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Abstract

Today’s war museums are faced with multiple challenges. The large num-
ber of military and civil victims modern wars cause, the condemnation 
of aggressive wars and pedagogical approaches towards peace education 
call into question the glorification of war as showcased by traditional war 
museums. This change of attitude has particularly affected war museums 
of the former “Eastern bloc”. The situation of war museums in East Asia is 
remarkably complex. On the one hand, the cold war is continuing due to 
the division of Korea and the lack of a reconciliation policy, while on the 
other hand economic and political interconnections are increasing so that 
even in this case war can no longer be regarded as a legitimate means of 
politics. Choosing a European-Asian comparative approach, this article 
examines how war museums respond to these challenges. In which way 
have architecture, design of the exhibitions and the messages they trans-
mit changed? Examples will firstly be taken from Germany, England and 
France as well as some Eastern European countries and then compared 
with war museums in China, South Korea and Japan.

Résumé

Les musées de guerre sont aujourd’hui soumis à de multiples défis. Le 
grand nombre de victimes civiles et militaires des guerres modernes, la 
condamnation internationale des guerres d’agression et les approches 
pédagogiques d’éducation à la paix remettent en question la glorifica-
tion de la guerre telle que mise en scène dans la conception traditionnelle 
des musées de guerre. En particulier, les musées militaires dans l’ancien 
“bloc de l’Est” sont touchés par ce changement d’attitude. La situation des 
musées de guerre en Asie de l’Est est particulièrement complexe. D’une 
part, la guerre froide s’y poursuit du fait de la division de la Corée et de 
l’absence de politique de réconciliation. D’autre part, les liens économiques 
et politiques entre la Chine, le Japon et la Corée du Sud sont trop impor-
tants pour que la guerre puisse être considérée comme un moyen politique 
légitime. Dans une approche comparative entre l’Europe et l’Asie, cet article 
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examine comment les musées de guerre font face à ces défis. Dans quelle 
mesure l’architecture des musées, la scénographie d’exposition et les mes-
sages véhiculés ont-ils changé? Des exemples en Allemagne, en Angleterre, 
en France et dans quelques pays d’Europe centrale sont mis en comparai-
son avec des musées de guerre en Chine, au Japon et en Corée du Sud.

1. Introduction

Why have war or military museums become trendy after the 
dissolution of the bi-polar world structure since the end of the 1980s 
– an era which was expected to open a time of world-wide rap-
prochement and containment of conflicts through peace-oriented 
international interventions? 

To give just a few examples corroborating this trend: 
- After reunification, Germany has built her first large national 

military museum since Nazi times; 
- In Canada, a new war museum has been built to appropriately 

commemorate the 50th anniversary of the end of the Second 
World War; 

- In 2002, with the Imperial War Museum North in Manchester, 
a modern counterpart has been added to the old fashioned 
Imperial War Museum in London; 

- The Chinese Revolution Museum in Beijing is currently closed 
for a major refurbishment including its exhibition on Chinese 
military history; 

- The Japanese government opened the Showakan in Tokyo in 
1999 to honour the suffering of Tokyo’s population during the 
Second World War. 

Is there a growing public interest in war museums? Or what other 
causes triggered off this boom?
Today’s war museums are faced with five major challenges: 

1. The traditional heroic approach is being shattered. For, since 
their founding years these museums have legitimised war as 
an acknowledged means of politics, be it for the sake of com-
pelled defence or wanted expansion of one’s own state or 
nation. However, eulogising wars has become questionable 
even in societies which look back to a victorious, grand and 
uncontested past. Peace keeping has become a prime task of 
international organisations. Aggressive wars are ruled out any-
way by international law signed by a vast majority of states. 
This may have stimulated the Vienna Army Museum to design 
an advertising poster with the slogan “Put wars into the muse-
um!” Is this already the answer to the question above? Are 
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wars really a thing of the past which can only be observed 
in museums? As desirable as this may be, defensive wars 
and forceful humanitarian intervention against acts of violent 
aggression are still legitimate and wars are still happening all 
over the world. 

2. Since the bi-polar confrontational political world structure is 
broken down, the dominant patterns of war have changed: 
from wars between states to internal wars and international mil-
itary intervention1. Traditional war museums did not take into 
account this change in the concept of wars.

3. The claim for peace education, which has been developed into 
a broad educational concept since the 1980s, and the striving 
for international and intercultural understanding hardly fit into 
the traditional concepts of most war museums. Not least with 
the Education for All Dakar Framework for Action of 2000, 
UNESCO has stressed the negative effects of armed conflicts 
on education and identified particularly internal wars as one 
of the main factors that hinder the implementation of global 
aims of quality education2. Thus, UNESCO established a clear 
link between its priority agenda for education and the banning 
of war. Can modern concepts of war museums be consist-
ent with this global educational as well as political approach? 
Museologists are confronted with the question whether they 
have to and whether they can convert war-related museums 
into peace-oriented museums.

4. War museums have mostly been national museums in a dou-
ble sense: they are of national significance and they deal pre-
dominantly with wars and military actions of one’s own nation. 
Their exhibitions have, so far, not reflected the increasing 
global dimension of peace- keeping and of wars that are fought 
beyond one’s own borders or direct area of influence.

5. As a consequence of the national approach, war museums hon-
oured one’s own heroes and sacrifices but they were unable to 
deal with the indiscriminate killing capacity of modern wars, be 
it on one’s own side, be it on the enemies’ side or be it on the 
victorious or the loser’s side. 
This paper examines how current exhibitions in war museums 

respond to these challenges and takes into consideration continuity 

1  Sven Chojnacki, “Anything New or More of the Same? Wars and Military 
Interventions in the International System 1946-2003”, Global Society 20 (2006): 25-46; 
Herfried Münkler, The New Wars (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005).

2  Falk Pingel, UNESCO Guidebook on Textbook Research and Textbook Revision, 
2nd revised and updated ed. (Paris/Braunschweig: UNESCO/Georg Eckert Institute, 2010), 
17.
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and change in architecture, exhibition design, and media context in 
which the objects are placed3.

The message a museum is expected to transmit to the visitor is 
foremostly shaped by the kind of exhibited objects and the design of 
the exhibition: 

Do the objects “speak for themselves” or are they placed into a 
certain context which explains their function and value? The context 
may be given by other objects or by written texts (in the past) as well 
as audio and video sources (in modern museums). From this interior 
design of an exhibition its exterior form can be differentiated mean-
ing the architecture of the building in which the exhibition is placed. 
In the past, the exterior form was quasi-given as a matter of course by 
the fact that war museums were military institutions. The architectural 
environment of war museums stressed the power of aesthetics through 
design and magnitude of the building which accommodated exhibi-
tions literally “set in stone”. Form and content went hand in hand. 
They reflected a glory past and promised a victorious future. Newly 
built war museums break with this harmony between object and 
external form. Through the employment of modern building materi-
als such as glass and aluminium architecture is now used to tangibly 
and visibly destroy the former harmony between form and object. 
Nevertheless, today the architecture that frames the exhibition is also 
used as an expressive indicator of the ideological and pedagogical 
message the museum is expected to transmit. Marcia Lord’s general 
statement on modern museum buildings applies particularly to new 
war museums: “What is strikingly clear, however, is that the architect 
has emerged as a central figure on the museum landscape and the 
building has become far more than an edifice housing a collection. 
… Architecture thus appears as the catalyst for a process of profound 
change whose end results are far from certain”4.

Examples will firstly be taken from some Western European 
countries (Germany, Austria, England and France) as well as Eastern 
European countries (Baltic States, Ukraine, Bosnia). 

In Western Europe, the accelerated process of European inte-
gration has created a framework for peaceful international relations 
and made already possible border crossing cooperation in designing 

3  The mentioned challenges have mostly an impact on war museums dealing with 
contemporary wars, i.e. the two World Wars and most recent wars. Therefore, museums 
which do not treat wars of the 20th century will not be taken into account. The author has 
visited most of the museums dealt with here during the last six years. This paper is a first 
account of his own experiences as compared with official documents and scholarly litera-
ture. A first, abridged version of this paper was presented at the International Committee 
of Historical Sciences, XXII Congress, Jinan 2015. 

4  Marcia Lord, “Editorial”, Museum International 49, 4: Museum Architecture 
(1997): 3.
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new war-related museums or revising the exhibition of old ones. The 
traditional friend-foe pattern on which all traditional war museums 
are based has already been overcome at least partially. This paved 
the way for a peace-oriented, European or even global pedagogical 
message, if, however, often still in a tentative, hesitant and ambigu-
ous way as will be shown later.

The situation is more complex in Eastern and central Europe. 
Since the breakdown of the Soviet Union new patterns of collective 
commemoration are emerging but remain often highly controversial. 
Should Soviet styled museums remembering the Second World War 
be simply abolished with the disappearance of the Soviet Union? Or 
can they be adjusted to new interpretations and to trends towards 
peaceful conflict solution?

Secondly, the European theatre will be compared with exam-
ples from East Asia (Japan, South Korea, and China). 

In view of the on-going division of Korea, the unsolved prob-
lem of Taiwan’s sovereignty and the still hot and controversial 
debate about reconciliation between the East Asian countries, the 
Cold War is, to a certain extent, continuing in this region. On-going 
tensions lead to diplomatic crises or even military incidents from 
time to time. On the one hand, East Asia cannot and will not detach 
itself from current trends of peace education and international under-
standing, on the other hand, the lingering impact of the Second 
World War hinders institutional political cooperation, stresses cultural 
differences, and leads to incompatible interpretations of the recent 
past. Therefore, how war museums in East Asia reflect these contra-
dicting politico-pedagogical orientations and whether they take up 
the mentioned challenges at all will be examined. 

Concerning Europe the paper compares war museums which 
deal with war in general in a historical perspective. Almost every 
European country has established such a museum so that museums 
which only focus on a certain event within a war, for example a bat-
tle, a massacre etc. will not be included5. Also, the many holocaust 
museums will not be considered because extensive research has 
been conducted on this theme, although a comparison of war and 
holocaust museums could be of interest. The situation is different in 
East Asia. To understand the ways of commemoration the broader 
museum landscape has to be taken into account, because one 
would miss important aspects if neglecting places like Hiroshima or 
Nanjing, as will be explained later. 

5  Museums and memorials commemorating victims of massacres, annihilation 
campaigns etc. are booming as well, see the overview given by Paul Williams, Memorial 
Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities (Oxford: Berg, 2007).
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2. From weapon collections to war museums or from a 
foremost military context to a political symbol of national 
power 

Roughly speaking, military or army museums date back to 
the late 18th and the 19th century when army units and the ruling 
nobility opened “their” collections of weapons, uniforms and coats 
of arms to the public. It was the time when standing armies were 
replaced by people’s armed forces made up by conscripts. The 
many military or army museums founded in European states in this 
era served the observance of military tradition and legitimised the 
use of force by the government against external threats in the name 
of the emerging nation state. The weapons – one’s own as well as 
conquered ones – were in the centre of the exhibition. They repre-
sented the tools of warfare but were also taken as symbols of state 
power and superiority over the enemy. They were not just artefacts 
but also signifiers of technical achievements and political claims. 
Their economic context (weapon production, armament industry 
and expenditures) as well as their social environment (soldiers who 
use them, “live” with them and suffer from them) and, not least, 
the consequences of their real function (destruction of material 
and human lives) were not addressed. Although weapons are the 
bearers of suffering, the harm they caused was not shown in the 
exhibition. They stand for it without realising it. This function of 
“hidden” symbolism kept the weapons “clean” and allowed them to 
be aestheticized – to show them untouched from destruction and 
suffering. The growing historical value of artefacts in the course 
of time has contributed to seeing the weapons almost exclusively 
as artistic creations so that Plessen contends concerning traditional 
military history museums: “The true purpose of the object falls into 
oblivion”6.

Memorial halls honouring the heroes of warfare were often 
added when the weapon collections became public museums. This 
strengthened the museums’ character as places of admiration and 
national pride.

The “Great War” at the beginning of the 20th century started to 
partly change traditional functions of military museums. The military 
and politicians strove to explain the new experience of trench war 
to the civilian home population and constructed artificial trenches 
outside or inside the museums. This can be seen as a first attempt to 

6  Marie-Louise von Plessen (ed.), Die Nation und ihre Museen (Frankfurt/M.: 
Campus, 1992), 265.
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“imitate” war experience by the means of installations – a technique 
which is only now more frequently applied thanks to the use of elec-
tronic media7. Beil has noted that three-dimensional war and trench 
dioramas were used in the Weimar Republic with opposite intentions: 
on the one hand, by peace-oriented exhibitions to shock visitors and 
evoke anti-war feelings, and, on the other hand, by right-wing nation-
alists and militarists who wanted to “explain” to the civilians how sol-
diers fight in order to win followers for their revisionist policy8. The 
enormous losses modern wars cause led to further important changes 
in the museums’ design: the social context as well as the destructive 
forces of weapons could no longer be neglected because the civil-
ian population was similarly affected by warfare as were the soldiers. 
Consequently, the real war came closer to the visitors. Army museums 
became “war” museums, like the Imperial War Museum in London 
which was originally established to commemorate the First World War 
only. With the building of the Imperial War Museum, the leading func-
tions of modern war museums came to the fore9. 

- To document weapons as complicated, technical tools which 
prove the ingenuity of the nation’s technicians and workers to 
produce such powerful means of fighting, 

- To legitimise a concrete war the nation has recently experi-
enced 

- To honour the human sacrifices. 
The museums no longer primarily inform about artefacts; they 

should also “speak to the heart and the imagination”10.

3. Two western European examples of an almost unbroken 
tradition: the French National Army Museum and the Austrian 
Army Museum 

The Musée de l’Armée in Paris and the Heeresmuseum Wien 
in Vienna belong to the oldest and largest Western European army 
museums. Founded in the 19th century their development strongly 
reflects the imprint of imperialism and nationalism. Both museums 

7  Eva Zwach, Deutsche und englische Militärmuseen im 20. Jahrhundert. Eine kul-
turgeschichtliche Analyse des gesellschaftlichen Umgangs mit Krieg (Münster: LIT, 1999).

