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This Ginkgo Biloba tree was planted at the cemetery by the Volksbund in May 1995
to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War. The
tree is a symbol of hope and peace.

All pictures are my own unless otherwise stated.



The clearer our insight into what is beyond good and evil,

the more we can embody the good

Lao Tzu - Tao Te Ching
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Introduction

t made such an impression on me that I still remember it vividly. In 2019, | ended

up in Ysselsteyn for the first time for my then partner’s birthday present: a

motorcycle trial lesson. The site was in the middle of nowhere. It was a sunny and
relaxed day, so after doing plenty of figure eights, we decided to follow the signage to
a German war cemetery to have a look. We had no knowledge of the existence of
this cemetery, let alone expectations, so when more than 31,000 graves loomed
before us, on an area of no less than 28 hectares, we fell completely silent. The sight
of all these crosses, row after row on sloping hills, made a tremendous impression.
We had no idea that we stumbled upon the largest German war cemetery of the
Second World War in the world, in terms of area. All German soldiers who died on
Dutch soil are (re)buried here, and with over 31,000 graves, it is the largest military

cemetery in the Netherlands.

In 2019, the site’s amenities for visitors consisted of two old en cold, white-
painted cottages which contained a toilet, a kettle, a visitors’ book, some postcards
and leaflets. Outside stood one signage with information. The little information
provided made the site even more interesting. However, this was years before the
completion of the modern visitor centre in autumn 2021. Today it includes an
exhibition, restaurant, offices and conference rooms. To me, the village of Ysselsteyn
is synonymous with the German war cemetery there.! With a population of about

2200 people, there are more deceased German soldiers in town than living locals.

According to the Geneva Convention of 1949, every casualty of war deserves
an honourable internment, including casualties of the enemy.? After the Second

World War, the Dutch Ministry of War, bound by the Geneva Convention, decided to

! From now on also named ‘Ysselsteyn’ or ‘the cemetery’.

2 Convention (1) for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field,
Geneva, 12 August 1949, Article 17, third part: ‘All parties to the conflict shall further ensure that the dead are
honourably interred, if possible according to the rites of the religion to which they belonged, that their graves
are respected, grouped if possible according to the nationality of the deceased, properly maintained and marked
so that they may always be found’.



bury all German soldiers who died on Dutch soil in one place. The municipality of
Venray (of which Ysselsteyn is a part) made land available for this purpose in 1946
and on the eighth of October that same year the first fifty German soldiers were
buried at Ysselsteyn. This undertaking was carried out by the Salvage and
Identification Service of the Royal Dutch Army and the digging was done by 65
German prisoners of war. At first, the cemetery was seen as a temporary solution, as
the Dutch government eventually wanted to relocate the bodies just across the
border to Aachen and Julich. These towns belonged to the British occupation zone.
The Brits had no interest in this transfer and so the bodies remained in Ysselsteyn.?

From 1948, the Dutch captain Timmermans was the administrator of the
cemetery, who worked closely with the German War Graves Commission (Volksbund
Deutsche Kriegsgraberfursorge e.V.) because of his benevolence towards the
Germans.* The Dutch government did not transfer the care of the cemetery to the
German War Graves Commission until 1976 as they were afraid that by giving up
control, neo-Nazi groups from the BRD would use the cemetery for their purposes.®
Under the 1976 ‘war gravesite agreement’ (Kriegsgraberabkommen) the cemetery
grounds were made available to the German government so that they could take care
of their dead. Since then, management and conservation of the cemetery is in the

hands of the German War Graves Commission.

To this day, the Dutch Salvage and Identification Service finds, accidentally or
deliberately, German bodies from the Second World War on Dutch soil. These bodies
are recovered, identified where possible and still transferred to Ysselsteyn where
they are buried. Between 2002 and 2012, two hundred bodies were reburied at
Ysselsteyn.® Also, unknown soldiers at Ysselsteyn are still exhumed to be identified
with new information and DNA techniques, so that they can get a personal grave.

Since 1950, the Dutch Salvage and Identification Service, together with the German

3 Hans Sakkers, Duitse militaire begraafplaats Ysselsteyn. Duits beheer over Nederlands erfgoed (Soesterberg
2018).

4 Jeroen Hermsen, “Vélkerverstandigung”. Nederlands-Duitse ontmoetingen tussen jongeren op de Duitse
militaire begraafplaats in Ysselsteyn (Masterscriptie Duitse Taal en Cultuur, Westfalische Wilhelms-Universitat
Miunster en Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen, Minster 2015) 42-43.

> Hermsen, “Vélkerverstandigung”, 44.

6 Sofie Mulders, Een vergeten verleden? Over de werking van een lieu de mémoire en de ontwikkeling van de
Duitse militaire begraafplaats in Ysselsteyn en de Vredeskerk Venray in het Nederlandse collectieve geheugen
(Masterscriptie Actuele Geschiedenis, Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen, 2012) 26.
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War Graves Commission and the German Federal Archives (Bundesarchiv), have

identified 7330 unknown soldiers.”

Most of the graves at Ysselsteyn belong to indoctrinated German teenagers
who were send out to fight for their country at the end of Hitler’s reign. However, not
all soldiers buried at Ysselsteyn are German and not all that are buried are soldiers.
More than three hundred graves belong to Dutch collaborators who had joined the
SS.8 There are also civilian casualties interred at Ysselsteyn, like Dutch-German
civilians who died during an Allied air raid gone wrong, or Joseph Meijer, who was
born in Camp Vught (after the war an internment facility for Germans and Dutch
collaborators) and died the next day due to neglect. Other graves belong to war
criminals of the highest hour, such as Arthur Thomsen, nicknamed ‘the brute of the
Veluwezoom’, and Ernst Knorr, infamous for his cruelty and torture during
interrogations. Julius Dettmann, responsible for arresting and deporting Anne Frank
and family members, is buried at Ysselsteyn, as well as the head of the police in

Nijmegen, Anton van Dijk, who was responsible for the arrest of more than 500 Jews.

The diversity of graves at Ysselsteyn makes it a very interesting site from a
moral point of view and thus for research. It raises ethical questions, such as whether
the grave of a war criminal should be on the same site as that of a one-year-old child,
or whether every person deserves a grave at all. The Dutch Salvage and
Identification Service states on their website that they want to give casualties of war,
military or civilian, a name and inform their families, and that they do not judge about
‘right’ or ‘wrong’.® At their request, the family of an identified body can now apply for a
small burial at Ysselsteyn. Some families request this because they have been
looking for that person for decades and want to say goodbye in an appropriate way,
regardless of the past of the deceased. However, it is also common for families to
want absolutely nothing to do with the burial because that family member committed

war crimes or thoroughly believed in the national-socialist cause.

In addition to family and friends who visit the cemetery to mourn and

remember their loved ones, Ysselsteyn is also visited by tourists. The cemetery is of

7 E-mail contact with Salvage and Identification Service of the Royal Dutch Army.
8 Hermsen, “Vélkerverstandigung”, 42.
° Ministerie van Defensie, https://www.defensie.nl/onderwerpen/berging-en-identificatie-

oorlogsslachtoffers/de-bergings-—-en-identificatiedienst (consulted 14" of September 2023).
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great scientific and educational value: newly recovered or exhumed bodies provide
us with new information and personal histories after identification, and the diversity of
stories of the deceased tell diverse stories of the Second World War. However, there
has not been a lot of visitor research conducted at Ysselsteyn. There is one so-called
‘Geschaftsfeld analyse’ from 2017 and 2018, which examined, among other things,
who their visitors were and where they came from. Because the cemetery is freely
accessible, they could only receive information from visitors who booked group
programmes. No research has been done into visitor motivation or experience. This
thesis examines how a visit to this cemetery negotiates the perspective of visitors on
the Second World War by researching their visitor experience. Therefore, my

research question is:

‘How do visitors at the German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn negotiate their perspective

on the Second World War through their visitor experience?’.

To comprehensively address the research question it is necessary to break it
down into sub questions. These delve into various dimensions of the visitor
experience providing a nuanced understanding of how visitors negotiate their

perspectives .The following sub questions will be explored:

‘Do the design and presentation of the cemetery convey particular messages or

evoke certain emotions and at what objectives do they aim?’
‘What overall atmosphere do the design and presentation of the cemetery convey?’

‘Do the provided interpretative materials, the exhibition and the guided tours, shape

the interpretation and knowledge acquisition of the visitors?’

‘How do visitors move at the cemetery, the exhibition and during guided tours (where

do they stop, stay longer, what do they pass)?’

‘How do visitors interact with and behave within the cemetery, the exhibition and

during guided tours?’

‘What are the emotional and cognitive responses of the visitors on the cemetery, the

exhibition and during guided tours?’

‘Who are the visitors of the cemetery?’



Literature review

In order to contextualize the visitor experience at the German War Cemetery
Ysselsteyn, it is necessary to first discuss the concept of ‘dark tourism’. Itis a
concept supported in a range of literature from various scientific fields and valuable to
this research because it defines and explains tourism to death-related places. Also,
as the ultimate destination for human beings, a cemetery is usually assumed to be a
dark place. Because this research draws on the typological framework ‘Seven Dark
Suppliers’ of Philip Stone, which includes cemetery tourism, dark tourism forms the

conceptual framework of this research.

According to Tony Seaton, dark tourism has existed through religious or
pilgrimage purposes since the Middle Ages as part of a thanatopic tradition or
‘contemplation of death’.1° Encouraged by the Catholic Church, Christian pilgrimage
was flourishing between 500 AD and the mid-sixteenth century. Thanatopsis was a
major element of these journeys made to sites of the martyrdom or internment of
saints, where pilgrims viewed shrines and from where they brought back relics and
artefacts such as oil or nails from the Cross — all in light of making contact with the

remembrance of Christ’'s death.

Seaton describes that pilgrimage was the highest form of thanatopsis as it
involved physical presence at a setting of death: it involved travel to places op
thanatopic importance.!! Stone adds attendance at medieval public executions as
early dark tourism. At some point, more formalised arrangements were made to
accommodate visiting voyeurs, turning the executions into spectator events.?

Richard Sharpley mentions that even before medieval times, visits to the gladiatorial

10 AV. Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark: from thanatopsis to thanatourism’, International Journal of Heritage Studies
2:4 (1996) 234-244, there 235.

11 Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark’, 236.

12 philip Stone, ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum: Towards a typology of death and macabre related tourist sites,
attractions and exhibitions’, Tourism: An Interdisciplinary International Journal 54:2 (2006) 145-160, there 147.
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games in ancient Rome were an earlier example of dark tourism, considering the

Roman Colosseum as one of the first dark tourist attractions.13

Maximiliano Korstanje disagrees with the idea that dark tourism has its roots in
the Middle Ages or antiquity, because ‘historians never found any archaeological or
historical evidence of dark tourism sites in medieval times or earlier’.'* However, he
fails to explain what that evidence should look like and how this could prove the act
of dark tourism: it is not always a location, it also exists through motivation. Korstanje
also argues that travellers might have engaged in pilgrimages for reasons unrelated
to thanatopsis, but at the same time this means that there were also travellers who
did travel for these reasons. However, to him tourist visits to sites of death and
suffering are a modern phenomenon®®. Death was not a problem for medieval
travellers, it was the beginning of a new and better life: the opposite dynamic of

contemporary dark tourism who ‘want to avoid their own death’.16

Starting in the mid-eighteenth century and peaking in the nineteenth century,
dark tourism grew as Romanticism did, both revering in the sublime and the Gothic.
Gothic literature, emerging in the eighteenth century, preoccupied with death and
disaster, affected burgeoning tourism taste.’ During the nineteenth century,
examples of dark tourism included travel to witness warfare during the Napoleonic
Wars (for instance to the battlefield of Waterloo), visits to the Catacombs of Paris (a
regular feature on Paris’ tours back then) and to Pompeii, ‘the greatest thanatopic
travel destination of the Romantic period’.'® Early in the twentieth century, Thomas

Cook organized excursions to battlefields of the Great War.1°

Under the influence of media, dark tourism expanded greatly in the last 200

years. Murder coverages in the nineteenth century produced stampedes of visitors to

13R. Sharpley and P.R. Stone, ‘Life, Death and Dark Tourism; Future Research Directions and Concluding
Comments’ in: R. Sharpley and P. R. Stone eds., The Darker Side of Travel: The Theory and Practice of Dark
Tourism (Bristol 2009) 247-251 .

14 Maximiliano E. Korstanje, The Rise of Thana-Capitalism and Tourism (London-New York 2017) 15.

15 Korstanje, The Rise, 15.

16 Korstanje, The Rise, 18.

17 Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark’, 238.

18 Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark’, 239.

19 A.V. Seaton, ‘Thanatourism and its discontents: an appraisal of a decade’s work with some future issues and
directions’ in: T. Jamal and M. Robinson eds., The SAGE Handbook of Tourism Studies (London 2009) 521-542.
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death locations for sightseeing and souvenir hunting,?° and coverage of vampire
sightings at Highgate Cemetery London in the sixties and seventies of the twentieth
century created mobs of people breaking into the cemetery to find the vampire.?!
Nowadays, millions of people visit ‘dark tourism’ sites. Pompeii’s sites attracted more
than four million people in 201722, and Auschwitz saw as many as 2.3 million visitors
in 2019.%% According to Tony Johnston, ‘macabre attractions spring up with almost
alarming regularity around the world, as tourist interest in death shows no sign of
abating’.?* This implies that dark tourism is solely about tourists who are interested in
death and therefore visit sites of death, but dark tourism is much more encompassing

and complicated.

Academic research into dark tourism began in the early 1990s, with attempts
to create an umbrella term for death-related tourism. Dean MacCannell already wrote
of ‘negative sightseeing’ in 1989.2° Examples he gave of negative sightseeing include
tourists spending weeks with the poor, going on tours of Harlem or of the top ten
polluters in Philadelphia. All this was undertaken with a moral approach.?® Chris
Rojek was the first to introduce the notion of dark attractions and coined the term
‘black spots’ in 1993, referring to ‘the commercial developments of grave sites and
sites in which celebrities or large numbers of people have met with sudden and
violent death.”?” Gregory Ashworth introduced ‘horror tourism’ in his research of the

presentation of the heritage of atrocity.?8

‘Dark tourism’ is the best known and most popular term for tourism to ‘dark

places’. Within the field of heritage studies (heritage is after all a major industry in

20 Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark’, 242.

