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Everyone will ascertain this who makes their way to the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
camp in the Polish city of Oświęcim. The monument situated at the end of 
the Birkenau railway line running among crematories, in the vicinity of the 
venue where during the Second World War Jews were brought to in cat-
tle cars and underwent the selection process into life or death, does not get 
etched on memory.

Located on a low hill paved with granite setts, it does not attract atten-
tion. Its half-obelisk, half-abstract form does not refer to anything but itself.

The words of Robert Musil from over seventy years ago perfectly reflect 
its absent existence and intuitively reveal the idea of monuments that is 

there is nothing less visible in the world than  
a monument.

difficult to accept even nowadays: their invisibility. “Undoubtedly, they are 
built to be visible — he wrote — or even to attract attention. At the same 
time, they are permeated with something that deflects attention”.2

Deflection of attention begins with angular forms alternating with the 
shapeless; it is difficult to find any symbolic equivalent for them. The vertical, 
massive element composed of two giant granite block posed on one another 
ends suddenly and breaks into over a dozen of other elements. Its “invisibil-
ity” was inherent already in the sheer concept of the monument erected in 
1967. As one of its co-authors, Italian sculptor Andrea Cascella wrote, it was 
by principle meant to “renounce clamour and abruptness”, thus becoming a 
sheer “element of the camp’s landscape”.3

Inconsistency or incoherence of forms which rise above paved steps deci-
pher the conflict that lies at the origin of the monument’s creation as a con-
sensual version of three projects prepared in 1958 for the Competition for the 
International Monument to the Victims of Fascism in Auschwitz-Birkenau by 
three multinational teams. Two Italian and one Polish.

Establishment of this memorial monument lends itself to comparison 
with the construction of the Memorial to the Victims of Fascism in Berlin. It 
was equally multi-staged and equally difficult to settle. The president of the 
competition’s Jury in 1957–58 was Henry Moore (his photographs, deprived 
of display contrast, suspended somewhere between black and white, register 
“the great silence of Birkenau”, which Cascella mentions as well).



One of the main roles in the process was played by Tadeusz Hołuj, Polish 
prisoner of Auschwitz, member of the International Auschwitz Committee.

The other protagonist was Oskar Hansen, Polish architect. His and his 
team’s never built Monument-Road, accepted unequivocally during the sec-
ond stage of the competition, proposed private memory ceremonies instead of 
the ritual of official commemoration. Kilometre-long asphalt road intersect-
ing (and crossing out) the former Birkenau camp, absorbed everything on the 
way: parts of barracks, latrines, barbed wires would remain inside it forever. 
Like in Pompeii. The area outside the road, absorbed by nature, would be 
subject to slow atrophy. “Road — as Hansen wrote — is a venue of spontane-
ous gestures. If someone should like to leave a card with a name or an angel 
figurine, they can do it just next to the road. What is outside the road should 
be left to the course of the passing time”.4

The Monument-Road was never built since it was too abstract an expres-
sion of the traumatic past — according to the International Auschwitz Com-
mittee consisting of former prisoners.

There may have been other reasons as well.



As the eminent Polish theatre critic Grzegorz Niziołek wrote, the 
 Auschwitz-Birkenau camp played a role of the primary scene for the con-
struction of Polish identity after the war.5 It played that role particularly in 
the 1960s (at the end of which the Birkenau monument was erected), “when 
it ultimately acquired the status of a universally recognised and the most 
important symbol of Hitlerite crimes in the world”,6 and the annual, com-
memorative celebrations adopted for the needs of propaganda can nowadays 
be regarded as a “compensatory spectacle devoted to Poland’s position on 
the international political scene”.7 The topos of the national Calvary — as 
Niziołek indicates — was revived at the expense of passing over in silence 
the extermination of European Jews.8

Ideologised discourse on the memory of Auschwitz was deconstructed 
during the same period by the Polish theatre.

