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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the experiences and practices of photographers at sites of dark tourism 

or thanatourism around the world. This includes a reflexive and autoethnographic account of 

the researcher’s own photographic practise, based on visits to 100 sites in 20 countries on 

four continents. As such, it is a predominantly practise-based thesis, which includes 

commentary on the preparation of these visits, in collaboration with research participants 

(dark tourist photographers), the photographs taken, and their creation, manipulation and 

dissemination. This includes a special exhibition of key photographs with an examination of 

their composition, and an account of their production and public reception. 

 

How and why do photographers go to places with dark visual stories associated with them? 

Why do they feel the need to visit these places and take photographs of their journey and the 

journey’s destination, and what use do they make of the results of their photography after 

they return home? Photography is a key element of dark tourism and this thesis sheds light on 

this dark image-creation at locations visited with 50 participants on 11 separate field study 

trips. It also includes an assessment of how these contentious photographs are viewed in 

society, especially on social media. The thesis argues that by participating in photography at 

these locations, dark tourists – including the researcher – are extending their experience of 

the visit and creating a particular form of dark photograph, unique to these sites. In sum, by 

examining this unique area of tourism, this practise-based thesis improves our understanding 

of dark tourism. It offers contextualisation of the dark images, and the motivation and 

activities deployed to create them, making a contribution to how these photographs affect 

society. 
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 1 

Chapter One Dark Tourism Photography 

 

1.1 Introduction: the photography of dark tourism sites 

 

The phrase ‘dark tourism’ conjures up images and ideas of destinations associated with 

death, suffering, tragedy and the macabre. This kind of ‘tourist interest in recent death, 

disaster and atrocity is a growing phenomenon in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries and that theorists have both noticed and attempted to understand’ (Lennon and 

Foley, 2000: 3-4). It is a niche tourism for groups of like-minded people who travel to the 

same destination for a similar experience, generally recording and taking home images of 

the unusual places they visit (Sontag, 1977). 

 

Lennon and Foley (2000) named the travel to such places ‘dark tourism’. P.J. O’Rourke 

had previously named some of his travel ‘holidays in hell’ (O’Rourke, 1988), and Chris 

Rojek speaks about ‘black-spot’ tourism (1993) and about how these black spots attract 

those who wish to experience such places. 

 

For Barthes (1993), photography is an intrusion in the flow of modern society; it fixes, 

frames and places our view of the world in a different format. Dark tourism – as with 

tourism in general – is a very visual practice: you not only experience the location, you 

see it with your own eyes, seeing and being part of experiencing the location and, in most 

cases, photographing it to prolong the engagement. The relationship between seeing and 

photography is crucial, and this is one of the pivotal things this thesis sheds light on in the 

specific context of dark tourism. 
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There are varying motivations for why dark tourism photographers capture these places 

when others choose rather to observe and keep the moment in their memories (Biran and 

Hyde, 2013; Buda, 2015; Argyropoulou, 2018; Buda and Martini, 2018). In the case of 

dark tourists taking these still-life ‘dark snaps’, the photography captures some of the 

images, ideologies and horrors of the locations. My research focuses on dark tourism, and 

more specifically on the act of photographing these sites around the worldas carried out 

by international dark tourist individuals and groups. My study extends to looking at the 

journey these photographs take, in particular via social media, and the popularity and 

attraction of such images. A substantial part of dark tourism, as with tourism overall, is 

how a strong visual aesthetic draws tourists (Breiby, 2014). Paying attention to the visual 

aspects of these destinations and the images people make of them will enhance our 

understanding of dark tourism. 

 

Trillions of photographs are taken every year around the world: ‘The growth in the number of 

photos taken each year is exponential: It has nearly tripled since 2010 and is projected to grow 

to 1.3 trillion by 2017’ (Heyman, 2015). Gathering photographs is like accumulating the 

world (Sontag, 1977). Understanding how the photographer and the eventual viewer represent 

these dark tourism locations can help to show the power of the visual aspect and the dark 

aesthetics of dark tourism. Considering the influence the photographs have on those who have 

taken them, regarding the place that influenced both the taker and the photograph, they are a 

reminder of the photographer’s feelings at the site. ‘Those who view these images will help to 

expose this part of the journey as significant in the understanding of dark tourism. This study 

is about both the experiences and practices of those who participate in dark tourist 

photography and the circulation of the photographs themselves. 
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To visit places where tragic things have happened, to see them through a camera viewfinder 

and encapsulate them in a photograph, serves as an extension of the experience: ‘The act of 

taking a photograph is always at the present moment, but the “now” always becomes “then”’ 

(Picard and Robinson, 2009: 214-215). Through a visual mechanism, a photograph freezes a 

moment and allows visitors to prolong their feelings and, if they share the image with others, 

to become part of the place’s history. This sharing further lengthens the experience, and the 

visitors can return to those feelings again and again. 

 

How are their images viewed socially and distributed over new social media? This thesis 

explores the visual disposition of those whom sociologist Chris Rojek (1993) refers to as 

‘black spot’ tourists. I also include how the aesthetics of the image are constructed, 

practised and popularised. It is a project, then, about the meaning, creation and circulation 

of dark photographs. There are no statistics on how many dark tourists there are 

(Sampson, 2019) but sites are becoming more popular due to the media and to marketing, 

for example the TV show The Dark Tourist (Horan et al., 2018), which means that more 

people are becoming aware of and showing interest in this kind of tourism. 

 

1.2 Tourism and photography 

 

Tourism in general means travelling to places for pleasure or as part of a recreational hobby. 

It was Thomas Cook as an individual in 1841 (Smith, 1998) who put together the first 

package holiday, and since then tourism has thrived (Hamilton, 2005). Roser (2017: 1) states: 

‘The United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) estimates that internationally 

there were just 25 million tourist arrivals in 1950. 68 years later this number has increased 
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to 1.4 billion international arrivals per year. This is a 56-fold increase’, which shows that 

travel has increased rapidly due to its becoming available to the mass market. 

 

This birth of modern tourism coincided with the creation of photography. Joseph 

Nicéphore Niépce created the first photograph in 1827 with a camera obscura (Warner 

Marien, 2006). These two developments have paired together and developed over almost 

200 years. Photography has evolved dramatically in the past two centuries (Benjamin, 

1972; Eder, 1945; Emerling, 2013; Gernsheim, 1986), with new ideas and innovation in 

technology. Photographs started out in black and white and were created on large cameras 

(compared with today’s), with simple ways of capturing light to produce the image. 

Subjects started out as simple still objects and then went on to include people. 

Photographs were complicated to produce: they had very long exposure times, which 

made it hard to create in-focus images, and the processing was long and arduous. Colour 

representations of the world are now captured using advanced photographic technology, 

allowing photographs to be created easily. This has brought about a considerable shift in 

the availability of photography and in how it is used, in comparison to the difficulty 

associated with and the rarity of photographs in the 1800s. Jonas Larsen’s study on tourist 

photography reveals this interesting pairing between photography and tourism: 

‘Photography is very much a travelling phenomenon – a constitutive part of modernity’s 

“travelling cultures”’ (Larsen, 2004: 241). 

 

The world seems to have shrunk, due to both travel and the creating of images on people’s 

travels becoming easier, especially since the start of the digital era in the 1970s. The 

commercial availability of digital cameras meant that by the late 1980s they had become 

popular, first outselling film cameras in 2003. The first truly digital camera that was 
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affordable for tourists was the Casio VS-101, launched in 1987 with a video floppy disk in 

the drive door. The two-inch magnetic disk was initially created by Sony and was a standard 

for still video camera systems (Peres, 2013). 

 

The ability to take a large number of photographs without having to worry about 

processing film, and simply discarding any images that are not liked, means that people 

are now freer to capture the world in photographs. In the digital era, it is common to share 

such photographs, not only with family members and friends but also with strangers, 

globally, by using social media and the Internet (Lister, 2013). This enables people from 

all around the world to see images of places they may not have been able to witness 

before the digital era, thus giving the impression of the world being a smaller place. 

 

With the emergence of digital photography and the ease of creating images, people are 

naturally drawn to photograph things in order to capture the world around them (Lister, 

2013). This ease of experimentation and increased control over the aesthetic outcome of the 

image means that photographers have more creative freedom, and tourists also have their 

experience lengthened by the act of editing their photographs, sharing them and gaining 

reactions from other people. Paying attention to how people, as individuals or in groups, plan 

to visit places will help form an understanding of the stimulus and attraction of visiting a site 

armed with a camera. Sather-Wagstaff (2011), an anthropologist working at the University of 

Illinois, focuses on the anthropology of death, disaster, war and genocide. She has written 

about people visiting the 9/11 site in New York and about how engaging with the site by 

photographing it adds to the experience. In the context of observing tourists, as both 

photographer and researcher, and engaging with them to find out about their interactions at 

the locations, she conversed with tourists from different countries. Her writing is particularly 
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useful to my study because she is the first researcher to consider the focus of photography at 

dark tourism sites; she examines the roles of tourists in these places, touching on their 

photographic activities and on how the photographs revisit and reinterpret their travel 

experience: 

 

Few scholars address what tourists actually photograph, and fewer investigate how 
individuals put travel photographs into social use post-visit in the service of 
memory, self and place-making, just as they do other, more everyday photographic 
images. A majority of existing works on photography focus on the photographic 
object itself rather than its use after its making. 

(Sather-Wagstaff, 2011: 177) 
 

In her research, Sather-Wagstaff looks at how tourist photographers create their images 

and how these are interpreted. Using ethnographic methods at the 9/11 site in New York – 

as I myself do – she looks at how these tourists act at this location. Through interviews 

and photographs she considers how photographing the site makes it meaningful to the 

tourists, how the physical act of engaging with the location through taking photos is more 

engaging for them than simply looking. 

 

The taking of photographs and the what happens to them on the tourists’ return home is 

something Sather-Wagstaff (2008) has also researched, specifically how the images act as 

memories for her participants, and this is a topic I extend in my own research, examining 

it further and in more detail, across many sites rather than just one. I build my research on 

this work on the visual side of dark tourism, broadening the investigation and thus adding 

to the current knowledge of photography at dark tourism locations. 

 

This is a fascinating time to be researching how travel photography plays a part in our 

society. Urry (1990) coined the phrase ‘the tourist gaze’ to describe the phenomenon of the 
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visual side of tourism. John Urry was a British sociologist and professor at Lancaster 

University and in the 1990s his research on tourism included how tourists selected sites and 

viewed them because of their visual nature. Urry (1990) describes this ‘tourist gaze’ as 

something outside of the tourist’s normal life. Perkins and Thorns (2001: 187) argue that ‘the 

gaze is a concept which comprises a way of looking at the world which simultaneously forms 

what is seen and the way of seeing’.  

 

Urry is concerned with both the experience that tourists encounter and the production of 

images by the travel industry for visual consumption. He argues that right from the point 

of selecting a destination to travel to, tourists are influenced by visual images in 

brochures, on TV, in the media and so on, which form expectations of what a particular 

destination will be like. When tourists arrive at their travel destination, the location has 

been commodified by the producers of that tourist location to make it desirable. This is of 

particular interest to my research, as the photographers at these destinations take 

photographs that contribute to this gaze that tourists experience before, during and after 

the experience of being at the locations. People frequently document their lives using 

photography, and many push this further by planning trips specifically to obtain 

photographs of the places they visit. In many cases, there is excitement in the planning 

itself, and observing these individuals as they plan such trips will help us to understand 

why they participate in photography at the sites. This gives the researcher insight into the 

entire spectrum of dark tourism consumption. 
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1.3 Reasons for visiting dark tourism sites: the intentions of people doing so and the 

preparations they make 

 

Many people find themselves attracted to elements of death and tragedy, be it through 

watching horror films, rubbernecking at a road traffic accident or seeking thrills from 

riding a roller coaster. There is an expectation that the next experience will be more 

exciting than the last (Skinner and Theodossopolos, 2011). Many humans are drawn to 

and are captivated by the darker aspects of life, for example death, disaster and 

melancholy, at levels they are not often confronted with in their daily existence (Larsen, 

2004: 241). Fonseca, Seabra and Silva (2016: 3) write on society’s relationship with 

death, observing that ‘Dark Tourism in its various forms came to demystify the fearful 

idea that individuals have about death, because it allows them to confront and behold their 

own mortality’. These are unique feelings and, when experienced in a safe environment, 

they can be exciting and new (Lyng, 2004). Stone and Sharpley (2008) suggest that, 

ultimately, ‘dark tourism may have more to do with life and living, rather than the dead 

and dying’ (Stone and Sharpley, 2008: 18). There is a feeling of being very much alive 

when faced with death, and a feeling of being alive when engaging from a safe place with 

these sites, which highlight death, is common as it means that people think about death 

and then appreciate the life they have (Martini and Buda, 2020). 

 

Other people do not see themselves as dark tourists but end up at these locations 

regardless. Research at Lenin’s Mausoleum in Moscow indicates how ‘tourists who often 

visit as a way of ticking it off the list, often leave with an emotional experience they 

didn’t quite expect’ (Banaszkiewicz, 2017: 87). 
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Dark tourism sites vary in their level of darkness (Hepburn, 2012), as do the experiences 

one may have in them. Dark tourism locations are seen, for example, to fall along a 

continuum of increasing darkness. This can be described as a taxonomy of dark tourism 

sites and, as the locations I have chosen for my research differ in their level of darkness, 

they can be located within this taxonomy. Moreover, Sharpley and Stone (2009) discuss 

how there are different shades of darkness, ranging from the ‘darkest’ to the ‘lightest’. 

 

1.4 Taking photographs and intentions while creating them 

 

The act of photographing dark tourism sites with a camera adds to the tourist’s 

involvement in experiencing the location. Photographer and cultural critic Susan Sontag 

(1977: 8-9) states: ‘Travel becomes a strategy for accumulating photographs’. Every 

photographer takes photographs for different reasons: some take quick snaps or selfies 

with a smartphone; others – amateur photographers – try to create a memory of the place 

in a photograph they can show to friends and family and, by looking at it, relive the 

memory of being there. Although their photographs may not be for commercial purposes, 

they will make an effort to capture the scene thoughtfully. Others, on a more professional 

level, attempt to create a very aesthetically pleasing or strong documentary stance in their 

representation of the site, using techniques to maximise the light and composition of the 

scene, potentially to market the photographs afterwards. Another type of visitor may 

choose not to take a camera at all and to live the experience as it is presented to them, 

without the distraction of creating photographs. These various subject positions and how 

they affect photographic dark tourism compositions will all be illustrated in the chapters 

of this thesis. 
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1.5 How photographs are circulated  

 

It is essential to look at what photographers do with their photos once they have returned 

from visiting a site. Christian Fuchs (2013), a professor at Westminster School of Media and 

Communication whose disciplines are critical digital and social media studies, Internet and 

society, political economy of media and communication, information society theory, social 

theory and critical theory, reveals that the most thought-provoking method of distribution in 

the age of social media is the Internet, as it circulates images around the world, almost 

instantaneously. The Internet is a worldwide computer network transmitting different data 

and media across interconnected devices that works by using a packet routing network, 

following Internet Protocol (IP) and Transport Control Protocol (TCP) (Comer, 2018; Gralla, 

1998; Ryan, 2010). Slowly, the act of printing photographs for albums is diminishing, and a 

new way of sharing is emerging in the 21st century, with people making online photographic 

collections to share with people around the globe.  

 

Social media emerged in the 1970s (Van Dijck, 2013) when the first email was sent, but it 

is only in the 21st century that it has taken off, with the advent of Friends Reunited and 

then Facebook, followed by hundreds of other social media sites. Facebook now has more 

than 50 million users across the world and is a topic for anthropological study (Miller, 

2011). It is no coincidence that the short history of social media has coincided with the 

categorisation of dark tourism. Just as photography has grown up together with the tourist 

industry, dark tourism will similarly evolve alongside social media. Yuill (2003: 136) 

suggests that the media manipulates a tourist’s representation of locations, in movies, in 

photographs and on television: ‘Contemporary media has an undeniable influence over 

public consciousness’. Through being in the foreground of both the media and social 
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media, these tourist locations are consumed differently to how they were when social media 

did not exist. 

 

Due to the ease of sharing photographs, more people will come into contact with images 

taken at dark tourism sites. The website www.dark-tourism.com (Hohenhaus, no date) is an 

extensive library of sites and photographs, categorised by country. More and more Internet 

and academic articles are appearing, as dark tourism becomes well known. A Netflix 

documentary (Horan et al., 2018) detailing one man’s travels to dark tourism locations has 

further popularised dark tourism. Over eight episodes, David Farrier, the presenter, travels to 

dark tourism sites around the world, including Aokigahara, located in Japan, Famagusta in 

Cyprus and Pablo Escobar’s house. Presenting these locations on television has broadcast 

them to the masses, making them appealing and interesting to visit. 

 

Social media platforms are generally an arena for debate about what is wrong and what is 

right, and dark tourism has a degree of controversy tied to its existence. The ethics of this 

kind of tourism mean there is a thin line between what is right and wrong here (Stone, 

2011), especially when it comes to creating photographs at such sites (Piekarz, 2003). One 

example of the controversy is tourists visiting slums, which is a branch of dark tourism 

known as slum tourism. Many people would consider visiting such impoverished places as 

disrespectful to those who are forced to live in them (Pezzullo, 2010), and this sparks  

a moral dilemma about whether this kind of tourism should exist, while images in the media 

only draw more people to visit them. However, as mentioned on the National Geographic 

website (Blau, 2018), there debate about how this kind of tourism can benefit slum areas by 

bringing money to their inhabitants. Social media will continue to be an arena in which such 

discussions can take place, as so many people, with their differing opinions, have access. 
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It is important to research not only how the photographs will be distributed around the 

world but also the viewers’ opinions of them and the impact they can have. A useful 

feature of social media is that the audience for the images is so large; people from all 

around the world can view them. With an estimated 5,171,196,300 Internet users (Internet 

Live Stats, January 2022) around the world in January 2022 there has never been a greater 

audience for photographs taken at dark tourism sites, and although this audience is 

continuously changing, there will always be people around to witness and form opinions 

of these images.  

 

Furthermore, it is essential to assess how views of these photographs differ depending on 

the context in which they were taken, for example a smartphone selfie taken at a place 

where death happened could be seen as disrespectful. Recently in The New Yorker, 

individuals taking selfies at Auschwitz were seen as ill-mannered (Margalit, 2014). It is 

intriguing to explore whether the way in which a dark tourism site is captured can enable 

people to form different judgments about the photographs taken (Willis, 2014). For 

example, a more artistic representation could be viewed as beautiful because the 

photograph might encapsulate elements of aesthetic beauty found in the location. 

However, even then many would disagree on ethical grounds that anything poetic could 

ever come out of such a terrible thing. Regarding Auschwitz, Adorno writes: ‘Cultural 

criticism finds itself faced with the final stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism. 

To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric’ (1983: 34); in other words, nothing beautiful 

can ever be made from such a terrible time. 

 

Belfast-based social anthropologist Maruska Svasek (2005) suggests that people from 

different cultures will experience different feelings while witnessing photographs of  
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a dark nature. Those more used to seeing corpses and death in their everyday life will 

perhaps not be as horrified as individuals in other cultures who are not so accustomed.  

For example, in Tibet, relatives will mourn their dead by cutting them up into pieces and 

feeding them to vultures in a sky burial (Gouin, 2010).  

 

This may be seen as horrific by other cultures, but to many Tibetans it is natural and 

normal. There are, however, also differences within cultures, where only the men or the 

women deal with the dead and the other sex is not as involved. To give an example 

relating to my fieldwork, in Varanasi, India, only men are allowed at cremation sites 

(Sharma, 2017). An ethnocentric viewpoint, therefore, leads to a ‘misunderstanding of the 

values, intentions, statements, and actions of others, thereby turning attempts at cross-

cultural communication into serious miscommunications’ (Gudykunst, 2003: 114). Dark 

tourism multiplies the opportunities for this kind of cross-cultural misunderstanding 

concerning aspects of fundamental importance, i.e. the treatment of the dead, associated 

with attitudes to the visual availability of the world encouraged by tourism both generally 

and in its conjunction with photography. 

 

I deal in this thesis with different cultures, opinions and interpretations, and therefore the 

photographs taken at these sites can be ascribed varying meanings by those who see them. 

An example of cultural opposites is that white is seen as the colour of purity and 

weddings in the West, while in much of the East it is the colour of death and mourning. It 

is possible that with time, and with more people both witnessing these sites and seeing 

photographs of them, attitudes towards different cultural behaviours will change.  

With the use of modern technology and a photographer’s creative eye, photographs can 

have a broad spectrum of interpretations. These images may repulse some people while 
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pulling at the heartstrings of others, and may look horrific or even beautiful. Each person 

who views the photographs will react differently, and it is the analysis of images that 

provides more insight into the information contained within them.  

 

To give an example, fine art photographer Sally Mann captured dead bodies in a 

photographic series taken at the Body Farm in Tennessee in 2001 – a research facility 

where dead bodies are studied while they decompose – to get a better understanding of 

developments in forensic anthropology. She noted that the smell of the bodies did not 

bother her, and she was interested to discover that the colours and textures found in the 

bodies were, in fact, beautiful to her (Morrison, 2012). By making long exposures of 

maggots crawling over the skin, she produced photographs that look like beautiful silk 

over the body. Even though she was taking photographs of death, the images might be 

perceived as beautiful by some, especially when emotion is connected with them. Another 

photographer taking images at the same site may take a different approach, and therefore 

their images will elicit different reactions. In contrast, an article in the Daily Mail 

describes the images taken at the Body Farm as ‘gruesome’ (Tingle, 2017). 

Some photographers go to dark tourism sites to create photographs not just to help them 

relive their experience but to create something artistic and aesthetically beautiful out of 

such a dark place. Several of the photographers I observed during my research attempted 

an artistic version of the location; these photographs often featured decay, tragedy and 

sadness – all things that people react to emotionally. Viewing an artistic image can make 

the viewer want to visit the location, even though it may be associated with death and 

atrocities.  
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Some people see beauty in the contrast between life and death, and in tragedy, and 

although a good deal of dark tourism sites have had terrible things happen at them, they 

may look attractive to the eye. Since 2012, I have been photographing the ruins of 

buildings, and many people say that my book Soviet Ghosts (Litchfield, 2014) has a 

haunting, atmospheric aesthetic at work. Sim (2017), in the International Business Times, 

wrote about my ‘atmospheric pictures of forgotten towns, prisons, military complexes and 

asylums behind the Iron Curtain’, and the title of an article by York (2014) in The 

Huffington Post UK was ‘“Soviet Ghosts” by Rebecca Litchfield is a haunting collection 

of former Cold War majesty’. These photographs were taken in a specific way to 

highlight beauty in these places. They are seen as atmospheric and haunting as I chose to 

photograph them in a way that gave them a story, meaning and beauty. Using camera 

techniques, composition and story-telling elements, I was able to create this ‘beauty’ in 

photographs that represent death and decay. 

 

1.6 What is already known about dark tourism photography?  

 

My aim is to extend the knowledge of dark tourism. Although it is a somewhat new area 

of study, some of the main topics have already been covered in academia (Stone and 

Sharpley, 2008; Hartmann, 2013; Light, 2017; Buda and Martini, 2018). I extend this 

knowledge to look at the visual side of dark tourism, and specifically the aims, motivation 

and activities of dark tourism photographers. Looking at this area of dark tourism is useful 

in understanding not only those who participate in it but also photographers’ activities at 

these sites. There has been little in-depth research precisely on photography at multiple 

dark tourism locations, and this is the field of knowledge that I will extend. 
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The Institute for Dark Tourism Research (iDTR) at the University of Central Lancashire 

(UCLAN), Preston, is pushing research in this field and extending opportunities for 

researchers (Stone, 2005). On its website (Institute for Dark Tourism Research, no date), 

the institute encourages research in the area of dark tourism. Dr Philip Stone is the 

Executive Director of iDTR, with 10 PhD students who are currently researching a range 

of topics within dark tourism, including tourist interpretations of visits to Hiroshima and 

representation of the Rwandan genocide. In an interview (Baillargeon, 2016), Stone 

mentions that he feels research into the visitor experience at these sites is lacking, and I 

suggest that looking at the photographer experience at dark tourism locations is vital in 

revealing something about society and culture. Stone indicates that broader research needs 

to be done in countries outside of Europe, and this is also something I decided to do for 

my research, by extending it to Asia and North America. 

 

Research into dark tourism includes a range of studies: those that seek to define the 

phenomenon (Sharpley and Stone, 2009), those that consider why people are motivated to 

visit these sites (Wei, 2012), and those that examine how the public and the media 

consume the sites and the taboos surrounding them. These studies look at how dark 

tourism has developed economically (Seraphin, 2017; Brown, 2013) and culturally (Foley 

and Lennon, 1996), and also the morality (Sharma, 2020; Stone, 2009; 2017) of visiting 

the sites has been investigated. Areas of interest are ethics at dark tourism sites and the 

taboos that arise around dark tourism.  

 

As dark tourism is becoming more widely known, especially in the media, many online 

discussions and university dissertations are examining it, but very little of what is available 

addresses the visual side, as this thesis does. My thesis is a visual narrative of my work on 
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dark tourism photography and the exhibition chapter, which includes 30 photographs from 

my fieldwork, addresses a separate field of dark tourism study to that which has been 

researched before. I concentrate both on visualising dark tourism as an expert professional 

photographer, producer and consumer and on analysing what it means to be a dark tourism 

photographer from beginning to end of a dark tourism photography experience. 

 

1.7 What is the gap in the knowledge of dark tourism?  

 

Dark tourism is coming ‘into the light’ as an interdisciplinary field of studies, primarily 

dominated by tourism studies. In the field of anthropology, Skinner (2012) recently 

collated work on the difficulty of representing dark journeys taken. This examination of 

the representation of dark tourism is what I would like to extend further, through the 

photographic medium. Skinner’s collection builds on the tourism studies writings of 

Lennon and Foley (who coined the term ‘dark tourism’ in 1996), those of Stone and 

Sharpley (2008) (who proposed a dark tourism continuum from light to dark), and those 

of Seaton (who proposed death tourism or ‘thanatourism’) (Dunkley, 2007; Korstanje, 

2016; Light, 2017). For all this interdisciplinary work, there has been little engagement – 

except for Edensor’s 2005 work on industrial ruins – with the actual photography and 

image-making of dark tourism. 

 

According to Seaton (1996), thanatourism, a word he uses to describe dark tourism, has 

existed since ancient times, with people having been attracted to locations of death and 

tragedy for thousands of years. This practice has always been with us but it has only recently 

surfaced as an area of research (Biran and Hyde, 2013; Korstanje and Handayani, 2017). 

Since 2011, there has been a growth in the number of academic journal articles on this area. 
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In the early 1990s, scholars began to link tourism with visiting places associated with death 

and tragedy (Dann, 1994; Prentice, 1993) and interest has grown since it became an area of 

attention in academia (Light, 2017). A steady increase has also been seen in the media, on TV 

and within books, magazines and newspapers (Lennon, 2010; Seaton and Lennon, 2004).  

 

These recent advances within anthropology, business and psychology still contain little 

information about the patterns of people’s visits to these sites. The photographing of the sites 

is one such area. This thesis offers an anthropological study of why people travel around the 

world to take photographs at dark tourism locations. Thousands of people take photographs at 

these sites but, until now, no data has been collected on the reasoning behind this or on how 

consumers perceive these images in a digital era. My research is specifically on the 

photographers I observed, the photographs they took, and the effect these have on the social 

media groups with which they share them. 

 

1.8 Aim and objectives of the research  

 

The primary aim of this research is to discover why some people focus on the 

photography of dark tourism sites. Secondly, it explores how these people approach their 

trips and the degree of difficulty they are prepared to take on in order to carry them out. In 

addition, what is done with these photographs, how they are circulated in society, and the 

photographers’ and viewers’ opinions of the images are all examined. The aim is to 

uncover a visual side of dark tourism that had not been researched before and, with dark 

tourism being such a visual genre, to shed light on both the photography practices 

employed when visiting dark tourism sites and the use that is made of the images 

afterwards. As such, I aim to gather data about the motivations of photographers in these 
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locations and to observe what preparations they undertook: several dark tourism 

photographers were observed in detail and interviewed at various sites and at different 

stages of their travels. I observed and questioned them in order to comprehend the 

eventual use of their images and to understand their practice and experiences at the sites 

they visited. 

 

The research took place in three distinct phases: phase one consisted of grouping together 

dark tourism photographers and identifying the sites the research would cover. I engaged 

in planning trips with individuals and recorded the conversations that took place. The 

subjects’ initial thoughts about their destinations, why they wanted to travel there and 

how important it was for them to return with photographic evidence of their trip were 

recorded. The aim at this stage was to discover why they chose to travel to these sites and 

how they planned for such trips. My anthropological fieldwork will produce images and 

information about the subject of dark tourism. Using this method of data collection is 

effective and will bring me closer to my participants’ activities so as to gain information 

and knowledge through experience (Robben, Sluka, 2007; Okely, 2020; Hobbs, Wright 

2006). 

 

Phase two consisted of observation of these participants on trips. During this time, the 

objective was to discover trends among these photographers regarding what prompted 

them to take the photographs, what they felt while creating their images, and how 

important creating the photographs was to them. My aim was to understand why people 

have tendencies to create images in such tragic places and how they feel about the 

photographs when they have captured them. 
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The final phase was an analysis of the photographs that were taken and the data that was 

collected on the journey. During fieldwork, I kept a record of all conversations and 

interviews and collected all photographs taken so that I could use them to extract 

information about dark tourism photography. I used this data to describe patterns and 

collective narratives so that I could then expand upon them. The interesting parts of my 

fieldwork form a deeper analysis of this material by making connections, revealing things 

about dark tourism photography and those I observed. 

 

Furthermore, I discovered what use was made of the photographs in social media, 

printing, exhibitions and book publication. How the photographers circulate these images 

around the world and why they want people to see them was also carefully scrutinised. 

This is because one of the aims of the analysis was to explore the photographs and engage 

with their viewers, collecting their impressions of them. 

 

This thesis is based on visual practice, with the inclusion of 110 photographs acquired during 

my fieldwork in dark tourism locations around the world. With a 60% emphasis on the 

photographic element, this practice-based thesis is a visual record of my research. Used as a 

tool to build on the knowledge of the subject, these photographs act as a source of 

information about the visual side of dark tourism. They form an exhibition in the middle of 

the thesis, which serves as a detailed examination of the practice of dark tourism 

photography. The remaining 40% of the thesis is an analysis of these key photographs and of 

others taken during the fieldwork. The process of creating photographs during my research 

was a vital way of observing the activity of dark tourism photographers, and the photographs 

taken act as a key to communication, enabling the reflection and analysis I have carried out 

regarding my own and other peoples’ practice. The analysis of these photographs constitutes 
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the remaining 40% of the thesis. I found that the best approach when dealing with a research 

area so heavily focused on photography was to make its focus be just that. I stress that this is 

a practices-based thesis, visual in nature, and the photographs contained within it are as 

important as the analysis of them and their capture and circulation. The portfolio chapter 

containing 30 key photographs taken by me during the fieldwork is crucial in establishing 

themes such as the preparation of trips, ethics, capturing photographs, circulation and further 

themes that branch out from these. The analysis continues throughout the thesis but these 

photographs are the core of what dark tourism photography is. 

 

1.9 Conclusion 

 

In the following chapter, the methodology is presented, and the research method 

approaches used in this thesis are described. Although it may not be a traditional thesis, it 

will be one that presents a visual and descriptive view of dark tourism photography. 

Mainly qualitative, the research is made up of case studies, semi-structured interviews and 

observations in an ethnographic format. The style of the thesis is autoethnographic 

(Adams, Jones and Ellis, 2015), a style that allows for a very personal and hands-on 

approach to research, delving into the cultural experiences of both the researcher and 

other participants and recognising how these individual experiences can impact the 

research process. 

 

 Once my research was complete, data was generated based on field notes and discussions 

about photographs, as well as from social media interactions. This was done by collating 

the data from the research trips and using interviews to develop themes within my work, 

upon which to expand in further chapters. 
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Using this research approach, Chapter three looks at my journey from photographer to 

anthropologist and then leads on to Chapter four, which is a case study in Asia. Themes 

such as the planning of the fieldwork trips, my participants’ personal reasons for creating 

their images and what they subsequently did with them are explored broadly and findings 

are presented as they arise. Other themes include the ethics of taking photographs at dark 

tourism locations and participants who act as dark tourism photographers without 

necessarily knowing what dark tourism is. Following the same method, the subsequent 

case studies are of the USA and Mexico in Chapter five, and a European road trip in 

Chapter six. Together, these three chapters focus on the participants who join these trips, 

and they provide a foundation that is expanded on in the subsequent chapters. Themes 

include the extent of preparation before leaving, the motivation for the trip, activities and 

behaviour at the sites, the reasons behind creating photographs, and how society deals 

with the images – both how they are circulated and the reactions to them are examined. 

 

Chapter seven constitutes an exhibition in the centre of this practice-based thesis. It focuses 

on a selection of 30 key photographs taken during the fieldwork period and the themes drawn 

out of them. Presented as an exhibition of photographs, I have chosen these particular images 

based on the impact they have had on the people who have viewed them and the themes that 

have emerged from them regarding how they are both constructed and received. In this 

chapter, I involve those participants in my Facebook page – 

www.facebook.com/RebeccaBathoryPhotography – who have commented on the chosen 

photos, and I include their opinions, along with the techniques I used and the thought 

processes I went through to create the images. 
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In Chapter eight, I focus on the preparation for visiting dark tourism locations and the 

creation of photographs at these sites. There is a discussion, centred on a field trip to 

Chernobyl, about the preparation for and planning of dark tourism trips, the motivations 

for going, and the feelings experienced before setting off. The ethics regarding the dead 

are also examined. Locations that may not be categorised as dark tourism sites, and ones 

that people are not supposed to visit but go to anyway, are looked at.  

 

Chapter nine considers new and emerging areas, including social media, selfies, 

voyeurism and narcissism. The focus here is on social media and on how seeking 

exposure and comments can lead to narcissistic tendencies. I use a case study of the 9/11 

site to draw out details about selfies and the narcissism that is often a result of taking this 

kind of photograph at dark tourism locations. 

 

Chapter ten focuses on how photographs taken at dark tourism sites are circulated after 

they are produced (for example through social media, printed albums or guidebooks),  

and on how these images attract people to the sites, the categories of images that are 

circulated, and how their circulation in different cultures can lead to differing reactions. 

Ultimately, the chapter considers how images in society can popularise dark tourism and 

encourage more people to visit the locations. Chapter ten also looks at how photographs 

are captured. Modern technologies allow for the alteration of images using photo-editing 

techniques and this, coupled with the photographer’s intentions regarding how they want 

the site to be portrayed, can create different perceptions of the dark tourism sites and also 

affect how people deal with the themes portrayed in the photographs. 
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The thesis concludes in Chapter eleven by drawing together the findings from the 

ethnographic research and the themes I have discovered. The thesis will tie together elements 

of the preparation, creation and circulation of images taken at dark tourism sites, along with 

new social trends, and offer an insight into the visual aspect of this unique form of travelling. 

The gap in knowledge about the visual aspect of dark tourism enables me to extend the 

knowledge on how photographs taken at these locations affect society. My observations of 

participants at these sites using autoethnography as a method of research enables me to 

become an expert on how these images are planned, executed and shared, with their impact 

on those who view them playing an important role in broadening the knowledge on dark 

tourism and offering a unique perspective of the visual side of this practice. 
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Chapter Two Methods  

 

2.1 Introduction to autoethnography 

 

In this chapter on research methods I look at the methods I used, specifically 

autoethnography, explaining both the methods and how the gathered material was 

analysed. I justify the ethics of my research and discuss the process of obtaining the 

informed consent of my participants. Moreover, this chapter also locates my research, 

locations and participant selection and highlights the relative weightings of the different 

elements of the thesis, with a 60% weighting for my photography work and a 40% 

weighting for the resulting analysis of these photographs. 

 

Autoethnography is about life stories and self-narrative (Reed-Danahay, 1997), using stories 

of ourselves and others to create an interesting individualised narration to describe fieldwork 

in anthropology. It is an incisive and introspective method of research in that, for me, it 

enables an inside glimpse at the practice of dark tourism photography. What makes this 

personal approach significant is that certain themes and issues may not have otherwise arisen. 

This strength continues in the writing of the autoethnography, taking these very personal 

accounts derived from the research and using them to gain knowledge of the subjects 

investigated. The fact that I am both driving the fieldwork and at the centre of it, as a dark 

tourist photographer, means that I am implicated in this community of photographers and 

their activities. 

 

While I choose autoethnography as my research method, I am aware that it has both 

advantages and disadvantages. Méndez writes that ‘[a]lthough a qualitative approach opposes 
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the positivist standpoint that assumes that reality is objective and independent from the 

researcher, it has been accepted as a valuable practice of research’ (2013: 280), thus setting 

out that autoethnography is recognised as an important research method. For my study, this 

method works in that it gains the insights needed to analyse the photography work within 

dark tourism.  

 

According to some critics, autoethnography has its downsides. Sara Delamont, for example, 

has published work that considers autoethnography as ethically questionable and self-

obsessed (Delamont, 2007; 2009; 2012). I can see these problems, but it is also to explore 

new research methods that can provide valuable and different insights away from traditional 

frameworks. 

 

Anthropologists have used the term autoethnography for approximately six decades: 

‘Autoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and 

systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural 

experience (ethno)’ (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011: 1). The ‘auto’ is the self and the 

personal experiences in the researchers’ writing; they write about themselves in their work 

and the ‘graphy’ is this writing. 

 

The term was initially coined by Raymond Firth in 1966 (Hayano, 1979) and in the 1970s 

Walter Goldschmidt, an American anthropologist, argued for an ‘autoethnography’ 

(Goldschmidt, 1977) focused on the self. He wrote on the importance of the self and the 

surrounding people within research as a way of exploring and engaging with a research topic. 

He noted that, for an anthropologist, the investigation of subjects is significant – ‘The 

anthropologist who loses touch with the subjects of his investigation ceases to be an 
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anthropologist’ (Goldschmidt, 1977: 302) – but also that autoethnography is useful in 

including not only others but the self; self-reflection both in research and writing uncovers a 

lot about a culture or an experience. 

 

My study explores dark tourism as other researchers have, but it extends this further to the 

photographic and image-based practices of people participating in this activity. I am included 

in these groups and become fully immersed in their travels, and my own accounts and 

experiences as a participant within the culture are among those in this thesis. I include myself 

as an active part of the research, my personal experience blending with that of those I am 

observing, and I therefore offer a strong insight into how we acted together during my two 

years of fieldwork. My participants totalled 50, 10 of whom are presented in case studies. I 

am the centre of this research – just as I am at the centre of my camera’s viewfinder – with 

my experiences and feelings during the fieldwork acting as the focus, and the activities and 

impressions of others who joined me becoming woven into my participation. My writing on 

my own experiences as a photographer before visiting dark tourism locations, when there and 

afterwards, provides both continuity and insight into these aspects of dark tourism 

photography: the planning, the participation at the locations, the creation of photographs 

while there and the sharing of these images afterwards. My stories create knowledge about 

these previously uncovered aspects. 

 

This thesis is focused on my fieldwork in multiple countries around the world and it includes 

the introduction of a group of individuals who are members of my dark tourism social 

network to give an even more in-depth study of my practice. We are all enthusiasts regarding 

visiting and photographing dark tourist places, and in this sense I am an insider in this world. 

I focus first on myself in order to understand photographic experiences at dark tourism 
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locations and then on the inclusion of others to give them a voice and gain a more in-depth 

understanding. By leading my life during this time on this ‘life project’, I created this life 

world and immersed myself in it to give myself a level of control over my experiences and 

those I had these experiences with (Rapport, 2003). 

 

I include some autobiographical elements of writing and, taking this autobiographical 

ethnography approach, I mix my own experiences at the dark tourism locations with the 

stories of others. I begin as an outsider, never having participated in a dark tourism trip 

before, leaving my home to research a subject in various places around the world, but the 

more I partake in dark tourism activity the more of an insider I become, and I become close 

to those I observe. There is a notion that anthropologists indeed construct the very field site 

they are in, by being there and observing those inside – their very presence can change from 

their presence, they become part of their own research (Hastrup and Olwig, 1996). I have 

participated in, rather than merely observing, the activities I describe, and so the study 

approaches the subject from a personal perspective. 

 

Within my anthropological study of dark tourism, I create an understanding of cultural and 

human behaviours and beliefs and prove that there is diversity among those who take part in 

dark tourism but also commonalities between them. I joined in with specific target groups 

and individuals who visit dark destinations with their cameras. I was part of their expeditions 

from start to finish, from their inception and planning phases to their execution and 

subsequent promotion back home. As a member of these groups, in which we were all 

participating in the same activity, I was acting as a halfie (Narayan, 1993; Abu-Lughod, 

1996), and saw not only how the photographic images were constructed, but their social 

meanings. 
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I aimed to join as many tours of sites as possible to gain a broad insight into the activities of 

dark tourist photographers. I travelled both nationally and internationally to allow myself to 

see whether the process differed from one cultural area to another. Witnessing photographers 

on both short and long trips gave me a comprehensive view of how they undertook dark 

tourism photography. These groups and individuals allowed me to observe and interview 

them, which enabled me to collect a wide range of participants’ opinions of all types of dark 

tourist photography and to obtain an understanding of the subject from a number of 

perspectives. I was in a unique position to undertake this research as both a professional 

photographer and a dark tourist myself. I was able to observe my participants because they 

felt comfortable that I was one of them. This led to my being an active part of this community 

and immersing myself in the trips people were taking, including the visual side of them. 

 

I am aware that this is a unique approach for a thesis, but it is the one I felt would achieve the 

best results in opening up questions on the theme of dark tourism photography, and by being 

close to the people involved I was able to draw out useful and unique information. My 

photographs were passed around and talked about just as much as those of my peers. I kept 

my mind open, employed an open approach to collecting data using the methods I have 

explained and included my own thoughts and feelings along with those of others to form a 

strong basis of ideas and theories about dark tourism photography. 

 

When looking at how to voice my autoethnography, I found the book Journeys with Flies 

(Wilmsen, 1999) particularly useful and inspirational because it uses a similar style of writing 

to the one I chose to adopt in my thesis: writing about both my experiences during fieldwork 

and the people I observe and combining this with elements of imagery and expressive writing 
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to tell a story about my research on dark tourism photography. Wilmsen presents his 

fieldwork in a personal, loose narrative that is like a travelogue. He writes: 

 

I have tried only to translate the texture of experience without claiming it to be mine 
alone, to capture chords in words. I wanted to render my experience in ways that could 
resonate with those of my readers. 

(Wilmsen, 1999: xv) 
 

Wilmsen’s writing consists of a combination of elements about himself and his fieldwork in 

the Kalahari region; he combines poetry and biography, transcribing his own experiences and 

quotes to show a story of his research on the region. In this way he reveals his time with the 

Kalahari people and enables the reader to learn more about the region. I approach my 

research in the same way, in that by recalling my times exploring dark tourism locations I 

shed light on the subject and uncover the people I spent time with.  

 

Wilmsen uses this technique because he feels that to understand other people’s lives we have 

to experience them and that our own experience of their lives can bring to light parts of their 

world. His ability to combine his life experiences with the Kalahari region was for him a 

suitable way to convey his experiences with these people. Despite their differences, by 

relating to the Kalahari people Wilmsen was able to resonate with them and this technique 

meant that his experiences with them showed the realities of his life while being part of 

theirs. 

 

In her book, The Ethnographic Self: Fieldwork and the Representation of Identity, Amanda 

Coffey focuses on ‘the relationship between the self and ethnographic fieldwork’ (1999: 14) 

to illustrate the debates within ethnography on the use of writers’ identities. As researchers all 

have their own identities, Coffey’s research includes elements of her own life and 
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experiences, both past and present. Identity is a complex issue, as no one person’s is the same 

as another’s, and therefore my interpretation of an experience at a dark tourism location as a 

photographer will be different from anyone else’s.  

 

In my research, my identity is important in revealing my experience at these sites; in my 

encounters with the sites and the people I research, my identity emerges and develops to 

create a piece about the social aspects of dark tourism photography. Identity plays a large part 

in my research, with interplays between the relationships I make with my participants and the 

revealing of my own identity, finding similarities and differences and the way in which we 

interact with each other at the locations. Identity emerges from the interaction between self-

identification and outside categorisation in the different dark tourism locations (Jenkins, 

2014). 

 

Some writing includes so much of the self that it is debatable whether such texts become 

autobiographies rather than anthropological studies. I suggest that if a study was entirely 

focused on the researcher to the exclusion of others, it would be hard to gain knowledge 

outside of that person’s circle. Therefore, a worthy balance of self and others is required to 

gain knowledge of the research subject. Coffey makes this point when she writes: 

 

In considering and exploring the intimate relations between the field, significant others 
and the private self we are able to understand the process of fieldwork as practical, 
intellectual and emotional accomplishments. 

(Coffey, 1999: 1) 
 

Skinner (2003), too, looks at how autoethnography and experimental writing in the social 

sciences has challenged the last 20 years of qualitative research writing. He introduces  
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the idea of autoethnography as a way of separating oneself from other ways of doing 

research, such as ethnography and grounded theory, by using a self-journey combined with 

the journeys of others close to the subject. This way of writing comes from the researcher’s 

‘own voice’ (Ellis, 2004: 327). It is a style of writing employed to describe both what 

happened and the findings, more specifically including the author’s voice and experience. I 

use these experimental ethnographic techniques to describe my own experiences of the events 

I participated in. Video recordings, photographs and a long narrative contained in a fieldwork 

journal were distilled, reduced and organised to make a particular point about the subject. 

Bochner and Ellis (2016) write on how to connect the reader to lived experiences through 

emotional and poetical writing, and I also visit this idea in my thesis: the notion of ‘an 

evocative autoethnography’, to ‘write or perform stories that put authors into conversation 

with themselves and their readers’ (2016: 36). This is particularly relevant here since, as dark 

tourism is an emotional subject, I include the responses of both myself and the participants to 

build a greater connection with the reader, so that they can understand the levels of emotions 

involved within the practice. 

 

My autoethnography has enabled me to tell the story of dark tourism photography through 

both my own travels to these places and those of others, and these characters add to the 

themes generated by my fieldwork. The interviews, photographs and observations add 

significantly to my own encounters at the sites, which in turn add flavour to the narrative of 

my findings. This visual autoethnography through the photographs taken during the fieldwork 

is the novel original nature of this practice-based research thesis. The focus is largely on the 

photographs taken during the research period, which are presented in the portfolio chapter of 

this thesis, these photographs hold a weighting of 60% in this thesis. The remaining 40% acts 

as a written analysis of the photographs taken during this time, adding meaning to them and 
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contextualising them within this academic anthropological and photography thesis, to draw 

out information on the subject of dark tourism photography. 

 

Willis (2014) writes about dark tourism being aligned with theatre and ‘ethical spectatorship’, 

and she includes photography throughout her writing to illustrate this. Willis is an artist, 

ethnographer and tourist who pays close attention to how tourists perform in dark tourism 

locations as if they were in a theatrical space, with regards to ‘ethical spectatorship’ and their 

motivations. Similarly, I observe how dark tourism photographers act at these sites and their 

motivations for creating photographs. 

 

I decided that throughout the autoethnography chapters of the thesis I would describe events 

and feature photographs of what happened during my fieldwork, including both excerpts 

from my fieldwork journal and quotes from my participants to give the reader insights into 

both my and their personal journeys to the dark tourism sites.  

 

The aim of this autoethnography is not to present conclusive findings on the subject of dark 

tourism photography, but rather to generate insights. My aim has been, through my activity 

and my observations of other dark tourist photographers, to broaden the knowledge of dark 

tourism photography as a new research subject. McGee and Warms write: 

 

Autoethnography privileges process and dynamic interaction as a means toward 
understanding and insight. It resists accommodating to a prescriptive mode of 
gathering and presenting ethnographic information and is uninterested in discovering 
universal truths. As such there is no formula for ‘doing’ autoethnography other than 
the presence of the ethnographic self in some way… 

(McGee and Warms, 2013: 37) 
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Thus the research in this thesis is a journey through fieldwork to open up themes within the 

subject of dark tourism photography, and for the reader to feel as if they were part of the 

events that took place during these two years of research and get a better understanding of the 

topics thus drawn out. 

 

2.2 Visual ethnography 

 

My research is strongly focused on anthropology and photography, which places it in the 

field of visual anthropology. Visual ethnography was first recognised during the 1970s. It is a 

subfield of social anthropology, and Grimshaw and Ravetz (2005: 2) describe how ‘the field 

of visual anthropology has greatly expanded and diversified’ with the increased usage of 

more visual research methods including photography and film. Autoethnography and 

photography come together in my thesis to form a visual autoethnography. Scarles writes on 

‘the role of visual autoethnography’ in regard to tourism: 

 
Where words fail, I suggest visual autoethnography opens spaces of understanding; 
transcending the limitations of verbal discourse and opening spaces for creativity and 
appreciation, reflection and comprehension as researcher and respondent explore the 
intricate performances through which knowledge and encounters of self and other are 
enlivened. 

(Scarles, 2010: 2) 
 

The visual side of this thesis opens up this creative arena of reflection on the subject of dark 

tourism photography. The thesis is rich in photographs that, when circulated, leave parts of 

the research all over the Internet, in blogs, on Facebook and Instagram, in personal archives 

and elsewhere, leaving the knowledge of myself and those I observed on the subject 

everywhere, to be digested by others. 
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Stoller (1989) writes on the significance of vision and the other senses in anthropological 

research and the importance of combining the two in ethnographic work. He argues that 

without the inclusion of the senses of sight, taste, sound and touch an ethnography becomes 

stale and tasteless, and it is true that you cannot gain a full insight into a culture without 

completely feeling it through the words of the researcher. My autoethnography is composed 

of a flowing descriptive narrative of my travels alongside the photographs as integral and 

essential visual ethnographic elements. Through including excerpts from my fieldwork, my 

feelings and the senses I experienced give a greater understanding of the experience at the 

sites. By seeing these events through my own eyes, I show the reader what happened in my 

research. The use of photographs helps to capture, in ways that words cannot, the world and 

the people I am describing; the reader sees this life world through a version I have chosen to 

present them with, through my conjoined words and photographs. 

 

With the visual aspect of the thesis comprising both behind-the-scenes photographs of me 

and my participants and the final photographs taken at the sites, the reader benefits not only 

from images but from the compelling stories from the research and its construction, moments 

from my fieldwork frozen in time and open to interpretation. This adds a whole new level of 

understanding and interpretation on the culture of dark tourism photography. On 

interpretation in anthropology, Geertz writes about ‘a system of inherited conceptions 

expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop 

their knowledge about and attitudes toward life’ (1973: 89) – the role of an anthropologist is 

to interpret cultures using symbols such as photographs. 

 

Not only is the story of the experience being told through autoethnography but, by my 

including visuals as a visual travelogue, the reader can see what the dark tourism location is 
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like, witnessing the research as it happened. The behind-the-scenes photographs of my 

experiences at the dark tourism sites allow the reader to see some of what happened in the 

research, adding a new dimension to what they understand from the writing; by sharing 

visuals, the reader gets closer to the experience.  

 

With dark tourism photography, the use of a camera opens up a new form of interaction with 

the participants and my reading/viewing audience. In my research, it enabled a discussion 

about the participants’ photo-taking that would not have been possible had my own camera 

and I not been partaking in image-making at the same time. 

 

Anthropologists often face challenges when trying to describe the societies and cultures of 

those they are studying. The images, personal writing and freer flow of dialogue in this 

fieldwork encourage the reader to have a more visceral experience of my artistry.  

 

The camera acts as an object that brings people together, a familiar object that operates as 

a social thing that can be discussed and used. The idea of the camera as a ‘social object’ 

was introduced by Jyri Engestrom and popularised by Hugh Macleod (Macleod, 2017), 

referring to the sharing of an object bringing people together and leading to community, 

communications and meaning. 

 

Social anthropologist Julie Taylor writes about how one of the problems with writing a 

book about tango is that dance is hard to explain in words, which is part of the crisis in 

representation in anthropology (Taylor, 1998). In response to this problem, she created a 

flipbook of images to give the viewer a visual prompt of what the movements of tango 

look like. She wanted to communicate to the reader what she had seen, and the only way 
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of doing this was through this unusual method: ‘I was choreographing my paper tango’ 

(Taylor, 1998: xix). 

 
 
Taylor’s use of both voice and flipbook photographs in her writings depicts the world of 

tango for the reader. She includes conversations with the dancers and her own memories? 

Of the dance to give the reader a visual experience. For me, dark tourism photography 

would be hard to write about if I could not show photographs to the reader and allow my 

own and my participants’ dialogue to flow through the words. This is an ideal way for me 

to present my knowledge, and it works as a way to express findings on dark tourism 

photography.  

 

2.3 Location and participant selection 
 
 

During the study, I undertook visits to 100 national and international field sites (see 

Appendices B and C) during 11 separate field study trips, totalling around 200 days of 

fieldwork. This happened over the two years between April 2015 and March 2017. The 20 

countries in which my fieldwork took place are listed in the table below: 

 

Asia Europe USA/Cuba/Mexico 

 Cambodia  Austria  Cuba 

 India  Czech Republic  Mexico 

 Indonesia  France  USA 

 Japan  Germany  

 Philippines  Italy  

 Thailand  Romania  



 38 

 Vietnam  Slovakia  

  Switzerland   

  UK  

  Ukraine  

 

I began my ethnographic research in 2015. I visited Ukraine for six days on three separate 

outings and Italy for one week, and went on five outings in the UK. In 2016 I went to 

Asia for four months between March and July, Europe for 20 days in August, Mexico and 

Cuba for one week in October, and the USA for two months from September to 

November. Finally, in 2017 I was in France for two days in January and Romania for six 

days in February (see Appendices A, B and C). The aim was to compile a multi-sited 

ethnography (Boellstorff et al., 2012) from a wide range of sites around the world. 

Developing a multi-sited ethnography means that I move from site to site, gaining insights 

into the different people and cultures I meet, gathering not just knowledge from a single? 

Location but also a breadth of information from multiple sites around the world, using 

video, photographs, audio and fieldnotes and then integrating the full experience of the 

research into a practice-based research product, the final thesis. 

 

These fieldwork trips enabled me to meet people from different cultures and gain a variety 

of cultural perspectives on and representations of the places I visited (Burgess, 2002). For 

the fieldwork, I wanted a range of participants. It was important to include people of 

different ages and sexes, from a variety of locations and with a range of experience as 

photographers. 
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During the fieldwork, many of the available participants were male. Statistics by Women 

Photograph, which collects data on photographers in the photojournalism industry, show 

that between April and June 2020 males published significantly more photographs than 

females in world publications and in some newspapers – for example, in The Guardian 

just 26 out of 313 were taken by females (Women Photograph, 2021). Another statistic is 

from the large photography organisation, The Association of Photographers Only 18% of 

the association’s members are female, revealing a clear gender divide in the field of 

photography (Steven, 2019). This shows that photography is, in general, more male-

driven, suggesting a sway to the male gendering of the activity. 

 

The gender split in my research is approximately 30% female and 70% male. I aimed to 

achieve a more equal split, but I found more males were interested in coming on the 

research trips than females. 

 

The age range of the participants was from 21 to 60, with a concentration in the 25 to 35 

age range. Their photographic abilities ranged from amateurs with no equipment other 

than their phones, through those with better equipment to those who were professional 

photographers and brought their work equipment with them. Professional here implies 

that a significant portion of someone’s income derives from photography. However, the 

artistic ability of photographers does not neatly align with their professional standing, as 

some amateurs can have a very developed sense of composition and art but do not sell 

their photography in a professional capacity. 
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2.4 Ethics and consent 

 

Ethical issues in my research came from interviewing and observing participants during 

the fieldwork stage. The research followed the relevant university and social anthropology 

ethics guidelines (Roehampton Ethics, 2021); all interviews and case studies were 

approved, and participant forms were completed for everyone who took part. All 

photographs and film taken had a signed model release form, and those who requested 

anonymity are not identifiable in this thesis.  

 

All participants were consenting adults who agreed for their data to be used in this 

research. They were aware that they were free to withdraw at any point without giving a 

reason and that, if they withdrew, their data might still be used in an anonymised form. 

They understood that the information they provided would be treated in confidence, that 

their identity would be protected in the publication of any findings, and that any data 

collected and processed would be treated in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998 

and the University of Roehampton’s Data Protection Policy (Roehampton Data 

Protection, 2021). 

 

I made sure the participants knew that being part of this project meant that I might wish to 

take photographs or record events that illustrated aspects of the research and that these 

photographs or videos might be used in the partial or total publication of the findings. I 

informed them that, where requested, I would record information that did not reveal 

personal information and that the names of participants would be kept confidential 

through the use of pseudonyms – but also that it might be necessary to photograph and 

film them in such a way that might reveal their identity. Participants were informed that 
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being part of this project included being photographed or recorded for illustrative use in 

the thesis and other publications.  

 

The consent forms (see Appendix D) included consent for direct or indirect licensees and 

assignees to distribute, republish or otherwise transmit the images in whichever medium 

for all purposes throughout the world. Participants also agreed that the images could be 

altered or modified in any manner and they waived any right to inspect or approve a 

finished photo. These steps ensured that the combination of anthropological and 

professional photographic ethics was abided by. 

  

It is important to respect the confidentiality of all people taking part in research. For 

participants who wished to remain anonymous, I altered their personal information, 

including their name, location and job description, and did not use photographs, video or 

sound footage of them. Before utilising any of their interview-derived information for 

analysis and write-up purposes, I consulted them to gain permission. The data I collected 

is stored on secure media in multiple copies. The back-up devices are securely stored and 

the electronic folders are secured. The information is not available online and was not 

shared with anyone outside the research team. 

 

The research and interviews took place in various countries. At most sites, there was 

minimal risk as I was always accompanied, and dark tourism sites all welcome tourists 

and are set up to keep visitors safe. At the few sites that carried more risk, including the 

Paris Catacombs, Chernobyl and Fukushima, I was with guides who knew the area well 

and were familiar with procedures that would limit any hazards. The main risks during the 

fieldwork were while travelling around the different countries. To avoid harm, I made 
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sure that I was with other people while doing this and that close friends and family always 

knew where and with whom I was. In each country, I familiarised myself with emergency 

numbers, and local customs, emergency procedures and safety guidelines. My participants 

were placed in no danger, and all interviews and fieldwork were carried out in tourist 

locations where it was safe for them to be. 

 

When at dark tourism sites, I abided by all local photography rules and took photographs 

in a way that would not offend those who visited the sites, those who viewed the 

photographs or those who had responsibility for looking after the sites. Photographing in 

an understanding way differs from site to site, due to the fact that they all have their own 

rules. Some rules are content-specific and depend on the kind of site and what it contains. 

Some require you not to photograph what is inside and to respect the dead bodies within, 

while others ask you not to use a tripod, not to cause damage to the exhibits or other 

tourists, or simply not to create professional photographs at all. Some people find such 

photography entirely unethical, so rules at these sites try to consider individuals’ varying 

ethics regarding the subject matter. 

 

I handled the research very carefully because I was photographing dead bodies and sites 

of death and tragedy. When dealing with the delicate subject of death, which is still very 

much a taboo in Western societies, I was respectful of and sympathetic to any local people 

I encountered. No information or photographs with identifying features have been 

published. Older bodies, such as mummies and bog bodies, were photographed sensitively 

and historically contextualised. Each body was public and on display as part of a dark 

tourism site. 
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With regards to the photographing of abandoned sites, I made sure that I kept within all 

laws regarding trespass. As an explorer of these derelict places, I did not damage any 

property and sought permission where possible. I went into a building, took photographs 

and left the site exactly as I found it. Therefore, I was breaking no laws. It has always 

been my aim during the research to photograph these places ethically and with respect. 

 

2.5 Research methods and their analysis  

 

To begin my research, I focused on the reading of dark tourism literature, fieldwork 

preparation and training in anthropological research methods. Internet activity included 

maintaining a blog (https://www.rebeccabathory.com/blog), a Facebook page entitled Dark 

Tourism Photography (www.facebook.com/groups/792587657446751)  

and a personal Facebook page (www.facebook.com/RebeccaBathoryPhotography). These 

enabled me to develop a network of dark tourism photographers and to find people willing to 

participate in the research. This mixed-method approach focused on the topic, and the 

Internet was a particularly useful tool for my autoethnography. While not netnography 

(Kozinets, 2009) or cyber ethnography (Hine, 2000) in itself, this method harnesses 

contemporary developments in social media to connect with like-minded dark tourism 

photographers. 

 

By focusing on individual case studies of both the locations I was going to and the 

individuals I was observing, I uncovered many themes linked to dark tourism. These case 

studies consisted of careful participant selection: people of varying ages and sexes and 

from different locations; and a range of photographers, from amateurs to professionals. By 

observing, photographing, interviewing and being part of their dark tourism photography 
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groups, I was able to delve deep into their activities and feelings and draw out data that 

could be analysed.  

 

This research is qualitative, comprising semi-structured interviews, observations, visual 

analyses and a rigorous examination of the social media used by my informants 

(Facebook – www.facebook.com, Twitter – www.twitter.com, and Instagram – 

www.instagram.com) along with their own blogs and websites. I made observations and 

questioned participants about their uploading of photographs to these platforms and 

filmed participants during the fieldwork. 

 

I conducted 10 detailed case studies/observations on participants and completed 

approximately 30 semi-structured interviews. In total, I visited 100 dark tourism sites 

worldwide with both groups and individuals. There are hundreds of sites around the world 

that have death and tragedy associated with them and about 50 site visits are mentioned in 

this thesis, each providing an insight into dark tourism photography. I selected these 50 

sites so as to include a variety of both popular dark tourism sites and lesser-known ones in 

countries all over the world. 

