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The Dziekanka 
Hospital in Gniezno 
as a Destination 
of Thanatourism. 
A Case of Unrealized 
Potential 
Tomasz Błaszczyk

Tourism of this kind refers explicitly to issues of death, 
and thus it is always tied to strategies for commemo-
rating the dead. Therefore, it requires the engagement: 
if not of tourists themselves, then of the destinations 
and the institutions that maintain them. Victims of 
mass killings have a special status among the deceased. 
Among these victims, patients of psychiatric hospitals 
killed by the Nazis in Germany and its occupied territo-
ries deserve much attention. This article seeks to fore-
ground the potential of these psychiatric hospitals as 
destinations for thanatourism. It takes then a detailed 
look at the tragic history of the Dziekanka Regional 
Hospital for the Mentally Ill, located in Gniezno, and 



43

Tomasz Błaszczyk, The Dziekanka Hospital in Gniezno

43

evaluates it as a site with great potential for Gniezno 
and the surrounding region.  

Psychiatric Hospitals as Sites of Thanatourism:  
The Nazi Extermination of the Mentally Ill
Thanatourism is a form of tourism that by definition 
invokes themes of individual and collective memory. 
This, however, is a byproduct of its signature feature 
as an exploratory and informative platform. I am re-
ferring here to the (historical and cultural) education-
al values of sites that can only become the objects of 
commemoration if they have already been discovered. 
As Sławoj Tanaś has pointed out, thanatourism entails 
“trips to sites that document and commemorate death 
that are learning experiences or have cognitive or re-
ligious aims. To a certain extent, these excursions can 
be motivated by specific aspects of the person or people 
whose death is the object of interest, or by the nature, 
history or interpretation of the event or destination, or 
special interests (needs) of the participants.”1 In this 
sense, thanatourism is a form of cultural tourism that 
– as Armin Mikos von Rohrscheidt has noted – can be 
defined as a tool of transmission (for understanding on 
the one hand, and as a source of information that can fa-
cilitate commemoration on the other), or as a conscious 
reconfiguration around specific values and an encounter 

1	 S.	Tanaś,	Tanatoturystyka – kontrowersyjne oblicze turystyki kulturowej,	“Peregrinus	
Cracoviensis”	17/2006,	p.	94.	In	the	text	cited	here,	the	author	calls	attention	to	the	origins	
of	the	concept	of	thanatotourism	and	the	issue	of	the	misalignment	between	this	English	
term	and	its	Polish	translation,	which	offers	“tanatoturystyka”	(thanatotourism)	as	a	synonym	
(see:	ibid,	pp.	85–86).
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between cultures.2 Yet, as the very concept and the defi-
nition cited above suggest, thanatourism entails specifi-
cally motivated (thanatos-oriented) travel to places. The 
objects sought out in the framework of thanatourism (as 
cultural tourism) are historically and culturally mean-
ingful “sites of death.” Anthony V. Seaton has classified 
these places using five categories: 1) sites of public death 
(or sites that commemorate public death); 2) sites where 
mass or individual death took place in the past; 3) places 
or monuments commemorating the dead; 4) places ex-
hibiting or staging the material evidence of death; and 
finally, 5) sites where death is reenacted.3 These cate-
gories allow us to catalog destinations of thanatourism 
with more precision and to simultaneously demonstrate 
how memorial sites that belong, in a certain sense, to 
the sacred sphere, are converted (sometimes commer-
cially) into tourist attractions.4

In this sense, there is something truly remarkable about 
thanatourism beyond the fact that the very act of visit-

2	 A.	Mikos	von	Rohrscheidt,	Turystyka kulturowa. Fenomen, potencjał, perspektywy,	Gniezno	
2008,	pp.	20–21.	See	also:	K.	Przecławski,	Turystyka i jej rola we współczesnym świecie,	
“Problemy	Turystyki”	10(3)/1987,	pp.	95–101.

3	 A.V.	Seaton,	War and Thanatourism: Waterloo 1815-1914,	“Annals	of	Tourism	Research”,	
vol.	26,	1999,	p.	131.	See:	S.	Tanaś,	Tanatoturystyka…,	pp.	91–94.	See	also:	A.	Ziębińska-
Witek,	Turystyka śmierci jako zjawisko kulturowe,	“Teksty	Drugie”	3/2012,	p.	175.

4	 To	define	tourist	attraction	here,	we	should	follow	the	lead	of	Zygmut	Kruczek,	who	has	
defined	it	more	or	less	in	opposition	to	the	concept	of	touristic	value.	He	suggests	that	
tourist	attractions	have	a	rather	subjective	nature	compared	to	the	idea	of	value,	which	
is	more	generalized	and	objective.	Kruczek	also	points	out	that	to	be	included	in	the	
tourism	market,	an	attraction	must	necessarily	be	supported	by	administrative	work,	
advertisements	and	promotion	(Z.	Kruczek,	Polska. Geografia atrakcji turystycznych,	
Krakow	2002,	p.	12).	We	might	therefore	posit	that	a	tourist	attraction	is	an	instance	of	
commercialized	(exploited)	value.	See	also:	V.	Middleton,	Marketing in Travel and Tourism,	
Oxford	1994.
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ing sites associated with death can be viewed as out of 
the ordinary or not so run-of-the-mill. As Anna Ziębińs-
ka-Witek has pointed out (and this is also clear from Sea-
ton’s categories), thanatourism rarely involves travel to 
the sites of “ordinary” death.5 For our purposes, we must 
necessarily set aside the existential notion – significant, 
but outside of the scope of the paradigm discussed here  
– that every death is extraordinary, tragic, personal, un-
repeatable, and impossible to process.6 These consider-
ations aside, it seems relevant that “death tourism” is 
preoccupied specifically with deaths that “pose a chal-
lenge to the individual and culture as a whole.”7 The 
traumatic aftermath of the atrocities of the last century 
offer several instances of such a “challenge.” As Tanaś 
has noted, “the twentieth century had no shortage of 
cases of mass death often tragic and inhumane. The First 
and Second World Wars were both unprecedented epi-
sodes in history. Death, therefore, took on new valenc-
es as the consequence of acts of cruelty between men. 
Death camps, labor camps and sites of mass execution 
or ethnic cleansing reflect how the way we valued hu-
man life was changing. Sites of mass death […] are today 
memorial sites marking crimes. At the same time, they 
draw crowds of tourists by the thousands.”8 In this case, 
Tanaś is speaking of the Nazi Holocaust and its salient 
metaphor of the camp. These events have now become 

5	 A.	Ziębińska-Witek,	Turystyka śmierci…,	p.	180.
6	 I	am	alluding	to	the	(ontological	and	ethical)	belief	and	value	cultivated	by	the	philosophers	

and	writers	associated	(explicitly	or	indirectly)	with	existentialism,	such	as	Martin	Heidegger,	
Karl	Jaspers,	Jean-Paul	Sartre,	Albert	Camus,	Vladimir	Jankélévitch	and	Edgar	Morin.	