8  Christine Beil, Der ausgestellte Krieg. Präsentationen des ersten Weltkrieges 1914-
1939 (Tübingen: Tübinger Verlag für Volkskunde, 2004), 108.

9  Although the name “Imperial War Museum” referred to a specific war, the term 
“war museum” has taken on a general meaning; today, the terms “military museum”, “army 
museum” and “war museum” are often used interchangeably in spite of their different lin-
guistic associations. 

10  Susanne Brandt, “The Memory Makers: museums and exhibitions of the First 
World War, “History and Memory 6, 1 (1994): 95-122, here 112.
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will be taken as first examples to study the impact of the changing 
politico-pedagogical context on traditional war museums.

The French museum looks back to an almost “classical” track 
of development. The first collection of weapons (called “musée 
d’artillerie”) – established already in the 17th century and accom-
modated in the Palais de l’Arsenal – served as a means of instruc-
tion for the army and was not open to the public. As a response to 
the defeat in the German-French war of 1870/71, French politicians 
and intellectuals worked on strengthening the military spirit of the 
young Republic. To this aim, the weapon collection was transferred 
to a politically more ambitious and architecturally more salient place, 
namely the Hôtel national des Invalides11. It no longer primar-
ily served the army’s technical interest but was meant to educate the 
general public. The large complex of the Hôtel was built on the ini-
tiative of Louis XIV and firstly meant as a home for invalid soldiers. 
A collection of fortification models founded in 1668 was transferred 
to the Hôtel in 1777 and opened to the public during the French 
Revolution in 1794. This collection honoured the work of Vauban who 
revolutionised the architecture of fortifications in the 17th century. On 
Napoleon’s order also a funeral monument in honour of Vauban and 
a tomb for Marshal Turenne were erected in the church attached to 
the Hôtel. The whole complex turned into a true national monument 
when, in 1840, the church was destined to also become Napoleon’s 
final burial place. With the integration of the former artillery museum 
in 1871 and of additional weapon exhibitions collected on private ini-
tiatives the Hôtel finally hosted one of the largest weapon exhibitions 
in Europe which was officially named Musée de l’Armée in 1905. 

As a rule – like in the Hôtel – separate space was devoted to 
the presentation of objects and the honouring of persons. In the 19th 
century only military leaders were granted individualised memorials; 
the common soldiers were commemorated collectively and anony-
mously at the memorial for the “unknown soldier” with only a few 
exceptions. Yet, army museum and memorial halls are seen as one 
unit in terms of architecture and institutional structure. The visitors’ 
tour leads from the exhibition of artefacts to the memorial hall or 
vice versa. 

Apparently, its solemnity and architectural unity made the Hôtel 
national des Invalides unamenable to greater amendments and chang-
es. Until the caesura of the 1990s the exhibition focused on the pres-
entation of weapons, uniforms and colours glorifying French warfare. 
The objects represented military, technical as well as historical value. 

11  Dominique Merle, “Das ‘Musée de l’Armée’ zwischen gestern und morgen”, in 
Plessen, Die Nation und ihre Museen, 263-270.
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The splendid late baroque structure of the building framed the shining 
forms of the weaponry exhibited mostly in strong geometrical order 
in a congenial way. The official guide calls the 60 French “classical 
canons” “prestigious pieces … decorated with … ornamentations” like 
objects of art, not of destruction. These “jewels of the artillery collec-
tion” are presented orderly in the court of honour inviting visitors “to 
discover … the epic of great French artillerymen”. Obviously the rum-
bling of the guns should sound to the visitors like the triumphant peal 
of bells and not evoke the ringing of the death knell. The epic and 
aesthetics of the weapons represent the poetry of the victors. Here, 
parades are still held. Before the music corps’ performances start, the 
instruments are laid down in the courtyard just opposite the lined 
up canons and lined up row by row, as if they too were weapons. 
Military order which is originally a functional principle takes on an 
aesthetic meaning and forms part of an artistic presentation.

Only when it comes to the First World War, design and content 
of the exhibition alter. Not only military objects but also photographs 
from the fighting zone, manifestos for military propaganda, reports 
from contemporaries etc. are shown. However, this part was mainly 
taken over from a private museum displaying the First World War 
and only integrated into the collection of the museum in 197012. 

The caesura of the 1990s posed the next challenge. From 1995 
to 2010 the traditional concept was broadly discussed and large 
parts, particularly those dealing with wars in the 20th century, were 
refurbished according to the so called ATHENA project. It was felt 
that the political and social significance of the two world wars could 
not be expressed through focussing on the weapons as de-contextu-
alised objects. The modern weapons were now framed by large post-
ers showing life and death of soldiers and civilians during wartime. 
Yet, this new framing has also been used to construct a national 
narrative of a modern post-war French society and state. Besides the 
history of the two world wars a Historial Charles de Gaulle was cre-
ated in 2007. Here, the renovation of the French Republic after the 
Second World War has been based on a resistance narrative which 
allots to de Gaulle a salient place along with Napoleon amongst the 
French national heroes. In the Historial the design no longer follows 
the model of an army museum. It does not display objects at all but 
it is constructed as a large electronic multimedia show with audio 
and video presentations on large screens or tablets for individual 
viewing. Here, the military museum has been turned into a modern 
history museum dealing with contemporary times. 

12  Brandt, “The Memory Makers”, 96.
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Nevertheless, the museologists were still hesitant to use the 
1990 caesura for a radical review of the whole collection and its con-
cept. The army museum is divided into two sections: 

- One section deals with objects of a glory past concentrating on 
the period of absolutism and the revolution; individual artefacts 
are presented as static and isolated objects in glass cabinets; 

- The other part comprises the two world wars and offers an 
attempt to connect objects with pictures, textual sources, and 
audio-visual media which show the objects in action, in their 
“real” context, in use, in movement and destruction. 
In contrast to other western war museums, the military exhibi-

tion of the Musée de l’Armée ends with the end of the Second World 
War and does not (yet) deal with the structural changes that made 
the French national army part of the Atlantic and European alliances. 

The modernisation reduced the number of objects – and in 
doing so often emphasised the individuality of the remaining objects 
– but foremostly contextualised and modernised the 20th century 
exhibition13. Therefore, it remains questionable whether the trans-
formation from a museum of objects into a historical museum has 
been really achieved as Emilie Robbe, one of the museum’s curators, 
stated in an interview given after the modernisation. He referred to 
three – almost classical – functions the museum now fulfils: 

- To “show” through placing emphasis on the item, 
- To “explain” through providing contextual information, 
- To “inspire” through “marrying the aesthetic and the transmis-

sion of information”14. 
Expressly, the museum’s home page mentions as one of the 

leading aims of the exhibition to keep up the will to defend the 
nation and to observe the memory of military glory15. 

The traditional concept of presenting objects which stand 
out because of their artistic splendour and technical value has also 
shaped the design applied in the Heeresmuseum Wien (Vienna Army 
Museum) up to today. The museum is part of a vast military complex 
built after the 1848 revolution in order to control the city’s popula-
tion more effectively. The new “Arsenal” – opened in 1856 – was 

13  Olivier Renaudeau, “The Collections of the Musée de l’Armée in Paris and the 
Influence of Fine Arts, History and Military Memorabilia”, in The Universal Heritage of Arms 
and Military History: Challenges and Choices in a Changing World, ICOCAM Conference, 
Vienna 2007 (Vienna: Heeresgeschichtliches Museum, 2008), 113-118, here 117.

14  Emilie Robbe, “The Musée de l’Armée and the ATHENA project. Interview 
by Irène Delage”, http://www.napoleon.org/en/magazine/interviews/files/474913.
asp#informations (retrieved April 14, 2015).

15  “Contribuer au maintien de l’esprit de défense”, „Garder la mémoire des gloires 
militaires de la nation”, http://www.musee-armee.fr/lhotel-des-invalides/letablissement-
public-du-musee-de-larmee/missions.html (retrieved April 14, 2015).
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much more than just a storage house for the army’s weapons and 
uniforms. It was like a military town providing all the necessary 
equipment for a military campaign. The neo-Renaissance architec-
ture and the richly decorated inner design reflect the importance, 
splendour and glory of the Imperial army. In line with this concept, 
a hall of fame was integrated to hold ceremonies and pay homage to 
famous military leaders. The Hall of Fame and the weapon collection 
from the old arsenal formed one architectural unity. With the support 
and initiative of the Imperial court, the traditional weapon collec-
tion was expanded and reopened as the National Army Museum in 
1891. The exhibition concept followed established examples like in 
Paris. Canons and other arms, uniforms, standards etc. were mostly 
exposed in chronological and thematic order, row by row, inside the 
halls and long corridors of the impressive building. The walls were 
decorated with pictures of battle scenes. 

The experience of the First World War was the first major chal-
lenge to this static presentation of military objects. However, not least 
due to the interest of the Vienna Court to adhere to the established 
concept, it was decided to only moderately expand the exhibition dur-
ing the war with “exceptional and original” pieces which were inte-
grated into the exhibition from 1915 onwards16. Thus, up to this day, 
the most prominent object of the troubled summer month of 1914 that 
drew Europe in a devastating war is the car in which Franz Ferdinand 
and his wife were shot to death. Traditionally it was presented as a 
carefully polished luxury technical object; portraits on the wall showed 
the richly dressed couple during their lifetime. The car stood for some-
thing from which it was totally disassociated as a museum object: trig-
gering of the “Great War”. The narrative of glory and splendour was 
maintained by avoiding any pictures of destruction. The paintings 
showed the celebrities before the assassination and the military objects 
without any signs of damage. Everything was intact although the 
whole museum deals with vulnerability of human life and artefacts. 
Only the gallery of war paintings confronts the visitors partly, at least, 
with the horrors of war showing, besides courageous fighters, also 
wounded soldiers, faces of sorrow and desperation. It is art, not the 
“original” object that brings the context of fighting to the visitor. 

Till today the museum is caught by its past, the magnificence of 
its architectural frame, and the admiration for the machinery of war-
fare. It bans the (in-) human experience people have to experience 
when this machinery is working. When referring to attempts at the 

16  Manfried Rauchensteiner, “Das Heeresgeschichtliche Museum in Wien”, in Hans-
Martin Hinz (ed.), Der Krieg und seine Museen (Frankfurt/M: Campus, 1997), 57-72, here 
67.
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modernisation of the exhibition after 1945, the former director of the 
museum stated with a kind of resignation: “The narrative’s unity was 
forced upon us through the architectural preconditions”17. 

Yet, it was the recent 100th anniversary of the beginning of 
the First World War that brought about some modernisation efforts. 
The existing exhibition was amended by media which focus more 
on the consequences of modern weapons than on the weapons 
themselves. As the weapons were not removed but completed by 
videos, explanations, posters and paintings, the weapons are put in 
the background and the media frame comes to the fore. This alone 
gives the exhibition a different, less shining and sober outlook. In 
particular, the Sarajevo car is now framed by photos and video clips 
showing scenes from the assassination. The car is quasi-degenerated 
to a mere – and deadly – means of transportation; it is no longer this 
precious technical object. However, only the exhibition of the First 
World War has been altered in this way. 

Although an article in the museum’s annual report underscores 
that visitors should be confronted with the context dependency of 
artefacts, the author often refers to the “aura” of the original object 
which represents “individual value” (“individuellen Wert”)18. Not 
even theoretically does he dare to think about a new concept for 
collecting and exposing objects. The current director also follows this 
thread of argumentation. In a welcoming address for an academic 
conference he confirms that the “cultural-historical setting” should 
bring to the fore the “aesthetic values” “so obscuring their utility val-
ues and function19.

The museologists of the Vienna Army Museum reflect but do not 
adequately respond to the challenges since the World Wars and the 
turning point of the 1990s, although the museum was strongly chal-
lenged by external factors to rethink the traditional concept. The arse-
nal buildings were heavily damaged by bombing during the Second 
World War and many of its objects were destroyed or evacuated to 
save places outside of Vienna. Although the government and the city 

17  “Die Geschlossenheit der Erzählung ist etwas, das uns durch die archi-
tektonischen Vorgaben eigentlich aufgezwungen wurde.” (Rauchensteiner, “Das 
Heeresgeschichtliche Museum”, 70); see also Hannes Leidinger and Verena Moritz, 
“Die Last der Historie. Das Heeresgeschichtliche Museum in Wien und die Darstellung 
der Geschichte bis 1945”, in Zeitgeschichtliche Ausstellungen in Österreich. Museen – 
Gedenkstätten – Ausstellungen, eds. Dirk Rupnow and Heidemarie Uhl (Wien: Böhlau, 
2011), 15-44.

18  Christoph Hatschek, “Geschenkt, gekauft, ersteigert – gesichert. Die Erweiterung 
der Sammlungen des Heeresgeschichtlichen Museums”, Viribus unitis. Jahresbericht 2006 
des Heeresgeschichtlichen Museums (2007): 11-18.

19  M. Christian Ortner, “Welcome Address of the Host and Introduction – 
Begrüßungsworte des Gastgebers und Einleitung”, in The Universal Heritage (2008), 9-15, 
here 13.
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council already started with the rebuilding of the area in 1946, the 
function of the complex was less shaped by military purposes. The 
construction of housing enjoyed preference over the reconstruction 
of military barracks. Thanks to a more lenient occupation policy in 
Austria – in contrast to Germany!–, the museum was not totally closed 
as it could be expected according to the Potsdam agreement which 
forbad all symbols and manifestations of militarism. This allowed the 
remaining staff to organise the return of artefacts; in order not to come 
into conflict with the occupation power, the institutional structure was 
formally changed into a more civilian outlook. It was even consid-
ered to make the museum part of a new “Austrian National Museum” 
which the Habsburg Monarchy never established because of its multi-
national composition and which, to even recently, the Republic could 
not agree20. Instead, the administration of the museum was transferred 
from the Ministry of War to the Ministry of Education, and the muse-
um’s name was altered according to the Heeresgeschichtliches Museum 
(Museum of Military History) in 194621. Thus, the main purpose was 
now allegedly a civilian and pedagogical one such as learning from 
the history of wars for the time of peace to come. It became apparent 
that this was only taken as a pretext when, with the rearmament of 
Austria, the museum came again under the control of the “Office for 
Defence” in 1955. The museum expanded both its historical depart-
ments as well as its exhibition of contemporary objects but it did not 
considerably change the inherited exhibition concept. 

