	
	
	



Issues that arise in the presentation of a site which could be termed ‘difficult heritage’, a reflection on Oradour-sur-Glane Martyred Village.

[bookmark: _Int_NfomgLNM]In 1944 the German Waffen SS massacred the inhabitants of Oradour-sur-Glane, a rural village in France, burning the human remains and village. In the immediate aftermath survivors and relatives proposed the ruins be preserved for remembrance and education. Open to the public the site is one of difficult heritage, that is ‘heritage we would prefer not to have (Macdonald, 2006, p.9). Difficult heritage sites bring with them a myriad of issues, from practical issues of physical preservation of buildings to maintain authenticity to the management of ‘dark tourists’ who have what a majority would consider to be unhealthy interest in a site. All heritage is dissonant (Tunbridge and Ashworth, 1996, p.21) the interplay between interested parties and alternative narratives gives rise to issues which have to be managed. This essay will consider four principle issues related to the presentation of difficult heritage, remembrance, politics, time/distance and tourism, and discuss how those issues impact at the Oradour-sur-Glane Martyred Village and consider how threads weave through those issues so they rarely exist in isolation. 
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Ruins of Oradour-sur-Glane (www.lookphotos.com)


Difficult heritage is that which cannot or should not be associated with a place’s past, it may be tangible, for example a place where an atrocity occurred or intangible for example a building where orders to commit those atrocities were given.  Macdonald (2009) describes how not all heritage is celebrated as part of a place’s past. Heritage can be contested, unsettling or awkward, and remain meaningful in the present. Heritage involves numerous actors, local, national, indigenous, visitors, they are not culturally isolated and interact in ways which impacts on how elements of the past are represented, received, and at times silenced and ignored. Difficult heritage can be disruptive in the present where it breaks through and opens or reinforces social divisions or confers legitimacy and can become a ‘dark tourist’ pilgrimage destination. Difficult heritage is a key part of our identity, ignoring, silencing or destroying does not negate its capacity to affect. ‘Difficult heritage’ is perpetuated by actors for numerous motives from a moral driver to commemorate for fear of a repeat of the atrocities through to tourist interest and the potential for revenue streams by site owners (Macdonald, 2009, p.1-5). Design strategies for remembering and conversely forgetting at sites which reflect moments of cultural shame need to be effective to mitigate for the radically different perceptions of perpetrators and victims (McCarthy, 2016, p.52-53).
[image: ]Oradour-sur-Glane pre 1944 image. (www.oradour.info/images)
Oradour-sur-Glane was a small village in Limousin with a population of 330 in 1936. The arrival of the German occupying forces in 1940 had little impact on the way of life. Sitting in the Vichy administered free zone it was a safe location where refugee families from Charly (now Charly-Oradour) settled and local young men evaded conscription from compulsory work in Germany. On 10 June 1944 soldiers of the 3rd Company 1st Battalion of the Waffen SS Der Führer Regiment of the Das Reich Division, encircled the village and assembled local people. The men divided into groups were taken to buildings around the village where they were machine-gunned and the buildings set ablaze. The women and children were taken to the church and suffered a similar fate. There were seven survivors of the massacre, five men from one barn, one woman from the church and a refugee child who had  run when he saw German soldiers (Farmer, 2000, 14-25, Hebras, 2001, p.12-27, Pauchou and Masfrand, 2003, p. 17-103, Pike, 2021, p. 216-251). In all 642 men, women and children were killed. The remains of 585 people were so severely damaged they could not be individually identified. (Pauchou and Masfrand, 2003, p.101, 144-199).
[image: ]Oradour-sur-Glane street view (www.oradour.info/images)
Various reasons have been proposed for the massacre, the Normandy invasion, reprisals for resistance  activity (Hebras, 2001, p.12, Pauchou and Masfrand, 2003, p.126-7, (Pike, 2021, p. 340-1)) the hunt for stolen Nazi gold (Mackness, 1988, p.161-3) and the wrong Oradour (Pauchou and Masfrand, 2003, p.134, Pike, 2021, p. 341). The German High Command condemned the demonstration of force and destruction as shameful and an insult to the honest German soldier (Pike, 2021, p. 339-341). The action is beyond explanation, a gratuitous crime (Pike, 2021, p. 333). Oradour-sur-Glane Martyred Village is a site of difficult heritage.
Commemoration of the massacre continues at individual and state level (Farmer, 2000, p.99-100). The heritage site consists of the preserved ruins of the village, the village cemetery, a memorial, crypt and a visitor centre.
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Notice displayed in the remains at Oradour-sur-Glane (ww.oradour.info/images)
Humans cope with the past by remembering and forgetting in family and wider group consciousness, their testimonies contributing to how processing the past affects the future (Haider, 2014, pp.33-35) this is fraught with issues, who is remembering what, who is providing the narrative and why. Memorials give personal significance to memory but are imbued with a greater sense of importance than personal loss, they are used to prompt the right kind of memory, feelings and actions to those accessing (King, 1998 p.173-5, Low and Oliver, 2012, p.1-4).
