
 
 

Lesson: Memorializing Tragedy 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
In this lesson, students explore how tragedies, such as the 2008 earthquake that 
devastated China’s mountain city of Beichuan, are or can be memorialized in a 
sensitive, inclusive and meaningful manner through museums, landmarks and other 
types of memorials.  
 
The video clips provided with this lesson are from Fallen City, a film by director Qi Zhao 
that explores the lives of three families who survived, but suffered terrific losses during 
the devastating 2008 earthquake that destroyed the mountain city of Beichuan. While 
the city is being rebuilt, the journey from the ruined old city of Beichuan to the new 
Beichuan nearby is long and heartbreaking for the survivors. They struggle with loss—
most strikingly the loss of children and grandchildren—and feelings of loneliness, fear 
and dislocation that no amount of propaganda can disguise. First-time director Qi Zhao 
offers an intimate look at a country torn between tradition and modernity. 
 
POV offers a lending library of DVDs that you can borrow anytime during the school 
year—FOR FREE! Get started by joining our Community Network.  
 
OBJECTIVES 
By the end of this lesson, students will: 
 

• Differentiate among various types of museums, landmarks, memorials and so on 
• Assess the impact of museums and memorials that center on disasters and 

tragedies 
• Examine different points of view regarding the role of museums and landmarks in 

memorializing tragedy and disasters 
• Articulate how museums and similar institutions can best memorialize disasters 

and tragedies 
• Formulate ideas for a venue that memorializes disasters, tragedies and related 

themes 
 
GRADE LEVELS 
9-12 
 
SUBJECT AREAS 
Language Arts, Social Studies, Current Events 
 



MATERIALS  
• Internet access and equipment to show the class online video  
• LCD projector 
• Self-adhesive chart paper 
• Masking or painter’s tape 
• Oak tag or chart paper cut into strips; on each strip, write a statement or question 

listed on the Quotation Sheet (use all or select a few). Post the strips around the 
classroom. (ALTERNATIVE METHOD: Small groups read and discuss the 
statements/questions, distributed as a document.) 
 

ESTIMATED TIME NEEDED 
One 50-minute class period (though extended time may be helpful to delve more deeply 
into the topic) 
 
FILM CLIPS  
 
Clip 1: Getting Away From That (Length: 2:39) 
This clip begins at 1:05:54 with a text card that reads, “Mr. Peng and his wife lived in 
Beichuan.” It ends at 1:08:33 with Mr. Peng saying, “She left town to get away from 
that.” 
 
Clip 2: Never Forget My Father (Length: 2:59) The clip begins at 11:08:44 with Hong 
saying, “A stepfather cannot be the real father.” It ends at 1:11:43 when Hong says, 
“Because they are just some man to man things.” 
 
Clip 3: The Doll Cheers Me Up (Length 1:37) The clip begins at 1:12:09 with Li Guihua 
saying, “I think I have seen through life already.” It ends at 01:13:46 when Li Guihua 
says, “The doll cheers me up.” 
 
Clip 4: Earthquake Aftermath as Museum (Length: 0:42) The clip begins at 01:42:35 
with a text card that reads, “The old Beichuan becomes the earthquake museum.” It 
ends at 01:43:17 with a broadcast voice saying, “With the support of our society, 
residents here are embracing a better future.” 
 
Clip 5: Rebuilding (Length: 0:43)  
The clip begins at 01:14:37 with News 60-Minute broadcasting, “The May 12th 
earthquake destroyed Beichuan City.” It ends at 01:15:20 with the statement “As the 
new city grows, people can look forward to a promising new life.” 
 
Clip 6: Brand New (Length: 0:40) The clip begins at 01:19:24 with a newscaster 
saying, “A brand new Beichuan city covers 38.7 square miles.” It ends at: 01:20:04 with 
the statement “Tax is around 200 million yuan, which is three times that of the old 
Beichuan.” 
 



Clip 7: Community No More? (Length: 0:22) The clip begins 01:20:06 with Li Guihua 
asking “Which way shall we go?” It ends at 01:20:28, when a neighbor says, “We’ll 
never see it again.” 
 
