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Summary of ‘”This is Proof”? Forensic Evidence and Ambiguous Material Culture at Treblinka Extermination Camp’ by Caroline Sturdy Colls & Michael Branthwaite.

The authors excavated the previously untouched concentration camp at Treblinka, then set out to create an interdisciplinary exhibition which had their finds artistically interpreted for the public to have a more thorough understanding of the victims and the site itself.
It was thought that there was no material proof of an extermination camp in Treblinka, as the forensic investigators who looked over the site shortly after the war had determined the Nazis had destroyed all material evidence and left no traces. Because of this, up until the ‘Finding Treblinka Project’ was launched, discussion about materiality in Treblinka was virtually non-existent and the only source people had to refer to were testimonies by survivors and former guards. The project began in 2007 when some forensic archaeologists, led by C. Sturdy Colls, set out to find and record any material evidence that may have survived using a range of methods. They began by looking at photographs and testimonies, from which they formed a vague sketch map to inform where to begin in regards to preliminary surveying. 
Non-invasive surveys were carried out in 2010 and 2012 to determine the topography and look at aboveground evidence as well as confirm buried remains. They used a variety of methods, including but not limited to, walkover surveys, LiDAR, ground penetrating radar and total station surveys. During the walkover survey, 79 (mainly domestic) artifacts were found near where the waste pit was thought to be. In 2013 they moved on to targeted excavations. one identifying the function of structures near where the gas chamber was said to be (Trench 4), and another evidencing the presence of mass graves (Trench 3). Over seven hundred items were discovered in Trench 4, all could be described as either a) building materials, b) personal belongings, or c) functional items. In Trench 3, charred and uncharred human remains were found along with dentures and gold teeth. Over 200 further items were found, most of which fit into the same three categories as the finds from Trench 4.
This investigation confirmed some things and challenged others. For example, through reading survivor testimonies which stated the gas chamber was floored with terracotta tiles, and then finding identical tiles to those described during an excavation of the place that had been mapped as the gas chamber, they were able to confirm the location (and description) as materially correct. Likewise, the amount of hairclips and hair ties found around at the gas chamber was evidence to the testimonies which said that hair would often be shaved just before or sometimes even just after the victims would be gassed. A more contradictory example is, while most survivors testified that victims’ personal belongings were confiscated before entering the camp, there were many personal belongings found during the investigation. This corresponds more with some testimonies which state that sometimes people were not stripped before entering if the camp was at full capacity. 
The authors wished to collaborate with artists to exhibit these new finds through art, focussing on the individual and collective journeys of the individuals, and through art making this more accessible and understandable for the general public, while still keeping the exhibition factual and relying on the evidence found. They also wished to remain sensitive and avoid sensationalising the holocaust as many exhibitions do, as that is not treating the victims with dignity. They did this by ensuring that the artists had good credentials and by paying attention to their initial response to the project. The artists chose what to respond to out of the finds which meant they all addressed different important issues. There were five artists, each with an individual project. One artist, Dave Griffiths, created a piece called ‘Deep Field [Looking Squarely Ahead]’ which was an interactive piece based on the LiDAR survey. He condensed it onto a microfilm and made it so the viewer was able to re-find things. The idea was that, without having much knowledge on archaeology, the viewer could still get an overview of what was found on the site and where, and through making it interactive it is easier to understand the archaeological process. Another artwork by Michael Branthwaite consisted of a metal pan displayed on a plinth with four contradicting interpretations on each side of the plinth. It was found on a walkover survey, and it could not be dated as said pans are still in production. The archaeologists concluded that, while they could not officially date it, the guards or Sonderkommandos likely used it. However, while they were processing the finds, a survivor gave the alternative interpretation that the pan belonged to a victim. The survivor concluded that the pan was proof that the victims still believed they were going to be sent east to carry on and live normal lives. Branthwaite’s work addresses the issue of interpretation, and the intention is to encourage archaeologists not to overlook finds for being ambiguous as they are still viable and can provide some answers if combined with other more reliable information.
The authors noted that there had been a shift in what is considered important evidence since the Second World War. What would have been considered junk by the investigators contemporary to the Second World War, is valued now by archaeologists as a window into the way people lived in those times. The authors found material reminders important, as they believed we need material reminders of the atrocities committed.
The Treblinka Project successfully challenged the narrative that Treblinka has no material culture, and the exhibition received positive responses from the public- for example, they distributed questionnaires, and the overall feeling of the answers was that the vast majority had left feeling more informed thanks to the format of the exhibition. The authors acknowledged that there is a lot of missing material culture due to looting and destruction, but they felt their project was a success and stated that they intend to do more of this sort of work in the future.
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