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Preface

‘Following in the Footsteps’: Dark Tourism as Metempsychotic
Pilgrimage
The sacred canopy that once enveloped the world is now largely fragmented. In turn, modern secularization and processes of individualism has negated traditional religion to the fringes of (Western)
society. Consequently, the mediatory power of religion and its transcendental pilgrimages have become somewhat muted for many people. Indeed, ritualized and often repetitive ‘journeys’ to places
of eternal recurrence – spiritual and physical – defined religious pilgrimage for millennia. It is this
notion of the journey that has gathered traction within tourism studies, whereby conceptual linkages between traditional pilgrim and contemporary traveller are forged. Notwithstanding Western
paradigmatic approaches to tourism in general (but see Cohen, 2018), dichotomies of religious pilgrimages and touristic travel have long been a focus of scholarship. Yet, this scholarly scrutiny has
only recently commenced examination of secular pilgrimages made within dark tourism – that is,
the act of travel to visitor sites of or associated with death and fatality. That said, in many ways ‘dark
tourism’ does not exist – it is simply an academic appellation to denote sites of difficult heritage, as
well as a scholarly label to expose experiential journeys to places of pain or shame. Even with lighter
shades of dark tourism, where chronological distance and diminished political ideologies dilute the
‘death capital’ of tourist experiences, (dark) touristic journeys are made to witness how things were
rather than how things are.
However, despite taxonomical issues, the brand of dark tourism over the past twenty years or
so has brought together international scholars from across disciplinary realms, whereby research
spotlights are now being shone on heritage that hurts and its touristic consumption. Hence, the
common denominator of all dark tourism is to showcase the significant Other dead. As such, dark
tourism involves what some might call secular pilgrimages to sites of atrocity or disaster and, in so
doing, witness traumascapes that haunt our contemporary imagination. In other words, a journey
to visit the touristified or memorialized dead involves contemporary travel that has emerged from the
act of traditional pilgrimage. If paying homage to relic bones of deceased Saints was a valid excuse
to leave home during the Middle Ages, then global modern mobilities have only perpetuated this act
of travel. Today, the secular dead have replaced the Saints for many people and, subsequently, dark
tourism has domesticated the dead and allowed a spectacular death to emerge (Stone, 2018). Yet,
xiii
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regardless of socio-cultural semiotics and political (re)constructions of dark tourism and, moreover,
despite fundamental differences in the theology of death and soteriology of the main religious traditions, the ‘journey’ to (re)presented sites of the dead (and their lives) defines both dark tourism as
well as pilgrimage.
It is here that dark tourism journeys, and subsequent tourist behaviour, can take on a kind of
metempsychosis (Seaton, 2002). In other words, metempsychosis when applied to touristic travel
means that tourists embark upon a journey and transmigrates oneself (however briefly) into the
personae of a significant other or others. Whilst the ‘metempsychotic text’ has existed in literary
form for over a century, metempsychosis in travel comprises behaviour in which a tourist knowingly repeats a noteworthy journey made previously by a named person or groups of people (Seaton,
2002). Indeed, the tourism industry is famed for creating bespoke tours that repeat the journey of
significant historic others. Consequently, promotional tourism discourse often provides metempsychotic tours that ‘follow in the footsteps’ of the famous which, arguably, is entwined with notions
of secular pilgrimage. Empirical examples may include tours that attempt to follow in historic footsteps of say Charles Darwin to the Galapagos Islands, or Captain Scott and his ill-fated expedition to
Antarctica, or Hannibal and his ancient trek across the Alps, or Lawrence of Arabia and his wartime
exploits in the Middle East. By undertaking these tours, the modern tourist temporarily takes on
metempsychotic personae of the significant figure and, in so doing, enters ‘a psychological space colonized by perceptions of their quarry’ (Seaton, 2002: 138). Thus, it is this following in the footsteps
of significant others, and repetition of that journey, that paves the way for secular metempsychotic
pilgrimages. Importantly, however, metempsychosis and touristic travel ‘may be conceptualised in a
more profound way, which locates it, not just as a specialist kind of tourism planned around a single
itinerary’ (Seaton, 2002: 138), but as an embedded structural force in dark tourism.
Indeed, dark tourism is littered with villains and victims and is ripe for metempsychotic journeys, where to follow in the footsteps of fatality means that the significant Other is already dead.
However, rather than metempsychotic travel being a throwback to a difficult past, metempsychosis
offers us a glimpse of how repeated journeys are socially valued as narratives and, it appears, as tourist experiences. Metempsychotic travel takes in the sacred and the profane, authenticity, erudition
and identity, ontological security and fear, as well potentially offering a journey of mortality mediation, retreat or recovery. An obvious example of metempsychotic pilgrimage within dark tourism is
in the realms of battlefield tourism and battle re-enactments. It is here that battlefield tourism often
invites tourists to follow in the footsteps of wartime heroes, and to enter a pseudo battle of nodal
landscape markers where significant action once took place. Consequently, tourists repeatedly take
on the enacted personae of the war hero and emulate the eternal recurrence of wartime past.
Another example of metempsychotic pilgrimage within dark tourism may be seen in how the
Holocaust is represented within the visitor economy. The Holocaust torments our contemporary imagination for the scale and nature of committed atrocities. Yet, amongst the many unidentifiable
Holocaust victims, they are identifiable heroes and heroines that we can attach narrative to and,
subsequently, tell tragic tales of tenacity or termination. Indeed, the death cell in which Maximilian
Kolbe, the Polish priest who died as prisoner 16770 in Auschwitz on 14 August 1941, has become a
shrine for Catholics and non-Catholics alike. When the Nazis selected ten men for execution through
starvation as reprisal for an escape attempt at the camp, one of the men – Franciszek Gajowniczek
– broke down and cried: ‘My wife! My children! I will never see them again!’ Kolbe stood forward and
offered his soul in place, and to die instead. His request was granted. While the Catholic Church beatified Kolbe as Confessor by Pope VI in 1970, and canonized him as Martyr by Pope John Paul II in
1981, regardless of religious faith the heroism of Kolbe is manifest. Consequently, tourists can take
on the personae of Kolbe, visit his death cell, and (re)imagine through metempsychotic pilgrimage

Preface

xv

his final moments as they are invited to follow in Kolbe footsteps from his slaying to his apparent salvation. Similarly, tourists can undergo metempsychosis within the realms of the Anne Frank House
and Museum in Amsterdam. Indeed, Anne Frank – famed for keeping diary accounts of her existence
under the Nazi regime – eventually met her dreadful end at the Bergen-Belsen concertation camp.
Yet, by following in the footsteps of Anne Frank, tourists discover her (extra)ordinary life and significant death, validate cultural and literal perceptions and realities, and allegorically follow her to her
demise. However, adopting her personae, the memory of Anne Frank is kept alive through heritage
processes and by repeated touristic metempsychotic pilgrimages to her former place of sanctuary
and incarceration.
Of course, a full critique of metempsychotic pilgrimages and dark tourism is beyond the scope
of this Preface. Instead, I simply highlight a potentially fruitful avenue of future research that may
pay dividends for the field of pilgrimage and dark tourism. This book certainly opens up numerous
research avenues and, as a result, this is the first comprehensive tome to critically examine pilgrimage and dark tourism. Subsequently, this book addresses an abundance of conceptual linkages and
empirical nuances between pilgrimage and dark tourism, and the journeys that bring them together.
The multifaceted and multidimensional nature of the subject will undoubtedly leave some areas unexplored with questions remaining. Those questions combined with the multitude of critical insights
inherent in this book should set the future research agenda for pilgrimage and dark tourism. In so
doing, we can draw upon ideas such as metempsychotic pilgrimages and dark tourism performances,
and witness where our future footsteps will take us to meet the dead. Indeed, metempsychotic travel
allows rites of separation from our ordinary space into significant Other places. To that end, the
metempsychotic pilgrimage within dark tourism leaves tourists free to address psychological anxieties ahead, prefigure the place to come, and to evolve a persona for managing within it. As the poet
Robert Minksy (2000: 6) puts it:
In a way every stranger must imagine,
The place where he finds himself – as shrewd Odysseus.
Was able to imagine, as he wandered,
The way and perils of a foreign place:
Making his goal, not knowing the real place,
But his survival, and his progress home.
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Introduction
In recent decades, new forms of tourism consumption have captivated not only the attention
of scholars but also the interests of journalists
and the general public. Mass tourism and its
sand, sun and sea orientation of the 1960s and
1970s has given way to a more nuanced and
fragmented tourism market, as special interest
tourism, beginning in the 1980s, focused on
travel interests of tourists beyond the coastal
regions of the world (Weiler and Hall, 1992;
Trauer, 2006). Catering to the specialized needs
of tourists, whether in terms of desired experiences or amenities needed when travelling, has
led to a plethora of research related to adjectival
niche markets, such as ‘ecotourism’, ‘heritage
tourism’, ‘adventure tourism’, ‘culinary tourism’, ‘genealogical tourism’, ‘medical tourism’,
‘agritourism’, ‘rural tourism’, and so forth. The
concern of this book is the interrelationships between ‘dark tourism’ and ‘pilgrimage’, the latter
phenomenon sometimes subsumed under the
term ‘religious tourism’.
Dark tourism can be defined as ‘the act of
travel to sites associated with death, suffering
and the seemingly macabre’ (Stone, 2006).
However, there has been much discussion as
to what exactly constitutes dark tourism; this,

in part, because of the fragmentation of research related to dark tourism, with different
terms being created to highlight specialized
conceptual and practical aspects of this phenomenon (Strange and Kempa, 2003; Hooper
and Lennon, 2016), such as ‘thana tourism’,
‘mourning tourism’, ‘grief tourism’ and ‘pain
tourism’. The problem with this conceptual
fragmentation is that the impression made
is that each term and its associated research
seems to connote that they are different concepts, when they are all studying, at root, the
same thing. As such, this terminological fracturing has led to a dispersion of knowledge related to the consumption of death by tourists.
This fragmentation, however, does demonstrate a growing interest, both theoretically
and practically, in this section of the tourism
industry. This interest has come, in part, because of the rise of events that have harmed
the functioning of the tourism system at various levels, ranging from terrorism to natural disasters (Sönmez et al., 1999; Blake and
Sinclair, 2003; Ritchie, 2009; Korstanje and
Olsen, 2011). Although theories of risk perception focused on locating and eradicating
potential dangers that threatened domestic
and international tourism destinations, a rapidly globalizing world and the role of the media

*Corresponding author: mkorst@palermo.edu
© CAB International 2020. Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage (eds M.E. Korstanje and
D.H. Olsen)

1

2

M.E. Korstanje and D.H. Olsen

in sensationalizing these tragic events has
made the work of policymakers almost impossible (Roehl and Fesenmaier, 1992; Floyd et al.,
2004; Reisinger and Mavondo, 2005; Kozak
et al., 2007; Lepp and Gibson, 2008; Tarlow,
2014). The 9/11 attacks, in particular, made
research related to risk-
perception management a pressing issue, and subsequent concerns related to the intensification of natural
disasters and the crisis of climate change only
exacerbated the importance of this research
(Hall and Higham, 2005). In destinations
where these types of events occurred and resulted in the loss of life or livelihoods, some
tourism marketers have used these events to
promote forms of morbid consumption under
the guise of dark tourism to help with economic and sociocultural revitalization (Korstanje
and Ivanov, 2012).
This has also been the case regarding
pilgrimage travel in the (post)modern era.
Pilgrimage has, historically, been defined as
‘a journey resulting from religious causes, externally to a holy site, and internally for spiritual purposes and internal understanding’
(Barber, 1993, p. 1). While pilgrimages have
existed, probably, from the beginning of humanity, pilgrimage is today generally viewed
as a sub-niche of the religious tourism market
(Timothy and Olsen, 2006b), in part because
pilgrims, for the most part, utilize the same
transportation, accommodation and amenities
infrastructure as tourists. Like dark tourism,
religious tourism has also become a fragmented area of interest for academics, with terms
like ‘pilgrimage tourism’, ‘faith tourism’, ‘spiritual tourism’ and ‘tourism pilgrimage’ (Olsen,
2013) becoming widespread. However, unlike the fragmentation of dark tourism, where
there is a deeper investigation into its various
aspects, these terms are related to attempts to
determine what exactly the boundaries of this
niche market should be for scholars. As noted
below, while research into religious tourism
is as old as dark tourism, the field of religious
tourism is not as deep theoretically. Pilgrimage
studies, however, are more aligned with dark
tourism research regarding focus and theoretical rigour (Albera and Eade, 2015, 2016;
Coleman and Eade, 2018).

Preliminary Insights
One of the first scholars to study dark tourism
was Rojek (1993), who coined the term ‘black
spots’ to refer to places of morbid consumption
oriented towards memorializing disasters, catastrophes and tragic events of mass destruction.
Rojek’s work paved the way for the study of dark
tourism. While Foley and Lennon (1996) explored the assassination of John F. Kennedy and
Dann (1998) explored this new tourism niche
market, it was with the release of Lennon and
Foley’s (2000) seminal book Dark Tourism that
academic interest in travel to death-related sites
began to grow sharply. In the case of religious
tourism and pilgrimage, while the number of
people travelling to religious sites has been estimated to be between 300 and 600 million a year
(Jackowski, 2000; McKelvie, 2005; Timothy,
2011, p. 387; World Tourism Organization,
2011, p. xiii), it was not until the publication
of Vukonić’s (1996) book Tourism and Religion
and subsequent books on the topic that scholars
took interest in this small but growing tourism
niche market (e.g. Badone and Roseman, 2004;
Timothy and Olsen, 2006a).
According to Lennon and Foley (2000,
p. 3), dark tourism, pilgrimage and heritage are
conceptually and historically linked:
Several commentators view pilgrimage as one of
the earliest forms of tourism....This pilgrimage is
often (but not only) associated with the death of
individuals or groups, mainly in circumstances
which are associated with the violent and the
untimely. Equally, these deaths tend to have
a religious or ideological significance which
transcends the event itself to provide meaning to
a group of people.

There is strong archaeological evidence
that shows how dark tourism and pilgrimage
were historically intertwined (Lennon and Foley,
2000). Indeed, people in premodern ages were
accustomed to death, as they were confronted by
it daily – they believed in deity, an afterlife and
had intimate relationships with their deceased
ancestors. As such, religion was intertwined
with cultural norms and values (Ariès, 1975).
However, in a modern and postmodern
western context, medical understanding of the
human body and breakthroughs in expanding
life expectancy has undermined the influence
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of religiosity on society, as this medical reasoning has altered the ontology between humans
and their place in the world. In addition, the
secularization ‘thesis’ or ‘paradigm’ holds that
with globalization came the ‘extension of science, technology, market rationality and associated organizational principles’ (McDonald,
2012, p. 1769), which, combined with ‘the
global extension of the capitalist industrial
complex, and with its rural-urban migration
patterns and emphasis on production, rationalization, democratization, neoliberal market
logics, the minimization of the power of the
state, the deterritorialization and deregulation
of labour, and individualization within modern societies’ (Olsen, forthcoming), would lead
to the decline of the authority of religion as a
‘public good’.
While religion offered a mediatory role
between life and death, MacCannell (1976)
argues that tourism is one of the things that
now subverts religion in a quest to find authenticity, and subverts the alienation that comes
with postmodern life. This is done through
looking at and seeking reality in other time
periods and the lives of ‘others’. Ultimately,
however, MacCannell argues that this quest
for authenticity only serves to reaffirm the
tourist’s own alienation; that the tourist is ‘an
early postmodern figure, alienated but seeking
fulfilment in their own alienation – nomadic,
placeless, a kind of subjectivity without spirit,
a "dead subject”’ (p. xvi). This process of secularization has not only divided the sacred from
the profane in western societies but has also ignited a renewed emphasis on the preservation
and conservation of heritage.
In this context, Stone (2005) argues that
dark tourism represents an attempt by people to
understand their own lives and deaths through
engaging with the lives and, more importantly,
deaths of others. If anything, visitors often feel a
sort of empathy with the suffering ‘other’, which
helps in interpreting their own lives. As such,
dark tourism can be seen at some levels as an
all-encompassing and mediating institution and
a form of heritage in a secularized culture where
death is no longer feared or at the forefront of
people’s minds (Stone and Sharpley, 2008; Stone,
2012, 2013). Indeed, dark tourism can serve as a
catalyst to deal with the feelings of pain and loss
that come with death, particularly tragic death,
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particularly when viewed as a form of heritage.
Heritage tourism, unlike other forms of tourism,
opens the doors for the (re)articulation of new
experiences, discourses and sensations through
the (re)interpretation of past events and histories. This can apply to spaces of mass death and
mourning, such as Alcatraz and Robben Island
(Strange and Kempa, 2003). It can also apply to
religious pilgrimage, where people seek authentic
religious experiences through travel to religious
heritage sites to interact with relics of saints or
with other holy objects and engage with aesthetic
spaces that allow for reflection and a potential encounter with the sacred (Bremer, 2004; Belhassen
et al., 2008; Andriotis, 2009).
In examining the major themes studied in
the dark tourism literature, Light (2017) notes
six areas of research interest regarding dark
tourism: definitions and typologies of dark tourism; ethical debates; the political functions of
dark tourism; the nature of dark tourism demand; the management of dark tourism sites;
and methodological discussions. In the context
of religious tourism, there have been recent attempts to summarize the academic literature
Sánchez
pertaining to this topic (e.g. Durán-
et al., 2018, 2019; Rashid, 2018). While these
state-of-the-art articles are woefully incomplete,
some of the themes the authors identify as arising from this research include supply-side typologizing; religious motivations; differentiating
pilgrimage and pilgrims from tourism and tourists; marketing religious heritage sites catering
to religious and spiritual needs in the tourism industry; and studying the intersections between
religious tourism, wellness tourism and spiritual tourism. And within pilgrimage studies, research themes have included anti-structure (i.e.
communitas and liminality) and ritual symbols;
pilgrimage processes and institutions; sacred
and profane boundaries; religious diasporas; the
politics of pilgrimage; and the universalization
of anglophone pilgrimage research (Albera and
Eade, 2015).
Below, the authors discuss some of the
interconnections between dark tourism and
pilgrimage/religious travel within the following four themes: dark tourism as heritage;
dark tourism and pilgrimage as a form of resilience; dark tourism and pilgrimage as a mediator between the self and death; and critical
approaches to dark tourism and pilgrimage.
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Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage as
Heritage

of tourism. Though the term ‘resilience’ refers
to the ability, strength and skill of a person or
group to overcome or recover from adversity, the
Both dark tourism and pilgrimage can be seen term was not adopted by tourism scholars unthrough the lens of history as travel to dark til Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans and the
places related to death and in search of meaning earthquake off the coast of Sri Lanka devastated
(Seaton, 2002; Timothy and Boyd, 2006; Stone countries in the south-east Asian region (Haigh
and Sharpley, 2008; Biran et al., 2011; Collins- and Amaratunga, 2010; Haigh and Sutton,
Kreiner, 2010, 2016; White and Frew, 2013; 2012; Miller et al., 2017). Dark tourism capitalHooper and Lennon, 2016). Historically, pil- izes on these types of disasters and accelerates
grimages were performed in hostile landscapes post-disaster recovery processes, which range
where dangers and threats to life were ever- from the arrival of new foreign investors and
present. As noted above, death was a constant tourists, whose money boosts the local economy,
concern for people living in the premodern era, to officials who invest in this dark heritage for
and pilgrimage to the tombs of saints and to the political purposes (Korstanje and Ivanov, 2012).
Holy Land were viewed as necessary, for those All of this helps with the process of rebuilding
who could afford them, to cause divine power to and rebranding local communities, particularly
operate in their lives (Stone and Sharpley, 2008; in emerging economies that are, for the most
Hartmann, 2014). However, the process of sec- part, isolated from the economic benefits of
ularization has, in many ways, undermined the tourism (Seraphin and Butler, 2013; Séraphin
influence of religion, transforming the sacred et al., 2017, 2018).
At the same time, religion can also help with
experience into a commoditized product. Today,
this
resilience.
Religion helps people to come to
while religious pilgrimages still exist, and indeed
thrive, from a tourism perspective, religious her- terms with evil and the natural world in which
itage is the touchstone of western civilization. they live, as they work through the questions of
why things occur and how to overcome them.
As Stone and Sharpley (2008, p. 580) note:
Also, people exhibit more religiosity in the afWhile the negation of religion and an increased
termath of natural disasters or terrorist attacks
belief in science may have provided people
(Bentzen, 2015), with a corresponding increase
the possibility of exerting a perceived sense
of pilgrimages to religious heritage sites as peoof control over their lives (though, crucially,
ple seek comfort and strength to cope. In cases
it has not conquered death), it fails to provide
where these disasters or tragedies occur, many
values to guide lives…leaving individuals
religious organizations help with disaster recovvulnerable to feelings of isolation, especially
ery in terms of providing for the material needs
when contemplating death and an end to life
of those affected (MHum et al., 2011; Rivera and
projects. Hence, that the ‘secularization of life
should be accompanied by the secularization of
Nickels, 2014). In addition, faith-based organideath should come as no surprise: to live in the
zations will organize ‘short-term missions’ or
modern is to die in it also’….
‘working vacations’ (Priest and Priest, 2008) or
In consonance with the above-mentioned religious volunteers from the surrounding area
assertion, researchers of dark tourism and to help with the recovery and resilience of the
pilgrimage as heritage consider the lines of impacted places. In doing so, the spirituality of
those who travel long distances to volunteer inthought in Table 1.1.
creases (Mustonen, 2006; Zahra, 2006).
Comparisons between dark tourism and pilgrimage as a mechanism of resilience and ecoDark Tourism and Pilgrimage as a
nomic progress after a disaster or tragedy can be
Mechanism of Resilience
seen in Table 1.2.
Even if dark tourism and volunteer tourIn view of recent natural disasters, terrorist at- ism by faith-based organizations help affected
tacks and urgent discussions regarding climate communities to cope with loss and bring the
change, some tourism specialists and policy- best out of people, including fostering empathy
makers are worried about the future viability and co-operation in overwhelming moments,
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Table 1.1. Dark tourism and pilgrimage/religious tourism as heritage.
Dark tourism

Pilgrimage

1. Through the consumption of heritage, visitors
learn about hidden realities which remained
repressed or covered in history (Biran et al., 2011;
Biran and Poria, 2012; Kidron, 2013; Raine, 2013;
Miles, 2014).

1. Pilgrimages and other such visits to religious
heritage sites can be contested in terms of
ownership and meaning, which can reveal
hidden histories of religious groups depending
on how these sites are interpreted (Coleman and
Elsner, 1995; Eade and Sallnow, 2000; Olsen and
Timothy, 2002).

2. Sometimes there is a dissonance between the
message survivors want to transmit and political
officials (Hartmann, 2014; Sather-Wagstaff, 2016).

2. There can be a disconnect between local
residents, believers, government officials, tourism
marketers and promoters, and sacred site
managers regarding how a religious heritage site
should be represented (Shackley, 2001; Olsen,
2003, 2006).

3. Heritage often offers ethical and moral lessons
to visitors, which can be shared through the
development and preservation of dark sites (Dann
and Seaton, 2013).

3. Religious heritage sites are used by religious
groups as pedagogical sites to proselytize, share
beliefs and maintain religious heritage and culture
identities (Olsen, 2012a, b).

4. The motivations and experiences of dark tourists
are of vital importance to understanding this
phenomenon. Methodologically speaking, studies
have utilized empirical data and sources in the
form of questionnaires, interviews and statistical
datasets (e.g. Podoshen, 2013; Isaac and Çakmak,
2014).

4. Researchers of pilgrimage and religious tourism
have also investigated the motivations and
experiences of these types of tourists using similar
data collection methods. Scholars in this area have
also taken geographical, non-representational
and phenomenological-hermeneutic approaches
to understanding the motivations of pilgrims and
religious tourists (Olsen, 2013, 2017; Albera and
Eade, 2015; Enongene and Griffin, 2019).

5. Visitors to these types of sites look for authentic 5. Religious heritage sites are used by religious
experiences that lead them to engage with tragic
groups as pedagogical tools to create an
pasts (Sather-Wagstaff, 2016; Biran et al., 2011).
authentic ‘sense of place’ to allow for meditation
and to encourage reflection (Shackley, 2001, 2002;
Olsen, 2012a, b).
6. Dark tourism follows a pedagogic structure,
explaining to visitors the context of disasters and
tragic events in order to avoided future disasters
(Cohen, 2011; Korstanje, 2011).

these approaches do not necessarily help to
prevent the same disasters from occurring in
the future. Part of the issue is the difficulty
locals have in imposing their views and ideas
on how to mitigate future events when the
politicians intervene directly. If the real causes
of the disaster or tragedy are not acknowledged, the probability of a repeat event is high
(Korstanje and Ivanov, 2012).

6. Religious heritage sites, and indeed tourism
itself, are used by religious groups as pedagogical
tools to teach doctrine and beliefs, to encourage
religious and/or spiritual experience within visitors
for proselytizing, outreach or pastoral care reasons
and to help them understand and cope with life’s
problems (Cohen, 1998; Olsen, 2011, Olsen,
2012a, b, Olsen, 2016).

Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage as
Mediating between the Self and
Death
Fundamental to life is death. Death is inevitable,
regardless of medical advances or social status.
Because of this, humans have long meditated
on the meaning of death. Meditation on death,
called thanatopsis, was first introduced in a poem
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Table 1.2. A comparison of dark tourism and pilgrimage/religious tourism as forms of resilience.
Dark tourism

Pilgrimage

1. Disasters seem to affect poorer destinations
disproportionately – at least in terms of mitigating
and recovering from disasters – leaving thousands
of people without assistance. Since climate change
is far from being reversed, developed nations
should help underdeveloped ones.

1. Many religious organizations respond to
disasters in less-developed nations, particularly
global faiths that emphasize self-sufficiency
and community service. This transfer of money,
goods and services represents a transfer of
wealth to these nations.

2. Tourism can help accelerate recovery through
receipts from dark tourists.

2. Volunteer tourism, including faith-based
organizations, can also accelerate recovery
through donations and in-kind labour.

3. Although post-disaster recoveries alter neither
the past nor the material asymmetries between the
rich global north and the poorer global south, dark
tourism can help mitigate the negative effects of
tragedies and disasters.

3. Religious volunteer tourism, which can be
viewed as a type of pilgrimage or life-altering
experience (Mustonen, 2006; Zahra, 2006), also
helps to mitigate the negative effects of tragedies
and disasters.

penned by the American poet W.C. Bryant in a
poem of the same name (Bryant, 1915). He argued that life and death are two sides of the same
coin, that humans are a part of nature, and
since everyone who has ever lived has returned
to the earth, all people will one day enter into the
happy, dream-like state of death.
In the context of dark tourism, this theme
of meditating on death was first introduced into
the dark tourism literature by Seaton (1996) and
is generally used to view dark tourists as trying
to understand and anticipate their own death
through the death of ‘others’ (Stone, 2013);
that death can be made cathartic through the
lens of alterity. Indeed, throughout human history, people from all cultures have travelled to
view and understand death. However, as Stone
(2012) notes, dark tourism is not about death itself, but rather about presenting representations
about death. Dark tourism, then, thematizes certain kinds of death, particularly those that are
very hard for people to accept. This includes the
violent and sudden deaths of those who were
not ready to die. These traumatic events not only
shock communities but also have long-lasting
effects in the social imaginary. Through dark
tourism, communities try to domesticate death
and give visitors and themselves an opportunity
to understand their own finitude and find meaning through memorialization and commemoration through the death of others (Stone, 2012).
At the same time, this leads to death becoming
commoditized as a form of entertainment or

spectacle. Hence, Stone (2006) developed a dark
tourism spectrum that ranges from the darkest
types of dark tourism attractions – sites that
have locational authenticity, an educational
and commemorative orientation and are not designed to be tourist attractions – to the lightest
types that use the theme of death and tragedy
to provide inauthentic ludic and ‘edutainment’
types of experiences and activities.
Religion deals with the ‘contemplation
of death’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1967) and
can reduce ‘death anxiety’ and frustration for
people who have fears regarding death and life
after death (Nelson and Cantrell, 1980). As
Olsen and Guelke (2004) note, most people go
through periods of uncertainty and seek answers to fundamental questions related to the
purpose of life through religion. Many of these
questions include, ‘What is the purpose of
my life?’ and, ‘What will happen when I die?'.
People in all cultures have therefore attempted
to adapt to death in different ways, particularly through religion and the development of
narratives and rituals, to help cope with their
inevitable demise (Chidester, 2002). As a part
of this contemplation of death, death is materially manifested in many cultural landscapes
throughout the world, including cemeteries,
funeral homes, war memorials and gothic-style
cathedrals. Religious sites, in particular, serve
as places where rituals, beliefs and images related to death are most plainly manifested and
as places of conscious contemplation of death
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Table 1.3. A comparison of dark tourism and pilgrimage/religious tourism as mediating between the
self and death.
Dark tourism

Pilgrimage

1. Thanatopsis is a key factor of dark tourism
because it allows for a catharsis of the self
through interactions with the death of ‘others’
(Seaton, 1996; Stone, 2012; Buda and McIntosh,
2013).

1. Religious theologies and cultural views of death
are an important motivation for travel to sacred
sites. In this case, the ‘other’ is the afterlife.

2. Dark tourism helps in interpreting death and
2. While no religious organization can predict
domesticating the principle of contingency (Stone what might happen in the future, it can provide a
et al., 2018).
theological framework within which people can
come to terms with death.
3. Dark tourism engages people with ‘the
significant other’ (Hartmann, 2014; Ivanova and
Light, 2018).

3. Religious pilgrimage brings people to places
where the divine, or the mediator between life and
death, is more accessible.

4. Dark tourism follows a typology that spans from
the darkest to the lightest type of dark spaces.
This is based on the degree of authenticity the site
offers (Stone, 2006; Ivanova and Light, 2018).

4. Typologies of pilgrimage and religious tourism
usually based on a sacred–secular continuum with
sites having different gradients of sacrality from
fully sacred to fully secular (Smith, 1992).

5. Phenomenology and other derived theoretical
perspectives, such as psychoanalysis, are of
importance in the construction of a dark tourism
theoretical platform (Buda, 2015; Lennon, 2018).

5. Theology and phenomenology are generally the
basis of understanding religious views of death.

6. For dark tourism studies to mature, new
methodological approaches are needed to create
new epistemologies of dark tourism (Stone et al.,
2018; Lennon, 2018; Light, 2017; Hanna et al.,
2018).

6. Within pilgrimage and religious tourism studies
there is a great need to engage with both the
ontological and epistemological realms to create
frameworks to understand both phenomena,
particularly in an era of virtual pilgrimage and
religious travel (Alecu, 2010; Hill-Smith, 2011).

and participation in death-
related ceremonies. As such, over the centuries people have
engaged in pilgrimages to these sacred sites to
mourn those who have died, to pray for the salvation of their souls and to increase their faith
in their belief systems regarding theologies of
death.
Comparisons between dark tourism and pilgrimage as mediators between life and death can
be seen in Table 1.3.

Critical Turns in Dark Tourism and
Pilgrimage Studies
In recent decades there have been several ‘turns’
in the academic world. For example, the ‘cultural turn’ in the social sciences refers to making
culture a focus within contemporary academic
debates (e.g. Chaney, 2002), while the ‘spatial

turn’ refers to making space and place a focus
(e.g. Warf and Arias, 2008). Other turns include
the ‘biographical turn’, the ‘material turn’, the
‘mobilities turn’ and the ‘vernacular turn’.
Another turn is the ‘critical turn’. This
focuses on academic research that leads to social change; that research should go beyond
just identifying problems and provide real-
world solutions that revolve around social
justice, ‘reify[ing] historical social and power relationships’, and humanizing research subjects
(Ateljevic et al., 2007, pp. 3–5). As Ateljevic et al.
(2007) suggest, to be labelled a critical theorist or
scholar generally means an adherence to Marxist
views of how social processes work. Indeed,
as Hobsbawm (1995) notes, economists have,
historically, debated between two contrasting
poles: capitalism and Marxism. While Marxism
originally examined the original asymmetries
in the means of production and the cycle of
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accumulation of capital, liberalism ideologically
saw Marxism as a form of authoritarianism that
limited the agency of people.
Marxism has not been widely used within
critiques of tourism, at least within a political
economy or ecology perspective, until recently
(e.g. Bianchi, 2009; Douglas, 2014). In addition to the role of secularization in the decline
of religion in the public sphere, Marxism would
suggest that ‘dark tourism’ is not an anthropological attempt to interpret life or a mechanism
towards social cohesion – or as something more
sophisticated than a romantic or nostalgic gaze
(Bowman and Pezzullo, 2009) – but rather a
continued attempt to maintain the long-time
core–periphery relation between the north and
south (Tzanelli, 2016). While tourism is fostered
to promote peace and multicultural prosperity
and understanding (D'Amore, 1988; Moufakkir
and Kelly, 2010), tourism can also be viewed
within a neo-colonialist framework (Korstanje,
2016; Tzanelli, 2016) – where, in a world in
which wealth and power is concentrated within
the hands of governments and a few wealthy
individuals, dark tourism can be used as a selective instrument of indoctrination to naturalize the capitalist nature of human exploitation
(Korstanje, 2016).
While pilgrimage seems to be resistant to
economic and political instability (Singh, 1998)
and can also be seen as an instrument to promote peace and cross-cultural understanding
(McIntosh and Harman, 2017), the focus on
sacred places can lead to a lack of engagement
with local religious communities (Sizer, 1999).
At the same time, pilgrimage can be used to promote stability in unstable regions of the world
and to resist colonial or governmental regimes
and secular societal advances (e.g. Bax, 1996;
Eade and Katić, 2014). More recently, scholars
have moved away from a ‘poetical’ or ‘substantial’ view of sacred space – where the sacred
suddenly bursts forth in a particular location –
to a ‘political’ or ‘situational’ view, where the
‘sacred’ or the ‘holy’ is not inherent in sacred
space, but rather spaces are devoid of meaning
until some group or entity gives them meaning (see Eade and Sallnow, 2000; Chidester
and Linenthal, 1995; Kong, 2001; Olsen,
forthcoming).

Comparisons between dark tourism and
pilgrimage regarding critical turns in these research fields can be seen in Table 1.4.

Chapter Contributions
The purpose of this chapter, which represents
Section 1 of the book (‘Theories of Dark Tourism
and Pilgrimage’), has been to contextualize the
relationships between dark tourism and pilgrimage. Both of these phenomena have long histories and have been motivating factors for travel.
Each of these tourism niche markets has its own
specialized literature, which seems fragmented
and in need of greater theoretical guidance and
structure. At the same time, both dark tourism
and pilgrimage are essential in the (post)modern
world and play important pedagogical roles in
the quest for authenticity and meaning in a secularized world. However, with rare exceptions
(see Lennon and Foley, 2000; Collins-Kreiner,
2016), little has been written regarding the intersection between dark tourism and pilgrimage. This book attempts to rectify this situation
and to serve as a jumping-off point for future
research in this area.
This volume is an eclectic multidisciplinary
collection of essays related to the interconnections between dark tourism and pilgrimage
travel. Section 2 is entitled ‘Pilgrimage to Dark
Tourism Sites’. In Chapter 2, Müjde Bideci briefly
examines the evolution of dark tourism and its
ties with pilgrimage throughout human history.
More particularly, Bideci focuses on how dark
tourism sites and attractions have shifted from
providing the opportunity for people to be active observers of death to being places dedicated
to death. In Chapter 3, Nitasha Sharma looks
at social constructions of pilgrimage and dark
tourism sites through examining death-related
rituals in the city of Varanasi, India. In doing
so, Sharma investigates how tourists engage
with and understand sacred spaces through
examining ontological, phenomenological and
functional theoretical perspectives
structural-
of sacred space. In Chapter 4, Geraldine Anne
Tan looks at dark tourism and pilgrimage in
a Malaysian context with an emphasis on determining whether dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism are the same phenomenon, while
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Table 1.4. A comparison of dark tourism and pilgrimage and the critical turn in dark tourism and
pilgrimage studies.
Dark tourism

Pilgrimage

1. There are serious doubts that tourists feel
empathy from the locals. Instead, these studies
suggest the opposite – that tourists feel better
about their life situations because of the suffering of
‘others’ (Bowman and Pezzullo, 2009; Handayani,
2018).

1. When pilgrims from developed nations travel
to religious sites in less-developed countries,
they tend to interact with sacred sites and rituals
and forget to engage with the local adherent
population (e.g. Sizer, 1999).

2. Dark tourism is about legitimating the status quo
(Afanasiev and Afanasieva, 2018).

2. As Bremer (2004, pp. 4–5) notes, people travel
to sacred places because they are deemed to
be sacred. At the same time, the presence of
pilgrims reinforces the special nature of a sacred
place.

3. Some research reveals a connection between
dark consumption and political instability promoted
by European colonialism (Tzanelli, 2015, 2016).
The narratives around dark tourism are consonant
with those discourses forged during European
colonization (Mowatt and Chancellor, 2011; Miles,
2015).

3. Pilgrimage and sacred sites can be used
as a vehicle for resistance against undesirable
colonial or governmental regimes and secular
advances (e.g. Bax, 1996; Eade and Katić,
2014; Barnard, 2017). In fact, travel for religious
reasons seems to increase where there is social
unrest and disaster. This is why travel to religious
heritage sites is seen as ‘recession-proof’ (Singh,
1998).

4. Current methodologies need to move beyond
phenomenology to truly understand the real
motivations of dark tourists (Korstanje, 2016).

4. The same can be said of pilgrimage and
religious tourism research.

5. The ‘critical turn’ sees heritage as a tool to
5. Critical research on pilgrimage examines the
crystallize political power, which seeks to impose its issues of power, representation and identity
own narrative about history (Sather-Wagstaff, 2016). regarding the ownership, maintenance and
interpretation of sacred places (see Olsen, 2008).
Discussion around sacred space therefore takes
a more constructivist perspective with the view
that sacred space is not inherent but is created
by powerful groups (Olsen, forthcoming).

in Chapter 5, Maximiliano Korstanje and Luke
Howie examine how terrorism produces thanatopsis and how the media is complicit in enlike travel to sites
couraging both pilgrimage-
of terrorism and the continuation of terrorist
practices.
In Chapter 6, Lea Kužnik and Boža
Grafenauer look at the development of dark
tourism within a Slovenian context, with an
emphasis on examining how university students
understand the concept of the dark tourism site
evolved from a site of tragedy and on their views
related to dark tourism development in Slovenia;
while in Chapter 7, Sonia Mileva wrestles with
the social politics of dark tourism development
in Bulgaria and suggests that dark tourism is
both a possibility and an impossiblity due to the

fact that its post-World War II dark history is
too fresh in the minds and hearts of Bulgarians.
In Chapter 8, Lidija Pliberšek, Nuša Basle and
Sonja Lebe focus their attention on the role of
cemeteries as dark tourism and pilgrimage destinations; and in Chapter 9, Dane Munro looks
at the culture of death as found in the iconography in the interior of St John’s Co-Cathedral
in Valletta, Malta, and suggests the addition of
a new dark tourism ‘type’ to present dark tourism typologies. In Chapter 10, Scott Esplin and
Daniel Olsen examine the changing views of the
martyrdom site of Joseph Smith, founder of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, in
Carthage, Illinois, to show how the site evolved
from a site of tragedy to a site of healing and
operation. In Chapter 11, Alissa
religious co-
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Burger discusses the motivations and impulses
that draw tourists to Aokigahara or the Suicide
Forest in Japan and looks at issues related to individual intents to visit and cultural responses to
this dark pilgrimage. Finally, in Chapter 12, Julie
Hartley-
Moore examines how leaders of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints utilize pioneer re-enactment and their dark history
to develop collective and individual religious
identities among adherents in different parts of
the world.
In Section 3, entitled ‘Dark Tourism and
Pilgrimage Experiences’, the focus is on the
demand-
side of dark tourism and pilgrimage travel. In Chapter 13, Yachen Zhang,
Alexandra Coghlan and Kathy Knox examine
the experiences visitors have when visiting
the Beichuan Earthquake Memorial in China
through using the Multifaceted Model (Packer
and Ballantyne, 2016), which examines different dimensions of the tourist experience.
Nigel Bond, Angela Carr and Donna Comtesse
then look at the experiences of indigenous
and non-indigenous visitors to the Western
Australian Museum in Perth, Australia, both
connected with and authenticated by their experiences of the museum’s Aboriginal ‘Katta
Djinoong’ exhibit.
The next series of chapters in this section deal with questions related to dark tourism and pilgrimage in the context of American
civil rights and disadvantaged communities.
Ritter, Janna
In Chapter 15, Jodi Thesing-
Caspersen, Nicholas Walkowiak, Jacie Jones
and Cecelia Lewis present a longitudinal study
looking at students from the University of
Wisconsin–Eau Claire and their experiences
of participating in the Civil Rights Pilgrimage,
which takes students to several civil rights locations. In a similar vein, in Chapter 16, Jennifer

Hayes takes readers through a proposed civil
rights literary pilgrimage with reference to
the selected works of Richard Wright; and
in Chapter 17, Matthew Cook explores how
museum professionals at the Smithsonian address controversial events, such as the death
of Emmett Till, as part of their missions to
support communities at the local, regional
and national levels. In Chapter 18, Katheryn
Wright tells of her personal dark pilgrimage
to Kunta Kinteh Island in the Gambia and her
impressions of the site in the context of Alex
Haley’s Pulitzer Prize-winning Roots: The Saga
of an American Family. In Chapter 19, Danielle
Johannesen examines the contested nature
of dark tourism and pilgrimage at the mass
grave at Wounded Knee in South Dakota, comparing Oglala Lakota perceptions of the site
with tourist experiences to illustrate the challenges regarding how a massacre ‘ought’ to
be remembered; while in Chapter 20, Joseph
Donica rounds off this section with an examination of dark tourism and pilgrimage in The
Bronx as they coalesce around hip hop, a music genre that defines this New York borough,
and how tourism operators and the media attempt to theme The Bronx through hip hop
and through a focus on a specific sliver of the
borough’s history.
In Chapter 21, Stephen Newton takes readers on a personal autobiographical journey and
discusses his pilgrimages to dark sites, arguing
that how a person frames dark tourism events
and their distance from these events can lead
to different experiences. In Chapter 22, Peter
Ward and Brian Hill close the volume by showing how experience design frameworks, including Provocation, the Four Realms of Experience
and the THEME Model, can enhance visitor
experiences at Holocaust sites.
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γιατί όταν υπάρχουμε δεν είναι ο θάνατος
παρόν και όταν είναι παρόν δεν υπάρχουμε
εμείς

Hooper and Lennon (2016) have indicated, the
growing interest of academics, managers, policymakers and journalists in dark places has cre(Because when we exist, death is not present,
ated a paradoxical situation because knowledge
and when it is present, we do not exist)
of dark tourism has become fragmented and
(Epicuros, 4th C. BC) confusing because of the various definitions and
typologies that have arisen in recent years (see
Chapter 5). As such, scholars such as Stone
(2006, pp. 152–157) have focused on creating
Introduction
more holistic and specific perspectives towards
dark places and dark tourism in particular.
The ‘dark’, or secret, meaning of death is an exDark tourism can be defined as a spiritual
pression and combination of religion, sacred anexperience in which people travel to sites related
cestors or heroes, archaeology and society, and
to death to engage in thanatopsis or a consideraincludes pilgrimage activities (Walter, 2009).
tion of death (Stone, 2012). In recent decades,
The ‘dark’, then, helps society to express itself
travel to dark sites has become an important
in an uncertain world. As Connelly (2009) has
stated, visiting places of war is a form of pilgrim- tourism niche market for those who are in search
age to honour the fallen in battle. Religious and of the meaning of deaths (Seaton, 1996). Also,
societal understandings of the ‘dark’ and how the growth of the dark tourism niche market has
to confront death, especially in Christian socie- been driven by tourists’ actual travel to dark sites
ties, have been transformed into more secular and their motivations (Novelli, 2005; Robinson
ways of dealing with death. Today, a variety et al., 2011). Scholars interested in dark tourism
of archaeological sites, memorials, museums, have argued that visitors seek to domesticate or
graveyards, temples, historical attractions and tame views of death through gazing at the death
other such places are dedicated to death and of ‘others’ (Stone, 2012; Hartmann, 2014;
have become dark tourism sites. Historical re- Miles, 2014). Although death-related destinaenactments, places of relating civic punishment tions have attracted people with different moti(e.g. medieval public executions), war memori- vations since ancient times (Stone, 2005), the
als and Holocaust sites are also considered to be main motivation of tourists that visit dark tourplaces of dark tourism because of the violence, ism sites is not always death itself (Edmondson,
pain, mourning, suffering and death that oc- 2018); in fact many tourists are either not mocurred at these sites (Hartmann, 2014). As tivated by death or are unaware of the dark side
*mujdebideci@gmail.com
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of tourism attractions when visiting these sites
(Seaton and Stone, 2012) but do so for religious
reasons or for a recreational experience (Stone,
2006; Collins-Kreiner, 2016).
While some studies may find it advantageous to place certain tourism attractions on a
dark tourism spectrum (Stone, 2006), or give to
these sites specialized names, such as ‘black spot
tourism’ (Rojek, 1993), ‘thanatourism’ (Seaton,
1996) and ‘morbid tourism’ (Blom, 2000), tourists themselves may not necessarily consider
or refer to themselves as ‘dark tourists’. This is
also the case in the marketing of what could be
considered dark tourism. For example, the oldest battlefield tourism company in the UK uses
the term ‘pilgrimage’ rather than ‘dark tourism’
in describing the experiences that tourists will
have when participating in these tours (Seaton
and Stone, 2012). In his book The Rise of Thana
Capitalism and Tourism, Korstanje (2016) argues
that most visitors to dark tourism sites rarely see
themselves as ‘black’ or ‘dark’ tourists. At the
same time, these visitors find it difficult to articulate their feelings regarding their experiences. As
such, interviewing people about their dark tourism experiences to better understand the dark
tourism market can be fraught with difficulty.
Throughout history, travelling to natural
and human-made sites believed to be associated
with gods, visits to the burial places of dead ancestors and travel to locations that had healing
properties were considered to be more akin to
religious pilgrimage rather than a form of dark
tourism. However, places such as these, and
dark tourism in general, have become popular in
the modern era through targeted tourism marketing, academic consideration and increased
media attention. Some examples of this recent media attention include the Dark Tourist
(2018) documentary series on Netflix and the
winning animation movie Coco (Coco
Oscar-
et al., 2017). Still, the relationship between dark
tourism and pilgrimage is limited (see Collins-
Kreiner, 2016).
The purpose of this chapter is to outline the
historical transformation of dark tourism sites
from the premodern era to the present. This is
done through discussing the idea of sacred journeys through pilgrimage and dark tourism. The
chapter also examines the growth of dark tourism through different historical phases, and in
so doing distinguishes between different ‘shades’
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of dark tourism, and questions whether dark
tourism is really ‘dark’.

Death as a Mediator of Sacred
Journeys
Collins-Kreiner (2016) argues that pilgrimage
and dark tourism are intimately interrelated
with each other. Both are viewed as motivators
for travel and come from the same origin. Since
ancient times, people have been motivated for
multiple reasons, ranging from the quest for
religious understanding to curiosity. The destinations for pilgrimages to sites of death usually involved war or purposeful death, like the
Coliseum in Rome, or burial sites of ancestors or famous persons, such as Canterbury
Cathedral, the site of Thomas Beckett’s murder
(Butler, 1996). Tumarkin (2001) has coined
the term ‘traumascape’, which describes places
that have been transformed by violent suffering and death; while the events that occurred
in these place are in the distant past, the tangible imprints of this suffering and death are still
present on the cultural landscape. According
to Tumarkin, traumatic events of human suffering can be overcome through adaption and
human resilience. When a disaster hits a community, internal forces are mobilized to enable
survivors and others to learn the lesson of those
who passed away. This resilient capacity to recover from such events and the commemorative
and heritagization processes, however, can create a temporal amnesia regarding the reasons
why the disaster occurred. The capacity for replicating our own understanding of these tragic
events led people to re-memorize them again
and again (Tumarkin, 2001). Traumascapes,
then, synthesize not only humankind’s capacity to keep in remembrance human suffering but
also to domesticate it through the lens of history. Tumarkin, therefore, suggests that heritage
and death are inextricably intertwined. As such,
journeys to these sacred places are not only a
part of remembering death but also an aid to the
living to deal with it.
Most religious pilgrimage sites are associated with death in some way. Many religious pilgrims tend to visit death-related religious places
where saints and cultural heroes died or are
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buried, or where God or the gods dwell, to worship and participate in initiatory or cleansing
rituals or because of curiosity (Morinis, 1992).
In doing so, these pilgrims seek to establish a
bond between themselves and the power that
resides in these sacred spaces in the hope that
their petitions and prayers for health, prosperity or forgiveness will be answered and that their
petitions and sacrifices will bless them as they
return home (Klass and Goss, 1999; Morinis,
1992; Walter, 1993). The experiences people
have in these sacred places help people to better
understand and cope with the relationship between life and death (Stone, 2012). For example,
Bideci (2018) notes that visitors to the House
of the Virgin Mary in Ephesus, Turkey, tend to
wrestle with their feelings regarding life and
death, which, combined with acts of reverence
to the Virgin Mary, inspire them and strengthen
their faith.
In addition, there is a strong connection
between pilgrimage and mortality. For example,
Greek and Cypriot pilgrims who travelled to the
Holy Land (Jerusalem) in the 1980s did so, in
part, to prepare themselves for death and resurrection through engaging with the places where
Jesus walked (Bowman, 1991). Furthermore,
the Camino de Santiago, an ancient and still
popular pilgrimage route, also links pilgrimage
and death, as medieval pilgrims who walked this
route believed that their progression to the end
of the route was akin to passing from earthly
life into heaven (Costen, 1993). Pilgrimages to
Mecca by Muslims are one of the best examples
of this relationship, where the belief is that those
who die while participating in the pilgrimage
are cleansed from sin. In Greek and Indian religious traditions, there are several death-related
pilgrimage sites, such as the Temple of Apollo
at Delphi and the Mundeshwari Devi Temple
dedicated to Goddess Shakti and the god Shiva
(Arnush, 1975).
In recent decades, other types of places
have become sites of pilgrimage and dark tourism that are not related to religion per se, such as
the London Dungeon and Ground Zero. Indeed,
scholars have attempted to expand the definition
of the types of trips that constitute a pilgrimage (see Olsen, forthcoming). While, traditionally, the term ‘pilgrimage’ refers to travel to sites
defined as sacred by religious institutions and
adherents, recent thinking has metaphorically

expanded pilgrimage to include ‘any journey undertaken by a person in quest of a place or state
that he or she believes to embody a valued ideal’
(Morinis, 1992, p. 4). These ‘secular pilgrimage
journeys’ may include travel to battlefields and
war memorials, burial places of famous people, monuments related to ‘civil religion’ and
sporting events (Campo, 1998; Lloyd, 1998).
This change in definition has occurred because,
historically (and also today), religious pilgrims
travelled in groups, whereas modern secular
pilgrimage tends to be individual and something
that is internalized rather than shared.
Visiting sites related to ‘death, suffering or
the seemingly macabre’ (Stone, 2006, p. 146)
has also been a reason, historically, to begin a
journey (Light, 2017). Some of these sites are
viewed as darker or lighter than others based
on the degree of death or suffering that took
place there (Stone, 2006). Motivations to visit
these sites vary but are generally related to an
interest in death and suffering as well as remembering and commemorating death (Korstanje,
2015). Korstanje and Baker (2018) note that
dark tourism and consumption can sometimes
be neglected by survivors of these events and
also by society. This is particularly the case
where political corruption and economic factors
are identified as causes of disasters or in places
where tourism is not openly accepted. For many
people, the organization of mass tours to dark
sites, particularly for ludic or recreational purposes (see Stone, 2006), is considered an affront
to the memory of the people who died there,
particularly those who died confronting a political regime. Sites that are ‘darker’, or places that
experienced more intense suffering and death,
tend to be sites where pilgrimage and dark tourism collide, acting as a bridge between the worlds
of gods and humans. In some cases, those who
died at these sites occupy an important position
as mediators between the community and the divine. This is why pilgrimage is sometimes viewed
as a vehicle for the creation of unity among religious groups.
Presently, most pilgrimage destinations are
considered dark tourism sites. This is not new,
as archaeological findings suggest that travel to
dark tourism sites dates from prehistoric times;
and in the time of the Roman Empire, primitive sacrificial ritual, burial customs, shamanist
ceremonies and gladiator fights were all major
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tourist attractions (Seaton, 1996). Dark tourism was also popular during medieval times in
the form of pilgrimage (Seaton, 1999). However,
in the modern era, death has come to symbolize
different things (Walter, 2009). As Ariès (1975)
notes, death was everywhere during medieval
times while the peasant was confident in the
goodwill of his Lord who will protect him once
dead. While death is not a haunting constant
in the lives of modern people, in recent years
mass media and the tourism sector have commercialized and sensationalized death and sites
of suffering and tragedy (Strange and Kempa,
2003; Chapter 4, this volume). While modernity
advanced, the process of secularization introduced a new sense of pilgrimage where the idea
of Heaven and concerns about the afterlife have
been substituted by concerns over modern consumption, as the domestication of death seems
to correlate directly with secularization and the
removal of religion and concern about the afterlife from modern life.

Premodern Pilgrimage and Dark
Tourism
In ancient times, as in some cultures today, religion was an integral part of daily life. Along
with religion, myths regarding the lives and
deaths of gods and goddesses influenced cultural identity and even religious practices such
as pilgrimage. Pilgrimage is viewed as the oldest version of religiously motivated journeys.
To honour gods and death, temples and sacred
groves were built, and pilgrimages to these
mythical places were a common and frequent
practice. Part of the reason for this pilgrimage
travel was to participate in death-related practices, such as deathbed prayer, funerals, praising
the gods and/or goddesses, and ritual sacrifice
(Ariès, 1975). Even though people travelling
to death-related sites are labelled as ‘pilgrims’
from a modern perspective (Stark, 2009), many
premodern pilgrims had different types of motivations for travelling to sacred sites, including
visiting ancient cults, seeking healing and participating in pan-Hellenic festivals. People visited
temples seeking to learn more about the purpose
of life and the afterlife. For example, in the fifth
century BC, the priest in the Nekromanteion
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(Νεκρομαντεῖον), an ancient Greek temple of
necromancy devoted to Hades and Persephone,
invited travellers to the temple to seek answers
regarding the meaning of life and death. Also,
Heraclea Pontica (Ἡράκλεια Ποντική), an ancient city in Asia Minor, was considered a mystical place with nearby caves that were believed
to be entrances to the underworld, where people
could conjure up and speak with spirits (Friese,
2010). The Erechtheion (Ἐρέχθειον) Temple in
Greece was dedicated to Athena and Poseidon
and was the centre of Greek worship and celebration after victories during the Persian wars
(Psarra, 2004). Ancient Greeks also held festivals and performed holy practices and ritual
sacrifice around their temples. Today, these temples have been transformed into must-see tourist
attractions rather than continuing as pilgrimage destinations, with visitors keen to hear the
mythical and legendary stories associated with
the temples rather than engaging in religious
rituals or worship.
Contrary to popular belief, the earliest pilgrimage travels did not start with the Greeks
(Elsner and Rutherford, 2005). During ancient
Egyptian times, scripts or hieroglyphics show
that when the divine pharaoh or family member died, either a pyramid or underground
temple was built and dedicated to his/her honour, after which people would visit the spot and
pray to the deceased for divine blessing (Walter,
1993). Also, as written on Sumerian tablets,
King Gudea of Lagash (located in southern
Mesopotamia) made a journey to the sanctuary
of the goddess Nanshe in the third millennium
BCE (Elsner and Rutherford, 2005). Some researchers have also looked at prehistoric settlement sites and temples as potential pilgrimage
destinations (e.g. Fuller and Grandjean, 2001;
Gearhart, n.d. unpublished; Curry, 2008).
According to Gearhart, n.d. the earliest form of
religious practices appeared in the Palaeolithic
period, which stretched from approximately
2.6 million years ago until 10,000 years ago,
revolving around distinctive burial customs
such as burying bodies in shallow graves with
their goods and covering them with protective
materials like boulders, which symbolized the
beginning of primitive belief systems. During
the middle Palaeolithic period, animists and
animal cultists also had distinctive burial customs, such as painting the body of the deceased,
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making rock art and participating in various
praying rituals (Wunn, 2000; Burdukiewicz,
2014). Within the Neolithic and Chalcolithic,
or Copper, Ages (8000–3000 BCE), Gobeklitepe,
located in Sanliurfa, Turkey, and Stonehenge
(Salisbury, UK) were developed as religious centres related to death and burial rituals (Fuller
and Grandjean, 2001; Curry, 2008).
In the Bronze Age (3000–1200 BCE), travel
to perform sacrificial rituals came into prominence. For example, in the Hittite Empire, pilgrimage rituals included singing of holy texts by
a chorus of women while sacrifices were being
performed in sacred sanctuaries. The Christian
Crusades (1095–1291) are today viewed as
having been motivated by a combination of pilgrimage and interest in dark sites (Lickorish and
Jenkins, 1997; Seaton and Dann, 2018). During
the medieval age, the structure of pilgrimage
to death-related places changed when pilgrimage became a mass movement of people to cities and sites such as Mecca (Saudi Arabia), for
Muslims, the Wailing Wall (Israel), for Jews, and
Santiago de Compostela (Spain) and Virgin Mary
House (Turkey), for Christians. This is because
monotheistic religions became widespread and
reshaped daily life. The Grand Tour also conrelated places and holy centres
nected death-
(Verhoeven, 2010); for example, many of the
places that were part of the Grand Tour included
ancient tombs and ruins, such as Pompeii and
the Colosseum, which were both must-see attractions and places of execution, torture, death
and praying. In contrast to ancient periods, the
motivation to go on pilgrimages was not only
death but also history, warfare and cultural
heritage.
Seaton (2018) suggests that there are three
phases to distinguish dark tourism history, particularly within the Christian tradition. The first
phase of dark tourism flourished between 500
AD and the mid-sixteenth century. Journeys by
pilgrims during this time included cathedrals,
churches and shrines that focused predominantly on Christ’s death and the martyrdom of his
disciples and saints. In the second phase – from
1550 to the 18th century – travel motivations
focused on finding ancestral roots. The last phase
– the 18th and 19th centuries – was marked by
architectural movements like Romanticism that
increased interest in dark tourism. For example,
large medieval churches and cathedrals used

images, paintings and frescoes on walls as a
way to teach people about both heaven and hell
and the barbaric side of the ‘other’ (Livingstone,
2012).

Modern Pilgrimage and Dark Tourism
As seen in the premodern era, there was a wide
range of belief systems and practices that affected the daily lives of people. During the modern era, pilgrimage rituals and practices also
commemorate death in different forms. Because
death itself has religious significance, permanent sacred sites were erected near the sites of
the deaths of important religious leaders or persons for followers to visit. Travel to these sites
was not only a spiritual journey for individual
pilgrims but also one for a community of believers. However, in the modern era, the religious aspects of daily practices and rituals, as well as the
religious motivations for travel, have diminished.
As Korstanje (2015) explains, lowered mortality
rates and longer lifespans, and religious explanations of death, have sanitized and normalized
death in the lives of people. Dark tourism, then,
has become a more acceptable form of tourism
practice as people seek to come to terms with
their own death through the deaths of others
(Bauman, 1992). According to Lennon and
Foley (2000), dark tourism is a by-product of
postmodern society, where the reality of death
has been subsumed by entertainment and the
educational side of tourism activities (Harrison,
2003), leading to the minimization of and desensitization to the ‘darker’ side of these sites.
Furthermore, as Lee (2002) notes, death itself
has turned into a means of socialization without
prejudice, even though death is inevitable, and is
a taboo in modern society. This can be seen in instances where dark tourism places have become
places of political, historical and cultural significance rather than of religious importance,
and where the development of the experience
economy (Pine and Gilmore, 1998) has led to an
increased emphasis on the commodification of
experiences at dark tourism sites to fulfil people’s
curiosity regarding death.
For example, between the 18th and 19th
centuries, travellers to Scandinavia engaged
in secular pilgrimages that focused on famous
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battles and burial places (Walchester, 2018).
More recently, pilgrimages to places where famous people lived and died have also become
an inseparable part of dark tourism. Famous
persons who died at a young age or in dramatic
ways tend to be venerated after their death by
their fans (Doss, 1999). Graceland, the home of
Elvis Presley, is a prime example of this. Many
who visit Graceland describe their experience
as being quasi-religious in nature (Alderman,
2002; Doss, 2008). The death of Diana Princess
of Wales in 1997 caused a torrent of visitors
to Kensington Palace, London, who came from
near and far to express their sadness and to offer condolences. According to Monger and
Chandler (2012), Kensington Palace is today
considered a sacred place by visitors, making it
a place of pilgrimage.
Today, dark tourism sites include sites of
tragedy, including battlefields (e.g. Pearl Harbor
and Gettysburg in the USA, and Vimy Ridge and
the beaches of Normandy ), and places of ethnic
cleansing (e.g. Rwanda). Also, many places related to terrorism and mass tragedy have become
popular dark tourism sites, including Auschwitz
(Poland), the Chernobyl nuclear power plant
(Ukraine), the Hiroshima and Nagasaki Atomic
Bomb and Peace Park (Japan) and Ground Zero
(USA). Although at the time of these tragic events,
and immediately afterwards, the location of the
events is not considered an attraction, over time,
travelling to these sites is viewed by dark tourism
marketers as a way to enhance their allure.
Dark tourism sites can also be used to commemorate important historical female figures.
For example, Vietnam’s most famous and celebrated patriot, Vo Thi Sau, who was executed in
1952 after fighting against and being captured
by the French as part of Vietnam’s quest for independence, is seen as a hero and secular revolutionary ‘saint’. According to Hayward and Tran,
2014, visitors who come to Vo Thi Sau’s grave
bring flowers, wine and even cosmetics to the
prison in which she was held, combining secular
ritual and religious reverence of this patriot.
Architecture is also a key element in the
construction of dark places. One architectural
theme that seems to dominate dark sites is the
gothic style, particularly in churches. According
to Roberts et al. (2012) and Livingstone (2012),
the term ‘gothic’ refers to architecture whose
geometry is based on drawing the eyes and
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aspirations of visitors towards heaven. At the
same time, the height of the spires and the internal spaces has long served as a backdrop for the
creation of the gothic literature genre and its focus on terror, the supernatural and dark scenery.
The Royal Abbey of St Denis in Paris is the first
example of this style of architecture, which, for
some visitors, instills a feeling of fear regarding
sin and death. This is evident in popular fictional
works by authors such as J.R.R. Tolkien (The Lord
of the Rings), Stephen King, J.K. Rowling (Harry
Potter), George R.R. Martin (Game of Thrones),
Stephanie Meyer (Twilight), Mary Shelley
(Frankenstein) and Bram Stoker (Dracula), who
all use gothic architecture as the backdrop to
their stories. This is also the case with television
or movie series with dark themes. Sites in these
books and films have become places of pilgrimage for dark tourists as well as film tourists.

Conclusion
Over time, dark tourism sites related to pilgrimage
and death have evolved into many variations due
to changing cultural, religious and political factors as well as the expansion of what is considered
dark tourism by the travel industry. The scope of
places covered by dark tourism has therefore expanded beyond religious rituals, traditions, myths,
ancient cities, graveyards, places of worship, sanctuaries, war and disasters. At the same time, there
is an ethical concern that dark tourism may be
seen as the commercialization of suffering.
Dark tourism has become a popular and
profitable tourism niche market, in part because
of the rising popularity of pilgrimage. Every
year, many people travel to death-related destinations to observe, learn, pray and purchase
mementoes of their visit before returning home
(McCrann, 1990). In this context, the drastic
changes in the structure of dark tourism based
on these types of activities have raised questions
regarding whether dark tourism is still dark due
to media desensitization and whether the main
motivation to visit these sites is death, or something more ludic. These questions are pertinent
considering the diversified motivations of tourists and the type of memorable experiences they
wish to have whilst visiting dark tourism and
pilgrimage sites. As Collins-Kreiner (2010) has
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noted, the motivations that pull or push visitors
to these sites are complex and varied. As such,
a demand-side perspective of dark tourism involves a better understanding of the motivations
to travel to these sites.
Dark tourism is presently a tool that commercializes secular pilgrimage sites (Hansen-
Glucklich, 2014). At the same time, dark
tourism and pilgrimage are historically and phenomenologically intertwined. As noted by Stone
(2006), dark tourism is a mediating activity that
has different shades and degrees of darkness
based upon not just the events that took place
at the site but also the emotional attachment or
intensity people have towards those dark places.

Consequently, death itself has been a strong motivator for travel throughout much of human
history, and dark tourism has become an interpreter of death in the modern age in terms
of touristic and commercial activity. Future research will continue to consider typologies of
place and motivations related to dark tourism, as
well as investigate both the history of dark tourism and its relationship with pilgrimage and religion. In particular, a continued examination of
the history of dark tourism in different historical
eras and cultural contexts can better clarify both
the history and practice of pilgrimage and lead
to a better understanding of the historical evolution of dark tourism.
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Introduction
Dark tourism sites are often referred to as places
of symbolic and sacred consumption (Toussaint
and Decrop, 2013, p. 25). While the topic of dark
tourism has caught the attention of scholars
in the past decade (e.g. Biran et al., 2011; Isaac
and Ashworth, 2011; Hyde and Harman, 2011;
Stone et al., 2018), little has been written on the
sacred–profane dialectic or the shifting boundaries between the two, and the different ways in
which the notion of pilgrimage and the sacred is
interpreted in the context of dark tourism (Collins-
Kreiner, 2016). Over the years, sacred space has
also been a focus of discussion across different
disciplines (Eliade, 1959; Tuan, 1978; Chidester
and Linenthal, 1995; Knott, 2005; Olsen, 2019).
In the course of these discussions, some confusion
has been generated, in part because concepts of
sacred space and pilgrimage travel differ across
religions and cultures, particularly as they relate
to the overlapping of religious and tourism space
(Bremer, 2006). This confusion may stem from
the diverse rituals, religious beliefs and objects
associated with the process of sacralization and
the ontological meanings associated with the site.
Further, Olsen (2006) mentions that an overlap of religious/sacred and tourist/secular space
adds a complexity to management practices at
sacred sites, particularly where they have become

multi-
use in nature and function. Alderman
(2002) used the term ‘pilgrimage landscape’ to
highlight the relationships between people and
place, and while doing so stated that no place is
intrinsically sacred. Rather, pilgrimages and their
attendant landscapes are ‘social constructions’
that do not simply emerge but undergo ‘sacralization’ (Seaton, 1999, 2002, see Chidester and
Linenthal, 1995; Eade and Sallnow, 1991). At the
same time, Graburn (1977) characterized tourism as a kind of ritual, suggesting the existence of
parallel processes in both formal pilgrimage and
tourism that could be interpreted as ‘sacred journeys’. The important question is that if no place
is intrinsically sacred, and yet tourism is a secular
ritual that involves the sacred, how do the tourists perceive sacred spaces, especially within the
framework of dark tourism?
To answer this question, I focus on the
death-related rituals in the city of Varanasi in
the state of Uttar Pradesh (India) to investigate
live public displays of death rituals at a cremation ground. Varanasi, according to Hindu belief, is a holy city. Situated on the banks of the
Ganga river, it is known as the ‘Great Cremation
Ground’, ‘the Ancient Crossing,’ or the ‘microcosm of the universe’ (Parry, 1994, p. 11). The
city has several spaces related to death, and in
recent years there has been an increasing tourist interest in the death-related rituals in the
city, which is supported by the fact that several
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privately owned tour companies and operators
offer ‘walking tours’ that provide opportunities
for tourists to witness the cremation grounds,
popularly referred to as the ‘burning ghats’, and
meet Hindu ascetics known as the Aghoris. An
understanding of how Varanasi is interpreted as
sacred space is significant, not just because the
cremation grounds are situated within a larger
religious landscape, but also because the notion
of the sacred is a broader concept that holds the
possibility of connecting tourists with diverse
motivations and religious ideologies. The different practices at the cremation ground create a
‘heterotopic space’, or a physical space that has
the ability to incorporate a number of incompatible concepts of space within its single framework (see Foucault, 1998), with symbolic modes
of engagement or death rituals that mark a
‘crossing’ or a rite of passage (see Ragon, 1983,
pp. 65–71). By focusing on the embodied spatial practices of the ritual performers, the dead
and the tourists at the cremation ground, how
modes of engagement between tourists and the
site influence tourist perceptions of the sacred
can be better understood.
To understand how tourists engage with
and understand sacred space, I employed a
multi-method approach that involved the collection of qualitative data through semi-structured
interviews with those responsible for performing
the cremation rituals – including five Aghoris,
ten funerary workers, five priests, ten local businessmen, ten tour operators and travel guides
and 120 international tourists who visit the
cremation grounds to see these rituals; participant observation; and an analysis of secondary
sources of literature that include background
information about the Aghoris, information on
Hindu society, death rituals and tourism inflow
and outflow in Varanasi. A convenience sampling method was used for selecting the interview respondents. The tourist interviews were
designed in a way to ascertain their psychological attitude towards death and cultural perception of death-related rituals in Varanasi.

Death-related Rituals
Two death-related rituals related to the cremation ground were considered for the study. The

first, the Hindu death ritual, broadly involves
burning the deceased over a funeral pyre (see
Fig. 3.1). The second is a death-related ritual
practised by a group of Aghoris. This small sect
of Hindu ascetics are rigid renouncers and worshippers of the Hindu deity Shiva. Their rituals
are believed to include performing austerities
at the cremation ground, such as using skulls
as food bowls, smearing one’s body with ashes
from the dead, coprophagy (consumption of
faecal matter), necrophagy (feeding on corpses)
and meditating on top of corpses. The Aghoris
believe in a state of supreme non-discrimination
rooted in non-duality, or no distinction between
the sacred and the profane. This non-duality
arises from the belief that eternal wisdom is
inherent in the soul and is the root of liberating knowledge for leading an authentic life,
and bestows on a person freedom from the cycle of rebirth. According to Lorenzen (1972),
the Aghoris are believed to have split off from
the skull-carrying Kapalika sect mentioned in
Hindu religious texts. Due to their unconventional rituals, they were socially isolated and
usually described as ghouls, sadists and sexual
hedonists in Hindu texts.

Dark Tourism, the Sacred and
Varanasi’s Cremation Ground
The definition of the term ‘sacred’ has come
under increasing scrutiny in the past two decades as scholars have attempted to expand its
usage to encompass activities and spaces that
go beyond its typical application to religion.
Knott (2006) notes that even philosophers who
are averse to using religious terminology find it
necessary to use the term ‘sacred’ to distinguish
between things and places that are of higher importance from those of lower value. At the same
time, the term ‘sacred’ has been applied to non-
religious things and places such as the homes
of famous persons or government monuments,
demonstrating that this term can be freed from
its religious associations. For example, Francis
(2016) argues that despite the term ‘sacred’ and
‘religion’ being used interchangeably, the sacred
is equally applicable to non-religious ideologies,
and while religion may have declined, the sacred ‘never left’ (Francis and Knott, 2011) and

Interpreting the Sacred in Dark Tourism

27

Fig. 3.1. Tourists taking photographs of death rituals at the cremation ground (Manikarnika Ghat) in
Varanasi. (Photo: the Author)

the ‘secular sacred’ (Knott, 2013) has always
been there. Knott (2013) suggests that the ‘sacred’ (or its equivalent in other cultures) is not
a uniquely religious phenomenon, as any space
can be considered sacred regardless of whether
it is viewed as religious or not. Indeed, the terms
‘religious’ and ‘secular’ have become dialectically intertwined in the context of pilgrimage,
where a pilgrimage is, in some academic circles,
defined as a journey towards a sacred centre that
has meaning to the person doing the journeying
(Morinis, 1992). Anttonen (2005) explores the
attribution of sacrality with respect to terms for
the sacred in various languages and the use of
such terms to mark actual places and boundaries. He advocates a spatial approach where the
sacred is generated in boundary situations with
the mind working unconsciously with embodied
notions of space and consciously with whatever
cultural tools are available to it. This approach is
particularly useful for examining places that are

ostensibly non-religious or secular but to which
sacrality is nevertheless attributed.
The cremation ground at Varanasi is a complex site in relation to its death-related rituals
and the ritual performers. The place continues
to be of religious relevance for the Hindus and
a picture of the exotic Orient for the westerner,
primarily because of the public display of death
rituals and the dead. Amidst the funereal stillness, it is a common sight to see the workers
or local businessmen drinking tea and reading
newspapers, and tourists taking photographs of
the dead (despite a prohibition on photography)
while trying to understand the death rituals
from a local tourist guide.
An example demonstrating the complex
social structure associated with the cremation grounds is the Aghori ritual that is looked
down upon by most people in the society. While
the cremation grounds are owned and managed by a group of people known as the Doms,
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who belong to a caste that is occupationally
known for activities such as scavenging, rag-
picking (i.e. someone who makes a living by
rummaging through refuse) and basketry,
and who constitute the untouchable category
in the caste hierarchy, there are also priests
who perform the rituals and belong to a higher
caste. Furthermore, the sociological literature
(Dumont, 1970; Srinivas, 1952) on the funeral rites of the Hindus has studied death as an
event primarily involving complex notions of
purity and impurity. The rituals at the cremation ground, the social structure and tourist
performances form an interesting juxtaposition of the forbidden and the permitted, sacred
and profane, pure and impure. Hence, it is obvious that tourists from different backgrounds,
many of who are not aware of the ontological
significance of the site, its sociocultural history
and the religious ideologies behind the Hindu
rituals, may perceive the sacred differently
through multiple perspectives. Considering
the complex landscape, the rich heritage, the
spatial practices, social–cultural interactions
and religious significance of Varanasi, I approached the notion of sacred from three different lenses.

Ontological Understandings of the
Sacred
An ontological understanding of the sacred
focuses upon the universal human capacity
to experience sacred presence or conceive the
sacred in terms of fundamental structures of
human consciousness disclosed by feelings,
acts and experiences of a person or the cosmos
itself. Prominent scholars who used this approach include Rudolf Otto and Mircea Eliade.
Otto (1958)’s concept of the ‘numinous’ as a
derivative of the Latin numen, meaning ‘spirit’,
has three components, which are encapsulated
in the phrase mysterium tremendum et fascinans.
Mysterium means ‘wholly other’ or entirely different from anything a person experiences in
ordinary life, and evokes a sense of tranquility;
tremendum means terror, dread, awe, overpowering, a sense of one’s own nothingness in the
face of a powerful force; and fascinans means
attractiveness in spite of fear. Eliade (1959,

pp. 11–26) whose approach was partly ontological, said that every sacred place implied a
hierophany, or where ‘something sacred shows
itself ’, creating a ‘qualitatively different territory’
(Eliade) or an ontological reality that interrupts
ordinary time and space (Owen, 2016, p. 107).
Owing to the influence of Varanasi on regional pilgrimage routes, the city and the surrounding region are viewed as a microcosm of
the Hindu universe (Said et al., 20032018). The
divine or the sacred character of Varanasi has
been theologically established through the religious texts of Hinduism, with the ‘wholeness’
of the landscape being represented by the death-
related rituals, symbols (funeral pyres), dead
bodies, spatial practices of the ritual performers, the presence of the five elements (water, air,
earth, fire, sky/ether) and the invested faith of
the people. According to one of the Hindu religious texts, Skanda Purāṇ, the city is sacred because it was created from the soles of the feet of
the Hindu deity Shiva, and he is believed to be
constantly abiding there (Sand, 2010). Further,
the cremation grounds at Varanasi are located
on the banks of the Ganga river. The consideration of the Ganga as sacred is derived from writings in the Hindu religious texts which state that
if a person were to bathe in the waters after committing a sin, the water will cleanse them. The
level of symbolic sanctity accorded to the river is
so high that, irrespective of the water being polluted and unpotable, it still stands as one of the
highest symbols of religion, faith and purity, in
addition to playing an integral role with respect
to life and death (Eck, 1981).
The psychic attachment to a place and the
observation of death rituals associated with the
river also reflects the realization of the divine
manifestation of the city. Thus, in the context of
Hinduism, places may take the form of theological dogmatism or mystical notions that suggest a
view of sacred space as simply ‘given’ or revealed
in the scriptures. In other words, the place is
powerful and holy because religious texts state
that it is. Similarly, the perception that if one dies
or is cremated in Varanasi they will attain salvation, is also mentioned in the texts and traditions
of Hinduism (Parry, 1994). As such, the sacred
status attributed to Varanasi and its cremation
grounds conforms to Eliade’s perspective of a
sacred place manifesting its own inherent power
and numinosity.
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Most tourists the author interviewed
felt that the cremation ground was a sacred
place – powerful and intimidating – and the
image of death rituals inspired both fear (mysterium tremendum) and fascination and respect
(fascinans). One tourist who watched the cremation ceremonies remarked:
Watching the spectacle on the burning ghats I
felt a liberating calm. There is no better way to
peer into nothingness and to see our common
fate, where the body goes back from where it
came…from earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust
to dust.