21 Anna-Katharina Hopflinger, ‘A Top-Hat, a Mad Murderess, a Vampire King: Practices, Imaginations, and the
Materiality of Haunted Highgate’ in: Mader, Saviello and Scolari eds., Highgate Cemetery: Image Practices in Past
and Present, (Baden-Baden 2020) 235-252, there 246.

22 pompeii Sites, http://pompeiisites.org/en/archaeological-park-of-pompeii/visitor-data/ (consulted 14 of
September 2023).

23 Memorial and Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau, https://www.auschwitz.org/en/museum/news/2-million-320-
thousand-visitors-at-the-auschwitz-memorial-in-2019,1400.htm| (consulted 14" of September 2023).

24 Tony Johnston, ‘The Geographies of thanatourism’, Geography 100:1 (2015) 20-27, there 20.

25 Dean MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (second edition; Berkeley 1989) 40.

26 MacCannell, The Tourist, 40.

27 C. Rojek, Ways of Escape (Basingstoke 1993) 136, as seen in Philip Stone and Richard Sharpley, ‘Consuming
Dark Tourism: A Thanatological Perspective’, Annals of Tourism Research 35:2 (2008) 574-595, there 577.

28 G. Ashworth, ‘Holocaust tourism and Jewish culture: The lessons of Krakdw-Kazimierz’ in: M. Robinson, N.
Evans and P. Callaghan eds., Tourism and Cultural Change (Sunderland 1996) 1-12.
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tourism), it was coined by John Lennon and Malcolm Foley in their 1996 article ‘JFK
and dark tourism: A fascination with assassination’. They explain dark tourism as a
phenomenon where tourists are drawn to sites associated with death, tragedy, and
significant historical events, such as the assassination of John F. Kennedy in Dallas,
Texas.?® They expanded and exemplified their terminology four years later, in their
book ‘Dark Tourism: The Attraction of Death and Disaster’. This introduced dark
tourism to a wider academic and popular audience. In their book they tried to ‘signify
a fundamental shift in the way in which death, disaster, and other grotesque atrocities

are being handled by those who offer associated tourist ‘products”.3°

These terms are all supply-oriented: they define sites associated with death
and tragedy. However, Seaton focused on the visitor with his term for death-related
tourism. In his 1996 article ‘Guided by the dark: From thanatopsis to thanatourism’,
Seaton refers to ‘the deep fascination some visitors to battlefields and cemeteries
have with death and dying’ with the term ‘thanatourism’.3! He defines ‘thanatourism’
as ‘travel to a location wholly, or partially, motivated by the desire for actual or
symbolic encounters with death, particularly, but not exclusively, violent death, which
may, to a varying degree be activated by the person-specific features of those whose
deaths are its focal objects.’?> He researches the philosophical and historical roots of
the mentality through which the ‘publicly shocking and repugnant’ could be
experienced as a source of private pleasure, and achieve the status of tourist

attraction.33

Since the publication of the aforementioned works, more terms for travel to
and exploitation of ‘dark places’ emerged, with various nuances of meaning and
many overlapping terms that cover the same ground. In addition to discussing
appropriate terminology for death-related tourism, a basis for the concept ‘dark

tourism’ was needed and methodological contributions were made to better

2% M. Foley and J. John Lennon, ‘JFK and dark tourism: A fascination with assassination’, International Journal of
Heritage Studies 2:4 (1996).

30 M. Foley and J. John Lennon, Dark Tourism: The Attraction of Death and Disaster (London 2000) as seen in
Michael S. Bowman and Phaedra C. Pezzullo, “‘What’s so ‘Dark’ about ‘Dark Tourism’?: Death, Tours, and
Performance’, Tourist Studies 9:3 (2010) 187-202, there 188.

31 Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark’, 234-244. Thanatos = dead or death in Greek.

32 Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark’, 240.

33 Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark’, 234-244, 235.
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understand and explain what dark tourism entails. Various frameworks have been
devised, including Stone’s typology of ‘Seven Dark Suppliers’ in his article ‘A Dark
Tourism Spectrum: Towards a typology of death and macabre related tourist sites,
attractions and exhibitions’. There is such a diversity of macabre-related attractions
that it does not feel right to simply call both the Bodies World exhibition and a site of
genocide ‘dark’. Stone argues that the dark tourism product lies in a rather ‘fluid

spectrum of intensity’** and that particular sites are ‘darker’ than others.

In order to outline ‘Seven Dark Suppliers’, Stone first visualizes through his
‘darkest to lightest framework of supply’, or the ‘dark tourism spectrum’, that there are
shades of darkness in the dark tourism supply. Characteristics such as design
features (educational or entertainment orientation, conservation or commercial
ethics), locational authenticity and time scale to events associated with the site,
determine how dark or light a dark tourism site is. The darker a site is, the more it is a
site of death and suffering. The lighter a site is, the more it is a site associated with
death and suffering. This conceptual framework of shades of darkness was a
prerequisite for creating the ‘Seven Dark Suppliers’, which is important to this
research because this typology clearly defines cemeteries as suppliers of dark

tourism.

Stone distinguishes seven categories from light dark tourism supply to dark
tourism supply: dark fun factories, dark exhibitions, dark dungeons, dark resting
places, dark shrines, dark conflict sites, and dark camps of genocide. The German
War Cemetery Ysselsteyn belongs to the category ‘dark resting places’, explained as
‘cemeteries or grave markers as potential products for dark tourism’.3> This category
was placed at the centre of the dark tourism spectrum because it has both dark and
light elements: increasing tourist infrastructure around cemeteries is a lighter element
of ‘dark resting places’, yet the key features of cemeteries, which centre on history,
and conservational and commemorative ethics, make up the darker elements of this
category. With the new visitor centre, Ysselsteyn fits perfectly within this category of

dark tourism supply.

34 Stone, ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum’, 146.
35 A.V. Seaton, ‘Thanatourism’s final frontiers? Visits to cemeteries, churchyards and funerary sites as sacred and
secular pilgrimage’, Tourism Recreation Research 27:2 (2002) as seen in Stone, ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum’, 154.
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However, according to Stone, ‘dark resting places’ are increasingly beginning
to take on a more commercial and entertainment based ethic, and may even ‘move’
towards becoming a ‘dark fun factory’.3® This does not apply to Ysselsteyn. Although
the tourist infrastructure has been greatly expanded since 2019, history,
conservational and commemorative ethics are still the main elements of the
cemetery, and no entertainment factors can be found in the exhibition. Stone
suggests this contemporary ‘move’ of cemeteries towards the lightest end of the
spectrum, because visitors often come to only ‘gaze upon the graves of the
Hollywood elite’®’. But a chance to ‘gaze at the dead’ is as old as people visiting

cemeteries.

Cemeteries became common tourist attractions in the eighteenth and
nineteenth century. They were purposely built as attractive public open spaces, as
there were no public parks in big cities such as London and became a popular day
out for city dwellers. Tombstone tourists were in search of an authentic experience
and started visiting the graves of famous people rather than monuments or
memorials.®® Famous nineteenth century cemeteries such as Pére-Lachaise,
Highgate Cemetery and the Zentralfriedhof in Vienna all targeted these tourists in
advertisements, even exhuming and transferring the remains of famous people to
their grounds to draw visitors. This history suggests that ‘dark resting places’ should
have been placed more on the lighter side of the dark tourism spectrum to begin with,
but ‘gazing at the dead’ is just one of many motivations for visiting a cemetery.
People may visit a cemetery to learn something new, for gravestone rubbing, interest
in architecture, remembrance and empathy, to contemplate life, out of (morbid)

curiosity and so on.

Not only supply characteristics but also demand characteristics shape shades
of darkness: some motivations are darker than others and experiences may vary
from person to person. Stone emphasizes that his typological foundation will ‘lead not
only to a better understanding of dark tourism supply, but also, and perhaps more

importantly, to a better understanding of where to locate and explore dark tourism

36 Stone, ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum’, 155.

37 Stone, ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum’, 155.

% John Edmondson, ‘Death and the Tourist: Dark Encounters in Mid-Nineteenth- Century London via the Paris
Morgue’ in: Stone, Hartmann, Seaton, Sharpley, White eds., The Palgrave Handbook of Dark Tourism Studies
(London 2018) 77-103, there 93.

15



demand’, and consequently to the ‘more fundamental research’ of consumer motives
and experiences, ‘central to fully understanding the dark tourism phenomenon’.3°
Furthermore, Lennon and Foley end their seminal book with the sentence: ‘if further
research is inevitable then it is visitor motivation that represents an important aspect

of understanding...’.4

Academic research into death-related tourism began with attempts to define a
term and substantiate the concept by creating frameworks. Both caused polemics in
the academic field of tourism in the 1990s and early 2000s: ‘dark tourism’ was a hot
topic. It has been a while since the concept was introduced and now that the
groundwork has been laid, dark tourism research has taken a new direction. It has
shifted more towards case studies in the field, exploring tourists’ motivations and
experiences in relation to visited sites through interviews and observations. Dark
tourism motivation and experience help shape these sites and are therefore

important to consider when defining the concept.

Lennon and Foley suggest that dark tourism represents a form of morbid
curiosity and a fascination with confronting and engaging with the darker aspects of
history, often leading to emotional and introspective experiences for the visitors.**
According to Seaton, there is more to dark tourism than just a morbid fascination with
death,*? and Korstanje even claims that curiosity or mediation over other people’s
death is not part of dark tourism at all, but ‘the recognition that life is the primary
source of happiness, which only is possible by accepting our own death’*3. Not all
dark tourism is morbid or ‘voyeuristic’, nor do all visits produce merely negative
responses. Dark tourism sites can be used as great educational tools and increase
compassion. The ‘shock factor’ of some places can create a sense of solidarity and
make people feel that these atrocities should never happen again.** In some cases,

revenues from visits are used to remain open, as not all dark sites are publically

39 Stone, ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum’, 146.

40 M. Foley and J. John Lennon, Dark Tourism, 169.

41 M. Foley and J. John Lennon, Dark Tourism.

42 Seaton, ‘Guided by the Dark’, 242.

4 Korstanje, The Rise, 13-14.

4 Dallen J. Timothy, Cultural Heritage and Tourism: an Introduction (Bristol 2020) 508.
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funded, for example the Anne Frank House.*®> Research into dark tourism motivation

and experience shows that tourists also visit for these positive reasons.®

Although more research is being conducted on the motivation and experience
of visitors within dark tourism, little attention is paid to cemetery tourism. Most case
studies focus on sites of genocide, especially Holocaust sites. This means there is
little literature to be found on cemetery tourism, despite rising popularity and visitor
numbers. Almost three million people a year visit the Pere-Lachaise cemetery in
Paris*’ and the Victorian Highgate Cemetery in London draws more than 80,000
visitors per year, and these numbers are increasing.*® Hashtags such as
#graveyardgirl, #taphophile, #cemeterytiktok, #cemeterytourist and #cemetery-
exploring on social media platform TikTok have gained over hundreds of millions of
views together. These hashtags accompany videos of young people documenting
their visits to cemeteries while visiting the graves of famous people, ticking off
locations from the book ‘199 Cemeteries to See Before You Die’ or cooking recipes

found on headstones.

However, in 2013, Rachael Raine aimed to formulate a typology of dark
tourists through an investigation of the motivation of people visiting cemeteries in her
article ‘A dark tourist spectrum’. Her research is based on Stone’s ‘dark tourism
spectrum’ and his ‘Seven Dark Suppliers’ framework. She attempted to fill the gap in
research into people’s motivation for visiting dark tourism sites that lie in the middle of
Stone’s ‘dark tourism spectrum’ (the ‘dark resting places’), by conducting interviews
with tourists at three British cemeteries. She also made unstructured observations
that gave her information about visitor demographics and behaviour. Subsequently,

she created a typology of dark tourists.

4 Anne Frank House, https://www.annefrank.org/en/about-us/who-we-are-what-we-do-and-how-it-all-began/
(consulted 14t of September 2023).

46 A, Biran and D.M. Buda, ‘Unravelling Fear of Death Motives in Dark Tourism’ in: P.R. Stone et al. eds., The
Palgrave Handbook of Dark Tourism Studies (London 2018) 515-532; R. Hughes, ‘Dutiful tourism: Encountering
the Cambodian genocide’, Asia Pacific Viewpoint 49:3, (2008) 318-330.

47 Paris website, https://www.paris.fr/dossiers/bienvenue-au-cimetiere-du-pere-lachaise-
47#:~:text=Fort%20de%20deux%20si%C3%A8cles%20d,de%203%20millions%20de%20visiteurs (consulted 14"
of September 2023).

48 Highgate Cemetery Conservation Plan, https://highgatecemetery.org/uploads/1746-

170 Highgate Cemetery Conservation Plan 20-02-2019 low FINAL.pdf (consulted 14™ of September 2023).
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Raine’s research underlines that there is a broad audience to consider when it
comes to cemetery tourism. She identified nine types of visitors, divided into four
themes, in a similar way to Stone’s ‘dark tourism spectrum’: from light to dark. Her
research found that most visitors appeared to be ‘thrill seekers’ and ‘sightseers’, both
visiting for entertainment purposes. However, as the ‘thrill seekers’ belonged to the
second darkest theme ‘experience’ and the ‘sightseers’ belonged to the lightest
theme ‘incidental’, what each found ‘entertainment’ was completely different, one
much darker than the other.*® Raine also identified a big group of people who visited
the cemeteries for nature purposes: ‘retreaters’ and ‘passive recreationists’, both part

of the ‘incidental’ theme.®

Lennon and Foley do not believe that cemeteries are dark tourism suppliers,
because ‘visits (to cemeteries, ed.), whether by friends and relatives of the dead or
by those with other motives, can be broadly considered under similar categories to
pilgrimage’.>! Although Raine’s research shows that in terms of visitor motivation,
much cemetery tourism does not seem to be that dark at all, she believes their view
is oversimplified because it overlooks the complexities of cemetery tourism and fails
to identify them as sites that attract people for a variety of different reasons.>? Finally,
she argues that cemeteries may become an increasingly important place where
people can still experience ‘memento mori’ (‘reminders of death’) and confront their
mortality, because ‘death is taken away from the public sphere and placed into the
private medical sphere where it then becomes ‘invisible”.>3 After all, there are no
more public death rituals or old religious meta-narratives. Cemeteries are places
where people can undergo symbolic encounters with death, but within the safety and

comfort of the tourism environment.>*

49 Rachael Raine, ‘A dark tourist spectrum’, International Journal of Culture, Tourism and Hospitality Research 7:3
(2013) 242-256, there 252. See also 244.

