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author note:

In May of 2016, I traveled to Berlin and, for the first time, went 
to visit a concentration camp. My partner and I boarded a train that 
brought us to a station within walking distance of Sachsenhausen. 
This was my first and my only visit to a concentration camp, belated 
and fraught. I was obsessed with travel arrangements, unusually taking 
charge of these matters. The train was, I thought, strangely running late. 

As we arrived at the stop I was struck by the beauty of the town, 
the pristine gardens and well-appointed homes along the pilgrimage 
route. Once at the camp complex I spent a great deal of time fiddling 
with the audio device, unable to get it to play without returning to 
the opening segment over and over again. It seemed everything was 
frustrating and uneasy. Once we slowly wound our way toward the 
official entrance, I was already stressed and exhausted. I remember 
vividly just outside the gates, in a cemetery across from the Sachsen-
hausen Museum, an East German construction where in the lobby the 
first thing visitors see is a stained-glass window, a triptych reverentially 
honoring the liberating Red Army. I became especially uncomfortable. 
In the museum the soldiers are depicted in the central panel — a place 
one might expect to see Jesus or Mary — with their red flag waving. 

We did not make it farther inside the museum, since we were eager 
to enter the gates of the camp. Yet already in that cemetery I had found 
myself clinging to all that I had learned about monuments and memo-
rials from James Young.1 And, despite my critical knowledge of this 
work, I realized that deep down, what I most wanted at that very mo-
ment, poised outside the official gates of the camp, was to believe that 
James Young knew how to do memorials and that all this was, already, 
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not quite right. I wanted certainty and was overwhelmed by what I 
found instead. In this horrible place what I discovered were traces of 
so many layers, so many versions of what this place was, what it meant, 
and what it continues to mean. Seeing and appreciating these layers 
did not feel like enough, and the idea of any one of them serving as 
the official story I did not find particularly satisfying. The irony in all 
of this was that I wanted certitude, a definitive position, and I looked 
for this by appealing to the very scholar who had taught me that such 
desires are impossible. In that moment entering that place, I came to 
appreciate that I too had harbored this desire. 

Being in these places is difficult. The challenges are visceral and 
even those of us who think we know better are not immune to their 
allures. In what follows, I resist certitude and ask what happens when 
we reconsider the power of material objects and their fetishization in 
sites of Holocaust memory.

 

collected evidence

A sudden death is one way — a terrible way, I suppose — of freez-
ing the details of a life. While writing Jane I became amazed by 
the way one act of violence had transformed an array of everyday 
items — a raincoat, a pair of pantyhose, a paperback book, a wool 
jumper — into numbered pieces of evidence, into talismans that 
threatened at every turn to take on allegorical proportions.2 

The poet Maggie Nelson asks what happens to everyday ob-
jects — a raincoat, a paperback book, a pair of pantyhose — when 

an act of violence turns them into something else entirely? How does 
the arresting of once ordinary possessions make them into both num-
bered pieces of criminal evidence and talismans? What does it mean to 
appreciate these doubled qualities of once ordinary belongings? 

Nelson’s aunt Jane Mixer’s case is both exceptional and strangely 
familiar — a story about criminal evidence collected, stored, retrieved, 
and eventually brought to court. It is the exception that proves the 
rule. Most of the time such cases never make it to court. Evidence is 
rarely retrieved or deployed in this manner. This is the stuff of police 
procedurals, televised dreams, the fantasy of juridical justice. Most 
criminal evidence lingers often unprocessed. And it also goes missing. 
But even when juridical justice presumably works, as in this case, justice 
remains elusive. 
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Sitting in a newly created off-site storage facility, an extension of 
the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM), there is 
an archival costume box that holds a small green sweater. This hand-
made child’s top is a piece of what the museum calls “rescued evi-
dence.” Too fragile to be on display, this delicate artifact is carefully 
packaged and held in this temperature-controlled storage facility. The 
sweater was a precious bequest given to the museum by Kristine 
Keren, a survivor.3 It was made for her by her grandmother before the 
war, and before the Holocaust. Keren wore this garment during the 
fourteen months she spent in hiding in the sewers of Lvov, Poland, 
trying to escape from the Nazis. Kristine Keren survived wearing this 
sweater. It was on her body, protecting her during those horrific months. 
Keren’s sweater is but one “rescued” piece of Holocaust evidence pre-
served by the USHMM and its devoted staff of conservators, curators, 
librarians, archivists, and collections managers. It is an intimate reminder 
of all that transpired, a witness to Kristine Keren’s survival, a tactile trace 
that connected her life before to what happened during, as well as after.

