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Maoz Azaryahu

Public Controversy and 
Commemorative Failure:  
Tel-Aviv’s Monument to the 
Holocaust and National Revival

ABSTRACT

Drawing on the academic literature on public art conflicts and public 
memory controversies, the article examines the controversy over the design 
for Tel-Aviv’s Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival, and its fail-
ure to perform its commemorative function. It argues that underlying the 
controversial character of the design and the failure of the monument to 
perform its commemorative function was a public art conflict: the abstract 
design selected for the monument elicited public opposition as unfitting 
to represent the monument’s commemorative theme.

INTRODUCTION

The geography of Holocaust memorials in Israel comprises a 
variety of commemorative structures and institutions. These include 
national shrines, foremost among them Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, and 
memorials in Jewish towns, kibbutzim, forests, and cemeteries. Different 
in their size and in their public resonance and impact, these shrines and 
memorials were the result of commemoration projects that have contrib-
uted to making the Holocaust a primary theme of Israel’s geography of 
public memory.

One of these commemorative projects with an impact on the landscape 
is the Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival set in Tel-Aviv’s 
Rabin Square. Sponsored by the TAM (Tel-Aviv Municipality), the idea of 
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building a monument to the Holocaust in Tel-Aviv was raised in the early 
1960s. Construction of an upside-down pyramid at City Square opposite 
the TAM Building was completed in 1975. Whereas at one level, Tel-Aviv’s 
Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival is a local variation on a 
national theme of remembrance, at another, this monument is unique 
in the Israeli landscape of Holocaust remembrance. Its abstract design 
was the focus of public controversy; furthermore, in stark contrast to the 
large public consensus regarding its commemorative theme and despite 
its prestigious location, the monument failed to perform its intended 
commemorative function.

At the outset, the sculpture was shrouded in controversy and con-
demned by local politicians and public opinion as a misrepresentation of 
cherished national memories and ideals. Later on, after the tide of criticism 
and indignation had abated, the monument subsided into cultural irrel-
evance. Although it is a prominent physical feature in the local landscape, 
it has failed to engage the public and to be associated with commemorative 
function and meaning.

Drawing on the academic literature on public art conflicts and public 
memory controversies, this article examines the controversy over the design 
for Tel-Aviv’s Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival and its failure 
to perform its commemorative function. It argues that underlying the con-
troversial character of the design and later the failure of the monument to 
perform its commemorative function was a public art conflict: the abstract 
design selected for the monument elicited public opposition as unfitting 
to represent the monument’s commemorative theme.

This investigation is divided into two parts. The first expounds on 
how  a  non-binding  decision  about  a Holocaust memorial  in  1962 was 
transformed into an abstract design in 1972. During this period, fundamen-
tal decisions were made regarding the monument’s location, theme, and 
design. The second part is an analysis of successive stages in the controversy 
over the monument. The study is based on archival material and newspaper 
reports, minutes, memoranda, and letters detailing official perspectives 
on the monument and decision-making procedures. As a forum for and 
reflection of public opinion, newspaper reports and commentaries, and 
letters to the editor shed light on public attitudes toward the monument’s 
abstract design.

At one level, the article deals with a controversial Israeli Holocaust 
memorial that has hitherto evaded academic scrutiny. At another level, it 
draws attention to a situation where underlying a public controversy over a 
monument is a battle over public art that is focused on issues of design and 
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artistic expression rather than on the monument’s commemorative theme. 
At another level, this study explores the failure of a monument to perform 
its primary function: to facilitate the transfer of commemorative meaning.

