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Hallowed Hollows: Life Stories of  Bereaved Women 
from the Six-Day War – From Personal 
Commemoration to Commemorative Shrines  

Bosmat Ibi Hardy 

1 Introduction 

I can tell you that going to the Western Wall after the war was the most pow-
erful thing, I felt euphoric and supreme joy, as well as grief and agony for our 
loss […] It was very powerful. I remember feeling such extreme contrasts […] 
that is one of the most vivid things I remember. (Widowed interviewee) 

A total of 781 Israeli soldiers fell during the Six-Day War (Golan 1971). This paper 
focuses on what these deaths meant within the initial time after the war, which was 
characterized by feelings of national pride, joy and euphoria. The war and its after-
math continue to be at the center of public debate; its influence is still evident in 
politics, geography, economy and society both in Israel and the Arab world (Folman 
2004; Tzameret and Yablonka 2000). The research in this article is based on the life 
stories and commemoration in words and material artifacts by women who lost a 
loved one (father, son, husband or brother) during this war. With the environment 
of general euphoria that prevailed in Israeli society immediately following the Six-
Day War, the tension between national victory and personal loss was at its height, 
and, to a large extent, it is that tension which structures these stories of tragic loss 
and attempts to mitigate them.  

After discussing the interpretive framework chosen, I will briefly describe the 
nature of the research and then examine how the work of grief and memorialization 
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unfolded for the women interviewed. I begin with the moment of actual loss, turn 
to the problematic funerals and then discuss how these individual women, each in 
their own way, created memorial practices involving objects and images in their 
homes to grieve for their loss.  

2 Commemoration and Memory – Between the Collective 
and the Personal 

Collective memory that focuses on the heroism of war is a powerful mechanism for 
forging a national identity. The young state of Israel, feeling its existence constantly 
threatened, views this collective memory of the heroism of war as a primary objec-
tive (Schuman, Vinitzky-Seroussi and Vinokur 2003). One of the main focuses in 
the creation of a collective memory, and particularly in Israel, is the commemoration 
of war casualties. This is manifested in a variety of ways: naming streets and sites 
after the fallen soldiers (Zerubavel 2016), writing poems about the fallen, erecting 
monuments and setting special dates on the calendar dedicated to the memory of 
fallen soldiers. Public commemoration emphasizes the heroism of self-sacrifice and 
how victory was achieved through that sacrifice (Azaryahu 1995; Shamir 1996). 

After the Yom Kippur War in 1973, the national-military ethos began to disin-
tegrate, and public debates ensued, led by bereaved parents demanding change re-
garding national commemoration of the fallen (Shamir 1996). However, the State of 
Israel agreed to only minor changes. A long and turbulent debate, for example, took 
place regarding the families’ desire to personalize the tombstones of their fallen by 
adding personal texts or pictures. This practice was finally approved in 1995.1 State 
law had stipulated that the purpose of commemoration is to create uniform criteria 
for national commemoration, as well as regulating the state’s commemorative activ-
ities through the Council for Commemoration. This law, enacted in 1986, has yet to 
be changed, except for a few small adjustments that were made (The State Comp-
troller and Ombudsman of Israel 2013). The law prevents families from deviating 
from accepted commemoration activities in the public sphere. The bereaved families 
have submitted requests to the army and the Defense Ministry to be able to add a 
picture or personal words to the tombstones, but the state, via the Commemoration 
Department in the Ministry of Defense, refused these requests, stating uniformity 
of the fallen as a national rationale that must be adhered to. This refusal hinders the 
ability of bereaved families to express their grief in the public arena, assert private 
beliefs or otherwise communicate their story of personal grief (Guilat and Waksman 
2014). 

Bar-On explains the institutionalized attempt to disallow personal commemora-
tion as a process of nationalist construction (2000). It accentuates the use of manip-
ulation by the government and elites to legitimize their dominant status and establish 

1 Bilu and Witztum (1999), Doron and Lebel (2006), Ivdosin, Almog and Paz (2008), Rosental (2001). 
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power in the future. In other words, in order to construct a hegemonic narrative, the 
events of the past are manipulated in the present to create the illusion of uniformity. 

We have witnessed a break in the unanimity in recent decades, and the concept 
of military heroism has begun to be abandoned. This, in its turn, has led to changes 
in the ways of commemoration. As the myth of military heroism begins to disinte-
grate, the importance of national commemoration is decreasing and the importance 
of personal commemoration is increasing (Bilu and Witztum 1999; Ohana 1998; 
Rosental 2001). Guilat and Waksman (2014) looked at the physical appearance of 
military cemeteries, and found that there has been a change in the form of commem-
oration in the last few decades. It has taken on a less national dimension and become 
more personal-familial. These changes appear in the form of added personal inscrip-
tions on the tombstones, or leaving personal objects or planting flowers near the 
graves. Many bereaved families also erect private memorials in their homes, com-
memorative shrines dedicated to their departed. The private memorials are a physical 
spot in the home, usually created by women (mothers, widows and orphans) who 
lost their loved ones during military service. These commemorative shrines contain 
pictures and personal belongings connected to both the life and death of the fallen 
family member. 

