwestern city into a multiethnic community. Yet, this 

process is a gradual transition sprawling across a few decades.    
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RHETORIC ABOUT DESTRUCTION

The conception of the Auschwitz exhibit took place in Spain with a challenging, yet 

constructive, event in the personal life of the Director of the Spanish production company 

Musealia, Luis Ferreiro. After reading the book Man's Search for Meaning,74 Ferreiro decided he 

must “create an exhibition…[because he felt] a moral imperative to do something… [which] is 

really the key.”75 Ferreiro was the driving force behind Auschwitz: Not Long Ago, Not Far Away. 

Not only did he initiate the idea of this exhibition, but he was also a key player in the creation 

process, overcame multiple obstacles, contemplated on the best methods to achieve his goals, 

and led a multinational team of historians that worked together to re-construct and narrate the 

story of Auschwitz through artifacts from all over the world. As these two narratives, Ferreiro’s 

life and the Holocaust event, became more interwoven, the result was an exhibit on the 

Holocaust that embodies foreign perspectives. Similar to KC, Ferreiro does not have an authentic 

connection to the Holocaust, but this historical event inspired him to reach out to the world and 

share his perception of the Holocaust story.  

Unlike in traditional holocaust museums, Ferreiro faced a specific challenge: how to 

convey the story of the Holocaust in a way that will be meaningful to different audiences. He 

spins the narrative of the Holocaust around Auschwitz as a case study to support the “question of 

how can you [sic] explain a story that is so complex in a way that is accessible.”76 As Ferreiro 

explains, “the longer the period you want to explain and the longer the geographic area you want 

to touch, the more difficult it becomes to tell a story.”77 He identifies a combination of elements 

74 Frankl, Victor E. Man’s Search for Meaning. 4th ed. Boston: Beacon Press, 2000.
75 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:10:37.
76 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:14:05.
77 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:13:20.
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that form compelling rhetoric: layers, human perspective, and an audio tour. Using these tools, 

Ferreiro compresses a journey of hundreds of years into a two-hour tour, and though very 

condensed, the exhibition successfully narrates the Holocaust story as it is seen from the 21st 

century, featuring topics such as moral responsibility and global commitment for social equality. 

Regardless of age, nationality, or prior knowledge, each visitor can connect to the story, while 

contemplating the moral implications of the Holocaust. Thus, Ferreiro creates a global narrative 

that is accessible to different types of visitors, which results in a transformation of his personal 

goal to tell the story of the Holocaust, into a general goal of understanding how Auschwitz 

transformed from the Polish town Oswiecim into the deadliest extermination camp. 

Above all, it is the attention to details and individual stories within that global story that 

provides such an effective and exhaustive story of past destruction. The curators arrange the 

materials and artifacts of the exhibit in a way that constructs all the stories around the theme of 

the Holocaust. The plot begins in the year 1270, with the formation of the Polish town 

Oswiecim; and it gradually progresses through the years, describing the evolution of an ordinary 

town into an extermination camp. Instead of telling one cohesive story of genocide, the curators 

choose to introduce bits and pieces from the Holocaust era via stories of victims, survivors, and 

their families. Dr. Robert Jan Van Pelt contends that the traveling exhibit “allowed us to focus 

first and foremost on storytelling and then to assemble a unique treasury of images and 

artifacts…with an eye to their narrative potential.”78 Each artifact and each display represent a 

singular story. The curators of the exhibit create an effective story of destruction by 

deconstructing the global event into a large number of single stories.   

78 Van Pelt, Auschwitz, 14.
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At the entrance to the exhibit, each visitor receives an individual audio device that plays a 

key role in this strategic presentation. The audio tour rotates between appropriate music, 

composed by Ludovico Einaudi, additional historic information, and interpretation that provides 

the visitor with a full experience of each scene. The tour also corresponds with the exhibit plot 

and material. The curators use the audio to emphasize the narrative nature of the experience of 

the exhibit. Consequently, the inevitable experience of the visitor translates into an encounter 

with essential elements, assembled in a way that transforms the visitor from a passive viewer to 

an active participator. 

The curators chose to divide the exhibit into twenty-one thematic galleries. They display 

many of the individual objects in the context of broad affairs, focusing on the details as a 

technique to illuminate the global event as well as the respective human perspective. Within all 

the copious displays, one can notice a systematic method. The designers often combine a few 

artifacts together, merging images and texts into ideas and mini narratives. From original 

artifacts from the camp to personal objects of victims and survivors, the details in the exhibit 

form a new story. Van Pelt explains: some “stories are triggered by images…, and there are the 

stories that come with…artifacts… A doctor’s coat tells of the betrayal of the Hippocratic 

oath…. A freight wagon…tells how easy it is to use something that was originally constructed to 

support human life…into an instrument of destruction.”79 Due to the complexity of the Holocaust 

event, the curators intentionally assembled these audio texts and artifacts to convey a rhetorically 

convincing story of this genocide.  

