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Memory in ruins is the �difference of the other� in the thought of Jacques Derrida.

The aim is to analyse and interpret Derrida�s texts in their aesthetics, ethics and politics as Other phi-

losophy of difference and social space. The issue to be examined is the presence of the non-presence,

the non-presence of the presence. As Derrida wrote, �Memory stays with traces, in order to �preserve�

them, but traces of a past that has been never been present, traces which themselves never occupy the

form of presence and always remain, as it were, to come.� This opens the problematics of experience-

expectation, past-present, trace-ecart and Derrida�s spectrology in his Denkbild of the spectres. Is this a

non-place of the Benjaminian weak messianic power (schwache messianische Kraft), a political utopia

or a philosophical, Socratic a-topos? To grapple with the indeterminacy, we enquire in to Derrida�s quest

between psyche and polis, law and justice, and forgiveness, life and death. Our investigation refers to

the writings of Franz Kafka, Walter Benjamin, Giorgio Agamben, Julia Kristeva and the paintings of a

contemporary Belgian artist, Luc Tuymans, whose theme is absence-presence of the memory of the

Holocaust and of today�s evil. We interpret Derrida�s diagnosis of contemporaneity: �never have vio-

lence, inequality, exclusion, famine, and thus economic oppression affected as many human beings in

the history of the earth and of humanity.� Jacques Derrida�s is an attempt at thinking a space of meet-

ing, reflecting and sheltering otherness, e.g. in the idea of the cosmopolitan open city (ville franche) or

refuge city (ville refuge) as his philosophy of difference and social space.
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SANTRAUKA

Atmintis griuvësiuose yra �kito kitybë� Jacques�o Derrida mintyje.

Straipsnio tiklas � analizuoti ir interpretuoti Derrida estetinius, etinius ir politinius tekstus kaip Kito filo-

sofijos apraiðkas. Analizuojamos buvimo-nebuvimo ir nebuvimo-buvimo problemos. Derrida raðo: �At-

mintis pasilieka pëdsakø, kad juos �iðsaugotø�, bet praeities pëdsakai, kuriø niekada nebuvo, pëdsakai,

kurie niekada neuþima buvimo formos, bet visada iðlieka, vadinasi, kad ateitø�. Tai atveria patirties ir

laukimo, praeities ir dabarties, pëdsako ir þingsnio problematikà bei Derrida ðmëklamokslá, ðmëklø Denk-

bild. Argi tai ne benjaminiðkojo silpnosios mesijinës galios (schwache messianische Kraft) vieta, ne po-

litinë utopija arba filosofiðkasis, sokratiðkasis a-topos? Kovodami su neapibrëþtumu, mes tiriame Derrida

ieðkojimus, nusidriekusius tarp psyche ir polis, ástatymo ir teisingumo bei atlaidumo, tarp gyvenimo ir

mirties. Mûsø tyrimas remiasi Franzo Kafkos, Walterio Benjamino, Giorgio Agambeno, Julios Kristevos

raðtais ir ðiuolaikinio belgø menininko Luco Tuymanso tapiniais, kuriø tema � Holokausto ir ðiandienos

blogio atminties buvimas-nebuvimas. Derrida pateiktà ðiø laikø diagnozæ mes interpretuojuame ðitaip:

�prievarta, nelygybë, deportacijos ir badas per visà Þemës istorijà þmoniø nepaveikë labiau negu ekono-

minis iðnaudojimas�. Reflektuodamas ir puoselëdamas kitybæ, Derrida siekia màstyti susitikimo erdvæ,

reflektuojanèià priglobiantá kitoniðkumà, pavyzdþiui, kosmopolitinio atviro (ville franche) arba pabëgeliø

miesto (ville refuge) idëjoje kaip jo kitybës filosofijoje ir socialinëje erdvëje.

How to represent a ghost? Is there
a spectral representation? These

are the key questions which Derrida
raises in his book Specters of Marx and,
as such, become central elements of the
particularly rich legacy his oeuvre has
endowed us with. How to behave in
the presence of ghosts? How to look at
this �Thing that is not a thing, this thing
that is invisible between its apparitions,
when it reappears�1? How to see when
we know that �we do not see who looks
at us�2? Is there a form of representation
that eludes the hubris that lies con-
cealed in its own term � a representa-
tion that deconstructs its own promise
to re-present, thus remaining conscious
of the ways in which true presentation
does not renounce the Other and inevi-
tably refers to an absence?
A suggested answer � an answer

that, since the question itself consists of
a process of unfulfilled postponement, is

always yet to come, though never in a
conclusive way � is depicted in Derrida�s
description of the ruin in his study Force
de loi: �La ruine n�est pas une chose
négative. D�abord, ce n�est évidemment
pas une chose. On pourrait écrire � un
court traité de l�amour des ruines. Que
peut-on aimer d�autre, d�ailleurs? On ne
peut aimer un monument, une architec-
ture, une institution comme telle que
dans l�expérience elle-même précaire de
sa fragilité: elle n�a pas toujours été la,
elle ne sera pas toujours là, elle est finie.
Et pour cela même on l�aime en mortel,
à travers sa naissance et sa mort, à
travers le fantôme ou la silhouette de sa
ruine � Comment aimer autrement que
dans cette finitude? D�où viendrait
autrement le droit d�aimer, voire
l�amour du droit?�3

The ruin4 is what moves on the lim-
its of presence and absence, re-present-
ing what inherently eludes representa-
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tion and thus rendering presentation it-
self into its spectral form. It shows what
can be learnt from Derrida�s description
of how to learn how to live, namely,
that it is �something that remains to be
done� and �can happen only between
life and death. Neither in life nor in
death alone. What happens between
two, and between all the �two�s� one
likes, such as between life and death,
can only maintain itself with some ghost,
can only talk with or about some ghost.�5

The ruin is what depicts the necessity
�to learn spirits. Even and especially if
this, the spectral, is not. Even and espe-
cially if this, which is neither substance,
nor essence, nor existence, is never
present as such. The time of �the learn-
ing to live,� a time without tutelary
present, would amount to this, to which
the exordium is leading us: to learn to
live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the con-
versation, the company, or the compan-
ionship, in the commerce without com-
merce of ghosts.�6 Or, to conclude this
long list of quotes: this �short treatise of
the love for ruins� could make us �live
otherwise, and better. No, not better,
but more justly. But with (the ghosts).
No being-with the other, no socius with-
out this with that makes being-with in
general more enigmatic than ever for
us.� In short, it would show us that
�this being with spectres would also be,
not only but also, a politics of memory,
of inheritance, and of generations.�7

