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European cultural heritage is inherently complex and layered. Conﬂicting
or controversial perspectives on diﬀerent historical memories and
experiences have always been colliding in the variegated cultural landscape
of Europe. Such contentious heritages are oen particularly diﬃcult to
convey to a wide public and can impede inclusivity as well as prevent the
development of convivial relations. Nevertheless, if transmitted sensitively,
they can contribute to a process of ‘reflexive Europeanisation’, in which
the European imagination is shaped by self-awareness, on-going critical
reﬂection, and dialogue across diﬀerent positions.
Which kind of new knowledges and perspectives onto a renewed
European identity based on contentious cultural heritage might
emerge from long-lasting collaborations between artists, researchers
and cultural agencies? How can they contribute to institutional
and social change?
To investigate such questions, the EU project Transmitting Contentious
Heritages with the Art: From Intervention to Co-Production has brought
together established and emerging scholars, artists, and cultural workers. In
the next three years they will explore challenges and opportunities raised by
the transmission of diﬃcult heritages in contemporary Europe with the aim
to identify new directions for cultural institutions and museums.
To do so, the multidisciplinary team involved in the project has initiated
theoretical investigations pertaining to diﬀerent research ﬁelds, and a series
of art-based action researches, including ﬁve Creative Co-Productions:
Absence as Heritage (Mediaș, Romania); Awkward Objects of Genocide (Krakow,
Poland); Casting Of Death (Ljubljana, Slovenia); Dead Images (Vienna, Austria
and Edinburgh, United Kingdom); Transforming Long Kesh Maze Prison
(Belfast, United Kingdom), presented in the following pages.
— Francesca Lanz
A Dialogical Project to Counter the Antagonistic
Politics of Architectural and Linguistic Limbo.
This project aims to find ways through dialogue and discussion
with various people, to try to open up how the Long Kesh Maze
former prison site in Belfast and place of memory (in reference
to ‘lieux de mémoire’ by Pierre Nora) can be thought about
in the future.
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( 01 )

e project Absence as Heritage draws from archives
and other material found in the Mediaș Synagogue
(Romania) to engage the local community with the
cultural heritage of absent populations.

Erica Lehrer
(Concordia University, Montreal)

Roma Sendyka

In light of this absence, whose duty is it to care for
this material?
How and why should the Jewish history of Mediaș be
made relevant for local citizens today?
How can places, items, or traditions of ‘silenced’
heritage be used to understand a collective past and
how can they be employed to create a future
of positive, multifaceted European identities?

(Jagiellonian University, Krakow)

Magdalena Zych
(The Ethnographic Museum in Krakow)

Wojciech Wilczyk
(independent photographer)

Prisoner number 231
1978, Franciskez Skocz
(b. 1908 Bochotnica - d. 2000 Pyrzyce, Poland).
Nazi camp prisoner, painted wood, 23 cm, Seweryn
Udziela Ethnographic Museum Collection, Krakow.
Inv. 55467/6 MEK.

Răzvan Anton

Photo by Marcin Wąsik.

(Cluj University of Art and Design, Romania)

Julie Dawson
(Leo Baeck Institute, New York – Berlin)

Anda Reuben

Awkward Objects of Genocide:
The Holocaust and
Vernacular Arts in and beyond
Polish Ethnographic
Museums

Jochen and Gabi Cotaru
(Hosman Durabil, Sibu, Romania)

( 05 )
( 04 )

e objects themselves are uncanny: at times deeply moving, at others grotesque, they can also be disturbing for the ways they up-end accepted roles of
victim, perpetrator, and bystander; impose Catholic idioms on Jewish suﬀering via symbolic forms like a Pietà or a Nazi crematorium recalling a nativity
crèche; and incorporate desecrated Jewish sacred texts—as well as for the
erroneous mythologies that may be projected onto them as memorial objects
in the present.
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Alenka Pirman
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Damijan Kracina
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Marijan Rupert
(National and University Library, Ljubljana)

Janez Polajnar

talist self-constructions.
Such processes of reclaiming ‘Other
Europes’ from the margins productively engage in processes of ‘reﬂexive Europeanisation’. ey not only
criticise dominant European histories on the basis of themselves having been pushed back and othered
but also go beyond such criticism, in
that they call for and already practice
other possible European futures.
futures.3
Attempts to forge European futures,

conference + exhibition

(City Museum of Ljubljana)

Marko Jenko
(Museum of Modern Art, Ljubljana)

it is full of heritage that can remind
of enmity, cruelty and power diﬀerentials between peoples. Some of
this heritage takes durable material
form: as buildings and landscapes;
monuments and graveyards; and in
the numerous collections held by
museums and related institutions.
Sometimes such heritage is hidden
away, scarcely marked in the present or even forgotten. But it is there,
nonetheless, potentially capable of

1

2

3
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Transmitting Contentious
Cultural Heritages
with the Arts

e casting of death masks went hand in hand with the
secularisation and aﬃrmation of the bourgeois society in
the 19th century. Today the custom seems to be dying out.
Death masks are omitted from memorial rooms and stored
in museum depots. Why do we consider this particular
technique of representation obsolete? Which social and
cultural changes put an end to this art practice? Has the
role of the artist changed or can the death mask tradition
still be traced in contemporary art?

1 › eastartmap.org

2 › Irina
Sandomirskaja,
“East Art Map:
Contemporary Art
and Eastern Europe
(Review)”, ARTMargins
March (2007).

Casting of Death
this week in pictures
homeland supplement
by the catafalque
death mask
in his workroom for the last time
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ere are various artistic research methods and models that strive towards
re-examining and transmitting contentious cultural heritages. However,
the potentials of participatory art and its research methods as well as
the potentials of creative collaborations urge us to look closer into the
development of cross-disciplinary relations between artists, researchers,
and curators in institutions concerned with cultural heritage.
Such relations eventually are to overcome the limits of the short-term
artistic interventions known from the previous generations of institutional
critique art and participatory art. e interventions with diﬀerent
art media in existing displays and collections of contentious heritage
(a sticker on a vitrine, a performance, a guided tour or an installation,
or a video art projection) are almost always installed temporarily and,
due to the short-term promotion-oriented strategies, do not procure a
signiﬁcant, sustainable systemic change. Although they do locate the
points of conﬂicting and contradictory meanings and eﬀects of the hosting
institutions’ displays, many hindrances to creating rooted networks and
structures introducing eﬀective changes emerge in the process, such are
the limited time span, funding, and lack of personal and institutional
commitment. erefore, they oen result with ad hoc and one-oﬀ polarised
relations between the host and the guest (artist). As a consequence, the
public eﬀect of such interventions is restricted to the visitors who came
especially or happened to be there at that time.
In order to enquiry the potentials of the cross-disciplinary participatory
research and collaborative production methods of diﬀerent artistic
practices, the project Transmitting Contentious Heritages with the Arts:
From Intervention to Co-Production proposes the model of Creative CoProductions. Five Creative Co-Productions have been set up, where during
the forthcoming three years, teams consisting of artists, humanist and social
sciences researchers, and curators collaborate on long-term action research
on contentious heritage and its public interfaces.
— Suzana Milevska

( 03 )

Eastern Europe witnessed 14 million deaths in the period of the Second World
War, between 1933 and 1945. e local impact of such widespread and wanton killing, as it reverberated in towns, villages, and communities over the
subsequent decades, is only just beginning to be considered, prompted by
new scholarly attention to the East European ‘Bloodlands’, the ‘Holocaust
by Bullets’, the proliferation of smaller ghettoes and camps, and the excruciatingly intimate relations of betrayal, killing, expropriation, and rescue.
It can be assumed that every community produced artistic responses to that
traumatic memory, but Holocaust scholarship’s new Eastward and grassroots
turns have yet to attend seriously to vernacular arts of witness. In the ﬁeld
of Holocaust artistic production, local, naïve artists may actually have been
the most proliﬁc group attempting to represent the events they witnessed.
eir works, however, remain scattered in folk museum collections, oen
awkwardly categorised due to disciplinary taxonomies that treat folk art as
‘timeless’ rather than historical, and the reluctance of curators to touch uncomfortable subjects.
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Artistic Research:
Creative Co-Production
Beyond Intervention
and Individual
Institutional Critique

( 02 )

Our goal is to re-frame and draw new attention to this fascinating, under-recognised category of objects in order to broaden understanding of ‘Holocaust
art’, expand the ﬁeld of Holocaust memory studies to include a range of ‘bystander’ perspectives and challenge traditional approaches to folk art and
ethnographic museology.