3 Interview Contexts 

My research is based on interviews conducted between 2016 to 2018. I carried out 
13 in-depth interviews with family members of soldiers killed in the Six-Day War 
(five widows, three sisters and five orphans). The interviewees ranged in age from 
their early 80s to mid-50s. All the interviews were conducted in the homes of the 
family members. The interviews focused on the story of women’s bereavement, 
from the moment they learned of the death until the present day. During the inter-
views, the women were asked whether they kept artifacts or commemorative objects 
connected to the fallen soldier in a space or a corner of their home. I used a broad 
definition of commemorative shrines, and included any commemorative sites in 
their home that contain physical objects symbolizing the fallen dead or their rela-
tionship with him. All the interviewees had private memorials or commemorative 
shrines, and they all agreed to show them to me. I was allowed to photograph their 
commemorative shrines2, and we discussed the meanings of the objects contained 
there. The interviews were highly emotional, characterized by intense grief for men 
who had died over fifty years ago, equally intense anger at the state authorities, and 
pride for the fallen’s act of heroism. Due to the centrality of commemorative shrines, 
I attached great importance towards conducting the interviews in the women’s 
homes. This allowed intimate conversations as we stood together in front of their 
personal commemorative shrines.  

 
2 I have opted not to include such photographs so as to honor the intimacy encoded within them. 
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My own biography proved a sad yet helpful connection to the interviews. I am 
an orphan of the Yom Kippur War, a war that took place six years after the Six-Day 
War. My own experiences are what led me to explore the stories of bereaved families, 
hear the stories from other bereaved women, and understand how the void created 
by the death of a family member is then filled in the most intimate of places – the 
home. The two aspects, which are intertwined, involve observing the complexity of 
commemoration at home, and looking at the cultural characteristics and the dynam-
ics which accompany them. To illustrate, I first present my own story and my con-
nection to objects belonging to my belated father. 

My mother’s room contains a treasure. This information has been ingrained in 
me for as long as I can remember. From a very young age, I knew that our mother 
was hiding something important: “These are Daddy’s things. Mommy won’t let us 
touch them,” my older brother explained to me. In one of the wooden cabinets, in 
a closed drawer, there was a box. I was always drawn to that box. I had a tremendous 
impulse to touch, feel, hug and smell that box. Without her knowledge, I used to 
regularly sneak into her room, trying to get to that box. I did not always succeed. 
When I had enough time, usually when no one was home, I would lock the front 
door, quickly sneak into her room, open the cupboard drawer and be alone with my 
father’s belongings. These were powerful moments of sensory disorientation, as I 
closed my eyes and stroked the soft velvet. I imagined my father. Sometimes I could 
even feel him. That elegant velvet box was where my mother kept “Yehuda’s things.” 
She would not allow anyone access, not even her own children, ferociously guarding 
what was left of her late husband. In her own words, “Nobody else understands 
[…].” To this day, even though more than 40 years have passed, I dare not tell her 
of my familiarity with her treasure. Even now, long grown up, I dare not tell her of 
my actions. In those moments, when I had reached this Holy of Holies, I would 
open the box. The few objects within lay in silence on a bed of velvet. Military dec-
orations. Several photographs, a penknife, a few faded pages with typed text, several 
colored stones and handwritten letters in my father’s handwriting. I would arrange 
the objects on my mother’s bed and lie there, surrounded by them. I would grasp 
the penknife, trying to imagine my father. These objects could not replace my father 
and did not fill the void that his death left in my soul. All they allowed me was to 
have an alternative relationship with the imaginary figure of my father. Since his 
death, I have forged a different kind of relationship with him: a transformation, a 
changing and developing relationship. The few objects and images that I have cre-
ated provide me with a connection, and enable me to build a reality of my own, not 
dependent on my father’s life but rather on the commemoration thereof.  

This auto-ethnographic assessment is echoed – even to the point of using iden-
tical terms – time and time again in the interviews I conducted. My own experience 
opened my way into the homes and hearts of the interviewees. During the inter-
views, many women emphasized that only because the researcher is part of the “fam-
ily of the bereaved,” were they willing to be interviewed and were confident that 
their story would be presented in a way that respects them and honors the dead.  
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In the following, I examine how women tell their own experiences of bereave-
ment. My focus, in addition to the experience of bereavement with learning of their 
loved one’s death, is on the nature of these private memorials, the visual landscapes 
of the commemorative shrines, and the significance that the women interviewed 
attribute to the “memorial objects.”  

4 The Complexity of Personal Stories of War Bereavement 

The stories that emerge from the interviews chronicle a complex narrative. The jour-
ney of bereavement began with the death of a loved one, described in great detail. 
As they narrate, the women call to the past at different points in the interviews; the 
topic changes, and then the past emerges again, creating a bridge between the past 
and present, a connection between the dead and the bereaved. The story is also a 
performance – it includes body language, facial expressions, intonation, silences. 
These stories unfold in varied structures and units: fragments of narration, as well 
as parts of speech that function as closed units of meaning. There are women who 
begin their story in the living room and end it sitting on the bed in the bedroom, 
surrounded by albums, diaries and various objects. 

These personal stories reflect the autobiographical “self” (Lomsky-Feder 2004; 
Sarbin 1986), which is always rooted in a concrete sociocultural context (Halbwachs 
1992). Coping with the new status imposed on them occurs not only within the mind 
or home, but also in relation to the existing social structures and society’s view of 
them. 