7	 A.	Ziębińska-Witek,	Turystyka śmierci…,	p.	180.
8	 S.	Tanaś,	Tanatoturystyka…,	p.	89.
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a generalized concept in contemporary culture precisely 
due to their scale and the passage of time (forces that 
efface ideological motives and historical facts alike).9 Of 
the many atrocities of the Nazi regime gradually elid-
ed as the Holocaust was reconfigured as a generalized 
concept, I wish to foreground the murder of patients in 
psychiatric hospitals, which should also be understood 
as camps, as Grażyna Gajewska has argued.10 Friedrich 
Leidinger makes the case that these murders (ideolog-
ically and chronologically) were “the frontier of geno-
cide,”11 a prelude of sorts to the horrific crimes of the Ho-
locaust. This statement speaks volumes as to the great 
need to shed light on the murder of psychiatric patients 
in historical and cultural discourse, but also in the con-
text of thanatourism and its signature informative fea-
tures that have implications for both individual and col-
lective commemoration.
 
For thanatourism linked – according to Seaton’s schema 
cited above – to sites of mass death and sites for com-
memorating the dead or furnishing evidence of death, it 
is important to specify that the crime of the Holocaust 
would not have been possible without the execution of the 

9	 I	have	written	in	greater	detail	elsewhere	on	the	distortions	of	the	Holocaust	and	its	
erasure	through	the	cultural	mechanisms	described	by	Marianne	Hirsch	through	the	
concept	of	postmemory.	See:	T.	Błaszczyk,	Zapoznane ofiary nazistów. Pamięć 
o zagładzie chorych psychicznie: Tiegenhof (Dziekanka) i Hadamar,	“Sensus	Historiae”	
4/2016,	pp.	73–77.

10	 G.	Gajewska,	“Nagie życie” w zakładach dla psychicznie i nerwowo chorych pod rządami 
nazistów,	“Studia	Europaea	Gnesnensia”	10/2014,	p.	328.

11	 F.	Leidinger,	Forpoczta ludobójstwa,	[in:]	T.	Nasierowski,	G.	Herczyńska,	D.M.	Myszka	(ed.),	
Zagłada	chorych	psychicznie.	Pamięć	i	historia,	Warsaw	2012,	pp.	45–48.	
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mentally ill.12 As Tadeusz Nasierowski has argued, “the 
execution of the mentally ill […] planted the seeds for the 
Nazi genocide. […] In both cases – the mass murder of the 
mentally ill and the Holocaust – we are dealing with the 
same perpetrators, […] [and] the same methods for anni-
hilating human life, tested first on the mentally ill.”13 This 
is a matter of murder veiled as “euthanasia”14, which not 
only made up one component of the Holocaust broadly 
construed, but also figured as the historical first step of 
this terrible crime.15 
 
The “euthanasia” program referenced above should be 
understood as the murder of patients in psychiatric insti-
tutes that fell under Nazi rule. The procedure by no means 
took a monolithic form in all hospitals within this cate-
gory. The “euthanasia” killings that have been described 
most thoroughly in scholarship are the murders justified 

12	 T.	Nasierowski,	Zagłada osób z zaburzeniami psychicznymi w okupowanej Polsce. Początek 
ludobójstwa,	Warsaw	2008,	pp.	9–16.

13	 Ibid,	p.	15.
14	 The	term	“euthanasia”	in	the	context	of	research	on	Nazi	crimes	is	succinctly	explicated	by	

Grażyna	Gajewska	and	Maria	Tomczak	in	their	introduction	to	the	book	Unusable: Studies on 
the Sick and Mentally Handicapped during the Nazi Occupation	(Bezużyteczni. Studia nad 
losami chorych i upośledzonych psychicznie w okresie rządów nazistowskich).	The	scare	
quotes	serve	to	distinguish	criminal	acts	from	those	that	can	be	justly	described	as	euthanasia.	
As	Gajewska	and	Tomczak	suggest,	“morally	speaking,	there	is	undoubtedly	a	categorical	
distinction	between	a	situation	where	an	individual	(or	his	close	family)	makes	an	active	
decision	to	end	his	own	life	due	to	a	grave	or	terminal	illness	and	the	situation	where	someone	
murders	him	for	ideological	reasons	without	the	patient’s	consent	and	without	informing	
his	family.”	G.	Gajewska	et	al.,	Bezużyteczni. Studia nad losami chorych i upośledzonych 
psychicznie w okresie rządów nazistowskich,	Gniezno,	Poznan	2016,	p.	9.