(Mediaş Synagogue, Romania)

( 01 )
( 02 )
( 03 )
( 04 )
( 05 )

Selected images from the Mediaș Synagogue
Archive used during the workshop
Developing Past(s) at the conference: ‘Jewish
Heritage: Projects, Methods, Inspirations’ at
the Museum of the History of Polish Jews,
Warsaw, June 2016.

‘History is not given. Please help to construct it.’ is provocative encouragement was promoted by IRWIN, the art group part of the collective Neue
Slowenische Kunst, in their project East Art Map.
Map.11 Seen from the post-Cold
War perspective that the artists engaged, an East European history of arts
and modernism is missing on the contemporary map of European cultural
heritage: it thus needs to be created. IRWIN called for contributions to ﬁll this
no-man’s land on their map of ‘Eurasia with the former East block territories, from the paciﬁc to the Baltic shores [...]: a zone of unknown, unwritten,
un-interpreted histories.’2
histories.’2
Such perspectives from the unfocused margins of apparently pristine European epistemologies and genealogies are highly enlightening. ey point
to forgotten and contested border zones of commemoration and belonging
that are, nevertheless, essential for an enlarged, deepened self-conception of
what Europe is not yet, but might hopefully become. ey also reveal too that
Europe itself is not given, but that it is instead a volatile product of diverse
and continuously negotiated projects of Europeanisation. And they show that
such projects of Europeanisation are not only imposed from above and from
the inside but are, moreover, reﬂected and redesigned from below and beyond. As with unknown or displaced Eastern histories of Europe, forgotten
genealogies of post/colonial entanglements also increasingly make claims for
inclusion, thus better enabling the prospect of a post-postcolonial Europe.
By way of intellectual, artistic, political counter-movements, and by way of
practical movements of migration and refuge, these neglected essentials of
European histories and presences intrude and decentre dominant occiden-
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1 › Image from the Mediaș
Synagogue Archive,
Romania.
Photo by Michael Nork.

2 › The Skull Cabinet (detail)
Natural History Museum Vienna.
Photo by Tal Adler, 2012.

IRWIN, Map of Eastern
Modernism, 1990

however, easily become caught up in
struggles over diﬃcult pasts and contentious cultural heritage. Although
history is not given, diﬀerent versions of the past and troubled memories can intrude into present-day and
future social relationships in disruptive ways. Europe is full of legacies of
past—and sometimes continuing—
atrocities, conﬂicts and inequalities;

making trouble for peaceful futuremaking.
Cultural heritage does not, of course,
only run counter to more cosmopolitan future-making. Collections may,
for example, speak of past greater
diversity and cooperation between
peoples; they may show areas to have
long been characterised by migration and heterogeneity.

3 › Sculptures by Jan
Staszak posed in front
of the Auschwitz
Concentration Camp
(sculptures dated 1971;
postcard dated 1995).
Sculptures from the
Auschwitz-Birkenau State
Museum Collection. Photo
by Ryszard Kozłowski.

4 › The death mask of
Ivan Grohar, a painter
(1867–1911) from the depot
of the Museum of Modern
Art, Ljubljana. Photo by
Dejan Habicht, courtesy
of Museum of Modern Art,
Ljubljana.
5 › History Now, plaster
cast objects made in Long
Kesh Maze as part of Prison
Arts Foundation Residency,
Aisling O’Beirn, 1999.

3 › See also Regina Römhild, “Reflexive Europäisierung. Tourismus, Migration und die
Mediterranisierung Europas,” in Projekte der Europäisierung, ed. Gisela Welz u.a. (Frankfurt
a.M.: Kulturanthropologie Notizen, 2009); Regina Römhild, “Other Europes/Europe’s
Others,” in State of Emergence. A Documentation of the First NSK Citizens’ Congress,
ed. Alexei Monroe (Leipzig: Poison Cabinet Press, 2011), 24-63; Regina Römhild and
Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung, “The Post-Other as Avantgarde,” in We Roma. A Critical
Reader in Contemporary Art,
Art eds. Daniel Baker and Maria Hlavajova (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2013).

When we talk of contentious cultural heritage we always
need to ask: ‘Contentious for whom?’ and ‘contentious in
what ways?’ Some cultural heritage is regarded as wholly unproblematic by some people and hotly disputed
by others. Sometimes it is questions of provenance and
ownership that are contentious; sometimes facts and interpretations of these; sometimes the traumatic memory
load and emotional charge—and oen it is a combination
of these.

Contentious with what effects?
Like history, these are not given.
Contestable memories do not have to lead to social contest in the present; contentious cultural heritage does not
have to lead to disruptive contention and fraught futures.
Rather, these can themselves be used to prompt reﬂexive
Europeanisation.
How to do so is, however, the challenge. And this is the
task that TRACES has set itself.
— Regina Römhild and Sharon Macdonald
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This is
not a snapshot.
Dead Images
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When George Eastman put easy-to-use Kodak Brownies
into the hands of the masses and encouraged them to
capture everyday life, his aim was ‘to make the camera as
convenient as the pencil’.
e snapshot was born.

e snapshot grabs its subjects, swily, and directly. It
captures a ﬂeeting moment and holds it still. A 19th century hunting term, ‘snapshot’ referred to shooting from
the hip without careful aim: something instantaneous,
unplanned, unconcerned.

But photography does more than simply grab reality: it
can reﬂect, draw our attention and invite contemplation,
even when documenting events which may, themselves,
be transitory. It is a composed and considered process,
which aims to produce certain aﬀects and make possible
certain modes of enquiry and engagement.

TRACES is an independent four-monthly refereed
journal that brings together original contributions to
explore emerging issues in the ﬁeld of heritage and museum studies.
Selected papers—collected into sixteen-pages thematic
signatures, custom designed and printed oﬀ set in a limited edition—will investigate a common topic from different perspectives with a focus on practices, innovative
approaches and experimental research actions.
ree issues per year: ‘Snapshots’, with graphic-based
contributions raising questions and investigating practices; ‘Dialogues’, in which the topic will unfold through
a semi-structured interview; and ‘Insights’, that will
expand the ﬁeld of inquiry by means of theoretical and
empirical critical thoughts.