4. Dissolving continuity: A new beginning in view of heavy 
legacies – examples from Germany and England

4.1 Germany’s Military History Museum in Dresden

The story of Germany’s military museum could have resembled 
the Austrian narrative as both states share many historical features; yet, 
in fact, it is quite different. By order of the Allied powers, all German 
military museums were closed after the capitulation in May 1945. 
However, with the rearmament of the Federal Republic of Germany 
(FRG) and the German Democratic Republic (GDR), the two German 
states reopened small army museums which were merged into a new, 

20  Richard Hufschmied, “Die unmittelbaren Nachkriegspläne zum Wiener 
Arsenal und dem Heeresgeschichtlichen Museum”, Viribus Unitis. Jahresbericht 2003 des 
Heeresgeschichtlichen Museums (2004): 51-60. 

21  Franz Kaindl, “Das Wiener Heeresgeschichtliche Museum, ein historisches 
Nationalmuseum von internationaler Dimension, “ in Plessen, Die Nation und ihre Museen, 
271-280, here 278.
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big military museum after reunification. The new Heeresgeschichtliches 
Museum der Bundeswehr (Military History Museum of the Federal 
Army) in Dresden blends military representation and tradition with 
modern war-critical multi-functional and multi-media design. 

Although the past history of German military museums before 
1990 is interesting and complex, a short overview must suffice here. 

The National People’s Army (Nationale Volksarmee der 
DDR=NVA) of the GDR established a German Army Museum in the 
Potsdam “Marble Palais” in 1961. The museum primarily showcased 
weapons of the Red Army as well as of the NVA and eulogised the 
Soviet troops’ victorious campaign in the Second World War. Thus, 
the exhibition concentrated on the latest, contemporary history but 
integrated also a smaller historical dimension reaching back to the 
“peasants’ war” in the 16th century so establishing a positive, revolu-
tionary German military tradition from Early Modern History up the 
foundation of the NVA. The museum was moved to the old Dresden 
arsenal area in 1972. The architectural and functional history of the 
arsenal complex – the so-called Albert town – very much resembled 
the Vienna arsenal. The vast barracks complex built in an imperial 
neo Baroque style in the 1870s also accommodated Saxony’s weapon 
exhibition which was upgraded to the German Military Museum dur-
ing Nazi time. With the relocation from the Potsdam castle to the 
Dresden arsenal, the GDR exhibition was refurbished and expanded 
and took over parts of the old Saxonian collection; in doing so it 
brought together the German “historical heritage” with the mission 
to propagate a historical interpretation of German military history in 
line with historical materialism. For example, the exhibition referred 
to the Vietnam War as an imperialistic war from the side of the 
U.S.A. and a revolutionary, anticolonial fight for freedom from the 
side of the Vietnamese people22. 

The West German Federal Army (Bundeswehr; taking into 
account the linguistic connotations of the term wehr it could rather 
be translated as Federal Defence Forces) founded its own small 
military museum a bit later than the GDR. It took the collection of 
the Army Museum of Badenia in the Rastatt Castle as a basis for a 
Wehrgeschichtliches Museum (could be translated as History Museum 
of Defence, consciously avoiding the terms “war”, “military” and 
“army”) which was established in 1969. The place was chosen as 
it also referred back to German democratic and even revolutionary 
tradition and could symbolise the break with Prussian militarism. 
For, military units stationed in the castle had joined the democratic 

22  Zwach, Deutsche und englische Militärmuseen, 156.
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revolution in 1848 which could only be besieged in Badenia with the 
support of Prussian troops. In this sense, the new museum should 
have been more than a weapon exhibition; it should have dealt with 
the “relation between state, the military and the society”23. However, 
the relatively small exhibition hardly lived up to this ambitious aim. 
Anyway, both German military museums played a minor role in the 
cultural landscape of their states. 

After reunification and merger of the two German armies the 
question was posed as to what the German army should do with the 
inherited two museums which followed different trends of interpre-
tation. After a long political and scholarly debate it was decided to 
develop a concept for a new museum but to choose as its place the 
Dresden arsenal because it offered vast space since it was no longer 
used as barracks24. 

The new exhibition was opened in October 2011. It provides 
a survey of – primarily German – military history from the Middle 
Ages up to today. It is now the “biggest German museum of military 
history ever” as the home-page proudly announces25. How can this 
new museum cope with the burden of German militarism in a build-
ing which served for more than a hundred years as an example of 
exactly this militaristic tradition?

Just like war drives a wedge between peoples, the architect 
Daniel Libeskind has driven a wedge made of aluminium and con-
crete into the building’s sumptuous 19th century architecture. Also 
some of the halls and corridors are divided by the wedge and show 
an irregular geometric structure. Bare, unadorned white walls of 
the broad corridors and spacious halls and plain, black-edged glass 
cabinets deprive the architecture of its former splendour and create a 
“cold atmosphere”26. The architecture forms part of the exhibition’s 
design. It evokes the impression of discontinuity and complexity 
shattering simple images of progressive developments27.

The exhibition is divided into a chronological and a thematic 
tour. The chronological part starts with the display of weapons, 
armour and the reconstruction of a fortified castle in the Middle 
Ages. Battle paintings which are often painted long after the happen-
ing are only sparsely interpreted. Visitors who are not trained in his-

23  Thomas Thiemeyer, Fortsetzung des Krieges mit anderen Mitteln. Die beiden 
Weltkriege im Museum (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh Verlag, 2010), 47.

24  Gorch Pieken and Matthias Rogg (eds.), Militärhistorisches Museum der 
Bundeswehr (Dresden: Sandstein Verlag, 2011).

25  http://www.mhmbw.de/index.php/geschichte (retrieved April 14, 2015).
26  Thiemeyer, Fortsetzung des Krieges mit anderen Mitteln.
27  See photographs and an architectonic explanation of the museum: http://www.

das-neue-dresden.de/bundeswehrmuseum-dresden.html (retrieved April 14, 2015).
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tory may take them as a representation of reality. The social history 
of soldiers’ life or the economic context of weapon production still 
remain in the background as compared to the display of weapons. 
For example, under the topic “The military and society in the 18th 
century” it is said that “because of the hardship and the small pay to 
be a soldier was not very attractive”. The exhibition offers hardly any 
answer to the question why then so many people became soldiers. 
The museum’s attempt is realised only half-heartedly to take the 
military equipment as a starting point for explaining and questioning 
warfare and to offer “a cultural history of violence”, as the curator 
Gorch Pieken stated in an interview28. This is all the more true as 
advertisements often fall back upon the praising of weapon exhibits 
as technical and artistic show-pieces. 

According to the museum’s concept the weapons are to be 
seen as quasi- neutral objects. It is suggested that they “do not play 
a part in communicating the content”. However, the older weap-
ons are exhibited under glass in a protected space signalling their 
value. Their function and social (or rather a-social) effects are only 
briefly explained separately from the place of the weapon exhibition 
which is the centre of the historical department whereas the context 
is addressed in the thematic tour. Only here, a voice is given to the 
witnesses of suffering by means of excerpts from war diaries, letters 
from the front or pieces of art such as Käthe Kollwitz’s paintings of 
mourning. The weapons remain detached from what they cause to 
human beings. 

As weapons they should be effective, otherwise they do not ful-
fil their function. Consequently the weapon exhibition also presents 
technical “achievements” and „performance” (Leistungsschau) as 
Pieken points out. It is part of the museum’s conception to combat 
the “friendly impression” which weapons usually evoke in a museum 
according to Hermann Lübbe29. Yet, if visitors walk under gleaming 
polished bombs fixed on the ceiling through almost invisible fasten-
ings, these installations are in contrast to the “cold atmosphere”, and 
hardly evoke the wanted impression of being under a hail of bullets. 
If the “historical object” serves as the “primary building block” of 
the exhibition30, this is in contradiction to the museum’s introduc-

28  Stefan Locke, “Das neue Antikriegsmuseum der Bundeswehr”, Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung, May 18, 2011.

29  Avgi Stilidis, “Das Vermittlungskonzept des Militärhistorischen Museums der 
Bundeswehr”, in Pieken and Rogg, Militärhistorisches Museum der Bundeswehr, 48-55, 
here 50-51. 

30  Gorch Pieken, “Die museale Darstellung von Krieg am Beispiel der 
Neukonzeption des Militärhistorischen Museums in Dresden”, in Perspektiven der 
Militärgeschichte. Raum, Gewalt und Repräsentation in historischer Forschung und 
Bildung, eds. Jörg Echterkamp, Wolfgang Schmidt and Thomas Vogel (München: 
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tory video presentation and its principal slogan that “human beings 
are in the centre of the exhibition” and that the museum presents an 
“anthropology of war”. Dresden makes obvious how difficult it is to 
close the gap between an object-oriented weapon exhibition which 
addresses the aesthetic perception, and a historical museum which 
critically comments on what it displays and stimulates thinking about 
the items presented.

4.2. Why do we now have two Imperial War Museums in 
England?

Quite similar to the German case, the British government 
sought a radical answer to the challenges. The Imperial War Museum 
in London follows, in principle, the traditional concept of an object 
driven weapon exhibition. However, it is less – in contrast to asso-
ciations its name may recall – constrained by the way military history 
was presented in the 18th and 19th century. Since its foundation in 
1917 it is a place for the presentation of contemporary history mean-
ing in this case modern wars. Its foremost aim was to explain to the 
British public the then on-going “Great War”31. It was established 
as a memorial of a specific war which shattered the physical expe-
rience, political consciousness and morale of the generation being 
involved in it – be it as civilians or soldiers. Only when new wars 
made the first “Great War” a thing of the past, did the museum also 
document these wars and turned it into a general war museum. 
Nevertheless, well into the 1980s, the exhibition concentrated on the 
First World War. The focus on weapons maintained the traditional 
concept on one hand but provided it with a modern outlook on the 
other. The visitors were confronted with weapons of size and tech-
nical abilities that have fundamentally changed war experience and 
military strategy. With the display of tanks, lorries and aeroplanes 
the presentation of objects lost its static character. These objects 
stand for flexible movement and velocity. They needed larger exhibi-
tion space and were no longer lined up in military order but at least 
sometimes as in action. Planes hung in the air like flying objects. 
Although this concept could only be fully realised with a renovation 
of the museum’s building in 1989, the new character of 20th century 
wars led to new exhibition techniques that would eventually alter 
the whole character of war museums. At the Imperial War Museum, 
trenches with the imitation of noises and smells as well as a bunker 

Oldenbourg, 2010), 363-373, here 367.
31  Concerning the crucial role of the First World War for the presentation of 

modern wars in museums see Gaynor Kavanagh, Museums and the First World War: A 
social history (London: Leicester University Press, 1994).



Falk Pingel

84

trembling during simulated bombing and a flight simulator were 
added since the 1970s. They were intended to bring war experience 
closer to visitors but to also offer them entertainment and activities32. 

In fact, installations of war machinery usually lead to almost the 
opposite effects: trivialisation or mythical transfiguration. In the first 
case the imitation is taken for reality; in the latter case it is embedded 
in a preconceived narrative of hardship and endurance leading to final 
victory, and not to confrontation with vulnerability and death. Mosse 
has called both reactions “inappropriate memories”33: “The reality of 
the war experience came to be transformed into what one might call 
the Myth of the War Experience…Through the myth … the war expe-
rience was sanctified. Yet, at the same time, the war was confronted 
and absorbed in a radically different way, by being trivialized through 
its association with objects of daily life, popular theater, or battlefield 
tourism”34. Modern simulators, however, can evoke feelings of fear 
and insecurity as Zwach contends referring to statements made in the 
Imperial War Museum’s visitors’ manual35. Yet, as she also under-
scores, visitors should not be shocked; emotions evoked through the 
exhibition must remain bearable and controllable. 

Although the expanded exhibition since 1989 particularly deals 
with topics such as civil life in modern wars (“A family in wartime”), 
the available larger space put especially the big objects even more 
in the visitor’s focus than before. Visitors could be impressed by 
the sheer appearance of the object and be succumbed by technical 
and aesthetic fascination rather than be drawn into a critical evalu-
ation of modern warfare. Therefore, it remained a problem to con-
nect the exhibition of military objects with the political and social 
dimension of modern wars. In the 1980s, plans were discussed to 
give more room to thematic-oriented exhibitions in order to address 
topics such as globalisation, total war and civil life in wartime36. In 
addition, a primarily military concept of war seemed to be no longer 
in line with the broader understanding of the Second World War 
which research and the media developed in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Only then the museologists became aware that the holocaust was 
not dealt with in the exhibition. Up to 1999 the exhibition referred 
to the holocaust only indirectly through posters that show pictures of 
the liberation of the Bergen Belsen camp – as the very first moment 

32  Peter Simkins, “Das Imperial War Museum in London und seine Darstellung des 
Krieges, 1917-1995, “ in Hans-Martin Hinz (ed.), Der Krieg und seine Museen (Frankfurt/M: 
Campus, 1997), 27-55, here 47.

33  George L. Mosse, Fallen Soldiers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 144.
34  Ibidem, 7.
35  Zwach, Deutsche und englische Militärmuseen, 275.
36  Simkins, “Das Imperial War Museum”, 50.
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the British army as well as the public felt deeply confronted with the 
mass murder of the Jews. Consequently, attached to a large hall of 
big military objects, a new room was dedicated to the holocaust in 
the year 2000. Entering the holocaust exhibition, visitors are exposed 
to a totally different atmosphere. Instead of light, bright halls stuffed 
with military objects, they go through a dark room where textual and 
visual media explain what happened to the Jews under Nazi domina-
tion. The weapon-oriented concept is given up as the weapon of the 
annihilation of the Jews was the gas chamber. No original piece of 
this was at hand and reconstruction not wanted. War experience and 
aura of the object were no longer feasible means of presentation. 
The London Imperial War Museum was one of the first in Europe 
which chose dark, sparsely equipped rooms with poorly lit objects as 
a means to create places of silence, self-reflection and mourning. 