Given the enormous number of different objects that could be displayed, the curators 

adopt a strategy of representing overarching themes through individual objects. For instance, 

79 Van Pelt, Auschwitz, 15.
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they present the visitor with two objects at the start of the exhibition, as seen in figure 2: "The 

Wheelset and the Shoe."80 They chose the wheelset because of the iconic status of railroads in 

the machinery of death. By contrast, the woman's red dress shoe, which belongs to an unknown 

deportee to Auschwitz, represents a single anonymous victim. The curators then position these 

objects behind two images: wall-size posters of the iconic photo of the mass of shoes from 

Auschwitz and a photo depicting the mass of wheelsets. Here, the curators are connecting these 

individual objects to the massive scale of mass murder. Yet they also chose to color the shoe red, 

while they left the background grey. This color scheme engages the visitor and humanizes the 

victim in the face of an industrial system of mass murder. Throughout the exhibition, the curators 

created these kinds of visual links for the reader between individual human stories and the global 

story of the genocide. Thanks to these connections of scale, the visitor can engage with the 

Holocaust story from a human 

perspective and resist alienation. 

Along with connecting 

the micro with the macro, the 

curators also create links 

between before, during, and after 

the Holocaust. For instance, the 

audio narrates the story of the 

unknown shoe owner, one of the 

many deportees to Auschwitz, 

and shares a fictional story of her laugh, her dance, and her death in Auschwitz; meanwhile, the 

80 Musealia, Auschwitz, 2.

Figure 2, The Wheelset and the Shoe
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visitor crosses from Kansas City to Europe, traveling back in time. Conversely, the audio 

continues to ask a rhetorical question about responsibility, raising the debate whether the people 

who ordered the murder were the only ones responsible for the death of so many people; 

meanwhile, the visitor traverse back to KC. The curators make these connections across scale 

and time in order to heighten the visitor's moral awareness and allow them to connect with the 

victims. 

While using the micro-macro method to contradict the individual with the mass, the 

curators draw the attention of the visitor to the individual catastrophe within a global war. They 

display the uniform of a prisoner near a brick,81 both original artifacts, to demonstrate the nature 

of the hard work of the prisoners. The curators similarly aim to “tell the history of a town that 

had three names: Oświęcim (Polish), Oshpitzin (Yiddish), and Auschwitz (German)”82 while 

they also share the stories of individuals who lost their lives. Using an approach to dedicate 

space to specific objects that symbolize the greater tragedy, the curators concretize and 

particularize big concepts like genocide and the Holocaust. By using singular objects, they 

illustrate death and destruction on an intimate level, allowing all types of visitors to connect to 

the victims.

In addition to the macro-micro pattern, the curators use content layering as another 

recurring rhetorical strategy. Ferreiro delineates the hierarchy of the organized information, 

which consists of: “the audio tour, which is basically the way that people drive through the 

exhibition… [and learn] the general concept of each room”;83 walls with top-line text displaying 

the main theme of the whole room; ID texts conveying topics in each room that require 

81 Musealia, Auschwitz, 6.
82 Van Pelt, Auschwitz, 15.
83 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:42:34.
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additional information; captions of the artifacts to provide further context; and of course, quotes, 

graphics, maps, and videos. Consider the display named "A Nation of Comrades."84 It included 

Nazi propaganda in the form of a wall-size poster of the Nazi Rally from Nuremberg in 1933, a 

monitor broadcasting a movie commissioned by Hitler, Triumph of the Will, and the audio 

narrator that depicts the dystopia in Germany during the 1930s. Through this display, the 

curators engage the visitor with the question of the participation of German "bystanders" in Nazi 

society. Throughout this excess of artifacts and content, Ferreiro and the curators seek to answer 

the following question: “Auschwitz became central to this Final Solution. But how did this 

happen? And what does it mean for us today?”85 This complex question continues to resonate 

across the exhibit, exposing the clear and consistent voice of the curators from the beginning 

until the end. The layers of contents translate fragments of information into a coherent story. 

84 Musealia, Auschwitz, 5.
85 Musealia, Auschwitz, entrance.
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This layering technique is especially effective in cases of longer time periods, as it is a 

tool to condense wide-scale information into one 

gallery. Attempting to illustrate the pre-war Jewish 

life and the coexistence environment in Europe, the 

curators dedicate room number 4 to a wide range of 

everyday objects along with the respective stories of 

their owners. Among all the objects symbolizing the 

Jewish life, the Talit seen in figure 3, a fringed 

garment worn by Jewish men for religious prayers, is probably the most striking, as it connects to 

rites of passage throughout a Jewish life cycle. The curators display an original Talit that 

belonged to a Jewish victim Solomon Krieser and surround the object with an abundance of 

relevant pieces of evidence: its decorated pouch; a photo of Solomon. K. and his wife; captions 

with information on the symbolic meaning of the Talit; and Solomon K.’s life story. By 

combining these elements, the gallery informs the visitor with knowledge of pre-war Jewish life 

while also humanizing the victims. Contradicting life with death, this gallery exhibits relevant 

context from the everyday life of the victim, accessible to visitors with different pre-knowledge. 

The use of audio emphasizes the narrative nature of the exhibit experience and is a 

crucial feature to deal with the excess of artifacts. In contrast to the NMAAHC in Washington 

D.C., whereas Kennicott argues the excess of objects creates confusion instead of clarity, the 

layering system in the Auschwitz exhibit is a true model for cultivating parallel narratives which 

fosters a greater awareness. Not only does the audience in the Auschwitz exhibit connect to the 

identity of the victims, but they also internalize the Holocaust story in a way that encourages 

moral thinking and a sense of responsibility. The fictional story about the shoe owner from "The 

Figure 3, The Talit
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Wheelset and the Shoe" set the tone for the rest of the tour by representing the identities of the 

victims. While both the NMAAHC and the Auschwitz exhibit strive to connect their visitors to 

histories of other minorities, Ferreiro’s choice to add audio, as in all his previous exhibitions, 

differentiates his work from other exhibits and is a keystone element in developing new cultural 

practices of commemoration.  