/ cover image by Michael Nork
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{ editorial }
is second issue of traces Journal has been designed as a dialogue among
the scientiﬁc coordinators of some of the most recent European Union’s ﬂagship research projects focusing on museums and heritage studies, including
some recently concluded programmes as well as some newer researches
launched by the eu’ss Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme.
Despite obvious diﬀerences, all of these projects share a common attention
on contemporary social and economic issues and a view to developing instrumental cultural policies, advancing museum and heritage practices and,
ultimately, ameliorating key contemporary problems. Our time, however, is
one of upsetting changes. Some years aer the commencement of the ﬁrst
research programmes included here, European socio-cultural and political
reality has undergone dramatical shis connected to phenomena that were
not entirely predictable at the time they were funded. e heightened proﬁle
and nature of terrorist threats, signalled by the escalation of attacks and their
violence, the refugee crisis and eu countries’ diﬀerent responses to it, the collapse of the Greek economy, brexit, the increasingly diﬃcult relations with
(and sometimes between) the historic ‘Europe makers’, Turkey and Russia,
the entrenchment of nationalist movements and parties, the mobilization of
exclusionary European identities, an entirely changed global situation connected to conﬂicts in the Middle East... ese are all factors that were (largely) beyond view in the ﬁrst major tranche of eu-funded researches into museums and heritage and to which current projects must adapt.
Arguably the current economic and political crisis of Europe is also a crisis
of values and identities; it is a cultural crisis. In such a context it is increasingly evident how social and political conﬂicts between and within European
states are acted out also on the ﬁeld of culture, including heritage institution
and practices. We invited selected scholars who are currently (or have been
recently) involved in major eu-funded research programmes in the ﬁeld to
reﬂect on what this changed world means for our research and for museum
and heritage practice. We called upon them to question what roles heritage
can and should play to address social division and crisis in Europe. We asked
them about the focus and scope of their project and its relevance in view of
contemporary social, political and economic issues aﬀecting Europe and its
inhabitants; the expected impact of their research as well as the inﬂuence of

eu political and funding agendas on the framing of their programme, its lines
of enquiry and methods.
eir work stresses the potential relevance of research programmes in critically confronting the multifarious, inherently complex and oen contentious
European heritages. e contributors address the drives to develop new approaches to the eﬀective study, use and transmission of heritage and to identify practices that can productively acknowledge diversity, dissent and frictions. What emerges clearly from their words is the critical place of heritage
within the public sphere as well as the need for developing discourses on heritage that go beyond instrumental political stances. ey also recognize the
unavoidable challenge of thinking through heritage in relation to questions
about identity and society, nation and nationalism and historical and contemporary understandings of Europe and being European. ey believe—as we
do—that these are the present and future challenges for museum and heritage studies in Europe that they might be truly relevant within and beyond the
academic sphere.

perceive as the dominant mode of memory politics within the eu, the project seeks to contribute to a new role for
heritage practices, away from the prevailing cosmopolitan approach with its emphasis on the suﬀering and passive victims. Revisiting (and contextualising) the social
and political struggles of the past heritage can promote
critical debates around alternative social orders and help
re-establish agency. At the same time, by focusing on
understanding perpetrators as well as victims, heritage
practices can counter the Manichean contraposition that
is privileged by antagonistic discourses and movements.»
«e eu has fostered the foundational myth of the Union
itself as a story of transnational reconciliation and peace
and relies upon a consensual approach to the traumatic
memories of the conﬂicts of the past (especially the two
World Wars and the Holocaust) as the basis of social cohesion. But this story is no longer able to counter the rising of extreme nationalism. erefore, unrest pursues
a third memory way, which acknowledges and engages
with wide spread memory discontent without losing
sight of fundamental eu ideals. We call this third way agonistic memory.
Agonistic memory designates a new mode of remembrance, which embraces political conﬂict as an opportunity for emotional and ethical growth. It should 1. give
voice to all the parties of a conﬂict in a multi-voiced manner; 2. contextualise conﬂicts and try to understand what
makes perpetration possible, without excusing or legiti-

Anna Cento Bull is Professor of Italian History
and Politics at the University of Bath, UK. She
has examined the legacy of Italian terrorism in
the 1960s – 1970s, exploring issues related to
reconciliation, memory, truth and justice and
comparing the views of victims, perpetrators
and politicians close to right-wing movements
(or parties). Previously, she investigated extreme
right-wing terrorism.

«Until recently, the neoliberal consensus which dominated policy-making at
national and at the eu level, exacerbated social divisions but also appeared
unchallengeable. ings have changed now that the revolt of the losers of
globalisation and of austerity measures has reverberated onto politics and
rewarded antagonistic populist and nationalist parties who oen use the
heritage of war and violent conﬂicts in ways that risk fuelling tension both
within and across Europe. […]
unrest aims to question what we perceive as one of the crucial modus operandi of the European Union’s oﬃcial memory politics, namely its belief in
cosmopolitan consensus as the basis of forms of memorialisation. rough
our research and our practical work with stakeholders, such as museums and
theatre companies, we wish to ﬁnd out to what extent such cosmopolitanism is unable to deal with important diﬀerences in the memorialisation of
Europe’s violent pasts. Furthermore, we wish to test an alternative agonistic
form of remembering that, in our view, might better be able to encourage
political debate about memorial diﬀerences in the eu. In challenging what we

Full texts of the interviews by Francesca Lanz,
Christopher Whitehead and Michela Bassanelli are
available at www.traces.polimi.it/journal
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Antagonistic populist and nationalist
parties often use contentious heritages
in ways that risk fuelling tension both
within and across Europe.
mising the perpetrators; 3. take a stand against hegemonic interpretations of the past and present, re-politicise
the relation to the past and arouse passion for democratic
involvement.»

distrust to the point of disintegrating a nation. is reveals the crucial role
of cultural investments in museums as infrastructures with a potential importance beyond a restricted cultural political agenda.
e existence of eu programmes helped to fund and create incitement for
European collaboration that would otherwise not have been as large in scope
and territorial extension and cross-disciplinary in approach. Eight universities and more than ﬁy researchers have collaborated in the project. e push
from the funding programme to interact with stakeholders and to deliver policy briefs has been frustrating due to the lack of training, developed tools and
expertise to do so. However, it has also been stimulating as it has triggered a
more intensive and necessary reﬂection on knowledge exchange. [...]

Peter Aronsson is Professor of History at
Linnaeus University, Sweden. His recent work
focuses on the role of historical narrative and
consciousness in directing action, action related
to both historiography and the uses of the past in
historical culture at large. Recently he has taken
part in three international projects exploring
the uses of the past including the research
project EuNaMus – European National Museums:
Identity Politics, the Uses of the Past and the
European Citizen (February 2010 – January
2013) which he coordinated.

«Heritage usually emerges in response to threat and as
hope for the future. is applies to the birth of national
museums aer the Napoleonic wars as well as to the making of new modern democratic nations in more recent
history. Future investments in heritage need to claim to
prove how sustainable European communities can grow
out of the current distress. Heritages that demonstrate
earlier successful collaboration, sustainability and the
creation of prosperity through problem resolution need
to complement heritages that demonstrate the price of
failure in terms of war and disaster. […]
e focus and scope of eunamus was to understand the
cultural and political force of national museums in representing, negotiating and handling change. National
museums are thus ‘deﬁned and explored as processes of
institutionalised negotiations where material collections
and displays make claims and are recognised as articulating and representing national values and realities.’
e results demonstrate the complexity of museums as
institutions where logics and legitimacy from academia,
politics, economics and the public sphere meet. If skilfully performed the outcome of that negotiation can help
overcome past conﬂicts and ﬁnd future perspectives to
inspire communities. If they fail they will become irrelevant and even worse, enhance levels of conﬂict and

Gennaro Postiglione is Professor of Interior
Architecture and Exhibition Design
at Politecnico di Milano and Coordinator
of the Master in Architecture at the School of
Architecture, Urban Planning and Construction
Engineering. He researches in the fields of
museography and on preserving and diffusing
collective memory and cultural identity. He
carried out several research projects, among
them: REcall – European Conflict Archaeological
Landscape Reappropriation (September 2012 –
June 2014).

Patrizia Violi is Professor of Semiotics at the
University of Bologna, Italy, Coordinator of the
PhD Programme in Semiotics and Director of
TRAME, an interdisciplinary centre for the study
of memories and cultural traumas. Her current
research areas include memory and space, with
particular reference to memorials, museums
and trauma sites. She is Project Coordinator of
the research project MEMOSUR – A Lesson for
Europe: Memory, Trauma and Reconciliation in
Chile and Argentina (July 2014 – Juin 2017).