POLITICS AND POETICS OF MONUMENTAL 
COMMEMORATION

The primary function of monuments is a commemorative one: the norm is 
that the structure does not serve any utilitarian function that may under-
mine or overpower its commemorative function. Rendering the abstract 
concrete and the absent present, monuments and memorials embody ideals 
and represent visions of history in terms of their material form and geo-
graphic location. Monuments are designed to facilitate the transfer of 
symbolic meaning. Though intended by their sponsors to embody and 
reify certain ideological messages, social values, and cultural norms, their 
meaning is constantly negotiated by individuals and society.1 In particular, 
controversial monuments reflect and refract conflicting views on communal 
and collective ideals, visions of history, and interpretations of past events, 
and no less important, on aesthetic norms, artistic styles, and design strat-
egies. When it is at the center of public debate, a monument becomes a 
contested site of political and cultural authority and ownership of public 
space.

In order to address the monument as an iconic medium, it is useful to 
distinguish between the politics of representation and the poetics of presen-
tation. The politics of representation is about the monument’s commemo-
rative theme. The poetics of presentation is concerned with the mode of 
expression, namely the form and design chosen to present the monument’s 
commemorative theme in the idiom of art and architecture.

Controversies about monuments pertain to their commemorative 
theme and/or artistic design. At the focus of debates about theme is the 
issue of what the monument should represent. Often taking on the char-
acter of “public art battles”,2 controversies about artistic expression evince 
opposition to designs on the grounds that in failing to accommodate public 
taste and expectations, they undermine and even defy the commemorative 
function of the monument.

Traditionally, monuments and memorial edifices have been cast in a 
realistic and figurative mold. Between the two world wars the language of 
abstract design seemed to be inappropriate for memorial architecture or 
commemorative sculptures. James E. Young has noted that in the case of 
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memorials, the public usually expects “literal expression”, preferably real-
istic, figurative statues, rather than “abstract expressionism”.3 The public 
need for traditional, figurative iconography and representational art renders 
abstract art obstructive in the sense that it possibly undermines the ability 
of a monument to accord with conventional tastes and consequently to 
communicate and to engage viewers. In particular, the abstract figuration 
of communal values and sacred memories is possibly an affront, even a 
sacrilege, for lay members of the public.

Following WW II abstract or semi-abstract designs increasingly gained 
acceptance among sponsors of public monuments in the West, while in the 
Soviet Bloc traditional figurative design was the official norm.4 Based on a 
widely shared cultural code, realistic figuration and conventional iconogra-
phy support the monuments’ ability to communicate their meaning to the 
largest possible audience. Abstract designs, on the other hand, run the risk 
of appealing to cultural elites only. The controversies over design and form 
of monuments and memorials bring to the fore the artists’ commitment 
and accountability. Young points out that for modernist artists it is art, and 
not the public or memory that comes first.5 In her discussion of public art 
controversies, Erika Doss suggests, “It would seem that the entire problem 
of public art controversy could be solved if artists abandoned modern art 
and catered to what appears to be the public preference for . . . representa-
tional art.”6 This is especially true of commemorative monuments, which 
are commissioned to represent communal ideals and memories.

THE ISRAELI CONTEXT

Politics of RePResentation: ideology and MeMoRy

Except for a few British and Arab-Palestinian memorials, most Israeli mon-
uments and memorials belong to two main categories. The first includes 
memorials to fallen soldiers, which have proliferated in the Israeli landscape 
since Israel’s War of Independence in 1948. Initiated and sponsored by 
official agencies (such as state and local authorities), veterans, and bereaved 
families, and varying in their impact on society and landscape, these memo-
rials are the representations of heroic sacrifice and national revival in the 
Israeli landscape.7 The second, though much smaller in number than the 
first, includes Holocaust memorials. These range from simple memorials 
in Israeli cemeteries and forests to destroyed Jewish communities, local 
memorial sites, and museums all the way up to Yad Vashem, the national 
shrine in Jerusalem.8
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In Israel’s first decades the institutionalized commemoration of the 
Holocaust was entwined with the memory of Jewish resistance and heroism, 
most notably the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. At the center of officially pro-
moted remembrance was the dyadic theme of Holocaust (Shoah) and hero-
ism (gvurah). Since the early 1950s the dyadic theme of Holocaust (Shoah) 
and (national) Revival (tkumah) gradually became prominent in the Zionist 
discourse of recent national history. As Israel was established shortly after 
the Holocaust, this gave credence to interpreting recent Jewish history in 
terms of the redemptive progression from Holocaust to national indepen-
dence. The ideational relationship between Holocaust and revival belonged 
to the symbolic foundations of Israeli nationhood, most prominently in the 
temporal proximity of Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day 
and Independence Day, and the spatial proximity of Yad Vashem and Mt. 
Herzl, Israel’s national pantheon in Jerusalem.9

