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Rupturing the 'Skin of Memory': Bearing Witness 
to the 1989 Massacre of Women in Montreal 
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Department of Sociology in Education 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the 

University of Toronto 

Abstract 

This thesis has been written through the afiershock of the 1989 murder of fourteen 

women at Ecole Polytechnique in Montreal, Quebec, an event known commody as the "Montreal 

Massacre". 

Taking a feminist position that this was not the act of a "madman", 1 argue for careful 

consideration of how to remember this event and in what relation to other acts of violence against 

women. 1 propose the massacre may be understood as an event of "historical trauma": both 

because it broke the frarne of what was normal and expected for women attending university in 

Canada, and because it surfaced a sense of the horror that is already known and unbearable in 

the iives of those subject to more everyday assaults and violations. 

By way of explicating the nuances of this argument, the thesis is developed dong 

three intersecting dimensions. F i t ,  I work with my own memones of violation-a history of 

incest that 1 began to remember through the event of the massacre. Second, 1 draw from post- 

Shoah (Holocaust) theorizings to htroduce a language of witnessing and to contemplate the 

impacts of trauma, not only on individual "survivors", but also for social integrity. Third, I 



perform the writing as itself a site of beariag of witness, marked by the disturbances of nipture, 

incornprehensibility and visceral impact. 

Substantively, the thesis develops through a series of engagements with feminist 

memorial responses to the Massacre of Women, iacluding art, Song, installation. memonal vigils. 

and monument-drawn from my annotated bibliography of English-language feminist response 

(1990-1995). Each of the selected works is approached through two centrai questions: Which 

caiis to witness are inscribed in mernorial responses to the massacre? What are the implications 

of bearing witness to these responses, when one cornes to witnessing aiready traumatized? The 

close anaiysis of responses is organized in part through an interest in attending to and 

conceptuaiking the pedagogical effectiveness of mernoriai practices. 

The work wiU be of interest to those working on philosophies of witnessing; relations 

between history, traumatic memory, and pedagogy; autobiographical theorking; and, cultural 

practices in response to violences against women. 
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Even if the telling condemns her present life, 

what is more important is to (re)teil the story 

as she thinks it shouid be told; in other 

words, to maintain the difference that d o w s  

(her) truth to live on. The difference. He 

does not heu or see. He cannot give. Never 

the given, for there is no end in sight. 

Trinh T. Minh-ha 





Chapter 1 

Bearing Disturbances: 
Introductory Notes To Readers 

This writing does not trace a single thread of remembrance. Rather, it is 
formed by multiple layerings of theorized memory: horizontal pleats that 
are pressed into the appearance of linearity, but do not sit easily beside and 
between each other. The task 1 have set for myself in the writing of this 
text is to bear (with) the disturbance of these layers. to imagine beyond 
their singularity. The notes forming this initiai chapter are intended to give 
readea some orienting points to hold onto. 

Note 1: writing pas? Uito present 

We turn to the past with new questions because of present cornmitments, 
but we also remember more deeply what a changed present requires us to 
know. (Judith Plaskow, 1990: 53) 

In the early evening of December 6, 1989, a lone gunman entered the University of 

Montreal's School of Engineering (École Polytechnique), searching for women. He murdered 

fourteen women, injured thirteen othen (nine women and four men), and then tumed the gun on 

himself. In a suicide note found on his body, the gunman identified his actions as a response to 

feminism. The aftershock of these killings-as registered in feminist mernorial practice and in my 

own intellectual, emotional and political response--fom the substance and reason for this 

dissertation. For, unlike mainstream remembrance of this massacre, which has been distilled to 

minor news items on the anniveaary days, mernories of these murders have not receded for me, 



only to resurface at the beginning of each December. Rather, I/il have been living with their 

impact, in Annette Kuhn's evocative phrase, "on the pulse" (1995: 101): a viscerd practice that 

keeps me attending not only to issues of (public)remembrance~ but dso to the implications of 

remembering my(private)seif. 

It is this issue of publidpnvate-as it is forged in relation to remembrances of 

particular acts of violences against women-that forms one of the centrai problematics of this 

work 1 argue that this binary distinction. which directs conceptual attention to one side or the 

other, works to divide atrocities, constricthg ways of making sense of the ps t .  limiting 

possibilities for the present and future. Countering this hegemonic split. 1 "write memory" in this 

document across the divide: in an exploration of what becomes significant, of conceptuai interest. 

in the intersections. 

Note 2: wn'ting trauma 

The histoncal power of the trauma is not just that the experience is 
repeated &er its forgetting, but that it is only in and through its inherent 
forgetting that it is fmt experienced at ail. And it is this inherent latency 
of the event that paradoxicaliy explains the peculiar, temporal structure. the 
belatedness, of historical experience: since the traumatic event is not 
experienced as  it occurs, it isfully evident only in connectiun with nnother 
place and in another h e .  
(Cathy Caruth, 1995: 8, emphasis mine). 

I My attentiveness to representation in this document includes a concem with how to represent my 
self as speakuig subject. Thus, I evoke in diffemnt contexts the following representations-1, i, Vi. My 
understanding of the significance of this strategy is explicated in the following chapter. 

' A second representational strategy employed in this text is the use of parenthesis to expand the 
meanings king suggested or foreground a particular meaning. In statements constructed with this strategy. 
1 intend a doubled nading--one that reads the parenthetic words in the sentence and one that reads them 
removed. 



Certain events imprint themselves so deeply on a person, that she is never the sarne 

afterwards. The murders at École Polytechnique were Like that for me. When the gunman killed 

fourteen women at another university in this country, kiiied them because they were women, 

because he presumed them to be feminists, the thickly layered shroud of forgetting in which i 

was enveloped began to rip. Slowly, over the subsequent years, that shroud has disintegrated, 

leaving me exposed to the horrors of (remembering) as many as sixteen years of violation by my 

father . 

It is not the case that within houn of the murders I was unearthing repressed 

memories. Rather, what Ui have corne to understand is the extent to which the women being 

killed in University classroorns and hdlways has matîered to me. Before the evening of December 

6, 1989.1 had lived schooling (in its various forms) as somewhere "to go to": places that aliowed 

and even required that 1 separate much of my self, and particularly my (femaie)body, from what 

I said, thought, wrote. My hold on this separateness began to shaîter that December night. 

Initially, I kept the work of remembering the violations of my girlhood far away from 

my work on remembrance of the massacre; increasingly, not only was this compartmentalization 

difficult to sustain, but 1 also became drawn to explore connections between these acts. Most 

obviously. they cm be understood as co~ec ted  in that both are expressions of endemic violence 

against girls and women. While this is a relevant and important relation, it is not what has held 

my attention; instead, what has concemed me are the substance and nature of remembering such 

violences and their traumatic impacts. 



Note 3: writing against atrocity 

i camot separate my past h m  my jewishness or fiom my abuse, and 
whik king abused didn't happen because i am jewish, it also did not 
happen despite k i n g  jewish. 
(tova, 1995: 1 19, emphasis in original). 

hcreasingly, I realize how much my king Jewish matten to this work. This has come 

as some surprise to me: growing up in an assimilated family in England, 1 was so distanced from 

being Jewish that 1 rnarked Jews as "others", not me. It has ody k e n  in recent yean that 1 have 

begun to work through what it means for me to know rny(jewish)self. A pivotal aspect of this 

process has k e n  my stniggle to come to terms with the weight of the legacy of the  hoa ah.' This 

grappling has become intertwined with my work on the Montreal killings, as I have engaged 

post-Holocaust theorizings in constant doubleness-as a feminist profoundly interested in the 

formations of trauma memory, and as a .  Ashkenazi Jew living at a tirne when reverberations of 

the homr of Nazi atrocities are highly pitched. Thus, while 1 do not write specifically about the 

Shoah, traces of its traumatic legacy surface in my work- autobiographicaily and conceptually. 

In particular, my thinking and ways of working have been deeply shaped by Holocaust 

testirnonies and theorizings, which have helped me to begin making sense of the intersections, 

complexities and implications of k ing  both survivor of and witness to trauma. 

Note 4: writing from the marrow 

We write from the rnarrow of Our bones. What she did not ask, or tell: 
how victims Save their own lives. 
(Adrienne Rich, 199 1: 5 1) 

For readers unfamiiiar with this worci, it is a Hebrew naming evoked for the Nazi Genocide of 
European Jewry. The term existed before these auocities and literaily means destruction. 



Li writing memory in this document, 1 sirive to work through issues of remembering 

the traumas of systemic violence by holding in focus not only the i m p m  on an individual 

"survivor", but also, and fundamentally, on the implications for history, knowledge, normalcy and 

human dignity (Avni. 1995). Thus, 1 am interested in "healing" not as an individual 

accomplishment aimed at restoring a sense of "normalcy", but as  an ethic, a stance in relation 

to traumatic suffering that orients itself to the profound effects of the social forms. discounes and 

practices of what passes as normal. 

1 take up this stance as a project of witnessing, grappiing with two central questions: 

First. which c a s  to witness are inscribed in rernembrance activities and representations in 

response to the massacre in Monmal-what are wituesses king caiied upon to remember and 

forget and how? Second, what are the implications of bearing witness to these remembrance 

responses, when one has lived a history of violences and cornes to witnessing already 

traumatized? It is with these questions in mind that Ui orient myself toward thinking about a 

politics of witnessing: to propose the urgency of intemogating what it does mean, what it might 

mean, for "usM--in whatever constellation of identities and relations to history we live-to bear 

witness to the particular act of women-hatred coined as the "Montreal Massacre" and to the on- 

going practices of violence bat  preceded and remain in its wake. 

Note 5: writUig at the edge of the bearable 

We know that here one is on the borderbe of the bearable and we 
struggle against lening go. 
(Charlotte Delbo, Cl9653 1995: 4 1). 



Many times, the writing of this text has pushed against my sense of how much 1 can 

bear (to remember, to know, to teil). In these moments 1 have encountered my own limits to 

bearing witness to the horrors that I/i am reading, viewing, and remembering. The questions 1 

have grappled with in this process seem to me to be at the crux of bearing witness-and, thus, 

of potential relevance to readers. How to engage when flooding, splitting off, incomprehensibility. 

and flesh-stored knowledge overwhelm the established parameten of rational preparedness? How 

to stay with the chaos, not detach, not seek comfort in inteilectual distance, and yet recognize 

that language, theory, and analysis are fundamental to the project k i n g  engaged here? How to 

live with dis-orientation and dis-integration as necessary, crucial, to bearing wimess to the 

traumatic effects of endemic violences? In posing these questions here, to you, 1 am calling for 

reader-witnessings: that is, I am calling on readers to register, acknowledge, be present to the dis- 

and re-orientations that this text (may) evoke(s) and the implications for your readings / 

(re)tellings. 

Note 6: writing disturb(ance)s 

Not enough theory? The end of discipline? What if a field were to burst 
into bloom mountains become deserts washed by ocean? 
(Jeffner Allen, 1994: 5 1) 

1 have corne to fmd conceptual, political and emotionai significance in disnubance, 

have discovered that it is most often in disnirbing-unsettling-rearranging what is taken to be 

normal, obvious and familiar that 1 am most alert, that i cm grasp that which has k e n  

suffocated, denied, dissociated fiom and forgotten, but presses so heavily for articulation. In this 

text, I disturb conceptuai dichotomies, discipline boundaries, genre distinctions. 



1 disturb the lines that mark one analytic expression of violent practice as distinct fiom 

anotfier, from others. And, thus, I am bterested in remembrances of the killing of the fourteen 

women at École Polytechnique and memories of incestual violations by a father against his 

daughter and conceptualizations of the impact of trauma memory on those who lived 

through/despite the Nazi Genocide of European Jewry. in troubling the demarcation that 

constructs these violences as (separate) events, 1 am not suggesting the reversal-that there are 

no distinctions between hem of signifcmce-rather, 1 consider what it might mean to hold them 

(concepnially, politicaily) in relation. 

I distub the separations between sociological writing and poetry and prose, to burrow 

into the depths of what becomes speakable when they are written together, tended inside of each 

other. 1 &te sections on remembering with embodied words and phrases that evoke touch smell 

hearing taste sight: calling for sensory engagement, because trauma memones spi11 over the 

discourses of conscious, rational remembering. And, in this, 1 refuse a detachment of terror from 

theory, pain from conceptualizing, bodies from scholarship. In their joining, 1 write from trauma 

memory, but do not sirnply teii what i remember. Rather, 1 create memory-texts: crafted, 

conceptualized, worked with, thought about as 1 sit with a dictionary in my lap to try to bring 

(to) language (to) what Ui am living. 

At thes, 1 take my cues less from the standards of academic writing practice, such 

as linearity, unambiguous coherence, a unified whole, and more from contemporary 

conceptualizations of remembering and forgettîng trauma [rupture, embodiment, irreducibility]. 

Thus, the representational strategies I employ in this text are not random and ad hoc interventions 

in textual formation, but are conceptualy crafied and driven. For example, 1 switch from 



paragraph fom to column form, because the latter ailows me to represent versions of memory 

as equally significant, rather than in hierarchical relation. 1 inte ject words in a sentence. a 

sentence in a paragraph, creating a dissonance of meaning, as an expression of the way in which 

traumatic memory cm rupture through the surface, even when that surface is a discussion about 

Consideration of representational strategies spiils over into my use of (f~ot)notes.~ 

Working within the confines of hierarc hicdy-organized texnial topograp hy . 1 have relied 

extensively on (foot)notes to add another layer: elaborating, situating, repeating, distancing, 

highlighting, unsettling, reconfiguring, ... traces of memory, trauma and the bearing of witness. 

In this, I have intended (foot)notes as expressions of intertexniality-not appendages to the (other) 

text, but placed apart primarily for reasons of intelligibility. Part of the labour of engaging this 

writing may be to shift the (foot)notes in your reading imagination: so that instead of keeping 

their place on the page. they rush in on the end of the breath of a previous speaking? 

1 call on readers: to attend to the disturbances of this text as necessary to its substance 

and nature; to reconsider desires to hamess the text back into discipline boundaries and 

conceptual dichotomies; to contemplate Annette Kuhn's observation that we "allow ourselves to 

look at things afresh, not casting aside our analytic procedures, but using hem differently, 

making greaier demands on thern" (1995: 38). 

My thanks to Deanne Bogdan for her cunosity about the strategies of textuai layering in this writing- 
-a cunosity which cornpelled me to offer these rernarks on rny usage of "the footnote". 

' After I had written this offering on (foot)notes-reflections on an almost completed text-1 
came across a paper by Jacques Demda, in which he theorizes the footnote in relation to issues 
of annotation. One observation stands out for me immediately: "in Our culture, the footnote is a 
remark, a 'notice' ..." (199 1: 198). From this perspective, some of the (foot)notes on this text may 
be read as  further attempts to notice that for which there is little visible "evidence". 



Note 7: wriîing thut takes lenve of the expected 

A creative event does not grasp, it does not take possession, it is an 
excursion. More often than not. it requires that one leaves the realms of 
the known, and take oneself there where one does not expect, is not 
expected to be. 
(Tri& T. Miah-ha, 199 1 : 26) 

This chapter and the two that follow figure as Iayea of introduction to this document: 

each representing a different set of engagements with the central problematics of the work. They 

are intended to orient readers: first, to how 1 grapple with issues of representing memory as a 

writer of this work and a readerlviewer of other works; second, to the substance of the memones 

at stake here; and, third, to the conceptual engagements with which Vi theorize issues of 

(remembering) trauma and witnessiog. 

In the second section of the dissertation, I weave together these strands of thinking 

by developing a series of "studies in bearing witness" that engage feminist memonai responses 

to the massacre in Montreal. Each chapter takes a particular focus: chapter 4 considers a selection 

of representational practices from various sites of cultural production; chapter 5 looks at the 

memorial vigils, which have provided the central ongoing remembrance response across the 

country; and, chapter 6 is concemed with the Women's Monument Project in Vancouver, a major 

permanent memorial dedicated to the women kiUed in Montreal and to al1 women murdered at 

the han& of men. Each of the representations of remembrance discussed in these chapters is 

further documented in the context of the range of feminist memorial response, detailed in the 

Resource Bibliography. In the final section, comprising one chapter, 1 recall the central thematics 

of this text and begin to trace their implications for the development of an historical 

consciousness in relation and response to trauma 



Writing Memory 

Of memories 
that lie 
between blood and bone 
memories that are as much 
carried by us 

as carry us 
forward and back 
forward and back 

incest 
rape 

mutilation 

Of memories 
bom(e) in classrooms 
to the absence 
splitting 
killing 
of women 
self fiom self 
body from mind 
her mind [ 3 

pedagogy 
kno wledge 

violence 

Of mernories 
that corne flooding back 
each decernber 6 
standing at mernorial vigils 
cold seeping into bones 
candles reflecting 
the anguish 
her anguis h 

Of memories 
coilec ted 
circuiated 
contes ted 
in tv newspapers art shows & film 
at monuments & readings 
how do we remember? 
how does sbe remember? 

amnesia 
testimony 

w iîness 

Of memories 
that may be evoked 
for you 
during this reading 
mernories c d  forth 
mernories 
call 
fortll 

wumen 
rage 

now 

n m e  
the 
fmiliur: 

fathers 
boyjkienh 

sons 



Chapter II 

Writing Memory: Tactile Theorizingl 

Insofar as love is a labour, a trying, an essay, ic like theory, cannot be 
anything but an offering, a giving of what one does not have, a description 
and transcription of what one cannot see or prove with visible evidence. 
(Peggy Phelm, 1993: 32, emphasis in original) 

Our Iives are not small. Our lives are ail we have. and death changes 
everything. (Dorothy Allison, l994:2SO) 

Ui write (in and) out of horror: a horror that so many of us have Life raped, 

suffocated, dmgged and tom out of US. in and out. writing hom inside the horror. 

wnting as a way to move out of the horror. 1 wRte with a sense of promise: as 

witness to women trying desperately to expand the capacities not 

completely deadened: dreaming of more than swival. recovering- 

discovenng bodies to actually live in; taking up space in the streets in 

classrooms on printed pages in homes on the subway through images and 

A note on the subtitle of this chapter: 1 fmt heard the tenn "tactile wnting" during a course 
with A m  Decter (1994). She used it to describe writing that focuses as much on sensation as 
thought-writing that brings readers as close as possible to an experience by engaging not only 
intellect but also touch, smell, taste, hearing. While A m  was referring to fiction writing and 
poetry, it seemed to me that it is precisely when theory is tactile that I/i am most compelled by 
it, both as a wnter and a reader. 1 have thus borrowed from her to create the tenn "tactile 
theorizing" to signai the nature of the theoretical work I do here. In this, 1 am also reminded of 
Adrienne Rich who writes that "one property of poetic language [is] to engage with States that 
themselves would deprive us of language and reduce us to passive sufferen" (1993: 10). It is 
against passive suffering that Vi (desixe to) wnte. 



words. 1 write because to not write is to d o w  the dead to disappear, to not 

write i s  to suffocate under what i do (and do not) remernber of my past- 

1 suspect I write as a way to breathe-quite literally: for weeks now Vi 

have been stmggling to maintain adequate breath in and out of my body. 

in and out. sometimes inside. sometimes the surface. sometimes out. 1 have begun to 

wonder about voice and breath as much as about speakiag and silence. 

Listening to Nicole Brossard, 1 remember that I too write "so the living 

wins over" (1994: np). 

History is not kind to us / we restitch it with living / pas? rnemory 
fonvard / into desire / into the panic / articulation / of wunt withut  
havutg / or even the promise of gening. (Audre Larde. 1986: 57) 

The further 1 journey into the writing process. the clearer 1 become about 

the precise nature of the struggle in which yi am engaged: each act of this 

writing is caught by. woven against and discovered through the particular 

strands of regulation and possibility that constitute what it means to "write 

a dissertation", to write inside academe but more and more Iiving at its edges, at 

OISE in the mid- 1990's (having been privileged enough to receive funding 

through most of the years of this work). This means that alongside the 

anger and disappointment 1 feel at "this place", there is also: a pleasure in 

king with ideas, sculpting written forms; a deep sense that what happens 

in academe maners to me; and tiredness, always the tiredness ... of ieaming that 

survival does not have to mean endless endurance ... of living with/in/despite a traumatizeci 

=if. ..of pain ctched into flesh ... of writing, teaching, leaming, reading with 

ongoiag regard for bodily as well as intektual  responses. But where else 

can ilwe go, those of us committed to inteliectud-politicai feminist work 

grasping a hold of the spaces that are possible, endlessly faced with(in) the 

stultdjing forms and relations that would have us quieten (down)? 



Over and over 1 find myself strugghg to stay close to what drives and 

sustains this writing; frequently moving to another place that is infomed 

by the grit and the messiness and the day-night dreams and the body 

terrors and the burst outs and the giving (a)way. producing writing that 

bares the traces of these knowings but does not touch them, Iive with 

them. writing memory: h m  here. writing memory: back there. and yet it is oniy when 

I allow myseif to foreground these places (pushing back the voices. the 

knowledge, the fears that shut them down) that it seerns possible to breathe 

space into the writing; to remember not as a way to stitch the present into 

the shape of the put, but to remember as a way of re-patterning the past 

present and future. 

repressed images reassert themselves upon us over and over again uniil 
we recognize them; mtil we cease to Ieave them out; cut them out. 

until we wake up fkom the com(m)a. 
(Betsy WarIanh 1990: 114) 

To recaII: on December 6, 1989, a 25 year old man entered Ecole Polytechnique in 

Montreal. Quebec. He walked into a classroom. told the men to leave--which they aü did--and 

shot six women to death, accusing them of king "a bunch of fucking ferninists". He then walked 

through ballways and other classrooms, killing eight more women and injuring thirteen other 

people.' Then he shot himself. In the three-page note found on bis body, he descnbed the 

murdea as a political act and blamed feminism for ruining his Me. This is the senes of killings 

Of those 13, nine were women and four were men. The men were shot because they 
"interfered" in the killer's rampage (Lakeman, 1992: 93). The Security Manager at the 
Polytechnique reports: "[tlhe massacre continues to traumatize the student body. Four students 
have died since the shootings and two have been confumed as suicides. In one case. the parents 
of a student who committed suicide subsequently kiiied themselves" (in Anderson. 1991: 146). 
This last student was a man. "traumaîized by the guilt he felt about not having tried to help the 
victims" (Anderson. 199 1 : 146). 



that has corne to be known by the signifier the "Montreal Massacre". 

This is a writing 
of 
in 
about 
for 
memory 

and by "of-in-about-for" what 1 rnean is that this is a writing of mernories-a representation of 

remembrances of this Massacre of fourteen women in Montreal and of my own remernberings 

of girlhood violations; a writing that is in memory-in memoriam for women brutalized and killed 

by men's violences3 and, at times, lodged in memories of these moments; about (some of) what 

it might mean to remember as a pedagogical practice, about ways of working with remembrance 

in art, Song, vigils, monuments, and writing; and the production of a text for remembrance: 

writing that cails for remembraace as a strategy for change, to propel an end to violences against 

those whose lives, bodies. psyches are subject to the forces of oppression. 

And by memory I mean that which is And by rnenwry 1 mean that which might be 

variously narned as social, collective, public, named as personal, autobiographical, pnvate. 

a d o r  historical--those remembrances of (a individuai-those remembrances of one's 

version of) the past that circulate (through (own andor family's) past that circulate (if 

' 1 want to be very carefd here. In this project, the focus is on two specific acts of violences 
suffered by girls and women at the hands of men. 1 do not want this to be read as suggesting that 
ail violences against women are encoded in this way. To do so would be to priviiege gender to 
the extent that it suggests a unitary meaning and erases the complex and specific ways in which 
violences are lived across dimensioas of privilege and oppression-an erasure 1 do not wish to 
perpetuate. Nor do 1 intend an extension from this phrasing to a dichotomous position in which 
only men (and boys) are perpetrators and oniy women (and girls) are victims, a position that 
erases the abuses boys suffer and the violences directed at marginalized men. 



television, film, music, monuments, at aii) withui a limited number of spheres 

museums, buttons, photographs, writing ...) (i.e. family albums, story telling, therapy 

in "the present". rooms). 

1 understand the significance of memones to lie with the hold that they 

(variously) have on present imaginations, bodily possibilities, and ways of 

re/making sense. 

Forming these columns does more than List out meanings, it makes visible the 

dichotomizing of memories dong iines that are (currentiy, stiil) hegemonic: public I private, 

social / individual, collective / personal! How does this dichotomising limit understandings of 

(the implications of) remembe~g and remembrame? m a t  might become visible, possible 

through a focus on their interconnectedness? What rnight it mean to conceptualize remembering 

as always public and private, social and individual, collective and personal? This text is one 

response to these questions. a writing of how I have grappled with these dichotomies of memory, 

collapshg them in efforts to think in a sustained way beyond their limits. 

Reference to the interconnectedness of public and private memories is not new (for an 
earlier example of this see Popular Memory Group, 1982; for more recent, Irwin-Zarecka, 1994). 
What has received less analytical attention is a focus on the interconnectedness in particular 
contexts. One noteworthy exception is a ment  text by Annette Kuhn (1995). For a more 
developed discussion on these points, see chapter 3. 



We turn to the pas? with new questions because of present commiîrnents. 
but we ako remeder more deeply what a changed present requires us to 
know. (Judith Plarkow, 199& 53) 

This writing is imprinted by a knowledge that I did not have conscious access to 

during the fmt years of thinking and writing about the killings of the women in Montreal. What 

1 came to realize-even after having written the dissertation proposal-is the significance of a 

university as the site where the women were murdered as women. It is not that I did not know 

where the women were kilied, nor that 1 had not thought about this context: it is, rather, that Vi 

have gradually come to understand the impacts (on me) of the women k i n g  killed in university 

classrooms and hdways. I understand now that, prior to the evening of December 6, 1989, 

education had provided me with the necessary conditions for maintaining a separateness fiom rny 

self and my body. When the gunmaa walked through the classrooms and haliways at Ecole 

Polytechnique, killing fourteen women because they were women, because (he presumed) they 

were "feminists", my hold on this separateness began to shatter.' Writing now, as the months 

tum toward the fifth anniversary of the Massacre, conscious of how deeply my senses of self 

have been shattered and reconstituted over the past few years, Ui have come to think of the 

deaths of those fourteen women as a catalyst that jarred me into a process of remembering years 

and years of incest. 

1 do not mean to imply by this that 1 suddeniy "remembered" (recalled, understood) 

a history of violation. This is not the case. Rather, what I/i remember of that night on December 

6, 1989 is holding vigil with the aewscast until late into the night, crying screaming disbelief that 

' 1 wish to thank Ann Fraser for Our conversation in February 1994 in which 1 was able to 
fust recognize the significance of this moment. 



led into the next day's memonal at the University of Toronto, and my wanderings in and out of 

a class Ili was taking at OISE; unable to stay in one place, not knowing where else to go, what 

else to do, not knowing what it meant to move on from that night, some twenty-four hours after 

the women had been Wed in the classrooms and hdways of another university. 1 recaii listening 

to parts of a radio cd-in show in someone's office, to men proclaiming the murders as the act 

of a madman, nothing to do with them, nothing to do with male power, nothing to do with 

vioiences against women like battering and rape and incest.6 And then i don? rernember 

December 8. 9, 15, 27 ... it is only those 24 hours that remain clear and vivid in my memory. 

What 1 hear in my own words aow--as Ili read over my recoilection of these days in 

Decernber-is an experience of king in "flashback"': the pain and horror of December 6, 1989 

striking me so deeply that it touched off the pain and horror i had (have) carried in me for years. 

Being unable to live the depth of this, having limited understanding of its profound nature, I 

make sense (in the now) of the references to not-knowing as a state of dissociation. of spiitting 

off? to not feel. to not remember. 

1 recail the words of Iane DeLynn, and "suddenly" understand why they have k e n  

so compelling to me. She writes: 

[altrocities no longer seriously possess the power to shock or surprise, and 
if on occasion we imagine they do-if we find ourselves being [stopped] 
by the latest serial or mass murderer or individual M e r  of particular 

6 For further discussion of the media coverage of the massacre in 1989 and since, see the 
subsequent section in this chapter. 

' For readen who are unfamiliar with this language, "flashback ... referfs] to any sudden 
remembering or reexperiencing of a traumatic event" (Bonnie BU~S~OW, 1992: 11). 

Bonnie Burstow describes splitting or the act of dissociation as "a flight into a disembodied 
state" (1992: 12). 



repugnance-it is not because their acts are unimaginable but precisely 
because they remind us of who we are, what we tolerate, curd what we are 
willing to forget. 
(1989,7445, emphasis mine) 

Her words reverberate in me two-fold: fmt, written in response to the atrocity of the Nazi 

genocide of European Jewry, 1 hear them from the location of an Ashkenazi Jew, struggling to 

corne to tenns with the weight of this legacy as it presses on me, now. Second, 1 hear them from 

my interest in the intersections of memory; I listen again, "atrocities ... remind us of who we are, 

what we tolerate, and what we are willing to forget", and my relation to the massacre f d s  into 

place. 1 believe this murder of fourteen women in Montreal in 1989 re-rninded me of 

(unconsciously known) experiences of incest that had been held under a warp of forgening over 

years of tolerating the conditions of dissociation that kept me unaware of, aad largely 

unresponsive to. my embodiment. 1 suggest it is not surprishg that my unconscious was triggered 

by an act of extreme vioience against women in a university-that very public place where 1 had 

been most "successful" at dissociation and rewarded for what I accomplished through this split 

state. 

"You know. they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to 

m k e  roorn for houses and liveable acreage. Occasionnlly, the river 

floods these places. 'Floods' is the word they use. but in fact it is not 

Remembering where it uied tu be. AU woter haF a perfect memory and is forever trying to get 
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back to where it was. 

Writers are like that: remembering where we were, 

what valley we ran through, what the bunh were like, 

the light that was there and the route back to our 

original place. 

It is emotional memory--what the nerves and the skin remember as well as how if 

appeared And a rush of imagination is our 'flooding"'. (Toni Murrison, 1990: 305) 

In dissociated hgments that took some years to corne into a semblance of connection, 

Vi have k e n  in a process of re/calling to the surface of my king, to consciousness. king 

incested by my father for most of my early life. As 1 write these words, knowing that they will 

be read by others known and unknown to me, Ui am hit by waves of nausea that ricochet from 

the back of rny neck to the walls of my stomach. Aithough i have now told a number of people 

about my remembering, have k e n  heard and seen in the wretchedness of memory by some 

incredible women, 1 have only recently uttered incest in print (Rosenberg, 1996). I have not yet 

named my history of violation to any member of my immediate family (my father has k e n  dead 



for many years; my mother and brother are living)? It is important to tell you this because the 

not-temg, the keeping quiet, the holding down is as much part of my life, formative to my iife, 

as what is spoken across these pages. 

1 do not believe that one simply comes to a place of speaking, from which it is always 

and already now possible to articulate the horron one has iived. Instead, 1 am most E e l y  to find 

myself continuously grappiing with a question asked by Karen Remmler: "What is the cost to the 

writer attempting to describe the inexpressible in terms of his or her own tomired body? (1994: 

227). 1 have come to recognize that cost is not singular, it does not maintain a particular shape, 

a specific presence. Somebes  it comes in the nausea that tugs my han& away from the 

keyboard rot th. not today. Sometimes it comes in dialogues with others, where I become 

positioned through my work, as the one who WU not help hold the illusion that trauma lies with 

others, not us. Sometimes it comes in having to explain over and over that wnting is not 

destructive to me, but not wnting may weli be. Sometimes it comes in the f o m  of remembering 

the immense costs of namuig, speaking, telling at other moments in my life. Sometimes it is not 

cost at all but pleasure and delight with language, a deepening suength, the clarity of purpose 

that comes with another's exquisite hearing of my work. Sometimes. 

9 Though Ili have managed these past few years by severely limiting contact with my family- 
-to the extent that 1 am only caiied in the case of health emergencies or deaths-in approaching 
the completion of this writing, my not-telling begins to weigh more heavily than it has 
previously. ln my grapphgs. 1 come across the foiiowing statement by Karen Remmler, 
commenthg on the work of Mali Fritz, a survivor of the Shoah; Remmler wntes: [slhe mr] 
removes the stigma from the body of the victùn by transforming it into a text that names the 
victimizer" (Remmler, 1994: 227). Remrnler's observation impels me to continue, but it does not 
take away my sense of disturbance and nsk (1 suspect, for example, thai members of my family 
might agree that it is imperative to name Nazi victirnizea, but sbameful to name family members 
who abused). 



Although 1 have only named what i remember a s  "incest" in recent years, 1 realize 

now that the experience of "being in memory" is faoliliar to me: that Ui moved in and out of 

memory often for about ten years foUowing my father's suicide when i was age 16. But until 

more recently, 1 did not have a way to understand these experiences as traumutic memory; 

instead, most often, i understood my self within the terms of a discourse that was sedirnented 

early in my life, in which i did not exist as a separate person, in which i was positioned as mere 

appendage to my father's being.1° For years and years i felt (and still feel, although less 

regularly) that my sense of self "disappeared" during times of threat, that i could become an 

empty space. seeing myself as i was then, searchg for a visible representation and ai i  i c m  fmd 

is bhkness. empty space. i do not exist. i am not there. 

hollow outline 

In wnting from a body that is present and absent, remembered and forgotten, now and 

then, 1 grapple consistently with how to represent my self as speaking subject. In past wntings, 

my desire to slip away from the absolute Z [unqualified, uniimited authority, certain, independent] 

has been managed by a turn to its opposite-the lower case, i [lirnited, partial, musing, 

'O Janet Liebman Jacobs makes sense of this lack of separateness in this way: ll[t]he multiple 
boundary violations that inform the child's relationship to the perpetrator create a dynarnic of 
forced intimacy wherein attachment rather than separateness defmes the daughter's relationship 
to her father" (1993: 133). Dori Laub aiso notes that when the conditions are such that one 
cannot be witness to oneself in the experience (the conditions that are prevalent in trauma), then 
one's identity ceases to exist, one is in effect annihilated even though still living (1992: 82). 



interdependent]. W e  this has provided sorne element of disruption to my writing, prompting 

possible reflection on meaning making practices, it now strikes me as too Limiteci, especially in 

the context of a lengthy text, where it easily loses its self-referential edge. If ail perspectives are 

partial, situated and embodied (Haraway, 1988; Hill Collins, 1990; Williams, 1991); if we do not 

live unitaiy, singular and stable identities, but are fluid and multiple (Chang, 1994; Trinh, 1989, 

199 1 ; Walkerdine, 1990; Weedon, 1987); if language is not a vesse1 through which reality passes, 

but a limited vision that creates what and how it is possible to know the world (Brossard, 1988, 

1990; Scott, 1987, 1989; Warland, 1990, 1993). then it seems to me that rather than choosing any 

one inscription of 1, most useful and evocative are multiple representations that refer to their 

context for meaning. And, so, in this document, my self-representation moves with and through 

the following confgurations, which are offered not as a ngid categorization, but as an attempt 

to articulate a complexity of issues. 

I: in inscnbing my self in 
this way, my intention is 
not to refclaim an 
absolute status, but to 
encode a sense of my self 
as a speaker who is 
foregroundiug (in this 
moment) her stability in 
the present. It is an 
indicator that i am 
speaking with some 
assurance about what 1 
know now. It may mean 
that in any particular 
sentence 1 am encoding 
one subject position over 

i: 1 want to maintain this 
inscription for its allusion 
to par t i a l i ty  and 
interdependence of 
thought. It is the musing i 
that plays in relation most 
often to the capitalized 1, 
as a nudging reference to 
the (im)possibilities of 
speaking. It is the 
recurring, rupturing past i 
that destabilizes the 

a present 1. 

I/i: in inscnbing my self 
within this configuration, 
i leam from Trinh Minh- 
ha who uses the 
convention to demarcate 
"the plural, non-unitary 
subject" (1989: 9), with 
which 1 want to recognize 
plurality and authority, as 
well as the simultaneity 
of past and present selves. 
So that, in the context of 
any utterance i am not 
positing one sense (or 
tense) of self in 
prominence over othen, 



others or one tense over 
others-present self over 
past self. 

but 1 am suggesting that it 
is possible to speak with 
a s s u r a n c e  f r o m  
r n u l t i p l i c i t y  a n d  
simultaneity . 

While these inscriptions open up ways to represent my (remembe~g) self, they too are Limited. 
How to represent the impossibility of speaking with authoity about a subject-incest-that I?i?Yi? 
was never supposed to name, articulate, express?" How to inscribe a self who speaks in 
awareness of her vulnerability and exposure to misuse of her words. voyeuristic gazes,12 
attempü to disclaim or silence her? Ili am caught in the mesh of coiliding discourses, poignantly 
aware of the significance and the cost of articulating traumatiWIlg experiences and refusing to 
take my place as victim, crazy, object. 

Contrary to my understanding of psychological-trauma literature, which tends to 

conceptualize "stages" of a Me: before trauma, trauma, after trauma (during which one integrates 

the trauma experience with life before)," 1 am hesitant about claims for a life before trauma 

when violation begins in infancy. That is, 1 am coming to believe that my formation is one where 

a "traumatized identity" is not something that 1 move in and out of, that is there sornetimes and 

not others, that 1 can "pass" through. instead, Yi live it much more like my being a Iesbian, 

white, jewish, ... it is then one of the fundamental sociaily-formed identities that I can never 

" On these issues. see also Hannah J.L. Feldman (1993). who asks readers to reflect on the 
complexities of the speaking subject. when that speaker is a woman who has been raped. writing 
an exhibition catalogue essay about representations of rape. 

l2 With regard to discussions around voyeurism and sexual abuse tellings, see Janice 
Williamson (1994) and Linda Alcoff and Laura Gray (1993). Williamson reminded me that Betsy 
Warland, in nie Bat Huù Blue Eyes (1993), aiso works with a shifting 1-i in her ~ c u l a t i o n s  of 
mernories of child sexual abuse. Williamson argues that this strategy unsettles reader voyeurism; 
she States: "Warland's '1' is nomadic, hirtive and dificult to keep an eye on" (1994: 217). 
Although 1 had not recaüed Warland's text when 1 was writing this section on my use of Li-Ih, 
Williamson's observations are relevant here also. 

l3 For a comprehensive sense of this schema, see Judith Lewis Herman, 1992. 



shake off (although, like the others, its meaning does and will shift). What 1 feel 1 am trying to 

grapple with is not the fmt level of recognition, "i was incested as a girl-child", but a deeper 

level of how living (ihrough) incest has funhentally stmctured my subjectivity.14 1 do not 

want this to be read as reductive, as if 1 am saying that ail of who 1 am c m  be caught within the 

naming "incest survivor"; but. Vi do want to push here an acknowledgement (for theory, politics 

and pedagogy) that continuous, repeated hcest has (and does) structure. limit, create me as much 

as the oftquoted mantra of "gender, race, sexuality and cl as^".^^ 

As far as memory ut ieast is concerne4 private and public am out in 
practice less readily seprable than conventional wisdom would allow. 
(Annette Kuhn, 1995: 4) 

For some time, 1 held the labour of remembering incest separate frorn my work on 

feminist mernorial responses to the massacre. Increasingly, sustaining this split became difficult 

to bar; I have struggled with various responses to this diffïculty: from keeping things as they 

are, to leaving academia for a period of tirne, to trying to fmd ways to live both and have each 

site of work inform the other. Ui have corne to see the latter response as the only adequate one 

for me at this time: on one level, 1 f d y  believe that there is an imperative to doing-and k ing  

l4 Sharon Marcus offen a point of argument that parallels mine here; she observes: "the 
horror of rape is not that it steals sornething fiom us but that it makes us into things to be taken" 
(1992: 399). 

I5 Articulated in this way, my position rislcs suggesting that a logical consequence is to argue 
for political mobiüzation around "trauma identityhes". While this issue is beyond what I cari 
consider here, I am at the very least cautious about such a proposition. On the problematics of 
articulating injury and identity to struggles for reparation, see Brown, 1995. 



part of shaping space for others who desire-inteilectud work that refuses the splits 

(publidprivate, personal/social, body/mind) upon which so much academic belief and practice 

continues to rest. On a second level, I graduaiiy became interested in exploring possible 

connections between these two sites of memory work. Most obviously, they can be understood 

as connected from a femioist perspective that identifies a range of practices in the formation of 

endemic violences against children and women. 1 began from this perspective. and could not have 

created this text if I had not been writing at a time when this work was available to me: it too 

was formative to how I/i came to be here. However, it did not help me to consider the web of 

issues that are raised when the substance and nature of remembering such violences was brought 

into analytic c~nsideration.'~ 

Instead. then, 1 have tumed my attention to conceptuaking "witnessing", as a 

particular practice of remembrance for change. To recall, 1 have been occupied with two central 

questions: First, which calls to witness are inscribed in remembrance activities and representations 

in response to the massacre (i.e. memorial vigils. art exhibits, video. poetry )-what are wi tnesses 

king called upon to remember and forget and how? Second, What are the implications of 

bearing witness to these memorial responses, when one has lived a history of gendered violences 

and cornes to witnessing already traumatized? From these questions, Ui have oriented myself in 

this writing to a sustained consideration of bearing witness-taking on the task of interrogating 

the responsibilities and burdens that accrue in bearing witness to the specific act of women-hatred 

named as the "Montreal Massacre" and to the on-going practices of traumatization which it may 

16 For discussion of this point, see the section below on the issues involved in remembering 
the massacre in Montreal in relation to other violences. 



How people attend tu the part, if at all, and how they mnke seme of it is 
very much grounded in their experience. At the sume time, and allowing 
for this, the publicframing of remembrance does matter. Beyond providing 
resources to work with, public discourse may validate (or discourage) 
particular ways of seeing the past. (IWOM Irwin-Zarecka 1994, 56) 

Within hours, the killings in Montreal in 1989 became rnarked as an event-in-history, 

demarcating these fourteen murders as outside "the ordinary" acts of violence against women in 

Canada While 1 do not disagree with the sense of horror that is coded into such a demarcation, 

1 do wish to recognize that interpreting the killings as excessive depends on and reinforces 

hegemonic interpretations of the more usual violences against women as (to varying degrees) 

"a~ceptable".~~ Such hegernonic hold bas been kept in place, 1 suggest, not particularly through 

expressive remembrance, but primarily through forgetting. On one level: in the remembrance of 

the "Massacre" as a (separate) event, there is a constant marginalization of the violences that are 

not registered in historical memory.19 On another level, aside from commentary to mark the 

anniversary each year and the occasional reference in a news item, there is a general forgetting 

L7 Through this Lens, 1 work with my bearing of witness. In doing so, 1 have a particular 
intent in mind: not as a daim to the individuality of rny trauma, but rather as ihstrative of what 
may be at stake when bearing witness to traumatic histories is taken to encompass not only an 
other, but also one's self. For a concepniai discussion of this point, see Chapter 3. 

As 1 will discuss below, dominant feminist interpretations of the Montreal killings were 
differently oriented: while they share(d) a sense of the Massacre as homfj@. they did not frarne 
the event as isolated, but as one of the myriad forms of violences against women that are part 
of the fabric of everyday living. 

