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Agata Tatarenko

Institute of Central Europe

Marginalised narratives: the challenge
of representing national minorities

in Central European museums.
Introduction

Museums have historically served as institutions that support
the creation of a unified vision of national identity, a function
particularly significant in Central and Eastern European countries.
Beyond collecting and protecting artefacts related to national his-
tory and culture, these institutions have become tools for shaping
national ideology. For nations such as the Polish, Czech, Hungarian,
and Romanian, museums have played a critical role against the
backdrop of partitions, occupations, or the dominance of foreign
powers. Their purpose has extended beyond merely presenting
the cultural wealth of a given nation; they have aimed to reinforce
national identity by showcasing ethnocultural specificity and vi-
sions of collective unity.

However, the dynamic political processes of the 20th and 21st
centuries - such as the collapse of the Soviet Union, the dissolu-
tion of Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, and the accession of many
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countries to the European Union - have significantly influenced
the roles museums play in society. With the end of the Cold War and
the opening of borders, the emphasis on a singular national identity
began to yield to more complex forms of historical representation
that acknowledge ethnicity, migration, and transnational interac-
tions. Globalisation, European integration, and increased social
mobility have gradually transformed museums from institutions
focused on national history into spaces that promote intercultural
dialogue and an understanding of cultural and historical diversity.

Contemporary museums in Central and Eastern Europe
face challenges arising from post-national processes. Whereas
in the 19th and 20th centuries, museums acted as guardians of na-
tional values, today, they are evolving into spaces that stimulate
reflection on identity within the context of globalisation. Ques-
tions surrounding how to represent a shared yet diverse cultural
heritage are crucial in a region where historical processes such
as communism and ethnic conflicts have left a profound mark on
the identities of various groups.

As a result of these changes, museums are beginning to fulfil
functions not only as educational institutions but also as venues for
the reinterpretation of history in light of contemporary challenges
- migration, multiculturalism, and issues related to social exclu-
sion. Increasingly, museums are becoming spaces of dialogue where
the past is not only exhibited but also confronted with contempo-
rary social phenomena, including those related to national and
ethnic minorities. Museums are evolving into platforms that com-
pel reflection on the ways of representing the past, often difficult
and conflict-laden, while taking into account diverse perspectives.

This publication which reaches the hands of the reader, anal-
yses the processes of constructing historical narratives regarding
national and ethnic minorities in selected Central European coun-
tries. The authors of the individual texts attempt to understand and
interpret these processes, focusing on the role that museums play
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in building, conserving, and deconstructing national narratives.
In this study, we hypothesize that museums - institutions that are
inherently conservative - face a significant challenge in adapt-
ing to the contemporary realities of post-national and global con-
texts. The key research questions that this book addresses are: how
can contemporary museums effectively represent national iden-
tity in the context of escalating post-national and transcultural
processes? What are the greatest challenges that museums face
in regions with complex national histories, such as Central and
Eastern Europe? What changes in museum representation policies
are necessary for these institutions to fulfil the role of spaces for
intercultural dialogue? This collection of articles aims to explore
these issues from various theoretical and practical perspectives,
contributing to a broader discussion about the future of museums
and their role in society.

In the opening article of the volume, Nikolai Vukov discusses
the challenges faced by contemporary museums inlight of post-na-
tionalism - a concept that has gained significance over the past three
decades. The author analyses how museology, which has been close-
ly associated with the shaping of national identity since the 19th
century, responds to changes resulting from globalisation, migra-
tion, and the increasing erosion of national boundaries. Vukov
points out that historical and national museums, which for a long
time were key institutions in shaping and strengthening national
identity, must now redefine their functions and narratives within
a more cosmopolitan and transnational context.

Vukov begins the article by analysing the relationship between
museums and the construction of national identity in the 19th and
20th centuries, when museums played a significant role in the con-
solidation of national communities. These institutions presented
national heritage through exhibits related to the culture, history,
and achievements of various ethnic groups, supporting the forma-
tion of a coherent national identity. In the modern era, museums not
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only preserved artefacts of the past but also served as tools for cre-
ating narratives that emphasised the uniqueness of national com-
munities. This process was particularly significant in Central and
Eastern Europe, where nations sought independence from empires.

Contemporary challenges faced by museums arise from new so-
cial and cultural processes such as globalisation, cross-border mo-
bility, migration, and the intensification of intercultural contacts.
Asaresult, traditional ideas of the nation as a cohesive, historically
formed community are becoming blurred, and museums must re-
spond to these changes by adapting their representational policies
to new realities. Vukov emphasises that many museums current-
ly face the dilemma of how to maintain their role as institutions
connected to national identity while also addressing the challenges
of post-nationalism, which promotes the idea of multiculturalism
and transnational identity.

The author also analyses how concepts of cosmopolitanism and
global citizenship influence the way museums should approach
presenting history. Following the model of cosmopolitan museolo-
gy proposed by R. Mason, museums should enable visitors to view
the world through the eyes of the “other” and understand diverse
perspectives while relating them to their own experiences. Vukov
points out that museums have the potential to become spaces that
promote more inclusive and polyphonic narratives, rather than
focusing solely on national narratives that often exclude ethnic,
religious, or national minorities.

The article also reflects on how post-nationalism affects the role
of museums in societies that have been strongly associated with
the idea of nation-states. The author notes that post-nationalist
processes do not imply the complete disappearance of nations or na-
tional identities but rather their transformation into more flexible
and open forms that embrace diversity. In this context, post-nation-
alismis not only a phenomenon related to the weakening of the sig-
nificance of nation-states but also a political commitment to open
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dialogue, integration, and representation of communities that have
previously been marginalised.

Vukov also discusses examples of museums that have, in recent
years, sought to address these challenges by presenting themes
related to migration, diasporas, and traumatic heritage such
as the Holocaust or the crimes of communism. The author notes
that such museums introduce new perspectives into museum nar-
ratives, often questioning traditional approaches to presenting
national history. These museums become spaces for reflection on
a difficult past, facilitating dialogue about identity and memory
in a more global context.

In conclusion, Vukov indicates that the future of museums
in a post-national world depends on their ability to redefine their
roles and embrace new narratives that transcend traditional nation-
al boundaries. Museums have the potential to become places that
not only present national heritage but also promote a more com-
plex and multidimensional view of history and culture in a global
context.

In the following article, Martyna Wasiuta addresses the topic
of the establishment of the Memorial to the Holocaust of the Roma
and Sinti in Lety, opened in 2024, and its significance in the con-
text of historical policy and collective memory in the Czech Repub-
lic. This memorial is an important element of the delayed process
of reconciliation of Czech society with its own role in the exter-
mination of the Roma and Sinti during World War II. Its location
on the grounds of the former concentration camp in Lety, where
Roma were detained during the war, emphasises the importance
of this site as a symbol of remembrance for the victims of crimes
committed against the Roma minority.

The article focuses on the historical and social context of the me-
morial’s creation, highlighting its significance not only as a place
of remembrance but also as a response to the long-standing neglect
in commemorating the extermination of the Roma in the Czech

11
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Republic. Although hundreds of Roma died in the Lety camp, for
decades, this site was not properly commemorated; in fact, a pig
farm operated there, which sparked controversies and opposition
from the Roma community and international human rights organ-
isations. It was only in 2022 that a decision was made to dismantle
the farm, enabling the preparation of the site for the construction
of the memorial.

Wasiuta emphasises that the issue of responsibility for the fate
of the Roma during the war has long been marginalised, both
in Czech collective memory and in historical policy. In the post-
war years, particularly during the communist era, this topic was
not widely discussed or researched. Only since the 1990s, with
the revival of the debate on war crimes and national responsibili-
ty, has attention in the Czech Republic begun to focus on the need
to commemorate Roma victims and take actions aimed at preserv-
ing the memory of these events.

In the article, the authoress also describes the difficult history
of the Lety camp, which initially functioned as a labour camp and
was then transformed in 1942 into a concentration camp for Roma.
In the inhumane conditions in which prisoners were held, many
died from disease and starvation, and those who survived were lat-
er deported to Auschwitz. Despite these tragic events, the memory
of Lety was ignored for decades, symbolised by the presence of a pig
farm on the grounds of the former camp.

The authoress notes that the memorial in Lety is part of broader
efforts by the Czech government to integrate the Roma into society and
isalso aresponse to international pressure urging the Czech Republic
to take concrete steps toward commemorating the Roma Holocaust.
Wasiuta describes various reactions to the establishment of the me-
morial, including the controversies and disputes that accompanied its
construction process. In particular, she points to statements by some
politicians who previously questioned the status of Lety as a concen-
tration camp, fuelling tensions around this issue.
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The memorial in Lety is also an important element in the debate
about national identity and collective responsibility. Wasiuta high-
lights that for many Czechs, this process of reckoning with the past
hasbeen difficult and has evoked many emotions. A portion of Czech
society long rejected co-responsibility for the crimes committed
against the Roma, and the process of acknowledging these crimes
has been long and complicated. Nevertheless, the construction
of the memorial represents an important step toward recognition
and redress for the victims of the Roma Holocaust.

In summary, the author points out the symbolic significance
of the memorial in Lety as a place that not only honours the vic-
tims but also serves as a call for greater reflection on the history
of the Roma in the Czech Republic as well as their contemporary
situation. The memorial becomes a place of remembrance thataims
not only to commemorate the past but also to build bridges of un-
derstanding and dialogue between different ethnic groups within
Czech society.

Inherarticle, Ewa Bukowska analyses the process of establishing
amuseum in Lublin dedicated to the eastern territories of the for-
mer Commonwealth of Poland. This museum is intended to present
the history of these areas from the Middle Ages to the present day,
emphasising the multiculturalism of the region as well as the com-
plex ethnic and national identity of these lands. The article address-
es various concepts regarding the main exhibition of the museum
and the challenges related to the terminology used, which affect
the manner of presenting the history and culture of the region.
The discussions surrounding the term “Kresy” and alternative terms
such as “borderland”, which emphasise a more neutral and inclu-
sive character of this area, are particularly significant.

Bukowska points out that the establishment of the museum
in Lublin fits into a broader context of efforts to preserve the mem-
ory of the Kresy, which has become the subject of numerous de-
bates in Poland, especially within conservative circles. The author

13
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describes how the concept of Kresy has been primarily promoted
by right-wing intellectual circles that presented these territories
as a “symbolic homeland”, the cradle of Polish culture and intel-
lect. However, such an approach to the topic excludes other ethnic
groups that inhabited these areas, focusing solely on Polish heritage.

The authoress also analyses alternative narratives that depict
Kresy as a multiethnic and multicultural region in which various
nations coexisted for centuries, influencing each other. In this
context, the author highlights the significance of scientific con-
ferences and multi-author publications that promote a more com-
plex view of the history of these lands, including historical events
related to Lviv and Galicia. Bukowska points out that these narra-
tives emphasise the influence of both Poles and Ukrainians, Jews,
Armenians, and other ethnic groups on the cultural development
of this region.

Particularly interesting in the article are reflections on the diffi-
culties in creating a single coherent museum narrative that would
account for various national and ethnic perspectives. Bukowska
refers to research conducted among young Ukrainian museum
professionals, who expressed mixed feelings regarding the muse-
um project in Lublin. On the one hand, they appreciated the op-
portunity for Polish-Ukrainian cooperation in preserving shared
heritage; while on the other hand, they had concerns about wheth-
er the museum would be able to present the history of these lands
in a sufficiently neutral and multidimensional manner.

The article also addresses the issue of the mythologisation
of the history of Kresy, both in Poland and Ukraine. The author-
ess cites the opinions of historians such as Jarostaw Hrycak, who
notes that Lviv, often portrayed as a multicultural city, has actually
experienced the gradual marginalisation of various ethnic groups
throughout history. Narratives about the harmonious coexistence
of different nations in these areas tend to be simplified and do not
account for the conflicts and tensions that have occurred in history.
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Bukowska emphasises that in the process of creating the muse-
um exhibition, it is necessary to pay particular attention to the com-
plexity of relations between different national and ethnic groups
as well as their mutual cultural influences. The author observes that
histories of conflicts, difficult moments in the coexistence of these
groups, and mixed marriages, which could provide interesting
threads for the museum narrative, are often overlooked.

In conclusion, Bukowska states that the key to creating a co-
herent and inclusive museum narrative will be the engagement
of an interdisciplinary team of researchers from various sci-
entific centres, both from Poland and abroad. Only in this way
can a museum be created that is capable of presenting the com-
plex history of the region while avoiding ethnocentrism and
one-sided narratives. Bukowska’s article thus addresses impor-
tantissues related to the memory of Kresy, historical policy, and
the challenges facing museums in the context of representing
a complex and multicultural history. The museum in Lublin
has the potential to become a place that tells the story of Kresy
in a modern and multidimensional way, but this requires care-
ful consideration of the exhibition concept and the involvement
of researchers of various nationalities and fields.

In the article that closes the book, Agata Tatarenko addresses
the issue of the representation and marginalisation of national
minorities in Hungary after 1989, focusing particularly on the im-
pact of the policies of Viktor Orban’s governments on the visibility
of minorities in museums and public narratives. Despite the sig-
nificant contributions of minorities such as the Danube Swabians,
Slovaks, and Roma to the history and culture of Hungary, their
presence in museum spaces is limited. Hungarian museums, es-
pecially in the context of the dominant nationalist discourse that
supports a unified vision of national identity, often overlook these
groups in their exhibitions, which negatively affects their visibility
and perception in society.

15
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Tatarenko also analyses the specificity of memory politics
in Central Europe, where museums play a crucial role in shaping
and reinforcing national narratives. State historical museums op-
erate as tools for promoting official versions of history that favour
the strengthening of national identity in line with the current po-
litical order. The author points out a selective approach to history,
in which certain events and groups are marginalised or entirely
omitted, particularly those associated with ethnic minorities.

One of the most glaring examples of such marginalisation
is the situation of the Roma - the largest ethnic minority in Hun-
gary. Although this community numbers between 400,000 and
one million people, Roma often experience discrimination and
exclusion, both in social and cultural spheres. In museums, their
history is typically presented in a fragmented manner, limited
to temporary exhibitions focused on art, neglecting the broader
historical context, including the shared history of Roma and Hun-
garians. The authoress emphasises that the memory of Porrajmos
(the Holocaust of the Roma) is marginalised, and there is a lack
of permanent museum institutions in the public space that could
adequately represent and commemorate this tragedy.

Similarly, the situation is the same for other minorities such
as Slovaks and Germans, whose heritage is represented in local
cultural institutions, but they lack a more significant presence
in national museums. The Germans, known as Danube Swabians,
are depicted in regional museums that focus on their contributions
to agriculture and the culture of southern Hungary. However, their
representation at the national level is severely limited.

Tatarenko emphasises that the current memory politics of Vik-
tor Orban’s government focuses on consolidating a uniform, nation-
alist identity, leading to asymmetry in museum narratives. Despite
the existence of institutions dedicated to minorities, their influence
is limited compared to the dominant national narratives. As a re-
sult, the ethnic diversity of Hungary, which has been a significant
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element of the country’s history, is not adequately reflected in mu-
seums, further marginalising these groups.

The authoress concludes that the future of representation of na-
tional minorities in Hungarian museums depends on whether
memory politics will be open to more diverse narratives. Museums
have the potential to become spaces for dialogue between different
ethnic groups, which could contribute to a better understanding
of the shared history of the Central European region.

In the current socio-political landscape of Central Europe, muse-
ums hold a pivotal role in navigating the complexities of identity, mem-
ory, and representation. As national boundaries become more porous
and societies face the challenges of globalisation and multiculturalism,
the function of museums must necessarily evolve. Institutions that
once served to solidify national narratives are now being called upon
to facilitate dialogue, inclusion, and the representation of historically
marginalised groups, particularly ethnic minorities. This transition
is neither straightforward nor without obstacles. The entrenched fo-
cus on a homogeneous national identity, as seen in various political
contexts, poses a significant challenge to the development of more
inclusive and multifaceted historical narratives.

The question of how to balance national history with the need
forintercultural understanding is at the heart of this study. The re-
search presented here demonstrates that while there have been
efforts to address the representation of ethnic minorities in mu-
seum spaces, these efforts are often fragmented and insufficient.
The marginalisation of groups such as the Roma and other minor-
ities remains a pressing issue, particularly in the face of dominant
nationalist ideologies. As museums are tasked with representing
the past in ways that are both historically accurate and socially
relevant, they must also confront their own role in perpetuating
exclusionary narratives.

The future of museums in Central Europe lies in their ability
to transcend traditional boundaries and become sites of reflection

17
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and reconciliation. This involves not only the inclusion of minority
voices but also a critical reassessment of the narratives that have
shaped national consciousness. By fostering a more nuanced un-
derstanding of the past, museums can contribute to the creation
of a more inclusive public memory - one that reflects the diversity
and complexity of the region’s history. This requires collaboration
between historians, curators, policymakers, and the communities
represented in these spaces.

Ultimately, the work of reimagining museum spaces as plat-
forms for intercultural dialogue and understanding is ongoing.
It will demand continuous effort to challenge dominant narratives,
promote inclusivity, and engage with the public in meaningful ways.
However, the potential for museums to serve as catalysts for social
change is vast. By embracing a more diverse and multidimension-
al approach to history, these institutions can help shape a future
where all members of society see themselves reflected in the story
of their nation.



Nikolai Vukov

Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Studies with Ethnographic Museum
- Bulgarian Academy of Sciences

The museum beyond the nation,

the nation beyond the museum:

notes on the post-national in museum
representations

Abstract

The article outlines some of the challenges facing contemporary museums
in light of ideas of post-nationalism and the end of nations as socio-historical
categories - concepts that have gained popularity over the last three decades.
Taking a close look at the direct connection between museums and the deve-
lopment of national identities in the 19th and 20th centuries, the text analy-
ses the ways in which the diverse processes associated with post-nationalism
and multiculturalism affect museum representations, as well as the narratives
of national history and national identity present in them. The article attempts
to outline the future of the museum “beyond” the existing frameworks rela-
ted to the imagining of nations and national identities, as well as the future
of the nation “beyond” the exhaustion of traditional models for its represen-
tation in museum institutions.

In his programmatic text on cosmopolitan patriots, Kwame Appi-
ah presents an original perspective on the ways in which the na-
tion can be understood and felt from the standpoint of “citizens
of the world” - individuals whose intellectual, civic, and life
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identifications cannot be contained within the narrow confines
of a national community, but extend beyond these to include su-
pranational and common human signifiers'. Taking the usual na-
tionalist accusations of the “rootlessness” of cosmopolitans as his
point of departure, Appiah traces the possibility of a multilayered
identification that allows a person to be simultaneously willing
to die for a country, to associate himself with a particular birth-
place and region of origin, and to consider himself as belonging
to the whole world - mobile, intellectually distanced, and free
from stereotypes of “national identity”. Both in the contemporary
world and with the advent of modernity in the late 19th and early
20th centuries, the problem of belonging to a national, European
or world community in its territorial scope aroused the interest
of various intellectuals on the continent and became the founda-
tion for the conceptualization of modern man’s identity. Critiques
of cosmopolitanism as embodying a “lack of roots” begin precise-
ly at this important historical juncture - at the threshold between
tradition and modernity, where the previously automatic sense
of belonging to traditional societies and the political framework
of the nation-state began to unravel. This shift marked the move
towards a new type of belonging, one that transcends ethno-cultur-
al, historical, and political boundaries, and is instead conditioned
by distinctly individual choices, shared and inclusive of bearers
of different “national” identities.

Anotable aspect of Appiah’s analysis is the observation that both
the tension between traditionalist and modernist models of identity,
and the indictment of cosmopolitanism as a threat to the coherence
of national community, invariably accompany ideas of cosmopol-
itan citizenship - and retain a surprising resilience to the present
day. This, of course, is no coincidence, insofar as cosmopolitanism

1

See K.A. Appiah, Cosmopolitan Patriots, “Critical Inquiry” 1997, vol. 23, no. 3, pp.
617-639.
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undermines the very idea of belonging and of a structural sub-or-
dering that relies on the sign of an individual’s belonging to a given
nation and state®. It not only challenges existing models of com-
munal and political belonging, but also de facto overturns them at
their foundations, undermining their legitimacy through the vi-
sion of a different world of organizing what in the 20th century
gradually came to be known as “identity”. The paradox, however,
is that despite the new model they offered for interpreting the hu-
man condition in the world, cosmopolitan ideas (both in the late
19th and early 21st centuries) cannot, and apparently do not, seek
to undermine the bonds of loyalty of the individual to what he
perceives as his “homeland”. Rather, these ideas are not directed
against patriotism and the willingness to die for one’s homeland?,
butinstead build upon thisloyalty, adding another layer of respon-
sibility through notions of citizenship within a “global” dimension.
As Appiah convincingly shows, cosmopolitanism and patriotism
are not mutually exclusive phenomena; insofar as they belong
to different orders of meaning, they can coexist and parallel each
other, thus representing different sides of the self-representation
of the same person. This coexistence - often unproblematic except
for those who adhere to one-dimensional identities subordinated
to national, ethnic, or religious characteristics - clearly illustrates
both the multilayered character of each personal or group identity
and the lack of contradiction between the mobility of individuals,

See K.A. Appiah, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers, London
2007; U. Beck, The Cosmopolitan State: Redefining Power in the Global Age, “In-
ternational Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society” 2006, vol. 18, no. 3/4, pp.
143-159; P. Cheah, B. Robbins (eds.), Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling Beyond
the Nation, Minneapolis 1998.

3 SeeR. Handler, Is “Identity” a Useful Cross-Cultural Concept?, [in:] J. Gillis (ed.),
Commemorations. The Politics of National Identity, Princeton (NJ) 1994, pp. 27-
40; C. Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity, Cambridge
(Mass.) 1994.

See E. Kantorowicz, Pro Patria Moriin Medieval Political Thought, “American Hi-
storical Review” 1951, vol. 56, pp. 472-492.

21



22

Nikolai Vukov

their habitation of different territories and cultural contexts, and
their loyalty to what they define as their “homeland”. Moreover,
such coexistence also allows us to see the specific character that
concepts such as “citizenship” and “citizenship participation” ac-
quire when they are referred to within a transnational and “glob-
al” context.

