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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’: Aokigahara "sea of trees" Forest, Mt Fuji, Japan.

Mt Fuji is an active volcano on the North-East coast of Japan that sits in the Yamanashi and Shizuoka regions of Honshu. It is located in Fuji-Hakone-Izu National Park, which was given UNESCO world heritage status in 2013 (Encyclopaedia Britannica, November 2018/Japan Guide, 2018). The park itself contains a number of attractions, including five lakes, hotels, water sports, campsites, and a range of walking activities for all abilities. Many of these sights have been developed but one sight in particular seems to have had little development at all, and sits hidden behind several smaller mountains to the North of Mt. Fuji.
Aokigahara Forest or ‘Sea of Trees’ sits on the south bank of the smallest of the parks’ five lakes; Sai-Ko, which is located behind a small range of mountains bellow the North West slopes of Mt Fuji. This area is more commonly known in the international heritage community as Japan’s Suicide Forest (AokigaharaForest.com).

To explore this site, it’s ‘difficulty’ and its relevant heritage we must first look at the current use and history. Currently Aokigahara Forest is not explicitly named or referred to on any official Japanese tourism websites. Sai-Ko Lake is also barely mentioned and is described as undeveloped on the Parks official website. There are no specific trails mentioned in this area and information on the Forest is reasonably hard to get hold of from any kind of official Japanese source (yamanashi-kankou.jp, 2018/japan-guide.com, 2018). This deficit in information, has been amply filled by the international heritage community, fascinated with the history, and management of a site with such complex issues associated with it (Petr, 2014, Telegraph, 2014, tripadvisor 2018). 
The forest itself is considered extremely dangerous. It is well known for being hard to navigate and the dense woodland means that sound barely carries, getting lost is a common problem. Tourists have reported that you can lose track of the paths straying even a few steps away and that compasses frequently malfunction due to volcanic activity (Japan Guide FAQ Thread, 2006).   

It seems the forest has long been associated with death and suicide or the act of honourable death (seppuku) in Japanese Samurai culture. Japanese tales and folklore strongly support the act of suicide and many believe that the forest is the setting for some of the tales told in Japanese culture, such as 47 Ronin (the tale Chushingura) The Apocryphal Suicide of Saigō Takamori or The lovers tale (Shinju), where seppuku is seen as preferable to a dishonourable death or dishonourable life (Russell, Metraux, Tohen, 2017/Fuse 1980/ Ravina, Mark J., 2010). This is strongly reinforced by the forests vicinity to a mountain, the peak of which departed souls are believed to congregate at death (Buckley 2002/Sosnoski, 2001). As Mt. Fuji is considered and ancient mythical site, it isn’t surprising that intangible conclusions are made about one of its attractions. 
One of the main sources of information comes in the form of a documentary, in which the presenter is shown around the forest by one of its Rangers. In the documentary the ranger describes suicide watch and warning people from straying from the paths as one of his job roles, and points out the signs warning people not to stray from the path or take their own lives, which all appear to be in Japanese (Stelley. S, 2010). 

The documentary makes it clear how the site is currently being handled by the Parks Management, and is one of the few insights we get as the park does not mention this trail or the forest in any of its own data. The trail is well kept, either by staff or by visitors (Japanese culture abhors littering), but the signs and gates are clearly reasonably old, looking more like the signs you might have expected in the 60’s or 70’s. The main unofficial source on the forest, http://www.aokigaharaforest.com, claims the signs are in both English and Japanese, however there are no other sources that claim this. Despite many photo’s being taken, none of the signs seem to be in English, or indeed any other language than Japanese and I would argue that they are solely in Japanese as no other source mentions this. 
The documentary gives us the soundscape and full view of the forest from the trails. It is often described as having ‘barely any wildlife’ (Aokigahara forest.com), but this can be explained by the tape used by tourists wanting to explore the forest without getting lost. The trail is littered with fluttering pieces of tape that the guide explains, people attach to something on the trail so that they are able to find their way back. In his experience these are people wanting to end their lives but are unsure if they want to go through with it or not. Fluttering tape is often used in gardening or farming to ward off hungry animals, and so this may very well explain the ‘eerie’ lack of animals near the trails (Drew, 2016).  It may even be a tactic by the government to enforce the ghostly heritage of the forest.