0 Raine, ‘A dark tourist spectrum’, 253.

>1 M. Foley and J. John Lennon, Dark Tourism, 14-16.

52 Raine, ‘A dark tourist spectrum’, 244.

3 Raine, ‘A dark tourist spectrum’, 244.

54 Raine, ‘A dark tourist spectrum’, 245.
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All'in all, Sharpley rightly notes that ‘dark tourism literature remains eclectic
and theoretically fragile, raising more questions than it answers’.>> Academics remain
divided in labelling death-related tourism, and although ‘dark tourism’ is the most
used term for this interdisciplinary field of research, many have challenged its use.
Rudi Hartmann finds the terminology ‘nebulous and not clearly defined’,% and
Johnston thinks it is quite a sensational and emotionally laden term.’ In his article he
rather opts for ‘thanatourism’, ‘because it appears more neutral in outlook than the
value-laden ‘dark tourism”.%8 This is in line with Seaton, who posits ‘dark tourism’ as
‘containing pejorative connotations’.® Avital Biran, Yaniv Poria and Gila Oren explain
that the term does not translate well into other major European languages and it is
not firmly embedded in thinking about tourism outside of a narrow range of countries.
They reason that this is due to the fact that the background of pioneers in the field is
British.°

Although different frameworks and categorizations of all that ‘dark tourism’
encompasses lay workable foundations for it and nuance the concept, Gregory
Ashworth and Rami Isaac wonder if it has become so broad and multifaceted that it
has sacrificed its usefulness and whether it is worthwhile to keep pursuing it.6* They
think that rigorous restructuring and focusing of ideas cannot save dark tourism from
‘criticisms of vague and contradictory definitions, meagre conceptualization and
almost random application’, because ‘such weaknesses are quite intrinsic to a topic
whose inherent nature depends upon the emotional experience of people’®?.
Ashworth and Isaac believe that after twenty years it is time to move on.%® However,

not more ‘restructuring’ and ‘focusing on ideas’, but case studies in the field focused

55 Richard Sharpley, “Travels to the Edge of Darkness: Towards a Typology of Dark Tourism’ in: C. Ryan, S. Page
and M. Aitken eds., Taking Tourism to the Limits: Issues, Concepts and Managerial Perspectives (Oxford 2005)
217-228 as seen in Bowman and Pezzullo, ‘What’s so ‘Dark”, 188.

%6 Rudi Hartmann, ‘Dark tourism, thanatourism, and dissonance in heritage tourism management: new directions
in contemporary tourism research’, Journal of Heritage Tourism 9:2 (2014) 166-182, there 167.

>7 Johnston, ‘The Geographies’, 21.

%8 Johnston, ‘The Geographies’, 21.

%9 Seaton, ‘Thanatourism and its discontents’, 521-42.

60 Avital Biran, Yaniv Poria and Gila Oren, ‘Sought experiences at (dark) heritage sites’, Annals of Tourism
Research, 38:3 (2011) 820-841.

61 G.J. Ashworth and Rami K. Isaac, ‘Have we illuminated the dark? Shifting perspectives on ‘dark’ tourism’,
Tourism Recreation Research 40:3 (2015) 316-325, there 323.

62 Ashworth and Isaac, ‘illuminated’, 323.

63 Ashworth and Isaac, ‘illuminated’, 323.
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on visitor motivation and experience can ‘save’ dark tourism, precisely because the
concept depends on these aspects. Therefore, the term is still useful for case studies
such as this one. Also, conceptual frameworks such as Stone’s ‘dark tourism
spectrum’ and ‘Seven Dark Suppliers’, and Raine’s ‘dark tourist spectrum’ could not
exist without the concept of ‘dark tourism’. As Stone’s spectrum and ‘Seven Dark

Suppliers’ are used to frame this research, the use of ‘dark tourism’ is inevitable.

Theoretical background

This research is influenced by the spatial turn. This ‘spatial turn’ represents a shift in
focus in academic discourse towards understanding the importance of space and
place in shaping social, cultural and historical phenomena. It developed significantly
in the late 20th century, particularly within French academic theories, including the
influential works of Michel Foucault. This is also the time when Henri Lefebvre’s ‘La
Production de I'espace’, originally published in 1974, was translated in English. In
this work, Lefebvre introduced the idea of ‘producing’ or ‘constructing’ space. Before,
space was approached as an ‘empty area’, in the strict geometric sense, but

according to Lefebvre, space is a social construct.®

This social production of space has three moments. In his conceptual ‘spatial
triad’, Lefebvre distinguishes three forces of space: representations of space, spatial
practices and representational space. Representations of space is space constructed
by professionals such as urban planners and architects who create city plans and
blueprints, amongst other things. This built environment is also called ‘conceived
space’, as it involves knowledge (jargon, codifications etc.) from these professionals.
Spatial practices structure daily life with respect to the usage of space, and function
and feel natural because they are repeated. They are a result of ‘perceived space’:
this is societal space, in which movements are based on perceptions, repetition,
norms and values, which cause people to behave in a certain way in a certain place.

For example, in a classroom students traditionally do not move around when they

 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (translation by Donald Nicholson-Smith; Oxford 1991) 1.
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talk, nor do they sit behind the big desk in the front and it would feel strange if they
did. Representational space is the most personal, emotional space because it is
directly ‘lived space’, experienced by the individual. It is subjective as it encompasses

memories and bodily feelings amongst other things. Lived space is felt and ‘alive’.®®

The spatial turn has influenced a wide range of studies, including tourism
studies. It made key publications such as John Urry’s “The Tourist Gaze’ and
‘Consuming Places’ possible. Many tourism scholars incorporate spatiality in their
research, paying more attention to spatial aspects of tourism sites: physical locations,
the ways in which space is constructed and represented, and how visitors move
within and interact with these spaces. The spatial turn also influenced dark tourism
studies. Stone’s ‘dark tourism spectrum’ and ‘Seven Dark Suppliers’ framework are
based on spatial characteristics of death-related sites, such as design features,
locational authenticity and time scale to events associated with the site. These
characteristics influence visitor behaviour, emotional responses, and the
interpretation of historical events. In other words, space shapes the visitor

experience.

For Lefebvre, the spatial triad helped him explain the urban environment,
governed by capitalism; for him a deeply geographical project, from the construction
of buildings to the distribution of investments and the worldwide division of labour.%®
In this research, Lefebvre’s spatial triad is implemented as a theory to research the
dark tourism experience at the German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn. Based on
Lefebvre’s spatial triad, three spatial dynamics can be distinguished at the cemetery
that shape the visitor experience: the design and presentation of the cemetery, the
visitor centre, the exhibition and guided tours, the visitor movement there and the

personal visitor response to this.

The design and presentation of the cemetery is based on Lefebvre’s
‘conceived space’. This dynamic examines the built environment. The visitor centre
with all its facets (exhibition room, restaurant, offices and conference rooms) and the

entrance of the cemetery were recently designed by professionals, on behalf of the

8 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 33.
% Lefebvre, The Production of Space as seen in Andrew Merrifield, ‘Place and Space: A Lefebvrian Reconciliation’,
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 18:4 (1993) 516-531, there 522.
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Volksbund. Through the hired professionals, the Volksbund (as management and
conservator) produced space. Even when it was decided after the Second World War
to inter all German casualties on Dutch soil at Ysselsteyn, landscape architects
produced space through landscaping. However, this dynamic does not only concern
the built environment. It also includes interpretative materials provided to the visitors.
After all, the information that the exhibition and tour guides convey to visitors also

comes from professionals.

The visitor movement, or spatial practices, at the cemetery, visitor centre,
exhibition and during guided tours is based on Lefebvre’s ‘perceived space’. This
dynamic explores how visitors interact with and behave within the conceived space of
the cemetery, as the design and presentation of Ysselsteyn, or the conceived space,
require a particular movements from visitors. On the other hand, the conceived space
is susceptible to interpretation and perception by visitors and shaped by this in turn.
The personal visitor response is based on Lefebvre’s ‘lived space’. It includes the
emotional and cognitive responses of visitors to the built environment and the
provided interpretative materials. This dynamic is influenced by the conceived and

perceived spaces but is primarily produced by the visitors’ inner world.

The three moments of Lefebvre’s spatial triad interrelate and thus are the
three dynamics that shape the visitor experience at the Ysselsteyn cemetery. It is
important to emphasize the interrelationship between these three dynamics. It
becomes clear that the design and presentation of the cemetery influence the
movement of visitors and their personal responses. But how visitors move and what
they perceive as a result also influences how they feel and vice versa: how they feel
influences where they move and what they perceive. Lefebvre writes that ‘spatial
practices are lived before they are conceptualized’ and that ‘culture also intervenes in

the lived space via symbolisms, traditions and more’.%”

There is still much to explore regarding dark tourism motivation and
experience, especially the emotional and behavioural aspects that are part of it.
Furthermore, cemetery tourism is underrepresented, as is research on perpetrator
sites (as opposed to victim-oriented sites). All these components of dark tourism are

part of this research and will therefore provide new insights into the academic field of

67 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 40.
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dark tourism as a whole. And although spatiality is nothing new in dark tourism
studies, no research has yet been done into visitor experiences at Ysselsteyn from a
spatial theory perspective. This research also aims to contribute to the spatial

approach in researching dark tourism experience.

Methodology

Ethnographic research has been conducted to understand the experience of visitors
at Ysselsteyn and their perspectives on the Second World War. Ethnography literally
means ‘writing about people’. A classic description comes from Marvin Harris, who
explains ethnography as a ‘qualitative design in which the researcher describes and
interprets the shared and learned patterns of values, behaviours, beliefs and
language of a culture-shaping group’.®® Nisaratana Sangasubana explains this
research method broader, as ‘a form of qualitative descriptive research that is used to
obtain information concerning the current status of a phenomenon and is used to
look at and listen to individuals or small groups of participants’.®® Ethnography is an
effective method for this research because it aims to gain deeper understandings of

participants’ actions and choices.

In this case, the group of participants consisted of tourists who visited the
German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn. The ethnographic research was conducted
through structured interviews and work in the field. The interview was divided into two
parts, one collected demographic information from the participants, the other
consisted of an in-depth interview focused on the visitor's experience at Ysselsteyn.
The demographic data was collected to categorize visitors and because it is
important to know who visits the cemetery before investigating why they visit. The
demographic information, such as age, gender, nationality, education and

occupation, also included questions about the frequency of visits, whether the visit

%8 Marvin Harris, The Rise of Anthropological Theory: A History of Theories of Culture (New York 1968) 90 as seen
in J.W. Creswell and C.N. Poth, Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five approaches
(Thousand Oaks 2018).

9 N. Sangasubana, ‘How to conduct ethnographic research’, The Qualitative Report, 16:2 (2011) 567-573.
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was planned or spontaneous and whether it was part of an organized tour or a
personal itinerary. However, most demographic information, such as age, gender,
nationality and education, did not appear to influence the outcome of the participants’
comments and were therefore not included for further analysis. Almost every
participant had the same idea about the cemetery, regardless of demographics. For

the entire structure of the interview, see appendix one.

Open-ended questions were used to gain in-depth knowledge of the
experiences of visitors at Ysselsteyn. This method was chosen to minimize the loss
of personal meaning, that would occur, for example, with distributed questionnaires.
Although the questions were arranged in a predetermined order, this was deviated
from when necessary to keep the conversations as natural as possible and to leave

room for personal stories and other responses.

Visitors were approached by me personally and were not informed in advance
about the content of the interview, because | did not want to influence their frame of
thought. When asked what the research was about, | replied that | was interested in
their experiences at the cemetery. Because the research focuses on the experience
of tourists and because | did not want to cause any inconvenience, the bereaved
were not approached. Because the cemetery is surrounded by a nature reserve,
there were a lot of cyclists, hikers and people walking their dogs. These visitors did
not visit primarily for the cemetery and were therefore also not approached for
interviews. However, all visitors were included in the observations. This took place at
the cemetery, the entrance to the visitor centre, in the exhibition room and during
guided tours. In this way, behaviour could be recorded and the data collected from
the interviews could be enriched. As with the interviews, | tried to be as unobtrusive
as possible in order to observe authentic behaviour. Therefore, | did not actively
participate in guided tours for observation, but watched the participants from a

distance.

The ethnographic research was carried out over five days in week 29, 30 and
31, when the whole of the Netherlands had summer holidays. This was deliberately
planned to increase the chance that sufficient people could be interviewed and
observed. | visited the cemetery most during weekdays, because on those days the
director and educational team were present and most guided tours were scheduled.
The interviews took place in the bistro in the visitor centre after the visitor’s visit and
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could therefore only be conducted during the bistro’s opening hours: weekdays from
10:00-17:00 and weekends from 10:00-19:00. Each interview lasted between fifteen
and thirty minutes and was conducted in Dutch. According to John Creswell and
Cheryl Poth, the unit of analysis in ethnography is typically larger than twenty
individuals.”® Due to dreary weather and the labour-intensive interviews, | was not
able to reach more than twenty people for interviews, but fortunately | was able to

conduct twenty interviews.

