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JAMES E. Y O U N G : FROM THE TEXTURE
OF MEMORY: HOLOCAUST MEMORIALS

A N D MEANING

Forgett ing the exterminat ion is part o f the extermination itself,

?Jean Baudri l lard

N o one can become what he cannot find in his memories.

? Jean Améry

P a t h i s storyw i l l n o t finish w i th some tomb to be visited in pious memory.
For the smoke that rises from c r e m a t o r i aobeys phys ica! laws t i ke -any?

other: the particles come together and disperse according to the wind,

wh ich propels them. The o n l y pilgrimage, dear reader, would be t o look
sadly at a s tormy sky n o w and t h e n . ~ ~ ~ 7 ?

The fur ther events o f Wor ld War II recede into time, the more prominent its

memorials become. As the period of Holocaust is shaped in the survivors?
diaries and memoirs , in their children?s films and novels, public memory of this

t ime is being molded in a proliferating number o f memorial images and spaces.

Depending on where and by w h o m these memorials are constructed, these sites
i o n a l myths, :deals, and political

needs. Some r e c a l l w a r d e a d , o t h e r s resis tance, and st i l l o t h e r s mass m u r d e r . A l l

r e f l ec t both the p a s t expe r iences and c u r r e n t lives of t h e i r c o m m u n i n e s , a s . w e l l

fe Srate?smemoryOfi t s e l f , At a more specific level, these memorials also
nore S O E E

Source: James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memonals and Meaning (New Haven,

CT, and London: Yale University Press, 1993), pp. 1-8.
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i ic di rse,

reflect the temper of the memory-artists_ OME invest them with new meanings. The result
significance,generaté he Deis.

n evolution in the memonial?s

mpany in w h i c hi t finds itself.cir media and materials. = __. - .
i ums; motives o f memory are never pure, The capacity for cha i ? ? ?ry is never shaped in a vacuum;t h e : y ange in memorials ha yMemo: ie pi nd ¢ 5 o f ory they a e s not always been so apparent,

however. For, traditiona €monument has beendefined as that whichby t t s
seemingly land-anchored|Permanence could also guarantee the permanence of

~ a p a r t i c u l a ridea or memory attiched f o t In this conception, them o n u m e n t ?>
w o u l d Temain essentially impervious to time and change, a perpetual witness-

t e l i c to a person, event, or epoch. Hence, the first monuménis mentione
the Bible: a small pillar and a witness heap of stones (gal-ed) gathered to mark
the agreement between Laban and Jacob (Gen. 31:45~48); the matzevah
(tombstone) Jacob erected on Rachel?s grave (Gen. 35:20). In both cases. the
monuments would suggest themselves as everlasting remnant-witnesses by

which subsequent generations would remember past events and people.
A t this point, a clarification of terms may be in order. Many presume that

?memorials? recall only past deaths or tragic events?and p r o v i le places to

mourn , whi le ?monuments? remainessentially celebratory markers o f |triumphs
and heroic individuals. In_this vein, Arthur Danto has written that_cwe e r e c t >

?monutients-se-thet-we-shall always remember andb u t memorials so thatwe| -

shallneverfo rge t . Thus, we have the Washington Monument but theLincoln
Memozia l - t o npial Monumentscommemorate t h e memorable and embody the myths

of beginnings. Memorials ritualize remembrance and mark the reality of
ends. . . M o n u m é n t smakeheroesandtriumphs, victories and conquests, per-

petually present and part of life. The memorial 1s a special precinct, extruded
from life, a segregated enclave where we honor the dead. With monuments, we

~honor ourselves.? : a e

But in fact, the traditional! monument (the tombstone) can also be used as a
mourning site f o r Tost lovedones, justas memorialshave marked past victories.

A statue can be a monument to heroism and a memorial to tragic Toss; an

obelisk can memorial ize a nation?s birth and monumentalize leaders fallen

before their prime. Insofar as the same object can perform both functions, there

monument or a memonial.
{. . .] prefer t o distinguish a memorial from a monument only in a broader,

more generic sense: there are memorial books, memorial activities, memoria
days, memor ia l festivals, and memorial sculptures. Some of the

cele Te memorials in a larger senge{ Monuments, on the
other hand, [. . .} refer [. . .} to ?a subset o f memor i a

sculptures, and Installations used to memo!

a l en t . f onumen t ,

in the lastt@ntury, the very idea of the memorial-monument an:

modern cul ture has grown no less contentious than its definition. Indeed, the
t rad i t iona l assumption of the monument?s timelessness has nearly relegated i t

o D w a r u n a t y wwew r e n s l a t M s e e d
w o r r yn e

i for Ho)