ACTIVITY 
 

1. Ask each student to name a favorite museum, landmark, or memorial and 
describe its primary focus. Chart their contributions in a way that categorizes 
themes. Discuss with students the various types and focal points of museums, 
landmarks and memorials. 
 

2. Have students reflect on how they interact with museums, landmarks and 
memorials that highlight tragedies, natural disasters and other emotion-provoking 
and sometimes hard-to-fathom occurrences. Prompts:  

• How do you feel?  
• What do you learn?  
• How are the exhibits and displays at these institutions different from 

those you have seen in other types of museums? 
 

3. Tell students they are going to spend a few minutes learning about the aftermath 
of the 2008 earthquake in China that destroyed the mountain city of Beichuan. 
Provide additional details about the catastrophe and the film’s focus. 

 
4. Distribute and review with students the graphic organizer Memorializing Tragedy. 

Tell students that as they watch the clips, they should take notes in response to 
the chart’s descriptors, or they can fill in grid sections after each clip.  
 

5. Show Clip 1: Getting Away From That (Length: 2:39); Clip 2: Never Forget My 
Father (Length: 2:59); and Clip 3: The Doll Cheers Me Up (Length 1:37). Briefly 
review with students the thoughts they noted on their charts.  

 
6. Show Clip 4: Earthquake Aftermath as Museum (Length: 1:22). Additionally, 

share images from the museum: www.amusingplanet.com/2014/06/beichuan-
preserved-ruins-of-earthquake.html  

 
7. Probe with students their thoughts about and response to the earthquake 

museum in Beichuan. Sample prompts:  
• Is creating a museum like this the right thing to do? Explain. 
• Why memorialize a tragedy in this way? Why would someone choose to 

keep the ruins as a museum? 
• Does the museum make heard the voices of those affected by the 

disaster? Explain why or why not. 
• Does the museum reflect the true stories of victims and survivors? How? 

 
8. Instruct students to move around the room and read the various statements and 

questions posted. Give them 5 to 10 minutes to read and reflect. After students 



have read each card, ask each of them to stand near the statement/question that 
most closely reflects his or her thoughts on how to memorialize tragedies and to 
be prepared to share why he or she connects with that selection. (If time permits, 
share with students some websites depicting the range of museums and 
memorials that center on difficult themes. Include the recently created National 
September 11 Memorial and Museum in New York City.) 

 
9. Point out that, as students probably noticed when reading the quotations, having 

museums and similar institutions present tragedies and disasters is sometimes a 
point of contention. Ask the students what they believe should be reflected in an 
exhibit, museum or memorial that is centered on a tragedy or disaster and how to 
include the different voices in the creation of such memorials. Share with 
students the following quote from a blog post about a panel discussion at the 
2012 American Alliance of Museums conference that raises the question of the 
purpose of memorialization: 
 

And a question for us about what the take-away message of 
memorials and memorial museums could or should be. As a 
group, we tried to puzzle out an answer. The first phase of a 
project might be memorialization, often driven by what the 
victims feel is appropriate. The second might be education—
just that our audiences gain basic knowledge and facts. But 
the third stage is how we inspire action, how to ensure that 
we, as individuals, as I somewhat inelegantly phrased it, 
make a decision about whether we are Oskar Schindler or 
wimps. 
Source: http://uncatalogedmuseum.blogspot.com/2012/05/memorials-museums-
and-future-because.html  

 
Discuss with students, using some or all of the following prompts: 
 

• Is a museum or landmark an appropriate tool to memorialize tragedies? 
• If yes, what should the focus be? If the focus should be education, toward 

what end goal? If the focus should be thinking about the victims, what is 
the purpose of thinking about the victims? For example, is it designed to 
prevent this from happening again? 

• Should there be an admission fee? If yes, where should that money go? 
• Should there be a gift shop?  
• Should this type of museum or landmark exist at all? What are other ways 

to think about the tragedy, to bring people together, to make reparations 
and so on? 

 
Ask students whether they will now approach these and other types of museums 
and memorials with a more critical eye toward messaging, purpose and design. 

 
10. Choose one of the following two tasks: 
 



• OPTION A: Have student groups revisit the Beichuan memorial to discuss how it 
might be designed or focused differently, or how the one that is in place might be 
built upon to ensure that it reflects and includes the various historic, communal, 
individual, political and familial perspectives raised in the film. Students can write 
their ideas and/or draw their designs on chart paper.  
 