The image of corpses lying on the ground,
some of them already burning and some being
prepared for the funeral pyre, reminded this
tourist of corporeal materiality, or the impermanence of the human body and the certainty
of death. At the same time, the tourist used the
word ‘nothingness’, which indicates gazing into
a spiritual or an unknown realm. Indeed, the
‘otherness’ of the numinous is beyond expression and difficult to describe in words, but generally refers to reflection upon the fate of the
soul after death or the belief in an afterlife. Just
like death, the numinous is incapable of being
grasped in its entirety. Participant observation
at the cremation ground was useful to ascertain
the facial expressions of international tourists
when they stood along the edges of the cremation ground observing the public display of
death rituals. The Aghori rituals also represent
an uncanny otherness, a mystery and instilled
fear, dread or awe among the onlookers who
were culturally not familiar with the Hindu
death-related rituals. Watching the spatial practices of the Aghori which involve human skulls,
bones and burnt corpses is something outside a
tourist’s normal experience and there is an element of fascination that makes the tourist seek
out the Aghori, photograph them, speak to them
and learn more about their way of life and their
secretive rituals.2
However, an ontological understanding of
the sacred as erupting in certain places, as a belief in a divine presence or hierophany via theological dogma, tends to overlook the symbolic
labour or ritual processes that go into making
the space sacred, as well as ignoring the physiological and sociocultural perception of tourists.
Sociocultural theorists argue that power, as an
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important marker of the sociocultural perspective and purity, is not inherent in sacred space.
Although the sacred status of the cremation
ground is ontologically established, the sociocultural perception of sacred needs to be addressed
because the death rituals are inextricably intertwined with the social identity of the ritual
performers and the power dynamics within the
cremation ground.

Phenomenological Understandings of
the Sacred
A phenomenological perspective of the sacred
involves trying to understand how the bodily
senses and emotions help people to experience
the sacred (Turner, 1979), or how people perceive the world through their bodies. Merleau-
Ponty (1962, p. vii), for example, has argued that
as ‘the fundamental mediation point between
thought and the world’, the human body is critical to a person’s perception and understanding
and how they relate to the world. Eliade (1959)
phenomenological approach is aimed at identifying and describing structures of consciousness in the human mind that involve a sensory
experience of a manifestation of the sacred (see
Studstill, 2000, p. 179).
From the phenomenological perspective,
people experience the sacred and derive meaning by being active participants in the site, and
through their embodied performances negotiate
the activities there, through which they come
to an understanding of both themselves and
their environment. Indeed, the human senses
have long been essential to accessing the divine
across religious traditions and spiritual practices
(Baldwin, 2016, p. 7). The role of these physical
sensations in cross-cultural tourism encounters
is significant as they determine how perceptions
of a place are made. The importance of using
bodily experiences in knowledge production or
the ‘biological portion of emotion’ has also been
highlighted by scholars who use the term ‘affect
theory’ to explicate the interchange between the
material and human life by studying the senses
(Kim and Bianco, 2007; Gregg and Seigworth,
2010; Sedgwick and Frank, 2003). With affect, the body and what is organic come into
contact with other matter or material, and the
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experience contributes to how a person comes to
understand the world (Baldwin, 2016).
Therefore, a phenomenological perspective
of the sacred is useful for understanding how
tourists experience and negotiate their views
of the cremation ground through their sensory
perceptions. Below I focus on three phenomenological aspects of tourist’s embodied experiences
at the cremation grounds in Varanasi.

The smell of the sacred
The sense of smell not only gives people a better awareness of their immediate surroundings
but can also evoke past memories and affect a
person’s mood. The sense of smell is intimate,
direct and an important part of human–divine
encounters. While these sensory triggers vary
from person to person, certain smells seem to be
common in many religious faiths. For example,
the smell of flowers may be associated with a
happy occasion such as a wedding, but for another person it reminds them of the sadness that
comes with attending the funeral of a loved one.
For one person, the scent of incense sticks may
evoke a sense of divinity or sacredness,while the
same incense sticks may act as a chemosensory
irritant for someone else.
Varanasi has multiple smells that range
from fragrances emanating from the incense
sticks at the temples to the smell of cow dung on
the streets. However, the smoke from the burning wood pyres at the cremation grounds overtakes every other smell. Most tourists I spoke
to were unable to describe this smell of death,
which is a mix of sandalwood or general wood,
clarified butter or ‘ghee’ that is used on the dead
bodies, flowers, smoke, ash, incense sticks and
human flesh. Tourists used descriptor words
such as ‘engulfing’, ‘consuming’ and ‘overpowering’, which, in part, signified an association
with Otto’s mysterium tremendum, where this
overpowering smell, while anything but pleasant, also had a holy or sacred character. Another
tourist described the smell to me as ‘overwhelmingly sensual’, one that was deeply etched in his
mind, and that when he moved away from the
cremation ground the stark difference in smell
made him ‘understand the difference between
the smell of death and the smell of life’.

Sacred sounds
Participant observation during one of the
‘walking tours’ conducted by a local tourist
agency to the cremation grounds revealed an
interesting aspect about the sacred: the sound
of silence and chaos is sacred. In western culture, the sacred is not only ‘an attitude of reverence or awe’ but also related to a terrifying,
numinal silence (Lane, 2002, p. 91). In western
religious faiths, God can better be found in a
state of silence rather than in a noisy atmosphere (Marcandonatou, 1998). The silence at
spaces of death does not necessarily signify an
‘emptiness’ or absence of the holy, but rather
its presence. Therefore, when western tourists
visit some non-western destinations they are
sometimes surprised when they encounter sacred spaces where chaos and disorder seem to
reign, and at times may complain because the
atmosphere of a sacred site does not conform to
western views of sacred space, forcing tourism
officials to change the atmosphere of a space to
conform to this postcolonial spatial discourse
(see Orland and Bellafiore, 1990).
At the same time, in some religious faiths
and cultures, noise and a chaotic atmosphere
at sacred sites is the norm, and tourists from a
western cultural background have to adjust
their understandings of how sacred space is constructed. For example, a tourist who has been in
Varanasi for a while may become accustomed to
the daily practices and rituals on the riverbank,
such as bells tolling in the temple, and when
the priests and mourners begin their work by
chanting, singing hymns and offering prayers
for the dead. It is almost impossible to escape
the recurrent chanting of Raam naam satya hai
(‘The name of Lord Rama [a Hindu deity] is the
truth’) during processions carrying the dead to
the cremation site. For tourists who find this an
overwhelming experience, the experience with
these mysterious and different sounds associated
with this sacred space fascinates them, demonstrating that the sacred is manifested in different
ways in different cultures. For those tourists who
are more educated about the rituals and sounds
of worship, the seemingly chaotic atmosphere of
the site can reaffirm the presence of the sacred.
Thus, the sacred at dark tourism sites manifests
itself through the chaos associated with the
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sounds as well as the silence associated with its
absence.

The sacred gaze
In the context of tourism, the ‘tourist gaze’ can
be broadly defined as how tourists view the physical environment and the people within a tourism setting (Urry, 1990). The term ‘gaze’ in this
context refers to what a tourist focuses on within
a destination or a setting that is extraordinary
in the opinion of that tourist (MacCannell,
2001, p. 25). This is different from what Morgan
(2005) calls the ‘sacred gaze’, which is ‘a term
that designates the particular configuration of
ideas, attitudes, and customs that inform a religious act of seeing as it occurs within a given
cultural and historical setting. A sacred gaze is
the manner in which a way of seeing invests an
image, a viewer, or an act of viewing with spiritual significance.’
The death-related rituals at the cremation
sites convey an implicit theological knowledge
concerning death and the life beyond.3 Tourists
view these death-rituals from a certain cultural
position, which is influenced by his or her cultural and religious background. This, in turn, influences their cultural outlook, sense of self and
perceptions of mortality. In Varanasi, religion is
experienced by the tourists within communal
rituals such as death processions or prayers at
the temple and the cremation grounds. These
views collaborate with other meaning-
laden
aesthetic experiences and communicate broader
social ideas such as caste or gendered discourses.
For example, tourists find the absence of women
at the cremation grounds interesting. While
there are no formal rules or regulations against
women’s access to the death rituals and the
cremation grounds, such access is normatively
limited. The tourists also learn about the caste
system in India and find it interesting that the
ritual performers belong to the ‘untouchable’
category in the social hierarchy.
Most tourists I spoke to felt that the cremation grounds look beautiful when viewed at
night from a boat. As one tour operator said:
There is a reason why the cremation grounds
are called the ‘burning ghats’. It is beautiful.
Death may be dark, but the cremation ground
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is the brightest place in Varanasi because even
if the entire city plunges into darkness at night
due to a power failure or merely switching off
the lights, the flames of the cremation grounds
will continue glowing.

This visual perception of the sacredness of
the cremation grounds is informed by an attraction towards the unknown and the mysterious
realm beyond death, and is an example where
the poetics4 or aesthetics of a place – in this case
the cremation grounds – manage to lessen the
stigma of death and shape the perception of
most tourists in a positive manner rather than a
negative one. This is demonstrated by the following tourist narrative:
I am impressed by the death rituals here.
When my father died, the funeral home used
cosmetics to make him look alive and I could
barely recognize him. I think this whole process
of embalming takes away the sacredness or
authenticity of death. Now all I remember of
my father is this altered face with make-up on
it. I wish I could remember his last appearance
as somebody who he actually was. Considering
that, I think the Hindu ritual of burning the
dead immediately in its natural form without
any embalming involved is a better way to go.
There is no artificiality involved. I will make sure
I tell my kids to cremate me in this manner.

Therefore, sensory perceptions play an inseparable role in determining the experience of
the sacred in the context of dark tourism.

Structural-functional Understanding
of the Sacred
A structural-
functional approach to understanding the sacred regards any type of space
to be socially constructed. From this perspective, sacred space is not an ontological given,
but rather is marked and maintained as such by
groups who vie for control over the production
and representation of space. As a part of this
social construction, sacred spaces are empty signifiers until an individual or a group sacralizes
and/or sanctifies that space and calls it sacred.
As such, from this perspective, sacred space is
considered void of ontological meaning and
therefore can be contested in terms of meaning
and interpretation and reproduced by different
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groups for different purposes (Smith, 1978,
1987; Eade and Sallnow, 1991; Chidester and
Linenthal, 1995; Olsen, 2019).
The social organization of death reflects the
way in which the idea of sacred is symbolically
constructed around death. In Hindu society, the
notion of the sacred revolves around several
dimensions, including the power of religious
deities and belief in the supernatural; the social
relationships rooted in the caste system; and the
symbolic worship of natural resources such as
forests and rivers. In the context of death rituals and the sociocultural understanding of the
sacred, I situate the definition of sacred space in
the notion of power.

Spatial manifestations of the sacred
The notion of sacred at the cremation grounds
can be understood in multiple ways, each of
which is conceptually rooted in the notion of
power. With respect to understanding sacred
space as marked by rituals symbolizing power relationships in society, Grimes (1995) argues that
different types of power (e.g. political, military,
economic) are central in the development and
performance of rituals. Milner (1994) suggests
that the relationship between sacredness and
otherworldly power parallels the relationship between social status and worldly power. As Milner
(1994, p. 166) notes:
Social status can be solely rooted in physical
resources like wealth or force, or it can be rooted
in attributes that are quite distinct from physical
resources, such as the purity of the Brahman
(the high caste category) or the virtue of a saint.
Similarly, the sacredness of a god can be rooted
solely in its assumed power to intervene in the
natural world or can be rooted in the spiritual
virtues attributed to the god by devotees. The
power of these spiritual virtues is exercised not
by the god’s direct intervention in the physical
world, but rather by the effect on the devotees.
This effect occurs through intimate communion
with such a god. Worldly status can be raised
by intimate association with someone of higher
status.

This viewpoint is especially applicable in
Hindu society where social hierarchies or stratification and the concept of purity is decided
based on social relationships and sociocultural

power. The rituals at the cremation ground act
as a symbolic medium through which these
power relations not only produce sacred space
but are also shaped by it.
Several scholars have stressed the need
to consider dark tourism within a wider sociocultural context (e.g. Jamal and Lelo, 2011;
Causevic and Lynch, 2011; Roberts and Stone,
2014) and have emphasized the role of the ‘social construction of death’ when understanding
dark tourism (Stone and Sharpley, 2008). The
‘social construction of death’ in this context
refers to a symbolic experience of the spaces of
death as mediated by social processes such as financial exchange, inversion, exclusion and control. Chidester and Linenthal (1995) describe
these social processes as modes of symbolic engagement in the production of sacred space.
The cremation ground in Varanasi, with
its embodied practices, is a ritualized space that
distinguishes and reinforces different spatial
practices among the social classes and symbolizes an overall cultural knowledge of the Hindu
social structure to the tourist. For example, as
noted earlier, handling dead bodies at a cremation ground varies according to the social status
of the deceased and the power differential between high-caste and low-caste workers – where
people in the lower castes handle the dead bodies, supervise the funeral pyre and provide the
sacred fire that is used for the cremation, while
the priests, which are from the higher caste, perform the rituals. Regarding the social status of
the dead, the caste of the deceased is recorded
at the cremation grounds and their bodies are
assigned to different spaces based upon their
caste and status as well as objects used for the
death rituals. A primary example at the cremation ground is a separate raised platform known
as the ‘Charan Paduka/Vishnupaduka’, meaning the ‘Footsteps of Lord Vishnu’, reserved
for burning the dead who have a higher social
standing and economic status.
Sacred space in Varanasi is contested
through the cremation ground as a place that
symbolizes an unconscious resistance to social
domination through the process of inversion.
The strategies of inversion ‘reverse a prevailing
spatial orientation – the high becomes low, the
inside becomes outside, the peripheral becomes
central – but they may subtly retain its basic oppositional structure’ (Chidester and Linenthal,
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1995, p. 19). Another form of social control is
observed in the activity of the funerary workers
(the Doms) from the lowest caste who control all
the activities at the cremation ground including
the financial exchanges. The price for cremation and certain rituals is determined by these
workers, who visually ‘size up’ the customer and
then quote a price. In doing this, they exert their
power. Also, they exercise power through other
means, such as prohibiting local people from
taking photographs – although, for a price, they
allow international tourists to take as many pictures as they wish. As such, even though these
workers from the lowest caste have a poor social
standing within Hindu society, inside the cremation ground members from every caste have to
abide by their rules. Therefore there is a spatial
‘inversion of power’ at the cremation ground.
Another example of the social construction of sacred space revolves around the politics
of exclusion as determined by how one died. In
Hindu culture, the idea of a good death is that
someone had a control or a ‘degree of mastery’
over their death. As such, not all corpses are cremated: the bodies of children; pregnant women;
holy men; renouncers (i.e. those who are believed to have attained detachment and renunciation of worldly desires through penance and
spiritual training, thereby making cremation
redundant for them); victims of snakebites and
certain diseases such as smallpox, cholera and
leprosy; and indigent low-caste or poor people
whose family could not afford to buy enough
wood for a cremation are thrown into the river.
As the above discussion demonstrates, the
notion of the sacred at the cremation ground
is conceptually rooted in the notion of power,
which is manifested through processes such as
exclusion, dominance and inversion.

The temporal nature of the sacred
The cremation ground is also a space where
tourist perceptions of the sacred can be (re)negotiated. The perception of sacred space is interlinked with protected values that are treated
as absolute by certain tourists and which they
refuse to trade with other values because these
values are rooted in their moral and ethical principles. A sacred value is defined as ‘any value
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that a moral community implicitly or explicitly
treats as possessing infinite or transcendental
significance that precludes comparisons, trade-
offs or, indeed, any other mingling with bounded
or secular values’ (Tetlock et al., 2000, p. 853).
It is observed from earlier studies (Baron and
Spranca, 1997; Tanner and Medin, 2004) that
people struggle to protect sacred values from
trade-offs against other secular values (or sometimes one sacred value against another such
as honour versus life) and respond with strong
moral outrage or feelings of distress and disturbance when faced with violations of taboo
trade-offs (which pit sacred values against secular ones) (Tetlock, 2003).
In this study, tourist narratives after the
first and second visit to the cremation ground in
Varanasi revealed that these sacred values held
by tourists are not always absolute in nature
and are subject to change. For example, a tourist from Australia who claimed to be quite awed
and intimidated by the death rituals during her
first visit admitted that she did not feel the same
level of sacrality during her second visit; that all
she could see was the dirt, filth and death, and
that the cremation ground did not bring her any
peace of mind. So although there may be tourists who initially fail to perceive the sacred with
respect to the death rituals and the cremation
grounds, there is a possibility that this perception may change over time.

Conclusion
The interviews with tourists and ritual performers revealed multiple cultural and ideological
positions and values in relation to death. The
death rituals and the cross-cultural tourist–host
encounters at the cremation ground cannot be
explained exclusively through the frameworks
of ‘religion’, ‘dark tourism’ or the western and
the oriental ‘other’. This is because within the
context of orientalism, the death rituals and
performers in Varanasi are often projected as
predominantly what westerners have historically imagined the ‘other’ to be like. For example,
certain blogs, documentaries and photographs
on/of Aghoris tend to construct the image of
the Aghori as a beast-like, savage, flesh-eating
cult that practices necrophagy for fun. These
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narratives rarely tap into the taboos associated
with death, and do not mention the philosophy
of non-duality that explains the death-related
rituals of the sect. These representations often
tend to exaggerate the exoticism and many of
the distinctions that are made between western societies and eastern cultures. Thus, dark
tourism sites, such as the cremation ground in
Varanasi, are complex, and the notion of sacred
bridges the gap between the perceptions of tourists from different sociocultural backgrounds.
The sacred also encompasses beliefs and values
that are negotiable and non-negotiable and rooted in morality during cross-cultural encounters
in dark tourism.
I propose that the dynamics of tourist–host
or tourist–site encounters in dark tourism can
be examined by using an approach similar to
that suggested by Lane (2002), which considers
the multi-layered dimensions of ontological, sociocultural and phenomenological information
at a site. This is because all these dimensions influence how tourists perceive a particular place,
and hence cannot be separated from each other.
Using a single perspective to understand the sacred may not consider a dark tourism site in its
entirety and the human experience associated
with it.
According to Lane (2002), an ontological
perspective describes the sacred as a transcendent reality and helps to understand a visitor’s
experience, of ‘perceiving the dynamics of sacred place from “within” as it were’ (p. 43) and

understanding its magical power to captivate
the human imagination. However, it fails to recognize that the ‘sacred and profane, religion and
culture are overlapping dimensions of human
experience’ (p. 43) and not completely distinct
entities. Just as a phenomenological perspective
does not account for the impact of social and
cultural influences on sacred places, a purely
sociocultural approach tends to ignore the role
of ‘place itself as a participant in the formation
of human experience’ (p. 44) and overemphasizes human agency. Hence, a holistic approach
of considering the notion of sacred from these
three different lenses is not only ‘mutually self-
correcting’ (Lane, 2002) but is also necessary
to provide a multidimensional understanding of
how a sacred place functions within the context
of dark tourism. Using an integrated approach
to understand the sacred gives equal emphasis
to human agency and place. Further, the concept of the sacred can be used to bridge the dichotomy of the western and the ‘oriental other’5
and avoid the exoticization of death rituals in
Varanasi. For example, it is useful to understand
the death-related rituals and philosophy of the
Aghoris so as to avoid the exoticization of death
rituals. And even though tourist attitudes towards a particular site cannot necessarily be
generalized, adopting a holistic approach can
provide an understanding of different ways in
which the sacred can be interpreted at a dark
tourism site, especially when cross-
cultural
tourist interactions are involved.

Notes
I would like to acknowledge Professor Edward Tabor Linenthal, Department of History at Indiana
University, for brilliantly guiding me through the literary domain of sacred spaces. I also wish to thank
Professor Daniel Curtis Knudsen, Department of Geography at Indiana University, for his overall guidance
and support for this study.
2
The burning rituals are, but the Aghori rituals are usually not public any more. Although the Aghori rituals
have a close association with the cremation ground (since that is where they collect the burnt ashes of the
dead or the remains), they do not practise necrophagy in broad daylight, for obvious reasons. They are
usually tight-lipped about their rituals, although, on occasion, these rituals can be seen at the cremation
grounds when it is dark.
3
In Hinduism, death is mentioned in many sacred texts such as the Upanishads, the Samhitas and the
Bhagawad Gita. These scriptures suggest that although the mind and body are subject to death and
destruction, the soul is eternal and indestructible and is reborn many times. The ultimate goal of life is
to attain ‘moksha’ or freedom from the cycle of birth and death. This is why Varanasi is significant as it
is believed that people who die here attain moksha. Hence, the death-related rituals, particularly at the
cremation sites in Varanasi, are symbolic of death and afterlife in Hinduism.
1
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The poetics of sacred space refers to a romantic imagination of a site in which the sacred has often been
located and can be discerned as transferable metaphors for some kind of powerful space (Van der Leeuw,
1986, pp. 52–53; see Kong, 2001)
5
Colonial discourse theory is primarily built upon the work of Edward Said and the associated terms
‘orientalism’ and the non-European ‘other’. Both are well reflected in the tourist–host interactions at
Varanasi. In orientalism, Said examines how the West attempted to construct a racialized hierarchy of
power and represent the East as the ‘other’ through a discourse that portrayed the East as culturally and
intellectually inferior and the West as superior, which enabled the West to justify its process of colonization
as a ‘civilizing mission’ (Said, 2003, pp. 5–25).
4
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Introduction
In the past decade, a strong interest by scholars
in dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism has led
to increasing and broadening research related to
these tourism niche market areas (e.g. Timothy
and Olsen, 2006; Olsen, 2013; Isaac and Çakmak,
2014; Stone, 2012; Stone et al., 2018; Isaac and
Ashworth, 2011). Dark tourism, which is also
recognized as ‘thanatourism’ (Knudsen, 2011;
Seaton, 1996), is the ‘act of travelling to and visiting sites of death, disaster, and the seemingly macabre’ (Stone, 2006, p. 146). Pilgrimage tourism
(also referred to as ‘religious tourism’, ‘faith tourism’ and ‘spiritual tourism’ (Griffin and Raj, 2017;
Olsen, 2013)), on the other hand, encompasses
travel to sacred sites driven by ‘a set of beliefs or
faith’ (Griffin and Raj, 2017, p. 3; see Mintel,
2012; Collins-Kreiner, 2016). Both of these forms
of tourism are considered two of the oldest and are
viewed as being similar to one another (Collins-
Kreiner, 2015).
However, there is a shortage of research
looking at the interconnections between dark
tourism and pilgrimage tourism. Therefore, the
purpose of this chapter is to examine the relationship between dark tourism and pilgrimage

tourism and determine whether both are the
same. After discussing the convergence of dark
tourism and pilgrimage tourism, the author focuses on how these phenomena are manifested
in a south-east Asian context. Through research
using visitor comments on TripAdvisor, the
author examines the motivations and experiences of visitors at the ‘Killing Caves’ at Phnom
Sampeau in Battambang, Cambodia, to determine if there were shared dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism motivations.

Convergence of Dark Tourism and
Pilgrimage Tourism
Dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism are typically studied separately from each other, with
scholars defining and describing these tourism niche markets in an unconnected manner.
However, as Collins-
Kreiner, 2016; see also
Chapter 1, this volume) notes, scholarship related to dark tourism and religious tourism strongly suggests that these two types of tourism are
clearly linked based on their similarities to each
other. Collins-Kreiner suggests that both dark
tourism and pilgrimage tourism are intertwined
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through shared travel to similar ‘dark’ destinations. For example, allowing visits to a place of
history, such as a site of war, a battlefield or a
shrine, attracts both dark tourists and pilgrimage tourists, each of whom have different motivations and attribute meanings to these places
enriched with history and heritage.
Collins-Kreiner also argues that dark tourism and pilgrimage sites go through a destination
life cycle process similar to other tourism destinations and sites (Butler, 1980) due to their parallel
characteristics. Also, both dark tourism sites and
pilgrimage tourism sites can be categorized and
typologized or placed on a spectrum for analysis.
For example, Stone (2006) has introduced a ‘dark
tourism spectrum’ that differentiates between different types of dark tourism sites based on how
‘dark’ or ‘light’ the themes of those sites are. For
pilgimage tourism, both Shackley (2001) and
Griffin and Raj (2017) have created classifications
of different types of sacred sites and religious tourism products. Collins-Kreiner also notes that dark
tourism and pilgrimage tourism sites are socially
constructed, in that there are no inherently ‘dark’
or ‘sacred’ places. Rather, these sites are labelled,
marked and maintained as such by individuals or
groups. Finally, Collins-Kreiner suggests that both
pilgrims and dark tourists alike shares the similar
goal of searching for meaningful, unique, enlightening and life-changing events and experiences.

Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage Tourism
in South-east Asia
While there has been increasing interest in research related to dark tourism and pilgrimage,
the study of these phenomena within south-east
Asia is relatively low considering that this region
has dark histories and multiple religious sites and
festivals due to the strong regional influence of
Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism and Islam. For
example, although there is a significant growth
in the religious tourism market around the world,
the attention of scholars has been on regions
such as the Middle East and Europe to the neglect
of the south-eastern region (Choe and O’Regan,
2015, 2018; Griffin and Raj, 2017; Hughes,
2008; Henderson, 2009). Religious sites and ceremonies in this region range from the Borobudur
Temple in Indonesia to Angkor Wat in Cambodia,
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Luang Prabang in Laos, San Augustin Church
in the Philippines and different religious festivals
in Malaysia, such as Thaipusam, Eid Mubarak,
Chinese New Year, Easter and Christmas.
Regarding dark tourism in this region, there
are several dark tourism destinations that are
marketed to tourists, including the Hanoi Hilton
in Vietnam, the Bangkok Forensic Medicine
Museum in Thailand, the Killing Fields in
Cambodia, the Penang War Museum in Malaysia
and the Tsunami Tombstone in Indonesia (Algie,
2014; see Henderson, 2009). At the same time,
research on dark tourism in south-east Asia may
be lacking due to cultural taboos in Asian culture,
wherein anything ‘dark’ or relating to death and
dying is a sensitive matter and one to be avoided,
unlike in western countries where matters dealing with death and suffering are more openly discussed (Stone and Sharpley, 2008).
However, even with the taboos related to this
region’s dark heritage, changing trends in tourist
behaviour in recent years have forced countries in
south-east Asia to place greater emphasis on dark
tourism sites in their tourism marketing to capture
a growing and more fragmented tourism market.
This can be seen not only in allowing greater tourist access to dark history sites but also in the development of new dark tourism products to tap into
that market. Some examples of these new developments include old prisons (Tan and Lim, 2018),
a ghost museum (Logeiswary, 2016), the burial
grounds of the Cambodian genocide perpetrators
(Tegelberg, 2010; Copeland, 2011; Sion, 2011)
and the Haw Par Villa theme park in Singapore,
which contains statues and dioramas depicting (at
times) gruesome scenes of Hell in Chinese mythology and Buddhism (Phua and Miller, 2014; Tan
and Lim, 2018). Many of these sites serve as both
dark and pilgrimage tourism sites. In this context,
this chapter focuses on dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism in Cambodia, in part because of the
lack of research in this country into dark and pilgrimage tourism and its rich potential to capitalize
on these tourism niche markets.

Cambodia as a Dark Tourism and
Pilgrimage Destination
Modern-day Cambodia was previously known as
the Khmer or Angkor Empire, the latter meaning
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‘City of Temples’. Cambodia has numerous religious sites and temples, including significant archaeological sites collectively called the ‘Angkor’,
which was the centre of the Khmer kingdom for
several centuries before its fall. Present-day temples, such as the magnificent Angkor Wat, the
Bayon, Ta Prohm and Preah Khan, have been
given UNESCO World Heritage status (UNESCO,
n.d.). Monks, locals and tourists often visit these
temples to seek blessings, offer prayers, and to be
educated about Cambodian history and architecture. Other sacred sites in the country include
the prominent temple in Battambang, where
visitors experience both the ancient and modern
side of Wat Ek Phnom, as the ruins of the 11th-
century temple have been reconstucted, in part,
thereby making the site part ancient and part
modern. This site is particularly popular during celebration times, as many Khmers, an ethnic group native to Cambodia, will come to this
holy site to offer prayers. Additionally, the sacred
mountain Phnom Kulen is a popular place of pilgrimage at weekends and during festivals such
as the Khmer New Year.
After the fall of the Khmer Empire in the
15th century, Cambodia experienced many
centuries of political instability, with several
civil wars culminating in the Cambodian genocide which took place between 1975 and 1979
under the Khmer Rouge regime. This regime
was founded on the policies of Maoism with
the aim of turning the country into an agrarian socialist republic. To achieve this, the new
regime adopted what is called the ‘Year Zero’
political strategy, wherein the present culture
and socioeconomic advancement that had
taken place in Cambodia had to be destroyed
and the new socialist agrarian republic culture
forceably instilled within the population. To enforce this policy, people were forceably removed
from urban areas and placed in rural areas and
work camps with all opponents of the regime,
as well as journalists, business leaders, doctors, lawyers, and with people of different ethnicities being killed or ‘purged’. This genocide
resulted in the killing of an estimated 1.6–1.9
million people (Kiernan, 2003).
Due to this period of genocide, there are
numerous dark tourism sites that are visited by
both local and international visitors alike. The
Choeung Ek Killing Fields and the Tuol Sleng
Genocide Museum in Phnom Penh are listed as

the main sites most frequented by visitors, and
can be the ‘darkest’ types of dark tourism sites
because of their associations with genocide and
massacre (Barton and Brown, 2012; Stone,
2006). Tourists also visit temples and stupas that
were built as memorials for the victims of the
Cambodian genocide. Visitors to Cambodia who
visit these temples can be viewed as partaking
in ‘pilgrimage tourism’, in part because pilgrimage tourism is viewed by some scholars as any
modern secular journey to any secular site that
embodies a valued ideal (Morinis, 1992, p. 4; see
Çakar, 2018).

The Killing Caves of Phnom Sampeau
in Battambang, Cambodia
Even with the marketing of dark tourism and
religious tourism sites in Cambodia (Koleth,
2014), there are many places that have not been
a part of the tourism landscape until recently,
including Anlong Veng, the location of the burial grounds of the leaders of the Khmer Rouge
regime, Pol Pot and Ta Mok. For the purposes
of this chapter, I focus on the Killing Caves of
Phnom Sampeau, located south-west of the city
of Battambang in western Cambodia, because
of the lack of scholarship on this site and the
potential this has for both dark and pilgrimage
tourism.
‘Phnom Sampeau’ means ‘ship mountain’
because its unusual shape resembles a ship.
The pathway up this mountain is lined with
Buddhist temples and shrines, and about midway to the peak, a road leads to the Killing Caves
of Phnom Sampeau, which are recognized as
a site of pilgrimage according to Lonely Planet
(Lonely Planet, 2017). This cave contains the
remains of victims of the Khmer Rouge regime
that were brought to the top of the cave, summarily executed and then thrown into the cave
through a small opening. Today, there is an old
memorial built next to the stairway filled with
human bones (see Fig. 4.1) and a golden reclining Buddha statue (see Fig. 4.2). Between the
Buddhist temples, the Buddha statue and the
human remains, this site is a place of convergence for dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism
and has the potential to attract different types of
tourists.
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Fig. 4.1. Photographs of human bones in the killing caves. (Photo: the Author)

Methodology
In order to study this convergence, a qualitative approach was employed to capture the
multiple realities reflected in the subjectivity of
tourist experiences at this site. Data from this
study were collected from an examination of
visitor comments on TripAdvisor, a widely recognized travel-related platform that provides
travel and hospitality information to visitors
regarding such things as places to visit, accommodation, food and beverages, and transportation, among others (O'Connor, 2010;
Xiang and Gretzel, 2010). Visitor comments
and sharing of experiences via blogging on this
site are posted only after TripAdvisor approves
them, ensuring the trustworthiness of the reviews (Çakar, 2018).
For this research, a total of 210 reviews
by visitors to Phnom Sampeau, Battambang,
were used, ranging in date from April 2012 to
September 2018. The reviews used in this study
were selected by adopting a ‘total population’
sampling method, wherein the selection process takes into account an ‘entire population of
people who share a particular characteristic or

experience’ (Salmons, 2015, p. 100). Hence, all
of the reviews that were blogged in by visitors
who have visited Phnom Sampeau were taken
into account.
These reviews underwent two coding cycles. The first cycle employed a holistic coding method where the aim was to ‘grasp basic
themes or issues in the data by absorbing them
as a whole instead of line-by-line analysis’ (Dey,
1993, p. 104). The second coding cycle utilized
in vivo coding, where a code refers to ‘words or
short phrases that are found in the data itself,
used by participants themselves’ (Strauss, 1987,
p. 33). A thematic analysis was then employed
to analyse the codes.

Findings
The findings from the visitor comments and reviews revealed ten different themes related to
the experiences they had at Phnom Sampeau
(see Table 4.1). Among these ten themes, six of
them are strongly related to dark tourism (see
Table 4.2). Based on these dark tourism themes,
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Fig. 4.2. A photograph of the golden reclining Buddha statue. (Photo: the Author)

it seems that, at some level, visitors go through a
phase of self-exploration or reflection regarding
the subject of humanity and morality as they
learn the history of the atrocities that took place
at Phnom Sampeau and view the skulls in the
Killing Caves. Despite its sombre environment,
many visitors viewed the Killing Caves as a place
Table 4.1. Emergent themes from the TripAdvisor
reviews.
Themes
1

Emotional response to the site

2

Pilgrimage site

3

Site as a form of education

4

Importance of the site

5

Dark history

6

Significant experience

7

Memorial and remembrance

8

Reminder

9

Self-reflection

10

Convergence of dark tourism
+pilgrimage tourism

that educates visitors and creates awareness of
this ‘traumascape’ (Copeland, 2011), provides
an opportunity to learn about the country and
its people and serves as a reminder and a lesson to ensure that this type of atrocity does not
occur again, as seen in the commemoration of
the victims in the memorials and temples in and
around Phnom Sampeau. To illustrate the findings, excerpts from visitors’ reviews and experiences from TripAdvisor related to these themes
are outlined below:
Table 4.3 shows the themes that relate
strongly to pilgrimage tourism. These themes
show that visitors not only recognize the importance of the site within Cambodian and world
history but also understand that despite its sad
history, Phnom Sampeau is a sacred place where
locals and visitors can pay their respects to the
dead and seek blessings from the monks in the
temple. For some visitors, Phnom Sampeau is a
place for reflection, and a place for others to gaze
upon and appreciate the temple aesthetic and to
celebrate religious festivals.
Table 4.4 shows five themes that relate to
the convergence of dark tourism and pilgrimage
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Table 4.2. Emergent themes related to the dark tourism context.
Themes related to dark tourism

Excerpts

1

Self-reflection

[…] it was an eye opening experience of man’s inhumanity
especially to see the skulls of murdered victims […] (Review
13)
[…] imagine how afwul the final moments for its victims must
have been […] (Review 103)

2

Site as a form of education

[…] but to me, an important way to understand part of the
psyche of the beautiful Cambodian people […] (Review 12)
[…] of interest for those who want to learn more about
Cambodia’s more recent gruesome history […] (Review 19)

3

Dark history

[…] Cambodia has a dark history but it’s worth
understanding to get a sense of the place and the people
[…] (Review 14)
[…] horrific Killing Caves reminding us of the atrocities of the
Pol Pot regime […] (Review 105)

4

Significant experience

[…] eerie, uncomfortable feeling strange as a tourist
attraction […] (Review 55)
[…] the killing caves were powerful, and it was very special
to do a blessing with the monks right outside of the caves
[…] (Review 83)

5

Reminder

[…] they deserve to not be forgotten. Their stories should
be told. The horror and the cruelty humans are capable of ...
serve as a lesson. A lesson that the new generation should
learn from […] (Review 114)
[…] really a sad place to remind you of the horrible history
and sin […] (Review 20)

6

Memorial and remembrance

[…] come and pay your respect to the victims and the
people of Cambodia […] (Review 72)
[…] they deserve to not be forgotten. Their stories should be
told. A lesson that the new generation should learn from […]
(Review 114)

tourism, which emphasize the fact that despite
the unfathomable horrors that have occurred in
Cambodia’s recent history it is still important for
visitors to see and know the history to understand
modern Cambodia. Many visitors described their
experience as raw and emotional, particularly
after hearing the story behind the existence of
Phnom Sampeau. Furthermore, this place engages visitors and expands their intrapersonal
communication through the act of self-reflection.
In addition, visitors described their experiences at
Phnom Sampeau as eye-opening, which enabled
them to gain a deeper insight into Cambodia’s
brutal past. Moreover, some visitors noted the importance of local guides in sharing stories about
the history of their country with visitors, which
interpretation provided different insights and perspectives that enhanced visitors’ experiences.

Discussion
The findings show some commonalities between dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism as
noted by Collins-Kreiner (2016). Through an
analysis of visitor comments and reviews on
TripAdvisor for Phnom Sampeau, it was found
that many visitors recognized the convergence
of dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism at the
site, wherein, as one reviewer noted, the site is a
‘mixture of heaven and hell’. Phnom Sampeau
enables such a convergence due to its macabre
history that projects the site as a dark tourist
destination while simultaneously acting as a
pilgrimage tourism destination because of the
presence of temples and acts of worship that are
performed therein.
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Table 4.3. Emergent themes related to the pilgrimage tourism context.
Themes related to pilgrimage
tourism

Excerpts

1

Importance of the site

[…] certainly, isn’t a tourist attraction: it’s part of Cambodia’s
past and a religious site […] (Review 2)
[…] beautiful place with a sad history, it is a place for
Buddhist and tourists to come and see the temples […]
(Review 99)

2

Self-reflection

[…] allows plenty of time to contemplating what the Khmer
people went through, the horror of the Killing Caves and the
Khmer Regime […] (Review 35)
[…] centering on man’s inhumanity to man, the place has
been into a Buddhist shrine and quiet and reverent […]
(Review 10)

3

Pilgrimage site

[…] The Killing Caves themselves, while centring on man’s
inhumanity to man, the place has been made into a Buddhist
shrine and quiet and reverent dignity pervades the place […]
(Review 10)
[…] in recent years, it has become a place of pilgrimage and
there is a sense of spirituality as well as tragedy here. Hearing
first-hand about what happened here is a totally different
experience to reading about it in a book […] (Review 3)

4

Memorial and remembrance

[…] I prayed for those who perished in the caves before
visiting the other attractions […] (Review 76)
[…] sombre reminder of the slaughter of 2 million people […]
(Review 111)

As Isaac (2018) contends, one of the
main motivations people have to visit a dark
site is to learn the stories behind the atrocities
that occurred at these sites. This is the case for
visitors who visit the Killing Caves – they are
interested in learning what happened there because this provides them with real insight into
what took place. Indeed, the theme ‘significant
experience’ highlighted the fact that many
visitors sought meaningful experiences rather
than visiting for mere pleasure. Collins-Kreiner
(2015, p. 3) describes this type of experience as
‘transformation[al], enlighten[ing], and life-
changing or consciousness-changing’.
Related to this, some of the existing literature on dark tourism suggests that the motivations behind visiting these types of sites
relates to an emotional yearning (Çakar, 2018;
see Chapter 14, this volume). Consequently,
Seaton (2002) states that ‘dark or sacred’ places are socially constructed, not just by those
who create and interpret these sites but also
reflection’ by individuals who
through ‘self-
engage in their own personal construction of

a site through subjective experiences and perceptions. As part of this, the emerged themes
seem to suggest that visitors had the tendency to be emotional in narrating their visiting
experiences. In some cases, some reviewers
tended to focus on describing the types of emotions that they felt during the visit to the site
(see Table 4.4).
Visitors to the Killing Caves also seemed
to be aware that the location’s ‘sense of place’
went beyond the beautiful temples and the
sobering arrangement of the skulls to provide a deeper understanding of modern-day
Cambodia. This is demonstrated in the findings whereby visitors note how visiting Phnom
Sampeau added to their knowledge about the
country and its people. To know a country one
must first understand its history. Eliade (1969)
asserts that every society consists of their own
sacred sites that mark their existence and beginnings, and in many ways Phnom Sampeau
marks the beginning of healing within
Cambodian society, as the present focus is not
on the event itself but rather a place where
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Table 4.4. Emergent themes related to the similarities between dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism.
Themes related to dark tourism
and pilgrimage tourism

Excerpts

1

Dark history

[…] despite the chilling history of this site, a must see to get a
real feel for what the Cambodians have to had to endure […]
(Review 41)
[…] the Killing Cave was macabre and haunting […] (Review
132)

2

Self-reflection

[…] leaves one wondering how it is possible that such terrible
things happened in a wonderful country like Cambodia […]
(Review 80)
[…] you do wonder how it was allowed to happen […] (Review
113)

3

Significant experience

[…] the information he told us was so tragic it put what we
were seeing in a different perspective. An experience not to be
missed for those wanting to know the real Cambodia not just
the tourist side […] (Review 102)
[…] impressive, haunting and confronting […] (Review 80)

4

Importance of the site

[…] hard to see some of the historical things in Cambodia, but
it is important. So many people lost their lives and by going I
felt I gave recognition for their lives […] (Review 66)
[…] it is hard to see some of the historical things in Cambodia,
but it is important […] (Review 66)

5

Emotional response to the site

[…] moving and devastatingly sad […] (Review 48)
[…] history behind this hill is very sad and touching (Review
40)

visitors can pay their respects and offer prayers
for those who died.

Conclusion
In addressing the research objective of this
chapter, it is arguable that although the results
found that Phnom Sampeau was a site where elements of dark tourism and pilgrimage tourism
converged, it is also possible that these findings
might differ depending on the site or place selected. For example, some sites may have more significant impact than others due to the degree of
awareness of the site by visitors, as some places
are widely promoted for tourism purposes while
others are left undiscovered and unknown to
society. Other sites might have undergone what
Seaton (2002) refers to as ‘sacralization’, where
certain locations have been framed and marketed as being more meaningful than others and

even considered as quasi-religious sites (Seaton,
2002). Even from a broader perspective, even
though Cambodia is geographically located in
the south-east Asia region, which has a strong
foundation of different religions, particularly
Buddhism in Cambodia, it is recognized more
for its dark history versus its religious sites and
ceremonies. For this reason, even though dark
tourism and pilgrimage tourism converge as a
single phenomenon, as illustrated at Phnom
Sampeau, results might differ if alternative sites
in south-east Asia, or Cambodia for that matter,
were selected. As such, more studies should be
conducted on other types of destinations that
might also have potential for the convergence
of dark and/or pilgrimage tourism to examine if
these findings indeed support the current literature (Collins-Kreiner, 2016). Also, methodologically speaking, future studies regarding Phnom
Sampeau could utilize other empirical methods
such as interviews and case studies to obtain a
different outcome.
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Introduction
Questions regarding what constitutes terrorism
and why violent acts by terrorists occur have
been discussed ad nauseum by political think
tanks and international government bodies.
While answers to these questions have varied
within different political contexts, responses to
terrorism have solidified in the post-9/11 political landscape, where Muslims, in particular,
have been catalogued as staunch enemies of
western civilization and dealing with terrorism
has become a moral issue. While terrorism is an
old phenomenon (Moten, 2010), since 9/11, terrorism has mutated towards more radical forms
of violence and intimidation, with much of this
violence being oriented towards spaces of consumption and leisure and tourist destinations.
This is because this targeting of ‘soft’ sites with
violence helps terrorist groups to minimize their
costs, in that the media will amplify the message of the terrorists more when the victims of
violence are civilians that are far removed from
the political concerns of the terrorists. When the
media amplifies the terrorists’ message, packaging and disseminating it to the global public,
they act as messengers for, or the marketing arm
of, these terrorist groups. As such, terrorism
moves in similar ways to celebrities who need

the attention that popular culture and the media give (Howie, 2012, 2014, 2015). As Howie
(2007, p. 10) suggests, ‘terrorists do not want
a lot of people dying; they want a lot of people
watching!’. Hence, terrorism and tourism, in a
post-9/11 context, are inextricably intertwined.
In this context, academics have turned their
attention to the importance of countries with
tourism-dependent economies to have plans in
place to prevent and/or recover from terrorist attacks and threats (Pizam and Smith, 2000; Pizam
and Fleischer, 2002; Floyd and Pennington-
Gray, 2004; Paraskevas and Arendell, 2007;
Araña and León, 2008). Less-developed nations,
many of which are dependent on tourism, are
prone to suffer economically unless tightened
security is implemented (Mansfeld and Pizam,
2006; Tarlow, 2014). However, to some extent, risk perception theory, which deals with
decision-making processes related to how risk is
perceived and reduced, has failed to prevent the
advance of terrorism, while the rise of more radicalized and virulent terrorist cells, such as ISIS,
has decreased the credibility of risk perception
theory to prevent future attacks. Recent terrorist
attacks in Paris, London, Brussels and New York,
which were perpetrated entirely in leisure spots
and tourist cities, place the future of the tourism
industry in jeopardy.
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In this chapter the authors explore the
limitations and caveats framed into the specialized literature on tourism and terrorism, focusing particularly on the capacity of terrorism to
produce what is termed ‘thanatopsis’, or contemplations of death, which is the main commodity
or experience at dark-related sites. The authors
argue that the use of dark tourism as heritage
may help communities to begin the process of
resiliency and healing, but at the same time
runs the risk of the same community forgetting the real reasons behind a traumatic event.
This, then, opens the door to a moral dilemma,
in considering that acts of terrorism eventually
become sources of profit for dark tourism destinations. Whilst dealing with the problem of terrorism is generally not couched in the context of
profit-making, this is a much deeper ethical issue related to dark tourism that deserves further
attention.

What Is Dark Tourism?
From time immemorial, humankind has struggled with the inevitability of death. Aries (1975)
argues that in premodern societies people were
well accustomed to suffering and death in their
daily lives. Death was an ever-present possibility. However, successive and rapid technological
breakthroughs have led to longer life expectancies, removing death from the everyday lives of
modern citizens. This is why when acts occur,
such as car accidents, civil protests, natural disasters and conflicts where deaths occur, they are
obsessively thematized by the media.
Stone and Sharpley (2008) have introduced
the term ‘thanatological perspective’ into discussions related to dark tourism, which attempts to
explain the motivations behind visits to spaces
of mass death or zones that were obliterated by
natural disasters. Although the obsession for
gazing at or visiting tombs and scenes of death
was ancestral, dark tourism refers to an emerging phenomenon that has been accelerated by
the process of secularization. In a world where
experiences have become all important, dark
tourism represents the need to imagine one’s
own end through ordeals that others have faced.
This is a powerful motivational factor that helps
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visitors to deal with their own mortality (Stone
and Sharpley, 2008).
Unfortunately, popular interests in travelling to dark sites have been proportional to the
proliferation of fragmented knowledge production, which led to misleading results and findings (Hooper and Lennon, 2016). For the sake
of clarity, while different academic waves developed their own definitions of dark tourism,
in other cases a vast range of terms are used to
signal the same phenomenon. For example, dark
tourism is followed by other similar concepts
such as ‘thanatourism’, ‘doom tourism’ and
‘mourning tourism’, to name a few.
In this respect, dark tourism offers a fertile field to study modern concepts of death despite a dispersion of operational definitions that
can lead to confusion regarding what exactly
dark tourism is and how it can be studied. For
example, dark tourism exhibits a vast range of
similarly grouped phenomena, such as ‘war
tourism’, ‘thanatourism’, ‘slum tourism’, ‘grief
tourism’ and ‘prison tourism’, which need further discussion (Johnston, 2013).
English-speaking nations have cultivated
an advanced interest in these types of tourism
sites, while in Latin America and other non-
western countries the trend remains in its infancy (Korstanje, 2011; Korstanje and George,
2017). However, Stone (2012) argues convincingly that interest in places of death dates to
at least the Middle Ages, but in industrialized
societies this interest was determined by the
much deeper processes of secularization that
affected the classic religious belief in the afterlife. People seem to need to understand their
own mortality through the lens of the death of
others. As Cohen (2011) notes, dark sites are
often used as a pedagogical toolkit to teach history and to present a set of explanations and
mythical guidelines that alleviate people’s anxieties after disasters or events took place. This
view not only seems to be rooted in specific
geographical points or areas where tragedies
took place, but also, visitors who visit these
sites seem to prioritize the authentic nature of
the site over other experiences (see Chapter 1,
this volume). Other studies have emphasized
the needs of victims and survivors of terrorist
attacks or natural disasters to thematize their
losses through negotiating and expropriating
the meaning(s) of the (re)memorized event(s)

50

M.E. Korstanje and L. Howie

(e.g. Tumarkin, 2013; White and Frew, 2013;
Tzanelli, 2016).
In addition to marking and maintaining
these sites for remembrance purposes, the sites
are also preserved for economic purposes. As
such, Tumarkin (2013) has coined the term
‘traumascape’ to denote the sites where trauma
is not only constrained but also commoditized.
The term ‘traumatic’ is not synonymous with
fear, but rather with pain, where traumascapes
are temporal and geographical places that are
materially bound to traumatic experiences and
the confronting of those experiences (Tumarkin,
2013). In the context of commodification, not all
violent actions are traumatically re-memorized,
while others with minimal effects are exaggerated, particularly those that are the focus of media
attention.
Over recent years, many studies have focused on dark tourism as a subtype of heritage
(e.g. Strange and Kempa, 2003; Biran et al.,
2011; Cohen, 2011; Kang et al., 2012; White
and Frew, 2013). In sum, these studies, which
have enthusiastically embraced dark tourism as
heritage, hold that the construction of heritage
from past events and personalities is a political
act that utilizes the past to enhance social cohesion. However, the circulated discourses revolving around the dark site are accepted, rejected
and negotiated through the historical allegories
created by the society to interpret the traumatic
events (Wight and Lennon, 2007). To put this
bluntly, the dissonant reactions as well as the
negotiated loyalties among families and authorities are physically located in the territory; to
be more exact, in the cultural formation of the
place. Over years, these unremitting discrepancies gradually crystallize in a one-sided view.

The Dark as Heritage
Theorists of dark tourism as heritage have
looked into the past to show that dark tourism
is not a new phenomenon; rather, it is masked in
the history of ancient civilizations and even in
the Middle Ages. Originally, humanity was fascinated and scared by death, but once secularization blurred the borders between sacred and
profane, humans rushed to domesticate death.
Through the imagination of others’ deaths,

thanatopsis mediates between people and their
ruminations. Visitors not only are moved by the
quest of authenticity but also in meeting anthropological answers to the cosmological mysteries
of life, death, suffering and pain (Collins-Kreiner
and Gatrell, 2006; Collins-Kreiner, 2010; Biran
et al., 2011; Hartmann, 2014; Hooper and
Lennon, 2016).
In her book Heritage that Hurts, Sather-
Wagstaff (2016) argues that heritage is the only
valid lens through which to study dark tourism.
She bemoans the fact that current misunderstandings regarding authenticity stem from the
lack of understanding by tourism scholars regarding anthropological reciprocity. She centres
her critical discussion on Ground Zero in New
York. According to Sather-Wagstaff, psychological trauma tends to make people more equal or
places them in a more egalitarian relationship,
and any attempt to memorize a disaster initiates
a process of mourning and activates a spiritual
and emotional solidarity between victims, their
kindred and the general public. Sather-Wagstaff
cites the example of 9/11 and the global support that the people of the USA received after the
event. The political solidarity around dark sites is
transformed in an ethnocentric discourse when
the political power intervenes in the configuraWagstaff,
tion of the shared heritage (Sather-
2016).
As Korstanje (2018) notes, theories related
to heritage and mobilities are inextricably intertwined. When visitors traverse through these
spaces of trauma, they are in real contact with
the suffering of others. In this way, the social
communion and solidarity between tourists and
victims is enhanced. At the same time, interest
by tourists in consuming the authenticity of
these spaces rests on a seemingly philosophical
contradiction, in part because the authenticity
of the events that occurred in these spaces is
almost impossible to validate or recreate. While
heritage remains the ideological core of nationhood, this core does not necessarily rest on flags
and national symbols, but rather the aspects
of heritage that governments wish to portray
as representative of nationhood and worthy of
national identity discourses. As such, governments are able to (re)interpret dark events and
spaces in a way that encourages travel to these
locations that are, in essence, fabricated and imagined narratives designed to promote a specific
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political or ideological perspective and messages
(Tzanelli, 2016, 2017).

Dark Tourism and Pilgrimages
One of the pioneers who have dissected the tendons of religiosity of tourism was the American
anthropologist Dean MacCannell. In his book The
Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (1976)
he argues that the expansion of secularization,
particularly in western societies, gradually undermined the influence of religion in the public
sphere. However, this has left a gap in terms of
understanding the nature of reality and the purpose of life. This is why the idea of authenticity
is so important in the present age. At the same
time, the gap left by the declining influence of religion has been filled by modern tourism, which
offers authentic experiences for consumption
while really offering what MacCannell calls
‘staged authenticity’ (MacCannell, 1976).
As noted above, the importance of
MacCannell’s work rests on the intersection
of tourism and pilgrimage, in which both are
anchored by the search for meaning and authenticity. In this vein, Raj and Griffin (2017)
have called attention to a paradoxical situation
in religious tourism studies regarding the dichotomy between sacredness and profane consumption. While tourism is often catalogued as
a hedonist activity, which is based on pleasure-
maximization, pilgrimages denote sacrifice and
pain. While visiting the tombs of saints or a cathedral might be viewed as a sacred act for some
visitors, for others these same spaces are tourist
attractions. As such, it is very difficult to sometimes differentiate between tourism and pilgrimage travel because of their structural differences.
To overcome this, Raj and Griffin (2016)
suggest the term ‘sacred journey’ to differentiate
these types of travel from secular or hedonistic
journeys. The separation of tourism and religion
is theoretically legitimized by Dean MacCannell
(1976) and his concept of ‘pseudo-events’ (see
Boorstin, 1964). According to MacCannell and
Boorstin, it is impossible for tourists to find true
authenticity, and therefore consume these staged
authentic experiences in their quest to find the
authentic. While manufactured events and attractions serve as an ideological instrument
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of control over an exploited workforce, sacred
places seem to have become sites of perceived
authenticity despite their use by tourism entities
as tourism attractions (Olsen, 2003). Related
to this, Timothy and Olsen (2006) suggest that
in the near future, applied research would focus on examining not only how the concept of
sacredness intersects with secularization, but
also on the subjectivity and social construction
of sacred spaces. While, as noted above, different spaces can be viewed as sacred or secular by
different individuals, persons, groups and communities, these spaces can also be subject to
historical negotiations and contested meanings
(Timothy and Olsen, 2001). As such, heritage
and religious sites and experiences are inevitably entwined. This raises the intriguing question
of whether dark tourism is a subtype of religious
tourism or vice versa.
Collins-Kreiner (2010) defines pilgrimage
as a type of circular trip which evokes a new
paradigm in mobilities-
related theories. She
questions the extent to which religious factors
are the touchstones of pilgrimage, considering
the postmodern expansion of the term ‘pilgrimage’ to include secular forms of travel, such as
to government monuments and buildings, sites
of popular culture and even hedonistic tourism
activities like skiing (Collins-Kreiner, 2010; see
Knox and Hannam, 2014).
In the same vein, scholars who study dark
tourism as heritage emphasize the needs of individuals for authentic experience as the key factor
that explains their fascination with these sites. In
the same way that pilgrims and religious tourists
feel a particular attachment to certain locations,
the ‘experiential approach to heritage tourism’
(Biran et al., 2011, p. 824) suggests that dark
tourists manifest different types of attachment
to dark sites and also show different attitudes towards death. The subjectivity of tourists’ interest in death will change the primary motive for
travel to dark sites. For example, many visitors to
Auschwitz, although their motives were varied,
were there mainly to have an emotional (heritage) experience (Biran et al., 2011). According
to Sather-Wagstaff (2016), visitors to sites of
traumatic events seek to experience solidarity
with those who were affected by those events.
However, when groups in control of these sites
attempt to corrupt and change the meanings
and messages of the sites, the sentiment of
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reciprocity begins to disappear as these conflicting messages create an oversimplification of the
traumatic event, leading to the telling of partial
truths regarding what really happened.

Pilgrimage to Death
‘Why do disasters happen?’ and ‘Why do survivors reproduce biased explanations of the
reasons behind the event?’ are two of the main
questions that guided Zygmunt Bauman’s research regarding the Holocaust in the context
of a consumer society. In his work, Bauman
suggests that scholars should look at dark heritage through the lens of global capitalism. With
a focus on Auschwitz-Birkenau and the horrible crimes perpetrated against civilians in Nazi
Germany, Bauman holds that the Holocaust resulted from the adoption of modern rationality
and the process of depersonalization that globalized capitalism accelerated (Bauman, 1988,
1989). Within this context, Bauman argues
that the Holocaust was a product of a pathology rooted in frustration. The Holocaust, following Bauman, allowed not only an aesthetic
of modernity, where creating destruction played
a vital role, but also created a new type of rationality that exploited others to fulfil certain,
in this case racial, goals. Scholars, however,
tend to think this tragic event was a failure of
the mainstream cultural values or ideals of modernity rather than of those who perpetrated
the event (Bauman, 1989). In Bauman’s view,
then, the importance of events is not expressed
by the stories created around them, but rather,
epistemologically speaking, they are the result
of a much deeper process. The Holocaust was
not only a universal crime, it was also based on
particular rationalities, allegories and technologies oriented towards ‘the profusion of death’
(Bauman, 1989, p. 8).
In this sense, it is erroneous to think that
civilization and cruelty are not intertwined.
Civilization is about the exploitation of others,
if not through slavery then through the idea
of civilization being cemented on a bloody past
(i.e. heritage), which is not communicated to
the next generation (Bauman, 1989). In other
words, it was not just technological advancement but also the rational administration that

was necessary for the Holocaust to take place; as
Bauman (1989, p. 13) argues, ‘The Nazi mass
murder of the European Jewry was not only the
technological achievement of an industrial society but also the organizational achievement of
a bureaucratic society’. Modern bureaucracy
has been a leading factor in a decline of ethics,
which is a key characteristic of modernity.
In Liquid Surveillance: A Conversation
(Bauman and Lyon, 2013), Bauman introduces
the term ‘collateral damage’ to describe the lack
of critical thinking in the hands of army forces
in the Middle East. The conditions of war in the
modern era have radically changed from the way
war was waged in the past. Today, drones are
flown by soldiers who never put their lives at risk
but engage in battles that kill thousands while
sitting at a desk. Employing the term ‘adiaforization’, which refers to the dissociation or indifference people have between ethical norms and
values, and action, Bauman adds that the introduction of technology to warfare was originally
aimed at mitigating major risks. However, this
use of technology has now paved the way for the
advent of actions that are not linked to ethics or
to a thoughtful perusal of the consequences of
war. The ‘other’, in this case, has been reduced
to being subject to the operationalization of machines and digital instruments manipulated by
automats. Any error or mistake in the calculation and implementation of attacks based on
this technological warfare was labelled as ‘collateral damage’.
Arendt (1964) was correct when she postulated the idea of the ‘banality of evil’, which
means the instrumentalization – if not subordination – of ethical reasoning to where regular
people set aside their ethical and moral reasoning to engage in evil acts (Bauman and Lyon,
opting or use of heritage for
2013). The co-
propaganda purposes runs this type of risk. As
Guidotti-
Hernández (2011) argues, tourism
sometimes involuntarily reproduces misleading information or untruths regarding people
and events of the past, which, in many cases,
replicates these political and class-based power
asymmetries. In a Hobbesian sense, violence is
legally monopolized and specifically legislated by
the law, which violence is orchestrated, in part,
through heritage. Yet in many cases the focus of
heritage interpretation is on the conditions rather than the reasons why an event occurred, and
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rarely ever questions the political, racial or gender positioning that brought the tragedy about
in the first place.
The above discussion is also tied in to the
idea of commerce and profit. As Miles (2015)
notes, capitalism expands its influence across the
world through the articulation of a philosophical absence that is filled by travel to dark sites.
Based on the southern USA and its dark legacy
with slavery, Miles contends that plantation
tours are often organized to show the South as
a haunted landscape – where the souls of slaves
are ever-present. For example, the presence of
voodoo is because of the cultural influence of
African slaves; yet the practices of voodoo seem
to be the symbolic touchstone of many of these
tours. People on these tours are confronted not
only by the tragedy of slavery but also by the
accompanying personal histories and biographies, replete with human sacrifices and black
magic. Miles’s work corresponds with the idea
that dark consumption associates mainly with
heritage, which is, at best, politically manipulated to be commoditized as a form of entertainment. While tours cover the history of slavery
through certain interpretational techniques and
methods, as Miles suggests, no less true is that
this interpretation may lead towards conceptual
distortions and, in part, obscure the real reasons
for slavery (Miles, 2015).
Miles’s discussion raises some interesting
questions: Is heritage really part of the problem or the solution? Why should we memorize
tragedies in the first place? In The Rise of Thana
Capitalism and Tourism, Korstanje (2016) suggests that heritage is really a neutral instrument
that can be a resilient tool to help victims deal
with loss and suffering while at the same time being used as a spectacle of disaster or an ‘image-
event’ (Baudrillard and Valentin, 2002, p. 413)
and integrated into the cultural values of capitalism. In contemporary sociology, capitalism is
studied through the lens of risk and rationality.
Perceptions of risk in this case were based on assessments of future probabilities of risk rather
than the conditions of existence in the present
time. However, as Korstanje (2016) observed,
this view of risk abruptly shifted after the 9/11
attacks. These events showed not only the incapacity of westerners to prevent terrorism, but
also prompted the destruction of certainties. As
a paradigm-shifting event, 9/11 framed a new
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stage of capitalism that is based on the morbid
consumption of disasters as exchangeable commodities. Now, while classic tourist destinations offering blue seas and white sand are still
popular, more increasingly, thana capitalism,
or the creation of new products based on risk
and death, has emerged and affected traditional
patterns of tourist mobilities. This includes the
creation of new tourism niche markets, such
as travel to sites of disasters, grief, war, slums
or mass-death, which evinces an obsession for
gazing at the suffering of others.
This interest in gazing upon suffering and
death, however, is not limited to tourism, it is also
manifested in other media and cultural forms of
entertainment, such as the film industry, reality shows, newspapers and television networks.
Equally important, lay-citizens – as modern consumers – seem to be, in part, obsessive in their
consumption of this type of content because it
reinforces their privileged positions and distance
from these events. In a hyper-secularized society
where death is considered a sign of weakness,
consumers gaze at the death of others not to create a climate of reciprocity, as Sather-Wagstaff
suggested, but rather to revitalize their loyalties
to their governments. One of the founders of
micro-
sociology, Herbert Mead (1934), noted
that people complain of bad news in the newspapers, but they never stop reading them, as their
sense of happiness was based on the suffering
of the others. Likewise, with thana capitalism,
the consumption of dark tourism sites reminds
visitors that one of the aspects that characterize
modern life is competition and social Darwinism.
The material asymmetries among classes are
legitimated by the stimulation of competition,
which leads to a climate of social Darwinism
where a few people hold wealth while the rest
live and die in poverty.
Considering the above discussion, there
is no other novel that reflects better the logic
of thana capitalism than The Hunger Games
(Collins, 2008). The story introduces President
Snow, who resides in the rich capital. He organizes a lethal game in which two delegates from
each of the outlying 13 exploited districts are
chosen to fight to the death. These warriors
never co-operate with others because there can
only be one winner. The same applies to the days
of thana capitalism, where the maximization of
pleasure is not associated with the Apollonian
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sense of beauty, but rather with the morbid consumption of suffering and death. Some scholars
question the interests and motivations of visitors to dark sites who view heritage as a source
of authority to remind themselves how special
they are or, at best, revitalize their own frustrations related to the exploitation of capitalism, as
MacCannell (1976) observed. In the developed
world, the loyalties of citizens respecting their
states are validated through the consumption of
misery and death, particularly as compared to
less-developed nations.
This does not mean that dark heritage
poses distorted ideological messages to visitors,
but rather encourages ‘the morbid witnessing’ (Howie, 2012, p. 47) that has become the
main commodity of this new emergent society.
In the case of terrorism, it creates a paradoxical situation; while the global audiences show
repugnance of terrorism as highlighted by the
media, they are unable to stop consuming it. As
a result of this, terrorism channels the message
of extortion through a new morbid lens. Like
Ground Zero, soon similar destinations affected
by terrorism will be developed as dark tourism
sites. Therefore, there is an urgency to forge a
more ethical heritage in dark tourism and consumption that, rather than ossifying the pain of

others, serves as a real mechanism towards resiliency, so as to prevent the same disasters from
being repeated.

Conclusion
This chapter calls the attention to the need to
further discuss the role of heritage at dark sites.
Although dark tourism fulfils a pedagogical role
and enhances the resiliency of society in post-
disaster contexts, the politics and economics of
these sites run the risk of lessening the emotional impact of these events over the years.
As Tzanelli (2016, 2017) and Sather-Wagstaff
(2016) have outlined, the allegories of dark
tourism should be negotiated with all, not only
to unify the message that these dark sites present
but also to avoid nationalist-related discourses
that may affect ethnic minorities. In the coming years, the tourism industry will need to seek
alternative ways to negotiate an ever-changing
world where empathy is a rare gift. As such, this
chapter has attempted to encourage academics to pull together the scattered production of
knowledge regarding heritage and dark places
and the multiplicity of meanings and definitions
revolving around the issues discussed.
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Introduction

history. For the development of dark tourism to
be successful and sustainable, it is necessary to
Visits to places related to death, atrocity and on- understand this historical context.
The purpose of this chapter is examine how
going conflict around the world have increased
the
students
of the Higher Vocational College for
sharply in the last couple of decades (Buda,
Hospitality,
Wellness
and Tourism, Bled, under2015; Hartmann, 2018; Isaac and Platenkamp,
2018; Korstanje and Ivanov, 2012; Korstanje stand the concept of dark tourism, and to explore their views relating to possibilities for the
and Baker, 2018; Lennon, 2018; Lennon and
development of dark tourism in Slovenia. More
Foley, 2000; Seaton, 2009, 2018; Sharpley and
particularly, the authors wanted the elements of
Stone, 2009; Sharpley and Wright, 2018; Stone,
dark heritage that the students perceived as hav2011, 2013, 2018). Dark tourism is gaining
ing the greatest potential to be integrated into
popularity and importance as a tourism niche
the dark tourism sector.
market. In Europe, dark tourism sites tend to
To understand these student views, the aube based on places related to warfare. Indeed,
thors first looked at the dark history of Slovenia
military battlefields, cemeteries and ossuaries, with an emphasis on the dark war heritage.
monuments and museums, and solemn memo- Then, the status of the research of dark tourrial events are an integral part of the European ism in Slovenia was assessed. Finally, the results
cultural landscape and society. This military of the survey given to students at the Higher
landscape has led to Slovenia, a small eastern- Vocational College for Hospitality, Wellness and
European country with a total of 2 million Tourism, Bled, are discussed.
people, having access to a wide range of dark
heritage and stories upon which to base dark
tourism development. Indeed, most dark tourSlovenia’s Dark History
ism in Slovenia is associated with visiting sites
of dark war heritage, as warfare is an important
part of the collective memory and identity of the Slovenia has been subsumed by several forcountry. However, efforts to maintain these sites eign powers. For example, it was taken over by
are not necessarily for the benefit of tourists, Napoleon and later became part of the Austro-
but rather to expose the dark side of Slovenia’s Hungarian monarchy up until the end of World
*Corresponding author: lea.kuznik@gmail.com
© CAB International 2020. Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage (eds M.E. Korstanje and
D.H. Olsen)
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War I. Then, from 1918 to the end of World
War II, two thirds of the territory was a part of the
Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, which
was later renamed the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, in
1929. During this time, one third of the territory
of modern Slovenia was a part of the Kingdom
of Italy. In 1941, Slovenia was occupied by
three foreign groups: the Germans, the Italians
and the Hungarians. In 1945, Slovenia was the
Federal State of Slovenia under the auspices of
the Democratic Federal Yugoslavia, which was
later renamed the Socialist Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia, in 1963 (Grafenauer, 2018).
Particularly during the World Wars, there
were extremely atrocious acts perpetrated within the territory of Slovenia, including battles
and executions of the victims of revolutionary
and political change. Because of these atrocities,
there is a high number of monuments, memorial
plaques and museum collections related to these
events. The events and sites related to World
War I are mainly in the territory of the Soča Front,
while dark sites from World War II, and immediately after, can be found throughout Slovenia. In
each of these wars, people of multiple nationalities died, including Hungarians, Austrians,
Russians, Croats, Germans and Italians, a mix of
civilians and soldiers (Grafenauer, 2018).

because of the lack of government endorsement
and investment in scientific research (Rangus and
Brumen, 2016, p. 939). This has led to both a lack
of research and of the development of economic
and scientific policies relating to dark tourism development and promotion. As such, dark tourism
attractions in Slovenia are relatively unknown
and very poorly developed compared to the rest of
the world, being mostly limited to sites related to
World Wars I and II.
In recent years there has been a growing
interest in Slovenia and research on its dark
tourism. The main purpose of our research is
to explore and understand student views of
Slovenian dark tourism and to identify attractions that could be used for its development.
For example, in October 2014, an international workshop entitled Dark Tourism: Post-
WWI Destinations of Human Tragedies and
Opportunities for Tourism Development was
held to commemorate the centenary of the start
of WWI. As a part of this conference, a scientific
monograph was published, including several
articles relating to dark tourism and Slovenia in
the context of the War, including:

•
•

Researching Dark Tourism in
Slovenia
During the past two decades, dark tourism has
been both a growing tourism niche market and
an area of intense research by scholars in various disciplines (e.g. Hartmann, 2018; Isaac and
Platenkamp, 2018 ; Korstanje and Baker, 2018;
Korstanje and Ivanov, 2012; Lennon, 2018;
Lennon and Foley, 2000; Seaton, 2009, 2018;
Sharpley and Stone, 2009; Sharpley and Wright,
2018; Stone, 2011, 2013, 2018). However, the
phenomenon of dark tourism in a Slovenian
context has been relatively underexplored. Even
though the study of tourism in Slovenia started in
1689 with Janez Vajkard Valvasor’s encyclopedia
entitled The Glory of the Duchy of Carniola (Slava
Vojvodine Kranjske), tourism-related research by
Slovenian scholars, including research on dark
tourism, has fallen behind similar research by
the international community in other countries

•
•

definitions and theories related to dark
tourism research (Gosar, 2015);
investigating the dark tourism potential
for the Isonzo Front, the Rupnik Defence
Line and their potential for dark tourism
development (Klemenčič and Koderman,
2015; Likar and Klavora, 2015; Nečak,
2015);
the development of tourist itineraries and
activities with the topic of World War I in
the municipality of Komen (Jere Jakulin
and Golob, 2015); and
investigating the perspectives of young
Croatian residents regarding warfare tourism in the context of the Croatian War of
Independence (1991–1995) (Šuligoj, 2016).

Additionally, recent papers by Slovenian
academics (e.g. Kužnik and Grafenauer, 2015;
Kužnik and Veble, 2018; Kužnik, 2017) and
theses by Master’s and PhD students have been
written on dark tourism (e.g. Dernulovec, 2015;
Todorović, 2016; Pirnat, 2018; Veble, 2016).
However, in comparison to dark tourism research in other areas of the world, dark tourism
research in Slovenia is in its infancy.

Dark Heritage as a Basis for Dark Tourism Development in Slovenia

Understanding Student Views of Dark
Tourism in Slovenia
In Slovenia, there are several popular tourist
attractions based on the country's dark history
and heritage, mainly those connected to the
World Wars. However, Slovenians do not refer
to visits to these sites as dark tourism; in part,
because such visits are usually associated with
aspects of commemoration and education.
In this vein, the authors were interested
to understand how the students at the Higher
Vocational College for Hospitality and Tourism,
Bled, understood the concept of dark tourism.
One of the essential substantive emphases of the
study programme Hospitality and Tourism is tourist guiding and the development of new and innovative tourist initiatives. Emphasis is also placed
on searching for a balance between the conservation of the cultural – including dark – heritage
and professional integration into the modern
tourism industry. Understanding student perspectives on dark tourism development in Slovenia is
important considering these students are working towards employment in the tourism industry
and would need to confront and engage with dark
tourism attractions in guiding and marketing contexts. In addition, through understanding student
perspectives of dark tourism, this research aimed
to identify types of attractions in Slovenia that
could be used as the basis for the development of
dark tourism.
To accomplish these goals, a research questionnaire was developed and administered to
the students taking tourism courses during the
2015/16, 2016/17 and 2017/18 academic
years. A total of 260 students of tourism, ranging from 19 to 24 years of age, participated in
the research. Of the students taking the questionnaire, 165 were female and 95 were male.
The questionnaire asked:

•
•

What types of dark cultural heritage/attractions could be the basis of, or should be
included in, the development of dark tourism in Slovenia?
How is the exposed dark heritage included
in the modern tourist offering?

In addition to students analysing the questionnaire answers, the websites of tourism
agencies and a review of the relevant academic
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literature on dark tourism were used to develop
a typology of dark heritage attractions that can
be used in the design of new tourist programmes
and dark tourism development and marketing in
Slovenia.

Questionnaire Results
When answering the question regarding what
aspects of Slovenia’s dark heritage should be
included in the development of dark tourism,
students listed several types of heritage that are
part of the tourist offering but not labelled or
promoted as dark tourism in a Slovenian tourism marketing context. Some of these types
of heritage included: cemeteries, prisons and
penitentiaries, museums and memorial parks,
camps, memorials, performances, battle enactments, architectural heritage, memorial trails
and films. Students also identified other examples of dark cultural heritage that are not
included in tourist itineraries, including sites
of natural disasters and postwar massacres.
An analysis of each of these elements of dark
heritage is discussed below.
Cemeteries
The most common answer to the question of
what types of attractions should be the basis
for developing dark tourism was visiting different types of cemeteries. Cemeteries (see
Chapter 8, this volume) are tourist attractions
because of their cultural, artistic and historical value. As such, many students termed visits
to cemeteries ‘cemetery tourism’ rather than
‘dark tourism’. Students noted specific cemeteries that are popular tourist attractions on
certain celebratory days or anniversaries, such
as the grave of Slovenian poet France Prešeren
in Kranj or the Šempeter Roman Necropolis
in Celje. The Žale Central Cemetery in the city
of Ljubljana, designed by one of the great
Slovenian architects, Jože Plečnik, and given
the European Heritage label in 2009, was also
mentioned. Also, students listed many of the
six World War I military cemeteries in the Soča
Valley, many of which were part of the Isonzo
Front (1915–1917) where several battles beHungarian forces
tween Italian and Austro-
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were fought. Of the cemeteries listed, the Žale
Central Cemetery is a part of the tourism offering in Slovenia, where guides point out the
cultural and architectural significance of the
cemetery and tell the stories of important historical figures who are buried there.

Postwar massacre sites
The second most mentioned type of heritage
was postwar massacres. Researchers have found
that after the end of World War II, thousands of
Slovenes were killed and placed in mass graves
in isolated areas of the country because they collaborated with the Nazis or opposed communism
(Coresellis and Ferrar, 2005). Postwar massacres
are a contentious topic in Slovenia, in part because there are many burial grounds that have
not been discovered. As such, it has been difficult
for Slovenians to find closure. One postwar massacre site mentioned by students was the Barbara
Pit in Huda jama pri Laškem, an abandoned mine
in which over 1400 people were executed (Fink-
Hafner, 2010; Hayden, 2012).

important types of dark heritage. For example,
the Park of Military History in Pivka, the location of an old Italian barracks and an interpretational centre for the Independence War of 1991,
was the most frequently mentioned museum.
The Alpine Wall Fort on Primož Hill, built by the
Italian army along the entire land border in the
period between World Wars I and II – was also
mentioned. The Kobarid Museum in Kobarid
was mentioned, which is home to a permanent
exhibition showing the history of the atrocities
that took place during World War I on European
battlefields, during battles at the Soča Front, and
the transformation at the political borders after
the end of World War I. This is done through the
use of personal testimonies and stories from participants in the battles (Kravanja, 2014).
Another museum mentioned by the students was the Museum of Slovene Police in Tacen,
which documents criminal acts within Slovenia
and attempts to raise awareness of crime prevention (www.policija.si; https://www.culture.si/en/
Museum_of_Slovene_Police). In the context of
dark tourism, the dark stories of Slovenian serial
killers Metod Trobec and Silvo Plut stand out, and
the museum displays the personal belongings of
their victims in an effort to share the stories behind their crimes.

Prisons
Prisons and penitentiaries from different time periods were also considered aspects of Slovenia’s
heritage that would be suitable to include in dark
tourism development. The Castle of Ljubljana,
which served as a prison from the 19th century
to the end of World War II, and is one of the most
visited tourist attractions in Slovenia, was mentioned most often (Reisp, 1985; Stopar, 1992).
The former military prison Hostel Celica, also
mentioned by most students, now serves as one
of the best hotels in Europe. Other prisons, such
as the Maribor Prison, the Dob pri Mirni Prison,
the Ig Prison and the Celje Prison – prisons that
are not part of the current tourism offering in
Slovenia – were also mentioned.

Museums
Many students stated that museums and museum collections relating to the World Wars were

War camps
War or concentration camps were also mentioned
by students. The most frequently mentioned camp
was the labour camp Ljubelj, which was established by the German Reich during World War II
for the purpose of building the Ljubelj tunnel beneath a mountain range that connected Austria
and Slovenia. The camp was one of 49 branches
of the Mauthausen Concentration Camp (see
Chapter 22). Several thousand political prisoners and criminals died during the building of the
Ljubelj tunnel (1943–1945). The labour camp
of Ljubelj is a major Holocaust tourism attraction within Slovenia, and tourists can see the remains of the foundations of the concentration
camp, including the huts, bathrooms, kennel,
clinic, kitchens and watchtowers. There is also
the memorial room with a display of personal belongings, objects and documentation connected
with the camp (http://www.trziski-muzej.si).