19 For instance. as Lee Lakeman points out, media representations of this murder as "the 
largest mass murder in Canadian history" ignore the massacre of native peoples (1992: 97). 



in mainstream public discourses. It seems to me that these forgettings-what is not said the 

co~ections that are not made outside of the anniversary week-are as crucial to the organization 

and sedimentation of the lcihgs-as-anevent, as the very acts of remembrance themselves. 

T h i s  w e e k ,  t h e  
unimaginable happened. 
A 25-year-old man ... 
strode into the University 
of Montreal and opened 
fire on innocent students. 
... The shock, horror and 
grief reverberating 
throughout the country are 
ail prefaced with the 
question, "Why?" Why 
Lepine? Why female 
victims? Why now? Why 
Canada? 
(Toronto Star, Dec. 9, 1989) 

A Toronto woman was 
hacked to death 1st 
Tuesday and another was 
beaten to death with a 
b a s e b a l l  b a t  o n  
Wednesday . 

It was a fairly typical 
week for women in 
Canada. 
(Globe and Mail, Oct. 8, 1990) 

Today, as a year ago, 
many people-including 
Quebec's rninister in 
charge of the status of 
women, V i o l e t t t e  
Trépanier--refuse to 
accept that there is a 

Sixty-year-old Alba 
Fuentes-Reyes was 
hacked to death with a 
3 6-centimetre mac hete 
outside her Hamiiton 
townhouse whiie chikiren 
watched in horror last 
Saturday afiemoon. Her 
estranged husband, 
Carmelo Reyes, has been 
charged with fmt-degree 
murder. 

On Sunday, a 3-year-old 
girl found the body of her 
mother in her Parkdale 
apar tment .  Milaca  
Nicolik, 37, was lying in 
a pool of blood, her throat 
slashed. 

And yesterday. a medical 
study suggested that 
abused women face the 
most beatings during the 
f i t  three months after 
giving birth. 

It is  against this 
unrelenting backdrop of 
violence that Metro 
residents prepare to mark 
the fifth anniversary of 
the massacre of 14 



It does not matter that the 
man who decided to kill 
fourteen women-and he 
clearly did decide to do 
that--killed himself  
afterward; it is not of him 
that 1 am afraid. I am 
afraid of what he 
represents, of al1 the 
unspoken hatred, the pent- 
up anger that he 
expressed. Hatred and 
anger that is shared by 
every husband who beats 
bis wife, every man who 
rapes his date, every 
father who abuses his 
child, and by many more 
who would not dare. 
(Diana Bmnson, Globe and 
Mail, Dec. 8, 1989) 

A judge described Ieuan 
Jenkins as "a mode1 of 
generosity and tolerance" 
yesterday before giving 
him a suspended sentence 
with three years probation 
for strangling his wife 
with his bare hands. 
(Globe and Mail. Dec. 7. 1990) 

direct link between the 14 
slayings and violence 
against women. 
(Globe anci M d ,  Dec. 6, 1990) 

On a poster calling for 
women to respond to a 
research project on the 
development of feminist 
~ o a ~ ~ i o ~ s n e ~ ~ ,  someone 
had written: SHOOT 
THEM. 
(OISE, within a week of the 
Monmal massacre.) 

"My experience in the 
women's movement is 
that no single event has 
had a bigger impact on 
the life of women as the 
Montreal Massacre". (JUCIY 

Rebick, Globe and Mail, 
December 6, 1990) 

But on the day of 
cornmernoration the blood 
still flowed. Yesterday 
moming, Montreai Urban 
C o m m u n i t y  P o l i c e  
discovered the bodies of 
three wornen, one stabbed 
to death, the second 
beaten to death, and the 

women a t  1 'Ecole  
p o l y t e c h n i q u e  d e  
Mon treal. 
(Toronto Star, Dec. 6. 1994) 

Homfic Acts like the 
Montreal murders can 
galvanize public rage at 
violence against women. 
But sadly, the soIution 
will not be found in 
keeping madrnen off the 
Street, but in teaching 
men who are mad that 
women can never, ever 
again be a recepta.de for 
their rage. 
(Michael HoIlen. Now Magazine, 
k. 1-8, 1994) 

About 600 people  
gathered at Toronto's City 
Hall, iess than balf the 
number expected. Some 
women in the crowd said 
they feIt vulnerable to 
violence simply appearing 
at the event. One caiied it 
a poten tial " shooting 
pondt'. 
(Globe and Mail, De.. 7, 1990) 



They said it with white 
ribbons, with music, with 
cades ,  with prayers, 
with flowers, with tears. 
At a Montreal event 
commemorating the 
second anniversary of the 
rampage at Ecole 
Polytechnique that 
claimed the lives of 14 
young women, the slogan 
"never again" echoed in 
the cold winter's night, 
propelled by voices loud 
and clear. 
(Globe and Mail. Dec. 7, 1991) 

On December 6, the 
s c h o o I  ( E c o l e  
Polytechnique) WU be 
closed. A mass wiii be 
held off campus, open 
only to students, staff and 
the victim's families. 

"It's going to be 
extrernely low key," Mr. 
Bazergui [the school's 
director] said. "We don? 
want to make a big fuss 
about it. It's going to be 
held in rnemory (of the 
victims) and, as much as 
possible, in silence. " 
(Globe curd Mail, Dec. 4, 1990) 

third shot to death in 
three separate incidents. 
In Toronto, a woman 
medical student was 
recovering from stab 
wounds, aiiegedly by a 
rejec ted boyfiend. 
(Globe and Mail, Dec. 7. 1991) 

T h e  white  r ibbon 
campaign, launched by 
Metro Men Against 
Violence ..-, marks the 
fvst time men have 
organized on a national 
scale to end violence 
agaiast women. 
(Now Magazine, Dec, 5-1 1, 
1991) 

Posters are appearing at 
Queen's University that 
read: 
" D e c e m b e r  6 :  
Remernbering 15 victims 
of feminism". 
(Anne Swarùrick at the Vigil at 
City Hall, Da. 6, 1990) 

Yesterday participants at 
a University of Toronto 
forum debated whether 
women should take up 
arms to end male 
violence. 
(Toronto Star. Dec. 7 ,  1994) 

"A day of mernorial is not 
the same as ending 
violence against women", 
said Sunera Thobani, 
president of the National 
Action Cornmittee on the 
Status of Women. "This is 
a day of anger, a day of 
cnsis". she said yesterday. 
(Toronto Star, Dec. 6 ,  1994) 

red roses? 

What are the 

29 



white ribbons? 

candles? 

organizing? 

legislation? 

"appropriate" 

mernorial responses 

to violences against 

women? 

grief? 

anger? 

violent re-action? 

education? 

silence? 

separatism? 

vigils? 

The naming of the slaughters as the "Montreal Massacre" is one of the central 

manifestations of a simultaneity of remembering and forgening. In problematizing this naming, 

1 tum fmt to Ana Maria Alonso, who offers this crucial insight into the naming of slayings in 

Mexico in 1983. She states, "the name is a mnemonic signl'--a capturing of memory--"[a sign] 

which condenses an interpretation of events and gives the day a histoncal saiiency, but a saliency 

which is selective, which highlights some aspects and obscures others" (1988: 39). From the 

beginning, feminists and some progressive others linked the December 6 killings to the mynad 

forms of violences against women that are enacted daily in Canada. 1 want to argue, however, 

that the very naming "Montreal Massacre" doubly obscures these connections. The term 



"massacre" references a "general slaughter of perçons". While this term brings to the fore the 

impersonal relation between the women killed and their killer, it &es inconspicuous the 

gendered nature of this act: for he did not kill fourteen wigendered persons, he deliberately 

separated out the women h m  the men and he M e d  fourteen women. As Lee Lakeman argues, 

this aspect of the killings would suggest pardels not to general slaughters but to, for example, 

the "premeditated killings of 12 Vancouver prostitutes last year [1988]. That [the gunman] küled 

14 women at once instead of one a month is hardly a key point" (1992: 95). 

Further, how is it that "Montreal" came to inscribe the paaicularity of these mass 

kiiiings? It seems to me that this descriptive sign offers the most minimal of meaning: it obscures 

the site un engineering school, the victims white women--specificolly, women who were (or were 

preswned to be) engineering siudents, the poiitical impulse anti-feminism," and the perpetrator 

a white man. Coupling "Montreal" with "massacre" frarnes the killings in such a way that 

attention is implicitly drawn away from these specificities and tumed instead toward already 

sedirnented massacre discourses that tie the December 6 killings into a "madrnan" narrati~e.~' 

" It is noteworthy that the man who Mled the women in Montreal articulated these murdea 
as anti-ferninist, even though dominant interpretations have tended to resist this naming in favour 
of a madman construction. In the suicide Ietter found on his body and released to the press the 
foiiowing year, he wrote, in part: "Even if the Mad m e r  epithet wiU be attributed to me by the 
media, 1 consider myself a rational emdite (person) that only the amival of the Grim Reaper has 
forced to take extreme acts. For why persevere to exist if it is only to please the govemment. 
Being rather backward-Iooking by nature (except for science), the feminists aiways have a talent 
to enrage me. They want to keep the advantages of women (e.g cheaper insurance, extended 
maternity leave preceded by a preventative retreat) whiie trying to grab those of men" (Globe & 
Mail, Nov. 27, 1990). 

21 The argument here is not that all massacre discourses are tied into a madman 
representation; rather, that this is the dominant image to circulate, in North Amenca at Ieast, 
when the murderer is a person acîing on their own behalf, küling "randomly". This differentiates 
such killings fiom those massacres enacted against a peoples through and with state authority or 



Countering this version of the truth, feminists have endeavoured to put into place an 

interpretation of the signiner "Montreal Massacre" that calls up a witnessiug of the similady 

between this event and the daily-nightly violences against women. These attempts have been 

voiced strongly and continuously enough that 1 think the hegemonic weight of the general 

massacre interpretation is losing some of its hold. CertainIy, the anniversary coverage in the 

mainstream media h m  1991 to 1995 is markedly different from the fust two years, when 

headhes posited a raging debate a s  to whether the Mliags were the act of a madman or a man 

who was "quite 

A legacy of feminist scholarship and activism on the atrocity of endemic violences 

against women provides substantial support for articulating such co~ections." While 1 believe 

this has b e n  a necessaxy remembrance approach, it is not unproblematic. My concerns are two- 

fold: fmt, how are the connections to be made and with what effects; second, on what terms are 

the Montreal murciers (king) taken up as an "event" of and for historical memory? 

To speak to my fmt question: 1 am concemed that the sign "Montreal Massacre" may 

become so pliable that the specificities, of who was kiiled, when, under what circumstances and 

with what eflects, become obscured in the c d  to remember a ubiquitous power relation. This is 

a nsky strategy with two mutually problematic effects. On the one hand, if the fourteen women 

theological sanction. That one is marked by madness, but not the other, is another instance of 
how dominant interpretations of violence are coded. 

This headline was typical: "Remembering: The act of a madman or a tragedy sparked by 
society's pervasive sexism?--that is still the question king asked today, exactly one year after 
[the gunman] killed 14 women students" (Globe & Mail, Dec. 6, 1990). 

" This literature is too vast and multi-faceted to offer any single references of note. For 
specific discussions of feminist cultural practices in relation and response to violences against 
wornen, 1 have found Scholder ( 1993) particularly interesting. 



who were killed in Montreal corne to stand for al l  women subject(ed) to violences at the hands 

of men, then the specifics of the lives and deaths of other women encompassed within this sign 

become inconspicuous. If, on the other hand, the murder of the fourteen women slips out of 

symbolic simcance and is replaceci by other particular acts of violence against women, then 

the tragedy of the loss of the lives of the women in Montreal is minimized. 

Keeping these effects in mind, 1 concur with other writers (Bociurkiw, 1990; KOU, 

1991) that strategies of remembrance need to recognize the women at Ecole Polytechnique were 

shot explicitly because they were women, because they were presumed to be feminists, and that 

they were relatively privileged a s  women attending and participating in a university. For example, 

it is unWrely they would have been targeted (nor their deaths taken seriously by "the state""), 

had they not been perceived to be in a position associated with opportunity. To remernber these 

murders as explicitly gendered and implicitly race and class specific is to push for a 

consideration of much more complex connections between the massacre in Montreal and the 

degrees of privilege and oppression wiihin which women live actual and threatened violences. 

On these te=, it is perhaps useful to consider counter-namings to "Montreai 

Massacre", rather than hooking this narning into feminist discourses. Counter-namings are k ing  

put into place: 1 am familiar, for example, with the wornen's memorial coinmittee in Winnipeg 

24 I am thinking, for example, of the declaration of the National Day of Remembrance, the 
federal panel to investigate violences against women, and the passing of federal legislation on 
gun control-ail of which were initiated as a response to the December 6 kiliings. Such responses, 
of course, cannot be separated from the federal and provincial governments continued eradication 
of support for services for women subject(ed) to violences. Noteworthy herc are the federal 
cutbacks in 1990 and the impacts of Ontario governrnent policies in 1995. 



who use "December 6" as the symbolic marker? I have variously rolled around my tongue: 

massacre of women; killing of fourteen women; anti-feminist massacre; kiuing of university 

women. I slip among some of these in the writhg of this text. in an atternpt to keep conscious 

what the various namings differently c d  into remembrame and forgetting. 

But this too is partial. To return to my second question above-on what terms are the 

Montreal murders @hg) taken up as an "event" of and for historical memory?-1 want to think 

further about the feminist emphasis on connections. What 1 want to argue for is more: to attend 

to, think through and work with what has been displaced by this particular feminist focus. To 

consider this, let me step back a moment. The interpretation that was circulating widely in 

mainstream media within hours of the kiliings constructed the murdea as "incomprehensible" (in 

Lakeman, 1992: 94), "one man's act of madness" (in Nelson-McDermott, 199 1 : 125), in which 

"the victims just happened to be women" (in Schmidt, 1990: 7). Feminist r e ~ ~ o n s e ~ ~  was thus 

largely mobilized through the urgency of contesthg this interpretation. While this response is not 

surprising, has been abso!utely necessary-and will no doubt continue to be so-1 think it bean 

further consideration. I suggest that femuiist interpretations articulated in response to the 

individual pathology position were aiready "caught upnn by the former framing. Thus, the very 

efforts to break-apart the individualized interpretation contributed to a concomitant (apparent) 

My thanks to Dr. Keith Fulton for drawing my attention to this naming. 

26 By evoking this generai category "feminist response". 1 am not inferring that there was a 
unified single response to the massacre on the part of "feminists". Rather, I am referring to an 
impression of feminist interpretations that circulateci in the mainstrearn and feminist media in this 
country. 

My reference here is to Philip Corrigants insight, as a reading of Roland Barthes' work. 
See his "Doing Mythologies" (1990). 1 thank Susan Heald for helping me make this comection. 



stabilization of a dichotomy of relevant ternis within and through which to express remembrame 

of the massacre? Some six years after the murders, at a distance from the imrnediacy of these 

"terms of &baten as necessary, 1 have corne to think that what has been ignored2' in a feminist 

emphasis on making co~ect ions ,  between the massacre and the more usual violences against 

women and other oppressed peoples in Canada, are precisely the implications of the sense of 

horror that was fmt expressed in the hours and days after December 6. 1989. 

My sense is, now, that the massacre mptured the frame (cf. Fefman and Laub, 1992) 

of what was considered to be not only normal but expected, anticipated for women attending an 

institution of higher learning in the late twentieth century in Canada; i.e. that they are safe, 

The apparent neutrality of these dichotomized positions is illustrated in a recent article on 
teaching about the Montreal Massacre in Women's Studies classrooms (Scanlon, 1994). In this 
piece, Jennifer Scanlon describes a senes of exercises she gives to students, al1 of which 
unproblematically reinscribe the limits of interpretation within the individual pathology versus 
systemic violence dichotomy. For exarnple, in one of the exercises, she specifies that students 
are to "juxtapose two arguments ... [the kiiier] was a sick young man who went off the deep end 
... [with] ... [the killer] is part of a continuum ... part and parcel of our [society 's] woman-hating" 
(1994: 77). Scanlon does not give equal weight to these interpretations in her article, expressing 
her alignment with the latter position: "one of my long-terni goals is that over the course of the 
next few weeks [in the classroom] the Montreal Massacre will be seen for what 1 believe it to 
be, part of a continuum of violence and hatred rather than an aberration that will never be 
repeated" (1994: 76). However, the exercises she describes nonetheless register the ternis of 
discussion within a dichotomy. which in its structure not only presumes an equal weighting 
between these positions, but also obscures other ways of remernbering, speaking about and 
working with the implications of the massacre for Women's Studies students. 

29 1 am evoking the term "ignored" here in Shoshana Felman's understanding of ignorance 
as "a kind of forgetting-of forgedulness" (1982: 29). As she continues: "while learning is 
obviously, among other things, remernbering and memorizing ..., ignorance is linked to what is 
not remembered, what wiil not be memorized. But what wil1 not be memorized is tied up with 
repression, with the imperative to forget-the imperative to exclude from consciousness ...." (29). 



welcome aad can attend classes without hami? When a man waiked the hailways and 

classrooms of a university, murdering women because they were women, he broke that frame. 

And for a few hours, some days, there were a myriad of responses to that rupture, bu6 as 

Marusia Bociurkiw notes, "by December 12, there was no more mention of the murden or of 

feminism, but an illusion of progressive democracy (within which supposedly feminism 

flourishes) was maintained" (1990: 8). 

What 1 want to suggest is that it is imperative to let in, to stay present to, the horror 

of this mass killing, not because it was outside the range of what is possible in this country, but 

precisely because it broke through dominant refusals to attend to the horrors that pass as normal, 

or at worst, are understood as isolated acts of individuals. As 1 grapple with the implications of 

this sense-making, I retum to read again feminist articles on the massacre that sit on my shelves; 

1 fmd the foilowing statement by Colette Guiilaumin, a criminologist, and 1 want to cail on the 

30 1 want to M e r  argue that normativity in relation to violences against women is not 
singular, but depends in part on who the women are, what they are doing and where. So, in 
contrat to the women students who wedare positioned as "innocent victirns" of violence, 
women who work as prostitutes are understd within dominant frames to nsk a p a t e r  level of 
violence as normal and expected (and, of course, the very categorization assumes that a woman 
could not be a student and a prostitute). Lee Lakeman, in her essay on the massacre, notes, for 
example, that 12 prostitutes were killed over the period of a year in Vancouver (in a year before 
the Montreal killings), but there was nothing similar in the way of social/public "outcry" (1992: 
95). When 1 read this, 1 was reminded of the multi-media education and art project, MNI-Many 
Women Involved in San Diego in 1992, a response to the sexuai assaults and murders of women 
in San Diego county, which were known as the prostitute murders, even though "less than half 
the slain women were known sex workers" (Sisco, 1993: 43). In conrrast to interpretations of the 
Montreal Massacre, the "official" response to the San Diego murders "did littie to refute the idea 
that these forty-five women desemed to die because of how they lived (Sisco: 44). There is aiso 
a noteworthy (and sickening) cornparison between the Montreal and San Diego murders in terms 
of naming: where the women at École Polytechnique have been remembered as individuai women 
(even if their names are not well-known), the in-house San Diego police terni to refer to the 
women slain in "the prostitute murders" was "NHI (No Humans Involved)" (in Kirkwood, 1993: 
7)- 



profundity of her iosight: 

One cannot regard the slaughter in Montreal as an act devoid of meaning, 
a senseless act, just a break in the normal course of events, an 
unpredictable event that is limited to creating a 'shock'. Yes, it is a shock, 
but it is not a shock of the unknown, it is a shock of pain, of anger. In 
k t ,  it is a shock of the known, the '1 can't believe it' of the known that 
is not acknowledged-of unbearabk reality. (1991: 12-13, emphasis in 
original) 

It is precisely the hormr, the unbearable of this act, that may provide a connection to what is 

already known and unbearable: not because the acts are "the same", but because the massacre in 

Monmal niptured a frame of actualized and threatened violences as normal. 

From this perspective, to bear witness to the massacre of women in Montreal is to 

grapple with the recognition that its traumatic impact cannot be resolved--publicly or privately-in 

a society in which violences against wornen are s t .  mated largely as matten of individual radier 

than social integrity. If the massacre is understood, thus, as an event of "historical trauma" 

(Caruth. 1995; Simon & Eppert, 1996)-an event that shocked in its extremity, resists sssimilation 

into already articulated frameworks." commands an attention but is constantly forgotten-then 

the focus of remernbrance consideration needs to shift. To borrow from Ora Avni, who writes 

in response to the Shoah, to bear the weight of remembering and witnessing the event in 

Montreal is to bear the impact of "living historicaily", by which she means living in a world of 

" In this instance, the already articulated frameworks are those, 1 suggest, bound in the 
dichotomy of interpretation, which position the massacre either as an act of individuai pathology 
or the result of systemic women-hating. 



which these murders are a part (1995: 206), and, 1 wouid add, were/are possible." On these 

te=, a research panel on the extent of violences against women, the declaration of a single day 

of remembrance and action on violence, and gun control legislation are highiy circumscribed 

responses that contain the extent and nature of violences, rather than force a contemplation of 

the kind of society (we live in) in which it is possible for men to murder women because they 

are women (students, prostitutes, mothers, sisters, wives, lawyers, clerks, ...). Such contemplation 

would need, as Laura Brown argues, "to admit that [the] everyday assaults on integrity and 

personal safety are sources of psychic trauma, to acknowledge the absence of sdety in the daily 

iives of women and other nondominant groups" (Brown, 1995: 105). 

The stakes in such a stance are obviously high--they r e m  for contemplation the 

unbearable of what is already known and suffered. Julie Brickman ailudes to these stakes when 

she notes: 

the fundamental mechanisms employed to cope with ongoing trauma-- 
denial, dissociation, minimization, false nomality-are but extreme 
venions of the ones we a i i  use to distance ourselves from public traumas: 
the Massacre, the Gulf War, the homeless. Without these mechanisms, raw 
human misery might penneate our consciousness to an unbearable extent 
and the boundary between ourselves and the suffering of others might 
diminish. (1992: 135) 

However, I wiil argue that to bear the weight of witnessing the traumas of others is to be 

permeated on these terms-but not to coliapse; it is to bear the disturbances of familiarity and 

dissonance, of known and unknown, of worked through and unbearable (cf. Laub, 1992a). How 

" Adrieme Rich offers a further point for consideration in this context. In an essay on the 
work of Irena Klepfisz, Rich wntes that this poet searches "for what is possible in a world where 
this [the Shoah] was possible" (1993: 131, emphasis in original). To search for what else is 
possible certainly is part of what impels me in the struggles to bear witness. 



one might do this-without f a h g  permanentiy into an abyss of temr, horror-is the task Ili have 

set for myself in this document as 1 contemplate the Massacre as a rupture of normativity that 

returned me to thdmy unbearable. 



Chapter III 

Concephial Explorations in Trauma and Bearing Witness 

On the one hand, each society has its own politics of truth; on the other 
hand, king truthful is king in the in-between of al1 regimes of truth. 
(Trinh T. Minh-ha, 1989: 121). 

The critics Say memory lies. With whom? she asks. 
(Janice Wiiamson, 1994: 200) 

introduction tu a trajectory: 

As 1 grapple with the centrai problematics of this work, I return over and over to 

Literature that explores relations between trauma, wiuiessing and representation as these have been 

articulated in relation and nsponse to the Nazi genocide of European ~ewry.' What Ili find in 

these writings are ways of thinking about trauma that sustain an exquisite focus not only on its 

impact. for individual "survivors", but also, and centraliy, on its implications for cornrnunity and 

human dignity. Ora Avni provides a clear expression of this doubled focus in her work on Elie 

Wiesel's Night, and is worth quoting at length: 

i What 1 am referencing here is a reading of selected and contemporary work, including: Ora 
Avni, 1995; Cathy Canith, 1995; Charlotte Delbo, 1990, 1995; Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, 
1992; Saul Friedlander, 1992; Lawrence Langer, 1991; Claude Lanunana, 1985; Carol Rittner 
and John K. Roth, 1993; Art Spiegelman, 1986, 1991; James Young, 1993. Roberta Culbertson's 
(1995) essay is a is0  noteworthy in this context. Like 1, she refers to the work of Lawrence 
Langer and Charlotte Delbo in her discussion of testirnonies by survivors of different sources of 
trauma. She observes "[although] the experiences of other survivors are not the sarne as those of 
holocaust survivors ... there are unavoidable similarities, and the stmggles of holocaust survivors 
pave the way for others" (191, en. 1). 



Yes, we want to "heal". Society wants to heai; history wants to heal. But, 
no, a simple "life goes on", "tell your story", "corne to terms with your 
pain", or "sort out your ghosts" wiU not do. It will not do, because the 
problem lies not in the Vidividuol-survivor or net-but in his or her 
interaction with society, and, more precisely, in his or her relationship to 
the narratives and values by which this cornmunity defmes and represents 
itself. 

She continues: 

Although there is some undeniable value (and sometimes even a measure 
of success) in attempting to help each part. in attempting to alleviate 
individual suffering so as to restore a semblance of normaicy (but 
precisely, "normulcy" is hurting; it is no longer normal), neither "heahg" 
nor "breaking the chah of suffering" will ensue. (1995: 216, emphasis 
mine) 

Avni's articulation is pivotal to my project in its stress on "healing" not as an individual 

accomplishment "back" to "normal", but as an ethic; a stance in relation to traumatic suffering 

that realizes the social f o m ,  discourses and practices of what passes as  normal pennit and ailow 

for phenomenal wounding. For, as Avni further notes. where psychoanalysis focuses on "the 

shattered universe of the survivor merlself', healing is insufkient unless we grapple also with 

"the threat the survivor's experience represents for society's integrity" (217, en. 14, emphasis 

mine). 

In exploring this stance in relation to the traumatization of girls and women at the 

hands of men's violences--specificaily in relation to incest and the massacre in Montreal--1 am 

not suggesthg equivalences between these acts and the Shoah. This would be a misreading of 

my intent and interest in working across these sites of trauma. Rather, what Ui am proffering is 

that post-Shoah conceptualizations of trauma as individuai and social. personai and collective, 

psychic and historicai are of fundamental importance for feminists interested in the implications 

of trauma beyond individual healing processes. 



Through this Lens: How might we understand the intersections, complexities and 

implications of king both survivor of and witness to trauma outside of therapeutic contexts2? 

By way of illustration. and to discover more about what is at stake in its asking, I wiLl respond 

to this question by considering how Ili bear witness to feminist memorial responses to the 

massacre in Montreai. This work of remembrance will be guided by two intcicately related 

questions: As an already-deadened3 witness, what am i forgetting / refusing / unable to engage 

in another's memorial response? As an-already traumatized witness, what am Ui able to engage 

witb, hear into being that 1 might not otherwise be able to do? 

In this chapter 1 work through conceptualizations of trauma and karing witness to 

estabiish the basis on which to engage these questions in the foilowing chapters. In the upcoming 

section, 1 relsiniate my relation to the Shoah as a Jewish woman and an incest survivor, through 

1 want to underline here my interest in k a ~ g  witness as a pedagogical practice. While 
king borne witness to in a long term therapeutic relationship has been crucial for easing the 
effects of traumatic suffering in my Me, I concur with Avni that this work alone is not "healing" 
when the violences that are taken for normal continue. In narning bearing witness as  a 
pedagogical practice, 1 am thinking precisely of hearing, t a b g  in, and rdtelling the effects of 
trauma as public, social, collective acts. 1 do not undentand pedagogic and therapeutic practices 
in opposition here, but as two different sites of and for bearing witness. For instance. it may be 
that, in engaging a mernorial response that particularly unsetties me, 1 tum to a (private) 
therapeutic witnessing as part of what it means for me (to continue) to be able to bear witness 
(publicly) to another's teilîng of trauma. 

To some readen the term "deadened" here rnay be surprising. 1 use it to signal the long- 
tenn effects of particularly prolonged trauma, which I/i understand, iive and hear others identiw 
as deadening to bodies, psyches, souk, dreams, capacities to become (otherwise). It is a more 
acute term than "numbed", which is perhaps the more typical naming to describe the long-tem 
effects of trauma. Yonah Kiem, writing on the potentiai use of the rnikvah as a healing response 
to incest, also references the term "deadening". She notes that children who suffer incest 
experience "a kind of death" both during the time of the incest [in stifling responses that they 
fear may result in worse actions] and once the actual abuse has stopped [in order not to be 
ovenvhelmed by the horrors of what theylwe may begin to remember] (1995: 126). She goes on 
to Say: "[c]hildren who are repeatedly abused ... become expert at Living haif-dead lives" (126-7). 



an autobiographical mapping and three tellings in bearing the disturbances of this intersection? 

The sections that follow these tellings develop the main body of analysis for the chapter: the fmt 

grapples with a Judith Lewis Hemian text on trauma and suggests a turn to Charlotte Delbo's 

language of deep and common memories; the second thinks through a rnulti-layered 

understanding of bearing witness. 

Ili am compelled by reflections on remembrances of the 

Shoah not ody as  a feminist interested in memory. but 

also as an Ashkenazi Jewish woman. deeply cognizant 

of how yi am-and am not-figured within this identity: 

the child of a jewish mother and a jewish father; 

themselves children of jewish parents with jewish 

parents (at least i believe this to be so; there is not 

much of the t e lhg  of history in my family). This 

heritage accords to me an "authenticityl' within 

dominant discourses of Judaism that 1 do not feel (nor 

have any particular desire for, but i do realize that it 

rnatters); accords me an identity in which 1 do not find 

4 Other Jewish women and incest survivors live and wiii regard this intersection differently. 
1 am thinking, for example, of daughters of Holocaust survivors who were also abused in their 
families. Carole Ann Fer in a round table discussion with Jewish incest survivors, notes for 
instance: "[m]y understanding fiom people I've spoken to individually is really that it's too 
painful for them to come together to talk about the two issues [king children of Holocaust 
survivors and survivors of incest]. And 1 think there's something very Jewish about it too, that's 
separate frorn the pain of the Holocaust. It's much easier to talk about the pain you've 
expenenced from outside oppression than from inside the community and the family" (Round 
Table, 1991: 31). 



space for my(jewish)self. I Live a secdar non-religious, 

to this point, largely non-ritualized life that is marked 

by my "being jewish" in ways 1 am only beginning to 

comprehend-marked by my own desires in, and 

representations of, self as weii as the meanings others 

make on and of me as an Ashicenazi Jew. 

In naming my self jewish. Ui search 

uneasily for marken that others might recognize 

(perhaps 1 might re-cognize): 1 do not live in a "Jewish 

neighbourhd" @ut the Bloor Jewish Community 

Centre is a 15 minute waik away from my home); 1 am 

not part of a congregation or community (but i am 

connected to other jews); 1 do not have a traditional 

European-Jewish look @ut it's the 1990's and I Live in 

urban Canada); 1 do not speak with a particularly 

"North Amencan Jewish" cadence to my voice 

(although more and more i fmd yiddish phrases and 

syntax slipping from my tongue); 1 do not have "a 

Jewish-Nose" @ut i have a jewish nose15; 1 am not 

5 1 have borrowed the form of this coupling from Ann Decter in an essay (1992) where she 
writes through some of the complexity of king  jewish (father's lineage) and not-jewish (mother's 
lineage), articuiating the doubleness of an identity in which she figures, differently, as "not 
Jewish" and "not-Jewish". 



conversant with Jewish traditions, rituals, ways of 

making sense (but i am always seeking the work of 

jewish lesbians, jewish feminists. i am conversant with 

the writings of Adrieme Rich, Melanie Kaye I 

Kantrowitz, Elly Bulkin, Sandra Butler, Lesléa Newman 

...). 1 did not grow up leaming about my self as Jewish- 

-assimilated non-identity in England, Ireland--nor had 1 

thought of myself as Jewish for most of my life (but 1 

"came out" as a jewish Iesbian, hand-in-hand, and 1 

came to this self-naming Jewish in leaming about the 

Shoah). And now Vi am beginning to face the 

limitations of an identity I know through horror--with 

Iittle sense of the joy it might (still) carry. 



Bearing Disturbances: ntree Tellings 

As preface to the following tellings. I wish to underscore that I 

offer them not as M unseîtling of the profound and lasting horror 

of the Nazi massacre of Europem Jewry. What Z am raising here 

are political and epistemic concerns about whose Lives and deaths 

are given weight in historical memûry und how and with what 

efects. I am deeply aware thar elements of these tellings mny be 

read as "outrageous" and Z do not tell them lightly. I mintain, 

however, that there is something ta be learned about trauma from 

whut (almost) cannot be said 



If the l em is widened: 

Remembe~g and forgetting. Who remembers what, how, and with 
what effects? Who forgets what, how, and with what 
consequences? 

Simultaneous and inseparable: every social remembrance obscures 
another remembering, pushes some acts toward amnesia. 

Widening the lens of rernembrance to fmd within its scope two 
events generaiiy held separate and distinct. Are there resonances 
that the separation overlwks? 

A risky strategy: how to see connections without slipping into 
coinparison. without forming the appearance of equivalence. 
without seeming to draw parailels? And yet not forget that history 
is layered with traumatic atrocities? 

Widen the lens 
SnUp[shot 1: 

Nazi genocide of European Jews 
Father brother uncle grandpa rapes of little girls 

The mentalities and conditions that aüowed: 
For jews (in particular) to be targeted as vermin to be destroyed 
For girls (in particular) to be targeted as Iess-than 
to be destroyed in their and our bodily integrity 



The world's silence disbelief denial 
Society's silence disbelief denial 

The conditions of captivity: 
Hundreds of thousands 
in cattie cars and barracks piied ontop of one another 
no boundaries of self, separated, starved 
Thousands upon thousands assaulted in homes 
no privacy, no integrîty to selves, no right to no 

Deniai: 
Poles who speak of srneilhg bumuig flesh 
but not knowing that jews were king slaughtered 
Teachers and doctors and priests 
who inspect the bruises across a girl's b e r  thigh 
and accept a mother's explanation that she's clumsy 

The continued denials that it ever happened 
or if it did happen, it was minimal 
it wasn't as significant as we claim 
it didn't have any lasting effect 

HoIocaust deniers and revisionists 
False rnemory syndrome fathen and mothers 

Fighting back: 
keeping the remembrance of atrocities past and present 
in the face of us al1 



and how these acts get us labelled: 
misfit survivor deviant heroine marginal 
trouble d e r  courageou 
self-interested 
liar 

The impact of the homors done to us: 
selves forgotten in the conscious mind 
lodged in the crevices of bodies 
in sub-conscious layers 
where remembering takes the form of 
nightmares day-terrors flashbacks 
or doesn't take obvious fonn at aU 
and gets pushed back further and further 
in each act of dissociation 

Widen the lem 
Snup[shot]: 

What of holocaust survivors who violate the bodies of cwdren? 
What of mothea who didn't comply? 
What of Polish resistors who harboured jews? 

Crack the lem 
Snap[shot]: 



I f  the su~ace  reveals nothmg: 

Sugace: Claude Lanunann's iatemationally acclaùned film Shoah: 
the geographic landscape he f h  of the now (rural, picturesque 
land) reveals nothing of the then (an extermination camp). bears no 
visible traces of the atrocities performed there yet still, surely, the 
bodies of the slaughtered stained the earth? 

Surfiace: The unmarked body of an adult woman incested as a 
child, who shows no apparent SC-g yet, still. surely, the tissues 
beneath her skin must be tracked through with t r a m ?  

i wonder about embodied formations 

My own. Coming to understand that at issue for me are not only 
the mernories "lodged" in my body, but also how my very 
embodiment has developed in particular ways due to the nature of 
the physical violations i lived as a (growing) child. By age 3,1 had 
ken  diagnosed with chronic asthma and have Lived since with 
respiratory difficulties from mild to severe, a continuous presence 
in my Me. I l e m  from a naturopathie doctor who works with my 
body that my respiratory muscles appear to be continuously 
stressed "as if they are compensating" [for what?]. She also 
describes my upper back as a sheet of steel-armour or sheil-hard 
protection that 1 tolerate through dissociation from the pain, that 
stiii slips in when i am touched. It seems likely to me that my 
lungs were formed under the weight of an adult man's body. 

Claudia Gahhger: wntes of a woman visiting a dentist, realizing 
that the deformation of her jaw occurred because of multiple oral 
rapes as a chiid. She writes of the dentist saying: '"There's a bump 
in the jaw, here, and if you force if you can Wear it down. It 
seems you've sîretched that ligament-' Or huù it stretched for you 



'-so now you can open your mouth further at wili"' (Gahlinger, 
1993: 80, italics in original represent author's thoughts). 

The many women who self-mutilate. whose disfigured bodies bear 
testament to their frustration and powerlessness: where slashing and 
carving at one's flesh is an expression of the extremity of psychic 
pain (in Kershaw and Lasovich, 1991). 

From inside out: sometimes the surface reveals. sometimes nothing. 
until we look closer. if the land is lush and peaceful. if the body is 
functioning. the surface may not show that atrocity was lived there. 



If the &ad are (to be) remembered: 

"Histoxy no longer pays "Our dead Iine our dreams, 
respect to the dead: the dead becoming more and more 
are simply what has passed cornmonplace" 
through" (Audre Lorde, 1986: 3 1-2). 
(John Berger in Lipsitz, 1990: 
22). 

How much lateiy, Vi carry within me the anger and grief brought 
by death: not only the deaths of the fourteen women in Montreal 
which put into place the irnperative for me to do this work, but 
also, during the writing of thû text: the Afncan American word- 
warrior Audre Lorde, Toronto ferninist activists and educators dian 
marino, Kathieen Martindale, Robin Black, Marian McMahon, and 
my grandmother (my last surviving grandparent): but also: the 
horrors of the Shoah, Bosnia, Rwanda ... and Vi fmd myself 
encouniering over and over questions of history, meaning and "the 
now". 

This is not to coliapse those who have died into a senes of bodies, 
unmarked by the cause of death. Breast cancer, old age and the 
carelessness of others are not the same as state-orchestrated 
genocides, "cleansings", or individuaiiy performed acts of massacre. 
But too: to move away from hierarchies of death is to insist upon 
the necessity of developing and maintaining historical memones, 
not only of mass but also insidious atrocities. It is to remember the 
deaths wrought by oppressive practices yet refuse the desire for 
closure, for simple "explanations". It is to do this without ourselves 
in the process "going mad" with grief-aager-pain. 



Conceptual conriderations of t r a m :  

The phenornenon of trauma has seemed to become aii-inclusive, but it has 
done so precisely because it brings us to the limits of our understanding: 
if psychoanalysis. psychiatry. sociology aud even literature are beginnllig 
to hear each other anew in the study of trauma, it is because they are 
listening through the radical disruption and gaps of traumatic experience. 
(Cathy Caruth, 1995: 4) 

In contemplating the substance and effects of trauma, I have struggled to fmd a 

language and a way of thinking that helps me to move, intellechiaily and emotionally, through 

this fiaught terrain. Corne up. Corne back. Breathe the thin famiIiar air of aznnesia (Claudia Gahlinger, 1993: 39). 

In this next section, I engage texts that have been significant in this stniggle. 1 begin with the 

work of Judith Lewis Herxnan. specificdy her most recent text. T r a m  nnd Recovery (1992). 

which offers an anaiytic framework for making sense of the effects of trauma and what she sees 

as the necessary associated elements of "recovery". 1 have k e n  compelled to bring this text into 

focus for two key reasons: F i  in my initial search for literature of interest to my project, 1 

found Lewis Herman's work both informative and problematic--and I/i think it is useful here to 

detail the nature of that engagement. Second, I beiieve it would be irresponsible for me to ignore 

ber text in a sustained discussion of incest and trauma: not o d y  because of what 1 may l e m  

from her (which is not insignificant, given the sustained attention she gives to trauma and its 

impact on the present), but also because of the shift away from her diagnostic thinking that 1 

believe is necessary to grapple with Ora Avni's recognition of "the threat the survivor's 

expenence represents for society 's integrity" (1995: 2 17, en. 14). 

As a ferninist psychotherapist and faculty in a university teaching hospital, Lewis 

Herrnan's interest is, generaiiy. in treatment. and, specificaily, in the development and 

presentation of a "new diagnostic name [for] the psychologicai disorder f o d  in sumivors of 



prolonged, repeated abuse" (1992: 3, emphasis mine)! The naming she offers is "cornplex ps t -  

traumatic stress disorder" (see pages 1 18- 122 for details). Her work is important, to my mind, 

because it not oniy involves challenges to previous diagnostic concepts that have failed to 

recognize the power relations that structure abuse, but also because it recognizes the 

particuiarities of ongoing trauma7 Where her work is of serious concern to me, however-as 

witness to my own life and the tellings of others-is in its unproblematized maintenance of a 

psychiatric frame that is conceptualiy inadequate, and, 1 think, politicdy dangerous for any of 

us who may be held under the diagnosis she lays out and the subsequent medical and psychiatric 

responses .' 

My use of italics in the above phrase is intended to signal to readers my discornfort with 
Lewis Herman's languaging of the impact and effect of psychologicai trauma. Although 1 nim 

to this issue more substantively in subsequent discussions of her text, I want to note here, 
minimally, that my concem is with the discourse she uses for making sense of the effects of 
trauma-not with her recognition of these effects. Thus, in this instance, I question the phrase 
"disorder found in", which. not oniy presupposes certain ways of king as order[ly]. but also 
circumscribes attention to individuals-and particularly, individual psyches-as the crux of what 
is at stake with regard to the impact of trauma. 

On this point, see also an essay by Laura Brown (1995) in which she develops an argument 
for recognizing repetitive, continuous. inter-personal abuses as traumatic-a recognition that nuis 
counter to the Diagnostic and Statisticul Manual definition of trauma as "outside the [usual] 
range of human experience" (in Brown, 100). She indicates at the end of her essay that efforts 
to change the defmition are king felt and that understandings of trauma in the next edition of 
the DSM are likely not to rely so heavily on traumatic effect k ing  produced by infrequent or 
unusual events (1 11). This too, of course, still begs the question as to why diagnosis is 
appropriate at all. 

8 1 want to be careful hem 1 am raising serious concem about the conceptual frames 
developed and relied upon in psychiatry; 1 am not lodging a critique against individuais who rely 
on this system. I do not understand such reliance as a matter of simple "choice" when psychiatry 
is the dominant, state-sponsored "mental health" system, and there are few alternatives available- 
and then at significant cost. For those readers u n f d a r  with the debilitating effects of 
psychiatry on women and disadvantaged others, see: Blackbridge, 1985; Burstow, 1992; Finkler. 
1993; Millet, 1990. 



