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ABSTRACT

National museums are institutions that exhibit historical narratives politically influenced by individuals,
groups or governments. These actions are implemented inside the exhibition space of museums through the
creation of specific projects of memory and oblivion that seek to convert historic memory in an ideological
tool. In this dissertation, it is discussed the different aspects involved in the creation of these projects to subse-
quently make use of them in specific case studies inside a national museum. For this purpose, it was collected
visual material from documentaries, books and photographs of five areas of the permanent exhibition of the
National History Museum of Tirana in Albania showing the level of transformation of its spaces, since its
construction in 1981 during the Communist regime until the subsequent transitional period to a Capitalist
society. These cases were analysed to find the implications of the ideological influence of political regimes in
the museum exhibitions. As a result of this analyses it was possible to discover heterogeneous political influ-
ences in the construction of the Albanian historic memory particularly influenced by different ideologies.
Consequently, the case studies showed some ways in which the museum has dealt with constructed repre-
sentations of history ranking from the glorification of past to the contesting of the Communist period in
Albania. It was demonstrated through the findings and the subsequent discussion that some of the political
projects of memory and oblivion implemented by the Communist regime in 1981 have been kept intact or
transformed, thus, evidencing a heterogeneous response of the museum to the historical discourse that the

former Communist regime implemented in Albania.
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‘Here [at the chthonian oracle of Trophonios in Boiotia] he [the supplicant] must drink water
called the water of Lethe (Forgetfulness), that he may forget all that he has been thinking
of hitherto, and afterwards he drinks of another water, the water of Mnemosyne (Memory),
which causes him to remember what he sees after his descent.

Pausanias, Description of Greece 9. 39. 8 (trans. Jones) (Greek travelogue c2nd A.D.)

‘Everything faded into mist. The past was erased, the erasure was forgotten, the lie became
truth’

George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949).



FIGURE I.2011: The National History Museum and Scanderbeg Square, Tirana, Albania. (Personal photograph).



The forgetting institution. Memory and oblivion in the National History Museum in contemporary Albania

| Julidn Roa Triana | 2012 | University of Gothenburg |

I.I CONTEXT OF THE PROJECT

I.I.1 ANTECEDENTS
would like to commence this dissertation by giving a brief background on the origin of this
project. I consider it relevant to explain the context of how this discussion began, followed

by a contextual background of my object of study. First of all, I will describe the role of the

d) organization where I took part in the internship course necessary for the subsequent devel-
opment of the final project of the Master’s program in International Museum Studies of the University of
Gothenburg. After this, I intend to briefly expound the context of the Muzeu Historik Kombétar or National
History Museum of Albania (MHK), which is the institution that I have chosen to conduct the proposed
research of this dissertation. Finally, I will explain the aim of this project by giving a summary of my thesis
statement, the theoretical framework and the set of questions that I intend to elucidate in relationship with

my object of study.

In October 2011, I had the opportunity to come to Bosnia and Herzegovina (BIH) and participate in an aca-
demic internship with the Swedish Organization Cu/tural Heritage without Borders (cHwB)". This organiza-
tion is involved with several projects related to heritage at risk of being destroyed due to different factors such
as war, natural disasters or neglect caused by poverty or other difficult social conditions. The regional office
of Sarajevo, where I was initially assigned, works in close partnership with different institutions, mainly from
the European Union, such as the Swedish International Development Agency (s1p.4) and several academic in-
stitutions in the region that comprises B1H, Kosova and Albania. Its main work has been focused on architec-
tural restoration and in some degree the development of exhibition projects aimed to improve the relevance
of cultural heritage among local communities that were affected by the Yugoslav Wars between 1991 and 1995
and other events such as the political unrest and transitional period of Albania after the fall of Communism

in 1991. Since January 2012 I have been working with CHWB in the regional branch located in Tirana, the

1 Cultural Heritage without Borders (CHWB), is a Swedish Non-governmental organization working to preserve cultural monu-
ments endangered in various ways. The Organization was founded in April, 1995, in the spirit of the Hague Convention from 1954
to lend international support to cultural heritage at risk of being destroyed whether as a result of natural disasters, war or neglect
because of poverty or political and social conditions. The overall goal for cHWB’s work in Bosnia and Herzegovina is to strengthen
the country’s prospects to assume its own responsibility to restore, conserve and spread information about its common cultural

heritage in keeping with established international conventions (CHWB, 2005, p.4).

lo|



The forgetting institution. Memory and oblivion in the National History Museum in contemporary Albania

| Julidn Roa Triana | 2012 | University of Gothenburg |

capital city of the Republic of Albania. In this branch, the main objectives of the organization are focused
in the development of projects in the Unesco World Heritage Site of Gjirokastra in the south of the country.
Although I have mainly worked on tasks related with the visibility of architectural restoration projects in that
site, I was captivated with the exhibitions of the Muzeu Historik Kombétar located in Tirana. The reason
for that was the impression of an institution that initially seemed to be ‘stuck’ in time, something that, at a
first glance seemed to be the case, judging from the structure and visual appearance of the exhibition displays.
The reason to initially conjecture that was partly based on my background in arts and visual design, which
allowed me to identify different technical elements within the exhibition that were widely used in museologi-
cal projects during the 1980s. For instance, the use of dry transfer lettering and metallic and plastic molded
types for the texts of the exhibition are still exhibited in some of the rooms. Thus, my initial question about
the MHK, was to ascertain whether the museum was built during the Communist regime in Albania, which
in turn led me to enquire why the exhibitions still kept a museological project from that period. The decision
to analyze and discuss possible hypothesis regarding some explanations for that phenomenon began with the
gathering of visual and archive data which was consolidated as the main body of research for the purpose of
this dissertation. This body is composed of visual material taken from film documentaries, photographs of
the museum and its exhibitions published in books during the Communist era, personal digital photographs
of the current exhibitions, an interview with the curator of the museum and finally the original museological
written project of 1980. After that initial gathering of evidence, I commenced a review of relevant literature
that would give the theoretical framework to work with this material. That allowed me to link the object of
my study with theories on human memory and its role in the construction of historic memory, which became
the heart of my thesis. In the second part of this introduction I will explain this theoretical framework more
in detail. First, however, I would like to explain a general context of the museum that should serve as a preface

for the theoretical discussion and following analysis of the MHK.

1.1.2 THE MUZEU HISTORIK KOMBETAR AND ALBANIA

Let me begin by stating that I do not intend to give a comprehensive account of Albanian history during the
Communist period; it is not my aim to condense data in the form of a historical interpretation of the museum
as an institution. Instead of that I will frame this contextualization of the MHK in two aspects that are defini-
tive for the aim of this dissertation. First, I will develop the idea of isolation in relationship with the policies
of the Albanian Government at the time of the construction of the Museum and second, I will attempt to
contextualize this institution as one of the products of a resultant state’s policy that some academic scholars

call the ‘Albanian Cultural Revolution™.

2 For instance, Isa Blumi developed this subject in an article titled: Hoxha’s Class War: The Cultural Revolution and State Refor-

mation, 1901 — 1971.
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The origin of the Muzeu Historik Kombétar as a functioning institution lies in a political decision of the

Council of Ministers of Albania (Keshilli Kryeministrove, 1980). In fact, the period of the ‘People’s Socialist

Republic of Albania) a name used from 1976 (Albanian Parliament, 1977) until the fall of the Communist

regime in 1991-92, was the scenario for the planningand construction of the museum in the early 1980s. The

existence of a ‘isolationist’ policy after the ideological and economic splits with Yugoslavia (1948), the Union

of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR) (1960-61) and Maoist China (1976-1978), were a particular character-
istic of the Communist regime in Albania under the leadership of Enver Hoxha (1944 - 1981) and briefly
under Ramiz Alia (1985- 1991). They consisted of a series of actions aimed to protect the country from two

different factors: an alleged risk of invasion of the territory and the influence of ‘revisionist’ ideas on the Sta-
linist ideology of the Albanian State. Indeed, Hoxha’s writings and other literature coming from the state’s

propaganda apparatus (the ‘8 Néntori Publishing House’) constantly refer to Albanian Socialism as an im-
pregnable fortress’, thus reflecting the political mood during his rule. Galaty, Stocker and Watkinson suggest
that this obsession of Hoxha to protect the country by all means from a foreign menace resides in the idea of
constant invasion of the territory of Albania through history, which according to them ‘is one of foreign oc-
cupation -by ancient Greeks, Romans, Bulgarians, Venetians, Ottomans, Italians, Austrians, Germans, Serbs,
and modern Greeks. (Galaty, Stocker and Watkinson, 2009, p.177). In that sense, the physical threat of being
invaded was reflected in several military strategies that were carried out during the Communist period. For
instance, the construction of nearly one million concrete bunkers that according to Rugg (1994) were built
during the 1980’ decade. He also notes the cost of this action in terms of resource wasting. In fact, BBC’s
reporter Daniel Howden (2002) made a comparison of the cost of these bunkers suggesting that they were

twice as expensive as the Maginot Line in France and consumed three times the amount of concrete’. With
this evidence, it is possible to have an idea of the human effort of the Albanian people at that time to satisfy
the policies of Hoxha. Moreover, isolation is also seen in the state policies that sought to shield the country
from foreign influence coming from Capitalist countries and also Socialist states, which, according to Hoxha,
were considered revisionist of the Marxism-Leninism and the Stalinism ideologies. He denounced several
Communist Parties of Europe and the ‘Khrushchevite-Imperialist anti-Communist campaign against Stalin’
in his book, and its title speaks by itself: ‘Eurocommunism is Anti-Communism’ (Hoxha, 1980, pp. 3, 8 &

43). Thus, it is possible to assert that the isolation of Albania in the decade when the museum was built is the

3 Hoxha and the propaganda constantly refers to Albania as a fortified country surrounded by enemies: “With the Party at the
head, with the united forces of an entire people, our socialist Albania has become both a great work site of production and creation
and an impregnable fortress of socialism. (Hoxha, 1984, p. 577), “We had to make Albania a country of free and happy people, an
impregnable fortress against any enemy’. (Hoxha, 1984, p. 581) and ‘Socialist Albania enjoys great authority and has a strong inter-
national position, it has many friends and well-wishers all over the world. Encircled and coveted by perfidious enemies, it stands up

resolutely to the savage pressure and blockade of the Imperialists and revisionists’ (anonymous, 1984, p.11).
4 'These claim is analyzed and proved in: Stefa, E. And Mydyti G. 2009. Concrete Mushrooms: Bunkers in Albania. [digital

book - draft] Milano: Politecnico di Milano. Available at: http://concrete-mushrooms.com/files/concrete-mushrooms-final.pdf

[Accessed 30 April 2012]. P. 77.
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product of Hoxha’s determination to keep a Stalinist ideology as the policy of state®. With this isolation in the
geopolitical context, Hoxha saw the ‘menace of revisionism’ as the biggest enemy of the Socialist Albania. In
fact, as early as the 1960’s, he posed the need for a new society that should be ‘clean’ from bourgeois influence,

something that he asserted in his discourse:

“The complete construction of a socialist society will not be realized without building a new person with new ideas (...) the
bourgeois and petty-bourgeois remnants in the consciousness of the people make a serious barrier to the complete victory

of socialism in Albania’ (Hoxha, 1961 cited in Blumi, 1999, p. 306)

In this speech given during the Fourth Congress of the Party of Labour of Albania (prsH®), it becomes evi-
dent that he had the desire to implement a ‘cultural revolution’ that should breed the ‘new men’ needed for a
‘new society’ that would have broken, in some sense, with the past. However, the project of this cultural revo-
lution can be seen as a two sided entity where the state implemented a historical rupture but also encouraged

an idea of ‘glorious ancient origins’ of the Albanian people.

