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JAMES E. YOUNG: FROM THE TEXTURE
OF MEMORY: HOLOCAUST MEMORIALS
AND MEANING

Forgetting the extermination is part of the extermination itself.
— Jean Baudrillard

No one can become what he cannot find in his memories.
- Jean Améry

So this story will not finish with some tomb to be visited in pious memory.
For the smoke that rises from crematoria obeys physical laws like any -
other: the particles come together and disperse according to the wind,
which propels them. The only pilgrimage, dear reader, would be to look
sadly ar a stormy sky now and then. - i

- André Schwartz-Bart!

The further events of World 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
time is being molded in a proliferating number of memorial images and spaces.

Depending on where and by whom these memorials are constructed, these sites

remember the pastaccording to a variety of national myths, ideals, and political

needs. Some recall war dead, others resistance, and still others mass murder. All
reflect both the past experiences and current lives of their commumines, as well

e state’s memory of itself. At a more specific level, these memorials also

Source: James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meanmg (New Haven,
CT, and London: Yale Umiversity Press, 1993), pp. 1-8.
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ey ; . - discon
reflect the temper of the memory-artists time t rse,
] 1a and materials. - -
. ' the motives of memory are never pure.

Memory 1s never shaped ;;1 a vacuum;
i or Ho

MM& Some are b.uilt in response to tr;t_
ditional Jewish injunctions to remember, others aCf:ordmg to a government’s
need to explain a nation’s past to itself. When.: tl'.lc aim of some memor:als. 1s to
educare the next generation and to inculcate inita sense of shargd experience
and destiny, other memorials are conceived as expiations of gull:' or as self-
aggrandizement. Still others are intended to attract tourists. In add-ttlo_n to tra-
ditional Jewish memorial iconography, every state has its own lqsrnrunonal
forms of remembrance. As a result, Holocaust memorials inevitably mix
national and Jewish figures, political and religious imagery:
any, for example, memorials to this time
G ictims by their political resistance, L

former death camps and across the countryside commemorate the whole o
Polishdestruction tErough the figure n% 1ts murgcrc_a_ !CWISE Eart. Tn Torael,
martyrs and heroes are remembered side by side, both re eemed by the birth 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,

pluralism, and immugration.

ndt s of ory they

memorials in

they are_invested with national soul and memory. For tradinonally, the sta
sponsored memory of 3 national past aims to affirm the righteousness of a
nation’s birth, even its divine election. The matrix of a nation’s monuments
?Mﬂwmw over barbarism, and recalls
e _martyrdom_of those who gave their hives in the struggle for national
existence = who,in the martyrological refrain, died so that a country might live.
In assuming the idealized forms and meanings assigned this era by the state,
(.mcmorials tend to concretize particular historical interpretations,/They suggest
hmmmwmm%w;
in ime, such idealized memory grows as natural to the eye as the landscape’in
which it stands. Indeed, for memori herwise would be to undermi
the very foundations of national leginmacy, of the stare’s seemingly natural
right to exist. £ £
meummdimmm@ one-sided, however.
On the one hand, official agencies are in position to shape memory explicitly

as they see fit, memory that best serves a national interest. On the other hand,

once created, memorials take on lives of their own, often stubbornly resistant
W;mmomls created in the image
of astate’s ideals acrually turn around to recast these ideals in the memorial’s
own image. NWWmumsmnccs and
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invest them with new meanings. The result is an evolution in the memorial’s
ignificance, generatéd in the new i Sroa: - — e
§ h v c-h maﬂdﬁ)ﬂwﬂny in which it finds icself,
e capaqty tor change in memorials has nor always been o =
h Eor tiadn T == 1ys been so apparent,
owever. For, traditionally, the monument has been defined ]
i P I o - as beendefined as that which by its
seemungly land-anchored permanence could also guarantec the permanence of
—arparticular idea or memory attached to it. In this conception, the monument
would rematn essentially impervious to time and change, a perpetual witness-
relic to a person, event, or ep()Fh. Hence, the first monuménits mentioned in
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.
At this point, a clarification of terms may be in order. Many presume that