To leave aside these concerns mornentarily, 1 want to focus fmt on how Lewis 

Herman works up an understanding of a conceptuaikation of trauma- Out of an interest in 

e x p l o ~ g  the commonalities between "private" (ie. incest) and "publict1 (i.e. war) traumas, she 

opens the text with a discussion of the development of ideas about "psychic traumam9 through 

investigations into "hysteria", "combat neurosis" and "domestic violence" (10-32). She argues that 

contemporary understandings of psychological nauma are "built upon a synthesis" of these three 

fields of inq~iry. '~ Organized chronologically, Lewis Hennan begins her discussion with early 

psychoanalytic explorations into women's "hysteria" in France and Viema in the late nineteenth 

century: documenthg Freud's recognition of-and subsequent retreat from-hysteria as founded 

on the psychological trauma of childhood sexuai abuse (10-20). Sbe then moves into literature 

that has considered the impact of wartime experiences on retuming veterans, particularly 

foliowing the Vietnam War. She cites the American Psychiatric Association's inclusion of "post- 

traumatic stress disorder" in its "official manual of mental disorden" in 1980, as a key 

legitimating moment in the recognition of psychological trauma (27-28). 

In both sections, she writes of how the experiences of trauma have been similarly 

9 "Trauma" began to have a psychic reference point around the tum of the century. The 
Oxford English Dictionary (Second Edition) details definitions of trauma as follows: the fust, 
regarding bodily injury, is cited to Blancard's Physical Dictionary, 1693; the second, defmed as 
"a psychic injury, esp[eciaily] one caused by emotional shock the memory of which is repressed 
and remains unhealed", is cited first to W. James in 1894 (OED: 441). References to Sigmund 
Freud's work, which is more commonly recognized as significant for thinking about 
psychological trauma and trauma mernories, appear under definitions of " traumatic", where there 
are citations to papers published in 1909 and 1929 (OED: 441). 

'O 1 want to draw attention to the paaiality of Lewis Hemian's approach here. Following a 
psychiatrie course, she privileges certain European and North American work on trauma without 
recognition of other thinking on the issues with regard, for example, to mass atrocities of anti- 
jewish racism, anti-black racism and the colonization of First Nations peoples. 



conceptualued. Regarding the work of Freud and Pierre Janet, Lewis Herman writes: "[they] had 

arrived independently at stcikiogly similar formulations ... Unbearable emotional reactions to 

traumatic events produced an aitered state of consciousness, which in nini induced the hysterical 

symptoms" (12). With regard to the effects of war. "[ilnitiaily the symptoms of mental 

breakdown [experienced by many soldiers] were attributed to a physical cause ... Graduaily 

military psychiatnsts were forced to acknowledge that the symptorns of shell shock were due to 

psychological trauma The emotional stress of prolonged exposure to violent death was suficient 

to produce a neurotic syndrome resembhg hysteria in men" (20). 

Lewis Hemian traces the similarity one step M e r  in her conclusion to this 

discussion. identiQing "[hjysteria [as] the combat nemsis  of the sex war" (32). She argues that: 

mor most of the twentieth century, it was the study of combat veterans 
that led to the development of a body of knowledge about traumatic 
disorders. Not until the women's Iiberation movement of the 1970s was it 
recognized that the most common pst-traumatic disorders are those not 
of men in war but of women in civilian life. (28) 

While she credits feminist work outside the traditional mental health system for generating 

knowledge about the substance and nature of sexual violence and creating services to respond 

to those who have k e n  victimized (28-32). she does not attend to differences between this work 

and that with combat veterans. Instead, she draws on comrnonaiities of descriptions of the effects 

of trauma to argue: "[olnly after 1980, when the efforts of combat veterans had legitimated the 

concept of post-traumatic stress disorder, did it become clear that the psychological syndrome 

seen in survivoa of rape, domestic battery and incest was essentiaily the same as the syndrome 



seen in survivors of war" (32).11 

Lewis H e m  foilows these sketches with aetailed chapten on the effects of 

psychological trauma-drawing out her analysis from these chapters to form her stages of a 

healing response. I am particularly compelied by these formative c hapters, w here she discusses 

extreme terror. issues of d i ~ ~ ~ ~ e ~ t i ~ n ,  trust and safety; and the effects of living in captivity. 

Reading across these discussions, i fmd many statemeots that deeply resonate to my 

understanding of the trauma I/i have lived, and other phrasing that provides me with an analysis 

1 had not previously had. 1 particularly appreciate her continuous reference to the extent of 

trauma: its profoundly painful and isolating effects and its potential to imrnobilize us in the 

present. 

And, at the same t h e ,  1 am troubled by the language that Lewis Herman draws on 

to make sense of such impacts on the formation of subjectivity.12 My concern lies 

predominantiy with her unproblematized reliance on the categories "normal" and "abnormal". 

which she evokes as regulating expressions-assuming an assignment of non-traumatized people 

to the former. traumatized people to the latter. So long as these categories form a dominant frame 

through which issues of the impact of trauma are understood, those of us who are grappling 

'' T h i s  emphasis is not surprising, given that Lewis Hennan's text is built around an 
articulation of this similarity, presumably with some intent to legitimize, in the psychiatnc 
establishment at least, the seriousness of "private" traumas. Whiie I acknowledge the potential 
importance of such efforts, I am also cautious about drawing similarities without grappling with 
the differences. This is a discussion beyond my purposes of working with Lewis H e m ' s  
analytic frame here. 

'* For a rather different critique of how Lewis Herrnan approaches thinking about trauma, see 
Ruth Leys' discussion of her limited and consequently problematic reading of the work of Pierre 
Janet (1994: 647-662, in particular). 



directly with these impacts are continuously burdened with the requirement to make ourselves 

(appear) oormal-enough. This not only bars a sigmficant weight on individuals, but also ensures 

that these normative categories are continuously being renewed and kept in place. 

By way of illustration: at the beginning of her second chapter, "Terrer", Lewis Herman 

States: 

[tlraumatic events produce profound and lasting changes in physiologicai 
arousal, emotion, cognition, and memory. Moreover, traumatic events may 
sever these n o d y  integrated functions h m  one another. (34) 

My reading of this statement is multi-layered. First, 1 think she articulates an important 

recognition of the effects of traumatization with the terms "profound and lasting". This resonates 

with some of what i have been smiggling to speak about: specifically, my contention that 

continuous trauma (especialiy when violation begins at a young age) is fundamental to the 

formation of subjectivity. 

Further, while 1 concur with her perception that murnatic events fragment, for 

example, emotion from conscious memory (34), Ili am cautious about how 1 want to make sense 

of that fragmentation. 1 am h l l y  aware that it cm be not only diffcult, but aiso immobilizing to 

have a severe bodiiy reaction without a consciously known understanding of what is k ing 

triggered in the reaction. However, I wodd not extend from this to Lewis Herman's position that 

these "normaiIy integrated functions" have been "severed". 1 question the presumption that 

equates normal with an integration of functions. It seems to me that this is precisely a way of 

making sense that has severely marginalized people (through dnigs, institutionaiization, shock- 

therapy ...) who do not fit the shape of a fully-rational and hinctioning unitary subject. 



Similarly, 1 am concemed by Lewis Hennan's foilowing reference to "the ordinaryW- 

not simply as a descriptive term. but one that inscribes understandings of "how the world works": 

[wlhile it is clear that ordinary, healthy people rnay become entrapped in 
prolonged abusive situations, it is equally clear that after their escape they 
are no longer ordinary or healthy. Chronic abuse causes senous 
psychological h m .  (1 16) 

Again, I concur with her recognition of the seriousness of the effects of, particularly, prolonged 

abuse. And, 1 remain concemed about how these effects are understood and their implications 

for practice. These concems feel especiaüy poignant in the context of the discussion in which 

the above-quoted statement originaiiy appears. m e  Lewis H e m  critiques the "mental health 

profession" for its "tendency to blame the victim" (1 16) and its sexist appraisals of women's 

experiences (1 17-1 18). she continues to adhere to pnsumptions that make a distinction between 

those who are "ordinaiy and healthy" and those who have experienced "psychologicai harm", 

who, as she clearly articulates, "are no longer ordinary or healthy". It is not the enormity of 

impact that 1 question; it is the categorization that posits normal and heaithy against traumatized. 

Out of a desire to displace these categones and, at the same t h e ,  continue to hold 

ont0 recognitions of the profound effects formed in (as a result of) trauma experiences, 1 have 

tumed my attention to other ways of making sense of the substance and effect of trauma on the 

presen t. 

Although she does not directiy address the issue on these t e m .  1 have found the work 

of Charlotte Delbo (1990, Engiish translation) compelling, and am particularly drawn to her 

introduction of another vocabulary for thinking about traumatic events and their impact on the 

formation of memory and subjectivity. Delbo, a survivor of the Shoah, is credited by Lawrence 



Langer as forging a "verbal breakthrough" (1991: 5) in her construction of testirnonies that 

recognize the two formations of memory that created-and aiiow for-her remembering of 

Auschwitz. S he identifies these as "deep memory " (mémoire profounde) and "common memory " 

(mémoire ordinaire), for which Langer provides the following explanation: 

[dleep memory tries to recall the Auschwitz self as it was then; common 
memory has a dual function: it restores the self to its normal pre- and 
postcamp routines but also offen detached portraits, from the vantage point 
of today, of what it must have been iike then. Deep memory thus suspects 
and depends on cornmon memory, knowing what common memory cannot 
know but tries nonetheless to express. (6, emphasis in original) 

Sad Friedlander, in his articulation of these concepts, further notes that "[dleep memory and 

common memory are uitùnately irreducible to each other. Any attempt at building a coherent self 

founders on the intractable retum of the repressed and r e c e g  deep memory" (1992: 41). 1 am 

drawn to this conceptualization for two reasons: fxstly, the concepts of deep and common 

memory offer a break from Lewis Herman's regulating language of nomial and abnormal. while 

maintaining a focus on the profound and lasting effects of trauma; and, secondly, the relational 

aspect of these terms-and the emphasis in their interpretation on Iack of closure--moves me 

toward king able to think through the substance and effects of trauma as a continuous vibration 

in the now. 1 will address each of these points in tum. 

Delbo's description of deep memory clearly resonates with Lewis Herman's 

representation of trauma rnemory, as the foiiowing statements iilustrate. Lewis Heman states: 

"It is as if time stops at the moment of trauma The traumatic moment becomes encoded in an 

abnormal form of memory, which breaks spontaneously into consciousness, both as flashbacks 

during waking states and as traumatic nightmares during sleep" (37). Charlotte Delbo' s 

description of king in deep memory is iiiustrative of Lewis Herman's articulation: 



[s]ometimes, however, it [the skh c o v e ~ g  the memory of Auschwitz] 
bursts, and gives back its contents. In a dream, the wiU is poweriess. And 
in these dreams, there 1 see myself again, me, yes, me, just as 1 know 1 
was: scarcely able to stand ... pierced with cold, filthy, gaunt, and the pain 
is so unbearable, so exactly the pain 1 suffered there that 1 feel it again 
physicaiiy, 1 feel it again through my whole body, which becomes a block 
of pain, and 1 feel death seizing me, 1 feel myself die. Fominately, in my 
anguish 1 cry out. The cry awakens me, and I emerge h m  the nightmare 
exhausted. It takes days for everything to return to normal, for memory to 
be "refded" and for the skin of rnemory to repair itself. 1 become myself 
again, the one you know, who can speak to you of Auschwitz without 
showing any sign of distress or emotion. (in Langer, 1991: 6-7, emphasis 
in original) 

Each time I/i read this testimony, i am drawn into it bodily through my own remernbering: my 

throat constricts, my chest tightens and 1 stumble over the letter keys on the keyboard: visceraily 

aware of the striking similarity berneen DeIbo's description of deep memory and my experieoces 

of being inride incest-formed memory: a period of time during which M am simultaneously- 

dthough not equdy-in my(past)self and my(present)self. This is an experience during which 

not only the boundaries between tirne, but also space, blur.13 So that in flashback, 1 appear as 

usuai but am far from the surface of my being, k i n g  pulled into the numb frozenness chat d e s  in the ground of rny 

belly reaching up though my rib cage holding my hem. if i am coIIapsing h m  the inside out. inside faliing down 

piece by piece. (co1)lapsing in my ability to hoid onto myselfinthenow as s e p a r a t e and d i s t i n c t; boundaries 

collapsing into noboundaries fiuidityofpastandpresent soidonotknowanymote whichiswhich. the top of my spine is coming 

l 3  1 am increasingly thinking of this experience as one in which the "skin of memory " (to use 
Delbo's terni) is punctured, so that iü "contents" spi11 over and permeate "the present". As 1 live 
it, this puncturing is at times forceful--as in the nightmare that Delbo describes there is a 
"bursting forth''-and at other times slower, more subtle, so that over a period of time, the skin 
seems to give way and the past is a gauze over the present. Foliowing a bunting forth, 1 find 
myself desperately needing sleep, which 1 have begun to think of as a period of time during 
which I do precisely re-form the skin covering deep memory, so that when I wake the next 
morning (often 10-12 hours later), my relationship to the substance of the memory has shifted: 
it no longer fds  me, it is not me. 



out of m y  M y ,  king puiled off of m y  badc, i can barely walk or rnovc my anns. tcars and breath stifled undemeah the 

weight. underneath it so the= is no gcmng out. It is often hours before I can rebuild h m  the collapse-- 

rebuild enough «, be my self again in the present. 

What Delbo further helps me to realize is that these expenences are not the only, or 

even the most dominant, expressions of m n e m b e ~ g  trauma At a level of comrnon, or what she 

Iater calls "thinking memory" (Langer, 1991: 7), we put together narratives of thinking about 

what it means now, what it has meant before, to live with trauma experiences and traumatic 

memories. And this too is the memory of trauma. h my work, 1 recognize common memory in 

the narratives in which I speak about incest at some distance from the sensory experience not 

only chron~logically,~~ but also emotionaüy. These are the narratives that take their shape "from 

the vantage point of today"; teliings of "what it must have been iike then" that 1 can and do tell 

with some detachment f?om their content. 

And, 1 also want to introduce a third element here: for it seems to me that in addition 

to k i n g  expressed through flashback and narratives about the past, trauma memories impact on 

daily practices and engagements in ways that Ywe rninimally recognize. What i want to orient 

attention toward here are those moments in which the present so feels like the past that the 

conditions of living in trauma are unconsciously replicated ont0 the present. Dori Laub, a 

psychoanalyst and CO-founder of the Video Archive for Holocaust Testirnonies at Yale, offers a 

conceptualization of such moments that 1 fmd helpful. He notes that "the continued power of the 

'' Chronology is a problematic term in relation to discussions of memory. The chronological 
distance I experience at a level of common memory means that I am cognizant of the distinction 
between present and past which allows me to recognize the past as not now; when i am in deep 
memory this chronological distinction blurs and Ui experience a hybnd time-space in which it 
feels as if i retum to the past experience, which in effect i do at a sensory level. 



silenced rnemory [of trauma]" is its "ovemding, structuring and shaping force", a force that may 

be 

neither t d y  known by the survivors, nor recognized as representing, in 
effect, memory of uauma. It finds its way into their Lives, unwittingly, 
through an uncanny repetition of events that duplicate-in structure and in 
impact-the traumatic past. (1 992a: 65) 

Translating this insight into the context of my own work: I think of those circumstances when 

1 am not in a state of flashback, 1 am not dealing explicitly with incest memories, and yet Ili am 

Living out an incested subjectivity-i am moving around in the world as if the conditions of sexual 

abuse were cumnt in my Me. Unlike an experience of being in deep memory (in which i am 

"back there" to such a degree that my now self has slipped behind my then self), and also unlike 

an expenence of common memory (in which 1 am cleariy "here" and expressing knowledge of 

the incest from the vantage point of the present), 1 make sense of these experiences as times in 

which Ui am simultaneously in the past and present-but not cognizant (in the moment) of this 

As Laub continues: 

Trauma survivors do not live with memories of the past, but with an event 
that could not and did not proceed through to its completion, has no 
ending, uttained no closure, and, therefore, as far as its swivors are 
concemed, continues into the present and is current in every respect. (69, 
emphasis mine) 

To my reading, what is being gestured toward here is an understanding of traumatized 

subjectivity-one in which the boundaries between past(se1f) and present(se1f) are continuously 

destabilized through the impacts of traumatic events, or what Friedlander refers to as "recurring 

deep memory" (1992: 41). Lmmediately this understanding is significant in its challenge to a 



notion that it is both desirable and possible to "recover" from traurnai5 Frutber, and what 

concems me in this project, it foregrounds a messy terrain that requires considerable 

contemplation: namely, what are the implications for bearing witness to another's telling of 

trauma when one cornes to that witnessing already traumatized? 

Concepîualizing the bearing of wiîness: 

to speak as weii a s  to b a r  / the weight of hearing. 
(Aucire Lorde, 1986: 10) 

The term "witness" is frequently evoked across a range of testimonial sites-including 

law, religion, literature, therapy and solidarity movements. Whereas in each site the term may 

take on a particular sub-set of meanings, at minimum, the notion consistently references two 

central components: one of hearing and/or seeing and one of teliing (to others) what one has 

~eedheard.'~ While at fmt glance these components seem relatively straightforward, Vi want 

to suggest otherwise. What is king referenced by the notion of "hearing", "seeing" or even of 

"telling"? Specificaiiy, in the context of my project, how narrow or encompassing is the lens 

through which one rright be thought to witness [hear, see. teii] another's articulation of deep 

l5 Lewis Hennan offers an expression of this position in the second half of her book, a 
narrative of "stages of recovery", which reads as iinear--aihougb there is some indication that 
closure around trauma is never entirely completed (195). An emphasis on the possibility of 
completion is pararnount, however, and encapsulated in her final sentence in which she States: 
"the swivor who has achieved commonality with others can rest from her labor. Her recovery 
is accomplished; ail that remains before her is her life" (1992: 236). 

l6 This general understanding is articulated in "cornmon usage" definitions, such as those 
found in general and Iegal dictionaries, which state, for example, that a witness is "a person who 
has seen or c m  give fmt-hand evidence of some event" (Collins, 1986) and "[a] 'witness' ... 
testifies to what he [sic] has seen, heard or otherwise observedtl (Words and Phrases: Permanent 
Mition, 1658 to present, 209). 



Remembering: Until I received a phone call frorn a friend on the evening 

of Deceinber 6 1989, telling me to watch the oews, 1 had no idea. was 

living unaware, of the rarnpage in Montreal and the impact it would have 

in my life. After the c d ,  transfixed by the newscasts until the late hours 

of the moming, 1 understand now that Ili was ~ompelled'~ to bear witness 

to this excessive act of misogyny; that my need was precisely [not] to 

forget in the moment.19 1 recd this as a night in which i was forced into 

a place of pain and terror (later anger) ... never again plus jamais my 

barely @ut still) clutched illusion to safety finaiiy and f u ~ y  shanend. 1 do not 

" 1 want to underscore here that the considerations on bearing witness presented in this text 
are articulated to concems of pedagogy-particulatly in relation to feminist mernoriai practices 
(including this writing). What 1 do not consider is bearing witness as a practice articulated to 
reparation and vindication in the court system. This would be a whoUy other project with its own 
set of questions and problematics; for, as Wendy Brown argues, the search for "Iegal recognition 
of injurious social stratification is understandable" (1995: 21), but it is highly risky. As she gws 
on to question: "where do the historically and culturally specific elements of politicized identity's 
investments in itself, and especidy in its own history of suffering, corne into conflict with the 
need to give up these investments, to engage in something of a Nietzschean 'fcrgetting' of this 
history, in the pursuit of an emancipatory democratic project?" (55). 

l8 The notion of compulsion is interesting here and may be relevant to larger questions of 
why people differently take up [or refuse] calls to witness. In an earlier chapter 1 suggested that 
1 was cornpelled to bear witness to this killing of women in a university, in part, because it 
shattered for me the separation I was tryiog to hold between [consciously unrecognized] incest 
and schooling as "safe". In addition, 1 wonder now if the compulsion was also dnven by a desire 
to enact for others what my mother was not for me: a witness to trauma, a person who would 
remember what she sawheard and be accountable to that remembrance through her conduct in 
the present. 

l9 1 have wntten this as the "need [not] to forget" to signal a doubled meaning: a need not 
to forget the massacre and a need to continue forgetting what it triggered-namely, mernories of 
the incest. 



recd consciously deciding to witness, Yi just remember taking this stance- 

-what Shoshana Felman refers to as being an "unwit-g" or "involuntary 

witness" (1992: 4). 

Mer some of the shock had worn off, I/i began to position 

myseif, dong with many others, as what F e h  calls a "conscious 

witness" (4)? a person "ch~osing"~' to (try to) respond, in an on-going 

way, to the weight of those deaths on the possibilities for living in a world 

where the "state of emergency" (Benjamin) rnight no longer be my/our 

nom. At the vigils as i stand tears streamllig down my face clutching 

those around me wanting seeking support comfort don? Iet me 

downlgdfall one iine plays itself across my mind Like a never ending tape 

we are easy targets here [ t h e  for shooting practice] why wouldnTt 

another man shoot us here? In the now, 1 wonder, how was this 

imperative to "bar  witness" organized in and by the threats and/or 

actualization of violence that shapes (albeit differently and with varying 

effect) the lives of many women? What did other women and men do that 

" The term "conscious witness" is not quite adequate bere: while it signals my decision in 
the present to consciously remember the killing of the fourteen women in Montreal (thus, be 
impactea by, carry the weight of, and keep that remembrance present in my interactions with 
others), at the same t h e ,  it obscures my unconscious relation to the slaughters that also shapes 
how Vi have taken up this witnessing. 

2 1 There is a particular tension in rny use of the term "choosing" here, where I/i feel myself 
to be caught in the simultaneity of conditions that make it both possible (under the threat of 
annihilation) not to witness and impossible (through an ethical compulsion to social justice) not 
to witness. 1 wu retum to this tension in the following chapters as 1 work with and through 
tellings of my bearing of witness to feminist mernorial responses to the massacre. 



night? What other positions did they occupy? Who bore witness? Who 

could not-would not-did not-dued cot? There is no doubt it couId have 

been me, might yet be me but I refuse to be sUed stopped strangled by 

this fear and i can not dislodge its hold on me-how Vi iive in my body- 

where i waik-when 1 mvei-who Vi engage with-how i sieep"[t]hrough the 

imposition of social order on the body, a 'second nature' is created, but it 

must be constantly watched or kept under guard. Transgressions are subject 

to punishment" (Jacquelyn Zita, 1990: 332). 

As my footnoted commentaries on this recollection suggest, my initial response to the 

Massacre of Women was formed not only by a conscious registenng of the horror of a man 

killing fourteen women (presumed to be feminists) at another university in this country. It was 

then, and continues now, to be formed aiso through the trauma of a history of violation by my 

father. What this doubled formation suggests is that the significance of bearing witness to a 

traumatic event Lies not only with how it may cail us into a different ethical relationship with the 

dead, but also, how it may mark spaces for us to remember the traumas already lived 

(anticipated, recognized. acknowledged, threatened, observed, ...). 22 

Thus, i/i am troubled by conceptualizations of witnessing that presume traumatic force 

lies with(in) an event I culturai practice and not also with(in) those who are positioned and 

My parenthetical narnings here are intended as a reminder to readers that 1 am (re)telling 
my trauma history in relation and response to the massacre in Montreal. as illustrative of what 
needs to be attended to in conceptualizations of bearing witness at an intersection of traumas. In 
doing so, 1 am attempting to both make palpable a sense of what is at stake in this labour and 
not suggest a reduction of thîs theorizing to my particular engagements. 



position ourselves to witness. For example, 1 think of the powemil work of Shoshana Felman 

(1992) on literature that testifies to the European Holocaust. In her reflections on pedagogy, she 

expresses a concem with how to impress on students (potential witnesses) the significance of this 

event, and contemplates that teaching in the "era of testimony" is hinged on bringing a class to 

the "highest state of crisis that it c m  withstand" (53). In her analysis. "crisis" means a sustained 

engagement with "information that is dissonant, and not just congruent. with everything they 

have learned before hand" (53, emphasis in original). 

While i/i agree with Felman's articulation of witnessing as an unsettling practice that 

may well contain moments of crisis, Vi do not concur that this crisis is necessarily or only 

brought about by extreme dissonance. Rather, what 1 suggest is that the unsettling, the cnsis. can 

occur because the traumatic information is both dissonant and familiar.23 To tuni the lens of 

witnessing toward dissonance and familiarity is to recaii Laura Brown's aaiculation that traumatic 

effect is the consequence not only of that which is considered "outside the range of usual human 

experience", but also that which is insidious, ongoing and a "normal" threatlactuaiity in the lives 

of oppressed peoples ( 1995: 10 1 - 103). 

If witnessing holds potential for "people to trace and uansform the social logic of 

violence" (Simon and Eppert, in press), which Ui beiieve it does, then it seerns to me imperative 

that this be worked through not only in relation to the traumas of mass atrocity, but also to the 

" For example, readers may recall my initial witnessing stance in relation to the Massacre 
in which Ui was thrown into a crisis. On one level, the killings were dissonant with what 1 had 
known in sites of education pnor to the evening of December 6, 1989; on another level, they 
were consistent with what i had (not)known of bodily violation. 



"secret and insidious traumas" of daiiy existence (Brown, 1995: 102)." To take this stance is 

to refusc an approach to bearing witness that slips into the well-wom hollows of the public / 

private divide. As Cathy Canith argues, drawing on the work of Don Laub, "speaking and ... 

listening-a speaking and Listening from the site of trouma--does not rely, 1 would suggest, on 

what we simply know of each other, but on what we don't yet know of our owo traumatic 

pasts" (1995: 11, italics in original; bolding is mine). 

She continues: 

[i]n a catastrophic age ... trauma itself may provide the very iink between 
cultures: not as a simple understanding of the pasts of others, but, rather, 
within the traumas of contemporary history, as our ability to listen through 
the depamtres we have ail taken from ourselves. (1995: 11, emphasis 
mine) 

C m t h  explains deparhue thus: "[tlo listen to the crisis of trauma ... is not only to listen for the 

event. but to hear in the testimony the swivor's departure from it; the challenge of the 

therapeutic [pedagogic?] listener, in other words, is how to listen to deparntre" (10, emphasis in 

original). 1 suggest that to take her observations seriously is to put fonvard an understanding of 

bearing witness to one's self as a necessary and ongoing aspect of the preparedness to bear 

witness to another (as 1 will explore in the foilowing chapten). 

There is a parallel here to Dori Laub's suggestion that there are three levels to 

witnessing Holocaust experience. As he details them, these are: "the level of k ing  witness to 

oneself within the expenence, the level of k i n g  a witness to the testirnonies of others, and the 

24 It may also be that a witness' trauma is not only carried within her own Lifetime. 1 am 
thinking of two pieces 1 have read recently, in which the authors cite the historical legacy of the 
Holocaust as having traumatic effect-even for those who were not directly involved. See: Lesléa 
Newman's short story "Flashback" ( 1988) and Karla Miriyam Weiner's essay, "Survivors 
Nonetheless: Trauma in Women Not Directly Involved with the Holocaust" (1995). 



level of being a witness to the process of wihiessing itself' (1995: 61). Based on my reading of 

Laub's relevant essays (1992a; 199%; 1993, 1 am not clear how he would make a distinction 

between levels one and three. To my mina while it makes sense textualiy to point to each as a 

separate level, 1 would argue that, in praçtice, attending to the process of witnessing is a central 

aspect of how one bears witness to one's self-+ bearing witness to an other is to be 

accomplished in a marner that does not conflate that telling into one's own. This is the key rkk 

associated with the position I am arguing for here and one that requires a determined vigilance 

to ensure that a witness does not conflate the te lhg of another's trauma with her or his own (cf. 

Simon and Eppert, in press). 1 offer that such vigilance does not preclude attention to a witness' 

history, rather it may require it? 

Based on these terms, what may need to be attended to in a conceptualization of 

bearing witness that turns both to the trauma of one's self and an other? 

To begin, 1 propose three considerations in bearing witness to one's self. The fmt of 

these is made tangible for me in Laub's reference to "being witness to oneself wirhin the 

expenence" (emphasis mine). By point of cornparison: the naming (of) "the Holocaust" (or the 

Shoah) provides an identificatory space within which a myriad of Nazi atrocities against 

European Jewry and others can be cited as part of "the experience". Thus, Laub notes that the 

f i t  kvel of bearing witness "proceeds from b s ]  autobiographicai awareness as a child survivor 

[of the European Holocaust]" (1995: 61). When the naming "Montreal Massacre". on the other 

hmd, is interpreted as a coding of separation between that slaughter of fourteen women and other 

1 do not mean to suggest that a (re)tel.iing must include reference to one's own history, but 
1 am arguing for the necessity of attending to that history--at least in so far as it impacts (on) 
bearing witness to an other. 



acts (such as rape, assault, battering, ...), such identificatoxy effect is diminished or lost? On 

these terms, then, Laub's reference to "being witness to oneself within the experience" may be 

(re)interpreied to include the experiences of not ody those who were at Ecole Polytechnique in 

the eariy evening of December 6, 1989 and survived, but also those who have k e n  and continue 

to be subject to andor impacted by other practices of oppression, which result in the "secret and 

insidious traumas" of daily existence (Brown, 1995: 102) 

Second, and from this perspective, for me to bear witness to my self within the 

expenence (in this text) means attendhg to my self (past and present, remembered and forgotten) 

in relation to the event of the massacre and my subsequent participation in and engagements with 

memonal responses-including the very practice of this writiag. In fact. it is this writing itseif 

that provides the most palpable example of what it means for one person to witness henelf 

within the experience. This is not to suggest that this is the only or even desired form through 

and in which to bear witness to an event; it is, however, to recognize the extent to which one 

may shape one's life as, in Laub's words, "the vehicle by which the struggle to tell continues" 

(1995: 63). My Life work for the past number of years has been formed in and by this "struggle 

to tell": t e h g s  not only of remembering the massacre of women, but also of mernories of the 

incest i lived as a girl. To bear witness at the fmt level is precisely to attend to both these 

struggles, both these tellings, which are ineducible to the other. 

Further, and the third consideration to keep in mind, being witness to oneself in the 

expenence is not simply a matter of recognizing where and how consciously worked through 

26 This is one of the key reasons, to my mind, that the linguistic attachent of the Massacre 
to feminist and other critical discourses on "violences against women" is so important. 



memories of trauma (in Delbo's t e m ,  common memories) reverberate and may be touched by 

another's articulation. In these instances, boundaries between past and present, self and other are 

Wely to be relatively stable and do not strike me as particulady problematic. However, in 

instances of unconscious traumatic memory k ing  aiggered (deep memories king wrenched into 

a current engagement), the boundaries are considerably more fluid and the potential to engage 

another's remembrance practice predominantly through the fracture of own's own traumatic 

history is higher. As 1 read his work. Laub would argue that deep memories may be(come) active 

in such a context because of the "coiiapse of witnessing" (1995: 65) produced by (pnor) trauma 

With the term "coiiapse", Laub is referencing the irnpossibility of witnessing Holocaust 

experiences as they were occurring (1995: 65-67)-and 1 would extend this to al1 experiences of 

extreme and continuous traumit2' Such circumstances of witnessing may necessitate 

relationships and endeavours outside (and potentidy even within) the moment of engagement, 

in which the potential witness herself can be witnessed so as to take up the bearing of witness 

to another in ways that maintain. and do not collapse, the boundaries." Thus, king witness to 

oneself now may require at minimum an other, and m e r ,  to recali Ora Avni's words cited in 

the introduction to this chapter, multiple others (in her ternis, society or community): not to " S O ~  

out" those who have lived trauma, but to "take in" the implications of those traumas for how 

'' Cathy Cmth  describes this "collapse" as foiiows: "[tlhe historical power of the trauma is 
not just that the experience is repeated afier its forgetting, but that it is oniy in and through its 
inherent forgemhg t h ?  it is Prst expenenced ut all. And ... since the traumatic event is not 
experienced as it occurs, it is fuiiy evident only in comection with another place, and in another 
time" (1995: 8, emphasis mine). 

For a detailed instance of this, see my discussion of Katherine Zsolt's installation in 
Chapter 4. 



"we" (survivors and not) temember, define and envision the societies and communities in which 

If these form the considerations for bearing witness to one's self within an experience, 

what does b k n g  witness to the t e b g s  of others entaii? I have found the work of Roger Simon 

and Claudia Eppert (in press) particdarly useful in this regard and appreciate their triad 

explanation of the responsibilities evoked by the term "to bear". They note: 

[flint, one must bear [support and endure] the weight or psychic burden 
of [another's articulated] traumatic history, acknowledging that mernories 
of violence and injustice do press down on one's sense of humanity and 
moral equilibrium. Second, one must bear [cany] or transport / translate 
stones of past injustices beyond their moment of teiling by taking these 
stories to another time and space where they become available to be heard 
or seen. Third. through word images and/or actions, one must indicate to 
others why what one has seen or heard is worthy of remembrance and in 
what ways such remembrance may inform one's contemporary perceptions 
and actions." (in press) 

Taken as a whole, this is the level of witnessing that is most consistent with a common 

understanding of the phmse "to bear witness" with its components of listening and telling to 

" 1 have wondered, for example. if bearing witness to the murder of other women, as part 
of an organized feminist response, made it possible for me to begin to bear witness to the 
violations i have iived. This is not to suggest that somehow my witnessing of the massacre at 
École Polytechnique was untrue or impure, terms which would assume that one's own history 
is irrelevant to witnessing, but rather to recognize that it was only in the context of a ferninist 
remembering "cornmunity" that 1 was able to recail my(traumatized)self. 

30 While Simon and Eppert explore this aiad at the level of bearing witness to another's 
testimony, i/i suggest that it is relevant not only here, but also to how one bears witness to 
oneself. In thinking about this, 1 am stmck again by Cmth's evocative statement-"our ability 
tu listen through the depamires we have ail taken from ourselves". To hold this alongside Simon 
and Eppen's triad is to recognize that ltendur[ing] the psychic burden of history" and 
"translat[ing] stories of p s t  injustice" may cail up the burdens of one's own history and the 
stories of one's own experiences of past injustice. And, again, the project of witnessing, it seems 
to me, is neither to deny this trajectory, nor conflate it with the traumatic remembrances of 
others. 



others what one has heard (andor seen). The fmt gesture here. according to Simon and E p p e ~  

is a recognition of witnessing as a burden--what Laub refers to as "the hazards [of] listening to 

trauma" (1992a: 72). These are important recognitions, a reminder that to witness is to grapple 

with responsibilities that c m  weigh heavily on one's sense of self, history and possibility. 

Perhaps, most clearly, it is in this regard that issues of pedagogy come to the fore in attempts to 

rnake sense of how to help ourselves and others come to witness--issues 1 will grapple with more 

substantively in the following chapter sequence with reference to specific remembrance acts and 

representations. 

The second and third gestures-to carry forth and translate what one has seen or heard 

into another context-are cornplex. not only on the terms already indicated in discussions of 

witnessing oneself, but dso in ternis of what might constitute a "just and compassionate response 

to testimon[ies]" (Simon and Eppert, in press) to the dead (and 1 would add, the deadened). I 

want to think through ihis layer of bearing witness in contradistinction to the two dominant 

approaches to witnessing that tend to circulate around issues of violences against women. 

One approach, informed by thinking that privileges the authority of experience, 

identifies testimony as a sacred speaking and witnessing as an unquestionhg practice. From this 

position. testirnonies are undeatood as unmediated and, thus, it would be considered 

transgressive--even violating-to question or fom judgements about what is toldm3' As Dori Laub 

points out, however, one of the hazards of this position is that it keeps the teller of trauma at a 

31 1 have, for exarnple, regularly encountered this stance at academic conferences, where 1 
have presented papers on this work. In such contexts, 1 have been told that the project in which 
1 am engaged is compelling conceptudy but "too personal" to discuss. While one may expect 
this in "traditional" disciplines, it has been distressing to me to receive such response fiom 
colleagues who work in Women's Studies, criticai pedagogy and othei interdisciplinary foci. 



distance, avoiding the intimacy of knowing through a screen of awe and fear (1992a: 72). 

Conwary to this position is one premised on distrust of and disbelief in any statement that cannot 

be scientifically venfied: for example, people who take a position within the discourse of "false 

memory syndrome" argue frequently for the lack of validity of repressed mernones on the basis 

of inadquate scientific proof." Listening fkom this position is directed toward fmciing gaps, 

contradictions and inconsistencies between "reality" and "testimony" to precisely undennine any 

What each of these positions share is a mono-dimensional understanding of the 

production of truth: in which "the mith" is seen to be detennined either within a telling or 

outside of it. Clearly, Yi want to move explicitly against this monodimensionality and to embody 

instead the significance of what Simon and Eppert have identified as "the need for a doubled 

form of attentiveness". They express this as: 

an attentiveness within which one attempts to witness the translation of a 
person's grasp of a past event as it is transactionaiiy presented and stiil 
hold accountable the substance of that testimony for the tmth effects it 
may reinforce or attempt to legitimate. (manuscript: 15) 

On these te=, to enact a bearing of witness [as canying forth and translation] would be to work 

to hear another's articulation of deep and/or common mernories through an understanding of tmth 

that pivots on three primary considerations: (i) aii articulations are partial and thus their truth 

effects cannot be a prion determined by extemal "evidence"; (ii) articulations c m o t  be reduced 

" Nathan and Haaken (1996) provide chailenging and thoughtful insights on memory and 
mth in their discussion of Dr. Elizabeth L o h s  (a key proponent of "false memory syndrome"). 
As they explain, Loftus has recentiy experienced a simcant dissonance between her identity 
as a scientist and a Jew. They write: "Lofhis, debunker of repression and recovered rnemory was 
camied away [in response to the request that she work on a Nazi war crimes case] ... by the 
tortured recovery of her own 'repressed' past" (94-95). 



to what is seen, heard and remembered. which too are partial and thus shape truth in their 

partiaiity; and (iii) judgements with regard to truth are not neutrai considerations. but-at least 

within cornmimients to social justice-are produced at a juncture of honouring the dead. keeping 

them present now. and remembering for a world in which their murders would be inconceivable. 

And in ihis I/i recail again Judith Plaskow's insight that "[wle tum to the past with new questions 

because of present commitments, but we also remember more deeply what a changed present 

requires us to know" (1990: 53). 

In working through this understanding of bearing witness to the (re)tellings of others, 

1 have had in my mind, among other moments. a talk that I attended by Suzanne Laplante 

Edward. the mother of one of the women kiiled at Ecole ~olytechnique." Ui struggled during 

this talk--and for sometirne afterwardsK-to witness what is was she said about her daughter and 

the thirteen other murdered women? Witnessing meant finding a way through in which Vi 

33 On June 13, 1995. at the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto. Suzanne Laplante Edward 
spoke in a series organized in conjunction with an exhibition of designs for the Women's 
Monument Project in Vancouver. Mrs. Edward is the mother of Anne-Marie. one of the women 
slaughtered at École Polytechnique, and the founder and fxst president of the December 6th 
Victims Foundation Against Violence. She gave a presentation for approximately 45 minutes, 
providing a narrative of the meanings she has made from "the unspeakable tragedy", organized 
around a sequence of remembrances to the fourteen women, and caliing on audience participants 
to speak (out) in response to theV deaths. 

Y 1 would like to thank Julie Salverson and Elisabeth Friedman for our talk after the 
presentation in which some of the ideas 1 present here began to take shape. 

'' The taik focused on remembering the murdered women, using compilations of letters from 
families and friends, to provide a composite picture of who they were before they were killed 
and reduced to a (potentidy remembered) name-or one of the fourteen dead. Each composite 
was accompanied by large-scale projections of photographs of each of the women. Edward 
offered this as a counter-remembrance to the practice of recaUing and attendhg to the memory 
of their killer. While 1 understand her gesture, 1 have concems about the manner of this public 
memorializing. That said, my comments here are offered as illustrative of issues of bearing 
witness and are not intended to irnpinge on Edward's personal responses to the murder of her 



could hear her speak as a mother who had lost a child tragically and who sought some sense of 

justice through the parliamentary system? 

As a daughter in relation to these testimonies 
to other daughter's lives, 1 feel my self nib 
up against this mother's inscription. A 
daughter who has an estrmged relationship 
with her mother, a daughter who lives 
outside of her mother's ways of making 
sense of how daughters should be, 1 can not 
hear these remembrames as totalizing truth. 

As a feminist who is k ing  called upon to 
witness women's lives, 1 am drawn to 
hearing the not-saids, the almost-saids that 
hover at the edges of the spoken words. To 
do otherwise, to engage these tellings as 
unproblematic, is to be compiicit in a 
recirculation of dominant inscriptions of 
femininity that deny women the possibilities 
of complex subjecthood. 

For me to bear witness to the mother's tellings was to listen and not dismiss her in 

her distance from a feminist politic and in her enactment of a mother framing a daughter's life; 

it was to try to grasp a sense of what she could not / wodd not Say in a public forum about what 

it was to lose her daughter in this way (a sense that 1 could try to trace through her commitments 

and actions in the now); and, it was, also, to Listen to my own responses, questions and concems 

about the pedagogy of her tellings. I became highly aware during this time that to bear witness 

was precisely not to reduce her telling to my apprehension, but nor was it to subsume my 

response within the frame of her telling. Instead, it was and continues to be a matter of holding 

both and sifting their pulls to truth, a matter of bringing her teiling alongside other responses to 

the murders to form (provisional) judgements for how her teliing weighs on obligations to bear 

daughter and the other thirteen women. 

xi Edward and ohers worked for a number of years for the gun control Iegislation that was 
passed on the 6th anniversary of the massacre in 1995. 



witness for the dead and the living (deadened)." In this, 1 am reminded of an essay by Megan 

Boler (in press) in which she offen that witnessing is principaily about obligation. Reflecting on 

her teachhg in the context of what she c d s  a "multicultural curriculum", she desires obligation 

over empathy, because, to her reading, "empathy" allows students to "abdicate responsibility" in 

relation to the testimonial texts they read. Her recognition is useN in that it signals, to me, a 

differentiation between witness and voyeur or tourist-those subject positions that allow people 

to visit, pass by, even scrutinize without doing the work of thinking through the implications of 

a telling for their own formation and relations to history. 

What stories might the women have told of How is my telling of stories possible 
their own lives? And would it depend if because my mother, estranged, and my 
their mothea, their fathers were listening? father, dead, are not Iistening? 