This issues with this site mainly revolve around Japanese history and culture, and the presentation of the truth. Unlike similar sites associated with death, this is not affiliated with any kind of forced agenda/mass extermination/war/massacre, and given the reverence of suicide in Japanese culture, is arguably not even really a dark issue for its own country (Huberty 2013). Although there is constant debate both in and outside of Japan about how to deal with their high suicide rate (Nakanishi, M. Endo, K. 2017/ Huang, 2018), there is also universal acceptance that this is not new to Japanese culture, and that suicide in many forms has a strong and not particularly negative heritage associated with the act (Buckley, 2002/ Huberty, 2015/Pulvers, 2006). If we look at a similar case study, Guiana had considered turning a mass murder/cult site into a tourism venue, when it became clear that those who wished to learn more about it were making the difficult and dangerous journey to the site (which is deep in the Guinean jungle) themselves. Faced with a similar problem to Aokigahara, that of the presence of intangible cultural heritage, the idea was never developed further, despite people continuing to visit from across the world (Bushell, Staiff, Watson, 2013). One could argue that the value of sight like these disappear when you try to frame it in anyway, its abandoned, natural state is often what draws their audience, as we see in the room of dolls heads in Pripyat (Sim, 2017, Gander, 2017, Grainger, 2011, Sheeres, 2006). 


Japan has a very interesting political history, and although there are no restrictions on internet there, it is telling that there don’t seem to be any Japanese sites on the subject matter. Regulation of internet was considered back in 2008, and the largest internet company in Japan was previously owned by the government before it went private (Salzberg, 2018/Wiki, 2018). The government still owns the majority of the shares and so arguably there could be some sort of regulation going on but it seems unlikely over all. Any disinclination by those living in Japan to advertise Aokigahara as a dark or difficult tourist site, is likely societal and far more to do with not insulting the older generation and respecting age old tales and myths that still have a large part in informing Japanese culture. It is interesting to note that although the forest is not mentioned on the website, they do allow questions to be asked about it on the FAQ section, in which a Japanese local explains how the government reacted when friends enquired about exploring there: ‘Authorities begged him not to go, since once a you get into the depth, you're likely to get lost, and it will be close to impossible for anyone to search you' (https://www.japan-guide.com/forum/quereadisplay.html?0+22661, 2006).



Japan is facing a generational overpopulation issue, with around a third of their population over 60. Part of Japans suicidal or forcible suicidal culture is Ubasute, the practice of senicide, thought to be mostly mythical rather than the norm, and once again Aokigahara is associated as one of the potential original sites for this practice (Howard, 2017/Hut, 2016). Given their current economic problems and low birth rate, the idea of engaging in Ubasute may be attractive to some Japanese in these troubling times. However given the narrative of Ubasute, it’s unlikely the practice of senicide was widespread if used at all, and much like today, may be a viable concept in hard times, but far too disagreeable to stomach in most situations (Huang, 2016). 
Equally much of this issue may be to do with international judgement. When we compare this site with others where multiple deaths have occurred, particularly in the West, memorials and plaques are almost an assumed part the set up. However, for that to happen the deaths have to be acknowledged, nationally and internationally. By failing to draw attention to this particular issue in the Japanese press, it relieves the government from having to be ‘seen to do the right thing’ internationally, and from potentially insulting a population with a strong cultural history in this area (Nakanishi, 2017, Endo, 2017). 