 

A large part of my autoethnography involved immersing myself in the activity of dark 

tourism photography, and the main part of my research comes from observing fellow 

participants and following their activities during the process of creating and later sharing 

photographs. Of the large number of possible subjects I met during the two years of 

fieldwork, 50 gave me information in conversations and interviews that was useful for 

this research and for comparing my own reactions with theirs (See Appendix A). 
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Through sharing an adventure and connecting through a collective endeavour, the 

participants and I became friends and we will always have the memories of these 

experiences. This connection enabled the participants to open up and talk freely with me 

about how they felt. Because the subject matter is emotional, the autoethnographic 

approach works well in getting answers to questions about experiences. 

 

I observed the participants’ flow of emotions, activities and thoughts (Davies and 

Spencer, 2010). I kept these in a fieldwork diary and recorded conversations I had with 

the people with whom I was visiting dark tourism locations. These recorded conversations 

played a considerable part in the writing up of my findings and proved very helpful in 

gaining information, themes and ideas. I also used video to record these interviews so that 

I could go back to the conversations I had with the participants (Heath, Luff and 

Hindmarsh, 2010; Jewitt, 2012). 

 

My aim was to see how willing these groups were to travel long distances to obtain 

photographs, and to look at their group dynamics as well as at how the photography 

occurred and how the images were received, especially in different cultures across the 

world. My fieldwork diary helped me to identify in my findings what Emerson, Fretz and 

Shaw (2011) consider to be trends in the research process. I wrote notes about each 

experience and included useful things that my participants responded with along the way. 

This diary enabled me to reflect on my experiences, and I have used parts of it in the 

thesis to show that there is an emotional side to autoethnography, in that the person you 

are is revealed through these feelings and emotions (Sanjek, 1990). Hedican (2006) 

carried out a study of the emotional experience in fieldwork in an aboriginal village, 

exploring how cultures differed and the emotional effects the fieldwork had. This is 
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relevant for my research practice, as I am trying to see how issues in dark tourism affect 

those experiencing it, including the emotional effects, and the use of a fieldwork diary 

helps the feelings and emotions I recorded while partaking in the research to be re-lived. 

Being part of the research groups and heavily involved in their activities has provided me 

with a unique way to observe their social behaviours. I observed, took notes and made 

recordings, and captured photographs of everything I observed. This triangulation has 

given me an insight into the participants’ activities and characteristics.  

 

My focus was to build rapport and friendships with these people so that I could be trusted, 

and they would then barely notice that I was not one of them and open up to me about 

their feelings. Had I not built up this resonance, I would not have been able to gain the 

insights I did. Kawulich (2005: 12) writes about observation as a valuable ethnographic 

research method: ‘Participant observation is used as a mainstay in fieldwork in a variety 

of disciplines, and, as such, has proven to be a beneficial tool for producing studies that 

provide an accurate representation of a culture’. The people within this culture of dark 

tourism photography had not been researched before, and my observing them allowed me 

to discover their activities during this time. Therefore, carrying out this study and 

obtaining a good representation of these individuals’ actions broadens the knowledge 

about photography at these sites. 

 

The fieldwork data from these observations provided much more information than would 

have been obtained had the participants just been interviewed; there are, however, 

advantages and disadvantages to this method. For example, due to my observing them 

over a period of time, the participants became more comfortable talking to me, and in 

more depth, about subjects, rather than feeling they were being put on the spot. This 
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shows the validity of how the participants behaved, and how authentic data can be 

collected by getting a more personal insight into their practice. In a practical way, trust 

and rapport are obtained by spending more time with participants and becoming part of 

their activities (Burgess, 1984) and better quality data is gained as a result. In contrast, the 

disadvantages include the fact that participant observation as a method is much more time 

consuming than simple interviews, and that as efforts are more focused on observing a 

smaller number of people the sample size makes it harder to obtain a good representation 

of bigger themes. 

 

Informants were interviewed before, during and after their exploits as an essential tool in 

my qualitative research. Kvale (1996) writes on a seven-stage process of interviewing, 

from the initial research/design stage to the final writing-up stage, paying close attention 

to the practical and ethical issues involved in the process, and this is what I follow too 

with my qualitative research. In this way, both the experience and the photographs were 

contextualised in terms of the photographers’ worlds. The interviews were semi-

structured to ensure that the main topics were covered and to allow for variations and 

probing that in turn could lead to the formation of new ideas. 

 

The interviews targeted people taking photographs at dark tourism sites. Videos and 

behind-the-scenes photographs of participants were created, as well as approximately 500 

photographs of the sites, all of which were analysed, on return, by both key participants 

and people online. Various kinds of qualitative data, including notes, photographs, 

transcripts, interviews, ephemera, blogs, emails, social media messages and videos, were 

collected. This was all carefully categorised and sorted, text was coded and relevant 
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themes were picked out. This process was used to contextualise the data gathered and to 

emphasise discoveries where patterns formed. 

 

The use of video in my research to record conversation had both benefits and constraints. 

It was a beneficial way of re-living what a participant had shared, and it meant that I could 

go back and analyse the data so as not to lose any details. For example, capturing 

personality is not something that note-taking can accomplish. Sharing video allows others 

to discuss the data and can help to ‘re-awaken the memories and experiences of a 

researcher or participant’ (Jewitt, 2012: 8). However, the process of creating a video may 

produce a distorted view of reality, as some participants may act differently when a 

camera is pointing at them.  

 

My research material is highly visual; there are 110 photographs in this thesis. Some of 

these show the activities of the participants at each site and others show the site that was 

being visited. A portfolio exhibition of 30 of my finished photographs has also been 

included, to draw out and analyse themes about the dark tourism sites visited. These 30 

photographs were carefully selected from the thousands taken during the fieldwork as 

those that would best drive out themes on dark tourism and topics to discuss and analyse. 

They were then curated to represent the best of what was captured. The reason I decided 

to include a chapter with this exhibition of photographs was that these were the key 

images taken during the research in terms of their visual impact, the impact they had on 

those viewing them and the themes raised when analysing them. I took the majority of the 

photographs myself, but where I directly talk about participants’ photographs and have 

their consent, I include these. 
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The photographs lie at the heart of this practice-based visual anthropology project. The extent 

of these images, the commentary, and the use of other professional images constitute 60% of 

the weighting of this thesis. The writing and textual context and the framing of this exhibition 

and photographs contained in the other chapters of the thesis warrant the remaining 40%. The 

main focus of this thesis is the photography, and the resulting analysis extends and develops 

themes from the photographs. The photographsmerit a large weighting for this thesis as a 

representation of dark tourism, and the time taken to research and create the photographs 

warrants their relatively higher weighting. 

 

The use of photography in research is powerful; photographs capture moments that 

remain for as long as the images exist. They become a visual record of what happened and 

what was in front of the camera (Collier, 1986). How the viewer of a photograph responds 

to it is, of course, subjective; two viewers might get a completely different understanding 

from the same photograph, and both might misunderstand what was happening at the time 

the shutter fired. 

 

The photographs included in this thesis demonstrate what dark tourism photography is like 

and provide a glimpse of how the photographer acts at dark tourism sites, which are 

necessarily visual places. Urry (1990) describes the experience tourists have at destinations as 

a visual experience, a ‘tourist gaze’. He writes that a tourist’s gaze on something that they are 

not used to seeing is exciting and interesting as their whole experience is based around the 

visual elements they see when travelling.  

 
 
This visual aspect is of great importance throughout my thesis. Urry writes about how tourists 

are ‘The tourist gaze is directed to features of landscape and townscape which separate them 
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off from everyday experience. Such aspects are viewed because they are taken to be in some 

sense out of the ordinary (1990: 3). Urry’s focus on the importance of ‘seeing’ at tourist 

destinations somewhat distracts from the fact that other factors are considered in a tourist 

experience, including participation in activities, Urry’s idea of a tourist gaze is just one part 

of what makes up tourism. It is the same with dark tourism photography, as a dark tourist’s 

view is just a small part of the overall dark tourist experience. Capturing the visual element of 

tourism, which, as Urry describes, is of great importance, is crucial in showing and 

explaining this ‘tourist gaze’, as ultimately these photographs capture the gaze to then 

circulate and add meaning to what was gazed upon. 

 

The use of a visual autoethnography is powerful; it gives context and proof to the discussion 

and can open the reader’s mind more fully to the reality of the information collected. A study 

by Schwartz (1989) looks at using photography in qualitative research. Schwartz collected 

photographs alongside interviews in a rural Iowa farm community in the USA Waucoma, 

using these ethnographic photographs to gather data about the community, the photographs 

themselves played a large part in the research in that they acted as a record of the changes in 

the village Schwartz was collecting information about: 

 

“My use of photographs in ethnography implies a presentational strategy which brings 
their multiple meanings into the foreground. By presenting photographs with a written 
text which draws attention to informants’ varied responses and the role of the 
photographer as an elicitor.” 

(Schwartz, 1989: 34) 
 

 

Pairing the photographs with interviews carried out with those in the village created a strong 

record of life in the village and how it changed over time.  The photographs were analysed in 

relation to the ethnographic data to capture sociocultural continuity and changes across 
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generations. Schwartz discovered that people respond more easily when they are shown 

photographs and the interview situation becomes more relaxed and open. The use of 

photographs to elicit conversation makes the interview less direct and tense and enables more 

discussion based on the photographs themselves. Such research is valuable. The photographs 

taken along the way show the reader what a situation was like and demonstrate what 

happened. The photographs act as an important layer of communication throughout this 

thesis, adding to the words and discussion and telling the same story in a different way, as a 

visual commentary. 

 

There are various things to consider where the sharing of photographs is concerned, 

especially regarding social media. Social media was a large part of this research; it served 

as a place in which to gauge opinions on the ethics behind the photographs and the 

reasons why people viewed them. Horst and Miller (2012) look at how people within 

different cultures use social networks and this provides an insight into how large 

selections of people from different geographic locations feel about the images they 

viewed. By the end of my research, I had an extensive collection of photographs, and this 

enabled me to look at how people viewed these images and at how seeing establishes our 

unique place in this world (Berger, 2008). I asked people on social media platforms for 

their opinions of the photographs that had been taken, as it was important for me to find 

out how the different kinds of image were perceived by my different audiences.  

 

In the initial stages of my research, communication had been established with dark 

tourism photographers on several social media facilities: I, the researcher, became an 

active member of the dark tourism group on Facebook (www.facebook.com/darktourism) 

and introduced various relevant topics to gauge the response of both photographers and 
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viewers; I built a Facebook site for my photography of abandoned buildings and my dark 

tourism images (www.facebook.com/RebeccaBathoryPhotography), which has some 

105,000 followers from around the world; and I created my own dark tourism group 

focusing on photography, which has more than 1,200 members 

(www.facebook.com/groups/792587657446751). I used these social media platforms as a 

public focus group into which to begin to introduce the photography taken at dark tourism 

sites. I also developed a blog to display my own dark tourism photographs 

(www.rebeccabathoryblog.com). Photographs taken both of the locations and behind the 

scenes are featured in these networks. 

 

2.6 Conclusion 

 

By using a visual autoethnographic style to collect data for analysis, this practice-based thesis 

provides a unique view of its subject. My fieldwork involved interactions with the 

participants, and my aim with this unconventional approach was to gain information based 

less on theory and more on using autoethnographic methods. These methods included a 

fieldwork diary, case studies, participant observation, semi-structured interviews, 

photographs, videos and interaction on social media. The research is qualitative, balanced 

60% towards the visual (40% towards the theory), and the use of photography in research is 

developed as a powerful elicitation and recap tool, there is great importance of the 

photographic practice methodologically, as a form of embodied knowledge, and as a research 

outcome.. Locations and participants were carefully selected. The project was ethical, 

especially in terms of any contact with dead bodies, and consent was always sought in order 

to respect confidentiality. In the next chapter, I will start to use the autoethnographic method 

to describe my journey from photographer to anthropologist, drawing attention to both my 
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work and myself. The chapter explains how I came to research dark tourism photography. It 

reflects on my identity and the path that brought me to this research. This critical look at 

myself is a way of communicating my behaviour and my ideas on dark tourism photography. 
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Chapter Three Journey from Photographer to Anthropologist 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter is essential as a grounding in where my background lies and in how my 

approaching dark tourism photography as a research subject came about. It explains my 

creative background as a photographer, and how I went on to practise photography and then 

become an urban explorer. Although I was unaware of the term ‘dark tourism’ until 2013, 

these things led me towards a practice and a subculture that I chose to study, and this chapter 

outlines this journey to becoming a social anthropologist researching dark tourism 

photography from a background as a photographer. 

 

Anthropologists learn not only about others but about themselves as part of the process of 

their research, and in the field of dark tourism photography I learnt about myself as both a 

photographer and an anthropologist. During the last 15 years of working as a photographer I 

have aimed to include part of myself within my photography and as this has extended into an 

autoethnographic study I have included myself in the process of my research, to make both 

my writing and my work clearer. On discovering dark tourism, I felt awe for such 

experiences (Wang et al., 2021) and wanted to include this inner reflection as well as my 

reflections on others. 

 

3.2 Training and working as a photographer 

 

From an early age I was viewed as ‘artistic’ and followed an art educational trajectory, first at 

school and then in further education and, in 2003, I began formal training in graphic design. 
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It was while learning about graphic design, signs, semiotics, logos and editorials that 

photography came to the fore in my practice and I began experimenting with a camera, 

initially taking photographs of friends and my surroundings to learn about camera settings 

and composition. After university, I worked full time for four years at a family portrait studio 

as a photographer and editor, again learning about how to work with people and how to 

create innovative photographs. Photography became a big passion; I enjoyed creating 

photographs, and I knew this was the job for me. At this time, taking photographs of people 

was exciting in that it gave me an arena in which to use my imagination in a way I had not 

done before; it allowed me to experiment and create photographs, and I appreciated the 

challenges. I began to develop my own style of work, which outside of the portrait studio was 

very experimental and creative, and I set up a home studio. My style was developing to 

feature the beauty found in darkness and, although I was photographing families as my main 

job, my passion lay in creating imaginative model photos. 

 

Although still uncertain about the direction I wanted to take, between 2010 and 2012 I 

embarked on postgraduate study in fashion photography. This provided a means for me to be 

creative, work with other creative practitioners, learn new skills and practise using a camera 

and lighting, both natural and artificial, to create an aesthetically pleasing image. During this 

period, storytelling became a big part of my photography.  

 

Below is an example of a photograph I shot in a conceptual way to represent the beginning of 

life. It was one of my final photographs for my Master’s degree, taken in a studio and 

retouched using my growing skills in the editing software Adobe Photoshop, to enhance the 

image. 
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Figure 1. Photograph taken of a model for Master’s degree project, 2006 
 

On completion of my Master’s degree, my work moved forwards from conceptual, artistic 

photography to creating unique photographs of avant-garde fashion (Reddy-Best and Davis 

Burns, 2013) in the style I had developed in university, and I began to photograph for fashion 

magazine editorials. Below are two examples of covers I photographed: Katie Melua, singer, 

on the cover of The Sunday Times magazine Culture and a model wearing an avant-garde 

outfit for the fashion magazine, Sublime.  
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 Figure 2. Photographs on covers of Culture and Sublime, 2006 
 

During this period, I worked freelance with fashion clients, producing editorials for the 

advertising of clothes. However, I did not feel that I was achieving my full creative potential, 

which for me is gauged by a level of ‘creative potential, creative accomplishment, and 

creative talent”’(Barbot, Besançon and Lubart, 2015) in that creativity normally grows 

through these things. I had reached the peak of what I could accomplish, I was bored, and I 

wanted to expand and push my potential further. 

 

Starting in 2012, therefore, I began to direct my energy into a newfound love: the 

photography of abandoned buildings. My practice moved in the direction of what might be 

regarded as a ‘fine art’ approach, with an emphasis on visual storytelling. I was once again 

pushing my creativity, with the potential of doing new things and using my creative talent to 

produce exciting work. I stopped photographing fashion and directed my focus to making art 

to sell in different ways, including as prints and books. 
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3.3 Becoming an urban explorer  

 

My interest in abandoned spaces had begun earlier, at around the time I first started taking 

photographs. It was a cold winter’s morning in 2006 when I first set foot inside an abandoned 

building.  I had been researching the theme of mental illness as part of the university project I 

was working on at the time.  My tutor Ben Hales suggested in a work progress meeting that I 

might want to look at a nearby large Victorian asylum – Cane Hill in Coulsdon, Surrey – that 

had been abandoned for years. Ben was the first person to bring abandoned buildings to my 

attention. He said that although I was not really supposed to go inside there was no law to say 

that I could not and that, if I behaved respectfully and left everything just how I found it, I 

could maybe enter and have a look around. 

 

I began to look at photographs of the asylum and to research its history online, and I became 

fixated on the idea of seeing it with my own eyes. A friend and I were intrigued by this 

mysterious and supposedly haunted asylum, and so one day before sunrise we approached its 

towering buildings and sneaked inside through a hole in the fence. It was the first abandoned 

building I had encountered and, as the sun began to rise, we were inside. I reverted to 

childlike amazement, walking and exploring for hours. I felt something I had never felt 

before, and adventure, excitement and a huge passion began to flourish. We made sure that 

trespass in this way was not illegal in the UK (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2019); we did 

not break and enter and we were careful not to damage anything inside or on the outside of 

the building. It was and always is of utmost importance to me to pay particular attention to 

ethics while exploring such buildings, and before going inside it was essential for me to make 

sure that what I was doing was not illegal. 
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There are many individuals who do not care about the buildings they go into, and they even 

vandalise them, by breaking in to gain access, destroying things inside and drawing graffiti. 

But this goes very much against what the majority of urban explorers are about. We develop 

certain codes, such as ‘take only photos, leave only footprints’, to protect the locations. Even 

drawing attention to them is frowned upon and most explorers do not give out the details to 

strangers. Also, letting newspapers and magazines publish stories about such locations is 

usually a bad thing as it provides publicity for places that might then be damaged by 

undesirable people. 

 

 For someone who is both a researcher and a professional photographer there is of course a 

tension, as exploring prohibited places can be viewed as unethical. But it has been my utmost 

priority during my research to break no laws and cause no damage to the places where I have 

conducted my research, with sites becoming off limits to me if the law dictates I should not 

visit them. For me, including such places in my research is important as this is where my 

background lies, and there is a line where urban exploration and dark tourism often meet. It is 

interesting to research the parts where these two things so meet and so I make  sure that I do 

this in the most ethical way possible. 

 

Every room in the asylum was filled with objects, and the decaying walls held stories of what 

had happened there. Drawings by former patients littered an art room, old hospital equipment 

had been left to rot, and there were empty suitcases, and beds that had once been filled with 

patients suffering from mental illness. My mind was alive with stories – it felt like walking 

around an elaborate film set, where the props were actually real – and I felt the haunting chill 

of the building’s existence that was slowly decaying from history. I was not really a 

photographer then, but I snapped a couple of frames as memories of the experience. We left 
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after the sun went down; unable to find a way out we frantically searched for a hole in the 

fence in the darkness. At the time it was terrifying but looking back I realise that this was my 

first experience of my heart racing in such a place – a feeling I have continued to strive for.  

 

I later learned that there was a name for exploring abandoned buildings in this way: urban 

exploration, which can be shortened to urbex or abbreviated to U.E. Urban exploration 

involves seeking ways into buildings that have been abandoned, exploring them and often 

documenting them. Exploring such structures in this way is acknowledged as a leisure 

activity (High and Lewis, 2007; Mott and Roberts, 2014). Robinson writes: 

U.E. draws common themes with heritage tourism, adventure tourism, otherness, 
authenticity and risk, yet is a contradiction to the homogenised tourist experience. It is 
suggested that U.E. can thus be interpreted as a form of tourism which is outside of 
accepted norms of behaviour. (2015: 1) 

 

This reveals how urban exploration can even be seen as a kind of tourism, albeit one that is 

outside what is normally classed as tourism, and my initial urbex experiences paved the way 

for a journey linking urban exploration to dark tourism and introduced an overlap that I find 

interesting to analyse in my dark tourism research. 

 

That day my life changed. I found an intense beauty in the place and this is something that 

has dictated my style throughout my journey as a photographer. I have always found beauty 

in darkness, death and decay, in the same way that many poets, writer and artists have created 

their most emotional works in dark times or on dark subjects. Just as people are drawn to dark 

tourism, people can also be drawn to art of a dark nature.  

 

As an anthropologist observing things of a sensitive nature, you become a ‘vulnerable 

observer’; when faced with a scene of death or tragedy, you take care to observe it safely 
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(Behar, 2014). But it is of importance to sensitively record these moments of death and 

darkness. I felt that capturing and recording these dark-natured places was important and, 

when this is done in a respectful way, people benefit from being shown such things. 

 

Edensor (2008) writes on how walking among ruins presents ‘disorder, disarray and the 

mingling of usually unlike categories of things’ (134). On how to gaze on such ruins he 

states: ‘We confront an alternative aesthetics, one which rebukes the seamlessness of much 

urban design and opens out heterodox possibilities for appreciating beauty and form’ (134). 

New sensations are experienced in these locations, rewarding those walking in ruins with 

‘aesthetic, somatic and historical experiences’ (123).  

 

After this first experience, I visited only a handful of abandoned places during my time at 

university, but in early 2012 when I visited another abandoned location with friends, the love 

affair began once more and this time it took over and completely changed my life. As my 

passion for these decaying buildings grew, I visited 20 countries around Europe, mainly those 

close to the UK, including Belgium, France and Germany, as they were accessible by car. But 

I also flew to Russia, Poland, the Baltics and Bulgaria in search of locations – often a new 

country every month – and, as I travelled, I began to collect photographs. Few people get to 

see these places, which, as time rolls on, will become ashes and dust, but my photographs 

capture an essence of history and the delicate memories of these ruins. As these memories 

fade and the people who gave them life are forgotten, my photographs freeze them; these are 

the ruins of our world and I believe it is important to capture them so that future generations 

can see them as an important part of our history. It became essential, however, for me to 

capture these places for my own memories and not just for prosperity.  I spend a lot of time 
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looking at the photographs I have taken so that I can remember visiting the places; seeing the 

images reminds me of being there and the emotions and experiences I had at the time. 

 

On those first occasions when I went into abandoned buildings, it was more about exploring 

them and about the intense experience, but later the need to capture photographs became the 

focus; it was an obsession to collect photographs and then share them with others, so that 

they could view the locations through my eyes. 

 

I shared my work with others on social media. It was a time when Facebook and Instagram 

were new, and I liked seeing the responses I got. Many of the people who were following my 

work had not seen photographs taken inside abandoned buildings before; the phenomenon 

was new to them and they thought the images were beautiful, eerie, full of melancholy, 

haunting and different. My photography on social media grew and I gained more than 

100,000 followers on Facebook – www.facebook.com/RebeccaBathoryPhotography – within 

three years of opening the account, followers who always showed their appreciation and 

shared comments on the photographs I posted. In addition to the excitement of being at an 

abandoned building taking photographs, I was always excited to edit the images and share 

them with my followers. I would rush home and, even after a long tiring trip, load up the 

photographs and start working on them by cropping, straightening, sharpening and adjusting 

the colours to create a specific mood and style before sharing them on social media. In a 

subsequent chapter, I present an exhibition of the photographs taken as part of my research 

and I look further into the editing and sharing of the photographs I produce and the impact 

they have, especially with regard to this editing. It always felt nice to receive such a positive 

response to what I was sharing, and this motivated me to create more images of these 

locations. 
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As social media made my work more widely known, some of my projects went viral on the 

Internet and in newspapers and magazines, including in Huffington Post (York, 2014) Mental 

Floss (Oconnell, 2015), Daily Mail (Rush, 2014), Buzzfeed (Sanchez, 2014) and DIY 

Photography (Tirosh, 2014). Photography companies began to offer me sponsorships to help 

with the production of the photographs I was taking. I was given camera bags by Lowepro – 

www.lowepro.com – tripods by 3 Legged Thing –www.3leggedthing.com – and a high-

quality professional medium-format camera and lenses by Mamiya Leaf – 

www.mamiyaleaf.com – after meeting one of their representatives in Israel. Using this 

equipment took the quality of my photography to a higher level and enabled me to create 

sizeable high-quality art prints of my work, which eventually secured the interest of an agent 

and online gallery, These Fine Walls in New York, USA, who began selling my artwork to 

buyers around the world.  

 
Figure 3. Artwork in a client’s home, sold by These Fine Walls, 2017 
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I began to realise that not only did I have a keen interest in taking photographs and being part 

of the subculture of urban exploration, but that it was becoming more serious in that I was 

making money out of what I was doing; I was a professional photographer within this culture. 

This did not always go down so well within the culture itself: popularising its underground 

secret activity brought attention to abandoned locations. I came into contact with some people 

who did not appreciate my bringing these sites to light in the media. When it was a hobby, 

my photography was more amateur, but as my photographs improved in quality and 

recognition with my being paid to do it, I became a professional photographer. 

 

3.4 Publications and books 

 

As Rebecca Litchfield, in 2014 I published my first book Soviet Ghosts (Litchfield, 2014). 

My name officially changed in 2016 to Rebecca Bathory, and so all subsequent books are in 

this name. It had always been an ambition of mine to create a book, and in this project I 

wanted to photograph abandoned buildings that had not been photographed for a book before. 

My idea was to travel around the former Soviet Union countries doing this. I approached 

various publishers and finally caught the interest of one, enough for them to give me a book 

deal and an advance. I teamed up with Tristi Brownett, a senior lecturer at Canterbury Christ 

Church University, Owen Evans, a professor at Edge Hill University, and Neill Cockwill, a 

lecturer at Edge Hill University, to add a narrative to the book that would explore various 

themes related to the Soviet Union. Along with the photographs, these words provided an 

insight into various things, including health care, the arts, history and education, and the 

photographs of schools and hospitals complemented the writing. 
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In the creation of the book, I ventured across Russia and the former Soviet Union’s satellite 

states in search of buildings left behind by this part of history. I travelled to 10 former 

communist countries and occupied satellite states in Eastern Europe, the Baltics, Ukraine and 

Russia to capture what was left of the collapse of the Soviet Union, such as forgotten towns, 

factories, prisons, schools, monuments, hospitals, theatres, military complexes, asylums and 

death camps. 

 
Figure 4. Soviet Ghosts book cover, 2014  
 

My aim was to capture the crumbling empire of the former Soviet Union before it was gone 

completely. The title ‘Soviet Ghosts’ came from the ghosts and the stories that were left 

behind after the fall of Communism in 1991. The former USSR was once a living, breathing 

place but places there now lie derelict and uninhabited, as broken shells of a forgotten time. 
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The collapse of the Soviet Union left haunting memories of the ordinary people who had 

lived and worked there between 1922 and 1991. 

 

Part of the travels for Soviet Ghosts was my first trip, in 2012, to Chernobyl, where on 26 

April 1986, when I was just four years old, the disaster that is considered the worst nuclear 

accident in the history of time happened.  The area has become a well-known ‘dark tourism’ 

location, although at the time of visiting I was not aware that there was such a term for 

travelling to sites associated with tragedy and death. I have since made other visits there for 

my fieldwork, knowing that I was a ‘dark tourist’, but it was this first experience that would 

spark an interest in me, because of the feelings I had and my encounters with others during 

the three days I spent in the zone. This first visit caused me to become interested in the 

disaster but also in those who were visiting the location and the photographs they were 

creating, and it was this initial interest in this site that I would revisit as an anthropologist, 

knowing what dark tourism was. Some months later, on my return home, I started to learn 

about dark tourism and that places such as Chernobyl came under this term. At this point, not 

only was I in a subculture of urban exploration, but I also recognised that I was joining 

another subculture, that of dark tourism photography. A subculture is defined as a group who 

differentiate themselves from the overall culture they are part of, following unique activities 

and a deviation from normality (Hebdige, 1979). 

 

By 2016, my fascination with places associated with death and tragedy had grown, and I was 

now visiting Chernobyl and other such sites as an anthropologist and as part of my fieldwork. 

In this study I had a dual identity, as an insider and a dark tourism photographer and as an 

outsider and a researcher writing about dark tourism photography. I had to navigate this 

ethically by being upfront with those I travelled with. I was constantly balancing getting a 
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good photograph, which sometimes was a priority for me, with getting the information I 

needed for my research so that I could cover all areas of my practice and meet all the 

necessary requirements of my work at these sites. 

 

I visited Fukushima, an area devastated by a tsunami and a subsequent nuclear disaster on 11 

March 2011, as a commission from the publishers Carpet Bombing Culture to produce my 

second book (Bathory, 2016). It was the second time I had approached this publisher with a 

photography book proposal. At that time, no photo books existed on the abandoned 

Fukushima, so I took a written proposal to a meeting with the publisher and pointed out the 

potential market while showing images of the places I intended to photograph. As Soviet 

Ghosts had been a success – to the first edition sold out, resulting in a reprint – the publisher 

was happy with my idea and agreed to give me an advance to visit Fukushima for six days 

with a Polish photographer, Arkadiusz Podniesinski.  

 

The advance of £3,000 was issued to cover the costs for the entire week, including 

accommodation, travel within Fukushima, safety clothing and the government passes that 

Arkadiausz Podniesinski had arranged. I signed a contract to say that I would provide more 

than 300 retouched photographs within a certain timeframe and the publisher trusted that they 

would be the same quality as those in Soviet Ghosts. I was to select the best of my work from 

the hundreds of images I took and then they would make a further selection for publication in 

the book. 

 

My focus was to visit this location as part of my dark tourism photography research, but also 

to capture it with the use of storytelling photography to record the narrative of what 

Fukushima looked like in 2016, as it would no doubt change in the future. This dual identity 
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is strong throughout my research, the creating of photographs alongside observing others 

creating photographs at the locations. 

 
Figure 5. Return to Fukushima book cover, 2016 
 

My third book, Dark Tourism (Bathory, 2017a), was commissioned by Carpet Bombing 

Culture to coincide with my 2016-2018 fieldwork trips. I created photographs at more than 

100 sites around the world, to bring them together in the most extensive photographic 

collection in print of dark tourism locations. The resulting book weaves descriptive and 

informative writing about dark tourism and the locations contained within it, both creating a 

guide to and providing insights into the places in which the photographs were taken. 
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Figure 6. Dark Tourism book cover, 2018 
 

I self-published my fourth book, Orphans of Time in 2017 (Bathory, 2017b). This was the 

result of five years of collecting photographs of abandoned places, and it was the conclusion 

to my ‘urban exploration’ visits. This series covers more than 500 locations around the world 

and the book is a collection of my favourite photographs from it, and also a reminder that 

although all things in this world are temporary, beauty can be found in both their fleeting 

nature and their memory. 

 

I chose to self-publish this series from years of adventures in decaying buildings; I selected 

both my favourite images and also the most popular ones from the series to produce this 

Victorian-inspired book – it was as if it had been found decaying in the very buildings that 
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appeared in the photos within its pages. With the publisher of my previous books, I had been 

very constrained in terms of the design choices, so I decided to design this one entirely by 

myself. It is inspired by Victorian photo albums, has a black cover with gold writing, a 

deboss pattern and a metal clasp, and is 9x10 inches in size, with gold leaf on the pages. The 

inspiration was to make it look like an old book, and I was satisfied with its final appearance.  

I paid £20,000 to print 2,000 copies and I sell it for £30, with a profit margin of £20. Using a 

publisher I had received only £3 for every £30 book sold, so creating the book myself 

increased my profit margin. 

 
Figure 7. Orphans of Time book cover, 2017 
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3.5 Urban exploration  

 

Through my travels to abandoned buildings, I came to realise not only that my passion was in 

the creation of photographs in the buildings, but that just as important was the experience of 

going to these places on trips with like-minded people: I had joined the subculture of urban 

exploration (Pinder, 2005; Bennett, 2011; Garrett, 2011). This would later develop and 

expand to include the subculture of dark tourism. My interest in exploring derelict spaces 

where there were obstacles to seeing them would shift to visiting dark tourist locations where 

access was as easy as paying an entrance fee. These dark tourism sites had a similar historical 

and emotional attraction to the abandoned buildings but were much more easily accessible. 

 

Urban exploration is the activity of individuals or groups exploring locations that are off 

limits to society (Garrett, 2014). These people explore abandoned buildings, rooftops and 

tunnels among other things. Urban explorers often take photographs of their explorations, and 

the hobby has become increasingly popular over the last 10 years. Garrett writes: 

I might describe the urban exploration ‘scene’ as a transnational enthusiasm focused on 
exploring and recording liminal zones and derelict places, rooted in an interest for the 
past and a passion for the photography of the ‘forgotten’. (2010: 1449) 
 

Both I and those I visit these abandoned locations with pay them a great deal of respect. If we 

approach a location to find all access points sealed, we will always walk away. If access is 

only possible through forced entry, we will never do this. No items are ever removed from 

any of the locations we explore; nothing is ever truly abandoned, and everything is owned by 

someone. Furthermore, there is no acceptable time frame after which to explore a place that is 

vacant or abandoned, it may be 20 years or it may be two. I use ‘abandoned’ as a loose term 

to describe locations that are unused, unwanted, vacant, empty, unsellable and so on.  
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My passion and that of those I travel with is exploring places that no one really sees and 

capturing photographs as a record of this. 

 

The process of these trips and the experiences shared with these people was an integral part 

of my passion for creating images. It is clear now that in describing these experiences I was 

beginning to develop an anthropological approach to their social aspect even before my 

research formally began. I specifically recall a trip in March 2013, although this is just one of 

hundreds of stories I have of experiences shared with others at these locations. These words, I 

hope, breathe life into the photographs: 

 
I stand on top of a tiny wooden platform, my safety not yet entirely certain, in fact, 
later back on soil below looking up, the platform may well have crumbled and 
plunged me to my death at any time, but I try not to think about that now, as you 
only live once and for a long time I’ve had the mindset that if I die now doing 
something incredible, then surely there are worse ways to go. It had taken Danny and 
I one hour of climbing up frozen metal rungs, a test of endurance, at times we 
doubted if it was worth it, I had lost the feeling in both hands and as the space 
became more and more narrow the further we climbed, we had to leave bags and 
items on the way up. I think if Nicola and Jonathan weren’t at the top waiting for us, 
we may well have given up on maybe the 6th flight of rungs. 
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Figure 8. Buzludzha, Bulgaria, taken by Nicola Miller, 2014 

 
Nothing really could have prepared me for opening the hatch to the roof and walking out 
onto it for the first time. I walked fast to the edge, and that was when the pure magnitude 
of nature hit me for the first time. I have not been left speechless many times, but 
standing there, above the clouds, seeing the sky light up a beautiful red and pink and the 
sun sinking into a bed of clouds, I was truly in awe of the magnitude of what I saw 
before me. This was one of those ethereal moments in life, the ones that will stick with 
you an entire lifetime, one you will talk about for years to come, because standing on top 
of a 70m high tower on top of a 1441m mountain, on top of the clouds, witnessing 
possibly the best sunset I have ever seen in my life, with friends, is a moment I will 
never forget. 
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Figure 9. Buzludzha, Bulgaria, 2014  
 

The story started earlier that day: I was with my friends Danny, Nicola and Jonathan in a 
mini driving up the snow-covered Mount Buzludzha, with skeleton trees dusted with 
snow either side. It was a long drive, mainly because the excitement of what we were 
about to see was playing on our minds. It was a cold March morning in Bulgaria, the 
first signs of spring were to be seen, in fact the snow had just begun to melt, of course 
we hoped and prayed that it would remain on the top of the mountain where we were 
headed. I had been told Buzludzha with snow was pure spectacle and not something to 
be missed, so we were truly thankful that spring hadn’t come in its entirety. On arrival at 
the site, we put extra layers on, waterproof trousers, hats and gloves. The air clouding in 
front of our faces, we began to walk towards the site. My glasses and hair froze over 
entirely on one side, as the harsh wind hit me in the face like a slap. Nicola and Jonathan 
told us it was not far, and we would see Buzludzha for the first time. With every step the 
excitement built as if we were about to behold something special, unique and out of this 
world. 
 
I squinted into the thick blanket of mist as Nicola said that we were close; I couldn’t see 
a thing, just a sweeping space of white in front of my eyes. I was waiting for the 
revealing moment, the ‘Wow! What an amazing place’ but it never came. Nicola 
exclaimed, ‘There it is. Can you see it?’ I squinted more, my eyes tested to the max. I 
tried and tried to see a form among the blanket of white and was disappointed I still 
couldn’t make it out. As Danny said, ‘I can see it!’, I walked a bit closer up the steps that 
I all-knowingly knew would lead up to the impressive structure, but still nothing. I 
walked as fast as I could without falling on the snow and then there it was, an outline in 
the fog. I could see it, and the closer I got, the more it revealed itself. As if teasing, I 
could see a giant dome-like form in front of me; it was bigger than I expected, maybe 
because now we were so, so close, it looked imposing above me. It looked like a gigantic 
UFO, something galactic, unimaginable and unique; it took my breath away. 
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There it was, the mighty Buzludzha ideological monument, created by the Bulgarian 
communist party. It was revealed in 1981 on the anniversary of the foundation of the 
Bulgarian state. It took seven years to create, and 20 Bulgarian artists were 
commissioned to create the interior: beautiful, extravagant murals, wall-to-wall 
beauty of amazing magnitude. An amphitheatre was created using glass and tiles 
with mosaics of Bulgarian and Soviet themes. 
 

 
Figure 11. Buzludzha, Bulgaria, 2014  

Figure	10.	Buzludzha,	Bulgaria,	2014	 
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I was a tourist spectating on a museum of times past, but with the secret knowledge 
that this was a tourist destination known to so few, a place of dreams unimaginable 
in its beauty. Carefully we climbed into the monument. Still a thick blanket of mist 
filled the air; the thick glass windows that had once held back the strong Bulgarian 
elements from those inside were smashed and broken, leaving Buzludzha open to the 
snow, rain, wind and blasting sun. Looking out it was just white; it almost felt like I 
was not on earth anymore, that I had been transported to a different planet. 
 

 
Figure 12. Buzludzha, Bulgaria, 2014 
 

Once inside, a strange feeling, not something I have experienced before: it felt 
slightly claustrophobic for a while, but that was short-lived as we walked into the 
main hall and it was more beautiful than I had even imagined. Light streamed in 
through the decaying ceiling, glinting on the coloured mosaic tiles. Thieves had 
stolen many of these beautiful tiles and in acts of violence picked away parts of the 
Soviet murals, but still, they retained a beauty in their craftsmanship. Above our 
heads the massive, imposing sickle and hammer, a symbol of Communism, still 
almighty on the domed ceiling of the building, a lasting memory of Buzludzha’s 
past. For a long time at the entrance, the words ‘Forget Your Past’ were inscribed on 
the door. 
 
We shared a good couple of hours walking around the monument in the mist, taking 
photos, comically slipping on the ice. Some staircases we had to ascend and descend 
to get to other parts had iced completely over, and on several occasions we fell flat 
on our arses, other times we thought the best way to deal with it was simply to slide 
down on our butts, holding our breath and hoping for the best. We laughed hard, our 
laughter an echo in such a cold and stark environment. At this stage something 
special happened, it caught us off guard, because for so long we struggled with the 
focus in our photos, due to the mist, but then in a God-like moment, the sun-blasted 
through the fog, its rays like warm beams blasting through the whiteness. It was at 
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this moment that the fog cleared, within seconds it swept away; we rushed to the 
windows and for the first time I realised that we were actually above the clouds. 
 
 
Everything became so clear, and the warm sun began to melt the snow. The 
atmosphere within the hall changed; the sounds of dripping water filled the air and, 
alarmingly, the smashing sound of ice falling from the ceiling above. It felt like a 
completely different place, and immediately I began to take photos. I had no idea 
how long the mist would disappear for, so I rushed out to capture it again, like an 
excited child, unable to comprehend what had just happened. Danny and I left Nicola 
and Jonathan who wanted to climb the tower, and we made our way outside so we 
could see what it looked like properly in the light and yes, a UFO. It was a place full 
of Bulgarian communist history left to ruin. We met them at the top a couple of 
hours later to view the sunset, a beautiful ending to a day I will never forget. 

(Field notes, Bulgaria road trip, 2013) 

 
This account of the events of this exploration shines a light on the social aspect of creating 

the photographs and helps the reader to feel them on a different level. The end result of each 

exploration is the photographs that are produced, but each photograph has a narrative behind 

it and each location its own story. I came to realise that the behind-the-scenes elements and 

the uncovering of people’s feelings on these trips were, for me, just as important as the 

photographs themselves.  

 

I found that the visitors to these locations that I observed gained a better and more authentic 

experience by encountering ‘backstage’ elements, even in an actual tourist location. 

MacCannell (1973) writes on how seeing backstage places during a tourism experience can 

often be more exciting for the visitor. Sharing these back stories with people afterwards made 

the experience of viewing the final photographs more worthwhile, in that it helped people to 

understand the process of both the experience and the creation of the images. 

 

By participating in these experiences I was part of an urban exploration subculture that I was 

interested in researching further. Bradley Garrett’s thesis (Garrett, 2012) on urban exploration 
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opened my eyes to the possibility not only of taking photographs but also of writing about the 

subculture I was in.  

 

Garrett focused on researching the exploration of abandoned and off-limits spaces, by 

forming groups – ‘crews’ – between 2008 and 2011. His enquiries looked at the practice of 

urban exploring – what it involved, who was doing it and what they achieved, – using the 

same research approach as I have employed myself: visual ethnography, involving photos 

and videos. Garrett’s thesis looked at all aspects of urban exploring, including preparations, 

participants’ involvement and the outcomes of their explorations, as in this thesis. Garrett 

wrote ‘an account, never before outlined in such detail, of the tales of urban exploration 

taking place in contemporary cities across the globe’ (2012: 1). It has been helpful for me to 

study Garrett’s thesis as he outlines urban exploration in a very similar way to how I have 

researched dark tourism. 

 

As with Garrett, learning about people and their experiences during the trips I was partaking 

in, and then wanting to write about this, made me realise that this was the perfect opportunity 

for me to research this subculture of dark tourism photography in which I found myself, 

something no one had done up to that point. 

 

3.6 Becoming a dark tourist and an anthropologist 

 

One day in December 2013, I was browsing Facebook for urban exploration pages and 

groups in order to discover new abandoned locations to potentially visit. I accidentally 

stumbled upon a photograph that led me to a Facebook group for dark tourism, called Dark 

Tourism: Worldwide. I had never really heard the term before and became interested when I 
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saw the images of skulls and of many locations associated with death. I was immediately 

drawn to the discussion and the photographs that had been posted. I was interested to see that 

places I was considering visiting had an umbrella name, and I realised that by visiting going 

to locations such as Chernobyl, cemeteries and the Colosseum in Rome I had already been a 

dark tourist without knowing it, dark tourism in my practice being that of sites that have 

histories laced with tragedy and death. It was at this stage that I came into contact with 

Jonathan Skinner, who I engaged with in order to gain more of an understanding of this 

fascinating subject and, through conversations with him, I began to immerse myself in the 

study and research of dark tourism. 

 

I had been an anthropologist to some extent during my years of being an urban explorer, by 

writing a blog about my and others’ experiences at the locations – 

www.rebeccabathoryblog.com – but it was from this point in early 2014 that I began to 

practise visual anthropology in a deliberate and informed fashion and started to develop my 

doctoral research project with Jonathan Skinner’s help. I intentionally started to keep 

fieldwork journals and to create behind-the-scenes videos and photographs of people I 

observed when visiting locations, later interviewing them to gain insights into their activities. 

I became interested in the field of dark tourism, and even more so in mixing with others who 

were involved in the activity, and I resolved to find people who were curious about such 

places and willing to visit them with me. I began to educate myself on dark tourism locations 

and by making visits I began to learn about their history. Dark tourism locations have a 

significant impact on visitors, who benefit from learning about such things (Grinfelde and 

Veliverronena, 2021). 
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In 2016, in a quest to learn more about dark tourism and the photography at these sites, I 

packed up my house, put my personal items into storage and handed over the keys to my 

landlord; my fieldwork would begin in the winter of 2016 in the snow of Ukraine, by my 

visiting Chernobyl for the third time – this time as an anthropologist, ready to begin soaking 

up knowledge on dark tourism photography with my first participants. I had walked into a 

world of dark tourism in which I would submerge myself for the next two years. My eyes, 

ears, nose and sense of touch became enlightened, and I was hungry to mix with people who 

were investing their time in the same interest as me, to discover how this activity impacts the 

world. It was a natural flow for me to continue to work as a photographer but to combine this 

with anthropology, specifically looking at the taking of photos in these places and at those 

taking these photos. The two blended naturally for me, and I worked with both photography 

and anthropology during my two years of fieldwork.  In this chapter I have provided a critical 

analysis of my own practice within the field of urban exploration and dark tourism so as to 

position this practice within the broader field of photography and anthropology. The 

following three chapters will put forward my autoethnography research and open up 

questions within the field of dark tourism and photography. 
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Chapter Four Asia Case Study 
 
 
4.1 Introduction to Asia autoethnography  
 
 
This chapter examines my visits to four locations in Asia, over four months, during which 

time I interviewed five key individuals. The individuals who participated in and 

complemented my study were Arkadiusk Podniesinski in Fukushima, Japan, David Smith and 

Michael Gakuran in Aokigahara Forest in Japan and Vikash Dev Mishra in Varanasi, India. I 

spent a lot of time at these chosen locations with these individuals, observing them and 

sharing intense experiences. I took notes and kept a fieldwork diary of what we did together 

each day, photographed them during our time together and made voice and video recordings 

of these experiences. These things contributed to my research into dark tourism photography 

at these places by providing insights into both the locations and my participants’ activities. 

 

It took a few months for me to plan this part of the research and to organise these fieldwork 

trips, ensuring that I kept within ethical boundaries, as discussed in the methodological 

framework chapter. I had carried out preliminary research to identify 20 places in Japan, 

Philippines, Cambodia, Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia and India that were a mixture of 

popular and lesser-known dark tourism locations. The key sites visited were the Varanasi in 

India, Fukushima in Japan and the Japanese Aokigahara Forest. I found them by reading 

online articles about stand-out dark tourism sites in Asia, and people in the dark tourism 

photography group on Facebook, who had shared photographs in the past, also highlighted 

these locations. 
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I wanted to visit Third World areas as well as places in Europe and North America. This was 

in order to provide the anthropological data about attitudes to dark tourism and photography 

in these areas that would allow me to make comparisons between them.  My aim was to 

discover any differences that would shed light on my research and open up more themes, and 

to see whether these areas were any different from others I had visited.  

 

With the differing traditions and identities in South East Asia ‘[t]he reasons for examining 

anthropology in Asia have to do with historical and contemporary developments in Asian 

societies and with their varied anthropological traditions’ (Van Bremen, Ben-Ari and Farid 

Alatas, 2005: 17). It was of interest to research the commonalties, but also the cultural 

differences (Kleinen, 2013) between these Asian locations and others I had studied 

Anthropology in South East Asia has developed over the last two decades; it was previously 

not so popular (Yamashita, Eades and Bosco, 2004). The world contains many 

anthropologies and more recently an understanding that anthropology exists around the 

world, not just in Europe and North America, has become more apparent (Dominguez, 2015). 

Scholars usually regard dark tourism as a mainly Western activity (Lennon and Foley, 2000; 

Stone and Sharpley, 2009): the Institute for Dark Tourism Research is in the UK and the 

majority of academic writing in the area comes from Western scholarly institutions (Sharply 

and Stone, 2009: 6). As dark tourism research is focused mainly in the USA and Europe 

(Yoshida et al., 2016: 333), research in Asian settings was of importance in furthering 

anthropological knowledge of dark tourism in this specific area. 

 

The key reason I wanted to do research in South East Asia was to demonstrate any gap that 

existed between Western and non-Western worlds’ attitudes to dark tourism and images of 

dark tourism. Anthropological studies of the region are of importance in documenting the 
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constant changes in attitude in South East Asia and the effects that globalisation and 

modernisation have on things like dark tourism (King and Wilder, 2003). It can be said that 

Asians are becoming more Westernised and are forgetting their past (King, 2008). My 

research was during a time when Asia was becoming more Westernised, and older cultures, 

traditions and ways of thinking were being lost.  

 

New media shows past cultures in East Asia in a new light, totally differently from how 

researchers have seen them in the past; a key issue I examined in Asia was how a 

Westernised view differs from that of people who are indigenous to the places I visited, how 

some rituals and cultures that would seem shocking to Westerners were part of normal life in 

these locations.  

 

Ethnographic research based on the Internet and new media (Miller and Slater, 2001) has 

allowed people from outside particular cultures and locations to become acquainted with 

them through viewing photographs and videos.  For example, Tana Toraja in Indonesia has 

extravagant funeral rituals that are unlike many others around the world and involve the dead 

living in their relatives’ houses, sometimes for a long period of time (Adams, 2018). The 

eventual funeral consists of many rituals, such as the killing of pigs and buffaloes. The dead 

are placed in cliff caves and are taken out every so often to be viewed and taken care of. Due 

to research leading to articles appearing in various media and photographs and videos being 

circulated, Westerners have become familiar with these unique rituals and, whereas in the 

past these customs were hidden, they are now available worldwide (Adams, 2006). I chose to 

make these four locations key sites to talk about in the thesis.  
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My research included observing dark tourists at the four sites and spending time with them, 

talking about their practice and motivation. This led to further research, which is discussed 

later in the thesis. Part of the research process was to collect a variety of photographs of the 

sites before my visit so that I would know what to expect when I arrived. As a professional 

photographer, it was my aim to produce better quality images that would tell the interesting 

story of each site. As a researcher, reflecting on the photographs that others and I took 

enabled me to get a clearer understanding of the practice of creating them and of the themes 

they introduced. The collected images ranged from tourist snapshots to more artistic 

photographs that were used either as promotional images for the destinations or by 

photographers to create photographic stories. 

 

4.2 Fukushima, Japan 
 

The Fukushima nuclear disaster occurred on 11 March 2011. A tsunami caused by an 

earthquake damaged the reactors. Fifty minutes after the initial quake, a 13-metre wave 

overcame the power station’s 10-metre wave gate (Kadota and Tokuhiro, 2019; Yamamoto 

and Yamakawa, 2018). In the five years following the disaster, photographers (Goldberg, 

2015) and anthropologists (Polleri, 2020) visited the site, often in the face of criticism (Gill, 

2014), but it is now hard to obtain permission to enter the exclusion zones. Journalists come 

under scrutiny for capturing places of war and locations where terrible things happen; they 

often take huge risks and come under fire as a result. Unlike the more traditional news 

coverage at Chernobyl, new media enabled more worldwide coverage of the incident to 

become available, and more quickly (Friedman, 2011). Takahashi (2016) argues the 

importance of media coverage of nuclear disasters; even though there may have been a 

danger in covering the accident at Fukushima, the journalists provided an opportunity to 

show the world what was happening. Sometimes ethical shortcuts and risks are taken with 
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regard to official government guidelines, but this is essential in order to accomplish coverage 

of a catastrophe (Barrios and Hoffmann, 2019). 

 

Through anthropologists visiting Fukushima, the people’s stories are being told; the 

anthropological research carried out there, albeit somewhat repressed by the Japanese 

government, is an essential part of telling the world what happened. Anthropologist Maxime 

Polleri (2020) compares the patterns of contamination of Fukushima and Covid-19, arguing 

that ‘by recording the complexities of citizen responses ethnographers have long highlighted 

the factors that contribute to the local rejection – and sometimes acceptance – of 

contamination’. She feels that bringing society’s attention to issues of contamination is 

essential in enabling people to understand more about contamination and to try to avoid it in 

the future. 

 

Visiting journalists, photographers and anthropologists are often stopped by the Japanese 

police patrolling the area (Thompson, 2015). RSF argues: ‘Many Japanese journalists 

denounce heavy self-censorship in the media, which they attribute to the government and 

nuclear lobby’s efforts at concealing information seen as giving a “negative image” of Japan’ 

(2020: 1). The Japanese government discourage reporting from Fukushima due to the 

possibility of long-term problems caused by the radioactivity, and they wish to keep this 

undercover as much as possible. Therefore, there are strict rules about gaining access to the 

area as a photographer, researcher or reporter.  

 

Philips (2013) compares the nuclear disasters of Chernobyl and Fukushima. With regards to 

Chernobyl, she refers to: ‘[t]he botched handling of the accident and its aftermath – and 

especially the central government’s overt failure and disinterest to protect the safety  
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of citizens’. These failures made the situation devasting and Philips draws a likeness between 

this and the Japanese government’s handling of the radiation problem. She considers that a 

reason for the government trying to keep out as many people as possible is the fear that they 

would highlighting their downfalls in dealing with the situation. My photographs and those of 

the people who accompanied me are, however, fundamental to providing a window for the 

world, showing what happened there. Although there was opposition to my being there, it 

was not my intention to highlight any downfalls of the Japanese government but to document 

the area so that others could simply see what it looked like at the time I captured it. 

 

I wanted to visit this place because, since its landscape is forever changing, I wished to 

contribute to the body of photographs that already existed. The difficulty of getting inside the 

exclusion zones just made it more of a challenge. It is often the competitive nature of dark 

tourism photography that makes obtaining an image more of an achievement, the being able 

to demonstrate having accessed somewhere that people are not normally allowed to enter. 

 

Straight after the disaster, documentary photographers began documenting what had 

happened, and these images were then used in various media to communicate to the world the 

immediate results of the disaster. As time progressed, art images of Fukushima started to 

appear (Geilhorn and Iwata-Weickgenannt, 2016). Photographer Toshiya Watanabe created a 

photographic book entitled 18 Months. Watanabe resides in Tokyo but his mother had lived 

in Fukushima before being evacuated after the disaster. Over an 18-month period after the 

disaster he visited her old home with her on numerous occasions to recover personal items 

and while he was there he created a photographic series, about which he wrote: ‘All scenes in 

the images induce me a great nostalgia’ (Watanabe, 2013).  
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 During my research into the photography of Fukushima, I found a big difference between the 

media images, from those captured by photo journalists when the disaster initially occurred – 

Guttenfelder (2012) being one of the first to be allowed into the area – to the artistic/nostalgic 

images created by former residents as a means of helping them to cope with their feelings 

after the tsunami. Creating art after the disaster was another way to express the emotions felt. 

Artist Jennifer Clarke produced exhibitions and installations based on artworks inspired by 

what had happened at Fukushima for residents to view. She writes that ‘responses to 

Fukushima will come to be seen as defining for contemporary Japanese art; arguably it has 

marked an important shift towards socially engaged practice in the country’ (2020: 173). The 

photographs and artworks created after the tsunami are all produced for different purposes, 

but they each tell a story of what happened on that day. 

 

As an anthropologist, I find each of these styles of photography helpful in recounting 

Fukushima’s story; each of them holds merit in telling the story of the incident and the people 

affected. As humans we think in images and tell stories about lives – ‘narrative anthropology’ 

– and when anthropology is about the stories of humans it is beneficial to use images to 

describe these stories (Reck, 1983: 8). The photographs of the disaster can be classed as 

‘memory’ or as a ‘record’ and each has its importance in anthropology and the preservation 

in history. 

 

 This struggle of interpretations between the two subcultures does not undermine the 

regimenting metasemiotic function of the object; the photograph is a historically 

contingent object representing some aspect of the past, and for this very reason the 

disaster-related photograph, in whatever form, is preserved. (Morimoto, 2014: 307)   
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For my work I felt it essential to record Fukushima at that time in history in order to represent 

what had happened, preserving it for future generations. Despite the resistance of the 

Japanese government to photographers and anthropologists exposing the nuclear damage, 

these images and research are fundamental in telling the story of this disaster for future 

generations. 

 

I discovered that a Polish photographer, Arkadiusz Podniesinski, who had been to the site and 

had created a published series of documentary photographs, was looking for a photographer 

to join him for a further five-day trip. Fukushima is attractive to dark tourists due to the 

tragedy that happened there. Leadbeater (2016) writes that ‘half a decade on from the quake, 

Fukushima has become a most unlikely tourist attraction’, and Arkadiusz had a large number 

of dark tourists, including myself, interested in joining him on the trip.  

 

Arkadiusz had been to Fukushima four times. The purpose of his trips was a natural 

continuation of his long-term project of documenting, since 2008, the effects of the 

Chernobyl nuclear disaster. When the disaster happened in Fukushima it was natural for his 

interests to expand to Japan, with the book HALF-LIFE: From Chernobyl to Fukushima 

(Podniesinski, 2018). Arkadiusz’s motivation for going to Fukushima was a combination of 

its location in time and the tremendous human tragedy that led to the evacuation and 

abandonment of the city. He told me that if he were not allowed to take photographs he 

would not go, that he wanted to tell the stories of these places and events through his 

photographs.  

 

Arkadiusz noted that the hardest and most time-consuming part of his trips to Fukushima was 

obtaining permits to enter the no-go zones. The Japanese government want to control 
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information about these places and they therefore make it difficult to access them. They 

require not only detailed information about you but also elaborate details of your project and 

its objectives, as well as your relationship to the disaster. Many people are refused access 

because the government do not want a bad light to be shed on them by photographs that 

appear in the media. However, some creative people are generating work about Fukushima as 

a subject, so I knew it was possible to go. Moises Saman, a Magnum photographer (Bajekal, 

2018), has created a series of photographs there, and the book Fukushima Fragments 

(Okahara, 2015) also documents Fukushima in a series of photographs. 

 

Arkadiusz had previously arranged permits and permissions to join a government official 

visiting areas in the red and orange exclusion zones. There has been little public 

documentation of the state of the area since the initial reports at the time of the disaster. As 

the clean-up is happening every day, the site is changing all the time and, for me, it is 

important to capture it as it changes so that future generations can understand what went 

wrong and the difficulties of repairing the damage, and hopefully learn from these mistakes. 

Fukushima will possibly never reach the decaying state of Chernobyl; the big clean-up effort 

there is an attempt to make it habitable again, unlike in the exclusion zone areas of 

Chernobyl. 

 

Arkadiusz was very serious about creating high-quality images and he took with him a 

professional-level camera – a Nikon D800E – a Sony A7IIR, a tripod, lights and a set of 

lenses; his aim was to document the closed zones, the effects of the nuclear disaster, and the 

progress of the decontamination efforts and the removal of the results of the disaster.  
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I had not met Arkadiusz before the trip, but we had extensive email contact over a few 

months, in which we discussed his previous trips to Fukushima and planned our own. He 

explained his involvement as follows: ‘Being involved on a regular basis with both disasters, 

I visit Chernobyl and Fukushima several times a year. It is costly, which is why I try to have 

other photographers who share my passions and interests join me in order to share the costs’. 

We exchanged various messages on Facebook and by email discussing the trip and my 

interest in joining him. Initially, he told me how to go about visiting Fukushima and then he 

told me about a spot that had opened up on a trip he had planned and asked whether I was 

interested. 

 

Arkadiusz told me that he had been to Fukushima four times previously and that after a few 

times the place becomes well known, like an old friend you revisit. He mentioned that his 

photography intentions had become different regarding what he wanted to capture each time. 

I asked him why he was returning this time, and he replied that the aim for this trip was to 

photograph the cherry blossom in the closed zones. He wanted to show that, despite the zones 

being closed to people, they were not completely dead, that each year ‘nature awakens there’. 

It is not always the case that tourists want to return to locations in this way – some tell me 

that once they have seen a location they have no desire to go back – but Arkadiusz had 

specific reasons for doing so. 

 

Arkadiusz wanted the photographs to capture the beauty that still exists in the area: ‘Despite 

the tragedy of the earthquake and tsunami that caused the evacuation of the town, it is still a 

place of serenity and peace, and even more so as human life is removed and nature returns’. 

Nature is claiming back buildings that once thrived with life but will become ruins (Edensor, 

2005), and these photographs serve as a historical record of these years. The photographs are 
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a reminder of a tragic day; they reveal the fragility of human existence and show how powers 

such as nuclear? Should be treated carefully so that things like this do not happen again. They 

show how time has stopped, a moment when these towns will hopefully continue to be 

cleaned up and rebuilt and one day residents will return to their homes, much in the same way 

as Hiroshima has become a thriving city again after the atomic bomb 70 years ago.  

 

These images may be used in years to come in museums and exhibitions, in the same way as 

photographs that captured the aftermath of Hiroshima have: people can experience those 

years now only through the photographs that were taken. During my research I visited the 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, which commemorates the year 1945, when an atomic 

bomb was dropped on Hiroshima devastating the city and making it the first place ever to be 

attacked by an A-bomb. Within the museum there is an exhibition of photographs taken at the 

time of the attack (http://hpmmuseum.jp/?lang=eng ). These photographs provide a visual 

historical record of the events and the aftermath of the incident, and it was important to 

capture such photographs in Fukushima as well, for future generations to see what had 

happened there. 

 

I captured documentary (Bogor, 2020) photographs but tried to evoke a more emotional 

response in those who viewed them. I wanted to help the viewer relate to the tragedy, by 

picking out sensitive items and personal objects that showed the human element of the 

accident. I also wanted to create aerial photographs using a drone (Cheng, 2015) in order to 

present a bigger picture that would help people to imagine the scene. 
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I decided to fly a drone while in Fukushima in order to get aerial footage of some abandoned 

cars inside the red zone. Even though we were not inside the zone ourselves but standing on 

the edge, it was not long before the police saw the drone and alerted us to the fact that we 

were not allowed to do this, we was questioned by them by the side of the car. After three 

hours, they told us where we could and could not fly the drone and eventually let us drive 

away. There is a high police presence even in the orange zone, and on many occasions we 

were asked why we were walking there. We had to be careful not to be seen in buildings, as 

although we see our documentation of the area as important, the Japanese police do not. The 

red zone had officials at the gates, and it was strictly forbidden to enter without authorisation. 

