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Abstract

Many museums around the World launched exhibitions on the topic of
Shanghai Jewish refugees in the past few years, putting the history of
20,000 Jews who fled to Shanghai 1933-1941 on display. Though con-
nected in topic, the exhibitions do not present a unified historical ac-
count. This paper puts into a comparative perspective two Shanghai
Jewish Refugees history exhibitions that opened in 2020: the temporary
exhibit titled “Little Vienna in Shanghai” by the Jewish Museum in
Vienna and the reworked permanent exhibition of the Shanghai Jewish
Refugees Museum in Shanghai. The two exhibits present diametrically
different versions of the experience of the European Jewry in the Shang-
haiexile, the former addressing the challenges that awaited the refugees
in the city, the latter romanticising the situation and claiming utopian
harmony between the Chinese and the Jews. While analysing how each
exhibition curates the history of Jewish exile in Shanghai, the paper
points out not only the obvious differences between their narratives but
the common overlaps in shared absences and lack of historical contextu-
alisation of the complex reality of wartime Shanghai. Ultimately, the
comparison serves as a reflection that the much discussed "globalisation
of memory" does not necessarily entail pluralisation or an increased in-
clusion of perspectives; it can equally produce parallel, partial narra-
tives shaped by national and/or institutional imperatives.

Irene Eber’s collection of primary sources relating to Jewish
exile in Shanghai, which at its peak included as many as 20,000
refugees from Europe, opens with two quotes from Jewish women
who found themselves in the city of Shanghai in 1941. The first
quote comes from the diary of Shoshana Kahan, in which she
noted: “What a disgusting city Shanghai is ... Now I understand
the terrible letters we received from those who had the misfortune
tobe sent here. A dirty disgusting city.” Eber immediately follows
up this quote with another voice, that of Annemarie Pordes, who,
when asked about Shanghai, reminisced: “it was impossible not
toloveit at first sight.”! Eber chose to start the introduction to her
book with these two quotes to illustrate the varying impressions
incoming refugees had of the city. But these contrasting perspec-
tives also serve as a remarkably effective entry point for analys-
ing the memorialisation of the Jewish refugee experience in

1 Irene Eber, Voices from Shanghai: Jewish Exiles in Wartime China (University of Chicago
Press, 2008), 1.
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Shanghai since, as this article explains, many of the exhibitions
related to the topic held around the world tend to oscillate be-
tween these two interpretations of wartime Shanghai.

Hardly any topic in Holocaust Studies has experienced such a
boom in interest across the disciplinary spectrum as the history
of Jewish refugees in Shanghai. While in the past, the history of
the 20,000 refugees who fled to Shanghai was present mostly on
the fringes of exile debates, in recent years it has gained momen-
tum both in academic circles and in public memory. Museums
across the world have been active participants in this new devel-
opment, with exhibitions devoted to the Jewish flight to Shanghai
popping up simultaneously in diverse locations. In 2020, as a part
of this wave, two exhibitions devoted to Jewish refugees in Shang-
hai opened simultaneously in the two cities closest to this exile
history: Vienna and Shanghai. The Jewish Museum Vienna
launched a temporary exhibit entitled Little Vienna in Shanghaiin
October 2020. A few months later, the Shanghai Jewish Refugees
Museum in Shanghai opened to the public after two years of re-
novations; its new permanent exhibition transformed the site -
which previously had been a local site of scattered memory - into a
highly structured space with major political significance. Though
both exhibitions addressed the same topics, they could not be more
different, and here, the parallel with the two quotes listed above
becomes apparent: whereas Annemarie Pordes’s quote fittingly
describes the approach of the museum in China, Shoshana Ka-
han’s account of seeing the city as a place of struggle is reminis-
cent of the “Shanghai” that emerges from the Viennese exhibition.

However, unlike the two women’s perspectives, the museum ex-
hibitions are not individual and deeply subjective. The interpre-
tation of history they display is shaped by their mnemonic, politi-
cal, and institutional contexts. This article draws on observation-
al field trips to both institutions and interviews with curators
and on the testimony collections of the Fortunoff Video Archive
for Holocaust Testimonies and materials housed in the David and
Fela Shapell Family Collections at the Conservation and Research
Center of the US Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM). Concep-
tually borrowing from multidisciplinary studies on memory poli-
tics® and museum studies,® the analysis that follows uses a com-

2  Timothy G. Ashplant, Graham Dawson, and Michael Roper, The Politics of War Memory and
Commemoration (Routledge, 2001); Aleida Assmann, “Cultural Memory?”, in Social Trauma
- An Interdisciplinary Textbook, ed. Andreas Hamburger, Camellia Hancheva, and Vamik D.
Volkan (Springer Publishing, 2021), 25-26; Jeffrey K. Olick, “Collective Memory: The Two
Cultures”, Sociological Theory 17, no. 3 (1999): 333-348, https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751.
00083; Wang Zheng, Memory Politics, Identity and Conflict: Historical Memory as a Vari-
able (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018); Duncan Bell, ed., Memory, Trauma and World Politics: Re-
flections on the Relationship Between Past and Present (Springer, 2006); Cindy Minarova-
Banjac, “Collective Memory and Forgetting: A Theoretical Discussion”, CEWCES Research
Paper, no. 16 (2018): 3-39; Nicole Maurantonio, “The Politics of Memory”, in The Oxford
Handbook of Political Communication, ed. Kate Kenski and Kathleen Hall Jamieson (Oxford
University Press, 2017), 244-258.

3 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (Routledge, 1995); Paul
Williams, Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities (Berg, 2007);
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parative perspective to unpack the multilevel politics of these two
exhibits. It focuses not only on the obvious differences in the con-
tent and the curation style of the two museums but - (arguably)
even more revealing - on the similarities between the strategies
both exhibitions use to exclude parts of this complex history to
construct their respective interpretations of the historical expe-
rience of exile in wartime China.

The Global Boom in the History of the Shanghai Refugees

Recent years have seen booming interest in the history of
Shanghai as place of wartime exile, and the two exhibitions ana-
lysed here are part of this cross-disciplinary and transnational
surge both as outcomes and as driving forces behind this develop-
ment. There are multiple factors that have contributed to the ex-
pansion of this field of inquiry. The first involves academic discus-
sions and debates in which the topic of the Holocaust in Asia has
become more prominent over the past decade. To provide one anec-
dotal example, the USHMM organised a research workshop enti-
tled “The Holocaust and Asia: Refugees, Memory, and Material
Culture” in 2022, during which more than half of the seventeen
speakers focused on the topic of Shanghai.* But this trend is more
broadly confirmed by the myriad works published in the past few
years on the history of Jewish refugees in Shanghai and on other
topics related to the Holocaust in the wider Indo-Pacific region.®

The recent enthusiasm for studying the Holocaust in East Asia
should be read alongside ongoing debates on the so-called globali-
sation and universalisation of memory, which focus on traveling
mnemonic tropes in terms of memory practices, content-level in-
clusions of international topics unrelated to domestic develop-
ments, or in normative terms of expanding the existing human

Amy Sodaro, Exhibiting Atrocity: Memorial Museums and the Politics of Past Violence (Rut-
gers University Press, 2018); Sharon Macdonald, ed., The Politics of Display: Museums,
Science, Culture (Routledge, 1998); Denise Ho, “##fEMuseum”, in Afterlives of Chinese
Communism: Political Concepts from Mao to Xi, ed. Christian Sorace, Ivan Franceschini,
and Nicholas Loubere (ANU Press, 2019), 141-148; Kirk A. Denton, Exhibiting the Past: His-
torical Memory and the Politics of Museums in Postsocialist China (University of Hawai’i
Press, 2014); Marzia Varutti, Museums in China: The Politics of Representation after Mao
(Boydell Press, 2014).