The interviews were audio recorded’? and transcribed for interpretation and
analysis of the participants’ statements. These transcripts were imported into
ATLAS.ti, a qualitative data analysis programme, so that | could organize the
responses and categorize the visitors through coding. In this way | was able to
explore shared patterns between the different visitors regarding their experiences
and perspectives, influenced by the three dynamics of space. These three dynamics
at Ysselsteyn that shape the visitor experience will also be used as the thematic
structure of the research and thus the chapters division. The first chapter is about the
design and presentation of the cemetery or the ‘conceived space’. The second
chapter revolves around visitor movement or spatial practices at the cemetery: the
perceived space. The third chapter examines the personal responses of visitors to
the cemetery or the lived space. The interrelationship between these spaces is kept
in mind in each chapter.

70 Creswell and Poth, Qualitative inquiry, 159.
"L All of the participants gave their permission to be audio recorded.
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Chapter one

Concelved space

This chapter discusses the layer of conceived space at the German War Cemetery
Ysselsteyn. Therefore, the landscaping of the cemetery and its creation, the history of
the visitor centre and the architecture of the new visitor centre, the exhibition and the
guided tours are approached as supply-oriented elements that influence or try to
influence the perceived and the lived spaces. However, through spatial practices,
emotions and cognitive responses, visitors in turn also interact with the design and
presentation of the cemetery. The spaces are interrelated. That is why some
responses from participants about conceived space have been included in this

chapter: their visitor experience also says something about the conceived space.

n accordance with the Geneva Conventions, the German War Cemetery

Ysselsteyn was created right after the Second World War on remote infertile

moorland. Close to the German border, all German casualties in the Netherlands
were to be (re)interred there. It was a suitable location. Overall, the Dutch were not
keen on seeing German (war) graves at Dutch gravesites after the war, so to (re)inter
the enemy in one, remote, place was well-planned. It also had practical benefits: it
made it easier to take care of the graves, to regulate visits and to eventually transfer

the deceased to Germany.

Right after the war, the Netherlands American Cemetery at Margraten also
had enemy dead accommodated. The Americans were anxious for the German War
Cemetery to be finished, so that they could move these more than 3000 German
casualties off their premises. Ysselsteyn was not that far away, the land was vast,
and to get it done rather sooner than later, they helped the Salvage and Identification
Service of the Royal Dutch Army in shaping the German War Cemetery. The
consequence of the American help was a rather untypical arrangement for a German
war cemetery, as its layout is modelled after the American military cemetery model.
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Each person was given a cross with name, rank, date of birth, date of death (if the
information was known) and a grave number. These crosses were placed next to
each other in rows and form over one hundred blocks.’? Index tiles were placed

along the cemetery path to indicate the blocks, corresponding to index boxes in the

visitor centre.

The cemetery from above, aerial photo from helicopter flight Province of Limburg, May 2018.

The index tiles, 29t of October 2021.

72 The cemetery consists of 106 blocks, each usually containing 12 rows of 25 graves.
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In the beginning, the crosses at Ysselsteyn were made of concrete because
wood was too expensive and the Dutch government only made limited resources
available for the cemetery of the instigator of the Second World War. In addition,
concrete was durable and contributed to the sober appearance of the cemetery,
which was deemed appropriate at the time. When management of the cemetery was
transferred to the Volksbund, the cemetery was revived and the concrete crosses
were replaced by natural stone between 1976 and 1981. Like the concrete crosses,

this nature stone was also intended to create an atmosphere of soberness.

A lot of participants commented on the landscaping elements of the German
war cemetery, which are part of the conceived space. As no less than eighteen
participants previously visited other Second World War military cemeteries, both
Allied and German, in the Netherlands, Belgium and France (Normandy), they were
able to compare Ysselsteyn to other military cemeteries. Seven participants noticed
the sloping landscape of Ysselsteyn, compared to the flat landscape of Allied
cemeteries, two of whom added that they liked the sloping landscape better because
it allowed them to see more crosses at the same time. Seven other participants
noticed the simpler, sober crosses at Ysselsteyn and compared them to the pearly

white crosses at Allied cemeteries.

Not only the sober crosses but the soberness of Ysselsteyn in general was
often noted: seven participants mentioned it, especially in comparison to Allied
cemeteries (four times). These participants compared the entrances, the crosses and
the usage of flags and described Allied cemeteries as bombastic. It was clear that in
this case ‘bombastic’ had a negative connotation and ‘sober’ a positive connotation.
However, they considered the Allied grandiosity acceptable due to the fact that the
Allies were the ‘victors’ of the war. This implies that these participants think in a
dichotomy of right and wrong, where the ‘good’ are allowed 'more' than the ‘bad’,
even after the war in death, when in fact the war was much more complicated than
that.

In addition, the vastness of the cemetery caught the attention of thirteen
participants, six thought that Ysselsteyn was well cared for, spacious and carefully
constructed and five participants noticed the ‘beautiful and abundant’ trees and
shrubs surrounding the cemetery. What they did not mention were the handful of
trees scattered between the thousands of graves. There used to be graves at these
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places, but those casualties were reburied on German soil at the request of the

families. The trees were planted as a reminder of the graves that used to be there.

Not only these trees but more obvious objects that are part of the cemetery
were not mentioned by the participants during the interviews: the Japanese Ginkgo
tree and the central commemoration square. The Ginkgo tree is a symbol of hope
and peace as it was the first thing to grow after the atom bomb attacks on Nagasaki
and Hiroshima in 1945. The Volksbund planted it at Ysselsteyn in May 1995 to
commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War. The
central commemoration square was built between 1976 and 1981 and is used for
special ceremonies like Volkstrauertag. It has a large cross in the centre of a circle
made by large boulders, hard not to see. However, the commemoration square has
no signage, so no can read about its function, and although the Ginkgo tree does
have signage, it is far from the main path. It is unfortunate that the symbolism of the
Ginkgo tree is missed by all participants and that the function of the memorial square
is unknown to them, as both could have contributed to their visitor experience and
thus further shaped or adapted their perspective on the Second World War. This
shows how important it is for the supply-side of tourism to think about space and
what the design and presentation of the cemetery could convey when objects are

placed in that space thoughtfully.

The cemetery was opened to the public in 1952. Until then it was closed for all
but the relatives of the interred, for various reasons: there were no paths, a lot of
crosses were not placed yet and there was fear for disturbances caused by anti-
German sentiments. The West-German government pressured the Dutch
government to open up the cemetery to the public, as it was even difficult for relatives
to get permission to visit the cemetery (the Dutch Ministry of War had to grant it).
Once it quietly opened in the summer of 1952, work progressed quickly to straighten
out the site: crosses were placed on graves that did not have one and empty crosses
were given name tags. Still, this did not go fast enough and only the first part was

opened to the public, initially for only a few hours a day.

When the cemetery was under Dutch management, there were many rules
and regulations. In order to prevent disturbances of public order, locals could be
denied access when foreigners were there and groups were denied access. In the
early years, rejected barracks without electricity or water supply filled the remaining
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space of the cemetery. In this way, the Dutch government complied with the Geneva
Conventions, without too much expense.” The Red Cross and the Salvage and
Identification Service of the Royal Dutch Army made index boxes with the names of

the deceased available, so that the person sought could be easily found.

These days everyone is more than welcome to visit the cemetery. In 2021, a
brand new visitor centre opened its doors to facilitate more people. The old white
cottages that replaced the aforementioned barracks were no longer able to cope with
the growing interest in the cemetery. With the opening of the new visitor centre,
including a permanent exhibition and a bistro, the director of the cemetery expects
the number of visitors to double over the years, from 25,000 to 50,000 visitors per
year. The new visitor centre was realised with the help of stakeholders who donated
money. These stakeholders include the municipality of Venray, the province of
Limburg, the Dutch Foundation for Peace, Freedom and Veteran Support (vfonds),
the German federal ministry of Foreign Affairs and private donations. Most of these
stakeholders also contributed to the creation of the exhibition. All aspects of the
exhibition, such as financial support, production and scientific support were done

through German-Dutch collaborations.

Ysselsteyn’s online marketing can be quite confusing. The largest group of
visitors comes from the Netherlands, who are not familiar with the Volksbund.
However, this is exactly the branding potential visitors will see when they visit
Ysselsteyn’s website, which is only the fourth hit on Google.”* Not only the header of
the website with a logo of the Volksbund is confusing but also the name of the
website: ‘joc-ysselsteyn’ (which focuses on the Youth Meeting Centre)’. The same
applies to the cemetery's social media accounts. Ysselsteyn does not create a brand
for itself which makes its online presence disappointing. The landing pages are
unattractive and the website is very impersonal. No information is given about who is
in charge, who works there, what their goals are or who supports them. It is striking
that the visitor centre is not mentioned anywhere on the German and English

language website, and only on a subpage called ‘war cemetery’ of the Dutch

73 Mulders, Een vergeten verleden?, 30.
74 Jeugdontmoetingscentrum Ysselsteyn, https://www.joc-ysselsteyn.eu/nl/ (consulted 14th of September 2023).

75 It is beyond the scope of this research to go into detail about the JOC, but in short it concerns an educational
group accommodation on the same site as the cemetery and under the same management.
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language website. The new visitor centre could have been a great opportunity for the
cemetery to promote itself online. However, the cemetery is well promoted online
through E-WOM. There are many (positive) reviews on Google and the cemetery
gets 4,9 out of 5 stars, based on 107 reviews. On Facebook, the cemetery gets a 4,2
out of 5, based on 5 reviews. On TripAdvisor the cemetery gets a 4,5 out of 5, based
on 72 reviews. Because of these positive experiences shared online, potential visitors
will still be inclined to visit the cemetery, regardless of the confusing website and

presence on social media.

Ysselsteyn is also promoted through most of its partners in the Netherlands.
The cemetery is included in the Liberation Route Europe and the Venray Remembers
route. The Liberation Route Europe is a cultural hiking and cycling route through nine
European countries that takes people to sites of importance of the Second World
War, created to commemorate, reflect upon and learn about these events in their
specific locations.”® The Venray Remembers route is a project of the Venray tourist-
recreational platform, also supported by the province of Limburg and the municipality
of Venray, for which several Second World War walking and cycling routes and a car
route were created, ‘to show the special war history of the municipality of Venray and
the surrounding area’. Benches where tourists can rest and experience stories
through augmented reality videos were placed along these routes.”” The Overloon
War Museum includes a photo of Ysselsteyn in their room for reflection. Signage
there reads: ‘Lest we forget is a phrase commonly used in war commemorative
services, however mainly used to remember fallen Allied soldiers. However, the
museum would like to expand this to fallen German soldiers as well. (...) These

soldiers all paid the ultimate price of war.’

All these initiatives are connected. In Germany, the promotion is done by the
Volksbund and mainly aimed at school groups. For example, they offer information
trips for teachers, including a visit to the cemetery and a visit to the Overloon War
Museum. The teachers are then asked to arrange school trips to these places in the
future. A bicycle bridge going through the Overloon War Museum is part of one of the

Venray Remembers routes and also connects a British military cemetery with the

76 Liberation Route Europe, https://www.liberationroute.com/ (consulted 14th of September 2023).

’7\/enray Remembers. Ontmoet het oorlogsverleden van De Peel, https://www.venrayremembers.nl/en/
(consulted 14th of September 2023).

31


https://www.liberationroute.com/
https://www.venrayremembers.nl/en/

German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn. The goal of this route is to ‘confront tourists with
the tensions of the Second World War: 'Allied' versus '‘German’, 'right' versus ‘wrong'
and, above all, 'alive' versus 'dead”.”® The Liberation Route signage on a large

boulder at the cemetery is titled ‘whether right or wrong, we are all human’.

. e

Liberation 0900 54 23 728 vruee . &

“Whether right or wrong, we are
all human’

“Gut oder bése, wir sind vor
allem Menschen.'

Liberation Route Europe signage at the Ysselsteyn cemetery, 29" of October 2021.

Christine Gundermann writes in her book about German-Dutch post-war
encounters, that the German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn does not exist as a ‘German
national place of remembrance in a foreign history vacuum, but is connected to the
Dutch remembrance topography, so national historical interpretations meet here’.”®
These historical interpretation not only meet, they are also interconnected, as the
aforementioned examples show. This interrelated conceived space is produced by

German and Dutch professionals who clearly want to convey a specific message to

8 Oorlogsmuseum, https://www.oorlogsmuseum.nl/nl/het-museum/fietsbrug/ (consulted 14th of September
2023).

7% Christine Gundermann, Die verséhnten Biirger: Der Zweite Weltkrieg in deutsch-niederldndischen Begegnungen
1945-2000 (Minster-New York 2014) 331.
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visitors: that of reconciliation and understanding. The design of the new visitor centre

and exhibition of the Ysselsteyn cemetery are both a part of this conceived space.

The design of the new visitor centre contributes to the visitor experience. Upon
arrival, visitors walk from the car park through a gate, along a brick straight path with
shrubs on both sides. In the distance they can already see the large cross in the
central commemoration square, but nothing more. First, there is the visitor centre, a
modern building made up of a lot of dark glass, making it difficult for the visitors to
see inside. This way, they are not distracted from the entrance towards the cemetery
by the conference room and the bistro. The architects of the visitor centre envisioned
an entrance to the cemetery that would create a shock effect, so distractions are not
welcome. Standing at the visitor centre there is still a limited view of the cemetery,
only the cross in the central commemoration square will appear a bit bigger.