Written more than two decades ago, Appiah’s article still of-
fers a fertile perspective for analysing the concept of thinking
and feeling “beyond the nation”, navigating the thin and often
difficult-to-demarcate line between patriotism and nationalism,
exploring the possibility of maintaining a national identity with-
out obliterating the potential for thinking within the parameters
of international and transnational contexts. Against the backdrop
of the multitude of ideological projects in the 20th century aimed
at moving beyond nations as the basic referential framework for
political and civic behaviour®, these issues have been marked by
a particular urgency over the last three decades in the context
of increasing processes of globalization, cross-border mobility,
migrations, the interweaving and mixing of different traditions
and cultures, new technologies and means of communication, etc.
In their totality, these factors all pose a challenge to the “nation”
(understood as a unified and monolithic historically formed entity)
and to the “national identity” (understood as a relatively stable set
of identifications with images and symbols representing and unit-
ing the national community). Not only are the scope and content
of the idea of national community blurred and resistant to clear

Suffice it to recall, e.g., social and political movements such as transnatio-
nalism, the international peace movement, and women’s movements during
World War | and the interwar period (see I.E. Sharp, M. Stibbe (eds.), Aftermaths
of War: Women'’s Movements and Female Activists, 1918-1923, Leiden 2011); inter-
nationalism promoted by the socialist movement and by the communist par-
ties after the creation of the Soviet Union; the work of various international
organizations such as the UN, UNESCO, etc. in the second half of the twen-
tieth century; the international environmental movement, etc.
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definitions in the dynamically changing contemporary world, but
the patterns of (self-)representation of the national are also highly
discredited®. The information saturation of contemporary society,
the mobility of individuals and groups across different territories
and continents, technological innovations, and increased opportu-
nities for cultural interaction and communication all significantly
contribute to ensuring that the nation and national identity do not
occupy a central place in contemporary politics of representation.
Instead, these phenomena ensure that the narrative surrounding
them isincreasingly dependent on a “beyond” framework’, portray-
ing them as a stage in the history of ideas to which contemporary
societies will eventually and only episodically return.

These observations, directly related to the problem of the rep-
resentation of historical and cultural, individual and collective
identities in the contemporary world, have a particular relevance
for museums and museum exhibitions today. They speak to the chal-
lenges museums face within of dynamically changing social and
cultural contexts, to the extent to which they can continue to sustain
the policies of representation that gave meaning to their existence
in the past, and to the potential they have for adapting to contempo-
rary conditions and pursuing policies of representation according
to new socio-cultural and techno-cultural contexts. Or, as noted
museum scholar Sharon Macdonald notes, “[a]s nation-states and

®  G.Baumann, The Multicultural Riddle: Rethinking National, Ethnic, and Religious
Identities, New York 1999; U. Beck, Beyond Class and Nation: Reframing Social
Inequalities in a Globalizing World, “British Journal of Sociology” 2007, vol. 58, pp.
679-705; C. Marcinkowski (ed.), The Islamic World and the West: Managing Reli-
gious and Cultural Identities in the Age of Globalisation, Berlin 2009; A.D. Smith,
Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era, Cambridge 1995.

7 See in this regard the classic text by L. Niethammer on post-history (L. Nie-
thammer, Afterthoughts on Posthistoire, “History and Memory” 1989, vol. 1, pp.
27-53), as well as different approaches to historical analysis through the prism
of “post-" and “beyond” - J. Hegardt (ed.), The Museum Beyond the Nation. Stoc-
kholm 2012; I. Rév, Retroactive Justice: Prehistory of Post-Communism, Stanford
2005.
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national identities decline, what then is the future of museums?”s.
How might museums (regardless of their type, history, and pur-
pose) respond to the challenges posed by post-nationalism, and how
might they engage with debates surrounding various “post”, “cross”,
and “trans” national processes? To what extent are museum insti-
tutions adequately prepared to manage these processes and to not
only incorporate relevant contemporary themes in their spaces, but
also to conduct relevant contemporary policies of representation,
museum narratives, and messages? Moreover, if the development
of museums in the 19th and 20th centuries was historically tied
to modernity and the construction of modern nations, to what ex-
tent, as institutions playing a key role in identity construction pro-
cesses, would they continue to maintain this role in a postmodern,
global, and post-national world?

The aim of this study is to highlight some of the challenges
facing contemporary museums and to interpret these challenges
in light of ideas of post-nationalism and the end of nations as so-
cio-historical categories that have gained popularity over the last
three decades®. The focus will be, on one hand, on the direct rela-
tionship between museums and the development of national iden-
tities in the 19th and first half of the 20th century, and on the other,
on the ways in which the diverse characteristics associated with
post-nationalism and multiculturalism affect museum institutions
and how this interplay interacts with the narratives of national
history and national identity present within them. Drawing on

8 S.). Macdonald, Museums, National, Post-national and Transcultural Identities,
“Museums and Society” 2003, vol. 1, no. 1, p. 1.

®  The study builds upon the authors’ research on policies and practices of re-
presenting national history in contemporary museums, which was initiated
in 2010 along his collaboration with the project EuNaMus, European National
Museums: Identity Politics, the Uses of the Past and the European Citizen -
Linkdping University. A preliminary version of the study was published In Bul-
garian, [in:] N. Vukov. S. Kazalarska, I. Mishkova (eds.), Muzeyat otvad natsiyata?
[The Museum beyond the Nation?], Sofia 2016.
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contemporary research in the field of museology'® and on publica-
tions on museums, national identities, and processes of globaliza-
tion", this text will attempt to juxtapose the future of the museum
“beyond” the current frameworks associated with the perception
of nations and national identities, and the future of the nation
“beyond” the exhaustion of traditional models for its representa-
tion in the institution of the museum. A point of departure will
be R. Mason’s assertion that present-day museums contain the po-
tential for what she refers to as a “cosmopolitan museology” that
would “encourage people to consider the world through the ‘oth-
er’s’ eyes and from an ‘other’s location’ while encouraging visitors
to connect this back to their own lives and experiences™?. Although
widely discussed over the last three decades, a number of themes
such as globalization, multiculturalism, and transnationalism are
stillunder-researched inlight of museum theory and practice, and
there are relatively few analyses of how these are accommodated
within the policies and practices of existing museum institutions.
This is paradoxical both in terms of the foundational role that re-
searchers such as B. Anderson assign to museums in the construc-
tion of imagined communities®, and also in view of the emerging
changes in narratives of national community and national identity

See E. Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, London 1992;
S.J. Macdonald, G. Fyfe (eds.), Theorizing Museums: Representing Identity and Di-
versity in a Changing World, Cambridge 1996; M. Saloni, Museums and Globali-
zation, “Anthropological Quarterly” 2005, vol. 78, no. 3, pp. 697-708; P. Vergo,
The New Museology, London 1989.

I See R. Ostow, (Re)Visualizing National History: Museums and National Identities
in Europe in the New Millennium, Toronto 2008; M. Prosler, Museums and Glo-
balization, [in:] S. Macdonald, G. Fyfe (eds.), Theorizing Museums: Representing
Identity and Diversity in a Changing World, Cambridge 1996, pp. 21-44.

R. Mason, National Museums, Globalization and Postnationalism: Imagining a Co-
smopolitan Museology, “Museum Worlds: Advances in Research” 2013, vol. 1,
no. 1, pp. 41, 61.

B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Na-
tionalism, London 1983.
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that museums, as specific forms of sociocultural reflection, are
called upon to reflect and interpret.

National communities and museum representations

Even a cursory glance at the history of museum institutions re-
veals the direct dependence of the museum on the development
of national communities and states in the 19th century. Despite
its long history, beginning in antiquity and extending through
medieval libraries, royal collections of curiosities, and natural his-
tory collections', the museum developed as a modern institution
in tandem with the emergence of the nation-state as a socio-polit-
ical phenomenon. It was in relation to the creation of nation-states
in the centuries following the French Revolution, and especially
after the Napoleonic Wars in Europe, that museums gradually
became not only institutions of memory, preserving and present-
ing testimonies and artifacts of the past, but also key instruments
in the consolidation of collective identities centred around the idea
of national community”. This is no coincidence: processes of na-
tional awareness and identification naturally create the need to se-
lect and systematize key images and objects marking the history

4 See P. Aronsson, Comparing National Museums: Methodological Reflections, [in:]
Comparing: National Museums, Territories, Nation-Building and Change, Linkdping
Electronic Conference Proceedings, vol. 30, 2008, pp. 5-19; P. Aronsson, G. El-
genius (eds.), Building National Museums in Europe 1750-2010: Conference Pro-
ceedings from EuNaMus, European National Museums: Identity Politics, the Uses
of the Past and the European Citizen, Linkoping Electronic Conference Proceedin-
gs, vol. 64, 2011; S. Knell, P. Aronsson, A. Amundsen (eds.), National Museums.
New Studies from around the World, London-New York 2010.

> SeeT. Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, London-New
York 2002; L. Jordanova, Objects of Knowledge: A Historical Perspective on Mu-
seums, [in:] P. Vergo (ed.), The New Museology, London 1989, pp. 22-40.

1 See E. Bergvelt et al. (eds.), Napoleon’s Legacy: The Rise of National Museums
in Europe 1794-1830, Berliner Schriftenreihe fiir Museumsforschung, vol. 27,
Berlin 2009.

U See .M. Fladmark (ed.), Heritage and Museums: Shaping National Identity, Sha-
ftesbury 2000; P. Nora, Les Lieux de mémoire, Paris 1984-1992; A.-M. Thiesse,
La création des identités nationales. Europe XVllle-XXe siécle, Paris 1999.
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and culture of the national group concerned, to preserve the trac-
es associated with its historical development, and to present them
to the eyes of contemporaries as part of an educational procedure.

This, of course, is a long process that began with the royal and
private collections that underpin most art galleries and museums,
as well as natural history and archaeological museums. Since their
inception, most aristocratic collections have been declared to have
a “national” character, serving as emblems of their country’s cul-
tural and historical heritage'®. After the opening of the Louvre
in 1793, a whole network of history and art museums emerged
in France, the fruit of royal or private initiatives?. The Royal Mu-
seum in Brussels, created in 1835 and comprising works of art and
natural history collections, was followed by the creation of the Bel-
gian Royal Museum of Fine Arts (1843), the Museum of the Belgian
Royal Institute of Natural Sciences (1846), and the Royal Museum
of Art and History?. Similarly, the appearance of the National
Museum in Amsterdam in the early 19th century was followed by
the establishment of the National Gallery of Art (1822) and the Na-
tional Museum of Prehistory (1821). In Denmark, the monarchy
also established two national museums, one for art, which later
evolved into the National Gallery (1827), and another for archaeol-
ogy, ethnography and history, which eventually became the Danish
National Museum. Many other national art galleries and museums
also sprang up in Western and Central Europe during this period -
the National Gallery in London (1824), the Victoria and Albert Mu-
seums (1852), the Prado Museum in Madrid (1819), and the National

18 See G. Wright (ed.), The Formation of National Collections of Art and Archaeolo-
gy, Washington (DC) 1996.

D. Poulot, Musée, nation, patrimoine, 1789-1815, Paris 1997; D. Sherman, Wor-
thy Monuments: Art Museums and the Politics of Culture in Nineteenth Century
France, Cambridge (Mass.) 1989.

For detailed information on the emergence and development of national
museums in different European countries, see the relevant subsections
of the encyclopedic collection The Building of National Museums in Europe,
1750-2010 - P. Aronsson, G. Elgenius (eds.), op. cit.
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Galleries in Edinburgh (1859) and Stockholm (1866), among others.
No less popular in the 19th century were museums of archaeolog-
ical heritage and prehistory, which were also established in vari-
ous parts of Europe: Split (1821), Edinburgh (1858), Madrid (1871),
Athens (1893), etc.

In the first half of the 19th century, the first “folk museums”
appeared, presenting materials that synthesized the history and
cultural traditions of different ethnic groups on the continent: Bu-
dapest (1803), Prague (1818), Copenhagen (1819), Ljubljana (1921), Za-
greb (1846), Nuremberg (1852), etc. Many of these were established
as the result of a policy deployed at the turn of the century to build
provincial museums (Landesmuseen), aimed at recording the vari-
ous nationalities and regions of the Habsburg Empire, the Russian
Empire, and Scandinavian countries. The guiding principle was
encyclopaedic, with a strong presence of regional patriotism and
practical local knowledge. Most of these museums include libraries
and are associated with educational practices typical of their time.
In conjunction with these regional museums, a new type of col-
lection gradually began to take centre stage in the representation
of national identities in the 1920s and 1930s. These were ethnograph-
ic museums, which played a key role in the process of identifying
the nation through the prism of ethnocultural particularities. Some
notable early examples of this type of museum include the Finn-
ish Ethnographic Museum (1760, 1828), the Dutch Ethnographic
Museum (1832), and the University Ethnographic Museum in Oslo
(1857). In the second half of the 19th century, such museums ap-
peared in most parts of Europe: the Swedish Museum of Scandi-
navian Ethnography and Cultural History (1873), the Luigi Pigorini
Museum of Ethnography and Prehistory in Rome (1875), the Danish
Ethnographic Museum (1886), the Austrian Museum of Folk Life
and Art (1894), the Norwegian Ethnographic Museum (1894), etc.
Many of these became central to the “national history” museums
that emerged in the still independent countries of Slovakia (1863),
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Estonia (1864), Romania (1864), Poland (1879), Latvia (1894), etc.
Atthe end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century,
as a result of the projects deployed to present traditional culture,
the first open-air museums appeared: Skansen, Sweden (1891), Lil-
lehammer, Norway (1887), Lingby, Denmark (1901), etc.?

Onone hand, the emergence of folk and ethnographic museums
was driven by the logic of the imperial policies promoted in the 19th
century, which aimed to exhibit the diversity of populations and
cultures within the existing empires®. For example, the British
Museum created special departments showcasing the populations
of various continents, the Russian Museum was founded in 1901 fol-
lowing a series of exhibitions and collections on the ethnic groups
of the Russian Empire, and the famous Slavic Ethnographic Exhibi-
tion in Moscow in 1867 played a significant role in the development
of ideas related to Pan-Slavism. No less significant in the develop-
ment of “national museums” and in the representation of “nation-
al traditions” were the intellectual elites of various nationalities
in Europe, who used their directories of the nation’s history and
culture as a key to self-determination and political independence
from imperial power?. Many of the collections created as a result
of the efforts of such 19th-century intellectuals, mediated by insti-
tutions such as universities, scholarly circles, and cultural societies,
constitute the main body of the cultural and historical heritage

2 See S. Rentzhog, Open Air Museums. The History and Future of a Visionary Idea,
Kristianstad 2007.
N. Vukov, Ethnoscripts and Nationographies: Imagining Nations within Ethno-
graphic Museums in East Central and Southern Europe, [in:] D. Poulot, F. Boden-
stein, .M. Lanzarote Guiral (eds.), Great Narratives of the Past. Traditions and
Revisions, Linkdping Electronic Conference Proceedings, vol. 78, 2012, p. 334f.
3 See M. Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe: A Comparative
Analysis of the Social Composition of Patriotic Groups among the Smaller Europe-
an Nations, New York 2000; P. Kitromilides, Imagined Communities and the Ori-
gins of the National Question in the Balkans, “European History Quarterly” 1989,
vol. 19, pp. 149-192; P. Sugar, East European Nationalism, Politics and Religion,
Aldershot 1999; B. Trencsényi et al., History of Modern Political Thought in East
Central Europe, vol. 1, Oxford 2016.
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of their respective nations. Later, after the achievement of cher-
ished political autonomy, these institutions became the historical
museums of the new nation-states.

The task of most folk museums and ethnographic collections
in the 19th century was to confirm “national” (i.e., ethno-cultural)
specificity and to disseminate a vision of common identity and uni-
ty among the respective demographic groups. The representation
of the nation in these new types of institutions should reaffirm
the shared group feeling that binds individuals together and that
finds expression through language, history, religion, cultural tradi-
tions, the consciousness of a common ethnic origin, etc. As aresult
of this feeling and its representation, individuals can manifest their
identification as belonging to one nation?*. Through the representa-
tion of cultural features, the history and culture of the national
community is visualized and materialized, given concreteness, and
the perception of a national community is stabilized®. Encompass-
ing diverse cultural evidence related to a geographical region, these
folk museums concentrate on representing the “nationally specific”
and promote the idea of national unity in its temporal and territo-
rial dimensions. Seeking to underline the uniqueness of national
communities and to resurrect their glorious and sometimes mar-
tyred past, they present national culture as a homogeneous whole,
following its own internal logic, impervious to foreign influences.

A major influence on the growth of interest in folk traditions
as an embodiment of the national spirit are the ideas of ].G. Herd-
er, which found a significant resonance in 19th century Europe.
The understanding that the nation exists as something organic,

24 H.K.Bhabha, Introduction: Narrating the Nation, [in:] idem (ed.), Nation and Nar-
ration, London-New York 2006, pp. 1-7; M. Hroch, op. cit.

% See E.J. Hobsbawm, T. Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge
1983; E. Marosi, G. Klaniczay, O. Gecser (eds.), The Nineteenth Century Process
of “Musealization” in Hungary and Europe, Collegium Budapest Workshop Se-
ries, vol. 17, Budapest 2006; D. Mishkova (ed.), Politics of National Peculiarity
in Southeastern Europe, Budapest-New York 2009.
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distinguished by a unique “national spirit” and “character”, em-
phasizes the primordial, timeless, and enduring characteristics that
each national group inherently possesses and preserves regard-
less of historical vicissitudes. According to Herder, this organic,
ingrained specificity of a nation makes it unique and unrepeat-
able, allowing it to stand out among other nations. The preserva-
tion of this specificity is crucial to the nation’s survival as a group.
The organic character of which Herder speaks finds various man-
ifestations - in the notion of the “naturalness” and “innateness”
of national specificity, in the understanding of the national spirit
and soul that has markedly metaphysical and even mystical fea-
tures, in the parallels between historical development and natural
laws, etc. However, this organic character is most evident in the idea
of anation’s “roots”, its “authentic” national spirit, and its “distinc-
tive” cultural traditions that must be preserved intact over time.
Such an appeal highlights the natural necessity of collecting and
studying evidence of language, ethnographic features, and folk-
lore, insofar as these contain the most “authentic” manifestations
of the national spirit and the enduring characteristics that each
nation carries within itself.

Herder’s ideas and their reception in Central and Eastern Europe
mark a key moment in the development of museums on the con-
tinent - an important epistemological turn in which museum in-
stitutions and the narratives they carry become increasingly tied
to representations of national identity. This turn is thematic, in-
sofar as it shifts the cult of Ancient Rome and Egypt that prevailed
at the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries, with
a marked focus on antiquity, medieval heritage and the archaic
values of folklore and folk art. At its core, this turn was linked
to the emergence of the nation in the museum, with the representa-
tion of aspects of a community that was not limited to a specific
historical stage, but extended over time, thus encompassing differ-
ent historical periods and evidence from diverse cultural contexts.
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In addition to being a landmark in the history of museum institu-
tions, this approach to representing the “national past” through
ethnographic artifacts and traces from different eras also repre-
sents an important stage in the development of modern European
nations. National community is not only realized and “imagined”
as such, but also exists through representation, through the pres-
entation and promotion of a national past?. The community must
acquire concreteness and visual representation; it can only “ma-
terialize” through historical and ethnographic evidence. The latter
not only illustrates what intellectual elites have put forward as an
example of ethno-cultural identity, but also becomes, in practice,
abuilding block for the history, origins, and cultural particularities
of the national group?. The nation depends on the museum insti-
tution as a repository and exhibition space for these testimonies
- just as the museum depends on the “nation” as a process of con-
struction, awareness, and representation.

Of course, thislink between museums and the formation of mod-
ern nations is notaccidental. In 19th-century Europe, most nation-
al groups still existed within empires, and the search for cultural
identity was inseparable from the struggles to achieve political in-
dependence®. The relationship between national community and
museum representation marked a new stage in the emergence of in-
dependent states that separated themselves from the collapsing em-
pires of 19th- and early 20th-century Europe. One of the main tasks
of the new states was to build educational and cultural institutions
that would preserve and promote the historical and cultural herit-
age represented under the banner of “national” identity. In the ear-
ly years following political independence, special policies were

% See S. Berger, C. Lorenz, B. Melman (eds.), Popularizing National Pasts.
1800 to the Present, London 2011; E. Hobsbawm, T. Ranger, op. cit.

7 L. Jensen, ). Leerssen, M. Mathijsen (eds.), Free Access to the Past: Romanticism,

Cultural Heritage and the Nation, Leiden 2010.

E.J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism Since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality,

Cambridge 1992; E. Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, Oxford 1983.
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developed to collect material on the history and culture of the na-
tional community in the country concerned, and initiatives were
taken to establish museum institutions to promote national identity.
In Bulgaria, work on establishing a museum institution began im-
mediately after1878 and led to the creation of the National Museum
in1892. After half a century of collecting artifacts related to tradi-
tional heritage, the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade was opened
in1901. New museums devoted to national history and culture were
also established in countries that gained independence as a result
of the World War I (Poland, Finland, Latvia, Estonia, etc.), as well
as in the newly created post-war Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom
of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (later Yugoslavia).

In addition to these, a number of other museums related to top-
ics such as nature, industry, science and technology, crafts, and arts
appeared in many European countries in the late 19th and early
2oth centuries. Among these are various museums of technology,
maritime affairs, railways, postal services, decorative and applied
arts, etc. Many of these institutions, often designated as “nation-
al”, combined universalist ideas of education and enlightenment
with ideas of national development, progress, and national pride.
The turn of the century also saw the first attempts at a museum
representation of colonial rule (paradoxically, however, through
the hungry lens of the colonizer), as in the case of the Royal Mu-
seum of Central Africa in Brussels (1910). The practice of building
museums devoted to the army and military history was also es-
tablished, with institutions established in Belgrade (1904), Paris
(1905), Brussels (1911), London (1920), etc. Drawing on models set
in the 19th century by Spain (the Museum of the Spanish Army -
1841) and France (the Artillery Museum of the Invalides - 1871),
these museums also highlight the tendencies to move from univer-
salism to nationalism in museum representations.

The emergence and functions of museum institutions in the 19th
and early 20th centuries provide important insights regarding
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the directlink between policies aimed at building and consolidating
national communities and the development of museum institutions
inlate modernity as a key opportunity for their representation. Mu-
seums are both the result of political and national independence (or
part of the struggle to achieve it) and a stage in the consolidation
of the nation. Building national museums and a system of muse-
um institutions to represent the history and culture of a particu-
lar national community is a step in the construction of its identity.
The museum is in fact part of the social contract within the na-
tional community, possessing its own unity and distinct cultural
and historical profile, requiring a systematic representation that
its members accept and affirm. Of course, this procedure follows
corresponding policies and practices of representation: elements
of identity that are considered acceptable are maintained, and those
that are considered problematic are rejected; the idea of unity and
homogeneity of the national community is promoted; minority
groups in the respective countries are ignored; tensions are main-
tained towards other communities and countries, mainly those that
are neighbouring or that possess territorial and cultural-historical
claims, etc. As a consequence of such steps and policies, the diver-
sity of ethnic and religious groups that existed previously within
the imperial entities fell apart and got shaped into separate ethnon-
ational labels - each of them pretending for a separate “national”
identity and insisting on its age-old presence in the respective ge-
ographical territory.

