Un translatable Death, Evidentiary Bodies: After–Auschwitz and
Murambi–in Translation
Fazil Moradi 1
In our world of technological change and translational practices, we are observing multiple
and widespread access to the violence of “the past”. In this paper, I focus on how translation
is the condition of possibility for “genocidal violence” to inhabit the world and live on.
Translation, I argue, entangles hospitality, opens up the past, and put us in touch with the un
translatable death that gives way to an undeterminable future. Against this backdrop, I assess
how science and technology, politics and law, photographs, people, language, modernity’s
infrastructure of annihilation, and evidentiary institutions institute and conserve teleevidence that becomes central to political, national and global memory of genocide.

The open gate of Auschwitz–Birkenau
On the morning of December 16, 2017, we 2 were walking the distance that separated
Museum Auschwitz (former Nazi extermination camp I) from Auschwitz–Birkenau Memorial
and Museum (former Nazi extermination camp II). I ended up being the last person to cross
the gate of the Auschwitz–Birkenau Memorial and Museum without noticing it. Suddenly I
realized that I was standing in front of the final stop of all arriving trains. The tour guides
would take the visitors to this final stop before starting the tour, telling them all about the
selection process performed by Nazi doctors. 3 The doctors, as one said, determined “on this
very spot who was capable of working and staying alive and who had to be sent to the gas
chambers”. Listening to this vivid and embodied narrative, I looked back to the entrance gate.
It was open, but the other one for the train tracks was closed. People were crossing it all the
time, some arriving, others departing. I saw my two friends touching the fence on the righthand side of the gate next to reconstructed blocks of barracks. Without thinking, I walked
immediately towards them. Before entering the first barrack with an open door, a photograph
strategically positioned next to the fence and portraying human beings digging a drainage
ditch got our attention and imagination. They were among those who had been subjected to
death by working. One after the other, we entered the wooden barrack. There were two
enlarged photographs that transformed the entire barrack by evidencing how human beings
had been forced to survive or witness each other’s death there. Some of the people in the
photographs were looking right at the camera – and thus at all the three of us. Standing in
the presence of these photographs that were placed before our eyes, and radically
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interrupted, our bodies were also standing before or in the presence of the future. They are
still in the world, share the space with us, and open up an untranslatable past to the here and
yet there. As visual or demonstrative evidence, 4 the photographs, together with all other
material and architectural evidence such as the crematorium were supposed to be destroyed
in early 1945. 5 The exhibited photographs in the barracks, and others found among the ruins
in front of gas chambers II and III, were printed copies of the Auschwitz Album. 6 Lilly JacobZelmanovi Meier, a survivor of Auschwitz, had found and preserved the album, containing,
amongst many others, her own and her family’s photographs. It would later be used as visual
evidence at the Frankfurt Auschwitz Trial. 7 When Simon Wiesenthal – who convinces Lilly to
archive the album at Yad Vashem Archives in Israel – asks, how can you live with something
like that? Lilly responds, I could not live without it. 8 Today both the album, which Lilly saw as
“my own album, our album, everybody’s album” 9 and which has also survived her death, and
its computerized database are preserved at Yad Vashem. 10 The album is by now at once
historical and visual evidence, and national, transnational and global memory, recording what
otherwise would be impossible to see. The advanced tele-technology has already
disseminated copies of the photographs in the Auschwitz album worldwide.
Stepping in, stepping out, touching the barracks, the fence, the very act of seeing the
copies of these photographs shot between May and June 1944, walking between them, and
then the attempt to imagine and understand Auschwitz–Birkenau were as much a chain of
interruptions as “embodiments-in-motion”. 11 Our bodies became inseparable from the
visibility of what is now named Auschwitz–Birkenau Memorial and Museum, an evidentiary
institution. “The visible,” writes Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “is what is seized upon with the
eyes”. 12 Seeing as body sign 13 was how we got shivers down our spines, and how the
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photographs and the ruins entered our memories without invitation. Walking along, Thomas
would occasionally take out his smartphone to get online in Auschwitz, travel between
different websites, and retrieve and read information in both German and English to inform
us about certain instants and places. These practices of getting online and offline, gathering
and reading or sharing Auschwitz as information in that particular space and time would have
been impossible without Wi-Fi, a global infrastructure, and the technologies of the Internet. 14
We would combine this online information with what we remembered from stories that we
had heard and our individual readings, visits to other concentration camps in Germany, and
works of art, memorials, and documentary films that we had seen. Auschwitz as something
readable embedded in the Internet and digital media technologies 15 changes meaning, is
trans-formed, and changed our ways of seeing, knowing and remembering.
