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The Role of 
“Memorial Sites” 
in the Formation of 
Collective Memory 
– Thanatourism 
as a Component of 
Historical Politics
Rafał Orzechowski, Kamila Mikołajczak

Exploiting memory as a tool of manipulation can be pos-
sible even when we are entirely aware that we are subject 
to such processes. After all, so many of our memories are 
triggered unconsciously.1 They can be activated by ex-
ternal stimuli independent of free will. Maciej Bugajew-
ski’s analysis of the work of Paul Ricoeur confirms this 
notion. Ricoeur made a distinction between two types of 
memory: anamnesis (in Latin, reminiscentia) and mneme 
(Lat. memoria). The first variant indicates “the subject’s 

1 M. Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, trans L. Coser, Chicago 1992, p. 48.
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active pursuit of recollections of the past,” while the sec-
ond occurs “when recollections appear unintentionally.”2 
Bugajewski points out that Ricoeur limits his comments 
to questions relevant to the analysis of anamnesis (this 
is surely related to his perception of man as a “capable 
human being”). When he applies a similar method in his 
analysis of mneme, he ends up eliding the crucial aspect 
of the unconscious nature of memory recall.3 Bugajewski 
shows us that a defining feature of mneme is “the sub-
ject’s passivity and his role as beneficiary in these mani-
festations.”4 This “passivity” is the very factor underlying 
the state’s power to activate manipulation tactics that 
yield such palpable effects, even when we are fully cogni-
zant that these strategies are at play. Unconscious recol-
lections are also capable, to a degree, of influencing how 
we form judgments and make conclusions.

Research on the mechanisms of memory has revealed 
that while we can think of it as a unit informed by biolog-
ical and psychological factors, we can also conceive of it 
as a construct produced through the engagement of soci-
ety as a whole.5 This approach gained precedence as the 
concepts introduced in Halbwachs’ research began to cir-
culate.6 Halbwachs associates the “social frameworks of 
memory” with “the result, or sum, or combination of in-

2 M. Bugajewski, Trudności filozofii pamięci. Ricoeur, Benjamin, Derrida, [in:] I. Skórzyńska, 
C. Lavrence, C. Pépina (ed.), Inscenizacje pamięci, Poznań 2007, p. 39.

3 Ibid, p. 39.
4 Ibid, p. 40.
5 M. Sadowski, Pamięć w aspekcie psychologicznym, kulturowym i literackim, [in:] M. 

Sadowski (ed.), Z badań nad prawem i administracją, Wrocław 2014, pp. 296–301.
6 M. Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, p. 39
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dividual recollections of many members of the same soci-
ety.” The “frameworks” referenced in the title of his study 
“The Social Frameworks of Memory” serve to “situate the 
recollections of some in relation to those of others.”7

Halbwachs proposed that we make a distinction between 
what he saw as collective memory and historical memo-
ry. He believed the two should be conceived as units that 
function independently of one another. While the first 
category pertains to a specific social construct, “histori-
cal memory” is understood here as an objective image of 
the past.8 In the light of contemporary research on mem-
ory and history, this binary view seems rather antiquated. 
The prevailing perspective today assumes that both types 
of memory coexist, as it were, and should therefore be 
studied as one phenomenon (referred to as cultural mem-
ory).9

As studies in historical methodology have shown us, in 
practice, the “objectivity” of historical memory (proposed 
by Halbwachs) often turns out to be rather contrived. At 
this point, we should consider how the so-called objective 
truth is often construed as an attribute of “history,” a fact 
meant to justify its status as a science. Le Goff has already 
made the point that “Truth” should instead be conceived 
as a kind of unattainable ideal. Nevertheless, the histori-
an has a moral obligation to strive toward a narrative as 

7 Ibid.
8 M. Tamm, Beyond History and Memory: New Perspectives in Memory Studies, “History 

Compass” 6(11)/ 2013, p. 463.
9 Ibid.
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close to the “Truth” as possible (for this is the only factor 
that sets the historian apart from the fiction writer).10 At 
the same time, it is crucial to remember that the historian 
is profoundly formed by the environment in which s/he 
works. Personal opinions and the special interests of cer-
tain communities end up influencing the formation of the 
views she puts forth in her research.
 
To a certain extent, the methodological “innocence” or 
“naivety” held by historians might call into question how 
they see the past. Despite several works from such disci-
plines as philosophy of history and historical methodolo-
gy, in the long run, we can observe a certain reluctance on 
the part of historians to explore the literature that grap-
ples with these issues. This is a direct consequence of the 
fact that practicing history requires no deep knowledge 
of philosophical or theoretical concepts, since it is rooted 
in a specific academic tradition that adheres to a specific 
procedure for describing the events of the past.11 This lack 
of deeper reflection allows evaluative opinions colored 
by personal and political views to seep into the scholar-
ship, which ultimately reflects negatively on research that 
is otherwise of great value. Of course, a certain level of 
subjectivity is inevitable regardless, but reflecting on this 
problem certainly helps to counteract it.
 
History should not be perceived as stable and unchang-
ing, as it is constantly renegotiating its own terms.12 The 

10 J. Le Goff, History and Memory, trans. S. Rendall and E. Claman, New York 1992.
11 P. Witek, Historyk wobec metodologii, “Pamięć i Sprawiedliwość” 2(20)/2012, pp. 81–82.
12 J. Nowak, Społeczne reguły pamiętania. Antropologia pamięci zbiorowej, Kraków 2011, p. 19.
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introduction of new forms of source material has provid-
ed impetus for these reassessments. Conflicting views of 
historical events held by different groups have also played 
a role. Collective memory is constructed positively in that 
it ignores all events that threaten to disrupt the inter-
pretation favored by the group in question. The historian 
is often perceived as one who deconstructs this positive 
image13 by working to reconstruct the reality of events. 
On the one hand, the historian poses a threat to the co-
herence of the nation’s historical politics, but he can also 
come to the aid of the regime by lending his credibility 
to legitimize the state’s actions on the basis of scientific 
knowledge (which is often assumed to be objective).

The Role of Memorial Sites in Constructing 
Historical Politics
The term “historical politics” has only recently entered 
into academic discourse on a broad scale. However, we 
can easily find indicators that similar strategies have long 
been used to build a common vision of the past within 
a particular society. The simplest definition of “histori-
cal politics” stresses its influence on a national regime’s 
construction of a specific vision of the past.14 These issues 
have naturally been discussed substantially in the aca-
demic community, which has led to the proliferation of 
definitions which attempt to comprehensively grasp the 
phenomenon. For the purposes of this article, the defi-
nition proposed by Eugeniusz Ponczka is most relevant. 

