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Abstract: The article includes a sample of testimonies and the results of sociological research on
the life stories of Jews born in the aftermath of World War II in two countries, Czechoslovakia and
Luxembourg. At that time, Czechoslovak Jews were living through the era of de-Stalinization and
their narratives offer new insights into this segment of Jewish post-war history that differ from those
of Jews living in liberal, democratic European states. The interviews explore how personal documents,
photos, letters and souvenirs can help maintain personal memories in Jewish families and show how
this varies from one generation to the next. My paper illustrates the importance of these small artifacts
for the transmission of Jewish collective memory in post-war Jewish generations. The case study aims
to answer the following research questions: What is the relationship between the Jewish post-war
generation and its heirlooms? Who is in charge of maintaining Jewish family heirlooms within the
family? Are there any intergenerational differences when it comes to keeping and maintaining family
history? The study also aims to find out whether the political regime influences how Jewish objects
are kept by Jewish families.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the systematic decentering of discourse has given rise to discussions on how the
interactions between humans and non-human items (places, objects) influence and shape our thinking,
our feeling and our approach to the framing and writing up of research [1].

This article considers the relationship between particular objects and their owners, and explores
how these objects can represent invaluable tools for keeping family memories alive. The case study is
based on interviews recorded with the owners of family objects in which they share the importance of
the experiences embodied in the selected artifacts. The relationship between the people and the items
is considered as an interactive space in which objects (various relics, souvenirs and day-to-day items)
maintain a physical and mental continuity of commemoration. Taking this statement as a starting
point, the case study aims to answer the following research questions: What is the relationship between
the Jewish post-war generation and their family heirlooms? Who is in charge of maintaining Jewish
family heirlooms within the family? Are there any intergenerational and international differences
when it comes to keeping and maintaining family history? When it comes to these questions, there has
been little scholarly effort to explore the country-specific characteristics of Jewish heirlooms across the
post-war generations. No scholarly account has thus far satisfactorily investigated the ways in which
contemporary Jews in the diaspora actually feel about their ancestors and the world that surrounds
them. In view of the lack of research, my study seeks to partly cover this rarely explored topic in order
to provide a concise comparative analysis.
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In Czechoslovakia, a large number of parents failed to keep religious practices alive. There was a
tendency to break all ties with Jewish religious traditions, Yiddish (as a spoken language) and Jewish
education. Secular Jewish culture was first Sovietized and then entirely excluded from the public
sphere. The little that remained became subject to severe political censorship [2]. Some Czechoslovak
Jews and families with Jewish roots lost their shared view of Jewishness, which had been considered
fundamental to the family just a few generations earlier [3]. However, thanks to well-guarded family
artifacts, they were at least able to retain childhood memories of their parents and grandparents.

Jews in Luxembourg were confronted with strict citizenship requirements if they wished to return
after World War II. Returnees were largely Ashkenazi and, as before the war, the community pushed
for integration and assimilation. However, they were soon faced with a new wave of Sephardic
immigrants, who came to Luxembourg because of the civil war in French colonies (Morocco, Algeria)
in the 1960 s [4]. They brought new religious traditions and different perceptions of Holocaust history
to Luxembourg. Their family heirlooms were generally not tinged with memories of the Holocaust,
unlike those of many Ashkenazi descendants. The Sephardi Jews living in Luxembourg were spared
the mass deportation and mass murder that afflicted other Jewish communities, which is why their
family history is different.

In my case study, family heirlooms are objects associated with Jewish cultural heritage that have
been passed down through a family over several generations. They do not have to be objects that
are strictly connected with the Shoah or religious matters. They also include day-to-day objects that
remind them of the origins and fate of their ancestors. The significance of physical artifacts can be
interpreted against the backdrop of the socioeconomic, political, ethnic, religious and philosophical
values of a particular group of people. Jewish religious objects embody institutional complexes and
practices, while also carrying a powerful emotional charge and value structure emanating from the
idea of shared cultural intergenerational meanings [5].

Over recent decades, recollections of historical trauma have become increasingly important for the
formation of collective memories, and questions of political power, voice and representation also have
a significant impact [6]. These material-based memories can represent a powerful way of enacting
and sharing the meanings of lost worlds between survivors and their descendants. The overarching
argument followed in my paper is that memories are more likely to be stored in tales, photos, letters
and objects than in texts [7].

2. Methodology

The datasets used in this article contain qualitative and quantitative data from autobiographical
interviews and anonymous questionnaires composed of 32 questions about a variety of topics, 6 of
which are dedicated to family heirlooms and ritual objects. Respondents are divided into categories
according to their generation and where they live. The sample comprises people born between 1945
and 1980 who live or previously lived in the former Czechoslovakia or Luxembourg. All respondents
are involved in either Jewish municipalities or consistories associated with Liberal, Reform or Orthodox
Judaism. Most of the questions were multiple choice, but respondents were given the option to
supplement their answers with lengthier comments. There were also questions with a scale from 1 to 5
where participants were asked to indicate their preferences. The datasets gathered from additional
comments are more extensive than the information collected through the limited number of questions.