dŚĞĐŝƚǇŽĨKƑǁŝħĐŝŵ;ƵƐĐŚǁŝƚǌŝŶ'ĞƌŵĂŶͿŚĂƐƵŶĚĞƌŐŽŶĞƉƌŽĨŽƵŶĚĐŚĂŶŐĞƐƐŝŶĐĞ
1945. Step by step, it has once again become a civic space with restaurants facing the entrance
to the Auschwitz Museum, and recently-built houses and playgrounds facing the open gate of
Auschwitz–Birkenau. Auschwitz III-Monowitz, the forced labor sub-camp of the IG
Farbenindustrie A.G., is no longer on the visitor’s list. The name “Auschwitz–Birkenau” has
come to exclusively refer to one of several tourist sites to be visited from the city of Kraków
in Poland. While the tourist office of the city and some of the kiosks promise daily tours for
99 Polish zloty, the Kraków App or mobile application provides several options ranging from
six to nine hours of touring places. The nine-hour tour is entitled “Auschwitz-Birkenau Tour
from Krakow and Evening Klezmer Music Concert with Dinner” for USD 77. According to the
Auschwitz-Birkenau website, “2.1 million” people visited the Museum in 2017, “50 thousand
more than in 2016”. 16 By the hundreds the visitors walk among the physical evidence –
decaying barracks and other buildings, ruins of the gas chambers, photographs, monuments,
de-electrified barbed wire fences, and the very geographical space wherein the camp as an
infrastructure of annihilation was once constructed – which they never cease to embody and
turn into digital images that they can circulate and to which they can return anytime and
anywhere.
Auschwitz as a paradigmatic part of the Holocaust becomes a site of scientific
inquiries, filmic translation such as “Holocaust,” and the politics of the Holocaust in late 1960s
and 1970s connected with the history and future of Palestine. 17 This historic shift embodied
14
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Auschwitz in words and images. The mass of globally circulating publications and images in
turn continues to constantly write and shape how we attend to, experience/embody,
remember, and perceive what remains ethnographically inaccessible. The workings and
inescapable effects of scientific practices, technologies, and global media have given birth to
an Auschwitz to be looked at by any visitor from anywhere as something Other or foreign to
the visitor’s everyday life or to be examined, among others, by scholars, artists, filmmakers,
and journalists from anywhere. Auschwitz, to paraphrase Lilly Meier, has become my
Auschwitz, our Auschwitz, everybody’s Auschwitz.
As extermination camps, Auschwitz itself presents a radical shift as modernity’s 18
infrastructure 19 of annihilation and irredeemable destructions. In other words, Auschwitz was
originally designed to be annihilatory. It involved advanced science and tele-technologies,
modern state, bureaucracy, economy, politics, rule of law, and both disciplined and organized
human beings as killing units. By contrast, Auschwitz as populated barracks, gas chambers,
crematory, Zyklon B, furnaces, electrified fences illuminated with lights at night, watch
towers, machine guns, commandants, adjutants, SS dogs, Schutzstaffel (SS)Totenkopfverbände, Sonderkommandos, Erkennungsdienst, daily torture, medical
experimentation, starvation, forced labor, forced abortion, sterilization, brothel, 20 and public
hangings and executions is nowhere to be seen today. Yet, this radical absence does not
govern the ways in which we experience and embody Auschwitz as translations. The concern
here is that Auschwitz as original genocidal violence is neither accessible nor available to
words, art or aesthetics and will, therefore, remain untranslatable. Thus my application of
translation follows that genocidal violence leaves nothing “original” to go back to, which
would, as Walter Benjamin writes, “… contain the law governing the translation: its
translatability”. 21 For Benjamin translation involves überleben, survival, and fortleben,
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continuing to live or living on of the original. 22 He writes, “… a translation issues from the
original – not so much from its life as from its afterlife.” 23 By contrast, translation of genocidal
violence does not relate to an original the way translation from one language to another
language may do. It points to the commonality of human concern with memory that is an
existential condition to human life and collectivity, 24 and highlights the weight of evidence,
legal and otherwise, as productive writing 25 and living on of national and global memory of
Auschwitz and Murambi that I engage in this paper-translation.
What I have already started with, and will continue in what follows, is rather the
concern with how translation writes and is fundamental to the living on of what it puts us in
touch with, i.e. genocidal violence, how human relation to it is never bilateral, how it only
takes place in the after and travels across time and space and is as much about the past as
the future, how it globalizes or denationalizes memory, and how it is always marked by un
translatability.