12 — 13
Luca Basso Peressut is Professor of Interior
Architecture and Exhibition Design at
Politecnico di Milano, Deputy Director of the
Department of Architecture and Urban Studies
and Coordinator of the Academic Board of the
Doctoral Programme in Architectural, Urban
and Interior Design. Since 1993 he has taken
part in numerous national and international
research projects related to museum studies
and museography. He coordinated the research
project MeLa – European Museums in an Age of
Migrations (March 2011 – February 2015).

committed to the task of representing
these aspects of contemporary society and its complexity. It is increasingly necessary to develop a culture of
complexity.
Adopting the notion of ‘migration’
as a paradigm of the contemporary
global and multi-cultural world, mela investigated the
role of museums in 21st-century Europe. Despite recent
events and their current awkwardness, these issues,
which were the focus of mela research activities, continue to be a benchmark for an innovative vision of the role
of museums today and in the close future.»

christopher witehead

Europe’s past and present is marked by conﬂict and diﬀerence as much as it
is by rich and diverse cultural heritages. traces claims that Europe will be a
combination (or concurrence) of many, sometimes contradictory voices, or
it will not be at all. Its dynamic heritage holds the key to a reconﬁguration of
European imagination. Focussing on contentious aspects of heritage is expected to prepare the ground for solutions to the multiple crises we are facing
today. Creative and practical, yet theoretically grounded heritage work is expected to open up new venues in negotiating current conﬂicts.»
«Heritage is an important vehicle in building European imagination, which
is constantly being constructed and reconstructed, according to diﬀerent current needs in diﬀerent local and regional settings. Performativity relates to
this productive character of heritage work. Besides examining and re-producing already existing understandings of diﬃcult pasts, performative heritage
crucially aims to re-conﬁgure existing systems of meaning by developing
new, interactive and creative practices. Essentially, this process must be
collective, so that diﬀerent stakeholders can insert their oen conﬂicting
positions into the debate. traces claims that acknowlKlaus Schönberger is Professor of Cultural
Anthropology and Chair of the Institut für
edging the contentious aspects of European heritage is
Kulturanalyse at Universität Klagenfurt,
crucial. traces envisages a new European imagination as
Austria. He has published extensively on digital
technologies and socio-cultural changes. Since
an area where interactions between diﬀerent, sometimes
1978, he has initiated and participated in several
contradictory, perspectives and experiences of the past
national and international research projects
on cultural heritage and civic society. He is the
and the present learn to coexist and dialogue. By engaging
Project Coordinator of the research project
TRACES – Transmitting Contentious Cultural
with these interactions proactively and collectively, heritHeritages with the Arts. From Intervention to Coage-work may become performative.»
Production (March 2016 – February 2019).

klaus schönberger

«e classic master narrative of European heritage was built from ‘the centre’: technical and architectural achievements found in large cities; language,
knowledge and customs as signiﬁers of a nation; art and science as expression
of the rise of the middle class. Multiple perspectives, languages and identities have long been considered as the outcome of ‘exceptional’ migration and
borderland experiences of marginal interest for the mainstream. Post-modernism, globalisation, the awareness of migration ﬂows and economic crises
have refocused attention to the margins for a better understanding of today’s
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became a gigantic theme park in the 1990s, following the complex ideological
revaluation sought by Deng Xiaoping in nationalistic and hegemonic terms.
During the Mao era, the image of China as a victim and a loser would have
been unthinkable. Hence, in the course of a few decades memory has ﬁrst
been banned and removed and later restored and emphasised as evidence of
how memory is not an absolute value in itself since it follows more complex
logics of power and domination.»

patrizia violi

«I believe one cannot speak of a general single cultural
and symbolic process when referring to so-called ‘places
of trauma’, which are oen very diﬀerent, based on their
shape, layout, memory transmission mode, as well as political and sometimes ideological intent. In very general
terms, we can say that all these places include a value
which is, generally speaking, the transmission of memory. But memory may be functional to diﬀerent symbolic
logics and underlying policies. e huge memorial site
built in Nanjing dedicated to the victims of the devastation of the city by Chinese troops in 1937 for example,

Historical conflicts that appear
insurmountable on a national and
institutional level are often more
negotiable on a micro-level.

Subsequent developments have proved cultural investment—in line with
European values—to have been too late and weak to stand the test of economic crises. Unfortunately, the argument that the challenges of our time
need more input from humanities and cultural sciences has not convinced
funding bodies in Europe and elsewhere. Still technological inventions are
searched for in a one-dimensional thrust to help us manage change. is is
insuﬃcient.»
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«Every conﬂict leaves its own legacy on the built environment. Ruins, rubbles, but also entire buildings and
infrastructures, mark European landscapes, reminding
us of a past that most people would rather forget. e
recall research project investigated possible forms of
intervention on conﬂict heritage sites and territories,
with the aim of overcoming the trauma associated with
numerous places and stories burdened with mourning
memories. Researchers employed strategies based on
the acknowledgement of the history of these sites by not
reducing or limiting their potential to a commemorative
space and overcoming the tendency of forgetting and
abandoning these places.
e erasure from the collective memory of the image,
presence and vitality of an urban space, is a painful act.
Reasons for such dissolutions are multiple: ideology, alteration, progress and change.
Architects and designers have the mission to accurately question this erasure while developing the capacity
of transforming it into a powerful source of creativity.
Hence, the project was based on the attempt to explore
a possible shi from a ‘simple’ commemoration to a more
active participation in the history of places through an
act of ‘reappropriation’.»

dynamic European setting. traces argues that contemporary Europeanisation needs to take the cue from the margins to identify innovative heritage
practices. Reﬂexivity, i.e., social formats of re-assessing and challenging
seemingly given normalities, is a crucial dimension in feeding a new European imagination. […]

Future investments in heritage
need to claim to prove how
sustainable European
communities can grow out
the current distress.

peter aronsson

Hans Lauge Hansen is Professor in Spanish
Studies at Aarhus University, Denmark. He has
published extensively on contemporary Spanish
literature dedicated to the Spanish Civil War
and the Franco dictatorship. He is specialized in
memory studies, contemporary narrative modes
and their contribution to the construction of
cultural communities.

gennaro postiglione

stefan berger / anna bull / hans lauge hansen

— Christopher Whitehead and Francesca Lanz
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Stefan Berger is Director of The Institute for
Social Movements at Ruhr University in Bochum,
Germany and Chairman of the Foundation
History of the Ruhr. He is Professor of Social
History at Ruhr University. He specializes in
nationalism and national identity studies,
historiography and historical theory, memory
and museum studies, comparative labour studies
and the history of industrial heritage.
He is currently Project Coordinator of the
research project UNREST – Unsettling
Remembering and Social Cohesion in Europe
(April 2016 – March 2019).

What roles can and
should heritage play
to address
social division and
crisis in Europe?

