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What does the primary source of a photograph taken of a hanging at Auschwitz Gallows tell us about the perpetrators of the Holocaust?
Introduction
Throughout the Holocaust, there were multiple different methods of execution. Some, such as toxic gas vans were used very rarely,[footnoteRef:1] whereas others were utilised much more frequently all throughout the Holocaust, in many different camps and were common right until the end of the Genocide. One of these frequent execution methods was hanging. This essay will be using the primary source below of a photograph from a hanging execution at Auschwitz gallows: [1:  Guenter Lewy, Perpetrators: The World of the Holocaust Killers (New York: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2017), p.63.] 

[image: img 1751]Fig 1: Unknown photographer, Charter for Compassion: ‘The Gallows’ <https://charterforcompassion.org/poland/holocaust/the-gallows> (Undated) [Accessed 12/04/2023]




Using this photograph and some secondary sources written by scholars, this essay will consider what these sources show us about these executions; how they were carried out, what the purposes of these executions were, how the people responsible felt about these executions and by extension how they felt about the victims of their atrocities. This specific photograph has not been provided with a specific date. With this in mind, this essay will attempt to identify when the photograph was taken, but additionally it will consider the execution method of hanging in a more broad perspective.


When was the photograph taken/who are the people involved? 
Firstly, we should consider when this photograph was taken. Although there was no specific date provided for this source, using the information detailed in certain sources, such as Ruth Linn’s book Escaping Auschwitz: a culture of forgetting, it is stated that the prisoners were often hung for attempting to escape the camp.[footnoteRef:2] As such there is a likely possibility that the victims pictured in this source had unsuccessfully attempted to escape. However, in this book, Ruth Linn also specifies that in Auschwitz there ‘were hundreds of attempts to escape.’[footnoteRef:3] After this she notes that very few attempts were ever successful.[footnoteRef:4] This means that this was likely just one of many executions of its kind. As such, although we can assume the reason in which these individuals were hung was because they had attempted to escape from Auschwitz, or perhaps attempted to help others escape, this still does not provide the relevant information for us to pinpoint a specific date for this photograph. Furthermore, escape attempts were not the only reason for hangings to take place; hanging executions, like many became much more frequent during the Final Solution, wherein prisoners would be executed much more frequently.[footnoteRef:5] Richard Breitman in his book The Architect of Genocide: Himmler and the Final Solution states that Göring especially preferred executions by hanging instead of shooting, which was another common execution method used frequently throughout the Holocaust. This is because he considered execution by shooting to be ‘too honourable a death’ for the victims.[footnoteRef:6] This is a sentiment which was likely carried across the ranks of the perpetrators within the camps, and as such it is once more very difficult to specify exactly when this photograph would have been taken, although we can likely assume that since most of these executions took place between 1942-1945, it is likely that some point during these years will be when this particular source originated, and the individuals who were hung were likely attempted escapees, or individuals believed to be involved in an escape attempt.  [2:  Ruth Linn, Escaping Auschwitz : a culture of forgetting, (New York: Cornell University Press, 2004) p.12.]  [3:  Linn, (2004), p.12.]  [4:  Linn, (2004), p.15.]  [5:  Richard Breitman, The Architect of Genocide: Himmler and the Final Solution, (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1991) p.196.]  [6:  Breitman, (1991) p.193.] 

Where and why was the photograph taken?
In the photograph, we can see that this execution occurred outside, and in plain sight for all prisoners to see. A constant point stated within multiple sources, is that executions by hanging at the Gallows in Auschwitz were often done during roll-call in an attempt to set an example, or to deter disobedience. One such source which tells us this is Hermann Langbein’s book People in Auschwitz, which states an example in July 1943, a group of twelve Polish prisoners were hung during roll-call, and were ‘left hanging for a long time.’[footnoteRef:7] Although this book does not actively specify how long they were left hanging in the Gallows for, it is clear that this would have been done with one main intention; to remind the prisoners of the punishment for disobedience. This gives us a level of insight into the mentality of the officers in Auschwitz also. The fact that the bodies remained on the Gallows for some time indicates that there must have been some level of pride in what they were doing to their victims, that they were willing to see these bodies for much longer than absolutely necessary. An important thing to note is that the Jewish prisoners in Auschwitz themselves are believed to have been forced to build the Gallows, Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, in his book; Hitler's willing executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust acknowledges this stating that the prisoners were ‘dying, in part, by his own hand’ which Goldhagen suggests was an enjoyable irony for many of the Nazi officers in the camps.[footnoteRef:8] Furthering the idea that the executioners were receiving some form of sadistic glee from the executions taking place. Implying it provided them with some form of twisted satisfaction for what they had done. What is clear from this information is that they certainly could not have felt much guilt for their actions. Since this event which Langbein provides took place in 1943, the Holocaust had already been going on for quite some time by this point and as such perhaps the officers had just become numb to the suffering of their victims. The photograph further enforces this point by the fact that the officers standing next to the bodies in the picture appear to be smiling, further suggesting that these individuals saw this as more than just a job, but instead they are likely satisfied with the execution, and the example which they have set to their prisoners. Although it is well documented that the executions at the Gallows were commonly performed in front of a crowd,[footnoteRef:9] there is not one present within this photograph. There are two possibilities as to why this is; either, the crowd was out of frame when this photograph was taken. Or perhaps more likely, this photograph was taken after the crowd had already dispersed. This once more implies that the bodies had been left hanging for quite some time after the execution had taken place, as a intimidation tactic against the other prisoners in Auschwitz, and likely a symbol of power for the people responsible.  [7:  Hermann Langbein, People in Auschwitz (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004) p.259]  [8:  Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, ‘Hitler's willing executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust’ (New York: Knopf, 1996), p.306.]  [9:  Goldhagen (1996) p.306.] 

