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Using an example of your choice, discuss the issues that arise in the presentation of a site or collection that could be termed ‘difficult heritage’.
When maintaining and promoting consciousness of the past, museums are an integral part of a system that preserves the past.[footnoteRef:1] Another important feature of national and international remembrance are war memorials and monuments that serve as a reminder of the past and a prelude to the future.[footnoteRef:2] Neither of these historical preservers are without the complicated intricacies of heritage that could be deemed ‘difficult heritage’; a complex phrase that this essay will discuss through an analytical approach to the issues of heritage at the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum and Memorial (ABMM). Heritage issues in the presentation of the Holocaust at the ABMM such as authentication will be discussed to determine how authenticity is key when memorializing the Holocaust. Issues of sensitivity will be debated to determine the difficulty the past has when presenting such atrocities. Finally, fetishism and the morbid human obsession of death will be deliberated to successfully conclude exactly what issues arise when presenting a site that can be termed ‘difficult heritage’. [1:  Walsh 1992: 176]  [2:  Lowenthal 1985: 193, 256] 

The desire to present authenticity is an issue for all historical preservation establishments or sites. However, when presenting something as harrowing as the Holocaust, authenticity is key even though it can often be distorted by the media of modern day. As perceptions of human history and the human mind are continually shaped by the cultural memory of events, so too are they shaped by film, the arts, and places where history can be visited.[footnoteRef:3] Films such as The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas,[footnoteRef:4] show Auschwitz through a child’s eyes, you follow the innocent 8 year-old’s mispronunciation and naming of the concentration camp as ‘Outwith’ at the very beginning all the way to his accidental death at the end. Even though the film is deeply moving and upsetting, the viewpoint of the child and the lack of facts cause the representation of Auschwitz to be distorted; the truly horrifying nature of the ‘Final Solution’ is lost. This distortion could be remedied by a simple image search on google, by a documentary, or by a more factually based film such as Schindler’s List.[footnoteRef:5] Indeed, the film’s director Steven Spielberg, brings light to the interaction between memory and fact, with a black and white setting, the film seems almost like a documentary (although this could blur the reality of the Holocaust, despite the film being accurate, there is still dramatization for viewer engagement). However, the authenticity is lost when photo-shopped images, impersonal documentaries, and poetic license are used to portray a dark period of West European history.  [3:  Simon 2012: 95]  [4:  The Boy in the Stripped Pyjamas, Mark Herman, 2008.]  [5:  Schindler’s List, Stephen Spielberg, 1994.] 

Those who express the importance of visiting the actual concentration camp for a more truthful experience are wrong to suggest that the authenticity of Auschwitz-Birkenau is without question. A guide will take tourists around certain areas of the site, showing them some barracks that have been altered to exhibit camp artefacts and some that have been preserved poorly if at all.[footnoteRef:6] With inadequate funding, many areas of the site are left to fall into a state of disrepair. The Auschwitz camp, due to its popularity, has had more attention from restorations and redevelopers which further removes any authenticity, as the misrepresentations, repositioning, and partial presentation of derelict exhibitions undermines the engagement of the visitor.[footnoteRef:7] However, a distorted engagement with the visitor does not fit the term ‘difficult heritage’, the difficulty here lies with the mourner. A visitor may question the authenticity, but for a mourner, the authenticity would include the backstory of an artefact; the personal connection that the dead had with the artefact is included in the sphere of authenticity. A visitor merely wants to know if it is a fake. With that in mind, a tourist visiting a memorial museum would look for the satisfaction of seeing the camp and walking through it.[footnoteRef:8] This is ‘difficult heritage’ due to the struggle of those who are there for personal interest and those who are there to grieve lost family and friends combining together. However, the finding of authenticity need not be fruitless due to the Birkenau camps state of dilapidation. With the majority of the funds going to the Auschwitz camp, along with its popularity within the World War II education programmes, Birkenau is almost forgotten. Its incorporation into Auschwitz meant that the identity of Birkenau as a place of absolute destruction was subsumed into Auschwitz.[footnoteRef:9] With its stolen identity, Auschwitz is even further removed from a state of complete authenticity but Birkenau remains mostly authentic. With its destruction in January 1945 by the deserting Nazis, and its further wreckage by the soviets during the liberation later that month, all that remains are ruins.[footnoteRef:10] Despite what might be initially considered as a loss of history by tourists, mourners may see this huge cemetery as a place to mourn and grieve; Birkenau is a relief from the complex redevelopments and renovations of Auschwitz.[footnoteRef:11] With the untouched ruins and the majority of tourists leaving early to catch the bus back to Krakow,[footnoteRef:12] this opens up the site for those who wish to mourn and grieve.  [6:  Young 2009: 54]  [7:  Young 2009: 54]  [8:  Williams 2012: 104]  [9:  Young 2009: 51]  [10:  Young 2009: 57]  [11:  Young 2009: 57]  [12:  Young 2009: 58] 