«In Horizon 2020, the European Commission posits the
importance of cultural heritage for communitarian social
relations, individual personal development and inclusive
senses of belonging. ese positions are reﬂected in the
report of the Council of Europe’s Conclusions on Cultural Heritage as a Strategic Resource for a Sustainable Europe
(2014) and the H2020 Expert Group on Cultural Heritage
Getting Cultural Heritage to Work for Europe (2015). In the
latter, heritage is presented not as a cost to society and a
ﬁnancial burden but as a boon to the European economy
and a means of fostering ‘greater unity and cohesion of
European citizens’, overcoming the challenges of demographic change, migration and political disengagement.
While we recognise and respond constructively to instrumental perspectives such as these, cohere also explores
problematics relating to the notion of ‘European identity’
that are particularly visible now in some contexts.»

and more a domain of struggle between competing ethnic and ideological communities, by understanding Europe’s topography of memory-making, which includes
forgetting and the negotiation of contested memories between diﬀerent (ethnic) groups and nations, we actually
entered the dark side of the European project.»

luca basso peressut

conference + exhibition
rob van der laarse

«I have long been interested in cultural communities and conﬂicts and I have
been trained as a historian and anthropologist working on European class,
politics and religion from the early modern period to the present. is confronted me with the fact that there was little knowledge about cultural dynamics, thus I became fascinated by the possibility that societies were organised according to deeper rules of order and authority. […]
Facing the enormous transformation of Western culture aer 1989, the 1990s
Yugoslav Wars and the post-2001 War on Terror, I realised that the global heritage crusade since the 1980s was strongly related to a new era of identity politics. In contrast, to the competing ideologies of modernity the postmodern
recognition of heritage communities and intangible heritage looked peaceful
and nostalgic. Nevertheless, what could happen if such signs of identity became politicised? roughout Europe regions were already starting to deﬁne
themselves in terms of regional identity thanks to the support of the European Union (‘Europe of the regions’), though competing against one another.
is explains my interest in the paradoxes of European heritage politics since
2000.
e aim of the Terrorscapes Networking Project was to investigate the dynamics of memory related to past violence from a transnational and transdisciplinary perspective, which included forensics, semiotics, spatial and cultural sciences, conﬂictual histories, contested heritage and competing memories
of Europe’s 20th-century past in the context of its current ﬁnancial, political
and cultural crisis. Today, the continent still hosts traces of terror (in particular camps and killing ﬁelds) as remnants of both World Wars, the Holocaust,
civil wars and the Cold War. Nevertheless, we consider terrorscapes not only
as places where terror, political or state-perpetrated violence happened, but
also as sites where the ‘spacetimes’ of terror are collectively remembered, or
actively silenced. Traces of terror are from this perspective closely related to
signs of trauma and, as the oﬃcial narratives of memory have become more

«Although walls, barriers and fences have been erected in Europe in recent years and several politicians are
working to consolidate new nationalism and separatism, we are actually living in an increasingly globalised
world, ‘an age of migrations’, in which the ﬂows of people, goods, information and ideas determine processes
that seem unstoppable and go beyond any artiﬁcially
imposed constraint. It is a scenario that oﬀers us unexpected interchanging modes, whereby the comparison
of cultures, ideas, memories and identities coming from
diﬀerent backgrounds is undermining the social homogeneity that has long been a feature of geographical areas
that are currently facing diﬃculties with the relationship
between the ‘self ’ and the ‘other’. […]
As Ackbar Abbas, former Co-Director of the Center for
the Study of Globalization and Culture of the University of Manitoba, wrote: ‘migrancy means (...) not only
changing places; it also means changing the nature of
places.’ In this context, an innovative approach to the use
of cultural heritage is required. An approach that goes
beyond its belonging to a single territory, speciﬁc language, or ‘immaginated community’, and that, by contrast, is able to represent segments of social structures
that are widely diversiﬁed by age, culture, gender and
ethnicity, etc.
is means reorganising codiﬁed relations on a new basis
among assets, cultural institutions, social, urban and architectural space. Museums, as institutions aimed at favouring inclusive forms of cultural relations within communities (ie: ‘places where cultures meet’) are strongly

Dynamics of memory are far from
linear and strongly related to
processes of appropriation of heritage,
as well as the owning and disowning
of memory sites, in particular those
linked to past traumatic events.

Transmitting Contentious
Cultural Heritages
with the Arts
–
January 17th
MUDEC – Museo delle Culture

«e cohere project does not shirk from an awareness of the contested nature of the political, and indeed moral and philosophical, terrain to be explored, where there is a commonplace attachment of ethics to heritage that
oen manifests in tacit or overt prescription. is leads inevitably to axiological discussions about exactly which human and social values, if any,
constitute absolute goods. Following this, other questions emerge: why, and
(sometimes) where and when did such values develop, or through which historical processes and memory practices—for example through reﬂection on
‘never-again’ iniquities such as genocides? […]

14.00 › 19.00
Lecture performances

Along with (apparently) new divisions across
the EU, fissures within the social fabric of
individual states come into view, as political
polarisation results in seemingly irreconcilable
oppositions between groups.

–
January 18th
POLIMI – Politecnico di Milano

ese concern the valorisation of European heritages that enable: the development of identities based upon communitarian and egalitarian attitudes;
non-prejudicial openness to diﬀerence; a commitment to peace; historical
awareness; and equal opportunities for social and cultural participation.
Alongside these, we must recognise that heritage can be and oen is active
within quite diﬀerent ethical constructs—some classiﬁaChristopher Whitehead is Professor of
ble as malign. While these rarely ﬁgure in authorised repMuseology at Newcastle University and member
of the University’s Cultural Affairs Steering
resentations, we ignore them at our peril and it is necesGroup and the Great North Museum’s Board.
He researches in the fields of museum history,
sary to ﬁnd techniques to represent and understand them
interpretation, knowledge construction, place
plurally, relationally, historically (even as they happen)
and identity, memory and heritage studies and
museums and migration. A major strand of
and critically.»

14.00 › 18.30
International conference
conference

–
January 18th › February 6th
POLIMI – Politecnico di Milano
activity relates to education and interpretation
practices in art museums and galleries, and
includes several government-funded and policyrelevant research among which the ongoing
research project CoHERE – Critical Heritages:
Performing and Representing Identities in
Europe (April 2016 – March 2019).

Rob van der Laarse is Head of the Amsterdam
School for Heritage, Memory and Material
Culture (AHM) at the University of Amsterdam’s
Faculty of Humanities. He is professor of War and
Conflict Heritage at the UvA and VU Amsterdam
(Westerbork Chair) and was Founding
Programme Director of Heritage Studies at the
University of Amsterdam from 2004 to 2010.
He is currently Project Coordinator of the
research project iC-ACCESS Accessing
Campscapes: Inclusive Strategies for Using
European Conflicted Heritage (April 2016 –
March 2019).
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Ongoing Projects 2016-2019
—

UNREST – Unsettling Remembering and Social
Cohesion in Europe
Stefan Berger > Ruhr University Bochum
TRACES – Transmitting Contentious
Cultural Heritages with the Arts.
From Intervention to Co-Production
Klaus Schönberger > University of Klagenfurt
CoHERE – Critical Heritages: Performing
and Representing Identities in Europe
Chris Whitehead > Newcastle University

iC-ACCESS – Accessing Campscapes:
Inclusive Strategies for Using European
Conflicted Heritage
Rob van der Laarse > University of Amsterdam

Map of the dialogue
Voices from EU
research projects
Past Projects 2010-2017
—

EuNaMus – European National Museums:
Identity Politics, the Uses of the Past and the
European Citizen
Peter Aronsonn > Linköping University
MeLa – European Museums
in an Age of Migrations
Luca Basso Peressut > Politecnico di Milano

REcall– European Conflict Archaeological
Landscape Reappropriation
Gennaro Postiglione > Politecnico di Milano

MEMOSUR – A Lesson for Europe:
Memory, Trauma and Reconciliation in Chile
and Argentina
Patrizia Violi > Università di Bologna

14 — 15

traces is an independent quarterly peer-reviewed, nonproﬁt journal that brings together original contributions
to explore emerging issues in the ﬁeld of heritage and
museum studies.
Selected research papers published in a sixteen-page,
custom-designed, oﬀ-set print, limited edition. Each issue investigates a speciﬁc topic from diﬀerent perspectives focusing on practices, innovative approaches and
experimental research actions.
ree issues per year: ‘Snapshots’, with graphic-based
contributions raising questions and investigating practices; ‘Dialogues’, in which the topic unfolds through a
semi-structured interview; and ‘Insights’, that expands
the ﬁeld of inquiry by means of theoretical and empirical critical thoughts.