‘memorials’_recall only past deaths or tragic events and provide places to
mourn, while ‘monuments’ remain CSSEn’tiﬂH)’A&I?bfaktbry markers of triuiﬁbﬂs
and heroic individuals. In_this vein, Arthur Danto has written that “we erect |
“monunents-se-that-we-shall always remember and butld memonals so thatwe | -
shall never forget. Thus, we have the Washingron Monument but the ALincoln
Memogial-Monuments commemorate the memarable and embody the myths

of beginnings. Memorials rirualize remembrance and mark the reality of
ends . . . Monuménts make heroes and triumphs, 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.” aa

But in fact, the traditional monument (the tombstone) can also be used as a

mourning site for Tost Toved ones, just as memorials have marked past victories.
A statue can be a monument to heroism and a memorial to f}agmdgs; an
obelisk can memorialize a nation’s birth and monumentalize leaders fallen
before their prime. Insofar as the same object can perform both functions, there
may be nothing intrinsic to_historical markers that_makes them_either a
monument or a memorial.

[ . .] I prefer to distinguish a memorial from a monument only in a broader, . 1‘”_&,0\
more generic sensc: there are memorial books, memornial activities, memorial it
dg}_s‘ielﬂnal festivals, and memorial sculptures. Some of these are mournfuly 7,

same_celebratoryrturaltare memonials in a larger sense{ Monuments, on the MeghA A

other hand, [. . .] refer [. . .| to a subset of memorials: the marerial objects,
e e g R ——— 2
sculptures, and installations used to memorialize a person or thing. [. . .] Lirgat

all ry-sites—as mgmorials, the plastic objects_within_t sites as
monuments. A memonial may be a day, ac

a ent. onument, on the other han
n the lastcentury, the very idea of the memorial-monument and its place in

modern culture has grown no less contentious than its definition. Indeed, rhg
traditional assumption of the monument’s timelessness has nearly relegated it

O-LQMMM, MWM;:@FEH
ot wrmenta
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For once it was recognized that

as a form to the margins of modém discourse.

monuments necessaril : :
g isp the memosy-shey-uere supposed t
<o e regarded as displacements O ‘ :
5 that its memory was as fixed as its place |

embody. Even worse, by insisting . bt
the landscape, the d to igno a”
cul I ¥ t monument

contemplation of the past?” Nietzsche asked. ‘Monumm?tal’. was, after all,
Nietzsche’s disdainful epithet for any version of history calling itself permanent

and ever-lasting, a petrified history that buried the living.?
umford echoed Nietzsches scorn for the

A few years later, Lewis Mumfor ;
monumental when he pronounced the death of the monuMENtinsofar as it

e ich-hi odern architectural forms,
“The notion of a modern monument is veritably a contradiction in terms,’ he
wrote. ‘If it is a monum it is not mogdem, and if it i i a

o 54 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 of changing and adapting to its environment, the monument remained
static, a mummification of ancient, probably forgotten ideals. Instead of placing
their faith in the powers of biological regeneration, fixing their images in their
children, the eminent and powerful had traditionally sought in their vanity a
petrified immortality. In Mumford’s words, “They write 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 of the fact that stones that are deserted
by the living are even more helpless than life that remains unprotected and
preserved by stones® (p. 434). Indeed, after his mentor Patrick Geddes, Mum-
ford suggests that it was usually the shakiest of regimes that installed the
least movable monuments, a compensation for having accomplished nothing
worthier by which to be remembered-

