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Abstract  
 

Many obstacles are present in destination branding efforts when a city has a controversial 

past. Since the end of World War II, cities affected by the Nazi regime have been faced with the 

challenge of coming to terms with a troubled past while nurturing a progressive future.  

This paper looks closely at Nuremberg, Germany, and Krakow, Poland, exploring how 

the past impact of World War II and the Holocaust influences today’s marketing techniques. This 

research analyzes heritage sites and presentation techniques, seeking to gain an understanding of 

the intent behind memorial sites, historical markers, and other strategic acknowledgements of 

tragedy. The project aims to connect the dots between these symbols of the past and study how 

they are implemented into promotional initiatives.  

Keywords: destination marketing, place branding, difficult heritage, dark tourism, Nuremberg, 

Krakow 
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Introduction 

Destination marketing is the process of creating and implementing brand-building 

strategies to promote tourism and growth within a particular place. Those who endeavor to 

assign an image to a location are faced with unique challenges in comparison to branding a 

product or service. Julian Stubbs, brand strategist and author of Wish You Were Here, The 

Branding of Stockholm and Destinations, lists in his book five main issues with destination 

branding1: 

1) Who owns the destination?  
2) Branding discipline and the political element  
3) Positioning  
4) Internal considerations 
5) Downsides 

 
These considerations highlight the vast scope of work involved with developing marketing 

tactics for a destination. Many elements must be considered when creating an image of a city for 

promotional purposes, but this paper will focus exclusively on the concept of dealing with a 

difficult heritage.  

 Sharon Macdonald, Professor of Social Anthropology at the University of Manchester, 

defines difficult heritage as “…’heritage’ in that it involves material from the past that has 

implications for identity. This heritage is ‘difficult,’ however, in that rather than affirming a 

positive sense of identity, it strains against it and sets up a struggle.”2  The cities that are 

examined here have an extensive heritage spanning hundreds of years prior to World War II, but 

were impacted so greatly by the Nazi regime that this slice of the relatively recent past has left a 

blow that many would undoubtedly prefer to forget.  
                                                           
1 Stubbs, 29 
2 Macdonald, 127 



 
 

4 

 Vergangenheitsbewältigung is the German word used to express the concept of coming to 

terms with the past. Many questions remain unanswered as to the proper way to acknowledge 

what happened during WWII at the hands of Adolf Hitler. Memorial sites, museums, walking 

tours, and commemorative plaques are just a few of the efforts cities can make during the course 

of rebuilding a tarnished image. Terrible though a past may be, the importance of coping with 

controversial history is undeniable. Beyond the responsibility to educate and promote awareness 

in hopes that such vicious acts against society are not repeated, a diverse audience will be 

attracted to these destinations, thereby offering cities the opportunity to embrace difficult 

heritage as a thriving aspect of tourism. 

Nuremberg, founded in 1050 and described by Hitler himself as die deutscheste der 

deutschen Städte, or, “the most German of all German cities,” served as the location for Nazi 

Party rallies and, later, the infamous Nuremberg war crime trials. The city suffered extensive 

damage during the war, with most of the old town reduced to rubble through extensive bombing. 

Over subsequent years, Nuremberg was rebuilt and restored much to its original glory. This city 

has been chosen as a case study because of its importance to the Third Reich, its prominence 

throughout hundreds of years of German history, and its successful tourism today. 

Krakow, located just an hour east of the Auschwitz-Birkenau death camp, was under 

Nazi occupation from 1939 to 1945. While the city itself remained intact through the war, the 

people suffered greatly, particularly the Jewish population. At present, Krakow is revered by 

those who have visited, but the city holds a quiet presence. It was selected as the second case 

study to examine why this 7th-century city3 remains a “hidden gem” rather than a popular travel 

destination.  

