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The Holocaust a New History is a book comprised of research pieces combined with contemporary documents and first-hand testimony designed to appeal to both scholars and history enthusiasts. This is due to its focus on a point in history that is a popular start point for aspiring historians that is caused by the vast amounts of documentation and research that surrounds the Holocaust. The book is written by Laurence Rees, a former head of BBC history documentaries that focus predominantly on WWII[footnoteRef:1] with honorary doctorates from both the University of Sheffield and The Open university[footnoteRef:2]. His background as a head of BBC history documentaries causes his style to differ from other historians as the book is written as an extension of a previous documentary, taking testimony from both victims of the Holocaust as well as eyewitnesses that was given during filming and even some of the perpetrators[footnoteRef:3]. The book itself was published in 2017, two years after the documentary ‘Touched by Auschwitz’[footnoteRef:4], that was aired on Holocaust memorial day of that year to coincide with the launch of the ‘memory maker project’, a project about collecting accounts from living survivors of the Holocaust[footnoteRef:5]. The book itself is supposed to be an extension of the documentary that includes testimony from survivors, witnesses and perpetrators that was unable to be aired at the time due to time constraints[footnoteRef:6].  [1:  Daniel Snowman, ‘Laurence Rees’ (History Today, 2005)]  [2:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’ (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)]  [3:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, page XV (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)]  [4:  Laurence Rees, ‘Touched by Auschwitz’ (BBC, aired 27th January 2015) ]  [5:  Holocaust Memorial Day trust, ‘Holocaust survivor Eve Kugler meets poet Sarah Hesketh, https://www.hmd.org.uk/resource/holocaust-survivor-eve-kugler-meets-poet-sarah-hesketh-2/, accessed 23 September 2020 ]  [6:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, page XV (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)] 

A significant part of the first half of the book goes over the origins of the Nazi party, with the first seven chapters going over how they rose to power and how they were corrupted by Hitlers radical views.[footnoteRef:7] This book utilises in depth research about Germany during the inter war years alongside contemporary documents such as a letter written by Hitler in 1919[footnoteRef:8] to both show how the Nazis were able to seize power using economic crises and scapegoating rival political parties. It also shows how Hitler’s anti-Semitic agenda was around prior to his rise to power as the leader of the Nazi party and how he was able to impose that agenda onto first the party, and eventually Germany as a whole. This was done through the use of long standing anti-Semitic sentiments already present within Germany through their negative portrayal in popular publications at the time, war heroes that shared his views and scapegoating the Jews as a reason for the loss of WWI[footnoteRef:9]. The inclusion of said material makes it an excellent resource for scholars looking into the Holocaust and the reasons behind it as it clearly maps out the creation of the perception of the Jews as an internal rot in German society that caused the gradual normalisation of the persecution and then eventually eradication of the Jewish populations of areas under the control of Nazism. [7:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, pages 1-151 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)]  [8:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, page 1 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)]  [9:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, pages 1-151 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)] 

The latter half of the book deals with the systematic eradication of ethnic and Jewish populations that occurred within each territory the Nazis acquired during WWII[footnoteRef:10]. This is where a majority of the first hand testimony gathered is used as it conveys how civilians within these occupied territories were either incentivised or intimidated into assisting the Nazis in capturing these minority groups. These groups were either sent into camps to be eradicated or worked to death such as in the case of Poland[footnoteRef:11], forced into a death by starvation such as the case with the Slavic populations within the Soviet Union, which happened alongside the rounding up of Jewish populations to be shot[footnoteRef:12]. The initial parts of chapter 10 focus on Kaunas, a Lithuanian city.[footnoteRef:13] This is a perfect case study due to the fact that some areas were more than willing to comply with Nazi orders to round up the Jewish population as it meant liberation from the Soviet Union, as well as revenge, because the Jews were seen to have joined both the imposed Soviet government and police force.[footnoteRef:14] This was to the point that the Lithuanians were willing to eradicate the Jews themselves, although some of the testimonies recall that there were some people who were repulsed by the actions of the Nazis but were too fearful to speak out. [10:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, pages 151-403 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)]  [11:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, pages 295-314 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)]  [12:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, pages 205-241 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)]  [13:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, pages 206-208 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)]  [14:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, page 206 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)] 

Although the presence of first-hand testimony is one of the book’s most unique features, adding extra depth to the research by delving into the long term psychological effects of the Holocaust for those that witnessed and experienced it. The reliability of the accounts can be called into question as they were gathered from interviews performed decades after the events of the Holocaust took place, potentially leading to discrepancies regarding some of the details due to the degradation of memories over time. To counteract this the author has acknowledged the imperfect nature of the long-term memories of the people interviewed and as a result has cross referenced the testimonies given with contemporary documents that record the events described[footnoteRef:15] to ensure that all of the information given is as accurate as possible. [15:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, page 427 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)] 

Overall, the book can be best used as an overview of the events surrounding the Holocaust. This is due to the inclusion of events that occurred from 1919 to the start of the Holocaust surrounding the origins of the Nazi party and the build up of anti-Semitic sentiments within a post WWI Germany exacerbated by the scapegoating of the Jewish people as the people who failed the German army by avoiding frontline work and assisting in the signing of the Treaty of Versailles. This gives context as to how the Nazis were able to justify and normalise the events of the Holocaust. However any use of this book as a source for more precise events within the Holocaust should be assisted by contemporary sources and more focussed research documents to ensure that the information being used is as accurate as possible. The book assists in this by having a vast bibliography comprised of both specific documents and wide ranging databases that are ordered by chapter[footnoteRef:16] to allow for quick locating of sources for targeted research. [16:  Laurence Rees, ‘The Holocaust a New History’, pages 433-493 (Penguin Random House UK, 2017)] 
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