More recently, the late German historian Martin Broszat has suggested
that in their references to the fascist era, monuments may not remember
events so much as bury them altogether beneath layers of national myths and
explanations.’ As cultural reifications, in this view, monuments reduce or, in
Broszart’s words, ‘coarsen” historical understanding as much as they generate
it. In another vein, art historian Rosalind Krauss finds that the modernist
period produces monuments unable to refer to anything beyond themselves
as pure marker or base.® After Krauss, we might ask, in fact, whether an
abstract, self-referential monument can ever commemorate events outside of
itself. Or must it motion endlessly to its own gesture to the past, a com-
memoration of its essence as dislocated sign, forever trying to remember events
it never acrually saw?
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_ Sull others have arggu:d that rather than embodying memory, the monument
displaces it EltogctﬁEr;mppfaljt_iqg_;_L;ommmj_ry_‘s mcmnry-w01rk with -Iti own
“material_formu ‘T, S8 memory 1s experienced from the nside.” Pierre Nora
warns, ‘the more 1t exists through 1ts exterior scattolding and nu‘rward% vsl":'" o
IW%E—“&&?“‘ then perhaps the more memory c'ror:cl: ;0
restn its exteriorized forms, the less Tt is ciperienceﬁiﬁiernaﬂ;r_,_[}iiﬂ;{»:‘é}ié"c'if

mass memory production and consumption, in tact, there scems to be an inverse

ign betweet the gl_eporié]t?aﬁqn'ofthévb'iist ,Jrid'n:s. contemplationand - <+ ! :
stu or.owﬂ torm to memory, we have to some degree PR
“divésted ourse € Oulrgation to remember-{n-shotldering the memory-

work uments may relieve viewers of their memory burden. Y. — ;
As Egora concludes, ﬁEméFy has been wholly absorbed By its' meticulous £
reconstruction. Its new vocation is to record: delegating to the liew de mémoire -

the responsibility of remembering, it sheds its signs upon depositing them there,

as a snake sheds its skin’ (p. 13). As a result, the memonal operation remains
self-contained and detached from our daily lives. Under the illusion that our )

memorial edifices will always be there to remind us, we take leave of them and
rcmﬁﬁﬁhﬁﬁte. To the extent that we €ncourage monuments to

N3
from a ite and equal desire to forget them.

Adﬁes to [%ls is a contemporary s_i'epnc:sm of the supposedly common values
all bring to public spaces, one of the reasons for the uprising against so much
public art. ‘In the absence of shared belief and even common interests,” John
Hallmark Neff writes, ‘it should not be surprising that so much of the well-
intentioned art acquired for public spaces has failed - failed as art and as art
for a civic site.”® That is, Neff suggests, without a set of shared expectations,
beliefs, or interests, artists and their prospective public audience have no
grounds for engagement, no common cultural language in which they might
even argue their respective views.

But this formulation may overlook one of the basic functions of all ‘public
art’ te shared spaces that lend a common spatial frame to otherwise
disparate experiences and under img-—R: r i nse
of ideals, the public monument attempts to create an architectonic ideal by
whichreverrcompeting memorics may be Rigared, Tn this Tight, NefF's observation
might be modified: in the absence of shared beliefs or common interests, art in
public spaces may force an otherwise fragmented populace to frame diverse

values and ideals in common spaces. WWW,
1lysi ory.

monuments propa

As in any state’s official use of commemorative spaces, this function of
monuments is clear most of all to mselves. Though the
utopian vision may hold that monuments are unnecessary as remimnders when
all can remember for themselves, Maurice Halbwachg has argued persuasively
that it is primarily through membership in refigious, national, or class groups

CA e Al
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twwﬁmmmﬁﬂmmwl-g That is,
both the reasons for m an it fakes ays socially
g system whereby fellow citizens gain common

mandated, part of a socializin : : ]
f their forbears’ experiences. If part

site and memorial can be relieved by a seemungly natural extension of site by
monument, o it can be aggravated by a perceived incongruity between site and
monument. It is better in the view of many contemporary monument makers

— - . m o 3 o " ’
history rhrczugl:x thehwc:;nous' me! ol'Yte \ eneorofighared val e & in fact, to provoke the landscape with an obtrusive monument than to create a
of the state’s aim, theretore, 1s to crea ; s form so pleasingly balanced that it — and memory - recede into the landscape
en It wi ¢ the S to cr e 'sense of coTr;lon,m:mory, (and oblivion) altogether.