This paper is thus not a return to the demand for pure description, analytical reflection
or scientific explanation that would prescribe a fixed understanding of what is called
Auschwitz, Murambi or genocide. The term or the name genocide is Raphael Lemkin’s
translation for what he called the “civilized” world, 26 and is by now a recognized international
legal definition that possesses an irreducible evidence of systematic violence, produces fixed
meaning, and shapes experiences and memories worldwide. In today’s global setting the
term/name institutes the particularity of “race, ethnicity, religion, and nationality,” and at the
same time disseminates the knowledge that the world cannot afford genocide many more
times. 27 Thus, as tele-evidence, it travels as it is deemed to have the capacity to capture what
the modern nation-state has proven to be capable of, and is as such repeated across time and
space. Since this repetition involves a juridical discourse that “… includes a whole set of rules
and applications of rules, that is to say, a technology,” 28 genocide as tele-evidence is also a
tele-technology that is produced at a certain moment but travels in time and space and is
fundamental to the living on of politics as well as memories of genocidal violence. 29
My concern in this paper is that translation is a turn to language, traveling narratives,
tele-technologies, science, politics and law, testimony and evidence, evidentiary institutions,
22
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and exhibition of human remains and photographs. As such translation is not genocidal
violence, but the condition of possibility for state sanctioned violence to inhabit the world,
rendering it readable, knowable, seeable, and memorable. 30 As I outline above and in the
main body of this paper, my concern is not comparison of violence but translation that
institutes and circulates tele-evidence in various forms. I understand translation to also
introduce hospitality as hosting and at the same time being held hostage by translation of
that which is radically absent or as instant interruption that is both “inconceivable and
incomprehensible”. 31

“Auschwitz and After”
Auschwitz became the “paradigm” 32 of annihilatory violence and the articulation of all Nazi
extermination camps only after Auschwitz, in the late 1960s. After is the time and space of
translation from which Auschwitz arrives as the name and reading of untranslatable acts of
annihilation. Theodor W. Adorno writes, “I have no wish to soften the saying that to write
lyric poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” (emphasis mine). 33 He reads and engages Jean-Paul
Sartre by quoting a character in his play Morts Sans Sépulture, “Is there any meaning in life
when men exist who beat people until the bones break in their bodies?” and writes that this
“… is also the question whether any art now has a right to exist”. 34 His analytical reflection
and reference to Sartre’s literary work marks his avowal of the enigma at the heart of
translatability of/after Auschwitz, and not after the colonial genocides or the transatlantic
human/slave trade. 35 Adorno considers work of art as the other of reality 36 and thus cultural
translation to be a commitment to aesthetic objectification and as such transformative,
making Auschwitz appear as or disappear with literature or artwork altogether. He writes,
“When even genocide becomes cultural property in committed literature, it becomes easier
to continue complying with the culture that gave rise to the murder”. 37
30
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Adorno’s critique of how “… the traditions of philosophy, of art, and of the
enlightening sciences” 38 could allow Auschwitz to happen is directly connected to an
unequivocal explanation that without modernity or the individual indifference or coldness of
bourgeois subjectivity, “… there could have been no Auschwitz”. 39 Artworks as cultural
artefacts and bourgeois society are inseparably entwined. Yet, Adorno’s account of “… the
dialectic of culture and barbarism. To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” 40 does not
totally negate the inescapability of aesthetic and artistic translatability. He was already
immersed in translational practices and rather concerned that the aesthetic and artistic
translation produces an “echo of suffering” and “diminishes it” 41 at the same time. In other
words, Auschwitz is at once open to translation and “forbids” it 42 – it is as much
untranslatable as it disappears with translation.
Writing against Adorno’s “expression,” Jacques Rancière argues “… after Auschwitz,
to show Auschwitz, art is the only thing possible, because art always entails the presence of
absence; because it is the very job of art to reveal something that is invisible, through the
controlled power of words and images”. 43 Such position proceeds through the transformation
of Auschwitz into words and images, which then preserve and institute Auschwitz, going back
and forth between unrepeatable and distant acts of annihilation on the one hand and art and
aesthetic practices on the other. The ethical dimension of words and images is the possibility
of future memory and of linking or putting us in touch with 44 the radically absent violence. It
interrupts us as it puts us in touch with the violence that it writes, opens up, and changes into
traveling words or images that act independently of Auschwitz as original violence. 45
Yet, Adorno’s return to the expression in Negative Dialectics is marked by the urgency
of ethics of translation as well as the fact that the question of untranslatability has not made
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him stop thinking about Auschwitz. He writes, “Perennial suffering has as much right to
expression as a tortured man has to scream; hence it may have been wrong to say that after
Auschwitz you could no longer write poems”. 46 Adorno continues his seemingly speculative
phenomenology, “… it is not wrong to raise the less cultural question whether after Auschwitz
you can go on living – especially whether one who escaped by accident, one who by rights
should have been killed, may go on living”. 47 If work of art as fully cultural is capable of turning
Auschwitz into knowledge and aesthetic object, the possibility of living on in the after as “less
cultural” also underlines translational practices – e.g., the survivor’s right to language,
expression, that is fundamental to testimony and to proof. Adorno’s speculation pays little
attention to how those who, unlike him, were living with, and seeing what was happening to
them and their individual bodies in Auschwitz experience questions of translatability, e.g.