Facing similar challenges, MCHE also adopts the rhetoric about destruction to emphasize 

their agenda and messages. From the Heart faced an even greater challenge, as with any written 

source, of producing a text that will be faithful to the historical facts and at the same time align 

with MCHE’s goals and local orientation. Not for nothing, MCHE creates a singular structure to 

the book that intentionally avoids including a section to the genocide and mass killing. They 

divide the book into two main parts: before the Holocaust and after the Holocaust, and separate 

these sections with two pages, one white and one black. While the content in these pages is 

minimal and includes only a few quotes from survivors, a red spot immediately draws the 

attention of the reader. Symbolizing the death of so many people, this red mark is visual 

evidence of the mass killing, even for an inexperienced reader. While acknowledging the 

commemoration of the victims, MCHE chooses to focus instead on the human beings: their old 

lives before the Holocaust, and the new ones that they found in Kansas City. 

It is against these propositions that one can view the PBS film and examine its own story 

of the Holocaust. Both Ferreiro and Rockhold discuss at length the concept of understanding the 

Holocaust. While Ferreiro deciphers the “the machinery of destructions,”86 Rockhold interprets 

testimonies of survivors, and they both connect local communities to the global story of the 

Jewish genocide. In the prologue of the film, Austin chooses to present Rockhold, the MCHE's 

86 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:16:13.
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director, and not a testimony of a survivor. Rockhold argues that understanding the Holocaust is 

the contemporary goal, as there is already a substantial amount of knowledge about the 

Holocaust as such. But it is important to understand this knowledge in the right context and 

encourage an “empathetic response to what this event meant in that survivor’s life, that there is 

an impact in our world…as we move forward to try and make the world a better place.”87 Both 

agents, Ferreiro and Austin, challenge the traditional story of the Holocaust in order to make the 

stories relevant to the present. In this way, the Holocaust event is no longer a static form but 

rather an ever-changing phenomenon. 

To support the new evolution of Holocaust rhetoric, Austin narrates a story with three, 

equally important, parallel protagonists. Thus, he constructs the plot around the internal 

correspondence between the three voices: authentic videos from the era of WWII, testimonies of 

Holocaust survivors, and contemporary interpretations of local historians. As these voices rotate 

at a fast tempo, they link the past with the present to form a new story. After the prologue, Austin 

opens his film with the liberation scene. He presents videos of the Allies’ forces entering 

Germany, followed by Jack. M[andelbaum], who recalls the day the Nazis left the camp, and 

Rockhold’s interpretation of the liberation experience.88 Austin’s history has multiple faces: the 

historical events from the video; the memory of the event as it is told by the survivors; and the 

current implications of the historical event on the way one perceives the reality. Though Austin’s 

main intention is to discover why the Jewish survivors chose to immigrate to Kansas City, he 

also poses questions on the nature of memory. Thus, he presents multifaceted history, with no 

one absolute perspective.  

87 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:02:38.
88 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:03:52.
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Fundamentally, Austin’s choice to tell his story from the perspective of three main 

protagonists correlates with the focus on individuals as exemplars of a larger phenomenon. Not 

only does he differentiate this film from other documentaries by validating all three perspectives, 

but he also creates a foundation for his new local Holocaust narrative. Similar to the book From 

the Heart, the collection of interviews in the film does not discuss the atrocities, Nazi Germany, 

or the death camps. In fact, it does not even take place in Europe. This film takes place in Kansas 

City, between the end of WWII and today, and discusses the personal transformation of the 

survivors who immigrated to KC after the war and the process of rebuilding their lives. The 

strongest evidence for this new narrative is the story of the opening ceremony of the KC 

Holocaust memorial in 1963. Local historian, Dr. Shelly Cline tells the story of the powerful act 

of commemoration on the part of the local survivors in which they “made replica uniforms of 

their striped prisoner uniforms and they stood at the monument during the dedication in their 

prisoner replica uniforms.”89 It was a declaration of life over death; the construction of a new 

rhetoric in the history of the Holocaust that balances the voices of the survivors with the legacy 

they left for future generations. Austin engages in this ideological work toward the end of the 

movie to tell a story about a new community being built in KC and to remind his audience of the 

fragility of spatial relationships in the post-Holocaust world. 

89 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:23:50.
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RHETORIC 

COMMEMORATION METHODS, FILLING THE VOID LEFT BY THE DESTRUCTION

In the same way that Holocaust museums utilize numerous strategies to confront the void 

in a respectful method, Ferreiro also aims to address this void throughout the exhibit, as proven 

by his commitment to present the humanity of the victims as part of the commemoration process. 

He does not want to give in to the perpetrators and commemorate the victims as prisoners. 

Understanding that the Nazis were committed to erase the memory of the Jewish people as 

human beings, Ferreiro constantly strives to “give voice to those who didn't survive.”90 He does 

so by emphasizing numerous personal stories and objects, portraits, biographies, and videos that 

commemorate the victims’ life before and during the war. 

Consider the example of the display seen in figure 4, entitled ‘The Common Prisoner’.91 

Located in the eighth gallery, it consists of 36 mug shots of prisoners taken by the Nazis in 

Auschwitz. Between 1940 and 1943, the Nazis photographed many of the prisoners with their 

uniforms and prisoner numbers for administrative and identification purposes in three positions: 

“en face, en profile, and one at half profile.”92 The 

curators display the photos of twelve prisoners, 

along with their individual stories, even though 

historians know very little about them. This 

intricate instance fills the void by adding names to 

the photos, constructs knowledge of the Nazi 

90 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:36:44.
91 Musealia, Auschwitz, room 8.
92 Van Pelt, Auschwitz, 90.

