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Holocaust Memorial Day 

 

Holocaust Memorial Day is an annual event that takes place on or around 27th January 

every year – the anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz death camp in 1945. Since 

the beginning of this century, the day has been marked in the UK and around the world. It is 

an opportunity to commemorate, remember and learn from that terrible and tragic episode 

in recent human history. According to the Holocaust Memorial Day Trust (HMDT),  the 

activities associated with the day provide… 

‘a meaningful opportunity for attendees to consider how we can all make our society a 

better place today, free from hatred, prejudice and discrimination.’ 

 If you are thinking of organising your own HMD event, we suggest that you look at the 

huge range of resources available from HMDT. But we also want to share with you our 

experience of organising very successful events over the last 15 years. Though we have 

done so specifically for Cambridge, what we have learnt should be useful for any group 

thinking about starting their own annual event.  

 

 



 Should I organize an event? 

 

Before we look at some practical tips, let’s begin by addressing some questions you may 

have.  

Q: I don’t know enough about the Holocaust to run an event for HMD. 

A: Though the mass murder of Jews as part of Nazi racial policy from 1941 to 1945 is a vast 

and complex area, no one expects you to be an expert on the subject. Simple acts of 

remembrance and commemoration and a devotion to learning from those terrible times is 

enough of a driver towards a successful HMD event.  

 Q: Where can I find out more about the Holocaust and subsequent genocides?  

A: The HMDT website has a huge number of resources all which are age related and highly 

accessible. As well as having good resources for schools and communities they also choose 

an annual theme which can help to focus the planning of an event however large or small. 

 Q: I am not Jewish. 

A: Though the Holocaust led to the murder of six million Jewish men, women and children, 

you certainly do not have to be Jewish to remember this sad history. It is incumbent on all 

of us to learn from the past – in order to ensure such things are not repeated.  

Most of our HMD team in Cambridge were not Jewish by the way.  

 Q: Where can I find a keynote speaker? 

A: If you would like to find a Holocaust survivor or educator as your main speaker, contact 

the Holocaust Educational Trust who should be able to help you. Or you could have a 

speaker who works for another organisation. In the past we have had visiting speakers from 

the Police to discuss hate crime, Amnesty International or charities such as The Aegis Trust.  



Second or third generation Jewish people may also be willing to talk about their own family 

history. 

 

First Things to Consider 

 

Organising an HMD event is a challenge but an exciting one. Begin by thinking about your 

potential audience. This will affect choice of venue, the tone and content of your event.  

One of the first things to consider is who would be involved in the planning and execution 

of your event? How much help you have or how many members in the team will help to 

decide on the scale of the event. 

Try to choose helpers who will bring different skills to the process -– events management, 

marketing and publicity, hospitality, education, technical know-how for microphones etc. 

Of course all of this depends on your vision of HMD. The event does not have to be grand 

scale – it can range from a simple candle lighting ceremony and readings to a much larger 

event with keynote speakers and creative responses from local schools and artists etc.  

 

 



Your Audience 

 

We have always begun by asking who to invite. 

Will you include local schools and if so what age groups? If you have primary schools in the 

audience, think about age-appropriate content. You should never show graphic images for 

any age group. To do so would be disrespectful to the victims of the Holocaust and it is not 

a good idea to try to shock an audience.  

On the same note always ensure that you know quite clearly the content of any 

contributor. We have often supported speakers with the writing of their ‘script’ and have 

tried to avoid too much ad-libbing or Q and As that could lead you down a route more 

suitable for a discussion evening rather than a memorial event. 

The audience will also  dictate the length of the event. We have found that 75 minutes is 

plenty of time. We have never had an interval which we feel can break the atmosphere you 

have worked hard to create.  

Think about inviting faith groups across the local area. We have always had a good response 

from churches, synagogues, mosques and temples. Also think about uniformed 

organisations, clubs, societies and so on. 

We have found the more diverse the audience, the more successful the event will be.  

 



 The Venue 

 

There is a lot to consider here if you do not have access to a very obvious place. 

• Where might you hold the event?  

• Is there a cost?  

• Will it be big enough for your expected audience or is it too big?  

• Is there parking?  

• Will it be accessible to all?  

• You will need front of house people and stewards  

• Will you need security or a presence from the St John’s Ambulance? 

Book the space many months in advance and make sure that your booking includes time for 

set up and any rehearsal time.  

If you can fit in a rehearsal with the technical equipment and some or all of the participants, 

that would be really useful. It is nice to offer even experienced speakers a chance to walk 

the space and a sound check where necessary. 

What are your technical requirements?  

We have always found that however small the venue, a microphone and basic P.A. system 

not only ensures that the audience can hear every word, but the amplification provides a 

necessary focus for the audience’s attention.  