The peculiarities of museum representation are not only terri-
torial but also temporally oriented. Narratives in museums con-
solidate historical discourse and channel it primarily through
the national community as an analytical category. Although lo-
cal and regional history can play a significant role in museums,
the national framework remains dominant, often subordinating
events and personalities of local significance to the overall develop-
ment of the nation-state. This framework sets the basic backbone
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of the historical timeline, including the sequences and continui-
ty cues around which events are organized in museums. It serves
as the primary orientation for exhibitions, whether they are devoted
to distant historical periods or to modern history, and regardless
whether they possess a historical, literary or ethnographic fo-
cus. Moreover, this framework is complemented by the specificity
of the pedagogical discourse, whose main task is to foster patriot-
ism or, more precisely, patriotic nationalism. Through the exposure
to artifacts and documents related to the national community’s ex-
periences, specific events, and personalities from the past, the pop-
ulation not only learns about its history, but also adopts approaches
related to its ordering, meaning-making and valorisation.

The emergence of museums precisely in the context of late mo-
dernity - when national communities were created and consolidated
- can also be explained by the need for a certain cultural context that
institutions representing the past of nations presuppose. Namely,
the necessity of a state and administrative apparatus to make these
institutions possible; an intellectual and political elite that will cre-
ate and sustain the museum messages that are carried out; a certain
level of literacy and awareness among the population that will visit
these institutions; an educational system that will provide an es-
sential part of the addressees of the museum discourse, etc. In this
sense, museums, and especially those related to the representation
of national history, are the offspring of certain cultural and politi-
cal conditions and can perform their functions when these condi-
tions are fulfilled. At the same time, however, they are a reflection
of the disparities in traditional identities emerging in the course
of modernity. In the same way that the nation as a socio-historical
formation is the result of the emergence of new economic and so-
cial relations in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the museum can
also be seen as an expression of the effort to sustain the narrative
of tradition and cultural community when faced with the challenge
of modernization and individualism. The collection, preservation,
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and display of artifacts in museum institutions can be perceived
as a symptom of the fear of losing one’s cultural and historical iden-
tity in the context of the ongoing modernization processes.

All this sheds light on the specific tensions that have been pres-
ent in museum representations of the national since the dawn
of national museum institutions. On one hand, these institutions
draw on the national narrative as an element of a vast and diverse
discourse of modernity. On the other, they seek to legitimize this
narrative by anchoring it in historical past, traditions, and roots.
The nation is thus presented as both a modern and ancestral phe-
nomenon, having characteristics “outside of time”, while simulta-
neously being an object of awareness, revival, and consolidation
precisely in the modern era. Thus - as D. Mishkova suggests in re-
lation to Eastern European nations - folk tradition and folk culture,
as the embodiment of the specificity and vitality of the “people”,
become “a condition for modernity rather than an object of its
destruction”. The tension between modernity and primordiali-
ty serves as one of the driving mechanisms in the representation
of the national, enabling it to be both innovative and traditional,
mutable and constant. This interplay is also a guarantor of the con-
servatism of museum representations of the national, a factor that
influences the persistence of these representations far beyond pe-
riods of national revival, liberation and unification.

The dependence on the national narrative marks the develop-
ment of many museum institutions in the second half of the 20th
century, when, despite the new political and socio-cultural realities,
there was no real break from the national framework in the rep-
resentation of the past. It is enough to note, for example, the pro-
cesses of decolonization outside the European continent and
the creation of many independent states with their national insti-
tutions; the maintenance of a national-centric line in the policies

2 D. Mishkova, op. cit., p. 11.
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pursued by the former colonial powers; and the nationalism pur-
sued under the cloak of communist rhetoric in most countries
of the former socialist bloc. After 1945, with the decisive shift away
from bourgeois and nation-centred traditions, the former muse-
ums throughout Eastern Europe fell completely under state control,
and many of them were closed down. In the first post-war decade,
a complete reorganization of the museum system was carried out
in accordance with the main ideological statements and policies
dictated by the Soviet Union. The name “national” was dropped
from the names of most museums and most often replaced by
“people’s”. Many museums devoted to “recent history”, specifically
those associated with the communist and workers’ movements and
socialist construction, were built. Within multinational states such
as the USSR, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia, information related
toindividual national traditions was ignored or openly suppressed.

Many of these policies have somewhat softened since the Sta-
linist period and, while the basic ideological tenets remain funda-
mentally unchanged, most Eastern European countries continue
to experience a process of gradual adaptation, linking themselves
to core narratives of national history and culture. The most fertile
ground for the realization of the link between political ideology and
national identity is along the lines of “folk” traditions and folklore,
which in most of the region’s countries are the object of special
attention and promotion due to this ideology’s notion of the pri-
mordial democratic roots of folk creativity. In the 1960s and 1970s,
historiographies of socialist countries began to pay special attention
to the people’s democratic tendencies in the development of nations
and to the processes associated with national revival, liberation, and
unification. As a result, these episodes of national history began
to occupy a significant place in museum representations. Indicative
of the deepening relationship between national narratives and mu-
seum representations is the creation of veritable “national history
museums” in countries such as Bulgaria (1984) and Romania (1972),
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which encompassed the entire development of a given national ter-
ritory - from prehistory to socialist construction.

The unfolding and deepening of national narratives in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century can also be observed in a number
of countries in Western Europe, where, alongside the emergence
of many museums dedicated to the labour movement, women’s
movements, etc., processes emerged that were oriented primarily
focused on the representation of the nation as a historical, social and
cultural unity. In addition to the representations of various events
and episodes in the history of individual European countries, this
trend found its strongest expression in museum exhibitions de-
voted to the World War I, which reflected its traumatic impact on
European society in the 20th century. In the second half of the 20th
century, museums of the outdoors, rural and urban life, and tra-
ditional culture became popular in Western Europe. These repre-
sented a kind of return to roots while serving as a reaction against
increasing urbanization and industrialization. Local and communi-
ty museums became ubiquitous in the 1960s and 1970s, presenting
the history and culture of particular settlements in a synthetic (and
sometimes highly stereotyped) form - through the regional charac-
teristics of communities - delineating (in the words of A. Confino)
the contours of the nation as a “local metaphor”.

Despite variations across the continent, the nation remained
a major frame of reference in the postwar decades. It not only set
the basic pattern of civic identity, territorial identity and ethno-cul-
tural belonging, but was also a determining factor in the way history
(state, local or regional) was thought about and written, in the pol-
itics of representation about the past, and in the representation
and valorization of cultural traditions. It is this frame of reference
that eventually became subject to reconsideration in the intensified

30 A.Confino, The Nation as a Local Metaphor: Heimat, National Memory and the Ger-

man Empire, 1871-1918, “History and Memory” 1993, vol. 5, no. 1, pp. 42-86.
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processes of transnationalism, multiculturalism, and globalization
atthe end of the 20th century, and a major point of departure in de-
bates around the post-national as a sociocultural phenomenon.

Post-nationalism and its representation

One of the main challenges for theorists of post-nationalism
in the early 21st century® relates to defining it, and more precise-
ly with clarifying the relation it might have to nations and na-
tional identities. Specifically, this concerns determining whether
the prefix “post” indicates a chronological period after the end
of nationalism or highlights a different way of experiencing it®.
What is usually stressed is that post-nationalism is not antony-
mous to nationalism, but still represents its opposite. As Saskia
Sassen notes, “the post-national and the de-national represent two
different trajectories - both are possible without being mutually
exclusive”®. Generally, post-nationalism is conceived as a process
in which nation-states and national identities lose their relative
importance at the expense of supranational and global forma-
tions®. Post-nationalism rests on a critique of the idea of the nation
as the fundamental organizing principle of modern political iden-
tity and on the proposition that the nation is no longer sufficient
to describe the fundamental characteristics of collective coherence

and state governance.

31 U. Beck, Beyond Class and Nation..., pp. 679-705; A. Glencross, Post-Nationa-
lism and the Problem of Supranational Political Representation, EUl Working Pa-
pers, no. 1, 2008; |. Habermas, The Post-national Constellation: Political Essays,
Cambridge (Mass.) 2001; S. Sassen, The Need to Distinguish Denationalized and
Postnational, “Indiana Journal of Global Legal Studies” 2000, vol. 7, no. 2, pp.
447-509.

2 T.M.Nunn, What is Postnationalism?, “Hemisphere: Visual. Cultures of the Ame-

ricas” 2011, vol. 4, no. 1, pp. 10-15.

S. Sassen, op. cit., p. 577.

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postnationalism.
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A characteristic moment in the texts on the post-national
in the contemporary world is the call to go beyond the idea of a ho-
mogeneous national identity as a natural integration factor for
the modern political community and to harness the resources
of other forms of community identity and solidarity. In this sense,
there is a certain terminological bifurcation: on one hand, post-na-
tionalism is aimed at overcoming tendencies and thought patterns
associated with manifestations of nationalism, and on the other,
it aims to break the interpretive frameworks imposed by nation
and national identity. Paradoxically, in this regard, if post-nation-
alism is a counterpoint to nationalism, to which nationalism does
this refer (ethnic, banal, civic, religious, expansionist, etc.), and
to what extent can contemporary trends actually lead to the di-
lution and disappearance of national communities? Many critics
of post-nationalism maintain, for example, that the nation-state
remains a powerful factor and that, as a counterpoint to national
depersonalization, we have witnessed an upsurge of nationalism
and localism in recent years, especially in terms of politics, cul-
ture, and identity.

Regardless of the differentinterpretations of the degrees of man-
ifestation of the post- national, there is a shared understanding that
contemporary social and political processes testify to a distinct
scenario in which nation-states and identities undergo a gradual
and irreversible transformation. The reasons for this are varied,
but broadly include political factors such as the increased role
of international organizations and institutions; economic - linked
to the growth of international trade and the influence of multina-
tional corporations; cultural - conditioned by transnational cul-
tural exchanges, the role of the media and the increasingly global
nature of cultural industries; and factors related to the increase
in human mobility and global migration. The universalist criteria
for human rights developed in the second half of the 20th centu-
ry and the new ideas of citizenship associated with them are also
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of fundamental importance®. As noted by the scholar J. Soysal,
awhole body of normative documents for the protection of human
rights was created after 1945 through the mobilization of interna-
tional organizations and transnational social movements®. This
created the preconditions for the construction of the idea of citi-
zenship oriented towards transnational and post-national dimen-
sions and to the emergence of a global civil society in recent years.
The devolution of political power to supranational entities such
as the UN, the EU, and NATO; the growing number of NGOs and
global movements; and the supranational exchange of informa-
tion through the media, the Internet, and social networks encom-
pass what Habermas calls the “international public sphere”, which
is seen as the basis of post-nationalism®.

A significant resource for the reconceptualization of nations
in the modern era is offered by the increased mobility of people,
goods, and cultures, reflected in the facilitated possibilities of travel
and crossing of national borders, the development of the Internet
and mobile communications, migrations to socio-economically and
technologically advanced countries, the intensive formation of new
diasporas, and new ways of making sense of understanding bor-
ders and relations between cultures®. Stimulated by the collapse

% See).Habermas, Citizenship and National Identity: Some Reflections on the Future
of Europe, “Praxis International” 1992, vol. 12, no. 1, pp. 1-19; W. Kymlicka, Mul-
ticultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights, Oxford 1995; T.K. Oom-
men (ed.), Citizenship and National Identity from Colonialism to Globalism, New
Delhi1997; Y.N. Soysal, Citizenship and Identity: Living Diasporas in Post-war Eu-
rope?, “Ethnic and Racial Studies” 2000, vol. 23, pp. 1-15.

36 Y.N. Soysal, Limits of Citizenship. Migrants and Postnational Membership in Euro-
pe, Chicago 1994; Y.N. Soysal, Changing Citizenship in Europe. Remarks on Post-
national Membership and the Nation State, [in:] D. Cesarani, M. Fulbrook (eds.),
Citizenship, Nationality and Migration in Europe, London 1996, pp. 17-29.

7 J. Habermas, The Post-national Constellation...; R. Fine, W. Smith, Jirgen Ha-
bermas’s Theory of Cosmopolitanism, “Constellations” 2003, vol. 10, no. 4, pp.
469-487.

38 R.Hansen, The Poverty of Post-nationalism: Citizenship, Immigration, and the New
Europe, “Theory and Society” 2009, vol. 38, no. 1, pp. 1-24; R. Koopmans, P. Sta-
tham, Challenging the Liberal Nation-State? Post-nationalism, Multiculturalism,
and the Collective Claims Making of Migrants and Ethnic Minorities in Britain
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of the communistbloc at the end of the 20th century and by the pro-
cesses of EU accession in the 21st, all of these factors reveal a new
situation of the functioning of the nation - beyond the princi-
ple of territorial permanence and state borders, beyond political
boundaries, and marked constant intercultural interactions. Not
only are the territorial boundaries of nation-states blurring with
globalization, but nations are no longer able to sustain or control
discussions about the identities of the individuals and groups in-
volved®. The ease of crossing borders and opportunities to settle
and obtain employment and citizenship have led to significant
changes in conceptions of belonging, national identity, patriot-
ism, and loyalty to the nation-state*. The latter is no longer a pri-
mary model of identification, nor does it possess the former pull
that binds individuals together regardless of their spatial distance.
As R. Houmphan states, “in the contemporary world of mobility
and global connectivity and communications, the idea of the na-
tional can increasingly struggle to explain the identities of those
who are culturally and geographically fluid”*. New technologies
of communication allow for the development of de-territorialized
identities*?, and this inevitably affects the meaning and functions
of national community.

If the role of the nation as a generator of identity has been un-
dermined, can we then speak of a “post-national identity”, and
on what grounds? The attempts of theorists such as J. Habermas

and Germany, “American Journal of Sociology” 1999, vol. 105, no. 3, pp. 652-
696; L. Pries (ed.), Migration and Transnational Social Spaces, Aldershot 1999.
% A. Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Delhi
1997; U. Beck, The Cosmopolitan State...; D. Bennett, Multicultural States: Rethin-
king Difference and Identity, London-New York 1998; Y.N. Soysal, Citizenship and
Identity...; S. Sassen, Embedding the Global in the National...
40 |. Habermas, Citizenship and National Identity...; W. Kymlicka, Multicultural Citi-
zenship...; Y.N. Soysal, Limits of Citizenship...; eadem, Changing Citizenship in Eu-
rope...
R. Houmphan, op. cit., p. 13.
42 See M. Castells, The Power of Identity, Oxford 1997.
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and A. Appadurai to propose models of thinking in a post-national
way are well-known. Advocating the idea of Enlightenment univer-
salism, Habermas speaks of constitutional patriotism - of citizens
who can overcome their specific national traditions at the expense
of universal values*®. According to him, national identity defined
through the unity of cultural, linguistic and historical forms of life
no longer coincides with the organizational form of the state. Civic
values cannot be contained within the constraints of the national,
therefore it is necessary to move beyond the cognitive framework
of national identity and view it through the prism of cosmopol-
itan law and justice. Habermas's vision is to construct a political
identity grounded in the values of democracy and fundamental
human rights, as a step that will not degrade but in fact build on
existing national identities*. A different approach to the post-na-
tional is offered by Appadurai, who speaks of diasporic pluralisms
and non-territorial translation®. Increasing globalization (one that
is proceeding from below, not as an element of targeted state pol-
icies) makes it increasingly impossible to capture these complex
non-territorial and post-national forms of belonging and loyalty,
suggesting a redefinition of notions of the nation as extending over
aterritory as well as “sharing” historical memory, narratives of or-
igin, and cultural practices.

The main question that these two basic visions of post-national
identity fail to answer is how to achieve integrity. Since community
building is a process that unfolds over decades and even centuries,
how can the concept of post-national togetherness be translated
from abstraction into concrete dimensions and a genuine sense
of belonging? This is one of the main criticisms of post-nationalism,

4 See . Habermas, The Post-national Constellation...; K.-G. Giesen, The Post-Na-
tional Constellation: Habermas and “the Second Modernity”, “Res Publica” 2004,
vol. 10, no. 1, pp. 1-13; R. Fine, W. Smith, Jiirgen Habermas’s Theory of Cosmo-
politanism...

R. Fine, W. Smith, Jiirgen Habermas’s Theory of Cosmopolitanism..., pp. 471-472.
4 A. Appadurai, Modernity at Large...
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which is often used to construct hypotheses related to cosmopol-
itanism, the functioning of the EU, and the construction of a su-
pranational level of democracy. Indeed, with regard to the EU,
itis difficult to justify the existence of a collective identity, memory,
and history insofar as these are still in the process of being con-
structed and absorbed or rejected. In addition to the criteria related
to statehood and citizenship, each national community also carries
a specific historical, cultural and emotional heritage, which can
hardly be erased when individuals and groups are incorporated into
new political formations. At the same time, insofar as the post-na-
tional is concerned with extending “beyond” national specificity,
notions of the post-national differ across national communities,
depending on the different historical, political, and cultural expe-
riences of each nation.

This outlines the two main modalities of post-nationalism:
as both an opportunity and a commitment. As S. Sassen suggests,
the post-national is not only a registration of fact; it is also a polit-
ical commitment?. It requires ongoing effort to sustain attention
to contemporary transnational and social practices, an effort to go
beyond established routines. This is driven by both the need to in-
clude previously excluded social groups (women, children, ho-
mosexuals, religious and linguistic minorities, immigrants, etc.),
as well as by increased demands to transcend national boundaries,
pursuing politics of belonging and representation that are not sub-
ordinated to established national frameworks. In addition to this,
post-nationalism is an opportunity to open up institutions and
identities to the politics of legitimacy characteristic of the contem-
porary world and view the national community beyond the con-
straints imposed by territorial or cultural-historical constants.
In this sense, post-nationalism should not be seen as a weakening
or decline of the nation and the state; rather, it aims not to dilute

4 S, Sassen, The Need to Distinguish..., p. 576.
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national identities but to overcome the principle of nationalism
as a primordial mode of representing history and ethno-cultural
belonging. Post-nationalism is not tantamount to cosmopolitanism
(atleast not in the sense critiqued by K. Appiah), nor is it a norma-
tive recommendation. Instead, it is an ongoing process of defining
and redefining rights and participation. This openness to dialogue,
inclusion, and debate is proving to be more suited to the processes
we are witnessing today.

The museum beyond the nation

How can these trends be represented, and can contemporary muse-
ums respond to their challenges in a timely manner? To what extent
isit possible to adequately represent the processes associated with
the emergence of post-national and transcultural identities? On
one hand, the rapid dynamics of the changes taking place challenge
many museum institutions to keep up with the new socio-cultural
realities. On the other, the very notions of the functions and tasks
of museums have also changed. In a globalizing world, the museum
hasincreasingly become a tool for attracting tourists and for seeking
the means to guarantee its own existence; it is part of the so-called
heritage industry?. This shift has made its policies increasingly de-
pendent on visitor preferences, thus prompting museums to seek
ever more innovative forms of attracting interest. The difficulty
of sustaining visitor and tourist curiosity when the world itself
can be perceived as a museum hasled to increased competition be-
tween museum institutions. This has resulted in finding and offer-
ing new forms of engagement, an increased emphasis on traveling
exhibitions, and a growing interest in the possibilities offered by

4 R.Hewison, The Heritage Industry, London 198s5; B. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, De-
stination Culture. Tourism, Museums and Heritage, Berkeley 1997; D. Lowenthal,
The Past is a Foreign Country, Cambridge 1985; M. Sturken, Memory, Kitsch and
Consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground Zero, Durham 2007.
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digital technologies and virtual forms of exposure. In turn, changes
in the territorial and institutional organization of political power,
as well as in the power of the state, have conditioned the increas-
ing participation of various actors outside the nation-state to be
legitimate agents in museum policies®*. This implies the applica-
tion of new approaches to museum representations and to muse-
um discourse in general.

The representation of multiple cultural realities and diverse
cultural identities should not in itself pose a problem for museum
institutions. Museums have traditionally focused on the idea of cul-
tural difference and, by presumption, should have reservations
about the strict delineation of cultures and geographical territo-
ries®. The representation of culture and identity in the museum
makes them “natural”, as undeniable realities - spaces where diver-
sity and otherness must presumably exist>°. However, as R. Mason
points out, the “cosmopolitan approach to otherness has certainly
not always been the case in museums”®, a fact largely attributable
to the colonial histories of many museums. Certainly, the situation
varies across different types of museums, or atleast in the ways dif-
ferent types of otherness are being represented. If in ethnographic
museums and those devoted to art history this “otherness” is pres-
ent and oriented towards the representation of artifacts from dif-
ferent geographical and cultural contexts, in history museums and
exhibitions, the nature of this “otherness” is primarily temporal,
accompanied by the representation of difference revealed by ear-
lier epochs and historical periods. This “otherness” takes on spe-
cific forms in museums dedicated to technology, where it carries
historical overtones, but is mainly focused on scientific, technical,

4 S, Sassen, The Need to Distinguish..., p. 580.

4 R.Houmphan, Museums, Postnational and Transcultural Identities..., p. 13.
%0 S.). Macdonald, Museums, National, Post-national..., p. 5.

1 R. Mason, National Museums, Globalization and Postnationalism..., p. 45.
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and industrial development, as well as the economic and social rela-
tions that provided the background for the technologies in question.

Moreover, if the presentation and interpretation of otherness
in general is a challenge for any museum institution, regardless
of its profile, this challenge is even more serious under the condi-
tions brought about by globalization, where the dynamics of indi-
vidual and group identities undermine the very idea of community.
Today’s museums find it increasingly difficult not only to represent
diverse and changing identities, but also to subsume them under
categories relevant to the contemporary world. If, after the col-
lapse of grand narratives in the postmodern period, it is no longer
possible to present history as it was previously done, the dynamics
of individual and group identities on the threshold of the 21st cen-
tury place every individual and community in the position of being
the historian of its own history and the author of its own museum.
Individuals are increasingly autonomous in independently shap-
ing policies and projects for their own lives and biographies. These
changing policies and strategies are increasingly difficult for exist-
ing museum institutions to encompass; or, once represented, to pre-
serve the continued validity of their representations in the context
of dynamic socio-cultural, informational, and technological change.