Redkal discusses the issues of how memorials are not static, their roles rethought in rapidly changing societies where the facts of an atrocity are not disputed but the politics are, where one truth can dilute another and weaken positioning (2014a: xxii-xxiv). 
When there is no direct connection to the past there is an inherent challenge in how to maintain or recreate collective memory. Recalling the past is a dynamic and shifting process, states dominate stories of war, individual memories are unstable and collective memory in shared experience dissolves as members die or move on, yet memory persists. Nevertheless there are common challenges – whose history and whose memory will be portrayed, and can a narrative’s ethical and honourable intentions be assumed when there are counter memories contesting official narratives of the past? (Winter, 2006, xxxx, Crane, 2011, pp99-102). For (Uzzell and Ballantyne 2008) those interpretations are value laden they make links, reminds, ignore and suppress, the passage of time does not negate but mutes the horror. Narratives can be used to create atmosphere, provoke emotion, present through re-enactment, the issue rests in deciding what story is appropriate for what site. 
As early as October 1944 local groups (later to become  The Association National des Familles des Martyrs) were pushing to leave untouched the Oradour-sur-Glane ruins to perpetuate the victims memory for the present and future generations and as a place for learning (Pauchou and Masfrand, 2003, back cover, Lowe, 2021, p.232, Pike, 2021, p. 348). The ruins were not meant to symbolise or represent the destructive act, free of interpretation they were intended as evidence of a fact, destruction of a community which existed before the war (Farmer, 2000, p.127-129). 
Postwar France needed to reinvent itself as a fighting nation, but French memory of the war was different, extensive support for the Vichy government, collaboration with Nazis and a myth of being united in resistance. De Gaulle declared ‘Oradour is a symbol of what happened to the country itself... a place...shared by all’ (Farmer, 2000, p.83). De Gaulle promoted the attachment of a selective memory and declared the site as representative of the wider suffering of the French nation, allowing the French to ignore coming to terms with and dealing with the difficult past (Lagrou, 2003, p.66-79). An image of an innocent, untroubled, quintessential France was contained in the commemorative sphere, a compelling base for rebuilding pride and nationhood.  Yet wartime France was not unified and the villagers would have reflected these positions but this narrative is an awkward memory to represent and is smoothed clean (Pike, 2021, p. 345-8). Symbolically for commemoration by the French it is imperative at a community and national level that the massacre remains static and unexplained, decontextualised from internal wartime political tensions, the official narrative organising silence as well as memory (Farmer, 2000, p.56-8, 208). Inside the ruins however there is no interpretation, plaques are factually attesting to building occupants and massacre locations, the ruins are left to speak for themselves.
Interpretation is a key issue within difficult heritage.
‘Heritage is someone’s heritage and therefore logically not someone else’s’ (Tunbridge and Ashworth, 1996, p.21) discuss issues of dissonant heritage and how lack of agreement and consistency is intrinsic within it. Interpretation is ideological, Key questions as to who is authenticating, selecting, managing, interpreting not only determines resource choice and educational, but it also disinherits someone.  Interpretation can be dissonant to both perpetrators and descendants through concealment and reinterpretation. Heritage dissonance can be used politically as a resource to strengthen identity and frame state ideolog, reflecting the power and biases of the actors, deliberate amnesia becomes a management strategy providing short term benefit. (Tunbridge and Ashworth, 1996, p. 20-21). Dissonance may complicate site interpretation resulting in value laden reconstructions or pictorial reenactments (Turnbridge and Ashworth, 1996, p.47). Ceremonies hold calendar places sustained and influenced by organisations and institutions with unequal power who are comfortable suppressing what can't be assimilated, state commemoration can conflict with private and community wants and needs requiring consultation to be compatible with the interests of all actors. 
Attempts at reconciliation at difficult heritage sites involve issues of historical reinterpretation to reconcile on basis of shared suffering, potentially re-narrating atrocity perception. The issue of contested reconciliation processes within divided nations involves coming to terms with oppression and finding justice, and whether reconciliation is as victims or war criminals (Redkal, 2014a, p. 26) but that reconciliation can only take place within a broader political context (Sharpley, 2009a, p.156)
Of 15 of the SS soldiers tired as war criminals were French, largely conscripts from Alsace Lorraine. The French national assembly overturned their sentences in the name of unity, the Association National des Familles des Martyrs returned the Cross of Legion of Honour, Military Cross and bronze plaque presented to the martyrs on behalf of the Republic by de Gaulle in 1945. The politicians were vilified outside the ruins, the families refused to transfer the victim's ashes into the ossuary built in the Martyred Village by the government. The Alsatians maintained they were victims too. (Farmer, 2000, p. 167-170, Pauchou and Masfrand, 2003, p.140-142, 1 Pike, 2021, p. 336-7). The pretext for massacre was not disclosed and questions hung over the families and survivors as to their role in the atrocity (Pike, 2021, p. 334-7).  Politics conflicted with justice for the victims. 