The museum was and still is one of the most popular muse-
ums of London with around one million and more visitors dur-
ing the 1990s. In the course of time, it became packed with bigger 
objects. In view of the increasing number of visitors and objects and 
driven by an almost constant reshuffling of parts of the exhibition, it 
became obvious that the museum, as it was, left hardly any further 
space for major changes. Therefore, it was decided to build a further 
branch in addition to the already existing specialised departments 
(such as at Duxford airfield and at the war cruiser HMS Belfast on 
the Thames) instead of a radical refurbishment of the existing exhibi-
tion. The decision to build a second museum which should present 
a fundamentally new concept breaking with the tradition of weapon 
collection was eased through combining the plans for a new building 
with development projects meant to strengthen the cultural weight 
of northern England. Thus, the new building at Manchester harbour 
front which no longer served its original purpose was not anchored 
in or constrained by military tradition in terms of place, architecture 
and origin of its artefacts as it has been the case with all the other 
important European war museums. The Imperial War Museum North 
in Manchester was the first one in Europe to be planned and built 
from scratch. It opened in 2002 and was designed by star architect 
Daniel Libeskind. His blueprint broke with the impressive, prestig-
ious imperial style which marked war museums of the past. Daniel 
Libeskind was the protagonist of architectonics consisting of irregu-
lar, interlocking forms. Instead of long lines of sight which support 
a series, geometrical presentation of objects he designs rooms and 
corridors full of nooks and irregularities with change of light. Instead 
of stone which evokes the impression of durability and steadiness 
and produces regular, rectangular forms, Libeskind prefers – besides 
concrete – glass and aluminium in order to create crooked and lop-



Falk Pingel

86

sided instead of straight walls. The architectural structure does not 
evoke associations of unity or uniformity; instead visitors are con-
fronted with ever new perspectives on the objects. According to the 
home-page the museum offers “a visionary symbol of the effects 
of war. The design is based on the concept of a world shattered 
by conflict, a fragmented globe reassembled in three interlocking 
shards. These shards represent conflict on land, water and in the 
air”37. Photographs of a large format, short explanations and ques-
tions frame the objects and create room for critical thinking rather 
than spontaneous admiration. War experience, the causes and impact 
of war and less of the machinery and strategy of war are showcased. 
Weapons still remain an important object of the exhibition; yet, they 
do not form their centre, they are the peg on which to hang the 
story; they no longer represent the story – or at least, it is intended 
that visitors are not gripped by aesthetic or technical fascination. 
However, this is still a tightrope to walk, and even the text of the 
home-page can be read in two ways. It oscillates between admira-
tion for the object and explanation of its impact when it advertises 
weapons as the museum’s attraction: “come face to face with objects 
like the T34 Tank that reveal the true scale of modern warfare”38. 
Modern warfare moulds the warring society. The impact of war on 
work, social organisation of life etc. is underscored in many parts of 
the new museum. However, in contrast to the intention, bringing the 
life of human beings during war time to the fore; the actual deadly 
function of weaponry is pushed again into the background: “War 
shapes lives” is a motto in the museum’s home-page – but what 
about death, Dungen critically asks39. 

The Manchester museum may have set the stage for the design 
of current war museums. Undoubtedly, others follow almost the 
same trend. The Canadian War Museum founded in 1880 in the tra-
dition of military museums of that time had to find answers to almost 
the same challenges the European museums are confronted with 
since the 1990s. In the context of deliberations how to adequately 
celebrate the 50th anniversary of D-Day and V-E-Day, the museum’s 
outdated exhibition and the restricted place for objects – not to 
speak of the installation of new media – was publicly discussed. In 
view of Canadian multiculturalism and initiatives in the field of edu-

37  “About IWM North”,http://www.iwm.org.uk/visits/iwm-north/about (retrieved 
April 15, 2015).

38  http://www.iwm.org.uk/exhibitions/main-exhibition-space (retrieved April 15, 
2015).

39  Peter van den Dungen, “Frieden im Museen – oder was stellen Friedensmuseen 
aus?”, in Der Friede ist keine leere Idee. Bilder und Vorstellungen vom Frieden am Beispiel 
der politischen Moderne, ed. Thomas Kater (Essen: Klartext, 2006), 233-254, here 238.
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cation to give the Holocaust a firm place in school curricula, it was 
deemed unacceptable that this topic was not part of the museum’s 
exhibition. Finally, the debate about the expansion and renovation 
led to asking for a new building; this claim was accepted by the gov-
ernment in 200040. The architecture designed by renowned Canadian 
architects shows similarities to Libeskind’s buildings. Modern war 
experience inspired the architects to design the contours of the 
building: “Its external lines would evoke the angular contours of 
lost trenches and earthworks”; in contrast, a steep rising line should 
evoke the message of reconstruction that followed destruction. The 
internal space is characterised by raw forms and ruptures: “The walls 
are made primarily of concrete, with rough joints clearly visible. 
Walls emerge sharply from floors at unusual angles. Slight slopes in 
some of the floors create a sense of instability”41. Variations of light 
conditions from dark and shimmering to clear and bright expose the 
visitor to different visual experiences according to contrasting topics 
such as destruction, reconstruction, war and peace. It goes without 
saying that personal stories, documents, and art representing war 
experience are supported by interactive presentations. However, this 
concept did not remain unchallenged. Due to the strong political 
influence of Canadian veteran organisations traditional elements of 
a weapon exhibition were not entirely abandoned. For example, a 
large gallery made of glass and aluminium employs the big objects 
such as tanks and planes that appear to be floating in the air. 

A memorial hall has also been built. It is interesting to note 
how the architects used architectural framing to evoke or suppress 
certain feelings. Forms with nooks and crannies lead to the hall 
to avoid feelings of glorification and grandeur. However, inside, 
the smooth and calm lines of the clearly structured rooms of the 
Memorial Hall and the Hall of Honour are in noticeable contrast to 
the interactive, the joy of viewing and learning stimulating, but partly 
also irritating structure of the exhibition halls; visitors are being pre-
pared for an attitude of modesty in order to give way to feelings of 
sorrow and respect for the fallen soldiers42.

Before closing the section on the western museums, it should 
be mentioned that new forms of international cooperation have 
been implemented in the refurbishment of some museums which are 

40  See the report of the museum’s director Jack L. Granatstein, “At Play in the 
Fields of the Museologists: Two Years at the Canadian War Museum”, Journal of Military 
and Strategic Studies 6, 3 (2004). 

41  “The Dream Comes True”, Legion Magazine, May/June 2005: The New Canadian 
War Museum, 2-16, here 3.

42  Raymond Moriyama, In Search of a Soul: Designing and Realizing the Canadian 
War Museum (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 2006); Moriyama is one of the architects.
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located at battle places or at locations of other important events of 
the two world wars. The conversion of the Verdun bunker museum 
into the World Centre for Peace, Freedom and Human Rights and 
the transformation of the Red Army’s capitulation museum into the 
German-Russian Museum Berlin-Karlshorst testify to joint remem-
brance activities of former adversaries43. Such cooperation refutes 
the friend-foe opposition which was fundamental for all war muse-
ums till now; peace-oriented remembrance of war here takes on a 
new meaning. The exhibition itself now incorporates what is else-
where a mere message of the exhibition. 

5. From an ideology of the future back to past realities: War 
museums in former Socialist countries

The museums located in the former Soviet realm of influence 
had and often still have to face even more complex challenges than 
their western European counterparts, even if their origins can be 
traced back to similar foundations in the 19th century. Under Soviet 
domination, the various national histories from the First World 
War to perestroika had been incorporated into one overall Marxist 
interpretation shaped by the victory of the Socialist International. 
Therefore, after 1990, the museums firstly had to reconstruct a post-
socialist national narrative which often referred back to the post-
World War I period when most of the Eastern and central European 
states were (re-) founded. Secondly, they had to reinterpret the 
impact of the Nazi occupation and the subsequent integration into 
the Soviet bloc. 

The military museums of today’s Russia hardly offer significant 
examples of how to hammer out a post-socialist design and inter-
pretation. Up to the present day, no accepted alternative has been 
developed to heroic realism and monumentalism that shaped war 
monuments and museums in the Soviet Union. As altering the com-
munist interpretation of the “Great Patriotic War” is still highly con-
tested not only in the public but also in academia, leading museums 
such as the Central Armed Forces Museum in Moscow remain largely 
unchanged as far as the time from the Revolution to the end of the 
Great Patriotic War is concerned. After the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union the museum devoted new exhibition space to the changes in 

43  Thiemeyer, Fortsetzung des Krieges, 51, 105; Peter Jahn, “Konfrontation und 
Kooperation: Vom Kapitulationsmuseum der sowjetischen Streitkräfte zum Deutsch-
Russischen Museum Berlin-Karlshorst”, in Der Zweite Weltkrieg im Museum: Kontinuität 
und Wandel, ed. Olga Kurilo (Berlin: Avinus-Verlag, 20082), 47-62.
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the army of the new Russian Federation. In parallel to the develop-
ment in Western Europe, more emphasis was placed on the time 
after 1945 and on international peace missions. However, the explan-
atory text also counts the suppression of the Czechoslovakian revolt 
in 1956 and the fighting in Ossetia in 2008 under these intervention-
ist peace missions which, in fact, only served the maintenance of 
communist rule. 

Yet, concerning the time before the communist revolution, the 
museum dates back to the traditional concept of European military 
museums which had also been implemented in military museums 
of the Tsarist Empire. Since the year 2000, the museum offers an 
overview of weapons and warfare development prior to the Russian 
Revolution. This is in striking contrast to the Soviet concept. To 
exhibit military history prior to the revolution was controversially 
debated after the First World War but finally rejected at the begin-
ning of the 1920s. Without changing the exhibition about Soviet 
times, the expansion of exhibition space allotted to times beyond the 
Soviet period (before and after it) and the introduction of new media 
particularly for the time period after 1990 decreased in principle the 
importance and former centrality of the Red Army exhibition, which 
has been scaled down to just one section of the museum.

The Polish Army Museum provides a further example of the 
astonishing invariability of design in some eastern European military 
museums. It was established after the re-foundation of the Polish state 
as an institution of the Polish army in 1920. Although founded after 
the First World War, it followed the 19th century conception of army 
and weapon exhibitions. In its endeavour to display almost a thousand 
years of Polish military actions and equipment, it was more backward-
oriented rather than reflecting the most recent experience of modern 
warfare. The Germans seized the museum’s building for their own use 
during the Second World War. The exhibition was partly plundered, 
partly stowed in some rooms and partly evacuated and dispersed at 
places which offered protection against bombing. Like a self-affir-
mation of Polish military glory the building and the exhibition were 
renovated and re-established after the war as if to undo the German 
destructive intervention. Although the role of the Red Army had to be 
praised after 1945, the artistic concept of the exhibition and the histori-
cal collection were not principally changed. After the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the Marxist-Leninist interpretation could easily be eradi-
cated without altering the museum’s overall layout. On the contrary, 
the short lived interventions from outside seemed to corroborate the 
strength of Polish military power and the “identity of the Polish state” 
(podmiotowo  Pa stwa Polskiego) as the official website formulates 
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it44. The aesthetic answer of the Polish society to external interrup-
tions is firmness in continuity. 

Military museums in the Baltic States had to respond to the 
challenge of political change in a more radical manner. The Soviet 
interpretation that these states had voluntarily merged with revo-
lutionary Russia has been reversed. The USSR became the oppres-
sor and perpetrator. This change in interpretation led, as a rule, to 
the abolishment of museums or at least parts of exhibitions that 
dealt with the two world wars. New museums with new exhibi-
tions, objects and interpretations were established but also traditions 
revived from the period of the first political sovereignty after the First 
World War. Resistance and self-assertion, not adaptation and collabo-
ration are the pillars of the new national narratives45. 

The varied developmental stages of the now Latvian War 
Museum reflect challenges of and responses to changing political con-
ditions. The museum had been opened as a small exhibition during 
the First World War in 1916 and was meant to strengthen the aware-
ness of and the fighting spirit for national sovereignty. In its beginning, 
it was devoted to the activities of the Latvian Riflemen, a military unit 
within the Tsarist army. After the war the museum was located in a 
tower forming part of Riga’s old fortification and administered by the 
War Ministry; it slowly developed into a full war museum reaching 
from the Middle Ages up to the Latvian struggle for independence. A 
new building was added attached to the fortification tower in 1937. 
The museum was closed after the Soviet occupation. Yet, after the 
war the Soviets made use of the Latvian fighters’ links to the Russian 
revolution. In 1956 the museum was reopened and renamed the 
Revolution Museum of the Latvian Soviet Republic now eulogising the 
increasing contribution of the Latvian Riflemen to the communist revo-
lution in the last phase of the German-Russian fighting and historically 
legitimising the final incorporation of Latvia into the Soviet Union. 

However, as the Latvian population still associated the Soviet 
inspired Revolution Museum with the former War Museum of the 
first Latvian Republic, the Soviets felt uneasy with this former symbol 
of Latvian fight against foreign intrusion. They established a second 
stream of commemoration and built a new museum from scratch at 
the Town Hall Square, the central place of Riga. This museum was 
exclusively devoted to those units of the Riflemen which had openly 
supported the Bolsheviks, fought on their side against counter-rev-

44  www.muzeumwp.pl (retrieved April 16, 2015).
45  Volkhard Knigge and Ulrich Mählert (eds.), Der Kommunismus im Museum. 

Formen der Auseinandersetzung in Deutschland und Ostmitteleuropa (Köln: Böhlau, 
2005).
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olutionary troops since 1917 in Russia and helped to establish the 
short-lived Latvian Soviet Republic. These units were called the Red 
Latvian Riflemen. The museum of the Red Latvian Riflemen opened 
in 1970 and was meant to give a powerful interpretation of Latvia’s 
revolutionary tradition on the side of the Soviets. A monumental stat-
ue of two Riflemen placed in front of the museum underscored this 
aim. The new ensemble should distract the historical interest from 
the former war museum which still displayed objects more linked to 
Latvian self-awareness than to the young and contested Soviet alli-
ance. To symbolise the break with Latvia’s past, the new museum 
was built in a modern style made of concrete and a large aluminium 
front without windows46. 