All this explains the peculiar boom of new themes in existing
museums over the last three decades, as well as the emergence
of new, thematically determined museum institutions. This is most
evident in the theme of migration, which has not only been in-
creasingly represented in various exhibitions in recent years but
has also been the starting point for the creation of new museums.
These new institution focus on historical and contemporary forms
of migration across different countries and continents, the crossing
of borders and the establishment of new territories, and the role
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of diasporas in different countries and cultural contexts, etc.*
Nlustrative in this respect are the Museum of Migration in Adelaide,
South Australia (1986), the Ellis Island Museum of Immigration
in New York (1990), the Museum of Immigration in Copenhagen
(1995), the Musée Quay Branly in Paris (2006), and notably the Na-
tional Museum for the History of Immigration in Paris (2007).
Common to them all is the intention to give voice to a silenced
past, to develop a politics of inclusion for migrant communities,
and to make visible their cultural heritage and their contribution
to the host culture®. The view of individuals and groups is not
as “citizens” but as human beings - not in terms of their function
as political subjects assigned to a country, but as carriers of cultural
values who enter into diverse interactions with communities in oth-
er countries and territories. If this presents each national commu-
nity as a dispersed formation, scattered in a variety of directions,
it simultaneously delineates each country as woven by different
groups and cultures, and moreover, museum institutions as possible
reflections of this diversity. We cannot help noting, of course, that
alongside the politics of inclusion demonstrated in these museums,
there is, however, a reticence to sensitive topics about the political
and economic factors that led to migration, the role of colonial pow-
ers and developed countries involved in these processes, policies
of marginalization by receiving countries, and so on®.

A different approach to museum representations that go beyond
(and sometimes directly against) the national framework is offered
by museums of the so-called traumatic heritage that have gained

52 See the materials related to the work of the Research Project “MeLa” - “Eu-

ropean Museums in an age of migrations, 2011-2015", funded by the Seventh
Framework Programme of the European Commission, http://www.mela-pro-
ject.polimi.it/index.htm.
53 See C. Taylor, Multiculturalism. Examining The Politics of Recognition, Princeton
(NJ)) 1994.
See S.J. Macdonald, Museum Europe: Negotiating Heritage, “Anthropological Jo-
urnal of European Cultures” 2008, vol. 17, pp. 47-65.
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popularity in recent years®. The creation of such museums is also
linked to historical trauma and the overcoming of its silencing
- colonial rule and slavery, various cases of genocide and ethnic
cleansing, the Holocaust, the crimes of communism, etc. All of these
form a “dark”, “difficult”, “negative”, and “contradictory” legacy®,
which disrupts the consistency of national narratives and challeng-
es the politics of belonging and identity. This is particularly high-
lighted in the case of the Holocaust and the attempts of European
societies (and Germany in particular) to undergo “normalization”
in relation to the “difficult” legacies of the Nazi and World War II
periods®. Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, initiatives to create mu-
seum representations of the Holocaust have intensified especially
over the last three decades and have led to the creation of various
museums and exhibitions representing Jewish culture and crimes
against Jews and other minority communities. Many memorials
and museums have been built in former concentration camps and
other sites associated with these traumatic events, and numer-
ous institutions have been established to present various aspects
of Jewish history and heritage. Many of these initiatives are carried
out with the active participation of civil society organizations and
NGOs, and highlight the interaction between local, national, and
international policies towards memory and history®®. Associated

% Onmemorial museums and the peculiar vogue in the last three decades to com-
memorate traumatic events, see P. Williams, Memorial Museums: The Global
Rush to Commemorate Atrocities, Oxford-New York 2007.

% Forvarious attempts to define this type of legacy, see J. Lennon, M. Foley, Dark
Tourism. The Attraction of Death and Disaster, London 2000; S.J. Macdonald, Ne-
gotiating the Nazi Past in Nuremberg and beyond, London 2009; L. Meskell, Ne-
gative Heritage and Past Mastering in Archaeology, “Anthropological Quarterly”
2002, vol. 75, no. 3, pp. 557-574; J.E. Tunbridge, G.J. Ashworth, Dissonant Heri-
tage: The Management of the Past as a Resource of Conflict, Chichester 1996.

7 SeeS.J. Macdonald, Negotiating the Nazi Past...

8 The commemorations practically become part of the memory of the entire
international community. There are many examples of this, but they are par-
ticularly pronounced in the countries of Eastern Europe, where, until 1989,
commemorations of these events were in the shadows at the expense of com-
memorations linked to the communist movement, and in reunified Germany,

49



50

Nikolai Vukov

with many public debates and controversies surrounding policies
of representation, museums of this type highlight the difficulties
of imagining national community and identity against the back-
drop of such historical events.

A specific set of examples related to traumatic legacy is offered
by attempts to musealize the communist period in Eastern Europe
and the crimes associated with this time - political repression,
mass executions, deportations, camps, and the persecution and
extermination of individuals, families and entire communities.
The period after 1989 testifies to numerous attempts at museum
representation of topics such as these, subjects that were previously
considered taboo. Some of these came to fruition in independent
museum institution such as the Genocide Victims Museum in Vil-
nius, the occupation museums in Riga and Tallinn, the Memorial
Museum for Victims of Communism and Resistance in Sighet, Ro-
mania, or the House of Terror in Budapest®. Others unfold as the-
matic exhibitions in existing regional or (less frequently) national
history museums, while some remain merely as projects reflecting
post-socialist societies’ attempts to address the traumatic memory
of the recent past. It is telling that despite efforts in the early years
following the end of communism, these types of museums and ex-
hibitions (even temporary ones) only came to fruition in the late

where they are part of an overall policy of “dealing with the past”. The Jewish
Museum (2001) and the Memorial to the Murdered Jews (2005) in Berlin, both
of which have aroused much public debate at national and international level,
are illustrative in this respect.

See P. Apor, Master Narratives of Contemporary History in Eastern European Na-
tional Museums, [in:] D. Poulot, F. Bodenstein, .M. Lanzarote Guiral (eds.), Great
Narratives of the Past. Traditions and Revisions in National Museums Conference,
Linkdping Electronic Conference Proceedings, vol. 78, 2012, pp. 569-585; G. Cri-
stea, S. Radu-Bucurenci, Raising the Cross. Exorcising Romania’s Communist Past
in Museums, Memorials and Monuments, [in:] O. Sarkisova, P. Apor (eds.), Past
for the Eyes: Cinema and Museums in Representing Communism in Eastern Europe
after 1989, Budapest-New York 2007, pp. 275-305; J. Mark, Containing Fascism:
History in Post-Communist Baltic Occupation and Genocide Museums, [in:] O. Sar-
kisova, P. Apor (eds.), Past for the Eyes: Cinema and Museums in Representing Com-
munism in Eastern Europe after 1989, Budapest-New York 2007, pp. 347-382.
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1990s and early 2000s, usually as a result of civic initiatives and
without the involvement of state institutions. Characteristic fea-
tures of these types of museum exhibitions include a thematic focus
on the prison, the secret police, and associated victims; narratives
of martyrdom and resistance to foreign occupation; and a portrayal
of the communist dictatorship as the result of external forces and
atragic historical fate®®. Against the background of the still prevail-
ing silence about the communist period in most museums across
Eastern Europe®, these representations reaffirm the lack of a com-
monly accepted viewpoint on this recent past, as well as the notion
of national community. From the perspective of intervening dec-
ades, the latter has revealed itself to be stratified, encompassing
a multitude of diverse human destinies, and is characterized by
ambiguity and deep contradiction.

Notwithstanding the challenges noted, the period of the late
2oth and early 19th centuries was also marked by the consolida-
tion of national narratives and their reflection in the museum.
The collapse of the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia
and the creation of many new independent states provided a new
impetus for the establishment of national museums in the 1990s.
Their main focus is national history and the struggles for inde-
pendence, with a corresponding emphasis on glorious periods and
the avoidance of many dark episodes and uncomfortable subjects.
The post-1989 transformations in the museums of the commu-
nist period (the closure of those with ideological themes, the tak-
ing down of many of the previous exhibitions, etc.) also brought
to the forefront dilemmas related to the nation and national iden-
tity. Key questions included: How should previously propagated

0 See P. Apor, Master Narratives...

61 S. Bidica, The Black Hole Paradigm. Exhibiting Communism in Post-Communist
Romania, “History of Communism in Europe” 2010, vol. 1, pp. 81-99; O. Sarki-
sova, P. Apor (eds.), Past for the Eyes: Cinema and Museums in Representing Com-
munism in Eastern Europe after 1989, Budapest-New York 2007.
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representations of the nation during the communist period be
handled? How can the nation be presented in a new way? And what
aspects of the communist period should be included and how? Par-
adoxically, whether due to economic and conceptual difficulties or
as a consequence of the inertia accumulated over decades, the na-
tionalism characteristic of the late communist period has neverthe-
less managed to be preserved in many museums throughout Eastern
Europe. The national framework also remains a guiding principle
for a number of museums in Central and Western Europe. This
is evident in the various museums and exhibitions devoted to dif-
ferent historical events of the 19th and 20th centuries, such as those
linked to commemorations of the anniversary of the World War, or
those dedicated to the cultural heritage of the respective countries.

The challenges of the post-national are even more pronounced
in the various attempts to build museums of pan-European histo-
ry and heritage. Examples of such initiatives are numerous and
include exhibitions on this theme in the European Parliament
building, the currently unrealized project for a Museum of Europe
in Brussels, the Museum of European and Mediterranean Civiliza-
tions (MECC) in Marseille (2013), and the House of European His-
tory in Brussels, which was set to open in 2016. These initiatives
are all particularly curious insofar as they reveal the challenges
of representing Europe in museums® and reflect ongoing debates
about the future of the EU in relation to post-nationalism. This
is particularly evident in the case of the House of European His-
tory, which was due to open in 2016. This museum, an initiative
of the European Parliament launched in 2007, aims to bring together
and simultaneously juxtapose the historical processes and experi-
ences of different European nations, applying a transnational and
pan-European perspective. The exhibition primarily focuses on

62 \W. Kaiser, S. Krankenhagen, K. Poehls, Europa Ausstellen. Das Museum als Pra-
xisfeld der Europidisierung, Cologne-Weimar-Vienna 2012.
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European history in the 20th century and the processes of Euro-
pean integration, which has shaped many of the reservations ex-
pressed in the discussions around this museum. Foremost among
these is the difficulty of constructing a single unifying narrative
for the 27 member states, and the criticism that the museum will
be unable to achieve anything more than presenting the histories
of individual countries. Another reason for a sceptical approach
to the initiative is the lack of consensus on major historical events,
e.g., those related to the World War II, and the great abundance
of traumatic legacies present in the continent’s history.

Finally, last but notleast in importance, among the types of mu-
seums that are most affected by the ongoing trends of national rep-
resentation are ethnographic museums. Most of these are directly
tied to the narrative of national specificity, making it particularly
challenging to representideas of post-nationalism and globalization
with previously available artifacts. If new approaches to making
sense of the national are relatively difficult to break through estab-
lished museum narratives, the inclusion of new thematic emphases
tailored to different cultural and historical traditions is usually sub-
ordinated to familiar and largely clichéd means of representation.
Established predominately during the century of national upsurge
and nation-state building, many museum institutions with an eth-
nographic profile remain testaments to bygone eras and narrative
patterns that reference a distant, albeit nationally significant, time.
Faced with the challenges of the modern world, these institutions
tend to retreat into the historical periods they represent, isolating
themselves from the changes taking place around them. Moreover,
although this type of museum hasbeen central to the construction
of museum discourse about nations, their histories, and identities,
by the beginning of the 21st century, many have become fossilized
relics - not only for times gone by, but also for models of representa-
tion that have already passed.
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Of course, there are more than a few exceptions to this wor-
rying trend. In recent years, we have witnessed the emergence
of numerous local and regional museums in various European
countries, both in the western and central parts of the continent
and in many former socialist countries. In addition to exhibitions
on local history and personalities associated with a particular lo-
cality, museums dedicated to the natural diversity of a region or
to the technologies used to prepare various economically signifi-
cant food products - e.g., museums of yoghurt, sourdough, wine,
olive oil production - have become particularly popular in the ear-
ly 21st century. Many of these museums function as sub-units and
additions to existing museum units, and are evidence of attempts
to build up museum networks in a particular locality or region
in order to attract more visitors and boost tourism. With the fertile
opportunity they offer for new policies in the field of ecology and
sustainable development, they testify to a distinctly ethnological
(as opposed to historical) perspective in the construction of a mu-
seum narrative - a perspective that seeks to break away from pre-
vious stereotypes of ethnographic representation, instead viewing
tradition through the prism of preserved knowledge of the envi-
ronment and of human contact with it. In terms of museum rep-
resentation of the nation, this type of museum is too fragmentary,
reduced to the level of the locally specific and not amenable to be-
ing encompassed in large narratives. However, precisely because
of this, these institutions reveal one of the best examples of re-pur-
posing the nation-centric narrative and achieving a museum rep-
resentation that is more relevant to the quests and understandings
of contemporary man. This is also evidenced by the many educa-
tional initiatives and the growing tourist interest around this type
of museum in recent years. Although it is difficult to make predic-
tions, perhaps it is in this approach that we can glimpse the future
of how the collective past can be represented in museums - au-
tonomous and self-sufficient as a museum narrative, coloured by
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the specificity of the local natural and cultural landscape, created
as a result of the efforts of local communities to represent and un-
derstand their own place in an increasingly globalized world.

The nation beyond the museum

When commenting on the relationship between the museum and
the nation, many scholars emphasize the interplay between the two
phenomena as conditioned by the syntagmatic relationship of “be-
yond”. This is undoubtedly justified, aslong as one does not overlook
the fact that, just as the museum can go “beyond” representations
of the national and exist beyond the end of the national paradigm,
so too can the nation go “beyond” museum representations, finding
different forms of manifestation after the exhaustion of the dis-
course characteristic of the 19th and most of the 20th centuries.
Havinglong existed as bound and interdependent, the museum and
the nation also have their own independent paths of development
and the potential for a parallel, though not necessarily mutually
subordinate, existence. This is an opportunity for museums to move
beyond narrowly national representations and discover new and
diverse forms of representing past traditions, contemporary in-
terpretations, histories, and cultures. It is no less an opportunity
for the national community to perceive itself not as dependent on
the representations offered by museum spaces, but as a dynamically
evolving entity that can build on established museum representa-
tions while also evolving beyond them, seeking new horizons and
going “beyond” their messages.

The historical relationship between the museum and the na-
tion over the last two centuries is all the more curious when one
considers that these are two different phenomena in their nature
and functions. Aside from the formal indicators that distinguish
them (including the relationships between institution/commu-
nity, exhibition space/territory, means/object of representation,
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etc.), the comparison between the museum and the nation can
also proceed along the lines of the temporal, relating to the idea
of time. While the nation relies on a unilinear vision, character-
ized by a chronologically unified and axial line, the museum could
potentially include multiple, diverse axes, embracing circularity
and cyclicity, and reconciling different times. Indeed, as Sharon
Macdonald notes, museums most often articulate two temporal
narratives: one that follows the national trajectory and a second
that represents the nation as the final, successful stage of a con-
tinuing progression®. Yet the horizon for temporal representation
in museums is much broader. Moreover, it can encompass a whole
range of alternative forms of temporal organization, including
temporal arrangements that are not subject to strict chronologies
and ideas of continuity, and this potential offers many favourable
possibilities for the contemporary world. The parallel is similar
in terms of territorial scope: if the nation draws specific boundaries
of the national community, the museum draws different territorial
horizons - local, geographical, areal, climatic, civilizational, etc.
Similarly, if in one case we have an emphasis on national culture,
museums have the potential to present culture in terms of its mul-
tiplicity and diversity.

However, the difference between the two phenomena is mainly
discursive. Over the course of their development, museums have
usually presented a reassured, consensual and “cold” discourse, es-
chewing political and social contextualization, maintaining a his-
torical and interpretive distance from the surrounding realities,
sometimes even demonstrating indifference to the processes taking
place around them, relying on the constitutive institutional idea
of distance. In contrast, nations usually demonstrate a “hot” dis-
cursive order, marked by a sensitivity to the possible loss of their
basic foundations, and show a tendency to mobilize to defend their

6 S.J. Macdonald, Museums, National, Post-national..., p. 3.
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identity. If in the contemporary context, this resilience and stasis
of museum institutions have come under serious criticism, sparking
acall for change. This also challenges national communities, where
changes in the approach to museum representations logically lead
to debates and fears surrounding identity loss.

Given this relationship between the two phenomena, how can
their differentiation and independence from each other be realized?
How can the nation be thought of as existing “beyond” this pecu-
liar anchor of stability and resilience that museum representations
traditionally carry with them? In his writings on the post-nation-
al, Habermas insists on the liberating power of reflective memory
through which German identity can be reconstituted in a post-na-
tional age®*. He argues that the constitution of collective identities
in a post-national age can be achieved through two primary ap-
proaches: first, through the idea of cosmopolitan citizenship, and
second, through an understanding of memory as a form of critical
reflection and meaning-making through the prism of universal val-
ues. Moreover, insofar as national identity is a construct that has
been built up gradually and that is constantly evolving, the post-na-
tional can also be the object of coherent politics and education. For
this to occur, however, systematic efforts of different types of state
and national institutions that work in accordance with the changes
taking place are required. What is needed is a different institutional
framework of the national that goes beyond the already trivialized
policies and practices, and that relates notions of identity within
a contemporary socio-cultural and technological context, rather
than basing them on 19th-century criteria.

Last but not least, the critical reflection that Habermas speaks
of is necessary - reflexivity towards the representations being

¢ ). Habermas, The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory, Cambridge
(Mass.) 1998; idem, The Post-national Constellation...; R. Fine, W. Smith, Jiirgen
Habermas’s Theory of Cosmopolitanism..., p. 481.
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made, and understanding memory not as the automated reproduc-
tion of familiar patterns but as a form of critical insight and aligned
with the present moment. This approach would enable many mu-
seums (and especially those subordinated entirely to the nation-
al framework) to avoid becoming obsolete remnants of a bygone
episteme and instead to be institutions that represent and engage
with ongoing socio-cultural transformations. This would also help
the national community to go “beyond” the established and often
trivial representations of its past, allowing it to make sense of its
contemporary existence through the prism of age-old interactions
between different communities and cultures, an open understand-
ing of the concept of “national community”, and the contingency
of ethno-cultural characteristics. Representing only a relatively
recent episode in the history of humanity (mostly related to moder-
nity and industrial relations), the nation obviously cannot contin-
ue to define itself in the way that it has over the last two centuries.
Its existence during this period is closely tied to the institution
of the museum, but its future depends on overcoming the crys-
tallized representations within it - just as the museum’s future
depends on its ability to measure itself against the parameters
of the post-national.

At the same time, we should be cautious about interpreting
post-nationalism as signalling the “death of the nation” or the de-
cline of national identity in the contemporary world. Globaliza-
tion and multiculturalism should not be viewed as external threats
to the national; rather, they represent a stage in the process of un-
derstanding this type of “constellation” that has emerged in the pe-
riod of modernity - a stage in which each individual is a historian
in his or her own right, constructing and maintaining museum
representations independently of their technological or commu-
nication medium. Or, to return to Kwame Appiah’s observation,
“the possibility of a world in which each is a cosmopolitan with roots
attached to his own home, having his own cultural particularities
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but taking pleasure in the presence of other, different places that
are home to other, different people”®.
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The epilogue of the times of Porajmos:
the Memorial to the Forgotten Holocaust
of the Roma and Sinti in Bohemia

Abstract

The article deals with the significance of the Memorial to the Holocaust
of the Roma and Sinti in Lety, opened in 2024, for Czech politics and society.
The creation of the memorial site was an act of delayed reconciliation as a re-
sult of Czech guilt over the extermination of the Roma and Sinti and a repara-
tion for many years of related negligence. The article is based on the analysis
of literature: monographs, specialist journals, government documents, local
archive materials, media articles, and public opinion survey results.

The purpose of this article is to attempt to answer the question
of the significance of the Memorial to the Holocaust of the Roma
and Sinti in Bohemia, opened in Lety near Pisek, for Czech politics,
its society, and the Roma minority in the Czech Republic. The new-
ly established site was created on the location of a concentration
camp for the Roma and Sinti that was constructed by the authorities
of the Third Reich in 1942. Currently, the memorial is administered
by the Museum of Romani Culture in Brno, an institution under
the Ministry of Culture of the Czech Republic.
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The Memorial to the Holocaust of the Roma and Sinti in Bohemia
in Lety in the Czech Republic was opened as late as 2024, 81 years
after the extermination of the Roma who inhabited the then Czech
lands!. It is the second memorial site commemorating the extermi-
nation of this ethnic group, after the museum in Hodonin. The con-
struction of these sites was significantly delayed when compared
to memorial sites (monuments) in Terezin? or Lednice?, associated
with the Nazi crimes against the Czech and Jewish populations. Al-
though the Holocaust of the Roma and Sinti concerned a relatively
small ethnic group in terms of numbers (about 6,000), it affected
90% of the Czech Roma population, making it one of the most ef-
fective cases of extermination during the World War II.

1,308 people passed through the Roma concentration camp
in Lety, including 30-36* children born there. None of them sur-
vived either the stay or - in the case of the few who were trans-
ported further - the later period in Auschwitz®. Due to harsh
conditions and a typhus epidemic, 327 people died®, including
241 children’.

It is impossible to talk about the camp in Lety without men-
tioning the Holocaust of the Czech Roma and Sinti. The deep-seat-
ed wrongs against this ethnic group are evidenced by the fact

U https://www.rommuz.cz/en/lety-u-pisku/ [10.06.2024].

2 Since 1947, the state has maintained a complex of sites commemorating
the victims of Nazi crimes. These include the former Gestapo prison, the Je-
wish ghetto museum, the national cemetery, and the Jewish cemetery with
a crematorium.

The monument and museum, erected in the 1950s, commemorate the destruc-
tion of the village of Lidice by the SS. The massacre of the civilian population
was a retaliatory action for the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich. The villa-
ge was burned and razed to the ground, with its residents partially executed
and taken to concentration camps (a total of 340 people, including children).
4 Depending on the sources; C. Necas writes about 30, J. Pafizkova about 36.

J. Pafizkova, Byvaly internacni tdbor pro Romy v Letech u Pisku, “Romano DZani-
ben” 2008, no. 15, pp. 98-118.

¢ C. Nedas, Holocaust, “Bulletin Muzea Romské Kultury” 1994, no. 3, p. 20.