In 2020 the visitor centre was sprayed with revisionist graffiti – the word lie was sprayed and martyred village crossed out (Pike, 2021, p.345, www.theguardian.com/world/2013/sep/03/oradour-sur-glane-nazi-massacre-village).
Oradour-sur-Glane is a site of national remembrance where the French state controls cultural activity, the Association National des Familles des Martyrs are the controller and narrator of collective memory (Winter, 2006). The site sees evidence of kinship remembrance at gravesides set against a national commemoration, the glue holding cells of personal remembrance diminishing. (Winter, 2006). In the early year local politicians politicised the ceremony and ruins (Farmer, 2000, p.171-176). In 1997 the French National Front leader described the holocaust as historical detail, the site renewed its importance as evidence in France of Nazi crimes (Farmer, 2000, p.196). It was 69 years before a German President visited Oradour-sur-Glane, the memorial for rests not in the martyred village but in a church in the new village of Oradour-sur-Glane ( www.oradour.info). It was 80 years before a German President attended the annual commemoration service (www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Berichte/EN/Frank-Walter-Steinmeier/2024/240610-memorial-event-france), this in a Europe where Franco German reconciliation (Pike, 2021, p. 345-8) was reflected in NATO membership and the European Economic Council. President Macron had the day before the commemoration announced a surprise election (www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c8009e2z4xlo) and legitimised political discussion in the commemorative sphere. The difficult heritage continues to be divisive, when French actions in Algeria under colonial rule were compared to Oradour–sur-Glane the accusation was met with uproar (www.theguardian.com/world/2025/mar/09/jean-michel-aphatie-quits-after-comparing-french-algeria-to-nazi-massacre).
The physical properties of a difficult heritage site can be problematic. Heritage sites are distinctly integrated spaces both a past and a place apart, where physical boundaries not only physically delimit but hold together a narrative providing physical and cultural visibility making it possible to maintain the place as part of the past. (Garden, 2009, p.270-275) Heritages sites may need to reflect changing narratives and needs of visitors, curators, local and national interests or they may exist frozen time, representing a stable, passive eternity where natural decay is halted for an artificial eternity, existing in the present in a past form (Crane, 2011, pp. 99-102).  English Heritage consider how the preservation of a site in static form confers immediate benefits but with long term consequences. Issues arise where a site is considered to have a uniform value and character but where the continuous process of conservation is damaging and causes loss of character (2008: p.314-319). For Lowenthal preservation and loss are codependent and only the act of display detaches the surviving past from the present (2015: p. 411-438).
In the immediate aftermath of the massacre two local committees drove the preservation of the ruins as part of the memorialisation. Work began in 1944 to preserve walls and clear debris from the site to recreate the moment of the fire, frozen in time (Farmer, 2000, p.67-72), the ruined village has no present and no future, it exists apocalyptically ( Lowe, 2021 , p.234).  It was immediately recognised that maintaining a ruin in a ruinous state was problematic. Farmer discusses how physical erosion has taken it’s toll, exposure to the weather and passage of time the ruins means buildings deteriorate at different rates and cement repairs are obvious, the ruins are becoming a general statement on destruction. The appearance of destruction is impossible to maintain yet restoration alters the character of the site. (2000: p.99-105,193-195).  
[image: ]Preservation of ruins (www.oradour.info/images)
Funding the holistic preservation of the ruins is problematic. The annual government grant funding is insufficient and supplemented with appeals for donations  (https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20240530-france-seeks-to-save-nazi-massacre-village-from-decay. Underfunding creates different challenges, firstly, whether some buildings carry a higher heritage value weight and must be preserved for example a specific building where the massacre occurred as opposed to a ruined outbuilding which could be demolished or left to decay, and if so, how is that heritage value calculated. Secondly whether conserving (marginally less expensive) as opposed to preserving the ruins impacts the historical truth and the extent to which this may impact the collective memory (discussed elsewhere), forgetting is a naturally occurring process (Crane, 2011, p. 99-102). The memory centre is currently being refurbished and will reflect ‘museographic work...based on new knowledge that has now been acquired’ (www.visitlimousin.com/centre-de-la-memoire-doradour-sur-glane) indicating articulation of new narrative of an apparently static site.