Furthermore, maintaining authenticity is important out of fear out of betraying memory; if something is not truly authentic, then memory and education of that object can be blurred. Reason for doubting memory can come from the relationship between an artefact and the memories surrounding it.[footnoteRef:13] During the early 1990’s, many survivors and family and friends of those killed had the first chance to return to Auschwitz since the liberation; what they saw was described by Primo Levi as “static, rearranged, contrived.”[footnoteRef:14],[footnoteRef:15] A visit to a place within an individual’s memory, and the realisation that the place has been tampered with and our memory then questioned, must be a jarring experience for those who wish to mourn their loved ones in a place that now seems alien. This shows that authenticity is key to memory, as what Holocaust survivors learnt and saw during their persecution, was blurred by the inauthentic objects and surroundings. For this mass atrocity a standard memorial, like the common crucifix topped World War I memorials, were not fitting and seemed inappropriate, as many tried to forget what happened others feared that to do so would only cause its repetition.[footnoteRef:16] The relevance this has to the sphere of authenticity is that by preserving the camps at Auschwitz and Birkenau prevents the chance of repetition by forcing remembrance, but the truth of the artefacts and the camp can be lost in restored works. ‘Vergangenheitsbewältigung’ is a term that denotes ‘coming to terms’ with the past,[footnoteRef:17] the camps may help in achieving this for victims and society, but how far can they effectively help if the authenticity is removed? This is a difficult part of heritage due to the need for remembrance, but the constant replication, restoration, and replacing of artefacts and buildings removes the authenticity and therefore its effect on the visitors of ABMM. [13:  Forty 1999: 6]  [14:  Young 2009: 52]  [15:  Gurber 1992: 38]  [16:  Forty 1999: 6]  [17:  Lawrence 1998: 100-114.] 

Another issue that ABMM faces in its ‘difficult heritage’ is how to sensitively present an atrocity that affected the masses of Europe. Anthropological ethics is a concept that should be included in this essay as this discipline’s moral role is multiplied; there is a past that must be saved, people that need to be studied, and there is an obligation to present the truth.[footnoteRef:18] When exhibiting the Holocaust, there is a huge burden of responsibility.[footnoteRef:19] Numerous affected communities needed to be represented, but how can one present such cruelty and spare the upset of those that it involved? Insensitivity to the Jewish population can be seen in the original naming of the Auschwitz, the Auschwitz State Museum. This museum was originally founded to commemorate the martyrdom of the Polish, the Jewish population along with other persecuted communities seemingly forgotten or at most marginalised.[footnoteRef:20] A clear lack of sensitivity to the non-Polish masses that were executed at Auschwitz and Birkenau comfortably identifies this site as ‘difficult heritage’. A survey conducted by the Polish Government encapsulated the effects that the suppression of the Holocaust caused on the Polish People; a mere eight percent of those surveyed associated the cruelty of Auschwitz-Birkenau with Jewish martyrdom.[footnoteRef:21] Because of the nationalistic exhibitions limiting the scope of history to the Polish persecuted at the site, the suppression of the Holocaust lead to mass confusion; one Polish Auschwitz survivor reflected that, whilst at the centre of attention upon the founding of the museum, they became an addendum at the end of the cold war.[footnoteRef:22] From this survivor’s comment, an evident lack of ability to effectively deal with sensitivity can be seen. The Jew’s unique suffering shadows the Polish victims, but when showing the suffering of the Poles, the martyrdom becomes theirs instead of the Jews.  [18:  Alfonso and Powell 2008: 8]  [19:  Crane 2012: 311]  [20:  Young 2009: 51]  [21:  Young 2009: 53]  [22:  Gilbert 1998:140] 

