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W ith one exception, all contributions in 
this special issue of Scandinavian Jew-
ish Studies are revised lectures given at 

the Centre for the Study of Jewish Thought in 
Modern Culture (CJMC), University of Copen-
hagen, between 2014 and 2016.

CJMC was launched in 2014. It provides 
an open forum for exchange and exploration 
of Jewish thought and experience and their 
impact on modern and postmodern philosophy, 
the ology, psychology, history, sociology, litera-
ture, art and culture in general. CJMC’s multi-
disciplin ary approach is propelled by scholarly 
interests not only in classical, but also in for-
gotten or understudied Jewish sources and their 
capacity to enrich contemporary culture. With 
this background, we seek to initiate a dialogue 
between foreign and familiar voices from the 
past and present, and to link internal and exter-
nal perspectives on Jewish thought.

Some of the CJMC lectures collected in this 
special issue of Scandinavian Jewish Studies were 
presented in the context of conferences, work-
shops and research seminars at the centre:

• ‘Aesthetics of memory’ (21.10.2014)
• ‘Representations of the Holocaust  

in literature, art and film’ (14.11.2014)
• ‘Post-Holocaust theology, philosophy  

and literature’ (5.5.2015)
• ‘(Hi)Stories of Holocaust memory’  

(18.–19.5.2015)
• ‘Judaism, writing, and oral history after 

1945’ (8.4.2016)

A recurrent question that connects these 
events is this: how can we preserve and transfig-
ure the memory of catastrophe when that which 
called it forth recedes further and further into 
the past, while, at the same time, we will never 
be able to leave it behind? The Shoah and its 
aftermath belong not just to the past but also 
impose themselves repeatedly on our present, 
interfering in disturbing ways. 

Today, more than seventy years after the end 
of the Second World War and the liberation of 
the concentration camps, we still carry the bur-
den of history and its onerous legacy. In one way 
or another, most countries, societies and individ-
uals have participated in this atrocious past and 
struggle with its aftermath.

Through inter-generational transmission, 
Holo caust memory turns from first-hand to 
second-hand recollection. The connection to 
the past is then mediated, for example, by writ-
ten testimonies and stories, photography and 
film, monuments and architecture, behaviour 
and gesture. Once the last eyewitnesses have 
passed away, knowledge about past events will 
no longer be based on personal experience, but 
can only be recalled by means of imaginative 
investment. How can we then avoid oblivion, 
re-present the past, and protect and appropri-
ate the hard-earned insights of others? Not only 
the second generation, but also the third, fourth, 
and coming generations, too, carry responsibility 
for how this historical heritage is received and 
handed down.
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In what ways can processes of commemor-
ation be stimulated, indifference turned into 
attention and traumatic memories worked 
through? What strategies of expression, re-pres-
entation and communication have proved par-
ticularly successful in evoking critical reflection? 
By what means do they speak to the senses and 
the intellect, touch people emotionally and open 
up new space for the imagination?

These questions are addressed in this special 
issue of Scandinavian Jewish Studies on ‘Ethics 
and Aesthetics of Holocaust Memory’, which 
combines investigations into contemporary art 
and literature.

In the first two contributions, art history 
and theory, memory and performance studies 
co alesce. They explore possibilities and limita-
tions of memorial objects and landscapes and 
address the question at the core of this compos-
ite field, of how the interplay between words and 
images, the use of syn[a]esthetic techniques and 
the creation of time-interfaces are to be under-
stood in contemporary art. For instance, what 
happens when dialogical aesthetics and per-
formative practices of placing viewers in inter-
locutory situ ations come into focus?

The remaining three contributions examine 
different ways in which literature reflects and 
responds to the Shoah. Questions concerning the  
significance of trauma discourse in current re-
search in Holocaust narratives are probed. The  
ways in which children of the victims and chil  - 
dren of perpetrators work through their own ex -
periences come to the fore with special emphasis 
on cases, fraught with frustration and compli-
cation, where authentic connection to the event 
itself no longer exists. The wealth of factual 
and fictional representations of the Holocaust 
– which often play an ambiguous, if not dubi-
ous, role in identity politics – prompts reflection 
on our own historical position in relation to 
the past, on the problematics of rendering past 
reality with accuracy, and on the reli ability of 
remaining traces.

One of the crucial questions that concerns 
all forms of Holocaust commemoration is how  
freedom and dignity can be preserved or re -
gained despite the shadows of a dark and dif-
ficult past. The present issue of Scandinavian 
Jewish Studies seeks to stimulate discussions on 
these matters – not least through a thought-pro-
voking supplement: the essay ‘Memory, shame 
and dignity’ by the Swedish writer and journalist 
Göran Rosenberg. 
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