13 Ibid, p. 35.
14 E. Ponczek, Polityka wobec pamięci versus polityka historyczna: aspekty semantyczny, 

aksjologiczny i merytoryczny w narracji polskiej, “Przegląd Politologiczny” 2/2013, p. 10.
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Ponczka views historical politics as a “method for ‘prac-
ticing politics’ in which the true or perhaps less falsified 
and mythologized form of historical knowledge is instru-
mentalized […]. This means that historical politics can 
manifest as a motivated manipulation of cherry-picked 
data on the past, including heavily mythologized narra-
tives of events compatible with a political agenda agreed 
upon in advance.”15

It appears to be the case that contemporary historical 
politics work specifically to construct national identity by 
reaching back to tradition.16 However, it is crucial to re-
member that while state power exerts a definite influence 
on the formation of collective memory by creating (and 
destroying) sites charged with symbolic value for society, 
the state by no means has a monopoly over this process. 
Civil society often gives rise to grassroots initiatives that 
have no affiliation with official historical politics (which 
is certainly not to suggest that they are politically neu-
tral). The memory of a particular event is often not shared 
evenly among all members of a given society. Yet, to up-
hold historical memory, one group will often decide to 
consolidate it in a fully material form, such as a monu-
ment or memorial site.17 Objects built to commemorate 
tragic events that impacted specific communities play an 
instrumental role in the formation of historical politics. 
The heated controversies stirred up between opposing 

15 Ibid, p. 7.
16 A. Beinorius, Orientalizm i dyskurs postkolonialny: kilka problemów metodologicznych, 

trans. A. Jaroszyk, “Porównania” 12/2013, p. 17.
17 R.B. Miller, The Moral and Political Burdens of Memory, “Journal of Religious Ethics” 

37(3)/2009, p. 537.
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groups, for instance, are a testament to the power these 
sites wield. It would suffice to note here the recent cam-
paign taken up in Poland to destroy monuments com-
memorating soldiers of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army.18 
It seems that the impetus for these actions was a resis-
tance to uphold the memory of those responsible for the 
death of many Poles. These sites carry their own symbol-
ic weight. They are destinations for Ukrainians who feel 
a need to commemorate the people involved in this story. 
The vandalism of monuments can be read as an effort to 
expunge the memories of certain groups from social con-
sciousness, often leading to a clash between two oppos-
ing visions of the past. In this regard, memorial sites be-
come subjects in their own right in that they are expected 
to testify to the veracity of one narrative over another: 
“a battle for historical memory for the most part plays out 
as a struggle with monuments, or perhaps a struggle over 
monuments.”19 

Historical Politics and Damnatio Memoriae
The case described above suggests that grassroots initia-
tives spearheaded by civilians can take a rather aggressive 
form. Le Goff has convincingly argued that by coopting 
collective memory for the formation of national identi-
ty, a state can, in extreme cases, seed nationalist beliefs 
among its people20 (one symptom of this is the condem-

18 Zniszczyli pomnik żołnierzy UPA na Podkarpaciu. “To klasyczna prowokacja”, RMF24.pl, 
10.03.2016, http://www.rmf24.pl/fakty/polska/news-zniszczyli-pomnik-zolnierzy-upa-na-
podkarpaciu-to-klasyczna-,nId,2160789 (September 9 2017).

19 M. Forycki, A. Małecki, Pomnik w roli głównej. Spektakle pamięci w “odzyskanym” 
Stargardzie, [in:] Inscenizacje pamięci…, p. 249.

20 J. Le Goff, History and Memory…, p. 15.
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nation of memorial sites erected by other groups). Direct 
actions on the part of the state can also efface the mem-
ories of a specific event in collective memory. It might 
seem that the fully advanced nature of the contemporary 
administration would rule out such maneuvers. Yet the 
evidence suggests that practices falling under the banner 
of damnatio memoriae are entirely relevant today.
 
The term damnatio memoriae (Latin for the “condemna-
tion of memory”) describes practices geared to wipe out 
all traces pointing back to a certain community or event. 
The method has been in practice since antiquity. In Egypt, 
the priests of Amon commanded their subjects to destroy 
all markers of Akhenaten, the pharaoh who decreed that 
the Egyptian capital be moved from Thebes to the newly 
constructed Akhetaten, and who named the sun god Aton 
as the country’s patron god. Upon Akhenaten’s death, the 
cult of Amon was restored (the pharaoh’s successor even 
changed his name from Tutankhaten to Tutankhamun), 
while the late pharaoh was condemned to oblivion.21

 
Some nations do not stop at eroding the memory of a spe-
cific event, but go so far as to substitute others in their 
place. Projecting a positive image of one group at the ex-
pense of another is a commonplace practice, and examples 
of it can be found in many societies. Studies conducted by 
social psychologists have indicated that stereotypical im-
ages reveal fundamental aspects of both groups involved. 
Stereotypes tend to be characterized as aggregates of 

21 P.F. Dorman, Akhenaten. King of Egypt, Encyclopaedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.
com/biography/Akhenaten (August 14 2017).
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biases and false data, but the reality is more complex. It 
is nevertheless worth noting that they function as a re-
ductive mode of thought premised on distilling large vol-
umes of information into categories.22 One consequence 
of dividing a group into “us” and “them” is something we 
might call accentuation. Accentuation involves rendering 
the differences between groups hyperbolic by collaps-
ing differences internal to the groups.23 This sheds light 
on the immense symbolic power of memorial sites that 
directly reference reductive images and reinforce them 
within the social world.
 
A Turkish museum in Iğdır testifies to the fact that a me-
morial site can be mobilized as a tool of damnatio memori-
ae and bonding agent for a social group. The Iğdır Geno-
cide Memorial and Museum (in Turkish, Iğdır Soykırım 
Anıt-Müzesi) is devoted to the memory of Turks killed 
by Armenians during World War I. It might seem entirely 
natural to erect such a monument out of a desire to pre-
serve the collective memory of a tragedy suffered by the 
Turkish people. Deeper knowledge of the historical con-
text, however, suggests a very different interpretation. 
During World War I, an event occurred that was long ne-
glected in the memory of European nations. The event in 
question was the Armenian Genocide, also known as Mec 
Jeghern (the Great Crime). Depending on which historical 
source one consults, the genocide involved the deaths of 

22 M. Kofta, Stereotypy i uprzedzenia a stosunki międzygrupowe: stare problemy i nowe idee, 
[in:] M. Kofta (ed.), Myślenie stereotypowe i uprzedzenia. Mechanizmy poznawcze i afektywne, 
Warsaw 2004, p. 19.

23 T. Baran, Pomiar zjawiska infrahumanizacji “obcych” poprzez atrybucje słów typowo 
ludzkich i typowo zwierzęcych, “Psychologia Społeczna” 3(18)/2011, p. 202.
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anywhere from 300 thousand to 1.5 million people.24 Of-
ficially speaking, these were acts of forced displacement 
meant to stave off the outbreak of a rebellion in eastern 
Turkey. Evidence shows, however, that the state took de-
liberate measures with the explicit goal of diminishing 
the Armenian population (e.g. by depriving them of food 
and water in transit).25

 
Building a memorial site that depicts Armenians as crimi-
nals and enemies while denying the Turkish government’s 
genocidal actions has been the subject of heated contro-
versy.26 Many have seen this as an attempt to negate Tur-
key’s crimes and displace some portion of the blame onto 
Armenians (who had fought the Turks in self-defense). 
Public figures holding important offices took part in the 
official opening of the museum in Iğdır on October 5 of 
1999, among them President Süleyman Demirel.27 Their 
attendance speaks to the event’s broad reach. This surely 
suggests that the museum figures as a crucial component 
of how historical politics function in Turkey.
 
It is also worth noting that the museum’s grounds boast 
a 43.5 meters tall monument (making it Turkey’s tallest 
monument) commemorating Turks lost in the struggle 
with Armenians. Dominating over the space, the memori-

24 For example, see: A.J. Toynbee, Armenian atrocities. The murder of a nation, London 1915, 
p. 19.

25 For example, see: V.N. Dadrian, The history of the Armenian genocide. Ethnic Conflict from 
the Balkans to Anatolia to the Caucasus, Oxford 1995.