4 US Holocaust Memorial Museum, “The Holocaust and Asia: Refugees, Memory, and Mate-
rial Culture,” accessed 5 January 2025, https://www.ushmm.org/research/opportunities-
for-academics/conferences-and-workshops/research-workshop-program/holocaust-
and-asia.

5 See Guang Pan, A Study of Jewish Refugees in China (1933-1945): History, Theories and the
Chinese Pattern (Springer, 2019); Bei Gao, Shanghai Sanctuary: Chinese and Japanese Pol-
icy Toward European Jewish Refugees During World War Il (Oxford University Press: 2023);
Steve Hochstadt, Exodus to Shanghai: Stories of Escape from the Third Reich (Palgrave
MacMillan, 2012); Kevin Ostoyich and Yun Xia, The History of the Shanghai Jews New Path-
ways of Research (Palgrave MacMillan, 2022); Rotem Kowner and Xu Xin, “The Jews in
Shanghai: The Emergence, Fall and Resurgence of East Asia’s Largest Jewish Communi-
ty”, in Jewish Communities in Modern Asia: Their Rise, Demise and Resurgence, ed. Rotem
Kowner (Cambridge University Press, 2023), to name just a few.
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rights regime.® Though these discussions should be approached
critically, their formation and the traction they have been gain-
ing in ever-evolving scholarship has expanded the scope of Holo-
caust studies to include geographical regions once marginalised
in research on topics related to exile. However, concurrent devel-
opments have been unfolding in the wider Northeast Asian space
and, importantly, within Chinese domestic politics, which I re-
gard as equally, if not decisively, contributing to the recent atten-
tion paid to the history of Jewish refugees in Shanghai.

Since XidJinping came to power in 2012, the domestic reading of
the much-politicised history of the Second World War in China
has undergone a dramatic transformation. Standing at the fore-
front of the Chinese Communist Party’s legitimation campaign
since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in
1949, the narrative of the Second World War (referred to as the
War of Resistance against Japan, the Anti-Japanese War, or the
World Anti-Fascist War in China) under Xi Jinping has been de-
ployed to reflect China’s aspiration to consolidate its global great
power status.” Mnemonically, this has entailed moving away from
a previously all-encompassing victim framework in which Chi-
na’s wartime suffering is highlighted, and instead focusing on
China as a member of the Allies, and thus, first and foremost, a
victor in the Second World War. To drive this narrative home, the
memorialisation process, on the one hand, involved moving away
from a focus on atrocity and instead promoting the conflict as a
story of triumph and the origin point of China’s “rejuvenation”.®
On the other hand, and absolutely key for the analysis here, this
turn has involved the internationalisation of China’s wartime
narrative. Whereas previously the narrative primarily focused
on the domestic resistance struggle, thus echoing the concerns of
the Chinese leadership, in the XiJinping Era, the narrative began
to incorporate a strong international perspective. This shift is
evidenced both in the positioning of the conflict in China within
the wider “World War II narrative frame” - which has included
the increased incorporation of other theaters of the conflict into
official state discourse - and in China’s official engagement with
transnational memory movements.? Internationalising the Sec-

6  Paul Williams, Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities (Berg,
2007); Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, Memory and the Holocaust in the Global Age
(Temple University Press, 2005); Dan Diner, Gegenléufige Gedéchtnisse: Uber Geltung und
Wirkung des Holocaust (V&R, 2007); Ljiliana Radoni¢, “The Holocaust Template - Memo-
rial Museums in Hungary, Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina”, Anali Hrvatskog politoloskog
drustva: casopis za politologiju 15, no. 1 (2018): 131-154, https://doi.org/10.20901/an.15.06.

7 Mark R. Frost, Edward Vickers, and Daniel Schumacher, Remembering Asia’s World War
Two (Routledge, 2019).

8 Vincent K. L. Chang, “Recalling Victory, Recounting Greatness: Second World War Re-
membrance in Xi Jinping’s China”, The China Quarterly 248, no. 1(2021): 1152-1173, https://
doi.org/10.1017/S0305741021000497; Vincent K. L. Chang, “Exemplifying National Unity
and Victory in Local State Museums: Chongqing and the New Paradigm of World War I
Memory in China”, Journal of Contemporary China 31, no. 138 (2022): 977-992, https://doi.
org/10.1080/10670564.2022.2031004.

9 Rana Mitter, China’s China’s Good War: How World War Il Is Shaping a New Nationalism
(Harvard University Press, 2020).
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ond World War came to be understood as essential for advancing
the foreign policy of the Xi Jinping Era, and as a result, Shanghai
as a wartime refuge for European Jewry entered the dominant
narrative of World War II in China.!°

Among other things, these developments resulted in China
playing a more active role in promoting this particular history
abroad and through the United Nations, a topic that will be ad-
dressed in more detail in the next section.!! As a case in point, the
Shanghai Jewish Refugees History Museum became an active
contributor to international discussions on Holocaust education,
as exemplified by its participation in the 2012 UNESCO expert
meeting,'® and the museum curated several traveling exhibitions
which have been displayed in overseas contexts such as the Unit-
ed States,'® Germany,* and Israel.!® This engagement and out-
reach has contributed to raising awareness of the topic among
academics, museums, and the public in many other countries.

At the same time, another East Asian country - Japan - began
signaling its interest in the topic of Jewish exile. The issue of Jew-
ish refugees and their fate in Shanghai recently became another
contentious area in the long-lasting, tense Sino-Japanese mne-
monic rivalry, with both countries competing over the role of
“Asian Schindler”.' In 2015, perhaps as a response to the success-
ful inclusion of documents related to the Nanjing Massacre that
China submitted to the UNESCO Memory of the World Registerin
2014, Japan began to prepare its own submission of documents
related to Chiune Sugihara, a Japanese diplomat who issued tran-
sit visas for Jews escaping Lithuania during the war.'® Though
many of those who escaped would journey first to Kobe, Japan,
they eventually were forced to relocate to Shanghai, where they

10 Markéta Bajgerova Verly, “The Internationalization of Museums of the Chinese War of Re-
sistance in the Xi Era: China as a ‘Guarantor of Peace’ and ‘Rescuer of Jews’”, Holocaust
and Genocide Studies 39, no. 3 (2025): 473-491, https://doi.org/10.1093/hgs/dcaf038.

11 Vincent K. L. Chang, “China’s New Historical Statecraft: Reviving the Second World War
for National Rejuvenation”, International Affairs 98, no. 3 (2022): 1053-1069, https://doi.
org/10.1093/ia/iiac021.