The path to the cemetery is extended past the visitor centre on the left and
one of the old white buildings on the right, through high wooden slats placed in front
of them. These slats are positioned in such a way that visitors cannot see the
buildings behind the slats. Automatically, the focus moves towards the cemetery,
while the large cross in the central commemoration square draws the visitor closer.
Once passed these slats, the vastness of the cemetery finally comes into view and
the desired shock effect is achieved. The symbolism of the wooden slats is to create
the feeling that the visitor has no choice but to go in that direction, as could have
been the case for someone who had to go to war. With this the architects convey the
message of reconciliation and understanding, because on all sides of the war there
were soldiers who had to fight but perhaps did not want to. Walking back from the
cemetery to the visitor centre, the position of the wooden slats exposes the buildings
behind them, creating a more open feel. In addition, the visitor is given a choice when
leaving the cemetery, which symbolises freedom: visitors can leave again via the
extended path with the (opened) wooden slats, or through the garden on the other
side of the building. Whether these are the feelings that the participants actually

experienced, will be discussed in chapter three on lived space.
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At first, mostly German families visited Ysselsteyn. They laid down a wreath at
the grave of a family member, used the bathroom and went home again. The old
white cottages were sufficient back then. In recent years, more and more people who
want to learn more about the history of the cemetery and the buried casualties are
visiting the cemetery. What visitors require from the Ysselsteyn cemetery has
changed. That is why there is a permanent exhibition in the visitor centre, developed
to tell more about what it means to recover and identify bodies and about the history
of the cemetery and its interred in the context of the Second World War. This is done
through diverse interpretative media, such as video, audio and a display of the history

of the cemetery with old crosses and text, in an oval, modern and spacious room.

All media is presented in German, English and Dutch and written by the
Volksbund in collaboration with the Dutch Orthodox Chief Rabbi Binyomin Jacobs
and the ‘Centraal Joods Overleg’ (Central Jewish Consultation). They welcomed the
arrival of an exhibition and gave advice on the content of the texts, paying extra
attention to ensuring that the genocide and the guilt of Nazi Germany were included
in the texts. This is an important stakeholder that contributed to the creation of the
exhibition and thus to the message of reconciliation and understanding. The
exhibition is structured and logical, there is no routing necessary. On two big
interactive screens lists with names of the people buried at Ysselsteyn can be used
to obtain further information about the war dead. Visitors can also write in a

guestbook and there are index books at the entrance of the visitor centre.

An 18-minute film takes viewer step by step through the Second World War in
the Netherlands, with a focus on personal stories and pictures of some of the interred
at Ysselsteyn. There is a lot of audio available at the exhibition. The audio benches
include nine short audio fragments including the carillon, the history and organisation
of the cemetery, the special trees, the former administrator Timmermans, the
educational programmes, the foundation of the visitor centre, the story behind the
First World War graves, the central memorial square and about the Volksbund.
Unlike the film, the focus of the audio information is clearly on the cemetery and its

organisation.

To the Volksbund, the exhibition room is a place of learning, remembrance
and commemoration. The graves alone cannot provide all the needed information.
The director of the cemetery explains that the purpose of the exhibition is to show
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facts of the war, invite visitors to reflect on these facts and create their own opinion of
the Second World War and the meaning of Ysselsteyn. This is why thought-provoking

guestions are printed on the seating surfaces in the exhibition room, entirely in line

with the aim of the Venray Remembers routes to confront tourists with the tensions of
the Second World War.

Seating surfaces exhibition room, 22" of July 2023.

37



The director explained that some of the information shared at the exhibition is
perhaps different from what is ‘usually being told’, for example that more young
Germans died than most visitors realise, the SS consisted of different nationalities
and there were many Dutch collaborators.® This information is shared with visitors
because Ysselsteyn wants to offer them a broad perspective on what ‘the German
soldier meant through knowledge enrichment. This works, as six participants
specifically confirmed that at least one of these facts was something new they had
learned. That so many young Germans died during the war and that so many Dutch
people collaborated were also the facts that most participants remembered from
guided tours. They also noticed that civilians, and not just soldiers, were buried at the
‘military’ cemetery. Another recurring response was that the tour confirmed the idea a
lot of participants already had: that fighting in the Second World War was much more

complex than ‘just the wrong choice’.

Guided tours of the cemetery are available in German, English and Dutch.
Volunteers, the director and employees of the educational team carry them out.
Some tour guides are in German, but most are in Dutch. | have joined multiple tours
and each tour is a little different as the stories told depend on which graves were
stopped at, the tour guide and the group that booked the tour. For instance, during
tours with young people, they always visit the graves of teenagers to make it more
identifiable. The diversity of stories explains why four of the eight tour participants
had already done one or more tours before and still found it interesting and learned a
lot. Like the exhibition, a guided tour adds value to the visitor experience by providing
information and context, but it also does something else: it connects the visitor to the
cemetery in a more tangible way. The stories are told while standing next to the
grave, amongst thousands of other graves. These visitors are handed the stories and

do not have to search for them themselves, as in the exhibition room.

Regardless of how the tours are conducted, the tour guides always stick to the
same facts as told in the exhibition, which tell a very diverse story. The guides always

explain how unknown soldiers are identified and interred and always include personal

80 The cemetery debunks the myth of the large participation of Dutch people in the resistance, with 550 of its
graves belonging to Dutch collaborators whose Dutch nationality had been stripped by the government. A lot of
them were fanatical Nazis who joined the SS voluntarily. It is a confronting part of Dutch history that should not
be overlooked.
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stories of a lot of the interred people, for instance of the German-Dutch civilians who
died in the internment camps shortly after the war, including a one day old boy, the
German-Dutch woman who died during an Allied bombing raid on Geleen, the
German man who committed suicide because he lost both sons on the Eastern front,
and of SS officer Ernst Knorr. These graves are chosen deliberately. By showing the
diversity of those buried at Ysselsteyn, the guides indirectly show visitors how
versatile the war in general was, adding nuance to the common understanding of the
Second World War (‘right’ versus ‘wrong’) and thus contributing to the message of

reconciliation and understanding.

Narratives change over time and so do those about the Second World War.8?
The director of Ysselsteyn said that he mainly sees a change in the dichotomy of
right and wrong, which people are increasingly moving away from. There is more
discussion about the grey areas of the war. It is in this climate that the cemetery can
be promoted to visit. On the other hand, the new visitor centre with the exhibition also
creates this climate by providing context for visitors and sending out a positive
message, through German-Dutch collaborations and supported by the Central Jewish
Consultation. This message is at the core of the conceived space, of the design and

presentation of the cemetery.

However, the director added that sometimes visitors think the narrative
changed to such an extent that the educational team at Ysselsteyn has to remind
visitors that there were war criminals during the war and people who thoroughly
believed in the national-socialist cause. Part of the exhibition and guided tours also
revolves around the fact that war criminals are buried at Ysselsteyn, so that visitors
do not ‘forget’ that SS officers such as Julius Dettmann are also interred here. As
Dallen J. Timothy writes: ‘one important aspect of the informal educative role of sites
is to remind the public about negative events and times in history that should not be
forgotten’®?. Since the opening of the new visitor centre, the exhibition and guided
tours at Ysselsteyn offer a broad perspective on ‘the German side’ of the war, but

also remain that reminder.

81 Gundermann, Die verséhnten Biirger, 331.
82 Timothy, Cultural Heritage and Tourism, 209.
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When | first conducted research at the Ysselsteyn cemetery in the autumn of
2021, | wrote that Ysselsteyn is first and foremost a cemetery and secondly a (dark)
tourism site. Since the opening of the visitor centre, this no longer seems to be the
case. Although the guestbook shows that relatives of the deceased still come to visit,
most of the deceased at the cemetery are too far away for many German families, in
terms of distance and lineage. The director agrees that most visitors are interested
tourists these days. This chapter has shown in what ways and why conceived space
tries to influence perceived and lived space, or the visitor experience. It has also
already shown something of how visitors interact with the cemetery, because the
three moments of Lefebvre’s ‘spatial triad’ overlap and interact. After all, the
interrelationship is what produces space. The visitors’ spatial practices are discussed

in more detail in the next chapter on perceived space.
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Chapter two

Perceived space

This chapter discusses the spatial practices of visitors at the German War Cemetery
Ysselsteyn, or the perceived space of the cemetery. It looks at how visitors interact
with and behave within the conceived space of the cemetery, in other words, with and
within the cemetery, the visitor centre, the exhibition and during a guided tour. It also
looks at how these spatial practices influence conceived space and lived space. The
spatial practices of visitors are examined by means of observations and in-depth

interview questions.

ith regard to the spatial practices at the cemetery, two separate groups

were distinguished through unobtrusive observation work in the field:

cyclists, hikers or people who walked their dogs, and people who
specifically came to visit the cemetery (tourists). For the first group, the cemetery is
an attractive public open space. Therefore, they had very different movements within
and interaction with the cemetery than the tourists. Cyclists, hikers and people who
walked their dogs used the main path practically: to get to the other side of the nature
reserve (bicycle in hand). Therefore, they walked down the path faster than day-
trippers. A couple who walked their dog regularly at Ysselsteyn, explained that their
interaction with the cemetery is not emotional, because for them the cemetery is a
practical space. Some cyclists and hikers came across Ysselsteyn’s signage along
the streets in the area and spontaneously approached the entrance out of curiosity,
surprise often visible in their composure when they saw the sea of crosses. They did
not walk very far on the main path before they turned back. Most stopped only to
read the Liberation Route Europe signage because it is closest to the entrance and
next to the main path. Moreover, these people did not visit the exhibition.

Tourists not only read the Liberation Route Europe signage, but also the
cemetery’s information signage, which was located a few steps further along the
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main path. These visitors walked all the way to the central commemoration square, if
not further. Occasionally they stopped and pointed to the crosses that surrounded
them. Every now and then there was someone who clearly searched for a specific
grave. Along the perpendicular path are the so-called ‘comrades’ graves’®® and the
memorial stone of administrator Timmermans. Although some people also walked
this path, most turned around at the central commemoration square and walked back
along the same main path, missing these objects. This could explain why the
comrades’ graves and the memorial stone of Timmermans were mentioned only once
during the interviews, by a participant who explained that he purposely searched for
the things that were ‘different’ or seemed ‘out of place” (there is only one memorial

stone at the cemetery and only a handful of ‘comrades’ graves’, in a sea of crosses).

One of the ‘comrades’ graves’ at the Ysselsteyn cemetery, 7" of August 2023.

83 This term is given to the graves of casualties whose remains were found together: they could be identified, but
their remains could not be separated anymore. Therefore they had to be buried together. The term ‘comrades’
graves’ comes from the organisation of Ysselsteyn and these graves are called that way during guided tours and
in the exhibition.
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Only one visitor was observed navigating the cemetery with a digital SLR-
camera. He was one of the participants and during the interview explained that he
also looked at the cemetery with a photographic eye: he found the combination of the
sloping landscape and the symmetry of the graves very interesting to photograph and
tried to capture his first impressions of the cemetery by mainly taking overview
photos. These photos are later viewed and edited, and memories of the visit will be
recalled. It is more difficult to understand the importance of photographic interaction
with the cemetery of visitors who take pictures with their mobile phones: it is easy to
snap some pictures without really thinking about it. A mobile phone is also less
conspicuous than a SLR-camera, which made it more difficult to observe whether
someone was taking photos. However, several times people were spotted pausing at
the carillon while it was playing and filming it with their mobile phones. It is very likely
that participants also filmed the carillon or took pictures of the cemetery, although this
is not mentioned once. Unfortunately, questions regarding photography were not

included in the interviews either.

When asked whether the participants noticed anything concerning their
conduct at the cemetery (movement, body language, verbal and non-verbal
communication with others), three participants answered that they consciously chose
to refrain from walking on the graves and deliberately did not deviate from the paths
out of respect for the dead. They associated the spatial practice of not walking on the
graves with respect and thus showed how important they considered this at the
cemetery. One of these participants thought it was so important to show respect in
this way, that he was agitated by others who did walk on the graves. He was part of a
guided tour and explained that he had the feeling that others in the group walked on
the graves purely out of ‘kuddegedrag’ (‘herd behaviour’): that most did not think
about it and just followed others. The group formed a football team, and this
participant was convinced that most of the group members would have paid more
attention if they had visited the cemetery with their families. He insinuated that the
rest of the group also thought showing respect in this way was important, but just did

not behave that way because of the group dynamics of the football team.

It should be mentioned, however, that it is difficult not to walk on the graves
when searching for someone or wanting to take a closer look at the information on

the crosses, since there is hardly any space between the rows of crosses. Five other
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participants also felt strongly about showing respect at the cemetery, but did not
mention avoiding walking on the graves as a spatial practice associated with that. For
them, showing respect was reflected in a different behaviour at the cemetery: they
kept silent or spoke quietly and behaved calmly. Three of these participants added
that their children were not allowed to run, shout or speak loudly at the cemetery,
consistent with their own behaviour. A seven-year-old girl agreed with her parents

that everyone should be quiet at a cemetery.

Not walking on graves, keeping quiet and behaving calmly created a respectful
and calm atmosphere that gave people the opportunity to reflect on war, life and
death. This behaviour connected perceived space to lived space. Six participants
indicated that they thought about the fate of others when they walked around the
cemetery. They wondered how people ended up in the specific situation they found
themselves in and how much choice people actually had during the war. A father and
son tried to imagine what it would be like to have family buried at Ysselsteyn and
were curious about how Germans feel at the cemetery and how they look back on the
Second World War. It was also often mentioned how nonsensical war is. Eight
participants were reminded of the ongoing war in Ukraine through their experience at
Ysselsteyn. They reflected on the fact that mankind has clearly learned nothing from
the Second World War and called the war in Ukraine pointless. Four of these
participants said that they found it intense that all those people are fighting just

because of the ideas of a few.

The behaviour of the participants and the ensuing atmosphere at the cemetery
also created a certain self-awareness. Two participants regularly run in the nature
reserve surrounding the cemetery, and said that every time they see the crosses,
they realise how good their lives are, how lucky they are to be able to run and that all
those interred at Ysselsteyn never got that far. Another participant explained that she
tried to imagine how she would have behaved during the war and wondered how
much courage she would have had. She thought these were ‘difficult questions, hard
to answer’. In their reflections, these participants showed a mildness towards the
interred at Ysselsteyn and approached them as human beings, not as ‘Nazis’ or
‘collaborators’. However, their reflections also revealed the complexity of the Second
World War.
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A couple interviewed at Ysselsteyn told a story that demonstrated the
complexity of the war and its aftermath, and therefore of the cemetery. There used to
be an elderly man in town who had lived through the war and who was always
snarling about Germans, determined to call them ‘moffen’ (a Dutch swear word for
Germans, similar to ‘krauts’ in English). Nevertheless, he visited Ysselsteyn for years
to lay flowers at one of the graves. Apparently he had been asked to do so by an
elderly German couple who could no longer visit their son’s grave because of their
age. Every year on the day of the son’s death, the man faithfully visited the cemetery,
until his own advanced age prevented him from doing so. This example illustrated the

grey area of the war and the physical role of Ysselsteyn in it.

