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’.

One of the most difficult elements of a museum’s collection is how best to appropriately display and discuss certain periods in history which are still very sensitive to discuss within society, it is also imperative that these topics are discussed without the unnecessary presence of bias and inappropriate ‘blame’ being placed. One such topic presents its own challenges, trying to balance the facts of what had happened but also trying to remove a certain element of emotion that was not present at the time, I am of course discussing the topic of the Holocaust. Over the course of the Nazi occupation of Europe, the Jewish people, and indeed other minority groups, or untermensch [undesirables] as they were also referred to as, were subjected to one of the worst cases of crimes against humanity that the world has ever witnessed in the form of around 11 million murders.
 It is a period of history that although runs parallel to the events of the Second World War, the atrocities that were committed are beyond comparison and need their own area in which to be discussed and reflected upon. This essay will be looking at the issues that arise when museums, historians and lecturers try to discuss and represent the holocaust as a site of ‘difficult heritage’, and how these issues influence the way we are educated and educate others in the events that took place. To do this I will be comparing such issues to the Holocaust exhibition in the Imperial War Museum [IWM], London, and how they try to deal with these issues that scholars have pointed out about the teaching of Nazi history as a whole, and whether or not they successfully represent the holocaust in a way that educates rather than places further hatred on a more modern Germany 
The term ‘difficult heritage’ is used to describe dealing with “unsettling histories rather than the kinds of heroic or progressive histories with which museums and heritage sites have more traditionally been associated.”
 This tells us that such events in history are ones that are usually avoided because of how sensitive the subject is, and that it does present the people and countries involved in a more negative light than usual. A ‘Difficult Heritage’ Conference held in the April of this year has highlighted that such areas of ‘difficulty’ even include more up-to-date debates such as Brexit.
 The conference, which has been held annually for the past several years, is designed to bring groups of academics and researchers together in order to discuss questions surrounding the subject of ‘difficult heritage’, one of the questions from this year’s conference reads: “How are difficult histories researched, present and disseminate, to both specialist and non-specialist audiences?”
 I believe that this question ties in well with the essay title, as we are meant to find where issues could arise when discussing subjects along the lines of ‘difficult heritage’, but also highlights that the presentation and discernment of a museum exhibit needs to be engaging to both the academics but also interesting enough for those with less of an academic background.

Scholar Sharon Macdonald has made aware that ‘difficult heritage’ almost acts as a tarring brush for most nations, washing over whatever their past entailed and still being visible when the future is being decided. She writes in her article, Is ‘Difficult Heritage’ Still ‘Difficult’?, that “Rather than emphasising times of the nation’s glorious achievements… what was being flagged up were times of evil wrong-doing that did no evident credit to a positive national identity”.
 I would have to agree with this claim as many nations across the world can be remembered for the more darker moments of their history, many of these moments being what nations have decided to talk about in a way that they are in control to an extent.
It is rare that you see museums set up to actively display the wrong that their country or people have done over the centuries, take a sensitive subject like the slave trade, it is highly unlikely you will see any exhibits in the British Museum created that highlights the cruel practises that Britain partook in over the years, even though it is a major part of our collective history as a nation. Although an essay could be written about the difficulty that museums would face representing the slave trade as part of British history, there are currently no exhibitions anywhere within Britain to address issues. Sharon Macdonald discusses in her book Difficult Heritage: Negotiating the Nazi past in Nuremberg and beyond that nations “seek to describe what is significant in their histories” to establish their national identity and “sustaining it through material culture”.
 So when we think about a nations identity by Macdonald’s understandings, we understand that British history would not include topics such as the slave trade as there is little material culture and is not seen as playing a prominent part in establishing the ‘national identity’ of Britain than say the role slavery had played in other nations. However, when we discuss German history, people will likely mention leaders and groups like Hitler and the Nazis and the atrocities that they had committed, merely because it is a significant event in German History that many people still remember today through history lessons and surviving material. 
