Harvest of Death – Video Review
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DTfzKUxyZoQ
Harvest of Death is a short documentary video that explores the excavation work carried out by volunteers on the Stalingrad battlefield and the excavation of soldiers’ remains and artifacts related to the Second World War(CrocodileTear, 2017). The video does not attempt a historical narrative but rather an informal video diary style that can be said to be personal and reflective. This style makes the video focus more on the personal experiences and emotions of the volunteers than the historical narrative. The video portrays archaeology as more than the excavation of physical artifacts but also raises questions about the ethical and emotional issues related to the excavation. This raises questions about the human cost of war and the excavation work carried out by volunteers as opposed to archaeologists, which can be critically examined through ethical issues (Moshenska, 2008; Williams, 2013) and the concept of wellbeing archaeology (Burnell and Everill, 2025).
The video appears to be suitable for a wide range of viewers, including those who are interested in World War II, volunteer recovery efforts, or archaeology outside of academic circles. In addition, it would be of interest to those who are fascinated by the process of battlefield digs, even if they are not experts in the field.
A large part of this is the use of the diary format, in which the volunteers’ feelings and experience is highlighted instead of their methods or historical background information. This makes the video accessible to those who are not experts in the field, as it creates a level of emotional involvement that would be present in any other film of this type. As Moshenska (Moshenska, 2008) mentioned, the presentation of the archaeology of modern conflict can have a large impact on how the public understands the events of the past. This video, in highlighting the feelings of the volunteers, creates a level of emotional involvement that would be present in any other video of this type, even though it does not delve into the historical details of the Battle of Stalingrad.
The visuals and media utilized in Harvest of Death influence how we understand the excavations. The video utilizes handheld shots, with no graphics, maps, or any other visual explanations. This gives a raw, intimate look, like we’re with the excavators, not being directed through a well-constructed story. It stays focused on digging and discovery, not presenting a well-made, heavily edited film. Close-ups of human remains and personal objects, like ammunition and helmets, make it even more personal, reminding us that these are individuals, not just data. Williams (Williams, 2013) states that depicting evidence in modern conflict archaeology can be challenging, especially with visuals instead of written documentation. In "Harvest of Death," the visual style is ethical in promoting contemplation and respect, not emphasizing techniques or scientific processes.
Another interesting aspect of the video is the absence of music. Instead, the video utilizes the sounds of nature, this could be to emphasize the importance of the situation. This is particularly evident during the moments when the human remains are found, where the silence creates a sense of responsibility, making the audience think rather than be directed to react to the situation by the music. Moshenska (Moshenska, 2008) points out that there is a need to be sensitive to the ethics involved in portraying the conflict archaeology of the modern era, especially when human remains are involved. In this context, the silence is a form of ethics that prevents melodrama.
The excavation of human remains in the context of the Harvest of Death case raises several ethical considerations. One of them is the respect for digging up human remains that are mostly unidentified and may still have living relatives. The video shows that digging up these remains is in respect for them but also encourages us to think about how respect is maintained while doing so. Moshenska (Moshenska, 2008) states that archaeology in conflict from the modern era always considers how human remains are treated, especially in relation to descendants and how the remains are not used for the purpose of interest or exposure. This is especially true in films. Williams (Williams, 2013) states that safety and authority are important considerations in conflict archaeology when dealing with human remains and that formal processes are essential in conflict archaeology. This contrasts with the videos portrayal of archaeologists working for their personal drive and enthusiasm.
The Harvest of Death project is more than just digging and unearthing artifacts. For many people who are involved with the project as volunteers, it might give their life a sense of purpose and a connection with the past. The research by Burnell and Everill (Burnell and Everill, 2025) indicates that digging into archaeology can help with wellbeing, identity, and even reconciliation, especially for those who are not professionals or those who are veterans. This aligns with the video as it indicates that the volunteers are not only driven by a desire to learn about the past but also by a desire to honour those who died. This gives the video a strong emotional connection between the volunteers and the landscape that they are currently digging.
Dark tourism refers to visiting sites connected to death, tragedy, or suffering, often with the risk of turning these experiences into spectacle. In Harvest of Death, there is a question of whether the video unintentionally aestheticizes death or instead provides a respectful and dignified exploration of the battlefield. Moshenska (Moshenska, 2008) highlights the ethical risks when media representations of conflict and human remains sensationalise the past. At the same time, Burnell and Everill (Burnell and Everill, 2025) argue that wellbeing archaeology, where participants engage with purpose and respect, can counteract the negative aspects of dark tourism. In the documentary, the volunteers’ work allows the soldiers to be remembered as real people rather than distant heroes, with their personal stories expressed through the artefacts and remains uncovered during the excavation.
Ultimately, Harvest of Death reveals that archaeology is not merely about digging up bones but also raises ethical, emotional, and commemorative issues. The relaxed narrative style and the footage all come together to create a video that highlights the personal connections that the volunteers have with the battle site. This raises questions about authority and trust when there are no official archives or oversight mechanisms at play (Williams, 2013), but the video also reveals that respecting the dead and their remains can be done when ethical considerations are paramount (Moshenska, 2008). Perhaps most interestingly, taking part in the project also gives the volunteers a sense of wellbeing and a sense of self and remembrance that aligns with ideas about conflict archaeology and healing and identity (Burnell and Everill, 2025). The film strikes a delicate balance between the temptation of dark tourism and genuine emotional engagement with the dead and their story.
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