The break with the past in order to create a new society can be seen in Hoxha’s regime declaration from 1967,
which speaks of Albania as the first atheist state in the world, ‘Nowhere else (...) was the pressure on religion
so brutal and sustained’ (Rugg, 1994, p.70). According to Galaty, Stocker and Watkinson (2009, p.179), an
estimate 95 percent of 2169 churches and mosques were completely destroyed. Also, most of the remaining
temples changed their ritual use to serve other functions (housing, cinemas or cultural centers). The complete
control of the state over everyday aspects of individual’s life can also be seen in the break up with the allegedly
‘bourgeois’ art in Albania. In a document from 1975 by the Council of Ministers entitled ‘On the placement

of the works of figurative art in locations and public spaces, the council orders several measures:

Due to an ongoing concern of the party ‘on the formation and education of our young people within the Marxist-Leninist
world understanding and a taste for the aesthetics of the beauty of art, nature, work and life’ the council decrees ‘1. That all
instruments of culture and mass propaganda be used in an intensive way and qualified for the formation of taste in our
socialist morality, and view that as an aspect of class wars on the ideological front. 2. Ministries and their central institu-
tions and the executive committee of the people’s councils of the regions take all measures to remove from spaces works of
figurative art that are inappropriate and without ideological and artistic values and replace them with works imbued with

content of an artistic level’ (Cargani, 1975).

So, this shows how the so-called ‘Albanian cultural revolution’ was consistently implemented in all aspects of

social life ranging from the spiritual sense to the aesthetic taste of individuals and therefore the society.

s In this regard, Isa Blumi has written an extensive analysis of the political decisions that Hoxha took to hold in power: Blumi,

L., 1999. Hoxha’s class war: The cultural revolution and state reformation, 1961-1971. East European Quarterly, V. 33 (3), pp. 303-326.

6 Partia ¢ Punés e Shqipérise (Party of Labour of Albania from 1945 until 1991)

|2
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Moreover, the encouragement of a ‘distant and glorious’ past based in the Illyrian cultures to support the
origin of the Albanian nation also characterizes the Albanian cultural revolution as an ethnic nationalistic
project, despite the fact that it would clash with the intrinsic ‘proletarian internationalist’ nature of Com-
munism. In that respect, Hoxha sought to justify the ‘antiquity’ of the Albanian people in this area of South
East Europe by completely linking its ‘ethnogenesis’ and the origin of the Albanian language with the Illyrian
culture (Galaty and Watkinson, 2004, p. 9). It is possible to argue that his insistence on finding a connection
between this ancient culture and modern Albania was a geopolitical strategy to justify the existence of the
country in a region surrounded by ‘enemies’ represented by the Slavic people in former Yugoslavia and mod-
ern Greeks in the south. Therefore, the Illyrian origin was possibly encouraged in order to support the exist-
ence of Albanian people in their modern territory, as well as in Albanian territories subjected to disputes such
as the so-called Northern Epirus by Greece or areas with substantial Albanian population livingin the former
Yugoslav republics of Montenegro, Macedonia and especially Serbia and its former Autonomous Region of
Kosovo. Thus, archaeological and anthropological research was encouraged by Hoxha’s regime as a policy of
state reflected in the extensive scientific production at that time to justify the struggle of Albania for territory.
For instance, Muzafer Korkuti, the director of the Archaeological Institute at that time, stated in an interview
that between 1978 and 1988 the institute had 20 projects working and there was a lack of skilled workers, but
not money. Later he comments on the interference of Hoxha in the scientific research of that time: ‘Look at
the question of the Kosovar territory: we had to defend the idea that the Slavs arrived after the Illyrians. In
this case Enver Hoxha permitted one opinion’ (Korkuti cited in Galaty and Watkinson, 2004, p. 10). This
extensive production is also corroborated by the curator of the MHK, Sali Kadria, who suggested in a personal
interview (appendix a) how the costs and the size of the museum is the product of the isolation at that time in
addition to the existence of a heavy nationalistic discourse coming from Hoxha’s regime to show the ‘magnifi-
cent’ origins and the right for territory of the Albanian nation. In that sense, that corroborates the statement
that Miraj and Zeco give: “Where the past is such an important part of the political toolbox, funding, for the
right sort of research becomes no problem’ (cf Miraj and Zeco, 1993 cited in Galaty and Watkinson, 2004,
p- 10). Moreover, the Albanian language is another issue that shows ideological manipulation during the
cultural revolution. First, it is necessary to mention the existence of two different Albanian language dialects,
Gheg and Tosk. Although there were attempts to unify these dialects through the production of dictionar-
ies at the beginning of the 20" century. The Institute of Albanian Language and Literature, created in 1972,
was in charge of the production of standardized dictionaries and grammars that sought to finally unify the
language’. It is possible to suggest that this action represented the effort of the regime to suppress cultural
differences that otherwise, would jeopardize the implementation of the Socialist state in different regions of
the country. In the MHK’s exhibition of Illyrian cultures the discourse emphasizes a single constitutive people

that ‘produced’ the Albanian nation, putting less emphasis in different groups (Ghegs and Tosks included). In

7 For instance Drejshkrimi i gjubés shgipe (Orthography of the Albanian Language) (1973) and Fjalori drejtshkrimor i gjuhés
shqipe (Orthographic Dictionary of the Albanian Language) (1976)

|13 |
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that regard, Anderson (2006, p.67) suggests that part of the character of nationalisms in Europe between the
1820s and the 1920s resides in the ‘central ideological and political importance’ of national print-languages.
Therefore, it is possible to suggest that the Communist regime followed a late nationalistic idea, basing the
origin of the modern Albanian nation in ancient times and emphasizing in the importance of language as a
political tool for the unification and revolutionary cultural shift that would create a ‘new Albanian citizen’

for a Socialist society.

In this context, the MHK was inaugurated in 1981. It is located at the northern end of Scanderbeg square in
central Tirana. The museum is monumental in its visual character. Its entrance was designed to be extremely
small in comparison to the main facade and the mosaic itself, which is just above the small entrance, a charac-
teristic of certain types of museums that could be linked with ideas related to the moral elevation of art and
history under totalitarian regimes. The proportions of the museum in relationship with the square reflects
the importance of history and the arts in Albanian society during Communist times. As a consequence of
the construction of the museum the former city hall of Tirana, built in a Neo renaissance style during the
Fascist Italian period, was demolished. In that regard, Rugg states that ‘relics of the past landscape are rela-
tively few because the Communist regime tried to transform the city into a socialist landscape’ (Rugg, 1994,
p-67). Indeed, Scanderbeg square evidences the transformation of Albanian society during that time where
some of the Stalinist principles of urban development were applied: ‘emphasis on the political-cultural role
of the capital city and central cores of cities at the expense of commerce, regulation of city size, importance
of urban historic heritage, use of squares and boulevards as organizing foci’ (Rugg, 1994, p.67). It is relevant
to ask what was important for the regime in terms of heritage, taking into account that the construction of
the museum implied the destruction of part of the cultural landscape of the square. However, although the
urban plan of the square has been reshaped several times, it still conserves monumental volumes and spaces
from the italian interventions in Tirana during the 1920s and 1930s, represented in the governmental build-
ings across the museum, and surprisingly the 18" century EChem Bey Mosque which, according to Sali Kadria,
was closed, but protected as a monument during the Socialist regime after the suggestion of the Director of

the Institute for the Protection of Monuments at that time (appendix a).

Having in mind this brief context of the socio political situation of Albania during the Socialist rule, the
museum can be regarded as the product of the Albanian cultural revolution projects that sought to justify the
origins of the Albanian people, as well as the need for the creation of a ‘new kind of citizen’ that would carry
out the total implementation of a Socialist society. When the museum was inaugurated, on 28 October of
1981, a documentary-propaganda film was produced accounting the construction of this project and showing

an institution that would, both physically and symbolically, replace the old and perhaps ‘Fascist-revisionist’

| 14
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architecture of the main square of Tirana®. Thirty years have passed since that, and the Albanian society, as
most of the former Eastern Bloc, experienced the fall of Communism in the beginning of the 1990s and the
subsequent transitional period to a Capitalist democracy. But the city of Tirana still has the museum facing
the square. Inside, its eight permanent exhibitions that range from prehistoric times until the Anti-Fascist
National War of Liberation serve as evidence of the cultural project that Hoxha’s regime implemented, but
also it shows conceptual and structural changes that connote the work that the museum staff has done in the
narrative of the exhibitions. As will be developed in the following chapter, this is the main focus that I will
discuss in this dissertation: the national museum and its permanent exhibitions understood in the light of

broader political actions.

8 Ibased this idea on the min. 00:29 to or:07 of the documentary Me ndertuesit e Muzeut Historik Kombetar (1981) (With the
builders of the National History Museum)
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1.2 AIM
1.2.1 THESIS STATEMENT

RO ccording to the ICOM statutes (2007, article 3), a museum is ‘a permanent institution which
A Ues

acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the heritage of humanity for the
purposes of education, study and enjoyment. However, this definition does not take into ac-

&=a| count the role of national museums as institutions that take part in political acts of memory
and oblivion. Such institutions are particularly susceptible to these acts, due to the political influence of
governments over the historical discourse that national museums exhibit. In this regard, the use of material
culture of museums according to political ideologies becomes evident during a change of political regime,
where national museums usually have to deal with a difficult, controversial or glorious past. In that situation,
the existence of previous specific acts of memory and oblivion come into conflict with emerging political

ideologies of a new regime.

Taking as my object of study the Muzeu Historik Kombétar, I intend to discuss how this institution has taken
part in such acts. First, I intend to define the concept of memory and oblivion, the role of historic memory
and the idea of memory institution in a political context. Second, I will discuss the existence of what I call
‘projects of memory and oblivion’ in the permanent exhibitions of the MHK (The fagade of the museum, the
Ilyrian room, the Independence room and the Antifascist National War of Liberation room), making a con-
ceptual comparison between the museological project of 1981, when the MHK began to function as institu-
tion, and the current permanent exhibitions. My central interest in this comparison are the visual narratives
of the exhibition areas that I consider as meaning carriers that make use of certain strategies to represent

material culture under the scope of a specific political project that is shown to the visitors.