C. Necas, Nad osudem Ceskych a slovenskych Cikanii v letech 1939-1945, Brno
1981, p. 111.
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that the Romani language even features the terms Porajmos® (“de-
vouring”, “annihilation”) and Baro Porajmos (“great devouring”,
“great annihilation”)® to denote the genocide during the years
1933-1945.

As will be demonstrated, the memorial in Lety is a response
to calls for Czechs to come to terms with their complicity (co-re-
sponsibility) in the extermination of this group during the World
WarIl, and to offer compensation for the neglect in commemorating
the Roma victims of Nazi crimes. The discussion about the estab-
lishment of the memorial involved actors from the highest circles
of power across the entire political spectrum, and, among the var-
ious positions presented, anti-Roma voices were also heard, which
included those questioning the Holocaust of the Roma. Not without
significance has also been the consistently high level of anti-Gyp-
syism in Czech society since the very beginnings of surveys that
reflect such resentment.

The establishment of the memorial site is also part of govern-
ment policies to include the Roma in society (emancipation) and
a response to international calls to address these issues.

In Czech-language literature on the subject, one can encounter
relevant terms used interchangeably, such as “Gypsy camp™, “con-

” s ”  «

centration camp”, “internment camp”, “Gypsy internment camp”,

or “assembly camp”. There is also a discussion on whether the camp
in Lety was indeed a concentration camp. Without resolving this
issue, however, for the purposes of this article, I adopt the term
“Roma concentration camp”.

& 1. Hancock, A Glossary of Romani Terms, “The American Journal of Comparative
Law” 1997, vol. 45, no. 2, pp. 329-344.

° M. Galpin, Acycle of persecution: Romani culture and the Baro Porajmos, [in:] B. Kar-
wowska, A. Nowak (eds.), The more I know, the less | understand, O$wiecim 2017,
pp. 209-223, https://auschwitzacademicguide.arts.ubc.ca/a-cycle-of-persecu-
tion-romani-culture-and-the-baro-porajmos/ [21.06.2024].

10 Used, among others, by the pioneer of research on the history of Romain Cze-
choslovakia, historian Ctibor Necas, a recognised scientific authority within
the Czech Roma community.
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Czechs vis-a-vis the Holocaust of the Roma and Sinti

The erection of monuments in places where concentration camps
for the Roma were located on Czech lands during World War II
is not only an objective expression of respect for the victims
of the criminal regime. For the Czechs, it is one of the last stag-
es of coming to terms with their participation in the Roma Hol-
ocaust, which was in addition forgotten, relativized, and even
questioned.

Complicity (co-responsibility) of the Czechs

The public debate about the Roma Holocaust and the role
the Czechs played in it began in the 1990s. It was around that
time that the first symbolic monument in Lety was set up, near
the former concentration camp for Gypsies. It could not be erect-
ed on the actual site of the camp because the area was incor-
porated into a plot on which a large-scale pig farm was set up
in the 1970s. Nevertheless, from the beginning of the discussion,
it was publicly known that the management of the Roma camps
was handled by Czechs, not Germans (as was the case, for exam-
ple, in Auschwitz). The camp commanders, despite testimonies
of staff members and prisoners indicating ill-treatment on their
part, were never punished or if they ever were, only symbolic
punishments were administered.

In 1995, President Vaclav Havel, in his speech on the occasion
of the unveiling of the first monument in Lety, acknowledged that
the Czechs were complicit in the crime of the Roma genocide. He
noted that the camp was established by Nazi officials, “but it was
Czech gendarmes who managed the camp and guarded the pris-
oners, and it was the Czechs living near the camp who benefited
from the cheap labour of the Gypsy prisoners. (...) And it is our
duty to these victims and to ourselves to admit that the Czechs also
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bore a part of the responsibility for the fate and horror inflicted
upon them”.

The awareness of the Czech co-responsibility, deepened by
the neglect of the monument issue and weighing on the image
of the Czech state, persisted and was articulated by the current
Prime Minister in his speech in 2024 during the opening ceremony
of the Memorial to the Holocaust of the Roma and Sinti in Bohe-
mia in Lety near Pisek. Petr Fiala said, “We have somehow covered
up the places associated with the suffering of the Roma. Not only
figuratively, but we also literally covered them up. Here in Lety,
this pig farm stood for a long time. At another similar camp in Ho-
donin, arecreational centre was operating. This was sad, unworthy,
and unjust. Our ancestors found it difficult to come to terms with
the fact that this place was not the same as other symbols of the Pro-
tectorate’s tragedy. Why? Because this camp was not managed by
a foreign power but by the Czechs themselves who worked here.
It was not someone else’s crime, it was also our crime. Neverthe-
less, reconciliation, however unpleasant, is necessary. We cannot
avoid it; we could only postpone it. I hope that the new memorial
will contribute to a complete reconciliation™?.

In this context, it is worth mentioning that the first law repress-
ing the Roma was passed as early as 1927 (the Law on Wandering
Gypsies), i.e., during the period of the democratic Czechoslovak
Republic (1918-1938, the First Republic). As a result, nomadism
and camping in groups were completely banned. The first cen-
sus of the Roma was conducted, stigmatizing compulsory Gypsy

1 V.Havel, Projev prezidenta republiky Vdclava Havla pfi odhaleni pomniku Romdm na

misté internacniho cikdnského tabora a u pfileZitosti 50. vyroci ukonceniIl. svétové
vdlky v Evropé, https://romea.cz/cz/zaostreno/vaclav-havel-pred-20-lety-v-le-
tech-u-pisku-hruzy-ktere-plodi-rasismus-zname-nedopustme-aby-se-opako-
valy [13.06.2024).

2 P. Fiala, Projev premiéra Petra Fialy pfi slavnostnim otevieni pamdtniku v Letech
u Pisku, https://romea.cz/cz/domaci/premier-petr-fiala-v-letech-pracovali-ja-
ko-dozorci-i-cesi-pamatnik-mel-byt-otevren-mnohem-drive [13.06.2024].
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identification cards were introduced, and the nomadic way of earn-
ing alivelihood was restricted. The Roma had to apply for a “nomad
card” (Czech: koéovnicky list) with a one-year validity period. Ad-
ditionally, Centres for the Registration of Wandering Roma were
established, and local bans on the Roma entering towns were in-
troduced®. The treatment of the Roma violated the democratic
principle of equality before the law enshrined in the Czechoslovak
Constitution.

The law also lacked precise definitions, which resulted in mis-
leading and unjust interpretations and abuses by the gendarmerie.
The law referred not only to “Gypsies” (according to the terminology
of the time) but also to other “vagabonds, vagrants living a Gypsy
lifestyle”.

The forgotten Holocaust

Both in academic literature and Czech media, it is often said that
the Holocaust of the Roma and Sinti is a forgotten, silenced, con-
cealed, or erased Holocaust. This not only applies to the fact that
from the end of World War II until the 1990s the genocide and
the camp were not subjects of public discussion (taboo topics) but
also to the fact that the communist authorities led to the estab-
lishment of a large-scale pig farm (Czech: vepfin or colloquially
prase¢dk)™ adjacent to the camp in the 1970s. However, as Archae-
ologist Pavel Vareka emphasises, during the construction of the pig
farm, most of the area where the camp was located in the 1940s
was “surprisingly respected”. It is of note that the farm was not
built directly on the site of the camp, but on 25% of its area. Thus,

B (. Nedas, Ceskoslovensti Romové v letech 1938-1945, Brno 1994, pp. 23-26.

4 Arecreation centre was built on the site of the second camp in Hodonin.

5 P.Vareka, Archeologicky vyzkum tdborav letech. Archeologie modernity a vyzkum
taborti z druhé svétové vdlky, “Déjiny a Soucasnost” 2018, no. 4, pp. 10-14.
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the camp was not completely covered by the farm buildings, but
it became part of its fenced premises, serving as meadows.

According to one of the participants in the discussion about
the location, “nobody thought that a large-scale farm would stand
on the site of an assembly camp or next to it. The camp had been
dismantled 27 years before the construction site was chosen, and
the entire area had been used by local farmers for cattle grazing.
The only site of remembrance was considered to be a cemetery lo-
cated east of the construction site”. The location appropriate for
the farm was chosen “primarily due to the large water consumption
and the need to situate the building in such a way that the prevailing
western winds would not blow towards any of the of nearby vil-
lages”. The selection of the site was a result of the work of a group
of specialists in agriculture, sanitary services, construction super-
vision officers, and representatives of local authorities.

The pig farm was built in the period between 1973-1976%,
around the same time when the Union of Gypsies-Roma, es-
tablished in 1969, was banned. This was the first organisation
to represent the Roma externally on issues concerning the mi-
nority and its social adaptation'®. The Union also sought to create
dignified memorial sites at the former camps. In 1973, it man-
aged to organise the first ceremony in honour of the victims
of the camp in Moravian Hodonin®.

6 ). Pafizkova, op. cit.

SOkA Pisek, Okresnidrad Pisek I, KancelaF prednosty, A2002, desky €. 1, balik &. 20,
Rozhodnuti o povolenik trvalému provozu zn. J.: vyst. 203/2/5821/73/P.; izem-
ni rozhodnuti na umisténi stavby €. j. vyst. 328-2/4541/76/Vo.

8 P. Lhotka, Vznik Svazu Cikdni-Romd, “Bulletin Muzea Romske Kultury” 2000,
no. 9, pp. 43-51.

J. Horvathova, “Jako malé dité jsem nechdpala...” Holocaust jako rodinné trauma
i impulz k institucionalizaci vyzkumu a dokumentace i k pfipomince, “Déjiny a So-
ucasnost” 2018, no. 4, pp. 15-18.
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Relativising and questioning

the concentration camp for Roma and Sinti
Thelong-standing debate and efforts towards the closure of the farm
were accompanied not only by economic narratives about high buy-
out costs and Czech guilt but also by a third narrative that involved
objections to the inclusion of the camp in Lety among concentration
and extermination camps®. One of the first to deny that the camp
in Lety was a concentration camp was Czech Member of the Eu-
ropean Parliament Miloslav Ransdorf from the Communist Party
of Bohemia and Moravia. In 2005, he stated that Lety was a lie and
that there had been no real concentration camp there, only an as-
sembly and internment camp. He claimed that the deaths had been
caused by poorsanitary conditions and a typhus epidemic?. Similar-
ly, President V4clav Klaus (Civic Democratic Party) stated that only
the Roma who had refused to work had been relegated to the camp,
escape from the camp had been possible, and prisoners had not died
from SS bullets®. These statements emerged after the European
Parliament had passed a resolution criticising the Czech Republic
for the situation surrounding the pig farm in Lety, which stood “on
the site of the former concentration camp for Roma”?.

In 2014, the MP and leader of the nationalist Dawn - National
Coalition party (now Freedom and Direct Democracy, SPD), Tomio
Okamura, said that in the case of the Lety camp, one could not talk
about a concentration camp at all. According to him, such a status

2 T.Vanacova, V. Naxera, Tdborv Letech jako , neexistujici pseudokoncentrdk analyza

promény letskych narativii, “Central European Journal of Politics” 2021, no. 7(2),

pp. 76-103.

Uhl Zaluje Ransdorfa za slova o tdbore v Letech, https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/

domaci/uhl-zaluje-ransdorfa-za-slova-o-tabore-v-letech.Ao50510_131611_do-

maci_jpl [15.06.2024].

P. Tresnak, Vdclav Klaus md tyfus rdd, https://www.respekt.cz/tydenik/2005/48/

vaclav-klaus-ma-tyfus-rad [15.06.2024).

2 Europoslanciim se nelibi vepfin v Letech, https://www.lidovky.cz/domov/eu-
roposlancum-se-nelibi-veprin-v-letech.A080201_000035_ln_noviny_sko
[15.06.2024].
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was a myth or a lie, and the prisoners had not been interned there
based on race but as a consequence of their Gypsy way of life*.
Okamura claimed that equating the victims in Lety with Holo-
caust victims was disrespectful to “the victims of real concentra-
tion camps”. Like Klaus, he argued that prisoners’ deaths had been
caused by old age or infectious diseases which Gypsies themselves
“had brought into the camp”. According to Okamura, the key prob-
lemlay in the camp’s management, which had beaten prisoners and
concealed its poor condition. In 2016, then-Finance Minister and
later Prime Minister Andrej Babi$ said, “What those idiots write
in the newspapers that the camp in Lety was a concentration camp
isalie. The camp was a labour camp. Anyone who didn’t work end-
ed up there within an instant”?.

Even after the farm passed into state hands, Okamura was crit-
ical of the government'’s decision. In 2018, during an election night
event at President Milo§ Zeman’s headquarters, he again stated
that the camp in Lety had not been fenced and that prisoners had
been able to move freely. Okamura was supported by another SPD
politician, Miloslav Rozner, who declared that he “wouldn’t throw
half a billion out the window to dismantle a prosperous company
because of a non-existent pseudo-concentration camp”?.

The buildings of the pig farm, constructed during the normali-
sation period, were finally dismantled in 2022%. The inauguration
of the demolition process was preceded by a ceremony at the site

Okamura poprel romsky koncentrdk. Hanebnost na trovni zlocinu, reaguji politici,
https://www.lidovky.cz/domov/hanebnost-na-urovni-zlocinu-rika-kalousek-
k-okamurovo-popreni-holocaustu.A140803_120959_ln_domov_sk [15.06.2024].
O. Kundra, Babis zpochybnil Holokaust v Letach, https://www.respekt.cz/politi-
ka/babis-zpochybnil-holocaust-v-letech [15.06.2024].

Neexistujici pseudokoncentrdk, mini Rozner o Letech. Mi¥ na néj trestni ozndment,
https://www.lidovky.cz/domov/tomio-okamura-spd-miroslav-rozner-konce-
tracni-tabor-lety-romove.A180205_101937_ln_domov_rsa [15.06.2024).
Demolice veprina v Letech je u konce, miiZe vzniknout pamdtnik holocaustu,
https://ct24.ceskatelevize.cz/clanek/domaci/demolice-veprina-v-letech-je-
u-konce-muze-vzniknout-pamatnik-holocaustu-12744 [15.06.2024].
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of the closed farm, an event attended by the speaker of the low-
er house of the Czech parliament and the Minister of Culture.
The Czech national anthem was also played on that occasion®.

The erection of the Holocaust memorial on the site of the for-
mer camp in Lety required that the pig farm be repurchased from
its private owner, AGPI Company, which had acquired the facili-
ty in the 1990s. Its owners were unwilling to sell it or demanded
the construction of new facilities elsewhere in exchange for re-
leasing the land on which the pig farm stood®. Since the 1990s,
however, we can observe activities of various NGOs and the Roma
minority advocating for the establishment of a memorial in Lety.
In 2014, a high-profile multi-day blockade of the farm’s entrance
took place. The activists demanded a cessation of the farm’s oper-
ations, the removal of animals, and its demolition in order to build
a dignified Holocaust memorial in its place®. The aforementioned
symbolic monument erected in 1995 did not satisfy Roma activists.
It should be noted that the location of the monument in the vi-
cinity of the pig farm remained an act of gross negligence since
the stench and swarms of flies accompanied the annual commem-
orations of the Holocaust victims®. The Czech government even-
tually bought the farm in 2018.

2 Z.Rysavy, F. Bikar, Slavnostni zahdjeni demolice vepina v Letech u Pisku, https://
romea.cz/cz/domaci/primy-prenos-slavnostni-zahajeni-demolice-veprina-
v-letech-u-pisku [14.042014].

» W, Capova, Firma AGPI schvdlila prodej vepFina v Letech statu, https://www.
respekt.cz/spolecnost/firmy-agpi-schvalila-prodej-veprina-v-letech-statu
[15.06.2024].

30 Vepfin v Letech oblehli aktivisté, zasahovala policie, https://ct24.ceskatelevi-
ze.cz/clanek/regiony/veprin-v-letech-oblehli-aktiviste-zasahovala-poli-
cie-331184 [15.06.2024].

31 Utrpeni Romii pripomnéla tradicni pieta v Letech. Poprvé bez vepfina a hmyzu,
https://ct24.ceskatelevize.cz/clanek/domaci/utrpeni-romu-pripomnela-tra-
dicni-pieta-v-letech-poprve-bez-veprina-a-hmyzu-79610 [13.06.2024].
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The anti-Gypsyism of the Czechs

and its countermeasures

Political attitudes that relativise the role of the concentration camp
in Lety in the Holocaust of the Roma and Sinti can be partly ex-
plained by the negative perception of the Roma minority in the eyes
of the Czechs who are voters of political parties. These attitudes are
characterised by anti-Gypsyism, understood as antipathy towards
the group of citizens perceived as maladjusted, a source of crime,
characterised by aggressive behaviour, accused of tendencies to de-
stroy and pollute the surroundings, or of being noisy*2.

It is important to note the cautious yet positive changes
in the perception of the Roma by Czech society over time. Public sur-
veys conducted by the Public Opinion Research Centre of the Czech
Academy of Sciences (CVVM) indicate that in 2023, the Roma were
a nationality characterised by the highest percentage of antipathy
among the 14 nationalities surveyed that reside in the Czech Repub-
lic®®. On a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 means “very nice” and 5 “very
unpleasant” the average rating for the Roma was 3.8, the highest
among the rated nationalities®. At the same time, it should be not-
ed that this rating is the most positive since 2013. In previous years
(except 2019), the ratings exceeded the value of 4. In another sur-
vey conducted by CVVM, a significant decrease in negative evalua-
tions of the coexistence of the Roma with the non-Roma population
was observed, and there was an increase in positive evaluations
of such coexistence over the same period. In 2013, 87% of Czechs still
claimed that it was bad, and only 9% thought otherwise. Ten years

32 E. Szyszlak, Etniczno$¢ w kontekstach bezpieczeristwa. Mniejszos¢ romska w Re-
publice Czeskiej, Wroctaw 2015, p. 116.

3 Vztah Ceské verejnosti k ndrodnostnim skupindm Zijicim v CR - (inor/brezen 2023,
Centrum pro vyzkum vefejného minéni, Sociologicky Gstav AV CR, https://cvvm.
soc.cas.cz/media/com_form2content/documents/c2/a5634/f9/ov230502a.pdf
[13.06.2024].

3 Arabs were rated the worst - 3.71and Russians - 3.52. The highest scores were
obtained by the Czechs themselves - 1.86, Slovaks - 1.93 and Vietnamese -
2.50.
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later, 63% of respondents believe that coexistence with the Roma
is bad, while almost one-third (32%) think it is good®.

Inrecent years, clear conciliatory gestures from the government
could also be observed, and representatives of the Roma minority
themselves recognise the construction of Porajmos monuments
in Lety as a sign of their emancipation in society®. Earlier, the fact
that the government of the Czech Republic apologised for the forced
sterilisation of Roma women was positively received®. In 2021,
the Czech parliament also passed a law on one-time compensation
for forced sterilisations carried out between 1966 and 2012, which
affected a significant group of Roma women?®. In 2024, the gov-
ernment also adopted a so-called legally non-binding working
definition of anti-Roma attitudes, the so-called anti-Gypsyism,
understood as “discrimination against the Roma, statements and
actions of individuals, strategies and practices of institutions, that
lead to the marginalisation or exclusion of the Roma, to the deval-
uation of the Roma culture and lifestyle, to physical violence, or
manifestations of hatred directed against the Roma and other per-
sons and groups considered ‘Gypsies™*.

35 Romové a souZiti s nimi ocima Ceské verejnosti - duben/kvéten 2023, Centrum

pro vyzkum veFejného minéni, Sociologicky Gstav AV CR, https://cvvm.soc.
cas.cz/media/com_form2content/documents/c2/a5669/f9/ov230707.pdf
[13.06.2024].
¢ Government of the Czech Republic, Department of Human Rights and Pro-
tection of Minorities, Strategie rovnosti, za¢lenéni a participace Romi (Strategie
romské integrace) 2021-2030, p. 23, https://vlada.gov.cz/assets/ppov/zalezito-
sti-romske-komunity/o4-Strategie-romske-rovnosti-zacleneni-a-participace-
-2021---2030---textova-cast-cista_1.pdf [27.05.2024].
Vldda se omluvila za nezdkonné sterilizace Zen, https://ct24.ceskatelevize.cz/
clanek/domaci/vlada-se-omluvila-za-nezakonne-sterilizace-zen-193355
[15.06.2024].
A. Koslerova, Gorolovd: Chtéli jsme odskodnéni za nucené sterilizace, ne vétsi zatéz
tém, kterym bylo ublizeno, https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/protiprav-
ni-sterilizace-romove-zakon-odskodneni_2209050500_ank [15.06.2024].
Usneseni vlady Ceské Republiky ze dne 10. dubna 2024, p. 233, https://odok.
cz/portal/zvlady/jednani/2024/ [10.06.2024].
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The history of the concentration camp

for the Roma and Sinti in Lety as one of the reasons

for the relativisation of the Holocaust

Not only the antipathy towards the Roma but also certain events re-
lated to the history of the camp may have influenced the scepticism
about the creation of a dignified commemoration site. The tragedy
of the Roma and Sinti in Lety during the Protectorate of Bohemia
and Moravia was relativised due to the complex and little-known
past of the concentration camp for the Roma in Lety. Before it was
established, a part of its infrastructure served as a penal labour
camp, the legal foundations of which were laid by the Czechoslo-
vak government towards the end of the Democratic Republic. Some
of today’s “sceptics” may, therefore, refer to the fact that the labour
camp in Lety was not originally intended for the Roma, but for peo-
ple who had no permanent place of employment or residence, espe-
cially since the imprisoned Roma in the “Gypsy phase” of the camp
were also forced to work outside of it, just like the prisoners held
there in previous years. However, any mention of freedom of move-
ment or lack of fencing is unsubstantiated.

Throughout the entire period of the camp’s operation in Lety,
the guard personnel consisted of citizens of the Second Republicand
of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. Even the command-
ers were Czechs, recruited from the Czechoslovak gendarmerie,
army, or other services. They were not SS officers, as was the case,
for example, in the camps in Auschwitz, which may also lead some
commentators to question the camp’s significance in the extermi-
nation of the Roma.

77



78

Martyna Wasiuta

Penal labour camp

The concentration camp for the Roma in Lety, a village located
in the South Bohemian Region*’, was established during the Pro-
tectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, that is, during the German oc-
cupation of Czech lands which began on 15 March 1939.