writing poetry. Auschwitz and the after take yet other turns as we attend to survivors and the
extermination camps in Auschwitz, and to other writers. In fact, Maurice Blanchot writes that
the survival of the survivor “is no longer life,” but “… the attestation that the good that is life
… has undergone the decisive blow that leaves nothing intact”. 48 Auschwitz did not rest on
universal humanity but on annihilation, “dying together,” 49 and complete disappearance of
human lives and bodies. 50 It was the manifestation of a systematic annihilation of a “common
political space,” 51 or offering hospitality that rests outside of right, law and duty, welcoming
and hosting “the Other” without imposing any conditions. 52
Bodies were evidence subjected to endless disappearance and came to be read as
evidence in the after. Except for “non-Jewish German prisoners,” Primo Levi, who physically
survived Auschwitz, writes, 53 all prisoners had a number tattooed onto their arm. An
“indelible mark,” Levi continues, the tattoo was an “autochthonous Auschwitzian invention”
and, as such, the “sentence written on the flesh”. 54 In the after, however, the invention of
the tattooed arm becomes the survivor’s evidence and at the same time proof of being in the
presence of Auschwitz and a witness of the impossible. 55 This, in turn, makes the survivor’s
body the impossible proof and turns their testimony into evidence of having survived the
impossible. For the survivors of Auschwitz to show the indelible mark – tattooed number –
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on their bodies and to testify meant to be alive, 56 but also to confide in language and thus
engage translation.
How language is called upon to put the memories of the everyday in Auschwitz to
work is manifest in, amongst many others, Charlotte Delbo’s memories, plays, and poetry 57
as well as Primo Levi’s memories. 58 Auschwitz et après (Auschwitz and After), as the title of
Delbo’s trilogy, takes place in Delbo and Levi’s respective autobiographical writings in ways
that produce the survivor as someone here and yet there, in the interstices between but also
beyond the ones annihilated and those living. Their particular narrative technique does not
only make them visible as writers and poets, but also bears the commitment to expressing or
turning the “unthinkable” and the “inexplicable,” as Delbo puts it, into the thinkable and
explicable only in the after. Delbo explains, “… if the women who died had required those
who returned to account for what had taken place, they would be unable to do so”. 59 She
insists, “Actually I did not say anything to myself … I thought of nothing. I felt nothing. I was a
skeleton of cold … everything there [Auschwitz] is inexplicable”. 60 According to Delbo,
thinking, speaking, or writing about Auschwitz cannot be Auschwitz, and one is not able to
imagine oneself as the women who died there. Auschwitz are instants that we here can never
translate and, as such, remains both foreign and heterogeneous to what language allows in
the after. Yet, we are given over to the experience of “dying a living death,” 61 as we read,
imag(in)ing and seeing ourselves already dead while reading Auschwitz and After – after the
women who died there.
Therefore, the reflections and memories of mass death mobilized by language, which
in turn mobilizes Auschwitz, are passed on with “the mark of un translatability on it, in the
bound book” 62 Auschwitz and After that we can touch, read and see with our eyes and hold
in our hands. The book of poems and memoirs takes place as an ethical translation or
hospitality, hosting testimonies and/or memories of unthinkable death. What happens is that
the act of reading the book, in turn, interrupts as it holds hostage the reader, across time and
space. As translation Auschwitz and After writes as it renders the past readable which marks
its living on in the infinite after, while at the same time evidencing the linguistic act of hosting
and sharing the Otherness or foreignness of Auschwitz as unthinkable and inexplicable – un
translatable.
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An un translatable secret
The narrator-witness in Maurice Blanchot’s The Instant of My Death, a literary fiction set in
1944, tells of a dead end that the Nazis are faced with, to which they, in turn, expose “a young
man” and his entire family. A “Nazi lieutenant” convoyed by a liquidating force knocks the
door of a château. The château is located in Nazi-occupied France. Believing the one knocking
to be a guest in need of help, a young man opens the door.
“Everyone outside.”
A Nazi lieutenant . . . made the oldest people exit first, and then two young
women.
“Outside, outside.” 63
The unexpected arrival turns into an outside trial to judge whether the occupant of
the château should cohabit the earth. The lieutenant’s translation of the casings and bullets
found around the house in a war-torn area as evidence in a trial 64 renders the “less” young
man an accused without the possibility to prove himself innocent.
The lieutenant choked in a bizarre language. And putting the casings, the
bullets, a grenade under the nose of the man already less young… he
distinctly shouted: “This is what you have come to.” 65
“This is what you have come to,” is a verdict that places the young man before a firing
squad, awaiting but the instant of the order to shoot. Knowing that this is the dead end of his
life on earth, the young man does not want his family to witness what is about to happen,
and begs the Nazi lieutenant:
At least have my family go inside. 66
He is the only man left, and the family of all women – aunt, mother, sister, and sisterin-law – is about to witness his execution. This instant is interrupted. The lieutenant’s
attention is drawn to a nearby battle which makes him disappear from the scene. One of the
executioners approaches the young man to tell him who they are and tells him without
speaking “to disappear”. The young man wanes with a “feeling of extraordinary lightness,”
only to find himself in a faraway and dense forest where the trees become his host and
ultimate shield. Death, we read, is prevented by “death itself – and perhaps the error of
63
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injustice”. 67
Suddenly he witnesses the compound set on fire, descending into ash, and three
young men – sons of farmers – slaughtered. Although the château is left undisturbed, the
world transforms into an unlivable world, evidencing a long devastating war. Yet the instant
of lightness – “… at the moment when the shooting was no longer but to come” – obfuscates
the descent into the everyday. It never leaves his survival – no longer life anymore – and
remains untranslatable: “There remained, … the feeling of lightness that I would not know
how to translate: freed from life?” 68 Not only is the instant unavailable to words and thus
nothing to be captured in language, it is untranslatable. This questioning of the
epistemological foundation of knowing and a strict claim to truth is also unfolded in the act
of remembering and testifying.
