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This issue of Public explores varying attempts to publicly mark and give memorial significance to
past collective and/ or state sanctioned wrongs that remain still unsettled and unsettling. Human
rights trials or pseudo-legal forums such as Truth Commissions are often charged with publicly
recognizing past wrongs and with fostering sensibilities for addressing those wrongs. However, artistic
memorial practices and other commemorative public interventions, such as the marking of streets
and calendars, the re-burial of remains from mass graves, and the recovery and preservation of various
sites and objects of social trauma, are equally significant and help in forging public memorial markers
capable of instructing a political comrnunify about the significance of its violent past and its potential
turn to a more just sociery. Admitting that such endeavours are never simply consensual, this issue of
Publk grapples with how differing memorial displays, objects, and practices are inevitably (re)invoked
in a field of competing interpretations, incommensurable memories, and representational strategies.

Of particular interest here are the debates, contestations, and varying proposals that surround
artistic attempts to recover, preserve, and publicly mark-in order to memorialize/recall-those
sites, buildings, and objects associated with individual and collective experiences of trauma. In
distinction to the erection of monuments or to the demarcation of commemorative spaces, the art
projects and essays that inhabit this collection explore the uses of art. artistic practices. and aesthetic

experiences in representing, working through, and learning from traurnatic events.The contributions to
this issue grapple with the very possibiliry of representation and remembrance, particular\ in relation
to traumatic histories, which by their very definition, remain unintelligible. At the same time, our
impetus for developing this issue around the theme of Tiaces emerged from a commitment to the
notion that encounters with art can solicit something that exceeds the desire for representation and
may oIler a connection to the past that reorients us to new possibilities for being in the present.

What, we wonder, is particular to the register of artistic works and their reception in helping
us to come to terms with a difficult past? How might the aesthetic register, supplement or allow for
a complex and dynamic negotiation with the ends and limits of comrnemorative practices and
spaces? How might artworks and their exhibition help to foster practices of remembrance and learning
in the aftermath of mass violence?

'W'hile of course we cannot predict in advance how art works will be received, engaged or even

resisted in the construction of historical memory this issue attempts to trace "the terms and conditions
on which [aesthetic] images enable practices of looking, which intervene in capabilities to perceive,
judge, feel and speak about the past."1 At issue then is a consideration of how artistic works and their
curatorial arrangements might elicit or provoke an affective engagement and attentiveness to a

difficult past that moves beyond the instrumentality often found in comrnemorative practices.
Acutely aware that conventional commemorative projects tend to yield remembrance-learning
practices which privilege literalness and a sense of authenticity of representatron,2 the r,vorks and projects

collected in this issue appreciate how art can do more than merely facilitate the act of recognition
or ofrepresenting the veraciry ofa past event.

Ti,acesbrings together a variety of projects that engage with and trouble the limits of memorial
practices through the irruptive affect and complex self-reflexrvity that artr;vorks potentially afford.Amid
unsettled and unsettling images of social wrongs that tend to circulate as spectacle and with a limrted
lifespan, there is an impLicit sense at work in this issue of Public that this "is a moment," asW'J.T. Mitchell
puts it, "given to us for rethinking just what our lives, and our arts, are for."3 Before discussing (in
rather speculative terms) the significance of the work of art for practices of remembrance, we want
to forefront some of the limits often at work amid conventional commemorative practices and sites.

The demarcation of spaces for remembering and honouring past atrocities often works !o contain
the scattered fragments of a traurnattc past and its irruptive repetition through a consciously constructed
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"associative potency" inherent to the work of art can come to provide a rich resource for craftrng

an insurgeni remembering-learning practice that can turn us around-away from any--redemptive

p.rrp..ti*-to face oru orr.r impfcidon in how we presently bear the traces of a di{ficult past.10

ih. .u-r"n..s, complexities and contradictions, which often displace and subvert any one literal and

figural meaning wilhin an artwork, help to prepare us to engage (rather than cover over) the elisions

"id g"pr evoked by rhe traumatic past. The potency of associations put in motion through the

".t*o.k'r 
refusal to mean only one thing-the artwork's refusal to fill or foreclose ambiguiry-allows

us to bring to the fore, to externalize, the ambivalences and affective resonances of memories that

do not settle easily into any straight-forward accounting of experience.

Furthermore, the interminable interpretative complexity that art unleashes can teach us, as

Maclear writes,"to confront events that tear the fabric of our everyday mode of consciousness, that

thrust us into a less literal and more uncertain sate of awareness."ll This is of particular importance

in fostering a "sense memory" that can mediate loss or trauma beyond the strictures of an evidentiary

narrative that recounts the numbing story of yet another historical catastrophe. The "associative

potency" thus works to interrupt the epistemological drive of probing the past to_uncover events

ih"t co-fo.tably settle within the familiar modes of historical reception.Amid the elisions, gaps and

connotative richness left by the work of art we find a point of entry, a moment when we must pause

and think other-wise, for bearing with and working through the unruly sensuous perturbations,

contradictions and uncertain traces that arise when we face a difficult past.

In this sense, artworks inflected with an insurgent memorial force not only expose that ap7retic

instance when the transparency and coherence of historical narrativization falters, but potentially

gesture us to questio.r o.ri o-r. memorial desires for evidence, chronology, closure, identification and

Iedemption. The significance of the work of art for remembering-learning practices thus resides in

the inierrogatiue traci it unleashes rather than in the form it proposes. In other words, it is not the case

that the intrinsic formal qualities of the work are prioritized over its historical contextualization;

rather the concern here is with the interpretative force (the very trace) evoked and let loose by the

work of art. This is a force that can break any fixed relation or final certitude between figure and

concept, or between representation and identiry interposinga gap, a pause, an interval in meaning

from where we might interrogate ways of seeing and ways of remembering that habitua\ orient our

commitments and social relations.
Equally signifi.cant to the "associative potency" unleashed by the work of art is the "extended

visual concerrr;it h.lpr sustain. Simon writes that,"images with an insurgent commemorative force

Droduce an effusion of unresolved visual concern elicited by discontinuities structured into an

imag.', composition."12The very elisions, gaps and discontinuities that prevent the work of art from

finai'ly settling into any one meaning supply a'Jolt of incongruiry" that arouses an extended visual

.on..rn for what is potentially there but not fully shown: the traces.The artwork,in other words,

demands a particularlime and attentiveness since it withholds telling us directly whlt 1 is about and

what it *"rrtr. Consequently, because art does not reveal or give itself fina\ and fully to us, it has

the potential to fragmint and withdraw from our usual instrumental manner of apprehending the

*o.id, suspending the practical and purposeful way in which we ration our time with the things we

see. Maclear .oniit.ly .onveys the particular temporaliry opened up by the work of looking at art

when she writes, "art. . . has the potential to introduce a new pace for eyes used to scanning newspapers

and television monitors.Amid ihe onrush of media and commerce, art asks that we slow down, that

we disengage from hasty chaperones of history."13

To '1ook" at that whictr does not readily offer us certainry or any straightfor-ward meaning, to

sustain a visual concern with the traces of a work, is to begin to learn how to take "our time."
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