12 Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum, “UNESCO Expert Meeting: Holocaust Education in a
Global Context,” 3 May 2012, https://www.shhkjrm.com/en/info/1261/7922.htm.

13 Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum, “Tour Exhibition in Los Angeles in 2013”7, 12 February
2014, https://www.shhkjrm.com/en/info/1161/7842.htm; Shanghai Jewish Refugees Mu-
seum, “Tour Exhibition in Chicago in 2013”, 11 February 2014, https://www.shhkjrm.com/
en/info/1161/7852.htm.

14 Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum, “Tour Exhibition in Germany”, 5 August 2011, https://
www.shhkjrm.com/en/info/1161/9133.htm.

15 Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum, “The Exhibition on Jewish Refugees & Shanghai
Opened in Haifa”, 4 May 2012, https://www.shhkjrm.com/en/info/1161/7892.htm.

16 Rotem Kowner, “A Holocaust Paragon of Virtue’s Rise to Fame: The Transnational Com-
memoration of the Japanese Diplomat Sugihara Chiune and Its Divergent National Mo-
tives”, American Historical Review 12, no 1 (2023): 31-63, https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/
rhad139.

17 “UNESCO Receives Chinese bid for listing of Nanjing Documents”, Global Times, 12 June
2014, https://www.globaltimes.cn/daily-specials/unesco-listing-of-nanjing-documents/
index.html.

18 Jewish (Litvak) Community of Lithuania, “UNESCO Plans to List Sugihara on Memory of
the World Registry”, 26 June 2015, https://www.lzb.It/en/2015/06/26/unesco-plans-to-
list-sugihara-on-memory-of-the-world-registry/.
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were interned in the so-called Designated Area for Stateless Refu-
gees.!®

The timing of Shanghai’s increasing prominence in China’s
wartime history is not coincidental, particularly as China began
promoting the figure of Ho Fengshan, the Chinese Consul General
in Vienna who helped issue exit visas to several thousands of Aus-
trian Jews.?° The elevation of Ho Fengshan as a key figure in the
history of the Holocaust in the Chinese context has therefore also
contributed to the ongoing boom in works, exhibitions, and de-
bates on the fate of the 20,000 Jewish refugees who fled Europe
and made their way to Shanghai. All of these developments ad-
vanced the issue not only mnemonically but also politically. The
two exhibitions at the center of this article stem directly from
this context and not only serve as interesting examples of how a
historical issue becomes entangled in different institutional and
national political milieus but also demonstrate how exhibitions
actively participate in the political process of “globalising” mem-
ory.

Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum as
an Arena for China’s Foreign Policy

Toillustrate how recent the inclusion of the Holocaust in official
Chinese discourse is, a useful example can be found in the insti-
tutional archives of the USHMM'’s Shapell Center. In 1999, the
USHMM was preparing a temporary exhibition entitled Flight
and Rescue, and as a part of the curatorial process, the museum
staff contacted the Chinese authorities in Shanghai to secure per-
mission to borrow objects for this exhibit. That there was little
interest in the topic of Jewish exilein China at that time was clear
from the email exchanges between USHMM staffin Washington,
DC and the employee who traveled to Shanghai to secure a meno-
rah to display in the exhibit from the municipal authorities of the
coastal city. In their correspondence with their colleagues back in
the United States, the USHMM employee in Shanghai repeatedly
voiced frustration about their communications with local Chi-
nese representatives not only regarding their disinterest in the
topic but also in terms of the municipality’s inability to locate the
objects in their collections and archives. In an email that revealed
their exasperation, the employee recommended reaching out to
Japanese authorities, claiming that “in Japan, there seems to be
an interest in the Holocaust (unlike in China)”.?* This small

19 Eber, Voices from Shanghai, 17.

20 “Chinese Schindler’ Honored in San Francisco”, Consulate-General of the People’s Repub-
lic of China in San Francisco, 2 April 2014, https://sanfrancisco.china-consulate.gov.cn/
eng/lqyw/201404/t20140402_9531892.htm.

21  Quoted from an internal letter found in the Exhibitions Division: Records Relating to De-
veloping the “Flight and Rescue” Exhibition, 1998-1999, Accession Nos. 2002.145 &
2003.124, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Archives, Washington, DC.
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glimpse into the preparations for this exhibit demonstrates that
Chinese officials did not view the topic of Jewish refugees in
Shanghai as important at the turn of the millennium, a position
that stands in stark contrast to the vast attention representatives
of both Shanghai and China as a whole place on the topic today.

The Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum (SJRM) opened in
2007 in the Hongkou district of Shanghai, a place where most of
the Jewish refugees spent the war. In the early years of mass ar-
rivals, starting in the early 1930s, the refugees lived in the neigh-
bourhood as residents, building up the core of their exile commu-
nity. Later, the Hongkou area became the site of their confinement
as in 1941, it was transformed into a Japanese-administrated
ghetto, officially referred to by the Japanese as a “designated area
for stateless refugees”.?® In the post-war years, the district was
transformed into an urban residential area until the early 2000s,
when the renovation of the Ohel Moshe synagogue (originally con-
structed in 1927), the centerpiece of the future memorial site,
began. The opening of the museum in 2007 was then followed up
by several additional renewal projects in adjacent areas (such as
White Horse Inn, renovated in 2014), and in 2014, the museum un-
veiled a monument comprising a sculpture group depicting the
refugees and a wall of names, and a museum exhibition. But over-
all, the exhibitions displayed in these earlier phases of the muse-
um were narrower in scope and often had a thematic focus. When
I first visited the museum in 2019, there were two temporary ex-
hibits on display: one entitled Anne Frank: A History for Today, and
the other entitled Exhibition in Memory of Jacob Rosenfeld, both of
which were small in terms of both the space allotted and the
amount of material presented.

In 2020, the scattered patchwork of different exhibits changed
dramatically as the museum underwent a large-scale expansion
and restructuring, the major outcome of which was a newly uni-
fied permanent exhibition.?® The stark differences between the
new exhibition and earlier iterations of the museum are immedi-
ately apparent when entering the new exhibit: the visitor encoun-
ters technologically advanced audio-visual elements and curato-
rial gimmicks, something Arleen Ionescu describes as the muse-
um’s transformation into an “experiential museum,” as the ex-
hibit starts on an ascending staircase with a historical timeline
which leads into a short introductory movie that serves as a pro-
logue to the exhibition.?* All this suggests that a massive increase
in funding is making these installations possible. Besides the
apparent affluence of the institution, another spectacle communi-
cating high-level interest in the topic is visible at the bottom of

22 Pan Guang, A Study of Jewish Refugees in China (1933-1945): History, Theories and the
Chinese Pattern (Springer, 2019).

23 Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum, “Introduction of the Museum”, accessed 1 January
2026, https://www.shhkjrm.com/en/About_Us/About_the_Museum.htm.