It is this intuition of a particular
power of ruins, briefly explored by
Derrida in Force de loi, that lies at the
basis of this essay. For, what is it pre-

cisely that makes ruins so powerful?
The suggestion at issue here is that the
ruin is characterized by falling outside
any narrative that would provide a
complete explanation of its presence: it
is the meaning-less that, for that reason,
succeeds in eluding the determinateness
of a historical time-frame. It draws at-
tention to the stubbornness with which
material reality refuses to adopt the to-
tality of thoughts, meanings or memo-
ries that are conferred on it by human-
kind. Through this, it points relentlessly
to the irreducible limits of each human
way of understanding. Hence, if the
ruin can be seen as measuring the dis-
tance between THE world and man, it
is only to the extent that it reveals their
incommensurability: the ruin is that
part of the world that remains unmas-
terable by the human being. Its particu-
lar relevance stems from the distance
between, on the one hand, a notion of
�pure�, unmediated and � in a way �
non-expressive matter and, on the
other, a concept in which reality does
lend itself to meaning, significance and
expression. The ruin is what constantly
shifts between the �brute� form of re-
ality and an �expressive� one. Or, rather,
precisely by presenting the gap between
�pure� reality and expressive reality, the
ruin is capable of taking in the singu-
lar place in which both have become
indistinguishable. It is therefore a
Denkbild to reflect on the distance be-
tween � the terms are borrowed from
the title of Henri Bergson�s book, Mat-
ter and Memory. Ruins do not represent.
On the contrary, their power is made
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up OF nothing else than this inability to
represent: as such, paradoxically, it is
only the absence of a narrative that
�makes them speak�.
The ruin is the presence-absence of

memory: let us explore the ruins of the
Topography of Terror site in Berlin. It is
our view that the ruinous state in which
this open-air exhibition is kept makes up
the largest part of its significance. This
depiction of the Topography of Terror
site and the notion of a gap between an
�expressionless� reality and a �meaning-
ful� one will then serve as ways to ap-
proach the discussion of the (non-)
representability of the atrocities of the
Third Reich, keeping in mind the issue
of the specific logic of the ruin that lies at
the basis of this text. In this context, the
ruin will, precisely because it shows re-
ality in its �unmediated� form � a revela-
tion that doesn�t consist of anything
other than a lack of revelation, be con-
sidered in its power to maintain the past
as past, that is, in its �purity� that eludes
the attempts of the present to fully un-
derstand it. What follows is a tentative
suggestion about the stakes in this dis-
cussion. The argument that will be made
here is that Derrida�sDenkbild of the ruin
doesn�t only have a relevance for the
discussion about memory and history
but that it has a profoundly ethical and
political significance for the present as
well.
The Topography of Terror site is on

unconcealed ruin of the war in the heart
of Berlin. Stretched out along Niederkir-
cherstrasse (former name Prinz-Al-
brecht-Strasse) are the remnants of the

buildings in which, from the mid-Thir-
ties on, the Nazi regime organized some
of its most important institutions: the
Gestapo, the SS and the Reich Security
Main Office. As such, the terrain bound
by Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse, Wilhelm-
strasse and Anhalter Strasse was the lo-
cation of not only an extraordinary con-
centration of power but also of one of
the most dreaded centralisations of ter-
ror. To illustrate how it was in the un-
usual confinement of that one spot that
some of the gravest atrocities of the
Third Reich were both planned and ex-
ecuted, we quote extensively from one of
the publications about this specific loca-
tion: �it is justified to call the �Prinz-
Albrecht-Terrain� the actual administra-
tive centre of the SS state. Here was
Heinrich Himmler�s headquarters where
he functioned in his capacity as Reichs-
führer-SS and Head of the German Po-
lice until his appointment as Reich Min-
ister of the Interior in 1943. Here the
�Special Units� [Einsatzgruppen] of the
Security Police and the SD (Security Ser-
vice) were formed, and it was to this part
of town that they sent their reports about
the mass murders which they had car-
ried out. Here the genocide on the Ger-
man and European Jews was planned;
here the organizational foundations
were laid for the deportation and exter-
mination; here the �Wannsee Confer-
ence� was prepared. Here it was decided
to segregate large numbers of Soviet
Russian prisoners of war within the
camps and to kill them. Here was the
centre out of which the Gestapo con-
ducted all its activities directed against
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real and alleged opponents of the NS
System. Here, based on accounts of in-
formants, the SD compiled its �Reports
from within the Reich,� intended to pro-
vide the men in power with as reliable
information as possible about the mood
of the population. Here was the com-
mand centre for the system of Higher SS
and Police Leaders, including also the
occupied territories (�) Finally, concrete
physical violence was practiced also at
Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse 8 itself. In the
Gestapo prison (Hausgefängnis) members
of the opposition against the NS Sys-
tem � from the Communists and Social
Democrats to the officers and public of-
ficials of July 20th (1944) whose interro-
gation was particularly important to the
persecuting administrative agencies �
were held in confinement for days,
weeks, months, and some even for years.
Many were brutally tortured during
their interrogations, and some commit-
ted suicide while in prison. For these
reasons Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse 8 was
considered by the political opponents of
National Socialism the �most dreaded
address� in Berlin.�8

Today, the Prinz-Albrecht-Terrain
has become the site of an open-air ex-
hibition that, under the name of Topog-
raphy of Terror, provides documenta-
tion about the history of the buildings
and institutions that were located there
under the Nazi regime. Because it was
severely damaged during the war years
and, afterwards, remained largely ne-
glected until quite recently, the terrain
contains at present little more than
rubble and debris: the walls of the base-

ment and some of the foundations of
the buildings are the only things that
have survived and testify to the particu-
lar terror that they once witnessed. Visi-
tors to the exhibition are invited to walk
along the stretch of ruins and read the
signs with illustrations and explanations
that here and there have been attached
to whatever small parts of the walls of
the building still stand upright. The site
seems haunted by the uncanny: it is as
if, while looking at the tiny rooms
where, some decades ago, innocent
people were kept in prison and, while
going through the basements where the
Nazi officials tortured some of their
political enemies, one grows aware of a
certain incapacity to respond in an ap-
propriate way to a place where so much
terror has once been �so narrowly con-
fined in one spot�.9

It is through ruins that one is
confronted with a past of evil. As goes
the argument that has been repeated so
many times that it has become an indis-
pensable part of the discussion about
the Third Reich, the atrocities of the
Nazi regime do indeed lie beyond the
limits of human imagination and
understanding. The zeal with which it
organized its deportations and mass-
killings was not only historically new
and had never before been imagined �
never before had the process through
which human beings were being
exterminated achieved this level of
systematisation � but it was in essence
unimaginable. And, important to note,
even if history has proven the
possibility of such a level of atrocity to
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occur in reality, it remains in essence
unimaginable. In the first pages of his
book on Auschwitz, philosopher
Giorgio Agamben gives what is, in our
opinion, one of the most eloquent
elaborations of the argument that we
can only think of the horror of the con-
centration camps in terms of the
intrinsically incomprehensible: �Grâce à
une série de recherches toujours plus
amples et rigoureuses � la question des
circonstances historiques (matérielles,
techniques, bureaucratiques, juridi-
ques�) dans lesquelles fut mise en
oeuvre l�extermination des juifs est
suffisament éclaircie. Des recherches
ultérieures jetteront peut-être une
lumiére nouvelle sur tel aspect particu-
lier, mais l�on peut désormais considé-
rer le tableau d�ensemble comme ac-
quis. On ne peut en dire autant de la
signification éthique et politique de l�ex-
termination, ni même de la compréhen-
sion humaine de l�événement � c�est-à-
dire, en derniére analyse, de son actua-
lité. Non seulement il nous manque ici
quelque chose comme une tentative de
compréhension globale, mais même le
sens, les raisons du comportement des
bourreaux, des victimes, et souvent jus-
qu�à leurs propos apparaissent toujours
comme une énigme insondable, confor-
tant dans leur opinion ceux qui vou-
draient qu�Auschwitz demeure à jamais
incompréhensible. Du point de vue his-
torique, nous savons par exemple, jus-
que dans le moindres détails, comment
à Auschwitz d�accomplissait la phase
finale de l�extermination, comment les
déportés étaient conduits dans les