Poetics of PResentation: aRt and MeMoRy

Most war memorials and Holocaust monuments built in the 1950s and 
1960s  in Israel were  simple, wall-shaped or obelisk-like  stone structures, 
bearing plaques with names of fallen soldiers or names of Jewish communi-
ties erased during the Holocaust. Concurrently, the growing involvement 
of Israeli artists in commemorative projects raised the issue of the artistic 
style employed in designing monuments.

Though increasingly popular among artists inspired by western mod-
ernism, Israeli abstract art in the 1950s did not yet have any impact on the 
design of memorials and monuments. During this period it was rather the 
application of figurative art in public commemoration that was a sensitive 
issue. Based on the second commandment, “Thou shalt not make unto thee 
any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or 
that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth” (Exodus 
20:4), Jewish tradition prohibited graven images and statues depicting 
human figures in particular.

Bearing in mind the sensitivities of the religious population, partici-
pants in competitions to design memorials commissioned by the state or 
cities were instructed to be in accord with Jewish tradition by avoiding real-
istic figuration. In Israel in the 1950s and 1960s, commemorative sculptures 
depicting human figures were confined to those sectors of Zionist society 
ideologically committed to a secular interpretation of Jewish heritage, most 
notably socialist-oriented co-operative communities. Prominent among 
monumental figurations of heroism of the 1950s were two statues by Nathan 
Rapoport, who had made a name with his design for the monument to the 
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Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. One was a figurative monument in Negba to the 
defenders of the kibbutz in Israel’s War of Independence (1953). The other 
was a figurative statue depicting Mordechai Anielewicz, the commander of 
the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising (1951), in Kibbutz Yad Mordechai.

FROM IDEA TO DESIGN: 1962–1972

At the convergence of different priorities and agendas, the realization of a 
commemorative project is about priorities and decision-making procedures, 
where the issues of location, theme, and design figure prominently.

The history of Tel-Aviv’s controversial Holocaust monument began in 
1962, when Mayor Mordechai Namir (Labor) expressed support for build-
ing a central monument to the Holocaust in and by the city. This marked 
a radical change in municipal policy: hitherto appeals by individuals and 
organizations to build Holocaust memorials in the city had been rejected.10 
Triggered by another appeal by a veterans’ organization to commemorate 
Jews who fell in the fight against Nazi Germany,11 the mayor’s support for 
the monument to the Holocaust concurred with the immense effect that 
the Eichmann Trial in Jerusalem had had on Israeli public opinion.

In 1964 it was announced that Tel-Aviv’s Holocaust monument would 
be located at Malkhei Israel Square, which was in the final stages of archi-
tectural design.12 In contrast to the location of the proposed monument, 
which was clear at this stage, there was some confusion over the exact 
theme of the projected monument. Different thematic variations appeared, 
including a monument to the victims of the Holocaust and a monument 
to the Holocaust (Shoah) and heroism (Gvurah) that would express the 
yearning for national revival (komemiut).13 Notably, these were not differ-
ent themes but variations on a theme that accorded with the Zionist ethos 
and culture of Holocaust remembrance in Israel.