Given the considerable geographical distances among the analytical samples of respondents, I had
to rely on a sociological method called snowballing and the pyramid method of sampling [8]. I used
Jewish youth organizations and their current and former members as a starting point for the sampling.
I sent them copies of the questionnaire with a cover letter explaining my study. In general, the sampling
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of Luxembourgish and Czechoslovak Jews1 was dependent on Jewish communal opinion-makers.
The sample includes respondents from all kinds of Jewish currents and movements, as well as those
who emigrated and those who remained in Luxembourg or in the former Czechoslovakia. I also
included those who are now living elsewhere but maintain ties to these countries by visiting friends
and relatives.

The quantitative and qualitative data drawn from the autobiographical questionnaire provided
me with a complex view of the opinions of post-war Jewish generations. Respondents were asked to
identify themselves in terms of the following criteria: Vital statistics (including spouse’s nationality and
Jewish descent) and parental background (mixed parentage). The contemporary Jewish community
cannot be taken as the unified and homogeneous group of people. Nowadays, both of the Jewish
societies considered in the study (Luxembourg and the former Czechoslovakia) are composed of
Jews with different ethnic and national backgrounds affected by various currents, movements and
initiatives. My research could therefore not focus solely on Orthodox Ashkenazi Jews who perfectly
met halachic criteria.

According to Jewish religious (halachic) law, a Jew is a person born to a Jewish mother, but this
definition is too restrictive to satisfy contemporary social realities. I also involved those who meet
the conditions of the Law of Return2, and my sample therefore involves secular and religious Jews,
converts, and halachic and non-halachic Jews.

In addition, I conducted 30 in-depth interviews with Jews3 in order to refine and clarify the
answers contained in the questionnaire. The age of the interviewees ranged from 38 to 83, with equal
gender representation. None of the interviews exceeded 60 minutes.

3. Do Material Elements Shape Memories

Members of Jewish post-war society did not only remember the destiny of their nation and families
through the memorial plaques and monuments erected mainly in Jewish institutions, cemeteries and
former Jewish quarters. Sometimes much less formal family artifacts can shape and preserve memories
more strongly than a lavish official commemoration arranged by the state government [9]. Creating
new forms of heritage brings new kinds of entities into an intergenerational dialogue. The material
environment provides post-war Jews with tangible expressions of the long history of families in the
diaspora. Family artifacts are presumed to embody cultural roots and they become “facts on the
ground” for today’s Jews. They represent a tangible material legacy and remind their keepers of family
history whenever they catch sight of them in their households [10]. Family artifacts are unique because
of their constant presence in the lives of family members.

The graph below (Figure 1) clearly shows that family heirlooms are important for post-war
generations, regardless of their origin or age. The survey also revealed that the second generation
appreciates family objects slightly more than their descendants do, but it is evident that all generations
value their relationship with inherited family items. These data suggest that the third generation does
not significantly lose interest in the family’s tangible heritage. On the contrary, sometimes members of
the third generation store family objects more carefully than their predecessors. The striking point is
that each respondent provided a clear answer; that is, nobody selected the answer “No opinion”.

1 I worked with three nationalities: Czech, Slovak and Luxembourgish. Czechoslovakia was divided into two independent
states on January 1, 1993.

2 The Law of Return is an Israeli law, passed on July 5, 1950, which gives Jews the right to come and live in Israel and gain
Israeli citizenship. The law also enabled those with Jewish ancestry (a Jewish father or grandfather) to convert to Judaism.
See the Report on Citizenship Law: Israel; Herzog, Ben; Harpaz, Yossi (2018).

3 I asked the same sample of people who completed the questionnaire. They also come from various ethnic and national
backgrounds affected by various currents, movements and initiatives.
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Figure 1. How important are family memories for you (photographs, letters, genealogy, ritual
items, etc.)?

The collected data drawn on interviews and questionnaires clearly show that material elements
play an important role in the process of remembering and shaping memories. When considering the
historical intersections between family and mobility, it is important to contextualize different cultural
practices of family and family life, which shape engagements with place and the retelling of these
experiences across time [11]. If an individual memory is to be incorporated into the broader collective
memory, there has to be a link to a specific event (e.g., a birth), religious holiday (e.g., a Bar or Bat
Mitzvah), person (e.g., a Holocaust survivor), space (e.g., dining room) or subject (e.g., an image or a
candelabra) [12]. This incorporation of individual memory into a wider scope of collective memory is
significant in that it shows how Jewish individuals deal with particular family artifacts. Tangible objects
come in many guises—some draw their value from subjective associations alone. Daily items become
precious when they are endowed with personal meaning by their keepers. A letter or photograph,
a wedding ring, a child’s tooth or even a seaside souvenir can revive memories and inspire joy or grief.