In order to do the above, I will focus my theoretical discussion on three major fields. First, my main interest
with regards to memory and oblivion is to obtain a comprehensive ‘set of conceptual tools’ for understanding
memory, oblivion and their components, which, as I will argue, take part in the creation of a ‘historic memory’
through national museums. In this manner, this dissertation will deal with a cluster of concepts to analyze
the object of study (the permanent exhibitions that I have already mentioned) and to use them to discuss
the modus operandi in which the MHK has constructed the museological discourse in these exhibitions. Sec-
ond, on the subject that comprises the creation of historic memory, I will analyze three main topics: the role

of several aspects of the process of remembering and forgetting, the relationship between historic memory

6]



The forgetting institution. Memory and oblivion in the National History Museum in contemporary Albania

| Julidn Roa Triana | 2012 | University of Gothenburg |

and the idea of nation, bearing in mind that my object of study is a museum that intends to exhibit the na-
tional history of Albania, and the influence of political power and their authority to legitimize or condemn
historic memory inside the museum. Finally, on the idea of memory institutions, and taking into account that
museums belong to this category, I will analyze the relevance of political influence in existing theoretical
definitions around the role of museums in society. In that sense, I will address the idea of national museums
as institutions that exhibit politically biased projects of memory and oblivion emphasising the analysis of mu-
seums as ‘public institutions’. I will discuss how that idea of ‘public’ is a characteristic of a constructed political
space that is defined by the context in which the museum was opened to the visitors as well as its subsequent
everyday functioning. In that case, the MHK falls under the political influence of a totalitarian regime and a
transitional period to the current Capitalist democratic system of Albania. It is my intention to understand
these particularities of the MHK in the political context of the country, in order to elucidate how this institu-
tion is still part of an ideological discourse that began during its creation in the Communist period. I want to
demonstrate how, at the same time, it has been influenced by other political ideologies that changed the way

in which the museum has implemented the projects of memory and oblivion of the permanent exhibitions.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1.1 MEMORY PROJECTS

What is memory

would like to commence this discussion by identifying a cluster of concepts that will be useful
for my aim in this project. In order to do this, I will deal with the problem of human memory

.

using several theoretical approaches. This exercise should produce a set of tools for under-

(2
o
]

co)\Sem)
At

memory.

standing memory, its components, structure and its implications in the creation of historic

Can we take for granted the relationship between national museums and memory? The answer to this ques-
tion resides in the analysis of ‘memory’ as a human concept that implies a series of assumptions. When
Lowenthal (1993), in his article about memory and oblivion, talks about the indispensable need for memory,
he acknowledges the importance of this action for human beings. In fact, he states that a loss of memory is
incapacitating and humans being ignorant of the past would have no future. ‘Nothing done would link with
anything learned’ (Lowenthal 1993, p.171)- we have memory to be able to learn from experience. But what is
the process that allows humanity to create memory? It is the difference between remembrance and memory
the key factor in understanding the process of the latter? According to the Oxford dictionary remembrance is
a ‘memory or recollection” (Oxford, 2010), however, remembrance is not the same as memory; remembrance
is a part of a process that produces ‘memories. To understand this, first, I will define ‘memory’ as the result of
a process where remembering is involved. Therefore, this concept is a component of human memory, not a
synonym. Secondly, I will define the implications of forgetting as the other component involved in the crea-
tion of memory. Indeed, the implication of forgetting in the creation of memory might sound contradictory

and therefore I intend to extend my discussion further in this chapter.

When Hoxhaism implemented an atheist state in Albania, the creation of memory involved this paradox
where the politburo forced the Albanian society to forget their religious practices and beliefs for the sake of a
‘new’ society. However, this creation of a new memory implied the paradox of ‘remember to forget, where re-

9 Lexicography has historically supported the assumption of the concept ‘memory’ as a synonym of ‘remembrance), for instance
Johnson (1835) defines remembrance as ‘Retention in memory; memory’ in S. Johnson, 183s. English dictionary, as improved by
Todd, and abridged by Chalmers; with Walker’s Pronouncing dictionary, combined; to which is added, Walker’s Key to the classical

pronunciation of Greek, Latin, and Scripture proper names. Boston: Nathan Hale
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ligious sites and acts were systematically targeted, destroyed or forbidden. The engineering of memory under
Hoxha regime shows the implications of remembering and subsequent official ‘amnesia enforcement’ for the
manipulation of collective memory. In fact, this forced atheism created other collective memories; for in-
stance, some rituals where villagers, during the Communist period, bound up with the destroyed remains of
the church of Shéndelli, in particular with an archaeological masonry block used in its construction which
served as a site for the #//egal practice of religion at that time'’. Another example of totalitarian regimes
enforcing this kind of social engineering can be seen when Lowenthal (1993, p.177) describes how ‘Polish
memorial acts kept the 1940 Katyn massacre' from oblivion), even though Poland was under Soviet politi-
cal influence since World War II and the massacre was subsequently denied by Soviet regimes. Lowenthal
later adds that this confirms ‘the almost mystical belief that nothing is forgotten, that no despotic system can
instill collective amnesia’ Thus, following this line of thought, this forced forgetfulness aided the creation of
‘memories of resistance’ amongst some Polish people against the Soviet regime. One can see in these examples
how the process of remembering and forgetting are enormously interweaved creating memory. However, is
this process of forgetting and remembering a political conscious action? Connerton (2008) exemplifies, in
his article about memory, how the process of creating memory is an action that involves selective forgetting
of events: ‘In 403 BC. The Athenian democrats, after having suffered defeat at the hands of the dictatorship,
re-entered the city of Athens and proclaimed a general reconciliation. Their decree contained an explicit in-
terdiction: it was forbidden to remember all the crimes and wrongdoing perpetrated during the immediately
preceding period of civil strife’ (Connerton 2008, p.62). Again, here one can find the paradox that corrobo-

rates the unavoidable action of remembering events to, in this example, forget them and carry on.

Furthermore, the idea of a selective process in the creation of memory involves the reflection on what should
be remembered. Lowenthal develops this idea when he asserts that old need to give space to the new; he gives
us a metaphor where ‘Housckeeping demands clearing the decks, sweeping clean’ (Lowenthal 1993, p.174)
that implies the action of being aware of something that needs to be systematically converted. After all, house-
keeping is a task that mainly involves ordering things with a clear purpose of making sense out of a mess. An-
other example of a conscious action of remembering and forgetting are some of the ideas from the modernist
manifestos where one can find a constant consciousness over the issue of breaking with the past; According to

Benton and Cecil (2010, p.18) the Modernist movement believed that the old styles of expression should all be

10 This ritual have been extensively analyzed in Galaty, M., Stocker, S. and Watkinson C., 2009. “The Snake That Bites, The Al-
banian Experience of Collective Trauma as Reflected in an Evolving Landscape’ In: K. Brown Golden and B. Bergo eds. 2009. The

Trauma Controversy Philosophical and Interdisciplinary Dialogues, New York: State University of New York. pp. 171-187

11 Indeed, the Katyn massacre consisted in the systematic assassination of 14500 Polish individuals during World War IL This
massacre was a contested event that the former USSR encouraged to erase by all means. Some of the documents that prove these
actions can be retrieved in Cienciala, Anna M., Lebedeva, Natalija Sergeevna & Materski, Wojciech (ed.) 2007. Katyn: a crime

without punishment. New Haven: Yale University Press
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discarded to make way for something completely new, based on the reality of modern existence (Benton and
Cecil, 2010, p.18). Therefore, these meditations over the implications of the past in their contemporaneity
involved a systematic remembering and forgetting to create collective memories over the past in relationship
with the present time (at least of their time). In this connection, when groups of people choose to forget and
remember things they are creating collective memories. However, the concept of collective memory implies a
political influence which is one of my main interests to elucidate in this dissertation. I intend to analyse how
the issue of memory is influenced by political ideologies, therefore I will extend this subject in the following
chapter about the creation of historical memory and the role of memory institutions. For now, let us bear in

mind that collective memories are particularly susceptible to political influence or imposition.

In addition, the importance of forgetting in the process of memory creation has been overshadowed by its
bad reputation as a concept. ‘Much of the debate on cultural memory has been shaped by the view, com-
monly held if not universal, that remembering and commemorating is usually a virtue and that forgetting
is necessarily a failing’ (Connerton 2008, p.s9) (Augé 2004). So, the negative aura of forgetting obscures its
fundamental function in the creation of memories, Connerton extends his reflection on this by stating that
‘we generally regard forgetting as a failure’ (Connerton 2008, p.s9), but if we were willing to accept this as-
sumption, we would have to include the creation of human memories as part of a failure process. Hence, the
obsession of most of the human groups with not forgetting has created an almost ubiquitous fallacy where he
process of memory involves remembering only. I would like to sum up this part by stating that for the purpose
of this dissertation ‘acts of memory’ are processes that involve selective remembering and forgetting. In the
following part I intend to discuss how these two concepts also have an equally important role in the creation

of acts of oblivion.

What is oblivion

Oblivion, the state of being forgotten, the destruction or extinction (Oxford, 2010); There is an inclination to de-
fine this concept within the frame of a negative aura. Probably, all the dictionaries and reference editions give

a negative definition of oblivion. Moreover, the bad connotation of the word is ancient, ‘as an Old Testament
term for extermination, it suggests that anyone no longer named or remembered ceases to exist’ (Lowenthal

1993, p.173). In fact, its etymology provenance is derived from the Latin word for forgetting ‘oblivio” (Poole

2009, p.151). Poole also refers to the legal definition of an act of oblivion which is a synonym of amnesty’ a

word from classic Greek origin (duvnoia) that also stands for the idea of forgetting. However, the word oblivi-
on does not share the pathological aura of amnesia’: to have it means that one is ill and to have forgotten is the

product of an accidental event. Following this idea, Lowenthal states that while amnesia is an involuntary loss

which is pardonable, oblivion is outright erasure of unwanted memories (Lowenthal 1993, p.173). Along these

lines it is possible to take in oblivion as a complex process that unlike amnesia is not accidental. Oblivion, like

the creation of memory, is a complex process that happens on purpose, therefore it is regulated by selecting

what to remember and what to forget.
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Consequently, to obliterate events, acts or things it is necessary to remember them first. Again, like in the
creation of an ‘act of memory) this extraordinary paradox appears in the process of an act of oblivion. Indeed,
it would be impossible to put into oblivion anything without having in mind the object that should be forgot-
ten. As an example of that, Lowenthal asserts that there is an analytical component in the Christian ritual of
confession where ‘the penitent remembers so as to be allowed to forget’ (Lowenthal 1993, p.175). So, in the
process of this act of oblivion the aim is to remember sins in order to get rid of them. It is a purifying event
where obliteration plays an absolving role. Another example of the importance of remembering in an act of

oblivion is the French Royal Charter that restored the monarchy to France in 1814:

‘All investigations into opinions and votes before the restoration are prohibited. Courts of law and individual citizens are

commanded to practice the same oblivion’ (French Royal Charter of 1814, Article 11 cited in Poole, 2009, p.150)

Poole unveils the contradiction that resides in this order; he enquires how it is possible to prohibit memories
of the precedent regime among people if they have to, one way or another, remember them to subsequent-
ly ‘practice the same oblivion Thus, people’s will to forget ‘can only be obeyed at the cost of disobedience’
(Poole 2009, p.150) This endorses the idea of a selective process of remembrance and forgetting in the creation
of acts of oblivion. Selective and analytical acts of oblivion -and memory also- are actions that have been used,
since antiquity, in a political sense. For instance, historical evidence shows that it was a recurrent action dur-
ing Roman times; Poole notes how the practice of Damnatio memoriae was ‘a ritual procedure in which the
memory of a disgraced statesman or general was condemned’ (Poole 2009, p.153) In other words, any written
record or depiction of the person should be ‘deleted’ At first sight, this action would be understood as a sys-
tematic action of total erasing of any mention, action or representation of a person that has fallen in disgrace
to, as Connerton mentions, ‘make it seem as if he had never existed’ (2008 cited in Poole 2009, p.153). Howev-
er, this practice had an implicit objective of leaving traces that would remind people of the discredited person;
an evidence of that is the painting of the Severan dynasty (FIGURE 2) that shows the Roman emperor Septi-
mius Severus and his family. One of his son’s face, depicting Publius Septimus Geta, was completely smeared
out, supposedly because of the damnatio memoriae ordered by his brother ‘Caracalla, a Roman emperor no-
torious for the murder of his brother in order to rule the Empire. So, the remaining traces in this case are the
representation of Geta’s body, his father, his mother and even his estranged brother. What was the reason to
leave the absolute evidence that someone exists behind that scratched face? It is plausible that this would have
been useful as a dissuasive tool for political opponents, a reminder -a help to remember through oblivion!- of
what would happen to any political enemy of Caracalla’s regime. A paradox if we take into account that one
is able to know the history of Geta and the Severan dynasty today, even though someone tried to erase some
memories. Let us examine a more contemporary example, and perhaps more relevant for the context of Al-
bania’s recent history, of an act of oblivion in a political context. The concept, however, is very different from
the damnatio memoriae. In FIGURE 3 and 4 it is possible to see one of many pictures of Stalin where people