Additionally, in the 1986 official guidebook, there was no mention of the word ‘Jew’ nor any mention of associating words; the state did not entirely discredit the suffering of the Jews, but it was believed that their suffering was not unique due to the same fate being shared with the Polish prisoners.[footnoteRef:23] The sensitivity issues that arise in this particular presentation of the site, signifies that remembrance of Jewish suffering has not always been at the forefront of Holocaust memorials. On one hand, the Jewish population was not the only community that was affected by the cruelty at the hands of the Nazi regime and the ‘Final Solution’, so why should this community be given priority in representation of suffering? On the other hand, the sheer quantity of Jewish lives that were lost calls for significant representation. Studies by Peller and Wells show that 960,000 Jews, 70,000-75,000 Polish, 21,000 Gypsies, 15,000 Soviet prisoners and 10,000 to 15,000 members of other communities, were executed at Auschwitz and Birkenau.[footnoteRef:24] By only signifying the loss of Polish lives in the initial opening of the museum, around one million lives are not mentioned or at the most marginalised. Louise Ridley’s article, The Holocaust’s Forgotten Victims, details the victims of the Holocaust that were non-Jewish, and how these persecuted communities were marginalised or forgotten in some form of a hierarchy of suffering. Historians estimate the Holocaust’s total death toll at 11 million, the victims including homosexuals, priests, the mental and physically disabled, communists, trade unionists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, anarchists, Slavic peoples, and resistance fighters, with Romani Gypsies being the second-largest community which saw the persecution of 1.5 million of their people.[footnoteRef:25] Along with the cruelty these communities suffered, there was also the twin experimentation done by Dr. Josef Mengele,[footnoteRef:26] yet this is only a margin of detail in a suppressed representation of the Holocaust. This shows the issues of sensitivity that arise when presenting a site, such as the ABMM, that can be termed ‘difficult heritage’. However, this issue of ‘difficult heritage’ was addressed at the end of the Cold War with the renaming of the site as the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum and Memorial.[footnoteRef:27] While this did include all persecuted communities of Auschwitz and Birkenau, the Polish sense of self still overwhelmed the camps; a mourning akin to that of a family tragedy was noted during the Polish Government’s survey on Auschwitz in 1995.[footnoteRef:28] Issues of sensitivity are therefore not confined to the Jewish survivors or family and friends, there is also a risk of insensitivity to the Polish, the Gypsies, and the other 15,000 members of various communties, and this is what makes ABMM a ‘difficult heritage’ site. [23:  Young 2009: 51]  [24:  Young 2009: 52]  [25:  Ridley 2015.]  [26:  Ridley 2015.]  [27:  Young 2009: 51]  [28:  Steinlauf 1997: 141] 

Moreover, an effort to include all victims of the Holocaust produced the progressive term ‘The German Trauma’, a reflective word used to reference the actions of the Nazi regime.[footnoteRef:29] With this comes the issue of presenting the whole and forgetting the individual. The lives of those that suffered in the Auschwitz-Birkenau camps are exhibited throughout the museum; this challenge of presenting the individual alongside the whole, only meant that their lives were shadowed by their death, the more gruesome, more jarring, period of their life being of interest, due to the suffering, and the pain. Tired exhibitions and decrepit buildings further undermine the importance of the individual lives of those persecuted at the camps. For a tourist, this may be an interesting day out, where they learn about the millions of lives persecuted. For mourner, it is a place where the surviving victims and the victim’s friends and family, are seemingly unforgotten under the emphasis that is put on the death toll. This insensitivity towards those who suffered such cruelty, or those who knew someone who suffered, is further highlighted by the preservation struggles of the museum, making relics seem more like belongings.[footnoteRef:30] Moreover, the limited glimpses into the lives of the individual seem more incidental than intentional; drawings on the walls at Auschwitz give an insight into the lives of inmates, but the individual is suppressed under the weight of the Holocaust as a whole.[footnoteRef:31] When losing sight of the individual, both tourist and mourner are distanced, interpersonal relations are removed, making the site seem more like a presentation of an ‘event’ not a tragedy that affected the lives of Western Europe. This is reminiscent of the Nazi’s identification system, by numbering the inmates, they distanced the individual from their past lives. Possibly, this could be what the ABMM is doing, not intentionally, but the commodification of death has removed the persecuted as living individuals, rendering them a footnote in history. [29:  Sereny 2000.]  [30:  Young 2009: 57]  [31:  Young 2009: 57] 