For every family heirloom, it is important to establish the level of significance for both its guardian
and the family as a whole. It is understandable that the owners of family heirlooms assume personal
responsibility for keeping them safe and acquire the right to represent their personal notions about the
family’s past as real stories [13]. Holders consider heirlooms to be more than genealogical souvenirs.
They are tangible reminders of loved ones, good times and long-dead ancestors. They often find more
meaningful connections to the past through smaller, everyday objects such as a pie-crust rolling pin,
military documents or a needlework sampler [14]. One respondent in Luxembourg said that he had
found a ceramic owl bank with Jewish symbols. His father used to put change in that bank every day
when he came home from work.4 He realized that this was a family heirloom with memories tied up
in it.

Most of the respondents assigned individual objects to a specific place according to their own
hierarchical system. For instance, the third generation seems to prefer to display little silver goblets,

4 Interview with J.H. Luxembourg. June 15, 2018.
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photos in gold frames and family jewelry in glass-fronted vitrines or cabinets, whereas representatives
of the second generation mostly keep their family heritage hidden away, for example in cellars or attics.

Many Czechoslovak Jews maintain their heirlooms carefully as a way of remembering important
moments related to their childhood or adulthood. Saved artifacts serve as a mediator of family history,
but each generation gives preference to different objects. Individual preferences result in an active
intergenerational dialogue about the past based on the maintained artifacts. The objects give parents
and children an opportunity to engage in a dialog about the family’s past in which both generations
can easily complete missing memory fragments. For instance, according to the information gleaned
from the interviews, the second post-war generation puts greater emphasis on objects such as clocks,
prayer books, eyeglasses, painted portraits, tableware, etc., despite the fact that they are often unable
to provide comprehensive details about the stored items. They often barely remember their parents
handling sacred relics (e.g., a mezuzah or tefillin) or using a letter knife engraved with the Star of David
(Magen). By contrast, the third generation gives preference to photos, letters and diaries that remind
them of the distant family past in a way that is more complex. In many cases, the second generation
only remembers the presence of these objects at home during their childhood, when they formed strong
emotional bonds with them. However, when both generations put their memories and knowledge
together it often results in interesting narrative stories that can be valuable for further detailed research.
This behavior implies that there is a great deal of respect for those who went through the ordeal of the
Holocaust, and a deep sense of responsibility to keep the stories of deported people alive.

4. Jewish Ritual Items

Nearly all respondents across all generations, regardless of whether or not they considered
themselves to be observant Jews, demonstrated a special relationship with Jewish ritual items
belonging to members of previous generations. The only slight difference is that members of the
second generation seem to be more attached to ritual artefacts belonging to their ancestors who died
in the Holocaust. The third generation is interested in ritual and religious items in a more complex,
less emotional and contextualized way. The second generation is also more suspicious of the origin of
valuable items. Indeed, while they are willing to tell family stories, they are also silent and cagey about
how the objects came into their possession. Most of them are reluctant to share this information in order
to protect their former owners. The interviewees often changed the subject in order to avoid describing
the origin of a given item. They did so for a variety of reasons, and it is difficult to generalize their
motives, but in some cases there might be a fear that some long-held items came into their possession
illegally, and they do not want to risk losing them. During my research, I also encountered family
items that were the subject of family disputes and quarrels.

While conducting the interviews, I also noticed that both Jewish groups placed more value on
family ritual items than any other possessions. This is understandable because these artifacts can be
directly identified with their past ritual function, which thus forms the basis for a sacralization of these
objects within the family. For example, Jewish Bar Mitzvah is a religious ritual, but it is not a habit. It is
an important occasion but it occurs only once in a lifetime. By contrast, eating with cutlery belonging
to grandparents may be a morning habit but it does not represent ritualized consumption. The term
ritual refers to a type of expressive, symbolic activity composed of multiple behaviors that occur in a
fixed, episodic sequence and tend to be repeated over time. Ritual object sacralization is dramatically
scripted and performed with formality, seriousness and inner intensity [15].

Many Luxembourgish and former Czechoslovak Jews have converted these ritual items into a
lieux de mémoire and placed them in a broader context [16]. These “places of memory” can take many
forms—they may be a monument, a photo, a historical site or a day of remembrance. They can be
tangible physical places as well as objects, places of memory or acts of memory. Hence, places of
memory are not defined by what they are but by the purpose they fulfil [17]. Historian Pierre Nora
states that the Jews of the diaspora are bound to the rituals of tradition and consider themselves as
“peoples of memory”. According to Nora, Jewish memory has recently been revived among many
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non-practicing Jews via material ritual objects. He sees lieux de mémoire as virtual sites of memory,
because there are no longer milieux de mémoire, real environments of memory [18].