24 Arleen lonescu, “Toward a Memorial Ethics of Hope? Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum?”,
Memory Studies (2025), 6, https://doi.org/10.1177/17506980251359580.
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the staircase. The first content a visitor sees upon entry is an em-
bellished gold slogan that covers an entire wall: “Work Together
to Build a Community with a Shared Future for Mankind”, a fea-
ture also noted by Edward Vickers in his analysis of the site.?® As
has been widely covered in scholarship on China’s international
politics in the Xi Jinping Era, “Community with a Shared Future
for Mankind” (A4 tRE; Pinyin: renlei mingyun gongtongti) has
been one ofthe defining concepts of Xi’s foreign policy and thought,
and it is associated with China’s proactive and increasingly as-
sertive great power politics.?® That the Shanghai Jewish Refu-
gees History Museum exhibition opens with this statement is a
clear message that this history should be viewed as directly con-
nected to high-stakes national and international politics.

Before turning to the content of the exhibition, a discussion of
the target audience is necessary. Unlike most museums in the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China devoted to historical topics related to World
War 11, the SJTRM is not primarily aimed at domestic audiences.
Rather, the museum openly asserts that it is intended for interna-
tional visitors. This is apparent already when purchasing a ticket
as visitors are required to present a passport for statistical (and
identification) purposes. This process comes full circle in the inner
courtyard of the memorial complex, which the visitor enters after
finishing their tour of the exhibit. In addition to the commemora-
tive wall of names and sculpture, the courtyard includes a collec-
tion of national flags representing the nationalities of people who
have visited the museum over the years. The museum proudly de-
clares that its visitors come from 120 countries, further elucidat-
ing institution’s ambition to make a global impact.?”

A specific but key segment of this international audience are
high-level diplomatic envoys who make official visits to the mu-
seum as part of their itineraries; for example, Israeli Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu visited the museum in 2013.?% The po-
litical charge of the museum completes the full curatorial circle
as these official visits themselves become part of the exhibition.
The penultimate section of the permanent exhibition entitled
“Towards a Shared Future” (again, a direct allusion to Xi Jin-
ping’s concept of a “Community with a Shared Future for Man-

25 Edward Vickers, “Celebrating the Humane Superpower: Chinese Nationalism, the Holo-
caust and Transnational Heritage Politics at Shanghai’s Jewish Refugees Museum?”, Holo-
caust Studies 29, no. 4 (2022): 574, https://doi.org/10.1080/17504902.2022.2116543.

26 Angela Poh and Mingjian Li, “A Chinain Transition: The Rhetoric and Substance of Chinese
Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping”, Asian Security 13, no. 2 (2017): 84-97, https://doi.org/10.1
080/14799855.2017.1286163; Camilla T. N. Sgrensen, “The Significance of Xi Jinping’s ‘Chi-
nese Dream’ for Chinese Foreign Policy: From ‘Tao Guang Yang Hui’ to ‘Fen Fa You Wei’”,
Journal of China and International Relations 3, no. 1(2015): 53-73, https://doi.org/10.5278/
0js.jcir.v3il.1146; Xiaochun Zhao, “In Pursuit of a Community of Shared Future: China’s
Global Activism in Perspective”, China Quarterly of International Strategic Studies 4, no. 1
(2018): 23-37, https://doi.org/10.1142/S2377740018500082.

27 Yi Zheng, “The Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum’s Permanent Exhibition”, Museum
Worlds 10, no. 10 (2022): 282.

28 “lIsraeli PM Benjamin Netanyahu salutes ‘haven’ of Shanghai”, South China Morning Post,
7 May 2013, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1232285/israeli-leader-netan-
yahu-visits-shanghais-old-jewish-ghetto.
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kind”) puts on display photographs of dignitaries and the objects
they have gifted to the museum; after viewing these artifacts, the
visitorisledintothe final room - the figurative climax of the high-
level diplomatic purpose of the museum. There, the visitor en-
counters a video made by the Consulate General of Israel in
Shanghai to mark the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of
the normalisation of Sino-Israeli relations in 2012; the film also
was shown at the opening of the museum’s first expansionin 2015,
which was also the seventieth anniversary of the end of World
War I1.?° Entitled “Thank you, Shanghai”, the one-minute video
opens with Holocaust survivors and their families holding signs
communicating their gratitude to Shanghai for serving as a war-
time refuge; this is followed up with a series of everyday scenes
from Israel featuring the sign “#” (Pinyin: xié xie; English:
thank you) included in an astonishing variety of objects (on a sign
attached to the front bumper of a moving tractor, written in sun-
screen on the back of a topless woman lying on a beach, or fash-
ioned with pieces of red pepper on top of two pizzas in a picnic bas-
ket - to name just a few examples). The highlight of this spectacle
is an intervention by Benjamin Netanyahu, who appears on
screen and declares: “We are eternally grateful, and we will never
forget. Thank you.” This scene not only serves as the film’s con-
clusion; it is the final scene of the entire permanent exhibition.
This tone of gratitude and Sino-Israeli cooperation is not limit-
ed to the final sections of the museum,; it is, in fact, the main theme
running throughout the entire exhibition.®® Starting with the in-
troductory video, the permanent exhibition advances a narrative
of China heroically “rescuing” Jewish refugees despite its own
suffering at the hands of fascism and the Japanese occupation; it
twists historical realities to present the space of refuge carved out
in wartime Shanghai as an example of China’s international
moral and historical protagonism. Both Yi Zheng?!' and Arleen
Ionescu®? observe that though the Holocaust itself features as a
backdrop for this drama, the narrative of the museum does not
focus on suffering but rather on “hope”, “warmth”, and “interna-
tional cooperation”. When suffering is addressed (apart from a
small section devoted to the Holocaust in Europe and, more spe-
cifically, Auschwitz-Birkenau), it is presented as a shared Jewish-
Chinese experience, as both groups are regarded by the museum
as victims of global fascism. The museum also promotes a vision of
cooperation stemming from the mutually recognised victimhood
of European Jews and the Chinese under Japanese occupation.
This dominant message of “cooperation” is advanced through
the strategic deployment of topics that emphasise the harmonious

29 LiXueqing, “Israel Presents a Moving Tribute to Shanghai”, China Daily, 9 September 2015,
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2015victoryanniv/2015-09/05/content_21819977.

htm.
30 Zheng, The Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum’s Permanent Exhibition, 282.
31 Ibid., 283.

32 lonescu, “Toward a Memorial Ethics of Hope?” 1-18.

Markéta Bajgerova Verly: One Past, Two Histories


https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2015victoryanniv/2015-09/05/content_21819977.htm
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2015victoryanniv/2015-09/05/content_21819977.htm

S:I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

cohabitation of the Jewish refugees and Chinese locals, such as a
section retelling a “romantic story of Chinese-Jewish marriage”,
or a “memory of fearless cooperation”. Furthermore, this “harmo-
nious” narrative is supported by decontextualised quotes from in-
terviews with some of the survivors, which are visually enlarged
and placed in highly visible locations in upper sections of tableaus.
One quotation reads, “... Jews have great interest in family life,
like the Chinese”, which is positioned as a titular statement in sec-
tion entitled “Starting a New Life”; another statement: “Chinese
were not prejudiced against Jews” - a quote from survivor Man-
fred Gabler - is the only information visitors encounter from Gab-
ler’s testimony in that section about his experience in Shanghai.

