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Central European cities struggle representing absence and heritage while promoting active 

participation of living Jewish communities. While some observers bemoan the “vanishing 

Diaspora” others celebrate the great “promethean historical moment” of the Jewish 

awakening in Europe. How do the Jewish communities of Europe interpret these challenges 

and define themselves? We identify three modalities of Jewish memory work in post-socialist 

Europe: exogenous (Berlin), endogenous (Budapest), and heteronomous (Krakow). Krakow 

hosts no substantial Jewish community but became home to one of the largest festivals of 

Jewish culture in the world. In Berlin Jewish demographics are the fastest growing in Europe 

and revival has been driven by an international community of cultural brokers and 

organizations. Budapest, finally, harbors one of the largest and oldest Jewish community in 

Central and Eastern Europe, yet revival has been patchy, ambivalent, and disputed.  

 

In this presentation we focus on the uniquely problematic process of endogenous revival in 

Budapest. Paradoxically perhaps, revival has been far more uneasy there than elsewhere. In 

appearance, Jewish Budapest exhibits features that are similar to its European sister capitals. 

On the one hand the progressive revival of Jewish life in public space since 1980s is 

undeniable. On the other, a productive if difficult negotiation with the memory of genocide 

and ongoing stigmatization is unfolding. In Budapest as elsewhere, a bifurcated landscape 

resulted from this double dynamic, whereby blooming organizational life, gentrified 

neighborhoods, and celebratory festivals coexist at lesser or greater distance with Holocaust 

memorials and other museums and camp sites. In Budapest however, the presence of a 

strong and diverse autochthonous community makes these two dimensions of Jewish 

European history uniquely problematic and controversial. The memory of the Holocaust is 

not only problematic as a reminder of past hurt and evil--it is problematic, more 

fundamentally, in a nation where unity has been predicated on a strong integrationist 

ideology that has been culturally internalized by Hungarian Jews, and that negates the very 

legitimacy of religious difference and historical recognition. As to the more celebratory and 

life-orientated dimension of revival, the diversity of interests of a local Jewish community split 

between secularist, orthodox, reformed, and now foreign-inspired groups, also stands in the 

way of a smooth process. We unpack the work of these local forces and explore the dialectics 

of presence and absence they set off in Budapest by looking at debates over specific projects 

such as the Yellow Star Houses, the “Living Memory” memorial (Eleven Emlékmű), as well as a 

variety of memorial and heritage sites in the “Jewish quarter”. 

 

 

 

 

 


