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Museums, History, and Responsibility

Curating an exhibition, designing a show, or compiling an archive is an act of voluntary participation in the creation and interpretation of history. The primal act of the historian, the assembling and dissembling of information from the archive, is similar to the act of creating a museum in that it requires a countless number of deliberate choices in a universe of information that has already been winnowed and divided by time, accident, and chance. The objects that remain, through the very fact of their continued existence, become the emblematic articulation of the past. The care that the curator feels in his interactions with the objects in the museum is spurred by a responsibility towards his unique relationship with what has survived, the remnant of history that remains behind. By cataloguing and collecting the past, the museum and the archive both participate in a conversation with their own historical identity. Frozen in time behind glass the remnant that has been deliberately “museumified” is a testament to the invisible hand of the historian and the curator in their joint decision to invest the object with institutional approval. Thus there is a power transaction at work in the museum, in which the institutions reverence and care for the object is rewarded in the reflected authority and presence that the object grants the museum. 

This program of deliberate choice in the construction of history has important repercussions for the museum as an institution. As the historical authority par excellance the museum is located at the center of a nexus of concern in which the construction of a national-historical identity, and the process of political and cultural legitimation are most explicitly articulated. Thus, as long as the museum functions in its initial duty, its primary responsibility is to the story it tells and the careful consideration of the interpretation it presents. The repercusions of the decisions made about the context, history, and importance of the objects in a museum requires that the curator be firmly aware of his influence. Like the historian the curator is in the process of creating a history out of the ur-stuff of the past; his primary responsibility is to the objects themselves.

However as the institution of the museum has matured its percived responsibility to the objects in its care has begun the change. The result has been the creation of new boundaries and possibilities. As the initial vast and all inclusive ambitions of the sciences has divided and subdivided into the academic disciplines of the modern age so too has the museum ceased in its ambitious categorization of the world and fragmented into countless highly specialized insitution responsible for specific areas of historical time. Key events in modern history have been granted their own museological domains (most notably the Holocaust) in which each museum contributes its unique view to a complex multifaceted interpretations of an event. The categorization and description of the traditional historical object has grown to encompass new varieties of artifact. What would previously have been unified into a single museological space has now been scattered across the globe. 

This fragmentation was a gradual process which had its beginnings in the new challenges to the museum´s authority posed by the explosion of information and opinion in the modern era. Where once the museum had been the ideological center of the historical enterprise, financing, researching, and articulating the boundaries of history the monolithic and institutionalized structure of its design rendered it gradually more obsolete in the ensuing struggle for control of the structures of representation.. As newer and more flexible structures of academic research attacked the museum from the outside the ideological battles of contextual criticism (gender, post colonial, etc) destroyed its foundations from within. What had once been the primary museological function of the museum, the preservation of “natural, cultural, and artistic materials related to active fields of research” was peremptorily transferred to the university. Bereft of the primary motivating academic fuel of historical research the museum ceased to grow, and began itself to resemble a gigantic museumified object. Under the stress of this identity crisis the museum underwent a thematic and ideological shift away from its ambitions toward absolute historical knowledge and towards the presentation of articulated events, narratives, themes, and concepts.

Thus what seperated the new museums most from their older brethren was their willingness to specialize, and in doing so, to admit the failure of the absolutist museological enterprise. It was not the story itself that changed but the way of telling it. The vast structures and monolithic halls of the natural history museum gave way before the construction of new spaces modeled on and influenced by theatre, film, and preformance art. Artists were invited to design and curate museum shows; the incorporation of sound, lighting, and elaborate use of musem space was used to deliberately evoke distinctive moods and emotions in the viewer. The bronze plaques and white cards of the old exhibits were replaced by the deliberate narrative constructions of the voice of the narrator and the architecture of the museum. The expansive and unguided layout of the classical musem through whose space the spectator could move at will was replaced by a rigid and regulated path through the museums spatial narrative. 

The new primacy of the installation in museological space, and the realization of the value and interest to be gained in the deliberate juxtaposition of historical objects resulted in the re-articulation of museums as “stories in three dimensional space.” The innovation of the installation fostered new levels of awareness about the narrative implications of the museum and resulted in a radical critique of the institutions presentation of reality. Given this transformation it is no wonder that the ensuing years witnessed the creation of a number of museums which for first time sought to self-reflect, to draw attention to the “museum” itself as a created space through the deliberate withholdance of historical objects, and to consider and critique the institutional struture upon which they themselves were originally modeled.