26 B. Ayata, Critical Interventions: Kurdish Intellectuals Confronting the Armenian Genocide, 
The Armenian Weekly, 29.04.2009, https://armenianweekly.com/2009/04/29/kurdish-
intellectuals-confronting-the-armenian-genocide/ (November 9 2017).

27 Ibid.
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al not only has an instrumental function within the Turk-
ish community, but also addresses a gesture of defiance 
to the Armenian government.28 The Armenian capital lies 
forty kilometers away from Iğdır, which seems to suggest 
the museum’s location was chosen for symbolic reasons. 
The rivalry enacted through historical politics in both na-
tions is also voiced in this statement made by the gov-
ernor of Iğdır: “Whenever the Armenians look towards 
their holy Mount Ararat, they will see our monument.”29

 
In the European context, it is difficult to single out such 
clear-cut links between integrative processes and acts of 
damnatio memoriae. Yet likeminded practices seem to be 
at play in the contexts surrounding many memorial sites 
in Eastern Europe. After the fall of the Soviet Union, many 
nations that fell within the Eastern Bloc during the Cold 
War erected memorials for victims of the communist re-
gime. Sofia’s wall and chapel commemorating those killed 
in 1994 is one such example.30 Other instances include the 
wall built in Prague for victims fallen in 1947-196831 and 
several memorials throughout Poland (such as the Monu-
ment to the Victims of Communism in Lodz). When these 
cases are all taken together, a certain common dominator 
emerges: the condemnation of the communist regime by 
the “new” democratically elected government. On the one 
hand, the communist legacy is rejected by foregrounding 

28 T. Hofmann, Armenians in Turkey Today. A Critical Assessment of the Situation of the 
Armenian Minority in the Turkish Republic, Bruxelles 2002, p. 32.

29 Ibid.
30 C.C. Montero, Study on how the memory of crimes committed by totalitarian regimes In 

Europe is dealt with the Member States, Contract No JLS/2008/C4/006, p. 131.
31 Ibid, p. 132.
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the criminal nature of its administration. At the same 
time, social discontent is leveraged to reinforce the domi-
nant political attitude.
 As the above cases demonstrate, erecting memo-
rial sites to commemorate the victims of a previous re-
gime often functions as a form of propaganda. We can 
identify similar practices in countries outside the Euro-
pean cultural sphere. Take, for instance, the Tuol Sleng 
Genocide Museum in Cambodia. In this case, the choice 
of location was by no means arbitrary. During the Khmer 
Rouge regime, Tuol Sleng (which translates to the Hill of 
Poisonous Trees) was one of 150 execution sites.32 The in-
stitution was founded by members of the new regime for 
many reasons, one of which was to broadcast its image as 
defender of the oppressed, having emancipated Cambo-
dia from its bloody past. Some scholars have insisted that 
commemorating the victims of these historical atrocities 
was actually of secondary importance.33 This claim is cor-
roborated by the new regime’s duplicitous strategy to fill 
its ranks with many people with direct ties to the previ-
ous regime. By retaining high offices within government, 
these people were able to effectively dodge attempts to 
try them in court for their crimes.34

 
Rarely will a state invest in promoting memorial sites that 
fall within its territorial borders but are linked to other 

32 H. Locard, State Violence in Democratic Kampuchea (1975–1979) and Retribution (1979–
2004), “European Review of History” 1/2005, p. 134.

33 S. Chen, H. Xu, From fighting against death to commemorating the dead at Tangshan 
Earthquake heritage sites, Journal of Tourism and Cultural Change, 4.08.2017, s. 4, http://
dx.doi.org/10.1080/14766825.2017.1359281 (8.09.2017).

34 H. Locard, State Violence…, p. 134.
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cultural groups. For the most part, this reflects prevailing 
historical politics that seek to wipe out the traces of spe-
cific events. The Armenian Genocide serves as a clear ex-
ample of this dynamic. While the Jewish community has 
met with little resistance from other nations in its efforts 
to give the Holocaust a special status, the Armenian trag-
edy has been long suppressed by the Turkish government. 
Of course, the indifference shown by other European na-
tions that have made no effort to preserve the event’s 
memory has been no help in this regard. We should note, 
however, that at first, public opinion took great offense at 
the Turkish government’s behavior, and even Germany, 
Turkey’s erstwhile ally, voiced its critique.35 The very fact 
that the crime was forgotten for so many decades in spite 
of this initial reaction demonstrates that actions pursued 
in the mode of so-called realpolitik leave a deep imprint 
on the formation of collective memory.

It might seem to be the case that historical politics mobiliz-
es memorial sites (and by extension thanatourism) mainly 
within the scope of local society. This idea is supported by 
the fact that sites that do not impact our sense of identity 
and make no reference to images of cultural groups serve 
only one function – they are tourist attractions. Yet the 
case of the Holocaust (and its surrounding circumstances) 
demonstrates that historical politics rooted in death and 
suffering can affect other nationalities as well. However, 
research conducted by American scholars (among them 
Stephanie Marie Yuill and Thomas Thurnell-Read) has 

35 Y. Ternon, Ormianie – historia zapomnianego ludobójstwa, trans. W. Brzozowski, Kraków 
2005, p. 275.
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shown that most tourists who have no emotional connec-
tion to the place in question will visit these sites “out of 
convenience.” On the other hand, a survey polling visitors 
to Auschwitz-Birkenau collected many answers confirm-
ing that a sense of obligation led visitors to feel it would 
be wrong to bypass the site if they found themselves in 
its vicinity.36 This suggests that a large-scale event is nec-
essary to evoke feelings of moral obligation to a cultural 
group outside one’s own. Genocide necessarily leaves its 
imprint on the imagination of all people. It provokes ter-
ror and at the same time, a sense of curiosity that is en-
tirely justified. These motives also compel people to visit 
memorial sites commemorating such events. Some come 
out of respect, others are driven by curiosity, and the rest 
are following the prevailing behavioral norm out of fear 
that they will otherwise be judged for a lack of sensitivity 
or empathy—in these cases, one visits these sites because 
it is simply the appropriate thing to do.

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose

36 A. Ziębińska-Witek, Turystyka śmierci jako zjawisko kulturowe, “Teksty Drugie” 3/2012, pp. 
180–181.
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The Valley of the 
Fallen in Spain. 
Between National 
Catholicism and the 
Commodification 
of Memory
Maja Biernacka

Thanatourism is a portmanteau derived from the word 
“tourism” and the Greek term tanatos. The latter means 
death, although when capitalized, it indicates the god of 
death in Greek mythology. The concept refers to the act of 
visiting – individually or as a group – locations that have 
witnessed natural disasters, battles with staggering casu-
alties, or acts of genocide (such as concentration camps, 
sites of mass shootings, or memorials devoted to these 
acts). Moreover, thanatourism takes a form of group ex-
cursions organized under the theme of death, and comes 
with all the usual services – transportation, accommoda-
tions, licensed tour guides, souvenir sales, and so forth.
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Polish scholarship adopted the term1 following its English 
equivalent thanatourism,2 which literally translates to 
“death tourism.”3 An adjacent concept is “dark tourism”4 
(in Polish, mroczna turystyka),5 which expands the object 
of interest from death to all phenomena falling under the 
banner of “dark” or “morbid.” Other related terms appear 
as well, such as “grief tourism,” which serve to modify the 
scope or character of such activity.
 