chambres à gaz par une équipe compo-
sée de leurs propres camarades (bapti-
sée Sonderkommando), qui se chargeait
ensuite d�en extraire les cadavres, de les
laver, de récupérer les dents en or et les
cheveux, pour les introduire enfin dans
les fours crématoires. Et pourtant ces
mêmes faits et gestes, que l�on peut
décrire et ranger l�un derriére l�autre
dans le temps, demeurent singuliére-
ment opaques si l�on s�efforce de les
comprendre vraiment.�10 In the pages
that follow, Agamben reflects on the
causes of this irreducible incomprehen-
sibility. In his view, the intrinsic
impossibility to imagine the horror of
the concentration camp has to do with
a structural lack that characterizes all
efforts to fully testify to it. For, whoever
tries to testify to the degree of suffering
that occurred in the concentration
camps cannot but fall short since,
however severe the atrocities that were
suffered by the survivor, the mere fact
of survival makes it impossible to
completely testify to the specificity of its
horror. According to Agamben, follow-
ing an idea put forward by Primo Levi,
the only form of complete testimony
can come from the one person who has
been deprived of his capacity to testify,
i.e. the person who has not survived the
concentration camp: �Il y a aussi une
autre lacune, dans tout témoignage: les
témoins, par definition, sont des survi-
vants, et ils sont donc tous, d�une
maniére ou d�une autre, joui d�un pri-
vilege. [�] Le sort du détenu ordinaire,
personne ne l�a raconté, parce que pour
lui il n�était pas matériellement possible
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de survivre.�11 �� nous, les survivants,
ne sommes pas les vrais témoins. [�]
Nous, les survivants, nous sommes une
minorité non seulement exiguë, mais
anormale : nous sommes ceux qui, grâce
à la prévarication, l�habileté ou la
chance, n�ont pas touché le fond.�12 As
such, so called �complete� testimony
becomes characterized by the paradox
that it cannot escape its structural
incompleteness; it cannot but come
from the person who isn�t any longer
capable of testifying, that is, the person
who has not survived the horror he or
she has witnessed, just as the person
who does testify, that is, the survivor,
cannot but testify to someone he is not
and to a horror he hasn�t witnessed to
its full and most dreadful extent: �le
témoignage vaut ici essentiellement
pour ce qui lui manque; il porte en son
coeur cet « intémoignable » qui prive les
rescapés de toute autorité. Les vrais
« témoins », les « témoins intégraux »,
sont ceux qui n�ont pas témoigné, et
n�auraient pu le faire. Ce sont ceux qui
« ont touché le fond », les « musul-
mans », les engloutis. Les rescapés,
pseudo-témoins, parlent à leur place,
par délégation �témoignent d�une té-
moignage manquant.�13

Hence, it is solely through the very
lack of authenticity that seems to
problematize every account of the hor-
ror of the Second World War (the irre-
ducible non-existence of a « témoins
intégral ») that they can attain some
form of authority (the « pseudo-témoins
» who speaks in his place and thus tes-
tifies to something he hasn�t witnessed).

Yet it is only in the lines that imme-
diately follow the passage that was just
quoted that Agamben reveals what is
essentially at stake in this paradoxical
structure of a �testimony� that can only
be complete by virtue of its non-com-
pleteness: �Mais parler de délégation n�a
ici guére de sens: les engloutis n�ont rien
à dire, aucune instruction ou mémoire à
transmettre. Ils n�ont ni « histoire »
(Levi), ni « visage », ni, à plus forte
raison, « pensée ». Qui se charge de
témoigner pour eux sait qu�il devra
témoigner de l�impossibilité de témoig-
ner.�14 Thus, the fact that no account of
the atrocities of the Second World War
can overcome a structural lack doesn�t
only originate in the way in which the
subject that expresses it cannot but re-
main absent but, even more importantly
so, it follows from a particular stubborn-
ness with which its object eludes every
effort to become fully expressed. If these
forms of testimony cannot escape a cer-
tain imperfectness, it is as much due to
the events that are testified to than to the
person who testifies, no less to the testi-
fied than to the testifier. The horror of
the Second World War is deemed to be
of such magnitude and dreadfulness
that no human being can fully grasp it;
its sheer reality, its pure having-been-
present is perceived as so unimaginable
that it eludes all our attempts to fully
grasp it. One of the origins for its status
as that what eludes the human faculty of
imagination seems related to the way in
which these efforts to re-present it, that
is, our attempts to endow the atrocities
of the Nazi regime with some sort of
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�presence�, inevitably take place in the
security of the spaces behind our desks
or in front of our television sets and, for
that reason, cannot but strip them of
their essence of terror and dread. Hence,
it is nothing less than an unbridgeable
difference between the context in which
the actual events occurred and the con-
text of their representation that lies at the
basis of the capacity of the expressed, the
atrocities of the Third Reich, to defy its
expression. Every attempt to distance
ourselves from our present situation and
decrease the gap that separates us from
the people who experienced the actual
horrors cannot but reveal the limits of
our faculty of imagination and the un-
breakable bond with which we are at-
tached to the particularity of our own
identities. As such, this inability to rep-
resent the horrors of Nazi Germany
draws attention to a remarkable paradox
that is profoundly disturbing but no less
reassuring at the same time: to the exact
extent that the actual moment when the
atrocities took place made it absolutely
impossible for the people involved to
withdraw, to close themselves off and
take some kind of distance, it has for
everybody that was never part of that
history and in all the moments that
came after the atrocities, become impos-
sible to bring them closer and, in one
way or another, decrease the distance
between past and present. It is as if the
violence with which the reality of the
horror must have made itself felt, as an
absolute presence that didn�t allow for
any mediation or distancing at all, has
transposed itself to an absence of that

reality that is no less absolute. No hu-
man effort can ever succeed in attaining
the reality of a past that is forever absent;
no imaginative movement can establish
the Aufhebung of the absence of the past
that would allow for the re-presentation
of its reality: there is no dialectics pos-
sible between reality and imagination or
understanding.15 What the discussion
about the inability to adequately imag-
ine the atrocities of the Third Reich thus
illustrates is � a point that Agamben
probably deemed too weak to even men-
tion � that they do not only fall outside
the �grand narratives� of modernity, but
remain ungraspable for any narrative
construction whatsoever. For, the par-
ticularity of the horrors of the Second
World War did not merely consist of the
quantity of suffering that was caused
nor of the new, extremely systematized,
way in which the Nazi regime organized
its killings, but it is also due to the vio-
lence with which these horrors revealed
the incompetence of the psychological,
anthropological, philosophical and ju-
ridical categories that normally help us
to find at least some slight form of un-
derstanding of the past and present mis-
ery in the world.
Beginning with the title of Primo