Yet despite the often scathing criticism that the institution of the museum has endured it retains its importance as an epicenter of debate about political and cultural identity, a structure whose motivation, character, and identity intimately reflect the questions of the day. “Whether they like it or not museums are key players in identity politics, a topic that requires us to rethink the basic terms…in particular “the other” and “cultural representation.”
 What are the lessons that the example of the museum hold for other structures whose physical and ideological space have become key battlegrounds in the debate over identity and authenticity? Are the architectural structures that define the identity of the state, the capitols, monuments, graveyards, and buildings that configure key formulation of power museums? To what degree does the archetypal historical authority of the museum extend to objects outside of museological space? The existence of identity defining spaces that reject museum classification while still retaining key museological qualities in the form of deliberately shaped and “curated” collections of objects demands a new set of definitions and interpretations.  

The museums “role in creating disciplinary objects”, noted by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett in her reflections on key issues facing museums today can help unravel the difficult challenge presented by these “extant” museums. Beginning from Gimblett’s suggestion that the creation of such objects “served to consolidate and secure a discipline.” The museological spaces described above, most notably the cemetary, with all its attendant monuments, serve a similar purpose in “consolidating and securing” national and cultural identity. The political ideological space that the graveyard inhabits, the repository of the physical history of the state, ensures the cemetary a central place in the historical topography of the nation. For this reason, physical control of the cemetary also ensures a measure of control over the ideological historical construction of the state. The ability to plan and control the layout of the cemetary, to decide the central roles and actions played by the dead is in some sense to articulate and craft history. The cemetary is a microcosm of the state, a carefully planned review of the martyrs, creators, and famous names invoked toward a justification of the national cause. Like the museum, the cemetary controls the volatile and complex interactions of political and cultural identity by “taming” them and placing them into a distinct space apart from the rest of the world. The natural reverence that we feel for the dead, the hesitation to step on the graves, the reverent silence and self consideration prompted by the graves contemplation are remarkably similar to the hushed and academic silence of the museum. The tombstones of the cemetary are the inverse of the citizens of the city beyond its walls, a physical reminder of the weight of history lurking behind the everyday. The ceremonial rituals unique to the cemetary, the placing of stones or flowers on graves take place on the open and public ground of the cemetary estate; the pilgirmage to the grave is both a private and a public confession of solidarity with the dead beside whom the family lies. 

The case is even more striking when the mourner is confronted with a grave or monument to the principle actors of the state, the kings, presidents, and heroes whose lives defined the national identity. Even in death (or especially in death) these figures have become icons of the state, abstract symbols to progress, to heroism, or to martyrdom. Unlike the mute testimony of the mass of “unknown” gravestones the monuments to the heroes of the state are singled out for praise. Granted a specificity of accomplishments rather than the anonymity of death, the virtues they represent, singled out, articulated, and praised by the state become the virtues of the nation itself, the construct with which the citizen is modeled. In the national cemetary the heroes of the nation cease to have private lives entirely becoming the “nationalized” dead.  Just like the museumification of the object the deliberate choice to re-grant the authority and influence that the deceased had in life to the gravestone or monument in the subsequent state of death is to make a historical decision. The decision to bury these “nationalized” dead in the national cemetary, the famous or infamous personalities of the state, is also the decision to claim them for national history. Here the parallel with the historian is striking; the responsibility to the object of history, this time the identity and character of the historical actor embodied in his corpse, remains the same. Like the museum object each grave carries with it a unique and distinct history of the past, a story implied by its continued existence.  The decision by the state, or the historian, to single out virtue and vice, to praise or blame is also to assume responsibility for the story of history that results.

…

The Kerepesci cemetary in Budapest is an excellent example of the extraordinary concentration of political conflict that can be placed upon the dead, and the actions and responsibilitys which define the creation of national history. Across its huge field the numerous varieties of graves and monuments to the Hungarians of the ages create a detailed map of hungary’s accepted political and social history. The gradual “pantheonization” of the Kerepesci cemetary, the transformation from a common public burial ground to a “privileged resting place of the rich andor famous” has been well documented. However, the existence of a second cemetary adjacent to the Kerepesci, the abandoned and decaying Jewish cemetary of Budapest represents a site whose potential as a nexus and gathering point for historical discussion about the fate of Hungarian Jewry has been heretefore ignored.

One of the standard responsibilities of the state to the cemetary is the upkeep of the grounds, the trimming, gardening, and carefully maintained order of the grid of graves. The existence of ivy, weeds, and plant overgrowth on the graves is a reflection of a failure of responsibility in the relationship between the state and the dead. The message communicated by such an act is a rendering of judgment of history, that these dead do not “belong.” Thus the maintenance of the cemetary´s garden space reflects a further legitimation of the nation as the keeper of the dead. The care that the nation keeps over its bodies even unto death simultaneously demonstrates the rewarding of a life of service to the state and the continued fealty of its citizens. 

