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Interdisciplinary studies focused on the Holocaust, marty-
rology museums, and memorial sites, attract researchers of 
various disciplines, which inevitably translates into the se-
lection of addressed topics. The analyses are conducted by 
both academics and practitioners (museum employees), mu-
tually benefitting from the experience exchange. Additionally, 
important and equally well-heard voices are those of the 
Survivors. It is the representation of death in the monuments 
by Wiktor Tołkin found at the museums at the former con-
centration camps: Stutthof and Majdanek1 that is discussed 
from a perspective of an art historian, confronted with the 
theorical framework related to the aesthetics of death re-
presentations in martyrology museums. When demonstra-
ting the connection between the theory of death represen-
tation aesthetics in historical displays and the monuments at 
Stutthof and Majdanek, I will resort to the research of Anna  
Ziębińska-Witek2 analysing Holocaust-dedicated museum 
displays. This topic as well as that of the Holocaust victims is 
extremely broad, additionally evolving all the time thanks to 
e.g., new generations appearing among the public.3

The paper’s title hints at Pierre Nora’s concept of les lieux 
de mémoire engendering fruitful analyses already well rooted 
in science.4 Without going deeper into the complexity of the 
issue, for the sake of the present paper I would like to out-
line the question of symbolic and real space within which  

I am intending to move. In the case of former concentration 
camps the symbolic sphere is expressed in treating those 
sites as ‘great cemeteries’. A monument then often fulfils 
the role of a symbolic tombstone, venue for meetings or 
ceremonies.5 Nora’s key assumption that ‘sites of memory’ 
are depositories of the past6 tightens the bond between the 
symbolic sphere and real space (sites’ materiality). What 
has affected the concept of real space in the present paper 
was Andrzej Szpociński’s statement: In our daily existence 
spaciality (spatial dimension of reality) is experienced with-
out any greater turbulences, temporality, however, is not.7 
Real space is a real place: sites of the former concentration 
camps (historical artefacts together with monuments) and 
museums operating there.

The author of two architectural-sculptural projects of in-
terest to me is Wiktor Tołkin (1922–2013).8 His art was af-
fected by the traumatic experience of WW II. As member of 
the Grey Ranks he was arrested by the Gestapo in Warsaw 
in 1942, then tortured, and taken to the KL Auschwitz- 
-Birkenau, where he was assigned the camp number 75886. 
Thanks to his family’s intervention his trial was held in 
Berlin; it proved no evidence to Tołkin’s clandestine activity 
(during the tortures, Tołkin did not admit to being member 
of the Grey Ranks, while the Gestapo found no connection 
he might have with the resistance), so as one of the very few 
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he was released in 1944; several months later, as a soldier of 
the Home Army (AK) he was fighting in the Warsaw Uprising 
in the 3rd Company commanded by Lt Jan Piotrowski ‘Lewar’. 
After the defeat of the Uprising, he was taken prisoner to the 
Sandbostel Stalag. Liberated by the Allies, he went to Belgium, 
where he started studying. A year later, he decided to return 
to Poland, to Gdansk, where his parents had moved from 
ruined Warsaw. Having graduated in architecture from the 
Gdansk Technological University, he, however, affiliated his 
artistic life with sculpture, although having no formal degree 
from the Higher School of Fine Arts in Gdansk.

When approaching the description and interpretation of 
two monument projects on the sites of the former concen-
tration camps at Stutthof and Majdanek and before their fi-
nal evaluation, it is important to emphasise that their con-
cepts were worked out mare than fifty years ago under 
entirely different cultural, social, and political circumstances. 
The evolution of a martyrology monument leading to an 
anti-monument9 (and I am convinced that in the future 
this stage, too, will be surpassed) testifies to a deep trans-
formation of forms and ideas, and it would be erroneous 
to apply the same measure to concepts distanced in time. 
The catalyst motivating the transformation of the formula 
of a martyrology monument is found in the conviction that  
traditional monuments, by objectifying a myth and ap-
plying naïve forms of illustrating history, blur this history’s 
deep understanding. The process may lead to no-memory, 
indifference, or denial. Hence the need for an alternative 
solution that could be seen in an anti-monument (counter-
monument).10 One of the examples being the 1986 Hamburg 
installation by Jochen Gerz and Esther Shalev-Gerz titled 
Against Fascism in which the emphasis is put not so much 
on the affirmation of history, but on the work to remember it 
by activating the beholder/passer by. In order to accomplish 
this a square aluminium prism, 1 by 1 metres and 12-metre 
high, was covered with black lead; using a metal pen, pass-
ers by wrote on it inscriptions like in a condolence book. With 
the elapse of time, the monument was gradually lowered into 
the ground,11 and currently a void is there: the symbol of the 
absence of the murdered Jewish community. However, the 
purpose of this paper is not merely the issue of the formal 
evolution of monuments, but death representations in display 
formulas of the Holocaust-dedicated museums confronted 
with the expression of definite elements of the architectural 
and sculptural designs of W. Tołkin found on the sites of the 
Stutthof and Majdanek concentration camps.