It seems relevant to emphasize that these notions may 
be incorporated into critical methodologies in the social 
sciences, due to their demystifying nature. I am refer-
ring specifically to taking advantage of the value of sites 
bound up with death, suffering, human tragedy and the 
like, which play a crucial role in the collective memory 
of a nation, ethnic or religious group, or any other kind 
of imagined community – to use Benedict Anderson’s 
term6 – and putting a price on them for touristic purpos-
es. It involves cultivating feelings of excitement or morbid 

1 See: S. Tanaś, Tanatoturystyka – kontrowersyjne oblicze turystyki kulturowej, “Peregrinus 
Cracoviensis” 17/2006, pp. 85–100.

2 See: A.V. Seaton, War and Thanatourism: Waterloo 1815-1914, “Annals of Tourism Research” 
1(26)/1999, pp. 130–158; R. Tzanelli, Heritage in the Digital Era: Cinematic Tourism and 
the Activist Cause, Abingdon, New York 2013, pp. 4–5; S. Kaczmarek, Urban tourism – the 
Blessing or the Curse, [in:] R.C.L. González (ed.), Urban Changes in Different Scales: 
Systems and Structures, Santiago de Compostela 2006, p. 366; N. Bárbara, The Business of 
Creative Tourism and Creativity in the Tourism Business, [in:] A.D. Barker (ed.), Identity and 
Intercultural Exchange in Travel and Tourism, Bristol, Buffalo, Toronto 2015, p. 14.

3 See: A. Ziębińska-Witek, Turystyka śmierci jako zjawisko kulturowe, “Teksty Drugie” 3/2012, 
pp. 174–186.

4 J. Lennon, M. Foley, Dark Tourism. The attraction of death and disaster, New York, London 
2000.

5 See: A. Komsta, Problem dark tourism i jego możliwości w Polsce, “Turystyka Kulturowa” 
2/2013, pp. 46–65. 

6 B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
London, New York 2006.
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curiosity about death and its circumstances that attract 
visitors to such places. In economic terms, it encourages 
attempts to maximize the profitability and lucrative po-
tential of these activities, which results in commodifica-
tion of death and human suffering. It has been made pos-
sible on a sweeping scale with the rise of mass tourism.

The Valley of the Fallen as a Testimony to the 
Triumph of Francoism
A popular destination for thanatourism can be found in 
Valle do los Caídos, or the Valley of the Fallen in Spain. It 
lies within the municipality of San Lorenzo de El Escorial, 
in the valley of Cuelgamuros in the Guadarrama moun-
tains. It is home to the massive Monumento Nacional de 
Santa Cruz del Valle de los Caídos (The National Monu-
ment of the Holly Cross of the Valley of the Fallen) – this 
cross is considered to be the tallest of its kind in the world 
and has become the site’s signature mark.
 
The monument is in a fine setting to tower over its sur-
roundings due to its location on the hilltop of Risco de 
Nava, facing the Benedictine monastery. The main fea-
ture of the complex is an underground basilica carved 
into the rock in a form of a colossal and long crypt lavish-
ly decorated with Francoist symbols. The crypt opens out 
onto a vast square consistent with the majestic aesthetics 
of the complex as a whole. The basilica houses the graves 
of Francisco Franco and José Antonio Primo de Rivera, as 
well as the remains of 33,847 civil war casualties, accord-
ing to the data available on the official website of Patri-
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monio Nacional.7 Urns of soldiers who fought for Franco 
and were buried as heroes sit side by side with those who 
fought in behalf of the republic.8 
 
The entire complex was built by decree of the general 
Francisco Franco in 1940, and its construction, which re-
lied largely on the labor of political prisoners,9 was not 
completed until 1959. The purpose of the complex was to 
commemorate victims of the Spanish Civil War – which 
had been regarded by Francoists as a crusade.10 Yet, more 
importantly, the site was to stand as testimony to the tri-
umph of their ideology. It claimed the glory of Spain as 
una, grande y libre, or “united, great, and free.” This slo-
gan was used in the time of the Franco regime with the 
aim to consolidate the society ideologically around the 
ideas of the nation, Catholicism. A pragmatic instument 
of this endeavour was to rule the country with an iron fist.

7 In English, “National Heritage;” the website offers information on the premises which used 
to belong to the Crown of Spain, including palaces and monasteries, which now belong to 
the State under Ley 23/1982, de 16 de junio, reguladora del Patrimonio Nacional, or Law 
23/1982 of June 16 on the National Heritage, http://www.patrimonionacional.es/real-sitio/
abadia-benedictina-de-la-santa-cruz-del-valle-de-los-caidos (August 22 2017).

8 See, for example: Q. Solé i Barjau, Inhumados en el Valle de los Caídos. Los 
primeros traslados desde la provincia de Madrid, “Hispania Nova. Revista de Historia 
Contemporánea” 9/2009, http://hispanianova.rediris.es/9/articulos/9a009.pdf (August 24 
2017).

9 There are diverging accounts of the number of political prisoners involved and their 
treatment within the then penitentiary system. See, for example: R. Sierra, Los esclavos del 
Valle de los Caídos: la historia negra del mausoleo de Franco, “Clío: Revista de historia” 
25/2003, pp. 38–45; A. Bárcena, Redención de penas en el Valle de los Caídos: las fuentes 
rebaten el mito, “Aportes. Revista de Historia Contemporánea” 27(79)/2012, pp. 5–29. For 
instance, Bárcena claims on the basis of his research that not only were the statistics on 
political prisoners inflated, but the prisoners received far better treatment than is currently 
believed.

10 See also: A. Alted Vigil, El Valle de Los Caídos ¿Espíritu de cruzada o símbolo de 
reconciliación?, “Ayer. Revista de Historia Contemporánea” 98/2015, pp. 263–275.
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On the Selfie and Fresh Flowers for Franco, or: Cultur-
al Practices at the Valley of the Fallen
The Valley of the Fallen provides a laboratory to observe 
passive and active consumption of cultural goods as well 
as various modes of expressing worldviews. The site draws 
in Spanish and foreign groups alike. While for some of 
them it is the final destination, for others it is just one of 
many attractions in their itinerary. The tomb of Franco is 
particularly ethralling. Aside from taking photos (nowa-
days, usually selfies) against the entire panorama, ideally 
including the cross, and purchasing inscribed souvenirs 
to document their visit in the valley, many of them are 
drawn by the desire to see and, whenever possible, touch 
the simple crypt made of light gray granite that contains 
the dictator’s remains. The recent news that the grave 
may soon be removed only intensifies its allure, and travel 
agencies and guides are quick to capitalize on this threat. 
For the removal of Franco’s tomb is one of many opera-
tions advocated by the left, it provides support to frame 
excursions to the Valley as the “last chance” for a “con-
frontation” with the general.