15	 The	first	victims	of	murder	carried	out	on	an	“industrial”	scale	were	killed	in	autumn	of	
1939	in	Poznan’s	Fort	VII	for	Poles	and	Jews.	They	were	the	patients	and	personnel	of	a	
psychiatric	hospital	in	Owińska	and	the	psychiatric	ward	of	the	hospital	located	on	Grobla	
Street	in	Poznan.	The	crime	was	carried	out	as	a	test	of	sorts	for	the	technology	of	mass	
execution	used	as	a	procedure	for	“euthanasia”	before	being	implemented	in	the	death	
camps.	
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by eugenics (the ideology of ethnic purity) on German 
patients of the “Aktion T4” program.16 This program was 
implemented from 1939–1941 in six psychiatric hospitals 
throughout Germany and Austria.17 But the “euthanasia” 
of the mentally ill occurred outside the Aktion T4 pro-
gram as well.18 The Nazis committed similar acts in other 
psychiatric hospitals and were driven by many motives 
(the case of ethnic hygiene was soon reinforced by other 
justifications, such as economic and logistical factors and 
the enforcement of Nazi nationalist politics). The practice 
targeted German patients as well. For the purposes of this 
article, it is important to note that from the first days of 
the war, psychiatric hospitals and the pretext of medical care 
served as a subterfuge for the mass extermination of human 
life. It is also important to specify that this practice ex-
tended to the occupied territories. One such institute was 
Tiegenhof, located near Gniezno and functioning today as 
the Dziekanka Regional Hospital for the Mentally Ill.

16	 A	detailed	overview	of	the	motives	and	breadth	of	the	procedure	lies	beyond	the	scope	of	
this	article.	There	is	much	existing	research,	however,	on	“Aktion	T4”	and	associated	actions.		
See,	for	example,	the	book	cited	here:	Zagłada chorych psychicznie…;	G.	Aly,	Obciążeni. 
“Eutanazja” w nazistowskich Niemczech,	trans.	V.	Grotowicz,	Wołowiec	2015;	G.	Gajewska	
et	al.,	Bezużyteczni…	It	is	also	worth	consulting:	M.	Musielak,	K.B.	Głodowska	(ed.),	
Medycyna w cieniu nazizmu,	Poznan	2015;	as	well	as	the	material	featured	on	a	website	
devoted	to	the	history	of	“Aktion	T4:”	I.	Loose,	Akcja T4. Zbrodnie “Akcji Eutanazja” w okresie 
narodowego socjalizmu 1933–1945,	http://gedenkort-t4.eu/pl/vergangenheit/aktion-t4	(July	
12	2017).

17	 These	institutes	were	located	in	Grafeneck,	Bernburg,	Hadamar,	Hartheim,	Brandenburg	
and	Sonnenstein,	where	70,273	people	in	total	were	murdered.	See.	G.	Aly,	Obciążeni…,	 
p.	45.

18	 Despite	officially	halting	the	“Aktion	T4”	program	(see:	T.	Nasierowski,	Zagłada osób z 
zaburzeniami…,	p.	134,	see	also:	G.	Aly,	Obciążeni…,	p.	22)	the	murder	of	psychiatric	
patients	in	fact	continued,	although	by	different	methods	and	under	less	formalized	
auspices,	taking	the	form	of	what	is	referred	to	as	“wild	euthanasia”	(see:	J.	Malczewski,	
Życie niewarte przeżycia: eutanazja w służbie utopii politycznej,	“Czasopismo	Prawno-
Historyczne”	1/2009,	pp.	293–294)	until	the	last	days	of	World	War	II.	
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The Case of Dziekanka: Nazi Atrocities in Tiegenhof
The Dziekanka Hospital, officially called the Public Psy-
chiatric Institute in Dziekanka and built in 1891-1894 on 
land belonging to the Poznan province, went into opera-
tion on October 20 of 1894 when it took in its first twen-
ty-five patients.19 It consisted of fifty structures built on 
a pavilion plan and occupying a sprawling lot, with twen-
ty-one of the pavilions allocated for hospital quarters and 
possessing their own water main and electricity supply, 
central heating, plumbing, and a complex of facilities 

19	 See:	M.	Drogowski,	Historia,	SPZOZ	Wojewódzki	Szpital	dla	Nerwowo	i	Psychicznie	
Chorych	Dziekanka	im.	Aleksandra	Piotrowskiego	w	Gnieźnie,	http://www.dziekanka.net/
historia.html	(July	18	2017).

A map of Gniezno with points of interest for tourists,  
from the pamphlet Gniezno – Poland’s First Capital (Gniezno – pierwsza stolica Polski).  

Source: Gniezno – pierwsza stolica Polski, Miasto Gniezno, p. 15 (cover; no page number).
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comprehensive enough for the site to be self-sufficient 
(a stable, slaughterhouse, granary, dairy, laundry room, 
smithy, a tailor’s workshop, and so on).20  With capacity 
for 1,000 patients, the institute was one of the largest and 
most productive of its kind in all of Europe.21 This was 

20	 M.	Jaska,	Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala dla Nerwowo i Psychicznie Chorych im. 
Aleksandra Piotrowskiego Dziekanka w Gnieźnie,	Wrocław	1994,	pp.	11–18.

21	 See:	M.	Drogowski,	Historia…;	R.	Gaweł,	Zakład Psychiatryczny w Dziekance w okresie II wojny 
światowej,	[in:]	G.	Łukomski,	G.	Kucharski	(ed.),	Medycyna na usługach systemu eksterminacji 
ludności w III Rzeszy i na terenach okupowanej Polski,	Poznań,	Gniezno	2011,	pp.	197–199.

The Administration Building of the Dziekanka Regional Hospital for the Mentally Ill  
in Gniezno with a plaza featuring a bust of Aleksander Piotrowski.  

Source: http://www.dziekanka.net/galeria.html#obrazki/ogolne/1.JPG (August 10 2017). 
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particularly true in the interwar period, when the hospi-
tal was in its prime.22

As the hospital’s still-active website informs us, Dziekanka 
housed 1,187 patients right before the Wehrmacht seized 
the premises.23 Robert Gaweł states, however, that “when 
the German army reached Gniezno, the Dziekanka Hospital 
housed 1,172 patients and its personnel numbered 251.”24 
The hospital’s director at the time was Wiktor Ratka, who 
had held the position since 1934. The moment Dziekanka 
was seized by Hitler’s occupying forces on September 11 
of 1939,25 Ratka registered as Volksdeutsche and his treat-
ment of his patients and colleagues took an unexpected 
change. As Marian Jaska has pointed out, by mid-October 
of 1939, all Poles holding managerial positions had been 