                                                           
3 http://www.inyourpocket.com/poland/krakow/sightseeing/History 
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Nuremberg 

 
Photo by the author    

The official website for Nuremberg tourism, tourismus.nuernberg.de, is an exceptional 

resource. Well-designed and easy to navigate, the website is organized into six primary 

categories, including one specifically for an “Obligation to the Past.” Nuremberg’s tourism 

bureau addresses the controversial history head-on: 

Nuremberg, the city of the Nazi Party Rallies, the city of the racial laws, the city 
in which the trials against those primarily responsible from the national socialist 
regime were held. How does Nuremberg deal with this past? How does the city 
integrate guests into its activities? How do you responsibly and without 
sensationalist headlines present the traces of this past? Under the principle of 
“commitment to the past“, the city of Nuremberg has now for many decades been 
facing up to this past, at the same time structuring its present and future as a “city 
of peace and of human rights“.4 

 

                                                           
4 http://tourismus.nuernberg.de/en/verpflichtende-vergangenheit/d/auf-den-spuren-der-vergangenheit-in-die-
zukunft.html 
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Asking these questions so directly on a major tourism portal openly demonstrates that 

Nuremberg is not attempting to hide from its dark past. There is a clear commitment to 

upholding responsibility and utilizing opportunities to showcase the city as a place of decency. 

 Nuremberg’s most notable Third Reich acknowledgement is the Dokumentationszentrum 

Reichsparteitagsgelände, or Documentation Centre Nazi Party Rally Grounds. The Congress 

Hall (Kongresshalle), a coliseum designed by the National Socialists with the intent to hold 

50,000 people, hosts the Documentation Centre in the north wing. Opened in 2001, this 

exhibition details Nazism and the history of the Rally Grounds in an architecturally impressive 

ode to the downfall of the Third Reich. A glass and steel structure designed around the existing 

construction is said to serve as a ‘stake through the heart’ of the Congress Hall.5 

 Immediately nearby is Zeppelin Field (Zeppelinfeld), the vast grounds upon which the 

Nazi rallies would take place and where the Zeppelin Building remains today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 MacDonald, 125 

Photo by the author 
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While tourists and locals alike are free to wander Zeppelin Field and often enjoy recreational 

activities along the tree-lined walkway between Congress Hall and the Zeppelin Building, guided 

walking tours are available for those interested in an interactive learning experience. Initiated in 

1984 by Nuremberg’s Kunstpädagogisches Zentrum, the tours were largely taken over in 1986 

by an organization called Geschichte für Alle (GfA) – History for All.6 

 GfA began as a group of students from the University of Erlangen who founded the non-

profit dedicated to local and regional history. Sharon Macdonald, who studied the work of the 

GfA tour guides as an element of mediating difficult heritage, describes the tours as a two-hour 

venture with groups of up to 30 people. Tours begin at the Luitpoldhain marching ground, 

progress to the Congress Hall, then walk along the Great Road to reach the foundation stone 

intended for the Great German Stadium, which was never constructed. This massive stadium was 

to hold an inconceivable 400,000 people; no stadium of that size exists anywhere in the world 

even today.7 The pits dug for the foundation are so large that a lake, Silbersee, formed in part of 

the excavation. While aesthetically pleasing, the lake is actually quite toxic due to chemical 

runoff from the rubble that was dumped nearby after Nuremberg was bombed.8 The guided tour 

continues past the lake and then concludes at the Zeppelin Building. 

Prior to hosting a tour, the guides undergo a training process involving several 

educational sessions and attendance of tours as an observer. They carry a script as they navigate 

the tour, but these act as more of a guideline than a set narrative, allowing a guide to interact 

with the group as applicable to the direction of ongoing conversation. With guided tours serving 

as a “hands on” medium to connect tourists with historical sites, Macdonald acknowledges the 

                                                           
6 MacDonald, 124 
7 MacDonald, 126 
8 http://www.thirdreichruins.com/nuernberg3.htm 
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implications for individuals to be affected by a guide’s discussion and interpretation. “…it is of 

particular significance in the case discussed here: a site that was built in order to glorify the Nazi 

regime, and guided tours which seek to avoid such glorification.”9  

It is safe to assume that most individuals embark upon tours with some level of prior 

knowledge of the site, and likely hold preexisting opinions about the circumstances of the 

controversial past. Visitors may decode a guide’s messages through their own interpretation of 

the site, which presents a conflict of a dual message: First, the message that a site originally 

conveys; and second, the message that a guide strives to encourage. Macdonald refers to this as 

“double encoding,” identifying it as a key struggle for this genre of tourism.10  

Strategies for overcoming encoding challenges are included within the tour script. As an 

example, upon seeing Congress Hall, one tourist may be impressed with the grandeur of the 

building and perhaps marvel at how attractive it is, while another tourist may scoff at the notion 

of the building’s intentions and state that it is ugly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Macdonald, 127 
10 Macdonald, 128 

