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Introduction

Museums, together with maps, censuses and national histories belong among the crucial systems of representation through which imagined national communities gain their temporal and spatial existence.
 Museum exhibitions and their visitors participate at the production of relevant cultural meanings, which accommodate the intricate relational nexus between the discourses of assumed national memory, history and identification. Understanding what, in which form and for whom is educated, interpreted and communicated in the museum reveals as much about the “politics of memory” as about the “politics of identity”. This article analyses the Europeanization of the representation of Slovak National Uprising (SNU) and a presumed turn towards more democratic museum pedagogy in the current exhibition at the Museum of the Slovak National Uprising in Banská Bystrica, Slovakia. The Museum of the SNU is a unique museum of its kind in Slovakia, because it is dedicated to a single historical event which serves as a crucial point of reference for various competing narratives of Slovak national memory and identity. In contrast to previous exhibitions in past forty years, the SNU is no longer presented as an isolated historical event having an exclusive class (regime) or national meaning but it is rather presented in a European historical context, as an “inseparable part of the European history”.
This article is based on the repeated visits to the Museum (first visit in November 2004, second visit in June 2005), interviews with the director, the vice director (both being the authors of the current exhibition), the head of the museum guides and the archivist (in November 2004), extensive analysis of the photographic and video material documenting the transformations of the exhibitions of the SNU since the creation of the Museum in 1955 until nowadays, and the Museum’s website.

The Slovak National Uprising

The Slovak National Uprising was, as almost any other historical event, far too complex to review its course in few paragraphs, if only in highly simplified form. On the other hand, certain historical minimum about the SNU must be provided in order to understand the analysis of its museum. To begin with, the SNU occurred within the context of the war-time Slovak Republic, which was founded under Nazi tutelage on the ruins of what remained from Czechoslovak Republic after the Munich Agreement. On March 14 1939 the Slovak Parliament declared “independent” Slovak state, led by the leader of the Hlinka Slovak People’s Party (HSĽS)
, newly installed government prime-minister and later president, catholic priest Jozef Tiso. In following years, the Slovak republic served the function “a sort of show case in Nazi policy” demonstrating that “Hitler not only occupied countries, but also ´liberated´ nations”.
 However, from the beginning of the Slovak state’s existence there was a criticism and opposition against the dictatorial character of this state, which slowly brought together wide variety of resistance groups including almost the whole left to right political spectrum. In the second half of 1943, with Slovak Army disintegrating on the Eastern front, state being weakened by internal struggles and bleak post-war prospects, came the turning point in Slovak resistance. In December 1943 civil and communist resistance groups formed the Slovak National Council, practically unifying the anti-fascist
 forces in Slovakia. They all settled for a military uprising, with Slovak Army opening a front and thus enabling the advance of the Soviet Army through the Slovakia. The preparation of the uprising was coordinated with Soviet leadership in Moscow as well with exile government of the Czechoslovak Republic in London. In the first half of 1944 Soviet leadership sent high number of parachutists to Slovakia to form partisan units, which were joined by thousands of Slovak civilians and regular army soldiers, who began to occupy whole villages. Thus, ahead of any strategic planning, the uprising breaks out because on August 29, 1944 German troops occupied Slovakia with the consent of the powerless Slovak government. It is a signal to start an armed uprising coordinated and led by the Slovak National Council. The insurgents were able to control for a period of few weeks a compact territory in Central Slovakia with a centre in Banská Bystrica. The First Czechoslovak Army in Slovakia was being formed (about 60000 soldiers) and together with 18000 partisans also including the resistance fighters from numerous European countries, formed the fighting force of the uprising.
 The insurgents received military material and strategic assistance form Soviet as well as allied force. On September 8, 1944 the Red Army began the direct liberation of Czechoslovakia by Carpathian-Dukla Operation, which only temporarily slowed down the German advancement against the insurgents. Although the uprising fighting force was reinforced by the Czechoslovak fighter regiment and paratrooper brigade, coming from the USSR, it lost territories. On October 18, 1944 German troops launched a new offensive from the territory of Hungary and on October 27, 1944 German troops victoriously entered Banská Bystrica. The insurgents lost more 4000 fighters and 15000 were captured and sent to concentration camps.
 