A widow describes the following: 

We were walking down the street, it was unbearable at home. I remember 
buying ice cream for myself and my child, and everyone looked at me like 
“what is she doing” […] as if I wasn’t allowed to eat ice cream […] people 
kept looking at me. As if I was a performing monkey. 

Another widowed women narrates: 

[…] the first time I went out for a walk, I was wearing clothes that were big 
on me, I was walking around and people were shocked, […] everybody was 
looking at me, shocked at what I looked like […], I was skinny […] [whispers] 
post-trauma. There was no support back then. I realized then that strength 
and […] [silence] […] Rami [her late husband] would be ashamed of me if he 
were alive. I understood that. I was walking around on the streets of Kfar 
Saba, everybody saw me, and some people saw me and crossed to the other 
side of the street […]. 

Another widow says: “So, we got home, to Neve Sha’anon […] Everyone started 
crying, hugging me […] My brother Aharon had gotten back first […] Even then I 
could sense that everyone felt sorry for me […] looking at me […].” 
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These women’s stories take place within the unique context that is the Six-Day 
War. This period was characterized by a peaking of heroism, on the backdrop of the 
existential threat preceding it, and followed by the exultant victory accompanied by 
a sense of national intoxication (Folman 2004; Tzameret and Yablonka 2000). The 
fallen were characterized as heroes, and their deaths were granted national and even 
religious significance. Incorporating these deaths as part of a national myth illustrates 
the collective commitment to commemorate the fallen in recognition of their deeds 
for the safety of the nation. 

The fallen soldiers are referred to as ‘sons.’ They were fathers and husbands, but 
the public rhetoric claims them for the nation, creating a familial relationship be-
tween the nation and her fallen (Azaryahu 1995). Choosing this wording ignores the 
age of the dead, and renders them ‘equal’ in age, glossing over their individuality and 
personal relationships. The dead soldier is forcibly transformed into a national hero, 
thereby contributing to the patriotic process that works to mobilize civilians to war. 
Individual bereavement is nationalized and becomes collective. The memory is 
based on a dialogue between the individual and society, but, despite this dialogue, 
the most influential voices are those that dominate within society (Halbwachs 1992). 
Hegemonic circumstances are such that the voice of women in wartime is that of a 
voiceless victim, secondary to the voices of male soldiers (Lachover 2008). 

5 The Missing Funeral 

A unique element in the experience of bereaved families of the Six-Day War is that 
their loved one was buried by the army. The family was not present at the funeral. 
The fact that there was no family funeral is repeated in the interviews with tones of 
surprise, shock and anger. The funeral of a loved one is a central rite of passage (Van 
Gennep 1960), and has inherent importance in creating a support system for the 
mourners. Firstly, it contributes to a sense of order in a world that seems to have 
been overcome by chaos and disorder. At the funeral, the members of the family 
stand face to face with the reality of loss: death is irreversible, and the dead will not 
return. During the funeral service, the rite of burial is an important part of the pro-
cess of “proper grief,” which here manifests in separation from the deceased, ena-
bling the mourners and their community the continued ability to live and function 
(Witztum 2004). These women were denied this important ritual: they were not pre-
sent at the burial of their loved ones, affecting the process of mourning that is al-
ready fraught with vulnerabilities. The women interviewed describe confusion and 
harsh sentiments, some of which manifest in a constant search for their loved ones. 
In these stories, the women remember many details of what happened, but these are 
but fragments of scenarios. They remember and do not remember.  

The performance during the interviews reflects the confusion and helplessness 
which is still felt, even fifty years after the war. As they describe the burial and the 
terrible waiting time, certain words and phrases repeat over and over: “It was a 
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terrible feeling […] terrible […].” In addition, the speech patterns become much 
simpler, almost child-like, with broken sentence structuring the utterances, which 
did not happen at all during other points in the interviews: “Look […] I don’t know 
[…] I know that […] I do not understand it […[ I’m sure I […].” When they describe 
the funeral, or the lack of funeral, the women’s voices become almost a whisper, 
which is then interspersed with almost shouting. A still-open wound for over fifty 
years. 

One bereaved sister describes the following: 

It was a terrible feeling […] terrible […] I […] for a while I was […] I kept 
looking around, like, maybe there was a mistake, maybe he’s still alive? There 
was no funeral, we didn’t see him buried. I kept looking for him, I’m still 
looking for him […]. Nobody knows, but you know […] I look. Nothing. 
And my mother and my father, you can’t explain it to them, this pain, you 
can’t […].  

A widow says: 

Look, I always had hope, maybe he’s alive […] I know it’s […]. You know, 
my cousin, he would run up the stairs [points at the door]. For months after, 
as if I felt like maybe it was someone else, maybe they didn’t find […] I kept 
hoping, there was no funeral, nothing was definite […]. 