Figure 4, The Common Prisoner
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administration, and provokes a reaction from the visitor, forming a connection between the 

visitor and the victims.

By presenting the prisoner mug shots, the curators contradict the Nazi’s goal to eradicate 

all Jewish people and evidence from the camps. The exhibit catalog details each story of the 

twelve prisoners, including Charlotte Delbo, the French activist, an Auschwitz prisoner. Delbo 

survived the Holocaust and published multiple literary works dealing with her experience in the 

camps. As she turned into a famous Holocaust writer, Delbo’s photo contradicts the act of 

killing. Moreover, the curators present this wide variety of prisoners and their personal stories, 

reconstruct the memoirs of the victims, thus adding these memoirs back into the historical 

narrative. In general, the curators rely here on the implied purpose of the photograph: to preserve 

the memory of a person or a moment. They reinforce the Holocaust story and humanize both the 

victims and the survivors. 

In the landscape of Holocaust representations, many curators use photography to deal 

with the void left by the Nazi destruction. The mural from USHMM, presenting the four men and 

seventy-two tattooed arms, attempts as well to preserve the memory of what is no longer alive. 

Both the mural and "The Common Prisoner" illuminate the identification numbers of the 

prisoners in an effort to provide identities to the photos and preserve the memory of the victims. 

Moreover, the theme of the identification method grants access to the administration system of 

the Nazis and confronts their attempt to turn people into numbers, since the photographs focus on 

the faces of the prisoners. The composition of faces and numbers, along with the limited 

biographies and ultimate faith of the Auschwitz prisoners, allows the visitor to peek into their 

souls. This rhetorical tactic balances the pathos and logos and allows the visitor to develop an 
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understanding that supersedes the global historical facts by the personal experience of a 

Holocaust victim.

As an experienced exhibit producer, Ferreiro wisely uses visual rhetorical tools to 

contradict the void by telling personal stories and focusing on familiar objects from daily life. 

He clarifies that exhibitions should be “done in a different way by telling the story…and going 

beyond what we see in artifacts and…displaying the personal stories…about each artifact.”93 

This technique from the history of everyday life is a prominent motif throughout the whole 

exhibit. Ferreiro intentionally avoids displaying the horror images that symbolize Auschwitz. He 

chooses to focus on everyday life, as in the "Coexistence" section, where the curators display 

personal objects along with the stories of their Jewish owners to emphasize that the Holocaust 

started in an ordinary world, just like our own world today.  

In the post-Holocaust era, the Auschwitz concentration camp became a symbol of the 

Nazi’s destruction and terror. The curators of the Auschwitz exhibit follow a similar pattern, as 

seen in figure 5, the display entitled "This Dot on the Map."94 About halfway through the exhibit, 

the visitor enters a very large 

room. While the curators 

present scenes from the 

arrival and selection at 

Auschwitz on one side, the 

other side of the room 

embodies the Auschwitz 

model. This gallery contains

93 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:06:04.
94 Musealia, Auschwitz, room 13.
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mostly elements that deal 

with scale. Numbers, graphs, maps, drawings, and the large model come together to form a 

display of the camp. Without images of corpses or gas chambers, the curators group the 

destruction into categories of data, attesting to the horrific number of Jewish people who were 

deported to Auschwitz between 1942 and 1944. 80% of these people were sent directly to the gas 

chambers. The curators use this data to deal with the absence of victims, reinforcing the 

realization that destruction cannot be depicted, and the atrocity of the camp cannot be 

compressed into a display or a visual model.   

Unpacking the Auschwitz model, the audio portion provides the gallery with a 

comprehensive representation of the extreme nature of the Auschwitz camp. The narrator quotes 

Delbo: “today people know, have known for several years, that this dot on the map is Auschwitz. 

This much they know, as for the rest, they think they know.”95 By this quote, the curators turn 

the data and the structure into the culmination of the exhibit. They challenge the visitors and 

their knowledge, acknowledging the limitation of understanding. Though the exhibit tries to 

provide answers to the questions “how did this happen?" and "what does it mean for us 

today?”,96 Delbo’s statement testifies to the true nature of void and destruction. One can learn 

about Auschwitz and the history around it, but there is only so much one can learn. The rest will 

never be accessible.

The visitor might not want to acknowledge that Auschwitz will never be truly accessible. 

Nonetheless, knowing that we do not know opens endless possibilities. As the Socratic paradox 

attests, our “wisdom lay in recognizing [our] own ignorance.”97 In this way, the curators expand 

95 Musealia, Auschwitz, room 13.
96 Musealia, Auschwitz, entrance.
97 Sorensen, Roy. “Epistemic Paradoxes.” In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Edward N. Zalta, 
n.d. https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2020/entries/epistemic-paradoxes.

Figure 5, This Dot on the Map
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on the visitors existing knowledge by referring back to the display from the beginning of the 

exhibit, "A Dot On The Map."98 In that illustration, the map of Europe which locates Auschwitz 

between Germany and Poland presents Auschwitz as a dot on the map of Europe, but also as a 

universe in and of itself. Combined with this large display in the middle of the exhibition, the 

visitors can view Auschwitz on both a large and small scale. By connecting the Auschwitz dot on 

the map to the global narrative of destruction, the curators convey the realization that, regardless, 

Auschwitz is not so far away. 