Levi�s book Se questo é un uomo (Is this
still a human being?) Giorgio Agamben
explores our task as human beings to
look beyond the actual prisoners and
determine how even the very concepts
with which we would have thought to
grasp what happened to those people
have suffered from the atrocities that
were committed in the concentration
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camps. The camps forced us to recon-
sider the categories with which we used
to think about phenomena like fear
(some people in the camps reached the
point where they became so isolated
from their environment that they didn�t
even feel any fear at all), or human dig-
nity (the camp prisoners didn�t so much
lose their dignity as the ability to even
care about it). Even the core of our hu-
manity, that is, our understanding of
the notions of human life and death,
has become an endangered concept.
For, according to Agamben, in the very
worst case (the �muselman�), people
were reduced to what he calls non-hu-
man or �naked� life, a state in which
life and death have become no longer
distinguishable. For that reason, the
�muselmänner� were not only deprived
of their lives but also of what cannot
but make up an intrinsic part of
people�s lives; their deaths. Moreover,
the systematized way in which the kill-
ings were organized in the extermina-
tion camps did not only rob the victims
of a personal death but even of the
human ability and need to care about
and anticipate the possibility of death.
In the book he wrote about the
(in)ability to represent the atrocities of
the concentration camps, �Images
malgré tout�. Art historian George Didi-
Huberman describes it as follows:
�Cette expérience est au-delà de la peur.
Au-delà de la mort en tant que
représentation accessible. Elle atteint en
l�homme l�étant même: elle en détruit
même le temps.�16 In a similar way, af-
ter 1945, the atrocities that were com-

mitted during the war years proved to
be capable of seriously affecting our
trust in juridical categories to clearly
determine the guilt and responsibility of
crimes; without in the least denying the
necessity to pass judgement on who is
responsible for the atrocities that hap-
pened during the war, Giorgio
Agamben realizes the profound difficul-
ties that come with it. Agamben ac-
knowledges a structural inability to
come to a final conclusion in the ques-
tion of guilt by pointing to a realm that
falls outside the categories of good and
evil: «La découverte inouïe qu�a faite
Primo Levi à Auschwitz concerne un
matériau réfractaire à tout établissement
d�une responsabilité; il réussit à isoler
quelque chose comme un nouvel
élément éthique. Levi le nomme la «
zone grise ». En elle se déroule la «
longue chaîne qui lie la victime aux
bourreaux », l�opprimé y devient
oppresseur, le bourreau y apparaît à
son tour comme une victime. Alchimie
incessante et grise, où le bien, le mal, et
avec eux tous les métaux de l�éthique
traditionnelle atteignent leur point de
fusion. (�) Il s�agit donc d�une zone
d�irresponsabilité et d�« impotentia
judicandi », qui ne se situe plus par
delà bien et mal, mais se tient, dirait-on,
en de�à de l�un comme de l�autre.»17

The testimonies and analyses pre-
sented by authors such as Primo Levi or
Giorgio Agamben demonstrate that our
concepts fall short in constructing an
all-explaining and homoganous narra-
tive that would somehow provide com-
plete understanding of the concentra-
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tion camps. Faced with what happened
there, our language cannot conceal its
inaccuracy. In these experiences in
which our categories discover their lim-
its we are given front-row seats for the
non-dialectics between reality and un-
derstanding; there is something about
the very reality of the atrocities that
stubbornly refuses to give way to mean-
ing and significance. They are un-intel-
ligible in the literal sense of the word.
It is, however, absolutely crucial to raise
the issue and particular relevance of
this structural inability to understand
and adequately represent the horrors of
the Nazi regime against the background
of these horrors themselves. For the ca-
pacity of the atrocities to defy their ex-
pression forms nothing less than an in-
trinsic part of their dreadfulness. In the
words of Jean-Luc Godard, the forget-
ting of extermination is part of extermi-
nation.18 For this reason, the tendency of
the horrors of the Third Reich to elude
human representation and understand-
ing has already been able to prove its
particular danger as a weapon in the
hands of the Nazis � a weapon that, as
becomes clear from the following warn-
ing uttered by an SS soldier in Ausch-
witz, was even consciously put into use
at the actual moment when these hor-
rors took place: �Peut-être y aura-t-il des
soupcons, des discussions, des recher-
ches faites par les historiens, mais il n�y
aura pas de certitudes parce que nous
détruirons les preuves en vous détrui-
sant. Et même s�il devait subsister quel-
ques preuves, et si quelques-uns d�entre
vous devaient survivre, les gens diront

que les faits que vous racontez sont trop
monstrueux pour être crus.�19 Compar-
ing these words with notes, written
down by the prisoners on the same
moments and in the same places, that
say that �ce qui se passait exactement
� aucun être humain ne peut se le
représenter�20 makes one wonder if the
only experience accessible to both sides
of the exterminations, oppressor and
oppressed, perpetrator and victim, con-
sisted in nothing else than precisely this
feeling that the atrocities in which they
were involved intrinsically escape hu-
man understanding and representation.
It is for this reason that Georges

Didi-Huberman radically defends the
absolute necessity to continue our ef-
forts of imagination and understanding,
however in-imaginable or un-under-
standable these events might appear to
be: �Que signifie cette troublante una-
nimité? Que le recours à l�image est
inadéquat, lacunaire, toujours en
défaut? Certes. Faut-il redire, alors,
qu�Auschwitz est inimaginable? Certes
non. Il faut même dire le contraire : il
faut dire qu�Auschwitz n�est qu�imagi-
nable, que nous sommes contraints à
l�image et que, pour cela, nous devons
en tenter une critique interne aux fins
même de nous débrouiller avec cette
contrainte, avec cette lacunaire nécessité.�
One could therefore say that Auschwitz
may have destroyed the accuracy with
which we expect to gain an understand-
ing of past events and the possibility to
adequately represent them, but never
succeeded in affecting our need for
understanding and the impulse for rep-
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resentation. In his depiction of the so
called �Rouleaux d�Auschwitz�, the
four photographs that were secretly
taken in Auschwitz by members of the
Sonderkommando and could only survive
because they were buried on the
grounds of the camp, Didi-Huberman
describes how in the face of the atroci-
ties of the concentration camp the need
to testify to that inhumanity had be-
come the only possible way to remain
human: �Maintenir l�image malgré tout:
maintenir l�image du monde extérieur
et, pour cela, arracher à l�enfer une
activité de connaissance, une sorte de
curiosité quand même. Exercer son ob-
servation, prendre des notes en secret
ou tenter de mémoriser le maximum
des choses. « Savoir et faire savoir est
une maniére de rester humain », écrit
Tzvetan Todorov à propos des Rou-
leaux d�Auschwitz.�21 According to
Didi-Huberman, the incredibly coura-
geous efforts of camp prisoners to ex-
press what happened in the concentra-
tion camps originated in the fear that
no proof or testimony of the horror
would survive. In his opinion, this feel-
ing was caused by the two reasons we
have mentioned before: the idea that
the true witness (Agamben and Levi�s
�complete� witness) will never be able
to testify because of the limited chances
of survival and, secondly, the structural
impossibility to testify to events that go
beyond the realm of representation.
�Ces écrits sont hantés par deux
contraintes complémentaires. D�une
part, l�inéluctable disparition du témoin
lui-même : « Les SS nous répétent