Editor-in-Chief and Scientific Responsible
Prof. Luca Basso Peressut
Department of Architecture and Urban Studies
Politecnico di Milano
Associate Editor
Francesca Lanz

Editorial Board
Tal Adler, Julie Dawson, Marion Hamm,
John Harries, Martin Krenn, Erica Lehrer,
Sharon Macdonald, Suzana Milevska, Aisling
O’Beirn, Alenka Pirman, Regina Römhild, Arnd
Schneider, Karin Schneider, Klaus Schönberger,
Roma Sendyka
Editorial Staff
Michela Bassanelli
Cristina F. Colombo
Jacopo Leveratto
Alessandra Galasso (editing)

January 17—18
Graphic Design
Zetalab – Milano

Contacts
Piazza Leonardo da Vinci 26
20133 Milano – Italy
www.traces.polimi.it
infoTRACES@polimi.it

TRACES Journal ensues from the research project
Transmitting Contentious Cultural Heritages with the Arts.
From Intervention to Co-Production, which has received
funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research
and Innovation Programme under grant agreement No. 693857.
For further information please visit www.tracesproject.eu

exhibition and event series:
series
“Contentious Objects/Ashamed Subjects”

design by

–
January 2017
Dialogue Issue
–
Europe and Contentious
Cultural Heritages
–

The views expressed here are the sole responsibility
of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the
European Union.

www.tracesproject.eu

JOURNAL
#03

02 — 03

{ foreword }
Terrorscapes

–
May 2017
Insights Issue
–
The Difficult Heritage
of Non-Sites of Memory
–

e third issue of traces Journal presents a compelling
reﬂection about “Non-Sites of Memory” with an essay by
anthropologist Roma Sendyka focusing on the controversial memories of genocide. More speciﬁcally, it analyses
the sites of mass murders in Eastern Europe which in
spite of their peaceful and uncontaminated appearance
conceal suﬀering and contested histories.

Bad Place

Elena Pirazzoli, PhD in History of Art,
independent researcher in Memorial Studies
and Visual Studies, collaborates with historical
institutes and foundations among which Villa
Emma Foundation, Modena and Monte Sole
Peace School, Bologna.

Nevertheless, the question then arises as to why excavate to reveal these
traces? And there are numerous
reasons such as preventing looting,
proving evidence to negationists,
contributing to historical researches… Above all, this process becomes
particularly relevant for the relatives of the victims who are given a
place for private and public mourning and commemoration.

TRACES#03 – Articles collected through open
call for papers and selected with peer review are
available at www.traces.polimi.it/journal

Lieux Défigurés

Lieux de Mémoire

While the infamous concentration and extermination
camps have been progressively turned into sites of commemoration, these places still remain unknown. Despite
the fact that oﬃcial commemoration and academic research are slowly making progress, some early art projects had already explored and questioned these places
like in the case of French director Claude Lanzmann.
During an interview about the work he had done in the
1970s on the abandoned sites of mass murders and death
camps in Poland, Lanzmann used the word “nothingness”
to describe the void in which nothing remains because
there is nothing to see. However, under this “nothingness”, under these apparently placid and natural woods
and clearings, there are still traces. During the 1980s, a
particular branch of archaeology—later deﬁned conﬂict
archaeology or archaeology of the contemporary past—began to investigate these places of violence, initiating a

Voids

Memorylands
Traumascapes

deep reﬂection about the possibilities oﬀered by new digging techniques.

Aer more than seventy years since
these dramatic events occurred,
the reﬂection on these places could
constitute an alternative for memory practices. e recent movie
Austerlitz, directed by Sergei Loznitsa (2016), illustrates the risks of
tourism consumption associated to
places of memory, as demonstrated
by the oen superﬁcial experience
recorded by the people visiting the
numerous concentration camps that
have been transformed into memorials and museums. Loznitsa shows
people walking, chatting, shooting
photographs, selﬁes or videos, and
yet in their eyes one may register
that “there is nothing to see”.
e “hypervision” of our epoch
paired with the narrative of the
Holocaust gives us the erroneous
presumption that we already know
and understand it, as visiting sites of
memory stripped of the political rituals of the past seems to be reduced
to the mere communication of information. On the contrary, experiencing non-sites of memory could contribute to rethinking and reshaping
the notion of these sites.

The Difficult Heritage
of Non-Sites of Memory.
Contested Places,
Contaminated Landscapes
by Roma Sendyka

remembering killing sites
In June 2014, Austrian writer Martin Pollack published the ground-breaking reportage Kontaminierte Landschaen: Unruhe Bewahren. In a meticulous,
almost surgical and yet poetic meditation, he described the landscapes of
Poland, Ukraine, Austria and Slovenia as peaceful settings, where familiar
woods and meadows cover unreconciled suﬀering. “Contaminated
Contaminated landscapes”, as he called them, were locations of “mass murders, made but in
scapes
secret, away from witnesses, oentimes in the strictest conﬁdence” (Pollack
2014, 20). e victims were “buried somewhere in the ﬁelds, nameless graves
were levelled to the ground and made alike the surroundings so no one would
ﬁnd them. So they would melt into the landscape. In Babi Yar and in Katyń
there are monuments commemorating those events. But in many other locations there is nothing, no monuments, no plaque, no cross” (Pollack 2014, 24).
Pollack’s text reminds of other numerous abandoned sites of past violence in
Eastern Europe. e recent “memory boom” has reshaped and oﬀered a new
perspective on genocide studies. In recent years, the Holocaust has ceased
to be represented solely by the iconic ﬁgure of a death camp. ere are increasingly more attempts to recognise the non-modern, almost primitive in

— Elena Pirazzoli

Difficult Heritage
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places where these shootings occurred, most of them located in Eastern Europe, were neglected for decades. While oﬃcial commemoration ceremonies,
public remembrance and scholarly work have oen focused on extermination camps, concentration camps, death marches and ghettos, only a few
included ‘Killing Sites’ at the center of public attention” (IHRA 2015). us,
Eastern Europe is, according to current research, dotted with dispersed, not
commemorated, post-conﬂict sites containing human remains. e scale of
the phenomenon must be considered since Europe has been recently deﬁned
as an aggregation of “memorylands
memorylands” where landscapes are “ﬁlled up with
products of collective memory work—heritage sites, memorials, museums,
plaques and art installations designed to remind us of histories that might
otherwise be lost” (Macdonald 2013, 1). Hence, why are so many sites, which
are potentially meaningful based on their relevance for the European identity, excluded from “memory works”, “visits”, “quests to save”, “volunteer-run
heritage projects” (ibidem)? Why is Europe “obsessed with disappearance of
collective memory and preservation”?

I consider these contested,
left-out sites as diagnostic objects, raising
fundamental issues regarding regional
memory cultures in Eastern Europe.

Why are so many sites,
which are potentially
meaningful based on their
relevance for the European
identity, excluded from
common “memory works”,
“visits”, “quests to save”,
“volunteer-run heritage
projects”?