In a quite different storage facility in a state police barrack in Ypsi-
lanti, Michigan, Maggie Nelson describes seeing for the first time the 
cardboard criminal evidence boxes that held her Aunt Jane’s clothing, 
material evidence from the night Mixer was murdered. Nelson saw 
these boxes almost thirty years after that crime was committed. They 
were arranged on a high shelf in the office of Detective-Sergeant Eric 
Schroeder of the Michigan State Police, the officer in charge of this 
cold case. Out of storage, they sat alongside other similar boxes, each 
labeled with the individual names of the various young women who 
had been killed as part of what were known as “the Michigan Murders” 
(circa 1969). As Maggie Nelson explains, “the girls’ names appear on 
the side of each box writ large in Magic Marker” (Nelson, 184). In her 
memoir about this case, The Red Parts, Nelson describes the intimate 
content of her aunt’s boxes. She also makes clear the role of these 
numbered pieces of evidence in that belated murder trial, focusing our 
attention on a pair of pantyhose that held vital DNA evidence that 
would break open this cold case.

I turn to questions about these kinds of holdings here from the 
perspective of the USHMM. But in order to appreciate how the objects 
in that august collection are cared for we need to consider as well how 
these two pieces of evidence — the rescued child’s sweater, a Holocaust 
artifact, and Mixer’s pantyhose — are both similar to and different from 
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each other. And these are precisely the kinds of intimate connections 
that James Young’s work on traumatic memory and its memorialization 
call to mind. As we see in his most recent book, his career bridges a 
range of communal and intimate legacies of violence and loss from the 
Holocaust to the horrific murder of Norwegian teens at Utoya. James 
Young’s work has asked us to draw these connections and to notice 
how and in what ways these horrible legacies are both similar to and 
also different from each other. And more than this, Young challenges us 
to consider how, in thinking about different losses together, we learn so 
much more about each. And finally, he shows us how this comparative 
process can enable a different form of intimacy and community. It is in 
this spirit that I consider the relationship between that green sweater 
and the clothing Jane Mixer wore fifty years ago on the night when she 
was brutally murdered.

The work of rescuing and conserving Holocaust evidence is like 
and unlike the police property management of Jane Mixer’s clothing. 
Although in both instances empirical data, physical evidence, is col-
lected in order to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that terrible 
crimes really happened, these efforts are quite different. Keren’s sweater 
will never make its way to any courtroom. And yet we often en-
gage juridical notions of justice in relation to rescued Holocaust 
evidence. We do this even when there is no legal redress. And so, 
I want to consider how rescuing and holding objects like Keren’s 
sweater do a different kind of justice to this horrific past. 

In order to better get at this taken-for-granted presumption about 
the legal rationale for rescuing and holding Holocaust evidence, I also 
want to complicate this analogy.4 Although we often presume that 
Holocaust objects are like criminal evidence, what happens if we try 
to reverse this analogy? How is criminal evidence like a rescued Ho-
locaust artifact? 

On the one hand, it becomes clear that Holocaust collections 
operate outside the framework of the law. The USHMM is not a legal 
repository. As such, the evidence gathered there is neither restricted 
to the care of criminal justice professionals, nor was it procured using 
the techniques required to secure criminal evidence. The sweater was 
a gift. There is no chain of custody, and provenance is not quite the 
same thing. The determination of value in this case is difficult pre-
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cisely because provenance is tied to monetary value and the history of 
ownership, and here money is often beside the point.5 And to be clear, 
as an archival repository, the USHMM is by design open to the public. 
Its collection is meant to circulate, while criminal evidence must be 
restricted. It cannot be accessed. 