One of the authors of the play that unmasked the abuse of memory by 
cultural practices was Tadeusz Hołuj.9

Today, it is difficult to visit Birkenau without a guide.
If you are lucky enough to have a sensitive guide, they will tell you the 

story of several thousands of stones which pave the slightly sloping terrace 
around. According to the locals, the underside of each stone is engraved with 
a name and a surname of one of Birkenau’s prisoners. Similarly to Saarbrü-
cken, where Jochen Gerz ordered his students to engrave the names of Jew-
ish cemeteries, non-existent or destroyed after the war, during the “guerrilla 
commemorative action”, thus creating the first counter-monument. And un-
like in the courtyard of the castle — the former seat of Gestapo in Saarbrü-
cken, the invisible monument in Birkenau, a phantasmal counter-monument 
at the feet of the official one, came into being unintentionally. It returns 
unknown names to unknown victims. It gives them back their subjectivity. It 
belongs to the social memory of the venue
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Katarzyna Murawska-Muthesius

When, over a decade ago, I was exploring the shifting roles played by Henry 
Moore in Poland, I focused on his status as the emblematic modern art-
ist from the West. If Stalinism, in the early 1950s, framed Moore as one of 
the leading exponents of degenerate western formalism, then post-1956 
criticism, accordingly, cut out for him the role of a Cold Warrior, capable of 
overturning all the evils of socialist realism in Poland, and that with just one 
victorious exhibition, staged by the British Council and touring five Polish 
cities in 1959/1960.1 And yet, barely a year before this spectacular success, 
Moore’s visit to Poland in April 1958 to chair the International Auschwitz-
Birkenau Memorial competition, passed almost unnoticed in Polish media 

‘his sculpture King and Queen is, for me,  
unacceptable’. 
Moore, hansen and the  
Auschwitz counter-Monument

and art criticism. Moreover, his role in this large international competition 
was treated with an equal silence by the Moore scholarship in the West.2 The 
mainstream currents of western art worlds kept underplaying the signifi-
cance of the Auschwitz competition (1957–59), as if it was doomed to be com-
promised by Communist powers in Poland, both politically and aesthetically. 
According to the Cold War hierarchies, it was the International Competition 
for a Monument to the Unknown Political Prisoner, organised by the ICA in 
London in 1953, which was assigned the position of a ground-breaking event, 
due to nominating as the winner a radically modernist design by Reg Butler. 
Much was made of the ‘modern form’ serving as an emblem of freedom and 
western values.3 As it happened, Henry Moore played the leading role in both 
of these competitions; moreover both of them, for not so very different rea-
sons, failed in terms of the realization of the winning design which in both 
cases was perceived as ‘too abstract’.

I would argue that the Auschwitz-Birkenau competition of 1957, which 
attracted 426 entrants from all over the world, deserves much more attention 
in the current debates about the unrepresentability of guilt and the strate-
gies of memorialisation. It gave rise to the design of the first ‘Counter-Mon-
ument’, ‘aesthetically skeptical of the assumptions underpinning traditional 
memorial forms’, distrusting public displays of craftsmanship and ‘cheap 
pathos’, to repeat the words of James Young.4 Although the ‘genre’ of counter-
monuments, ‘conceived to challenge the very premises of their being’, was 



defined by Young in the context of German revisionist monuments of Holo-
caust built from the 1980s onwards, the Road-Monument, proposed by the 
Polish architect Oskar Hansen and his team, should be seen as constituting 
the prototype, a Counter-Monument avant la lettre. Even more interestingly, 
some precepts of Hansen’s radical idea of the Road-Monument, based on his 
socio-aesthetic theory of the Open Form, could, arguably, be traced back to 
Hansen’s visit to Britain and his forgotten meeting with Henry Moore in his 
studio in Perry Green, in 1949.5 In a way, their second ‘encounter’ in Ausch-
witz nine years later, even if not face-to-face, was a consequence of the first, 
reversing however the parameters of their relationship by 180 percent.

In this text I want to compare those two meetings, both in the context 
of the notion of the ‘open form’ which, under its purely formal guise, was an 
aesthetic aim shared by those two artists, and in relation to their different 
approaches to artistic autonomy and the potential and functions of modern 
art in public spaces.6 What follows is a sequence of images documenting 
encounters between the artists, and between the works themselves, spanning 
the period of ten years.