It did not come as a surprise that both museums were shut 
down with the retreat of the Soviets in 1990. The traditional war 
museum was reopened already in the same year as the Latvian War 
Museum taking up its concept from the 1920s in respect to both, 
the design of the exhibition as well as their scope and interpreta-
tion. The display of military objects should now make visible and 
understandable the long and complicated Latvian fight for political 
independence from the Middle Ages up to the present day. As the 
museum has always been a traditional weapon museum completed 
by other military objects like uniforms, battle paintings etc., the 
museum’s artistic structure never did change considerably. It was the 
interpretation through written explanations, the labelling of exhibi-
tion rooms etc. that transmitted the political message and defined the 
criteria for the selection of weapons and other military objects. 

Many inhabitants of Riga also wished to abolish the modern, 
massive new building of the former Revolution Museum which did 
not fit into the 19th century architecture of the Town Hall Square 
with its reconstructed historical facades. However, a private initiative 
wanted to make use of this prominent place to turn the epoch of sup-
pressed Latvian identity into a narrative of Latvian self-assertion and 
national pride. The initiative chose the place of Soviet power to cre-
ate a memorial place of Soviet suppression. It established the Latvian 
Museum of Occupation in the modern Soviet-made building in 1993. 
Although the occupation museum also deals with the German occupa-
tion during the Second World War and follows the concept of totali-
tarianism, the Soviet dictatorship is dealt with in a much more detailed 
and emotional way47. The exhibition focusses on the deportation of 

46  Katharina Ritter et al., Soviet Modernism 1955-1991. Unknown History (Zurich: 
Park Books, 2012).

47  Rebekka Blume, Das lettische Okkupationsmuseum. Das Geschichtsbild 
des Museums im Kontext der Diskussionen über die Okkupationszeit in der letti-
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Latvians to the Siberian camps and the enormity of camp life there. 
It tells a story of suppression, resistance and endurance on which 
modern Latvia is built. It is no longer a war museum; it presents indi-
vidual life stories to show the impact of the occupation on Latvians’ 
lives. With its focus on contemporary history, on anti-Soviet attitudes 
and Latvian nationalism (taking also a critical stand on multinational 
Europeanism) it remains contested in the Latvian public and is not 
really appreciated. A visitor survey revealed that only 15% of visitors 
in the years from 1999 to 2003 were Latvians; the majority constituted 
foreign tourists. Among the Latvians, school classes and persons aged 
60 and more stood out. The adult generation who grew up in the new 
Latvian Republic felt less interest in confronting themselves with the 
museum’s message. In spite of its national ambitions, the museum is 
not seen as a place that creates an understanding of modern, future 
oriented life and the image of Latvia as an open, European society. 
It rather strengthens existing divisions between the Latvian and the 
Russian speaking population. The overall majority of the Russian 
speaking Latvians reject the museum’s concept and regard it as a 
provocation which leads to negative provocative reactions of school 
classes from Russian speaking schools48. 

The Lithuanian War Museum in Kaunas also preserves a back-
ward-oriented conception. Opened in 1921, it praised the military as 
the necessary tool to achieve and defend national unity and state-
hood. In 1936, it was named after the almost legendary political leader 
and successful military fighter, Count Vytautas. Although it was a war 
museum, it claimed to tell the story of Lithuania as a political sub-
ject and to offer a commemoration space that is expected to form a 
“canonic national narrative”49. This aim was fulfilled in 1936 with the 
inauguration of a monumental modern huge building complex after 
a long political public debate. Its architectural forms showed paral-
lels to the Warsaw army museum with its strong rectangular geometry 
and long vertical window fronts above the entrance. The new build-
ing also housed the Museum of Lithuanian Cultural (or people’s) 
History. Uniting the politico-military exhibition with an exhibition of 
the Lithuanian people’s daily life should prove that the Lithuanians 
have grown into an ethnic community50. The museum was operating 

schen Öffentlichkeit (Arbeitspapiere und Materialien – Forschungsstelle Osteuropa: 
Bremen, 2007), Nr. 83, 38; Gundela Michel and Valters Nollendorfs, “Das Lettische 
Okkupationsmuseum Riga”, in Knigge and Mählert, Der Kommunismus im Museum, 117-
129.

48  Blume, Das lettische Okkupationsmuseum, p. 56.
49  Dangiras Ma iulis, “Nacionalinio muziejaus id ja ir kolektyvin  atmintis 
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apparently also under the German occupation without great changes. 
The Soviets closed it in 1946 to reopen it in 1964 due to the then 
political strategy to emphasise cultural characteristics of the Soviet 
republics. Apparently, the bulk of exhibits was made up by the stock 
of objects from the former war museum. Consequently the Lithuanian 
government could build on these objects and the concept of the 1920s 
and 1930s after 1990 and reconfirm the traditional narrative of fight-
ing for the sake of the nation and its political subject, the state. In 
this new-old glorious narration the time of the German and the Soviet 
occupation is only dealt with in passing. The nation-centred narrative 
is slightly amended by exhibits which deal with international peace 
intervention as in other war museums of today. 

As with the Latvian case, the Soviets had also opened a totally 
new Revolution Museum of the Lithuanian Soviet Republic in a 
modern building in Vilnius in 198051. As this museum concentrated 
on Lithuania’s socialist history only, it was closed down in 1990 
and temporarily used for art exhibitions. In the second half of the 
1990s it housed a spacious exhibition dealing with the German and 
Soviet occupation but with a clear focus on the latter one. Because 
of construction defects, the exhibition hall was closed in 1999 and 
finally, with the support of European funds, has been converted 
into a department of the Lithuanian National Art Gallery. The time 
of the occupation period is now extensively treated in the Museum 
of Genocide Victims accommodated in the former KGB headquar-
ters since 199752. Following a totalitarianism approach, the term 
“genocide” is used for the holocaust as well as the deportation of 
Lithuanians to Soviet camps53.

The Museum of the History of the Great Patriotic War 1941-1945 
in Kiev offers an elegant, intelligent, discrete but also disturbing solu-
tion of navigating between a break with the Soviet past and the con-
struction of a harmonious Ukrainian national narrative. The building 
reflects socialist monumental style, made of concrete, surrounded by 
sculptures and ornamented with friezes of heroic fighters. The exhibi-
tion employs weapons, large-sized photographs of life and fighting in 

manique internationale 11 (2010): 41-60. 
51  Ritter et al., Soviet Modernism.
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the Ukraine, a large colourful diorama of the conquest of Berlin and, 
at the end of the tour, a commemoration hall for the fallen soldiers. 
The “patriotic” war is fought – no doubt – for the Soviet father- or 
rather motherland as the larger-than-life “Motherland” statue indicates 
which has been erected on a hill overlooking the museum. Given the 
split between the Russian and Ukrainian oriented population on one 
hand and a wide-spread conviction particularly amongst the older 
generation on the other that the Ukrainians fought a just war as part 
of the Red Army, distancing from the Red Army through a total revi-
sion or even closing down of the museum might have caused public 
protest and turmoil. After Ukraine had gained sovereignty, historians 
proposed to rename and rearrange the museum either into a museum 
of the German-Soviet war or – with a different emphasis – of the 
Ukrainian-German war, in both ways distancing themselves from 
the bond with the Soviet Union. These proposals were not accepted 
by leading politicians. Therefore, the exhibition remained largely 
unchanged. Nevertheless, a historical truth about the outbreak of this 
war could no longer be concealed from the public: the Hitler-Stalin-
Pact which was neglected by the Soviet governments. Before visitors 
enter the by and large unchanged exhibition, they are confronted with 
a large copy of the famous map which marks the borderline between 
the territorial interests of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union as they 
were defined by the Ribbentrop-Molotov agreement. Although the 
map is presented without any commentary, visitors may ponder about 
the imperialistic war aims of Stalin’s Soviet Union and read the war 
exhibition proper in a different way. 

This view of Ukraine’s relationship to the USSR remained not 
unchallenged. Like in Riga a private organisation, the Russia based 
NGO Memorial, founded a small Museum of Soviet Occupation in 
Kiev in 2007 commemorating and documenting persecution and sup-
pression and particularly dealing with the Gulag system. This led to 
pro-communist protests casting doubt on the very need and exist-
ence of such a museum in Ukraine54. This small museum can hardly 
compete with the Revolution Museum which is the largest in Ukraine 
with hundreds of thousands of visitors a year. It is rather an attempt 
to diversify the museum landscape in Ukraine and to offer an alter-
native narrative which has, however, not been very much acknowl-
edged till now. 

Summarising the situation in the former countries under Soviet 
domination, one could say that a revised post-communist national 

54  See: Human Rights in Ukraine. Information website of the Karkhiv Human 
Rights Protection Group: Dispute over the Museum of the Soviet Occupation in Ukraine, 
14.6.2007, http://www.khpg.org/en/index.php?id=1181771933 (retrieved April 16, 2015).
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narrative could best be constructed and accepted by the people 
through a cautious reconstruction, renovation and modernisation of 
the traditional military museums. These museums had showcased a 
mostly uncontested story of self-determination. In spite of difficult 
political conditions and suppression, political sovereignty could be 
achieved due to the strength, self-confidence and endurance of the 
people. The price that had to be paid for the renewal of this canoni-
cal national narrative was that the period of the Nazi and Soviet dic-
tatorship is either treated in passing or in a one-sided way so that the 
manifold reactions of the people from adaptation and collaboration 
to resistance are mostly excluded. Instead, the museums dealing with 
military history also beyond the former Soviet time offer a harmoni-
ous picture which promises a continuity over centuries easily bridg-
ing the breaks caused by foreign interventions. 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina (BaH) such a harmonious post-
socialist view could not be reached in view of contested political 
solutions and an ongoing “cultural war”. With the foundation of the 
Museum of National Revolution of Bosnia and Herzegovina at the 
end of 1945, socialist Yugoslavia wanted to demonstrate both: firstly, 
that Bosnia is an integrated and accepted part of socialist Yugoslavia 
and had achieved this status through its own military efforts, and 
secondly that it is an acknowledged political entity within the South-
Slav peoples since the Middle Ages. The museum told a military and 
a politico-cultural story. The first one concentrated on the Second 
World War and the socialist period showing weapons stemming 
from partisans’ fighting; the second one was primarily expressed 
through the use of documents, photos etc. The museum came under 
fire and was partly damaged during the war of 1992 -1995. The war 
destroyed not only the building; also both narratives lost their previ-
ous recognition. In view of the limited space still available for exhibi-
tion and heavy financial restraints, the historical exhibition was sized 
down. A new exhibition Surrounded Sarajevo was opened telling the 
story of the besieged city during the last war in which the South-Slav 
community broke apart. This is a dividing rather than a uniting story. 
It is unacceptable for most of the Serbs living in BaH; for, it is a story 
of defence against an aggressor who was part of the former commu-
nity. As it starts and ends with the war, it does not open up a com-
mon perspective and only a few Sarajevans have visited the exhibi-
tion. People who have suffered from war normally do not want to 
visit a war theatre in immediate post-war times. A change of the 
museum’s name into “Historical Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina” 
remained a symbolic measure. It was taken into effect during the war 
and should again signal BaH’s political autonomy. It could not open 
the path to a new concept and greater acceptance of the museum 
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because the historical exhibition is still sketchy and most of the doc-
uments are stored in the archives. 

In stark contrast to the Sarajevo museum, the Belgrade 
Military Museum has no problem in constructing a continuity of 
self-defence illustrating the “destiny of the Serbian people being 
ruined and plundered in wars and rebuilt over again” (according 
to the museum’s information leaflet) from the Middle Ages to the 
present. The museum adheres to its 19th century tradition founded 
by the ruling dynasty in 1878 primarily as a weapon collection 
and has been located in the mighty Belgrade fortress since then. 
The presentation of World War II focusses on the partisans’ fight-
ing and the terror of the Ustasha against Serbs (Jews and Roma are 
mentioned as victims too). There are no indications that the exhi-
bition underwent major changes in the last decades. It has been 
amended with the progress of time and events. Since the fortress 
hardly offers opportunities for expanding the exhibition space, the 
time after 1945 and particularly since 1990 could only be presented 
very briefly in small corridors leading to the exit. Peace missions of 
the Yugoslav army are displayed as well as captured NATO offen-
sive weapons and photographs showing victims of NATO bombing 
with only very brief context information – maybe due to the lack 
of space or problems to integrate this last phase of Serbian history 
into the current European context. 

6. Monuments of national awareness and the will to defend 
oneself: War museums and memorials in East Asia

With just one exception, today’s war museums in East Asia 
do not look back to a long tradition. Only the Yushukan in Tokyo 
relates to 19th century imperialistic times and shows some develop-
mental streams in parallel with European museums. In South Korea 
and China, war museums and larger memorials are closely linked 
to the Second World War and centre on the relationship between 
the East Asian states in the second half of the 20th century55. Given 
this short history and a focus on Japan as the exemplary (and almost 
only) aggressor Chinese and South Korean war museums have a 
clear anti-Japanese reproachful bias. As clear as the role of the exter-
nal aggressor is, so fixed is the role and ethos of the internal self: 
to defend one’s own people. In contrast, the Yushukan celebrates 

55  Guy Podoler, Monuments, Memory, and Identity. Constructing the Colonial Past 
in South Korea (Bern: Peter Lang, 2011).
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imperialistic and expansive heroism. As a rule, the exhibitions’ struc-
ture is based on a clearly defined and historically shaped friend-foe 
scheme with notable exceptions from the rule particularly in some 
streams of private or communal Japanese museums. 

6.1 War is going on: the monumental War Museum in Seoul 

The continuity of an external threat is most visible in South 
Korea where the Cold War is not yet over and even culminates in 
“hot” clashes from time to time. Accordingly, visitors of the monu-
mental Seoul War Memorial Museum are confronted with large-sized 
photographs immediately in the entrance hall showing one of the 
recent North Korean aggressive acts such as a torpedo attack on a 
South Korean war-ship in March 2010. Thus, it is shown at the very 
beginning of the visit that the museum is not only made to commem-
orate past heroes but also “to face a future national crisis”56. 

