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The Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum and Memorial can be found in the town of Oswiecim, between Krakow and 
Katowice. Auschwitz - Birkenau was the place of martyrdom of millions of people during World War II and the 
largest Nazi concentration camp in the German-occupied Europe. It was here that the Nazis were carrying 
out their plans of genocide for the extermination of entire nations. According to historical investigations, 1.5 
million people, among them a great number of Jews were systematically starved, tortured and murdered at 
this camp. 
  
The concentration camp named Auschwitz I was established in April 1940 on the outskirts of Oswiecim. The 
first transports arrived in June of the same year. After entering the site through the camp gate with the 
inscription "Arbeit Macht Frei" (Work Makes You Free), visitors can tour prison blocks in which an exhibition 
of the Auschwitz- Birkenau State Museum has been arranged. The displays contain evidence of the 
genocide, including personal effects taken from the victims as well as photographs and documents. 
  
The main extermination centre and the world's largest cemetery, Birkenau, was built in the suburbs of 
Oswiecim in 1942. Some of the barracks and ruins of the crematoria and gas chambers can still be seen 
there today. The International Camp Victims Memorial was unveiled in 1967 in commemoration of the 
murdered victims. Many heads of state, whilst on official visits to Poland, come here to pay homage to the 
victims of the Nazi genocide. 
  
The Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum is a memorial and museum in Oświęcim (German: 
Auschwitz), Poland, which includes the German concentration camps Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II-Birkenau. 
It is devoted to the memory of the murders in both camps during World War II. The museum performs 
several tasks, among them research into the Holocaust. 
  
The area covers 191 hectares (470 acres), twenty of them in camp Auschwitz I and 171 hectares in camp 
Auschwitz II. Since 1979, the former concentration camp has belonged to the World Cultural Heritage and 
more than 25 million people have visited the museum. From 1955 to 1990, the museum was directed by one 
of its founders and former inmates, Kazimierz Smoleń. 
  
The areas of remembrance are Auschwitz I, Auschwitz II-Birkenau, the train ramp between Auschwitz and 
Birkenau, which was used as a "debarkation-stop" between 1942 and1944. The three kilometres between 
Auschwitz and Birkenau are within walking distance. The museum is situated in several original buildings. 
  
After the Soviet Union handed over the camp to Poland in 1947, the parliament declared the area to be a 
museum on July 2, 1947. Simultaneously the first exhibition in the barracks was opened. In Stalinist Poland, 
on the occasion of the seventh anniversary of the first deportation of Polish captives to camp Auschwitz, the 
exhibition was revised under assistance of former inmates. However, this exhibition was influenced by the 
Cold War and next to pictures of Jewish ghettos, photos of slums in the USA were presented. 
  
After Stalin's death, a new exhibition was planned in 1955, which is basically still valid today. In 1959, every 
nation who had victims in Auschwitz received the right to present its own exhibition. However, victims like 
homosexuals, Jehovah's Witnesses, Sinti and Roma, and Yeniche people did not receive these rights. The 
state of Israel was also refused the allowance for its own exhibition as the murdered Jews in Auschwitz were 
not citizens of Israel. In April 1968, the Jewish exhibition, designed by Andrzej Szczypiorski, was opened. A 



scandal occurred in 1979 when Pope John Paul II held a mass in Birkenau and called the camp a "Golgotha 
of our times". 
  
In 1962, a prevention zone around the museum in Birkenau (and in 1977, one around the museum in 
Auschwitz) was established in order to maintain the historical condition of the camp. These zones were 
confirmed by the Polish parliament in 1999. In 1967, the first big memorial monument was inaugurated and 
in the 1990s the first information boards were set up. 
  
Since 1960, the so-called "national exhibitions" have been located in the former concentration camp 
Auschwitz I. Most of them were renewed from time to time; for example, those of Belgium, France, Hungary, 
Netherlands, Slovakia, Czech Republic, and the former Soviet Union. The German exhibition, which was 
made by the former GDR, has not been renewed since. 
  
The first national exhibition of the Soviet Union was opened in 1961 and renewed in 1977 and 1985. In 2003, 
the Russian organizing committee suggested to present a completely new exhibition. The Soviet part of the 
museum was closed, but the reopening was delayed as there were differences in the questions of the 
territorial situation of the Soviet Union between 1939 and 1941. The question of the territories annexed by 
the USSR during the war, i.e. the Baltic countries, eastern Poland, and Moldova could not be solved. 
  
In 1978, Austria opened its own exhibition, presenting itself as a victim of National Socialism. This one-sided 
view motivated the Austrian political scientist Andreas Maislinger to work in the museum within the Action 
Reconciliation Service for Peace (ARSP) in 1980/81. Later he founded the Austrian Holocaust Memorial 
Service. The Austrian federal president Rudolf Kirchschläger had advised Maislinger that as a young 
Austrian he did not need to atone for anything in Auschwitz. Due to this disapproving attitude of the official 
Austrian representation, the Austrian Holocaust Memorial Service could not be launched before September 
1992. 
  
In 1979, the newly elected Polish Pope John Paul II celebrated mass on the grounds of Auschwitz II to some 
500,000 people, and announced that Edith Stein would be beatified. Some Catholics erected a cross near 
Bunker 2 of Auschwitz II where she had been gassed. A short while later, a Star of David appeared at the 
site, leading to a proliferation of religious symbols, which were eventually removed. 
  