souvent qu�ils ne laisseront pas survivre
un seul témoin ». Mais, aussi, la crainte
que le témoignage lui-même ne dispa-
raisse, fût-il transmis à l�extérieur : ne
risquait-il pas, en effet, d�étre incom-
préhensible, jugé insensé, inimagin-
able ? « Ce qui se passait exactement �
comme le confiait Zalmen Lewenthal au
bout de papier qu�il s�apprêtait à
enfouir dans le sol, aucun être ne peut
se le représenter. » C�est dans le pliure
de ces deux impossibilités � disparition
prochaine du témoin, irreprésentabilité
certaine du témoignage � qu�a surgi
l�image photographique.�22 Thus arises
a remarkable paradox: the camp-prison-
ers realized that, although they cannot
but be deficient vis-à-vis the reality they
aim to represent, the particular signifi-
cance of the images that were shot in-
side the concentration-camp of Ausch-
witz would consist in nothing less than
their ability to allow the prisoners to
remain part of that reality. Though the
prisoners acknowledged that the images
they were about to produce couldn�t
but fall short as adequate representa-
tions of the reality, they knew that these
images would somehow overcome their
structural inadequacy and testify to the
reality of the events that took place in
the concentration camps. It is thus pre-
cisely through images that can never
accurately represent reality � because
that reality structurally lacks an image
(�Ce qui se passait exactement � aucun
être ne peut se le représenter) � that the
camp-prisoners succeeded in, as Didi-
Huberman put it, maintaining the im-
age of reality.23
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As such, despite the awareness of
their structural lack in the mind of the
people who made them, there is some-
thing in the nature of the Rouleaux
d�Auschwitz that allows them to tran-
scend their own limits and become a
true means of expression. As a crucial
part of the imagery that remains from
the atrocities of the Third Reich they are
�[im]possible, mais nécessaire, donc pos-
sible malgré tout (c�est-à-dire lacunai-
rement)�.24 Though problematical in
their very nature, images of the Holo-
caust and efforts to represent it are in-
deed extremely valuable; as Didi-Hu-
berman writes in the first line of his
book, �pour savoir, il faut s�imaginer�.25

It seems liable to say, however � as does
Didi-Huberman himself � that, in these
efforts of representation, what we see
(that is, their content, the pure informa-
tion that can be discovered in them,
researched and inventoried) is less im-
portant than the brutality of the fact that
these pictures originated in and testify
to what is commonly regarded as one
of the most horrifying places that ever
existed. The particular power of expres-
sion of these pictures seems therefore
more caused by their sheer presence
than by what they aim to re-present. It
is their status as (surviving) remnants of
Auschwitz rather than their status as
images that makes them so expressive26.
But, it is in the paradox that character-
ized the people in Auschwitz that were
responsible for the four photographs
that survived the concentration camp,
being conscious of their structural in-
ability to represent but no less con-

vinced of their power to testify to the
reality of their suffering, that a shared
horizon between the camp prisoners
and the generations that come after
them can be found � perhaps the only
shared horizon that can allow us, who
were fortunate enough to never be part
of the atrocities, to decrease some of the
distance with the people who did wit-
ness the reality of these atrocities, with-
out forgetting our structural inability to
adequately represent (and, hence, iden-
tify with) their suffering. If the aware-
ness of the non-representable nature of
horrors of the concentration camp could
be seen as the only common factor be-
tween the guards and the prisons, the
experience that this non-representability
doesn�t in the least affect the effort to
represent and understand can, on the
other hand, become the element that
links the people who suffered from the
horrors with the people who try to
memorialize them. Therefore, if forget-
ting about the atrocities of the Third
Reich is nothing less than a continua-
tion of them, it is a huge part of the re-
sponsibility of the generations that
come after the Holocaust to seek ways
to commemorate it, though never with-
out an awareness of the profoundly
problematical nature of these attempts.
In this respect one can notice, as Didi-
Huberman does, the danger of absolu-
tizing the viewpoint of the non-repre-
sentability of the horrors of the concen-
tration camp: in some cases this attitude
can lose its critical nature and turn into
a particular type of historical laziness
that, while claiming to pay heed to the
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singularity of the Holocaust, doesn�t
sufficiently acknowledge it. For this rea-
son, the question of how the inability to
represent the Holocaust affects our own
way of remembering it becomes ex-
tremely important. How can people
who were never part of that history
memorialize a past that cannot be en-
tirely imaginable, though without in the
least questioning the necessity to seek
ways to understand or imagine them?
It is here that Derrida�s Denkbild of

the ruin becomes particularly relevant.
For, just like the �Rouleaux d�Ausch-
witz� that managed to overcome the
structural inability to testify to the hor-
ror in which they originated, ruins be-
come expressive not so much through
what they might possibly be considered
to represent but through the sheer fact
of their being there. In them, nothing
can be met that transcends their pure
presence. Hence, their relevancy con-
sists precisely in their capacity to testify
to a past that has lost the means to
adequately testify � a past, however,
that through this lack of adequate ex-
pression deserves to be remembered
and, as such, has to find its place in the
present. Thus, in their inability to rep-
resent, ruins do not in the least defy the
non-dialectics of reality and representa-
tion but, on the contrary, make this
radical impossibility to mould the facts
of the past into a complete and conclu-
sive understanding manifest by point-
ing toward exactly that part of reality
that remains irreducibly unaufgehoben,
that is, without signification. It is there-
fore not despite an inability to reach the

point in which they become adequate
representations but rather because of it
that ruins are endowed with a particu-
lar power of expression. As such, what
the ruin testifies to is nothing less than
its inability to testify: it allows a past
that is absolute � that is, non-represent-
able � to present itself. For this reason,
the ruinous state in which the Topog-
raphy of Terror site in Berlin is kept
forms an irreducible part of its expres-
sive abilities. Contrary to the Holocaust
Museum in Washington DC, where the
visitor is given a tag with the name and
information of a Holocaust victim, al-
most as if, through an act of identifica-
tion, he or she is granted the means to
look at the Holocaust through the eyes
of an actual witness, the Topography of
Terror site pays heed to the particular-
ity with which the Nazi horror defies
our efforts to re-present it at our own
will. In this way, the Topography of
Terror succeeds in including, in its ef-
forts of representation, an expression of
the limits of representation and as such
attains the paradox of what Agamben
calls a testimony that is only complete
by virtue of its incompleteness: what
becomes manifest through the presence
of pure and meaningless matter is noth-
ing less than a structural part of the
horror the ruin testifies to, that is, the
absence of any complete form of testi-
mony. It is through the brute reality of
its rubble and debris that the Topogra-
phy of Terror site testifies to the Holo-
caust as something that cannot but con-
tain �a lacune � dans tout témoigna-
ge�.27 It is through its inadequacy as a
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means of representation that it remem-
bers the atrocities that happened there
and, as such, through its imperfectness
as a form of expression that it proves
the power of ruins to illustrate that
what cannot be adequately memorial-
ized (what cannot but be inadequately
memorialized) is therefore not auto-
matically cast into oblivion.
�The interest which the materialist

historian takes in the past is always, in
part, a vital interest in its being past �
in its having ceased to exist, its being
essentially dead. To have certified this
condition with respect to the whole is
the indispensable prerequisite for any
citation (any calling to life) of particu-
lar parts of this phenomenon of what-
has-been. In a word: for the specific
historical interest whose legitimacy it is
up to the materialist historian to estab-
lish, it must be shown that one is deal-
ing with an object which in its entirety,
actually and irrevocably, �belongs to
history.��28