One of my interviewees remembered a painting of a flat French landscape by an unknown author
that hung above the kitchen table in her house. This picture held the memory of childhood in a
post-war Jewish family. She told me that for her, the picture calls to mind the Shabbat dinner with
her family, and went on to remark that although the painting is not actually related to the religious
ritual, it is more significant for her than for example her mum’s prayer book, which she has opened
only twice.

The relationship with an inherited family ritual heirloom often forms gradually and imperceptibly.
One of my interviewees told me a story about the mezuzah and two inherited prayer books: “Grandpa
taught us a few Jewish prayers. Once our parents found out, they strictly forbade such activity. He then tried to
do it in secret. We just tried to repeat unknown words after his, and it was very funny and amusing. We did not
understand anything at all. I keep two prayer books and a mezuzah left by my grandpa. I often recall how he
raised his hand to touch it on the doorframe. Once he passed away, I asked my aunt to teach me a little prayer.
Every time I say it, I remember my grandpa with love.”5

These two examples illustrate two trends in the relationship with family heirlooms. In the first
case, the lack of interest in the origin of all family heirlooms was striking, though the narrator insisted
on drawing my attention to the most appropriate age for collecting these objects. The second case
demonstrates an emotional way of keeping the Jewish relic principally associated not with its ritual
usage but with the memory of a loved one. The second narrator emphasizes the human dimension of
the kept object.

Members of the third generation do not miss the tactile contact with the objects belonging to their
ancestors, unlike their parents. They prefer to display them in a prominent place in their households.
Dana K. explained this approach to the interviewer: “I feel emotionally affected and I have a feeling of being
observed and controlled by my ancestors to keep their legacy alive. It does not matter that I never saw them in
my life.”6 I would argue that piety in relation to Jewish ritual items indicates that their owners consider
them to be objects of Jewish cultural heritage, but I am not quite sure whether they are aware of the
religious context of the displayed items.

5. Jewish Relatives in Old Photographs

Some project participants explained that photographs of their parents and grandparents were
missing from their collection since they refused to be photographed in later life unless strictly necessary.
This is often the case for people who suffered considerably during the Holocaust. Their psyche is
sometimes too fragile to see themselves standing next to their relatives; it reminds them of the loss of
their friends and other family members [19]. Jean Baudrillard argues that the oldest thing in the home
is always a family portrait, in the broadest sense of the word [20]. He also says that it is impossible
not to draw a comparison between the interest in old photos and the passion for collecting. There are
deep affinities between the two, and in both we can observe the same narcissistic regression. People
often ignore and suppress time and concentrate only on two distinctive features: Nostalgia for origins
and an obsession with authenticity. Baudrillard argues that both arise from the mythical evocation of
birth. The demand for authenticity reflects an obsession with certainty, more specifically, certainty as
to the origin, date, author and signature of an image. It can be generalized to all forms of antiques.
The mere fact that a particular object has belonged to a famous or powerful individual may confer
value on it [21].

The content of the photographs themselves was not the only significant aspect discussed during the
interviews; the condition of the paper and the frame was also important. The study undertaken at Ohio

5 Lída B. Interview, Prague, June 18, 2017.
6 Dana K. Interview, Prague, June 16, 2018.
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State University in 1956 implies that Jews from different areas and movements are able to recognize
other Jews in unlabeled images. They had an even greater tendency to label more photographs as
Jewish ones than non-Jewish research participants did [22]. This might imply the strong bonds that
enable Jews to subconsciously identify other Jews in unknown images. The Jewish narrators cherished
a faded and shabby photo that vividly reflected its former owners more than a photo that did not bear
the scars of time. It might date back to the era before the Holocaust that resulted in the absence of
their elderly relatives. This violent interruption of intergenerational continuity is one of the specific
characteristics of present-day Jewish families. Children who grew up shortly after the war never
met their grandparents. There was no one to provide information about Jewish customs, ancestors,
values or traditions. They did not experience the gradual aging and dying of loved ones. Therefore,
even collected items such as poor-quality photos from the days before the Holocaust represent a rare
connection to a lost world. These items are often the only form of contact with the family’s past.

One notable feature of family photos was the depiction of at least one family member who
had a characteristic Jewish appearance. For men, it was a characteristic beard, hat and side locks,
and for women usually a long multilayered skirt together with a wig popping out beneath a hat.
What is remarkable is the fact that owners often recalled how as children they looked through albums
and discussed the old bindings as much as the photographs themselves. According to Julia Hirsh,
all photos suggest bonds enduring through time because our relatives live forever as long as our
eyes see them [23]. The owners usually took care to identify the people depicted in photos as family
members or friends.