However, before its expansion, a penal labour camp had been
operating on its site. While the facility established on the orders
of the Third Reich authorities was an instrument for the isola-
tion and concentration* of the Roma and Sinti, its predecessor
was initiated by the authorities of the so-called Second Republic*
(based on political decisions predating the German occupation)*
and served the purpose of accommodating unemployed people, who
were to perform labour for the state during their stay in the camp**.
The creation of such camps was intended to educate so-called work
evaders and to utilise their abilities for “publicly beneficial activi-
ties”. At that time, the majority of the camp’s residents were adult
men capable of working but lacking a stable source of income or
unable to prove it. Adults who did not send their children to school
also faced the risk of being sent to the penal labour camp*. The de-
cision to transfer a person to a penal labour camp was made by
police and gendarmerie officers, and no right of appeal against
this decision was admitted. According to the penal labour camps

40 Equivalent to a voivodeship.

4 R, Zenderowski, ). Pierikowski, Kwestie narodowosciowe w Europie Srodkowo-
-Wschodniej, Warszawa 2014, p. 182.

4 Czechoslovakia in the period from 1 October 1938 to 15 March 1939, i.e.,
in the period from the Munich Pact to the German occupation of Bohemia and
Moravia. It followed the famous First Republic, hence the name.

4 72/1939 Sbzn, Nafizeni o kdrnych pracovnich taborech, https://data.atla-
scloud.cz/LCR/Rejstrik/Sb/public/1939/sb026-1939/72_1939/72_1939.pdf
[13.06.2024].

“  C.Necas, Kdrny pracovni (sberny) tdbor | av nem internovani cikdni, “Bulletin Mu-
zea Romské Kultury” 2009, no. 18, pp. 163-166.

4 C. Nelas, Nezndmy holocaust, [in:] H. Fristenska, I. Laznickova, A. Sulitka,
(eds.), Nezndmy holocaust. Ptispévky ze slavnostniho odhaleni pomniku romskym
obétemv Letech a ze semindre s mezindrodni icasti v Pisku 13. kvétna 1995, Praha

1995, p- 27.
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regulation, the stay in the facility was to last a minimum of three
months unless conditions for earlier release occurred (e.g., incapac-
ity to work for health reasons or military service). The “members
of the camps” (Czech: prislusnici kdrnych pracovnich tdborii) were
provided with food, accommodation, equipment, and a work allow-
ance (10 hellers per hour worked). The camps were supervised and
administered by soldiers, police officers, prison guards, and public
administration employees*.

The creation of forced labour camps and penal camps was con-
sidered a means to tackle the large-scale unemployment that had
been on the rise in Czechoslovakia, partly due to the influx of ref-
ugees from territories incorporated into the Third Reich under
the Munich Agreement as well as from Austria and other Third
Reich territories following Adolf Hitler’s rise to power. As a result
of government regulation no. 77/1939, in subsequent years, under
the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, two penal camps were
established for each part of the Protectorate: the Czech - Penal La-
bour Camp I (in the vicinity of the village of Lety near Pisek) and
the Moravian - Penal Labour Camp II in Hodonin.

Among the aforementioned refugees, there were the Roma
and Sinti from Germany, persecuted under the Nuremberg Laws.
The Czech-German border areas experienced the well-known phe-
nomenon of push-backs during the pre-war period. Czech border
municipalities were reluctant to allow the Roma to settle in their
territory, and the foreign Roma were forbidden to stay, which forced
them to camp in border towns and villages. If, during gendarme-
rie checks, they could not confirm their residence or present other
documents issued by Czechoslovak authorities (e.g., Gypsy identi-
ty cards, nomadism permits), they were sent back and transported
to territories controlled by the Third Reich*. The influence of local

“72/1939 Sb. Nafizeni o kdrnych pracovnich taborech...

47 C. Nelas, Ceskoslovensti Romové...
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elites in resolving the problem of nomadic Roma was one of the key
factors in reaching the above-noted political decisions by central
authorities®.

About10% of the residents in Penal Labour Camp I were of Roma
origin. It operated from August 1940 to December 1941, then it was
transformed into an assembly camp, where people were detained
“for preventive purposes”. Based on the government regulation
of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia no. 89/1942 on pre-
ventive crime measures, the criminal police could apply protective
custody not only to the so-called professional criminals (German:
Berufsverbrecher) but also to people living according to principles
deviating from generally accepted social norms, i.e., to the so-called
“asocial individuals” (German: Asoziale**). The second category com-
prised vagrants, beggars, prostitutes and, in addition, Gypsies. Ac-
cording to Czech historian Ctibor Necas, however, the percentage
of [gipsy] prisoners in the assembly camp in Lety remained low®.

The establishment of the concentration camp

for the Roma and Sinti and the conditions there

The situation of the Roma significantly worsened after the Pro-
tectorate’s Ministry of the Interior issued a circular on combating
the so-called Gypsy disorder (Czech: zlofdd) and on the registration
of Gypsies, Gypsy mixed-race people, and those living a Gypsy life-
style®, and after an order of the General Commander of the Protec-

48 |, Smlsal, Holokaust a majetkovd perzekuce Romiiv Protektordtu Cechy a Morava,
Praha 2024, pp. 38-39.

4 Necas does not use the ethnonym Roma, but Gypsies.

50 C.Netas, Cikdnsky tdborv Letech (1942-1943), “Romano DZaniben” 2008, no. 15,
pp. 186-197.

51 Obéznik ministerstva vnitra o boji proti cikdnskému zlofddu a evidenci cikdnd,
locaust.cz/dejiny/pronasledovani-a-genocida-romu/pronasledovani-
a-genocida-romu-v-ceskych-zemich/pronasledovani-a-genocida-romu-2/obe-
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torate’s non-uniformed police® regarding the fight against Gypsy
disorder that was a consequence of the circular. The repression
of the Roma mirrored the pattern established a few years earlier
in the Third Reich. First, a census was conducted of all “Gypsies,
Gypsy mixed-race people, and those wandering in the so-called
Gypsy manner”*. Based on this, people were segregated into two
groups. Most people remained free after the census, henceforth
carrying Gypsy identification cards. Those deemed antisocial or
without stable employment were placed, along with their families,
under protective custody in Gypsy camps®*, which were immedi-
ately established on the sites of former penal labour camps and
assembly camps®®. Most Gypsies arrived in Lety in August 1942°.
Those who violated the ban on moving outside their current res-
idence were also supposed to be sent to the camps, as their per-
mits for nomadic professions (nomad cards), introduced during
the First Czechoslovak Republic, were revoked. However, even

znik-ministerstva-vnitra-o-boji-proti-cikanskemu-zloradu-a-evidenci-cikanu-
-cikanskych-misencu-a-osob-zijicich-po-zpusobu-cikanskem/ [13.06.2023].
52 Provddéci smérnice k vynosu ministerstva vnitra ze dne 24. Cervna 1942: potirdni
cikdnského zlofadu, https://www.holocaust.cz/dejiny/pronasledovani-a-genoci-
da-romu/pronasledovani-a-genocida-romu-v-ceskych-zemich/pronasledova-
ni-a-genocida-romu-2/provadeci-smernice-potirani-cikanskeho-zloradu-1942/
[13.06.2023].
People leading a Gypsy lifestyle (in the Gypsy way) included: wandering cop-
persmiths, scissor grinders, and traders if they did not have a permanent pla-
ce of residence and activity.
Decisions about belonging to particular census categories were made by poli-
cemen and gendarmerie, without objective guidelines, and on a discretionary
basis, therefore, according to Ctibor Necas, it is difficult to estimate how many
Roma out of the 1,300 people who were sent to the camp were actually Roma,
especially since until the time of transport to Auschwitz, some of them were
released.
2 August 1942 - The day of the incarceration of the Gypsies, actions consi-
dered by C. Nedas as the opening gate to the final solution of the Gypsy qu-
estion. The records of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Protectorate
include 5,803 Gypsies and Gypsy mixed-races, 5,108 people living as Gypsies
and 948 “others” staying in prisons, hospitals or centres.
% |. Hejkrlikova, Cikdnsky tdbor v Letech u Pisku a situace Romii v protektordtu Ce-
chy a Morava, https://dspaces.zcu.cz/bitstream/11025/35003/1/Hejkrlikova.
pdf [13.05.2024].
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the Roma integrated into society, who worked and sent their chil-
dren to school, were detained in the camp.

Conditions in the Roma concentration camp were harsh for
anumber of reasons, and they eventually led to the death of 327 peo-
ple. The barracks where the prisoners stayed were wooden and
uninsulated (without floors), which, in winter, combined with
a lack of warm clothing and shoes, worsened their health, espe-
cially in the case of children. The camp was overcrowded, lacking
running water and bathrooms with toilets, which in turn caused
disastrous hygienic conditions for the prisoners®. Their poor health
was exacerbated by inadequate nutrition. Food supplies were il-
lusory, as the camp command (mainly the notoriously cruel Josef
Janovsky) used to embezzle a part of it to sell it outside the camp.
The same happened with clothing allocations®®. Malnutrition, lack
of proper sanitary conditions, and frailty due to physical labour
resulted in an outbreak of typhus and spotted fever in February
1943%. The introduction of quarantine in the camp even delayed
the transport of prisoners to Auschwitz®®. Deaths in the camp were
so numerous (at the peak of the epidemic, 10 per day) that after
the nearby necropolis in Mirovice filled up, an “emergency” ceme-
tery was established in the forest near the camp. Jiff Smlsal writes
that “the first to die were the abandoned, frozen, and starved chil-
dren”.® Poor management of resources and food for the prisoners
during Janovsky’s tenure became the subject of an investigation
and led to his dismissal®2.

Prisoners worked daily both in and outside the camp. The ma-
jority were sent under guard to work on road construction and

7 Adapted to max. 300 people. As of 15 August 1942, there were 1,145 prisoners
there.

J. Smlsal, Holokaust..., pp. 72-73.

% ]. Hejkrlikova, op. cit.

60 C. Nelas, Ceskoslovensti Romové..., p. 60.

61 J. Smlsal, Holokaust..., pp. 70-71.

62 P. Klinovsky, Nezndmy pfibéh dozorci, “Pamét a Déjiny” 2016, no. 2, pp. 3-16.
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in quarries. Some also worked on clearing storm damage in near-
by forests and were engaged in harvesting and gathering for local
farmers®.

Prisoners had to face the severity of the guards and were sub-
ject to humiliating treatment on their part. Physical punishments
were administered in case of escape attempts®. In addition to beat-
ings, these included being chained or hung by the hands to a post®®.
As Petr Klinovsky writes, the guards in the Lety camp were divided
into two groups: acolytes of the commander who treated the pris-
oners like slaves, and opponents of Janovsky who performed their
duties formally and according to regulations, rarely exceeding their
powers®. During the camp’s operation, there were over 100 escape
attempts, including 55-60 that were unsuccessful®”.

From the Lety camp, more than 84 prisoners were sent
to Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II-Birkenau in December 1942, and
an additional 417 in May 1943. Some were sent to the camp in Ho-
donin and transferred to forced labour in Prague and Pardubice,
and some were released but remained without means of livelihood,
which was confiscated due to imprisonment in the camp®.

Conclusions

The commemoration of the Roma Holocaust in the Czech Republic,
through the construction of memorial sites (monuments), occurred
much later than the recognition of other crimes against humanity
or the Jewish Holocaust. However, such measures serve as a re-
minder of Porajmos, a Holocaust recognised as one of the most

J. Hejkrlikova, op. cit.

P. Klinovsky, op. cit.

J. Smlsal, Holokaust..., pp. 74-75.

P. Klinovsky, op. cit.

J. Smlsal, K otdzce dték(i z koncentraéniho tdbora v Letech u Pisku, “Bulletin Mu-
zea Romské Kultury” 2019, no. 28, pp. 10-33.

C. Necas, Ceskoslovensti Romové..., p. 61.
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devastating, as it claimed the lives of 90% of the Roma population
residing in Czech lands before World War II.

The Holocaust Memorial for Roma and Sinti in Lety near Pisek
was a response to the challenge of acknowledging Czech complic-
ity in the extermination of this group during the World War II.
Throughout the operation of the Lety camp, the guards were not
SS officers but citizens of the Second Republic and the Protectorate
of Bohemia and Moravia, who were never punished.

The establishment of the Memorial was along-term process, dat-
ing back to the 1970s. Both in academic literature and in the Czech
media, the Roma and Sinti Holocaust is often referred to as a forgot-
ten Holocaust as it was a taboo subject, and commercial structures
unrelated to the history of these sites (a pig farm, a recreational
centre) were built on the camp grounds.

The lengthy debate and actions aimed at dismantling the pig
farm were accompanied not only by the narratives of economic
consequences and of Czech guilt but also by a third that questioned
the inclusion of the Lety camp in the category of concentration
camps. The motivation of some politicians to relativise the role
of the Lety camp in the Holocaust may be explained by the negative
public attitude toward the Roma minority and a lack of knowledge
about the complex history of the camp, which once served as a penal
labour camp. However, it is essential to note the positive changes
in the perception of the Roma by Czech society as well as the gen-
uine reconciliatory gestures on the part of the government.

What remains unresolved, however, is the question of compen-
sation for the properties confiscated from the Roma who were sent
to concentration camps, including Lety.
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National Museum in Lublin
Institute of History Polish Academy of Sciences

“Polish Borderlands” or “a multinational
border area”? Different perspectives

in museum narratives, with Galicia and
Lviv as examples

Abstract

The article describes the process of creating a museum in Lublin dedicated
to the eastern lands of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The in-
stitution’s aim is to present the history of these areas from the Middle Ages
to the present day, with an emphasis on the multicultural nature of the region.
The article analyses various concepts for the museum’s main exhibition and
considers issues related to the terminology used in the museum’s projects.

The heart of Lublin is about to accommodate a museum devoted
to the eastern lands of the former Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth. These lands were part of Poland until 1945. Then, they be-
came part of the Soviet Union and, in the early 1990s, they were
incorporated into the independent states of Ukraine, Belarus,
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. The museum exhibition is planned
to provide a fairly broad coverage of both the chronological and



88

Ewa Bukowska-Marczak

territorial aspects of the lands in question'. Its concept envis-
ages the use of thematic modules?, while the narrative will be
held together by a journey in the company of historical scientists,
including geographers Ludomir Sawicki, Wiktor Ormicki, and
Stanistaw Wottosowicz, and ethnographer Kazimierz Moszynski®.
The story of the eastern lands begins in the Middle Ages and ends
with contemporary events. In 2019, Lublin hosted a symposium
on “The Cultural Heritage of the Eastern Lands of the Former Re-
public of Poland. Roots and Community”. It was during that event
that Professor Marcin Wotoszyn asked the attendees: “What kind
of past does the future need? Will the Museum serve to cherish
the Polish memory of the lands that were once part of the Polish
state, or will we succeed in creating an institution where the de-
scendants of non-Polish inhabitants of the Polish Borderlands will
explore their roots?”.

The institution under development is a branch of the National
Museum in Lublin and was officially founded under the Ordinance
of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage of 30 September
2020 granting the statutes to the National Museum in Lublin®. No-

See The assumptions and scenario of the permanent exhibition: Muzeum Na-

rodowe w Lublinie, Zatozenia i scenariusz wystawy statej ,Podréz po Kresach,

https://zamek-lublin.pl/muzeum-ziem-wschodnich-dawnej-rzeczypospolitej/

wystawy/ [9.06.2024).

2 The exhibition willinclude the following thematic modules: The Prologue: Whe-
re does the East lie? Where do the Borderlands begin?, The Car Escapade by
Ludomir Sawicki, Between the East and the West in Medieval Europe, The Ja-
giellonian Dynasty, The Union of Lublin, The Conflicts of Ukraine, The Great
Magnate Families of the Borderlands, Vilnius - the City’s Monograph, Livonia,
Multiculturalism of the Borderlands, Economic Life in the Borderlands, Galician
Autonomy, Lviv - a Monograph of the City, Artistic Life in the Borderlands, To-
urism, Sightseeing and Sports in the Borderlands, Natural and Cultural Land-
scapes, Polish Policy Towards the Eastern Provinces in 1918-1939, The Epilogue:
Migration-exodus-persistence. What kind of past does the future need?

*  Muzeum Narodowe w Lublinie, op. cit.

M. Wotoszyn, Zanim Skrzetuski poznat Bohuna. Grody Czerwieriskie, pogranicze

polsko-ruskie w wiekach srednich. Stan i perspektywy bada, “Lublin Studies and

Materials” 2020, vol. 22, p. 23.

See Zarzgdzenie Ministra Kultury i Dziedzictwa Narodowego z dnia 30 wrzesnia

2020 r. w sprawie nadania statutu Muzeum Narodowemu w Lublinie, “Dzien-
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tably, this institution is not the first to focus on the former Polish
eastern lands. In the late 1950s, a group of socio-cultural activists
affiliated with the Society for the Popularisation of Culture and Sci-
ence, and the League for the Preservation of Nature, set up the Bor-
derlands Museum in Lubaczéw. Exhibits gathered by Wtodzimierz
Czernecki (1896-1972)¢, a graduate of the Jan Kazimierz University
in Lviv, constituted the core of the Museum’s collection. A similar
initiative waslaunched in Brzeg, where the Polish Borderlands Her-
itage and Culture Museum was established with the idea of creating
an exhibition based on the collection assembled by the Silesian Piast
Museum since 2018 as part of the Borderlands Archive. It features
family memorabilia and documents donated by individuals com-
ing from the pre-war provinces of Lviv, Stanislawow, Ternopil, and
Volhynia’. In addition, in Sejny, near the Polish-Lithuanian border,
the Museum of the Borderlands of the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth opened in May 2023°.

This article focuses on analysing the discourse surrounding
the establishing of the museum. Its main objective is to introduce
various museum concepts put forward by groups of politicians, re-
searchers, and museum experts. These include the nostalgic story
of the “Polish Borderlands”, and the competing narrative presenting
the former Polish border area as a multicultural melting pot with
different ethnic and national groups living together in harmony
despite their differences. The article attempts to shed light on both

nik Urzedowy Ministra Kultury i Dziedzictwa Narodowego”, 30 September
2020, https://bip.mkidn.gov.pl/media/dziennik_urzedowy/p%2061_2020.pdf
[9.06.2024].

¢ Muzeum Kreséw w Lubaczowie, Historia, https://muzeumkresow.eu/historia/
[2.04.2024].

7 Muzeum Piastéw Slaskich w Brzegu, #DoBrzeguNaKresy, https://zamek.brzeg.
pl/muzeum-dziedzictwa-i-kultury-kresow [28.05.2024].

8 PAP, Sejny: Glinski na otwarciu Muzeum Kreséw: instytucje pamieci sq takze czescig
Rzeczypospolitej, https://www.portalsamorzadowy.pl/polityka-i-spoleczen-
stwo/sejny-glinski-na-otwarciu-muzeum-kresow-instytucje-pamieci-sa-
-takze-czescia-rzeczypospolitej,461137.html [28.03.2024).
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these concepts. I will use Galicia and Lviv as points of reference
to show how the stories of these regions are developed in the nar-
ratives of historians. Understanding these contexts is of utmost
importance for preparing the prospective permanent exhibition.

The story of the “Polish Borderlands”

Before the decision was made to establish a museum in Lublin ded-
icated to the so-called Eastern Borderlands, the idea of building an
institution focusing on this subject matter had been extensively
discussed in Poland. Interest in this project was noticeable main-
ly among right-wing circles. In 2008, Professor Ryszard Legutko
considered it shameful that no such institution had been founded
to date®. In 2012, Professor Zdzistaw Julian Winnicki (previously
affiliated with the Real Politics Union) advocated the establishing
of an institution in Wroctaw, considering it to be “the most Polish
city within current western borderlands™.

Both concepts assumed the establishment of an institution that
would recognise the so-called Eastern Borderlands as an area where
Polish culture and civilisation had prevailed. Legutko wrote about
a “symbolic homeland that gave birth to the greatest figures of Pol-
ish culture™. Winnicki’s concept envisaged an institution telling
the story of the country of his childhood, with its natural beauty; its
cities, towns, villages, and farmsteads, and its bards, scholars, and
leaders. According to this concept, the main goal of the permanent
exhibition of the future museum should be to develop a coherent

® R. Legutko, Zbudujmy muzeum Kreséw, ,Rzeczpospolita’, 12 December 2008,

https:/www.rp.pl/plus-minus/art7908801-zbudujmy-muzeum-kresow
[22.03.2024].

Z.). Winnicki, ,Kresy Wschodnie” - funkcjonowanie pojecia i realiéw we wspétcze-
snej Polsce. Dlaczego niezbedne jest Muzeum Kreséw Rzeczypospolitej?, [in:] A. Bu-
rzyfnska-Kamieniecka, M. Misiak, |. Kamieniecki (eds.), Kresowe dziedzictwo.
Studia nad jezykiem, historig i kulturg, Wroctaw 2012, pp. 129-140.

1 R. Legutko, op. cit.
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narrative around Polish culture and Polish intelligentsia, and their
role in the process of shaping the culture of the Eastern Border-
lands®. It merely envisaged telling the story of the dominant group
which, according to this concept, was composed of Poles. Neither
of the concepts outlined above mentioned the other inhabitants
of these areas - they were ethnocentric in principle®.

The above concepts considered the Eastern Borderlands to be an
area inhabited by Polish people who, through their contributions
to the socio-cultural landscape, gained the right to become hosts and
rightful owners of these lands. Neither of these concepts makes any
reference to other nationalities inhabiting the area; their authors
say nothing about them. Nor do they mention the relationships be-
tween the ethnic-national groups inhabiting these areas or recog-
nise the possibility of these groups influencing one another through
various interactions. According to these concepts, the Borderlands
were inhabited by an “imagined community”, made up of Polish
people united around bards, culture, and tradition.

In both concepts, their authors advocate the creation of a mu-
seum of the Borderlands, expressing their criticism of there being
no institution of this sort in Poland. “The fact that there is no mu-
seum of the Borderlands in Poland must appear astonishing, and
the fact that there is no interest in establishing such an institution,
and no understanding of the scandalous character of its absence,
is even more so™.

Both authors use the term “Borderlands” (in Polish: Kresy), thus
perceiving the area in question solely from an ethnocentric (Polish)
point of view. The Polish term is often used in colloquial speech,
and museums devoted to this subject matter are colloquially called
“borderlands museums”. However, the Polish term evokes a lot

2 Z.). Winnicki, op. cit.
B bid.
14 R. Legutko, op. cit.

91



92

Ewa Bukowska-Marczak

of negative emotions among citizens of the independent states that
Poland borders in the east. In this context, the less conservative
circles have been searching for more neutral terms, which could
provide an alternative to the Polish word Kresy (evoking negative
and strongly ethnocentric connotations). One of these is pogranicze
(theborder area). In Ukrainian circles, alternative words to describe
the inhabitants of Lviv and the former south-eastern territories
of inter-war Poland include “Lvivians” (in Polish: Lwowianie) and
“Galicians” (in Polish: Galicjanie), devoid of national connotations®.