In 1948 a young and confident architectural student from Poland, a 
visionary urban-planner to-come, left his country to study architecture in 
Paris with Pierre Jeanneret, Le Corbusier’s cousin and collaborator. He also 
managed to find a place for himself in the atelier of Fernand Léger. In 1949, 
Hansen took part in the International Congress of Modern Architecture in 



Bergamo, during which event he boldly attacked Le Corbusier for going com-
mercial by designing textiles instead of cities. His uncompromising stance 
won him an invitation to the CIAM International Summer School in London 
in the same year and, subsequently, the first prize in the competition for a 
housing settlement for 5000 inhabitants.7 The final reward was his visit, with 
a group of other Summer School participants, to Perry Green, recorded above. 
By that time Henry Moore had been turned into ‘England’s most notable 
sculptor’. Visits to his studio, known as ‘Hoglands’, located in an old house in 
a picturesque Hertfordshire village, 30 miles outside London, especially those 
organized by The British Council for foreign artists and critics, acquired a 
special status of promoting British art abroad.8 In Hansen’s interview of 
1986, he reported: 

We went together, three or four of us, Belgians, Italians and I. What struck 
me during this meeting? Moore’s incredible unpretentiousness. Both in his 
appearance, and in his working environment. He resembled rather a shoe-
maker and his shirt was far from clean. He kept his sculptures in a small 
garage and his young assistant, an Australian, helped him to move them 
out, on wheeled platforms. Even if the cottage he lived in might have been 
Gothic [sic], it must have been very unhealthy.9

There are several snapshot photographs in the Hansen collection which 
record this visit. One of them is a ritualized image of the famous sculptor 



surrounded by his tribute-paying guests, posing in the vicinity of the studio, 
with a wicker fence in the background and a white plaster cast of the Family 
Group for the Barclay School in Stevenage, peering from behind. The same 
plaster cast is portrayed on its own on another photograph; it was an impor-
tant commission from Hertfordshire Education Authority, preoccupied with 
the idea of social engineering through building architecturally innovative 
schools and through fitting them out with modern sculpture.

There is, however, one more picture in the set: a striking image which 
might have prompted Hansen to remember this meeting especially, listing 
it as a formative experience in the interview noted above. It shows a stylish 
young man, in profile, looking closely at a small bronze, standing on a plinth. 
This must have been the moment when Hansen broke away from the rest of 
the group, stopping by this particular work, one of the numerous versions of 
the Family Group (1947, LH 247),10 to study it closely on his own. The image 
implies his prolonged engagement in the act of looking, long enough to allow 
an anonymous photographer to catch this moment of contemplation. The 
sense of wonder and an almost physical desire is suggested by the movement 
of Hansen’s right hand, laid on the plinth next to the sculpture, as if wanting 
to touch and caress its shiny surface; his left hand, in counterpoint, is buried 
in his jacket pocket. Hansen’s gaze is fully focused on the sculpture, but his 
facial expression does not give anything away.

The extract from the above-mentioned interview suggests that the young 
architect’s encounter with Moore as a person was an important event in his 
personal development. He agrees that he owes to Moore some important 
clues for the future principles of his utopia of the Open Form. He also claims 
that it was the structurality of Moore’s sculptures that impressed him, and 
above all, the way in which Moore strove to abolish the boundaries between 
the mass and the space that surrounds it, by means of opening up the mass, 
by streamlining it and perforating it with holes. 

There are some elements of the Open Form, but, even so, all [Moore’s] 
work remains object-based. There is some progress, as in [the work] of 
 Katarzyna Kobro. What I have in mind is that we do not deal just with 
a sculpture as something solid, but also with the air which penetrates it. 
If I were to name a sculptor who inspired me, then, undoubtedly, Moore’s 
search for the continuity of interior and exterior in his sculptures as well 
as their structural character, that sculptor would have been him. him. 
Having said that, his sculpture King and Queen is, for me, unacceptable.11

Hansen’s final claim on the ‘unacceptability’ of King and Queen asserts 
the independence of his own avant-garde project of the Open Form. It would 
not only do away with ‘objecthood’ altogether, but would also transplant this 
concept from the level of aesthetics to that of a purposeful project of building 
a new, an ‘open society’, in which urban planning, architecture and design 



would empower the inhabitants and would make them active participants in 
the shaping of the space and the world around them.12

It took Hansen a while, however, to arrive at the precepts of Open Form. 
After his return to Poland in 1950 it must have been a shock for him to 
witness an uninhibited vilification of Henry Moore as a leading representa-
tive of formalism, and even to spot an image of one of his Reclining Figures, 
photographed in Moore’s garden, set against the uncannily familiar wicker 
fence, in a documentary film that was tearing to pieces the “degenerate art 
of imperialism”.13 Despite this unhindered derision, Moore’s sculptures were 
regularly reproduced in the popular press and in illustrated magazines in 
 Poland, in order to poke fun at them. And, as I argued earlier, not only did 
this practice secure their visibility during the Stalinist period, but it also 
paved the way for the artist’s triumphant return as ‘the discoverer’, ‘the de-
miurge’, ‘the greatest sculptor of our time’ during the Thaw, and especially on 
the occasion of his first retrospective, staged by the British Council in War-
saw and four other Polish cities in 1959 / 1960. By that time, ‘a streamlined 
asymmetric shape pierced by an irregular hole became a stereotyped idiom 
of modernity’, though it was also rendered trivial precisely by the number of 
times it was reproduced.14