Tołkin treated the Stutthof camp site as terra sacra.12 In 
the ‘old’ part of the camp13 he filled the places after the 
demolished barracks marked out by their concrete outline 
with black gravel. In the ‘new’ part the layout of the demol-
ished buildings was marked with stone plinths with concrete 
blocks featuring the number of the barrack that had been 
placed there. 

The monument ensemble located between the old and 
the new camp, and in the vicinity of the gas chamber and 
crematorium, is composed of two elements confronting 
each other due to the opposite directions: the vertical obe-
lisk and the horizontal Mausoleum.14 

The 11-metre-high obelisk called the Forum of the 
Nations commemorates the place where the ashes of the 
corpses burnt in the crematoria were disposed of. Its porous 

walls feature petrified anthropomorphic contours: victims’ 
traces, shadows. The expressive coarse texture anxiously 
reacts in sunlight. At the foot of the obelisk the date com-
memorating the Camp’s liberation: ‘9 May 1945’ was carved 
out. The Mausoleum in a shape of a prism is 48 metres long, 
and inside it victims’ ashes have been deposited. Just like 
in a peculiar reliquary, the human remains can be viewed 
through a glazed opening in the Mausoleum wall from the 
side of the crematorium. 

The opposite side (from the obelisk and the square) was 
covered with a bas-relief decoration and inscriptions. Just 
behind the inscriptions human silhouettes are distinguish-
able forming a funeral procession, as if heading towards the 
obelisk: the place where the ashes were spilt. In the scene 
of the procession of people-shadows, Tołkin’s personal ex-
periences echo; he had witnessed the Nazi crimes on the 
prisoners of the Camp when the rare survivors of the ‘death 
march’15 from Stutthof16 reached Sandbostel: the recollec-
tion of that day was commemorated in the Stutthof monu-
ment. This procession of anthropomorphic figures is inter-
rupted by brief inscriptions: ‘HERE HUMANS WERE BURNT 
THIS FATE IN MADNESS AND HATRED WAS INFLICTED ON 
NATIONS BY NAZISM / 2 SEPTEMBER 1939–9 MAY 1945’; 
‘IF PEOPLE BECOME SPEECHLESS BOULDERS WILL SHOUT’; 
‘OUR FATE IS TO BE A WARNING FOR YOU, NOT A LEGEND’; 
’LET THE VOICE FROM OUR GENERATION BE HEARD BY  
A GENERATION’. Such a worded text dramatically and un-
equivocally identifies the purpose of the monument as  
a durable testimony. In these words the artist also expressed 
the ideological purpose of the work: tribute to the victims 
of Nazism and a simultaneous call to the future generations 
for them not to blur the memory of those horrendous days. 
The shorter square side of the Mausoleum was covered with 
camp entry numbers of the prisoners who survived the Camp. 
The juxtaposition of the two Mausoleum walls illustrates the 
symbolic visualization of the ratio between the number of 
the killed and the survivors: merely 140 individuals lived to 
the Camp’s liberation, while the total number of the victims 
is assessed at 63.000, of whom 23.000 perished during the 
Camp’s evacuation from January to April 1945.17

The second of the projects was the result of the national 
competition for the design of a monument at Majdanek. 