The narrative of cooperation is further strengthened through
artistic objects and artifacts. For example, the exhibition features
a diorama sculpture of two boys - one Chinese and one Jewish -
playing with firecrackers (famously an ancient Chinese inven-
tion) in front of the entrance to a traditional Chinese house. What
progresses this historical narrative further are dramatic oil
paintings of scenes of Sino-Jewish friendship or cooperation in
the face of their joint suffering under Japanese occupation and the
Allied bombings of the Hongkou district. The exhibit’s penulti-
mate section entitled “Special Feelings for China” communicates
to visitors that “the experience of taking refuge in Shanghai
made Jewish refugees feel grateful for China, which saved their
lives”, concentrating on refugees who remained in Shanghai after
the war. This display directly leads into the aforementioned final
room, where contemporary diplomatic visits become extensions
of these “special feelings”.

It is necessary to explicate that compared to historical re-
search, primary sources, and survivor testimonies in their entire-
ty, the version of history presented in the Chinese exhibition is at
best selective and at worst misleading. First, the overall concep-
tualisation of the history of Jewish refugees in Shanghai as a
story driven exclusively by Chinese protagonism is questionable.
‘When the first wave of Jewish refugees from Europe began arriv-
ing in 1933, Shanghai was one of the most administratively com-
plex citiesin the World. The city was defined by its multi-colonised
character; throughout the violent second half of nineteenth cen-
tury, Shanghai was fractured into several units run by different
administrative authorities. The city was one of the ports force-
fully “opened” to the Western powers for trade following the First
Opium War, after which it was divided into the British and US-
run International Settlement, the French concession governed
directly from Paris, and the Chinese parts of the city run by the
Kuomintang (Nationalist) government - which had been engaged
in a brutal civil war with the Chinese Communist Party since
1927.32 Therefore, though the Chinese - meaning the Nationalist

33 Non Arkaraprasertkul, “Power, Politics, and the Making of Shanghai”, Journal of Planning
History 9, no. 4 (2010), 232-259, https://doi.org/10.1177/1538513210382384.
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- authorities were active at the municipal level of politics, 1930s
Shanghai was not a fully Chinese city in the bureaucratic sense.
This multinational structure makes it necessary to clarify that
Shanghaidid not have a “no visa” policy; this point, as Eber points
out, is a common “mistaken assumption.”3* Rather, due to the com-
plex bureaucratic structure of Shanghai, visa checks were arbi-
trary, and this created a window of opportunity for those seeking
to enter the city, including those escaping from Europe.®® Thus,
the direct link the exhibition draws between the current Chinese
government and Shanghai as a refuge for people fleeing ethnic
and racial persecution is an oversimplification of an exceptional-
ly complicated context.

There are many other historical misconceptions presented, in-
cluding the inflated emphasis on the few individuals who re-
mained in Shanghai after the war; out of the almost 20,000 refu-
gees, less than ten per cent remained in the city after Shanghai’s
liberation in 1945 as the city®® - indeed, the whole country -
plunged into a full-scale civil war that was only temporarily
paused in 1936 to fight the Japanese invasion.?” Most strikingly,
however, to claim the relationship between the Chinese and the
Jews was one of harmonious cohabitation - and to curate a full
exhibition around it - means misinterpreting the testimonies of
the survivors and the historical context overall. When in 1941 the
Japanese forced the Jewish refugees into a “Designated Area for
Stateless Refugees”, better known as the “Shanghai ghetto”,
thousands of Jews from different parts of Europe were confined to
a 2.5-square-kilometer area together with thousands oflocal Chi-
nese residents.?® Though there were anecdotal cases of solidarity
and exchange amid severe hardship in wartime Shanghai, the
full-length testimonies of Holocaust survivors reveal limited con-
tact and tensions between the Chinese and the Europeans. Eva P.,
one of the survivors whose testimony is preserved in the Fortun-
off Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies, describes her fami-
ly’s interactions with locals as characterised by initial distrust
and suspicion: “It wasn’t so much, from the Chinese, anti-semi-
tism as anti-white, anti-foreigner”, an account that destabilises
the harmonious image projected by the museum.3?® Eva P.’s testi-
mony offers a first-hand perspective on an issue also identified by
Vickers, namely, that for the Chinese who were motivated by na-
tionalism, the Jewish refugees represented yet another group of
Western, white “imperialists” among the already established Eu-

34 Eber, Voices from Shanghai, 9.

35 Ibid., 9-10.

36 Vickers, Celebrating the Humane Superpower, 571.

37 Hans van de Ven, China at War: Triumph and Tragedy in the Emergence of the New China
(Harvard University Press, 2018).

38 Christian Henriot, “Shanghai and the Experience of War: The Fate of Refugees”, European
Journal of East Asian Studies 5, no 2 (2006): 230, https://shs.hal.science/halshs-00355
414v1.

39 Eva P. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-1677), Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimo-
nies, Yale University Library, New Haven, CT (hereafter Fortunoff Video Archive).
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ropean populations present in Shanghai - a sentiment fueled by

the invasion and occupation of Chinese territories by colonial

powers starting in the second half of the nineteenth century.*°

The testimony of Lisa B., then, goes further, revealing how mu-

tual prejudice and class impacted Chinese-Jewish interactions:
Here I was surrounded by totally different people, who
didn’t speak the language I spoke, I never learned Chinese,
and I don’t remember my first reaction to it. You know it
was theirs, and I knew they were different. I mean there
was no question they were different. They were also treated
differently, there were whites and there were, you know,
Chinese. I hate to say it, but this was an imperialist city
when I first got there.*

She later continues to share that her family, during their first
yearsin China, had a Chinese domestic helper (f713; Pinyin: Ama)
who also helped to care for the children. An Ama was a local figure
frequently present in the testimonies of survivors, particularly
those who experienced exile as children or youths. In addition to
demonstrating the complex interpersonal relations between Lisa
B.s Jewish family and the Chinese residents, however, this per-
sonal account also reveals the significant role played by class in
Chinese-Jewish interactions and the tensions between these
groups - an issue addressed in a large number of testimonies re-
lated to Shanghai preserved in the Fortunoff Archive. When refu-
gees were forced to relocate to the “designated area”, they were
forced to move into a neighborhood where some of the poorest Chi-
nese families in the city resided.*® For many of the refugees, this
represented another socioeconomic blow, exasperating the ten-
sions and culture shock they experienced after fleeing Europe. In
an illustrative incident, Lisa B. recalls a situation in which her
father, enraged by a Chinese rickshaw bearer’s request for a pay-
ment higher than the one to which they had previously agreed,
pulled out a whip and “went after him”.43

The objective of this briefengagement with some of the testimo-
nies of those who escaped to Shanghai is not to suggest that these
statements, in contrast to the exhibition, provide a full and com-
plete account of the historical reality of Hongkou between 1939
and 1945. Rather, it shows how engaging more deeply with the
existing testimonies paints a far more complex portrait than the
one displayed in the STRM. Moreover, it also demonstrates the
lengths to which the museum in Shanghai went to simplify these
testimonies and sources to curate an astonishingly clear, linear,
and one-dimensional image of Shanghai as a safe haven and place
of ethnic and racial harmony between the Chinese and Jews - a
version largely removed from the historical reality of wartime
Shanghai.

