Telling Histories
images, memories, narrations

The Art of Memory/Counter-Memory

What is an adequate toolkit for depicting the past? For centuries, a firm classic artistic repertoire
and traditional narrative strategies were used to depict sacred as well as secular themes with great
lustre — this being the reason why history painting occupied such a proud place in the hierarchy

of artistic genres — and they remained dominant until well into the twentieth century.

J 7 From the 1950’s however, confronted
@ - ith the horrors of the recent past, in
particular the Nazi extermination
camps, fundamental doubts arose: how
far can we get - in film, painting, or
monumental sculpture - with this
| classic repertoire, traditional storylines

. and mimetic representations, when we

* seek to depict this history? This was
what Theodor Adorno meant by his
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much  quoted  aphorism  Nach
Auschwitz noch Lyrik zu schreiben, ist barbarisch (‘Writing poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric’):
the artistic repertoire that served Western civilization for centuries is incapable of even

approaching the horrors of the recent past.

Over time this view has gained wider and wider acceptance, especially since the 1960s, which
marked the beginning of a gradual erosion of the great narratives of the Western world, of
political ideologies, religion, and nationalism - a process that also marked the end of traditional
historical or historicizing art. This development has had a deep impact upon the way memories
of the past are mediated - in monuments, film, painting, rituals — giving rise of an art of counter-

memory, not only with regard to the second world war, but also to other historical episodes.

This art may express political opposite views towards the past, but also profoundly sceptical
feelings towards the very idea that conventional artistic techniques and strategies can do justice

to historical reality, experiences or memories.
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