 Is there a stage? How will it be lit? Who will operate the lights?  

If using candles, who will light them and who will ensure that all safety regulations are met? 

Don’t forget to check with the venue about their policy on naked flames.  

Think through how this event will be staged from the opening to the very end of  the event.  



 

 Programming 

 

Putting on a memorable, powerful and thought-provoking programme is not as hard as it 

sounds. In some ways we have always found the simpler the better.  

But ask yourself:  

What local resources have you got?  

Did the Holocaust have an impact on your area? Perhaps Jewish refugees stayed in the area 

during the war?  

Think about booking a survivor speaker (or the child of a survivor) from the Holocaust 

Educational Trust. 

Speakers could also talk about current refugee issues, hate crimes, racial prejudice and 

other genocides which followed the Holocaust era.  

In our HMD programming we have invited survivors of the genocide in Rwanda and Bosnia, 

and people representing disadvantaged communities. You may wish to invite 

representatives from the police and NGOs.  

If you can manage a high-profile speaker then this comes with a few extra requirements 

and you will need to be in good and regular contact with them or their representatives to 

make sure everything is in place and as expected by them. When we have done this in the 

past we always allocated one person to be the VIP host and, if possible, have a separate 

green room as a base for them. 

You may wish to invite the local mayor or other dignitaries to welcome the audience and 

say why HMD is important to them.  



We have always found the most powerful elements of HMD to be personal stories. We 

have invited former Kindertransport children, concentration camp survivors and historians 

who specialise in this field. Equally poignant is the presence of older school students who 

may have visited Auschwitz as youth ambassadors.  

If there are stories that you want to tell but the actual people are not available or reluctant 

to speak publicly consider using people to speak on their behalf.  We have used actors 

(amateur or professional), students or other members of the family. 

It is also a good idea to include creative responses. In the past we have drawn on local 

people who can interpret their feelings about HMD in terms of  dance, live music, 

commissioned pieces, choirs, drama, poetry and visual arts. Sometimes as part of the main 

event but sometimes as a satellite event, of which more later. 

Think about inviting faith groups across the local community. Make it as inclusive as 

possible. HMD, we found, is and should be for everyone. Its lessons are universal.  

 

 Stage Managing the Event 

 

It is crucial to think carefully about how you are going to stage your event. It is a good idea 

to have a presenter or presenters who can hold the programme together.  

Also don’t forget this is a Memorial Day. So think what element you will have to honour this 

main reason for the very existence of the day.  

We have always used candle lighting as part of our evening. Tea lights in large sand trays on 

a nicely set up table with some flowers that people can come and light on arrival, so they 

burn brightly throughout the event.  



We have also printed the names of genocide victims on small cards that people can take 

away as they light their candle to remember one specific person for the evening and 

beyond. 

We have also had a memorial ‘tree’ with cards for people to write on and remember people 

known to them or you could have an in-memoriam book to sign. We have done all of those 

things and found that the audience really engages with a physical act such as lighting a 

candle or taking the name of a victim of the Holocaust.  

If you cannot manage the whole audience lighting a candle each, we have also had a 

smaller number of larger candles ‘on stage’ and asked specific representatives to light one 

on behalf of a group or to commemorate a genocide etc.  

Whatever you decide, candles have come to be a poignant and almost essential part of 

HMD. 

 

 Publicity and Marketing 

 

If you want your event to be open to the general public then you will need to think about 

how they will hear about your event. 

It is important to tell your community about the HMD event. Local media loves local stories. 

Be sure to send a press release (it doesn’t have to be anything too fancy) a few weeks 

before the day. Photographs are always welcomed by the press and media. And don’t 

forget local radio.  

You can also upload details of your event on the HMDT website.  

If budget allows, consider designing posters to put in local libraries and community spaces. 



 On the Day 

 

Comfort and safety are vital for all who come to the event. Have someone in charge of the 

doors ensuring that people are only allowed in when the space is fully ready to welcome 

guests.  

Make sure the invited speakers are comfortable. Have water ready for them on the podium 

or table. Make sure you do sound checks and that all tech works before any of the general 

public are allowed into the memorial space.  

Don’t forget your staff or volunteers. Build in breaks if the day is long and make sure they 

have somewhere safe for their personal belongings and to change clothes etc. if necessary. 

You might want or need all staff to be recognisable with a lanyard or a badge of some kind. 

First impressions count. We always had music playing, lighting set at an appropriate level, 

something to look at on a projected screen and enough stewards to help people to their 

seats or find the loos etc.  

Do have a seating plan for VIPs and contributors so that they can have easy access to the 

‘stage’. Even if you have a choir singing it is much better if they sit together and have a clear 

path to their performance place. It really helps to have someone aware of who has 

reserved seats and in charge of taking these people to their seats. Also make sure that 

these guests have told you in advance if they have a plus one so they can be together. 