And these points direct me to a final consideration. Laub observes that the level of 

"bearing witness to the process of witnessing itself' requires time for retreat consideration, 

assimilation (1992b: 76). In my project, bearing witness to the process in which 1 am engaged 

pivots rnost strongly on attendhg to the fundamental tension of bearing witness to the anti- 

ferninist massacre and bearing witness to my history of violation. For clearly, it is a tension and 

one that 1 do not assume the responsibility for lightly. 1 stay present to this responsibility in the 

creation of this text through re-engagement with my own teilings, attempting to trace and lay bear 

their formation, to be explicit in how and where my history is king caiied up in, by and through 

mernorial responses. In part, this means that when boundary distinctions between "1" and "i" 

" 1 am evoking here the organizing logic of the United States Holocaust Mernorial Museum, 
opened in Washington in April 1993, which is atticulated in the phrase "Mor the dead and the 
living, we must bear witness". 



collapse, 1 need to do the work of repairing the skin of (my) memory so as to maintain a 

preparedness to bear witness to the (re)tellings of the tragedy of the massacre of Genviève, 

Hélène, Maryse, Annie, Nathalie, Barbara, Anne-Marie, Maud, Barbara Maria, Maryse, Anne- 

Marie. Sonia, Michèle and Annie. In this, Laub's gesture to attending to the process of witnessing 

may be read as a recasting of Doma Haraway's insight: to attend to the process of bearing 

witness is to take note of how 1 (and we) "become answerable for what we bave] learn[ed] how 

to see [and hear]" (1988: 583)- 

Notes toward studies in bearing wiîness: 

The foliowing sequence of chapters explores the beating of witness along three 

intersecting dimensions. First, I consider feminist memorial responses as acts of bearing witness: 

where what is king  borne is a translation and retefing of the slaughters ia ~on t rea l . ' ~  Second, 

1 take on the responsibility of bearing witness to each memorial response by engaging in the 

labour necessary to think through how it is that the massacre is king  remembered or retold. 

Thkd, in this process, 1 bear witness to my self, which includes responding to how my traumatic 

history may be (king) engaged by each memorial. Oriented by my argument in the previous 

chapter that the massacre ruptured a frame of actualized and threatened violences as nonnative, 

'' Io this sense, 1 am relying on Roger Simon and Claudia Eppert's second meaning of the 
verb to bear-as in to carry or transport. In doing so, 1 am not suggesting that feminist cultural 
workers may not also be bearuig witness in the fust and third meanings articulated by Simon and 
Eppert: bearing the weight of knowing and making evident the significance of the impact of the 
event in one's life. However, 1 would not want to presume, without speaking with the creators 
of these responses, how they understand these aspects, whether they are present in their cultural 
work, to what degree, etc. It seems to me that the notion of carrying a telling can be most readily 
seen/heard/viewed in the work itself and thus tbis is the focus 1 take for discussion in the 
chapters. 



I am centrally interested in how each response may (and may not) ready those who engage it to 

bear witness to the homor of the massacre and its co~ect ion to what is already known and 

unbearable. 

In this, 1 recall Ora Ami, who writes: the "problem [of trauma and healing] lies not 

in the individuai-survivor or not--but in his or her ... relationship to the narratives and values 

by which this cornmunity defmes and represents itself" (1995: 216), and suggest that it is vital 

to attend to the narratives (images, memorials, ...) by which feminist community is defining and 

representing itself in response to the massacre. From this perspective, 1 return to Charlotte 

Delbo's notions of common and deep memory. Where previously I have discussed the 

significance of her language for its analytic insight into intemal processes of remembering 

trauma, I add another layer to this. 1 suggest that common and deep memory are also relevant 

to analyses of how memorial practices represent the trauma (the unbearable, the horror) of the 

event of the massacre of fourteen women. 

In one sense, this move is consistent with Delbo's usage, in that she too was working 

with these notions as a representational strategy for making sense of her processes of 

remembering. In another sense. the move 1 make extends Delbo's insight to suggest that her 

language provides a powerful leas for forming judgements regarding the pedagogical 

effectiveness of feminist mernoriai practices. What struck me eariier about Delbo's formulation- 

that the elements of continuity (common memory) and rupture (deep memory) are always in 

relation-continues to be significant, directing me to consider not oniy how a memorial practice 

represents aspects of common or deep memory. but also how a relation between these elements 

is produced. 



Using this lens, what Ili work through in these following chapters is how bearing 

witness extends beyond a practice of remembmce in which the dead remain in a fixed past, to 

a remembe~g in which the dead (and the deadened of ourselves) may be consciousIy borne as 

part of the past in the present. 





Chapter N 

Encounte ring the Un beara ble: 
Art, Memory and Bearing Witness 

[Certain] questions [and 1 wodd add, memones] do aot evaporate and 
leave the muid to its serener musings. Once asked they gain dimension and 
texture, trip you on the stairs, wake you at night-time. (Jeanette Winteson, 
1992: 13) 

1 want to begin this chapter by re-posing a question Shosbana Felman asks, regardhg 

the Shoah, in the context of this project on bearing witness: " c m  we ... assume in earnest, not 

the fuiite task of making sense out of the Massacre of Women], but the nifinfie tark of 

encountering [the unbearable]?" (1992: 268, emphasis mine). Aithough Felman's question seems 

to posit one task against the other, her work (dong with that of, for example, Laub, 1992% 

19921>, 1995; Canith, 1995; Langer, 1991) suggests they are more likely to be in tension: where 

the conditions of bearing witness to traumatic histories are such that one is conhnted with trying 

to make sense while, simultaneously, knowing that horror continuously breaks frames of 

understanding. From this perspective, it is useful to consider both of the tasks Felrnan sets in 

front of melus: to attend in a detailed way to what each makes possible in engagements with 

memorial responses and, to realize, 1 W. the particular significance of the second. To this end, 

1 offer a bearing of witness in this chapter as a repetitive practice, in which 1 consider, fmt, how 

a selection of feminist memorial responses may be engaged from the finite perspective of making 

sense of the massacre, and second, how these same responses may be taken up from the infinite 



perspective of encomtering the unkarable. 

1 begin with brief descriptions of the feminist memorial responses 1 have chosen to 

work with in this chapter.' 

A selectiun of respomes: 

Who c m  bear to know. 
(Gladwell, 1995: 83) 

1 will engage the foiiowing four feminist memorial responses: an installation, by Lin 

Gibson. as part of a series of visual works that she exhibited across the country, under the project 

title Murdered By Misogyny; a panel of images. by Pati Beaudoin. shown in the Don'? Remain 

Silent art exhibit; and a song, "This Memory". written and performed by a Winnipeg-based 

women's group, The Wyrd sisters.' 

The key elements of Gibson's installation were two columns of type applied to the 

front window of Pages Books and Magazines on Queen Street West in Toronto. The left-hand 

column was an alphabetical listing, in upper-case type. of the fmt and last names of the women 

killed in Montreal; the right hand column comprised a Listing, in lower-case type. of the names 

of fourteen other women (Gibson and thirteen fnends). Under the nght-hand column was the 

' 1 have chosen to consider a limited selection of responses, in a detaded way. to make 
visible the nuances and the labour of bearing witness to layers of traumatic histones. 1 suggest 
that the method of working I present in this sequence of chapters (starting with chapter 4) could 
be taken up in bearing witness to any of the feminist memorial responses included in the 
Resource Bibliography . 

Please see the resource bibiiography for the detaiis on Gibson's series. a description of 
Don 't Remin Silent, and the complete lyrics to "This Memory". 



phrase, "guilty as charged" (referencing and reframing the killer's accusation that the women in 

Montreal were "a bunch of hicking ferninists"). The other centrai element on the window was 

a prose-poem that read: "these names ... ces noms ... here in black and white for ail the world 

to see. Our eyelids bum, we cannot look. We did not imagine. Ces noms ... Leurs noms ... names 

which rnight have been our own. Wrapped in our womanly anns. Safe in our feminist hearts. Ces 

noms ... once inscribed ... irnprinted ... can never be erased ... jamais" (in Yeo, 199 1 : 9). 

Pati Beaudoin's work, which she did not title, is a long panel on which framed colour 

photographs of the fourteen women m placed alongside each other. Undemeath each photo is 

a plate inscribed with the woman's name. At the far end is a fifieenth photograph frame around 

a mirror, undemeath which is a blank name plate. This work was included in both of the Don't 

Remain Silent exhibits in Toronto in 1990 and 199 1. 

"This Mernory" is included on the Wyrd Sisters' Leave a Little Light collection. 

Although a dedication-"In memory of the fourteen women murdered in Montreal on Decemkr 

6, 1989"-accompanies the printed lyncs, the soog begins with reference not to the deaths of 

these women, but to their lives. The fmt two stanzas evoke d d y  routines and the morning 

ordinariness of a day that was to end in a horror not imagined at its beginning. The refrain of 

the Song is of particular interest in the context of this writing. In its fnst articulation, it reads as 

follows: "But it could have been me I Just as easily I Could have been my sister I Left there to 

bleed. I Oh it could have k e n  rny father / Or my brother done the deed. / Oh no ... don't let me 

lose this memory". In subsequent repeats, there are slight variations: the third line is changed to 

"Could have been my lover" and, in the Iast repeat, the entire sequence is re-positioned so that 

"me and my" become "you and your" (Le. "It could have k e n  you ... Could have been your 



father"). 

Emunter 1, mukirtg seme of the Massacre: 

(Re)creating is thw not a question of talent and of accessibiliiy; but of 
emctness intemul to the problematic of (each) creation. Does it work? 
How does it work? 
(Trinh, 199 1 : 25) 

A dominant ferninist interpretation of the women-hating murdea in Montreal has spun 

on the recognition that the fourteen women were targeted us women and thus any fourteen 

women rnight have k n  killed by the gunman. This sense-making materializes in the feminist 

art works noted here through (what 1 think of as) a practice of alignment.) by which 1 wish to 

evoke a senes of meanings, including position in an arrangement, a sequence, a line; form in 

alliance; in union with a subject; in relation with others. In thinking through an understanding 

of this strategy, 1 explore two central questions: How does each artist cary an alignment position 

for herself in and through the work? How might this establish a particular cal1 to alignment for 

those who engage it-that is, how open or constrained is this c d  to others in setting the temis 

of a witnessing relation? 

The most explicit in her use of a strategy of aiignment is Gibson, who not only 

directly pairs the names of the women kiiied in Montreal with names of feminist women, but aiso 

includes her name on that second List. In so doing, she names heaelf as one who bars the 

responsibility of witnessing; in her words, she takes on the task that she also asks of others: "to 

A remernbrance strategy of and for alignment is not limited to the representations 1 discuss 
here. 1 chose these pieces for how each works with this strategy differently and for what those 
ciifferences make visible. 

86 



remember forever the name of the woman with whom her name was matciied and to allow her 

own name to stand publicly as a feminist dongside the names of the dead'" (Gibson, 1990 press 

release). As Marian Yeo argues, "by coming fornard and identifying themselves as feminists (and 

thus potential victims), these women demonstrated that their stance was not only empathetic but 

also political. The Montreal women were Wed because they were women, and if the female 

gender constitutes 'guiit' then they were 'guilty as charged"' (1991: 9, emphasis in original). In 

carrying forth remembrance of the injustice of the murders on these terms, Gibson might be 

understood to be positioning the feminists listed in the work as guardian witnesses: women who 

are called upon to protect from historical erasure the names of the women who were massacred. 

Gibson's strategy might be read not only in relation to the women who are aiigned 

in a public pairing with the dead, but also more broady to include al1 feminists (women?) who 

engage her installation. The primas, element of the work on the window at Pages that directs me 

to such a reading is the prose-poern, that anchors the two columns of type, calling on an "our" 

and a "we" beyond the names of those iisted: feminists, women. Reading the second column of 

type ihrough this anchoring fragment, 1 would argue that it is reasonable to read these women's 

names not only as aiigned with the dead but also as stand-ins for feminists, or perhaps for women 

more generally. If 1 read Gibson's installation in this way, then I can read it as a c d  to those 

feminists 1 women who engage her work to add thernselves to the list: to remember, to bear the 

weight of that remembrance, to carry forever the taint of death that has been attached to ferninisrn 

through the massacre. 1 cm add myself to the List with relative ease, but it is precisely this that 

Of course this cal1 to viewers bears no necessary relation to how the work is engaged--it 
may be taken up, disavowed, recast, etc. This is a point 1 wiil r e m  to in my ongoing reflections 
on this art work. 



troubles me and has prompted me to think more carefuily about this strategy. 

While 1 honour the women whose names appear on both of Gibson's lis& 

acknowledge the significance of such public, collective namings, I am nervous about a 

remembrance stance that foregrounds (an assumption 04 sameness-being women (feminists), 

potential victims-as the basis for alignment (and potentiaily. witnessing). In particular, my 

concem lies with the possibility that remembrance slips h m  similarity to sameness and, on this 

basis, to substitution. This is a slippage that risks erasing the core difference between the women 

listed (and those who engage): namely. only the women on the left died in the massacre in 

Montreal. Douglas Crimp (in part of a larger conversation on trauma and AIDS) offers a similar 

concem regarding substitution and witnessing, observing that "the structure of empathy [seems 

to get] constructed in relation to sameness, it can't be constructed in relation to difference" (in 

Caruth and Keenan, 1995: 263). While my comrnents are not about empathy per se. 1 think his 

observation is more broadly relevant to this discussion of remembrance politics. 1 suggest Gibson 

may have been aware of the problem of slippage; certainiy she rnitigates it through two 

representational practices. One of these is the use of upper-case type for the names in the left- 

hand column and lower-case for its accornpanying list. The second is the use of parallel notations 

at the end of each iist that clearly specify that these women are k ing  drawn in(to) relation but 

are not the same: following the left-hand list, this reads: "died, December 6,  1989 1 Montreal"; 

on the right-hand side, "feminist as charged".' 

' A reverse reading of this pairing strategy is how it draws in the names of the 14 massacred 
women-enveloping hem in the identity "feminist". Or, as Julie Brickman observes: "[ilf they 
[the murdered women] did not live as feminists, they certainly died as them [through the killer's 
accusation]" (1992: 129). The difficulty with feminist activists and artists continuing this narning 
is that it nsks subsuming the dead to the needs of present commitments. 1 thank Roger Simon 



These strategies, however, are somewhat undermined by the phrase "names whîch 

might have been Our own" in the prose-poem. In thinking of this fragment, I am also rerninded 

of Manan Yeo's comment in her review of Ces Noms, in which she argues: "the prose poem 

which accompanies the iists of names underscores the fact that the two lis& might weii have been 

interchanged" (199 1: 9). As a remembrance strategy this risks leaving the burden of responsibility 

with women or feminists: not only does this potentially minimize the complexity of relations 

through which women rnay be able to differently witness each other, but also neglects the 

positions men may variously occupy as witnesses to this event. 

Approached from this perspective, 1 fmd Beaudoin's panel more productive in its 

remembrance politics than Gibson's Uistallation. As creator of the work, as the fmt face in the 

mirror, it seems to me that Beaudoin also, although less explicitly, includes herself as witness 

in her representation. It is not evident from the panel itself how the artist made sense then (or 

wouid make sense now) of that witnessing position. Perhaps, a moment of alignment, as in 

Gibson's installation? It is noteworthy, however, that wMe Gibson rernains always represented 

as a witness in her own work, Beaudoin's is not a stable and consistent presence; instead, she 

figures in (and out) depending on whether her face is at the &or. 

It is precisely the shifting face ai the mirror-and the implications for how a viewer- 

witness is positioned in relation to the women killed in Montreal-that intrigues me. For the one 

who remembers is always positioned in relation to those who have been murdered. There is no 

position of bystander neutrality: once a viewer enters the space of the mirror, shehe is positioned 

to witness (although rnay not necessady cas ,  forth the remembrance). Udike Gibson's work, 

for alerting me to this reverse reading. 



in which the nature of the relation is already specified, the ternis of a witnessing relation in 

Beaudoin's work &pend upon the subjectivity of the viewer as rnuch as what is viewed. Thus, 

alignment here is (potentially) more multi-faceted. 

As that of a white feminist working and studying in a univeaity, my face does slip 

into the fifieenth slot without significant rupture (and this is where the similarity to Gibson's 

work is at play and requires similar attention). Clearly, though, other faces at the mirror (and 

even other ways of identiSing my face: lesbian, jewish, ...) will caii up other witnessing 

relations. For example, a white man's face at the mirror alongside the faces of the fourteen 

murdered women may be positioned not through a recognition of seeing himself as one of them, 

but through his potential similarity to their killerO6 The face of a woman of colour at the mimr 

will be positioned differently again (and again, depending on her other identities): in the 

similarïty of gender and the difference of race, she might be reminded of, for instance, Rita 

Kohli's question: "Did you know / In Rexdale 2 Black women / And 1 South Asian woman / 

Were shot at / Just before the Massacre? Did you? 1 No." (1991: 13). While what one sees is the 

same (the faces of the fourteen women with their names), how one makes sense of that seeing 

and its implications for one's relation to the dead wornen's remembrance will not be the same 

for any of us.7 As Shoshana Felrnan argues in relation to the victims, perpetraton and bystanders 

1 am not suggesting that this is the only position from which white men can view the panel; 
rather, it is one way of making sense that needs to be recognized. The task, it seems to me, is 
to develop discursive positions from which men can moum the loss of the women in Montreal, 
while grappling with the impact-$or them-of living in a society in which these murders were 
possible within gendered relations of domination. 

' This comment has relevance also for Gibson's installation, although the relation appears 
more defined in her piece because of the already established pairing of narnes. 



of the Nazi genocide of European Jewry, who give testimony in Lanwnm's füm Shoah: "[diey 

are] differentiated not so much by what they actudy see ... as by what and how they do no? see, 

by what and how they fail to wimess" (1992: 208, emphasis in original).' 

As witnesses to the women murdered in Montreal, the Wyrd Sistes, in their Song, 

"This Memory", include themselves as bearers of remernbrance ("don't let me lose this 

memory")? m e  they share with Gibson a reliance on gender as the primary relation of and 

for alignrnent, they articulate the texture of this relation dong three dimensions. First and 

reminiscent of Gibson's strategy, they include themselves as Wrely victims ("But it could have 

been me / Just as easily ..."). Second, and again not unWre either Gibson or Beaudoin as 

(potential) witnesses. they align themselves through relations to other women ("Could have k e n  

rny sister I Left there to bleed"; "Could have been my lover / Left there to bleed"). Third, they 

recognize their relation to men who may be (seen to be) aligned with the kilier ("Oh it could 

have been my father / Or my brother done the deed"). Within the analytic h e  of artist-as- 

witness king  mapped here, 1 suggest that "This Memory" lies between Gibson's inscription of 

1 will return to the issue of a fdure to witness in the second section of this chapter, 
Encounter II. 

My discussion of this Song focuses on a reading of the lyrics through the analytic lens k ing  
explored here. While al1 of the re-representations of art works k ing engaged are Limited by the 
form of this document and requirements for reproducibility, 1 find it particularly dificult that the 
lyrics are presented detached fiom the music that is their cornpanion. For analytic purposes, 
however, 1 suggest that the music of "This Memory" is supportive of the lyncal content and 
structure: at a slow tempo, the music is sombre, evocative of sadness, perhaps melancholy. It is 
not dismptive of the mood of the lyrics, but helps to establish this as a Song of mourning and 
Ioss. 



a mono-dimensional witnessing relation (through sisterhood), and Beaudoin's (~n)rnarked'~ 

relation(s). 

There are two aspects of witnessing as alignment that I want to draw M e r  attention 

to in "This MemoryW-particularly in thinking about how listeners may be (king) cailed into a 

witnessing relation. First, the song suggests the weight of remembering hangs on a gendered line 

that implicates not only women (me, sister, lover), but also men (fathers, brothers). In including 

these references within the scope of their lyrics, The Wyrd Sisters foreground the position that 

men are (potentiaiiy) culpable in a society in which the massacre was a "shock of the known" 

(Guillaumin. 1991: 13)." This stance is not rendered explicit by either Gibson or Beaudoin 

(although it may be presumed as an intertextual reference). Gibson's Murdered By Misogyny: Ces 

Noms concems itself with the burden of memory that lies in the hands and hearts of women 

ferninists, and thus does not directly engage the burdens that may accrue to men. While 

Beaudoin's panel may be read through this gaze, the possibility for its articulation depends 

(almost entirely) on the one who engages and on the discourses of engagement. 

'O I am suggesting (un)marked to reference both a recognition that Beaudoin is marked as a 
woman artist who submitted this piece to a feminist show. and is not marked in the piece itself- 
is not identified in the way, for example, that Gibson names herself. 

" There is an echo here to the inscription on the Women's Monument Project in Vancouver 
that has been seen, by some, as  controversial for n&g men in the murder of women. (For 
some discussion of these issues, see chapter 6.) What neither of these namings grapple with, 
however, are the ways in which gender intersects with race, class, ability and sexuality, such that 
a gendered dichotomy (men as perpetratoa, women as victims) implodes with complexity. From 
this perspective, the burdens of memoiy do not hang smoothly on a gendered line. It is 
noteworthy also that fathers are positioned in a relation of accountability, but there is no parallel 
reference to mothers. Through an orientation to bearing witness to the massacre, this is an 
interesting absence. I wonder, for instance, about what it might be for the mother of the killer 
son to bear witness to his deeds? The burdens of memory and accountability would weigh heavy 
here 1 suspect. 1 thank Kate McKenna for drawing rny attention to this absence in the Iyncs. 



Second, there are two references that gesture to the possibility that at l e s t  one of the 

fourteen murdered women may have been lesbian. The fmt of these is the second stanza which 

evokes a non-gendered "lover": "Early that moming 1 Geiting ready by the door / Kissed her 

lover on the cheek / Said '1'11 be coming back for more 1 ..."'. The (likely) meanhg of this 

reference is m e r  specified in the second refrain in the lines, "could have k e n  my lover / lefi 

there to bleed". which are king Sung by women about women. Given the stnicnire of the lyrical 

formation-whic h parallels m e h y  with you/your-1 suggest the wording of the second stanza 

makes reference to a woman lover. A lesbian presence is m e r  aliuded to in the lyrics through 

an absence: where relations to fathers and brothers are named, the= are no evocations to 

boyfriends or husbands. It is precisely the marking out of this space of alignrnent for (lesbian) 

listeners that engages me-personally and peàagogically. While the works by Gibson and 

Beaudoin do not preclude the possibility of lesbians among those murdered or among those 

whose narnes or faces may be brought into alignrnent with the dead, the space that The Wyrd 

Sisters mark, in "This Memory", is noteworthy for its presence and its rupturing significance. 

That is, at issue, from a remembrance perspective, is not whether there were Lesbiao &or 

bisexual women among the murdered, but that a presumption of heterosexuaiity has been 

pierced. l2 

"This Memory" is further noteworthy for its expiicit c d  to Listeners to bear witness, 

to hold the memory of the fourteen murdered women, and to grapple with the recognitions that 

it could have been you or your sister murdered, your father or your brother implicated in the 

" This is a pointedly absent gesture from the majority of remembrance responses. (For an 
other, aithough problematic, exception, see Lacelle, 1991: 30). 



killings. Again, this svategy falis between those evoked by Gibson and Beaudoin: where the 

former offen a List of feminist names to which others might understand thedour selves to be 

cailed, the latter propels ali those who engage her work into relation with the fourteen dead 

women, but does not specify what (the meanings of) those relations are or wiii be. The 

responsibiiity for (this) memory, thus, lies, according to the lyncs of the Song, with us aii--and 

particuiarly women, "because it could've been you or me". Comments 1 raised earlier in concem 

with Gibson's installation are noteworthy here also: 1 am compelled by and yet rernain cautious 

about c a s  for alignment-for remembrance-on the basis of (possible) substitution. 



niere & fear of the experience that leaves a mark. the moment when the 
brain is nor split from the blood ... 
(Rich, 1993: 126, emphasis in original) 

Michael Taussig directs attention to "the place of the name in terror's talk" 
(1992: 28). And I wonder about the names named in remembrance of 
taking, walking, shooting temor. 

Lin Gibson's lists: 

Each matched with another 
Selves named by association 
This could have been me 
Might yet be me 

And yet it was: 

side by 
her 

Murdered By 
Her 
Her 

Geneviève 
Mène 
Nathalie 
Barbara 
Anne-Marie 
Maud 
Barbara Maria 
Mary se 
Annie 
Anne Marie 
Sonia 
Michèle 
Annie 
Mary se 

Not me 
Nor her. 



The burden of memory lies with the last face. 
Theirs. Yours. 

Seeing self in relation. Dead and dive. 
But what else? 

My face slips in line without a rupture of significance. 
Terror's t a k  at Pati Beaudoin's mirror. 

Again, though: the slippage. 

Faces marked similar fiut different]. Her, not her. 
Different [but sunilar?]. Her, not him. 

Me? Not Me? 



Your lyrics assume a lesbian lover 
among the dead 
pierce a space for me 
in the silence 

Don't let us iose this memory 

Left there to bleed, mother 
It could have been you and me 
Your husband, my father 

What of this memory? 

Remembering December 6th 
on a gendered line 
blurs under the han& of 
her complicity 

Who loses the memory? 

You 
Not me. 



Encourtter II. approaching the unbearable: 

How might Ui now face the Vlfnite task of encountering the unbearable of these 

memorial responses? In thinking through this question, 1 have found the conceptual language of 

Charlotte Delbo's cornmon and deep memory significant--particularly because it orients me to 

the unbearable of trauma not as an isolated level of remembering in which one risks (permanent) 

coilapse. hstead, and to recall, it is the relation behveen common and deep memory that is 

crucial to Delbo's sumival. 

To cast her conceptualization within the context of memorial responses to the events 

in Montreai: at the level of common memory, the emphasis is on regarding the massacre not as 

an isolated, unthinkable event, but one that can be understood withh a continuity of violences 

against women. While this level of memory does not disregard the pain, anger, terror that may 

be associated with the massacre for those who remain in its wake-for those living historicaily 

(Avni), living in a country in which these killings were possible-it does not make these emotions 

palpable. Rather, memory at this level is an attempt at making coherent sense: salve to a wound. 

(This level of r emembe~g  is similar to how 1 fmt approached the ferninist memonal responses 

king discussed here-a finite way of making sense.) 

It is clear from Delbo's work, however, and gesnired to in some of my earlier 

comments, that the salve is permeable, coherence is temporary, sense-making is partial. What 

unsettles common memory is precisely the recming nature of deep memory. which troubles 

continuity as  a necessary remembrance response. Deep memory "preserves and tries to transmit 

the physical imprint of the ordeal" (Langer on the work of Delbo, 1995: xiv, emphasis in 

original) on its witnesses. It is the rawness, the unspeakable, the horror that cannot be represented 



in the same language as common memory, but nonetheless has some presence, some trace; for, 

as Langer aiso notes. these layers of memory are not insulatecl from each other (1995: xü): as 

formations of (deep) and h m  (common) trauma, they are distinct yet always in relation. 

In approaching Lin Gibson's installation h m  this perspective, 1 can understand her 

work as a bearing of witness-carrying and translating memory--dong lines similar to Delbo's 

doubled formation. Her columns of type are tightly paired with each other, every name is lined 

up with another. the letter and line spacings are equally distributed; each column is centred 

within its panel and held in equivaient visual relation with the large header, MURDERED BY 

MISOGYNY. 1 reiterate these elements, by way of suggesting these as  visual markea of common 

memory: they are the aspects of this installation that anchor it in the now. that lay out a relation 

of continuity (with the murdered women). Common memory as continuity is further established 

through the installation's oblique reference to two other historical events in which those who 

were not targeted aiigned themselves with those who were." Thus, Gibson is suggesting a 

remembrance strategy in this work that gathen in not only feminists in Canada post-1989, but 

also a continuous relation with other social justice stniggles. In this marner, she reinforces a 

sense of common memory as stabilizing: a contextuai understanding that foregrounds a way for 

feminists to move forward now through a strategy that othes have used before. Remembering 

at this level is, then, onented toward swiving the honors, living after Montreal. 

But this is only a partial reading of Gibson's installation. For what is also present-- 

l 3  Briefly, the two events Gibson is recalling are: (i) the 1973 signed newspaper proclamation 
by women in France, who protested that country's restrictive abortion laws by "confessing" to 
baving had illegai abortions; (ii) the thousands of non-Jews who took to wearing Star of David 
ambands in Denmark during Nazi occupation, to interfere with attempts to locate Jews by sight. 
For more details, see the section on Lin Gibson's work in the Resource Bibliography. 



and, 1 would argue, disturbing of the dore-mentioned elements-is the prose-poem that 

accompanies the columns of names. To recail, ihis segment reads: "these names ... ces noms ... 

here in black and white for al the world to see. Our eyelids burn. we c a ~ o t  look. We did not 

imagine. Ces noms ... leurs noms ... names which might have been our own. Wrapped in our 

womaniy arms. Safe in our femuiist hearts. Ces noms ... once inscribed ... imprinted ... can never 

be erased ... jamais". 1 suggest that this is the element of the installation that reaches from and 

endeavours to describe a level of deep memory--its sensations and emotions, its physical impnnt 

(to recd Langer) on Gibson (and perhaps on others she was close to). 

1 want to draw attention here to the form of the representation as weii as its content. 

It is noteworthy, for example, that in contrat to the precision of the other elements of the 

installation, a prirnary aspect of the prose-poem are the ellipses: the dots that stand in for 

omissions. for what is not (perhaps, cannot) be spoken. To think of the ellipses in this way is to 

play against my earlier reading of Gibson's use of a strategy of alignment: where she has 

previously paired the narnes, establishing a sense of continuity. here the strategy has broken 

down. The ellipses may be read through a consideration of deep memory as signalling both 

absence and excess: that is, joining and disrupting sparse words, these signifiers are both hollow 

and so filled as to be beyond meaning's grasp. In this, 1 am reminded of Robena Culbertson, who 

wntes of deep memory that it seerns "both absent and entirely too present" (1995: 169). Her 

description of deep memory as marked by "temporal blanks" in the conscious mind (175) might 

be usefuliy translated in terms of the significance of Gibson's ellipses as blanks in language: not 

filling empty spaces between words but scars perhaps on the surface of the skin of memory (to 

recall Delbo again) that cover deeper impacts of the massacre. For, as Culbertson continues to 



argue, it is the "blank period" itself in one's recounting of a profoundly shaking experience that 

is memory ( 175). 

From this perspective, the words and phrases in the prose-poem may be understood 

as provichg linkages between sets of ellipsis. Thus, it is not surprishg that the dominant phrases 

express the unbelievability of the massacre: an event that was not imagined, that cannot be seen 

(from the perspective of common memory),14 an event that is kept at a distance by already 

articulated frameworks-even those feminist and other critical frameworks that Gibson relies upon 

in other elements of her installation. The use of repetition and translation is also noteworthy: 

these names ... ces noms ... Ces noms ... leurs noms ... Ces noms. In moving h m  English to 

French, Gibson has explained that she is "'speak[ing]' directly to the slain women in their own 

language" (in Yeo, 1991: 9). 1 would suggest further that the Engiish to French translation may 

be read as an inscription of translation as inherent to a process of bearing witness-of carrying 

forth t e ~ n g s .  IS 

Further, since my interest is especially in bearing witness to the unbearable of 

oppressive realities aiready known but rarely acknowledged-an unbearable that the massacre 

momentarily brought to the fore-what most engages me (from a traumatized subjectivity), and 

shapes the tellings Ili am producing here, is the prose-poem in the context of Gibson's 

installation. For it is not the poem alone that i find so compelling (although 1 am drawn to certain 

- - 

l4 Gibson's actual phrase is: "Our eyelids buni, we cannot look. We did not imagine". If read 
as a particular expression of the lirnits of cornmon memory, this phrasing begins to suggest 
forgetting as necessary to a work of remembrance. This is a point I will explore in detail in 
chapter 6. 

" See Felman (1992: 153- 163) for a detailed discussion of translation as a metaphor for 
bearing wimess: that which cm never be fuliy known. 



phrasïngs, particularly the image of eyelids that bum fiom remembered horror), but the way in 

which this elernent upsets the others, unseales the neatness of the columns. It is, perhaps, the 

sense of disturbance that most compels me. Unlike my earlier concem with the implications of 

Gibson's mono-dimensional relation for witnessing as alignment, here 1 am drawn into the 

ellipses. the (textual) scars that reverberate for me as one whose inner flesh and organs are 

wounded but whose skin (surface) does not bear the evidence. In her ellipses, sumounded by 

words that promise holding, caring, and s~ppor t , ' ~  i touch the horror of that December night, 

1 remember why this project matters to me, to my Me. 1 remember the little girl who so 

desperately wanted her father to stop. 1 rernember the young(er) woman who was stunned into 

(a gradual) remembering at the resound of gunshots through the classroorns and hailways of 

another university in this country. 1 remember that the unbearable must precisely be borne 

(witness to) if the conditions under which it is possible for a father to rape his daughter, for the 

gunman to act, are to be transfoxmed. 

What I am gesturing toward here is a layered understanding of bearing witness in 

which cornmon and deep memories of the massacre are materialized in and through the art works, 

and in and through my engagements with these works, as Ui too remember that Decernber night 

and its afterrnath. In addition, the common and deep memories of my own history of violation 

are present here. By way of considering the complex relation between these layers more 

explicitly, 1 want to introduce a fourth mernorial response to the Massacre of Women. 

l6 While there are particular "womanly a m "  and "feminist hearts" that Vi imagine in hearing 
a place for myself in Gibson's promise, 1 am also aware that these al1 encompassing namings 
may be read as displacing a recognition of woman to woman violation and neglect. This too is 
what feminists (need to) grapple with in rernembrance: mothen, sisters, aunts, Iovers, friends, 
colleagues, supervisors who hami girls and other women. 



Katherine Zsolt' s installation, "Daughters and Sisters", comprises body cas& of 

fourteen women, hung upside down fiom the ceiling by their bound feet. The women are nude 

and posed, with slight variation. so that their hands and anns partially cover (protect?) their 

torsos. There are no faces on these body casts: where there should be eyes. noses and mouths 

there are blacked out spaces that may be read as masks or holes. When the work was installed 

at A-Space Gallery in Toronto, as part of the show Don't Remin Silem, the body casts were 

hung at different lengths above the ground and grouped in such a way that it was possible to 

walk around and between them without hindrance. 

Euch body is a show. Al1 of them torches flnming wirh cries of terror. 
cries thar have msumed fernole bodies. 
(Delbo, 1995: 33) 

Images of Katherine Zsolt's body casts press heavy on me, push for articulation. 

Behind my eyelids, i remember: rope that binds feet and holds bodies in suspension, hollowed 

out faces that recall to me a body emptied of iü self. backs exposed without cover, han& and 

arms that seek conceaiment. 

Bodies. Cast. Neither alive nor dead. The 
skin of another's memory wrapped 
around her body to approximate your 
form. 

But hanging and faceless. 



My own skin unwraps in remembrance. 
Of that night. The nights. Face blurs at 
the edge of past and present. Falis into 
the recesses of memory. 

1 have corne to think of Zsolt's body casts as that which lies beneath the ellipses in 

Gibson's prose-poem. They may be what is found when the scars bleed and the wounds (of deep 

memory) are exposed. Unlike Delbo's nightrnare~,'~ however, from which she wakes, fiom 

which it is possible to repair enough (of her sense of now-self) for a semblance of continuity, 

there is no moment of wakiog inscribed into Zsolt's installation. Xnstead, it is (representative of) 

the moment of rupture left open. Of fourteen women at Ecole Polytechnique, there are now dead 

bodies; of fourteen women who had their flesh encased, the casing remains: in the parailel of ihis 

moment, it is as if time has been stopped. And--in its suspension-a witness may glimpse the 

physical imprint of the unkarable in the trace of (its) embodiment. In this, there is minimal 

refuge to common memory.18 

l7 1 am recaliing here a citation fiom Delbo's work in the previous chapter in which she 
writes: "[flortunately, in my anguish 1 cry out [from sleep]. The cry awakens me and 1 emerge 
from the nightmare exhausted. It takes days for everything to retum to normal. for memory to 
be 'refiiled' and for the skin of memory to repair itself' (in Langer, 199 1: 7). 

18 This is circumscribed of course by considering the installation in isolation and assuming 
that the one who is bearing witness is alone in this moment. Such considerations seem "obvious" 
to me as 1 sit at my cornputer. in the silence, surrounded by photographs and slides of Zsolt's 
work. 1 presume that were one to bear witness to her work in the context of the show, with 
others, "distractions" from deep memory may be more available. This point is more broadly 
relevant and rnay be extended to a recognition that how rnemorial responses work is always 
contextual-another reason, I would argue, for attendhg to how traumatic histories may be called 
up in an engagement. 



my body breaks. under his hands- memory 

pushes and the skin separating me kom then, here from now, splits. flesh slips down to bone 

where exhaustion etches. blood seeps through the cracks. dnes on my lips by morning. nausea 

spirals and puddles at a hoilow in the bottom of my throat. 

my body breaks and the escapes the bounds of linearity. past repeats under the cover 

of present. amis raised above my head, muscles scream from the strain of memory. infant wrists 

held easily in the grip of her father's fingers. 

rny body breaks as breath pushes for release from a 

burdened mouth. no space. no air. respiratory muscles seize and convulse. i leam to live on 

shallow breath, Iess movement, fewer cries. 

Whereas previously in this chapter the writing has fiowed as the ideas have corne into 

clarity, Ili have snirnbled over, erased, rewntten, grasped again and again for a reading of Zsoit's 

"Daughters and Sisters" that has some coherence. In reflecting on this, 1 recall how her 

installation has haunted me for the past five years. At one point. 1 had a large-scale black and 

white photograph of it on a wall in my home. 1 did not iive easily beside it: (t)he(i)r remembered 

bodies were an unsettiîng presence. And yet too 1 have k e n  so drawn to these body casts--10 the 

beauty of this installation-to the iight and the shadow and the texture of (casted) skin. What 



strikes me is that Ui seem to be overwhelmed by the impact of Zsolt's body casa on me-barely, 

if at dl, able to move between deep and common memory responses to the work. 

To draw from the discussion in the previous chapter: this may be understood as a 

moment in which my (trauma) history is king pulled forward in some way by the installation 

and thus, needs to be attended to as a part of what it is (for me) to bear witness to Zsolt's work 

and the impacts of the massacre. As one who has Lived much of her life "deadened", 1 wonder 

if i am not compeiled by the body casts as representations of that expenence? For, as casts of 

women's bodies, these f o m  are "hollow": they do not reverberate with the sounds of blood 

movïng through veins. breath in and out of lungs. muscle against flesh. These bodies are 

perrnanently still(ed). i bp my body u aiu m i b l s .  And, yet, the skins in which they are wrapped-from 

which their shape is formed-were wrapped around another. In this sense they are not empty, but 

traced with Me. ~ d a r y -  nfin. i manber.  1 wonder what they look iike on the inside; are the texture 

of body hair, skin blemishes, bruises of history imprinted there? uu vamcr b.cuh my *in srriihc kih ihc ccsiduts 

of trauma 

These are the Iast words 1 utter for days. 



1 try again io sit at the cornputer to write. Before 1 have even caiied up this chapter 

fde, my stomach is heaving and a cold sweat drips from my face. i crawl into the back of my 

body and wait for the sickness to pas. Gradually, 1 return enough to c d  a f?iend19 and ask 

tentativeiy if she might be interesteci in meeting today to taik over the work. She agrees. 1 read 

ail the writing I have for this chapter out loud to her and in so doing feel my relation to the 

wnting retum. That she listens so weli-pays such exquisite attention to the text-helps me to re- 

estabiish a witnessing relation: not only to Zsolt's "Daughters and Sisten", but also to 

my(traumatized)self. As 1 think through this experience, 1 am reminded of earlier discussions 

regarding a "collapse in witnessing" (Laub). 1 suggest that when i am in deep memory, with my 

traumatized subjectivity f f i g  me, 1 c a ~ o t  bear witness to myself--precisely, there is no witness 

there. In k i n g  heard by another, 1 was able to shift fkom that collapse and begin wnting again. 

As Don Laub explains, "the [giving of] testimony [in this case, reading and k ing  present to my 

tellings] is the process by which the narrator (the survivor) reclaims [her] position as a witness: 

reconstitutes the interna1 'thou' and thus the possibility of a witness or listener inside @erselfj" 

(1992b: 85). 

1 ioclude rny (re)telling here, because it is demonstrative of (some of) what rnight be 

at stake in bearing witness to another's translation of traumatic experience, when one engages 

from a traumatized subjectivity or from king othenvise impacted by trauma? In this moment, 

l9 My deepest thanks to Kate M c K e ~ a  for her fnendship and companionship throughout this 
writing process: without her, it would have been far bleaker, stretched for with much less h o p .  

I am reminded here, for example, of Roger Simon's understanding of historical memory 
as "mernories of events that one did not experience personaliy but that have k e n  embodied and 
c m  continue to be embodied through listening to and conveaing with others, reading texts and 
viewing images" (1994: 7-8). 



1 recali my earlier supposition that in such witnessing relations, the viewer / listener may need 

to be borne witness to so as to continue her witnessing of another. Havuig begun this (in part 

through relation with my fnend), I am able to recngage Zsolt's installation: not to "move 

beyond" my earlier engagements, nor, however, to stay there, stilled (again) by the horror. 

Instead, having been heard in the depths of their effect, 1 am able to continue to be present to 

the translation of injustice that the body casts carry. 

In re-establishing a witnessing relation, 1 consider how 1 have been responding to and 

writing about Zsolt's ut. 1 notice, for example, that as 1 wrote this chapter. my understanding of 

how 1 would work with this installation has shifted. Originaily, 1 anticipated including it in the 

earlier section on remembering as making (coherent) sense. As 1 wrote that section, however. 1 

moved further and further from a position of "reading" the body casts in this way--i.e. as fourteen 

women's bodies that might be seen as aligned with (even substituted for) the fourteen massacred 

women. Bodies that, to reframe Gibson's phrase, might have been our own, and were (literally) 

formed from the shape of another fourteen women's bodies. Perhaps the blacked out faces and 

the rather similar body shapes and sizes suggest a reading that "any" (white) woman2' might 

have been "left there to bleed" (Wyrd Sisters), night have had her body casted and hung fiom 

the ceiling in remembrance, as witness. 

Whiie this is (perhaps) a relevant reading of Zsolt's instailation, it is not one that 1 

could have sustained earlier in the chapter. To my mind, to engage with the body casts fmt (or 

*' 1 encode "any" (white) woman here to reference a paaicularity of these body casts, which 
are not only "white" in their plaster form, but also suggest White women's bodies physically. 
They are also slender women's bodies of (apparently) undifferentiated age, further breaking apart 
a sense of any woman's body. With this in rnind, the body casts may be read as "forgetting" the 
differences in women's bodies in a privileging of alignment based on sameness. 



predominantly) on this level wouid have been to refuse Zsolt's call to bear witness to the 

unbearable of the massacre: "a shock of the known, the '1 can't beiieve it' of the known that is 

not acknowledged-of unbearabie reality " (Guillaumin, 199 1 : 13, emphasis in original). In 

heeding her c d ,  staying present to the unbearable reality of the massacre, 1 was retumed to my 

own unbearable: to what Ui live now as attempted annihilation. Again, this is a sense-making that 

reverberates with Laub's aaalysis. He notes: "[the] loss of the capacity to be a witness to oneself 

and thus to witness from the inside is perhaps the true meaning of annihilation" (1992b: 82). 

What 1 want to underscore, however, is that while my traumatited engagement is particular. it 

is not "unique". Perhaps the fourteen body casts, in their stillness, their exposure, recaü for you 

the pain (in your life, other lives) of women, men and children herded into gas vans and 

chambers. Perhaps the hanging bodies remind you of the horrors of political torture. Perhaps they 

recali images of the bodies of your people murdered and hangïng from becs. Perhaps ... 