In addition to keeping silent or speaking quietly as an expression of respect,
other sounds at the cemetery were also discussed during the interviews. One
participant explained how it struck him that at every cemetery he visited there are no
animal sounds. He said that he knew they were there, especially as the Ysselsteyn
cemetery is in the middle of a nature reserve, but he felt as if even the animals had ‘a
certain respect’ for ‘these places’. This indicated that he also saw silence as a sign of
respect. Another participant said that at noon he heard the sound of the Dutch air
raid alarm that was being tested and that he found it an odd experience while
standing at the German war cemetery, because during the war people actually had to
flee to air raid shelters when they heard the alarm; fleeing airplane bombings carried
out by the people buried at this cemetery. However, the description of his experience
contained no judgments about this part of history. The carillon that played a tune
every half hour was not mentioned once. | found this remarkable, as for me
personally the carillon added a lot of solemnity to the atmosphere of the cemetery,

greatly influencing its space.

Two other participants also discussed the element of sound, but focused on
the visitor centre and exhibition room. One of them explained that he thought it was
an odd combination to have a bistro next to the exhibition room, a place of reflection
and remembrance, where he could hear the sound of clinking glasses and scraping
knives. Both participants found the noise coming from the bistro a great nuisance
because it distracted them from the gathering of knowledge, reflection and
remembrance: the reasons for which they wanted to visit the exhibition room. They

also connected silence, or at least subdued sounds, to respectful behaviour.
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Moreover, they found the bistro to be in stark contrast to the soberness of the
cemetery and a strange choice to include in the visitor centre. For them, this part of
the conceived space had a negative impact on desired spatial practices and lived

space.

The exhibition is an important part of Ysselsteyn and the visitor experience, as
it provides necessary information and context. Four participants had no time to visit
the exhibition, bringing the total number of participants who visited it to sixteen. The
exhibition is not excessive in providing information. Three participants found this
positive (‘short but sweet’) and four found this negative (‘not enough explanation’).
Both comments show that these visitors found the gathering of knowledge important.
Visitors were completely silent in the exhibition room, which created a serious and
attentive atmosphere, matching the respectful and calm atmosphere that prevailed at
the cemetery. If anyone spoke at all, it was in a hushed voice or a whisper. This
atmosphere would change drastically due to two circumstances (related to sound).
The first circumstance was that groups ended their tour of the cemetery in the
exhibition room. When finishing a guided tour in the exhibition room, the guides
talked at a normal volume and so did the members of the tour groups. When the
guides told a joke, the group laughed, and when the tour was completed, the groups
applauded the guide as a thank you. One tour ended with the words ‘well this was

the tour, now you can go and drink beer’.

The second circumstance was the noise that came from the bistro. On some
days a door was opened that directly connects the exhibition room to the bistro (the
entrance to the exhibition room is on the quiet side of the offices). When that door
was open, visitors in the exhibition room could clearly hear people there talking and
eating, the coffee machine grinding, food being prepared, the dishwasher running in
the kitchen and so on. The serious and attentive atmosphere that normally prevailed
in the exhibition room changed because both circumstances produced more (light-
hearted) noise and muffled the emotional music of the 18-minute film that is part of

the exhibition.

Visitors who at first did not talk at all in the exhibition room, let alone laughed
out loud or talked about other subjects, were more inclined to do so when a group
entered the exhibition room or the door to the bistro was open. Only under these
circumstances were discussions held out loud and did children climb onto the audio
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benches. This behaviour was not only contrary to what the Volksbund intended with
the exhibition room (as a place of learning, remembrance and commemoration), but
also to the behaviour of visitors under ‘normal’ circumstances (the perceived space of
the exhibition where silence is expected and obeyed). These circumstances
demonstrate the influence of perceived space at Ysselsteyn on the visitor experience.
Perceived space does not only enforce certain spatial practices, but in turn spatial

practices influence perceived space, thus challenging conceived space.

However, these circumstances were exceptions to the rule. Overall, visitor
movements within and interaction with the exhibition room expressed interest and
respect. Participants interested in the film sat down to watch it and those interested in
the old cemetery objects stood in front of the displays, pressed their noses against
the glass to get a better look and read the relevant signage. Visitors clearly spent
more time in the part of the exhibition that they found most interesting and skimmed
or skipped the rest. Many people folded their hands behind their back and visitors
pointed things out, just like at the cemetery. More than once a father beckoned his
children so he could explain them something he found interesting. From these
gestures and postures | deduced that these visitors were serious about and

interested in the exhibition.

Several groups were observed during their tour of the cemetery. Most visitors
had the same posture as people in the exhibition room: hands were folded behind
their backs when they listened to the guide or walked to the next stop. Some rubbed
their chins or folded their hands in front of their stomachs. I interpreted each of these
postures as an expression of sincere interest and respect. The behaviour of a group
of veterans showed patrticular interest: they leaned over to the guide when she was
talking and copied her movements, and as they moved to the next point of interest,
they discussed what they had been told and asked the guide questions while pointing

at certain crosses.

Most of the time, participants visited the cemetery as part of a larger itinerary.
Twelve participants combined their visit with other activities, seven of which with a
visit to the Overloon War Museum, one with a visit to the Airborne Museum.
Ysselsteyn was also a stopover for four participants, once during a cycling trip and
three times on the way to summer holidays. On two occasions, the participants who
visited Ysselsteyn in combination with a war museum described their day full of
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military vehicles, war and death as an ‘uitje’ (‘a little outing’). Three participants who
only visited Ysselsteyn did the same when they explained they often make ‘these
little outings’. One of them labelled their day out as a ‘men’s day’, in which the

women of their family were not allowed to join.

In Dutch, an ‘uitje’ is something that brings to mind something light-hearted,
such as going to an amusement park or a water park. It could also be associated with
a visit to a museum, including a war museum, but the connotation of the word is not
easily connected with visiting a cemetery, not to mention a cemetery where war
criminals are interred. It is quite remarkable that, despite the connotation of the word,
five participants used it casually during the interviews to describe their visit to
Ysselsteyn. In that same frame of mind, some visitors called themselves ‘liefhebbers’
of the Second World War. In English this word would translate to ‘enthusiasts’, but in
Dutch the connotation of the word is much closer to ‘lovers’. Either way, both do not

connect very well with something as dark as war.

What stood out most was how the football team had incorporated the guided
tour of the cemetery into their overall itinerary for the day. After their tour they had a
barbecue at the adjacent Youth Meeting Centre. Three interviews were conducted
there, with the sounds of music playing, people laughing, meat sizzling and beer
bottles popping open in the background. This atmosphere contrasted sharply with the
aforementioned atmosphere of the cemetery and the exhibition under regular
circumstances. | felt this contrast the strongest when | walked back to the visitor
centre. To my right, the more than 31,000 graves reappeared, but | could still hear
the sounds mentioned above. Moreover, | heard how Andrea Bocelli’s song ‘Con te
Partiro’ was quickly replaced by a cheerful up-tempo song, which contrasted even

more with the respectful and calm setting of the cemetery.

However, the cemetery is not a place of death and suffering, even though tens
of thousands of casualties are buried here, but a place associated with death and
suffering.8* Stone places ‘dark resting places’ in the middle of his ‘dark tourism
spectrum’ because of, amongst other things, the non-locational authenticity and
higher tourism infrastructure they often have. Nothing ‘dark’ happened at the site of

Ysselsteyn: the interred were transferred there from sites where they actually passed

84 Stone, ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum’, 151.
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away. Also, the tourist infrastructure was greatly improved with the opening of the
new visitor centre. Both are characteristics that make a dark site ‘lighter’. This
explains why some visitors seemed to approach the cemetery partially light-hearted,
calling it an ‘uitje’, visiting the cemetery only as part of a larger itinerary (although
eight of these itineraries revolved entirely around the Second World War) and in

certain circumstances talking out loud in the exhibition room.

It seemed more difficult for the participants to talk about their own spatial
practices at Ysselsteyn than about the history of the Second World War or their own
family history related to the war. Their behaviour, movements, and interactions felt
secondary to them and once they answered questions related to this, they reverted
back to factual aspects about the war and the cemetery. A guide said that many
visitors of Ysselsteyn often have quite a bit of prior knowledge of the cemetery and
the Second World War: the cemetery is not a well-known tourist attraction, therefore
mostly tourists who know a lot already about the war visit. This is certainly the case

with the participants of this research, as will become clear in the next chapter.

The guide also explained that these visitors with prior knowledge tend to share
their knowledge with him after a tour and want to have their ideas and thoughts
confirmed by a professional. The same thing happened during my interviews:
participants saw me as a professional with whom they wanted to share their
knowledge, but that also sometimes made them nervous. Stories and knowledge
tests followed again and again once | had finished recording an interview. One
participant recommended a book specifically about Ysselsteyn. However, during the

interviews all participants were very open.

This chapter has shown that conceived space is susceptible to perceived
space and the influence of spatial practices on the visitor experience. Because
cemeteries, as ‘dark resting places’, are not the darkest form of dark tourism, the
conceived space also has some lighter elements, causing different behaviour from
the visitors under certain circumstances than expected in the perceived space of an
exhibition or cemetery. Mostly however, the behaviour of the participants (not walking
on graves, interested gestures and postures at the exhibition and during a tour, and
being silent) were all spatial practices that showed their respect for the site. These
expressions of respect correspond with the message of the conceived space of
reconciliation and understanding. Nowadays, after every tour, at least one visitor
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says to the tour guides ‘oh, how we have not learned’ in view of the ongoing war in
Ukraine. Emotions, contemplations and cognitive responses are the subject of the

next and final chapter on the most personal space: lived space.
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Chapter three

Lived space

This last chapter explores the visitor experience through the angle of lived space, the
most personal space of visitors of the German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn. Cognitive
and emotional responses are evoked by the conceived space (the cemetery, the
visitor centre, the exhibition, and during a guided tour), as well as by their own spatial
practices within the conceived space. In turn, lived space also influences conceived
and perceived space. The lived space is examined through in-depth interviews.

here is more to a visit to Ysselsteyn than meets the eye. While the built

environment (conceived space) and the spatial practices of the visitors

(perceived space) help to shape the visitors’ experience, so does their own
inner world. As Mclintosh explains in other words: ‘Valued dimensions of the visitor
experience are produced in part by the visitors themselves through their personal
thoughts, feelings, imaginations and the unique ‘contexts’ or backgrounds (including
personal interests, values, experiences and motivations) which visitors bring with
them to the leisure setting, not just by the settings (including the physical and
interpretative context).’®® This chapter first looks at the personal thoughts and
feelings of the participants. Secondly, it shows the unique 'contexts' or backgrounds

of the participants, who were divided into three groups with similar characteristics.

Although Timothy writes that ‘most heritage visitors agree that experiences
wherein they learn something new are more satisfying and memorable’®%, a walk
around the cemetery seemed satisfying and memorable enough for visitors of

Ysselsteyn. Every time participants explained how overwhelmed and impressed they

85 Alison J. McIntosh, ‘Into the Tourist’s Mind: Understanding the Value of the Heritage Experience’, Journal of
Travel & Tourism Marketing 8:1 (1999) 41-64, there 44.
86 Timothy, Cultural Heritage and Tourism, 37.
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were by their visit, it had to do with the landscaping of the cemetery, and the more
emotional reactions or descriptions of the visitor experience were always about the
cemetery too. This insinuated that the cemetery was the most memorable aspect of
Ysselsteyn, not learning something new. The four participants who did not visit the
exhibition were just as impressed by their visit as those who did. This explains why
most of the participants’ comments about lived space were related to the landscaping

of the cemetery.

There were many personal thoughts expressed during the interviews. Six
participants reflected on how pointless war is when they walked past all the crosses
and added: ‘and that is not even all of the casualties’. They said the Second World
War should never have happened and mentioned how terrible it was that few men
decided for so many people. They added comments such as ‘a waste of human lives’
or ‘war is madness’ and pondered what war actually solves. Twelve participants
indicated that they thought the Germans had not always chosen to fight, or even
wanted to fight, especially when they looked at the average age of those buried at
Ysselsteyn. One of these participants quietly added that he could not fathom the idea
of his own children being sent off to war. Seven participants called most of the
interred at Ysselsteyn ‘victims’ and three participants said that most were ‘also just
humans’. Three participants indicated that war is not as black and white as it was
sometimes presented at school and added that everyone suffered during the Second
World War. All of these comments clearly correspond to the message that the

conceived space at Ysselsteyn wants to convey: reconciliation and understanding.

Twelve participants explained that they felt forgiveness about what happened
during the war, because ‘enough’ time has passed since it took place. Five of them
said that it helps that they have not experienced the war and therefore probably did
not feel the same emotions at the cemetery as people who have experienced it. They
thought that feelings regarding the war changed from generation to generation and
that a dichotomy between right and wrong was the feeling of a generation that is now
almost gone. However, one participant was a little boy during the war and also felt
forgiveness. Two of these five participants indicated that if they had experienced the
war, they probably would not have visited Ysselsteyn. One participant said that the

bistro would not have been appropriate years ago. Two other participants added that
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‘time heals all wounds’, one of whom explained that he thought ‘the enmity had to

subside first’.

Stone mentions in his article ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum’ that sites of more
recent death and tragic events evoke a greater sense of empathy because they can
still be validated by witnesses or survivors, unlike sites connected to events that
happened a longer time ago.8” The Second World War ended 78 years ago and there
are fewer and fewer witnesses or survivors who can tell their stories about it, so if
Stone’s theory is followed, the cemetery should not generate as much empathy as it
does now. His theory conflicts with the idea of the participants who said more
elapsed time was actually the reason they felt empathetic. ‘Recent’ death and tragic
events is a relative term. As three participants described, the cemetery is part of ‘the
last and greatest war’ that the Netherlands was a part of and that is why the war felt

recent enough to them to feel empathy.