The foundation of the museum is also triggered by a concrete 
conflict. The fierce debate in the 1980s on Japanese history text-
books which neglected Japan’s aggressive warfare convinced the 
South Korean government to realise already existing plans to build 
a Korean War museum that should strengthen people’s alertness 
and inform visitors from abroad about South Korea’s still precarious 
geo-political position between Japan and China. The museum was 
opened in 199457.

The building’s plain, unadorned façade shows modern con-
tours. Yet, it is structured into large, rectangular blocks stretch-
ing over some floors. This external structure, the spacious central 
entrance hall, high broad corridors and galleries evoke the impres-
sion of a monumental and representative building. 

After the above mentioned encounter with current tensions 
the tour leads to the historical department which is centred on the 
replica of the famous Korean fortified “turtle” war-ship whose ingen-
ious technical construction was instrumental in beating off an attack 
of the Japanese fleet at the end of the 16th century. The spacious 
hall with the ship in the basement is surrounded by a collection of 
weapons and the reconstruction of fortifications from past centuries 
in smaller halls and corridors. The upper level and next stage of the 
tour deal with the Korean War of the 1950s. Here the suffering of the 

56  Hong Kal, “The aesthetic construction of ethnic nationalism: war memorial 
museums in Korea and Japan”, in Rethinking Historical Injustice and Reconciliation in 
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war memorial”, Public Culture 14, 2 (2002): 387-409.
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South Korean people is in the centre. Consequently the exhibition is 
less based on weapons but on photographs and dioramas which give 
insight into the destruction of houses, show fleeing people and the 
poor living conditions of survivors. 

The last level is devoted to South Korea’s participation in inter-
national peace missions. Also this new stage of South Korea’s mili-
tary activities can be integrated into the narrative of defence. When 
the U.S.A. entered the war against North Korea with the support of 
the UN, they saved the South from being conquered by the com-
munist North. Therefore, when South Korean forces joined the U.S. 
troops in Vietnam, this is seen as a continuation of the fight against 
the communist threat which endangered South Korea’s very exist-
ence. The Korean troops helped to build a “gigantic front against 
the communist aggression” in Vietnam as explained in the introduc-
tory text for this part of the exhibition. The hall devoted to interna-
tional interventions after the Second World War bears the heading 
“Expeditionary Experience”. This caption indicates that the Seoul 
museum builds only partly on the exhibition of objects; it wants to 
draw the visitor into the particular military experience. Therefore, 
the concept is more built on imagination, imitation, installations, 
video shows and dioramas which reconstruct the whole environ-
ment of battle places. Visiting the exhibition of the Vietnam War is 
really an “expeditionary experience” because one enters the room 
through bamboo wood as high as a man and one has to be aware 
of hidden Vietcong fighters. In the diorama and video rooms one 
feels surrounded and captured by the noises of fighting or the crying 
of civilian people who are deprived of their homes and loved ones. 
Reviving the war experience is the underlying aim of the exhibition, 
bringing the reality closer to home.

Military objects play a more prominent role in the historical col-
lection. Here, their technical and artistic value is emphasised; some 
of them belong to the “national treasure”. This also evokes feeling of 
pride and appreciation, not distance. 

The continuity of war as a means of politics seems to be unbro-
ken well into the future. At the end of the tour a “Future Battlefield” 
is presented that visualises a Star Wars scenario fought by the use 
of electronic weapons without any critical undertone. The ques-
tion is not posed whether such a war seems to be an unavoidable 
consequence of history or whether it could be prevented. One does 
not have the feeling that the museum is a deterrent to war, it rather 
presents war as a historical necessity which will last into our very 
future – and we should be prepared. The lingering cold war situation 
in Korea so far did not pose any political challenge for rethinking the 
design and ethical message of the Seoul War Museum. 
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The middle wing of the entrance level consists of a long and 
broad passage decorated with busts of heroic fighters from the 
Korean War back to the time of the Three Kingdoms in the Early 
Middle Ages. The corridor opens into the ceremonial memorial hall. 
Its central place in the building’s architecture makes it obvious that 
the museum is not only a place for information and admiration but 
also for commemoration and national worship58. Jager contends: 
The museum links the “novelty of the modern nation … to the 
‘recovery’ of ancient military values”59. 

It is striking that World War II is not commemorated in the 
war museum. It was not a war the Korean army could fight because 
Korea was occupied and integrated into the Japanese Empire. 
Suffering and resistance against Japanese rule is shown in the 
“Independence Hall” located on the outskirts of Seoul. Even more 
than the war museum it uses three-dimensional images such as mod-
els, scenic representations and dioramas to visualise Japanese cruel-
ties, Korean suffering and bravery in courageous resistance activities. 
Yet, the basic narrative does not offer any alternative approach as 
compared to the war museum60.

6.2 Between victimisation and revolutionary power: China’s 
war-related museums in change

The presentation of Chinese military history in museums is 
overshadowed by the impact of the communist revolution which 
comprises a civil war and the fight against the Japanese invader as 
parts of the Second World War. The Military Museum of the Chinese 
People’s Revolution in Beijing has devoted just two halls out of ten to 
the approximately 4000 years of Chinese military history ranging from 
the first dynasties to the Republic of China. These historical parts were 
added to the modern ones only step by step after the official opening 
of the museum in 1960. The other halls centred around the internal 
revolutionary movements since the 1920s, the Second Sino-Japanese 
War, the Civil War or War of China’s Liberation, and the Korean 
War (“Resisting U.S. Aggression and Helping Korea” as this hall was 
called). Accommodated in a modern, sober building of the late 1950s, 
the museum was organised according to the traditional concept of a 
weapon-oriented exhibition. The sumptuous, high main hall displayed 
the most salient show pieces lined up in rows such as missiles, jet 
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fighters and tanks with only short, mostly technical explanations. The 
clean, polished objects in the white hall and partly also in the his-
torical exhibition leave a sterile impression on the visitors which was 
only broken up by red flags and other revolutionary accessories. The 
museum’s website still praises this appearance as a “wonderful picture 
of a splendid and brilliant military culture” so recalling the topos of the 
weapons’ aesthetic and technical fascination61. 

However, the exhibition has been closed since 2012, and the 
whole museum is to be expanded and modernised. It is open as to 
whether this refurbishment will mainly refer to raising its architec-
tural quality and space or whether structure and content of the exhi-
bition will be changed as well. So far, it is only announced that more 
electronic media and multi-media shows will be installed in order 
to give visitors more opportunities for own activities. The museum 
claims to emulate the standards and design of other military muse-
ums in the world. 

The Beijing Military Museum has sent out a message of mili-
tary and national pride and achievements in warfare. In contrast, 
the Nanjing Memorial Hall for Victims of the Nanjing Massacre by 
Japanese Invaders reflects the Chinese nation’s 20th century trauma. 
Nanjing has become a symbol of Japan’s brutal and merciless fight-
ing strategies like Auschwitz stands for the Nazis’ will to extermi-
nate. Nanjing is the place of suffering and sorrow. In contrast to the 
Beijing museum of pride it has already undergone a process of tech-
nical and ideological innovation and may even offer an insight into a 
current, global trend of designing war related-museums62.

Like the Seoul war museum, the establishment of the Nanjing 
museum and memorial place results from the East Asian debate 
on Japan’s revisionist politics of memory and the Japanese history 
textbooks that this policy produced. When the debate peaked in 
the 1980s with the Ienaga trials, the Chinese government decided 
to establish a commemoration place at one of the old city gates 
where Japanese troops slaughtered inhabitants of Nanjing. Sculptures 
and plaques remember the 300.000 victims – a number officially 
announced and set in stone at the monument but still not authen-
ticated by serious research63. A photo gallery gives proof of the 
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cruel Japanese warfare and occupation policy. In the 1980s and 
1990s, the memorial was a relatively calm place, of interest mainly 
for Chinese visitors and school classes because a visit to Nanjing 
was seen as a stepping stone in the campaign for an anti-Japanese 
“patriotic education”64. The memorial was a symbol of a fixed bi-
national friend-foe and victim-perpetrator relationship65. It was not 
even meant as a place that should attract foreign visitors’ attention. 
In preparation for the 70th anniversary of the massacre the memorial 
place was temporarily closed, significantly expanded and new build-
ings with new exhibitions added without destroying the old monu-
ments. However, the architectural forms and the internal arrange-
ments were no longer dominated by the monumental contours of 
socialist realism. The new memorial took up the international debate 
on genocide as a significant phenomenon of the 20th century and set 
the Nanjing massacre in the context of genocide and state commit-
ted crimes. Soon, the place also became a magnet for international 
visitors. The language of accusation and the assignment of guilt have 
been amended by signs of introspection and reconciliation. Plaques 
set by Japanese visitors recognise the crime and express the desire to 
live in peace with the Chinese people. 

A new hall made of black granite is particularly remarkable in 
terms of architecture and internal installation. Crossing a small arti-
ficial stream that surrounds the building like a moat, visitors enter 
a darkened memorial hall. Next to it is the large “meditation hall” 
illuminated only by a number of small dimmed lamps. At the front 
wall alternating portraits of victims are projected which are accompa-
nied by short biographical information individualising the crime and 
illustrating the sheer unbelievable number of victims. In the adjoin-
ing hall, visitors pass along and above open graves with skeletons 
of victims of the massacre which were found at the place where the 
memorial has been built. With this open cemetery, the memorial hall 
bears witness to what happened. There is also a new high hall, the 
walls of which remind one of shelves in a huge library where names 
of the victims are recorded. 

The Nanjing memorial now combines the function of a place of 
commemoration, a cemetery and a documentary and exudes the aura 
of an “authentic place” where what happened is remembered66. Due 

64  Park, “Rembering Wars”,185.
65  Xiaohua Ma, “Constructing a National Memory of War: War Museums in China, 

Japan, and the United States”, in The Unpredictability of the Past. Memories of the Asia-
Pacific War in U.S.-East Asian Relations, ed. Marc Gallicchio (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2007), 155-200, here 159.

66  Patrizia Violi, “Educating for Nationhood. A Semiotic Reading of the Memorial 
Hall for Victims of the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese Invaders”, Journal of Educational 
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to the multiplicity of its functions as well as the modernity and the 
international significance of its design the Nanjing memorial can be 
put on par with other important memorials commemorating victims 
of the Second World War. For example, the black, sober meditation 
hall with its twinkling lights reminds one of the children’s memorial 
hall in Yad Vashem. As Nanjing is not a war museum proper but a 
victims’ memorial, its partly resemblance in design with Yad Vashem 
may be taken as an indicator for the emergence of a universal archi-
tectural form expressing mourning and empathy with the victims of 
warfare. 

Like the Nanjing memorial complex, the building of the other 
Chinese museum dealing with the Second Sino-Japanese or “anti-
Japanese war”67 was also triggered by the textbook conflict in the 
1980s. An already existing small hall located close to the Marco 
Polo Bridge in Beijing was devoted to the history of the bridge 
and mentioned the military incident only very briefly which hap-
pened there in 1937 and led to the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese 
war68. The hall was replaced by a large exhibition building in 
1987. The new Memorial Museum of the Chinese People’s Anti-
Japanese War was based on a large collection of photographs 
showing the aggressive and cruel Japanese warfare and the long 
fighting against the invader. The exhibition was shaped by the 
notion of a “national” and “anti-Fascist” war and emphasised 
cooperation between the Kuomintang and the Communists over 
internal dissent. In spite of modernisation efforts mostly employing 
electronic media and simulation installations taken into effect in 
2005, the museum kept its anti-Japanese layout more clearly than 
the Nanjing memorial because it stressed the fighting aspects over 
the suffering issue. 

6.3 A divided museum landscape in Japan

Japanese society has developed different, competing, contrast-
ing, even contradicting streams of commemorating war and, in par-
ticular, the defeat in the Second World War. 

- The first stream is represented by the Yushukan and the 
Showakan museums in Tokyo which are in line with the official 
policy and are financially and ideologically supported by the 
government. 

Media, Memory, and Society 4, 2 (2012): 41-68.
67  As the Sino-Japanese war started with the so called “incident” on the Marco Polo 

Bridge in Beijing in 1937, the war is mostly seen in China as a separate and particular war 
theatre not identical with, although later on forming part of the Second World War.

68  Park, “Remembering Wars”.
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- The second stream is represented by the two large memorial 
parks which commemorate the dropping of the A-bombs on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Although dealing with the Second 
World War they claim not to be military museums but peace 
museums condemning war through displaying its devastat-
ing effects on human life69. Their victim-oriented approach is 
appreciated by the majority of the population. They are – like 
other peace-oriented regional museums related to the Second 
World War – mostly run by communities but also supported by 
state and/or private funds.

- The third stream is made up by a large number of often small, 
mostly private museums which expressly distance themselves 
from Japanese imperialism and warfare and strive to inform 
the public not only about Japanese suffering but also about the 
damage and terror the occupied population had to endure. The 
bolder museums underscore the need for peace and question 
the militaristic policy of the Imperial Japanese government, the 
more they lose official support and become subject of contro-
versial public debate. 
Of all the Japanese war-related museums, the Yushukan mostly 

resembles the traditional European war museums. It was founded as 
a weapon museum by Emperor Meji in 1882. It was meant to link tra-
ditional Japanese warfare and war ethics with the modern Japanese 
army and militarism, Emperor Meji was about to form in order to 
compete with the military power of western industrialised states. The 
museum was built next to the most holy and central shrine of the 
modern Japanese nation, the Yasukuni shrine which was also erected 
by Emperor Meji. Museum and shrine are situated close to the Imperial 
garden. The shrine is the “home” of the souls of all soldiers and civil-
ian persons who died in military service for the Emperor since the 
Meji time to the end of the Second World War (these are ca. 2.5 mill. 
souls) 70. For the first time in Japanese history, the shrine national-
ised the worship of the fallen soldiers which was politically organised 
only on a regional or federal level under the Shogunate or on family 
level when the souls were worshipped at family altars71. One may 

69  For an overview of peace-related museums see Peter van den Dungen, “Peace 
Museums”, in World Encyclopedia of Peace, ed. Ervin Laszlo and Jong Youl Yoo, vol. 2 
(Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1986), 234-243; with a focus on East in Asia see Terence Duffy, 
“The Peace Museums of Japan”, Museum International 49, 4 (1997): 49-54. 

