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Recent Disaster Museums and Monuments
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in the United States

—9.11 Memorial in New York City and the Newseum in Washingnton D.C. —

Elizabeth Maly

(Disaster Reduction and Human Renovation Inst. Researcher)

This paper introduces two recently created
museums and monuments that preserve,

memorialize, and exhibit information related to

natural and man-made disasters in the United States.

The National September 11 Memorial & Museum in
New York City is still under construction, and while
the Memorial is open to the public, the Museum is not
yet open. This memorial is considered in the context
of the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington D.C.
The Newseum in Washington D.C. is a new kind of

museum dedicated to news.

1. The National September 11 Memorial & Museum
The National September 11 Memorial & Museum
is located on the site of the World Trade Center in
New York City. The 9/11 Memorial occupies about
half of the 16 acre site, and includes two large
waterfalls and reflecting pools in the footprints of the
original WTC towers, and the Memorial Plaza with

more than 400 trees, which is intended to become an

ecological park space in the city. The plaza is actually
a green roof over the structure that houses the 9/11
Memorial Museum and other underground. The 9/11
Memorial Museum has 110,000 square feet of
exhibition space underground, and intends to tell the
story of 9/11 using multimedia, archives, narratives,
and artifacts. The museum is not yet open to the
public, but visitors can visit the Memorial, which was
dedicated on 9/11 2011 (the 10th anniversary of the
attacks), and open to the public on September 12,
2011. The Memorial includes two waterfalls and
reflecting pools in the footprints of the twin towers.
Instead of building that rise into the air, these pools
are deeply inverted into the ground, and water pours
down all four sides. Surrounding the pools is a wide
bronze railing, with the names cut out of each victim
of the attack on September 11, 2001 and also the 6
people who died in the attack on the WTC on
February 26, 1993. The victims’ names are carefully

organized, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Map of the 9/11 Memorial (left) and Memorial Guide to locate names (right)
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Figure 2. Left: the entrance to the 9/11 Museum, which is not yet open to the public. Most of the museum exhibition space is

underground, under the Memorial Plaza. Right: the Museum as seen across the North Pool.
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Figure 3. Names engraved in the bronze railing around the Pools.

The North Pool of the Memorial (in the footprint of
the North Tower), includes the people who died in the
North Tower, on Flight 11, and on February 26 1993.
The South Pool includes the names of those who died
in the South Tower, the first responders, those on
Flight 175, at the Pentagon, and on Flight 77 and
Flight 93. Family and friends can search for the

names of their loved ones using the touch screen

monitors on site.

2. U.S. Memorial Precedent: Vietnam Veteran’ s
Memorial Wall, designed by Maya Lin
The Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial Wall, part of the

Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial in Washington D.C.

Figure 4. The Vietnam Wall
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created a precedent for a memorial that is comprised
of primarily an indexed list of names. The Vietnam
War was very unpopular with much of the U.S. public,
and the Memorial Wall was also extremely
controversial at the time of its creation. Up until that
time, war memorial monuments were usually
figurative, for example depicting a soldier in battle.

Maya Lin was 21 year old architecture student at
Yale University when she won the design competition
for the Memorial Wall in 1981. Her design was simple
and abstract-- a stone wall embedded in the earth,
with the names of U.S. soldiers killed or missing in
the Vietnam War engraved chronologically, in order of
year.

The Wall is at a slight angle, so that in one
direction it faces the Washington Monument (Figure
4, left) and in the other the Lincoln memorial. The top
of the wall is at ground level, and the path for visitors
descends gradually along with the wall, which is 10
feet high at the center. The wall is made of a
reflective stone, so visitors see themselves reflected
along with the names.

The wall was constructed in 1982, with more than
58,000 names. Organized by year, the Wall also
includes a directory that friends and family can use
to local the name of their loved ones. In recent years,
volunteers have also created websites that can be
used to look up names. In the years since it was

constructed, criticism of the wall has faded, and it is a

popular site for visitors, and has become somewhat of
a shrine, with people leaving objects such as letters,
flowers, etc. The Vietnam Wall signified a new
direction in thinking about how to create a
monument to honor the dead, and an emphasis on the

primacy of the list of names.

3. The Newseum, Washington D.C.

The Newseum is a 250,000 square foot museum of
news in Washington D.C., which presents news
history, using a combination of artifacts and archival
information and objects. (Figure 5)

Exhibits include archival newspapers, with
headlines from each year, including disaster events
(Figure 6), and an exhibit on reporting on conflict and
disaster, and in the conflict and disaster exhibit, a
handwritten newspaper from Ishinomaki after the
Great East Japan Earthquake (Figure 6, right).

Throughout the exhibits, artifacts (objects as well
as newspapers) are used to explain exhibits about
news events, such as international coverage of the
9.11 attacks (Figure 7). While the Newseum is not
exclusively a disaster museum, it includes various
disaster-related exhibits, and creative ways of
curating them as part of news history.

For more information about the museums
discussed in this article, please visit the 9/11

Memorial Website www.911memorial.org and the

Newseum Website www.newseum.org.

Figure 5. The exhibits at the Newseum combine artifacts and other media. Left: a watchtower from the Berlin Wall, middle:

the truck and other objects used by reporters in war zones, and right: video footage of Hurricane Katrina.
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Figure 6. The Newseum’s exhibit of news history displays front pages of world newspapers with historic headlines.

Lower right: handwritten Ishinomaki newspaper

Figure 7. Exhibits related to 9/11. Left: wreckage of the World Trade Center, Center: artifacts that belonged

to a camera man killed on the site, and Right: related photography and video exhibits.
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