40 Vickers, Celebrating the Humane Superpower, 571.
41 Lisa B. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-2894), Fortunoff Video Archive.
42 Henriot, Shanghai and the Experience of War, 219.
43 Lisa B. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-2894), Fortunoff Video Archive.

Markéta Bajgerova Verly: One Past, Two Histories



S:I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

However, it would be a mistake to see the newly revamped exhi-
bition as stemming from an effort to present a part of the city’s
history in all its “authentic” complexity. The leadership of the
PRC, since its establishment in 1949, has viewed Chinese histori-
cal museums as what Denise Ho calls “a political classroom”.**
The SJRM exhibition, like most of the World War II museums in
contemporary China, is designed to drive China’s strategic ob-
jectives, in this instance, those related to foreign policy. After
its 2020 opening in Hongkou, the impact of the exhibition has
reached far beyond its home. A condensed traveling version of the
exhibition was developed, and in 2023, it arrived in New York
City, where it was presented under the title, Shanghai, Former
Homeland - Jewish Refugees and Shanghai,* fulfilling the policy
objectives of the Chinese state on an international stage.

“Little Vienna in Shanghai”: The Benefits and
Pitfalls of an Exclusively Refugee Perspective

The temporary exhibit “Little Vienna in Shanghai” presented
by the Jewish Museum Vienna between October 2020 and June
2021 acts as a symbolic counterpole to the permanent exhibition
in Shanghai in terms of its narrative. Part of the recent interna-
tional boom of the topic, the exhibition came into being as a fol-
low-up to an exhibition on Shanghairefugees in the United States
attended by Danielle Spera, the then-director of the Vienna Jew-
ish Museum and co-curator of the 2020-2021 exhibit.*® In many
ways, it is astonishing that it is only as a part of the recent inter-
estinthe topic that a temporary exhibit appeared in Vienna given
that an estimated 6,000 persons who found refuge in Shanghai
came from Austria. Some of the families and their descendants
stilllive in Vienna, and the exhibition heavily relied on the stories
of survivors and the photographs and objects they donated for the
exhibit. The exhibition clearly foregrounded Austrian refugees’
experiences, and its content consistently followed this line. This
orientation was particularly striking when it came to the per-
sonal objects families donated, including items that traveled with
the families when they fled Austria for Shanghai, remained with
them throughout the war years and in the ghetto, and then jour-
neyed back to Vienna. Some of these artifacts represented a cul-
tural link to Europe, such as a bust of Beethoven brought by Fritz
Hungerleider; other artifacts were everyday items such as a
wooden rolling pin for dough. The objects donated by the families
also included items acquired in Shanghai, such as a set of mah-

44 Ho, “@¥WEMuseum”, 142.

45 Hongkou Shanghai City Government, “Jewish Refugees and Shanghai Exhibition Held in
New York”, 9 August 2023, https://www.shhk.gov.cn/English/006002/006002001/2023
0809/7df159f7-edfc-4080-8d23-2690ee056¢32.html.

46 Florida Holocaust Museum, “Jewish Refugees in Shanghai”, accessed 1 January 2026,
https://www.thefhm.org/exhibits/jewish-refugees-in-shanghai/.

Markéta Bajgerova Verly: One Past, Two Histories


https://www.shhk.gov.cn/English/006002/006002001/20230809/7df159f7-edfc-4080-8d23-a690ee056c32.html
https://www.shhk.gov.cn/English/006002/006002001/20230809/7df159f7-edfc-4080-8d23-a690ee056c32.html
https://www.thefhm.org/exhibits/jewish-refugees-in-shanghai/

S:I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

jong tiles previously owned by Oscar Rosenzweig, which is now
integrated into the permanent exhibition of the museum. These
artifacts, like the personal stories of their owners, were given in-
depth treatment by the curators, and they played an important
role in shaping the exhibition’s narrative as the visitor encoun-
ters the affective links between the material objects and the per-
sonal stories of their owners.

The description of the “Shanghai refuge” in the Viennese mu-
seum was diametrically opposed to that of its institutional coun-
terpart in China. The Jewish Museum Vienna emphasised that
Shanghai was the last resort for refugees not only because of the
worldwide closure of borders to immigrants and refugees but also
duetoincoming refugees’ fears about adverse conditions in China.
Here Edward Vickers’s remark is telling when he suggests that
for European Jews, “preferred destinations did not include ‘poor
and under-developed’ China”.*” This sentiment was apparent in
some of the testimonies included in the exhibit: “We would have
loved to go to England or Czechoslovakia, but then we ended up
going to that terribly uncertain Shanghai”, shared Hans Ranzen-
hoferin one of the video testimonies. The exhibition, largely build-
ing on survivor accounts, depicted Shanghai as a place of struggle
and hardship, and it constructed a narrative of community resil-
ience in extremely difficult circumstances. This narrative thread
is explicitly advanced in statements such as, “the new absence
from home posed great challenges to most refugees”, and the “life
in Shanghai was extremely difficult for Jewish women and men”,
but was also communicated through the visual depictions of
Shanghai. The exhibition’s version of “Shanghai” implied dis-
tance and unfamiliarity and was painted as a place of immense
poverty and poorsanitation. This wasanimage advanced through
the choice of historical photographs depicting the city and its
inhabitants included in the exhibit; photographs circling an en-
larged historical map of Shanghai focused on scenes of what the
exhibition describes as “beggar boys”, unhoused people in alleys,
and many depictions of rickshaws and Chinese “coolies”.

It is particularly revealing, then, that the exhibition positioned
the rickshaw as an icon of Shanghai and that the museum used a
photo of Edith Grauaug seated in a rickshaw as the promotional
image for the posters for the exhibition hung around Vienna and
printed in related publications. Moreover, the exhibition itself
opened with an object - a pedicab - that was curated not as a
standard historical object but as a photo prop whereby visitors
could take a photograph, recreating the promotional image. This
cycle-rickshaw is not a historical artifact related to the Jewish
refugees in Shanghai; it was obtained solely for the purpose of the
exhibition and had no verifiable relation to Shanghai, China, or
the precise historical period covered in the exhibition. It is impor-
tant to note, however, that pedicabs and pulled rickshaws fre-

47 Vickers, Celebrating the Humane Superpower, 570.
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quented Shanghai streets in the 1930s in great numbers; it has
been estimated that around 60,000 rickshaws operated in the
city before the full-scale Japanese invasion in 1937.48 At the same
time, such conveyances are neither exclusively Shanghainese or
broadly Chinese; rickshaws are thought to have originated in
Japan, and in contemporary China they have a rather negative, or
at least contested, connotation. As Edward Rhoads suggests, in
the 1930s, “the rickshaw came increasingly to epitomize human
exploitation for socially conscious Chinese.”® Regarded as sym-
bols of colonial oppression, they were banned by the communists
soon after they proclaimed the founding of the People’s Republic
of China in 1949, before becoming what some scholars refer to as
“self-orientalising” tools to drive tourism in more recent years.5°

Given the complex history of the rickshaw, it is important to
note that its position as an icon of Jewish refugeedom in Shanghai
is not merely a figment of the curators’ imagination. Rather, fol-
lowing the traditional historiography of the refugees in Shang-
hai, it largely emerged from memoirs penned by survivors in
which the rickshaw routinely features as a visual marker of their
Shanghai exile.’® Emilia Rydel, in her analysis of one Anka
Voticky’s memoirs, identifies how the Chinese appear in Voticky’s
account of her experience in Shanghai through the archetypes of
“amah”, “rickshaw driver”, and “coolies”.%? Offering a postcoloni-
al reading of the “Jew-Chinese” dynamics of what she refers to as
“coexistence on the margins”, Rydel raises a critical point that
Voticky’s narrative renders the figure of the Chinese as an “invis-
ible other”. This memoir, Rydel argues, gives readers insight into
how the Chinese are represented as discriminated subjects in
colonial discourses while the memoir reproduces the very same
framing as the Chinese remain confined in social and class reper-
toires most commonly associated with the orientalised stereo-
type of the “Chinese servant” in the context of prewar Shanghai.??