In their exploration of forms of �
more profound � memory that go be-
yond our conscious efforts to remember
events (the so-called involuntary memo-
ry), authors such as Henri Bergson,
Marcel Proust and Walter Benjamin al-
ready revealed that experiences in which
the past makes itself felt cannot but go
accompanied by a certain shock. What
makes up the particular power of those
moments of self-manifestation of the past
is the way in which they reveal that it,
on the one hand, remains independent
of our attempts to re-present it at our
own will but, on the other, that this gap

between our �voluntary� memory and
the true past doesn�t in the least entail
that the latter is devoid of means to be-
come expressed. On the contrary, what
is met with in these experiences of self-
presentation is a past that is still, as
Gilles Deleuze wrote, �pure�. The shock
of the involuntary memory is a token
that makes us acknowledge that what
presents itself is a past that has escaped
its contamination by the present: it is
what lies beyond the coherent story
through which we try to give stability to
our identity and try to structure our his-
tory in a logical chain of events. When
it reveals itself, the past seemingly comes
from an outside that breaks apart the
image we have of ourselves and the
well-balanced whole of memories from
before, perceptions of now and expecta-
tions for later through which we aim at
a consistent perception of who we are.
As such, in these involuntary memories
the past shows that side of itself that
remains ungraspable for the present and
thereby proves that it defies the attempts
of the present to re-evoke what is no
longer here. It captures the inability of
the human faculties of memory to attain
an uncontaminated past at their own
will (voluntary) by unveiling the inad-
equacy of the means through which the
present seeks the re-actualisation of its
history. Hence, the involuntary memory
in which the �pure� past makes itself felt
isn�t a re-collection: the moment of its
self-presentation doesn�t contain a new
narrative that seeks to homogenize our
identities since it is, on the contrary, pre-
cisely what draws attention to our in-
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ability to mould the dispersed whole of
our experiences into a stable and well-
structured identity. What the self-revela-
tion of the �pure� past makes manifest is
that every narrative has an irreducible
�outside�: to the extent that the act of con-
structing a narrative can and has to be
considered as an effort of homogenisa-
tion, what these involuntary experiences
bring to the surface is the distance that
separates a past that has been kept intact
(pure) and independent of the present
from a past that has been modified to
serve the identity we want to endow
ourselves with. As such, experiences in
which the past presents itself reveal in
essence nothing less than the intrinsic
difference between the past as past and
the past as a re-presentation, that is, as
something that is stripped of its past-
ness in order to better fit the present.
It is only against this background of

the distance between a pure past and a
past that has been modified by the
present that Derrida�s Denkbild of the
ruin gains the most significance. For,
only the process of maintaining de-
stroyed buildings in their ruinous state
allows the past to remain really past
and doesn�t force it to adapt itself to the
needs of a present. As was illustrated in
the above, by virtue of its ability to tes-
tify to what has, itself, lost the ability to
testify, the ruin gains the capacity to
express the past as past and presents it
as that what cannot but undergo and
essential change when it is taken as the
object of re-presentation. But the ruin is
more than a medium that allows the
past to reveal itself beyond the (volun-

tary) efforts of representation. No less
important than how the ruin affects our
view on the past, namely, is the way in
which it affects our perception of the
present. Or, more specifically, what
makes up the greatest part of the ex-
pressive powers of the ruin is its abil-
ity to show how the former cannot but
have a serious impact on the latter: if it
was already important to acknowledge
that our perceptions of the past cannot
be seen as unaffected by our percep-
tions of the present (hence the differ-
ence between the �pure� past and the
past as a re-presentation) it is now no
less essential (quite the opposite even)
to draw attention to the ways in which
our perceptions of the present do not in
the least remain independent of how
we read the past. Just like, according to
writers such as Henri Bergson, Marcel
Proust and Walter Benjamin, the expe-
rience of involuntary memory and the
immediate self-expression of the past
disrupted the consistency of our self-
perception and the steadfastness of our
belief that, through the efforts to cap-
ture our history in a well-structured an
logical chain of events, we gain mastery
over our identities � or, as Jacques
Derrida would say, that we become
entirely contemporains à nous-mêmes.
What the ruin affects most through

its presentation of the pure past is our
confidence in the present. For, what
seems no less substantial to the power
of ruins than their ability to reveal what
falls outside every narrative is their
ability to reveal that in every narrative
something falls outside. It is only in this
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sense that the ruin can, as was briefly
stated in the introduction, go beyond
the realm of the purely historical. Only
in this way does the ruin prove its sin-
gular capacity to transcend both the
context in which it originated and the
one in which it still exists. As such,
what it conveys will no longer merely
reflect the specific moment in time that
gave rise to the building it once was nor
the particular circumstances that were
responsible for the decay of the latter
since, what is made visible in this mo-
ment of going beyond the merely his-
torical, is nothing less than a (very brief
and imperfect) glimpse on the realm of
the a-historical.
In this respect, the Topography of

Terror in Berlin can be seen as the
concretisation of what, in first instance,
might appear a little obscure and diffi-
cult to grasp but nevertheless forms an
essential element of the expressive pow-
ers of the ruin. Particularly fascinating
to the Topography of Terror is, namely,
that it brings together two radically dif-
ferent but no less powerful symbols of
Berlin�s twofold impact on the history
of the twentieth century. For, apart
from testifying to the atrocities of the
Third Reich by housing the remnants of
the buildings in which, from the mid-
thirties on, the Nazi regime organized
itself, the Topography of Terror refers to
the post-war era as well: its very terrain,
stretching out along Niederkircherstras-
se, is, on the north side, marked out by
the longest part of the Berlin Wall still
to stand upright. Here, on one and the
same spot, that is, in one topos, Berlin

presents the two irreducibly different
layers of its recent past. Here, the sin-
gularity of rubble and debris and
their potential to incarnate what
Anselm Kiefer referred to as a specific
form of poetry (�the fact that you see
both things at the same time (just like)
Isaiah (who) sees the city and the dif-
ferent layers over it, the grass, and then
another city, the grass and then another
city again.�29) becomes tangible. It is in
such a way that the ruin can be said to
surpass the historical context of the
buildings and constructions that it once
was: the Topography of Terror site
doesn�t only express what is � and
rightly so � considered to be un-ex-
pressible or, at least, never entirely ex-
pressible and re-presentable, but tran-
scends this specific historical back-
ground of the Second World War by
presenting a no less relevant remnant of
Berlin�s past in the very same location.
It is crucial to note, however, that it is
not the mere presence of two historical
layers, both very visible in decay, and
the way in which they are part of one
and the same location but still remain
at an irreducible distance from each
other (both are visible at the same time,
there is no perception of totality pos-
sible) that endow the Topography of
Terror site, and ruins in general, with
such powerful means of expression. The
main argument we would like to hold
is, namely, that through this co-pres-
ence of specific historical contexts and
the moment in which they are thus sur-
passed it is nothing less than the realm
of the historical as such that is being
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transcended. Moreover, if the ruin goes
beyond the historical itself and not
merely beyond specific instances of his-
tory, it is through its capacity to express
precisely that realm of the historical.
For, if, in this context, the notion of the
historical refers to that part of reality
that cannot elude the process of time
and hence denotes that side of the sur-
rounding world that doesn�t allow for
any experience of transcendence to-
wards the realm of an absolute and
eternally valid, then, what makes it
possible for, e.g. rubble, debris, worn
down buildings and empty lots to sur-
pass this realm is their capacity to ex-
press the historical as historical, that is,
in its irreducible imperfectness. The
ruin brings the temporal and finite na-
ture of everything that belongs to his-
tory to the surface and thus makes
manifest that if anything remains the
same throughout history it is only the
very transience of its phenomena.
Therefore, when to the juxtaposition of
different pieces of history is added the
effect of their visibility as fragments of
reality in decay, what becomes within
reach for history is the one act that al-
lows it to transcend itself; its self-ex-
pression as something merely historical.
In this way, through the rubble and
debris of the Topography of Terror site
the historical periods of the Second
World War and the post-war era in
which Berlin was a divided city only
transcend themselves to the extent that
they become visible in their inability to
maintain themselves. What is expressed
in the remains of the buildings that