Based on the interviews, the second generation in both regions prefers to keep photos in hard cover
albums and regards digital images more skeptically than the third generation. Some consider family
photos as sacred objects that should not be exposed publicly via online social platforms. In several
cases, the interviews prompted the narrators to write down brief notes on the photos themselves
in case they forget the names of the people depicted. It also became clear that the third generation
knows less about the people depicted on the pictures, despite the fact that they were presumably
family or friends. They know much less about what happened to them than their parents, who know
many details about their long-deceased ancestors. In some cases, photos became part of another object
(e.g., a medallion with a miniature on its cover or a pocket watch). Inscriptions in Hebrew or Yiddish
on a photo recognized as a Jewish family heirloom endow those items with respected status—even if
they display unknown people. Indeed, my grandma has a few portraits in hand-decorated frames of
people who are completely unknown, but in typical Jewish fashion, she is convinced they are distant
relatives.7 Regardless of their real value, these old images allow the owners to present their families as
well-connected and numerous.

In the same way as family photos, Hebrew and Yiddish letters on old yellowed paper also show
that Jews attribute great significance to old family items. At an exhibition on Jewish Slovak history in
Bratislava, one object in particular reflected family history from a different angle: A tapestry depicting
important milestones in the history of the family, society and Jewish culture. According to the narrator,
the process of creating this work was a kind of meditation, and it reflects a certain sadness about a lost
era. An artisan decided to use family photos and enlarge a portrait of two close relatives, whom she
never knew in person. The entire piece absorbed the image and only a few torn threads demonstrate a
symbol of a harsh fate. The narrator said that these faces from the past observe vibrant family life in
her household and she repeatedly asks herself whether they suspected what awaited them. Both died
at Auschwitz in 1944 [24].

7 Interview with Eva.H., Prague, May 15, 2018.
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6. Jewishness Associated with Material Culture

Jewishness is not exclusive, but it is naturally multidimensional and constitutes one of the
components of a person’s overall identity [25]. Material artifacts therefore help to consolidate a
fundamental social identity and indicate conformity with a particular society and its artifacts [26].
The link between family Jewish identity, material objects and collective memory is a social process
influenced by the age, memories and experiences of individuals within the community. For many
people, family is a private space that forms us and affects us through our entire life. The quality of
relationships and interactions among family members is a part of every person’s socialization. It is
part of our individual potential, our inner identity, our awareness of who we are, and our continuation
in time and space. Members of the same family make up a specific social group, defined by feelings of
belonging, blood ties and/or other types of relatedness, as well as an awareness of shared objects. Family
constitutes an interactive space, raising the question of how members of a social group formulate their
image of the past through interactions, and how they transfer and reformulate such knowledge [27].

Respondents differ in their opinion of the ideal age to begin looking after family heritage. Most of
them said that their children will be ready to take over the baton once they accept their Jewish origin
and recognize their commitments to their ancestors. “I do not think it is important, but I presume that
every generation has an ideal age for dealing with family heritage. When you are young you want to build up
your career and provide for yourself and your children. Then, of course, you have leisure time hobbies. At that
time you do not pay much attention to family history; your interest begins to develop when your relatives start
disappearing with time. That is when you turn your attention to your ancestors. You realize a little late how
many photos have to be described and identified for your descendants; otherwise younger generations will not
know who is who.”8 Material culture (photos) carries information that is easily lost if it is not treated
carefully. It might seem idealistic in this context, but in reality, the material culture of loss begins with
the moment of dispossession. Some Jews are afraid of passing material culture on to their descendants
until they have analyzed, scanned or copied all the documents they own. Their approach implies that
the objects do not necessarily have to hold a special meaning in the memories of western and eastern
European Jewry; the meaning only assumes significance for those who appropriated them [28].

7. Virtual Jewishness and Material Culture

In the recent decades, Jewish culture has become a part of the public sphere, despite the fact that
the Jewish communities in these countries are not numerous. The Jewish environment in Europe is
strongly characterized by a virtual Jewish culture. In post-Holocaust and post-communist countries,
Gruber comes up with the idea of a “virtual Jewish world” filled with “virtual” Jews, who are engaged
in creating, developing and demonstrating their allegiance to Jewishness. Despite being very active in
organizing cultural events and educational programs, they are regarded as outsiders, since they are
not official members of the community. In some cases, they demonstrate their allegiance to Jewish
society by wearing visible adornments with Jewish symbols. This is often the case for Jews who
do not meet the criteria of Halacha.9 It is a phenomenon that occurs in Czech and Luxembourgish
Jewish society and significantly affects both Jewish self-perception and the treatment of Jewish material
culture. Historian Ruth Gruber is careful neither to celebrate nor to condemn these phenomena but
strives instead to analyze fully the discomfort of the “virtual” Jews. She views the various practices of
Europe’s virtual Jewish culture demonstrated through visible “Jewish things”. She gives one example
in the form of an elegant, stylishly dressed widow who became immersed in the city’s Jewish history
by chance. Frau Blume volunteered to clean up and document dozens of historic Jewish cemeteries in