It was likewise the time, when Hansen’s revolutionary concept of the 
Open Form, the origins of which he himself traced to Moore’s sculptures, 
had been fully worked out and published as a manifesto, as well as being 

delivered as a paper during the CIAM meeting in Otterlo in 1959.15 Its 
most remarkable demonstration, even before it was issued in print, was 
Hansen’s Road-Monument for the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial, submitted 
in 1957, together with a team that comprised his wife Zofia Hansen, Jerzy 
 Jarnuszkiewicz, Julian Pałka, and Lechosław Rosiński. 

As written by Piotr Piotrowski in his analysis of the Road-Monument, 
‘Hansen’s design turned upside down the authoritarian attitude charac-
teristic of monument art, preferred both by artists themselves and — per-
haps first of all — by their sponsors and patrons. The idea of ‘open form’ 
which was the theoretical frame of the design, was an expression of utmost 
respect for the uniqueness of the place — its space and history, human 
memory and perception, as well as the presence of non-victims with all 
due solemnity.’ 16

Road-Monument was designed as a 70 meter wide and 1,000 meter long 
tarmac road cutting diagonally through the concentration camp territory. It 
omitted the main gate of Birkenau, through which trains had transported 
the victims. No one was ever to pass through that gate again. The black road 
was to be laid across the remains of the barracks, petrifying and preserving 
their foundations, the chimneys, the barbed fence and the latrines. Having 
reached the crematoria, the road was to end abruptly among the fields and 
woodlands. Only the road was to testify to the horror of the crimes committed 



on this site. Everything else was to be left untouched, according to the prison-
ers’ wishes, and, unavoidably, the former camp would surrender to the inva-
sive action of grass and weeds. Renouncing the traditional logic of sculpture 
and transcending the conditions of artistic production of his time, Hansen’s 
Road-Monument was breaking with the idea of the ‘closed form’, avoiding 
any large centerpiece, and developing instead the concept of the site-specific 
intervention in the public space, in which the major part is to be performed 
by the viewer, unfolding in time, contingent, open to changes.

Henry Moore, who came from Britain to Poland to judge the competition, 
must have studied Hansen’s project, shortlisting it for another stage of the 
contest from among the 426 entries submitted. He must have also examined 
Hansen’s reformulated design even more closely six months later, in Novem-
ber 1958, in Paris. As widely reported, the jury voted unanimously in favour 
of Hansen’s minimalist design, deprived of any vertical element. However, 
Hansen’s project, critical towards the traditional celebratory form of monu-
ments, was ultimately turned down by former Auschwitz prisoners, unable 
to identify with Hansen’s conceptual expression of remembrance of their 
martyrdom. Although Moore, having called Hansen’s design ‘exceptionally 
brilliant’, was eventually forced to justify its rejection, by pointing to a lack of 
‘emotional content’.17 When he was invited to participate in yet another stage 
of the project, Hansen refused, not wanting to contaminate his avant-garde 
concept with a figurative sculpture.

At the time of the International Jury’s rejection of Hansen’s Road-Mon-
ument, in November 1958, Moore had just completed his much-celebrated, 
modernist Reclining Figure for the UNESCO headquarters in Paris. Carved 
in Roman Travertine, the largest realization of his formula of the female 
nude to date, which has been customarily taken as the most suitable topic for 
experimenting with his notion of the ‘open form’, of sculpture which shapes 
the space surrounding it. Moore had grappled with this commission for a 
long time, aware of the challenges posed by the very institution of UNESCO, 
a ‘symbol of Western cultural and political values’. As Margaret Garlake 
noted, ‘monumental though it undoubtedly is, the Reclining Figure is hardly 
provocative. … The UNESCO project closed a decade of work of socially en-
gaged public artists in England’.18