To take the physical imprint of the body cas& into one's own flesh-not in a confiation 

of difference(s), but in allowing oneself to be impacted at emotional, visceral, sensory levels-is 

to potentidy face profound loneliness, despair, terror, anxiety, and more. It is little wonder. then, 

that in such possibly re-configuring moments, a shift in focus to the level of cornmon memory 

might be sought. It strikes me that such movement back and forth between deep and cornmon 

memory is necessary to continuance-if one is not to shatter apart. 

That said. art works that bear the imprint of and (may) propel one toward deep 

memory(ies) are crucial if the bearing of witness is a stance taken not only toward the dead, but 

also toward the Living and the not yet. For 1 do not know how the unbearable of oppressive 

realities is to be transformed if it is not borne socially, publicly, coilectively: iived "on the pulse" 



(Kuhn), but no longer rendered individuaiized, pathologized. No longer borne aione or as a site 

of individual shame. It is in this sense that cornmernorative practices that evoke deep memories 

are necessary. If "healing" is to be possible, the effects of trauma need to be seen (andor heard), 

taken in and borne through the actions of othea-not only in the "private" confmes of a 

therapeutic relationship or significant friendship, but also in the "public" contexts of dassrooms, 

art galleries, and memonal events. 

We shall not jus? heur through our ears but through our skin Md stomach. 
(GIadwell, 1005: 3 1) 

DifYerent fiom the deep piercing of Zsolt's body cas& that leave me speechless, 

disoriented for days, the effect (on me) of The Wyrd Sistea' Song "This Memory" is less sharp, 

but nonetheless significant: in the timbre of Nancy Reinhold's voice, in the rhythm of the guitar, 

in the images spun by the lyrics. my remembrance skin stretches to recall loss and mouming. 

Here present does not split from p s t :  1 remember, but 1 do not retum to the rawness of that 

Decernber. Instead, the feelings, thoughts, womes. sensations that occupied me then corne to the 

surface-not as charged as they once were, but still potent enough for consideration. 

At home, as I/i listen to the opening stanzas, of daily lives king Lived without 

anticipation of danger, my breathing becomes patchy. (Remembering) living with the threat of 

violences that are not (altogether) random. But not knowing when. My memory skips to the lines: 

"tum on my TV / Listen as they're taiking I About the news of a shooting spree". How many 



women (and men) sat in front of televisions, listened to radios, in disbelief, shock, horror, fear 

as a narrative of what had happened hours before was pieced together out of the chaos of 

scattered, wounded, murdered bodies? 1 inhale deeper through the references to fathen and 

brothers who could have done the deed: not because 1 do not know this, but perhaps because 1 

know it too weiî. Sometimes I forget thaî this line itself may be deeply disnirbing to some, for 

whom it is (perhaps needs to be) inconceivable that fathen, brothers, sons and husbands may be 

~u lpab le .~  1 hear a plea in the lines, "don't let me lose this memory ... don't ever lose this 

memory". A recognition, perhaps, of how strong are the pulls to amnesia, even to cornmon 

memory which remembers fourteen women were murdered on December 6 1989, but does not 

trace the horror of that memory. 

On these terms, the Song neither drops me into my own deep memones, nor keeps me 

at a distance from the shock and unbelievability of the massacre. I consider the elements of 

voice, lyric, music on "This Memory" for how they may carry forth the sense of shock, of Ioss. 

Unlike Gibson's installation, in which the columns of narnes and the prose-poem can be more 

clearly read as referencing different levels of memory, The Wyrd Sisters* translation does not 

break down dong these lines. Instead, it seems to rest just above and just on the underside of the 

skin separating common and deep memory: a concurrency not necessarily suggested by a reading 

of the lyrics alone. It is the element of voice that 1 think 1 am grappling with here. as I suspect 

My th& to Kate McKenna for helping me to articulate this point. It strikes me also that 
at some level these lines shoufà be deeply disturbing to me (and us d); if they are not, is this 
a signal of how ilwe have leamed to live with the usual as normal? 



that what most compels me to this understanding is the presence of Nancy Reinhold's voice. By 

this, 1 want to reference. not only its existence-4.e. that is she singing this Song, but much more 

than that: a sense of her king-ness that is translated into the voice and the poetics of "This 

Memory". GladweU describes the voice as "an acoustic mobile tableau of a body in poetics" 

(1995: 30): to my hearing. Nancy Reinhold's vocal presence on "This Memory" is a tableau that 

is sombre, cornmitteci, concerne4 senous, transformed; at other times, on other songs, it is 

joyous, strong, reflective, thoughtful. So, aithough the words of the lyrics she sings are closer to 

common memory articulations of the massacre, the voice of her singing shifts the register of 

these words (for me) onto the terrain of the body: felt, lived, known. not at a distance, but on the 

flesh. 

Of the visions that corne to me waking and sleeping the most insisrent is 
your face. Your face, mirror-smooth and mirror-clear. 
(Winterson, 1992: 132) 

1 return to the faces: theirs, mine (what I imagine as youn). If we recalI Felman's 

observation that a failure to witness is a failure to see (1992: 208), then it is interesting to 

consider again what is seen in Beaudoin's panel. 

First: the photographs. Aithough the panel was created in memory of the fourteen 

murdered women, these are pre-massacre images. In the context of a mernorial showing. viewers 

may be expected to bring an intertextual recognition that welthey are seeing the faces of women 

who are no longer alive; however. this recognition is not rendered explicit either in the panel 

itself nor through a title that may point toward such a reading. Thus, a circumscribed engagement 



with the work would not necessarily tum on the recognition that one was placing one's face 

alongside the faces of fourteen massacred women. Structure is not a clue here either, as 

photographs may be groupeci and framed together under many more circumstances than death. 

From this perspective, then, what is seen in Beaudoin's panel are faces of the living-including 

the viewer's own. These are not photographs from the morgue (however grotesque to imagine 

and perhaps this is not beside the point), which would at minimum carry forth a seeing of the 

effects of the killer's actions, and propel one into a witnessing relation with the dead that could 

not be glossed over by images that suggest otherwise. My point here is not that "more horror" 

is "better", or, at minimum, unproblematic. For this too is a h u g h t  terrain. As Andrea Liss 

comments in relation to Holocaust photographs, "if t w  much horror is shown ... the desired 

retrospective bond between viewer and pictured can tum into codified positions of the pathetic 

and the privileged" (1993: 110). But perhaps my argument here is an exaggerated one: given the 

media coverage of the massacre and the likelihood that the photographs would call forth some 

recollection of the event, it is unlikely that viewers would see fifieen images of the Living. 

So, second: the mirror. Even if 1 begin from the assumption that those who engage 

do so with the knowledge that this is a memonal work 1 remain cautious about what is being 

seen in that engagement. in the immediate aftermath of the murciers, the mirror may well have 

k e n  adequate to the task of reminding viewea of the(ir) horror. For example, seeing rny own 

face in the mirror within the fmt six months or year following the massacre would have been 

suficient, 1 expect, to make visible the physical imprint on me of that December night. Some 

six years later, however, 1 no longer fmd my(traumatized)self-in relation to the fourteen 

murdered women-rendered visible in that mirmr. I suggest that the mirror does not necessarily 



position one to see the rawness. the unspeakable of the massacre: where these might be bmught 

forward. they depend almost entirely on the one who is looking and how her relation to past(s) 

and present(s) rnay be engaged in the seeing of henelf in the mirmr. in relation to the dead. 

On the basis of these considerations, 1 suggest that the panel does not effectively 

translate the unbearable of the massacre into its structure andor content W e  it may be 

engaged from the level of deep memory, the possibility of bringing forth this Ievel in relation to 

the massacre depends-almost entirely-upon witnesses and the discursive context of viewing. As 

those who bear witness are further and further removed h m  the initial horror of the killings, 

such engagement seems less likely? 

The story of trauma ... uttests to ifs endless impact on a fife. 
(Caruth, 1996: 7) 

In (writing of) bearing witness to these works of Katherine Zsolt, Pati Beaudoin, Lin 

Gibson and The Wyrd Sisters, Ui have been differentiy compelied to follow the traces of common 

and deep memory as they surface in me and in relation to the images, words and music 1 

encounter. What continues to disturb me (and appropriately so, 1 believe), as I turn toward 

xi This may shift if one were to engage the panel from within a present that is highly charged 
by other atrocities. Even this. however, would aot necessarily retum one to the unbearable of the 
massacre. and, thus, the specificity of these killings may be subsumed in the remembrance of 
othen. 1 would argue that such engagements would not constitute an adequate bearing of witness 
to the massacre. 



another mernorial response, is the task of eocountering the unbearable (Felman) when it is doubly 

imprinted in what 1 am bearing witness to and what 1 bring to that witnessing. If the shock of 

the unbearable is the shock of the already (un)known (to recast Guillaumin's phrasing). then what 

implications does this have for art practice, mernoriai response, pedagogy? 



Chapter V 

Remembe~g (and) Mernorial Vigils: 
Voicing Past inîo Present 

memorial: 1. serving to preserve the memory of the dead or a past event. 
2. of or involving memory. -n. 3. something serving as a remembrance- 
(Collins) 

vigil: 1. a purposehl watch maintained, esp. at night, to guard. observe. 
pray, etc. 2. the period of such a watch. ... 4. a period of sleeplessness; 
insomnia. (Collins) 

mernoriai vigiis: 1. held at night. vigils to the memory of those women 
murdered in Montreal. 2. A purposeful remembering against the risks of 
amnesia. 3. Remembering that may instill periods of insomnia in women: 
alert to the fears of "this might have been me", scared to sleep for fear of 
the body's exposure Wwhen (left) unguarded. 

Of a i l  the feminist activities of remembrance, probably the most publicly visible and 

noted are the memorial vigils, which were held in the days following the women-hating massacre 

in 1989 and have been key markers of cornmernoration since. The vigils are an opportunity to 

mourn, grieve and remernber in a public gathering the loss of the lives of the women in 

Montreal, and ail women who have ben, and continue to be, subject(ed) to violence.' As 

commemorative ceremonies, the vigils are more than a re-rninder of the Montreal Wngs:  1 

suspect that, for rnany, remembering on these nights is "doubly imprinted", to use Judith 

1 In the latter part of the sentence, 1 am refemng to an understanding of the massacre that 
has shaped the substance of ferninist rnemorial vigils. This does not exclude the possibility that 
some people may participate in a vigil without this understanding. 



Plaskow's phrase (1990: 57), reverberating not only with memories of previous evenings of 

December 6, but also other moments of living (against) violence. 

In this chapter, I organize my bearing of witness to feminist memorial vigils across 

four layers of "remembering": each a different engagement with voicing past into present. In the 

opening section, 1 evoke the sounds of women's voices as they have reverberated through six 

years of anniversaries markhg the massacre. These voices provide a backdrop for the analytic 

substance of the chapter: in Remembering II, 1 explore memorial vigils as  a site of and for the 

creation of a "community" of those who (rnay) b a r  witness. This section is foilowed by an 

articulation of ~membering, from 1989 to the present, through a narrative of grieving, which 

rnoves across and between the levels of common and deep memory. This provides an introduction 

to the final layer of remembering: a consideration of the conditions of mernoriai vigils for 

readying those gathered to bear witness to the massacre's continuity and its unbearable. In this 

layer, 1 return to questions of voice in the form of critical reflections on a key strategy of 

remembrance: calling out the aames of murdered women. 

Yet 1 know that she knows if it were not for the deep cry of the rebel and 
the long wail of the docile, no one would care about the hard and violent 
sounds that haunt Our collective memory. (Nicole Brossard, 1991b: 100) 

#en I think of the memorial vigils held each year in remembrance of the women 

massacred in Montreal, 1 think of "the hard and violent sounds that haunt Our collective 



memoryW.* For it is the sound of those nights that stays with me long a€ter 1 have retumed home, 

warmed from the cold. The sound of women's voices: loud, clear, strong claims that the 

violences women live (with) at the han& of men are not acceptable. The sound of women's 

voices: in mourning, punctured with periods of silence, frightened, caught behveen tears. The 

sound of women's voices: screams, cries, wails of rage, disquiet, challenge, fury, pain. The sound 

of women's voices: dispening h m  the mernorial site, walking home, on the subway, at local 

bars and cafés, in classrooms the next evening, on television clips and in letten to the editor, 

over kitchen tables, at grocery store checkouts, as heads lie together on pillows. The voices that 

know the resound of what is hard and violent in women's lives. And too, there are women's 

voices not sounded out loud at the vigils, but perhaps whispered on occasion amongst those 

present: voices that cuve against a gendered spiit: she hurts girls too, she sexuaiiy exploits 

women also, she complies with his demands. 

Some of the voices I/i remember ... some of the words that inspire this continuing 

work ... 

' Whi!r 1 am inspired by Brossard's words, I do not wish to cite, unproblemaîically, clairns 
to a collective memory, which, left unspecifed, can suggest a comrnon or shared (understanding 
of) memory. 1 find the nuances of Roger Simon's interpretation of the terni useful in this context. 
He writes: "[c]ollective memones are the effects of reflexive engagements with representations 
of the pst in which history and biography are integrated into a frame of reference for living. 
While it is individuals that remember, not groups, 1 am emphasizing here the collective aspect 
of living memory in order to emphasize the organized, non-idiosyncratic quality of such 
mernories" (1994: 8). Attending to collective memory as "organized [and] non-idiosyncratic" is 
a useful point of reference for the analysis developed in this chapter. 



"14 women were murdered in Montreal on December 6, 1989. Women of every race and class 
are abused and kiiled every &y by men they know. We moum and work for change".' "[On the 
morning of December 7, 1989, 1 hear a woman on a Montreal radio staiion say] '1 codd not 
sleep last night'. 1 wonder how many women in this city couid sleep last night?".' "Grief for you 
has rebeiiion at its heart, it cmot  simply mourn".' 

"You're 30, you're 43, you're 50, you're 
reading the paper, or sorneone c a s  you, 
you can't believe it, you're numb, or you 
feel angry. You're a feminist. You've 
spent five, or 10, or 15 years going to 
meetings, organizing demos. pu blishing 
I writing / fundraising 1 speaking 1 
marching. Suddeniy, you're tired, or 
you're b m t  out, or demoralized, and 
you cry for the deaths of 14 young 
women you've never met. You grieve 
also for the literal expression of a hatred 
for ferninism that you know to be 
embedded in your culture. You feel 
targeted. Your heart feels c o ~ d " . ~  

"A group of women, feminists 1 suppose, try to Say something [at the fmt vigil in Montreal, 
19891 over a megaphone, but they are told to shut-up, that this is not their issue, and they 
comply " .7 

"[THE KILLER] MAY HAVE PULLED THE TRZGGER BUT THE 
INSTITUTION LOADED THE GUN. ON DECEMBER 6TH WE WILL 
TAKE AWAY THEIR AMMUNITION. WOMEN ARE SICK AND 
TIRED: SICK of documenting and filing harassrnent cornplaints that go 

Pamphlet, Women's Vigil, Toronto: December 6, 1991. 

Woman's testimony in d'douza et al, 1993. 

Adrieme Rich, reprinted on mernorial vigil program, Toronto: Women Won't Forget, 
December 6, 199 1. 

' Woman's testimony in d'doua et al, 1993. 



nowhere; TlRED of the never ending stories of committees, sub- 
committees, reports, memos, letters, policies, meetings, panels and 
consultations that administrations use to pac* and exhaust us; TIRED of 
women in positions of power selling us out because they don? want to 
jeopardise their own pnvilege. We are SICK of hang-up phone calls, 
threatening lemrs, physical and sexual assaults, heterosexist annihilation 
and sexist and racist harassment We are TIRED of defending feminism 
and social justice in classrooms. MOST OF ALL WE ARE SICK AND 
TIRED OF POLICES AND PROCEDURES THAT ARE SUPPOSED TO 
PROTECT US BEING USED AGAINST US. ... To commemorate 
December 6th this year [1995] we are asking women to take action against 
those who allow violence against women to continue on college and 
univenity campuses. We are calling for a province-wide demonstration, a 
show of strength by women, and a clear demand for action and 
accountability from coliege and University  administration^.^ 

"For us, rape is not an oddity, 
but a common-place. 
1 have had to fight over and over again for my life. 
My Me"? 

"The months we have spent debating feminist theory, its focus on male 
violence, the need to go beyond the victim label on women to something 
more empowering, none of it has prepared us for this [the rnassacre~".'~ 

"Every morning 1 woke up feeling ill. 
My fmt thoughts were always the same- 
-fourteen women had been massacred in 
Montreal. Even now, two weeks later the 

. . . - - - - 

The Miance of Feminists Across Campuses, 1995. emphases in original. 

Lee Maracle, reprinted on memonai vigil program, Toronto: Women Won't Forget, 
Decernber 6, 1992. 

'O Woman's testimony in dVSouza et al, 1993. 



homr rernains. Yesterday in the 
supermarket 1 saw their faces on a 
tabloid magazine at the checkout. 1 
reaiized 1 was staring cornpulsively at 
them. They were very young and most of 
hem were smiling. 1 also realized the 
woman behind me was staring at them 
too. We just shook our heads--a 
universai gesture of distress". " 

"So I've made myseif a promise. 
To honour the memory of those fourteen women killed, 
I've promised myself that in the coming year 
I'm going to commit fourteen extra acts of feminism 
And 1 invite you a i l  to join me, 
especidy those of you who have never before 
thought of yourselves as feminists, 
and dso those of you who have been active feminists 
for many years and had been thinking lately 
you'd done enough and it was time 
to let others take your piace".12 

"How do you do it? How do we look deep 
into the horror of this without flinching, 
without denial? 1 fear that if 1 do, 1 wiil not 
emerge. How do you keep fmm going under, 
and what do you do with the pain? This pain 
for which 1 can fmd no language. it spills 
over the words and washes over me, 
overwheims me. How do 1 contain it?".13 

Joan Baril, 1990: np. 

'' Schmidt, 1990: 7. 

l 3  Woman's testimony in d'douza et ai, 1993. 
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"They wanted to prohibit remembering it. 
But they couldn't wipe the blood off 
the windows of the Polytechnique. 
Like Live coals, it flared up every evening 
at the very moment the University 
lwmed large 
in the shadow of the cemeteiy".14 

"To show solidarity with 
feminists is to recognize 
that men have dug an 
unbelievable death trench 
with their misogynist lies, 
their  phal locent r ic  
privilege, and the 
' c o r n m o n p I a c e '  
intimidation that exists 
between women and 
men. " lS 

"1 trace the curve of your jaw with a lover's 
fmger, knowing the hardest banle is oniy the 
fmt. How to do what we need for our Living 
with honour and in love? We have chosen 
each other, and at the edge of each other's 
battles the war is the same. If we lose, 
someday women's blood wiU congeal on a 
dead pla.net. If we win, there is no 
telling ". l6 

-- . - - - - 

I4 Catherine Eveillard, 199 1: 177. 

IS Nicole Brossard, 199 la: 33. 

l6 Audre Lorde, quoted in d'souza et ai, 1993. 
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Remembering II: 

By way of opening, 1 want to bring together observations by Shoshana Felrnan and 

Ora Avni to help me think about cornmunity in relation to memonal vigils. Fehan States: 

"[m]emory is conjured here essentiaiiy in order to address another, to impress upon a listener, 

to appeal to a community" (1992: 204, emphasis in original). Avni observes: "[a] community is 

therefore as much the result of its speech acts as it is the necessary condition for their success" 

(Avni, 1995: 212, emphasis in original). If 1 consider feminist mernorial vigils through Felman's 

articulation, what 1 am drawn to note is the appeal of testimony to feminist (and pro-feminist) 

cornmunities that existed prior to the massacre. If 1 consider these same mernorial events through 

Avni's suggestion, then I note that community might not (oniy) exist prior to the moment of 

speech acts, but be generated through the speaking and hearing of testirnonies. If 1 hold both of 

theû observations simultaneously, then what 1 am able to consider is that memorial vigils might 

be the site of two formations (and sedimentations) of community. It is precisely this doubled 

sense that 1 want to hold onto for exploring how mernorial vigils generate relations between 

remembrance, witnessing and activism. 

Fit. and briefly, what forms does the appeal of memory/ies to pre-existing 

communities take? In the context of the vigils 1 have attended,17 Felman's reference to speaking 

memory-so as to Ieave an impression on Iisteners-is accurate: women speak so as  to affect those 

l7 The foilowing discussion of feminist memorial vigils is based on my experiences and 
understandings of attending such memorial events in Toronto, either at Queen's Park or the 
University of Toronto. Based on coverage that 1 have read and seen of vigils in other sites, it 
seems there are some key simüarities. However, my comments are specific and 1 ask that they 
be read as contextual, with possible resonance to other vigils. 



who are gathered, to leave some mark on them/us, to propel (huther) action on violences against 

women. Such an articulation of remembrance andfor change" is also evident in program 

material: for example 1 have in front of me programs from the Women Won't Forget vigils in 

Toronto, a l l  of which state in large type on the fiont cover: "WE HEREBY RECLAIM THE 

RIGHT OF ALL WOMEN TO LIVE IN HOPE AND NOT IN FEAR". The appeal from and to 

aiready existing communities is evident from the speakers Lists, with women speaking often of 

and for their work against violences against women in specific communities, and the inclusion 

of well-recognized feminist voices cited on programs (Adrieme Rich, Audre Lorde, Robin 

Morgan, Andrea Dworkin, bell hooks, Lee Maracle, Marge Piercy, Kathieen Barry, ...). In 

addition, there are those who attend: even in Toronto 1 have recognized many faces at the 

candlelight vigils, faces of those 1 know to be committed to and active in feminist and other 

stmggles for social justice; 1 suspect this sense of recognition may be even more evident at vigils 

in other, perhaps srnalier, sites. In these ways, 1 suggest the substance of memorial vigils assumes 

and c a s  upon the (prior) existence of feminist and womanist (Waiker, 1990) communities. 

Second, in the context of vigils, what form of community might also be (being) 

generated through testimonial address? Following Avni's observation, 1 suggest that (the 

possibility for) community is king formed precisely at the juncture of memory's speaking and 

hearing. Or, to translate this into the central language of this project: what is king formed 

(potentialiy) is a comrnunity of those who bear witness. Whiie this community may include al1 

l8 This has been a dominant feminist theme in response to the massacre that is not limited 
to memorial vigils, as noted in the above montage of voices. I am also thuiking of Joss 
Macleman's design, which has been used on posters, buttons, bookmarks, etc, which includes 
the words: "First moum. Then work for change" (see the Resource Bibliography for details). 



those who gather at a mernorial vigil, it is unlikely. Such communities may corne into king if, 

when and how those gathered take on the obligations of bearing witness. In this sense. 1 suggest 

that community may be formed on the basis of engagements in which those who witness do so 

because they/we take on the cornmitment to hear, be impressed by (in Felman7s sense), and 

(continue to) rdtell what is seen and heard.19 While those who attend a vigil may be undeatood 

as poised to bear witness by theidour presence, presence is not enough. For, as Michael Roth 

writes, what is necessary is that one "assume a posture of receptivity" (1995: 223). by which he 

refen to a readiness to hsten to the effects of the pst, to see how the past is (still) presentS2O 

This is a readiness to hear and see the past of another not as outside of but in relation to oneself. 

As Roth argues, this is an act of piety: "the tuming of oneseif so as to be in relation to the pas& 

to expenence oneself as coming after (perhaps emerging out of or against) the past [that one did 

not suffer directly]" ( 1 6).2' 

By way of illustration, the presence that some men have claimed at vigils is a rather 

ciramatic example of how presence cannot be presumed to be equated with a posture of 

l9 This is not to Say that one necessarily commits oneself to bear witness at the levels 
discussed in this text for all those who speak; rather, the commitment, 1 think, in the context of 
each vigil, is to heu. take on an impression of and (continue to) rdtell at least one woman's 
speaking . 

'O 1 want to offer some qualification here. It may be that in the rawness of the aftershock of 
a traumatic event. presence is "enough": in this circurnstance, presence is likely to mean a sense 
of king receptive to the effects of a past which is still highly palpable. 

21 Since mernorial vigils tend to be local events organized at the sarne tirne and place each 
anniversary, it might be anticipated that--some six years d e r  the massacre-communities of 
witnesses may now also be shaped by a history of remembe~g.  In this sense, a readiness to bear 
witness may be formed in part through a commitment to annuaiiy reinvest one's cornmitment to 
live in relation to the pst.  



receptivity. A number of incidents corne to mind: Anne Bishop writes of an experience of a 

" young man" taking over the microphone "uninvited" at a memorial event in Halifax in 1990, and 

how this resonated with radio reports, in the days leading up to the anniversary that year, of "men 

taking over microphones at ... mernorial rallies to shout abuse at women present, even to threaten 

them with a fate similar to the Montréal women" (1994: 105). Lisa Schmidt's (1990) reporting 

of vigils across the country in 1989 includes references to similar incidents. For example, a 

decision to hold a women-only vigil in Thunder Bay, Ontario, "resulted in the organizen king 

severely berated ... [for repeating] the murderer's actions of separating women and men" (7); in 

Victoria, the Status of Women Action Group received more than half a dozen messages on the 

answering machine "from men ... express[ing] in one form or another the need to 'finish off the 

gunman's work"' (7). In the context of the argument being developed in this section, such men 

are not poised to bear witness as  an act of piety: to understand themselves in relation to a past 

they did not suffer and to bear the impression of a womanTs teliing of that suffering. 

This is not to argue that men carmot bear witness to women's suffering, although 1 

suggest that this requires a posture of receptivity that is not available within discourses that 

uphold mascuLinity as right to dominance. At this point, however, 1 am aiso cautious about the 

postures made possible within a "pro-feminist" discourse as it has k e n  aniculated in relation and 

response to the massacre. 1 am thinking particularly of the "White Eübbon Campaign" (an 

expression by men against men's violences against women), in which the recognition that men 

have a place in stmggles to end the violences seems oniy the fmt step." 

For a thoughtful (and, subsequently, controversial) consideration of this campaign, see 
Susan Cole, 199 1. 



In contrast to this stance, 1 have found the work of Bjom Krondorfer (1995) useful. 

Although he is writing on the labour of reconfiguring relations between third generation Jews and 

Germans, much of what he offers has resonances within the context of this writing? He notes. 

for example, that there is iittie avaiiable from which Germans may draw to leam about how to 

"relate to the Shoah emotionaüy" (33)--a relation that requires, in part, "Ieam[ing] how to m o m  

the absence of Jews in Germany (6). 1 offer that there are parallels here to violences against 

women, and specifically the massacre in Montreal: in the msh away nom possible discursive 

association with the killer, there has been little evidence of men approaching the emotional 

impact for them of living in a society in which these murders (amongst othen) were possible. 

To recast Krondorfer's argument. what is "at stake here is not just the 'correct' way of 

remembering the [massacre] but the identities of [women] and [men] themselves" (21). 

To return to the main thread of my argument: how might one be active in the two 

layers of community (formation) at a memorial vigil? By way of illustration: 1 include rnyself 

as a member of feminist community and attend vigils knowing that there 1 WU € id  some sense 

of k ing  in the presence of others, who share dismay at the Montreal slaughters (and most Likely 

also, a concem about violences against women in generai), who have some cornmitment to 

23 It is also significant, however, that Krondorfer's sense of possibility for other 
rememberings cornes in part in the recognition that third generation Jews and Germans are 
"distant enough in t h e  from the Holocaust not to be paralysed by it, yet close enough to be 
emotionally attached to its rnernory" (18). This is clearly not the case for women and men in 
relation to the massacre and the violences that remain in its wake, and, 1 suspect, has particular 
implications for the work of bearing witness. 



working for a differrnt world? Standing amongst othen, 1 feel the impression of the words of 

women, spoken, calied out, Sung. as they express grief, outrage, fear, alam, hope, urgency. 

solidarity, etc. At this level, 1 feel myself to be part of a femioist community remembering, 

mouming and responding to the m a s s a ~ r e . ~  

At a deeper level, however, what is the relation between this sense of community and 

my karing witness to another woman's telling? That is, although the appeal of a speaking may 

be to a community (of Hsteners), the address and its impression is felt (and WU be Lived) 

differentiy by individuai witnesses. Perhaps it is a mother who speaks her mernories of her child 

murdered in Montreal, and I/i listen as a daughter wounded by and distanced fiom rny own 

mother. Perhaps in this moment, the mother speaks h m  the well of her pain, distress, the ache 

in her of the death of her child, and 1 hear nom the SU gaping rawness of the suicide of my 

father. and my mother's complicity during and after his Me. Perhaps the same mother speaks at 

a vigil the following year and I attend again. This t h e ,  the mother is more filled with her anger 

24 While this is not aU 1 may desire, these are the broadest parametes of what might 
constitute (for me) a sense of feminist community on December 6. 

At this point in the chapter, 1 want to signai another layer of complexity that puts the 
analysis thus far under some strain. While Ili continue to beiieve it is imperative to understand 
the effects of traumatization in the lives of women, 1 am beginning to worry about its associated 
risks. 1 am concerned that there are tirnes when this writing veers close to a position of 
inevitability in which women are, to borrow from Sharon Marcus, "defme[d] ... by Our 
violability" (1992: 387) or as "preconstituted victims" (Marcus: 39 1). This is not a position 1 
would argue for explicitly, but 1 am nervous of its traces in my focus on what women have 
suffered-a focus that is repeated in part at feminist memoriai vigils. 1 do not know at ihis point 
how to reconcile these concems within the analysis, but suggest they are worth M e r  
consideration. My thanks to Kari Dehli for alerting me to this possible reading of the chapter and 
to directing me to the essay by Sharon Marcus. 



than her grief and I am feeling a sense of h~~elessness." 

In each of these moments, what may be borne witness to will depend upon how Vi 

work through my relation to the mother's speaking, the impact (for me) of the earlier juncnire 

on the later one, and (my engagements with) other speakuigs at and around the memonal 

vigAZ7 At issue here is a question of readiness: my own and the conditions for readiness that 

are created through vigils. When 1 consider my own receptivity to (this) mother ('s speaking), 

i wade through more than I can often bear. As 1 search for ways through. 1 corne across an essay 

by Alice Walker and find within her words a composition of the betrayal, hope, respect, and 

distress that Ili experîence. She States: "we mothea must stand by our daughten, and protect 

them from h m ,  using what wits we have left after five millennia of patriarchal destruction. 

domination and control" (1996: 172). And, she continues, "we daughters must risk losing the only 

love we instinctively [sic] feel we can't live without in order to be who we are. and 1 am 

convinced that this sends a message to our mothers to break their own chains, though they may 

be anchored in prehistory and attached to their own grandmother's hearts" ( 172). Waiker speaks 

as a Black mother and daughter. positions of speaking in which chains have been metaphoric and 

literal; neither my mother nor 1 carry the literai legacy, but certainly the metaphor registea in 

me. Her words offer me a condition for readiness in my Me-a way to hear my struggle and the 

mother's struggle as deeply connected, even though. at times. Vi have taken the brunt of that 

26 I offer this telling as one moment in the complexity of bearing witness-an instance of how 
gender cannot be assumed to provide a ground of commonality across ciifferences. 

1 am thinking here, for example, of media coverage, participation in other memorial events 
on the same anniversary, etc. 



fight in my own mother's life." 

And this returns me to the conditions for readiness created through the vigils. Michael 

Roth suggests that "[m]ouming. or the historicai consciousness that results from it, is not a 

reparation; it is not replacing the dead but making a place for something else to be in relation 

to the past. This is the crucial part of the pain of surviving the dead, of consciously coming after 

them" (225). How might the vigils be(come) a place where the dead are borne in consciousness. 

in action? And, further, what are the conditions for bearing witness, what are the grounds for 

readiness, for and from which a community of witnesses may be formed? 1 retum again to Roth 

who speaks of the need to create a "clearing ... in the present" (22 1) into which the dead are 

brought to mind. In his phrasing: "[tlhe absence [of the dead] is made present for the community 

of moumers through a ritual that brings the dead to mind, to voice" (222). He is refemng here 

to the Jewish ritual of Shivah, of mouniing, which is observed for seven days after the buriai of 

one who has died; 1 wonder about his observations in relation to the candlelight vigils for the 

massacred women. How do we (at and through vigils) bring to rnind, to voice the women who 

were murdered in Montreai, and the women who have been slaughtered in the past year? What 

kinds of spaces do the mernorial vigils, in their current fonn, create for those (un)consciously 

remembering the Montreal murders, bearing the pain(s) of survival? How do these spaces 

a 1 am profoundly aware of the partiality of this telling, the meanings of which seem to lie 
more in the gaps between sentences than they do in what is said. As a writer, 1 was faced with 
NO obvious choices: to Say more (i can't) or to Say something else entirely (i need to teii chis). Since 
neither of these was adequate to a project in which 1 am attempting to bear witness to my self 
in my bearing of witness to others, 1 have needed to create a third option. And, thus, 1 offer a 
partial telling and this partial explanation: recognizing that this is an instance in which common 
memory is elusive, in which deep memory is still t w  much of my flesh to be transferred I 
translated on to the page. (For other teiiings of this relation with (my) mother, see chapters 3 and 
6.1 



structure a relation to this p s t ?  

Remernbering III: 

To ihink through the conditions for readying those gathered to bear witness to the 

unbearable of the massacre and its continuity. 1 listen again to women's voices at and around the 

mernoriai vigils. Engaging their responses splits open the skin of (my) memory: r e tms  me to 

the grief that wells in my chest, erupts. After a day of this work, i spend hours broken open. an 

ache in my h e m  so palpable that 1 find myself checking for bruises. 1 wake from a restless sleep, 

tired. unsettied, stiU raw, knowing that 1 cannot yet begin again. And so 1 attend to m y  need to 

be by water and go to a place where 1 have gone before to grieve and re-form some of the skui 

over memory. After even an hour (t)here, 1 feel my shoulders drop and my pulse is again steady. 

1 remember grieving-deep in the rawness of it. December 1989. At a 
mernorial vigil at the University of Toronto, 1 stand with others-women 
and men--to honour the deaths of fourteen women murdered the evening 
before in Montreal. Yi am in shock, desperate, terrified. This is the fmt 
time 1 have heard ' ~ e s t i m o n y " ~ ~  and 1 cry and cry at the refrain: By oui- 
[ives, be we spi& / By our heans, be we women / By our eyes, be we open 
/ By our handr, be we whole. December 6. I stand at a vigil at Queen's 
Park, on legislature grounds. A fiiend and 1 hold each other as waves of 
mourning wash over us and puil away abruptly as the light of a news 
camera captures us as (someone else's) image. This part of the vigil is 
open to women and men. There are speeches by feminist activists. It is 
bone-deep cold. Promises h m  govenunent representatives that action will 
be taken to stop violences against women hang in the air. Then there is a 
shift in the proceedings: women (not men) are invited to move across from 

" This Song was written and originaliy recorded by Ferron. 1 have not been able to find out 
who Sung it at the memonai vigil 1 attended in 1989. 



Queen's Park to the planned site of Everywornan's Garden, to "plant" 
wooden flowers in the name of womeo subject to men's violences? The 
o r g k r s  are clear: this is an opportunity for women to moum and 
express their grief with other women. Men are asked to stand aside. A 
circle forms around the site of the garden, rows deep. 1 look around me to 
see men standing amongst the women forming the circles. 1 am angry, 
dismayed, fightened. December 6. Word spreads amongst those gathered 
that more women have been murdered in Montreal in a copy-cat slaying. 
1 fmd out later that this was rumour, not substantiated, but the possibiiity 
is so strong that fear encases me with the approach of each subsequent 
anniversary. For this too is the power of the legacy of the kiilings. 
December 6. I am at Philosopher's Walk at the University of Toronto. 
What I remember most clearly are the sway of lit candles in cupped hands, 
the site of red roses lain in mernory, the gentle touch of my fkiends, my 
lover. There are speeches and songs. Women working in various sites 
speak of the massacre in a context of the more usual violences that burden 
the lives of women in their communities. Native women-lawyers--disabled 
women-pets-ollder women--transslators-Southeast Asian women- 
activists-Black women-survivors--white wornen-counsellors-lesbians- 
songwriters-incarcerated women-musicians. December 6. On each 
occasion, women read the names of the women who were murdered in 
Montreal and aiI women who have been kiIied by men in Ontario in the 
past year. Each year, the list seems to get longer. Each year, 1 am stmck 
by how many names 1 carmot, wiU not be able to, remember. December 
6. For the fmt time, 1 do not go to a memorial vigil. For some weeks, my 
body has been reverberating with the afiershocks of the deepest 
remembering of my own history of violation to date. i am stdl so raw that 
i know i could not hear another wornan's t e l h g  of violation, of death; i 
do not have the capacity to bear witness to her. Overwhelmed with 
despondency, at how little change there is, I fear that 1 may be pulled 
under. December 6. Teaching commitments mean I can't attend a 
candelight vigil. Instead, 1 go to a daytime event at the University of 
Toronto. 1 feel mostly distanced from the proceedings and a possible 
cornmunity of witnesses. It strikes me that the elements of these memorial 
events have becorne routinized. Bearing witness some years after the 
murders is not the same as it was in the irnrnediate aftermath or in the 
early years. Or, at least, not for those, 1 suspect, who have Iived 
historicaliy, profoundly aware that there is a pre- and post-massacre in 
feminist struggles to end violences against women. Iuly 1996. Why can Ui 

-- - - - -- 

This Garden was never actually installed. 
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grieve here at the water-alone with the rhythm of the earth3'--when i 
can no longer express my grief at memorial vigds? 

Remmbering N: 

I have k e n  mulhg  over this Iast question for days now and suspect that my response 

lies, in part, with a need for space, for openings. Being with the water provides a certain 

condition for readiness in rny Me-a readiness, io recast Roth's language, to consciolisly [ive with 

the deadened of my self, to iive with the pains of my own sumival. In going to the water, 1 shift 

the conditions of my Life momentarily with the knowledge that Ui will retum to its ongoingness; 

in retumhg 1 do not "forget", nor do i, however, remah in the unbearable. 1 understand chis as 

an experience of moving between levels of memory: living with the past as if present (the level 

of deep memory) and remembering the p s t  from the present (the level of common memory). 

Considered through this lem, what are the conditions of readiness for bearing witness 

to both continuity (comrnon memory) and the unbearable (deep memory) at memorial vigils? 

How might these conditions have shifted over the past six years? By way of beginning to respond 

to these questions, I return to the narrative of my experience at vigils. With Roth's notion of a 

" c l e a ~ g "  in mind (into which the dead cm be brought to voice in the present), 1 suggest that--in 

" 1 am aware that this phrasing may be read as evoking an essentializing reference to "the 
natural". This is not rny intended rneaning. Nor do 1 wish to cal1 on a city / nature split as if it 
were unproblematic; what 1 am suggesting is that for someone who lives in downtown Toronto, 
going to the lake provides me with an opportunity to shift my relation to a past-present 
configuration-to make (more) room for living with the past and Ur the present. 



the early years (1989-199 132)-memoria1 vigils provided a clearing in the midst of claims that 

the külings were those of a madman. The vigils worked, for me, for instance, in tenns of having 

a t h e  and place to moum, to make sense, to work through an event that mptured my Me, 

pierced the lives of many. 1 found solace in voices that sang grief and hope, appreciated the 

oppominity to hear women articulate, without falter, that these particular slaughters were only 

particular in the time, place and number of those murdered; they are not aberrant. 

In those early years, memories of the slaughters on December 6, 1989 were still quite 

palpable a< vigils. My sense of this Ume is that the unbearable, the horror of these killings 

seemed to vibrate among those gathered. In this context, it was not necessary for mernoriai vigils 

to provide conditions for readying those gathered to bear witness to the unbearable--for these 

were already the conditions of the rawness of the aftermath, especially for those consciously and 

unconsciously grappluig with life ofer Montreal. m a t  was necessaxy, instead, were conditions 

that readied those present to bear witness at the level of cornmon memory, to a sense of 

continuity with a present and future. Thus, 1 suggest it is not surpnsing that speakers' efforts 

were mostly directed to articulating a sense of connection between the Montreal killings and 

other acts-articulations that were at the time, I believe, a necessary salve to the wounds of the 

slaughters in that they gave a way to make them comprehensible. 

32 1 suggest 1991 as the end marker, because this is the year that the federal government 
declared December 6 as a National Day of Remembrance and Action on Violence Against 
Women. This might be read as a strategy of incorporation into officia1 historical memory, 
marking a shift away from interpretations of the massacre that had previously dorninated. 
(Readers may recall the discussion in Chapter 2 for example on how the massacre was king 
remembered and understood prior to 1991 in mainstream media.) That said, I do not intend this 
marker a s  definitive; 1 suspect the sense of a clearing is formed as much by local, penonal and 
comrnunity relations to remembrance as it is by the 1991 declaration. 



However, now, more than six years after Montreal, 1 want to argue that recourse to 

continuity is a limited condition for readying those gathered to bear witness to the depth of the 

impact of the murders. Over the years. the broder conditions surrounding the massacre have 

shifted, partly because, 1 suspect, the unbearable is so hard to tolerate-to remember, to live with- 

-in a society where so much violence. violation and oppression continue to be normative. In this 

context, articulations to common memory risk becoming consistent with dominant remembrance 

responses to the slaughters. When the memorializing at vigils is organized on the same structure 

now as it was in the earlier years, when the same remembrance strategy (making connections) 

is k i n g  repeated. there is iittle possibiiity of the vigils creating a clearing into which to bring 

the dead to voice, to mind (Roth). Instead, those gathered are called on to remember the dead 

as past; to, in the words of Joss MacLeman's poster-image: "First moum. Then work for change" 

(see Resource Bibliography for detaiis; emphases 

A key strategy that might be understood to mitigate this common memory level of 

r e m e m b e ~ g  is the naming of the dead women. Of alI the structured expressions of remembrance 

at vigils, this most directly attempts to bring the dead to voice and to mind; at minimum, calling 

33 My concem here is with the linearity of this phrasing, not its substance. While 1 have 
argued for a shift to anger in earlier work (se .  for instance, forthcornhg in RFR), 1 am now 
more cautious about ways of thinking that oppose grief and anger-particularly as a feminist- 
activist remembrance response. (For an excellent rethinking of a relation between m o d n g  and 
activism for AlDS activists, see Crimp, 1990.) In more recent anniversary activities (1994-5), 
there has seemed to be a splitting between memorial events, so that alongside vigils there are 
actions that cal1 women into civil protest (for example, the December 6th Block Brigade. 
Toronto, 1995), and calls in the media for anger over grief (1 am rerninded of Sunera Thobani's 
(re)framing of December 6 in 1994 as: "a day of anger, a day of crisis" [in Monsebraaten, 1994: 
A121). 1 am wondering now about how to think of and work with anger at vigils as well as grief. 
as the former is as likely to weii fiom deep memory as the latter. In this sense, may vigils not 
cal1 us to witness the living, fighting back as well as the dead? Could this not be a part of living 
with the dead? 



out thek names, may bring the past into the present (however flettingly). How might this strategy 

be undentood as creaùng a condition for bearing witness at the level of deep memory to the 

women   la in?^ 1 want to consider this question fmt through some of Judith Butler's comments, 

in her review of Edith Wyschogrod's Spirit in Ashes," which render well, I think. how naming 

the dead has been taken up as a powerful strategy of and for remembrance. Butler notes that the 

author (drawing on the works of Hegel and Heidegger) argues for naming the dead as a poetic 

use of language that constitutes a "beaiing recollection of the past" (1988: 68). In Butler's 

summation. Wyschogrod is M e r  arguing that. in grieving, the dead are "intemally sustain[ed]" 

and "the act of naming ... is a way of reasserting kinship [or, in the context of the massacre, 

perhaps sisterhood]" (68). Butler continues: "[a]s Heidegger maintains, the name facilitates a 

'calling forth' and occasions the possibility of moral response ... the poetic act of naming 

constitutes a testimonial, and this narrative of names becomes the intemalized legacy of the 

" 1 want to underscore again that my cornments are contextual-in this instance. specific to 
the practice of naming the dead as 1 have heard it enacted at mernorial vigils in Toronto. Other 
ways of representing such namings will evoke differentiy, as  I suggest in my reworking of this 
strategy at the end of the section. 

