Using an example of your choice discuss the issues that arise in the presentation of a site or collection which could be termed ‘difficult heritage’: Auschwitz.
(3000 words)

Sites termed difficult heritage have many difficulties with regards to how and if they should be presented, preserved and open to the public. One example of a site under the term difficult heritage is Auschwitz which was the largest concentration and extermination camp used by the Nazis during the Holocaust in occupied Poland. This site has been contentious since it was liberated in 1945 and the first steps of it being preserved and used as a museum set up in 1946. Over the years many different form of memorialisation and interaction with the site have been suggested but none have ever or could ever provide for everyone’s opinions and beliefs. When the camps were first liberated it was common for the local communities to be forcibly walked around these sites and made to confront what was happening near them for years. This act of walking the local communities around these camps was a way of making them confront the truth and it was the most confronting view any visitor to these sites has ever seen as they were still in the state the Nazis left them and they had not yet been changed into much more cleansed versions. 
Memorialisation is a key issue when looking at the presentation of a site which holds the title of difficult heritage due to the many layers of discussion and difficulty which occur at these sites. With regards to Auschwitz this heritage is relatively recent and there are still living survivors of this camp. Auschwitz being memorialised means a lot more than just the site itself. The site houses many collections of personal items and is in a sense a huge graveyard which needs to be marked and remembered. UNESCO (The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) has Auschwitz on its World Heritage Site list and states the following about the site. ‘The collections at the site preserve the evidence of those who were premeditatedly murdered, as well as presenting the systematic mechanism by which this was done. The personal items in the collections are testimony to the lives of the victims before they were brought to the extermination camps, as well as to the cynical use of their possessions and remains. The site and its landscape have high levels of authenticity and integrity since the original evidence has been carefully conserved without any unnecessary restoration.’ (UNESCO). The site holds authenticity and collections which work to support the truth of what happened there and display evidence and symbols of memorialisation for those who lost their lives. These collections are a sign of every person’s individuality before they were turned into a number by the Nazis and the site itself represents this stripping of who they were, and the following acts committed against them. All these collections and buildings being housed together in Auschwitz and Auschwitz Birkenau all add to the memorial aspect of the preservation and bring the memory back to the individual. The state in which Auschwitz is kept is partially contentious due to the question over who should control or influence any decisions regarding the site. An article published by the BBC includes the opinion that ‘The only people with a full and undeniable right to decide the future of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial are the hundreds of thousands murdered in this concentration camp.’ (BBC News, 2009). This opinion is especially difficult as they cannot provide their views and opinions in this debate but those who can are the survivors but they themselves would have had and those surviving still have differing views even between each other. These differing views even within the survivors means regardless of what state Auschwitz and similar concentration camps are kept in they will not support everyone’s wishes or opinions. Concentration camps also face the issue in memorialisation because of the opposition of local communities to these sites being preserved and presented as a place of remembrance. Dachau is an example of how these sites faced local opposition after the liberation of the camps. ‘Immediately after the war survivors campaigned to have Dachau opened as a site of memorialisation, and were allowed a modest exhibition focusing on the brutality of life in the camp. But local residents were reluctant to confront what had happened there, and the Bavarian government remained opposed…’ (Hodgkinson, S., 2013). The reluctance of the local community to confront what happened at the time resulted in the site not being memorialised initially in the way the survivors wished, and they are the ones who should have been able to lead the decisions in what would happen to the site. The government opposition also adds to the issues and the issue with difficult heritage as they themselves did not want any attention or large scale memorialisation to the acts committed at Dachau. 