Contested memories of the SNU

The Slovak National Uprising was according to many commentators such an authentic, irreplaceable and indestructible historical experience that easily qualified it to become a true historic tradition of the whole Slovak nation.
 A Slovakian historian Ľubomír Lipták recognised three different traditions of the SNU. First is the military tradition – the military defence against the occupation of Slovakia by German troops with the participation of regular Slovak army together with partisan units is the unique event in the history of Slovakia. Although the role of partisans was exaggerated during the communist years, it was the anti-fascist active struggle of the regular Slovak Army – “a participation at the world-wide democratic tradition”, which set a worthwhile example for future Slovak armed forces.
 Second tradition relates to the character of the Slovak state. The SNU made possible to redefine the Slovak statehood in a different way than the one forced on it by Hitler on March 14, 1939. The SNU had an emancipating influence on Slovak nationhood because its undertakers acted as “the progressive forces … [which] managed to bring the nation to the threshold of the new world order … as a self-confident and equal participant”.
 Instead of semi-sovereign and totalitarian Slovak republic, Slovak citizens and political representatives could aspire for a new definition of the Czecho-Slovak statehood organised around the union of two equal partners.
 Thirdly, political traditions of the SNU were emphasized especially during the communist era. The SNU was used or rather misused for purely political goals – Slovak communist claimed ex post leading role in the SNU, a merit of national liberators legitimising communist political regime.
 However, plural character of the SNU and its central, fundamental idea – antifascism, must be stressed. Since the antifascism was “a temporary compromise”, as an attitude, idea and political action it went across national, class, religious, community and family ties and differences.
 There was no group, party or organisation which could be the legitimate exclusive bearer of the political tradition of the SNU, unless the memories and the histories of the SNU were severely circumscribed.

However, the Slovak National Uprising as the positive national tradition based on commonly shared memory, encompasses an obvious contradiction. If it was truly “national” how could it be aimed against the first modern state of a putative Slovak nation? With the fall of Iron Curtain and the “unfreezing” of WWII memories
 came a swift and organised attempt to revise the history and memory of the SNU and to redefine the Slovak nationhood – “wherever ‘national identity’ seems to be in question, memory comes to be a key to national recovery through reconfiguring the past”.
 Thus, the fourth tradition of the SNU could be the mythological one because it encapsulates such significant successes and failures (no matter from which perspective one looks at it) that it is almost ready made to be abused in the narratives (myths) of more than millennial national identity, continuity, unity and survival.

The Museum of the SNU

The history of the Museum of the SNU dates back to May 8, 1955 when the original building of the museum was opened. Situated in the centre of Banská Bystrica in the central part of Slovakia, the museum was a continuation in activities of the Institute of the SNU, which was founded in Banská Bystrica in December 1947. In 1964 begun the construction of the current museum building and in 1969 the new building was opened. 

Picture 1: The original building of the Museum of the SNU. The banner states “Via Uprising towards socialism” (Courtesy of the Museum of the SNU). 
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Picture 2: The current building of the Museum of the SNU by the architect Dušan Kuzma. (Courtesy of Tomáš Sniegoň.)
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The museum exhibitions changed several times between 1955 and present time, current exhibition being developed in 2004. The transformations in the exhibitions of the Museum of SNU correspond with transformations of the historiography of the SNU and more significantly with the political upheavals and dynamics of post-war communist Czechoslovakia. The exhibitions of the Museum of the SNU also underwent the deformations caused by the foundational years of the Czechoslovak communist regime, relative rehabilitation and unfolding of the critical historical analysis in the 1960s, and a sudden twisted U-turn to the communist orthodoxy in the years of normalisation.
 The common denominator or recurring theme in the museum exhibitions during Communism is the leading role of the Soviet Union in anti-fascist struggle. As Richard S. Esbenshade neatly put it: “In the East, the Communists, with their stance of active resistance to fascism, seemed to be in a unique position to offer the necessary forgetting, a “new past” as the means of news future (while keeping alive the stigma of national guilt, the memory of this forgetting). The natural scapegoat was “the Germans”, just as now “the Soviets” are blamed for the pains of the communist era”.
 Esbenshade rightly noticed that the need for “natural scapegoat” was not limited to the communist era. Although the revolutions of 1989 “have forced open the east European past”
, it did not mean that “some pristine, pre-representational memory, free of any political instrumentalisation, could suddenly be”.
 On contrary, the early museum exhibitions after 1989 played down the role of Soviet Union in supporting the armed forces of the SNU as much as the communist exhibitions assigned them too much value.