were once located in the Niederkircher-
strasse and in the piece of the Berlin
Wall that stretches out along it is their
very historicity and the way in which
the mere fact that those constructions
were made by human hands has ren-
dered them mortal and imperfect.
Hence, the argument that the Topog-

raphy of Terror has gained such expres-
sive abilities because it is kept in its ru-
inous state and not despite it does not
merely originate in the specificity of its
past as one of the organisational centres
of the Third Reich and the way in
which it bears witness to what cannot
be adequately represented; as a ruin, it
expresses the finitude of the historical
realm as such. The Topography of Ter-
ror site does not only testify to what
happened there during the war years,
nor to the events of the post-war era
but, through the juxtaposition of the
ruins of the buildings of the Nazi re-
gime and the remainder of the Berlin
Wall, to the limits of every human effort
to give shape to a narrative, or for that
matter a political regime, that would
succeed in overcoming its imperfection
and lack of eternal validity. If, earlier,
it was suggested that the ruin expresses
the fact that every narrative cannot but
have an outside, what was meant was
precisely this effect of time to forfeit
human claims on a-historical truth and
jurisdiction that, in particular, are to-
kens of totalitarianism but, all too often,
seem characteristic of human projects as
such. What, in the presence of ruins,
strikes the eye is decay in its least
adorned form; it is their very lack of life
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a re-presentation of the past) and at-
tains a profoundly political and ethical
significance. For, by expressing what in
essence cannot be adequately expressed
(or rather, by expressing that it belongs
to the essence of the historical that its
narratives cannot adequately express
everything), the ruin inspires to mod-
esty: it confronts us with the inherent
danger of every human project that
oversteps its limits by aiming for all-
explanatory answers to our questions
and conclusive solutions to our prob-
lems. By revealing the finitude of hu-
man ambitions, that is, the historicity of
history and, by that token, the non-at-
tainability of the a-historical, the ruin
can deepen our perception of the
present. For this the Topography of
Terror can, again, serve as an illustra-
tion. Though the remains of the build-
ings are deliberately kept in their
present state and though there are, to
our knowledge, no plans to redesign
the location completely, the bad shape
the terrain is in is not at all the effect
of a conscious decision. An explanation
sheet at the entrance of the open-air
exhibition warns the visitor that, due to
the lack of sufficient means to better
maintain the site, to make it more ac-
cessible and, one is inclined to say, to
turn it into a �proper� memorial site, a
visit to the terrain is on one�s own re-
sponsibility. As such, in its form as a
ruin, the Topography of Terror adds to
the layers of the past, a layer of the
present. Left behind by capitalism, in
the shadows of the buildings that line
Potsdamer Platz, it encapsulates an in-
ability to take care of the past and de-

and significance that makes ruins so
powerful. As such, it is not so much the
juxtaposition between different histori-
cal layers that is responsible for the
particular poetry of the ruin than a
clash between the historical and the a-
historical, in which it becomes clear
how the former cannot but obstruct the
view on the latter that, as such, is
bound to remain inaccessible. If both
historical layers are visible at the same
time, it is only because they are both
visible at the same time, that is, against
the very same background of essential
imperfectness and finitude. The histori-
cal may, in the ruin, be continuously
transcended, but not at all in dialectical
way: the imperfectness of the historical
realm stands in the way of every pro-
cess of Aufhebung that, ultimately,
would bring the a-historical within
reach. The ruin only transcends the his-
torical by making visible the irreducible
lack of transcendence that seems to
characterize that realm. Thus, it illus-
trates a perception of what really sur-
passes the historical that cannot but be
brief and imperfect, as if the a-histori-
cal seeks its expression in a medium
that remains at all time alien to it.
As a token of the meaning-less,

drawing attention to the limits of every
human effort of understanding, the ruin
goes beyond its status as a witness of
the (pure) past and becomes able to tes-
tify to the finitude of the present. It is
therefore only in this moment when the
ruin points to the outside of every nar-
rative that it transcends its status as a
site of memory and its ability to re-
member the past as past (as opposed to
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ficiency to pay heed to history. By pre-
senting what stubbornly refuses to give
way to the continuous efforts for re-
newal and deterritorialisation that lie at
the heart of neo-capitalism and thus
maintaining the past in a world that
seeks to live as close to the future as
possible, the Topography of Terror site
highlights the outside of the narrative
that rules our society � a narrative,
therefore, so grand that it doesn�t only
expand in space but also in time, no less
globalising the past of which we are the
product than the planet on which we
live our present. Hence, its rubble and
debris aren�t merely manifestations of
the past as past but have become illus-
trations of the capacity of the past to
reveal the blind spots of the present.
The true power of ruins therefore arises
from a constellation of past and present:
through the expression of the temporal-
ity of everything that belongs to history,
they surpass this initial awareness of
fragility and testify to a past that, un-
like the present, does not lack the abil-
ity to maintain itself but, as such, can
even reveal itself in its pure form. The
unadorned decay of what was once
present thus becomes the medium of
expression of the indestructibility of the
past and, by this token, a means to ex-
pose our own present in its finitude.
Perhaps, it is ex negativo that the

importance and ethical significance of
the ruin becomes most clear. For, if the
ruin is able to illustrate that a past that
is not �adequately� memorialized is not
automatically prone to oblivion � on the
contrary �, the other extreme of the
spectrum, where the commemoration of

certain events from the past can be in-
terpreted as little more than an attempt
to forget them, is no less relevant to this
discussion. This second attitude, in fact,
can often be discovered in discussions
about monuments for events that took
place relatively recently and, for that
reason, very much affect the politics of
the present. In this respect, whereas the
necessity to commemorate the Shoah
cannot itself be questioned, the various
needs that go under that name can. As
such, the Germans who pleaded for the
Holocaust Memorial that was built in
Berlin were, for instance, often accused
of caring more about ways to resolve
their own past than about the demands
of the Jewish community, just like the
actual monument is sometimes seen as
an expression of the German desire to
move forward, rather than as a medium
to commemorate the past. In this con-
text, Jane Kramer�s article �The Politics
of Memory� deals with the attempts of
the present generation in Germany to
see the German population, no less than
the rest of the world, as victims of the
Nazi regime. While some people under-
stand the Second World War as an in-
evitable consequence of the First World
War, almost as if �it were History, and
not Germans, that set the country on its
Sonderweg to Fascism�,30 the Holocaust
Memorial in Berlin runs, according to
Kramer�s article, the risk to be used as
a Vergangenheitsbewältigung, that is, as
the management of its past that, once
and for all, allows Germany to move
into the future without the burden of a
guilty conscience.31 In a way, and see-
ing the Holocaust memorial against the
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background of a country that fifty years
after the Second World War rereads its
history and creates its own coherent
and well-structured narrative about the
past, this discussion illustrates how
strangely commensurate the distance
between memory and politics appears
to be with the gap that separates, in the
ruin, the �pure� and unaufgehoben past
from the way one, in hindsight, wants
to re-present it. For, when a memory
site is all too contaminated by certain
political interests, it has to be consid-
ered as the outcome of the desires of
the present rather than as a commemo-
ration of the past. This became strik-
ingly clear from the words of one of the
initiators of the Holocaust Memorial,
Lea Rosh, that �[it�s] the successors of
the perpetrators who are building this
memorial, not the Jews�32. If ruins are
replaced by an overabundance of newly
constructed and beautifully designed
memorial sites and thus disappear as
the singular way to measure the gap
between the �pure� past and the
present, memory and politics are bound
to become indistinguishable. When a
monument becomes visible as nothing
but the result of an effort to capture the
past in a coherent narrative and logical
chain of events, it is emptied of its ex-
pressive abilities. While seeking ways to
modify the past in such a way that it
serves the desires of the present, com-
memoration forsakes its ability to main-
tain the past in its pure form and is
drained of the capacity to draw atten-
tion to the finitude of the present and
the irreducible outside of every narra-
tive. Political manipulations of memory