P e a n e T E S a D a e s e Some are built in response to tra-

ditional Jewish injunctions to remember, othersaccording to a government's
need to explain a nation?s past toitself.Where the aim of somememor ia ls is to
educate the next generation and to inculcate in it asense of shared experience
and destiny, other memorials are conceived as expiationso f gu i l t or as self-
aggrandizement. Still others are intended to attract tourists. Inaddi t ion to tra-
ditional Jewish memorial iconography, every state has its owninstitut ional
forms of remembrance. As a result, Holocaust memorials inevitably mix
national and Jewish figures, political and religious imagery.

any, for example, memorials t o this t ime .

G jctims by their political resistance. } mentorials in
former death camps and across the countryside commemorate the whole o

martyrs and heroes are remembered sideb y s i d e , both re feemed by the bir th of
the state, As the shape Holocaust memory takes in Europe and Israel 1s

determined by political, aesthetic, and religious coordinates, that in America is

guided no less by distinctly American ideals and experiences ~ such as liberty,

plural ism, and immigrat ion. ? R R

they are invested with national soul and memory. For traditionally, the stai

sponsored memory of a national past aims to affirm the righteousness of a

nation?s birth, even its divine election. The matrix of a nation?s monuments

em l o t s thestoryo f ennobling evenss,o f rumphs over barbarism,andrecalls
¢ _ m a r t y r d o mo f thosew h e_ their lives in the struggle for nationa

existence ahavinthe martysalagical refrain,TedsoTHATSCoUTTTy HURTT E R

In assuming the idealized forms and meanings assigned this era by the state,

in time, such idealized memory grows as natural t o the eye as the landscape in
which i t stands. Indeed, for memori herwise would be to undermi

the very foundations of national leginmacy, of the state?s seemingly natural
right to exist.
?Theretationship betw: i ialsi one-sided, however.

On the one hand, official agencies are in posi t ion to shape memory expl ic i t ly
as they see f i t , memory that best serves a nat ional interest. On the other hand,

once created, memorials take o n l i v e s o f their o w n , often stubborn ly resistant

to the state?s inal ions. In some caSéS, Memorials created in the image
o f a state's ideals actual ly turn around to recast these ideals in the memorial?s

own image. New generations _yisi i w circumstances and
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s a form to the margins of modém discourse. For once i t was recognized that
@ 1, t .

monuments necessaril ;
Teparded as displacements ob ;

<cabody-E3 r y was as fixed as its place in
embody,Even worse, by insisting that its memo p la

d to igno' in all

i a monumental ?

contemplation of the past?? Nietzsche asked. ?Monumental? was, after all,
Nietzsche?s disdainful epithet for any version o f history cal l ing itself permanent

fas t ing,a petrif ied history tha t bur ied the l i v i n g .
w i l e n y e a e ford echoed Nietzsche?s scorn fo r the

A few years later, Lewis _Mumfot
m o n u m e n t a lwhenh epronouncedthed e a t ho f thé monummnrinsofar as it _

<me ith bi itectural f o r m s .

?The not ion of a modern monument is veri tably a cont rad ic t ion in terms,? he

wrote. ?If i t is a monum i t is n o t modém, and if i t i i

?i4-In Mumford?s view, the monument defied the very essence of

modern urban civilization: the capacity for renewal and rejuvenation. Where
modern architecture invites the perpetuation of life itself, encourages renewal

and change, and scorns the illusion of permanence, Mumford wrote, ?Stone

gives a false sense of continuity, and a deceptive assurance of life? (p. 434).
Instead o f changing and adapting toi t s environment, the monument remained

static, a mummif icat ion of ancient, probably forgotten ideals. Instead o f placing

their fa i th in the powers of biological regeneration, f ix ing their images in their

c h i l d r e n , the eminent and powerful had tradi t ional ly sought in their vanity a

petrif ied immortal i ty. In Mumford?s words, ?They wr i te their boasts upon
tombstones; they incorporate their deeds in obelisks; they place their hopes of

remembrance in solid stones joined to other solid stones, dedicated to their

subjects or their heirs forever, forgetful o f the fact tha t stones that are deserted
by the l iv ing are even more helpless than life that remains unprotected and

preserved by stones? (p. 434). Indeed, after his mentor Patrick Geddes, M u m -

ford suggests that i t was usually the shakiest_of regimes that installed_ch
least movable monuments, a compensation fo r having accomplished nothing