	
Figure	13.	Author,	driver/translator	Darren	(middle),	Arkadiusz	
Podniesinski	(right)	in	the	highly	contaminated	area	of	Fukushima,	Japan,	
2016	
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The photograph I created of the cars was a special one for me; I had seen the image captured 

only once before and it was one of my greatest aims on this trip to capture the scene myself. I 

had managed to acquire a Phantom 2 Pro drone as part of my Fukushima book commission 

	
Figure	14.	Author	flying	drone	in	Fukushima,	Japan,	2016,	taken	by		
Arkadiusz	Podniesinski	
	
	

	
Figure	15.	Red	zone	drone	shot	of	cars,	Fukushima,	Japan,	2016	
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because my publisher also wanted shots of the cars. Among the reactions to the final 

photograph were people thinking it looked like a zombie apocalypse, or the ‘Highway of 

Hell’ in Iraq, where thousands of ruined and abandoned cars were left after an attack on the 

Iraqi military by the USA and its allies (DeGhett, 2014). I am confident that, due to how they 

were organised, the cars in the photograph I captured had simply been gathered in this area 

rather than its being a case of people frantically trying to get away, but it certainly looked like 

that.Darla Peelman commented on my Facebook page: ‘I look at this, and so easily imagine 

the sheer terror and panic that ensued. Mothers with 94et94el children, held tightly, huge 

terrified eyes darting every direction, seeking safety. Where to run to? I cannot hold all three 

of my children...and...run! Yeah, hell on Earth’. It was emotional reactions like this that I was 

trying to achieve in creating this photograph. 

 

	
Figure	16.	Inside	the	red	zone,	the	police	arrive	because	a	drone	is	flown,	
Fukushima,	Japan,	2016	
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The Fukushima bookstore affected me emotionally and made me pause for a few minutes to 

reflect. In Chernobyl, the disaster was silent; most people were not even aware that anything 

had happened. Here it was different; the earth shook, and things came tumbling to the ground. 

People would have been filled with terror and would have fled for their lives. Standing in the 

bookshop, I saw that shelves had fallen down and there were layers of books on the floor. 

People had fled these towns without the chance even to take items with them or lock the 

doors behind them. 

 

For some reason, the power was still on in this bookstore; a computer was running and the 

automatic door covered with cobwebs opened halfway and then closed again, making an 

eerie, creepy noise. Until I realised what it was, it had spooked me out. It began to feel like 

the disaster had happened just yesterday; time stood still, and yet these doors were on repeat, 

over and over again. I walked across a layer of books that had once had value and had given 

people a livelihood; people once took pleasure in walking those aisles and picking out their 

favourite titles to read. I felt guilty walking all over them to take my photographs. The books 

lay there contaminated and decaying, with my photographs, for those who view them, being 

their last story. 
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Figure 17. Inside bookstore, Fukushima, Japan, 2016 

This photograph I created of the bookstore looks ghostly. In some areas it is dark, but there is 

a light shining down in the middle, drawing the viewer’s eyes to the centre of the chaos of 

books strewn across the floor. Comments on my Facebook group included, ‘Thank you for 

sharing not only your photographs but your stories as well’, ‘apocalyptic’ and ‘Looks like a 

lost book cemetery’. This photograph is elevated to a special status for me as it is emblematic 

of my experience in Fukushima; it reflects the emotions I experienced in that room and helps 

the viewer to understand what I felt. 
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Throughout this trip, I felt the same excitement about making photographs as I had on 

previous trips. This excitement is a pattern in my photographic practice, but on this day in 

Fukushima it almost felt as though I had crossed a line between what should and should not 

be photographed; it felt like more of a personal tragedy. Maybe this is why so few pictures 

showing the personal side of the disaster exist. 

 

Our last stop was a supermarket inside the red zone. The supermarket was pitch black. 

Arkadiusz and I wandered towards a skylight that was allowing some light to touch some of 

the aisles. This enabled us to photograph, thinking carefully about the aesthetics of the 

images. If we had photographed in the dark areas it would have been difficult to show much 

of the surroundings, and the images would not have looked good aesthetically. When creating 

an image, we use light to produce something that looks good as well as telling a story. When 

light is weak or does not exist, it is hard to take a good photograph. Moving to where the 

skylight was throwing light onto the objects in the supermarket made it possible to create a 

	
Figure	18.	Arkadiusz	Podniesinski	in	a	pharmacy	in	Fukushima,	Japan,	2016	
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visually pleasing photograph. The light brought out the details of the items, throwing an 

ethereal light into the room; it picked up cobwebs and the details of the Japanese wording on 

the signs and items. This created an atmospheric photograph, which I enhanced by adding 

green colour tones. 

 

Arkadiusz notes that the most exciting story he tells through his photographs is, in the case of 

Fukushima, ‘that history repeats itself and how tragic the consequences of nuclear disasters 

are. What can result from the careless handling of nuclear energy – unreliable technology, 

human error or natural disasters?’ 

 

Arkadiusz uses Photoshop to edit his images, but only for cropping and for adjusting contrast, 

colour saturation, sharpness and highlights/shadows – nothing beyond the necessary steps 

that could also be performed in a traditional darkroom. It is possible to edit images so that 

they are more aesthetically pleasing, removing unwanted litter for example or deleting a tree 

from the end of a row to make an image more symmetrical. Although this might be 

	
Figure	19.	Supermarket,	Fukushima,	Japan,	2016	
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acceptable in some genres of photography such as landscape, it is not so in journalism or 

documentary as it would invalidate the use of the images as a record of the event or place. 

 

Arkadiusz feels that his images help to raise awareness and increase knowledge of the results 

of nuclear disasters: ‘They help people make up their minds and take a stand on nuclear 

energy, its advantages and disadvantages’. He expressed that if his photographs went viral 

‘his work could finally reach an extensive group of people, increasing people’s awareness 

and interest in the issue’. After publishing the report from his first visit to Fukushima in 2015, 

his photographs did go viral, featuring in thousands of stories on Facebook and appearing on 

hundreds of websites and in newspapers; there were more than 20 million views of the report 

on his website in just one week. Print media, for example the Daily Mail (Summers, 2016) 

and HuffPost (McGonigal, 2015), are attracted to such photographs because they cover world 

news, and through this coverage they are able to share with the world what happens after a 

disaster. Arkadiusz has had exhibitions produced of his photography – currently one about 

Chernobyl and Fukushima is travelling around Poland. A licence to use the images can be 

obtained through the agency he works with. 

 

Arkadiusz’s fine art prints can also be purchased directly through his website, and he is 

currently working on publishing a photographic book. He has had many reactions, both from 

Japanese people who have learnt about the current situation in Fukushima from his 

photographs and reports and from people all around the world who have discovered the 

effects of nuclear catastrophes directly through these and also through the media coverage of 

his work. My photographs were commissioned and collated by Carpet Bombing Culture to 

form the book Return to Fukushima (Bathory, 2016), so our aims were very similar on this 
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trip: getting the photographs to a broader audience and using the photography work to 

support our travels. 

 

 The various types of photographs of Fukushima and how they are then presented to the 

world are very different. For example, I had a big discussion with my publisher about the 

cover of my book: I wanted to use a photograph of the decaying ruins of Fukushima as, for 

me, the idea of my book was to show people how Fukushima is today. But my publisher had 

very different ideas. We ended up with a pretty pink cherry blossom scene because we did 

not want to offend the Japanese by showing decay and destruction, but rather to display hope 

that things would return to the way they were. 

 

The photographs that currently document Fukushima, captured by dark tourists, urban 

explorers and anthropological researchers, show the city in its reality.  Nagai writes: ‘Thus, in 

this stage, the role of disaster tourism is to become a part of city’s [sic] marketing strategy for 

attracting people’ (2012: 39). It is these photographs that draw the attention of tourists, and 

more specifically dark tourists, to Fukushima. 

 

The Malaysian urban explorer and photographer Keow Wee Loong has captured photographs 

showing the pure destruction of Fukushima, revealing the insides of buildings within the red 

zone, many of which had not been seen before (O’Sullivan, 2016). Such photographs might 

be unappealing to a tourist wishing to see pretty things in Japan but extremely appealing to a 

dark tourist or urban explorer. Other photographs focus on what makes Fukushima appealing: 

images of nature, cherry blossom, shrines and culture show that tourists can enjoy these 

elements and experience traditional tourism in the non-exclusion zones, and it is these 
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photographs that are helpful in shifting perception from the disaster to something more 

positive and visitable for the typical tourist. 

 

The above shows that places such as Fukushima can very much be processed in different 

ways depending on the images used to depict them. My experience there, and the 

photographs that Arkadiusz and I took as dark tourism photographers, appeal to a particular 

audience. Those taken of the more traditionally appealing things, to show Fukushima in a 

positive light, will attract normal tourism back to the area. 

 

4.3 Photography and adventure in Aokigahara Forest, Japan 

 

Aokigahara translates as The Sea of Trees. It is a vast forest covering 35 square kilometres at 

the base of Japan’s Mount Fuji, and has become known as the Suicide Forest, as it is where 

thousands of people have made their last journey in life, to end their existence among the 

trees. I came across the forest in a documentary on the VICE website, entitled Suicide Forest 

(VICE, 2010). 

 

Anthropologists often describe Japan as a ‘suicide nation’ (Ozawa-de Silva, 2008: 519; 

Pinguet, 1993: 14; Takahashi, 2001: 26). This tradition goes back to when suicide was 

practised by Japanese samurai and in their culture it was seen as preserving honour (Benedict, 

2006). It is now estimated that over 30,000 people in Japan take their own lives annually 

(Estrin, 2012) and unemployment is a leading reason for this, because suicide is considered a 

more honourable thing to do for one’s family than to become a burden on them (O’Kane, 

2016). The suicide rate has increased in recent decades, in particular with the Fukushima 



 102 

tsunami on 11 March 2011 and the impact of the global financial crisis in 2009 (Gilhooly, 

2011). 

 

 A popular place for Japanese people to take their lives is Aokigahara Forest (Backe, 2016). 

Popularisation through media, films and books has romanticised the notion of committing 

suicide there. The book Tower of Waves (Matsumoto, 1961) started a trend in Japan for 

couples in love to kill themselves in the forest. An estimated 50 to 100 people take their lives 

among the trees every year (Backe, 2016). It is thought that the forest has ‘a soul’, an idea 

brought about by this popularisation through literature, and through films including The 

Forest (2016) and Sea of Trees (2015). It is typical of Japanese culture that the landscape is 

considered to have nostalgic memory and this notion actually draws people to kill themselves 

in this location (Roaty, 2013). 

 

The forest holds a lot of attraction to dark tourists due to its association with death, but there 

are also other motivations, ranging from curiosity and fun to artistic purposes (Burger, 2019). 

Unfortunately, as with many dark tourism sites, controversy often occurs. Not only do dark 

tourism and the photographs tourists take in the forest popularise it and make people want to 

commit suicide there, but there are also individuals who do not act appropriately. One 

example of this is YouTuber Logan Paul, who disrespectfully posted a video to millions of 

subscribers of him joking around in the suicide forest, including finding and filming a dead 

body. It became one of YouTube’s most controversial videos and, as a result, Logan’s 

YouTube privileges were removed (Griffin, 2018). In cases like this, it has to be questioned 

whether the release of videos and photographs of such sensitive subjects is a good or a bad 

thing when it comes to dark tourism. A level of respect must be observed by all tourists 

visiting and taking photographs at such sites. 
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I began scouring the Internet for people interested in both urban exploration and death and 

tragedy to join me on a visit to the forest. I found Michael Gakuran’s photography website – 

www.gakuran.com – which contained images from many such sites he had visited all around 

Japan. I reached out to him via Facebook and let him know I had an interest in seeing the 

forest and asked him whether he would be interested in joining me if he came to Japan  

– he was. 

 

Michael expressed that his motivation was to see the place for himself, to ‘search for artefacts 

and perhaps even find people alive or dead’. The Japanese have different views on suicide 

from those of the Western world (Staples, 2012), and Michael was interested in learning more 

about these. He is a keen photographer, so capturing the place in photographs and video was 

a priority for him. Regarding his motivation, ‘the desire to explore the forest and make a 

discovery was stronger than anything else’, but he said that he would go even if he was not 

able to take photographs, because photography was not the most important reason for his 

visit: ‘Exploring the forest and making an encounter was greater than everything else’. 

 

David Smith was a photography friend of Michael’s who also lived in Japan and he decided 

to join us on the trip; he had been to the forest before, when he had journeyed to the Mount 

Fuji area on holiday with his partner. He told me that they had decided to find the suicide 

forest while in the area. Although they did manage to find it, they did not venture deep into it 

at all; they were content with just discovering it. This time, however, he wanted to explore 

the forest more than anything else, and maybe also take the odd photograph, as he had not 

taken any on the previous occasion. He noted that on that occasion ‘the weather was poor at 

times, and the terrain was tough, so most of my concentration went on not falling down 

holes’. 
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David and Michael both enjoy photography and have been on several trips together, but 

David is more of a portrait photographer, so most of the time his focus is on the experience 

rather than on what the destination can offer as a subject. It was interesting to witness this 

difference between a photographer who was more focused on the experience and one who 

wanted to be able to tell a story with his photographs. As a result, David’s photographs are 

less artistic and more like snapshots; less thought goes into their composition and 

photographic quality. David’s focus is less on seeing the scene through a camera and more on 

witnessing it with his own eyes. Michael and I, however, had the aim of creating a series of 

photographs that, to the viewer, would narrate our experience in the forest. We therefore 

spent more time thinking about the images we took and, as a result, they are less like 

snapshots and more like narrative photographs, more aesthetically pleasing to the viewer, 

both in how they look and the narration they create. 

 

Michael was photographing mostly for documentation rather than for artistic purposes, 

although he did try to make the shots interesting with a view to telling the story in the future. 

	
Figure	20.	Rebecca	Bathory,	David	Smith	and	Michael	Gakuran	in	Aokigahara		
Forest,	Fuji,	Japan,	2016	
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His aim was to make an original discovery. He knew that I was writing a thesis on dark 

tourism, so anything that would make the experience as real as possible would have been 

welcomed. We had no trouble finding remnants of human activity in the forest, including 

campsites and tracks made from tape, either to guide people to someone’s body or prevent 

them from getting lost in the dense forest if they changed their mind and decided to leave. We 

found clothes, cigarettes, food, tents, cooking equipment, tablets and money, but none of 

these confirmed a suicide, just that someone had been there. I think that we were all hoping to 

find something more concrete to validate the dark image; a suicidal person or a dead body 

was at the forefront of our thoughts and this would make a suicide real in our minds, rather 

than our just seeing objects that implied one. Michael commented: ‘Taking photographs of 

just a forest wasn’t that unique, but to photograph a body or the various camps left in the 

forest would add interest to the story told by the images’. We believed that these narratives 

were in the forest to be found. We were not making the story as some photographers would in 

their photographs; we were there to find it and capture it in images. 
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We explored for two days over a long weekend, and then just Michael and I returned for a 

day several weeks later. It was not easy travel. The forest floor twists and rises with every 

step. We all fell into holes, slipped, tripped or succumbed to fatigue during the trek, 

especially when it was raining. Michael said that he was so high on adrenaline that he 

marched on with a youthful vigour that he had seldom experienced in his recent explorations. 

We occasionally stopped to take photographs to attempt to capture the atmosphere of the 

forest. 

	
Figure	21.	Michael	Gakuran	in	Aokigahara	Forest,	Fuji,	Japan,	2016	
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I created the above photograph as we entered the forbidden part of the forest. The sign urges 

people not to enter, but there is no physical means of stopping them, and it is straightforward 

to just walk in; the forest is vast and there is no one to prevent people from getting inside. 

This rope barrier and other similar signs fail to prevent people from committing suicide in the 

forest. I feel that this photograph is emblematic of Aokigahara, which is why I created it as an 

important story of the forest. It is symbolic of the Japanese authorities’ attempt to stop the 

suicides, but mainly of their failure to prevent these people from going inside in the first 

place. The bright red characters of the sign are a strong contrast to the peaceful, soft green 

forest behind them. One of the best tools in photography for capturing emotion is the contrast 

between light and dark or beauty and darkness.  

 

As we explored the forest, David commented: ‘photography was not in my mind at this point. 

But in hindsight, I should have taken the opportunity to take more photographs, especially on 

the first day when the weather was fine’. He had with him his professional-level Canon 6D 

	
Figure	22.	Entry	to	Aokigahara	Forest,	Fuji,	Japan,	2016	
	
	



 108 

with a professional Canon 24-70mm L lens and an iPhone 6S but he had no specific 

photography goals or plan in mind. He much prefers to feel his way through a shoot, 

especially since most of his photography is for himself. He did not circulate his images 

afterwards, as he did not feel the need for others to see them in the way Michael did. He had 

taken them for his own memory of the experience and was not bothered about sharing this 

with others.  

 

Michael recalled the search for a dead body while we were in the forest. He had already 

found a corpse during his exploration of an abandoned house in Tokyo six months earlier:  

 
The most overwhelming part of my first discovery was the smell of decomposition. It 
was something completely new to my senses and so powerful that it burned into my 
nose. For days after the discovery, I could still smell the pungent odour and recall 
vivid images of the rotting corpse. The smell was so distinctive that when I caught a 
trace of something similar carried on the wind in the forest, I was sure a body was 
nearby. We searched fervently; tired, we walked back and forth in the cold. 

(Michael, March 2017) 
 

	
Figure	23.	David	Smith	and	author	in	Aokigahara	Forest,	Fuji,	Japan,	2016,		
taken	by	Michael	Gakuran	
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Very much in the same way as a hunter on a big game expedition persistently searches until 

they find animals, the photographer’s end goal is to be rewarded with photographs. The idea 

of photographs being hunted is widely used: ‘Photographs seem like trophies – won by skill 

and cunning and luck, by being in the right place at the right time, and by knowing how to 

aim and when to shoot’ (Van Gelder and Westgeest, 2011: 199). We never found a body in 

the forest, but Michael remained convinced that there was something out there marked by 

that unmistakable smell. He said that he would photograph a dead body if he found one. He 

did photograph the body he had found previously but he did not think it morally right to show 

it to people publicly. This was a personal morality at work. 

 

David mentioned that he was not sure how he would feel if he came across a dead body; that 

it was something he would have to experience to find out. He exclaimed that he felt he had a 

contented relationship with death: ‘I don’t hold a lot of the stigma surrounding it and just 

treat it as just another part of life. Death is one of the few things we all have in common’. 

David told me that he supposed he would treat death/ body more clinically than emotionally, 

	
Figure	24.	Michael	Gakuran	in	Aokigahara	Forest,	Fuji,	Japan,	2016	
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that he would be far more moved by the reasons and events surrounding a body than the body 

itself. He mentioned that he would not photograph a body even if he found one: he would 

have no reason to, either for documentation or because of an interest in the subject. He 

expressed how he would consider partially photographing a body for art, such as having a 

hand or a foot in the shot, but that this was nothing he could not achieve with a living model. 

 

By far the most significant discovery, and verification of the forest’s being a suicide spot, 

was a wallet we found in a rucksack on the forest floor. It was filled with Japanese money 

totalling about 3,500 GBP. We handed the rucksack in to the local police. They were able to 

contact the family through a prescription and some medicine found inside. After the contents 

had been returned, the mother called to express her profound gratitude at learning something 

more about the disappearance of her son. He had gone missing eight months earlier after 

withdrawing a large amount of money from his bank account. He was sick and suffering from 

many conditions and had tried to commit suicide a few months earlier. They had feared the 

worst but had heard nothing since his disappearance, so to receive information that brought 

them closer to acceptance was a huge relief for them. 
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I captured the wallet in the above photograph. These are the last remains of a man who had 

presumably taken his life in the forest. The image documents his final moments in the world 

and captures this memory forever. Comments I received on this photograph pointed towards 

the sadness people felt when seeing it and hearing the story. At first glance, it is a dirty wallet 

and bag, but when you look closer you see the tablets, that the money inside is old and wet, 

and that there is clearly a story behind the image. My caption creates a story of great 

melancholy, making this image very powerful. 

 

Up until that point, we had found ourselves detached from the true sadness and the ethical 

issues surrounding suicide. It was interesting to search for and find clues of events that might 

have taken place in the forest, but I lacked a full appreciation of the far-reaching effects of 

these discoveries and the real lives touched by them. It was sobering to hear from the family 

of a potential victim and to listen to the pain in their voices as they shared their tragedy. 

	
Figure	25.	Personal	belongings	found	in	Aokigahara	Forest,	Fuji,	Japan,	2016	
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Three things stood out for David:  

[The first was a] bouquet of bright yellow flowers left by a tree-side, deep within the 
forest at the end of one of the coloured tape trails we followed. Someone had died 
here. The golden colour stood out vividly from the misty greens and earthy browns. 
The second was a solitary noose hanging from a tree branch. The third was the water-
soaked wallet filled with thousands of Japanese yen. 

(David, March 2017) 
 

These were the things he chose to point his camera at, as they told the story of his experience 

unlike anything else.  

	
Figure	26.	Checking	money	that	had	been	found,	at	the	police	station,	near	Aokigahara	
Forest,	Fuji,	Japan,	2016	
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I asked Michael about his photographs, and he responded that he did not think he had taken 

anything particularly powerful from a photographic point of view, but that the subject matter 

was very intense and that each image lent itself to telling the story of the whole experience. 

Friends to whom he has told the story have all been captivated and have wanted to see the 

images, so he thinks there is a lot of interest in the subject matter. 

 

Michael revealed that he thought death and tragedy was as valid a subject matter for 

photography as anything else, that our Western values and cultural norms have stigmatised 

death and made it a taboo subject.  He thought that the average person in many Western 

societies would be shocked or repulsed by a lot of dark tourism and its photography but, at 

the same time, would be curious to see things that were not usually exposed. On a more 

	
Figure	27.	David	Smith	in	Aokigahara	Forest,	Fuji,	Japan,	2016	
	
	



 114 

philosophical level, Michael believes that ‘sharing images of death, tragedy and despair, just 

like talking about them, could help normalise some of the death taboos and hopefully enable 

people to be more comfortable with their mortality and the circulation of such images, and 

the exposure will help make people more comfortable with these sorts of topics’.  

 

It is worth sharing these images in order to educate and to try to tear down the negative 

associations we hold regarding such places. In this example, Michael was careful not to 

romanticise the tragedy that the forest encapsulates. The local authorities are worried that 

greater exposure of the forest will draw more people here to end their lives, and Michael can 

understand their concern: ‘There is a pilgrimage-like quality in coming to the forest to die, 

one that should not be encouraged’. So, ultimately, he believes that there should be a balance.  

 

The key is to be respectful; otherwise, the stigma just gets in the way. We face death and 

tragedy regularly in many forms – film, literature, images and music. Albeit a very complex 

subject, suicide is widely studied by anthropologists. Munster discusses the vast field of 

suicide: ‘The reflexive enterprise of anthropology nevertheless aims at non-reductionist ways 

of understanding the indicative dimension of suicide’ (2015: 20). Despite its involved nature, 

one thing that remains when dealing with subjects of suicide is that it is essential to be 

respectful. 

 

Regarding the final photographs, Michael said: ‘I edited the photographs to improve the 

images and their ability to tell the things I experienced’. He enhances images to make them 

more visually powerful. 
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David communicated that he had not done anything with the photographs: ‘most of my 

photographs are stored on my hard drive. They mostly serve as memories’. They exist only as 

snapshots of his journeys, generally as keepsakes. Some are art for art’s sake. It is interesting 

to look back at the photographs, especially since many are of places that he had been to 

previously – like an asylum he often mentions. 

 

David commented that photographs of himself ‘would be purely for my personal use, most 

likely just to act as a reminder’ of his time there. The forest would be a great place to take a 

personal profile picture, if artistically done. If David were to take photographs in the forest, it 

would be because of its spectacular backdrop. It has a rich, dark, compelling history about it 

and stands out as a place of beauty. He expressed that, aesthetically, it would be wonderful 

for a modelling shoot or a cosplay one, cosplay being the custom of dressing up as characters 

from books, films or video games, initially predominantly in Japan but now spreading to 

other countries. The forest looks like something out of a Tolkien novel. David revealed: 

‘selfies are generally harmless; however, because of the reputation and common use of the 

forest, something tasteful is preferable to the usual cheesy image’. 

 

Reflecting on the whole experience, I was unable to stop thinking about the man we had 

attempted to find. We began our shoot wanting to find corpses, strangers to us. But in those 

hours inside the forest, as we searched for a dead man, we had built our own stories for him, 

from his money, the bag with his clothes, and the cigarettes he smoked before taking his last 

living breath. 

 

As I had searched, I had imagined him as an older man – wise, white-haired and haunted by 

the troubles of modern life. I know that this could be far from the truth, but as I sat on a train 
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to Kyoto, travelling away from the forest, I saw an old man flicking through printed film 

photographs; he had grey hair and took pleasure in the memories he had captured. I felt 

disappointed that we had not found the man in the forest. The material photograph is always a 

strong physical object that captures memories forever, and the lost man’s family would have 

such photographs of him. I felt very powerful emotions thinking about the man and what he 

had been through, and it made me very sad. Without the stories of those who had lost their 

lives there, it would have been just a normal forest. But these strong emotions came from the 

objects we had found and which gave life and subsequently death to that area of trees. The 

imagination can be considered as playing a large part in the feelings we have at dark tourism 

sites, especially those where the historical background is not so easily laid out for the tourist. 

 

 
Figure 28. Man on train, Fuji, Japan, 2016 
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4.4 The cost of photographing at the Varanasi cremation grounds  

I travelled to India to visit Varanasi and the river Ganges. I planned to photograph the 

cremation site there, a place considered a dark destination since many Westerners are known 

to visit it as dark tourists. Varanasi is considered attractive to dark tourists because the 

cremation grounds along the Ganges where Indian people go to cremate their loved ones can 

easily be witnessed by tourists. Singh describes how ‘most funeral-travellers confronted with 

the sight of so many pyres burning simultaneously would be mesmerised, overwhelmed and 

edgy’ (2016: 50). The experience of being there is authentic (Sharma, 2016) and tourists who 

experience the cremation site witness the acceptance and way of life that death has in the city. 

 

I was lucky enough to find Vikash, an Indian guide who would stay with me for the two 

weeks and give me valuable information about the cremation site and the people who wished 

to photograph there. I met him on my first morning in Varanasi, when I was swarmed by 

boatmen and other tour guides offering me their services, which is very typical of a city that 

relies on tourism (Doron, 2005). This took away some of the magic I expected to feel and in 

the end I sat by the edge of the River with my back to it, in the hope that no one would pester 

me anymore. Vikash came to talk to me and was not pushy and did not ask for money; in 

fact, he offered to show me places and find me a hotel for free and it was only the next day 

that I offered him money as it was clear that I would be hassled the whole time without a 

guide. He also seemed very friendly. 

 

Varanasi, also known as Banaras, is a city situated on the banks of the river Ganges in 

southeastern Utter Pradesh in northern India. It is seen as the holiest city in India and is 

known specifically as a place to which Hindus make pilgrimage. Dying here or getting 
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cremated along the banks of the Ganges in the cremation ghats – the steps that lead down to 

the holy water – allows Hindus to reach Nirvana. Varanasi is also a popular tourist 

destination and the presence of tourists is welcomed. In 2019, according to data from the 

Indian Tourism Department, Utter Pradesh welcomed the country’s largest number of 

domestic tourists with 53,58,55,162 (PTI, 2020), along with 47,45,181 foreign visitors 

(Granthshala, 2020). The tourism brings revenue to the city and visitors are welcome at the 

ghats as long as they do not take photographs (Munsters and Melkert, 2015).  

 

There are around 2,000 boatmen in Varanasi, and Doron discusses their importance in 

everyday life, explaining how ‘the boatman becomes an essential ritual specialist assisting the 

locals in the conduct of life-cycle rituals’ (2006: 2). But the boatmen also make a living from 

taking pilgrims and foreign visitors on their boats to the various sites in Varanasi and to the 

cremation grounds. The local communities thrive on this kind of tourism. Contemporary 

pilgrimage in India involves pilgrims acting in a similar way to tourists, in that they take 

tours and often visit many pilgrimage sites in one go, Varanasi being one of them (Doron, 

2005). This poses the question of whether or not visits by various people are pilgrimages 

(Kreiner, 2016). 

 

Banaras relies on tourists to give jobs to its inhabitants. And yet, tourists often complain to 

those working in the city’s tourism industry that they are constantly pushing things on them 

and trying to get them to part with their money, leaving them with a less authentic experience 

than they had imagined. Without the tourists, however, these workers would go hungry. 

Varanasi has become a must-see destination. For the Indianist and renowned anthropologist 

Jonathan P. Parry (1994), Varanasi is a city of ‘Radical Otherness’, a place so different from 

the Western world that visitors from other countries desire to experience it for themselves. 
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After a couple of days, I began my photographic journey in Varanasi. I was told that 

photography was not allowed at the cremation site, that men had been known to take cameras 

from tourists and throw them to the ground or act aggressively towards the photographers. I 

was curious to find out the reasoning behind this.  

 

Figure	29.	Vikash	Dev	Mishra	photographing	in	Varanasi,	India,	2016	
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Firstly, Vikash explained that Varanasi was one of the oldest and biggest cremation grounds 

in the world and that people liked to visit mostly because they had never seen anything like it 

– even if they had been to many cremations in their own country they had never seen them 

done in this way. In India, the culture is very accepting of death (Fernandez, Castano and 

Singh, 2010); Varanasi welcomes death and is a place where you are led to contemplate life 

as a result of being surrounded by the dead. In the Western world, , where death is 

sequestered away (Kaul, Skinner, Desmond and Fernandez, 2018), people are not used to 

seeing dead bodies in this way; they deal with death very differently and, because of this, the 

site attracts many tourists. Vikash told me: ‘It gives them a nice lesson in life to think more 

about the human being; the cremation gives education to these people, they are learning a 

lesson of life, and it diminishes the fear of death somewhat’. 

 

	
Figure	30.	Vikash	Dev	Mishra	walking	the	streets	of	Varanasi,	camera	to	hand,		
India,	2016	
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There are photographers in Varanasi who are hired to photograph the dead at the site. This 

partial commercial restriction means that tourists are not allowed to take photographs 

themselves. 

 

In the photograph above, I captured the whole of the cremation site in one image. People on 

Facebook have said that it almost looks like a painting or a photograph from centuries ago; 

like A Regatta on the Grand Canal by Canaletto, which is displayed in the National Portrait 

Gallery in London, ‘you can get lost in it’, commented Irene Mildon. I added a colour grade 

to the photograph to give it an almost cinematic quality. This is a technique that people who 

edit films use to add mood to scenes, and here it makes the photograph look very movie-like, 

with the bright sky, the smoke, and the dark colours contrasting with blasts of orange to 

create a dreamy viewpoint of the scene. From such a zoomed-out perspective you would not 

automatically know that bodies were being burned there. 

 

	
Figure	31.	At	the	cremation	grounds,	Varanasi,	India,	2016	
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I paid the cremation site owner £200 to shoot for 30 minutes – this was a lot of money – and 

a further £40 for an Aghori holy man to come to me with a skull, for me to take his portrait.  

The Aghori are a particular focus for me as a dark tourist, and other dark tourists I have 

spoken to have also shown an interest in seeing them. As the Aghori are directly associated 

with death, they live in cemeteries and at the cremation sites. They are different from Sadhus 

who are spiritual, holy men within Hinduism, for whom social obligations are removed and 

who value solidarity and religious exercise (Hausner, 2008). These holy men are in 

abundance in Varanasi and are very recognisable from how they dress. For many tourists, it is 

interesting to witness these holy men, as the way they dress and live their lives is unique.  

 

However, the Aghori form a small sect within India (Kaliff and Oestigaard, 2017). They are 

of particular interest to dark tourists because of their association with death, dying and 

cannibalism and, as a dark tourist, I wanted to seek one out. I felt very much a tourist, and it 

was clear that Aghori were very sensitive. I had to be careful to show the owner of the 

cremation ground that my intentions were good, due to the fact that, recently tourists’ 

photographs had brought dishonour to the families of the deceased and to Varanasi itself.  

 

Vikash explained that, in previous years, photographing at the cremation site had not been a 

problem and that the families did not mind so much about the bodies being photographed. 

But, because people circulated their images in the media and gave the wrong message about 

the cremations, the government had begun to restrict the photography. It was being suggested 

that putting bodies into the Ganges was repulsive and dirty, and many photographs were 

being shared in various media outlets that showed the cremations in a bad light. It was also 

recognised that these photographers were making money commercially, so the owners of the 

cremation site thought it would be reasonable to charge for the privilege of taking 
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photographs. Vikash revealed that this money was used to help poor people who could not 

necessarily afford to cremate their loved ones, so it benefitted everybody. 

 

Vikash told me that it is understood that people have different reasons for taking photographs 

at the cremation site, including commercial and personal ones. He added that he felt that 

selfies would be disrespectful unless it was the family taking one as ‘the last picture with 

their loved one as a long-time memory’. It is interesting that this connection with the body, 

which a tourist does not have, makes it acceptable to photograph it. 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

 

I have come away from my travels with a number of biographical case studies of individuals 

attracted to dark tourism sites in Asia, along with valuable knowledge about both the sites 

and photography at them. 

 

In Fukushima, and from my case study of Arkadiusz, I learnt about a professional 

photographer’s motivations to create photographs, and how documenting the area with high-

quality camera equipment was of great importance to him. So too was his desire to share his 

images with the world, to show a wider audience what had happened in the hope that such 

things would not happen again. The theme of dark tourism as a means of preventing future 

tragedies is something I will look at further in subsequent chapters. 

 

In contrast, in Aokigahara Forest, Japan, the case studies of Michael and David revealed how 

one photographer can have very different intentions from another. Here, one was focused on 

creating a story through photographs while the other was more interested in seeing the site 
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with his own eyes. The similarity between them was that they were both motivated to go to 

the forest to share an experience that would draw out emotions and leave them with a story to 

tell.  

 

In Varanasi, India, I followed Vikash Mishra on various photography trips around the city 

and the cremation site. I learnt how a different culture deals with death and how it views 

those photographing it. A key finding was that tourists taking photographs was creating a 

negative image of Varanasi in the media. Photography has been banned as a result of this. 

This is becoming more common at dark tourism locations around the world due to the 

changing visual economy around such sites. In the next chapter, I look at a case study in the 

United States and Mexico, following a number of participants across sites in these countries. I 

look in particular at the ethics of dark tourism photography and more explicitly at the ethics 

of selfies and the narcissism of taking photographs at dark tourism sites. 
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Chapter Five Mexico Case Study 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter is a detailed examination of Theo Leinad, Richard Gowen and Tommy Haskew, 

and of their dark tourism travels in Mexico. It is a photographic narrative of their exploits as 

photographers in Mexico as a piece of visual ethnography, with the theme of contrasts 

running through it and a motivation for the photographer’ eye. 

 

Themes within these case studies include photographing dark tourism as an event and 

participation at the Day of the Dead Festival; This included the motivations for visiting the 

festival and what went into planning the trip as a group of individuals living in different 

places, by using the internet to discuss the plans. Participant photographic activities and 

motivations were investigated, in particular the focus they had in capturing the event and the 

resulting photographs. The key research at this location was specifically the process from 

start to finish of preparing for the trip, capturing the photographs and how the participants felt 

about the resulting images they achieved 

 

I then move on to photography as exploitation on the Island of Dead Dolls; At a location that 

had been publicised over the internet and had become famous and desirable to visit as a result 

of photographs seen by people, we had to pay high amounts to use professional photographic 

equipment. This lead to my research taking the direction to what levels photography is 

accepted at dark tourism destinations and obstacles photographers often face when capturing 

images at these locations. 
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I continued to look at the acceptability of photograph at dark tourism sites and found that one 

in particular was actually open to photography, this was the visually shocking Mummies of 

Guanajuato, I followed my participants activities through the museum and witnessed the ease 

of creating photographs of them and the aesthetics of these photographs; creating a contrast to 

what had happened previously on the island of dead dolls. 

 

Finally, I looked at the ethics of taking photographs in the Mexican slums, focusing on the 

attraction to taking photos while partaking in slum and disaster tourism. Broaching on 

edgework as a sociological concept of elective risk taking (Lyng, 1990 & 2004) to gain more 

from an experience in the slums. I searched for contrasts within the photographs my 

participant Theo had taken and the reasons for photographing in these places. 

 

5.2 Mexico Day of the Dead Festival  

 

The visit to Mexico was organised with Tommy Haskew and Richard Gowen from the UK 

and Theo Leinad who lives in Mexico. It was planned to coincide with the Mexican Day of 

the Dead Festival, which we had all had on our photography radar for an extended time. We 

had all heard about the festival which originated around 3000 years ago (History.com Editors, 

2020) with the Aztec, Nahua & Toltec people, where they believe on the 1st and 2nd 

November the dead returned to the world for a celebration with the living (Spears, 2019). We 

had all seen the costumes and traditions of the festival through photos, films and on the 

internet and it was something we wanted to experience. We all particularly liked celebrating 

Halloween, which is a Western version celebrated around the same time, which started as a 

Celtic festival of Samhain, which evolved into a night about horror, dressing up in scary 

costumes and remembering the dead (Rogers, 2002). 
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The World Wide Web enables robust networks to form around the world, interconnecting in a 

simplified way. It was easy to talk to the members of the trip using the Internet, even though 

we were not physically near each other and could not meet in person, we all shared common 

interests and we appreciated the same style of aesthetics in the places we would choose to 

photograph. It took months to plan precisely how we would prepare for the trip, as there were 

various other dark tourism sites in Mexico that we wanted to see and photograph too, but we 

communicated throughout this time and were able to plan as a team. 

 

Theo is a follower of my photography work who had contacted me to say that if I were to 

visit Mexico, he would like to join me on my travels. He mentioned that his primary 

motivation was to pick up photography tips from the people involved, acquire new skills and, 

hopefully, produce photographs to share the experience with others. Social media, as it 

becomes more popular, alters the type of social contact we have with others, and it is 

astonishing that people can be linked through an interest (in this case photography and dark 

tourism sites) and meet up with people from all around the world.  

 

Richard, Tommy and I had initially met on the Internet; it is quite easy as a dark tourism 

photographer to find like-minded individuals using social media. There are various groups 

and pages, and it is easy to organise group meetings and expeditions. One such group on 

Facebook is Dark Tourism Photography – www.facebook.com/groups/792587657446751/ – 

where more than 1,000 members post photographs and share information about dark tourism 

sites. 

 

To arrange a group to share a few hours or even many days exploring places in which they 

have a mutual interest is very easy now, and photography and an interest in dark tourism 
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brought Richard, Tommy and I together to plan this trip. A tour like this takes a lot of 

planning and research, but ours was done with a good division of labour. In my experience, 

an initial shortlist of potential dark tourism places to visit is generated and agreed on by all 

parties, then one person sorts, researches and finds their exact locations. 

 

Research is imperative, to find out whether the sites are accessible and, more importantly, 

whether you are allowed to take photographs, as this is the main goal of going. Between us 

there was a unifying sense that if you were unable to take a photograph, there was no point in 

going, and with no documentation the reliance of memory was not enough to fuel our desire 

to go. Someone will also need to arrange flights, hotels, visas and, in this case, vaccinations. 

Again, in addition, the decisions about photographic equipment, cameras, lenses, tripods and 

lighting needed to be made in advance, as each type of site has its own requirements. 

 

Our main target, while in Mexico, was to visit the Day of the Dead Festival: Mexicans get 

together on two days of the year, at the start of November, to celebrate the dead (Brandes, 

2006). Different cultures deal with dying and death in varying ways, and in the Western 

world little is taught about it. It is rare for death to be celebrated in the way the Mexicans do 

on these days, so it is a unique thing to witness (Norget, 2005).  

 

In Mexico they celebrate the Day of the Dead by practising various traditions and rituals 

circling around life and death (Arredondo & Casillas, 2019), these include creating decorated 

alters at the graves, to include bright oranges and purples including flowers, candles, personal 

possessions and are often very vibrant and extravagant looking. On November 1st, the 

deceased are offered things like cigarettes, alcohol, sweet bread (Pan de Muerto) and 

marigolds as the Mexicans believe this flower guides the souls of the dead back to the living 
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during these days, deceased children are offered sweets and toys. Graveside vigils are held 

and is one of the iconic traditions of the festival. During the time leading up to the festival 

families clean the graves to respect their dead 

 

Sugar skulls have become a symbol for the festival, they are either made by hand and 

decorated or bought, the names of the deceased are often written on them in icing. Also Pan 

de Muerto (bread of the dead) is a tradition to eat made from orange flavoured sweet bread 

with a coating of sugar. Calacas are decorated figures that look like skeletons dresses in 

traditional Mexican dresses and are also displayed. People also apply face paint and wear 

similar colourful outfits during the festival as Catrinas.  

 

Richard, Tommy and I decided to join in the celebration by getting face paint and dressing up 

in the famous ‘Día De Los Muertos’ costume on the first day. Although our focus was to take 

photographs and document the events, we did not want this to prevent us from being part of 

them as well. The makeup and celebration side to the festival is important to the Mexicans, 

and so we wanted to join in to get the best understanding of it that we could. 
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Most dark tourism destinations are places rather than events, so this was quite unusual – a 

dark event so to speak. It is not necessarily about visiting a site associated with death, but an 

event that is created as something that can be captured in a photograph, one that can never be 

replicated, as the next year’s event will be different (Skinner, 2012). The festival has become 

more popular to tourists, especially due to representation of the festival in films (Kingma, 

2019) such as Disney-Pixar Coco (2017) and James Bond Spectre (2015).  

 

Tommy felt that it was good to get a different cultural perspective on death and to take part in 

the whole spectacle. Dark tourism, as with most tourism, is a very visual practise; there is a 

substantial overlap between tourism and visual culture, and the whole pictorial aspect of this 

as an event made it easy to document and create photographs of the occasion. 

 

We used the Internet to research the best location to be in for the festival, discovering a few 

places we could go to that would be interesting to photograph. A couple of days before the 

	
Figure	32.	Richard	Gowen,	Getting	Day	of	the	Dead	makeup	for	the	Mexican	
festival,	Mexico,	2016	
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event, our apartment owner suggested that we go to Misquic cemetery in San Andres 

Mixquic in the borough of Tláhuac, Mexico City; it was on our Internet shortlist, so we 

decided that this was where we would go. The village and cemetery is famous in Mexico City 

during the Day of the Dead festival on the 1st and 2nd November each year It was a huge 

festival, with street stalls of food and other things for sale and, as a lead-up to the event, all 

the graves were decorated and then candles were lit in the evening. Mexicans often prepare 

for the celebration up to a couple of months in advance. 

 

Richard described how he was very excited on arrival; we were dropped at the end of a big 

street market, with lots of bright colours and banners across the street, many people around 

and a great atmosphere. He wanted to soak up the culture and get some great shots of the 

festival and of the locals going about their celebrations without his getting in the way. He 

struggled with the language barrier when trying to communicate with people he was taking 

photos of, but it was easy to get shots using gestures. 
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When photographing an event, whether a party, a wedding, a sports event or a social 

occasion, the technical challenges absorb a large amount of your concentration. This often 

leads you to become more detached, as you focus on getting the shot you want. There is no 

similar or equivalent event in the UK and, although many countries celebrate Halloween 

around the same date, this festival is unique. We knew we probably would not get the chance 

to attend again, so we became very focused on getting the shots we wanted to remember it by 

and for others to see as well. 

 

Tommy’s favourite shot was that of a family gathered around a graveside at night, lit by 

candlelight. It was a tender, intimate moment. They were burning a lot of copal – a charcoal 

	
Figure	33.	Richard	Gowen,	Tommy	Haskew,	Day	of	the	Dead	
Festival,	Mexico,	2016	
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tree sap and bark incense that gives off a lot of smoke. The combination of the faces being lit 

by candlelight, the smoke and the rain give the photograph a fantastic cinematic feel. It was 

an incredibly hard shot to get due to the rain, crowds and lack of light, but Tommy was happy 

that he had made the extra effort to achieve such an emotional and impactful shot. 

 

Often photographers at such sites go far beyond their comfort zone, energy and capabilities, 

pushing themselves to get the perfect shot. It was hard to manoeuvre around the cemetery due 

to the graves being so close together and lots of people wandering around. Many other 

photographers and people from the media were covering the event, including some Western 

tourists. We were stopped by a Mexican newsreader team to film an interview on what we 

thought of the festival. The event is a big thing due to how visual it is, and many people were 

taking photographs, both professionally and for memories. 

 

Even though this event is about death, it is a cultural celebration (Brandes, 1998), and the 

images created have an aesthetic beauty to them. When Tommy showed his photographs to 

an audience on his Facebook photography page, which attracts viewers from around the 

world, he received comments that they looked peaceful, striking, otherworldly and surreal. 

 

We spent four to five hours walking around the cemetery. It was a scorching day, so we had 

to take shelter and get plenty of drinks and food. As the light started to fade, we made a 

photographic decision as a group to climb onto the back wall of the cemetery. We knew that 

many people would try to get this vantage point and we gained ours before all the spots on 

the wall were taken. The candles were lit at around 7pm and being on the wall gave us the 

height to capture the whole cemetery in one photo, so that we could show the whole scene. 

Although we had created close-up shots within the cemetery throughout the day, to tell the 
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story of the day, we agreed that we wanted to fit the whole cemetery into one photograph 

when they were lighting the candles, to capture the entire atmosphere of the celebration. 

 

A lightning storm hit while we were on the wall and, although we got soaked, we sat it out to 

get the shots we wanted. We had to keep our equipment covered with umbrellas and 

makeshift protectors made out of plastic bags. We had come to Mexico to see this, and if the 

families decorating the graves were going to continue we were not going to stop taking 

photographs and leave when the images were there to be taken. 

 

The photograph below is one I created of an old lady holding an umbrella with rain pouring 

all around her. The lighting is very dark, and she is lit only by candles as she sits over a 

grave, seemingly in deep thought. The smoke from the candles evokes a dramatic, eerie and 

moody atmosphere. I edited the photo to retain this ambience, to show the feeling I had while 

witnessing the event. 

	
Figure	34.	Richard	Gowen,	Misquic	Cemetery	at	the	Day	of	the	Dead	
Festival,	Mexico,	2016	
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Richard’s aim was to photograph the locals going about the celebrations, including their 

making up the graves with flowers, the children dressed up in their costumes and the vibrant 

colours. His favourite photograph was of a family standing around a grave setting up 

beautiful flowers and a young girl there with a large kitchen knife. The knife had something 

like a seven-inch blade and she had it grasped in her hand with her finger gently touching the 

tip. Richard managed to capture this as she looked around at him in apparent annoyance, 

while her parents looked on and smiled. Aesthetically, this was his favourite image, because 

such a little girl holding such a big knife was contrasted with her Mexican family laughing 

and joking behind here while dressing the grave in flowers. They did not seem bothered, as 

the day was a celebration. Richard likes contrasts in his work, and this worked well.  

 

Our main goal was to capture the feeling of the event; we were not afraid to push ourselves to 

get shots of a unique celebration of death. Very similar to my favourite photograph that I took 

	
Figure	35.	Day	of	the	Dead	Festival,	Mexico,	2016	
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at the festival, Tommy’s favoured photographs were those he took that had an atmosphere, 

smoke, darkness and a sense of strong mood. 

  
Figure 36. Day of the Dead Festival, Mexico, 2016. Photo by Tommy Haskew 
 

He had spent hours walking around the cemetery looking for photographs that portrayed the 

mood of the night, this was his favourite for capturing the festival as it included the flowers, 

smoke and a grave that are associated with the night. But the woman’s emotions are that of 

strong contemplation and thought, amongst the smoke, it creates a very powerful photograph. 

These emotional characteristics in a photograph make it successful and interesting for the 

viewer, in that they can get a good sense of the atmosphere of the night. 

 

5.3 Photography Exploitation on the Mexican Island of Dead Dolls  

 

In Mexico, there is an island where a young girl died and soon afterwards, dolls started to 

appear there. It is called the Island of Dead Dolls (La Isla de las Muñecas), is situated   
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in the channels of Xochimilco, south of the centre of Mexico City, near to the Estadio 

Azteca football stadium, is a chinampa of the Laguna de Teshuilo, it is one of the main 

attractions of the waterways. The island is full of dolls, with a dark story drawing tourists to 

it’s shores. Richard wanted to visit the island, as it was unique and he had seen photographs 

of it before and loved the haunted, creepy atmosphere he saw in them and wanted to create 

similar photographs for himself. So we decided to plan to see it with our own eyes and then 

show it to others, who could not see it directly, through our images. 

 

On the day we chose to visit, Richard, Tommy, Theo and I took a taxi to Xochimilco where a 

trajinera, which is a Mexican colourfully painted boat, would lead us to the island, which was 

about a two-hour journey. We paid a man a fee to take us, which would cover our entry to the 

island. On our way, we took photographs of ourselves as a group. This is a regular occurrence 

on trips, as although we are there to capture the locations we visit, we also like to capture 

memories of being there together. 

 

	
Figure	37.	The	author,	Tommy	Haskew,	Richard	Gowen,	Theo	Leinad	about	to	
board	a	boat	on	to	the	Island	of	Dead	Dolls,	Mexico,	2016	
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On arrival at the island, we saw that there were hundreds of dolls, some of which have been 

there for years, in varying states of decay. The dolls and the decay on the island created a 

unique experience. 

 

Richard was very excited; he said that the island looked scary. He wanted to explore and get 

as many shots as he could, to be able to show people that it was real. His favourite shot was 

one of himself, as he thought it amazing that he was there. He had always dreamed of going 

there, and the photograph both proved to others that he had been there and acted as a lasting 

memory for himself. The attraction was to take his own photograph in this popular location, 

even though so many had done so before, but this was because it was a popular image and he 

wanted to create his own version. 

 

Problems arose after we had been photographing on the island for half an hour, when its 

guardian, who had previously not been there, arrived. Photography was not prohibited, but 

we found out that professional photography, i.e. with the tripods we was using to capture the 

	
Figure	38.	Theo	Leinad,	on	boat	going	to	Island	of	Dead	Dolls,	Mexico,	2016	
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photographs, was with extra cost and expensive, and this soured the whole experience. The 

man saw using a tripod as professional photography as it is a professional piece of equipment 

used to create better quality photographs. The tripod keeps the camera free from movement, 

resulting in a sharper image in the end, thus a more professional looking photograph. 

 

Even though the man who had brought us to the island had not told us anything about this, we 

were told we had to pay a lot more, but we managed to barter as we felt we were being 

exploited. When they had agreed to our price for using the tripods, they allowed us an extra 20 

minutes, so it was clear that the rules had been invented on the spot. 

 

	
Figure	39.	Collection	of	camera	equipment	used	while	visiting	the	Island	of	
Dead	Dolls,	Mexico,	2016	
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Sites have different rules on photography. Since the advent of the camera-phone era, many 

places find it hard to enforce rules when practically so may tourists own a camera, and 

especially when they are small enough to be unseen in many cases. One example is 

photographing Geisha’s in Koyoto Japan, it became a law, with penalties of large fines to not 

photograph them, but it is very hard to enforce the law, even with surveyance cameras, 

simply because there are so many tourists with cameras (Barrell, 2020). Some places, 

however, have different rules for professional photographers or those using professional 

equipment. There are also many places, including museums, for example, the Sistine Chapel 

(Sistine Chapel, no date) and the Van Gogh Museum (Van Gogh Museum, no date), that ban 

photography, including the use of camera phones (Zagorsky, 2016). This is for a variety of 

reasons, including security, copyright, viewer enjoyment, damage to exhibits due to camera 

flash, and loss of revenue, as people will spend less in the gift shop. But the rules at these 

places are set out before you enter; we thought it unfair that we had set out on a six-hour 

round trip to take photographs and had not been made aware that we would not be able to use 

tripods without paying a very large fee. 

 

The other obstacle we had while photographing on the island was that the sun was very bright 

that day, so it was hard when shooting the dolls as although they looked horrific and creepy, 

it was hard for us to try to make the images dark and scary-looking as we envisaged for our 

photographs. The sun was altering what we were seeing, distorting reality to make the 

familiar strange. The sun was also very hot and it was hard being in this relentless heat and 

glare. It was strange because normally you associate creepy places with darkness, but this 

was a blisteringly hot day with no clouds, which turned something that would be creepy at 

dusk into something surreal instead.  
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The main problem was that the sunlight on the day was harsh, and the shadows were 

dreadful. If we had been snapping away with no intention of the photographs being of a 

professional level, these conditions would not have been a problem. But because we wanted 

the photographs to be good quality, issues arose because of both the cost of shooting with a 

tripod and the lighting conditions on the island. Problems like this often emerge for 

professional photographers; it can be frustrating, but it also creates a challenge which in turn 

can make the process of capturing the images more stimulating and exciting. 

 

There were a large number of dolls on the island, and how they were displayed was very 

disturbing. We were there to take spooky photographs of the dolls, to show people who had 

never seen the island that they existed. The images we took added to the memorialisation of 

the death of the child by extending its audience to people who could not see the island with 

their own eyes. 

 

I asked the other photographers what people had thought about the images they had taken. Theo 

replied that he had uploaded them on social media and people had said that they were very 

interested in going to the island and had asked him how to get there and how much it cost. 

Ironically the guardian was making it so difficult to take the photographs that essentially would 

create more business for him in the long run.  

 

Tommy’s favourite photo was a macro shot of a dirty doll’s head, with a spider nesting in the 

eye socket, which he had taken in a darkened area on the island that was cast in shadow. If 

we had not paid the extra fee to use a tripod, the photo would have come out blurry as a result 

of the darkness needing a longer shutter speed and his hand not being steady enough to hold 

the camera for the amount of time needed for the exposure. Tommy said that when he had 
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shown some of the photographs to the girl he was dating they had made her cry a bit and she 

had said that she had no wish to visit such a sad and creepy place. This fits with the 

masculinity of dark tourism, as an example of how men visit these locations more than 

women because the latter feel more emotional about seeing such sad things. The story behind 

the photographs was a strong and expressive one, and for some people the photographs were 

too sad and unnerving. Richard had shown selfies he had taken on the island and people 

could not believe it was real; he was happy, therefore, that he had seen something others 

would normally not witness. 

 

5.4 The visually shocking Mexican mummies 

 

Another location we were fascinated to visit was the Mummies of Guanajuato in Mexico. 

With around 100 mummified bodies, mainly upright in glass cases, it has been dubbed one of 

the world’s most shocking museums. As photographers, Tommy, Richard, Theo and I were 

interested in capturing these mummies, as they were certainly very unusual and more visually 

striking than anything most people are used to seeing in their everyday life. The attraction is 

one of the most popular in the country, and what was fascinating was that families visited 

with their children, who also seemed absorbed in the mummies and not scared by their visual 

presence.  

 

In the 1870s, the government forced a tax on anybody who wanted to remain to care for the 

graves of families who had been buried during the long-ago cholera epidemic. Any bodies for 

which the tax was not paid were unearthed and deposited in a storeroom, and the townspeople 

were stunned to see that these bodies were extraordinarily well preserved. 
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Curiosity developed about the warehouse where these mummies were being kept and people 

began to visit the cemetery to get a sight of the macabre mummies inside. As popularity 

grew, people were charged to go inside, and it became a museum.   

 

The cost of entry to the museum was $50.00 pesos We were asked to pay an extra $30.00 

pesos to use a camera and tripod; I think this was leverage for the museum to get more 

money, but it was not such a huge amount as on the Island of Dead Dolls. So many 

photographs exist of the mummies now; questions of ethics no longer come into play when 

photographs are readily available all over social media.  

 

The museum curators display the mummies in the most gruesome way possible. In the 

photograph below, you can see how the twisted bodies are lit up with spot-lighting, which 

emphasises the ghastly details. Visually, every crease in the skin and clothes was picked up 

by our cameras. This kind of display adds to the aesthetics of the photo, the extra textures 

	
Figure	40.	Theo	Leinad	taking	handheld	photographs	of	the	Mummies	of	
Guanajuato,	Mexico,	2016	
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from the harsh lighting on the clothing and twisted bodies providing a surreal aesthetic, 

which is horrifying but ‘compelling’ and ‘dramatic’. Texture being a significant element of 

how a photograph looks, these added textures bring to it a new dimension (Peterson, 2012). 

People who viewed these photos on social media were more shocked by them than by some 

of my other dark tourism ones, mainly because it is very unusual to see bodies displayed in 

this way. I received comments such as from Jessica Haven: ‘I’ve never seen anything like it 

before. It’s really quite disturbing. I don’t think I could view them in real life’, and ‘Wow, 

that’s really very cool. We don’t have anything like that here. I’d love to go see them. The 

bodies almost don’t look real’ from Ryan Sim. 

 

Tommy rather excitedly got his 100mm macro lens out for these shots, a lens that enables 

you to take large-scale photographs of the details of objects. He was happy with these 

images, as the lens captured every crease and texture within the mummies so that instead of 

	
Figure	41.	Mummies	of	Guanajuato,	Mexico,	2016	
	
	



 145 

having to explain to people what it was like, he could show them the photographs and they 

would see for themselves.  

 

Not only us, but many others enthusiastically created photographs of the mummies: I asked 

what looked like a 10-year-old Mexican girl, who was visiting as a tourist, why she had taken 

a photograph and she replied that it was because she had never seen anything like it before, 

that she was not scared and that her mum and dad had told her it was fun to take photographs 

of interesting things. She liked taking photographs of the mummies so that she could show 

them to her friends. I find it remarkable that such a young girl was not scared of the bodies. 

In Mexico children are brought up celebrating the dead at the Day of the Dead Festival, they 

are perhaps more accepting of death and dead bodies than children in Europe and North and 

the USA. 

	
Figure	42.	Tommy	Haskew	and	Richard	Gowen	taking	
photographs	using	a	tripod	of	the	Mummies	of	Guanajuato,	
Mexico,	2016	
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Theo, Richard and Tommy enjoyed the experience of being inside the museum. It had been 

an eight-hour road trip to see the mummies, but they said it had been worth it, as the 

experience of photographing them was exciting – they had never seen anything like it in their 

lives. I asked whether they would have gone there if they had not been able to take 

photographs, and they replied that they would, but that the process of creating the images 

made the experience much better and more worthwhile, as they were able to create a lasting 

memory of the trip, extending the experience from just a couple of hours to a lifetime. 

 

The fact that the museum let photographers take photographs was a bonus, and the mummies 

had been so well lit that Theo, Richard and Tommy were particularly happy with their 

images. What was even better was that tripods were allowed; they are usually prohibited in 

dark tourism locations and it is always difficult to take images without a tripod when a place 

is so dark. The use of the tripod meant that the photographs came out in focus and, instead of 

	
Figure	43.	Little	girl	photographing	the	Mummies	of	Guanajuato	with	a	
smartphone,	Mexico,	2016	
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worrying about getting underexposed and blurry images, the focus was on composition. It 

was hard at times, as a large number of tourists were passing through due to the popularity of 

the museum, but it was just a case of trying not to get in the way. 

 

The experience of taking photographs in the museum was a good one for the group; without 

the typical restrictions we were able to capture this dark tourism location in the way we had 

hoped. I was interested in moving my research on to the USA in the following weeks so that I 

could gather information from a different culture and see how different cultures reacted to 

photography at dark tourism locations. 

 

5.5 Slum tourism and the aesthetics of poverty 

 

Whether visiting slums is classed as dark tourism is debatable. Scholars have frequently 

discussed whether this activity can be grouped under dark tourism, whether there is no 

connection, or whether there is an overlap (Stone, 2006). Lennon and Foley (2000) write 

about what dark tourism is and compare its different threads, which include dark tourism sites 

associated with death and tragedy but also war tourism, slum tourism (Frenzel, 2016) and 

disaster tourism. Slum tourism is about visiting a site of tragedy and misfortune; however, the 

people living there are very much alive. It is debatable whether slum tourism photography is 

acceptable, especially media coverage selling famine and war. There are strong ethics 

attached to this kind of tourism. It can be perceived as voyeuristic and it has been heavily 

condemned (Blau, 2018). The difference between these two types of tourism is that dark 

tourism mainly focuses on death and tragedy that has happened in the past and slum tourism 

in the present; like photographing at the Day of the Dead Festival in Mexico, it is somewhat 

more of an event than a viewing of history. My main reason for believing that it is essential to 
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photograph in slums is to raise the issue of whether it is actually right to be doing so, but as 

not everyone will see this in a positive way I proceeded with caution. 

 

My first attempt to photograph in a slum was in Manila, Philippines. This was unsuccessful. 

Later, I visited Dharavi slum in Mumbai, India, with Theo Leinad and then Neza Chalco Itza 

in Mexico, again with Theo and also with Richard Gowen and Tommy Magpie. 

 

I first emailed Smokey Tours, a company operating in Manila, Philippines, to enquire about 

their advertised tour in the Manila slum. On the website it states that there is a ‘strict NO 

CAMERA policy on this tour’, asserting that they are trying to be ‘ less intrusive as possible 

and at the same time to minimize any discomfort our tours can cause to the locals’ 

(www.smokeytours.com). 

 

I asked if they could make an exception, as I would be creating a blog and showing these 

places in a positive light, and they asked for more details of my intentions. They stated: ‘I 

hope you understand the necessary precaution since dealing with a sensitive issue towards 

society’. After they had reviewed my website, their final reply was: ‘We have visited your 

website, and you make great pictures, although we are not convinced that your vision shares 

ours. We want to inspire our guests and show them that you do not have to be rich to be happy. 

Life in the slums is hard, but people are happy and we don’t want to support a grim vision of 

poverty’.  

 

I was disappointed that I had been rejected, but I also respected the rule and the reasons for no 

photography; although they failed to see that my true intention was positive, I am glad they 
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stuck to their policy. The tours showed tourists the harsh realities of the slums in Manila, but 

not in an exploitative way. 

 

As a female with expensive equipment, I did not feel safe going into the slum alone, so on 

this occasion I chose not to visit. As slums are poverty-ridden places, the question arose 

whether it was worth risking theft and/or injury for the sake of a photograph. There is 

somewhat of a thrill for me and my fellow participants to live life on the edge, the concept of 

edgework and the action of voluntary risk taking to gain higher ‘emotional intensity’ (Lyng, 

2004), especially when creating photographs. We constantly go out of our comfort zone and 

take risks for heightened experiences (Lyng, 1990); as Theo Leinad said in one of our 

conversations, it makes the process of creating the photographs more exciting, and an 

adventure, because without the thrill, the act of photographing these places may not be as fun 

or worth doing. 

 

For some, slum tourism (Frenzel & Koens, 2012) is attractive because of the risk you take to 

create photographs, and that was a strong reason I, and the people I ended up taking 

photographs in the slums, found it exciting to be there. While in the slum in Mexico, Richard 

Gowen said that he enjoyed being there and taking photographs because it almost felt as though 

he should not be there and that he had an experience, that made him thankful for the life he 

lived. He felt special, in that he was able to capture a place where few of his friends would go 

and could give an insight into the slums to the viewers of his photographs.  