The transformation of the monument from an idea and administrative 
decision to a design was inherited by Yehushua Rabinowitz (Labor), who 
succeeded Namir as mayor in 1969. Following its formal authorization by 
the municipal council in June 1970, the mayor convened a steering com-
mittee to prepare the public competition. This was the stage in the monu-
ment’s history during which basic decisions regarding its location, theme, 
and design were formally made. In accordance with his predecessor’s ideas, 
the mayor informed the committee about the location of the monument 
at City Square and pronounced its theme as “Holocaust and (national) 
Revival”. A principal issue with regard to the design was also settled at this 
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Figure 1: Map of Tel-Aviv’s 
City Square.

stage. The mayor had pledged that the projected monument would not 
offend the city’s religious residents.14 This meant avoiding figurative art 
and, by default, preference for an abstract design.

The steering committee decided to conduct a closed competition 
among 10 leading Israeli sculptors.15 All sculptors invited to participate in 
the competition subscribed to modernist, abstract art. The jurors included 
three experts and eight representatives of the public, including the mayor, 
two former mayors, a deputy mayor, and the head of the main opposition 
faction in the TAM, the head of Yad Vashem, a representative of the Vet-
erans’ Organization, and Abba Kovner, a ghetto fighter, poet, and public 
intellectual. The experts included the architects Arieh Sharon, the doyen 
of Israeli architects at the time, and Avraham Yasky, who was in charge of 
the architectural design of City Square, both also members of the steer-
ing committee, and the head of Bezalel, the national academy of art in 
Jerusalem. Notably, expertise was defined in terms of art and architectural 
design rather than any connection with the ideational aspects of Holocaust 
remembrance and commemoration. A decision of much consequence for 
later developments was the granting of a double vote to each of the three 
experts.

The jury convened in May 1972. During the review process none of the 
designs submitted succeeded in securing an enthusiastic endorsement by 
members of the jury and the five external advisors invited by the jury to pass 
judgment.16 Aware that a decision not to favor any particular design would 
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Figure 2: Model of Tumarkin’s design for the Monument to the Holocaust and 
National Revival.

mean a long, and perhaps indefinite, delay, the jury was prompted to vote 
in favor of selecting one of the designs for the monument. Following the 
vote taken by the jury, Yigal Tumarkin’s design of a massive, 7.6 meter high 
inverted pyramid made of steel beams and glass was declared the winner.

In favor of Tumarkin’s design were the three experts and the representa-
tive of Yad Vashem. Committed to modern, abstract art, the expert mem-
bers of the jury evaluated Tumarkin’s design in terms of an architectural 
solution to a public square rather than as a commemorative representation 
of Holocaust and National Revival.17 Four representatives of the public, 
including all representatives of the TAM, cast their vote for another design. 
As they made known during the deliberation, they felt that Tumarkin’s 
design failed to provide a persuasive solution to the issue of how to represent 
sorrow, bereavement, and hope and to translate the ideational relationship 
between Holocaust and national revival into the geometry of a compel-
ling design and the materiality of an evocative monument. According to 
Namir, who had initiated the monument and was a member of the jury, 
Tumarkin’s design “did not say anything Jewish or about the Holocaust”.18 
Significantly, the double vote of the experts was decisive in determining the 
result of the competition.
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CONTROVERSIAL DESIGN

A public art controversy refers to a situation where opposition to a work of 
art in public space is at the center of public debate. In the case of an abstract 
design for a monument, the controversy revolves around two related issues. 
The first is that an abstract design is susceptible to varying interpretations, 
which can potentially undermine and even invert the commemorative 
function of the monument. The other is a preference for a traditional, 
realist sculpture.

PUBLIC CONTROVERSY: 1972–1973

The commemorative theme of Tel-Aviv’s monument was not the Holocaust 
but the dyadic theme of Holocaust and national revival. The implication 
of this is that the monument was intended as a three-fold representation: 
Holocaust, national revival, and the relationship between them.