• OPTION B: Ask students to discuss/design some type of memorial (physical or 
otherwise) representing a tragedy, disaster or related event in their community or 
elsewhere (for example, the Boston Marathon bombing), or rethink museums, 
memorials or similar institutions in their communities. Students can write their 
ideas and/or draw their designs on chart paper. 

 
11. Invite groups to share their design thoughts, noting which elements they considered 

and included in their models.  
 
EXTENSIONS  
 
Rebuilding and Recovery: The Human Perspective 
Students explore the human element of tragedies, delving into what it means to rebuild 
and recover as a person and the elements that are at the core of such personal 
regeneration.  
 
Discuss with students: 
 

• What is the range of trauma people experience during a tragedy or disaster? 
How do people exhibit that trauma? 

• How do people recover from tragedies and trauma? 
• What is important when it comes to moving through the recovery process? What 

happens if proper support and guidance are absent? 
 
Sources to inform guide instruction and learning: 
 

• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: Disaster Recovery—An 
Emotional Response 

• http://blogs.cdc.gov/publichealthmatters/2012/07/an-emotional-response/  
Child-to-Child Trust: Helping Children Affected by Natural Disasters 
http://www.child-to-child.org/disaster/  

• Substance Abuse and Mental health Services Administration: Disaster 
Distress: Earthquakes 
http://disasterdistress.samhsa.gov/disasters/earthquakes.aspx  

 
The Importance of Community 
Students can discuss the role of community in individuals’ lives and what happens when 
community is lost, either through a natural disaster or through other situations that 
separate a person from the community to which he or she was closest.  
 



Have students consider how a community can be rebuilt in ways that balance history 
with newness, the latter a result of actual physical rebuilding. Show Clip 5: Rebuilding 
(Length: 0:43); Clip 6: Brand New (Length: 0:40); and Clip 7: Community  No More? 
(Length: 0:22). 
 
Probe: How can the past and current community be joined? How can those who have 
lost a community contribute to its rebuilding?  
 
Students can examine the rebuilding of Beichuan after the earthquake and whether a 
balance of past and present was achieved. They also can reflect on other events, such 
as Hurricane Katrina, Hurricane Sandy and the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in Japan. 
The following sites speak to the issue of rebuilding devastated communities: 
 

• Wilson Center: After the Disaster: Rebuilding Communities 
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/after-the-disaster-rebuilding-communities  

• Herald Sun: “‘Focus on Community’ After Natural Disasters” 
http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/breaking-news/focus-on-community-after-
natural-disasters/story-e6frf7jx-1226158663208  

 
 
Memorials and Meaning 
Students can research local, regional, national and/or international memorials 
(museums and beyond) to learn why they were created and what they memorialize. Ask 
students to compare and contrast the various ways these memorials have dealt with the 
events that inspired them, including presentation, admission fees and gift shops. 
 
RESOURCES 
 
921 Earthquake Museum of Taiwan 
http://www.921emt.edu.tw/e_content/about/about02.aspx  
 
The Atlantic: “Sichuan Earthquake: Five Years Later” 
http://www.theatlantic.com/infocus/2013/05/sichuan-earthquake-five-years-later/100513/ 
 
The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake Memorial Disaster Reduction and Human 
Renovation Institution 
http://www.dri.ne.jp/english/kanran/index.html  
 
International Council of Museums (ICOM): Disaster Site Museums 
http://archives.icom.museum/pdf/E_news2005/extra_n.2.pdf  
 
MassLive.com: “Boston Strong 2014: City Grapples with How to Memorialize 
Tragedy of 2013 Boston Marathon Bombings” 
http://www.masslive.com/news/boston/index.ssf/2013/12/remembering_tragedy_boston
_gra.html  
 



STANDARDS 
 
Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects 
(http://www.corestandards.org/assets/CCSSI_ELA%20Standards.pdf) 
 

SL.9-10.1 Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups and teacher-led) with diverse partners on 
grades 9-10 topics, texts and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly and persuasively. 
 
SL.11-12.1 Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups and teacher-led) with diverse partners on 
grades 11–12 topics, texts and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly and persuasively. 