It would be good to have a printed programme if your budget runs to it. We always did and 

we found it was very much welcomed by the audience. It gives you the chance to thank 

people or any sponsors and the chance to print song words that might need translation or a 

small article about your themes and thoughts. 



Make sure the ending of the event is suitably dignified and ends the programme with quiet 

reflection. We always kept lights low and background music playing until the very last 

audience member left the auditorium.  

We have often recorded the event, usually just for archive purposes. If you choose to do 

this make sure that you get permission from everyone who features in your film. If schools 

and other young people are involved, you must liaise with school staff to ensure that school 

policies and individual circumstances are taken into account. Do this well in advance as it 

may affect their choice of which young people to bring along. 

 

  After the event 

 

If your venue and your budget allow, offer refreshments to the participants and the 

audience. Having an informal half hour or so after the main event is a really lovely way to 

allow people to reflect on what they have heard and seen.  

We have managed venues where we have had to bring in caterers, even if just for tea and 

coffee and cake, and also venues that offer to open their bar for the audience in which case 

your budget will not be affected unless they charge for staff costs. 

You could consider having a guest book in the space for people to write their reflections in. 

Do make sure you have a clear get-out time if you are in a hired space and stick to it, so you 

do not incur wrath or additional costs. 

 



 Satellite Events 

 

You may wish to organise supporting events around HMD. In the past we have offered a 

weeklong set of events some of which, of necessity, need to be very light touch in terms of 

organisation. 

MOVIES A suitably themed movie that can be shown in conjunction with a local cinema was 

always included in our programme. It is nice to invite older school pupils to this and if 

possible, ask someone to give a very short introductory talk and host a Q & A after the film. 

MUSIC EVENTS Inviting local musicians, music groups, school music departments to put 

together an evening of appropriate music can be a lovely and reflective time. It is especially 

nice if the music pieces are introduced and put into a relevant context. We have used music 

composed by Holocaust victims or survivors and have even commissioned pieces by young 

local composers. 

DANCE This started for us when a local sixth form student heard a talk by a Holocaust 

survivor and was inspired to write a piece of music. We wanted to tell the story other than 

through a talk particularly as it was one that our usual audience had heard before. As we 

were in good contact with a local sixth form college with an excellent dance department, 

we suggested that they might like to interpret the story through dance. Anka’s Ballet was 

born and ended up as, not only a beautiful and successful tribute for our event, but a well-

received show at The Edinburgh Festival.  

We went on to feature dance in nearly all future events. 

THEATRE Plays and drama are a huge part of what we do. It can be used so effectively to 

share a story or a message. We have written and produced several plays of our own over 

the years and usually have a full showing of the entire piece on a separate evening with a 

trailer or extract at our HMD event. 



We have also invited other performers to bring their work to our HMD programme. If we 

know of a play on a relevant theme that is currently ready to perform, we have invited the 

company to a Cambridge venue and added them to our programme. Once or twice we have 

supported the production more actively with a venue but other times a mutual ‘publicity 

partnership’ has worked well. 

TALKS AND DISCUSSION GROUPS Many times over the years we have found that a speaker 

that we want to feature has too much to say for the HMD event or warrants a fair bit of 

discussion. We have organised evening talks at small venues where the audience can be 

more involved by questioning the speaker. Local colleges or faith communities are often 

willing to share rooms for such talks. You will need to check for any tech as many speakers 

like a screen and projector from which to run a PowerPoint or other presentation. 

YOUTH SYMPOSIUM For several years we ran really successful sessions for Key Stage 3 

students and sixth formers. We used an expert facilitator alongside some of our own 

resources to run a full afternoon workshop. Topics have been varied but usually focus on 

questions and dilemmas raised by the subject of genocide. We even managed a live link up 

with a human rights lawyer in the UN International Criminal Court in The Hague one year. 

All this depends on your scope and resources. It is totally up to you. We always liked to 

offer a range of events at various venues to include as diverse an ‘audience’ as possible. 

We have decided, after making a few mistakes along the way, that it is best to have your 

additional events AFTER the main memorial event. This way you can publish details in your 

programme and build a good audience for everything you do. 

 

Gathering Feedback/After the Event 

 



It is always good practice to ask organisers to meet up sometime after the event and 

discuss what worked and what could be improved. We always found there was so much to 

learn. 

Do remember to formally thank people who have contributed to your event and maybe 

find a way to gather contact information to build a mailing list for future years. Remember 

to follow all the GDPR rules! 

 

We wish you every success in planning future events! 

 

Useful Links 

Holocaust Memorial Day Trust   hmd.org.uk 

Holocaust Educational Trust   het.org.uk                                                        

Keystage Arts and Heritage   keystage.org  
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