 

Similarly, to slum tourism, disaster tourism, where people also seek such living experiences 

such as post New Orleans Katarina hurricane in 2005, residents and tourists returned very 

quickly to a state heavily damaged by the hurricane (Robbie, 2008). Tourists became attracted 
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to the area; it became a hotspot for disaster tourism. This attention was both welcomed as it 

created money to help fix the damage that had been done. But also, was criticised as 

disrespectful by residents living there. (Pezzullo, 2010). During my research I found strong 

similarities to both slum and disaster tourism, in that they were not dealing with deaths or 

tragedies that had happened a long time ago, but people living in poverty as a result of disasters 

or impoverishment. 

 

I was to meet with Theo in Mumbai, India, to visit the Dharavi slum over two days. Given 

my first failed attempt at taking photographs inside a slum, I wanted company, and he was 

interested to see what a slum was like, even though he lived in Mexico he had not visited one. 

I did not want to come across as voyeuristic, by which I mean that I did not want to appear as 

if I was in the slum merely to enjoy seeing others in pain or distress; this was not the reason I 

was there, even though the nature of slum tourism may be seen as exploitative. Add to that 

the fact that you are going to a place of poverty and top it off with the desire to take 

photographs and you have a significant moral dilemma as to whether this kind of tourism is 

acceptable. My reason for being there was to take photographs and create a more positive 

narration about life in the slum. I wanted to try to be as respectful as possible by asking 

people before taking photographs and in general trying to create images of people smiling, to 

show life in the slum in a positive way. Even though this was a place of poverty, people were 

happy to be photographed and showed us warmth and happiness. There was a strong contrast 

therefore in my photographs between the poverty and happiness that I was meet with when 

visiting the slums and this is what makes the images successful. 
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It is questionable why people would want to create images in a place of poverty, in a study on 

the Kibera slum in Nairobi, Kenya Chene and Andanje write that ‘Observing residents’ life 

style and taking photographs were identified as major tourist activities in Kibera slum’ (p.94) 

so there is an obvious attraction to taking photos. I asked Theo who feels that such places 

have a general look that is pleasing to the eye, with colours and texture we are not used to in 

everyday life. The scenes may not look picturesque in the ordinary sense of a tourist 

photograph – there may not be beautiful sun-filled beaches and magnificent sites captured in 

the frames. Instead, the unique and interesting contrasts found within, provides the draw in 

photographs taken in slums. It is not people necessarily wanting to exploit others; in the same 

way as photographers like to capture palaces and extravagant buildings created by the rich, 

the slums also hold an interesting aesthetic – it is like witnessing how the other side lives. 

	
Figure	44.	Dharavi	Slum,	Mumbai,	India,	2016,	taken	by	Theo	Leinad	
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Curiosity leads us to these places and, once there, it is often a natural tourist feeling to create 

photographs, to remember the experience. 

 

In the photograph below, a young girl holds her baby sister and leans in to kiss her, this was a 

simple and natural act of love and in one second, I captured it. The contrast is striking 

between the surrounding dull-coloured rubbish, old wooden doors and tattered curtains and 

the bright colours the children are wearing and the sunlight touching the girl’s hair, which 

brings a glowing light into the frame. Inside the slums, I was sad that these people had to live 

in such poverty, but I saw a lot of happiness, such as that which I captured in this photograph, 

and this is what I wanted to show. It was not about showing the slums as a terrible place to 

be, but about displaying how I witnessed happiness and love within them. 

 

 

 

	
Figure	45.	Dharavi	Slum,	Mumbai,	India,	2016	
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5.6 Conclusion  

 

While in Mexico visiting the Day of the Dead Festival, the Island of Dead Dolls and the 

Mummies of Guanajuato, I looked at how the Internet brought dark tourism photographers 

together and how they research and prepare for places to visit. 

 

We planned the Mexico trip around the Day of the Dead Festival, so I could observe my 

participants. Travelling as a group allowed me to interview and observe Richard Gowen, 

Tommy Haskew and Theo Leinad. The world wide web allowed us to connect and make 

plans with ease, this technology allowing us to meet in a location away from our home 

country. With the mutual interest of photography and this being the main reason for our trip, 

we came together to create photographs together, learn from each other and experience 

photographing at a dark tourism event and getting involved with all cultural aspects, my 

participants had a clear motivation to capture photographs. I witnessed the satisfaction my 

participants felt from capturing the photographs they had spent so long planning and had put 

the effort into achieving. 

 

At the Island of Dead Dolls (La Isla de las Muñecas) I explored the exploitation of 

photographers at sites, due to owners making us pay a lot of money to take photographs that 

were considered professional, due to using professional equipment and how this in turn 

actually created a negative effect on the tourism to the area as it is the photos that draw the 

tourists to the island. The differing rules at dark tourism locations and how the 

photographer’s experience is altered when you are allowed to take photographs.  
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I then researched the opposite, where at the Mummies of Guanajuato you was able to pay a 

small fee and photograph with no restrictions and observed how the experience of my 

participants was a much better one as a result of them having the freedom to create 

photographs as their intention for visiting that locations. In conclusion, I feel dark tourism 

sites should observe that photography is a large part of the experience for many tourists and 

by giving them more freedom, it can in turn create more promotion for the site through the 

sharing of their photographs and also a better tourist experience then when they were 

restricted.  

 

I visited various slums and explored whether photography is appropriate or exploitative in 

such areas and how I took precautions to not act unethically in these places. I discovered 

there is a sociological concept about deliberate exposure to risk and difference in life, that 

also fuelled these dark tourist photographers to visit the slums (Lyng, 1990). 

 

I observed from the photographs myself and my participant Theo Leinad  had taken on our 

visits that the aesthetics of the images can be attractive despite the poverty as often contrasts 

used in photography can result in pleasing imagery, that create a lot of emotion for the 

viewer, this has become a strong reason why tourists want to capture photographs here.  

Studying these participants during my ethnographic research in Mexico by way of 

observations and interviews was useful to extend findings on these subjects.  I will extend 

these results  further in the following chapters. 
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Chapter Six Europe Case Study 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, I use Ben Gwayne as my leading case-study participant. On a 19-day trip with 

him around Europe, through Germany, Switzerland, Austria and Czech Republic and meeting 

various people along the way, I research several dark tourism photography subjects.  

 

I look at the morals and feelings involved in photographing at concentration camps in 

Germany with Ben Gwayne. Ben’s main focus for the trip was photography, including his 

process from preparation to the capturing of photographs and what he did with them 

afterwards, in terms of editing and sharing with others. 

 

I then write about the unique experience of observing Ben Gwayne and Christian Boss 

photographing in a pathology department in Switzerland. I cover topics including the 

difficulty of photographing in such places and what draws photographers to capturing such 

images. 

 

With Ben Gwayne and Christian Boss, I visited the jewelled skeletons found in various 

churches in Switzerland. I focus my attention in this section on observing their techniques for 

photographing the skeletons when challenges arose regarding capturing the photographic 

quality they wanted to achieve. 
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6.2 Making a collection of dark tourism photographs on a road trip through Europe  

 

When visiting dark tourism sites, it is easy to group with like-minded photographers as there 

are many people interested in such places. I wanted to research in Europe, as I wished to 

cover all parts of the world in my observations, and Western views on subjects to do with 

death are different from those in other parts of the world. I asked Ben Gwayne if he would 

join me for this trip. I knew he liked taking photographs at unusual sites, through 

conversations we had had via social media. Although I had met him for only one evening 

before our 19-day road trip, we had chatted extensively on Facebook in the lead-up to the trip 

and had bonded over shared interests.  

 

The idea for the trip formed when Ben and I met up in a pub in Manchester, UK. We were 

discussing my work, and he said that he would love to join me on one of my outings. When I 

mentioned the road trip around Europe and the need for a group to go with, he responded: 

Count me in. I need an adventure like that in my life, as I haven’t photographed 
anything that interesting for a very long time. When you have more concrete plans, let 
me know, as I’d love to be a part of it and would love to help in any way I can. 

(Ben, October 2015) 
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Together, we marked up a map of Europe with many dark tourism locations. We decided we 

would go through Germany, Switzerland, Austria and Czech Republic, as there were famous 

dark tourism sites in these countries and also a few that not so many people knew about. We 

had done a lot of research on the Internet to find out which were the most popular sites in 

these countries. In this, we found useful a number of online articles and a forum that included 

many dark tourism sites around the world. One site in particular – ‘a comprehensive guide to 

travel to “Dark Tourism” destinations worldwide’, which covers some 800 places in 108 

different countries – is www.dark-tourism.com. With increasing numbers of such websites 

and articles appearing online, the popularity of dark tourism is growing, and the more people 

see photographs of these places and hear about them, the more they want to go. The sites 

work to fuel travel with both the imagination and reality. It is interesting that others’ images 

are not enough; one has to have one’s own. I believe that over the coming years dark tourism 

will grow even more in popularity, and more forums will be formed and specialist groups of 

	
Figure	46.	Ben	Gwayne	at	Brno	Ossuary,	Kutna	Hora,	Czech	Republic,	2016	
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dark tourism travellers and photographers organised. This is an example of niche tourism – 

differentiated travel in a postmodern semiotic-driven era (MacLeod, 2003). 

 

Ben and I chose some locations over others due to the potential of creating better photographs 

in places that had large visual elements to their display. There was a feeling that we wanted to 

collect as many sites as possible, and Ben mentioned that it was exciting to be going on a 

‘dark tourism photograph treasure hunt’. We would meet up with other dark tourists along the 

way so that I could observe their activities also at the locations. One of these was Christian 

Boss, a man who lived in Switzerland and had been following my photography work for a 

few years. He had expressed an interest in meeting up, and together we visited jewelled 

skeletons and a pathology department in Switzerland.  

 

We also met up with Stephan and Julia Baumann, who I had previously talked to on 

Facebook, to see crypts in Austria. Stefan likes to visit abandoned locations and unique 

places that are off the beaten track. We spent three days with them both, checking out 

abandoned places, crypts and ossuaries in Austria. Finally, we spent a day with Jakub Dino 

Hodr visiting crypts and the Church of Ghosts in Czech Republic.  

 

Ben’s main reason for going on the trip was to take photographs. He had never been to 

Europe solely for this purpose, and he was also interested in the subject of dark tourism. He 

told me:  

I wanted to document the places and share the stories of places with others; if I 
couldn’t take my camera I wouldn’t actually go on the trip. It’s mainly because, 
although I am very interested in the history of the places, I am a photographer and 
creating photographs is my passion. Without the element of being able to capture the 
places I have seen and sharing them with others I don’t think the experience would be 
as fulfilling. 

(Ben, June 2016) 
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Most often, taking photographs is a way of accumulating memories and heightening the 

experience; when photography is involved it gives a new purpose to a trip, which becomes 

less of a vacation and more of a trip with a commitment. In her book On Photography, Susan 

Sontag (1977), writes: ‘A way of certifying experience, taking photographs is also a way of 

refusing it – by limiting experience to a search for the photogenic, by converting experience 

into an image, a souvenir’. (p.177)  Sociologist John Urry (2002) observes in his  theory of 

the ‘tourist gaze’, wherein tourists can choose to record a site or not, that tourists create 

images in their heads even before they visit a place, just from seeing tourism articles and 

marketing, and that their photographs, if taken, add to the complication of narratives at these 

tourist destinations: ‘What is sought for in a holiday is a set of photography images, which 

have already been seen in tour company brochures or on TV programmes…[It] ends up with 

travellers demonstrating that they really have been there by showing their version of the 

images that they had seen before they set off’ (p.140). 

 

On many such trips, the people involved become very trusting of strangers, often forging new 

friendships on the basic of a joint interest, and our trip was an example of this. Ben was 

driven by a motivation to go on such a trip, but if it had not been for my involving him he 

probably would have never partaken in such a journey.  However, once on the trip his 

motivation became intrinsic, as he developed ever-stronger motivations to take the best 

photographs he could, to develop himself as a photographer, to become and to belong through 

this visual practice. This intrinsic motivation pushed him to achieve his goals for the trip and 

to produce photographs he would be proud to show others. 
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Ben took professional camera equipment on the trip. His aim was to create quality 

photographs from the places we encountered, especially as he wanted to share them with 

others afterwards. Before the trip began, he told me: 

I like the history of the places and think it’s very valid that things at all stages in 
history are recorded for future generations, whether dark or light and, as humans, we 
need to learn from our history, so communicating it to others is important. 
Photography captures that moment in time, one that can never be replicated again. 
Things change and move forwards, that moment becomes history and creating it in the 
best possible way is of great importance for future generations. 

(Ben, July 2017) 
 

As photography was such an important part of the trip for Ben, taking professional 

equipment, including various lenses and a tripod, meant that he could achieve the 

photographs he wanted to capture on his travels. 

            

6.3 Morals and feelings involved in photographing concentration camps  

 
We visited two concentration camps in Germany: Dachau and Sachsenhausen. Dachau was 

the first concentration camp opened in Germany under Nazi power in 1933, and during 12 

years more than 200,000 prisoners were kept there, and 31,951 deaths occurred (Marcuse, 

2008). The site is now open to tourists and attracts more than 900,000 visitors a year 

(Hartmann, 1989). Since the 1950s, curiosity has drawn dark tourists to the site (Hodgkinson, 

2013). 

 

Sachsenhausen was another concentration camp, in Oranienburg, Germany. It was used from 

1936 to 1945, imprisoning more than 200,000 people and killing 30,000 to 35,000 

(Fedorovič, 2011). It too is now open as a tourist destination and it became a national 

memorial in 1961 (Magee and Gilmore, 2015). 
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Ben described how he was worried that he would get over-emotional at the locations, that he 

might be too distracted by emotion to concentrate on taking photographs. He found himself 

questioning why he was there, whether he was treating his subject matter with the respect it 

needed as we sped around from site to site, our focus on creating photographs. This 

dispassion is objective, in that he was feeling bad about his respect at the sites, but others 

doing the same might not feel so bad about it. 

 

Although we walked quickly around the sites, when we stopped to take a photograph our 

thoughts slowed down to concentrate on the composition; the images we created were, in 

fact, very well composed compared with the lead-up to their taking.  

 

Walking around, Ben felt very little, almost like Rapport did when walking around 

Auschwitz, as though it were a film set (Rapport, 2018). He noted a desire to feel more, but 

he did not. He reflected that this was because we were taking photographs and had little time 

to read about the history of the places. It was a very visual tour. We did not do a guided tour 

or witness the camps like Feldman describes Israeli schoolchildren doing on a tour that 

provided them with complex meanings of the Holocaust in modern Israeli life (Feldman, 

2010) It was harder for us to feel emotional without knowing the background behind what we 

were looking at. There was a strong visual nature to this tourist site, similar to at many other 

dark tourism locations around the world. We were very much observing the site through the 

lens of a camera rather than with our emotional and intellectual thoughts. Ours was a filtered 

gaze (Urry, 1990). Only a few times did Ben stop to read the information plaques that formed 

part of the displays or stood next to the buildings. He read about three brothers who had all 

been killed, and this was when he felt genuine emotion rather than when he was looking at 

the old buildings, which had often been rebuilt from the originals.  
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Ben had observed tourists displaying varying ways of creating photographs, from using 

camera phones and point-and-shoot cameras through to digital SLRs, but with no tripods. So, 

the majority of people were not creating professional images of the camp. On seeing this 

activity, Ben mentioned what a dark tourism photographer was to him. He said that there 

were different variants of photographers depending on their aims, that a person with a 

smartphone taking two or three photographs was for him a dark tourist with a camera but not 

specifically a dark tourism photographer. He mentioned that, for him, to be a dark tourist 

photographer you specifically need to have taking photographs as your aim. 

 

Ben described the experience he had: 

I wasn’t as excited at taking photographs of the camp, as it was quite well known and a 
lot of photographs already existed from there on the Internet, due to the fact that so many 
people were taking photographs. I found that some of the lesser-known dark tourism 
locations were far more exciting to take photographs at, as I was documenting them and 
showing people things they hadn’t seen before. 
 
I liked the challenge of trying to create something different from what others had at the 
concentration camp, but it was difficult because there were only so many certain angles 
that could be covered. It was frustrating with the amount of tourists getting in front of the 
camera as we were trying to achieve photographs without the tourists in, as our 
photographs were about the locations not the people visiting the places. 

(Ben, August 2016) 
 

I also found that these photographs were easy to replicate: the displays never changed and it 

was hard to get a photo that the thousands of people who visited the site every year had not 

already got. Ben described how the experience was a mixture of guilt, frustration and 

challenge. 

 

I asked Ben where he thought the moral line was with taking photographs. He told me that he 

found the taking of photographs to document the concentration camp as it was now fine, but 

that he felt it was wrong when people were doing duck-face selfie poses in front of 
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incineration chambers and the memorials, as if showing off about being there. While we were 

on the trip, Ben posted a photograph of the incineration space on Facebook and Stuart Long 

commented: ‘Did you get on the incineration table to take a photo?’ 

 

We had differing opinions about this: I thought the comment was rude and that this was 

something I would never even think of doing but Ben told me that he did not find the 

comment itself offensive. He added that in a place filled with so much darkness some 

people’s reactions are to try to find some light, and that this person’s adding dark humour to a 

dark situation was a defence mechanism. Ben is an urban explorer, someone who goes into 

abandoned spaces to explore and take photographs (Ninjalicious, 2005; Garrett, 2012). He 

has taken photographs in abandoned morgues and has done a few shots of himself lying on a 

morgue table. These shots caused some controversy when he posted them on Facebook, so he 

was not keen to post images of such a well-known place as the concentration camp in this 

way, as he knew that it would provoke an adverse reaction: 

I think there is a line between doing this at a place of mass murder as opposed to 
somewhere the dead go to be examined; a morgue wasn’t where atrocities had happened, 
but a place where the dead got taken. 

(Ben, August 2017) 
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The above photograph shows the incineration chamber, with the table that people would have 

been laid on to be burned. For me, the image is chilling and horrifying and I could not 

imagine lying on the table to take a joke photo. I wanted to capture the image respectfully, to 

evoke emotions of sadness and contemplation in those who viewed it, so I made the 

photograph simple, framing it symmetrically and with no editing. It is a raw image and 

people viewing the photo will feel some of the emotions of horror, fear and sorrow I had 

while at the concentration camp.  

 

Ben did not take many photographs at the camp. He found it mostly visually uninteresting, 

and the best photographs he got were of the morgue tables and body incinerators, mainly 

because they had so much emotion and story behind them. These things need little 

explanation: the photo is impactful and visually tells a story of tragedy and death.  

 

	
Figure	47.	Dachau	Concentration	Camp,	Germany,	2016	
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Even though the camp was visually unappealing, it was morally and humanely very 

unnerving. Even if you did not know too much of the history of the place, it was clear what 

the camps were, and they looked and felt interesting as you picked your way through the 

landscape, a ruinscape of horror rather than capitalism, to invoke Tim Edensor’s 

ideas(Edensor, 2005 Ben felt that the handful of shots he did create were impactful and 

emotional; he just found it hard to tell a story of the place through his photographs when 

visually it was not that remarkable. There was a strong photographer vs human element at 

play on his part, and the two aspects were very separate, with one part of him acting as the 

photographer and the other trying to figure out what he was feeling about the location. 

 

	
Figure	48.	Ben	Gwayne	at	Sachsenhausen	Concentration	Camp,	Germany,	2016	
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Ben was happy with this photo, which he created at the concentration camp. In post-

production, he tried to make it different from other photographs he had seen of the same 

room by adding a colour tone with Photoshop software to create a different atmosphere. 

When he put the image on his photography page, people showed an interest in where he had 

taken it; his photo was not just a tourist snapshot but one that was carefully composed, well-

focused and correctly exposed in terms of selecting the correct aperture, shutter speed and 

ISO to make sure that it was not too dark or too light. Ben achieved what he had set out to do 

with the photo and had captured a part of history as best he could. 

 

6.4 The unique experience of photographing a pathology department  

 

I had started talking with Christian Boss via the Internet a few years before I met him. He had 

been a big fan of my photographs and had revealed that he would like to meet me if I ever 

visited Switzerland. Ben and I agreed to spend four days with him in Switzerland to visit 

	
Figure	49.	Sachsenhausen	Concentration	Camp,	Germany,	2016,	taken	by		
Ben	Gwayne	
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various jewelled skeletons and a pathology department. We felt that both of these would be 

very interesting to photograph and, in Ben’s case, perhaps more so than the concentration 

camps. 

 

The opportunity for Ben, Christian and me to visit the working pathology department was a 

rare one, as it is not usual for the general public to be allowed inside this kind of place. 

Christian was able to organise with the department for the three of us to get in and take 

photographs for a couple of hours. Things associated with death and dead bodies are 

ordinarily kept away from the public eye, although the public often want to see inside. I 

spoke with the head of department and he told me that he often received requests from 

photographers wanting to photograph there and also from ordinary people interested in seeing 

inside a pathology department. He normally declined these requests because he got so many 

of them, but Christian had contacts inside the hospital and had previously made a successful 

request to see the department. As a result, he had built a good relationship with the staff there 

and was subsequently able to request a visit for the three of us. 

 

A similar case is that of the Body Farm in Tennessee, USA, a research facility where corpses 

are left to decompose so as to be studied in different situations (Tingle, 2017). Bill Bass, the 

originator of the Body Farm, explains that tourists are constantly enquiring about getting 

inside and that he refuses most such requests because otherwise the facility would turn into a 

tourism spot and would no longer function for its principal purpose. I understand this as the 

line at which a facility, collection or site of death and tragedy emerges from being hidden 

from the community and comes to be seen by the public eye, turning into a dark tourism site. 

It is mainly the sharing of photographs of such places that gives them 167etntion, and people 

then get the idea into their head that they want to go there themselves to see the sites with 
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their own eyes. With programmes and films about forensics, people become morbidly 

fascinated and want to see this in actual life, or actual death so to speak. Desmond (2018) 

writes on how death and leisure can coincide, how people seek out experiences involving 

death as leisure activities and that ‘somewhere in each experience is an encounter with the 

dead or with the notion of dying’ (pp. x). This fascination people have with death means that 

‘[w]e encounter death without dying’ (pp.xiv). 

 

In the case of the pathology department, Christian had an acquaintance who had already 

collected images there and so had made his own enquiries, contacting those that worked in 

the department, going to the hospital to ask whether we could take photographs. 

Arrangements had been made, with certain rules we had to abide by, which were to act 

respectfully, not be too loud and not take photographs of dead bodies. This is similar to how 

people act at dark tourism sites. We were led into the department, shown a medical body that 

was stored in a locker and then left to take photographs. Photography within pathology 

	
Figure	50.	Ben	Gwayne	photographing	the	pathology	department	in	Switzerland,	
2016	
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departments is a normal occurrence when carried out by medical photographers, to document 

stages of illness and disease in patients, and also in the autopsy as a record. However, it is 

important to keep this kind of photography concealed from the public eye as the public are 

not used to it. This is a recent change relating to privacy and date protection: in the 1980s, 

and before, photography in mortuaries and places of death happened much more regularly. 

 

I asked Christian for his thoughts on the pathology department, on death and on why he 

wanted to create photographs there:  

It is said that at death 21 grams are lost. Is it really the soul? Or is it only the breath 
that leaves us, which is not measurable? When exactly does the soul leave us? How 
much does it carry with us? How much is lost? Where is the journey going? 

(Christian, August 2017) 
 

He explained that these questions about death fascinated him and left him with a great 

number of queries, the answers to which he felt could be facilitated by visiting a place where 

the majority of people ultimately end up. 
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I extended my questions to why he wanted to create photographs in the department and he 

replied that he wanted to realise these images in a photographic artwork, to express his? 

Thoughts in photography and to communicate with others about his thoughts on death and the 

human soul.  

 

It used to be easy to photograph corpses or tombs of the deceased; there was a different 

relationship with dying and death. During the Victorian era, death was as much a part of life 

as birth, as evidenced by the post-mortem photography of that time (Hannavy, 2005). With 

today’s lifestyle, social media and fast Internet, photographers dealing with death face ever 

more difficulties, as the photography of death is not an everyday occurrence. The threshold 

has moved, significantly. Today, ethics and personal data protection play an important role 

and increasingly strong reasons are needed to get both the relevant permissions and the local 

understandings to shoot. Getting these permissions when the European General Data 

	
Figure	51.	Christian	Boss	photographing	the	pathology	department	in		
Switzerland,	2016	
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Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the UK Data Protection Act, 2018 protect the 

confidentiality of the dead is almost an art in itself. On top of that, there is a death taboo in 

our current era, especially in the Western world (Kaul, Skinner, Desmond and Fernandez, 

2018  

 

I asked Christian why he wanted to create the photographs, to see if his reasons were 

different from Ben’s, and he said that it was about ‘fascination, awe, respect and dignity’. 

When he saw these sights for the first time he was very impressed by what he saw. The sights 

prompted insights in his thinking, and many feelings and images regarding the dead people 

who were dissected there were going through his head. Christian said that the dead did not 

deserve this:  

 

I hope that I can contribute a bit to the fact that death belongs to life and can also show 
it publicly. Also, when it is not nice to look at, sometimes it tells a story that most 
photographers are unable to create and that is what makes it exciting. In order to open 
the consciousness of death to people with my pictures, too, for we are all mortal. 

(Christian, August 2017) 

I asked Christian and Ben whether they were disappointed that we had not seen a corpse 

during this visit. I had felt disheartened, but I had seen one on a previous trip, to the Trunyan 

Cemetery in Bali, Indonesia. Before this, I had been very curious and had wondered what the 

experience of seeing a dead body would be like, but my curiosity had now been met and I had 

no burning desire to have the experience again. My interest in seeing a corpse was not as 

strong this time, and this was the case with Ben and Christian too. The fact that we could not 

have photographed a corpse even if there had been one made the disappointment a little less 

intense. Seeing one, however, would have added authenticity to the place and the experience 

by capturing a memory of it. When we were leaving the department, the manager told us, as 

an afterthought, that a corpse had just been brought in and we could wait until after the family 
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had viewed it to see it, if we wanted to. We choose not to on this occasion, even though we 

wanted to, as time was short and we had other things to see that day. 

 

6.5 Techniques for photographing jewelled skeletons  

 

During our four days with Christian, he took us to see many jewelled skeletons in 

Switzerland. We drove all around the country on something of a skeleton hunt to create in 

photographs as many as we could. I had first been made aware of the skeletons when Paul 

Koudounaris had presented a talk about his work at ‘Encountering Corpses’, a conference in 

Manchester with various speakers on the topic of how corpses are related to the living 

(Manchester Met, 2014). 

 

Koudounaris spoke about his book Heavenly Bodies (Koudounaris, 2013), for which he had 

photographed more than 70 beautiful fully jewelled skeletons from around Europe. His 

photographs are visually arresting, stunning and unique and I wanted to include the skeletons 

within my dark tourism tour because, as they remain more hidden, they are not as well-

known as many of the famous dark tourism hotspots. They are an example of when a dark 

tourism photographer finds out about something unique and is determined to go and create 

photographs of that place or object. 

 

Before our trip, Christian had opened the doors for us by arranging, with each of the churches 

where the skeletons rested, for us to take photographs. This was one of the more restricted 

locations I had been to; you are allowed to take photographs only by prearranged visit and 

within a limited timeframe. 
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The skeletons have a fascinating history, beginning with their adorned bodies being found in 

catacombs below Rome in 1578 (Meier, 2013). For a long time they were hidden and 

unrecognised, but they can now be found in churches around Germany, Austria and 

Switzerland. They were believed to be the skeletons of martyr saints and were found to be 

adorned with hundreds of jewels when uncovered; it was mainly nuns who spent hours 

carefully decorating the bones with intricate detail, creating beautiful examples of artistry. 

However, the church eventually became ashamed of the amount of money the skeletons 

represented so they were hidden away again, and it is only recently that they have once more 

been uncovered (Meier, 2013). 

 

For me, photographing the skeletons was very exciting; each was very different from the 

others and often they were hidden under altars or behind curtains, so the public would 

normally be unable to see them. When each of them was revealed, there was a moment of 

witnessing something special, and time was taken to look at the magnificent details of each 

one. During this time, I encountered the idea that death could be beautiful. The skeletons 

truly looked beautiful, adorned with so many jewels and sumptuous fabrics, and the 

photographs we went on to capture resulted in very beautiful representations of death. 

 

Ben, Christian and I found photographing the skeletons very challenging, but this perhaps 

made the experience a good one, as it is good to be faced with hurdles in order to better 

yourself as a photographer. Our problem lay with the fact that the skeletons were inside glass, 

and it was very hard to create good photographs without there being lots of reflections. 

Someone not trying to capture the perfect photo would not mind the reflections, but because 

we found them visually distracting we wanted to try to prevent them. By shooting at certain 

angles, closing curtains on windows and using fabric (usually a jumper or another item of 
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clothing) over the camera, we managed to do this. This was frustrating for Ben, who was a bit 

tired of photographing the skeletons by the end and jokingly said: ‘If I see or have to 

photograph another jewelled skeleton in my life I may die myself’ (August 2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The other problem we faced was that some skeletons were very high up on altars and we had 

to use a ladder, as sometimes our tripod was not high enough to get to the right level to create 

a good photo. At other times, they were so low down that it was hard to get a good angle. 

These were all challenges we faced in creating a good photo, which was our motivation, but it 

gave us a sense of achievement when we finally got ‘The’ reflection-less shot we were happy 

with. 

 

 

 

	
Figure	52.	Christian	Boss	photographing	the	jewelled	skeletons,	
Switzerland,	2016	
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6.6 Conclusion 

 

This ethnographic study in Europe has been beneficial in opening up themes within my 

research on dark tourism photography. These themes include the formation of dark tourism 

groups, feelings before going on trips, ethics of visiting sites, the difference between 

professional and amateur photography, the challenges that arise when capturing photographs, 

how the photographs are edited after their capture, and their subsequent circulation.  

 

At the concentration camps in Germany, which I visited with Ben Gwayne, I observed how 

Ben was able to turn his emotions off by concentrating on taking photographs. He reflected 

how photography had been his main aim but that he had not found anything particularly 

interesting to photograph at the camps, which had been disappointing to him because he had 

set out to capture something interesting or powerful. This showed the pure enthusiasm that 

he, as a dark tourism photographer, had for creating photographs and how he had attempted 

to capture something a little different from what others had before.  

 

Ben faced various moral dilemmas when photographing, especially regarding the incineration 

table; someone commented on social media about taking a selfie on it, and Ben reacted with 

his own emotions about whether he thought this was wrong or right. This concludes the point 

that visitors to these sites all have their own emotions and morals when viewing and 

photographing such things.  

 

When visiting the pathology department with Ben Gwayne and Christian Boss, various 

themes arose including how photographers feel the urge to see sites that contain dead bodies, 

such as this place and the Body Farm, which they are normally not allowed to visit or take 
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photographs in as death is a great taboo in Western culture. With dark tourism, there is a 

draw to these things, and the urge to photograph a body at the pathology department that was 

felt by the two people I visited it with was because of a fascination and a desire to capture 

something that people were not used to seeing; in fact, when we were unable to do this we all 

felt disappointment. 

 

I also looked at how photographing the dead can produce beautiful images for both the 

photographer and their audience, which is an interesting concept due to death normally being 

seen as something to hide. As a result of the catacomb saints we visited in Switzerland being 

beautifully adorned with jewels, we found a very beautiful subject to point our camera at and 

the themes I discovered were about how death can be viewed as beautiful. I also research 

how the act of photographing can be technically difficult and how obstacles have to be 

overcome to create a beautiful representation of what is seen.. 

 

In the following chapters, I will expand on and add to the themes I have developed in these 

ethnographic chapters, to further explore them in terms of my theoretical study of the subject. 

The themes discovered while completing the ethnography and the case studies were just a 

starting point for further research. I will focus purely on topics derived from photography at 

dark tourism sites, those related to the creation and circulation of these images. 
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Chapter Seven Fieldwork Portfolio 

7.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter presents and examines 30 photographs that were taken during my fieldwork: 

they constitute a portfolio of my practice from which I am able to draw out issues regarding 

practice, aesthetics, choices, factors for inclusion, and how the photographs are emblematic 

of the experiences I had. Morton writes that ‘Anthropology has always been a highly visual 

practice’ (2018: 1). There has been a shift in the importance of the photograph in 

anthropology since it began to play a significant role in the discipline in the 19th century 

(Bank, 2001). As a method of research it has become important because it enables the 

researcher to allow the viewer not only to read about the participants and their activities but 

to see what they saw as well. The photographs in this chapter also bring out practice-based 

themes to explore in subsequent chapters, regarding how they were created, camera settings, 

ethics, circulation, opinions and their effect on society. 

 

It is the critical reflection on these images that substantiates this part of the research project. 

Each of the photographs has particular resonances, and this section draws on this portfolio 

and the importance of its themes to the thesis and to its story of making photographs at dark 

tourism locations. The 30 photographs I have chosen stand out from the thousands of others. 

It is here that I explain why they are important to me, and the themes and experiences that 

come from these images. Much like when I am carefully selecting photographs for inclusion 

in my books, a lot of thought went into which 30 would be included in this exhibition of 

images. I established an objective distance on the subjective; I carefully chose each photo but 

also observed my choice and the factors used in this (Bourdieu, 2003). The photographs were 
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selected from hours of work and research, and as a portfolio they stand alone visually as a 

highlight of the work that has taken place. 
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7.2 Pachinko Slot Arcade, Fukushima, Japan, 2016 

 
Figure	53.	Pachinko	slot	arcade,	Fukushima,	Japan,	2016	
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This photograph was taken in Fukushima in a pachinko slot arcade that was completely  

abandoned when the tsunami hit.  I visited the arcade in March 2016 with Arkadiusz 

Podniesinski.  

 

Pachinko is an arcade game used for gambling that originates in Japan, a simple-to-play game 

that is often very addictive (Brooks, Ellis and Lewis, 2008). It has been very popular in Japan 

since the 1940s and it is estimated that millions of people play it every year. The machines have 

flashing lights and an LCD screen playing Anime (Japanese animation) or TV shows with 

information about how much can be won.Wins are controlled by tiny metal balls falling into 

slots (Tang, 2012).  

 

At first glance, you do not see any destruction here, as in some of the photographs I took in 

Fukushima. However, inside this building I had a chilling feeling, that once it had been a lively 

place full of people and now it was lost and cold. There are visual signs, such as the dirty floor, 

the damage to the machines and the layer of dust on everything, but you feel like part of the 

scene is missing: the people. Visually, the repetition of the chairs and machines where people 

should be sitting and the face-like quality of the screens highlight the missing people. The 

power of this image is thought-provoking because, although the game itself is not common 

outside Japan, the similarities with arcades in other countries lead to an almost unconscious 

understanding and sympathy in viewers from other areas. This is a case in which shared 

experience helps to connect the viewer to the tragedy. 

 

I chose this photograph as one that is symbolic of the experience I had in Fukushima; it creates 

a feeling of otherworldliness, which is something I felt strongly during my visit.  The 

Fukushima pachinko slot arcades were affected by the earthquake and the tsunami, resulting in 
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decay and isolation: Edensor (2005: 11) mentions the ‘transience of all earthly things despite 

the utopian promises of endless social advancement’ and the pachinko slot arcade I 

photographed had become a very different place from the one it once was. 

 

I was constantly feeling sadness at the visible destruction of the place, but also a strange, lonely 

feeling because of the lack of people. Paul Williamson , from discussions I had on Facebook 

talks about ‘alien life pods ready for deep space journeys’, as in the novel Body Snatchers 

(Finney, 1954), where ‘pod people’ flee a dying planet to invade and take over a new world. 

This is an example of how dark tourist photographs circulate within a discourse of other types 

of image and gain meaning in relation to them. It suggests a dark tourist dystopia imagery, of 

which this image and the film Alien (Scott, 1979) are part.  

  

Others who viewed the photograph indeed mentioned that it looked like something from Alien; 

they talked about battles with alien creatures in space and said that the machines looked alien 

but somewhat organic. I see a connection in this photograph between this and the Fukushima 

disaster. It is representational of what happened, in that Fukushima was once an organic, 

thriving community that was then alienated by the tsunami, and it is a perfect photograph for 

representing the feeling that was left after the disaster – I felt it as a place lost in time and I had 

a feeling of alienation. Those who lived and breathed the effect of the tsunami became 

homeless and isolated as a result. While visiting Fukushima I felt the true ghost of these people 

in the many absent buildings. 

 

In the photograph, there is a juxtaposition between the cold alien-looking room and the 

thoughts of how it was once organic and full of life. These contrasts within my images occur 

often, and I find that contrast has a powerful emotional impact on those viewing the 
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photographs I take.  For example, in a photograph of a very old great grandmother with a 

newborn baby the contrast between their ages creates big emotions, with the age difference 

creating a sense of sentiment in the image. The textures of the great grandma’s skin against the 

soft new skin of the newborn stand out and draw you in emotionally. With this photograph of 

the arcade, the contrast between the cold lack of life in the scene and the imagining of the room 

full of life creates an emotional response in the viewer. 

 

In photography, composition is used to improve the aesthetic quality. There are various 

compositional methods used by the photographer (Lee et al., 2018). Compositionally in this 

photograph the eye is drawn down; the image is composed horizontally, and symmetrically, 

making it visually pleasing to the viewer. I made the foreground darker so that the eye is drawn 

to the light at the end, a technical choice to keep the viewer’s interest until the last part of the 

photograph. Every area of the image is sharp and in focus, as a result of using an F stop of 16 

and a tripod to keep the camera steady during a long exposure, which was needed? Due to the 

darkness of the arcade. The machines look futuristic and inhuman, something that those who 

look at the photograph find unique and unusual. I edited the photograph on my return home by 

adding a blue colour tone, to elevate the feeling of it being futuristic, alien and surreal. The 

editing of photographs is discussed later in Chapter 10. 
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7.2 School Gym, Fukushima, Japan, 2016 

 Figure	54.	School	gym,	Fukushima,	Japan,	2016		
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This second photograph of Fukushima, taken during my visit in March 2016 with Arkadiusz 

Podniesinski, shows the pure ruination caused by the tsunami. You can see this in the vast 

sinking hole in the wooden floorboards of this gym at Ukedo Elementary School in the town 

of Namie, within the Fukushima prefect (Fujita, 2013). Standing just 300m from the Pacific 

Ocean, the school was ravaged by the tsunami, but luckily all the students were able to flee to 

higher ground and remain safe. The building however was particularly badly damaged; the 

tsunami caused water to fill the gym and it remained there  for a long time, long enough to 

bow the flooring and leave the room devastated. This creates a visually striking and 

memorable image; the rippling wood looks like a liquid surface and is symbolic of the water 

that created it. 

 

Jennifer Shirley writes on my Facebook page showing the pictures that ‘the “swoop” of the 

floor downward is striking, and in contrast to the “swoop” upwards of the many players who 

shot basket into the hoop above’. This shows that the use of contrasts within photography has 

a powerful effect on people’s reflections on the scenes depicted. 

 

Marzena Ablewska-Lech comments on Facebook that ‘this looks truly dark, dirty, like a 

murder scene, a rotten scene’, showing that it is easy for a viewer who sees the photograph 

with no added description to interpret it in their own way and add their own meaning. Of 

course, no murders or dirty, dark things happened here in a sinister way, but the results of the 

tsunami have left the room looking as if this could have been the case and they leave 

interpretation open to the power of the viewer’s imagination. Although the culture of Japan is 

very different from that of other countries, almost everyone recognises basketball and how it 

symbolises school sports. The devastation here is brought home to the viewer by shared 

familiarities. 
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It was vital for me to include this photograph to represent my experience in Fukushima as it 

is very striking and is one that the viewer could not forget. It shows the chaos that happened 

to this region in its extremity. I colour-toned the photograph and added a yellow glow to the 

window, which gives it a mystical feel. I wanted the scene to have this kind of feel, as it adds 

to the uniqueness of the room, in contrast to a regular sports hall. Many of the photographers 

I spent time with make similar alterations to their images as a way of making them stand out 

from others, thus developing their own style of photography.  This does, however, come with 

some dangers, as it takes the photograph a step away from reality. This is something I discuss 

further in Chapter 10. The results are also controversial in that we are so used to seeing this 

kind of retouched photograph that, even in our subconscious, society now has a 

‘changed…perception of reality’ (Brändlin, 2015). 
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7.4 Cremation Site, Varanasi, India, 2016   

 

 

Figure	55.	Cremation	site,	Varanasi,	India,	2016			
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Varanasi, also known as Banaras in India, is a holy city site (Sign, 2009) located on the banks 

of the River Ganges. I visited in 2016 with Vikash Mishra. This photograph, taken at the 

Varanasi cremation ground in India is an example of a more extreme dark tourism 

photograph, one that can be ethically questioned either regarding whether images showing 

dead bodies should be seen by the public or because of the possible invasion of the dead 

person’s privacy, or that of their family. In the UK, there are many rules, especially in the 

national health service (NHS, 2014), regarding such invasions of privacy. However, I feel it 

is an important part of my anthropological research to gauge where the line is drawn when 

showing the public such images. This makes their reactions that bit more telling. 

 

The photograph shows a human body burning in a fire; there are many textures shown with 

the firewood, flames and ash, and the foot that comes out of the fire is the only part that is 

recognisably human. The foot is centralised so that it is the first thing the viewer sees, leading 

to an instant reaction. In those who commented on the photograph, that reaction was often 

one of shock: they did not normally see such images. 

 

The idea of a cremation in the open air is far removed both in time and culture from the 

experience of many people across the world. In the UK cremations are the most popular way 

of dealing with dead bodies but they happen privately within crematoriums (Rugg and 

Parson, 2018).The exposure of the act to the public gaze implies a very different approach to 

and understanding of death and this image shows how the dark tourism photographer tries to 

spread an understanding of different cultures and beliefs. 

 

When this set of images was published on Facebook, this was the only one that received the 

‘this photograph may show violent or graphic content’ warning – I think someone reported it.  
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Facebook has this policy in place to protect the community from viewing things deemed 

inappropriate or hard to view for some people. In order to meet a community standard people 

are warned in advance of clicking on such photographs and videos. In this case, the warning 

supports the idea that the image pushes the boundaries of people’s acceptance of this type of 

photographic content, that not everyone may want to view it, and Facebook gave people the 

option to decide for themselves. 

 

Naomi Rae comments on Facebook that for her ‘the images with the most impact are the ones 

that are most confronting’, confirming that some people find this type of photograph thought-

provoking and that they stand out from other images. She also mentions that this one made 

her ‘gasp’. As a photographer, I am attempting to push people’s acceptance of images like 

this to see where the line is drawn. This image depicts the ceremonial burning of a body with 

a limb clearly visible, something that would not normally be seen. The instant reaction is of 

horror, shock and/or sadness, even though what is presented can be seen as something natural 

that happens at the end of life. It is because this is normally hidden that people react so 

strongly on seeing it. It is a form of human exposure allied with the exposure setting on the 

camera that produces this embodied response in the viewer. 

 

Photographing the cremation site in Varanasi was, for me, about revealing a place with a 

unique death ritual. Marzena Ablewska-Lech comments that this ‘is a peaceful, blessed place. 

Death is tamed there’, which is an interesting way of describing it. I too believe that it is very 

natural for bodies to be burned in this way as their last passage, and documenting this in 

photographs felt normal for me. However, I understand that not everyone is happy to see such 

things; a reminder of death is not always welcome to the living, or to those who are brought 

up to think that such images are not to be seen.  
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7.5 Aghori, Varanasi, India, 2016  

 

 

Figure	56.	Aghori,	Varanasi,	India,	2016		
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This photograph is one of the most iconic of the dark tourism images I took during my 

research and it has become the most popular with viewers. It was created in Varanasi, India, 

when I visited in 2016 with Vikash Mishra. Reactions on social media lean towards it being 

many people’s favourite out of the ones I shared. It is perhaps the most classical or traditional 

portrait of the photographs in my portfolio. 

 

The Aghori are holy men who worship Lord Shiva and Goddess Kali. Their engagement with 

post-mortem activities is unique and for them it is a pathway to higher spirituality (Coffey, 

2010). They are normally naked, demonstrating an acceptance of their bodies, and they do 

not cut their hair as they prefer their natural self. They are also often covered with ashes from 

the cremation site. They carry skulls, meditate on dead bodies, eat human flesh and faeces at 

the cremation site, and sometimes engage in sexual activity in the presence of dead bodies. 

They use meditation, often with alcohol and marijuana to reach a higher level of spirituality. 

For them, the purpose of these rituals with dead bodies is to bypass things society feels are 

dirty and to reach another level, closer to God. Aghoris date back to Baba Keenaram, who 

lived and died in the mid 18th century. Barrett (2008: 33) writes: 

Lord Dattatreya, an antinomian form of Shiva closely associated with the 
cremation ground, appeared to Baba Keenaram atop Girnar Mountain in 
Gujarat. Considered to be the adi-guru (ancient spiritual teacher) and founding 
deity of Aghor, Lord Dattatreya offered his own flesh to the young ascetic as (a 
kind of blessing), conferring upon him the power of clairvoyance and establishing 
a guru-disciple relationship between them. 
 

This is believed to have been the origins of the Aghori and their practices. They believe that 

all babies are born Aghori but that as they become aware of their mortality it becomes 

impossible for them to achieve immortality. By practising Aghori, meditating and connecting 

with filth and death, humans can connect again, as this destroys the ego and the human 

perception of death. 
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It had been challenging to find an Aghori to photograph: at the time I was in Varanasi the 

Aghori had generally gone to live in the mountains as the Ganges water levels were rising, 

but my guide Vikash Mishra was able to track one down and on my last day in the city I was 

able to photograph him. When I first set my eyes on him carrying his skull I could not stop 

staring. He had an extraordinary aura and I felt in awe. I did not say a word, and within a 

couple of minutes I had created my photograph with a burning body as the backdrop; it was 

full of the emotional, impactful atmosphere I seek to create in my images. 

 

This image, although at first glance a peaceful and restrained one, soon opens up the viewer’s 

awareness to a very different worldview. The almost casual acceptance of death is replaced 

by a powerful image of someone who not only accepts it as a personal event but also spends 

their entire life meditating on it and thinking about the death that surrounds them. When you 

add to this the understanding that this man will have consumed human flesh, the image 

becomes a shocking one that is almost the definition of ‘culture shock’ (Ward, 2001). This 

one image has the power to show people that their view of life and death is a very cultural 

one and not universal to all people. 

 

Viewers’ reactions indicate that they engage with this image on a different level. The 

majority of my images do not include the living, so to introduce a living person into 

photographs depicting death and tragedy brings a whole different dimension to my work. 

This was also felt by my audience. Shelley Edwards, for example, comments on Facebook: 

 
This really indicated the delicate balance of life and death and how religion and beliefs 
revere that balance. All see death going back to the living but in so different ways i.e. 
those who are buried rot and feed the earth, generating plant life and feeding the insects, 
those who are cremated, their ashes are scattered which helps the soil, or this where the 
body is honoured in a way in which they partake of the mortal flesh to continue the circle 
of life, be it spiritual or just for sustenance. It’s an incredibly moving and insightful 
photo. 
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Others mentioned how they felt that this photograph told a story: the intense look in the 

man’s eyes made the viewer wonder who he was and what the various elements in the 

photograph symbolised.  

 

Aesthetically, the photograph is ‘successful’. There is a warm, inviting glow from the fire of 

the burning body in the background. It is blurred due to my using a large aperture, a camera 

technique that makes the foreground sharp and the background blurred so as to differentiate 

between the two. This technique balances out the cold, dark tones of the Aghori in the 

foreground, who is perfectly sharp. Moreover, the small pops of colour from the turquoise 

jewellery and the red mark on his forehead draw your eyes to him, so the focus is purely on 

his face and the skull. In other words, the eyes’ focus is drawn to the centre of the image, the 

skull and the Aghori’s intense stare. In my photography, I use certain techniques to capture 

the atmosphere that is present in the scene, and this photograph is an example of that. 
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7.6 Aokigahara Forest, Japan, 2016 

 

 

Figure	57.	Aokigahara	Forest,	Japan,	2016		
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This was one of the photographs I created in Aokigahara Forest at the base of Japan’s Mount 

Fuji, where many people go to commit suicide (Gilhooly, 2011). I visited the forest with 

Michael Gakuran and David Smith. We had spent a couple of days attempting to find signs of 

suicide when we came across this rope hanging from a tree. My initial reaction was that it 

was a pictorial and metaphorical link to someone who had used it, and a sign of suicide. I 

captured it in a photograph: the noose is a strong symbol of suicide in the forest, and as a 

symbolic photo of the forest this would be an emblem of the experience to show others.  

 

With regards to photographic technique, I centralised the noose so that the viewer’s eye is 

immediately drawn to it; it is the most in-focus thing in the photo, and I made it lighter than 

the background so that it would stand out. The background is slightly blurred, creating a 

strong contrast between the lush, green, peaceful forest and the stark, shocking noose in the 

foreground. There were very strong reactions from people who saw the photograph. A strong 

reaction on seeing a noose is often shock, as not only is it used for suicide but it is also the 

cause of murder and hate: ‘A noose. It’s simply the loop at the end of a rope, under a running 

knot, which tightens as it’s pulled. And yet it has the power to spur shivers of terror’ (Elassar, 

2020: 2) 

 

Culturally, many people are opposed to suicide; in the UK it can be seen as the ‘coward’s 

way out’ (Joiner, 2011: 13) and it was considered a crime until 1961 (Neelman, 1996). In 

many religions, fear of bad things happening to you if you commit suicide is often used as a 

prevention but some cultures see it as the moral way to save your family’s honour. In Japan, 

seppuku, the taking of one’s own life through disembowelment, is an honourable method of 

suicide (Osumi, 1973). It originates from samurai warriors who practised it during battle, as 
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an honourable alternative to being murdered or tortured after defeat (Fusé, 1980). The 

existence of Aokigahara Forest, and its tacit acceptance as part of Japanese life, represents a  

fundamental difference with the rest of the world. When I thought about the scene a little 

more, I came to realise that many of the people who visit the forest are explorers hoping to 

capture something like this to prove they have been there. With the noose being symbolic of 

suicide in the forest, it made me think that perhaps someone who had been unsuccessful in 

finding something authentic had created this scene for the sake of producing a dramatic 

photograph to prove they had been there. A dimension of dark tourism is the need to validate 

the experience photographically. Various things about the noose seemed unauthentic: the 

branch it was tied on did not seem very strong; the noose itself was quite new-looking; and if 

a body had been on the noose, the noose would more than likely have been cut down. This 

led me to wonder about the extent to which a photographer would go to ‘create’ an incident 

for the sake of a photo. 
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7.7 Mount Bromo, Indonesia, 2016   

 
Figure	58.	Mount	Bromo,	Indonesia,	2016			
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Mount Bromo in East Java, Indonesia, is an active volcano that claimed the lives of two 

people who were hit by rocks when it erupted in 2004 and also that of a girl who got altitude 

sickness from climbing it in 2015 (Alkhatib, 2015). The volcano stands at 2,329m and has 

erupted more than 50 times since records began around 1804 (Roscoe, 2013). Because of its 

beautiful mountain range and stunning sunrises, the location attracts in excess of 150,000 

visitors a year (Godde, 2000), but due to the eruptions the area is, of course, considered 

dangerous. 

 

I decided to visit in 2016 with my guide Bang Yuki Java because, although not one of the 

more popular dark tourism locations, it had association with death, and  unique in that it was 

a beautiful site of empowering nature. The fact that it annually attracts thousands of tourists 

shows that it is a popular destination, but it has a darker nature than most tourists would 

realise. 

 

I reached the location of the volcano by jeep, on an organised tour, and then a horse took me 

to the bottom of the mountain from where I ascended hundreds of steps to reach the top. On 

reaching the summit, I came upon a huge crater with black smoke billowing out of it, and a 

massive rumbling noise could be heard. The black sand deposited by the smoke had formed 

an inch-thick layer on the ground. I began to feel uneasy; it was spitting with rain slightly, 

and I was covered with mud – in my hair, in my clothes and on my skin. I had a huge 

dilemma: should I take my expensive camera out or not, with there being so much sand that 

could damage it? But how could I not capture the scene? I began to feel that the situation was 

unsafe, so I acted as quickly as possible and left after creating the photographs. 

This photograph is the one I selected to represent the eruption; it was the strongest one I took 

as it shows the greatest amount of smoke billowing out and visually it is very striking, with 
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the textures from the ash and the smoke. The contrast between the textured, dark grey, rippled 

ash on the left-hand side and the brighter white smoke on the right makes the photograph 

very stimulating. As contrasts in photography are a tool that draws attention to the subject, 

this image works very well. 

 

As an experience, this was unique, and the photograph is a rare one, standing out from most 

tourist photographs because it signifies an irreplaceable event. Photographer Robert 

Hanashiro had a similar non-typical experience, in comparison to his normal photography, 

when capturing erupting volcano Kilauea in Hawaii and he mentions how it was ‘hauntingly 

beautiful and terrifying at the same time’ (Murabayashi, 2018). This is a feeling I too had 

while photographing Mount Bromo.  

 

This made me think about the lengths to which people will go to create the perfect photo. It 

had become essential for me to create these photographs, but had I put myself in danger? I am 

still unsure to this day. Many people have died trying to create the perfect image and it is 

strange that, even in a dangerous situation, the urge to take a photograph is still strong. Italian 

photographer Fernando Mocclola was trampled to death in 2016 when taking a photo of an 

African elephant drinking (Winter, 2016). My photograph of the crater of Mount Bromo was 

dangerous to capture but it reflects my strong desire to create compelling images, and it 

remains one of my most impactful, due to the experience behind its creation. For dark tourists 

there is often a desire to search out the next most exciting destination and to sometimes 

follow the pull to something dangerous, thrilling and death-defying. This is, for us, the big 

attraction (Fonseca, Seabra and Silva, 2015). Visually, the photograph I took is impactful, but 

with the added story it is also very powerful: 
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Reaching the top, I came face to face with a huge crater full of black smoke, inside a 
massive rumbling noise and the smoke kept billowing out. I literally stood there in pure 
awe. I kept saying out loud: ‘Wow! Wow!! This is unreal’. Others and I took photos of it 
and of each other; we didn’t feel unsafe at this stage. I have videos creating this special 
moment of pure elation and videos where I’m saying how incredible it is. 
 
The black sand had formed an inch-thick layer on things. I began to feel a bit uneasy; it 
was spitting with rain slightly and mud covered me – in my hair, clothes and skin. I had a 
huge dilemma whether I should take my expensive camera out or not with so much sand. 
But how could I not capture it for my book? I did it as quickly as possible. I could sense 
danger; the black smoke was rising higher and higher and then terrifyingly drifting 
towards me and the couple left at the top. It was this point we realised we shouldn’t be 
there, I packed very quickly, and we went back down incredibly fast. 
 
My guide had been waiting for me praying I was ok. As the volcano began erupting higher 
and higher we got in the car and left. I felt a bit nauseous thinking about how I had 
probably pushed to get those last photos a bit too hard, as it was unsafe but I don’t think I 
quite realised the danger I was in while I was up there. We drove immediately back to the 
hotel where for an hour I washed the black sand from my skin, clothes, equipment. I smelt 
bad of sulphur. I was on some kind of rush. Even now safe in a car far away I still have the 
dirt left in my skin. 
 
My breath had been taken away by what had just happened. I witnessed just metres from 
my body the true power of the earth. I watched from the edge of a volcanic crater as it 
erupted. It was a moment I will never forget, and I feel lucky I live to tell the tale.  

(Field notes, June 2016) 

 

The power and potential violence of nature are things we are all aware of. However, these 

aspects of nature are usually kept away from us by the artificial environments in which we 

live. Seeing a place like the inside of a volcano strips away the coating of modern life and 

exposes us to the understanding that we live at nature’s mercy and are insignificant in the 

face of such awesome power. 
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7.8 Trunyan Cemetery, Indonesia, 2016 

 

 

Figure	59.	Trunyan	Cemetery,	Indonesia,	2016	
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This photograph depicts Trunyan Cemetery in Bali, Indonesia, and is the one I picked to 

represent my experience there. In the Balinese village of Trunyan the dead are not buried; 

relatives leave the bodies of their loved ones under bamboo cages out in the open, on the edge 

of the lake, to decay naturally. The bodies are placed under a large Taru Menyan tree, which 

allows a pleasant pungent smell to waft into the air and makes the smell of death not so 

apparent (Sutika, 2014). Exposing bodies to the elements and to nature is a common way of 

disposal but is very different from the burial practices in much of the world. The 

understanding that death is not separate from human existence but part of it is a healthy 

traditional one, and these villagers growing up in the presence of death and skeletal remains 

might have a happier approach to the understanding that we are all mortal. Previous visitors 

have expressed how the unique nature of the location ‘giv[es] a brand image to the Trunyan 

cemetery as a premium dark site attraction’ (Handayani, Ivanov and Korstanje, 2017: 12) 

 

I visited Trunyan with my guide Mur Salim. Until that day, I had not seen a dead body. On 

arrival, I saw rows of skulls on the top of a wall with moss growing all around and a beautiful 

twisting tree to the right. I stood for a few minutes photographing this exciting scene and 

enjoying the fascinating images my camera had captured. The photographs appeared 

peaceful. The warm sunlight and the luscious greens created some very beautiful images and 

the skulls almost looked as if they were part of the leaves and the wall, part of the nature that 

surrounded them. This is a romantic version of dark tourism. Whereas most definitions stress 

death, disaster and atrocity, this is beauty, stillness, calm and natural. (Gower, 2010; Morton, 

2014) 

 

I saw a cage made from brand new bamboo, and I knew that what was inside would be a new 

body. I took a deep breath and wandered close. Everyone had gone at this point; I was alone 
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experiencing this moment. Inside the bamboo cage the corpse was fresh, only a day or two 

old. Most people would have approached with caution, but I was leaning over the cage. It was 

hard to stand, as I had to be careful not to fall on the cage, but foliage was all around and the 

next cage was very close by. 

 

I just stared; I could not take my eyes away. I felt overwhelmed by the experience of 

witnessing death in its truest form. For this man’s loved ones, his death would have brought 

sadness and pain, but the fact that he had been displayed in this way for even tourists to come 

and take pictures showed that they were comfortable with his body being here. I was being 

taken on a spiritual journey. I did not cry as I have done at many of the tragic sites I have 

been to. I felt sadness for the people the dead man had left behind but felt that he had lived 

his story and that now his soul and energy were free.  

 

I took photos of the body but decided not to share them; they were for myself, to remember 

the experience. I do not often feel that I would rather not share my photos, but in this case I 

felt that, as the man was recognisable, his relatives might not appreciate the images being on 

the Internet. I also respected the fact that there would be many people who would not 

appreciate seeing a dead body in their social media feeds. I discuss this later in Chapter nine: 

my choice to self-censor these photographs was a personal one, and it is a choice I made to 

respect the privacy of the dead person’s loved ones, but not everyone feels the need to censor 

in this way. I had taken these photographs as a collection for myself, to remember this 

empowering experience, and did not feel it necessary to share them. 

 

 

 



 203 

7.9 Hanging coffins of Sagada, Philippines, 2016 

 

 

 

Figure	60.	Hanging	coffins	of	Sagada,	Philippines,	2016	
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Another photograph taken during the Asia part of my fieldwork was of the hanging coffins of 

Sagada in Philippines, which I visited with Ryan Baldino.  In Sagada, people hang their loved 

ones in coffins on cliff sides. The Sagadans believe that by hanging the dead up high their 

souls will hang around to protect loved ones who are still living. For tourists visiting the 

coffins, the Sagadans have managed to ‘preserve their core traditions, yet adapt, and adopt 

other ways in order to engage with the world on its own terms’ (Molintas, 2006). This unique 

death tradition attracts tourists to come and marvel at the distinctive area. To some tourists it 

may seem a ‘culture shock’ (Panchal and Cimacio, 2016), as they are not used to seeing 

coffins displayed in this way and they are often curious about why they are on the cliff sides.   

 

I think that this photograph is visually and aesthetically very successful. The coffins are 

carved from hollowed logs and hung inside caves or on the cliff face. This photograph was 

the only one I took of them. I had seen various photos of them previously and, having noticed 

that they were visually impactful, I had a strong urge to recreate them for myself. Dark 

tourism photography, like other tourism photography, has a visual repertoire, and it is part of 

the practice to achieve visually an experience that is in some sense pre-scripted – the tourist 

knows what will be there because of what they have seen of the location before. There is 

considerable satisfaction in collecting photographs from a location of which the tourist 

photographer will take the same travel photos as everyone else but will somehow feel like 

they are possessing part of the site in doing so: ‘the camera is used by tourists extensively and 

is an important contributor to tourists’ visualizing of Otherness and a vehicle to represent 

what they see’ (Picard and Robinson, 2016: 214. There will always be a feeling that they are 

creating their own part of themselves within the photograph and that someone else’s will 

never replace this. 
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It was hard to get a different photo from those I had seen before, so I employed editing 

techniques to create a different mood. I used different colour tones and darkened the sky to 

make it look moodier. The resulting photo is more dramatic than the original and is different 

from others of the same location. The editing of an image is important to the way it finally 

looks and, hence, to how it is perceived. The coffins are unique and look visually interesting 

in the final photograph, and people have commented that the image makes them want to go 

and see them for themselves. 
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7.10 Fire Mummies, Kabayan, Philippines, 2016 

 

 

Figure	61.	Fire	mummies,	Kabayan,	Philippines,	2016	
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This photograph, taken in Philippines, is of the fire mummies in Kabayan (Beckett, 2020). 