who had fallen in disgrace of the regime were ‘unpersonized’ -in an Orwellian fashion- by the complete eras-
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FIGURE 2. Tondo from Djemila (Algeria), probably AD 199 (G. M. A. Hanfmann, Roman Art, 1964, pl. XLVIII), Sep-

timius Severus with Julia Domna and their sons: ‘Caracalla’ and Publius Septimus Geta (the face of the latter one was

smeared out supposedly because of the damnatio memoriae ordered by his brother ‘Caracalla] . Tempera on wood, Staatli-

che Museum zu Berlin.
ing of any trace of their physical presence'. In this photograph, Stalin is seen next to Nikolai Yezhov, one of
Stalin’s commissars, notorious for his leadership in the Great Purges that took place between 1936 and 1938
that cost the lives of 702,656 individuals out of 1.5 million that were arrested (Marc and Petrov, 2002). After
he fell into disgrace of the Stalinist regime his image was erased from the photo, thus Stalin would not be
seen next to him. In this example, it is not possible to address any of the possible hypotheses of Damnatio
memoriae of ‘traces as reminders or dissuasive political power’. The aim of this ‘vaporization’ of Yezhov from
historical documents is not to remember or even forget his disgraceful figure; there is no selection or analysis
of this action for the sake of the creation of an act of oblivion over Yezhowv, it is a plain revisionism of history.
The act of oblivion here resides in the ability of people to remember or forget the image of Yezhov and to
judge his actions after the Stalinist era; as I quoted before, ‘no despotic system can instill collective amnesia’
(Lowenthal, 1993, p.177). After all, the documents that corroborate this revisionism of history survived one of
the most violent and totalitarian regimes in history. Unfortunately, that does not apply to all revisionist acts.
Taken into account the ‘evil’ or perhaps immoral” aura of damnatio memoriae and the systematic erasure of

evidence by the Stalinist regime, it is unlikely to have an optimistic view over the implications of forgetting.

12 This issue has been extensively researched in King, David 1997. The commissar vanishes: the falsification of photographs and art
in the Soviet Union. Edinburgh: Canongate
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Nonetheless, the fact that remembering and forgetting are interdependent in the process of memory and

oblivion, could redeem this action in some sense; in this case in relation with the Museum.

FIGURE 3 AND 4. Before and after: Nikolai Yezhov is ‘erased’ from a picture alongside Josef Stalin. Ca. 1930.

I have discussed in the part about memory the bad reputation that forgetting involves. Connerton states that
this proneness to condemn forgetting and oblivion has influenced the intellectual debate to the point of cre-
ating a dogma where ‘remembering and commemoration is usually a virtue and that forgetting is necessarily
a failing’ (Connerton 2008, p.s9). Despite that, forgetting and its role in the creation of act of Memory and
Oblivion are redeemed by our vital need for it. It is virtually impossible to remember the whole amount of
existence. A selective process where things are forgotten creates a path to carry on; for instance, Lowenthal
mentions the decreed oblivion after the French Revolution in the name of ‘freedom’ (Lowenthal 1993, p.175)
In that sense, there is a favourable intention there with an act of oblivion, a will to continue in spite of a dif-
ficult past. This is not a neutral process though; for instance, the declaration of political amnesties or ‘acts of
pardon and forgetfulness’ after a difficult past are constantly challenged and sometimes used as a political tool.
Therefore, I intend to discern the possible role of the Museum exhibitions in that possible political context of

contemporary Albania. Moreover, this absence of neutrality allows to reflect upon what has been forgotten
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and remembered, and therefore some memories of traumatic events are retrieved even though there is a pro-
hibition on doing so. ‘Hideous mass memories (are) every day officially retrieved from oblivion’ (Lowenthal
1993, p.173) showing the virtue of these acts of oblivion, where, due to its rational and systematic nature, it is
possible to recover facts, memories, things and even people back to historic existence. This is a frequent phe-
nomenon after the fall of a political regime, where people are able to retrieve crimes that were systematically
forbidden from collective memory at the time of oppression, but that, thanks to contemporary ‘damnatio
memoriaes’ stored in archives and perhaps museums can be retrieved to implement transitional and restora-
tive justice. So, one way or another, societies are constantly dealing with forgetting and acts of oblivion which

are not always negative.

Furthermore, what is the possible gain of rejecting remembering? Is a systematic act of oblivion a legitimate
response from individuals, society, and even more importantly for my subject, from museums when facing a
difficult or traumatic past? Some circumstances seem to be possible examples that support acts of oblivion
as a positive reaction to changes in society. When Lowenthal addresses the issue of immigration, in a broad
sense, he suggests that people coming to a different society understand the importance of performing acts of
oblivion: “To make new lives in new lands, immigrants must shun nostalgia and forget their pasts. (...) The re-
jection of memory stemmed less from choice that from circumstance’ (Lowenthal 1993, p.174); this statement
can be controverted in many ways, after all the condition of being immigrant advocates remembering as much
as it does forgetting. However, adaptation to new conditions does require forgetting things; for instance, a
transition to a different society involves adapting to a different political system and a obligation to embrace
a new political logic thus, forgetting old political customs. Therefore, this example about immigration can
be a metaphor for the historical process that Albanian society and its institutions have experienced in the
transition from Communism to a capitalist society. In other respects, the nature of acts of oblivion is het-
erogencous; Lowenthal claims that ‘Efforts to shed memory vary in motive, form and intensity’ (Lowenthal
1993, p.177). What is important about collective memories differs from individual to individual, no matter ifa
political entity imposes a single point of view over something, people still resist this oppression by remember-
ing or forgetting in different ways. I have mentioned the case of the block from Shéndelli carefully analyzed
by Galaty, Stocker and Watkinson (2009, p.179). There, the resistance of people against an imposed collective
memory created different levels of understanding of religious rites during Hoxhaism. Another characteristic
of the acts of oblivion is its creative side that Connerton (2008) reveals in two aspects: vocabulary and the
creation of identity. The first one is a process of ‘cultural discarding’ where words are forgotten while others
are created or recovered in a political sense. For instance, the ubiquitous vanishing of the Albanian word
shoku (comrade) from the political discourse; after all, this word represents a ‘political charge’ strongly related
with the Communist system. Connerton states that these phenomena happens ‘in the interest of forming a
new identity’ (Connerton 2008, p.64) Similarly, other words made their debut after the fall of Communism

(free market, ownership, multiparty system, etc) and others, already in use, got other meanings (democracy,
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president, congress). In the same fashion, other languages’ such architecture and public space has experi-

enced this cultural discard. I intend to address this subject in the chapter regarding ‘the memory institution’

The second aspect stands for the creation of identity. Vocabulary is a creative action where words are forgot-
ten and remembered. However, when societies deal with a difficult or controversial past it is common to find
shared silences. I have not done any academic field research on this particular topic, however, the reluctance
of some Albanians when the Communist days are mentioned in a conversation gives us a clue of a possible
shared silence over traumatic or difficult experiences. Connerton states that while these silences are not an
absolute proof of a will for forgetting things, they work in an autorepressive fashion as an act of survival (Con-
nerton 2008, p.67), in this case to overcome political unrest. So, the will to forget through silence plays a fun-
damental role in the construction of collective memory, where shared memories are accompanied by shared
silences (Connerton 2008, p.63). Two decades later, a substantial distance after the fall of Communism in
Albania, this act of oblivion through silence has created a different society that has possibly transformed the
Muzeu Historik Kombétar into an institution that does not simply store memories but is also there to enact
acts of oblivion. In this manner Connerton supports this hypothesis by stating that ‘societies where democra-
cy is regained after a recent undemocratic past, or where democracy is newly born, must establish institutions
and make decisions that foster forgetting as much as remembering’ (Connerton 2008, p.62). It is that inter-
dependence of memory and oblivion in the Museum that I intend to discuss, and as I mentioned in my aim,
to analyse the details of the ‘projects of oblivion’ in the permanent exhibitions of the MHK (The fagade of the

museum, the Illyrian room, the Independence room and the Antifascist National War of Liberation room).

I would like to sum up this part by revising the process of remembering and forgetting as interdependent in
the creation of acts of memory and oblivion. I have discussed how this interdependence is a conscious process
that creates projects of memory and, of course, projects of oblivion. It can be seen in the Damnatio memoriaes
of Roman times and their clear intention on creating a memory of political condemnation rather that plain
erasure; this can also be seen in the creation and modification of the political vocabulary in the transitional
period of Albania. So, as Poole states, about acts of oblivion, they should not be understood as the erasure of
memory, but as the creation of specific memory projects (Poole 2009, p.1ss). Moreover, De Jong and Row-
lands (2008, p.133) suggest the relevance of projects of memory in the attribution of new meanings to old, and
therefore promoting the development of new memories in established places, an action that has been coined
under the metaphor of palimpsest; the comings and goings of the block from Shéndelli is a good example of
that. Thus, these examples show the existence of political projects of memory and oblivion which are the basis
for the creation of historic memory. J. M. Trouillot discusses in his book in what resides the beginning of the
life of a collectivity: “We may want to assume for purposes of description that the life history of an individual
starts with birth (...) At what point do we set the beginning of the past to be retrieved? How do we decide
-and how does the collectivity decide- which events to include and which to exclude?’ (Trouillot, 1995, p.16)

subsequently he states ‘ The storage model assumes not only the past to be remembered but the collective sub-
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ject that does the remembering;, therefore he acknowledges the role of these collective and politic projects of
memory and oblivion in the construction of historic memory of societies. Finally, I would like to emphasize
the fact that the creation of these projects, especially the ones that advocate the oblivion, does not mean the
erasure or modification of the past events and acts; ‘Any historical narrative is a particular bundle of silences,
the result of a unique process, and the operation required to deconstruct these silences will vary accordingly’
(Trouillot, 1995, p.27), so, following the idea of a possibility of deconstruction of historical narratives’ one
can see the big difference between a political act of oblivion and a totalitarian will to distort the past: The first
one allows Kundera’s most quoted statement to be possible: ‘the struggle of man against power is the strug-
gle of memory against forgetting’ (M. Kundera cited in Connerton 2008, p.60). Conversely, the second one
chokes any possibility of human memory; this becomes part of Orwell’s dystopia Nineteen eighty-four where
the totalitarian state mutzates the past (Orwell, 2008) thus, memories are distorted for the sake of political
power, and lost forever. So, in the spirit of being able to deconstruct the Museum, the following part of this
dissertation intends to address the subject of historic memory as a political project of memory and oblivion
that can be analysed in order to have a theoretical base for an analysis of the exhibitions of the Muzeu Historik

Kombétar.
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2.2 HISTORIC MEMORY

2.2.1 HISTORIC MEMORY AS PROJECT

n the aim of this dissertation, I have stated my intention to define the concept of ‘historic

memory as part of the sez of theoretical tools that should help me analyze the ways in which the

h

”p) Muzeu Historik Kombétar (MHK) takes part in acts of memory and oblivion. In this regard,

]| this chapter deals with the theoretical discussion on the idea of historic memory. First, I will
explain the role of different aspects of the process of remembering and forgetting in the construction of his-
toric memory; next, I will discuss the relationship between historic memory and its implications on the idea
of nation, which I intend to analyze from the scope of the political power on the creation of projects of memory
and oblivion. Finally I intend to link this theoretical discussion with the role of memory institutions (museums

in this dissertation) in the construction of historic memory.

The mode of acquiring and subsequent organization of knowledge in relationship with the museological pro-
ject of a museum, serve as an epistemological tool to understand what ‘historic memory’ means for different
generations of a society. Following this idea, the concept of historic memory should be retrievable from the
analysis of evidence that shows the different ways to acquire and exhibit an ‘official’ historic memory in the
museum. It is my intention to analyze, trough the material evidence that I have found for this dissertation,
how projects of memory and oblivion are a fundamental factor in the construction of historic memory inside

a museological space.