In the context of the series of encounters between Moore and Hansen, it 
is symptomatic that the Reclining Figure was positioned in front of the same 
UNESCO building in September 1958, in which Moore, two months later, 
took the decision to turn down Hansen’s Road Monument. The comparison of 
those two monuments shows that, in spite of their shared precepts of finding 
a new modern form, capable of expressing unspeakable suffering and pro-
found human values, Moore and Hansen represented diametrically different 
approaches to the role of art in public space. If in 1958 Hansen’s Road Monu-
ment transgressed the conditions of its own production, liberating itself from 
the ‘logic of sculpture’ and the ‘logic of monument’, pointing into the direction 



of art as interactive intervention, Moore did the precisely the opposite. He 
elevated to the status of a public monument the very type of female nude he 
had invented in the late 1920s, monumentalizing it to a colossal size, spread-
ing it out on the bench in front of a public building.
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the site Nowadays, Auschwitz functions more as a metonymy for the 
Holocaust, less as an actual physical space. It has become 

an abstract symbol of equally abstract suffering, rather than a specific 
geographic location. However in 1957, when the competition for the monu-
ment was announced, there was no such concept as the Holocaust, certainly 
not one present in public discourse, and the site was understood in a very 
different framework than it is today. It is thus my intention here to address 
the materiality of the camp, but understood as a disappearing materiality, an 
understanding that we will see is crucial to the proposed monument itself.

The site specified for a monument was the grounds of the KL Auschwitz II 
— Birkenau, the second main part of the camp, located in a village called 
Brzezinka around 3 kilometers away from Auschwitz I. This part of the camp 
begun to be built in 1941, and the area of the complex was around 140 ha. It 
was completely surrounded by electrified barbed wire. So too were inner sec-
tions of the camp, which contained, among other things: a Women’s Camp, a 
Hungarian Women’s Camp, a Men’s Camp, a Gypsy Camp, a storage place for 
confiscated items, referred to as “Kanada”, and varying numbers of gas cham-
bers and crematoria. Birkenau is the site of the death of the overwhelming 
majority of Auschwitz victims, and after the war it became one of the signifi-
cant parts of the newly created museum.

Agata Pietrasik

The 1958 proposal for a “Road Monument” that was submitted by Oskar 
Hansen, Jerzy Jarnuszkiewicz, Julian Pałka and Edmund Kupiecki, to a jury 
headed by Henry Moore,, was undoubtedly one of the most radical and revo-
lutionary monuments ever to be proposed in European art. What’s more the 
history of its development can be perceived as an archeology to later post-
modern challenges to the very notion of a monument. This essay focuses on 
the processes which led to the creation of the Auschwitz monuments design 
in the context of site-specificity, emphasising the relationship of the proposed 
monument to the place of the former concentration camp in Auschwitz II 
— Birkenau.

traversing Monumentality — 
successive Designs for the Auschwitz Monument



The museum was officially inaugurated by a legislation passed by Par-
liament on the 2nd of July 1947 that stated that the grounds of the former 
concentration camp, with its belongings, are to be preserved “for all time as a 
Monument to the Martyrdom of The Polish Nation and Other Nations”.1 This 
legal statute turned museum, which is also in itself an inviolable national 
monument, thus raises the question: why was there a need to build another 
monument? And why in Birkenau?

In a 1945 news article written shortly after the liberation of the camp by 
the Soviet Army, Birkenau was described as “grey, cruel, long rows of bar-
racks and wire, wire, wire, ditches and mud”.2 This dramatic report encap-
sulates some of the most striking characteristics of the place, which later 
drew the attention of Oskar Hansen: its repetitive rhythm of horizontality, 
occasionally interrupted with the perpendicular elements of the oppressive 
architecture. This flat strip of land with its poor, mostly wooden barracks 
was very different than Auschwitz I which covered a much smaller area and 
where almost all the buildings were made out of brick.