My guide Ryan Baldino took me far into the mountains, where there are caves with mummies 

that are 1,000-plus years old resting in walnut-shaped coffins. I wanted to capture these 

beautifully preserved bodies: they are truly remarkable, and the photographs document the 

mummies at a time when, due to vandalism, the locals are unsure how long they will remain 

safe. As more tourists visit them, the risk of damage increases, so I feel it is important that 

they are recorded for future generations. My guide told me that the mummies had had to be 

hidden because they were not really protected, that people had tried to vandalise them and 

that one had even been stolen. This is an example of how posterity is threatened and 

potentially destroyed by disrespectful people, making it even more important that such things 

are captured in photographs so that their story will always be told. This inherent contradiction 

besets much of tourism: tourism often funds the upkeep of such places but in the long run it 

damages them, and tourists can be seen as modern-day barbarians and the destroyers of the 

culture of these locations (Crick, 1989). It is debatable whether the sites would be better off 

without tourists as, although photography tells their story, it could also be adding to the 

damage by popularising them. Anthropologist Jonathan Skinner, for example, advanced a 

research project at Beachy Head but had to gain the approval of local stakeholders, and this 

was only on condition of not sensationalising the suicide site (Skinner, 2019). 

 

My guide showed me a family in one of the coffins. As he carefully lifted the lid you could 

tell he had great respect for the dead, and I carefully photographed them. The photograph 

shows a woman who died in childbirth. To me it was truly fascinating. The mummification 

process was begun even before the soul had departed the body: to begin to dehydrate the 

body a salty drink was imbibed. Over time, a process of cleaning the body, heating it, putting 

herbs inside it and employing smoke was used to continue the mummification process. It is 
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truly remarkable that after thousands of years these bodies still remain, with their organs and 

skin intact, some even with ancient forms of tattoo visible (Krutak and Deter-Wolf, 2017). 

Mummification, especially in this case where the dying relative starts the process themselves 

(possibly hurrying death along, as we are very prone to dying from excess salt), is a process 

that points to the belief that we live beyond our natural lifespan. The care and the process that 

are involved demonstrate the love of, and the attachment to, the dead. The first recorded 

intentional mummies are the Chinchorro mummies found in the Camarones Valley, Chile and 

dating from around 5050 BC (Bartkusa et al., 2011). It was in Egyptian times, around 2800 

BC, that mummification became an integral part of the death ritual: internal organs were 

removed and then the body was dried out and wrapped in linen (Brier and Wade, 2001). 

 

I particularly liked capturing the tattoos on the Kabayan mummies, as they were distinctive 

and made the photographs special. I set my camera up on a tripod, which was a challenge as 

the cave was very small. This ensured that the camera was kept steady and there was no 

shake that would create a blurry photo. This resulted in a sharply focused photo that showed 

the details of the tattoos, something I would not otherwise have been able to achieve in the 

dark cave. A 50mm lens on my camera allowed me to get a close-up of the mummies and I 

used lots of zoom close in on the tattoos. 

 

In this photograph, the woman looks fragile and gentle; visually the image does not appear 

grotesque. A small heart-shaped mark in the wood of the coffin is touching and it pulls at 

your heartstrings while you view the photograph. Learning that the woman died in childbirth 

makes the photograph very sad. The image is striking, unusual and not something you would 

normally see ‘back home’. I angled my camera on the tripod to capture the majority of the 

coffin, using a high angle so as to get the entire mummy inside the frame. 
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7.11 Guanajuato Mummies, Mexico 

 

 

Figure	62.	Guanajuato	mummies,	Mexico,	2016		
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The mummies of Guanajuato, Mexico, have been displayed in a museum for the public to 

view since 1968 (Hume, 2019). I visited the museum in 2016 with Richard Gowen, Theo 

Leinad and Tommy Magpie. Inside the museum, there are around 100 mummies, attracting 

thousands of visitors each year. For many, this visually striking photograph is hard to view 

and it is one of the most extreme images in the series with regards to showing a dead body.  It 

contrasts with other photographs of remains such as the jewelled catacomb saints and Czech 

Republic’s decorated Sedlec Ossuary. It is hard to see any kind of beauty in this very direct 

and gaping image. For many, it is more a sense of fascination with the body: these remains 

are unique and this is why so many are attracted to them (Dafne, 2018) and are satisfied with 

their experience at the museum. 

 

As discussed in Chapter 5, the museum curators display the mummies standing up, with 

strong spotlighting that casts hard shadows and makes them appear creepier than if they had 

they used soft lighting. This is a technique often used in horror films to create a more spooky 

and terrifying mood. The lighting techniques used in the museum, including uplighting, 

backlighting, spotlighting and long shadows, are all ways in which film makers create 

uneasiness in films (Renée, 2018). It is no surprise that this photograph looks as though it 

could have come straight out of a horror film; the resulting image is exemplified in its horror 

by my use of film colour grading to add a more creepy tone.  

 

The mummy’s jaws have disintegrated, resulting in ‘open-mouthed, grotesque facial features’ 

(Aufderheide, 2002: 88). The power of lighting in photography is in its creation of a mood. 

Because of the style of lighting here you can see all the textures in the skin and clothing and 

this creates a horrifying photograph. The woman looks as though she died in so much pain, 

even though her gaping mouth is just the result of how her body naturally mummified. The 
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fact that you can see her hair, eyes, clothes and skin makes the viewer feel uneasy, but as this 

is something you would not normally see it is remarkable. The photograph is visually 

impactful and extremely memorable as a result of the dramatic lighting. This lighting, 

classically used in horror films, attracts tourists who are allured by such films and in turn it 

encourages them to visit the museum. 
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7.12 Abandoned Jail, Pennsylvania, USA, 2015 

 

 

Figure	63.	Abandoned	jail,	Pennsylvania,	USA,	2015		
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This photograph is of York County Prison, an abandoned jail in Pennsylvania, USA, that I 

visited with Karen Lane and Shannon Morrissey in 2016. It is a prison with a very dark past, 

and a trap door remains where hangings used to take place (Freireich, 2007). In the 1950s, 

there were reports of inmates being put inside padded cells to save space. There was an 

outbreak of bed bugs, and occasionally animals that were found dead on the roads were 

brought back by the police for the inmates to eat. The brutality of prisons and the shame of 

their necessity are Is with us but, like death, they are kept out of the thoughts of most people 

in their daily lives. Images of closed prisons bring to mind the need for society to deal with 

those who are not happy or not accepting of their need to be part of it. This particular location 

in Pennsylvania is a typical dark tourism location in that its past is dark and associated with 

death; however, it is not open to tourists. Freireich (2007) mentioned on visiting Alcatraz: ‘I 

thought that what could be one of York’s hottest tourist attractions is hidden in plain sight’. 

York County Prison is decaying, and from a health and safety perspective it is not suitable for 

tourists or set up in a way for them to visit. However, compared with Alcatraz, it would make 

a very interesting place for tourists. Through a lens of decay, this prison works so well in a 

photo: the peeling paint and the decaying location enable the creation of aesthetically 

pleasing images. I chose to make the image symmetrical, and the window light being in the 

centre of the frame draws the eye into the details. 

 

Jennifer Shirley comments on Facebook that ‘the arrangement of this is very well done, 

balanced and striking. The peeling paint adds to the decrepit feel of the place’. This 

photograph is viewed as an art image by the majority of people who see it. 
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7.13 Island of Dead Dolls, Mexico, 2016 

 

 
Figure	64.	Island	of	Dead	Dolls,	Mexico,	2016		
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This image was taken at the Island of Dead Dolls in Mexico, which I visited in 2016 with 

Richard Gowen, Theo Leinad and Tommy Magpie. In Chapter 5, I discussed how Don Julián 

Santana, after supposedly finding the body of a small girl who had drowned in the waters 

around the island, had started to find dolls, saying that the girl was haunting the place. He 

displayed the dolls on trees and now tourists are able to view them after a boat trip from 

Xochimilco (Gallagher, 2018). I wanted to create photos of these dolls that would show how 

creepy it was on the island. The more successful images were the darker ones, either inside or 

in the shadows. It was a bright sunny day when we visited, so I tried to take photos in the 

darker places using a tripod and a longer exposure. Dolls are a common subject in horror 

films because they depict an image of a human without a soul and are therefore close to the 

generic conventions of horror. The placing of these dolls and doll parts leads the viewer into 

a world that is at once artificial and scary. This conscious placement reminds us that we like 

to scare and draw other extreme emotions from others. 

 

The most interesting thing that occurred after I posted these photos was that people were 

intrigued about where they could find the dolls because they wanted to see them. This shows 

that the photographs are part of the economy of dark tourism and part of a cycle that 

reproduces the practice. Circulating photographs of such sites on social media creates a 

sequence in which people see them and want to go there to produce their own images, which 

then make others want to do the same. For example, influencers on Instagram who post 

photos of their travel adventures are driving up tourism in certain destinations (Miller, 2017). 

 

In this photo, I used smoke to create an eerie atmosphere. I do not smoke, but I used a vape 

machine to blow smoke near the dolls. It drifted around the dolls to create a mystical 

photograph that increased the horror of the spooky dolls for the viewer. Altering the scene 
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like this is not something I do often, but in a few examples I think it adds to the art of the 

photography. I sometimes move things around a scene to make the composition more 

attractive to the viewer; sometimes, I will remove rubbish if there is some, as this does not 

look good in photographs. The use of smoke is not a step I usually take, but the sun was so 

bright and I wanted to achieve a dark atmosphere, so I introduced the smoke to create the 

mood I hoped to achieve.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 217 

7.14 Day of the Dead Festival, Mexico, 2016 

 

 

 

Figure	65.	Day	of	the	Dead	Festival,	Mexico,	2016		
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This photograph was taken at the Mexican Day of the Dead Festival at San Andrés Mixquic, 

which I visited in 2016 with Richard Gowen, Theo Leinad and Tommy Magpie. San Andrés 

Mixquic is a popular town in which to celebrate the festival; thousands of visitors go there to 

partake in the celebrations. They decorate graves with flowers, light candles, eat traditional 

foods, such as sugar skulls and the special bread ‘pan de muerto’ (bread of the dead), and 

drink the traditional alcoholic drink aguardiente. 

 

This photograph was taken high up on a wall within the cemetery just as all the Mexicans 

below lit candles to remember their dead family and friends. Reverence for the dead is shown 

in many ways, from the very private (for example flowers on a grave) to the public (as in 

places where the dead are exhibited and kept as part of family life) and ultimately to places 

where all the dead are celebrated in a very public way. Dark tourism photography helps to 

show that there are other ways than your own to revere them. 

 

The entire cemetery ‘glowed’ and the atmosphere was amazing; Maggie Rivsa on Facebook 

noted that the photograph looked ‘magical’. The photograph certainly shows the magic I felt 

while experiencing the festival. It also shows how dedicated we were to creating a 

photograph like this, which would sum up the festival, as we battled rain and lightning and 

climbed onto a wall to ‘get the shot’: 

 
We spent four or five hours walking around the cemetery and as the light started to fade 
we made the decision to climb up on the back wall in the cemetery as we knew that many 
people would try to get this vantage point and so we gained position before all the spots 
were taken on the wall. The candles were lit around 7pm and being on the wall gave us 
height to capture the whole cemetery in one photo so we could show the whole scene. 
Although we had captured close-up shots within the cemetery throughout the day to tell 
the story of the day, we agreed that we wanted to fit the whole cemetery into one 
photograph when they were lighting the candles to capture the entire atmosphere of the 
celebration. 
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A lightning storm hit while we were stood on the wall and although we got soaked with 
rain we sat it out to get the shots we wanted. We had to keep our equipment covered with 
umbrellas and makeshift protectors made? With plastic bags; we had come all the way to 
Mexico to see this and if the families decorating the graves were still going ahead, we 
weren’t going to stop creating the photos when the images were there to be taken. 

(Field notes, November 2018) 

Using a tripod in the dark atmosphere ensured that the photograph would be in focus. I also 

used a wide-angle lens that allowed a wide view of the cemetery and permitted the entire 

scene to be captured in one photograph. This image works well, as a pitch-black cemetery is 

given light by thousands of candles and this warm surreal glow gives the photograph a 

pleasant mood. 
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7.15 9/11, New York, USA, 2016 

 

 

 

Figure	66.	9/11,	New	York,	USA,	2016		
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This photograph is of the 9/11 site in New York, which I visited in 2016 with Connie 

Hershberger. On 11 September 2001, 2,996 people were killed in a terrorist attack: the Twin 

Towers were hit by planes flown by men associated with Al-Qaeda and they collapsed as a 

result, causing devastation in New York (Engel and Ioanes, 2020). The monument was built 

as a memorial to the attack. It is there so that the public can remember what happened and 

commemorate the lives that were lost (Young, 2016). It consists of two large reflecting pools 

where the Twin Towers stood, with the names of all those who died during the attack 

engraved in bronze. 

 

The memorial looks visually stunning. It is an amazing example of architecture, and with 

New York’s high-rise buildings surrounding it, it is easy to contemplate and to imagine what 

the Twin Towers would have looked like. I wanted to capture the site in a way that would 

make a strong, high-impact photograph. I orientated the names of those who died in the 

foreground – in focus so that they were readable – to add emotion to the photograph and 

make it more real. I then have the reflecting pools in the background. I composed the image 

perfectly symmetrically to draw the viewer’s eye into the photograph and increase its visual 

impact. I used a tripod to compose the photo and ensure it was in focus, but after a minute or 

two I was told by a security guard that for health and safety reasons I was not allowed to use 

it anymore. People react very strongly to any mention of the attack, especially in New York; 

it was a terrible event and because of this I wanted to create a strong image that would 

represent the memorial and leave a lasting impression on the viewer.  

 

The photograph does not show death and is not shocking but it is a strong representation of a 

memorial to those who died, and it makes it easy for viewers to remember the thousands of 

victims, which produces strong emotional reactions in them. I discuss this site in more depth  
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7.16 Slum, Mexico City, Mexico, 2016 

 

 

Figure	67.	Slum,	Mexico	City,	Mexico,	2016	
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In Mexico City, I visited the Nezo-Chalco-Itza slum with Richard Gowen, Theo Leinad and 

Tommy Magpie in 2016. I created this photograph of a world that is very different from the 

one we are used to seeing in the West. When I saw this scene, with the horse and cart, the 

dog, the children on the motorbike in the background and the woman sitting on the railway 

track in the foreground, it strongly affected me and I wanted to set it in a photograph to show 

how the world is for these people. Slums seem to be a fact of human existence. We construct 

a snapshot of life in them in a photograph, sometimes with more concern for the aesthetic 

qualities of the image than for the lives of the people dwelling there. Images publicise the 

poverty but can only show a fleeting glimpse of a life we do not understand and perhaps 

could not survive ourselves. The power of an image like this is to make us think, if only for a 

moment, outside of our convenience society. 

 

This is a living dark tourism location; it is not a location where you view things in a museum 

but one that you experience in real life, ever-changing and evolving. Theo, Richard, Tommy 

and I visited the slum together, carrying our equipment in small camera bags. We did not use 

a tripod because this would slow us down. Our equipment was minimal so that we could 

navigate around the slum easily. We photographed spontaneously the scenes and people we 

encountered, always asking permission; it was very rare for someone to not give it. The aim 

was to capture the atmosphere of the slum and we adopted a street-style photo technique to 

do this, meaning we took candid photos. Good street photography has a well-defined subject, 

with thought given to composition, telling a story and using symmetry and things in the 

photograph to carefully frame the subject. 

 

This photograph does not tell a story of a place of past death or tragedy like many of those I 

have created. As photojournalism, it tells a story of people living among tragedy, born into a 
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place of poverty. The impact of this image comes from the story of the place, of hunger and 

modern-day impoverishment, and I have included the photo in my selection because it is 

important to tell such stories to remind us of our place in the world. The lives of middle and 

upper-class people are captured in photographs and I think this image is important in that it 

captures and shows how working-class people live. 

 

The photograph shows a visual aesthetic that is different from that of photographs of people 

we see in our everyday lives. This is what makes it successful. The dusty path with the 

foreboding sky and the elements of the woman dressed in dirty clothes, the horse, the dog, 

and the teenagers on a motorbike all tell a story of the slum and what it is like to navigate it. 

The train track leads your eye into the photo – a conscious decision I made when composing 

it. Due to the weather, with rain coming, the sky gave dramatic lighting to the scene and this 

Very different atmosphere from others I had seen that day created a very dramatic 

photograph. 
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7.17 Centralia, Pennsylvania, USA, 2016 

 

Figure	68.	Centralia,	Pennsylvania,	USA,	2016	
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This photograph was taken in Centralia, Pennsylvania, USA, when I visited in 2016 with 

Connie Hershberger. Centralia is now a ghost town as a result of a coalmine fire that started 

beneath the town in 1962 (Baker and Spector, 2019). This image was created on an infamous, 

iconic road called graffiti highway, which has been a popular spot for photographers for 

many years. It is a main road covered with graffiti that people have created over the years. 

However, it is soon to be covered with dirt to stop the antisocial behaviour that has been 

occurring, including parties and fires set alight on purpose (Williams, 2020). This is a shame 

for tourists who find the road interesting and want to enjoy its visual uniqueness. I have 

captured the cracked surfaces of the road. It is hard to imagine such a place existing and 

many people want to create images of the crumbling ruins of this graffiti-covered road. The 

photograph encapsulates humankind’s ability to damage the environment. The abandoning of 

a town because of an industrial accident causes us to look to the possible future and the need 

to abandon the earth in an attempt to start again.  

 

 Centralia is an example of ‘a worst-case scenario for the effect of a coal fire on a 

community’ (Nolter and Vice, 2004: 105). The road was the inspiration for the computer 

game and 2006 film Silent Hill, a horror film full of emptiness, with steam rising from the 

ground and supernatural fog. The place is like the film, or rather, the film is like the place: the 

air is not good to breathe and there is a church – despite the town being deserted people still 

attend church services. Unlike in the film, there are no supernatural beings but the 

atmosphere felt while walking around the town is very similar to that in both the game and 

the film. I felt that I had become an avatar and an actor rolled into one. 
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I had seen these things in previous photographs of the ghost town and was disappointed when 

I arrived to find no steam or haze, which would have made the resulting photograph stranger 

and more unnatural, so I created steam using a vape machine. A vape machine is used by 

smokers to inhale nicotine without the use of a cigarette. I inhaled the smoke, which was 

created inside the machine from vape fluid, and blew it across the scene. I know this was 

diverging from the reality of the scene, but it was a choice I made to represent the area as I 

wanted people to imagine it, and as it could have been if the steam had been there. When I 

am thinking about photographs of the world, it intrigues me to wonder how many of them are 

real and how many are unreliable as true-life representations of a scene. We can never know, 

especially now that editing programmes exist that can entirely alter a photograph.  

 

I do not normally doctor my photographs, but I felt an urge to create an atmospheric shot that 

captured the fires burning underneath the road, and I feel that the resulting image is more 

thought-provoking for the viewer, as it leads to questions about why the smoke is there. This 

photo can be likened to the one I created at the Island of Dead Dolls in Mexico where I also 

created smoke for effect. This is something I do very rarely but I feel it is an interesting way 

to make a photograph more striking and more like what you have envisaged in your mind as a 

photographer. Similar effects can be achieved with photographic editing software and I 

discuss this in Chapter nine. 
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7.18 Trans-Allegheny Lunatic Asylum, USA, 2014 

 

 

Figure	69.	Trans-Allegheny	Lunatic	Asylum,	USA,	2014		
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The Western State Hospital in Virginia, USA, was in operation between 1864 and 1994 and it 

has a dark history of overcrowding, extreme lobotomy procedures (Johnson, 2014) and poor 

treatment of patients, who were known to be locked in cages (Serena, 2020). I visited in 2016 

with Karen Lane and Shannon Morrissey and this photograph has been one of my most 

popular art images on social media. Indeed, for art sales, it is one that people choose to have 

printed to hang on their walls. I find that photographs showing difficult subjects with direct 

references to death, tragedy and dead bodies do not sell. They are not what people want to 

look at in their daily lives. Although the hospital is not a place that would be thought 

beautiful in any way, this photograph of a spiral staircase inside the building has captured the 

attention of thousands of people on my social media pages. It is surprising that a place where 

such terrible things happened could be described as ‘stunning’, ‘impressive’, ‘poignant’ and 

‘dynamic’. Ben Gee comments on Facebook: ‘The angle, composition and juxtaposed tones 

really add to the drama of this’. The beauty of this place, in stark juxtaposition to the ugliness 

of its history, makes for a compelling image. The fact that someone might have this on 

display as wall I and consider only the appearance of the image and not what it represents is a 

typical human exercise in abstraction. An art buyer in New York bought this photograph as a 

limited edition print to display on their wall, believing it to be a true piece of art despite the 

tragic history of the hospital. 

 

To create a photograph that would show all the textures on the walls, I used a high-quality 

Mamiya Leaf Credo 80 professional camera and settings that ensured that the image was 

entirely sharp. I used a wide lens to capture as much of the scene as possible, so as not to cut 

off any of the stairs. For the composition, I ensured that the staircase was perfectly 

centralised, to draw the viewer’s attention towards it and for the spiral to lead the eye 

upwards. I colour-toned the final photograph to create a ghostly atmosphere. Glenn Bastion 
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commented on Facebook: ‘A beautiful and somewhat eerie shot, such a great angle for this 

shot with the shadow of the steps spiralling upwards, with just that touch of light on the wall 

from above’. I feel the photograph works very well; it is eye-catching and impressive, and as 

a piece of art it is unique.  
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7.19 Pripyat, Chernobyl, 2016  

 

 

Figure	70.	Pripyat,	Chernobyl,	2016		
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On 26 April 1986 in Chernobyl, Ukraine, there was a catastrophic nuclear disaster that 

rendered the area uninhabitable and left it to decay (Plokhy, 2018). One of the buildings I 

visited to photograph was a hospital known as  Hospital 126, built on the outskirts of the 

nearby town of Pripyat. It was there on the night of the nuclear disaster that firefighters and 

power plant workers were attended to with radiation sickness before being moved to Moscow 

Hospital, where 28 of them died. In the basement of the Pripyat hospital their uniforms were 

discarded because they contained high radiation contamination – they still read high levels to 

this day (Fox, 2017). 

 

The main feeling I had while walking around Pripyat, Chernobyl, was one of sadness and 

dread regarding the terrible thing that had happened there and had caused the removal of 

thousands of people from their homes. When I set my eyes on these cots in the Pripyat 

hospital, I knew this was a photograph I wanted to create to represent this starkness and 

unhappiness. Once newborn babies – a symbol of joy and delight – had slept in these cribs on 

soft clean mattresses, with light shining through the windows and the walls painted a pastel 

blue. Now, the cribs are empty and rusting, and the floor is dirty with flakes of paint that have 

dropped from the walls, which now look decayed and ruined. I succeeded in creating a 

depressing mood by making the tones cold and by editing the photograph to amplify the 

textures, creating the feeling of desolation, loneliness and sadness that these cribs portray. 

This image is very symbolic for me of how I felt in Pripyat and it also resonated with me as a 

mother of two.  

 

Babies and disaster: a combination that triggers most of us. The thought of the threat to the 

babies who used these cots brings out an urge in people to protect them. Seeing this image 
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leads us to realise that although the people of Pripyat may have spoken a different language, 

eaten different food and had very different lifestyles they were not so very different from us.  

 

I had not moved the cribs into the position they were in; other photographers had probably 

pushed them together to add to the impact of the image. This could be seen as related to the 

noose photograph, in that the sites I visit are gradually, through the efforts of various dark 

tourism photographers, being increasingly composed and choreographed for the practice of 

dark tourism photography. I often move elements to make a photograph more visually 

pleasing, and the cribs arranged like this almost makes them not look like cribs anymore. 

Sam Miller commented on Facebook that ‘they look like the walkers [fictional vehicles] in 

Star Wars’; this is an interesting comparison because the cribs now look so different from 

how they once would have that they potentially no longer fit into this world. It is their decay 

that has alienated them and made them look extraordinary in this photo. The image is 

successful because of this ability to create a photograph with sufficient intrigue and narrative 

to captivate the viewer. 

 

 Many of the photographs taken in Pripyat have become symbols of the nuclear disaster. 

Some locations, such as this hospital and the fairground, have become iconic for showing the 

world what happened and what it looks like now. Baden (2020) argues that the invisible 

radiation in the area can be visualised through the photographs taken there, that such images 

can paint a picture inside the viewer’s mind of the radiation, that ‘a variety of tropes create a 

visual language for describing radioactivity’ (2020: 3) and that these tropes create a visual 

depiction of Pripyat. 

 

 



 234 

7.20 Jewelled Skeleton Felix of Sursee, Switzerland, 2016 

 

 

 

Figure	71.	Jewelled	skeleton	Felix	of	Sursee,	Switzerland,	2016		
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Jewelled skeletons of Catholic saints are found hidden in crypts and churches around Europe. 

They are known as catacomb saints (Nuwer, 2013). I visited many of these hidden relics with 

Ben Gwayne and Christian Boss. Christian bones were found in the 1500’s in Roman 

catacombs and used to replenish Catholic churches whose martyrs had been destroyed. The 

skeletons were all assigned names of martyrs and saints. The Roman skeletons were acquired 

around Europe, mainly in Germany, Switzerland and Austria. Nuns and monks decorated the 

skeletons with jewels, with luxurious fabrics, gold, and fine mesh gauze wrapped around the 

bones. The skeletons became very beautiful and were celebrated in the churches they resided 

in, but in the late 18th century they lost their status and became hidden and lost. 

 

This, for me, is a perfect example of a photograph showing how death, even though sad and 

viewed as ugly, can also be seen as something beautiful, opulent and mysterious. Of the many 

photographs I took of jewelled catacomb saints, this one shows what a work of art these 

pieces are. The photo is beautifully opulent.  

 

Some people find the skeletons disturbing, but there is no doubt that they are incomparable 

and special. In this image, the golds and reds, which are supposed to represent the splendour 

of heaven and bring beauty into death, make a very striking, elaborate and pleasing image. 

The satisfaction gained from this photograph comes from the contrast between the centralised 

skull and the heart made of gold beneath, a juxtaposition of death and the symbol of love. It 

gives romance to the photograph and the main colours of red, gold and royal blue are together 

attractive to the eye. The skeletons are a work of art and this photograph represents the 

splendour and uniqueness of the jewelled works. It is interesting to compare them to 

displayed remains that are less beautiful to witness or photograph. For example, with the 

Guanajuato mummies in Mexico the positioning and harsh lighting lend themselves to a more 
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horrific view of the dead body than does the visually attractive contrast between the body, the 

jewels and the opulent cloth of the skeletons. In Chapter nine, I revisit this theme to look at 

how beautiful photographs can be produced from a subject of death and tragedy. 
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7.21 Poveglia Island, Italy, 2016  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure	72.	Poveglia	Island,	Italy,	2016	 

	



 238 

Poveglia Island, Italy, is a 17-acre island in Venice that, in 1776, was used as a place for 

victims of the plague to die and, later in the 1920s, as an asylum where ghastly things such as 

lobotomies supposedly happened. The island is now up for sale to try to reduce Italy’s debt 

(Williams, 2014). I visited in 2016 with Daniel Litchfield, James Kerwin, Jade Brimfield, 

Martin Packman and Gina Soden. In looking at this ethereal image, it is hard to comprehend 

the amount of death that happened there. After becoming an asylum for mentally ill people, 

the site then functioned a hospital before being abandoned. Now, in this ruined building, 

nature has claimed back the concrete walls, and vines climb and drape themselves attractively 

across missing roofs, like a beautiful glowing canopy. In this photograph you see a beautiful 

scene with sunlight peeking through the vines, and textures on the walls that almost look like 

paintings. This can be described as an example of picturesque ruins:  

 

This process conferred an aura of imperviousness, darkness and mystery on the island, 

especially when compared to the highly domesticated and urban Venetian landscape. 

(Visentin, 2019: 6) 

 

The photograph appears mysterious and ghostly, and when you learn of the history of the 

place the branches suddenly look twisted and creepy and you start to imagine more of the 

sorrow that happened on the island and to comprehend the number of dead bodies that have 

been burned on its soil. Italians have become very superstitious about Poveglia and claim it is 

haunted – many will not go anywhere near it (Visentin, 2019). So the photographs taken here 

– looking ghostly and eerie with large elements of ruin and decay – encourage these beliefs 

both from the locals and from tourists. Like the previously discussed iconic haunting photos 

of Pripyat, Chernobyl, these photographs become icons for the island and the thought of it 

being haunted will either draw people to see it or deter them from ever stepping foot there. 
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The photograph looks beautiful, but it portrays a place of great tragedy and, therefore, fills 

the viewer with melancholy. With its horrific and painful memories and with nature claiming 

the site back, the ghostly history of this island stands still – an image that connects beauty 

with horror, people with inevitable death and the present with the past.  
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7.22 Hythe Crypt in Kent, UK, 2015  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure	73.	Hythe	Crypt	in	Kent,	UK,	2015		
	



 241 

This photograph was taken in Hythe Crypt, in Saint Leonard’s Church, Kent, UK, when I 

visited in 2016 with Cameron Burt and Neil Watts. It is a high impact image because the 

skulls have been arranged neatly and symmetrically on shelves. This is the biggest collection 

of human skulls in the UK. The remains of nearly 7,000 people are in the crypt (Hall, 1889). 

The skulls date back 700 years and there are more than 1,000 of them stacked high in stone 

arches. I used a wide lens to fit the entire arch into the frame and composed the photograph to 

make the arch symmetrical; it would not have worked so well had bits of the skulls been 

chopped out or the arch had not been full. The resulting photograph is unique and impressive 

and not an everyday sight.  

 

On viewing the photograph, people commented how it was an impressive, intense display. 

Ornella Gallo wrote: ‘I love your pictures. You are one of the few people that can find the 

beauty in the rotten and the positive in the negative’. Others mentioned that they had not seen 

anything like it before and now felt compelled to visit the crypt. 

 

Once you get over the initial impact of the photograph, this image leads to questions: who 

were they? How did they get here? Who did this? It presents the enigma of dark tourism in 

that many times we are looking at things we do not understand, or even have a context for, 

but that we find compelling viewing. This is borne out by the comments of people who, 

having seen the image, now want to visit the site. 
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7.23 Pripyat, Chernobyl, 2015 

 

 

Figure	74.	Pripyat,	Chernobyl,	2015		
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I picked this second photograph of Pripyat in Chernobyl, Ukraine, because of the poignancy 

of the ruined gym in the Palace of Culture with the amusement park’s ferris wheel behind it. 

The amusement park was due to open a week after the nuclear accident, on May Day in 1986, 

but now the rides are left rusting and decaying. The gym was once filled with people happily 

playing sports; now it has twisted and destroyed floorboards, and has been left to rot and 

decay with its windows smashed. The fairground wheel in the distance, another place that 

would have provided happiness, is now rusted and unused. Its bright yellow passenger cars 

are almost a symbol of the radiation that is soaked into them, making this photograph look 

toxic to the viewer. This image is bittersweet because of the story it tells without the viewer 

having to know too much of the background. If you tell someone that a disaster happened 

here, they see things associated with happiness and childhood that are instantly, profoundly 

emotive and have a strong story to tell. Through the despair of the decay, this photograph 

evokes a strong emotion in the viewer and is therefore very powerful. 

 

Glenn Bastion commented on Facebook: ‘These shots always leave such an empty, hollow 

feeling in the pit of my stomach, a horrifying event with a very sad, very lonely feeling 

aftermath’. I carefully composed the photograph to produce such emotions. Positioning the 

elements so as to overpower the viewer with emotion worked better than a simple shot of the 

hall with no other details. In this way, the photograph shows a scene full of sadness and 

despair, looking from the inside of the hall to the foreboding landscape outside. 

 

This image demonstrates that context can make a difference; the fairground through a broken 

gym window speaks to us of lost childhood. When we know that the fairground was due to 

open soon after the disaster happened, the photograph comes to tell a different story of failed 

enterprise and a loss of childhood innocence. The different elements in this image draw 
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together human experience in a way that says that things like this can happen at any time and 

to anyone. 
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7.24 Grimshawe House, The Old Burying Point, Salem, USA, 2016 

 

 

Figure	75.	Grimshawe	House,	The	Old	Burying	Point,	Salem,	USA,	2016	
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This photograph shows the historical Dr. Nathaniel Peabody House at 53 Charter Street, 

Salem, the supposedly haunted 1770 “Grimshawe House” which has the Old Burying Point 

Cemetery instead of a garden.  I visited it in 2016 with Karen Lane. It is connected to the 

Salem witch trials in Massachusetts, USA, and has a dark history. The house, through being 

abandoned, has become known as haunted. It sits in a graveyard and people claim that ghosts 

reside in the house. In fact, the house is now part of Salem’s ‘Ghost City Tours’ (Ghost City 

Tours, 2020) and you can go there on an informative walking tour. 

 

 I visited the house independently and when I arrived it was a bright sunny autumn day; I 

was, therefore, slightly disappointed as with this photograph I wanted to create something 

eerie and spooky to represent the haunted feeling that the house was supposed to portray – it 

is often described as gloomy, miserable and dreary.  

 

This is an unexpected image: the building is industrial-looking and the cemetery clusters 

close to it. It is as if the cemetery is waiting to reclaim the house. The attraction of dark 

tourist sites where terrible things happened leads us to sometimes visit a perfectly nice place 

that just happened to have something dark happen in it. This was how my photograph in 

bright sunlight came across and I wanted to use photographic techniques to create a darker 

feel. 

 

I positioned myself on the side of the house that was more in shadow and this made the 

photograph closer to the one I had visualised. The shadows helped to create a more eerie 

mood, but the only way I could make the image look exactly how I wanted it to was to edit it 

in Photoshop. The sky was bright blue, so I lowered the saturation in the sky and also in the 

bright yellow tree next to it. I brought down the brightness of the rest of the image too, and 
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the result is a photograph that I feel represents the creepy, haunting atmosphere of the 

cemetery and house that could not be achieved straight out of the camera that day. The house 

is abandoned, and the peeling paint and broken windows lend themselves to a creepy 

aesthetic and help the viewer’s imagination to run wild, imagining the story behind the house 

and wondering whether it could be haunted.  In Chapter 10 I discuss the photographic 

retouching of images and how the use of photographic editing can affect the viewers’ final 

perception of both photograph and location. 
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7.25 Sedlec Ossuary, Czech Republic, 2016  

 

 Figure	76.	Sedlec	Ossuary,	Czech	Republic,	2016		
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The Sedlec Ossuary at Kutná Hora in Czech Republic is visually impressive and stands out as 

interesting and spectacular. I visited it in 2016 with Ben Gwayne. Inside the small ossuary, 

bones from more than 40,000 skeletons decorate the space. In the 15th century, the ossuary 

was filled with thousands of bones and in 1870 František Rint was appointed to organise 

them, taking it upon himself to create beautiful artworks, chandeliers and sculptures. Hallam 

(2010: 466) writes about how bones ‘might be preserved or obliterated, are sometimes openly 

memorialized and at others concealed and lost’; they have a life beyond death in varying 

forms and in this case they are displayed as something ‘reconfigured so that they become at 

once familiar and strange’. This evokes, in me at least, the same feelings that other ossuaries 

do: who were they and how did they get here? Why were they arranged in this way? At least 

we know who did this, and that adds another aspect to the photograph: it tells the story of one 

man’s work to create beauty out of horror and his achievement fascinates us.  

 

I had seen photographs and learnt about the ossuary, and I wanted my own photographs to 

show how impressive it was. I chose this photograph to symbolise the ossuary as it is a wide 

shot that includes a lot of the room, showing Rint’s magnificent intricate work and the 

stunning bone chandeliers on the ceiling. I visited twice, the first time with Ian Hamilton and 

Daniel Litchfield and the second time with Ben Gwayne. We were not allowed to use a tripod 

because, as it was a small room, this could have caused an accident or damage to the bones. I 

therefore used my camera handheld; this was not ideal because it was dark inside, so I kept a 

very steady hand to avoid camera shake.  

 

For the camera setting I used a very high ISO as a result of not being able to use a tripod. ISO 

is a setting that allows the image to become lighter or darker. The only problem with 

increasing the ISO is that grain appears in the photograph. This is not ideal and could have 
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been avoided using a tripod. I took closer shots of the skulls and of some of the artworks that 

had been made from the bones with a close focal length of 50mm, but, for me, this is the most 

successful image: it has an impact on the viewer and leads them to think sensitively about the 

bones. When you look at the photograph it surprises you – it is difficult to even imagine the 

scene existing. I used a 16mm wide-angle lens to create this photograph so that I could fit the 

entire room of bones in the frame and I tilted the camera up so that I could capture the 

magnificent ceiling of bones.  
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7.26 Pompeii, Italy, 2015 

 

 

 

Figure	77.	Pompeii,	Italy,	2015		
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This photograph is of Pompeii in Italy. I visited in 2016 with Daniel Litchfield, Martin 

Packman and Gina Soden. A volcanic eruption in 79 AD completely destroyed the area. 

Those who survived the earthquake died from the effects of the volcanic ash. The area and 

the bodies preserved underneath it provide a glimpse of Roman life at the time. Although this 

photograph is not as visually provoking as some I have chosen for this portfolio, to me it is 

significant as it shows a moment that has been frozen in time for thousands of years. Walking 

on the same streets as the people who lived there so long ago evoked strong feelings in me. It 

is amazing how the uncovering and restoration of the streets and buildings has revealed 

Pompeii as it was back then. Pompeii is an oddity in that they represent the unthinkable: one 

day we are going about our business and the next the whole town is gone and the people with 

it. This gives rise to a fascination in us because, when we walk their streets, it is as if the 

inhabitants were there just a moment ago. The site at Pompeii is now hugely popular with 

tourists, with people often visiting as ‘contemporary pilgrim[s]’ (Kovacs 2013: 25) taking a 

journey to learn something valuable, spiritual and rewarding about the lost city.   

 

Standing on this street facing the very volcano that had buried it so long ago took my breath 

away. The street was half in shadow and half in bright sunlight. I centralised the street with 

Mount Vesuvius in the middle. I stood there and imagined what life had been like in Roman 

times. When you know the history of the place, your imagination helps you to picture what 

the street in the photograph was like when it was active; what the volcano would have looked 

like when it erupted; and how the street would have become full of panic and despair and 

then completely covered in ash until it was uncovered. Now, hints of nature are appearing 

through the ruined cracks in the paving and the volcano is silent and peaceful again.  
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To me, this photograph may not have the visual impact of some of my other images but it has 

one of the greatest stories with which to fuel the viewer’s imagination, and the composition 

of the centralised volcano and the ruins in the foreground with nature creeping back lends 

itself to a beautiful image that preserves Pompeii’s history. One problem we faced at the site 

and which I go on to describe in Chapter eight is that we were unable to use tripods. At the 

entrance, it was explained to us that tripods caused damage to the site and that professional 

photography was not allowed. Daniel Litchfield , Gina Soden, Martin Packman and I visited 

the site together and were disappointed by this but, in the end, the photographs did not suffer 

because there was plenty of light to capture them with a good level of sharpness. 
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7.27 Paris Catacombs, France, 2017 

 

 

Figure	78.	Paris	Catacombs,	France,	2017		
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The Paris Catacombs are a huge network of tunnels under Paris that contain the bones of the 

dead who were moved from cemeteries and charnel houses during the 1780s (Legacey, 2019) 

due to overcrowding.  In 2017 I explored the vast tunnels for many hours with four other dark 

tourists – Luuc Wilde, Marlon Moes, Alex Tassot and Vanna Santoro – spending 12 hours on 

site but taking very few photographs. We spent hours navigating our way around small 

walkways, sometimes squeezing through tiny corridors no bigger than our bodies. It was very 

dark in the catacombs, so to light anything we used torches and candles.  

 

Other explorers had piled up some of the bones in the area in this photograph, almost creating 

the appearance of a well of bones. This was one of the most impressive things we found 

during our exploration. Some explorers call it the ballroom. I feel that this photograph best 

represents my encounter there. In order for the photograph to work I used a tripod to keep it 

steady and took it using a very long exposure; this means that more light can get into the 

camera, allowing the final photograph not to be as dark as the actual scene.  Visually, there 

were not many photographs I could have captured like this as the number of bones has 

depleted over the years due to theft. Some tunnels contained a lot of bones but due to the lack 

of space it was impossible to take a photograph. 

 

The viewer, when seeing a photograph of the Paris Catacombs, expects to see bones, and lots 

of them, so this image works well in allowing them to see what they immediately associate 

with the location. This is different and unique in a photograph captured in the tourist area of 

the catacombs, where the bones are arranged neatly in a display for visitors to view, I discuss 

this further in Chapter 8. 
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The catacombs also contain a large amount of graffiti, dating back to the 18th century 

(Archer, 2005), and you can see this in the background. This adds a level of interest for the 

viewer. Had people not stacked the bones in this way, and had there been no candlelight, the 

photograph would not have been as successful. Together, these visual elements make the 

image fascinating. I had not taken many photographs on that night due to the conditions – it 

was hard to carry my camera other than in my backpack and getting it out in cramped 

conditions was hard – but I was pleased with the way this one turned out. 
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7.28 Mortuary, Switzerland, 2016 

 

 

Figure	79.	Mortuary,	Switzerland,	2016		
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This photograph is striking. It is not every day that people get to see inside a working 

mortuary. This one was in Switzerland and I visited with Ben Gwayne and Cristian Boss. We 

were allowed to see inside and to take photographs but I am not aware of the exact location of 

the hospital because Christian Boss took us there and arranged for us to get inside. It was a 

working mortuary and was not regularly visited by living people. The atmosphere of the 

mortuary was very clean and clinical, and the air smelled of disinfectant. For this photograph, 

I centralised the room with the table in the middle, and the lights on the ceiling guide your 

eyes into the image. I carefully composed the photograph on a tripod to avoid camera shake 

and to ensure that it was sharp, and I used a wide-angle lens to capture the whole room. 

 

I took this photograph to highlight that in the Western world, where death is such a taboo, it 

is unusual to see this kind of image – in this sense, it was an important one to share. The 

image of shiny cold metals, pale walls, and white tiles and furniture engenders an uneasy 

feeling in the viewer, which is what I wanted the photograph to do. The way in which the 

Western world often hides death is an interesting topic that I touch upon later in the thesis. 
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7.29 Eastern State Penitentiary, Pennsylvania, USA, 2016 

 

 
Figure	80.	Eastern	State	Penitentiary,	Pennsylvania,	USA,	2016	
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This photograph is of a barber’s chair in the Eastern State Penitentiary, Pennsylvania, USA, 

which I visited in 2016 with Connie Hershberger and Rob Dietrich. The chair was one of the 

more fascinating objects left in the abandoned building. The penitentiary is surprisingly open 

to the public, for them to visit and learn about its history. The antique chair is intriguing to 

look at, and the contrast between the red leather and the crumbling decaying walls makes for 

an absorbing photograph. The light beam shining down from the ceiling made the room stand 

out to me and when it caught my eye I just had to create a photograph.  

 

To me, this is significant. It is this instant reaction to a scene that determines whether I should 

take a photograph. I am very selective about what I capture, and many of the rooms in the 

penitentiary were not significant or interesting in any way. But, when I walked past this 

room, the chair, the contrast of decay and colour and the light shining down made me react 

instantly. The scene had a story, a history that was visible, and it is this visual story that is so 

important in making a successful photograph. 

 

When Rob and I were discussing photographing the prison we agreed that many 

photographers seek to create a different image from those that have been made before. 

Thousands of photographs had already been taken in the prison by tourists, especially as 

photography passes were readily available, and we both expressed the opinion that we wanted 

to make something different. The things we needed to consider in our image construction 

were perspectives, artistic approach, camera settings and post-processing. Through my use of 

a combination of these elements, and creative thinking, I feel that my photograph stands out 

and tells a story about the prison. This was my aim.  
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7.30 Auschwitz, Poland, 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure	81.	Auschwitz,	Poland,	2015		
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This desolate scene was created at Auschwitz in Poland.  I visited in 2015 with Daniel 

Litchfield. Auschwitz was the largest Nazi concentration camp during World War II and 

more than a million Jewish people were killed there. It operated from 1940 to 1945 (Rees, 

2005). It is a classic dark tourism location and probably the darkest (Miles, 2002), due to the 

amount of human extermination that took place. Tens of thousands of similar photographs 

have been created of the camp, and when I visited Poland one winter it was top of my list of 

locations to try to capture in as creative a way possible, to make my photographs different 

from the majority of tourist photos. 

 

With the snow and the glowing light in the clouds, the photograph seems serene and peaceful, 

but the tall barbed-wire fences and watchtower bring uneasiness, especially when you know 

the history of the place. This photo shows the harsh reality of the camp, despite the calm 

surroundings. Many photographs created here have a similar beauty and calmness; they are 

almost poetic with their calm elements contrasting with twisted metal, brick walls and 

concrete. But it has to be questioned whether poetry and beauty should ever be found in such 

a place of pure death and terrible agony for those who lived and died there (Adorno, 1983). 

Unthinkable yet real, this is a site that evokes many emotions, from disbelief to horror, and 

this photograph does it justice. Human life is so frail that we should all protect it and our 

minds struggle to cope with what happened here. 

 

The site classed my photography here as professional, as I was using a tripod. I look at this 

issue in Chapter eight because dark tourism locations are not always open for photographers 

to take photographs that are? Deemed to be professional. I explained that I was making a 

book of photographs and that I intended to be respectful of the site, and I was granted a pass 

to use my professional equipment. 
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In creating this photograph I was respectful of the concentration camp, but the place is known 

as one where people take selfies and are otherwise disrespectful. It is often important for 

visitors to photograph the camp to keep their memory of the experience alive, but with all 

dark tourism locations we have to remind ourselves that we are walking all over the grounds 

of tragedy and death, making poetry, art and new memories in images from our own 

experiences there, and that we should do this in a respectful way.  
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7.31 Chinese Cemetery, Cuba, 2016 

 

 

 
Figure	82.	Chinese	cemetery,	Cuba,	2016	
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Along with popular dark tourism locations, I have found lesser-known ones, and I feel that it 

is important to show this photograph of a Chinese cemetery in Cuba, which I visited in 2016 

with Richard Gowen, Theo Leinad and Tommy Magpie. Havana’s Chinese cemetery, Barrio 

Chino in China town, opened in the late 1800s. There was once a flourishing Chinese 

community in Cuba but now it has very few members and they are almost forgotten (Varona, 

2015). The Chinese culture has been in decline in the country for around 50 years, since the 

Chinese Cubans started leaving after the Cuban Revolution. 

 

The Chinese first arrived in 1847 as labourers and more than 100,000 Chinese people were 

working in Cuba at the time of the revolution; businesses were then taken over and many 

families fled the country. The cemetery contains many histories of the descendants of these 

immigrants; the earlier graves are small and plain but newer ones are larger and more 

extravagant, with statues and decorations. By 1945 space in the cemetery had become a 

problem, so larger tombs were created and remains were placed in small boxes in catacombs 

beneath them. There are now more than 2,000 of these boxes at the cemetery. 

 

When we arrived at the cemetery, with the aim of photographing inside, the janitor took a 

payment from us as if it were a tourist destination, even though it was not advertised as such. 

He showed us around, but he did not have much respect for the dead; he took a cigarette, 

placed it in the mouth of one of the skulls and joked around. Many of the bones no longer 

remain in their small stone boxes and are just scattered on the floor. It is sad that the deceased 

Chinese in Cuba were segregated to this cemetery and that the dead are now disrespected. 

There are very few Chinese people left in Cuba (Geraghty, 2020), and their culture is slowly 

dying, with the remaining population comprising mainly the older generation. The 

cemetery was nationalised after the government recognised the efforts of the Chinese 
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during the revolution and allowed the site to be maintained and protected. However, from 

the way in which the janitor was treating the bones I got the feeling that he lacked respect 

for them, resulting probably from his separation from the country’s rapidly disappearing 

Chinese culture. 

 

I created this photograph of the stone boxes with the dead inside and the bags of bones that 

had been left next to them, forgotten. It is a powerful photo in that it shows that not all dark 

tourism site are memorials to those who died and that a lot of disrespect is found at these 

locations. The stone boxes have cool tones while the bones have warm ones, and this works 

as an image. Lighting, composition, subject matter and colours are all important factors in 

making a great image, but tone is also essential in creating the mood for a photograph. The 

use of warm tones in the skulls makes them feel warm; these skulls were once human, warm 

and alive, and they should be treated well. As the eye moves to the back of the photo, the use 

of contrasting cool blue tones makes you feel depressed and cold, like an afterthought on the 

scene. Certain colours bring out certain emotions, and conflicting these emotions in this 

photograph helps to tell the story I wanted to come out of the scene. 

 

This image serves as a contrast to locations such as the Mexican Day of the Dead Festival 

where the dead are cared for, are celebrated, and are still at the forefront of their family 

members’ minds. In the Sedlec Ossuary and the Hythe Crypt the bones are displayed with 

care and thought, but here the bones are thrown across the floor, uncared for. This introduces 

a strong contrast with many of the other images; regardless of the treatment of the bones, I 

and other dark tourism photographers still want to be respectful and educate people to behave 

differently.  
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7.32 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have presented the 30 photographs I found to be representational of my 

research and I have drawn out the themes and photographic techniques I used in their 

creation. These photographs were a starting point for drawing out issues and themes in my 

research; I have discussed these within my fieldwork chapters and will continue to discuss 

and analyse them in the next two chapters. There are many motivations for dark tourism 

photography, including keeping the memory alive, revealing people’s different beliefs, and 

showing how people regard the dead and look after them. When it comes down to it, I show 

that what I do is an understandable aesthetic practice and one that is shared by others. 

 

In these photographs, I have looked at how adding elements such as smoke or moving the 

objects in the scene makes the image more visually pleasing. I have also considered the 

importance of good lighting in creating an atmosphere, and how shooting in different weather 

conditions can change the overall effect of the image. Employing photography techniques 

such as focal length, tripod use, camera settings and consideration of composition can all lead 

to a different photograph. Editing using colours can create a different atmosphere, and it often 

results in a beautiful photograph even when taken at a site of death and tragedy. 

 

I have also looked at how a photograph is representational of what has happened in a 

particular place, at how photography is important in documenting history and how 

storytelling is of importance in creating a successful photograph. A lot of the time, collecting 

photographs is like collecting trophies or souvenirs, and this sometimes leads to 

photographers putting themselves at risk to create images. This urge to capture the perfect 

image, even in a dangerous situation, can be very strong. In my practice, I have discovered 

both where ethical lines are drawn when photographing dead bodies and the implications of 



 268 

posting such photographs in public arenas by observing the reactions of people who view 

them – avoiding causing disrespect at dark tourism sites by not taking selfies and going for a 

different approach by which to remember being there. In Chapters eight and ten I go on to 

look at the preparation and creation of the photographs. Finally, I consider their editing and 

circulation and the impact they have on society, taking some of the themes and issues that 

have arisen from this practice-based exhibition portfolio with commentary. 
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Chapter Eight the Preparation and Creation of Photographs taken at Dark Tourism 

Sites 

 

8.1 Forming and planning dark tourism trips 

 

Dark tourism trips vary considerably. Depending on the scale of the trip, visiting dark tourism 

sites might involve extensive planning or just a small amount. I found that some dark tourists 

prefer to travel to sites on their own, while others visit as a couple or as part of a larger group 

– the members might be partners, work colleagues, friends or strangers before the tour. On 

many of my trips, I had not met the participants before, even though planning had occurred 

over the Internet, while other tours involved a mix of friends I had spent time visiting 

locations with previously, as either a dark tourist or an urban explorer, and with whom I 

shared a love of these unique spots. 

 

Whether alone or with others, and one location or many, it is in the initial stages of planning 

that many begin to feel the excitement of seeing these places, the search for a thrill and an 

experience they would not normally encounter in everyday life (Hashimoto, 2014 Skinner 

and Theodossopoulos, 2011). Adventurers begin to build an exciting plan leading up to the 

big event, and they find that the planning and pursuit of the next great experience is 

consuming, increasing each time: ‘Each new thrill eventually palls, requiring therefore bigger 

and bigger thrills to excite the jaded pallet [sic]’ (O’Malley and Mugford, 1994: 201). 

Tourism yields this same satisfaction in the time leading up to the big event, but with dark 

tourism there is the added element that you are doing something unique, seeing something 

that people would not normally get to see or create photographs from. David Redmon makes 

travel sound romantic: ‘Adventures correspond to dreams that exist outside of time,  
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in a romantic place lacking the sensual constraints of everyday life’ (2014: 81). As I develop 

my analysis further, I find that taking photographs adds another element of engagement to the 

experience, and so creates the ideal recipe for maximum enjoyment, even in the planning 

stages; it is said that your pleasure levels are heightened before you actually go on such a trip. 

This pleasure also continues afterwards, in the sharing of the photographs: Scarles writes that 

‘photography opens new possibilities for sharing and mobilising cultural identity; stimulating 

pride and intercultural exchange’ (2011: 19), showing that the enjoyment continues post-

tourism, after images of the locations have been created. This sharing of the images 

encourages positive things, such as pleasure and the sharing of cultures with others. 

People often desire to make their life experiences meaningful by travelling and they have a 

list of sites they wish to visit; travel is seen as a pilgrimage (Turner and Turner, 2011; Eade, 

2018 This pilgrimage can also be a way for artists to work on their skills within their 

activities at the places they go to (Griffith et al., 2017, and a way of collecting sites to visit 

and the experiences had at them. Plate writes on how the boundaries of travel and pilgrimage 

can often be very close: 

There is ultimately no clear line between tourism and pilgrimage…both are born from 
a desire to travel, to head into an unknown, foreign place where one might experience 
new sights and sounds and tastes and smells, and ultimately to be corporeally inspired 
by some transcendent locale. There is something about the quest itself, whether for 
noble, pious, pure, impure, or just plain curious reasons, that makes the journey 
potentially transformative. 

(Plate, 2009: 5)  
 

There is a crossover between tourism and pilgrimage and the boundaries are sometimes 

unclear. The act of pilgrimage can overlap with the tourist’s intentions, and participation in 

tourism can often reveal a strong dedication: although with pilgrimage the focus is on 

religion, tourists share the same connotations in that they are seeking a place and the entire 

experience of getting there becomes the encounter. 
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Throughout my research, I met up with specific people and groups who had previously 

shown an interest in visiting one, or a few, locations with me. Also, if I found that people 

were travelling to a place I was interested in, I would ask to join them. Furthermore, I 

sometimes travelled as part of a larger group of people, all planning to spend a relatively long 

period visiting a dark tourism site or sites (Griffith et al., 2017). 

 

I put together a community of practitioners with an interest in dark tourism photography by 

setting up a group on Facebook – https://www.facebook.com/groups/792587657446751 – 

based on people I knew who also went to these locations and strangers I had made contact 

with who were interested in photography and dark tourism sites. The group began to grow – 

it had more than 1,600 members as of December 2018 – as even complete strangers interested 

in dark tourism added themselves, and this proved to be an excellent resource for the 

planning stages of my trips and for finding people to join me for my research. As dark 

tourism is a subculture of tourism, a subculture being a subdivision of an overall culture 

(Cohen, 1997; Jenks, 2005), being part of the Facebook allows me to say something about the 

culture of this community of people who share similar interests.  

 

I will use urban exploration, known as urbex or UE (Ninjalicious, 2005), as a comparison for 

this building of groups to travel to unique sites, as this scene is more developed than the dark 

tourism one. The term ‘dark tourism’ originated in 1996 (Seaton, 1996), but a dark tourism 

scene has only recently started to develop, as the media has brought it more ‘to light’, so to 

speak.  

 
Dark tourism groups are starting to form in a similar way to those that came about in the early 

stages of urban exploration. Bradley Garrett’s PhD thesis on urban exploration – Place 

Hacking: Tales of Urban Exploration awarded by Royal Holloway, University of London – 
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examines the practice of urban exploration through an autoethnography similar to the one I 

employ. The thesis is on tales of urban exploration over the three years between 2008 and 

2011. Urban exploration is a subculture of exploration, in which people explore abandoned 

buildings and places unseen by the general public. Garrett points out that ‘[u]rban 

exploration, over the past 20 years, has built a rich history for itself structured primarily 

around web forums’ (2012: 37), its development being strongly based on the conversations 

participants have on the Internet and the forming of groups as a result.  

 

Dark tourism is following the same path as urban exploration did more than 20 years ago: 

dark tourism photographers are beginning to recognise that they are engaging in a hobby, and 

they are forming groups to go to sites and take photographs, using the Internet to facilitate 

this. These trips may not be widely known at this stage, but I predict that dark tourism will 

grow in popularity as it becomes better known and received, and, just as with urban 

exploration, as more people see photographs of these sites in the media and want to visit 

them.  
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Richard shared the photograph above of the dolls on the Mexican Island of Dead Dolls on 

Instagram and Facebook. He told me that people started saying that they too wished they 

could see the dolls and that a couple of his followers had asked how he had got there. It was 

seeing photos just like his own that had initially made him want to go to the island, as the 

photos were unique and showed something he was really interested in seeing. Mary Anne 

Golan is quoted in an article for TIME magazine as saying: 

Why is photography important? Photography speaks. When I discovered and later 
understood photographic visual language, I saw that this language could inform, 
educate and move audiences worldwide without the need for a shared spoken language. 
A successful photo story, when well-authored and edited, is universally understood. 

(Laurent, 2017: 6) 
 

 To Golan, there is power in photography; it is about capturing, editing and sharing images 

that can be ‘universally understood’ and that create a visual language that attracts people to 

them. 

 

Many of my research participants told me that their level of participation in dark tourism had 

evolved over time. In my interviews, I found out that some of them had started as urban 

	
Figure	83.	Island	of	Dead	Dolls,	Mexico,	2016,	taken	by	Richard	Gowen	
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explorers and had engaged in this activity extensively, but had then discovered an interest in 

dark tourism sites and had begun visiting these as well. Ben Gwayne, for example, told me 

that he had been an urban explorer for a long time, after finding photographs on the Internet 

and becoming interested in taking some himself. He then found himself going to more and 

more abandoned sites to take photos, and he eventually went to some dark tourism locations, 

including various cemeteries in London, UK, and the Colosseum in Rome, Italy, after seeing 

images of them and finding himself wanting to visit, making lists of all the places to which he 

wanted to go.  

 

Ben’s interest in abandoned buildings began to extend to finding locations associated with 

death and tragedy, not just decay as was the case previously. He began to distinguish a 

difference between urban exploration and dark tourism, he now become interested in seeking 

out these dark tourism locations as well as urban exploration sites to point his camera at, as 

they too had interesting things to capture.  

 

An example relating to this rise in dark tourism’s popularity, as a result of the sites being seen 

in the media, is the HBO series ‘Chernobyl’ (2019, created by Mazin, which gained 

popularity as an authentic documentary on the series of events involved in the Chernobyl 

disaster of April 1986. As a consequence of this television series and of subsequent 

photographs on the Internet, more people than ever are now flocking to Chernobyl, despite its 

growing popularity. Between 2010 and 2016, tourist numbers rose from 9,000 to more than 

35,000 a year and this is now a recognised tourist location (Banaszkiewicz, Zygmunt and 

Duda, 2017). 
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Within days, people who had seen the show wanted to go and see the site, unfortunately not 

always with good consequences as some of them did not respect the location during their 

visit. Sky News has reported on how social media influencers, whose accounts have gained 

large followings, are flocking to Chernobyl and creating insensitive photos of themselves to 

share with their thousands of followers (Marris, 2019). 

 

It is occurrences such as these that make dark tourism locations better known. Urban 

exploration grew from a relatively underground activity to a more mainstream one through 

the sharing in the media of photographs created at the sites, not only through the posting of 

urban explorers’ photographs on various social media sites, such as www.28dayslater.co.uk, 

but also through news articles. In this way hidden places become known to the public. For 

example, a news article published online with my photographs (The Telegraph, 2016) showed 

a large audience of readers photographs they would not normally see, making people more 

aware of the existence of these places and wanting to visit for themselves. 

Like urban exploration, which people were participating in years before it got its name, dark 

tourism also has an extensive history. Regarding urban exploration, Garrett discovered the 

following:  

 
One of the earliest stories urban explorers like to recount comes from 1793 when a 
Frenchman named Philibert Aspairt journeyed by candlelight into the abandoned 
quarry system underneath Paris (colloquially, and erroneously, known as the Paris 
Catacombs) looking for a ‘lost’ wine cellar. His body was found 11 years later and a 
monument erected to his memory. 

(Garrett, 2012: 31) 
 

This shows how urban exploration was being partaken in a very long time ago, even though it 

was not referred to as such.  
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The visiting of sites and events associated with death and tragedy, as Stone notes below, has 

been logged as far back as the Gladiator games, which started in 264 BC and continued over 

the following two centuries (Hopkins, 1983). Although it was not known as dark tourism in 

that historical era, people were nevertheless visiting sites associated with death: 

 
Early examples may be found in the patronage of Roman gladiatorial games. With 
death and suffering at the core of the gladiatorial product, and its eager consumption 
by raucous spectators, the Roman Colosseum may be considered one of the first dark 
tourist attractions. 

(Stone, 2005: 147) 
  

 Just as urbex took time to develop and become an established practice, dark tourism, as 

another genre of niche tourism, is now developing, and more and more people will begin to 

group together to partake in this activity. As photography goes hand in hand with urban 

exploration, with the majority of participants taking a camera with them, many dark tourists 

also take photographs, wishing to capture their experience to some extent. Currently, many 

people go to dark tourism sites without specifically knowing what dark tourism is; like Sing 

Ying in Cambodia, they take photographs without knowing they are dark tourism 

photographers. Yet, as the media increasingly report on what dark tourism is, people will 

understand that visiting these sites constitutes dark tourism and will partake in this activity as 

an interesting hobby, in the same way as many of my participants already do, knowing what 

dark tourism is and choosing to go to such locations directly to create their own photographs. 

 

The majority of my research connections began on the Internet, over Facebook through 

mutual friends, through people following my work and showing an interest in joining me, or 

through my asking people if they would like to join me. Planning smaller trips usually 

involves those going deciding on a place to go, a date and time to meet, and what they will 

bring along. Larger tours require more planning, including discussion about which sites to 
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visit – if more than one – what transport, accommodation and sometimes flights will be 

needed, and creating an itinerary. I asked Tommy Magpie what he thought about the planning 

stage of our trip to Mexico, and he replied: 

 
It took a lot of planning, as we knew a number of dark tourism sites that we wanted to 
see. There were some we all wanted to visit and others we would never have known 
about had we not been in a group. The planning was work and took a long time, as the 
sites were on the other side of the world and we were meeting up with Theo who didn’t 
live in the UK.  
 