Moreover, mass services are held in the basilica.11 Interest-
ingly enough, there are claims expressed in the communi-
ties associated with the Valley that worship opportunities 
are restricted “under various pretexts”12 and, as such, are 
subject to shutdowns or limited access. In fact, they are due 

11 The current calendar of mass services: El Valle de Los Caídos. Abadía de La Santa Cruz, 
Eventos y Horarios, dates updated regularly, http://www.valledeloscaidos.es/eventos-y-
horarios (August 30 2017).

12 See: Informaciones prácticas para la visita al Valle de los Caídos, January 1 2011, http://
www.vki2.net/informacion.htm (August 30 2017).
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to ongoing renovations and exhumations conducted by ar-
cheological crews. This work forces the institution to tem-
porarily suspend or downscale its activities. The complex 
is also a destination for pilgrimages and religious tourism. 
It also serves as a venue for gatherings held to honor gener-
al Franco, imbued with nostalgia for the old regime. They 
take place twice a year: on November the 20th, to mark the 
death anniversary of both Franco and José Antonio Primo 
de Rivera, and July 18, to commemorate Alzamiento Na-
cional, literally translated as the National Uprising. It was 
the previous regime’s term used with reference to the 1936 
coup d’état against the Second Republic,13 which triggered 
the outbreak of the Civil War and is remembered today as 
the starting point of  the Movimiento Nacional (National-
ist Movement) and the Francoist era.
 
Although Francoism is recalled today as a period rife 
with dark moments and historical accounts often pres-
ent its leader as more of a dictator than a national hero, 
fresh flowers are still laid regularly on Franco’s grave. 
Nowadays, this is not an everyday social practice and 
it may rather be referred to as a curiosity. The question 
of who is in charge of laying flowers is posed by Natalia 
Junquera ion the pages of “El País,”14 and she provides 

13 Nowadays, this name is discarded by historians for the benefit of the notion “coup d’etat.” 
Even more so, the expression Glorioso Alzamiento Nacional, which literally means Glorious 
National Uprising, is falling into oblivion. It conjures narratives and iconography once 
promoted by the state and taught in schools and universities to depict the event as an act 
of valor performed by proponents of the “real Spain” and directed against the “anti-Spain,” 
which translated to a composite of the “tyranny” of the Second Republic, international 
communism on “Moscow’s orders,” etc..

14 N. Junquera, ¿Quién pone flores frescas en la tumba de Franco? Secretos, verdades 
y mentiras del Valle de los Caídos, El País, 20.11.2015, https://politica.elpais.com/
politica/2015/10/28/actualidad/1446061476_183076.html (August 30 2017).
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her own answer, arguing that it is those who remem-
ber Franco’s regime as the “defense of freedom” and the 
general himself as the “past, present and future solution 
to all problems that plague the moments in history when 
democracy is extorted.” She links such declarations and 
the ritual of laying flowers to the activities of the Fun-
dación Nacional Francisco Franco,15 a foundation based 
in Madrid that has been operating since the year 1976 
and is committed to upholding the memory of general 
Franco and his attainments. There is a declaration on 
the webpage of the foundation that it works to defend 
the truth about this historical figure and his legacy. The 
foundation is not the only entity that undertakes such 
efforts. There are also individuals who are fascinated 
with Franco, bring flowers to his grave, and advocate his 
regime as the golden age of Spanish history.
 
There appeared a controversy in the media around the 
flowers in July 2017. It was not just the sheer presence of 
the flowers, for they form no exception to the site’s over-
all cultural ambience. The confusion was over an epi-
sode involving an archeologist Alfredo González-Ruibal. 
This professor at the prestigious Complutense Universi-
ty of Madrid, who at the time was directing archeolog-
ical works at Civil War barricades, was asked by a staff 
member to leave. This followed the professor’s attempt 
to remove a bouquet from Franco’s grave. Thereupon, he 
was informed that he had breached the rules of show-
ing respect in a place of worship. In his argumentation, 

15 The website of Fundación Nacional Francisco Franco, http://www.fnff.es/ (August 30 2017).
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González-Ruibal resorted to the illegal character of ex-
altation of Francoism16 and declared that he had acted in 
defence of the rule of law. On his own initiative, he later 
published an explanation on his blog. He commented that 
the man who had placed the flowers on the grave subse-
quently made a salute to the dictator. Reportedly, a female 
staff member who asked the professor to leave, inquired 
how he would have behaved if the grave belonged to his 
relative. She added that there was no need for the profes-
sor to attend the place if he did not like it. Then, the em-
ployee called the security to show the professor out. The 
incident instantly went viral in the Spanish press at the 
national level. Several major newspapers reported on the 
event, including: “El País,”17 “El Mundo,”18 “ABC,”19 and 
“El Español.”20 In this way, the research visit transformed 
into a conflagration between opposing worldviews. This 
episode demonstrates that cultural practices at the Valley 

16 This is under Ley de la Memoria Histórica (Ley 52/2007, de 26 de diciembre), the Law 
of Historical Memory (Law 52/2007 from December 26). For more on the legal basis 
and conflicts over memorial sites of the Civil War and Francoist era in the contemporary 
public sphere with a special focus on Catalonia, see: M. Biernacka, Wojna na pomniki  
w Katalonii, czyli co zrobić z upamiętnieniem bitwy pod Ebro, “Przegląd Humanistyczny” 
2/2017, pp. 11–22.

17 Expulsado un hombre del Valle de los Caídos por retirar flores de la tumba de Franco, El 
País, July 24 2017, https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/07/24/madrid/1500907417_346041.html 
(August 30 2017).

18 Un arqueólogo denuncia que le expulsan del Valle de los Caídos por retirar un ramo 
de flores de la tumba de Franco, El Mundo, July 24 2017, http://www.elmundo.es/
madrid/2017/07/24/5975c10be2704e780f8b4589.html (August 30 2017).

19 Expulsan a un profesor de la Complutense del Valle de los Caídos por retirar las flores de 
la tumba de Franco, ABC, 24.07.2017, http://www.abc.es/espana/madrid/abci-expulsan-
profesor-complutense-valle-caidos-retirar-flores-tumba-franco-201707241311_noticia.html 
(August 30 2017). 

20 H. Riaño, Expulsado del Valle de los Caídos por retirar flores de la tumba de Franco, El 
Español, 24.07.2017, http://www.elespanol.com/cultura/patrimonio/20170724/233726919_0.
html (August 30 2017). 
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of the Fallen are governed by forces that extend go beyond 
the law pertaining to public space in Spain.

Between the Idea of the Nation and the Laminated 
Photograph, or: How to Make Money at the Valley  
of the Fallen
While controversies over the site’s future are still playing 
out in leftist circles21 and plans have been drawn up to re-
purpose the premises and remove general Franco’s grave if 
not the complex as a whole, the site enjoys uninterrupted 
support from the conservative right-wing People’s Party 
(Partido Popular)22 as a symbol of reconciliation between 
Spaniards. It fits into the historical policy that this party 
advocates as the epitome of the idea of the strong Spain. 
Buttressed with the narratives which are built around it, 
it functions as a tool for the formation and consolidation 
of an imagined community in a form of one nation.23 The 
building’s monumental scale paired with the dark history 
of the Civil War and the repressions of the Franco’s re-
gime continue to spawn controversies as new evidence is 
unearthed during exhumations conducted – all make for 

21 For example, see: División en la izquierda ante la iniciativa de exhumar los restos de 
Franco del Valle de los Caídos, El Mundo, September 5 2017, http://www.elmundo.es/
espana/2017/05/09/5911f76be2704eea608b45e5.html (30.08.2017); División en la 
izquierda por la iniciativa de exhumar los restos de Franco del Valle de los Caídos, Heraldo, 
9.05.2017, http://www.heraldo.es/noticias/nacional/2017/05/09/division-izquierda-por-
iniciativa-exhumar-los-restos-franco-del-valle-los-caidos-1174519-305.html (August 30 
2017).