Strangely, because much of the material in the United States Holo-
caust Memorial Museum’s possession constitutes a form of evidence, 
criminal and historic, some of the work the chief conservator Jane 
Klinger does resembles the labors of those in criminal justice. But, un-
like the FBI, here the integrity of the object is central. In order to 
preserve what Klinger refers to as “material objects of trauma,”6 the 
integrity of the object is crucial. As Klinger explained to me, in crimi-
nal cases, the FBI generally relies on photographic evidence of the 
objects it holds. They often take large samples of this evidence to run 
their various tests. As such their efforts are often destructive of the in-
tegrity of those very objects of material evidence. By contrast, Klinger 
and her team carefully attend to the artifacts in their possession and 
engage in explicitly nondestructive forms of analysis. As much as pos-
sible, they would like to not take any samples at all, and they do their 
work in order to prevent further destruction of these fragile holdings. 

When I first began to describe my interests in these practices to 
one of the librarians at the museum’s research center, he used the 
term “mitigation” as a way of describing these labors.7 This is not the 
term preferred by the conservators, but nonetheless, his description 
was compelling. It helped explain for me the broader problem with 
keeping any of these objects from deteriorating. He told me to think 
about sewing as a violent act that automatically works to disintegrate 
the very fabric it punctures and stitches together again. Everything in 
this museum’s collection must be carefully attended to just to keep them 
all from deteriorating. They come to the museum already compromised, 
and so the labors of conservators is to, as much as possible, slow down 
“inherent vice,” or the agents of deterioration, in the best ways possible.

touching the past

Close proximity to material evidence does not offer unmediated 
access to the Holocaust, to that place and that time. As James Young 
suggests in The Texture of Memory, even the huge display of shoes at 
the Majdanek camp cannot take the place of the dead. Although these 
remnants of the past have, in Young’s words, “long come to stand in for 
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the whole of events,” all too often they are mistaken “for the events 
from which they have been torn.”8 As Young makes clear, there is a 
danger in this logic, that

in coming to stand for the whole, a fragment is confused for it. 
Authentic historical artifacts are used not only to gesture toward 
the past, to move us toward its examination, but also to naturalize 
particular versions of the past (127).

It is the naturalization of a narrative that is far from natural that Young 
worries about. In other words, despite our desire to imagine such 
objects offering us unmediated access to such pasts, they never come 
to us unfettered. Their stories are always already mediated. They are 
conveyed to us through the narratives of historians and curators who 
bring these materials into view. As Young goes on to suggest, “museums 
and archives, and ruins may not house our memory-work so much as 
displace it with claims of material evidence and proof” (127). But here 
I am getting ahead of myself. 

For Young, “Modern memory may indeed be archival . . . relying 
entirely on the trace,”9 but even such appeals to a kind of empiricism 
are not without mediation. So, although archival evidence is crucial 
to how we understand the past and what constitutes history, the logic 
behind the allure of such objects and the work they seem to be able 
to perform is not self-evident. In this case, the status of such objects 
comes to us via nineteenth-century ideas, antiquated ideas that share 
more with the kind of allegorical logic Maggie Nelson warns against 
than scientific proof. In Young’s eloquent words, 

The fragment presents itself not only as natural knowledge, but as a 
piece of the event itself. At least part of our veneration of ruins and 
artifacts stems from the nineteenth-century belief that such objects 
embody the spirit of the people who made and used them. In this 
view, museum objects are not only remnants of the people they 
once belonged to, but also traces of the values, ideas and character of 
the time. In the subsequent fetishization of artifacts by curators, and 
of ruins by “memory-tourists,” however, we risk mistaking the piece 
for the whole, the implied whole for the unmediated history (127). 