But the planning stage helped to build up anticipation about the trip and the process was 
fun. Often we would spend entire nights talking in a group chat on Facebook to discuss 
every last detail of the trip. There was a lot of joking and banter and it made these nights 
more entertaining chatting to friends. I became a bit nervous as the trip came closer, as I 
didn’t know if we had prepared enough, but this fear fuelled the eagerness. If it hadn’t 
been there, I don’t think I would have felt such a thrill when getting on that plane and 
going into the wild unknown. 

(Tommy, November 2016) 
 

Tommy was excited about the planning stage of the trip, which was a big part of the whole 

experience for him, and his feelings evolved once he had arrived at the destination and then 

again when he returned home. 

 

I planned a smaller excursion in the UK with Neil Watts and Cameron Burt, during which we 

spent several days at the two dark tourism locations of Hythe Crypt and Beachy Head. Neil 

commented: 

 
I am glad to be doing something a little different with my weekend than just sitting at 
home. Even in your own country there are unusual things to do and places with exciting 
histories waiting to be found. You just need to do a bit of research first, generally 
through word of mouth or the Internet. Once you have found a fascinating place, the 
excitement gets stronger as you plan how you will go and see it. This short trip didn’t 
take too much planning – we just met up and went on a roadtrip to the locations we had 
planned to visit – but even those small conversations we had helped to build anticipation 
about something different in my life, the entire trip felt like a pilgrimage, a journey to 
witness something amazing, very different to what I experience on a day-to-day basis 
and so it felt transforming. 

(Neil, 2016) 
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Neil describes the trip as though it were a pilgrimage and, although its purpose was not 

religious, it was comparable to a pilgrimage in that the experience of travelling to these 

places gave new meaning to his life. The experience was transformative and after Neil 

returned to his normal life he reflected on the memories he had made as being a special 

moment in his life. As these were dark tourism sites, he had reflected on the nature of death 

and tragedy and this had taught him lessons about how to live life to the fullest and make the 

most of it. This trip had given new meaning to his life and he expressed to me that he would 

try to experience more such trips in the future.  

 

From what Neil mentioned about pilgrimage and through talking to other participants in the 

lead-up to these trips, I found that there was a strong sense of ritual or pilgrimage and 

parallels between pilgrimage and tourism; it was the planning and the actual getting to the 

location, and the experience this entailed, that almost made the travel a pilgrimage. There was 

a strong need to encounter a particular culture, adventure or social experience, and the 

‘motion’ of getting there was just as important as the being there. Coleman and Eade write: 

 
We are more interested in the fact that certain forms of travel, labelled pilgrimages (or 
the rough equivalent) by their participants, appear to be flourishing in many parts of 
the world. Such journeys undoubtedly benefit from improvements in communication 
technology that are available to many people, but they also prompt further 
investigation into the specific cultural, social and economic dimensions of these 
examples of contemporary travel. 

(Coleman and Eade, 2004: 6) 
 

Some forms of travel are labelled as pilgrimage, and the ‘movement’ and ‘mobility’ of the 

traveller, the ritual of moving from home to another place, is a special journey for those going 

to dark tourism locations. The contrast between the mundanity of normal life and the sacred 

nature of a transformational journey reflects the importance of the journeys that the 

participants made during my research. 
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One of the main reasons my participants became drawn to such experiences was that the 

planning stages created a build-up of excitement, through their talking about how they would 

visit the sites and looking at photographs of where they would be going. For Ben, taking 

photographs was part of this ritual, and once the camera was in action he got extensive 

satisfaction from the experience, as that was what he was there to do. I recorded this in my 

fieldnotes about travelling with Ben: 

It had taken months of planning to get to this stage and here I was after a relatively easy 
flight from London to Berlin, sitting next to Ben in our newly picked up hire car. I’d 
only met him once before, but always had this feeling we would just get on swimmingly. 
We had shared laughter within just an hour of meeting at the airport gate and now a 
whole adventure lay ahead. We both had no idea where this road trip would take us, 
apart from the multitude of dark tourism and derelict spaces we had pinned to a map. 
This 19-day, 20,000km trip across Europe had taken months of planning and finally we 
were here, living it, with a heightened sense of aliveness, very much like a pilgrimage. 
We knew we would be meeting with others interested in darkness and death along the 
way and couldn’t wait to meet others with shared interests. Nothing could take this 
feeling from us, of pure excitement that this adventure had just begun. This was the start 
of something epic and it was this kind of road trip, searching out new and exciting 
locations to take photographs at, that took our breath away. It wasn’t long before we 
were both wandering round a German concentration camp, feeling emotions we were not 
so acclimatised to in everyday life, and pushing the camera button felt wonderful when 
we had waited so long for that moment. On that first day, Ben thanked me countless 
times for letting him be part of this trip, saying that he hadn’t felt this way for a long 
time and that seeing new things brought fire into his otherwise mundane life. 

(Fieldnotes, Europe road trip, August 2017) 
 

As a result of Ben’s evolving participation in the fieldwork, his gratitude grew; not all 

participants narrated the same level of thankfulness for being part of the trips, but Ben had 

not travelled much previously, so this was a special trip for him. As with pilgrimage, it was a 

life-changing personal experience and an authentic encounter in his life: ‘from the mundane 

through the sacred’ (Cohen and Cohen, 2012: 5). 
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8.2 Forming of the trips: Chernobyl group 

 

I visited Chernobyl on three occasions over three years, the first two times with a large group 

of 30 people. On the first occasion in 2013, I knew no one in the group, and the only contact I 

had shared with the other members was via social media in the run-up to the six-day trip. The 

second visit was a similar trip, but this time I brought along 10 people I knew to be part of the 

tour and I also knew some of the other group members from the previous trip – there were 30 

people in total this time too. I used this trip in my research and conducted a number of 

interviews with the participants. The final time I visited, I went with just one other person, 

Cameron Burt, on a private tour with a guide. The three trips involved different preparations 

and experiences, and as a result of both the lead-ups and the ways in which the trips were set 

up I encountered the same place but in very different ways. 

 

Chernobyl is a well-known dark tourism site that is something of a holy grail to most dark 

tourists and urban explorers alike. It is another example of this clear dark tourism–urban 

exploration crossover. Chernobyl now is an otherworldly place – disturbing, intense, a 

heterotopology, an intense world within a world – and it is this that attracts people: 

 
It is the tourist gaze of the formerly forbidden zone where the normative, rather than 
being erased, is modified – or rather more precisely – where the norms of ordinary life 
are under suspension. Thus, it is here that the ‘other place’ of Chernobyl is both 
witnessed and consumed, and dark tourism and heterotopology collide. 

(White and Frew, 2013: 84) 
 

After the nuclear accident in April 1986, the entire city of Pripyat was evacuated, leaving a 

nuclear wasteland with everything as it was on the day of the disaster. Years later, around 

2002 (Johnson, 2005) tourists started to tentatively return to the city for organised tours – 

during the 1990s they were not supposed to – some taking photographs and others just 
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interested in witnessing it for themselves. Elena Filatova, for example, is a Ukrainian 

motorcyclist and photographer who rode through Chernobyl creating documentary 

photographs from the 1990s onwards – www.kiddofspeed.com. Although her photography is 

similar to mine in the way in which it documents Chernobyl, her approach and her journey to 

creating these images was very different, in that she was not aiming for carefully constructed 

art photographs but rather a documentary style of capturing everything that was there to be 

seen. The purpose of her visits and her photographs was to show the place to those who did 

not know what it looked like in the years after the accident: ‘her main reason for her work is 

and has been to keep the images of Chernobyl alive’ (Wehling, 2007) 

 

For more than 10 years, tour companies picked up on people’s fascination with the site and 

cashed in on this pull. Companies that still exist include Chernobylwel – 

www.chernobylwel.com – with which I toured in January 2016, Chernobyl Tour, and Tour 

Kiev – www.tourkiev.com. They do all of the planning for you, and arrange transportation 

and the necessary government passes. They also guide you around the area for a set price, 

which shows how commercial dark tourism is. 

 

For the first two trips, in October 2013 and October 2015, a Facebook group was formed for 

people interested in visiting Chernobyl: www.facebook.com/groups/539303999514788. A 

friend had messaged me in February 2013 to mention that a group was forming and, as I was 

already interested in going, I quickly signed up. Inside the group, various people excitedly 

started planning the trip. The group leader was in charge of getting all the necessary permits 

and arranging transportation and accommodation, but it was pretty much up to the rest of us 

to discuss whether we would meet each other at the airport, what equipment we would take, 

questions we had about the health aspects of radiation and whether we would take something 
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to protect ourselves from it, and to which sites in the vast city of Pripyat we would go to take 

our photographs – a discussion that focused mainly on which areas would look good as 

images. There was a small amount of friction within the group because some members were 

not necessarily there to focus on photography and wanted to go to places with historical 

interest that were not particularly photogenic. In the end, we had to compromise and visit a 

mix of places, some that were photogenic and others that were more interesting when viewed 

and explored with our own eyes. 

 

	
Figure	84.	Participants	on	my	first	trip	to	Chernobyl,	Ukraine,	2013,	taken	by	Igor	
Volkov	
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The group was a group of photographers, with about 80% of its members focused on getting 

the best images they could. Therefore, there was a lot of discussion about photographic 

methods and about what equipment people should take. Everyone talked about which lenses 

would be good for capturing the abandoned town, with suggestions that a close-up lens such 

as a 50mm or an 85mm would be good for the details in the abandoned room, while a wide-

angle lens would be suitable for photographing wider scenes such as the sports hall and the 

swimming pool. Everyone agreed that taking too much equipment would not be a good idea, 

as we would be walking around a lot and it would become tiring to carry too much. After 

discussing which camera to use, most of us decided to go with a digital SLR as, unlike with 

film, this has the advantage of your immediately being able to see the images. The majority 

of the photographers chose to take a tripod, as some areas were very dark and This would 

	
Figure	85.	Map	and	plans	for	my	first	trip	to	Chernobyl,	Ukraine,	2013	
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help with the creation of in-focus photos, but some decided against the extra weight, mainly 

because photography was not their main reason for going on the trip. 

 

There was a lot of sharing of photographs that people had taken on previous trips and of links 

to videos, articles and images depicting Chernobyl both when the accident happened and as it 

looks today. To many of the people going on the trip, these brought the actual being there 

closer: knowing the history and seeing the photographs made it more real to them, with the 

next step being their seeing it for themselves and making their own photographs, copies of 

what they had already seen but using their own eye and creativity. 

 

Emerson Soriano, who has been on this trip five times, pointed out in an interview inside 

Pripyat:  

 
I have been to Chernobyl many times and will visit again and again as there is always 
something new to see. It is not only a chance to see it with my own eyes, but to make 
connections with others and share the whole experience. Extraordinary experiences are 
hard to come by, and seeing something like this, that isn’t seen by the majority of 
people, gives me the feeling that I am living my life fuller than if I was to stay at home.  
 
There is a history of death and tragedy at this place, but when I am here this reminds me 
that life is short and to make the most of it while you can. There is such an indescribable 
feeling right from the moment these trips start to get planned, with a huge build-up and 
anticipation, that when it finally arrives I feel like it is Christmas. I am different from a 
lot of the members in this group in that I don’t obsess about taking photographs. I am 
here more for the build-up to the trip, the being there and sharing these memories with 
friends new and old. 

(Emerson, 2015) 
 

The second trip was very similar in the planning stages, though this time I was talking with 

friends in the group, not strangers, so there was more banter and fun. People I had been with 

on the previous trip shared stories and advice with new people joining us, and everyone was 

looking forward to their six days in the zone. From an outsider’s perspective, it may be hard 

to see why these people would get so excited about going to a place with such a terrible 
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history. However, as Gareth Williams revealed: 

 
It isn’t just the fact that such a terrible thing happened here that we plan this trip. We 
want to see this place with our own eyes because it is an entirely abandoned city, 
something you would normally only see in films generally, and it won’t remain here 
forever. It’s rare to witness something like that in a lifetime. It’s very sad what 
happened, but the added history adds story and emotion to when you are walking around 
and taking photographs. The lead-up to the trip and the planning is thrilling, as you have 
dreamed for so long about going to such a place and then, when the planning begins, it 
all starts to become a reality and you get caught up in that dream. 

(Gareth, 2016) 
 
 
 

 

	
Figure	86.	Participants	on	Chernobyl	trip,	Ukraine,	2016,	taken	by	Rob	Mantle	
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The final trip I took was with a friend, Cameron Burt. Cameron had wanted to go to 

Chernobyl for a long time, so I agreed to take him. We booked a private tour with 

Chernobylwel; we were able to select the places where we would take photographs and we 

would spend two days with a tour guide who would take us where we wanted to go. The 

planning for this happened with the two of us putting a list together of what we wanted to see. 

It felt less exciting for me, as I had been twice before and the element of planning had been 

taken away by booking a private tour but, for Cameron, the planning stage was very exciting. 

He googled Chernobyl and found various images of places he wanted to see with his own 

eyes and he also went through my photographs for pointers as to where he would like to go. 

In particular, he wanted to capture photographs of the infamous ferris wheel that is so ionic of 

Chernobyl, the babies’ cots in the hospital, as to him they evoked the sadness of the accident, 

the swimming pool, and finally the schoolroom where lots of gas masks lay on the floor, 

which for him was a very emotional thing to capture. In the days leading up to the trip, 

	
Figure	87.	Mark	Williams	photographing	in	the	abandoned	city	of	Pripyat,		
Chernobyl,	2015	
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Cameron told me that he had never been on such a trip and could not wait to see as much of 

the area as possible, acting as if the trip was a pilgrimage to holy grounds that he was unable 

to go through life without seeing. Like travelling to pilgrimage sites around the world, made 

easier now by tour operators offering such trips (Turner and Turner, 2011), some travel to 

dark tourist sites – such as Chernobyl for Cameron – is considered a key life experience and 

people will do anything to make the trip: 

 
I saw Chernobyl for the first time in photos on the Internet about two years ago and 
have always dreamed of seeing it with my own eyes. There are so many photographs I 
have seen in articles and photographers’ social media that I love. The whole aesthetic of 
the place is beautiful and I have dreamed of seeing it for so long – the ferris wheel, the 
dodgem cars, the desolate feel to the streets with no one living there anymore is so 
poetic and iconic. I can’t wait to explore, walking down the streets and inside buildings 
to see where such a big part of history took place. I am certain it will take my breath 
away. 

(Cameron, 2016) 
 

On the trip, we spent two days in the zone, and Cameron very excitedly explored and took 

photos at every opportunity; he wanted to see everything. On my first trip, I similarly took it 

all in and was overwhelmed by the amount there was to see. While we were exploring, 

Cameron said: 

 
I imagined it would be like this but I could never imagine the way it makes me feel. I 
am overwhelmed, not only by the emotions of what happened here, but also by the 
obsession to want to capture everything I possibly can. I am a little upset that I will not 
be able to see everything as we are only here for a couple of days, but if I get the 
chance to come again I will continue exploring things. 

(Cameron, 2016) 
 

Interestingly, because all three trips took place in different ways, there were different levels 

of excitement in the lead-up to them. I believe that the planning of such a tour plays as much 

a part in the addiction of going to these places as the actual participation. Although it is 

completely forbidden, I think that had we visited Chernobyl with no kind of tour whatsoever, 

we might have reached the peak of excitement in the lead-up to the trip, as other elements 
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would have been added, such as planning how to keep under the radar so as not to be caught 

where you were not allowed to be without a guide. On guided trips the guide lends legitimacy 

to the experience, in that with a trusted, knowledgeable person the visit becomes recognised 

as acceptable. 

 

8.3 Motivations for going to dark tourism sites 

 

Different people have different aims in going to such places of death and tragedy, and these 

have been researched, ‘however, despite ongoing study, there has been a paucity in 

understanding what actually motivates individuals to sites of dark tourism’ (Yuill, 2003: 3). 

As my participant selection was mainly drawn from photographers, I found that the main aim 

of visiting the sites was to take photographs. However, I also found that people had a strong 

interest in the history of the places, a draw to dark things and a desire to see such things with 

their own eyes. Unlike in normal tourism, these places represent a dark, negative and 

atrocious past, and visitors have different underlying motivations for visiting them rather than 

regular travel destinations. 

 

The photographers I spent time with were very focused on creating images of these places, 

whether as snapshots to remember the experience by or on a more professional level, to get 

an artistic or documentary photograph as a record of their experience. For most of them, the 

creation of these images played a big part in the planning of their visits; they wanted to 

ensure that they could create all the photographs they wanted. Ben Gwayne noted that the 

need to take photographs was so strong that he would not go to a site if he could not take 

photographs, and would feel very disappointed if he was told when he got there that he was 

not able to do so. During the planning stages, these photographers would make sure they did 
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their research to find out whether locations restricted photography or required a permit. If 

they did not do this research and ended up being told that they could not take photographs, 

they would not enjoy the experience and feel that they had missed out. These people, 

however, were a minority, as although taking photographs might be a major part of the 

experience, most participants would still go even if they could not take their camera. 

 

Unlike normal tourism, dark tourism involves different motivations for visiting sites: 

‘[p]eople have long been drawn, purposefully or otherwise, towards sites, attractions or 

events linked in one way or another with death, suffering, violence or disaster’ (Sharpley and 

Stone, 2009: 2). Although this has been researched to some extent in recent years, there are 

always different possibilities within the human psyche regarding why people are driven to go 

to these places. The phenomenon has, in fact, existed for thousands of years, with examples 

at medieval and Victorian-age public executions, and in Ancient Britain’s gladiator fights, 

where people watched from their seats and cheered as men fought and died (Seaton, 1996). 

Stone describes this as ‘an old concept in a new world’ (Stone, 2005: 1). Interestingly, the 

number of people visiting the US World Trade Center has almost doubled from 1.8 million 

since the terrorist attack, with the 9/11 memorial as a tourist destination now having received 

more than three and a half million visitors (Griffiths, 2016). It is as if the memorial’s status as 

a place of death and tragedy has increased its popularity and the draw of tourists.  

 

When I asked Sue Fox about her motivations for creating photographs at places associated 

with death, namely the photographs she took in morgues in the 1980s, she replied: 

 
These places are mirrors of our mortality. They are portholes into dimensions of our 
deaths for millennia, are places to reflect on our coming and going, are liminal spaces of 
transcendence of trauma and annihilation.  
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These are mass graves of beings we once knew on some level within us, are a monument 
to the living to stop and grieve and live once again. 

(Sue Fox, 2016) 
 

Fox, and many of the photographers I interviewed, were motivated to create their 

photographs as memories of these places and as a way of extending these memories to others 

so that they could somehow live again through these photo stories. As Silverman explains, 

‘[w]hereas photography performs its memorial function by lifting an object out of time and 

immortalizing it forever in a particular form, memory is all about temporality and 

change’(2013: 157). This is an important aspect of the photographers’ motivations in creating 

images at these sites. They see themselves as capturing a part of the history of these places, 

which will not be remembered without the photographs they take. 

 

My study focuses on photography as the motivation for people visiting these sites. 

Nevertheless, some other examples I found of motivation include: curiosity (Farmaki, 2013); 

to evoke an emotional response – Iliev explains that ‘[e]xplorations indicate that visiting a 

dark site can generate a profound emotional experience’(2020: 7), which is often something 

people wish to feel when seeing a new place; a fascination with this kind of subject; and to 

pay one’s respects to the victims. Some visit for fun or a thrill, or to enjoy the experience, 

some out of historical interest, Light writes: ‘Consequently, visitors do not need to be directly 

affiliated with a death or disaster site or event to be attracted to it: some are simply interested 

in history’ (2003: 72). Education is often a motivation for tourists (Austin, 2002; Teye and 

Timothy, 2004) and for others a love of death draws them to the locations. There is also the 

escape from normal mundane life. For some it is a spiritual experience, a pilgrimage. Collins-

Kreiner (2016) on dark tourism as pilgrimage writes that a visit to a dark tourist site is a quest 

to have a meaningful and life-changing journey. 
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The main focus of the majority of my participants was to take photographs, but this is 

because my selection of participants came from dark tourists who were interested in 

photography, or the other way around. 

 

8.4 Feelings before going  

 

I asked my participants about their feelings before going on the trip and, although their 

answers varied, the majority were excited about seeing the locations. Several were nervous 

about the longer trips because they had not been on such a large-scale excursion before and 

were worried that the planning stage was not thorough enough and that things might go 

wrong. Some of the locations involved a certain degree of risk, so it was in their minds that 

an incident might occur that would compromise the trip. Of course, things can always go 

wrong while travelling, and during my research I found that the majority of such things 

included photography being prohibited or restricted, getting lost, and car problems, but that 

none of these really meant that a trip could not go ahead or continue. Ben Gwayne described 

his feelings: 

 
I’ve never made a trip of this scale, so there was a degree of anxiety before going on the 
tour, especially as me and Rebecca were practically strangers embarking on a road trip 
for a couple of weeks. I worried about driving so far when I had never driven in Europe 
before, whether we would get on for the entire 19 days or if anything would go wrong 
during these days. I have to say, there were a couple of moments in the lead-up to the 
trip when I did wonder if I was capable of pulling it off and wondered about backing 
down. But this fear-fuelled excitement, and the want to see the locations we had planned 
was far stronger than the fear I felt. And I’m so glad I went ahead with it as I gained 
memories I will not forget until I die. 

(Ben, August 2017) 
 

One such example of something going wrong was on the road in Romania in 2017 with 

Faith Roswell, Jonathan Taylor and Nicola Miller. We were driving up a mountain and 

our car broke down. We were able to get back down, but needed to have the car repaired 
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at the bottom of the mountain in order to continue the journey. This meant that we lost a 

lot of time. 

 

As with all travel, the build-up to the day of departure is a big one. I found my participants to 

be in high spirits in the lead-up to trips, anticipating the experience of seeing the sites they 

had wanted to go to for so long, capturing them in photographs and then sharing their 

experiences with others. 

 

8.5 Dark sites that are not yet tourist attractions 

 

I had been an active member of the urban exploration community since 2012. The transition 

from ‘urbex’ trips, which I took part in regularly for five years, to dark tourism was an easy 

one, and resulted in three books: Soviet Ghosts (Litchfield, 2014), which explores the ruins of 

the former Soviet Union; Return to Fukushima (Bathory, 2016), which documents the 

	
Figure	88.	Car	getting	towed	after	breaking	down	in	Romania,	2017	
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remains of an abandoned nuclear town in Japan after natural and human disaster; and 

Orphans of Time (Bathory, 2017b), a documentation of abandoned buildings throughout the 

world. I found that the flow of these trips exploring abandoned buildings was very similar to 

that of trips to dark tourism sites. Because the two kinds of trip are similar in many ways, 

there is sometimes a lot of confusion in the Facebook group, with people posting photos 

taken at abandoned buildings and claiming that these are dark tourism locations. Members of 

dark tourism groups often have this debate about what does and does not count as dark 

tourism, and photos that are posted sometimes get comments asking this of them. Urban 

exploration and dark tourism are also similar when it comes to photography techniques. In 

other words, there is a significant overlap between the too. 

 

My research participants and I felt the desire to collect these locations, to experience a trip 

with others and accumulate photographs. I found the crossover from an urban exploration site 

– an abandoned site where you are not allowed to be – to a dark tourism one that is set up for 

tourists to be strong. This crossover comes from the fact that many abandoned buildings 

might warrant the description of a dark site, associated with death and tragedy, but because 

the added tourism element is not set up there they are not categorised fully as dark tourism 

locations. There is a romance in picking your way through such places that attracts people to 

them (DeSilvey and Edensor, 2013) and the fact that people have this attraction is capitalised 

on, to make money from the public. Turning such sites into commercial places is the idea of 

‘thana-capitalism’ (Korstanje, 2017), wherein profit is made from death and tragedy. 

 

Dark tourism is contributing to a capitalist approach at tourism sites, and locations that are 

created to show the public subjects of death and tragedy can be seen as profiting from the 

misfortune of others (Grebenar, 2018). The creation of sites based on tragedy or death is not 
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always welcomed and moral issues lie where profits are made (Biran and Hyde, 2013). Some 

communities where dark tourism sites exist may not appreciate them, while others gain from 

the capital that tourism encourages, local governments that manage dark tourism do so in the 

most ethical way they can (Sharpley, 2009; Wielde Heidelberg, 2015). Furthermore, 

photographs created at these sites, which are sometimes sold in gift shops or appear in the 

media or as prints, continue to create profit from these places, therefore continuing the capital 

gain from the tragedies.  

 

Dark tourism sites exist around the world and not all are turned into tourist locations, but 

those that are are being capitalised by allowing people to visit. This can be viewed as a 

positive thing when the profits help the communities surrounding the destinations, as they 

often do. But some communities do not appreciate their dark history being popularised in this 

way and these destinations must be created in an ethical way so as not to disrespect their 

histories. Different people have different levels of morality and often it is down to the 

individual to act with respect while acting as a dark tourist photographer, especially while 

capturing photographs at these locations (Sharma, 2018). 

 

Dark tourism is shaped by and also contributes to the development of global neoliberalism. 

Korstanje writes on how places that some believe should be free leisure become neoliberal 

when they become tourist destinations: 

It also create[s] classes of people with different degrees and kinds of licenses to the 
common property resources such as mountains, forests, and beach sides. Classical 
liberalists would have considered such resources available for the free pursuit of leisure  
 
for everyone. The spirit of tourism is liberal, but its conduct in our times is neoliberal. 

(Korstanje, 2020: 1) 
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This is also an issue with dark tourism, in that many dark locations are free to visit until they 

are capitalised and turned into tourist destinations. This leads to some people not playing by 

the rules, who, when they find a location associated with death and tragedy that could be 

classed as a dark tourism site but has not yet been opened as a tourist destination, may still 

feel a desire to visit. Many dark sites are being turned into dark tourism sites and these 

contrast with locations that have not yet been opened up to tourists, in that they are not yet 

capital ventures. 

 

To give a couple of examples, I visited various abandoned asylums and prisons with Shannon 

Morrisey and Karen Lane during my research, including some that tourists were not allowed 

to enter. One of these was a prison in Pennsylvania where prisoners had lived in harsh 

conditions and a hanging trap door had been used to kill inmates. The Eastern State 

Penitentiary in Philadelphia, a similar prison nearby, had contained some of the USA’s most 

infamous criminals (Alphonse ‘Scarface’ Capone, Victor ‘Babe’ Andreoli, Leo Callahan, 

William Francis ‘Slick Willie’ Sutton, Morris ‘The Rabbi’ Bolber and Freda Frost). I visited 

this location with Connie Hersberger, Mike Shangs and Rob Dietrich. Both locations were 

disused prisons in the same area of the country, but one was in a derelict state and access was 

gained by climbing through a small window without being noticed; once inside it could be 

seen that the prison was in a very old and deteriorating state. By contrast, Eastern State had 

been rescued and set up for tourists to visit; they paid a fee to get inside and there was a 

further cost for a photography permit (Urry,1990). 

 

After paying the entrance fee, the experience of taking photographs in the Eastern State was 

very different for me and my participants, due to the ease with which we were able to capture 

the photographs we wanted to achieve. Compared with other dark tourist locations where 
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photography is not encouraged, we were not rushed through and were able to take as long as 

we wanted inside. Having to share the experience with others was, for Rob, ‘pretty rubbish, 

and would be better without a tonne of people getting in every shot you tried to take’ (Rob, 

September 2017), but it was not as bad as at other locations in this respect; at least 

photography was encouraged and you were able to use a tripod. In fact, it was advertised that 

occasional photography workshop days were held at the prison, encouraging further 

photography. Using a tripod and having more time to focus on photography leads to a 

different quality of image – a more considered and artistic version of a photograph that would 

otherwise be rushed, lack detail and be blurred.  

 

A somewhat commoditised gaze is recognised by the tourist industry, and these professional 

photographs often give a very different view of what a tourist location looks like in reality. 

The actual reality of being at the sites can turn out to be very different from expectations, 

when potential tourists are viewing a photograph that has been shot so as to make the location 

look more attractive than it actually is (Littlechild, 2018). Often tourist photographers will 

wait for the perfect light; get to the location early in the morning so that not many tourists are 

there; use professional equipment to capture perfectly sharp and exposed photographs; and 

use their talent to create a perfect artistic representation of the site, for example in how they 

compose the photograph.  

 

In reality these locations are swarmed with tourists and do not have the perfect sunrises and 

sunsets seen in professional photographs, and the photographs that tourists can actually 

capture due to restrictions are often very different from those they see promoting the 

locations, leading to disappointment (Urvi’s Travel Journal, 2020).  
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When exploring the Pennsylvania Prison with Shannon and Karen, Shannon mentioned:  

 
The experience of taking photographs inside the Pennsylvania prison was more free in 
that we didn’t have to pay to take photographs and we could also take as long as we 
wanted, with no closing times, which a tourist destination like Eastern State had. 

(Shannon, 2016) 
 

Karen also revealed that she thought ‘there was more of an adventurous feel while inside, but 

also a fear that our photography could come to an abrupt end if we got caught’. 

This prison could easily become a tourist destination, but in its current state it is available 

only to urban explorers for the creation of photographs. This is an example of the prevailing 

crossover between urban exploration and dark tourism. Many urban exploration sites could 

be deemed dark tourism, but they are not open to tourists, meaning that dark tourists wishing 

to experience their dark history have to visit them without permission. While this is not the 

ideal way of seeing these places, as it would be easier to visit as a tourist, it is not illegal as 

long as nothing is damaged. For urban explorers, ethics play a large part in the practice, as 

	
Figure	89.	Rob	Dietritch	photographing	Eastern	State	Penitentiary,	USA,	2016	
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they visit locations and do not harm them in any way. They wish to experience the locations, 

take photographs and then leave the sites exactly how they found them. 

 

8.6 French Catacombs 

 

The abovementioned crossover was most apparent when I visited the Paris Catacombs with 

Luuc de Wilde, Vanna Santoro, Marlon Moes and Alex Tassot in 2017. Historically this was 

an underground network that catered for the ever-growing population of the dead that 

overflowed the cemeteries in Paris (Bali, 2012). The city of Paris in the 1800s had a problem 

dealing with the increasing numbers of dead bodies. The corpses were becoming a cause of 

infection and disease and the authorities needed to find a solution. Historian Rosemary 

Wakeman writes on this situation: 

Decaying detritus that boiled up from the fetid soil and communal graves. The vast 
necropolis of Saints-Innocents welcomed the dead from every parish in the city. Human 
decomposition mixed with the blood and guts of the market, with piles of rubbish to 
form a putrid stench, a dangerous effluence that made Les Halles an axis of infection 
and disease. 

(Wakeman, 2019: 49) 
 

Starting at 1, avenue du Colonel Henri Rol-Tanguy, a mile-long section of the catacombs is 

open to the public from Tuesday to Sunday, 10am to 5pm, and a ticket costs roughly 9 euros 

(Geiling, 2014). 

 

My first attempt at seeing the catacombs was on my own. I made my way to the tourist 

entrance, only to find it was closed on Mondays. This already placed limits on me as a tourist, 

in that I was not free to visit when I chose.  

 

On the second occasion, I visited with Daniel Litchfield; we again made our way to the 
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entrance, only to find a huge queue of people all eager to see the catacombs with their own 

eyes. The waiting time was two hours, and while we were deciding whether to wait another 

keen photographer in the queue mentioned that they had previously been told that using a 

tripod inside was not allowed. We knew it would be dark inside and impossible to get a good 

shot without a tripod, so we decided to leave the queue – a failure again. The fact that there 

were so many people there also helped in our decision, in that we did not want to feel rushed 

through the catacombs when for so long we had wanted to enjoy the experience. It was clear 

that by making this dark location a tourist destination, restrictions, waiting times and 

limitations on how tourists could view the site meant that they were not able to enjoy it as 

much as if they had been given free rein. This kind of thing also devalues the experience in 

the eyes of ‘serious’ (Stebbins and Sachsman, 2017) dark tourists, given their emphasis on 

going where not many people have been. 
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I decided that I would return another time, but not as a tourist; I would go with a group and 

enter as an urban explorer. The crossover from tourist location to urban exploration had 

occurred. One night in April 2018, I joined Luuc de Wilde, a fellow urban explorer from the 

Netherlands, and Marlon Moes, both of whom I had not previously met, and Vanna Santoro 

and Alex Tassot, two cataphiles – people who infiltrate underneath Paris on a regular basis – 

who knew the catacombs like the back of their hand and could guide us around the vast miles 

of underground tunnels. We disappeared down a drain hole at around midnight, climbing into 

the catacombs below. We had no restrictions: our cameras, tripods, food and lots of torches 

were on our backs.  

 

	
Figure	90.	Author	(Left),	Anti-clockwise	–	Luuc	de	Wilde,	Vanna	Santoro,		
Marlon	Moes	and	Alex	Tassot,	Paris	Catacombs,	France,	2017	
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That night, we explored the catacombs in our own time, with no restrictions, free to take the 

photographs we all desired. Having this experience without being a tourist enhanced the 

adventure for the group, and when we emerged into the cold Paris street with rain pouring 

down on us, we looked at each other and realised that dark tourism that merged with urban 

exploration was so much more fun and that better photographs could be taken without all the 

tourist restrictions.  

Figure	91.	Catacombs,	Paris,	France,	2017,	taken	by	Luuc	de	Wilde	
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We were tired, covered head to toe in the mud from the catacombs, from walking for 
miles through knee-deep muddy water. We had seen parts of the catacombs no tourist 
would be able to see on a tour. Our dark adventure had started at midnight and now we 
were clambering up a huge metal ladder to get back out to the Paris streets as the sun 
came up. 
 
It was pouring with rain and colder outside than it had been in the catacombs. Not a soul 
was around at that time, in reflection, seemingly no life above ground too. We hugged 
each other smiling – we had done it! An experience added to the list that I have always 
wanted to gain, one from the bucket list had been ticked off and we all mutually agreed 
as we stood around gaining our breath and heat to our frozen bodies back in Marlon’s 
tiny hotel room that it was a memory we had forged together, and would never forget. 
We had memorialised that moment in a perfect photo of the five of us sat among the 
bones of the catacombs. That photo, as some would say, spoke a thousand words of the 
adventure we had all partaken in, a truly special night for the dark tourist within, who 
wasn’t so much a tourist that night. 

(Fieldnotes, April 2018) 
 

	
Figure	92.	Author	(Left),	Anti-clockwise	–	Alex	Tassot,	Vanna	Santoro,	Luuc	de	
Wilde	and	Marlon	Moes,	Paris	Catacombs,	France,	2017	
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Without the ‘tourism’ part, it could be said that what we had done was ‘dark exploration’, 

visiting a dark tourism location without the need for a tour guide. After our experience in the 

catacombs, we all expressed that it had been an unforgettable night and that it would not have 

been the same if we had taken a quick tour. We had not managed to take many photographs 

as it was very difficult, with limited space and light, but those we did capture mostly featured 

everyone who had gone that night, as a way of memorialising the experience.  

 
 

 
 

 

	
Figure	93.	Author	emerging	from	Paris	Catacombs,	France,	
2017,	taken	by	Alex	Tassot	
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8.7 Ethics and respect for the dead 

 

When taking photographs at dark tourism sites, photographers often face shooting restrictions 

for varying reasons. The principal photography restriction brought about by the nature of dark 

tourism sites is the issue of ethics and respect for the dead. At many sites I visited, dead 

bodies were on display or medical specimens were shown to the public; rules applied to 

photography within the building and the institution chose to display death in an ethical way 

that would not upset its visitors. 

 

The Siriraj Museum in Bangkok, Thailand, was one such destination. Inside, on display, were 

dead babies preserved medically, along with amputated limbs and other body parts. This dark 

tourism site was not so much about a dark history or a tragedy that had befallen the place but 

about the explicit death that could be seen within these shocking jars. I took the photograph 

below of two babies who were conjoined and sadly died as a result. The photograph is 

beautiful in that the babies practically float in the preservation liquid, almost looking alive. 

Knowing they are not, however, makes this a shocking photograph and one that is very 

difficult to view. I showed the photographs I had obtained in this location to fellow dark 

tourists and they were both fascinated and amazed. The fact that this kind of thing was not 

seen in everyday life made the dark tourist want to visit the site even more. It was different 

from many other dark tourism sites and the desire to take photographs there, to show others, 

was stronger.  
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Figure 94. Siriraj Museum Bangkok, Thailand, 2016 

 

Many might see this site as the ‘darker’ side of dark tourism (Sharpley and Stone, 2009). It 

sits at one extremity of the scale, with the open display of dead babies, most with deformities. 

It could be seen by some to be wrong or cruel, and so ethics regarding how the displays are 

viewed is important, to maintain respect for the dead. There are certain codes of ethics, with 

some photos being appropriate to post and publish and others crossing the line, but where this 

line exists is always up for debate. 

 

I took these photographs to gauge the response regarding the ethics of taking such images. I 

posted them on my Facebook page and had different degrees of reaction from the people who 
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viewed them. It can be observed that there is a growing trend for more photographs of the 

dead to be shared on social media platforms, with different groups displaying differing levels 

of morality; some see this as entirely disgraceful while others are fascinated. An example of 

this includes the recent media photo of Aylan Kurdi, the young Syrian refugee child washed 

up on the shore of France, that took over social media (Elgot, 2015; King and Johnston, 

2015). It caused an uproar from some who did not wish to see such terrible photographs in 

their daily lives, but others simply could not look away.  

 

Brendan O’Neill wrote in The Spectator on 3 September 2015:  

The global spreading of this snapshot...is justified as a way of raising awareness about 
the migrant crisis. Please. It’s more like a snuff photo for progressives, dead-child 
porn, designed not to start a serious debate about migration in the 21st century but to 
elicit a self-satisfied feeling of sadness among Western observers. 

(O’Neill, 2015) 
 

This draws out the question of whether photographs should be allowed to be created in this 

way and then shared for the public to see. 

 

The majority of the Western world is not used to seeing death either in real life or in 

photographs, so with the death taboo being so prevalent (Walter, 1991) maybe we are not 

ready for such atrocities to be in the public eye. However, as death becomes more visible, for 

example in dark tourism locations, the public eye will perhaps become less horrified by it 

(Kaul, 2018). Houseman, Harvey and Pike write on the change over the last century in how 

the Western world views the dead: 
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Most people in the West today are born and die in hospitals and other medicalized 
institutions, whereas barely a hundred years ago most were born and died at home… As 
documented by ethnographic research, treatments applied to bodies by medical staff are 
highly ritualized. However, those closest to the deceased are generally allowed to play 
only a very peripheral role, when they are not excluded out of hand. This gives people 
the impression that death has been ‘deritualized’. 
 

(Houseman, Harvey and Pike, 2021: 180) 
 

The idea is that bodies have been hidden in the majority of the Western world since the end 

of the 19th century, and that this has put a taboo on death and dying. Public acceptance of 

death across the world and throughout history varies. It is mainly in the Western world that it 

has become more of a taboo, although in some countries, for example Poland, it is kept less at 

arm’s length. Death is of course present in Western society, it is just more hidden than in the 

non-Western world (Mellor, 1992). In the non-Western world death is more? Exposed, the 

cultural interpretations of death and dying are different to the Western world (Gire, 2014). 

 

Museums that contain dead bodies have to be sympathetic both to the people who have died 

and have become these exhibits and to any family members who may exist, so rules 

prohibiting photography need to be implemented (Desmond, 2008). In the case of the refugee 

child, the boy’s family might not have even known that he had died and, seeing the photo 

first, which was possible given its viral nature, would have been heartbreaking for them. Such 

disasters are strongly represented in the media and this often results in compassion fatigue on 

the part of those viewing the stories (Benthall, 2010). Extreme compassion is needed in order 

to be mindful of living people’s emotions and their reactions to such exhibits and news 

coverage. Death is a very sensitive subject for many and so rules need to be adhered to. 
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In Conflict – Time – Photography, an exhibition at the Tate Gallery in 2015 (Baker, 2015), 

the exhibition catalogue is useful in a comparison of my own work to how other 

photographers have navigated the ethics of photographing difficult subject matter. 

Simon Norfolk’s work in Afghanistan and Chloe Dewe Mathews photographs of locations 

where soldiers were shot for cowardice in WWI seem particularly pertinent. The subjects 

include conflicts around the world throughout history and whilst it may be hard for the 

viewer to observe these terrible moments in our history in such an exhibition, it can be argued 

that they should be shown to the public, these photographs show a timeline from such 

conflicts and tragedies that is an important record of these events as they slowly fade with 

time. 

 

Another example of such a place is the Hunterian Museum in London, UK, where vast 

display cabinets contain medical specimens of the dead, including preserved foetuses in jars – 

possibly the most shocking part of the whole museum. Here, they also prohibit photography 

of any kind. I looked on the museum’s website, and the photographs there are of good quality 

– the ones I would have created would have been very similar – but every time I go to a 

location that has had thousands of photographs taken of it, I always want to create an image 

that is different from the ones I have seen. This is why the rule prohibiting photography 

makes me sad, as it means I am unable to make my own photographs as memories. I do not 

think that I would download the photographs from the website, as I did not take them. It feels 

like they are someone else’s experience there, not mine; they do not feel as powerful to me as 

my own images would. I think that if I were to keep a photograph from my visit, it would be 

in the form of a souvenir from the gift shop, as this would still remain part of the experience.  
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Photographing a tourist location can be seen as ‘souvenir photography’, especially when 

tourists place themselves in the photo in front of the location (Wang et al., 2015). For many 

tourists, collecting such photographs as souvenirs has more value and sentiment than 

purchasing yet another souvenir from the giftshop and being unable to take photographs 

(Bensen and Silberman, 1986). 

 

8.8 Professional photographers not welcome  

 

During my travels to sites, I came to realise that some restrictions were purely based on the 

fact that ‘professional’ photography was not welcome. Tripods signified professional 

photography, and therefore were banned. The Rome Colosseum had strict rules about this, 

and although Gina’s tripod and mine were not taken from us at the entrance, within minutes 

of our using them security told us to put them away. 

 

The Colosseum has become such a huge Italian icon that professional photographs are now 

used on postcards, fridge magnets and countless other merchandise. In the gift shop, on the 

street corner, practically everywhere you turned there were photographs of the site that you 

could buy in one form or another. The site also features on the cover of various books, 

including Skinner and Theodossopoulos’ (2011) Great Expectations: Imagination and 

Anticipation in Tourism. 

 

Professional photographers predominantly use tripods in order to create sharp, well-exposed, 

high-quality photographs, normally in low-light environments when the use of flash either 

ruins the effect of the photo or is not allowed. Many places in Italy, including the Vatican, 

charge a fee to take photographs, so as to create revenue. Such museums make very little 
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money from actual ticket sales, as this goes to the upkeep of the sites, and so they rely on 

revenue from the sale of postcards, books and other items. A strict ban on professional 

photography enables this money to feed into the sites. In the Sistine Chapel, no photographs 

are allowed under any circumstances. The Japanese firm, Nippon TV, paid a large sum of 

money to renovate the artworks and so have unique rights over photography of them: 

 
In return for funding the renovation, Nippon TV received the exclusive rights to 
photography and video of the restored art, as well as photographs and recordings of 
the restoration process by photographer Takashi Okamura, who was commissioned by 
Nippon TV. As a result of the deal, Nippon produced multiple documentaries, art 
books, and other projects featuring their exclusive photographs and footage of the 
Sistine Chapel restoration, including several celebrated collections of the 
photographic surveys that informed the project. 

(Marshall, 2014: 1) 
 

The nature of the photographic image is that it belongs to the owner and must not be copied 

without their permission. In this case, the copyright lies with the chapel, so photographers 

and tourists cannot create their own photos. This frustrates many of them, as they want to 

own their own images of the site. 

 

8.9 Paying for permits to take photographs  

 

There are dark tourism locations where photography at all levels, including with tripods, is 

allowed, where the curators accept that people want to take photographs. These places are 

rare, and in most cases permits need to be arranged in advance or bought at the door, but my 

participants and I preferred this to a complete ban.  

 

The question is whether restrictive no-photography guidelines are becoming obsolete in a 

time of social media and smartphone photography, when the process of creating photographs  
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is part of everyday life and of recording life experiences. If people have made plans on the 

basis that their experience at a location will include the taking of photos, the prevention of 

photography creates a significant gap in their visit. It is a shame that in an age of sharing 

photographs and experiences people cannot be reminded of their incredible experiences in a 

particular place, and of the interesting, odd and macabre things they have seen. I experience 

an open-access approach to photographs in the same way as academics do with publications, 

in that not being able to experience a site in the way I have envisaged takes away, somewhat, from 

the personal level of the explanation of the experience and the information and viewing experiences 

others would have otherwise had. There are so many reasons for no-photography rules, but maybe 

some kind of compromise can be reached for those for whom photography is such an important 

part of the experience. 

 

Perhaps a stricter approach to the implementation of certain photography rules is the compromise 

that is needed to satisfy everybody. While visiting Auschwitz in Poland, I made arrangements 

beforehand to get a permit. I gave details of the purpose of the photographs along with my personal 

details, and I then adhered to the rules stated on the form, which were to not cause disruption or 

create ethical problems while creating the images. There have been stories of people acting in a 

disrespectful way with regard to photography at Auschwitz (Drury, 2019), in particular by taking 

selfies, which can be seen as an ‘ethical dilemma’ (Dalziel, 2016). Therefore, care is taken by the 

site to make sure that professional photographs created there are not unethical in terms of 

remembering what happened at the site. Places that understand how important photography is to 

some people, while at the same time putting some effort into abiding by health and safety and 

copyright rules, are progressive in avoiding the enforcement of outright bans and allowing these 

moments in history to continue to be captured as long as ethics are adhered to. 
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8.10 Professional versus amateur photography and equipment 

 

In the process of creating photographs at sites, various levels of technical skill are employed. Some 

of my participants were there purely to create snapshot memories, taking amateur equipment such 

as smartphones and pocket cameras and paying more attention to the experience of being there than 

to creating masterpieces. They preferred not to carry around heavy equipment that would have a 

negative impact on their experience at the location; their photographs were more for the purpose of 

remembering the visit. 

 

Semi-professional or professional photographers, however, took more advanced cameras and 

extra equipment, including lighting and tripods, to help with the quality of their images. I 

found these photographers were more focused on creating images than on the actual 

experience of taking in the history of the site. But whatever equipment they did take, they all 

seemed to have carefully selected it, making an informed decision before going on the trip as 

to the kind of photos they would be creating. Tim Knifton took a full camera backpack with 

him to Chernobyl, containing a professional SLR, lenses, accessories and tripod. He 

explained: ‘I’m here to photograph Pripyat and we are so far from home I don’t want to leave 

anything I might want to use; I want to try and get the best photographs I can’ (Tim, 2015). 

 

On a trip to Jilava 13 Prison in Romania, Faith, who was not a professional photographer, 

wanted to create images on her phone but found out on entry to the building, which was half 

abandoned and half a functioning prison, that although cameras were allowed phones were 

not. She was very disappointed, because, as she did not have a camera, she would not be able 

to record her experience. She mentioned: 
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As I handed over my phone I gave myself the usual lecture about seeing with my eyes 
and not my screen but I was still concerned – could I do the place as much justice in 
words as I could with my mediocre camera skills? Had I been allowed my phone, I’d 
have snapped away at everything in sight, but in its absence, I carefully composed 
shots I couldn’t take: an aged yellow pin-up poster attached to an open cell door with 
a view of the bunk beds beyond, all right-angles against the stone wall. A blue-tinged 
corridor where the light never stopped moving as it reflected from the flood-wet floor. 
A little squeeze-way between cells used for solitary confinement – all rusted hinges, 
darkness and close walls that threw your own voice back at you. 
 
How would I explain scenes that seem borrowed from ‘The Shawshank Redemption’ 
but were inhabited before the book was written or the film shot? How could I prove I 
had entered such an impossible-sounding place, in a world where the half-joking 
refrain is, ‘pictures or it didn’t happen’? While imagining the non-existent snapshots, 
I found I had seen more than I would had I actually been using a camera. Had I 
focused on the obvious – the heavy (I lifted them) manacles still hanging on their 
hooks – would I have missed the sentence written in Romanian on the nearby wall, for 
example? I asked a guard what it said. 
‘If you want to live, stuff your clothes with straw’, he recited.  

(Faith, 2017) 
 

Faith,	although	not	a	professional	photographer,	had	this	strong	desire	to	create	images	

to	record	her	experience	and	bring	her	thoughts	on	the	location	to	life.	The	only	

photograph	she	did	create,	on	exiting	the	prison	and	once	her	phone	had	been	returned	

to	her,	was	of	a	fridge	magnet	with	an	image	of	the	prison	printed	on	it	–	she	had	been	

given	permission	by	the	prison	warden.	This	did	not	fulfil	her	need	to	create	her	own	

memories,	as	the	photograph	was	one	of	many	that	could	be	viewed	on	the	Internet,	

taken by someone else. Faith mentioned that there is a much stronger connection to a 

photograph you have taken yourself, as it is exactly what your eyes have seen and it preserves 

that moment for you forever.		

	

Faith had no interest in creating something artistic or sharing the photographs; she simply 

wanted them as a memory and that had been taken away from her, making the experience less 

fulfilling. She later told me she had kept the fridge magnet, not on her fridge but in a memory 

box where she stored various things she had collected from trips. In this box she also had 
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various prints from these places and she was sad that her own photographs of this particular 

experience were not among them. The only positive about not having her camera with her 

was the fact she was more able to focus her attention on the experience of being in the prison 

rather than being distracted by taking photographs. She mentioned that this meant she was 

probably better at observing things than had she had a camera to get between her and the 

things she was viewing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
Figure	95.	Jilava 13 Prison, Romania, 2017, taken	by	Faith	
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8.11 Dark tourism and pilgrimage 

 

A valuable insight I gained from observing my participants was the almost ritualistic 

approach many of them took to ‘collecting’ these dark tourism sites and the high level of 

importance they gave to the journey to these places. For many, it was like a pilgrimage to 

visit the locations and tick them off their lists. In the same way that pilgrims make extensive 

and sometimes difficult journeys to visit sites, dark tourists travel to known dark tourism 

destinations that are ‘off the beaten track’ and often difficult to reach. Often the two groups 

have comparable reasons for their visits, including inquisitiveness, the desire to experience 

the new and different, education, nostalgia, and emotional and spiritual curiosity, often 

coupled with a desire to gain a greater inner knowledge of themselves.  

 

Recently, research has focused on a blurring between pilgrimage for religious and tourist 

purposes (Collins-Kreiner, 2010). While research shows the similarities between the two, in 

terms of discourse tourism, where tourism can be seen as more than a leisure activity and can 

actually be about discovering cultures and heritage, Elsner and Rutherford write (2016):  

 

It is extremely difficult, perhaps impossible to determine the boundaries between 
pilgrimage proper (if there is such a thing) and other kinds of travel such as tourism. 
Indeed, one might say that for the religiously minded (or for those with a tendency to 
become so) any kind of journey has the potential to become pilgrimage. 
 

(Elsner and Rutherford, 2005: 5) 
 

This indicates that there is a difficulty in distinguishing the extent of the blurring between 

pilgrimage and tourism (Palmer, Begley and Coe, 2012), especially if a tourist is going on a 

long journey to visit a religious site and experiences life-changing moments along the way 

(Bremer, 2017).  
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Although a tourist and a pilgrim may have many similarities, there are also differences, and 

although the similarities can overlap it is hard to distinguish between the two, pilgrims 

mainly see themselves as different from tourists. Fahey writes about the key things that 

distinguish a pilgrim: ‘Faith… penance… community… sacred space… ritual expression… 

votive sacrifice… celebration and perseverance’(2002: 213-217). Although these elements 

can overlap with tourism, they are not completely the same in a tourism environment. With 

dark tourism, these similarities between a pilgrim and a dark tourist often overlap, especially 

when life-changing journeys occur in getting to dark tourism sites, which are often religious 

(Olsen, 2019). 

 

Urry and Larsen write that ‘[i]n the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries pilgrimages had 

become a widespread phenomenon’ (2011: 5) for reasons that would have included religious 

devotion but also cultural curiosity and pleasure. They discuss how, in the preceding 

centuries, travel, which had had a purely religious motive, had become more of a way of 

seeing key places, until the point at which pilgrimage and tourism were running alongside 

each other but were subtly different. It is interesting to examine the similarity and difference 

between pilgrimage and tourism: Turner and Turner state that ‘[a] tourist is half a pilgrim, if a 

pilgrim is half a tourist’ (2011: 20) and, according to McKevitt, ‘[p]ilgrimage can be 

perceived as a journey to a sacred place which lies beyond the mundane realm of the 

pilgrim’s daily experience’ (1991: 78). 
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Looking at Christian pilgrimage, Eade and Sallnow (2013) write on complex ideas of the 

sacred in pilgrimage, observing how the movement to pilgrimage sites is just as important to 

record as the physical presence at the final pilgrimage location. For those involved, the act of 

pilgrimage is like a performance in itself.  

 

Those regulating religious sites attempt to differentiate between pilgrims and tourists and to 

control what happens within the sites. Site managers attempt to manage the sites so as to deal 

with any tensions between pilgrims and tourists (Olsen, 2012; Shackley, 2001)‘tourism and 

religion co-exist in the pilgrimage experience’ (Terzidou, Scarles and Saunders, 2017: 117). 

Although many of these sacred sites have become commercialised due to pressures from 

modern pilgrims/tourists, the sites are managed to maintain ‘their religious and spiritual 

integrity’ (Raj and Morpeth, 2007). There can be positives to ‘religious tourism’, such as 

raising awareness regarding preservation, building cultural understanding and helping local 

communities. But there are also challenges, such as the preservation of the locations, when so 

many people now visit them both as tourists and pilgrims. It must be understood that respect 

must be given to the religious practices and the communities in which these sites are located 

(Griffin and Raj, 2017).  

 

In this thesis, I pay particular attention to how my participants behave during these 

pilgrimage-like journeys to dark tourism sites, focusing not always on the final photograph 

but the journey to it, and how the experience is extended as a result of the photograph. 

 

A clear distinction now arises from the comparison between pilgrimage and tourism (Badone, 

2004) and the movement common to both leads to a debate concerning how a dark tourist can 

act as a pilgrim. Collins-Kreiner writes: 
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Pilgrimage is currently portrayed by the literature as a holistic phenomenon with 
religious and secular foundations that include sites that are ‘dark’ in character and that 
can emerge from both religious and secular contexts.  

(Collins-Kreiner, 2016: 1186).  
 

In the same way that, for many centuries, people have made pilgrimages to religious sites, 

dark tourists seek spiritual unity and transformation through the profound effects that many 

of these sites are seen to have on those visiting them. Griffin and Raj write on how this dark-

tourist type of pilgrimage is known as secular tourism: 

Increasingly, travel which purposely or inadvertently includes a meaningful, 
transformative experience, beyond the norm, that impacts an individual’s belief system 
is being recognised as secular pilgrimage. 

(Griffin and Raj, 2017: iv) 
 

 
Both pilgrimage and dark tourism ‘can be regarded as modes of emotional desire and quest to 

visit meaningful sites that lie beyond the regular tourist experience’ (Collins-Kreiner, 2016: 

1186).  

 
I have witnessed this same desire to collect images in urban explorers, in that they create long 

lists of destinations, plan a trip and try to fit in as many locations as possible, their desire 

being their movement to the locations in the same way as pilgrims move to their final 

destination. The dark tourist trip is currently less well defined than an urban exploration one; 

the latter is an activity in which many people partake. Dark tourism currently has less of a 

social element and people visiting these locations may not understand that they are part of a 

social group doing the same thing. With tourism, people often have bucket lists of places they 

want to go to, and dark tourists collect their own such lists of dark tourism sites. But, as with 

travel in general, we act to collect sites, as explained by Whitley, in an article for National 

Geographic Traveller: 
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From stamps to Twitter followers – as a species we just can’t resist collecting things. 
So should we dash around the world, purely to collect stamps in our passports? A 
growing number of clubs welcoming the world’s most travelled people suggest the 
answer is yes, but the ‘how’ and ‘why’ remain up for fervent discussion. 

(Whitley, 2014: 1) 
 

After visiting the site photographers make these photographs part of their collection, when 

the dark tourist collects photographs from the sites they visit, they make them part of their 

photography collections.  

 

Taking photographs at sacred places is often banned as it is seen as disrespectful to 

worshippers who may be at these sites to find solitude and peace. The crossover between 

tourists and those who are at such sites for religious reasons may be blurred, but worshippers 

can easily become distracted by the typical activities of tourists, such as photography. As it is 

important that these sites are managed in a way that means that those who are there for 

religious purposes are respected, photography is deemed inappropriate. 

 

Social media and smartphones make it very easy to take and share photographs at sacred 

places, but it is often deemed inappropriate for tourists to take photos at religious sites or 

those with dark histories. A level of respect must be adhered to by tourists who have been 

welcomed in such places (Sowards, 2018). 

 

As an example of the crossover between dark tourism and pilgrimage, in 2016 I spent a 

weekend with Darren and his wife Emma who, as lovers of cemeteries, had decided that they 

would like to visit and collect photographs of the Magnificent Seven cemeteries in London. 

Darren explained how the trip had happened and the impact it had on him. He and his wife 

Emma lived in Norfolk and did not visit London very often, and he talked about how the 

experience was very fulfilling for him: 
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In the summer of 2014, I was talking to a good friend Rebecca about how much my 
wife Emma and I liked the architecture and peacefulness of cemeteries and that we 
were thinking of going to London to tour the Magnificent Seven. We all agreed to plan 
a weekend when we could meet up and do the tour together, and what a fab weekend it 
was. This was the first big explore my wife had done because while in London we 
would do a late-night explore as part of the weekend. We saw some amazing things 
during this time.  
 

(Darren, 2016)  
 

 

These seven locations consisted of Norwood, Highgate, Abney Park, Tower Hamlets, 

Brompton, Kensal Green and Nunhead. Surrounding London, these huge Victorian 

cemeteries were built in the 1900s when the city’s smaller cemeteries could no longer contain 

all the dead people and particularly when decaying bodies would wash into the water system 

spreading disease and producing epidemics (Turpin and Knight, 2011). Darren and Emma 

described this as a pilgrimage, as they had wanted to visit the cemeteries for many years, 

mainly for a spiritual purpose and to experience the peace found inside them. We got in the 

car with a mission to visit all seven cemeteries in two days. 

 

Below is a photograph I took of gravestones in Nunhead Cemetery. A cemetery in the UK is 

a place where people are laid to rest peacefully. The death rituals and traditions in the UK are 

different from those in many other cultures, and I wanted to show them as best I could in the 

photographs I created. In this image, the sunlight hits the gravestones, which are surrounded 

by trees and foliage, showing peace and calm. For me, this image perfectly reflects an 

English cemetery and people viewing the photograph possibly would see it as a peaceful 

place as well. 
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Darren reacted to what he saw while on the trip: 

 
Some people collect objects or souvenirs, but I am not a materialistic person. I prefer to 
collect experiences. I would rather have a life full of interesting stories of unusual 
places I have been to, like the magnificent cemeteries we are visiting this weekend, 
than possessions. 

(Darren, 2016) 
 

In spite of rain, London traffic jams and other small deterrents, we were determined to collect 

photographs at every site. It was around 5pm on the Sunday, and we had just one more 

cemetery to visit: Abney Park. We arrived just as the gate was closing. We could not believe 

that we would not complete our collection at the last minute so we decided to climb over a 

wall and venture in anyway; a defiant move, but we refused to fail at our mission. The trip 

felt like a pilgrimage, and we had to finish the collection no matter what. As we climbed back 

over the wall, we felt a huge sense of accomplishment because we had completed our 

mission. The ethos of urban exploration is that you may be going to a place you are not 

supposed to (albeit this not being against the law), but you are doing no damage or harm to 

	
Figure	96.	Nunhead	Cemetery,	London,	UK,	2015	
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the space you are in. Anderson, Hamilton and Tonner write on the terms urban explorers 

abide by when participating in this kind of activity: 

There are no rules set in stone, aside from the rather clichéd term of ‘Take Nothing But 
Photos, Leave Nothing But Footprints’, […] they should not take anything from a site, 
other than the memories (both mental and photographic) and should leave nothing 
permanent which may cause further unnatural damage to the site.  

(Anderson, Hamilton and Tonner, 2015: 310).  
 

This experience was the same: we went inside and left with only photographs to complete our 

pilgrimage. We made sure we respected these religious and sacred places by not walking on 

graves, not moving or touching anything and especially not taking anything. We also made 

sure we did not photograph any other visitors or became a nuisance to them (Hahn, 2018). 

 

Just as tourists feel the need to go to top tourist sites when visiting a new country or 

destination, dark tourists feel the need to collect dark tourism sites, in the same way as 

pilgrims need to reach their final spiritual destination. 

 

When we had finished our tour we went for a drink in a pub to celebrate our great weekend 

and our having managed to collect photographs from each of the Magnificent Seven 

cemeteries. Our collection of images was complete, and we talked about what we would do 

with them. Darren chose to share them on Facebook, creating an album named ‘The 

Magnificent Seven’ to include the stories and photographs: 

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?vanity=DarrenSmithPhoto&set=a.760986830655411. 

He said it was almost like showing them off., Various people liked the photographs and 

commented that they were ‘beautiful’. Some people were impressed with the photos and liked 

seeing the cemeteries presented in this way. I shared the photographs I took on my blog, so 

that I could tell the story of the trip and give an explanation of each location for those who 

might be interested: https://www.rebeccabathory.com/blog/uk-magnificent-seven-cemeteries. 
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I then shared a link to my blog on Facebook and people said that it was very interesting, that 

they enjoyed looking at the photographs and learning about the cemeteries. Had these 

photographs not been shared on social media, no one would have seen them, so capturing 

them was beneficial in that others could learn about our experience. 

 

Although the trip was not specifically a long journey undertaken for religious purposes, it 

represents the crossover between secular tourism and pilgrimage in that getting to the 

cemeteries was a journey of self-discovery and the journey was as important to the 

participants as the actual cemeteries. The experience of being at the cemeteries was deeply 

meaningful for Darren and Emma and memories they took away were of great importance.  