Picture 3: The exhibition in 1976 – the “normalisation” period. The panel states “The Slovak National Uprising became part of the struggle for freedom of all Czechoslovak people. It was the beginning of national and societal process, which culminated in the socialist revolution. It laid the foundations from which our socialist present grew up.” (Courtesy of the Museum of the SNU.) 
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The building where the permanent expositions of the museum are located, consists of a southern and a northern part (so called “sculptures”), linked by a bridge. In the area between the two parts, there is a common hall with the symbolic „grave of the unknown soldier“, and an eternal flame as well as the monumental sculpture “The victims are warning”. The official interpretation of the meaning of this building on the website of the Museum is as follows: „This architectonically interesting building symbolizes the history of the Slovak nation materialized in two sculptures made from concrete and connected by a bridge representing the idea of the SNU as a significant break in the life of the Slovak society during the World War II”.
 The immediate surroundings of the museum are occupied by a park and an open-air museum exhibiting the heavy weaponry from the SNU. 

The current multimedia exposition opened at the occasion of the 60th anniversary of the SNU, and it was financed by the Slovak Ministry of Culture. The Museum won a public contest for the new exhibition conception and was granted 20 millions of Slovak crowns although final costs significantly exceeded this sum. Although the current exhibition was not modelled according to similar museum(s) abroad there was still creative exchange with museums in Majdanek, Auschwitz, Terezin and St. Marcel in Brittany. The current exhibition is composed of prologue, epilogue, and five thematic units. Both prologue and epilogue are films which underline the intended meanings of the exhibition. Opening film contains the historical film materials depicting crowds saluting Hitler, marching German soldiers and political Nazi rituals. Concluding film is pieced together from images of apocalypse from the Sistine chapel in Rome accompanied by equally dramatic soundtrack. Both prologue and epilogue films provide for “emotional significance”, which together with factual information is a key aspect of the museum pedagogy.
 The five thematic units include: 

1) Military and political development in Slovakia and Czechoslovakia in the European context (1918-1939). This introductory part of the exposition presents “in wider causality the military-political development on the fronts of the World War II and in particular the antifascist Resistance in Europe and Slovakia” or in other words “the development of Czechoslovakia in the context of European history”.

2) The tragedy of European Jews and Slovak Republic (1939-1945). 

Second part of the exhibition presents the tragic fates of Slovak and European Jewry as well as the organisation of HSĽS party and German minority in Czechoslovakia and Slovak war-time state. According to the authors of the exhibition “it is for the first time that the tragedy of European Jewry and the Holocaust in Nazi occupied countries is presented in an autonomous thematic block”.
 
3) Antifascist Resistance and the Slovak National Uprising. The central part of the whole exhibition presents the SNU as “a part of European antifascist Resistance during the World War II”, which is proven by “an extensive documentation of the international participation of members of 32 nations and nationalities of the world and Allied help of the states of the antifascist coalition”.

4) The end of WW II and post-war arrangement of the world. 

This part presents war-criminals tribunals and retribution jurisdiction in Czechoslovakia and Europe as well as the transfer of the Germans from the Czechoslovak Republic and exchange of the inhabitants between the CSR and Hungary. According to authors, this part of the exhibition “creates an objective picture about these breakthrough events”.

5) Persecutions of the Resistance participants and the Communist regime opponents after the February 1948. The final part of the exposition “presents the persecutions of the Resistance participants and the Communist regime opponents after February 1948, with accent on forced emigration, political trials in 1948-1959, and persecutions of churches”.
 
The current multimedia exhibition is built around four formats of presentation. First format of presentation is the introductory panel which contains short and dense text introducing the presented topic. Second format of presentation is the plasma screen which shows succession of 30 photographs concerning the relevant topic and short extracts from the authentic documentary films of the respective historical period (altogether more than 140 minutes of film material). Third format of presentation is computer and monitor which create a system of direct reference providing the visitors with opportunity to find out more about the topic of their interest. The fourth format of presentation is 3D exhibits in the showcases. 

Picture 4: The current multimedia exhibition. (Courtesy of the Museum of the SNU.) 
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Europeanization

We can definitely speak of a “Europeanization” of the museum exhibition. What exactly does this “Europeanization” mean? 