 
SL.9-10.2 Integrate multiple sources of information presented in diverse media or 
formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively, orally) evaluating the credibility and 
accuracy of each source. 
 
SL.11-12.2 Integrate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats 
and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, orally) in order to make informed 
decisions and solve problems, evaluating the credibility and accuracy of each 
source and noting any discrepancies among the data. 

 
RI.11-12.3 Analyze a complex set of ideas or sequence of events and explain 
how specific individuals, ideas or events interact and develop over the course of 
the text. 

 
RI.9-10.7 Analyze various accounts of a subject told in different mediums (e.g., a 
person’s life story in both print and multimedia), determining which details are 
emphasized in each account. 
 
RI.11-12.7 Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in 
different media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as well as in words in 
order to address a question or solve a problem. 
 

Content Knowledge: (http://www.mcrel.org/standards-benchmarks/) a compilation of 
content standards and benchmarks for K-12 curriculum by McREL (Mid-continent 
Research for Education and Learning). 
 

Behavioral Studies, Standard 1: Understands that group and cultural influences 
contribute to human development, identity and behavior 
 
Behavioral Studies, Standard 4: Understands conflict, cooperation and 
interdependence among individuals, groups and institutions 



 
Family/Consumer Sciences: Living Environments, Standard 6: Understand how 
knowledge and skills related to living environments affect the well-being of 
individuals, families and society 

 
Arts and Communication, Role of Culture, Standard 4: Understands ways in 
which the human experience is transmitted and reflected in the arts and 
communication 
 
Working with Others, Benchmark 2: Works cooperatively within a group to 
complete tasks, achieve goals and solve problems 
 
Working with Others, Benchmark 10: Actively listens to the ideas of others and 
asks clarifying questions 
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Memorializing Tragedy 

 
As you watch the clips, consider: 
 

1. Who the victims/survivors are 
2. The loss each experienced (this can include family, friends, home, community, 

sense of belonging and even the decline of existing relationships—anything that 
the individual has lost as a result of the earthquake) 

3. The impact of the loss described above 
4. How the individuals cope and negotiate their lives post-earthquake (think about 

such facets as friends, family, love, counseling, work, hope and visiting the site) 
 

 
1. Victim/ 
Survivor 

2. Loss  
Experienced 

3. Impact 4. Coping  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 



 
Quotation Sheet 

 
Beichuan 
 
In addition to a brand new museum and memorial wall naming the >80,000 who lost 
their lives, the memorial includes the entire destroyed city of Beichuan, its crumbled and 
crumbling remains propped up and preserved to serve as a reminder of the tragic 
intersection of tectonics and society. 
Source: http://blogs.agu.org/tremblingearth/2013/06/05/chinas-earthquake-ruins-a-memorial-ghost-town/  
 
The city of [Beichuan] bore the brunt of these losses. But, throughout the museum, 
there are many signs telling the heroic stories of how the survivors rallied together to re-
open roads and communications and got essential services running again so that 
rescue workers could reach this city so the survivors could be rescued. 
Source: http://china.myotherwebsite.com/bei-chuan-earthquake-museum.html  
 
The founding of the earthquake museum touches on issues of remembrance and the 
commemoration of tragic events. By visiting such museums and memorials, do people 
affected by this (or other unpredictable natural disasters) experience cathartic release 
from their loss? As a preserved site of negative heritage, does Beichuan withhold the 
collective negative memory of an unavoidable catastrophe and offer a place for healing 
and reconciliation? Or will it forever be somewhere to avoid? 
Source: http://cultureinperil.blogspot.com/2011/01/new-museum-memorializes-sichuan.html  
 
Rationale for Memorialization  
 
Tragic as these sites are, they tend to be well done monuments for a mixture of somber 
reflection and illuminating education. What better way to learn about earthquakes than 
to go see one frozen in time? 
Source: http://blogs.agu.org/tremblingearth/2013/06/05/chinas-earthquake-ruins-a-memorial-ghost-town/ 
 
Does it do any good to memorialize disasters such as 9/11? Do monuments to grief and 
endless anniversary remembrances re-traumatize us or strengthen our resilience? 
Source: http://www.webmd.com/mental-health/features/why-memorialize-disasters  
 