We risk fetishizing artifacts, granting them magical power to invoke 
the pasts for which they are only a trace. And even when we know 
that all we have are traces, this longing seems to linger. 
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The archivists’ traditional veneration of the trace is tied directly to 
their need for proof and evidence of a particular past. But in this they 
too often confuse proof that something existed with proof that it 
existed in a particular way, for seemingly self-evident reasons (127).10

Here most clearly, James Young the literary scholar and author of 
Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust speaks directly to issues of repre-
sentation.11 The past always already comes to us through all kinds of 
narratives. And although I am less concerned about the challenge of 
fetishization as Young describes it and will return to this issue, what 
strikes me about his account is how much this nineteenth-century 
legacy insists on a kind of empirical logic that is supposed to contain 
and perhaps tame and control these charged objects. And yet the pal-
pable allure of such artifacts exceeds the logic of what Jacques Derrida 
has called “the laws of common usage” or the stories we tell about 
them.12 These are always only our stories. 

But Young’s appeal to nineteenth-century beliefs, and then his quick 
turn to the problem of fetishization, point to a much longer history. 
The power of objects and how we engage with them is a part of numer-
ous religious rites and practices over a much longer period of time. 
And “fetishization” also suggests something else, the transitive nature 
of the verb, to fetishize. Fetishization is a process that we participate in. 
We make these objects into fetishes through our engagement with 
them. And, in these ways, these rituals give power to them. And, so 
again I wonder if, perhaps, fetishization might be, in fact, a more fruit-
ful way of thinking about the more unruly and uncontainable quality 
of Holocaust objects and their allure. And here I want to be clear 
about my sense that such ritual engagement, the work of fetishization, 
is not the same as allegory. In these enactments, the objects remain 
quite specific and material. 

According to historian of material culture Leora Auslander,

Even the objects used in everyday, repetitive embodied activities, 
such as eating or grooming (to say nothing of ritual objects) are 
not simply functional; they are always also modes of communi-
cation, or memory cues, or expressions of the psyche or exten-
sions of the body, as well as sites of aesthetic investment, involving 
pleasure, distress, or conscious indifference. Their makers and users 
understand them to have special attributes not only because of 
their contact with the human body, but because they themselves 
mirror two crucial characteristics of human existence. They, like 
the people that use them, are embodied. That embodiment means 
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that objects occupy space and cannot be in two places at once, and 
they are mortal, although their life-spans may be much longer or 
shorter than those of the people who use them.13

Clearly the material remains held and carefully displayed at the 
USHMM are deeply compelling. They are, in fact, crucial to the logic 
of the museum and its mandate to “rescue evidence” and accumulate 
as many objects as possible. Such evidence is proof that the Holocaust 
happened and keeps the memory of these atrocities alive. Like the 
objects Auslander describes, these artifacts are not simply functional. 
These once everyday objects caught up in this horrific history operate 
as “modes of communication, or memory cues.” The law of common 
usage shifts. Not only do “their makers and users understand them to 
have special attributes,” those who see them on display and those who 
seek them out through the museum’s research center, its archive and 
library, also appreciate their “special attributes.” 

Moreover, the fragility of all these holdings also complicate their 
deployment as juridical or historical evidence. They must be attended 
to, cared for, conserved. The delicacy of these enactments, their tender 
care, is more akin to the sacred labors of those early conservators whose 
job it was to attend to sacred objects, relics, and reliquaries. As religious 
studies scholar Jennifer S. Hughes explains, such object-entities be-
come animate through these kinds of ritual enactments of care, and 
this, I believe, is part of what makes Young nervous, what he more 
decidedly and dismissively characterizes as fetishization.