70  According to Kazuyo Yamane, Grassroots Museums for Peace in Japan: 
Unknown efforts for peace and reconciliation (Saarbrücken: VDM Verlag Dr. Müller, 2009), 
4); see also Akiko Takenaka, “Enshrinement Politics: War Dead and War Criminals at 
Yasukuni Shrine”, Japan Focus, posted on June 7, 2007 http://apjjf.org/-Akiko-TAKENA-
KA/2443/article.html (retrieved May 14, 2016).

71  John Nelson, “Social Memory as Ritual Practice: Commemorating Spirits 
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say that through the forming of an all-Japanese army and a central 
national place of commemoration for those who gave their life in mili-
tary service, the Meji Emperor built one of the main pillars of modern 
Japanese nationalism and militarism. The link to the shrine sanctified 
the weapons exhibited in the museum. This is why it is still today 
so difficult and artificial to attempt to separate the museum from the 
shrine although they are two different, independent institutions72. 

After the museum had been rebuilt and expanded following 
its destruction in the Tokyo earthquake of 1923, it became one of 
the world’s most modern war museums offering, amongst others, 
a diorama which showed an image of future wars fought by tanks 
and planes. It used simulations to particularly attract children’s 
attention who could sit “in a cockpit of a bomber” and even expe-
rience a gas attack that brought them to tears73. Actually, these 
simulations should soon reflect the reality of Japan’s warfare on the 
East Asian continent. 

After Japan’s defeat in the Second World War, the occupying 
powers forced the government to separate the shrine as a purely reli-
gious institution from state administration and to close the museum 
which was seen as a symbol of Japanese militarism. However, the 
Allies’ policies of secularising and demilitarising Japanese national 
awareness were acknowledged only partly in Japanese society 
and lost their impact when the occupation ended. When, after the 
Korean War, the souls of generals convicted of war crimes at the 
Tokyo Trials were brought “home” to the Yasukuni shrine worship-
ing the souls of the soldiers by politicians became a political and 
controversial issue. Officially worshipping at Yasukuni now could be 
interpreted as negating that war crimes have been committed or at 
least legitimising them as necessary “defensive” reactions74. 

of the Military Dead at Yasukuni Shinto Shrine, “Journal of Asian Studies 62, 
2 (2003): 445-467; Shimada Shingo, “Formen der Erinnerungsarbeit: Gedenken der 
Toten und Geschichtsdiskurs in Japan”, in Geschichtsdiskurs, vol. 5: Globale Konflikte, 
Erinnerungsarbeit und Neuorientierungen seit 1945, eds. Wolfgang Küttler, Jörn Rüsen 
and Ernst Schulin (Frankfurt/ M.: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1999), 30–45.

72  Yuki Miyamoto, “The Ethics of Commemoration: Religion and Politics in 
Nanjing, Hiroshima, and Yasukuni”, Journal of the American Academy of Religion 80, 1 
(2011): 34-63.

73  Takashi Yoshida, “Revising the Past, Complicating the Future: The Yushukan 
War Museum in Modern Japanese History”, The Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus, 
December 2 (2007) http://apjjf.org/-Takashi-YOSHIDA/2594/article.html (retrieved May 14, 
2016).

74  John Breen, Yasukuni, the War Dead and the Struggle for Japan’s Past 
(Columbia University Press: New York, 2008); William Daniel Sturgeon, Japan’s Yasukuni 
Shrine: Place of Peace or Place of Conflict? Regional Politics of History and Memory in East 
Asia (Boca Raton, Fl: Dissertation. Com., 2006); Sven Saaler, “Ein Ersatz für den Yasukuni-
Schrein? Die Diskussion um eine neue Gedenkstätte für Japans Kriegsopfer”, Nachrichten 
der Gesellschaft für Natur- und Völkerkunde Ostasiens 1975/1976 (2004): 59–92. 
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The political conflict was sharpened when the Yushukan was 
reopened in 1986. Like in the case of its forerunner, the weapons – 
many of them displayed in the huge entrance hall – are still in the 
exhibition’s centre. However, in view of the ongoing debate about 
Japan’s war aims and warfare in the Second World War, rooms 
are added with a more historical focus describing and legitimising 
important Japanese campaigns during the war through employing 
official documents, photographs, maps etc.75. It is expressly stated 
that the war on the East Asian continent was a necessary reaction to 
the enemies’ warfare and the aggressive politics of the western impe-
rialistic powers, particularly the U.S.A., because they wished to cut 
off Japan’s needed raw material and a trading area for her industrial 
products. The object-oriented exhibition turns here into the presenta-
tion of an argument-based narrative to which the objects figure only 
as a background, not even as a proof for what is narrated. Although 
the shrine and the museum are separate institutions, some parts of 
the exhibition underscore their continuing, strong interrelationship. 
Since the modernisation and expansion of the exhibition in 2002, 
the presentation of Japanese weaponry after 1945 has been extended 
and created a picture of an unbroken military tradition from the 
time of Meji up to today76. Even more relevant in this respect are 
the many documents and eyewitness accounts from the war thea-
tre including uncritical accounts of the training of suicide bombers 
and their devotion to sacrifice their lives to the Emperor and the 
nation77. A smaller shimmering hall mostly designed in white and 
black evokes a ceremonial atmosphere; here it is explained through 
texts and three-dimensional installations how the souls of the fallen 
soldiers are collected and honoured. The unity of individual sacrifice, 
weapon and shrine becomes visible. 

Interestingly, many relatives of the fallen soldiers have obvi-
ously become critical to the traditional focus on personal documents 
of officers and heroic individual fighters. They want to also see the 
“normal” soldier being remembered and individualised. Therefore 
some rooms have been equipped with galleries of photographs of 
these soldiers. The light rooms adorned with the many small-seized 
photos, which occupy the walls, evoke a more technical, sober 
impression and are in stark atmospheric contrast to the “holy” hall 
where the worshipping of the souls is presented. 

75  Saaler, “Ein Ersatz für den Yasukuni-Schrein?”, 69.
76  Shaun O’Dwyer, “The Yasukuni Shrine and the Competing Patriotic Past of East 

Asia”, History and Memory 22, 2 (2010): 147-177.
77  See, for example “Kamikaze Images”,
 http://wgordon.web.wesleyan.edu/kamikaze/museums/yushukan/index.htm (retri-

eved April 16, 2015).
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Critique has also been expressed that Yasukuni shrine and 
Yushukan are only devoted to those who died in military service. 
The conventional bombing of Japanese cities – not to speak of the 
victims of the A bombs – have caused hardship and hundreds of 
thousands of casualties (the number of victims of the bombard-
ment of Tokyo alone are estimated at about 100.000). These civilian 
victims of bombing had not found an appropriate place in official 
commemoration as compared to victims of the military and the 
two A bombs. The state never paid compensation for their suffer-
ing and material losses. A long and controversial debate took place 
about the planning of a museum which should give insight into the 
impact the war had on civilian lives. As there is no place here for 
narratives of heroic fighting on the military front, one faction spoke 
out for a peace-oriented exhibition that should realistically reflect 
the “home front experience”78. Finally, the more nationalistic ori-
ented pressure groups, not least associations of civilian victims, 
were most influential and the new Showa (“Time of the Second 
World War”) museum abstained from dealing in any detail with 
topics originally proposed such as peace making and the preven-
tion of war79. 

The Showakan was opened in Tokyo in 1999. Although a gov-
ernmental institution, the government commissioned the Japanese 
War Bereaved Families Association with its administration. The 
museum leads the visitor through various habitats of the Japanese 
population during the war, at home, at workplaces, at school etc. 
The constraints on daily life, sheltering during air raids, supply prob-
lems, consumers’ needs, the loss of houses etc. are documented with 
photos, eyewitness accounts, official documents and spacious instal-
lations of classrooms, apartments etc. to give a realistic impression 
of life in wartime. Aged volunteers from the Association are ready 
to talk about their war experience and explain employed objects. All 
this is nevertheless presented in a pristine atmosphere. The places of 
restricted life in war are somewhat untouched from the fighting itself; 
there are no pictures of destruction, devastated cities and the myriads 

78  Laura Hein and Akiko Takenaka, “Exhibiting World War II in Japan and 
the United States since 1995”, Pacific Historical Review 76, 1 (2007): 61-94, here 77, 
http://apjjf.org/-Laura-Hein/2477/article.html (retrieved May 15, 2016); Takeo Sato, 
“Die Aufarbeitung des Kriegsthemas in den japanischen Museen und anderen 
Kultureinrichtungen”, in Hinz, Der Krieg und seine Museen, 146-153.

79  Yamane, Grassroots Museums for Peace in Japan, 17; Saaler, “Ein Ersatz für den 
Yasukuni-Schrein?”, 76. According to Terence Duffy, “The Making of a Peace Museum 
Tradition: Case-Studies from Japan and Cambodia”, Hiroshima Peace Science 21 (1998): 
303-335, the President of the Japanese War Bereaved Families Association, former Prime 
Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto, and other representatives of the Association are affiliated with 
national circles denying Japan’s aggressive role in the Second World War.
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of dead ones. The exhibition presents a victims’ narrative of the sur-
vivors. It does not take refuge in ideologically loaded texts; it shows 
daily life history and seems to be politically neutral; yet, through 
design and omissions it creates a political bias. Neither does it offer 
any reference to Japan’s political war aims or military campaigns, nor 
does it mention the suffering of the population in the occupied are-
as. The tour ends, somewhat unexpectedly, with an outlook towards 
reconstruction and a future life in peace. The English audio-guide 
comments in the concluding part of the exhibition “Departing from 
the ruins”: “With the return of workers and the establishment of a 
new constitution, signs of recovery from the war began to be seen. 
This constitution which remains even to this day, upholds three main 
principles: the fundamental human rights, sovereignty of the people 
and permanent peace”80.

The Showakan could not meet the expectations of peace-ori-
ented historians and civic initiatives. Consequently a further, small 
museum has been established with private funds aiming at “Striving 
for Peace in the Future by Communicating the Horrors of War”: “The 
Center of the Tokyo Raids and War Damage”. Documents such as 
statistics which are mostly missing in the museums representing the 
official remembrance policy, and photographs give an account of 
destruction and death. Whereas the Showakan aims at stimulating 
empathy with the people experiencing war, the Center’s exhibi-
tion conveys in the first place a negative message arousing anti-war 
attitudes. The positive aspects of supporting peace building are 
addressed in a small lecture hall.

Yet, none of the three Tokyo examples presented here can 
compete with the two most famous war memorials which have 
by far the highest numbers of visitors and are authentic places of 
destruction: the A-bomb memorials in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

Both –municipal – memorials follow a similar concept. They 
are constructed as “Peace Parks” close to the former centre of the 
bombing. Where almost everything has been destroyed and razed to 
the ground, nothing is to be reconstructed or can be “experienced” 
through simulations. At the periphery of each park the ruins of just 
one building can be seen and remind visitors of the cities’ buildings 
which once stood here. The two parks are places of remembrance, 
reflection, sorrow and learning. Spare objects serve the only purpose 
to explain their destructive forces. The way they are presented pre-
cludes temptations to abstract from their real function and see them 
as technical miracles. 

80  http://www.showakan.go.jp/pdf/showakan_en.pdf (retrieved April 16, 2015).
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Nature, art and explanation are the main tools of addressing the 
visitors. The Hiroshima memorial particularly conveys a quasi- timeless 
peace message without a political or nationalistic slant. Nevertheless, 
the concrete memorials are devoted to the Japanese who were victims 
of suffering and dying. In spite of some extensions of the exhibition 
which also deal with the impact of aggression and occupation on the 
people of other countries, one can hardly avoid the impression that – 
particularly amongst Japanese visitors – the memorials are built on the 
underlying assumption of a national “we” which the exhibition is tar-
geting, because these are the places where Japanese died. A universal 
lesson is intended but not shown. What can be seen and studied is the 
place of a national disaster which takes on a universal meaning. The 
event itself is not placed in the wider context of Japanese history or an 
overview of the Second World War. 

Modern, sober buildings accommodate the documentation 
about the bomb raids and their consequences for the two cities. In 
the considerably larger Hiroshima exhibition photographs, videos, 
audio and printed reports give evidence of destruction and long 
lasting after effects. In one building pictures of the city are shown 
before its destruction. Informative textual and pictorial media, be 
it in printed or electronic form, outweigh “original” objects. In the 
park, art monuments such as sculptures, fountains and the group-
ing of stones and trees which bear meaning in the Asian tradition 
prevail over the few ruins which can be seen81. If the parks convey 
a political message, it is the call for nuclear disarmament world-wide 
or world peace82. Duffy summarises: The museum “neither provoca-
tively confronts the politics of Japan’s past nor indeed challenges 
the visitor with rhetoric against nuclear weapons. Rather, by careful 
programming, it seeks to model the dignified desire of this city for 
global peace”83.

More expressly than the Hiroshima Peace Park the Nagasaki 
Atomic Bomb Museum addresses Japanese political issues such as 
the preparation for war and warfare. The Museum replaced the for-
mer International Cultural Hall which only displayed objects and 
impressive photographs from the bombings’ damage. The new muse-
um opened in 1996 and chose a wider approach. It makes ample 

81  For a detailed overview see http://www.pcf.city.hiroshima.jp/virtual/
VirtualMuseum_e/visit_e/vist_fr_e.html (retrieved April 16, 2015).

82  Referring to the peace parks’ message Kopf and Miyamoto use the expres-
sion “ethics of memory” in contrast to “politics of commemoration”, see Gereon Kopf 
and Yuki Miyamoto, “Ethics of Memory and Politics of Commemoration: The Case of the 
Nanjing Massacre”, Religious Studies News, March 1 (2010) http://rsnonline.org/index252b.
html?option=com_content&view=article&id=62&Itemid=96 (retrieved May 15, 2016).

83  Duffy, “The Peace Museums of Japan”, 49.
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use of electronic media visualising the effects of the A-bomb but 
also referring in one part of the exhibition to the peace movement in 
Japan after the war84.