The funeral is paramount for the surviving family, as it provides a renewed sense of 
community and social solidarity. The family and friends are committed to the con-
tinuation of life, despite their intense sorrow. After the burial there is a clear separa-
tion: the dead remains in the cemetery, while the family goes to sit shiva (Witztum 
2004; Witztum and Melkinson 1993). The women in my interviews express shock 
that they have been denied something so elementary, the chance to say goodbye to 
their loved ones: 

They told us a week later [counts the days on her fingers] […] Do you get 
that? I think that that’s disgusting behavior, both for the army and the country 
[…] How could they have a funeral without his family? [raises her voice in 
anger] He had a mother […] two sisters […] a wife and children […]  

The women’s ability to cope with the already painful reality of death is made even 
more difficult by the feeling that the basic conditions for mourning have not been 
met. They then go on to describe their first encounter with the grave on Mount 
Herzl. There were no headstones on the gravesites at that point, and what the 
women witnessed were mounds of dirt with their loved ones’ names written on a 
stick in the ground. As many dead were buried simultaneously, the ‘fresh’ graves had 
not yet been given headstones.3 Additionally, accompanying the stories, is the 

 
3 In keeping with Jewish tradition, which dictates that a headstone only be set 30 days after the burial.  
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memory of the cemetery’s smell – the smell of rotting flesh, the flesh of one of their 
family member’s bodies. 

The women describe this moment in great detail and in a highly emotional man-
ner. The description of the smell is markedly noticeable. During the interviews, it 
almost appears as if the women return to the moment of burial; their bodies appear 
to crumple, they become withdrawn, whisper, wrinkle their faces in disgust, as they 
tell of the unbearable sights and smells. 

One widow says: “I’ll never forget it, there was a terrible stench, the smell of 
corpses, a terrible smell in the air.” 

Another widow adds: 

[…] We got there and saw tons of people, families, mothers, children, […] 
My whole body felt weak […]. His mother was standing next to me, so there 
was nothing […] nothing [silence] […] just the smell […] I couldn’t breathe 
[…] the stench of death. 

There was also a sense of chaos, as one widow puts it: 

Dear God, I almost fainted. My mother-in-law, poor woman, almost threw 
up. […] They hadn’t made the tombstone yet. They asked us if we wanted to 
move the grave […] There were so many families, so much shouting, it was a 
mess. Like they were crazy […] We were the quietest ones. We don’t shout. 
My mother in law, may she rest in peace, was also a quiet woman, she kept 
everything inside, everything inside. We went home. 

Considering the traumatic encounter between the women and the graves, and the 
feeling that the state had “nationalized” the funerals by burying their loved ones 
without their presence, it is not surprising that women describe a feeling of emo-
tional detachment when they first see the grave. This sense of detachment is striking 
in its detail: 

I felt no connection with that grave, really, nothing […] It was really […] I 
found a dress to wear, and sandals, they told me I had to cover my hair, there 
was all this advice […]. They took me […] There was one point when my 
mother said, “Why aren’t you crying?” I couldn’t cry. I had no connection to 
it. Why was there a grave there? […] But then I saw some widow crying, she 
was flinging herself over a grave, and I cried, for her. I remember that. I even 
remember what she was wearing. Isn’t that incredible? 

The stories narrate a series of grievous failures: first the nerve-racking uncertainty, 
waiting for news; then the announcement of death (which did not always arrive in 
an orderly fashion); the funeral held in the family’s absence; and, finally, their first 
encounter with the mound of dirt. This chain of defects is not coincidental, it is the 
result of the fact that the dead person is a soldier who ‘belongs’ to the Israeli Defense 
Forces (IDF). The stories reveal hostility and accusations towards the IDF and the 
state.  
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Only after the Yom Kippur War would the IDF’s status begin to be undermined 
(Sasson Levy 2006), but the roots thereof can be seen clearly in the interviews con-
ducted some 50 years later. The women concur that the war was necessary and that 
the death of their loved one was not in vain, in keeping with the national ethos of 
the Six-Day War. However, beyond that, the interplay between the societal and the 
personal is characterized by dissonance, frustration and rage. The stories from the 
women’s point of view reveals that their loved ones have been nationalized by the 
army and the state, thus violating the unwritten contract between state, army and 
families. During the war, individuals become soldiers with military service numbers, 
and men rescind their personal identities for the good of the country, but at the time 
of their deaths, they are returned to their family, becoming once again individuals. 
The term “nationalization of the fallen” (Azaryahu 1995) is given a cruel interpreta-
tion here, with the expropriation of the basic right to mourn the soldier as an indi-
vidual – a son, a father, a brother – who had a family and private life. 

6 Dissonances 

According to the women’s descriptions, this dissonance continued even after the 
end of the war. After the Six-Day War, the general atmosphere was one of celebra-
tion and euphoria (Liebman 1993; Segev 2005). This was unique to the Six-Day War, 
with the national sentiment also containing feelings of the miraculous.4 The bereaved 
women were aware of that feeling, but, at the same time, describe the intolerable gap 
between the general atmosphere in the country and their own personal experience. 

A bereaved sister says: “My mother told me that everyone was so happy, they 
were waving flags in the streets, Jerusalem was liberated […] and such an uproar. 
She said we couldn’t be happy, not until Mordi got back. It was very difficult.” 

 Sometimes the dissonance even becomes grotesque, as in the following descrip-
tion by one bereaved sister:  

It was a holiday [Shavuot] […] I heard that there were trucks constantly driv-
ing down Jaffa Street, covered with flags. I remember people clapping because 
they thought it was the spoils of war, but then we realized it was the bodies 
of our soldiers.  