22 For example, see: F. Garea, Solo el PP se opone en el Congreso a sacar a Franco del Valle 
de los Caídos, El País, September 5 2017, https://politica.elpais.com/politica/2017/05/09/
actualidad/1494314666_574295.html (August 30 2017).

23 Due to the volume restrictions, I leave aside the details about the political conflict around the 
Valley of the Fallen and its social basis.
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a tourist attraction of tremendous appeal for Spanish and 
international visitors.
  
The premises serve the needs of the Franco devotees and 
pilgrims, due to its symbolic valences and proximity to 
the monastery. The site has proven to command the ap-
peal of mass tourism, and its facilities are used accord-
ingly. It is conveniently located in the Madrid province, 
roughly sixty kilometers northeast of the capital24 and 
a mere fourteen from the Escorial palace and monastery 
complex25 which serves as a multipurpose site compris-
ing a monastery and a library surrounded by gardens. The 
proximity and the symbolic value of the two sites for the 
purpose of reinforcing nationalist ideology and the glory 
of Spain, travel agencies offer excursion packages to the 
Valley of the Fallen and Escorial, and more extended tours 
include sightseeing in Madrid or Toledo.

There is a group of entities that have a vested interest 
in expanding the complex and the services and products 
sold there. These groups include the Association for the 
Defense of the Valley of the Fallen, travel bureaus orga-
nizing trips there, souvenir manufacturers and suppliers. 
Adult admission to the complex currently costs nine eu-
ros, while discounted admission costs four, and further 
concessions are available for large tourist groups and 

24 For directions, see: http://www.calcularruta.com/de-madrid-a-el-valle-de-los-caidos.
html (August 28 2017). The exact distance in kilometers and travel time may slightly vary 
depending on the route.

25 For tips on getting there, see: http://www.calcularruta.com/de-el-valle-de-los-caidos-a-real-
monasterio-de-san-lorenzo-de-el-escorial.html (August 28 2017). 
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school excursions.26 In the year 2015, prices were raised 
by about 80%, much to the objection of the Association 
for the Defense of the Valley of the Fallen.27

  
Aside from ideological activity, the association is involved 
in the production and sale of souvenirs from the Valley of 
the Fallen. It is therefore in its best interests to maximize 
the volume of visitors. Souvenirs available for purchase 
include laminated panoramic photographs of the complex 
and its signature features, such as the crucified Jesus fig-
ure located in the basilica. The association operates an 
online store ADVC Ediciones, where the photographs can 
be purchased for five euros each (according to the price 
list that was valid at the time of writing).28 The product 
range includes books on political oppression for fifteen 
euros, books on the concept, design and construction of 
the complex (70 euros), books on prisoners (18 euros), an 
album containing photographs of the complex and the 
surrounding valley (24 euros), packages of three books on 
sale for 39 euros, a DVD promoting the vision of reconcili-
ation for 15 euros, and packages of three DVDs on sale for 
39 euros. One can also purchase a ceramic mug inscribed 
with “Valle de los Caídos” and the emblem of the black 
cross for nine euros. There is also a cotton tee-shirt with 
the same design available at the same price in five sizes. 

26 The current price list is available under this link: https://entradas.patrimonionacional.es/es-
ES/informacion-recinto/15/valle-de-los-caidos (August 28 2017).

27 See: Las entradas al Valle de los Caídos suben un 80 por ciento y pasan de 5 a 9 
euros, El Faro de Guadarrama, October 22 2014, http://www.elfarodelguadarrama.com/
noticia/35098/san-lorenzo/las-entradas-al-valle-de-los-caidos-suben-un-80-por-ciento-y-
pasan-de-5-a-9-euros.html (August 24 2017).

28 The online store ADVC Ediciones: http://www.elvalledeloscaidos.es/tienda/ (August 27 
2017).
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The website also features links, empty so far, that promise 
calendars, almanacs, and lottery tickets. 

The question of whether the memory of those buried at 
the Valley of the Fallen will face commodification hardly 
seems up for debate. This process goes on with the lapse 
of time and generational transitions, but it is also a reflec-
tion of market processes. This site still plays a role in the 
identity formation for proponents of the idea of the strong 
and unified Spanish nation. It serves the same purposes 
for communities affiliated with the church on a nation-
al and international scale who advocate the idea of the 
Christian Europe. The Valley is also an object of political 
conflicts and ideological schisms in the Spanish society.

Author’s translation
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Urban Exploration. 
Memorializing Sites 
of Non-Memory, 
Reviving Dead Places
Bogna Kociołowicz-Wiśniewska

In 1804, eleven years after his initial disappearance, the 
body of Philibert Aspairt, doorkeeper of the Val-de-Grâce 
Hospital, was found in the catacombs below Paris. Aspairt 
is hailed as a precursor of urban exploration (urbex for 
short),1 a practice that entails visiting abandoned and in-
accessible sites, which are often closed off by “Entry For-
bidden” signs. In light of the nature of the ill-fated door-
keeper’s resting place, we could reasonably take him as an 
early enthusiast of thanatourism. Aspairt was buried in 
the place where he was ultimately found, a fact that makes 
him both a subject and an object of this kind of tourism. 
While urban exploration and “dark tourism” share many 
common features, the concepts are by no means identical. 
At the roots of both modes of tourism lies a fascination 
with death, ephemerality, and dystopian landscapes. Yet 

1 B.L. Garrett, Undertaking recreational trespass: urban exploration and infiltration, 
“Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers” 39/2014, p. 5.
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while thanatourism seems preoccupied with events and 
the people tied to them as represented symbolically in the 
form of concrete sites, explorers are more invested in the 
materiality of these places and the aesthetics of ongoing 
decay. Mired in legacies often fraught, inglorious, or trag-
ic, many historically-charged sites that draw in tourists 
already have a place in the historical canon and have been 
“validated” by official opinion.
 