On one hand, “Europeanization” is a fashionable and contested term and it is debatable whether it is at all useful for understanding contemporary transformations in European member states.
 On the other hand, a loose understanding of “Europeanization” would lead to analysing how, thorough what processes, and to what degree the influence of “Europe” is exerted at the domestic level.
 The “Europeanization” thus implies “Europe” as a newly devised “symbolic operator”, “social imaginary”, or “socio-cognitive framework”
 whose application enables redefinition and retelling of the existing national identification categories and narratives.
Equally debatable is the existence of common European collective memory but there is no discussion about “Europe” being practised as important memory and identity marker: “from Spain to Lithuania the transition from the past to present is being recalibrated in the name of a ‘European’ idea which is itself a historical and illusory product, with different meanings in different places”.
 It is worth then of closer examination how the infusion of “Europe” and “European” into previously exclusive symbolic realms of national polities makes Europe matter in formerly national narratives of the past and how this European framework renders the representations of national pasts contemporarily comprehensible and meaningful. Europeanization of the SNU in the current exhibition of the museum is carried out in three different modes.

First, there is an extension of the time frame defining the events of the uprising. During communism and shortly after 1989 it was delimited by the period of the WWII. Later it was enlarged to the period of the WWI and the idea of the continuity of the Czechoslovak legions in WWI and the SNU was stressed. After 1995 and mainly since 2004 in the current exhibition, the SNU has been presented as an integral part of European history of the first half of the 20th century, going well until the 1960s.

Second, the current exhibition of the Museum of the SNU presents the uprising as a worthy example of European integration: “The Slovak National Uprising was an inseparable part of European antifascist movement. Inspiring for today’s effort to integrate Europe was the involvement of people of 32 nations and nationalities in the Uprising”.
 More than that, the stressing of the European dimension of the SNU refers to alleged “Slovak contribution” to the “building of Europe”. Europeanization of the SNU in current exhibitions is a practice aimed at securing the positive identification by the “significant others” – the other member states of the EU. The SNU becomes an important portion of Slovak symbolic capital in its strife for European (rather international than supranational) recognition. 

Third, the current exhibition presents Holocaust of European Jewry “for the first time in an autonomous block”. Moreover, on May 8 2002, the SNU Museum opened a permanent Slovak national exhibition “The Tragedy of Slovak Jews” in the State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland. The importance which is assigned to the Holocaust by the authors of the current exhibition refers to their awareness of the role Holocaust plays in contemporary European memories. According to Dan Diner, the commemoration of the Holocaust is becoming the core of unifying and commonly shared European memory, a necessary symbolic foundation – a “negative” founding act of the European Union.

The Europeanization of the SNU in the current exhibition decreased the intensity of political saturation of the presentation of SNU. After 1995, the SNU has no longer such a strong political connotation as it had before. In other words, the “direction” of the presentation of the SNU is changing. From an “inward looking” presentation, building the communist class identity, it is transforming to an „outward looking” orientation, presenting the SNU as an integral part of the European antifascist Resistance and explaining the SNU as a part of European history. On the other hand, the European frame of reference can become a frame for excuses when considering the unforced participation of Slovak citizens at the gradual annihilation of their Jewish fellow citizens – it happened everywhere else so why to pay special attention to the Slovak case?

Democratic museum pedagogy?
There are several characteristic aspects about the current exhibition of the Museum of the SNU which could be indicative of its past transformations as well as its potential future direction towards democratic museum pedagogy.

First, after 2004, there is a “humanization” or rather “personalisation” of the presentation of the SNU. The SNU is presented not only as a historical event having sense only in relation to other historical events such as the WWII or the Czechoslovak antifascist Resistance, but acquires its meaning through the very individual actors of the SNU and their post-war destinies – such as their political persecutions in 1950´s and their rehabilitations in 1960´s. According to Kevin Hetherington “museum seeks to provide modern society with a fabricated Erfahrung. It seeks through its display regimes, their narratives and ordering logics to provide people with a sense that they are living in a world where our uncertain and complex sets of experiences make sense. It seeks to place us in a historical topos that appears natural”.
 As he further continues, “it seeks to articulate a coherent cultural response to the fragmenting and challenging conditions of modernity by arranging objects so that they tell coherent stories about time and space”.
 Telling the complex life-stories of resistance fighters, not only short sectors of their live, contributes to the coherence of the narrative in the current museum exhibition and thus appears as the most natural intersection between individual life and the political, social and economic upheavals of the “grand history”.

Second, the current exhibition undertook transformation from the “closed system“, which allowed no up-grading of the exposition, considered visitors as passive receivers of the information, and contained one dominant interpretation scheme; to the “open system“, which can be thematically completed at any time, allow visitors to actively select information vie new technologies such as PCs and plasma screens, and contains multiple interpretations of the respective historical events. “Open system” also means that the exhibition can be thematically completed and/or enlarged at any time. Moreover, the size of the databases used in various parts of the current exhibition motivates the visitors to come back again. 