Her description is full of biting sarcasm, due to the enormous gap between the initial 
interpretation given to the passing convoy and then subsequent comprehension. 

There is, thus, a discrepancy between the national feelings of euphoria after the 
Six-Day War and what the bereaved experienced at home. Their loss left the be-
reaved families stunned and wounded. Even the normative process of grieving was 
marred by the war: the families only got the news of the death long after their fallen 

 
4 See the contributions by Yiftah Levin and by Hagar Salamon in this volume.  
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were dead, sometimes days after the war ended.5 This undermined women’s feelings 
of solidarity with the state and army. Their absence from the funerals fueled a sense 
of emotional detachment. Every woman I interviewed discussed the family’s absence 
from the funeral and their first encounter with the mound of dirt. The private and 
personal experiences of these women is closely linked to the social and political re-
ality during the Six-Day War. 

7 Memorial Shrines and Objects of Memory 

One central relationship is repeated during the interviews: objects belonging to the 
deceased and commemorative shrines function as a replacement for the grave of the 
deceased. Many of the women feel estranged from the actual grave, given their non-
involvement in the funerary rites and the emphasis on soldiers having died for the 
nation. The personal, home-based commemoration has to be understood against the 
national backdrop. Commemorative shrines are, of course, an important element of 
grieving processes worldwide, yet, the linkage between them and the alienation of 
the bereaved from soldiers has not been discussed for the Israeli case. In the context 
of the Six-Day War, the tension between the expropriation of the deceased from his 
family and the family as part of the Israeli public appears to have led to an emphasis 
on shrines located in the privacy of the home 

I witnessed the complexity of memory and its central place in the lives of my 
interviewees in the privacy of their own homes. When describing the connection to 
their late loved ones, a relationship that has developed over the years, they touched 
on stories and objects alike, one intertwined with the other. They unfold stories of 
pain with the searing memory of trauma. One could even say that the psychoanalyt-
ical concept of displacement is here given concrete expression. Coping with loss is 
expressed and dealt with by designing a corner of the home dedicated to commem-
orating their loved one. The shrine allows them to offload their pain and live with 
the solace of comfort. 

Objects have been a part of funerary culture and grieving throughout docu-
mented human history (Grajetski 2003; Hallam and Hockey 2001). Objects consti-
tute physical evidence, are replete with meaning from the life of the deceased, and 
embody individual achievements and personality traits (Wall 2013). The preservation 
of a person’s objects connects the past and the present. The object acts to prolong 
the life of the deceased through memorialization; it becomes a tool that transcends 
the physical and temporal limits of life (Miller 2007). 

Upon death, one’s belongings function as material display of one’s life. As Mar-
cel Mauss (2002) argues in his classic work on gifts, the connection is imbued with 
magic. In the cases examined here, the objects imbue a spiritual connection between 
the women and their loved one. Gibson (2004) discussed the emotional effects of 

5 According to the interviews, the longest period of time between a death and the news of the death 
was over six days.  
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these objects and defined them as “melancholy objects,” i.e. objects that were central 
to the experience of sorrow and grief, harnessing memory.  

The objects, in fact, come to represent an alternative to the lost relationship. 
They served the deceased during his life and were touching his body; for the women 
left behind they, thus, embody his thoughts and ideas, the essence of his existence, 
and allow them to maintain a relationship in the present with the deceased. Volkan 
coined the term “linking objects” for this phenomenon (1979). Linking objects are 
personal belongings of the deceased, often an item of clothing from the deceased’s 
wardrobe, a wristwatch, gifts given before his death, or letters written by the soldier 
just before death on the battlefield. All of these constitute a symbolic connection 
between the family and the deceased. The linking objects stemming from the Six-
Day War are often military objects, such as military rank insignia and medals of ex-
cellence, creating a kind of national object linking the family to the deceased. The 
connection, constructed in accordance with the heroic context of death in battle 
during a defensive war, creates a triangular connection between the deceased, the 
family and the nation. 

Gibson distinguished between two types of objects related to grief and bereave-
ment: emotionally affecting objects and emotional transitions. The first type of ob-
ject holds “magic powers” that have the ability to protect against danger (2004: 288). 
These objects are not only intermediaries between the deceased and the living, they 
have a physical presence while trying to fill the void. Gibson observes that these 
objects while symbolizing the memory of grief also perpetuate grief.  

The objects selected are carefully curated in these shrines and also create the 
selective narrative that accompanies the story of commemoration. These exhibits 
mirror the women’s personal memories and their stories are revealed through them. 
The choice of objects, the way they are arranged and to what extent they are on 
display or hidden away, all tell of both the personal and unique narrative that the 
women seek to present and, on the other hand, the national narrative. 

8 Objects as remnants of the deceased 

One finds in the interviews with the women that these melancholy objects contain 
a vestige of the physical and spiritual essence of the departed, because of their phys-
ical connection to the body of the deceased or the deceased had a deep emotional 
connection to it (for example, an object that the deceased had particularly loved or 
made himself). 