98 Musealia, Auschwitz, room 1.



48

VICTIMHOOD AND OTHERNESS

Across the wide range of Holocaust representations, curators often thematize the notion 

of otherness to provoke awareness and withstand the process of othering and dehumanization of 

the victims. Ferreiro recognizes the human limitation and follows his internal individual truth: 

“There is…a moral imperative. I would say, you know, once you you you [sic] see something 

like this, you know it's just something that you morally you [sic] need to do something about 

it.”99 Different from other curators of genocide memorials, Ferreiro is an outsider to the 

Holocaust event. As Spain was a neutral state during WWII, he or his family did not experience 

the Holocaust. Being an outsider serves as an advantage but can also point to weakness or 

vulnerability of his targets since there is no authentic connection to validate his arguments. On 

one hand, Ferreiro holds more neutral perspectives, but on the other hand, without a personal 

perspective, would he ever be able to convey these events authentically? Would he do justice 

with the memory of the victims? Would he convey their stories in an ethical way? 

Ferreiro overcame these challenges by internalizing the Holocaust narrative and making 

it into something relevant to him. This marked a transformation in the Levinasian sense, as he 

has transformed the Other into Self. Consider for instance how he cautiously chooses the 

Holocaust representations in the Auschwitz exhibit. Ferreiro contends: "when you show certain 

pictures, the only thing that you obtained from the visitor is rejection.”100 Acknowledging the 

fragile balance between preserving the historical facts and constructing a connection with the 

victims, he argues: “you can obtain the same uh -, the same goal of showing a reality by 

99 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:19:10.
100 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:33:31.
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displaying those victims before they were victims and understanding their humanity.”101 

Applying Levinas’ theory, Ferreiro aims to reflect the humanity of the Jewish victims and 

survivors, their true face, and not just their countenance. In addition, he avoids using the 

perpetrator gaze, as this gaze is not a reliable source and has no morals or social responsibilities. 

Thus, Ferreiro intentionally avoids objects or photos from the perspective of the perpetrator, 

aiming to bring the audience closer to the victims.  

With that approach in mind, Ferreiro and the exhibit curators construct a journey through 

the historical narrative that promotes empathy and connection to the victims of the Nazi regime. 

They do so by using the above-mentioned rhetorical strategies, such as macro–micro patterns, 

objects from everyday life, and the abundance of personal stories. For instance, the display of 

many small objects found in Auschwitz, such as cups, personal notes, bottoms, hanger, glasses, 

and shaving tools,102 resists the objectification of people which was the essence of Auschwitz 

and symbolizes people. With an ultra-diverse audience, the curators combine the artifacts, 

pictures, and the audio tour to provide the visitors with a human perspective, to awaken the 

internal scruple that resides in each and every one of us. This type of journey transforms the tallit 

of Solomon. K. and the red dress shoe into items that can belong to the visitor. By using an 

ethical perspective, the curators rehumanize the victims in the eyes of the visitor and transform 

the visitors to allow them to internalize the experience of the Holocaust.   

In the exhibit catalog, the editors, Robert Jan Van Pelt, Luis Ferrerio, and Miriam 

Greenbaum, actively contemplate Levinas’ notion of the face in relation to the Other. "The 

Common Prisoner," they assert, controverts the Nazi desire to murder the face of the Other. 

Quoting Levinas, the editors explain that, “in Auschwitz…, the prisoners were not allowed to 

101 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:33:54.
102 Musealia, Auschwitz, room 15.
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look into the eyes of an SS man” since, as Levinas argues, “a face that is turned to another, a 

human being appears totally naked.”103 "The Common Prisoner" thus has a triple meaning: 

focusing on the face and the eyes to expose the full identity of the prisoners and reduce 

victimhood; representing the individualities via the names and the personal stories to encourage 

empathy and humanize the victims; and serving as a testament to the nature of the spiritual 

murder that prevailed in the concentration camps.

This Levinasian lens is not limited to the exhibition; it is consistent with the efforts of the 

local community in KC to rehumanize Holocaust survivors. Scrutinizing the book and the film, 

both MCHE and Austin strive to rehumanize the local survivors and avoid displaying the mass 

killing from WWII. Austin opens his film with the moment of liberation, but in order to construct 

a new narrative of “courage, faith, and perseverance.”104 MCHE’s book, by design, focuses on 

life Before and After the Holocaust and portrays revival, not death. In doing so, Austin and 

MCHE resist alterity and essentially prove that the Holocaust survivors are not much different 

from each of us. They have a past in genocide, but a future full of life and new opportunities. 

Though the similarity between MCHE and Austin connects to the underlying culture in KC, it 

also belongs to a bigger international movement that resists judgment based on stereotypes and 

treats human beings with compassion.  

By choosing to present Austin’s film on the opening night of the Auschwitz exhibit, 

Union Station deliberately attempted to engage the community with human rights and social 

topics. Austin presents Earl Harrison’s conclusion from his report105 on the European displaced 

103 Van Pelt, Auschwitz, 90.
104 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:00:13.
105 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. “The Harrison Report.” In Holocaust Encyclopedia. The United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum, January 25, 2021. https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/the-
harrison-report.
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person camps: “the civilized world owes it to this handful of survivors to provide them with a 

home where they can again settle down and begin to live as human beings.”106 The Nazi 

ideology systematically strove to revoke the Jewish people their humanity, starting from the 

Nuremberg Race Laws and until the concentration and death camps. It was the mission of the 

West to restore this humanity, and Austin, Union Station, and MCHE adhered to these bigger 

global tendencies.  