The results of a survey conducted among young Ukrainian mu-
seum experts appear interesting in this context. On 15 February
2024, the Museum of the Eastern Lands of the Former Republic
of Poland was visited by museum experts and cultural workers
from Ukraine. The delegates attended a meeting devoted to pre-
senting the objectives and tasks of the newly created Lublin insti-
tution. After listening to the speakers, they took part in a surveyt
to share their views on the presented project. Their opinions were
divided. On the one hand, the participants expressed interest in co-
operating with the new institution. They were almost unanimous
in the view that Poles and Ukrainians share a common heritage (out
of 14 respondents, 12 were convinced that such heritage actually ex-
isted, while according to 2 respondents, it was difficult to say). On
the other hand, serious doubts were expressed and concerns were
raised about this project".

See A. Kozyckyj, Mit wielokulturowosci Lwowa na przetomie XX i XXI wieku,
[in:] A. BurzyAska-Kamieniecka, M. Misiak, ). Kamieniecki (eds.), op. cit., pp.
197-205.

The questionnaire was prepared by Marcin Gapski, PhD, Mirella Rusek-Pora,
Jacek Jeremicz, and Ewa Bukowska-Marczak, PhD. Itincluded questions about
the Union of Lublin, the term “Borderlands”, the shared cultural heritage, and
other issues that should be included in the permanent exhibition.

7 One respondent highlighted that in 2012, even before the annexation of Cri-
mea and the full-scale war started in February 2022, Russia had been actively
promoting the Slobodshchyna Euroregion project. The concern of the anony-
mous respondent was most likely related to the fact that history had been
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Another point I would like to draw attention to is that, in trying
to create an exhibition devoted to the eastern border area of the Sec-
ond Polish Republic, we encounter the issue of there being many
divergent views on the past of these lands in the historiographies
of the individual nations concerned. There is limited awareness
of the fact that the period described in the nostalgic memories
of the generations growing up in the eastern provinces of the Sec-
ond Polish Republic is recognised by some Ukrainian research-
ers as a period of occupation®®. From the Ukrainian perspective,
itis worth highlighting that the succession of books on the history
of Lviv has provoked discussions on this issue, with several critiques
written in response®.

Therefore, an attempt to develop a coherent narrative about
the past of these lands is by no means easy and poses a considera-
ble challenge. Moreover, the evolving political situation and pres-
sure from successive governments have had a significant impact
on the narrative. After 1989, the subject of “lost Borderlands” ex-
perienced a public revival, accompanied by a flurry of associations,
monuments, and memoirs dedicated to the past of these lands.
In many towns and cities, street names were changed to highlight
the links with the Borderlands. Since the late 1990s, many Polish
museums have attempted to preserve the memory of the herit-
age of both the Borderlands and “Borderland People” (in Polish:
Kresowianie)®.

Yet, a great danger lies in the lack of education and low public
awareness, which contribute to the mythologisation of the narrative

used as a tool for contemporary policy-making by the authorities of the Rus-
sian Federation.

8 See, interalia, |. Derev’janyj, Pol’s’ka okupacija Zahidnoji Ukrajiny v 1918-1939 ro-
kah. Jak ce buto, [in:] Vijna dvoh pravd. Poljaky ma Ukrajinci u kryvavomu XX sto-
litti, Kharkiv 2017, pp. 73-82.

1 See A. Kozyckyj, op. cit., p. 199.

20 M.I. Sacha, Muzea wobec utraty. Strategie (re-)konstrukcji dziedzictwa utraconych
ojczyzn na przyktadzie muzeéw w Polsce i w Niemczech, “Zbiér Wiadomo$ci do
Antropologii Muzealnej” 2015, no. 2, pp. 96 n.
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related to the past of the Polish-Ukrainian borderland. One
of the factors shaping this misinformed awareness is the wide avail -
ability of memoir literature, indirectly contributing to the develop-
ment of the “borderland mythology”. This trend began in the wake
of the World War II with the release of a booklet by Jézef Wittlin
entitled “My Lviv”, in New York in 1946, and intensified in the 1980s
and 1990s?. Today, it is cultivated mainly in right-wing circles and
numerous organisations cherishing the memory of the Border-
lands.

A multinational border area

In addition to the ethnocentric vision running through the narra-
tives around the Borderlands, there are attempts to present the past
of the Polish-Ukrainian border areas from the multicultural angle
as well. In 2021, the Museum of the Eastern Lands of the Former
Republic of Poland under construction organised a conference
on “Multiculturalism and its significance for the historical and
museum perspectives”, resulting in the release of a multi-author
publication under the same title?>. According to the multicultural
concept, the border area is presented as a melting pot in which dif-
ferent nations have lived together for years.

Here, it is worth pondering on the very concept of multicultur-
alism. Generally speaking, multiculturalism can have two mean-
ings: descriptive and normative. The former implies the existence
of cultural diversity in the world or within individual countries.
The latter operates on the assumption that cultural diversity has
moral significance. It does not deny the possibility of assessing

2 See more in A. Kozyckyj, op. cit., p. 198; E. Bukowska-Marczak, Obraz zmitolo-

gizowanego Lwowa w koncepcji J6zefa Wittlina, [in:] M. Gapski, M. Stasiak-Cy-
ran, M. Tymochowicz (eds.), Wielokulturowos¢ i jej znaczenie w perspektywie
historycznej i muzealniczej, Lublin 2022, pp. 235-244.

2 M. Gapski, M. Stasiak-Cyran, M. Tymochowicz (eds.), op. cit.
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the moral worthiness of a given culture but rejects any hierarchy
of values of individual cultures. Based on this assumption, to con-
sider one culture morally superior or more valuable to another
would be a manifestation of cultural chauvinism?®. Multiculturalism
in the normative approach advocates the perception of the identity
of a member of a given group in light of the categories prescribed
by that group, and not from the angle of any external categories,
in particular those imposed by the socially dominant group®. Ac-
cording to the concept proposed by Rev. Leszek Gesiak SJ, “a multi-
cultural society must be a pluralistic society, but the mere existence
of different cultural groups in the same area - despite real pluralism
- does not necessarily lead to multiculturalism”?. In order to speak
of multiculturalism, it is necessary that the distinctive nature and
differences exhibited by minority groups are respected by major-
ity groups®.

Therefore, when preparing an exhibition devoted to various
ethno-religious groups residing in the border area, particular at-
tention needs to be paid to the distinction between the terms “mul-
tinationalism” and “multiculturalism”, which are often considered
synonymous and used arbitrarily?. In the popular narratives on
Galicia and Lviv from the turn of the 20th century, these areas
are frequently referred to as multicultural melting pots. However,
as noted by Anna Wylegala, this term is misused with reference
to Galicia, as the category of multiculturalism can be associated nei-
ther with the “mythologised” period of Austro-Hungarian rule nor
- and even less so - with the Polish interwar period®. In turn, Yaro-

2 SeeW.)edlecka, Wielokulturowo$é w procesie integracji, “Acta Universitatis Wra-
tislaviensis. Przeglad Prawa i Administracji” 2011, vol. 86, p. 86.

# bid.

% L. Gesiak, Czy wielokulturowo$¢ ma przysztosé, “Wiez”, 28 August 2020, https://
wiez.pl/2020/08/28/czy-wielokulturowosc-ma-przyszlosc/ [22.04.2024].

% |bid.

7 bid.

See A. Wylegata, Przesiedlenia a pamigé. Studium (nie)pamieci spotecznej, Torus

2014.
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slav Hrytsak, a Ukrainian historian, calls the history of Lviv a total
failure of the idea of multiculturalism. He stresses that while Lviv
had indeed been regarded as a multicultural city in medieval and
modern times (standing out from other cities in the Polish-Lithua-
nian Commonwealth both ethnically and religiously), later periods
saw individual nationalities being gradually suppressed as a re-
sult of the changing political landscape and growing nationalism.
Hrytsak further noted that the role of Polish nationalism in East-
ern Europe was the same as that of French nationalism in Western
Europe. Namely, it contributed to the nationalisation of other na-
tions, giving them ready-made ideological formulas and political
forms. This negative vision of a “nationalised country” appeared,
inter alia, in the memoirs of Nata Lenko?®.

Atthe same time, Hrytsak emphasised the fact that the somehow
exaggerated period of Austro-Hungarian rule also tends to be my-
thologised. He claims that today’s Lviv authorities long for the times
when it was a robust city with Art Nouveau tenement houses and
elegant cafés, Viennese newspapers and theatres. In doing so, they
tend to forget that, to Austrian officials, Galicia seemed a half-
Asian region, distant and provincial. Nonetheless, for Ukrainians,
the Austrian times seemed much better than those before and im-
mediately after them®°.

Asalready mentioned, Yaroslav Hrytsak described Lviv’s history
as a total failure of the idea of multiculturalism. Following the ex-
termination of Jews and the displacement of Poles, Lviv became
an East Slavic city, its population being predominantly Ukrainian
and Russian®. In 1989, Ukrainians accounted for 79.1% of the city’s
population, and Russians for 16.1%. The Polish and Jewish presence
was symbolic. From a formerly Central European city, Lviv turned

2 ). Hrycak, Strasti po Lvovu, “Krytyka” 2020, no. 7/8, https://krytyka.com/ua/ar-
ticles/strasti-po-lvovu [3.04.2024].

% bid.

3 bid.
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into a typically Eastern European city, the only difference being
that in no other major Ukrainian city was the Ukrainian presence
as strong as there®?.

Another Ukrainian researcher, Andriy Kozyckyj, noted that
the multiculturalism myth may in some circles be seen as a tool
to conceal the national version of history. According to Kozyckyj,
the overall political situation in Ukraine creates a sense of threat
tonational culture in some Lviv residents. Consequently, multicul-
turalism is sometimes perceived as a deceitful means to undermine
the Ukrainian vision of the city’s history®. Other popular myths
about the Ukrainian past include those presenting Lviv as the cap-
ital of Ukrainian nationalism and the central city of “Ukraine’s
Piedmont™.

Suppressing any narratives about conflicts and contentious mo-
ments in shared history is a dangerous approach when building
exhibitions on multicultural subjects. In practice, it leads to narra-
tives about different ethno-national groupsliving together in idyllic
harmony. In addition, an issue that is often overlooked in museum
exhibitions is the impact which different nationalities and cultures
exert on one another. In my opinion, in the process of establishing
any museum devoted to the border area, it is worth exploring the is-
sues of cross-national and cross-religious marriage, of people us-
ing the heritage of other cultures, influencing and interacting with
each other. There is a shortage of accounts not only of mixed-back-
ground families but also of conflicts, disputes, and challenging mo-
ments in the shared history. Stories of “local” people are exceptions.
While this aspect is rarely raised, according to the 1931 Census data,

2 |bid.

3 A. Kozyckyj, op. cit., p. 203.

3% ). Nazar, Jak i czomu narodzujutsja mify pro L'viv?, BBC News Ukraine, 11 Decem-
ber 2015, https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/society/2015/12/151210_lviv_my-
ths_nk [27.05.2024].
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the Second Polish Republic was inhabited by 707,088 people declar-
ing themselves to be using the “local” language®.

Theissue of the coexistence of different nations and their mutu-
al influence reappeared in the interviews I conducted with former
inhabitants of the inter-war Polish-Ukrainian border area. The re-
cording of recollections shared by the former and present inhab-
itants of the border area is one of the objectives of the National
Museum in Lublin, enshrined in the statutes of that institution®.
Most of the interviews recorded will be made available on the of-
ficial website of the Museum of the Eastern Lands of the Former
Republic of Poland - ziemiewschodnie.pl. Fragments of some in-
terviews will also be featured in the permanent exhibition.

Professor Jan Buraczynski from the Maria Curie-Sklodowska
University in Lublin, who spent his youth in Lviv living in town-
houses on the Stryiska turnpike, shared his recollections about
German families and a Czech woman, living next door. The pro-
fessor said: “My mother learned to make knedliczki, a type of Czech
dumpling, from that Czech woman. We ate those dumplings as sides
to the main course instead of potatoes. Then, my mum began to serve
them sweet”?.

Associate Professor Roman Zuber from Wroctaw University, re-
calling his childhood years spent in Lackie Szlacheckie (the Stanis-
lawow Province), stressed that Christian and Jewish families would
cooperate on production and trade: “My mum needed to hire straw-
berry pickers. There were a couple of them on any given day, no
more than ten. Those were mainly the women who had worked with
us every day in the fields. There were different jobs in the field that

35 Drugi Powszechny Spis Ludnosci z dnia 9 grudnia 1931 r.: wyniki ostateczne opra-
cowania spisu ludnosci z dn. 9.X11.1931 r. w postaci skréconej dla wszystkich woje-
wédztw, powiatéw i miast powyzej 20 000 mieszkaricow Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej,
https://mbc.cyfrowemazowsze.pl/dlibra/publication/17019/edition/14481/
content [23.04.2024].

Zarzgdzenie Ministra Kultury i Dziedzictwa Narodowego...

¥ National Museum in Lublin, Jan Buraczynski (oral history), mzw_hm_o49_ml.
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needed to be done, including strawberry picking. Then, my broth-
er would take the strawberries to Stanistawéw and the merchants
would ask him immediately: ‘Well, what you have got there, J6zio?
Strawberries again? How much do you have? Those who traded
were mostly Jewish”.

Work on the establishing of an institution dedicated to the pre-
war eastern border area of the Second Polish Republic has attracted
the attention of those who were once displaced, and their families.
The issue of the Borderland is still very important to them, as evi-
denced by the bottom-up initiatives they launch. Gustek Czyzowicz,
a native of Sasiadowice, currently in the Lviv oblast, has amassed
in hisbarn a collection of items his family had taken with them from
the East®. In addition, the Ethnographic Museum in Gdansk held
anumber of exhibitions between 1998 and 2008 devoted to the east-
ernborder area of the Second Polish Republic. One of them focused
on what the repatriates had been carrying in their suitcases*.

Among the people I interviewed, there were some who treated
the pre-war eastern border area as a “lost paradise” - a little home-
land where the former inhabitants of the Borderlands had spent
their happy childhood. In their accounts, the critical moment was
often the outbreak of war, followed by the trauma of displacements.
This perspective emerges, for example, from the memories of Jerzy
Debicki, a native of Lviv:

“While some memories are pleasant, others are... tragic, very sad. The ple-

asant ones come from the time when we could meet our family, my father.

National Museum in Lublin, Roman Zuber (oral history), mzw_hm_o27_ml.
See M. Mazus, Przesiedleniec z kreséw tworzy muzeum wtasnej wsi, “Polity-
ka” 18 December 2012; https://www.polityka.pl/tygodnikpolityka/spoleczen-
stwo/1533823,1,przesiedleniec-z-kresow-tworzy-muzeum-wlasnej-wsi.read
[27.05.2024].

40 W. Blacharska, Muzea w stuzbie zachowania pamieci narodowej, czyli komu po-
trzebne muzeum kresowe, “Rocznik Muzeum Wsi Mazowieckiej w Sierpcu” 2011,
no. 2, pp. 125-136.
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After work, we would go to the Mikolasch shopping centre to grab a coffee
or cake... My parents... Me, eating sweets there... It didn’t last long, tho-
ugh. The war then broke out, and the following years were more and more
difficult. The most tragic times were those when murders and deportations
started from both sides, Russian and German. As we happened to live on
tackiego Street, we could see the courtyard and the prison yard from our
balcony... Dreadful acts were perpetrated there(...). And, finally, in nineteen
forty-three, my father was murdered during a round-up in the street, and
that pretty much ended my childhood and my good years”*.

Conclusions

In my opinion, the priority is to establish a research centre to deal
with the issue of the border area as a place where many nations
had lived and coexisted. That centre should engage international
research teams. Otherwise, in my view, any museum exhibition
devoted to the history of the border area will be regarded as eth-
nocentric and will constitute a source of conflict and misunder-
standing. Exploring the history of an area with such a complex
political and cultural background requires the work of an interdis-
ciplinary team of experts from various research centres in Central
and Eastern Europe. One reasonable solution could be to establish
an independent research centre bringing together Polish and for-
eign historians and researchers. One of the institutions that has
followed a similar approach for 20 years now is the Lviv Centre
for Urban History. Among other activities, it has been conducting
research into the history of Lviv, with both Ukrainian and Polish
researchers involved in the process.

41 National Museum in Lublin, Jerzy Debicki (oral history), mzw_hm_o64_ml.
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Untold stories: representation
of minorities in Hungarian museums

Abstract

The text discusses the representation and marginalisation of national mino-
rities in Hungary post-1989, focusing on the impact of Viktor Orban’s govern-
ment policies. It highlights the limited visibility of groups such as the Danube
Swabians, Slovaks, and Roma in museums and public narratives, despite their
contributions to Hungarian culture. The dominance of a nationalist discourse
results in the underrepresentation of these minorities, affecting their cultural
identity and public visibility. Local initiatives play a crucial role in preserving
multicultural heritage, but broader narratives need to embrace diversity for
more inclusive representation.

In Central Europe, where memory politics play a crucial role
in shaping national identity, historical museums often become tools
for consolidating national narratives. These institutions dedicated
to the study and preservation of history serve as vital instruments
in the contemporary memory politics of the ruling power. They
often operate under governmental oversight or influence, which
allows the state to shape the narratives they present. By curating
specificinterpretations of the past, museums align public memory
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with the prevailing political agenda, thereby reinforcing the legit-
imacy of the current government. Through selective commemora-
tion of events and figures, they influence societal understanding
and collective identity, facilitating a sense of national unity that
reflects the state’s ideology. Furthermore, by promoting particular
historical accounts while marginalising alternative perspectives,
these institutions can control the discourse surrounding national
identity and history, demonstrating the intricate relationship be-
tween cultural institutions and governmental power. This approach
can lead to simplifications and the marginalisation of important,
albeit often controversial, stories about minorities. Contemporary
museums, responding to the needs of a more diverse and demand-
ing audience, are increasingly attempting to incorporate minori-
ty histories into their narratives. Nonetheless, this process is not
without challenges; it requires careful selection of representative
stories that reflect the experiences of these groups while fitting
into a broader historical context.

The representation of minorities in historical museums in Cen-
tral Europe is becoming an increasingly significant topic, especially
in the context of contemporary museum narratives. In a region with
such a complex history, where diverse national, ethnic, and reli-
gious groups have coexisted for centuries, museums face the chal-
lenge of including these multi-voiced stories within dominant
narratives. Unfortunately, despite the richness of this diversity,
many institutions have long focused on reinforcing national nar-
ratives, often overlooking minority histories, which has led to their
exclusion from the mainstream historical discourse.

In Hungary, the issue of national minorities and their impact
on shaping national identity post-1989 has become a significant
topic of public debate, particularly after Viktor Orban assumed
the premiership in 1998 and again in 2010. The importance of this
issue in this country stems from the historical past of Hungari-
an lands, where various nations and ethnic groups coexisted for



Untold stories: representation of minorities in Hungarian museums

centuries, contributing to a multicultural mosaic of the state and
enriching its historical and cultural heritage. This experience
was interrupted by the Treaty of Trianon in 1920, which resulted
in a two-thirds reduction of Hungary’s territory (from 282,000 km?
to 93,000 km?) and a 57% decrease in its population (from 18.2 mil-
lion to 7.9 million). Among the approximately 10.5 million residents
of the detached territories, there were around 3.2 million Hungari-
ans (30.5%). After 1989, Hungary made attempts to rebuild ties with
Hungarians in Romania, Slovakia, Serbia, and Croatia. However,
the other important matter in this regard is the situation of vari-
ous national and ethnic minorities, including Roma, Slovaks, and
Germans, currently residing within Hungary.

This article will analyse the memory politics and actions of cul-
tural and museum institutions in Hungary, focusing on national and
ethnic minorities and their representation in the country’s histor-
ical narratives. A key issue is how the largest minority groups liv-
ing in Hungary such as Roma, Slovaks, and Germans, are included
in the official historical narrative, especially regarding the activities
of museums and cultural institutions. Another essential research
element is the analysis of memory politics and its influence on
shaping national identity and the mutual relations of Hungarians
with minorities, both internal and external. In particular, it is in-
teresting to explore how the Hungarian state attempts to balance
promoting a coherent national identity with integrating diverse
ethnic groups.

In this text, I pose the following research questions: How do cul-
tural institutions and museums in Hungary present the history and
heritage of national and ethnic minorities? What are the differences
in the approach to the representation of internal minorities such
as the Roma compared to external minorities such as the Hungarian
diaspora? What challenges do national minorities face in Hungary
in the context of memory politics? I will also consider how muse-
ums can contribute to building dialogue between different social
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groups and how the representation of minorities can influence
the perception of a shared history in the Central European region.

The political climate

In Hungary, the debate over national and ethnic minorities reignit-
ed after 1989. However, the focus has primarily been on the Hun-
garian minority living abroad rather than those residing within
Hungary. This shift stems largely from historical experiences; fol-
lowing the dissolution of Austria-Hungary and the Treaty of Tri-
anon (1920), which significantly reduced Hungary’s territory and
population, many Hungarians found themselves in neighbouring
countries such asRomania, Slovakia, Serbia, and Ukraine. The sense
of national grievance was fuelled by the authorities during the in-
terwar period through various symbolic actions'. This issue re-
surfaced after 1989, with the protection of Hungarian minority
rights and the strengthening of ties becoming essential elements
of Hungarian politics.

Since the first democratic elections in 1990, Hungarian gov-
ernments have approached the problem of the diaspora differ-
ently. Specifically, the government of Jézsef Antall (1990-1993)
sought to maintain strong ties with Hungarian minorities, which
raised concerns in neighbouring countries. Slovakia and Romania
feared Hungarian influence over their internal affairs, particularly
concerning the rights of national minorities. The diaspora gained
particular significance during Viktor Orb4n’s government (1998-
2002). At that time, the Law on the Status of Hungarians (2001)
was introduced, granting special privileges to Hungarian minor-
ities living in surrounding countries, including the right to work
in Hungary and financial support for education. This law faced

! D. Héjj, Trianon. Dyskurs o narodowej krzywdzie w prasie wegierskiej w latach

2010-2020, Lublin 2020.
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opposition from Romania and Slovakia, which viewed it as a vio-
lation of their sovereignty. Despite criticism, the law represented
a step towards strengthening the national identity of Hungarian
diasporas. The Hungarian authorities actively supported the mi-
nority in preserving its culture, language, and identity, sometimes
leading to diplomatic tensions in the region, especially with Slo-
vakia and Romania.