Furthermore, what makes the issue of addressing their national history that more difficult is that fact that Germany was not a unified nation until the last decade of the 20th century. One of Nivens arguments throughout his work on the legacy of the Third Reich is that the reunification of Germany in 1990 allowed an “increased awareness… of the true extent and nature of the crimes committed during the 1933-1945 period”.
 This means that people have only recently began to fully understand the unfathomable crimes that were committed, as the collapse of the Soviet Union allowed the united Germany to finally understand their past in the way that Macdonald was writing. This also suggests that academic scholars, and museums as a whole, have only began to paint a more accurate picture of the events that took place in Germany because of their reunification almost fifty years after they were brought to an end. Then if we are to link this back to Macdonald’s argument that national identities are forged out of significant events with a wealth of material culture as evidence, Germany was unable to address their nation’s most significant era of history until their reunification in 1990.
In contrast to the idea of German national identity, Gerd Knischewski and Ulla Spittler argue that the “unification of the two German states has not ended the debate about NS [National Socialist] history and German national identity”.
 This means that the whole image of German national identity is simmering down to two opposing sides, one trying the establish a new form of German identity whilst one side is trying to make National Socialism the focal point of recent German history, according to the scholars.
 They further discuss how German national history will never be the same due to the atrocities committed, unable to evoke the feelings of national pride following the war. I however, argue that there needs to be a balance between embracing national German pride, but also there needs to be an element that can openly discuss the war years without a reunited Germany being tarred with the same National Socialist brush. Whatever Germany decides in regard to its focal point of national pride, there will never be an escape from the crimes that the Nazis had committed, which makes the subject of German involvement in the Holocaust more prominent today. 
One of the main difficulties faced when trying to represent the Holocaust is that the individuals and/or groups involved are tasked with trying to replicate and try to inform the public on an event which many still cannot comprehend, when they themselves were not present at the time of the Holocaust. Anna Richardson opens her work by discussing Holocaust representation, and how if poets write works of the Holocaust after the event has taken place, it creates a “tension between ethics and aesthetics” which becomes “inherent in an act of artistic production that reproduces the cultural values of the society that generated the Holocaust”.
 What Richardson is saying is that reliving the event through the works of people after the incident has taken place can lead to “some way validating the culture” that had undertaken the atrocities in the first place,
 meaning that museums have to be careful but also mindful of what they display and portray within their exhibitions without “‘complying with the culture that gave rise to the murder’”.
 Caution also needs to be taken with documents and evidence of crimes committed that were to come out of Eastern Germany following the reunification, as the Soviets had been in control of the area for around forty years, meaning any released documents may possess some form of editing or exaggeration. 
When we look at an extract describing the purpose of the Holocaust Exhibition, we see that its main aim is to tell “the story of the Nazi persecution of the Jews and other groups… offering stark evidence of how persecution turned to mass extermination.”
 Note how it describes itself as telling the ‘story’ of the events that took place, almost echoing the concerns that Richardson had raised when writers tried to relive the experiences of the Holocaust after it was over. However, there is no concern to be had with how the Holocaust exhibit delivers the history of the event as it is handled with professionalism and a plethora of source material that does indeed tell a story. Yet it does so through objects and film reels that were actually seen and used at the time of the events taking place, such as toys that children were playing with whilst they stayed at the camps, even down to propaganda footage that was circulated by the Nazi propaganda machine titled Eternal Jew. Richardson’s main concern was if objects and footage was to be recreated to try and stir similar emotions to items that were actually present that it would somehow lead to the accidental, or indeed intentional, compliance with Nazism. I would argue that objects or poetry that has been written or created to almost make one feel like they are back in a concentration camp do not hold the same emotions within them as say a suitcase that was removed from someone on the platform of the Auschwitz train station etcetera. It somehow does not feel right to try and replicate such items in a society where such actions and atrocities are thought of being in the past, serving as a reminder of what humans are capable of. I would agree that if items that were present during the time of the Holocaust are repurposed into say a mural or being used as part of a larger exhibit to express emotions then I do not see a problem.