Let me begin by addressing the idea which resides in how the relationship of memory, oblivion and history
is underpinned by the existence of silences in the process of historical production; in this regard, Trouillot
(1995, p-26) describes four moments where silencing happens: on the making of sources, on the making of
archives -in our case museums-, on the making of narratives and finally in the making of history. Indeed, this
silencing that is ubiquitous to any construction of historic memory"’ is one of the reasons to acknowledge
the role of projected acts of oblivion in the construction of history. In that respect, the MHK, being part of
the institutional machinery of Albanian society, has played a role in the construction of historic memory by
a conscious process of remembering and forgetting according to the epistemological shift that has happened

from a Hoxhaist ideology to a Capitalist society. Another idea to take into account when dealing with his-

13 Itis ubiquitous in the sense that no human action of remembering and forgetting is neutral.
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toric memory is the fact that ‘the past does not exist independently from the present. Indeed, the past is only
past because there is a present, just as I can point to something over there only because I am here’ (Trouillot,
1995, p.15), So the problem in the construction of historic memory also resides in the way that societies ‘point’
to the past, an example of which is the existence of what it is called ‘difficult past’ vs. ‘glorious past’ according
to the values of each society; Poole (2009, p.152) talks about a cognitive component that resides in claiming
things that happened in the past during the performance of memory. However, he adds that the difference
between memory and history is the conative function of the last one, that stands for an impulsive reaction or
as he states ‘it bears on what we should do now’. Therefore historic memory is the combination of a cognitive

and a conative functions that serve to make sense of events that happened in order to deal with present events.

On top of that resides the fact that remembering and forgettingis a process that involves a distance component.
In fact, ideology and the institutional machinery are often more interested in influencing acts of memory and
oblivion of recent events, something that I intend to demonstrate through the evidence of the MHK. In this
regard, Trouillot asserts, about the professionalization of history, that it is in the hands of the distance that
lies between the sociohistorical process and its knowledge, therefore it is easier to claim a ‘scientific’ profes-
sionalism over older processes (Trouillot, 1995, p.s). I intend to demonstrate that by showing how the MHK
has transformed some rooms dealing with the conformation of the contemporary nation but at the same time
keeping whole rooms related to ancient times intact and just as it was in the beginnings of the Museum (1981),
thirty years ago. Furthermore, Benton and Cecil (2010, p.20) write in their article about heritage and public
memory that documentary evidence is not sufficient to understand some aspects of historical events, such as
the feelings or motivations of individuals experiencing extreme stress or emotional ecstasy. According to the
authors, such reactions can not fully be grasped using documentary data. Hence, memory is seen as an ‘anti-
dote to official history’ where documents and their interpretation lie in the hands of political powers which
can acquire and organize historic memory as a project that involves specific acts of memory and oblivion

altered for ideological reasons.

Although the role of acts of oblivion in the construction of memory seem to be at first a major contradiction
-oblivion vs memory- they can be understood as epistemological components of a conscious process involving
societies taking part in the construction of historic memory. in fact, some political theories on national iden-
tity and nationalism of the 19th century acknowledged the role of forgetting and remembering in the defini-
tion of modern nations: ‘the essence of a nation is that their citizens have forgotten many things’ (Renan, 1882
cited in Poole 2009, p.154). Moreover, Lowenthal (1993) confirms this idea by suggesting that during the 18th
and 19th centuries the political turmoil in Europe established a ‘rupture’ with generational memories and
more important for this discussion, transformed traditional modes of remembering (and forgetting). There-
fore, this epistemological shift developed a different understanding of the past, ‘a realm of nostalgic fantasy,
memory an obsession of poets and painters, philosophers and psychologists, from Rousseau and Musset to

Ribot and Freud. For the first time, knowing oneself meant knowing what one had been’ (Lowenthal 1993, p.172)
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(my italics). So, the relationship between political events and acts of oblivion is one of the possible factors
that contributes to the creation of historic memory. I have discussed how acts of memory and oblivion are
influenced to different extent by ideologies. Political bodies such as governments also have interests in the
creation of historic memory to justify their political actions. Therefore, it is possible to see how projects of
memory and oblivion are influenced by power relations; in this regard, Trouillot criticizes the lack of im-
portance that positivism (a specific epistemology) gives to the relation history-power, where ‘the role of the
historian is to reveal the past, to discover or, at least, approximate the truth. Within that viewpoint, power is
unproblematic, irrelevant to the construction of the narrative as such. At best, history is a story about power, a
story about those who won’ (Trouillot, 1995, p.s). If we consider that point of view, historic memory is heavily
influenced by power in the sense that specific political acts of oblivion and memory are chosen to take part
in the construction of an ‘official” historic memory. For instance, the constant controversy over the concept
of national identity is not only between self representation and outside representation (Steiner 1995, p.4); on
the contrary, disagreements between national individuals or within groups about the nature and content of
self-images are a possible evidence of the struggle for power in the construction of historic memory. In order
to do this, individuals, groups or institutions, plan, create and encourage acts of oblivion and memory that
influence the creation of historic memory, according to the political power that they boast. An example of
this is the capacity that government institutions have in the ‘erasure’ of legal responsibilities of individuals
and groups during the declaration of political amnesties. I have mentioned in the first chapter the case of the
French revolution decreeing an act of oblivion in the name of ‘Freedom’ (Lowenthal 1993, p.175) or the ‘acts
of pardon and forgetfulness’ after a civil war for the sake of rebuilding the social fabric. Also, Steiner mentions
how ‘in some rare, but fascinating cases, the state uses representations of history not to glorify its heritage by
association with the past but rather through repudiation of its own past’. (Steiner 1995, p.s) In that sense, this
institutional repudiation could be interpreted as a political act that confirms the role of power in remember-
ing and forgetting, thus influencing the creation of acts of memory and oblivion that later form part of the

historic memory of that society.

Having analyzed the possible facets surrounding the concept of historic memory, it is possible to have a clear
idea of the concepts that I intend to discuss about the MHK. I intend to make use of historic memory in this
dissertation as a concept that has its base in acts of memory and oblivion, which are transformed by specific
epistemological views over the construction of history. The influence of political power on historic memory
serves as an example of this, making relevant the role of political ideologies in the creation of possible silences
through institutional decisions. In that regard, the creation of historic memory can be seen as an interpreta-
tion of political actions. Tzvetan Todorov states that ‘there is nothing new even in the claim that everything
is an interpretation, except the euphoria that now surrounds the claim’ (Todorov, 1991, cited in Trouillot,
1995, p.s) However, Trouillot also quotes Appadurai, who suggests that there is no place where history is
completely subjected to invention; Still, there are some formal constrains that universally enforce that cred-

ibility and limit the character of historical debates: authority, continuity, depth and interdependence’ (Appa-
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durai, 1981, cited in Trouillot, 1995, p.8). So, it is possible that the credibility of historic memory is related to
epistemological concepts that lie in this case in the Museum (authority, continuity) and their everyday work
(depth and interdependence). For that reason, I believe that it is important to discuss how the Museum has
taken part in the creation of the idea of the Albanian nation through the construction of political projects of
memory and oblivion in its exhibitions, involving stories of power, silences, ideologies, but also of an specific

epistemology that lies in its responsibility as a scientific authority.

2.2.2 A GLORIOUS PAST (NATION AS PROJECT)

What are the implications of memory and oblivion in relationship with the idea of nation? I have mentioned
how museums are within the political sphere of this or that government; thus, taking into account that they
are institutions highly sensitive to political decisions, have they supported the idea of ‘Nation as a project’?.
In this part I intend to discuss how museums, and their construction of historic memory, deals with the con-
cept of nation, a subject which I consider relevant for this dissertation taking into account that I intend to
elucidate the ways in which the MHK, a museum of the national Albanian bistory, deals with acts of memory
and oblivion in the permanent exhibitions of the fagade of the museum, the Illyrian room, the Independence
room and the Antifascist National War of Liberation room- key stages in the museological narrative of the

exhibitions of the Museum that refers to the construction of historic memory of the Albanian nation.

The action of remembering and forgetting involved in the construction of acts of memory and oblivion are
the basis for the formation of a historic memory; this whole process is influenced by political actions com-
ing from individuals, groups and governments. Therefore, the idea of nation is based on political projects of
memory and oblivion that individuals share. Benedict Anderson states that a nation is an imagined political
community because not even the individuals of the smallest nation in the world would have the possibility
of meeting and sharing a common sense of their inherently limited and sovereign community, however, they
share in their minds an ‘image of communion’ (Anderson, 2006, p.6); In this regard, it is possible that part
of this ‘image’ of a nation lies in the capacity of people to have a collective sense of historic memory. In fact,
Lowenthal suggests that collective memory is the sustainer of races, religions and nation states (Lowenthal
1993, p.172). For this reason, the idea of historic memory and nation forms part of the universe of what it is
called collective memory, that is the ‘image’ or ‘imagination’ that a group of individuals share, in this case of
Albania. This shared political action, composed of acts of memory and oblivion, is the base for the concept of
nation. Taking into account the political power of governments, I wonder if that shared concept is censored,
encouraged, contested, accepted or rediscovered by them. That is one of the questions that I intend to un-
ravel through evidence from the exhibitions of the MHK: it is possible to find insightful examples of historic
memory that has been glorified regardless of political ideologies, that has been transformed according to the
transition from a Communist to a Capitalist system or rediscovered to become a fundamental part of the idea

of the Albanian nation.
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The concept of historic memory finds its ‘feedstock’ in the act of remembering and forgetting involved in the
construction of acts of memory and oblivion. I have mentioned how historic memory is based on those acts
under a specific epistemology. Moreover, it is possible to evidence how historic memory has changed through
time according to epistemological shifts. Also, the role of the acts of memory and oblivion are possible com-
ponents of epistemological processes and diverse views on the construction of historic memory. Another
relevant factor involving this concept is the influence of political actions that come from individuals, groups
and governments. This influence over different processes, such as remembering and forgetting, produces po-
litical acts of memory and oblivion that serve as the basis for a historic memory that supports a collective idea
of nation. Therefore, a ‘memory institution’ such as the Muzeu Historik Kombétar and its exhibition spaces
become the natural scenario of political acts of memory and oblivion that support a historic memory among
individuals of Albania. “The glorification of past and future -or what may be called “forward-looking” versus
“backward-looking” regimes of representation- often co-exist, complement, and even contradict one another
in the nationalist agenda of state museums’ (Steiner 1995, p.s). It is indeed a contradiction, when the Museum
which holds an epistemological mandate of being a scientific institution, also becomes a tool for the political
representation of historic memory and nation (at least in its exhibition rooms). This is what Jacques Derrida
would call an ‘autoimmune reaction), a biological term that ‘refers to the body turning its immune reaction
on itself” (Derrida, 2005 cited in Mensch 2007, p.41), For Derrida, all political structures (the Museum in-
cluded) suffer this fate in their attempts to preserve themselves: the Museum defends its reason of being, as
the custodian of historic memory of society, by threatening itself with the representation-interpretation in
the exhibitions of a glorious or difficult past. That is a matter that I intend to discuss in the next chapter of

this dissertation.
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2.3.I MUSEUM AND POLITICAL INFLUENCE

he metaphor memory institution, which involves archives, libraries and museums, implies the
idea, as I discussed in the preceding two chapters, that constitutes part of a process where
remembering and forgetting shape the historic memory of a society. However, the political

aspects of acts of memory and oblivion involved in this process are less evident in some of the

attempts to define the role of national museums. In this chapter I intend to discuss some of the theoretical
issues that scholars and institutions have proposed regarding the definition of ‘museum; often showinga ten-
dency to explain it as a neutral place which serves as repository of material culture and a custodian of historic
memory of society, leaving aside the political uses in the construction of historic memory. Indeed, the issue of
political acts of memory and oblivion in relationship with museums is my main interest and should serve as a

theoretical tool for the analysis of the exhibitions of the Muzeu Historik Kombétar (MHK).