 

8.12 Process/thoughts of creating photos while at sites 

 

No matter the level of photography or the equipment used, some degree of thought goes into 

the creation of photographs. No matter what level of photographer I spoke to, what was 

similar was the way in which they talked about the actual creation of the photographs, about 

how this added an extra element of experience at the locations that would not have been there 

had they not had a camera in their hands. I interviewed Cameron Burt about how it felt to 

take photographs at dark tourism sites. He noted the following: 

 
For me, taking a photo intensifies the enjoyment of being at that place. It adds a different 
level to the experience. My mind is not only on the amazing history of the place but also 
on the excitement of creating these photographs. My mind could never be bored at such 
a place when it is fuelled with so much involvement on so many levels. I’m always 
thinking while there, about the photographs I take, that I can return home and show 
people the dark places I have been to. While I’m stood there with my camera in my 
hand, it is a feeling I strive to feel again and again.. 

Photographs can heighten the enjoyment because of the increased engagement with both the 

subject and the dark tourism destination when the mind is full of unique surroundings and objects 
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that are outside of the norm of everyday existence. Diehl, Zauberman and Barasch write about 

how photography can add another element to the experience of being at a location and make a 

photographer even more focused on the site: 

 
“While taking photographs during an experience adds another activity, unlike traditional 
dual-task situations that divide attention, capturing experiences with photographs actually 
focuses attention onto the experience, particularly on aspects of the experience worth 
capturing. As a result, photo-taking leads people to become more engaged with the 
experience.” 

(Diehl, Zauberman and Barasch, 2016: 16) 
 

Tourists are generally seen as people with cameras (MacCannell, 1976; Urry, 1990). Taking 

photographs is normally part of the experience of being a tourist and is something that most 

tourists do when at a location (Chalfen, 1979; Crang, 1997). I agree that a photographer will 

have a different experience from a non-photographer and that an experience at a site can be 

heightened by its being captured in images, as a person becomes even more involved with the 

location: a tourist is happier when taking photographs (Gillet, 2013).  

 
8.13 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has looked at the preparation for and the creating of photographs at dark tourism 

locations, and at the planning and the forming of groups that play an essential role in this 

activity. I discovered that dark tourists often found that the planning of the trips added to the 

experience in a good way, by giving more meaning to their travels, and it was this planning 

that made the trips somewhat of a pilgrimage for those involved. 

 

By creating a Facebook group on dark tourism and forming groups, I was able to meet up 

with a number of participants during my research to observe their planning of trips and their 

aims and motivations in visiting sites and creating photographs. I observed how dark tourism 
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photography is becoming more popular due to this kind of social media group and the sharing 

of photographs, as more people find out about dark tourism. I use the example of photographs 

taken on the Island of Dead Dolls in Mexico to show how the sharing of images makes those 

who view them want to plan their own dark tourism photography trips.  

 

I looked at how dark tourism is becoming more popular, by contrasting it with urban 

exploration and showing how it has risen to fame due to its popularisation in both the media 

and social media. Looking specifically at a number of trips to Chernobyl to explore the 

planning stages, I found that there are always different approaches even to the same location, 

depending on the individual or group and their intentions. Different people have different plans, 

motivations and aims for what they want to take photographs of and why. I observed on these 

trips how photographers used equipment differently and I realised that although all the 

participants had their own motivations and plans they were able to join these plans with those 

of others in a group, with everyone succeeding in what they wanted to achieve. 

 

For me, as for others, there is a strong motivation to visit dark tourism sites around the world. It 

is like a pilgrimage to keep collecting photographs at sites I consider to be the holy grail of dark 

tourism. Like my participants, I enjoy the process of planning these adventures, and the 

experience of being there is exciting for me. I prefer to create artistic versions of the sites, and it 

is often disappointing when rules come up that mean I cannot do this to the best of my ability. 

Photography is not always welcome, but when it is the entire experience is better for the 

photographer as they can create memories or capture the histories of the locations to share with 

others without limitations. 
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Through my research I found restrictions among photographers, would somewhat ruin 

photography opportunities, for example in the Paris Catacombs When the desire to create 

photographs is so great, these dark tourists often then find alternative ways to capture the 

photographs, for example by visiting a dark tourism location but not through the paid tourist 

way. This, of course, changes the experience entirely. 

 

I saw that although there could be many restrictions on photography, there was an underlying 

motivation within the photographer to try their best to get the images they wished to achieve. 

I found that sometimes there was a crossover from a dark adventure at a location not open to 

tourists to a visit to a dark tourism site, especially when photography restrictions applied.  

The act of collecting photographs becomes an extension of the experience, and the ritual of 

both planning and doing becomes what fuels the excitement about the activity. 

 

Looking at the planning and the capturing of visits to dark tourism sites has provided an 

insight into what these photographers do to ensure that they create the images they desire. In 

this chapter on the capturing of sites, I have looked specifically at ethics, respect for the dead, 

health and safety, the equipment taken, photography permits and the process of creating 

photographs. These important topics have not been investigated before, and by delving into 

them I discovered more about the preparations for and the capturing of visits to dark tourism 

sites by photographers. 

 

While observing the experiences of photographers at dark tourism locations, I gained insights 

into how being mindful of the ethics surrounding exhibits that show dead bodies could alter 

these experiences. I conclude that it is important to act ethically at these exhibits, but that it is 
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often disappointing for photographers when they cannot create their own photographs and 

take away their own memories, instead having to purchase souvenirs from the giftshop. 

 

I found that other hurdles for photographers included health and safety rules, flash not being 

allowed due to its potential to damage exhibits, and even professional photography not being 

allowed at all. I found large variations at sites regarding what was allowed and what was not, 

ranging from no photography at all, through a ban on only the photography of dead bodies 

and photography being allowed but not in a professional capacity, to the purchase of permits 

to create whatever images you wished. The photographers I observed reacted to these varying 

levels of creating photography differently, but the majority opinion was that they did not 

mind paying extra to be allowed to capture photographs in whichever way they wished. 

Actual photography experiences at sites were observed, including the use of different 

equipment, and comparisons were made between professional and amateur photographers. I 

conclude that whether someone is a photographer or not, taking photographs at tourist 

destinations creates a different experience for each individual. 

 

In Chapters 9 and 10, I will broaden these findings to look at the place dark tourism 

photography has in social media and at how the participants circulate the images they create. 

This is because it is essential to know what happens to these dark photographs and what their 

impact is on society. 
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Chapter Nine Dark Tourism Photography in Social Media 

 

9.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter the focus is on new and emerging areas within dark tourism photography, 

including social media, selfies and narcissism. I will critically engage with these issues in 

relation to dark tourism photography. The chapter considers a case study, that of Connie 

Hershberger and Mike Shangs at the 9/11 memorial, with regard to their emotional response 

to dark tourism sites and the role of photography within that. The case study focuses on the 

taking of photographs and selfies at this site and on bringing the theme of digital narcissism 

to light at dark tourism locations (Campbell and Twenge, 2010). This leads on to more 

specifically looking at selfies taken at dark tourism sites in general and finally to how the 

sharing of dark tourism photographs can be seen as narcissistic. 

 

A history of narcissism starts with a Greek myth about the Roman God Narcissus who was 

believed to love no one until he saw his own refection (Spotnitz and Resnikoff, 1954). 

Although just a myth, it created the notion of self-love, a concept that is later analysed and 

studied in the field of psychology (Cherry, 2020). In the 1900s narcissism as a disorder came 

to light. Sigmund Freud’s paper ‘On narcissism: an introduction (Freud, 1914) suggests that 

libido, which is the energy inside humans with survival instinct, is aimed by individuals 

either towards themselves or out towards others. 

 

Later, in the 1950s and 1960s, these theories developed further, when Otto Kernberg studied 

a personality structure with different types of self-love/narcissism on different scales and 

examined how object relation theory interacts with self-esteem (Kernberg, 2000). Later 
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Kohut introduced more theories about the subject, which at the time were ground-breaking, 

and, in his book, The Analysis of Self he created a standard for treating narcissism (Kohut, 

2013), and the concept that narcissism develops in a child who has been deprived of love 

from their parents. It was not until the 1980s that narcissism became recognised as a mental 

disorder and it’s developments with modern social structures. Social media in particular 

focuses on the self and has caused an increase in narcissism (Giddens, 1991).  

 

I will analyse how the photography at dark tourism sites can lead to narcissistic tendencies 

and how new areas, such as selfies and social media, can tie in with these theories of 

narcissism. 

 

9.2 Selfies at the 9/11 memorial, USA  

 

I planned to meet with Connie Hershberger and Mike Shangs from Ohio while I was in the 

USA, to make a road trip and visit some dark tourism sites, including the 9/11 memorial in 

New York, the Eastern State Penitentiary and various cemeteries. I had met these 

photographers on the Internet after they had seen my work and showed an interest in joining 

me on a trip.  

 

Connie had seen my photography several years previously, and we exchanged messages 

using Facebook for almost a year, talking about where we would go on the trip and arranging 

for her and her partner Mike to meet me at my hotel in New York. We discussed how we 

would go on a road trip together for seven days, visiting various dark tourism sites while 

driving through different states within the USA. We had never met before, but a relationship 

grew out of our constant conversation, and trust was built up the more we talked. We had a 
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mutual interest in seeing the locations we had planned to visit, and this was what mattered, a 

trust relationship growing out of a shared passion. Our dark tourism highlights would be the 

9/11 memorial in New York City and the Eastern State Penitentiary in Philadelphia.  

 

These two sites were particularly large in size and were both popular dark tourism 

destinations in the USA. I recognise that some dark tourism sites are more popular than 

others, with the rise in dark tourism having caused massification at some locations. 

Individuals are attracted to sites of death and tragedy and the more people find out about 

these destinations the more they wish to see them, resulting in some sites, including these 

two, becoming very popular. 

 

When we arrived at the 9/11 memorial in New York, many people were there; it is a massive 

tourist attraction and visually impressive. A large memorial, it commemorates the more than 

3,000 fatalities of the attack on New York on 11 September 2001. The memorial is made up 

of two pools of water, with waterfalls down each side of them. It is built on the foundations 

of the twin towers, out of bronze, and has on it the name of every person who was killed in 

the attack. The memorial is very beautiful, with peaceful running water, is a calm place for 

reflection and is extremely moving for its visitors. People go there and to other dark tourism 

sites for different reasons, but mainly to pay their respects, to learn about what occurred or to 

be reminded of the instability of human life (Stone, 2010). 

 

There were many people taking photographs at the site, either images of the memorial or 

selfies of themselves standing in front of it. Many New Yorkers who were there when the 

attack happened or who lost people in it cannot understand why people want to take these 

smiling selfies. They think of the site in the same way as they do a cemetery and find it 
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disturbing that people smile and joke while taking photographs, believing that they should 

have a sense of how to behave. There are, however, underlying reasons why people create 

these images, and these individuals may not all be as heartless and cold as some believe them 

to be. Many seek to collect memories from these places and for tourists it feels natural to 

capture photographs showing themselves in the locations they have been; it is simply a way 

of adding to their travel photography collection (Sather-Wagstaff, 2011). 

 

In an age of digital photography, vlogging, blogs and Instagram, in which people document 

their lives continuously and share their photographs via social media, selfies are a 

documentation of people’s lives. Most selfies are harmless, but those taken at dark tourism 

sites can attract attention and make people question whether it is morally correct for such 

photographs to be created in places where death and tragedy have occurred. 

 

There is now excessive and free media reporting at events and places where death and 

tragedy occur, such as the 9/11 disaster. News stories fill the television and the Internet, and 

often, as a result, people want to see with their own eyes what they see in the stories. Travel 

is often a way to escape the mundanity of modern-day life, to improve quality of life and self-

esteem (Moscardo, 2009), but it has to be asked how much of this kind of escape is 

acceptable in contemporary life. People often see stories about off-limits places and become 

excited at the prospect of going there themselves. Visiting Chernobyl and Fukushima can be 

seen as risk-taking and as tests of courage that might impress peers (Lyng, 2004). If people 

end up at a site where there is deadly radiation or where a tsunami killed thousands of people, 

it is understandable that they will take photographs of themselves to prove to their friends 

that they were there, like trophy photographs. An article in The Jakarta Post states: ‘The 
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intention is actually normal; telling others that they have visited the location’ (2018: 2). 

People like to prove they have been somewhere by capturing a photograph.  

Showing off has become easier with social media (Carpenter, 2011); digital narcissism 

(Aiello, Donvito and Vescovi, 2016) is a sign of the times we live in. People upload 

photographs of themselves daily and then collect likes and comments to fuel their egos. It is 

normal to seek approval from peers, but some take this so much farther that it reaches 

narcissism, a feeling that is addictive to many. Narcissism exists on three levels – grandiosity, 

vulnerability and entitlement – and when social media relates to these different kinds of 

narcissism it has varying results (Burnell, 2020). 

 

Grandiosity is seen in people with high self-esteem and confidence who like to put 

themselves out there on social media to show off and who try to elevate themselves over 

others. Vulnerability, when it comes to narcissism, is when people with low self-esteem shyly 

put themselves forward on social media in order to get positive comments in an attempt to 

raise their self-esteem and make themselves feel better. Entitlement on social media is a type 

of narcissism in which people believe they should be thought highly of, posting in an attempt 

to gain attention as they feel that is what they are worth. In whatever way narcissism comes 

into play, people are uploading photographs on social media to show their lives to a massive 

audience and create an unrealistic image of themselves, in order to improve their confidence. 

 

People taking selfies at dark tourism sites to share on social media are creating photographs 

to prove that they have been somewhere exciting and different and they become upset if 

people are unimpressed by them. It may even be the case with some people going to these 

sites that they are rebelling somewhat, doing something they are not meant to do. There are 

many reasons why people post to social media. Miller et al. write on the impact social media 
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has had on the world, by looking at a world without it: ‘These technologies have changed us. 

They have given us potential for communication and interaction that we did not previously 

possess’ (2016: 1). In a world where social media exists and we have the ability to 

communicate our activities and interactions at dark tourism sites with the world, it becomes 

easier to influence others because they can view these posts. 

 

I acknowledged with Connie that she became emotional while visiting the 9/11 memorial in 

New York, USA; I could see that she was deep in contemplation. When I asked her about the 

experience, she replied that she was very moved and that when she took photographs it 

almost took her attention away from the sad thoughts that were flooding her mind, that 

thinking about composition and camera settings created a detachment from the situation that 

allowed her attention to drift away from the sadness of the place. The camera almost blocked 

and shielded her eyes from a direct emotional attachment with the situation: ‘Most tourists 

feel compelled to put the camera between themselves and whatever is remarkable that they 

encounter’ (Sontag, 1977:10), the camera changing the experience at the locations. Connie 

said that she felt this urge to grab her camera, as she would do in most tourist destinations, 

and that doing this changed her experience at the site; it created a kind of barrier between her 

and what Sontag called ‘remarkable’. 

 

Not everybody would react as Connie did, in being so emotionally touched by the memorial. 

Taking photographs enabled her to have a different experience from the one she would have 

had if she had not had her camera with her and had had to face the tragedy of the memorial 

with no distractions. By putting her camera between herself and the experience, she was 

using a distraction to contain difficult emotions. It is interesting to observe how different 
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people create different relationships with places and also the diverse ways in which members 

of society deal with remembrance locations such as 9/11. Sather-Wagstaff writes: 

Commemorative sites are not automatically sacred or otherwise historically important 
simply because a disastrous event occurred; they are spaces that are continuously 
negotiated, constructed, and reconstructed into meaningful places through ongoing 
human action. 

(Sather-Wagstaff, 2011: 20) 
 

Everyone has different experiences at these sites: Connie felt that taking photographs helped 

her to get over the strong emotions she felt, while others feel that taking selfies can somehow 

normalise the experience for them – their actions may not be intentionally disrespectful – and 

yet others react in a completely different way.	

 

 
Figure	97.	Connie	at	the	9/11	memorial,	USA,	2016	
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People can be judgmental about why others might take photographs or selfies at such places 

(Hodalska, 2015), but they should keep an open mind, due to the fact that not everyone is as 

disrespectful as it may appear on the surface; they may just be victims of the growing trend of 

selfies and of the digital world (Lennon and Foley, 2000). 

 

What needs to be understood is where the line is drawn and what is one step too far, for 

example a stag party from the UK posed at the memorial for selfies with a blow-up sex doll 

(Khan, 2016). It would probably be seen by the majority of the public as disgraceful to take 

such photographs; the line of respect was crossed. Those involved may have been drunk or 

unable to think about what they were doing, but their acting in this way was not practising 

sensitive behaviour at the site. The National September 11 Memorial & Museum at the World 

Trade Center has specific rules and regulations. Its website states: 

Given the unique nature of the site and the tragedy that occurred here, proper decorum, 
personal behaviour, and conduct is required from all visitors at all times in order to 
provide the entire visiting public with respect, and an equal opportunity to have an 
enriching and meaningful experience. 

(www.911memorial.org) 
 

Elsewhere, in Giza, Egypt, a couple posed for an explicit photo as if they were having sex on 

top of the Great Pyramid, which sparked people’s anger, as it was seen as a ‘violation of 

morality’ (Rahman, 2018). It was considered by many to be disrespectful and ignorant, 

causing a public furore and a backlash that highlight the underlying, implicit boundaries 

people operate within. 
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9.3 Dark tourism selfies 

 

Selfies go hand in hand with tourism. People enjoy creating a memory of a place they have 

visited, to keep the memory alive and then to show others what they have experienced, and 

the selfie also puts the person in the scene, almost as proof that they were there. Circulating 

these images is just as important as creating the memory. In turn, the circulation of these 

images popularises dark tourism locations, as people see the images and then want to see 

these unique places for themselves. Seeing someone in a photo makes people feel that they 

want to be in that place too. 

 

 

 

	
Figure	98.	Tourists	using	smartphones	to	photograph	and	take	selfies	at	the	
9/11	memorial,	USA,	2016	
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In the 1970s, Polaroid cameras were used by people to self-capture themselves in 

photographs with outstretched arms pointing towards their face, but it was with the invention 

of digital photography and the introduction of smartphones, with front-facing cameras, that 

the selfie became truly popular. 

 

In the last 10 years of dark tourism’s popularity, one such occurrence on the photographic 

spectrum has been the use of the photographic selfie at these sites. Although the first known 

non-photographic selfies were found on the cave walls of Indonesia 40,000 years ago (Storr, 

2018), photographic selfies emerged much later, with the first being in around 1839 (Adams, 

2018; Detweiler, 2018), when Robert Cornelius created a photograph of himself in 

Philadelphia. 

 

The mass circulation of such images encourages more of this kind of photography to occur. 

The more selfies are seen, the more people want to visit the sites themselves and create their 

own. With the use of hashtags, the photographs are liked, retweeted and shared on social 

platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. Many of the participants I observed 

during my research had a bucket list of dark tourism sites they had seen on the Internet, in 

selfies, and they wanted to tick them off by showing people they had been there too, by also 

taking selfies. However, unlike normal tourist destinations where selfies are rather harmless, 

there are more ethical issues to consider when creating and sharing selfies at dark tourism 

sites. These are places with dark histories of tragedy and death, but places people still want to 

take photos of. 

 

A selfie at a dark tourism location could be seen as the ultimate selfie, as these destinations 

are unique, but the simple act of capturing oneself in these places can cause controversy: 
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smiling or other facial expressions commonly used in typical tourism selfies could be seen as 

disrespectful and insensitive in such locations. One example that went viral was that of 

Breanna Mitchell, who posted a selfie of herself in Auschwitz, smiling, and with smiley face 

emoticons next to the words ‘selfie at Auschwitz’. She received a lot of criticism as the photo 

was shared over and over again. An article by the Daily Mail stated: ‘The photo has been 

retweeted more than 3,000 times alongside hundreds of messages of criticism’ (Robinson, 

2014: 1). In the comments on the article there were mixed responses, some saying that 

Breanna was very insensitive to make a smiling selfie at a place where so much tragedy had 

occurred and then to share it in such a way, and others putting the blame more on her young 

age and the simple fact that she is a product of the times we live in, of digital selfie-sharing. 

One person stated that insensitivity happens because there is a disconnect from the actual 

place, as we tend to view things more through a camera these days than with our own 

thoughts and emotions.  

 

In our world of sharing photographs, sometimes the fact that such images may be 

disrespectful can be lost on people: selfie-taking is such a natural way for people to record 

their lives that at dark tourism sites they often forget that smiling as they would in a normal 

tourist location is socially unacceptable, and also morals sometimes get lost in the photo-

sharing process: ‘Today, sadly, everything exists to end up in the background of a selfie’ 

(Hodalska, 2015: 18). 

 

 As more photographs, whether selfies, simple tourist snaps or more professional images, 

come into creation from dark tourism locations, the more they will appear across social media 

platforms and in printed media, including on postcards and in newspapers, books, magazines 

and guidebooks. The act of circulating the photographs in this way generally gains the 
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attention of a large number of people and in turn creates a profit by attracting more people to 

the sites. Dark tourism in these media outlets is important in keeping the sites running and in 

attracting visitors. An example of this relates to the national prison museum in Melaka, 

Malaysia. Gani et al. (2021) write on the relationship at this site between the promotion of 

dark tourist locations and the tourists’ intent in visiting, saying that their respondents agreed 

that the sharing of photographs on the Internet brought awareness to the prison and had 

drawn them in to want to visit. 

 

As with regular tourism, travellers’ decision-making as to whether they want to visit a site is 

often dependent on what they have seen of the location in images on social media and in 

printed photographs (Le?ung et al., 2013). The use of social media has a huge impact on dark 

tourism and tourism competitiveness in general. 

 

9.4 Circulation of photographs on social media and the resulting narcissism 

 
Looking at these ways of circulating photographs of dark tourism sites along with who is 

circulating them will further our understanding of image-creation in these places. Pre-social 

media, before the first identifiable social media site, Six Degrees, was created in 1997 

(Kietzmann, 2011), the circulation of tourism sites relied heavily on printed photographs in 

various forms, and these were blamed for narcissism too (Pessimists Archive, 2020). With the 

invention of the Internet, sharing photographs has become easier, and dark tourism 

photographs are becoming better known as a result of their featuring more and more online. 

The most heavily visited spots, such as Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland, Tuol Sleng in Phnom 

Penh, Cambodia, 9/11 in New York, and Alcatraz in the USA, have been popularised through 

online magazines and newspapers, such as National Geographic (Reid, 2016) and The Guardian 

(Coldwell, 2013). The sharing of photographs has allowed these unusual destinations to become 
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part of the bucket lists of people who might have previously overlooked them. Dark tourism is 

not new, but how it is being marketed through the sharing of photographs is, and this 

commercialisation makes it seem new to its audience (Lennon and Foley, 2000). 

 

There is a range of key sites for the sharing of photographs and they serve different purposes 

for photographers. Sites such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter rely heavily on personal 

engagement in an online arena. With the growth in the importance of social media dark 

tourism has never been circulated as much as it has on these platforms (Scotti, 2019; Bolan 

and Simone-Charteris, 2018), which have a widespread audience of people who are all 

connected. These people connect either by viewing photographs and sharing them or by 

going to the places in the images themselves. People can share with ease their digital 

souvenirs of the dark tourism places they have visited, to prove that they have been there. 

Sometimes when a photograph has been posted to one site, people will see it and share it on 

others. In the past, some of my photographs have gone viral on the Internet and have gained a 

great deal of popularity from being shared or reposted on sites such as Twitter, Instagram and 

Pinterest. 

 

Tommy Magpie shared his photograph of the Museo de las Momias de Guanajuato in 

Mexico. His reason for sharing it was that he uploaded only his best photos to his Facebook 

page and he felt that this one was unique and that his followers would be interested in seeing 

it. In the description, he wrote a history of the photograph and mentioned what equipment he 

used: a Tamron 90mm macro lens, which he chose in order to create the close-up details of 

the mummy. Once he had uploaded the image to Facebook, he received likes and various 

comments, which boasted his confidence and he felt a sense of wellbeing and happiness 

because others appreciated his work. He told me that he was particularly proud of this 
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photograph, because of the adventure that had gone into capturing it, the care and techniques 

he had employed while photographing the mummy and how the photograph looked when he 

had finally edited and shared it. He was happy with the positive comments he received after 

uploading it and this gave a boost to his ego. 

 
Figure 99. Museo de las Momias de Guanajuato, Mexico, 2016, taken by Tommy Magpie 

 
Sharing photographs of these unusual places is to some extent narcissistic, as the reason 

people upload such images into the public domain is often to show off where they have been. 

There are other reasons, such as sharing their travel photographs with their families, but often 

showing these images is a way to increase their self-confidence. Subclinical narcissism is 

more common than clinical narcissism, a more serious variety that needs medical attention. In 

the general population, people demonstrating elevated attitudes and behaviours with regard to 

higher self-esteem have subclinical narcissism behaviour (Davenport et al., 2014). It is 
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almost like showing off to share photographs in this way; many people have never seen the 

sites captured in them and they ‘sing’ the photographers’ praises, giving those who have 

shared them a good feeling. For many people, being a world explorer is an achievement, and 

positive feedback gives them a sense of wellbeing.  

 

Narcissism occurs along a continuum, as set out by the Narcissistic Personality Inventory 

(NPI) designed? By Raskin and Hall (1979), which is a measure of 80 items ranging from 

healthy qualities on the lower end of the NPI score to harmful ones on the high end (Peisley, 

2017); the majority of cases are normal and can be seen as a healthy appreciation of oneself 

and a form of self-confidence and good self-esteem that help an individual to function in 

society. At the other end of the spectrum is psychopathy, and these more extreme cases can 

cause an individual to become self-centred and uncaring of others, which can be said to be a 

growing problem in society as a result of social media and the increasing trend for people to 

show off about their daily activities. There is an increasing desire to gain recognition from 

others by using social media and to stand above others (Leung et al., 2013; Campbell and 

McCain, 2017).  

 

Digital narcissism has expanded since the rise of social media. For many individuals, visiting 

dark tourism sites is no longer just about absorbing and learning the history; it is more about 

making a collection of exciting images to show off on social media (Hodalska, 2017) – a dark 

tourism narcissism. Many of my participants expressed that an exciting site would be one 

with interesting and unique things to photograph. Dark tourism becomes more accessible 

through the circulation of these sites in printed media and social networks, especially in the 

form of photo-sharing, like a gift exchange.  
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There is a distinction between economic exchanges and ones that are sociable, an example of 

which is when anthropologist ‘Marcel Mauss reinterpreted the Kula Ring of Malinowski and 

reacted over the Malinowski’s notion as that every social exchange transaction creates social 

bonds that not only tie one person to another and to society but one segment of society to 

another’ (Sharma, 2020: 92, emphasis in original). The Malinowski people exchanged 

jewellery and this in turn led to societies becoming linked to each other. The exchange of 

photographs on social platforms unites people from different societies through a common 

interest, not in an economic exchange but a social one. People seeking an alternative tourist 

experience are drawn in, and many unknowingly become particularly narcissistic in the 

process of visiting and capturing the locations and sharing them with others. 

 

Narcissistic behaviour can be seen in both regular tourism and dark tourism. Some tourism is 

an indulgent activity and lends itself to showing off, to curating a particular image of oneself 

online – a visual tourist CV. Many people share photographs and selfies of the latest places 

they have visited because this gives them a heightened sense of self-worth and flatters their 

ego; the more exciting the place they have visited, the more they show off and want others to 

know about their trip. This is a way to gain the attention that narcissists crave. Also, as travel 

is seen as an activity for the affluent, it gives others seeing someone’s travels the sense that 

they have a lot of money, further fuelling their narcissism. Those travelling develop/have a 

certain prestige and power status, and the ease with which they can so freely share their 

photographs on the Internet allows them to show off very easily to those who see them. 

 

When people travel to places they cannot even imagine in their everyday lives, it is natural 

for them to want to take photographs. Before the advent of digital photography – digital 

cameras became available to consumers in the late 1990s – these photographs would have 
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been taken using film cameras. People could not take considerable amounts of images, and 

the rolls of film they did use were taken to a laboratory, printed and then shared with family 

and friends in photo albums. The circulation of these film photographs was very different 

from that of the digital ones of today: printed materials such as books, newspapers and 

magazines were a crucial way of showing these images to others.  

 

Now, instead of living in the moment of being at tourist locations, travellers become obsessed 

with taking instant photographs, sharing their selfies immediately and counting likes, loves 

and shares on social media, all for an instant boost of self-worth: ‘In the last six years alone, 

narcissistic tendencies have been linked with increased online social activity’ (Singh, Farley 

and Donahue, 2018: 2). The ability to share selfies so freely enables self-grandiose and 

narcissistic traits, as people choose how they present themselves, posing in the most flattering 

ways possible and posting only the best shot of many to get the best response from their 

viewers. 

 

Dark tourism sites are particularly good for this: unlike the usual tourist locations that many 

people have seen countless times and so no longer view again, they are seen as different, 

alternative and very much bucket-list places to go. The idea of taking photographs and selfies 

to show off to others produces a very different kind of image. In an age when millions of 

selfies are taken and shared every day, the key is to find something that others have not taken 

a photo of, and dark tourism sites certainly allow for this. The dark narcissism seen in this 

kind of selfie is a form of dark tourism connoisseurship, in which these photographs are of a 

higher class then regular tourist ones. 
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Social media sites enable people, through the sharing and re-sharing of photographs, to reach 

a broad audience, and this is where a lot of dark tourism photographs appear. Various groups 

and pages on Facebook focus on dark tourism and people actively upload their photographs 

to these for others to comment on and interact with, for example, Dark Tourism World 

(https://www.facebook.com/DarkTourismWorld), Dark Tourism Photography 

(https://www.facebook.com/groups/792587657446751) and Current Issues in Dark Tourism 

Research (https://m.facebook.com/darktourism). These groups provide a place for people to 

share and view photographs and to offer opinions on the images that appear in them. 

 

With sites such as Twitter and Instagram, the use of hashtags brings up dark tourism 

photographs grouped together, and viewing them in this way makes the images become more 

widely known as a collective, and dark tourism as a group activity. Individuals who use these 

sites become a community of posters, connected by hashtags and a joint interest in dark 

tourism. Hashtag communities connect like-minded users who follow a specific subject (Tsur 

and Rappoport, 2012). Online, billions of posts are written everyday (Lorenz et al., 2018) and 

hashtags provide an entry point to certain areas that can bring a community together in 

discussing these subjects. 

 

The	use	of	personal	websites	and	blogs,	and	sites	such	as	Flickr	

(https://www.flickr.com/),	Photobucket	(https://app.photobucket.com),	Pinterest	

(https://www.pinterest.co.uk),	Google	Photos (https://www.google.com), SmugMug 

(https://www.smugmug.com) and DeviantArt (https://www.deviantart.com), has a slightly 

different purpose, with photographs being uploaded more to be shown off to other 

photographers or to people who could potentially invest in them, rather like a personal 

portfolio of a photographer’s work. 
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Although comments are enabled, allowing interactions between photographers, this activity is 

less about sharing photos with family and friends socially and more about personal 

accomplishment	and	self-promotion.	This,	in	turn,	popularises	dark	tourism	for	a	wider	

audience.	The	better	and	more	popular	the	photographers	on	these	websites	are,	the	

more	people	are	able	to	find	out	about	dark	tourism,	leading	to	their	wanting	to	visit	the	

sites	themselves.	Photographers	often	see	images	they	like	and	then	want	to	take	

similar	photographs	in	the	same	places;	they	become	motivated	to	visit	and	capture	the	

places	in	the	images	they	have	admired.	People	imagine	what	tourist	locations	will	be	

like	and	these	imaginings	inspire	tourists	to	seek	these	places	out,	with	those	marketing	

tourism	benefiting	from	the	way	in	which	these	fantasies	attract	tourists	to	the	

destinations	(Salazar,	2012).	

 

Occasionally a photograph can go viral, which means that its shares reach into the hundreds 

of thousands and even millions, and the more it is shared, the more it gets seen and shared 

further. There is often a strong emotional response to the content viewed, which encourages a 

person to react to and share it (Guadagno et al., 2013). This results in it being seen by 

hundreds of thousands of people. Just one example of something going viral is Greta 

Thunberg, a young girl who in 2019 decided to go on a school strike to be a voice for climate 

change. She gained millions of followers on Twitter and later a video of her speech at the UN 

Climate Action Summit with Swedish death metal music in the background went viral on 

YouTube, receiving millions of views (Dibenedetto, 2019). It went viral because she 

connected emotionally with so many people, with relatable content and the fact that she is so 

young inspiring so many. 

 



 347 

The criteria for going viral are based on the number of views, how much the image is shared 

and how quickly the number of views grows. This is good not only for a person’s ego but for 

the circulation of dark tourism to the masses; the photographer increases their popularity and 

so does the site. Wynne (2018) states that ‘estimates numbers of views associated with going 

viral can be found, ranging from 100,000 to five million’, but he also says that there is no 

easy definition of ‘viral’ or a specific number that makes something so: ‘Most definitions 

claim a viral post is something that spreads very quickly, and very widely’. It is impossible to 

create statistics for this, but when something is shared rapidly and achieves a very high reach 

it is normally considered viral. 

 

Popular websites, blogs and news sites will often ask photographers whether they can use 

their images in stories, sometimes in exchange for money or increased popularity of their 

online platforms. Examples of these sites are Buzzfeed (www.buzzfeed.com), Upworthy 

(www.upworthy.com), ViralNova (www.viralnova.com), Distractify (www.distractify.com) 

and Thought Catalog (www.thoughtcatalog.com). In the case of dark tourism photography, 

articles on these sites increase the popularity of the locations, as they provide more viewers 

for the photographs along with information about the places. Depending on the extent to 

which each platform is used, this use can be for personal gain, by providing either attention 

leading to an increase in popularity and a heightened sense of self-gratification or commercial 

benefit. I have had my photography published on such sites and have been paid for its usage, 

for example in an online article on Fukushima (Sanchez, 2017) for which I was paid £200. 

My work was seen by many people and I was able to make money as well. 
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9.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter focused on social media, selfies and the narcissism that results from these new, 

emerging areas of dark tourism photography. My research at the 9/11 site in New York 

revealed people’s motivations to take photographs.  These motivations included memory-

making and reflection. For example, Connie Hershberger had a highly emotional response to 

using her camera to deal with difficult emotions while viewing the sites.  I witnessed many 

people taking selfies and I looked at the various lines of what is ethically acceptable when 

creating such photographs. With selfie-taking being such an increasing activity while at dark 

tourism sites, I explored the different reasons for taking selfies and the resulting opinions of 

people witnessing these kinds of photographs. 

 

The focus on taking selfies has led to the circulation of these types of photographs, 

specifically online on social media.  In turn, the sites within the photos and those sharing the 

images gained popularity. I discovered that these acts of sharing photographs could inflate 

people’s sense of self-esteem and increase narcissistic behaviours. I have focused on the 

varying levels at which these things could occur and the effect of this dark tourism 

photography on its online viewers. 
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Chapter Ten Circulation and Meaning of Photographs taken at Dark Tourism Sites 

 

10.1 How photographs taken at dark tourism sites are circulated around the world 

and by whom 

 

In this chapter, I look at how images created at dark tourism sites are circulated and how 

people react to them. I expand on the previous chapter on dark tourism photography with 

regards to social media. Here, I examine the printed dark tourist photograph and also the 

circulation of images in the media. In particular, I cover the viewing of sites through 

photography, and the taboos relating to these images and how people react to them. There 

are levels of morality to consider when sharing such photographs, and it is important to 

factor this into my analysis. Finally, I look at the different ways – documentary and 

artistic – in which photographers create their images at these sites, and at the reactions of 

people viewing them. 

 

There are various methods of circulating the images taken at sites: as at any tourist site, 

these include word of mouth; promotional material; photographs in newspapers, 

magazines and adverts, and on websites and blogs; and social media, including Facebook 

– www.facebook.com, Twitter – www.twitter.com, YouTube – www.youtube.co.uk and 

Instagram – www.instagram.com. Other ways of sharing include creating a guidebook, 

and using merchandise to promote the location, such as postcards, books, stickers, mugs 

and unique items that have images or words from the site on them. 

In thinking about what attracts a person to a site, it is key for promoters to paint the location 

in its best possible light; marketing strategies are important in the development of dark 

tourism locations (Farmaki, 2013). A large element of all the methods of circulation 
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mentioned is the visual aspect, and photography plays a key role both in getting these places 

seen by people and in promoting dark tourism sites. Photography and tourism are both visual 

and they are fundamentally related, with the practice of photography associated with the act 

of being a sightseer.  

 

Urry (1990: 129) states: ‘Photography has therefore been crucial in the development of 

tourism; they are not separate processes but each derives from and enhances the other’. He 

writes on the importance of photography going hand and hand with tourism and on how 

photography allows the ‘tourist gaze’ to be ‘reproduced and recaptured’. Photography is a 

large part of the ‘tourist gaze’, which is sold through commercial photography of tourist 

locations, making those who view these images see the sites as dream destinations. The 

sharing of photographs acts to promote these destinations to viewers, creating an illusion and 

a romantic gaze. 

 

The significant players in image generation and circulation include professionals hired by the 

sites to purposefully generate high-quality imagery so as to paint them in the best possible 

light. These images are then circulated as part of a marketing strategy to promote a site. The 

photographs are taken with highly professional equipment, and not only are they circulated in 

the media and on social media to obtain more visitors, but they are often used within the sites 

themselves to create a good visual experience for the tourist. The latter is essential for the 

customer experience, with the photographs influencing the tourist’s relationship with these 

sites (Crawshaw and Urry, 1997). Although most of my participants did not photograph dark 

tourism locations to this standard, several of the professional photographers had previously 

worked in this way. Professional photographers supply the $1 trillion tourist industry, 

covering all of its aspects, including hotels, scenery, events, customs, attractions and 
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adventures (Fox, 2015). This photography is paid for use in advertising, promotions, print 

sales and licensing on the Internet. 

 

Professional photographers who have not necessarily been hired by a site but create 

professional-standard images also play a large part in a site’s promotion, as they circulate 

their own images and this, in turn, helps the site to be seen in its best possible light. Edwards 

writes that ‘[a]ccording to the postmodern argument the mass media produce our knowledges 

and desires’ (2003: 182), that the perceptions of the places people choose to visit are often 

largely influenced by the photographs they have seen in the media beforehand. For example, 

many people have become so used to seeing New York on the television, in films, and in 

photographs in magazines and books that they may feel they know the place even before they 

arrive, its representation in these media making people want to see it for themselves (Larsen, 

2005). 

 

Photography has always gone hand in hand with tourism; the tourism arena presents the 

perfect opportunity for people with cameras (Urry, 1990; Garrod, 2009) Amateur 

photographers enjoy creating snapshots of an experience to remember it by, and quite often 

part of this process is returning home and sharing the photographs with family and friends. 

Through this word of mouth, they can help the person hearing about their friend or loved 

one’s experience to visualise it, and perhaps want to experience it themselves. The added 

visual aspect of describing an experience can make people want to visit a site. 
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10.2 Printed dark tourism photographs 

 

Away from social media and the world of digital, there is still a need for the printed photo, 

and this way of circulating images serves a purpose in terms of others seeing the sites. Printed 

photographs can give the viewer a try before-you-buy look at the experience available at a 

particular destination, especially in the form of a tourist brochure (Burns et al., 2010) Tourist 

photographs appear in magazines, prints, framed artworks, newspapers, travel brochures, 

guidebooks, other books and leaflets, as well as on souvenirs, and as a result of the viewing 

of this printed material tourism is altered and commodified for the tourist. Seeing tourist 

photographs on postcards and in brochures gives the viewer a sense of viewing ‘paradise’ 

(Edwards, 1996). Images circulated in this way have a longer life than in the fast-paced social 

media world, where a photo is viewed and then immediately forgotten – when a new one is 

viewed, the previous one enters into oblivion. These beautiful images of tourist destinations, 

that are seemingly like paradise, are treasured, and are held in the hands of a potential tourist 

who is anticipating their own travels there. 

 

There is an aura to these original and printed photographs in the same way as Walter 

Benjamin, in his essay originally printed in 1935, writes about original artworks: ‘even the 

most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: Its presence in time and 

space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be’ (2008: 3) This original art has 

a presence in time – ‘an aura’. This kind of original photograph stays around for longer; 

people cherish printed matter and so the images therein are dwelt upon. 

 

Photographs in print are kept and looked at in various forms, in magazines, books, wall art 

and photo albums. The way in which these photographs travel matters to the effect they have 
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on individuals. Even if the images are just snapshots that are printed out and stored in albums, 

frames or scrapbooks, they are lovingly looked at and shared with family and friends as a 

talking point, and in the physical world the experience of being at the sites is extended further 

and remembered. Coleman and Crang make this point in Tourism: Between Place and 

Performance: ‘Tourist photographs are a key visual and material technology deployed in a 

process of recollecting and socially circulating memories by the tourist and narratives of the 

visit experience and sites visited after the return home’ (2002: 11) 

 

With digital photographs, there is always the possibility that they will degrade or get lost, and 

they could also be tainted or faked. Dark tourism sites captured as prints will remain as real 

items; the locations are brought to life in something that is fixed and can be physically held. 

Prints also play a part in capturing a site as it is in the present so that in future years they too 

can act as a way of circulating the location to future generations when the digital versions 

may have been lost. Whether snapshots or professional images, they all serve a purpose in 

circulating dark tourism sites, getting them more well known by people who have not visited 

them, and better remembered by those who have. 
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When we were at the Eastern State Penitentiary, I asked Rob why he printed his photos 

and he replied: 

I normally hang them in my house, and I’ll rotate the pictures and either put the 
older ones in a storage box or sell them. No one’s going to search your hard drive 
to look at your pictures when you’re dead.  

(Rob, 2016) 
 
 

Although the majority of my participants did not print their photographs on returning 

home, it was good to hear from Rob that he thought this was an important part of his dark 

tourism journey and experience. He likes to print photos: he frames them for his 

apartment as a reminder of the adventures he goes on and the people he goes with. He 

also has an album with the memories he captures from his travels so that he can look back 

and remind himself of these moments. He mentioned that having physical photos to touch 

Figure	100.	Printed	photographs	from	Eastern	State	Penitentiary,	USA,	2017,	
taken	and	printed	by	Rob	Dietrich	
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rather than just looking at them on a screen helped him linger more on the memories, 

which was more fleeting and less connecting in his mind. 

 

10.3 Dark tourism photographs and their circulation in the media 

 

Visitors’ reasons for going to dark tourism sites often stem from the photographs they see 

in printed media. These images create sensationalism regarding the sites and a hype that 

advertises to people who are then attracted to them. Some sites become more popular 

because of how they appear in the media; photographs often make them look exciting, 

interesting and different from in the normal travel photographs they are used to seeing, 

and people want to visit them because they want to be where they see others have been. 

 

 
Figure 101. Abandoned cars, Fukushima, Japan, 2015, taken by Arkadiusz  

Podniesinski 
 

Arkadiusz’s photos taken at Fukushima appeared in the media and on the Internet, 

popularising Fukushima and making more people want to visit as a result. What made me 
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want to go to the site was the aerial photograph above, of abandoned cars in the red zone, 

which appeared in a media article in Bored Panda (Danius, 2016) that featured 

Arkadiusz’s work. It was a unique photograph and one that I had never seen before on 

social media of Fukushima. It was an interesting view from the sky, when the majority of 

photographs of abandoned buildings and dark tourism are taken from ground level. It 

caught my eye and made me want to see it for myself. The cars are also unique, in that the 

scene looks like an apocalypse, otherworldly, and this is what pulled me in and attracted 

me to want to photograph such an interesting scene myself. 

 

Photographs play an important role in promoting dark tourism sites in the media. This is 

because relying on just words to describe a place makes it hard to visualise or get excited 

about the location. Words can also drift from the reality of what is being described, 

depending on the particular individual’s experiences at the site. In contrast, photographs, 

to some extent, can at least provide a physical, visual representation of a place in its 

original, unedited form. 

 

 Photographs play a crucial role in promoting a site: without them, the media has less 

impact on the viewer. We now live in a very visual world, and dark tourism sites tend to 

lean towards the more visual side, in order to be of more interest to the person visiting. 

Although many of the deaths and tragedies at such locations may have happened hundreds 

or thousands of years ago and very little actually remains of the original site, the co-

ordinators of a dark tourism location will generally try to introduce a visual element to the 

experience, to enable the visitor to visualise something. For example, at the Auschwitz 

site in Poland, a concentration camp built in World War II that has now been turned into a 

tourist location, tourists not only can walk around at their leisure or with a physical guide, 
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but can choose to have an audio guide. There are items for them to view in museum 

displays, and they can walk into and interact with rooms in which atrocities once 

happened. Furthermore, actual photographs of the victims further develop the emotional 

impact of the site on the visitor. 

 

As a result, there will always bea things to see and photograph, and subsequently circulate to 

people who have not been there. Larsen (2005: 15) writes about how tourists’ chosen 

destinations are heavily influenced by the photographic media they have viewed: 

‘Photography is now a key factor in the social constitution of tourism: The chosen 

destinations, as well as the visited and photographed sights, are influenced by exposure to 

photographic images in the mass media’. 

 

People seeing these photographs on social media, in newspapers and in magazines are then 

drawn to these locations, which they may not have otherwise known about. With Auschwitz, 

for example, until relatively recently many people had no idea that the site still existed let 

alone that it was possible to visit it. As photographs have become more readily available 

people, however, have started travelling to see it for themselves, to experience its unique 

atmosphere. When I published photographs taken on the Island of Dead Dolls in Mexico and 

shared them on my Facebook page, I was contacted by various photographers who wanted to 

know details about the location. They had never seen or heard of it before, but because they 

had viewed my photographs they wanted to visit for themselves. 

 

Looking at photographs in print is appealing, both because the viewer can absorb images 

quickly and because they often portray places in an attention-grabbing and impactful way. 

Photographs placed above words are very engaging: it is said that ‘a picture speaks louder 
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than words’, andand photographs of dark tourism locations get noticed and attract people who 

will then read the caption or the text about the place. Images are more easily absorbed than 

text and attention is instantly grabbed by a good picture (Burns et al., 2010). These are some 

of the various ‘pull’ factors that draw people to tourist destinations (Robinson, Heitmann and 

Dieke, 2011).   

 

As dark tourism places are very visual, the visitor will have seen lots of images before 

arriving at a site and, once they do arrive, they are rewarded by having their visual 

expectations fulfilled. The aim of using photographs of such places in printed media is to 

attract attention. This media has a profound outcome for dark tourism, as the emotional 

impact of the images and the historical connections draw people into these places. Tina 

Amirtha (2015) writes about science and technology in the global marketplace, and in an 

article about dark tourism she discusses the New Orleans disaster of 2012 and the impact the 

media has on people’s attraction to dark tourism locations: ‘Some of the literature on dark 

tourism argues that the rise of film, television, and printed media’s influence within the last 

century is the major driver of individuals’ preoccupation with death and violence’. This 

highlights the link between the increased availability of visual material linked to death and 

violence and the rise in individuals’ preoccupation with death and violence. 

 

It is interesting that despite images being circulated in print depicting death and other 

terrible things, there is still an attraction towards death and tragedy that draws people to 

these places (Stone, 2006). The popularisation of the sites in these photographs could be 

seen as extending people’s relationship with the sensitive subjects of death and tragedy 

(Lennon, 2018) and the other themes within dark tourism locations, and making them 
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confront subjects they would not necessarily face in their everyday lives (Seaton, 1996; 

Yuill, 2003). 

 

Journalists tread a fine line where sharing photographs is concerned, between showing the 

emotion of death and dealing with a society that is repulsed by such images. In The New 

York Times, photo historian Gail Buckland is quoted as saying: ‘I don’t think people 

really want to look at highly disturbing photographs, and the closer to home, the more 

disturbing the images’ (Barringer, 1998). This censorship is not necessary for individual 

photographers: their own morals will dictate whether such images should be seen, and in a 

highly sanitised society few of the more graphic dark tourism shots have made it into the 

public domain. Personally, I feel that if more of these photographs started to be circulated 

people might become more used to seeing death, and the taboo of death might begin to 

break down in the controlled environment of a tourism installation.  

 

Campany writes on the importance of photographing places where tragedies happened 

and events of conflict that perhaps the world may be uncomfortable seeing (Campany, 

2003). That if these photographs were not taken to record these dark events, then part of 

history would not exist as there would be no record. This essay coined the term ‘late 

photography’ and is a standard reference for debates about ‘aftermath’ photography of 

conflict. In the aftermath of such atrocities ‘This is a kind of photograph that foregoes the 

representation of events in progress and so cedes them to other media. As a result, it is 

quite different from the spontaneous snapshot and has a different relation to memory and 

to history.’ (2003: 1). The use of these photographs in the media provides snapshots of 

these parts of history, the ‘late photograph’ can provide a way for the person who sees the 
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photograph in the media to deal with the event or what happened at the location and a way 

to make sense of it. 

 

10.4 Viewing sites through photography 

 

The circulation of photographs taken at dark tourism sites allows people who are unable to 

visit the sites in person to do so through images. Some people are unable to travel, and the 

visual landscape created through photography allows them to view places through the 

photographer’s eyes, a series of images of a site becoming a ‘visual landscape’ in the mind of 

the viewer. Perhaps, as such images get better and more common, the visual collage of them 

in the mind will become closer and closer to the experience of being at the physical site. 

 

Digital photography has shifted what a photo is: it has gone from a thing or an object to 

something that can exist as an immaterial digital image, and it has become a means to express 

individuality and to easily communicate to others (Van Dijck, 2008). This means that the 

circulation of such images is very easy and that people who may not be able to go to certain 

locations can live them through photographs. 

 

During my research, I shared my photographs in albums in my Facebook and Instagram 

accounts, in the same way as many people do on their travels. Approximately 40 people 

left comments on the photographs I shared in my dark tourism photography album, noting 

that the images made them feel like they were there. Given the nature of the photographs 

– about death and tragedy – I also had people reacting to them with varying emotions. Not 

only were these photographs about travel, with others watching my journey, but also the 

element of death and sadness in them allowed people to react emotionally.  
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The fact that my photographs were not of beaches or famous landmarks set them apart from 

other images. The photographs I was sharing were of dark tourism locations, which 

differentiated them from normal tourism places, and people reacted to them differently. Part 

of my experience at the sites was the taking of photographs and, in doing this and sharing the 

images, I extended the experience, as I saw it, to others. Of course, my photographs would be 

different from how someone else would see, experience and share the sites, but I was 

extending my emotions through a visual aspect so that others could share in the experience. 

In the era of film photography, it was more about documenting the place, but with digital 

photography it is more about experiencing and sharing the image: photography has changed 

and, as a result, the circulation of dark tourism sites has as well. How people react to the way 

in which dark tourism is circulated is very different from what it was 30 years ago. Currently, 

people live and breathe the photographs as if they were there themselves, living the 

experience.  

 

Photographs can be shared instantly, and this helps to bring others closer to the experience of 

the individuals at the sites. Never has a person on the other side of the world been so close to 

the raw emotions that someone else is experiencing at a dark tourism site. The world is 

getting smaller with globalisation, which means that there is a compression of time and space, 

especially with the acceleration of technology. Tourism in particular is closing up the space 

between locations and the societies within, meaning access to different cultures has never 

been so easy. In particular, the Western and developing-country worlds become closer to 

each other due to the ease of travel (Mowforth and Munt, 2015). Zhao and Li (2006: 203) 

discuss how ‘[g]lobalization, which is mirrored by the escalating mobility of capital, people, 

ideas and information on a universal scale, has become a sweeping theme in the 

contemporary world’. According to sociologists, globalisation connects regions, nations and 
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communities, even in remote places. The world is becoming more interconnected, and its 

diversities more accessible to those living in it. Modernisation and advancements in 

technology in societies bring differences in cultures closer (Khondker, 2005), and the ease of 

travel means people can access these diversities more easily than before. 

 

10.5 The dark tourism taboo and reaction to photographs 

 

It is important to consider how the circulation of dark tourism sites in today’s society can 

change people’s views of death as a whole. I argue that although death is still very much a 

taboo in the Western world (Lee, 2008), as more photographs are circulated with dark 

tourism, death and tragedy as the subject there is the possibility that people become more 

used to seeing such images and the taboo starts to break down. However, self-censorship 

in our society allows people to deal with certain subjects they may wish to avoid; 

although censorship may not be seen as a positive thing, not everyone wants to deal with 

the emotions that are aroused when they face the subject of death (Horton, 2011). There 

may be a personal preference for the subject of death to stay hidden, providing protection 

from the negative feelings the issue engenders. 

 

When reacting to photographs of dark tourism locations, there are certain boundaries that 

the viewer will have. People have their own personal limits, but these limits are also 

imposed by the place and style of their upbringing. These things lead to a form of self-

censorship if unacceptable ideas within an individual’s limits cannot be avoided. 

During my fieldwork, I photographed in Pompeii, Italy, the site where the Mount 

Vesuvius volcano erupted in 79 AD and thousands of people died (Laurence, 2006). In the 

Facebook group I shared photographs I had taken at this site, which is now a dark tourism 
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destination. I began by showing my Facebook followers photographs of the streets of 

Pompeii, as I wanted to observe the kind of boundaries or self-censorship people put in 

place with this sort of photograph. 

 

The photographs of the streets of Pompeii showed nothing that would shock or disgust 

most people or affect them emotionally; this is something that is dependent, however, on 

the person viewing the photos. Even though the buildings in the images had a dark 

history, the viewers I had contact with did not show any signs of distress on seeing them. 

The comments I received on these photographs were more about how they were 

interesting or how nice they looked. Even though a great tragedy had occurred there, the 

emotional impact of the images was small, and they were not seen as distressing because 

the deaths had occurred so long ago and there were no obvious visual signs of this, for 

example human remains. Sandra Chase commented: ‘I also visited here, stunning place 

and very thought-provoking’. However, when I went on to share a photograph of a plaster 

cast of a child who had died in Pompeii during the eruption (see figure 102), I started to 

get more reactions. 
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Figure 102. Pompeii, 2016 
 

 
Figure 103. Pompeii, 2016 
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With the history attached to it and its clear image of a dead person, albeit not a corpse, I 

found that a few more people reacted to this photo and showed some shock or horror 

towards it. Nina Templeman Griffith wrote: ‘Please tell me there is nobody in that. It’s 

just a cast, right? It’s so sad. Were there any more casts found?’ This photograph makes 

the viewer question what they are looking at; as a photographer it is my aim to create 

photographs that question the viewer and allow them to try to find meaning in the images. 

It was the contrast between people’s reactions to these two photographs of the same 

location that made me aware thatpeople have different reactions to photographs taken at 

dark tourism locations depending on what is included in them. Some images are more 

shocking than others and people will always have different reactions to them. 

 

It was only when I posted photographs of actual dead bodies at the cremation sites in 

Varanasi and of the mummies in Mexico and, most shockingly, of preserved dead babies 

in jars in the Bangkok medical museum that I began to get some very strong reactions. 

Some people felt that images showing dead bodies were not acceptable in a public space 

where people were unable to choose whether to look at them. This showed that 

individuals are different in their reactions to photographs depicting death. Some people 

actually enjoyed the photographs, as they were not images they would normally see. Lena 

Bucherati commented: ‘Once we embrace that death is part of life those images become a 

lesson in the trials of human existence’. For her, the photographs were to be embraced 

rather than disgusted by. Tom Drake Pretty wrote: ‘remarkable photo and display, these 

natural happenings need to be seen for what they are, real life. Thanks for sharing’, and 

Clare Dolphin commented the following: 

 

I find photographs like this never have a negative impact on me. On days like today 
they appear to have no impact at all, other days I find them fascinating and 
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intriguing. I have a fascination with archaeology and past civilisations. Dealing with 
the sight of bodies is part of that area of knowledge and something I had to come to 
terms with. However, in my experience I do not react well to pictures of recently 
deceased, especially children. I’ve been diagnosed with excessive empathy and 
recent death can trigger an empathetic episode. Having said that, I don’t believe such 
pictures should be hidden away. 

 

Others were upset by the images but could appreciate why they had been created, and then 

there were people who were offended by them. Carol Kayden’s remark, ‘This is real 

messed up and sick’, was one of the more extreme reactions. It is true that photography is 

a strong medium for showing these things to people and it is also very powerful in 

eliciting emotions, depending on the content of the images.  

 

The more popular dark tourism becomes, the more such photographs are circulated on social 

media and, where death is a taboo (mainly, but not entirely, in the Western world), these 

images are often shared in more private groups, where people are more accepting of their 

nature. When people are brought up to show fear in the face of death or to be repulsed by 

dead bodies, it is culturally normal and morally appropriate to hide such images from those 

who may be offended. In any society, some people, by virtue of their work, for example 

hospital staff, mortuary workers and paramedics, are more exposed to death than most. This 

can lead to a blunting of their emotional reaction to death and suffering and to other people in 

general, a condition known as compassion fatigue (Moeller, 1999).  

 

In countries where death is not such a taboo, these images would not offend: in Indonesia, 

in Tana Toraja, I visited a culture where dead bodies became part of life (Adams, 2006). 

The people there did not mind them being photographed. The bodies were kept in their 

lives until the funeral anyway, and even after that were brought out every four years to be 

remembered and re-dressed. And so, I suggest that it is one thing explaining a site of 
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death and tragedy in words, and another to take photographs of it in a respectful way to 

show others. Showing it in its rawest form with all the emotion of death and tragedy is 

something that has to be dealt with respectfully. The more these images are circulated, the 

more people might become used to seeing such photographs and be less repulsed, but for 

now, in a censored society, if they depict death in its true form they are circulated with 

caution. 

 

10.6 Morality of sharing dark tourism photographs and the popularisation of dark 

tourism sites from the circulation of photographs 

 

Dark tourism photographs will continue to be shared in many ways both on and offline. 

Throughout my research, however, I talked to various people who did not know the term 

dark tourism. I spoke about my research, and when I asked these individuals if they knew 

what dark tourism was, they did not recognise the phrase, which led to my explaining the 

concept to them. Showing them photographs of sites helped me to explain even more. I 

feel that the more photographs are circulated the more people will learn what dark tourism 

is and associate it with what it actually is. 

 

At a number of locations, guides or other people working there explained that, even if the 

site had previously been relatively unknown, the more people visited and then shared 

photographs the more popular it had become. One example of this was the Kabayan fire 

mummies in Philippines. These mummies were hidden in the caves in the village of 

Kabayan in Benguet province (Beckett et al., 2017). The mummies were created by the 

Ibaloi tribe sometime between 1200 and 1500 AD by drying and smoking the bodies 

using herbs (Balangcod, 2018).I had found out about the mummies when researching dark 
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tourism locations and was surprised to find that they were relatively unknown. The only 

way I could visit them was by finding photographs online taken by someone who had 

been, and asking who had taken them there. I was finally in touch with someone who 

communicated that he could take me to them for a fee. Kabayan is a small village in the 

north of Philippines, and it was hard to get to: it involved a six-hour bus journey from the 

capital to a large town and then being picked up by my guide who would take me to the 

village. 

 

This was exciting for me: I knew that this dark tourism site was more of a secret than 

locations such as the Nazi death camps and Chernobyl, both of which are ‘popular’ dark 

tourist destinations. I had seen the photo of the mummies and this had drawn me to want 

to see them myself. I asked my guide, Ryan, if he knew what dark tourism was and he did 

not – neither the term nor the practice. In his native village, far from a main town, the 

Internet was not used very much. His reply reinforced for me the importance of the 

Internet in the circulation of dark tourism sites and in making them more well known. 

When I explained that the ancient mummies inside the caves came under the category of 

dark tourism, he told me how originally the were really known about only by the 

villagers, but that a few foreigners had come to the village and seen them and then soon 

word had got out. As images started to appear on the Internet, more people wanted to see 

the mummies, and soon a handful of villagers started to take people to them. As more 

people came, the villagers decided to set up tours. Ryan explained that this was a good 

thing for the local community. It raised money for the mummies’ preservation in the same 

way as tourism is of benefit to many other dark tourism sites.  
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Ryan explained that some mummies had been stolen from the caves and some deeply 

superstitious villagers believed that bad things had happened, including droughts and 

earthquakes, because of this. The site is now one of the one hundred most endangered in 

the world and is being considered as a UNESCO world heritage site (UNESCO, 2006). 

This is thus an explicit example of how the increased popularity of dark tourism sites due 

to the circulation of photographs can either benefit or be detrimental to such sites. This 

popularisation brings in more tourism, but this, in turn, can damage the locations if they 

remain unprotected. 

 

10.7 Journey of a dark tourism photograph 

 

Once a photograph has been planned, created and circulated it then becomes open to 

interpretation, depending on the extent to which it has been circulated. The author of the 

photograph has no control over how the viewer interprets the image because different 

people can have different interpretations of the same photograph, but the photographer in 

the photograph (Sontag, 2009). Sometimes just one person may see a particular 

photograph taken at a dark tourism site, while other images may be seen by hundreds or 

thousands of people. When creating a photo, various techniques, including exposure and 

composition, can alter how it will look. The aesthetics of the final image are a result of the 

photographer’s interpretation of the site and of how they want it to be perceived by others. 

It is normally the story behind the photograph that leads to an emotional response from 

the viewer and it is the photographer’s task to tell this story in their images. 

 

Another way in which dark tourism photographs can change the viewer’s perception of a 

site is through digital enhancement. Present-day technology means that many different 
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photo-editing programmes exist. Photoshop, for example, allows you to adjust colours, 

brightness and darkness, and even add and remove things. In this way, editing a digital 

photo becomes a natural extension of taking it. This raises questions about the truth 

behind images, including whether they become a fictional representation of a site in order 

to modify the viewer’s conceptualisation of it. The following examples illustrate these 

questions and the issues raised. 

 

Ben Gwayne altered a photograph he had taken of a crypt of skulls in Austria (see figure 

104) by cropping it to centralise some skulls and make the image more impactful. He 

added a colour tone to change the look of the photograph and used Photoshop tools, 

including sharpening, to make it look better visually. This kind of editing changes what 

the viewer will see, taking them away from the reality of an un-retouched photo. But 

	
Figure	104.	Skulls,	Austria,	2016,	taken	by	Ben	Gwayne	
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making these changes added a different mood and feel to this image, which made it 

appealing to the viewer. 