Dark Heritage as a Basis for Dark Tourism Development in Slovenia

Some students also mentioned the Hrastovec
and Strnišče Concentration Camps, as well as the
Petriček concentration camp, which was built to
house children of political opponents of the post-
World War II communist regime (see also Mikola,
2007).
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special conditions and an extraordinary symbol
of humanity, solidarity and comradeship among
local people, hospital staff members and wounded soldiers who fought against fascism and
Nazism in WWII (www.muzej-idrija-cerkno.si).

Memorial trails
Monuments and memorials
Students also mentioned World War I and II
memorials erected to commemorate individuals who died in the tragic events of those wars.
The most frequently mentioned monument
was the Dražgoše Battle Monument, which
marks one of the most horrific war atrocities
in Slovenia. In 1942, the Cankarjev Battalion
was protecting the village of Dražgoše against a
large contingent of German soldiers who were
coming to deport the local population. When
the Germans eventually succeeded, they killed
50 villagers and razed the village to the ground
in retaliation for the deaths they suffered at the
hands of the Cankarjev Battalion. The monument to the Cankarjev Battalion was erected
on 22 July 1976. Students also mentioned the
Russian Chapel on the Vršič Pass, built in memory of Russian soldiers who were killed by an
avalanche when building the road over the Vršič
mountain pass in 1916.

Architectural heritage
Some elements of the architectural heritage
were also mentioned by the respondents. The
most mentioned site was the Russian Chapel
and the Franja Partisan Hospital. The Russian
Chapel is a Russian Orthodox chapel located
on the northern side of the Vršič Pass. It was
built by Russian prisoners of war during World
War I (Adamič and Stokin, 2018). The Franja
Partisan Hospital was in operation from 1943
to 1945, and approximately 600 fighters from
all over Yugoslavia, as well as Allied soldiers,
were treated there. Due to its symbolic value
and its role in European history and culture, the
Franja Partisan Hospital received the European
Heritage label in 2015 and is presently on the
UNESCO Tentative World Heritage List as a
unique example of providing healthcare in

Students also mentioned several memorial trails.
One was the Walk of Peace in the Soča Valley, a
320-km trail that connects towns, battlefields and
cemeteries that were part of the World War I Isonzo
Front. This trail begins in Log pod Mangartom
in the northern part of Slovenia and ends at the
Adriatic Sea, and is presently on the UNESCO
Tentative World Heritage List (Adamič and Stokin,
2018; see Fig. 6.1). The Rupnik Line was another
trail mentioned by students. The Rupnik Line was
a line of fortifications built between 1937 and
1941 that ran close to the Slovenia–Italy border
and has been developed as a tourist trail. The Trail
of Remembrance and Comradeship is 34 km long,
encircling Ljubljana and tracing the line of barbed
wire that surrounded the city during World War II
(Nae, 2018; Nečak, 2015).

Current and Potential Dark Tourism
Attractions in Slovenia
In Slovenia, potential dark tourism attractions
are mainly part of the dark cultural heritage of
the country and thus managed and owned by the
state or municipality. In addition to the second research question, ‘How is the exposed dark heritage
included in the modern tourist offering?’, the websites of Slovenian tourist agencies were analysed
to see if aspects of dark tourism they marketed are
used in their itineraries. It is important to consider
not only the number of dark sites/attractions but
also their attractiveness, specialization and readiness to meet visitors. Due to the sensitivity of the
topic, not all of the places are suitable and permitted for tourist visits (e.g. the Barbara Pit in Huda
jama pri Laškem and other similar postwar massacre sites).
According to the authors’ research, museums are included in the present tourist offerings in Slovenia. For example, the Kobarid
Museum offers several guided tours related to
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Fig. 6.1. A photograph of the Log pod Mangartom Military Cemetery along the Walk of Peace. (Photo:
Boža Grafenauer)

the heritage of World War I. The first option
is a guided tour along the Kobarid Historical
Trail, which is 5 km long and the Italian line
of defence, leading through trenches, forts and
buildings intended for the defence of the passage across the Soča and of the roads on the
right bank of the river. World War I is presented in the Kobarid Museum with a special emphasis on the 12th Isonzo battle, also known
as the Battle of Kobarid. The battle turned into
one of the most ferocious armed engagements
Slovenia had ever experienced. It was also the
most successful breakthrough operation in
World War I and one of the first cases of a battle incorporating Blitzkrieg strategic elements.
The guided tour includes a visit to the charnel house, where the mortal remains of 7014
known and unknown Italian soldiers killed in
the War were transferred from the nearby military cemeteries (www.kobariski-muzej.si).
The Kobarid Museum also organizes guided
tours of sites remaining from World War I. The
current offerings include several trails through
the areas of the former battlefields of the Isonzo
Front (www.kobariski-muzej.si). The most

popular is the Walk of Peace, running from the
Alps to the Adriatic and connecting the area, people and rich cultural and natural heritage along
the former Isonzo Front. The Walk of Peace serves
as a memorial to all who suffered in the War
and a warning against war atrocities that must
never happen again (Kravanja, 2014). Both the
Walk of Peace and the Rupnik Line are included
in guided tours. In some locations, battle reenactments are performed for visitors, such
as the Rupnik’s Line battle in the Municipality
of Žiri and the Liberation of Primorska 1945
battle in the Park of Military History in the
Municipality of Pivka. Both are performed by
the Triglav Cultural and Historical Society.
Guided tours are also given at the Kolovrat
Outdoor Museum, where the Italian army built
their system of the third line of defence during
World War I. Today, visitors can experience commanders’ and observation posts, machine-
gun
positions, caves and networks of original war
trenches (www.kobariski-muzej.si). At the Kluže
Fortress, actors re-enact the everyday life of the
soldiers on the Isonzo Front. Other museums with
dark contents include the National Liberation
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Museum in Maribor, the Museum of Hostages
in Begunje and the Ribnica Museum in Ribnica,
which houses an exhibition on witch trials entitled
‘The Bloody Fight against Witchcraft’. The exhibition is divided into three parts: the witch trials in
Slovenia and the Ribnica witch trial; the torturing
of witches; and witches and their medicinal herbs
and spells (www.muzej-ribnica.si).
Regarding war camps and war-related attractions, only the Labour Camp at Ljubelj is
presently included in tourism offerings. The Tržič
Museum, where a virtual tour through the labour
camp at Ljubelj is possible, organizes a guided
tour of the site. Also, the Franja Partisan Hospital,
the Dražgoše Battle Monument and the Russian
Chapel are tourist attractions that offer guided
tours. The castle of Ljubljana, a medieval castle in
the heart of the city of Ljubljana, offers different
thematic guided tours, first-person interpretation
and a virtual museum. Also, every May there is a
‘March along the Wire’ in Ljubljana, which traces
the barbed-wire fence that surrounded the city
during WWI (www.pohod.si).
The authors discovered that some tourist
agencies offer heritage tours based on Slovenia’s
dark cultural heritage, but these tours were not
marketed as dark tourism. One of the major
Slovenian tourist agencies offers a dark tourism programme at a location outside Slovenia –
Chernobyl – but they do not market the trip as dark
tourism.

Conclusion
For a small country, mainly recognized as a ‘green,
active and healthy’ boutique tourism destination,
located in the heart of Europe, dark tourism is a
questionable alternative. In Slovenia, the concept
of dark tourism has not been well researched, so
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even though there are different types of dark heritage such as the heritage of cemeteries, prisons,
penitentiaries and witch trials, this particular
tourism niche is currently relatively unknown
and underdeveloped. Most dark heritage sites are
connected with the World Wars as well as postwar
massacres.
This chapter aimed to find out which types
of dark cultural heritage students of tourism at
the Higher Vocational College for Hospitality,
Wellness and Tourism, Bled, felt could be the basis
for the development of dark tourism in Slovenia.
The analysis of the student responses on the research questions asked showed that dark heritage
or places that are identified as attractions with
the potential for dark tourism are most frequently connected with wars (museums, war camps,
monuments and memorials, memorial trails, war
architectural heritage, cemeteries). Due to the sensitivity and recent timing of postwar massacres,
these site and events have not yet been included
in the tourist offering. All things considered,
Slovenia has a large supply of dark heritage and
dark stories, which represent a potential for the
development of dark tourism in the future. Most
often, the dark heritage is included in tourist offerings by guided tours, some of which are general in
nature (e.g. guided tours at Kobarid Museum) and
some quite innovative (e.g. cultural performances
at the Kluže Fortress). Still, there are many dark
tourism options that are waiting to be developed
for tourist consumption.
If, however, dark tourism and sites connected
with death, horror, suffering, tragedies, and catastrophes are to be promoted in Slovenia, the representation and interpretation of such sites need
to be done in consultation with local residents,
considering how recent and sensitive these dark
events are; and with visits to sites connected with
Slovenia’s dark heritage increasing, these discussions need to take place as soon as possible.

Websites
https://www.culture.si/en/Museum_of_Slovene_Police (accessed 12 February 2019).
https://www.kobariski-muzej.si/o-muzeju/ (accessed 3 August 2018).
https://www.kobariski-muzej.si/razstave/vodenje-po-soski-fronti/ (accessed 19 August 2018).
https://www.  k obariski- m uzej. s i/ r azstave/ v odenje-  p o-  s oski-  f ronti/  v odenje-  p o-  s oski-  f ronti/
2018032717005788/kobariska-zgodovinska-pot/ (accessed 19 August 2018).
https://www.  k obariski- m uzej. s i/ r azstave/ v odenje-  p o-  s oski-  f ronti/  v odenje-  p o-  s oski-  f ronti/
2018032717011392/muzej-na-prostem-kolovrat/ (accessed 3 August 2018).
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https://www.  k obariski- m uzej. s i/ r azstave/ v odenje-  p o-  s oski-  f ronti/  v odenje-  p o-  s oski-  f ronti/
2018032717014399/vodenje-po-nekdanjih-bojiscih/ (accessed 3 August 2018).
http://www.muzej-ribnica.si (accessed 3 August 2018).
http://www.muzej-idrija-cerkno.si/index.php/en/locationsexhibitions/permanent-exhibitions/franja-partisan-hospital.html (accessed 9 July 2018).
www.pohod.si (accessed 1 August 2018).
https://www.policija.si (accessed 3 August 2018).
https://www.parkvojaskezgodovine.si/razstave/ (accessed 3 August 2018).
http://www.trziski-muzej.si/virtualni-sprehod/mauthausen/#si (accessed 9 July 2018).
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Introduction
Bulgaria has, historically, been a crossroads
between the east and the west for land-based
trade and travel. It has also long been a cultural melting-pot, with Romans, Byzantines,
Slavic, Ottoman and Persian influences leading to the presence of a wide range of cultural
and historical tourism sites, including ten
UNESCO World Heritage sites, several museums, nearly 100 monasteries, and churches
in almost every village across the country, as
well as numerous cultural festivals and events
that attract international tourists. Also, owing
to its location at the edge of the Black Sea, its
mountainous interior and its proximity to the
Danube river that flows along its northern border, it is a destination for tourists seeking skiing
and sand/sun/sea activities and experiences.
These natural resources, in particular, led to
Bulgaria being developed as an outdoor paradise during the era of communist rule, with
substantial investments being made in the
development of tourist and general infrastructure to receive the mass flows of tourists from
other Eastern Bloc countries. This, in turn, led
Bulgaria to transform into a mass tourist destination. In recent years, the Bulgarian Ministry
of Tourism has moved its national tourism
strategy towards enhancing and prioritizing
cultural and health tourism, including the

sub-markets of spa, wellness, balneotherapy
(i.e. mineral mud baths) and medical tourism.
The Ministry has also begun to focus on other
major tourism niche market areas, including
ecotourism, rural tourism, adventure tourism, MICE tourism and gastronomic tourism
(Ministry of Tourism, 2017).
The purpose of this chapter is to explore
the (im)possibility of developing dark tourism
as a tourism niche market in Bulgaria. In particular, it looks at the complex political and historical development of the country and focuses
on the sensitive nature of death and Bulgaria’s
dark history as it relates to the approach of the
Bulgarian Orthodox Church to death and sites of
death; the role of communism in the formation
of Bulgarian identity; and how Bulgarians today
handle their ‘difficult heritage’ from the socialist/communist period.

The Idea of Death in Bulgarian
Society
Death and its manifestations in geographical
space have always been important in both pagan
religion and modern Christianity. In Bulgaria,
ideological, sacral, functional and conceptual
understandings of death are, in large part,
based on the teachings on death as promulgated
by the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, which was
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officially adopted as a national church by Boris
I in 865 AD.
After the adoption of
Orthodox
Christianity in the country, there began to be
a large-scale construction of temples, basilicas and monasteries. Over the next few centuries, Bulgaria became a country with strong
Christian traditions. The Orthodox Church
and Christianity in Bulgaria passed through
different periods of struggle. These periods
include fighting for international recognition and the establishment of the Patriarchy
(865–927); surviving under Ottoman rule for
nearly 500 years (1396–1878); reviving itself
at the beginning of the 19th century; fighting against stagnation and repression during the communist period between 1945 and
1990; and rising to a position of authority as
the official religious institution of Bulgaria after the institution of de“mocracy after 1990.
During the five centuries of Ottoman dominion, the Christian religion and the monasteries were the forces that maintained the spirit
of the Bulgarian people and their consciousness. That is why, when approaching the idea
of death in Bulgarian society and Orthodox
Christianity, it is important to note that this is
an issue not purely related to religion but also
to ethnic (Slavic self-definition), national and
spiritual symbols of pride and union with the
Slavic community (Kanev, 2002a).
The views of the Orthodox Church towards death are subordinated to the general
understanding of death (mortality) and the
soul. In liturgical language, death is called
‘dormition’, coming from the Latin meaning
‘to sleep’ and referring to the temporary separation of body and soul until after the Final
Judgment when the body and soul are reunited. During this temporary separation, the state
of the deceased can be affected by love and
prayers. This is why, at a funeral service, loved
ones pray for God to forgive the deceased person of their sins. Memorials for the deceased
are also held on the third and ninth days after
death, as well as 40 days and one year after,
and on Soul Saturdays, to ease the passage
of the deceased into the next life. This practice was also influenced by hesychasm, which
was incorporated into the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church during the Second Bulgarian Empire
(1185–1396) and under the rule of Emperor
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Ivan Alexander (Kanev, 2002a). As Boeck
(2007, p. 17) articulates: ‘Hesychasts believed
that through solitude, disciplined meditation, and constant recitation of a short prayer
( “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy
on me”) one could achieve the spiritual vacuity necessary for receiving the light of divine
vision’. In addition, hesychasm preached that
through fasting, simple prayer and contemplation, a person’s soul may return to its condition of heavenly bliss and enable them to see
the divine light (Fine, 1987).
Due to the historical development of the
Church and its struggles for legitimacy and influence in Bulgarian society, as well as its present
position in a postmodern society, the views and
attitudes people in Bulgarian society hold regarding death, places of death and funeral rituals have
changed. For example, while, as noted above, the
Orthodox Church has very clear description and
canons relating to death and the soul, some sections of Bulgarian society practise a mixture of
pagan, folkloric and even New Age views of death,
where life and death are understood as existing in
parallel, or as complementing and reflecting each
other. This is because of the view that the soul is
immortal, alive and interacting with the living
through dreams.
However, because of the historical influence of the Orthodox Church in Bulgaria, there
are deeply rooted traditions within Bulgarian
society related to death, including the worship
of the relics of the saints, martyrs, healers and
so-called ‘silverless’ or ‘moneyless’ holy people
(Gergova, 2015). Dark sites related to saints and
other famous persons – who have become memorialized as epic heroes in folkloric legends and
narratives – have long been popular pilgrimage
attractions because of their ties to sacred space
and spiritual power (Gergova, 2015). These sites
can be categorized as (a) newly created; (b) recovered; and (c) inherited (Gergova, 2015, p. 293).
Newly created sites are a result of the transfer
of relics or holy remains or a miraculous event.
‘Recovered sites’ refers to the process of rediscovering and renewing the meaning of previous sacred sites, while ‘inherited sites’ are sites that are
revitalized in accordance with the local needs of
pilgrims and locals for the performance of specific rituals. Sacred sites in Bulgaria tend to fit one
or more of these categories. Examples of these
sacred sites include the Krastova Gora in the
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Middle Rhodope Mountain; the Rila Monastery
in the south-eastern Rila Mountains, which is
now a UNESCO site; St Mina Monastery near
Sofia; and the Russian Church of St Nikolay the
Miracle Worker in Sofia, which houses a crypt
containing the remains of St Serafim.
What these sites have in common is that
pilgrims visit these places believing that their
pilgrimage sacrifice will help them to receive
divine help, whether that help comes in the
form of interpreting dreams, salvation and
deliverance, or a lessening of emotional and
physical pain. Also, prior to communist rule
in the 1940s (see below), religion and these
sites of power served as unifying spaces and
the loci of sociocultural and religious identity
at local, regional and national levels (Vukov,
2005). However, these sites were not considered a form of dark tourism, rather as sites of
religious tourism or pilgrimage.

Dark Tourism in Bulgaria
There is a dearth of research on dark tourism in
a Bulgarian context (see Ivanov, 2009; Mileva,
2018; Moncheva, 2015; Poria et al., 2013).
This is, in part, because of the lack of variety
of dark sites; Bulgaria is not an internationally
recognized destination for dark tourism (Mileva,
2018). Also, the inventory of possible dark sites
or attractions for dark tourism development in
Bulgaria is not related to the main foci of dark
tourism research, which focuses on dark sites related to the Holocaust, slavery, genocide, terrorist attacks, contemporary conflict zones, sites of
the death of famous people, and entertainment
(Light, 2017, p. 280).
To understand what constitutes dark tourism and identify potential dark tourism sites in
Bulgaria, a good starting point is Stone’s (2006,
pp. 152–157) typology of dark tourism sites. In
his typology, Stone suggests that there are seven
different types of dark tourism sites:

•
•
•

‘Dark fun factories’ or sites that use death as
a backdrop for the commercialization of entertainment and ‘funcentric’ experiences;
‘Dark exhibitions’ that focus on education
and learning;
‘Dark dungeons’ or sites that are related to
prisons and crime;

•
•
•
•

‘Dark resting places’, including cemeteries
and grave markers;
‘Dark shrines’, or places that are places of
remembrance for people who are recently
deceased;
‘Dark conflict sites’ or sites related to warfare, such as battlefields; and
‘Dark camps of genocide’ where genocide
or sites of other types of atrocity took place.

Previous attempts to classify, map and evaluate existing dark sites in Bulgaria show that the
majority of dark sites correspond to the ‘dark
conflict sites’ category (Mileva, 2018). Other
sites exist, but they are limited in number. As
such, an expansion of dark tourism in Bulgaria
would require the development and even invention of dark tourism sites. For example, the
Central Cemetery in Sofia, which has focused
on developing itself as a ‘dark resting place’,
recently developed a central database that catalogues important persons that have been buried
there, in order to attract tourists. In addition,
there seems to be an increasing interest by both
international and domestic tourists in dark sites
related to war (e.g. Russian-Turkish and Balkan
wars) and communist heritage.
Dark sites and dark tourism attractions are
important sites of heritage that are integral in the
formation of national values, heritage and cultural and religious identity. Also, these sites are
repositories of individual and collective meaning,
where individuals or groups of people have either
emotional ties with or educational interests in the
sites. However, particularly in the case of dark
sites as sites of collective memory meaning, they
can be subject to interpretation from a contemporary perspective. When mixed with the Orthodox
Church and the legacy of communism/socialism
in Bulgaria, there is an (im)possibility of the use
of dark sites for tourism purposes because of the
contestation of the meaning and interpretation
of these dark sites (Prost, 1997; Verdery, 1999;
Graham et al., 2000; Poria et al., 2013; William
and Keir, 2008).

The Use of Dark Heritage in
Communist Bulgaria
The 45-year rule of the Bulgarian communist
government (1944–1989) strongly influenced
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the development and maintenance of religious
rituals, traditions and heritage with the imposition of a policy of atheism, the development
of a communist heritage, and regulation of
other types of heritage, in order to promote
and propagandize the communist ideology. As
a part of this policy, the communist government sought to reorganize Bulgarian society
based on the development of an atheistic civil
society. According to Metodiev (2013), this
official communist policy can be compared to
western postmodern secularism (Bruce, 2002)
because both led to a decrease in the social significance of religion.
Indeed, one of the ways in which the communist government promoted adherence to this
new societal structure was to co-opt death from
the realm of religion and utilize it to promote
its socialist agenda (Kanev, 2002b). During the
communist period, the government commemorated and glorified people who died a ‘natural
death’ – meaning that those that died in the
service of the government or who did not upset
the new natural societal order were viewed as
having died a ‘heroic' death, whereas those that
died without doing their duty to the societal order were viewed as having had an ‘unnatural’ or
insignificant death (Kanev, 2002b; Dimitrova,
2005; Dunkley et al., 2011; Osbaldiston and
Petray, 2011). As such, the communist regime
attempted to ‘colonize’ death (Goncharova,
2013) through glorifying individuals and maintaining monuments to them as examples of how
to live and die within the communist state. As
such, soon after taking power, the communist
government launched a propaganda and educational campaign to entomb the mortal remains
of persons recognized as ‘special’ communist
personalities, who gave their lives for the new
socialist society and for the Party, representing
them as ‘heroes’. To honour them, numerous
memorial plaques, sculptural representations,
monuments, ossuaries, memorials, brotherly
mounds and common tombs were built in the
centre of the cities or villages (Vukov, 2013) for
public commemoration and keeping the socialist
collective memory alive.
In addition, the communist government
began to slowly initiate changes to traditional
funeral rituals and attitudes towards death.
According to Kanev (2002b), socialist rhetoric
surrounding death made it something natural
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and a normal part of life, rather than a mystical or religious event. The Bulgarian Orthodox
Church was allowed to function as an institution
after the 1945 communist take-over – in fact,
the official government position since the late
1960s was to affirm the Orthodox Church as the
‘guardian of Bulgarian-ness’ and to act as a symbol of patriotism and national pride, which role
it had played for centuries as the religious, ethical, national and spiritual bulwark of Bulgaria.
The government created secular funeral services
to replace religious services to emphasize ‘the
importance of [a]person’s contribution to society’ (Kanev, 2002b). Also, the places noted above
relating to the public marking and commemoration of death in the built landscape sidelined
the Orthodox Church as the arbiter of death and
made the communist government the determiner of sacred space, using these newly created
hallowed spaces to keep these heroes ‘eternally
alive’ and promote the ‘sacral’ political power of
the communist government.
The ideology behind this secularization of
death, the ostracization of the Orthodox Church
and the categorization of these ‘heroes’ as ‘fallen
for the Patria, fallen in the fields of honour, fallen
in the name of sacred duty’ (Dimitrova, 2005, p.
188) was the desire of the communist government to neutralize any resentment against that
death and to represent it either as an accomplished duty or as a willing sacrifice (Dimitrova,
2005). Indeed, there was a sociopolitical classification of the death depending on a person’s
service/merit or ideological and commemorative
importance, and with the incorporation of their
relics or remains into monuments and ossuaries,
as well as the imposition of ceremonial mourning in public spaces.
In addition, the government created policies
and new government departments focused on
using the deaths of soldiers to affirm the myth
of war as something meaningful for humanity
and a source of national pride, as an ‘aspiration
towards a sensible life and as a desire for individual and national regeneration’ (Dimitrova,
2005, p. 190). The commemoration of and built
tributes to soldiers and war victims were an officially supported policy, which included both the
creation of the aforementioned monuments as
well as visible political demonstrations, such as
laying wreaths and flowers at the base of monuments on various occasions, thus incorporating
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them into the collective historical memory of the
nation and integration into societal celebrations.
Most of the built reminders of death and the memorialization of war victims were in the urban
and village centres to ensure that, geographically and ideologically, this commemoration was
front and centre in the social and cultural life of
Bulgarians.
Prior to the establishment of the communist government, the only memorials and ossuaries in Bulgaria were dedicated to Russians
and Romanians who died in the Liberation War
of 1877–1878, which pitted Eastern Orthodox
countries, including Russia, Bulgaria, Romania,
Serbia and Montenegro against the Ottoman
Empire. These memorials and ossuaries were
expressions of gratitude by the Bulgarians to
soldiers from these countries. In addition, while
the main battlefields from World War I took
place outside the Bulgarian frontiers, which
made it difficult to search, collect and transfer
mortal remains to Bulgaria for burial and commemoration (Vukov, 2013), other memorials
and ossuaries were built to celebrate and legitimate Bulgarian–Russian relations, recognizing
these fallen soldiers as ‘heroes’. Shortly after
World War II, the commemorative model for
fallen soldiers was continued and a special commission was established to collect the mortal
remains of Soviet soldiers for collective burial
and to erect monuments and ossuaries in their
honour. This practice continued until the 1980s
when there was a shortage of mortal remains
(Vukov, 2013).
However, these commemorative practices
were the forerunners of building monumental buildings and integrating the ‘special dead’
within Bulgarian society. As alluded to above,
people were classified as ‘special’ or ‘heroes’
based on who they were (i.e. a political leader or
a political loyalist) when they died (i.e. historical
time period, official interpretation of ‘naturalness’ of their death) and how the death is interpreted within the realm of collective memory
and ideology. These factors shape the dark sites
and should be considered when using this built
heritage as possible tourist attractions. In addition, during the 1970s and 1980s, monuments
and ossuaries housing these collective relics or
mortal remains were enlarged and made more
conspicuous and coupled with political commemorations, jubilees and other important

events. This was a strong manifestion of the
ideological interpretation and transformation
of death into something vital and optimistic and
an extension of the cause, shared ideals and immortality (Vukov, 2002). The construction of
these prodigious and visible memorials lieu de
memoire (Nora, 1989) with the integration of
mortal remains and ossuaries was to reward loyalty to the Party, who would take care of its own
‘daughters and sons’. The commutations and
organization of special events around the relics
and mortal remains, therefore, became part of
the postmodern atheistic society – the link between commemoration and tourism, public attention and collective memory (Dickinson et al.,
2010, p. 7). Travel to these sites produced a societal structure that can be compared at some
level to the western framework of dark tourism
and recreation.
This approach was, of course, completely
different to that of the Orthodox Church and
Christianity in general, where the transience of
life and inevitable death of people transcended
the secular and political world, emphasizing
their treasured value and efforts to achieve
eternal life in the hereafter. This was plainly
manifested after the fall of the communist government in the 1990s, when post-socialist reforms not only led to the retreat of direct state
intervention in the lives of Bulgarian citizens but
also included changing attitudes towards the
built sacred spaces or ‘death spots’ in the centre
of urban and village spaces. Strategies of how
to deal with this communist heritage ranged
from complete demolition (e.g. the mausoleum
in Sofia) to vandalism, physical degradation
and the movement of this heritage from central urban and village areas to less conspicuous
spots, and the retrieval of remains and burying
them in church cemeteries in accordance with
Orthodox funeral ceremonies (Iankova and
Mileva, 2014). This was done, in part, because
burials and the creation of tombs and ossuaries
were not part of Bulgarian thanatopic traditions
(Seaton, 1996) – wherein the contemplation of
death was the domain of the public sphere and
spaces – or a part of Orthodox religion and culture (Vakarelski, 2007, pp. 451–462).
The political restructuring and its radical changes – moving from a socialist to a
democratic form of government – influenced
and changed the understanding of these dark
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sites, darkening them even further and making them a sensitive sociopolitical topic and
a form of ‘inconvenient’ or ‘difficult heritage’ (William and Keir, 2008). This created
a condition of heritage instability from both
a personal and community perspective. The
preservation and resurgence of old religious
practices honouring the dead and the creation and maintenance of dark sites allowed the
establishment of post-
socialist communities.
However, debates and disputes arose regarding this dark communist heritage, with many
arguing for the demolition and replacement of
these monuments to erase from the memory
the influence of the previous regime. In 1999,
the mausoleum of the first communist political leader in Bulgaria, Georgi Dimitrov, located
in Sofia, was demolished. This was, in part,
because it was viewed as the emblematic symbol of the socialist regime, having mimicked
how Lenin had been memorialized (Todorova,
2006; Stanoeva, 2011; Vaseva, 2013). This
marked the beginning of purposeful change in
the social visibilities and values in Bulgarian
post-socialist society and was part of a larger process of post-
socialist transformation
(Verdery, 1999).
However, many of the icons built to honour
the communist regime still exist and are turning into places of interest for the modern tourist. In addition to these communist monuments
and dark sites, the post-socialist government has
begun to reopen dark sites that existed prior to
communist rule, including the Memorial Tomb
of Alexander I of Battenberg (1991), the first
head of state in modern Bulgaria (1857–1893).

Conclusion
Most attractions related to death in Bulgaria
are not considered and interpreted as dark
tourism sites in the same way that they would
be in a western context and other dark tourism
destinations. Tourism is generally linked with
recreation, leisure and entertainment, while
darkness and dark sites relating to death and
suffering are mostly linked to religion, history
and political heritage. Indeed, there is an obvious tension and difference between national
interpretations of heritage that underlie dark
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sites as compared to international visitor perspectives. While tourism and dark sites attract
tourists to Bulgaria, at these dark places there
is an expectation that visitors will behave or
conduct themselves in a respectful manner
given the nature of the sites. This is because
the dark tourism inventory in Bulgaria is mostly the result of the communist period between
the 1940s and 1990s and the parameters of
death placed upon Bulgarian society by the
government who, at a societal and individual
level, and shaped by regulations regarding civil
funeral services, modelled and transformed the
collective memory and manipulated people to
pay tribute to the deceased as either ‘heroes’ or
the ‘special dead’. In so doing, the government
established a ‘sacred authority’ and validated
their political power.
In addition to the fact that the cultural environment is filled with these reminders of communism in Bulgaria’s recent history, there have
been concerns relating to how these sites are
interpreted. Since the 1990s, these sites or attractions have been approached and interpreted
differently – not as sites related to death of the
‘special dead’ in the service of the Communist
Party, but rather as iconic memorials and landmarks relating to the Communist Party itself.
This communist built heritage brings painful
memories and reminders to those negatively affected during that period. Because this heritage
is such a sensitive topic in Bulgaria, it is better
to discuss the impossibilities rather than the possibilities of using this heritage for dark tourism
purposes.
Presently, there is a movement to erase
traces of the communist/socialist regime from
the cultural and urban landscape as a purposeful strategy to embrace a new ‘post-socialist’
identity (Vukov, 2007). In the context of dark
tourism, the result has been the ‘enlightening’
of Bulgaria’s recent dark history and integrating the communist built environment with the
everyday lives of Bulgarians. These cultural
and political views regarding the communist
architectural environment have also been influenced by the Orthodox Church and its views
about death and its representation of mortality, which, as noted earlier, have been enriched
with older ‘traditional’ rituals and the transfer
of other ‘modern’ practices related to death. As
such, today, death and places of death related
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to the religious Orthodox Church, such as places of worship, the relics of the saints, martyrs,
healers, the ‘silverless’ holy people and all the
war memorials established prior to the establishment of the communist regime (e.g. the
Shipka monument that commemorates the liberation of Bulgaria from the Ottoman Empire),
are not considered as dark tourism but rather
as sites of religious tourism, pilgrimage or cultural heritage places for honouring and commemorating those who sacrificed their lives in
war.
This removal of communist heritage, however, moves dark tourism in Bulgaria outside
the focus and general strategic frameworks of
official tourism policies and visions for destination development. This destruction also limits
the potential of dark tourism supply. While
visits to these architectural and memorial sites
or monuments might be considered dark tourism from an international visitor’s perspective,
in Bulgaria these sites are considered heritage
sites related to the preservation of cultural and
national history, contributing to individual,

national and universal identity and the creation of an attitude of tolerance towards others.
While some local communities try to market
and promote these sites as attractions and
tourist resources according to their own strategic goals, making communist heritage more
socially acceptable, generally speaking, dark
heritage is not a part of domestic and international marketing efforts by the Bulgarian tourism industry, as it is not an aspect of Bulgarian
history or culture they wish to promote. This
‘difficult heritage’ is a side of Bulgaria that
residents and the government do not recognize
as a ‘must see’ attraction. For example, tourism marketing for the capital, Sofia, totally ignores its socialist past and unwanted heritage
(Sofia, 2018).
Dark tourism in Bulgaria is rather impossible, and discussions about it not only need to
take historical context into consideration but
also how communities and countries confront
painful and recent experiences related to modern and postmodern consciousness and the
commodification of death (Stone, 2013).

Note
1

See http://sofiapomni.com/
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Introduction
World Wars I and II accounted for over half of all
deaths that occurred worldwide during the 20th
century (Eckhardt, 1991). As the geographical
theatre of these wars, Europe still bears the scars
on both its physical and human landscapes.
Abandoned battlefield trenches, landscapes
pockmarked by bombs, memorial parks, monuments, war cemeteries with individual or mass
graves, battlefields, crucifixes, Holocaust sites,
days of remembrance and battle re-enactments
are just some of the ever-
present reminders
of these wars on the European military and
memory landscapes (Clayton and Barnes, 2015;
Dunkley et al., 2011; Fawcett, 2014; Saunders,
2003). These ‘dark resting places’ (Stone, 2006)
are important for both sacred and secular reasons and are used to stir up patriotism, national
pride and nostalgic remembrance, and to educate future generations about the horrors of war
(Seaton, 2002; Saunders, 2003).
In addition, there are also many more military ‘warscapes’ (Clayton and Barnes, 2015) or
‘sacrificial’ landscapes (Saunders, 2003), such
as the numerous forgotten or unknown graves
of murdered government dissidents in eastern
European communist countries, which still await

discovery and transformation into pilgrimage and
dark tourism sites (Hayden, 2012; see Chapter 6,
this volume). This is the case particularly in and
around post-communist countries such as Bosnia
and Herzegovina, and Slovenia, where thousands
of people were killed because of their collaboration
with the Nazis or their resistance of communist
government takeovers (Hayden, 2012; Jamnik,
2015). Many of these postwar sites are undiscovered because governments sought to cover up
these executions through sealing off mineshafts
and bombing areas where mass graves had been
dug. However, many of these dark places of genocide (Stone, 2006) have now been discovered, but
because of the sensitive nature of these sites and
atrocities, they are presently either unmarked or
not commemorated. In Slovenia alone, for example, there are over 600 of these WWII and post-
WWII sites that are not exhibited as part of this
dark landscape (New Slovene Commitment/Nova
Slovenska zaveza, 2018).
Mass graves are truly dark places, since they
are not part of the collective memory of nations;
and because of their lack of integration into the
war landscape of countries, many people, including relatives of the deceased, are deprived
of the possibility of visiting these sites to pray,
remember, to light candles or to bring flowers in
respect for the dead. Some of these gravesites are
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commemorated, but only because of the efforts
of local populations. This move to find and expose
these graves to the public has intensified as communist governments, responsible for the massacres, have been replaced with new governments
actively seeking these sites to create memorials
for the victims. In doing so, these victims can now
be included in European pilgrimages to war and
postwar cemeteries, particularly where reburials
take place.
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the
role of military cemeteries and their relationship
to pilgrimage and tourism. In particular, focus
is given to the element of scale, with cemeteries
being viewed as individual pilgrimage sites, pilgrimage destinations, or one of several cemeteries along a pilgrimage itinerary. First, the authors
discuss the role and dimensions of cemeteries as
burial places, as a form of cultural heritage, and
as tourist attractions. Attention is then turned
to discussing cemeteries as personal pilgrimage
spaces, pilgrimage centres and nodal points along
a pilgrimage itinerary.

The Roles and Importance of
Cemeteries
Cemeteries are inevitably often associated with
strong, often negative, emotions of sorrow,
grief, mourning, anxiety, frustration and hopelessness. But for others, more positive feelings
may be experienced, such as those relating to
individual or collective reconciliation, enthusiasm or feelings of cultural pride or consciousness. Memorials are designed, in part, to elicit
some of these feelings, such as the Memorial to
Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin, where the
placement of large stelae (upright stone slabs)
mimics a cemetery-
type structure and elicits feelings associated with cemeteries (Sion,
2010). As Toussaint and Decrop (2013, p. 25)
note, for cemeteries it is
[t]he physical settings, the activities [and] also
the meanings visitors give to the place [that]
lie at the core of their experience. With its
historical, cultural and commemorative ethos,
the cemetery fulfils an ‘edutainment’ function.
Its artistic and aesthetical characteristics
contribute to make it a quintessential place,
preserving the sacred in a secular area.

While cemeteries are viewed as sacred
places in a religious context, because of their
association with death and questions regarding the sacredness of the human body and the
afterlife, they are also the foci for broader secular
and nationalistic sentiment and remembrances,
particularly on anniversaries of the World Wars
or of when countries gained their independence.
While interest in churchyards and private cemeteries has decreased in recent decades (Seaton,
2002), interest in battlefields and war memorials has increased, which has led to these sites of
memory becoming popular tourism, and secular or political ‘pilgrimage’, destinations (Hyde
and Harman, 2011; Hutchinson, 2006; Lloyd,
1998; Walter, 1993; West, 2008). This is also
the case with cemeteries and churches that
commemorate the lives of famous people such
as politicians, musicians, poets and religious figures. Below, the different roles cemeteries play in
modern society are examined.
Cemeteries as burial places
As Pliberšek and Vrban (2018) note, a cemetery is
a ‘specific place intended for different funeral rites
and preservation of [the] posthumous remain[s]
of bodies’. Kolbuszewski (1995, p. 17) defines
cemeteries as ‘a certain sector of space…[where]
funeral practices consistent with [customary] religious, ethnic, cultural…and other easily defined
needs of a given community…will be carried out’.
Funeral practices, methods and rituals will vary
based on cultural, religious and geographical
factors. For example, European towns have long
accepted civilian cemeteries into central spaces
and activities because death is part of the natural human condition. However, as towns and cities grew, burials moved to the outskirts of towns
due to shortage of space (Ariès, 1981), and in the
20th and 21st centuries, because of the continued
growth of cities, cemeteries at the periphery of
conurbations again may become ‘central'’ areas.
While ordinary people are buried in such cemeteries, many cemeteries and churches are the burial
sites of the famous, such as Westminster Abbey in
London, where Poets’ Corner is the resting place
of Jane Austen, William Shakespeare, Charles
Dickens and others.
Military cemeteries are different in that
they are established to commemorate a different
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way of dying – in battle. Particularly in the case
of the victors in wars, military cemeteries may
be in a central location within a city and may
even be expanded into memorial parks; or if
battles were fought far away, memorials in very
conspicuous public places may be built to make
the sacrifices of the fallen part of the public consciousness. These military cemeteries, memorial
parks and memorials represent an important
part of cultural heritage based on their ‘network
of symbols and historical points of reference
that represent the memory of the entire nation’
(Gaeta, 2018, n.p.).

Cemeteries as cultural heritage
Cemeteries are also places where folk art, architectural masterpieces and great statuary
achievements related to the lives of the deceased
can be found. In many European cities, the 19th
and 20th centuries were marked by the building of large architectural complexes to celebrate
these aspects. Famous architects were hired to
create extraordinary places of remembrance; for
example, in expectation of 4 million inhabitants
of Vienna by 2000, famous architects Karl Jonas
Mylius and Alfred Friedrich Bluntschli were assigned the task of creating the Central Cemetery
(Fig. 8.1).
In addition to being great works of art and
architecture, cemeteries are also important
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historical databases that reveal the civil, economic and social structures of previous communities and generations, allowing historians
and genealogists to study the socioeconomic
status of deceased individuals and societal perceptions of life and death (Tarlow, 2000). For example, cemeteries can record changes to burial
rituals, demographic change and growth, how
bodies were treated before burial, and objects of
importance that were buried with the deceased
(Plesničar Gec, 1999, pp. 50–55).
War memorials are a more recent type
of cemetery that has been included in the
Association of Significant Cemeteries of Europe’s
(ASCE) list (www.significantcemeteries.org).
What makes war memorials and cemeteries different from their civil/public counterparts is that
they have a very different inscription structure.
The inscriptions on the tombstones in civil/public cemeteries, regardless of their diversity of architectural styles, generally give evidence of the
deceased’s social status, their profession, and
possibly their hobbies. However, war graveyards
and memorials are very different, in that all the
tombstone engravings, if there are any, are the
same, with military graveyards, war memorials and memorial parks usually being arranged
as parks and dominated by a large sculpture or
memorial building, which has usually been designed by a famous artist/architect.
All cemeteries, however, face a similar
challenge – the further back a cemetery was

Fig. 8.1. The Vienna Central Cemetery. (Photo: Friedhof Wien, ASCE Archive, used by permission)
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established or the more distant the event that
led to the establishment of the cemetery, the less
visited that cemetery will be. Beyond the personal care given to specific gravesites by relatives,
cemeteries are becoming places for which either
local communities or private businesses take
responsibility. Thus, locals must rethink their
attitude towards cemeteries – as an appropriate
use of space in an urban area versus as places
of peace and leisure, and as part of the community’s broader social identity. In many cases the
cost of upkeeping the sites is worth it because of
the interest that tourists take in these places.
Cemeteries as tourism attractions
One of the most famous cemeteries of the 19th
century was the Cemetery of Père Lachaise
in Paris. Established in 1804 at the behest of
Napoleon, and at the then outer edge of the city,
within three decades it became the most visited
spot in Paris and was considered a ‘must see’
tourist attraction (Etlin, 1984). The creation of
this cemetery was necessary because of cultural
and practical changes to the practice of burying the dead in and around churches. Concerns
about disease forced the movement of cemeteries, as well as hospitals and slaughterhouses,
to sites at the periphery. When the Cemetery
of Père Lachaise was established, few people
chose to be buried there because of the lack of
a church in the cemetery grounds (Etlin, 1984).
However, after a management decision to move
the remains of Jean de La Fontaine and Molière
to the cemetery in 1811, it became the place for
the city’s wealthy class to be buried (Galignani,
1832, p. 354) and therefore became even more
famous as a landmark within Paris.
While other cities also had large cemeteries
where their famous were buried, the Cemetery
of Père Lachaise was different because of its
novel architectural approach. Designed more
like a series of gardens than a cemetery, the
cemetery was much larger than the narrow and
cramped cemeteries generally found in city centres. Also, because of its distance from the city, it
represented a shift in the relationship of modern
Europeans with death, funeral rituals, personal
and collective memories and pilgrimage travel.1
White and Hodsdon (2007) and Odgers
(2011) suggest that cemeteries are increasingly

being recognized for their heritage value and are
also becoming included as a part of an urban
heritage package or themed tour. In particular,
the heritage value of cemeteries includes art (e.g.
sculptures, poetry, symbolism, design), architecture, historical value, and their peaceful and
reflective atmosphere (EUCEMET, n.d.). The atmosphere of cemeteries, particularly those with
gardens and broad walkways, has led to them
gaining popularity as points of interest and as leisure and recreational attractions. This is true in
both urban and rural settings, where the peaceful
and calm setting of a cemetery and its broader ideological and sociocultural meaning can represent
a completely different tourist experiences (Huang,
2007; Linden-Ward, 1989; Seaton, 2002).
Cemeteries, particularly military cemeteries and memorial grounds, are also tourist attractions because of their ties with death and
suffering and are usually seen as an attraction
subset of ‘dark tourism’. Dark tourism is defined by Foley and Lennon (1996, p. 198) as a
‘phenomenon which encompasses the presentation and consumption (by visitors) of real and
commodified death and disaster sites’. Timothy
(2011) notes that dark tourism sites include
sites of war and conflict, human incarceration,
crime scenes and sites of natural disasters. Gosar
(2015) includes sites of natural disasters, scenes
of battles, military clashes, mass killings and terrorist acts as places and events that would be attractive to dark tourists.
Although war memorial sites are given different labels in the academic literature, such as
‘atrocity heritage’ (Ashworth, 2004) or ‘thanotourism’ (Seaton, 1996), they are predominately
systematized, as noted above, under the label
‘dark resting places’ (Stone, 2006), particularly
because these are ‘special deaths’ or deaths that
were caused by extraordinary, tragic and violent
events (Walter, 2009, p. 52; see Causevic and
Lynch, 2011). As such, cemeteries are places of
interest for tourists who are fascinated with places
associated with death, particularly violent death
(Seaton, 1996; Stone and Sharpley, 2008).

Cemeteries and Pilgrimage
Saunders (2003) notes that the military or sacrificial landscapes in Europe are composed of a
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complex layering of spiritualty and materiality. Indeed, death and dying play a central role
in all people’s lives, and as such, cemeteries of
all kinds are essential to both the practical and
memorial aspects of death. Because these spaces
also trigger contemplative, introspective and
spiritual personal and civil feelings, travel to
these landscapes can be considered ‘pilgrimage’
from both a religious and a spiritual perspective
(Seaton, 2002). Below, the authors consider pilgrimages to cemeteries from a geographic perspective. More particularly, memorial parks and
military cemeteries can be viewed as individual
pilgrimage sites, pilgrimage centres, or one station on a pilgrim’s journey.

Cemeteries as personal pilgrimage
spaces
Cemeteries and their individual gravesites as
personal pilgrimage points are different from
cemeteries as pilgrimage areas, which is the
usual way of thinking about pilgrimages to cemeteries. Personal pilgrimages to cemeteries depend upon the cultural and religious norms of a
given society. Muslims, for example, may not be
expected to visit the cemetery except in a very religious and predefined manner (Abdallah, 2007,
p. 35), while Christians follow the tradition
of regular visits on important religious dates.
In the context of Christianity, a survey conducted among managers of cemeteries (mostly
Catholic) aligned with the ASCE found that after a funeral, most relatives visit the gravesite
each week during the first three months, and
then once a month for about a year. After a year,
visits are mostly limited to important holidays,
whether religious festivals, birthdays or other
anniversaries, which results in one to six visits
per year (Valmaña, 2018). However, All Saints
Day (1 November) is a day when Christian cemeteries in Europe become interactive pilgrimage
spaces. All Saints Day stems from the belief that
there is a strong connection between the dead
in heaven and the living on earth. Whereas in
past eras cemeteries were visited all year round
(Miller and Rivera, 2006), this Christian festival
brings people to cemeteries to commemorate
the dead, celebrate their lives and pray for their
souls. Family members and friends bring flowers
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to, and light candles at, the graves of deceased
family members. In performing these rituals,
visitors transform European cemeteries into
pilgrimage spaces with millions of personal pilgrimage points.
At the same time, there are also individual
gravesites that transcend the familial ties to a
cemetery. The gravesites of ‘great individuals’
(Mytum, 2007) or famous people, whether local or foreign-born, are also draws for pilgrims
and tourists. While these graves are personal
pilgrimage points for the relatives, they are also
personal pilgrimage points for those who visit
the graves to express admiration for, reflect upon
the life of, or worship these deceased individuals. Examples would include people who come to
see the graves of Jim Morrison, Richard Wright
and Victor Sejour at the Père Lachaise Cemetery
(Margry, 2008; see Chapter 16, this volume).
Those that visit ‘great individuals’ tend to visit
because of their interest in the lives of those
buried rather than their death. In such cases,
the motive for visiting is far from religion, even
if at some level it induces a spiritual change. As
explained by Pop (2018), these visits can be labelled personal pilgrimages, but the motives for
them are mostly related to discovering history or
paying respect to the heroes of their times. Thus
they are visits of piety and yet are non-religious.
While the same point at a cemetery can be a site
of personal or secular pilgrimage, the type of
pilgrimage will be dependent upon whether the
journey was motivated by the life story of the deceased or by the death of the person.

Cemeteries as pilgrimage centres
Gegner and Zino (2012, p. 1) assert that remembering death caused by war is a ‘fundamentally
political process’ and they argue that heritage is
deeply involved in shaping how people understand the past. Cemeteries that are the burial
sites of soldiers and other casualties of war are
used by governments for nationalistic and ideological purposes, whether as a unifying space or
for reconciliation and healing. In cases where
a cemetery also has numerous famous people
buried there, these cemeteries can also become
pilgrimage and tourism attractions rather than
just individual gravesites.
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An example of this is in Maribor, Slovenia.
A few months after the end of World War II,
residents of Maribor were disturbed each night
by a platoon of Yugoslav army soldiers returning from their activities in the nearby Dobrava
Forest. Many decades later it was revealed that
the task of this platoon was to execute war prisoners in the forest for the communist regime.
An estimated mass killing of 15–40,000 people took place in the Dobrava Forest. In 1985,
the area of the forest was transformed into the
Dobrava city cemetery.
A few years after the cemetery opened,
a monument to those killed was raised with
little fanfare, as the still-communist government did not want to draw attention to this
atrocity.2 It was not until a change in government in the early 1990s that the full story of
the mass killings came to light, and the cemetery and its monument was used by the new
government to confront this tragic episode of
Slovenian history and initiate a process of public reconciliation.
As a part of the European Capital of Culture
programme, one part of this cemetery forest was
officially opened in 2012 to serve as the Dobrava
Memorial Park, dedicated to the victims of all
wars, independent of which side they were on,
without prejudice or judgment. Due to the events
that occurred there, this Memorial Park was also
used to commemorate all victims of postwar killings. Human remains from the Dobrava Forest
and other places in Slovenia, such as from Huda
Jama (i.e. the ‘Terror Cave’ where communist
dissidents were killed and thrown into a coal
mine) were gathered together in an ossuary.
Over the past decade, the cemetery has become
a pilgrimage centre for relatives of the deceased.
While the total number of visitors is small compared to other war memorials around Europe,
this cemetery is an important example of how
cemeteries can serve as a collective pilgrimage
centre when their territorial history is directly
linked to dark events.
An important factor in the development
of these pilgrimage centres is the time that has
passed since a tragic event took place. Talking
about the postwar killings in Slovenia sponsored by the government is a bit easier for many
Slovenians, in part because most of them do
not personally identify with those that were
killed. In this case, tragic historical facts can be

presented with less emotional impact than, for
example, the facts about the events that took
place at Srebrenica in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
where, in July 1995, Bosnian Serb forces killed
more than 8000 Bosnian Muslims who were
under the protection of the United Nations. A
memorial to these victims has been built in the
village of Potočari. This site was chosen by survivors and bereaved relatives because that was the
place where many of them last saw their loved
Potočari Cemetery
ones alive. The Srebrenica-
was officially opened in 2003 when 600 sets
of remains were interred. As more mass graves
have been exhumed and remains identified, the
cemetery has become the burial place for these
remains. By the end of 2018, 6200 people had
been interred beneath white gravestones. In
addition, a long white wall contains the names
of the dead, including the names of those who
are still missing. Managers of the cemetery
keep a book of condolences where people can
leave their comments on the site, regardless of
whether they had direct links to the deceased
or not (Alexander, 2015). However, because
the events are still fresh in the minds of people
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, this cemetery acts
as a ‘commemorative arena’ (Ashplant et al.,
2000) where Bosnian Muslim nationals and
Bosian Serbs contest the lives and stories this site
commemorates (Szilagyi, 2014; see Huttunen,
2016; Wagner, 2010).

Cemeteries as nodal points along the
pilgrim/tourist journey
As noted above, gravesites in cemeteries can be
related to either personal pilgrimage or serve as
pilgrimage centres related to important historical events. Due to its rich cultural heritage and
historical richness, a cemetery can also become
a point to be visited on a much broader pilgrimage or tourist journey. A visitor may have neither personal motives linked to the deceased nor
a relationship to the cemetery and may not be
motivated to visit due to interest in death or other dark tourism elements. Rather, some people
visit cemeteries because of their quiet and contemplative atmosphere; or a visit to the cemetery
might be part of an educational package tour
related to a city’s heritage (Wolgemuth, 2016).
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Along this vein, the ASCE has developed
the European Cemeteries Route (https://cemeteriesroute.  e u/  e uropean-  c emeteries-  r oute.
aspx), which has over 120 routes to 70 cemeteries in most European countries, and ranges from Portugal to Russia and from Norway
to Greece. The purpose of these European
Cemeteries Routes is to invite visitors to literally
walk through the history of Europe and engage
with these ‘open-air museums’. Some of these
routes are themed, such as visiting cemeteries
where famous musicians or monuments created
by famous artists can be found. The ASCE has
also initiated the Week of Discovering European
Cemeteries project, which takes place at the end
of May each year. Since 2004, ASCE members
have organized various cultural events, such
as exhibitions, concerts and lectures, at their
cemeteries, which have attracted millions of
predominately local visitors to these cemeteries,
both during the Week and also on other occasions when these activities take place. Through
including cemeteries in tourism promotional
material, ASCE members are actively marketing
cemeteries to tourists and pilgrims as places to
visit as a part of a tourist/pilgrimage itinerary.

Conclusion
This chapter focused on how cemeteries and
‘sacrificial landscapes’ are drivers of pilgrimage
and dark forms of tourism. Cemeteries are places
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that commemorate and accumulate cultural
heritage and also serve as tourist attractions.
They are also the focus for religious and secular pilgrimage-like travel and can be viewed as
personal pilgrimage spaces, pilgrimage centres
and nodal points along a pilgrimage itinerary.
The transformation of cemeteries from burial
places, traditionally connected with mourning
and sorrow, to green places of peace in the middle of noisy cities, or outstanding spaces of art
and culture, has encouraged religious and secular visitation.
Time also plays an important part in how
cemeteries and these sacrificial landscapes are
viewed. For events that took place a long time
ago, these places and landscapes are where commemoration takes place without the same emotional attachment that might be found in a place
where recent tragic events bring raw emotions
to the surface. As such, it is appropriate here to
ask the question as to whether time is the frontier where pilgrimage ends and tourism starts.
Is two generations of time a realistic span for
any cemetery to become a place where visitors
do not relate emotionally to the deceased but
rather to the nature, art, history and architecture of the cemetery? Is it time that transforms
a cemetery into a point on a pilgrim’s journey?
Vanderbilt’s (2002) aphorism that ‘All wars end
in tourism’ seems poignant here, as cemeteries
continue to be transformed to become important
and outstanding spaces of art and culture that
are inviting to visitors.

Notes
Before the creation of the Pere Lachaise Cemetery, deceased persons would be kept in their homes until
the funeral, when they would be taken to the church and then to the gravesites. Because of the proximity
of the cemeteries people would frequently visit their deceased family members. However, because of the
distance of the Père Lachaise Cemetery from the city centre, bodies of deceased persons were not left
in their homes, but rather transported to a funeral home and then to a church for the funeral. Visits of the
cemetery would become less frequent as it took more time to travel to the cemetery. As such, visiting a
cemetery became a planned activity for certain days.
2
In 1990, Slovenia began implementing systematic changes as the country prepared for independence.
In April 1990, first democratic elections took place, when the election of the Democratic Opposition to
Slovenia (DEMOS) party, a coalition of centre-right political parties won. During the transition from a
Communist to a Democratic government, the Republic of Slovenia, the Executive Council of the Municipal
Assembly of Maribor and Pogrebno Podjetje Maribor (i.e, the Funeral Enteprise of Maribor) entered into a
contract to erect a memorial statue of those killed in 1945.
1
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Introduction
At first glance, many churches that are small,
unadorned or not architecturally unique may
not be a primary choice for adherents of dark
tourism. However, churches are repositories of
collections of sepulchral art, the burial places
of famous people, and where people come to
mourn and understand the meaning of death.
Although not part of their core business, managers of churches and similar religious sites
have realized that there is a steady and growing number of people who are interested in, and
willing to pay an entrance fee to enter, sacred
places, and experience their ‘religious externalizations’ of death. Indeed, churches, as a part of
the offerings of dark tourism, can be considered
one of the places where people visit to ‘construct
contemporary ontological meanings of mortality’ (Stone, 2012, p. 1565; see Stone, 2010).
The purpose of this chapter is to examine
the history and death- /memoria-related architecture and design of St John’s Co-Cathedral in
Malta (see also Munro, 2005, no. 208; 2019).
While architecturally unappealing on the
outside, St John’s Co-Cathedral (see Fig. 9.1),
like many churches and cathedrals in Europe,
such as St Denis in Paris, the Temple Church

in London and many churches in Rome, contains stunning sepulchral monuments and
burial slabs. St John’s Co-Cathedral (hereafter referred to as St John’s) was the church of
the Order of Knights of the Hospital of Saint
John of Jerusalem, also known as the Order of
St John or Order of Malta. St John’s was also
the aula heroum or the hall of fame of the Order
and the burial place of their grand masters
and many of their knights. St John’s was also a
place of memory, remembrance and part of the
Order’s culture of memoria where people would
visit to come to terms with the here and hereafter. All these sepulchres are collectively held
in a corpus, which is presently comprised of
over 386 polychrome marble intarsia memorial slabs and some 24 sepulchral monuments.
This corpus relates to the Latin inscribed texts,
the iconography, the symbolism and even the
meaning of the different kinds of marble used,
whereby each slab or monument is a part of
the whole – pars pro toto – of the corporate
identity of the Order expressed through the
corpus (Munro, 2005; see Fig. 9.1). After briefly presenting the history of St John’s, attention
is turned to its death-related art and architecture in the form of human bones and skulls,
sepulchral monuments and burial slabs, before
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Fig. 9.1. A photograph of the exterior of St John’s. (Photo: the Author)

discussing the relationship St John’s has with
dark tourism and pilgrimage.

St John’s in Valletta, Malta
Before their militarization, due to the First
Crusade, the Hospital of St John had been a
charitable institution in Jerusalem half a century before the arrival of the Crusaders. As
the political situation changed from Muslim
to Christian, the Hospital of St John became
the religious military order of St John, one of
many that arose in the Latin kingdom in the
Holy Land after the First Crusade (1099), such
as the Templars and the Teutonic Order. Its
members were divided into noble knights who
were also part of the clerical class, non-noble
sergeants-
at-
arms and conventual priests
(Forey, 1994). After a long history of policing
the Mediterranean from Cyprus and Rhodes
and keeping back the expansionist ambitions

of the Ottoman Empire, the Order arrived in
Malta in 1530. In 1565, the Ottoman Empire
invaded the island of Malta. Although having limited numbers of soldiers, the Order and
the Maltese population held off the Ottomans.
However, their headquarters, as well as the
homes of the local inhabitants in an area
called the Three Cities on the opposite side in
the Grand Harbour, were almost entirely destroyed (Bradford, 1964). As such, the country
needed a new capital city, which eventually became the city Valletta named after Jean Parisot
de Valette, the Grand Master of the Order who
was regarded as the hero of the Great Siege.
On 28 March 1566, the first stone of the new
city was laid in the foundations of a building,
which is now known as the Church of Our Lady
of Victories (Spiteri, 2005). The new city, in its
entirety the ‘Convent’ of the Order (or where
all the important institutions of the Order were
present), slowly took shape and it was decided
that the Order should prioritize the building of
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a new conventual church dedicated to St John,
the patron saint of the Order. The construction
of St John’s started in 1571, about five years
after the city’s first stone was laid. Its architect, a Maltese military engineer and architect
named Geronimo Cassar (c.1520–c.1592),
was employed to design and build the church
(Mahony, 1996). Because of the ‘Great Siege’,
neither the government nor the Order had the
necessary money or mindset to beautify the façade of St John’s. Also, with a military engineer
and architect as the main designer and builder
(Scicluna, 1955), St John’s was of a very simple and utilitarian design, having a plain style
of architecture and an unornamented (desornamentada) exterior, which reflected the newly
built fortifications around the city of Valletta
with its strong mannerist overtones (Mahony,
1996, pp. 13–141). Regardless of its simplicity
and lack of exterior and interior aesthetics, the
Conventual Church of the Order held its first
Holy Mass in 1577 (Sciberras, 2012).
Over time, the Order regained its financial strength, which allowed it to commission
works of art for the interior of the church. In
the 227 years that the Order managed St John’s
(before Napoleon’s capture of Malta and his exiling of the Order in 1798), the interior of the
church became one of the most celebrated and
ornamented interiors in Europe, even though
its exterior remained in its unornamented
state. Initially, Romanesque, and then later baroque, art had a great influence on the artwork
commissioned by the Order (Sciberras, 2004).
The artwork included several elements of the
macabre, such as sepulchral slabs and monuments that line the floor of the church. The
dates of the creation of these sepulchral slabs
and monuments range from the first half of the
16th century to the first half of the 19th century, with the oldest monument in the Crypt of
the Grand Masters being that of Frà Pietro del
Ponte, who died in 1535. The oldest slab in the
church nave, or the central area of the church
that extends from the entrance altar, is of the
Italian knight Frà Bernardo Scaglia, who died
in 1600, and the last person buried in the
church was Frà Paolo de Bertis Portughes of
Malta, in 1835 (Munro, 2005, nos. 355, 202
and 247). The distribution patterns of the sepulchral slabs are mainly along the nave of the
church, the side chapels and the oratory, while
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a few are in the Crypt of the Grand Masters,
which is situated beneath the main altar. The
sepulchral monuments, mostly belonging to
the Grand Masters of the Order, are divided between the Crypt of the Grand Masters, the nave
and the side chapels.
There is a great variation of styles and artistic tastes among these monuments, varying
from simple engraved white slabs to intricate
polychrome marble intarsia monuments. The
chief artistic styles are mannerist, baroque
and neoclassical, with many slabs taking on
classifications. One
their own particular sub-
recurrent theme with these slabs, however, is
the Great Siege of 1565, which measures the
suffering, heroism, victory and death of the
Hospitallers. St John’s is often referred to as possessing the ‘floor of floors’ or ‘the most beautiful floor in the world’, and so far this claim
remains uncontested (Munro, 2005, no. 208;
see Fig. 9.2).
Besides the sepulchres, St John’s has
many paintings depicting events of violence,
massacres and martyrdoms, either derived
from the scriptures, legends or history, such
as the Massacre of the Innocents, St George
on horseback battling the dragon, St James in
the mythical Battle of Clavijo and the beheading of St John (painting of the same name by
Caravaggio) (Sciberras, 2015; Scibberas and
Stone, 2006). The latter painting is of interest
to followers of dark tourism, as the beheading
itself is depicted in a manner identical to how
modern terrorists execute people. In addition,
there are over 50 relics of saints at St John’s,
which add to the dark tourism supply and experience, although not all of these relics are
bones. Part of the collection of bone relics is
exhibited in a reliquary in the Anglo-Bavarian
Chapel dedicated to St George where they can
be observed in the altar configuration. Some of
the relics are within the altar front, while over
the altar two niches are embedded into the wall,
containing many more relics. The most important relic, the right-lower arm bone of St John
the Baptist, is placed in a silver and gilt bronze
reliquary made by the Italian artist Ciro Ferri in
1689. The relic used to stand on the altar in the
oratory but is now housed within the Museum
of St John’s (Sciberras, 2004; see Fig. 9.3).
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Fig. 9.2. A photograph of the floor of the nave, also called the ‘floor of floors’, in St John’s Conventual
Church. (Photo: the Author)
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Fig. 9.3. A photograph of the reliquaries in an
altar in the Anglo-Bavarian Chapel of St John’s.
(Photo: the Author)

Death, Skulls and the Macabre
Death and its personification at St John’s are
part of humanity’s historical concerns with the
ontological meanings of life and death (Stone
and Sharpley, 2008). Indeed, cultures have long
manifested their fascination with death through
rituals, art and discussions in sacred and secular
texts. One quintessential part of this fascination
with death is the remains of the human body after the soul departs. In particular, human skulls
have long been the most widely used symbol
of the macabre because they housed sentient
thought and intellect.
Historically, people started utilizing skulls
not as objects of art but as ordinary utensils, in
particular as drinking vessels. For example, excavations at Gough’s Cave in Somerset, England,
showed that the crania of human skulls were used
as drinking cups or ‘skull cups’. Other cultures
have also used the human cranium as a drinking
cup, such as Aboriginals in Australia, tribes in Fiji,
China and India, as well as the Vikings (Bello et al.,
2011). At the site of Çatalhöyük in present-day
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Turkey (c.7000 BC), skulls were symbolically re-
fleshed with plaster and the mouth and eyes replaced with cowry shells (Shults, 2010; Hodder,
2010). These archaeological findings hint at
forms of communication with the forefathers and
the hereafter. Most common are consultations
about the eternal human needs, such as shelter,
food and safety, but also aspects related to the
future, such as the harvest, fertility, health, the
well-being of the tribe, or other important issues
(Rountree, 2007).
One of the first representations of death using skulls in decorative art is found on a mosaic
found in excavations of Pompeii dating to the first
century AD. Discovered in 1874, the Memento
Mori (‘reminders of death’) mosaic, now located in the National Archaeological Museum in
Naples, shows a naturalistic depiction of a large
skull surrounded by the tools of a mason, which
was meant to remind people that, while life is full
of pleasures, they are still mortal (Arrowsmith,
1966, p. 308; also in Edwards, 2007).
Human fascination with death is not restricted to skulls (Edwards, 2007); in Malta’s
agrarian Neolithic period, the figurine of the
‘Sleeping Lady’ represented a temporary death
or a ‘winter sleep’ (Malone et al., 2009). In a
later time in Italy, an Etruscan statuette, c.400
BC, shows an early winged demoness of death
informing a youthful male of his impending
demise. This was probably one of the earliest
instances of an agent of death operating independently from a pantheon of gods (Janson
and Janson, 1997). Winged figures in Greek
mythology represented various states of unconsciousness, such as Morpheus, the Greek
god of sweet dreams; Hypnos, the god of sleep;
and their deadly brother Thanathos, the god of
eternal sleep, who was the first personification
of death to appear in classical Greek theatre.
These mythological figures often appear in the
iconography of the sepulchres at St John’s, as
well as many others, such as the winged figure
of Chronos, the time-keeper or Father Time, who
has the hourglass and scythe as his attributes.
There is a stock of about 120 different symbols
frequently used, and these can be found in catalogues of icons and symbols, such as Ceasre
Ripa’s Iconologia.
These elements of the macabre in St John’s
stem in part from the Black Death, which took
place in Europe between 1346 and 1351. During
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this epidemic, approximately 50% of the population of Europe died. Because of this, death had
a strong influence on later art and literature.
For example, Petrarch’s (1304–1374) fresco,
Trionfo della Morte, was heavily influenced by the
Black Plague, as was Boccaccio’s (1313–1375)
Decameron, where he describes the ordeals of the
plague.
These works and others led to the personification of death in western art. For example, the first skeleton in western art was
Francesco Traini’s work, also entitled Trionfo
della Morte, in 1350, which is presently located
at the Camposanto Monumentale (Monumental
Cemetery) in Pisa. In the lower-left part of the
painting there are three coffins next to each other. In the top coffin there is the corpse of a man
who recently died, in the next coffin below is a
corpse that is decaying, and in the final coffin,
at the bottom, only skeletal remains are shown.
Also dating from this period is the Danse
Macabre – an artistic genre that dwelt upon the
universality of death in an extremely stratified human society. While the poorer within
European society had a higher chance of becoming plague victims than the rich who could
isolate themselves on their estates (Mackenbach
and Dreier, 2012), death was indiscriminate.
As such, paintings, music, woodcuttings and
frescoes were adorned with images of death,
inviting all people from every station of life to
dance their way to the grave. Several artists
found inspiration in this genre, such as the famous designs of the Dance of Death painting
by Michael Wolgemut (1493) or woodcuttings
by Hans Holbein the Younger (1497–1543)
(Mackenbach and Dreier, 2012). Albrecht Dürer
(1471–1528) contributed greatly to the spreading of images of death. Other artists who were
obsessed with death were Pieter Brueghel the
Elder (the most significant artist of the Flemish
and Dutch Renaissance) and Hieronymus Bosch
(another notable artist from the late Middle
Ages). What these artists had in common was
their message that death does not make exceptions for anyone – rich or poor, pious or impious,
righteous or self-righteous – and linked the salvation–damnation dichotomy to their art as it
was understood in the medieval ages.
In northern Europe, vanitas, or art contrasting wealth and death, and memento mori paintings, became all the rage in the 17th century,

full of skulls and other symbols of death, showing the transience and fragility of life (Barolsky,
2007). At St John’s, the personification of death
comes to full bloom. There are numerous depictions of Death and images of violent death present throughout the church, many of them in
graphic detail, not only in the corpus but also in
other art forms, such as paintings, carvings and
bronzes.
The idea of death being inevitable was an
important ideological focus for the Hospitaller
Knights, whose order was considered among the
noble and aristocratic classes of Europe. Like the
rest of Europe, members of the Order on Malta
were as vulnerable to the plague as the general
Maltese population. Indeed, being on an island,
infectious diseases were difficult to eradicate because of the proximity of one person to another.
Indeed, Malta and its surrounding islands have
been regularly decimated by plagues over the
centuries, with the last one occurring in 1913
(Blouet, 1993).
Knights of the Order who died of plague or
other contagious diseases were used as examples of heroism in many of the descriptions of
death written on the sepulchres. For example,
the Latin inscribed text on the sepulchral slab
of Frà Annibale Maria Losa reads (translated
from Latin): ‘...who was in charge of the galleys’ resources, had hardly completed his first
expedition when he became infected by a virulent disease, which consumed him in 2 days; he
seemed to fly up to Heaven rather than to die,
on the 10th of July 1742, at 30 years of age’
(Munro, 2005, no. 231). On the slab of the noble Jacques de Loyac de la Bachellerie is written
(translated from Latin):
I shall speak about his final achievements, by
which he lost his life and deserved another.
While he was applying dressings to patients’
limbs and nursing the ill, he contracted a disease
and died. A good death makes one blessed, but
a good life also; happy is he who has lived and
died so well. Finished his life on the 16th of
November of the year 1765. He had lived for just
26 years.
(Munro, 2005, no. 76)

In these cases, the deaths of these men
were good deaths, making them martyrs of the
Order, as they sacrificed their lives for the sake
of others.
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The willingness of knights not only to die
for Christendom but also for Christian charity
also fulfilled an exemplary role in the corporate
image of the Order, where the knights followed
Christ and their patron saint John the Baptist
into a voluntary death. St John the Baptist, in
particular, was the role model for the Order,
with model characteristics such as unsparing
criticism, selfless giving and self-
sacrifice. St
John’s criticism of Herod’s choice of second wife
earned him the deadly scourge of her daughter
Salome, who demanded the head of St John on
a plate. This scene of the beheading is present
at St John’s in various artistic configurations.
Through this self-appointed role of selfless giving, self-sacrifice and remaining critical to the
end, these Hospitaller Knights became the unforgotten, or the aletheia, of the Order.
In addition to changes in the depiction of
death in artistic genres, death was also increasingly the concern of the medical community. For
example, death became scientifically dissected
with the publication of De Humani Corporis Fabrica
(On the Fabric of the Human Body) by the Flemish
anatomist Andreas Vesalius (1514–1564) in
1543. Vesalius was the first one to draw a correct rendering of the human body through direct observation. Anatomy was for a long time
prohibited, as it was thought this would interfere
with the person’s resurrection. If God could not
reassemble the body as buried, then resurrection
might not be possible. Later it became acceptable
to use the bodies of hanged criminals for anatomy,
as it did not matter if they were resurrected or
not (le Goff, 1990). As such, Vesalius’s work with
non-criminal human bodies broke this sociocultural taboo on the study of anatomy (Cambiaghi,
2017). While there are many skeletons and skulls
depicted in the sepulchres at St John’s, only one
sepulchre has a correct version of a skeleton. Not
surprisingly, this skeleton, which is rendered on
one of the marble inlaid slabs, is a mirror image
taken from Vesalius’s De Humini Corporus Fabrica
(Munro, 2005, no. 198).

A Description of the Iconography of
the Corpus
Recording symbolism and symbols in art also
has a long history. One of the early works to do
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this is the De Hierarchia Celesti (On the Celestial
Dionysius the
Hierarchy) compiled by Pseudo-
Areopagite in the fifth century, about the treatment and classification of angels. In this work,
Dionysius created nine classes of angels or celestial beings:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

seraphim (six wings and a human head;
they are the closest to God and encircle his
heavenly throne);
cherubim (four-winged creatures with the
head of an ox, lion, man or eagle);
thrones (function as the chariot of God,
glowing wheels set with many eyes, functioning as heavenly mediators);
dominations (middle-management angels,
passing on orders of seraphim and cherubim to the angels);
virtues (appear as bright sparks of light, the
embodiment of seeing the light or getting a
bright idea, inspired by God);
powers (appear as bright-
coloured hazy
fumes, keeping demons away);
principalities (these angels are the rays of
light so often encountered in religious art);
archangels (guardians of humankind; St
Michael is the most popular at St John’s,
casting Evil into the deepest pit); and
angels (the whole ceiling and interior of St
John’s is filled with angels, the messengers
of God to humans).

Many of these angels or celestial beings are
depicted at St John’s, either in marble, painting or sculpture, as they confirm and enforce
Christian theology through visual images of
the word of God. To understand the importance
and popularity of these angels, there needs to
be an understanding regarding what people in
a baroque age were seeking from antiquity and
how they made it relevant to their own zeitgeist
(Panofsky and Drechsel, 1955).
The development of symbols in art was influenced by, among others, the work of Andrea
Alciato (Emblemata, 1531) (Moffitt, 2004),
Piero Valeriano Bolzani’s Hieroglyphica (1556)
and, most importantly, Cesare Ripa's Iconologia
(1593), which was viewed as the most important handbook for artists in its day because of
its collection of symbols and icons; it became
a standard work for artists during the Baroque
age and beyond.1 Brisson (2004) argues that
what connected these writers was their shared
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point of departure, even classical mythology.
During this time, humanist philosophers revised and rationalized classical mythology, using these mythological stories and allegories to
bring Catholic truths to a large, often illiterate
audience. Medieval philosophy saved classical
mythology from oblivion and changed it from
something seemingly irrational or incompatible
into arguments of truth, and made it applicable to an era where argument and proof were
important.
At present, the humanist outlook on death
is still relevant for something so irrational and
emotional as dark tourism (Giehlow, 2015).
Skulls, crossed thighbones, the Grim Reaper,
scythes and instruments of torture appear regularly in certain commodified dark tourism sites
such as the torture rooms at Warwick Castle in
England. Throughout St John’s and all the other
artistic expressions of the Order in Malta is a
wide assortment of allegories previously treated
by Cesar Ripa and others, their work arriving at
Malta with the art the Order commissioned in
Rome, and more widely in Italy and Sicily. Of especially great importance is the allegory of Our
Lady of Victories, a version of the Virgin Mary,
rendered as Nike Athena, the Greek goddess of
victory. At St John’s she is painted on the west
wall of the church in a work called The Allegory
of the Triumph of the Order, which was created by
Mattia Preti in 1666. In this allegory, Our Lady is
dressed in a Greek classical cuirass while wielding a flammeum or flaming sword – the same
kind the cherubim was holding in Genesis 3:24
when God drove Adam and Eve from Paradise.
The deeper meaning here is that Our Lady of
Victories conquered evil in the form of expelling
the enemies of Malta and the Order from the
islands after the Great Siege of 1565 was won
decisively.
There are approximately 120 different classical symbols often related to memento mori and
vanitas artistic features, reminding visitors to
St John’s of the transience of life and that they
should remember to live and die well according
to their views of religiosity and morality. Vanitas,
or vanity, paintings were especially popular in
the Protestant Netherlands in the 17th century.
These paintings reminded people of the transience of life and the certainty of death. This
form of art was rich in symbols, showing goods
that were symbols of death, such as the wilting

flower, a glass of flat champagne, a skull, and
many more symbols, also found in Cesare Ripa
and at St John’s. The accumulation of earthly
goods was also depicted as futile compared to
eternal Christian truths.
An analysis of the corpus also shows several recurring symbols rendered in the iconography relating to death, such as the sand glass,
the scythe, candles held upside down, weeping
cherubs, a plethora of skulls and crossed bones,
swords, shields, guns, canons and, of course,
skeletons. Many slabs and monuments at St
John’s have standard features such as coats of
arms, escutcheons, helmets with lambrequins,
ornamental drapery, cartouches with inscribed
text, pedestals, military paraphernalia and sarcophagi. In addition to these, every sepulchre
has several subtle, and not so subtle, aspects of
the macabre embedded in them. Some are rather
obvious and graphically displayed, such as rich
iconography relating to naval battles, angels of
death, skeletons with scythes, Father Time, the
figure of Death in a variety of forms, hourglasses, skeletons, bones, skulls, winged effigies and
putti (chubby small children in Heaven). There
are very few religious symbols in the corpus,
such as crucifixes, as it was thought not correct to tread upon the most endearing symbol
of Christianity. Although these symbols provide
an extra layer of meaning, for most visitors, the
meanings behind them are no longer familiar
and require a knowledgeable guide to point out
their significance (e.g. Munro, 2005).
Depicting death in the baroque world
became a creative challenge for artists, particularly when dealing with how to announce
terrible things that were about to happen, without making it too obvious. One example is the
painting The Beheading of St John, by Caravaggio,
in the Oratory at St John’s. In the Middle Ages,
in paintings of martyrs, the martyrs are often
placed in the centre of the painting in full light
so that everyone can learn from the virtues of
the martyr, and making it easier for the viewer to
identify with them. As such, when visitors interact with this particular painting there is a direct
confrontation and disconnect with the expected
genre and what is actually in the painting. In
the case of Caravaggio’s painting, contrary to
this expectation, St John is already lying on the
floor with a drop of blood trickling from his neck
and a clean sword next to his body. In looking
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at this painting, it dawns on the onlooker that
they have just missed the beheading, and visitors
in the early 17th century would be disappointed
because the chance to learn from and honour
St John has been taken away by Caravaggio,
and they would be angry with the painter for
not conforming to the genre. However, when
one looks closer one sees the executioner looming over the body of St John, one hand ready to
turn away St John’s long hair from his neck, the
other hand, still on his back, holding a miseracorde or a ‘mercy knife’. Apparently, the beheading attempt with the sword was botched and
the prison ward has ordered the executioner to
finish the job by hand with a few firm slicing
movements, after which the head of St John the
Baptist has to be placed on a tray to be presented
to Salome as a gift from Herod. This interpretation of St John’s beheading can be disconcerting
to the onlooker, for as soon as they are aware of
what is going to happen they cannot get that image out of their head, or the reality of being beheaded. Moreover, for the modern observer, this
scene is very relevant, particularly when thinking about the conflicts in Syria and Iraq, and of
ISIS beheading people in the same manner. For
visitors, this can be a dark moment.