Narrator-witness: “In his place, I will not try to analyze”. 69
According to Jacques Derrida, the title The Instant of My Death “… promises us a
narrative or a testimony – signed by someone who tells us in many ways and according to
every possible tense: I am dead, or I will be dead in an instant, or an instant ago I was going
to be dead”. 70 Death is a common human condition to which one cannot return or testify. In
this context, therefore, there is neither a post-death instant where one can testify to one’s
own experience of death, nor a shred of evidence to prove the existence of life after death. It
is what Derrida reads as an “unexperienced experience” 71 – i.e., death can neither be
experienced nor happen twice. The narrator-witness takes the reader beyond the collection
of incontestable evidence to prove what is about to unfurl in an instant, “a death without
death and thus a life without life”. 72 This neither/nor evolves as an insistence on
untranslatability of a death that is not death and thus the limit of literature and
autobiographical fiction but also phenomenology. 73 In other words, The Instant of My Death
narrates how certain death cannot fully arrive in the here and now, how it cannot be rendered
knowable and completely comprehended, how it does not end with survival, and how it
cannot be undone by evidence or any testimony of fiction.
In Vicious Circles, Blanchot writes, “… in my opinion – and in a way different from the
one that led Adorno to decide with absolute correctness – I will say there can be no fictionstory about Auschwitz. 74 This conclusion falls in line with the thought that as annihilation
leaves nothing intact, “all narration, even all poetry” becomes a thing without “foundation”. 75
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Like Adorno, this does not stop him from writing literary fiction, which changes with Derrida’s
testimony. On July 20, 1994, Derrida receives a letter from Maurice Blanchot in which
Blanchot enunciates, “July 20. Fifty years ago, I knew the happiness of nearly being shot to
death”. 76 Derrida asserts, “Like this sentence, this letter does not belong to what we call
literature. It testifies … to the reality of the event that seems to form the referent of this
literary narrative entitled The Instant of My Death and published as literary fiction”. 77
The fiction as a traveling translation as an “intimate act of reading, surrendering,” and
78
seeing, embeds the reader in “real human experiences,” violence, and an “interruption of
time and history” 79 that unfolds in the course of reading, even though it does not take place
in the everyday reality of the reader. The instant is a secret reserved to the one who testifies,
and from which fiction develops as translation. 80 Herein, experience starts from translation
of a secret instant that goes back fifty years, to a specific historical context that is distinct
from that written and narrated experience, without which there would be no The Instant of
My Death. The literary fiction is not the instant that it creates as much as death is not a word
or an object in Blanchot’s possession. Blanchot, suggests that fiction and, in effect, language
cannot claim the ability of reaching some universal truth about death within a particular
historical context that profoundly displaces the common binary understanding of life/death
as it leaves nothing intact.
&ƵƌƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞ͕ ĞĐŚŽŝŶŐ KŵĂƌ <ŚĂǇǇĈŵ 81 (1048-1124), while offering an intimate
reading of “genocide against the Tutsi” in 1994, Véronique Tadjo writes, “None among us”
has ever returned from death to testify to how the dead are. 82

Evidentiary bodies
In order to survive absolute physical extermination, around fifty thousand Tutsi people try to
hide in churches and whatever places they think will host and protect them. As Rwanda’s
churches 83 are entangled in all the violence, many have become sites of massacres. People
resort to seeking refuge in the classrooms of the Murambi technical school in Gikongoro
Province in southern Rwanda. While “Hutu” is made a body radically distinct from “Tutsi,” as
organized killing units, the mobilized Hutus hunt and kill the Tutsi wherever they find them in
Rwanda. The political inscription of difference is constantly communicated through the
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Rwandan radio station Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines, which mobilizes and
integrates Hutu civilians. “The French military would protect you in Murambi,” they keep
hearing from officials, the police, and priests in the area. Instead the secret plan appears to
gather the Tutsi at the school to conclude their collective annihilation once and for all. A
coordinated plan to cleanse the whole area of the Tutsi, leaving no one to testify, 84 is already
underway. Like the rest of the country, the whole area is enmeshed in such violence as the
population could never have imagined before.
The everyday reality of collective lives is unexpectedly interrupted. Being human and
certain neighborly ethics that once formed the foundations of life and neighborhood relations
no longer ensure either coexistence or the life of the Tutsi population. Killing the Tutsi has
become an everyday reality. Although the technical school is under construction, it turns into
a space that incarcerates everybody within its walls. This means that those inside the few
separate rooms with tiny walls are made homeless and robbed of everything in the world.
They are left without food and drinking water for days. Death begins inscribing itself and has
already interrupted the history of the country, converting Rwanda into a foreign land that
does not welcome the Tutsi and Hutu opponents.