8 Interview with Laurent M., Luxembourg, June 10, 2018.
9 According to the Halacha, a Jew is anyone who was either born of a Jewish mother or converted to Judaism in accordance

with Jewish Law. Reconstructionist Judaism and the larger denominations of worldwide Progressive Judaism (also known
as Liberal or Reform Judaism) accept children as Jewish if one of the parents is Jewish, as long as the parents raise the child
with a Jewish identity.
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1990. At the time, only a few Jewish families lived in her city, and she sought to methodically map,
clean and photograph the 6500 tombstones. In this context, it is clear that Jewish virtual identity is
driven by an intellectual, spiritual and socio-political agenda rather than by religious needs [29].

Those who participate and play in very popular Klezmer groups are often not Jews, but they know
that Jewish family roots can make their performance even more authentic. These conjectures with
Jewish symbols can be partly confirmed by my statistics depicted below. These figures show that young
men and women in both Luxembourg and the Czech Republic often wear accessories—rings, necklaces,
earrings or bracelets. Based on the analyzed replies, they often choose various Jewish religious symbols
or symbols associated with Israel or the Middle East. However, it is very difficult to classify and
enumerate their occurrence since they often intersect with each other. The most frequent symbols
represented in objects include the Star of David, the symbolic representation of Chanukah, quotations
from the Torah, the Hebrew word “Chai” (life) and many forms of the hamsa hand. Such accessories
are not exclusively worn by women; a large number of men wear them too. The research did not
reveal whether there are any gender preferences in terms of wearing particular accessories with Jewish
symbols, but these artifacts suggests that the practice is a way for people to discover their own past
and explore their own sense of self [30]. In recent years, a number of American Jewish celebrities have
caused controversy by wearing the yellow Star of David on their clothes.

The survey (Figure 2) also revealed those who refuse to wear any accessories or jewels for personal
reasons. “I do not wear distinctive signs of origin or religion but I also refuse to wear a wedding ring.
I do not like to wear any outward signs of anything.”10 This statement shows the unwillingness of
some Jews to publicly wear any outward signs, but with respect to the sample it is difficult to make an
overall judgment as to whether this is a significant phenomenon.

Figure 2. Do you wear any visible Jewish symbols or symbols associated with the Middle East (rings,
bracelets, etc.).

10 Interview Michaela V., Prague, June 18, 2018.
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8. Perception of Selected Jewish Objects in Second and Third Generation Jews

According to Baudrillard, the model of the distribution of objects does not apply evenly to all
categories. The family antique value of an object reflects its value within a system of objects. A particular
object with no added functional benefit may signify prestige in relation to another same object with the
same function. A diamond ring with Jewish symbols may have no function at all but may suggest
particular social values, such as the class or social origin of its keeper [31] (pp. 135–136). The symbolic
value of an object means a value assigned to an object in relation to another subject (i.e., between
a giver and a receiver). A ring with Jewish symbols might symbolize either marital status, love or
religious beliefs.

A third-generation interviewee considered her mezuzah11 to be her most valuable family heirloom.
She was convinced that her family had owned this religious artifact since her birth. Although she
had only a vague idea about its true function, she repeatedly drew the interviewer’s attention to its
uniqueness, recognizing it as a cultural indicator with a connection to her Jewish past. According to
the maker’s mark, the mezuzah dates to 1880. Even though the narrator had several ancient Jewish
objects in her home, she considered them less interesting since she used them for everyday purposes
and associated them with contemporary culture. In this respect, it is evident that she does not collect
heirlooms from everyday family items but gives preference to ritual items that are recognized as
important components of the family’s past.

The interviews and archival research carried out among members of the second generation
revealed that the context of individual items is more significant than the real value of the items. People
often prioritize the complexity of the stories related to the family objects above their factual reliability.
This applies to Jewish post-war generations in both Luxembourg and the Czech Republic. Jewish
families had to deal with several crucial moments of difficulty, in particular the loss of close relatives
during the Holocaust. Some survivors chose to marry someone who had no connection to their past.
In families where children had died, there was the option of adopting Jewish orphans. Other widows
and widowers chose to marry relatives of the deceased spouse and take on their children. All these
choices had a fundamental, often negative effect on keeping and preserving material Jewish culture;
that is, people wanted to forget and dispose of material memories with links to relatives who had lost
their lives in such a brutal way.