'' Wyschogrod's (1985) text is a "contemporary reflection on mass death [as organized 
through Nazi death camps] as a kind of philosophical grieving, the work of mourning in which 
not only 'a lost one', but 'the lost many' must be incorporated into the selves that remain" 
(Butler, 1988: 60). Given the focus of her text, Wyschogrod is particularly concerned with the 
effects of narning the dead who were killed nameless. While the narnes had not been literaliy 
stripped fkom the women who were k - e d  in Montreal (as they were for Jews and othen 
incarcerated and slaughtered in the camps, identified only by a number), they were unknown for 
a penod of time, and more irnpomtly in the context of this argument, were nameless to their 
killer. The specifcities of their own names were explicitiy rendered obsolete in the killer's c lah  
against "feminists". In offering these thoughts, 1 want to both suggest that a notion of naming the 
nameless is not irrelevant in the context of remembering the women rnurdered at the 
Polytechnique, and recognize that the separation of bodies from names was not as severe or 
totalizing. 



survivor" (69). 

Butler's questioning of this position is incisive. She asks: 

But do names reaiiy "open" us to an intersubjective ground, or are they 
simply so many n h s  which designate a history irrevocably lost? Do these 
names really si- for us the fulhess of the lives that were Iost, or are 
they so many tokens of what we cannot know ... ? (69) 

W e  1 concur with the subsiance of Butler's questions. I want to recast her use of opposition 

and to suggest that all of her statements gestue toward a way of making sense of the complexity 

of the (possible) effects of naming the dead: there is no decisive choosing of one over another 

in the abstract. From ihis perspective, 1 want to take up Butler's questioning in relation to the 

practice of naming the dead wornen at memorial vigils. On one level, 1 am rerninded, for 

example, of my experience at vigils, where the naming of rnurdered women occurs close to the 

end of a program of memorializing activities and is f ~ s h e d  with a minute of silence. For the 

most part, this narning is not generated by those present, but is read off of an already researched 

list. What 1 have been most aware of during periods of oaming (structured in this particular way) 

is a profound sense of dis-ease with this remembrance activity. Prior to this writing, 1 had 

undentood my concerns as basicdy p ra~ t i ca l ,~~  and potentiaiiy easily responded to. Now. 

however, 1 read these as merely illustrative of the deeper issues that Butler is raising: in prying 

apart the effects of this remembrance strategy, she nicely returns me to concems of bearing 

36 1 have womed in the past that there may be a dis-honouring of the dead in moments when 
either speaking andor listening seemed troubled. 1 recall times, for example, when the reading 
of names was stumbled over, because they were unfamüiar on the lips of those who read; and, 
mon times, of feeling that if the names are not known, there is a risk that they blur into one 
another in the barely varîed rhythm of reading. From a concem with bearing witness as a labour 
in which one attends to the risks of collapsing boundaries between self and other, this is 
particularly problematic. 



witness: of what is and can be borne, by whom and how. 

Thus, on another levei, Butler's questions suggest that there is no necessary relation 

between voicing the names of the dead and bringing them to rnind (for those in the present). The 

most that might be anticipated is that the remembrance strategy calls attention to a past-present 

relation and marks a space of loss (of women's lives) among those gathered.37 As Butler notes: 

"language canot  restore Life, but it cm reveal the historical ground of the speaker's own life, 

and, in the case of recoiiective naming, the historical Lineage of one's own sociality" (69). In this 

sense, namllig the dead is perhaps a condition for living historicaily (Avni): for living after and 

in consciousness of Montreai. Further, "recoUective namuig" (Butler) may be understood as "a 

speech act ... that becomes a rczllying point for the utterer and the listeners" (Avni, 1995: 2 12, 

emphasis in original). From this perspective, the powemil effect of calling out the names of the 

dead lies not in the naming practice, or in its language, but in how it may be used to cal1 on 

those gathered (as Roth notes in relation to Shivah) to "bring the past to the present [so as to] 

d o w  ourselves to experience what we have lost, and also what we are--that we are--despite this 

loss" (226). 

Calling out the names of the dead, then, may be understood as a strategy of address: 

not. in this context, on Wyschogrod's terms as an address to the dead,38 but an address to those 

37 Perhaps there are other possibilities, too: for instance, the names may mark a space into 
and from which those gathered may imagine the lives of the dead. That such imaginings may 
bear linle to no relation to the actuality of what was lived is problematic on one level, but, on 
another, is indicative of the task of remembrance in which the attempt is to live with (the impacts 
of) the unbearable, rather than make (complete[d]) sense of the murder(s) of women. 

38 Butler explains that Wyschogrod, drawing on the work of Heidegger, postulates that "the 
personal name grounds the possibility of king addressed, and so 'the possibility of the self s 
answering for itself" (68, emphasis in originai). 



gathered to "fmd a way of living with the dead as the past in the present" (Roth. 226, emphasis 

mine). Considered as a mode of address, calling out the names of the dead may take a different 

form than has k e n  usuai at vigils. 1 wonder, for example, about shifüng away from a pre- 

established list to be read and creating space instead for those gathered to c d  out (as they feel 

it is timely) the names of the dead women to whom they/we wish to bear ~itness. '~  As a 

condition for readying those gathered to bear witness at the level of deep memory. 1 suggest this 

strategy may make more palpable a sense of who has been lost and that we are "despite this 

loss". 1 suspect, for example. that if names were called out across a site, marked by uneven 

spaces between one cailing and the next (because the names would be spoken according to senses 

of king in the moment), voiced at different sound levels (perhaps some will whisper, some wiil 

scream. ...), then names may be more readily distinguished than if they were read by one or two 

women.* 

There are also considerations of the sound of the voices in relation to each other- 

building and faltering-and the possible physical reverberations of standing beside others as they 

call out names. 1 wonder. further, about the potential effects of working with this as a 

remembrance strategy eariier rather than later in proceedings, so that the vigil as a clearing, for 

39 My thanks to Am Decter for a conversation (surnmer, 1996) in which she recalled an 
experience of k i n g  at an Outwrite Conference (in Boston, 1993). which opened with a request 
for those present to call out loud the names of those dead who they wished to evoke at the 
meetings. Her recollections inspired me to wonder about such a strategy at memond vigils. 

" In contrast to the reading of a previously established list, a risk of uiis strategy is that there 
would be no necessaiy collective recollection of the names of women murdered. Thus, a revised 
version of what I am suggesting here might be to make availabie at vigils a list from which those 
gathered could call out (and potentiaüy echo, repeat) the names of the dead and/or add names 
not listed. 



leaniing how to live with the dead in the present, is a central feature of why we gather. As a 

mode of address, I suggest that the names, caüed in this way, are more likely to be voiced from 

the level of deep memory and to provide a condition, therefore, for readying others at this 

level? To recd Felman again, perhaps the impression of memory may be felt more deeply if 

there was a possibility (not a requirement) for those gathered to repeat a name called as it 

reverberated in a listener. 

1 want to be cautious here too, however: 1 do not want these musings to slip into a 

solidified position that such an address would necessarily corne from deep memory, and be felt 

at this level. Rather, 1 am suggesting that--fiom a "now" perspective, looking back over the past 

six years of anniversary vigils, given the increasing tendency toward the level of common 

memory formations--caiLing names as a mode of address might create a condition for living with 

the dead in the present. As broader conditions change, as the skin of memory is marked by fresh 

stains of blood, the conditions of vigils will (need to) continue to shift. Perhaps this too is the 

readiness that Ui am learning to bar, and calling on readers to consider: a readiness to tolerate 

unanticipated movement between the levels of common and deep memory. 

" As 1 wonder about this, 1 consider the strategy in contrast with the reading of names, 
which seems to me to be a tightly formed expression of common memory: the list is determined, 
ordered, and printed outside the context of its speaking; the narnes are read as a continuous 80w 
and often with some emotional distance; the reading voice(s) emanate from a particular location 
among those gathered, rather than king spoken from anywhere; in foiiowing a List, there is littie 
chance of the spontaneous, the unknown, breaking through. That cornmon memory is not so 
tightly fomed in practice is evident, 1 think, in how the narnes are read (see my comments 
previously , fn. 36). 



Re-considerations of the Women's Monument Project: 
Remembering as Forgettingl 

Aione is a place of unrecorded longing or impatience or exhaustion maybe 
and nobody there to ask why so sad this place she visits with resolve but 
Stone is precdous in wind and she longs for places still where words are 
not Wre scars infiiie in breadth but her head is big and hiil of knowing 
the limits of possibility her band to her head in not wanting and wanting 
to finish what she started. (nathalie stephens. 1996: 69) 

At an earlier point in this wnting. it stnick me as noteworthy that m y  work and life 

over the past few years have been oriented to concems of remembrance-when it is forgetting that 

is much more familiar to me. As 1 approach this fmal chapter on studies in bearing witness, I am 

rerninded of this observation; for the more Ui engage with the Wornen's Monument Roject-and 

the winning design, "Marker of Change", by Beth Alber-the more I/i fmd myself wondering 

about remembrance's other side: forgetting. There are two key reasons for this. First. following 

the method in previous chapters. 1 began from a cornmitment to bear witness to the Roject 

mindful of my trauma history, and, in my grapplings, it is the issue of forgetting that has 

continued to cornpel me. Second, since there is no legacy in Canada of permanent national 

mernorials to women murdered by men (or other acts of violence) as part of daily oppression, 

the significance of the Monument Project Lies as much, 1 think, with remembrance as forgetting- 

My approach in this chapter to monuments as a particular public art practice is informed 
at a broad level by James Young's text, The Texture of Memry. While 1 cite direct reference to 
this text frequently in the chapter, 1 also want to recognize in a more general way how important 
his work has been to me: as a reader interested in Holocaust mernorials and as a writer working 
across sites for remembering trauma. 



and 1 want to examine this dimension M e r .  

My approach here is resonant with concephializations of (traumatic) remembering as 

necessarily, and foremost, a forgetting (Cmth, 1995; Felman and Laub, 1992; Huyssen, 1993). 

To recaii Cathy Caruth's argument: "[tlhe historical power of trauma is not just that the 

experience is repeated afier its forgetiing, but that it is only in and through its inherent forgetting 

that it is first expenenced at aii" (1995: 8). Vera Schwarcz offers a sense of the palpability of 

this power in her observations on "the survivor-rememberer"; she states, "[flor such a person, 

memory is not a heroic gesture. It is what slips out in moments when the tyranny of habitud 

forgetting relaxes a bit" (1994: 48). m a t  both of these writers effectively underscore is that 

forgetting is a structuring presence itself-it is not, contrary to dominant articulations, 

remembering's empty opposite. Given this, "where are", to cite Yerushalmi, "the lines to be 

drawn btween rememberkig and forgetting]? ... What should we remember, what can we afford 

to forget, what must we forget?" (1982: 107). 

I cannot approach the magnitude of such questions in this chapter, but 1 propose to 

hold them as backdrop to what is offered here: for, as much as i want to refuse any consideration 

of "what we must forget", 1 am deeply aware that what 1 live with most is forgetting, what I/i 

stmggle with most often is that I(i?) do not remember. From this perspective, 1 have begun to 

wonder if the relation between cornmon and deep memory may be understood not only as a 

relation of remembrance, but also as a relation of forgetting: where what is remembered at one 

level is simultaneously a fo rgehg  of what is remembered at the other level. How may this 

conceptualization amplify an understanding of remembering as forgetting? 

This question shapes the dominant lens through which 1 will (write about) bear(ing) 



witness to the Women's Monument Projeet. Since the monument is stü l  in the process of creation 

and 1 have not had geographic or social proximity to the development process in Vancouver, my 

andysis depends upon publicly circulated representations of-and in response to-the Project. 

Some of these are materiais developed by the Monument Committee (fundraising brochures; the 

Design Cornpetition Guidelines); others are reports on the Project or criticisms of it (newspaper 

articles, letters to the editor, a radio taik show, an article in a feminist art magazine); some are 

from my attendance at relevant events (talks and an art show); others are from artists who 

submitted designs (most especiaiiy, Beth Alber's winning proposal). While these have proved to 

be rich resources, 1 am rnindful that 1 am writing prior to the completion of the monument and 

the remernbrance responses it may elicit, which wiU themselves be shaped by how the monument 

is framed in unveiling ceremonies and accompanying media repre~entations.~ 1 am also acutely 

aware that, of ai i  my engagements with remembrance representations in this document, my 

bearing of witness to the monument has the most at stake. For my writing is not only a 

commentary on ferninist memonals, it is also an attempt to animate a particular layer of their 

memory work: an animation that in the case of the monument is k ing  offered on the cusp of its 

installation. It is, thus, an exciting and an umerving time to be writing. 

1 begin by mapping a sense of the Women's Monument Project as it is developed 

within the t e m  of the Design Guidelines and the winniog proposal by Beth Alber. Using this 

discussion as my point of reference, 1 offer four layers of reconsideration regarding: the purpose 

of this public memorial, the substance of memory it translates, the memorial site, and the risks 

This timing creates a particular partiaüty to the writing and I look forward to the next stage 
of developments for how they wiii layer the perspective articulated here. 



associated with a public monument. In each of these layers of reconsideration, 1 attend fmt, to 

how the Guidelines shape what is-and is not-remembered in the monument, and, second. how 

Alber's design might be rethought if what has k e n  forgotten is ais0 to be remembered. 

What 1 offer here needs to be guided by two central points of caution. First, 1 

recognize that aspects of my argument may not sit weii with those who have invested yean of 

time, energy, and political vision into the creation of the Monument Project. I do not intend any 

disrespect of that work and 1 believe that there is SU much to wonder about in creating public 

art as a remembrance response to the massacre. Second, the wonderings 1 offer may at times read 

to you as a closing down of the indeterminate ways in which "Marker of Change" may be(come) 

meaningful for a visitor. This is a mcult issue. On the one hand, 1 imagine that the monument, 

in its materiality, its visual openness, WU invite a diversity of witnessings.) On the other hand, 

1 am concemed about the ways in which the monument has been shaped-and is king positioned- 

-discunively. In attendhg to the discursive terms that have been mobilized through the Project 

(fiom the inception of the Design Guidelines to the fundraising brochures), 1 am not turning away 

from the monument, but nirning toward it anew--through other terms for thinking about this 

practice and form of remembrance, for bearing witness to the unbearable. 

In this, 1 am recalling aiso Daphne Bardahl's observation on the Vietnam Veterans 
Mernorial in Washington, D.C. that: "the open-endedness of the design iwif conveys the message 
that a unified, monolithic statement about the war cannot be made" (1994: 93). 



Some Background: 

Given the particular conceptualizations king developed in this document, my analytic 

interest with the Monument Roject begins with the Design Cornpetition Guidelines (referred to 

in this text as the Guidelines) that women artists and architects were required to follow in their 

submissions? In assuming that the final design is not separable h m  these Guidelines, 1 am 

interested in how this discursive tiaming has shaped the (stone) form of the monument itselt A 

useful orienting point for b i s  discussion is the surnmary section, "Artist Guidelines", which opens 

with the followhg statement: "[gliven the opporhmity to permanently mark our grief and outrage 

over the murder of women, how do you envision a monument dedicated to their memory?".* 

This question is followed by a derailed list of criteria, encapsulated here. 

First, the artist guideiines suggest that a Women's Monument "should involve the 

viewer, bearing in mind the potential of public art to initiate social change"; provide a place for 

"an individual I contemplative experience as well as  a public gathering"; "respond to the 

challenge" of k i n g  "accessible 24 hours a &y"; "be permanent and not subject to detenoration 

due to weather, pollution, or vandalism". Further, the Women's Monument "must include the 

dedication" which Lists the full names of the fourteen women murdered in Montreal, followed by 

the line: "murdered Decernber 6, 1989, Université de Montréal", and then: "We, their sisters and 

4 One of the Monument Cornmittee's positions was that only women were eligible to enter 
the design cornpetition. They cite two key reasons for this decision: the history of women's 
exclusion from the creation of public art in Canada, and the topic of the monument--violence 
against women (Guidelines, 9). For further background on the Women's Monument Project, see 
the Resource Bibliography . 

' This citation is from the Guidelines, 14; al1 subsequent references in this section are from 
the Guideiines, page 14, unless othenvise indicated. 



brothers, remember, and work for a better world. In memory and in grief for all the women who 

have been murdered by men. For women of ai l  countries, al1 classes, al l  ages, all colours" (14- 

15). The design must incorporate ways to represent this dedication nurnerous times as it will be 

"trmslated into a number of langages [including] Brailie" (15). 

The work should further "recognize contextual issues of the site such as climate, view, 

the smunding trees, buildings and neighbourhoods, some of which have a Heritage designation. 

The original park design should be considered in the Monument design" (15). The Monument 

design should be "accessible to persons with disabilities", have "no sharp or jagged edges" and 

consider issues of "lighting and visibility". Lastly, the Monument iiself or the site "must include 

the names of the contributors", which in the Guidelines is estimated at 5,000 (15), and has since 

been revised to between 7,000 and 8,000 (Alber, 1995). 

These guidelines c m  be read as a template directing artists to what they should (and 

should not) consider in creating a monument that bears witness to--translates-the injustice of the 

massacre of fourteen women in Montreal and al1 women murdered by men. The dimensions of 

this template cm be grouped under four broad categorïes: the substance of memory (the 

dedication, its translation, narnes of contributors); the purpose of this public memorial (to invite 

contemplation. create a place for gathering, initiate social change); the memonal site (Iighting, 

safety, access, neighbourhood, park design); and, the nsks associated with a public monument 

(an un-monitored public space. climate, the potential for vaadalism). While these seern at first 

glance to be the key components of consideration in the development of any mernorial-what is 

to be remembered (substance), why (purpose), where (site) and with what considerations (ri&)--1 



suggest that the absence of how is note~orthy.~ For, engaged at a conceptual (rather than 

practical) level, how considerations may direct attention to remembrance as problernatic and thus 

open to question the substance, purpose, site and risks of a monument. To explore this point in 

some detaii, 1 will re-consider each of the four categories for what artists were not directed to 

bear witness to--remember and translate-in the creation of this monument, and how Alber's 

design may be rethought fiom this perspective. 

First, and in relation to this rnapping from the Guidelines, what is the shape and 

substance of the winning design in the t e m  presented by ~lber'  and the Monument 

Committee8? The key element of Alber's "Marker of Change" are fourteen pink granite slabs? 

6 There are two places in the Guideluies where the how of remembrance is gestured toward. 
First, the Guidelines open with the following words: "[m]onuments have aaditionally been built 
to publicly remember figures and events in history that men have considered important. How 
would a Women's Monument be different?" (1). Second, as noted earlier, the summary section 
under discussion here begins with the question: "[gliven the oppominity to pennanently mark our 
grief and outrage over the murder of women, how do you envision a monument dedicated to their 
mernory?" (4). Whiie both are provocative questions, which could 1 suspect have yielded a nch 
discussion, neither is contemplated in the Guidelines any further. 

7 My thanks to Beth Alber for providing me with a copy of her proposal to the Monument 
Committee. It has been an invaluable resource for developing the nuances of the analysis 
presented in ihis chapter. Since the copy 1 have is neither dated nor paginated, ali references to 
Alber's proposal are merely cited to the document. To avoid cumbeaome referencing in the text, 
descriptions in this section are from the Proposal, udess stated otherwise. 

' Over the years, the Project has produced three fundraising brochures. For clarity and ease 
of reference. since the brochures are not dated, 1 have assigned a number to each brochure that 
references the order of their publication. Brochure 3 was produced after the Jury had chosen 
Alber's design and is the one referred to in this section of the text. 

9 1 want to draw attention to a distinction between Alber's language and the language that 
has been put into place through literature developed by the Monument Committee. In her 
proposal, Alber uses the language of slab and form, suggesting "bench" as a possible 
interpretation. However, the brochure, detailing "Marker of Change", describes the forms as 
benches. 1 suggest that this is not an insignificant shift in language and meaning: a point 1 wilI 
return to. 



equaliy spaced around a 300 f w t  circle. The stone circle is intended to recall "the great stone 

circles of the matriarcha1 societies of the iron age in England [which] still stand today and have 

collected a patina of time which reflects their place and history". Each granite form will be 

"raised six inches off the ground on two p h t h s  of the same material". Horizontal, rather than 

vertical forms, each "solid mass of stone", cut at lengths of "five and a half feet", wiU draw 

reference to faiien fernale bodies. "A shallow, subtle and textured" oval WU be carved into the 

top surface of each stone form, to "serve as a reservoir for collected water and a vesse1 of 

memory-a collection of tears". On each granite form, the name of one of the women murdered 

in Montreal will be incised into the surface facing the inside of the circle. Seven of the slabs will 

have the dedication cut into the outside face-each in a different language (Brochure 3'4. The 

names of the contributors wiU be "letter punched" into ceramic tiles, laid into the ground in a 

"continuous ring", starting two feet behind the granite circle. 

In her Proposal, Alber describes the monument as "designed to create a feeling of rest 

and contemplation [with] a quiet but questioning appearance". It is intended to "encourage an 

individual to stop and rest. or to be a meeting place for larger gatherings or functions"--bath of 

which are made possible by the space between each fom. In the Brochure, the design is 

descnbed as offering "a contemplative setting for the remembrance of women and the honouring 

of women's livesl'. The text continues: "[ilt wiil be a place where women and men can dream 

'O According to Alber (persona1 communication, October 1996), decisions regarding the 
languages in which to translate the dedication have stili not been settied at the tirne of this 
writing. 1 would think that there are two obvious and contradictory pulls here: on the one hand. 
the languages chosen for the dedication are significant in that they "create constituencies" 
(Young, 1993: 30) h m  the "public" that will engage the monument. On the other hand. there 
is no way to be "representative" of aii the languages in which murdered women may be 
remembered. 



of-and work for-change". Of the clay tiles, Alber writes, "[tlhe unending circle of names ... 

[will] act as  a ' h e '  for the proposed Women' s Monument-a protection, a caring gesture" . This 

point is extended in the Brochure in which the d e s  are positioned as "permanently affvming 

support for a world without violence". 

To recdi the analytic thread of previous chaptea. Alber's monument may be 

understood as readying those who engage it to bear witness at the level of common rnemory. I 

suggest this for the following reasons: each of the granite f o m  is the same size and shape. 

positioned evenly around a circle; each form wili be honed and polished to create smooth 

surfaces; the ovai on each wili be shallow enough to suggest a depression in the stone, but not 

a cavity; the dedication is expressed in a language that positions a un-ing thread in the murder 

of women by men and maintains a temporal distinction between past and present; the contributon 

names are to be arranged in a continuous pattern. This is remembrance as contemplation, as 

honouring, for continuity, where grief is narned (the word is incised into stone) but is not given 

form. This is not a translation of the "physical imprint" (Langer) of deep memory: there are no 

ruptures in the design, no element unsettles others, rawness is polished over. 

While there is an aesthetic argument for the monument in its cwen t  forni--from the 

models and artist images I have seen, it seems that it wiU be quite beautiful--the monument risks 

being so "pleasing ... that it-and memory--[may] recede into the landscape (and oblivion) 

altogether" (Young, 1993: 7). In response to such risk, Marianne Doezma offers a rather different 

notion of aesthetics in relation to monuments. She argues: "[tlhe public monument ... has a 

responsibility apart from its qualities as a work of art. It is not only the private expression of an 

individual artist, it is also a work of art created for the public and therefore can and should be 



evaiuated in terms of its capacity to generate human reactions" (in Young: 13). With this 

perspective in mind, 1 am drawn to engage "Marker of Change" (as shaped by the Design 

Guideiines) pedagogicaily: to consider how (in readying those who engage it to bear witness at 

the level of common memory) it produces a forgetting of what also needs to be remembered 

about the massacre and "all the women who have k e n  murdered by men": the unbearable that 

needs to be borne if we (as a society) "are to experience what we have lost, and dso, what we 

are--that we are-despite this Ioss" (Roth, 1995: 226). From this position, 1 return to the four 

categories articulated by the Design Guidelines-purpose, substance, site and risks--to think 

thiough the monument' s dimensions of forgetting . 

my body breaks under his hands. memory pushes and the skin separating 
me fiom then, here fiom now, splits. i remember what it was to have my 
mother forget me. forget the blood dned to my lips by morning cracked 
with fear (hen, mine) fùled with the shame she could not bear. forget who 
etched my inner thighs with a deep bruising. forget the hatred disgust 
loathing of self she taught me to remember. be a good girl. do what daddy 
wants. my mother's forgettings wound themselves into my fîesh untii they 
became my own. and it is she who now remembers with ease: i was my 
father's favourite. 

This is the knowledge of forgetting that intersects with rny bearing of witness to the 

monument project: causes my stornach to ache with the impacts of forgetting, makes me 

suspicious of common memory claims to remembrance, pushes me to attend to what is 

remembered for how it forgets what is not. 



Reconsideration I. the purpose of a monmenr: 

In addition to the Guidelines, which outline a sense of purpose," the fundraising 

brochures, produced by the Roject Cornmittee, provide a more elaborated reasoning for the 

Monument: proffering the dud  axes of a concem with violences against women and the 

imperative to remember. While 1 will consider the fmt  axis at a later point, my interest here is 

with the statements regarding the monument as a site of and for remembrance. In reading across 

the brochures, what 1 notice is a shifting articulation of the relation between a monument, 

remembrance and change. Let me detail this process. 

In the fmt  two brochures. the following statement appears: "[tlhe Women's Monument 

wili serve as a symbol of remembrance and a c d  for change. It will give us a place to gather 

and contemplate. A place from which to Say, 'Never   gain""^ (Brochures 1 & 2). In the third 

brochure, there is a subtle repositioning in this statement to: "[tlhis monument will be a national 

symbol of remembrance. of healing, and of change--a place from which women and men can Say 

'Never Again"' (Brochure 3). I suggest the shift from "serve as a symbol of' and "be a national 

" These were Listed above in citations from the sumrnary section of the Guidelines. An 
expanded reference to the items is documented in the "Project Concept" section, which inciudes 
the fol!owing statements: me Women's Monument] wiil provide a focus for healing, a tangible 
symbol of remembrance and a site for many forms of women's resistance to male violence. The 
Women's Monument WU: provide a place for large gatherings and also allow for quiet, 
individuai contemplation; in some way, aiiow visitors to interact with the art work; promote 
dignity and respect for the Lives of women; strengthen public resolve to end violence against 
wornen" (3). 

l2 This phrase, of course, has currency beyond the Women's Monument Project and the 
massacre in Montreal. James Young's insight into the use of this phrase in relation to a Holocaust 
mernorial is worth keeping in mind. He writes: "[wlhat would be 'never again'. however, 
depend[s] upon how the mernorial itself [will] be remembered" (363). 



symbol of" is significant: where the former may be read as recognizing that the representational 

form of the monument serves remembrance (but does not itself remember), the latter positions 

the representation as the site of memory. Moreover, it is positioned as a symbol of change rather 

than the original caU for change-suggesting (to me) that change is already incorpurated into the 

creation of the monument,13 rather than an ongoing site of struggle (which might be marked in 

sorne way by the granite f o m ) .  

In the context of this shift, other statements appearing in the fmt brochure are deleted 

frorn the second and third. I note particularly: "[wle want the murder of women to stop" 

(Brochure 1. cover), and "[tlhe Women's Monument wiU be a visible and permanent rerninder 

to concemed women and men that the violence will not end until each of us commits to stopping 

it in Our society" (Brochure Il4). Although neither of these statements appear in subsequent 

brochures, a less direct version of the latter comment rexnains in the second, but it too has been 

removed by the third: "[wle need to remind society of how much remains to be done to make 

our world safe for women. We see the monument as part of the solution" (Brochures 1 & 2). In 

the third brochure. the equivalent statement takes the following form, under a sub-title, "Why 

Name Male violence?" : " 

" Given that there has not been a history of permanent national mernorials to women 
murdered by men in this country, it could be argued that the monument incorporates change in 
this sense. 1 would not disagree with this. However, since the monument was conceived as a 
response to violences against wornen, particularly murder, as a social issue, 1 suggest there is a 
broader interpretation of change being referenced by the brochures. 

I4 It is &O noteworthy that this statement appears in a sub-section. entitled "violence against 
women": a titie that does not appear in the other brochures at dl. 

l5 As I will discuss in the following section. the aspect of the Monument Project that has 
k e n  conceived as controversiai is the phrase in the dedication: "ail the women who have been 
murdered by men". In this context, it makes sense for there to be a section in the third brochure 



We are ail aware of the systemic violence against women in our society 
and we would aii like to see this violence end. But, in order to effect 
change and to fmd a solution, we must f m t  identify the problem. By 
naming the problem of male violence in the Monument dedication, we are 
taking a simcant step toward change and a better world for aU of us. 
(Brochure 3) 

1 recognize that the shifting tone of these statements and the moves from an activist 

"we" to an ail-encompassing "we" of Canadian society are not separate from the conditions of 

fundraising that the Monument Project has faced.16 Through the lens of interest in this chapter, 

however, such shifts are iilustrative of how the Monument Committee has been caught in 

remembering as forgetting: even at the ievel of detailing the purpose for a Women's Monument. 

For, when each brochure is produced without recognition of the shifts in remembrance politics 

that the Monument Committee has negotiated and put into place, they can be read as documents 

to memory's erasure as much as to its presence. In other words, the brochures are not only about 

remembering, they are also documents of forgetting. 

addressing the Project's position on the naming of male violence. My concems are with the 
content of this address. 

l6 The Project Cornmittee has been faced with a key tension: generating funds for a 
monument that addresses violences against women as a social issue, when they are king 
positioned (by some) as a "special interest group" that should not have access to "taxpayers' 
money". Ted White, a Reform Party MP for North Vancouver, has been particularly vocal in this 
stance, arguing against the Monument Project's application for a $33,000 UIC top-up grant, 
offered through the federal Human Resources Development Rogram (Dafoe, 1994; McDowell 
on CBC, 1994). Resumably White's comments were effective, as the Project was denied this 
funcihg (Gale, 1994: A24). White has k e n  one of the most outspoken opponents of the 
monument, describing it as "strongly anti-maie" and "openly offensive" (in Dafoe, 1994: C 16). 
(See also a later footnote regarding the controversy over the phrase in the dedication, "murdered 
by men".) 



W U  the skin of memory spiit on the 
polished smooth tombs,17 though there are 
no ragged edges, nothing h m  which to 
tear? WU the shallow, curved depressions 
on the surface of each form serve as gestures 
to memory's incornpiete, slowly tug at the 
skin covering the unbearable? If the recesses 
are fded (with rain water, leaves, sediment, 
garbage, snow ...), will the(se) elisions in 
memory be covered over? Wi the skin of 
memory begin to thin, give way, as tomb 
after tomb comes into one's vision, as one 
stands in the centre of the circle, surrounded 
by stones to the dead? And if the skin of 
memory does rupture, what wiU become of 
the memones spilied there? Buried in the 
tombs? In the landscape? More dead to 
forge t ? 

If the fundraising brochures and the monument design are taken as two related 

representations of the Project Cornmittee, how rnight purpose be reconsidered in iight of 

remembrance as Iayered and nuanced, rather than fixed and static? In this context, 1 have been 

inspired by developments in countermonument work, particularly as this is given expression in 

James Young's discussion of countemonuments in contemporary Gennany. He States: 

[wlith audacious sirnpiicity, the countermonument ... Bouts any number of 
chenshed mernorial conventions: its aim is not to console but to provoke; 
not to remain fixed but to change; not to be everlasting but to disappear; 
not to be ignored by passersby but to demand interaction; not to remain 
pristine, but to invite its own violation and desanctification; not to accept 
graciously the burden of memory but to throw it back at the town's feet. 
(1993: 30) 

l7 Aiber suggests the granite forms may be benches or sarcophagi (tombs). See my discussion 
in sub-section Reconsideration III, below. 



In reversing the assumptions of commemoration's purpose, countermonuments direct attention 

to the partiality of remembrance and recognize memory's dynamic relation to forgetting. 

(Re)engaging the Monument Roject (and Alber's design) through this frame allows 

me to see more iully how purpose has been rendered. While, at fmt glance, the monument's 

purpose does not appear to faii completely into Young's observations on modeniist monument 

conventions, 1 suggest that these do fom the dominant conceptualizing frame. Some points are 

imrneàiately clear: the Guidelines stipulate that the monument should be fixed, unchanging, 

everlasting and remain pristine. Whether the monument is designed to console or provoke, how 

it wiil engage passersby, and where the burden of memory lies. however, require M e r  

consideration. Part of what is at issue here is interpretation of the terms themselves: for instance, 

1 imagine that the Cornmittee would claim the monument as  provocative--in temis of provoking 

social change--whereas Ui fmd the chosen design (again, as shaped by the Guidelines) to be 

mostly about consolation-where memory is not (to be) provoked but contemplated, honoured 

within the parameters of a "common" social understanding of the event of the massacre and 

violences against women in generd. This is not, for example, a monument that gestures to the 

"hazards in memory itself, which can jeopardize [a] current a sense of well-being" (Young: 124), 

or a monument that suggests memory may already be traumatic. From this perspective, the 

monument offers linle (to my mind) to ready those who engage it to act for change. 

SUnilarly, whiie the Guidelines suggest that the design "should involve the viewer" 

(14) and Alber describes "Marker of Change" as having a "quiet but questioning appearance" 

(Proposai), there is nothing in the final design that "demand[s] interaction". hstead, 1 fear that 

it may indeed become merely a place on which to rest: a possibiiity that is reinforced, 1 would 



argue. by interpreting the granite forms as benches.18 Again, to recd James Young, there is 

iittie chance in this thaî passersby will  be confkonted with the work of remembering or be 

engaged in "grasp[ing] their own lives and surroundings anew in light of a memorialized past" 

(128). In this context, Vi w o q  that the monument will appear to hold memory itself, lgreiiev[ing] 

us [and 1 would add, differently] of the memory-burden we should be canying" (Young: 127). 

In the smooth, peaceful appearance of the design there is indeed a gracious acceptance of 

memory . 

While a countermonument perspective, thus. helps me to identify-bring to the fore- 

the assumptions of memorialization that the Monument Project depends upon. 1 want to use it 

for more than this. For my interest is not in discrediting the monument, but in working with this 

Iayer of critique in the practice of bearing witness to the common und deep memory impacts of 

the massacre and "all the women who have been murdered by men". To bear witness. then, to 

what is remembered and what is forgotten and how-and to reconsider the elements of 

mernoriaikation from this perspective. 

This too is layered, however. As Beth Aiber has noted (personal communication, October 
1996), the hard granite of the forms wiii not be cornfortable to sit on. From a perspective 
concerned with memory's contemplation, this may be read as problematic in that visitors are 
unlikely to linger. But. discomfort is not necessarily inconsistent with remembering-particularly 
from an interest in approaching the deep memory impressions of the massacre. 



Reconsideration II, the substance of memory: 

It may also be tme that the surest engagement with memory lies in its 
peipetual irresolution ... which kind of memory to preserve, how to do it, 
in whose name, and to what end. (Young: 21) 

1 have suggested above that the focus for the substance of memory Lies with the 

inscription of the dedication and the naming of con tribut or^.^^ In the Guidelines, the dedication 

is prefaced with these statements: "[iln order to: recognize the histoncal importance of the mass 

shooting at the Univeaite de Montréal in escalating the struggle for an end to violence against 

women in Canada; place this loss in the context of the many women lost; and honour and 

cornmernorate each Life, the following dedication wiil be located at the sitewz0 (7).Interestingly, 

there is no sequence of points to support the inclusion of contributors' names in the design; 

merely the following statement appears: " [t] he Women' s Monument itself, or the monument si te. 

l9 My understanding here has been generated from a reading of the Guidelines. It might be 
argued that Alber's design offers an additional element of substance through the physical gesnire 
of the fourteen granite fomis to fallen women's bodies. However, 1 suggest that not oniy is this 
reference extremely subtle to begin with, but also M e r  weakened in discursive positionings of 
the granite forms as benches. 

20 These short-form points are given slight elaboration in the fundraising brochures, which 
draw on three key discursive strands to articulate the Monument Cornmittee's position in relation 
to violences against women and murder in particular. First, direct reference tu the rnurder of 
fourteen women at École Polytechnique describes it as "a tragedy of imrneasurable proportions" 
(Brochures 1 & 2) and "the terrible tragedy" (Brochure 3). Second, this massacre is located in 
a context of violences against women: "[tJhe murder of women forces us to take a hard look at 
the social attitudes that make these murders possible. It is these same attitudes that spawn al1 
fomis of violence against women" (Brochure 1); "[tlhe extreme end of the spectmm of violence 
against women, the muràer of women. is rareiy t&ed about in our society" (Brochure 3). Third, 
violence against women is positioned as a social issue: "[wle are dl touched by violence against 
women. The victims are Our mothen, our daughters, Our sisters. Our fnends and Our lovers. The 
victims are us" (Brochure 1); "[v]iolence is a national concem. With so many of us now deeply 
concemed, Canadians country wide are publicly demonstrating that violence against women in 
our society mus stop" (Brochure 2). 



must include the names of the contributors to the project We expect to include the full names 

of approximaîely 5,000 individuals and organizations whose names represent a cornmitment to 

the goals of the project and not just an indication of fmancial contribution" (Guidelines: 15). 1 

want to reconsider each of these elements from the perspective k i n g  mapped in this chapter, 1 

concern myself particularly with how each remembrance is also a forgetting. 

To begin, readen may recail the dedication, which Lists the full names of the women 

murdered in Montreal and States: "We, their sisters and brothers, remember, and work for a better 

world. In memory and in grief for a i l  the women murdered by men. For women of d l  counuies, 

aU classes, a i l  ages, ali colours". How does this dedication work as a cal1 to bear witness? In 

consideration of this question, 1 wiil speak separately to each of the key components of the 

dedication-the listing of names and the memonai statements. 

fi acknowledge the importance of naming the women murdered in Montreal, 

particularly as this destabilizes the namelessness in which they were kiUed and reinstates an 

identification for each woman. However, there are two issues of forgetting in this remembrance 

that concern me. First, as argued in the previous chapter, 1 believe the reinstatement of narnes 

is not sufficient to ensure remembrance: alone, they risk masking a forgetting. For the words 

themselves, no matter how deeply incised into Stone, for permanence, do not hold memory's 

meaning. Second, and rather differently , names no? imcribed cannot be vessels for memory at 

all. As Caffyn Kelley points out: 

the narnes înscrikd on the monument will not be the F i t  Nations women 
of the neighbourhood who have been murdered in back d e y s  and beer 
parleurs, lefi to die in garbage dumpsten or thrown out of hotel windows. 
In this neighbourhood where wornen are six tunes more likely to be 
murdered than in the city overall-40 to 20 times more Uely if they are 
between the ages of 20 and 45-the monument will be inscnbed with the 



names of fourteen, white, middle-class women from four thousand miles 
away. (1995: 8) 

In this, remembrance is again a forgetting, an erasure: the names that "count" are not the names 

that may actudy circulate in wails to the dead around the site of Thomton ~ark?'  

This le& me to consideration of the second component of the dedication-the 

memorial statements? The women who were massacred in Montreal were clearly targeted ar 

women. However, in anchoring remembrance for aiI  women murdered by men in the slaughter 

" Kelley notes that the Monument Committee was "asked by downtown eastside activists to 
fmd a way to include women of the neighbourhood in their memorial" (10-1 1). However, since 
they could not come to a consensus about how to do this, Native activists have decided to "work 
to create another women's monument in a nearby location, cornmissioning a First Nations artist" 
(1 1). This is one clear instance of the extreme (social. emotional, political, psychic, ... ) cost of 
an interpretaîion in which the fourteen women massacre in Montreal come to stand symbolicaiiy 
for ail women subject to (male) violences. 

My interest here diverges from that aspect of the dedication which has received attention 
in the mainstream media-the phrase, "murdered by men". The following statements of critique 
are typical. "1 feel this [dedication] is racist against men and men only" (E. Doell, 1993: A 39). 
"The monument's purpose is not to honour slain women but to dishonour living men" (Vancouver 
columnist in Dafoe, 1994: C 16). "The monument singles out men [and] that's the problem ... we 
have to stop giving grants to every [special interest] group that cornes dong with its hand out" 
(Ted White, Reform MP-North Vancouver, 1994). " m i t h  the phrase, 'by men*, I felt attacked 
and 1 felt as though it was my fault that [the killer] did this incredibly awfui act. 1 feel as though 
1 have ken  assaulted as much as if 1 had been in the room with those women [who were 
murdered]. 1 believe putting in the words 'murdered by men' only aiienates 49% of the 
population and actuaily defeats their purpose" (CBC listener on talkback, 1994). I would direct 
readers to a comment 1 made in the previous chapter, regarding some men's participation at 
memonal vigils, which echoes these kinds of comments. 1 suggest that in both instances, men 
who take up such positions are not bearing witness to the monument, the massacre, or men's 
violences against women as a social issue. In contrast, some men have taken positions that 
demonstrate a willingness to bear witness. For example, following a rethinking of his initiai 
dismissal of the dedication. Henry Gale writes in a Globe Md Mail article: "[olnce I plucked the 
'male' from 'male violence' out of a misplaced sense of irnpartiality. By doing so, 1 rendered 
violence a causeless phenomena ... But there is a human face behind the fist, and most of the 
t h e ,  it's a man's. If we keep that face in shadow out of a mistaken sense of propriety. then how 
will the violences cease?" (Gale, 1994: A24). (See also relevant comments in chapter 5.) 



of these fourteen, the dedication pulls gender away from country, class, age and colour? in a 

way that risks forgening how these intersect in women's lives and deaths. In readying those 

gathered to bear witness in this way, the dedication offers a remembrance that suggests a 

commonality m s s  the murder of women. a commonality that potentially hinders remembrances 

of wornen who may not only have been murdered for k i n g  women. That is. from this 

perspective, how are we to remember the women who are murdered as Native women, Jewish 

women. Black women? How are we to remember women who are murdered not primarily 

because they are women, but because they are Native, Jewish, Black? How are we to remember 

women who are murdered as le~bians?~" 

And, to push this questioning M e r ,  how is the substance of memory developed 

through the inclusion of contributors* names in the site of the mernorial? Again. there are two 

key points that 1 want to make. First, when the names of fourteen murdered women are taken 

beside the names of 5.000-8,000 contributors, 1 am concemed that the weight of rnemory will (be 

seen to) lie with the latter. For, alihough the place and size of naming is different--the name of 

each woman massacred in Montreal WU be incised into a granite form, and the contributors' 

narnes will appear on the ground, approximately 10 names to a tiie (Alber's Proposal)--WU not 

the sheer effect of so rnany contributors' names outweigh the narnes of the massacred w ~ r n e n ? ~  

1 am recalhng here the dimensions of ciifference named in the dedication. 