One participant made a parallel to the ongoing war in Ukraine. He explained
that he could not imagine tourists visiting Russian graves on Ukrainian soil now or in
the near future, because ‘we need time’ first. By using the word ‘we’ he seemed to
identify with the Ukrainians, as they were attacked by the Russians, just as the Dutch
were attacked by the Germans in the Second World War. In doing so, he implied that
in war there are simply victims and perpetrators, demonstrating how deep-rooted the
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ dichotomy regarding war really is, despite his visit to Ysselsteyn
and emphatic attitude towards those interred there because ‘enough’ time has

passed.

An attitude of forgiveness and empathy was also expressed by participants
through their emotional responses to the landscaping of the cemetery, including the
design of the entrance to the cemetery. No less than thirteen participants were
intensely moved by the vastness of the cemetery, eight of whom were surprised and
shocked because they had not expected the vast area. For this reason, six
participants who had previously visited the cemetery now brought someone with
them to show them this vastness and to share something that impressed them so
much on their first visit. One participant explained that the cemetery affects him

emotionally because it is so imposing, and that he therefore found it more difficult to

87 Stone, ‘A Dark Tourism Spectrum’, 152.
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walk away from this cemetery than at other cemeteries he visited. He added ‘when
you arrive here, you really arrive somewhere grand’. Two participants felt sadness
and powerlessness as they walked around the cemetery, because the vastness also
made them feel the massiveness of loss. Not once did these participants approach
the interred at Ysselsteyn as something else than humans who lived through war.

Sea of crosses at the Ysselsteyn cemetery, 24t of July 2023.

However, one participant experienced the cemetery differently. While
ultimately supporting the feelings of forgiveness and empathy expressed by other
participants, he explained that no matter how he looked at the Second World War,
the Germans were still the occupiers, not the liberators, and that this fact created ‘a
different kind of atmosphere’ for him, than the atmosphere at an Allied cemetery - in a
negative sense. Although he understood that the people interred at Ysselsteyn also
needed a grave, he added: ‘They are not liberators, they have not brought much
good to our country and war criminals are also interred here’, implying that he was

not sure that this group should also have a grave.

The entrance to the cemetery also evoked personal feelings of participants.
Seven participants described the effect of the entrance on their visitor experience.

The buildings and high wooden slats on either side limited their view of the cemetery,
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which meant that when they walked down the small path and finally arrived at the
cemetery, they became even more overwhelmed by the vastness of it. This way the
entrance increased the ‘shock effect’ and created a real impact. Two participants
pointed out the tunnel effect of the entrance, which gave them an oppressive feeling.
One participant felt as if he was entering another ‘space’ when he entered the
cemetery. Another participant also mentioned the feeling of walking back to the visitor
centre: when the wooden slats were ‘opened’, they gave him a sensation of more air
and space. This corresponds exactly with the vision that the architects had with their

design.

Entrance towards the cemetery and exit towards the visitor centre, 15t of August 2023.

Whatever feelings the vastness of the cemetery or the shock effect of the
entrance to the cemetery evoked, they influenced spatial practices. Three
participants mentioned that it was the sight of the cemetery that left them silent, as
they literally had no words to comprehend what they were seeing. Two participants
felt that the cemetery made the Second World War feel more real than just a story
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told, making it more difficult to talk about it once there. One participant was very
much moved by the cemetery because his wife recently passed away. He said that
emotion was at the heart of his visit and that because of those emotions his

behaviour was quiet and calm.

Visitors' understanding does not always match the intention communicated
through the conceived space. In the case of Ysselsteyn, however, the message from
the Volksbund and other stakeholders who collaborated on the new visitor centre not
only matches the experience of the participants through the landscaping of the
cemetery, but also through its exhibition and guided tours. The view of the Volksbund
is that ‘human dignity includes the right to an appropriate burial place, regardless of
whether a person was guilty or not’®8. They consider it a gesture of humanity to give
all the deceased a grave, in order to distinguish themselves from the National
Socialist regime, which denied this right to more than five million victims.®° This view
is central to the exhibition, which focuses on the human beings behind the graves
and states that ‘every human being has the right to a grave’. The film in the exhibition
ends with this sentence, it is posed as a question on one of the seating surfaces
there and it is discussed during guided tours to get people thinking. Six participants,
who all visited the exhibition and of whom one also did a tour, literally stated in their
interviews that ‘everyone has the right to a grave’. Another participant said this in

answer to her son who asked her why ‘all these Germans’ were buried (here).

One participant said that she was happy with the existence of the Geneva
Conventions because, in her words, it makes burials mandatory for all war casualties
and prevents ‘discrimination in death’. She explained that this is important to her
because she is a Christian who believes in forgiveness, ‘also for war criminals’. Her
husband added that ‘human dignity includes the right to a dignified grave’. This is
exactly in line with the view of the Volksbund and explains why they said that they
were satisfied with the underlying idea of the exhibition. ‘Dignity’ was also mentioned
as important by two other participants, who explained that one way or another, the

interred are also people with families.

88 Interview with director of Ysselsteyn.
8 Interview with director of Ysselsteyn.
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Seven patrticipants indicated that they liked that the exhibition told ‘the whole
story’: they found it important that if the history of the Second World War is being told,
one also has to tell the German side of the story, as each story has multiple sides.
They explained that most of the information they usually got came from the liberators’
point of view and the loss and pain on the German side was often neglected in
history class at school or in books they read. This corresponds with what the director
of Ysselsteyn said about the information shared at the exhibition: that it was perhaps
different from what is ‘usually being told’. The exhibition at the Ysselsteyn cemetery
and guided tours showed visitors that the buried here also had mothers, daughters,
wives and relatives and that not every German was an inherent bad person willing to
fight for the national-socialist cause. As these facts were frequently repeated during
interviews, it appears that the content of the exhibition had the intended effect on the
visitor experience. In other words, the conceived space connected with lived space.

The fact that seemed to touch the participants most, both visitors of the
exhibition as those who did a guided tour, was that the more than 31,000 graves at
Ysselsteyn correspond to the number of people who died daily during the Second
World War. This created a tangible experience for the participants because they
could suddenly literally see what this number entailed and what the tremendous loss
of life during the war actually meant. The sea of crosses at Ysselsteyn is a physical
expression of the madness of war. Four participants reflected on the impact the war
must have had after hearing this. Five other participants shared how much they were
emotionally affected by this and how they simply could not comprehend that this (the

crosses at the cemetery, ed.) was the magnitude of death per day.

In order to understand the inner world of the participants, it was important to
contextualize and find out who these visitors of the cemetery were in the first place. It
was possible to divide the participants into three groups: amateur historians (twelve
participants), people from the municipality of which the cemetery belongs (seven
participants) and military or ex-military personnel (five participants). Added up, this
number is higher than the participants actually interviewed, because some
participants belonged to more than one group: two ‘amateur historian’ were also in
the army, two ‘amateur historians’ and two ex-military personnel also lived in the

municipality.
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The largest group was categorised as ‘amateur historians’, based on the fact
that these visitors had a far above average interest in and knowledge of the Second
World War and because the word ‘hobbyists’ seemed inappropriate in this case. The
fact that four of the twelve ‘amateur historians’ visited as many as three other Second
World War military cemeteries or more, and five participants two others, were
examples of their heightened interest in this subject. Of this group, eight participants
visited military war cemeteries as far away as in Normandy and one couple attended
the five-yearly commemoration there three times. One participant stopped at
Ysselsteyn on his way to a Battlefield tour in the Ardennes and another ‘amateur
historian’ proudly said that he was going to fly in a Dakota airplane during his holiday.
This explained why no less than eight participants combined a visit of the cemetery
with a visit to a war museum, and had an ‘uitje’ entirely revolving around the war: all

of these participants belonged to the ‘amateur historians’ group.

Four participants of the ‘amateur historians’ group conducted research into
Ysselsteyn prior to their visit and mentioned how many books they had read about
the Second World War in general. Six participants recognised the arrangement at
Ysselsteyn as atypical for a German war cemetery because of all the rows of
individual crosses and accurately noted that the layout looked almost the same as an
Allied cemetery. Two participants specifically mentioned how the construction
process at Ysselsteyn was supported by the Americans, one of whom added that the
La Cambe German War Cemetery in Normandy, designed by Germans, looked
completely different with its Germanic symbolisms and Maltese crosses. The fact that
S0 many participants mainly talked about factual aspects of the war and the cemetery
and hardly about their spatial practices and feelings there was because the majority
of the participants belonged to the group of ‘amateur historians’. They wanted to talk
about their knowledge out of enthusiasm and passion. All of these participants
agreed that they were indeed very interested in the war, and eight participants added
that they had been ever since childhood.

For some, their interest and subsequent motivation to visit Ysselsteyn seemed
to stem from the fact that the war was part of their family history. Seven participants
of the group ‘amateur historians’ had a story about the war that affected their families.
These family histories were revived during their visit to the cemetery and influenced

the visitors and their experience. As Mclntosh explains: “Tourists contribute to the
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production of their own beneficial experiences. The settings produced by heritage
managers (the conceived space, ed.), are therefore only part of the heritage

production process’.

The participants told stories about how someone’s father was Timmermans’
chauffeur and how he played amongst the graves as a child; how someone’s parents
found the Allies more of a nuisance than the Germans, because the Allies
misbehaved and the Germans were polite; how a German soldier played with
someone’s grandparents when they were little because the soldier missed his own
children; how someone’s German mother and Dutch father met during the war; how
someone in his youth received twenty-five beautiful encyclopaedias about the
Second World War from his great-uncle who lived through the war and how now his
own son reads those same books. Two participants became quite emotional and
appeared distressed when talking about this part of their family history. However,
most of these family histories showed that there is a lot of grey area in war. Their
family histories in combination with their extensive knowledge about the Second
World War ensured that they all spoke about the war impartially. Tourists indeed

contribute to the production of their own visitor experience.

The second largest group of visitors is categorised as ‘local residents’. Six
participants are from Ysselsteyn and one participant from the municipality Venray.
They did not have to do any research about Ysselsteyn prior to their visit: they had
known it since childhood and every participant in this group visited the cemetery at
least once before. They were used to the German war cemetery being a part of their
community. Germans have been visiting the small village ever since they were little,
or since their parents were little. In 1953 the association ‘Venray vooruit’ (‘Venray
ahead’) was founded, trying to provide sufficient parking spaces and catering for
relatives of the interred at Ysselsteyn. They extended the opening times of nearby
shops for the more than 50,000 German visitors who came to the cemetery every
year.®? One of these participants explained that imnmediately after the war, the people

in Ysselsteyn already saw what it had also done to ‘the enemy’: mothers, daughters,

% Mclntosh, ‘Into the Tourist’s Mind, 60.
91 Gundermann, Die verséhnten Biirger, 342.
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wives and other relatives all passed through the village in mourning, on their way to

the cemetery. Moreover, he added with a laugh, it was good for local business.

Empathy towards Germans has not been a strange feeling for residents of the
municipality of Venray for a long time. In the 1960s, the Catholic priest Litje initiated
the construction of the ‘Vredeskerk’ (the Peace Church) in Venray, which he wanted
to be seen as ‘a sign of reconciliation and cooperation with former enemies’®. The
construction of this church, but also the aforementioned comment from one of the
participants, represent a clear confirmation and expansion of the narrative of the
Volksbund by the people of Venray over the decades. As Mulders writes in her
thesis: ‘antipathy against Germans would have been longer existing in other parts of
the Netherlands than the North of Limburg™.

Being acquainted with the cemetery from an early age, which normalised it,
and seeing the suffering of German families after the war or hearing about this from
relatives, ensured an impartial attitude towards the war and an empathetic attitude
towards Germans from this group of participants. It also caused something else. One
of these participants noted that there was no emotional atmosphere during their tour
of the cemetery because everyone on this tour came from Ysselsteyn. He explained
that, while impressed, he and most of the others had visited the cemetery so often
that the ‘shock effect’, as he called it, was gone. This was repeated by three other
participants who were part of the same tour group, one of whom said that the
cemetery was certainly a special place, but also great for barbecuing right next to it.

He exclaimed: ‘je moet toch wat!’ (‘you have to do something!’).

The normalisation of the cemetery for the group of visitors categorised as
‘local residents’ explains why some participants approached the cemetery more light-
heartedly. This is not only because a cemetery has both dark and lighter
characteristics, placing it in the middle of Stone’s ‘dark tourism spectrum’, but also
because most who had this light-hearted interaction with the cemetery were part of
this group of visitors. This again shows the interrelationship of the spatial triad, as it is
not just conceived space influencing the visitor experience but also perceived and

lived space.

%2 Gundermann, Die verséhnten Biirger, 344.
9 Mulders, Een vergeten verleden?, 34.
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The third and last group consisted of military and ex-military personnel. Like
the ‘amateur historians’ and the ‘local residents’, they were impartial and level
headed about the war and the cemetery. In this group, this attitude had to do with
their (former) occupation. One of these participants did not think this cemetery was
any more special or different than others, let alone controversial. With a shrug he
said that it is normal for people to die; ‘it happens’. He explained that he probably felt
that way because of his job in the military. Although walking around the Ysselsteyn
cemetery reminded him of his work in Afghanistan, the cemetery gave him no other
feeling than that it made him once again aware of how bad a war can be. He spoke in
general terms and made no distinction between the ‘good’ side and the ‘bad’ side of
war. Two other participants from this group also mentioned this awareness as an
important part of their visitor experience and also spoke of war in general: war was

bad for everyone involved.

