
 
 Statement from the Estonian Minister of Culture Laine Jänes on Holocaust Remembrance Day 

 

This year, 65 years has passed since the end of one of the most horrifying chapters in history — the 

Auschwitz death camp. The death camps built by the Nazi regime are symbols of the horrors that caused 

the suffering and death of people in all Nazi-occupied countries. At the same time, Auschwitz and many 

other extermination camps around the world are meaningful examples of how when hate comes into 

power, there may be just one small step separating a peaceful and advancing society from destruction.  

 

Let us remember how, before being occupied during World War II, Estonia offered vast opportunities for 

self-determination to all the people on its territory. The blossoming of Jewish cultural life was evident 

from the activities of numerous cultural associations and student organisations, as well as the active 

educational life. Its high point was in 1934, when the Jewish Studies Chair was established at the 

University of Tartu. The leader of the new chair was Lazar Gulkowitsch, who had fled from Leipzig, 

Germany to escape Nazi terror. During its six years of activity, the Jewish Studies Chair managed to leave 

a substantial mark on Estonia’s educational and cultural history. The work done there was recognised in 

a personal statement of thanks from Albert Einstein, who wished that this example of ethnic tolerance 

would earn much attention in Europe. At a time when the world was full of totalitarian desire and 

chauvinism and anti-Semitism was more the rule than the exception, his wish only partially came true. 

The occupations of Estonia by foreign powers that came about in the 40s discontinued such 

developments.  

 

The Republic of Estonia has repeatedly and with conviction condemned the crimes against humanity 

perpetrated by Hitler’s regime, as well as all other totalitarian and authoritarian regimes and their 

henchmen. Last summer the Estonian Parliament joined the appeal by the European Parliament and 

announced 23 August as the Day of Remembrance for Victims of All Totalitarian and Authoritarian 

Regimes. Last year on 23 August the young Russian composer Lera Auerbach’s grand work “Russian 

Requiem” was performed; the work is dedicated to the victims of oppression and war all over the world. 

Today we also bow our heads in mourning for all those who have died and suffered.  

 

Much has been done in today’s Estonia to record the tragic moments from our past and give meaning to 

what has happened. The Estonian International Commission for Investigating Crimes Against Humanity, 

or the Jakobson Commission, has given out two commendably thorough research publications that have 

broadened our knowledge of crimes against humanity in occupied Estonia. I’d like to thank the Estonian 

Jewish Community and the Tallinn Jewish School for their wonderful museum, which reflects the life of 

the Jewish community in Estonia with remarkable thoroughness, and I invite everybody to visit it. I also 

thank all those who have found opportunities to mark and put into order memorial locations tied to 

tragedies against humanity all over Estonia. We plan to continue doing this work. With this wish, which 

is also an appeal, I call on everyone to show their respect to the victims of the Holocaust. 
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