The Inscribed Texts of the Corpus
Besides the above-
mentioned humanist influence related to works such as the Emblemata,
Hieroglyphica and Iconologia, classical authors
like Valerius Maximus and his work Facta et Dicta
Memorabilia (Memorable Doings and Sayings),
from 30 AD, had a certain influence on the writing of panegyrics or highly praising funerary
eulogies or speeches. Weever (1631), in his work
Ancient Funerall Monuments, discusses the structure of inscribed text
...in verse or prose, engraved upon the tomb,
grave, or sepulchre of the defunct, briefly
declaring (and that sometimes with a kind of
commiseration) the name, the age, the deserts,
the dignities, the state, the praises both of body
and mind, the good or bad fortunes in the life,
and the manner and time of the death of the
person therein interred.
(Weever, 1631, p. 8).
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The eulogies of the corpus at St John’s seem
to follow the canon of the Roman traditions,
while the corpus also had developed its own style.
For example, the writing of eulogies followed a
particular structured style, and at St John’s, eulogies are written in what was seemingly a common structure used across Europe. Since the
sepulchral art at St John’s was originally commissioned in Italy, Sicily and beyond, prior to being manufactured in Malta, the structure of the
inscribed texts closely conforms to how eulogies
were written in these regions. A Latin eulogy
written for a Hospitaller captain of a galley in
Malta, therefore, was not fundamentally different
from a Latin eulogy written for a Dutch admiral in
Rotterdam’s St Laurence Church, written in the
same era. The eulogies would contain information about the deceased’s name and genealogy,
date of death, curriculum vitae, and a description
of the person’s res gestae or achievements, personality, and noble characteristics and virtues. After
this information, the cause or reason of death,
and, if applicable, samples of their heroism or instances of their excellent managerial skills would
be listed. At the end of the eulogy, information on
who mourned for them and who installed or paid
for their sepulchre would be given.
While there is much violence described in
the inscribed texts on the sepulchres, there are
also many poetic notions and wise lessons for
the living, at times wrapped in a kind of ‘grave’
humour. For example, writing on the sepulchre
of Gaspar de Figuera, who died in 1792, reads
VENIT HORA EIUS, VENIET ET TUA, which
translated reads as a simple promise to readers:
‘His hour has come, and yours will.’ (This is a
light-hearted way of saying that death is not a
threat, but simply a promise, forcing people to
reflect upon their lives) (Munro, 2005, no. 36).
On another sepulchre, the text reads: ‘Move on
passer-by and seek to take up the virtue of this
hero in which he still lives on, because as yet,
you are standing on top of it’ (Munro, 2005, no.
47). These eulogies, in many ways, also poke fun
at death. Death can only be victorious once, but
after this one-time event, it becomes insignificant as it has no access to Heaven. While death is
still something that is highly ritualized in Roman
Catholic Malta, and it is believed that the living
should not mock or make light of death, once
a person is dead, from Heaven’s point of view,
death can be mocked.
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Other inscribed texts are deadly serious and
give reasons why these people became ‘Martyrs
of the Religion’ of the Order of St John. One
knight of the Order, Antonio Mastrillo, who
was well-
known for the ‘pleasantness of his
character and the nobility of his blood-lineage’,
went on military expeditions to Tripoli, Ariana,
Utique and Juzur Qarqannah. During the siege
of Sousse, when the city gates of Sousse were
crushed, he was ‘shot lethally through and
through by a scorching harquebus from a soldier of the defence’ (Munro, 2005, no. 302).
In contrast, Frà Giovanni Minutillo, ‘although
reduced by old age and illnesses, dragged himself onto his feet into church to receive his Last
Sacrament, showing that a Religious ought to
go to Mass, a soldier ought to die in his boots’
(Munro, 2005, no. 367). Many of the inscribed
texts portray the Knights Hospitallers as not being afraid of death. For example, Frà François
de Tressemanes Chastuel Brunet ‘so exhausted
the incurability of a long-lasting illness by his
invincible endurance, so that it may seem that
Death did not assail him, but that he challenged
Death to a wrestling match’ (Munro, 2005, no.
138). And in instances where Order members
had done extraordinary things, extra lines were
added to their inscribed text. For example, one
inscribed text reads: flos ordinis equestris…Fabius
Maximus Rullianus, or ‘flower of the equestrian
order Fabius Maximus Rullianus’ (Valerius,
2000, vol. 1, book III.2, p. 244).
The sepulchral slabs at St John’s, however,
are not only a corporate identity to influence
memory and the public opinion of the time; the
‘floor of floors’, as part of the whole decorated
interior of St John’s, is first and foremost a statement of the ethos and pathos of the Order, representing both earthly suffering and, far more
importantly, the celebration of life in the hereafter, representing the salvation of one’s soul after
suffering and the continuous threat of damnation for those who do not live virtuous and giving lives.

St John’s and Dark Tourism
What makes St John’s interesting for the adherents of dark tourism? St John’s has an authentic and very original interior, commissioned by

the Hospitaller Order of St John. The art in St
John’s is a product of its time, accumulating
over the period 1577–1798. St John's interior
acknowledges the trauma of the Great Siege
and shows a fusion of the humanist approach
with the classical past, imbued with the uplifting
spirit of the Counter-Reformation (at least for
Roman Catholics), which brought with it artistic elements of hope and a triumphant future in
Heaven. St John’s is a treasure-house of religious
and secular art made by international and local
artists of repute, such as Caravaggio, Bernini,
Preti, to name a few. In summary, much of the
art can be regarded as belonging to both the religious realm and the macabre, such as the relics,
the memento mori aspects, classical features such
as the head of Medusa, military paraphernalia,
standards, crucifixes, references to classical heroes, and the many violent scenes taken from the
Old Testament.
Elements that can be interpreted as being
relevant to dark tourism can be found first and
foremost in the corpus of sepulchral slabs and
monuments, but also in the reliquaries, bronze
and marble statues, objects of precious metals, paintings of beheadings and the aforementioned very graphical violence in Old and New
Testament scenes, such as the ‘Killing of the
Innocents’ or the ‘Flagellation of Christ’. These
artistic expressions were originally intended to
bring to the world the memory, identity and self-
image of the knights to justify their existence.
The intended audiences were the visitors to
Malta and guests of the Order, but also pilgrims
and those who participated in the Grand Tour.
Pilgrimage to Malta is an ancient phenomenon
(Rountree, 2007), and presently, many pilgrims
come to Malta for St Paul, the national patron
saint of Malta, and for St John the Baptist and
St George. From the author’s own observations
and meetings with pilgrims, there are Christians
from Iraq and Syria who come to St John’s to
venerate St George. From these same locations
there are Muslims who come for whom St John
the Baptist (buried in Damascus) is important.
For pilgrims, the dark side is simply part of their
set of beliefs, providing them with meaning
and purpose regarding suffering and salvation
(Badone, 1987). It is the secular visitor, lacking the background knowledge of religion, for
whom the dark side provides a different meaning
– that of fascination with the shapes and form
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of the personification of death and the relational
symbology rather than the damnation–salvation dichotomy.
The Great Siege of Malta in 1565 can
be regarded as a dark episode in its own right,
and its gruesome details are presented in several paintings, including a series of the Order’s
saints, heroes and martyrs along the frieze of
the nave. Other violent scenes are represented by
paintings of allegories, such as the ‘Allegory of
Triumph’ or of saints engaging in violence, such
as St Michael the Archangel, St George and the
Dragon, and Saint James (Santiago Matamores or
St James the Moorslayer) in the mythical battle
of Clavijo. These scenes of violence, meted out
to infidels and unbelievers, are depicted on the
Flemish tapestries in the Museum of St John’s,
showing scenes related to the Trionfo della Morte
and the Triumph of the Catholic Faith where
unbelievers are crushed under the wheels of a
chariot.
From a secular viewpoint, there is only
death and nothing beyond. Modern western
societies have ‘not just emptied the sky of angels, but has emptied tradition, ritual and, increasingly, virtually all overarching normative
meaning structures of much of their content’
(Mellor and Shilling, 1993, p. 428). Stone and
Sharpley (2008, p. 584) also add that the former promise of eternal life in Heaven has been
deconstructed by secularism, which has failed,
however, to replace religious conceptions of
life after death with alternative viewpoints,
leaving ‘contemporary individuals isolated
and vulnerable in the face of their inevitable
end’. As such, St John’s is a place where, in
view of this discussion, it is still constructing
Heaven and its celebration of life. One particular aspect of St John’s is its painted barrel vault,
rendered in quadratura, or painted in a way to
create the illusion of limitless space. The vault,
painted by Mattia Preti (Sciberras, 2012) and
viewed as one of the best examples of baroque
painting (Sitwell, 1942), shows scenes of the
life of St John the Baptist set in a series of interconnecting arches through which one can
look straight into Heaven, showing a sky full of
angels where God beckons from Paradise to the
living below because there is still a promise of
solace and hope (Davidson, 1971). Along the
frieze are painted figures that represent the heroes, martyrs, blessed and saints of the Order.
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Ten of the 28 figures are knights who died a
horrible death during the Great Siege. For the
secular dark tourist this frieze may just simply
be an interesting decoration, but the moment
the dark tourist is aware of the horror stories
behind a simple portrait, the dark element
deepens, as a gruesome narrative usually impresses the mind.
Why do dark tourists come to St John’s?
Over the last 25 years, the author has acted as a
guide at St John’s and has met thousands of visitors. Most visitors come to St John’s on a cultural
visit, having interests in the general religious
theme of the place, although the author has met
quite a few people who specifically came for its
darker elements, ranging from academics with
a scholarly interest in death (e.g. art, the history
of art or the anthropology of death) to punks or
heavy-metal fans, emphasizing the fashion value of the figure of Death on their clothing, jewellery or tattoos. The value of skulls and crossed
bones as a fashion statement or as a means of
identifying with music, various forms of art or
motorcycle clubs cannot be underestimated.
Even nail salons offer a range of skull designs,
with or without glitter! The author has observed
that many of these dark tourists were fully immersed in their taste, wearing clothes and accessories decorated with skulls and bones. Artists
have never shied away from death, and computer
games at present excel in the macabre (Sharpley,
2005). In 2012, the author was invited to create
a historical presentation of the development of
the figure of Death. This presentation was held
both in Rome and in San Francisco on the occasion of the press release of the computer game
‘Darksiders II’. The motivation behind it was to
link serious research to gaming to give this genre
more weight.
Whatever the knowledge level of the visitors, there is a certain fascination with a church
floor full of sepulchral slabs, particularly because the aspects of macabre and death are
mostly rendered in the high art polychrome
marble intarsia. On a deeper level, the artistic
representations of death at St John’s offer visitors of the dark side to develop their own narrative. To achieve a meaningful and relevant
experience, the visitors must be empowered
with knowledge behind the construction of
the church, the horror of the Great Siege, the
violence in the scriptures and their symbols and
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attendant meanings. Within the symbols and inscribed Latin texts, whose meaning is no longer
accessible to the general audience, visitors may
find a hidden treasure of unseen dramas and
stories from long ago. If visitors wished to, with
the right information, they could spend hours
decoding the various symbols and texts and in
doing so make St John’s and its messaging more
relevant for themselves. They could then better
determine the depth of their experiences or how
‘dark’ their experience becomes.

Perspectives
What has the above discussion of St John’s Co-
Cathedral to offer for dark tourism theory? St
John’s does not seem to fit the categories defined
by Stone (2010) – it is a place of worship, but
also a place where the identity and self-image
of the Order are celebrated and exhibited to the
world. While St John’s itself is not a place of horror, a dungeon or a battlefield, it does represent
its memory of those things in a manner in keeping with the corporate identity of the Order and
pays homage to those knights who became the
martyrs of the religion by dying in battle or in
the service of others. Nevertheless, it can be said
that St John’s was intended as a place where
one would be confronted with death in order to
contemplate life, death and the afterlife. Indeed,
St John’s seems to be a dark place avant la lettre.
Surely the surviving knights could relive the
horrors of sea battles and the Great Siege and
teach the novices of the Order all about the ethos
and the pathos of the Order (i.e. everything that
is relevant to live according to the rules, norms,
image and identity requirements of the
self-
Order). The ensuing culture of memoria and the
care for and celebration of the persons and souls
in the here and the hereafter (Bueren, 2005)
was taken very seriously.

Scholarship regarding dark tourism has
matured over the past couple of decades and
with it the ideas about typologies, classifications
and grading levels of darkness and intensity of
both dark tourism places and experiences (e.g.
Foley and Lennon, 1996; Lennon and Foley,
1999, Lennon and Foley, 2000; Sharpley, 2009;
Sharpley and Stone, 2009; Stone, 2006, 2009,
2010; Stone and Sharpley, 2008, 2013; Light,
2017; Stone et al., 2018). Here the author argues
for another category to be added for churches
like St John’s, St Denis and others, as they are
of a hybrid class containing aspects of physical
and narrative dark elements and complexities
(Podoshen et al., 2015). St John’s is an authentic, historic and original site, not where death
occurred but where death was remembered,
and it is still active as a site of remembrance and
memoria. It is not afflicted by McDisneyfication,
commoditization, kitschification or commercialization. If one arrives for Holy Mass or as a
pilgrim, one may find inspiration or guidance on
the spectrum of death from the religious point of
view; as a cultural tourist, one may either take
cursory notice of the aforementioned spectrum
on offer or ignore it totally and regard St John’s
just as a beautiful place.
For the dark tourist, especially those empowered with knowledge of the narratives beyond the violent images, St John’s may be a
‘must see’ destination because there is no limit
to their darkest imagination. Reference has, for
instance, been made to the beheading of St John,
where one does not see any violence. However,
with knowledge of the painting one knows that
a very gruesome moment will come, that of
manually cutting off the head of St John the
Baptist. The horror of this act is then greatly
reinforced by the knowledge that many people
were killed in the same manner recently in Iraq
and Syria. However, it is just a banal truth that
we are simply fascinated by looking at real or artistic representations of death.

Note
1

Available online: https://archive.org/details/iconologiaormora00ripa/page/n7.
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Introduction
Dark tourism is a ‘provocative and contested
concept’, complicated in part by the overlapping
themes of spirituality, mortality, historicity and
the commercialization of the dead (Stone, 2018,
p. vii). As noted in Chapter 1, dark tourism is intimately intertwined with pilgrimage to religious
heritage sites, to where for centuries people have
travelled in search of answers to existential
questions related to the meaning of mortal life
and life after death. Considering the existential
questions that religion attempts to answer, travel
to religious sites to deal with concerns regarding
death and the afterlife is a common theme in the
pilgrimage practices of several faith traditions.
This is noted in Chapter 9 regarding St John’s
Co-Cathedral in Valletta, Malta, where death is
used as the prevalent motif or aesthetic of the
site. At the same time, travel to sacred sites, such
as where religious leaders have died – particularly as martyrs – can solidify a person’s religious
identity and reaffirm their faith and determination to live a better life (Olsen, 2012).
Like other Christian faiths, The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (hereafter
referred to as the Church), an international
Christian faith of approximately 16 million
members, founded in the USA in the early 19th

century, shares in the complexity surrounding
dark tourism and religious sites. In the same vein
as Gethsemane or Golgotha for other Christians,
Church members are fascinated with the macabre at some of their faith’s historic sites. Outside
of the Holy Land, Carthage Jail is the most
prominent dark tourism site related to Church
theology and sacred space. Located in the town
of Carthage in rural western Illinois, the jail is
the site of the martyrdom of Joseph Smith, the
founder of the Church, and his brother Hyrum,
who were killed by a mob in 1844 while awaiting trial (see Fig. 10.1).
Though the Church lacks a formal pilgrimage theology, Church leaders espouse support
for its religious heritage tourism sites (Olsen,
2006, p. 255). The faith’s historic sites ‘are not
a doorway to salvation’, but Church members
nevertheless visit them because they ‘enable
individual members to envision their sacred
history within the geography where the events
took place’ (MacKay, 2016, p. 5). These sites
also ‘bind the modern membership to God’s plan
and offer meaning to seemingly arbitrary historic places’ (p. 5). Church members make personal and familial pilgrimages to these locations
because, in the words of one of their leaders,
‘sacred places inspire our faith and give us encouragement to be true to that faith and to move
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Fig. 10.1. A map of Church historical sites from 1820 to 1847. (From The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints)

forward, despite the challenges that may cross
our path’ (Neuenschwander, 2003, pp. 71–72).
Informal pilgrimage-like travel to Carthage Jail
by Church members fits this narrative. As such,
as a case study in dark tourism formation, this
chapter examines how the Church has transformed the jail, the scene of the faith’s greatest
suffering, into a pilgrimage destination focusing
on triumph rather than tragedy.

A Brief History of the Church
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
(originally called the Church of Christ) was
formed in the USA in the 19th century following a series of divine manifestations reported
by its founder Joseph Smith, including his account of visions of God, Jesus Christ and angels.
In conjunction with these encounters, Smith
was guided to a religious record of the ancient

inhabitants of the continent, which he translated and published as the Book of Mormon.
Attracting believers, Smith formally organized
the Church in New York in 1830 (Arrington and
Bitton, 1992, p. 1–19).
While the new religious movement quickly
attracted believers who found in it a restoration
of biblical Christianity, it also drew the ire of
religious, community and government leaders
who disagreed with its theology and communal
practices. As a result of opposition, Smith and
his followers fled New York for the state of Ohio,
and later Missouri, throughout the 1830s. In
each location persecution followed, leading to
repeated mobbing and arrests. Often the charges
were for disorderly conduct due to the continued preaching of Church leaders, as evangelizing was a prominent practice of the adherents.
Smith and other high-ranking Church leaders
were also charged with more serious crimes
when they stood their ground in defence of their
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beliefs. An 1838 conflict between Church members and their neighbours in northern Missouri
led to violence, including an extermination order issued by the governor authorizing the use
of force to drive the Church from the state. As
a result, lives were lost on both sides, and Smith
and several of his associates were imprisoned for
nearly six months in a dungeon cell in Liberty,
Missouri. Following his release, Smith reassembled the faithful in neighbouring Illinois, forming a town he named Nauvoo (Arrington and
Bitton, 1992, p. 44–64).
As a result of these repeated scrapes with
the law and even death, Joseph Smith openly
longed for a place where he and his loved ones
could gather together in peace. This longing,
however, was not limited merely to a city like
Nauvoo or even to this life. He also envisioned
a place of rest where he and his followers could
await the Christian hope of resurrection and entrance into God’s kingdom after death. In a sermon delivered on 16 April 1843, Joseph Smith
declared:
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The place where a man is buried has been
sacred to me. . . . I will tell you what I want. If
tomorrow I shall be call[e]d to lay in yonder
tombs. in the morning of the resurrecti[o]n, let
me strike hands with my father, & cry, my father,
& he will say my son, my Son – as soon as the
rock rends. & before we come out of our graves.
(Hedges et al., 2011, p. 359)1

In the year after this statement, Joseph
Smith and his brother Hyrum were arrested
again, being charged with treason against the
state of Illinois for having declared martial law
in the city of Nauvoo. They were remanded to
nearby Carthage, Illinois, the county seat for
the region and home to the two-storey sandstone jail, which had been erected in 1839 (see
Fig. 10.2). Awaiting trial and under a promise
of protection from the authorities investigating
the charges, the brothers, together with two of
their friends, were attacked on 27 June 1844 by
an angry mob who rushed the jail. Both Joseph
and Hyrum were shot as they tried to defend

Fig. 10.2. A photograph of the exterior of Carthage Jail in Carthage, Illinois. (Photo: Scott C. Esplin)
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themselves from as many as 200 assailants.
Hyrum Smith died in a pool of blood on the jail
floor while Joseph Smith was repeatedly shot
as he leapt from the upstairs window attempting to escape the gunfire. A third occupant and
fellow Church leader, John Taylor, was severely
wounded, but lived, while a fourth, Willard
Richards, survived unscathed. Upon hearing of
this attack on Carthage Jail, Samuel Smith, the
younger brother of Joseph and Hyrum Smith,
came to Carthage and, with Richards and
Artois Hamilton, a local resident of Carthage,
mournfully returned the bodies to Nauvoo for
burial (Arrington and Bitton, 1992, pp. 65–82;
Leonard, 2002, pp. 398–401).
Initially, Joseph Smith failed to receive his
wish for a revered resting place. To hide the true
location of their remains, caskets filled with sand
were buried in a public funeral held in Nauvoo
on 29 June 1844. Because of fears that someone
might desecrate them, their bodies were secretly
interred in the basement of an unfinished public building near their homes, then moved again
several months later to an even more secure
location (Oaks and Hill, 1975, p. 22; Leonard,
2002, pp. 403–404). With the passage of time,
knowledge of their true burial site was lost, only
to be rediscovered more than seven decades later
(see Bernauer, 2001).
Since the martyrdom of Joseph Smith,
Church leaders and adherents have been fascinated with Carthage Jail. Thomas Ford,
Governor of Illinois from 1842 to 1846 and political participant in the tragedy that unfolded in
Carthage, sensed the potential of the story of the
martyrdom of Joseph Smith, the scene where it
was enacted, and the scandal for those involved:
‘It is to be feared that, in course of a century, . . .
the name of the martyred Joseph [may] ring as
loud, and stir the souls of men as much, as the
mighty name of Christ himself.’ Connecting this
possibility with its impact on locations associated with Smith’s life, Ford continued, ‘Carthage
Jail may become [a] holy and venerable name,
[a] place of classic interest, in another age;
like Jerusalem, the Garden of Gethsemane, the
Mount of Olives, and Mount of Calvary to the
Christian, and Mecca and Medina to the Turk’
(Ford, 1854, p. 359–360).2 Over the nearly
two centuries since he made his prediction,
Governor Ford’s words have proven prophetic,
with Carthage Jail becoming an important

Church religious heritage pilgrimage and tourism destination.

Loathing for Carthage Jail
However, in the months immediately after the
martyrdom, feelings for Carthage Jail were raw.
Unlike Christian pilgrimage sites like Golgotha
or the Garden Tomb, which, though tragic, are
also equated with Christian triumph over death,
Carthage Jail represented only loss. Church leaders and members did little to hide their disdain
for the place. Blame was extended to the mob
who perpetrated the deed as well as government
officials, who Church members believed had
sanctioned the attack. In August 1844, Church
member and newspaper editor William Phelps
authored a poem entitled, ‘Joseph Smith’, boldly
declaring: ‘Long shall his blood, which was shed
by assassins, stain Illinois, while the earth lauds
his fame’ (Times and Seasons, 1844, p. 607).3 The
words were transformed into an anthem entitled
Praise to the Man, which is now a religious hymn
sung by Latter-day Saints worldwide. Even more
forcefully, in March 1845, nine months after
Smith’s death, his primary successor, Brigham
Young, called for men proclaiming the faith’s
message to cease: ‘I do not want any man to go
to preach till he is sent. If the world want to hear
preaching, let them come here, and if they really
want the Gospel, let them clean [up] Carthage
Jail’ (Nelson, 1980, p. 88).
In addition to seeking justice, members of
the faith were interested in learning more about
the events that had transpired in the jail on 27
June 1844. Because Carthage was less than
30 km away from the Church’s headquarters
in Nauvoo, Illinois, and served as the county
seat for the region, Church members found opportunities to visit the site. Attending to legal
proceedings in the town, a party headlined by
Brigham Young and about 50 others descended
on the jail in September 1845. ‘The blood of
Hyrum still stained the floor where he fell and
breathed his last; the walls were marked with
bullet holes’, their record of the visit detailed.
The party toured the room as witnesses to the
slaying, John Taylor and Willard Richards, told
their account of being in the room at the time
of Smith’s death (Journal History of the Church,
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1845, p. 1). Taylor and Richards also subsequently published various eyewitness accounts
of their experience (Phelps et al., 1844, p. 568,
Richards, 1844, ; Richards et al., 1844; Taylor,
1862, pp. 517–547; see Staker, 2011).
Violence continued to hound the Church
until they were forcefully driven from Illinois
in 1846. Most found refuge nearly 2000 km
west in the high-mountain deserts of the Rocky
Mountains of North America. In spite of this
relocation the desire for justice increased. In
particular, Church members were fascinated
with tales that trickled west regarding the horrific suffering and deaths of people who were
rumoured to have participated in the mobbing
of Carthage Jail (Oaks and Hill, 1975). One account described a mob participant who suffered
from a festering wound until he died, while another account told of one mob member who
‘had no peace’, declaring that ‘he saw the two
martyrs always before him’ (Pratt, 1985, pp.
390–391). While the reliability of the stories
has been called into question, the persistence
of rumours like these reflects the wound within
the faith created by the events of Carthage Jail
(Marsh, 2009).4
With their abandonment of Nauvoo and
relocation to the west, Church members found
ways to hold the events of Carthage Jail in their
collective memory. On 27 June 1847, the record
for Brigham Young’s vanguard group emigrating to what would become the modern-day state
of Utah detailed:
It is 3 years today since our brethren Joseph
and Hyrum Smith were taken from us, and it
was a general feeling in camp to spend the day
in fasting and prayer. . . . Many minds . . . have
reverted back to the scenes of Carthage jail, and
it is a satisfaction that we have so far prospered
in our endeavors to get from under the grasp of
our enemies.
(Journal History of the Church, 1847, p. 1)

Once settled in Utah, Church leaders and
members continued to eulogize their loss on the
anniversary of the martyrdom and at pioneer
celebrations commemorating the settling of the
region (Journal History of the Church, 1853, p. 1;
Deseret News, 1856, p. 170). Even the territorial
fair incorporated memory of the event into its
exhibits and displays. As one local newspaper
reported in 1857:
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The cabinet of curiosities and foreign
specimens were select, fine and valuable; and
the contributions liberally supplied….Works
of art from India, Africa, China and Europe
were eagerly gazed upon; but none were more
attractive and interesting than the Carthage
relics and other precious articles associated with
our martyred Prophet Joseph.
(Mills, 1857, p. 248)

While fascination with Carthage Jail persisted in the intermountain west, thousands
of kilometres away there was a second group
with a personal connection to Joseph Smith, the
Church and Carthage Jail. Prominent among
them were the widow and children of Joseph
Smith himself. Following the deaths of Joseph
and Hyrum Smith, a leadership struggle ensued,
with several parties vying for control (Arrington
and Bitton, 1992, pp. 88–92; Leonard, 2002,
pp. 418–459; see Bringhurst and Hamer, 2007).
While the majority of Church members followed
Brigham Young and settled in the west, Joseph
Smith’s widow Emma and her young children
chose to remain in Illinois. Eventually, like-
minded believers who remained in the American
Midwest prevailed upon Joseph Smith’s oldest son, Joseph Smith III, to become the leader
of what was named the Reorganized Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (now called
the Community of Christ) in 1860 (Newell and
Avery, 1994). Smith and his mother remained
in Nauvoo for many years keeping watchful care
over the bodies of Joseph and Hyrum Smith,
which were secretly buried adjacent to their
homes and away from the jail where they were
killed.

Returning to and Acquiring the Jail
During the latter portion of the 19th century, a
generation of church members from each movement turned their attention to the jail itself.
One such visitor, J.C. Rich, who was only three
years old at the time of the 1844 martyrdom, reported of his return visit to the region in 1869:
‘Carthage jail stands as it did when the prophet
was murdered.’ Rich captured his perception
of the feelings in the area for the events of the
Nauvoo era, writing that ‘The old mob spirit has
about died out and a general feeling of regret at
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the manner of treating the “Mormons” is very
prevalent’ (Deseret Evening News, 1870, p. 3).
As visitors, Church leaders and members frequented the structure, which had been
made into a private residence owned by James
M. Browning when the county sold the property in 1866 (see Fig. 10.3). In October 1888,
three Church missionaries spent an afternoon in
Carthage, which they described as being ‘a town
of about 2000 inhabitants, but has rather an
old and neglected appearance’. When they went
to visit the jail (then a private residence), they
wrote that:
Mrs Browning received us kindly and showed
us about the premises. We went upstairs to the
south-east upper room, where Joseph, Hyrum,
John Taylor and Willard Richards were confined
on the day of the martyrdom. We saw the hole
through the door made by the bullet that killed
Hyrum, examined the corner where Elder Taylor
rolled under the bed, raised the window through
which Joseph leaped, and was shown the exact
place where the blood of Hyrum still stains the
floor. The floor being carpeted, we did not see the
stain, but Mrs Browning assured us it was there
yet and could not be washed away.
(Jenson et al., 1888)

Mrs Browning told the missionaries that,
... she had a great many visitors who came to
examine the premises, and some of the neighbors
had reminded her of the trouble she was put
to in showing them around, but she said, with
considerable emotion, that she had not the heart
to refuse anyone, and intended always to be
courteous and kind to the friends of the martyrs.
She expressed her regret that such a scene as the
one that made her home of so much historical
interest should ever have taken place.
(Jenson et al., 1888)

In his personal journal, one member of the
party added:
Many, [Browning] says, take relics from the
place. Some take portions of the lily as tokens
of remembrance. We plucked some seeds of an
ivy vine running up the wall under the only
window in the east end of the upper room from
whence the Prophet leaped [referring to the spot
where Smith unsuccessfully attempted to flee his
attackers].
(Stevenson, 2015, p. 268)

From the Reorganized Church perspective,
Elder R.C. Evans visited the jail the same year

Fig. 10.3. Room in which Joseph and Hyrum Smith Were Imprisoned. Watercolour by Piercy, 1855.
(Courtesy of the Missouri Historical Society, St Louis, Missouri)
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and offered views of the site for his branch of the
faith. Like his western counterparts, Evans was
fascinated by the bullet hole in the door, heard
the tale of the blood on the floor that refused to
fade and gazed from the window where Joseph
Smith fell to his death. He, too, retrieved a relic,
a nail from the window. He also thanked God he
had ‘remembered his people, and from the seed
of the martyr . . . raised up one that is mighty
and strong to lead his people home’, a reference to the ongoing tension between the faiths
over successorship to Joseph Smith (Evans,
1909, p. 139). Though neither group controlled
the site, both had a strong interest in the jail,
for ‘by staking claim to a sas such, Carthage
Jail is an example ofcred site that once united
the religious movement, each rival asserts its
claim as inheritor of the true faith’ (Hassner,
2003, p. 16).
The above examples are but a few of the
many people who came to Carthage to tour the
jail, even though it was the private residence
of the Browning family. In 1883, Richard W.
Young wrote of a similar experience with the
Brownings, hearing from Mr Browning ‘the
current account of the Martyrdom, which did
not differ in particulars, materially, from our
own version, though it was scarcely told with
the same spirit in which we view the deplorable
event’. Like others who visited the site, Young
was impressed by a bullet hole in the door and
a spot below the window from which Joseph
Smith was shot and fell to his death. ‘In its place,’
Young noted, ‘there is now a bed of white and
red flowers, emblematic at once of the righteousness and the lifeblood of the man chosen
to teach Christians Christianity’ (Young, 1883,
p. 307). Others continued to be fascinated with
the physical reminders of the tragedy. Visiting
in 1892, J. Frank Pickering described ‘the door
through which Hyrum and Joseph was shot’ and
‘the bullet hole’, which he ‘carefully examined.
. . . I was informed, in answer to a query, that
the blood stains of Hyrum Smith still remained
upon the carpeted floor.’ Pickering concluded:
I could hardly make myself believe that I was
viewing the spot, where . . . 48 years ago the
blood of the martyrs flowed to satisfy the
mobocratic desires of a horde of fanatics.
. . . While Carthage is no doubt a live and
flourishing city as compared with . . . other
places in the vicinity, to me a dead spirit seemed
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to permeate the town. . . . I was willing and
anxious to shake the dust of the place from my
feet. (Pickering, 1892, p. 4)

Reshaping the Memory of Carthage
Jail
As the 20th century dawned, the tone in
which visits to the Carthage Jail were described
changed. Individuals like Thomas H. Burton,
who visited the jail in 1901, continued to report on ‘the bullet hole in the door’ and ‘the
blood stain . . . still on the floor, irrespective of
the scrubbing and wear of the boards. The stain
seems to have faded in the center, thereby leaving it in a rather ring shape figure.’ However,
Burton also added his perception of the residents
of Carthage:
We found, to our surprise, that the universal
opinion seems to exist that it was a cowardly and
unrighteous act, and they absolutely refuse to
share the blame. They seem to be ashamed of
it, and I am pleased to note that the prejudice
which used to exist in that city against our
people is almost abolished.
(Burton, 1901, p. 8)

Not all visitors, however, openly praised
Carthage as a town of hospitality. For some,
especially those closely touched by the tragedy, strong feelings lingered. In 1906, Joseph F.
Smith, son of Hyrum Smith, nephew of Joseph
Smith, and sixth president of the Church, toured
the jail where his father and uncle had been
killed more than 60 years earlier. When the
guide noted, ‘That stain is the blood of Hyrum
Smith’, pointing to the famed spot on the floor,
‘Smith walked over and sat on the bed. He put
his hands over his face, and convulsively wept,
until [his travelling companion] could see the
water coming through his fingers. [Smith] then
said, “Charlie, take me out of here!”’ (Yorgason,
2001, p. 356; see also Ballard, 2013). He concluded, ‘I despise this place. It harrows up my
feelings to come here’ (Nibley, 1974).
Possibly because of these personally poignant emotions, Church leadership did little to develop the site, even though they had acquired it
from the Browning family in 1903. At the time,
Church officials ‘thought [it] advisable to buy it
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and place someone in charge with Church literature to distribute to callers and by this means
utilize this property of sad memory in doing
missionary work’ (Journal History of the Church,
1903a, p. 7, b, p. 4). Nothing immediately happened, however, as Church leaders chose instead
to rent out the home for the next 35 years on the
condition that occupants ‘be willing to show it at
any time to anyone who wished to see it’ (Journal
History of the Church, 1956, p. 1). Accordingly,
the local Carthage newspaper noted that, referring to the jail, ‘a number of Carthage citizens
have resided there and numerous citizens now
living have played in its rooms or visited there’
(Journal History of the Church, 1953b, p. 6).
In the late 1930s, Church leaders finally
decided to capitalize on the growing pilgrimage
and tourism interests taking over the jail and
announced an extensive renovation of the building aimed at restoring the structure to the way
it was in June 1844 (see Fig. 10.4). They also
established a bureau of information on the site

premises (Deseret News, 1938, p. 7). Church efforts at transforming the pilgrimage experience
at Carthage Jail culminated in the June 1944
centennial of the deaths of Joseph and Hyrum
Smith. This commemoration of the martyrdom
reflected how far those touched by the tragedy
had come. While the occasion was somewhat
muted due to wartime travel restrictions, local
faith and community leaders joined with representatives of both The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints and the Reorganized Church of
Jesus Christ for the occasion, emblematic of the
attempts at reconciliation between the branches
of the movement and local residents that was occurring in the region. For the occasion, Church
leaders displayed various relics of Joseph and
Hyrum Smith, including death masks created
following their murders and an engraved silver
piece reportedly in Joseph Smith’s pocket at the
time of his death. A service was held in the jail
itself, where participants sang hymns, listened
to a brief prayer by a descendent and ‘felt that

Fig. 10.4. A photograph of the interior of Carthage Jail where Joseph and Hyrum Smith were killed.
(Photo: Scott C. Esplin)
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we were in the presence of the men who met
their deaths there’ (Journal History of the Church,
1944a, p. 5, Journal History of the Church,
1944b, pp. 8–10). A joint service was also held
at the gravesite in Nauvoo under the direction of
the Reorganized Church leadership. Talk of dying as a witness for truth replaced the rhetoric
of blame and accountability (Richard, 1981;
Smith, 1944a, b).
For its part, the town of Carthage sought to
distance itself from possible culpability as home
to the famous jail. At the occasion of the centennial of the martyrdom, Isham G. Davidson, an
early Carthage resident, reflected on the feelings
in his hometown for the event:
Many tourists still visit Nauvoo and there are
those who make pilgrimages to the shrine here
of the old jail. . . . Carthage, . . . while sharing
the universal condemnation of a cowardly and
wanton murder of helpless citizens of Nauvoo,
feels the pride of aloofness in its commission.
Her hands are clean. The men accused of the
deed were not residents of the town. A jury
said it did not know who the murderers were or
whence they came. . . . Today it welcomes those
who come to bow at the shrine of the martyrs.
(Davidson, 1944, pp. 6–7)

Visitors to Carthage Jail increased exponentially in the latter half of the 20th century in
conjunction with the rise of automobile tourism
and the great American family vacation (Rugh,
2008). As the numbers of visitors increased and
impacted to a greater degree the economy and
quality of life of Carthage itself, the trend toward
Carthage Jail as a place for healing for believers
and residents alike continued. By the mid-1950s,
the site averaged more than 1000 visitors a
month, with local guides reporting guests from
every state in the union and from many foreign
countries, and noting that ‘more and more people outside of the church are coming to the jail,
so that no longer are [the] largest numbers from
Utah’. The local Hancock County Journal enthusiastically boasted, ‘The Old Jail is one of the most
popular historic shrines in the country’ (Journal
History of the Church, 1956, p. 1). Anticipating
an economic benefit from ‘the one thing that
has put Carthage into history books and stands
today as a shrine to the religious sect of which
Joseph Smith was the prophet and leader’, the
Carthage Republican speculated in 1953 that:
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More than 10,000 people visited the old
Carthage Jail last year, fully 90% from out of
town. . . . If it is reasonable to assume that
each of these visitors spent an average of one
dollar in Carthage for meals, sleeping quarters,
souvenirs, or what have you, it adds up to
the rather neat sum of $10,000 and perhaps
surpasses that by several multiples.
(Journal History of the Church, 1953a, p. 5)

People kept coming to tour Carthage Jail,
causing the Church to construct a larger bureau
of information adjacent to the jail in 1963. At its
dedication, attended by Church leaders and the
mayors of Carthage and Nauvoo, Church Apostle
Howard W. Hunter continued the trend of celebrating the jail as a site of healing rather than
hurt. ‘Although [Joseph and Hyrum Smith] were
murdered,’ Hunter proclaimed, ‘there was never
any hatred by the Mormon people toward the
Carthage community. . . . This new building and
the old jail next door are not reminders of a crime,
but rather monuments to the two men who have
sealed their testimonies with their blood’ (Emery,
1963; Deseret News-Salt Lake Telegram, 1963).
Due to ever-increasing crowds, the jail property was again updated in 1989 when the visitor
centre and off-street parking were expanded as
part of a million-dollar renovation. At the same
time, the grounds were beautified and a monumental statue of Joseph and Hyrum Smith near
the jail, with plaques containing quotations by
the brothers, was erected, in essence shifting the
interpretational focus from their deaths to how
they lived their lives. The dedication of the renovation on 27 June 1989 represented the way various stakeholders viewed Carthage Jail as a place
of unity rather than division. Joining then Church
President Ezra Taft Benson were the mayors of
Quincy, Warsaw and Carthage, communities that
were important in the early history of the Church
in western Illinois, as well as Jayne C. Thompson,
the wife of Illinois Governor James R. Thompson.
An estimated 4–5000 people attended the ceremony. The messages delivered by the speakers
solidified the way Carthage Jail and the story of
the martyrdom would be presented. For example,
Jayne Thompson expressed the hope that moving
beyond the tragedy of Carthage Jail ‘will show in
the tolerances of the various religions – not only
the Mormons but other religions, other political
views, other social views – what we have come to
accept as part of the fabric of not only Illinois but
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of America’. Similarly, Church official Gordon B.
Hinckley declared, ‘All of us are grateful for the
reconciliation which has come with the passage of
time. . . . Ours is the duty to forgive and put behind
us the troubles of the past. Ours is the obligation
to rise above old animosities.’ In the dedicatory
prayer, Hinckley prayed that the site would be ‘a
place hallowed and sacred to which people of all
faiths may come and learn, may ponder and reflect, may meditate and pray while thinking upon
the lives and works of those who died here’ (van
Orden, 1989).

their spiritual leader fell to his death served as a
tangible connection to that past.
The way the story of Carthage Jail is told
reflects the maturation of a faith as well. Rather
than dwell on culpability, The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints now celebrates their
founder’s triumph over a wicked world and, by
association, the possibility for his martyrdom to
help adherents triumph over their challenges.
Speaking shortly after the renovation and revision of the Carthage Jail message in 1989,
Church leader Loren C. Dunn remarked:
The message of . . . the renovated Carthage
block is one of healing and peace and
reconciliation. It is true that the Carthage jail
was the place where the blood of prophets was
spilled. . . . But it would seem that the Prophet
Joseph and Hyrum themselves would not want
Carthage . . . to become famous only as the
place of their death and the persecution of the
Church. But, even more important, it should
stand for what they lived for and what they stood
for. Joseph’s testimony . . . is more significant
than the stain on the floor of the jail that some
think is the blood of Hyrum.

Conclusion
Carthage Jail as a pilgrimage site reflects how
dark tourism sites can change over time. In
the years immediately following the murder of
Church founder Joseph Smith and his brother
Hyrum in 1844, the site was viewed with disgust and disdain. As a reminder of the broken
trust of government officials and the failure to
protect citizens and provide a fair trial, the site
and its famed blood-stained floor represented
the disdain many in the faith felt for American
society. As generations of Latter-day Saints grew
up who were personally removed from the event,
Carthage Jail slowly became a pilgrimage destination. Members of the faith wanted to connect to their founding narrative in a direct way.
Placing their finger in the bullet hole of the door
of Carthage or gazing out of the window where

(Dunn, 1989, n.p.; see also LDS Church News,
1989, p. 5, 13)5

As such, Carthage Jail is an example of a
dark tourism site that focuses on healing rather
than the atrocities that occurred there, which
follows other attempts around the world to use
similar sites as sites of reconciliation and peace
(e.g. Duffy, 1997; Higgins-
Desbiolles, 2003;
Tamashiro and Furnari, 2015).

Notes
For a broader examination of Joseph Smith’s views on death, see Brown (2006).
Ford also speculated on the impact his association with the events at Carthage may have on the way he
would be remembered: ‘And in that event, the author of this history feels degraded by the reflection, that
the humble governor of an obscure State, who would otherwise be forgotten in a few years, stands a fair
chance, like Pilate and Herod, by their official connection with the true religion, of being dragged down
to posterity with an immortal name, hitched on the memory of a miserable impostor. There may be those
whose ambition would lead them to desire an immortal name in history, even in those humbling terms. I
am not one of that number.’
3
In the modern church hymnal, the words to the hymn have been changed to ‘Long shall his blood, which
was shed by assassins, Plead unto heav’n while the earth lauds his fame’.
4
Fascination with the fate of mob members was rekindled when the story of a deathbed confession
surfaced decades after the fact in 1927 (see Deseret News, 1927).
5
In the latter half of the 20th century, guides began downplaying the blood stain on the floor, which is no
longer visible. Additionally, experts questioned its authenticity (see Cannon, 2009).
1
2
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Lost in the Sea of Trees: Japan’s
Aokigahara, Suicide and Dark Tourism

Alissa Burger*
One College Hill, Culver-Stockton College, Canton, MO, USA

Introduction
Travellers are drawn to a wide variety of dark
sites, from memorials commemorating tragedies like 9/11’s Ground Zero to murder tours
following the bloody paths of Jack the Ripper
and Charles Manson. While these sites tap into
tourists’ anxieties and fears about terrorism
and interpersonal violence, Japan’s Aokigahara
represents a different kind of death. Alternately
called Aokigahara Jukai or the ‘Sea of Trees’,
travellers and tourists go to Aokigahara for many
reasons, including those who journey there
from across the country and around the world
specifically for the purpose of ending their own
lives. As such, the forest is often referred to as
the ‘Suicide Forest’ (see Fig. 11.1). Aokigahara
is also unique in terms of dark tourism because
of the resistance at both the local and national
level of the forest being treated as a tourist destination, popular culture trope or sensationalized
site, as evidenced by local responses (see below).
The local emphasis is on contemporary tragedy and the ongoing mental health crisis, and
signs posted around the forest’s entry points and
along the paths encourage visitors considering
suicide to value their lives and seek help.
In addition to those who go to Aokigahara
with suicidal intent, there are also tourists who
make their pilgrimage to Aokigahara out of

more general curiosity, out of respect for the
dead, or even to mourn those they love who have
been lost to suicide (whether in Aokigahara or
elsewhere). The lens of pilgrimage offers several
unique opportunities in considering the role
of Aokigahara in negotiating transcendental
concerns, including big existential, philosophical or religious questions of life, death and the
potential for an afterlife, as well as more individual self-
reflection. Three specific examples
will be considered here to explore the range of
motivations and impulses that draw tourists
to Aokigahara, including issues of individual
intent, engagement with the specific site, the
dead associated with it, and cultural responses
to and reflections upon these pilgrimages, including YouTube personality Logan Paul’s controversial and now infamous video from within
Aokigahara; photographer Tomasz Lazar’s
photoessay of images of the forest; and Margee
Kerr’s self-
reflective trip into Aokigahara, as
chronicled in her 2015 book Scream: Chilling
Adventures in the Science of Fear.

Aokigahara
Before close consideration of these three examples of pilgrimage and dark tourism engagement,
it is necessary to consider Aokigahara itself, as
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and waited for death. By practicing nyujoh, he
believed he would be able to save the people of
the sinful world.
(Takahashi, 1988, p. 165).2

Fig. 11.1. A photograph of Aokigahara Jukai.
(Photo: Adrienne Mah, used with permission)

its history, reputation and popular culture representations are a significant part of its fascination
and what draws travellers to this site. Located
near the base of Mount Fuji in the Yamanashi
Prefecture, Aokigahara has a number of unique
natural elements that make it like no other
place on earth. As Olivier Le Carrer and Sibylle
Le Carrer (2015) describe Aokigahara in their
Atlas of Cursed Places: A Travel Guide to Dangerous
and Frightful Destinations, ‘there are few paths,
the light is dim due to the density of the vegetation, and the ground is uneven and covered with
thick moss concealing deep crevasses, making it
difficult to walk’ (p. 86). The forest is difficult to
navigate and easy to get lost in, and once lost,
finding one’s way out again can be a challenge.
Aokigahara’s volcanic history has fostered a
wide variety of lush, dense growth, but ‘the porous lava left from an eruption in 864 means
sound is absorbed’ (Aokigahara, Japan – The
Suicide Forest, 2018) and ‘The soil has a high
iron content which interferes with GPS and cell
phone signals’ (Keefe, 2017).1 These characteristics make Aokigahara an unnerving and ethereal place even before taking into consideration
its popularity as a pilgrimage site for suicide.
Mount Fuji is a sacred site, and as Negrych
(2016) explains, ‘For the Japanese, Mount Fuji
is a place of cultural and spiritual memory; it is
the most recognized symbol of Japanese culture,
and a spiritual beacon shrouded in mythology,
mystery, and beauty.’ This lends an additional
significance and potentially a sacred cast to
nearby Aokigahara. The first historically recorded suicide in Aokigahara
...was committed by the Buddhist monk Shohkai
in 1340 … [in an act of] nyujoh, a special form of
Buddhist religious ritual. Shohkai prayed while
fasting in a cave in Jukai, tried to purify himself

Aokigahara has been the site of sacrifice for
the greater familial good as well, in keeping with
what Iga (1986) refers to as familism, which
foregrounds ‘the supremacy of the family goal
over individual goals’ (p. 129) and which Iga
identifies as a core ‘Japanese value orientation’
(p. 114). For example, Aokigahara is recorded
as a place of ‘ubasute, the tradition whereby
the elderly would withdraw to an isolated spot
to die so as not to be a burden on their families’
(LeCarrer and Le Carrer, 2015, p. 86) and was
also reportedly ‘one of many places where poor
families used to come and dispose of infant and
elderly mouths which they couldn’t feed’ during
times of famine and deprivation (Japan’s harvest
of death, 2000).
Another element of the forest’s legend is
the reputed presence of yūrei, or ghosts who ‘interact with the living world in a wide range of
ways, from creating phantom lights and sounds,
to invok[ing] powerful curses. They do not roam
about, but they haunt one particular place or
person. In the case of a place, it is often where
they died or are buried’ (Yūrei, 2018). The notion of yūrei draws on several traditional and
historically grounded Japanese beliefs in which
‘[f]rom the earliest periods of Japanese history
the spirits of those who had died bad or “unnatural” deaths … were thought to suffer in the afterlife and/or be dangerous to the living’ (Picone,
2012, p. 394). This resonates strongly with
Aokigahara because, as Mary Picone (2012) explains, ‘suicide may even now be considered one
of the bad deaths, both because a person’s emotions will remain strongly attached to this world
and also because the probability of the correct
rites being performed by family members would
be lessened’ (p. 394), which is especially likely for
those who commit suicide in Aokigahara, where
their bodies may go undetected for months or
even unrecovered altogether, taken instead by
the elements or scavenging animals (Japan’s
harvest of death, 2000).
The reputation of Aokigahara as the
‘Suicide Forest’ and its role within the national
and popular culture imagination was cemented
by two books: Matsumoto’s (1960) novel Nami
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no Tou (Tower of Waves) and Tsurimi’s (1993)
Kanzen Jisatsu Manyuaru (The Complete Manual of
Suicide). Matsumoto’s novel features Aokigahara
‘as the romanticized setting for a suicide by
a pair of young lovers’ (Rich, 2018), while
Tsurimi referred to the forest as ‘the perfect place
to die’ (quoted in Davisson, 2006). Aokigahara
and its legends continue to influence popular
culture, with the 2015 drama Sea of Trees drawing on the mystery of Aokigahara and2018’s
The Forest, sensationalizing its reputation for
suicide, the potential of the paranormal and fear
of vengeful ghosts. While these representations
run the gamut from romanticizing the forest to
sensationalized jump-scares, and are grounded
in varying degrees of accuracy and cultural
awareness, the role of popular culture in considering Aokigahara cannot be overlooked. As
Yoshimoto Takahashi (1988) notes, ‘the number of suicides [reported at Aokigahara] showed
a tendency to increase in years when television,
movies, and the press often took up topics about
suicide in Jukai’ (p. 167), raising the dark possibility of life imitating art.

Resisting Aokigahara
It is for just this reason that many Japanese are
resistant to literature, films or other examples
of popular culture dramatizing Aokigahara, in
the fear that these representations will draw
more people to the forest and cause an increase
in suicides committed there. Japanese, in general, and those in the Yamanashi Prefecture,
specifically, are resistant to Aokigahara’s reputation as a suicide site and dark pilgrimage
destination, and ‘for years, Japanese authorities have been trying to draw less attention
to the grim reputation of Aokigahara forest
– not more – to discourage the dozens of pilgrims who travel there every year to end their
own lives’ (Gajanan, 2018). This rejection of
Aokigahara as a suicide site can be seen in the
immediate landscape and how the land impacts the people who make their lives nearby.
For example, there are several signs posted
alongside the paths entering the forest, bearing
messages like, ‘Your life is a precious gift from
your parents’ and ‘Don’t agonize over problems
yourself – please seek counselling’ (quoted in
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Hadfield, 2000), along with emergency numbers to call for assistance and support. Unlike
other sites of dark tourism, which often bear
commemorative markers or overtly market a
particular type of engagement with the tragedies that have occurred there, the people, businesses and communities around Aokigahara
steadfastly resist and refuse any such commodification or recognition. Statistics of suicides in Aokigahara are no longer released, out
of fear that it will encourage others to follow
suit, and the Japan Support Center for Suicide
Countermeasures ‘encourages the news media
to observe World Health Organization guidelines by avoiding “detailed information about
the site” of even attempted suicides’ for the
same reason (Rich, 2018). In addition to the
signs discouraging suicide, there are regular searches of the forest to remove bodies for
proper burial and patrols that search for and
attempt to dissuade potentially suicidal visitors. These responses demarcate the clear dissonance between the desired perception of
Aokigahara by surrounding Japanese and the
actual perception and use of this site as a continued popular spot for suicides.
Aokigahara, the discourse that surrounds
it and its national significance are all indicative of potentially productive avenues through
which to understand and engage with issues of
mental illness and suicide in Japan. Japan has
‘one of the highest suicide rates of developed
countries’ (Rich, 2018), though the number has
been decreasing in recent years (Gajanan, 2018;
Rich, 2018). There is less of a stigma surrounding suicide in Japan than in many other nations.
As Yukio Saito, the executive director of the
telephone counselling service Inochi no Denwa
(Lifeline) explains, ‘Suicide is quite permissible
in Japanese society, something honorable that is
even glorified’ (quoted in Gilhooly, 2011). This
more accepting cultural perception of suicide is
coupled with a reluctance to discuss and address
mental illness, which makes it more difficult for
those suffering from depression or suicidal impulses to seek help. As Walter (2007) notes:
In Japan, the very discussion of mental illness
is taboo, and psychiatric care is never discussed
openly. Treatment facilities are often located in
remote areas in unmarked buildings; patients
are seen on a walk-in basis, assessed by a
physician, prescribed medication and dismissed
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without lengthy conversation, let alone
psychotherapy.
(p. 313)

Within this paradigm, the
...invisibility of mental illness and its treatment
in Japanese culture is bound to ideas of self-
control and self-cultivation. Any external signs
of depression or psychosis suggest that the
sufferer has neither sufficient self-control nor
the discipline required to develop it.
(Walter, 2007, p. 313)

This real-
life context, its myriad legends
and the active negotiation of the meaning of and
engagement with Aokigahara are all essential in
understanding the significance of this site, the
fascination that surrounds it and the many visitors it attracts each year.

Into the Forest: Pilgrimage,
Motivation and Meaning
As Sharpley (2009) notes, in the academic consideration of dark tourism, ‘limited attention
has been paid to exploring why tourists may be
drawn toward sites or experiences associated
with death and suffering’ (p. 11, emphasis added). Frew and White (2013) similarly highlight
these diverse motivations, explaining that
Some individuals wish to indulge their
curiosity and fascination with thanatological
concerns (i.e. the study of death and its
related phenomena) in a socially acceptable
environment that provides them with
an opportunity to construct their own
contemplation of mortality … [while others] are
motivated to visit for ghoulish titillation, and to
be entertained.
(p. 3)

Aokigahara is a perfect site with which to
engage the diversity of dark tourism impulses
and the impact of these motivations on the experience, understanding and interpretation of this
type of tourism, as individuals come to the forest
for a wide variety of reasons, ranging from curiosity and meditative self-reflection to the more
nefarious aim of searching for and taking the
belongings of those who have died there, an act
of ‘suicide tourism’ in which some people gather to search for human remains or ‘souvenirs’,

such as nooses used for hangings (Picone, 2012,
p. 397). Others come to Aokigahara for the express purpose of ending their own lives in an
act of ‘the darkest or most intense form of dark
tourism … [in which] tourists seek to integrate
themselves with death’ (Sharpley, 2009). Three
specific examples of tourists who ventured to
Aokigahara with very different motivations,
aims and experiences are YouTube personality
Logan Paul, photographer Tomasz Lazar, and
author and extreme traveller Margee Kerr.
profile visits to
One of the most high-
Aokigahara has been that of Logan Paul, a
YouTube content creator with nearly 18 million
subscribers,3 who ventured into the forest with
cameras, a small team and the goal of camping in Aokigahara and investigating its haunted
reputation. The video shows Paul and his team
approaching Aokigahara, including establishing shots of Mount Fuji (which Paul repeatedly
confuses with Fiji), joking around in the parking
lot before entering the forest, walking into the
forest, discovering and reacting to the hanging
body of a suicide victim and returning to the
parking lot where he drinks sake and playfully
engages with fans.4 In addition to Paul’s choosing to film the victim’s body and include it in his
video, viewers and critics were horrified and outraged by Paul’s tone and demeanour, as he and
his team can be heard laughing throughout the
video, both before and after discovering the body.
This flippant and disrespectful approach is further underscored by Paul’s behaviour in other
videos from the same trip to Japan, in which he
‘dressed up as Pikachu and threw a ball at pedestrians’ and was ‘asked by a security guard to
leave Sensoji Temple in Tokyo’s Asakusa district
for mocking people as they toss coins into the
shrine’s offerings box and pray’ (Ryall, 2018),
among other antics. Paul did promote a suicide
prevention message in his video of Aokigahara
and attempted to seriously address issues of depression, mental illness and suicide, as well as
including suicide hotline numbers in the video’s
final frames. However, these thoughtful moments are undercut by his seeming inability to
take the circumstances of Aokigahara seriously
and his repeated laughter, despite his disclaimer
that, ‘I cope with things with humor’ (quoted in
NightPredator888, 2018).
In the aftermath of and in response to the
backlash surrounding his video of Aokigahara,
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Paul tried to explain his motivation, saying that
‘the idea was to shock and show the harsh realities of suicide and get people talking’ (quoted
in News, 2018), though he acknowledged that
the approach he took and the tone he used in doing so constituted ‘a horrible lapse in judgment’
(ibid.). Paul publicly apologized for the video
and marked his return to YouTube with a video
project entitled Suicide: Be Here Tomorrow, with
a goal of raising suicide awareness and promoting prevention (Braca, 2018), though for many
critics these responses have been a case of too
little too late, and Paul’s video remains the most
infamous and controversial recorded trip into
Aokigahara.
Paul’s video points toward a particularly
significant characteristic of dark tourism, with
Lennon and Foley (2000) arguing that the role
of technology, media and mediation in such experiences is a mark of modernity, and that ‘it is
unreasonable to separate the viewing public,
who assimilate these media commodities, and
those who seek tourism experiences’ (p. 6). The
role of social media in dark tourism in general,
and with Paul’s Aokigahara video specifically,
is an excellent example of this, highlighting the
site itself, the discourse surrounding it and the
individual tourist’s response to it, however inappropriate Paul’s often is. Reflecting on Paul’s video, Yutaka Motohashi, the director of the Japan
Support Center for Suicide Countermeasures,
notes that YouTube ‘is much more powerful
than some conventional media …. YouTube is a
very new way to reveal suicide’ (quoted in Rich,
2018). In this misstep, Paul is not alone, as on a
wider scale, ‘Social media has added a new twist
to tragedy as tourist attraction … [as] tourists
post selfies at sites of tragedy and human suffering’ (Price, 2017, p. 97). In this way, social
media is a double-edged sword when it comes
to engaging with dark tourism sites and experiences: on the one hand these outlets make sites
and experiences of dark tourism more accessible than ever before, including virtually or by
proxy, while on the other, the emotional distance
and lack of empathy that can be fostered and
engaged in via social media and other virtual
interactions may mean consumers are getting
the sensationalist thrill while missing out on the
emotional, human experience.
While artifacts or records of dark tourism
can be problematic, such as Paul’s video, other
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approaches can move beyond this trivialization
to provide insight, ask questions and honour the
lost, which is what Tomasz Lazar works to do in
his photoessay of Aokigahara (Lazar, 2018).5
Clark (2010) argues that photography at places
of dark tourism or trauma can be a dynamic opportunity for interaction, allowing for meaning-
making and self-reflection (p. 171). As she notes:
My experience of tourist photography is that it
is used to bring the site closer to the spectator.
Photographers attach themselves to the site
with each click of the shutter, like what a suture
or stitch might do to two pieces of fabric. They
are leaving a bit of themselves at that spot, and
are marking the spots as those that mattered
to them. They are constructing frames around
parts of the more expanded experience that
allow them to focus.
(Clark, 2010)

Lazar’s (2018) photoessay is comprised of
ten images that not only capture the ethereal
beauty of the forest and his own profound experience of it but also invite viewers ‘to envision that
final walk of those who have died in Aokigahara
forest – as well as the spirits that remain’ (Keefe,
2017). Lazar’s motivation is dramatically different from Paul’s with a goal of artistic representation and reflection rather than entertainment,
views and subscribers. The role of technology
and the inherently ‘modern’ experience of the
dark tourist site identified by Lennon and Foley
(2000, p. 8) is just as central to Lazar’s work as
it is to Paul’s, with Lazar’s camera mediating
and representing his experience within, and interpretation of, Aokigahara, and both resulting
works are edited and presented in an intentional
way for potential viewers. However, where Paul
emphasized the sensational nature of the video
he created, Lazar’s approach is much more sombre and reflective (Lazar, 2018).
Intended, in part, as a ‘way to explore the
consequences of depression in a country like
Japan’ (Keefe, 2017), where discussions of mental illness are stigmatized and silenced, Lazar
(2018) visually positions his viewer alongside
those who might walk into the forest with the
intention of ending their lives, reflecting that, ‘I
wanted to show the atmosphere of the forest, the
last walk of the person’ (quoted in Keefe, 2017).
The visual style of the photographs themselves
is also subdued and symbolic, as Lazar ‘chose to
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photograph using black-and-white infrared film,
which makes trees and vegetation appear in a
white glow’ (Keefe, 2017). This artistic choice
carries significant cultural and symbolic weight,
as ‘White is the symbol of death and mourning
in Japan’ (Keefe, 2017). In representing the atmosphere and feeling of Aokigahara in this way,
Lazar (2018) offers viewers a different avenue
of experiencing and understanding the forest,
arguably engaging with the discourse of the uncanny in representing Aokigahara as both real
and surreal, with viewers invested in their own
individual identity while also vicariously putting
themselves in another’s position, inviting them
to imagine what it might be like to enter the forest, as well as the sights, experiences and feelings
that would accompany such a pilgrimage. While
both Paul and Lazar entered Aokigarhara and
left with a technologically mediated artifact of
that experience, both motivations and the works
they create are dramatically different, allowing
for incredibly dissimilar experiences, reflections
and understanding by the viewer.
A final example of dark tourism in
Aokigahara is that of Kerr (2015), who records and reflects on her experiences in Scream:
Chilling Adventures in the Science of Fear, which
chronicles her extreme travels to terrifying places, ranging from roller-coasters and haunted
house attractions to sites of real-life horror and
tragedy, like Aokigahara. Kerr’s record of her
visit to Aokigahara is textual rather than visual,
and she notes that she purposefully reflected
upon her motivation before going and decided
how she would – and would not – commemorate
her trip into Aokigahara. As she writes:
[T]here is a big difference between going to a
place like Aokigahara to engage with emotions
– grief, say, or fear, or love for someone lost –
and going to exploit tragedy for gain, whether
it be scavenging from bodies or trying to record
the lowest and most personal moments of
someone’s life. I had no wish to come across
a dead person, but decided that if I did, I
would not photograph, collect, or share any
information.
(Kerr, 2015, pp. 143–144)

Kerr’s trip to Aokigahara is individualized,
deeply personal and grounded in self-reflection.
As Kerr and several dark tourism theorists
have discussed, in many contemporary cultures,

death is experienced from a distance, sterilized
and lacking a visceral immediacy, ‘sequestered
from public life’ (Young and Light, 2016, p. 69).
Rituals of death, such as hospital or hospice
visits, memorial visitations and funerals offer
a contained experience of death, and while individuals mourn the loss of their loved ones no
less powerfully, this is a very different experience
from sitting vigil at a deathbed, witnessing death
or engaging closely with the dead body, such as
through traditional burial rituals. For Kerr and
many other dark tourists, visiting these sites of
trauma and loss are a way to engage with death
in an intimate way and offer ‘socially acceptable ways in which to satisfy their curiosity and
fascination with death, and to seek meaning
about the nature of existence’ (Young and Light,
2016, p. 69). These reflections and experiences
often serve a positive purpose: as Bowman and
Pezzullo (2010) note: ‘contemplating death invites us to recognize the fragility of life in general, as well as our own individual mortality and
relative insignificance in the universe’ (p. 189),
which can be a life-affirming experience. As Kerr
(2015) expands on this phenomenon:
Thinking about our death can make us
better people …. [Researchers] found that
people display greater empathy, forgiveness,
compassion, love, creativity, and tolerance, and
they adopt a more egalitarian perspective and
cognitive flexibility, meaning they are better able
to appreciate different points of view.
(p. 152)

With a central aim of gaining a more immediate and life-affirming experience of death
than that offered by contemporary daily life,
Kerr ventured into Aokigahara, where she found
a quiet spot, meditated on death in general, and
completed a ‘death reflection’ exercise, which
asks the individual to visualize their own death,
including their personal response, the impact
of their death on loved ones and a general consideration of their life as a whole (Kerr, 2015,
pp. 149–153). In addition, Kerr reflected upon
some quotes on death and dying, critically considered her own religious beliefs and visualized
the eventual decomposition of her body, mentally engaging with death in visceral detail, a
powerful self-reflective process that left her ‘completely overwhelmed’ (Kerr, 2015, p. 155). Kerr
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(2015) records the intense emotional processing
that followed at this point as:
I let myself cry. And I cried and cried, harder
than I had since I was a child …. I felt an intense
weight in my stomach, a pain as if I were being
sucked into a black hole from the inside. It hurt
so badly. I hadn’t seen anyone else in the forest
who might hear me, but in that moment I didn’t
care. I hugged myself and let out a wail into the
woods.
(pp. 155–156)

Kerr’s experience in Aokigahara is simultaneously intensely individual and a reflection
of the larger appeals that draw many tourists to
sites of loss or tragedy.

117

Aokigahara continues to fuel the cultural imagination, including the contested nature of
the forest as a pilgrimage site for dark tourism and the questions it raises about depression, treatment and the stigmatization of
mental illness. As Aokigahara’s rich history,
varied representations and range of motivations that draw travellers to this ‘Sea of Trees’
demonstrate, individuals’ engagements with
Aokigahara highlight their deepest beliefs,
their most profound fears and the ways in
which they conceive of, understand and engage with death in our contemporary, mediated and globally connected world.

Notes
While this is an oft-reported part of the Aokigahara legend, it is somewhat contested, with some reporters,
visitors and staff in the area surrounding the forest reporting few or no issues with cell phone service or
compasses (Rich, 2018). Drawing attention toward the blurred lines between fact and urban legend,
Davisson (2006) reports that ‘Japan’s Self Defence Force regularly runs training exercises throughout
Aokigahara, and claims to have had no trouble with their military-grade lensatic compasses. They admit,
though, that commercially available equipment would be pretty much useless.’
2
A similar suicide is recorded on the slopes of Mount Fuji itself, with the death by fasting of Jikigyō Miroku
in 1733 (Earhart, 2015), establishing a resonant connection between these two places.
3
This number is from a live subscriber content site, with statistics collected 27 July 2018. Despite the
controversy and backlash surrounding Paul’s Aokigahara video, his number of subscribers actually
increased following this incident (Lee, 2018).
4
Paul took the video down from YouTube but it has been reuploaded by another user, with the images
of the suicide victim removed, and the poster noting that viewers should ‘never forget’ Paul’s actions
(NightPredator888, 2018).
5
Lazar’s complete photo essay can be found on his website at http://tomaszlazar.pl/personal/sea-of-
trees/.
1
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Introduction
As noted in Chapter 10, The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-
day Saints (also known as
Mormons; hereafter the ‘Church’) relies on its
history to solidify religious identity among its adherents. This includes customary religious heritage tourism to important historic sites and the
commemoration of significant events like the
movement of its founding pioneers from Illinois
to Utah in 1847 (Eliason, 2004; Mitchell, 2004;
Jones, 2006; Olsen and Hill, 2018). Because of
the violent persecution that the Church faced
during its early history, much of its heritage
travel is inevitably dark tourism (see Hudman
and Jackson, 1992; Flake, 2003; Olsen, 2006;
Timothy, 2018). Although there is no specific doctrine of pilgrimage within the Church
(Madsen, 2008; Olsen, 2006, 2013, Olsen,
2016), heritage tourism functions as a ‘quasi pilgrimage’ (Timothy, 2018). Believers, as Timothy
notes, are ‘united not only by faith but also by the
role of the persecution narrative in Mormon historical thought’, by ‘solidarity through tragedy’
(p. 386).
However, in recent decades, thousands
of Church members around the world have
been intensifying their engagement in historic

commemorations by re-enacting the hardships
and experiences of a specific subset of pioneers
who travelled with handcarts rather than covered wagons (Hartley-Moore, forthcoming; see
also Jones, 2006; Bielo, 2017). Since 1997,
which marked the sesquicentennial of the
Church establishing itself in present-day Salt
Lake City, Utah, these handcart re-enactments
have evolved into a highly ritualized postmodern
combination of wilderness adventure, pilgrimage and dark tourism known as Trek.
Treks recreate one of the worst disasters
in the history of the American overland trail
migrations, when 20–25% of the travellers in
the Willie and Martin handcart companies,
who were travelling to Salt Lake City, died of
starvation or exposure in the wilds of Wyoming
in 1856 (Grayson, 1996; Hine and Faragher,
2000; Bigler, 2000). Trek not only re-enacts
the tragedies, but also transforms them into an
archetype of Mormon heritage and a model of
faith, sacrifice, triumph and religious identity. Of
interest to dark tourism studies, the structure of
Trek compels participants to fashion themselves
as ‘modern pioneers’, or believers with a firm
commitment to the Church. As such, Trek is a
good example of what Miles (2002) calls ‘darkest’ tourism, which involves ‘transcend[ing]
both the spatial differences that distinguish dark
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from darker [tourism] types and the time gap
that separates both dark and darker [tourism]
from the remembered tragedy’ (p. 1176). This
chapter explores what the act of turning dark
history into recreation reveals about the process
of creating a shared sense of religious belonging
in a globalized faith and how darkest tourism
bolsters both collective and individual constructions of religious identity.
The following description of Treks around
the world is based on 14 years of ethnographic
research, including my own participation in
Treks; summer field schools where students
from Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah,
served as participant observers of Treks across
the USA; interviews and focus groups with Trek
organizers from international locations; public
recounting of Trek experiences shared across
the pulpit in worship services, church publications, personal blogs and other media; and
‘netnography’ or ethnographic data collection
among online communities like Church-focused
Facebook and Reddit groups. I also draw on data
from archival collections related to Trekking in
Brigham Young University’s Wilson Folklore
Archives and the Fife Folklore Archives at Utah
State University in Logan, Utah.

Church Pioneers
The first 50 years of the Church’s existence entailed a series of attempts to found a religious
community (Mulder, 1954), yet the Church’s
presence provoked vicious opposition wherever
it settled. Between 1830 and 1839, Church
members, who referred to themselves as ‘saints’,
were violently driven from New York to Ohio and
then to Missouri, where the governor issued an
extermination order authorizing their destruction. The Church moved again to Illinois, where
founder Joseph Smith was assassinated in 1844
while being held in a jail in Carthage awaiting
trial (see Chapter 10). The majority of Church
members eventually followed Brigham Young
outside the existing borders of the USA to seek
refuge in the inter-mountain west region in the
modern-
day state of Utah. Church members
settled a wide swath of territory from Canada
to Mexico, territory that social scientists now
refer to as the Mormon Culture Region (Meinig,

1965; Toney et al., 2003). In total, approximately 70,000 Church pioneers travelled west
by wagon or on foot between 1847 and 1869,
when the completion of the transcontinental
railroad made the journey much easier (Mulder,
1954).
Prior to the arrival of the railroad, however,
travel to Salt Lake City was difficult and expensive, particularly for converts hoping to migrate
from Europe. To help poorer European saints,
in 1856, Young organized hundreds of travellers into ‘companies’ that crossed the Atlantic
together, travelled by train to the end of the rail
lines in Iowa and then pulled and pushed their
provisions across the plains in handcarts to
avoid the expense of covered wagons and oxen.
Most of the pioneers who came to Utah under the handcart experiment arrived unscathed.
However, in 1856, the Martin and Willie companies faced a series of mishaps, including transportation difficulties caused by the Crimean
War, which delayed their journey across the
Atlantic, poor leadership and the lack of adequate provisions. They were already severely
malnourished by the time they left Nebraska.
When snows stranded them in Wyoming in
early October, they began dying from starvation,
hypothermia and exhaustion (Smith, 2006). By
the time Brigham Young learned of their plight
and sent rescuers to their aid, between 20% and
25% of the travellers had died. Many who were
eventually rescued and resettled throughout the
Mormon Cultural Region either passed away
because of their ordeal or had to undergo horrific amputations because of frostbite (Hafen
and Hafen, 1992; Christie, 1997; Hartley, 2006;
Bagley, 2009). Their mortality rates have not yet
been calculated.
The members of the Martin and Willie
comprised less than 1% of the Mormon pioneers, and for almost a century their story was
rarely discussed, overshadowed by the more representative wagon companies (Hartley-Moore,
forthcoming). Yet, over the course of 150 years,
their story was rediscovered and repurposed. By
the beginning of the 21st century, it was not just
remembered but was also being re-enacted in
Treks by thousands of people each year. As the
Church has globalized, recreating a disastrous
episode in the history of western US colonization has somehow become useful for the development and maintenance of religious identity
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among Church members internationally, in locations as far removed from the Mormon pioneer
trails as Mongolia and Argentina.
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experiences morphed together in the popular imagination (Hartley-Moore, forthcoming).
The Church turned Martin’s Cove into
a religious heritage tourism site. To make the
visits interactive, Church missionaries serving
as tourist guides built handcarts for visitors to
pull across paved trails there. As some congreOrigins of Trek
gational groups began travelling to the site for
their summer youth activities, the missionaries
Handcart re-enactments started becoming cul- helped organize more rigorous handcart excurturally recognizable in the Church as a faith- and sions across undeveloped public land that beidentity-building activity around the late 1990s. came the prototypes of Trek.
Despite its focus on 19th-
century historical
Trekking at Martin’s Cove grew increasevents, Trek is decidedly a product of the digital ingly popular, with waiting lists of up to four
age. The internet has played a large role in its years. To compensate for groups they could not
development into a recognizable set of cultural schedule on site, missionaries produced trainelements, including the use of handcarts and ing workshops and a semi-official ‘handbook’
costumes, the proliferation of particular narra- (Farm Management Company, 2007a, b) to help
tives and re-enacted scenes and even the nomen- Trek organizers create similar events within
clature ‘Trek’ itself.
their own regions. The handbook was available
The Trek phenomenon emerged from pre- online for several years and suggested some of
existing folk religious practices, including 24 the activities that have become standard in most
July Pioneer Day parades that celebrated the Treks today. Planners of local Treks also blogged
Brigham Young Wagon Company’s journey, and and shared organizing tips online. As a result,
often involved costuming. Other prototypes were handcart re-
enactments spread to congregacongregational youth summer camps or an- tions around the world and were replicated to
nual multi-day youth conferences, longstanding the point that they became highly codified.
cultural practices that are not usually focused
That does not mean, however, that the
on pioneers but which bring youth together for Church’s central leadership sanctioned all of
based experiences. Then, the best-loved elements of Trek. Since at least
overnight wilderness-
in the 1990s, Church leaders organized multiple 2015, official Church publications have been
celebrations of the Young Company’s sesquicen- trying to discourage some of the practices that
tennial, including a massive, highly publicized rec- are discussed below and that have become key
reation of the Brigham Young Company’s covered elements in many Treks. Because of this, the
wagon journey from Iowa to Utah. They encour- unofficial missionary-created Trek handbooks
aged congregations across the world to organize that introduced many of those practices have
their own commemorations or celebrations of disappeared online and been replaced by an ofthe pioneers. In the midst of the celebrations, the ficial Trek handbook (Intellectual Reserve, Inc.,
Church suddenly had the opportunity to secure a 2015). Yet the grassroots elements of Trek have
lease from the US Bureau of Land Management of so far resisted attempts of Church bureaucracy
the area surrounding Martin’s Cove, Wyoming, to ‘correlate’ and regulate the experience, and
the spot where several of the Martin Company they continue to proliferate through other onpioneers had died. A local Wyoming congrega- line sources and through word-of-mouth, Reddit
tion organized a re-enactment of the handcart threads and Pinterest boards.
journey to celebrate the land acquisition. A media blitz surrounding that event and the Church’s
creation of the Handcart Ranch Visitor’s Center
Organizing and Participating in Trek
on the site turned believers’ attention to the plight
of the handcart pioneers just as the Church was
encouraging congregations across the globe Treks are massive organizational undertakto organize their own commemorations of the ings. Usually made up of congregational youth
Young anniversary. The two very separate pioneer groups or large family reunions. Some involve
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more than 1000 travellers at a time, require
years of planning and can have expenses exceeding $50,000. Some of the necessary preparations include scheduling the use of suitable
wilderness areas, building handcarts, finding
volunteer adult leaders, recruiting youth participants, collecting legal release forms and arranging food, costumes and transportation.
Critical to the successful execution of a Trek
event is a ‘handbook’ or script, which outlines
what will happen on each day of the adventure
and organizes activities around read, performed
and re-enacted religious narratives. Local Trek
organizers create their own handbooks, so they
vary from group to group, but they often borrow from and build on what others have shared
online. The handbooks script daily activities
that create a multisensory and multi-emotional
experience meant to connect participants to
each other, to foster a sense of belonging to the
broader Church community, both past and present, and to construct an identity as ‘modern
pioneers’.
Prior to and during the Trek, the handbooks’ pre-scheduled activities inundate participants with sentimental stories of pioneer misery
and death through the lens of faith-preserving
interpretation. Most groups spend several
months studying and discussing pioneer stories and experiences before Trek begins. While
Trekking, they usually start each morning with
selected readings from pioneer journals or biographies and are often required to share those stories aloud in a group setting. They also observe
staged performances throughout their trip. Most
youth Treks have one or two adults assigned
to perform scenes of pioneer misery along the
route or to portray Joseph Smith, Brigham
Young or other characters from this historical
time period in Church history. The actors plead
with the Trekkers to have pity on them, to remember their example and to remain obedient
to the Church. These staged vignettes provide a
sense of chronological movement through the
past that overlaps with the physical movement
of the participants’ journey, but they are often
historically incongruous – Young himself never
travelled by handcart and Smith had been dead
for 12 years by the time the handcart experiments began. As such, the selection of stories is
based less on historical fact than on ontological
meaning.