1. Stutthof, The Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom, fragment: view of 
the ‘new’ part of the camp 

https://pl.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Jan_Piotrowski_(%C5%BCo%C5%82nierz_AK)&action=edit&redlink=1
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Although the jury awarded the design by the Tołkin–
Dembek team only the third place, it was their concept 
that was selected for implementation. Tołkin worked 
out the concept of a spatial monument, located along 
the north-south axis. The author’s intention was to in-
spire in visitors emotions similar to those that the Nazi 
victims must have felt: (today such a procedure is criti-
cized, as counter-monuments are favoured instead) 
with almost theatrical effects he constructed the grow-
ing tension. Those visiting the place become partici-
pants of psychological retrospections which are meant 
to reveal to them at least a substitute of the victims’ ex-
perience: to approximate the unimaginable.18 It is the  
retrospection that is the key to reading Tołkin’s martyrology 
monuments; the artist, himself a Survivor, decided that such 
a formula would guarantee the memory of the violence suf-
fered here by the future generations. Therefore, the monu-
ment ensemble at Majdanek opens with an inclined plane 
symbolizing a ramp onto which people were herded out of 
the carriages. It leads into a concrete gorge with boulders 
bristling with sharp edges simulating hostile space. The pub-
lic can leave the gorge up the stairs, steep and challenging 
to mount. This effort put into the climb towards the Gate is 
a symbolic forecast of the suffering awaiting in the Camp. 

The symbolic Camp Gate is a huge mass of concrete 
pressed to form a jagged prism and supported on two pil-
lars. The artist suggested that the gate owed its form to  
a gruesome vision of a ‘cloud of pressed people’. This trau-
matic motif is present in the recollections of the witnesses; 
e.g., Zofia Posmysz, a former prisoner, describes her expe-
rience as follows: I could see again the ‘crematorium chim-
ney vomiting flames’, heaps of naked corpses at the blocks, 
I could hear the Apocalyptic tumult of the ramp, I could feel 
the omnipresent suffocating stink of burnt human flesh.19 
Tołkin, too, when recalling those days, recounted in one of 
the interviews: Many a times did I have a brush with death. 
What I retain in memory most vividly are the atrocious sights 
from Auschwitz-Birkenau. The gate between Block 10 and 
11 opened, and a huge carriage driven by humans, full of 
corpses, appeared: arms and legs hanging down. I also 
saw a heap of corpses by the furnace in the camp hospital. 
Through a camp window I could see a pile of women who 
had just been shot.20

In the gap under the Gate’s bulk the further stage of the 
visitors’ pilgrimage, namely the Way of Tribute and Memory, 
can be seen. Almost a kilometre long, it leads along the pre-
served watchtowers up to the Mausoleum. The distance the 
artist created between visitors and the Gate allows reflec-
tion and contemplation. Each step brings them closer to 
the climax of the whole project, namely to the Mausoleum: 
inspired by the motifs of a cup, a dome, a burial mound, or 
a vigil light of a giant reliquary, it holds 700 cubic metres of 
human ashes deposited inside. The relief inscription read-
ing: ‘OUR FATE A WARNING TO YOU’ features above the 
entrance. 

For visitors, the Gate and the Mausoleum are the begin-
ning and end of the way, and for the victims it was the begin-
ning and the finish of the camp life. Applying an appropriate 
gradation of artistic means, Tołkin constructs experiences 
with a mastery of a director of a performance, additionally 
resorting to psychological stimuli. The artist made it pos-
sible for a sensitive beholder to experience a traumatic voy-
age into the past. The searches were strongly inspired by 
the artist’s personal experience: I know Auschwitz not from  
a tourist visit, but as a prisoner there.21

Tołkin is most famed for these two projects classified as 
spatial monuments, popular in the 1960s, and being an 
expression of searches for a new form of commemorative  
designs versus that popular in the 19th century.22 Such 
an approach to monument sculpture as an architectural-
ly organized space,23 initiated in the late 1950s, ennobles 
space which becomes a platform for organizing sculptural 
elements. This resulted in a strong bond among sculpture, 
architecture, and landscape, but also in a linear time-and-
-space narration (entry – road – exit).