How were these people killed?
One glaring factor about this photograph is the bodies which hang from the Gallows themselves. One corpse faces the opposite way to the others, which indicates signs of a struggle. This implies that this was likely a long and painful death by asphyxiation. Evidence to support this shows up in a multitude of sources, for example in Guenter Lewy’s book Perpetrators: The World of the Holocaust Killers mentions that ‘execution by hanging usually involved being strung up in order to prolong the agony of death.’[footnoteRef:10] This shows us that it was likely an intentionally long and strenuous death for the victim, as the ropes used to hang would not have been made to outright kill the victim right away. This shows us that there is a likely chance that these officers did not care to make the executions as painless as possible. In fact, Lewy’s choice of wording would imply they sought to do the opposite. This is supported by the photograph as many of the ropes around the necks of the victims do not appear to be knotted very tight, supporting this claim. This shows us again that the perpetrators were intentionally trying to dissuade other prisoners within the camp from disobedience. Due to the slow and painful nature of the execution, they perhaps thought that less prisoners would try to act against them due to fear of not meeting a similar death. This is emphasized further when we consider that the other prisoners were forced to watch these executions. Goldhagen states that should someone try to look away from the execution they could be beaten as punishment.[footnoteRef:11] This shows the extent the perpetrators would go to in attempt to set an example to their prisoners. It is likely that similar measures were taken during the photographed execution, since the victims likely struggled for quite some time, the perpetrators potentially would have forced other prisoners to watch the full execution. It could be considered that since only one body faces a similar way to the rest in this picture. There is a chance that this particular body was intentionally left facing this way. This raises the question as to why this would have been the case, if the assumption that this execution was the result a failed attempt to escape the camp is correct, then perhaps this particular man is the one believed to have led the attempt, and as such the perpetrators wanted his face in the photograph specifically. However, this cannot be proven and is merely speculation. Should this be the case this once more tells us of the type of mindset the people responsible must have had, that they would pose one body to suit their photograph indicates once more that these men were willing to humiliate the person even after they were already dead. Even still it is very likely given the evidence provided that this was more likely an effect of the execution itself. [10:  Lewy, (2017), p.9.]  [11:  Goldhagen, (1996) p.306.] 

Were these executions taking place elsewhere too?
One point which is important to note which would not be made particularly clear from this particular photograph, is that the officers involved could and would make these executions more humiliating and painful for their victims. Hermann Langbein mentions a particular execution in Auschwitz wherein the victims were beaten while they were being hung.[footnoteRef:12] Hanging executions such as this were not only performed in Auschwitz either. There are similar records of this type of execution in Majdanek, wherein Goldhagen mentions of a case where an officer urinated on a hanging victim.[footnoteRef:13] Additionally another example is provided by Lewy which mentions Neuengamme, on April 20th 1945 wherein one particular victim, a young boy’s noose was too loose around his neck due to him being so light due to ‘disease and mistreatment’ and likely starvation also. An SS man applied his own body weight to the boy, forcing the execution to speed up.[footnoteRef:14] These examples give some further insight into the mentality of the perpetrators in not only Auschwitz, but other camps also. These executions could indeed get hands on and personal for the officers involved, once more showing that they were not only willing to hang these victims, but to outright humiliate and play a very direct role in the hangings in many camps. This, once more serves as clear evidence that the perpetrators had a complete disregard for their victims and were more than willing to participate in the executions in ways that were far more than doing the bare minimum. Although in the example provided in Lewy’s book it could be considered the officer was perhaps acting to prevent the boy’s suffering from being needlessly prolonged, this is far from an act of compassion. There certainly would have been far less barbaric ways in which the suffering could have been reduced and the execution sped up. Not to mention that this is a child who certainly would not deserve such a fate in the first place. As such the idea that this could have been in any way a compassionate act is completely untrue. In all cases, the people responsible made the conscious decisions to act how they did, and likely felt satisfied about having done so. The officers in the photograph are likely no different even if in this particular instance, they did not behave to quite as such a personal level as the examples mentioned above. This, however cannot be proven based on the photograph alone. From this, we can say that executions similar in nature to this one, in some cases likely worse happened all throughout the Holocaust in many different camps. [12:  Langbein, (2004), p.267.]  [13:  Goldhagen, (1996), p.576.]  [14:  Lewy, (2017) p.13.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, this photograph shows us that the perpetrators in the Holocaust, specifically inside of the concentration camps had little regard for their prisoners. The photograph, along with the support from the other sources used prove that the officers inside Auschwitz, and other concentration camps would willingly go to extreme measures to try to maintain control over their prisoners, so much to the point that there was no room left for compassion for them. The photograph also shows us that they were outright proud of their work and that they were willing to commit the awful acts which they did. This is not to say that this was always how they had felt, and certainly when the killings first began, many of the perpetrators would have never even dreamed of committing such awful deeds, and then smiling for a picture with the bodies of their victims. However, after some time these executioners likely started to feel rewarded for what they had done, these killings became their normality and as such by that time, they began to feel a sense of pride in the horrific acts. The men pictured in this photograph somehow had likely manipulated themselves into ignoring the suffering of their victims and instead had found their way into believing that their actions were somehow justified.
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