Photo by the author
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The script suggests to leave these opinions as they are, and encourages the asking of questions to 

steer conversation away from the building itself and instead toward a problem:  

“Does it seem friendly to you?”, or later “What sort of stone is used for the 
façade?”, the latter being a question that can lead into discussion of the use of 
concentration camp workers for quarrying and the Nazi ambition to create lasting 
monuments. In this way, visitors’ own impressions are elicited but the ‘reality’ 
behind the façade – in this case rather literally, especially when visitors are later 
taken into the ugly inner courtyard of the building – is gradually revealed.11 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This “façade peeling” technique is an effective tactic not only for bringing tourists back 

to reality should they become awestruck by a particular site, but also for capturing and 

maintaining interest. By engaging tourists with questions and thought-provoking commentary, a 

tour guide can elicit emotions and connections that a plaque or monument simply cannot, which 

                                                           
11 Macdonald, 130 

                 Inner courtyard.                                                        Photo by the author  
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holds a great capacity for strengthening the city’s relationship with visitors and thereby 

increasing the potential for tourism.  

 In terms of destination marketing, creating meaningful connections to a city is critical. 

Accurately capturing a sense of place while constructing a brand can help tourists understand a 

location’s initiatives, and simultaneously serve to generate feelings of pride and identity amongst 

local residents.12 The ability to draw controversial history into those connections in a positive 

light is a powerful tactic to help a city restore its image and accept its difficult past.  

One of the most significant challenges when creating a distinctive destination 
brand is the need to understand the nature of a place’s identity and to recognize 
the core attributes that define its character. These are very much related to its 
culture and core values. What also needs to be considered is how the culture and 
core values of the place will determine the nature of the service exchanges and 
relations that are an integral and inseparable part of the tourism experience.13 
 

As indicated on Nuremberg’s tourism website, the commitment to the past includes identifying 

the city as a place of peace and human rights. In October 1993, the Way of Human Rights 

(Straße der Menschenrechte) opened. This unique presentation consists of 30 pillars, each 

bearing an engraving of one of the 30 articles of the Convention on Human Rights in German 

and one additional language.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
12 Campelo, 155 
13 Campelo, 155 

Photo by the author
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The Way of Human Rights was created by Israeli artist Dani Karavan, and is described on the 

City of Nuremberg’s Human Rights Office website as “a reminder of the darkest chapter of 

German and Nuremberg history, but at the same time also a symbol of hope for a world where all 

human beings can live in dignity, peace and liberty.”14 

Two years later, inspired by Karavan’s work, the City of Nuremberg founded its own 

international human rights award. The first award was presented on 17 September 1995, 60 years 

after the National Socialist racial laws were published, and 50 years after the end of WWII. The 

symbolic date of this award presentation fights against the principles of the Nazi movement and 

indicates Nuremberg’s refusal to carry a reputation of hate and inequality. The award is 

presented every two years to individuals or groups who have proven themselves committed to 

human rights at all costs.  

While the city has unquestionably dedicated itself to becoming a great proponent of 

human rights and respectfully preserving controversial heritage sites, have these efforts worked 

in Nuremberg’s favor for purposes of tourism, or are outsiders drawn more to the “dark” 

elements of the past? The concept of dark tourism is nothing new, nor is it likely to cease. 

Defined as leisure travel to sites that are in some way connected to death or disaster, dark 

tourism is a controversy in itself. Aside from the preservation issues that arise from thousands of 

people visiting a historical site each year, there are the ethical aspects of this so-called 

“voyeurism.” Questions may be raised as to whether it is fair for a city to capitalize on its tainted 

past, or if the tourism is inevitable. Majority consensus seems to indicate that as long as tourists 

are not flocking to a location to gawk at ongoing suffering, that if enough time has passed and 

                                                           
14 http://www.nuernberg.de/internet/menschenrechte_e/menschenrechtspreis_e.html 
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the event is no longer active, there is no ethical damage.15 Given that Nuremberg’s Nazi 

domination ceased decades ago, it would be difficult for one to argue that tourists tracing the 

city’s dark past are contributing to any exploitation.   