Carmelite nuns opened a convent near Auschwitz I in 1984. After some Jewish groups called for the removal 
of the convent, representatives of the Catholic Church agreed in 1987. One year later, the Carmelites 
erected an 8 m (26 ft) tall cross from the 1979 mass near their site, just outside Block 11 and barely visible 
from within the camp. This led to protests by Jewish groups, who said that mostly Jews were killed at 
Auschwitz and demanded that religious symbols be kept away from the site. The Catholic Church told the 
Carmelites to move by 1989, but they stayed on until 1993, leaving the cross behind. In 1998, after further 
calls to remove the cross, some 300 smaller crosses were erected by local activists near the large one, 
leading to further protests and heated exchanges. Following an agreement between the Polish Catholic 
Church and the Polish government, the smaller crosses were removed in 1999, but a large papal one 
remains. 
  
The 50th anniversary of the liberation ceremony was held in Auschwitz I in 1995. About a thousand ex-
prisoners attended it. In 1996, Germany made January 27, the day of the liberation of Auschwitz, the official 
day for the commemoration of the victims of National Socialism. Countries who have also adopted similar 
memorial days include Denmark (Auschwitz Day), Italy (Memorial Day), and Poland (Memorial Day for the 
Victims of Nazism). A commemoration was held for the 70th anniversary of the liberation in 2015. 
  
Auschwitz-Birkenau is synonymous with genocide and the Holocaust. More than a million Jews, and many 
Poles and Roma, were murdered here by the German occupiers during WWII. Both sections of the camp, 
base camp Auschwitz I and a much larger outlying camp at Birkenau (Auschwitz II), have been preserved 
and are open for visitors. It's essential to visit both to appreciate the extent and horror of the place. 
   
The Auschwitz extermination camp was established in April 1940 by the German occupiers in prewar Polish 
army barracks on the outskirts of Oświęcim. Auschwitz was originally intended for Polish political prisoners, 
but the camp was then adapted for the wholesale extermination of the Jews of Europe in fulfilment of Nazi 
ideology. For this purpose, the much larger camp at Birkenau (Brzezinka) was built 2km west of the original 
site in 1941 and 1942, followed by another one in Monowitz (Monowice), several kilometres to the west. 
  
The museum’s visitor centre is at the entrance to the Auschwitz site. Photography and filming are permitted 
throughout the camp without the use of a flash or stands. There’s a self-service snack bar by the entrance as 



well as a kantor (private currency-exchange office), free left-luggage room and bookshops with publications 
about the place. 
  
If not on a tour, get a copy of the museum-produced Auschwitz Birkenau Guidebook (5zł). It has plans of 
both camps and gets you round the grounds. 
  
Auschwitz: 
Auschwitz was only partially destroyed by the fleeing Germans, and many of the original brick buildings 
stand to this day as a bleak testament to the camp’s history. Some 13 of the 30 surviving prison blocks now 
house museum exhibitions – either general, or dedicated to victims from particular countries or ethnic groups 
that lost people at Auschwitz. 
  
From the visitor centre in the entrance building, you enter the barbed-wire encampment through the 
infamous gate, displaying the grimly cynical message in German: ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ (Work Brings Freedom). 
The sign is in fact a replica, which replaced the original when it was stolen in late 2009. Though it was 
recovered within a few days, it had been cut into pieces by the thieves and took 17 months to restore. The 
replica has remained in place, with the original sign now on display within the museum. 
  
Birkenau: 
It was actually at Birkenau, not Auschwitz, that most of the killing took place. Massive (175 hectares) and 
purpose-built for efficiency, the camp had more than 300 prison barracks – they were actually stables built 
for horses, but housed 300 people each. Birkenau had four huge gas chambers, complete with crematoria. 
Each could asphyxiate 2000 people at one time, and there were electric lifts to raise the bodies to the ovens. 
  
Though much of Birkenau was destroyed by the retreating Germans, the size of the place, fenced off with 
long lines of barbed wire and watchtowers stretching almost as far as your eye can see, will give you some 
idea of the scale of the crime; climb the tower at the entrance gate to get the full effect. Some of the surviving 
barracks are open to visitors for viewing, silent contemplation and prayer. If you’re not part of a tour, make 
sure to leave enough time (at least an hour) to walk around the camp. 
  
From April to October it’s compulsory to join a tour if you arrive between 10am and 3pm; book well 
ahead either via www.visit.auschwitz.org, or by phoning. 
  
English-language tours leave at numerous times throughout the day, generally most frequently between 
11.30am and 1.30pm, when they operate half-hourly. All tours include a short documentary film about the 
liberation of the camp by Soviet troops in January 1945 (not recommended for children under 14). 
 

Price: Tours 45zł 
  
Hours: 7.30am-7pm Jun-Aug, to 6pm Apr-May & Sep, to 5pm Mar & Oct, 8am-4pm Feb, to 3pm Jan & Nov, 
to 2pm Dec 
  
Contact: http://www.auschwitz.org (Tel: +33 844 8100) 
  
Location: ul Wieźniów Oświęcimia 20, Oświęcim, Poland 
  
 