However, Trek goes beyond recited stories
and performances staged for passive observers;
it is also a form of participatory theatre, transforming the Trekkers into actors who embody
the pioneer narratives themselves (Jones, 2006).
The most obvious elements of participatory
century costumes that
theatre are the 19th-
Trekkers wear and the re-enacting of the pioneer experiences with a particular emphasis on
physical endurance. Treks are usually located
where the participants will have to haul their
heavy wooden handcarts for several miles over
hills and across rivers (Fig. 12.1). Many groups
build in additional elements of bodily distress to
heighten the effect. In tropical Taiwan, for example, one group of Trekkers walked barefoot
over blocks of ice to simulate the pain the historic pioneers faced walking through the snow
(LDS Church News, 2006). Other groups require
participants to forgo food and water for a day to
get a sense of the debilitating hunger the handcart pioneers endured.
Handbooks often suggest that Trekkers
‘walk for’ a dead pioneer to embody that person’s
story. In some cases, the pioneer’s biography is
provided, while in other cases participants are
asked to research the pioneer themselves before
participating in Trek. Youth Treks also cluster
the teenagers into temporary ‘families’ of about
ten young people who are led by married couples
assigned to be their ‘Ma’ and ‘Pa’. Organizers
hope the families will bond as they work together to overcome the difficulties of the trail, giving
the teens personal connections to fellow believers. Often the ‘families’ are given a baby doll and
must pretend it is real, taking turns carrying it
and feeding it. Some Trek handbooks will call
for a few of the babies to die at certain points on
the journey and their families are asked to hold
funerals for them, an event that can cause emotional distress for those who have been assigned
to care for them.
The dead are ever-present in the handbook
scripts. Some Treks call for participants to dress
in white if the pioneers they were assigned to
‘walk for’ died during the journey. In one script,
a staged vignette involved white-clad Trekkers
pulling small children who represented pioneers
who died in their trek across the plains, in a
handcart across a river, with the opposite riverbank meant to symbolize heaven. While this is
occurring, an adult male ecclesiastical leader
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Fig. 12.1. A photograph of Church youth pushing a handcart as a part of a pioneer re-enactment.
(Photo: Julie Hartley-Moore)

reads a narrative that compares this scene to
the ritual work performed vicariously for the
dead in Church temples, where Church members dressed in white clothing serve as body
proxies to receive ritual ordinances like baptism
on behalf of named deceased individuals (Kent
(Washington) Stake, 2004).
Many handbook scripts try to create a
shared sense of community through staged
contrasts between Church members and oppositional and violent ‘others’. For example,
some Treks begin with the dramatic attack of a
simulated mob bent on driving the saints from
their homes; some even include firing guns (see
Tucson (Arizona) West Stake, 2012; Brunson,
2015). One group from Florida constructed a
mock-up of the city of Nauvoo, Illinois, on their
first day of Trek. As they were celebrating with
a square dance that night, a mob burst upon
them with torches and set ablaze the temple and
other buildings. The teenagers, visibly in tears
in videographed documentation of the event,

scrambled to grab their possessions, shoved
them into handcarts and took off in haste as
flames from the temple shot into the sky (Cocoa
Florida Stake, 2013).
Another common construction of ‘others’ relies on fabricated encounters with generically imagined Native Americans, where
aged white men disguised as
generally middle-
Indians swoop down upon the Trekkers with
‘tomahawks’ to kidnap ‘babies’ or to steal items
of clothing or food. Those scripted encounters define the Mormon experience as white and as the
target of aggression rather than recognizing the
Church’s presence in the west as a historically
disruptive colonial force. Those constructions are
problematic in a global faith and occasionally trigger moments of resistance among participants.
As Trek has risen to the attention of the Church
bureaucracy, the official Trek guidelines have attempted to stop these types of performances (see
Intellectual Reserve, Inc., 2015), although, as
noted above, they have not been very successful.
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At various stages along the route, most
enact iconic
scripts call for Trekkers to re-
scenes from the pioneer past. One is the tale of
a group of male teenage rescuers who carried
some of the suffering Martin company members through the frozen Sweetwater River in
Wyoming. Another pervasive scenario is the
re-creation of the Mormon Battalion muster of
male volunteers, who, while travelling towards
Utah, left their pioneer companies to serve in
the Mexican-American War in 1846 in order
to earn permission from the federal government
for the Church to settle Utah territory (Porter,
2006). The re-
enactment of the Mormon
Battalion muster is almost always paired with a
‘Women’s Pull’, where teenage girls must haul
their handcarts over the steepest hill of the journey by themselves rather than in ‘family’ teams.
Usually, these two re-enactments are presented
as events that occurred at the same time, even
though the Mormon Battalion muster happened
ten years before the handcart experiment (see
also Jones, 2006).
Regardless of being asynchronous and
historically inaccurate, the recounted and re-
enacted pioneer narratives are meant to help
Trekkers to identify with the values of obedience
and endurance exemplified in the stories and to
view these mini-dramas as applicable to their
21st-century lives. The process of connecting
with the past involves framing the challenging
experiences of today’s teenagers in ways parallel
to the trials of the early saints in order to encourage the youths to surmount their difficulties the
way the pioneers did. The comparatively trivial
tests faced by today’s believers – like Church
counsel to avoid coffee or double-pierced ears –
may be given the same gravitas as mob attacks
and the extreme deprivation that the historic pioneers endured. Modern challenges are defined
as ‘spiritual’, by contrast with the ‘physical’ trials of the past, but they are always framed as
being surmountable through faith and community (see Derby (Kansas) Stake, 2014). As one of
my adult informants explained in an interview:
‘We expect a lot of our boys. We expect them
to abstain from alcohol, tobacco, and sex until
they are married. We expect them to voluntarily
serve missions. Trek is a tough experience, but it
teaches them that they can do it.’
Most significantly, the Trek scripts also call
for programmed moments of reflection and

recounting. Trekkers are encouraged to create
and share their own personal story, fitting it into
the normative pattern of pioneer narratives and
public declarations of faith called ‘testimonies’.
As discussed in more detail below, during these
reflections, participants create ontological interpretations of their Trek adventure through
a personal narrative in which they frame themselves as modern pioneers who are fully committed to the Church.
Trek scripts thus create an emplotment of
the historic and contemporary Mormon journeys and give them narrative coherence. Trek’s
historical re-enactments, its costuming and its
physical journey allow participants to embody
the multiple meanings of the word ‘pioneer’:
they walk for the historic dead and re-enact
their misery while at the same time adopting a
new persona as modern pioneers willing to dedicate their lives to faith. Through this process of
embodiment and narrative induction, the Trek
activities outlined by the handbooks help participants intensify their commitment to Mormon
faith, practice and community.

Dislocation
While some Treks follow the actual pioneer trails
through the western USA, most are set in unrelated wilderness areas far from the Mormon
Culture Region. Handcart re-enactments have
become so popular among Church members
worldwide that the Church has had to establish alternative Trekking locations on its ranches in Australia, the UK, Argentina, Florida,
Oklahoma, Washington State, California and
Idaho, in addition to the Wyoming properties
and numerous sites throughout Utah. Mormon
groups have performed Treks in wilderness areas, not all of them owned by the Church, on
every continent but Antarctica. This is quite
different from most heritage tourism, historical
re-enactments or pilgrimages, where travel is to
an end-destination. With Trek, any rugged geography will suffice.
It is interesting that these celebrations of
western US colonization would have meaning
enough to be performed around the world, even
by descendants of people who were oppressed
under similar forms of European occupation
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elsewhere. Indeed, Trek’s celebration of pioneers
has much in common with nationalist ideologies meant to legitimize colonial territorial and
political claims. Nationalist mythology usually
includes stories about a specific land and how
it came to be ‘ours’ rather than belonging to
rival groups (Gellner, 1983; Hobsbawm, 1990;
Anderson, 1993; Friedland, 2001). Pioneering
settlers are important nationalist symbols in
places of European imperialism like Canada, the
USA, Australia and South Africa.
Although the typical role of pioneer imagery is to reinforce a claim to a particular geography, the Church’s celebration of pioneers has
spread far beyond regions of its colonial settlement. The global Church today has no shared
territory, no geopolitical boundaries in which
to build and reinforce identity the way a nation
state does. As the Church in the 21st century
becomes supranational, with most of its members lying outside the western USA, strengthening the connection to the faith and the
culture becomes correspondingly more difficult
(Knowlton, 2008, p. 404). While it is not intuitively obvious that celebrating pioneer ancestry
would be useful in parts of the world completely
unrelated to American pioneer heritage, this
pioneer history and imagery helps to construct a
shared collective memory and a glorious version
of the past in support of the Church’s beliefs and
hierarchy. Handcart pioneers have the advantage in this regard of not being the founding settlers of a place as Brigham Young was; instead,
they are easily construed as religious pilgrims in
search of a universal faith community.
Through mythical narratives about the
past, Trekking is able to transform an arbitrary
place into sacred space and time and connect
Trekkers to the historical and contemporary
Church community. But Trek is also used to
emphasize the importance of the local religious
community. Several groups, for example, emphasize that they do not need to be in the cultural core to be part of the faith community. To
illustrate this, some groups place signs at the end
of their designated Trek trail proclaiming ‘THIS
is the place’ – a reference to Brigham Young’s
declaration on viewing the Salt Lake Valley that
there is where the Church would be located, but
in this case symbolizing to Trek participants
that where they live is also ‘the place’ of Church
belonging.
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Dark Tourism, Narrative and Global
Religious Identity
Regardless of where Treks are held and whether
or not they follow official guidelines, they all face
the same challenges of creating a connection between participants and the pioneer dead. This is
a problem recognized in the literature on other
types of dark tourism. Miles (2002), for example, distinguishes between ‘dark tourism’ in the
form of memorials erected at a distance from the
sites of the commemorated deaths, such as war
memorials in national capitals, Holocaust museums in places like Washington, DC and museums focused on slavery’s Middle Passage; and
‘darker tourism’, which entails travel to the actual sites of death. Both ‘dark’ and ‘darker’ tourism must stimulate empathy between the living
and the dead and must ‘bridge the existential gap
between the here-and-now of the tourist and the
event’ that took place decades or centuries in the
past (Miles, 2002, p. 1176). Miles posits that a
third category of ‘darkest tourism’ might be able
to transcend that challenge through interactive exhibits or activities that give participants a
sense of experiencing the past. He suggests that
the possibility of darkest tourism is constrained
less by concept than by the technological ability
to make this type of experience realistic (Miles,
2002).
The tourist-performed re-enactments and
personal narratives in Trek could be examples–
of the kind of darkest tourism Miles envisioned.
Trek attempts to bridge temporal gaps (Bielo,
2017), although it is not technology so much as
participatory theatre that does the trick. As Jones
(2006, pp. 114–115) argues, the Trekkers’ own
‘embodiment of the dead’ during the performed
re-
enactments ‘has the potential to inspire
them . . . in ways that a story or even attendance
at a performance might not’. As one teenage
participant explained in an interview:
You hear stories about settlers and pioneers
and those families that crossed the plains to
the West and it doesn’t mean anything. But
when you are out there you think, ‘Dude, this
handcart is heavy and pulling it up and down
these hills is hard’. I was out there with people
I didn’t really know and we experienced a
unity as we struggled together. You don’t get
that kind of detail from reading it in a history
book.
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Researchers have long speculated that dark
tourism appeals to visitors because it allows them
to contemplate mortality from a safe distance
and in a safe environment (Stone and Sharpley,
2008). Consuming dark tourism may also help
individuals examine their own personal meaningfulness and create a sense of ontological security (Handler and Saxton, 1988; Stone and
Sharpley, 2008; Goulding et al., 2013). Wang
(1999, pp. 365–366), for example, suggests that
what tourists are actually seeking is ‘their own
authentic selves and inter-subjective authenticity, and the issue of whether the toured objects
are authentic is...less relevant’ than the authenticity of self they engender. Thus, the historically questionable stories in Trek and borrowed
wilderness sites may still help participants arrive
at an authentic framing of individual religious
identity.
All dark tourism is structured around particular narrative interpretations of the events
it commemorates. However, the role of narrative is exaggerated in Treks. It is performance
of the narratives that creates the sacred places
that Trekkers traverse when they act outside
the actual route the original pioneers used. Yet
as Tinson et al. (2015) note, how visitors use
dark tourism to ‘co-create the self ’ and how
they incorporate the experience of dark tourism
into their own ‘consumer narratives’ is under-
explored (p. 857). Trek makes the process of
self-creation through narrative an explicit goal,
since the understanding of history, place and
identity is constructed through a contemporary,
personal narrative founded on the experience.
The creation of a personal narrative or ‘testimony’ about one’s own faith is the desired outcome.
Throughout the experience, Trek participants are expected to redefine themselves
as modern pioneers. Part of that redefinition
happens explicitly when they are encouraged
to transform their Trek experience into a publicly articulated testimony of connection with
the Church community. Opportunities to practise this type of narrative framing occur during mandatory moments of reflection built into
the Trek handbooks. For example, Trekkers are
asked to write down their emotional responses
to Trek in journals during times set aside solely
for that purpose (see Fig. 12.2). They are encouraged to share their emotions about the experience during morning devotionals, in evening

testimony meetings or in interviews with local
reporters who at times cover the Trek. Once back
home, they may be given assignments to speak
during weekly worship services or share their
promoting experiences in a personal or
faith-
congregational blog.
An example of this type of ‘testimony’ was
posted in the comments section of the Church’s
‘Trek Guidelines’ webpages by a Trekker from
Argentina:
We’ve just gotten home [a] couple hours ago
from [the Church ranch in] Cordoba and I am
already missing the pioneer’s life....It has been
one of the greatest experiences in my life. I have
felt what a pioneer had been through, I have
walked a few steps [in their footsteps] if I [may]
compare [myself] to them, but today I more
fully understand that what they had done was
amazing and extraordinary. Everything has
been uplifting and so inspiring. Their stories
have touched our lifes [sic] forever. I love the
pioneers and I hope someday I can say I have
been a pioneer, [not] walking barefoot to Zion
but with faith in Him, determination to do his
will, faithful to His gospel, and an instrument in
His hands to build His Kingdom!
(Veronica, 2016)

Conclusion
Trek explicitly focuses on the creation of community through the use of ‘darkest tourism’,
narrative and the recreation of a potentially
troubling history and redeeming said history
through reinterpretation and wilderness adventure. Trek is thus both recreation and historic
re-creation, taking the themes found in other
church religious heritage tourism sites – including its inherent dark elements and sense of
quasi pilgrimage – and expands them. It temporarily transforms random geography into
a sacred place and a sacred time; transforms
potentially troubling pioneer narratives into
inspirations of faith; and transforms acts of territorial conquest into symbols of transnationalism and belonging to a global community.
Of most interest to studies of dark tourism, though, is the fact that Trek structures
moments of reflection to induce participants to
narratively transform themselves from ordinary
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Fig. 12.2. A photograph of Church youth journalling during a quiet time. (Photo: Julie Hartley-Moore)

people into modern Church pioneers. Thus, this
chapter explored a fascinating model of how
individuals within a global organization use

darkest tourism to create identity through recreation and the re-creation of its foundational
mythology.
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Introduction
Tourism experiences involve multisensory
dimensions, including visual and symbolic
components, which create a holistic tourist experience with a destination (Tussyadiah and
Zach, 2012). Unlike other types of tourism, dark
tourism involving tourists’ activities at sites related to death, disaster or suffering, offers a different perspective on the tourism experience.
This is the case at post-disaster sites that exemplify both positive and negative profiles of visitor
experience. Negative overtones that are associated with visits to post-disaster sites, such as
perceived risk, bad luck and negative emotions
(Rittichainuwat, 2011; Yan et al., 2016), are
fairly self-evident. Recent studies, however, have
demonstrated that visits to disaster-
affected
places lead to enlightened experiences with
benefits and positive meanings, such as feelings
of love and hope (Qian et al., 2017), belonging
and togetherness (Zhang et al., 2018), collectivism and patriotism (Yan et al., 2016), and a better understanding of death and life (Chen and
Xu, 2017). Also, as Blasi (2002) argued, visits
to disaster sites involve normative values and
rituals representing a contemporary form of pilgrimage. However, studies on disaster tourism

systematically addressing the multiple dimensions of tourist experiences – both positive and
negative – are still scarce.
Packer and Ballantyne (2016) proposed
a Multifaceted Model of visitors’ experiences based on a comprehensive review of research on tourism and leisure activities. This
Multifaceted Model (Fig. 13.1) incorporates and
reconciles different dimensions of the tourist
experience into ten different types of experiences. Using this model, Light (2017) suggests
that the cognitive and emotional experiences
highlighted in the model seem to be the most
studied aspects within dark tourism research.
Conversely, a systematic investigation in relational, transformative and spiritual experiences
is limited; such types of experiences can facilitate personal meaning-
making and can also
be associated with long-
lasting benefits and
well-being (Chen et al., 2017; Wolf et al., 2017;
Zhang et al., 2018). Examining other facets of
the Multifaceted Model beyond cognitive and
emotional dimensions within a dark tourism
context would help to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the experiences of
visitors to dark heritage sites as well as enhance
our knowledge about the role of dark tourism in
the lives of people.
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Fig. 13.1. A multifaceted model of the visitor experience. (Adapted from Packer and Ballantyne, 2016)

At the same time, Packer and Ballantyne
(2016) argue that it is necessary to consider
negative responses of visitors’ experiences in order to further refine the Multifaceted Model and
extend it in future research. In fact, politicized
dark heritage sites may cause negative concerns
and feelings toward the official interpretations
and ideologies of site managers (Park, 2016).
Visiting dark tourism destinations is a profoundly emotional experience, and the dominant part
of the affective experience has been shown as
negative (e.g. fear, sorrow, shock, hatred and anger) (Weaver et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2016). As
a distinct type of dark tourism site, post-disaster
sites feature visual and symbolic elements, such
as collapsed buildings and remains of victims,
which can elicit negative emotional reactions
(Qian et al., 2017; Wright and Sharpley, 2017).
For example, after the 2004 tsunami, Asian
tourists who believed in ghosts tended to perceive
destinations hit by the tsunami, such as post-
tsunami Phuket, as haunted places where bad
luck could be brought to people (Rittichainuwat,
2011).
Given the complex emotive responses to
disaster tourism sites, this study aims
post-
to shed light on the multiple dimensions of

tourists’ experiences within a dark tourism
context. Disaster tourism experiences will be
considered to test the Multifaceted Model, with
joyless aspects perhaps being the majority of the
experience.

The Case Study Setting and Method
On 12 May 2008 at 14:28 (China Standard
Time), an estimated 8.0 magnitude earthquake
hit Wenchuan County in the Sichuan province
in China, causing great damage to the region.
Over 69,000 people throughout different areas
of China were killed and over 374,000 were injured (Xu et al., 2014). Old Beichuan County
was one of the most seriously affected regions.
More than 15,000 people lost their lives, with
an estimated 4311 people missing and 26,916
people injured. This area also suffered more infrastructure damage than nearby villages and
towns, with approximately 70% of its buildings
collapsing (Qian et al., 2017). Among the damage, over 1000 deaths occurred at Beichuan
middle school of Old Beichuan County.
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Fig. 13.2. The Old Beichuan County ruins. (Photo: The Authors)

To commemorate the victims of this earthquake, educate future generations and showcase
the spirit of collectivism and patriotism in the aftermath of the earthquake (Yan et al., 2016), government officials decided to make Old Beichuan
County a permanently preserved and protected
natural disaster memorial and living museum.
Today, the Beichuan earthquake memorials include the ‘5.12’ Wenchuan Earthquake
Memorial Museum, the Old Beichuan County
Earthquake Ruins, Tangjiashan Barrier Lake
and the Shaba Earthquake Fault formed by the
earthquake. These preserved earthquake ruins are considered the largest, the most comprehensive earthquake damage and the most
typical secondary disasters in the world. The
ruins provide visitors with immersive experiences and have been used as a typical research
context for studying tourists’ emotions, motivations and behaviours (Biran et al., 2014; Yan
et al., 2016); residents’ perceptions (Wang and
Luo, 2017); and reconstruction strategies (Yang
et al., 2011). As such, the Beichuan earthquake
memorials were used as the case study site to examine visitors’ multifaceted experiences at post-
disaster dark tourism sites (see Fig. 13.2).
This study adopted a qualitative case study
approach based on semi-structured interviews
to collect detailed narratives about visitors’

experience at the Beichuan earthquake memorials. A convenience sampling methodology was
used to recruit Chinese participants at the site.
The respondents were approached as they exited
the earthquake ruins and invited to participate
in a 20-minute research interview in exchange
for a gift valued at $AUD5. Focusing on Chinese
respondents allowed the primary interviewer,
who is also Chinese, to have a better understanding of the meanings of the responses.
A total of 30 interviews were held ranging
from 20 to 30 minutes in length. The sample included 16 male and 14 female Chinese visitors
ranging from 18 to 65 years of age. In order
to facilitate the interview process, some initial
questions were used to ease interviewees into the
survey and to start them thinking about their
on-
site experiences. Extended questions were
utilized to elicit additional information from the
participants (see Table 13.1). With the permission of interviewees, each interview was audio-
recorded and transcribed into Chinese, and later
translated into English by the interviewer who
is bilingual in Mandarin and English. To ensure
the effectiveness and efficiency of the data analysis process (Chen et al., 2017) the interviews
were analysed using NVivo 10.
In the data analysis stage of this research,
the Multifaceted Model was used as a starting
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Table 13.1. A list of the on-site interview
questions.
Interview

Questions

Initial part Why do you visit this site? Would
you like to say something about your
visit?
Extended What does this visitation/site mean
part
to you? How does it influence
you? What can you learn from this
visitation? What are the highlights of
your experience?

point to identify and capture different types of
visitor experience. To reduce bias in confirming
the model, the interviews with each participant were first examined to look for patterns of
individual experiences. The content of the experience dimensions was organized in a logical
sequence by ordering as they appeared in the
interviewee’s responses. The facets, as noted in
the Multifaceted Model, served to create themes
and sub-themes leading to the thematic analysis
presented in this chapter. Two independent coders who were bilingual in Mandarin and English
were also involved in the coding process in order
to improve the reliability of analysis. The two
coders discussed any differences in the coding
process until a consensus was reached.
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Respondent 03 tended to show more emotional
responses (i.e. yellow circles) than other experience dimensions. In addition, as can be seen in
Fig. 13.3, similar experience dimensions were
present in the narratives of each participant.
The most intensive and prominent experiences
in the majority of the interviews were cognitive,
relational, introspective and emotional.
Through the visitation process, memories
about the earthquake and relief work were also
aroused by physical encounters (e.g. the collapsed middle school, graveyards and photos
of victims), even though contents on aroused
memory were not present in the current
Multifaceted Model. Hedonic and restorative
aspects were not clearly expressed in respondents’ dark experiences, as a sense of enjoyment
and relaxation might less likely be felt when
visiting earthquake ruins and the site of hundreds of thousands of deaths. Moreover, since
an average visiting time of earthquake ruins is
about 30 minutes, it is not physically stimulating or challenging for visitors to complete the
visit. Hence, the physical facets of experiences
were not prominent in tourists’ narratives. The
earthquake ruins also seemed to provide visitors with a multisensorial encounter. For example, some interviewees said, ‘How to say…
the weather is perfectly matching the ruins’;
‘It’s rainy, oh my god. The music is too intense.
Why do they play this music in ruins?!’.

Results and Discussion
Figure 13.3 indicates the sequence and intensity of dimensions of experience in each respondent’s narratives. The rows represent each
interviewee and the types of experiences they
articulated, while the columns indicate the
order of the person’s experiences. Packer and
Ballantyne (2016, p. 136) posited that ‘the intensity with which each facet is experienced will
vary from one person to another’. For example,
the first respondent (i.e. Respondent 01) discussed cognitive experiences at the beginning of
the interview and then moved to introspection-
related experiences, which was followed by cognitive narratives, emotional responses, cognitive
narratives, emotional responses and, finally, introspection. As shown in Fig. 13.3, Respondent
01 stated more cognitive experiences (i.e. blue
circles) compared to other dimensions, whereas

The Major Experience Dimensions
Cognitive experiences
Following Light (2017), the current findings
indicate that visiting earthquake ruins can be
highly educational and informative for participants. Echoing the findings by Yan et al. (2016),
respondents were aware of the importance of
disaster prediction, prevention and the damage
caused by the earthquake. For example, some
participants stated:
[Y]ou cannot tell any shape and structures
from the collapsed buildings like these. Some
of them are half collapsed, which are beyond
your imagination. I’ve never seen this damage
before. You can also see some buildings turned
over by the earthquake. There is a turned-over
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Fig. 13.3. The experience patterns in 30 visitors’ interviews.
building over there. I didn’t notice it at first
glance; but I found it was totally turned over
when I walked closer to it. And then there is
a LvBao hotel with six floors, but three floors
of this hotel have fallen into a crack into the
ground. (Respondent 01)

The first floor was completely gone. It’s a building
with a total of three floors. It’s very incredible
that the second floor became the first floor
because the first floor was completely collapsed.
I was thinking if there was someone in first floor,
what would happen to him/her. (Respondent 02)
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Similarly, Qian et al. (2017) suggest that
understanding great physical loss and huge
mental trauma caused by earthquake is a part
of tourists’ cognitive experiences when visiting
post-disaster destinations. Participants visiting
the Beichuan earthquake ruins expressed their
understanding of physical and mental damage
resulting from the earthquake:
I was shocked at the ruins of Beichuan middle
school where only the flagpole and basketball
stand were left above the ground after the
earthquake. They were middle-school students
and they were pretty young. We have no choice
but to look at them and their lives stopping at
that time [14:28]. (Respondent 03)

Relational experiences
The relational aspect of visitor experience in
the Multifaceted Model relates to feelings of belonging, sharing, connectedness and companionship. A relational experience may appear to
be ritualistic by partaking in collective or personal commemorative practices such as leaving
flowers or writing messages (Light, 2017). In
addition to physical performances, relational experiences can also be identified through visitor
narratives on connections and closeness to their
community, fellow citizens, nation and other
groups of people. As Osbaldiston and Petray
(2011) found, feelings of horror and dread regarding death and suffering were countered by
ritualistic events and performances at Gallipoli,1
which events and performances deeply impacted
visitors regarding their individual and collective
identities. This study revealed relations or connections with certain groups of people. As one
respondent said:
I think visiting natural disaster ruins like this
will further enhance the closeness and relations
between me and my family as well as friends,
although we are getting along well with each
other. This visit has enlightened me to cherish
people around me in my life and to forgive
others instead of struggling with trivial things.
I will become mentally mature because of this
experience. (Respondent 04)

Similar statements can also be noted in
Wright and Sharpley (2017)’s study on tourist responses to a visual interpretation of an
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earthquake disaster site. One participant in their
study stated, ‘You think of your own family, your
own life, images like this help you to connect’ (p.
8). In addition to the connections with families
and friends, some respondents in this study extended their feelings to strangers, general public
and fellow citizens:
Through this touring, I feel natural disasters
could make relations among people better and
closer. People are able to get certain comfort
from others, although others could be strangers.
These feelings are caused by the images,
videos and stories about that earthquake and
rescuing. At that time, there was no difference
between strangers and acquaintances. As long
as we were together and alive, we were family.
(Respondent 05)
This banner, on which many people signed
their names, allows me to directly feel that they
were real people who joined in rescuing, that
they were connected, and they loved each other.
(Respondent 06)

Emotional experiences
Emotional reactions identified in Yan et al.
(2016)’s study are largely negative, such as fear
and depression. In their research, Qian et al.
(2017) found that terms such as ‘sadness’, ‘pity’,
‘mourning’ and ‘shock’ were frequently mentioned in tourists’ perceptions and experiences.
Some participants displayed physical reactions
to their experiences, such as crying (Qian et al.,
2017), which can also be found in this study:
I am truly depressed. Can you understand? I’ve
never experienced earthquakes before and you
cannot control your tears when you are seeing
the ruins. Seriously, I’m not pretending. I’m
serious. You cannot control your emotions. You
can feel their pains and you feel they are your
fellow citizens. Very depressing and hurtful!
(Respondent 07)

‘It’s extremely depressing’, ‘It brings me to
tears’ and, ‘Sorry, I cannot talk’ were also frequent responses from on-site visitors to the initial
interview question, ‘Would you like to say something about your visit?’. As shown in Fig. 13.3,
nearly half of visitors’ responses (14 out of 30)
at the beginning of interviews were emotional
in nature. These reactions were not indicative
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of hedonic or restorative experiences, which involve excitement, enjoyment, fun, amusement
or indulgent behaviour, but instead demonstrate
that visiting the Old Beichuan County site places
a lot of stress on their emotional well-being. The
negative tone of the responses of the interviewees, especially their emotional reactions, are
categorized under the theme of emotional experiences. The Beichuan earthquake ruins, which
have been well maintained and preserved since
2008, provide a more tangible and aesthetic
landscape within which visitors are able to imagine the scenes and the experiences of people that
were living in the County when the earthquake
struck. This may be why many individuals,
when sharing their experiences regarding the
site, indicated that they had been overwhelmed
by grief, sorrow, sympathy, depression and other
types of negative emotions during their visits.
Two typical examples of these types of responses
from the interviewees are below:
When I walked into the ruins and saw them, I
was totally shocked. I had a lot of feelings, like
depression, sorrow and desperation. (Respondent
08)
I think children should be naive and naughty, but
now…they are just ruins in front of me [sigh].
How to say…it’s so sad. The interpreter said only
those who were outdoor in physical education
class were alive and other students were buried
under buildings forever. (Respondent 09)

However, some emotional responses by
interviewees were more neutral in dark tourism contexts (Nawijn et al., 2016). The analysis
of emotional experiences also revealed that a
small number of tourists felt feelings of hope,
love, pride and awe when visiting ruins and the
‘5.12’ Earthquake Museum. As some interviewees commented: ‘I am in awe of the great power
of nature’; ‘I feel more hope and love here in the
museum compared to the ruins’; and, ‘I saw a lot
of support and help from different parts of our
country in the museum, which touched me. I
am so proud of my country.'

Introspective experiences
Light (2017) suggests dark tourism can be an
occasion for individuals to contemplate their
own mortality and behaviours. According to the

Multifaceted Model, introspective experiences
involve contemplation, internal dialogue, imagination, reflection and so forth. One of the findings in this study was that visiting earthquake
ruins allowed respondents to understand the
insignificance of life, to examine, cherish and
respect their lives. Several participants tended to
be inward-looking and self-examining, making
statements such as, ‘We are supposed to cherish
life and lives’ and, ‘Life is fragile and vulnerable’.
In essence, respondents seemed to be in a state of
uncertainty about the future. In contemporary
society, dark tourism seems to provide some visitors with a means for confronting, understanding and accepting death (Stone and Sharpley,
2008). One participant exemplified this claim:
I think we living should commemorate those
have died [sic] and visit their ‘grave’ every now
and then. There is plenty of lessons that need
to be learned. no matter it is work, study or
health, we are supposed to cherish the present,
right? I think we’d better come and have a look
at this site. You should know how they had
died because I will die someday, you will die
one day and everybody will face the end. If you
thought about your own death every single day,
you would cherish your every day. That’s why
we should come to visit here and that’s what
I would call ‘living by facing death’. Human
beings should hold this belief and then you can
have a meaningful life. (Respondent 10)

Meanwhile, another respondent reflected
on the traits or characteristics of being human:
[sigh] Life, sometimes it’s incredibly strong.
I heard there is a survivor who had been
buried for about 197 hours and still alive.
Wow, I just calculated days – more than 8
days. Unbelievable! see, that’s life, a strong life
that can be alive for such a long time. But it is
vulnerable and fragile at the same time. Look at
those who had been buried under the collapsed
buildings forever, a life is so insignificant.
Sometimes, you cannot understand life and our
fate is uncertain. (Respondent 11)

In a related vein, Zhang et al. (2018) discovered that ‘being human’ is a prominent identity
experienced by tourists visiting earthquake ruins. Some quotes from interviewees in this study
seem to be unique to post-disaster settings, as
these sites reveal relationships between human
beings and natural disasters. For example:
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I still feel that if we don’t destroy the
environment, it will not hurt us. That is to say,
humans and nature must live in harmony,
and we humans do not destroy the ecological
environment that we rely on. Although it
didn’t give you a lot of lessons when you
went to destroy it at the time, I think this is an
accumulative process. There could be a lesson
that you would never expect, a big lesson
with terrible consequences. That is the case.
(Respondent 12)

One participant reflected on the causalities
between behaviours of human beings and the
reactions from nature, stating: ‘Nature took its
revenge on human beings’. These types of contemplations led respondents to show respect and
reverence for nature; a type of spiritual communion with nature described in the spiritual
experiences part of the Multifaceted Model. As
Cameron and Gatewood (2003) note, being
in awe or reverence can lead to spiritual connections with inanimate objects. Even though
a feeling of awe was not the dominant part of
the emotional experiences of interviewees, it
indicates the sacred essence of earthquake ruins. Therefore, it might be concluded that spiritualties are interweaved through the different
dimensions of experiences and cannot be understood separately.

Transformative experiences
Reisinger (2013) asserts that transformative
tourist experiences could cause individuals to
change the understanding of themselves, revise
their belief system and alter their behaviours and
lifestyles. According to the Multifaceted Model,
transformative experiences may involve inspiration, capability, mastery, accomplishment, fulfilment, self-knowledge, a sense of importance and
creativity. In the current study, it seems difficult
for visitors to reach the level of transformative
experience in one visit to the earthquake ruins. Very few respondents appeared to be transformed through visiting earthquake ruins, but
one clearly described the inspiration they obtained from the visit:
I feel more positive energy in the 5.12
earthquake museum. I feel like a bright and
prosperous future waiting for us. President Xi
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suggested that we should hold high the banner
of socialism with Chinese characteristics at the
19th National Congress of the Communist Party
of China. It’s very inspirational and it’s also a
driving force for me. I feel I should be ambitious.
(Respondent 13)

Snyder (2008) encourages scholars to
think of transformation as a process by which
people’s taken-for-granted worldviews or meaning perspectives are disrupted by experiences or
information so that we may gradually generate
new beliefs and opinions. Considering the design
and delivery of tourism experiences, Coghlan
and Weiler (2018) define transformation as an
individualized process where people reflect on
or change what they know, how they know it,
why they know it and how they relate to others. Although interviewees in this study did not
directly point to the changes in behaviours and
feelings of accomplishment and fulfilment, their
narratives indicated transformative processes
did take place, in part, during their visits to the
earthquake ruins.
According to the foregoing insights on introspective experiences, individuals reframed their
views of themselves and their positions in the
world after their visits to earthquake sites. For example, one respondent stated: ‘A life is so insignificant. Sometimes, you cannot understand life and
our fate is uncertain’. In their narratives revolving
around relational experiences, some interviewees
discussed how they intended to alter relationships
and interactions with family, friends and others
around them. Another respondent stated, ‘This
visit has enlightened me to cherish people around
me in my life and to forgive others instead of struggling with trivial things’. Hence, introspective and
relational experiences at the earthquake ruins are
likely to facilitate nuanced changes in one’s understanding of oneself, others and surroundings,
which, thereafter, is likely to contribute to transformative changes.

Aroused memory
Some of the narratives presented in the interviews can be placed under a new experiential
theme: ‘aroused memory’. Since historical sites
and preserved artefacts are embodiments of collective memory (Marschall, 2012), the tangible
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objects at these sites (e.g. collapsed buildings
and photographs), as well as rituals (e.g. touching a wall or saying a prayer), may help trigger
or arouse past memories in visitors, including
war, forced migration or former homelands
(Marschall, 2015). Qian et al. (2017) found
that memories of survivors who experienced the
earthquake, as well as visitors whose knowledge
of the disaster was acquired through mass media, provide a comparative background against
which on-site cognitive and emotional experiences can be enhanced. The theme of aroused
memories is interweaved throughout respondents’ responses in this study and seems to help
shape respondents’ emotional reactions, cognitive responses and personal reflections. As two
interviewees said:
After the earthquake, rescuers and other people
made every effort to save those who were buried
in the buildings. [Sigh] Life and death is just
a moment. Every now and then I still think
of that earthquake, which makes me more
cherish my family. My son went to help the local
government with rescuing at the night of 12th
May. It was raining very hard. He came back in
tattered clothes a couple of days later and said,
‘Mom, you cannot imagine; it was terrible and
awful!’ [in tears]. (Respondent 14)
During few seconds of shaking, the road was
like the sea surface with big waves. You wanted
to run? That’s impossible! Just like swimming
in big waves, you can’t move forward [tears].
I was helpless. They were like big waves.
(Respondent 15)

Conclusion
This case study explored visitor experiences at
the Beichuan earthquake ruins through the lens
of Packer and Ballantyne (2016)’s Multifaceted
Model. As a relatively comprehensive (but not
exhaustive) model, it provides a way of characterizing the intensity, nature or content of
visitor experiences. The model builds a common
and shared vocabulary towards describing and
measuring experiences, which, to an extent,
helps to accurately reconcile seemingly different perspectives on dimensions of tourist experiences. As noted earlier, Light (2017) used the
Multifaceted Model to examine experiences at

dark tourism sites and indicated a need to more
thoroughly understand the components of tourist experiences in specific contexts. Hence, this
study adopted the Multifaceted Model to promote a systematic understanding of visitor experiences in the context of dark tourism with a
particular emphasis on natural disaster sites.
The experience of each participant did not
correspond exactly to each other in terms of
intensity or words used to describe their experiences, although most of their stated experiences
were cognitive, relational, introspective and
emotional. This study provides insight into the
negative responses to the visits at ruins, which
has not been fully examined in the Multifaceted
Model. The hedonic and restorative aspects of
the model were not present in the interviewees’
responses. Nevertheless, the psychological and
social benefits of visiting post-disaster locations
have not been eclipsed by ‘dark’ emotional experiences. For instance, introspective types of
experiences showed that individuals expressed
respect and reverence for nature and adopted
eco-friendly attitudes toward the natural environment. With regard to relational experiences,
respondents felt a greater closeness and togetherness with their family, community, fellow citizens and even their country.
Even though the model allows for a holistic and broader understanding across various
dimensions of experiences in post-disaster contexts, different types of dark tourism experiences
should not be explained separately or in isolation
from other types of experiences. As has been
shown in this analysis, spiritual communications appear in emotional and introspective experiences. Furthermore, aroused memory is likely
to evoke cognitive and emotional experiences,
while introspective and relational experiences
may function as a necessary stepping-stone towards different levels of transformative change
if transformation is viewed as a continual process instead of an end-state. While visitors might
be overwhelmed by the waves of negative emotions triggered by earthquake ruins, they could
be vaguely aware of the ‘transformative’ effects
after their visit. Therefore, future research might
explore the post-trip or long-term effects.
The findings presented here could be of interest to site managers and government stakeholders involved in post-disaster sites, in that
some benefits of visiting dark tourism sites are
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consistent with the interpretational and ideological objectives that site owners wish to achieve.
At the same time, this current study does have
some limitations, since the data analysis and
explanation are exploratory and broad. Future
research might profit from examining the relationships between and interactions among different experiential dimensions or focusing on
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just one specific experience type. Another limitation is that demographic data, such as place
of residence and personal connections with the
disaster and ruins, are lacking, and therefore
future studies could focus on examining the
socio-demographic characteristics of visitors as
compared to the types of experiences and emotions they exhibit at dark tourism sites.

Note
Gallipoli is a World War I heritage spot in Turkey where approximately 8700 Australians and 2721 New
Zealanders lost their lives (Osbaldiston and Petray, 2011). This location and its commemorative heritage
landscape serve as an iconic place within the national identities of Australia and New Zealand.
1

References
Biran, A., Liu, W., Li, G. and Eichhorn, V. (2014) Consuming post-disaster destinations: the case of
Sichuan, China. Annals of Tourism Research 47, 1–17. DOI: 10.1016/j.annals.2014.03.004.
Blasi, A.J. (2002) Visitation to disaster sites. In: Swatos, W.H. and Tomasi, L. (eds) From Medieval
Pilgrimage to Religious Tourism: The Social and Cultural Economics of Piety. Praeger, Westport,
Connecticut, pp. 159–180.
Cameron, C.M. and Gatewood, J.B. (2003) Seeking numinous experiences in the unremembered past.
Ethnology 42(1), 55–71. DOI: 10.2307/3773809.
Chen, L.I.-L., Scott, N. and Benckendorff, P. (2017) Mindful tourist experiences: a Buddhist perspective.
Annals of Tourism Research 64, 1–12. DOI: 10.1016/j.annals.2017.01.013.
Chen, S. and Xu, H. (2017) From fighting against death to commemorating the dead at Tangshan earthquake heritage sites. Journal of Tourism and Cultural Change 16(5), 1–22.
Coghlan, A. and Weiler, B. (2018) Examining transformative processes in volunteer tourism. Current Issues
in Tourism 21(5), 567–582. DOI: 10.1080/13683500.2015.1102209.
Light, D. (2017) Progress in dark tourism and thanatourism research: an uneasy relationship with heritage
tourism. Tourism Management 61, 275–301. DOI: 10.1016/j.tourman.2017.01.011.
Marschall, S. (2012) Tourism and memory. Annals of Tourism Research 39(4), 2216–2219. DOI: 10.1016/j.
annals.2012.07.001.
Marschall, S. (2015) Touring memories of the erased city: memory, tourism and notions of ‘home’. Tourism
Geographies 17(3), 332–349. DOI: 10.1080/14616688.2014.1000957.
Nawijn, J., Isaac, R.K., van Liempt, A. and Gridnevskiy, K. (2016) Emotion clusters for concentration camp
memorials. Annals of Tourism Research 61, 244–247. DOI: 10.1016/j.annals.2016.09.005.
Osbaldiston, N. and Petray, T. (2011) The role of horror and dread in the sacred experience. Tourist Studies
11(2), 175–190. DOI: 10.1177/1468797611424955.
Packer, J. and Ballantyne, R. (2016) Conceptualizing the visitor experience: a review of literature and development of a multifaceted model. Visitor Studies 19(2), 128–143. DOI: 10.1080/10645578.2016.1144023.
Park, H. (2016) Tourism as reflexive reconstructions of colonial past. Annals of Tourism Research 58,
114–127. DOI: 10.1016/j.annals.2016.03.001.
Qian, L., Zhang, J., Zhang, H. and Zheng, C. (2017) Hit close to home: the moderating effects of past
experiences on tourists’ on-site experiences and behavioral intention in post-earthquake sites. Asia
Pacific Journal of Tourism Research 22(9), 936–950. DOI: 10.1080/10941665.2017.1362019.
Reisinger, Y. (2013) Transformational Tourism: Tourist Perspectives. CAB International, Wallingford UK.
Rittichainuwat, B. (2011) Ghosts. Annals of Tourism Research 38(2), 437–459. DOI: 10.1016/j.
annals.2010.10.001.

140

Y. Zhang et al.

Snyder, C. (2008) Grabbing hold of a moving target: identifying and measuring the transformative learning
process. Journal of Transformative Education 6(3), 159–181.
Stone, P.R. and Sharpley, R. (2008) Consuming dark tourism: a thanatological perspective. Annals of
Tourism Research 35(2), 574–595. DOI: 10.1016/j.annals.2008.02.003.
Tussyadiah, I.P. and Zach, F.J. (2012) The role of geo-based technology in place experiences. Annals of
Tourism Research 39(2), 780–800. DOI: 10.1016/j.annals.2011.10.003.
Wang, J. and Luo, X. (2017) Resident perception of dark tourism impact: the case of Beichuan County,
China. Journal of Tourism and Cultural Change 16(5), 1–19.
Weaver, D., Tang, C., Shi, F., Huang, M.-F., Burns, K. et al. (2018) Dark tourism, emotions, and post-
experience visitor effects in a sensitive geopolitical context: a Chinese case study. Journal of Travel
Research 57(6), 824–838. DOI: 10.1177/0047287517720119.
Wolf, I.D., Ainsworth, G.B. and Crowley, J. (2017) Transformative travel as a sustainable market niche for
protected areas: a new development, marketing and conservation model. Journal of Sustainable
Tourism 25(11), 1650–1673. DOI: 10.1080/09669582.2017.1302454.
Wright, D. and Sharpley, R. (2017) The photograph: tourist responses to a visual interpretation of a disaster. Tourism Recreation Research 43(2), 1–14.
Xu, C., Xu, X., Yao, X. and Dai, F. (2014) Three (nearly) complete inventories of landslides triggered by the
May 12, 2008 Wenchuan MW 7.9 earthquake of China and their spatial distribution statistical analysis. Landslides 11(3), 441–461. DOI: 10.1007/s10346-013-0404-6.
Yan, B.-J., Zhang, J., Zhang, H.-L., Lu, S.-J. and Guo, Y.-R. (2016) Investigating the motivation–experience relationship in a dark tourism space: a case study of the Beichuan earthquake relics, China.
Tourism Management 53, 108–121. DOI: 10.1016/j.tourman.2015.09.014.
Yang, W., Wang, D. and Chen, G. (2011) Reconstruction strategies after the Wenchuan earthquake in
Sichuan, China. Tourism Management 32(4), 949–956. DOI: 10.1016/j.tourman.2010.07.007.
Zhang, H., Yang, Y., Zheng, C. and Zhang, J. (2016) Too dark to revisit? The role of past experiences and
intrapersonal constraints. Tourism Management 54, 452–464. DOI: 10.1016/j.tourman.2016.01.002.
Zhang, Y., Coghlan, A. and Knox, K. (2018) Understanding the depersonalisation process in post-disaster
sites. Tourism Recreation Research 43(4), 497–510. DOI: 10.1080/02508281.2018.1491118.

14

Museums as In Populo Dark Tourism
Sites: A Case Study of Visitor Experience

Nigel Bond1*, Angela Carr2 and Donna Comtesse3
Cultural Collections, University of Auckland, Auckland, New Zealand; 2 School of
Psychology, Faculty of Science, University of Auckland, New Zealand; 3 Western
Australia Museum, Perth, Western Australia

1

Introduction
When visiting museums in countries with shared
or contested social histories, visitors often encounter collections or galleries of local indigenous
cultures. These galleries are often displayed as
ethnographic collections, including chronological
exhibits of colonization and development framed
in terms of the ‘modernization’ of a country. As
such, most fail to highlight the negative impacts
of colonization, including the subsequent and ongoing displacement and alienation of indigenous
peoples. Further, through subscription to traditional European views of indigenous peoples as
‘the other’, many museums actively perpetuate
these negative impacts, creating distance between
both indigenous and non-indigenous communities and between indigenous peoples and their
own cultural identity and heritage. Consequently,
as will be discussed in this chapter, for indigenous
people, museums are often considered places of
loss, sadness, marginalization and subjugation.
For this reason, visits to them can and should be
considered a form of dark tourism.
This conceptualization of museums as
places of dark tourism varies from common
definitions of dark tourism as inherently tied
to places where specific instances of social

injustice occurred at a certain time. More specifically, these definitions assume that such in
situ sites possess a greater level of authenticity
than sites that are removed from specific events,
and that it is through visitor connection to this
authentic experience that emotional response
and subsequent learning occurs (Lennon and
Foley, 2000). However, given that colonization
is an ongoing process that is rarely tied to any
one place, often affects multiple peoples and has
the potential to cause significant intergenerational trauma long after the original colonizing
parties and colonial subjects decease, reconsideration of that definition may be needed. To that
end, this chapter examines how both Indigenous
and non-
Indigenous visitors to the Western
Australian Museum (Perth, Western Australia)
both connected with and authenticated their
experiences of the museum’s Aboriginal gallery
(Katta Djinoong), and the emotional responses
and learning that flow from those experiences.

Museums and Educational Dark
Tourism: Perceptions of Authenticity
It is not within the scope of this chapter to provide a comprehensive analysis of the concept of
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dark tourism or its history. However, the literature regarding this phenomenon has shifted in
recent years from focusing on the places where
dark tourism is practised to the purposes served
by that practice (Ashworth, 2012; Hartmann,
2014; Collins-
Kreiner, 2016). This shift has
raised questions about the appropriateness of
grouping together such diverse dark tourism experiences as a visit to the death camps of Nazi
Germany or south-
east Asia and a walking
tour of Jack the Ripper’s London (Miles, 2002;
Hansen and Wilbert, 2006; Podoshen and Hunt,
2011; see Chapters 6 and 22, this volume). It
also highlights the potential for different visitors
to have profoundly different experiences at each
of these sites.
Scholars commonly cite the concept of
authenticity as the grounds for grouping
seemingly diverse dark tourism experiences
together. In the context of dark tourism, authenticity is part of the magnetism of a site
that attracts those with personal connections
to the events as well as other tourists (Graham
and Seaton, 2001). Stone (2006) advocates a
typology of dark tourism sites based on their
level of locational authenticity. This typology
places sites where dark events took place on
the spectrum of ‘darkest’ tourism (see Miles,
2002). These sites are orientated towards history, education and authenticity and are generally not developed for tourism consumption.
Alternatively, sites far removed from the events
in terms of both time and physical location
are classified further along the authenticity
spectrum towards the ‘lightest’ forms of dark
tourism (Stone, 2006, p. 151), which orientate
towards entertainment and tourism.
Applying Stone’s (2006) typology to the
sites identified earlier in this section, which
should be judged the most authentic? Death
camps and Jack the Ripper’s London are both
locations where terrible events occurred.
However, it seems reasonable to assume that
Jack the Ripper’s walking tours are more likely to
attract individuals seeking entertainment, while
the death camps may be more likely to be sought
for their educational and historical appeal. In
addition, by prioritizing locational authenticity
as a defining characteristic of these sites, current theories neglect the impact of personal connections to the events that took place there and/
or the meaning those events have or may have

for visitors and their potential experiences. The
authors propose that an alternative interpretation of authenticity may be the extent to which
a site reinforces or creates a sense of connection
between visitors and the events that it depicts or
commemorates. Further, the authors suggest
that this sense of connection and the emotions
associated with it are of critical importance
in determining whether visitors will experience sites as being authentic and whether their
knowledge or attitudes will change because of
exposure to them.
Current dark tourism typologies present a
number of challenges for museums. Education
is at the heart of any museum. However, according to current models, the depiction of
dark events in museum collections may be
considered inauthentic and therefore unlikely
to lead to learning unless the museum is also
located at the site where the events took place.
In contrast, Cohen (2011) argues that while
the physical and social contexts of a site may
affect visitors’ perceptions of its authenticity,
primary sites do not ensure authenticity and
secondary sites do not preclude it. Sites such
as Holocaust memorials or museums dedicated to the history of slavery most often are not
situated on or near the places, people or events
they commemorate. These sites have been
referred to as in populo sites (Cohen, 2011).
According to Cohen, in populo sites embody
and transmit the story of a victimized population, such as the Yad Vashem World Holocaust
Remembrance Center and the USA Holocaust
Memorial Museum. Given that the Jewish people were not the sole victims of the Nazi death
camps and that the suffering that the Jewish
people experienced during the Holocaust was
not limited to their experiences in the camps,
in many ways these sites may more authentically represent Jewish tragedy than the camps
themselves. Museums and memorials that are
far removed from the events they commemorate also present a different emotional experience for visitors because they challenge what
is perceived to be the very essence of the visitor
experience – that is, the authenticity of a place
(Cohen, 2011) – and focus instead on the authenticity of the connections they invoke.
To the extent that it was not limited to a
specific place or date and that it continues to
cause intergenerational trauma, the breadth
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of the Jewish experience during the Holocaust
is comparable to the colonization experience
of many First Nations peoples. However, the
academic literature has given relatively little
consideration to museums or memorials that
depict the massacre or victimization of them,
or Indigenous people (Harvey Lemelin et al.,
2013). This, the authors argue, is an oversight that needs to be addressed. In Australia,
state museums are not generally considered to
be places of dark tourism by the majority of
scholars or international visitors. However, for
many Aboriginal people, these museums are
perceived as places of sorrow, loss and marginalization (Ballantyne et al., 2012).

Interpreting a Dark Heritage
One of the challenges facing museum practitioners is identifying what constitutes ‘official
heritage’ – where, in many cases, the opinions
of one group (usually the majority) override
the views of another (usually the minority)
(Ballantyne et al., 2012). At times, this has led
to the presentation of cultural heritage as reinforcing social divisions rather than healing them
(Bennett, 2004). The ongoing controversy surrounding the presentation and interpretation of
exhibitions showcasing Australia’s Aboriginal
cultures, especially post-
European settlement,
highlights these difficulties. Historically, museums in Australia have actively chosen to dilute,
and in some instances ignore, the systematic
slavery, torture and genocide of Aboriginal people from the mid-1830s until the late 1930s
(Harvey Lemelin et al., 2013). Although efforts
are being made to rectify the ways in which
Aboriginal people and experience are portrayed
in Australian museums, as Ballantyne et al.
(2012) discuss, the tensions associated with
this process epitomize contemporary Australia’s
struggle with its own national memory.
The traditional model of presenting
Aboriginal exhibitions, which is informed by
western museological traditions, creates many
complexities for Aboriginal visitors. The interpretation of content and objects is nearly always
offered only in English and only rarely presented
in a way that connects them to the language and
traditions of the Aboriginal community. This
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creates a distance between some Aboriginal peoples and their material culture and frequently
results in the museum hindering Aboriginal visitors from having as rich an experience as non-
Aboriginal visitors, despite the former having a
much more intimate connection to much of the
museum’s content.
For indigenous peoples, globally, museums often elicit strong emotional responses.
These responses can range from anger and
sadness to joy and connection. Such responses
are understandable, as indigenous collections
are often associated with colonial occupation
and conquest, the forced removal of material
culture, painful recollections of slavery and
imprisonment, and cultural commodification
(Ballantyne et al., 2012; Harvey Lemelin et al.,
2013). In turn, over the past 250 years, traditional cultural memory has been dispersed
and many elements have been all but lost to
Aboriginal people. In contrast, Australian museums are often replete with Aboriginal cultural material, but have traditionally neglected
to involve Aboriginal people in their interpretations of that material. They have also commonly shied away from detailing the impacts
of colonization on Aboriginal communities.
By choosing to ignore this darkest of issues,
many Australian museums have presented an
unbalanced perspective of Aboriginal history,
focusing on viewpoints of the dominant host
community (non-
Aboriginal Australians) or
the owners (the state) rather than reflecting the
voices of the subject community (Aboriginal
peoples). These three communities of interest (the fourth being the tourist) reflect the
special-interest communities of dark tourism
(Seaton, 2001).
Despite this history, in recent years, attitudes of museums and of museum staff have
changed, and several museums in Australia
have chosen to explicitly acknowledge the systematic abuses perpetrated against Aboriginal
peoples and attempted annihilations of them
during the 19th and early 20th centuries.
Employing 'hot interpretation' techniques – that
is, the use of interpretation that uses emotive
and challenging content to prompt visitors to re-
examine their own beliefs and perceptions – museums are no longer shying away from the use
of words such as genocide, massacre and slavery
in their interpretation of Aboriginal experience.
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Exhibitions are now being developed with, for
and by Aboriginal communities (Ballantyne
et al., 2012).
An example of a museum with both a
shared and contested history is the Western
Australian (WA) Museum in Perth. This museum has a shared history because it is an
encyclopaedic museum with a significant
Aboriginal cultural gallery, and has a contested
history because, historically, the building has
been used as a gaol, chapel and courthouse. It
is not unusual for government buildings to be
repurposed as museums in Australia. However,
it is the only state museum that served as a
former colonial place of execution. Despite
this, most non-Aboriginal visitors to the WA
Museum have varied understandings of the old
Perth Gaol and are often unaware of the site’s
complex history. Visitors are not permitted to
enter the gaol (beyond the café on the ground
floor) and interpretation is minimal. However,
the site was and still is a place of great significance for the Whadjuk Nyoongar people, the
traditional owners of the land on which the
WA Museum is located.

The WA Museum as a Place of
Tragedy and Connection
Prior to the settlement of Perth by the British in
1829, the land where the WA Museum stands
was an area of fertile wetlands. The wetlands
were utilized by Whadjuk Nyoongar communities for gathering food for thousands of years
before European arrival. Between the years of
1850 and 1856, the wetlands were drained
and the gaol was constructed to house increasing numbers of convicts from England as well
as other local prisoners, many of whom were
Aboriginal. During the years of its operation,
the prison housed between 120 and 150 convicts at any one time. It was the place of execution for an estimated 68 individuals, of whom
approximately 40% (25) were Aboriginal. Perth
Gaol remained operational for 33 years until
1868 when convict transportation to Western
Australia ended. The gaol closed in 1886 when
the last prisoner had been transferred to the
larger Fremantle prison.

In 1889, the gaol began to house the State
Geological Collection. The collection grew to
house a range of natural history and ethnographic materials including Aboriginal material
culture such as human remains. These remains
were often removed in situ from their burial sites
with little regard for traditional owners (Peterson
et al., 2008). Then, in 1891, the building turned
into a museum. At about the same time, it was
substantially modified, with the roof lowered
and the entire central cell block removed. Since
that time, the museum has undergone a series
of developments, with the gaol continuing to be
used as a café and retail space until 2016 when
the museum began a redevelopment process (see
Fig. 14.1).

Unpacking the Visitor Experience:
Visitor Journeys to the Western
Australian Museum
In her article Prison Tourism, Wilson (2011, p.
562) states that prison tourism is Australia’s
only form of dark tourism. This statement fails
to recognize the purposeful visits that many
Aboriginal people make to places where their
ancestors’ suffering is identified as having occurred (e.g. Pinjarra, WA) or is memorialized
(e.g. Wardandi Memorial Park, WA), and highlights the current (non-Indigenous) ethnocentric orientation of dark tourism definitions.
In turn, given that it is primarily Aboriginal
people who are aware of the WA Museum’s
history as a prison, it is perhaps not surprising
that Wilson does not recognize the site in his
list of Australian dark tourism sites. However,
regardless of whether they are aware of the history of the museum site, in Katta Djinoong, the
Musuem’s Aboriginal cultural gallery, visitors
are confronted with an exhibition that discusses
the dark history of Aboriginal race relations in
Western Australia.
Katta Djinoong is a permanent exhibition gallery which both showcases the history
and diversity of Western Australian Aboriginal
communities and people and highlights many
of the atrocities perpetrated upon them, including the imprisonment, slavery and abuse
they experienced. The Katta Djinoong exhibition was the first to tell the story of the 1834
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Fig. 14.1. Photographs of the old gaol building in 1894. Photographed by Alfred Robert Linus Wright.
(From Battye Library, used with permission)

Pinjarra massacre where approximately 15–20
Aboriginal men and 30–40 Aboriginal women
and children died at the hands of British soldiers
and policemen. Within the gallery is an additional exhibition on the Stolen Generations of
Western Australia. This separate exhibition tells
the story of the forced removal of Aboriginal
children from their families between 1930 and
1971.

Researching Visitor Experiences to
the Katta Djinoong Exhibit
In 2016, a research study was undertaken
with visitors to Katta Djinoong. The study had
two parallel goals. The first goal was to examine how visitors created meaning within the
gallery, while the second focused on perceived
visit impacts and attitudes towards modes of
interpretation. The study used a multi-phased,
mixed-methods approach, including visitor observations, interviews, surveys and peer workshops. In total, 40 visitors, including a mix of
local community members and national and
international tourists, participated in the interviews and observations, the majority of whom
were non-Aboriginal. This was in keeping with
the usual visitation patterns, reflecting the fact
that approximately 3% of visitors to the museum are Aboriginal or of Torres Strait Islander
descent. Although small, given that only 3% of
the Australian population currently identifies as

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, this number
suggests a relatively high level of WA Museum
patronage by Aboriginal peoples. Fourteen
Aboriginal artists from the galleries and museum sector also took part in the peer workshop.
Significantly, despite their differences, all the
research participants shared a common history, at least insofar as they all had ancestors
who played a role in Australia’s colonial story.
However, between them, those roles varied –
from Whadjuk Nyoongar victims of colonization
(the subject community) to non-Aboriginal local
residents (the host community), Aboriginal gallery and museum sector workers (the owners),
and Australian and international tourists (who
comprise the majority of the museum’s visitors).
An important element of the Katta
Djinoong study was a process known as Most
Significant Change (MSC). The MSC technique is
a participatory, dialogical, story-based research
approach that aims to chart participant learning
in relation to an intervention (Dart and Davies,
2003; Davies and Dart, 2005). In the case of the
Katta Djinoong study, the intervention was visitors’ experience in the Katta Djinoong gallery.
Consequently, the stories that participants told
focused on the impact that the exhibition had on
them. Because MSC stories are always presented
in a participant’s own words, this technique is
particularly useful in facilitating rich descriptions and a holistic understanding of participant
experience. In turn, it was anticipated that use
of MSC in the study would yield a deeper and

N. Bond et al.

146

Box 14.1. MSC story example 1: the tourist (visiting interstate tourist; non-Aboriginal male)
‘We have things in common, things I can relate to.’
The Katta Djinoong experience
I like that there’s in-depth stories. I actually like reading about specific people in specific circumstances. I find it's a lot easier to actually empathize with a situation if there’s a name, a person and
a story rather than just a group of Aboriginals who were living in this area, and this is a bowl and this
is a piece of art. It gives you a bit more of an emotional connection to what happened. It’s important
that people feel an emotional connection. It wasn’t that long ago, it’s a fairly embarrassing part of our
history and you can’t pretend it didn’t happen.
The most significant experience for me was realizing that we have things in common, things I can
relate to. The room with the paintings with all the constellations over the walls. Well I like the physics.
I feel like this is actually Aboriginal culture rather than hunting implements and things like that; this is
about the deep part of their culture. This is my interest but also that they have that interest.

more authentic understanding of visitors' experiential outcomes than other methods.
A full analysis of the results of the research
is beyond the scope of this chapter; instead we
focus on the main themes identified in the MSC
stories, using three stories as examples of the
narrative underpinning these themes. In addition, we draw on descriptive statistics collected
from the Katta Djinoong study cohort, focusing
on visitor perceptions of what they gained from
their gallery experience.

Results
It was evident from the interview with the tourist in the MSC example 1 story (Box 14.1) that

this interstate tourist had not planned to visit
the gallery. Furthermore, he believed he had a
reasonable understanding of Aboriginal history and did not expect to gain new knowledge
from the experience. However, the simple recognition of a shared interest was the catalyst
needed to facilitate a potential attitude shift. For
this participant, perceiving Aboriginal people as
‘the other’, or as something different, served to
desensitize him to the point where Aboriginal
people and the idea of indigeneity were simply curiosities, something one learns about at
school within the context of Australian history.
The participant in the MSC example 2 story
(Box 14.2) reported struggling to resolve her
own family history and place in Australia with
narratives that spoke of the tragic impact of

Box 14.2. MSC story example 2: the host community (non-Aboriginal Australian female
visitor).
‘This is my continuing journey to find understanding.’
The Katta Djinoong experience
I do not normally visit Aboriginal galleries and I didn’t go into the Stolen Generation exhibit. I thought I
don't want to confront it. Both my families came as convicts, so we are part of that. I think in our hearts
we were trying to do the best for the Aboriginal people.
I really liked that it showed the differentiation between the different small groups of Aboriginals. I
was reading about how different groups traded with each other. I never knew about how they trade the
same way in which we did. I thought it was all just artwork – but they are triggers, for memory. I also
enjoyed the space art exhibition, which is showing that they are coming out into the modern world and
finding a place in this western culture if they want.
I was surprised when I walked past the Stolen Generation section, I thought I didn’t want to see it.
This has started me thinking, it just has to be teased out a little for myself. I now need a way to frame
it in a way that is beneficial or positive.
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Box 14.3. MSC story example 3: the subject community (Western Australian (Western Desert)
Aboriginal male, visiting with grandson).
‘There are Aboriginal peoples who have lost their ways, lost their culture, but they're slowly
gaining it back.’
The Katta Djinoong experience
I think there is an intentional story here. Everybody’s story from all over the place. Every black fella.
The most significant change comes from seeing some of the important stories from the Western
Desert, my family members, making connections. I look at some of the old paintings, and some of the
old photos. I like seeing that and seeing old artefacts here as well – it’s real. It’s good to see it, you
don't see it very much these days.
It’s a good idea for Aboriginal people to work with the museum. Benefit the next generation. Like in
Perth, there’s not enough Aboriginal people, there’s the ones that who have lost their ways, lost their
culture first. But they’re slowly gaining it, all this here, it’s good to see it’s all been put away for them
as well.

colonization on Aboriginal Australians. Other
non-Aboriginal Australians who participated in
the study also frequently identified with this conflict. Regarding the forced removal of Aboriginal
children from their families, systematic slavery,
abuse of Aboriginal peoples and attempts by the
WA government to ‘breed out’ the Aboriginal
population, several interviewees commented
that the government of the time was simply
trying to do what was ‘best for Aboriginal peoples’ and that accounts of attempted genocide
and massacre were greatly exaggerated. Others,
like the participant who provided MSC 2, said
that she usually avoided contact with information about these atrocities. However, having
made the connection, she was now more open
to thinking about the things that made her feel
uncomfortable.
For the Aboriginal participant in the MSC
example 3 story (Box 14.3), seeing stories and
artefacts that connected him to his ancestors
led to an acknowledgement of the significant
cultural losses that his people had endured.
However, it also led him to develop a sense of
hope, to envisage a future where younger generations (especially his grandson who had accompanied him to the museum) were able to
regain their identity in partnership with the
people who had first stolen and then helped to
preserve their cultural treasures. This duality of
experience was commonly expressed in Katta
Djinoong interviews with Aboriginal participants. Indeed, it was evident from the outset of
the study that many of the Whadjuk Nyoongar
who visited the WA Museum considered it a

place of loss, persecution and cultural appropriation. Importantly, a primary motivation for the
participant in MSC example 3 was to bring his
grandson to the gallery to enable him to connect
with the cultural treasures and history of his
ancestors. As this visitor noted, the Aboriginal
communities themselves no longer hold materials like those housed in museums.

Discussion: Connecting with Dark
Histories
The primary theme that emerged from the
MSC stories was the concept of Connection.
This theme was articulated in the MSCs of
Aboriginal
Aboriginal participants, local non-
participants and interstate and international
visitors. However, the way in which it was articulated varied between these groups. For
example, in MSC 1, the interstate visitor identified a connection between his own interest
in physics and the astrological paintings of
Aboriginal peoples presented in the gallery. In
MSC 2, the non-
Aboriginal Australian visitor identified a connection between Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal trading practices. In turn,
the Aboriginal visitor who provided MSC 3 described his own familial connections to some of
the artefacts on display, as well as the connections between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
peoples that he identifies as underpinning the
gallery’s creation.
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Whadjuk Nyoongar interviewees spoke frequently of the history of the site, in particular
of how the lands were first used by their elders
and ancestors as a place of harvesting, fishing,
dancing and ceremony. They also spoke of the
use of the building as a prison and as a reminder
of colonial oppression. For example, one visitor
described the feelings of shame he still experiences when the sound of his footsteps on the
museum’s old colonial staircases remind him of
earlier times when he was required to come to
similar buildings to register with local authorities. Despite these reminders, however, the gallery was also considered a place of healing (see
Chapter 10, this volume); a place to engage with
the cultures, languages and stories of Aboriginal
people and a place to teach younger generations about a culture that had almost been lost
but has continued to exist and develop despite
adversity. For several of the Aboriginal participants, while Katta Djinoong contained stories
from the past, it also represented those from the
present. For these visitors, identity and culture
are emotionally linked to the objects in the exhibition, forming a physical connection to their
ancestors through their pilgrimage journey to
the museum.
The changes described in the MSC stories
presented above align with the results of interviews conducted across a broader sample of
Katta Djinoong study participants. Although
Aboriginal interview participants
most non-
said that they were not expecting a transformational experience when they entered the
gallery, the majority of the people interviewed
felt that their time in the gallery had influenced
their perceptions of Aboriginal people’s experiences and cultures. Several of them commented
that they had gained a greater understanding
of the diversity of Aboriginal cultures and of
Aboriginal Australian history, cultural practices
and worldviews.
The majority of study participants also
believed that the Katta Djinoong exhibit has
national relevance, which speaks strongly to
the experiences of First Nations peoples globally. As most of them reported being familiar
with the history being told, and spoke highly of
their experience, the authors conclude that they
viewed the exhibition as an authoritative place
for learning about the impact of European settlement on Aboriginal peoples, both past and

present. Further, although the interstate tourist
(MSC 1) spoke of visiting other Aboriginal cultural sites (such as Uluru), he said that it was the
experience in the Katta Djinoong exhibit that affected him the most, attributing his experience
at the exhibit as adding to his understanding of
Aboriginal experience through the use of first-
person narratives. Many visitors, and especially
Aboriginal visitors, noted that experiencing the
revival of Aboriginal culture post-colonization
was a significant element of the exhibition and
an important interpretive tool for understanding
the social and historical context for understanding Aboriginal peoples. The gallery confirmed
for all audiences that this is a culture that has
continued to occupy the Australian landscape
for over 60,000 years. In turn, those interviewed
implied that the Katta Djinoong exhibit was not
only relevant to historical events or cultural contexts but was also part of the broader discussion
of more fundamental issues of indigeneity, race
relations and colonization.
For all three participants, the connections
they made to gallery content were identified as
critical to their perception of the authenticity
of the exhibit's content and to their emotional
engagement with the exhibit. Indeed, regardless of whether or not participants identified a
prior connection to the people, events or cultures discussed, the Katta Djinoong exhibit
was reported to have triggered an emotional
response that went beyond the topic of the gallery and spoke to their very understanding of
Aboriginal–European interactions. In turn,
these responses appeared to facilitate changes
in the way specific objects and histories were
perceived by visitors. As stated in MSC example 2, making connections triggered memories
and led to the participant challenging her prior
assumptions. This is particularly significant
given the participant’s prior ambivalence regarding the Aboriginal peoples.

Conclusion
It has been argued that one of the attractions
of sites of dark tourism is that they create a
space for visitors to reflect on their own mortality. However, this conclusion is primarily based
on survey data collected from English-speaking
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western tourists by English-
speaking western
researchers. As such, it is not surprising that
it aligns with new-world western concepts of
oriented thinking. In
individualistic, future-
contrast, the results of the current research
suggest that visitors were less preoccupied with
thoughts about themselves, reflecting instead
on the connections that they were able to identify between the past experiences of Western
Australian Indigenous people and their own
present understanding of the world. These reflections are more consistent with traditional,
Indigenous worldviews, where recognition and
understanding of ancestors is commonly perceived as critical to an understanding of ourselves and our place in society; a merging of past
and present that brings us to here-and-now. As
such, regardless of how aware visitors were of
having learned something because of their experience, this focus suggests a deeper connection
to Aboriginal worldviews. For the host community, in particular, this connection appeared to
help them move beyond the feelings of shame
and complicity that non-Aboriginal visitors frequently encounter when confronted by stories of
their colonial past (Harvey Lemelin et al., 2013)
and towards feelings of shared sorrow and social
responsibility.
While it may be argued that the physical
buildings of the WA Museum, including the
gaol, do not elicit the same responses for non-
Aboriginal visitors as they do for Whadjuk
Nyoongar, the Katta Djinoong exhibit appears to be a significant catalyst for the self-
reflection of personal values such as equity,
self-determination and equality, which lead to
term attitude and behaviour changes
longer-
(Bond and Falk, 2013). The Katta Djinoong
exhibit facilitates a means of learning about
Aboriginal peoples’ experience that is directly
linked to the families involved, their children
and their grandchildren. In turn, the identities
of the host, the subject and the tourist participants were connected by the experience through
their understandings of their shared histories. It
is this shared history that is a key component of
the exhibition and aligns the gallery and the museum with other dark tourism locations.
Sharpley and Stone (2009) suggest that
dark tourism occurs within liminal time and
space and, as such, locates the activity within the constructivist realms of meaning and
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meaning-making. The Katta Djinoong exhibit
challenged visitors to consider their attitudes towards Indigenous people from the vantage point
of those visitors’ home communities. At the
same time, the gallery provided a context within
which the visitors could remove themselves from
their everyday environments. As a result, they
were given the space to reflect on the meaning of
the exhibition in light of their own attitudes and
actions towards Aboriginal people, while also
feeling safe enough to explore new relationships
and find ways of understanding themselves and
the world around them. Such self-
reflections
are often instrumental in re-imagining an existing attitude or set of values and can facilitate
a change from identity maintenance to one of
moderation or reconstruction.
This research has shown that museums
that confront colonization and the subjugation
of Aboriginal peoples can, and should, be considered as places of in populo dark tourism. The
fact that such sites have been left out of the majority of dark tourism literature is a testament to
the ways in which new-world societies frequently view indigenous cultures. Nowhere has this
been more apparent than in Australia, where it
is only in the past couple of decades that the incarceration and enslavement of Aboriginal peoples has been addressed in state museums. The
experiences of visitors to the Katta Djinoong exhibit sit strongly within the frameworks of dark
tourism experience, yet such sites are not yet accounted for in current typologies.
In many ways, the dichotomy between
dark and light tourism oversimplifies what is,
in reality, a more complex social phenomenon.
It is impossible to try to separate the so-called
‘dark’ dimension from the wider social matrix within which these issues are embedded.
Museums such as the WA Museum are more
than just heritage or leisure sites – they are
spaces that provide or house cultural contact,
exchange and conflict. For some visitors, they
can also be considered a place of pilgrimage
just like other dark tourism sites. Their role
in telling the story of the colonization experience cannot be overstated, neither should
their authenticity be questioned because they
are considered removed from actual sites of
atrocity. Authenticity results from the agency
of the group. As Chambers (2010) argues, if a
group decides the experience is authentic then
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it should be viewed as such by outsiders. There
are very few memorials to victims of the Stolen
Generation at former work farms or missions,
and sites in Australia, such as Pinjarra, are
not formally recognized as places of memorial.
For the most part, this is due to the continued
failure of successive governments to recognize
the frontier wars fought between Aboriginal
Australians and colonial militia and pastoral settlers, and therefore favour less divisive

monuments to colonial campaigns such as
Gallipoli or Passendale. However, recent estimates place the death toll of Aboriginal people
at the hands of colonial settlers between the
years of 1788 and the 1940s close to 30,000
(Power, 2017). Museums, therefore, play a
pivotal role in reminding us what it means to
be an active participant in the fight against
social injustice and the drive for inclusion and
accountability.

