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Thus, in spite of several random attempts on a regional level, the “most
modern” period of Bulgarian history failed to find presentation and
interpretation in a museum and remains, even in historical museums with
a more general profile, a relatively “blank™ period. Several short-term
exhibitions have appeared in some regional museums,” but they have not
been systematically carried out and cannot be considered as serious
attempts to investigate the issue. Novel historical materials on the socialist X
period have been produced and new emphases in the public discourse - NN
about the past have developed, but they have not been embodied in any =
museum exhibition. So far, the town of Pravets is the prime example of a i
community that has united its efforts to open a museum reflecting on the
socialist past (Fig. 1, Fig. 2), and it seems that this situation is unlikely to
change in the near future. The current article approaches this characteristic
situation of museum displays in Bulgaria after 1989, when the earlier
network of meanings and discourses has been dissolved and new oneg
have not gained sufficient justification to embody post-socialist visions of
history in museum narratives. Throwing light on the reshaped nature of
socialist museum displays after 1989 in Bulgaria and on the emergence of
new topics and events in the modern history of the country, 1 will discuss
the new concepts applied to the construction of historical legacies and the
discourse of “difficulty” surrounding historical representations in a post-
socialist mode.

Before approaching the problem of the shift away from committed mu-
seum practice in the post-socialist era, an explanation of the interpretative
distinction offered in the title of this chapter is needed. While exploited in
both the classical and the modern traditions, the opposition between
memory and forgetting is one that frequently ignores a third component in
the processes related to memory: the “unmemorable.”"" The latter does not.
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as liew de mémoire,” The Journal of Modern History 78 (2006): 377411 Nikolai V__-': : 1994),

kov. “The Destruction of Georgi Dimitrov’s Mausoleum in Sofia: The “Incoincidence”
between Memory and Its Referents,.” Octogon 10 (2003). 1
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[The links of the contemporary museum with life] in Krassimira Cholakova (ed.). Mod=
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are preserved as memory traces but not embodied in materialized forms.

To approach the logic of this case of simultaneous remembering and for-

getting in a post-socialist context, it may prove usefy| to revisit the history
of museums in socialist times,

Mustums AND MEMORY [N SOCIALIST BULGARIA

¥
o

Bulgaria, decisive steps were taken to reorganize the historical museums

and to create special departments dedicated to the socialist and revolution-
&y movement i the country. The first indicative example was the Na-
tiona| Museum of the Revolutionary Movement, built afier a decision of
e Centrg| Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party (BKP) in 1948,
Il was Preceded in 1947 by a National Exhibition of the Resistance in
20fia, whicl, brought together materials about the antifascist struggle of
e Working people of the entire country. This exhibition served as a basis
. Say Fricdlander (ed.), Probing the Limis of Repres 7 . idge : Harvar,

- (ed.), I 2 presemtation (Cambridge MA: Harvard
tversity Pregs, 1993,
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| tral locations of the city. In a new approach, the activities of the museums these conn“ac(:'gi;‘eg-s' collectives, ete »24 B ::crj”w”m and the Mf“istry‘:‘;
| took place.among the colle.ct.nfes, the temtory of t.he workers"entm'prises_ prises and istit :e musc-:_mu Specialists had to rder ’t0 fulfill the terms {ﬂ
In 1985., eighteen such activities were orgmnzeq in the Kren.‘llkO\"ﬁ’.l steel other visual m l fpns with regular exhibitionspr?‘f!de these various enter-
production plant, half of them related to the rituals of giving names to tions speciall alerials related to important dat’ Photographic displays, and
eleven workers’ brigades in the plant. A specially prepared window dis- guided in the': re'mlested It (and it seemeq th:ts ?nd events. If the st
playeg the personal belongmgg of the heroes the brlgficles were named ganizations) ,: requcm_b}’ party secretarjes Ktley did, since they were
after.”? In less than two years, in 1984-85, ten thematic exhibitions and festive meet;‘n ) useums facilitated them in 0’ omsomol, and social or-
about twenty museum windows were arranged in the plant, which was one activities "elat‘[’s gnd cqnversati'Ons With vete rganizing and carrying out
of the largest in the country at the time: “Behind the bars of the fascist for this ;"ell lof{;d to anm.versaries and special :13"5 as well as many othey
prisons,” “The beginning [of the antifascist struggle]),” “Partisan every- tion of the USS} years after the birth of Dimi ays. Convenient Occasions
day life.,” “Parachutists and submariners,” “Bulgarians who took part in victory over LFa f‘:. 65 years after the October ;{mv Gq YCars afier the crea.
the Great Patriotic War of the USSR,” “Relics from the collection of Na- Ject with wo,-ki”‘:Sm, and so on, Ap especiall ef‘c'”utm”’_ém years afier the
tional Museum of the Revolutionary Movement,” and so on. The materials - ans narrae,” ,”") collectives were the con; jy lm?i?s‘,t”‘g” form of pro-
in the “Partisan everyday life” exhibition included 100 objects and over L workers, ;ll.lell 195€ were considered “approp o activities nameq “Veter-
200 “Relics from the collection of the National Museum of the Revoluti- B ete." and Orga?::‘:;, Workers, clerks, a,'myp:gf_iefol- all social groups—
zed again on thos S

'S, teachers
¢ (as well as o man » Students,

nary Movement.” Five exhibitions were mounted in the Trade Union
House of Culture in the plant, and five directly along the production
lines. In 1984 the number of complex mass-political activities organized
in or outside the halls of the Museum of the Revolutionary Movement in
Sofia reached 490. In the first half of 1985 an activity involving a working
collective took place in the museum almost every hour. The lccturing_;
activity of museum workers in plants and factories was also impressive:
As reported, in three years the regional historical museum in the town fG'_f_L

Pernik held 1,292 thematic talks and lectures, often accompanied by exhi-
bitions.