It often occurs that a member of the third generation is the only one who is still alive and able to
maintain the family heirlooms. As one participant explained: “I keep my precious family memories—photos
and old documents. I am the oldest member of my family and that is why I safely keep all things that belonged to
my ancestors. I am also completing my family tree, not only for my daughters but also for myself. I want to
know my place within my extended family. At the moment, my daughters are hardly interested in our family
history, but I have been working on a document which allows them to know more.”12 Most of the interviews
also revealed that for those owners who wanted to view the family past as Jewish, nearly all stored
objects were regarded as being Jewish. During the interview process, I met a woman who collects little
china mice, but she prefers those made in Israel. She considers them a part of her Jewish personality.
Since physical objects (e.g., photos and letters) allow their owners to act as the successor to the previous
generations, this may explain why so many people have not yet passed this family heritage on to their
descendants. Interviews show that members of the second generation are not readily able to identify
the age of the collected heirlooms, but they do confer specific value on them. Keys which open the
door of their family house, for example, have greater personal value than an ancient wooden inlaid
wall clock. The third generation sees family heirlooms from a different perspective. They are inclined

11 A mezuzah comprises a piece of parchment called a klaf contained in a decorative case and inscribed with specific Hebrew
verses from the Torah.

12 Interview with a Czech emigrant, Charles W., Geneva, July 19, 2018.
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to show and present valuable items regardless of their origin and age; all that matters is whether the
objects are linked to the family’s past.

The last part of the case study (Figure 3) looks at the relationship with and perception towards
selected Jewish ritual items (mezuzah13, kippa14, tallit15, aravah16). The graph below shows that the
chosen items are seen as either symbolic designations or religious regulations rather than simple
symbolic amulets. All these objects serve as indispensable spiritual objects, or at least as symbols
encouraging Jewish self-awareness. To consider the aravah mostly as a symbolic item might show that
many respondents do not celebrate Sukkot regularly since it is not one of the high Jewish holidays.
A kippa is not just a religious sign; for many Jews, it is a symbolic designation of their identity. A large
number of male interviewees said that wearing the kippa makes them feel like real Jews. Nowadays,
many non-Orthodox Jews usually wear a crocheted smaller kippa in various colors and patterns, ranging
from traditional to modern styles. The interviews showed that there are now also some humorous
patterns (e.g., smiley faces for children). Nevertheless, it is still not possible to classify and cast Jews
according to the type of headgear they choose. The look of the kippa depends on its owner and his taste.
The research also shows a few cases in which girls embroider their names on the partner’s headgear as
a sign of their relationship.17 Historian Maroš Borský states that the third post-Holocaust generation
often uses traditional Jewish symbols because in his opinion Jewish adherence is no longer formed by
transmitted religious values but is the result of a dissimilation process of socializing with young Jews
abroad and subsequently gradually resuming contact with formal Jewish life [32].

Figure 3. Perception of selected Jewish objects in second and third generation Jews (Czechoslovakia
and Luxembourg (LUX+CZ)).

The mezuzah is the only object perceived as an amulet which, in some cases, was passed on from
one generation to the next. If parents pass on their apartment or house, their children often keep
a mezuzah on a doorframe. In the context of the interviews, the hierarchical order of these things

13 This is affixed to the doorpost of Jewish homes to fulfill the mitzvah.
14 A brimless cap, usually made of cloth, worn by Jews to fulfill the customary requirement that the head must be covered.
15 A fringed garment traditionally worn by religious Jews. The tallit has special twined and knotted fringes known as tzitzit.
16 A leafy branch of the willow tree used in a special waving ceremony during the Jewish holiday of Sukkot.
17 Interview with the Czech Jew Samuel, Prague, November 15, 2018.
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appears convincing, but it should be borne in mind that the research encompassed individuals from
primarily liberal Jewish communities; that is, Jews belonging to the Orthodox branch of Judaism were
rarely represented.

9. Conclusions

Although this case study is part of my broader PhD research, it also provides another way
of interpreting the results of the field survey. The aim of conducting interviews and distributing
questionnaires was to give voice to the Jewish keepers who had been delegated the right to “speak” in
the private space of their home about their family history. I sought to combine the information obtained
through the interviews with statistics gathered from the questionnaire. All participants in the project
can be considered representative of the intelligentsia, which may explain their close relationship with
family heritage. In most cases they have university degrees, and some are graduates of prestigious
universities. Recent sociological research suggests that higher education generates a greater level of
interest in family history [33].