In an essay for a forum on the question of “evidence”14 in the study 
of North American religion, Hughes writes, “Many of the Mesoamer-
ican traditions that I study, share a common religion-affective posture of 
tender regard for mundane objects imbued with life: maize plants, 
mountains, stones, divine effigies and ‘idols,’ ancestral bundles, and 
(since the colonial period) saints’ images. All of these objects are engaged 
as sacred persons; as ‘beings’ not ’things’” (16). She continues: “The 
religious objects under consideration here are better comprehended, 
first and foremost, as vital, dynamic, and even agentive members of the 
communities that we study. They are material manifestations of the 
sacred, to whom devotees and practitioners attribute animus — exis-
tence, being, desire, and potency. They possess a ‘vital materiality’” (16). 
Following Hughes, I want to suggest that the rescued Holocaust arti-
facts are similarly made animate through the ways they are engaged by 
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both the public and by museum professionals, especially the conserva-
tors who attend to them.

Even acknowledging some of the reasons why many scholars bristle 
at these kinds of claims,15 Hughes nevertheless insists that such sacred 
objects are not passive vessels to be used for some other purpose, as the 
terms “fetish” and “animism” often presume; “object-entities” are not 
narrowly, and certainly not exclusively, “evidence” — they are “active 
participants in the complex religion-social networks that ethnogra-
phers of religion observe and describe.” She continues, “Objects per-
forming as evidence do so through the ‘prerogative of power’” (17).16 
I too am interested in deploying “vital materialist ontologies” in order 
to “better attend to these dynamic actors” (18).17 I want to appreciate 
the ways Holocaust objects are also not exclusively “evidence” but 
rather vital actors in the work of commemoration, and how, in a dif-
ferent way, in the poet’s hand, Jane Mixer’s clothing is also made ani-
mate in works like Nelson’s book of narrative poems, Jane: A Murder, 
or in her memoir, The Red Parts.

prompts for engagement

At the USHMM visitors stare numbly at a display of hundreds and 
hundreds of shoes. The individual stories of their owners, though lost, 
collectively yet quietly cry out. Individual objects, like Kristine Keren’s 
green sweater, draw us into the presence of the personal horror of the 
Holocaust. A single shoe from that collective exhibit, likewise, can grip 
us with a vicelike awareness that a real person wore it.18 The power 
of such objects both collectively and individually to move us toward 
understanding recalls Liliane Weissberg’s observation that a single shoe 
can point to the promise and impossibility of this kind of intimate 
contact with the Holocaust.19

Piles of shoes and hundreds of pictures of a prewar shtetl near 
Vilnius are able to speak, in their silence, more powerfully than 
any historic marker could. These objects were used, looked at, and 
touched by persons no longer alive. This is the Holocaust’s residue, 
a metonymic evidence for people about whom little is known 
today (62).

Weissberg tells this story about how, in one of his fund-raising letters,
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Miles Lerman, national campaign chairman for the museum, re-
calls the transfer of artifacts from Poland…. “I was asked to pose 
for a photograph with one of these items — a child’s shoe. Let me 
tell you, when this little shoe was handed to me, I froze. Bear in 
mind that I am a former partisan. I was hardened in battle and I 
deal with the Holocaust story almost on a daily basis. But when 
I held in my hand that shoe — the shoe of a little girl who could 
have been my own granddaughter — it just devastated me” (Weiss-
berg, citing Spring 1993 letter. (62) 

The museum wants to repeat this kind of encounter. It hopes that 
shoes like this might “aid identification and bridge the time” (62). 
But in the museum, visitors do not encounter a single shoe. They are 
confronted by thousands of shoes, an amassed collection, as Weissberg 
explains, the “sheer number of shoes, a fraction of the surviving pairs 
found in Auschwitz that give evidence of the enormity of the crime. 
These were shoes sorted by prisoners once their owners had been 
selected for the gas chambers, but they were not used again: sandals, 
walking shoes, children’s slippers” (63). Given this, the shoes on ex-
hibit have become something else entirely. Like art, on display, they do 
and they do not actually offer visitors access to those who once wore 
them, touched them, or tied them.20 

The shoes in the Holocaust museum offer and resist to give such 
information. They have turned into a uniform gray, a color that 
masks their individual shapes. Once worn by living human beings, 
they are now evidence of their deaths. Unique and homogenized 
into a pile. (63) 