A woman who had lost her brother was hiding a box in her bedroom with a 
piece of soap that belonged to him. She pulls it out and holds it like a treasure, and 
says: “You know, I keep his soap? His body soap [stands with arms crossed]. The 
soap he used, I have it. I have his DNA, I took it from his house, I took it and kept 
it.”  
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A widow shows me a hairbrush and a mirror and says: “[…] It’s the closest thing 
I have, it’s from him […] He gave it to me just before the war […] I keep it in the 
bedside table […] I don’t like people handling it […].”  

An orphan tells me: 

I have his ring, I have a few personal things, not many. There’s his pipe, that’s 
the most […] He used to smoke a pipe, it was always in his pocket, they gave 
it to me, it was very emotional. There’s the ring […] [she shows me a ring on 
her finger] I also have his wedding ring. Mom, you used to wear his watch, 
right? I remember how she used to take care of it, she wouldn’t let me touch 
it […] [whispers] You see, these things were the closest to him, to his body.  

Each bereaved individual, thus, focuses the physical reminder of the deceased 
slightly differently. When the women hold or look at the melancholy objects, they 
feel that the connection with the deceased still exists. By holding on to these objects, 
they can maintain an ongoing connections with the departed, as demonstrated by 
the following:  

An orphan states: 

[Laughing], my father is everywhere, he’s everywhere in this house […] in 
every room […] he is with me all the time […] here’s a picture of him, another 
picture […] [gets up and goes to a different room], he’s everywhere, just eve-
rywhere [showing books], there’s this in the bedroom [shows me a silver mir-
ror and brush set that she received from her mother], there’s albums […] He’s 
everywhere here […] [walks to another room and opens a closet full of per-
sonal belongings]. Because it is very important to me to commemorate him. 
I walk around my home and I feel him here, and he is with me. 

A bereaved sister says: 

I have pictures, of course I have pictures. I don’t display them on a shelf 
because I do not think I’m a nice person at all hours of the day […] I’m […] 
There are days when I really don’t […] I don’t want him to see me. I don’t 
want him to look at me, that is, it feels like he’s looking at me. His look. […] 
in many ways I don’t admire myself, I’m not proud of a lot of things I do […] 
That is, I’m not a bad person, I’m not a thief, I’m not a murderer, I’m just 
not always proud of myself and I don’t want the person I love most of all to 
see me all the time […] It really bothers me. It would never occur to me, it 
would never occur to me to hang his picture up, no way, I think that […] I 
wouldn’t want him looking at me at all hours of every day […]. 

The speaker is unable to look at his picture, and does not want to put it in her room – 
not because she does not attach importance to his picture, but precisely because she 
feels that the photo is alive, and serves as the dead’s living view of the world. She 
cannot bear her brother’s piercing gaze. Therefore, she does not place the picture in 
a visible place, but she still speaks of it as if it were placed on the dresser – even 
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though it isn’t. By contrast, another bereaved woman who lost her husband to the 
Six-Day War frequently speaks with the photo: “I talk to him, I tell him what’s been 
happening with the children […] at home […] Before every family wedding, before 
every event […] I stand here in front of this picture and I am with him […] I wake 
him up every morning […]”  

As diverse as these women may be, the objects of memory permit a deep emo-
tional connection with the memory of the deceased. Furthermore, the melancholy 
objects serve as a receptacle of the lost individual and hold a promise that the 
memory of the deceased will not fade. Some women describe the objects as 
“memory keys” with which they can access their personal box of memories. When 
the women look at the objects, 50-year-old memories of their loved ones arise and 
offer a near real presence. As both a trigger for and a receptacle for memory, it 
appears that with the passage of time, the physicality of objects is vital in order to 
reach the amorphous dimension of memory. One widow formulates this as follows: 

I have a picture of Giora. Every day when I exercise I look at him, I look him 
in the eyes for concentration. You need a spot to look at for concentration. 
When I balance on one foot I focus on him and concentrate. I have an area 
dedicated to him, but more so, I remember the tree where we kissed, the hill 
where we held each other, places we were. I close my eyes and I can remember 
him, it’s still alive. It’s more than pictures. It’s far more important than the 
grave […]. 

It would appear that the interviewees fear that the memory will fade as the years 
pass. By setting up a commemorative shrine, they ensure the continuity of personal 
memory and the transmission of memory of the deceased to future generations, 
some of whom never even knew him at all. 

9 Commemorative Shrines 

The word halal in Hebrew has several meanings, three of which are relevant to the 
field of bereavement. Firstly, the word means emptiness, void, an empty physical 
area. Another meaning is a fallen soldier who has been killed in battle, and the third 
meaning is space or universe – an area beyond our reach, beyond here and now. 
When discussing the women’s life stories and the memorial objects that they keep 
in their homes, the discussion was charged with the various meanings of halal – deal-
ing with bereavement, contexts of space and the physical construct of the memory 
of deceased, all while trying to reach that which is beyond our reach. 

When it comes to commemorative shrines (in Hebrew lit. a memorial ‘corner’), 
we do not necessarily mean a specific corner of the home. On the contrary, there 
are different and varied memorial spaces, in different locations, made up of a wide 
range of objects. Vinitzky-Seroussi (1999) discussed the fragmentary model of col-
lective commemoration. In certain cases, memory consists of a divided and 
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fragmented narrative. In Israel, this can be compared to the commemoration of Ben-
Gurion’s heritage, which is scattered among various sites, such as the airport, his 
private home and Ben-Gurion University of the Negev – each site representing an-
other part of the chosen narrative. I found that a similar case can be made for com-
memorative shrines on the part of bereaved Six-Day War women. In some homes 
the shrine is in a defined and ‘orderly’ space, such as the living room or a dedicated 
room, while in other homes, the objects are scattered throughout the house. 