Another sensitive issue is how to effectively deal with those who are at the site to mourn their lost family and friends, and those who are there recreationally. Shahak Shapira is a man who launched the site ‘Yolocaust’, an online page where selfies taken at Auschwitz and other Holocaust memorial sites are uploaded.[footnoteRef:32] These social media images are combined with images of the concentration camps to create a hard-hitting effect;[footnoteRef:33] it shows how insensitive tourists can be. Shapira’s family history makes his work relevant to the victims due to his grandfather being a survivor of the Holocaust and his other grandfather, Amitzur Shapira, being one of the 11 Israeli athletes killed by Palestinian terrorists in 1972.[footnoteRef:34] With projects such as this one, the effects that memorialisation of sites such as Auschwitz and Birkenau are seen clearly as an affront to those who have suffered. The difficulty in showing this heritage is that it not only affects those who were victims, but the families who wish to mourn those who suffered, the victims are almost mocked. This is clear in one man’s photo where he writes ‘jumping on dead Jews.”[footnoteRef:35] Acts such as these are what cause atrocity sites to have complications when resenting ‘difficult heritage’. [32:  Shapira 2017.]  [33:  Ghert-Zand 2017.]  [34:  Ghert-Zand 2017.]  [35:  Shapira 2017.] 

Issues such as fetishism also arise when presenting sites of ‘difficult heritage.’ The human mind has a curiosity with death, this may stem from the fear of what happens after a person dies, or it could just be the morbid fascination that may stem from the fear of what happened. Those who visit sites of commemoration are made to feel strong and distressing emotions.[footnoteRef:36] This stimulation of emotion often feeds the curiosity of the visitor and when the human mind becomes curious, it is commonplace for one to satisfy such inquisitiveness; whether what is found is painful or unpleasant, the release of satisfaction is a promise to better understand the world through this curiosity.[footnoteRef:37] The fascination with death has origins that even exceed the Ancient Egyptians whose lives undoubtedly revolved around the promise of an afterlife. Cults of death are apparent throughout history, with psychics and mediums, séances, and other practices being readily available to contact the dead. The relativity this has to the issues of presenting ‘difficult heritage’ at ABMM, is that the camps are a place for people to satisfy their curiosity. Hedonism is the psychology of the pleasure, pain, and satisfaction that is the objective of a moral life.[footnoteRef:38] The inquisition into what is good and evil and how it equates to death can be remedied at sites such as the Auschwitz-Birkenau camps. By touring the museum and memorial, one can see the enemy’s transgression of the ‘rules of war’ and the atrocities that they commit in the effort of winning the war.[footnoteRef:39] This allows the visitor to satisfy their curiosity about the atrocities of war and the inquisitiveness of how far people go to achieve their beliefs. What can also be termed an issue that people go to satisfy their curiosity of what it is like to see death, to feel death, a curiosity of what it is like to kill an individual. This is a curiosity that would be fulfilled at the site. With the genocide of roughly 1.4 million people at the Auschwitz-Birkenau camps, a morbid fascination with death would be satisfied by seeing the key buildings on the site; the gas chambers, the barracks, and the ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ gate, are all associated with the death of millions, and this is where one can content oneself with what death is. Not only this, but the visitor can often feel a sense of relief that this is an atrocity that they themselves would not commit; it brings back their humanity, a sense of comfort that this cruelty is over, that it has itself died along with the 11 million victims of the Holocaust. [36:  Logan and Reeves 2009: 68]  [37:  Hirschfield 2016.]  [38:  Honderich 1995: 336]  [39:  Williams 2012: 98] 