In the same manner, the curators sought to restore the humanity of the Jewish victims and 

generate responsibility by integrating an ambiance of authenticity into the beginning of the 

exhibit. As seen in figure 6, they built107 a physical background of an original “barrack from 

Auschwitz III, which provides the physical context for the display”108 of many artifacts, 

including the antisemitic education section of the exhibit. The windows of the barrack wall allow 

the visitor to peek ahead to the next parts of the exhibit, inside Auschwitz the camp. At first 

glance, it is not very clear what exactly the visitor sees from the barrack windows. And yet, this 

peeking is not just a physical view. Here, the shift in the visitor perspective begins, and in lieu of 

presenting the victims via the gaze of the perpetrator, the curators place visitors on one side of 

the barrack, looking through the windows, and viewing other parts of the exhibit. Thanks to this 

well-planned technique, the curators transform the visitor into a "prisoner." One can walk around 

the room, before entering the era of Auschwitz as a camp, and imagine: what does the future 

bring? 

An essential part of the exhibit, the "Barrack" display marks the moment when the visitor 

starts growing empathy toward the victims through internalization of the camp experience. 

106 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:12:50.
107 Barrack was identified, acquired, and restored by Musealia in 2016.
108 Van Pelt, Auschwitz, 220.
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Thanks to the original barrack from Auschwitz III, the 

curators produce a participatory experience that 

simulates a prisoner state of mind and mimics the view 

the Jewish people had in these years, imagining into the 

future but not truly realizing what horrors it will bring. 

In places like Kansas City, this view functions as an 

important alternative to compensate for the geographic 

distance from the site of the Holocaust. Similar to the 

USHMM, both exhibits seek to reinforce the Jewish 

experience and strengthen the connection of the 

uninformed audience to the victims. 

Throughout his interview, Ferreiro often referred 

to the final gallery, "The World That Was Lost."109 In 

this gallery, the curators display wall-size films and videos from pre-war Jewish life, exposing 

the visitor to the Jewish identity that the Nazis wished to destroy. Different from the rest of the 

exhibit, the curators present only ethnographic film, without layers of other objects or 

representations. Ferreiro shares the struggle of Musealia and the curator team to find a proper 

ending to the exhibit, “because in reality there is, there is [sic] no end”110 to the Holocaust story. 

He explains that “we tend to forget the previous life…and showing them [victims] as they were 

alive and…that felt somehow that it was the best tribute we could make.”111  By ending the 

exhibit with the pre-war Jewish life, "The World That Was Lost" addresses the void of the 

109 Musealia, Auschwitz, room 21.
110 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:34:45.
111 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:36:15.

Figure 6, The Barrack Display
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victims that did not survive. In addition, it reduces victimhood by presenting human beings and 

not prisoners or victims. Ferreiro stresses that this gallery also “links to why this exhibition was 

created”112 and completes the narrative of the exhibit. The powerful message of videos and 

ethnographic film not only adds value to oral history but revives the history and restores 

memories of the victims, creating a comprehensive and overarching narrative. 

Though other Holocaust museums also present the Jewish pre-war life as a means to 

connect to the victims, Ferreiro and the curators break the chronological order when they display 

the films in the final gallery. They bring the visitor back to the beginning of the exhibit and to the 

main ethical goal of balancing atrocity and humanity, life and death, past and future. But above 

all, thanks to the authentic films in the final gallery, they create an open ending to a very 

complex story, allowing the visitor to re-write the next chapter of the new Holocaust narrative. 

112 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:35:09.
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TRANSFORMATION, AMERICANIZATION, AND GLOBALIZATION OF THE 

HOLOCAUST

Like all the great stories, also the Auschwitz exhibit started from a moment of 

transformation, a personal moment when Ferreiro realized he must share a specific story and 

morals with the world. Losing his beloved brother, Ferreiro channeled his personal tragedy 

toward production of the exhibit, conducting his personal commemoration narrative along with 

the Holocaust narrative. As he struggled to find the appropriate ending to the exhibit, he 

experienced another transformation, recognizing the power of memories: “I can see pictures of 

my brother. I can listen to some videos; I can listen to his voice. I can speak to my mother about 

him and to many different friends and relatives.”113 Ferreiro and his family have a strong 

personal connection, as he describes his nuclear family a one Self: “we were like monster with 

with [sic] four heads.”114 The transformation in Ferreiro’s consciousness grew out of the strong 

familial relationships, and as he realizes he can commemorate his late brother, he also 

understands that commemoration relates to life, not only to death.  

Many other atrocity monuments and museums pivot around the transformation of the 

visitor, in the sense of a shift from the Other to the Self, as they pursue educational and ethical 

goals. In the Auschwitz exhibit, the curators sowed the seeds for the transformation of the visitor 

with the barrack display; then they lead the visitor through a journey of historical information, 

which culminate at the selection scene.115 They dedicate the twelfth gallery to a reproduction of 

the entrance to Auschwitz, where the visitor steps up a ramp, surrounded by piles of suitcases 

113 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:36:00.
114 Ferreiro, Auschwitz Exhibit, 00:10:05.
115 Musealia, Auschwitz, room 12.
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and murals of deportees. At the end of the squeaking ramp, the visitor encounters the infamous 

black boots of the SS guard. The curators use the selection scene as an opportunity for the visitor 

to internalize the Jewish experience. By doing so, the visitor not only understands the Holocaust 

story but can also connect to the historical event and the Jewish people. At that moment, the true 

shift in the consciousness of the visitor occurs. Walking up the ramp, the curators turn the 

physical experience into a spiritual experience, awakening the internal scruple of the visitor and 

encouraging empathy toward the victims.  