In 2010, an amendment to the law concerning the granting
of Hungarian citizenship was introduced. The revised document
was adopted by the National Assembly on 26 May 2010, just days
after the inauguration of the second Viktor Orban government. Un-
der the new regulations, which came into effect on 1 January 2012,
individuals whose ancestors were Hungarian citizens could apply
for Hungarian citizenship, provided they could speak the Hungar-
ian language. An important change was the elimination of the re-
quirement to settle in Hungary and the removal of the citizenship
exam requirement?. The introduction of this new law intensified
discussions about national identity in the context of relations with
other nations and the influence of minorities.

Simultaneously, the Orban government pursued a policy of as-
similation towards minorities living in Hungary. This can be ob-
served in the example of the Slovak minority in Hungary, which
is characterised by a complex interplay of cultural identity and
political dynamics. The Slovak community, primarily concentrated
in southern Hungary, faces challenges in preserving their linguis-
ticand cultural heritage amid pressures of assimilation. It is worth
noting that during the last year, recent political developments
- rapprochement between Robert Fico and Victor Orban - indi-
cate arenewed effort in Hungarian-Slovak relations, aiming to ad-
dress minority rights more effectively. However, tensions still exist,

2 A.Puzyniak, Polityka Wegier wobec mniejszo$ci wegierskiej po 2010 roku, “Wschod-

nioznawstwo” 2019, vol. 13, p. 264.
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particularly regarding educational and language rights, highlight-
ing the need for ongoing dialogue and policy initiatives to enhance
the situation of Slovaks in Hungary. The Hungarian Prime Minister
places significantly greater emphasis on the situation of the Hun-
garian minority in Slovakia than on the reverse dynamic. This dis-
parity underscores the complex political landscape and the varying
degrees of attention afforded to minority issues, reflecting broader
national narratives and diplomatic priorities®.

After Viktor Orban regained power in 2010, the climate for dis-
cussing the past in the public space in Hungary changed. The first
decade of the 21st century was marked by political tensions related
to the debate on the role of history in shaping Hungarian nation-
al identity. This debate was largely provoked by the establishment
and activities of the House of Terror (Terror Hiza), a museum
in Budapest that serves as both a monument to the victims of to-
talitarianism in Hungary and to the heroes of the 1956 revolution.
The museum was initiated by Prime Minister Viktor Orban and was
opened on 24 February 2002. It became an expression of the mem-
ory politics implemented by the Fidesz party. Memory politics
in the early 21st century focused on strengthening Hungarian na-
tional identity and constructing a unified, heroic national narrative
that marginalised the roles of minorities in Hungarian history*.

A central element of the memory politics in Hungary is the Trea-
ty of Trianon of 1920, which resulted in significant territorial losses
for Hungary and triggered a strong sense of national trauma. In re-
cent years, Viktor Orban’s government has intensified commem-
orative activities related to Trianon, including the introduction
of Trianon Remembrance Day and the construction of a “Trianon”

See t. Lewkowicz, ,Nie pisalismy przesztosci, przysztosé jest w naszych rekach”:
nowe otwarcie stowacko-wegierskie w cieniu Trianon, “Komentarze IES” 2020, no.
211; . Lewkowicz, Stowacja: nowe otwarcie polityczne z Wegrami?, “Komentarze
IES” 2024, no. 1182.

A. Pet6, The Illiberal Memory Politics in Hungary, “Journal of Genocide Research”
2021, vol. 2, no. 24, pp. 241-249.
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monument in the centre of Budapest. Recognising Trianon as a na-
tional tragedy serves as a mobilisation tool and a strategy for balanc-
ing internal tensions while strengthening the government’s position
onthe international stage. Additionally, the narrative surrounding
Trianon reflects broader trends in memory politics, where the past
is selectively interpreted for contemporary political purposes. This
theme affects the perception of national minorities in Hungary,
as theirrights are often viewed within the larger national narrative.
Consequently, memory politics becomes a crucial element in build-
ing national identity and shaping public discourse®.

The Romani minority

The largest ethnic minority residing in Hungary is the Roma. De-
spite their significant numbers - estimated between 400,000 and
1million - Roma continue to face marginalisation, low levels of ed-
ucation, and high unemployment, particularly in rural areas where
most of this community resides. The Hungarian legal system, while
formally protecting the rights of Roma, does not ensure their full
social integration. The Act LXXVII of 1993 on the Rights of National
and Ethnic Minorities regulates the status of minorities, including
the Roma, but evidence shows that this community still experiences
discrimination and social exclusion. This also pertains to the dis-
course regarding the history of the Roma in Hungarian territories.
Although Romani culture and languages such as Romani and Beds
are protected under the European Charter for Regional or Minori-
ty Languages, there is a lack of widespread efforts to promote and
disseminate Romani heritage in the Hungarian public space®.

V. J6zwiak, Pamieé i polityka - znaczenie Trianon dla Wegier, PISM, 3 June 2020,
https://pism.pl/publikacje/Pamiec_i_polityka__znaczenie_Trianon_dla_We-
gier [10.10.2024].

K. Wéjcik, Sytuacja prawna i spoteczna Roméw na Wegrzech, [in:] Sytuacja praw-
na i spoteczna Roméw w Europie, Wroctaw 2011.
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In Hungary, museum exhibitions dedicated to the Romani mi-
nority are often temporary and occasional; they rarely address
the shared Hungarian-Romani past. The history of the Roma is mar-
ginally represented in Hungarian historical museums. Exhibitions
addressing issues related to the Romani minority primarily focus
on Romani art and customs or feature retrospectives of works
by Romani artists such as Janos Balazs, presented in venues like
the Dornyay Béla Museum in Salgétarjan and the Fekete Haz in Sze-
ged. These exhibitions showcase the richness of Romani artistic
production over the years, including their painting and poetry.
Artifacts illustrating Romani culture, especially designs, are also
displayed at the Museum of Applied Arts in Budapest (hu. Magyar
Iparmiivészeti Mzeum).

Institutions promoting Romani culture also operate in Budapest.
One such institution is Romano Kher, a state-run organisation man-
aged by the Budapest Municipality, whose mission is to promote
the contribution of the Romani community to the culture of Hunga-
ry and Europe and to disseminate positive knowledge about Roma,
aiming for mutual respect and understanding. Founded in 1987,
it plays a significant role in preserving and developing Romani in-
tellectual and cultural heritage in Budapest. One of the institution’s
main tasks is to manage and promote collections of both folk and
artistic Romani art. The organisation also supports the preserva-
tion and development of the Romani language and identity by or-
ganising various cultural and educational events. FROKK operates
in several locations in Budapest, aiming to become vital cultural and
social centres providing a multifunctional space and a welcoming
atmosphere for various age groups.

Another primary area where institutions focus on the Rom-
ani minority in Hungary is the commemoration of the victims
of the Romani Holocaust (Porajmos). The memory of these events
is often marginalised, primarily due to a lack of interest from
state institutions and the social status of Roma as an excluded
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group. The Hungarian historical narrative, especially concerning
the Holocaust, predominantly focuses on the tragedy of the Jews,
making it challenging to acknowledge and disseminate the suffer-
ing of the Roma. It was only from the 1980s onwards that efforts
began to incorporate this memory into broader social awareness.
Local initiatives have emerged featuring temporary exhibitions
and memorials such as in Komarom, where internment camps for
Roma awaiting deportation to concentration camps during World
War II were located. In this locality, as well as in the surrounding
fortifications that served as camps, there is no dedicated museum
that fully commemorates these events. In 2004, a plaque commem-
orating the victims of the Romani Holocaust was installed at Fort
Csillag, and in 2014, another, more general plaque dedicated to all
Holocaust victims was unveiled. Efforts continue to establish a per-
manent exhibition dedicated to Porajmos and to include the forts
in Komarom on the UNESCO World Heritage List. These actions aim
to preserve the memory of the victims and educate future genera-
tions about the tragedy of the Roma during World War II.

It is worth noting that for several years there has been a dis-
cussion in Hungary, but mostly among experts, regarding the es-
tablishment of a Romani Museum, which could play a crucial role
in representing this group and presenting its history and culture,
allowing it to control the narrative about itself. The absence of such
an institution in Hungary primarily results from the current gov-
ernment’s course regarding memory policy as well as political and
social barriers such as alack of institutional and financial support,
together with low social awareness of Romani culture’.

7 SeeK. Varga, The Hungarian Roma Museum: Lecture, 4 April 2017, https:/www.

romarchive.eu/en/collection/lecture-by-krisztina-varga-the-hungarian-roma-
-museum/ [8.10.2024].
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The Slovak minority

The second largest ethnic minority in Hungary is the Slovaks and
several institutions exist that collect and preserve the cultural herit-
age of this minority and also promote it within the broader context
of Hungarian society. They play a crucial role in this aspect, serving
as centres for the protection, promotion, and cultivation of Slo-
vak heritage. One notable example is the Slovak Folklore Museum
in Békéscsaba (Szlovak T4jhaz), which is one of the key sites docu-
menting the history of Slovaks in Hungary. This museum presents
an ethnographic collection, including traditional clothing, everyday
objects, and materials related to Slovak culture, thereby highlight-
ing the historical contributions of this minority to the development
of the region. The institution is not limited to exhibition functions;
it also engages in organising workshops and cultural events that
contribute to community integration and strengthening of identity.

Similarly, the Slovak Cultural House in Piliscsaba (Piliscsabai
Szlovékok) focuses on preserving and promoting the material and
spiritual heritage of Slovaks in Hungary. As an ethnographic mu-
seum, it presents architectural elements and traditions while also
serving as a meeting place for the local community. The workshops
and festivals organised there not only foster traditional Slovak
handicrafts and customs but also facilitate the transmission of these
values to younger generations, which is particularly important for
maintaining the cultural identity of the minority.

An essential aspect of the representation of the Slovak minority
in Hungary is the activity of libraries such as the Slovak National
Library in Budapest (Szlovak Nemzeti Kényvtar), which collects
and provides access to a rich collection of Slovak literature. This li-
brary not only serves as a repository for Slovak literary heritage but
also acts as an educational platform, organising author meetings,
reading clubs, and other events promoting Slovak culture among
the minority and the wider public.
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Thanks to the activities of these cultural institutions, the Slovak
minority in Hungary has the opportunity to preserve its identity.
Cultural institutions related to the Slovak minority in Hungary,
such as museums and libraries, are primarily funded and man-
aged by Hungarian and Slovak state institutions, with the support
of local governments and governmental funds from both countries.
The main body responsible for overseeing Slovak cultural institu-
tions is the Orsz4gos Szlovdk Onkorményzat, which coordinates
cultural and educational activities for the Slovak minority. This
local government collaborates with both Hungarian and Slovak
authorities in the financing and promoting of these institutions.

Libraries and museums such as the Slovak Folklore Museum
in Békéscsaba and the Slovak National Library in Budapest also
receive funding from state and municipal budgets. Publications
in the Slovak language, the organisation of cultural events, and
the preservation of cultural heritage are supported by governmen-
tal funds, including the Public Foundation for National and Ethnic
Minorities in Hungary as well as the Hungarian Ministry of Cul-
ture and Education. Thus, these institutions are heavily reliant on
government support from both Hungary and Slovakia.

Despite a relatively well-developed representation of culture and
history through predominantly Slovak centres in Hungary, the Slo-
vak minority is not always included in the general historical narra-
tives concerning the history of Hungarian territories. One exception
is the permanent exhibition at the Hungarian Ethnographic Mu-
seum (Néprajzi Mizeum), which showcases traditions, costumes,
customs, and everyday objects. In contrast, the Hungarian Nation-
al Museum, one of the most significant museums in the country,
which houses the State Historical Museum, focuses on presenting
the broadly understood history of Hungary, spanning from pre-
history to modernity, but does not include a permanent exhibition
dedicated to the history of the Slovak minority. Permanent museum
exhibitions primarily emphasise critical moments in the history
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of Hungarian statehood, such as the reign of the Arpad dynasty,
the Ottoman occupation, and uprisings against the Habsburgs.
The narratives centre on Hungary as a multi-ethnic state, but they
simultaneously emphasise the ethnic core of the Hungarian nation.

The fact that the Slovak national minority lacks a dedicated sec-
tion in the National Museum is a reflection of the dominant way
Hungary perceives its own history. The narrative of Hungarian his-
tory, especially after the return to power of Viktor Orbén, has trans-
formed into a strongly nationalistic discourse that emphasises lost
territories and the multi-ethnic character of the Kingdom of Hun-
gary. This nationalistic approach to history has become a key aspect
of the memory policy implemented by the Hungarian authorities.
Consequently, according to the prevailing narrative, the history
of Hungary is viewed primarily through the lens of the Hungarian
nation, rather than through the ethnic diversity of its communities.

The German minority
The representation of the German minority in Hungarian museums
is diverse, with its most comprehensive reflection found in insti-
tutions dedicated to folk culture and social history. A prime exam-
ple is the Ethnographic Museum in Budapest, where a permanent
exhibition showcasing the country’s cultural diversity includes
elements dedicated to the German minority, known as the Danube
Swabians. These exhibits present traditions, customs, and everyday
items that reflect the German community’s contributions to rural
life, particularly in the southern part of the country. The museum
hasalso organised temporary exhibitions on agricultural rituals and
religious holidays, which were significant aspects of the daily lives
of Germans settled in Hungary during the 18th and 19th centuries.
One of the key museums dedicated to the German minority
in Hungary is the Danube Swabians Museum in Budaérs (Dunai
Svdbok Kézponti Mizeuma). The museum houses numerous
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artefactsrelated to the everyday life of Germans such as agricultural
tools, furniture, and documents. The exhibition “History of the Dan-
ube Swabians” illustrates their settlement process in Hungary
following the Battle of Mohdcs in 1526 and their significant role
in rebuilding the country’s agricultural economy.

Anotherregional museum addressing German themes is the Re-
gional Museum in Pécs (Janus Pannonius Muzeum). Located
in southern Hungary, Pécs has a long history of German settle-
ment. The museum boasts rich collections concerning the German
minority in the Baranya region, including traditional costumes, el-
ements of wedding ceremonies, and everyday objects. The exhibi-
tion “Culture and Traditions of the Germans in Baranya” highlights
the influence of German architecture on the development of local
settlements, which played a crucial role in shaping the character
of this region.

The House of Memory and Culture in Elek (Elek Térténeti és
Néprajzi Gylijtemény) is a smaller ethnographic museum docu-
menting the life of the German community in Elek, where Ger-
mans constituted the majority before World War II. The museum
presents a rich collection of photographs, family documents, and
everyday items that showcase the life of the Swabians before their
deportation in the 1940s. The exhibition “The Life of the Swabians
before 1945” exemplifies initiatives aimed at preserving the memory
of a German community that inhabited these areas for generations.

Another noteworthy museum project in Hungary dedicated
to the German minority was a temporary exhibition organised
by the Central Danube Swabians Museum in Ulm titled “Germans
in Hungary, Hungarians in Germany”. This exhibition presented
the unique stories of twenty-two individuals, illustrating the com-
plex relationships between Germans and Hungarians over the cen-
turies - from the end of the Middle Ages to the present day. Through
the biographies of people living between these two countries,
the exhibition highlighted how migration and cultural contacts
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shaped identities on the border between the two worlds. It raised
questions about how one person’s life can serve as a bridge be-
tween two cultures and states. The presented stories, spanning from
the late Middle Ages to contemporary times, illustrated the diversity
of experiences and realities faced by representatives of the German
minority. These narratives were marked by dramatic historical and
political events that influenced theirlife choices and forced migra-
tions. The exhibition was accompanied by an oral history project
aimed at collecting testimonies from witnesses of World War IT and
the period immediately following the conflict. This project gathered
not only oral accounts but also objects and photographs associated
with individuals who experienced repression. These materials be-
came part of the exhibition, and some were permanently donated
to the museum in Ulm. Research on the history of the German mi-
nority in Hungary and Hungarians in Germany had been conducted
by scholars before; however, the 2006 exhibition and its accompa-
nying oral history project popularised such activities within public
history institutions?®.

The exhibition was implemented in collaboration with institu-
tions from Germany and Hungary. Its goal was not only to showcase
common threads in German-Hungarian history but also to encour-
age reflection on contemporary aspects of cultural identity and
memory. The presented stories, although pertaining to specific
biographies, had a universal dimension, indicating how individu-
al narratives can enrich the broader narrative of mutual relations
between nations. The exhibition also aimed to highlight the phe-
nomenon of collective “punishment” experienced by the German
minority after the war.

&  G.Linsemann, H. Hampe, Németek Magyarorszdagon, magyarok Németorszdgban.
Deutsche in Ungarn, Ungarn in Deutschland - Eurdpai életutak/Europdische Le-
benswege, Ulm 2007.
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The exhibition “Germans in Hungary, Hungarians in Germany”
attracted thousands of visitors in both Hungary and Germany. Fur-
thermore, it sparked interest among museum institutions in other
national minorities such as the Serbs, prompting further discus-
sions on the history of minorities and the relationships between
Hungarians and neighbouring nations like Slovakia, Ukraine, and
Romania. The recordings of witnesses are still made available to oth-
er museum institutions, underscoring their long-term educational
and historical value.

Conclusions

After 1989, discussions about national minorities in Hungary fo-
cused primarily on the Hungarian diaspora abroad, especially
in Slovakia, Romania, and Serbia. A turning point occurred when
Viktor Orban became Prime Minister. His government’s memory
policy, aimed at revitalising national identity and historical nar-
ratives regarding lost territories from the 1920 Treaty of Trianon,
marginalises internal national minorities. Since Viktor Orban as-
sumed power in Hungary, historical museums are increasingly
serving as tools for consolidating a national vision, which often
leads to inadequate representation of minorities such as Germans,
Roma, and Slovaks. This ongoing trend highlights the role of cul-
tural institutions in shaping narratives that prioritise certain na-
tional identities over the diverse experiences of minority groups
within Hungary.

The German minority, known as Danube Swabians, is primari-
ly represented in regional museums such as the Danube Swabians
Museum in Budadrs and exhibits in the Regional Museum in Pécs.
These institutions document this group’s contributions to Hunga-
ry’s agricultural economy and culture, particularly in the southern
regions. Exhibitions focused on the German community highlight
their daily lives, traditions, and dramatic events following World
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War II such as deportations. Nevertheless, despite these local ini-
tiatives, the national representation of Germans is limited, fitting
into a broader pattern of excluding minorities from the national
historical narrative.

Similarly, the Slovak minority in Hungary, while possessing
several institutions promoting its heritage, for example, the Slovak
Folklore Museum in Békéscsaba and the Slovak Cultural Center
in Piliscsaba, remains on the margins of dominant narratives. Al-
though these museums document the lives and traditions of the Slo-
vak community, the contributions of Slovaks to Hungary’s history
are generally not acknowledged in major national museum institu-
tions such as the Hungarian National Museum. The lack of dedicat-
ed exhibitions on minorities in large national museums highlights
the prevailing national discourse that marginalises ethnic minor-
ity groups.

The most marginalised group remains the Roma, the largest eth-
nic minority in Hungary. Despite their estimated population (be-
tween 400,000 and 1 million), Roma continue to face discrimination
and exclusion, also reflected in museum narratives. Exhibitions
dedicated to the Roma such as those in the Museum of Applied Arts
in Budapest or temporary exhibits in Fekete Haz in Szeged focus
on their art and culture but do not sufficiently address the shared
Roma-Hungarian past. Additionally, the memory of the Roma Holo-
caust (Porrajmos) is often marginalised, and the lack of permanent
museum institutions dedicated to Roma limits their representation
in the public space.

The memory policy implemented by Viktor Orban’s political
camp shapes contemporary historical narratives in Hungary, large-
ly concentrating on consolidating national identity and enhancing
Hungarian national pride. This approach leads to asymmetry in mu-
seum narratives. While institutions dedicated to national minori-
ties exist and play an important role in preserving their heritage,
their influence is limited compared to the dominant narratives
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in national institutions. This means that the ethnic diversity of Hun-
gary, which has been a significant element of the country’s history
for centuries, is not fully reflected in museum narratives.

Ethnic minorities residing in Hungary, such as Roma, Slovaks,
Germans, and Croats, are marginalised in the dominant historical
narrative, both in politics and the public space. This issue remains
overshadowed by narratives about Hungarian compatriots abroad,
resulting in insufficient representation of these groups in public
debate and the discourse of public history. A noticeable imbalance
exists in commemorating the contributions of these minorities
to Hungary’s history and culture, leading to their further mar-
ginalisation. Uneven representation in the public space, a lack
of systemic efforts to protect their heritage, and the state’s focus
on diasporic Hungarians leave other minorities on the periphery
of dominant historical narratives. This creates a cohesive image
of a nation in which other ethnic groups play only a marginal role,
further weakening their visibility in the public space and historical
discourse, consequently limiting their opportunities to preserve
their cultural identity.

The representation of national minorities in Hungarian muse-
ums results from a complex process that intertwines memory pol-
itics, national narratives, and intergroup relations. Contemporary
Hungarian politics, dominated by a nationalist approach, leads
to the marginalisation of minorities in the dominant historical
discourse. The future of the representation of national minorities
in Hungarian museums depends on how open memory politics
will behave towards more diverse narratives that include not only
Hungary'’s national identity but also the multicultural heritage
of the country. Thanks to the past of Hungarian lands, museums
in Hungary have the potential to become spaces for dialogue be-
tween different ethnic groups, contributing to a greater under-
standing of the shared history not only of the country itself but
also from a wider perspective, of Central Europe.
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Museums have come a long way from being institutions that reinforce a unified national iden-
tity to becoming spaces that promote intercultural dialogue and an understanding of histori-
cal diversity. Contemporary challenges, such as migration, globalization, and social exclusion,
require museums to reinterpret the past in light of current social issues. They are spaces whe-
re the past intersects with the present, allowing diverse perspectives to coexist within a sin-
gle narrative.

However, memory politics in Central Europe continues to oscillate between dominant natio-
nalism and the need to include minority voices. Can museums - tools of national history-ma-
king - become spaces of dialogue that transcend the boundaries of exclusion? The key lies
in openness to new narratives capable of breaking asymmetries in storytelling and revealing
the rich ethnic diversity of the region.

The future of museums in Central Europe lies in their ability to become platforms for reflection
and reconciliation. Museums can foster a more complex and multidimensional view of history,
embracing the diversity of experiences and perspectives. In these spaces, shaped by histo-
rians, curators, and local communities, an inclusive collective memory can emerge.
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