22	 Dziekanka	owed	its	advancement	and	status	among	interwar	psychiatric	hospitals	in	Europe	
to	its	current	namesake,	Dr.	Aleksandr	Piotrowski,	who	directed	the	institute	from	1919–1933	
and	managed	to	develop	effective	rehabilitative	and	therapeutic	methods	(e.g.	by	curtailing	
physical	and	pharmaceutical	methods	for	pacifying	patients).	He	also	took	great	pains	to	
ensure	the	patients	were	getting	enough	nutrients	and	lived	in	decent	social	conditions	(e.g.	
by	doing	away	with	isolation	wards	and	barred	windows).	As	Gaweł	has	pointed	out,	“he	
was	a	great	advocate	for	humanizing	hospital	life	and	therapeutic	methods	that	engaged	
the	patient	in	physical	activity.”	(R.	Gaweł,	Zakład Psychiatryczny w Dziekance…,	p.	199).	
Director	Piotrowski	also	enjoyed	success	in	academic	circles,	and	not	without	merit:	beyond	
seminars	and	academic	meetings	he	convened	regularly	for	doctors,	he	organized	a	medical	
library	for	the	hospital,	the	catalog	of	which	boasted	a	comprehensive	collection	of	medical	
journals	with	foreign	publications	therein.	Significantly,	beginning	in	1924,	he	also	published	
the	journal	“Nowiny	Psychiatryczne”	(see:	Podlaska	Biblioteka	Cyfrowa,	http://pbc.biaman.pl/
dlibra/publication/40659?tab=1	[July	21	2017]).	In	the	wake	of	Director	Piotrowski’s	sudden	
death	in	1933,	the	hospital	continued	to	uphold	the	rehabilitative	and	therapeutic	model	he	had	
introduced	until	the	outbreak	of	World	War	II.	The	journal	“Nowiny	Psychiatryczne”	continued	
to	be	published,	but	the	institute	had	already	lost	its	innovative	edge.	However,	Dziekanka’s	
years	of	thriving	did	not	come	to	an	end	until	its	seizure	by	the	German	army.	For	more,	see:	M.	
Drogowski,	Historia…;	M.	Jaska,	Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala…,	pp.	42–48,	55–59,	95–97.

23	 M.	Drogowski,	Historia…
24	 R.	Gaweł,	Zakład Psychiatryczny w Dziekance…,	p.	199.
25	 E.	Schwanke,	“Specjalistyczny oddział dziecięcy” szpitala Tiegenhof (Dziekanka). O 

połączeniu środków z zakresu higieny rasowej i rasistowskiej polityki narodowej w okręgu 
Kraju Warty,	[in:]	G.	Gajewska	et	al.,	Bezużyteczni…,	p.	80.
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laid off and replaced with German staff.26 German became 
the hospital’s compulsory language of operation, and Tie-
genhof became its new name. When Oberführer Otto Re-
ich and the SS Detachment led by SS-Sturmbannführer 
Herbert Lange arrived at the hospital,27 the institute was 
reorganized and remained a psychiatric hospital in name 
alone, for in reality, it had become the site of the large-
scale degradation and torture of the mentally ill.

The extermination of Tiegenhof patients can be divided 
into two stages. During the first stage (1939–1941), un-
der the direction of Oberführer Reich, 1,201 patients were 
murdered, according to Jaska.28 Those condemned to death 
were selected from the various wards by Ratka or Riech 
and relocated to Ward XIII. From there, after being med-
icated to the point of incapacity (most likely using large 
doses of scopolamine or chloral hydrate) and under the 
pretense that they were being transported to another in-
stitute, they were driven off to unknown points in trucks 
that functioned as de facto mobile gas chambers.29 The 
second wave of murders was not the work of Sonderkom-

26	 M.	Jaska,	Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala…,	pp.	97–98.
27	 See:	ibid,	p.	100.	See	also:	R.	Gaweł,	Zakład Psychiatryczny w Dziekance…,	pp.	199–200.
28	 M.	Jaska,	Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala…,	p.	101.	Gaweł’s	study	suggests	slightly	

different	data.	Referencing	the	IPN	Act,	he	informs	us	that	the	casualties	had	reached	
such	high	numbers	even	sooner:	“from	December	7	of	1939	to	January	12	of	1940,	
Sonderkommando	Lange	murdered	1,200	patients.”	(R.	Gaweł,	Zakład Psychiatryczny 
w Dziekance…,	p.	200).	See:	Act	of	the	Institute	for	National	Memory	(Instytut	Pamięci	
Narodowej),	Oddziałowa	Komisja	Ścigania	Zbrodni	Przeciwko	Narodowi	Polskiemu	w	
Poznaniu,	S.3/00/Zn,	p.	12.

29	 M.	Jaska,	Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala…,	p.	100.	As	of	now,	one	mass	grave	of	the	
murdered	patients	has	been	identified:	a	forest	in	the	vicinity	of	Mielno.	See:	R.	Gaweł,	
Zakład Psychiatryczny w Dziekance…,	p.	200;	K.	Soberski,	“Widziałem ciężarówki, 
słyszałem strzały” – relacja dziennikarska z historii badań w Mielnie,	[in:]	Medycyna na 
usługach…,	pp.	265–272.
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mando Lange or Reich. In mid-1941, Reich was replaced30 
by Oberführer Heinrich Jobst, whose credentials were 
substantial, as Jaska has pointed out.31 Enno Schwanke 
has stated that “after the first stage of ‘euthanasia’ came 
to an end in August of 1941, a new phase began at Tie-
genhof that involved killing patients with pharmaceu-
tical aids and by deliberately starving and neglecting 

30	 The	year	1941	witnessed	a	significant	reshuffling	of	the	ranks.	Both	Oberführer	Reich	
and	Director	Ratka	left	Tiegenhof.	This	was	due	to	their	effectiveness,	which	had	earned	
them	both	esteem	among	their	superiors.	For	example,	Wiktor	Ratka,	who	was	replaced	
by	Dr.	Wladimir	Nikolajew,	joined	a	commision	of	experts	tasked	with	selecting	patients	for	
liquidation	in	the	area	of	Nazi	Germany.	See:	M.	Jaska,	Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala…,	
pp.	101–102;	R.	Serafinowski,	Volksdeutsche Viktor Ratka i Stefan Galon,	[in:]	Medycyna na 
usługach…,	p.	219.