Lowenthal (1993, p.178) argues that museums play a definitive function hiding and revealing, making it pos-
sible to analyze how material culture and their stories have been hidden, erased or forgotten; the analysis of
political aspects in museums can evidence how these institutions are subjected to implicit political acts of
oblivion. Let’s take for instance Connerton’s discussion on ‘repressive erasure, where he suggests that this
does not always take malign forms (that would involve violent or evident erasing of historic memory); on the
contrary, it can be implicit in some areas of the museum that seem to be less relevant than the explicit nature
of images, objects and perhaps texts; he says: ‘consider (...) the way in which the spatial disposition of the
modern art gallery presents the visitor with nothing less than an iconographic programme and a master his-
torical narrative’ (Connerton, 2008, p.60). Also, the relevant role of political acts in the museum can reside
in the clear necessity of a Nationalist ideology inside institutions in order to support themselves. This under-
pins the idea that political acts in the construction of historic memory inside the museum are a fundamental
part of its purpose as a memory institution. In that regard, museums can serve as an ideological platform for
a regime, a case which is described by Rubie Watson and Tamara Hamlishin; there, they argue that some of
the material culture of the National Museum of China was used by the modern state to draw authority and
power; the interesting issue is that these are the same objects that the traditional political powers of China
used for the same purpose due to their magical and cosmological properties (Watson and Hamlish cited in
Steiner 1995, p.4). So the ideological view of Maoism set their political power in former material culture of

the ‘old regime’ (by the way, is it possible not to picture Tiananmen square and the Forbidden city alongside
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the giant portrait of Mao Zedong?). However, despite the fact that it is possible to find several examples
of political influence in memory institutions, the International Council of Museums (1cOM), a worldwide
association that works for these institutions, does not acknowledge the role of political acts of memory and

oblivion inside its definition of museums. The ICOM statutes state:

Museum. A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its development, open to the public,
which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and

its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment. (1COM, 2007, Article 3)

Although this paragraph seeks an universalizing definition of museums', it clearly states the purpose of them:
to educate, to research and to enjoy; a neutral position that allows to question the purpose of educating a
society or what ‘development of society’ means in the mission of a national museum, when it is susceptible to
political acts and ideologies of individuals, associations or governments. These can be relevant questions if we
take into account that this dissertation, in part, seeks to discuss how the MHK is an institution where the role
of political influence in the creation of historic memory has been used ‘for the purposes of education, study
and enjoyment’ in the exhibitions. Following this line of thought, the MHK needs to be analyzed from the
perspective that it is an institution that exhibits political acts of memory and oblivion, which are relevant in

order to understand their role in the Albanian society.

Having in mind this analysis proposal, it is essential to enquire if the influential position of political acts of
memory and oblivion are taken into account outside the universalizing definition of the 1coM. In one of
the chapters of A companion to Museum Studies Kaplan suggests that museums are ‘now widely understood
as secular sites of contestation and representation, and as places where groups vied with each other to define
and redefine “themselves” as nations” (Kaplan, 2006, p. 152). At first glance, the political act is evidenced here,
when he mentions the idea of ‘contestation), ‘representation’ and the term ‘redefinition’; but he also implies
that this is a fully inclusive process, where any group can take part in these political acts, perhaps, not having
in mind that some political projects of memory and oblivion involve not just remembering and forgetting
events and objects, but individuals and groups too. An example of that are the ideological positions of the
Albanian Communist regime that did not take into account the existence of a non-partisan resistance against
the Nazi occupation of Albania, at least in the exhibitions of the Museum"’. In order to do this, that regime
and its ideological influence on the museum forebade the space for several groups of freedom fighters to be
part of the historic memory of that event. Furthermore. In another definition, Crane (2006) mentions that

museums are supposed to counteract the loss of social memory, but later he suggests that forgetting is a natu-

14 The International Council of Museums (1coM) being a worldwide association, uses this definition for any kind of museum.
15 In fact, the whole exhibition narrative revolved around the exclusive participation of the Communist Party and their members

in the “War of liberation” against the Nazi and Fascist Italian Armies. These can be retrieved from the Museological project of 1980

in (Keshilli Kryeministrove, 1980 b, p. 98).
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ral process that the museum disrupts. Thus, Crane does not take into account the fact that the museum is not
just disrupting a natural process of forgetting by remembering, but it is also an institution that is constantly
forgetting, as part of political acts of memory and oblivion, thus disrupting what he calls ‘the natural flow
of time’ (Crane, 2006, p.100). Perhaps, that idea of a ‘natural flow” contradicts another aspect that I have
mentioned before: the conative side (impulsive, desiring, striving) that implies a political act of memory and
oblivion. When Lowenthal mentions the virtual blank in the Stockholm’s Historical Museum between Swe-
den’s imperial 16" and late 18™ centuries he confirms that conative aspect of ‘museum’s making’ by saying that
‘What they avoid is public stress on a now discredited past, a heritage unworthy to be showcased” (Lowenthal
1993, p.178), which is an implied desire or impulse that resides in that political act of oblivion. Poole states
that ‘the development of new emotions and commitments as part of a transformed understanding of identity’
(Poole 2009, p.155) is highly relevant in the process of creating historic memory. In this regard, the conative
aspect of political acts could also be seen in museums where the desire or impulse to remember and forget can

be interpreted as the emotional aspect of historic memory represented in the museum exhibitions.

Out of the diversity of definitions and approaches over the idea of memory institutions, the conative aspect
is constantly implicit in their ‘desire’ for interpretation or re-creation; museums as human knowledge institu-
tions are constantly reviewing their role in the society. It is a dynamic action, where perhaps the institution
tries to keep up with the times, in other words with the zeszgeist, a German concept which is defined as the
‘spirit of the age’ (Clark, M. & Thyen, O. Eds. 2005) that fits in the conative action of museums. Let’s take, for
instance, one of the major contemporary concerns, constantly discussed in relationship with memory institu-
tions, which is the relationship with the concept of ‘community’. In fact, Crooke states that this concept is
leading the museum to revise its identity, role and social worth (Crooke, 2006, p.183). Later he adds that the
idea of community participation is linked with an intention of democratizing history and the museum space.
This ‘spirit’ that seems to be an ubiquitous tendency in most of the contemporary museums is an example of
the will of museum professionals to open them to new perspectives in the interpretation of its exhibition and
spaces. In that sense, the intention of encouraging a more democratic museum is a response to a society with a
democratic ideology, an aspect that would explain a political project of memory and oblivion, where memory
institutions seek to achieve an universal knowledge of history where not a single story is forgotten. It is argua-
ble that this very same sp#riz can be seen in the origins of the modern museum during the 18th and 19th centu-
ries, where the zeitgeist’ of scientific institutions sought to collect and classify the whole knowledge of nature
and humankind. Following this line of thought, contemporary definitions of the museum as a democratizing
institution would still dismiss the inevitable process of selective memory and oblivion that happens in every
political act inside museums. For this reason, Crooke also emphasizes that ‘for some, community has not been
a positive experience and the emphasis on cherishing, fostering, or recalling it is misplaced (...) it is important
not to forge a community that bonds itself tightly against those who are perceived as non-members’ (Crooke,
2006, p.183). Thus, by not taking into consideration the fact that museums do not just encourage projects of

memory, but also of oblivion, the idea of democratizing could potentially be a negative experience where, one
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way or another, someone is going to feel excluded. In that regard, Trouillot (1995) acknowledge, perhaps in a
more realistic way, the political power that memory institutions bear in the construction of history. He sug-
gests that the heterogeneous nature of the creation of facts is the result of a production of traces, where the
silences are equally produced; therefore, narratives about what happened in the past depend on the relation-
ship of concrete traces (he gives the following examples: buildings, dead bodies, censuses, monuments, diaries,
political boundaries) and the political will of the individuals during the production of historical narratives.
Consequently, ‘this is one of many reasons why not any fiction can pass for history: the materiality of the
socio-historical process (historicity 1) sets the stage for future historical narratives (historicity 2)’ (Trouillot,
1995, p.29). Thus, in that order of ideas, the national museum is an institution where, despite the fact of having
evidence of material culture, the construction of historical narratives in the exhibition space mostly depends
on a political action of forgetting and remembering. Perhaps, that is the reason why even the ‘newest’ strate-
gies that museums use in their exhibitions, have that ‘exclusive’ factor that Crooke mentions when dealing
with the inclusion of communities in museums. Political projects of memory and oblivion are the base for the
construction of a historic memory in the exhibitions of the museum; it is a place with silences and exclusions
that disproof the idea of having a ‘universal’ space where everything and everyone is taken into account. The
museum does not erase the past, nor does it distort it, but it plays a role in the selection and interpretation
of what should be exhibited and, more importantly, in which way. Those political actions are also part of the

conative side of memory institutions.

Another aspect that is relevant in the definition of national museums as political institutions is the concept
of distance. That refers to the possible interval that exists between the conception of ‘past’ and the political
construction of historic memory; a fluctuating concept that involves time, transition, memory and the dis-
tance from a political act itself. This concept can be a definitive factor that influences the creation of projects
of memory and oblivion inside the museum. First, lets take the idea of time and distance. When the issue of
a recent or distant past appears, it comes with the idea of a level of authority over the construction of historic
memory. As I mentioned before, the distance in time serves as a ‘neutralizer’ of the past, thus the idea of a
glorious or difficult past is partially dealt with by the museum in relation to the proximity of events. It is more
likely to have contested areas, where there exists a possible ‘memory antidote’ in official history, whereas a
distant past tends to be addressed from an exclusive scientific methodology that relies more in the material
evidence than in the acts of memory and oblivion of individuals or political groups. Moreover, the idea of
time also determines, in some degree, the conative aspect of the memory institution that projects historic
memory in its exhibitions. As an example of that, Lowenthal argues that ‘maturity meant coping with memo-
ries we might prefer to forget’ (Lowenthal 1993, p.172), there is an implied sense of passing of time alongside
reflecting over the past, which would result in a ‘mature’ ability to deal with a difficult past. When the Lithu-
anian artist Konstantinas Bognadas was interviewed by a local newspaper on the art production during the
soviet era of his country, he asserted that ‘you can’t reject those so years because intelligent people made art

and it’s still art, whatever its flaws are’ (cited in Benton, 2012, p.129), so only over 20 years after the fall of the
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soviet regime in Lithuania, Mr. Bogdana’s statement implies that there is a sense of distance that allows to
rethink the art produced during the soviet era and include it in the historic memory of Lithuanian society. In
the same sense, an specific political act of oblivion can trigger the reinterpretation of a glorious past that for
some reason was suppressed. Lowenthal suggests that ‘oblivion stimulates self-regard in new nations. To re-
trieve a prideful past they must retrieve memories of continuity that had been suppressed or allowed to decay’
(Lowenthal 1993, p.175) So, the idea of ‘time distance’ acts like a bridge to obscure a recent contested past and

it puts a project of historic memory in the events that were systematically forgotten during a specific regime.