In addition to objects relating to military service, there are objects focused on 
representations of the deceased’s civilian life – such as childhood pictures, travel 
photos, diaries and personal letters. Some of the shrines are quite modest, such as 
one that is composed of a candle and a single picture. But many commemorative 
shrines are substantial, and occupy a large amount of space in the home – a kind of 
personal museum. With the authentic remnants of the past at her disposal, a woman 
has the freedom to construct a personal memory, to choose the narrative that she 
wants to foreground and present, thereby using her power as curator. The choice of 
what items to keep and how to keep them, what to reveal and what to conceal, 
produces a unique and personal story. 

10 Spatial Arrangement 

Where to install a shrine or how to distribute the objects beyond a single location 
turns into an expression of the level of intimacy or more public sharing of remem-
brance. A widow tells me: 

Some things are always kept in the closet […] You know, I do not want eve-
ryone to see, touch. It’s personal […] Why would I put those things in the 
living room? It’s not appropriate, I’m keeping them safe. In the living room I 
have his photo and his military insignia. Those I have no problem with. […]. 

A bereaved sister shows less decisive handling of the objects: 

 […] this is the dead people’s trunk. […] it’s my brother’s trunk […] a trunk 
of the dead […] there’s his stuff, I have no idea what to do with all this […] 
That, I really like. It was always on my mother’s writing desk [shows me a 
wooden box] […] there are all sorts of things here […] there’s that too […] 
[shows me a hand gun that she took out of the drawer] […]  

An orphaned daughter recalls: 

[She takes out all the photo albums] the living room was very open, all of my 
father’s albums were in the living room. We could always look at them. I re-
member that for many years she had his stuff in the drawer, even his slippers. 
His entire life was contained in that drawer. I would open the drawer and see 
my father’s slippers. For years and years. I really remember that, sometimes I 
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would touch them […] [with emotion] […] I have lots more of these things, 
degrees and notebooks, those I put somewhere else. 

The dispersion of objects in the home shrouds an additional meaning, that of the 
desire and need of women to be understood, as well as the ability to contain and 
demonstrate emotions (Beckstead et al. 2011). The location and distribution of the 
deceased’s belongings are attributed to the emotional connection that the object has 
and the meaning given to it. Some objects tell a complete story, while others are far 
less formal and more scattered throughout the home. 

The memorial areas are usually set up either in the living room or right at the 
entrance to the house, usually in a place that is visible to all. The women are accus-
tomed to conveying their general story as they go over each object in the shrine and 
interweave the objects with the story they tell. The stories emphasize the basic fact 
that the departed was an IDF soldier, with photos and insignia proving that he was 
in the army – confirming that the family is a bereaved military family. But it is also 
possible to find shrines that contain both a personal and national aspects located in 
hidden corners of the house, usually those found in bedrooms, drawers and attics. 
Here, the women keep objects that are more emotive. One of the interviewees who 
remarried a man she describes as “the jealous type,” was compelled to hide the pic-
tures and objects from her new husband, and consequently moved the memorial 
objects to hidden spots that only she knew about.  

As she got up to go upstairs to bring back pictures, she says: 

There’s one picture I don’t have anymore, one of the three of us together […] 
[her, her late husband and son]. We don’t have any more pictures of the three 
of us, Alon took them, he has them […] I don’t hang these pictures up any-
more [shows the pictures she has in her closet], it bothers Oded [her second 
husband]. He never said so explicitly but that’s the feeling I get. He had a very 
hard time with it. It’s like something he has no part in. I think, you know, not 
everything always has to be said explicitly, he’s jealous. 

Choosing the objects, and the manner in which they are arranged in the home, re-
quires almost daily care, a kind of ritual. This enables continuous contact for the 
bereaved, allowing her to develop a continuous relationship with the departed, in as 
much as that is possible. One widow told me: “I clean the commemorative shrine 
every week. It’s important to me. I buy new flowers every Friday, like we liked to 
do. […] That way I’m not alone, he’s still with me, I can’t hide the feeling that […] 
I have someone to talk to.” 

“I tell him what’s happening with the kids […] every time one of them gets 
married, before every event […] I stand here in front of this picture and I am with 
him […] I wake him up every morning,” says one widow, who’s been practicing this 
ritual with the memorial of her dead husband for years, ever since he fell. 

Another bereaved individual stresses a need for ownership of the deceased when 
she says: “At these times I have him to myself. […] Sometimes I have my morning 
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coffee with him […] these are the best parts of the day.” For another interviewee, it 
is the imagined intimacy that is central: “I close my eyes here and I’m with him […] 
I close the door, and then he comes to me, I feel like he’s here, with me.” 