“Very often, the only way to remember is to create some kind of space. Altars, for 
example, or those roadside places where people put up crosses or icons or flowers. It is 
a way to say we respect and will not forget the dead.” 
Source: http://www.webmd.com/mental-health/features/why-memorialize-disasters  
 
In a culture where death is sanitized and often left to hospitals and hospice centers 
away from people’s daily lives, death made public by tragedy fascinates people enough 
to make memorial sites a popular stopping point on otherwise fun-filled vacations. 
Source: http://www.cnn.com/2012/04/24/travel/memorial-tourism/  
 
“The people who are memorialized are the unlucky ones,” DePrey said via e-mail. “They 
died without choice. Those of us who live on have a responsibility to ensure that the 



reasons for those deaths are not swept under the rug of inconvenient history. We 
identify the need to acknowledge that something terrible happened in our history. 
Memorials remind us not just of who the heroes are, but why we consider them heroes.” 
Source: http://www.cnn.com/2012/04/24/travel/memorial-tourism/  
 
Memorialization as Tourism 
 
“Dark tourism [travel to sites where death or suffering has occurred or been 
memorialized] simply provides a modern means in which the death of others can be 
consumed at a distance and in safe and socially sanctioned environments. This, 
combined with increasing academic and media spotlights on the commercialization of 
death, is why dark tourism might be so popular.” 
Source: http://www.cnn.com/2012/04/24/travel/memorial-tourism/  
 
So out of remnants and recollections emerges a kind of coherence: the memorial as 
story. Maybe that is the point. Museums, once repositories of a culture’s sacral 
visions—temples erected to pay homage to a civilization’s beliefs, collections and 
creations—have taken on other functions. The approach here almost inverts the 
traditional model with its timeless aspirations: It creates a museum of experience. It is 
devoted not to history but to something much more personal and immediate: memory. 
And in keeping with its devotion to experience, it tries to become an experience itself. 
Source: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/25/arts/design/recalling-sept-11-by-inverting-a-museums-usual-
role.html?_r=0  
 
This memorial proliferation is also accompanied by flaws, and on the National Mall, they 
run deep. These memorials can elevate the trivial and undercut the significant; their 
styles often embrace kitsch, sentimentality or banality. Few suggest what a national or 
public memorial might be. Most seem designed for current constituencies rather than 
future citizenry. 
Source: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/25/arts/design/recalling-sept-11-by-inverting-a-museums-usual-
role.html?_r=0  
 
Gift Shops 
 
We hardly ever keep “souvenirs” from sad events, perhaps because we don’t want or 
need reminders. This very topic has caused a firestorm of public outcry recently 
concerning the 9-11 museum. The museum does have a gift shop, a sort of souvenir 
stop offering various items. Families of victims have been offended by this 
“commercialization” of the museum and claim that it violates the sacred nature of the 
museum. 
Source: http://articles.sun-sentinel.com/2014-05-27/florida-jewish-journal/fl-jjps-yaakov-0528-20140527_1_coffee-
mug-gift-shop-memorial-day  



 
While we can now understand their feelings there is another issue to consider and, yes, 
it does concern money. Every museum ever built for any purpose has a gift shop. The 
money generated there is essential to maintaining what is a non-profit enterprise. I think 
that it is our perception that often dictates our reaction—we would find nothing wrong 
with an art museum selling posters or coffee mugs but the thought of a 9-11 coffee mug 
feels different. I think that difference is our inner voice that says “this is a place of 
tragedy not to be made trivial or like ‘every place else.’” That is a healthy difference and 
I only wish that sense of difference came to us more often. 
Source: http://articles.sun-sentinel.com/2014-05-27/florida-jewish-journal/fl-jjps-yaakov-0528-20140527_1_coffee-
mug-gift-shop-memorial-day  
 
I can cope with the average gift shop attached to the average museum. But even in our 
society, there should still be a short list of things [that] just shouldn’t be for sale. Elected 
offices and mass graves from a national tragedy should be on that short list. That’s 
where the gift shopping of America should stop and the public interest should prevail. 
Source: http://www.brennancenter.org/blog/america-one-big-private-gift-shop  
 