Furthermore, the selection scene marks a dual transformation. Through the realism of the 

ramp, the visitor transforms from a Self to the Other, which, in essence, is an empathic 

unsettlement; then, this responsiveness to the trauma alters the identity of the victims and reduces 

the motif of otherness from the Holocaust experience. Via this pivotal moment, the visitor 

understands that “the order of humankind was violated in its most basic form.”116 As the visitor 

faces these extreme ideas, a new Holocaust narrative is born out of the transformation. To some 

extent, via the selection scene, Ferreiro mimics his own personal transformation when he 

realized he must share the Holocaust story with the world and conceived the idea of the 

Auschwitz exhibit. 

A story of transformations, the Holocaust narrative knew many versions since the 

moment of liberation and up until today. Local or particular dynamics of commemorations often 

change between different cities, communities, and nationalities. Exploring Holocaust 

commemoration in KC, the MCHE book, From the Heart, proves that KC had multiple efforts to 

establish a self-image for the city as a tolerant multicultural community and to rehumanize the 

victims after the Holocaust. These efforts explain why the Auschwitz exhibit appeals to this 

116 Van Pelt, Auschwitz, 145.



56

community. The analysis of the book reveals a precedent for the exhibit as well as a natural link 

between Ferreiro and MCHE. Both Ferreiro and MCHE do not have an authentic connection to 

the traditional Holocaust story. As outsiders, they use the local perspectives as a means to embed 

the Holocaust event within a bigger story, producing an important lesson for future generations. 

In some respects, MCHE shares similar agendas with other Holocaust institutions around 

the globe, trying to contradict the void left by the Nazis and encourage empathy. And yet, the 

connection to the local Holocaust survivors makes MCHE a unique organization, as they desire 

to pay a tribute to the local members of their community and show respect and appreciation to 

the survivors who were able to overcome unprecedented hardships and make Kansas City their 

home. Honoring the local survivors continues the narrative of transformation: KC embraces a 

new identity of a liberal community, and the new geographic location provides the victims with a 

new identity, and in Levinasian sense, it pushes away the image of the victims and creates an 

image that one can easily relate to. 

As the Holocaust story immerses in local perspectives, it gradually adopts the national 

ethos, and in the case of KC, it will transform into an American story. When PBS introduces the 

film, labeling the survivors “these new American,”117 they already set the tone for the film as an 

American story. Coloring the film with the American colors, early on the film Austin depicts the 

liberation of Poland and Germany via authentic videos from the liberation, focusing on the 

American army and their role in the liberation, empowering the United States. Sonia 

Warshawski’s testimony continues the same line of thought as she recounts: “to the American 

zone, which was a better zone to go on looking for the future if you want to to [sic] get out of 

Germany.”118 Thus, not only does Austin create an American narrative of the US as the future 

117 Murphy, “Kansas City PBS.” 
118 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:14:19.
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home of the survivors, but he also deliberately emphasizes the US as the locus of immigration, 

even though many Holocaust survivors immigrated to Israel and South America.   

To emphasize the scale of Jewish immigration to the US, Austin presents multiple 

testimonies that depict the journey of immigration after WWII. Clara Grossman recalls: “It was 

in April 48, and I never forgot the day when the ship pulled in into the harbor. The statue of 

liberty… I never thought I would ever see that or make that…freedom, never have to worry and 

be scared, beaten up, humiliated, could look up and be proud.”119 Carla’s testimony presents 

America as a light in a world full of darkness and moral evil. Through her testimony, Austin 

elevates the narrative around the Holocaust and connects it to a national icon, the Statue of 

Liberty. He appropriates the story of the Holocaust survivors for the American metanarrative, 

supporting the all-American value of freedom. Furthermore, by moving back and forth from the 

particular to the national and global, Austin not only glorifies America as the leader of the free 

world but also enables the connection between global and local.   

At the end of his film, Austin again spins the plot from a local story to a national 

narrative. He discusses the KC Holocaust memorial and Cline depicts the nationwide 

development of American Holocaust memorials. As she explains, “It takes really until the 1960s 

before we see more widespread formal memorialization happening. It’s really much later that 

this memorialization starts to happen in the US.”120 Her analysis proves that this film is neither a 

documentary of Holocaust survivors nor a story about KC immigrants. This is the American 

narrative of the Holocaust: the American liberation; the Harrison Report; the American displaced 

person camps; the immigration to America; and the way America, as well as Americans, 

commemorate the Holocaust. 