Websites
https://www.theherald.com.au/story/4774081/the-maps-that-reveal-the-horror-of-australias-massacres/
(accessed 1 February 2019).
http://museum.wa.gov.au/welcomewalls/history (accessed 12 August 2018).
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perth_Gaol#/media/File:Perth_Gaol3.jpg (accessed 15 September 2018).
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Introduction
Most students in the USA do not hear enough
about the Civil Rights Movement, and if they do,
core social justice concepts such as equity, welfare and structural violence go unmentioned in
the texts they read and the lectures they attend
(Shuster, 2011). In response to the lack of opportunities for students to engage in immersive
experiences around issues of race and racism,
the Civil Rights Pilgrimage (CRP) was created
in 2008 at the University of Wisconsin-
Eau
Claire (UW-EC) as an alternative spring break
trip. The trip has become so popular among students that it now happens biannually during
winter and spring break, during which approximately 100 undergraduate students and ten
undergraduate student leaders participate in a
ten-day tour of memorials and museums dedicated to the American Civil Rights Movement.
The CRP path includes visits to sites in Atlanta,
Georgia; Birmingham, Tuscaloosa, Montgomery
and Selma, Alabama; Jackson, Mississippi; New
Orleans, Louisiana; Little Rock, Arkansas; and

Memphis, Tennessee. In each location visited
and toured, a sense of darkness is present.
Dark tourism is made up of a wide spectrum of sad, fascinating and macabre places,
people, events and objects (Stone, 2006). On a
spectrum of dark tourism, the places visited as
part of the CRP are on the ‘darker’ side, as they
are oriented toward education, are historically
commemorative, are seen as authentic and accurately placed within the cultural landscape
and serve as a non-purposeful supply for dark
tourists (Stone, 2006). Specifically, these sites
would be classified as ‘dark conflict sights’, ‘dark
shrines’, ‘dark resting places’ and ‘dark dungeons’ (Stone, 2006). ‘Dark conflict sights’ and
‘dark dungeons’, in this case, are the places in
which black people were harassed, harmed and
murdered by white people within white power
structures. These dark places are experienced
through the study of enslavement, racial terror,
lynching and anti-integration brutality in places
like Tuscaloosa, Birmingham, Montgomery,
Selma, the Whitney Plantation, Jackson and
Little Rock. ‘Dark shrine’ sites include the
Lorraine Motel, where Dr Martin Luther King
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Jr was assassinated, and an example of a ‘dark
resting place’ is in Atlanta where Dr King and
his wife are entombed at the MLK Historic Site.
The CRP is designed to help participants
develop multicultural competence using place-
based experiential learning. Participants visit
important historical locations of the Civil Rights
Movement, tour museums and speak with influential ‘foot soldiers’ from the movement such as
Joanne Bland and John Lewis. Students study
the period of racial terrorism leading up to the
Civil Rights Movement by learning about incarceration, convict leasing (where prisoners were
leased out to private parties to engage in manual
labour) and lynching. Students also visit historic sites that illustrate the horrors of slavery,
including an underground railroad site, slavery
re-enactment and a plantation that illuminates
the experience of people held in slavery. The
tour buses also become a travelling classroom,
featuring films, group activities and guided discussions. During nightly discussions, participants reflect on their learning throughout the
day. Participants also write reflections in a critical inquiry notebook and routinely indicate in
nightly discussions and their notebook entries
the importance of seeing the darkness of the history of race relations in the USA as a method of
understanding the issues they and the country
as a whole face today. The sites visited along the
pilgrimage are described in Table 15.1.
Research suggests that students participating in immersion trips can experience changes
in affective reactions (i.e. the way students express their emotions), perceptual reactions (i.e. a
better understanding of place and significance),
empathy and cultural dissonance (i.e. recognizing judgement and stereotyping) (Ishii et al.,
2009). In this study, researchers investigated
how the CRP impacted the lives of participants
one to ten years after the experience, using an
online survey distributed to past participants to
understand the CRP’s long-term impact. This
research supports the claim that cultural immersion experiences have a positive and lasting impact. This chapter will share a decade
of experience and research on the Civil Rights
Pilgrimage developed at UW-EC. It begins with
an overview of relevant literature regarding experiential learning and critical race theory and
then discusses the findings of the research regarding the lasting impacts of the CRP.
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Experiential Learning and Critical
Race Theory and Pedagogy
As noted above, research has established that
students in social science classes do not hear
enough about the Civil Rights Movement, and
if they do, core social justice concepts are missing (Shuster, 2011). The practice of teaching
this period of US history and its associated sociocultural value systems are far from complete
or acceptable (Shuster, 2011). An increasingly
popular approach by educators to close this
learning gap comes in the form of experiential
or immersion learning.
Experiential learning means learning
through experience. This includes not only
learning through doing but also through reflection on the experiences (Dewey, 1938). This type
of learning promotes change, even if the duration of the experience itself is limited (Spaulding
et al., 2007). The CRP is designed to increase
participants’ multicultural competence and further their ability to differentiate between equality and equity. Multicultural competence can be
defined as ‘the awareness of one’s own assumptions, biases and values; an understanding of
the worldview of others; information about various cultural groups; and developing appropriate
intervention strategies and techniques’ (Pope
et al., 2004, p. 9). In order to be multiculturally
competent, it is critical to have the awareness,
knowledge and skills to address cultural issues
with someone who is culturally different (Pope
et al., 2004).
Critical theory and critical race theory
(CRT) jointly inform the critical pedagogical perspectives of the authors. Critical theory is a philosophical approach to understanding society
that challenges social, historical and ideological
power dynamics and their effects (Denzin and
Lincoln, 2011). The transformations that take
place within and among the participants of the
CRP anecdotally result in individual and group
experiences that illustrate the interconnectedness between race, racism and power within the
context of society, economics, history and politics – precisely the focus of CRT. This is the purpose of the CRP – to put CRT into action among
UW-EC students.
Critical pedagogy is a lens through which
scholars are encouraged to develop critical
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Table 15.1. Places visited during the CRP.
Sites visited

Description

Location

Ebenezer Baptist Church

Participants engage in a Sunday church
service experience at ‘America’s Freedom
Church’.

Atlanta, GA

Martin Luther King historic Participants get to step back in time and
Atlanta, GA
sites
stand on the same streets where Martin
Luther King Jr grew up, attend the church
where he preached and visit his final resting
spot where he is entombed over a reflecting
pool next to his eternal flame, which reminds
participants that the fight for civil rights
continues.
National Center for Civil
and Human Rights

This is a walk-through museum that brings Atlanta, GA
you back through the important steps of the
Civil Rights Movement through information
and interactive experiences including a
lunch counter sit-in simulation. Participants
also learn about current human rights issues
and how they can get involved.

Birmingham Civil Rights
Institute

Birmingham, AL
This institute walks participants through
important historical civil rights issues by
using historically accurate scenes, dialogues
and situations. Participants actually see the
tank that patrolled streets in Birmingham,
terrorizing young activists. The impact
of seeing the scene up close brings the
photographs from their history books to life.

Sixteenth Street Baptist
Church

Participants experience this historic church
where a bombing occurred claiming the
lives of four little girls during the time of the
movement. Seeing the exact spot where
hatred killed young girls makes the tragedy
of the time period real for participants.

Kelly Ingram Park

Kelly Ingram Park walks participants
Birmingham, AL
through artistic representations of treatment
of activists. They experience sculptures
depicting fire hoses being used against
individuals, jail scenes with children
behind bars and dogs being released on
participants. Participants feel the terror
experienced by young activists during the
time.

First African Baptist
Church (Tuscaloosa)

This church was at the centre of the
Tuscaloosa, AL
Tuscaloosa movement. Participants meet
with activists who endured brutal beatings
during the violent Bloody Tuesday event in
Tuscaloosa. Participants grapple with the
question of why some cities receive national
attention when such brutality occurs, while
others do not.

Birmingham, AL

Continued
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Table 15.1. Continued
Sites visited

Description

Location

University of Alabama

Participants stand at the location where
Tuscaloosa, AL
Governor George Wallace delivered his
famous ‘Stand in the Schoolhouse Door’
speech. Participants then tour the campus
and learn about the slave-holding history of
the university and grapple with the reality
that many universities were built using slave
labour.

Civil Rights Memorial
Center

The Center shines a light on the lives lost
in the fight for civil rights. Participants learn
the names and personal stories of over 40
individuals who were brutally murdered
fighting for their rights. Participants learn
about the depth of hatred experienced
by activists and the bravery exhibited by
freedom fighters.

Montgomery, AL

Rosa Parks Museum

Participants learn about the Montgomery
bus boycott and have opportunity to walk
through vignettes portraying the historical
account of the boycott.

Montgomery, AL

Equal Justice Initiative

At the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI),
Montgomery, AL
participants meet with lawyers working in
the justice system defending wrongfully
imprisoned youths and adults. Participants
learn about racial terror, lynching and the
efforts of EJI to share the names and stories
of all people lynched in the USA.

Journeys for the Soul

During the Journeys for the Soul tour,
participants meet with Joanne Bland, an
original participant in the Bloody Sunday
and Turn Around Tuesday marches as well
as the march from Selma to Montgomery,
Alabama, for voting rights. Mrs Bland
recounts all of her experiences throughout
her childhood and shares the trauma
experienced. Participants also visit areas of
Selma experiencing violence and poverty
today and discuss the oppression that still
occurs through this historic city.

Selma, AL

National Voting Rights
Museum and Institute

The National Voting Rights Museum walks
participants through the 100-year struggle
for voting rights in Selma and shines a
spotlight on the foot soldiers who did the
work long before Dr King came to town.

Selma, AL

Continued
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Table 15.1. Continued
Sites visited

Description

Location

By the River Center
for Humanity Slavery
Reenactment

Ms Afriye Wekandois leads participants off
the bus, through a simulated walk through
Africa, onto a slave ship and to the auction
block. Wekandois then shares a theatrical
performance that brings the horrors faced
by people held in slavery into clear focus
for the participants. This experience is
deeply moving and often noted as the most
powerful and moving experience of the
immersion experience.

Selma, AL

Edmund Pettus Bridge

Participants complete re-enactment of
the three marches that took place on this
historic bridge. Participants are given a
time to reflect on the bridge and the events
by remaining silent throughout the re-
enactment.

Selma, AL

Selma Center for
Nonviolence, Truth, and
Reconciliation

The Center invites history-makers Bruce
Selma, AL
Boynton (Boynton v. Virginia) and Lynda
Lowery (Turning 15 on the Road to
Freedom) to share their stories of resistance.
Participants learn about the six principles
of non-violence, sing freedom songs and
discuss the issues facing the nation today.

Whitney Plantation

Through museum exhibits, memorial
artwork, restored buildings and hundreds
of first-person slave narratives, participants
gain a unique perspective on the lives of
Louisiana’s enslaved people.

Wallace, LA (New Orleans)

Jackson State University

Participants meet with students in the
MADDRAMA Company and learn about
their quest to bring civil rights history
to life through dramatic presentations.
Participants also learn about the Jackson
State killings and even see the bullet holes
in the residence halls where the shootings
took place.

Jackson, MS

Little Rock Central High
School

Participants walk in the steps of the nine
high-school students who integrated Little
Rock Central High. Participants feel what
it might have felt like to have angry mobs
blocking their entrance to school and peers
spitting on them on their way to class.

Little Rock, AR

Memphis, TN
Slave Haven Underground This museum allows participants to see
an actual house used on the underground
Railroad Museum
railroad and learn about the organization
and bravery needed to help enslaved people
safely to freedom.

Continued
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Table 15.1. Continued
Sites visited

Description

The National Civil Rights
Museum

Participants walk through history from
Memphis, TN
the time of slavery all the way through the
assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.
Participants see the exact place where MLK
was assassinated. Being a witness to such
hatred and death cements participants’
collective resolve to end racial injustice.

ethics that have the potential to transform educational and community spaces (Denzin and
Lincoln, 2011). A critical pedagogical perspective encourages the researcher to re-examine
the purpose of their study continually and always remain focused on shifting and overlapping social and political power relations (Denzin
and Lincoln, 2011). The CRP is a product of
the authors’ critical perspective and pedagogy
as it functions as a tool that transforms UW-
EC’s educational space. The CRP is continuously re-tooled and improved to better educate
participants and to expose them to how power
has flowed, and continues to flow, through our
society. The nature of critical research, then,
encourages investigators to pair their examinations of past and present forms of power with
the researcher’s imagination for a socially just
future, and forge creative paths toward that future (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). The CRP was
therefore designed to create a more socially just
future by educating university students about
the power dynamics that affect individuals and
groups in our society based on race and gender.
The CRP intentionally exposes participants to
these issues in the historical locations of the Civil
Rights Movement to provide a direct connection
between the participants, the history and the
history-makers.

Research Design
Geography matters when considering experiential learning because the participants are learning in the places where dark historical events
took place. The practice of teaching historical
lessons at their locations generates an almost
tangible feeling of exposure to the historical
truths of racism as well as the region and people

Location

who live there. Measuring the three critical components of multicultural competence – empathy,
knowledge and skills – as they are communicated and taught through geospatially explicit lessons, will help to determine the impact of place
and space on students’ understanding of racism
and other social justice issues. By more rigorously studying the CRP, this experience and opportunity can be improved and can, potentially,
be used to popularize the benefits of such an experience within academia.

Method
methods apThis research utilized a mixed-
proach by combining quantitative measures of
engagement, racism and diversity; and qualitative questions to provide context and nuance.
The survey was made up of three parts: the
Activism Orientation Scale (AOS), the Miville-
Guzman Universality-Diversity Scale-Short
Form (M-GUDS-S) and a researcher-developed
survey to measure the impact of the experience
on participants’ personal and professional lives.
Researchers distributed the combined survey instrument through e-mail and past CRP Facebook
groups. UW-EC’s Qualtrics service hosted the
survey. The data were analysed using descriptive statistics and content analyses that included
frequency analysis and thematic analysis. The
statistical analyses included using independent
sample t-tests, reliability analysis and one-way
ANOVAs for the AOS and the M-GUDS-S results.
Activism Orientation Scale
Activism-based programmes that focus on social
justice aim to educate participants through civic
engagement (Astin, 1993). The AOS assesses
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individuals’ likelihood of engagement in future
social action (Corning and Myers, 2002). The
35-question survey measures the likelihood of
engagement activities ranging from displaying
a bumper sticker to active political engagement
where a participant might fear for her/his life.
Throughout the immersion experience, students
continually hear the idea that ‘people died so
that students today could have the right to vote’.
We predicted that the CRP’s long-term effects
would also emulate themes of social action and
civic engagement due to the strong emphasis
placed on political engagement and the social
connections made with individual civil rights
leaders who share their personal stories with
participants.
The Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity
Scale-Short Form
The M-GUDS-S measures social attitudes regarding cognitive, affective and behavioural aspects
Diversity Orientation (UDO)
of Universality-
(Fuertes et al., 2000). The UDO scale examines
empathy and connectedness through shared experiences with others (Ponterotto, 2010). This
research utilized the M-GUDS-S to evaluate respondents’ values regarding the impact of diversity on self-understanding and personal growth,
the degree of comfort with diverse individuals,
and interest in participating in diverse social and
cultural activities.

American minorities, including African-
American, American Indian, hispanic and/or
south-east Asian (UW-EC Factbook, 2018). Due
to the homogeneous nature of the population in
Eau Claire County and at UW-EC, the majority
of CRP participants have limited contact with
people of colour and other under-represented
populations.

Sampling
The research sample included past CRP participants (predominantly students and some
faculty/staff). Since the CRP began ten years
ago, there have been over 1700 participants. Of
these 1700 participants, just over 1500 were eligible for this study. The participants taking part
in the 2018 CRP were not surveyed because it
was deemed that there was not sufficient time
for the long-term effects of the experience to be
determined. Of the approximately 1500 participants eligible for the study, 1206 had functional
e-mails on file, and of those 1206 participants,
352 responded to the survey (29% response
rate). Of the 352 participants who responded
to the survey, 77.5% were women, 21.9% were
men and 0.6% other. In addition, 74.4% were
white and 25.6% were of colour.

Data analysis

Impact Survey
Researchers developed questions aimed at assessing the perceived impact of the pilgrimage
participants’ lives. The survey was made of 15
research-developed questions scored on a Likert
scale and one open-ended question.

Research site
The UW-EC was the location where this research
took place. Eau Claire County recorded a population of 103,671 in 2017 with 92.2% identifying as white (US Census, 2017). UW-EC is a
public university and part of the University of
Wisconsin system. In 2017, there were 10,737
students enrolled at UW-EC (UW-EC Factbook,
2018). Of these enrolled students, 9.9% were

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize data and analyse results quantitatively.
Independent sample t-tests are parametric tests
utilized to compare the means of two independent groups. This statistical method was used to
compare the AOS results for white students versus students of colour. This comparative analysis allowed researchers to examine the difference
between white participants and participants
of colour. Reliability analysis was performed
on all the results to ensure scales were consistent. SPSS was used to perform all the statistical
analyses. The quantitative analyses were done to
gain insight into necessary demographic information about CRP participants.
We took a mixed-methods approach to analyse the results of the open-ended question at
the end of the Impact Survey. The open-ended
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question was: ‘What short-term and/or lasting
impact has the CRP had on your life, if any?’
Frequency analyses were used to examine the
language used in the responses to this question.
This process allowed the open-ended responses
to be analysed more contextually.
Word-frequency analysis examines the text
associated with the qualitative data to summarize the language used by respondents. The authors conducted word-frequency analysis using
Nvivo, which allowed researchers to identify
the top 1000 words used in students’ answers
and provides filtering options to remove overly
common words (e.g. ‘a’, ‘is’, ‘the’) and to group
words with the same stems (e.g. run, running,
runs) (Bazeley and Jackson, 2013). Within the
top 100 most frequent words, there were many
matching-stem words, such as right/rights and
impact/impactful. The stemmed word coupling
filter was applied to group these stemmed words
together. The findings of this analysis are reported in the results section of this chapter and visualized using Nvivo’s Word Cloud feature, which
creates a visualization of word frequency in
which the most frequent words are represented
in larger font sizes while the least frequent words
(within set parameters) are represented in the
smallest font sizes.

Results
Participants endorsed a higher likelihood of engaging in conventional methods of political activism, such as voting in a non-presidential election,
than in high-risk and sometimes violent methods,
such as blocking access to a building. Participant
responses on the M-GUDS-S showed the social
attitudes of participants towards individuals of
diverse backgrounds and culturally diverse activities were consistently high post-CRP, indicating that participants have more positive feelings
towards people who are culturally and racially
different. In the thematic analysis of participants’
responses, universal themes such as increased
social justice engagement, career inspiration and
culturally relevant learning emerged, showing the
long-term effect of the CRP, and in the quantitative analysis of word frequencies, many participants used experience-related terminology such
as ‘civil’ and ‘impact’.
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Activism Orientation Scale
The AOS has two subscales: high-risk (7) questions and conventional (28) questions. High-risk
activism involves actions that put the individual
at risk of harm, such as engaging in an illegal
act as part of a political protest, whereas conventional activism involves participation in less-
difficult, less costly actions, such as displaying
a poster or bumper sticker with a political message. All questions were asked on a four-point
Likert scale and scored: 0 (strongly disagree),
1 (disagree), 2 (agree) and 3 (strongly agree).
All items were forward-scored and mean scores
were calculated for each question. Higher scores
indicated a greater willingness to engage in activist behaviours. Questions with the highest
and lowest mean scores in this study are highlighted (see Fig. 15.1).
An analysis of the mean scores showed
that six of the highest-scored responses were all
part of the conventional subscale. This means
that CRP participants are more likely to engage
in conventional methods of political activism,
such as sign a petition, rather than engage in
high-risk methods such as blocking access to a
building. Participants reported that they were
most likely to ‘vote in a non-presidential, federal,
state or local election’ (m = 2.41). Researchers
predicted that this would be the highest engagement outcome because of the strong emphasis on voting in all elections shared by the foot
soldiers who spoke during the CRP trip. Other
highly scored responses included signing a petition for a political cause, attending a talk on a
particular group’s social or political concerns,
confronting jokes, statements or innuendos that
opposed a particular group’s cause, and going
out of your way to collect information on a social or political issue.
Mean scores yielded five or six lowest-
score responses from the high-
risk subscale
(Fig. 15.1). The lowest score (m = 0.55) was
expected because the question asked about a
physical confrontation at a political rally. Other
low-scoring responses included engaging in an
illegal act as part of a political protest, blocking access to a building or public area with
your body and engaging in any political activity in which you fear for your personal safety.
As one critical learning outcome of the CRP is

160

J.M. Thesing-Ritter et al.

Fig. 15.1. Activism Orientation Scale results of past Civil Rights Pilgrimage participants.

understanding principles of non-violence used
during the Civil Rights Movement, this finding
shows that participants are more likely to engage in non-violent forms of activism, especially
on the conventional subscale.
Race comparisons had a statistically significant difference between white individuals
and people of colour for five of the conventional
activism subscale items. White individuals were
more likely to ‘keep track of Congress member views on a social issue of importance’ (p̂ =
0.004), use facts to contest social or political
statements (p̂ = 0.002), ‘confront speech that
opposes a group’s cause’ (p̂ = 0.001), ‘attend a
political group’s meeting’ (p̂ = 0.000) and ‘attend a regularly planned political organization’s
meeting’ (p̂ = 0.003).

The Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity
Scale-Short Form
The M-GUDS-S has three subscales – diversity
of contact; relativistic appreciation; and comfort with differences – that measure different
aspects of diversity engagement, which is the

way in which people actively participate in
activities involving people who are culturally
different. All the questions are on a five-point
Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). Five of the 15 questions in the
M-GUDS-S are reverse scored (3, 6, 9, 12, and
15) (Fig. 15.2).
The survey results found that the three
scored questions included one from
highest-
each of the three subscales. Three of the five
highest-
scored questions were related to the
‘comfort with differences’ subscale. The highest
scores in the study were Q15r (m = 4.45), indicating that students are not irritated by persons
from a different race, and Q10 (m = 4.45), indicating a high level of interest in learning about
the many cultures in the world. Q2 (m = 4.44)
indicated that participants believe persons with
disabilities can teach them. The next two highest
scores were in the comfort with differences subscale. Q9r (m = 4.27) indicated that participants
found that it was easy to feel close to a person
from a different race. Q3 (m = 4.16) indicated
comfort with getting to know someone from a
different race.
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Fig. 15.2. Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity Scale-Short Form results of past Civil Rights Pilgrimage
participants’ survey responses.

Effect of CRP scale

Word frequency

In post-
trip evaluations prior to this study,
participants had noted increases in selecting
courses related to social justice and diversity,
changes in career aspirations, increased engagement in the political process and other
types of positive changes. We also wanted to
quantify the outcomes participants reported
following their CRP experience. Participants in
the study responded to an Impact Survey consisting of 15 questions on a five-point Likert
scale, from strongly agree to strongly disagree
(see Fig. 15.3).
The results showed that mean scores for
all respondents were all above 3 on the five-
point scale. The three questions with the highest scores indicated participants now ‘recognize
things that need to change in the world and
want to do my part in changing them’ (m =
4.29); ‘value social justice in career’ (m = 4.23);
and ‘want to do my part in changing problems
that affect my community’ (m = 4.2).

Participants also responded to an open-ended
question about their perceived long-term outcomes from the Civil Rights Pilgrimage experience. Responses were analysed for word
frequency and sorted by themes. The most frequently used words were directly related to their
experiences, civil rights and social issues. Terms
associated with the participants’ experiences
were some of the most frequent words, such as:
rights (87), experience (82), issues (79), civil
(77), social (76), learned (68) and impact (63)
(see Fig. 15.4).
An example of this was expressed in detail
by one participant: ‘The CRP introduced me to
issues that people from different backgrounds
than me are experiencing. It made me want to
learn more about their challenges and other
social justice issues. I continue to educate myself on issues that do not directly impact me or
my race.’ Participant comments on civil rights
and social justice largely centred on increased
awareness of the ‘history’ (52) of the Civil
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Fig. 15.3. Effect of Civil Rights Pilgrimage scale for 2008–2017 participants.

Rights Movement, how those issues are ‘still’
(59) a problem, and how participants want to
see more positive ‘change’ (49) in regard to social justice issues locally and/or globally. A clear
example of this sentiment was captured in one
student’s response: ‘Thanks to the Civil Rights
Pilgrimage, I no longer see the world through
whitewashed eyes. Now that I am aware of
the problems that still run rampant in society,
I actively fight against them through personal
choices and activism.’

Thematic Discussion
In addition to the key words used by respondents
in answering the open-ended question, seven
distinct and meaningful themes emerged from

their responses regarding the short- and long-
term impact of the immersion experience.

Racism, power and privilege
Participants indicated that the CRP experience
transformed their thinking about how racism,
power and privilege affect the daily life of every
person. This theme of transformative learning is
apparent in the responses:
The CRP fundamentally shifted my thinking on
race and racial privilege.
The CRP changed the way I see the world. I look
back on that trip and know that is when my life
changed for the better and that my eyes were
opened to so much more than I could have ever
imagined.
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Fig. 15.4. A word frequency analysis of past Civil Rights Pilgrimage participants’ survey responses.

The CRP has granted me increased empathy for
people of a different race from my own.
It was one of my first experiences routinely
interacting with people of very different
backgrounds, which made me more comfortable
doing the same in the ten years since I
participated.

Dozens of similar responses illuminate the
increased understanding of issues of race, racism, power and privilege, which is a primary
learning outcome for the CRP. As such, these
responses illustrate that this outcome was
achieved in the long term.

Activism and social engagement
Participants also noted that they were inspired
to act differently because of their participation

in the CRP. This theme of action is evident in
many of the responses:
It was an indescribable experience that was
truly life-changing! I learned that I can’t wait for
issues to happen to me personally to act. By then
it is too late. We must find the common ground;
it’s out there. I have since participated in civil
marches and peaceful protests because if people
or the government do not respect my existence
or other humans, they can expect my resistance.
I feel much more confident to speak up in
situations where people are being discriminated
against. I am much more vocal when discussing
politics or current events with my friends to
bring up points of view of other types of people
that aren’t represented in the group. I vote in
every election and always vote for people who
will fight for social justice.
I have the tools and language to confront
oppression as I see it in my day-to-day life. I also
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feel more grounded in my opinions because
I have the facts and history to support my
opinions.

These responses support the quantitative
data illustrated in the AOS results and serve to
further illuminate the depth of personal commitment to social change inspired by the CRP.

Career inspiration
Many students indicated that their career goals
shifted as a result of the travel experience. These
responses give insight to the quantitative findings of participants, indicating a value of social
justice in careers. For example:
It has completely changed my views of the world
and my future career path from being money
first to helping people and making change first.
The CRP helped to jumpstart my career
decisions. I am currently a doctoral candidate
studying racial bias development in children. I
think that without the CRP my interest in these
topics and understanding may never have been
piqued.
I have wanted to go into law since the beginning
of college, and have been a Political Science
major for the same amount of time. However,
after the CRP, I decided that I was going to go
into civil rights law and possibly start a law firm
with another student who went on the trip.
I also picked up a Social Diversity Certificate
through the Sociology Department as a way to
assist my goal of becoming a civil rights lawyer.

Participants noted changes in their majors, career aspirations, and the focus of their
academic work to support a change in values
because of their CRP experience. These personal
reflections show that participants had more
than short-term inspiration from the CRP – they
actualized their learning by making long-term
changes to their careers.

Power of place
Respondents cited the positioning of themselves
in relation to the actual location of the events
visited as being especially impactful. These findings validate the need for place-based learning

as a tool for long-term learning outcomes. For
example, participants stated:
The CRP taught me much more than any class
ever could. Being in the physical places that
these events occurred was very powerful.
I currently teach workshops about equity and
diversity as my full-time job, and I am so glad I
was able to visit some of the sites I teach about.
I wish I could go on a trip like this every year to
different sites of resistance around the country!
Physically seeing historic places puts them into
perspective and makes them real.
It made history so real. I will never forget going
through the slavery simulation in Selma. I will
never forget what that felt like.

Many participants indicated that place-
based learning enhanced their learning and created a personal connection to the history and
concepts studied. This connection appears to
have deepened the learning and improved long-
term outcomes for the participants.

Career applicable
Participants also referenced how they use the
lessons learned during the CRP in their current careers. These responses provide insight
into the use of immersion as a tool to provide
personal connections with academic content
that result in long-term professional outcomes.
Participants shared responses like:
It has made me more aware of what information
we are and are not taught in class. It makes me
want to be a better educator by making sure
all narratives are getting taught, not just the
dominant one. It also makes me want to include
social justice in my classrooms.
I use stories from the trip in my sermons to
illustrate points about injustice; I draw on that
experience in how I analyse political content
in the media, especially regarding the status
of black people in the US. I use experiences
and conversations from the trip in personal
conversations with friends, family and
congregation members to ground my arguments
in reality rather than theories or ideas alone.
Understanding, listening to and communicating
with people of different races/ethnicities/
economic groups is something I do daily as a
Health Inspector with the City of Minneapolis
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Health Department. I gained foundational
abilities to relate to people with different
backgrounds than myself on the CRP and
know that these skills allow me to better serve
Minneapolis families.

These responses supported the significant
finding of the researcher-developed questions
that indicate that the most significant outcome
of the experience was that participants developed an increased understanding of the value
of social justice in their respective careers. These
responses indicated that travel immersion is a
valuable tool for professional development.

Culturally relevant learning
For many participants, this was their first sigAmerican history.
nificant study of African-
African-
American students participating in
the experience, in particular, shared comments
valuing the opportunity for culturally relevant
learning that many of them have not experienced in public education. This learning is illustrated in statements like:
[The CRP] gave me the opportunity to learn
more about my African-American background/
history.
I learned more about my history in ten days
than in my whole life in public education.
[The CRP was a] catalyst to release and
healing...learning why things are wrong instead
of blaming myself.

These African-American students appreciated the opportunity to learn about the social,
political and economic forces that affect the daily lives of people of colour. These students also
acknowledged that their formal education did
not teach them about the aspects of history that
are connected to their heritage.

History education versus collective
memory
Throughout the immersion experience, participants noted that there was a difference between
how the history of the Civil Rights Movement
is taught in schools versus what actually happened. Participants articulate a recognition
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of distinct differences between the more conservative and sanitized history taught in most
schools in stark contrast to the more radical and
realistic history expressed by the foot soldiers
of the movement like Charles Person, Reverend
Billy Kyles and Joanne Bland. These sentiments
are communicated in the following survey
responses:
[The CRP] gave me a much broader
understanding of American history.
[The CRP] changed everything – all in a great
way. Totally opened my eyes and gave me the
historical education I wish I would have had in
K12. Deeply impacted my faith, understanding
of complex issues, race, etc. Led me to my
current job of youth organizing and working to
fight the school-to-prison pipeline. I feel like this
trip reawakened my soul! I am forever grateful
for the opportunity.
This trip opened my eyes to our history and the
current troubles our country is in revolving
around race.

The more radical collective memories
shared during the CRP through the landscape
of memorials, monuments and museums illuminate the fact that racism is a concept that should
not only be taught in history, as racism and civil
rights issues continue to be prominent within
modern society.

Conclusion
It is imperative to retell the story of the Civil
Rights Movement to sustain and increase positive and peaceful relations in modern US society (Harding, 2009). This research analysed the
long-term learning outcomes of participants of
the CRP as they relate to multicultural competence. The study illustrated the long-term outcomes of political engagement, perceived level
of individual racism, the development of multicultural competence and self-reported lasting
impacts of the experience. The findings support
what the authors of this chapter have heard
anecdotally over the last ten years – that the immersion trip is ‘life-changing’.
For further analysis, the authors intend to
compare past student co-ordinator outcomes to
participant outcomes. Most of the student co-
ordinators first went on the trip as participants,
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except for those who helped lead the inaugural
pilgrimage. The lasting experiences and impressions the CRP had on participants as opposed
ordinators are presumably very differto co-
ent, as the student co-ordinators are involved
in detailed trip planning, research design and
development, and implementation of learning
outcome experiences for participants, while the
student participants experience the CRP as an
expedition into the unknown landscape of the
Delta South and the history of the Civil Rights
Movement.
Additional future research might include
comparing the participant outcomes of those
who went over their spring break versus winter break, and those who went on the pilgrimage in the first five years versus the second five
years. The dark tourism aspect of this pilgrimage has provided opportunities to analyse the
impact of our latter focus on racial terrorism
and the violence as performed by oppressors,
such as slavery, lynching, mass incarceration
and police brutality. The authors also hope to
compare the original pre- and post-trip surveys
taken by the participants with this longitudinal
survey to better understand how participants

are affected by this experience in the short and
long term. The authors intend to analyse the
specific outcomes of teachers and pre-service
teachers participating in the CRP through a
teacher grant project to understand the outcomes for educators for participating in a place-
based study of the Civil Rights Movement. The
authors also seek to further understand the
impact of the intense experiential study of the
darkest parts of our history on participants
in the long term. Preliminary research shows
that participants understand more deeply the
impact of racism by experiencing the darkness
that comes with malicious intent. It appears
that the conceptual framework that motivates
participants to fight against racism following
their CRP experience moves them from being
passive to truly engaging in social justice work,
participating in the political process and fighting against various forms of inequality and
inequity. The research presented here suggests
that the darkness of the dark tourist sites that
CRP participants visit motivate them to understand their own role in shaping a better world
free from the violence and hatred witnessed
throughout the Civil Rights era.
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Introduction

explored racial problems within the USA, while
living abroad during and after World War II, we
In June 2017, I co-
taught a summer study- considered our contemporary moment, ‘The
abroad class entitled ‘Intersecting Lives: Reading Age of Trump’, and the rise of white supremacy
African-American Literature through a Black and domestic terrorism as a similarly tense era
Feminist Lens’. My colleague and I received a fraught with opportunity for evaluation.
Our study-abroad syllabus had a reading
grant – which targeted minority-
serving inlist that included modernist African-American
stitutions with the purpose of increasing miwriters: James Baldwin’s Notes of a Native Son
nority student participation in study-
abroad
(1955), Richard Wright’s White Man Listen!
programmes – to partially fund a summer-
(1957) and contemporary playwright Lynn
abroad course to Paris. As a part of this course,
Nottage’s Las Meninas (2001). The goal of the
we spent approximately ten days exploring Paris
course was to evaluate the readings while conand reading Black literary feminist criticism
sidering the turbulent historical moments they
and Black expatriate literature. Our idea was reflected. To that end we employed Wright’s
inspired by the expatriate writers that left the important essay ‘Blueprint for Negro Writing’
USA to write freely beyond the confines of the (1937), which sets the stage for a critical analysis
deeply racist nation of their birth. We wanted of the Black aesthetic. Within this essay, Wright
to read and consider race and nationality in lays the trajectory for modern and contempoParis as many other African-American writers, rary African-American literature, arguing that
travellers and scholars had done in years past. the foundation of the field lies within ‘two sourcMany expatriates saw Paris as an artistic centre es: 1) the Negro church; and 2) the folklore of
where they could write and express their ideas the Negro people’ (Wright, p. 125). Within this
in a non-segregated society. The expatriate angle essay, Wright argues that Black writers should
provided a framework for our students to explore write from a Black perspective and that the role
literature and identity within a particularly tax- of the African-American writer is ‘to do no less
ing time period. While writers such as Langston than create values by which his race is to strugHughes, James Baldwin and Richard Wright gle, live and die’ (Wright, p. 129). These values
*jhayes17@tnstate.edu
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can be found throughout his work. From Black
Boy (1945) to Eight Men (1961), Wright challenges his readers to consider the marginalized
perspectives of African-American people and argues against their victimization by challenging a
deeply flawed social structure.
Richard Wright’s literary canon set the
stage for a generation of writers. His guidance
and tutelage helped mould some of the best
African-
American novelists of the 20th century. They followed his lead in writing and in
venturing off to Paris. Paris represented the
racial promised land for the mid-20th-century
Black writer. If freedom could not be realized
in the USA, perhaps the goal could be achieved
in France, a nation embodying ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’. Wright lived in France from
1948 until his death in 1960. His untimely
death shocked friends and foes alike. Margaret
Walker claimed, upon hearing of his death, that
she ‘felt as if a relative had passed away’ (Walker,
1988, p. 339). Wright’s estranged wife Ellen
Wright did not obtain an autopsy following his
death. This decision fuelled conspiracy theories
surrounding the circumstances of his death.
While biographers debate the events before his
death, critics agree that his legacy as a man of
letters who documented the destructive force of
racism in the USA is unparallelled.
Because of his standing within African-
American literature, and his legacy, we scheduled a cultural excursion to Père Lachaise
Cemetery located in the 20th arrondissement to
pay our respects to a giant in African-American
letters. However, nothing went as planned.
Initially, we scheduled to visit the cemetery with
the focus on visiting Richard Wright’s grave as
well as the grave of Victor Sejour, who published
‘Le Mulâtre’ ('The Mulatto’) in the French abolitionist journal La Revue des Colonies. Visiting
Sejour’s gravesite was important because he
was the first African-American man to publish
a short story. When Sejour was a young man
he ventured to Paris to cultivate himself. Unlike
Wright, Sejour was from a prominent Creole
family, so his journey was less laborious. Once in
Paris, Sejour joined other important Black writers, such as Alexandre Dumas, to develop literary circles where they brainstormed ideas and
exchanged notes.
Unfortunately, when we went to the cemetery, our guide knew very little about Sejour
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or Wright, and insisted that we see important
White figures such as Molière, Frédéric Chopin
and Oscar Wilde instead. It took several minutes
to convince our guide to help us find the graves
of the African-American authors we had come
to visit. Our journey to visit and pay homage to
Wright and Sejour represents one of the most
frustrating moments of my teaching career.
Relying on the expertise of individuals who
know very little about the figures you have flown
thousands of miles to see was disheartening.
Père Lachaise is a 110-acre open cemetery
and park. The scope is massive and the journey
to find the writers was exhausting. We stumbled
upon Sejour’s grave first. After walking for 45
minutes, we were disappointed to find that the
grave had not been well maintained. The pictures we downloaded from the internet to serve
as a reference point looked very different to the
actual grave because it had deteriorated severely. After this minor success, our guide informed
us that she could only stay with us for 15 more
minutes, so we needed to make a decision. She
was fully prepared to take us to Jim Morrison’s
grave and provide a brief explanation, or she
could show us where Wright was buried, but
she would not be able to provide an overview.
We chose to visit Wright’s grave. Near the top
of the cemetery we found Wright in Division 87
(columbarium), urn 848, after which our pleasant guide departed. The class took pictures, and
my colleague and I offered our overview of the
significance of Wright’s life.
The whole experience – from an uninformed guide to a long walk to a poorly kept
grave – left us defeated. I wondered, ‘Is this it?
Is this all there is to celebrate Wright’s legacy:
a shiny plaque that reads “Richard Wright
1908–1960”?’ During our long walk down the
summit of the cemetery I thought of the journey that Wright had taken from Mississippi to
Chicago, then to New York and finally to Paris.
His journey had been a righteous quest to carve
out a space where a Black man could live and
create art freely. His sudden death leaves so
many unanswered questions and works including his unfinished, posthumously published
novel A Father’s Law (2008). This inspired me
to rethink my approach to Wright and how to
teach his writing to my students.
In this chapter, I propose a potential itinerary to teach the selected works of Richard
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Wright by incorporating the theme of literary
pilgrimage to emphasize the connection between
travel and liberation. The impetus for this idea
came from visiting his grave at Père Lachaise
Cemetery. The location of his grave in a remote
section of a columbarium was symbolic of the
marginalization he attempted to escape via
writing and travel. While he was unable to fully
escape racism, his works, coupled with his emigration, characterize the rebellious spirit that
shaped American and African-American literature in the mid-20th century. This approach to
Wright’s work will take students through Paris,
Chicago and the South (Natchez and Jackson,
Mississippi, as well as Memphis, Tennessee).
Selected texts will be paired with locations that
are connected to his literary development. The
goal is to incorporate co-curricular activities to
encourage understanding of the cultural and
historical context within which the texts were
written. The pilgrimage aspect of the proposed
lessons will emphasize the significance of his
journey instead of the marginalization Wright
experienced in death. This approach seeks to elevate Wright’s works and travel by exposing the
revolutionary impulse within his literature.

Suffocating Spaces: Racism and
Poverty in the South
To understand Wright’s connection to the expatriate literary tradition, one must look at the beginning of his journey. Richard Wright was born
on 4 September 1908 on a plantation in rural
Mississippi. His experience in the South shaped
his perspective regarding racial politics and resistance. In Margaret Walker’s biography of
Wright, Richard Wright, Daemonic Genius (1985),
she recounts his impression of his birthplace: ‘I
was born too far back in the woods to hear the
train whistle, and you could only hear the hoot
owls holler’ (Walker, 1988, p. 13). Wright was
born to Nathaniel Wright, a sharecropper, and
Ella Wilson Wright, a schoolteacher. The couple
met in Natchez, Mississippi, at a church social
and later married. After the birth of his brother,
Leon Allen, in 1910, the Wrights realized that
they could not afford to live in Natchez and
take care of two young boys, so they moved to
Memphis, Tennessee. Wright chronicles these

experiences in his autobiographical work Black
Boy (1945). In Black Boy, Wright contextualizes
his development while showcasing the horrors
of poverty and racism in the South. His struggles
indicate the difficulty Black boys had claiming
their manhood in the South as their opportunities were limited by Jim Crow laws.
Students would read this novel as an example of the suffocating forces that permeated
Black existence. Instructors could couple reading Black Boy with visits to two important sites
in Natchez: the Richard Wright House and
the Richard Wright Memorial Highway. The
Southern Literary Trail notes that ‘the house
where Wright lived, early in his childhood, bears
a historical marker. The highway that leads into
town, an origination point for the Natchez Trace
Parkway, is named in Wright’s honor’ (Southern
Literary Trail, 2015). Both sites chart the beginning of Wright’s journey.
The move to Memphis shifted Wright’s life
from a rural to an urban space, but urban life
was complicated by his father’s frequent absences and eventual permanent abandoning of
the family. In Memphis, Nathaniel worked as
a night porter in a drug store on Beale Street.
Beale Street was a popular nightlife district. His
night hours created tension within the family because he slept during the day. Nathaniel
increasingly grew irritable with the sound of
his children playing and his wife’s presence.
These issues were exacerbated by the lack of
space within their one-room tenement apartment. The Wrights were accustomed to more
space in Mississippi, and this move to Memphis
left Wright’s father feeling suffocated and overwhelmed. In Black Boy, Wright chronicles his
tensions with his father. In one memory, Wright
recalls an upsetting episode where in order to get
back at his father he kills a kitten. Wright and his
brother found a kitten, but the kitten’s constant
meowing disturbed their father. Being unable to
shoo the cat away, Nathaniel angrily commands
the children to ‘Kill that damn thing…. Do anything, but get it away from here!’ (Wright, p. 11).
Young Richard saw this moment as an opportunity to rebel. ‘I knew he had not really meant
for me to kill the kitten, but my deep hate of
him urged me toward a literal acceptance of the
word’ (Wright, p. 11). Wright goes on to discuss
how the death of the kitten filled him with regret and fear for some time afterwards. Memphis
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offered opportunity, but it also created tension
within the family that would lead to his parents’ eventual separation. The move to Memphis
marks the erosion of the familial structure that
he had come to rely on.
Following Nathaniel’s departure, Ella
took a job as a cook to provide for her children.
The overwork left her exhausted and in fragile health. As a result, for a brief time Richard
and his brother lived in an orphanage. Wright
became malnourished and would often wander
away from the orphanage looking for food and
free space. These initial brief journeys would represent his response to oppressive spaces in the future. Whenever Wright felt constricted, he used
travel to address their limitations. Eventually,
Ella’s sickness and inability to maintain employment led her to her mother’s home in Jackson,
Mississippi. In Jackson, Wright lived during his
adolescence with his very strict grandmother.
She was a devout Seventh Day Adventist, and it
was through her narrow religious ideology that
she sought to limit Wright’s creative ambitions.
In Black Boy, Wright states:
My position in the household was a delicate one;
I was a minor, an uninvited dependent, a blood
relative who professed and whose soul stood in
mortal peril. Granny intimated boldly, basing
her logic on God’s justice, that one sinful person
in a household could bring down the wrath of
God upon the establishment, damning both the
innocent and the guilty.
(Wright, 1945, p. 103)

In his grandmother’s home, Wright was
forbidden from reading anything except the
Bible, but still his creativity persisted. ‘He acquired pulps and dime novels, which were sold
on the streets. He bought much of his reading
material with money he earned as a delivery
boy’, selling newspapers (Walker, 1988, p. 28).
He would read these novels and newspapers and
learn about political perspectives beyond the
limited views within his home. The insights he
garnered from this exposure cultivated his growing creative spirit, which culminated in his first
published short story ‘The Voodoo of Hell’s Half
Acre’, published in the Southern Register in 1924
(Walker, 1988). Wright’s experiences in Jackson
set him on a path to discovery. While he attended Lanier High School, the first high school for
Black students in Jackson, he did not complete
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his education, and instead dropped out to earn
money to help support his family. At the age of
17 he left the South and went to Chicago during
the Great Migration – a mass exodus of African-
Americans from the economically depressed
South to the industrial North.
Wright’s time in Memphis and Jackson provides evidence for the limited spaces for Black
people to occupy. Wright struggled to excel in
an environment that cast him as a second-class
citizen. These formative experiences became the
foundation of his literary endeavours. His initial
autobiographies and short stories garnered critical attention and set him on a path for distinction beyond the barriers in the South.
Instructors should pair Black Boy and
Uncle Tom’s Children (1940) with field studies
in Jackson, Mississippi. In Uncle Tom’s Children,
Wright crafts one essay and five lengthy short
stories that dramatize racism in the South. ‘Big
Boy Leaves Home’ is a meaningful narrative that
presents the dehumanization of four Black boys
who skip school to go and swim in a local pond.
This seemingly harmless adventure results in the
deaths of three boys (two by gunshot and one
by lynching). The lone survivor, Big Boy, manages to make his way to Chicago to escape the
violence of the South. Along with these texts,
visits to the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum
and Lanier High School will provide meaningful
historical and cultural context to the life and literature of Richard Wright. The Mississippi Civil
Rights Museum, located in Jackson, Mississippi,
opened in December 2017. There are eight galleries within the museum that represent the
history of African-Americans’ struggle for freedom from the time of slavery to the contemporary moment (Mississippi Civil Rights Museum,
2018).
Lanier was first organized as a junior-senior
high school in 1925 providing instruction for
pupils from the seventh through the twelfth
grades. A new chapter was added to our history
when, on February 8, 1954, we transferred
from the old Lanier at 136 East Ash Street and
occupied the new Lanier Junior-Senior High
School building at 833 West Maple Street.
(Lanier School History, 2018)

Though the school has moved from the
original location, a visit to Lanier would offer
students a glimpse at the limited educational
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opportunities available to Wright during this
time. Wright never attended school after he left
Lanier, and despite the lack of a formal education, this did not prove detrimental to his success. However, he did lack the connections that
many of his peers and predecessors had because
of their association with the academy.
Pairing Black Boy with co-curricular activities such as field studies in Natchez and
Jackson, Mississippi, and Memphis, Tennessee,
will emphasize the significance of setting within
Wright’s works. The South shaped Wright’s understanding of specific problems. His depictions
of the horrors of the South within his modern
works reveals the connection between the flawed
structures within southern society and specific
social problems such as malnutrition, poverty
and racism. The lack of stability in Wright’s
formative years cultivated within him a curiosity
about the ideology of racism. Exposing the destructive impact of racism on African-American
people became his life’s mission. He revealed
the institutional nature of racism and the impact of poverty through his autobiographical
and fictional works. Further examinations of
the legacy of Jim Crow and racialized terror in
the South connect with contemporary issues
of racial disparities. The problems that Wright
exposed in the mid-twentieth century have not
been resolved. Racism and the (School History,
2018) lingering effects of it continue to plague
African-Americans in the South. Black Boy and
Uncle Tom’s Children represent Wright’s responses to these problems. Wright characterizes the
devaluation of Black life in his works and provides a road map for resistance. He connects to a
longstanding tradition of migration and emigration as a resistance strategy within the African-
American literary tradition that accentuates
travel as an approach to self-determination.

Cultivating a Writer’s Voice: Wright in
Chicago
Richard Wright made his way to Chicago in
1927 and ten years later would continue his
life’s journey to New York. The ten years when
Wright lived in Chicago represented an important part of his maturation as a man and a
writer because it was here that he cultivated the

skills that would make him a renowned voice.
Walker states that:
...one of the dreams Wright brought with him
from the South was a political dream – the
dream of reaching a land of political freedom,
where one could cast a vote, have a voice in
one’s government, hold office and work in
precincts or on the polls, learn how things work
in a democratic world and economy, and achieve
political equality regardless of race.
(Walker, 1988, p. 57)

Wright joined thousands of other African-
Americans fleeing the South and heading north
as a part of the Great Migration. This mass exodus from the agrarian south to the industrialized
north embodied a political movement that represented a break from the plantation tradition.
However, Wright would soon learn that racism
was present in the north; it was just manifested
differently there.
Upon arrival in Chicago, Wright’s initial
goal was to obtain employment. His previous
publications and work in the South created opportunities for him in the North. He began work
in a post office where he sorted mail. This job
‘meant security during an insecure and hazardous time. As a civil service employee, a person
hired was not likely to be fired’ (Walker, 1988,
p. 62). His work in the post office offered him an
opportunity to work alongside a multicultural
staff with diverse political and religious opinions. These new associates introduced Wright to
communism and Marxist thought more broadly.
Walker claims that the ‘Chicago post office was
nicknamed “the University” and indeed it was
Wright’s university. When he graduated from
the post office, he knew what he wanted from
life and where he wanted to go’ (Walker, 1988,
p. 63). He had found a community that connected with his political ideals. He joined political
groups like the John Reed Clubs and considered
the role that class played in the plight of African-
American empowerment.
Wright’s involvement in communist organizations enlightened him to the common issues other poor people faced globally. Initially,
Wright’s criticism of the South was founded in
his understanding of the racist ideologies that
dehumanized Black people. As he began to read
and attend party meetings, he discovered that
poor workers, globally, faced discrimination
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and oppression. These new ideas reinvigorated
his writing and led to the development of writing networks including the South Side Writers’
Group. As he networked with fellow writers, he
dedicated himself to publishing works that reflected the prevalent issues of the time.
It was during this period that he finalized
his first collection of short stories, Uncle Tom’s
Children. These stories combine the southern
cultural tradition with his new-found political
ambitions. In ‘Bright and Morning Star’, Wright
incorporates elements of his religious upbringing with communist ideology. In this short story,
an older woman named Sue must protect her
young son from the local government which
seeks to find out the names of communist sympathizers. Wright expands his world by having
White and Black women and men work together
to bring down a classist system that benefits
from the hard labour of a poor working class
(Wright, 1938).
While communism represented a fresh way
of understanding the problems he saw in society, it did not represent an easy solution for these
problems. In the 1930s the country descended
into the Great Depression. This economic downturn created new opportunities for Wright. In
1936, Wright began to work with the Theatre
Project and then continued his work with the
Writers' Project.
The Federal Writers’ Project was an
artistic appendage to the…Works Project
Administration. This program was created by
Roosevelt in the third year of his first term in
office… It was designed to give employment
to impoverished or needy, but capable writers,
some of whom had even published books that
were no longer selling, and to such professionals
and amateurs who were talented.
(Walker, 1988, p. 68)

Wright’s time with the Works Project
Administration and communist party offered
him opportunities to hone his skills as a writer.
He worked as an editor, investigator and reporter,
and he was able to network with talented writers
and collaborate on work-related projects. His research helped cultivate his authorial voice and
served as his apprenticeship in writing. Many
of his colleagues were college-
educated men
and women, but Wright was largely self-taught.
Wright’s influences were many, including
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contemporary scholarship and political writings from the Russian novelists to the American
Transcendentalists. Yet his unique perspective
that married Black folk traditions, the southern
gothic, and his communist leanings provided a
unique perspective that would frame his works
moving forward.
Wright became disillusioned with communism and his work in Chicago. He left
Chicago for New York in 1937, but he did not
break formally with the Communist Party until 1944, finding their principles did not go far
enough to address racism in the USA. While
in New York he completed his magnum opus,
Native Son (1940). This novel is set in 1930s
Chicago and follows the decline of a young
Black man named Bigger Thomas. Bigger
Thomas represents a break from Wright’s autobiographical texts of the previous decade. In
Native Son, Wright crafts a narrative that exposes the trauma of living life on the margins
of society. Bigger struggles with poverty and
violence, and lives with so much fear that he
makes illogical choices that ultimately lead to a
grisly murder and which forever tangle him in
the web of the justice system. Wright continued to write about racism and classism in the
USA in New York and, eventually, in Paris, but
it was his years spent in the South and Chicago
that provided the subject matter of his work.
Teaching Richard Wright’s Native Son
could be enhanced with co-
curricular activities in Chicago. Visits to Bronzeville, the
George Cleveland Hall branch of the Chicago
Public Library, and Washington Park bring
much-
needed historical context to Wright’s
complex novel. Bronzeville is the nickname
for the African-American community on the
south side of Chicago. Many Black writers,
including Wright, lived there and developed
a literary community. The migrants from the
Great Migration settled in this area of town,
largely due to racist real-estate policies that
restricted Black movement. Additionally, visits
to the George Cleveland Hall Branch Archives
would be a nice addition to the course, as they
contain images and newspaper clippings of
Wright, including images of
Richard Wright presenting an autographed
copy of Native Son to Vivian G. Harsh in 1941.
Wright used the Hall Branch Library’s Special
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Negro Collection as a research site for his own
writings. This photograph hangs in the Harsh
Collection at the Woodson Regional Library.
(Mapping the Stacks, 2018)

Finally, a visit to Chicago’s Washington
Park would emphasize Wright’s connection
to the community. The park was first commissioned in 1871 and eventually became a recreational zone for African-Americans living in the
surrounding areas. Washington Park relates to
Wright’s development because it was here that
he first heard fiery speeches where Black men
espoused the views of communism and openly
challenged the racism and economic deprivation
that plagued the citizens of Chicago.

Paying Respect: Returning to Père
Lachaise
Chicago was not the final stop on Wright’s journey towards freedom; he spent time in New York
and ultimately travelled to Paris. Both of these
cities were pivotal in his life, but, as noted above,
it was Wright’s time in the South and Chicago
that represented the source of his creative genius. His life aims were connected to fighting
the death grip of racism and poverty. These
united goals set the course of his migration to
the Midwest, north and, finally, France. While
Wright’s final resting-place is in a small corner
in Père Lachaise Cemetery, his journey to that location represents a significant progression from
the depths of poverty to the summit of international recognition for his literary masterpieces.
Death is a dominant motif in Richard
Wright’s literature. He uses death in his

non-fiction and fiction works to demonstrate the
devaluation of Black life in the USA. His travels
throughout the southern USA and Europe represent a resistance strategy as he searched for safe
spaces to live a free life and raise his family. The
reality is that Wright never fulfilled this mission.
His death is shrouded in mystery. Conspiracy
theories abound about mysterious last visits to
his hospital room and the role the FBI or CIA
might have played in his demise. Additionally,
his placement in an obscure part of the most
famous cemetery in the world, Père Lachaise,
visualizes his marginalization and his inability
to fulfil the objective of his quest: freedom.
He used didactic strategies to elevate the
plight of disenfranchised Black people and by
doing so carved out a space for himself. This
space is larger than his final resting-
place.
Wright’s travels and expatriate journey represent a resistance strategy that connects to a
larger pattern within the African-
American
literary tradition. From slave narratives to migration narratives, African-
American writers
have moved beyond limitations with travel. The
distinction of Richard Wright’s journey is his
global consciousness. Though Wright was away
from his homeland for the last years of his life,
he continued to write about the struggles of his
community abroad. He connected their struggles with other African people and members of
the diaspora. His legacy is his undying commitment to elevating the African-American experience and fighting to expose the injustices his
community faced. By doing this, his personal
explorations take on a political significance that
demonstrates the power of one man’s passage
through life. Students of his literature would
benefit greatly from retracing his path.
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Introduction
This chapter draws on dark tourism and pilgrimage studies to ask if the inclusion of Emmett
Till’s casket in the Smithsonian’s National
Museum of African American History and
Culture (NMAAHC) in Washington, DC, should
be considered as an example of dark tourism and
as part of the museum as a pilgrimage site. Till,
a black teenager from Chicago, was kidnapped
and brutally murdered in Mississippi in August
1955, ostensibly for whistling at or propositioning a white woman in the Jim Crow South. Till’s
killers were acquitted during the grand jury trial
process, but later confessed to the crime in an interview with Look magazine in 1956. NMAAHC
had to very seriously weigh the proposed donation of Till’s casket, part of its broader mission
to document and exhibit African-American historical and cultural contributions, against the
potential public backlash against including an
object that NMAAHC Director Lonnie Bunch III
called ‘ghoulish’ (Thompson, 2016).
This work is part of initial findings from
research on museums and historical sites and
the varying abilities and constraints they face
in changing their narrative emphasis. This research has encompassed an examination of how

museums around the country have responded
to expanding geographies of racism and racial
violence in the USA. Focusing specifically on
African-American historical and cultural narratives, the project is the first stage in a larger
study that asks: ‘What is the role of the museum
in the 21st century?’ and ‘How do museums and
historical sites change and adapt their narrative
emphases in response to contemporary events?’
In an era of increased public awareness of police
violence against people of colour; the schools-
to-prisons pipeline; the outright boldness and
increased number of racist organizations since
the 2016 presidential election cycle; and various
responses such as the Black Lives Matter and the
Movement for Black Lives, this research analyses how museum professionals address controversial events as part of their mission to support
communities at local, regional and national
levels.
The chapter first provides an overview
of the historical context of Emmett Till’s life,
murder and the subsequent trial of his killers.1
Next, discussion shifts to the controversial decisions that the Smithsonian faced in their efforts
to obtain Till’s casket for eventual display in the
NMAAHC. It then draws on literature on pilgrimage and dark tourism to analyse whether
this exhibit and the broader museum constitute

*mcook40@emich.edu
176

© CAB International 2020. Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage (eds M.E. Korstanje and
D.H. Olsen)

Dark Tourism or Pilgrimage in the Museum? Considering the Case of Emmett Till’s Casket

an example of dark tourism, pilgrimage, or both.
Finally, there are some thoughts on how Till’s
casket is of great symbolic importance in the
current racial climate in the USA.

Emmett Till: ‘Lethal but Logical
Culmination of the Jim Crow System’
Till’s life and death
Emmett Till was born in Chicago on 25 July
1941, the son of Mamie Till (née Carthan; later
remarried as Mamie Till-Mobley) and Louis Till,
who had married just a year earlier, aged 18.
Mamie Carthan lived in Tallahatchie County,
Mississippi, as a child, but moved to Chicago as
part of the Great Migration (Whitfield, 1988).
She separated from Louis Till in 1942 after he
was both abusive and unfaithful; Louis joined
the US army and was later executed in Europe
in 1945 for raping and murdering an Italian
woman (Whitfield, 1988), leaving Mamie Till to
raise Emmett with her mother.2
Emmett Till was described by family and
peers as a bold risk-taker and prankster who
‘had no sense of danger’ (Simeon Wright,
quoted in Callard, 2009). Nevertheless, he
did well in school and attended church regularly (Whitfield, 1988). Till also bragged to his
cousins about having had white girlfriends in
Chicago and carried a photo of one white girl in
his wallet, which was completely unacceptable
under the social norms of the Jim Crow South.
Till travelled with his cousin Curtis Jones from
Chicago to Money, Mississippi, in August 1955,
age 14 – only the second time that he had visited
the Mississippi Delta (Whitfield, 1988). The pair
stayed with his great uncle Moses Wright and his
family, including Till’s cousins. Despite warnings
from his mother that he was to do anything to
‘avoid white wrath’ (Pool, 2015, p. 414), including begging forgiveness on his knees if he had to,
a week into his visit, on 24 August 1955, Till visited Bryant’s grocery store with several teenage
cousins who dared Emmett to go into the store
and talk to the ‘white girl’, a shopkeeper named
Carolyn Bryant. Bryant – aged 21 and winner of
two high-school beauty contests – was tending
the store with her sister-in-law Juanita Milam
while Bryant’s husband Roy was away in Texas.
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Till, the Chicago boy unaccustomed to the social
order of the Jim Crow South, took the dare and
entered the store alone to buy bubblegum.
Despite conflicting stories over the exact
events of the confrontation inside the store,
Bryant later alleged during the murder trial that
Emmett Till made ugly remarks to her, called her
‘Baby’ and another ‘unprintable’ word, and put
his arms around her (Whitfield, 1988). Bryant
later recanted this story in an interview to historian Timothy Tyson (2017). The Black teenagers
accompanying Till that day said Till only whistled at Bryant, and both cousins and mother attributed the whistle to being a way that Emmett
worked through a stuttering problem (Whitfield,
1988, p. 18). Despite Bryant and Juanita Milam
agreeing to not tell their husbands about the
event, Roy Bryant came to find out about the actions of a certain ‘Chicago boy’, ironically, from
Till’s cousin Maurice Wright, who may have
been jealous of Till’s boldness and related the
story to Roy Bryant while visiting his store on
27 August 1955 (Whitfield, 1988). Between 2
am and 3.30 am the next day, Roy Bryant went
with his half-brother J.W. Milam, a World War
II combat veteran, to the Wrights’ home armed
with Colt .45 pistols, kidnapped, brutally tortured and shot Emmett Till, before dumping his
body in the Tallahatchie River, weighed down by
a 75-pound cotton gin fan tied around his neck
with barbed wire. The body was found three days
later by a teenager fishing downriver (Whitfield,
1988).
Till’s death – just a year-and-a-half after the
US Supreme Court struck down ‘separate but
equal’ segregation in Brown v. Board of Education
– shocked the nation, but as Whitfield (1988,
p. ix) argues, it was the ‘lethal but logical culmination’ of Jim Crow. Carolyn Bryant’s story leading up to and during the murder trial was that
Till put his arms around her and sexually propositioned her, thus giving the defence attorneys
the perfect defence of Jim Crow stereotype: the
Black man (despite Till being only 14) as sexual
fiend or rapist out to physically assault white
womanhood (Whitfield, 1988). As Whitfield
(1988, p. 3) asserts regarding the act of lynching, ‘Such fierce acts of white violence were
putatively designed to secure a social order anchored in race and to affirm that the black criminal deserved whatever fiendish punishment the
righteous could inflict’. With this racial regime
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as the backdrop to the Till case, Roy Bryant and
J.W. Milam’s defence attorneys convinced the
jury that the murder case, as argued by state
prosecutors, was completely implausible, and
the all-
white jury deliberated for only about
an hour before returning a ‘not guilty’ verdict
(Pool, 2015). Despite having already confessed
to county sheriffs to kidnapping Till, Bryant and
Milam were also later acquitted in a separate
court case for kidnapping charges.
As Harold and DeLuca (2005, p. 265) argue,
the decision made by Mamie Till to refuse to bury
Emmett in Mississippi and instead have his body
delivered to Chicago for an open-casket funeral
became part of the visual vocabulary of racism
in the USA: ‘[t]he imagery of the case, and that of
Till’s corpse, specifically, served as a political catalyst for black Americans in the then-fledgling civil
rights movement’. Graphic photography and other powerful visual imagery – including the contemporary inclusion of Till’s casket in NMAAHC
– are so powerful, Harold and DeLuca (2005,
p. 266) argue, because they ‘continue to reverberate in the memory of those exposed’ to that imagery. While Mamie Till first demanded the casket be
opened to identify the body, she realized that holding an open-casket funeral would present to the
world the actual corporeal effects of racism (Pool,
2015), thus challenging the entire system of white
supremacy propped up as legitimate through the
strategy of lynching Black bodies. The decision to
hold multiple day-long public viewings of Emmett
Till’s mutilated body juxtaposed with photos of
Emmett as a young happy boy flipped the narrative of lynchings as a community-accepted spectacle to a ‘rhetorical text of racial violence’ (Harold
and DeLuca, 2005, p. 271) that was modified to be
a major strategy of non-violent protest during the
Civil Rights Movement. In her efforts to publicly
display her son’s body and the effects of racial hatred, Till ‘invented the strategy that later became
the [Southern Christian Leadership Council]’s
signature gesture: literally illustrating southern
atrocity with graphic images of black physical suffering, and disseminating those images nationally’
(Torres, 2003, p. 26). While Mamie Till’s actions
could not bring her son back to her or in any way
punish the murderers, she did establish the space
through which Black grief could find resonance
and thus ‘created a community of hearers’ (Priest,
2010, p. 15) that helped bring to light the conditions that led to Emmett’s death.

The casket at NMAAHC
Turning now to the history of how the
Smithsonian came to acquire the original casket from Till’s funeral and burial in 1955, the
national stage once again capitalized on ‘the
body of “the boy who never died”’(Priest, 2010,
p. 1). Till’s remains were exhumed in 2005 from
Chicago’s Burr Oak Cemetery at the orders of the
FBI, which made the controversial decision to re-
open Till’s murder case after new evidence was
uncovered by documentary film-maker Kenneth
Beauchamp (Priest, 2010).3 As Priest (2010,
p. 1) argues, while the FBI physically dug up his
body during the 2005 re-examination, Till has
also been made to metaphorically arise every time
he has been thrust into national consciousness,
‘marking the utility of the injured black body to
American self-making and the ways this riddles
and warps the shape of justice, leaving it at best,
distorted, ambivalent, and partial’.
Because state law prohibited Till’s body
from being reburied in the original casket, Till’s
family buried him in a new casket and the original was set aside for long-term preservation in
a planned memorial (Callard, 2009). However,
in 2009, cemetery workers at Burr Oak were
accused of digging up 300 bodies and reselling
the plots, which prompted a police investigation
(Trescott, 2009). This revealed that Till’s casket – rather than being actively preserved – had
been moved to a storage shed and had further
deteriorated. Till’s family began to look at various other options, including donating the casket to a museum. Lonnie Bunch III, director of
the NMAAHC since its foundation in December
2003, saw the potential to acquire and curate
the casket in a way that makes connections between Till’s murder and the contemporary racist
violence still facing the USA today: ‘I’m always
drawn to the phrase, “Justice delayed is justice
denied”. My argument [for including the casket
in the museum] is, it’s not as though this is disconnected from where we are today’ (quoted in
Dvorak, 2018). Simeon Wright, Emmett Till’s
cousin who was sharing a bed with Till on the
night he was abducted, said in an interview with
Smithsonian Magazine (Callard, 2009):
It didn’t even cross our mind that it would go
there, but then [the Smithsonian] expressed
interested [sic] in it, we was [sic] overjoyed. I

Dark Tourism or Pilgrimage in the Museum? Considering the Case of Emmett Till’s Casket

179

Fig. 17.1. A photograph of the south-east corner of the Smithsonian National Museum of African
American History and Culture on the National Mall in Washington, DC. The museum was immensely
popular upon opening in 2016, drawing an estimated 2.5 million visits in its first year and just over 5
million total visits since September 2016. (Photo: The Author)

mean, people are going to come from all over the
world….
It’s amazing that he is still relevant. Like I said
at the beginning, the reason is because of the
jury’s verdict. If the jury’s verdict had come in
guilty, Emmett would have been forgotten about.
But [Emmett’s story] shows people that if [we]
allow lawlessness to go on, if we do nothing to
punish those who break the law, then it’s going
to get worse.

In terms of curation, Bunch and his curatorial staff faced difficult decisions about how
to display the casket in NMAAHC’s permanent
building, which opened on the National Mall in
Washington, DC, in 2016 (Fig. 17.1). As Bunch
put it, ‘Was that ghoulish? I never wanted to
exoticize or exploit Emmett’s murder, but I kept
hearing his mother’s voice as she always used
to talk to me about how important it was to
her that Emmett didn’t die in vain’ (quoted in

Jones, 2017). The museum ultimately decided
to display the casket in the middle level of the
historical exhibit floors, after visitors have already gone through exhibits called ‘Slavery and
Freedom’ and ‘Defending Freedom, Defining
Freedom: Era of Segregation, 1876–1968’.4
It is here on the second exhibit floor that Till’s
casket rests in a secluded alcove, placed fairly
high off the ground so that visitors must stand
on tiptoe to look at the reproduced photograph
of Till’s body inside the coffin, though a second
copy of the image is also in a glass case outside
the exhibit for visitors to see. The exhibit is the
only section of the museum where photography
is not allowed, a conscious decision to force visitors to be present in the moment – as if they, too,
were at the funeral. There is a single church pew
before the casket and a recording of Mahalia
Jackson singing ‘Amazing Grace’ plays on loop
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in the background. Dr Greg Carr (2017, p. 19),
Chair of African-American Studies at Howard
University, said, in a reflection on his initial visit
to the museum, that he felt the room with Till’s
casket was like the central spirit in the larger
shrine that is the new Smithsonian:
Sit on the little wooden church pew and observe
the line of visitors-turned-funeral goers. Listen
to Mahalia Jackson sing. Watch them take off
their hats and shush their children. Observe
security guards unconsciously assume the vocal
tone and hand gestures of church ushers.

Behind the casket, a video plays in which Mamie
Till-Mobley describes seeing Emmett’s mangled
body.
That visitors must strain to observe the
photographic representation of Till’s body is an
intentional choice – the museum is able to tell
the story of Emmett Till and his importance to
history while largely avoiding the spectacle that
has often attended the destruction of male Black
bodies (Jones, 2017) through historical acts such
as lynching or more recent examples of police
violence against unarmed people of colour that
have gained international media attention. Jones
(2017) observes that because many museum
visitors are likely to have known other Black men
who have been killed (particularly because of
the high homicide rates among Black men and
the higher-than-average number of Black men
killed by police officers; see Frazer et al., 2018),
confronting the likeness of a dead Black body can
have traumatic effects on viewers. Such a reading
of the exhibit also helps explain why Till’s casket
is not featured in the museum’s souvenir book
(Smithsonian Institution, 2016), which is sold in
the NMAAHC gift shop. By refraining from continually reproducing the imagery surrounding Till,
NMAAHC not only actively refuses to capitalize
politically on the imagery but also avoids the repetition of violence that comes from the ‘utility of
the injured black body to American self-making’
(Priest, 2010, p. 1).

Analysis: Dark Tourism or
Pilgrimage?
[Shrines] are powerful in ways that dare not
speak when trying to coexist in plain sight with

a country that has yet to come to grips with our
[Black] permanent presence.
(Carr, 2017, p. 19)

In analysing whether the inclusion of
Emmett Till’s casket in the Smithsonian’s
National Museum of African American History
and Culture should be considered an example
of dark tourism or pilgrimage, it is useful to
consider that a museum of this scope and magnitude was initially proposed in 1915 by Black
veterans of the Union Army but only ratified
into existence in 2003 by Congress (Clytus,
2015). As would be true for any site that long
in the making, many target-audience members
developed a substantial longing to visit the new
Smithsonian museum, similar to the desire to
visit a religious pilgrimage site among adherents of many of the world’s religions. In the
case of NMAAHC, these populations certainly
include African-Americans and other African
diaspora communities, but also large numbers
of other American and international audiences
as well. Within the first three months of opening (September–December 2016), over 700,000
visitors had braved long entry lines and crowded
exhibit halls; 2.5 million visitors came through
the doors within the first year, and the museum
is still requiring the use of timed entry passes
that must be requested in advance for most visitors (Horrigan and Franz, 2017; Smithsonian
Institution, 2018). Although the number of
visitors by itself does not confer pilgrimage site
status upon the museum, when taken into consideration with other factors such as dwell time
(the average amount of time a visitor spends in
the museum5), Carr (2017)’s description (mentioned above) of viewing the site as a shrine,
and scholarly commentary on the power of the
museum’s thousands of authentic artefacts and
the ways in which they ‘make an otherwise-
conventional telling of the black past decidedly
unconventional’ (Melish et al., 2017, p. 156),
viewing the new Smithsonian as a pilgrimage
destination seems to be a logical conclusion.
However, one problematic aspect of ascribing ‘pilgrimage site’ status to NMAAHC
or to Emmett Till’s casket within the museum
stems from NMAAHC’s expansive guiding purpose. As Director Lonnie Bunch III (quoted in
Smithsonian Institution, 2018, emphasis added) describes it, the museum exists to ‘articulate
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the American story for all people through the
lens of African American history and culture’.
Clearly, not all visitors will come away from
seeing Emmett Till’s casket – or visiting the
museum as a whole – thinking that they have
made a pilgrimage, nor will all visitors come
away sensing that they have experienced a sacred place. Regardless, scholars such as Collins-
Kreiner (2010) and Olsen (2010) have pointed
out that since the 1990s there has been a dedifferentiation in scholarly understandings of
travel such that individual travellers’ experiences and the meanings they derive from visits
should not be forced into a false dichotomy of
tourism or pilgrimage: ‘For practitioners, it is
important to understand that it is practically
impossible to draw clear boundaries around
the categories of travel or to differentiate pilKreiner, 2010,
grims from tourists’ (Collins-
p. 161). Thus the question of whether or not
Till’s casket should be considered a pilgrimage
site should actually be reframed to one of how
visitors respond to encountering the casket in
the museum.
These questions could be answered in as
many ways as can be imagined, so here I offer
but three considerations, informed by the dark
tourism literature. The first builds upon Stone’s
(2006, p. 145) further clarification that ‘the
seemingly macabre within tourism includes people gazing upon sites of brutality…’. Given that
Emmett Till’s casket is not itself the site of brutality, nor does NMAAHC intend for the exhibit
to represent the brutality per se, by this strict
definition, visiting Till’s casket at the NMAAHC
does not constitute an example of dark tourism. However, Stone (2006, p. 153) develops his
own typology of dark tourism supply, including the concept of dark exhibitions, in which he
contemporary exhibit at the
includes a then-
Smithsonian Museum of American History on
the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks. Much
of Stone’s analysis of the 11 September exhibit
can also be found replicated in the Emmett Till
exhibit at NMAAHC: few objects are presented,
so as to not ‘overwhelm’ visitors with emotional
content, and more macabre images, such as jets
colliding with the towers or photographs of the
dead, are not presented – or in the case of Till’s
casket, the photographic reproduction of his
corpse is high off the ground so as to be difficult
for visitors to see.
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With this understanding of dark tourism
supply, the second consideration of whether or
not Till’s casket constitutes dark tourism is that,
yes, this example does fit into Stone’s (2006) typology, but the positioning of dark exhibitions
within that typology skews toward the ‘lighter’
side of dark tourism, and Till’s casket is anything
but lighter. Considering Priest (2010)’s arguments regarding Till’s body being made to rise
again and again as different national conflicts
over race and civil rights conjure him up, perhaps his casket should be considered in Stone’s
(2006) typology as a dark conflict site, though
not in Stone’s limited sense of this as a site of
warfare.
Finally, as Seaton (2018, p. 13) (original
emphasis) points out, ‘exhibited remembrance
of death is a semiotic construction – ordered
and controlled not by the dead, but by the living’. This argument draws attention to the fact
that human agency is necessary in making decisions about what Seaton (2018, p. 14) calls
the ‘engineered and orchestrated remembrance
of mortality and fatality’, which radically shifts
the focus of the questions posed in this chapter instead to the Smithsonian Institution and
the choices its employees have made in acquiring and displaying Till’s casket. While it may be
impossible to know fully the range of motivations, debates and difficult choices faced by the
Smithsonian in creating what was ultimately
exhibited, perhaps the more important question
now is what the exhibit will come to mean over
time. In part, the exhibit may help bring about
what Priest (2010, p. 15) has called ‘justice…
not as a matter of compensation and closure but
the creation of a mechanism for the continued
enunciation of pain’.

Conclusion
The symbolic importance of Emmett Till’s death
and the public memory that surrounds both the
murder case and his casket continue to have
contemporary relevance to racism in the USA
today. Till’s death, as a major catalyst of the
modern Civil Rights Movement, reminds us that
the record of violence against Black bodies in the
Americas is longer than we would care to admit,
but still continues. The similarities are stark,
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for example, between Till’s murder and that of
Tamir Rice, a 12-year-old boy killed by a police
officer in Cleveland after being seen in a park
with a toy pistol. The grand jury in that case declined to indict the officer who shot Rice, in part
because of testimony that ‘it was “extremely difficult” to tell the difference between the pellet
gun and a real one. And [Assistant Prosecutor]
Matthew Meyer said Tamir was big for his age…
and could have easily passed for someone much
older’ (Associated Press, 2015, emphasis added). The assumption for both Black boys was
that they posed a threat on account of their race
and size, with both situations leaving a black
body to be buried while white men are not held
accountable. As a protestor in Cleveland commented after the non-
indictment verdict for
Rice’s killer said, ‘There never has been any justice in these police murders. We’re supposed to
swallow these things whole as if this is business
as usual’ (Associated Press, 2015).
Much like the Tamir Rice case, commemorating Till’s death is still quite controversial,
both for NMAAHC and in Mississippi. Another
example of the engineered and orchestrated
remembrance (Seaton, 2018) of Till’s murder
can be seen in Tallahatchie County, where Till
was lynched. The county only adopted a resolution to create a historical marker for Till in
2007, 52 years after his murder, to be installed
near the site where his body was found in the
Tallahatchie River (Horton, 2018). The controversy over the marker comes not only from
how long it took to create it, but also because
of the amount of vandalism done to the marker since its installation. The first marker was
stolen and is believed to have been thrown into

the river, much as Till’s body was. Two replacement markers have been defaced by gunfire
multiple times as of 2018, enough to completely destroy the second marker and prompt
yet another replacement (Horton, 2018).
Patrick Weems (quoted in Horton, 2018), co-
founder of the Emmett Till Interpretive Center,
argues that the frequent violent responses to
the marker’s presence indicates the extent of
unfinished work facing the USA in order to
achieve racial and social justice: ‘We didn’t
deal with the root reasons in 1955. And we’re
still having to deal with that.…The same systems that allowed these signs to be vandalized
are the same systems that allowed Emmett Till
to be murdered.’
Another example of the controversial engineering and orchestration of remembering
Till’s life and death can be found in the new
Mississippi Civil Rights Museum in Jackson,
which obtained and displays the original doors
to the Bryant grocery store where Till encountered Carolyn Bryant (Cotter, 2017). Along with
the inclusion of Till’s name on a plaque in the
gallery of thousands of Black victims of lynching, an original copy of Jet magazine (Cotter,
2017) with Till’s corpse on display points to the
increasing unwillingness of many museums to
shy away from sensitive or difficult subject matter under the auspices of being ostensibly neutral. As Cotter (2018) concludes in his exhibit
review, the new Mississippi Civil Rights Museum
‘is still in progress….That the new museum says
this outright, and leaves us upset, its story unresolved, is what makes it work. We don’t need our
museums – any of them – to calm us down; we
need them to sound alarms.’

Notes
Despite the fact that the men accused of the murder were acquitted (and thus normally would be
referred to as ‘alleged’ or ‘accused’ killers), because they later confessed, I have made the political choice
to specifically refer to the men as killers.
2
That Emmett’s father was hung by the USA Army after being convicted of rape and murder was largely
unknown to the family until after Emmett’s death, but these details surfaced in newspaper reports after
the trial, furthering the ‘sense of vindication among some white Mississippians’ at the trial’s outcome
(Whitfield, 1988, p. 117).
3
Although the FBI re-opened the murder case long after Till’s murderers confessed, the only substantial
conclusion to their re-opening of the case was that the body was, in fact, Till's, based on DNA evidence.
Because the body was Till’s, and not someone else for whom Bryant and Milam had been tried, his killers
were correctly saved from double jeopardy as laid out in the US Constitution.
1
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For a map of the entire NMAAHC building, see nmaahc.si.edu/visit/maps
The dwell time at NMAAHC averages between five and six hours – much greater than the designers’
anticipated two hours (Melish et al., 2017).
4
5
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Finding Roots: Pop Culture
Pilgrimage and the Affective Geographies
of Kunta Kinteh Island
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Introduction
Kunta Kinte is the main character of Alex
Haley’s Pulitzer Award-winning Roots: The Saga
of an American Family (1976), a novel that was
later adapted into two TV mini-series, the most
popular being the 1977 version written by Haley
and James Lee. The History Channel released
Roots: A New Vision in 2016, the same year I visited Kunta Kinteh Island in The Gambia, part of
the Senegambia region that was occupied at different times by the French and British. In 1889,
the region along the Gambia River was claimed
as a British colony, called British Gambia until
1965 when The Gambia gained its independence. The story of Kunta Kinte begins in 1767
in the village of Juffure alongside the north bank
of the Gambia River where, as a teenager, he was
captured, brought to Fort James on James Island
(now Kunta Kinteh Island) – which was a hub for
the British slave trade during the 18th century
until the Slave Trade Act in 1807 made slavery
illegal in the British Empire – and subsequently
shipped to North America as an enslaved person.1 The book follows his life and the lives of
his descendants in the USA down to Haley, who
then goes back to The Gambia to search for his
genealogical roots.

