
ENGLISH: THE FIFTIETH GATE 
 
 
History and Memory are interdependent concepts and together offer a valid interpretation of the 
past. Traditionally, History has been valued over Memory which is of concern because although 
Memory can be flawed, biased and subjective, History can dangerously objectify and “historicise” 
events like the Holocaust. Baker’s The Fiftieth Gate (1997) and the BBC documentary Genocide 
(1994) communicate that it is wrong to give History validity over Memory. 
 
The Fiftieth Gate intimately explores the need to acknowledge the validity of both History and 
Memory through a unique bricolage form with layered narratives combined with various amalgams 
of literary and non-literary text types. The structure becomes the ultimate way in which Baker may 
challenge those who historicise survivors, that is, “turn them into objects” by offering both statistics 
and imaginative interpretations of his relative’s deaths, for example, Marta’s. Baker, as an historian, 
does not only discover history, he reconstructs it, effectively suggesting that objective sources alone 
cannot offer a valid interpretation of the past, as epitomised by the line, “the final moments can 
never be retrieved”. Therefore, the deliberately fragmented form captures Baker’s desire to resolve 
the tension that exists between History and Memory. 
 
Memory is sometimes more valid than History, as evident through Baker’s purpose to write The 
Fiftieth Gate. An adaptation of Descartes’ philosophy, “He remembers, therefore I am,” captures 
Baker’s journey of self-discovery as a second generation Holocaust survivor. Memory is required for 
Baker to gain a sense of self through his parents’ stories before it is too late, “gripped by sense of 
his [father’s] inexorable mortality”. While probing his mother’s memory, Baker faces the enigma of 
where he stands as a university historian in his relationship with his parents and history. He reflects: 
“Do…I only recognise suffering in numbers and lists?” Baker soon realises History cannot construct 
the past solitarily and learns to acknowledge Memory where he confesses, “I realised how deeply 
buried is his pain”. Thus, both History and Memory are necessary to obtain an accurate 
understanding of the past. 
 
Baker captures the need to acknowledge History as it validates his parents’ memories. Baker 
portrays his parents’ subjective narratives through heavily accented dialogue to increase ethnic and 
cultural depth. The psychologically compartmentalised nature of memory is highlighted through the 
metaphor, “For my father…his words break out of their glacial silence”. Traumatic personal 
experiences may be embedded in one’s mind, however, Memory can often be fragmented and 
distorted by age, evident when Genia claims, “I can’t remember the end…I must be getting old”. 
Imagery of darkness saturates Genia’s memories made of “only images” of “Pitch black. Pitch 
Black”. Therefore, Memory offers a sensitive understanding of the Holocaust event, however, 
History is essential to maintain validity. 
 
Similarly, in the BBC documentary Genocide the evidence of historical documents and a series of 
survivor interviews foreground the necessity of acknowledging both History and Memory. The film 
medium is used to make contemporary audiences acutely aware of the Holocaust, visually and 
graphically. The inhumanity of the event is effectively captured through black and white 
photographs, Nazi WWII footage and through the understated and unemotional tone of the narrator: 
“All the Jews in Europe were to be gassed”. The use of pregnant pauses in the documentary where 
an SS soldier states, “You get used to anything in time” after sending Jewish families to their deaths 
epitomises the desensitizing nature of History. Consequently, Memory offers validity to past events 
by humanising the Holocaust experience. 
 
Genocide effectively suggests that History and Memory must be co-dependent to maintain an 
accurate representation of events. Objective sources including statistics, film footage and 
photographs are reinforced by the memories revealed in the interviews of survivors and SS officials. 
History is said to be valid but it can also be selective and of deliberate emphasis. Footage of the  
  



“Nazi cover story” is displayed to show “what conditions in the resettlement camps were ‘really like’” 
which highlights that History is biased when constructed by higher authorities. Memory is values 
over History through the emotive language of survivors where the use of the present tense 
effectively captures their traumatic experience: “I am lying in the pit…under corpses”. Therefore, it is 
evident that Memory is equally as important as History to obtain the most valid representation of 
truth. 
 
In Genocide, Memory is more valid than History as the emotional experience is embedded in the 
psyche and can be called with vivid intelligibility. Throughout the documentary, the personal 
recounts of events such as the “hangings of Jews” and the “thousands of naked women” are 
constantly supported by historical footage and photographs. The verifiable and therefore reliable 
statements impact emotionally on the viewer, however, one cannot solely rely on memory as 
evidence. Memory can be flawed and distorted over time and therefore the narrator provides 
objective sources to supplement the personal accounts, such as, “in November 1938, the 
synagogues burned”. The film closes with a colourful landscape, a contrast to the black and white, 
portraying the relationship between the past and the present, that is, the memories which continue 
to exist in the minds of survivors. Thus, this proves to the veracity of the statement that History and 
Memory validate each other. 
 
Through my investigation of History and Memory, I have come to appreciate the binary nature of 
these concepts. The Holocaust context allows responders to understand the co-dependence of 
History and Memory, providing the most valid interpretation of the past. Baker’s Fiftieth Gate (1997) 
and the BBC documentary Genocide (1994) communicate that History and Memory are required to 
work together in order to gain a valid reconstruction of past events. 