1 emorials, national days o » ; )

as foun ation for a ur:llﬁc PpOITsT hu lﬁ \Slork - cre,ate N ]yoci arcomd Taken further, a monument becomes a point of reference amid other parts of
memoration, and sfiared calefdrs thus a R the landscape, one node among others in a topographical matrix that orients

which national identity is forged. the rememberer and creates mcamngmho:h&h&landaud,o;iﬁ;cg_gj\lrc_.ggm' For

To the extent that all societies depend on the assumption of shared experience
and memory for the very basis of their common relations, a society’s institutions

are aﬁﬁﬁﬁcauz geared toward creating a shared memory — or at least the

illusion of it. By creating the sense of a shared past, such institutions as national
memorial days, for example, foster the sense of a common present and future,

even a sense of shared national destiny. In this way, memorials provide the sites
where groups of people gather to ¢

where they tell the constitutive narratives, their ‘shared’ stories of the past.

They_become_communities precisely by having shared Tif only vicariously)

like narrative, which automatically locates events in linear sequence, the

memotial also- brings events into some cogaitive order. In this sense, any

“memorial marker in the landscape, no matter how alien to its surroundings, 1s
still perceived in the midst of its geography, in some relation to the other
landmarks nearby.

A stainless steel obelisk situated in an empty field, for example, generates
different meanings from that situated in a neighborhood shopping mall. Instead
of being the only thing standing, it is one of several towers, barely noticed,
surrounded by large buildings. Ameriean-manuments, in particular, are placed

often to maximize opportunities for symbolic meaning: the U.S. Holocaust
Memoriat Vosenmrom the Maltbm Washington; D2C., necessarily resonates to
other nearby national monuments. The Museum of Jewish Heritage: A Living
Memorial to the Holocaust, planned for the Battery in New York, will form

the experiences of their neighbors. At some point, it may even be the activy
f remembering together that becomes the shared memory; once rituaiizeg,

¢)
@gcthcr 5(:011165 an event 1n !ECE ﬂ;at 1S !5 Ei s!;'larea ana
—_—
remembered.
——E—

de”

THE SITE OF MEMORY

In keeping with the bookish, iconoclastic_side of Jewish tradition, the first
period came not in stone, glass, of stéel=but in

narrative. The Yizkor Bikher — memorial books — remembered both the lives
and destruction of European Jewish communities according to the most ancient
of Jewish memorial media: words on paper. For a murdered people without
graves, without even corpses to inter, these memorial books often came to serve
as symbolic tombstones: ‘The memorial book which will immortalize the
memories of our relatives and friends, the Jews of Pshaytsk, will also serve as a
substitute grave, Whenever we pick up the book we will feel we are standing
next to their grave, because even that the murderers denied them.!

The scribes hogctli that, when read, the Yizkor Bikher would turn the site of
reading into memorial space, In need of cathartic ceremony, i response to what
as calle

has 1 the missing gravestone syndrome,” survivors thus created
interior spaces, imagined grave sites, as the Arst sites for memory.'" Only later
were physical spaces created. While the function of place in mnemonic memory
ha.s _becn well examined, starting with Cicero, and re-examined through the
brilliant studies of Yates and others, the reciprocal exchange between a

monu i is st
= s s a?c 1 ed. rg;_a_mumcnt necessarily
i tent, even as It 1s

a i site : "*};—
a er locale. This tension between
———— -
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part of an immigrant triad, with Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty in sight.
Likewise, the Liberation monument in Liberty Park in Jersey City, New Jersey,
echoes the ideals and theme of the Statue of Liberty on the skyline in the
background. A new Holocaust memorial in Boston, whatever shape it finally
takes, will derive further American meaning from its place on the ‘Freedom
Trail. 5
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