Urban exploration, on the other hand, mainly consists of 
the photographic documentation of sites excluded from 
official collective memory; these are sites whose very ex-
istence is precarious. If they are remembered by anyone, 
it is those who live nearby, though even these locals are 
often unconvinced of the sites’ special value. Traveling 
several kilometers to visit a derelict palace and asking lo-
cals for directions along the way, we often meet with such 
responses as “but there’s nothing to see there; it’s an ugly 
place.” This is our cue to smile and think to ourselves, “but 
that’s exactly it!” Thanatourism can be a form of urbex, 
just as urbex can be thanatourism. Explorers can collect 
“honor points” by visiting sites of great catastrophes, as 
well as forgotten graves and cemeteries, and these plac-
es all attract dark tourism buffs as well. Adepts of urbex, 
however, have no interest in “official” historical sites that 
are sanctioned by the state and accessible to anyone and 
everyone, where credentialed tour guides are available for 
hire. Urban exploration is a form of anti-tourism, a kind of 
“rebel tourism” that has no regard for hours of operation, 
“staff only” areas, or prescribed paths for moving through 
an exhibition. The harder it is to “capture” a place, the 
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greater the pleasure involved. Urbex fans seem to seek 
out a self-driven and authentic experience of a place that 
engages all the senses. They are arduous collectors of 
sensory impressions and choose their own destinations. 
Explorers ignore warning signs, break through barricades 
set up by property owners, and brush aside encroaching 
vegetation. Occasionally, they expand their field of inter-
ests to include sites that tower over their surroundings, 
such as the roofs of high-rises (roof-topping), or hidden 
deep underground, such as tunnels, canals and metro 
stations (draining, tunnel hacking), although in its Polish 
variation, this is not the hobby’s prime turf. One paradox 
of “urban” exploration in Poland is the fact that so many 
of its destinations are in rural areas, rich as they are with 
abandoned palaces and houses. Why do certain categories 
of sites become abandoned? These things are determined 
by the historical and economic conditions of the country 
in question. The Czech Republic, for instance, is home to 
many neglected churches, as the majority of its popula-
tion has no religious denomination. Our own country has 
a great abundance of the material remnants of industrial 
facilities that have never undergone comprehensive reno-
vations. Poland is notorious for its abandoned and derelict 
palaces that were either severely damaged in the war or 
functioned for years as the headquarters of state collec-
tive farms, their lifespans finally coming to an end in the 
1990s.
 
An abandoned site is suspended in a kind of void, for 
though it no longer performs its original function, no new 
role awaits it, even if its ownership has changed hands. 
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These places are often too young to be protected as land-
marks, or too damaged for their owners to take on the 
costs of renovation. Places that have dropped off the mar-
ket and no longer have a place within the landscape of 
dynamic cities or manicured villages often become homes 
for those who have likewise been cast out to society’s 
margins – the homeless – whose very appearance irritates 
“upright” citizens.2

 
Alongside spaces that once had public functions (church-
es, industrial facilities, military buildings), explorers also 
seek out more private places. Many of these sites are ne-
glected homes brimming with the objects of everyday life, 
family keepsakes, clothing, furniture, documents and dec-
orative housewares. Their owners have usually died, leav-
ing behind no family members who have tended to their 
property. As they photograph the interiors of such hous-
es, explorers seek to “validate” the daily realities of their 
former tenants and preserve what these tenants’ loved 
ones have neglected. Photographs often highlight objects 
of daily use, though they may be of negligible material 
value. Some explorers, such as one residing somewhere 
in the Greater Poland region who goes by the pseudonym 
Addic7ed Empire, try to reconstruct the life stories of the 
former tenants, often tracking down their family mem-
bers to do so. There is much to be gleaned from personal 
papers left on the premises. On the basis of these alone, 
explorers can often determine who occupied the home, 
how old they were, what kind of work they did, how high 

2 P.A. Gámez, Heritage Claim through Urban Exploration: The case of ‘Abandoned Berlin’, 
Cottbus-Senftenberg 2014, p. 23.
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their monthly expenses were, and with whom they corre-
sponded. From a marked date on a dusty calendar, we can 
infer the moment the place was abandoned.
 
What, then, distinguishes the urban exploration ad-
ept from the “ordinary” tourist who might, out of mere 
curiosity, find himself on the trail of neglected palaces, 
forgotten cemeteries, or industrial facilities? Perhaps it 
is only the nomenclature that serves to signal the phe-
nomenon’s subcultural status. Polish explorers have de-
veloped a rather hermetic terminology, and the word “ur-
bex” alone wields a capacious range of meanings. Urbex 
refers to the activity, the explorer, and the space explored. 
We are urbexes, we urbex, and we embark on an urbex. 
Of course, the nomenclature also includes turns of phrase 
intended to differentiate urban exploration from conven-
tional tourism. We do not go on excursions, and we do 
not sightsee; we explore. We do not explore places, but 
objects. Within these sites, we do not find things, but ar-
tifacts and loot.
 
Socially-sanctioned historical sites often come along with 
a prescribed dress code that is tailored to the solemnity 
of the commemorated events. In the case of urban explo-
ration, guidelines for suitable attire are casual and prag-
matic as a rule. Depending on the specifics of their desti-
nation, explorers take care to wear clothing that keeps out 
dampness and cold air and does not hinder movement. 
They should also choose clothing they are willing to dam-
age or get dirty as they scale heights and grapple with 
physical obstructions. For these reasons, many opt for 
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hiking attire, cargo pants, and loose-fitting jackets and 
shirts. They also take care to cover their faces to block out 
dust and protect their anonymity if they should need to 
make a quick escape. Naturally, as the subculture evolves, 
its practitioners try to cultivate a certain image as an end 
in itself, a fact that often results in rather bizarre appear-
ances; to be sure, those wrapped in army camouflage from 
head to toe are unlikely to blend in with their surround-
ings while exploring an old apartment building in War-
saw’s Praga district.
 
The subcultural status of urbex is not only evident in its 
niche terminology and associated “uniform,” but also 
in the disparity between those who claim the status of 
“real” explorers and the rest of the lot – those a punk, 
metalhead, or hip-hop fan would be quick to call “posers.” 
The virtual community of urbex fans is largely driven by 
rivalry and its resulting hierarchies. These rivalries cen-
ter around breathtaking “objects” and high-quality pho-
tographs that win their authors clout and popularity to 
boot. The most coveted object is one that retains traces of 
its former glory in spite of its abandonment. Photos doc-
umenting Easter-egg-ruins, where even the plaster in the 
walls has decayed, are the currency of inexperienced nov-
ices not yet fluent in the art of seeking out more compel-
ling places, or perhaps not yet established enough to so-
licit tips from their more “advanced” colleagues. On social 
media, explorers assign themselves avatars that tend to 
all be of one ilk. Pseudonyms often reference the passage 
of time (Uśpione Piękno [Polish for “Sleeping Beauty”], 
Stuck in Time, Outside of Time), the aesthetics of decay 
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(Rottenplaces, Art of Decay Europe), or the illegal nature 
of their activities (no trespassing). Others directly refer-
ence exploration (Urbex Time, Project Exploration, ek-
sploracyjny.com) or abandoned places (Abandoned Zone, 
Forgotten Worlds). Explorers’ self-portraits often conceal 
their faces and consist of a silhouette standing in the cap-
tured site, often equipped with a camera and tripod.
 
Some try to set themselves apart with a signature ac-
cessory, such as a gas mask or a clown costume.3 When 
setting off for a destination in a busy neighborhood, it 
is important to blend in with the crowd. To this end, re-
sourceful explorers might disguise themselves as con-
struction workers and thereby reach their destination in 
broad daylight without ever arousing suspicion.4

 
Social media not only brings together explorers drawn to 
the hobby while setting them apart from passive onlook-
ers, but it also offers a vast database of ideas for poten-
tial destinations.5 Consumerist tourism is conditioned by 
class,6 while the exploration of abandoned places calls for 
a specific skill set and ample cultural capital. In order to 
deduce the location of a place whose photographs have 
been published online by another explorer, we are forced 
to launch a somewhat forensic investigation, particular-
ly since explorers uploading photos of paperwork found 
“on site” take pains to redact all information pertaining 

3 M. Klausen, Making Place in the Media City, “Culture Unbound” 4/2012, p. 573.
4 B.L. Garrett, Undertaking…, p. 7.
5 M. Klausen, Making…, p. 573.
6 J. Urry, Spojrzenie turysty, trans. A. Szulżycka, Warsaw 2007, p. 133.
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to the site’s location. We then resort to reading into the 
photo-essay’s caption and looking out for town and fam-
ily crests. If a photo is captioned “Palace of von M.,” for 
example, we try to decode the initials. Without having 
a personal connection with the photographer or a “port-
folio” of one’s own boasting urbex trophies of comparable 
allure, asking directly for a site’s location is doomed to 
failure.
 