48 Edward J. M. Rhoads, “Cycles of Cathay: A History of the Bicycle in China”, Transfers 2, no.
2 (2012): 95-120, https://doi.org/10.3167/trans.2012.020207.

49 Rhoads, “Cycles of Cathay”, 100. Also discussed in David Strand, Rickshaw Beijing: City
People and Politics in the 1920s (University of California Press, 1989), 35-36.

50 See, for example, Greg (“Fritz”) Umbach and Dan Wishnoff, “Strategic Self-Orientalism:
Urban Planning Policies and the Shaping of New York City’s Chinatown, 1950-2005", Jour-
nal of Planning History 7, no. 3 (2008): 214-238, https://doi.org/10.1177/1538513207313915;
Henry Sze Hang Choi, “Projecting images of China: Star House as a Shopping Centre be-
tween Red China and Self-orientalism, 1960s-1970s”, China Perspectives 140 (2025): 31-
40, https://doi.org/10.4000/13ptf.

51 Emilia Rydel, “Perspektywa poskolonialna w badaniach nad diasporg zydowska. Zyd-
Chinczyk we wspomnieniach Anki Votickiej”, Adeptus 11 (2018): 1-21, https://www.ceeol.
com/search/article-detail?id=680196.

52 Ibid., 17-18.

53 Ibid., 18. References to “orientalism” are here refer to the conscious and unconscious
framing of the “Orient” as the subordinated “other”, as conceptualised by Edward W. Said.
See Said, Orientalism (Pantheon Books, 1978). Also notable are the European discussions
of China during the nineteenth and early twentieth century, which fully reflect the political
force of “orientalism”. As argued by Bodo Wiethoff, the debates at the time that con-
structed China as “inferior” to Europe were deeply influenced by imperialist European
ambitions in the area and the principles of social Darwinism. See Bodo Wiethoff, Introduc-
tion to Chinese History from Ancient Times to 1912 (Routledge, 1976), 9-18.
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In a similar fashion, Gao Bei offered a critical reading of the
historiography of the Shanghai ghetto, pointing out the eurocen-
trism of the extant literature, which led to a felt absence of the
Chinese in the story despite this story unfolding in wartime Chi-
na.’* Building on the thematic markers dominant in many of the
works on Shanghai refugees, the Viennese exhibition reproduced
the perspective of both survivors and the traditional Europe-
focused historiography, with the Chinese perspective relegated to
a predefined and peripheral role. Though resonant with the refu-
gee perspective, this approach blurs the complexity of power rela-
tions among Shanghai’s diverse populationin the 1930s and 1940s
and, by extension, the history of exile in the city.

Furthermore, though in line with many of the subjective ac-
counts of survivors, the interpretation of Shanghai as a place of
exceptional poverty and severely compromised hygiene is only a
partial representation of the historical reality. In the 1920s and
1930s, Shanghai was a global, cosmopolitan metropolis with ex-
panding entrepreneurial affluence and a flowering cultural scene
not solely attributable to its international (non-Chinese) popula-
tion.?® Chinese entrepreneurs, bankers, and industrialists rose
alongside foreign capital, creating a new urban Chinese middle
class. As for the infrastructural and sanitary conditions refugees
encountered in Shanghai, it is also important to address how the
war affected the city. The Japanese invasion, which began with a
skirmish in January 1932 and ended with the full-scale invasion
of the country in 1937, further complicated conditions in the city
by destroying parts of it and generating waves of intra-metropol-
itan refugees, adding to the various refugee groups that poured
into Shanghai following the many violent conflicts in Chinese
territory and in the broader region since nineteenth century, in-
cluding the Russo-Japanese War, the Russian Civil War, and the
1931 Japanese colonial conquest of Manchuria.?® All of these fac-
tors made Shanghai a distinctive space in which incoming war-
time refugees from Europe found themselves, and it shaped their
experiences to a significant extent - not only negatively. After all,
the cosmopolitan character of the city meant that a minority cul-
tural hub was commonplace and diasporiclife and “Little Vienna”
could quickly flourish. Yet, this fuller, more complex picture of
the city was missing from the exhibition’s main narrative.

A particular issue of framing comes to the fore with regard to
the representation of Japan in the exhibit. While there is a note
about Japan’s total takeover of Shanghai in 1941 and the subse-
quent establishment of the ghetto, imperial Japan’s role as an ag-

54 Gao, Shanghai Sanctuary, 7.

55 Jane Zheng, Sabrina P. Y. Zhang, Zhen Fan, Hui Lin, and Yuen-Sang Leung, “Rediscovering
Shanghai Modern: Chinese Cosmopolitanism and the Urban Art Scene, 1912-1948”, Urban
History 51, no. 1(2024): 198-232, https://doi.org/10.1017/S096392682200027X.

56 Taoyu Yang and Hongquan Han, “When a Global War Befell a Global City: Recent Histori-
ography on Wartime Shanghai,” Journal of Chinese Military History 10, no. 2 (2021): 129-151,
https://doi.org/10.1163/22127453-bja10008.
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gressor and a brutal occupier is never fully explicated. Although
the Japanese occupiers treated Jewish refugees relatively benev-
olently (that is, arbitrary harassment, sporadic violence, and
structural repression of confinement in a ghetto), the same could
not be said of their brutal treatment of the Chinese inhabitants of
the ghetto, who faced acts ranging from public humiliation to ar-
bitrary killings.%” Gerald L. rather vividly recalls this aspect of
the experience in his testimony preserved in the Fortunoff ar-
chives:
The Japanese were sort of very nice to kids; as a matter of
fact, I have picture of a Japanese solider and Iin 1941 ... My
stepmother’s brother was a dentist, and he had a lot of
Japanese patients, and he was able to stay out of the dis-
trict longer than anyone else, and I visited him always. The
Japanese always brought candy and things like that, so
they were pretty nice to us ... Not so nice to the Chinese. As
a matter of fact, they were pretty vicious ... The Chinese
had to bow to the Japanese soldiers, and if they didn’t bow,
they would kill them ... We didn’t have to bow.58
This dimension of the refugee experience in occupied Shanghai
remains unsettlingly absent from the exhibition mounted in
Vienna, particularly in the section entitled “Japan”, which dis-
plays some of the Japanese cultural items the refugees purchased
as “souvenirs” in the same space as the items related to China in
order to illustrate the “the coexistence of the Chinese and Japa-
nese cultures”. In this way, the curators excluded the necessary
clarification that the “coexistence” of the two Asian cultures at
the time was not so much the result of an organic and equal multi-
cultural exchange but the consequence of Japan’s brutal colonial
and wartime occupation of China. In sum, while the curators of
the exhibition went to great lengths to present the perspective of
the Viennese refugees in Shanghai, when it came to the descrip-
tion of “exile” itself, a more complete historical contextualisation
fell by the wayside.