 

Neil Watts decided to convert a colour photo he had taken into a black and white one (see 

figure 105). Often working with black and white is a personal choice, and some 

photographers feel that this option is taken because it makes an image timeless, adds a 

different mood, and reduces the distraction of too many colours. In the case of this simple 

composition of a skull, Neil decided to make it black and white because the absence of 

colour gave it a dark gothic feeling. As a photographer, he was able to make this choice 

after creating the image, and the viewer would have reacted differently had it been in 

colour. 

 

 

In my research there is a strong difference between photographs created in a documentary 

style and those created in a more artistic way, so I am particularly interested in analysing 

how people consume these photographic approaches to dark tourism sites. There is a high 

	
Figure	105.	Hythe	Crypt,	UK,	2016,	taken	by	Neil	Watts	
	
	



 372 

level of controversy with regards to photographs taken at such sites. Next, I will look at 

how people react to such images, and also at photographers who have caused controversy 

with their work, often depending on how they have approached their photography at the 

sites. 

 

Photos taken at dark tourism sites generally contain various signs of death and tragedy. It 

is the meaning behind these images, however, that conjures memories of a dark history 

and becomes engrained within the picture, as the viewer becomes increasingly aware of 

the history of the place through their sight of it. At dark tourism sites, the level of a 

photographer’s skill can vary from amateur to professional, but each will have their own 

distinct interpretation of the place, which, through their use of their specific style and 

techniques, will come out in their photographic work. This will then be interpreted 

diversely by different people, depending on their opinions, life histories, experiences and 

views of the particular location, and on any history of the site they know about. These all 

factor into how they ‘read’ the photo.  

 

10.8 Artistic death photography 

 

Photographers can work in one of two styles. The documentary style, which captures an 

accurate representation of what is being photographed, be it a place, a person, an object or an 

event, without alteration, is used to record things for the sake of historical records (Becker, 

1995). The second style is the artistic approach, in which the photographs created are more in 

line with the photographer’s artistic vision, and they use the medium as a way of expressing 

themselves creatively (Fried, 2008). They may have certain intentions for their image and so 

they compose and photograph in a way that forms their view of the scene. But the image can, 
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of course, be interpreted differently to how they see it. Salkeld (2020) shows us that people 

read signs within a photo differently. The semiotics of a photograph and the making sense of 

it determine how it will be read by the person viewing it (Black, 1972; Sonesson, 2015). 

Photographs of dark tourism are viewed differently from other tourism photographs because 

they contain subjects of death and tragedy and affect viewers emotionally in different ways. 

At the opposite end of the reaction spectrum from revulsion is attraction. With so much 

emotion attached to them, it can be said that there is a beauty within these photographs of 

locations associated with death. This is because a photographer will have put a degree of 

effort into trying to show a place in an emotional and tragic way, and some people find 

images that have high emotional attachment beautiful. Sally Mann’s work is an example 

of this. Mann is a US photographer born in 1951 who became famous for her 

controversial photographs of her young children (Mann, 1992) and her later work 

depicting death and decay. She has a strong fascination with photographing death, but 

surprisingly the photographs she takes are not ghastly and scary, as most would imagine. 

She is aware that many who view her images find them somewhat beautiful.  

 

For this five-year series, Mann was given rare permission to photograph at the site of the 

Body Farm, in 2000 and 2001, for her book What Remains (Mann, 2003). The Body Farm is 

a special area set up to research the process of bodies decaying in different situations (Bass 

and Jefferson, 2011). Like other artistic photographers who create images that depict death 

and tragedy at dark tourism sites, Mann creates these photographs with a beautiful poignancy, 

not with the disgust with which many would view these scenes: 

 

Dark, beautiful and revelatory, What Remains, a five-part meditation on mortality, 

explores the ineffable divide between body and soul, life and death, spirit and earth. 
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Never one to shy away from challenging subject matter, Mann asks us to contemplate 

the beauty and efficiency with which nature assimilates the body once life has ended. 

(TFAOI.ORG, 2004: 1) 

 

In order to achieve this effect of nature taking back the body in a beautiful way, Mann 

uses various photographic techniques to produce images of corpses left to rot – naked 

corpses as if they were artistic nudes – and skin disintegrating into the earth among 

leaves, with life feeding on it. These images can be seen as beautiful because of the 

photographic techniques she used to photograph them. Mann’s purpose was not to create 

something that was horrifying to the viewer, but to show the bodies becoming at one with 

nature and their natural progression into decay.  

 

For example, maggots are photographed with a long shutter speed to capture their 

movement in almost silky trails across the skin. The black and white tones of the 

photographs are easier on the eye than the natural colours of rotting flesh, which would be 

upsetting to see. Converting the photographs to black and white takes away some of the 

raw realness of the decaying body and makes it more artistic. These are not just raw, 

grotesque images of dead bodies; Mann has sensitively captured them in order to make 

you feel something. Photographing maggots crawling over a body as if a beautiful silky 

veil lay across the corpse shows that, by using exceptional technique, something of such a 

dark, grotesque appearance can be photographed in a way that makes it more aesthetically 

pleasing. These photographs can be viewed on Mann’s website: 

https://www.sallymann.com/body-farm. 
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Another photographer who more specifically goes to dark tourism sites to create 

photographs that look beautiful in spite of the subject being death is Paul Koudounaris. 

This author and photographer from the USA extensively visited ossuaries, crypts and 

cemeteries and went on a search for skeletons that had been adorned with jewels – these 

catacomb saints had been embellished by nuns, and had been kept secret until 

Koudounaris began photographing them. Using high-quality camera equipment, he 

carefully photographed the skeletons, creating sharp photographs, well exposed to show 

all the beautiful details of the jewels. Because of this expert use of camera technique, 

stunning contrasts between beauty and death have been highlighted, enabling the viewer 

to see images of death adorned with beauty. The use of professional equipment meant 

that, in the photographs, the skeletons looked just like they would in real life. The jewels 

and embellishments changed the way in which the images were viewed, from being 

photographs of dead bodies to being something more visually interesting, and what some 

would call beautiful.  

 

In an article for Atlas Obscura, Allison Meier describes the photographs as ‘[t]he most 

beautiful dead’ (Meier, 2013). It is interesting to note that despite the fact that they are of 

dead bodies, the photographs are arresting and stunning for many who view them. It is 

clear that despite the Western world’s desire to keep the dead hidden, in other cultures and 

regions captured by Koudounaris death is not hidden at all. Many people may be unsettled 

by his photographs, but he certainly creates them in an artistic way, to show a beauty 

found in death (Koudounaris, 2013; 2011). 
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10.9 Types of dark tourism photography 

 

How people view a photo is affected not only by the era in which it was taken but also by 

the photographer’s approach. At dark tourism sites, people generally take one of three 

approaches: they take selfies to place themselves in the location; they create documentary 

photographs to document the site as it was on the day they visited; or they try to create an 

artistic representation of their time there. These three approaches are viewed differently 

by those who see the photographs, and various factors will influence how they will feel 

about the location and the act of that person going there. Each of these approaches to 

creating photographs in dark tourism locations elicits different feelings in those who view 

the images. 

 

Photographing in a documentary style at dark tourism locations attempts to capture sites 

in their rawest form, with the aim of showing a location as it is. Documentary style covers 

reportage and photojournalism. It is important, as it shows exactly what dark tourism sites 

are like, with its purpose of documenting unaltered reality. Documentary photographers 

share a desire to keep their photographs close to the reality of what they have seen and to 

provide their truth of what they photograph (Bogre, 2019). 

 

Photographer Ambroise Tézenas, a dark tourism photographer, talks in an interview with 

Laure Chastant about this style of photography: 

 
I’m a photographer who works with simple tools: a view camera, film, and usually 
just one lens. I don’t do staged photography. But when you’ve been a photographer 
for over 20 years, of course you do end up creating a photographic record over time. 
The documentary nature of images fascinates and captivates me, especially in this 
kind of place. Here, even if my transcription is subjective, it’s still a representation 
of what is really happening. 

(Chastant, 2015) 
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Tézenas captures dark tourism sites with tourists as part of the scene, to show them in 

their reality. Those who view his photographs witness people interacting with the site, 

something that is not visible in more artistic representations. For him, capturing the actual 

tourist experience is very important. He sees a difference between a photograph taken of a 

dark tourist scene that depicts what is at the site and one with tourists inside the frame. 

Tézenas’ photographic series are not about creating photographs of dark tourist locations 

that others have not seen before but about showing people in these places and showing the 

world this new kind of tourism. 

 

There are people who visit dark tourism sites who do not have any real intention of 

creating photographs other than selfies. They simply wish to document themselves in 

these places. As discussed before, this type of photograph has moral implications: not 

everyone who sees someone taking a photo at a site of death thinks it appropriate. My 

participants’ reactions to such photographs varied. Unlike the more sensitive capture of 

sites in a documentary style, selfies sometimes trigger negative reactions. They can be 

seen both as representing the site at the moment of the image-taking, and as an 

individual’s self-indulgent desire to share with others the evidence that they were there. 

The selfie, as it is seen today, is a new way of representing dark tourism sites, whether 

morally correct or incorrect. It is that person capturing themselves at that moment in time. 

 

The final way in which photographers capture dark tourism locations is with an artistic 

approach. Unlike the documentary approach in which their feelings are not engrained in 

the photo, the photographer uses a more emotional approach in this case. At dark tourism 

locations, an artistic photographer will try to capture the place with as much emotion as 

possible and will endeavour to produce a reaction from the viewer. With digital 
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adjustment tools such as Photoshop photographers are able to alter a photo to how they 

want it to look. This is not always exactly the same the scene as would have been captured 

in a documentary way. The photographers’ views of the dark tourism site, and the way in 

which they want others to view it, become integral to what the photo eventually means. 

When an image becomes an artistic representation, the photographer is bending somewhat 

the reality of the site, and it can be argued that the final photo takes something away from 

this reality (Mullen, 1999).  

 

During my fieldwork in Switzerland, Christian Boss also photographed the jewelled 

skeletons, because he too found them very beautiful. He wanted to try to capture this 

beauty in death in a photograph, and so he took similar measures to Koudounaris, using a 

good quality SLR camera and a close-up lens on a tripod. In Christian’s photograph 

shown here, the detail and colours are very rich, and the resulting image can be seen as 

beautiful, even though it is of a dead body (see figure 106). 

 

	
Figure	106.	Jewelled	skeleton,	Switzerland,	2016,	taken	by	Christian	Boss	
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In this photograph, Christian Boss has adjusted the colours to make them stand out, 

creating a darker atmosphere for the scene by darkening areas and adding sharpness and a 

crop. The resulting image is quite different from what the jewelled skeleton looked like in 

real life; it is more a photographic artwork. For an example of an unedited version of this 

jewelled skeleton, see figure 107, a photograph taken with an iPhone, in which the colours 

are not as bright and attention has not been given to cropping or sharpening it.  

 

 
Figure 107.  Jewelled skeleton, Switzerland, 2016 
 

A photographer who creates an artistic representation of dark tourism sites is attempting 

to describe their experience to others, and when a person is filled with a lot of emotions at 

such sites, sadness is one of the primary ones. To create photographs that express these 

strong emotions, photographic techniques are used, for example, the photo is composed to 
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include the most tragic parts of the scene, and not getting tourists in the images helps to 

restrict the emotions felt by the viewer to those elicited just by the location.  

If this approach is taken to the extreme, things might be edited out that are important in 

shaping the history of the site, and this might confuse people who view the photographs in 

the future. The artistic and emotional response is, however, more important to the 

photographer than the documentary aspect of keeping the location real. 

 

10.10 Dark tourism reactions to photograph 

 

When a person looks at a photo taken at a dark tourism site, their opinion will vary as to 

what it has captured. People have differing levels of what they are repulsed by and how 

they react emotionally to what they see. Someone who viewed on social media a photo I 

had taken at the Cambodian Killing Fields communicated how sad they were when 

viewing the skulls of those who had died. The skull is a strong global symbol of death and 

the skulls at the killing fields represent the tragedy that happened at the site for both 

Cambodians and those tourists who visit. The skulls did not repulse the person who made 

the comment on social media, as they had seen many photographs of skulls before, but 

they felt strong emotions when viewing the image; it had such strong connections to 

tragedy and to the deaths of so many that it became hard to look at.  

 

Some photographs are easier to view than others, and it is actually the added information of 

the dark tourism element that produces the emotion of repulsion or sadness. Figure 112 is a 

photo of the outside of The Mermaid Inn in Rye, East Sussex, UK – a dark tourism site built 

in Tudor style, with a history dating back to 1420. It is known as one of the most haunted 

hotels in the UK (Gormley, 2020). The building might look attractive and well looked after, 
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but when the viewer is informed that it is haunted it is easy for them to feel uneasy about the 

image. 

 
Figure 108  Mermaid Inn, Rye, UK, 2016 
 

This was a very different reaction to that of someone who viewed photographs of the 

Museo de las Momias de Guanajuato, which were grotesque in their appearance. Sarah 

Jacobs, for example, commented on a photo of the mummies on my Facebook page, 

saying that it was disturbing and that such things should not be shown to the public. A 

photograph of a baby mummy on the page also caused some controversy. Anna Richards 

expressed that it was disturbing and that people were not used to seeing that kind of thing. 

 

There is a strong element of controversy in regard to photography at dark tourism sites 

and differing levels of what people find acceptable or too disturbing. I found that the 

strongest controversy was produced by photographs in which dead bodies appear, 
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including those of the Mexican mummies, the Bangkok medical museum, the Varanasi 

cremation grounds and the Trunyan cemetery. With other locations, such as The Mermaid 

Inn, Beachy Head and Pompeii, the levels of controversy were minimal. The level of 

acceptance of these images comes from the individuals viewing them. In this case, these 

were people on social media, and some of them found the photographs very controversial 

and would prefer not to see them, while others appreciated them and even thought that 

they were beautiful in the way they had been taken. Sarah Sentilles (2018) writes in an 

article for The New York Times Magazine about how dead body photographs are both 

shown to and hidden from the public: ‘But if we were allowed to see all our dead, if we 

were to stop obscuring some bodies while revealing others, then photographs might be 

able to teach us to become better viewers, better grievers, responsible and accountable for 

the injuries we see’. Sentilles adds that hiding this kind of controversial photograph can 

actually be harmful, in that it means that other bodies are seen in a different way, and this 

often results in people feeling negatively towards such images. 

 

These photographs contain dead bodies and places that are associated with tragedy; in the 

Western world we are not used to seeing such images. With the ease of sharing on the 

Internet, however, these images are being circulated, and more often than not people are 

witnessing things they may not have seen before the Internet came into existence. There is 

no longer a way not to see the photographs that appear in social media news feeds; despite 

censorship, they are not necessarily hidden in the way they were before. There is a wide 

array of ways in which photographs have been made available to the public, through 

books, magazines, the Internet and exhibitions to name just a few, and there is great 

power in this sharing, with the images having a great influence on the world they are 

shared with (Gervais, 2016). 
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Dark tourism sites can be seen as controversial in themselves, and taking photographs at 

the locations can increase this controversy, especially when sharing the images makes 

more people aware of them and can upset those who view them. The photographs I took, 

with permission, of the cremation site in Varanasi show bodies burning on fires. I shared 

online several of the less extreme images, for example one showing a leg sticking out of a 

fire and another of a body wrapped in a cloth so that you cannot see the person. But it is 

these photos that obtained the most reactions; the people who commented with shock 

were not used to seeing such images in the public domain, even though these were not the 

most extreme of my images. More viewers would have reacted and the reactions would 

have been more extreme if I had shared the more extreme ones, but social media, for 

example Facebook, might have censored them.   

 

There are certainly different moral views in different countries and among different peoples. 

For example, a common view in the UK is that people have a right to privacy even after death 

and so the idea of a public cremation area like that at Varanasi would be shocking to them 

regardless of how it was presented. Perhaps part of the driver for the strong reactions people 

had were the ideas coming from their community about what is ‘right’, and not just the 

images of the cremation. Showing a face, and thus making the person identifiable, would 

increase this aspect of the feeling for similar reasons. In the UK, showing an image of a face 

in an open cremation might actually be against the law because of the invasion-of-privacy 

aspect. 

 

The people commenting on my social media had strong reactions, even though the 

identities of the dead people were hidden. Had their faces been visible, the reactions 

would probably have been stronger. In Western societies, people are taught to show 
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respect for the dead, and the comments on the photographs I posted suggested that some 

people see images of dead bodies as disrespectful because the dead are not left to rest as 

they believe they should be. This shows how people in different cultures have differing 

opinions on what is respectful and disrespectful. 

 

When photographing something of such a sensitive nature, the photographer must decide 

whether the photo should be shared, especially if there is a body that can be identified, or 

if the body is new rather than one that would not be recognised by anyone due to its age. 

There is a complex politics involved in the representation of death, which is particularly 

applicable in some cases, from the migrant boy on the beach to the remains of long-dead 

ancestors. Dark tourism will remain a controversial topic and photographers thus need to 

be cautious about the content of their images and how they share them. 

 

Sontag writing on the ‘pain of others’ studies how meaning is found in images of suffering 

and pain and how their creation and consumption creates sympathy and compassion in the 

eyes of those that view them. The reactions people have to images of violence and death is 

valid and needed and can help to make others understand what happened in the images, when 

otherwise it may have been unimaginable. 

 

“As objects of contemplation, images of the atrocious can answer to several different 

needs. To steel oneself against weakness. To make oneself more numb. To acknowledge 

the existence of the incorrigible” (Sontag, 2004: 98) showing that by seeing these images, 

can make us stronger in mind and although morbid and sad to view, they tell us about the 

real world. These photographs encourage the viewer to witness these hard to look at 
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places and scenes, but are important in shaping ethics and understanding of life. (Batchen, 

2011). 

 

In 2014, I attended the ‘Encountering Corpses’ conference at the Manchester Museum, 

organised as part of Manchester Metropolitan University’s ‘Humanities in Public’ debate. 

Here I met photographer Sue Fox, who gave a talk about her photography from the 1990s. 

The talk was based on her book Post Mortem (Fox, 1997), for which she photographed 

corpses in a morgue. It was intriguing to notice that various people left the room or were 

clearly offended by the images. This was because many of the people at the conference 

were outside their comfort zone when viewing these images, just as with people viewing 

differing levels of photography taken at the kind of dark tourism sites I visited. Although 

the attendees were there for a conference on death and corpses, when actually confronted 

with shocking images of these things, their reaction was to not want to see them. People 

find their own threshold when viewing such images and allow a point of self-censorship 

when confronting such photographs, so as not to see something they don’t feel 

comfortable with (Linfield, 2012). 

 

Most people are used to seeing photographs of skulls, even though some may not like 

them, but when faced with images of mummies and photographs of identifiable dead 

bodies they are more likely to be offended. 

 

In the 21st century we do not see death as much as in previous centuries and, as a result, 

we do not know how to deal with images of death when we do come across them. We 

struggle, as we may be interested in and drawn to dark tourism places that feature death 

and challenging subjects but fear what we may see or feel as a result of this curiosity. The 
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reaction I witnessed at this conference was due to people not normally seeing such 

graphic photographs. I suggest that if an individual in a photo can be recognised, this may 

not be morally acceptable to some people because it creates too much of an intimate 

emotional link. 

 

In an interview for The Independent, Sue Fox is reported as saying: 

 
I did a couple of exhibitions and left a comments book and got loads of abuse. 
Things like ‘you’re sick’ and ‘your life must be very scary’ and ‘you’ve got 
problems, you must come to the Lord’. I found it quite funny actually. I just 
reckon that a lot of people have got a lot of fear around death’. 

(Treneman, 1998: 2) 
 

A great taboo still exists about death and there is also a fear of seeing photographs relating 

to it. As an artist, Fox wants to push the boundaries of what people will accept in a photo 

and to play with their varying fears. There is a belief that death and dead bodies will 

shock those who see them. In the Western world, this taboo about death is still very 

strong, and so images of dark tourism locations will elicit strong opinions, regardless of 

whether people appreciate them or dislike them. 

 

Kimmo Metsäranta’s ‘Photographs of My Grandfather in His Coffin’ were published by 

VICE, with the accompanying comment: 

 
‘Everybody dies, your parents die, but you can’t show it’, he said. ‘It’s like, as soon 
as someone dies, you just have to get them out of the way, close the casket and take 
them out the back and put them in the ground. The sooner you get them out of the 
way, the better. It’s a common principle, but I think it’s just ridiculous’. 

(Davies, 2015: 3) 
 

In places such as India, Mexico and Indonesia where it is normal to see dead bodies, for 

reasons of traditional beliefs, rituals, religion, difference and poverty, a photograph of one 

would not necessarily disturb the person viewing it. Seeing a relative after death is not so 
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uncommon in these locations. Of course, it is important not to generalise or stereotype 

even within cultures where death is less of a taboo; there may still be individuals who 

would react badly to dark tourism photographs, but it is more typical in non-Westernised 

cultures for people to be more comfortable seeing such photographs. The audience for 

Kimmo Metsäranta’s photographs of his grandfather’s coffin in VICE was mainly 

Westernised people who were not used to seeing that kind of image and their reaction 

would therefore have been very different to that of someone more accustomed to seeing 

dead bodies. 

 

I have observed that reactions to what dark tourism photographs look like and how their 

meaning is read really depends on the individual, what era they grew up in, what culture 

they are a part of and, most importantly, their own personal way of dealing with death and 

tragedy. With this in mind, I treat every participant as an individual who can add 

something to my knowledge of dark tourism photography, based on their own background 

and opinions. Photographs can contain historical information, and documentary-style 

photos, artistic representations of dark tourism locations and selfies are all relevant 

methods of capturing dark tourism sites and enabling people to interact with them, 

whether in a positive or a negative way.  

 

10.11 Conclusion 

 

The circulation of dark tourism photographs is changing dark tourism itself and how the 

public consumes it. As more images are circulated, more people learn about these sites 

and, in turn, find out what dark tourism is. With the advent of the Internet, this has 

become easier, and people now interact with these images of death and tragedy 
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differently. Not only are these circulated images popularising dark tourism, they are also 

changing how we think about the subjects we face when consuming such photographs. 

 

From the fieldwork I undertook, I created images, experiences and theories so as to contribute 

points regarding the nature of the circulation of dark tourism photographs. The images are an 

aesthetic built through the capturing of places rooted in darkness and death. The places are 

emptied of the life they once had, but they tell strong stories of the histories that happened in 

them. They have been made available to visit, to capture in photographs and to share in 

various ways. 

 

I have contributed to the knowledge of the subject of circulation of dark tourism 

photography by highlighting these methods of circulation. I show that there is still a need 

for printed dark tourism photographs, even with social media, as tourists holding such 

photographs in their hands aspire to visit the commodified versions of the locations. I also 

show how dark tourism photographs and their circulation in the media help to promote the 

sites, with the photographs bringing the locations to light when previously they may not 

have been so well noticed. I have discovered that the photographs taken at dark tourism 

locations allow people to witness these places through photographs. This is important 

when, with globalisation, the world is growing ever smaller, meaning that the 

communities, histories and cultures of these locations can be shared with the world. I 

highlight the reactions of various people to photographs taken at dark tourist sites, and the 

taboos and moralities that surfaced as a result of people witnessing such images. I also 

consider the boundaries that individuals have when seeing this kind of image.  
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I portray the various stages of editing and enhancing photographs, highlighting the 

difference between documentary and artistic photographs and detailing how a photograph 

can be digitally edited and enhanced. I conclude that these photographs take many 

journeys once away from the dark tourism locations themselves and are altered and 

interacted with in various ways, leading to alternative feedback from those who view 

them. 
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Chapter Eleven Conclusion 

 

11.1 Introduction  

 

Dark tourism is a new field of study (Sharpley and Stone, 2009), and in this thesis I 

examine its visual element. I explore how people act at dark tourism sites, focusing on 

their behaviour as photographers. This is a practice-based thesis built around an 

autoethnography exploring new information about the visual aspect of dark tourism. To 

accomplish this, I closely followed dark tourism photographers before, during and after 

their visits and researched their visual journeys through dark tourism sites. There is a 

60/40 weighting given to the photographs/text in this thesis. The emphasis is on the visual 

side, which is complemented by the text. 

 

My aim with this study was to open up a new research area that addressed photography at 

dark tourism sites, including the preparation photographers do before visiting these 

locations, their activity at the sites, and their motivations for taking photographs. I also 

examined the circulation of these photographs, after the photographers had returned 

home, and how the images were received. This chapter intends to bring the research and 

analysis together, highlight the focus of the thesis, along with its aims and findings, and 

tie together the discussion and theory sections, showing how this research contributes new 

findings in light of existing studies. It will detail any limitations faced and, finally, point 

to new directions for future research within dark tourism. 
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11.2 Aims 

 

The main aims of the research were to identify critical subjects that emerged as a result of 

interacting with photographers at dark tourism sites. It was the analysis of these areas that 

determined what defines dark tourism photography as a research subject. The main areas 

of interest were the preparation for visiting dark tourism sites, the creation of photographs 

while there and the circulation of these photographs. The practice-led research approached 

the problem of understanding the activities of photographers at dark tourism sites around 

the world through autoethnography. This method enabled me to obtain a new perspective 

on their approach to their activities in a more practical, more immediate way, in order to 

gain an understanding of and knowledge on the subject. Also, I looked at the effect of 

dark tourism photography on society through an examination of the three areas of 

preparation before the visit, creation of images during the visit and circulation of 

photographs after returning home. 

 

Initially, the research aimed to examine the activities of photographers while they were 

planning and carrying out their visits. By taking part in these activities, I gained insight 

into their motivations and the planning stages of their journeys. The research continued on 

to the creation of photographs and the experience at dark tourism sites and then extended 

to examining how photographers edit and use the resulting images. Finally, the intention 

was to examine how the resulting images are viewed by society.  
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11.3 Outcomes  

 

Because of a lack of research into the visual aspect of dark tourism, there is a gap in the 

knowledge about how both photographers’ activities at dark tourism sites and the 

circulation of their images are affecting the tourism industry. This research furthers our 

knowledge about the planning of these trips and presents a picture of the photographers’ 

motivations and their engagement with this kind of sites. Key findings regarding their 

photography at the sites and their sharing of the images after their return home arose when 

I analysed my observations and my interviews with the photographers. 

 

The thesis begins by introducing my research aim, which was to widen the body of 

knowledge on the subject of dark tourism photography, by using my own practice to 

conduct fieldwork at various dark tourism locations around the world and by observing 

other dark tourist photographers to discover relevant themes. My main aims were to 

research the planning, capturing and circulation of photographs taken at dark tourism sites 

and to analyse these images in terms of how people viewed them. 

 

These brief explanations lead to Chapter two, where I explain in depth my methods and 

how I approached the research as an autoethnography. This chapter shows how I 

submersed myself in fieldwork trips to observe my subjects on various journeys around 

the world, in order to obtain answers to questions regarding their practice. These practice-

based methods were successful in that they balanced my approach and that of others. The 

weighting of the thesis is 60% towards the photographs, which are an important method 

for showing the impact that images have within this field. The accompanying text 

analyses these photographs and the way in which they were planned and captured, as a 
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means of questioning and opening up knowledge on the subject of dark tourism 

photography. 

 

The photographic work created that forms 60% of this thesis, aims to provide a unique 

contribution and  analysis of images taken at dark tourism sites. It will act as a professional, 

high-quality collection of dark tourism photographs showing these location in high detail, 

with analysis and context.  

 

In Chapter three, I explain how my journey from photographer to anthropologist led me to 

use myself as an expert in photography as a way of gaining knowledge of the subject. 

Having spent several years becoming a professional photographer, my research stems 

from integrating both my photographic practice and my interest in dark tourism with the 

use of autoethnography to extend our knowledge of dark tourism and to highlight the 

importance of researching its visual side. I implemented the autoethnographic method in 

Chapter four, which details fieldwork in various locations in Asia. I focused on four trips 

and two case studies, the first of which was a study in Fukushima, Japan, where I 

observed the professional photographer, Arkadiusz Podniesinski. Through watching and 

questioning, I learnt more about Arkadiusz’s intentions behind his trip and about how he 

would subsequently circulate his photographs on social media and as prints and books. 

This case study highlighted the motivations of a professional photographer, and his use of 

professional equipment and editing. Joining his excursion to Fukushima as a professional 

photographer myself, I related to his actions at this dark tourism site, and the 

conversations we had, especially about what he would do with the photos, were useful in 

showing how the path of professional photographs taken at dark tourism sites can reach 

around the world, thus increasing the number of people who know about dark tourism. 
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Secondly, I presented a case study in Japan’s Aokigahara Forest, where I observed 

Michael Gakuran and David Smith in order to gain knowledge about the differences 

between a tourist who is less interested in the photography side of visiting a dark tourism 

site and one whose primary purpose is to create photographs. Michael wanted to create a 

photographic story documenting his trip to the forest, whereas David’s images were more 

personal, as additions to the experience and purely as a reminder of his going there. This 

case study was useful in showing how individuals going to dark tourist destinations have 

different aims, and that while taking photographs is a priority for a lot of dark tourists, 

others prefer to focus on experiencing the place. The fact that the latter do not take photos 

or do not have this as their focus shows that although photography is a large part of dark 

tourism, it is not the focus for everyone. 

 

In the latter part of this research chapter, I observed Vikash Mishra in Varanasi, India. He 

was not a professional photographer and did not know what dark tourism was until I 

explained it to him, but he gave me useful knowledge about dark tourism photography 

even though he was unaware that he was acting as a dark tourist. Although not at the 

locations with the purpose of taking photographs, he produced images as a reminder of 

being there. This photograph-taking acted as a tool for keeping the memory of these 

places with him. Through these observations, I showed how significant it is that even 

though these sites have a dark nature, tourists still want to remember their experience 

there by creating photographs. The photograph acts as a lodestone to the experience. 

 

In Varanasi, I came across my first restriction and started to learn that photographing at 

these sites may not always be easy. I was soon to find out that such restrictions occurred 

more often than not at dark tourism sites, with reasons varying from health and safety to 
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the more ethical sides that presented themselves due to the very nature of dark tourism. It 

was interesting to observe that for tourists who normally captured photographs as a 

natural extension of their experience at a site, being told they could not altered their 

experience. 

 

I extended my research to the USA and Mexico in Chapter five, where I followed three 

photographers, Richard Gowen, Tommy Haskew and Theo Leinad, at four dark tourism 

sites in the latter country: the Mexican Day of the Dead Festival, the Island of Dead Dolls, 

the Mummies of Guanajuato and a Mexican slum. While in the USA, I observed the 

behaviour of various participants at different types of dark tourism site. Findings in 

Mexico extended my previous findings, in Asia, on the theme of photography not being 

allowed. I made comparisons between the site of the Mummies of Guanajuato, where 

photography was allowed and even encouraged, and the Island of Dead Dolls, where we 

experienced being exploited by site personnel, being charged large amounts to take 

photographs as ‘professional photographers’. Contrasting these two experiences brings to 

lights how a photographer’s experience at dark tourism sites can be changed depending on 

whether they are free to take whatever photographs they want. I observed that 

photographers had a better photographic experience at sites with no restriction, which 

points to the increasing commercialisation of the sites. 

 

My research continued on to the Mexican Day of the Dead Festival, where I observed 

how using specific camera techniques and decisions led to the creation of photographs. I 

visited the cemetery with other photographers who shared a passion for creating artistic 

images and as a group we made decisions on how to create the best photographs. Our 

actual participation in the activities of the event led us to face certain difficulties, so we 
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had to carefully think of the shots we wanted. This is not always the case with everyone 

who takes photographs at dark tourism locations, so it was insightful to observe 

participants whose entire focus was on getting the right shot. 

 

My research at the 9/11 site in New York was particularly useful, as I discovered tourists 

taking selfies at a dark tourism site. Selfies are normally completely harmless at tourist 

locations, but a problem arose in that it was considered disrespectful at this site where 

people had died. This expanded the knowledge on etiquette at dark tourism sites with 

regards to taking photographs. I have included Sather-Wagstaff’s research at this site 

because she has found meaning in the way in which tourists act there, both in their 

behaviour while doing things like capturing photographs and in how such etiquettes are 

formed (Sather-Wagstaff, 2011). The theme of narcissism also arose in this part of 

fieldwork and these two areas of research are expanded on in later chapters. There are 

certain ethics with regards to photography at dark tourism sites and these surfaced again 

with my research in the Mexican slums, which was also discussed in later chapters. These 

ethics mainly concerned sensitivity to those living in places of poverty, displayed by 

asking permission to take photographs of them. Later, it involved making sure that 

photographs of the dead were allowed, respecting those who died by not crossing lines 

while taking images. 

 

Chapter six took my fieldwork to Europe, and here I concentrated on the case study of 

Ben Gwayne during an extensive road trip around the continent, uncovering more dark 

tourism topics to discuss in later chapters. These topics included morals and feelings at 

sites, people who are drawn to sites of death and their huge desire to capture them in 

photographs, how using photographic techniques can alter a photograph and how certain 
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photographic situations can be challenging for the photographer. Finally, in this chapter, I 

explore the idea that a photography experience may be altered depending on whether or 

not a site associated with death and tragedy is open to the public. 

 

With this thesis being practice-based and the main result of the activities represented 

being photographs, Chapter seven is an exhibition of the key photographs taken during 

my research, with commentary on composition, execution, construction and public 

response. I discovered during my photography of dark tourism sites that the difference 

between general tourism photographs and dark tourism ones leads to the idea that the 

latter are unique. The images produced are not of beautiful beaches, buildings and 

sightseeing spots but of places with a dark nature that would not normally be associated 

with tourist photography. The photographs I put forward in Chapter seven are not typical 

tourist photographs and this is why their analysis brings out various themes that are 

different from those in the analysis of typical tourist photography. Dark tourism locations 

look different from normal tourist spots; they are often places with a strong visual 

identity, with the tourist experience relying on these visual aspects to imagine the 

atrocities that have occurred at the location. It is very much about picturing the things that 

happened there. This leads to dark tourism sites providing a visual arena for dark tourists 

to participate in. 

 

Chapter eight looked specifically at the construction of photographs at dark tourism sites 

and Chapter nine at how social media played a part in their circulation. Chapter ten then 

explored how these images are circulated and their effect on society. Photography 

prolongs the emotions of being at tourism locations, and this was examined with a 

particular focus on dark tourism sites. Emotions are heightened at these locations due to 
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the tragic nature of their history; photographing them extends the experience for the 

tourist, and then the dissemination of the photographs extends it to people all across the 

world who have not visited the sites. 

 

The motivations of different photographers at dark tourism sites were examined, and this 

showed that there was a spectrum (Stone, 2006; Sharpley and Stone, 2009), 

 ranging from those who wanted to focus purely on photography to those who used it as a 

record of their visit and for memories’ sake, through groups who treated it as part of their 

experience but did not focus their entire attention on it. 

 

As with a pilgrimage, in planning a dark tourism photography trip groups are often 

formed – sometimes small and sometimes large, depending on the site and the aim of the 

visit. Sometimes lots of planning goes into a trip and at other times people just turn up 

and take photographs. No matter how big or small the trip, however, extensive thought 

always goes into what equipment to take and what the subjects of the pictures will be. 

 

Whether there is an overlap between photographing dark tourism sites that exist as tourist 

locations and others that are not open to the public is an interesting question. Urban 

exploring has an overlap with dark tourism, in that it is the visiting of sites that are not 

usually open to the public and which are generally abandoned, sometimes ruined, or not 

usually-seen components of the built environment. Some sites are closed and some are 

accessible to tourists but need a more adventurous approach. Both experiences provide 

different opportunities for taking photographs and sometimes they allow access to dark 

tourism sites that are, nominally, closed. In chapter 10, I extend what I discovered in 

earlier case studies, about how it is apparent that, in preparing for a dark tourism 
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photography trip, camera choice is important. Different approaches are evident from 

people who want to create personal photographs quickly using smartphones and from 

photographers with purely photographic intentions who take expensive professional 

cameras on their trips. As well as different levels of equipment, there are different levels 

of professionalism and also different types of photographic style that are used to capture 

the places, from fine art through documentary to simple selfies. 

 

I also extend previous findings on photographic restrictions to look at this theme in more 

depth. Many sites either forbid photography, such as the Hunterian Museum in London, UK 

or require a permit or payment, such as the Mummies of Guanajuato in Mexico City, Mexico; 

this implies ownership of these sites and their content, which some may consider, at the least, 

distasteful. The people who manage and control sites that might be regarded as sacred by the 

descendants of the exhibits are seen by many to have a duty of care towards the remains 

contained in them, which is neither apparent in their behaviour nor likely in the society in 

which they exist. When limitations are placed on the tourist, these can sometimes ruin their 

experience; however, limitations or even the imposition of a charge for an activity such as 

photography might be seen to be a result of the wider economic situation. 

 

At sites where photography is welcomed, there is a more enjoyable experience for those 

wanting to take photographs. Visitors to such a site may come for many reasons and the 

site management needs to find common ground among this variety of photographic 

visitors. This leads to the question of whether it is ethical to take photographs at dark 

tourism sites. The majority of interviewees replied that it was, but others felt that this was 

a very sensitive area and that, when dealing with human remains, ethics were an important 

area to address. In addition, when images are shared with a large audience, how is it 
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possible to reconcile the ethical problems with the reduction in perceived importance due 

to the scale of the sharing? Indeed, it is possible that sharing images of death with a large 

and mostly indifferent audience decreases the respect in which such remains are held by 

the world at large (Willis, 2014). 

 

How can photography negatively affect locations? It is possible that publicity attracts too 

much attention to sites that are not set up for, or cannot cope with, the damage caused by 

high volumes of visitors. Tourist locations thrive on visitors, but extra visitors are not 

always welcomed, and dark tourism sites are often not intended, by their creators at least, 

to actually be tourism sites. Examining the circulation of photographs leads to the 

question: does the wide circulation of images of a site bring more people to it? It was 

found that the huge ease of sharing photographs, via social media and other distribution 

means such as books and prints, leads to sites becoming more popular, as more people see 

images of them and become interested in visiting. Once photographs have been taken, 

they are often edited so that they approach the image the photographer has pre-visualised. 

There is a large variation in how much photographers edit their images, from not at all, 

through colour and exposure corrections to high degrees of manipulation. It is difficult to 

decide at which level of manipulation the editing becomes unethical in that it gives a false 

impression of the site. 

 

A further question is whether these photographs can look beautiful when viewed, despite 

the dark nature of the subject matter. It was found that some people feel that they can and, 

often, if a photographer creates an artistic representation of a location, a ‘beautiful’ 

photograph that generates many emotions is produced. A subject discovered during the 

case studies, which I extended in these chapters, is how the sharing of these photographs 
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breeds narcissistic behaviour. In this era of globalisation, social media provides an arena 

for people to share their photographs and for others to comment on or ‘like’ them. This, in 

turn, has led to people showing off about where they have been and this applies, in 

particular, to dark tourism sites that are unique and have not been seen by many 

‘outsiders’. Often, people share photographs of themselves at locations without too much 

thought about whether it is ethically correct to do so, and this can be seen as disrespectful 

and narcissistic (Halpern, Valenzuela and Katz, 2016). The issue with selfies is that 

although many people find them disrespectful others see no harm in them, if consideration 

is given to local people and there is respect for the dead, while still others see no harm in 

them regardless of the location and the ethics of the situation. People were asked their 

opinions of photographs of dark tourism sites and their replies included sadness, 

fascination and beauty, along with a small percentage of repulsion. Some photographers 

who have shared their images on social media have been asked to remove them. 

 

11.4 What contribution does this thesis make to society? 

 

The literature and research that is to be found on the subject of dark tourism is limited in 

the area of photography and the imagery of these sites, and this thesis has examined 

questions about the creation of photographs at dark tourism sites that have been addressed 

only briefly before. 

 

Dark tourism is a fascinating subject, but due to its emotional, fluid and dark nature it is 

difficult to obtain specific data about many of the questions that have arisen during this 

research. Nevertheless, the discovery of themes that help us to understand dark tourism 

imagery’s place in society is important in exposing new elements of this interesting area 
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of study. The autoethnographic research methods used reflected the open and vast nature 

of the subject and helped to uncover new ideas about its visual side that had not 

previously been investigated in great depth. The subject of dark tourism has been 

investigated here in detail, in order to look at how photographers in particular plan their 

trips to these places, capture images and share them afterwards. This research intended to 

pick out those areas of investigation that, tied together, provide new insights into and 

ways of understanding the use of photography in dark tourism and the effect it has on the 

people who view the photographs. Before now, no in-depth studies have existed on the 

imagery and visual side of dark tourism, subjects that this thesis embraces.  

 

The outcomes and findings of this research contribute to the understanding of dark 

tourism and offer a unique perspective with regards to its visual elements.  

Dark tourism, while being the act of visiting sites that have a dark past, is also driven by a 

desire on the part of the tourist to document and spread the knowledge of these sites to the 

world by various means. The act of photographing a tourist destination becomes, for dark 

tourism, the undertaking of obtaining visual proof that such things exist and the forcing of the 

world to remember that these events and behaviours happened. 

 

My contribution is an understanding of the behaviour of the people who travel to these, often 

remote or difficult to reach, destinations to bring back visual evidence that they exist for the 

rest of the world. I have differentiated between the motivations and ethics of tourism 

photography and those of dark tourism photography (Piekarz, 2003) by showing that the 

intent in taking images at dark tourism sites is not only for personal memories but also to 

disseminate to society the knowledge that such sites, and the events that created them, exist, 
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and that many unique themes arise when dealing with the specific nature of the creation of 

these photographs. 

 

The body of photographic work created that forms 60% of this thesis, is unique in its quality 

and its contribution to the analysis of images taken at dark tourism sites. A large number of 

photographs of dark tourism locations are created and circulated in the world, but not 

specifically a professional, high-quality collection of dark tourism photographs showing these 

places in high detail, with analysis and context. These photographs appear in the first 

professional photography dark tourism book of its kind (Bathory, 2017a) acting as a 

representation of imagery at dark tourism sites. 

 

11.5 Limitations, further research and final thoughts  

 

This thesis has certain limitations due to how the data was collected. It relied heavily on 

observations and interviews with participants during the execution of their practice, and 

therefore the data was subjective and personal to the researcher and the participants. 

However, this is also one of the strengths of the thesis, as the in-depth discussions 

contained in it would not have been possible without the use of autoethnography. There is 

great variation from one person to the next, so my research was more about collecting 

opinions on the subject, which opened up different areas for research, rather than about 

attempting to reduce a subjective, artistic area to data (Schwartz, 1989; O’Reilly, 2009). 

 

The research was somewhat limited by the restrictions at dark tourism locations with 

regard to the photography of dead bodies and other subjects of a sensitive nature. There 

are locations where my participants were unable to take photographs, and this limited the 
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feedback because the most extreme photographs that could have been taken were not. 

Therefore, when analysing the comments made about the photographs, it was noted that 

as more images of less extreme subjects were available the comments were biased 

towards those subjects. It was also found that, because the subject of death can be a taboo, 

some people were restrained in the comments they felt they could make. Some 

respondents may have felt unable fully to express their feelings on the subject through 

fear of causing offence or saying something ethically incorrect. 

 

Due to the fluid nature of the subject of dark tourism, there are always more avenues 

along which to extend its study. I would like to have spent more time exploring how dark 

tourism photography and its circulation might help to break down the taboo about death. 

This is something that was visited slightly, and it could introduce a whole new area of 

research into how photographs can affect a society’s outlook, with regard to such taboos. 

Although the research covered much of the world, there are still many different cultures 

and areas that could be explored. The possibilities are endless, and it is hard to know 

where to draw the line when there are so many interesting dark tourism locations and 

places that have such diverse opinions on death. With the main themes of the research 

being photography, tourism and death, there were many other potential areas to research 

when these subjects were combined. There is a great deal of further work to be done in 

this area. 

 

This research has brought together the themes of photography and tourism – both subjects 

that have been explored previously – using the unifying idea of dark tourism. 

Autoethnographic research techniques have been used to immerse the researcher in the 

activity of dark tourism photography and these have returned valuable knowledge from 
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the field. This has led to the scope of dark tourism research being expanded, leading to 

society gaining a better understanding of it. This research has contributed to the 

understanding of how both the creation and circulation of photographs affect society and, 

with strong themes of death and the photography of dead bodies, I have combined both 

photography and tourism with death to an extent that has not been done before. 
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Appendix A 

 

Participants 

 

In the table below is a list, not of everyone I have met during the research but of individuals I 

have studied, observed and questioned. It shows whom I visited with, where they are from, 

the countries we went to, and the sites we attended together. The participants totalled 50, 10 

of whom were case studies, and extensive observation and interviews occurred for these 

individuals. 

 
 Name  Location  Countries   Locations Visited  

 Ben Gwayne 

 (Case Study) 

 UK  Germany 

 Switzerland      

 Austria  

 Czech Republic 

 Slovakia  

 German Mausoleum   

 Sachenhausen  

 Dachau Concentration Camp 

 Jewelled Skeletons 

 Pathology Department   

 Eggenburg Charnel 

 Capuchin Crypt  

 Church of Ghosts Katakomby    

 Klatovy Sedlec Ossuary   

 Chammunster Charnel Munditia   

 Catacomb Saint Melník Chapel    

 of Bones 

 Elizabeth Bathory Castle 
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 James Kerwin  UK  Italy  

 Ukraine 

 Poveglia  

 Kent School 

 Chernobyl 

 Tommy Magpie 

 (Case Study) 

 UK  Mexico  

 Cuba  

 Ukraine 

 Day of the Dead Festival  

 The Mummies of Guanajuato 

 Island of Dead Dolls 

 Havana Chinese Cemetery 

 Chernobyl 

 Michael    

 Gakuran 

 (Case Study) 

 Japan  Japan  Aokigahara Forest 

 Richard Gowen 

 (Case Study) 

 UK  Ukraine  

 Mexico 

 Cuba 

 Chernobyl  

 Day of the Dead Festival  

 The Mummies of Guanajuato 

 Island of Dead Dolls  

 Havana Chinese Cemetery 

 Daniel Lister   UK  Ukraine  Chernobyl 

 Johnny Joo  USA  USA  Elderwood 

 Gareth Williams  

 (Case Study) 

 UK  Ukraine  Chernobyl 

 Dai Smith  UK  Ukraine  Chernobyl 

 Tim Knifton  UK  Ukraine   Chernobyl 

 Neil Watts  UK  UK  Beachy Head  

 Hythe Crypt  

 St Brides Crypt 



 408 

 Theo Leinad  Mexico  Mexico  

 India 

 Day of the Dead Festival  

 The Mummies of Guanajuato 

 Island of Dead Dolls 

 Dharavi Slum 

 Nicola Miller  Bulgaria  Romania  Doftana Prison  

 Hoia Forest  

 Bran Castle  

 Fortul 13 Jilava 

 Jonathan Taylor    

 Brittunculi 

 Bulgaria   Romania  Doftana Prison  

 Hoia Forest  

 Bran Castle  

 Fortul 13 Jilava 

 Alex Tassot  France  France  Paris Catacombs 

 Vanna Santoro  France  France  Paris Catacombs 

 Sara Jakubowicz  Poland  Ukraine  Chernobyl 

 Luuc de Wilde  Netherlands  France  Paris Catacombs 

 Faith Roswell  UK  Romania  Doftana Prison  

 Hoia Forest  

 Bran Castle  

 Fortul 13 Jilava 

 Christian Boss 

 (Case Study) 

 Switzerland   Switzerland  Jewelled Skeletons  

 Pathology Department  
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 Connie   

 Hershberger 

 (Case Study) 

 USA  USA  9/11 Memorial  

 Bailey Mansion  

 Centralia  

 Detroit Eight Mile Wall  

 Eastern State Penitentiary    

 Elderwood  

 Greenwood Cemetery  

 Laurel Hill Cemetery   

 Willowbroke Asylum 

 Shannon    

 Morrisey 

 USA  USA  Pennsylvania Prison  

 Western State Asylum  

 Karen Lane  USA  USA  Salem Memorials  

 Salem Grimshaw House  

 Salem Rebecca Nurse House  

 Salem Witch House 

 Rob Dietrich  USA  USA  Eastern State Penitentiary 

 Ryan Baldino  Philippines  Philippines  Kabayan Opdas Cave  

 Mt Ulap Mummies  

 Kabayan Fire Mummies 

 Lumiang Cave  

 Sagada Hanging Coffins 

 Tinongchol Burial Rock 

 Wang Od 
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 Cameron Burt 

 (Case Study) 

 UK  UK  

 Italy  

 Ukraine 

 The Mermaid Inn  

 Beachy Head  

 Hythe Crypt  

 Poppies Tower of London  

 St Brides Crypt  

 St Pancreas Hardy Tree  

 The White Hart  

Bridge of Sighs 

 Chernobyl 

 Mikey Shangs  USA  USA  9/11 Memorial  

 Bailey Mansion  

 Centralia  

 Detroit Eight Mile Wall  

 Eastern State Penitentiary    

 Elderwood  

 Greenwood Cemetery  

 Laurel Hill Cemetery   

 Willowbroke Asylum 

 Emerson Soriano  UK  Ukraine  Chernobyl 

 Vikash Mishra  India  India  Varanasi Aghori  

 Agrasen Ki Baoli Stepwell  

 Taj Mahal  

 Varanasi Cremation 

 David Smith 

 (Case Study) 

 UK  Japan  Aokigahara Forest 
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 Arkadiusz    

 Podniesinski 

 (Case Study) 

 Poland  Japan  Fukushima 

 Sing Ying Tan  Malaysia  Cambodia  Choeung Ek Genocidal Center 

 Killing Caves Landmine 

Museum 

 Jess Norgrove  UK  Ukraine  Chernobyl 

 Mur Salim  Indonesia  Indonesia  Trunyan Cemetery  

 Tana Toraja Burial Caves  

 Tana Toraja Funeral  

 Tana Toraja Baby Tree 

 Tyler Force  UK  Ukraine  Chernobyl 

 Daniel Litchfield  UK  UK  

 Italy 

 Poland 

 Czech Republic    

 France 

 Denbigh Asylum  

 Pompeii, Italy Funeral Carts   

 Cimitero Delle Fontanelle  

 Chiesa dei Morti 

 Auschwitz  

 Sedlec Ossuary  

 Paris Catacombs 

 Emma Smith  UK  UK  Magnificent Seven Cemeteries 

 Katie Garrett  UK  UK  Denbigh Asylum Durham    

 Morgue Heysham Trench Graves  

 St Brides Church 
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 Michael Garrett  UK  UK  Chernobyl  

 Denbigh Asylum  

 Durham Morgue  

 Heysham Trench Graves  

 St Brides Church 

 Dursty Haskins  UK  Ukraine  Chernobyl 

 Bang Yuki Java  Indonesia  Indonesia  Bali Monument  

 Ijen Crater  

 Mt Bromo  

 Sidajo Mud Flow 

 Adam    

 Blenkinsop 

 UK  Ukraine, Germany  Kent School  

 Chernobyl 

 Gina Soden  UK  Ukraine  

 Italy 

 Chernobyl  

 Pompeii  

 Italy Funeral Carts  

 Cimitero Delle Fontanelle  

 Chiesa dei Morti  

 Darren Smith  UK  UK 

 Ukraine 

 Magnificent Seven Cemeteries 

 Denbigh Asylum  

 Durham Morgue  

 Heysham Trench Graves  

 St Brides Church 

 Chernobyl 

 Jade Brimfield  UK  Italy  Poveglia 
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 NguyenVuong  Vietnam  Vietnam  Hoa Lo Prison  

 Military Museum 

 Diego Silva  Brazil  UK  Magnificent Seven Cemeteries 

 Sue Fox  UK  UK  Manchester Museum 

 Martin Packman  UK  Italy  Pompeii  

 Italy Funeral Carts 

 Cimitero Delle Fontanelle Chiesa    

 dei Morti 

 Marlon Moes  Belgium  France  Paris Catacombs 
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Appendix B 

 

Locations Visited 

 

The table below shows the locations that I attended both on my own and with others from 

2014 to 2018 during my research, including the date they were visited and the country they 

were in. The locations totalled 100. 

 

Name of Location County of Location Date Visited 

 Austria  Eggenburg Charnel  23/09/2016 

 Cambodia  Choeung Ek Genocidal Center  10/05/2018 

 Cambodia  Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum  10/05/2018 

 Cambodia  Killing Caves  08/05/2016 

 Cambodia  Landmine Museum  02/05/2016 

 Cuba  Chinese Cemetery  11/11/2016 

 Czech Republic   Capuchin Crypt  27/09/2016 

 Czech Republic   Church of Ghosts  26/09/2016 

 Czech Republic   Katakomby Klatovy  24/09/2016 

 Czech Republic   Melník Chapel of Bones  25/09/2016 

 Czech Republic   Sedlec Ossuary  25/09/2016 

 Czech Republic  Chammunster Charnel  20/09/2016 

 France   Paris Catacombs  04/02/2017 

 Germany   Dachau Concentration Camp  19/09/2016 

 Germany   Mausoleum  14/08/2016 
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 Germany   Munditia Catacomb Saint  19/08/2016 

 Germany   Kent School  13/12/2014 

 Germany   Sachenhausen Concentration 
Camp 

 10/09/2016 

 India   Varanasi Aghori  07/07/2016 

 India   Agrasen Ki Baoli Stepwell  30/06/2016 

 India  Mumbai Dharavi Slum  22-23/07/2016 

 India   Taj Mahal  29/06/2016 

 India   Varanasi Cremation  07/07/2016 

 Indonesia   Bali Monument   17/06/2016 

 Indonesia   Ijen Crater  20/06/2016 

 Indonesia   Mt Bromo  19/06/2016 

 Indonesia   Sidajo Mud Flow  18/06/2016 

 Indonesia   Tana Toraja Baby Tree  23/06/2016 

 Indonesia   Tana Toraja Funeral  23-24/06/2016 

 Indonesia   Tana Toroja Burial Caves  24/06/2016 

 Indonesia   Trunyan Cemetery  21/06/2016 

 Israel  Jerusalem  15/05/2104 

 Italy   Bridge of Sighs  21/09/2015 

 Italy   Chiesa dei Morti  13/05/2015 

 Italy   Cimitero Delle Fontanelle  11/05/2015 

 Italy   Funeral Carts  13/05/2015 

 Italy   Pompeii  13/05/2015 

 Italy   Poveglia  14/05/2018 

 Italy   The Colosseum  11/05/2015 



 416 

 Japan   Fukushima  11-15/04/2016 

 Japan   Hiroshima  08/04/2016 

 Japan   Aokigahara Forest  02-03/04/2016 

 and 16/04/2016 

 Mexico   Mexico City Slum  27/10/2016 

 Mexico   Day of the Dead Festival  02/11/2016 

 Mexico   Island of Dead Dolls  26/10/2016 

 Mexico   The Mummies of Guanajuato  31/10/2016 

 Philippines   Kabayan Opdas Cave  21/04/2016 

 Philippines   Mt Ulap Mummies  11/06/2016 

 Philippines   Kabayan Fire Mummies  20/04/2016 

 Philippines   Lumiang Cave  12/06/2016 

 Philippines   Sagada Hanging Coffins  23/04/2016 

 Philippines   Tinongchol Burial Rock  22/04/2016 

 Philippines   Wang Od  14/06/2016 

 Poland   Auschwitz  28/11/2014 

 Romania   Doftana Prison  05/03/2017 

 Romania   Hoia Forest  06/03/2017 

 Romania   Bran Castle  05/03/2017 

 Romania   Fortul 13 Jilava  08/03/2017 

 Slovakia   Elizabeth Bathory Castle  22/08/2016 

 Switzerland   Jewelled Skeletons  15-19/09/2016 

 Switzerland   Pathology Department  18/09/2016 

 Thailand   Death Railway  15/05/2016 
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 Thailand   Medical Museum  14/05/2016 

 Thailand   Wat Maha That  14/05/2016 

 UK   The Mermaid Inn  12/03/2014 

 UK   London Highgate Cemetery  05/10/2014 

 UK  London West Norwood Cemetery  06/10/2014 

 UK  London Abney Park Cemetery  06/10/2014 

 UK  London Kensal Green Cemetery  05/10/2014 

 UK  London Brompton Cemetery  06/10/2014 

 UK  London Nunhead Cemetery  05/10/2014 

 UK  London Tower Hamlets Cemetery  06/10/2014 

 UK   Beachy Head Eastbourne  08/03/2016 

 UK   Denbigh Asylum  07/03/2015 

 UK   Durham Morgue  07/03/2015 

 UK   Heysham Trench Graves  08/03/2015 

 UK   Hythe Crypt  08/03/2016 

 UK   Poppies Tower of London  02/10/2014 

 UK   St Brides Crypt  05/06/2016 

 UK   The Hardy Tree  05/03/2016 

 UK   White Hart Jack the Ripper  05/03/2016 

 UK   Manchester Museum  26/03/2014 and    

 31/10/2015 

 Ukraine   Chernobyl  08-14/10/2012 

 07-14/04/2015 

 11-13/02/2016 
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 USA   9/11 Memorial  15/10/2016 

 USA   Bailey Mansion  16/10/2016 

 USA  Centralia  16/10/2016 

 USA   Detroit Eight Mile Wall  19/10/2016 

 USA   Eastern State Penitentiary  15/10/2016 

 USA   Elderwood  18/10/2016 

 USA   Greenwood Cemetery  14/10/2016 

 USA   Laurel Hill Cemetery  15/10/2016 

 USA   York Pennsylvania Prison  08/08/2014 

 USA   Salem Burying Point Memorials  14/11/2016 

 USA   Salem Grimshaw House  14/11/2016 

 USA   Salem Rebecca Nurse House  15/11/2016 

 USA   Salem Witch House  15/11/2016 

 USA   Western State Asylum  07/08/2014 

 USA   Willowbroke Asylum  14/10/2016 

 Vietnam   Hoa Lo Prison  30/05/2016 

 Vietnam   Military Museum  30/05/2016 
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Appendix C 
 

Map of World Locations Visited 
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Map of Europe Locations Visited 
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Map of USA, Mexico and Cuba Locations Visited 
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Map of Asia Locations Visited 
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Appendix D 

Participant Consent Form 

 

 

 

Title of Research Project: Journey into the Dark: The Practise and Imagery of Dark Tourism. 

 

Brief Description of Research Project, and What Participation Involves:  

 

In this project I am researching dark tourism and in particular the photographing of dark 

tourism sites and how the photographs taken are circulated. Dark tourism is the visiting of 

tourist locations associated with death and tragedy. Participating in this project may involve 

me observing you and taking photographs of you at these sites or a filmed interview. 

Contributing to this study will help with the continuing study of dark tourism in society in the 

field of social anthropology and will allow further knowledge on the photography of such sites 

and how these photographs are circulated. 

 

The research will take place in many dark tourism sites around the world, where the researcher 

will observe dark tourism photographers, conducting structured, semi-structured and informal 

interviews, which will be discussed beforehand by the researcher and participant. 

 

There will about 50 participants in this study, and the interviews and observations will take 

place between March 2016 and January 2017; your participation may be needed during this 
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time for interviews or observations. This data may be used in my thesis and a book entitled 

Dark Tourism, to be published by Carpet Bombing Culture. 

 

Investigator Contact Details:      

 

Rebecca Bathory 

 

Department of Life Sciences                                                                                                                                             

Whitelands  

University of Roehampton 

Holybourne Avenue 

London  

SW15 4JD  

 

itchfir@roehampton.ac.uk 

+44 (0)7748655380 
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Consent Statement: 

I agree to take part in this research and am aware that I am free to withdraw at any point without 

giving a reason. If I wish to withdraw photographs or information that would be used in the 

thesis or book, I can do so in writing. I understand that the information I provide will be treated 

in confidence by the investigator and that my identity will be protected in the publication of 

any findings, and that data will be collected and processed in accordance with the Data 

Protection Act 1998 and with the university’s Data Protection Policy. 

 

Name …………………………………. 

 

Signature ……………………………… 

 

Date …………………………………… 

 

Consent to use of photographs, filming: 

 

As part of this project, the researcher may wish to take photographs or record events that 

illustrate aspects of the research. These photographs or videos may be used in the partial or 

total publication of findings. Where possible, the researcher will record information that does 

not reveal personal information, and the location of the research and names of participants will 

be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms. However, it may be necessary to 

photograph and film participants in such a way that it may reveal identity.  

 



 426 

I hereby grant the undersigned Photographer permission to photograph and/ or video me. I 

further give my irrevocable consent to the Photographer and his/her direct or indirect licensees 

and assignees to publish republish or otherwise transmit the images of myself in any medium 

for all purposes throughout the world. I understand that the images may be altered or modified 

in any manner. I hereby waive any right that I may have to inspect and approve a finished 

product or the copy that may be used in connection with an image that the Photographer has 

taken of me, or the use to which it may be applied. I further release the Photographer and his/her 

direct or indirect licensees and assignees, from any claims for remuneration.  

I am of legal age and have the full legal capacity to execute this authorisation without the 

consent or knowledge of any other person. I give permission for my photograph to be used, 

and agree to waive the right to anonymity. I am aware that I am free to withdraw this consent 

by informing the researcher at any time.  

I give permission to be filmed, and agree to waive the right to anonymity. I am aware that I am 

free to withdraw this consent by informing the researcher at any time.  

 

Name …………………………………. 

 

Signature ……………………………… 

 

Date …………………………………… 

If you would like to remain anonymous, please tick [ ] 

Please note: if you have a concern about any aspect of your participation or any other queries, 

please raise this with the investigator (or if the researcher is a student, you can also contact the 
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Director of Studies). However, if you would like to contact an independent party, please contact 

the Head of Department. 

 

Director of Studies Contact:                             

Head of Department Contact: 

Dr Jonathan Skinner Dr Caroline Ross 

Whitelands 1061 Whitelands 1068 

Department of Life Sciences  Department of Life Sciences 

University of Roehampton  University of Roehampton 

Holybourne Avenue  Holybourne Avenue 

London SW15 4JD  London SW15 4JD 

Email: jonathan.skinner@roehampton.ac.uk  Email: c.ross@roehampton.ac.uk 

Telephone: +44 (0)208 392 4895                      Telephone: +44 (0)20 8392 3529 
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