A contemporaneous monumental solution to representing Holocaust 
and national revival was suggested by Rapoport’s Scroll of Fire. Built in 1971 
in the Jerusalem mountains, “In memory of the martyred six million and 
in reverent celebrations of Israel’s national revival,” the nine-meter monu-
ment consisted of two juxtaposed, scroll-like pillars dedicated to the story 
of Holocaust and modern Israel, respectively. Configured as a sequence of 
figurative images, each “scroll” was meant to be read as an iconic narrative 
of history.19 Rapoport’s solution was to employ figurative iconography to 
tell two stories, where the spatial juxtaposition of the “scrolls” suggested 
chronological continuity and ideational interconnectedness between the 
Holocaust and Israel’s national revival.

The need to commemorate the Holocaust in public was a matter of 
wide agreement, and the idea of linking the Holocaust and national revival 
as conjoined themes resonated with popular sentiments of the period, 
which extended beyond party politics and ideological conflicts within 
Zionist society. In contrast to Rapoport’s Scroll of Fire, the design of Tel-
Aviv’s monument to the Holocaust and National Revival was engulfed in 
public controversy. Branded as unfitting to represent its commemorative 
theme, Tumarkin’s design was widely rejected by ordinary citizens, local 
politicians, and pundits.

A prominent figure in the Israeli art scene during this period, Tumar-
kin was famous for his combative personality and provocative statements. 
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Figure 3: Natan Rapoport’s Scroll of Fire.

His modern, abstract sculptures installed in public spaces often elicited 
extreme responses and triggered controversies. In this sense, the hostility 
to his design for Tel-Aviv’s Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival 
concurred with previous public art controversies around his work. For 
some, the selection of the design of an artist known for his contempt for 
traditional forms of art represented the patronizing attitude of experts who 
promoted their elitist views about public art.20 Accordingly, opposition to 
his abstract design was extended to challenging the selection procedure. 
In particular, opponents were critical of the decision to conduct a closed 
competition among a limited number of pre-selected sculptors and to give 
each of the expert jurors a double vote.

In the late 1960s abstract art had acquired a hegemonic position in the 
Israeli art scene. It is worth noting that abstract designs for war memorials in 
early-1970s Israel met with no public opposition. However, Tel-Aviv’s Monu-
ment to the Holocaust and National Revival differed from the war memorials 
in two important respects. Its location endowed it with a representative 
function; it was sponsored and funded by the TAM. As a public project, the 
monument was subject to a level of public scrutiny that was not extended to 
memorials for fallen soldiers sponsored by veterans’ associations.
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At first it seemed that the competition and the design selected for Tel-
Aviv’s Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival were of no public 
interest. The press neither reported the competition nor mentioned the 
exhibition in which the various designs were displayed. However, in a letter 
to the mayor sent a few days after the jury had voted in favor of Tumar-
kin’s design, the head of the opposition faction in the municipal assembly 
claimed that the selection of this particular design was a “severe blunder” 
that would surely provoke opposition, for it expressed neither Holocaust 
nor national revival.21 This was the first time that the press took notice of 
the design. An article in the daily Ma’ariv maintained that the monument 
to the Holocaust to be built at City Square would be a disaster.22

The mayor was firm in his position that the decision of the jury should 
be respected “even if we [emphasis added] are not happy with the deci-
sion”.23 In February 1973, without a debate, the TAM confirmed the design 
selected by the jury. While acknowledging that there was no broad agree-
ment about the artistic merits of Tumarkin’s design, the mayor reiterated 
his position that the jury’s verdict should be respected.

At the time the TAM approved the design and initiated the building 
of the monument, another Tumarkin work—a sculpture at the Tel-Aviv 
University campus—was already at the center of a public controversy. That 
sculpture had provoked some extreme reactions, with university faculty and 
students protesting against what they considered an eyesore that epitomized 
a patronizing attitude of artistic elite engaged in imposing its aesthetic 
values on the public.24

The public art controversy around Tumarkin’s sculpture at Tel-Aviv 
University was soon followed by the controversy around his design for the 
Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival. In March 1973, a few 
weeks after the municipal council had approved the construction of the 
monument, an article entitled “The contested monument”25 in Ha’aretz 
cast a shadow of doubt on the public legitimacy of the selection process. 
A few days later a Ha’aretz editorial claimed that the monument was of 
dubious artistic merit, and as a monument it was a failure.26 The edito-
rial’s conclusion was unequivocal: “It is better to leave the square without 
a sculptured decoration than to put a meaningless object without aesthetic 
power of persuasion there.”