Roots introduced millions of readers and
viewers to the story of Kinte and Haley’s own
journey to The Gambia to uncover his stolen personal history, and is a powerful narrative of Euro-American slavery entwined with
American popular entertainment. The popularity of the novel made the 1977 mini-series
one of the most anticipated television events
in the 1970s. However, after the novel and the
mini-series, challenges to the authenticity of
the oral history Haley narrates in the book diminished its popularity. Harry Courlander, author of the novel The African (1967), accused
Haley of plagiarism. The case was settled out
of court. Historians also questioned the validity of Haley’s research methodology, which
depended on the retelling of Kinte’s story by
a single ‘griot’, a West African storyteller/
oral historian. Written documentation, however, contradicted details from the book and
the mini-series. An obvious example is how in
the book the people of Juffure were described
as lacking familiarity with their British colonizers, but in the late 18th century there was
a major British trading post within walking
distance of Juffure. Haley later admitted that
parts of his book were unreliable. As this truth
behind the book’s complicated history became public, the novel and original mini-series
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seemed to fall out of favour with literary scholars and media critics. In the introduction to
Making Roots: A Nation Captivated (2016, pp.
8–9), Delmont attempts to locate the reason
for the decline:
Creative work and scholarship since Roots...
have found new and profound meanings in the
fissures and erasures in the historical record
of slavery. Haley’s archived letters, notes,
and drafts make it clear that he encountered
hundreds of these gaps in his research but
that he preferred to make his family story one
of continuity. This commitment to continuity
almost immediately put Haley out of step
with how sophisticated writers and artists
approached the subject of slavery.

Regardless, the allure of Haley’s Roots and
the fantasy of finding one’s genealogical past,
coupled with the slavery narrative mapped
onto the story of the American dream, became
the literary foundation through which generations of white Americans recognized how
their own history was inseparable from the
history of race in the USA. And yet, like the
American dream, the story of Kinte in Roots is
a historical fantasy constructed from narrative
fragments and broken histories. Perhaps the
Roots saga is best recognized as a transmedia
narrative, or a story told across multiple media platforms – the platforms in this case being
the novel, television, West African oral history,
and the written historical record. All of the
storylines from each platform, including the
place-based narrative written into the remains
of Fort James, make up the narrative world of
Roots. In 2003, when the island was named
a UNESCO World Heritage Site and memorial
to the north-Atlantic slave trade, it was still
called James Island. In 2011, President Yahya
Jammeh renamed it Kunta Kinteh Island at the
request of American artist Chaz Guest who
was the Goodwill Ambassador to the region.
bodied American citizen of
As a white-
European descent from the American South
with an incomplete story of my own indigenous
ancestry through the Comanche tribe, my own
complicated mix via identity and social position entered this narrative as I was preparing
to travel to The Gambia for a month during the
summer of 2016. My colleague asked me to be a
chaperone for the summer travel course he was
teaching, and at that point I started looking for

more information about The Gambia. The names
Kunta Kinte and Kunta Kinteh started appearing
in online promotional materials and guidebooks
on The Gambia, reminding me of the connection
between this small country in West Africa and
Roots. Fort James Island showed up on the ‘to
do’ lists on TripAdvisor and Lonely Planet websites, as did a tour package offered through Tour
Gambia called ‘“Roots”: The Mandinka Land of
Kunta Kinteh’ (Gambia 2019: Best of Gambia
tourism – TripAdvisor, n.d.; Lonely Planet, n.d.;
Tour Gambia, n.d.).2
Meethan outlines the argument that tourism offers a ‘metaphorical search for completeness, for the authenticity of “primal” social and
cultural relations, a pilgrim’s progress of the
alienated’ (Meethan, 2001, p. 91). Within this
vein, the Gambian tourist industry has resurrected the story of Kunta Kinte from the archives
of popular culture in the USA by preserving the
small village where he was born and making the
island where he was held a tourist destination.
In so doing, the tourism industry has created a
‘pilgrim’s progress’ for those interested in revisiting the historical roots of slavery in the USA.
In this context, the purpose of this chapter is to
examine how this transmedia narrative of Roots
has become entangled with the very real physical space of Kunta Kinteh Island, a dark tourist
site where the torture and death of millions of
enslaved people echoes through its now-silent
dungeons that are physically sinking into the
Gambia River.3 After more fully examining the
back story of Roots, the rest of this chapter uses
a non-representational approach to the study of
place to frame my own experience of travelling
to Kunta Kineth Island and observing both the
site and the tourismification of this ‘factional’
heritage.

The Back story of Roots
The publication of Roots and subsequent airing of the mini-series on TV a year later made
its author Alex Haley a celebrity. The foundation
for what would become Roots began when Haley
signed a book contract in 1964 with the publisher Doubleday to complete a project examining
Haley’s family history in Henning, Tennessee,
entitled Before this Anger. This modest book
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proposal grew in scope when Haley discovered
a family story about a person named Kinte,
who was nicknamed ‘The Mandinka’ or ‘The
African’, through whom Haley’s bloodline could
possibly be traced (Delmont, 2016). The writing
of Roots therefore put Haley in a precarious position as a writer searching for his stolen heritage
while also looking to make money by publishing
a bestseller.
At the core of Roots is the search for a genealogical past, a search that echoes the 21st-
century fascination of DNA genetic testing to
identify one’s biological origins or searching
family historical records through genealogy libraries. For Black Americans, however, these
searches are tangled up with the broader history
of exploitation that defines slavery in the USA.
Their genealogies are not immigration stories,
but rather stories about the branding and commodification of human bodies (Delmont, 2016).
Erased names and records, separated families
and children born of rape are the lived realities
of over 200 years of US slavery that created a
void in the personal histories of so many.
When Haley heard about the lore of ‘The
African’ from his family as a potential starting
point for his book, he asked Doubleday for research money for Before this Anger to travel to
The Gambia in search of evidence. He was, in
turn, supported by the Gambian government
who helped him travel to Juffure, the small village where captured Africans were held at Fort
James before being shipped across the Middle
Passage, one of the main human trafficking routes from African to American coasts
(Delmont, 2016). Roots, therefore, is an account
of Haley as a dark tourist who is coming to terms
with his heritage by piecing together his genealogy during his visit to The Gambia. Dark tourism
allows people like Haley an opportunity to come
to terms with the violence of their cultural heritage, or a reckoning with the trauma of the present day by revisiting past atrocities (Korstanje
and George, 2017).
While in The Gambia, Haley met with this
griot or storyteller who gave Haley the name
Kunta Kinte along with a story that sounded
like the stories Haley had been told by his family.
Because Haley was neither a trained historian
nor a genealogist he took the truthfulness of the
story at face value (Delmont, 2016). The story
of Kunta Kinte told to him by the griot became
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the starting point for Roots, and his journey
to the small village in The Gambia became an
early model for a pilgrimage tradition to West
Africa for many Black Americans for years to
come. Haley’s journey to The Gambia and his
findings become, then, the conclusion of Roots,
with the author drawing a direct line between
himself and Kinte, whose birth began the ‘Saga
of an American Family’ that spanned seven
generations.
Haley’s attempt to construct a narrative
from the fragments he uncovered while in The
Gambia was controversial for several reasons.
Due to the historical evidence on which Haley
claimed his story was based, Doubleday marketed the novel as non-fiction even though
Haley himself insisted he was writing ‘faction’ (Delmont, 2016). After the success of
Roots, both in print and on television, Haley
continued to face legal problems including
several claims of plagiarism (Ball and Jackson,
2017). These claims arose, in part, because of
Haley’s close relationship with his editor who
played such a large role in the writing and
editing of Roots, far beyond a typical writer–
editor relationship, to the point that he could
have been considered a co-author. Because of
this, Haley offered the editor 10% of the royalties (Delmont, 2016). However, while Haley
continued to reinforce the authenticity of his
genealogy, what was more important for him
than historical accuracy was to create an alternative history where Black Americans saw
their ancestors as free persons.
The vision of The Gambia and the village of
Juffure painted by Haley in Roots and reiterated
in the mini-series was referred to as the ‘African
Eden’ narrative – a pre-slavery paradise with
European and American enslavers and profiteers cast as the metaphorical evil serpents who
took Africans like Kinte out of paradise. Most of
the production costs for the entire series were in
recreating The Gambia in Savannah, Georgia,
with popular actors and actresses at the time
like Cicely Tyson and O.J. Simpson, alongside
important people in African-American history
such as Maya Angelou, playing small roles in
the first of six two-hour episodes (Delmont,
2016). The depiction of The Gambia as an
African Eden in Roots was purposeful by Haley,
who wanted to recreate this Eden so that his return to The Gambia in search of his ancestry
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would be a more dramatic conclusion to the
epic story.
This representation of The Gambia as an
African Eden, however, is not historically accurate. This is problematic because this idealization
of The Gambia erases the identities of those who
live there in favour of an American-centric framing about the journey from the African Eden,
and in essence erases history again, destroying
those who lived in favour of a particular historical narrative. In the 18th century, tribes in The
Gambia, including those living in Juffure, were
complicit in the slave trade. In the 1970s, when
Haley visited, The Gambia was a newly formed
republic after over a century of British colonial
rule. The government, hoping to improve tourism to the small country, helped to fund Haley’s
trip. While there was no guarantee that Roots
would be well received by an American audience, the president saw any opportunity to make
a professional contact with an American author
of note as a way to increase the visibility of The
Gambia to those who read and watched the
story of Kinte (Delmont, 2016).

Non-representational Approaches to
the Study of Place
Representational approaches to the study of
places and narratives compare the reality of
these place and narratives with representations
of them in a particular storyline. This method
of examining places and narratives is critical for
understanding how certain narratives influence
the internalized perceptions or discourses about
a place’s identity, such as Roots’s representation of The Gambia. The African Eden narrative
continues to influence Euro-American cultural
misunderstandings and stereotypical expectations of West Africa, especially when one focuses
on the differences between an actual place like
Juffure (discussed below) and the representation of it in texts such as Roots. These inaccurate
perceptions often shape political, economic and
social policies that govern international politics
and transnational cultural exchanges.
However, a solely representational analysis of the intersection of place and narrative is
incomplete. Massey (2005) and Thrift (2004,
representational
2007) have suggested non-

approaches to the study of place that offer a useful toolset to consider how the cultural meanings or narratives embedded in a place like
James Island in The Gambia depend on several
key localities. In For Space (2005), Massey evaluates the consequences of aligning space with
representation. In representational approaches,
the cultural significance of a place becomes
fixed. Massey argues that the meaning of a place
cannot be fixed because it is ‘productive and experimental rather than simply mimetic…an embodied knowledge rather than a mediation’ (p.
29). Instead, Massey argues that the analysis of
spatial relations should be built on the following
three propositions: that space is a product of interrelations; multiplicity and heterogeneity depend on spatiality; and space is always in process.
However, the meaning of a place changes
depending on the time when it is experienced.
A place also depends on the position of the various people who are located within it. Places
abound with contradictory meanings, depending on who is visiting that place and when they
are there. Instead of focusing on what perspective is correct when there are competing
narratives or identities associated with a particular place, this approach focuses on figuring
out how contradictions coexist. Thrift (2007)
extends this conversation to include affect
and sensation. The concept of affect revolves
around the idea of ‘emotion as motion both
literally and figuratively’ (p. 175). Emotions
and sensations, or people’s perceptions of the
world around them, are ways through which
space and place are made and remade through
the embodied interactions between things,
technologies, people and stories. The meaning
of an actual place like Kunta Kinteh Island,
therefore, is infused with perceptual cues for
the individuals who travel there.
In the description of his research path
in the final chapter of Roots, Alex Haley felt
this power when he travelled to The Gambia
in search of a story and to develop a personal
relationship with a sense of the past severed
from him by the intervening centuries of Euro-
American slavery. The place he visited was not
an African Eden, nor did it offer a complete story of his own identity. As an author, he chose
to draw a straight path where contradictions
and differences existed in order to write his
novel. However, the island was (and continues
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to be) a place in process. Haley’s story has
been re-formed through the transformation of
Juffure and Kunta Kinteh Island – which, when
Haley visited, was called James Island after the
British colonial fort located there – into a dark
tourist destination. The questions guiding my
own pop culture pilgrimage to The Gambia and
Kunta Kinteh Island are drawn from this theoretical framing of affective geography, seeking
out the interrelationships and affective cues
that informed my own visit to this place on 23
July 2016. Rather than attempting to locate
an authentic African experience within this
dark tourist destination, the main questions
shaping my analysis are: Who is the audience
of this pilgrimage to Kunta Kinteh Island today, more than 50 years after Haley’s own visit
to The Gambia? Where are the contradictory
meanings embedded within this place located?
and What are the politics underlying my own
affective response to visiting a former slave
trading post?

Getting There and the Gambia
National Museum in Juffure
In July 2016, I travelled with three students
who were part of the international internship
course I was co-chaperoning with my husband
and the sister of our faculty host who taught at
the University of The Gambia. The first leg of
our journey was a taxi trip from Serrekunda to
the Banjul ferry terminal, where we were crossing over the Gambia River so we could access
Juffure by land. Once we arrived at the Barra
ferry terminal on the east side of the river, we
were greeted with a barrage of what seemed
like hundreds of taxi drivers and guides offering
us rides and outbidding each other to fulfil our
transportation needs. Because July is the wet
season, we were visiting Kunta Kinteh Island
during an off-peak tourist month, and as such
the taxi drivers were in sore need of tourists’ dollars. The swarm of taxi drivers escalated to the
point where our guide, the sister of our faculty
host, was overwhelmed, and we had to retreat
from the crowd before we finally were able to settle on a jeep to take us to Albadarr, the port town
by Juffure, from where we would take another
boat to Kunta Kinteh Island.
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The chaos of the Barra ferry terminal
gave way to a slow, bumpy ride inland towards
Albadarr. The jeep traversed dried riverbeds
and open roads abutting small pockets of villages. When we passed tin-roofed houses made
of cinder block, small groups of children would
chase our vehicle as my group soaked up the
open air and the muddy smell of the terrain.
We drove for over an hour until we arrived at
the Exhibition on the Slave Trade at the Gambia
National Museum, the entry point in Albadarr
near Juffure. A guide brought us to the entrance
of the museum, which was guarded by a statue
of a man and a woman, with a baby on her back,
bound together by shackles (Fig. 18.1). Their
hair is black and their skin a pasty, plaster-white
with red chains bound around their hands and
ankles. The stark colours stood out against the
mural that sits in front of another grey-skinned
family bound together with chains with the
coastal landscape and flying birds behind them
in silhouette set against an orange sun and blue
clouded sky. Outside is a chipped plastic plaque
commemorating the Maurel Freres Building
that houses the museum, built by the British in
1840, although its exact purpose to British colonials is not known.
Housed in the museum is a collection of artefacts, many from the 19th and 20th centuries
at the height of the slave trade. The Liberateo
Slave Registrar is one of the first artefacts a visitor encounters – a list of names of liberated individuals who, after they were taken from their
homeland of Sierra Leone, were brought to The
Gambia and released as free persons as part of
an immigration strategy to increase the population of the area. Other artefacts included forms
of currency used during the slave trade in the
18th century, which included cowrie shells and
iron bars. Lining the walls were wooden cut-outs
and framed maps accompanied by narrative
plaques providing an overview of the slave trade
in the Senegambia region, which includes The
Gambia and Senegal, the West African country that surrounds The Gambia on three sides.
These plaques discussed the conditions of slavery and the three main slave trade routes across
the Atlantic Ocean that are collectively known,
as noted earlier, as the Middle Passage. In a separate room, a display, that was taken from what
looked like a spread from an unknown magazine, entitled ‘Portraits of a New Generation:
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Fig. 18.1. A statue at the entrance to The Gambia National Museum. (Photo: the Author)

African American Leaders, Living the Legacy’,
hung on the wall. Beginning with Martin Luther
King Jr, pictures of famous African-Americans

in different occupations, including Wynton
Marsalis, Oprah Winfrey and Barack Obama,
lined the walls. Another magazine article about
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Alex Haley, alongside the cover of an early edition of Roots, is also a part of the exhibit.
The museum and its artefacts and displays
of African-
American leaders marked the formal entrance to the dark tourism site of Kunta
Kinteh Island. They collectively emphasize to
visitors the metaphorical roots of both a transmedia story like Roots and the broader genealogical history of African-
Americans in this
location. The context of the museum frames
for its visitors a retelling of the Middle Passage
from the perspective of The Gambia – a different
take on the slave trade for American tourists. At
the same time, the imagery of famous African-
Americans and the magazine article about Haley
suggest a continued relationship between The
Gambia and the USA. The evocation of famous
African-Americans reverses the trajectory of the
slave trade routes mapped out in the museum,
where famous African-Americans are brought
back to the African coast as a central exhibit in
the museum. Roots is part of this reversal, where
a story written by an African-
American becomes an attraction for visitors, drawing people
like myself into the more rural areas of the small
West African country.

Juffure and Kunte Kinteh Island
A few miles from the museum, we travelled
down the road through Albadarrto, the city of
Juffure which, today, has been overly commodified for tourists. When I arrived in Juffure this
tourist town was empty because of my arrival in
the off-peak tourism season. The small square,
which would typically have shop stalls open for
visitors to purchase souvenirs alongside performers and re-enactors of an authentic, historical Juffure, was empty of visitors, and the doors
to the wooden stalls were closed because of the
lack of tourists. The emptiness of the square
made the setting look like a ghost town. Timing
impacts how a place makes meaning, and as I sat
in the empty restaurant I recognized how that
emptiness drew a sharp contrast to the deluge
of taxi drivers at the ferry terminal only hours
before. We ordered snacks made for non-local
audiences – burgers and fries – and arranged,
through the restaurant, a boat ride to the island.
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My first impressions of Kunta Kinteh Island
were of its size (Fig. 18.2). Not only is the island
small, but it is also sinking into the Gambia River
due to erosion and changes in the sea level resulting from climate change. A worn wooden dock
led to the remnants of brown-brick and -stone
buildings protected by rusted-out cannons lying
at the shoreline. Several bronze plaques placed
outside and within the fort at key points of interest tell the story of Kunta Kinteh Island. The
first plaque explains that because the terrain
was so rocky, it was impossible to grow crops or
even bury the many people who perished on the
island, while a map on the plaque illustrates the
strategic importance of the island and gives details as to why the French and British sought to
occupy a relatively small tract of land. Another
plaque illustrates the timeline of European occupation of the fort.
Following the outline of broken walls, we
walked to the dungeon, which, according to the
local guide, was the place where Kinte was held
during most of his time on the island. Leaving
this prison took us out into the middle of the fort
where visitors move into communal living areas,
cannons and stone barracks. In this area, another plaque outlines the role of the nearly 100 soldiers and workers who lived on the island during
the first half of the 18th century. The signposts
guiding visitors through Kunta Kinteh Island
focus more on the people who lived in various
settlements full-time and less on the slave trade.
There is no plaque or signpost pointing out the
prison where Kinte, the namesake of the Island,
was held. The guide pointed out where he was
held, but there is a lack of discussion of Roots
or its storyline written onto the site. While the
guide did not have a specific reason why this was
so, I assume this absence is because when the
plaques where installed, the focus was on documenting the history of Fort James rather than
drawing a narrative connection with Haley’s
novel.
As we toured the fort, I was struck by a
sense of restful calm in contrast to the violence
that happened there to the people packed within
the now-absent walls. Perhaps this calm came
from the constant lapping of the waves or the
beautiful sunny day, in contrast with the oppressive heat of the urban areas, filled with cement, exhaust and people, of Banjul, the capital
city of The Gambia. The calm of Kunta Kinteh
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Fig. 18.2. A view of Fort James on Kunta Kinteh Island. (Photo: the Author)

Island on this particular day was as close to the
African Eden narrative as I would get during my
month-long stay in The Gambia. While I would
resist calling the fort a paradise, the setting, with
its crumbling buildings being overtaken by nature, felt like we were part of an African gothic
landscape.
After our return to Juffure, we once again
passed the restaurant and the empty shop stalls.
When we first arrived in Juffure, I had seen a statue some distance away from the dock where we
had departed to Kunta Kinteh Island. After visiting the island, I was better able to consider the
significance of this statue (Fig. 18.3). The statue
is of a figure standing with broken chains in its
hands, with a globe for its head. At its base is the
phrase ‘Never Again!’. While the phrase ‘Never
Again!’ refers to the slave trade that occurred in
this region, the phrase resonated with me as we
rode back to the ferry terminal. I am unsure if I
will ever return to Kunta Kinteh Island and to
The Gambia, considering the remote location of

the island and the expense of travelling to this
region of the world.

Critical Reflections
The reasons for my own journey to the Gambia
National Museum in Juffure and Kunta Kinteh
Island were much different than Haley’s four
decades earlier. The genealogy I was searching
for was not genetic but social and political, as the
legacy of US slavery plays a critical role in the
formation of my own identity (Foreman, n.d.).
Many members of my mother’s family came from
the poor white working class. While my relatives
(as far as I know) did not hold people in slavery,
they were bred into the post-
reconstruction
forms of racism that continue to inform race relations in the USA. My mother drank from segregated water fountains at the same high school
I attended three decades later. When Jackie
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Fig. 18.3. A statue in Juffure. (Photo: the Author)

Robinson rolled into my hometown to play a
baseball game, the game was stopped because of
his presence, with the excuse that the stadium

lights did not work, even though the game was
scheduled for a daytime start (Boedeker, n.d.)!
This legacy is too often forgotten in the name of
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racial progress, where the ‘we’ in statements I
heard all of my life, such as ‘We have come so
far’, seemed to focus more on the supposed generosity of white folk than the institutional forms
of racism that shaped my own childhood.
The irony of a coming to terms with my
own cultural legacy rests in another set of
‘profit-oriented’ arguments about dark tourism,
where tourism to a site ‘mitigates the negative
effects’ of disasters and atrocities (Korstanje
and George, 2017, p. 6). Visiting these sites is
a means through which privileged actors absolve themselves of their own responsibility for
the atrocities that occurred including slavery in
the case of Kunta Kinteh Island. In the context
of my own visit to The Gambia, that mitigating
process aligns both with the role of slavery in
the American South and the history of colonialism in West Africa, which continues to impact
the sociopolitical landscapes of these nations,
including The Gambia.
The mini-series version of Roots offers a
subplot similar to my own cultural history, initially framed through the character of Captain
Davies, a reluctant captain who appears in the
mini-series but not in Haley’s book. In the first
episode of the mini-series, while transporting
enslaved captives, including Kinte, to the USA,
the first mate brings a woman to Davies for his
enjoyment. Davies, however, refuses to rape her,
and instead tries to introduce himself as a person to her – his captive. Through this scene, the
‘we’ returns, where white audiences are both
implicated and, in a way, forgiven for this history
due to the personal ethical dilemma that plays
out through the persona of Davies (Margulies
et al., 2007). Slavery, as it is framed in the episode for the white, middle-class television audiences in the USA who would have watched this
series in the 1970s, is therefore about personal
decisions and individual choices rather than the
systemic violence and institutional racism that
financed the USA for generations.
Is a pop-culture pilgrimage to a site like
Kunta Kinteh Island about personalizing the
violence of a historical atrocity? To what extent
does this journey extend the theme of personal
acceptance and forgiveness, in particular for
white-bodied American tourists like myself, established in the first episode of the Roots mini-
series? These questions align with broader claims
regarding the motivations underpinning dark

tourism. Whereas Joy Sather-Wagstaff asserts
that dark tourist sites like the ‘memoryscape[s]’
of 9/11 create a sense of empathy that challenges stereotypes and ethnocentric narratives,
Maximiliano Korstanje argues that tourists do
not seek out empathy, but rather focus on maximizing their own pleasure by connecting with
‘the locals’ in their search for an authentic experience (Sather-
Wagstaff, 2011). He writes:
‘The virtuality of dark tourism is not determined
by the instrument to consume death, but by
the fact [that] its fictional nature is an emptied
encounter with the otherness (Korstanje and
George, 2017, p. 12).’ The pleasure in encountering this otherness in dark tourism aligns with
a sense of specialness and uniqueness of the
tourist-consumer.
If I am being honest with myself, my motivation had more to do with seeking out an experience connected to my own cultural context
while in The Gambia. The legacy of slavery in
the American South operated as an otherness I
wanted to encounter, thus reaffirming my privileged position. The motivation for dark tourism,
more broadly, depends on disaster and destruction to build tourism markets and centres on
the tourist-consumer who has the privilege to
travel to these places. The same cannot be said
for Haley’s own pilgrimage to The Gambia,
however, despite the subsequent criticisms of
Roots. Whether or not Roots was plagiarized or
fabricated, he was in search of a truth that did
not exist for me because of my position. Kunta
Kinteh Island, as evidenced by his own words in
the novel, was an act of recovery.
Haley (2007, p. 688) concludes his saga
with ‘the hope that this story of our people can
help to alleviate the legacies of the fact that preponderantly the histories have been written by
the winners’. Roots is an effort to deconstruct
the privilege afforded by narratives of African-
American history that erase the identities of
Black Americans. Kunta Kinteh Island as a
tourist destination is tangled into this redemptive storyline. The ‘dark’ of dark tourism becomes an intrepid irony, then, where the pain
and suffering that dominates popular representations of US slavery is about overcoming the
odds; a variation of the American dream which
is a theme woven throughout the different versions of Roots. The American dream becomes
the dream of finding one’s genealogical past

Finding Roots: Pop Culture Pilgrimage and the Affective Geographies of Kunta Kinteh Island

despite its erasure. This narrative is one Haley
capitalized on in his own pilgrimage to The
Gambia in search of ‘The African’ from his own
stories.
In the current version of Juffure, remade for
tourists, the dream is about capitalizing on that
story by local merchants, tour guides and the
government. Kunta Kinteh Island becomes part
of what Khapaeva (2017) calls the ‘commodification of death’ in popular culture. The dream
is also about reclaiming for Gambian citizens a
narrative from the colonial heritage of Britain by
renaming James Island for its native son. In an
ironic turn, Kinte was made famous by a story
in Roots that, in many ways, perpetuates colonialist rhetoric through the representation of
The Gambia as an African Eden. These tangled
metaphors and storylines serve to create a dark
tourism destination built through a desire to
trace a past that cannot be recovered. That past
is like the sinking island that binds the history
of a small African country with my own understanding of the American dream.
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Conclusion
The form and function of dark tourism sites
examined in this edited collection are cases in
point as to how the interrelations that inform
the cultural meanings of a place like Juffure in
The Gambia, including how those relationships
are woven across oceans through the historical
and narrative contexts of Haley’s publication
and the subsequent television productions of
Roots, are examples of affective geographies. A
place like Kunta Kinteh Island is infused with
emotional cues for individuals who travel there
in search of connection, but those emotions carry with them complex and conflicted meanings
that are attached and re-attached to this place
by how people like Haley and myself experience
it. The past associated with Kunta Kinteh Island,
too, is not bound to the identity of any one individual, but rather is built into its environment
through the transmedia narratives that had the
power to rename an island after The Gambia’s
most famous citizen.

Notes
In Roots, Haley uses the spelling ‘Juffure’ rather than Jufureh or Juffureh, which are also spellings of
the village. For the purposes of consistency, the author has chosen to use Juffure. All three spellings,
however, are used at different points in promotional materials for Kunta Kinteh Island. Also, note the
difference in spelling between the last name of Kinte, the character in Roots, and Kunta Kinteh Island.
2
Mandinka is the tribe in which Kinteh belonged. There are now two West African ethnic tribes that
comprise the majority of citizens in The Gambia – the other being the Fula.
3
The author is using a community-sourced document ‘Writing about Slavery/Teaching about Slavery’ as
a guide to complicated linguistic assumptions regarding the history of slavery, particularly in the USA. This
document was created by a group of senior slavery scholars of colour and includes additional references
to consult at its conclusion.
1
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Introduction

widespread media attention as significant historical events involving the US government and
The Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in south- American Indian tribes.
The Wounded Knee Massacre site and mass
western South Dakota consistently ranks among
grave
attract tourists from all over the world.
the most impoverished areas in the USA. A large
These
tourists visit the site for many different
reservation, mostly inhabited by members of the
reasons,
but most share an interest in the site’s
Oglala Lakota tribe, Pine Ridge struggles with
historical significance as what is often described,
widespread alcoholism, lack of economic develfrom a Eurocentric perspective, as the final chapopment and geographical isolation. Residents
ter of the Indian Wars.3 The tragic fate of those
face an impossibly difficult choice between rekilled in the massacre represents a sad day in
maining loyal to their culture by staying on the
American history, and gazing upon the large
reservation or pursuing a potentially improved
rectangular outline of the trench where the
quality of life by leaving it.
dead were buried is, for many visitors, a powerful
Several sites of historical significance lie
experience. The significance of the site for memwithin the borders of the Pine Ridge Indian bers of the Oglala Lakota tribe is immeasurable
Reservation. Most notable among these is the and, arguably, inexplicable.
site of the Wounded Knee Massacre of 18901
In this chapter I compare and contrast
and the mass gravesite where perhaps as many Oglala Lakota perceptions of the Wounded
as 300 Hunkpapa and Minneconjou Lakota, Knee sites with tourist experiences to illustrate
many of them women and children, were bur- the challenges that come in trying to resolve
ied in a trench dug into a hill near the massacre how a massacre ‘ought’ to be remembered.
site.2 In 1973, Wounded Knee drew national at- Further, I show how Wounded Knee emerges
tention when members of the American Indian as an arguably incomparable example of a
Movement (AIM) occupied Wounded Knee to dark tourist site in that the experiences tourprotest both Oglala tribal leadership and viola- ists have at the sites defy what most tourtions of treaties between the USA government ists expect from a historically significant site.
and American Indian tribes. The Massacre of Specifically, tourists making the pilgrimage to
1890 and the AIM occupation of 1973 drew Wounded Knee encounter multiple, unstable
*johan259@crk.umn.edu
© CAB International 2020. Dark Tourism and Pilgrimage (eds M.E. Korstanje and
D.H. Olsen)

197

198

D. Johannesen

remembrances of death that challenge temporality, complicate the divisions between local
space and tourist space, and spur significant
moments of intercultural exchange. In doing
so, I examine approximately 200 ratings and
reviews submitted by visitors to Wounded
Knee on the TripAdvisor website.

Tribal Perspectives on Wounded
Knee
As a signifier, Wounded Knee encompasses
several linked sites on the Pine Ridge Indian
Reservation. Wounded Knee is a small town of
about 400 people named after nearby Wounded
Knee Creek. Wounded Knee Creek lies adjacent to the site where the massacre took place
in December 1890. In his 1970 book, Bury
My Heart at Wounded Knee, Dee Brown explains
that following the murder of Sitting Bull, Chief
Big Foot was leading his band of Lakota towards Pine Ridge when the Lakota encountered
the 7th Cavalry under the direction of Major
Samuel Whitside and Colonel James W. Forsyth
(Brown, 1970, pp. 440–441). The circumstances surrounding the onset of the conflict remain
unclear, but as the Lakota were being disarmed
on the morning of 29 December 1890, a deaf
Lakota man, Black Coyote, would not surrender
his rifle. Citing an eyewitness, Turning Hawk,
Brown (1970, p. 444) reports that Black Coyote
fired his weapon. The 7th Cavalry began to fire
on the Lakota in an onslaught that included four
Hotchkiss guns that the 7th Cavalry had encircled the Lakota camp with on the eve of the massacre. Brown (1970, p. 444) explains the events
following the onset of gunfire:
In the first seconds of violence, the firing of
carbines was deafening, filling the air with
powder smoke. Among the dying who lay
sprawled on the frozen ground was Big Foot.
Then there was a brief lull in the rattle of arms,
with small groups of Indians and soldiers
grappling at close quarters, using knives, clubs,
and pistols. As few of the Indians had arms,
they soon had to flee, and then the big Hotchkiss
guns on the hill opened up on them, firing
almost a shell a second, raking the Indian camp,
shredding the tepees with flying shrapnel, killing
men, women, and children.

The hill mentioned in the passage above became the site of the mass grave where hundreds
of dead Lakota were buried in the days following
the massacre.
In 1903, a group of Lakota led by Joseph
Horn Cloud erected a grey stone monument
approximately six feet high resembling a grave
marker near the mass gravesite in honour of
those who were killed in the massacre (Grua,
2016, pp. 83–103).4 The grey stone monument remains at the site today and functions as
an important symbol of Lakota-authored history, both literally and symbolically. The mass
gravesite has grown into a larger cemetery, the
entrance of which is marked by a brick archway
with a white cross at its apex. An unused wooden church building sits opposite the archway. A
round museum building with a separate parking area lies adjacent to the cemetery and hill to
the east. The museum building is not in regular
use, although some visitors do report being able
to enter the building, which includes some artefacts and additional information about the sites.
Across the road from the cemetery, a small parking area features informational signs explaining
the massacre.5 Locals often set up tables in the
parking area where they sell handmade items
or provide information for tourists. In 1965, the
mass grave and adjacent sites were designated as
a National Historic Landmark.
Among residents of Pine Ridge, most of
whom are members of the Oglala Lakota tribe,
attitudes towards tourist activity at Wounded
Knee are mixed. The National Historic Landmark
Nomination Report includes addendums of transcribed interviews with descendants of those
killed in the 1890 massacre. One transcript
includes excerpts from an interview with Birgil
Kill Straight, a ‘direct descendant (grandson) of
Daniel White Lance, a survivor of the Wounded
Knee massacre’ (United States Department
of the Interior, National Park Service, 1966,
p. 46). When asked about how individuals
memorialize the massacre site, Kill Straight
replied:
Wounded Knee, in that sense, is sacred.
Wounded Knee should be left the way it is. Take
out the foundation, that church foundation.
Maybe move that church. Remove that road.
Just close it off. You don’t even have to put
anything. Perhaps sitting away from it there
might be a museum or cultural center to help
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explain some of the things I am talking about….
The only thing that should be done is to clear
out that whole area to return it back to its
natural state. In its natural way, the people
where who (sic) had died there will…rest in
peace.
(p. 50)

Kill Straight’s remarks speak directly to
the subjective question of whether tourism at
Wounded Knee is appropriate – especially when
most tourists are non-native ‘outsiders’ with no
cultural or familial ties to the massacre site or
mass grave. Some tribe members view development and tourism as opportunities for education and commemoration. Encouraging tourism
could enable the Oglala Lakota tribe to inform
visitors about what Tim Giago (2013) calls the
‘holocaust of indigenous people’ worldwide.
In a column for Native Sun News, Giago, 2013)
writes:
It would be prophetic if the Oglala Sioux Tribe
would build a holocaust museum to educate and
to remind the world of what happened to the
indigenous people of the Western Hemisphere….
Wounded Knee may have been the final chapter
on this holocaust of indigenous peoples. It
is only right that the Oglala Lakota build a
Holocaust Museum of the Indigenous People
right here on the grounds where the massacre
of the Lakota took place on December 29, 1890.

In addition to the educational benefits of
further developing the site for tourists, increased
tourism could also bring economic benefits to
the impoverished reservation.
However, other reservation residents are
sceptical of tourism and resist desecrating the
site through further development, believing that
developing the massacre site and mass grave
for tourism is a kind of desecration. As tribal
member Nick Tilsen explains, ‘When you take
a community of people where at one point our
language was outlawed and parts of our culture
were outlawed, it’s hard for us to, I guess, open
up to the idea of sharing that in a way to make
money off of it’ (Nye, 2012). Indeed, using a
mass gravesite as a tourist attraction, whether
for educational purposes, economic purposes,
or both, presents clear ethical dilemmas for
the tribe. Commodifying the site for largely
white, non-tribal tourists not only represents a
kind of ‘selling out’, but also suggests that the
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tragic events of Wounded Knee and the present-
day struggles of those living on the Pine Ridge
Reservation are products suitable for tourist
consumption.
The Great Sioux Nation, which includes the
Oglala Lakota people, has refused to accept compensation for the wrongful seizure of the Black
Hills by the US government following the 1868
Treaty of Fort Laramie.6 Many members of the
Great Sioux Nation refuse to accept compensation based on the belief that a cash payment will
not right the profound wrongs committed by the
government in violating the 1868 Treaty. The
sacred Black Hills are, to many members of the
Great Sioux Nation, priceless. Financial reparations are therefore unacceptable. In 1980, the
US Supreme Court ruled that the US government had violated the terms of the treaty and
ordered that reparations be made to the Great
Sioux Nation. At the time of the Supreme Court
decision, reparations in excess of US$100 million were stipulated. Importantly, the refusal
of the Great Sioux Nation to accept financial
reparations reflects an important aspect of tribal
culture within which land itself often forms the
cosmological centre. In this way, any commodification or commercialization of sacred lands
and burial grounds would be viewed by many
Oglala Lakota as an act of desecration. Birgil Kill
Straight’s aforementioned remarks reflect this
viewpoint.

Tourist Perspectives at Wounded
Knee
Both the history of the Black Hills and the
present-day tourist industry in western South
Dakota more broadly are relevant to understanding tourism at Wounded Knee. The Pine
Ridge Reservation is approximately two hours
south-east of the Black Hills and directly south
of Badlands National Park. Today, the Black
Hills and Badlands are heavily developed tourist areas that draw hundreds of thousands
of visitors each year. Tourists can safely and
easily experience world-
famous landscapes
and landmarks, including Mount Rushmore
National Memorial, the ‘Wild West’ town of
Deadwood, Custer State Park, Crazy Horse
Memorial and other museums, geological
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formations and family attractions. Many of
the tourists who visit the Wounded Knee mass
grave and massacre site do so as part of their
Black Hills and Badlands experience. However,
a visit to Wounded Knee requires a pilgrimage
beyond the predictable tourist sites associated
with the Black Hills and Badlands. Wounded
Knee is approximately 90 miles south-east of
Rapid City, South Dakota, and approximately
80 miles south of Interstate 90, which traverses the state. Those who make the pilgrimage
must plan ahead and research a route to the
sites, as Wounded Knee is not a well-publicized
tourist attraction in western South Dakota.
The tourist experience at Wounded Knee is
vastly different from what most tourists expect
of a significant historical site. National parks
and monuments, for example, feature visitor
centres, sidewalks, informational signage, rest-
rooms and other developments aimed at helping
visitors navigate sites, access information and
stay comfortable. The physical characteristics
of a tourist site are an important element of the
tourist experience. As Dickinson et al. (2010, p.
25) explain in their study of memory places,
The signifier – the place – is itself an object of
attention and desire. It is an object of attention
because of its status as a place, recognizable
and set apart from undifferentiated space. But
it is an object of special attention because of its
self-nomination as a site of significant memory
of and for a collective.

Many visitors to Wounded Knee approach
the mass grave and massacre site expecting a
developed site ‘set apart from undifferentiated
space’ (Dickinson et al., 2010, p. 25). While a
stone archway marks the entrance to the cemetery and mass grave, the site lacks grandiose
visual cues and signage typical of national parks
and monuments. Indeed, Wounded Knee lacks
the physical characteristics most tourists expect
of a significant historical site, and the lack of
these expected physical characteristics greatly
influences how tourists respond to the site.
Many of the TripAdvisor reviews note the
absence of development. At minimum, visitors
seem to expect basic comforts, including a developed parking lot and restrooms. Several reviews express a degree of disappointment in the
condition of the cemetery and memorial site.
TripAdvisor user Ireena K. writes in a July 2018

review, ‘it would be nice if it was kept up more
and had a building to house historical photos
and items’. TripAdvisor user Tracy A. writes in
a July 2017 review, ‘the site was full of weeds,
not even native plants, and is in desperate need
of maintenance....Very disappointed. Do not recommend.’ A visitor from the UK with the username ‘Foodange’ explains in a 2018 review, ‘We
more....
it’s scandalous
expected much, much 
how poorly it’s maintained.’ Visitors consistently
remark on the physical aspects of the site itself
with the remarks revealing a tendency to judge
or critique the site based on its degree of comfort
and development. At the same time, the diverse
reviews of the site’s physical qualities are fascinating in the context of dark tourism studies as
the reviews reveal a tendency to reflect on remembrances of death that differ from commercialized, developed monuments and memorials.
The majority of those who visit Wounded
Knee do not realize the historical significance
of the stone monument erected in 1903. In his
detailed study of the stone monument, David
Grua (2016) explains that ‘The Lakotas’ monument was a rare intervention by indigenous
peoples in a western memorial landscape that
Euro-Americans largely controlled’ (p. 83). As
a memorial structure erected by the Lakota people, the monument emerges as an example of
indigenous people intervening in and countering the dominant Eurocentric historical narrative (Grua, 2016, pp. 83–103). The monument
bears the following inscription:
This monument is erected by surviving relatives
and other Ogalala and Cheyenne River Sioux
Indians in memory of the Chief Big Foot
massacre December 29, 1890. Col. Forsyth in
command of US troops. Big Foot was a great
chief of the Sioux Indians. He often said, ‘I will
stand in peace till my last day comes.’ He did
many good and brave deeds for the white man
and the red man. Many innocent women and
children who knew no wrong died here.

Rhetorically, the inscription reveals much
about the circumstances of the massacre. The
language portrays Chief Big Foot as a peaceful
individual and emphasizes that the hundreds
of Lakota killed in the massacre were truly innocent victims and undeserving of such a
fate. Following the massacre, the US government termed the incident a ‘battle’, suggesting
that both the 7th Cavalry and the Lakota had
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engaged in armed conflict in a war-like context.
While the circumstances surrounding the onset
of gunfire remain vague, it is clear that nearly
all of the Lakota had already been disarmed at
the onset of gunfire. Chief Big Foot was in poor
health at the time, being sick from pneumonia, and many Lakota were killed as they were
simply attempting to flee the gunfire (Brown,
1970, pp. 440–444). As noted earlier, on the
eve of the massacre, on the hill where the mass
grave was eventually dug, the 7th Cavalry had
positioned two Hotchkiss guns. As Dee Brown
(1970, p. 441) explains, ‘The barrels of these
rifled guns, which could hurl explosive charges
for more than two miles, were positioned to rake
the length of the Indian lodges’. It remains indisputable that the Lakota were largely defenceless,
and that hundreds of Lakota were killed without justification. The stone monument not only
memorializes those who died but also presents a
concise history of the massacre from the Lakota
perspective. In this way, the monument itself, in
addition to the mass grave and massacre site, becomes a significant historical site.
In his recent analysis of dark tourism, Tony
Seaton (2018, p. 13; italics in original) argues
for redefining dark tourism as ‘not encounters
with death but remembrance of the death and
the dead, induced by symbolic representations’.
Tourists’ engagement with and reviews of the
physical characteristics of the Wounded Knee
sites support this definition. Tourists are keenly
aware of how these kinds of sites memorialize
the dead, not only via monuments and physical markers but also through the maintenance
and development of the site. For many tourists, a
‘well-maintained’ site symbolizes respect for the
dead. Of course, the cultural perspective of the
tourists at Wounded Knee often differs from the
cultural perspective of those living in Pine Ridge.
On another level, the stone monument provides
tourists with a ‘remembrance of death’. While
the monument educates tourists about the circumstances of the massacre, the significance of
the monument itself as an example of Lakota-
authored history is not evident unless tourists
research the origins of the monument.
The TripAdvisor reviews from tourists,
however, document not only the physical characteristics of the mass grave and massacre
site but also interactions between tourists and
Pine Ridge locals. Some reviews describe these
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interactions as ‘uncomfortable’ and even threatening. Several reviewers report locals approaching tourist vehicles and ‘panhandling’ for money.
Other reviewers caution potential visitors to
avoid visiting the site alone. However, most reviews are positive and express gratitude towards
Pine Ridge locals who provide information and
sell handmade crafts near the mass grave and
massacre site. A visitor from California posting
to TripAdvisor as ‘calimel10’ writes in a 2017
review: ‘I give thanks to a lovely and very knowledgeable Lakota woman and her family for sharing information about the Lakota as well as
other site history which I would not have known
otherwise’. Another TripAdvisor user, Dawn A.,
notes in a 2018 review, ‘We engaged with the
people for quite a while and would recommend
that you do too’.
As such, visitors leave Pine Ridge with a
complex array of impressions. For many, interactions with locals provide profound moments
of cultural exchange, acceptance and understanding. For other visitors, they are forced out
of their comfort zones in ways that make them
feel scared and disoriented. For example, several reviewers note that the road leading up to
the mass grave and cemetery is steep and unpaved. Lack of convenient, developed access to
the site makes some visitors uncomfortable. A
few reviewers report feeling scared by locals asking for money. One TripAdvisor reviewer from
New Jersey, whose March 2018 review is titled
‘Use Caution when Stopping to See this Site’, explains: ‘We were approached for money. I read
the reviews before going and thought someone
would be there with Indian jewelry for purchase.
No one was there but a truck roared up the hill
with someone running up the other side until we
got in the car and locked the doors.’
Dickinson et al. (2010, p. 27) address how
individuals interact with and imagine one another at ‘memory places’. As they explain,
What is palpably different about the rhetoric of
memory places, though, is the recognizability
of other visitors at the site. The visitor is not
just imagining connections to people of the
past, but experiencing connections to people
in the present. Memory places cultivate the
being and participation together of strangers,
but strangers who appear to have enough in
common to be co-traversing the place.
(p. 27)
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Significantly, Dickinson et al. focus on interactions among tourists. Interactions among
individuals at Wounded Knee are different in
that locals are not tourists; interactions among
those at Wounded Knee include both interactions among tourists and interactions between
tourists and locals. Notably, locals behave in
various and sometimes unpredictable ways at
the site, and interactions with locals capture the
attention of tourists as documented in many
reviews from TripAdvisor. Visitors to the mass
grave and massacre site experience ‘connections
to people in the present’, but those people in the
present are not other tourists but descendants
of those who died in the massacre. Also, tourists
regularly documented on TripAdvisor how visiting Wounded Knee exposed them to the conditions of poverty on the reservation. In this place
tourist space overlaps with local space, exposing
tourists at Wounded Knee to the present-day impact of American colonialism.
Tourists react to the legacy of colonialism
in different ways. Many tourists use words like
‘profound’ and ‘powerful’ when describing the
experience of visiting with locals. As Dickinson
et al. (2010) suggest, tourists do connect ‘to people in the present’. However, this connection is
often tinged with a sense of guilt among non-
tribal visitors. In one 2017 TripAdvisor review,
tourist Joan F. from the UK remarks, ‘Makes you
ashamed to be the “white man”’.
‘Sadness’ also emerges as a common theme
among reviewers. Many reviews use the term
‘sad’ or ‘tragic’ to describe not only the massacre
and mass grave, but also the living conditions in
Pine Ridge. A TripAdvisor user, HDF69, writes in
a 2017 review, ‘I wish I hadn’t gone there. It’s
the most depressing place I’ve ever been to and
I’ve seen some. And I’m not talking about the
historic site alone. That people in the U.S. have
to live like that is a disgrace to this country.’ As
this review demonstrates, those who make the
pilgrimage to Wounded Knee end up witnessing
present-day poverty on the reservation. Tourism
at Wounded Knee exposes tourists to conditions
of the contemporary reality of the people at Pine
Ridge that remain connected to the legacy of the
Wounded Knee massacre.
Tourists behave in various ways when visiting the mass grave and massacre sites. Interacting
with locals represents a unique behaviour in that
locals and tourists freely intersperse at the sites;

indeed, tourists may encounter and interact with
locals whether they (the tourists) want to or not.
No entrance gates, entrance fees, visitor centre or
other demarcations exist to separate the tourist
space from the local space. Some of the interactions between tourists and locals mirror typical
tourist activities. As noted above, local vendors often set up booths in the parking area across from
the mass gravesite to sell handmade crafts and
other items. Several tourists report purchasing
dreamcatchers, bundles of sage grass, handmade
jewellery and other ‘souvenirs’. Guided tours are
common at the site, and some of these tours are
planned in advance. For example, a July 2018
visitor reports on TripAdvisor that she arranged
for a guide through the nearby Red Cloud Indian
School. Other tours are impromptu, with tourists
encountering locals at the site who subsequently
provide information about the massacre, mass
grave, cemetery and surrounding community.
Time spent visiting the sites is wide-ranging, with
some visitors never leaving their vehicles while
others report spending more than an hour visiting with and learning from locals.
As with most tourism experiences, photography is a common behaviour among the tourists. More than 100 photographs of the cemetery,
monument, mass grave, massacre site and parking lot signage have been posted on TripAdvisor.
While a few of these photographs feature tourists
and/or locals posing or situated near the sites,
most of them do not show people. Photographs
of the site, readily available online, become part
of the collection of artefacts which ‘become an
object of the tourist gaze’ (Seaton, 2018, p. 14).
When searching for ‘Wounded Knee’ online,
search results yield not only recent photographs
of the cemetery, mass grave and massacre site but
also historical photographs of the actual massacre
and its aftermath. These historical photographs
include images of Chief Big Foot and others lying
frozen and dead in the snow as well as images of
dead Lakota being indiscriminately interred in
the mass grave trench en masse. Historical and
contemporary photographs of the site further
contribute to how individuals experience the
‘remembrance of death’ at Wounded Knee. The
tendency among present-day tourists to take photographs also demonstrates that tourism tends to
compel individuals to act in predictable ways, with
photography functioning as a predictable behaviour linked to tourism.
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Conclusion: Remembrance and
Cultural Exchange at Wounded Knee
In the context of dark tourism studies, Wounded
Knee is a significant site with tremendous potential for further analysis among scholars. On a basic level, Wounded Knee differs in obvious ways
from most tourist sites because it lacks development, commercialization and physical elements
that tourists tend to expect from monuments
and memorials. The uniqueness of Wounded
Knee and the diverse interpretations of the site
among both tribal members and tourists raise
questions about how a massacre site ‘ought’ to
be remembered. Of course, analysis conducted
in this chapter about Wounded Knee renders this
question unanswerable in that consensus about
how a massacre site ‘ought’ to be remembered
cannot be reached. The cultural perspective of
the individual experiencing the site influences
how that individual responds to dark tourism
sites. These diverse responses, ranging from the
stone monument erected in 1903 to present-day
reviews posted on TripAdvisor, reveal a common
urge to document and narrate spaces of death.
The Wounded Knee sites function as spaces
where both locals and tourists continue to experience and exchange ‘remembrances of death’
(Seaton, 2018) on multiple levels. Locals not
only remember death by educating and informing tourists about the Wounded Knee massacre,
but their behaviours at the site as members of
the tribal community also constitute ongoing remembrances of death upon which tourists subsequently remark.
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Temporality also informs tourist perceptions of Wounded Knee. Because Wounded
Knee does not provide tourists with a stable,
predictable experience, many tourists reflect
on the site in ways that, arguably, enable them
to better understand relationships between historical events and present-day circumstances.
In some ways, tourist encounters with locals at
Wounded Knee mirror the very encounters for
which the sites became infamous. This is not to
suggest that tourism is an aggressive or violent
act like the actions of the 7th Cavalry during
the massacre of 1890; rather, tourism at the
site emerges as an ongoing chapter in the historical narrative of Wounded Knee as a site of
contact between tribal and non-tribal individuals. While many monuments and memorials
provide tourists with a present-day encounter
with a historically significant site, tourists tend
to approach such sites to learn about history
rather than to experience contemporary reality. Wounded Knee remains a place of mourning for present-day Oglala Lakota. While the
site, the descendants of those who were killed
there and the reservation community exist in
the present, the legacy of the massacre continues to influence everyday life on the reservation in multiple ways. The site has emerged as
a site of cultural exchange and contact where
tourists encounter a significant historical site
and witness first-hand the effects of the massacre on a community still struggling to preserve its culture in a complex socio-historical
landscape.

Notes
A comprehensive history of the Wounded Knee Massacre is beyond the scope of this chapter, but many
useful books and resources exist, including Dee Brown (1970) Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee; Jerome
A. Greene’s (2014) American Carnage: Wounded Knee 1890; James Mooney’s (1896) The Ghost Dance
Religion and the Sioux Outbreak of 1890; and Heather Cox Richardson’s (2011) Wounded Knee: Party
Politics and the Road to an American Massacre.
2
The exact number of individuals buried in the mass grave remains unclear, but most sources estimate
300 Lakota killed in the massacre, with 150–300 buried in the mass grave.
3
In many historical accounts, the Wounded Knee Massacre is described as the end of the Indian Wars.
Just three years later, Frederick Jackson Turner would identify 1890 as the end-point of the American
Frontier period. However, it is important to note that identifying Wounded Knee as the ‘end’ of the Indian
Wars might also diminish ongoing efforts of American Indians to resist assimilation. In his study of the
memorial monument erected in 1903, Grua (2016, p. 84) explains that ‘The Lakotas’ monument challenged
1
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not only the dominant memory of Wounded Knee itself but also the broader narrative that the killings of
December 29, 1890, represented the final triumph of civilization over savagery’.
4
For an indispensable study of the 1903 monument, see David Grua (2016)'s book Surviving Wounded
Knee: The Lakotas and the Politics of Memory.
5
Many visitors note that the informational signs are written from a Eurocentric perspective rather than
from a Lakota perspective. In the title of one sign, the word ‘battle’ has been covered with a placard
reading ‘massacre’.
6
The ongoing history of compensation claims among Lakota is complex. Tribal members have both
pursued and resisted compensation, and perspectives on compensation differ among members of
the tribe. As Grua (2016, p. 102) explains, Joseph Horn Cloud, who led efforts to erect the memorial
monument in 1903, initiated a compensation claim following the massacre.
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Borough of the Dead: The Weight
of Hip Hop’s History and Tourism’s Dark
Pilgrimage to the Bronx

Joseph Donica*
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Hip hop did not start as a political movement.
There was no manifesto. The kids who started it
were simply trying to find ways to pass the time,
they were trying to have fun. But they grew up
under the politics of abandonment and because
of this, their pastimes contained the seeds for a
kind of mass cultural renewal.
— Jeff Chang, Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of
the Hip-Hop Generation (2005, p. 2)

Introduction
In a recent article about her own draw to dark
touristic sites, the well-known Roman historian
Mary Beard (2018) reflects on two important
questions about the role of dark tourism in modern life: ‘What kind of thought or memory is to
be invoked’ when we visit places like Auschwitz
or Chernobyl? and ‘How recent does the tragedy
have to be to evoke whatever feelings those are?’.
Time, of course, determines a lot about what one
seeks to find when they visit a dark site. For most
people, places like Auschwitz are sites of reflection and mourning for events that took place in
the not-too-distant past. Time, therefore, is essential to how a site of loss is experienced and
commemorated (see Chapter 21). For example, Beard makes the point that Christians who
visit the Coliseum in Rome do so because of its

historical value rather than with the intention
of mourning the early Christians who were
slaughtered there.
Of course, any place people travel to should
be open to a range of meanings. However, dark
tourism is about visiting sites that loom large in
our imaginations filtered through time. If something terrible occurred in the distant past, it can
seem like the relic of a more barbarous time. If
it is a more recent site of death and decay, it can
strike us as chilling that something so dark could
happen in our own lifetimes. However, there is
also the element of meaning at these sites. Beard’s
struggle with the question of what thought or
memory should be invoked stems in part from
the fact that these sites are contested – in terms of
meaning and purpose. Managers of dark tourism
sites usually struggle with the meaning of these
sites, in part because of the range of meanings
or experiences visitors seek at those places. Some
visit for the darkness itself while others want to
experience the historical aura of the site. Still
others visit to mourn loss, even if that loss is not
their own, or to seek instruction on how to avoid
loss in the future. These sites are complex, and
managers of these sites have no small task in accommodating visitors’ expectations. At the same
time, the meaning a person makes out of that
darkness is determined by a complex set of intentions and ways the legacy of a site is framed (see
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Chapter 23, this volume). The focus of this chapter is on both dark tourism and pilgrimage as they
coalesce in the Bronx around hip hop – the defining genre and period of history for the borough –
and how managers of planned sites that address
this history are attempting to address this range of
expectations that visitors will bring.
The Bronx is probably the most contested
of New York City’s boroughs in terms of the
range of historical narratives told about it.
The history of the Bronx stretches from its
early Native American populations to being
an immigrant melting-pot. However, for many
Americans and New Yorkers, their impressions
and views of the Bronx are through the lens
of the 1970s and 1980s, a period defined by
poverty, drug use, unemployment, urban decay and the cancellation of many city services.
It was during this same period that, due to the
lack of municipal funds to fund infrastructural
developments and renew city services essential to maintaining large urban populations,
the golden age of American cities was believed
to be ending. Much of the motivation for the
cancellation of services came from the very
income urban
intentional framing of lower-
populations as ‘undeserving’. Katz (2013, p. x)
outlined this history in his book on the rhetoric of ‘the undeserving poor’, and explains the
concept by stating, ‘It is the ideas that some
poor people are undeserving of help because
they brought their poverty on themselves’. In
the Bronx, the poverty and desperation among
the people living there led to much violence
to both people and property. The most iconic
image of this period in the Bronx is the burnt
shells of buildings due in part to the lack of
firefighting services in the borough.
This skewed historical view of the Bronx as
not having moved on from the 1970s and 1980s
has been exacerbated by media representations,
such as Tom Wolfe’s 1987 (Wolfe, 1987) satirical novel-turned-film Bonfire of the Vanities,
and Baz Luhrmann’s 2016 (Luhrmann, 2016)
Netflix musical series The Get Down, both of
which are set in the Bronx during this era. Flood
(2010), La Ferla (2017) and Donica (2018)
have written about the strange way a brief period in the Bronx’s history has come to define its
present meaning and how it is discussed locally
and nationally. There are many explanations for
this outsized influence of just a few years on the

entire history of the borough. Two of the most
interesting explanations are (i) the sheer number of photographs and video of the borough at
this time; and (ii) the decline of the Bronx was
part of a larger decline of American cities.
It was during this time of poverty and desperation that hip hop became one of the most
important artistic and cultural movements in
the USA. Hip hop as a musical genre was a response to the blight, decay, violence and civic neglect in the Bronx. Hip hop sought to counter or
protest this urban blight by inventing an entirely
new art form which synthesized the sounds,
architecture and diversity of the spaces that inspired it. In fact, many who create urban spaces
now admit that hip hop is one of the biggest
influences on the creative work of architects.
Called ‘hip hop architecture’, the movement
takes its cue from ‘hip-hop’s primary means of
expression – deejaying, emceeing, b-boying, and
graffiti’ to communities with density and cohesion (AIA New York, 2018; see Wilkins, 2000).
Hip hop would not only change the way
people look at a range of artistic expressions, but
would also create an entirely new paradigm for
interpreting cities through tourism (Xie et al.,
2007). In the Bronx, hip hop has been packaged as a way to access the darkness of a certain period in the borough’s history, and people
from around the world come to see a place they
have been told is both dangerous and cool at the
same time. There are ways the tourism industry
attempts to access the ‘roughness’ of the borough’s past to gain the interest of those seeking
to visit a place with a dark past, including advertising the Bronx and hip hop through the lens of
dark tourism. It is a defining feature of the industry and one on which specific companies are
looking to capitalize.

‘Ghetto’ tourism
The word ‘dark’, as it is applied to the borough,
is complicated. The Bronx’s violent history is
no secret, and the depiction of it as ‘the dark
borough’, with its racial implications, is no secret either. When one examines the media coverage of this period in the borough’s history
and the attendant dark tourism and pilgrimage
to the birthplace of hip hop, as well as the companies offering these tours, the implications
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are troubling in that this period overshadows
others in the history of the borough as well as
the contemporary developments in the Bronx.
‘Darkness’ takes on a more complex character
when given the edge of capital-driven tourism without the context of history. While portrayed in the press as simply interest in part of
the historic fabric of the city, pilgrimage to sites
of hip hop are rooted in the same dark touristic
impulse that fetishizes death and decay in the
Bronx. People come to gaze not at the present
state of the Bronx, which is full of challenges
and opportunities, but at a fetishized and
mythical portrayal of the borough’s past.
Hip hop, just like dark tourism, has contested meanings, which are only intensified by
increased tourism focused on this birthplace of
hip hop. Many urban governments, Rogerson
(2004, p. 249) explains, ‘have turned to tourism as one element of strategies for economic
regeneration and local economic development’
because ‘cities nowadays have few options for
economic development’. The Bronx is no exception. The rise of large-scale hip hop tourism began only a few years ago and has brought some
mixed responses from small businesses looking
to cash in on this rising market.
For example, in 2013, Red Line Tours
began to offer ‘Ghetto Tours’ of the Bronx.
The tour company promised tourists sites of
destruction and poverty that highlighted the
ongoing desperation in the borough and that
clearly used the memory of this period in
the Bronx’s history to sell the contemporary
Bronx as being no different from its past. Red
Line advertised its tour as offering customers
‘a ride through a real New York City ghetto’
(Iaboni, 2013). The tour promised sites from
a period ‘notorious for drugs, gangs, crime
and murders’ in ‘this diverse and mysterious
borough called the Bronx’ (Iaboni, 2013).
The tours were eventually cancelled after
residents protested at the obsession visitors
had with the Bronx’s extremely violent and
impoverished 1970s and 1980s history. Also,
this ‘slum’ or ‘poverty’ tourism made national
headlines and caused a re-evaluation of dark
tourism in other cities as well. After the outrage led by Bronx Borough President Ruben
Diaz Jr, the company claimed to no longer run
the tour but simply changed the name to Real
Bronx Tours.
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Hush Tours, another company focused on
this period of the city’s history, offers similar
tours but frames them as ‘hip hop tours’. Hush’s
hip hop tour has seen less controversy, but it still
focuses on the violence and poverty of the period
despite advertising an ‘emersion’ experience and
having the tours led by ‘hip hop pioneers’ (Hush
Tours, n.d.). The tour uses Luhrmann’s The Get
Down as its frame, promising to take visitors to
‘key locations from the Netflix musical series
(Hush Tours, n.d.). Framing a site so essential
to the borough’s history through Luhrmann’s
show only adds to the sense that the meaning of
the borough’s history is not in the hands of its
residents and that the tourism industry is only
interested in presenting the borough as the desperate place it was decades ago.
Another trend related to tourism in the
Bronx is the growing interest in journeying to
the birthplace of hip hop. After years of neglecting this history, the Bronx has begun to develop
sites in the borough that give visitors glimpses
into the origin site of the genre. The city has
even renamed a block of Sedgwick Avenue –
the now mythical site where DJ Kool Herc held
a party where hip hop was first performed –
‘Hip Hop Boulevard’ (Figs 20.1 and 20.2). The
mayor of NYC, Bill de Blasio, oversaw the ceremony and reminded those in attendance, ‘If you
have friends on the west coast, remember to tell
them it all started here, okay?’ (Grace, 2016).
The ghetto and hip hop tours were a response
to the renewed interest and investment in the
history of hip hop, which has culminated in a
plan to build a hip hop museum in the Bronx.
The planned Universal Hip Hop Museum, which
is to open in 2022, is dedicated to ‘celebrat[ing]
and preserv[ing] the history of local and global
hip-hop music and culture to inspire, empower,
and promote understanding’ (Universal Hip Hop
Museum, n.d.). While the museum has existed as
a digital archive for many years, organizers have
discussed the creation of a physical museum
because of the interest from tourists in hip hop
over the past decade. Museum board members
include several hip hop producers as well as rapper Ice-T, and the museum has partnered with
several digital platforms in order to raise money.
Placing the museum in the Bronx is important for several reasons. First, hip hop does
not seem to be commemorated officially outside
of the Bronx, and as such has not received the
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Fig. 20.1. 1520 Sedgwick Avenue – the ‘birthplace of hip hop'. (Photo: the Author)

recognition other music genres have at other
sites like the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in
Cleveland or Nashville’s Country Music Hall of
Fame and Museum. Even then, the Bronx is not
a place that has, historically, seen the value in

preserving the history of hip hop. Second, there
are two other competing hip hop museums in
the works – one in the unlikely neighbourhood
of Chelsea and one planned for Harlem. The museum in Chelsea, the National Museum of Hip
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Fig. 20.2. A sign showing the portion of Sedgwick Avenue renamed Hip Hop Boulevard in the Bronx.
(Photo: the Author)

Hop, presently only has corporate offices and no
physical museum space. The museum’s website
explains its peculiar status:

NMOH DOES NOT CURRENTLY HAVE A
PHYSICAL SPACE/LOCATION outside of its
corporate offices. Nevertheless, NMoH has
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been collecting historic hip-hop artifacts and
paraphernalia for years as well as interpreting
and confirming historic hip-hop facts and
information, which will all be available on its
website and digital properties and at physical
exhibitions held at affiliate facilities. NMoH is
the 1st and only state-chartered museum for
hip-hop also sanctioned by the NY Board of
Education.
(National Museum of Hip Hop, n.d.)

While older than the other two museums,
NMoH’s status seems precarious since Chelsea
holds little claim to the history of the genre.
The Hip Hop Hall of Fame, the Harlem museum, has also existed online for many years
but never had the financial backing to acquire
a physical space. The neighbourhood of Harlem
has plans to build a physical space for the Hip
Hop Hall of Fame Museum (Kim, 2018), and
because of this, a rivalry between the organizers
of the Bronx and Harlem museums has developed. While the Bronx lays claim to the title of
hip hop’s birthplace, Harlem has a claim to being where hip hop lives and thrives today. Pastor
(2017) suggests that these competing claims to
build a hip hop museum will come down to what
visitors, city residents and the industry decide
is the more authentic ‘official’ site of the home
of hip hop. Seeking authenticity through tourism is often mocked by critics of the industry.
Dennett and Song note on their blog dedicated
to the search for touristic authenticity:
[A]uthenticity is a pretty complex idea – what
one person sees as an authentic experience
another may view as a sham. And if a
person believes they are getting an authentic
experience, it may not matter whether it’s
spontaneous or staged. So, it seems that
authenticity is constructed by a person’s
interaction with, and interpretation of, the
social and physical environment.
(Dennett and Song, 2016)

While authenticity is largely constructed
by those who visit a site, managers of sites do
a disservice to their subject’s history, hip hop in
this case, by attempting to frame authenticity
as anything but socially constructed historical
nostalgia.
There is a lot to be said about the search
for authenticity at tourism sites doing damage to the narrative of a site. MacCannell, for

example, explores the artificiality of how tourist
sites are arranged to appear authentic through
Goffman’s (1959) front-back stage metaphor to
explain social interaction. MacCannell’s (1973,
p. 589) argument is that tourists attempt to ‘enter back regions of the places they visit because
these regions are associated with intimacy of
relations and authenticity of experiences’. For
the tourist seeking the intimacy provided by hip
hop tourism, this intimacy sought has a range
of possibilities. It could be the intimacy of knowing the history of the Bronx more fully. It could
also be an attempt to access the danger that
once existed in the Bronx but no longer does.
Alternatively, it could be about connecting intimately with the spaces that gave rise to a genre
tourists like. Wang (1999), on the other hand,
has a more positive outlook on the potential
of authenticity. He argues that ‘existential authenticity can explain a greater variety of tourist experiences, and hence helps enhance the
explanatory power of the authenticity-seeking
model in tourism’ (p. 349).
Perhaps it is not the search for authenticity at tourist sites itself that should be critiqued,
as MacCannell and Wang seem to argue, but
the actual effect on a site that the authenticity
framing enacts. Despite the ‘alternative source
in tourism’ that authenticity-seeking provides
(Wang, 1999, p. 349), the danger is that in the
marketing of one site over another as the authentic home of hip hop, the actual history of the
genre will be mapped over and revised. However,
there is an argument to be made for seeking the
authentic origins of hip hop since the legacy
of both the genre and the borough depends on
it. This argument is based on the fact that the
borough is just coming into its own as a place
that embraces this part of its history. However,
a delicate dance could be difficult between accurately historicizing the violence associated with
this period of history and portraying the genre
as something that rose above it. Hip hop is a
genre that has long been decried for its origins in
violence and poverty. Therefore, getting its story
right and the location of its origin is the best
means of preserving one of the most influential
artistic movements in American history.
Authenticity, as MacCannell and Wang emphasize, offers a range of possibilities for tourists
at any given site. Authenticity can be a search
for the historical origins of a period in history
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or it can go beyond origin stories to revel in the
darkness out of which a movement like hip hop
emerged. The legacy of hip hop is not the only
idea contested in these conflicts. The meaning
of place comes into question regarding whether the Bronx or Harlem is the more ‘authentic’
home to hip hop. While the renewed interest in
hip hop in the region has found some sensationalized manifestations such as the ‘ghetto tours’,
at least a sense of place is being restored to the
genre’s history. This is not to say that the Bronx
should not have the museum, as it has the potential to tell the full story of hip hop, but at a time
when American society seems to be demanding
that high-profile museums engage in revisionist
historical narratives, it remains to be seen what
role the museum in the Bronx will play in historicizing the troubled past from where hip hop
emerged.

Hip Hop, Dark Tourism and
Pilgrimage
The relationship of hip hop tourism, dark tourism and pilgrimage to actual sites can be examined through answering two questions: ‘What
do we seek when we go to a place to look for its
past?’ and ‘How honest do we want to be with
ourselves, as tourists, about our motivations?’
True authenticity is a myth. Of course, a place is
immediately made inauthentic just by the tourist’s presence there, since they were not present
when the events for which the particular place is
noteworthy occurred. Tourist sites, then, offer a
fictional ideal of the past and not something that
ever existed exactly as presented. The search
for authenticity in tourism has been especially
prevalent in disaster tourism where tourists seek
‘the thrill of experiencing the authentic and the
real’ site of catastrophe (Godbey, 2006, p. 273).
That thrill may be available in a place like Detroit
where the tourist can actually see ruins of buildings and neighbourhoods completely abandoned, or at a site like the World Trade Center
or the Battleship Missouri Memorial, where a
disaster is curated. The Bronx is a different category of place since very little of the darkness and
decay that the dark tourist seeks still exists – at
least in the way that it has been framed.
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While certain locations in the Bronx are
considered tourism hotspots, such as Yankee
Stadium and the Bronx Zoo, the Bronx as a
whole is generally not considered a tourism
destination. In fact, many New Yorkers I have
spoken to who live or work outside of the Bronx
have only visited the Bronx a few times over their
decades of residency in New York. Other cities,
such as Los Angeles and Chicago, have a similar draw for people looking to revel in this period
in US urban history. Most cities face this sort of
problem since travel is becoming more accessible
to most income levels (thanks to the basic economy options on a range of airlines) and tourism
companies offering a variety of packages and
experiences. But if part of the draw to tourism
is motivated by a yearning for authenticity, even
if that authenticity is constructed by the tourist,
what is the implication for those who visit sites
of dark tourism?
There might be a satisfying answer to this
question in the concept of pilgrimage – a term
with just as complex a history as tourism. Juan
Eduardo Campo (1998) points out that, given
the religious core of pilgrimage, one would think
that modernity would have wiped the practice
out and that the secularization of society would
have caused pilgrimage to sites that are powerful
for their religious significance to slowly decline.
It did not. In fact, ‘rather than displacing pilgrimages, [modernity] has actually been responsible
for globalizing them’ (p. 40). Campo suggests
that the whole idea of the USA was based on a
set of religious pilgrimages, from those landing
in Plymouth to numbers of groups heading west
over the centuries – from utopian communities in
western New York to a variety of religious movements that spread out over the Midwest and eventually to the Pacific.
Even in these secular times, the pilgrim's
view of the landscape has not dissipated. Indeed,
Americans visit with religious zeal secular political sites in droves, such as the government monuments in Washington, DC, the Freedom Trail in
Boston, the Statue of Liberty in New York and
Pearl Harbor in Honolulu. What links many of
these sites as important to the American imagination is their ability to create an abiding sense
of nostalgia. Nostalgia implies a loss and a desire to regain, whether it be a certain period of
time, a feeling or actual concrete structures. If
one thinks of how dark tourism plays out in the

212

J. Donica

Bronx, it is helpful to think about what role the
actual darkness people seek to find in a place
plays in a decision to travel there.
Pilgrimage, as this collection outlines, has a
long history that is more complex than simply a
journey for religious purposes. Bohlman (1996,
p. 376) emphasizes that the idea of pilgrimage
cannot be reduced with simple explanation, as
pilgrimage ‘is a complex phenomenon, with
each pilgrimage by definition individualized’.
While every pilgrimage is an individual journey
and must be read as such, one can look at how
tourism is framed by pilgrimage site managers
to investigate what people seek when they travel
to the Bronx. In this context, Bohlman argues
that ‘pilgrimage is unimaginable without music’
and the rituals that music enables, suggesting
that ‘Song has historically provided one of the
most powerful means of inscribing pilgrimage,
thereby transforming the music of pilgrimage
into one of the most powerful means of recording history’ (p. 376).
If tourism at its roots is about accessing
something the tourist has never experienced or
only faintly remembers, one has to consider the
role that nostalgia plays in sites of great loss. If
dark sites are sites of loss at a great magnitude, it
needs to be acknowledged in the language used
to describe a trip to such a place. Sometimes dark
tourism often has the taint of being classless or
having a spooky aspect to it. At other times, dark
tourism is simply disguised as historical interest
or heritage. The cottage industry of Civil War
re-enactments, for example, merges these two
characteristics. Netflix’s recent documentary
Dark Tourist (2018) points out just how troubling it is to make fun tourist sites out of places
like the city of Medellín, where Colombian drug
lord Pablo Escobar enforced through violence
his control over the residents, because you are
making a fun event for tourists out of events that
ruined or ended countless people’s lives. What
sites like the South Bronx and Medellín have in
common is that their narratives are not yet set
and are still open to interpretation. They do not
share that solidified narrative with dark tourism
sites like Holocaust sites where a more consistent
narrative has been communicated with tourists
(see Chapter 22).
Much has been written in the past few
years about dark tourism and those industries under its umbrella like poverty tourism

and slum tourism (e.g. Dürr and Jaffe, 2012;
Frenzel et al., 2015). Many of those writing
about this trend have emphasized that it is not
a trend at all but something in which humans
have long engaged. Reid (2016), writing about
tourism at Chernobyl, asks, ‘Is Dark Tourism
OK?’ ‘The truth,’ he says, ‘is visiting places
associated with death and suffering has been
popular a lot longer than the selfie stick’. He
cites Mark Twain’s chapter in Innocents Abroad,
dedicated to those who visit the ‘still-smoking
fields of Gettysburg in 1863’ (Reid, 2016).
While dark tourism is not a new trend, what
is new, Reid argues, is how these sites are
marketed. He decries the ability of tourists to
‘shoot AK-47s in the famous Viet Cong guerilla maze’ in Ho Chi Minh City and the expectations of ‘witnessing real-time missiles in an
active war zone’ that visitors bring to Israel’s
Golan Heights (2016). Reid’s complaint is not
the choice of site to visit but the intention behind it. If it is simply for morbid curiosity, he
does not condone it (see Chapter 21).
Hip hop tourism, as it is shaping up in practice now, is being framed as poverty tourism by
the current tourism industry in the Bronx. The
planned museum has the ability to challenge
this, but only time will tell what narratives it will
bring to the forefront of discussions. The current
framing, however, is a problem for several reasons, but the primary one is that a congealing
of a borough’s meaning into a specific period of
its history that was characterized by blight and
decay impairs the borough’s ability to develop
its identity as other areas of the city have done.
If one looks to the East Village or Hell’s Kitchen,
two neighbourhoods that went through similar
periods of blight, decay and violence, they are
now areas associated with vibrant urbanism
where people are drawn to reside or for leisure.
By ‘transforming poverty, squalor and violence
into a tourism product’, a sort of voyeurism develops that sections off entire parts of cities as
exotic, other, and not as worthy of civic development as other areas (Dürr and Jaffe, 2012,
p. 113). While motivations for visiting sites associated with hip hop’s history are difficult to
determine without serious ethnographic work,
it is still possible to outline more broadly how
the Bronx now works as a site for pilgrimage for
those looking to access a dark past – a past of
which there are only hints around the city today.
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It is not controversial to say that hip hop is
the best means to date for accessing the history
of the Bronx during the 1970s and 1980s, and
specifically the parts of the city that were denied many basic services. In that respect, the
Bronx hip hop museum has the potential to
present a fully realized narrative of this period.
However, while hip hop is a way to access that
history, what role does it have to play in the
future of the borough and the tourism industry? And does hip hop continue to be the best
way to understand that history? Of course,
hip hop is now widely seen as a way to access
all periods of US history – perhaps to deleterious effect. One example is the success of the
musical Hamilton with its hip hop revisionist history of the life of Alexander Hamilton
that turns the consummate monarchist into
a folk hero. Nichols (2016) lays it out plainly
when he says that people ‘should be terrified’
that ‘the American elite can’t get enough of
a musical that flatters their political sensibilities and avoids discomforting truths’. Such is
the lure of erasing the history from which hip
hop springs and making it a sanitizing cover
for any sort of revision of US history. This sort
of revision happens when artists try to use the
genre’s association with coolness and remove
it from its context. What is happening is what
Sodaro calls a ‘politics of nostalgia’ (2013,
p. 77). Museums present ‘idealized image[s]' of
the past (p. 77), and that is exactly what has
happened with the tours of the Bronx, which
make the past darkness of the place idealized
and something people want to dwell on and
revel in.
If tourism, as Jennifer Craik (2010) suggests, has both a neutral connotation, as simply
travelling to see sites, and a pejorative connotation, which implies ‘superficiality’ (p. 356), what
is to be made of the efforts to reinvigorate Bronx
tourism by highlighting this specific period of its
history over others? We will have to wait until
the museums open to fully answer that question.
The suggestion here is not that a hip hop museum be all things to all tourists; of course, this
museum will focus on a defining moment in the
borough’s history. However, an area cannot rely
on one tourist attraction to define it if it wants
its complex historical narrative to be told. New
Orleans has often struggled with this, as venue
after venue uses a jazz theme to gloss over the
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complex history of that city. In this same vein,
Craik (2010, p. 356) points out that
The tourist is often contrasted with the traveller.
The traveller is an independent, genuine
explorer on a quest of discovery, while the
tourist is temporarily on holiday, taking time
out from everyday routines to sample, but not
necessarily engage with, otherness.