The inescapable fear of death, sleep deprivation, and suffering from hunger have
transformed them into weak and exhausted bodies. The initial waves of the massacre are
answered with collective resistance. By now it has become clear that Murambi is a place
where the collective life of the Tutsi is at stake. The arrival of the armed Interahamwe – a
Hutu paramilitary organization for killing Tutsi – on April 21, 1994, between 3 a.m. and 12
p.m., marks the actual beginning of the massacre. It is a day unlike any other. Interahamwe
do not care about whether the human target is a pregnant woman or a child. They kill with
bullets whenever necessary and hack people to death with machetes. The massacre would
have been a difficult feat without the Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines, weapons and
machetes – the technologies of killing. The dead corpses are later buried in shallow mass
graves. This attempt of deliberately destroying any trace of evidence and testimony of what
happened fails as some manage to escape and others among those massacred survive and
escape. Thirty-four people survive. Some of the survivors’ testimonies are now digitized and
can be accessed at the Murambi Genocide Memorial Center as well as the website of the
Genocide Archive of Rwanda. 85
Spread all over Rwanda and different parts of the world by now, I heard this narrative
mainly during my first visit on September 26, 2012, but also when I returned in 2013, 2016,
and September 2018. In this paper it also includes references that point us to other
articulations that have multiplied and set the narrative into motion in the world. The woman
working at the memorial center and in charge of guiding the visitors, who had already
embodied the narrative explains what had come to pass between April 18-22, 1994. It is
September 26, 2012, we are engaged in conversation as we walk towards the blocks of
classrooms where people had once sought refuge.
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What happened in Murambi is at this moment – eighteen years after – made
“fictional” in ethnographic manner. 86 The massacre is embodied in a narrative that
fictionalizes the massacre, making it knowable and understandable in a broader sense. Like
Delbo and Blanchot, Richard Rechtman asserts that the instant of exterminatory violence,
when both the past and the future disappear and the present become timeless, is fictionalized
as embodied in a narrative created “after the fact”. 87 The narrative conserves and, at the
same time, institutes what happened. The narrative, as Toni Morrison writes, “… is radical,
creating us at the very moment it is being created”. 88 Against this backdrop, narrating or
testifying in order to tell a story also means creating a space of memory that involves what is
legally inscribed as “material evidence” of genocide in Rwanda. 89 The narration creates a
public and political space, 90 making it understandable by assimilating the past in the everyday.
In doing so, it transforms the past to the extent that it “will never be the same”. 91
Eighteen years after the massacre, my visit marks a descent into the Murambi
massacre as an embodied narrative and as embodied in a narrative and material/physical
evidence that persistently makes it congruent with the here and yet there. The website 92 of
the Murambi Genocide Memorial refers to April 21, 1995 as the date the memorial center
was established. She, the guide, tells me that survivors exhumed the bodies, thousands were
buried, and that the government of Rwanda opened the doors of the halls filled with exhumed
human bodies to the public on April 7, 1996. The Murambi technical school that was turned
into a site of extermination and mass grave is now preserved as a national memorial based
on physical evidence or, what I call, evidentiary bodies. Evidentiary bodies include mummified
bodies, human remains, bloodstained clothes, archival photographs, digitized survivor
testimonies, and Murambi as a site of both modern massacre and museum. The conservation
effort is constitutive of new practices and relations that not only render the ethnographic
evidence of genocide public but also produce knowledge about it. Article 52 of Rwanda’s
Constitution inscribes the preservation of the memorial sites of the “genocide against the
Tutsi,” as penned in the Preamble, as the duty of the state and “everyone”. 93
We are walking towards what had once been ground-level buildings for classrooms
that now host evidentiary bodies from the genocidal massacre. I would not know this, as it is
my first visit. As a guide, she wants me to bear witness to the massacre in such a way that it
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structures the visit and entangles it in a repeatable and understandable narration. Suddenly
we stop before an open door to an old classroom:
They are here to tell you and the rest of the world that what happened in
Murambi is real. Do not photograph or touch them.
The door is open, so I step in. She stays behind, outside. At this moment, I am cut off
from the world. I stand face to face with what evades words or linguistic naming and artistic
imagination. All I can see are white mummified bodies captivating my eyes and my whole
body. I stand before actual yet dead bodies laid out on wooden panels and inhale the invisible
and unimpeachable particles or dust moving in the air. The room itself is a world of infinite
silence, but with the capacity for confirming, repeating, and conveying the embodied
narrative. The modified and preserved white bodies neither ask, “What is your name? Where
are you from? What brought you here?” nor do they make the massacre of April 21, 1994
accessible in any way. I am expected to stand before physical evidence, seeing how death can
no longer happen 94 to the bodies that interrupted my world, and would remain in me as
images. I also bear witness to what happens after the massacre, especially to those who are
“… absolutely without defense, disarmed,” and in the hands, of the post-genocide state and
the global politics of memory, dead. 95 Although I had already carried out six months of
anthropological inquiry on al-ŶĨĈůŐĞŶŽĐŝĚĞ;ϭϵϴϳ-1991) in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, I
leave the room without having a single thought of whether there is something to be
interpreted, heard, or whether the unassimilable white bodies need to be exposed or to
remain unknown. I am completely empty and unable to imagine myself as any of the bodies
without names or faces. The white bodies have disappeared in the politics of numerical
evidence, “50,000 Tutsis were murdered in Murambi.” Their existence as individual human
beings, identities, and family and collective memory are completely erased. They are
conserved with powdered lime which has transformed them into white bodies as never
before witnessed in human history. Stepping into the room means crossing an unmarked
border between the everyday and the worldliness of the white bodies that would not leave
one uninterrupted.