In response to the rising tide of criticism, Tumarkin published a short 
piece in Ha’aretz in which he explained the iconography of his design.27 
One day later the TAM held a press conference to enlighten the press 
and the public about the competition and to justify the sculpture. In his 
defense of the sculpture, architect Sharon, a member of the jury, explained 
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that, “The most important thing is how the sculpture is harmonized in the 
square.” Notably he avoided any reference to the commemorative function 
of the monument.

At issue was that whereas a figurative monument has mimetic capac-
ity and its commemorative meaning resides in conventional iconography, 
an abstract design opens up the possibility of multiple interpretations. For 
critics, the main point of reference was the inverted pyramid that ostensibly 
carried no meaningful relationship with the Holocaust or national revival. 
The Ha’aretz editorial also suggested that since the inverted pyramid was a 
well-known Zionist metaphor for the anomaly of Jewish existence in the 
Diaspora, Tumarkin’s design was both insensitive and offensive.28

The rejection of Tumarkin’s abstract design demonstrated a prefer-
ence for a traditional, realist sculpture. True to his reputation, Tumarkin 
made his views known and openly declared his contempt for figurative 
monuments, “Bombast and heroic things . . . this is fascist brain-washing. 
Hero statues are not art for me.”29 In defiance of public opinion he later 
explained that for him figurative design was simply inferior and his com-
mitment to his art came first: “It is not always possible to aim at the lowest 
common denominator. There is an intellectual obligation to which, rather 
than to representatives of the public, I owe allegiance.”30 In his provoca-
tive language he asserted that artists should not give in to the “taste of the 
hoi polloi”.31 Only in later interviews did he express his conviction that 
abstract form was the only way to confront the Holocaust, to produce a 
piece of art rather than a “sadistic nightmare”, since abstract art enabled a 
“safe distance” for both artist and spectator.32

The public art controversy became a legal conflict when the Supreme 
Court was petitioned to order the TAM to revoke its decision to build the 
monument or alternatively to annul the results of the closed competition. 
In April 1973 the Supreme Court ordered the TAM to halt the construction 
work. However, from the court’s perspective the only legal issue of concern 
was the procedural aspect of voting, namely, the double vote given to the 
experts. In June 1973 the court ruled that the procedure was not unreason-
able to the extent that interference by the court was warranted.33 With the 
legal obstacle removed and the mayor unwavering to pressures of public 
opinion, the construction of the monument could proceed as planned.
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RE-THINKING THE MONUMENT: 1974

The mayor’s commitment to continue with the controversial monument 
was crucial. However, in December 1973 the incumbent mayor lost the 
municipal elections and Shlomo Lahat, of the center-right Gahal party 
(the precursor of Likud), became the third mayor in charge of Monument 
to the Holocaust and National Revival. With a new administration at the 
helm, demands to discard the monument in its then current form came 
from within and outside the TAM. Citizens wrote to Lahat to express their 
indignation at Tumarkin’s design.34 Within the TAM, the possibility of 
relocating the sculpture to a park and the legal implications of canceling 
the contract with the artist were examined.

After months of confusion, and with the construction work in abey-
ance, in October 1974 the mayor concluded that the monument to the 
Holocaust and National Revival should be relocated since its theme was 
not congruent with its place in a square that was suffused with joyous 
activities and a festive atmosphere.35 This amounted to a radical change of 
perspective on the issue of location: ten years before, the monument had 
been conceived in conjunction with the architectural design of the square 
and its location there had been a non-negotiable premise.