M o r e recently, the [ate German historian Mar t i n Broszat has suggested

that in their references to the fascist era, monuments may not remember

events so much as bury them altogether beneath layers o f nat ional myths and

explanations.? As cultural reifications, in this view, monuments reduce os, in

Broszat?s words, ?coarsen? historical understanding as much as they generate
i t . In another vein, a r t historian Rosalind Krauss finds that the modernist

per iod produces monuments unable to refer t o anyth ing beyond themselves
as pure marker o r base.* Af te r Krauss, we might ask, in fact, whether an
abstract, self-referential monument can ever commemorate events outside o f

itself. O r must i t mot ion endlessly to its o w n gesture t o the past, a com-

memorat ion of its essence as dislocated sign, forever t ry ing t o remember events
i t never actual ly saw?

the landscape, the

cul i
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sui o t h e r s have a r g u e d t h a t r a t h e r t han e m b o d y i n g m e m o r y , the m o n u m e n t

d i s p l a c e s i t r o t ce f a r t i n g a c o m m u n i t y ' sm e m o r y - w o r k w i t h ts o w n ,

m a t e r i a l f o r m ? T h e l e s s m e m o r y 's exper ienced f r o m the inside,? Pierce N o r a

5o b v e r s e o f t h i s 3s true as well, then perhaps the more memory comes to

r e s t i n exteriorized | orms, the lessTri s experience internally, In t h i s apecar
mass memory product ion and consumption, in tact, there seems to be an inverse

S r o p o r t i g n b e t w e e i r i f i c memorialization of t h e pasea i i d i t s co emplagan_and
s t u ?or once we a ental form to memory, we have to some degree

?Aivésrectourse ie ?Ation to femember-In-stoul ering? the memory-
w o r k uments may reheve viewers of their memory burden. ?4« o r e

Ora conc » ?Memory has been whol ly absorbed b yi t s ? met f cu lous

reconstruct ion. Its new vocation is to record: delegating to the hen de mémorre

the responsibi l i ty of remembering, 1t sheds 1ts signs upon depositing them there,
as a snake sheds its skin? (p. 13). As a result, the memorial operation remains

self-contained and detached from our daily lives. Under t h e illusion that ou r
memor ia l edifices wil l always be there to remind us, we takel e a v eo f them a n

return only at ou r convenience, To thé extent that we eucoutage monuments to

d o ou r memory-work for us, we become that much more forgetful. In effect,
€ initial impulse to memorialize event. ay actually sprin;

warns, ?the more it exists through its exterior scattolding and outward S igns?

al l br ing to publ ic spaces,one o f t h e reasons Tor the uprising against so muc

publ ic art. ?In the absence o f shared belief and even common interests,? John

H a l l m a r k Nef f writes, ?it should not be surprising that so much of the well-

intent ioned art acquired for public spaces has failed ? failed as art and as art
f o r a civic site.?® That is, Nef f suggests, w i thout a set of shared expectations,

beliefs, o r interests, artists and their prospective public audience have no

grounds fo r engagement, no common cultural language in which they might
even argue their respective views.

But this formulation may overlook one o f the basic functions of all ?public
: te shared spaces that lend a common spatial frame to otherwise

disparate experiences and under 7 wt ir

o f ideals; the public monument attempts to create an architectonic ideal by

Oimipeting meniories may be hgured, In this ight , Netf's observation

might be modif ied: in the absence of shared beliefs o r common interests, art in

public spaces may force an otherwise fragmented populace to frame diverse

values and ideals in common spaces. B on. s for memory,

ory.monumentspropagate the lysion-of commonmemory._
As in_any state?s official use_of commemorative spaces, this function o f

monuments is clear most of al l to the governments themselves. Though the

utopran vision may hold that monuments are unnecessary as remundersw h e n

al l can remember for themselves, Mauricei n t b v a h h a argued persuasively

tha t i t is pr imar i l y through membership in religious, national, or class groups
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from_a ite and equal desire to forget them.
added tO a isa contemporary skepticism of the supposedly common values

W y r e
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thatpeoplea r eablet o acquireandshen-cecall the i rmemoriesat a l l? That is,
both the reasans for m: an, m takes. ays socially

a socializing system whereby fellow citizens gain commonmandated, part o f b ; 4

history through the vicarious memory o f their forbears? experiences. I f part
ense of shared values a n d io f the state?s aim, therefore, is to create a $

t h e s to ch @ sense o f c o m m o n memory,

as foundat ion for a unified pottsy-Public memorials, nat iona l days of com-

Themoration, and stared calemtats thus al l w o r k to create c o m m o n loci around

which nat ional identity is forged. -

T o t h e e x t e n t t h a t a l l societ ies d e p e n d o n t h e a s s u m p t i o n o f s h a r e d e x p e r i e n c e

a n d m e m o r y f o r the v e r y basis o f t h e i r c o m m o n r e l a t i o n s , a s o c i e t y ' s i n s t i t u t i o n s

a re a u t o m a t i c a ' eares ng a shared m e m o r y ~ o r at least t h e

i l lusion of it. By creating the sense of a shared past, such inst i tu t ions as nat ional

memorial days, for example, foster the sense o f a common present and future,
even a sense o f shared nat ional destiny. In this way, memorials provide the sites

