

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’.


The concept of dark tourism is not a new phenomenon in our modern society, humans have always had a strange obsession with death and the macabre (Biron et al, 2011: 836-837; Stone and Sharpley, 2008: 574; Stone, 2012: 1565). There does however appear to be a growing fascination to travel to sites or museums that represents the dark side of human history (Biron et al, 2011: 820; Stone and Sharpley, 2008: 574). It is these sites of dark tourism where a person is mostly like to be confronted by difficult heritage (Stone and Sharpley, 2008: 576). 

The ‘symbol of the Holocaust’ is the site of Auschwitz concentration and death camp in Poland (Biron et al 2011: 821; Reading, 2003: 69). This site is considered to be the ‘epitome of dark tourism’ and one of the “darkest edges of the dark tourism spectrum” (Biron et al 2011: 821; Charlesworth, 1994: 579; Rubinstein and Roth, 2003: 2, 9, 203; Stone and Sharpley, 2008: 587; Turnell-Read, 2009: 26; Wollaston, 2005: 67). The Auschwitz complex consists of three camps, the original concentration camp (Auschwitz I), a death camp (Auschwitz-Birkenau, Auschwitz II) and a slave labour camp (Monowitz, Auschwitz III) (Biron et al, 2011: 826; Gutman and Berenbaum,1998: 1-19; Rubinstein and Roth, 2003: 203). For the purpose of this essay I will focus on the museum located at Auschwitz I. 

The complex was active from May 1940 until its liberation by Soviet forces in January 1945 (Gutman and Berenbaum, 1998: 6). Since the end of the Second World War in 1945, Auschwitz has become synonymous with the systematic mass murder of millions of innocent people by Nazi Germany (Gutman and Berenbaum, 1998: 5, 61; Reading, 2003: 69; Rubinstein and Roth, 2003: 2). Throughout the Second World War, the concentration camp grew from holding 10,000 prisoners in 1941 to 30,000 by the end of the war (Gutman and Berenbaum, 1998: 16). The prisoners were consisted of mainly Soviet Prisoners of War, Polish political prisoners and citizens who opposed the Nazi regime (Gutman and Berenbaum, 1998: 16; Rubinstein and Roth, 2003: 204). Of all the Nazi concentration and death camps, Auschwitz was one of the largest and the most lethal (Gutman and Berenbaum, 1998: 5-6; Rubinstein and Roth, 2003: 203). 

Auschwitz has now been repurposed as a Holocaust Museum in order to present the facts and lessons of history (Charlesworth, 1994: 63). These types of museums are simultaneously memorial sites due to the amount of lives lost, and tourist attractions (Charlesworth, 1994: 66). These distinctions of the site can become blurred as although you may be there as a tourist to experience the site, the buildings and artefacts that you view force you to remember (Charlesworth, 1994: 66).  





Figure 1. The main gate of Auschwitz I camp. After Katie O’Leary





















Those who visit Auschwitz would be already aware of the sites dark history, but few will have a direct connection to those histories (Turnell-Read 2009: 27). Charlesworth (1994: 63) writes that Holocaust museums are scripted performances to tell narratives and leave a lasting impression. Due to the connections and stories of the Second World War, many people know the history of Auschwitz, but its layout is designed to purposefully shock you and make the stories ‘real’ (Stone, 2012: 1581; Turnell-Read 2009: 42). 

The first instance of this is when you first arrive at the museum, and are immediately confronted by the infamous Arbeit Macht Frei (Work makes one free) gate (Gutman and Berenbaum, 1998: 21; Turnell-Read, 2009: 29). When the camp was operational, these gates were placed far inside the camp, the museum uses people’s association with this notorious picture to shock them into realization of where they are (Turnell-Read, 2009: 29). This ‘shock value’ is supposed to take what a person has learned in other instances about the site and make the experience real. People are suddenly faced with the physical facts that the historical knowledge they learnt in school or had seen on the television is very much real. The layout of the museum itself is designed to that visitors walk in the footsteps of the past prisoners (Reading, 2003: 71). You are guided from building to building viewing exhibits, being in the same space where countless others have died many years ago (Reading, 2003: 71; Wollaston, 2005: 71). The narrative of the past is told through the experience of the journey that you take as an individual through the site (Reading, 2003: 71). 

Aushwitz I is one of the Holocaust museums that tells a historical narrative through the presentation of physical artefacts (Reading, 2003: 71). The museum has two main exhibits, the Permanent Exhibit where personal possessions from former prisoners are displayed and the National Exhibit where there are national memorials of the dead (Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum; Biron et al 2011: 827; Wollaston, 2005: 71).The mandate of the museum to “collect, preserve and conserve the collections and buildings of the museum, to conduct research upon them and to make them accessible to visitors and to all people from Poland and the rest of the world” (Olesky, Education Centre: 86 cited in Charlesworth, 1994: 63). Auschwitz I is one of the Holocaust museums that tells a historical narrative through the presentation of physical artefacts (Reading, 2003: 71). 

When a prisoner entered the site when it was in use, they were not only stripped of all their possessions but their identity (Rubinstein and Roth, 2003: 203). In this regard, when viewing the Permanent Exhibit, the possessions are not mere inanimate objects, but the identity of the people who died. This could be perceived as although the person has died, there is still a piece of them that has not been put to rest, but on display at a museum. This makes the exhibition arguably the most controversial of the two, as you are able to see people’s shoes, glasses, suitcases and shockingly human hair (Biron et al 2011: 827; Pergament, 1999: 49-52; Rubinstein and Roth, 2003: 203). 