Lahat decided to let the municipal council discuss and vote on the 
issue. For the mayor, this would culminate in a binding decision whichever 
way the council voted. In contrast to his predecessor’s commitment to the 
jury’s decision, for Lahat the final decision lay with the democratically 
elected municipal council. By not imposing factional discipline, the mayor 
implied that his initiative was not motivated by political considerations and 
that he did not intend to discredit the former administration.36

Members of the TAM council agreed that the theme of Holocaust 
and national revival was an appropriate commemoration for Tel-Aviv. They 
differed in their evaluation as to whether the square was the appropriate 
site for the monument. Some councilors concurred with the mayor that 
the location was associated with festive activities and therefore incongru-
ent with the monument’s theme;37 others pointed out that the historical 
significance of the Holocaust was why it should be commemorated at the 
city’s civic center.38

Focusing on the relationship between theme and location rather than 
on the design suggests that there was an attempt to circumvent dealing 
with the controversial design. Nevertheless, the controversial character of 
Tumarkin’s design figured prominently in the deliberation. The consensus 
was that the design failed to appeal to the public. One councilor claimed 
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that many Holocaust survivors considered the monument a disgrace.39 In 
formal terms, the council had first to decide whether to rescind the former 
decision to construct Tumarkin’s monument at the square. Fifteen coun-
cilors voted against repeal, fourteen voted for, and two abstained. Almost 
evenly divided, the council decided in favor of the status quo, namely, to 
continue with the controversial project.40 The council’s decision did not 
dispel doubts about the monument as a symbol of Holocaust and national 
revival. For one councilor, the decision was a compromise, since the alter-
native was no monument at all in the foreseeable future. As a consolation 
he pointed out that there was always the possibility that future generations 
might consider the sculpture differently.41

COMMEMORATIVE FAILURE

The construction of Tumarkin’s structure as Tel-Aviv’s Monument to the 
Holocaust and National Revival was completed in summer 1975. On its 
becoming a physical reality in the local landscape, the monument was 
endorsed by an art critic known for his persistent support for Tumarkin’s 
work.42 Praising the artistic and architectural qualities of the abstract sculp-
ture, he noted that the “[sculpture’s] function as a ‘monument’ (sic!) is not 
explicit”. This was a solitary voice of support for the contested monument.

Investing the abstract sculpture with commemorative function was 
largely dependent on official measures to associate the monument with 
ceremonial activities. Notably, the monument was never officially inaugu-
rated. The absence of an inauguration ceremony was a signal that despite 
the decision in favor of building the monument at its original location, the 
municipality was not ready to stand by the result. The TAM also failed to 
associate the monument with ceremonial activities belonging to schedules 
of national remembrance. An attempt in April 1976 to launch a tradition 
of laying a wreath there by the Mayor and members of the TAM council 
on Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day failed when it 
transpired that some members of the council refused to attend the cer-
emony. The explanation for refusing to attend was that “The monument 
expresses neither Holocaust nor national revival and there is no justifica-
tion to making it a focus of communion with the memory of the victims 
of the Holocaust.”43 In less polite language, the problem was that the site 
chosen for communion with the victims of the Holocaust was occupied 
by a “rusty piece of metal that has to do neither with Holocaust nor with 
national revival”.44
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Figure 4: The Monument to Holocaust and Revival.

The aborted memorial ceremony signaled the end of official attempts 
to invest the monument with a formal commemorative function. At the 
level of public opinion, opposition to the controversial design persisted. 
Citizens sent further letters of condemnation to the mayor and to news-
paper editors. Moreover, the criticism of the sculpture extended beyond 
its ostensible failure as a monumental representation of the Holocaust and 
national revival to also condemning its aesthetic and artistic merits: “Not 
only is the sculpture architecturally and morally meaningless, it is simply 
ugly.”45 This in turn was connected to a concurrent public art conflict 
in Tel-Aviv in which abstract sculptures placed in public squares in the 
mid-1970s met with both ridicule and resistance and elicited scorn and 
resentment at what appeared to be an attempt to “educate” the masses by 
imposing modern, “alienated art” in Tel-Aviv’s public squares.46