The Comparison: Common Curatorial Practices,
Narrative Coherence, and Selective Memory

From several angles, the two exhibitions could not be more dif-
ferent. Whereas the museum in Shanghai emphasises the role of
Shanghai as a safe harbor and site of Sino-Jewish cooperation,
the exhibit in Vienna advanced an image of Shanghai as a last re-
sort and a site of immense hardship. However, instead of focusing
onthe many differences between these twointerpretations, which
are already apparent in the preceding discussion, in the following
pages I want to focus on elements the exhibitions share.

57 Henriot, Shanghai and the Experience of War, 236.
58 Gerald L. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-1908), Fortunoff Video Archive.
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Though the content itself differs considerably, common themes
emerge as a result of the ways the core narratives of both exhibi-
tions are constructed and curated. Both include a section that
presents the vibrant community life of the refugees in a rather
analogous manner, introducing the variety of diasporic activities
the refugees organised including schools, sports clubs, musical
and artistic groups, and print media. In both exhibitions, this
section features the marriages that took place in wartime Shang-
hai, providing a useful illustration of how each institution uti-
lised the same trope - in this case, community life - to drive its
respective historical narrative. In the Chinese museum, the focus
is on Chinese-Jewish marriages, which are employed as a trope to
illustrate the harmonious coexistence of the two communities. In
the Jewish Museum Vienna, marriages between Austrian Jews
living in exile were highlighted to exemplify the flourishing of the
diasporic community and its cohesion as a sign of resilience de-
spite the challenging circumstances. While intentionally empha-
sising different couples, their treatment of marriage offers an apt
illustration of how the two museums selected similar themes to
develop their respective discourses.

This leads to the most obvious similarity between the two exhi-
bitions: the consistency and clarity of the narratives and their
objectives. The Shanghai Jewish Refugees History Museum pre-
sents a history focused on Sinocentric protagonism, with Chinese
Shanghai representing a welcoming safe harbor despite its own
suffering under foreign occupation. The roles are clearly defined,
with China cast as the rescuer, the refugees as China’s honored
and grateful guests, and the Japanese authorities as the antago-
nists. In the case of the Jewish Museum Vienna, the main protag-
onists and drivers of the narrative of resilience are the Jewish
refugees themselves, with Shanghai serving as the unfamiliar
and challenging environment in which the refugees resiliently
persevered against all odds. The chief commonality of these two
discursive trajectories is not what is included but what is miss-
ing, as both offer little room to deviate from the set path. Both
exhibitions stay clear of perspectives that do not fit their defined
narratives - even though such views are present in numerous sur-
vivor testimonies and other primary sources related to Jewish
life in Shanghai. In a way, the exhibitions function as opposites;
eachis missing aspects provided by its counterpart and all that is
in between, presenting clear but only partial versions of the his-
torical experience of Jewish exile in wartime China.5°

The one theme most strikingly absent from both exhibitions is
the complexity of relations between the local Chinese population
and the Jewish refugees. Although the Chinese museum address-
es the relationship, as discussed earlier, it only does so through a

59 Itisimportant to point out that there were no established contacts between the two insti-
tutions during the period the exhibitions were under construction, which was not entirely
intentional as the curation of both exhibitions was significantly affected by the Covid-19
pandemic, which also limited the potential for nuanced exchanges.
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hyperbolic emphasis on documented occasions of solidarity and
humane exchange that conform to the ethos of “shared victim-
hood under global fascism”. Any of the conflicts and tensions
arising from mutual distrust generated by, on the Chinese locals’
part, the association of European Jews with foreign “imperial-
ists” and by, on the refugees’ part, the “otherness” the Shanghai
locals, who serve as embodied everyday reminders of their es-
cape, are entirely missing from the Shanghai exhibit. Any in-
sight into such complex relations between the diverse groups in
Shanghai is also missing from the exhibition in Vienna, which
relegates the complex Shanghai context to the margins. Neither
institution attempted to explore the nuances of social dynamics
in the occupied city even though it is precisely through those in-
teractions that we can catch glimpses of the multifaceted human
experience of significant historical events.

The testimony of Eva P., cited earlier, revealed the distrust
that existed between the Jewish refugees and Chinese locals, but
if you listen further, that same testimony also pointed the way
toward acceptance:

The Chinese were by and large indifferent at first ... Up until
that point, a white man, they have neverreally ... You know,
especially the class that we were living with, the coolies,
the servants, you know, to be in such proximity. To find out
they were very human, too. So that changed things.°

It is arguably these kinds of accounts that offer a window into
the complexity and the gray areas wartime Shanghai signified
for its diverse inhabitants. However, for the museum in Shang-
hai, this complexity, though resulting in positive exchange, could
still challenge its claim of harmony. Similarly, in the case of the
Jewish Museum in Vienna, integrating the Chinese perspective
could risk decentralising the Jewish refugees from the story of
Shanghai.

Conclusion

While emerging from the same global surge of interest in the
exile of European Jewish refugees in Shanghai, the exhibitions of
the Shanghai Jewish Refugees History Museum and the Jewish
Museum Vienna articulate strikingly divergent narratives while
addressing the same historical episode, the former foreground-
ing Shanghai as a space of rescue, harmony, and the Chinese na-
tion’s moral leadership, and the latter presenting the city as a
refuge of last resort, one that was marked by hardship, disloca-
tion, and resilience. Rather than positioning one exhibition as
more “accurate” than the other, this comparative perspective
highlights above all how knowledge is produced through absence
as much as presence. The museum in Shanghai steers clear of ad-

60 Eva P. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-1677), Fortunoff Video Archive.
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dressing conflicts between the Chinese and the Jewish refugees
in Hongkou, thereby avoiding the potential questions they could
raise concerning the claim of racial and ethnic harmony present-
ed by the exhibition. The exhibition in Vienna largely bypasses
Chinese perspectives altogether, relegating them to the margins
and remaining focused on a narrative of resilience that stems al-
most solely from the perspective of European Jewish refugees in
Shanghai.

It would be, however, a mistake to claim that the lack of com-
plexity on the issue of Jewish exile in Asia is a phenomenon spe-
cific to these two institutions. Leaving out aspects that carry the
risk of unsettling the dominant narrative presented in an exhibi-
tion is a routine practice used in many different contexts not only
to maintain the clarity of the desired message but also to amplify
it. However, the tactical omissions discussed here serve as a re-
minder that it is important to approach historical exhibitions
with the knowledge that they often present only one perspective
out of many - a collection of fragments that form a more complete
portrait of a historical experience only when viewed together.
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