There are six single-story classroom buildings, each with six classrooms, and each of
them turned into an indefinite home for white mummified bodies and human skeletons. We
walk into two other rooms, one hosting human skeletons and the other white mummified
bodies. They are there to be seen and continue their existence with the established and
guiding narrative that produces them as physical evidence, which in turn confines their past
and future existence to the genocide against the Tutsi. We pass the other rooms, just looking
inside from the door, and arrive at what had once been turned into a mass grave. “This is
where the French soldiers built a volleyball court and played. They tried to hide the mass
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grave,” 96 she tells me. The embodied narrative produces an ontological difference between
the massacre as a thing of the past, Hutu/Tutsi, and the here and now. It ethnicizes genocide
and overlooks Rwanda’s colonial history of racialization that produced ethnically divided
memories among the Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa, and the role of the modern state and global
politics. 97
The visible and immobile mummified bodies and the open mass graves of human
remains no longer belong to themselves or their families and are not granted burial.
Emmanuel Murangira, with a scar of shrapnel from a hand grenade on the left side of his
forehead, is one of the four impossible survivors. 98 According to his testimony that has
survived his death in 2011, the lack of identification, the complete annihilation of some
families, and financial conditions are among the reasons why the families who had survived
could not exhume the bodies, transport them to their villages, and bury them. 99 He is also
convinced that the number of those massacred ranges from “50,000 to 60,000” people.
Although Emmanuel’s position cannot be easily explained, being a survivor also means being
with multiple losses and sharing the everyday with the dead. 100 His entire family had been
exterminated during the genocidal violence. According to Véronique Tadjo, in Rwanda the
survivors talk to their lost loved ones and carry them within themselves. 101 The relationship
is not empirical and its meaning in the world of the one who has survived is irreducible to
language or the linear time – past, present, future. It helps people who have survived to work
through the everyday difficulties in their lives, and it is a social life in which they participate.
The relationships with the dead involve an “exchange for assistance or protection,” in the
everyday life. 102 The obligation to think of the dead occupies an integral space within
Rwandan cosmology as well as the ordinary world of the survivors.
As a place where unidentified bodies and remains of the dead are conserved as the
foundation of national memory, Murambi represents a legal and political turn as well as
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translation of the global infrastructure of memory after the genocide in Rwanda. “Remains of
genocide victims which were formerly buried shall be transferred to genocide memorial sites
and cemeteries as provided for by … Law …, upon the initiative of the relatives or upon
consultation with the District administration”. 103 Some of the mummified bodies have been
found elsewhere and are now on display in Murambi which is encircled with a fence,
separating it from the population that inhabit the land around it. While the former Rwandan
state transformed these bodies into sites of difference 104 and rendered them killable, the
post-genocide legal and political translations defer this very difference into an unknown
future while rendering the bodies and Murambi as genosites. Murambi takes place as a
modern evidentiary institution 105 that stages the genocide against the Tutsi for the nation to
imagine both its descent and its future. At the same time, it becomes the place where the
massacre is received as an international crime, and where the post-genocide nation and
everyone should return to learn about how, where and what “actually happened”. Similar
genos-sites and/or evidentiary institutions are established throughout the country: e.g. Kigali
Genocide Memorial (Gisozi); Nyamata Church Genocide Memorial; Nyarubuye Church
Memorial; Ntarama Church Genocide Memorial; and Bisesero Genocide Memorial.