31	 M.	Jaska,	Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala…,	p.	102.

Pavilion 19, with the hospital museum upstairs. Photograph by the author.
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them.”32 Family members of people killed in this way re-
ceived death certificates stating falsified causes of death. 
Following Jaska, who is extensively cited in this article, 
it is worth mentioning that during this second, so-called 
“wild” phase of “euthanasia,”33 Dziekanka was no longer 
“a hospital that patients were ‘transported from,’ but be-
came the official terminal point for ‘transports’ from oth-
er hospitals.”34 Tiegenhof was therefore a major center of 
the Nazis’ crimes and operated on a large and effective 
scale. As of January of 1943 (if not earlier), alongside its 
adult wards, Tiegenhof also housed “a specialized chil-
dren’s ward” serving the regions of Danzig-Westpreußen, 
Sudetenland, and the Reichsgau Wartheland.35 The very 
existence of the children’s ward confirms the claim that 
the hospital figured prominently in the Nazis’ criminal 
designs, particularly when it came to their annexed ter-
ritories. Unfortunately, it is difficult to determine the ex-
act number of people killed in Tiegenhof between 1941 
and the end of World War II. Marian Jaska’s study sug-
gests that anywhere from 2,385 to 2,455 patients died in 
the hospital in these years.36 However, when we take into 
account the lack of documentation, the Nazis’ ambitions 

32	 E.	Schwanke,	“Specjalistyczny	oddział	dziecięcy”…,	p.	80.
33	 See	also:	J.	Malczewski,	Życie	niewarte	przeżycia…,	pp.	293–294.
34	 M.	Jaska, Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala…,ps.	104.
35	 E.	Schwanke,	“Specjalistyczny	oddział	dziecięcy”…,	p.	83.
36	 M.	Jaska,	Dzieje Wojewódzkiego Szpitala…,	p.	101.	The	lists	compiled	in	this	text	suggest	

that	throughout	the	years	of	the	Nazi	occupation,	up	to	3,656	patients	were	murdered	
at	Dziekanka.	Other	data	–	specifically,	data	referencing	murders	carried	out	within	the	
hospital’s	various	wards	–	is	offered	by	Tadeusz	Janicki,	who	claims	that	“taking	into	
account	all	executions	up	until	1943,	3,586	people	were	lost.”	T.	Janicki,	Gniezno podczas 
II wojny światowej,	[in:]	J.	Dobosz	(ed.),	Dzieje Gniezna, pierwszej stolicy Polski,	Gniezno	
2016,	p.	613.
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for the institute, and how seriously they treated it,37 these 
figures could be severe underestimates.

Like other psychiatric hospitals in Germany and its occu-
pied territories, Dziekanka was repurposed for the mass 
extermination of human life. The motives precipitating 
the murder of Polish and German patients were complex. 
Undoubtedly, these crimes took place outside the scope 
of the “Aktion T4” program, despite the fact that the first 
phase of murders at Tiegenhof coincides with the pro-
gram chronologically, for “Aktion T4” was never extended 
to the Reichsgau Wartheland annex. Yet this distinction, 
albeit accurate and relevant from a historical perspective, 
loses meaning when we pause to contemplate the fate 
of the murdered patients. The names or code names for 
acts of “euthanasia” seem trivial, particularly since the 
Nazis’ reasons for carrying out these acts were largely 
uniform. For as Götz Aly has pointed out, “from its very 
origins, genocide was premised on the reckoning of prof-
its and costs.”38 In the case of Tiegenhof, this took the 
form of a specific entanglement between national social-
ist politics of health and Nazi ambitions for territorial 
expansion.39 Aside from ideologies of ethnic hygiene and 
nationalist politics (which came with economic justifica-
tions as well), the murders carried out in this institute can 
also be seen – as Gaweł writes –as part of the campaign to 

37	 E.	Schwanke,	“Specjalistyczny	oddział	dziecięcy”…,	pp.	82–85.	See	also:	M.	Fiebrandt,	
NS-Bevölkerungspolitik und Psychiatrie. Die Umfunktionierung der Heilanstalt Tiegenhof/
Dziekanka zu einer “Vorbildlichen Heilanstalt für Deutsche” während der Deutschen 
Besatzungszeit 1939–1945,	[in:]	Medycyna na usługach...,	pp.	205–216.

38	 G.	Aly,	Obciążeni…,	p.	58.
39	 E.	Schwanke,	“Specjalistyczny	oddział	dziecięcy”…,	p.	79.	
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establish “a place within hospitals for SS schools, sanato-
riums, and for treating the wounded.”40 For according to 
Arthur Greiser, Reich Deputy, the Reichsgau Wartheland 
region was intended to function as a proof of concept.41 In 
this schema, Tiegenhof functioned as the largest center 
of pseudomedicine. These ambitions surely left their im-
print on Dziekanka’s trajectory, and despite the fact that 
it continues to operate as a large-scale hospital today, it 
never managed to win back the prestige and rebuild the 
range of resources it had in the interwar period that were 
upended by the Nazis’ “euthanasia” program.

The Inglorious Past, Forgotten Victims: Dziekanka’s  
Untapped Potential for Thanatourism
The Aleksander Piotrowski Regional Hospital for the Men-
tally Ill, also called Dziekanka and located at 15 Poznańska 
Street in the city of Gniezno, is one of several hospitals that 
functioned as death camps in the years of World War II. 
Still in operation today, the institute currently comprises 

40	 R.	Gaweł,	Zakład Psychiatryczny w Dziekance…,	p.	199.
41	 E.	Schwanke,	“Specjalistyczny	oddział	dziecięcy”…,	p.	79.

The hospital museum’s exhibition on the Nazi occupation.  
Photograph by the author.
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The primary ledger for patients at Dziekanka from January 25 1934 to April 
25 1940. The ledger includes accounts of patients registered at the hospital 

during the first phase of murders (although not exhaustively, for this wave did 
not end until 1941). On the wall hangs a black-and-white photograph  
of a placard commemorating the murdered patients, which is located  

in the church on the hospital grounds. Photograph by the author.
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thirty-one wards42 and treats an average of one thousand 
patients annually.43 Its services are no longer limited to 
psychiatric treatment. Yet the hospital’s identity as an in-
stitute that caters to the mentally ill lingers in the shared 
consciousness of the Gniezno community and is passed 
along in colloquial anecdotes that cast Dziekanka in a pe-
jorative light. These anecdotes, however, have to do with 
the institute’s early history as an esteemed institution and 
psychiatric hospital that was ahead of its times in Poland. 
They do not even broach the history of the Nazi occupa-
tion. The Nazi program of “euthanasia” carried out in Dz-
iekanka remains taboo in local circles.
 