Tourism is a contentious subject when it comes to sites of difficult heritage due to the various reasons behind someone’s visit. These reasons vary from site to site and person to person meaning it is hard to track the reasons behind visits and whether these reasons could or should influence the way the site is run, accessed, or presented. Many visitors visit Auschwitz and the other concentration camps across previous Nazi occupied territory each year and ‘the vast majority of visitors will have no personal connection to the events that happened there. Whilst this in itself should not be seen as problematic, some critics argue that increased accessibility to Holocaust sites changes the site itself as it caters for the demands of the tourist industry. There has also been an increased interest in the rise of ‘dark tourism’ in recent years.’ (Hodgkinson, S., 2013). There is a worry that the increase in visitors in recent years to Holocaust sites will alter the sites but there is no certainty that would be entirely bad as it could help provide money to maintain and preserve the sites for future generations. There are possible negatives to increased tourism though as it could result in the camps catering more and more to the tourism industry turning the camps less into sites where time was meant to stand still and more into sites which are specifically orientated to light tourist visits which would avoid the education about these sites and why they are important. The interest in dark tourism could also be connected to more people visiting due to it being the site or so much horror and death rather than to remember and respect those who died and learn for the future. Dark tourists have a very different and sometimes darker reason to visit sites but the intentions behind and the views of visitors cannot be controlled or influenced but the site itself can influence and educate if preserved and presented successfully. 
One suggested way of dealing with the difficult heritage of Auschwitz and other concentration camps used during the Holocaust is to abandon them and allow nature to reclaim the sites. This follows the idea of returning these places to nature and allowing the Nazi creations to fall into disrepair and disappear into the landscape rather than standing out as preserved structures. Different parts of Auschwitz also garner different reactions due to their state of repair and the history of what happened in these different parts of the camp. ‘Robert Jan van Pelt, a cultural historian…leading expert on the construction of Auschwitz…supports the preservation of the Auschwitz main camp, although he acknowledges it is a “kind of theme park, cleaned up for tourists.”…fully equipped museum, complete with exhibits and conservation facilities, where most of the original buildings still stand…’ (Smithsonian Magazine, 2010). The main Auschwitz camp has been preserved successfully with the majority of buildings still standing but has been somewhat cleansed and cleaned to present a different look to how it would have been seen by those imprisoned there. Auschwitz Birkenau was the extermination camp and contained the gas chambers which was constructed two years after the outbreak of the Second World War. This camp has not been preserved to the same level and many of the buildings have not survived intact meaning there is no longer the same level of standing remains. This has resulted in the opinion of Birkenau for some being different to that of the main camp. ‘van Pelt views the Birkenau site in a different light…80 to 90 percent of the original structures are gone or in a state of ruin…where most of the killings took place…a core site of the Holocaust itself…letting Birkenau disintegrate completely would be a more fitting memorial than constantly repairing the scant remains.’ (Smithsonian Magazine, 2010). Due to a vast amount of the atrocities being attributed to this camp rather than the main Auschwitz camp the opinion is stronger in some ways that this camp should be left to disintegrate and that the act of abandoning the site to crumble would be a more fitting memorial than its continued existence. In a BBC article from 2009 there is mention of the opinions of both a historian and a survivor as to whether Auschwitz should still be or ever have been preserved or if the idea of abandonment is the correct route to take. This article makes it clear there are differences in views from the different standpoints of first and second hand experiences but does not disregard the fact there are differing views even within these two groups. ‘Historian Robert Jan Van Pelt says that once the last survivor has died it should be left for nature to reclaim, and eventually forgotten. But former Polish Foreign Minister Wladyslaw Bartoszewski, once an inmate, says Auschwitz must be preserved to bear witness to the fate of its victims.’ (BBC News, 2009). The act of allowing the site to be reclaimed by nature once the last survivor dies could be seen as letting the events return to the earth alongside the victims of the Holocaust, but it could also be seen as covering over or erasing the visible remains of the horrific acts as soon as nobody can voice first person accounts anymore. This leaves this idea as a difficult one to judge due to a lack of understanding as to what point of view the historian was aiming this opinion towards. Another reason this opinion is possibly not the right one to follow comes when the former Polish Foreign Minister who was an inmate at Auschwitz voiced his opinion that the camp should be preserved as it stands rather than returned to nature. This view surely holds more weight that that of a historian with no first hand knowledge of the events that took place in the camps. The minister mentions the idea that the camp should stand as a witness to the fate of its victims therefore making it a site of remembrance for the victims not a site that should be left to overgrow and fade into the background. 