Auschwitz I was the site of the first museum exhibition, presented in 
1947. It consisted of a display of clothes, shoes, glasses, prostheses, and other 
belongings confiscated from the inmates. These piles of belongings, aban-
doned by the retreating Nazi’s, were presented in the barracks of Auschwitz 
I, the excessive amount of things confronting the viewer with the scale of the 
crimes committed here in a powerful way.3

No exhibition, however, was intended to be presented in Auschwitz II 
— Birkenau, where the wooden barracks were gradually decaying and unable 
to provide any shelter for the artefacts they contained. Although the place was 
very important for Auschwitz survivors, its entropy progressed. The alarming 
state of the camp was emphasised in an article titled the “Death of Birkenau” 
from 1957: “the whole city [Birkenau] has vanished and the women’s camp 
is a ruin about which nobody cares. The women’s camp was only a small part 
of the camp, but if only you could save at least that in its old shape. But now, 
only after two years, it is truly difficult to find traces of the real camp. Bent 
walls of the barracks, collapsed roofs, weeds growing inside of the barracks 
and a thick carpet of camomile , growing literally on every strip of land be-
tween the barracks — this is Birkenau today. In two years at the most Birke-
nau will disappear completely. The only thing that will stay will probably be… 
camomile. And the weeds. There’s a lot of them, too”.4

The anonymous author of the article (presumably a survivor herself) also 
expressed her dissatisfaction with the fact that Auschwitz I had become the 
most significant part of the museum. In her opinion choosing this part of the 
camp as the primary location was very exclusive as it hardly reflected the 
memories of the survivors, being rather the administrative centre of the camp.

Auschwitz I was more important however for political reasons — this was 
where Block 11, which served as a prison for most of the political prisoners of 
Auschwitz, was located. Emphasising the anti-fascist struggle of the political 



prisoners (mostly communists) became a government priority and the main 
focus of the official narrative on Auschwitz in the 1950s.5

Auschwitz I was clearly a monument itself and hardly needed an addi-
tional commemorative structure. But, in the eyes of the former prisoners, the 
raw state of Birkenau needed a proper narrative. A monument was neces-
sary, simply as an attempt to draw attention to the importance of the site.

the competition The main organiser of the competition for the 
International Monument of the Victims of Fascism, 

responsible for assembling the jury, gathering all the necessary funds, 
establishing the criteria and rules for the future participants, was the Inter-
national Auschwitz Committee (IAC) — an organisation created by, and for, 
former prisoners of concentration camps. Even though international in its 
name, the Committee was largely reliant on the Polish Communist Party as 
well as the Polish Government itself.6

After long and arduous negotiations a jury was eventually established 
and the presence of Henry Moore as the head of the main judges was consid-
ered a huge success for the IAC. Moore had been one of the most influential 
figures of the art scene throughout the 1950s, and was certainly a leading 
sculptor of the time. Therefore his presence in the competition, even though 
marginalised later, had a huge symbolic impact, and made the competition 

more credible and helped to encourage artists from the “West” to participate. 
Without Moore, the whole event would have run the risk of simply being con-
sidered a part of communist propaganda.

The IAC was precise in articulating their expectations for the monument, 
and made a point to clearly draw the framework under which artists were 
supposed to work. These requirements were formulated as follows:

a) The monument cannot intervene in the reserve grounds of the former 
camp in Brzezinka, which is the site where the former prisoners used 
to live. The monument should be placed between the ruins of the 
crematoriums.

b) The monument should be understandable for pilgrimages of the masses 
and for excursions.

c) The monument should be functional and suitable for devotional practices, 
mass rallies, and the giving of honours.

d) The memorial should be monumental, due to both its content and its 
location on the large, flat, area.

e) Whatever symbolic meaning the monument conveys, its meaning should 
be characteristic of the whole issue (…) since according to the competi-
tion’s regulations the subject of the monument is the “Life, Suffering, 
Fighting and Death of the millions of victims”.7



Even though formulated laconically, and presented in numbered points, 
the criteria were rather blurry, especially for artists not accustomed with the 
official, highly plaintive, language. Instead of providing artists with the nec-
essary guidelines they rather constituted a list of demands which were to be 
fulfilled. The organisers primarily emphasised the role of the monument as a 
“voice of the killed” and a “mass grave of 4 million dead”.

Despite these difficulties many artists decided to participate in the com-
petition and ultimately 426 projects from all over the world were submitted, 
out of which 7 were chosen for the first stage of the competition. 

the slab Monument One of the proposals submitted in 1958 was by a 
Polish team created of various artists: Oskar 

Hansen (architect), Jerzy Jarnuszkiewicz (sculptor), Julian Pałka (graphic 
designer) and Edmund Kupiecki (photographer), with contributions (draw-
ings), from Zofia Hansen. Their design was titled “The Slab Monument” and 
consisted of a slab of petrified soil which was supposed to be placed at the 
end of existing railway tracks, in the space between the ruins of the cremato-
ria. The soil was to be petrified according to electropetricifation, a method 
newly invented by a Polish scientist Romuald Cebertowicz.8 A bay containing 
an urn with the ashes of inmates of concentration camps from all over 

Europe, was to be sunk into its centre, functioning as a type of commemora-
tive sanctuary.