11 Between National Bereavement and Personal Space 

The manner in which the shrine is arranged and the distribution of these objects in 
the home also touches on the tension between personal and collective memory. 
Halbwachs (1992) argued that there is no memory that can be fully perceived as 
internal or personal, since any personal memory exists within a social, cultural and 
political context and is influenced by the existing system of symbols in society. Sala-
mon (2017) invokes the notion of heterotopic spaces that is applicable to the ways 
in which the individual and the national also coexist in the cases examined here. The 
shrines often reflect the wishes of the bereaved family to denote their belonging to 
the family of the military bereaved. The nationalistic objects represent the connec-
tion between the deceased family, the army and nation. The personal belongings 
stress, by contrast, the women’s effort to show the uniqueness of the departed 

Some shrines display only military and national symbols, such as military insig-
nia, military decorations, the flag, a military beret, the official IDF photo of the de-
ceased, or even his personal weapons. The state of Israel dedicates a place of honor 
to its patriotic fallen, a figurative pantheon. Those who die outside of war or active 
service, i.e. from disease or accident, are considered “families with no rights” or 
“hidden sorrow” (Bento 1994) and are of lesser importance. The state frames the 
bereaved families and elevates them to a place of importance and holiness as part of 
national policy. In erecting memorials and museums to commemorate the fallen and 
holding national ceremonies and commemorative activities, the bereaved families 
are put in a place of honor. Their activities, and particularly their losses, are perceived 
to be worthy of public recognition in Israel, and, consequently, they earn a high 
social status (Lebel 2012). This public commemoration is a product of who is 
mourned and who is forgotten in the public sphere – whose pain will remain private 
and whose will be public and become a national memory. This collective memory is 
political and planned, and rationally supports the social order desired. In the context 
of Israeli militaristic society, those who fell in battle are accorded a central place in 
national history (Mosse 1990). 

The commemorative shrines epitomize the fact that the bereaved family re-
ceived this aura of honorable bereavement, enveloping their loved ones who have 
passed away. The manifest objects in the neatly arranged shrines purposely 
acknowledge the deceased as an IDF soldier and the family as a bereaved family 
(Moscovici 1984) The IDF is a ‘framing institution’ with profound social symbolic 
significance. In addition to being a defensive military force, the IDF also acts as a 
moral and symbolic cultural agent, providing an acceptable establishment shapes 
“social thinking” (Moscovici, 1984). 
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One can state with Kimmerling (1993) that, in Israeli culture, the closer areas are 
identified with “security,” the closer they will be to sanctity. Indeed, those identified 
with the military institution, its fighters, commanders, soldiers’ families, and espe-
cially the families of the bereaved, are considered to have the ultimate civilian status. 
In other words, some of the commemorative shrines represent the personal de-
ceased as part of the national collective. 

 The bereaved families desire a comforting hug, national honor, and empower-
ing words. These commemorative shrines give daily validation to those needs. Every 
time one glances at the memorial, with all its belongings, the family gets confirmation 
and is defined as a bereaved family. When they place the memorial corner in the 
living room or at the entrance to the family’s home, the women wish to inform their 
guests of the loss they experienced. “I must tell you, he was in the cavalry,” one 
bereaved individual told me proudly, showing me her brother’s picture in IDF uni-
form. “He was a fighter in the Jerusalem unit. Look at him in uniform.” 

Women reported in interviews that the personal belongings are tenfold more 
important to them. They emphasize the individuality of the departed. Among these 
objects are rings, pictures of civilian life, photos of trips around the world, and even 
objects from their childhood, such as diaries, musical instruments and clothes. All 
of these objects are presented in different ways. They reflect the idea that the de-
parted was not just another soldier, another rank and ID that has been erased from 
this unit’s inventory. Along with the pain regarding everything that the deceased did 
not get to do in his life, there is here also a confirmation that he led a full personal 
life. 

The choice of women to inject personal content to these shrines reinforces their 
strong desire to ‘bring him home,’ and it rails against the nationalization of the mil-
itary fallen, as accepted in Israel. Thus, the memorial corners have a distinctly sub-
versive potential that must be suppressed and held within the boundaries of the 
social consensus.  

12 Summary 

The voice of bereaved women was silenced in the face of state commemoration. 
This chapter sought to bring the stories of women who lost their family members 
during the Six-Day War to the forefront, and discuss their private memory practices. 
Their personal stories, developing with time, are woven and expressed through com-
memorative shrines. Personal and feminine, these memorials are physical spaces cre-
ated to compensate for the loss of a loved one. The object, originally owned by the 
deceased, receives an added aura of sentimentalism which increases over the years. 

These objects of memory – through the reification of memory (Winnicot 1986) – 
contain ever-increasing meanings and reverberate the memories. The objects be-
come treasure objects in the women’s lives: “This is what’s left,” they testify. The 
passing years and life events give volume and flesh to the crystallizing memory. The 
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objects play an important role in women’s memory – “materializing the memory” 
(Ryan et al. 1999). 

Objects that belonged to the deceased symbolize continued contact with the 
dead for the women, and these objects become an integral part of the memory of 
the deceased (Pointon 1999). Through the stories woven around the objects, a sen-
sitive connection is maintained between the departed – existing in the past and no 
longer – to the actions of the present and thoughts of the future. Stories of the past 
live on in eternally present objects. Every story I heard is a construct, a conscious or 
unconscious constructed reality, always immersed in the context of social reality, a 
dynamic collective reality. 
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