They become communities precisely by having shared (if only vicarious

the experiences of theirne ighbors . A t some point, i t may even be the activj
f remember ing t o p e t h e r t h a t becomes t h e s h a r e d m e m o r y ; o n c e a e d

0)

e s a u a c Becomes a n _ e v e n t i n i t s e l t t h a t 1s 5 bE s t a r e d a n d

r e m e m b e r e d .
? ? ? ? ? _ ?

THE STE OF MEMORY

In keeping with the bookish, iconoclastic side o f Jewish t rad i t ion , the first
igd came not in stone, glass, o r Stee

narrative. T h e Yizkor Bikher - memorial books ? remembered both the lives

anid'destruction o f European Jewish communit ies according to the most ancient

of Jewish memorial media: words on paper. For a murdered people w i t h o u t

graves, w i thout even corpses to inter, these memor ia l books often came to serve
as symbolic tombstones: ?The memorial book which w i l l immorta l ize the

memories of our relatives and friends, the Jews o f Pshaytsk, w i l l also serve as a

substitute grave. Whenever we pick up the book w e w i l l feel we are standing
next to their grave, because even that the murderers denied t h e m . ?

The scribes hoped thar, when read, the Y izko r Bikher wou ld turn the site o f
reading into memorial s p a c e ,i n need o f cathart ic ceremony, im Tesponse t o What

as called ?f
has f | ?the _missing gravestone syndrome,? survivors thus created
inter ior spaces, im ig ined grave sites, as the first sites for m e m o r y . " O n l y later

were physical spaces created. Whi le the funct ion o f place in mnemonic memory

p a t beenw e l l examined, starting w i th Cicero, and re-examined through the
ri l l iant studies o f Yates and others, the reciprocal exchange between a

monu, i is sti

ts § acei t L ed. For a m o n u m e n t necessa r i l y
t r a

t e n t , e v e n a s i t Is

a i Si ? ,
f e a er locale. Th i s tension between

a
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ite and memorial can be reheved b y a seemingly na al extension o f site by
m o n u m e n t ,o r j t canh e aggravated by a perceived incongrui ty between site and
monument , It is better in the view of many contemporary monument makers,

in fact, to provoke the landscape wi th an obtrusive monument than to create a

f o r m so pleasingly balanced that it - and memory - recede into the landscape

{and obl iv ion) altogether.
Taken further, a monument becomes a point of reference amud otherparts o f

thelandscape,one node amongothers in a.topographicalmatrix that o r i e n t s_

t h e remembererand createsmsaningan botbsheancdand o u t recollecuons. For
like narrative, which automatically locates events in linear sequence, the

m e m o r i a t - a t s o - b r i n g s - e v e n t e i i t ®somecogni t ive order.I n t h i s sense, any
? m e m o r i a l marker i n t h e landscape, n o m a t t e r how a l i e n t o i t s surroundings, 1s

still perceived in the midst o f its geography, in some relat ion to the other

landmarks nearby.
A stainless steel obelisk situated in an empty field, for example, generates

dif ferent meanings from that situated in a neighborhood shopping mall . Instead

o f being the only thing standing, it is one o f several towers, barely noticed,
surrounded by large buildings. Ameri uments, in particular, are placed
often to maximize opportunit ies for symbolic meaning: the U.S. Holocaust

M e m o r t a t i v t u s e o m - o m t h e -M a t h Wash ing tomD-C. , necessarily resonates to

other nearby national monuments. The Museum o f Jewish Heritage: A Liv ing
Memor ia l to the Holocaust, planned for the Battery in N e w York , w i l l f o r m

part of an immigrant triad, w i th Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty in sight.
Likewise, the Liberation monument in Liberty Park in Jersey City, N e w Jersey,
echoes the ideals and theme o f the Statue of Liberty on the skyl ine in the

background, A new Holocaust memorial in Boston, whatever shape i t f inally

takes, w i l l derive further Americanm e a n i n g from its place on the ?Freedom
Trai l .?
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