The “Slab Monument” fitted very well to the expectations of both the 
organisers and the jury from both a pragmatic and a symbolic point of view. 
The monument would provide the desired organising central point where 
“pilgrimages”, manifestations, and the official giving of honours could take 
place. It also provided the site with an additional “international” dimension 
by bringing together the ashes of victims of the other concentration camps. 
This aspect was very much desired in the propaganda of the time, which 
painted a picture of Auschwitz as a site of the “international struggle against 
Fascism”.

The process of petrification presented by this team also had a very potent 
symbolic impact, especially in its particular location — between the crema-
toria, next to the ramp where new transports of inmates were disembarked 
and selected. Petrifying this strip of land turned it into a massive tombstone, 
making the ground impervious to the destructive impact of time, and leaving 
it as an obstacle for the future. Furthermore, it took it’s present moment as 
the last possible moment to memorialise the site, blocking its inclusion into 
a”now” of the future, always instead to remain displaced in time. Another 
part of the monument, however, offered a hope for exceeding this situation, 
a certain sense of transcendence, even if directed downwards, rather than 
upwards. The bay situated within the slab with the urn of the ashes.





The horizontal form of the monument was conceived within the site, leav-
ing it physically uninterrupted. It changed, however, the spatial orientation 
of the site, gave it a certain direction: the potential viewer would travel along 
the railway tracks towards the monument.

the road Monument The “Slab Monument” met with the general 
enthusiasm of the jury and the former inmates 

and was selected with 7 other projects to the second stage of the competition. 
However despite the warm reception of the idea, the team themselves con-
cluded their project was not satisfactory. They believed it too passive and 
anachronistic, and therefore decided to redesign the monument.9 In one 
interview Oskar Hansen stated: “When we entered the competitions second 
stage, we started having doubts about the merits of our design. The Slab’s 
Christian or Jewish immobility, or even passivity, its anachronistic nature, 
made it impossible for it to become a contemporary, universal symbol. The 
project was increasingly alien to us”.10

Their next design shared some of the qualities of the first project but 
attempted to move beyond these perceived formal and ideological limita-
tions. The “Road Monument” design which followed, and was introduced at 
this second stage of the competition, consisted of a black asphalt road which 
was intended to run diagonally across the camp. This road was to be about 

1 km long and 70 meters wide, with a conceptual framework that kept all the 
buildings and remains of the camp within the road preserved, but let every-
thing outside of it decompose with time. The main entrance gate to the camp 
at one end of the road was to be closed so that no body could repeat the path 
taken by the inmates. However at it’s furthest end this same road led irrevo-
cably to the crematoria.

Although, as a form of a trajectory, radically different from its precedent, 
the “Road Monument” was in some ways an evolution rather than a rupture 
from the original submission. The new design intensified some qualities of 
the “Slab Monument”, the petrified strip of land transformed into a road 
through wilfully neglected surroundings, reinforcing and greatly extending 
the area of preservation. The horizontality of the monument not only became 
more apparent but the most outstanding quality of the new project was its 
spacial engagement with the site ‘beyond’ itself. While the previous idea was 
limited only to a selected area, the “Road Monument’s” total span engaged 
the whole space of Birkenau. With this proposal the site, rather than being 
given a monument, was turned into one (much as Auschwitz I previously had 
been through very different means), and this happened not only through the 
singular decision of the artists but, significantly, though the existing proc-
esses of preservation and decay. It juxtaposed two labours: one of people to 
conserve the camp, and the other of nature to destroy it.



The road crossed out the architectural structure of the camp, refusing 
to accept its logic and creating the space for another perspective. The road, 
leading the viewer though the wooden barracks of Birkenau, pierced the 
former camp at its most neuralgic points, leading the viewer through that 
which the perpetrators wanted to erase. It reveals the undignified conditions 
of life in the camp, and makes the viewer see more than he or she originally 
would have by following the path alongside the railway tracks.