are more widespread than ever and
contaminate fragile efforts of com-
memoration.
The ruin of writing is the philosophy

of Jacques Derrida. By Derrida�s ana-
gram, trace is écart. Trace, mark, sign,
trail is � at one and the very same time �
gap, gape, swerve, movement apart.
They are remains, cues, hints, vestiges,
�traces of traces.� Ruins.
Horror is unsensed and sensed in

the ruins. Horror is unthought and
thought in the ruins. Horror is unwrit-
ten and written in the ruins. In the ru-
ins of (their, your, his, our?) writing.
Why do we write? Why do we continue
the absurd and, more often than not,
abject act of writing? Writing is between
the ghosts of writer-reader and back
again.33 Writing is mourning, mourning
others and oneself. Mourning and cel-
ebrating life.34

The book constitutes a memorial,35

writes the traces of otherness. The loss,
grieving or lack of it and emptiness are
there in the text�s sounds, silences and
their senses. The ruined Temple, ruined
garden, museum ruins,36 ruined book.
Ruined memory.37

The ruin of art is the painting of Luc
Tuymans. We see his art as a depiction
of reality stripped of memory. Blurring
the lines between self and other. The
reality he paints is the same as ours, the
gas chambers become almost intimate.
They are stripped of the immediate rec-
ognizability that would allow us to put
them at a distance and thus make the
presence of the other felt. Here are
Tuymans� paintings-unpaintings: the
artist himself explores � visually and
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textually � fading. He conceals-reveals
the evil of history and of the here and
now.38 Tuymans� art is the trace that is
an écart, a trace that is invisible and
therefore all the more haunting. Com-
pare Benjamin on Atget�s photography
(ordinary streets turn the site of crime)
and Tuymans (sites of crime turn ba-
nal). The other is becoming unrecogniz-
able, inseparable though distinct in a
Deleuzian way from the self.
The end of the official tour of Maj-

danek-Konzentrationslager Lublin: a
crematorium with ovens and with a
single dissecting table. The memory
chokes us. We look at Luc Tuymans�s
watercolour Altar: spectral, far, close,
fading, looming, choking. Next to the
table at Majdanek stands a bathtub, a
tin tub for the overseer of this
place. Next to the Altar watercolour, the
Tuymans book has soap. Soap: the pro-
duce of extermination.
The Shoah calls for continuous ef-

forts of commemoration. But it is the
past itself, and not merely certain
events from it, that eludes all attempts
to become adequately memorialized; it
changes in essence when it is taken as
the object of a re-presentation. The ruin,
however, reveals the past as past and,
for that reason, has the power to ex-
press the finitude of everything that
belongs to history and contemporaneity.
Painter Anselm Kiefer: �Rubble is

the future. Because everything that is,
passes. There is a wonderful chapter in
Isaiah that says: �Grass will grow over
your cities. This sentence has always
fascinated me, even as a child. This
poetry, the fact that you see both things

at the same time. Isaiah sees the city
and the different layers over it, the
grass, and then another city, the grass
and then another city again.�
Today lush grass covers the former

death camps of Auschwitz and
Majdanek. Shooting her Auschwitz film
The Last Stage (1948), Wanda Jaku-
bowska ordered the extras to stamp the
ground in order to produce mud and
�recreate� the camp where she had
been an inmate.
�They had condemned us to die in

our own filth, to drown in mud, in our
own excrement,�39 recalled Auschwitz
inmate Pelagia Lewinska. To disappear
in the banality of evil,40 abject, desubli-
mation, unmemory. Author of Wa-
shington�s Vietnam Memorial, Maya
Lin, says: �I thought about what death
is, what a loss is ... a sharp pain that
lessens with time, but can never quite
heal over. A scar. The idea occurred to
me there on the site. Take a knife and
cut open the earth, and with time the
grass would heal it. As if you hadcut
open the rock and polished it.�
But grass does not heal.41 Philosophy

does not heal. Mourning does not heal.
Have we � at least � mourned? Words
elude us: sufferings, horror, the real,
abject, evil � Suspension points. How
to attempt to speak the Shoah? Holo-
caust survivor, writer Hanna Krall in-
scribes suspension points to attempt to
speak the evil of the Shoah. Holocaust
survivor, writer Lisa Appignanesi in-
scribes the experience of �losing the
dead� to attempt to speak the Shoah
and the post-Shoah void. The unspeak-
ing and unspeakable emptiness.
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Horror, the real, evil unsayable and
unsaid. To attempt to speak the un-
speakable Derrida developed the idea of
transgenerational haunting in the psy-
choanalysis of Maria Torok and Nicolas
Abraham. Derrida investigated Gothic
memory. Fredric Jameson was doubly
wrong: memory turned out the heart of
postmodern politics;42 the Gothic turned
out the heart of postmodern poetics.43

Spectral psychoanalysis is a Gothic non-
narrative of memory, which Jacques
Derrida cultivated. The Gothic provided
Derrida not only with its trappings, but
with its Denkbilder of the spectre,
revenant, phantom. Derrida wrote the
traces of traces, gaps, memory lacunae,
ruins. The ruins are deconstruction:
outside of the proper, selfsame, one�s
own and clean.
By maintaining traces-gaps, the ruin

bears witness to the fragility of the
present and draws attention to the way
in which every narrative cannot but
have an outside. The ruin problematizes
all historical claims to validity. In its
ability to testify not only to the irreduc-
ible outside to every narrative but also
to the irreducible outside of every nar-
rative, the Denkbild of the ruin is a cri-
tique of the politicisation of memory
and its efforts to modify the past in
such a way that it serves the present. By
encapsulating, epitomising or rather
embodying what cannot be adequately

remembered is therefore not immedi-
ately forgotten, the ruins counter politi-
cised memorial sites that seek ways to
remember the past in order to forget it.
Powers that be espouse jingoism to ex-
pand, appropriate arché, archives and
architecture, possess remembering and
forgetting. Ruination awaits them. And
yet, nowadays, we live with the spec-
tre of totalitarianism, writes philosopher
Richard J. Bernstein.44 If history is writ-
ten by the winners, it is always in the
blood of the victims.
After death camps: ruins, grass,

blood. Sites of memory � grass-grown
nor muddy � do not heal the wound.
The blood is here � today, too � Om-
nipresent and gestaltlos, spectral police
violence, predicted by Benjamin � The
contemporary human condition mod-
elled on the concentration camp, diag-
nosed by Agamben � Let us remember
Jacques Derrida�s diagnosis of contem-
poraneity in his book Specters of Marx:
�Never have violence, inequality, exclu-
sion, famine, and thus economic op-
pression affected as many human be-
ings in the history of the earth and of
humanity.� Derrida�s is an attempt at
constructing a space of meeting, think-
ing and sheltering otherness in the idea
of the cosmopolitan open city (ville
franche) or refuge city (ville refuge)45 as
his philosophy of difference and social
space. Cities in ruins?

* * *
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