A recent article on Deutsche Welle discusses the issue of deterioration in the condition of 

the Zeppelin Field grandstands. “It’s the only surviving, major, completed work by [Albert] 

Speer, and it’s pretty much a ruin. The façade is crumbling; grass and moss grow from the 

constantly expanding cracks. Various areas have had to be fenced off to preserve visitors’ 

safety.”16 While the estimated 200,000 visitors to the site each year could be blamed for 

contributing to the detriment of the grandstands, it is worth noting that Hitler’s architect, Albert 

Speer, used shell-bearing limestone to construct the Zeppelin structure – a material that is fine 

for warmer climates but is unsuitable to withstand German winters. A historian at the 

Documentation Center, Alexander Schmidt, estimates that restoring the Zeppelin building would 

cost approximately 70-million euro, some of which would likely come from federal and state 

governments. The next question being “is it okay to spend money to preserve a building whose 

main purpose was to glorify Hitler?”17 While a completely separate paper could be written to 

analyze the pros and cons of preserving controversial sites, it seems highly unlikely that 

Nuremberg will allow their Third Reich relics to rot away with the passing of time.   

It is difficult to report on the itinerary and motivations of every visitor to the city, but it is 

clear that Nuremberg is a thriving hub for tourism. 2013 economic figures report 1,508,135 

visitors, with 2,666,932 overnight stays. Given the 15,931 bed count in the city, that is a 45.7% 

                                                           
15 http://www.dark-tourism.com/index.php/darktourism/18-main-menus/mainmenussubpages/602-ethical-issues 
16 http://www.dw.de/like-it-or-not-nurembergs-nazi-past-is-a-tourist-attraction/a-17615550 
17 http://www.dw.de/like-it-or-not-nurembergs-nazi-past-is-a-tourist-attraction/a-17615550 
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average bed utilization. Nuremberg tourism has remained on a relatively stable rise since 1996, 

as shown in the figure below:  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of course, Nuremberg has much to offer its visitors that bear no relation to the tragedies of 

WWII. The Imperial Castle (Kaiserburg) from the days of the Old Holy Roman Empire, the 

stunning churches and cathedrals, Albrecht Dürer’s house, the world-famous Toy Museum 

(Spielzeugmuseum), and certainly Nuremberg’s renowned Christmas Market 

(Christkindlesmarkt) help drive the city’s tourism – never mind the mouthwatering namesake 

bratwurst and plentiful Bavarian beer.  

 Nuremberg’s storybook streets and old-world charm along the Pegnitz River have made it 

a lasting treasure that even the cloud of National Socialism cannot darken. This Franconian city 

serves as an excellent example of how a place can bounce back from a troubled period, 
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overcoming not only the direct impact of an unfortunate occurrence, but embracing the 

opportunity for a revised identity. 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo by the author
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Krakow  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Located in southern Poland, the beautiful city of Krakow remains culturally haunted by a 

devastating past. The city’s Jewish population was greatly victimized by the Third Reich from 

1939 through 1945 during Nazi occupation. The Krakow Ghetto, sectioned off in March 1941 

and liquidated two years later in 1943, was comprised of 320 houses and inhabited by 

approximately 17,000 residents.18 Suffering horrid living conditions, ruthless brutality from 

German SS (Schutzstaffel) officers, and systematic deportations to death camps, the Jews of 

Krakow were quite literally exterminated.  

 The city itself, however, emerged unscathed and remains a remarkably well-preserved 

example of medieval architecture. Krakow’s historic center is a UNESCO World Heritage site 

and includes Europe’s largest market square, spanning 10 acres and serving as a hub of activity 

                                                           
18 http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/vjw/Cracow.html 

Photo by the author
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since the 13th century. Surrounded by historic buildings and picturesque streets that host a vibrant 

dining and recreation scene, the market square is a major point of interest for tourists, as is the 

city’s long and colorful history. 

  In 2006, a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) analysis19 of 

Krakow’s tourism industry was conducted and a strategic plan was outlined for increasing 

tourism through 2013. Strengths included the city’s rich heritage, a favorable geographic location 

with proximity to other important destinations, frequent rail connections and two airports, and 

the availability of social resources to further the Krakow brand. Weaknesses involved a lack of 

conference and meeting centers capable of hosting large gatherings, poor communication and 

slow execution of investments relating to tourism development, low utilization of potential 

tourist districts and resources, and weak competitiveness or differentiation efforts to pull tourists 

to Krakow over alternate destinations.  