This is not to suggest that the murders carried out in the 
Tiegenhof hospital never caught the attention of schol-
ars. On the contrary, the “euthanasia” perpetrated by the 
Nazis in the Reichsgau Wartheland – Tiegenhof being 
one such case – is a somewhat comprehensively studied 
subject. In recent years in particular, a number of major 
studies have been published that address the history of 
Dziekanka under Nazi occupation.44 We should, however, 
draw a distinction between historical research and theo-
retical approaches by scholars in cultural studies (foun-
dational research) on the one hand, and non-academic 
literature on the other, including texts of popular knowl-

42	 The	hospital’s	floorplan	is	available	on	its	website:	https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer? 
mid=1TVUYPxFnyCfvyjXmtYTmoEgBFxs&ll=52.530006170668806%2C17.5791711301635 
6&z=18	(August	11	2017).

43	 Data	from	the	institutional	archives.
44	 Out	of	the	most	recent	studies	devoted	to	Dziekanka,	it	is	worth	highlighting	three	scholarly	

monographs:	G.	Gajewska	et	al.,	Bezużyteczni…;	E.	Schwanke,	Die Landesheil- und 
Pflegeanstalt Tiegenhof. Die nationalsozialistische “Euthanasie” in Polen während des 
Zweiten Weltkrieges,	Frankfurt	am	Main	2015;	Medycyna na usługach…
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edge with social relevance and applications. Yet another 
category should be carved out for the work done in the 
local Gniezno public sphere and the creation of local his-
torical and cultural narratives, including those pertaining 
to tourist attractions of the city and region. These narra-
tives tend to elide the hospital’s history and downplay its 
(thana)touristic potential.

The tourism discourse of the historical and cultural en-
vironment of Gniezno relegates the memory of the pa-
tients killed at Dziekanka to the margins.45 The history 
of the hospital under Nazi occupation figures as a morbid 
curiosity rather than a set of studied facts appropriately 
addressed within tourism. This, however, should come as 
no surprise. As we can quickly deduce from its unexcit-
ing and anachronistically designed website,46 the hospital 
takes pride in the fact that “most of the hospital wards are 
situated in historical buildings […] adapted to the needs 
of modern medicine. […] The hospital is surrounded by 

45	 For	the	most	part,	Gniezno’s	touristic	identity	has	always	privileged	the	values	of	the	Piast	
Trail.	With	great	persistence	–	surely	fueled	by	an	inferiority	complex	(and	aggravated	by	
debates	over	historical	precedence)	with	reference	to	its	close	neighbor	Poznan,	a	city	
with	greater	potential	(and	a	larger	economic	footprint	to	boot)	–	Gniezno	has	consistently	
portrayed	itself	as	the	cradle	of	the	Polish	nation	and	a	city	of	kings.	Of	course,	there	is	
nothing	inherently	incorrect	about	this	claim	aside	from	the	fact	that	what	we	might	call	the	
city’s	“Prussian-German”	history	is	overshadowed	by	more	dominating	(albeit	necessary!)	
narratives	about	Poland’s	first	capital.	It	is	easy	to	get	the	impression	that	emphasizing	the	
German	influence	(which	is,	after	all,	substantial)	on	the	development	of	Gniezno	contrasts	
too	sharply	with	its	role	as	the	cradle	of	Polishness	and	Polish	political	history	at	large.	We	
should,	however,	note	that	in	recent	years,	the	situation	seems	to	be	improving:	the	local	
environment	seems	to	be	embracing	the	narrative	of	Gniezno	as	a	city	of	three	cultures	
(Polish,	German,	and	Jewish)	that	invokes	the	city’s	history	and	culture	preceding	the	
world	wars.	There	have	also	been	initiatives	to	preserve	and	promote	Gniezno’s	railway	
roundhouse,	which	predates	the	world	wars.

46	 http://www.dziekanka.net/	(July	26	2017).	It	is	worth	mentioning	that	in	the	website’s	section	
About the Hospital/History,	the	hospital’s	history	during	the	Nazi	occupation	receives	very	
little	attention.
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stunning scenery, for it is located in a park over a century 
old.”47 The website draws little attention to the victims of 
the Nazi “euthanasia” program perpetrated on the prem-
ises. The murdered patients are merely commemorated by 
a placard on the wall of the church located on the grounds. 
Until recently, this was a parish church (the parish has 
since been relocated to a new building) named after priest 
Michał Kozal. There is also an exhibition in the hospital 
museum located in Pavilion 19, which is difficult to ac-
cess (visitors are required to make appointments with 
the hospital in advance), but nonetheless features inter-
esting materials and documents.48 For all these reasons, 
Dziekanka cannot even be fairly described as a memorial 
site. The hospital is not included on any map of the major 
tourist sites of Gniezno or the region. The history of the 
murders inflicted by the Nazis on defenseless patients is 
traumatic and difficult. Moreover, it is ignoble and sure-
ly burdens the still-functioning hospital with negative 
connotations. On the other hand, I find it hard to make 
sense of the lack of engagement and external institution-

