Selected excerpts from:
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from page 7:

 
Our interest in lieux de mémoire where memory crystallizes and secretes itself has occurred at a particular historical moment, a turning point where consciousness of a break with the past is bound up with the sense that memory has been torn – but torn in such a way as to pose the problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites where a sense of historical continuity persists.  There are lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer milieux de mémoire, real environments of memory....

_____________________________________________________________________________

from page 12:


The moment of lieux de mémoire occurs at the same time as an immense and intimate fund of memory disappears, surviving only as a reconstituted object beneath the gaze of critical history.  This period sees, on one hand, the decisive deepening of historical study and, on the other hand, heritage consolidated.  The critical principle follows an internal dynamic: our intellectual, political, historical frameworks are exhausted but remain powerful enough not to leave us indifferent; whatever vitality they retain impresses us only in their most spectacular symbols.  Combined, these two movements send us at once to history’s most elementary tools and to the most symbolic objects of our memory: to the archives as well as to the tricolor; to the libraries, dictionaries, and museums as well as to commemorations....


These lieux de mémoire are fundamentally remains, the ultimate embodiments of a memorial consciousness that has barely survived in a historical age that calls out for memory because it has abandoned it.  They make their appearance by virtue of the deritualization of our world – producing, manifesting, establishing, constructing, decreeing, and maintaining by artifice and by will a society deeply absorbed in its own transformation and renewal, one that inherently values the new over the ancient, the young over the old, the future over the past.  Museums, archives, cemeteries, festivals, anniversaries, treaties, depositions, monuments, sanctuaries, fraternal orders – these are the boundary stones of another age, illusions of eternity.  It is the nostalgic dimensions of these devotional institutions that makes them seem so beleaguered and cold...


Lieux de mémoire originate with the sense that there is no spontaneous memory, that we must deliberately create archives, maintain anniversaries, organize celebrations, pronounce eulogies, and notarize bills because such activities no longer occur naturally.  The defense, by certain minorities, of a privileged memory that has retreated to jealously protected enclaves in this sense intensely illuminates the truth of lieux de mémoire – that without commemorative vigilance, history would soon sweep them away.  We buttress our identities upon such bastions, but if what they defended were not threatened, there would be no need to build them.  Conversely, if the memories that they enclosed were to be set free they would be useless; if history did not besiege memory, deforming and transforming it, penetrating and petrifying it, there would be no lieux de mémoire.  Indeed, it is this very push and pull that produces lieux de mémoire – moments of history torn away from the movement of history, then returned; no longer quite life, not yet death, like shells on the shore when the sea of living memory has receded.

______________________________________________________________________________

from page 18-19: 


Lieux de mémoire are simple and ambiguous, natural and artificial, at once immediately available in concrete sensual experience and susceptible to the most abstract elaboration.  Indeed, they are lieux in three senses of the word – material, symbolic, and functional.  Even an apparently purely material site, like an archive, becomes a lieux de mémoire only if the imagination invests it with a symbolic aura.  A purely functional site, like a classroom manual, a testament, or a veterans’ reunion belongs to the category only inasmuch as it is also the object of a ritual.  And the observance of a commemorative minute of silence, an extreme example of strictly symbolic action, serves as a concentrated appeal to memory by literally breaking a temporal continuity.  Moreover, the three aspects always coexist.  Take, for example, the notion of historical generation: it is material by its demographic content and supposedly functional – since memories are crystallized and transmitted from one generation to the next – but it is also symbolic, since it characterizes, by referring to events or experiences shared be a small minority, a larger group that may not have participated in them.


Lieux de mémoire are created by a play of memory and history, an interaction of two factors that result in their reciprocal overdetermination.  To begin with, there must be a will to remember.  If we were to abandon this criterion, we would quickly drift into admitting virtually everything as worthy of remembrance.  One is reminded of the prudent rules of old-fashioned historical criticism, which distinguishes between “direct sources”, intentionally produced by society with a view to their future reproduction – a law or work of art, for example – and the indiscriminate mass of “indirect sources”, comprising all the testimony an epoch inadvertently leaves to historians.  Without the intention to remember, lieux de mémoire would be indistinguishable form lieux d’histoire.

On the other hand, it is clear that without the intervention of history, time, and change, we would content ourselves with simply a schematic outline of the objects of memory.  The lieux that we speak of, then, are mixed, hybrid, mutant, bound intimately with life and death, with time and eternity; enveloped in a Möbius strip of the collective and the individual, the sacred and the profane, the immutable and the mobile.  For if we accept that the most fundamental purpose of the lieux de mémoire is to stop time, to block the work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to immortalize death, to materialize the immaterial – just as if gold were the only memory of money – all of this in order to capture a maximum of meaning in the fewest of signs, it is also clear that lieux de mémoire only exist because of their capacity for metamorphosis, an endless recycling of their meaning and an unpredictable proliferation of their ramifications.