A more avant-garde form was the alternative idea of 
a monument as Open Form submitted by Oskar Hansen 
and his team24 for the competition for a monument at KL 
Auschwitz in 1958. The solution proposed in that project 
was to turn the whole Camp into a monument, replacing 
the latter, by not using a traditionally understood sculptural 
object, with a conceptual solution of a monument: a road 
crossing the whole Camp site; a diagonally traversing the 
Camp avenue was to be exposed. The remaining part was to 
be subdued to the elapse of time and its destructive force.25 

2. Stutthof, The Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom, general view

3. Stutthof, The Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom: Forum of Nations
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Tołkin opposed the idea. In an interview he mentioned that 
in late 1943 and winter 1944 he was wondering what would 
become of this atrocious place after the war. Already at that 
point he thought that a forest was a good place for a nice 
walk and would not tell anybody anything. Instead there 
should be something durable here.26

On the other hand, the political developments of the pe-
riod had a strong impact not only on the discussed proje-
cts, but also a whole ‘monument movement’ of the time.  

In search of a universal sign to commemorate the memory 
of the victims Tołkin consciously constructed universal hu-
man symbolism, namely non-denominational. Regrettably, 
this formula was appropriated by the Polish regime appa-
ratus who were at the point in the course of an anti-Semitic 
‘purge’ climaxing with a wave of expatriation of citizens of 
Jewish descent from Poland. Never directly politically com-
mitted (Tołkin refrained from joining the Polish Communist 
Party, PZPR), he was desperate to find a solution by resorting 
to such symbols as: a dome, a burial mound, a vigil candle, 
a sacrificial bowl. His concept was dominated by the terra 
sacra idea: this was the vision closest to his heart. He found 
justification for it in his own memory of the tragic past at KL 
Auschwitz, in the testimonies of other Survivors, as well as 
in documents (recollections and photographs of the corpses, 
burnt human remains, crematorium smoke). 

Much time has passed since Wiktor Tołkin’s monuments 
were created over which, under the influence of the evol-
ving interdisciplinary theoretical reflection on the Holocaust, 
priorities as well as commemoration formulas have been re-
defined. In her research, Anna Ziębińska-Witek refers to four 
basic ways of representing death in Holocaust museums: 
real, imagined, symbolic, and virtual. The first is activities 
exposing the power of a real thing and a real place. She ob-
serves that the sites of former camps are attributed a spe-
cial power exceeding historical testimony and documents in 
the traditional meaning, since they are martyrology sites: 
symbolic holy land and real cemeteries.27 Despite the diffe-
rence in the medium: a museum display versus sculpture,  

5. Lublin, The Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom at Majdanek: the ravine and the Gate

4. Stutthof, The Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom, mausoleum, fragment: 
view from the side of the gas chamber
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a direct analogy can be found here. Tołkin grounded his con-
cept on a dualistic structure: artistic archivization and re-
trospective reinterpretation, combining authentic historical 
remains with new objects of artistic intervention. Artistic 
archivization is a ‘relative’28 care of the historical tissue of 
the post-camp relics. He places his sculptural-architectural 
ensemble close to the preserved buildings. At Stutthof, as 
said above, he marked out the non-existing barracks with 
a concrete outline, whose inside he filled with black gravel, 
while in the entirely destroyed ‘new’ part of the Camp he 
placed stone blocks symbolizing barracks. At that point he 
went beyond the ‘real’ display entering the ‘symbolic’ one, 
complying with the principle of the conventionality of the 
space marked by, but changed with the elapse of time.29 
Such an unrestricted moving between these two formulas 
is a permanent feature of Tołkin’s artistic activities. The 
creation of the reliquary and the exposition of the rema-
ins of the burnt corpses through a glazed opening from 
the crematorium side of the Stutthof monument, or in  
a form of a mount at the Lublin Mausoleum, is a contro-
versial procedure. Formulating her critical view of similar 
solutions, Ziębińska-Witek refers to the view formulated by 
James E. Young who points to the fact that we get to know 
the victims through their absence, perishing, however we 
loose the possibility of getting to know their life. This gi-
ves rise to the danger of beholders assuming the point 
of view of the torturer.30 Tołkin seems not to share such 
fears. His viewpoint had been shaped by the traumatic re-
collections of his stay at Auschwitz and his desire to serve 
the memory that tormented him. The Polish scholar also 
presents the stand of those museum curators who, despite 

Young’s objections, expose this evidence of crime perfor-
ming desired profanation,31 arguing that removing them 
from visitors’ sight might lead to denying the awesome 
past and to eliminating the memory of it in the awareness 
of future generations.32 