47	 http://www.dziekanka.net/oddzialy.html	(July	26	2017).
48	 The	museum	itself	was	founded	in	1994	to	mark	the	centennial	of	Dziekanka	on	the	initiative	

of	Marian	Jaska,	its	director	at	the	time.	The	museum’s	purview	is	not	limited	to	World	War	
II.	It	is	housed	on	the	first	floor	of	Pavilion	19	and	does	a	good	job	of	comprehensively	
covering	the	hospital’s	history.	The	collection	includes	the	institute’s	founding	documents,	
historical	furnishings,	patients’	personal	files,	correspondence	between	patients	and	their	
family	members,	and	artwork	by	the	patients.	The	exhibition	detailing	the	“euthanasia”	
program	is	modest	but	significant.	Its	major	components	include:	a	patient	ledger	from	
1934–1940,	a	multi-use	casket,	and	the	so-called	“black	notebook”,	or	The Book of 
Those Evacuated and Transported to Unknown Destinations	(Książka ewakuowanych w 
niewiadomym kierunku i przeniesionych),	which	is	a	list	compiled	by	Sylwester	Foremski	
naming	the	patients	murdered	in	Dziekanka	in	the	first	phase	of	“euthanasia.”	Unfortunately,	
these	valuable	historical	exhibitions	are	not	promoted	to	the	public	or	properly	maintained.	
See	also:	J.	Marian, Muzeum Szpitala “Dziekanka,” [in:]	A.	Mikos	von	Rohrscheidt	(ed.),	13 
pomysłów na Gniezno i okolice,	Gniezno	2016,	p.	94.
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al concern (after all, the hospital and its operating budget 
should serve medical interests rather than those of his-
torical politics, not to mention tourism) for the hospital’s 
historical and cultural merits. On the one hand, this has 
led to a lacuna in social consciousness and the gradual 
erosion of the memory of the murdered patients, and on 
the other, it is counterproductive for Gniezno’s appeal 
as a tourist destination. In spite of this, Dziekanka has 
captured the attention not only of historians and cultural 
theorists. It may come as a surprise that in the practice 
of tourism, in ways that can yield substantial benefits for 
the city and the region as a whole, these complex, inglo-
rious and traumatic issues are not taken up by specialists 
(professional tourism entrepreneurs or institutions, orga-
nizations or associations of experts), but by enthusiasts 
who pursue these themes as a hobby or out of a sense of 
obligation, often functioning as a non-profit and without 
the support of the Dziekanka administration or the city 
of Gniezno.49 This community includes (to name those 

49	 To	do	justice	to	the	facts,	I	should	also	mention	educational	initiatives	and	works	of	
popular	research	that	have	recently	taken	up	the	subject	of	Gniezno’s	Dziekanka,	such	
as	the	conference	and	exhibition	organized	at	the	Institute	of	European	Culture	AMU	
in	Gniezno	in	2014,	titled	Ideological, Legal and Economic Features of Aktion T4 in the 
Reichsgau Wartheland	(Ideowe, prawne i ekonomiczne aspekty Akcji T4 w Kraju Warty),	
and	the	report	prepared	by	pioneer	scouts	from	the	“White	Rose”	Troup	44	of	Senior	
Girl	Scouts,	titled	“But We Don’t Want to Run Away – A History of ‘Dziekanka’”	(“A my 
nie chcemy uciekać stąd” – historia “Dziekanki,” YouTube,	June	7	2017,	https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=bLa4RSeMFrM	(8.08.2017).	Yet	this	kind	of	activity	tends	not	to	go	
beyond	a	theoretical	scope	and	does	little	in	the	way	of	pragmatic	benefits	for	Dziekanka’s	
thanatouristic	potential.	One	event	that	did	make	good	on	the	institute’s	historical	potential	
somewhat	appropriately	(although	it	lies	outside	the	context	of	thanatourism)	is	the	project	
developed	in	September	of	2016	by	the	tourism	organization	“Szlak	Piastowski”	(sic!),	the	
“Dragoner”	Historical	Reconstruction	Club,	and	the	Gniezno	Association	for	Train	Buffs,	
titled	“Nineteenth-Century	Gniezno.”	The	program’s	itinerary	included	an	excursion	to	the	
hospital	museum.	The	event	was	supported	by	municipal	funds,	but	there	is	no	guarantee	
that	it	will	leave	a	lasting	imprint	on	Gniezno’s	roster	of	cultural	programming.	
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closely affiliated with the hospital museum and working 
to spread information about the Nazi atrocities commit-
ted at Dziekanka): Jadwiga Woźniak, who works in the 
hospital library, preserves the memory of the institute’s 
history, and looks after the hospital museum; Remigiusz 
Goździewiński, a therapist employed at the hospital who 
opens up and guides through the museum for interested 
parties, and Karol Soberski, a renowned history buff in 
Gniezno and the author of a parahistorical study of the 
Nazi atrocities at Dziekanka that is intellectually unso-
phisticated and methodologically lacking in rigor but is 

The Book of Those Evacuated and Transported to Unknown Destinations 
(Książka ewakuowanych w niewiadomym kierunku i przeniesionych)  

(also called the “black notebook”), providing a list of patients murdered  
at Dziekanka during the first phase of “euthanasia.” Photograph by the author.
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nonetheless quite helpful as a source of information.50 So-
berski also initiated archeological projects (conducted by 
the staff of the Martyrs’ Museum in Żabikowo), which cul-
minated in the discovery of mass graves and the establish-
ment in 2010 of an obelisk commemorating the Dziekanka 
patients buried in the Nowaszyce woods. In light of the 
scarcity of “top-down” investments in these “bottom-up” 
initiatives (such as the founding and maintenance of the 
museum) due to the conservative attitudes shared by the 

50	 K.	Soberski,	Zapomniana zbrodnia. Mroczna tajemnica szpitala “Dziekanka,”	Gniezno	2017.

Correspondence between family members of the murdered patients  
and Dziekanka’s postwar administration. Photograph by the author.
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Placard commemorating 
patients and personnel of 
Dziekanka murdered by 
the Nazis between 1939-
-1945. Photograph by the 
author.

An obelisk in the 
Nowaszyce woods 
erected on the site of the 
mass grave for patients 
murdered by Nazis at 
Dziekanka.  
Source: http://www.
piastowskakorona.pl.
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local administration and hospital management, it is no 
wonder that the tragic events of Dziekanka and the impli-
cations they have for the site’s potential are consistently 
omitted from Gniezno’s profile as a tourism destination.