When trying to present an exhibition on a topic that has deep emotional roots for many still with us today, one has to take extreme care and caution to ensure that the correct feelings and ideologies are conveyed over to the audience they wish to present the exhibit to. The Holocaust Exhibition in the IWM is aimed at those aged over 14,
 although younger children may be accompanied by adults, highlighting that this exhibition is not going to easy to explore and take in to some. An article published by The Guardian before the opening of the exhibit notes how the exhibition was designed to address even the most contentious issues that some would not wish to discuss.
 I feel that in regards to a subject as sensitive as the Holocaust, it is the role of museums to be the place where such issues are put out to the public. Museums are one of the main sites in which the public actively engage with the past, with the work of scholars being out of reach to some because of complicated jargon, if the public cannot be given all of the history surrounding such subjects then how can we ourselves become enlightened and educated when leaving such places of education?
On my visit to the museum I noticed that some individuals were in a complete state of shock and disgust at the countless crimes that were committed, with graphic images of executions of women, children and elders taking place, sometimes caught on film. The IWM has used a combination of photographs, film extracts and testimonies of survivors to tell the story of the Holocaust in a way that is pretty raw and sensitive.
Lennon and Foley also realise that the language can become an issue when one tries to represent the Holocaust, and when a museum is trying to generate the right mood and atmosphere within their exhibits, then language becomes a crucial element in representation, they write that: “There are major problems for the language utilised in interpretation to adequately convey the horrors of the camps”.
 Language is one of, if not the most, important element in trying to explain, present and educate individuals within a museum, language evokes emotions and feelings either through reading descriptions or listening to clips that play whilst going around the exhibit. More so, language in representing a subject that is highly sensitive still today needs to take caution without sugar-coating any of the events that took place. One of the main reasons for caution to be taken is some people find it hard to this day to understand that something like this could have happened in quite a modern society, and when looking at their target audience the museum needs to ensure that the language they use is explanatory without going over the heads of the general public who may not have looked at the Holocaust in as much detail as is being displayed. Language can also struggle to find the right words when it comes to any subject, and as the history of the 1933-1945 Holocaust spans a large time period, the use of pictures to help explain and demonstrate some of the history of the time is a clever and convenient way in which one can present such a difficult topic. When people are confronted with such graphic images or presented with autopsy tables etcetera, it allows people to understand the Holocaust in a way which the museum wants them to but within their own time throughout the exhibit, without there being a point in which it is expected.
The exhibit also uses lighting to play a role in setting the tone in which the museum curators wish to present the subject of the Holocaust, there is a heavy usage of darkness within the exhibition, giving the audience a sense of the content of the displays, using single bright spotlights to illuminate text panels or back-lit photographs, making one feel that these lights are playing a role in an interrogation of a criminal. By establishing such feelings and emotions as one enters the exhibition leaves little to interpret in regards to what will be displayed.
One difficulty that rises when trying to represent the Holocaust in its truest and in the most accurate way is addressing the issue of involvement in the atrocities itself. Niven notes that the “generally accepted truth is that it was largely the SS… as well as units of the Security Police and SD which did the bulk of the killing behind the front”,
 this early assumption of involvement is indeed correct, but what Niven wishes to highlight is the wider participation of the Wehrmacht within the deportation and murder of those sent to the camps in the first place. What the Holocaust Exhibition does is largely accept that it was the role of these groups that did the majority of the ‘dirty work’ in the crudest form, yet it goes on to address the involvement of the public in these crimes. This is one of the first times in recent history where an entire country has been placed under the spotlight of interrogation for their involvement in the crimes that took place. Although many may not have been the ones to pull the trigger or lock the gas chamber door, but perhaps were involved in the persecution of the Jews or perhaps were involved in the denunciation of many political rivals etcetera. A great number of people professed in the years after the war that they did not know about these camps or did not know about their persecution, the HBO Series Band of Brothers tries to hint at the further public involvement and acknowledgement that these camps did exist, one American Paratrooper saying to a German bread maker “tell me you did not smell the fucking stench!” when he denied any knowledge of the camp.