I would like to consider these contested, le-out sites as diagnostic objects,
burdened with meaning since they raise fundamental issues regarding regional memory cultures in Eastern Europe and may be read as symptomatic
for societal and cultural practices related to contested topographical objects.
What does removing so many terror sites from the collective imagination tell
us about Eastern Europe? Which social, cultural, sentimental or psychological eﬀects does this practice have on communities living in these sites? How
to discuss European memory cultures when including le-out, uncommemorated killing sites into European “memorylands”?

processed. Can local communities invest the sites with meaning? Eventually,
what allows for reconciliation practices? What is necessary for a change of
status? In other words, what allows for the inclusion of a site into memorial practices? What will anchor the site into the identity processes of a given
group? In his book Martin Pollack asks, “What does it makes with us—the
grave we face every day? e grave we live by, and we do not want to see?”
(Pollack 2014, 27)

“Es ist schwer zu erkennen, aber es war hier” [“It is diﬃcult to recognise, but it
was here.” Shoah, Chapter 4, 00:07:05], says Szymon Srebrnik in the opening
scenes from Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah, aer guiding the ﬁlmmakers through
the forest to reach an empty clearing in the woods covering today the site of a
former death camp in Kulmhof. Lanzmann was the ﬁrst to show us abandoned
traumascapes: glades in forests, thickets, bushes, alone standing groups of
trees… ese places convey something disturbing that sets them apart. Uncanny feelings are not evoked through symbols, signs, plaques, tombstones
and ruins. Nature covers the past transforming the scene while visitors do
not see traces of violence unless they are properly guided. e perpetrators’
art of masking crimes seems to be carried on by other subjects: human beings
who, by leaving the site uncultivated, hide its past coupled with the greenery
that becomes an involuntary ally of the perpetrators.
e search for the diﬃcult heritage of abandoned sites of trauma (Macdonald
2008) increased aer the 1989 political transformations in Eastern Europe.

Since they cannot be physically removed,
they remain within a space of a given
community and are in some ways used,
managed, manipulated or processed.

Moreover, what are the reasons of neglecting the past of contested sites?
Are they religious, racial, economical, psychological or practical? Which are
the contemporary practices of interacting with such abandoned sites? Perhaps, since they cannot be physically removed, they remain within a space
of a given community and are in some ways used, managed, manipulated or

Pomiechówek Fort III penal-inquisitorial prison, Mazovia county, Poland.
Photo by Roma Sendyka, 2016.
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What are the reasons of
neglecting the past of
contested sites? What
allows for the inclusion
of a site into memorial
practices? What will
anchor the site into the
identity processes of a
given group?

Radecznica killing site, Zamość County,
Lublin Voivodeship, eastern Poland.
Photo by Roma Sendyka, 2016.

Małków, Hrubieszów County, Lublin Voivodeship, eastern Poland.
Site of a mass grave of 49 victims depicted prior to a commemoration
by Rabbinical Commission for Cemeteries in November 2013.
Courtesy of Rabbinical Commission for Cemeteries.

recognising clandestine sites

e breakthrough was stimulated by Patrick Desbois’s 2007 publication,
Porteur de mémoires: sur les traces de la Shoah par balles. Today the research is
carried out by public historians, local activists, organisations such as Father
Desbois’ Foundation Yahad – In Unum (Together in Love) in Paris, the Rabbinical Commission for Jewish Cemeteries in Poland based in Warsaw, the Zapomniane (e Forgotten) and the Pamięć, która trwa (Memory that Lasts) Foundations, researchers from the Yad Vashem (e Untold Stories) Program for
Ukraine, etc. However, if we only consider the estimated number of discussed
sites and the fact that most eye-witnesses have already passed away, there
are still little chances to discover where most abandoned graves are located.

Why are these sites despite
everything, the sites par excellence,
the essential sites?

place, the guide comments, “this is all that you could see. It is always like this,
always dark” (ivi, 184). Clearly, in order to recognise an abandoned site one
needs an insider, a local “translator” able to decipher the almost indiscernible
natural markers; a guide for the blinded newcomer.

(Didi-Huberman 2007, 115)

These sites convey something disturbing
that sets them apart. They are imbued by a sense
of nothingness. They share the fundamental
quality of invisibility, transparency, in the sense
that they do not hold the gaze of the passerby.

conference + exhibition
How to discuss European
memory cultures when
including left-out,
uncommemorated killing
sites into European
“memorylands”?

Łaskarzew, Garwolin County,
Masovian Voivodeship on Promnik river.
Unmarked grave of two Jewish victims, 2016.
Courtesy of Rabbinical Commission for Cemeteries

regions?

of Place: Urban Landscapes As Public History (1997) chose a simple, vernacular
notion of “bad
bad place”.
place She wrote, “speaking critically of bad places is more
eﬀective than missing them as places” (1997, 18). Recently, Polish historian
Magdalena Saryusz-Wolska accurately pointed out that German Nicht-Ort
can be replaced by Un-Ort. e term describes the aﬀective aspect of a trauma place, i.e., the fact of being unpleasant, dangerous
Roma Sendyka, Director of the Research Center
and annoying. However, the word Un-Ort turns out
for Memory Cultures, teaches at the Center for
Anthropology of Literature and Cultural Studies
to be useless when one realises that its Greek equivaat the Polish Studies Department, Jagiellonian
University, Krakow. She is founder of the
lent a-topos is a founding structure of the word utopia
Curatorial Collective, specializes in criticism
(Saryusz-Wolska, 2011). Andres Huyssen (1997) and
and theory, visual culture studies and memory
studies. Her research focuses on relations
Daniel Liebeskind (2003) described some locations
between images sites and memory.
that share the qualities of abandoned trauma sites as
She is currently working on a project on nonsites of memory in Central and Eastern Europe.
“voids
voids” since the word accentuates the loss connected to those locations. An interesting proposal can be
found in the work of Aleida Assmann who wrote in Erinnerungsräume: Formen
und Wandlungen des kulturellen Gedächtnisses (1999, 21) that, in case of a radical blockage of communication between past and presence, the Geisterorte or
“phantomsites
phantomsites” can be developed while becoming an “arena for a free play of
that what is imagined and that what has been repressed.”
I would rather recognise Lanzmann’s term as being the founding (and strongest) concept and the most capable of questioning the theories by Pierre Nora.
I would also refuse the negative understanding of Lanzmann’s non-lieu de
mémoire and propose to return to these speciﬁc places “in spite of everything”.
Georges Didi-Huberman in his essay Lieux Malgré Tout from the Phasmes collection (1995) proposed to replace Lanzmann’s negative term non-lieu with
the positive deﬁnition “the site despite everything” whereas, “there is no
longer anything there to see” (Didi-Huberman 2007, 114). Subsequently, he
posed the question that I believe successfully manages to focus on the main
issue concerning these sites and allows for further inquiry, “why are these
sites of destruction the sites despite everything, the sites par excellence, the essential sites?” (Didi-Huberman 2007, 115)
What makes these sites essential? Essential for understanding the memory cultures of Eastern Europe but also other post-conﬂict regions? Why

They embody a peculiar mixture
of repressed memories; things that we know
about but do not want to discuss
or have no words to describe.

Pierre Nora

1986 Le Non-Lieux de la Mémoire
Claude Lanzmann

1990 Les Lieux Défigurés

Transmitting Contentious
Cultural Heritages
with the Arts
What makes these sites
essential? Essential for
understanding the memory
cultures of Eastern Europe,
but also other post-conflict
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ere are numerous reasons why these sites remain unknown. First, they are
diﬃcult to locate since there are no signs that help identify the victims and
their stories. Visitors who are aware of these sites related to genocide oen
report a sense of absence, abandonment or emptiness. is is how Lanzmann
described the places he ﬁlmed in Poland in the 1970s in an interview to the
Cahiers du Cinéma,
Cinéma, “ere was nothing at all, sheer nothingness, and I had to
make a ﬁlm on the basis of this nothingness” (Liebman 2007, 39).