And yet it is this tension that haunts the logic of the museum, its 
permanent exhibition and its vast collection, unique and homoge-
nized. On the one hand, a single shoe or a child’s green sweater might 
pierce us, touching us deeply, especially if we could in fact hold it in 
our hands. On the other hand, the vastness of the display of so many 
now graying shoes prohibits such intimate identification. Despite this, 
the museum continues now, even more urgently than when it first 
opened and Liliane Weissberg wrote these words, to look for these 
individual tales as a way of keeping the power of such object-entities 
alive. They are the touchstones, the prompts for ongoing engagement. 

As time continues to pass and the Holocaust grows more distant, the 
work of the museum’s curators is increasingly involved in the collecting 
of artifacts: “In 50 countries across six continents, the Museum is aggres-
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sively collecting evidence of the Holocaust before it is too late — before 
fragile documents and artifacts disintegrate and while those who can 
bear witness are still able to do so.”21 The webpage for the Collections, 
Conservation, and Research Center goes on to explain, “The Museum 
collection is the foundation for ensuring the permanence of Holocaust 
remembrance, research, and education.”22 Moreover, this mission is di-
rectly connected to resisting Holocaust denial. The statement concludes: 
“With the rise of Holocaust denial, the power and authenticity of our 
collection assumes ever greater urgency.”23 The museum is especially in-
terested in preserving those precious objects that have remained with in-
dividual survivors, witnesses who can still tell their stories. The museum 
encourages donors to consider placing these freighted, deeply personal 
possessions in the museum’s collection for safekeeping, for posterity.24 

These efforts are vividly on display in the museum’s online art and 
artifacts exhibition, “Curators Corner”; a sample of such stories are 
now a part of the video about the new storage and research facility, 
aptly entitled “Safeguarding Truth Forever.”25 “Curators Corner,” the 
museum’s open-access video, narrative, and photographic exhibition, 
offers the public access to these often profoundly vulnerable objects, 
their owners, and their individual stories. This is how I first learned 
about Kristine Keren and her sweater. Online, the museum can do this 
virtually, without tampering with the integrity of these artifacts. By 
allowing the objects to remain carefully in storage, this virtual display 
transpires with little actual handling. The museum can safeguard res-
cued pieces of evidence from the wear and tear of physical display.26 

This is part of the allure of this technology. Individual objects and 
their stories circulate, but not in the physical site of the museum. 

In a sense, they function in virtual space, in sharp contrast to the 
vast array of shoes on display in the museum, where there is little by 
way of specificity. It is the vastness that speaks to a collective trauma 
and not to the individual lives lost that the permanent exhibit enacts. 
These amassed artifacts teeter on the edge of abstraction and allegory, 
or, in Liliane Weissberg’s terms, as “art” that stands in for the whole of 
the Holocaust and its destruction. 

While a single shoe or a fragile green sweater might be able to 
draw us in, such intimate encounters are more an ideal, an aspiration, 
and not the rule in the permanent exhibition, where artifacts in their 
specificity are the exception. We know very little about so many of the 
objects held by the USHMM. 
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The “Curators Corner” points us to the vast holdings of the museum 
and what they might portend for future engagement. By telling the 
stories, the individual tales of some of the artifacts held in the museum’s 
collection, objects that may never be on display, we get a glimpse at the 
promise of holding — the labors that go into the authenticating, dating, 
securing, and conserving of such objects. These accounts offer traces of 
their provenance, including the stories of how they came to the muse-
um in the first place, the extralegal chain of their custody. 

The invisible labors of holding offer another way into the tales 
that can be told. We learn how such evidence was rescued and what 
it has and what it will continue to take to conserve such items. In this 
respect, it is in the hands of conservators to see to the needs of these 
mortal artifacts. They are among the only people who can continue 
to actually touch such items, albeit in carefully gloved hands. These 
are the kinds of tender labors Jennifer Hughes describes as sacred acts.