Tele-evidence
In Rwanda, the question of conservation is linked to the narrative of living together again
and/or reconciliation, re-making the nation, 106 remembering together, and the prevention of
future genocides, or “Never Again” as first articulated after the Holocaust. The conservation
of evidentiary bodies is, therefore, as much a question of traveling translation as it is of the
past and future of the nation in Rwanda. Moreover, it has become the concern of the
Rwandan state and its politics of difference, forensic science, and digital technology. The Kigali
Genocide Memorial (KGM) has a “world-class digital archive preserving memory for
generations”. 107 It provides a collection of documents, archival photographs, audiovisual
survivor and perpetrator testimonies, audio cassette tapes, an interactive map, the human
remains of “250,000” 108 people, Gardens of Reflection, human skulls on display, the Wall of
Names, mass graves, a website that contracts time and space, and a library as well as an
education center. It has also an amphitheater where theatrical plays about the genocide are
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performed during the annual commemoration. The website of the KGM enfolds the genocide
against the Tutsi as well as all memorials and museums, and participates in the image flows
that uphold and disseminate the memory of genocide in full view of the global/local public
eye. As a result, genocide moves into the realm of the visual and virtual. The KGM’s
infrastructure of memory includes providing everyday tours through the three permanent
exhibitions, including photographic exhibitions of genocides, Namibian, Armenian,
Cambodian, Bosnian, and the Holocaust. Just as with the museums mentioned above and the
website, KGM as an actual place also institutes certain modes of remembering that produces
Tutsi as victim and Hutu as perpetrator, and internationalizes the memory while conserving
and circulating multiplied evidence of the genocide against Tutsi worldwide. 109
The legal, political, and tele-technological translation is unprecedented in Rwandan
history, bringing all evidentiary institutions, the archive and its digitalization, the websites,
and the annual commemoration under state jurisdiction. This evolving politics, which is
essentially global, has transformed the national government into an “archontic power,”
embroiling the “power of consignation”. 110 As such, the government is entrenched in
practices of gathering evidentiary bodies, classifying and assigning residence, and centralizing
memory as well as acting in public. 111 It is concerned with the use of forensic science in the
conservation of exhibited evidentiary bodies that in turn expose the political translation, and
shows how the national memory of the genocide is dependent on unidentified human
remains, and how it is made empirically knowable. This turn towards the past as a turn
towards the future of political, national and global memory involves an international network.
Aegis Trust, an international organization for the prevention of crimes against
humanity and genocide, 112 has taken the question of preservation and national memory in
Rwanda to a global level that has in turn turned Aegis Trust global. It operates the UK
Holocaust Centre in Nottinghamshire, which a delegation from Rwanda visited before the
KGM was built and opened in 2004. Aegis Trust has been involved in the construction of
monuments and museums, including KGM, the preservation of sites of annihilation and
evidentiary bodies, the digitization of evidence of genocide, and education since early 2000.
Moreover, it has been engaged in translation practices linking the infrastructure of memory
in Rwanda to that of the Holocaust and beyond. 113
The CEO of Aegis, James Smith, has argued that science and technology has key role
to play in halting the mummified bodies’ natural disappearance into dust. 114 This is where law
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and the court, which Cornelia Vismann calls a “translation machine,” 115 are no longer
necessary to confirm and produce evidence and preside over public and historical truth. 116
The collaboration between Aegis Trust, the National Commission for the Fight Against
Genocide in Rwanda, the International Forensic Centre of Excellence, and Cranfield University
and its department of forensic sciences was expected to result in the establishment of a
mobile laboratory in the UK to be stationed in Murambi. It is to preserve evidence, the
unidentified bodies “… by placing them in hermetically sealed compartments which should
‘last more than 150 years without any deterioration’”. 117 This radical change also suggests
how the future memory of a nation is designed with traveling translation of global memory,
how it becomes a work of science, technology, and politics, and how it descends into the
everyday as both actual and virtual, and here and yet there all at once.
When I arrived once more in an afternoon of January 2016, I found that all the rooms
with mummified bodies were closed and the windows covered. The doors of the rooms filled
with bloodstained clothes of those massacred were also closed to the world. A group of
people were renovating a building at the heart of the memorial. While looking at the workers,
a young boy, standing next to me, told me, “a conference hall”. There was no sign of the
mobile laboratory. “It remains to arrive,” I thought. Again, in late September 2018, I saw that
the renovation of the building had come to an end. The name “Conservation Hall” followed
by “genocide victims’ bodies and their cloths at the time of killing,” was inscribed on a
“tombstone” and placed close to the entrance. The Hall is now waiting, as I was told by the
male guide, for the “conservation technology” to rather arrive from Germany’s Institute of
Legal Medicine in Hamburg in collaboration with the State Office for Preservation of Historic
Monuments in Hannover. 118 The conservation hall is expected to open to the public in 2019,
during the Kwibuka 25 – 25 annual remembrance of the genocide. 119
Back in 2016, together with the young boy, we walked to the main museum building,
to embodiments-in-motion without asking each other questions. It has four exhibitions,
starting with a visualized chronology of genocidal violence against the Tutsi, the organization
of the 1994 genocide, involving the silence of the United Nations, and a big picture of the
current president of Rwanda, Paul Kagame, in his military dress, representing the resistance
115
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of the Rwandan Patriotic Front, followed by archival photographs of both perpetrators and
victims and burial chambers. 120 Although they cannot lend a face to the unidentified bodies
on display, the photographs are there to “furnish [visual] evidence” 121 and to be seen
together with other evidentiary bodies. In Murambi, they claim the visual capacity to translate
the lost human lives and worlds, to present the “truth” to what happened, and to actually be
in the world and intervene ethically, legally, and politically. 122 On its website the museum
offers a virtual tour, explanation, and various digitized survivor testimonies that like the
photographs break with context as they roam the Internet. 123
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