119 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:17:02.
120 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:24:27.
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Embracing a new narrative does not mean a rejection of the previous one. The Holocaust 

event turned into a prominent event in the history of mankind due to the combination of multiple 

narratives. Oddly enough, the abundance of possible stories essentially unites multiple countries 

together in an attempt to preserve the memory of the victims and internalize the lessons of the 

Holocaust. In the magazine On Track, Dr. Piotr Cywinski, the Director of the Auschwitz-

Birkenau State Museum in Poland, discusses the singularity of Auschwitz in terms of its 

historical essence. As Cywinski contends: “forty governments, including the United States of 

America, have contributed to an Endowment Fund of over 300 million USD. The result is the 

first and, so far, the only such international model of long-term financing of extensive 

conservation work at a single site. And this is because Auschwitz is unlike any other 

monument.”121 Auschwitz incorporates countless narratives about people, humanity, morals and 

ethics, responsibility, extreme circumstances, and more. The singularity of Auschwitz and its 

moral implications initiated a peculiar unification of more than forty countries under the 

understanding that this is a global event in the history of humankind. 

Choosing to leave Europe after the war and immigrate to a new country, the Holocaust 

survivors took with them the Holocaust story and spread it around the world. From Israel to the 

US, and South America, one can find representations of the Holocaust everywhere. Rockhold 

explains the multinationalism aspect of the Holocaust survivors:

They have to…navigate multiple complex systems in several different languages…Polish 

survivors who had been in a death camp…spoken Polish at home, or…Yiddish…at the 

camps…instructions given to them in German…liberated either by a Russian speaker or 

an English speaker…get to Kansas City they are being met by English speakers.122

121 Cywinski, Auschwitz: A Call For Moral Anxiety.
122 Austin, All These Delicate Sorrows, 00:18:02.
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In the history of mankind, no other genocide resulted in such global waves of immigration. The 

personal transformation of the survivors from victims to immigrants, to new citizens with 

different identities reflects the transformation of the global Holocaust narrative as well. Thus, 

post-war Jewish immigration particularly accounts for the transformation of the Holocaust from 

a Jewish genocide to a global phenomenon. 

As a global phenomenon, the Holocaust narrative reinforces far-reaching moral lessons 

and ethical implications. Raising questions about social responsibility, it connects perfectly to 

Levinas theory and the idea of the Other. At the Heart of the Matter, written by Ferreiro and 

published both in the magazine and in the exhibit catalog, recounts the nature of Auschwitz 

exhibit: “we must not forget that the attempt to annihilate each and every of the Jewish men, 

women and children in Europe occurred not long ago, and not far away from where the 

exhibition stands today.”123 This quote illustrates the heart, the main objective of Ferreiro and the 

Union Station leadership: the Holocaust story must not be forgotten, since it is a lesson to 

remember for future generations. 

Ferreiro quotes the Russian historian Alexander Solzhenitsyn: “‘if only there were evil 

people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it was necessary only to separate them 

from the rest of us and destroy them…but the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart 

of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?’”124 Drawing the 

distinction between good and bad is not always simple or effortless. Going back to Levinas, “the 

true meaning and real value of goodness, understood as the unconditional of the other despite its 

“otherness”, consists precisely in overcoming the evil threatening the other.”125 The tendency of 

123 Ferreiro, At the Heart of the Matter, 7.
124 Ferreiro, At the Heart of the Matter, 7.
125 Burggraeve, “Violence and the Vulnerable Face of the Other,” 35.
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human beings to infer the good of other people requires overcoming natural instincts. As Ferreiro 

and Solzhenitsyn contend, one must critically examine choices and perspectives in order to 

distinguish the good from the bad; one must first overcome the evil part, overcome otherness, 

before he can express real goodness. For Ferreiro, the Auschwitz exhibit attempts to distinguish 

the good from the evil and presents the realization that the evil hides in each and every one of us, 

it is not far away, and extreme circumstances can lead to ultimate destruction.

In the final gallery, Ferreiro attempts to reinforce these lessons from the Holocaust and 

promote the responsibility of his audience. This gallery supports the final phase in the 

transformation of the visitors. The curators present another quote from Delbo, seen in figure 7, 

directed to the visitors, “You who are passing by, I beg you, do something.”126 Pleading the 

visitors to grow empathy and social awareness, 

Delbo’s message turns the Holocaust into a story that 

belongs to everyone, everywhere. Taking Auschwitz 

out of Poland, for a tour around the world, Ferreiro 

and his team establish another transformation of the 

Holocaust story and prove that as a global 

phenomenon, Auschwitz is Not long ago and Not far 

away.

126 Musealia, Auschwitz, room 21.

Figure 7, “You who are passing by”
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CONCLUSION

After presenting in Madrid, New York City, and Kansas City, the traveling exhibition 

Auschwitz. Not long ago. Not far away. will be moving into its new temporary home, the Malmo 

Fair. This exhibition center in Malmo, near Copenhagen Sweden, is proud to host the Auschwitz 

exhibit in Spring 2022 and bring awareness of genocide prevention to its local community. 

Sweden, officially a neutral country during WWII, will now be part of the worldwide 

implications of the Holocaust. As this research demonstrated that the Holocaust has far-reaching 

effects in terms of cultural norms and social consequences, it would be beneficial to learn how 

other cities and local communities around the world welcome the Auschwitz exhibit. Will they 

dedicate special resources for the educational support of the exhibit? Will they engage their 

communities in an overarching discourse of the implications of mass atrocities and xenophobia? 

Will the exhibit integrate into local ongoing efforts to preserve the memory of the Holocaust 

victims or perhaps it will ignite a new tradition? Above all, I would be intrigued to learn which 

new narratives will evolve from the exhibit and if there are any spatial relations between these 

narratives. I would be keen to investigate how the exhibit contributes to the international 

discourse that positions the Holocaust as an event that changed the history of humankind as well 

as shapes public memory and establishes new critical thinking skills within different nationalities 

and societies.  
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