Family heirlooms offer their guardians an opportunity to share their knowledge of their ancestors.
The study shows that all items considered as Jewish family heirlooms have a particular value for all
Jews across the generations. It is hard to find any specific patterns that apply to all cases, but the study
shows some interesting patterns emerging among the Jewish post-war generations. All respondents
recognized these items as important components of the useful family past; in other words, of a past
that contributes to the construction of Jewish identity. The Holocaust and the trauma of survivors
and their descendants created a unique relationship with Jewish material heritage associated with the
(destroyed) past. Directly after the war, a gap emerged between traditional manifestations of Judaism
and real-life stories of Jewish families, and that gap further changed but did not totally disappear
during the post-war decades. Paul Connerton refers to this behavior as “forgetting humiliated silence”.
It is manifest in a widespread pattern of behavior in afflicted postwar Jewish societies and it is rather
astonishing because acts of humiliation are very difficult to forget. Postwar Jewish generations faced
the collusive silence brought on by a particular kind of collective shame. What is ironic is that Germans
were confronted with similar conditions once Nazi Germany was defeated after the war. Millions of
homeless and utterly lethargic people were wandering about amidst the ruins. Like the Jews, they had
a great desire both to forget and to keep memories alive [34].

The research provided no evidence of any significant differences in the treatment of family
heirlooms by Jews in the former Czechoslovakia and those in Luxembourg. After the liberation,
survivors made a choice between Judaism, assimilation and emigration. Their decision influenced
the way in which they transferred Jewish awareness to subsequent generations (if at all), their
relationship with the community, and last but not least their relationship with inherited family
memories. The tragedy of the Holocaust led to fundamental differences in the approach to Judaism,
its traditions and its presence. Only the third and the fourth post-Holocaust generations grew up in
complete families that were similar to those of the majority population.

Participants may have had different views as to the value of family heirlooms, but all of them
understood that they represent family history and are socially significant for preserving Jewish cultural
heritage. With regard to the research question, the data reliably affirm that there has been no decrease
in the interest in Jewish heirlooms. Younger generations merely conceive of these inherited objects in
their own way. Based on the survey, it seems that the third generation is preoccupied with work and
family obligations and so does not dedicate a great amount of time to either religious or family matters.
Members of this generation associate individual objects with an overall religious or national identity
rather than with specific family members. They simply rely on their parents and older relatives to care
about the heritage of their ancestors.

The aforementioned attitude might have been instigated by societal developments in recent decades.
The traditional unity of Judaism was interrupted and replaced by diversity and multiplicity [35].
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The preoccupation with work does not only result in less time being dedicated to Jewish family
heritage, it also suggests that most of the respondents see their Jewishness as secular. In these conditions,
Jewish religious authorities encourage its members to adopt more religious and cultural traditions
because according to them only religiosity and the relationship with Jewish culture will preserve
Jewish material family heritage for future generations [36]. The manifestation of deep Jewish faith is
very rare in the researched areas, and it cannot be taken as the cornerstone for maintaining material
family heritage. On the other hand, the acceptance of Jewish traditions is often accompanied by a
certain amount of rationalization that may help maintain traditional customs or patterns of behavior
associated with particular Jewish religious symbols and objects [37]. In both Luxembourg and the
Czech Republic, elements of selective religiosity can be observed. People visit the synagogue only
during the high holidays, and light up Shabbat and Hanukkach candles. From time to time, they
observe a semi-kosher diet and prepare the Seder dinner with their relatives [38]. This lukewarm
secular attitude corresponds with a slowly growing trend of wearing accessories with Jewish symbols
that tends to replace deeper religious awareness.

Finally, yet importantly, the third generation has a greater tendency to display and wear Jewish
objects more visibly than previous generations, who tend to hide them from potential visitors. It is
also important to note that the different political regimes in the Czech Republic (Czechoslovakia) and
Luxembourg do not significantly affect the way in which Jewish family souvenirs are kept, and they do
not influence the importance of these items for cultivating a Jewish collective memory. A key challenge
facing Jews today is how to interact with the Jewish space and values associated with tangible and
intangible heritage. This argument is also supported by Jonathan Weber, who emphasizes the great
distinctions between the ethnic origins of former Soviet Jews and Jews living in Western Europe.
Only shared objects embodying the collective memory of this religious and ethnic group can bridge
the intergenerational chasm [39].
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Identít; Veda: Bratislava, Slovakia, 2009; pp. 13–30.
28. Gerlach, D. Toward a material culture of Jewish loss. Jew. Cult. Hist. 2017, 18, 17–33. [CrossRef]
29. Gruber, R.E. Virtually Jewish: Reinventing Jewish Culture in Europe, 1st ed.; University of California Press:

Berkeley, CA, USA, 2002; pp. 43–44.
30. Shandler, J. Virtually Jewish: Reinventing Jewish culture in Europe. Jew. Q. Rev. 2004, 94, 238–240. [CrossRef]
31. Baudrillard, J. The System of Objects; Verso: New York, NY, USA, 1996; pp. 135–136.
32. Borský, M. Bratislavská židovská komunita dnes. In Židia Dnes; Inštitút judaistiky UK: Bratislava, Slovakia,

2003; pp. 109–116.
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