24 The Monument Cornmittee is not aione in facing these kinds of issues. 1 am reminded. for 
example, of James Young's discussion of the creation of a mernoriai at Auschwitz. during 1957 
to 1967. He notes that a monument was altered at the last moment to clearly "define the political 
character of the victims desired by the authorities": the original design had "suggested children, 
who could not have been killed as political prisonen, but only as Jews" (141, emphasis mine). 

1 tbank Kate McKenna for drawing my attention to this contrast. 



In this, rnight the monument ready those to bear witness not to the murder of women, but to the 

support this issue has (apparentiy) received in the creation of the monument-6 Cm a single 

gesture of fuiancial support be equated with "pemanently a f f i i g  support for a world without 

violence" (Brochure 3)?n Wiii the names punched into a tile corne to be seen as holding 

memory itself, so that for those who are included there, memory is somehow done, complete, 

rather than a continuing labour? 

Second, what conception of remembrance &es it rneaningful to inscribe in a 

permanent mernorial the names of those who gave fianciai support for its creation? Why are 

these the narnes that matter in remembrance? Why are visitors not king engaged to bear witness 

to 5,OW-t names of women who have beea murdered by men? Immediately this last question 

brings to the fore the problematic of memonal work: how would these names be detennined 

when the murders of women one-by-one (the most usual fonn this act takes in contemporary 

Canada) are not recorded in one place; what time frame would be used; which countries would 

be included; would a murderer's relation to the victims be a factor for consideration; would 

26 If this, then the monument may become regarded as primarily about an expressed 
cornmitment to work against violences against women. (My thanks to Roger Simon for drawing 
my attention to this point.) While this in itself is interesting (if not the original intention), it too 
canies a rkk: at its worst, the monument could become a marker of contributors (and others) 
bearing witness only to themselves as benefactors and not also to the women to whom "Marker 
of Change" is dedicated. 

" In this, 1 am reminded also of the White Ribbon campaign for men against men's violence, 
organized in response to the massacre. 1 have wondered in this instance too, can assumptions be 
made as to a necessary relation between wearing a white ribbon and one's stance on the 
massacre, the murder of women, violences against women more generally ? (Again, for more 
critical reflection on the campaign. see Cole, 199 1 .) 



spaces be lefi to add the names as  more women are slaughtered, While such a 

remembrance strategy might be understood as displaciog the sigrufxcance of the murder of 

fourteen women in Montreal as a parficular historical event, 1 suggest it might instead cal1 

attention to this massacre in its continuity with the murder of women by men. And by this Vi am 

thinking of continuity in a very partïcular way: perhaps the fourteen names amongst the 5,000ç 

names of women murdered by men might be (marked as) "a shock of the known, the '1 can't 

believe it' of the known that is not acknowledged-of unbearable reality" (Colette Guillaumin, 

1991: 13. emphasis in original). What if this were the substance of memory that the Women's 

Monument Project and Alber's design had mslated?" 

Reconsideration III, the site: 

Like mute and inert Stone monuments, landscapes and cityscapes remain 
as amnesiac or as memory-laden as the people who live in their midst. 
(Young: 97) 

" As 1 wnte this, 1 am reminded of a citation used in an earlier chapter: "[a] Toronto woman 
was hacked to death 1s t  Tuesday and another was beaten to death with a baseball bat on 
Wednesday. It was a fairly typical week for women in Canada" (Globe and Mail, Oct. 8, 1990). 
After writing this chapter, 1 also viewed a programming segment (on Vision TV) on a recent 
work by Teresa Posyniak, entitled Lest We Forget, which is very sirnilar to what 1 am arguing 
for here: she has a created a column dedicated to the women massacred in Montreal, but 
inscribed with many narnes of women murdered by men, names she retrieved, for the most part 
from Mary Biliy's "fernicide register" (for a partial reproduction of this register, see This 
Magazine, Vol. 26 (4)' Oct-Nov., 1992). 

29 I suggest that this is not inconsistent with the original impulse for the creation of a 
women's monument. However, the more Ili read about and engage with the Project's 
development, the more concemed 1 am b a t  the final design (as shaped by the Guidelines) is a 
highly iimited translation of the horror of the massacre and ail women murdered by men. 



Uniike monuments built to mark the history of atrocities on a parricular site, the 

Women's Monument wiii be many thousands of miles away from the site of the massacre in 

Montreal. Moreover, as a monument not ody to these slaughtered women, but also ai l  women 

murdered by men, it was conceived apart from a site alt~gether.~ What 1 want to raise for 

consideration, however, is an obvious point (perhaps) with complex implications: although the 

idea for the monument was not site-specific, in actuality it is not separate fiom the site on which 

it is (to be) built. Thomton Park is not a benign landscape, but (now) a public mernorial space 

and, thus, rnight be regardeci as part of what constitutes the monument. From this perspective: 

how rnight the relation between "Marker of Change" and Thomton Park be reconsidered? 

"History of the Site": 

"Thornton Park was buih during the 
Edwardian PeBod ... in an Edwardian style. 
This style is characterized by a fornial and 
balanced geometry, with wahays  that 
intersect the site creating square components 
and circular features. Often used in 'raiiway 
parks'. the Edwardian style of park design 
has k e n  used in several Canadian cities. 

Over tirne, some walkways in Thomton Park 
have been replaced or instalied in such a 
way that the original geometry has been 
comprornised. The Park Board would iike to 
re-establish the original symmetry of the 
design so any w a h a y s  planned as part of 

Another history of the site: 

"I have iived in Vancouver now for twenty- 
five years, but 1 never knew the city was a 
gravestone marking the intemment of a vast 
esturial habitat until 1 began working on the 
Women's Monument. Thomton Park, where 
the monument will be built, was once a salt 
marsh where gooey mudflats supported an 
intricate web of life. Now it is a flat, square 
path of green, made to stand for nature 
where there was once al1 that chaotic life 
and stink. The city gave away the wetland to 
the Canadian Northem Pacific Railway. By 
1917, the swamp was buried. 

The underground rivers and the buried 
landscape are the unconscious image of this 

From this original conceptuaiization of the Project, it is reasonable that attention to the 
site-which was later secured--would be limited to the types of concerns listed in the Guideiines 
(Le. Thornton Park in relation to its neighbourhood; access. safety and ambience in the Park). In 
bringing a countexmonument perspective to bear on the Project, however, 1 am suggesting that 
the significance of the site is not limited to this layer of interpretation. 



the monument should bear this in mind. The city, testimony to a violent culture ... 
monument design should take into What form of forgetting wculd cot 
consideration the original design philosophy remember this?". 
of the park". 

(Design Guidelines: 5) (CafTyn Keliey, 1995: 9-10) 

In orienting aaists toward designing monuments that considered only the original 

design philosophy of the Park, 1 suggest that the Guidelines implied a preference for designs that 

rnaintained the landscape as unproblematic. Thus Aiber's "Marker of Change" translates the 

ptilosophy of the site as rendered in the above citation: the granite slabs are of equai size and 

shape, placed in the symmetncal form of a circle, balanced in relation to each other and a larger 

sense of the park space; the ceramic tiles placed in a continuous ring on the ground around the 

Stone circle are consistent with this form. To recast Caffyn Kelley's point, however, this too is 

a fonn of forgetting. For what the Guidelines do not state is that the Edwardian style grounds 

of Thomton Park were formed on top of a sait marsh, on what has become "a buried landscape". 

1 wonder, how might the monument be different if this history of the site had k e n  

"remembered"" in the specificities of the Guidelines? At minimum, 1 suggest that artists may 

have been asked to bear witness to a sirnultaneous sense of the monument as continuous with the 

current landscape and as disruptive of it, calling attention to its formation. From this perspective, 

the monument rnay not only be inscribed with a text of remembrance (in the form of the 

dedication), but also recall the past of the site on which it is located. 

In b ~ g i n g  this issue to the fore 1 am thinking of James Young's discussion of a 

'' 1 am not implying here that the authon of the Guidelines intentionaily did not rernember 
this history of the site; rather 1 suggest that this is an instance of how cornmon memory forms 
the parameters of what is and is not (to be) remembered in particular circumstances. 



planned countermonument'z in Berlin on the former site of a forced labour camp under Nazi 

Gennany (1993: 40; M e r  descriptions of the memorial in this paragraph are from the same 

source and page, unless otherwise stated). Young describes Norbert Radermacher's memorial as 

follows: "pedestrians strolling ... [on the site] will trip a Light-beam trigger, which in tum ficks 

on a high-intensity slide projection of a written text relating the historical details of the site's now 

invisible past". This text will slowly move through the trees, over a wired fence. to the sidewallc, 

where it will be able to be read before slowly fading out. As Young continues: "by overlaying 

the nearby mes, houses, fence and pavement in this way, the beam literally bathes an othemise 

forgetful site in the light of its own past-a spotiight from which neither the site nor pedestrians 

can hide". The artist "suggests that the site alone cannot remember, that it is the projection of 

memory by visitors into a space that makes it a mernorial. The site ... intmdes itself ..." (41). 

While Radermacher's memonal was conceived on substantively different tenns from 

Alber's monument," the former's engagement with the site helps me to think about the 

women's monument in relation to Thomton Park. 1 have argued above that, in its consistency 

with the Park's Edwardian design philosophy (as articulated by the Guidelines), the monument 

readies those who engage it to bear witness at the level of common memory in relation to the 

site: a level of remembering that may be understood as a level of forgetting. For this is a mernory 

32 At the time of his writing, Young is r e f e h g  to a memorial that had not yet been instaiied, 
but was expected to be completed "sometime in 1992" (Young: 41). 1 have not been able to 
discern if the memorial is now in place. 

" That is, Radermacher's memorial was specifically designed to b ~ g  to the fore--literdy 
into light--the (invisible) history of Nazi atrocities on a site in Berlin; Alber's monument, 
foiiowing the Guidelines of the Roject, was specifically designed to bring to the fore a particular 
history of violences against women. However, in correspondence with my earlier comments, 1 
am arguing for a broader consideration of the site. 



that forgets (does not recail and makes invisible), in this case, the land that was destroyed for the 

Park's creation. From this perspective, "Marker of Change" is formed on a key tension: while 

it is designed for remembrance, it is premised on an understanding of the site that is itself a 

forgetting. As such. the monument does not engage the Park's deep memory: the "buried 

landscape" that has been made invisible in the grounds of Thornton Park's Edwardian design. 

However, if, in Caffyn Keiley's terms, the Park might be understood as  a site of internment, then 

1 wonder if Alber's granite forms might not be re/rm.de to gesture to this aiso? 

If I accept the Monument Committee's language of the pink granite slabs as benches. 

then this question directs me to considering a possible shift in their design. I am reminded, for 

example, of the "Benchmarks" Project, aiso in Vancouver, and a particular bench designed in 

remembrance of the women massacred in Montreai (see Resource Bibliography for details 

smounding this installation). Margot Leigh Butler and Karen Tee created a computer 

manipulated photograph of a tombstone, for a transit bench at the corner of Main and Terminal 

(the same location as Thornton Park), that read: 

I remember when we waked in fear of men's violence, she said. 
SKIN MEMORY We were drenched in vigilance 
K .  MEMORY We have b e n  leaming by heart 
LN MEMORY We are stiii shreddhg forgetting 

IN LIVING MEMORY. (in Larson, 1994: 05) 

While 1 am not suggesting that Alber's "benches" be inscribed similarly, I do think that the 

design by Butler and Tee provides a noteworthy point of reference. 

First, I fmd the inscription quite compeliing: in contrat to the Monument Project's 

specification of an inmutable text (which cm be read to suggest that the names and the 

dedication can be fued, wîii aiways mean the same), Butler and Tee's shifting SKIN--KIN--IN- 



KIN-SKIN configuration points to the instability of memory and meaning, where one letter 

added or removed (remembered or forgotkn) changes the meaning. Further, the reference to "in 

living memory" suggests that memory is alive, not (stone) dead: it depends upon viewers for its 

animation. Again, this is in contrast to the Project, where memory inscribed into stone may be 

presumed to be held there, a presumption that encourages a form of forgetting. As James Young 

notes: "[ulnder the illusion that our mernoriai edifices will always be there to remind us, we take 

l ave  of them and r e m  only at our convenience. To the extent that we encourage monuments 

to do our memory-work for us. we become that much more forgetful" (5). 

Young's statements remind me of an additional appeal (to my mind) of the tombstone 

inscription: the interpellation of a "we" who has walked in fear, k e n  drenched in vigilance, is 

leaming by hem, shredding forgetting. The "we" may be undentood as a direct caU to women 

to bear witness to what Ancireas Huyssen refers to as "the slow and persistent labo[u]r of 

remembrance" (1993: 259). a labour that, based on the terrns associated with it in the inscription, 

is as b d i l y  as it is miodful. This is positioned quite differently to the inscriptions on Alber's 

benches. as directed by the Monument Committee, where the interpeilated we is "sisten and 

brothers [who] remember, and work for a better world". While Vi do not disregard thîs d l ,  in 

emphasizing the work of change rather than the work of remembrance, it risks again assuming 

that stone holds memory, rather than people. 

Second, Butler and Tee's bench-tombstone is aiso worth consideration for how it 

recalls Alber's onginai design proposal. in which she suggests the granite forms may be "benches 

or sarcophagi": sarcophagi refemng to coffins or tombs, especially those that bear inscriptions. 

While the latter offers a more evocative reading of Alber's design w i h  the fiaming established 



by the Guidelines, it becomes even more interesting, 1 think, in this context of site consideration. 

For. as sarcophagi, the fourteen granite f o m  xnay not only bear inscriptions to the massacred 

women (each one inscribed with her name), but also be seen to bear witness to the buried 

landscape: tombs to the site. From this perspective, the pst site may not intmde on the present 

(as in Radennacher's countermonument), but the monument may at least point to (rather than 

simply absorb) that which has (aiready) been made invisible. If the granite forms were positioned 

discursively a s  pointing to internent, perhaps they might echo Radennacher's understanding of 

a mernoriai that marks "the history of [the] site [as] includ[ing] its own forgedulness, its own 

memory lapse" (Young: 42). In this manner, the monument would not add to a M e r  

sedimentation of a common memory of the site, but direct witnesses to the deep memory that is 

buried there. 

Reconsideration IV, the rish of desanctification: 

As a work of public art that has been the subject of controversy, it is iikely that the 

monument wiU be defaced in some way. The Monument Cornmittee recognizes this possibility 

in the Guidelines, suggesting, in a sub-section entitied "Plans for Maintenance", that "the chosen 

design will [need to] be made of strong materials resistant to @ti and other forms of 

vandaiism" (8)." The text continues: "[wle intend to aiiow a certain amount of and 

Y On a related note. the issue of maintenance, as determined by the City of Vancouver, is 
Iikely to have been quite significant in limiting the forms of monuments that might be considered 
plausible. The same section in the Guidelines also reads: "[tlhe chosen design will not include 
landscape art or architecture with plantings because of the endless upkeep needed to care for 
them. The use of water wiU be considered, within Limits. Fountains or ponds requiring 



damage to just stand. We would prefer the Women's Monument be defaced ratber than have that 

expression of anger tumed on a woman or women" (8). The only other reference to graffiti is 

aiiuded to in a later section, where it is noted that breakdowns of the $1 15,000 construction 

budget for the monument must include a 10% maintenance fee "required by the City of 

Vancouver" (12). I want to consider the issue of defacement-particularly graffiti-further. 

1 think it is noteworthy that this issue is raised in the Guidelines only in the context 

of maintenance. This suggests to me that gdEti is k i n g  positioned as a pr~blem~~--something 

that may impinge on remembrance as it is (to be) represented in the monument. From a 

perspective in which mernorials are intended "not to call attention to their own presence" (Young: 

12, emphasis mine), the removal of graffiti would seem paramount. While this is a general 

perspective that the Guidelines appear to concur with, it does not seem to me that the Women's 

Monument Committee is entirely in agreement with such a position, given their interest in 

"alIow[ingJ a certain amount of graffiti and damage to just stand". W e  there is no indication 

for what a "certain amount" might constitute and who would be responsible for making that 

decisi~n,)~ 1 want to contemplate these issues from the perspective of remembrance andlas 

forgetting . 

recirculation pumps cannot be considered because of the associated maintenance demands" (8). 

'' Whether its status as a problem has k e n  detexmined by the City of Vancouver, or the 
Monument Cornmittee, or both. is not clear. There does seem to be some acknowledgment on 
the part of the Cornmittee that there is more to be grappled with regarding graffiti than how it 
is to be erased. 

Decision-making power would iie, 1 assume, with the Committee or the City, and 1 suspect 
the latter, given that the monument will be on City land and they require a maintenance budget. 
Presumably, however, the Committee may be in a position to negotiate with the City regarding 
how to determine the parameten on graffiti "acceptance". 



The Cornmittee ailudes to the pervasiveness of violences against women by offering. 

in a sense, the monument as a "substitute objectt' for (men's) anger. In this, they may be read as 

"ailow[ing] the monument to document the social ternperament" (Jochen and Esther Gen in 

Young: 35) of anger and hatred toward women (andor a women's monument, a d o r  an 

inscription naming men as the primary perpetrators of violences against women). 1 want to push 

this further, though, and suggest that graffiti or damage be considered not only as a social but 

also a remembrmce response. From this perspective, the monument may be viewed "[a]s a social 

mùror [that] reminds the community of what happened then and, even worse, how they now 

respond to the memory of this past" (Young: 35). 

To follow fiom thîs point is to argue against erasing gM5ti or repairing damage-at 

all-because to do so would be to continuaily renew the monument's appearance of stasis. and 

concomitantly produce this site as outside the violences that are king  remembered." This 

provides a ba is  for suggesting erasure and repair as particularly acute instances of common 

memory as forgetting: where the imperative to sanctifj the form of remembrance erases the very 

horror it is purportedly designed to recaii. Thus erasure and repair may be seen in contradiction 

to the dedication of the monument: where such a practice risks rernoving fiom memory's form 

the social conditions of actualized and threatened violences as normative-and their effects, 

This becomes particularly imperative to consider if the lens on whose anger, and why 

it might be wielded, is widened. For the and damage may potentially corne (aiso) from 

women who, for various Rasons, do not feel their lives (or other women's deaths) to be 

" This too is complicated, though. From a remembrance perspective, there might be an 
argument for erasing graffiti or repairing damage, not as an effort of sanctification, but to ailow 
room for more responses. 



rqresented in the monument's form. What of, for example, women who have intunate knowledge 

of violences and might insist that the monument be mrked by those experiences? Would this 

graffiti be emsed? Then, whose monument would this be? 

As these questions hang in front of me, 1 recd Alber's titie for her work "Marker 

of Change", and wonder if it might be turned onto the monument itself as an interpretive lens. 

Rather than foilow either the Monument Cornmittee's original positioning of graffiti as a 

problem, or a countermonument perspective on as a signature of social conditions, what 

if both were taken as valid? Through such a lens, the issue may not be whether (or not) to crase 

graffiti, but how to mark its presence. Is it not possible that some expressions on and against the 

monument, some damage, rnay be marked-identified, noted, explained-in accompanying texts 

installed on the site? Such a strategy might ailow for a form of incorporating multiple (responses 

to) rememberings: providing conditions for the monument as a place for healing and 

contemplation, while not erasing that this, too, is a troubling / troubled site. That is, if the 

monument is considered through a concem with the problematics of remembrance, then graffiti 

and damage become understood not as a necessary problem, but as indicative of memory as a 

contested-rather than sanctified-terrain. 

AS I write this, I want to recali an earlier caution and cast it in the words of Peggy 

Phelan: "[tlhere is real power in remaining unmarked" (1993: 6). In the context of this argument 

for markers to the unbearable, 1 do not forget that the very nature of trauma (memory) is that it 

exceeds &es of understanding and is forever belated in its impact(s) (Caruth, 1996: 7). From 

this perspective, my desire that "Marker of Change" bear-differently-the marks of the purpose 

of rernembering, the substance of memory, the memorial site and the risks of desanctification 



must be set against the knowledge that how this monument will invite a b e a ~ g  of witness is not 

static. but WU shift according to the specificities of a person's engagement and the conditions 

of receptivity (Roth). 





Chapter W 

(Re)coUections: 
Notes For a Different Future 

I/i recall this text as a theorizing of the traumatic effect of 
the 1989 Massacre of Women in Montreal and a telling of traumatic 
mernories. Yi recali this text a s  a philosophical contemplation of the 
bearing of witness for the dead and the deadened Md itself a site cf 
bearing witness. fi recaii this text as a pedagogical consideration of 
feminist memorial responses to the massacre and offer it as a mernorial 
response, 

I have written memory across and between these layen; I 
h o p  that you may have read memory similady. Knowing the cornplex and 
at times contradictory dimensions of these tasks, 1 suggest the foilowing 
"recoliections" as m e r  working through-mincihl still of continuity and 
rupture. 

Recollections: 

As this writing cornes to an end, as 1 begin to pass the work into the han& of readen, 

1 have in my mind (again) the words of Jane DeLym: "atrocities ... remind us of who we are, 

what we tolerate, and what we are w h g  to forget" (1989: 74-75). In taking up her words as 

a central motif in this text, I have argued that the massacre of fourteen women at Ecole 

Polytechnique was an atrocity: both because it ruptured a frame of what was nomal and expected 

for women attending university in Canada, nnd because it recalled, momentarily, the normative 

violences against women that are, for the most part, tolerated and forgotten. From this 

perspective, to bear witness to the 1989 Massacre of Women, 1 have argued, is to bear the weight 

of remembering these killings as a traumatic event: not because they are outside of what is 

possible in this country, but because they are (and were) possible in a society where violences 



against women are largely treated as matters of personal rather than social integrity. 

What this puts into place, 1 suggest, is the imperative of developing an historical 

consciousness that c m  bear not only a cognitive understanding of this massacre, but also, and 

fundamentdy, "the physical imprint" (Langer, 1995: xiv) on those of us Living in its wake. While 

the severity of such an imprint wu differ depending on our prior proximity to (the effects of) 

trauma, what needs to be grappled with is "the shock of the known ... of unbearable reality" 

(Guillaumin, 199 1: 13, emphasis in original) that the Montreal murden brought to the fore. On 

these tenns, "common memory" (or remembering oriented toward making-sense) is inadequate 

for developing an historicai consciousness in relation and resporîse to the traumatic event of the 

massacre. What is necessary is a remembrance stance that can, also, take in the 

incomprehensibility of deep memory and its effects (horror, anguish, despair, terror. grief, rage, 

...). 

What 1 know now (but did not even 
imagine before December 6, 1989) is that my rife has 
been broken open by an act of violence in another city, 
against women who 1 did not know. Seven years later, 
there has been no heaiing over of this first piercing of 
memory's skin. Instead, layers upon layers have given 
way, sp i lhg  onto the surface of my consciousness 
smells images sounds feelings physical sensations: the 
forgotten king remembered. 

At one time, I held some hope that there 
would be an "ending", a point at which the ruptures 
would stop, beyond which there would be no more 
unbearable to bear. I am not sure when this idea left 
me, but Vi am c!ear now: if the nature of trauma is "the 
inescapability of its belated impact" (Camth, 1996: 7). 
then the task is to contemplate rupture as always 



possible, to live with the unbearable, the horrors, as not 
put,  but pressing on, haunting of, the present. This is 
one of the tasks of bearing witness that 1 have set for 
my self in (the writing of) this text. It is one that 
retums to me now as Yi contemplate the limited 
possibilities for "closure". 

In offering a concephiaiization of bearing witness that can rake in continuity and 

rupture, familiarity and dissonance, the dead and the deadened (of ourselves), 1 have been 

mindfûl of attending to its risks. One of the risks engendered by this doubled relationship is the 

likely repetition of a collapse in witnessing-now. not the "original" collapse in which "the very 

circumstances of being imide [an] event made [witnessing] unthinkable" (Lau b, 1995: 66. 

emphasis in original), but a "secondary" collapse, in the present and fonned on the fracture of 

the past. It is this second level of coilapse that is risked when one cornes already traumatized to 

the witnessing of an other-especially when one takes the position, as 1 have in this text, that it 

is impossible to "heal" fkom (past) trauma when the violences and violations continue. It is 

precisely at the second level of coiiapse that the possibility for witnessing depends so highly on 

social conditions and relationships that can support the one who bears witness, to be heard 

through the (potential) coliapse of her self, so as to continue her witnessing of an other. 

Vi am lost in the violated body, choking on grieE a 
response to the intensity of writing over these past 
months and the disturbances 1 have borne in the wake 
of each remembe~g. Despair has ovenvhelmed me, 
burst the skin protecting present (self) from past (self). 
Layered on top of one another, hope has k e n  squeezed 
thin. Beyond the rcach of words. 1 corne to the water again 
in search of a clearing-tirne and space salve to the tom 
skin of rnemory-for living with--not as-the deadened 
of my self, to live with remembering the unbearable of 
the massacre in Montreal. 



To contemplate what is at stake when one cornes to witnessing already traumatized, 

1 have developed a series of close "readings" in bearing witness: considerations of the c a s  to 

witness borne in the feminist memorial responses of Katherine Zsolt. Lin Gibson, Pati Beaudoin. 

The Wyrd Sisters. Women Won't Forget. Beth Alber, and The Women's Monument Roject 

Cornmittee, and, also, the witnessing Vi bear to their translations of the women-hating massacre. 

1 have approached these beariogs of witness through the conceptual language of common and 

deep memory-extending Charlotte Delbo's insights to suggest that this schema offers a way of 

thinkuig about not ody intemal processes of remembering trauma, but also the pedagogical 

effectiveness of memorial practices. 

While representations at the level of cornmon mernoty may be understood to orient 

a witness to making (coherent) sense. expressions of deep memory rupture-disfigure-pierce the 

skin of common memory, to reveal some trace of the homrs that writhe in its tissues. 1 suggest 

that when the dominant conditions of remembrance orient witnesses to a distancing from the past, 

what is necessary are memorial practices that evoke deep memory, that bring to the fore its 

tactility. This is not to argue, however, that evocations to deep memory alone are sufficient; I 

suggest mernorial practices that lend themselves heaviiy to either one level of remembering or 

the other are limited While calling forth comrnon memory alone lacks the potentiai to be 

disruptive of current b e s  of remembrance, summonings to deep memory in isolation nsk 

leaving a witness in an abyss, ovenvhelmed by despair andior terror. 

In contrast. 1 propose the most powerful memonai practices for developing an 

historical consciousness in relation to traumatic events are those that evoke movement between 

common and deep memory. From this perspective, a productive mernorial practice is one that 



may engage a witness to: take in the impacts of the unbearable and its subsequent rupture of 

cornmon memory's sense-making, andfor take-up common rnemory as a source of continuity and 

hope in the touch of deep memory's unbearable. While a reitdiness-or preparedness-to grapple 

with traumatic impact depends, in part, on the individual witness and the coatext of engagement, 

such nuanced mernorial practices are necessary. 1 would argue, for readying a (potential) witness 

to live with the past in the present (Roth). 

Each time i write fmt h m  forgetting: in the traumatic 
moment, i do not remember (1 have writtcn this befote). In 
this sense, bearing witness is a labour of repetitions into 
the unknown: 1 may recaIl that the skin of memory 
gives way, 1 may recall struggles in (and out of) the 
abyss, but I cannot anticipate precisely how the skin 
will split, how deep memory will be lived, how Ui will 
retum from the coliapse. 

1 have argued, also, that one of the tasks of bearing witness is to attend not only to 

remembrance, but also to forgetting, where "forgetthg" references the incomprehensibility of 

trauma: not only how trauma is originally experienced viscerally as a forgetting (cf. Caruth; 

Felman and Laub), but also how this forgetting is repeated in attempts to make (coherent) sense 

of traumatic experiences at the level of common memory. On these t e m .  developing an 

historîcal consciousness in relation to trauma requires a recognition that what is remembered is 

inseparable from what c m o t  be remembered, and, M e r  that this relation operates individually 

and socially. In this regard, 1 am rerninded of Yosef Yemshalmi's still compelling question: "[ils 

it possible that the antonyrn of 'forgetting* is not 'remembering', but justice?" (1982: 1 17. 

emphasis in original). If each remembrance is also a forgetting, and each forgetting slips us 

further away from the possibilities for justice, then it is imperative that feminist cultural workers 



and educators (amongst others) develop schema for making judgements about what can(not) be 

forgotten in remembrance: not only with regard to how to fiane the event of the 1989 massacre 

in relation to other violences against women, but also with regard to the memorial practices we 

develop and employ. 

On one level. this is to recail an eariier argument concerning the problematic naming 

of the massacre as "symbolic" of violences against women in Canada: a strategy that remembers 

the gendered nature of these murders, but risks forgetthg their class and race specificities. On 

another level, I am beginning to wonder about an additional dimension of forgetting which 1 have 

not previously attended to, but is worth signaIiing. How rnay the imperative for bearing witness 

as a public. social, collective responsibility be reconciied with the needs of those who were close 

to the fourteen women massacred in Montreal, who may wish to moum in private, be seeking 

a healing over of the wound of memory, desire to forget the circumstances of their daughter's 

(friend's, lover's, mother's ...) death, to remember instead her life? 

This question recalls another central thread of my argument: thinking through 

remembrance not as public or private, but as public and private--wiiere forgetting and 

remembering are at issue not only within each site, but ais0 between them. From this perspective, 

remembrance decisions require an exquisite attention to how to remember (forget), why, on what 

terms, when and for whom-in each memorial situation. What I/i am suggesting is that such 

decisions need to be guided by an historical consciousness, a consciousness formed by the 

doubled demands of remembrance: the need to hold a limited understanding of the traumatic past 

and the need to extend beyond such "comprehension" into the unbearable. 



Ui am recailing the disturbances borne by this writing 
of memory as public and private, analytic and poetic, 
scholarly and bloodied, from the present Md (as if) in 
the past. 1 am wondering about the disturbances borne 
by you in your reading: discomfort, dis-ease, disbelief, 
distraction ... bile in the thmat of fear ... 

A concern with historkal consciousness and the paradoxical demaads of remembrance 

is at issue not only in this text, but of it: that is, if this wrîting is understood as a theorization of 

trauma and a testimony to trauma, a conceptualization of bearing witness and a site of bearing 

witness, a pedagogical commentary on memorial responses nnd a memorial response, how then 

are you (I) to understand the nature of what is required in reading? 

Most obviously, each term in these dyads puts into place different demands. From the 

a critical distance from which to discem the comprehensiveness of an argument and the 

demonstrated conceptual capability with relevant material. In tension with these requirements--and 

from the perspective of the teiling of testimony, the vulnerability of bearing witness, and the 

o f f e ~ g  of a memorial response-what is asked for is a reading that can engage the tactility of 

this text and its address fiom anguish. in short, while one layer of reading requires a certain 

scepticism, the other asks for that habitua1 doubt to be suspended-for the reader to be open to 

the r e c ~ ~ g u r i n g  effects of a knowledge that continuously breaks frames of understanding (cf. 

Laub; Simon and Eppert). 



On this basis. it is clear that readers of this text face an unresolvable dilemma' 

However, 1 propose it is a dilemma worth further consideration, especidy for those of us 

interested in revisiting the terms of scholarly investment: not fiom the perspective of breakhg 

with ail conventions, but with an interest in a raiher different project-rethinkuig those 

conventions through the "radical dismption and gaps of traumatic experience" (Canith, 1995: 4). 

Or, to borrow again h m  Felman: in a "pst-traumatic age", perhaps it is not only teaching about 

trauma-but ako writing and reoding (about) it-that "should take position at the edge of itself, 

at the edge of its conventional conception" (1992: 54). 

This perspective puts into place a series of pressing questions. For example: when the 

"postures of receptivity" (Roth) made available within academic discourses are buik on cntical 

scepticism, what might it mean to suggest readers are obliged-also--to take in the touch of a 

text? When the insistence on a stable and secure argument is still dominant in academe. how 

might readers be prepared to tolerate the hcomprehensibility of trauma? When academe remains 

predominantly a place of the mind, what is necessary for it to become "a place for the body as 

well" (Ellsworth. 1993: 70, emphasis mine): particularly, if the body that retums (t)here-to be 

read--is the traumatized body? 

1 do not know how to answer these questions in any detailed way, but they are 

iliustrative of the issues that have haunted me through these last weeks of writing, as 1 have 

grappled explicitly with others' readings of this (aimost completed) text. 1 have encountered, for 

example, readings that attend astutely to the conceptual work and can barely approach the 

1 1 suggest this dilemma is not limited to my project, but frames most decisions regarding 
cornmernorative practices that are designed to inform a sense of historical memory. 



traumatic tellings-and the reverse: readings where the text's references to traumatic effect are 

felt as relentless, overwhelming any possible theoretical distance. 

If readers recognize themselves in these generalizations, it is because, 1 think. there 

is so Little available to prepare us for the "hazards [ofl Listening to trauma" (Laub, 1992a: 72). 

Where Laub's seference is to the specific burdens and difficulties of listening to testirnonies from 

deep memory. 1 want to argue that such hazards-including, the threat of king " f lded" ,  a sense 

of inadequacy, a feeling of numbness (Laub: 72-73)-may be evoked here also: because what is 

at issue, in part, is that I/i am leaming to write-and you to read-through what Caruth identifies 

as "the new ignorance that trauma innoduces amongst us" (1995: 4). 

Past blurs present and Vi am caught again in the 
exquisite deciphering of tone of voice. bodily stance, a 
hand movement: grappling with the costs-current and 
remembered-of speakiag, now. 

I want to bring together these insights from Laub and Camth in a particular way. Their 

staternents recail for me two observations previously unrelateci in this text: Shoshana Felman's 

understanding of ignorance as "a kind of forgetting" (1982: 29), and Toni Momson's comment 

that "flwding is remembering" (1990: 305). On these tenns, "flooding" and "ignorance" may be 

understood not only as references to that which is dissonant (in excess of frames of 

understanding), but also that which is familiar-the h o w n  that is alreuày wrbearable. This returns 

me to a central argument of the text: whiie the unbearable may be particularly felt by those who 

engage (theorizations of) deep and cornmon memory through the fracture of their own traumatic 

pasts, the impacts of trauma are not coafined to individual psyches and bodies, but are borne 

socially in the tolerance of normative violences and through particularly hideous acts that 



momentarily remind us of what we-individually and collectively-are willing to forget. 

From this perspective. the dilemmas a reader may face in encomtering the "new 

ignorance from trauma" cannot be cast as the problems of an individual. Xnstead, and drawing 

from my analysis of memonal practices, what is necessary is the development of social 

conditions and relationships that can support readers to take in the effects of living in a society 

in which "the dead [and the deadened of ourselves] iine our dreams" (Audre Lorde, 1986: 3 1-2). 

At minimum, this requires: a shift away from dominant understandings of trauma as  pathology 

or abnormal and a recognition that those who suffer fiom trauma (albeit differently) include us; 

"clearings" (Roth) in academic work-times and spaces in which to ready oneself to consciously 

Live with the dead; and, "comrnunities of readers" who are receptive to the claims-on them-of 

living in a pst-traumatic age. In brief, we need conditions and relationships that would make 

possible teaching and leaniing about the development of an histoncal consciousness in relation 

and response to trauma as a centrai task of pedagogy: for the dead, the living and toward a 

different future. 



Resource Bibliography 

The foiiowing is a descriptive listing of English-langage feminist memorial responses (1990- 
1995) to the massacre in Montreal. While this listing is comprehensive, it is not definitive-my 
interest has been to provide a sense of the scope of response. The listing is organized into six 
broad categories: (i) visual works and exhibits; (ii) permanent mernoriais; (iii) memorial vigils; 
(iv) publications; (v) radio programming; (vi) music and Song. Entries within each category are 
organized alphabetically by title of the work. 

Visual Works & Exhibits: 

Since ihis is the largest category, 1 have sub-divided it as follows: (a) art shows; @) 
temporary installations; (c) documentaries; (d) other visuai works. 

(a) Art Shows: 

The predominant public response to the Montreal slayings-aside from the memoriai 
vigils-has been the organization of art shows.' 1 am aware of the following exhibitions across 
the country, which were generally installed in parallel gaileries or other cultural spaces, mostly 
within the fmt year of the massacre. AU except one of the shows discussed below were installed 
in major centres; it is likely that there have been other smaiier exhibits of which 1 am not aware, 
since publicity amund feminist memorial responses has tended to be "contauied" within particular 
geographies 1 cornm~nities.~ 

An Against Violence Against Women: A Personal Statement. The Centre for Art Tapes, Eye 
Level Gaiiery. Halifax. Nova Scotia. Opened December 6, 1990. 

This show was positioned as a response to the massacre and to violence against 
women in Nova Scotia more generaiiy. A non-juned, multi-media group exhibition, it was 

' In this context, the artist run La Centrale in Monîreal is noteworthy. They have chosen 
silence as the "best" response and questioned the "rush" to commemorative shows and exhibits. 
See Gagnon (1991) for further details. 

Tnere are two obvious exceptions: the mernorial vigils, which although not publicised 
outside of local commuting distance are sometimes referenced in "national" media coverage; and, 
the creation of the Women's Monument Project in Vancouver (see the section entitied 
"Permanent Memorials" for details). 



comprised of work by 40 women artists fiom 10 geographic communities across the province. 
The participants included professors from the Nova Scotia Coiiege of Art and "a the-year old 
child who exhibited a drawing" (Gagnon, 1991: 24). A hand-made quilt, donated to the 
Polytechnique by fourteen women in San Francisco, was sent by the Status of Women in 
Montreal for the exhibition. Like other events amund December 6, educational workshops on 
violences against women were also conducted [Source: Monika Gagnon, 199 1 .] 

Don't Remain Silent. The Woman's Common (June 6 - July 27, 1990) and A Space (March 16 - 
April 13, 1991). Toronto, Ontario. Curator: Susan Beamish. 

This was one of two major exhibits in Toronto created within a year of the slaughtea. 
Originally organized for and within the Woman's Comrnon, a women-only space in Toronto that 
has since closed. the exhibit was installed for a second showing at A Space, a parallel art gallery 
in downtown Toronto. An unjuried exhibit, curated by Susan Beamish [a local feminist 
photographer and designer], Don'? Remain Silent consisted of more than 70 works submitted by 
some 60 women artists, and featured painting, photography, sculpture, poetry, drawings, prints 
and collage. From inception, the exhibit was positioned as a personal response--by Susan in her 
caii for submissions-to the anguish. rage and desire for change that was sparked by the deaths 
of the fourteen women in Montreal. In the press release announcing the installation of the 
mernoriai art show at A Space, it is noted that Susan's intent was "to allow women to express 
visually the anger and sorrow they felt over what happened in Montreal"; she goes on to state: 
"[tlhis exhibit gives women the rare opportunity to share their grief with one another. It is a very 
healing and empowering experience" (1991). These are sentiments repeated in reviews of the 
show. and across the responses inscnbed in the viewer comment books. According to Isabel 
Vincent, in a review of the show's installation at the Woman's Cornmon, "the show is a 
distressing and at times very violent look at violence against women" (1990: Cl 1). In the A 
Space Gallery newsletter announcing upcoming events, the show is descnbed in the following 
t e m :  "Some pieces act as mernorials for the fourteen women, and some are for al1 women who 
are victims of violence. An underlying current of horror is directeci towards not only one act by 
one penon, but rather the fact that his deed magnified a social prejudice, reflecting a society that 
promotes, condones or ignores the demeaning of wornen" (A Space, 199 1 a). [Sources: A Space, 
199 la; Beamish, personal communication; Gagnon, 199 1 ; Munro, 199 1 ; Press Releases, 1990, 
199 1 ; Vincent, 19901 

Fourieen Feminists. The Women's Art Coliective, Queen's University. Kingston. Ontario. 
February, 1990. 

This was a collaborative art instailation by a group of eight women students at 
Queen's University. The installation consisted of a rd-size rnixed media sculpture of fourteen 
women in a line, each holding a placard citing statistics relating to the social and econornic 
conditions of women's lives in Canada. The work was installed in the University Centre to 
maximize potential opportunities for engagement. [Source: Jan Ailen, personal communication.] 



Giving Voice: The Wornen 's Monument Exhibit. The Vancouver Art Gallery (The AMex Gallery), 
Vancouver, B.C. October 8 - November 8, 1994. 

Giving Voice exhibited a selection of stage one (visuals) and stage two (model) works 
submitted to the Women' s Monument Project design cornpetition. Exhibited at stage one and two 
levels were: the winning design by Beth Alber (Halifax 1 Toronto), "Marker of Change", and 
those of the two other halists: Helen Goodland (Vancouver) and Susan A. Point (Vancouver). 
There were also 16 special mention submissions (in stage one f o m  only). (For further details, 
see: nie Women's Monument Project exhibit, Toronto in this section and The W m n ' s  
Monument Project in the Permanent Mernorials section.) [Source: Giving Voice exhibition 
booklet.] 

Healing Images. Multiple Sites. Toronto, Ontario. Organized by "a bunch of ferninists" collective. 
November/December 1990. 

Healing Images was a month-long senes, coinciding with the fmt year anniversary 
of the massacre, that consisted of art exhibits, film and video screenings. panel discussions. 
readings and perfomances. The senes was organized by an ad hoc collective of 10 Toronto-based 
women artists calling themselves "a bunch of feminists"-a narne that relclaims the killer's 
accusation against the women murdered. The events were mostly scheduled outside of gaiiery 
spaces and brought together women artists, activists and community worken in "the creation and 
discussion of images about violence against women" (Gagnon, 1991: 28). Drawing on a range 
of knowledge and experience fkom 40 artists and writers and 26 paneilists, the symposium linked 
violence against women with issues of race, class, sexuality and other forms of oppression. It also 
included a panel discussion by men against men's violence. Healing Images received funding 
from the Canada Council, the Ontario Arts Council, labour organizations, community groups and 
the Toronto Arts Council. It was sponsored by Ryerson Polytechnique's CKLN Radio. [Sources: 
"Artists ...", 1990; Gagnon, 199 11 

Murdered by Misogyny: ïi'zese Shining Golden Nomes. Anna Leonowens Gallery (Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design), Halifax. Artist: Lin Gibson. 

See Murdered by Misogyny in sub-section @) temporary installations below. 