As we more fully appreciate these labors alongside those of the 
museum’s curators, archivists, librarians, and collections managers, we 
see, in a different way, the kinds of mystification that surround such 
objects in their fragility. In the new collections’ facility, we will more 
fully experience the extraordinary human labors involved in main-
taining these holdings. Like the old woman in Jonathan Safron Foer’s 
novel Everything Is Illuminated, these professionals are doing the work 
of preserving and sustaining this vulnerable collection. This new facil-
ity shows us these engagements alongside the curated product that is 
on display in the permanent exhibition. This is work that has to be 
done by hand, with special care. These are not easy undertakings. But 
without such efforts there would be no collection. 

These talismanic pieces of evidence seem to have a great deal 
in common with religious relics. They are all strangely alive. As relics 
embody and animate saints and martyrs, keeping their presence pal-
pable and compelling, so too do these tainted objects bristle. Although 
these evidentiary relics, the artifacts held in the USHMM and other 
Holocaust collections, are not in any simple way animate, they carry 
this potential. They do not necessarily bring back those who died, but 
they do teach us something about those lives and that past. They are, 
in Jennifer Hughes’s terms, “agential object-entities,” whose meaning 
and allure exceed the stories we tell and many of the logics we de-
ploy. Even as they seem to serve more rational ends as proof positive 
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that horrific crimes were committed or that Holocaust deniers are 
wrong, they also hold those “special attributes” Leora Auslander de-
scribes. They cannot be contained. And it is these strange, out-of-place 
qualities, perhaps sparked by the process of what Young describes as 
fetishization, that I now turn to briefly.

The collected shards held in all kinds of storage facilities have 
many stories yet to be told. This telling is a part of what it means to do 
justice to these pasts and keep these legacies alive. This form of sacred 
engagement is a kind of doing justice that happens beside or alongside 
the law. By sharing these stories in all kinds of ways, we begin to par-
ticipate in what literary scholar and artist Svetlana Boym describes as 
a kind of diasporic intimacy; we form different kinds of connections 
and communities. 

In the process of figuring out the afterlives of material artifacts, 
how their preservation — their presence in an ever-changing pres-
ent — informs how we live with such violent legacies, I am also at-
tempting to perform a different form of critical engagement. Like 
James Young, I too am insisting upon making connections between 
different losses through the sharing of stories while, at the same time 
not turning all of these tales into versions of some one thing. Rather I 
want to allow disparate stories to touch, to brush up against each other 
in their similarities and in their differences in order to show what such 
contact might enable. Through this form of comparative engagement, 
doing justice becomes an animating process of telling and holding that 
can include many stories and many everyday practices. Together these 
efforts continue to breathe new life into otherwise lifeless artifacts.27

Although Jane Mixer did not bequeath her pantyhose to the 
Michigan State Police, they, like Kristin Keren’s sweater, tell a story. In 
her niece’s hands, Mixer’s pantyhose help Maggie Nelson give new life 
to the story of Jane Mixer’s life and her death. Taken as legal evidence 
and kept in storage for the purpose of going to court, they performed 
in one way, but in Nelson’s texts they became part of a different form 
of justice making. They helped Nelson tell a more complicated story. 
By contrast, Kristin Keren placed her childhood sweater in the col-
lection of the USHMM for safekeeping. This sweater will never make 
its way to court. But, at the museum, it has enabled Keren to tell part 
of her harrowing story of survival. Through the “Curators Corner” 
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Keren offers a different kind of testimony. In her own words, she 
breathed new life into that tattered sweater. This is something Jane 
Mixer was never able to do.

*A version of this essay was presented as part of the symposium Edges, Textures, 
Stages: James Young and the Field of Memory Studies, University of Massachu-
setts, Amherst, Amherst, MA, February 5, 2019. Portions of this essay are from 
Laura Levitt, Afterlives of Objects: Holocaust Evidence and Criminal Archives (Penn 

State University Press, forthcoming).
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