 Krakow’s tourism opportunities at the time of the SWOT report were vast. The need for 

implementation of modern technology to market the city and the discovery of methods to 

showcase Krakow’s traditional and modern offerings were at the root of the category. In short, 

Krakow’s tourism industry was in need of consistent, cohesive techniques for development. The 

city’s largest threat identified by the report was competition from other locations of urban 

tourism, both within Poland and around Europe.  

 One method of relating these SWOT-identified characteristics to Krakow’s controversial 

past during WWII can be achieved through returning to the concept of dark tourism, as discussed 

in the Nuremberg section of this paper. Krakow is located just one hour east of the town of 

Oswiecim, home of the Auschwitz-Birkenau death camp.  

                                                           
19 Development of Tourism in Krakow Through 2013, PDF  
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Photo by the author 

Auschwitz is a vastly popular tourist destination. In 2013 alone, 1.33 million people from 

all over the world visited the camp, with Poland leading the top ten countries with the most 

visitors at 336,000.20 While many of these individuals are young people visiting Auschwitz as 

part of an educational program, numerous others are drawn to this notorious site for personal 

reasons of interest. “Sites of mass killing, particularly those associated with the Jewish holocaust, 

present major challenges for interpretation and invariably questions arise concerning the nature 

of motivation for visitors,” says Professor J. John Lennon, who coined the term “dark tourism” in 

1996.21 Lennon contends that “the emotional impact of such sites is not culturally 

straightforward, it is about more than creating reflective memories for the visitor,” indicating that 

while some may embark upon dark tourism travels to pay respects to those who suffered or to 

further their own education on the subject, many simply possess an innate yearning to experience 

the feelings evoked by standing exactly where a devastating tragedy occurred.  

                                                           
20 http://en.auschwitz.org/m/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1153&Itemid=7 
21 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/travelnews/10523207/Dark-tourism-why-are-we-attracted-to-tragedy-and-death.html 
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With this knowledge, a niche tourism opportunity is presented. If a city can appropriately 

incorporate its troubled heritage into its marketing strategy, a larger audience is reached by way 

of appealing to tourists with whom dark tourism is of interest.  

Unlike natural and manmade attractions, positioning horrifying scenes of killing 
and torture carries grave ethical concerns; its objective should be memorial rather 
than commercial. Effective position of unattractive nation brand should be 
directly connected with a desired nation brand image and identity to be 
established in the minds of the tourists, which should be commemorative, 
symbolic, functional, unique, and distinctive.22  

 
Due to Krakow’s reputation for beauty and culture (as evidenced through consistently high 

annual rankings by magazines and web portals) and its close proximity to Oswiecim, the city is 

often the choice of overnight stay for tourists wishing to visit Auschwitz. Relevant memorial 

sites within Krakow like the 33 empty cast iron chairs standing in Ghetto Heroes Square, the 

Schindler Factory museum, and the since-revived Jewish district of Kazimierz are likely to also 

be of interest to the dark tourist. This provides Krakow with the chance to work towards their 

SWOT-determined strategic objective “to increase the tourist appeal of Krakow.”23  

Aside from citywide infrastructure improvements, the plan calls for Krakow to raise the 

quality of tourist services. Tourist services include everything from outdoor wayfinding signage 

to memorable hotel stays. Landmark sites, engaging activities, exceptional food and beverage, 

and ease of navigating the city are major factors in the tourist experience. By exceling in these 

fields and positively capturing the attention of travelers staying in Krakow for dark tourism 

purposes, the city will effectively boost its image as a favorable destination for tourists of all 

interests.  

                                                           
22 http://tou.sagepub.com.pallas2.tcl.sc.edu/content/12/1/87.full.pdf+html 
23 Development of Tourism in Krakow Through 2013, PDF 
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As Lennon states, “to remain silent and not to record and interpret these events for 

tourists may encourage future generations to ignore or forget these terrible periods of human 

history. Dark tourism, like our dark history, occupies an important part of our understanding of 

what it is to be human.”24 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
24 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/travelnews/10523207/Dark-tourism-why-are-we-attracted-to-tragedy-and-death.html 
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