The second formula identified by Ziębińska-Witek is 
‘imagined death’ in a narrative museum. Narration is a kind 
of visual historiography built of the following components: 
visual ones (e.g., photographs), artefacts, or textual ele-
ments (labels or comments). Importantly, when attempting 
to compare Tołkin’s artistic processes with the display for-
mula discussed here, this display format has a strong axial 
structure delineating the route for visitors.33 The process of 
retrospective reinterpretation applied by Tołkin and affec-
ting the beholder along the visiting route is, therefore, very 
close to the narrative museum mechanics. The elements 
of the Majdanek monument ensemble: the ramp, the  
gorge, the gate, the road along the watchtowers, the mau-
soleum, and the crematoria are comparable to a visiting 
route in a museum. Additionally, the author paid attention 
to tension gradation and time for reflecting on the place. 
Paraphrasing Ziębińska-Witek’s observation with reference 
to display forms of death in Holocaust-dedicated museums 
it can be stated that the emotional power of the architec-
tural-sculptural ensemble is comparable to that inspired by 
a novel, play or a film (with a plot), which incite the process 
of projection-identification.34 The retrospective reinterpre-
tation in the Majdanek monument is not, however, free 
from objections that are applicable to a narrative museum: 
it is not a simulacrum, since our ‘visiting route’ leads along 
barbed wire in the shadow of the genuine watchtowers.

6. Lublin, The Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom at Majdanek: Mausoleum
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As for ‘symbolic death’, Ziębińska-Witek observes that in 
its case we have to do with an evident protest against the li-
mitations of the language, revealing themselves particularly 
at the moment of an attempt at expressing human trauma-
tic experience, and an attempt at finding alternative means 
of representing experience essentially unrepresented.35 This 
was exactly Tołkin’s case: he searched for alternative means 
of representing the experience of staying at Auschwitz. He 
survived, and tried to work through his trauma; art saved 
my life, he once said.36

The last formula Ziębińska-Witek discusses is ‘virtual  
death’. Tołkin’s martyrology monuments analysed in this 
paper were created in the late 1960s. It was hard to ima-
gine then the artistic potential that was only to come with 
new media. It is thus impossible to trace any parallels be-
tween digitizing and Tołkin’s oeuvre. However, on the mar-
gin of the pandemic situation in the world I would like to 
address the issue of virtual museum from an entirely dif-
ferent perspective than that applied by the scholar from 
Lublin in 2013. For some time online visiting was the only 
possible form. The Stutthof Museum37 has it well prepa-
red, and an online visit allows to face death representation 
in Tołkin’s monuments.

To sum up the present reflections let me emphasise 
that despite the change in expectations from and formulas 

with respect to monuments on former concentration camp 
sites,38 in Tołkin’s implemented projects from the 1960s it 
can be clearly seen that he tried to go beyond the usually 
performed reminding and faced the challenge of searching 
expression for tragic memory.39 This can be clearly testi-
fied to by the analogies I have pointed to between Tołkin’s 
artistic undertakings and the contemporary display stra-
tegies of presenting death in Holocaust museums discus-
sed by Ziębińska-Witek: real death (treating sites of former 
death camps as cemeteries, process of artistic archiviza-
tion), imagined death (visual historiography, axial narration  
structure), symbolic death (searching for form in art that 
will be working through the trauma). Concentrating on this 
analysis, I have merely signalled the ongoing critical discus-
sion on such projects as forms of ‘erasing’ history; I have 
also omitted the topic of the new architectural formula of 
Holocaust-dedicated museums.40 When juxtaposing the old 
and new monuments dedicated to the Holocaust, it can be 
easily observed how formulas and conventions have altered, 
analogically to the development in reflection on memory. 
The elapse of time causes that the contemporary behol-
der differently notices, perceives, and experiences historical  
facts. Simultaneously, along with the passing away of the 
generation who experienced the war, memory evolves into 
post-memory.41

Abstract: It is the representation of death in the 
monuments by Wiktor Tołkin found at the former 
concentration camps: Stutthof (at Sztutowo) and Majdanek 
(in Lublin) that is discussed. As an art historian, the Author 
confronts Tołkin’s monuments with the theorical framework 

related to the aesthetics of death representations in 
martyrology museums. The monuments were created in 
the late 1960s. The Author has studied how the monuments 
coincide with the contemporary exhibition strategies used in 
Holocaust-dedicated museums. 

Keywords: Wiktor Tołkin, Holocaust, museum strategies, martyrology monuments, Stutthof, Majdanek.
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