Third, since 1957, the museum has been visited by more than 8 millions of domestic and foreign visitors from all around the world, the average number of visitors per year being approximately 150 000.
 For many years the representation of SNU in the exhibition was influenced by the participation of survivors - “living actors” of SNU - in the creation of the Museum’s exposition. Today it is in the phase of passing to the “history without witnesses-people”. Museum staff themselves recognise the importance of the changing pattern of their visitors. According to Boris Vigaš, the head of the museum guides, the target groups of the museum are the schools and foreign visitors. Ján Stanislav, the Director of the MSNU, expressed a similar concern: „When the little kids come here, something from the exhibitions gets into their little souls and it starts working in their consciousness.“

Fourth, the new communication technologies used in exhibition change the dramaturgy and performative practices of the museum visitors. According to the museum’s vice-director Dezider Tóth, “before mainly the former resistance fighters were coming and were explaining to their grand children how it was during the Uprising. Today it is the grandsons who teach their grandfathers how to work with the multimedia equipment”. Since one of the defining features of the museum is to regulate the performative aspects of the visitors’ conduct in form of an “organized walking in which an intended message is communicated in the form of a (more or less) directed itinerary”
, the plasma screens and PCs loaded with information provide for not only multiple interpretations of the past but also for recurring pattern in the visitors’ itineraries. This also means, already above mentioned, greater “openness” in the interpretative and communication practises committed in the museum - “There is no basic narrative that is absorbed osmotically. Visitors actively take and rework the elements of the museum, since museum visiting is a social activity. Together, they spin more narratives, connecting personal and collective stories to the museum’s account. Academic commentators, in turn, spin more narratives about these accounts. The question is not whether or how visitors follow or deviate in various ways from a ´basic´ storyline. Rather, it is that time is interpreted via narrative practices”.

Conclusion

The current exhibition of the Museum of the SNU in Banská Bystrica makes for an interesting example for a move towards democratic museum pedagogy. Rather than being “objective” − as repeatedly stressed by the authors of the current exhibition − the museum provides an open, plural, and democratic symbolic realm. In this site the meanings, interpretations and communicated educational content are accomplished intersubjectively as a mutual interaction of the exhibition (the intentions of its authors), the current political context and the expectations and active reworking of the exhibition meanings by the visitors. According to Susan A. Crane “Museums are flexible mirrors whose convex potential for multiple interpretations and participation (that is, by those who have either kind of personal historical consciousness: as veterans and survivors, or as historians) will continue to make them appropriate venues for active memory work, either “on site” or in the minds of those whose historical consciousness has been activated, nourished, challenged and revived”.
 This active memory work or in other words “democratic museum pedagogy” should prevail in order to secure the “persistence of a plurality of competing memories which cannot be forced into one shared history for the sake of ‘national pedagogy’“.

The question remains what makes a museum a truly open, plural and democratic site of symbolic exchange. According to the famous dictum by Ľubomír Lipták, “[in] the past, political traditions of the uprising were often emphasized. All post war regimes constructed the uprising as a starting point of their direct linear development. All contemporary attempts, whether representing the uprising solely as the origin of communist dictatorship or as an exclusively democratic tradition, leading after a 50 years long detour back to democratic Europe, stick to this bad habit. This was allowed not only by the arrogance of those at power, but also by the real multi-layered character and plurality of the bearers of the uprising”.
 Representing the SNU within the framework of the current political context is an inevitable part of dealing with the past. Yet the “bad habit” occurs in the moment when one hegemonic and exclusive point of view prevails. The democracy, openness and plurality of a museum will be measured according to how many various and even contradictory memories can be produced with the active participation of the visitors of different state origins, political convictions and cultural identifications. Since 1989 Slovakia underwent major political, economic and social transformations. The Museum of the SNU serves as an excellent example of the potential (and one must say that to a great extent unintended and undesired) positive effects, which the process of Europeanization can have over that of democratic consolidation. Bringing Europe back in after 1989 meant “re-scaling” the symbolic field of national history and memory – i.e. changing relations between local, national and international (European) scales
 of collective memory in Slovakia. Such “recontextualization”
 of the originally national historical event (the SNU) enforces a more democratic “structured coherence”
 of collective memory because now it has to be accountable to one extra scale – the European one.
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