To spectators from outside the subculture, explorers seem 
to be the keepers of arcane knowledge, armed with the 
extraordinary courage needed to regularly risk their safe-
ty by venturing into buildings whose physical state leaves 
much to be desired.
 
Urban exploration is also a somewhat gendered and em-
bodied practice. Men form the clear majority of explorers. 
This is not strictly a product of their physical capabilities, 
for it is also tied to the potential threat of sexual assault, 
faced disproportionately by women who travel alone.7 An-
other stereotype of femininity is that women would not 
take well to the hobby’s unhygienic conditions and risks. 
As a result, many people address female explorers masked 
by their online avatars using male pronouns, and one of 
Poland’s most acclaimed explorers, even after spending 
several days with the author of this text, remained con-
vinced that the photographs posted on her page were 
surely taken by her partner.
 

7 C. Mott, S.M. Roberts, Not Everyone Has (the) Balls: Urban Exploration and the Persistence 
of Masculinist Geography, “Antipode” 46/2014, p. 237.
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Urbex photography tends to use wide-angle lenses capable 
of covering the greatest possible breadth of photographic 
space. To attain good focus in dimly lit rooms, the tripod 
turns out to be an indispensible aid and belongs with the 
flashlight in the explorer’s essential toolkit. Yet at times, 
the photographer seeks to capture some detail or individ-
ual object that reveals the passage of time or evokes the 
days when the building was teeming with life.
 
The postproduction that goes into these photographs is 
also of note. For a long time, the signature mark of ur-
bex photographers was to use HDR imaging (allowing the 
photographer to foreground all details of the space) or to 
imitate this technique using pre-set filters that sharpen 
focus and saturate the photograph’s colors.
 
Even when they merely reproduce the work of other explor-
ers, photos serve as evidence of their author’s presence in the 
abandoned site. The photographs have a dual function, serv-
ing as both documentation and artistic expression. Many ex-
plorers take their time meticulously setting up their frames 
and labor even more intensively over postproduction. Others 
seem to photograph at random using a flash, and they spend 
little time curating their photos upon their return.
 
Not unlike conventional tourism, urbex is a self-perpet-
uating cycle. Observing the achievements of others, we 
plot paths of our own, travel them, document what we 
find, enhance the photos so that they look just right, and 
upload them to circulate online, thereby piquing the ap-
petite of the next round of explorers.
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Both thanatourism and urban exploration bring up a num-
ber of ethical dilemmas. Is it appropriate to take a selfie 
at Auschwitz? Is it permissible to open a coffin while ex-
ploring a forgotten crypt? While perusing an abandoned 
farm, is it wrong to read the letters and personal papers 
of its deceased tenants? The urban exploration subculture 
espouses the golden rule: take nothing but photographs, 
leave nothing but footprints. At the heart of this prescrip-
tion is a concern for preserving the place in the best possi-
ble condition. Yet controversies haunt the question of what 
exactly falls within the range of acceptable interventions. 
It is no secret that many explorers rearrange spaces to or-
chestrate effective compositions for their photographs. 
Moving furniture and other objects has exposed explorers 
to allegations that they are violating the existing order of 
the place and creating imitations, or simulacra.
 
Just as initial visits can give buildings a new lease on 
life, excessive popularity can lead to their final down-
fall, sometimes literally. The appeal of a place wanes as 
the number of explorers passing through it grows. This 
plays out on a symbolic level, for as a place becomes too 
mainstream, it loses its status as a sought-after trophy. 
It also plays out on a material level: frequent visits have 
a detrimental effect on the state of the rooms, for despite 
the codex stated above, artifacts of increasing allure are 
pilfered, one by one. From time to time, people even voice 
the suspicion that certain explorers damage the space de-
liberately to prevent subsequent visitors from reproduc-
ing their photographs.
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Nearly all explorers will invoke their concern for the build-
ing’s condition to dodge requests for a certain site’s loca-
tion, but we can surely suspect that other factors come 
into play here. Firstly, there is the reluctance to give away 
countless hours or even weeks of searching “for free” to 
someone who surely has no knowledge up his sleeve to 
offer in exchange. Secondly, it is a matter of upholding the 
elite and niche status of the hobby, which would necessar-
ily suffer from a sudden influx of novices. Thirdly – and 
this is tied to previous concerns – it is a matter of circum-
venting attempts to commercialize the space by self-ap-
pointed tour guides who claim a monopoly.
 
Despite declarations of concern for preserving the build-
ings in the best possible condition, explorers are often 
disappointed when someone finally takes an interest in 
the place and restores it to its former glory, particularly if 
they failed to document its appearance before renovation. 
These places lose explorers’ interest as they gain recog-
nition in the local community and among tourists more 
accustomed to “clean” aesthetics.

Some scholars of urban exploration speculate on its more 
or less camouflaged political valences as a way to claim 
space on one’s own terms or a protest against omnipres-
ent surveillance – a form of civil disobedience similar to 
the activities of squatters.8 Like the activities of hackers, 
urbex is meant to expose the shortcomings of security 
systems and democratize access to the city.

8 T. Kindynis, Urban Exploration – From Subterranea to Spectacle, “The British Journal of 
Criminology” 57/2017, p. 6.
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Still others argue that urban exploration offers a chance 
to return to one’s childhood days by rediscovering books, 
toys, and appliances unearthed on these “sentimental 
journeys” while pursuing an adventure on one’s own 
terms, unsupervised by “grown-ups.”9

 
The increasing demands of consumerist tourists expect-
ing an ever-expanding array of diverse sights catered to 
their individual needs10 has led to the commercialization 
of some aspects of urbex. Organized group excursions into 
the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone have become increasingly 
commonplace, and no visit is complete without a souvenir 
photograph with the Ferris wheel in downtown Pripyat 
looming in the background. Those seeking more extreme 
experiences climb up the antenna of the Duga radar (also 
called the “Eye of Moscow”) or pay a visit to the “self-set-
tlers” – people who choose to stay within the Exclusion 
Zone and form its sole population.
 
Adapting this (until now) niche practice to the rules of 
supply and demand will inevitably lead to the more wide-
spread exploitation of abandoned places. Yet the spaces we 
inhabit are subject to these same processes. New “objects” 
are bound to appear, and with them, new explorers seek-
ing experiences and sensations beyond the reach of others.

Translated by Eliza Cushman Rose

9 Ninjalicious, Access All Areas: a user’s guide to the art of urban exploration, Toronto 2005, p. 3.
10 J. Urry, Spojrzenie…, p. 34.
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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 
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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.



Tomasz Błaszczyk, The Dziekanka Hospital in Gniezno

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.



61

Tomasz Błaszczyk, The Dziekanka Hospital in Gniezno

61

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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