Another participant from the (ex-)military personnel group experienced
personal heritage at the exhibition, because the film showed photos of soldiers in
uniform that reminded him of his own time in the army and his old uniform. With a sad
smile, he said, ‘gosh, that stuff was heavy...” He explained that the reason he visited
Ysselsteyn was because he used to be in the army and this stimulated his interest in
military history. Another participant, who is currently serving, also visited Ysselsteyn
because of his occupation and proudly added that he is part of a family line that has
worked for the Dutch military for a long time, which also influenced his interest. With
this group of (ex-)military personnel, it was difficult to go deeper into their war
experiences and what that did to their visitor experience at Ysselsteyn, because they

were quite reserved about it.

Amateur historians, local residents or (ex-)military personnel: all participants
were impartial towards the war and had an emphatic attitude towards those interred
at Ysselsteyn. The ‘amateur historians’ had read a lot about the Second World War
and visited many museums and cemeteries of the war in their spare time. They knew
a lot about the war and the cemetery before they visited. For some of this group, their
family history sparked this interest, while others delved into their family history
because of their interest. More than half of these participants said that their interest

stemmed from childhood.
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The ‘local residents’ also knew a lot about the cemetery before their visit,
because they had grown up in the immediate vicinity of it or had a family history in
which Ysselsteyn played a major role (this concerns the two local residents who were
also part of the group of ‘amateur historians’). If they did not have a personal family
history that included the cemetery, they would have another story about it. Some still
remembered German families visiting the cemetery decades ago. The proximity of
the cemetery and the stories they heard about it sparked their interest. The group of
‘(ex-) military personnel’ already knew a lot about war because of their personal
experiences with it. Even though they did not all know much about Ysselsteyn, they
still had the same attitude as the ‘amateur historians’ and the ‘local residents’ towards
the interred at the cemetery, because of their past or current military occupation.
Some participants in this group explained that their occupation caused their interest
in the Second World War. Although the three groups had different reasons why they
felt forgiveness and empathy for the interred at Ysselsteyn and were impartial about
the war, it was clear that the participants already had these ideas and feelings prior to

their visit to the German War Cemetery of Ysselsteyn.

There was only one participant, who belonged to the group of ‘amateur
historians’, who said that his visit to the cemetery changed his view of the Second
World War. This was the participant who said that the cemetery had ‘a different kind
of atmosphere’ than Allied military cemeteries because ‘the Germans did not bring
much good to our country’. However, he was also shocked by the vastness of the
cemetery. His visit to Ysselsteyn made him realise that these people also needed a
grave and that more young people died than he thought, which he found terrible
because ‘there was nothing they could do about it’. The only thing he was still unsure
about was whether or not war criminals should have a grave, contrary to the narrative

of the cemetery.

The fact that all but one participant already had the same perspective on the
Second World War as the narrative told by the Volksbund and other stakeholders at
Ysselsteyn prior to their visit, does not mean that a visit to the cemetery no longer
brought them anything. All in all, six participants found that the cemetery, the
exhibition or a guided tour contributed to a more nuanced idea of the Second World
War. They explained that although their opinion about the war was already nuanced,

their visit to Ysselsteyn confirmed this perspective and deepened their understanding
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even more. Four participants said that Ysselsteyn showed what war really means and

considered it a wake-up call.

Three participants thought that more attention should be paid to the cemetery.
They expressed surprise at the fact that they had never heard of it before, since it is
such an important piece of history. Three other participants said that Ysselsteyn is a
significant place because it symbolises that people should not forget the Second
World War and should keep asking themselves what to do to keep the current peace
or to resolve conflict elsewhere. One participant described how happy he was that
people visited this place, because he thought it is important to send out a message of
peace, especially to children. Another participant also thought that a visit teaches
people that they live too much in wealth these days and that it is not normal to have
everything. The German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn brought him back to basics, to

what really matters: life.
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Conclusion

his research has explored how visitors at the German War Cemetery

Ysselsteyn negotiated their perspective on the Second World War through

their visitor experience. This was done through a review of relevant literature,
the use of Lefebvre’s spatial triad as theoretical framework and careful analysis of in-

depth interviews and unobtrusive observations.

The first chapter delved into the concept of conceived space at the German
War Cemetery Ysselsteyn and the impact it had on the visitor experience. The
historical background of the cemetery was explored, its unique layout influenced by
American military cemetery models, and the changes of its landscaping over the
years. The new visitor centre and exhibition aimed to provide visitors with a
comprehensive understanding of the cemetery's history, its interred and
subsequently the Second World War. Stakeholder collaboration ensured that a
nuanced perspective was conveyed throughout the exhibition. While promoting a
message of reconciliation and understanding, Ysselsteyn also acknowledges the
atrocities of the war and presence of war criminals at the cemetery. Moreover, the
guided tours added to this nuanced perspective by highlighting the diversity of the
interred at Ysselsteyn and emphasizing the complexity of wartime narratives. This
chapter showed how the design and presentation of the cemetery as a space for
reflection, remembrance, and reconciliation, or conceived space, tried to produce a

visitor experience through promoting a message of reconciliation and understanding.

The second chapter examined the ways in which visitors interacted with and
behaved within the conceived space of the cemetery by observing and asking
guestions about spatial practices. Two groups emerged from observational fieldwork:
those who used the cemetery as a practical public space for activities such as
cycling, hiking, or walking their dogs, and tourists who specifically visited the
cemetery. For the first group the cemetery was a practical public space. The second
group engaged more deeply with the cemetery; visitors from this group were

interviewed. Respect for the deceased played a significant role in the participants’
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spatial practices, which was expressed through refraining from walking on the graves
or by being silent in the exhibition room. This behaviour contributed to a respectful,
calm, serious and attentive atmosphere at the cemetery and in the exhibition room,
allowing visitors to reflect on war, life and death and increasing self-awareness.
However, under certain circumstances spatial practices changed and disturbed this
atmosphere, revealing that conceived space is susceptible to perceived space and
thus the interplay between both producers of space. Over all, this chapter showed
how the interaction with and the behaviour of the participants within the conceived
space also produced visitor experience. This coincided with the message of

reconciliation and understanding, produced by conceived space.

The third chapter looked into the visitor experience at the cemetery through
the perspective of lived space. While the design and presentation of the cemetery
and the spatial practices of the visitors significantly influenced their visitor experience,
the emotional and cognitive responses of participants also played a crucial role in
shaping their encounters with the cemetery. Many participants found their visit to
Ysselsteyn profoundly moving due to the landscape and atmosphere of the
cemetery. The vastness of the cemetery left a powerful impact on visitors, evoking
emotions of awe and sadness. Although there were three groups of participants
distinguished (amateur historians, local residents and (ex-)military personnel),
personal thoughts and feelings revealed a nuanced perspective on the Second World
War with all participants. They expressed forgiveness and empathy while
acknowledging the complexities of war. Recognising that the passage of time had
allowed for reconciliation and understanding, lived space also coincided with the

message of conceived space and matched the participants’ spatial practices.

This research proved that the three discussed moments of the production of
space (conceived, perceived and lived) shaped the visitor experience at the cemetery
through which the twenty participants negotiated their perspectives of the Second
World War. The German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn shows the diversity of those who
fought on the German side during the Second World War. Without diminishing the
fact that war criminals and people who thoroughly believed in the national-socialist
cause are buried at the cemetery, they convey a message of reconciliation and
understanding. Through interaction with and behaviour within the cemetery and

emotional and cognitive responses to the cemetery it became clear that the
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participants of this research had the same nuanced perspective on the Second World
War as the Volksbund and other stakeholders had in mind. The participants did not
judge the interred at the cemetery, approached most of the interred as human
beings, approached the war as multifaceted and impatrtial, felt forgiveness and
empathy.

However, the creation of three groups showed that the participants already
had a nuanced perspective on the Second World War prior to their visit to the
cemetery. They already agreed with Ysselsteyn’s message of reconciliation and
understanding. ‘Amateur historians’ were already nuanced about the war because of
their interest and subsequent heightened knowledge of it, reading many history
books and visiting a lot of military cemeteries. ‘Local residents’ already felt empathy
towards the Germans since childhood because they grew up with mourning German
families coming to their village as they visited the Ysselsteyn cemetery. The cemetery
had always been a part of their community and communities’ narrative, therefore this
group also knew a lot already about the cemetery and the war. The group of (ex-
)military personnel already had an impartial attitude towards the war because of their
own personal experiences. Many patrticipants said their attitude was also a
consequence of the passing of time. There was only one participant whose
perspective on the war was altered due to his visit to Ysselsteyn. After his visit he felt
the reconciliation and understanding, but still left with some questions regarding the

burials of war criminals.

Although the perspectives on the Second World War of most of the visitors
already agreed with the message conveyed by the cemetery before their visit, this
research showed that the visitor experience at the German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn
still brought the participants much. Their visit to the cemetery reinforced their
perspectives on the war, increased their knowledge of it and made them feel what the
war really entailed through the vastness of the cemetery and the diversity of stories of
the interred told. A visit caused reflection on life and self-awareness, contemplating
the human cost of war and challenged the participants even more to consider the
complexity of historical events. Some considered their visit a wake-up call and linked
it to the ongoing war in Ukraine. The spatial triad of Lefebvre contributed to a
multifaceted visitor experience, as visitors negotiated their perspectives on the

Second World War as they moved ‘through’ these spaces that interrelated as well.
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This research offered insights into the understanding of cemetery tourism and
spatiality, and contributed to the research of the dark tourism visitor experience.
However, it is necessary to acknowledge its limitations. Only a group of twenty
visitors was interviewed (due to time constraints) and the research only took place at
the German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn. For further research it would be interesting to
interview a larger group of tourists at the cemetery or to conduct a comparative
research, including Ysselsteyn and other military cemeteries. These could be other
German war cemeteries or Allied war cemeteries. It would also be interesting to use

Lefebvre’s spatial triad to research visitor experience at other dark tourism sites.
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Anne Frank House, https://www.annefrank.org/en/about-us/who-we-are-what-we-do- and-

how-it-all-began/.

German War Cemetery Ysselsteyn, https://www.joc-ysselsteyn.eu/de/.
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170 Highgate Cemetery Conservation Plan 20-02-2019 low FINAL.pdf.

Jeugdontmoetingscentrum Ysselsteyn, https://www.joc-ysselsteyn.eu/nl/.

Liberation Route Europe, https://www.liberationroute.com/.

Memorial and Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau,

https://www.auschwitz.org/en/museum/news/2-million-320-thousand-visitors- _ at-

the-auschwitz-memorial-in-2019,1400.html.

Ministerie van Defensie, https://www.defensie.nl/onderwerpen/berging-en- identificatie-

oorlogsslachtoffers/de-bergings--en-identificatiedienst.

Oorlogsmuseum, https://www.oorlogsmuseum.nl/nl/het-museum/fietsbrug/.

Paris website, https://www.paris.fr/dossiers/bienvenue-au-cimetiere-du-pere- lachaise-
A7#:~:text=Fort%20de%20deux%20si%C3%A8cles%20d,de%203%20millions
9%20de%?20visiteurs.

Pompeii Sites, http://pompeiisites.org/en/archaeological-park-of-pompeii/visitor-data/.

Venray Remembers. Ontmoet het oorlogsverleden van De Peel,

https://www.venrayremembers.nl/en/.

Personal contact

Conversations with employees from the educational team from the German War
Cemetery Ysselsteyn.

E-mail contact with the Head of the Salvage and Identification Service of the Royal
Dutch Army, Senior identification specialist.

Interviews and conversations with the administrator of the German War Cemetery

Ysselsteyn.

Interviews and conversations with the director of the German War Cemetery

Ysselsteyn.
Interviews with participants from the research.
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Appendixes

One

Interview question visitors Ysselsteyn

Motivation and expectation before visit (before entering the cemetery / visitor
centre):

Why do you visit Ysselsteyn? Options like: to learn, to mourn a family member or

friend, to mourn in general, hiking, sightseeing?

Non-mourners:

Did you know of Ysselsteyn before visiting?

If yes: what did you know of it and how?

Did you look up information on the cemetery?
What do you expect to find or experience here?

What is your first feeling being here?

General information:

Age: wel interessant i.v.m. afstand oorlog in tijd, maar ook of ik mensen spreek die
nog familie hebben die he thebben meegemaakt of zelf hebben meegemaakt zelfs.

Gender:
Nationality: Ysselsteyners of niet van hier interessant, wat dat doet?
Education:

Occupation: Militairen, interessant.
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First time visitor or more frequently?

If first time: would you visit again and why?
If frequent: why?

Planned visit or bumped into it?

Visiting individually or as part of a party?

If party: family, friends, club, organized tour?

Is the visit part of a more extensive itinerary?

Experience at Ysselsteyn:

Impression of the cemetery (built environment, landscaping, interaction with the

setting, what thoughts and feelings came to mind?).

If applicable: impression exposition? Chosen subjects, interpretative media, way of
presentation, interaction / match with cemetery, personal reaction and interaction,

how did you feel, how was your behaviour, were you aware of it?

If applicable: impression guided tour? Knowledge tour guides, chosen subjects /
route, interaction tour guide, visitor and surroundings, context, personal reaction and

interaction, how did you feel, how was your behaviour, were you aware of it?

Did you notice behaviour of other visitors at the cemetery / the exhibition / the guided

tour? Can you describe this? Attitude, non-verbally and verbally, posture, etc.

How do you consider the Second World War in time and space, long ago or not?
Would you feel or behave differently if it had been a cemetery of a more recent war or

a war longer ago?

How would you describe your knowledge of the Second World War? What have you

been taught?
Have you visited other Second World War cemeteries?

If visited others: How would you describe this one as opposed to the ones visited

before? Differences and/or similarities of surrounding, interactions, feelings?
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What have you learned about the Second World War through this visit? Anything

new? Did any ideas of the war change because of this visit?

Do you see your visit as beneficial or valuable to your knowledge, who you are, how
you see the world? Or for your enjoyment, escape from routine in life, an outing with

family or friends sharing valuable time? Why is this important to you?
How do you perceive benefits others felt, but you didn’t?

What especially made an impression on you? A personal story, a picture, a fact,

interaction, built environment, landscaping?
What do you expect to remember about this place?

You expected to find or experience the following: (see answer above). Did you find or

experience this indeed? Can you reflect upon it, describe your experience?
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