The Kerepesci cemetary both maintains this tradition and adduces another one to it. The physical presence in the kerepseci cemetary of the “wrong” dead, of bodies whose honored or dishonored existence provides discomfort critique or parody to the constructed history of the stae presented a serious problem for both the communist and democratic government of Hungary at different times in its history. Just as the burial ring of the Communist martyrs to the counter revolution, the secret police whose activities against the 1956 revolution resulted in its failure honor a group of men whose political fealty is to a regime whose history is now subject to sever criticism and attack; soo too did the existence of the bodies in a seperate part of the cemetary, those dead who fought in the 1956 revolution against the communist government, posed a serious problem to the then communist power. For both governments the reburial of the dead, the forcible removal of the bodies away from their silent critique of history proved impossible. In the Communist case the reburial of the bodies would have created the ideological space neccesry to foster a public protest against the government, an outcome to be avoided at all costs. In the Democratic case the issue is only now beginning to penetrate into public discourse. The existence of a Hungarian socialist party, the recent memory of the “socialist times” and the still fresh wounds of history ensure that for now the Communist dead stay buried. Faced with this dilemma both government arrived at a similar conclusion. The Communist advocation of “horticultural” methods to cover the 1957 Anti-Communist dead (the planting of a hedge to obscure the dead) found its mirror in the current state of the communist dead whose central monument is now ringed with potted plants, obscuring its epitaph. It is important to note however, that in both cases the graves were only obscured by plants, not covered entirely and in both cases it remained possible to view the graves with minimum effort. In neither case was the insult to the dead so great as to allow the graves themelves to disintegrate. 

Nowhere in the Jewish cemetary adjacent to the Kerepesci is this careful manevering of ideological spaces evident. To arrive at the Jewish cemetary one must first exit the memorial space of the cemetary and walk along a dusty stretch of road traversed by a streetcar and bordered by a shipping firm. At the entrace, which has no sign, the prospective vistor must either shout or ring the bell repeatedly, only to be attacked by two huge dogs, whose owner lives above the cemetary. Only upon gaining admittance through negotiation, possibly with the help of a bribe does the visitor actually find himelf in the old cemetary.

The immediate impression is one of decay. It is obvious that the graves of the cemetary have not been maintained for many years. Weeds and plants ring the graves as the forest slowly encroaches upon the cemetary proper. The paths through which one walks are piled with rubble and overgrown with plants making navigation difficult. In many cases the monuments have fallen over, the words blurred by time and plant growth. The largest of the monuments, those devoted to the most important Jewish families of the era still retain an impressive monumental authority even in decay. In many cases evidence of carefully ornate work can be glimpsed upon them as one gazes down into the dark holes where the coffins once stood. The impression of physical space that the cemetary transfers is both claustrophobic and enormous; blurred groups of graves surrounded by weeds stretch seemingly as far as the eye can see while trees and plants crowd the visitor on all sides. 

And yet, the overall feeling of emotion in the cemetary is not one of violence or transgression. The cemetary stones seem to sleep peacefully, surrounded by quiet life. The piles of slowly decaying stones resemble monuments to the dead, maintaining their authority even in decay. The crumbled stones, fallen on the ground or on the graves recall the Jewish burial tradition of placing pebbles and stones as personal monuments to the dead. The entire experience has the feeling of an elaborate ritual. Having located the cemetary and penetrated through the guard and the Cerebus dogs of the gate, the visitor arrives in a place of peace. 

The cemetary has been abandoned by the nation to whom its members belonged. The natural process of decay has not been deliberately stopped but seemingly encouraged. The space of the cemetary is entirely seperated from the historically legitimizing debate of the Kerepesci cemetary. Indeed, having seen both cemetaries in succesion it is difficult not to view the Jewish cemetary in the light of its extraordinary contrast too the political battleground that is the Kerepesci. Here no effort has been made to reclaim or reconfigure the dead. They have merely been left alone.