It is the engagement with otherness that
distinguishes them. The otherness of the hip
hop tourism in the Bronx is the aspect that
seems to be missing. There is little acknowledgement, at least in the walking tours, of
what it means to gawk at others and their
home. This is where the concept of pilgrimage
is so helpful in teasing out what people travel to
see when they travel to see darkness. Pilgrims
oriented
are more associated with the goal-
traveller of which Craik speaks.
Peter Jan Margry (2008) calls for a reconsideration of pilgrimage in a secular age. He
admits that there are many ‘open questions’
left over the ‘pilgrimage debate’, especially
with the rise of visits to sites of memory and
the increased demand for memorialization.
At a time when memorial sites are being rethought and fought over, such as Confederate
monuments in the southern USA, an entirely
new language is emerging for talking about
travelling, tourism, memory and nostalgia.
That new language is a demand for the representation in public spaces of current sociocultural values, demand for which runs counter
to the demand for sites of memory that act as
historical records and cultural archives. It is
a demand that calls out for authentic history
with all of its attendant darkness. But that demand seems, in its present form, to be a rhetorical device used to revise history.

Conclusion
The sites of hip hop’s origins in the Bronx are
far different from sites of Confederate memory,
but both run the risk of being pawns in the
agendas of those who wish to engage in historical revision. I cannot say for sure, but what
I fear is that the failure of the city to provide
its residents with services in this period will be
glossed over in an attempt to represent hip hop
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as something uplifting and not as a genre that
covered the range of urbanity and life during
tumultuous years of American urban history.
Yes, hip hop was a bright spot and spoke to the
strength of community in the face of government neglect; but it was also a protest over living conditions. Hip hop itself, as an industry,
has made many wealthy by investing in the private sector to the detriment of public services.

How will that be addressed? I come back to one
of Beard’s questions noted at the beginning of
this chapter and apply it to the Bronx: What
thoughts or memories do we expect or desire
to be invoked at sites of hip hop’s history? As
with any site of loss and despair, the expectation is that the history represented there is as
complex as the genre that was being used to
communicate it.
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Introduction
Eleven years ago I had a heart attack in my
office at the university where I teach and serve
as a full-time member of the English department. Fortunately for me, someone I work with
happened to come by my office while this was
happening, and after he told me that I did not
look good, he asked if I would like to go to the
hospital, which luckily was just next door. I went
to the emergency room, and after it was determined that I was indeed having a heart attack,
I was taken to a room just off of the main floor
of the ER. But even though I was hooked up to
various machines and IV lines designed to stop
the heart attack, the acute myocardial infarction
continued.
The office of my primary care physician is
adjacent to the hospital, and he was called when
I went to the emergency room. He told me later
that when he saw me in the ER, all hooked up to
various tubes lying on a gurney surrounded by
nurses and doctors, I did not look like someone
that he would be seeing alive 11 years later; he
did not think that I was going to survive, or if
I did, that it would not be for very long. When
the heart attack did not abate, I was transported
by ambulance to another hospital where I could
be given a stent, as the original hospital did not
have that capability. When I got the stent, it
was like turning off a switch; the heart attack
stopped immediately and the pain disappeared.

I spent three nights in the intensive care ward in
the same hospital where I had gotten the stent,
and one more night in a regular room, before I
was sent home.
I have been thinking about this scene as I
have been working on this essay. I wonder how
different it would have been if it had been a
healthy person on that cart, also surrounded by
attendant professionals, with the doctor having
been told that the person lying there, the centre
of attention, as it were, was having a heart attack. I realize that this is a somewhat imponderable question to ask, but to what degree did the
context, in this situation, shape the perception?
I want to argue, lacking any kind of hard evidence or control groups or double-blind studies,
that setting is always a crucial component in
our perceptual apparatus, and while this may
be a commonplace observation, I think that it is
a crucial one to consider when thinking about
dark tourism.
For example, my doctor told me that I looked
terrible when I was lying on that gurney. This observation was his professional opinion based on
decades of observation and experience, and far
be it from me to call that expertise into question,
but I have to wonder just what it was that he saw,
and how he could make that judgement. Did I look
pale, ashen, grey? Was the angel of death looming
over my shoulder? Was there some kind of grim
presence in the room? Because lacking any of the
aforementioned contextual cues – patient having
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a heart attack that cannot be stopped, single male
smoker, 55 years old – I do not see how anyone
could come to that dramatic conclusion. He may
have been absolutely correct, of course, and he
probably was, but that does not take away the
power of the framing narrative. It is inescapable.
What, specifically, led my doctor to conclude that
I looked so terrible, in fact so bad that he thought
that if I did not die that very day, I did not have
long to live, and would certainly not be sitting in
his office talking to him 11 years later?
I suspect, although I cannot know this,
of course, that the context – the information
that the doctor had been given ahead of time –
determined, to a large degree, his perception of
the scene in front of him. I also believe that this
kind of conceptual framework is also always already implicated in the ways we experience our
visits to places where terrible things have happened. But before moving along, I wish to present one more example that I believe will help to
illustrate some of the points I want to make.

Perspective and Distance
Writing about Miles Davis’s classic album Kind
of Blue, Robert Palmer writes, ‘If we keep listening to it, again and again, throughout a lifetime – well, maybe that’s because we sense that
there’s still something more, something not yet
heard’ (DeCurtis, 2009, p. 85).
I recently was listening to the Beatles
Channel on Sirius XM Radio. Lenny Kravitz was
playing some of his favourite Beatles songs and
he introduced ‘Come Together’ by saying that
this song had his favourite kick drum sound of
any song ever recorded. When I then listened
to the song, I was of course listening to the kick
drum, which was incredible, but just as interesting was the effect on my overall listening experience. When I tried to specifically listen to the
kick drum, I heard the entire rest of the song
differently, and as I continued to listen, things
kept shifting. The singing and the lyrics sounded
different, and in this song, in particular, that
meant that John Lennon’s surreal lyrics and
end-of-the-road gloomy landscape, his all-is-lost
passionate vocals, made a kind of blasted, apocalyptic sense that they had not, at least for me,
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made previously. The context had shifted, and as
a result, everything else had shifted as well.
Things also look different from far away.
Time changes perspective, of course, and that is
one kind of distance. There is also the separation
that arises from cultural difference, and that is
another kind of spatial separation entirely. But
there is also the space that arises from combinations of cultural variations, the passage of
years, geographical remoteness, psychic limitations, and the constraints of imagination that
are placed on any of us when it comes to trying
to understand things that push the limits of human comprehension. Some of the things that I
am going to be writing about in this essay deal
with different levels and kinds of detachment,
the ways that potential cultural and spiritual
disinterestedness affects our understanding, and
the experiences that we have when we travel to
dark places, sites where terrible things have happened. At the same time, paradoxically, crowds
of people, usually tourists, frequently wait in
long lines so that they can buy a ticket to enter
a museum that memorializes trauma and loss.
One of the central things that makes distance such a touchstone for me when I visit places
of monumental disaster is the way that modern
technology has made the things that happen far
away somehow much more tolerable, or even,
perhaps, tolerable at all. The example that I keep
coming back to is the firebombing of Japan that
began in March 1945 and continued until the
dropping of the atomic bombs in August of that
year. On the night of March 9th and 10th, 1945,
American bombers dropped incendiary bombs
on Tokyo, creating a firestorm that killed around
100,000 people in one night. It was the worst single day or night massacre of World War II, exceeding Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the total number
of civilian deaths at any one time. The bombing
campaign continued unrelentingly until August,
and was expanded to include most of the urban
centres in Japan. The estimated civilian deaths
from this bombing campaign range from 350,000
to over a million.

A Holocaust Exhibit in Graz
By Radio Luxembourg, Occupation-controlled
newspapers, posters, and pamphlets, the
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Occupation Authorities prodded the German
people through the gas chambers and
crematoria, and forced them to fix their eyes on
the hills and gullies of corpses. They inducted
men and women into work gangs to bury the
dead. ‘No One was honorable,’ shuddered the
New York Times queasily in January 1946. ‘No
one was clean. No one was merciful….The smear
of guilt lies over multitudes who under normal
conditions might have been decent human
beings. No court can punish all of them.'
(Ghamari-Tabrizi, 2009, pp. 780–786)

In 2005/2006, I was a Fulbright Scholar
teaching literature and film courses in the
Department of American Studies at the
University of Graz in Austria. Whilst there, an
exhibition of photographs of the Mauthausen-
Gusen concentration camp came to town, which
had been travelling around Austria. Located
near Linz, over 100,000 people perished there,
primarily a mix of Jews, Roma, gay and disabled
people from central Europe. There was a kind of
town meeting before the exhibition and I went
with a couple of my students. The mayor and a
number of other local luminaries spoke while
everyone listened attentively and politely, saying
that this would never happen again, and as far
as I could tell it was a very homogeneous group
of white, predominately Catholic Austrians.
After World War II, there were very few Jewish
people in Graz, as far as I could tell.
The exhibit was in the basement of an old
19th-century Hapsburg Empire-era house. The
basement was a strange kind of warren of wide
passageways, but it lent itself perfectly to the
exhibit, as one could walk around and through
this maze of stonework looking at the large
black-and-white pictures of horror on the walls.
It was, to say the least, a bizarre experience
for this American, especially since it certainly
seemed to me that the Austrians did not really
see themselves as being all that complicit in the
atrocities. For them it was the Germans who
were the guilty ones.
Of course, the Austrians had welcomed
the Nazis into Vienna – Austria was a German-
speaking country, and Hitler was Austrian.
But somehow, walking through this basement
and hearing German spoken all around me as I
looked at pictures from the Holocaust, it seemed
as if the people in the basement with me thought
they were looking at someone else’s war crimes,

even though the camp was in their country. It
is understandable, of course, but for a foreigner
being there, and probably the only American in
the basement, it was strange how people could
ignore or repress events with which they were so
obviously involved.

Fighting at a Distance
But what about the Americans? objected
Christians, pacifists, and some humanists.
From the first report of the Hiroshima strike
and throughout the successive months of the
war crimes tribunals in Germany and Japan,
they persisted in asking why our vanquished
enemies were uniquely obliged to look at the
victims of their atrocities. Shouldn’t Americans
also confront their responsibility for agonies
delivered in their name? ‘It would be equally
salutary,’ mused a Christian author, ‘to send
groups of representative Americans to blasted
Hiroshima. There, as at Buchenwald, are many
unburied dead’
(Ghamari-Tabrizi, 2009, pp. 780–786).

It is hard to imagine young American airmen and pilots lining up hundreds of thousands
of men, women and children, shooting them
and then burning all of the corpses or throwing
them into mass graves. However, it is not hard
to imagine them doing the equivalent thing from
a distance of 35,000 feet, even though it is the
same activity with the exact same result. As a
matter of fact, when I put it like that, I suspect
that many readers will think that I have made
some kind of extraordinarily rude and perhaps
even blasphemous comparison, yet all I have really done is change the distance between the killers and the victims.
Today, we have soldiers in underground
bunkers in the Nevada desert outside Las Vegas
who sit looking at a computer screen that is
showing a broadcast image from a camera
that is mounted in a drone flying over the desert on the other side of the world – in either
Afghanistan, Iraq, Yemen or Somalia – and once
they have been given an authorization from
someone higher up the chain of command, they
fire a Hellfire missile from the drone, which kills
whoever they were watching on the camera.
The distances from warrior to enemy have now
moved from one side of the world to the other.
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Personal Travels to Dark Sites
In the past two years I have travelled to visit the
Atomic Bomb Museum in Nagasaki, to the Pearl
Harbor Memorial in Honolulu and to the 9/11
Museum in New York City. Not only that, I travelled to each of these places for the express reason of visiting these tragic sites, which is as good
a definition of dark tourism as one might find.
My wife is Japanese, so I have travelled to
Japan three times to see my wife’s family and also
to see the country. On our third trip, however, I
wanted to visit Nagasaki, primarily because of
the history of the atomic bomb and because of
the long fascinating history of Nagasaki, which
I first encountered in the novel The Thousand
Autumns of Jacob de Zoet by David Mitchell. That
complicated history, which was also the inspiration for the Martin Scorcese film Silence, made
for an interesting trip, but the primary thing
that drew me to Nagasaki was the fact that
somewhere between 35,000 and 80,000 people
lost their lives on the morning of 9 August 1945
at 11.02 am. The numbers are very difficult to
state conclusively. Hiroshima had been bombed
on 6 August at 8.15 am.
In addition to those who died, there were
many people who suffered terrible injuries on
that day or got cancer in the coming years, or
who possibly passed on genetic abnormalities to
their children after being exposed to the radiation. These people, it probably goes without saying, were civilians going about their lives in time
of war. Hardly any of them were soldiers.
Of all the places on earth I could have chosen to travel to, many people might wonder why
I would choose such a place? Why would I want
to bring this psychic midnight, this more concrete knowledge of desolation and loss, into my
life voluntarily? I wonder myself sometimes.
In Day of Deceit, Robert B. Stinnett (2000,
p. 244) writes:
There were 2476 Navy, Marine, Army and
civilian personnel killed in the Japanese attacks
of December 7. The casualties stretched across
the Pacific from Pearl Harbor to Wake Island
and Guam. An additional 400,000 residents of
the Hawaiian Islands were placed at risk. Japan
seized 1951 Americans as prisoners of the
military and civilian populations on Guam and
Wake, and many of those POWs died while in
Japanese custody.
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Today, the Pearl Harbor Memorial is a busy
tourist destination, with long lines waiting to
visit various sites on the water. While there is a
generally respectful atmosphere, the events of 7
December 1941 are so far removed from the lives
of visitors that 78 years later it is increasingly
difficult for people attending to have a sense of
what was really happening on that day. I, unfortunately, was all to close to a similar event that
happened much more recently.
On 11 September 2001, 2977 people were
killed. I could see the towers burning from the
hilltop building where I still work as a professor
in a state university in New Jersey comprising
approximately 11,500 students. I was 25 miles
away, but I could clearly see the huge pillar of
smoke in the sky through the trees, as I stood
out on the grass by the driveway in front of my
building with a group of men who work in the
maintenance department. I remember thinking
at the time that it looked like a volcano.
Living this close to New York City has
meant that the events of that day have cast a
long shadow over the ensuing years in ways that
might be at least a little bit different to the experiences of people living in other parts of the
country. I only mention this to provisionally explore a few of the reasons for my own visitations
to some of these dark places. Perhaps being so
close to this one event has made me want to try
to understand or experience, come to grips with,
other events of comparable mass death. This is
not to say that one can ever come to any kind of
definitive conclusions or insights about hidden
motivations, and in fact I think that it may well
be that one needs to look a little bit sideways to
find any essential truths that may be eluding one
if one looks too directly. Sometimes the affairs of
the heart and the workings of memory can only
be revealed in the shadows – in the places where
the light does not shine too brightly. Sometimes
it might only really be possible to see into the
dark by looking at other places where you have
walked in the dark, or at least on the darker side
of the street. Sometimes there is a desire to visit
dark places with no clear understanding of why
you are going. Then again, it is perhaps the case
that personal history casts a long shadow and
determines the behaviour that follows decades
later.
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Losing Memories

Both of the guys that I worked with while
cleaning up the scene of the suicide were part of
At some point in the mid- to late 1970s, I was the tableau around the table in the ill-fated kitchin a friend's kitchen in Schenectady, New York. en. Both of them were also standing around like
We were all drinking beer and smoking ciga- me, just hanging out, and both of them are now
rettes. As strange as it may sound, looking back dead. One died of testicular cancer that he left unon that scene from the vantage point of 2019, treated until it was too late because he did not like
I really do not think that there was any kind of doctors, and the other one just plain drank himconscious choice or desire on the part of those self to death. Now, decades later, it might be nice
drinking and smoking to move into any kind of to occasionally be able to talk about those times.
I can picture that scene of drinking and
dark territory or even into an especially risky
zone. Now those friends are all gone. Two were smoking in the kitchen in Schenectady like it
was yesterday. But I cannot go to any of my old
lost to cancer, one to lupus and three to alcoholrunning buddies and say, ‘Hey, do you remember
ism and drug addiction. One of them died four
that day when Freewheelin’ Frank and Johnnie
years ago, and I had known him since we were
C. and Ronnie and Dale and Beef and I were all
in sixth grade.
hanging out in Scott’s kitchen on Brandywine
I am now 67 years old, and the older I get,
Avenue? Did that really happen, or am I comfriends dying seems to be the state of things
pletely out of my gourd? Does anyone else remore and more. This is no surprise, of course,
member that day, because I can still see it vividly,
but there is one dimension of it, the loss of
almost as if I were looking at a photograph?’
shared memory, that is something that, for
The other day, as I was reflecting on all of
whatever reason, I did not think about when
this, I was looking out the window at the road,
I was younger. It might be that this is just beand I was noticing the way that the traffic is alcause I had no experience with it, with losing
ways going in both directions. I had been thinkshared memories with people when they die,
Socratic Greek
ing about Heraclitus, the pre-
but I think that I can say with some degree of philosopher, of whose writings only fragments
confidence that it is something that never re- survive. But one of the fragments is quite faally crossed my mind.
mous. It says that you cannot step in the same
I have written elsewhere about a time when river twice. The river is always changing, every
two of my friends and I had to clean up after a second of its flow, even every microsecond, and
suicide (Newton, 2013). A young man had tak- to such a degree that one literally is stepping into
en an overdose of pills when his room-mate was a different river every moment. In other words,
out of town for the weekend, and he had been everything is always changing.
lying dead in the apartment for at least two days
But on this day, I started to picture the passwhen his room-mate came home from his trip. A ing cars as currents of time, one moving into the
couple of friends and I saw this room-mate walk- future, and one moving into the past, and in efing down the street in front of the same house fect I was standing in the river that Heraclitus was
where we had been hanging out in the kitchen talking about, only this was the river of time, one
on another day.
stream of cars going one way, the other stream
We were sitting on the front porch in the going the other way – one into the future, and
early evening/late afternoon, self-
medicated the other into the past. The moment that I was
from our cigarette and alcoholic mood- in, that I was experiencing second by second, was
enhancers, just chilling out, when this fellow both moving into the future, on the one hand,
told us about the situation with his room-mate. but also moving into the past on the other. Each
We went right over and spent a few hours clean- passing microsecond was inexorably taking me
ing up a congealed pool of blood – an amazing into the future and out of the past, but it was also
hardened on the taking me into the past, and for that moment the
amount really, already half-
floor – that the young man had vomited up. I streams of traffic moving in different directions
didn't know that could happen. I am not sure I seemed to be the perfect metaphoric expression
have ever read about this happening, though it of this existentially contradictory metaphysical
cannot be that uncommon.
condition.
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Reflections
I had my heart attack in February and cardio-
bypass surgery in late May. Three years after
that I had a stroke, which resulted in some brain
damage, which I found out is the necessary evidence that a doctor looks for when it comes to
diagnosing a stroke, or at least that is what the
neurologist told me. But I am otherwise asymptomatic and part of an extremely small percentage of people who escape a stroke more or less
unscathed. I smoked cigarettes for 40 years and
had my last one the day before my heart attack. I
drank at levels of what seems, in retrospect, to be
extraordinarily degenerate for most of that time.
I have no idea why I am here and my friends are
not, although it is certainly possible that I am remembering my misspent youth in ways that are
not always exactly accurate.
I have not had a cigarette or a drink since
my heart attack. I did have a medical thing
with my shoulder, which required surgical manipulation, and I was prescribed Percocet in
summer 2008, the same summer that a very
old friend from my childhood was killed in a car
crash. Other than that I have had nothing. I do
not go to meetings or work any programme,
which does not mean much other than some
people can get sober without 12 steps. It is also
possible, of course, that I should go to meetings. It is a rare day that I don’t think about
getting loaded on one thing or the other. When
it comes to horror stories about alcohol, I am
probably in the comparatively minor league
compared to some of those at 12-step meetings, but I will say that alcohol and cigarettes
are incredibly powerful things.
All of the young men drinking in the kitchen
that day did not grow old, or at least not really elderly. The last one to die passed away from throat
and neck cancer, aged 64, in 2015. Everyone
in the kitchen that day also smoked cigarettes.
A couple of the guys smoked non-filters, and a
lot of them at least a pack a day, some more. If
I think about it, I can think of specific memories
regarding each of the people in that room, but
those are, of course, only the memories of one
person. I have all these memories that no one
else has, and when I am gone, they will be gone
as well. This scene and my memory of these people keep haunting me, maybe precisely because
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they are dead, and haunting is what the dead
do, or what ghosts do, so maybe these people
are now ghosts to me, still hanging around that
kitchen table, still drinking beer and smoking
cigarettes. Maybe it is not really the memory of
that day that is haunting me. It could be the past
in general, all the moments, good and bad, that
have led me to where I am today.
It could be that there have always been
these snapshot moments that leave a trace, like
a burn or a cut that leaves a scar. I have a few
actual scars, including a big one down the middle of my chest where they cracked me open to
do the coronary bypass surgery. And it could be
that this sense of the past encroaching unbidden
is only as it should be, and from now on there
will be just more of the same. Maybe that is the
price of the ticket for some of us, the shadow
that inevitably comes with the bright light that
left long ago. But it is also possible that, for whatever reason, this process of the past impinging
on the present, of ghosts speaking through the
years, is part of what has led me to visit places
where dark things have happened, and that my
own emergence as a thanatourist is somehow
tied in to my own personal history, which also
includes a long history of depression, especially
since my heart attack and bypass surgery, and
my stroke, which now requires me to take two
different medications as a reminder of these
mournful events in my life.
Thanatourism has provided a context
for understanding my life events that I never
would have been afforded if I had not travelled
to these places and gone to the museums and
shrines. In Nagasaki, I not only went to the
Atomic Bomb Museum, I also went to the site
where the bomb is thought to have detonated
1500 feet in the air. I went up into neighbourhoods above the city where I could see the
areas that had been decimated by the explosion and burned by the ensuing fires. At Pearl
Harbor I visited the memorial that sits above
one of the sunken battleships, which still rests
on the sea floor, and at Ground Zero I went
to the museum where there is one room that
has photographs of all of the victims covering the walls. If I had not visited these places
in person, I certainly would not have had as
intense and vivid an experience; it would not
have been as real. The context of the visit, the
actual location, determined my experience, in
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the same way that focusing on the sound of
Ringo’s drumming determined my listening
experience when hearing ‘Come Together’.
But perhaps more importantly, it was, in a
sense, an act of bearing witness. My wife, being Japanese but now living in the USA, wanted
to go to Pearl Harbor for her own reasons, as a
kind of pilgrimage, and I perhaps wanted to go
to Nagasaki for a similar reason. We also both
wanted to go to the 9/11 museum – maybe because we had both lived through that event. My
wife was living in NYC at the time.
It is difficult to untangle these motivations,
and perhaps impossible to do so, but they are all
part of what leads some of us to travel to these
dark places. It is likely that we can have no more
of an unimpeded view of the past when we make
these visits than my doctor could have had of me
lying on the emergency room bed surrounded
by ER doctors and nurses with tubes coming
out of my arms. But given the understanding
that all perception of these matters is going to
be influenced by setting and context, I want to
argue that it is the contextual intensity that
onsite visits provide that gives at least some intrinsic value to the experience. For some people,
no doubt, there is a kind of ghoulish voyeurism,
but my sense is that these people are in a small
minority, if they are even significant at all. These
are solemn places, and they are treated as being
sacred, in the same way that many people regard
a church or a shrine.

Conclusion
I have written here about how some of my own
idiosyncratic personal history led, at least in my
own estimation, to my making these dark excursions. I may or may not have been accurate in
this assessment. I certainly meant absolutely no
disrespect in involving this kind of personal drama or issues when writing about such serious

matters. For me, it seems to be all part of the
same fabric – another dimension in telling the
story that I wanted to tell.
Screams of men and cries of triumph breaking
in one breath, fighters killing, fighters killed,
and the ground streamed blood. Wildly as
two winter torrents raging down from the
mountains, swirling into a valley, hurl the
great waters together, flash floods from the
wellsprings plunging in a gorge and miles away
in the hills a shepherd hears the thunder – so
from the grinding armies broke the cries and
crash of war.
(Homer, 1990, p. 160)

On some level, perhaps the most important one, it is always a mix of personal and political, or the micro and the macro, that leads
to these pilgrimages to dark places, and there is
always something about actually being there,
at the spot where something terrible happened, that is more powerful and memorable
than just reading about these events or watching a movie. One is always still looking at pictures, of course, in the museums in Nagasaki
or Pearl Harbor or New York City, but there is
something about being in those very locations
that magnifies the experience and gives it a
special intensity.
I was also looking at pictures in the basement of the 19th-century building in Graz. This
was the country where the camp existed, only
a few hundred miles from where I was walking through a warren of tunnels with 4 × 6
and-
white pictures of atrocities on the
black-
Hapsburg-era stone walls. I had not been on a
dark tourism pilgrimage that time, but somehow
I found the darkness, or the darkness found me.
We were in the middle of a bustling city with
stunning medieval architecture and a thriving
university, but in a basement on an unassuming
street, everyday citizens had themselves become
thanatourists, with the certain knowledge that
they were going to be able to go home and tuck
their little ones safely into bed.
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Introduction
The Holocaust refers to the systematic genocide
of some 6 million European Jews and an estimated 5–7 million non-Jewish victims during
World War II, whom Adolf Hitler’s Germany
and their collaborators deemed to be ‘undesirable’ (Friedlander, 1995). Since the end of World
War II, a new tourism niche market, Holocaust
tourism, has developed, where survivors, families of Holocaust victims, those with cultural
and religious connections to the victims, individuals and groups attempting to pay homage,
and those desiring to learn more about this
time in history visit concentration camps, death
camps and Holocaust museums and memorials
(Aharony and Rosenfeld, 2016). The full scope of
Holocaust tourism is difficult to quantify, in part
because many Holocaust sites are free of charge.
Also, some feel that counting visitor numbers is
‘inappropriate surveillance of the visitors at memorial sites of the concentration camps where
the prisoners once experienced tight and perpetual control by the SS guards’ (Hartmann,
2018, pp. 490–491). However, many scholars
and journalists agree that Holocaust sites are
robustly growing in popularity (Aharony and
Rosenfeld, 2016; Amirtha, 2015; Millán et al.,
2019). For example, the tourism office for the

City of Kraków claims that over 30 million people have visited Auschwitz, with visitation more
than trebling, from 600,000 in 2005 to 2.1 million in 2018 (Auschwitz Death Camp, 2018). In
addition, more than 44 million people have been
to Washington, DC’s Holocaust memorial site
since it opened in 1993 (United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum, n.d.).
As the education director for the
Mauthausen Memorial, a former Nazi concentration camp in Austria, told the authors,
‘People come to the memorial site for many different reasons with varying amounts of knowledge of and interest in what happened here. It is
our job to provide a path for all of them to have
an experience.’ As other Holocaust site scholars note, while visitors to Holocaust memorials
come for different reasons, each one leaves having had some sort of experience (Biran et al.,
2011; Kidron, 2013). These experiences may
range from quasi-
religious feelings to strong
emotions related to being confronted with the
horror of the events of the Holocaust, developing an increased awareness about a chapter of
human history, or fostering a greater curiosity to
learn more about what happened at these sites.
Indeed, providing experiences for such a wide
swathe of potential visitors and meeting everyone’s needs and expectations can be difficult.
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However, research on how these experiences
are created and the tools used in their creation
is lacking.
The purpose of this chapter is to explore some experience design frameworks
and to show how Holocaust tourism providers might apply the frameworks and principles of experience design. As a part of this
discussion of experience design at Holocaust
sites, the authors draw upon their visits to
Holocaust tourism sites, including Auschwitz,
Dachau, Mauthausen, Natzweiler-
Struthof,
the Holocaust Museum in Washington, DC,
Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, Schindler’s Factory
Museum and the Anne Frank House, as they led
American university students through Europe
as part of an international experience design
programme. Whilst at these sites the authors
held face-to-face interviews with educational
and public relations directors and conducted
e-mail interviews with directors who were not
available when the authors were onsite. The
authors also reflected upon their personal experiences at these sites and their observations
related to experience design.
After situating Holocaust tourism in the
context of dark tourism, principles of experience
design will be explained and discussed, including the progression of economic value, the Four
Realms of Experience, and THEME. Examples
will be given from specific Holocaust tourism
sites to further illustrate how the principles are
used in practice, and suggestions for improving
the dark Holocaust tourism experience will also
be discussed.

Dark Tourism and the Holocaust
Dark tourism can be defined as ‘the act of travel
and visitation to sites, attractions and exhibitions which have real or recreated death, suffering or the seemingly macabre as a main theme’
(Stone, 2005). Within destinations related to
death and suffering, scholars have worked on
developing a typology of these sites (Sharpley,
2005; Stone, 2006). One of the most frequently
cited typologies is Stone’s (2006) ‘dark tourism spectrum’, which places dark tourism sites
along a spectrum based on how ‘dark’ or ‘light’
they are, with different shading of dark and light
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in-between the two ends of the spectrum (Stone,
2006). The heaviest or ‘darkest’ of tourism offerings have an educational orientation, are
history-centric, have locational authenticity and
generally have a limited tourism infrastructure
to maintain this authenticity. On the ‘lightest’
side of the spectrum lie sites that Stone labels as
‘dark fun factories’ where death and suffering
are the backdrop for tourism sites with a strong
entertainment component.
Holocaust museums and related types of
dark tourism supply tend to fall on the ‘darkest’
end of Stone’s spectrum, partly because of their
importance both culturally and geopolitically. For
example, the Auschwitz-Birkenau death camp site
is often cited as belonging to the darkest type of
dark tourism sites because of the severity of the
crimes against humanity that were perpetrated
there. The site is viewed as a ‘shrine’ (Bowman and
Pezzullo, 2009) that educates visitors about the
Holocaust and converts the ‘memorial’ aspect of
the site into ‘living memory’ (Miles, 2002). When
visiting Auschwitz, individuals walk the same
paths and walk through the same buildings where
prisoners lived, were tortured and died. Very little tourism infrastructure has been developed to
promote Auschwitz as a commercial site. Instead,
efforts are focused on restoring and maintaining
the original look and feel of the camp. Visitors are
exposed to an authentic experience that tells the
story of Auschwitz and its residents instead of a
commercialized or sensationalized experience of
the camp.
As noted above, Holocaust tourism includes visits to concentration camps and death
camps across Europe, such as Dachau and
Auschwitz; museums that have a specific focus on the Holocaust, such as the Los Angeles
Museum of the Holocaust, the USA Holocaust
Memorial Museum in Washington, DC, and the
Yad Vashem World Holocaust Remembrance
Museum in Jerusalem; museums that include
exhibits and artefacts related to the Holocaust
such as the Schindler’s Factory Museum in
Kraków; Holocaust memorials such as statues,
cemeteries, memorial sites, monuments, synagogues, libraries and education and research
centres; and other Holocaust-related sites such
as the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam. These
types of Holocaust sites correlate well with
Stone’s (2006) listing of types of dark tourism sites, including dark camps of genocide,
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dark shrines and dark exhibitions. In total,
there are several hundred sites dedicated to the
Holocaust throughout much of the world (see
Table 22.1).

Experience Design
There is much confusion about the definition
of experience design (Benz, 2005; Duerden
et al., 2018). Although a solid definition is still
emerging within the field, almost all iterations
of experience design involve creating interactive experiences that promote deeper emotional
attachments and help guests gain meaning and
find value that impacts their lives.
Pine and Gilmore (2011) were some of the
first writers thinking about experience design.
They coined the term ‘experience economy’ to
describe how the more developed an economy
becomes, the greater the variety of commodities
that is offered, ranging from low-value tangible
to high-value intangible products. Within the
‘progression of economic value’ model, the more
a commodity or ‘offering’ can be tailored or customized for individual consumption, the greater
its value and the more expensive it will be than
less customized offerings. For Pine and Gilmore,
commodities progress in value, pricing and differentiation, from ‘extract commodities’, such
as timber and wheat, to ‘make goods’ or manufactured products, and then to ‘service delivery’,
and finally to ‘stag[ing] experiences’. As such,
consumers are willing to pay a higher price for
certain intangible experiences – particularly
tourism experiences – than they are for tangible commodities such as coffee beans. However,
these experiences must be of sufficient quality to
be worth the premium pricing.
Holocaust tourism sites certainly fit squarely within the experience economy, as managers
of sites related to the Holocaust seek to create, facilitate and enhance certain types of experiences
for visitors, which go beyond mere rest and relaxation. These experiences need to be deep and
meaningful (Bulencea and Egger, 2015). The
need to design deep and meaningful experiences
at Holocaust sites was highlighted by the education director at the Mauthausen Memorial.
According to the director, one of the main purposes of the memorial site was to do more than

provide an architectural context and a space for
visitors to walk through. Rather, tour guides and
employees must seek to make an experience for
visitors that will not only cause them to think
differently about the site and what happened
there, but also about the circumstances of the
world today and what the role of each individual
visitor is regarding the humanitarian state of
their community, country and world.

Experience Economy Tools and
Frameworks
To aid in the progression of economic value,
Pine and Gilmore (2011), and others (e.g.
Tilden, 2009), have suggested certain interpretational tools that can help design and enhance
the guest experience. Some of these tools that
are particularly relevant to Holocaust tourism
include: (i) provocation; (ii) the Four Realms of
Experience model; and (iii) the THEME model.

Provocation
Rahaman and Tan (2010) argue that interpretation is a method or tool that should lead to
learning or conveying symbolic meanings that
facilitate attitudinal or behavioural change
and enhance the satisfaction of visitor experiences. Provocation is one tool that can be used
to accomplish these goals (Tilden, 1957, 2009;
Ham and Weiler, 2003). As Tilden (2009, p. 9)
argues, ‘The chief aim of interpretation is not
instruction, but provocation’. The experience
of provocation as it relates to dark tourism
has been recently defined as a state of attentional, motivational and emotional tension
characterized by an awareness of incompatible values, beliefs or expectations and a pressing need for action (Lacanienta et al., 2019).
The creation, therefore, of provocative experiences helps to facilitate the gaining of personal
truths (Tilden, 2009; Ham and Weiler, 2003)
through the domain of cognitive dissonance
(Festinger, 1962), the difference between a
person’s thought and behaviour. Dissonance
that occurs in dark tourism sites can lead
to arousal (Ellis, 1973), the threat of loss
(Karatepe and Aleshinloye, 2009), injustice
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Table 22.1. An exhaustive listing of Holocaust sites around the world. (Compiled by Kylie Jesperson)
Site name

City

Country

Type of site

Museo del Holocausto de
Buenos Aires

Buenos Aires

Argentina

Museum

The Jewish Museum
Holocaust and Research
Centre

Melborne

Australia

Museum

Jewish Victims of the
Holocaust

Melbourne

Australia

Monument

Raoul Wallenberg Memorial Melbourne
Kew

Australia

Statue

Leo Baeck Centre for
Progressive Judaism
Holocaust Memorial

Kew

Australia

Memorial

Melbourne General
Cemetery Holocaust
Memorial

Parkville

Australia

Cemetery

Sydney Jewish Museum

Sydney

Australia

Museum

The Judenplatz Holocaust
Memorial

Vienna

Austria

Memorial/statue

House of Names

Graz

Austria

Museum

House of Responsibility

Braunau am Inn

Austria

Adolf Hitler’s house

Mauthausen Concentration
Camp Memorial

Mauthausen

Austria

Concentration camp/
museum

The Pit

Minsk

Belarus

Monument and statue

Holocaust Memorial

Antwerp

Belgium

Monument

Kazerne Dossin

Mechelen

Belgium

Museum and transit
camp

Holocaust Victims Memorial Rio de Janerio

Brazil

Statue and cemetery

Holocaust Museum in
Curitiba

Curitiba, Parana

Brazil

Museum

Holocaust Memorial
Sculpture

Edmonton, Alberta

Canada

Statue

The Montreal Holocaust
Memorial Centre

Montreal, Quebec

Canada

Museum

The National Holocaust
Monument

Ottawa, Ontario

Canada

Monument/memorial

Sarah and Chaim Neuberger Toronto
Holocaust Education Centre

Canada

Museum

Hong Kong Holocaust and
Tolerance Centre

Hong Kong

People’s
Republic of
China

Learning centre, similar
to a library or research
facility

Shanghai Jewish Refugees
Museum

Shanghai

People’s
Republic of
China

Museum

Continued
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Table 22.1. Continued
Site name

City

Country

Type of site

The Jasenovac Memorial
Area

Jasenovac

Croatia

Memorial site/
concentration camp/
museum

Memorial Centre Lipa
Remembers

Lipa, Matulji

Croatia

Memorial/museum

The Holocaust and the
Creation of a Living
Community

Old Havana

Cuba

Monument

Holocaust Memorial

Santa Clara

Cuba

Memorial

Pinkas Synagogue

Prague

Czech
Republic

Museum/cemetery

Holocaust Memorial

Valasske Mezirici

Czech
Republic

Statue

Theresienstadt
Concentration Camp

Terezin

Czech
Republic

Concentration camp/
museum

Danish Jewish Museum

Copenhagen

Denmark

Museum

Klooga Memorial

Klooga

Estonia

Statue memorial at
the site of a former
concentration camp

Memorial at Kalevi-Liiva

Kalevi-Liiva Dunes

Estonia

Statue memorial

Musée departemental de
Résistance et Déportation

Agen

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance et
de la Déportation

Angouleme

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance
d’Anterrieux

Anterrieux

France

Museum

Centre de la Résistance et
de la Déportation du Pays
d’Arles

Arles

France

Museum (not yet open to
the public)

The Museum of French
Besançon
Resistance and Deportation

France

Museum/statue

Musée de la Résistance,
de la Déportation et de la
Liberation du Loir-et-Cher

Blois

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance de
Bondues au Fort Lobau

Bondues

France

Museum/Historic Fort

Centre Jean Moulin

Bordeaux

France

Documentation centre
and museum

Musée de la Résistance
et de la Déportation de
Bourges et du Cher

Bourges

France

Museum

Centre National d’Etudes
de la Résistance et de
la Déportation Edmond
Michelet

Brive-la-Gaillarde

France

Museum/documentation
centre

Continued
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Continued

Site name

City

Country

Type of site

Memorial de Caen

Caen

France

Memorial/museum

Musée de la Résistance

Castellane

France

Museum

Centre regional de la
Résistance et de la
Déportation de Castelnau-
le-Lez

Castelnau-le-Lez

France

Museum

Musée du souvenir de
Chalons

Charlons-en-Champagne

France

Museum

Chamalières
Musée de la Résistance,
de l’Internement et de la
Déportation de Chamalières

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance
Nationale de Champigny-
sur-Marne

Campigny-sur-Marne

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance
de Châteaubriant-Voves-
Rouillé

Châteaubriant

France

Museum

Mémorial du Vercors

Vassieux-en-Vercors

France

Memorial

France

Memorial

Mémorial Charles de Gaulle Colombey-les-Deux-Églises
Mémorial de l’internement
et de la Déportation

Compiègne

France

Memorial

Musée de la Résistance et
de la Déportation

Fargniers

France

Museum

Musée Départemental
Forges-les-Eaux
de la Résistance et de la
Déportation de Forges-les-
Eaux

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance,
de la Déportation et de la
Seconde Guerre Mondiale

Frugières-le-Pin

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance et
de la Déportation de l’Isère

Grenoble

France

Museum

Maison d’Izieu mémorial
Izieu
des enfants juifs exterminés

France

Museum

Lieu de Mémoire au
Chambon-sur-Lignon

Le Chambon-sur-Lignon,
Haute-Loire

France

Museum

Musée départemental
de la Résistance et de la
Déportation

Lorris

France

Museum

Centre d’Histoire de
la Résistance et de la
Déportation

Lyon

France

Education/research
centre

Musée de la Résistance et
de la Déportation

Montauban

France

Museum

Continued
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Continued

Site name

City

Country

Type of site

Musée Bourbonnais de la
Résistance Nationale

Montluçon

France

Musuem

Musée de l’Histoire Vivante

Montreuil

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance et
de la Déportation

Nantua

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance
Henri Queuille

Neuvic

France

Museum

Centre de recherche et
d'étude azuréen du Musée
de la Résistance Nationale

Nice

France

Museum

Centre de la mémoire
Oradour-sur-Glane
d’Oradour-sur-Glane, village
martyr

France

Museum

Paris
Mémorial du Maréchal
Leclerc de Hauteclocque et
de la Libération de Paris et
Musée Jean Moulin

France

Museum

Musée de l’Ordre de la
Libération

Paris

France

Museum

Centre of Contemporary
Jewish Documentation &
Mémorial de la Shoah

Paris

France

Museum/documentation
centre

Musée de la Résistance

Peyrat-le-Château

France

Museum

Musée de la reddition de
Reims

Reims

France

Museum

Musée pyrénéen de
la Résistance et de la
Libération, dans l’Ariège

Rimont

France

Museum

Centre Historique de la
Résistance en Drôme et
de la Déportation de
Romans

Romans-sur-Isère

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance en
Morvan

Saint-Brisson

France

Museum

Mémorial de la Résistance
et de la Déportation de la
Loire

Saint-Étienne

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance
Bretonne

Saint-Marcel

France

Museum

Le Centre Européen du
Résistant déporté au
Struthof

Natzwiller

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance et
de la Déportation

Tarbes

France

Museum

Continued

Designing Experiences at Holocaust Memorial Sites

231

Table 22.1. Continued
Site name

City

Country

Type of site

Musée de la Résistance
et de la Déportation de
Picardie

Tergnier

France

Museum

Musée Départemental de la Thônes, La Balme-de-Thuy
Résistance

France

Museum

Centre Régional Résistance Thouars
et Liberté

France

Museum/learning centre

Musée départemental
de la Résistance et de la
Déportation

Toulouse

France

Museum

Musée vauzélien de la
Résistance Nationale

Varennes-Vauzelles

France

Museum

Musée départemental
de la déportation et de
l’internement

Varilhes

France

Museum

Mémorial de la Résistance

Vassieux-en-Vercors

France

Museum

Musée de la Résistance

Villargondran

France

Museum

Bad Arolsen Holocaust
Archives

Bad Arolsen

Germany

Archives and
documentation centre

Holocaust Tower

Berlin

Germany

Museum

Memorial to the Murdered
Jews of Europe

Berlin

Germany

Memorial

Memorial to the
Berlin
Homosexuals Persecuted
under the National Socialist
Regime

Germany

Statue

Memorial to the Sinti and
Roma Victims of National
Socialist Regime

Berlin

Germany

Memorial glass pond

Franzosische Kapelle

Soest

Germany

Memorial/old prison
camp

Memorial to the Victims
of National Socialist
‘Euthanasia’ Killings

Berlin

Germany

Statue

Dachau Concentration
Camp Memorial Site

Dachau

Germany

Concentration camp/
museum

Ravensbruck Women’s
Concentration Camp
Memorial Museum

Furstenberg

Germany

Concentration camp/
museum

Neuengamme
Concentration Camp
Memorial

Hamburg

Germany

Concentration camp/
museum

Bergen-Belsen Memorial

Lohheide

Germany

Concentration camp/
memorial
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Continued

Site name

City

Country

Type of site

Memorial to residents of the Mannheim
‘Jewish House’ on Grosse
Merzelstrasse

Germany

Memorial

Memorial to the Jewish
Victims of National
Socialism

Mannheim

Germany

Memorial

House of the Wannsee
Conference

Berlin

Germany

Museum

Esterwegen Memorial

Papenburg

Germany

Memorial

All over
Europe

Stumbling blocks,
brass plates placed all
over streets in Europe
representing victims
of Nazi extermination.
Placed at their last
known residence before
falling victim to Nazi
capture.

Stolperstein

Topf & Sohne

Erfurt

Germany

Museum

European Holocaust
Memorial

Landsberg

Germany

Memorial (old Kaufering
VII concentration camp)

The Athens Holocaust
Memorial

Athens

Greece

Statue/memorial

Cemetery and Monument
for the Victims of the
Holocaust

Nikaia

Greece

Cemetery

Jewish Museum of Greece

Athens

Greece

Museum

Jewish Museum of
Thessaloniki

Thessaloniki, central
Macedonia

Greece

Museum

The Monument of the
Victims of the Holocaust in
the Jewish Martyrs Square

Rhodes

Greece

Statue

Monument to Young Jews in Kato Patissia, north of Athens
Pafos Square

Greece

Statue

Holocaust Memorial

Saloniki

Greece

Statue/memorial

Rhodes Jewish Museum

Rhodes

Greece

Museum

Holocaust Memorial of
Corfu

Xenophotos Stratigou, Corfu

Greece

Statue

Corrie Ten Boom House

Haarlem

Holland

Museum

Holocaust Memorial Center Budapest

Hungary

Museum

Shoes on the Dunaube
Bank

Budapest

Hungary

Statue

Yad Vashem

Jerusalem

Israel

Museum, Holocaust
memorial complex
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Site name

City

Country

Type of site

Ghetto Fighters’ House
Museum

Western Galilee

Israel

Museum – first Holocaust
museum

Beit Theresienstadt

Kibbutz Givat Haim

Israel

Museum

Massuah Institute for the
Study of the Holocaust

Tel Yizhak

Israel

Museum

From Holocaust to Revival
Museum

Lohamei Yad Mordechai

Israel

Museum

Kiryat Bialystok

Yehud

Israel

Memorial town and
museum

Chamber of the Holocaust

Mount Zion, Jerusalem

Israel

Museum

Ani Ma’amin Holocaust
Museum

Jerusalem

Israel

Museum

Forest of the Martyrs

Jerusalem

Israel

Monument/memorial
forest

LGBT Memorial to LGBT
people persecuted by the
Nazis

Tel Aviv

Israel

Statue

The sculpture garden of
Holocaust to resurrection

Karmiel

Israel

Statue garden

Memoriale della Shoah

Milan

Italy

Memorial

Museo della Deportazione

Prato

Italy

Museum

Museo della Shoah

Rome

Italy

Museum

Museo Diffuso della
Resistenza Torine

Torino

Italy

Museum

Holocaust Education Center Fukuyuma

Japan

Museum

Tokyo Holocaust Education
Resource Center

Tokyo

Japan

Museum/research centre

Memorial Complex

Rumbula

Latvia

Memorial/statues

Memorial complex

Salaspils

Latvia

Statue complex

Museum of Tolerance at the Tiga
Site of Kaiserwald

Latvia

Museum

Museum ‘Jews in Latvia’

Riga

Latvia

Museum

Riga ghetto and Holocaust
in Latvia Museum

Riga

Latvia

Museum

Holocaust Memorial

Kaunas

Lithuania

Memorial

Holocaust Memorial Center Skopje
for the Jews of
Macedonia

Macedonia

Museum

The Chisinau Ghetto Ruins

Chisinau

Moldova

Synagogue/cemetery

The Tuvia Maizel Holocaust
Museum

Mexico City

Mexico

Museum

Netherlands

Monument

Auschwitz Monument – The Amsterdam
Broken Mirror Exhibit
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Site name

City

Country

Type of site

Ravensbruck Monument

Amsterdam

Netherlands

Monument

The Anne Frank House

Amsterdam

Netherlands

Museum

The Hollandsche
Schouwburg

Amsterdam

Netherlands

Musuem

The Joods Historicsch
Museum

Amsterdam

Netherlands

Museum

The Homomonument

Amsterdam

Netherlands

Memorial

Hollandsche Schouwburg

Amsterdam

Netherlands

Monument/museum

The Westerbork Camp and
information centre

Westerbork

Netherlands

Museum

Herzogenbush
concentration Camp

Vught

Netherlands

Museum and monument

Center for Studies of
Holocaust and Religious
Minorities

Oslo

Norway

Research and education
Centre

Holocaust Museum

Gdansk

Poland

Museum

State Museum

Majdanek

Poland

Concentration camp/
museum

Auschwitz Concentration
Camp

Oswiecim

Poland

Museum/concentration
camp

Auschwitz-Birkenau State
Museum

Oswiecim

Poland

Museum

The Oswiecim Synagogue

Oswiecim

Poland

Museum

Gross-Rosen Museum

Rogoznica

Poland

Concentration camp/
museum

Belzec Extermination Camp Belzec

Poland

Museum/memorial

Monument to the Heroes of Warsaw
the Ghetto

Poland

Memorial

POLIN Museum of the
History of Polish Jews

Warsaw

Poland

Museum

Radgast Train Station

Lodz

Poland

Memorial

Treblinka Extermination
Camp

Treblinka Forest

Poland

Memorial/concentration
camp

Holocaust Memorial

Bucharest

Romania

Memorial

Ellie Wiesel Memorial House Bucharest

Romania

Museum

Holocaust Memorial
Synagogue

Moscow

Russia

Museum/synagogue

Russian Research and
Educational Holocaust
Center

Moscow

Russia

Research and
educational centre

Memorial Park Jajinci

Belgrade Municipality
Vozdovac

Serbia

Memorial complex/
statues
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Site name

City
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Type of site

Sumarice Genocide
Memorial Park

Kragujevac

Serbia

Memorial complex

Banjica Concentration
Camp

Belgrade

Serbia

Memorial/concentration
camp

Bubanj Memorial Park

Nis

Serbia

Memorial complex/
statues

Crveni Krst Concentration
Camp

Nis

Serbia

Museum

Museum of Genocide
Victims

Belgrade

Serbia

Museum/research centre

Muzeum holokaustu a
zidovskej kultury

Serd

Slovakia

Museum

SNM- Muzuem zidovskej
kultury Bratislava

Bratislava

Slovakia

Museum

The Cape Town Holocaust
Centre

Cape Town

South Africa

Museum

Durban Holocaust Centre

Durban

South Africa

Museum

The Johannesburg
Holocaust and Genocide
Centre

Johannesburg

South Africa

Museum

Monument to the Victims
of the Mauthausen
Concentration Camp

Almeria

Spain

Memorial

Paramaribo Holocaust
Memorial

Paramaribo

Suriname

Statue/memorial

Monument to the Memory
of the Holocaust Victims –
The Great Synagogue

Stockholm

Sweden

Monument

The new entrance and
annex of the theatre
Storsjoteatern

Ostersund

Sweden

Memorial

Ukrainian Institute for
Holocaust Studies

Dnepropetrovsk

Ukraine

Research and
educational centre

Babi Yar Holocaust
Memorial Center

Kiev

Ukraine

Memorial/educational
centre

Beth Shalom Holocaust
Centre

Nottinghamshire

UK

Museum

The Imperial War Museum
Holocaust Exhibition

London

UK

Museum

The Wiener Library for the
Study of the Holocaust and
Genocide

London

UK

Library

The Hyde Park Holocaust
Memorial

Hyde Park, London

UK

Memorial park
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Site name

City

Country

Type of site

The Memorial at the Church Stamford
of St Michael the Greater

UK

Memorial

The Holocaust and
Tolerance Museum

Chandler, Arizona

USA

Museum

Jewish History Museum/
Holocaust History Museum

Tucson, Arizona

USA

Museum

The Desert Holocaust
Memorial

Palm Desert, California

USA

Memorial

JFCS Holocaust Center –
the Holocaust Center of
Northern California

San Francisco, California

USA

Museum

The Holocaust Memorial
at California Palace of the
Legion of Honor

Lincoln Park, San Francisco,
California

USA

Memorial

Los Angeles Museum of the Los Angeles, California
Holocaust

USA

Museum

The Museum of Tolerance

Los Angeles, California

USA

Museum

The Simon Wiesenthal
Center

Los Angeles, California

USA

Human rights centre

The Babi Yar Park

Denver, Colorado

USA

Memorial park connected
to Mizel Museum

The Mizel Museum

Denver, Colorado

USA

Museum

The Florida Holocaust
Museum

St Petersburg, Florida

USA

Museum

The Holocaust Memorial
of the Greater Jewish
Federation

Miami Beach, Florida

USA

Memorial

The Holocaust
Dania Beach, Florida
Documentation & Education
Center

USA

Education and research
center

The Holocaust Memorial
Resource & Education
Center of Florida

Maitland, Florida

USA

Education and research
centre

The Holocaust Museum of
South-west Florida

Naples, Florida

USA

Museum

The Kennesaw State
University Museum of
History and Holocaust
Education

Kennesaw, Georgia

USA

Museum

The William Brenan Jewish
Heritage & Holocaust
Museum

Atlanta, Georgia

USA

Museum

Six Million Hebrews
Monument

Fitzgerald, Georgia

USA

Statue

Continued

Designing Experiences at Holocaust Memorial Sites

Table 22.1.

237

Continued

Site name

City
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Illinois Holocaust Museum
and Education Center

Skokie, Illinois

USA

Museum

CANDLES Holocaust
Museum and Education
Center

Terre Haute, Indiana

USA

Museum

New Orleans Holocaust
Memorial at Woldenberg
Park

New Orleans, Louisiana

USA

Statue

Alexandria Holocaust
Memorial

Alexandria, Louisiana

USA

Statue

The Holocaust and Human
Rights Center of Maine

Augusta, Maine

USA

Education/research
centre

The Baltimore Holocaust
Memorial

Baltimore, Maryland

USA

Statue/memorial

The New England Holocaust Boston, Massachusetts
Memorial

USA

Memorial

The Holocaust Memorial
Center

Farmington Hills, Michigan

USA

Museum

University of Michigan
Holocaust Memorial

Ann Arbor, Michigan

USA

Statue

Holocaust Memorial

Royal Oak, Michigan

USA

Statue

Clarksdale, Holocaust
Memorial

Clarksdale, Mississippi

USA

Statue

Holocaust Museum &
Learning Center

St Louis, Missouri

USA

Museum

The Nebraska Holocaust
Memorial

Lincoln, Nebraska

USA

Memorial

New Hampshire Holocaust
Memorial

Nashua, New Hampshire

USA

Memorial

Liberation, Liberty State
Park

Jersey City, New Jersey

USA

Statue

Camden County Holocaust
Memorial

Cherry Hill, New Jersey

USA

Statue

The New Mexico Holocaust Albuquerque, New Mexico
& Intolerance Museum

USA

Museum

Amud Aish Memorial
Museum

Brooklyn, New York

USA

Museum

Holocaust Memorial Park

Brooklyn, New York

USA

Memorial

Museum of Jewish Heritage Manhattan, New York

USA

Museum

Holocaust Memorial, City
Hall Plaza

Long Beach, New York

USA

Statue

Holocaust Memorial and
Long Island, New York
Tolerance Center of Nassau
County

USA

Museum and memorial
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Memorial to All Victims of
the Holocaust, New York
Supreme Court

Manhattan, New York

USA

Statue

Stuart Elenko Holocaust
Museum at the Bronx High
School of Science

Bronx, New York

USA

Museum

Ohio Holocaust and
Liberators Memorial at the
Ohio Statehouse

Columbus, Ohio

USA

Memorial

The Center for Holocaust
and Humanity Education

Cincinnati, Ohio

USA

Museum/education and
research center

Holocaust Memorial

Cleveland, Ohio

USA

Memorial

Maltz Museum of Jewish
Heritage

Beachwood, Ohio

USA

Museum

Oregon Holocaust Memorial Portland, Oregon

USA

Memorial

The Holocaust Awareness
Museum and Education
Center

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

USA

Museum/education and
research centre

Holocaust Memorial

Harrisburg, Pennsylvania

USA

Memorial

Holocaust Center of
Pittsburgh

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

USA

Education and research
center

Philadelphia Holocaust
Memorial at Benjamin
Franklin Parkway

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

USA

Memorial

Sandra Bornstein Holocaust Providence, Rhode Island
Education Center

USA

Education and research
center

Rhode Island Holocaust
Memorial Park

Providence, Rhode Island

USA

Memorial

Charleston Holocaust
Memorial

Charleston, South Carolina

USA

Memorial

Nashville Holocaust
Memorial

Nashville, Tennessee

USA

Memorial

The Children’s Holocaust
Memorial and Paper Clip
Project at Whitwell Middle
School

Whitwell, Tennessee

USA

Memorial

The Dallas Holocaust
Museum/Center for
Education and Tolerance

Dallas, Texas

USA

Museum

The El Paso Holocaust
Museum and Study Center

El Paso, Texas

USA

Museum/education and
research center

Holocaust Museum

Houston, Texas

USA

Museum

The Holocaust Memorial
Museum

San Antonio, Texas

USA

Museum
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The USA Holocaust
Memorial Museum

Washington, DC

USA

Museum

Holocaust Memorial

Milwaukee, Wisconsin

USA

Memorial

Emek Sholom Holocaust
Memorial Cemetery

Henrico, Virginia

USA

Cemetery

The Virginia Holocaust
Museum

Richmond, Virginia

USA

Museum

Memorial del Holocausto
del Pueblo Judio

Montevideo

Uruguay

Memorial

(Markovsky, 1988) and agency (Festinger,
1962; Markovsky, 1988).
Provocation as an interpretational method is commonly employed by dark tourism sites
to make the visitor's experience more memorable. Provocation is especially well suited to
Holocaust tourism experiences and has been
regularly utilized at Holocaust sites because it
allows visitors to think deeply about (Rahaman
and Tan, 2010) the experience, learn new
paradigms and change beliefs or behaviours.
One way in which this is done is through asking provocative questions. For example, banners at the Holocaust Museum in Washington,
DC, read ‘Never Stop Asking Why’ and ‘This
Museum is not an answer, it is a question’; and
guides at Auschwitz and Dachau ask visitors at
the end of their tours, ‘What are humans capable of ?’ and ‘How can we keep this from ever
happening again?’ These provocative questions
can lead visitors to face their cognitive dissonance and reevaluate what they believe about
human cruelty and terror and their responsibility to stop events like the Holocaust from occurring in the future.

Four Realms of Experience model
Pine and Gilmore’s (2011) Four Realms of
Experience model explores ways to stage experiences for guests, focusing on the proposition that staging experiences is about engaging
guests, not about entertaining them. The more
guests are engaged in the experience, the more
likely it is that the experience is meaningful or
transformational (Duerden et al., 2018).

In Pine and Gilmore’s model, the four
realms of experience are summarized as the
4Es: Entertainment, Education, Esthetic and
Escapist. To explain this better, the four realms
can be placed in a 2×2 matrix with guest participation ranging from passive to active along
the horizontal axis and the type of environmental relationship ranging from immersive to
absorption on the vertical axis (Lowy and Hood,
2004; Pine and Gilmore, 2011; see Fig. 22.1).
Regarding the horizontal axis, passive participation is defined as participants who do not directly influence or affect an experience, whereas an
active participant is directly engaged in creating
their own experience. The level of participants’
activities in an experience will vary according
to their personal preferences and the type of
activity in which they participate. Regarding
the vertical axis, absorption occupies a person’s
attention, whereas immersion requires a person to be physically part of the experience itself
(Pine and Gilmore, 2011). For example, a person
watching someone play a virtual reality video
game is absorbing the experience, whereas the
person who is playing the game is immersed in
the experience.
The 4Es are mutually compatible and can be
intermixed to create unique guest experiences.
For example, an entertainment experience consists of a mix of passive participation and absorbing the environmental context. While Pine and
Gilmore use the term ‘entertainment’ to describe
this quadrant, it does not necessarily imply light-
hearted and fun activities. In the context of heritage interpretation, listening to a story would be
placed in this quadrant. Educational experiences
refer to the intermingling of active participation
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Fig. 22.1. The Four Realms of Experience model.

and absorbed connection to the environment.
Unlike entertainment, education requires active
participation by participants, with their minds
or bodies being fully engaged for educative experiences to take place. Escapist experiences refer to a person actively participating and being
immersed in the surrounding environment; this
may require the participant to be willing to forget the content of their normal lives and act as
someone or something else. Examples of escapist
experiences include games such as paintball, casino gambling and online multiple player games.
The esthetic quadrant involves passive participation integrated with an immersed connection to
the environment. Esthetic types of experiences
provide people with an authentic experience of
what it is like to be in an actual setting and to
help them experience a ‘sense of place’.
Entertainment, educational, escapist and
esthetic experiences are not mutually exclusive. Organizations that programme visitor experiences to involve a mix of these experience
realms create a more interesting and complete
experience. Pine and Gilmore suggest the ideal
experience is one that hits the ‘sweet spot’ of being right in the middle of all these types of experiences. When an experience involves all the
different experience types, it creates a more engaging experience for the participant.

Holocaust memorial sites often include elements of all four areas of the Four Realms of
Experience model. For example, entertainment
experiences are facilitated through use of videos
that describe daily life at concentration camps or
other similar memorial sites. Watching the video
is a passive participation activity while allowing
visitors to be absorbed within the content of the
video. Educational experiences are also common
at Holocaust memorial sites. For example, the
Dachau concentration camp, the first concentration camp built by the Nazis, has an exhibit
where visitors are asked to choose a coloured triangle from the prisoner symbol chart, with each
triangle representing a different type of prisoner (e.g. Jewish, political, criminal, Jehovah’s
Witness, Gypsies etc.). As they proceed through
the exhibit, guests are able to vicariously see
the possibilities of what may have happened to
them as that specific type of prisoner. The activity leads visitors through an imagination-based
experience of the camp based on the type of prisoner they chose.
Many Holocaust sites also provide escapist experiences. This is particularly the case
where sites have buildings that have been left
in their original condition or restored to reflect
what they would have been like when the sites
were in use. Visitors are then left to explore and
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enter the buildings at their leisure. Visitors to
Mauthausen, for example, use an audio guide
to explore the camp. The audio guide helps visitors to immerse themselves deeper into the experience as they walk through the camp and
its buildings. The narration tells the stories of
what happened in the buildings in which visitors are standing. As the narration progresses,
sometimes the guest will be asked to make a
choice between one action over another. As this
happens, the guest will move through the buildings in a unique way. For example, the story was
given about a man waking up and having lost
his cap that night. It was part of his uniform and
he knew he would be executed at roll call that
morning if he did not have a cap. The question
was asked, Would you take another prisoner’s
cap who was sleeping and use it as your own,
knowing the same fate would befall your fellow
prisoner, or face the consequences yourself? In
this case, the visitor is having an escapist experience because they are in the same physical space
– where the morning roll call would have taken
place – as the former prisoner being described
in the narration, and are being asked to project
themselves into a similar emotional state to that
which the prisoner may have experienced in being asked to make a decision and then symbolically seeing the consequence of that decision.
The visitor is therefore truly an active participant and immersed in the experience.
Esthetic experiences are also present at
Holocaust memorial sites. This is more plainly
manifested in cases where visitors are allowed
to freely explore the grounds without any type
of interpretation or narrative to guide them. In
this way, visitors can be immersed in the site and
be left to draw their own conclusions and create
their own experiences.
The ‘sweet spot’ experience happens when
entertainment, education, escapist and esthetic are all present at once. A sweet-spot personal experience for one of the authors was at
Mauthausen. The guide brought his small group
to an overlook of Mauthausen’s ‘stairs of death’.
He shared information about the prisoners and
the work they were required to do in the quarry.
He then told of the 186 steep steps the prisoners
were required to ascend carrying large stones.
From this point he let the small group ponder
the information, listen to the sounds of nature
and see the visual of a prisoner’s nightgown,
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which had been attached to the fence, blow in
the breeze.
The guide then read a letter to the local
police from Mrs Gusenbauer, a neighbour of
Mauthausen:
In the Mauthausen Concentration Camp, at the
Wienergraben, prisoners are constantly being
shot. Those of them who are not hit accurately
lie there next to the dead for hours, sometimes
even half a day long. My property is situated on
a hill next to the Wienergraben, and one thus
becomes an unwilling witness to such atrocities.
I am not well as it is, and such sights take such
a toll on my nerves that I will not be able to
endure this for long. I ask that an instruction
be commissioned to cease such inhuman acts
or respectively done elsewhere where one does
not see it.
(Letter from the police station in Mauthausen
to the local government in Perg concerning
the complaint of Mrs Eleonore Gusenbauer
pertaining to inhuman treatment of
concentration inmates, 27 September 1941)

The guide then asks the group to take the
role of Mrs Gusenbauer and leads a discussion
based on the passage about what her role was and
was not within the Mauthausen community and
the events that took place there. The guide then
follows up with the question, ‘If you were Mrs
Gusenbauer, what would you do? Furthermore
how are you being a Mrs Gusenbauer in today’s
society? What are you doing about what you
see?’ The purpose of these questions is to have
the group members reflect and realize that each
person is part of the problem and the solution.
This is an example of how an experience hits the
sweet spot and has elements of entertainment,
education, escapist and esthetics.

The THEME model
The THEME Model is based on the concept of
‘theme-ing’ or orchestrating a structured experience for visitors (Pine and Gilmore, 2011; see
Duerden et al., 2015). While those responsible
for experience development at sites use theme-
ing as a framework to develop a particular theme
or motif for a site, theme-ing should be the dominant idea or organizing principle that influences
every staged element of an experience.
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Theme-ing consists of five principles that
should be considered when creating a structured
experience:

•
•
•
•
•

Theme the experience;
Harmonize impressions with positive cues;
Eliminate negative cues;
Mix in memorabilia; and
Engage the five senses.

The first element is ‘Theme the experience’.
A well-defined theme is the first and most important step in staging a good experience. The chosen theme provides the framework for the types
of experiences visitors will have, which influence
not just their perceptions of quality but also how
they organize and formulate their memories of
their experience. Many organizations work to
build themes into the customer experience. Disney
theme parks, for example, are leaders in creating realistic, controlled and effective themes for
visitors (Bryman, 1999; Milman, 2010; Wong
and Cheung, 1999). However, many organizations stop short of providing complete themes for
their guests, emphasizing the built environment
and not telling a fuller or complete story around
a theme. For example, a restaurant may have a
seafood motif, with a saltwater aquarium in the
lobby and ocean murals on the walls, but the rest
of the restaurant is like other restaurants. The seafood restaurant is using the ocean motif in its built
environment but does not use the complete theme
model. An effective theme is more than staging an
experience − it is scripting a story that would be
incomplete without visitor engagement in a site
to explore and co-create the experience. As White
(1998) notes, themes draw ‘guests into a fanciful,
imaginary world and have the potential to touch
the eye, mind, and head of visitors’.
To help more deeply engage visitors in a
structured experience, Schmitt (2003) suggest
nine primary themes to consider when developing a story: history, religion, fashion, politics,
psychology, philosophy, the physical world, popular culture, and the arts. These themes, however, are starting points from which experience
designers can begin to develop the theme within
which they want to tell their story. Experience
designers must strongly consider what theme(s)
is/are appropriate for the visitor experience they
wish to engineer. Utilizing an inappropriate
theme can drastically change the story, emotions
and lasting memories that visitors experience.

The themes that Holocaust memorial sites
use to develop a particular interpretational emphasis will vary from site to site. For example,
concentration camps will often focus on the
life and stories of the camp’s residents. This is
accomplished through taking guests into the
buildings, discussing the type of work that was
done, showing pictures of the camp when it was
functioning and providing first-hand accounts
from the prisoners and guards. The Memorial to
Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin uses a different theme and focuses on fostering both remembrance and commemoration of Jews who lost
their lives (Sion, 2010; Stiftung Denkmal fur die
emordeten Juden Europas, n.d.).
‘Harmonizing impressions with positive
cues’ refers to the creation of ‘indelible impressions’, which affirm the nature of an experience
(Pine and Gilmore, 2011, p. 78). In other words,
visitors should leave a site having had several
positive smaller experiences that create an affirmative experience overall. These ‘indelible
impressions’ are created using cues. Cues are environmental or behavioural signals or prompts
found in the experience that help to create a
particular impression. Cues can be divided into
two types: mechanical cues, which are cues that
engage the human senses; and humanic cues,
which involve the employees or others involved
in the visitor encounter. It is the combination of
these cues that align to help produce the impressions guests have during the experience. Once
the cues are set to trigger certain impressions,
the theme will come out.
Holocaust memorial sites carefully consider
the cues and impressions they leave with guests.
A guide at the Natzweiler-Struthof memorial
site in France told the authors that each picture
and quote used at the site is carefully considered
before they are used because of the important
role they play in influencing the impressions
and thoughts of visitors. The role of the guide,
then, is to ensure that the stories and narratives
fit together with the pictures and quotes. If the
narrative does not support the other non-verbal
cues, visitors might be left confused as to the
messaging of the site, and their impressions of
the site will not be as strong or as deep.
In order to ensure harmonizing positive
cues, it is necessary to ‘eliminat[e] negative
cues’ from experience design. Site managers
need to ensure anything at the site that might
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detract from the theme is minimized. This goes
beyond the basic mechanics of ensuring that
the garbage is picked up, the restrooms are clean
and the built environment is not distracting; it
also includes safeguarding against too much
interpretation, instruction and the presence of
meaningless or trivial information. Presenting
too many cues within an experience can be distracting and can ruin the visitor experience.
All the Holocaust memorial sites the authors
have visited seemed to do well at eliminating basic
negative cues. It was apparent that staff treated
these sites as sacred ground, as meticulous care
had been taken to make sure the grounds were
clean and well organized. More importantly, the
amount of information presented to visitors while
wandering through the memorials and grounds
was kept to a minimum. As the Mauthausen education director told the authors, ‘We try to keep the
grounds nice to honour what happened here, but
we also try to keep it clean from too much information. Sometimes it is best to give the mind space
to process without cluttering it with too much information.’ As such, the eliminating of negative
cues is an interpretation technique that is used at
most Holocaust memorial sites. However, at many
of the sites’ museums – typically a building separated from the actual memorial – there was the
negative cue of too much information. Most museums shared information via plaques that were
often text-heavy and difficult to read unless you
were close to. One visitor reading the plaque could
often block someone else’s view of the exhibit and
negatively impact that guest’s experience.
‘Memorabilia’ refers to physical objects
or items that people purchase to help convey
the memories and emotions they felt from participating in an experience. Memorabilia or
souvenirs are purchased by visitors as tangible
reminders of the experiences they had in particular locations (Swanson and Timothy, 2012).
Pine and Gilmore (2011) suggest that all experiences run the risk of fading out of memory without a physical reminder. Memorabilia, therefore,
help guests to retain the memory of their experience over a longer timeframe. Memorabilia also
serve as a way to socialize an experience, as the
purchased object can be used as a conversation
starter when visitors attempt to share their travel experiences with friends and family.
Memorabilia were found at the Holocaust
sites the authors visited. These sites were not
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overly commercialized like large tourist venues;
rather, the sites had bookstores where guests could
purchase historical material about the site and the
events that took place there. Large picture-books
seemed to be the most popular visitor purchases.
One cashier the authors spoke with said that postcards with pictures of the entrance gates or aerial
views of the site were among the most popular
items purchased by visitors. The only free memorabilia that were offered at these sites were the
ticket stub and a general map of the site.
‘Engaging the five senses’ refers to the involvement of sensory stimulants (e.g. sight, smell,
taste, touch and sound) in the development of experiences. Engaging the five senses tends to make
experiences more memorable. However, experience designs that include sensory stimulants need
to be carefully designed instead of haphazardly
included into a theme; that is, engaging the senses
must work to help promote a particular cue and
not distract from it. For example, an automated
voice over a speaker system giving directions or
giving safety instructions is likely to distract from
the experience and the overall theme, depending
on where on the site or at what point of the tour
the directions or instructions are given.
Holocaust sites generally have wonderful visual sensory stimulants that include videos, photographs, artefacts, art, maps and other
graphics that tell the story of the site. Sound
sensations, such as interviews with survivors,
sound effects and video and sound footage from
the Holocaust era, add to the interpretation and
overall experience of a site. Sometimes touch is
employed in certain exhibits, but touch, as well
as smell and taste, are uncommon at these sites.
During a guided tour of Dachau, the tour guide
stated that some visitors to death camps and
their crematoria claim that they can smell the
death in those locations.

Implementing the Experiential Tools
Surprisingly, several Holocaust tourism sites are
reportedly uninterested in experience design.
Managers at these sites claim that every person
brings their own background to the site and, because of this, will ultimately have a unique and
individual experience with the site. As such, site
managers prefer to let the site speak for itself
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without any specific experience design in mind
for visitors. Nevertheless, these providers usually have some non-articulated design objectives
in mind for their visitors. They hope for specific
guest outcomes, such as increased sympathy for
Holocaust victims, a better understanding of the
events that took place during the Holocaust or a
deeper commitment to fight against hatred and
racism. Failure to design an experience to meet
these objectives may mean a failure to take full
advantage of the experiences available through
Holocaust tourism.
For example, the Public Relations Director
of the Anne Frank House told the authors that
the mission of the Holocaust site was to preserve Anne Frank’s hiding place and to allow
the public to experience this place. While site
managers develop educational programmes,
they make every attempt not to manipulate
visitor emotions and instead allow visitors to
‘connect with themselves’. In other words, the
management of the Frank House leaves it up to
visitors to find the personal meaning they gain
from their visit instead of programming for a
specific targeted outcome.
The Frank House employs some experience design mechanisms intuitively: they give
visitors audio headsets, which allow for a ‘quiet’ space in the house for reflection, and they
limit the number of visitors at the house at any
one time to ensure a ‘good’ experience for everyone. Exhibits are designed from the height
perspective of a child to place the emphasis
on Anne Frank’s childhood experiences at the
house. Still, the site managers are cautious
about including too much information; they
want to provide just enough to teach about
the war, the Jewish persecution and for visitors
to ‘get the story’ so they can create their own
experience.
Holocaust tourism sites might enhance
visitor experiences by utilizing more experience
design tools than they have previously. For example, provocation can be dramatically utilized
as an ending to every Holocaust site experience.
The authors have experienced two different endings to visits at Dachau that illustrate the importance of a provocative ending. During one visit,
the tour ended at the crematoria with provocative reflection. In contrast, another visit ended
in the museum with its crowds and feelings
of busyness and did not include a provocative

ending. This first visit felt much more impactful
and meaningful.
As relating to the Four Realms of Experience
model, Holocaust site managers or education directors might focus more attention in the experience areas besides education. There is a great
tendency to want to provide information to create an educational experience, but this can be
overdone. For example, at the Schindler’s Factory
Museum in Kraków, Poland, so much information
is in their exhibits that the other experience opportunities such as aesthetic or escapist experiences
are missing.
Holocaust site managers could use THEME
by considering more fully the five senses and
memorabilia offerings. For example, the hearing sense as experienced at the Frank House is
mostly silence, so that the shuffling of patrons’
feet is noticed, and one might think of the quiet
needed for those hiding there to remain undetected. Appropriate memorabilia at Holocaust
sites is challenging, but something as simple as providing a simple card with the name
of a Holocaust victim, as is the case in some
Holocaust museums, is a meaningful reminder
of their experiences.
Overall, Holocaust sites might improve
their experience design by better articulating the experience they hope their visitors
will have. Commonly, this experience aspiration might be teased out of the mission of the
Holocaust site, but it was not regularly or easily articulated by those contacted for this chapter. As such, being able to create and follow an
articulated vision of visitor experience will allow for the design of those experiences to come
more naturally. For example, managers at the
Natzweiler-Struthof Concentration Camp stated that the development of a clear experience
mission statement made the refurbishment of
their exhibits much easier.

Conclusion
Our analysis and application of experience design tools to Holocaust tourism sites leads us to
ask, ‘Could these sites improve their interpretation methods to enhance visitor experiences?’
While it is easy to find meaningful examples
of Holocaust tourism experience design, some
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Holocaust tourism sites could better articulate
the experience they are hoping to provide for
their visitors in line with their mission and purpose. To do so, Holocaust education directors
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at these sites could utilize the simple tools of
experience design highlighted in this chapter –
provocation; the Four Realms of Experience; and
THEME – to deepen the visitor experience.
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Dark Tourism
and Pilgrimage
Edited by Daniel H. Olsen and Maximiliano E. Korstanje
In recent years, there has been a growth in both the practice and
research of dark tourism, the phenomenon of visiting sites of tragedy
or disaster. Exploring this trend, this book examines dark tourism
through the new lens of pilgrimage, focusing on dark tourism sites as
pilgrimage destinations, dark tourists as pilgrims, and dark tourism as
a form of pilgrimage. It considers aspects of both religious and nonreligious pilgrimage, covering theories and histories of dark tourism and
pilgrimage, pilgrimage to dark tourism sites, and experience design.
This book:
• Is the first to combine the fields of dark tourism and pilgrimage.
• Includes case studies, such as visitor experience at the Aboriginal
Culture Gallery in Western Australia, visitor motivation and meaning
at Japan’s Aokigahara or ‘suicide forest’ and the complicated
intersections of hip-hop pilgrimage and dark tourism in the Bronx.
• Is written by a multidisciplinary set of contributing authors from
Europe, the Americas, Australasia and Asia to give a globally relevant
view of dark tourism and pilgrimage.
A key resource for researchers and students of heritage, tourism and
pilgrimage, this book will also be of great interest to those studying
anthropology, religious studies and related social science subjects.