Another aspect that involves distance and museums is the conative aspect of retrieving suppressed memories,
directly linked with political shifts and therefore also with transitional periods. The existence of these periods
seck to establish a distance from a ‘difficult’ or highly contested past. The role of memory institutions in defin-
ing this transitional distance is definitive in order to construct a different society from the ‘disasters” of a for-
mer political regime. Lowenthal asserts that it is commonly accepted that the passage of time sets a distance
with ‘bad’ events, thus allowing the possibility of retrieving them to be reinterpreted (Lowenthal 1993, p.176).
Conversely, museums, as part of a set of political institutions, play a conative role that establish transitional
periods of time, thus disturbing this ‘natural’ passage of time with political projects of memory and oblivion.
The need for a transition resides in the distance needed after traumatic episodes where the social fabric was
damaged or broken. Poole exemplifies that with the French Wars of Religion during the 16th century. There
he suggests the impossibility of erasing the horror of the clashes between Catholics and Protestants from in-
dividuals, thus he argues that the origin of a ‘French sense of nation’ needed a political project able to locate
firmly in the past the struggles and their emotional component of the sides engaged (Poole 2009, p.154). As a
result of that, nowadays, the history of these wars can be seen in contemporary France not as events that were
tearing the country apart, but as a successful overcoming of national unity over religious struggles. So, the
emotional side of memories of civil unrest, massacred people and winner and losers sides was somehow sup-
pressed by a political project of memory and oblivion that through a transitional distance turned these events

into milestones of the history on the conformation of the French nation.

I would like to sum up giving a definition of the concept of distance in relationship with memory institutions
and their projects of memory and oblivion. There is a distance of time that acts as a healing and reflexive com-
ponent in the construction of historic memory. In that sense, the museum is an institution that can be part of
an ‘institutional apparatus’ that constructs a different project of memory and oblivion. Duringa transitional
period that project is able to establish that necessary distance between the past and the construction of a dif-
ferent political project around history. So the existence of a ‘transitional distance’ can be seen as a break up of
society and its individuals with political acts of former regimes. In the following part of this chapter, I would
like to discuss one of the relevant aspects of the MHK that can be understood as a political project of former

regimes in Albania: the concept of space in a totalitarian state.
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2.3.2 MUSEUMS AND POLITICAL SPACE

How important is the concept of space in a theoretical discussion about museums? I have discussed the rele-
vance of different concepts in the construction of political acts of memory and oblivion inside museums such
as distance and the implicit conative aspect in the construction of historic memory. If we take into account
that the objects that I intend to analyze in this dissertation are the exhibition rooms of the Muzeu Historik
Kombétar and its fagade, the concept of space becomes relevant to examine the possible ways in which this as-
pect becomes part of political acts inside the museum. Therefore, I intend to discuss the relationship between
museums and public space, arguing that memory institutions fall within the category of ‘public institutions’
and how that idea of ‘public’ reflects a constructed political space, which in the case of the MHK and the Peo-
ple’s Republic of Albania was a ‘totalitarian space’. In this regard, this theoretical discussion should give a set
of conceptual tools to analyse the museum under a specific space configuration that has been part of different

political projects of memory and oblivion.

Space, and urban space especially, can be an implicit piece of evidence of a political configuration of a given
society. In fact, the analysis of phenomena that take place in urban space can demonstrate how human values
are used, interpreted and embraced by individuals. Benton (2010. p.130) states that buildings ‘are very weak
carriers of meaning compared to sculptures, however he acknowledges the political relevance of them that
becomes evident when there is an ideological change or shift in society. An example of that are the particular
actions that ‘new’ political configurations take when dealing with buildings from old regimes. When the
Louvre Palace was opened to the public, in 1793 after the French Revolution (Abt, 2006, p.272), a ‘glorious
cultural heritage) in the past reserved for the royalty, was made accessible. Conversely, the process of dena-
zification of public spaces, that was carried out after the Second World War all around Germany and other
countries, is a particular example where the meaning of several spaces is a definitive evidence of a ‘difficult
cultural heritage’. Benton exemplifies the difficulties in taking any action over Albert Speer’s buildings and
spaces in the city of Nuremberg: ‘they have no credible meanings or uses in a democratic society, except for

the reflection on political horror’ (Benton 2012, p. 135)".

One of the human values that political changes or ideological shifts tend to address constantly is the idea of
freedom. It is almost a paradigm that revolutionary political processes declare either the establishment of a
‘political freedom), freedom of thought or even ‘economic freedom’ What is, therefore, the relationship be-
tween space and a sense of freedom?. This link is based in the ancient Greek idea that free man was dependent
on others to exercise that freedom (Mensch 2007, p.31). The agora, the market-place and the polis became the
political space, in other words, the public space to exercise freedom. Additionally, Hannah Arendt asserts that

public space is an ‘sphere of equals) where each citizen are linked by a principle of equality, thus anyone is able

16  Benton refers to specific architectonic configurations such as the Reichsparteitagsgelinde (Party Congress Grounds) used by

the Nazis for their ‘political rallies.
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to attend and listen the other, turning the space, in her words, into ‘agoristic’ space. Later she adds that public
space is ‘public’ as long as it has-political freedom, that is the possibility of manifestation or political action
coming from citizens (Arendt, 1995 cited in Abensour 2010, p.155). Following these ideas, it is possible to
frame the definition of memory institution in that conception of space. The museum is a public space where
individuals exercise their political freedom. Take for instance the ICOM statutes, where they define museums
as ‘open to the public’ (1COM, 2007, Art. 3) and consequently, it is possible to envisage that that ‘openness’ is
a possibility of accessibility not just in physical terms, but also in the conceptual sense of the space, which is
influential in the creation of political projects of memory and oblivion in exhibitions. Mensch adds another
characteristic to this concept by saying that individuals use public space to see and be seen, while they take
part in public affairs (Mensch 2007, p.31). The emphasis on ‘seeing’ can be replaced by hearing, showing or
speaking to include these aspects in the definition of museum exhibitions. Can the construction of historic
memory also be one of these aspects?, I believe that the MHK has several examples that show how public space
would be relevant in its analysis, showing the implications of political acts of memory and oblivion inside
the MHK, so let us keep in mind for now that the museum is also a public space for the collective subject of

historic memory.

Another aspect that makes the relationship between museums and space relevant is the idea of political power
and its practice which stems from the possibility of exercising public freedom. Mensch mentions that power
‘grows from agreement and combination. It involves individuals working together on common projects’
(Mensch 2007, p.41), therefore, the action of a group working speaks for the necessity of a space, where indi-
viduals are able to listen and be listened to. The direct relationship between the existence of a public space and
political power comes from these activities. However, this creates the paradox of political power that is based
on public freedom: the agreement to exercise power constrains the actions of other individuals, and therefore
it limits the public freedom of individuals. For instance, the discourse of national museums in general inside
their exhibitions enforces a political agreement on history that usually emanates from governments and their
ideologies. So, museum managers and their agendas or curatorships and their power to interpret and repre-
sent history in the exhibitions, are in charge of this enforcement task. It is an action that comes from individu-
als, who, in some sense, decide the degree, of other individuals and groups, to exercise political power. Thus,
that action determines what it is worth to be exhibited as historic memory. At this point, it is relevant to ask
whether the museum can be an institution that would undermine public freedom. After all, this discussion
puts museums in the category of institutions that deal with political power. I have mentioned the metaphor
that Jacques Derrida used for this political phenomena, an ‘autoimmune reaction’ that summarizes how any
political power struggles to preserve itself whilst undermining its base, which in this case, resides in public
freedom: ‘democracy protects itself and maintains itself precisely by limiting and threatening itself” (Derrida,
2005 cited in Mensch 2007, p.41). Moreover, Mensch emphasizes that public space is excessive in ideas, points
of view, discussions, manifestations, opinions, demonstrations, and changes. That characteristic makes it pos-

sible to keep public freedom in that space and therefore control political power coming from individuals or

[38]



The forgetting institution. Memory and oblivion in the National History Museum in contemporary Albania

| Julidn Roa Triana | 2012 | University of Gothenburg |

groups. That implicit characteristic of plurality in public space is one of the first freedoms that a totalitarian
state undermines for the sake of total power. When Mussolini stated ‘All within the state, nothing outside
the state, nothing against the state’ he was giving an accurate definition of a complete unbalance between
public freedom and political power. Power for the sake of state power, not even the power of ‘Il Duce’, but the
power of a political configuration called a Fascist state. That Fascist ideology is the base for understanding
the actions of Totalitarianisms when dealing with public space. It consists of the complete control of it and
its subsequent annulation as political space. Taking into account that the MHK was created under the rule of
a totalitarian state, I believe that a significant factor here is the lack of balance to discuss how its exhibitions,
or at least part of them, still show the excessive political power that undermines the possibility to be a real
public space; a political space where individuals ‘see but also are seen’. In order to do this, the analysis of dif-
ferent levels of political power inside the MHK, can demonstrate how the public freedom of individuals has
been compromised by the political power of other individuals, an organization or the state. The museum has
different kinds of spaces that perhaps show how memory institutions are particularly susceptible to specific
political projects of memory and oblivion and of course different ideologies. In the case of the MHK, a totali-

tarian regime left its mark when the institution was under the state control of the PPSH.

So, What is a totalitarian space? Is it the conceptual opponent of public space? I intend to analyze the his-
torical context in which the museum was built in order to understand the political influence of a totalitarian
regime in the spaces of the museum, and consequently, put on display traces of an ideological discourse in
the museum spaces, as well as demonstrate how that has changed in specific cases to be consequent with a
transitional period and an idea of distance from its original museological discourse. I consider it relevant to
define the idea of a totalitarian space as opposed to a public space to find a theoretical approach to analyze the

material evidence, which shows how the museum has taken part in projects of memory and oblivion.

I have discussed how the idea of public space is related to political freedom. When the museum was built in
the early 1980s, the Republic of Albania was under the totalitarian regime of the PPsH. The question is: how
do we define this regime as a totalitarian power? Is it possible to elucidate this through the analysis of the
‘public’ spaces surrounding the MHK and the architectural volumes inside and outside the museum build-
ing? Michel Abensour suggests several conceptual approaches to understanding the characteristics of ‘public’
spaces under Totalitarianisms. First of all, he does not emphasize in the ideological differences of two ideo-
logically opposite totalitarian regimes: a Fascist state and a Communist state. Instead of that, he suggests that
these kind of regimes share a paradoxical logic which seeks to suppress the ‘political’ concept from individuals
(Abensour 2010, p.160), thus, a totalitarian power has a ‘total’ control over every societal aspect, including
spaces. I have mentioned before how Totalitarianisms undermine any political freedom for the sake of power.
That is also reflected in the configuration of spaces that totalitarian states have projected and built. In general
terms, these configurations of volumes and spaces do not fit the ‘human scale’ of citizens as political partici-

pants of society. On the contrary, its objective is to crush any conception of political individualism by turning
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them into ‘masses’ without political initiative. In that regard, it is possible to find several examples of places of
the ‘massification’ of human beings: the Reichsparteitagsgelinde (Party Congress Grounds) of the Nazi party
and its extensive space for the ‘perfect’ marching coordination of the Wehrmacht (Armed forces of Germany
from 1935 until 1945); or the construction of Arengarios'” during the Fascist rule in Italy. These are architec-
tural volumes directly related to the need for a space aimed to ‘unify’ the political discourse during the Fascist
rule, in a way that its head ‘Il Duce} Benito Mussolini, is highly visible up to the point that he is almost deified.
Or finally, the characteristics of the Stalinist Brutalism style in Governmental Buildings (including museums
and cultural centers) that sought to impose a ‘crushing’ concept on individuals by making the disproportion
of the spaces in relationship with the size of other urban structures evident. That would symbolically express

the unity of the Party and its members (FIGURE ).

FIGURE 5. Ca. 1990: Panoramic view of Scanderbeg square and the Muzeu Historik Kombétar in Tirana. The museum
volume denotes a disproportion in relationship with other urban elements of the square and the city. Picture from the

cover of the book ZTirana (Gegprifti et al., eds., 1990).