Faced with such a powerful historic space the would-be historian or museum director is presented with a serious dilemma. The power of the Jewish cemetary, the authority of its physical and moral space is derived entirely from its decay. Extraordinarily, the Jewish cemetary has naturally shaped itself over time into an  memorial to the Jews of Hungarian history, without intervention from human hands. Any simple attempt at a reclamation of the dead like the kind enacted in the Kerepesci, (the cutting down of the hedge and the relegitimization of the bodies) any attempt at “cleaning up” the Jewish cemetary would have the effect of completely destroying the emotional resonance of what has become through time, a natural memorial. In the light of the controversial treatment of Hungarian Jewish history in other historical insitution (most notably the current debate over the lack of recognition of Jewish victims in the Terror House of Budapest) any attempt to beautify or physically reclaim the Jewish cemetary through the horiticultural methods employed in the Kerepesci cemetary (de-weeding, the cutting down of trees, the cleaning up of paths) would communicate a sense not of genuine historical recognition but rather of deliberate revisionism, an attempt to hide the truth of the graves decay behind a manifcured false front. Thus we are in a double bind. To allow the cemetary to continue to decay is to in some sense aid and abet the historical decisions to abandon the Hungarian Jewry to their fate in the Holocaust, yet to act to change the cemetary is to destroy the potent aura which has grown around it in the absence of any attempt to reclaim or excise the bodies for a national history. Having existed for so long without human intervention of any kind the Jewish cemetary embodies a key dilemma for the museum curator. Should the cemetary be museumified? 

As noted above the deciding factor of the historain and museum director is the responsibility to the dead. The symbolic authority of the Jewish cemetary derives from Hungary´s abandonment of the cemetary to the mercy of nature and the elements, yet it is this same abandonment that most cries out for a process of historical reconciliation. The cemetary cannot be allowed to forever languish in obscurity, yet to submit it to any process of superficial reclamation will destroy its potency. Any deliberate change made to the cemetary must balance this consideration against the obvious need to legitimize and nationalize the cemetary to the Hungarian public. For this reason the steps below propose a compromising middle ground between the one extreme of allowing the cemetary to remain in obscurity and the other of fully “nationalizing” and exposing it to the public. The implicit hope of these suggestions is that the cemetary become known and accepted as an important national landmark to Hungarian history while still retaining the emotional authority and power of its “abandoned” state.

· Currently the only path to the cemetary is by exiting the Kerepesci cemetary and walking through an obscure side street. I propose instead that a connecting walkway between the Kerepesci cemetary and the Jewish cemetary be established. The cemetary should be visible when walking through the walkway. The walkway should be narrow, but allow groups to enter at the same time, with tall walls recalling that of the ghetto. The wall should function doubly as a spacial configuration and a a memorial, with the Jewish and Hungarian names of the families buried in the cemetary on its walls. By establishing a link with the national Hungarian cemetary and pantheon while still retaining two seperate physical spaces for each burial site the distance in the relationship between the Jewish and Hungarian communities of the past is emphasized without eliminating the possibility of reconciliation between the two spaces. 

· The house which overlooks the cemetary, currently occupied by the groundskeeper should be reconstructed into a small museum with a permanent exibition devoted to the history of the cemetary and to the Jews buried there. In this exhibit great care should be taken to emphasize the state of the cemetary as it was when it was initially established in comparison to its current state, as well as the fate of the Jewish communities of Budapest. In addition a seperate room should house a temporary exhibiton of Jewish Hungarian artists commisioned to provide works of art dealing with the Jewish Hungarian experience. This newly created institution of the Jewish cemetary should be linked with the Budapest Holocaust memorial, sharing exhibits and documents on Hungarian Jewish history.
· The cemetary grounds themselves present the most unique challenge to the new museum. They are its centerpiece, the reason for its existence. The treatment of the grounds should be reduced to the abolute minium of maintenance neccesary to precent complete collapse. If at all possible the state of decay which the graves and memorials are undergoing should be slowed but maintained. The only change should be the maintenance and care of the walkways allowing new complete access to all the graves. Plaques, informative cards and narrative headsets in the cemetary should be avoided at all costs so that the emotional quality of the grounds is maintained. A guided tour by a qualified tour guide should be available.
· The cemetary should be reopend for burial to the Jewish community of Budapest. The new graves establishd there should be maintained and managed just as in a traditional jewish cemetary whil the old should be allowed to continue to decay. Thus the contrast between the destruction and abandonment of Hungarian Jewry in the past and its connection to historical responsibility in the present can be established. By reopening the cemetary to the modern citizens of Budapest a new link can be established between the old and new Jewish communities of Budapest.    
The establishment of a museum in the cemetary, the reopening of a communicating and legitimizing connection between the Kerepesci and the Jewish and the re-establishment of religious and cultural space for the Jewish community of Budapest through the reopening of a new historical area will transform the abandoned space of the cemetary into an interactive and preformative theatre of the public. As the visitor moves through the new space he will actively participate in the new ongoing dialogue of Hungary´s political-national legitimization, the past and present of the cemetary. The existence of a museum located on the grounds of the cemetary will act as a stablizing and legitimizing force for a articulation of Hungarian new Jewish identity. The active participation of the Hungarian community in the reestablishment of the cemetary will establish a new dialogue between the past and present, a dialogue that the museum and the cemetary render through the historical structures they create. 
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