This state of affairs seems to squander a real potential for 
thanatourism in Gniezno. Failing to make use of the his-
torical and cultural merits of the Dziekanka Hospital is 
a grave error, particularly because in the context of tour-
ism, sites tied to World War II and Nazi history such as the 
Auschwitz concentration camp, Fort VII in Poznan, and 
the bunkers of Festungsfront Oder-Warthe-Bogen contin-
ue, with each passing generation, to evoke powerful emo-
tions and interest, in spite of the fact (or perhaps precisely 
because of it) that these generations have already been 
described as the era of postmemory. Through institution-
al upkeep provided by historians, conservators, archivists 
and tour guides, these sites function as excellent thana-
touristic attractions for their regions and are brilliant ex-
amples of how we might manage space in such a way as 
to cultivate the historical and cultural value intrinsic to 
tourist attractions while honoring the traumatic events 
of World War II and its victims.51 The lack of professional 
concern for the heritage of Dziekanka that might other-
wise result in a memorial site on the hospital grounds, for 

51	 As	I	have	stated	elsewhere,	one	example	of	a	successful	partnership	between	a	medical	
institute	and	an	institutionally	separate	museum	that	might	serve	as	a	model	for	Dziekanka	
is	the	Vitos	Hadamar	gemeinnützige	GmbH	hospital	in	Hadamar	(Hesse,	Germany).	This	
hospital	was	the	site	of	an	even	larger	campaign	to	“euthanize”	the	mentally	ill,	and	–	like	
Dziekanka	–	the	hospital	continues	to	operate	today.	Historically	relevant	quarters	have	
been	set	aside	where	a	special	institute	called	Gedenkstätte	Hadamar	has	been	established	
to	oversee	the	institute’s	historical	and	cultural	values.	See:	T.	Błaszczyk,	Zapoznane ofiary 
nazistów…,	pp.	84–95.
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instance, does give one pause. Local media and interviews 
with Gniezno tour guides seem to suggest that Gniezno 
remains in its peculiar crisis. However, it seems to rec-
ognize the need for new tourist attractions unrelated to 
the important but well-beaten track that is the Piast Trail. 
The website gniezno24.com cites the following statement: 
“We wish to develop a new attraction that will give Gniez-
no a chance to rise to the occasion and offer a truly fas-
cinating local tourist attraction.”52 Although this state-
ment was made in reference to some World War II air-raid 
shelters that had been discovered below Gniezno’s town 
square and marketplace in 2013 and 2014, it also conveys 
the larger picture and underscores the need for innova-
tion in Gniezno’s tourism market. I would venture to say 
that Dziekanka, with its significant potential as an object 
of thanatourism, could provide Gniezno with some inno-
vative impetus. 

So far local tour guides, online and in-print information-
al bulletins published by the local government, and oth-
er reference materials available online, have a consistent 
tendency to overlook the touristic potential of the Dzie-
kanka Hospital and stubbornly focus on the Piast Trail 
and the origins of Polish nationhood. Three publications 
should be singled out as exceptions: 13 Ideas for What to 
do in Gniezno: A Thematic Guide for Tourists (13 pomysłów 
na Gniezno. Przewodnik tematyczny dla turystów, 2016), 
the pamphlet Curiosities (Ciekawostki) published by the 
Gniezno township, and the pamphlet Gniezno – Poland’s 

52	 R.	Wichniewicz,	Jaka decyzja w sprawie schronu?,	gniezno24.com,	August	12	2014,	http://
gniezno24.com/aktualnosci/item/2353-jaka-decyzja-w-sprawie-schronu	(July	20	2017).
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First Capital (Gniezno – pierwsza stolica Polski), published 
by the city of Gniezno (although this last title merely indi-
cates the existence of the Dziekanka museum with a point 
on a general map showing all of Gniezno’s tourist sites). 
It would therefore be fair to say that Dziekanka’s history, 
both remarkable (with regard to the interwar period) and 
tragic (through its ties to the Nazi genocide), is a neglect-
ed subject, and its potential contributions to tourism have 
been limited to a passing curiosity.53

The mass murder of patients at Dziekanka under the Nazi 
occupation has therefore been relegated to the margins of 
Gniezno’s historical and touristic narratives. These events 
are conspicuously neglected by the local government. 
Without institutional “top-down” support, the rigorous 
research of scholars will never turn Dziekanka into a me-
morial site (which should be a high priority, particularly 
in the context of Polish narratives about the atrocities of 
World War II), nor will it ever become a tourist attrac-
tion. With the right level of engagement and promotion, 
identifying Dziekanka as a memorial site could very well 
lead to it becoming a tourist attraction. This would offer 
something new and valuable as a destination of thana-
tourism that would be quite relevant in today’s landscape, 
surely freeing Gniezno from its impasse of stereotypes 

53	 The	exclusion	of	the	Dziekanka	museum	from	Gniezno’s	tourism	identity	is	made	evident	
by	the	fact	that	there	are	no	records	of	how	many	visitors	the	museum	has	received.	The	
museum’s	guestbook,	meanwhile,	contains	very	few	inscriptions.		Although	the	museum	
keeps	up	the	appearances	of	catering	to	foreign	visitors	(a	written	description	of	the	
museum	is	available	in	German),	without	proper	promotion	and	funds,	it	seems	implausible	
that	tourists	or	visitors	to	Gniezno	will	ever	take	an	interest	in	the	hospital	and	the	museum	
on	its	grounds.

Tomasz Błaszczyk, The Dziekanka Hospital in Gniezno
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and its inferiority complex as a tourist destination. These 
things can only come to pass through good management, 
thoughtfully practiced historical politics, and local educa-
tion to disrupt the prevailing cycle of denial shame. This 
would also, of course, require major financial investment 
and a level of understanding between the city and the 
hospital administration, as well as the engagement and 
willing initiative of both parties. If we do not challenge 
Dziekanka’s status quo image as a gloomy “insane asy-
lum” shrouded in mystery and fear – a local taboo – then 
the victims who suffered at the hands of the Nazis will go 
unremembered, and Dziekanka’s potential value as a site 
of thanatourism will remain unrealized.

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose
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