 This is one of the ways in which the museum tries to address some of these more contentious issues that Karpf was hinting towards when writing her report for the Guardian.
Another major issue with presenting the Holocaust through a museum exhibition, or representing the Holocaust in general, is the strong ties that the subject has towards ‘dark tourism’. It can be classed as such as it has, in a way, commercialised the millions of lives lost during the Holocaust, drawing people to the free exhibit yet offering relevant books on the subject at the gift shop. Although it does not attract the same kind of attention as say the physical sites of extermination that still dot the landscape of Eastern Europe, the museum still tries to recreate the history of the Holocaust in a similar fashion in which it wants to immerse tourists into the period, similar to visiting the sites of Auschwitz or Belsen.  J. Lennon, quoting Steiner, notes that events in history that hold some form of dark or macabre atrocities are a draw to a great number of people, where the “horror flatters attention”.
 Such evidence is available in the number of visitors to sites of the Holocaust, with Auschwitz attracting over 2 million visitors to the site back in 2016 according to their website.
 
This concept of using the dark elements of world history to attract visitors and encourage business almost describes the draw that the Imperial War Museum has to its visitors, with the IWM London attracting over 1 million visitors in 2016 according to official Government statistics.
 The fact that most if not all of the objects and exhibits under its roof somehow link to the deaths of many people on either side indicate that this museums purpose is to bring attention to horror, but in a sense to change our perceptions of attention. However, I must argue that there can be a grey area when it comes to educating the public that conducting warfare is what destroys lives, but by using the appeal of such weapons of mass destruction, such as tanks, rockets, planes and rifles, you may be accidentally offering a different perception to those who may not grasp the concept that the museum is trying to convey which is the negative impact that war has on societies and people.
So, to conclude, we have seen how the establishing of a national identity can be seen as one of the most prominent difficulties that can be faced when presenting and displaying difficult heritage. We have also seen that events throughout history that can be deemed as ‘difficult heritage’ become so just through the sheer quantity of material that is available to show and present the issues or events that are brought into question. Yet when we look at the events that took place during the Holocaust, we see that Germany has only had around 30 years as a reunited country to indeed address the issues that swirl around the Holocaust. What we also see is since the reunification of Germany, is that scholars and academics were now able to establish a more accurate picture of German history, but also meant that with the increase of published works pouring out over the following decades meant that the public had taken more of an interest in the events of the Nazi rule of Europe. One of the other major issues that becomes present when trying to represent the Holocaust both in the National Holocaust Exhibition in the IWM and anywhere else in the world is the most appropriate way to represent the topic of the Holocaust when they themselves were not there at the time of the events. This can cause tension between those who were actually there at the time, or those that feel that individuals who were not present have no right to continue to discuss or try to replicate those feelings over 60 years later, which Anna Richardson highlighted when individuals were writing literature to replicate emotions when they themselves were not directly involved. However, we know that the main role of the exhibit is to educate the public about what really happened during the Holocaust, and the fact that the exhibit used a great deal of primary source material in order to appropriately tell the true story about what happened, allows the public to at least learn about the subject, but to learn within an environment that we would assume had done countless hours of researching in order to ensure an accurate representation. We have also suggested that another issue with representing the Holocaust lies in its deep roots in the area of ‘dark tourism’, and how the feelings and thoughts the museum wishes to portray can easily be lost when they use the subject of war to encourage the public to make purchases in gift shops etcetera. Overall, there are many issues that lie in the way of ensuring that the Holocaust is most appropriately displayed within the Imperial War Museum. Whether this is through presenting another nations dark history, or perhaps using the history of the Holocaust to boost the number of annual visits the museum has, on the whole I would suggest that the majority, if not all, of the issues raised here have been handled with the strictest care and displayed in a way which is most appropriate to telling the truth without going too far to be detriment to Germany’s national identity.
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