The presence of the original artefacts on the road confronted with the 
ruins outside of it emphasised the passage of time. On the other hand, mov-
ing through the interiors of the barracks, the road confronts the viewer very 
directly with the materiality of the camp, creating a space for an emotional 
engagement. The monument is, nonetheless, designed in such way that it 
prevents an uncritical emphatic engagement, in which one confuses ones own 
subjectivity with the subjectivity of the victim. The road does not repeat the 
path of the inmates coming to to the camp, the visitor, walking on the road 
does not even touch the original ground of the camp, their own temporality 
is measured by the growth of nature surrounding the camp, at the same time 
there is enough room for a singular confrontation and a personal response 
to the site. The new project also rejected the idea of the bay, consequently 
removing the centralising point of the original premise. There was no way 
out, whether upward or downward, the road ended behind the crematoria 
and left the visitor in the forest growing just beyond them. The teams’ new 



project was site-specific, unique, and worked within the discussed differences 
between the specificity of Auschwitz and Birkenau.

Even though it was a very careful response to the conditions of the camp, 
underlying the prisoners perspective, at it’s announcement this proposal 
proved most shocking to the former inmates who felt that the proposed 
monument threatened the physical integrity of the site, that which was 
precisely to be saved from the progressing degradation by the new monu-
ment.  Seweryna Szmaglewska, one of the most famous Auschwitz survivors, 
expressed her negative opinion about the project declaring that 

Hansens work can hurt the feelings of former inmates of Oświęcim 
[Auschwitz]. Why? The premise is too theoretical. We cross out the fascism 
— the authors appear to say. We draw a big, black, oblique, line on the 
plan of the camp. Never again Oświęcim! This is great for a poster, an il-
lustration or a book cover, but the vision realised, transferred onto the vast 
area of the camp as a wide road covered by snow or soiled by mud during 
mass, multi-thousand, pilgrimages, can completely lose this meaning.11

Indeed, it was the poster which became the most powerful representation 
of the project. The white road superimposed on the black plan of Birkenau, 
although conveying a very strong message, reduced the idea of the “Road 
Monument” to the gesture of crossing out the camp. This representation, 
which is the most commonly used visualization of the idea, made the idea 





very abstract. The road depicted appears as a progressing continuous stripe, 
forming an uninterrupted whole. Looking at the photos of the unpreserved 
marquette there is no sense of this ongoing consistency. The road is more 
venerable, interrupted at many points by the barracks, by the barbed wire 
fence, and eventually, by the crematoria.

The designs formal radicality, expressed through the rejection of tradi-
tionally understood sculptural form, also met a lack of comprehension on the 
side of Henry Moore, whose closing remark on the competition was:

(…) what has been attempted has been the creation — or in the case of the 
jury, the choice — of a monument to crime and ugliness, to murder and to 
horror. The crime was of such stupendous proportions that any work of art 
must be on an appropriate scale. But apart from this, is it in fact possible 
to create a work of art that can express the emotions engendered by Ausch-
witz? It is my conviction that a very great sculptor — a new Michelangelo 
or a new Rodin — might have achieved this.12

It is not accidental that Henry Moore recalled two artists iconic for mod-
ernism. In his opinion artists confronted with the problem of representing 
Auschwitz should not look ahead and try to change the artistic paradigm un-
der which they operate in order to make this more adequate to what is to be 
represented. On the contrary they should look back to the art of the canoni-
cal masters, whose level of artistic skill was a subject of nostalgic longing for 

Moore. Moreover, from this short excerpt one can also see that Moore under-
stood Auschwitz’s memorial very differently than Hansen. For Moore it was a 
monument to crime and ugliness, commemorating the cruelty of the oppres-
sor, for Hansen it was a monument to the suffering of the people who passed 
through this site.13

epilogue The former prisoners could not bear to imagine Birkenau 
being overgrown and rejected the idea of the “Road Monu-

ment”. As a consequence the jury enjoined a compromise according to which 
they selected three final projects that were supposed to be combined into a 
new project. Oskar Hansen withdrew from the compromise, the final result of 
which we see now at the end of the railways tracks in Birkenau. Looking at 
this memorial from the present-day perspective, it is quite easy to observe 
how much of it belongs aesthetically to a previous period, in the present it is 
almost displaced and inadequate. Comparing the archival material recording 
the monument shortly after it’s unveiling, one also cannot fail to notice the 
passage of time, the stones have turned from white to grey, the marks carved 
in them less emphatic. The monument is slowly fading away, as opposed to 
the camp which is very well protected. 
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