There are issues that have clearly come along with the upkeep of this site that the Management of the Park have had to deal with, all be it, quietly without any fuss. Despite the rangers and their roles not being mentioned anywhere officially, it seems the rangers in this particular forest mainly search for bodies, or try and deter those who have already entered the forest from staying. They are charged with locating any bodies that they can and arranging for their removal. Annually a large search of the area is arranged to locate any corpses that might have been overlooked but it is widely understood that many are never found due to the density of the forest. The decomposition of bodies creates problems particularly if they are too near the path, and presumably they are removed by professionals, but this is unlikely to occur in front of the public. Possibly another reason why the trails are not advertised, the removal of over 100 bodies a year must look odd in what is otherwise considered to be one of the worlds most beautiful and protected natural Heritage Sites. 
The use of signs at the park in general is widespread, and it is clear from both tourist photos and official website photo’s that the signage at the forest is considerably out of date in terms of style, substance and language options. The heritage centre for the park itself is modern, bilingual and interactive, making the lack of even sign replacement in Aokigahara, suspicious (Huang, 2018, Staiff, Bushell, Watson, 2013). 

Conclusively I would argue that Japan has allowed the forest to remain in its ‘natural’ state on purpose, and is disinclined to develop the area. Whether it is to respect the wishes of those who go there, of those who have died there, or, because like most of the world, the Japanese are becoming increasingly aware of the value of dark tourism (Gander 2017) is yet to be seen. Because of their strong believe in respect, particularly around death, it is unlikely they will ever advertise the site, as a ‘suicide forest’. However this could be intentional, to draw more ‘dark tourists’ to the mysterious forest. As we have seen in locations such as Pripyat (abandoned town near Chernobyl), and North Korea, a lack of information, ease of travel and official state sponsorship can draw more of the tourists interested in this niche area of travel, who see these things as a challenge or a badge of survival. The danger factor is one that seems to attract that kind of tourist and so, of course, the very real danger of getting lost, or coming across a body whilst being unable to understand the warning signs may very well be a strategic ambiguity tactic on the part of the Japanese tourist board (Vanhamme. J, Puntoni. S, 10 March 2013). Japan is by no means a stranger to ‘difficult’ or dark heritage. This almost intentional lack of cultivation of a site like this is becoming more popular, following the theme of artists like Banksy, where a point is being made often by simply stating an open question and letting the viewer decide. The reverse psychology of ambiguous dark tourism could well be a new form of marketing sites like this, where much of the value of visiting is in finding out any information at all. Equally, by leaving the sight undeveloped, it not only allows the natural ecosystem to thrive (vitally important for developing Asian countries) but allows for all sorts of tourists to visit the site without being made to feel uncomfortable; i.e. the walkers can still be oblivious to the alternate narrative of the forest, while dark tourists can take their time in exploring without causing any disruption as there may not be anything to see as such during their visit. 
It is equally likely however that this is a blind spot in Japanese society that through a combination of superstition and a continued belief that there is a time and a place for suicide, the forest is considered a holy place of sorts, and therefore is not to even be discussed let alone potentially developed. After all, what would the ancestors say?

I think overall it is reasonably safe to say that the Park is being managed this way intentionally, particularly as a result of not really knowing how to deal with this aspect of their culture when representing it certain parts of the world. To raise the issue would draw attention to it and potentially cause upheaval in Japans very unique history and culture. Avoidance would not be the right word, as they clearly provide what is needed to make sure those who are unaware of the Aokigahara’s dark image, don’t stumble across anything unpleasant e.g. only Japanese signs warning about suicides, if you didn’t know the tape was to find your way back you would think it was a local decoration like the scarves you might find on bridges in the Himalayas, making sure no one accidentally stumbles across any bodies. However, by not even changing the old signage or advertising the site, it feels like the park may be intentionally ‘spookifying’ the area, making it look a little abandoned with old-fashioned worn signage and directions on a trail that doesn’t appear on the website. By refusing to advertise it, but not regulating or even complaining about what others say about it, there is a general feel that we as an audience may be part of a double bluff. What is clear is that when dealing with such difficult and complex sites, there is no simple solution. In choosing how to present a site it helps to understand know what the goal or vision of that representation, but, without visiting Aokigahara ourselves and asking the hard questions to those managing the site, it will remain unclear as to whether this presentation is a clever ruse, or simply a heritage headache. 
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