2 Ibid., 18.
2 bid., 18.
2 bid.. 21.
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Collected from cellars, attics and storehouses, the objects are labeled with
brief texts that situate them in the context of their use in the socialist era.
Directly related to the private sphere, the exhibition reveals the extent to
which the boundaries between private and public life were blurred under
Socialism, and the high level of uniformity that marks the material heri-
tage of those times.

The Inventory Book of Socialism is a good testimony in the debate on
the willing forgetfulness about the socialist period. For many viewers the
objects are easily recognizable as things that they once used, saw or were
in contact with; objects that they have heard about; or objects that are stil|
part of today’s households. Despite the variations of age and lived expersi-
ence among the visitors to the exhibition (and readers of the book), and
despite the differences in taste and attitude to these objects, the Inventory
Book serves to unveil memories about the material life that surrounded
people and exercised a lasting impact on their senses and perception. The
memories are retrieved and retroactively extracted, but they are also cre-
ated, constructed, and implanted. For people of the generation that wit-
nessed these objects directly, the inventory is an opportunity to look at
them in a new way, as if exhibited in a glass case; it is a way of making
these artifacts visible after many of them have stopped eliciting immediate
associations with the socialist epoch. For the visitors of the youngest gen-
eration, the exhibition is an occasion to see some of these objects for the
first time, to observe them as parts of the past and to be fascinated by
them. They are “imagined memories” of a time that has not been lived
through and as such they bring that time closer to the viewer than any of
the other institutionalized forms of historical “museumization.”

In the context of these examples, it should be much easier to under-
stand the presence of the Todor Zhivkov museum in Pravets. Unlike the
National History Museum in the former residence, where the ruler spent
most of his life in power, the local museum in his birthplace relies on the
link with his childhood and sustains this link in a way that is slrongl}?f
reminiscent of the “museum houses” of the nineteenth century fighters for
national liberation (Fig. 3). The small two-storey house preserves every=
day objects from the first half of the twentieth century, surrounding thet
with an aura of authenticity. The kitchen and the dining room where t
ruler’s family had their meals, the crockery and cutlery that they used, thi
loom on which their home-made clothes were prepared, the fireplace, and
so on—all insist on the idea of ordinary origins destined to give birth to
“extraordinary” achievements (Fig. 4). The value of simplicity conveyes
by the small house is combined with that of aesthetic sensitivity, as €
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changes this pair is challenged by the notions of discontinuity and rupture.
To the political changes after 1989 and to the years when the museum was
closed, yet another discontinuity was added—the death of Todor Zhivkov
in 1998. While the other ruptures remain practically silenced in this mu-
seum, the death of Zhivkov (as evoked by the necrologues of the eight
years after his death) adds a commemorative tone to the entire comlex.

Fig. 4 The dining room of the house where Todor Zhivkov was bormn
(photo: Nikolai Vukov, 2007)

This mode of solemn attention to an individual destiny, which began in
this humble house, would have a better chance of success, if its message
of simplicity and modesty were not overshadowed by the grand museum
building nearby (Fig. 5), dedicated to Zhivkov’s supreme achievements as
a communist leader. Following the architectural fashion characteristic Of
the deliberately impressive residential and recreational buildings of 1at®
Socialism, the museum combines stylized elements of nineteenth cent
revivalist architecture with modernist approaches to external design. 1%
exhibition is located on two floors—the first consisting of a hall that Wé

obviously designed for hosting official meetings and small ceremonics:
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many Bulgarians the problems of the transition period have been much
harder to bear than the restrained but “cozy” life that they had before. In
itself an expression of nostalgia, it helps to explain the motives behind the
initiative of the people of Pravets to reopen the museum of Todor Zhivkoy
and to commemorate the former Head of State as a major factor in the
country’s well-being. By reconstituting “worthiness” and establishing
personalities and experiences of the socialist period as “unforgettable,”
this museum is an ironic response to the prevented representation of a past
that is still remembered by the majority of the population.

The lack of museum realizations of the recent past in post-socialist
Bulgaria may be an indicator of the processes related to “learning how to
forget,” after decades of instruction in “how to remember.” It may be re-
garded as a reaction of the memory to discard some of the burden that was
laid upon it for years and to relax from the obligation to be constantly
wakeful. However, it also testifies to a process of keeping certain areas of
memory out of representation and replacing them with discourses which
are in fact contingent with those that were propagated before. Being an
illustration of the difficulty of elaborating new discourses on the recent
past, the relegation of the socialist experience to the realm of the “un-
memorable” also helps to explain how the museum in post-socialist mode
lost its capacity to effect a historical and moral “reanimation” of Bulgar-
jan society, and how it continues to be a form of memory where the past
and present are still not in an open dialogue. Between the two poles of the
representational field—one the museum in Pravets, the other the dispersed
artifacts of the former socialist museums (some of which are still offered
for sale on antiquarian stallsy—lies the general lack of a critical and
thoughtful approach to this period of Bulgarian history in museum terms.
As exemplified by projects such as “I Lived Socialism” and the “Inven-
tory Book,” the discussions and visualizations of the recent past occur nqt
in public museums, but exclusively in the media and on the Internet. The
sites dedicated to the socialist heritage and the web forums of indwldna_x[
memories about those years have taken over many of the functions t_llal'
museums once performed as institutions for preserving and representiia
the past. Their failure to do so with respect to the recent perio_d Ieaves thE
field open and ready to be occupied by new methods of sharing and dlz‘
tributing knowledge, which will probably constitute the new ways
“museumizing” the past in the future.
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