With public opinion almost unanimously against Tumarkin’s design, 
the hope that with its construction the monument would be accepted 
proved wrong. However, judging by references to it in the press, the con-
troversy subsided from the late 1970s and the monument gradually ceased 
to be a target of public scorn. The notion that, “We have to get used to 
the sculpture at City Square, even though it is no fitting commemoration 
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Figure 5: Tel-Aviv’s City Square (Rabin Square). In the background:  
the municipality building.

of the Holocaust and revival,”47 reflected a sense of resignation pervasive 
among leaders of the city. With the plaque pronouncing its commemorative 
function gone and lacking explicit commemorative functions, the imposing 
structure lost its commemorative meaning for those unacquainted with the 
ambitious project of commemoration launched by the TAM or the contro-
versy that later engulfed Tumarkin’s abstract design. As already observed in 
1977, “The monument does not exist. People ignore it.”48

The problems with the monument were not limited to its failure to 
perform its commemorative function. By 1977 the monument had already 
been deemed a public hazard due to the fragility of the glass that coated the 
structure. In November 1977 it was recommended to fence the monument 
so that people would not be hurt by falling pieces of glass.49 In 1981 the 
artist himself suggested a radical solution: to redefine the monument as a 
work of public art, and to relocate the piece, on condition that the munic-
ipality guarantee to undertake proper maintenance.50 In response, the 
municipality preferred undertaking minimal repairs to relocating because 
of the costs involved. This compromise solution only addressed the physical 
condition of the structure and did not imply any renewed attempt to reload 
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it with commemorative meaning. Moreover, complaints about the stench 
of urine in the inner space of the sculpture suggested that the structure had 
become an embarrassment to the city.51

The failure of the monument to invest Tel-Aviv City Square with 
commemorative meaning was sealed on the night of 4 November 1995, 
when Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was murdered at the end of a politi-
cal rally held at the square. The association of the square with the memory 
of the assassinated prime minister was cemented when the square was 
renamed Rabin Square.52 Instead, the memorial erected at the point 
north of the square where Rabin was shot has become a shrine for the 
entire nation.

With the public oblivious to the monument’s commemorative mean-
ing and the structure devoid of official commemorative function or even 
signposting, Tel-Aviv’s Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival at 
City Square has become a mere local landmark defined by its geometric 
form: an inverted pyramid. As a prominent feature in the local topography, 
the meaning of “the monument that speaks to no one” has been largely 
confined to its use as a convenient point of reference for spatial orientation 
at City Square.

CONCLUSION

Tel-Aviv’s Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival is a case of a 
failed monument. The question is what went wrong. In his discussion of 
Holocaust memorials, Young observes that in contrast to a figurative monu-
ment, an abstract sculpture potentially “frustrates the memorial’s capacity 
as locus for shared self-image and communally held beliefs”.53 Monuments 
are intended to showcase abstract ideas and ideals in an iconic idiom and 
a material form: the norm is that the design of a monument supports its 
commemorative function.

As long as the opposition to Tumarkin’s abstract design was on the 
public agenda, the projected monument performed as a nodal point of 
remembrance. Its commemorative failure became evident when the debate 
subsided after its building and the rejection of the design as unfitting to 
represent its commemorative theme ceased to be a public issue. Unsup-
ported by textual references or ceremonial activities, the monument became 
increasingly incomprehensible to ordinary people unacquainted with the 
structure and its history. As a resident of Tel-Aviv noted, “It is a well-known 
secret that this edifice is an enigma.”54
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With the commemorative function of the monument officially ignored 
and its commemorative meaning obscure to most people, the monument 
was deprived of an audience and became a mere work of public art that 
failed to engage the public. With neither public appeal nor symbolic rel-
evance, Tel-Aviv’s Monument to the Holocaust and National Revival is a failed 
commemoration: a monument with a potential constituency but without 
an actual audience.
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