In room 5 in block 4 of Auschwitz you are confronted by one of the most dehumanizing acts that took place at concentration camps. Two tons of human hair is on display, this is a small amount in comparison to how many prisoners who have had their hair taken by the Nazis (Pergament, 1999: 50). The act of ‘hair taking’ by the Nazi’s was an act of dehumanization, people were stripped of one integral part of their identities (Pergament, 1999: 48). What makes the hair on display at Auschwitz I so controversial is that it was taken from people after they had died (Pergament, 1999: 50). 

Figure 2. The room in block 4 where hair cut after murdering people in the gas chambers are displayed. After Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum. 



This decision is controversial as the people who this hair belonged to had died in the past, although it is not part of their body, it is a part of their personal identity yet a part of them is on display for the world to see (Pergament, 1999: 50). Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum expressly prohibits the taking photos within this room regardless if flash is not used (Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum, 2018: 3). This probably has aspects to do with the conservation of the hair, as seen in the photo above the two tons of hair appears to have turned a greying-brown and matted together. Under different circumstances hair can be preserved very well, but the Zyklon B that was has effected its preservation rate (Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum; Pergament, 1999: 50). The prohibition of taking photos could be seen as forcing people to face reality through their own eyes instead of the truth being filtered through a camera. Additionally, as this could be seen as human remains, what right does anyone have to take away a small piece of these peoples identities with each photograph they take.  

This ethical issue became much bigger with the involvement of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (Pergament, 1999: 50, Ryback, 1993). As a collaboration, Auschwitz-Birkenau sent the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum a selection of objects to put on display, along with twenty pounds of human hair (Pergament, 1999: 51). “When we first received the hair, we regarded it as just another artifact for the museum,” Jacek Nowakowski, who was in charge of acquiring objects for the exhibition, says, “but then, when the Content Committee met to discuss the best way to display it, it became clear that the members viewed human hair differently from the other objects.” (Ryback, 1993). The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum made the decision to put the hair on display, despite the backlash to challenge holocaust deniers and to show the authenticity of a dark history (Pergament, 1999: 49-51; Ryback, 1993). 

The living hell that prisoners had to endure on a daily basis to simply survive is an experience that cannot and should not be replicated. These people went through such a physical and emotional turmoil, it is up to modern society to rectify the mistakes made (Rubinstein and Roth, 2003: 19). The Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum does its best to make people understand what the past prisoners had to live through by having their visitors experience the physical places where acts took place. 

While the museum prohibits photo taking in room 5 in block 4, they also prohibit the same act in the basement of block 11. The basement of this building houses a variety of cells that were used a punishment to the prisoners such as starvation cells, standing cells and rooms where the first Zyklon B experiments had taken place (Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum). 

As a form of punishment, prisoners would be forced to spend multiple days or weeks in standing cells (Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum). To enter these cells, you have to crawl on your hands and knees, into the 1m2 space, there were no windows and the only source of air was a 5x5 cm opening in the wall, prisoners died of asphyxiation if these holes were covered with snow in the winter (Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum). Prionsers enduring this type of punishment had still had to work through the day and spend multiple nights or weeks in these cells (Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum). It is obvious why photos are prohibited, because ideally no one would want to memorialize this experience and look back upon it. Instead we again are forced to witness with out own eyes a snapshot into the torture that these people went through. 

The experience of being in these places is an experience in itself, we cannot replicate what some of these prisoners went through, but we can understand and believe what happened. 

Due to the unprecedented amount of pain, suffering and death that these people went through, it is easy to understand how sites like Auschwitz can become places of commemoration and memorialization. Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum can be considered “the largest cemetery in humankind’s history” (Olesky, Education Centre: 86 cited in Charlesworth, 1994: 63) simply due to the number of people who died behind its walls. The amount of tourists in a place of memorialization could be seen as offensive in other places, but the museum has gone to great efforts to reduce these tensions by “drawing attention to the multifaceted character of the site” (Charlesworth, 1994: 66). 

When visiting the site of Auschwitz, I you will see a plethora of shrines and memorial dedicated to the people who had lost their lives in this place (Charlesworth, 1994: 66).  The reconstructed gas chamber and ‘wall of death’ are good examples.  

When visiting the site you will have the opportunity to walk through the sites gas chamber. The majority of visitors find this strangely alluring but when they are inside it is much too difficult, being in the physical space where thousands of other people died can be a highly impactful experience. The furnaces and the chimney of this gas chamber were reconstructed from original parts, but why? If simply the experience of being inside that place is enough for people to claim they many understand what it felt like why are the aesthetics needed? It is the need of the physical authenticity, to fully embody the feeling of being within that space. But should the visitors be in that space to begin with? 


 In conclusion, difficult heritage will always be difficult to present. In the case of Auschwitz, “what visitors encounter is not and cannot be Auschwitz, but it merely and inevitably a representation –preserved, constructed, reconstructed, or distorted – of Auschwitz as it existed in the years 1940-1945” (Huener: 21 as cited in Charlesworth 1994: 63). While we can try our best to present difficult heritage to help people understand and see history with truth, there will always be issues of how to do so correctly. 
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Figures

Figure 1. Katie O’Leary. The main gate of Auschwitz I camp. 

Figure 2. Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum. The room in block 4 where hair cut after murdering people in the gas chambers are displayed. Available from: http://auschwitz.org/en/gallery/exhibits/evidence-of-crimes,1.html 
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