Auschwitz is a site which is often visited as part of their education both by students within Poland and overseas and the same applies for many other concentration camps. The site in itself whether you are visiting as a schoolchild or by yourself is a site which educates or at least has the opportunity to do so. It is a living example of what humans can do to each other and what took place during the Holocaust but regardless of the efforts not everyone who visits the camp learns or understands the magnitude of the site and its history. The education value of Auschwitz and other concentration camps does not end at school visits but spans every generation and nation. These sites are testament to the darkness of humankind and a reminder of what must never repeat itself. They can educate on what hatred and the discrimination of specific groups of society can lead to. It is a site of reflection and collective as well as individual memory. ‘The site is a key place of memory for the whole of humankind for the Holocaust, racist policies and barbarism; it is a place of our collective memory of this dark chapter in the history of humanity, of transmission to younger generations and a sign of warning of the many threats and tragic consequences of extreme ideologies and denial of human dignity.’ (UNESCO). In this quote from UNESCO, it is stated that Auschwitz and all the camps that title encompasses should be a warning to the younger generations, and it could be followed on from that every generation in the future, of the threat and consequence of ideologies when they become extreme and dark and lead to the complete lack of human dignity to one or more minority groups. These sites not only stand as a reminder of their original use but as an example of where such discriminatory behaviour and racist policies and acts can lead as well as holding a mirror up at every country and person to be more aware and understand this dark chapter and how it happened. With regards to the camps being used as a way of educating the existing and future generations the most important voices are surely the voices of those who survived the camps and the atrocities. One of these is quoted in an article from abc news regarding the preservation and use of Auschwitz, ‘Bogoslav Sicinska, a former inmate…understands that time and half a million tourists a year take their toll. But at the very least he wants some of the evidence saved, like the crematoria. "I believe this place should be handed down from generation to generation, so that in the future, no nation — I would stress, no nation — should repeat this," Sicinska said through a translator.’ (abc, 2006). Sicinska makes it clear that an important part of the preservation of the sites is the preservation of evidence, most important as far as Sicinska is concerned being the crematoria therefore the methods of death and the treatment of the bodies after they were killed or died of diseases. He also indicates a belief that the site should be handed down from generation to generation in order for everyone all over the world now and in the future will be reminded of what happened and that these atrocities must not happen again. He is implying that he wants the camps to stand and educate each generation again and again on where humanity failed and what we must never return to but must learn from. This is a clear message from a Holocaust survivor which indicates a desire for the camps to stand the test of time for the benefit of all but as with all things regarding the camp this will not be a view shared by all Holocaust survivors. 
Overall, the issues that arise in the presentation of Auschwitz due to its image as a site under the title of difficult heritage are very broad but all link back to whether or not it should have been preserved and whether that preservation should continue in the same manner. This debate and the eventual decisions for Auschwitz and all the other concentration camps will not ever be able to satisfy everyone’s opinions. Even though the camps still stand as clear reminders of the Nazis idea of a final solution it does not prevent the existence of Holocaust deniers. If there are deniers so steadfast in their belief whilst the camps are still standing and the evidence intact, what would it mean once there was no longer visible proof to hold up to their opposition of the truth behind the Nazi concentration camps. Another difficulty with Auschwitz and the other currently preserved concentration camps is that even those personally connected to Auschwitz and the events that took place do not agree on what should happen to the site or how the Holocaust should be remembered as a whole. These differing opinions and the amount of people who travel to visit the sites for their many different reasons keep this debate going and the recently increased interest has acted to elevate the discussion and make it more public. 
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