Threnody. The Lateral Gallery. Women in Focus. Vancouver, B.C. Artist: Catherine Pemn. 
Opened December 6, 1990. 

This was a multi-media installation that Pemn opened with a candlelight vigil outside 
of the gallery. Monika Gagnon writes about the name of the show that: "A threnody is a Song 
of lamentation Sung on a person's death. Perrin has created an installation using photographie and 
text collages, desks, chairs and sound to, as she says, 'both lament and attempt to rectiw some 



of the sorrow ...Y She continues: "the work laments some of the lack of honesty and courage 
in response to the massacre, and the silencing of 14 women's voices, in the media coverage over 
the months foiiow hg the assassinations" ( 199 1 : 2 1). [Source: Gagnon, 199 1 .] 

Wmen's Monwnent Project. Roloff Beny Gallery, Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, Ontario. 
June 10 - September 24, 1995. 

This was a second version of what had previously been presented as the Giving Voice 
exhibit in Vancouver (see above). Installed at the ROM, under the auspices of the Institute for 
Contemporary Culture, the exhibition was sponsored by the Professional Engineers Society of 
Ontario. This exhibition included not only the models from the design competition finalists 
(Alber, Goodland and Point), dong with images and copies of the proposals in support of the 16 
special mention submissions, but also texts lettered ont0 the walls of the Galiery to establish a 
context for the visual works. 

Running across the f ~ s t  wail of the exhibit, to the left hand-side of the entrante, a 
panel (in English and French) encapsulated a brief history of the Monument Cornmittee and 
suggested that the submissions posed a questioning of public monuments: "Why are public 
monuments built? How do they reflect the values of their designers and builders? How do they 
change their societies?". To the right of this text, another panel opened with the foilowing 
observations: "The kiiling of 14 students by a stranger at the Université de Montréal shocked 
Canada, but it is uncharacteristic of violences against women in this country. The murders in 
Montreal are among the most widely publicized examples, but they are only a part of a pattern 
of violence, especidy male violence, in our society. Most women know their murderers or 
abusers". This statement was foilowed by statisticd detaiis marking out a context of violences 
against women in Canada. 

Two interior columns in the Gailery were dso covered in text. On one column, a 
summation of the design competition guidelines was listed dong with the total number of 
submissions, and, the names of jury members. On another column, facing the fmt, an 
alphabetical listing of the names of the women kUed in Montreal introduced the dedication to 
be inscribed on the Monument. Beneath this was the foiiowing: "The Women's Monument 
Project wili remember and honour women who are murdered. It will give voice to their lives, and 
Our loss, day after day for hundreds of years. The artists in this exhibit, and the women and men 
who have supported the Monument Project, are placing their faith in the possibilities of art. 
Together we are saying, in a completely new way, that violence against women must end". (For 
further details on the Project, see the relevant section in Permanent Memorials, below.) [Source: 
personal notes fiom the exhibition.] 



December 6th (installed December 1993 to late January 1994) and In Living Memory (installed 
February to Aprii 1994). Artists: Margot Leigh Butler and Karen Tee. Location: At Main and 
Tenninal Streets, in front of Thomton Park, Vancouver, B.C. 

These works were part of the "Benchmarks" series of "site specific art works by 15 
artists who used interventionist svategies to produce work in non-traditionai sites" (Edelstein, 
1994: 02). The project "attempted to create a thought provoking commentary for the travelling 
public" by intervening in the commercial use of public benches to advertise products and services 
(02). Butler and Tee's fmt "bench" was an "ambiguous photopph-no title, no inscription, just 
a bit of greenery discernible dong the edges of a grey blur, through which emerge a few letters 
(ORY)" (Larson, 1994: 04). This benchmark was conceived in relation to the planned site of the 
Women's Monument Project at Thomton Park, and, thus, Larson further notes: "[gliven that the 
planned monument wili one day [be dedicated io ali women murdered by men] the image on the 
bench is a suggestive metaphor for our society's memory of violence against women-erased. 
obscured, ignored, legible to only a few in 'the know"' (05). Interestingly, the fmt benchmark 
was stolen, aithough given its obscurity, the theft is associated by the author to a "random act 
of vandaiism" (Larson, 05). The subsequent collaboration by Butler and Tee was "more readable" 
and "not stolen" (05). Larson writes: "ln Living Memory is a photographie image that seems to 
have zoomed in on the previously obscured message which in retrospect appears to have been 
a tombstone" (05). She continues: "This one reads: 

1 rememkr when we waiked in fear of men's violence, she said. 
SKIN MEMORY We were drenched in vigilance 
KTN MEMORY We have been leaming by heart 
IN MEMORY We are still shredding forgetting 

IN LMNG MEMORY" (05). 

The suggestion in ihis piece, as noted by Larson, is that "this memory of violence, though 
forgotten by ' official culture' is written on women' s bodies and 'by heart"' (05). [Sources: Susan 
Edelstein, 1994; Jacqueline Larson, 1994.) 

Murdered by Misogyny. Toronto, Halifax, Winnipeg. Artist: Lin Gibson. 

Lin Gibson is a Winnipeg-based artist and was the fmt director of Osborne House, 
a Winnipeg shelter for abused women. She produced the most extensive on-going artistic 
response to the murden. developing four separate works under the sarne title. Murdered by 



Misogyny, each with its own subtitle.' 
The series opened with an installation, subtitied Ces Noms, in the window of Pages 

Books and Magazines, on Queen Street West in Toronto (March 25 - April 15, 1990). This 
installation comprises three elements: the most prominent of which were three columns of type 
applied to the inside of a large (9' x 12') plate g las  window; the secondary elements were a vase 
of fksh fiowers, scattered around the base of which were srnail cards "inscribed with the victims 
narnes in gold" (Yeo, 1991: 8). 

Gibson applied type directly to the window. dividing the columns into three equal 
sections. The section on the left was comprised of an alphabetical listing in upper-case letters of 
the names of the fourteen women slaughtered in Montreal. In the right-haad panel, these narnes 
were paired with a list of fourteen feminists' names-Gibson and thirteen fnends-also in 
aiphabetical order, but in upper- and lower-case type. Each of these women had been contacted 
by Gibson within twenty-four hours of the murders in Montreal, requesting permission to use 
their names in an artistic project that she had yet to defme. Gibson writes: "[elach woman was 
asked to remember forever the name of the wornan with whom her name was matched and to 
ailow her own name to stand publicly as a feminist alongside the names of the dead" (1990, press 
release). In the context of the anti-feminist kilhgs this request is not without the threat of 
danger, as Gibson and Marian Yeo point out. Under the List of the feminists' names. in a smaller 
type, Gibson set the words "guilty as chargedu-referencing and reframing again the gunman's 
accusation of "a bunch of hicking feminists". 

Each of the Lis& on the window bordered a central panel inscribed with the phrase 
"Murdered by Misogyny" in large. bold type, and a prose-poem that further emphasized the 
pairing of the names-and the responsibility of remernbering that this pairing puts into place: 

These names ... ces noms ... here in black and white for al1 the worM to 
see. Our eyelids burn, we cannot look We did not imagine. Ces nom ... 
leurs noms ... names which might have been our own. Wrapped in our 
wornanly a m .  Safe in our feminist hearts. Ces noms ... once inscribed ... 
imprinted ... c m  never be erased ... jamais. (in Yeo: 9 )  

In Marian Yeo's phrasing, drawing on Gibson's statements, the prose poem "underscores the fact 
that the two lists might weU have been interchanged" (9)-not ody reinforcing the pairing of 
naines, but extending the gesture to one of reversal. 

Gibson explains that the precedent for this symbolic and political gesture toward 
"guilt" (by association) is drawn from IWO events. The fmt occurred during Nazi occupation of 
Denmark, where thousands of non-Jewish Danes chose to bear an armband with a yeliow Star 
of David, thus aot ody protesting the order that al1 Jews identiS themselves in this way, but aiso 
making it impossible to discern who was and was not Jewish (Gibson, press release; Yeo: 9). 
Second, in 1971, 343 women protested France's restrictive anti-abortion laws by "signing a 
newspaper proclamation 'confessing' that each had had an (illegal) abortion" (press release). The 

Although two of the works are not installations, my preference was to maintain 
of Gibson's total project by including descriptions of al1 the pieces in one place. 

the sense 



second event According to Gibson, "[tlhe use of feminist names then becomes a kind of 
testimonial within the context of Murdered by Misogyny: Ces Nom, much like a sitent vigil in 
which a position or a point of view, is undentood without the need to be overtly articulated" 
(press release). (For a detailed discussion of Ces Noms, see chapter 4.) 

This approach to mouniing the fourteen women's deaths is repeated in Gibson's 
second work, subtitied Here in Bhck and White, which appeared as a two-page layout in the 
1990 spring issue of C Magaine. On the left-hand page of the layout, Gibson has listed the 
fourteen women's names, alphabeticaüy and in upper-case, with the words, "died December 6. 
1989 Montreal" inscribed at the bottom of the colurnn. This is matched by a column of type on 
the right-band page with the names of the 13 women Gibson had contacted, plus her own, also 
in alphabetical order, ending with the phrase "feminist as charged". The "pairing poem" (cited 
above) is rdprinted across the top of this second page. 

Gibson's third work in her series is an installation, subtitled ï?zese Shining Golden 
Names. Shown at the  AM^ Leonowens Gaiiery (Nova Scotia College of Art and Design) in 
Halifax in December 1990, the installation was "part of a three woman show called Backtalk, 
curated on the theme of violence against women" (Yeo: 9). Gibson's exhibition was composed 
of two panels (22' x 8') eighteen feet apart, visuaily connected by a line of gold type applied 
directly to the wali. The right hand panel was inscribed in gold lettering with the names of the 
murdered women; the left-hand panel, with a version of the prose-poem. The type joining the 
panels read: "these names ... these shining golden names ... will live forever, toujours" (in Yeo: 
9). Gibson's use of "toujours" instead of "alwaysf* is representative, she says, "of a desire to 
'speak' directly to the slain women in their own language" (in Yeo: 9)-a gesture that is repeated 
in the prose-poem. 

The fourth and final work in the series, subtitled Forever, was orchestrated with Plug- 
In Gallery, an artist-nui gallery in Winnipeg, and coincided with the fmt year anniversary. This 
multi-site installation consisted of fourteen soiid b ras  plaques (10.5" x 7.5"). each engraved with 
the name of one of the women, the date of the massacre and the words "murdered by misogyny". 
On some plaques the text was in English; on others, in French. The use of mernoriai plaques to 
explicitly remember women "murdered by misogyny" is subversive of a form that has 
"customarily fbeen] used to cornmernorate men of status" (Yeo: 11). 

Each plaque was displayed in a public area of fourteen different locations across 
Winnipeg, where they remained for the duration of a year. The participating sites were chosen 
because of their variously expressed commitments to "the bettement of the cornrnunity" (Yeo: 
9). The selected sites were: Winnipeg City Hd, University of Winnipeg, Winnipeg Art Gaiiery," 
West End Cultural Centre, Centre Culturel Franco-Manitobain, Manitoba Legislative Building, 
University of Manitoba's Faculty of Engineering, Women's Heaith Chic,  Manitoba Museum of 
Man and Nature, Augustine United Church, Klinic, Manitoba Union Centre, ArtSpace, Plug-In 
Gallery. Gibson negotiated with each host site for appropriate, honouring, placement of the 
plaques, which became expressions around which a number of ceremonies were organized in 
remembrance of the fourteen women. Yeo writes of the Winnipeg installation that, "[tlhe memory 

Yeo notes that the plaque at this site was removed at the artist's request, but does not offer 
any expianation (9). 



of the slain student is no longer limited to family and friends: it is incorporated into the public 
consciousness" (1 1)-I would extend her point to ai i  of the expressions of Murdered by Misogyny. 
[Sources: Gagnon, 1991; Gibson, 1990 press release for the installation in Toronto; Yeo. 1991.1 

(c) Documentaries: 

There are four directly-related feminist documentary video responses with which 1 am 
aware. In addition, Vision TV, a multifaith and social justice television charnel, produced two 
programming responses, both to coincide with the f& anniversary. 

Video: 

Afier the Montreal Marsacre. Director: Gerry Rogers. Producer: Nicole Hubert. NFB (Studio D) 
and CBC. 199 1. (27 mins) 

The documentary feanires interviews with Sylvie Gagnon, who was wounded by one 
of the gunman's bullets at Ecole Polytechnique on December 6, 1989, and offers viewers a 
compeliing testirnony of how she grappled with the effects of k ing  shot, and surviving.' The 
documentary also indudes interviews with: Jack Todd and Franche Pelletier (both well known 
newspaper joumalists in Montreal; Pelletier was one of the women named on the killer's hitlist); 
a sociologist Linda Mcleod; Leona Hellig from the Montreal Assault Prevention Centre; Charlotte 
Bunch and Rosemary Brown, feminist writers and activists-all of whom (differently) 
contextualize the killings in a range of acts of violence against women. The docurnentary is a 
solid displacernent of the attempt, particulariy strong in Quebec. to create the killer as a madrnan 
and the Mlings as an isolated event that were not about gender power relations. an interpretation 
that is negiigent not only of historically articulated gender relations. but also ignores the killer's 
own understanding of the murders in his suicide note. In a review of the film, Rogers' is quoted 
as follows: "[after the massacre] you just had to see the faces of women in the Montreal subway. 
Women were stiil crying. and not just for those 14 women who were killed. They were crying 
from clarity. Why would anyone want to deny that?" (in Conlogue, 1991: C2). [Sources: 
Conlogue, 199 1 ; viewing notes] 

' She tells of how she fell to the ground after she was shot and pretended to be dead. While 
she was lying there, the gunman walked between her and another woman, shot the other woman 
again (killing her), and then moved on. 



Au Dela du 6 decembre (trans. Beyond December 6). Director: Catherine Fol. NFB (French 
Studio). 

Based on interviews with Nathalie Provost who was also shot at the Polytechnique on 
December 6 and survived, this film takes a different approach to the former. where Rogers, 
Gagnon and others offer a feminist interpretation that Links the kilhgs to other acts of vioiences 
against women, Fol (also a graduate of the Polytechnique) and Provost take the position that the 
killings were not about gendered oppression (partly in reaction to Rogers' Nm). This does not 
prevent Fol h m  claiming a feminist position, however. She States: "the people in my film are 
feminists-tûey're super feminists. It's just that they articulate their words differently" (in "NFB 
...". 1991). Provost was remembered in media coverage at the time of the killings as the woman 
who siood in front of the U e r  crying "We're not feminists! We're not against men! We're just 
women who want to live out lives!" (in Zerbisias, 1991). In the film, "Provost defends her 
exchange with the kiUer, asking 'h it wrong to want to live?"' (in "NFB ...", 199 1). The central 
tension articulated between Fol's and Rogers' films references an alignment to feminist struggles 
in r e m e m b e ~ g  December 6 and Living in its aftermath, a tension that is named in reviews of the 
fW along generationai lines. For example, Provost is quoted as noting: "The massacre opened 
a lot of wounds for rnany women. We, in our 20s, we don't have those wounds" (in Zerbisias, 
1991); a statement h m  which Foi continues: "Feminists blazed a trail and I'm sure it wasn't 
easy. Now 1 go along that traii, just like a man. 1 don't have to cut down any trees. 1 have other 
ihiags to do" (in Zerbisias, 1991). In response to this position, Franche Pelletier argues: "Fol's 
fh is, in a very unconscious, very naive way, part of the denial process of what happened at 
La Polytechnique" (in Zerbisias, 199 1). [Sources: Conlogue, 199 1 ; Couture, 199 1 ; Labarnboise, 
1991; "NFB ....", 1991; Zerbisias, 19911 

Refroming the Montreal Massacre: A Media Interrogation. Director: Maureen Bradley. 
Distributor: V-Tape, Toronto. (26 mins) 

Differently to the previously discussed videos, which were produced within the early 
yean of the murders, Bradley's Reframing the Montreal Massacre focuses not on the killings per 
se, but how they have been framed as a media event. One of Bradley's key interests in the piece 
is to consider what has b e n  left out, or silenced, in the news coverage of the massacre. She 
makes two points particularly well. Fit, she notes that the anger many women expressed in 
response to the murders was consistently absent from most coverage. She recalls, for example, 
an angry protest in Montreal, in the wake of the shootings, which was not covered at all in the 
mainstream media and only "recorded" (for history) in a student publication. She asks, "why must 
the media contain our anger?". Second, she critiques the dominant positioning of the slaughtered 
wornen as "daughters" or "students": namings that work as a gloss. As she insighthiliy notes, 
positioning those murdered in this way foregrounds a sense of them as  "harmiess" and drops from 
view the reasoa they were targeted by their killer: in her terms, they were perceived to be 
comptent women in a previously male-only bastion. Technically also, Bradley works in a 
different documentary style io the other videos viewed for this bibliography. Her presence in the 
piece works, to my mind, not oniy as a narrating tool, but also in unsettling notions of objectivity 



in the production of news (and, I wouid argue, remembrance). Such unsettling might also be read 
in the techniques employed in the video-off angle images, a fast pace, layered representations 
of news clips. [Source: viewing notes] 

Tee Hee Hee. Filmmalcer: Ling Chiu. Distributor: Moving Images Distribution, Vancouver. (4 
mins) 

Originaüy produced as a video exercise at the Emily Cam Institute of Art and Design. 
Tee Hee Hee is a four-minute sequence that Chiu describes as follows: "[tlhe dark rhythmic 
soundtrack quietly fiiten in. ... Fade up to a blood red atmosphere. Slowly, the carnera tracks 
across fourteen empty chairs as the names of the wcimen of the Montreal Massacre scroil upward 
toward the lefi side of the screen" (Chiu, 1996: 53). This sequence is followed by two on-screen 
statements. The fmt describes the act of a male student at the University of Toronto in 1991, 
"reenachg" the massacre by pretending to have a gun and telling women to stay in a classrnom, 
men to leave. The second tells of an incident in Vancouver in 1993, when a male student 
disrupted a mernorial service with machine-gun noises (54). (At a later point, Chiu remade the 
video on 16mm film, which is better able to handle the colour red, a key element in the work 
( 5 3 . )  [Source: Chiu in Fireweed, 1996; of note to readea: this article includes an interesting 
discussion regardhg the types of responses Chiu has received on the work.] 

If's about time. Sadia Zaman, host and show producer; Rita Deverell, executive producer. One 
hour documentary in response to the Montreal Massacre. Originally broadcast December 6,  1994. 

This wide-ranging documentary is framed and inter-cut with clips from The Wyrd 
Sister's performing "This Memory" (see below for details of the song). The fmt interview is with 
Suzanne Edward Laplante, mother of Anne-Marie (one of the massacred women) and president 
and CO-founder of the December 6 Victims Foundation Against Violence. Interviewed by Zaman 
in and around her home, Laplante speaks of her work since her daughter's murder and how she 
has been compelied to "do something" to keep the women's memories alive and recast the 
impacts of this tragedy. This work includes the talks she gives around the country (see chapter 
3 for some discussion). 

Following this segment, Zaman interviews Ruby Reski-Naurocki, a rural Manitoba 
woman, who became an activist in relation and response to the massacre in Montreal. Reski- 
Naurocki's remembrance stance pivots on the massacre as a h n g  point in her life, through 
which she both makes sense of past experiences and works toward a different hiture for her 
daughters. 

The focus then shifts to a group discussion with Leonie Scarlett, Baldev Mutta, Lezlie 
Lee Kam, and Linda Chin. Each of these participants speaks to the impacts of the massacre for 



them, which includes the necessity of remernbering this particuiar act of violence against women 
in relation to a range of incidents of racist violence, and racism within feminist communities. 
Kam cautions, for example, against positioning the massacre as "symboiic" of violences against 
ail women and notes the ciifferhg demes of vulnerability and risk which women face across 
race, sexuality and class. Mutta also points to the importance of men positioning themselves in 
relation to the killùigs-that they too are implicated in remembrance and change. 

The issue of men's relation to the massacre f o m  the substance of the following 
segment. with Martin Rumscheidt (a theology professor) and his daughter, Heidi Rumscheidt (an 
MA student). Having inherited a Iegacy of denial and silence from bis father in relation to the 
Shoah, Martin Rumscheidt articulates parallels between his positions as a German and a 
rnadfather: in both cases he takes on the obligations of knowiag more, of corning to understand 
his responsibilities in a society. and as a christian, in which sucb acts are possible. 

The documentary coacludes with interviews with Heidi Rathjen and Wendy Cukier, 
both of whom have been key activists around gun control legislation in response to the massacre. 
[Source: viewing notes] 

Five-part senes on Skylight (each segment 8-10 rnins). Rita Devereil, host and producer. 
Origindiy broadcast December 5-9, 1994. Repeated June 5-9, 1995. 

Each segment in the senes was given a particular focus, within a thematic interest in 
feminist artistic a d o r  ritual responses to the massacre. The interviewees were: Shirley Bear, a 
First Nations artist, who had recently created a ritual installation in response to the massacre; 
Beth Alber, the winner of the Women's Monument Project design cornpetition (see relevant 
sections in this bibliography); Teresa Posyniak, a Calgary-based artist whose work Lest We 
Forget is discussed below (in permanent memorials); Ginette Papasidero Picard, a French- 
language visual artist who began a series of works within hours of seeing the news on the 
massacre; Sharon Rosenberg speaking to a selection of work fiom Don 't Rernain Silent (art) and 
the possibiiities / limitations of memonal vigils (ritual). [Source: view ing notes] 

(d) Other Visual Works: 

Murdered by Misogyny: Here RI Black ami White. C Magazine, Spring 1990. 

See Murdered by Misogyny in sub-section (b) temporary installations above. 



Red rose. white lace. Concept and design: Joss MacLeman. F i t  reproduced December 1990. 

Reproduced fmt as a poster design (22.5" x 10.7Sn), three-quarters of the image is a 
pattern of white-lace folded on iwlf and blended into a grouping of 10 partially-open red roses, 
which represent the only colour against a black/grey/white background Layered over the image 
in black headline type and the following format is the text: 

14 women died 
in MontreaI 

December 6, 1989. 

97 women died 
in domestic violence 
in 1988 in Canada 

First moum. 
Then work for change. 

The last phrase finishes just above the grouping of roses, one of which lies slightly 
higher than the othen and focuses my eye, at least, on the word "work". Layered over the roses 
in a much smaller, reverse-type are the names of the groups and organizations that sponsored the 
production of the poster. Twenty names are represented, including a number of women's 
collectives, labour organizations and unions, an educational institute, and other social justice 
groups. 

This same design [image and headline text], with and without a Listing of sponsors, 
bas k e n  issued as a bookmark and on a button to coincide with subsequent anniversaries. This 
design, along with the memorial vigils, is probably the most weU-recognized signifier of the 
Montreal Massacre that circulates across politically oriented women's, and other social justice, 
communities. 

Permanent Memorials: 

December 6 Women's Grove Mernorial. Manitoba Legislature Grounds, Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
Designed by: Cynthia Cohlmeyer, landscape architect. Opening Ceremony: September 24, 1995. 
Financed by: community and union organizations, local govemment, individual contributions. 

A Memoriai Garden rather than a Stone monument is the substance of the Winnipeg 
permanent memorial, as a "living cornmitment to the rights and Lives of Manitoba women" (Keith 
Louise Fulton, comrnittee member, in Money: 11). Rominently located on the Manitoba 
legislature grounds, the memonal takes the fom of "a large encircled garden", and includes a 



dedication Stone and benches around the perimeter. Cost: $65.000, which includes an endowment 
to offset the costs of potential vandalism. [Source: Money, 1995; pamphlet from the opening] 

Lest We Forget. Calgary, Alberta. m s t :  Teresa Posyniak. Instaüed: Law Building, University 
of Calgary, November 1994. Financed by: Alberta Foundation for the Arts. 

Posyniak's piece is a memorid sculpture, "dedicated to a i l  slain women, but 
particularly to those murdered at L'Ecole Polytechnique" ("Sculptures keep the memory alive". 
1994: Cl). The work is comprised of a large column inscribed with the names of women 
murdered since 1989, drawn fkom Mary Billy * s "Fernicide Register". [Sources: Money , 1 995; 
"Sculptures . .. ". 1994; Sbiight, 19941 

b d o n  Women's Monument. Victoria Park, London, Ontario. Designed by Leigh Raney, student 
artist. Dedicated on December 6, 1994 [not installed as of spring 19951. Planner/Fundraiser The 
Women's Education and Research Foundation. 

Like the Women's Monument Project in Vancouver, the London Women's Monument 
was the subject of signincant debate and was barely approved by city council. Whereas in 
Vancouver the debate was over the substance of the memorial, in London the focus was, at ieast 
on the surface, the site, which drew "criticism from veterans (war memorials stand in the sarne 
park), heritage activists, citizens who felt London needed a public art policy before such a 
monument should be accepted, and a local neighbourhood association" (Money, 1995: 10). The 
$ l S , O  monument is to be entirely funded through private donations. [Source: Money, 19951 

Untitled. London, Ontaïo. Artist: Elaine Cm. Installed: University of Western Ontario's Brescia 
College, outside of the Bishop Michael Francis Library, December 6 ,  1994. 

Elaine Cam, a Windsor sculptor and p ~ t  maker, has "created a sculpture each year 
to commemorate the 1989 murders" (in "Sculptures ...", 1994: Cl;  a l l  quotations are from this 
source). Over the years, the pieces have changed; the artist notes that "[tlhis one is more about 
regenerating life" than the rawness and pain of the early years". This most recent work is "a large 
bronze bowl formed by 14 women dancing. There is a crack in the bowl, which rests on a chunk 
of white-ribboned, Windsor-mined granite. A seedling sprouts through the fissure". C m  says: "1 
wanted to show them as young women who had a lot of iife ... for me, the dancing shows there 
is still a lot of hope and a sense of cornmunity". Like other memorials, however, no single 
meaning can be attributed to the mernorial; for the manager of the Brescia Coliege's Centre for 
Women and the Sacred, the sculpture needed to be located in "a quiet reflective place ... to 
preserve the dignity of grieving". This is the first of Cm's memorial series to be installed 
publicly and in Canada; "the others are in private collections in the United States". [Source: 
"Sculptures keep the memory alive", 1994: CI.] 



Women's Monwnent Project- Thornton Park, Vancouver, B.C. To be installed in the summer of 
1997. Winning design: Beth Alber, "Marker of Changee". OrganizerEundraiser: The Women's 
Monument Project Committee. Financed by: individuals, community groups, organizations, 
govenunent. 

The Women's Monument Pmject6 officiaily began in the winter of 1990-91, when 
the Women's Centre Steering C o d t t e e  at Capilano College in Vancouver voted in support of 
"a student's proposal' to build a monument in memory of the women murdered at the Université 
de Montréal in 1989 and, symôolically, of al l  women affected by male violence" (Design 
Competition Guidelines, 4). A Women's Monument Committee was founded, which expanded 
and shifted over the years to "include interested women from the various communities of 
Vancouver" (Guidelines, 4). Feminists involved in the Committee brought erperience and skilis 
from working in "education, the media, culturai organizations, political advocacy, visual art and 
architecture" (Guidelines, 4). 

For over two years, the Committee developed and refmed a sense of the Project, 
worked to secure a site, raised fun& and devised the design competition (Guidelines, 4). By July 
1993, the site had been confmed and Timmton Park was donated by the City of Vancouver 
(Giving Voice Catalogue). In January 1994, the Project launched the National Design Competition 
with a May 15th deadline for submissions to stage one (Giving Voice). Stage two submissions, 
requested from three fmaüsts. were due by August 30 (Guidelines, 11) and a fmal design was 
chosen by the jury on October 7 (Giving Voice). In the summer of 1995, it was expected that 
consmiction of the Monument would be complete within a year; this deadiine has been pushed 
back due to fundraising needs (as of October 1996 the Project was still approximately $30,000 
short of budget). Currently, it is anticipated that the monument will be ready for unveiling in the 
summer of 1997 (Alber, personal communication, October 23, 1996). 

The competition was adjudicated by a group of women selected to reflect a recognition 
of feminist activism on issues of violences against women, and the contributions of feminist 
women to the arts (Guidelines, 13). Seven women were selected fiom across Canada to f o m  a 
jury that would be, according to the Guideiines. "as representative as possible of Canadian 
cultural and regional diversity and ... reflect the variety of races, eihnic groups, and sexual 
orientations among Canadian women" (Guidelines, 13). Jux-ists were paid an honorarium and an 
allowance for daily expenses; their transportation costs to the jury site were aiso covered 
(Guidelines, 13). Although the jurying process was anonyrnous, their names were subsequentiy 
released. The jurists were: Nicole Brossard; Rosemary Brown; Maura Gatensby; Doreen Jensen; 
Wilma Needharn; Haniko Okano; Irene F. Whittome (Giving Voice). 

Funding for the Monument has been generated from individuals, women's and 
community groups, unions, corporations and govermnent. The Project requires $300,000 (Dafoe, 

- - . 

Subsequentiy referred to as the Project. 

' Although her name is not given in the Competition Guideiines. Christine McDoweil, who 
was a student at Capiiano College at the tirne, is generally credited with providing this impetus 
for the Project. 



1994: Cl); $1 15,000 of which is allocated to the construction costs of the Monument (Guidelines. 
11). In the Giving Voice iiterature that was distributed at the Vancouver Art Gallery, the 
foilowing organizations are Listed for "generous support": Capilano Coilege, Vancouver Parlcs and 
Recreation Board The City of Vancouver, Nancy's Very Own Foundation mancy Jackman], B.C. 
Hydro, Vancity Saviags Credit Union, B.C. Ministry of Women's Equality, Empioyment and 
Immigration Canada, Canadian Autoworkers Union. The fundraising brochure announcing the 
winning design lists, in addition: Rock of Ages, Strow Foundation, Canadian Women's 
Foundation and Air Canada. (For critical discussion of the Project, see Chapter 6. For 
documentation of the art exhibits related to the Project in Vancouver and Toronto, see the 
relevant entries in "Art Shows", above.) [Sources: Alber, peaonal communicaiion; Dafoe, 1994; 
Design Cornpetition Guidelines; Funciraishg Brochure #3; Giving Voice Exhibition Catalogue. 
My thanks to Beth Alber for generously sharing her Project materials with me.] 

W m n  Won 't Forget Permanent Memorial. Toronto, Ontario. Installed: Philosopher's Walk, 
University of Toronto. 

Women Won't Forget fonned after the Montreal Massacre with the "simple objective 
of gathering wreaths. in memory and in honour of these women, to fmt be displayed in Toronto 
and then sent to Montreal" (information sheet, nd). They have remained a constant presence in 
remembrance activism, working, in part, for a permanent memorial. This Living monument 
comprises 14 red oak trees planted in memory of the women slain in Montreal and a boulder 
"signiSing women's strength". An accompanying plaque reads: "These fourteen trees are with 
sorrow planted in memory and in honour of fourteen sisten slain because of their gender in 
Montreal on December 6, 1989. May cornmitment to the eradication of sexism and violence 
against women be likewise planted in the hearts and min& of aU who corne after. It is not 
enough to look back in pain. We must create a new future". (These statements are also wntten 
in French.) The memorial is located at the north end of Philosopher's Wdk, a park-like grounds 
on the University of Toronto, that runs just west of University Avenue, between Bloor Street 
West and Hoskin Avenue. Women Won't Forget is also the key organizer of memorial vigils in 
downtown Toronto, which are held each year on Philosopher's Walk. [Sources: information sheet; 
peaonal attendance at vigils.] 

Memorial Vi*: 

Organized by feminist communities across the country, memorial vigils were held in 
the days immediately foilowing the slaughters in 1989 and have k e n  key marken of 
remembrance on each subsequent anniversary. See chapter 5 for a detailed discussion of this form 
of remembrance. 



Publications: 

This category is sub-divided as foliows: (a) poetry; (b) non-fiction books and journals; (c) fiction. 

"Fernicide" by Linda Abrahams in Matriart: A C d i a n  Feminist Arî Journal. Vol. 1 (l), Spring 
1990, 13. (12 Iines) 

This poem is an expression of a feminist responding tu the massacre of 14 women. 
assumed to be "feminists". Refusing notions of "evolution", the poem ends with: "I'm 100% 
proof revolution" . 

"Not One Step Back" by Ailison Campbell in Contemporary Verse 2 .  Vol. 14 (4), Spring 1992, 
26. 

This poem muses with the question "would they [the massacred women] have been 
out of the line of fm" if they hadn't been in an engineering class? Stepping back fiom the 
specifics of the classroom, the poem is a challenge to notions that there are safe spaces andlor 
safe ways of being, ending with the stance that a legacy of hatred against women means even 
newbom girls may be left to die. 

"Flashpoint" by Maggie Helwig in Matriam A Canadian Feminist A n  Jouml .  Vol. 1 (l), Spring 
1990, 12. (74 lines) 

In flashes, or fragments, the poet interplays scenes from the slaughters in Montreal 
with violences--threatened and actuaiized-that are more usual in women's Iives. The language 
of the poem is explicitly visceral and bloodied, cut through with references to the blast of a 
hunter's gun, evoked in "flash" and "flashpoint" (14 rimes). The poem ends with a listing of the 
names of the women murdered at the Polytechnique. 

"Musings of a South Asian Woman in the Wake of the Montreal Massacre" by Rita Kholi in 
CunadiM Woman Studies. Vol. 1 1 (4), Summer 199 1, 1 3. (67 Lines) 

As the preface to an article on violences against women, this poem names the 
specificities of race and class as they shape whose deaths are remembered and mourned, and who 
remembers and moums "with a difference". The pet caUs on women-specifically white middle 
class feminists--to recognize that "no woman is free / Tili di women are fke" and to act against 
violences against aU women. Particularly noteworthy in the poem, fiom my perspective, is the 
stanza that recalis the identities of 3 other women who were shot at before the Montreal murders. 



but who are not (publicly) remembered. It reads: "Did you know / In Rexdale 2 Black women 
I And 1 South Asian woman / Were shot at 1 Just before the Massacre? / Did you? / No. 1 1 am 
not surprised 1 1 heu  that / Answer so many times". This marks, to my mind a key challenge 
to feminist remembrance politics. 

"Fourteen Women" by Tanya Lester in Contemporary Verse 2. Vol. 13 (2), SummedFall 1990, 
64. (13 h e s )  

Reference to the Montreal slaughtea is not established explicitly in this poem, but 
puiied in through reference to a radio announcement and a boy child's i nqu j i  of his mother- 
"'14? How many it is, Mammy?"'. The mother's response cornes in a counting out to 14: " 1 and 
1 and 1 and ...." and ends with the child's "Too many". 

"The Woman who Bled for the World" by Rest Gender in Matriart: A Canadian Ferninist A n  
Jounial. Vol. 1 (1)' Spring 1990, 12. (17 lines) 

With the exception of the fmt  and last, each line of this poem is strucnired by a short 
statement, foliowed by the phrase "She bled". The statements are broadly encornpassing: 
referencing the desmiction of the planet, hatreds, and the lack of social responsibility. The 
framhg lines of the poem read: "Why are you bleeding? They asked" (opening) and "Know your 
blood is one, she said" (closing). 

@) non-fiction bookdjournais: 

Canadian Woman StudiesAes cahiers & la femme. Summer 199 1, Vol. 1 1 (4) and Fa11 199 1, Vol. 
12 (1). Toronto: York University. 

These two special issues were produced, in part, as a response to the massacre in 
Montreal. The editorial in the fmt  volume, titled, "Violence Against Women". opens with a 
naming of murdered women, including but not lirnited to those slaughtered at Ecole 
Polytechnique. The issue is "dedicated to those of us who have died and those of us who have 
survived" (3). Articles speak to the breadth of violences women suffer, situating the massacre in 
this context. The second volume, "Violence Against Women: Strategies for Change", is designed 
to "move beyond recovery into empowerment and change" (3). From this perspective, the issue 
considen "individual, cornmunity and institutional response[s]" (3). Marian Yeo's article on Lin 
Gibson's installation work, Murdered by Misogyny. is included in this volume (see above for 
details). 



nie Monireal Massacre. Louise Malette and Marie Chalouh, eds. Translated by Marlene 
Wildeman. Charlottetown: gynergy books, 199 1. 

A collection of 49 letters and short essays, most of which were originally published 
in French daily newspapen in Montreal. Mainly responses from femlliists, there are also a few 
contributions hom progressive men. In her nview, Marguerite Anderson captures the tone of the 
collection in this statement: "[it] speak[s] of the sorrow and the rage of women and their 
determination to see in this terrorist act a political one, against women and against feminism" 
(1991: 146). As the only translated set of responses from French media, it is a particularly 
valuable cesource for English-speaking readers to &velop an impression of how the massacre was 
king made sense of (and challenged) in French Quebec. For example, one theme frequently 
referenced in the text is the m a s  circulated viewpoint that the killings were "an unfortunate and 
isolated act" (in Maiette and Chalouh: 58). [Against this position, feminists and others who 
offered a different interpretation were accused of trying to "claim" the tragedy for their own ends 
(Anderson: 147).] From a concern with histoncai memory, the collection is further important in 
that it provides readers with a sense of the urgency of response in the immediate aftennath. As 
reviewer Margot Lacroix observes: "several of [the contributions]-letten to the editor, for 
example-would probably have faiien hto oblivion had this book project not been undertaken 
precisely to slow down the process of forgetthg" (1991: 14). [Sources: Anderson, 199 1; Lacroix, 
199 1; Malette and Chalouh, 19911 

(c) fiction: 

Nora Kelly. My Sister's Keeper. Toronto: Harper Coliins, 1992. 

This feminist mystery novel cites the massacre as a reference point for forms of 
sexism and violence on a fictitious university campus, where the detecting character, Gillian 
Adams, is a professor in the History Department. The most extensive notation regarding the 
massacre occua close to end of the novel, where Keliy writes, in the voice of Gillian: "[tlhe 
Montreal Massacre was almost a year ago, but 1 feel as if it's in the air I breathe. 1 don't know 
what to Say. We're all shocked at what's coming out. And yet the women who corne to my office 
to talk about their problems with sexism Say that its actually gotten worse since Montreal. And 
I hear the same thing from my counterparts on other campuses. I'li tell you what 1 think: 
Montreal ripped the Lid off. Now-after the massacre-nobody can pretend that the problem [of 
violence against women] doesn't exist-not the way they did before. Nobody can pretend that 
sexism and violence aren't linked--and lethal to women" (209-2 10). [Source: reading notes] 



Radio Propramming: 

A number of radio stations have produced programming around-or in response to 
issues of-December 6th. Although 1 have documentation o d y  of the following program, it is 
noteworthy in chat it included segments from Montreal and Halifax stations. 

Remembering December 6 (1993). Toronto: CIUT. Producers: Sian Cansfield and Elizabeth 
Gilarowski of S yndicated Women's Programming at CIUT. 57.5 1 minutes. 

In 1993, CIUT, the University of Toronto radio station. produced a syndicated 
program that included segments fkom Toronto, Halifax and Montreal. Hosted by Elizabeth 
Gilarowski. the program combines interviews, statistics, readings and music that locate 
remembrance of the massacre in a context of violences against women. 

After a brief introduction. the program opens with a reading from Brian Valee's Life 
Afer Billy: Jane's Story--The A f e m t h  of Abuse. This is followed by an interview with the 
author about Jane Hurshman, the "Jane" of the book title, who kiiied her abusive husband and 
later committed suicide. In this opening segment, the emphasis is on the costs of violences 
against women--both literal [monetary costs] and figurative [the costs to a woman's physical, 
psychic and emotional weU king]. Then Jazz Lee AIston's "Love ... Never That" is played, a 
Song that takes apart the meanings of love and questions what is done, the abuse that is deemed 
aüowable/possible, under "love". This introduces the next sequence, an interview with Mildred 
Millar of the Halifax Purple Ribbon Campaign by a host at the radio station of Dalhouise 
University. The emphasis in the interview is on including men in activism against violences 
against women. Ani Difranco's "make them apologize", a Song of her resistances in the music 
industry, concludes the fmt half of the show. 

FoIlowing a second excerpt from Life Afer Billy, the program continues with a 
segment hosted by CKUT, the McGill University radio station, c d e d  "Transformations". This 
segment combines music with testimonial responses from women n m e m b e ~ g  how they felt 
when they fmt heard of the slayings, and readings h m  weU-known ferninist writers. including 
Audre Lorde and Aiice Walker. For me, this is the most powemil segment of the entire CIUT 
program, in that it engages me not only intellecnialiy, but also--and particularly-viscerally.8 The 
program is brought io an end by: poetry readings that highlight women's strengths and resistances 
to violence; an interview with Metropolitan Toronto's Police Chief about police initiatives in 
response to violences against women; a further excerpt from A Life Afier Billy; and a surnmary 
of recornmendations from the Canadian Panel on Violence Against Women. [source: CIUT 
program; personal communication with Elizabeth Gilarowski] 

For a sense of the tone of this segment, see the voices section of Chapter 5 and the citations 
to d'Souza 



Music & Song: 

"Fourteen Women". Composer: Carole Anne B h s ,  Toronto. 

A musical composition that at the time of this writing is not available in a mass 
circulated recording. Burris has played this composition Live at memorial services in Convocation 
HaU at the University of Toronto. 

"This Memory". On Leave a Linle Light. 1992. The Wyrd Sisten. Winnipeg, Manitoba: Oh Yah! 
Records. 

The Wyrd Sisters are a Winnipeg-based three woman band. At the tirne of this 
recording, the band was comprised oE Nancy Reinhold, Kim Baryluk and Kim Segal. The lyrics 
to "This Memory" are as follows: 

Early that moming 
Cup of coffee in her hand 
Kissed her mother on the cheek 
Said "I'm more busy than I planned. 
I'ii be coming home a bit late 
But could you keep some supper warm ... 
Oh, just another busy day." 

Eariy that moming 
Getting ready by the door 
Kissed her lover on the cheek 
Said "I'li be coming back for more. 
Oh how I love you 
We've got so much to live for baby ... 
Oh, 1'U be coming home red soon." 

But it could have been me 
Just as easily ... 
Could have been my sister 
Left there to bleed. 
Oh it could have been my father 
Or my brother done the deed. 
Oh no ... don? let me lose this memory. 

Later on that evening mm on my TV 
Listen as they' re tallcing 
About the news of a shooting spree. 



Fourteen young women 
Shot dead in Montreal ... 
Oh it's the lsilling of us ail. 
Yes it's the killing of us ail. 

And it codd have been me 
Just as easily ... 
Could have been my lover 
Left there to bleed. 
Oh it codd have been my father 
Or my brother done the deed. 
oh no ... don't let me lose this memory. 

And it could have been you 
Just as easiiy ... 
Could have been your sister 
Left there to bleed. 
Oh it could have been your father 
Or your brother done the deed. 
Oh no. don't ever lose this memory. 

Don't let us lose this memory ... 
Because it could've been you or me. 

(For discussion of this Song, see Chapter 4.) [Source: Leave a Little Light. My thanks 
to The Wyrd Sisters for giving me permission to reproduce the lyrics for this document.] 
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