The way in which places of dark heritage unintentionally become either tourist attractions or heritage sites present a number of issues. Dark tourism, defined as visits to sites of death or disaster for remembrance, education or entertainment (Foley and Lennon, 1996, p.195) is popular at difficult heritage sites. Sharpley believes a fascination or interest in death not the only driving factor, there are cultural, political, historic and commercial influences on prospective visitor motives (2005: 215-226). Horner and Swarbrook (2021) discuss how the passage of time may change the visitors perception of a site and how contemporary events are treated more sympathetically impacting on whether a location is conserved for entertainment (visitor attraction) or education (heritage site), in either instance using the location to perpetuate and reinforce ideologies. Lowenthal discusses how relics are shells containing a stored up past narrated for current consumption (2015: 383-395). Banaskiewicz and Sharpley consider how difficult heritage is consumed by visitors of differing social and cultural backgrounds in different ways, a fascination not with manner but meaning or implication of the event and how that delivers a diverse range of behaviours and reactions. (2021: 78-91, 2005: 215-226). More practically is the issue of site management and combining the needs of respecting the individual and community, maintaining the integrity of the site within the meaning of the site (Sharpley, 2009b, p.9). A contemporary difficult heritage sites atmosphere of respect may replicate a cult like religious experience with visitors performing by adhering to site rules, being quiet, calm and respectful. Horner and Swarbrook  consider how some tourist tourism behaviour presents issues such as inappropriate, disrespectful or insensitive behaviour (2021, 214-218). For Ryan (2005) a visitor perception dilutes the original site concept from concern about death to a concern about tourism.  
[bookmark: _Int_DYB80tpQ]Oradour-sur-Glane attracts 300,000 visitors, overwhelmingly French Nationals. In the immediate post war years visitors undertook a type of non-religious symbolic pilgrimage seeking a spiritual goal. This visitor demograph has changed over time becoming a place on a tick list, an afternoon out seeking a sense of history, or a desire to experience first-hand real evidence of atrocity (Farmer, 2000. P.112-121). The site has a problematic overlapping of sacred and secular space where symbolic pilgrims intermingle with leisure tourists (Timothy, 2020, Horner and Swarbrook, 2021). ‘Popularity [now] tarnishes the feel’ (Lowenthal 2015, p.425). Tarlow (2005) considers how places of dignity and solemnity are commonly visited by tourists with camera not flowers, the site is reduced to a photo opportunity by children and Presidents alike.
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‘From Auschwitz to Oradour-sur-Glane: a question of decency’ (www.france3-regions.franceinfo.fr)
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French President Emmanuel Macron and German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier at the 80th anniversary commemoration. (Marin, 2024)
Commercialisation of difficult heritage presents further issues. As a heritage site Oradour-sur-Glane fares relatively well in this regard, supported a government annual grant, site entrance is free with a small fee to enter the Memorial Centre or join a guided tour. There is no shop or cafe. Third party exploitation for commercial gain exists where the atrocity and ruin images have been used in fictionalised books and films, for example Souvenir (www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Souvenir_(1988_film) and The Art of War (Robertson, 2014, p.21-23). The Association National des Familles des Martyrs work rigorously to protect and preserve the existing atrocity narrative, particularly from theories on why the massacre occurred. (Farmer, 2000, p.190-191).
[bookmark: _Int_ZHdYFmvp]Oradour-sur-Glane continues to speak in a way other memorials do not. At Oradour-sur-Glane the powerful Association National des Familles des Martyrs maintain a collective memory interpreting and articulating a simple narrative good versus evil, this narrative from the site’s inception has benefited the French state, the role of collaborators and the resistance has collectively been ignored. In powerplays the Association has challenged the state by returning medals awarded by de Gaulle in 1944. The Memorial Centre is undergoing a rework and memories fade but the interpretation is unlikely to chang, and the importance and (non)presentation of that narrative is reflected in other issues.  Visitor motivation drives distinct behaviours, from those who have knowledge who perform quasi pilgrimages to those with no historical background, seeking photo opportunities on a day out. Not presenting a visible narrative either in a brochure or within the ruins could be detrimental to casual visitor behaviour. Presenting the preserved site in its entirety, frozen in time is an increasingly difficult and costly process but continuing avoids the difficult issue of deciding what to no longer preserve. Allowing memories to fade and disappear is difficult (Logan and Reeves, 2009, p.1-5) yet for Camille Senon, a survivor, the ‘generation which lived through 1944 need to disappear entirely...the wound is still deep, open and painful’  (Pike, 2021, p. 337). What is clear is that each individual difficult heritage location, and its designation either as a tourist attraction or as a heritage site brings a distinct and unique series of presentation issues resulting from the position of heritage dissonance and that those issues are compounded at locations where events occurred within collective memory.

	
	
	



image3.png




image5.png




image4.png




image7.png




image.png




image6.png
(VR eN
182 aime





image2.png