1984 Les Lieux de Mémoire

Before researchers started investigating these sites, photographers had already recorded many of them in photo series such as Deathly Still: Pictures
of Former Concentration Camps by Dirk Reinartz (1994), Michael Levin’s War
Story (1995), Alan Cohen’s series On European Ground (2001), Susan Silas’
Helmbrechts Walk (1993–2003), Sandra Vitaljić’s Infertile Grounds (2009), Andrzej Kramarz’s A Piece of Land, 2008–2009, Indre Šerpytyte’s 1944–1991 and
Forest Brothers (2011), Jason Francisco’s Alive and Destroyed (2011–2013), Roz
Mortimer’s Reduced to Silence (2012), Elżbieta Janicka’s and Wojciech Wilczyk’s Other City (2013) and Ansgar Gilster’s Dead Corners (work in progress).
In these images one might see the “aerlife” of uncommemorated sites where
a negative poetry of “nothingness” usually prevails. Typically, photographs
of contested sites are devoid of any human presence. When faced with abandoned sites of trauma, the surrender of human cognitive faculties may be
represented in diﬀerent ways such as in Everything is Illuminated,
Illuminated, a novel by
Jonathan Safran Foer about the search of the eradicated town of Trochenbrod
(Trachimbrod) in Poland, where over 5,000 Jews were massacred. Augustine,
the woman who actually saved the author’s grandfather’s life during the Nazi
liquidation of Trachimbrod, however warns him that, “ere is nothing to
see. It is only a ﬁeld. I could exhibit you any ﬁeld and it would be the same as
exhibiting you Trachimbrod” (Foer 2002, 155). When they ﬁnally reach the
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and how do we conceive them as sites despite everything, granting “there is nothing le”?
What exactly distinguishes them from the topographical background since they only initially
appear to blend in with the surrounding landscape? ere must be a certain way of distancing,
there must be a marker. In Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah,
Shoah, Srebrnik is able to point out his execution
site because it stands out from the rest of the forest. I would claim that, “non-sites of memory”
are not permanently forgotten, as Lanzmann asserts. ese sites constitute an active presence
in the life of the surrounding communities as they become part of social processes. However,
most of them could be considered as negative elements since these sites are passed by, unnamed,
unmarked, not built upon, unsown as if they were taboo sites, remembered through negation
rather than positive features. ey are oen littered or vandalised. e distorted, “disﬁgured” and
performatively articulated type of memory that persists in these sites cannot be easily equaled
with concepts of “communicative” or “cultural” memory since they embody a peculiar mixture
of repressed memories and knowledges; things that we know about but do not want to discuss or
have no words to describe.
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I have in mind several diﬀerent types of non-sites of memory that are the result of numerous
historical catastrophes, other than the Shoah. ese are mostly sites that were disposals of human
corpses—known as “mass graves” or “killing sites”, which were oen also the scene of torture and
executions (like the terrains of former labour camps, concentration camps, and death camps)—
that have not been memorialised by being transformed into museums or monuments or that have
“not been memorialised enough”. ese sites may be part of a city landscape or be located in the
countryside; they may be small or extensive; they may stand out from the surrounding landscape
as a break in its familiar texture or blend into the landscape. Nonetheless, they share a certain
aﬀective aura that is diﬃcult to rationalise. Something in these spaces is perceptibly “strange”.
In order to develop a deﬁnition of these places, I would like to enlist a series of features they all
have in common. Firstly, they cause a certain discomfort among the surrounding communities for
whom commemorating them represents a greater threat to their collective identity rather than
neglecting to memorialise them, in spite of the risk of provoking severe criticism. Secondly, the
populations that are topographically ascribed to them do not need (or do not want) to engage their
memory with them. e local communities seem to aim at forgetting these “disﬁgured”, uncanny
and unsettling sites, as if they would like to negate their ontology (hence: non-lieux
non-lieux). ey also
evidently do not wish to remember them (hence: non-mémoire).
non-mémoire). So the Lanzmann’s deﬁnition in
which the negative particle precedes Nora’s term (les
(les non-lieux de la mémoire)
mémoire) should be in fact
understood as les non-lieux de la non-mémoire.
non-mémoire. Both the topography and memory are defective in
these locations. I strongly believe that the reasons underlying the reluctance to remember the
past associated to these sites are deﬁnitely worth further investigating in order to better understand one of the most ambiguous practices associated to European memorylands.
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Claude Lanzmann

defining non-sites of memory

Lanzmann—as I previously mentioned—was probably the ﬁrst to point to
abandoned genocidal sites in Eastern Europe. In the 1970s he recorded former
concentration camps that today have been mostly turned into memorial sites.
His endeavour may be considered as the ﬁrst eﬀort to raise awareness about
the controversial nature of traumatic sites which encompass both feelings of
inclusion and exclusion in the collective imagination. He was also the ﬁrst to
try to coin a term that would best describe these sites. He named the quiet
bends in the rivers, the clearings and the mounds he was shooting, les lieux déﬁgurés (the disﬁgured sites), located simultaneously in the “here and now” as
well as in the “there and then” (Lanzmann 1990, 29). Lanzmann also termed
such spaces les non-lieux de la mémoire (non-sites of memory) (Lanzmann
1986). According to Dominic LaCapra (LaCapra 1997, 240), the deﬁnition—
used in the title of a 1986 interview—relates to the attempt to contradict
Pierre Nora’s concept of “sites of memory”. Indeed, abandoned, unmarked
sites of destruction are not used by local communities or other groups as a
memory anchor. ese sites are actually the very opposite of the ones presented in the seminal volumes Les Lieux de Mémoire published from 1984 to
1992 (Realms
(Realms of Memory,
Memory, 1996–1998) and therefore constitute both a challenge
and a critique of Pierre Nora’s work.
Several other interpretations have been proposed regarding topographical objects imbued with a negative character. Dolores Hayden in e Power
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its primordial cruelty, “unseen Holocaust” of scattered executions and torments, and pay closer attention to dispersed “shattered spaces” (Meng 2011)
that conﬂict between “high density” and “aﬀecting” “terrorscapes
terrorscapes”” (van der
Laarse 2013. Also see Versus 2014, 5), or “deeply psychologically invested”
“traumascapes
traumascapes” (Tumarkin 2005).
In Eastern Europe the topography of terror can be described through distinct
numbers. Estimations from 2015 state that, “of the 5.6-5.8 million murdered
Jews, approximately 2-2.2 million died in mass executions, 2.5 million in
extermination camps, and approximately one million, due to other circumstances, in ghettos, other death camps or during death marches. e Germans
and their Axis allies shot between 1.3-1.5 million non-Jews: partisans, Roma,
speciﬁc groups of Soviet POWs, the mentally handicapped, Bosnian Serbs,
and others. Among them, probably more than 100,000 non-Jewish civilians
were shot within or nearby camps or prisons” and 100,000 Poles in Western Ukraine by Ukrainian Insurgent Army. […] “All in all, one can estimate
that at least 3.5 million men, women and children were shot under Axis rule.
[…] It seems reasonable to give an estimate of between 5,000 and 10,000 killing
sites in these countries [Poland, Former Soviet Union – R.S.] and several hundred
in other parts of Europe” [emphasis added – R.S.] (Pohl 2015, 37). In his book
Bloodlands (2011), Timothy Snyder writes that the area in Europe between
Berlin and Moscow, Riga and Odessa witnessed 14 million deaths in a period
of little more than a decade between the years 1933 and 1945; thus the scale of
the unprecedented contamination of the Eastern landscape with death and
violence becomes indisputable.
erefore, one might ask what would be the consequences for our thinking
on the past of the region if we realize that “more Eastern Europeans died on
dispersed killing sites throughout this region than in the isolated concentration camps within it”? Many were “shot over ditches and pits” and “most of
[them] died near where they had lived” (Snyder 2010, viii) and if — as Pollack
puts it — people here still “live near, or in some cases, literally on graves”
(Pollack 2014, 27), which are the social and cultural consequences of this
widespread phenomenon on the region?
At ﬁrst, the dramatic tone of Pollack’s question seems diﬃcult to comprehend.
Europe is ﬁlled with graves and graveyards, especially aer World War I.
e outrage that one might hear in Pollack’s writings concerns some of the
most obscure aspects of the Eastern “bloodlands” phenomenon, i.e., a speciﬁc category among those 10,000 locations mentioned by Dieter Pohl, the
sites that remain un-cared of, unmemorialised and abandoned. According
to the diagnosis of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, “the
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