As a consequence, the ‘public’ space loses its plurality of perspectives, its ‘excessive nature) as Mensch (2007)
defines it, to become an ‘uniform’ space for the masses. Later Mensch explains further how a totalitarian state
quells any possible alternative for the exercise of political freedom: “They severely limit publicly expressed per-
spectives (...) they should not present to one another the content of their freedom, but rather be restricted to

17 Stages that Benito Mussolini used to address the nation (Strabucchi, 2003, p.s2)
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receiving this from the state. Thus, the ideal of this state is a populous that thinks, acts and, hence, discloses its
world according to a limited number of state-approved projects’ (Mensch 2007, pp.43). One of this projects,
that I mentioned at the beginning of this dissertation, is exemplified by the existence of a document from the
Council of Ministers of the People’s Republic of Albania named ‘Subject: On the deployment of works of
art (figurative art) in interior and public spaces’ (Cargani, 1975) which gave specific instructions on how art
should express the ideology of the Party to the ‘masses. This document was one of the state documents that
needed to be followed during the planning and construction of the museological discourse of the MHK. In
this regard, that obsessive state control underpinned the idea of an ‘art’ that was obliged to reflect the state’s
political ideology, making it a clear example of what Walter Benjamin defines as an ‘aesthetization of politics,
where art and architecture become part of the state machinery to impose a political ideology; in this case,
making memory institutions part of a propaganda machine that the totalitarian state needed for keeping a

‘political uniformity’, thus eliminating the concept of public space.

Is it possible to find evidence of that suppression in the Muzeu Historik Kombetar? I believe that the museum
shows specific characteristics which would serve to understand the configuration of spaces where the exhibi-
tions are located. Based on that, it is important to define a set of concepts that are distinctive of a totalitarian
space. Abensour suggests that ideas such as the monumentality, the colossal nature of buildings and spaces
and the excessive space'® are a manifestation of totalitarian power (Abensour 2010, p.154). Due to the impos-
ing nature of totalitarian spaces, the political power of the state is legitimized, but is also a deterrent for indi-
viduals to express their public freedom, in other words to manifest their political rights in a public space. Thus,
architecture and urbanism become tools to theoretically imply the totalitarian dogma that Mussolini used
to constantly address: ‘All within the state, nothing outside the state, nothing against the state’. That idea of
massiveness and monumentality that permeates the architectural space is a factor that can be evidenced in the
urban configuration around the MHK in Tirana, where different styles used by totalitarian regimes were im-
plemented. Massive governmental buildings in a renaissance style (Robinson, 1941, cited in Rugg, 1994, p.67)
from the ‘Fascist Italian influence’ share the extensive area of Scanderbeg square, alongside the monumental
Stalinist architecture of the opera house and the museum itself. On this note, it is relevant to define the nature
of the totalitarian space as a conception that does not use a specific architecture or urban style, but as a con-
ceptualization of an ideological space that seeks to impose a single political vision through volumes and urban
planning. Paul Nizan corroborates this definition by stating that Soviet Architecture is a monument to So-
cialism that will express the profound unity of the masses (...) a socialist public building serves to the unifica-
tion'” (Nizan, 1934 cited in Abensour 2010, p.164). Thus, the MHK, as part of this totalitarian logic, becomes
part of a political project of unification that paradoxically seeks to eliminate any political action coming from

individuals. The political acts of memory and oblivion of the museum become ‘apolitical’ in the sense that

18 Not ‘excessive’ in the sense of ‘plurality of political perspectives’ but in a spatial sense.

19 My translation
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they do not evidence a public freedom but a political unity imposed by the total power of the state. All the
acts of remembering and forgetting, the conception of acts of memory and oblivion and therefore the sense
of a historic memory with the concepts that it implies, are included (nation, ideology, class, ethnicity, etc) and
are fully controlled by the state. In that scenario, individuals become a ‘spectatorial’ mass that is restricted to
see but not to be seen, in other words, they are restraint by this or that totalitarian regime of participating in
the construction of historic memory inside the museum space. Abensour summarizes these ideas by asserting
that architecture is a constitutive key part of a totalitarian regime that deploys a particular ‘arché, ‘an order’
that implements a concept of space which does not have any public or political sense. So, totalitarian regimes
seck to constitute a submitted mass in the fullest sense of the word (Abensour 2010, p.160). It is my interest to
‘untangle’ that conceptual ‘web’ of the Muzeu Historik Kombétar in order to understand how this institution
has kept part of that ‘order’ in its exhibitions and how the existence of a recent ‘excessive’ and political, and
therefore public space, has transformed the way in which Albanian society implements projects of memory

and oblivion in this particular institution.
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3 METHOD

elow follows some notes on the method that I used to approach the Muzeu Historik Kom-

bétar (MHK) as my object of study. First, I will describe the type of material that I collected

to consolidate my research corpus. Second, I will briefly describe my visits to the museum to

ek

ot e€a 7| finally explain how I will approach the MHK in relationship with my theoretical discussion.
At the beginning of the project, I had a stroke of serendipity when I found out about the existence of the Film
Archive of the former Shgiperia e Re (The New Albania) film studio which was founded in 1952 as part of the
state propaganda apparatus during the period of Communism in Albania (anonymous, 1984, p.125). There,
discovered the existence of two short documentaries about the museum. The first one Me ndertuesit e museut
historik kombetar (With the builders of the National History Museum) (1981) was an account of the building
of the museum during the years 1980-81. The other one, Muzeut Historik Kombetar (The National History
Museum) (1982), comprised an account of the everyday functioning of the museum in its first year as an in-
stitution. These two visual documents contained a narrative dimension, through the voiceover of each film,
which could be analyzed to find possible implications of the museum as a political project of the Communist
regime. In addition to this, I compiled documents from the repositories of the Albanian State’s Archive, not
only related to the construction of the museum, but also to the influence of the Communist ideology on the
exhibition of public art (Cargani, 1975) and the antecedents of the museum, that go back to the decade of
1920s with the creation of the Directorate for Museums and Libraries (Ministria e Arsimit, 1923). In spite of
this, the documents from the Communist regime insist on the absence of any museum or cultural heritage
institution before the Communist regime came into power, due to the backwardness of the country (anony-
mous, 1984). It is worth mentioning that all this research work in archives and film materials was located and
translated for the purpose of this dissertation thanks to the kind aid of Albanian and American colleagues,
whom I have already mentioned in the acknowledgements of this dissertation. With this consolidated corpus
and an initial literature review, I made several field visits to the museum. They consisted on a search for pos-
sible political influences in the museum. At this point, I decided to focus my attention on the frontal mosaic
of the museum (The Albanians) and the permanent exhibition rooms related to Illyria, the independence of
1912 and the Achievements of Socialism. This involved photographing the museum displays and its material
culture contents to examine the different transformations that the museum has experienced since its con-
struction. Having carried out this work, I decided to make visual comparisons between the exhibition spaces,

supported with the material available from the Archives, to elucidate how and why the museum has under-
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gone a heterogeneous transformation, where some of the rooms still keep a museological discourse from the

Communist period, whereas others have experienced constant transformations.

My interest in the MHK was focused on the visual narratives of the exhibition areas, consequently I did not
choose to discuss other aspects of the Museum such as the acquisition, storage and documentation of mate-
rial culture. The reason for that was not just a personal interest in permanent exhibitions but also a framing
of the subject in a highly contested area of museology: the interpretation of material culture in an space that
is visited and seen by individuals. Consequently, the museum’s task of acquiring and cataloguing appeals to a
scientific objectivity (specific epistemological approach) that perhaps needs to be addressed in relationship
with the production of narratives for visitors in another master’s dissertation. While the task of documenting
material culture implies a scientific method that is not accessible to the regular visitor of most of the museums,
the exhibition itself is a contested and influential place for individuals, where the interpretation of material
culture it is not just subjected to the scientific methodology but also to other interests related to the concepts
that I intended to address: political acts of oblivion, memory, ideology, historic memory and the construc-
tion of nation. For good or for bad, the idea of a historic museum was mediated by these concepts. Therefore,
this provided me with the basis for discussing the issue of political projects of memory and oblivion in rela-
tionship with the research corpus that I collected. It thus serves as a starting point for the discussion on the
modus operandi in which the Museum had constructed the museological project of its exhibitions and how
it evolved from its origins as an institution, to its role in a contemporary transitional period between a Com-

munist system and a Capitalist Democracy in Albania.
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4 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

n this chapter, I would like to analyse five cases on how the museum exhibitions represent

%yg Albanian history, in order to examine the particularities on the implementation of different
,: ; ﬁ? political projects of memory and oblivion. The cases have been selected because they are repre-
sentative of the ways that the museum has taken part in these political acts in relationship with
the representation of a historical discourse. To be more precise, I examine these cases in order to assess how
a change of political regime in Albania has driven the MHK to deal in different ways with a difficult, contro-
versial or glorious past, which is the product of the existence of previous specific acts of memory and oblivion

that have come into conflict with emerging political ideologies, or in the contrary has been assimilated by, in

contemporary Albania.
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4.1 A GLORIOUS PAST

4.1.1 A MAP OF ILLYRIA

FIGURE 6. 2012: Ground floor of the Muzeu Historik Kombetar, Map of Illyrian settlements in the entrance of the exhibi-

tion room ‘Antiquity of the Albanian people’ (Personal photograph).

RO visit to the Muzeu Historik Kombétar begins with in the main hall that in 1981 used to house
¥ >

\):, A

the statue of Enver Hoxha saluting the visitors. As an obvious symbol of the Communist years

the statue now lies dismantled in a storage room of the third floor, away from the eyes of the

&=x| flocks of tourists and students that come to the museum these days (FIGURE 7 AND 8). How-
ever, the space is still a reminder of the arché that the totalitarian regime of Enver Hoxha deployed in order to
eliminate any public or political sense; following the ideas of Abensour, it is a space to submit the masses to a
political regime (Abensour 2010, p.160). The place is overlooked by the relief in stone of a massive Albanian
flag and its coat of arms that go up from the floor until the ceiling which is at least nine meters high, giving it

that distinctive nature of buildings and volumes from Totalitarianisms and its characteristic monumentality

(Abensour 2010, p.154).
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FIGURE 7.1982: Main hall of the Muzeu Historik Kombetar, on the right, the statue of Enver Hoxha. (Muzeut Historik
Kombetar, 1982, min. 27.49).

FIGURE 8. 2012: Main hall of the Muzeu Historik Kombetar. (Personal photograph).

After this first impression, the exhibition begins on the left hand side with a map of Illyrian settlements. It
is engraved in the stone (3 x 2 meters approx.) (FIGURE 6) at it dates back to the beginning of the museum.
In the Project for the contents of the National History Museum (1980 a) it is possible to find the following

description of the general objectives of this exhibition:

Antiquity of the Albanian People
(From the beginning until the sixth century AD)

For this theme there is a wealth of material available, consisting mainly of archacological, architectonic and artistic objects

a part which is proportionally high.

Materials well displayed placing large objects together (in hallway or in a courtyard) rather that on the side of the display
cases and graphic materials on boards.
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The themes have as their goals to document the land Albanians have been living on since the most ancient times, as Albania
is a land with an ancient culture and as the Albanian peoples is one of the oldest in Europe. Built on a base of an autoch-

thonous elements, having formed an Illyrian ethnicity and culture with clear and defined features.

Stoping at the southern Illyrians as the ancestors of Albanians (...) (Keshilli Kryeministrove, 1980 a) (my italics)

This document exemplifies the decision of the Communist regime to implement in the project of the MHK
a political act with a nationalistic platform aimed to demonstrate the antiquity of Albanian people in the
region. Through the exploitation of ancient remains, the regime sought to support a discourse in ‘material
culture that is grand and lasting, and more likely to be found by archacologists’ (Paynter and McGuire cited
in Galaty, Stocker and Watkinson, 2009, p.174). Also, the memories that function as an ‘antidote to official
history’ (Benton and Cec