The Peace Parks of Hiroshima and Nagasaki can be regarded as 
explicative and reflective commemoration and learning places. In this 
regard they sharply differ from any of the East Asian war museums 
or memorials related to battle places. Already in their planning phase 
in the early 1950s their main function was defined as places that 
should give the opportunity to pray, commemorate and mourn.85 
Such emotional human activities do not change much over time. 
Therefore, the external structure of the exhibitions did not change 
much over the years, although the exhibitions were expanded and 
modernised in the 1990s and new monuments have been installed 
in the parks. Art, nature and media-driven exhibition shape the ter-
rain. Although the museums’ exhibitions integrated more histori-
cal background, a clear political assessment concerning the U.S. or 
Japanese warfare has been avoided even if political history makes up 
an important part of the new Nagasaki museum86. Despite first criti-
cism of the Nagasaki museum, Hiroshima and Nagasaki Peace Parks 
are widely accepted by the Japanese public in contrast to the alterna-
tive peace museums which convey a clear political message but also 
trigger fierce political debates. How fast this can happen became 
obvious when the Nagasaki exhibition started to refer expressly to 
the current controversial debate in some of the exhibited documents, 
for example mentioning the comfort women (or sex slaves) issue. 
This aroused public protest and was not seen in harmony with the 
“a-political”, Japan centred image of victimisation87.

This political challenge is openly taken up by small, mostly 
private peace museums which sprang up in the context of the 
political and textbook debate since the 1980s. Their foundation 
was often based on cooperation between civil human rights move-
ments, anti-nuclear campaigns and municipal institutions which 
strove to gain more room for political activities in the field of cul-
ture and education in order to meet the needs of their particular 

84  Duffy, The Making of a Peace Museum Tradition, 9.
85  Jun Yamana, “Behält Hiroshima den Zweiten Weltkrieg im Gedächtnis? Zur 

Raumanalyse des Friedensparks in Hiroshima, “Jahrbuch für Bildungsforschung 7 (2001): 
306-327, here 314.

86  Ibidem, 321.
87  Umeno Masanobu, “Historical Exhibitions in Japanese Museums (paper presen-

ted at the conference “History Education in Museums and Memorial Halls: Comparison of 
Europe and East Asia”, National Museum Seoul, August 11-12, 2011). The peace parks in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki made some references to aggressive Japanese warfare in com-
plementary exhibitions since the second half of the 1990s (Sato, “Die Aufarbeitung des 
Kriegsthemas in den japanischen Museen”, 50).
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region88. This trend was enabled by the Allies’ policies of decen-
tralisation in post-war years89. 

The Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum was one 
of the first institutions of this kind. It rigorously describes Japanese 
imperialist war aims and war crimes in the final battle on the island 
against the U.S. troops. Regional administration and civil engagement 
went hand in hand in establishing the museum. It uses eyewitness 
accounts of survivors and recent research to defeat the official leg-
end that the Okinawa population had voluntarily sacrificed them-
selves without being set under pressure by the Japanese army90. The 
Okinawa regional administration had to take a stand against inter-
ventions from the central government to change the exhibition; in 
the end, it was forced to cancel some of the explanatory texts91.

One of the largest peace museums with a relatively high 
number of visitors is the Ritsumeikan University’s Kyoto Museum 
for World Peace which sets the aggressive Japanese warfare in the 
context of a critical overview of wars in the 20th century reach-
ing out also to most recent violent conflicts. Like other museums 
of this kind, explanatory texts and pictures clearly address acts of 
Japanese aggression and cruelties. The museum which opened in 
1992 is founded by the Ritsumeikan University. This university gen-
erally emphasises activities in teaching and research which foster a 
pacifist orientation, and deal with topics such as war crimes, war-
fare and war prevention in general. The museum uses and produc-
es video-presentations and also displays art objects, cartoons etc.92. 
It is not uncommon for Japanese scientific institutions to commit 
themselves to certain ideological guidelines. Critical and reconcilia-
tory research has increased considerably since the late 1980s but it 
is mostly carried out by institutions which are labelled left wing. It 
is this ideological orientation which makes it easy to mark a criti-
cal approach to Japanese war politics as a radical political minor-
ity position which restricts its political outreach to all strata of the 
Japanese society. 

88  Sven Saaler, Hirano Tatsushi and Stefan Säbel, “Recent Developments in the 
Representation of National Memory and Local Identities: The Politics of Memory in 
Tsushima, Matsuyama, and Maizuru”, Japanstudien 20: Regionalentwicklung und regionale 
Disparitäten (2008): 247-277.

89  Ikuro Anzai, “Museums for Peace in Japan and Other Asian Countries”, in 
Exhibiting Peace, The Proceedings of the Third International Conference of Peace Museums 
(Kyoto: Museum for World Peace, 1999), 37-44.

90  See http://www.peace-museum.pref.okinawa.jp/english/index.html (retrieved 
April 19, 2015). 

91  Laura Hein and Mark Selden (eds.), Islands of Discontent: Okinawa responses to 
Japanese and American Power (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003).

92  See http://www.ritsumei.ac.jp/mng/er/wp-museum/english/guidance.html (retri-
eved April 19, 2015).
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In this regard, the Osaka International Peace Centre stands out. 
It devotes one of its three halls to the topic “search for peace”. “Peace 
Osaka” was founded by the Prefecture (regional administration) and 
the municipality of Osaka in 1991 after a broad public debate93. The 
exhibition has been contested almost throughout its short history. Osaka 
city centre was heavily bombed in the Second World War. First plans 
for building a museum related to survivors’ initiatives. In contrast to the 
official line of remembrance, the museum makes clear from the very 
beginning of the tour that not only the Japanese people but also the 
population in the occupied territories suffered from the war. Explanatory 
texts refer to the internal controversy about “how Japan has struggled 
with itself over memories of the war”94. The exhibition refers also to the 
textbook debate and displays Chinese textbooks in order to confront the 
visitors with the other’s point of view. Such a comparative approach is 
still rare and seen as provocative95. The last of the three exhibition halls 
is devoted to the topic “the search for peace”.

The peace-oriented museums do not only “show peace”, they 
also offer peace-related activities like seminars, encounters for recon-
ciliation with participants from former enemy countries etc.96. Also 
in this regard, the difference to the official remembrance policy as 
expressed in the Showakan becomes obvious. Whereas the Showakan 
favours a passive perspective and shows how the population suf-
fered and had to adjust to conditions imposed on them through the 
war, the Kyoto exhibition, for example, puts the stress on the deliber-
ate imperialistic policy of the Japanese military and political leading 
circles. Preparing for an expansive policy, the Japanese government 
in the 1920s already restricted democratic rights such as the freedom 
of speech. Whereas Showakan and the A-bomb memorials draw a 
general moral lesson from the devastation and losses the Second 
World War has caused, the peace museums emphasise that active 
political engagement is needed to influence peace-oriented politics. 
Nevertheless, many, in particular the smaller peace museums do not 
extensively deal with the processes of peace making and peace build-
ing but content themselves with a moral appeal for (world) peace97. 

93  Yamane, Grassroots Museums for Peace in Japan, 144.
94  Ma, “Constructing a National Memory of War”, 170.
95  Ibidem, 171; Yamane, Grassroots Museums for Peace in Japan, 149, 153.
96  The “Grassroots House” in Kochi City follows a similar approach. In 1991 it 

organized an exhibition “From the Sino-Japanese War (1931-1945) to the Gulf War: What 
is Invasion?” and offered “peace trips” to China (Yamane, Grassroots Museums for Peace in 
Japan, 251.

97  Dungen, “Frieden im Museen – oder was stellen Friedensmuseen aus?”.
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7. Summarising Conclusion

War museums were founded as part of the military of a certain 
state. They served the military for the instruction about weapons 
used by one’s own or the enemy’s troops in the past and present. 
With the emergence of national armies made up of conscripts, mili-
tary exhibitions served also as places where individual national mili-
tary heroes and the “unknown” fallen soldiers were honoured. They 
became “national memorials” and fulfilled the ideological function to 
legitimise and eulogise the sacrifice for the defence of the nation. 

The more the civilian population became affected by modern war-
fare, the more the war itself and the impact it had on the warring socie-
ties, were also dealt with, and the weapons were thus contextualised. 

Western European museums founded in the 20th century such 
as the Imperial War Museum in London showed this trend more 
clearly than museums which were shaped by the 19th century alli-
ance of nationalism and military glory as exemplified by the French 
and the Austrian army museums. 

Latest museums such as the Imperial War Museum North or 
the new Canadian War Museum have left the military space; they 
resemble more the civilian history museums in terms of exhibited 
objects, function and administrative structure. Their visit is no longer 
conceived as an exercise in military education but rather as a stimu-
lus for thinking about war and peace as fundamental elements of 
international relations in the past and present. 

Modern war museums have developed a multi-facetted struc-
ture of architectural space and objects and media presentations to 
allow a multi-functional use of the museum. Nevertheless, they have 
not – or only partly – given up their traditional functions of instruct-
ing about weapons as the tools of warfare and honouring the vic-
tims, be they soldiers or civilians. 

War museums in former socialist countries re-established a 
national narrative of self-defence which, as a rule, related to the 
rebirth or foundation of their nation states as a consequence of the 
First World War. If contemporary or most recent, often not definitely 
settled conflicts are in the centre of their exhibitions, they can neither 
convey a clear peace message nor overcome existing divides in their 
respective societies. The exhibition design is mostly oriented towards 
a traditional weapon–oriented approach as far as military history is 
concerned, and a narrative structure of suppression and resistance 
when dealing with contemporary times. 

With the exception of the Yushukan, the East Asian war muse-
ums do not go back to 19th century nationalism and militarism but 
have been established with reference to contemporary conflicts, like 



A comparative view on military museums in Europe and East Asia

113

the communist revolution in China, or the continuing impact of the 
Second World War as in South Korea and Japan. The Yushukan in 
Tokyo still deploys structures of design and message that are similar 
to the European traditional approach. Surprisingly, a great number of 
Japanese war-related museums have distanced themselves from war 
as a clear means of politics. These communal or private museums no 
longer concentrate on weapons but on the consequences they inflict 
on human life. They have turned into peace-oriented museums taking 
the places of destruction in the Second World War as starting points 
to promote the idea of global peace. Yet, they show stark differences 
in the way they emphasise the universal dimension. Firstly, they are 
all museums remembering the suffering of Japanese people. Secondly, 
they also give insight into the aggressive Japanese policy and the fate of 
the people in the occupied territories. Thirdly, with notable differences 
in depth and breadth, they deal with the prevention of war and offer 
practical activities to this aim. Also in this regard, peace-oriented muse-
ums differ from war museums which focus on international “military” 
intervention when addressing the maintenance of peace in our days. 

In China, a process of modernisation is obviously under way 
as it can be observed in the modernised and expanded Nanjing 
memorial. Due to the temporary closure of the Beijing Revolution 
Museum it cannot yet be stated whether the internationalisation 
and partly even universalisation of the exhibition’s form and mes-
sage as applied in the victim-oriented Nanjing memorial will also 
be employed in the Beijing museum which has been dedicated to 
a victorious narrative of resistance against the external aggressor 
opening the path into a revolutionary future. 

Thus, although recent or modernised, war and military muse-
ums, in many ways resemble parts of their exhibition (civilian) histo-
ry museums, they still differ from peace museums in their efforts to, 
at least, also focus on weapons as technical tools of fighting whereas 
the peace-oriented museums concentrate on victims and images of 
destruction. This difference can be clearly observed when, for exam-
ple, comparing the modern Dresden and Manchester military muse-
ums with Hiroshima Peace Park and Osaka Peace Park. 

Concerning the kind of exhibited objects and the design of 
the exhibition, the First World War triggered initial changes in some 
museums. More written documents and photographs were deployed 
to contextualise the weapons; also first attempts were made to simu-
late warfare and to bring the “war experience” closer to the visitors. 
Nevertheless, although exhibitions were expanded and amended, 
the museums’ layout did not change in principle. In the 1980s, many 
Western European museums developed plans to renew their exhibi-
tions more fundamentally; these intentions for modernisation were 



Falk Pingel

114

mostly realised only since the 1990s after the dissolution of the bi-
polar world structure which went hand in hand with the globalisa-
tion of concepts of peace and war. New concepts of presenting war 
and the striving for peace were primarily implemented in a number 
of new museums such as in Canada, Germany and England. 

The impact of a Soviet dominated past connected with the emer-
gence of a re-established nationalism led to the revival of traditional 
exhibition concepts in Eastern and central European military museums. 
In contrast to new war museums in Western Europe which intro-
duced signifiers for discontinuity and questioning Eastern and central 
European museums have stressed continuity and affirmation. 

This applies also to the Seoul war museum and other war-relat-
ed museums in South Korea. 

The situation is apparently open in China due to the temporary 
closure of the leading Beijing Revolution Museum. Layout and message 
of Nanjing and the Marco Polo museum are going in different direc-
tions; the first represents a partly modern orientation in architecture, 
design of objects and content of statements whereas the second adheres 
to traditional heroic language and revolutionary pathos in the exhibi-
tion’s design. Although the Chinese museums are relatively young, they 
have been considerably expanded and modernised, and in the case 
of Nanjing the architectural structure and the exhibition’s layout have 
altered their character with the advent of the 21st century. Here, the 
impact of internationalisation or even globalisation has become visible 
mostly as compared to all other East Asian war museums. 

The Japanese war-related museum landscape is unique with 
its three streams which differ in layout and message. Modernisation 
efforts, in particular the inclusion of electronic media, have neither 
changed the layout nor the message of exhibitions within these 
streams. With the foundation of “Peace Parks” and peace-related 
museums already since the 1980s, Japanese civil society and munici-
pal initiatives responded to the conservative official remembrance 
policy and so have found an answer to the challenges of the 1990s 
before they were formulated. 

Although the end of the bi-polar world structure has led to 
notable changes in the layout of exhibitions, museums often only 
expanded and underwent a technical modernisation without a revi-
sion of the concept. National political conditions to a great extent 
influence the breadth and depth of alterations in design and mes-
sage. New military museums particularly built in the Western world 
have responded to the challenges more substantially than museums 
with a long military tradition. 