A morbid obsession with death can be seen in the Victorian era, where the deceased was left within the home, in a parlour, where family and friends would visit to give their respects. At the turn of the World War II, more people were dying in hospitals or on the battlefield, whilst this left death lingering in the air, it also distanced the intimacy of the deceased. This fascination with violent death and tragedy can be seen in the flocking of the higher classes to the battlefield. These places often offer emotional themes of injustice, endurance of war efforts, and at times redemption.[footnoteRef:40] With this a morbid fascination with death is redeemed, by seeing the site, they have a sense of relief that it is over, almost a resolution of suffering. Michael Rowlands argues that “it is the essential justification of war memorials that they should allow the resolution of suffering, yet it is by no means obvious how they do this.”[footnoteRef:41] Rowlands may be correct in his analysis of war memorials and their function, but with Holocaust memorials there is no resolution because there is no reason for the death of so many. This is an issue that arises in the presentation of sites, such as Auschwitz-Birkenau, that can be termed as ‘difficult’ heritage’. When a fascination of death is not satisfied at the camps, no resolution can be found, is this because there was no reason for the death of so many? Indeed, by providing a sanctuary where the unspeakable can be observed, objects and buildings can become sacralised, which creates the potential issue of the event itself and the horror that occurred there, to be sacralised also.[footnoteRef:42] This is an issue because many struggle with the past as it is, many mourners cannot bear entering the camps, but by sacralising their suffering, their horror, then the victims become marginalised as a part of history used to satisfy the human fascination of death. This difficulty in presenting the atrocities of the past, is often that people go to satisfy their fetish of the past, to satisfy their curiosity and morbid fascinations with death. But when answers cannot be given to the questions of why these 11 million people were victimised, an abstruse task is undertaken to help the understanding of such a tragedy.  [40:  Logan and Reeves 2009: 3]  [41:  Rowlands 2001: 142]  [42:  Carbonell 2012: 354] 

One solution to better understand why so many people were victimised and persecuted could be to erect an exhibition that told the Holocaust and the ‘Final Solution’ from the Nazi point of view, but would this be acceptable?[footnoteRef:43] It could be acceptable for academic purposes; an exhibition of gathered information would help students, and other visitors, to understand the workings of the Nazi party. A brief history or annotated time-line would build an understanding that many would struggle to learn elsewhere, many learn by visual aids or interactive activities. It would help promote remembrance and would prevent another atrocity of its likeness.[footnoteRef:44] However, issues would arise with an exhibition that presented a difficult part of the past in such a way. People in the 21st century are taught about the persecuted and the persecutor and the victims are told through their suffering and pain, we feel compassion for the victims and learn to despise the attackers. The presentation of the Nazi point of view would be insensitive to the survivors of the Holocaust. Furthermore, the exhibition or museum that presents the viewpoint of the Nazi regime, would run the risk of the site be sacralised or seen as a shrine for people who could have the same beliefs as those of the Nazi Party. Memorial museums are not only for academic education, but for moral education.[footnoteRef:45] To exhibit the viewpoint of the Nazis and their cruelty is an issue that surfaces when presenting a site such as the ABMM, such an exhibition would not be a moral education because it is from the ‘bad guy’s’ point of view.  [43:  Schildkrout 2012: 172]  [44:  Forty 1999: 6]  [45:  Williams 2012: 97] 

Overall, authenticity, sensitivity, and morbid fascinations are issues that are appear when presenting an exhibit that deals with such atrocities. Authenticity is something that is needed to successfully remember the past, and those who were persecuted. The idea that memory can be betrayed when something has been restored, repositioned, or replaced, means that the memory someone has of a certain place or of an event can be challenged. This would be a jarring realisation and would cause survivors to question what they had suffered. Furthermore, authenticity is key to ensure that the media of modern day does not distort the past. Films, documentaries, and images can all be altered to worsen or lighten the events being portrayed. This is an issue because the line between true and false can easily be blurred through the media. Indeed, authenticity can often lead to insensitivity, another issue that this essay has discussed. From this discussion, a conclusion can be drawn that museums and memorials, such as the ABMM, present the atrocities of the past and they do so with a heavy burden. With the death toll estimated at 11 million it is easy to lose sight of the individual when looking at the Holocaust as a whole. This difficulty is apparent when many of the victims of this atrocity are seemingly forgotten; the priests, gypsies, homosexuals, and other communities that were attacked are almost inferior in the hierarchy of suffering. Moreover, when presenting the horrifying events of the Holocaust, issues with the morbid fascinations of the human mind can arise. Since before the Ancient Egyptians, humans have been fascinated by death, their lives revolving around the belief of an Afterlife; the Victorian era saw parlour rooms built specifically for the dead so that family and friends could pay their visits. With this intimacy and affinity with death diminishing over time, people now tour museums and memorial sites where they can experience the effects of such violence and see death as the Nazi regime’s ‘Final Solution’ surrounds them. 
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